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John Nieto, born in 1936, uses his beloved Southwest and his Indian and Spanish heritage as inspiration for his work. Nieto calls

himself “an American artist who paints Indians, not an Indian artist” (John Nieto, 2002, para. 1). Nieto paints not only the Indians

of the Southwest but also the animals, birds, and landscape of that part of the United States.

Nieto is a well-credentialed artist. In 1959, Nieto earned a bachelor’s degree in fine arts from Southern Methodist University

in Dallas, Texas, where he was also a member of the board of trustees from 1992 to 1996. He has received many honors, such as

New Mexico’s Governor’s Award for Excellence and Achievement in the Arts in 1994. His work has been featured in many

exhibitions in the United States and abroad. Numerous galleries and museums have held one-man shows of Nieto’s work, and his

art has been selected by many embassies as part of the Art in the Embassy Program. Internationally known, Nieto has reached

people throughout the world through television and radio, appearing on Japan National Television, ABC Television Network, and

National Public Radio, among others.

The intensity of Nieto’s colors reminds viewers of the Fauves and their use of color for purposes other than simple

representation. Nieto’s use of color has been described as electric and neon. He lays down swaths of bright colors, using broad

strokes to bring a sense of life to his paintings. He describes his approach to painting as ritualistic. He says he is in a trance when

he paints. “It’s like being a drummer—you don’t look at the drums, you just know intuitively where they are” (John Nieto, 2002,

para. 10).

Although his figurative subjects are clearly Native Americans, they are not portraits of specific people or even specific

tribes. He tries to capture the essence of the Indian image. He says, “there is no formula for my faces. I paint the dance of identity

around the pan-Indian bone structure of all Native Americans. I am painting a person, but I am painting much more than that”

(John Nieto, 2002, para. 6). Canku Ota: An Online Newsletter Celebrating Native America heralded him for both his muscular

style and his technical virtuosity. “Wielding his brush with precision and control, Nieto invests each figure with a mesmerizing

presence” (“John Nieto,” 2001, para. 2).

The Olympics committee invited Nieto to create a painting for the part of the Olympics focusing not on sports but on

sharing the arts. He had already painted—by invitation—three animals to represent the Olympic motto. This second call for a

work was in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and the request was for his reaction to the tragedy. His painting, Peace and

Loyalty, shows an American Indian chief wearing a war bonnet and holding an eagle feather, with a wolf at his feet. Grateful to

have the opportunity to take part in healing the nation’s spirit, he said, “I think basically when you take lives, that is wrong. I can’t

justify that any way. That kind of human behavior needs to be studied very hard and dealt with. All an artist can do is paint a

picture” (Stephens, 2002, p. 4).

Shade for the Princess on the cover is an example of Nieto’s masterful style. The foreground figures have their backs to the

viewer. The princess is watching an intertribal ceremony (J. Nieto, personal communication, October 17, 2002) in the distance

while the man holding the umbrella watches the princess. Their clothes and accessories, such as the concho belts, are those of the

Southwest. The middle ground is the sere landscape of this arid region, but Nieto injects life into the sand with highlights of bright

yellow and orange. There is an air of mystery about this painting. Viewers do not know what these people look like or what their

relationship is. Viewers do know that they are watching dancers in the distance. And they also know that this is a painting with

lovely grace and strong feeling. The heat radiating from the red mountain is palpable. One can almost feel how much the princess

needs her shade.
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