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Kansas City: A Muralist’s 
Canvas

Muralism: Inside Out explores the Kansas City mural scene inside the gallery and features 
works by: Emily Alvarez, Rodrigo Alvarez, José Faus, Jared Horman, Katie McCoy, Jessica 
Rogers, and Isaac Tapia. By merging the worlds of public muralism and the private gallery, 
artists and viewers can consider the concept of murals from a different perspective. 
Contemporary muralism is one of the most democratic, inclusive art practices in our 
society, as it allows marginalized communities to visually express themselves on the walls 
of their city. Neighborhoods, businesses, and public spaces in Kansas City have come alive 
with murals that speak to themes of LGBTQ+, Black Lives Matter, immigration, and 
acknowledging the appropriation of Native land in the United States.

In centuries prior, mural practices have not always been so democratic. With extant 
examples dating back to Antiquity, the enterprise often found itself tightly intertwined with 
issues of politics, culture, race, and propaganda. From intimate murals portraying life in 
Ancient Rome and extravagant murals painted in European churches to monumental 
history paintings and murals commissioned by totalitarian governments, the practice has 
evolved drastically over time, continuing to thrive in new ways. Defining the term “mural” is 
a complicated and rich topic, and this exhibition only scratches the surface of that 
dialogue. Typically determined in the past by size or media, muralism’s definition now has 
pushed the preexisting boundaries to include works beyond large paintings and mosaics.

Muralism: Inside Out features seven artists, some of whom have been creating murals for 
decades. José Faus, a seasoned veteran in the mural world, prefers to make murals that 
reflect the diverse community in Kansas City. With works of art in the River Market, 
Downtown, and the Historic Northeast, he celebrates and honors diverse cultures and 
communities. His most memorable mural would be Anthology of Argentine, completed in 
1998. Working alongside six other artists, Faus fondly remembers the experience and 
recalled: “We were not aware of how big an undertaking it was or how the community 
would adopt it. The most satisfying thing is we had other artists working on it with us and 
some folk from the area. Great stories came out if it and we grew as artists.”1 Faus’ Wu Li 
Masters for Muralism: Inside Out was named after a 1979 book that engages in ideas of 
modern physics as seen through metaphors of Eastern spiritual philosophies (page 7). He 
has always been intrigued by the idea of movement seen in the wall frescoes of Minoan art 
and the friezes of pre-Columbian stelae and wall reliefs, which drew his inspiration for the 
piece. The organic movement of the elements in Wu Li Masters renders a kind of dance as 
seen through the patterns that explore within and beyond the parameters of the 
composition. The exercises of creating a drawing with an electric etching tool and adding 
patinas on copper are processes that Faus has experimented with and finds materially 
fascinating. 

1José Faus, Interview, August 29, 2022. 
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Other artists have recently started their mural careers and have found exciting 
opportunities to hone their skills. Katie McCoy was recently granted the commission to 
paint a mural at the new practice facility for the KC Current Women’s Soccer Team in 
Riverside, MO. She notes, “working with a local professional sports team has always 
been a goal of mine, so when they reached out and asked if I could install a mural for 
them, I was ecstatic. It was fun to be part of something groundbreaking for women’s 
sports and for Kansas City.”2 Her technique involves first creating a mural design 
digitally and then transferring the image to the wall. Her piece The Interlude comes 
from a series of Covid-19 works of friends and family members (page 18). This 
composition portrays the simple, yet relatable iconography of a mother-child 
relationship. In 2020 McCoy created the design as a digital piece, seeing that the bold 
colors and story behind the image would transfer well and become even more powerful 
as a mural.

