
SHATTERING SILENCE, 2009. USED WITH PERMISSION.

As a lifelong Iowan, I have found that one of the best things about living in central Iowa is the 

accessibility of so many of its leading citizens, especially when it comes to pursuing new ideas. It 

sets us apart from so many other, more populous locations. Despite the societal differences that are 

inherently present in cities of any size, central Iowans tend to pull together for the common good, 

to seek out opportunities to enhance where we live, and to assist and encourage those who aspire 

to advance such goals.

IT TAKES 
A VILLAGE
to Raise an ArtistBY JAMES ELLWANGER
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I am an artist. But I did not become an 
artist by myself, or in a vacuum. 

When I was a young man, I had the 
good fortune of crossing paths with the 
beloved local philanthropists, David and 
Liz Kruidenier, who arguably have done 
more to advance the quality of living 
in Des Moines over the past several 
decades than almost anyone else. I had 
been playing with the idea of leaving my 
day job to pursue an art career—not an 
idle thought for a husband and a father 
just getting a start in life. Out of the blue 
one day, it occurred to me to call David, 
someone I had never met, in order to 
ask whether he would be interested 
in giving me his opinion about my 
fledgling artistic attempts. Imagine my 
surprise when he immediately invited 
me to his impressive and imposing art-
filled home for an informal chat.

I rang the doorbell and held my breath, 
hoping I had understood him correctly 
and that this wasn’t a mistake on my 
part. After waiting a moment, a slight, 

well-dressed man with a sophisticated, 
somewhat distracted air opened the 
door. He looked me up and down and 
then, without a word of welcome, 
shouted back into the recesses of the 
house, “He doesn’t look like an artist.” I 
visibly flinched. Was this good or bad? 
I braced myself. A strong female voice 
responded, “Good—let him in.” At that 
moment, I fell in love with David and 
Liz. I like to think the feeling eventually 
became mutual.

David and Liz not only assessed my work 
and shared their honest opinions that 
day, they also because wonderful friends, 
patrons and supporters. They gave me 
the needed push to begin a journey 
down a career path so often fraught with 
peril that many never make the attempt 
despite a desire to try. Through my 
association with them, I came to realize 
that the older generation, who had 
lived long and well before me, had the 
ability to exert a tremendous influence 
on young artists. Not only through their 
institutionalized knowledge, but their 
real-life knowledge and experience that 
was and is so valuable to those who 
come behind them. 

It was as simple as asking for advice; 
when prompted, they were generously 
willing to give it. It was not easy for me to 
ask, but it taught me an important lesson 
and gave me the courage to think of my 
community with a village-like mentality— 
a place where the people work hand-
in-hand for the betterment of all with a 
“rising tide lifts all boats” philosophy.

I was born into unlikely circumstances, 
considering my life now. Raised on the 
south side of Des Moines in a small, one-
bathroom, story-and-a-half home like so 
many others, I was a child of the 1970s 
with all this implies. My parents were 
blue-collar, down-home folks who 
wanted the best for their children but 
were used to maintaining the status 
quo. Dad worked as a laborer for a farm 
implement manufacturer and Mom 
waited tables. I was the fourth of six 
children, bookended by brothers and 
sisters who ensured that life was never 
dull. I was not the type of child that 
sought attention, but simply rolled 
with it—whatever “it” happened to 
be at the moment.

I found solitude in elementary school 
by daydreaming while staring out the 
window and rearranging the outdoor 
space—the playground equipment, the 
landscape—in my mind’s eye. Even then 
I had the ability in my head to walk a 
360-degree circle around any item and 

I don’t recall any high 
school personnel ever asking 

me what I wanted to do 
with my life.
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visualize it in 3-D from all sides. Only 
later did I realize not everyone could 
do this. My art teacher, Ms. Gooch, 
introduced the class to artists to whom 
I could relate—Calder, deKooning, 
Picasso. I felt an instant connection and 
a parallel to what I did in my head as I 
stared out that classroom window. 

Dad’s job loss in the early 1980s deeply 
affected my family. I was in middle 
school and insecure about everything, 
but art allowed me a creative escape, 
something I really needed at the time 
to deal with the uncertainty of a chaotic 
world. I went through high school 
participating in art class and art clubs, 
not because I was considering art as a 
profession but because it was a way to 
escape an unhappy reality.

I don’t recall any high school personnel 
ever asking me what I wanted to do 
with my life. College was simply not 
discussed, and I never thought it was 
an option. Few of my friends and 
acquaintances were preparing to pursue 
an advanced education. And I always 
assumed that being a successful artist 
entailed having a certain skill set—the 
ability to paint or sculpt with specific 
tools in a specific way. I did not feel 
these were skills I possessed.

