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Buffalo Hunt, oil,  48” by 48”

“This is one of my best examples of a Western 
Nouveau decorative painting using gold leaf.”

ly wanted to get into this [Western] 
market, but I took a detour early on.”
   What does he do that is differ-
ent? Western Nouveau. The style 
is unique to Blackshear, and it’s 

To understand Thomas Black-
shear II’s segue into Western 
art, you need to understand 

his storied career. It seems that the 
Colorado artist never does anything 
halfheartedly, nor does he redo the 
tried and true. In fact, he likes to 
take what other artists are render-
ing and tweak it to show viewers 
something they recognize, but he 

does so from an innovative perspec-
tive. Blackshear likens his work to 
rappers who take old music and give 
it a new slant. 
   Relatively new to the Western art 
genre, Blackshear hit the scene 
about three years ago. “I’ve had a 
long and varied career,” he says. 
“I’ve been at this for a long time, 
forty-some years. I knew I eventual-

Thomas Blackshear II

By Mary Nelson

Western Nouveau
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based on the Golden Age of Illustra-
tion and his personal favorite: Art 
Nouveau. This ornamental style of 
art flourished in Europe and the 
United States between 1890 and 
1910. It’s distinguished by long, 
sinuous, organic lines, often used 
in architecture, interior design, 
jewelry and glass design, posters, 
and illustration. Blackshear applies 
the style to his Western art, giving 
it a contemporary yet traditionally 
nouveau slant.
   His perspective on Western art is 
to look at it through a different lens. 
“There are so many Western artists 
out there and just a few subjects that 
they paint,” he says. “Because it’s 
the Western market, in some ways 
you can almost say that it’s a little 

limited because everyone paints 
almost the same things.”
   In order to understand Black-
shear’s Western Nouveau style, it’s 
important to get his backstory. His 
artistic ability emerged at about age 
4, according to his parents. Not all 
that different from other artists, he 
was “that kid,” the one who stood 
out in art class and who made 
posters for all the school events. He 
never questioned his intent to have 
a career in art and never deviated 
from that path. 
   Blackshear grew up in Atlanta, 
Georgia, and attended the Chicago 
Institute of Art on a scholarship 
in 1974. But within months he was 
frustrated with his professors and 
their teaching styles. At the sugges-

Fancy Feathers, oil, 39” by 46”
 
“I call this a parlor painting. Much of the reference I see of old Western photos show cowboys or Indians photographed in an old Victorian parlor, or stand-
ing in front of some kind of backdrop. I always wanted to do a painting of an Indian and a peacock together, and I thought this was an interesting and 
different way of having the two subjects in the same painting.”
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tion of a friend, he walked down the 
street to the smaller, less-well-known 
American Academy of Art and found 
his home. 
   “I went into that school and saw 
the work they were doing; it blew 
me away,” he says. “I was so frust-
rated [at the Chicago Institute of 
Art] because I realized I was not at 
the right school.” 
   As luck would have it, Blackshear 
met an instructor who introduced 
him to the academy’s dean. After 
looking through Blackshear’s port-
folio, the dean immediately awarded 
him a 10-week, tuition-free scholar-
ship. All Blackshear had to do then 
was figure out how he was going 
to pay the tuition for three more 
years of study at the academy. That 
problem was solved when he entered 
an art contest in Atlanta while he was 
home on summer break. The win-
nings from that competition were 
enough for him to finance the rest of 
his studies at the academy. 
   “The academy is one of the few 
places where I truly learned,” Black-
shear says. “The school exposed 
me to materials I didn’t know about, 
introduced me to new styles of 
composition, and gave me my es-
sential, foundational learning. I was 
taught to experiment, explore, and 
strive beyond the norm. That school 
helped me to think outside of the 
box.”
   After he graduated in 1977, Black-
shear accepted a job offer from 
Hallmark Cards in Kansas City, 
Missouri. He was happy to have the 
job, but wondered if he’d made the 
right decision. When he met Mark 
English, who was teaching a work-
shop at Hallmark, he realized that 
he had.
   “The biggest highlight of my 
career was to meet Mark English, 
the renowned American illustrator, 
the master,” Blackshear says.  “I got 
into his class and he showed us his 
technique. I was so excited because 
I knew that if I could see what he did 
I could do it, too.”
   English was so impressed with 
Blackshear’s work, he asked the 
young artist to be his apprentice. 
Blackshear left Hallmark after one 
year and went on to apprentice with 