One of the most fascinating aspects of contemporary muralism is technique and 
materiality. Jared Horman describes his process for murals such as Fruit Party and 
2020 World AIDS Day murals (page 11): “To scale my murals, I employ various 
techniques from free handing to projecting, pouncing, doodle grids, and a whole lot of 
math. I also work with stencils on occasion. As my medium, I primarily work with latex 
paint but use spray for stencils and gradient elements. I also use painter’s tape and 
various ‘trapping’ techniques to create crispy edges and straight lines.”3 His work 
Hannibal was executed by combining two previously separate personal practices (page 
12). The first practice is called Inktober, a daily black ink drawing challenge for the 
month of October since 2015. The second practice originated in 2019 when Horman
began experimenting with creating custom stencils as a tool to create patterned 
backgrounds. Hannibal is one of a 31-piece collection which combines his 2020 
Masktober series and Art Deco inspired patterns. He sought to reimagine required 
medical masks through a queer lens with the hope of glamorizing our new world. 

Jessica Rogers considers not paint for her media, but ephemeral materials that have 
the ability to hang and float in the air, engaging with the question of “what makes a 
mural?” Categorizing and conceptualizing rugs, quilts, and tapestries as murals that 
hang on walls rather than adhere to them allows us to expand the definition of “mural.” 
When asked about her upcoming projects, she offers that she is “currently working on a 
body of textile work that examines my experience as a single mother. I am really 
excited to explore and share my experience through traditional fiber work.”4 Her work 
Eye in the Sky is a narrative textile wall hanging that tells the connective stories of 
Rogers’ mural practice (page 14). For this particular piece, she decided to create a new 
narrative textile that includes elements from a variety of murals that she created over 
the years. She recognizes that many of her murals have common color palettes and 
themes, and she uses repetitive symbols such as the eyeball, the home, and the sun to 
connect new works of art to the narrative of the mural that inspired it. 

2 Katie McCoy, Interview, September 11, 2022. 
3 Jared Horman, Interview, September 12, 2022. 
4 Jessica Rogers, Interview, September 13, 2022. 
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Emily Alvarez, who enjoys working with intricate narratives in her murals, spoke fondly 
of a mural she painted for Girl Scouts Prairie Schooner. She recalls, “the art director 
gave me near total freedom to choose a narrative that merely reflected some values 
and iconography rather than portraying a concrete and monumental history or existing 
community deserving of respect and dignity.”5 Alvarez typically conducts detailed 
research before starting a project, which allows imbuing her subjects with life and 
energy that she hopes is understood by viewers. Her work Precipice conveys aspects 
of exertion and self-expression (page 16). The checkered pattern on the figure’s suit 
represents their internal rigidity and desire for perfection, contrasting the free-flowing 
and flexible nature of their chosen medium. If the figure falters, the ribbons will entangle 
them; thus, the most important task for the figure is to remain in motion. 

Isaac Tapia and Rodrigo Alvarez work as a collaboration called IT-RA Icons who began 
making murals together in the summer of 2017. Their diverse body of work can be 
recognized through their vibrant colors and themes that celebrate diversity, identity, 
and immigrant communities. Alvarez and Tapia met at and graduated from Paseo 
Academy of Fine and Performing Arts, a signature school in the Kansas City Public 
Schools district. About their experience they said, “Paseo provided us the foundations 
of art that we still apply in our work today and budded the idea of art as a profession to 
us. More importantly, the connections that we built have been instrumental to our 
partnership.”6 About their technique, they describe the process as such: “All of our 
designs begin in the software system Procreate and get transferred to walls through 
the Doodle-grid system [otherwise known as the Overlay Method] or by projecting the 
design onto the wall to outline. The walls we paint on are huge and proportions are 
probably the biggest challenge when scaling a design out onto such a large canvas, so 
we focus on how we can efficiently begin building our base. We use spray guns to 
cover backgrounds and large spaces with solid colors, but most of the work is done 
with spray cans. We rarely use brushes, but if we do, it’s because we’re dealing with 
some very tiny details.”7 An example of this practice can be seen in Tapia’s 2016 work 
Puro Zacateras (page 9). He renders a street artist’s moment of contemplation, as the 
figure considers adding to the layers of paint and tags on a secluded wall. In Alvarez’ 
diptych Headaches he renders stream-of-consciousness doodling that could represent 
the beginning of the mural process (page 10). Hidden symbols within the semi-abstract 
paintings recall an automatist vision of mural painting in the twenty-first century.8

A gathering of works in a small space, the Muralism: Inside Out exhibition highlights the 
concepts, techniques, and materials embedded into Kansas City murals. The seven 
muralists featured in this exhibition have mural experience in common, but their 
practices are diverse both visually and conceptually, offering viewers a new 
perspective on twenty-first century muralism and contemporary art. 

