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A86TI1, Te[as — With its feet and tail Àying in the air, an electric blue mustang mounted by a 
cowboy dives towards a longhorn leaping above our heads. The two animals’ hooves meet on a 
small patch of land where insects and small animals crawl. A nearby skull resting against a spear 
is a reminder of the 1ative Americans who were forced out by Anglo invaders, and a barbed wire 
fence signals our pro[imity to the 86-0e[ico border. This enormous, engaging sculpture, “3rogress 
II” (19�6�1999� by Luis Jimpnez, stuns us with its gravity-defying shapes and Àashing colors. But 
it also contains poignant messages about the comple[ history, culture, and landscape of the artist’s 
homeland.
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The American 6outhwest was at the center of Jimpnez’s life and work. Born to an immigrant 
family in (l 3aso, Te[as in 19��, the artist grew up in a world dominated by cowboys, cactus, and 
rattlesnakes, all of which later appeared in his drawings, prints, and fiberglass sculptures. Aside 
from a brief period when he lived in 1ew <ork &ity in the late 196�s, Jimpnez spent his career 
working in the 6outhwestern region of the 8nited 6tates. )ifteen years after the artist’s tragic death 
in an accident at his Hondo, 1ew 0e[ico studio, B or der  V i s i on:  L ui s  J i m é nez ’ s  S out h wes t  at the 
Blanton 0useum of Art e[plores the crucial role that this often marginalized and misunderstood 
place played in his artwork.

Jimpnez grew up in a strict 3rotestant household. Barred from parties and other social 
engagements, the young artist passed the time drawing the local animals and insects from the 
hills near his family’s home. He also worked in his father’s electric sign shop from the age of si[, 
where he was introduced to some of the industrial materials, bold colors, and lighting accents that 
appeared in his later artwork. As a teenager, Jimpnez wasn’t permitted to date or attend dances, so 
he taught himself to restore classic cars with fiberglass. This material became Jimpnez’s unlikely 
choice for his fine art, and a connection to his roots.

0e[ican immigrants, Mackrabbits, and firemen all appear in Jimpnez’s fiberglass sculptures. “If 
my images were going to be taken from popular culture, I wanted a material that didn’t carry the 
cultural baggage of marble or bronze,” Jimpnez said. But despite his unorthodo[ material and 
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subMects, he was deeply invested in some aspects of the Western art tradition. After initially studying 
architecture, he switched to fine art in his final year of college. “0ost teachers were focused on 
Abstract ([pressionism at the time,” curator )lorencia Bazzano told Hyperallergic on a recent tour 
of the e[hibition. “He wanted to do figuration, so he was going against the grain.”

Indeed, Jimpnez’s careful attention to human musculature, movement, and balance recalls the 
work of 5odin and *reek sculpture, and he was also a master draftsman. 'ynamic drawings and 
prints record Jimpnez’s uncanny ability to capture the figure in motion, but they also register his 
commitment to representing his community on its own terms. Jimpnez’s 199� lithograph “&holo 
and 9an with 3opo and I[ta” fuses the worlds of everyday people with ancient myths. The van, 
driven by a man with a snake tattoo, displays a mural depicting the star-crossed lovers 3opocatppetl 
and I[taccthuatl, an iconic pair that appears in countless 0e[ican calendars and restaurant walls. 
In another lithograph, “Baile con la Talaca ('ance with 'eath�” (19���, the artist shows himself 
dancing with the 0e[ican embodiment of death, La Talaca (or &alaca�, showing Jimpnez’s close 
connection to his sense of mortality and ancestral culture.

“His approach to art is distinctly shaped by a r as q uach e or underdog aesthetic,” Bazzano told 
Hyperallergic. “He was looking at regular, working class people and aspects of their lives.” Jimpnez’s 
unique blend of 3op, &hicano, and classical art presents a critical, colorful, and humane view of the 
6outhwest that continues to be relevant today.
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Border 9ision: Luis Jimpnez’s 6outhwest cont i nues  at  t h e B lant on M us eum  of  A r t  (2 0 0  E as t  
M ar t i n L ut h er  K i ng J r .  B oulev ar d,  A us t i n) t h r ough  J anuar y  1 6 ,  2 0 2 2 .  T h e ex h i b i t i on was  cur at ed 
b y  F lor enci a B az z ano.
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THE SEVENTIES HAD JUST BEGUN, and El Paso native Luis Jimenez had already 
realized the dream of every Texas artist of his generation: making it in New York. Arriving 
there in 1966 with a stubbornly contrarian aesthetic—outspoken, neon-hued figurative 
sculpture in an era of mute minimalist abstraction—this UT-educated son of an illegal 
immigrant had hustled his way into a couple of critically praised one-man shows at a 
prominent New York gallery, doing well enough to quit his day job and buy a house in 
Maine. But in 1972, in a turnabout seemingly as improbable as his success, Jimenez came 
home.

