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W r it t en by todd W ilk i nson

Let Icons 
Be Icons

Contemporary painter, R. Tom Gilleon emotes his 
subjects with brilliant color and composition that 
elevates the genre of Western art

R. Tom Gilleon’s War and Peace is a nine-story epic, an 
ennead that would make even Leo Tolstoy proud given 
the scope of its range. This visual tome, created by the 
painter who long ago adopted Montana as his home, 
covers a climactic sweep of Western indigenous history. 
Inculcated with symbolism, it sighs for a past that is no 
more, addresses the juxtaposition between seeking peace 
through appeasement and battling to defend one’s own 
turf, and it invites us, in our 21st-century world, to engage 
in shared cultural remembrance. 

ARTin the

WEST
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 From face-painted visages of warriors to feathers adorn-
ing a war shield and animal harbingers represented by 
magpies, ravens and lone wolves, the massive 60-by-60-inch 
oil is yet another expression of Gilleon’s iconography. Along 
with his widely recognized and perhaps best-known explo-
ration of tipi motifs, Gilleon’s nine-panel “grid paintings” 
have become his signatures. 
 At a time when many observers are complaining about 
the rigid monotony of subject matter that has come to define 
Western art, Gilleon’s disregard for these unspoken rules 
serves as a counterpoint.
 For art collectors the question is often posed: What is the 
fundamental threshold an artist must cross before she or he 
is considered great in a way that will stand the test of time? 
To some, the easiest metric used for forming an opinion is 
performance at auction. Using that rendered gavel price as 
a measurement of “investment value” in some cases is an 
unreliable determiner of status.

 One gauge still held up as the gold standard for predict-
ing an artist’s posterity is the willingness of normally 
cautious museums to stage retrospectives for living artists. 
For Gilleon, that moment of critical validation arrived in 2012 
with a major one-man exhibition held at the Booth Museum 
of the American West near Atlanta. This summer, the C.M. 
Russell Museum in Great Falls, Montana, is hosting its own 
Gilleon solo retrospective, highlighting three-dozen major 
works borrowed from private collections. The showing, Let 
Icons Be Icons: The Art of R. Tom Gilleon, opens August 14, 2013 
and runs through mid-December. 
 Although Gilleon has been featured in numerous 
one-man gallery shows, this is his first museum exhibition 
in Montana. Sarah Burt, the Russell Museum’s chief cura-
tor, notes that though it is rare for her institution to single 
out living artists, Gilleon’s body of work, the regard he 
commands and his provocative reinterpretation of Western 
imagery make his formal recognition deserved and poignant.

 “Technically speaking, Gilleon’s a brilliant 
colorist. And he uses color in unusual ways 
to communicate the heroic qualities of West-
ern themes, so that they are seen in new and 
refreshing ways,” Burt says.
 Mark Tarrant, owner of Altamira Fine Art 
in Jackson, Wyoming, describes Gilleon as one 
of the leading figures in Western contempo-
rary art. “Gilleon is a master of composition 
and palette. His style produces an immedi-
acy of impact on the viewer,” Tarrant says. “A 
Gilleon painting commands a room; there is an 
energy that gets projected, like the sun in the 
sky. His artwork creates the spirit of enchant-
ment of the American West more powerfully 
and compellingly than most of what we see in 
traditional Western art.” 
 Seth Hopkins, executive director of the 
Booth Museum, argues that Gilleon represents 
a new chapter in the time-honored tradition 
of former illustrators gaining renown as fine 
artists in the West. “Gilleon rejects portions 
of this tradition,” Hopkins says. “Rather than 
create highly illustrative and highly detailed 
works that provide a narrative story, Gilleon 
works to reduce detail and create hauntingly 
vacant compositions focusing on monumental 

Western shapes like tipis and grain elevators, in some ways 
reminiscent of the work of Edward Hopper.”

