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Breaking

barriers ¢

German-born sculptor busy
shaping Jesse Owens memorial

By Lesley Farrey Pacey
DAILY Stalf Writer

BIRMINGHAM — German-born
sculptor Branko Medenica acknowl-
edges the irony in his latest work

The blond, blue-eyed Medenica —
who lived in Germany two years and
speaks fluent German — is sculpting a
bronze likeness of Olympic legend Jesse
Owens. The son of a black Lawrence
County sl per, Owens shattered
Adolf Hitler's dreams of Aryan superi-
arity in the 1936 Olympic games.

But Medenica, 45, sees a different
parallel taking shape.

The Birmingham sculptor loosely
compares himself to German athlete
Lutz Long — the long jumper whom
Hitler named a supreme example of
Aryan superiority. Long befriended
Owens during the broad jump competi-

tion when it appeared the American
track and field star might foul out

Long offered Owens advice — even
using his towel to mark where Owens
should leap — allowing him to win the
broad jump and achieve his four-gold-
medal feal. The men remained frends
until Long was killed in World War II as
a member of the German army.

“I almost feel like a continuation of
that" said Medenica, at his studio — an
old brick building in downtown Bir-
mingham. “One German helped Jesse
Owens during the Olympics. Another
German is helping to immortalize him."

Medenica has a message to translate
through his frozen likeness of Owens.
He fashioned the 8-foot bronze on gran-
ite legend to run through Olympic rings
— a metaphor for the barriers he broke.

“It symbolizes so many things,” said
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Medenica, sitting at a work table
scattered with black and white pho-
tographs and drawings of Owens
and a small-scale model of the five
Olympic rings.

“The Olympic rings are a finish
line. He broke so many barriers. He
broke the color line, many world

Medenica was hired more than
two years ago by the Jesse Owens
Park Commiltee to create the
sculpture.

He was selected from a pool of
Alabama sculptors who applied be-
cause of his ability to solve prob-
lems the work created, said com-
miltee member James Pinion. “1
liked his imagination.”

Medenica — who has molded
several bronze, stainless steel and

records, the Aryan race-supi 'y
thing and he broke the poverty
barmer.”

The sculpture will be unveiled
before Owens' wife and children at
a ceremony June 29 at the Jesse
Owens Memorial Park in Oakville
— the 1913 birthplace of the leg-
endary runner. It's the same day
the Olympic torch will come
through the tiny Lawrence County
town.

2 e steel — may
be best known for Centurion — a

bronze memorial o police officers
killed in the line of duty in Jefferson
County. The sculpture, dedicated in
1991, is in the plaza of the Criminal
Justice Center in Birmingham.

The Jesse Owens Park Commit-
tee will pay him $80,000 — money
raised from private donations,
grants and the Alabama Council of

Arts. “I'm real excited. [ feel
honored 1 was chosen to do it.”

\f

But Medenica said the project
had obstacles. His drawing had to
satisfy the local committee and
Owens' widow and three daughters.
whom he says “were great.”

But there were big problems. One
was physics: How do you depict a
man running with one fool on the
ground and keep the figure from
falling over?

“With one leg down, the leg would
have been difficult — eventually the
fatigue on the metal would have
broken it” Medenica said “And
with two feet down there wasn't
enough motion.”

Medenica believed he had the
answer: Owens bent leg could be
supported by five Olympic rings that
spanned nine to 10 feet across. But
that solution brought an even bigger
problem that led Lo a two-year bat
tle with the U.S. Olympic Commit-
tee.




Sculptor Branko Medenica holds a sketch of the Jesse Owens

sculpture
incorporated into the  sculpture
Owmoic committea

‘The committee, cting copyright
laws, told Medenica he could not
use the Olympic rings. That was
May 16, 1993, “The local committee
wasn't counting on it, but 1 hadn't
wven up.”

Determined 1 use the rngs,
Medenica talked to lawyers about
copyright law and found out he
could use the rings for a single
project under “freedom of expres-
son” laws,

1 just couldn't go out and make a
bunch of smaller replicas and sel
them,” he said.

Medenica called and  wrote
Ohympic committec members Lo
push them to change their minds.

wens' daughter Marlene O
Itmkm executive director of the
se Owens Foundation in Chic-
ilso encouraged the committee
to approve the rings.

n foreground is madel of Olvmoic rinas which he
despite

resistance from the

Finally — two years to the date of
the sculplor’s first letter the
Olvmpic Committee gave him per-
mission to use the rings.

The sculpture will be finished in
about four months — making this a
three-year project and the most
time-consuming so far for Me-
denica. He sad he usually com-
pletes sculptures in six to eight
months.

A 2foot day model of the sculp
ture was sent to a foundry in West
Palm Beach, Fla, to be enlarged to
an §loot clay mass He will add
finishing touches to the enlarged
structure at the Flonda studio,
where it will later be cast in bronze.
The bronze Olympic rings will be
made in Colorado.

Aer he the commission,
Medenica met with the Owens fam-
ily in Chicago to get personal details
about hus subject. He also sorted
through boxes of Owens memora
bilia at the athlete’s alma mater,
Ohio State
“1 wanted 10 know what he was
like psychologically — what kind of
person he was,” he sud “For some
artists thal's not important. To me:
itis It is something that helps me
bring forth the i of what Jesse
Owens was all about ™

Owens' daughter, Ms. Rankin,
was glad Medenica cared about
getting a complete picture of her
father.

I
model
does greal work. He is concerned
about it helng a true representation
of the person.




