Experience the Real Front Lines of the Korean
War with Marine Corps Combat Artists

When we think of war, images of soldiers in combat come to mind. But have you
ever wondered about the artists who documented these moments? This article
takes you on a journey to the front lines of the Korean War alongside Marine

Corps Combat Artists, providing a unique perspective on the conflict.

The Role of Marine Corps Combat Artists

During the Korean War, the U.S. Marine Corps recognized the need to capture
the essence of the battlefield through artistic means. They established the Marine
Corps Combat Art Program, recruiting artists from the civilian world to accompany
troops in combat zones. These artists became eyewitnesses to the realities of
war, capturing images that would later be used to educate, inspire, and

commemorate those who served.

Documenting History Through Art

Unlike photographers who could instantaneously capture a scene through their
cameras, combat artists relied on their artistic skills to interpret and convey the
chaos, emotions, and stark realities of war. They roamed the front lines, often

between enemy lines, with sketchbooks and art supplies in hand, meticulously

translating what they witnessed onto paper or canvas.
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The art created by these combat artists served a variety of purposes. It provided
commanders with an additional means of analyzing battles and troop movements,
aiding future planning and strategies. It also acted as a tool for propaganda,
depicting heroic soldiers fighting for a just cause, which helped boost morale on

the home front and inspire patriotism.

Moreover, this art became a powerful way to preserve history. Through the years,
these visual records of the Korean War have allowed generations to connect with
the experiences of those who fought. They provide valuable insight into the

realities faced by soldiers on the front lines.

The Challenges Faced

Life on the front lines is dangerous and unpredictable, and combat artists were
not exempt from these risks. They faced similar dangers as the troops they
accompanied, such as the constant threat of enemy fire and difficult living
conditions. Yet, despite the adversity, these artists persevered to fulfill their duty

of documenting the war through their art.

One of the greatest challenges combat artists encountered was capturing the

intensity of combat in real-time. While photographs could capture the decisive
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moments, artists had to rely on their memory and skills to recreate these scenes
later. They battled against time, trying to complete their sketches and paintings

before the adrenaline and emotions of the moment faded away.

Noteworthy Combat Artists

Several notable combat artists emerged from the Korean War, leaving behind a
legacy of powerful art. One such artist was Sergeant Tom Lea, a famous
American muralist and painter. His artwork depicted the harsh realities faced by
soldiers on the front lines, evoking strong emotions in those who viewed his

pieces.

Another prominent combat artist was Corporal Mitchell Jamieson. Jamieson, a
skilled watercolorist, created striking scenes of battles and everyday life during
the war. His art captured the camaraderie between soldiers, the devastation of

war-torn cities, and the determination of the Marines.

Preserving Their Work

Thanks to the dedication of these combat artists, their artwork has been
preserved and showcased in various museums and galleries. The National
Museum of the Marine Corps in Quantico, Virginia, houses a collection of combat
art from the Korean War. Visitors can immerse themselves in the powerful
narratives conveyed through these artworks, gaining a deep appreciation for the

sacrifices made by those who served.

It is essential to continue acknowledging the contribution of combat artists to our
understanding of war. While photographs can capture some moments, it is
through the eyes of an artist that we can truly grasp the nuanced emotions,

personal experiences, and complexities of the front lines.



The role of Marine Corps Combat Artists in the Korean War was instrumental in
documenting an important period of history. Through their artwork, they captured
the realities, sacrifices, and triumphs of those who served on the front lines. Their
dedication and bravery in the face of danger were vital in preserving the

experiences of this war for future generations.

So the next time you think of war, don't forget the artists who were right there with
the soldiers. Their brushstrokes and sketches continue to remind us of the human

aspect of conflict — the stories that cannot be told through words alone.
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When Staff Sergeant Norval E. Packwood, Jr., went to Korea in 1951 as a
combat artist for the Marine Corps Gazette, his assignment was to portray the
personal, human side of the war that so often escapes the lens of the camera.
With the tired and war-begrimed — but still cocky and hell-for-leather — men of
the First Marine Division, Packwood found what he was after. But in addition to
the serious, grim, and often tragic nature of these men's business, Packwood
also uncovered their inexhaustible store of humor, the peculiar brand of humor
that is the trademark of American fighting men everywhere and particularly, in this

case, of the United States Marines.
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Humor among servicemen may be raucous, gentle, sarcastic, or profane, but it is
always present on the battlefield. It may be directed at the enemy, at the situation
"back home," at each other, or at life in general. But always it springs from that
intense, close association of one man with another which is found only in combat.
Here life is stripped of the niceties of custom and the walls of conventionality that
man erects around himself in a more "civilized" existence. Here the realities are
life and death, and the facts of life are reduced to their simplest terms—sorrow
and joy, heat and cold, bravery and fear, hunger and a full stomach, love and
hate. And here too, | think, man experiences both the zenith and the abyss of his
emotions. There is no elation greater than the exultation of wresting a hilltop from
the enemy. There is no cold more penetrating than that of a winter battlefield.
There is no experience more ennobling than the deep affection, quiet
understanding, and fierce loyalty of a Marine for his buddies. And neither, | think,
is there a brand of humor more genuine than that of the fighting man.

Battlefield humor may be slapstick, but it is not contrived;it may be sophisticated,
but it is not effete; it may be satiric, but not sadistic; it may be bawdy, but not
really dirty. And this also ought to be said: Whether his jests are delivered as
bluntly as a tank or as delicately as a rapier, they are equally devastating.

But what—some people are bound to ask—does a fighting man find in war that is
so funny? Or, to carry this a step further, what is so funny about the war in Korea
as to warrant publication of a cartoon book? The answer, of course, is that war
itself is not funny, but the way in which men live and fight a war can be, and
usually is, a target for the fighting man's humor. The butt of his every joke is some
facet of his daily life in the combat zone. The frustrations of regulations, the
eccentricities of a comrade or a senior, the food he eats, the weather he endures,
the equipment he fights with, the geography and inhabitants of the country—all
are ripe and ever-present subjects.

For example, the Marines' fight against six Chinese Communist divisions in the

subzero breakout from the Chosin Reservoir was anything but funny. But when



you find two half-frozen Marines—as Packwood has done—trying to heat a can of
cold rations over a tiny flame, and one says to the other, "The bottom's burnt and
the top is cold—try to get a couple bites out of the middle before it freezes," then |
say you have combat humor at its best.

As any military man will tell you, humor is a necessity on the battlefield. Man
would be hard put at times to keep his sanity if it were not for his innate
funnybone. When a fighting outfit loses its ability to laugh, its morale is at a
dangerously low point. Without high morale, there is no real will to fight, and
without the will to fight there can be no victory.

In this respect, | think it is well that Sergeant Packwood has dedicated this book
to the men who helped make victory possible in Korea—our fallen comrades of
the First Marine Division who gave their lives in battle. For we remember them
best— as they would have us do—as we lived and served and laughed together.
Homer Litzenberg

Brigadier General U.S. Marine Corps (1952)
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