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Consucio Jimenez Underwood weaves her way through
the complexaties of the US-Mexico border.

by Maximiliano Durdn
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n 2009 Consuelo Jimenez Underwood was confronted

by & blank wall She had been invited to paricipate in a

group exhibition at the Triton Museum of Art in Santa Clara,

California, titled “Xicana: Spirinual Reflectiony/Reflexiones

Espirinuales” As a textile artist. she wasn't sure if she should fill

the wall with small- and medium-size weavings of something
msch Larger. She had never worked at the scale of a musewm wall before,
but she took the opportunity as a challenge to push ber practice in a new
direction. After some reflection, she knew what she had to do. *I'm going
i blow up the border,™ she remembered thinking at the time, referming o
thie bosder between the United States and Mexdoo, “I'm godng to sy how
it huas just eaters up the whiole world”

The US-Mexico border had been a focal point of [imenez Underwood's
weavings for several decades. Past works had referenced the border in
obligue ways throwgh the addition of barbed wire, the mashing together
af the 1S and Mexican flags, and dephitions of the colonization of the
Americas. But for the "Xicana™ exhibition, she took the US-Mexico
baeder 1o 3 more visceral xtreme, marking the line ac 2 red gash in the
wall. She surroundead it with lunge paper fowers, representing the state
flowers of the four bonder states — California’s gokden poppy. Anzona's
sagano blossoms, Mew Mexico's yucca Bower, and Texas's Blusbonnet -
all of which grow on both of the border's shdes. About the work, tithed
[ ndocusmemted Rorder Feswers (20100, she sadd, a5 ifl to the US government,
“What are you going to doc Bsue documents 1o flowers too?™

Jimenez Underwood has since made some 15 such “BORDERLINES™
works across the country. often collaborating with schoolchildren or
recently incaroerated women from local communitics. The senes provices
=a way for a viewer whio has no clue to get into the borderline and feel

what happens in there - the energy.” she said. “It's beautiful and positive,
but thepe's this harshness over it Its frightening o have your comrnaiy
affected by an arbitrary line. It damages a lot of people.”

Jimenez Underwood, who was bom in Sacramento in 1948, haran
intimate relationshdp with the bonder, having orossed it numenos Hmes
during ber youth. Her father was bom in Mexioo, of Huichol soestry,
anwl wak undocumnented in the US, She remembers wabching him were
in their garage, on a loom he had created with nails, as he avoided
immlgration agents.

Jimenez Underwood made her first woven artwork while in her 204
She was living in Los Angeles at the time and, on a trip to 2 gro<ery oo,
saw a United Farmer Workers [UFW) picket line, part of a natiosraide
boyeott of grapes and lettuce. She was captivated by the UFW flag witha
Bilack eagle on a red background. =1 saw the power of the eaghe.” she said,
and went home to set up a loom 1o create C.C. Huelga (1974). the "C.C”
referring to UFW beader Cfsar Chuves,

She felt conmected 1o that strugele, not just as a Chicana but a5
2 former campesing (farmworker). As the 1ith of 12 children, jinenez
Underwood folbowed the harvest times of dfferent crops with heer family,
trekking up and down Highway 59, from the border town of Calexico to
the Oregon state line. She recalls a ime &3 3 chald packang produce and
feeling miserable under the beating un. The young Consuelo stood up
and yelled, "5 everybody happy™ Her fellow campesines kooked at her with
bermesement and went back m wWirk

Seving the toll such labor took on heer famaily garee bt 3 sevne of
urgency to get out of the fickds, 50 as a child she formed 3 Wpear plan -
by the end of which she would get her high school diploma and leave the
croplands so she could tell the story of the people who remauned. That
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wi e emall task, as she attendied school only outade the harvest season.
takdng clisses from October 1o March, But she went on 0 be the fint in
heer Sarniby vo graduste from high school, and she has been thinking i
termns of decades ever since.

“She never forgets ber own experbenoes — about being & fanm worker,
aboust being viewed as kess-than, about Bving with a father who was
undansmented.” wid xrt historian Loers B Pérez. who coedited 4 2022
anthology about Jimenez Underwood aned her work

“Ahe’s independent and has her own way,” sid Beverly Adams, &
ModA curator of Latin Amenican art. who recently cussted |imemnes
Undervood's Artpace residency in San Antonio, “She's not responding
to anyithing other than her heart, her hostony. and her engagement and
borve o what sl does and this place where she lives ™

