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The dichotomous world of Tom Leamon
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Whately artist pays tribute to history of military aviation, while decrying ‘the irony and the pain' of war
While Leamon's painting of World War I pilot Manfred von Richthofen, known as the Red Baron, is in the
traditional style used to depict Christian saints, the presentation is "entirely ironic," he says.

Leamon's portrait of Eugene Bullard, the first African American military pilot.

Among his other artistic ventures, Leamon has worked for decades as a book illustrator.

Whately artist Tom Leamon with his painting of World War I French aviator Georges Guynemer. The
portrait was accepted recently into the permanent collection of the National Air and Space Museum of the
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D. C.

By Dylan Klempner Gazette Contributing Writer

Tom Leamon's artwork reveals as much about himself as it does about his subjects. Leamon, an artist,
illustrator and retired Congregational minister, portrays his concerns about human ethics and values in
nearly every picture he paints.

And, he's been doing it for a lifetime.

Leamon, 85, who served in the U.S. Army during World War II, says he's long been fascinated with
military aviation, and has been making art with historical and political themes since childhood.

"I think there's always been an ethical content to my point of view, a values commentary," Leamon said.
"It's part of my blood and bone."

The walls of Leamon's Whately home and studio are lined with his paintings of World War I aviators and
political illustrations, many of which reveal his long-standing dedication to communicate his concerns
through his art.

Recently, one of those paintings - a portrait of French aristocrat and World War I aviator Georges
Guynemer - was accepted into the permanent collection of the National Air and Space Museum of the
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C.

Though he is "delighted, intrigued and tickled by the honor," Leamon says, he is keeping it all in



perspective.

"I am very well aware that honors and tastes in the art world are fickle, debatable and evanescent. So while
I'm vastly pleased and intrigued by NASM's desire to own a piece of #me,' I'm also looking slightly
sideways at it all, with a lopsided smile, knowing that we all live in a changing world..."

Painted in acrylic in 1983, the work depicts Guynemer as a pilot - a "super ace [who was] decorated with
every medal the French had to offer," Leamon said. "He was a war hero and an example of what a macho
French man would be in those troublesome years."

In the painting, Guynemer, who died in combat on September 11, 1917, is represented as a saint, with his
plane - "the instrument of his martyrdom" - resting in his hand. Leamon surrounded the pilot with images
of incidents from his life, the way medieval artists often represented saints.

The painting was accepted for the NASM collection after it was approved by the museum's collections
committee and its director, said museum spokesperson, Isabel Lara.

"The work is very attractive and represents an important addition to the museum's collection of World War
I portraits," Lara said. "The style is unique, done in the fashion of a Russian Orthodox icon, underscoring
the almost religious role that he [Guynemer] plays in French memory."

Leamon says he was completely absorbed when he painted the image of Guynemer. As a boy and a young
man, Leamon was an avid model airplane builder. Some of his favorite subjects were the bi-planes of the
World War I.

"I think there was a romantic and heroic aspect to it that strummed my strings," he said.

At the same time, he adds, his experience as a World War II combat veteran also informs the work -
making him conscious of the "irony and the pain of the wars that we get ourselves involved with." His
paintings, he adds, are "a strange marriage between my fascination with the machines and my quarrel with
the values."

There is a cartoon element to the Guynemer painting, Leamon says, that is meant to illustrate that
dichotomy. "Who gives a damn now that this guy shot down 70 Germans? What difference has it made in
our world scene?"

An artist is born

Born May 10, 1925, in Salem, Leamon took to art naturally as a child, partly, he says, as a result of time
he spent in bed recovering from surgeries on his ears. His mother was a concert pianist who trained in
France, and Leamon also credits her influence in his own development as an artist. Leamon's father was
minister.

In grade school, Leamon says, he was often praised as an artist. As a student at the Cambridge High and
Latin School in Cambridge, he worked as the sports and social cartoonist. "I was known as #Tommy the
Artist," he recalled.

During World War II, which came upon the heels of his high school graduation, Leamon served in the
combat infantry, beginning in July 1943. He was a mortar crewman in the Ardennes Campaign ("Battle of
the Bulge"), where he was hit in the cheek by shrapnel.

He also suffered frostbite, the effects of which still bother him today.



"My hands turned totally black after I threw away my gloves that stank from a corpse of one of my pals I
helped carry back to graves registration. ... my feet also turned black and eventually I had a couple of
surgeries."

After he was injured, Leamon spent six months, hospitalized, first in Paris, and later in England and at
Camp Butner in North Carolina. After his discharge, with a 50-percent disability, he was awarded a Purple
Heart, a Bronze Star, and two combat battle stars.

It was time to get back to his art.

Leamon enrolled in the Rhode Island School of Design in Providence, R.I., with an eye toward building a
career as a freelance artist.

