Navaijo artist David K. John
relies on sfrong hues fo
paint cultural images both
historical and imagined
By Greichen Reynolds

| DAVID-KJOHN'S ARTISTIC TRAINING BEGAN long before he held
B his first paingbrash, owned a skerchbook, visited a gallery, or
bconsidered|thit he might one dav have the makings of an artist.

2 5
AL 2 Doy, Jolm grew up on a remote sheep ranch on the Navajo S
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' ﬂ-w'.*'f .LL' Reservatioh/near the tiny town of keams Canvon, AZ. Raised

¢ mother, great-grandmother, and great-grandfather, §
he grew up sleeping sometimes on §
the dirt floor of o hogan and}
sometimes under the stars in the §
reservation’s sere red rock country.
There was no television., _
During most days, he herded
recalcitrant sheep, sat in the shade
of cliffs covered in petroglyphs,
watched his mother and great-
grandmother weave elaborate rugs,
and listened raptly to his great-
grandfather, a Navajo medicine
man. The elder man would chant
for John—in Navajo—the old
stories, legends about the making
of the world and the struggles of
men to be good. He also brought
the boy with him to wraditional
ceremonials. an experience that
would, in time, provide John with
enough artistic material for several lifetimes.
But back then, John had no idea that he was being readied
for a life of creativity. Instead, he thought he was untalented or
at least unprepared when he started school—speaking only
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Navajo
already knew how to draw.

A VID K. JOHN

I.‘ln\.‘.' some of ';E]s,' ||;['|L"|' \_!]||~i|'i']'.
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hev'd watched television

1d could sketeh cartoon characters. John tel

isolated and inept.

recognized his raw., «

But with time, he found tcachers who

uesting ability. They

him how to hold a penal and a brush. He absorbed

the basics of technique. And then, atter he had

become adept at the fundamentals of art, he began 1o
look about for a subject, tor something to make ar
and his childhood returned to him as

about Souree

material. He began to create paintings and masks that

reterred to, explored, and showed deep reverence fon
his traditional Navajo upbringing.

Now one of the most accomplished Narive
American artists in the country at age 43, he feels
depthless gratitade, he savs, for both the deprivation:

and the glories of s childhood
some wavs,” John refleat ve didn't
have anvthing. By the norm

standards, we But n
'P"_I'.\'.‘ Wavs, We Were

We had the carth
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Ul around as, and.

grandtather, we had our people’

culture. I got 1o know my

It's part of me. [ couldn’™t be an arnst

without 1it.”7 He pauses. *I couldn™
even be me without 1.7 The man, s

platted

art. *Ie's all connected.”™ he

| I do so
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l‘\\']i]‘.ll‘_',, j vervthing s connected

Fhe tirst thing most viewers notice

in one ot John's large, beguthing

acrvhics 1s color, ITt's i!]\{'ll_aawll"!L to

1enore, Color fills the canvases, Howing

[Pt ERal | Fyen gng duwes F o1 a1y
liehtly alone the edees of many of the

paintings and filling the figures at the

Center \'\]'.!I thicker, msouciant. almuost

.lli{iszn.|1-||:n||'p':1|\ hett. The hues are

vivid, pulsating. This is color that
breathies and beats its chest, =T like red.
bluc, vellow—the primary colors.”
John savs

Lhese shades appeal to him not

just tor thenr presence. They also have

deep svmbolism tor Native Americans.

stance, arce the

Red and blue, tor 1

colors of the carth and rthe sky,
respectivelyv. They represent, too, the
temale and male ¢lements of ram n

traditional Navajo mvthology, They

foundations ol

And

s are. of coursg ':l'.l'

when ot s at 1s muost s

Jdosunset,

Herv and it

thev are. not incidentally, beautitul.

It s this mix of the ssmbohe, the the
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['L'Pi’k"\k‘lll-I]]‘“Il.‘.E‘ and the bhald i|‘..|‘. haracterize:

John's art. The subject matter of most his work 1s not

absolutely new: The mvths and svmbols of

Navajo culture are the starung Bt
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et also has, commented thar he had rhe talent 1o be a profe ssion]
that John never violares : “1 hadn’t cver really considered that”
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desires he'd had ro creare had been tormless and

imchoate. Yet once told that he could and should
make art, John became a painting, dervish.
[ransterring 1o a nearby vocational high school,
he majored in commerdal art and, upon graduation
was awarded a full scholarship to the two-vear degree
\rts in

I'here he was introduced 1o ant

m at the Institute of American Indian
Santa Fe, NM.

and 1

nrogr

lior \
nistomry

1 traditions ot tribal [\LH;‘]L' from all

United States.

over the “I couldn’t paint enough,”
he savs. He graduated with the school’s award tor
Ourstanding Two-Dimensional Artist.

Next he enrolled in the art program at Brigham

Young University., The size and bustle of the

university was overwhelming, however. So after a
semester, he transterred to Southern Utah Universin
and immersed himselt in almost every genre of art
“I tned photography, collage, even writing,™ he says.
He also got a taste of carly success when, while he
was still an undergraduate, one of his paintings was
chosen by the ULS. Census Burcau for use as the
poster image promoting, the 1990 Census. Suddenly,
John's work was plastered evervwhere. *T still see that
poster sometimes,” he savs. The burcau tlew lim to

Washingron, I

conference and

s tirst plane nde—tar a press

meet-and-greet session with

children
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Congressmen and White House representatives. John

was asked to make a speech. Happily, he held his own;

=T can talk abour my art OK,” he savs. Perhaps most

importantly, he saw an exhibit of the works of Picasso,
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Monct, and other modern masters. He was awed. “1°d
been to galleries, but ['d never seen anything like these
paintings.” he savs. *I couldn’t wait 10 go home and
make art that really matters.”

For the past 20 vears, John has been
doing just that. After he and his wife,
Kathlcen, a tellow Southern Utah student,
graduared, they moved back ro the Arizona
reservation. At the time, he

was ¢on

centrating on making masks and small
sculptures based on tribal Tegends and
symbols. A gallery in Sedona, AZ, took him
on, then a gallery in Santa Fe. He and his
family moved to Kaventa, AZ, where he set
up two studios, one in town and another
about cight miles awav, in a converted
hogan in the high deserr.

Calls came in from collectors, critics,
and, thrillingly, Navajo elders. He received
another huge poster commission: this time
for the 2003 Santa Fe Indian Marker, *1
think people could understand whar T was
tving to do,” he reasons, “that [ was trying
to preserve something of our culture, while
making that culture contemporary.”™

Today, John is principally a painter, although he
continues to make masks. Recently, he’s begun

casting the masks in glass, a new technique for him,



v about our cultur

L CLHTLITTS

v

through my art, then 1

1 hike to ey all somicthing important.”™ He

ver abandon his wreat-grandfather proud. no

Santa Fe-based Gretchen Reyvnolds contributes frequently to
The New York Tintes Magasine, O, The Opral Magazine; and

Naotional Geograpiic Adventure.




