
Larger than Life: 
The Story of Thomas Hart Benton, American Painter

by Polly McCann

Dust blew from the west into the small town of Neosho, Missouri. 

It was tornado season when Tom took his first breath in April of 1889. His 

parents, proud of their firstborn, named him after his famous great uncle-- Thomas Hart 

Benton, the first senator for the state of Missouri –known for trying to out-talk every 

politician in America.

Little Tom didn’t take to talking much, he was all action.i 

As a boy, Tom had the energy of the speeding trains he tried to outrun as they 

pushed out of town. When he drew them with pencil and paper, his sketches felt nothing 

like those large, powerful engines.

His mother’s cream wallpaper seemed a much better size. With charcoal from the 

fireplace, he drew thick black lines on the walls over the landing. When he finished, the 

drawing of the train roared up the stairway with shining headlights; its engine belching 

black smoke. Tom could almost hear the bells ringing and the pistons clanking. ii 

Tom’s mother made him erase it.

Tom did all the things other boys his age did-- before the turn of the twentieth 

century. He liked to swim in creeks, ride horses, collect arrow heads, and hunt opossum 
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and copperheads.iii But Tom did something his friends didn’t. He drew in a notebook he 

often carried with him.

Because he loved to draw, Tom might stop for a long time to stare at the texture of 

a fencepost, a rock, a bush, or a ripple of water. Colonel Benton, as he was called, didn’t 

understand Tom. What kind of boy could miss catching a train while staring at the smoke 

from its engine? Tom must stop wasting time dawdling about with distractions, and 

dedicate himself to reading Latin—if he wanted to continue in the family tradition of 

politics.iv 

Tom continued to draw.

Colonel Benton found a way to teach Tom the family business that agreed with 

both of them. At age seven, Tom’s father campaigned in a tour around the state of 

Missouri. Tom went with him. They traveled by train, over muddy roads in high-wheeled 

buggies, and buckboard and stage.v 

Tom joined his father at camp meeting, political rallies, and backwoods hotels. vi 

Colonel Benton promised if elected, he’d take the people’s concerns to Washington. He 

called people by name and shook hands with everyone—including Buffalo Bill. Tom did 

too.vii 

Before the new year, in 1896, Tom’s father won the election to the House of 

Representatives. Tom, along with his mother, brother, and sister took the train to the 
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nation’s capital. Tom was a natural for city life. Each winter, Tom lived in the city. He 

went to school in a clean suit and shiny shoes. In the evenings, he liked to listen to the 

important people who came to talk to his father. Best of all, Tom took art lessons at the 

Corcoran Art Gallery, and studied the paintings there.

 Tom spent summers, back home in Neosho. Colonel Benton made sure that Tom 

had plenty of hard work to do, so he wouldn’t forget “his Missouri Values.” By the time 

Tom was a teenager, he was in charge of his father’s stable, his horse, and two milk cows. 

When Tom’s father put their cow, Bluey, out to graze she was known to pull her tether 

hard enough to land Colonel Benton face down in the field. Tom simply tied an extra 

tether to a wide tree. When Bluey went to run, she learned the hard way--Tom always 

won in a battle of wills.viii

When Tom was seventeen, he found a summer job working for his cousin 

surveying for a waterworks system. The job took him all the way to Joplin. But 

something happened there which helped Tom avoid law school forever. A few local men 

heard Tom brag that he was an “artist.” They dared him to apply for the job at the local 

newspaper, The Joplin American.ix 

“Yes, we need an artist,” the editor told Tom, “but we need a good one.”

 “I’m your man,” said Tom. 
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“Sonny, do you see that man behind the counter near the window?” the editor said 

pointing down to the drugstore across the street. “If you can make a drawing that’ll look 

like that man, there’s a fair chance we can give you work.” 

Tom got the job. When summer ended, Tom convinced his parents to let him 

attend college at the Chicago Art Institute. A political cartoonist wasn’t a bad job for a 

politician’s son. 

 In Chicago, Tom didn’t take to drawing classes as he had hoped. Drawing with 

white plaster casts as models, made Tom want to run out of the room. He’d rather be in 

the Windy City with all the hustle and bustle of living people over statues. 

One weekend, Tom visited a fellow student who studied oil painting.x He just had 

to try it for himself. The moment Tom dipped a brush into a gob of red paint, he felt 

completely happy. Instantly, his ideas about a newspaper career collapsed. Tom knew he 

would be a painter for the rest of his life.xi

 Once Tom decided his future, he had to look the part. He walked to his painting 

classes wearing a new outfit to match his new identity: corduroy pants, black shirt, red 

tie, and a derby hat. This fashion didn’t go over well with his neighbors when Tom 

walked to class each morning. To avoid looks, Tom hid his “genius” clothes in his bag 

and changed at school.