“I realized I was reaching what I thought was a very limited audience—the gallery and 
museum world,” recalls Jimenez, who is 58. “It’s not like having the work out in public. 
And I wanted to move out in public.” Working in a hangarlike studio in a former Works 
Progress Administration schoolhouse near Hondo, New Mexico (about three hours north of 
El Paso), Jimenez has done just that, moving his art into the public arena with an ambition 
and audacity unmatched by any American artist in the past two decades. From El Paso’s 
San Jacinto Plaza to a California border crossing to the main street of Fargo, North Dakota, 
Jimenez’s high-gloss, urethane-coated fiberglass monuments have challenged his audiences 
to take a fresh look at their history and myths.
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For a public that has progressed from classical bronzes of all-American icons to steel-and-
marble corporate minimalism with little more than a yawn, a Jimenez can be an epiphany 
or, at times, an outrage. Adapted with equal enthusiasm from both high and popular art, 
Jimenez’s figures combine the classical lines and rapturous Baroque energy of a Bernini 
with the pneumatic surrealism of Mexican calendar art—a potent mix derived from his own 
cultural hybridism.

“I never lost contact with the culture of Mexico,” Jimenez says. “I remember when I was 
six years old spending a whole summer in Mexico City, going to the museums, seeing 
not only the work of the Mexican muralists but shows by artists like Henry Moore. I was 
exposed to a level of art that I never was in El Paso.” But equally important was the culture 
in and around his father’s custom neon-sign shop in El Paso’s tough Segundo Barrio, where 
the lowriders cruised by while Jimenez helped assemble giant sheet-metal roosters and 
concrete-and-wire-mesh polar bears. As a teenager, Jimenez spray-painted hot rods in the 
shop after work, perfecting the automotive sheen he would later apply to his innovative 
fiberglass casts: “I decided that if my images were going to be taken from popular culture, I 
wanted a material that didn’t carry the cultural baggage of marble or bronze.”

But even more than the medium, it’s the message that distinguishes Jimenez from his 
colleagues. At a time when most public art merely whispers carefully edited platitudes, 
Jimenez believes that his work should sound off. “The purpose of public art is to create 
a ‘dialogue,’” he says. “I like that word better than ‘controversy.’” And “dialogue” has 
indeed attended every Jimenez installation since his first public commission, V aq uer o, 
was placed in Houston’s Moody Park in 1981. Initially rejected for a site near city hall, the 
gunslinging Hispanic broncbuster was promptly attacked by a local Hispanic politician 
for allegedly inciting violence. Jimenez’s intention, however, was to correct a historical 
oversight. “I wanted to do a cowboy for Texas,” he explains, “and it’s a historical fact that 
the American cowboy was a Mexican invention.” It’s also a fact that many in the West are 
still unable to accept; the commission for P r ogr es s  I I , a cow-roping vaquero planned for the 
gallery district in Scottsdale, Arizona, was shot down after concerted lobbying by the city’s 
traditional Western art galleries.

But Jimenez’s revisionist history of the American West isn’t as simple as putting brown 
faces on the usual suspects. S odb us t er ,  S an I s i dr o, on view at the Federal Reserve Bank 
in Dallas, casts the humble prairie plowman in the same heroic mold as Remington’s 
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cowpunchers and cavalrymen. An even more heretical challenge to the accepted canons of 
Western art is Jimenez’s portrayal of nature as an often-suffering protagonist rather than 
the malign adversary of Anglo-American progress. His buffalo, coyotes, alligators, and wild 
horses (the 32-foot-tall D env er  M us t ang taking shape in his studio will rear up next to the 
main terminal of the new Denver International Airport) eulogize a vanishing natural world 
while conjuring the powerful animistic spirits once worshiped by Native Americans. “I 
looked at a lot of art made in the American West when I started out,” says Jimenez, “and it 
seemed our whole idea of progress was wrapped up in the notion of the killing of the beast. 
In all its variations, it has become a trite, hackneyed image.”