Gilleon’s path to the inner West is an enigmatic one. 
Born in 1942, he was raised in north Florida by his grand-
parents in the tiny outpost of Starke, near Jacksonville, and 
the winding banks of the Suwannee River. His heritage is a 

blend of the old and new world. 
 His granddad, a Scotsman, immigrated to the United 
States and became an acclaimed cabinetmaker. His grand-
mother was a full-blooded Cherokee, descended from the 
tribe traumatically and infamously uprooted from the land-
scape of its identity.
 Growing up in a clan of athletes, Gilleon was recruited 
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to play baseball at the University of Florida, where academ-
ically he entertained a future in architecture. Instead, he 
served in the Navy just prior to the Vietnam era and then 
utilized his draftsmanship skills to land a job with NASA’s 
budding space program, turning out illustrations of rockets 
and the mechanical parts holding those crafts together.
 Word of his drawing acumen circulated. While toiling 
as a freelance illustrator paying his dues, he came to another 
unexpected turn in the road: He was enlisted by the Walt 
Disney Company — one of just three illustrators — to help 
put together schematics for a new theme park proposed near 
Orlando. Some of the designs for Disney World originated 
on Gilleon’s desk. 

 Subsequently, he was wooed to work in Disney’s 
renowned “Imagineering Studio” in Southern California, 
helping to design the look of Epcot Center, and then Disney-
land Paris, Disneyland Tokyo and Disneyland Hong Kong.
 He also collaborated with art directors who left their 
marks on such films as The Ten Commandments, Jaws and 
Alfred Hitchcock movies. His growing reputation earned 
him coveted places on the call lists of the biggest theme park 
operators in the world and, in addition, he had connections 
to prominent architects. 
 Along the way, Gilleon moonlighted as a painter and, 
once again, his career veered in a new direction. During the 
early 1980s, Gilleon and his wife attended an outdoor paint-
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ing workshop in Montana and fell in love with a spectacular 
piece of property along the Dearborn River that snakes out 
of the Northern Rockies across the high plains. The couple 
purchased the parcel and spent nine years building a home. 
They paid for the construction using income they both 
derived from working as an illustrator and mural painter. 
One of Gilleon’s jobs was completing matte paintings for the 
movie Dick Tracy.
 But when a Hollywood screenwriter-turned-producer 
made the Gilleons an offer for their Montana hideaway that 
they couldn’t refuse, they took the proceeds and purchased 
a 2,000-acre ranch near Great Falls with the profile of Mount 
Cecelia rising in the distance.
 “I was never in need of work and was able to live in 
Montana while we were building our home and yet still 

maintain a presence in the industry,” he says of his commut-
ing, becoming one of the state’s original “modem cowboys.” 
“I did this for 30-plus years.”
 The Gilleon ranch sits near a crossroads, not far from 
the Old North Trail navigated for millennia by Indians, 
overlooking vistas once populated by vast bison herds, later 
traversed by Lewis and Clark, and, more than a century ago, 
chronicled by Charlie Russell.
 Across America today, hundreds of private collectors 
have original Gilleon tipis and nine-panels above the fire-
place mantel, on the walls of great rooms and adorning 
living spaces and dining rooms.
 Van Kirke Nelson, whose family has operated Glacier 
Gallery in Kalispell, Montana, since 1969, says that 100 years 
from now he is certain that Gilleon will be recalled with the 
same reverence afforded the Taos artists of a century ago. 
Nelson says he first became entranced by Gilleon’s work after 
he saw a showing of 12 small format tipi paintings years ago. 
Clustered together on a gallery wall, the sight was mesmer-
izing, yet each piece was exquisitely distinct.
 “Each little painting had its own impact and could stand 
alone, but as a grouping you could really see how Tom is 
a genius at approaching color,” Nelson says. “That’s one of 
the reasons why I so much enjoy his nine-panel paintings. 
There are themes within themes within themes.” Nelson and 
others describe Gilleon’s grid paintings as a nine-for-the-
price-of-one composition.
 That other artists are attempting to emulate him, Nelson 
says, demonstrates Gilleon’s influence on both colleagues 
and the market.

