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Ed Trask
has been called the godfather of Richmond muralists. 
He is an artist through and through, whether beating 
out percussion on drum skin, or stroking brush across 
canvas, plywood or mortared brick. It’s a compulsion and 
a habit of being that began when he was a boy of nine. Ed 
transformed art in Richmond, beginning with a rejection of 
the local “academy”, and a punk rock penchant for illegally 
tatting decrepit buildings in the city he calls home. His 
work appears on buildings throughout the world, and his 
canvases hang in scores of private and public collections. 
One of them even graces the VMFA’s permanent collection. 
At a critical moment some years back, Ed separated his ego 
from his art. “I knew it had to be less about me,” the artist 
says. And everything changed.      
 					     continued on page 10

“Truth and facts, no alternatives.”



2   NORTH of the JAMES magazine  •  May 2022

My Outdoor Project
Let Victor Make Your Outdoor Project, His Outdoor Project

HARDSCAPING patios, walkways, raised beds, stairs
LANDSCAPING no job too large, or too small

CUSTOM-FENCING and MULCHING

Contact 
VICTOR AYALA 

master mason and landscaper
804 912 9789

my_new_project@outlook.com
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DIVERS IONS

ONY CORSANO WAS  
a corporate lawyer living 
in Brooklyn, New York 
and he was miserable. 
Working at what he de-
scribes as a “sweat shop 
law firm,” he left behind 

his law career to pursue his dream of 
being a musician.
He found work as a drummer, but his 
band toured six to eight months out of 
the year, which he found difficult. The 
promise of happiness still proved elu-
sive. Then one day, he happened upon 
a concert in a park. A musician was 
singing children’s songs to a big crowd, 
filled with strollers and enthusiastic 
families. “It looked fun,” he said casu-
ally, belying the dedication he put into 
his next step.
He taught himself how to play gui-
tar and created a children’s music 
program. Around this time, he was 
intrigued by a woman he met on the 
subway. Anais Alonso was a shy wom-
an from a Puerto Rican family, and was 
also a musician. They quickly fell in 
love, got married and had a daughter 
they named Amara.
“There are two New Yorks” Anais ex-
plained, laughing. “A New York for 
single people, but a whole other New 
York once you have a kid.” Ready for 
a change, they delved into online 
research. “We drove down 95 and 
checked out different towns – places 
within a day’s drive to New York,” she 
said. Virginia Beach felt more like a 
tourist destination, and was a little too 
quiet in the winter. They sought an arts 
and culture scene that thrived year-
round. Anais remembered an online 
article that listed Richmond as one of 
the nation’s top towns for people seek-
ing careers as singer-songwriters.
While touring Richmond, they 
stopped at the Children’s Museum. 
They struck up a conversation with 
a parent who had moved down from 
New York, and were promptly invited 
to their party that night. There, they 
mingled with other parents, asking 
questions. “There’s a university scene 
and a music culture – everything from 
hip-hop to bluegrass,” Tony learned.
Music is what brought Pittsburgh na-
tive Lori Larson to the river city. “Rich-

mond had a rare opening for a music 
therapist. That’s the type of job where 
if it’s offered, you pack up and move. 
Richmond is growing in a way that I 
love. We’re making leaps with social 
progress, and it’s exciting to be a part 
of.”
There’s no doubt that Richmond is be-
ing flooded with outsiders, particularly 
from up North. “There are the people 
from New York and New Jersey that 
want to go to a prestigious college, but 
nothing around them is affordable. So 
they come to Tech and the University 
of Richmond,” says New Jersey native-
turned-Richmonder Christina Drake. 
“Richmond has a beach to the east and 
mountains to the west, and we’re a per-
fect city right in the middle.”
Anais and Tony continued their re-
search, checking out city parks. “We 
were standing on the banks of the 
James River, and it was 60 degrees on a 
winter’s day,” Anais recalls. Their deci-
sion was made.
The James River seems to have an effect 
on others as well. When Robert and 
I lived in Los Angeles, we frequented 
Richmond for weddings as soon as we 
hit our thirties. Friends gave us tours of 
revitalized Jackson Ward and the ex-
panding VCU campus, excited about 
the change in the air. “Why don’t we 
live here?” Robert asked, as we bobbed 

in the James. We had just eaten a big 
lunch at O’Tooles in Forest Hill, and 
were cooling off at Texas Beach with 
some friends. “You’d...live here?” I 
asked. “Why not?” he shrugged. I had 
assumed that just by virtue of living in 
California and being from Philadel-
phia, that a move to Richmond would 
be off the table. Writing that now seems 
almost silly.
Tony and Anais made the move, and he 
began a lucrative career as Tony Tunes, 
playing children’s parties and regular 
gigs at places such as Perk! in Bon Air. 
Anais followed her dream of mov-
ing out of administrative work, and 
becoming a teacher. As their dreams 
came to fruition, they expanded upon 
them. Together, they created Serenata 
–  an incredibly smooth Latin music 
duo. From salsa to cumbia, sprinkled 
in with crowd-pleasing hits from Se-
lena to Frank Sintara, they grace stages 
from Brambly Park to The Tobacco 
Company.
Tony recalled, “At a party, I asked 
someone what made them move here? 
They said that Richmond is still a place 
where if you have a dream, you can 
make it come to pass.” 
  

The New Richmonder
Not a Richmonder at All
by FAYERUZ REGAN

T

Tony Corsano and Anais Alonso of Serenata.
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T WAS A TIME NOT UNLIKE
other times. A time of almost 
climatic change, as new ideas 
blew away the archaic prevailing 
norms. Not much different than 
the time we now inhabit.