The artist offers an equally provocative take on the new West. A citizen of the border (Luis 
Senior crossed illegally at age nine and was naturalized sixteen years later), Jimenez alludes 
to his own history in the impassioned B or der  C r os s i ng (at Santa Fe’s Museum of Fine 
Arts), which depicts a Mexican father carrying his family across the river on his shoulders: 
“I wanted to put a face on these people.” His drawing of Esequiel Hernandez, Jr., the 
Redford teenager mistakenly shot dead by a Marine on border patrol (Jimenez depicts the 
youthful goatherd as a Christ-like shepherd), provoked a civil liberties showdown when 
the principal of a Presidio school ordered a teacher to remove a poster version—produced 
by the Border Rights Coalition, an immigrant advocacy organization—from her classroom; 
the poster came down. F i es t a (J ar ab e) , a pair of jarabe dancers installed at the San Diego 
International Crossing, drew its complaints from feminists who found the woman too 
wanton and from middle-class Hispanics who objected that her partner was too dark and 
paunchy. “These are ordinary people,” Jimenez says of his working-class duo. “It’s not some 
sort of idealized stereotype.”

As unconcerned with the mandarin political correctness of today’s art as he was with the 
social unconsciousness of his peers thirty years ago, Jimenez simply goes on showing us the 
true faces of the West—and rewriting nineteenth-century Western mythology for a twenty-
first-century audience. “In redefining the myth we’re really redefining ourselves,” he says. 
“And I think it’s important to keep redefining ourselves. That’s something that artists have 
always done.”
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Amy Baker Sandback: Your images are 
very much part of this country of immi-
grants and working people.
Luis Jimenez: If I was an outsider look-
ing at America or the West—what would 
I see? What would I be looking at? It 
would be the strong and vibrant images 
that stand out, like the cowboy, not those 
coming out of the fine-art situation. ,t 
would be the motorcycle, the automobile; 
this is the important visible iconography 
of America, but it’s not art in itself. The 
use of these popular images is part of 
the game: to take my work as close to 
the edge as I can, because then the chal-
lenge is greater, and so is the payoff.

I see myself as an image maker. Any 
image that you put out there is a state-
ment, conscious, unconscious or self-
conscious. Not making a statement is a 

statement.
ABS: Your Vaquero sculpture in Houston 
[1980] functions on different levels that 
are often referred to as separate: artistic 
and social.
LJ: ,t was my first public commission. 
When I started doing research into public 
art I realized that one of the most com-
mon forms of sculpture, certainly within 
the Western tradition, is the equestrian. 
So the challenge became: how can I 
make people look at it again and how 
can I do something with my material—
fiberglass³that bronze can’t do; that 
stone can’t; that hasn’t been done be-
fore? A lot of people don’t even see the 
Vaquero as an equestrian. But it is, and 
the scale is much the same as if it were 
in Washington, D.C.

The Vaquero piece is a tribute to the 
Mexican origins of the American cowboy, 
a statement about Texas, and also about 
the Mexican community within Texas. If 
you think of words connected with cow-
boys, like rodeo, corral, remuda, lariat, 
those words are all Spanish. The cow-
boy was a Mexican invention. It was the 
Spaniards that brought the cows and the 
horses and it was Mexicans who became 
the cowboys. It wasn’t John Wayne who 
was the original cowboy. That’s the myth. 
This contribution that the Mexican com-
munity made to Texas and the image of 
the United States has been totally over-
looked.

In the past when 
people would say, 
“You’re a cowboy,” 
I’d answer, “No, 
I’m not a red-
neck.” To put this Vaquero in a Mexican 
community in Houston is a social state-
ment.

poor. It was a 
situation of being 

able to stand outside of 
both cultures. I now think it’s an ad-

vantage because that’s the role that the 
artist has always been in.

The Mexican people have been very 

ABS: He’s angry. He’s got a gun pointed 
up in the sky. Do you like unsettling peo-
ple?
LJ: ,’m redefining an image and a myth. 
I’m also coming out of the new spirit of 
the Mexican community of Texas. Not the 
old, “yes sir, no sir.” That’s not what won 
elections in places like San Antonio. It’s 
an aggressive mood. The sculpture is ag-
gressive. For me he represents this differ-
ence. Social changes haven’t come about 
because people are willing to go along 
with the old situation. I also have the obli-
gation to take a stand.