Gilleon’s first tipi painting, the artist admits, wasn’t 
deliberate. It was born as an exercise to loosen up for another 
work he was contemplating. He laid down graphite lines and 
then brushstrokes. As the paint flowed it progressed into a 
large work that immediately sold to a prominent tourist guest 
lodge near Big Sky, Montana, triggering in turn an avalanche 
of requests for more that has persisted since the 1990s.
 I asked Gilleon, “Why tipis?” 
 The word itself, he says, is a Lakota term meaning, 
“where the people live.” Gilleon’s fascination with the imper-
manent structures, as objects of personal reflection, is no 
accident. They’re muses for thinking about mobile America, 
individual expression, the material talismans in modern life 
and, as someone who once considered becoming an archi-
tect, they’re the ultimate mobile dwellings. 
 Tipis are also, he adds, authentically American and as 
universally recognizable as the Egyptian pyramids. As an 
artist, they enable him to explore the fundamental elements 

Triage   
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of painting: striving to achieve color harmony through light, 
shadow and value, affecting mood by choice of palette, and 
incorporating age-old concepts about geometry into compo-
sition and design.
 “I am attracted to the elementals, to the basics,” he says. 
“Many of my designs are basic shapes and executed through 
variations on primary colors — square, triangle and circle; 
red, yellow and blue.” 
 Another dimension is that his experimentation with 
geometric format is based on his study of ancient and 
still-enduring notions of natural order: Druid, Greco-Ro-
man, Asian, Babylonian, Cartesian and, of course, Native 
American. “Philosophically I feel the square shape denotes 
fairness and justice. The triangle introduces mystery and 
intrigue or romance. The flat horizon in many of my paint-
ings is intended to give a feeling of stability.”
 The tipi is no trope. Like the surface of water, everchang-
ing and influenced by wondrous atmospherics from above, 
absorbing light or casting it outward, being a receptacle for 

 How does Gilleon avoid redundancy? How has he 
managed to so effectively avoid being derivative of his own 
work? “How does the cast of Les Miserables, Cats and Phan-
tom of the Opera perform night after night, the same script, 
without being burned out, going stale or becoming unin-
spired?” he asks. “How does a professional baseball player 
play, day after day, the same game? Every night is a differ-
ent performance, a different feeling and probably a very 
different show from the night before.” Every tipi is different 
with a different challenge, he says. Every nine panel, threes 
stacked on threes, has a different arrangement of icons and 
therefore different points of access.
 Altamira’s Tarrant says that Gilleon, at 71, is at the top of 
his observational power. “Many people think the change in 
an aging artist’s ‘style’ is due to a deterioration of eyesight, 
or a shaky hand or loss of stamina … some of that happens, 
of course, but I feel I know why so many artists’ ‘painting 
hand’ changed with old age,” Gilleon says.
 “For many years my goal was to improve my techni-
cal skills, to improve the brushstroke, refine the color sense 
and compositions, to become a ‘master artist.’ That goal has 
changed. I want each brushstroke to be more like me … a little 
unfinished, a little naïve, a little crude, sometimes whimsical 
but mostly honest. In short, to be the artist I was when I was 