As you move from one gallery to the 
next at this exhibition, you witness that 
period—shortly before and shortly af-
ter the dawn of a new century—when 
America, through its artists, glimpsed 
the beginning of the modern era.
“That conflict between old and new, be-
tween the traditional and modern, is the 
underlying theme of this exhibition,” 
says Dr. Susan J. Rawles, who curated 

this exhibit which was organized by the 
Denver Art Museum.
In this exhibit titled “Whistler to Cas-
satt: American Painters in France,” 
more than 100 paintings by this coun-
try’s most renowned artists of the pe-
riod—everyone from James Abbott 
McNeill Whistler to Mary Cassatt, 
from Winslow Homer to John Singer 
Sargent—are represented. They were 
expats who left their homeland to study 
in Paris, ground-zero of a revolutionary 
art movement that most of us know as 
Impressionism. When these artists re-
turned stateside, their welcome, in some 
cases, was anything but warm.
“Because of these revolutionary devel-

opments, when American artists return 
home their French-inspired work is 
often accused of being ‘un-American,’” 
Dr. Rawles says.
At the gateway to the exhibit, you en-
counter a massive photographic panel 
depicting the Eiffel Tower, still under 
construction. “The partially completed 
view of the Eiffel Tower confronting 
you at the exhibition entrance is meant 
to drive home the fact that this is a tran-
sitional moment in art and history,” says 
Dr. Rawles. “Advocates of the Tower 
called it ‘the art of the modern engineer’; 
yet academics despaired of its ugliness 
– as something ‘even the Americans 
didn’t want.’”
My daughter Catherine, an artist her-
self, and I slowly meandered through 
one gallery after another, baptized in 
a dizzying array of form and color. As 
with all exhibits at the VMFA in recent 
memory, this one was created to whisk 
the visitor through rooms that emit a 
sense of time and place. Each gallery 
space is visually distinctive with the ad-
dition of music that further enhances 
the journey through this radical period 
in American art.

Of the galleries, Dr. Rawles says, “They 
traverse the distance from the aca-
demic to the modern. The path isn’t 
smooth, nor is it consistent, and it is 
peppered with important actors along 
the way – including James Abbot Mc-
Neill Whistler, whose intellectual and 
artistic impact changed the trajectory 
of contemporary art; and Mary Cassatt 
who, in addition to her extraordinary 
achievements as an artist, facilitated the 
creation of American private and public 
collections.”

In the very first gallery, there are a num-
ber of paintings by American artists that 
were embraced by the Academy be-
cause they adhered to the time-honored 
themes, both historical and biblical, that 
visually preached a gospel of virtue. But 
the very last painting in this hall breaks 
with that tradition. It was made by a 
woman named Elizabeth Nourse, and 
it foretells the shape of things to come. 
It is dominated by purples and greens 
and the subject is a woman in her home. 
And it has nothing to do with the old 
themes. This one seems to speak of the 
sacredness of the ordinary—sans sym-
bols and sermons—panegyrics to the 
beauty inherent in nature and the mun-
dane.

Each gallery widened our eyes. As 
Catherine put it, when we neared the 
end of the exhibit: “They’ve done an in-
credible job at showcasing these crucial 
moments in art history in novel ways. 
The curator has highlighted an aspect 
of one of the most well-known move-
ments in art and has contextualized it 
into an American viewpoint.” A perfect 
assessment.
Along the way were scores of visual 
surprises, including a small piece by 
Winslow Homer, and another paint-
ing titled Springtime, by John Henry 
Twachtman, with vast negative spaces 
and amorphous trees and gauzy colors 

that seem to be drifting into expression-
ism.
For the longest while we moved through 

the large gallery space that was inhab-
ited by the spirit of Mary Cassatt, the 
most famous woman artist in the world 
at the time, who preferred to be called 
an Independent rather than an Im-
pressionist. Her paintings create calm 
and reflection, and demand dignity to 
women and motherhood and children, 
who for the first time are treated as in-
dividual beings with their own sensibili-
ties, instead of adornments to a mythic 
narrative dominated by patriarchs.
As we left the museum and made our 
way to my daughter’s car, parked on Ar-
thur Ashe Boulevard, we both stopped 
in our tracks at the same moment, re-
sponding to a massive shadow, and 
turned to look at the massive bronze 
sculpture of a triumphant young Black 
man mounted on a steed. This name-
less man sports dreadlocks and is clad 
in torn jeans, and wears a pair of high 
top Nikes.
On about the time, a couple years ago, 
that this sculpture by Kehinde Wiley 
called “Rumors of War” was being un-
veiled, equestrian monuments from 
another age were coming down, one 
by one, to the hue and cry and a gen-
eral gnashing of teeth by those unable 
to relinquish the past for the future; but 
art, like life, always moves forward, and 
there’s no stopping it. 

Virginia Museum of Fine Arts
200 North Arthur Ashe Boulevard
Richmond, VA 23220

ART

Whistler to Cassatt
A Revolutionary Movement
by CHARLES MCGUIGAN

I

Springtime, ca. 1884, John Henry 
Twachtman, oil on canvas. Cincinnati 
Art Museum

Young Girl at a Window, ca. 1883–84, 
Mary Cassatt, oil on canvas. Corcoran 
Collection

One gallery entrance hung with whis-
teria, underscoring the natural themes 
of the Impressionist artists.

The Sketchers, 1913, John Singer Sar-
gent, oil on canvas. Virginia Museum of 
Fine Arts
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UPCOMING SHOWS

Tuesday-Friday 11am-11pm 
Saturday 5pm-11pm, Sunday  9am-3pm

Lunch, Dinner 
Sunday Brunch 

To-Go Orders 
6010 Hermitage Road  
Richmond, VA 23228

hobnobrva.com
804.264.7400

ATHELEEN HALL IS A  
Virginia-based painter 
working primarily 
from direct observa-
tion. Kathleen has been 
a resident at numerous 
artist colonies includ-

ing Yaddo,  the Cité Internationale des 
Arts, and the Virginia Center for the 
Creative Arts. 
This exhibition, Unstill Life, will fea-
ture recent oil paintings as well as a 
series of miniature gouache paintings 
of trees inspired by illuminated manu-
scripts. Through May 28.
Eric Schindler Gallery
2305 East Broad Street
Richmond, VA 23223
(804)644-5005
ericschindlergallery@gmail.com 

NORTHSIDE ART SHOW & SALE 
AT LGRA TO BENEFIT FEED MORE
Join us on Saturday, June 4th from 
11am-7pm at Lewis Ginter Recreation 
Association for art, entertainment, 
and beverages. Featuring works by 
more than 30 local artists, including 
Pete Heiberger, Paul DiPasquali, Cyn-
thia Erdahl, Casey Freeman, Barbara 
Dill, Linda Lewis and Sophie Smith.
With two open bars and live music 
throughout the day. This event ben-
efits Feed More. 
Lewis Ginter Recreation Center