I grew up as a Chicano before it was 
a militant term. I’m comfortable with it. 
You needed a word because “Mexican” 
implied that you still had Mexican nation-
ality. Mexicans don’t really accept Chica-
nos, they see us as traitors, and Anglo-
Americans don’t quite accept Chicanos 
either. I come out of a minority within a 
minority, Mexican Protestants, which is a 
very small group with a strong sense of 
community, and of family. In New York I 
heard blacks talk about their sense of ob-
ligation to a larger community in whatever 
they did. I think that is there for me too. 
My dad and grandmother came from 
Mexico City, my mom’s parents 
came from Mexico too, 
and they came 
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poor but there’s always been respect for 
the arts. You can see that in the crafts. 
The important thing is interest. When I 
was young I felt my, skill was inherent in 
being Chicano, inherent in being Mexi-
can, and that every Mexican not only had 
ability but also appreciated art. It was a 
kind of fantasy, but certainly within the 
context a positive thing.
ABS: This type of reliance on personal 
context and sources, this sense of in-
volvement with a particular place or soci-
ety, has at times been labeled “regional 
art.” You must have feelings about this 
phrase.
LJ: I’ve always found artists who respond-

ed to a regional situation fas-
cinating, whether it’s Ar-

thur Miller or James Baldwin or William 
Faulkner; these writers have been impor-
tant to me in developing concepts about 
what I want to do. Every one of them fo-
cused on a very particular isolated situa-
tion that they knew well, and in so doing 
spoke also to broader issues. I feel more 
of an affinity with contemporary artists 
like Ed Kienholz than, say, the obvious 
connection with Frederic Remington or 
Charles Russell.
ABS: There’s a relation between an icon 
and a cliché that’s really the clue here. 
Both you and Kienholz use “real” images 
that could be understood both ways.
LJ: I use material that’s familiar to me, 

but the issues involved in the work go 
beyond personal or localized references. 
I am from the West and I’m an American, 
so that’s going to be in the work whether 
I want it or not. Kienholz is also a West-
ern product but he isn’t making cliché 
“Western” art. I think he’s always been a 
kind of outsider and like a writer he gets 
involved in personal subject matter that 
addresses broader issues.

What I’m doing is about ideas, and 
obviously everybody comes away with 
something different. Somebody can get 
involved at one level, or they can use that 
as an entry level to get more involved. It’s 
not only what I’m stating about a partic-
ular community, it’s also what I’m stat-
ing about myself. It’s coming out of the 

border perspective. 
, find myself totally 

fascinated with what 
happened when the Moors went 

into Spain, or what happens today in New 
York City. The cultures clash and you get 
a hybrid vigor. <ou get flashy signs, you 
get bright color, energy. I might do the 
end of the trail as an electric sunset as a 
kind of tribute to the image of the end of 
the trail; however, the piece is also about 
my own feelings about what’s happened 
with the American Indian.
ABS: <ou say that you have been influ-
enced more by writers than by other art-
ists.
LJ: Yes. The writers that attract me are 
those that are basically writing their auto-
biographies. They’re writing about them-
selves and giving us a very personal idea 

of what it’s like to be alive here and now. 
In the process they are making a state-
ment about the general culture.
ABS: Is what you’re doing also personal 
narrative?
LJ: I never thought of it that way, but I 
guess so. , hadn’t defined it that way.
ABS: What about all the symbols in your 
pieces, or things that could be taken as 
symbols, like the snakes?
LJ: In New York a girl squatted down and 
hiked up her dress in front of one of the 
snakes. She laughed and ran out of the 
gallery giggling. I’m particularly fasci-
nated with sexual symbols. I believed in 
the universality of certain images before 
I even knew who Carl Jung was yet it was 
a shock in 1980 to go to Italy six years af-
ter having made the Progress I sculpture 
to see the same theme in the sacrificial 
sculptures of the man cutting the bull’s 
throat, with some of the same details, 
including the snake and the dog, that 
appeared in my piece. Certain things I 
grew up with that I had assumed were 
Mexican or American I saw were indeed 
universal.
ABS: By consciously making the deci-
sion to do public work, you’ve chosen a 
special relationship to the public—and 
to art’s success in working with a com-
munity.
LJ: I want my art to be public, part of ev-
eryday life. I think most museums are es-
sentially mausoleums, and that art seen 
there has been removed from any social 
context or interaction. Certainly only a 
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small percentage of Chicanos go. They’re 
not made welcome. A project in Fargo, 
North Dakota, is an example of both my 
failure and my success in working with a 
community. I usually can’t come up with 
quick solutions. North Dakota is far from 
anything I had ever known. I met with the 
local community, visited the area, and 
read history books about the region. I 
put up two shows at the local museum. 
It took time. For me, it’s part of a subcon-
scious process to digest the material.