In fact, I was prepared by my parents 
from a young age to work with my 
hands instead of considering college. 
They expected me to labor on an 
assembly line, at a mechanic’s garage, 
or on the night shift stocking shelves. I 
never thought about being a doctor, an 
attorney, a teacher, or anything to do 
with higher education. I certainly never 
dreamed of being an artist. I simply 
never believed that was an option for me, 
and I was barely aware it was an option 
for anyone. It was not the way I had 
been raised, and my limited exposure 
to people and experiences beyond the 
bounds of my own neighborhood did 
nothing to change this notion.

As a result, I graduated in 1985 with no 
idea of what I wanted to do with my 
future. For the first time, I felt immense 
pressure to attain a career and support 
myself. I held a series of odds-and-ends 
jobs—bellhop, shoe salesman, grocery 
store stock boy. However, during one stint 
of driving a hotel van transporting guests 
to and from the nearby airport, I had a 
conversation with a guest who suggested 
I consider sales as a career. This struck a 
chord with me. I began by peddling cable 
television subscriptions door-to-door. I 
advanced to car sales, for which I had a 
natural talent. I later obtained a real estate 
license. Eventually, I began to build my 
own homes for customers who wanted to 
begin from the ground up.

After a day of selling, at a crossroads 
after a day of selling, I went home 
at night and drew and dreamed 
of devoting myself full-time to the 
satisfaction that creativity brought. 
However, I had no idea how to begin to 
make this a reality, let alone a profession.

I saw two potential avenues for entering 
the art world. One was furniture design, 
and the other was large-scale wall art. I 
was very influenced by the painter Mark 
Rothko. I wanted to use his idea of color 
blocking and give it an updated spin; 
rather than oil and canvas, I wanted 
to use aviation paint and aluminum 
“canvases.” I wanted to create.

Finally, I decided to set aside two years 
to see if I could make it happen. Having 
a young family and trying to pursue a 
dream that seemed impossible from 
a financial standpoint was daunting. 
(It is actually not something I would 
recommend.) There are no three strikes. 
If you fail, you are simply out of the 
game. Unnerving does not begin to 
describe it. But that was where the 
Kruideniers came in.

With their encouragement, I created my 
first series of wall pieces—large, polished 
aluminum “canvases” with highly 
glossed aviation and automotive paint 
applied in a graphic arrangement with 
a Rothko-esque influence. They were 
breathtaking. I was terrified. I gathered 
my courage and installed them in an 
unused warehouse in downtown Des 
Moines. I hired a photographer and 
put together a slide presentation to 
promote the work. There were only a 
handful of galleries in the Midwest on 
my radar. But I sent the slides, knocked 
on gallery doors, made cold calls and 
suffered my share of rejection.

I certainly never dreamed 
of being an artist. I simply 
never believed that was an 
option for me, and I was 
barely aware it was an 

option for anyone.
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As it turned out, the gallery I was 
most interested in pursuing became 
interested in me. The owners of Percival 
Gallery in Des Moines offered strong 
encouragement, but, sadly, were in 
the process of closing their business 
permanently. So I approached U.S. Bank, 
the owner of the building where the 
gallery was located, and weeks later was 
able to rent the newly vacated space 
myself. I held my first show on my own, 
exhibiting the wall pieces and some of 
my furniture design prototypes. Since 
this was the early 2000s, most of the 
marketing was done without the benefit 
of the Internet. My family and I sent 
old-school invitations through snail-mail 
and made telephone calls to everyone 
we knew and a lot of people we didn’t. 
We alerted the local media and hoped 
for the best.

After the first nail-biting night of the 
show, I had generated some interest and 
felt cautiously optimistic. The next day, 
a collector came in and immediately 
bought eight pieces for his various 
home and business locations. Not 
an hour later, a couple came in and 
bought five pieces, including two of my 
furniture designs, and in a wonderful 
turn of events, commissioned me to 
create a large-scale outdoor sculpture 

for their primary residence. A second 
show, held four months later in the 
same space, resulted in the sale of all 28 
pieces within the first two weeks. The 
commissions for the large-scale pieces 
then began to come in.

This was the beginning of building 
a clientele that would stay with me 
for years to come. The village was 
beginning to raise an artist. Subsequent 
shows regularly sold out, and I began 
to allow myself to believe I was actually 
on my way to successfully earning a 
living doing something I loved. Little 
did I know, however, that the art world, 
like so many other micro-societies that 
exist in the world of commerce, has a 
distinct pecking order. There seemed 
to be a shared feeling that the only 
way an artist from Des Moines, Iowa, 
could actually “make it” was by going 
through established channels and being 
anointed by the mythical art powers-
that-be. Not something, I was assured 
by the establishment, that could be 
done on one’s own or outside of this 
strict protocol.