3421 Hawthorne Avenue
Richmond, VA 23222

SINGLE-USE ACCOUNT 
AT 1708 GALLERY
Single-Use Account by Elizabeth Orr 
at 1708 through June 19. Central to 
the exhibition is an advertisement, 
written and produced by the artist and 
presented as a multi-channel video 
and sculptural installation. Through 
the seductive visual language of lux-
ury branding, this advertisement pro-
motes a lifestyle that stridently values 
sustainability. 
1708 Gallery
319 West Broad Street
Richmond, VA 23241
(804)643-1708
1708GALLERY.ORG 

Unstill Life
At Eric Schindler

K

HeatWave by Kathleen Hall at Eric 
Schindler

Northside Art Show

Single-Use Account at 1708 Gallery
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HIDDEN H ISTORIES

Vladimir Putin
The Good, The Bad and The Ugly 
by JACK R.  JOHNSON

N ROBERT PENN WAR-
REN’S  famous novel, “All The 
King’s Men”, Jack Burden, the 
protagonist is charged with dig-
ging up dirt on an old judge 
who opposes Willy Stark’s rise 
to power. Burden protests that 
there may be nothing with 
which to incriminate the judge. 

Willy Stark laughs and retorts, senten-
tiously, “Man is conceived in sin and 
born in corruption and he passeth from 
the stink of the didie to the stench of the 
shroud. There is always something.”
That ‘something’ in the case of Vladimir 
Putin is not difficult to find. Like Sergio 
Leone’s famous Spaghetti Western, Pu-
tin’s got a bit of good, a bit of bad, and a 
lot of ugly.
Beginning with his first appointment 
under former Russian President Boris 
Yeltsin, Putin essentially began in cor-
ruption. Yetlsin appointed this former 
KGB agent as acting prime minister of 
the Government of the Russian Fed-
eration. Yeltsin also announced that he 
wanted to see Putin as his successor. 
Despite a lot of infighting by rivals in 
the Dumas, Putin successfully navi-
gated the appointment and when Yelt-
sin resigned in December 1999, Putin 
became acting President. His first act as 
President was to sign a Presidential De-
cree titled “On guarantees for the for-
mer president of the Russian Federation 
and the members of his family”. This en-
sured that “corruption charges against 
the outgoing President and his relatives” 
would not be pursued. A similar pattern 
developed shortly thereafter with vari-
ous ‘decrees’ exonerating either himself 
or other allies in the Dumas. 
According to Richard Sakwa, Putin also 
managed to win a power struggle with 
the Russian oligarchs who had grown 
reckless under Yeltsin’s rudderless lead-
ership.  He achieved what Sakwa de-
scribes as a ‘grand bargain’ that allowed 
the oligarchs to maintain most of their 
wealth, in exchange for their explicit 
support of Putin’s government. This was 
probably necessary for reconstruction 
of the impoverished Russia state, but 
it was handled in a typically pugilistic 
fashion. As David Remnick put it in 
The New Yorker, “Putin read them the 
riot act, saying, you can keep your rich-
es, but stay out of politics. Those who 
kept their nose in politics, like Mikhail 
Khodorkovsky, were punished, sent to 

prison. Others left the country with as 
much of their fortune as possible.”
Vladimir Putin won his election to pres-
idency for two more terms, but he was 
barred from a third consecutive term 
by the Russian Constitution. He essen-
tially handpicked his replacement, First 
Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Medve-
dev. According to The New York Times, 
“In a power-switching operation on 
May 8th 2008, only a day after handing 
the presidency to Medvedev, Putin was 
appointed Prime Minister of Russia, 
maintaining his political dominance.” 
In terms of foreign relations, Putin has 
not always acted as erratically as the 
current Ukrainian invasion might in-
dicate. In fact, on the ‘good’ side, Putin 
strongly objected to President George 
W. Bush’s decision in 2001 to abandon 
the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. In 
response to the September 11 attacks on 
the United States in 2001, Putin pledged 
Russia’s cooperation in the U.S.-led 
campaign against terrorists and their al-
lies, offering the use of Russia’s airspace 
for humanitarian deliveries and help in 
search-and-rescue operations. 
Putin also joined German Chancellor 
Gerhard Schröder and French Presi-

dent Jacques Chirac in 2002–03 to op-
pose U.S. and British plans to use force 
to oust Saddam Hussein’s government 
in Iraq. Arguably, these actions show a 
wiser sense of statesmanship than any-
thing on offer from the United States at 
the time. 
Domestically, Putin was not all bad, 
either. He restored some nominal eco-
nomic vitality and stability to Russia. He 
commemorated the 20th anniversary of 
the adoption of the post-Soviet Consti-
tution in December 2013 by ordering 
the release of some 25,000 individu-
als from Russian prisons. In a separate, 
somewhat ironic move, he finally grant-
ed a pardon to Mikhail Khodorkovsky 
whom he had imprisoned for more 
than a decade.
But there was a shift in tone when bor-
dering states started joining NATO.  
Foreign policy experts suggest that Pu-
tin’s vision of Russia is through a his-
torical lens, a “Russkiy Mir” (Russian 
World) view. Putin sees Russia as hav-
ing a sphere of influence that extends 
to neighbors on her borders, just as the 
U.S. considers South American nations 
as its sphere (e.g., “The Monroe Doc-
trine”). 

Foreign Policy’s Benjamin R. Young 
makes the case that “Putin believes an 
invasion of Ukraine is a righteous cause 
and necessary for the dignity of the Rus-
sian civilization, which he sees as being 
genetically and historically superior 
to other Eastern European identities.” 
A statement that curiously makes Pu-
tin sound as “Nazi” as he accuses the 
Ukrainians of being.
In April 2014, groups of unidentified 
gunmen outfitted with Russian equip-
ment seized government buildings 
throughout southeastern Ukraine. Pu-
tin referred to the region as Novorossiya 
(“New Russia”), evoking claims from 
Russia’s imperial past. One might say 
this moment was the beginning of Pu-
tin’s ugly period.
On February 27, 2015, opposition lead-
er Boris Nemtsov was gunned down 
within sight of the Kremlin, just days 
after he had spoken out against Russian 
intervention in Ukraine. Nemtsov was 
only the latest Putin critic to be assas-
sinated or to die under suspicious cir-
cumstances. In January 2016 a British 
public inquiry officially implicated Pu-
tin in the 2006 murder of former Fed-
eral Security Service officer Alexander 