Soon enough, Tom began to think Chicago wasn’t the right place to study a fine 

art like painting. So at age nineteen, Tom sailed for Europe. In 1908, everyone knew 
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painters belonged in Paris, France. The city was brimming with artists from the world 

over. 

Cezanne was the talk of the town when Tom arrived in Paris, but Tom admired 

Pissarro’s work the most. After experiencing the quality of painting by so many artists in 

Europe, Tom quickly saw the idea of himself as an “artistic genius” as mostly his 

imagination.xii Tom needed to learn how to paint! He tried several schools of art, but 

found himself in the beginners’ class--drawing indoors in front of plaster models. 

Tom would spin his wheels in class for a few days then start to roll out of class 

like a train out of the station. Tom needed to see things in person, so he set out to teach 

himself painting the same way. He studied from the paintings at the famous art museum, 

the Louvre. For three years, Tom painted every day. He painted en plein air, out in fresh 

air, or in his apartment, until he could imitate every style and color from burnt browns of 

the Realists, to the pastel lights of the Impressionists, to the clashing colors of the 

Fauves.xiii

Still Tom was not satisfied. He, a young man from America, made paintings of 

baskets of fruit, or landscapes, which looked the same as those by men and women from 

other countries. Why? Shouldn’t a painting tell a story about who made it and where it 

was from? What would a “Tom Benton” painting look like?
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When Tom’s mother and sister arrived in Paris unexpectedly, they hardly 

recognized Tom. He wore a serge suit with his French beret and shoes. Worse, he spoke 

with an accent -- when he remembered English at all. 

His mother convinced Tom to come back to America. 

By 1912, Tom was twenty-three and now settled in New York City where he 

loved to paint city life with its skyscrapers, cranes, and machines with large engines. Tom 

still searched for his own style, but he also needed money to live on. For five years, he 

found work making movie posters, advertisements—any kind of work an artist could find 

to do.

In 1918, when Tom was drafted into the military for the First World War, Tom 

visited a friend of his father’s to ask for papers to get into the Navy.xiv Soon Tom found 

himself serving as an architectural draftsman at the Norfolk Naval Base in Virginia. Three 

square meals a day and a clean cot to sleep in were a nice change for a starving city artist. 

It was here at the base, on a dusty shelf, that Tom found something that changed his life 

forever—a book of American history. Tom was fascinated. He couldn’t stop reading. 

Now he knew what he wanted. He would paint about America and tell her story. 

After the war, at thirty-three, Tom married Rita, a beautiful art student he’d met 

while teaching sculpture classes in Chelsea. She first caught his eye wearing a red hat—

and soon invited him to her family’s home each Sunday for an Italian feast. Tom couldn’t 

speak Italian, but he liked to eat.
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Rita was just what Tom needed. She became his manager.xv She made sure they 

had enough to eat, a nice apartment with running water, and friends who could afford to 

buy Tom’s art. Tom fared much better after he married Rita. She sold finished canvases, 

before he would find a reason to repaint them. 

In 1924, Tom received an urgent telegram. His father was dying. 

Back in Neosho, many visitors and friends came to say goodbye to the senior 

M.E. Benton. Shaking hands with Tom; each told him how grateful they were for his 

father, and his lifelong service. 

“He knew us all by name,” they said, “and he told our story.”

After the funeral, Tom and Rita went back to the city. Tom couldn’t get the people 

from his hometown out of his mind. He painted those people chopping wood, fighting 

fires, and riding in horse-drawn wagons. He took long car trips to the distant stretches of 

the country to sketch real, every day people. 

Everyone in New York teased Tom for his country paintings and his country 

looks. They called him “Tom Sawyer” after Mark Twain’s famous book. Tom had 

stopped caring what people thought. Now he wore his old jeans and boots from Neosho 

in New York City, and everywhere he went. He looked like the boy who used to milk 

Bluey. Tom didn’t care about blending in anymore. He knew he was not a dignified 
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politician, nor an artistic genius, a French Impressionist, or a New Yorker. Tom knew who 

he was, and he wouldn’t change it for anyone. 

From now on, Tom would tell the story of every day American people, just as his 

father had wanted him to do. But he would do it his own way, with pictures not words—

and not just to politicians in Washington D.C., but to the whole world. 

 In 1935, Tom and Rita finally settled down in a big house in Kansas City, 

Missouri with their two children. Over the next forty years, schools, museums, and 

libraries asked for Tom’s paintings. They commissioned Tom to do murals, larger than 

life paintings, on the walls of their important public buildings. 

