
 
JIM VOGEL AND THE AMERICAN SCENE 

 

 

Jim Vogel is a brilliant contemporary painter of the American scene -- a modern New 
Mexican Regionalist with a keen ability to observe and represent the rural life, folklore and 
traditions of his home.  Vogel’s bold paintings are alive with color and movement, and are 
peopled with characters that seem to want to exit the frame and tell you the story of how 
they came to be. 

Vogel’s vibrant work contains layers and layers of meanings.  His apparently straightforward 
storytelling pieces reveal allegories behind the painted scenes. In that other world behind 
the painting, folk legends and stories of the saints, witches’ tales and musings on life and 
death beckon the viewer. It’s as if the artist wishes to lure you into the secret world of his 
New Mexico, a world that is more about the past than the future.  

Vogel grew up in Roswell, New Mexico, the eleventh of twelve children.  “We didn’t know any 
different back then.  We were under the assumption that everybody had a constant hubbub 
going on in the house, siblings and chaos everywhere,” says Vogel.  That “tightly 
connected” family life produced a young artist who was nurtured by the adults around him 
from an early age. From the grade-school teacher who allowed him to work on his own art 
instead of following the restrictive art curriculum of the school, to his parents who took the 
advice of a friend in the Roswell art community and let him alone to develop his own style, 
the people around Vogel recognized his talent very early. 

Later, Vogel’s grandfather and his stories would be a major influence in helping to develop 
his sensibility for old-timers and the New Mexico of time gone by.  A self-taught painter, the 
young Vogel was exposed to works of great artists on his visits to the Roswell Museum of 
Art.  Peter Hurd, Howard Cook, Georgia O’Keeffe, and eventually the work of great 
Regionalists of the 1930s – Thomas Hart Benton, Grant Wood, and Alexander Hogue – all 
of them spurred Vogel’s imagination. 

The viewer may see these influences in some of Vogel’s landscapes as well as his narrative 
paintings.  In Vogel’s work, the land and skies of the high desert and mesas come alive.  In 
both his highly sculpted rounded hills covered in desert shrub, and in his dirt roads through 
lively towns, there is a physicality to the earth that underscores Vogel’s belief that the 
western land itself is a primary character in our lives.   



The figures in Vogel’s paintings are also sculptural, nearly three-dimensional in effect. Not 
surprisingly, he acknowledges sculptor Luis Jimenez as one of his heroes. Yet Vogel’s 
exaggerated shapely bodies and hands are a unique feature of Vogel’s ouevre.  Brightly 
colored, expressionistic, yet astonishingly detailed, these native New Mexican characters 
stand by, leaning on walls, passing the time, dancing with skeletons, waiting to pump gas, 
driving their old pickups past snarling dogs, and above all they are ready to tell you a tale.  

And then, there is the board upon which these oil-painted players live, and the frames that 
try to prevent them from escaping.   In Vogel’s work, the lively composition of a scene 
dictates the unusual shape of his wooden frames.  He explains, “This thought occurred to 
me: I don’t see in squares and rectangles, so I’m not going to paint in squares and 
rectangles!”  For other paintings, Vogel uses frames of antique tin and metal scraps made 
by his wife Christen. These works are transformed into modern day retablos and remind the 
viewer of both religious art and folk traditions.   

Above all, Jim Vogel is an observer of life, death and the transitional spaces in between. In 
one of his favorite paintings, Reaching For More Time, an old-timer struggles to pick up a 
dropped pocket watch.  He leans on his cane to bend over, and is barely able to reach the 
ground. The wavy lines of the composition (reflected in the wavy frame) give the whole 
painting an aura of slight instability.  Allegorically, the old-timer is represented as on the 
cusp of death, yet determined to have a little more time on earth.  This in-between moment 
appears again and again in Vogel’s work. Time is always of essence in life and death.   

Jim Vogel, painter, philosophical observer, storyteller, is an American original. While his work 
captures daily life in an imagined New Mexico, it treats universal themes not specifically 
rooted in this place.  In his paintings, as in our lives, life is sometimes about cheating death, 
or dancing under the moonlight in a town cemetery; and sometimes is just still, meditative, 
timeless. It is a privilege to visit and participate in this artist’s American vision du monde.  
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