Jimenez Underwond has lived in California her entiee life, Sino:
2000, £he bt Been Tiated 3t her peoperty near Gualals, California, about
thred hours porth of San Francises, When looking (o by a ranchiso (lEttle
sanch) in the late 905, ber husband pecred at a map and the only town
with an Indigenous name north of the dty was Gualaks, which means
“where the water goes down”™ in Pomeo, A quick tam off 5tate Route 1, the
plot of land sits abowe a hill with a view of the Pacific Ooean, To the ledt
5 0 senall guest house and “the lodge.” a one-noam caben with a oeling
e fpoem a séngle redwood tree. To the rght is her home and main
studia, When | vigted in Apnil. just béfone her 76th binhday, a pentle
wrd pere florwese] thoasgh the grass, the fowers, and the redwoods thar
diotted the Land

The wtudicy, in a former wiodworking shop, contamed two looms,
twi drafting tables, hases af fibric, darens ol ralers. vases full of wafety
pirs and buttons, ard a manpeguin with a denim jacket she embroklened
s the 706, Her studio and living quarters burst with countless spools
of thapad and wire in an endless array of colors. Some of her aluminum
spoo fromm the "90s coat $35; tocay, she said, they'd be closer to 5350
Frve years ago, she donated several to friends, schoots, and thrift shops,

realising that she'd never be able to use them all,

She maps out her designs in advance, creating rough sketches of the
-;hn?ﬁ.l]"...tt ihe then fills in with crayons. From there, she caloulates the
meaganements — the- number of wedts and warps—for éach secaon. “|
ican't beave it up to whim,™ she sud. “Evwerything Rat 1o be measuned,
becaute when you'ne here™ = pointing (o a partcular part of a wening in
proETess = “you don't e what's over there, [ can't take it on faith. You can
unroll it 1o see, but i | do that, | find 1 lose wension. | think it's cheating.®

She showed me a new flag she was making. with the blue comer
and red and white stripes of the IUS flag at the left, and the red and
green of the Mexdcan flag at right. In the center was a fully white
section. Across all thoee sections was a strand of barbed wine. After a
trip to 5an Antonio for the copening of a show & her gallery, Ruaz-Healy
Art. she would spend two to thrse weelks prepanng her boom and then
'b-rgjr: 'm:ming her several-foot-wide flag. “In that process,” she saad,
“your fingers, Your energy. your sweal, your body oils, your thoughts,
and your intentions are in the work™

Her working conditions weren't abwans w0 insnining. Back in the 705,
when she was making her first weaving, fimencz Underwood sought oura
workihop where she gould develop her skills, and found one in Tomance,
She was ane of only two women of oolor i the 15-person cliss, and the
teacher. using a shur for Indsgenous woamen, segmegated the B of them
tromm the rest of the group, Almost immediately, sbe remembened, “we
looked at exch other, and got out of there™

She had bexrned enough oo pom w partern books for further
instruction and was fascinated by the seemingly endless approaches w
weavinig ihe Touind. "Ths would take e a hfetime bo mudter.” ahe fecalls
thinkirg at the tme “You could go on ferever, for the reit of your life,
and yous will mever oo it all®

In 1956, after moving to San Diego with her hsband and two young
children at the age of 37, Jimenez Underwood forged another 10pear
plan = this time to get her college degree and mount a solo exhibition
like et scdol, Chacand artist Bupen Gandla, whom she had read about
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in a magarine, After junbor colbepe, Jimenez Uncderwood transfermed to
San Diegn State Undversity, whene she keamed maore about “how to read
pexctiles™ and the lineage she was working within, “1 ddn't want to be
a jack of afl trackes.™ she saicl *1 haed o be pero hilo | pure thoead) to pet the
virjitiss fihe female elders] on oy dde. | ooubd bear them asking. *what's
wrong with threadF™

Adfter completing her bachelor’s degree in 1981, Jimener Undervaood
decided 1o po for 2 master’s at S05L, ancd began working on 10 new
wesrvinggs that would form the portfolio for her application. She had
decided 1o cneate a senes of lindscapes that, toan e e,
wrrn il s s juest that. To her eye, however, plu v e epscodod
with borders. “My landscapes always had borders — that was my fisst
codde,” she sakd

After earning her masters degree in art from SD6LL she decaded
fo 0 fior amothir master’s. enrolling in the MEA programm at San jobe
Srare Untversity, whene she began to foous on how she oould ad more
than just abstract forms to her weavings. "At San Jose, | found my volce:
comitesd anmd content,” she sabd. Upon completing her degree in 1957
Jenener Underwond alsotook 2 temercinack posithon to begm a teaching
career that s contimmued ag the unbserssty untl she retived m 2005, Her
decision to teach cwed to something her mentor joan Austin had sold her
years earber "IN you 2ot the degree, you loee to glve if hacle™

Jugzling the demandh of teaching and ber art impacted Jimenes
Undersoond's studin practice. but ber students kept her going. She
remembers thinking years 2o, when she bad comsbdered giving up her
teaching job, “if | stay, I'D infect a whole gemeration of yOung wornen:
5L s puanale, with thread "