I

P H O T O  I L L U S T R A T I O N  b y  C A T H E R I N E  M c G U I G A N
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Litvinenko. Litvinenko had spoken out 
against Russian government ties to or-
ganized crime both before and after his 
defection to the United Kingdom. He 
was poisoned with polonium-210 while 
drinking tea in a London hotel bar. 
Aleksey Navalny, an opposition activist 
who had first achieved prominence as 
a leader of the 2011 protest movement, 
has been repeatedly imprisoned. 
In the September 2016 legislative elec-
tion, voter turnout was just 47.8 per-
cent, the lowest since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. According to The Britan-
nica, “voter apathy was attributed to Pu-
tin’s steady implementation of so-called 
‘managed democracy’, a system where-
by the basic structures and procedures 
of democracy were maintained but the 
outcome of elections was largely prede-
termined.”
Apparently, attempts at “managed de-
mocracy” was not limited to Russia. 
“In the months prior to the 2016 U.S. 
presidential election, a series of high-
profile hacking attacks targeted the 
Democratic Party and its presidential 
nominee Hillary Clinton. Computer 
security experts tied these attacks to 
Russian intelligence services, and in July 
2016 thousands of private e-mails were 
published by WikiLeaks. Within days 
the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation 
opened a probe into Russian efforts to 
influence the presidential election—this 
investigation also examined possible 
connection to the Trump campaign.”
In February 2022, Russia formally in-
vaded Ukraine, but many think Putin 
miscalculated. Putin’s popularity has 
plummeted, at home and abroad. The 
decadent West has been surprisingly 
united in its response, with even neu-
tral Switzerland considering sanctions. 
In fact, Putin’s aggression may very well 
bring about the very results he feared; a 
further retreat from the old Soviet Un-
ion borders with a newly strengthened 
NATO thrown into the bargain. 
As Stephen Kockins noted in The New 
Yorker, “Very few people talk to Putin, 
either Russians on the inside or foreign-
ers….. [But] he’s getting what he wants 
to hear. In any case, he believes that he’s 
superior and smarter. Despotism cre-
ates the circumstances of its own un-
dermining. The information gets worse. 
The sycophants get greater in number. 
The corrective mechanisms become 
fewer. And the mistakes become much 
more consequential.”
If this is true, then here’s hoping Putin’s 
invasion of Ukraine is the very mistake 
that begins to undo Putin’s 20-year rule. 
Turns out Willy Stark was right. There is 
always something. 
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We’re sitting at a table in Ed’s studio 
over top a retail business down in the 
Bottom. It is a working space with a 
modicum of clutter, a number of surf-
boards, two drum sets, several large 
canvases—commissioned works; two 
landscapes, one of an interior—soon 
to be installed.  Ed is framed by one 
of the four windows looking out on 
the city skyline. Just over his shoulder 
I can read the legend, La Bodega in 
a white cursive script on a red back-
ground that is set against a field of tur-
quoise.
Two things have been creative con-
stants in his life since boyhood: visual 
art and music. As a child, Ed would 
draw logos of his favorite bands or 
skateboard brands, and would play 
the drums almost incessantly. When 
he was just nine, Ed began taking 
drum lessons, which he continued to 
do through high school. “I was getting 
really serious about concert percus-
sion and drums,” says Ed. “So my dad 
would drive me to Winchester twice a 
week to get lessons under the percus-
sive group at the Shenandoah Con-
servatory of Music.”
In a high school art class, Linda Ack-
erman, a perceptive teacher, noticed 
an innate talent in Ed, a shine he pos-
sessed like no other. Linda had laid out 
small packs of oil paints and brushes 
and 11-by-14 canvas boards. She’d also 
placed a stack of National Geographic 
magazines on a desktop. 
“Now,” Linda said, “Pick an image out 
of a magazine and paint it. I’ll be back 
in forty-five minutes,” and she left the 
room.
Three-quarters of an hour later, she 
returned and moved among the stu-
dents like a fish among its spawn. Lin-

da looked at the work of her students, 
one by one, and nodded and smiled, 
but when she came to Ed’s work, her 
mouth opened and her eyes grew 
wide. He had perfectly replicated the 
image from the magazine.  
“Whoa!” she said. “You’ve done this 
before.”
Ed shook his head. “I’ve never ever 
painted before,” he said. 
For the remainder of the semester, 
Linda continued to challenge her 
charge.  “She kept throwing painting 
projects in front of me,” Ed remem-
bers. “And I just kept doing it, and it 
always felt right.”
Linda eventually set up a meeting with 
Ed’s parents, and she told them this: 
“The reason why your son is not get-
ting straight As is because he doesn’t 
think the same way other people do. 
He’s an artist.”
Ed’s father, Newell, didn’t miss a beat. 
“All right,” he said. “We’ll just push 
him that way.”
Like his son, Newell had an extraordi-
nary and inventive sort of brain. But 
where Ed’s thrived on artistic expres-
sion, his father’s roamed the corridors 
of scientific inquiry. Newell’s scholastic 
pedigree was as pure as it gets—MIT, 
Harvard, Caltech. He was an astroge-
ologist with NASA for years, working 
on the Mercury and the Apollo mis-
sions. Newell helped the first man 
land on the moon. He was actually 
being interviewed by Walter Cronkite 
just as Neil Armstrong was making 

“one giant leap for mankind.” Newell, 
who passed away five years ago, also 
worked for the U.S. Geological Survey. 
“My mother was that way, too,” says 
Ed. “They saw that I didn’t really pro-
cess things on the same side of the 
brain as they did.”
As high school graduation neared, Ed 
had a tough choice to make. He could 
either go to VCU and study painting, 
or attend Shenandoah Conservatory 
of Music to major in percussion. But 
there was a third choice—George Ma-
son University. “I thought maybe I 
could do the academic route,” Ed says.
That was not to be. “After the first se-
mester at George Mason I was like, this 
sucks,” says Ed. “Get me out of here.”
So he headed a hundred miles south to 
Richmond, and everything opened up 
for him. “I came to VCU, and I think 
within the first week of being here I 
was like, ‘This is where I belong,’” Ed 
says. “These are my people.” 
He hit the ground running, majored in 
painting and printmaking, immersed 
himself in the punk culture and art 
scene, explored the city, and made it 
his own. Ed also did a fair amount of 
drinking. 
In his junior year, three of his art pro-
fessors conducted something of an in-
tervention in a studio classroom in the 
old Pollack Building. 
“This is ridiculous,” one of them said. 
“You’re showing up half drunk some-
times,” said another. “We see a lot of 
talent, but you’re not doing it.”

