JRRD At A Glance Podcast Episode 3a—Featured Artist Introduction

[Hanna Gribble] This is episode of the JRRD at a Glance podcast presented by the Journal of Rehabilitation Research and Development (or JRRD) and the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.

[Hanna Gribble] Hello, I’m [Hanna Gribble], technical writer-editor. 

[Dore Mobley] And, I’m Dore Mobley. In this episode, you’ll meet two very special individuals—both veterans who have given of themselves to protect and honor their country, and who continue to give of themselves through their art and by sharing their stories. Their names are Richard Prosapio and Earvin Sebastian Leon. These veterans are two of the five whose artwork will be featured on the 2011 cover of JRRD.

[Hanna Gribble] Since 2002, JRRD has featured veteran artwork on its cover to affirm VA’s commitment to further research necessary to restore maximum function in patients. Many of our featured artists have overcome significant physical and mental challenges to inspire others through their art. This year’s artwork was chosen from hundreds of entries into the National Veterans Creative Arts Festival—an annual art exhibition and stage show. The artwork was narrowed to 15 entries by the JRRD staff, and then forwarded to the journal’s 65-member Editorial Board for final selection. 

[Dore Mobley] This year’s art, as in previous years, is truly exceptional. All of the artwork is being offered for use royalty-free. For that, we’d like to thank these veterans for sharing their art with our readers, for sharing their stories, and for serving the country. 

[Hanna Gribble] JRRD’s editor, Dr. Stacieann Yuhasz, had the pleasure of interviewing these artists while attending the National Veterans Creative Arts Festival in La Crosse, Wisconsin, in October 2010. Let’s listen to these recordings as the artists introduce themselves and their work. 

[Stacieann Yuhasz] Hello. My name is Stacieann Yuhasz, and I’m the editor of the Journal of Rehabilitation Research and Development (JRRD). Today, I’m here to interview our second artist from the National Veterans Creative Arts Festival. What is your name, sir, and where are you from? 

[Richard Prosapio] Richard Prosapio. I’m from New Mexico.

[Yuhasz] When did you first discover your talent and passion for your art?

[Prosapio] Well, my talent has been long coming because I don’t tend to recognize it. But I would say I’ve been shooting pictures for over 50 years.

[Yuhasz] What inspired you for your 1st-place medal finisher, the photograph Roots?

[Prosapio] I was visiting my daughter in Central Texas, and we went down below Canyon Lake in Texas. And down there were these cypress trees on the river. And, the roots literally called to me, in the sense that they looked like they had a lot of depth and a lot of interesting configurations. So, I really didn’t see the picture until I changed it from a color photo to a black-and-white in Photoshop. And, when I changed it to black-and-white I began to see more depth in the picture. But I really didn’t see the picture until I got here and looked at it through other people’s eyes. Because when I saw it and compared this picture to other people’s black-and-white photographs, the 2nd- and 3rd-place finishers, as a matter of fact, I didn’t think it was too red-hot. I wondered about why I had won. I thought it was a fluke. Then I backed up and began to look at it objectively, as objectively as I could. And what I saw was, for lack of a better word, the “mystery” in the photograph. I removed it from me, the guy shooting the picture and working with it in Photoshop and all of that technical stuff. And what I saw in this picture was light and dark. And the light took you back into the dark. And that was the “mystery,” “mystery” is in quotes here. What I mean it to be is that there’s something magical about that photograph that I didn’t see consciously. But I saw it unconsciously through other people’s eyes.

[Yuhasz] Thank you, I agree. I agree. The photograph is absolutely incredible. What has your participation in the National Veterans Creative Arts Festival meant to you?

[Prosapio] Oh boy, this could be a pretty emotional answer. What its meant to me is meeting people who are struggling, people who have struggled with their lives; not just combat veterans, by the way, people who are noncombat veterans, who in a sense have struggled in a different way in their lives and can sometimes come up feeling “less than,” because they haven’t experienced that seminal thing called combat. They’ve experienced life. And, meeting these people who have simply experienced life has been a real eye-opener and heart-opener for me.

[Yuhasz] One of the things around here that we’ve noticed over our many years of participation in this event is that we find we’re always touched, we’re always inspired, and more importantly, we’re always gratified by having the opportunity to participate in this event. Because we don’t get to meet these sorts of people in our normal everyday lives, and here you really, really do.

[Prosapio] I agree. I agree totally. It’s not what I expected at all. I thought what I would be doing, and I talked to other veterans about this, by the way; these other guys said the same thing to me. Well, I thought I was going to be around a bunch of tottering old people. And then we looked at ourselves in the mirror and said, “Well, we are a bunch of tottering old people.” So there you are. But what we found more than that was just an incredible number, a wide range, of people with great hearts, great imaginations, great abilities, and a whole lot of courage.

[Yuhasz] Tell me what led to your career in art. Tell the JRRD readership about your journey.

