
“Ken Little believes in the validity of his students. 

When I was a student, he organized shows and included me in

them. This was very helpful to me; kind of a kick out the door to 

get me started on my career as an artist. He also said he saved his 

first rejection letter for motivation. ...This was sound advice. 

I have had many influential professors, but he is at the top of my list.”

–RICKY ARMENDÁRIZ, 
Art professor and former student of Little’s

social and so is teaching. You have to be very social in the classroom and communicate and interact with

other people. I try to teach my students as if they’re in the real world, not some academic ivory tower

where they might get stuck and isolated. We’ve made a real effort with the art 

program to not only be on campus, but to actually exist in the San Antonio art community and in the

community in general. So, for me, it’s not a matter of trying to balance a lot of different things. It’s all the

same thing.

“Of course, an artist has to have some private time to work, but he can’t spend all his

time in the studio or else no one ever sees all that work. I try to keep a synergy

between my teaching, my artwork and what I do in the community. And the students

see that. I think that’s an example they need to see. That’s the way you make a living.

That’s the way you make a life as an artist.”

Little carries that life experience to the classroom as well. He doesn’t believe teach-

ing students to paint makes them artists anymore than teaching people to cook

makes them chefs. “I teach more than just the technical aspects of how to create art.

I teach people how to be artists. Teaching them the technical aspects is sort of like

teaching typing. You can learn that from a book. Teaching them how to be artists and

how to be involved in the community, that’s very different.”

San Antonio’s arts community is heavily influenced by UTSA, with graduates on staff

at virtually every postsecondary school in the city. It’s an arts community that Little

describes as “healthy.”

“It’s very good at the young level because it’s very open to young artists who want to start showing their

work and having exhibitions and developing their professional track record,” he says. “When you get to

the level that you’re trying to sell your work, it’s not as good. We don’t have a lot of galleries in San

Antonio. We have what are called ‘artist-run alternative spaces.’ That means artists open their homes and

show their work and other people’s work.”

Approaching 60, Little doesn’t have any plans for retiring. “What would I do if I retired? I’ve got a lot of

things I’m working on, but I’ve got a lot to learn as well. That’s part of being an artist. There’s really not

an end to it. I’ve spent all these years doing what I love and meeting wonderful people. It just couldn’t

be a whole lot better. A young person can’t expect to step into a big income. They can expect to work

pretty hard at what they do and not get a lot back from it for a few years. But, if they can stick with it, it

can be very rewarding. The arts are a great life. I have no complaints.”
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T his past January, UTSA professor Ricky Armendáriz dis-

played his artwork in a solo exhibition at the Blue Star

Contemporary Art Center. Curated by Arturo Almeida of

UTSA, Confessions of a Singin’ Vaquero was Armendáriz’s first solo

exhibition. It also was a landmark event for Blue Star, because it was

the center’s first show to have both a Hispanic artist and curator,

and it was only the third solo exhibition ever presented in the Main

Gallery. 

Armendáriz is currently seeking new venues for Singin’ Vaquero and

has been working on this particular series of paintings since 1999.

“The original idea was to go back to my roots in painting what I

learned in art school—the three major genres of still life, landscape

and portraiture,” he explains. Noting that still life and landscapes

are not typically seen in contemporary art, he now seeks to blur the

lines between what is considered “high art” and “low art.” 

After experimenting with still life, he moved on to landscapes. He

paints sunrises and sunsets from photos he’s taken, then pairs them

with maxims inspired by the “dichos,” or truisms, he heard from his

parents and grandparents while he was growing up in El Paso.

Although he did not fully appreciate the advice at the time, now he

teaches them to his own children, realizing that the short, meaning-

ful phrases are especially suited to a young audience. “If someone’s

complaining about eating spaghetti, then we say, ‘Better to have

hard bread than no bread at all,’” he says.  

