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BELARSKI

Dean of the Aviation
Pulp [llustrators

by William D. Feeny

In 1957, when 1 was just a fledgling aviation illustrator, | first
met Rudy Belarski and worked with him daily for some six
years. At the time, | wasjust beginning to be published in
Flying, American Airman and the old Air Progress maga-
zines, and had not yet launched my "In Their Honor" series.
Small wonder that | revered this man who, two decades earlier,
had achieved the reputation as the ''Dean of the Aviation
Pulp Illustrators.”

Of all the famous illustrators | have known, it was Rudy
Belarski who exerted the greatest influence on me. He gener-

(?;dolp‘l
\Belarsh,

rock. In fact, | often thought of him in terms of the old-

oudly shared the wisdom of long experience, which showed fashionedfamily doctor stereotype. Although he could look

me how far | still had to travel; yet always had words of
encouragement, which made the distant goal seem attain-
able. His professional success aside, he was a man of true
inner quality. Despite his reputation, | never heard him
boast, for his quiet nature was not given to self centered
indulgence or loud egotism. In times of stress he was solid as a
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very stern when in deep thought, his eyes twinkled and the
crow's feet around them crinkled and you knew that some-
thing you'd just said had tickled his funny bone.

After all, this man had been there before. In a highly
demanding and fiercely competitive profession, he had done
it all.



udolph Belarski was born in Dupont, Pennsylvania, on

May 27, 1900. He wes one of seven children of Joseph
and Margaret Belarski, who had emigrated from Poland some
10 years earlier.! At the age of 12, Rudy left school to work as
a date picker and mule driver in a cod mine in Dupont. One
day, the mine officids noticed a picture he had drawn on a
whitewashed wall near the mine entrance and put him to
work painting safety posters.? This was the beginning of a
long and successful career as an artist.

The mine company offered to send Rudy to an engineering
school, but he demurred, wanting to go to art school instead.
At 19, he was in New York waiting on tables, teaching art to
settlement house boys, painting signs and sketching portraits
to pay his way to Pratt Institute. During the summers, he
returned to elementary school in an effort to fill the gaps in
his education.®

After graduating from Pratt he stayed on as a teacher,
simultaneously building a freelance art business. Being a
lover of the outdoors, Rudy gravitated to the action and
adventure pulp magazines of the day and soon had more
work than one man could handle.* Eventually, his health
began to suffer and his doctor prescribed a long rest. Against
the advice of caring friends, he embarked on a complete
escape from civilization. Alone, with only the barest necess-
ties for survivd and a 16mm movie camera in his backpack,
he disappeared into the Maine wilderness. His friends feared
that they would never see Rudy Belarski again.

An example of the "idea pictures" which were a Belarski innovation. In this
illustration, the savagery of aerial combat conjures the genetic memory of

primitive men battling wolves. (William D. Feeny Collection)

Sx months passed with no sign of Rudy Belarski. Finaly, a
search party was dispatched into the wilderness to try to find
him—or his remains. Instead, Belarski found them! He was
on his way out with his health fully restored and an unusual
film record of his survival.®> (Thirty years later Rudy showed
me his films. They are truly remarkable.)

"1t was a wonderful experience for me," recalled Belarski.
"Not only did | get my health back, | fdl in love with that
way of life."®

Rudy returned to being a successful magazine illustrator,
but now he divided his time between his New York studio
and the wilderness areas of Maine, Quebec and Labrador. "I
would go into the office and get five or 9x sketches okayed,
and then | would go up into the mountains and paint them
in atent or cabin." The completed illustrations would then
be mailed to the publishers in cardboard boxes. Rudy con-
tinued to live this dual existence throughout the thirties.’

Too young for World War |, Belarski was fascinated by the
tales recounted by the pulp magazine authors, many of
whom had been combat pilots during the war.? Rudy began
doing cover illustrations for the aviation pulps, so popular at
the time, and soon was regarded as a specidist in this field.’