There were also physical consider-
ations. The main street of the town had 
been converted into a pedestrian mall 
with some vehicular traffic. There are 
overhead canopies for snow—in fact, 
the site was under twenty feet of snow 
when , first saw it. , realized that North 
Dakota is an environment that gets to 
fifty degrees below in the winter. The only 
reason people survive, the native Ameri-
cans or the Scandinavians that followed, 
is their strong sense of community. With 
the settlers this was reflected in events 
like barn buildings which gathered the 
community together. 0y first idea was 
to come in with a barn dance. I have my 
own agenda for what I want to do, and for 
years I nave been wanting to do a dance 
piece. The “Honky Tonk” cut-outs [1982] 
were a way of pacifying myself. The idea 
of relating separate pieces to each other 
without them being physically connected 
fascinates me. It’s a wonderful spatial 
problem. It would be a fun piece yet have 
serious implications. I explained all the 
formal reasons to the community and 
they were very polite. They approved it 
with only one dissenting vote. But I knew 
there was something wrong. Finally they 
said, you have to understand that we’re 
Scandinavian Lutherans—no drinking, 
smoking, or dancing—and while all this 
went on, it’s not the way we like to see 
ourselves. Although I had worked out a 
good piece, there would always be an 
ingrained resentment, so I went back to 

the drawing board. I did some sketches 
of the farmer, of the sodbuster. I had 
worked him out before with a tractor, but 
with oxen he became someone I could 
really feel. And of course, he was a logi-
cal progression after the Vaquero piece. 
I sent out a model. The piece [The Sod-
buster: San Isidro] was approved unani-
mously this time.
ABS: They were saying that they wanted 
a sign. And that makes you a sign maker. 
You brought it right back to the street. 
When we begin to talk about placing pub-
lic sculpture, aren’t the considerations 
close to those necessary in placing a 
commercial sign so it can be seen?
LJ: The formal problems are the same. 
I would be dishonest here if I didn’t ac-
knowledge that my dad influenced me. , 
grew up in a sign shop in El Paso, Texas. 
My dad got national prizes for his neon 
spectaculars. He sent neon signs to Las 
Vegas and all over. Sign men, like Bar-
ney Wise in New York, knew his work and 
would visit El Paso. My father wanted to 
be an artist. I’ve talked about this with 
Anton Van Dalen. We’re both examples 
of the son living out the dream of the 
father. His became a high school princi-
pal, and an amateur artist. Mine found 
his outlet in the sign business. As far as 
I’m concerned my father made works of 
art—though they were considered popu-
lar culture, and therefore “low art.” In the 
case of my Dad and me, there’s a lot of 
mingling going on. When I was around 6 
we made a concrete bear for a dry clean-
ing firm. :hen , was �� we made a twen-
ty-foot-high horse’s head, with eyes that 
lit up, for a big drive-in. So basically I’m 
still doing the same things that I was do-
ing then, and the kind of things he did in 
those spectaculars.

In North Dakota when they saw pho-
tos of the completed work they switched 
the site to their main intersection. My feel-
ing is that in public pieces, I don’t want 
to have a competitive relationship with a 
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building. There’s no way I can win against 
a skyscraper. Sculpture has served for 
centuries as a way of humanizing urban 
spaces. It’s one way of making art part of 
the world again instead of separating it 
off. People became familiar with the art-
work as I worked with the community. I 
think that’s an important part of the proj-
ect. They put up with me even though I 
was two years late. The general consen-
sus was that the piece was different, but 
they liked it. My assistant, Ted Kuykend-
all, heard two older women: one said, “I 
hate that piece.” Ted went up to her and 
asked why. She said, “Because it reminds 
me of hard times.”