His work has evolved naturally over time. Initially, he painted very

expressively, but now he paints representationally to keep viewers

from being distracted by the way the work was painted. The max-

ims and landscapes are equally significant, and he explains, “I want

people to see the work and say, ‘There’s a sunset and a phrase—

how do they relate to each other?’” Recently he has begun dating

“CONFESSIONS
OF A SINGIN’ VAQUERO”

Inside the artwork of Ricky Armendáriz

by Lisa Chontos
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T his September, UTSA’s Félix D.
Almaráz Jr. began his 47th year
of teaching history. “Walter

Prescott Webb said that history was a great
invention, and I believe that to be true,”
says Almaráz. “As a teacher, I get excited
about what I find out. It keeps me young 
at heart.”

A noted historian, writer and teacher,
Almaráz has been honored with several
teaching awards. He was named Piper
Professor of 2003 by the Minnie Stevens
Piper Foundation of San Antonio and
received one of Spain’s highest honors, the
Medal of the Order of Civil Merit, for his
long-term commitment to researching
Spanish borderlands history.

This summer, Almaráz made two trips 
to Spain. The first trip arose from his
involvement in Canary Islands history at
UTSA. Colonized and populated by
Spaniards, the Canary Islands are
composed of seven islands off the
west coast of Africa. This past
March, UTSA held an international
symposium about the Canary Islands 
at the Downtown Campus, celebrating 
the 275th anniversary of when
Canary Islanders founded
municipal government here in
San Antonio. Almaráz was
one of more than 20 speak-
ers representing UTSA,
San Antonio, Mexico
and Spain. 

The essay he presented
at the symposium led
him to be invited to
speak at a conference in
Madrid, and he traveled
there in May in conjunc-
tion with the Spain–USA
Foundation, an educa-
tional organization based
in Washington, D.C.

In his lecture, “The Commandency General
of the Interior Provinces of Northern Spain
and its Impact Upon Texas: 1771–1821,”
Almaráz spoke about the forces involved in
defending the borderlands.

“The thrust of my essay was the human
dynamics,” Almaráz explains, “and the
experience has given me some insights 
I had never considered before that I 
can use in the classroom. If I hadn’t been 
invited to the conference, I wouldn’t have
had those new perspectives. If you keep
doing the same things over and over again,
there’s no change, and there is no history.
That’s my philosophy as a teacher and 
as a historian.”

Almaráz returned to Spain in July to dedi-
cate a Texas-shaped plaque in the town of
Béjar. He commissioned the plaque and
then presented it on behalf of the Bexar
County Historical Commission. During his
stay, he discovered the name of the town
came from “abejas,” Spanish for bees,
which were symbolized by five bees pic-
tured on the coat of arms. 

In return for the plaque, the people of Béjar
gave him a portrait of the Marquess de
Valero, who was the second son of the
Duke of Béjar and became the viceroy of
New Spain in what is now San Antonio. It
was the Marquess de Valero who decided
that there would be two frontier settle-
ments here: one called San Antonio de
Tejas, and the other called San Antonio de
Valero. Almaráz is looking forward to pre-
senting the portrait of the marquess to

Bexar County and hopes it can be used
to teach history to more people.

During his three weeks in Spain in
July, he visited other towns, including

Guadalupe, Pastrana and Almaráz, meet-
ing people and learning the unique history
of each place. He also returned to Madrid
for another conference, the value of which
he feels cannot be underestimated. 

“We serve as goodwill ambassadors with
a briefcase, and we learn,” Almaráz

says. “Only by going to national and
international conferences does a

teacher become aware of what’s
happening in the larger world

and how the specific pieces of
the outer world connect 

to UTSA.”

FÉLIX D. ALMARÁZ JR.

RETURNS FROM SPAIN 
WITH LESSONS FOR HIS STUDENTS

by Lisa Chontos

his work by adding less traditional elements to the landscapes,

such as cars, telephone poles and the silhouette of a gas station.

He’s considering using automotive paints in the future, an idea

partly inspired by his appreciation for the vibrant fiberglass sculp-

ture of Luis Jimenez. He also thinks that at some point he might

simply use the phrases as the titles of the works, instead of featur-

ing them across the landscape. 