Yes, they paid Tom to draw and paint all over their walls. Across the nation, Tom 

painted ten murals in all—most made up of several parts. And unlike his first mural on 

his mother’s new wallpaper, he didn’t have to erase them. 

Tom made sure his work could teach anyone and everyone about America and 

how it grew into a nation. Some of the murals took years to paint because of their size. 

Tom promised his paintings would be as true blue as he could make them. He painted real 

American plant life, authentic tools, clothing, and animals. Tom did his research in 

museums, libraries, and even interviewed direct descendants of the tribes and peoples he 

portrayed in each mural. Soon Tom’s paintings were hanging all over the country.
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In 1962, when Tom was in his seventies, an invitation arrived from Neosho. 

Would he come to an anniversary celebration of his hometown? 

When Tom stepped off the train, he expected a local politician would give the 

opening speech. Instead, a young girl, dressed in old fashioned clothes, took his hand, 

and led Tom, the artist, to the stage. 

The whole town cheered and clapped for their own Thomas Hart Benton. Their 

smiling faces seemed to say, Thank you, Tom, for telling our story.

Polly McCann
November 2011 
2,216 words
 

pollyamccann@yahoo.com/ Benton/ page 9

mailto:pollyamccann@yahoo.com/
mailto:pollyamccann@yahoo.com/


What Happened Next?

Thomas Hart Benton died in 1975 in his art studio with a paint brush in his hand. 

His last work was the mural for the Country Music Hall of Fame. But Benton’s true work 

did not end. He was just one of a small group of preservers of American history. 

Collectors roamed the country side in Benton’s day: writers gathered old folk tales like 

Brer' Rabbit; musicologists collected folk songs like “Shoo Fly”; museum curators 

collected artifacts; and writers, like Laura Ingalls Wilder, collected family stories about 

the American pioneer spirit. Benton’s paintings were one of these collections; larger than 

life pictures to show the American story in a way anyone could see.

Though he had hoped to, Tom never got the chance to paint a mural in his home 

town. In 2008, Anthony Benton Gude, Thomas Hart Benton’s grandson, was invited to 

paint one of the first murals in Neosho, MO. In the city hall, Anthony painted vignettes 

illustrating Neosho’s history. He included the famous day in 1962 when Tom Benton was 

honored by his hometown. 

Neosho and all of Newton County have made plans for half dozen murals to be 

painted as part of their program called, “The Murals of Newton County.” Thomas Hart 

Benton grew up in a part of the country where a life of hard work often made fine art a 

neglected part of culture. Today, Thomas Hart Benton’s home town embraces and 

encourage the same understanding of art that Tom fought for during his lifetime, saying: 

All of these murals that we create are part of our history, and that is 
what makes them so exciting.
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Vocabulary Words

Abstract

Arrowhead

Authentic

Automobile

Buckboard

Buffalo Bill

Buggy

Carnival

Charcoal

Civil War

Colonel

Commission

Coal Engine

Copperheads

Cubism

Election

En Plein Air

Fauve

Folk Song

Folk Story

Generic

Harmonica

House of Representatives

Impressionism

Indian Reservation

Landscape

Locomotive

Louvre

Manifest Destiny

Mannerist

Midwest

Mural

Oil Paint v. Egg Tempera

Pigment

Political Cartoonist

Political Rally

Politician, Politics

Railroad

Realist

Research

Senator, Senate

Speech

Stage

Steam Engine

Surveyor

Tall Tale

Thomas Hart Benton, the Senator

Tornado
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Wit World War I

Twenty Cities Were You Can See Thomas Hart Benton’s Art!

• Bloomington, IN, Indiana University, 

Indianapolis Museum of Art

• Boston, MA, The Museum of Fine Art

• Brooklyn, NY, Brooklyn Museum

• Canton, OH, Canton Museum of Art

• Chattanooga, TN, Hunter Museum of American Art

• Chicago, IL, The Art Institute of Chicago

• Dallas, TX, The Dallas Museum of Art

• Independence, MO, Harry S. Truman

Presidential Library & Museum

• Jefferson City, MO, The Capitol Building

• Kansas City, MO, Kemper Museum of

Modern Art, The Nelson-Atkins Museum

of Art, The Thomas Hart Benton Homestead

and Studio, Thomas P. and Rita Benton

Testamentary Trust to UMB Bank

• Kearney, NE, The Museum of Nebraska Art

• Memphis, TN, Memphis Brooks Museum of Art

• Missoula, MT , Montana Museum of Art

and Culture at the University of Montana
• Nashville, TN, Country Music Hall of Fame