And the third one said, “You’re just 
wasting your parents’ money.”
Ed was outraged. “F*** you, I quit,” he 
yelled and then walked away, slam-
ming the door behind him. He did not 
look back.
“That pissed me off so much that all I 
wanted to do was prove them wrong,” 
Ed says.
Almost immediately he found a run-
down place in the 300 block of West 
Broad Street, the space that is now 
occupied by Black Iris Gallery. He ne-
gotiated with the realtors who were 
managing the property, and got it for 
song with a lease that ran for two short 
months. But Ed and other local artists 
had a vision for the place. They trans-
formed it into a sort of anti-gallery gal-
lery.   
“It was me and five other underground 
VCU artists,” Ed recalls. “We knew we 
didn’t belong at 1708 or in that whole 
realm of academia. For us it was like 
a big middle finger to the establish-
ment.”
When the two-month lease expired, 
the gallery was thriving, so Ed renego-
tiated and ended up renting the space 
for the next year and half. “The artists 
made money and we made our rent 
and power, so it became viable,” says 
Ed
It was during this time that Ed did his 
first illegal mural, and he did it out of 
something that was akin to necessity. 
“I couldn’t get into the commercial 
galleries and I just don’t honestly think 

ed trask grew up in loudon county, virginia  
just outside Purcellville, on the edge of a suburban tide from the east that would eventually swallow a good portion of the county, but in those 
days, it was still largely rural, spread across hills that gently rolled into the Blue Ridge. As a boy he learned self-sufficiency; how to cook his 
breakfast and launder his clothes. His parents worked, and his brother and sister, both older than Ed, were seldom around after school. So Ed 
had the run of the house and the fifteen acres that surrounded it. He would wander the woods, soaking up nature, and on still, cool, cloudless 
nights he would see the nearness of the stars overhead, and could feel the thickness of the profound silence like a blanket, which he would 
become one with, and his soul would soar.

taking ego out of art

ed trask

by CHARLES MCGUIGAN  
photos by REBECCA D’ANGELO
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I was all that good of an artist,” he says. 
“I didn’t know where I belonged or 
what I was doing, but I knew I had to 
put a brush to a surface.”
Ed had just finished reading the col-
lected stories of Isaac Bashevis Singer, 
a thick tome of biblical proportions. 
“So I started putting stuff on sheets of 

plywood on the sides of buildings that 
I thought were ugly,” he says. “At first, 
it was the thrill of doing something il-
legal. But then I started realizing that it 
was a beacon call to a lot of these build-
ings. Some of these buildings were tax 
write offs, sitting there rotting.”

Armed with a can of black paint and 
a few brushes, Ed attacked a large ply-
wood panel surrounding the renova-
tion and expansion of a building near 
14th Street. Working from a photo of 
Isaac Singer of the dust jacket of the 
book, an image not much larger than 
a postage stamp, Ed began painting. 
He’d finished his work within two 
hours—an eight-by-eight foot portrait 
of one of the greatest storytellers of all 
time.  It was rough, it was fast, and the 
immediacy of it all appealed to Ed.
After he finished, Ed packed up his 
gear and walked up the hill toward 
Bank Street, and from that height 
looked down on his handiwork. He 
watched as a business suit slowed his 
pace, which seemed partly impaired 
by a two-martini lunch, and inched up 
to the mural on plywood which was 
still tacky to the touch. Several sec-
onds later, the suit shook his head and 
walked away.
Ed could hardly contain his thrill. “Oh 
my God,” he thought, nearly out loud. 
“I won, I did it. I just stopped him in 
his tracks, made him contemplate his 
position.  I just made art that was for 
him, that was for everybody, not just 
for the bourgeois gallery crowd. I 
made something that everybody can 
either hate or love.”

He had a studio on 14th Street in the 
old American Die Company building 
that was later raised when the city built 
the Flood Wall. “I would spend every 
waking moment at that studio,” Ed 
says. “I would sleep, wake up, make art 
on wood on paper, and sometimes just 
attach it to buildings. I was putting it 
everywhere.”
More often than not they were quick 
portraits of authors he had read, or 
people in the news, or artists he ad-
mired. “Anything from J.D. Salinger 
to Vonnegut and Mother Theresa, to 
Rauschenberg,” says Ed.
During this entire period and for years 
thereafter, Ed also played drums for 
a number of punk rock bands, start-
ing with Backlash and others along 
the way.  He also decided to return to 
school and finish his college degree. “I 
added a ton of art history classes and 
loved it and thrived and saw it in a 
whole different light,” Ed says.
As drummer for bands like Avail and 
Kepone, he was often on the road both 
stateside and abroad. And he would 
bring along his art kit and paint mu-
rals in Amsterdam, in Germany, or 
wherever else he landed. On a couple 
occasions he had run-ins with cops, 
but nothing much came of it. Not 
overseas at any rate. 

804 474 1800 | HERMITAGERICHMOND.ORG/ARTS-ON-THE-LAWN | 1600 WESTWOOD AVE. | RICHMOND, VA 23227

Join us and more than 50 local artists and creators as they 
showcase their paintings, photography, pottery, fiber art, 
handmade jewelry, woodwork, and more! Funds raised 
will go towards our Opening Minds through Art (OMA) 
Program, benefitting people with dementia.

•  Food Trucks & Live Music

•  Artists Benefit from 100% of Sales

Live Music by Chris and Suzi of Thorp Jenson 
plus GreenSpring Student Performers

SATURDAY, MAY 14, 2022   |  10:00 A.M. – 4:00 P.M.

FOOD TRUCKS:

Ed Trask applies the first brush stroke last spring for a mural at Bellevue and 
Brook.
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One of his worst experiences with the 
cops did not involve the illegal paint-
ing of murals. Instead, it was because 
Ed decided to swing like a monkey 
from the punk tree in Shafer Court, in 
those days the very epicenter of VCU.

