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The following is drawn from an interview with the artist on March 21, 2002.
Ramon Kelley, born in 1939 in Cheyenne, Wyoming, used to draw on the top of his

arithmetic papers, to the chagrin of his teachers. As far back as Kelley can remember, he was
drawing things. Early in his school years, he knew that drawing was something he was good at.
Kelley feels that when people tell you you are good at something, it makes you pay attention and
helps you realize it is probably true.

During his four years in the U.S. Navy at Newport, Rhode Island, Kelley drew for his
buddies. Being near New York, he discovered the Art Students’ League. Following his discharge
from the navy, Kelley wanted to go to art school, but it was beyond his means. After a short spell
in Cheyenne, he moved to Denver, Colorado, and studied at the Colorado Institute of Art, from
which he graduated with a degree in commercial art. He considers himself a self-taught painter
because he never studied fine arts in school. He was so eager to paint that he just started painting.
He says he is not proud of being self-taught, it just happened that way. He adds that his time spent
in art museums and with other artists was a good education. Kelley also has learned by teaching
classes and workshops over the years.

Kelley began painting in Denver, and it is still home base, although he ships out paint-
ings to many cities around the nation. He established himself at galleries in the United States in
such cities as Santa Fe, New Mexico (which was the first); Carmel, California; Taos, New Mexico;
and New York, New York. He has participated in group shows in Taiwan, Germany, Mexico, and
other countries. He has published two books: Ramon Kelley Paints Portraits and Figures (with M.
C. Nelson, 1977) and The Five Essentials in Every Powerful Painting (2001). He is proud of his
legacy: his good name and his body of work.

Kelley’s favorite subjects are people. He concludes that he mostly paints people because
he understands and loves their expressiveness. He says that he attempts in his work to “capture the
gesture of the pose,” as he read one time about John Singer Sargent. The little model on the cover
is his nephew’s son. The seated boy in the oversized white shirt stares to the right of the viewer. The
collar of the boy’s shirt rests just under his right ear, and his hands are relaxed. Some of the linen
canvas shows through, giving texture to the image. The earth tone background is ambiguous.
Kelley does a lot of inventing in his work, keeping backgrounds abstract to add a bit of mystery.

What Kelley likes about this painting is that he has captured a mood. The boy looks a bit
as though he is not sure what he is doing there posing for a picture. Perhaps he is just doing this for
his great-uncle, perhaps he is a bit afraid, perhaps the stare goes into the future—into what he
might want to do next or farther into the future. The boy fell naturally into the pose while sitting
in his great-uncle’s studio. He does not look stiff or bored. Kelley says he is amazed at what goes
through the heads of children as they change and grow every day. Kelley is convinced that every
good painting has a bit of a story, and he works to catch that story and see behind the eyes of his
sitter. He concludes, “Art was a calling—it took me by the hand and never let go.”
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