[Prosapio] Oh boy. Well, we could be on this podcast for a long time, so I’ll give you the shorthand version. I was taking pictures with funky cameras for a long, long time until I ran into this guy who said, “Do you want to learn about jazz?” I said, “Well, yeah. Why not?” And so we began to listen to things like Miles Davis and Dave Brubeck and Count Basie, and I began to learn about jazz. And, then he said, “Do you want to learn how to play chess?” I said, “Well alright, I don’t think I’m smart enough but I’ll give it a shot.” It took me years and years but I finally beat him. And then he said, “Do you want to learn about photography?” I said, “Well sure, here’s my little brownie box camera.” He said, “No, no, no. Check this out.” He handed me an SLR single-lens reflex camera, back in the old slide days. And I began. And I must have boxes and boxes of slides and after a while it all began to fade. I don’t mean the pictures began to fade, but my idea of myself as a good photographer began to fade because I’d send these photos out, they’d get processed, come back, and they look like junk. Then came digital and computers. And suddenly, I was able to be in my own dark room, in my own office, work with a picture I had taken and could now see again, really, and that’s made all the difference. Now, I guess I’m a photographer, and since I sold some stuff, I must be a professional.

[Yuhasz] Well, thank you very, very much for taking the time to give JRRD this interview. I really, really appreciate it, and thank you more importantly for your artwork. We look forward to featuring it on our cover in 2011.

[Prosapio] My great pleasure. Thanks.
[Dore Mobley] That was Army veteran Richard Prosapio of San Pedro, New Mexico. His photograph, Roots, will be featured on the Volume 48, Issue 2, JRRD cover. Now we’ll hear from our next artist, Earvin Sebastian Leon.

[Stacieann Yuhasz] Hello, my name is Stacieann Yuhasz, and I’m the editor of the Journal of Rehabilitation Research and Development (JRRD). Today I’m here with another artist that is going to be featured on the 2011 cover. What is the name and where are you from, sir?

[Sebastian Leon] Irvin Sebastian Leon and I’m from Brooklyn, New York, originally, but right now I live in Bath, New York.

[Yuhasz] When did you discover your talent and passion for art? 

[Leon] Well, I started drawing when I was very young, around junior high school. I didn’t really start getting a passion for it until my last year in junior high school or 8th grade.

[Yuhasz] What inspired your painting, Strange Tree?

[Leon] I use to do a lot of science fiction artwork, and I start to get away from that and I was looking for something else, another subject matter, and I started getting into more landscapes. But I didn’t want to do just typical landscapes, I want to kind of combine my love for science fiction and landscapes and I kind of tried to combine the two of those.

[Yuhasz] Can you describe for the audience what Strange Tree is? 

[Leon] It’s a tree on top of a hilltop and it’s like a sunset in the background. It’s kind of a wintery scene and the leaves are falling off the trees, but if you look inside there’s some other things inside there beside leaves.

[Yuhasz] That’s what I find particularly interesting. What’s inside that tree; can you tell the audience?

[Leon] There’s some fish swimming around at the bottom of it, there’s a giraffe in it, and there’s something growing at the top of the tree that I’m not even quite sure exactly what it is. But it’s something starting to form there on the top of the tree.

[Yuhasz] Yeah, we really found the painting to be very, very interesting. What has your participation in the National Veterans Creative Arts Festival meant to you?

[Leon] It’s a good experience; I love being around other artists and other talented people. Sometimes I take a falling away from my artwork and being around other talented people kind of rekindles my juices to start creating again, so it’s good, I like it.

[Yuhasz] What led to this career in art that you have? Tell me about your journey.

[Leon] I really don’t have a career, per say, because I don’t do it professionally. I basically just do it for my own peace of mind, it gives me a calming, it’s a passion of mine. I just like doing it when I can do it and it just helps me out mentally.

[Yuhasz] Just one more question. I think we ought to let the audience know a little about what you do for a living since that’s a little bit different than some of our other artists.
[Leon] I work for the Bath VA, I’m a nursing assistant. I worked in the nursing home there for 8 years. Right now I’m working in the hospital section at the Bath VA, taking care of patients there.

[Yuhasz] So I think that ends this podcast. I’d like to thank our artist very much for this interview and I hope you all take a look at his artwork on the JRRD Web site.

[Leon] Thank you.
[Hanna Gribble] That was Air Force veteran Earvin Sebastian Leon of Bath, New York. His painting, Strange Tree, will be featured on the Volume 48, Issue 4, JRRD cover. We hope you’ve enjoyed meeting our first artists. You can submit your comments on this podcast to vhajrrdinfo@va.gov. That’s vhajrrdinfo—all one word—at va.gov. For JRRD, thanks for listening. We hope you’ve enjoyed meeting these cover artists. We’ll be back next time, with the stories of our next two artists.