Top Hat, gouache and acrylic, 37” by 19” 

“This was an exercise in a technique using gouache and acrylic paints.”
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English for three years. He then 
headed to California with a goal 
of working in the movie industry, 
specifically with filmmaker George 
Lucas and with the artists who 
created the special effects for Lucas 
and others. Blackshear met and im-
pressed the right people and went on 
to spend 14 years as an illustrator for 
Lucas Films and Godbold/Richter 
Studios. He also created illustrations 
for Anheuser-Busch, the Greenwich 
Workshop, and magazine publish-
ers.  
   “I did illustration until I went 
through a bad depression,” Black-
shear says. “I was surprised to 
realize that the thing I had wanted 
so badly, which was to be a famous 
illustrator, wasn’t what I thought it 
would be. After I lived it, I said to 
myself, ‘Do you mean to tell me that 
I will be doing illustration for the rest 

of my life? I don’t want it like this.’”
   Adding to his disillusionment with 
illustration was the growing popular-
ity of computer-generated art, which 
was lessening the need for illustra-
tions produced by human hands. 
Fortunately, Blackshear found an 
outlet for his art when he began to 
create artwork for collectible plates. 
He started with “Star Wars” plates 
and then was asked to create a 
series of “Wizard of Oz” plates. He 
was elated. 
   “Those plates got so popular, and 
I collected a royalty,” he says. “From 
that point on, every job I did I got a 
royalty, which moved me headlong 
into the collectible industry, an in-
dustry I had no idea even existed.” 
He also started a line of black figu-
rines called Thomas Blackshear’s 
Ebony Visions, which became 
popular so quickly that the company 

made $1 million dollars in sales the 
first year the figurines went on the 
market.
   Not long afterward, Blackshear 
recommended to his friend, Morgan 
Weistling, who also was an illustra-
tor, that he begin doing collect-
ibles. Three months later, the two 
met again, and Weistling said he 
had started painting and that three 
galleries were carrying his work. 
Blackshear didn’t realize then that 
he eventually would follow a similar 
path.
   In the meantime, he moved from 
California to Colorado Springs, Colo-
rado, where he lives today with his 
21-year-old son Elisha, a budding 
musician. Some six years ago, 
when things were not going well 
for Blackshear personally or pro-
fessionally, Weistling suggested he 
turn to Western art. Blackshear had 

Rodeo Poster, oil, 31” by 43” 

“I wanted to do a painting of a black cowboy in a unique setting. I thought, why not put him up against a barn wall that advertised products and upcom-
ing events.”
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Indian even if the person isn’t Native 
American,” he says. “All I need is the 
light source on the face of whatever 
photo I’m using. I can make it what I 
need it to be.”
   Blackshear says he relies on his 
background in movies to capture in-
teresting lighting and perspectives 
that make his art stand out in a way 
that catches viewers’ imaginations. 
His varied and robust career, with 
multiple genres and mediums, has 
brought him to this juncture, creat-
ing Nouveau Western art. 

Mary Nelson is a writer living in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota.

nothing to lose and had always been 
interested in the genre, so he took 
his friend’s advice.
   “I did some images and went to 
the Gene Autry show as Morgan’s 
guest,” he says. “I was interested 
because I’d never been to one of 
those big shows. Weistling intro-
duced me to people, and when I left 
I had galleries lined up.”

   Blackshear today focuses on paint-
ing Native Americans because, he 
says, they pique his imagination. 
He has folders full of old photos that 
he reviews until something catches 
his attention. As he paints, he uses 
one of three styles: representational; 
stylized, with which he tweaks the 
face and body; or decorative, using 
more color and sometimes gold leaf. 
   “As an artist, I like to try different 
things, and I’ve always kept up with 
Western artist friends,” Blackshear 
says. “I always wanted to see what I 
could do with it that was different.” 
   Lighting is often a trigger for in-
spiration when he’s looking through 
those old photos. “A pose, an emo-
tional feeling, and if it has really nice 
lighting—sometimes I’ll take the ref-
erence, and I’ll make the person an 

(Left top) There Once Was a Time, oil, 30” by 
45”

“The title says it all about what this country 
used to be like.” 

(Left bottom) Bronco Break, oil, 40” by 31

“This painting is just a snapshot of a cowboy 
taking a break before he gets back to work.”

Native American Nouveau, oil, 38” by 48”
 
“This is kind of a signature piece for me in that it is a perfect example of the style that I am pursuing by combining Art Nouveau with the Western theme.”