I have also made a stand at certain 
times. For example, I was approached 
to do a piece for the tourist area of Al-
buquerque called Old Town. I didn’t pick 
the site. Old Town was the original Albu-
querque settlement and some people 
there identify themselves as being of 
Spanish versus Mexican descent. It’s a 
class distinction and is used to divide the 
Hispanic community. They were the aris-
tocracy, are conservative, and still are the 
political establishment. They do not see 
themselves as part of the larger Mexican-
American community. So just the mere 
fact that I was selected put me in a dif-
ficult situation.
ABS: It must have been loaded.
LJ: I was in a no-win position since they 
have always lived in terror and fear of the 
invaders from the south. I could have tip-
toed around their fears but I wanted to 
make a Chicano statement. I made that 
decision long ago. I don’t feel that artists 
are in the business of making merchan-
dise. I’ve been trying to make an alterna-
tive situation for myself, but I don’t exist 
in a vacuum and recognize my need for 
dialogue. Going back out West in 1971 
was a conscious decision to work on 
pieces that were public in scale and so 
had that special access. It was a ques-
tion of developing a language, also a par-
ticular kind of technology, and it seemed 
to make more sense to go West to do it. 
It also was going back to those visual 
images I know best and to a relation to 
that landscape, and my own background. 
In Albuquerque I came in with the most 

common Mexican-American image, the 
Indian man holding an Indian woman, 
which goes back to the pre-Columbian 
myth of the two volcanoes visible outside 
of Mexico City. The active volcano is the 
male and the dormant volcano is female. 
That image was carried into the United 
States and is still seen on jackets and 
cars and murals from Texas to California. 
A partial explanation is that it is an arche-
typal image, a reverse pieta. Working with 
a community doesn’t necessarily mean 
you always agree with it. Quickly rumors 
spread through the Spanish-American 
community that I was portraying an Indian 
woman who had been raped by a Span-
iard. (In the 1500s the Spaniards were in 
fact accused of the rape of a Tiguex wom-
an, and the Old Town park is called Tiguex 
Park.) There were six months of bad local 
press, with pictures of barrio murals with 
the same subject matter, which gave the 
impression that they were my drawings. 
That validated the use of the image for 
me. The most wonderful criticism they 
gave me was that the idea was too Mexi-
can. Prior to the meeting for approval of 
the piece, I was told not to make the idea 
public, and to come in with a different 
idea. I invited two people in particular to 
the meeting, since it was supposed to be 
public. One was Vicente Ximenes, who 
has been politically active with the G.I. 
Forum for years, as well as having served 
as President Johnson’s chairman of the 
cabinet committee on Mexican-American 
affairs. The other was the writer Rudy 
Anaya, who knows the local art commu-
nity. They defended the piece because 
they understood where it was coming 
from. And the panel approved it. Then the 
mayor pressured the panel into rescind-
ing their vote,which they did. It got that 
nasty. Next, people from other parts of 
the city came to the mayor to say that if 
Old Town didn’t want it, they did. Frank 
Martinez asked if I would be willing to 
move the piece to Martineztown, a com-
munity settled by workers. He went to the 
mayor with signatures from the commu-
nity, and so we reached a compromise. 
In the next mayoral election, Martinez is 
running against the incumbent mayor.
ABS: Who says that art doesn’t affect 

politics?
LJ: It can. I do my work to make a differ-
ence. I’m doing a piece for Buffalo, New 
York, that’s a steel worker. Ironically the 
steel plants are closing, and I’ve been 
asked about its relevancy. My answer is 
that the steel worker is still the strong im-
age of the area and, again, its myth sur-
vives as the reality. (Our myths can only 
become myths when the reality is dead.) 
It is basically a blue-collar statement that 
is a tribute to those men. Like The Sod-
buster.
ABS: I can’t think of anybody that has 
influenced the way your art looks, and , 
don’t see the work as being a continua-
tion of the Ashcan School.
LJ: I don’t either. But we have the same 
sources. I don’t want to seem like I 
sprang up out of nowhere. What I really 
like is the old guys. In school I was taught 
that Bernini and the Baroque were dec-
adent. But when I saw those Berninis, I 
loved the problems he set out for himself. 
His Piazza Navona sculpture in Rome, 
with the enormously complex base hold-
ing up the simple obelisk, is a complete 
reversal of the usual. But I don’t want to 
get into the technical. I respond at a gut 
level, and when I see those pieces I get 
goose bumps. It’s the same gut-level sen-
suality that I obviously appreciate. I love 
the material, and the feel of it. It’s part 
of what it is to be alive; to enjoy eating or 
feeling or touching.