Gilda Posada, an art history PhD candidate wiho has writien on
_b:rm; Unberamo] s work, said that imenez Underwood Tead indead

impacted generations of artlits to ks up wening. thoough her pidagopy
and by example, 25 one of the first Chicanas 1o cam an MEA and boooms
& terured professor “She Rought for her education.” Fosada said. “when
society told ber that ihe was nothing moee than & Drmworker”

Jimeniez Underwomnd sees thresd everywhene and in everything -
inchiding camvases for paistings, histocally 2t the top of the 2
hiezarchy, “50 why is thread always dscamed™ she aaked. “Why s o
alvwarys smeared up with od and brohes™

She dacided dhe wanbed bo wane bt carnva iread, and for e
than 50 years, Emsener Underwood has advocated fior Lber an o be ken
a5 seriowsly & other forma. it seemesd bkee 2 good Gght to take wp,” she
saicd, "The ranldng of what art {5 is so arbitrary o many ways ™ Buot she
has long el that mrasch of the fiber art il sees —From the st asd the
present = is it pure fonm. “That imitates me, bocass there b s much
injustice. | think of art &5 a way to affect sockety. and | don't see form
affecting sochery.” she said “1 want to cheate statemments, not just beautiful
objects or beanstifal choth.®

Carmen Febles. who B working on 3 monograph on Jimenez
Linderwond for the A Ver: Revisiondng Art History™ semies publshed by
UCLAs Chicaro Studies Research Center, sabd [emenez Uneberwood “has
worled to demonsitate that whai can be dooe an the painted casvan
cin be done in fiber, and (bt fiber techndcues bunee 3 lot 1o olfer 1o Use
painterly workd 15 well ™

Jomenes Underwod s fint mahare body of work, her “Tleroes, Bural
Sheond™ series (15859=-594], iz an carly aftempt 10 nse form in the snioe
of statements. During her gradhsate studies, Jimenez Undenwood Sid
mesearch on he teatile hoddings al the San Deepo Matwera] Hestory Museum
and became fastinated with Incan buona] shrouds she found there. [n
1984, preparing fior her move to San jose, she started her own borial
shroud & 3 wiay (o mouen the three aores of Lund & Escondido sl had
lived on for seweral yeams. “TH cootadn sy grael bn thae” sl thought at
the time. “8 was 2n expecision of who | was®

Shie retummed 1o the sheowd form a fiew years Later, making six other
shpoasds fn iribute to joan of Arc, Johnny Applesesd, Woody Cuthree,
Emilians Zapata, Cisar Chibeez, and Musrtin Lither King Jr. Exch
“Burial Shroud™ B meamsred to the haght of the person o whom i 5
dedicaed, and sxch variss to highlizht individos] personalickes. The
sheoud for Cuthoie i an almest mones hoomatic destgn made foom
natural Enen: She wanted 12 to mimic dust, a nod to the muscian’s
nickmarme a8 the Dust Bowd Troubadour. The Appacaeed shinoud bormows
from the structire of 25 spple ladder with 3 colorful border, meant 1o
sugrest the binderape. The Zapata shooed s vibrant red. to evoke the
revolutonanys boody asamsination

After her "Burial Sheouds,” [imenez Underwood tumed ber attention
t0 wiat would bevome ancther career-dong inferest the weighied ard
at himes fraaght symbodism of flags. “¥ou think threads are nothang™
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shie asked. “Why is it 56 important in your flag then? You can’t burn it
What makes it something you can't step on? That smtrigued me mone
than what malkes an olaject into an.”

Among her carly flag works is Fomtena Flag #1, Revelutaon (19905, Tor
which she cut up and sutured |n#-1|sr'r simphified versions of the LIS
and Mexioo flage. The boundaries of the teo meld 1510 one s,
Mql;l.!l.'hlll‘lﬁﬂu' parassty ol ihe LiS-Mexico border belone walls wene
constructed o Biset i, and the compositon is encassd in barbed wine

Jimener Undervwood incomporated barbed wire in other work e
the same W, wanting to showease o material meant o divide and o
as beautifal = and 1o free it from Bself “h doesn't like being barbed wire,”
she sald, adding that she once taught her students how 1o use barbed
wire and they ok 1o it instantly. “The barbed wire brought us together,
amad vt Bt wiad something that was made 1o separate us”

She comitined, “I'l stop using barbed wire and @lling about the
border whien it comes down, Ungil then, 1 will always oy out: “What ame
we doing to the Borderlands™

Laura E Pépeg, the art historian. descrilaed such work as “an invitation
to think about whiese barbed wire is in our bives — s not usually in a
misem.” Pérer continued, “What she's managed to.do is broadien,
deepen. and enrich our experience as wilnesses of what it s @ e
willy puecaiity, fear. danger. and violence that is both physical and
psvchological. Mow, more than ever, what could be mare profound?