His phrases are written in the style of country music, and his work

always has an element of humor, such as this phrase he attributes

to his brother, “I’m always thankful to wake up in the desert with my

pants on.” Not wanting to simply regurgitate the maxims of his

family, Armendáriz usually creates the phrases and then has them

polished by his brother, a poet.

C arvings also are important in his work. Designed to

provoke thought, the carvings are usually either relat-

ed to the landscape, the text or both. Occasionally, the

carving is not related to the work, but instead is used to add anoth-

er dimension when the painting contains a simpler phrase. “It’s

always been about paint, carving and plywood,” he says. “I

became interested in material in art school. I’m trying to represent

the Southwest, and in Bonanza, you always see carved wood that

looks polyurethaned.” 

Armendáriz is influenced by the music of Hank Williams and Freddy

Fender, among others, and the comedy of George Lopez, John

Leguizamo and Paul Rodriguez. Although most of his influences are

nonvisual, he also is intrigued by the way artists create art, such as

how Kara Walker created powerful racial statements from paper

and silhouettes. 

After earning his Bachelor of Fine Arts from UTSA in 1995,

Armendáriz obtained his Master of Fine Arts from the University of

Colorado at Boulder and returned to UTSA to teach. He has just

completed his second year of teaching painting at UTSA, and he

loves it. “I pinch myself all the time, because I can’t believe I get

paid for what I do,” he says. “I’m blown away by the graduate stu-

dents here in San Antonio. They are some of the most intelligent,

capable and hungry artists I’ve ever dealt with, and I’m just guiding

them. They take great strides to get into the public and broaden

the conversation they’re having with their own work.”

Armendáriz was named Best Up-and-Coming Artist of 2006 by the

San Antonio Current. In the next few months, his work will be seen

at the reopening of Museo de las Americas in Denver, at San

Antonio’s Centro Cultural Aztlán, and in a group show at Austin’s

Mexic-Arte. As a member of an artist group named Artnauts, which

deals with the breakdown of racial borders, Armendáriz will partic-

ipate in upcoming group shows in Palestine and Bethlehem. 
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WHAT HIS STUDENTS ARE SAYING:

“Ricky Armendáriz was one of the most influ-
ential art professors I had in graduate school
at UTSA. He invested his time and attention into the

lives of his graduate students. I especially found his one-

on-one critiques to be invaluable times of insight. As a

graduate student, I felt like he treated me as a peer and

gave me respect accordingly. In addition, my work is

inspired by the thoughtful, sharp nature of his nationally

recognized paintings. I truly value my time spent under

his instruction and consider it continually useful.”

BRIAN JOBE, former student

“I was fortunate to be one of his students.
He has not only established himself as an important

painter, but he also is an academic leader that encour-

ages his students to be more visible in the art communi-

ty. In addition to sharing his knowledge of painting and

contemporary issues, he is engaged in art publicly, which

set an example for his students to follow.

“As my professor, he gave constructive criticism when 

I needed it during studio visits. He taught me about 

articulating about my own work through his public speak-

ing. He made me aware of concepts and attitudes in

painting that I may have otherwise not noticed, all while

wearing his signature western boots.”

JULIE SHIPP, former student

“In my last semester in the graduate program
in the Department of Art and Art History, I was given the

opportunity to work with Professor Ricky Armendáriz.

My area of focus is painting and I was developing a body

of work for my thesis exhibition.

“Working with him that last semester was integral in 

producing a successful body of work. His knowledge 

of cultural issues and how they are addressed in contem-

porary art was invaluable. As Latino artists, we both

incorporate cultural indicators in our work, while using 

the voice of contemporary art. In addition, Armendáriz’s

method of instruction instilled a work ethic that raises

the standard of execution and professionalism. He also

prepared me for the art world outside of academia 

and influenced some of the strategies I employ in my

teaching today.”

JERRY CABRERA, former student
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