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Historical artist painting "War at the Shore" scenes

By Mike Newall 

Inquirer Staff Writer

The artist and his wife had taken a summer day trip to the Barnegat Lighthouse. The artist is deep into his eighth decade. His step is slow, his hearing off. He has few friends left to play pinochle with anymore.

But he still commands an exquisite talent for capturing Americana on canvas. He was bored, and on this hot day last year, he was looking for something new to paint.

The artist's wife stopped to read a plaque commemorating the little-known Long Beach Massacre of 1782. It told the story of Tory raiders butchering a band of patriot militiamen.

"You should paint this," Fran Glanzman said.

Biting on a cigar, Louis S. Glanzman squinted at the sign and said, "Ah, why would I want to paint a massacre?"

But that was just the artist being modest. In reality, he had stumbled upon his next big project. Glanzman's celebrated historical paintings have depicted American history from colonial times through the great battles of the Civil War to Neil Armstrong's first steps on the moon.

His likenesses of George Washington and Robert Kennedy are in the National Portrait Gallery. His painstakingly detailed The Signing of the Constitution hangs in Independence Hall.

For many years, Glanzman made history seem real in the pages of the Saturday Evening Post, Collier's, True, National Geographic, Time, and Life.

"He's an expert documentarian," said Eric Fowler, collections manager of the Society of Illustrators in New York City.

"A master at what he does," said Stephen Tarantal, dean of the University of the Arts' College of Art and Design.

In the days after his beach trip, Glanzman spent hours researching the massacre in the studio of his Burlington County home, then rinsed his brushes in a brass spittoon, steadied himself at his easel, dabbed at his pallet, and began to paint.

Some weeks later, Timothy Hart, director of the Ocean County Cultural and Heritage Commission, received a call from a colleague.

For a decade, Hart had been beating his head against the wall, he said, lecturing with his faded maps and dog-eared books at schools and historical gatherings, trying to spread the word about the massacre and other largely forgotten episodes in Ocean County's Revolutionary War history.

"The War at the Shore," he calls it.

However passionate, Hart acknowledged that his lectures could be a bit on the academic side.

"My wife says she loves me but that she's not coming to any more of my lectures," he said. "She says they're boring."

Hart's colleague told him about Glanzman's painting of the massacre. Not familiar with Glanzman's work, Hart pulled up to Glanzman's house, worrying that he was in for some kind of paint-by-numbers deal. He told his wife she had better wait in the car. Ten minutes later, he jogged back to the car, grinning like a schoolboy.

"You have to come see this," he said.

Glanzman had produced a stunning image of the bloody ambush that left around 20 patriots dead in the dunes of Barnegat Light more than 200 years ago.

"The painting says more than I could with 10,000 words," Hart said.

Impressed by Hart's enthusiasm over such a splinter of American history, and getting into the history himself, Glanzman sold Hart the painting for a small price. Then he went to work on another.

In the last year, Glanzman has completed five paintings on Ocean County's Revolutionary past, focusing on the skirmishes of a guerrilla war that raged between New Jersey coastal villages loyal to the crown and those fighting for independence.

Hart provides ideas and historical research materials.

"I ramble on and on," Hart said. "And somehow he does a painting that captures exactly what I was talking about."

Glanzman paints the pieces for a small commission, and has a dozen more in the research stages.

"I'm glad to be helping out, he said.

The completed paintings hang in Ocean County museums, town halls, and libraries and will rotate through cultural spaces.

Hart is beyond thrilled.

"Having someone as famous and good as Mr. Glanzman is giving us a legitimacy we've never had," he said. "If I work for the county for another 25 years, associating with Mr. Glanzman will still be among my highest honors."

Spending time with Glanzman is like spending time with history. An endlessly polite man with bushy, gray eyebrows, he is slight and trim in his late years. With his stogie-stubbed mustache and piano rag grin, he could be a character out of George Roy Hill's classic film The Sting. He calls his wife Doll.

"You and I have been together all our lives, Doll," he'll say, putting his arm around Fran.

Glanzman, 88, was raised in Hampton, Va., near the Chesapeake River. He rode steamboats and dug up Indian artifacts in the woods.

As a child, his family moved to Rockaway Beach in New York and he taught himself to draw while sitting on the bay, sketching police boats chasing rumrunners.

He got his start in comic books, illustrated for the Air Force magazine during World War II, and then went on to illustrate children's books, including the Pippi Longstocking series.

He moved on to the paperback division of Bantam Books, illustrating classics such as John Fante's The Brotherhood of the Grape and John Steinbeck's The Pearl and, later on, Louis L'Amour's western classics.

His style was based in realism. His characters breathed emotion.

One of his idols and mentors, Norman Rockwell, once sat for a portrait, then signed it, "My good friend Lou has done a swell job on a difficult subject."

For the "slick" magazines, Glanzman illustrated a story written by Louis Armstrong on New Orleans jazz, and he became one of Time magazine's most prolific illustrators, painting 80 cover portraits.

He interviewed Armstrong before the moon landing so Time could have a painting of the historic moment ready for the newsstands. It was an eerily accurate image, but one missing detail still bothers Glanzman.

"I didn't think to add the moon dust," he said. "How could I have known that?"

And there were those few moments of an afternoon spent in a New York City hotel room, sketching Robert Kennedy just days before his death. Published after the assassination, the portrait of a solemn-faced Kennedy reflected the anguish of a grieving country and now hangs at the Smithsonian Institution.

His hundreds of historical paintings range from the plight of the Mayflower pilgrims to Washington at Valley Forge to defeated Union troops hightailing it down Virginia back roads.

And now, added to them, are Glanzman's Ocean County Revolutionary scenes.

There is The Massacre at Long Beach and The Battle of the Blockhouse, where loyalists burned and ransacked Toms River, The Skirmish at Manahawkin, in which Glanzman recreates a doctor passing a silk scarf through the bullet-torn shoulder of a soldier, and The Battle of Cedar Bridge in the Pinelands, which Hart calls the last land battle of the war.

Hart is raising sponsors to fund more Glanzman works, such as the Forked River skirmish between loyalist and patriot whaling boats. "People need to know about this stuff," said Hart, who is planning a booklet of Glanzman's new works.

Glanzman isn't sure how much of the series he'll be able to complete. "I tire easier now," the artist said. "But I like doing them. They keep me busy."
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