At a time when many observers are complaining about the rigid monotony 
of subject matter that has come to define Western art, Gilleon’s disregard 
for adhering to unspoken rules serves as a counterpoint.  
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human thoughts and emotions cast upon it, welcoming the 
viewer to enter, Gilleon’s tipi paintings are, in a way, not 
literally about tipis at all. 
 Nor should it be said, though some have contended as 
much, that Gilleon is some kind of neo-Western pop artist. 
Sarah Burt, of the Russell, notes that Gilleon’s approach to 
icons is markedly different from, say, the intent of Andy 
Warhol, who championed a modern iconography focused 
on the superficiality of celebrity, the power of commercial 
brands and the hands-off approaches of mass production 
based upon a cartoonish extension of photo-realism. In that 
context, pop art was an homage to artifice.
 Gilleon is a true painter, a stylist, Burt says, and he is 
after something that verges upon the sacred. “Honesty is 
not a policy, it is a principle,” Gilleon says. “In general terms, 
people have thought of ‘Western art’ as art about white men 
dealing with horses and cattle or white men dealing with 
Indians. And yes, for many years it was. Today I think there 
is more emphasis on the land and all the inhabitants of the 
West, including its fantastic wildlife.”
 In describing the evolution in his thinking and the cata-
lyst that transformed him from approaching subjects liter-
ally to more allegorically, he speaks of his friendship with 
Herb Ryman, Disney’s first full-time artist and a generation 
his senior. “One day long ago when we were working from 
a human model that had ordinary features, Herb said to me: 
‘We have the option to make the drawing look like her or we 
can make it beautiful.’ Apparently I had dropped back to 
the artist default position of copying what I saw, essentially 
like being a courtroom artist covering a trial.”
 Indeed, embellishment as a quest to transform the ordi-
nary into the beautiful is a Gilleon hallmark, be it exper-
imenting with banded color backdrops, featuring icono-
clastic full-frame portraits of native folk heroes or invoking 
wildlife on tipis like North American hieroglyphs, remind-
ing viewers that the relationship between nature and 
humanity is indivisible. 
 Reached at his studio, Gilleon says that he works intui-
tively. One could even call his approach freewheeling. “I do 
not normally create a painting in a ‘linear’ point A to point B 
to point C manner,” he explains. “Often the painting begins 
without a predetermined outcome, so when a storyline or 
narrative is attached, it is most likely a backstory.”

only 5 years old, but with a larger perspec-
tive on the world.”
     In the beginning, he says, he never 
aspired to achieve fame. He had no idea 
that the subject matter would have such 
resonance. Today, he is easing off his output 
of works bound for galleries and focusing 
on requests from museums.
        One of those, a potent nine-panel titled 
Northern Plains, was commissioned by the 
Booth Museum as the centerpiece of the 
2012 retrospective. It remains a popular 
fixture in the Booth’s expanded gallery 
space. Seth Hopkins, the Booth’s execu-
tive director, said commissioning Northern 
Plains could be interpreted as a statement 
that the museum believes Gilleon is among 
a small group of living painters moving 
contemporary Western art forward. If the 
response to the exhibition among Booth 
visitors and patrons is any indication, 

Hopkins’ assessment has been mightily corroborated.
 Tarrant, who has seen hundreds of Gilleons, says the 
grid painting War and Peace ranks as his personal favor-
ite. The masterwork was completed for a one-man show in 
2005 and is one of several highlighted at the 2013 Russell 
exhibition. 
 Gilleon has never sought to “fit in” as a Western artist, 
conforming to the arguably out-of-date expectations of 
what the genre is supposed to be. “The term ‘Western artist’ 
limits everything it touches,” Gilleon says. “I paint ‘Western 
subjects’ because I live in the West and love it. But I would 
be just as happy painting seascapes and Gloucester fish-
ing boats, fishing villages around Rockport or Plymouth. 
From there, I could move to Paris and paint bridges over the 
Seine or the scenes around Montmartre. I could also be very 
happy ending my painting days in the south of Ireland.” 
 Gilleon’s point: Paint what surrounds you, live where 
you love to be, let the rhythms, seen and unseen, seep into 
the soul multidimensionally and, if you have the inclina-
tion, paint aspects of it that bring you closer to the truth 
of a place. For him, indigenousness, as an original reflec-
tion of human relationships with Western geography, is 
the platform from which his unforgettable meditations 
are sprung. BSJ