I did my best to ignore this bad advice, 
which became easier to do after I began 
receiving commissions from individuals, 
corporations and government agencies. 
I did several pieces for private collectors, 
insurance companies, and other 
businesses and municipal organizations. 
Prices shortly went from $10K to 

$15K to figures that were sometimes 
embarrassingly high. The dream, it 
seemed, had become a reality.

The Kruideniers and a number of my 
other patrons had lucrative connections 
to some bigger city galleries; however, 
that path would have taken me out of 
Des Moines. I made the conscious 
decision that I wanted to enhance my 
own back yard instead, to give back to 
the village that had given so much to 
me. There were only a few big public art 
installations outside of the Art Center 
available to Des Moines residents at the 
time—American Republic’s sculpture 
collection, Claes Oldenburg’s Nollen Plaza 
piece. I yearned to contribute. Not too 
many years later, I got my chance.

After the turn of the millennium, Des 
Moines took a leap forward, artistically 
speaking. Builders, developers and 
planners began taking an increased 
interest in the visions and opinions 
of artists, architects and landscape 
architects. Our community began to 
realize we did not need to purchase our 
culture elsewhere but could nurture and 
grow our creativity right here. Lucky to 
be in a position to ride this progressive 
wave, I established good connections 
who were able to suggest high-profile 
locations for my pieces; without their 
help, it would have been impossible for 
me to place them alone.

One example is the Shattering Silence 
piece that sits atop a rise on Capitol Hill 
overlooking Des Moines. Constructed 
in 2007 and situated outside of the 
strikingly beautiful Judicial Branch 
Building, the 30-foot sculpture, made 
of Iowa limestone, stainless steel and 
acrylic, commemorates the “In the 
Matter of Ralph (a colored man)” 
decision of the Iowa Supreme Court—
the very first case the Court ever 
decided after Iowa became a territory 
in the mid-1800s. Ralph was a runaway 
slave who had been captured in Iowa 
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A vital, flourishing 
community not only 

embraces art, but also 
embraces its artists and 
allows them to flourish, 

grow and contribute to the 
greater good.
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by his master’s employees, but the 
Court refused to send him back into 
slavery, declaring that in Iowa all people 
were free and would remain so. More 
of a monument to civil liberties than 
a sculpture, the work and the story 
behind it highlight a piece of history that 
changed our world forever. 

I am eminently proud—proud of 
the rallies that happen around the 
Shattering Silence sculpture that 
celebrate social equality and progressive 
change. I am proud of those who helped 
make it possible—the Kruideniers, 
insurance industry icon Graham 
Cook, renowned media executive/
lawyer/Iowa Cubs owner Michael 
Gartner—all visionaries and champions 
of community betterment, and the 

numerous donors who contributed to 
the piece’s construction. I am proud 
to know that judges and justices look 
out of their courtroom windows during 
the course of a workday where they 
make life-changing decisions and see 
the sculpture. I am proud that they 
may be reminded of Iowa’s progressive 
leadership in the area of civil rights. It 
is a rare privilege, one that I am truly 
thankful for and one that would not 
exist without the village. 

After almost 20 years of being a full-time 
professional artist, I still sell most of my 
pieces by word-of-mouth referrals or 
by those who see something I’ve done 
and simply reach out to me. I enjoy the 
unique position of being able to pick 
and choose my projects. I currently have 
the privilege of working with architects, 
universities and municipalities on a 
variety of sculpture projects, including 
those utilizing new LED technology, an 
exciting development in the field. Using 
light as art is not a new concept, but 
it is getting a fresh, new look. A good 
example is the under-construction 

Walnut Glow project, which I am heading 
and is part of the overall renovation of 
Walnut Street in downtown Des Moines 
(www.walnutglow.com). Another is the 
new installation I just placed at 300 MLK 
building, entitled “Tick Pulse Tock,” a 20-
foot brand-new take on light functioning 
as a time keeper. 

Some days I find myself nostalgic, 
perhaps the result of advancing middle 
age, perhaps because so much water 
has passed under the bridge of my 
life so far. I look back and think that if 
I had to start my career today, I would 
certainly find it no less difficult, and 
perhaps more so. I happened to be at 
the right time and place to be able to 
give something to a city that suddenly 
thirsted for more art in public spaces. 

A vital, flourishing community not only 
embraces art, but also embraces its 
artists and allows them to flourish, grow 
and contribute to the greater good. A 
village is what it takes.

James Ellwanger is an American artist from 
Des Moines, Iowa. He began his art career in 
the late 1990s after many years of working in 
more traditional professions.

Ellwanger is known for large-scale installations 
including public, private and corporate works. 
He is currently exploring technology-driven, 
interactive mediums. In addition to creating 
art work, he also holds patents for a variety of 
modern furniture designs.
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Dad worked as a laborer 
for a farm implement 

manufacturer, and Mom 
waited tables.