In the "90s, Jimenez Underwood made a five-part installation
that booleed at the roots of the borders in the Americas. She had seen
how the US was celebrating the 500th anniversary of Christopher
Columbus's vovage in 1492, which largely ignored that his arvival had
brought about colonization and taken the land from the Indigenous
people wh were already here

Por o work tithed Land Grals: 500 Years (1996, she returmed 1o e loom
thiat ahi kad seen her Gither make ong ago o constrect renderings af the
Amneriess that showed how ecolonkzers selzed the land, from the vl
ol Buropean powers to the Louisiana Purchase and the acquisition of
much of the Southwest following the Mexlcan-American War, Bensath
et weaving 18 a candle honoring the people wis dbed 45 a result of
colonkzation, The tenskon in the strands of (ber that 1oop around each
rini] shews just how fragile the colomial praject is. *Iowas "in your face’
a5 a weaving,” abhe sakd. ] was so angry, and | have oo put my anger mbo
st R beauriful

Years later, i 2008, she confronted the border in an “in your face”
manner cmee again in a performance titled Tirtilka Meets Tortilla Wiall On a
trip to the border at San Diego, she put a tortilla sculprure in the Pacific
Ocean as an offering to a place that had been divided. AL the Gme, she
was working on a serles of works for a 2006 exhibition titled “Tortillas,
Chiles and Orher Border Tliugs” at Movimiento de Are ¥ Cultura Lating
Arericana (MACLA) in San Jose, and she had heard the US-Mexico border
wall referred to s the “tortilla wall® “How dare theyl”™ she remembers
thinking. still exasperated decades Later. Through her ar. she decided
tar shonw the beauty in a food that was being denigrated. "Exaggerate
ihe essential = that's what van Gogh said. What's esservtial to me? Chile,
tortillas, my ancesbors.” she suid.

Around the same time, she made one of her most iconic works bo
dave, Bur, Jane, Runl 2004), now in the collecion of the St haomian
American Art Museum, Measuring 10 feet call, the work: 15 vibrant yellow,
liloe a roasd algn. b scale and color stop you L your Wacks, AL it ceTyber
i the word catrrsoe, with an image of three fguees [semingly a Gither.
mother, and thelr daughter) running, The magery was drawn from a
series of “lmmigrant crossing signs” that the Califormsa Department of
Pransportation evected along [nterstate 5 near the LIS-Mexicn border
amd its resemblance to 4 deer-crossing waming wis not lost on |Imerez
Uniderwood. =1 hated that whenever | saw it,” she sasd of the signs. “What
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bothered mie the most is all the geperations of young people who see that
amd are going bo see s ke animals.” Also, about the child: "1 realized |
wias that little gird = that was me,” she sakd. "1 wanted the viewer to get in
there and fieel that litthe gid mmn,”

Mary Savig, a Smithsonian curator whe helped acquire the work, said
Rur, jane, Biml forces viewers to think about “what systems had fiiled
people o put tem in a siuation where they're nunning across ax lines
of a highway, It reminds us of everyome’s humanity.”

Thie shape of Fam, Jare, Fun! resembles a rebozo, a traditional Mexican
shaw] renowimed for its dhelicate weaves and fringes. But in the context of
the border, the rebozo akbso carried a potentially perilous reality: Women,
primarily Indigenous ones, who wore them in border towns were often
targered and profiled by immigration authorities,

Jimenes: Underwood had made her first nebozo weaving in 2001, the
diptych Rebozes de la Frontera: Digfdache, The demands of her teaching
diddn't allow enough time for her to foous fully oo the intricacies of the
design required for such a textile, But when a hem on her skirt came




al cur time together, [imenez Underwood semindsd
M in 00 uncertiin terms that borders = whether real or imagined =
have real-world implications. They affect not just people but the
Nora and Gmana thai |i'r'|.- AT % — &% [l r W Brehery 13

',r day, a 1.|'||I||i|' presented itself in the form of 4 'q..1h-1'1. pin—

:1.1..1 soreen printed the

by safety pind. One Ball of ithe

';.Ln:-.;_ T make them the colo 1 the morming ancd in the
s That's wien you Cross,”

1'r.1|:|:h[ moment in l]!u.' s
-.Ihuhlll '1.1 immigrant oo

o BT T y . the border are intended

probably wil | 114 ] 0 Ir.m- it wp e iy i arbitrary man-made lines sctually mean = and 1o fight for ber

she tokd me ‘. i o I 1 stibchiers from a he of bving and working together. The center ||I that baitle ix Ca
A sedll s : theey e in the moming.™ Sing where ICE has specifically ta ]

Fer resider - |||'1|*r'4-1 Linderae Jimwerier Unsderwoosd grew up an
: r'1r C .-rl\'.'l'.n'r'l workd through the art she m

a Lo i Callformia,” she £a5d,