I guess the only way my work can 
be seen as new is the fact that it’s being 
done now and with modern materials.
ABS: You’ve chosen to be a craftsman as 
well as an artist.
LJ: My father wanted to produce a super 
sign man. By the time I was 16 I could do 
everything in the plant. You asked me at 
one point about the cars and I dodged the 
question. %ut , grew up with cars. The first 
fiberglass , ever used was on a wrecked 
’�� 6tudebaker. , repaired it using fiber-
glass, but I never thought I would ever 
use fiberglass on art. :hen , was growing 
up, whether it was in the sign business 
or playing around with cars, the tour de 
force of a flawless surface was desirable. 
:hen , tell somebody who does fiber-
glass that I’m making a 50-section mold 
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they don’t believe it, because in the car or 
boat business if you make a two- or three-
piece mold it’s already complicated.

I really need a material that is a state-
ment in itself, one that can incorporate 
color and fluid form, the sensuality that 
, like. 6omehow fiberglass seems to do 
that. Those people that I admire, like Al-
exander Calder and Julio González, made 
a very important statement in their use 
of iron and steel. In New York I worked as 
an assistant to Seymour Lipton. I could 
weld, it was just that simple. I was al-
ready doing my fiberglass pieces. He was 
very helpful to me in defining the role of 
the artist, as was the fact that he worked 
with symbols.
ABS: You said before that your work can 
be read in various ways. Are the pieces 
overblown caricatures? Are they three-
dimensional cartoons?
LJ: No. When I was a kid going to the ro-
deo with my dad, he would say that the 
cowboy clowns were the best and most 
serious professionals. That rang true to 
me. Their job is to keep somebody from 
getting hurt.
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There is a tendency to ap-
proach public art timidly. Scale can, 
of course, be inflated to bravado 
proportions, but other dimensions 
are often reduced. In the search for 
common themes and shared asso-
ciations, many artists digress to a 
muddled, simplified esthetic. The 
intentions may be good, but the 
works are blandly uncommunica-
tive. No-brand, generic public art ig-
nores everything but an anticipated 
majority, but the idea of a public is 
an abstraction; “the public” does 
not really exist. “Public” implies a 
transcendence of pluralism toward 
a meaningless neutrality. Pollsters 
perpetuate the idea of “the public,” 
but triumphant moments in art and 
elsewhere often involve unpredict-
able and surprising behavior and 
events, and we are refreshed by 
the revelation of the fallaciousness 
of our generalizations.

The bold work of Luis Jimenez 
has reconstituted and invigorated 
the concept of public art. Rather 
than straining for elusive com-
monalities, his work is episodic, 

focused, narrative, and mythologi-
cal. The American West is his home 
and the source of his ideas; that 
landscape has long constituted 
a kind of geography of the Ameri-
can psyche. It is the crossroads 
of determination, insatiability, the 
beautiful, the unrefined, and the 
erotic, the psychological site of 
the American themes of progress 
and the frontier. Jimenez’s work is 
infused by these myths, and, with 
big gestures, irony, and affection, 
he exposes the invented and inher-
ited substance of the messages, 
and suggests why our mythological 
characters so often become shal-
low stereotypes.

In the museum space a large 
selection of Jimenez’s drawings, 
from 1966 to 1983, demonstrat-
ed a vigorous proficiency with line 
and color, as well as the persis-
tence and evolution of his ideas. 
The drawings are filled with gyrat-
ing bodies, big cars, leaping forms, 
horses, and steamy eroticism. 
American Dream, 1971, is a pas-
sionate hallucination, a thrusting 
car between the legs of a willing 

and weakened Western woman. 
Jimenez takes the automotive love 
affair literally but unseriously. In 
a small cutout study of a favorite 
theme, that of progress, passages 
are linearly represented by a Native 
American warrior, the white man 
discovering America, the conqueror 
turned cowboy, and a racing stage-
coach with rifles firing back at the 
advancing past, all preceded by a 
locomotive/roadster/missile trans-
figuration. The cutout effectively 
recapitulates the textbook history 
that often mistakes the chronology 
of main events.

But Jimenez’s enormous resin-
and-fiberglass sculptures are the 
heart and guts of his work. He tells 
old stories with a new vision. These 
naturalistic compositions could al-
most be 19th-century commemora-
tive statuary, but their sleek, bright-
ly colored, high-gloss automotive 
finishes create a fusion of rugged 
regionalism, Pop art, and high tech 
which is heroic and honky-tonk.