• New Haven, CT, Yale University Art Gallery
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• New York, NY, Museum of Modern Art,

Whitney Museum of American Art

• New Britain, CT, New Britain Museum of

American Art

• Omaha, NE, Joslyn Art Museum

• Raleigh, NC, North Carolina Museum of Art

• Washington, DC, Hirshhorn Museum,

Library of Congress, National Gallery of Art,

National Portrait Gallery, Naval Historical

Center, Smithsonian American Art Museum,

Smithsonian Archives

• Wichita, KS, Wichita Art Museum

To find more work by Thomas Hart Benton, check out artcyclopedia.com
or contact your local art museum to ask about their permanent collection.
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Time Line of Thomas Hart Benton’s Life
& World Art Movements Connected to his Art

Key: Brown = Arts Movements
Red = Political Movements
Black= Thomas Hart Benton’s Life

1452- Leonardo Di Vinci, painter of the Mona Lisa, is born in Italy, and becomes one of 
the first artists to use oil paints instead of egg tempera.

1508- Michelangelo Buonarroti uses his traditional egg tempera paint when he begins his 
commission to paint the Sistine Chapel in Rome, Italy. Egg tempera was a paint 
used in Byzantine and Egyptian art. Tom Benton would later use egg tempera 
despite his peer’s claims that it was beyond out-of-date.

1519- Jacopo Robusti, or Tintoretto, is born. He becomes a well known Mannerist painter 
in Venice, Italy. Tom Benton would later adopt Tintoretto’s method of making clay 
figures before painting.xvi Tom used this method to capture dynamic lighting, 
serpentine motion, and foreshortening.

1527- Luca Cambiaso is born. He becomes a mannerist painter in Italy. The Mannerists 
believed that art was not only representation, but stylish and visually poetic. His 
work would later inspire Tom Benton to refocus the figures in his painting in 
elongated or abstract ways. 

1731- Three Benton brothers cross the Atlantic to America from Whales. A storm pushes 
them south to the Carolinas where they settle. Thomas Hart Benton is their 
descendant.

1760- Benjamin West is the first well known American Artist. He paints history, studies 
in Rome, and indirectly leads American artists to look to European history for their 
content and style.

1776- The Declaration of Independence is signed in Philadelphia and America is official.

1803- After the Louisiana Purchase, artist and scientist, James Audubon, begins his visual 
catalog of the flora and fauna of the New World. Tom Benton would later use only  
native plants in his historical depictions.

1812- The Grimm brothers publish their folk tale collection in Germany over a hundred 
years after Perrault published his folktales from France. Tom Benton would later 
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travel the American countryside to gather folktales and songs for the subject of his 
paintings.

1821- Thomas Hart Benton, the senator, begins his first term in the US congress as the 
first senator from the new state of Missouri. He serves for thirty years--advocating 
Manifest Destiny-- America should spread from sea to shining sea. His great-
nephew is Tom Benton, the painter.

1834- Mark Twain is born as Samuel Clemens who becomes well known for his 
characters of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn. Special editions of his books will be 
reprinted with Tom Benton’s illustrations a century later.

1839- Photography introduced to the United States affecting culture, arts, and the visual 
sense of everyday people.

1861- The Civil War begins, ending in 1865. Missouri was part of the Southern 
Confederacy. Tom Benton would later spend his childhood listening to the stories 
of Civil War Veterans. 

1874- Impressionist art movement begins from its first show of “rejected art” in Paris, 
France. Tom Benton would arrive thirty-four years later to learn painting from 
Impressionist teachers.

1879- Chicago Art institute opens in Illinois as a museum and school. Tom Benton would 
study there less than thirty years after its opening.

1881- Bella Bartok is born in Hungry. He is one of the founders of ethnomusicology, the 
study of folk music. Around 1910, American folksong collectors such as Josephine 
McGill, Loraine Wyman, and Howard Brockway begin professional careers. Tom 
Benton would later travel America playing harmonica with folk musicians and 
painting pictures of the stories within the music.

1886- Diego Rivera was born in Mexico. In his life he is marked as a famous muralist. 
He traveled to Europe to study one year before Tom Benton, and died eighteen 
years before Tom.

1888- American Folk Lore Society Founded.

1889- Thomas Hart Benton is born in Neosho, MO, and named after his uncle, a former 
senator.
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1900- Tom enjoys drawing trains and Indians as a boy. 

1908- Tom Benton arrives in Paris to study art. Cezanne is the talk of the town, but 
Benton loves the work of Pissarro.

1910- Mark Twain, Samuel Clemens dies.