5 Emily Alvarez, Interview, September 4, 2022. 
6 Isaac Tapia and Rodrigo Alvarez, Interview, September 21, 2022. 
7 Isaac Tapia and Rodrigo Alvarez, Interview, September 21, 2022.
8 ”Automatist” or “automatism” refers to a state of unconsciousness when performing an action, and in this case, 
when making art. The term was used art historically in relation to some Surrealist artists in the 1920s.  
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The Sun and the 
Moon Dream of 

Each Other (2015)
9th & Van Brunt Athletic 

Fields
Photo courtesy of  

@rubengusmanphotography

Anthology of 
Argentine 
(1998)
East 30th and 
Woodland Avenue
Photo courtesy 
of Jennifer Wetzel

José Faus
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José Faus, Wu Li Masters (2022)
Featured in Muralism: Inside Out 

PLUG Gallery (October 21-November 21, 2022)
Photo courtesy of Linda Link
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Rebirth 
(2022)
Johnson County 
Parks & Rec, Okun 
Fieldhouse at Mid-
America West 
Sports Complex
Photo courtesy of 
JCPRD

Isaac Tapia & Rodrigo Alvarez
(a.k.a. ITRA Icons)

World AIDS Day Mural (2021)
18th and Walnut
Photo courtesy of  ITRA Icons
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Isaac Tapia, Puro Zacateras (2016)
Featured in Muralism: Inside Out

PLUG Gallery (October 21-November 21, 2022)
Photo courtesy of Linda Link
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Rodrigo Alvarez,
Headaches (2019)
Featured in Muralism: Inside Out
PLUG Gallery (October 21-
November 21, 2022)
Photo courtesy of Linda Link
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Jared Horman

World AIDS 
Day Mural

(2020)
KC Care Health 

Center
Photo courtesy of Sandy 

Woodson

Fruit Party!
(2020)
Succotash
Photo courtesy of Happy 
Horman Designs
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Jared Horman, Hannibal (2021)
Featured in Muralism: Inside Out

PLUG Gallery (October 21-November 21, 2022)
Photo courtesy of Linda Link
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Jessica 
Rogers

Uniquely Rooted
(2021)
18th and Roe Avenue
Photo courtesy of Jessica 
Rogers

Eye Contact
(September-

November 2019)
125 Southwest Blvd

Photo courtesy of Jessica 
Rogers
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Jessica 
Rogers, Eye in 
the Sky (2022)
Featured in 
Muralism: Inside Out
PLUG Gallery 
(October 21-
November 21, 2022)
Photo courtesy of Linda 
Link
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Emily 
Alvarez

Goddard 
Kindergarten 
School Mural

(2020)
Lee’s Summit, MO
Photo courtesy of Emily 

Alvarez

Alley Cat 
Mural (2020)
NE Kansas City
Photo courtesy of 
Emily Alvarez
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Emily Alvarez, Precipice (2022)
Featured in Muralism: Inside Out

PLUG Gallery (October 21-November 21, 2022)
Photo courtesy of Linda Link
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Katie 
McCoy

Prairie Fresh 
(2021)
Mission, Kansas
Photo courtesy of Katie 
McCoy

KC Currents 
Mural (2022)

Riverside, MO
Photo courtesy of Katie 

McCoy

17



18

Muralism: Inside Out

Katie McCoy, The Interlude (2022)
Featured in Muralism: Inside Out

PLUG Gallery (October 21-November 21, 2022)
Photo courtesy of Linda Link



Muralism: Inside Out

19

Interview with the Artists

A. Lindeman: Alongside mural 
painting, you are also a studio 
artist, performer, writer, and 
educator. How have those 
professional activities contributed 
to your approach to mural 
painting?   