Too drunk to drive or even mount a 
bike, Ed decided to walk home from 
a local bar. This was during his final 
semester at VCU, and as he headed 
down Shafer, Ed decided to swing 
from the punk tree.  A campus cop 
ended up arresting him and because 

it was the weekend there would be no 
magistrate downtown, so Ed had to 
spend the next couple days and nights 
in Richmond City Jail. 
“It was rough,” says Ed. “It scared the 
crap out of me.” 
On Monday, the judge hearing the 
case, looked at the cop and shook his 

head.  “This is insane,” he said. “All 
charges are dismissed.”
Along with his punk rock gigs, Ed 
worked as a bike messenger, and for 
about fifteen years at Millie’s in the 
back of the house and the front of the 
house. But all the while, he was honing 
his skills as an artist.
“I was starting to get known,” he says. 
Johnny Giavos hired him to paint a 
mural on the wall of Sidewalk Cafe. 
“I started making money that way,” 
Ed says. “They were stylistically close 
enough to what the illegal things were, 
and people liked them.”
Then he did a mural of Rhett But-
ler and Scarlet O’Hara on the side of 
a video store in Shockoe Bottom. He 
was then commissioned to paint Prin-
cess Diana on the facade of Island 
Grill, also in the Bottom. “I remember 
there were these bows in her crown, 
and they turned into little skulls,” says 
Ed.
One commission led to another. “And 
they were getting bigger all the time,” 
says Ed.  “I was starting to understand 
the commercial side of being a mural 
artist. I was starting to confront the 
idea of how murals sit, not only in 
the public eye, but with the fabric of 
architecture in an area. Does this im-
age that you just put on a wall become 

Monday thru Saturday 
9 am to Midnight

Sunday 10 am to 3

4030 MACARTHUR AVENUE ★ 266-3167
NOW SERVING 

SUNDAY 
BRUNCH

Several years ago Ed Trask painted a mural on panels inside Stir Crazy Cafe.
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Pet  
Sitting  

Services
DONNA DUFFIELD

(804) 397-6720

Loving Care where your  
pet is most comfortable- 

their own home!

Bellevue’s Full-Service  
Auto Repair for 25 Years

Bobby Shore
4031 MacArthur Avenue 

Richmond, VA 23227
(804) 262-7582

an iconic image that gives identity to a 
neighborhood?”
As his name spread, he began picking 
up jobs in other states. He did a mural 
in Florida and shortly after that was 
asked by Partners in the Americas to 
help create a mural in a city just to the 
south of Sao Paulo, Brazil. It was an ex-
perience that would change Ed Trask 
for good and all, would awaken him to 
a new truth about himself and his art.
He traveled down to Florianopolis, 
Brazil, and for the next three weeks 
he would help create a sixty-foot long 
mural along a fifteen-foot high wall 

in the center of the town. His objec-
tive was to tell the story of the town. 
To that end he worked closely with 
an older man who supplied him with 
scores of photographs, and narrated, 
through a translator, the entire story of 
the city. 
“And I worked with kids from the 
town and some of these kids came 
from pretty humble environments,” 
says Ed. “It was a very profound time 
for me because that’s when I started to 
divorce my ego from what I was doing. 
I started seeing how impactful public 
art could be. Working with these kids 
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and seeing just how powerful it was to 
have this kind of creative outlet. I knew 
it had to be less about me and what I 
was putting up on the wall, and more 
about using my creativity to inspire 
another generation of younger artists 
and to inspire creative conversations 
that could really bring about positive 
change. That is what became my goal.”
Not long after that, Ed got a call from 
Hands On Greater Richmond. They 
wanted Ed to head up a giant volun-
teer piece about a hundred feet long. “I 
decided I was going to try this almost 
paint-by-number approach where I 
would draw everything out, and eve-

rybody paints it in,” he says. “And I 
saw the impact it had on a lot of these 
volunteers and realized, I’m gonna be 
doing this for a while.”
About twelve years ago, Ed Trask and 
Jon Baliles had the foresight to realize 
we were entering a sort of Renaissance 
in Richmond where murals were con-
cerned. Jon had just returned from 
Europe and was excited about a mural 
festival he had seen there. 
“It turned out he had a lot of the same 
interests I had,” Ed says. “So we had a 
great conversation at that point. We 
kind of said: ‘Let’s come together and 
create a festival of street art and mu-
rals. So more than ten years ago now 
we had the very first Street Art Festi-
val, and we brought in some of the big-
gest hitters of street art from all over 
the country.”
Over the next several years there 
would be other Street Art Festivals 
here, and they were all successful. In 
2017 there was a sort of alignment in 
Ed’s long career as an artist. The Vir-
ginia Museum of Fine Arts had just 
purchased Ed’s painting of the iconic 

Bill’s Barbecue on Arthur Ashe Boule-
vard near The Diamond, a unique part 
of Richmond’s culture that was uncer-
emoniously reduced to rubble to make 
way for corporate boxes. 
The VMFA, on a Sunday, was going 
to host a reception for Ed’s family and 
friends as the museum welcomed his 
painting into their permanent collec-
tion. The day before, a cloudless Satur-
day,  Ed was at The Diamond oversee-
ing the latest incarnation of the Street 
Art Festival. He watched in utter joy as 
his daughter and her friends painted a 
mural. His eyes shifted to his son who 
was playing softball out in center field. 

The boy’s face seemed to say, “Can it 
get any better than this?” No, thought 
Ed, this is it.
And then he felt the vibration of his 
phone. He hesitated answering for a 
second so as not to shatter the mem-
ory of this singular moment. 
“I pick it up,” Ed remembers. “It’s my 
mother. She says, ‘Your father just had 
a stroke and he’s in the hospital.”
He planned on leaving immediately, 
but his family told him to attend the 
event at VMFA, that their father would 
have wanted him to. They believed 
their dad would be fine. “Do not come 
here,” one of his siblings said. “Sunday 
is the biggest moment you’ve had in 
your life. Dad’s not dying. Come Sun-
day night.” Which is what Ed ended up 
doing. By the time he arrived in Loud-
on Country, Newell Trask had passed. 
“It’s such a balance between beauty 
and loss and forgiveness,” Ed says. “It 
took about a year for me to get back in 
the right mind frame.”
As he looks around the studio, his eyes 
fall on one of his recent paintings, one 

that features the Lost Trail on Belle 
Isle.  “Canvas is turning into the big-
gest thing now,” says Ed. “Visually, I’m 
going to interesting places on canvas, 
and I’m seeing light and a rhythm 
within nature a lot differently than 
I used to. I feel like I’m in a different 
place with canvas painting now, and I 
love it. And I was lucky to have Jennif-
er Glave and BJ Kocen who really have 
faith in me. Every time I would have a 
show she would push it, and the shows 
would sell out.”