1918- Tom Benton serves in the U.S. Navy as architectural draftsman at the Norfolk 
Naval Base in Virginia. He’s glad for the bed and three square meals a day, luxury 
compared to being a starving artist. He finds a history book that changes his life.

1919- Tom returns to New York City. He begins to use Italian Renaissance methods: He 
makes clay models for his paintings, he sizes his canvas with rabbit-skin glue 
before he paints; he makes egg-tempera paint instead of oil. He exaggerates his 
figures as the Mannerists did four hundred years before. His modern art peers don’t 
understand why he is so interested in the past.

1920- The Harlem Renaissance begins in New York. The Jazz age opens with new music. 
Artists like Aaron Douglas and Jacob Lawrence change the American art scene. 
Tom Benton also paints scenes of African Americans playing music all over the 
country.

1922- Tom marries Rita Iacenza, a student at the Chelsea Neighborhood Association art 
classes where Tom taught briefly.

1923- Tom begins his first part of the five paneled mural, American Historical Epic, in 
New York.

1924- Tom returns to Missouri for his father’s final moments. In Tom’s autobiography he 
marks this as a pivotal moment in his life.

1925- Tom begins to teach at the Art Students’ League in New York, and works there nine 
years.

1933- Tom is awarded the gold medal for decorative painting from the Architectural 
League of New York. He completes a series of twenty-two mural panels on the 
Social History of the State of Indiana in Chicago, now located at Indiana 
University in Bloomington. His work is continually attacked for being isolationist 
or reactionary. His movement is named “Regionalist,” an art movement with 
political undertones.xvii
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1932- Laura Ingalls Wilder, at age 65, publishes her first book about American heritage 
based on her own life, The Little House in the Big Woods.

 Tom has a breakdown of strength after the physical strain of the Whitney murals, 
confusion over the payment and, public reaction to his work. After three months 
without painting, he learns to play the harmonica. Music helps him recover his 
identity and his stamina.

1935- Tom receives commission for murals in Missouri State Capitol Building in 
Jefferson city. He moves to Kansas City in order to teach at the Kansas City Art 
Institute.

1939- World War II begins to break out. Benton illustrates special editions of Mark 
Twain’s books. He notes that after the war he is more and more unable to travel 
anymore through small towns as he had practiced. People do not speak with 
strangers anymore. 

1940- Tom illustrates John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath for Limited Editions. He is fired 
from Kansas City Art Institute connected to his painting called Persephone.

Tom makes a professional recording of his harmonica folk music with his son 
Thomas P. and Frank Luther’s singers for Decca records. It’s called “Tom Benton’s 
Saturday Night.” He baffles the musicians when the recording won’t work. When 
they agree to not use the written score, it comes out fine. Benton invented his own 
musical notation for harmonica which is still used today.

1930- Tom teaches and mentors Jackson Pollock. Pollock became known for helping 
begin the Abstract Impressionist art movement.

1936- Tom publishes his autobiography partly in response to the accusations about the 
style and subject matter of his murals.

1949- Tom visits to Europe. He is made an honorary memory of L’Accademia Fiorentina 
delle Arti del Disengno at Florence, Italy. 

1965- Tom travels to Italy to study casting bronze sculpture in wax. When he can’t get 
the process to work, he grabs hot bronze in his bare hands and molds it like clay.

1969- Tom’s autobiography is reprinted with additional sections.
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1972- Tom builds a sixty foot wall at his summer home in Martha’s Vineyard. At age 83, 
he is very proud of this physical act of strength.

1973- Tom unveils his film project about canoeing in Arkansas. He visits Joplin, MO for 
its Centennial celebration and the unveiling of his mural.

1975- THB dies in his studio on January 19, in Kansas City, MO, with a paintbrush in his 
hand—leaving his last mural unsigned—for the Country Music Hall of Fame.
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Folk Songs Painted by Thomas Hart Bentonxviii

• I’ve got a Gal on Sourwood Mountain

• The Wreck of ‘Ol 97

• Coming Round the Mountain

• Frankie and Johnnie

• Jesse James

Murals by Thomas Hart Benton

• 1930   America Today Mural, New York  

• 1932   The Arts of Life in America Mural for the Whitney 

Museum 

• 1933   The Social History of Indiana Mural, twenty-two panels

• 1935 to 1936  The Murals for the Missouri State Capitol in Jefferson City 

• 1946 to 1947  The River Club Mural

•  1959 to 1961  The Niagara Mural

• 1956 to 1957  The Messina Power Authority Mural

• 1959 to 1962   Independence and the Opening of the West, Truman Library 
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• 1972   Turn of the Century Joplin Mural

• 1975   The Country Music Hall of Fame Mural
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End Notes
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