Progress I, 1974, compresses 
a wounded bison and a warrior 
on a staggering horse in a primal 
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struggle whose outcome is open 
to interpretation. The balance be-
tween human and natural forces 
in a sparse desert landscape sug-
gests that progress falters as it ad-
vances. Progress II,1982, introduc-
es new developments: a vaquero 
triumphantly ropes a panicky steer. 
Nothing contains the work’s diverg-
ing internal forces, which seem to 
catapult beyond the taut lasso. 
Jimenez explores a more pasto-
ral theme in Sodbuster, 1982, a 
two-part, 24-foot-long sculpture in 
which a farmer guides a spirited 
team of oxen through the heavy 
earth and swaying grass of the 
prairies. Sodbuster was created as 
an outdoor public work for Fargo, 
North Dakota, where the artist saw 
the work ethic still running strong 
and true in a vernacular landscape. 
The momentum of this monumen-
tal piece could have sent it blasting 
out of the gallery; it clearly needs 
an outdoor site.

Jimenez’s work defies odds 
and conventional judgment. He 
employs narrative dreams, regional 

themes, and a naturalistic esthetic, 
and yet escapes sentimentality and 
the hackneyed. His work is gutsy 
and sweaty and has none of the icy 
intellectual distance that ironically 
informs so much current neoex-
pressionism; he has the vision and 
trust to believe that it has public 
presence. He understands that a 
pluralistic community can compre-
hend and delight in remote expe-
riences and can give sympathetic 
viewing to the inflated content 
and diminished power of myths. 
Jimenez entrusts his audience with 
a venture of imaginative reassess-
ment. His outdoor works confirm 
that things went awry when it was 
decided that the idiosyncratic, the 
controversial, and the boisterous 
have no place in public life and art.

—Patricia C. Phillips
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THE sculpture of Saul Baizerman (1889–1957) is one of the strongest, most poetic, and 
most completely realized accomplishments in the Am erican art of this century. It is also 
one of the most important unacknowledged accomplishments in the American art of this 
century.

Critics, collectors, and museum curators have remained, for the most part, unresponsive to 
the large and powerful oeuvre Baizerman has left us, but this is only one more example of 
the inability of the art establishment to appreciate any achievement that does not conform 
to predictable historical categories.

Baizerman’s greatest work is to be found in his enormous hammered metal figures — 
sculptures on the heroic scale of Rodin and Bourdelle which are freshly conceived and 
realized with a fullness of feeling that few of his contemporaries in this country could ever 
equal. Baizerman also produced a series of heroic portrait heads in the same hammered - 
metal medium, and these, too, at tained a rare expressive quality. The Zabriskie Gallery, 
699 Madison Avenue at 63d Street, is showing 15 of these heads, dating from 1925 to 1956, 
together with two of the large figures.

•

The miracle of these heads lies in their dazzling combination of character portrayal and 
sheer formal vitality. Baizerman belonged to a generation of artists who found in the human 
visage a profound source of poetic inspiration. Coming late to sculptural tradition that had 
grown stale in lesser hands, Baizerman was able to revitalize the heroic mode by conferring 
on it an immediacy and materiality that were truly new.
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By working directly in metal, hammering out every nuance of perception in the most direct 
and painstaking manner, he created an original body of work that has more in common 
with the formal purity of later sculp ture than with the earlier e[pression it superficially 
resembles.

The show at Zabriskie’s is enormously moving. It reminds us of what art is capable of when 
it addresses itself directly to the most fundamental human emotions. But can we bear to 
look at art that addresses itself to life so nakedly? Apparently not. For Baizerman remains 
an unknown master.

•

At the Graham Gallery, 1014 Madison Avenue at 78th Street, the exhibition of sculpture 
and drawings by Luis Jimenez is, in a very different manner, also a rather dazzling event. 
This is Mr. Jimenez’s second one-man show in New York, and it establishes him as an artist 
of remarkable vitality. There is an animal heat and an erotic energy in his work— in the 
drawings as well as in the large polychrome-molded sculptures in fiberglass and epo[y—
that fill the gallery in a way that few e[hibitions do nowadays.

The emotions here are often cause, the imagery almost ostentatiously vulgar, the general 
spirit of the enterprise open, robust, and unrestrained. The purely artistic sources that 
have nourished the artist — the most outrageous of *aston Lachaise’s female figures, the 
mural art of the 0e[icans, and the 3op art of Wessel mann and others—are all too evident. 
But for the moment, this doesn’t matter a great deal. The unmistakable vitality is there in 
abundance.




