
50   J U N E  2 0 1 5 w w w . a r i z o n a h i g h w a y s . c o m  51

O
N A SUNNY MORNING, Russell “Rusty” Bowers is deep inside Bollinger Atelier, a Tempe 
foundry, putting the final touches on a heroically scaled clay figure of a firefighter, which is about 
to be cast in bronze. It’s one of five figures he’s sculpted to be part of a new memorial that will be 
dedicated later this year at the state Capitol.

Bowers, who has a solid, tall physique that befits a former high-school and college basketball 
player, is also sporting a vivid scar on the side of his head, the result of a headfirst dive while 
hiking with his son near Superior. “My foot,” says Bowers, a lifelong member of the Mormon 
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THE MOLD

Rusty Bowers will be the first one to tell you that he doesn’t fit the stereotype of an artist —  
he’s too conservative. But that hasn’t kept the Mesa native from pursuing his dream of painting,  

sculpting and working on projects such as the Arizona Fallen Fire Fighters and Emergency Paramedics 
Memorial, an installation that will be dedicated this fall in front of the state Capitol.
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live among the remote Tarahumara Indians. Inspired 
by a fellow artist, Bowers trekked to the bottom of 
Copper Canyon: “Much to my wife, Donetta’s, hor-
ror, I drove to Mexico and down 150 miles on dirt 
roads to the bottom of the canyon. It was a wild place, 
remote and isolated, dangerous. But the culture of 
these indigenous people just blew me away. It was my 
main inspiration for oils, watercolors and bronzes for 
many years.”

Along the way, politics seeped into Bowers’ life. “I 
am very conservative,” says Bowers, “which, I know, 
is a weird thing for an artist. But I’ve always been 
active in the community, and people knew me.” In 
1992, he was elected to the state Legislature, serving 
first as a representative and then as a senator. 

“I have definite political views,” he says, “and there 
are people who probably hate my guts, but I under-
stood that you have to work with people to get things 
done. Back then, politics was tough, but we respected 
each other. At the end of the day, we were friendly.”

He quit politics in 2001 and went to work, first as 
director of the Arizona Rock Products Association, 
then as director of external affairs for the East Valley 
Institute of Technology. 

Both allowed him the flexibility to pursue his art-
work, including his part of the Arizona Fallen Fire 
Fighters and Emergency Paramedics Memorial, a  
$1.7 million installation to be dedicated in October at 
Wesley Bolin Memorial Plaza in front of the Capitol. 
Tucson sculptor Paul Olesniewicz will add five other 
figures to the memorial, which commemorates the 
lives of Arizona’s fallen firefighters and paramedics. 

Until recently, Bowers was content to pursue his 
professional work and his artwork, which he creates 
at a shop at his Mesa home and at a larger studio on 
his family’s ranch in the Pinal Mountains, where he 
also keeps bees and tends his apple orchard. 

Last year, though, he felt a calling to get back into 
politics and was elected again to serve his Mesa 
district in the Legislature. “I know it’s a different 
ballgame now,” he says, “but I’m bringing a different 
background and experience than most of my peers. I 
hope to go in and help fix things.”

Art and family, though, remain his mainstays. 
“When people ask me what I do, I say I’m a sculptor 
and a painter,” Bowers says. “But when they ask me 
what I like to do, I tell them I like to play with my 
grandkids.”  

church, “got caught in the branches of a Mormon-tea 
shrub. Irony noted.”

Within minutes, Bowers has revealed his profes-
sion, his hobby, his faith and a sly sense of humor. But 
just when you think you have him pegged, you find 
out there’s more: He’s also a politician. He’s been an 
executive and a school administrator. He’s an Eagle 
Scout. And, oh, yeah, the Mesa native is a beekeeper 
and an orchardist.

Art, however, has been the common thread in Bow-
ers’ biography. The great-grandson of Mormon pio-
neers who settled St. Johns and Nutrioso in Eastern 
Arizona in the 1870s, Bowers — one of seven siblings 
— admits to being “a hellion” as a young boy. “My 
mother would give me pictures of those Breck girls in 
the shampoo ads and made me copy them in church,” 
Bowers recalls. “It kept me quiet, and that’s how I 
learned to draw.”

Bowers graduated to copying images culled from 
photographs published in Arizona Highways. It wasn’t 
until his senior year of high school, though, that Bow-
ers took his first formal art class. “Right after the ses-
sion started, the teacher wanted to see me after class,” 
he says. “I thought I was in trouble, but the teacher 
told me I never had to come to class. Instead, she told 
me to copy everything from Ted Kautsky’s book Ways 
With Watercolor. Each Friday, I showed up with paint-
ings, and she critiqued them. I thought I had it made 
— I never had to go to class.”

Not long thereafter, Bowers framed and sold a 
painting through an art show at Goldwater’s depart-
ment store: “I got $125 for it. That’s when I realized I 
could make money at this.”

Bowers received a scholarship to Brigham Young 
University, but soon, life and love intervened. He 
came back to marry his high-school sweetheart and 
start a family, which grew to seven children. After 
taking art classes at Mesa Community College, he 
went to Arizona State University but found that, in 
the 1970s, ASU’s art department was “a little too 
touchy-feely for me.” He went back to BYU. “The art 
program there was more like an art boot camp,” he 
says. “It was, ‘Today, we’re learning to grind pigment.’ 
I needed that structure.”

A bachelor’s degree launched Bowers into the art 
world, more as a sculptor than as a painter or water-
colorist. He began sculpting lifelike bronzes and 
busts of notable Arizonans, including ASU football 
coach Frank Kush, supermarket magnate Eddie Basha, 
state legislators Polly Rosenbaum and Burton Barr, 
and state Senator Jake Flake. He’s also done larger 
sculptural projects, such as the entry memorial at the 
Mormon Battalion Historic Site’s visitors center in San 
Diego, and a Wyoming memorial commemorating the 
rescue of a group of Mormon pioneers from an 1856 
snowstorm. Bowers’ work also has appeared at several 
Scottsdale galleries.

In the 1980s, Bowers began traveling to Mexico to 


