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Luis Jiménez at the UMLAUF

O ne of the most celebrated and controversial American artists of the
twentieth century, Luis Jiménez was bomn in El Paso in 1940. Both his
grandmother and father were undocumented immigrants, moving across the
Mexican border into the city's predominantly Hispanic “Segundo Barrio,”
where Jiménez was born and raised. Luis Jiménez Sr., once an aspiring artist,
became an accomplished neon sign designer and shop owner.

The young Jiménez began apprenticing in his father's shop at age six,
ultimately learning how fo weld and paint while absorbing the business’
commercial aesthetic. Holding high expectations for his children, Jiménez's
father sent him o study architecture at the University of Texas at Austin. But in
his fourth year, he changed his major to fine arts and got married. His father
felt that his son had “thrown everything away,” resulting in a five-year rift
between them.

Fortunately, Jiménez studied with a different kind of authority figure in the
Art Department: Professor Charles Umlauf. Jiménez credits UT's art classes with
teaching him sculptural skills in wood and stone, as well as life drawing. He
must have impressed the older artist, garnering a rare high grade in Umlauf's
1963 life drawing course.

| ASSISTANT.

Sodbuster, San Isidro
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Luis Jiménez's grade in Charles Umlauf's 1963
drawing course at the University of Texas at Austin.

Photo: Randy Kerr

Apoir of brawny blue and purple oxen heaves at the yoke, veins bulging
on their massive heads. Their Bunyanesque, white-haired driver wields his

plow through undulatfing grasses, leaving ancient artifacts scattered in the
upturned earth. The tension in man and beasts pervades the sculpture, from
the oxen's precariously cantilevered forms to the sweat on the driver's brow.
The luminously fransparent colors range from high-keyed realism fo unnatural
boldness. Jiménez custom-designed a special platform to support his
1300-pound fiberglass sculpture, which he named Sodbuster, San Isidro.

Welcome to Luis Jiménez's magnificent steroidal cosmology. The
twenty-four foot, two-piece Sodbustfer is iconic in the artist’s long history.
Commissioned by the City of Fargo, North Dakota in 1977, this was one
of Jiménez's very first public works in a career spanning four decades.

It symbolizes the next step after his famed Progress series, through which

he revisits traditional Western tales of how the West was won by including
those who were marginalized or excluded. Like many of his fiberglass outdoor
sculptures, the original Sodbuster deteriorated over time. Jiménez made five
more castings in 1995. This is the artist’s proof, the version once featured at the
Smithsonian’s National Museum of American Art. Later deaccessioned from
the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, it is the sole Sodbuster never exhibited
outdoors.

Sodbuster’s themes derive from Mexican American and Native American
cultures, the intersection of high and low art, and the celebration of humanity
itself. Jiménez pays tribute to the Mexican farmworkers and laborers who toiled
in the Great Plains, developing America’s agricultural industry. The sculpture
acknowledges the work ethic of Fargo's Lutheran community while paying
homage to the patron saint of farmers, Saint Isidore, beloved throughout Latin
America. Jiménez compares his art o that of the santeros, the artisans of

carved and painted saints in New Mexico and southern Colorado who have
been working since the 1700s. He intentionally stylizes his images like the
santeros, as he says, "“to exaggerate certain characteristics.” For him, Sodbuster
is the ideal example: "“His muscles bulge, his veins pop out. Sweat beads on his
forehead allude to the blood beads on the face of God. The beard is beaded,
simplified.”

The furrowed earth yields corn kernels spilling from a Native American
pot and chiseled points (or “arowheads”). If Sodbuster developed out of
Southwestern artistic fraditions and Plains geology, the most overt art
historical allusion is to God from
Michelangelo’s Sistine Ceiling.
Just as God creates Adam,
the oxen'’s driver brings life and
abundance to the Great Plains.
Jiménez embeds multiple layers
in his allegory of the genesis of
the American West.

Renowned for his large-scale e Mlchelon%elo detai
from The Creafion of Adam [head of God], 1512

RIGHT: Jiménez, Sodbuster study with sweat, 1981, Collection
El Paso Museum of Art, photo: Damian Andrus.

public art, Jiménez was equally
facile with smaller objects and in
two-dimensional work. The 10" high fiberglass sculpture, Black Jack (2004), was
named for Jiménez's own horse. The lithograph of Sodbuster, San Isidro, offers a
single example of the artist’s lifelong dedication to printmaking. Displayed
alongside Charles Umlauf’s 1963 class register, this modest but monumental
exhibition celebrates one of the greatest visual interpreters of popular culture.

Katie Robinson Edwards, Ph.D.
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