Which is not to suggest that Ed no 
longer paints murals. As a matter of 

fact he’s about to begin one along the 
wall of the former Dry Cleaners at the 
corner of Bellevue Avenue and Brook 
Road. The objective will be to tell the 
story of Northside, an extremely com-
plex and intricate web. 
“It’s gonna be almost a collage of dif-
ferent imagery that I think represents 
Northside in a very broad way,” says 
Ed. “There are so many historical sto-
ry lines that have happened to shape 
Northside. I think I would have to use 
a whole city of walls to portray all of 
it. So I’ve picked certain ones that I’m 
attracted to and that reflect a broader 
range.”
Among other people, places and 
things, the mural will feature Arthur 
Ashe and Gabriel Prosser, the entry to 
Bryan Park and the old trolley line that 
ran through the Northside. 
Ed met the love of his wife more than 
25 years ago in one of Richmond’s ear-
liest coffee shops—World Cup Coffee 
over on Robinson in the upper Fan. 
He had just come off tour with Kepone 
and he was hungover. He ordered a 

breakfast bagel and an iced coffee, and 
then he saw her.
“This is true,” he says. “It was like she 
was walking in slow motion. It literally 
was that love at first sight thing.”
“What the f***?” he said in a whisper. 
“Who is that?” His friend Michael 
Bishop shared her name with Ed. 
“I’m totally in love with that woman,” 
he would tell other friends in the days 
to come.
But he could never quite find the nerve 
to ask her out. That is until very early 
one morning at the Hole in the Wall, 
when Ed had consumed  a lot in the 
way of liquid courage.
“So I walked right up to her and said, 
‘Hey I’d like to take you out to lunch 
tomorrow,’” Ed tells me. 
“It just bloomed from there,” he says.  
“She’s such a stunning woman in every 
way, and she’s so grounded, and she 
is wicked smart. She believes in the 
best of all people. She has always had 
faith in me, and has pushed me when 
I needed it.”
In fairly short order, the pair married 
and now, more than two decades later, 
have two children, a son and a daugh-
ter. 
This fall, their daughter will begin 
the journey of her life. She heads up 
to New York on scholarship at Par-
sons School of Design in the heart of 
Greenwich Village.  “She is so talented 
and we are so proud of her,” says Ed. 
“We’ve always been open with our 
daughter and our son.”

His brow furrows a bit as he considers 
his daughter’s move to the north, but 
then the muscles relax as he recalls a 
discussion he had with Kelly not long 
ago. 
“We were remembering what it was 
like when we went to college,” he says. 
“You were kind of scared, but you 
knew you were supposed to take that 
step. You were supposed to get out of 
your comfort zone, and you had to go, 
but you were petrified.” That memory 
brought instant joy to husband and 
wife. 
“We felt great remembering that,” Ed 
Trask says. “We were nostalgic about 
it,  but at the same time we realized it 
put us in the place where we are to-
day, and that made us feel good about 
where we were then, and where we are 
now.”

Editor’s Note: To watch a brief inter-
view with Ed about the Bellevue mural, 
visit our website.

The Mechanism Of Love, Light & Protection.
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C ITY BEAT

Monthly Update
With Third District Council-
woman Ann-Frances Lambert
by BRIGETTE KELLY

HE CITY’S POPULA- 
tion over the past 
decade increased by 
11%, from 204,000 to 
226,600, according to 
last year’s census data. 
Each district needs 

25,000 residents to make them equal. 
Based on the national headcount, the 
city needs to adjust four of its nine 
council districts: the 2nd, 3rd, 6th 
and 7th.
City officials initially agreed only 
three districts deviated from the ideal 
population size, but later found that 
the 7th District exceeded the needed 
population due to residents currently 
incarcerated. 
On May 26 the adopted redistricting 
plan will take effect. 

DIAMOND DEVELOPMENT
The city announced on March 23 that 
six development teams have been 
chosen to provide more information 
on their visions for the Diamond Dis-
trict. After the request for additional 
information is answered, the Evalua-
tion Panel will issue a Request for Of-
fers to the most qualified teams.

BROOK AND MARSHALL 
PLACEMAKING PROJECT
The intersection of Brook Road and 
West Marshall Street in the Arts Dis-
trict and Jackson Ward now features 
a new pedestrian place, an intersec-
tion mural, a parklet, shade umbrel-
las and bike racks. 

UPCOMING ‘23 BUDGET
Mayor Levar Stoney released his 
budget for next year on March 4. 
Councilwoman Lambert submitted 
two amendments to the operating 
budget. One calls for a study that 
would look at options for a mixed-
use development. This includes a 

parking structure in the area around 
the North Avenue Branch Library. 
Councilwoman Lambert also re-
quested a Chamberbrook small area 
plan that includes assessing infra-
structure, parking, traffic control, 
zoning, land use, public safety and 
economic vitality in the area. 

GUN VIOLENCE
Last year, Councilwoman Lambert 
secured $1.5 million from ARP funds 
that will go to gun violence preven-
tion .
$500,000 will be used for a gun buy-
back program to help take illegal 
guns off of the streets. Last year the 
Richmond Police Department recov-
ered 947 guns. 

VDOT PROJECTS
The Virginia Department of Trans-
portation is rehabilitating to I-64 on-
ramp bridge over I-95 from Labur-
num Avenue.
The project includes joint replace-
ment, deck repair, structural steel re-
pairs, bearing rehabilitation, concrete 
substructure surface repairs, concrete 
color coating on the bridge rail and 
painting ends.

T
Pizza - Pasta - Subs

FULL ITALIAN MENU 
N.Y. Style Pizzas
Baked Spaghetti
Fettucini Alfredo 

Lasagna - Manicotti
Ravioli - Tortellini

Veal Marsala
Chicken Marsala
Veal Parmigiana 

Chicken Parmigiana
Eggplant Parmigiana
Calzone - Stromboli
Selection of Subs

Selection of Salads
Tiramisu - Canoli
And Much More!