Belarski was an excellent draftsman and designer. He
shunned tracing photographs'® and composed his accurately
drawn aircraft in such away asto create dramatic visual excite-
ment. His rendering was characterized by a loose "paintie”
technique rather than the dicker style of a technical illustra-
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tor. Soon, his methods were being imitated by others.

In those days, air-minded readers were not particularly dis-
cerning about correct aircraft colors and markings, and Rudy
took many artistic liberties with such details. Yet, to his
credit, it must be noted that many of the aircraft in his paint-
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Juxtaposition of aircraft and the trail of smoke create nice composition: a
Belarski trademark. (William D. Feeny Collection)
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Belarski achieved dramatic impact through careful placement of contrast-

ing light and shade. (William D. Feeny Collection)

ings bore accurate unit markings and color schemes. Perhaps
no one noticed, but the artist did his homework.

Rudy was an innovator in the pulp magazine illustration
field. His "situation" covers for Aces, Wings and Warbirds
were the first of this genre to introduce the concept of relating
the cover picture to a specific action in the novel featured
inside the magazine.

Belarski was aso the first to do what cartoonist-illustrator
George Evans cdls "idea pictures rather than the endless
Yank vs. Kraut."'* One example is his cover of the September
1934 Wings. a Sopwith Camel is going down, aflame from
wingtip to wingtip, superimposed on a background com-
posed of the ghostly figures of German, French, British and
American fliers.

During World War 11, Belarski went overseas with the USO
and entertained wounded soldiers in London hospitals by
drawing sketches and portraits. Many of these grateful ser-
vicemen sent the artwork home and much of it survives
today.*?

In 1949, the economic position of the pul ps was deteriorat-
ing and Rudy successfully transitioned to the more promising
field of paperback books. His style was new to this field and
his cover illustrations for Popular Library completely changed
the direction of that publisher's graphic approach. During
the next five years, Belarski contributed 50 covers to Popular



Library. Wrote Piet Schreuders: "It is impossible to think of
Popular Library without remembering Rudy Belarski."™

By 1952 the paperback publishing industry was getting too
complicated for Rudy's liking. No longer could he paint five
or sx illustrations in a row. Now he had to turn in sketches
which art directors altered, submit revised sketches and even-
tually the completed painting which was often far from the
original concept.* Furthermore, he tired of the sexua orien-
tation of the scenes he had to illustrate.® He wrote and illus-
trated an account of his sx months in the wilderness for
Cavalier magazine in 1953,'® and continued to do illustra-
tions for various outdoor magazines for a few more years
before finally quitting the business.

In 1957, Rudy joined the faculty of the Famous Artists
Schools in Westport, Connecticut, where he remained until
his retirement in 1973. There he met Barbara Holzhausen,
the school's receptionist, and they were married in 1960. The
couple built a house in a heavily wooded area, a setting which
Rudy loved."

Rudy Belarski's talents were not limited to painting pic-
tures. During the thirties when he was working out of a cabin
in the north woods, he built a snow tractor to haul himself
and his boxed paintings down the mountain to the post
office, a distance of some 13 miles. Thiswas probably the first
snowmobile.”® The idea stuck in his mind and he continued
to develop it over the years, but the snowmobile idea wes
eventually patented by someone else.

In his retirement, Rudy spent his leisure time hiking, fish-

ing, camping and building a boat of his own design.*

Rudy Belarski, the Dean of the Aviation Pulp Illustrators,
died on Christmas Eve, 1983, at the age of 83. Such a gener-
ous person was he, not a single one of his origina paintings
was left in his possession. Occasionally, when one of his illus-
trations turns up, the finder knows that he or she has one of
the best.

The reader's viewpoint is almost straight down in this illustration of an

aerial attack on submarine pens. (William D. Feeny Collection)
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Rudy Belarski (r) relaxes at an artists' picnic in Westport, Connecticut, July
1964. At left is William A. Edwards, cover artist for Bantam Books, and in
center is Roger Vernam, animal and children's book illustrator.

(William P. Feeny, Negative No. 64-8-14)
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