"Probably three-fourths of the entering class were like me, World War II veterans, both men and women,"
he said. "We were hot to get a career, so we were largely responsible for turning what was a lady's
finishing school into a professional crafts academy, Leamon said. "I don't know what RISD would think of
that statement but that's my take."

Art and religion

After his graduation in 1949, Leamon started that career in earnest, in Boston.

He lived and worked out of his parents' house in Cambridge and did illustrations for Boston book
publishers, including textbook publisher Ginn & Company.

Then came the outbreak of the war in Korea. For Leamon, it was a transforming moment that led him to a
new career - that of a minister.

"It was like a psychic shock to me because I thought we'd made the world safer, peaceful," Leamon said.

In 1951, he enrolled in the Hartford Theological Seminary in Connecticut, paying his way by doing
illustrations. After his graduation in 1953, he became the minister at the Second Congregational Church in
Amherst, the building which is now occupied by the Jewish Community of Amherst.

Although he served as a minister from 1954 through the early '70s, he maintained his interest in art.

Indeed, he says, he chose the job in Amherst because it was a small church and would give him time to do
illustrations, which he continued to do for Ginn & Company, as well as other publishers; The New York
Times Book Review published an illustration by Leamon from "The White Ox," a book by Leon W. Dean,
published by Ariel Books in 1953. He also did illustrations for young peoples' publications by Methodist
Publishing House in Nashville, Tenn.

In his ministry, Leamon says, he used art techniques with young people's groups, helping them understand
themselves through self-growth exercises.

"Art and religion both are interested in the design that underlies appearances," Leamon said. For example,
Picasso's painting "Guernica," inspired by the Spanish Civil War, makes much the same statement about
the evil effects of violence and the lack of love among humans that the Christian church does, Leamon
says.

"While I'd never accuse Picasso of purveying the Christian gospel, the concerns are the same," he said.

Art and history



By the 1970s, Leamon was ready to go back to full-time art-making. He created covers for The Valley
Advocate and illustrations for the Amherst Bulletin, and illustrated books, including "Poli: A Mexican
Boy in Early Texas" by Jay Neugeboren, published in 1992 by Corona Publishing Co. And he painted
portraits of historical figures - especially World War I fliers, like Guynemer.

In spite of his continued fascination with most things military, his work continued to be informed by his
anti-war sentiments.

For example, in his portrait of World War I pilot Manfred von Richthofen (The Red Baron) painted in
1988-'89, Leamon again presented a war hero in the traditional format of a Christian saint. But its context,
is "entirely ironic," he said.

"I show the saint in the left-hand panel as being an arrogant taker of life. He's surrounded by the stuffed
heads of the animals he's killed," Leamon explained. "In the center panel he's surrounded by the debris of
the damage he's caused and again the human life he's taken, which is entirely counter to the Christian
ideal." On the right panel, Leamon says, he shows how Richthofen set himself up as a person to be served
and worshiped without a note of humility.

His intention with the Guynemer and Richthofen portraits, he says, was to illustrate the folly of war and of
idolatry. "They're mock icons," he said.

There is no sense of irony, however, in Leamon's portrait of the first African American military pilot,
Eugene Bullard, which also hangs in Leamon's home. Bullard's life had an epic quality that Leamon tried
to depict.

As Leamon tells the story, Bullard had heard that there was a country and an army where black people
were not discriminated against. So, he got a job on a freighter and found his way to that nation: France.
There, Bullard joined the French Foreign Legion, learned to fly and became an aviator.

In his portrait of Bullard, Leamon includes details from the pilot's life, including a drum and a row of
disapproving, frowning French faces above him that are intended to indicate the heavy load he labored
under as a pilot in their air force.

"With a lot of my work there's a kind of an editorial sub-theme," Leamon said.

Looking forward

For now, Leamon's portrait of Guynemer remains in his Whately home; someone from NASM was
supposed to pick up the painting last winter, but that was delayed when a museum storage facility was
damaged during a rare Washington, D.C., snowstorm.

Now, the artist says, he doesn't know when it will be picked up for display in the nation's capital; his
inquiries have gone unanswered.

"My theory is that they are so blown-away by the collapse of one of their storage facilities in their late-
winter snowstorm that they have been psyched into non-responsiveness," he said. "All I can say is that I
have a counter-signed document proclaiming that I am no longer owner of my Guynemer painting, but
NASM is."

In the meantime, Leamon continues to create art in his Whately home, where he lives with his wife,
Marianne Preger-Simon, a psychologist and former member of the Merce Cunningham Dance Company.



Among his current projects is a reworking of a youth readers' illustrated book, "Tom's Toe," about a young
soldier in World War II combat. He is also painting a series of six portraits of males in his family who
have served in the U.S. armed forces.

The series begins with a Civil War ancestor and continues through Leamon's son, who served as a
psychiatrist in the U.S. Army in Germany in the 1980s.

"Drawing," he said, "is a part of me."
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