José Faus: I don't see a real 
separation. They are different 
languages but similar rules. I find 
that some things work better when 
I’m in studio and others when it's a 
public thing. Performing is another 
animal all together I get most 
nervous about that but reading my 
poetry has helped me to get a grip 
on that. I was lucky to have some 
great mentors and they are all 
teachers, so teaching is more like 
paying it forward when I do that.

A. Lindeman: How has your 
work in textiles informed your 
mural practice?

Jessica Rogers: My background 
in textile work has 
visually influenced my mural work 
and this can be seen in the use of 
traditional quilt patterns as design 
elements in many of my murals. 
Outside of visual elements I find 
many similarities between the two 
formats when it comes to labor 
intensive and meditative 
processes in creating the work.
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“I see Murals as an 
Intersection of design 
and art… Many murals 
balance a specific 
message and 
something open for 
interpretation.”

-Jared Horman

A. Lindeman: How has your 
instructional work as a teacher 
informed your mural practice?

Katie McCoy: Working as an 
elementary art teacher has taught me 
to simplify things. Teaching students 
the basics of art and encouraging them 
on a daily basis has been so inspiring. 
They are so creative and seeing them 
being so uninhibited as creatives 
encourages me to loosen up as an 
artist. 

A. Lindeman: Does your work in 
design relate to your mural practice 
at all? Do you see a correlation 
between your ability to grab viewers’ 
attention in an online format versus 
on the street? 

Jared Horman: There is a strong 
relationship between my work as a 
muralist and as a designer. I use 
digital design tools like Illustrator 
and Procreate to conceptualize, 
ideate, and mock up murals. Working 
on a screen to design everything 
from magazines and billboards to 
bike kits and websites has also 
refined my ability to envision how 
something connects with viewers in 
different mediums.

More conceptually—I see murals as 
an intersection of design and art. 
One of the core elements of graphic 
design is that it conveys information, 
which both requires a message and 
an intended audience. Art is not 
bound by either of those constraints. 
Many murals balance a specific 
message and something open for 
interpretation. They can be featured 
in a prominent place for all or tucked 
away in the hidden corner of a city.
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A. Lindeman: Storytelling seems to 
be a big aspect to your murals. 
What kinds of stories and ideas do 
you enjoy sharing with your 
viewers? 

Emily Alvarez: I try to focus on 
uplifting narratives of hope, people 
coming together and other themes 
that are important for peoples’ 
happiness overall. A lot of my 
narrative work is very often 
character-focused. I like to make 
every person in every piece feel like 
a unique individual that the viewer 
might be able to see themselves in. I 
think that’s the whole point of 
character depiction: to reflect 
something we see in ourselves. 

One goal of mine is to have depicted 
a full range of human emotion, and 
as of now I have yet to make a mural 
where I have permission to depict 
someone suffering. In the past I 
have intended to portray it in an 
impermanent and inconsequential 
way, like with a child being upset 
about a painful sunburn. I think it’s 
something we all go through, and I 
like to emphasize that suffering, like 
all emotion, is normal and will pass 
with time. 

A. Lindeman: How does working as a 
duo strengthen your muralism 
practice? 

ITRA Icons: We both bring different 
skills and strengths to the table, and 
when we put them together, we create 
art more powerful than we are each 
able to do on our own. We each come 
from different artistic backgrounds– I 
[Rico] am more attracted to natural 
elements and began as a sculptor. On 
the other hand, Isaac is more drawn to 
portraiture and has a keen interest in 
oil paints and watercolors. I think this 
is evident in our work together 
because you will often see those two 
blended together in our mural designs. 
We also don’t always agree on how we 
want to deliver a message through art, 
but that is the beauty of touching on 
themes that open up space for 
dialogue. We as a community will not 
always agree but can be sounding 
boards to each other to consider 
different perspectives.
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Click on the Map to see the locations of Kansas City 
metro murals by the artists featured in Muralism: Inside 
Out

Map the Murals

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=1c41-diCoZLATwNd4B4h_GMY-o2ABcss&usp=sharing
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