FREE DELIVERY
Monday-Thursday, 11am-10pm;  
Friday & Saturday, 11am-11pm;  

Sunday, Noon-10pm
4026 MacARTHUR AVENUE

264-5370

REDISTRICTING

Ann-Frances Lambert
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BOOK REVIEW

“The Sign For 
Home” Is Sublime
by FRAN WITHROW

RLO IS A DEAF- 
Blind Jehovah’s Wit-
ness who lives with a 
strict and controlling 
uncle, Brother Birch. 
Arlo is isolated and 

lonely, and has blocked out his past, 
as it is one of heartache, mystery, 
and loss.
Before coming to live with his un-
cle, Arlo was at The Rose Garden, 
a boarding school for the Deaf and 
DeafBlind. At school, Arlo made 
two close friends and was deeply in 
love with a girl. One chaotic night, 
however, alters everything, and 
ends with Arlo being wrenched 
from school and sent to live with 
his uncle. Arlo was told the girl he 
loved died, but Arlo has never for-
gotten her.
Things change when Arlo begins a 
college writing class, assisted by his 
long time interpreter, Molly, and 
his new interpreter, Cyril. During 
the class, Arlo is asked to write a 
personal essay, and doing so dredg-
es up memories he has long tried 
to suppress. Cyril’s entrance into 
Arlo’s life and writing the personal 
essay are pivotal points that begin 
to change Arlo’s life. Cyril encour-
ages him to look at the past. What 
really happened that fateful night at 
school? Are people lying to Arlo? 
What really happened to the girl he 
loved?
The story itself is brilliant, but the 
writing is what makes this book 
unique. Told in alternating voices, 
Cyril, a gay man who mourns his 
own lost love, and Arlo make re-
alistically flawed yet sympathetic 
and endearing storytellers. Arlo 
expresses himself using the syntax 
and grammar of American Sign 
Language, and that style of com-
munication is beautifully translat-
ed on the pages of this book by its 
talented author.
Interpreters are hired only to com-

municate their consumer’s words 
to hearing people, and vice versa. 
But in this story, Cyril finds him-
self becoming more than an inter-
preter as he watches Arlo strug-
gle under Birch’s heavy hand.  As 
Cyril stretches the limits of his job 
description, the story picks up the 
pace. Arlo finally discovers the 
truth about that night at The Rose 
Garden and decides to act on what 
he learns.
This book is not only a rousing 
good tale, but gives the reader bet-
ter insight into the potential isola-
tion of the DeafBlind community. 
(The scene where Arlo is caught in 
the rain, with only Snap, his guide 
dog, and no way to get help, is es-
pecially compelling.) 
Fortunately, technology is ever-
evolving to allow DeafBlind and 
hearing people to connect. This 
story introduced me to some of 
the latest tools available, as well as 
other ways of expanding horizons 
for the DeafBlind, including the 
fascinating Protactile touch.
You may remember that I am a fan 
of stories that don’t end up tied in a 
neat little bow. This is one of those 
books. Not everything is resolved 
by the last page, but there is love, 
contrition, forgiveness, and cour-
age enough to fill your heart.
“The Sign for Home” is a win-
ner. Watching Arlo find his voice, 
stand up for what he believes, and 
step forward with conviction and 
strength is just “sublime.” 
You’ll have to read the book to see 
why “sublime” is the perfect word. 
Trust me. It is.

“The Sign for Home”
By Blair Fell
$27.00
416 pages
Atria/Emily Bestler Books

A
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Fran Withrow took 1st place for her 
book reviews in this year’s VPA awards.

ORTH OF THE JAMES 
James magazine won 
two awards from the 
Virginia Press Asso-
ciation.

Fran Withrow, our 
book reviewer, took 

first place in the columns category. Re-
becca D’Angelo, Dale Vanderheyden 
and Charles McGuigan received third 
place in the combination photo and 
story category. 
North of the James wishes to congrat-
ulate all journalists, photographers 
and designers across the Common-
wealth who were also recognized for 
their work by our press association.

Chaplain Steve Flowers blesses a dog at 
Hermitage Richmond.

HERMITAGE RICHMOND’S 2ND 
ANNUAL BLESSING OF THE PETS
On April 23 more than sixty pets—
dog and cats alike—received a bless-
ing on the front lawn of Hermitage 
Richmond in Ginter Park. The North-
side retirement community’s chaplain, 
Steve Flowers, performed the bless-
ings. The event raised $369 for the 
Richmond SPCA. “We look forward 
to blessing even more pets next year,” 
says a Hermitage Richmond spokes-
person.

Member of RCC’s Legacy Cycling Team.

LEGACY CYCLING TEAM 
FILM PREMIERE AT THE BYRD
Richmond Cycling Corps  (RCC) is 
hosting the world premiere of a short 
film about the Legacy Cycling Team at 
the Byrd Theatre on May 16 at 7 pm. 
Proceeds will benefit RCC, a non-
profit that educates and empowers 
youth living in Richmond’s East End. 
Along with the screening there will be 
food, drink, raffle items, and a silent 
auction.
The film was shot in 2021 and features 
the local team practicing in Richmond 
and racing in the Blue Ridge Moun-
tains. Shimano, a bike component 
manufacturer, sponsored the film 
which was shot by Anthill Films. Shi-
mano also donated ten bikes, helmets, 
new shoes and other equipment to 
RCC. 
Tickets, which are $20, can be pur-
chased at rccxshimano.eventbrite.com

BRIEFS

N

NotJ Wins 1st Place 
and 3rd Place VPA 
Awards
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Voted Richmond’s
Best 

Appliance Store.

See us on

eautiful homes are created at the 
Corner of Lakeside&Dumbarton.

2017

AppliancesOnLakeside.comLakesideBedding.com

B

From Appliances On Lakeside to Lakeside Bedding, our 
consultants will work with you to create your beautiful home. 

And, we’re all under one roof! 5418 Lakeside Avenue in Richmond.
Parts for all major brands, too!(804) 266-7621

NOW PROUDLY
OFFERING

Winndom
Mattresses 


