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Jerry Reilly: A Retrospective –
Evolution of an Expressionist Figure Painter
The MJC Visual Arts Club welcomes you to Jerry Reilly: A Retrospective - Evolution of an
Expressionist Figure Painter, which features over 30 of the artist’s original oil or acrylic on
canvas painting dating from 1969 to 2013. After serving in the military and completing his
art education at the State College of Iowa (MA) and at Claremont Graduate School (MFA:
1968), Jerry immediately was hired to teach here at Modesto Junior College where he was
professor of drawing and painting until his retirement in 2003.
His truly original personal style developed in 1968 after having experienced
extensive life drawing classes. This style consists of figure groups laid out in a more
calligraphic draftsmanship approach in black with color dabbed in from a limited palette of
pinks and greys. The style rapidly changed to highly expressive and activated paint dashed
on and built up with rapid loaded strokes but retaining the strong calligraphic line. The
figures became more psychologically charged with gestures and expressions that are hard to
immediately identify specifically but that evoke unsettling feelings of turmoil and stress. This
character is amplified by suggestions of skeletal and internal organ anatomy. A type of
Surrealist depiction of the interior elements in these figures seems to suggest an
internalization of their psychological and physiological aspects. The figures are often shown
in motion through a type of Cubist simultaneity that presents multiple views of the figure(s)
structurally merging with their surroundings to creating a synthesis of the figure / ground
relationships and contributing to harmoniously balanced compositions.

Over the years Jerry’s style slowly changed as color was intensified and the paint
application became heavier. The internal anatomy disappeared and emphasis was shifted
away from the existentialist angst of the earlier years to form of pure painting of space and
forms with tones ranging from pastels to full intensity and application in thick impasto
strokes. For a while violet and yellow seems to have been his colors of choice, and later
reds, blues and greens. Figures though maintaining their three dimensional form,
harmonized with the colors of the space around them. The major influences on these
paintings include Cubism, Fauvism, German Expressionism, Surrealism, Abstract
Expressionism and Color Field Painting.
Dr. Richard D. Serros
Visual Arts Club Advisor
Art Department
Modesto Junior College

Artist’s Statement
The use of the human figure in my paintings has been a recurring element
naturally evolving from extensive figure drawing in various media. The figure, to me, seems
to provide an excellent source of structural possibilities as well as to suggest layers of
psychological complexity.
As a painting develops I am initially concerned with formal structural issues,
letting mood and emotion develop as the painting gains coherence. The idea of growing
the figure out of gestural linear beginnings has been a constant in many of my paintings. A
non-specific field of spontaneous line and color forms acts as the catalyst for the emerging
figure composition.
The Cubists demonstrated the potential for manipulating the picture plane and
the Abstract Expressionists displayed the idea of creating paintings as an organic whole
unto themselves. These seminal ideas have, at some level, informed my development as a
painter throughout the years.

A Chronology
1933:
1950:
1951-53:
1960-61:
1961:
1961-62:
1962:
1962-63:
1963:
1963-64:
1964-66:
1965:
1966:
1966-68:
1968-2003:
1970:
1975-76:
1979:
1990:
1991:
2003-

Born: Algona, Iowa
Graduated Algona High School
Fort Dodge Jr. College: AA Degree
Taught Art and Spanish, Lake City High School, Lake City, Iowa
University of Oklahoma, Spanish Language Institute (summer)
Traveled extensively in Europe
University of Salamanca, Spain, Spanish courses (winter)
Taught English and Spanish, Grinnell High School, Grinnell, Iowa
Married Elizabeth McConnell
State College of Iowa, MA Degree
Taught Art, Coachella Valley High School, Coachella, California
Instituto Allende, San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, Art Studio (summer)
Daughter Susan born
Claremont Graduate School, MFA degree
Professor, Art Department (Drawing & Painting), Modesto Junior College
Daughter Sarah born
Instituto Allende, San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, Art Studio grad. courses
Built art studio at home, Modesto
Camden Night School, London, England, Figure Drawing Studios (summer)
Circulo de Bellas Artes, Madrid, Spain, Painting and Drawing Studios (spring)
Professor Emeritus

Three Generations of
Artists Together:
Jerry Reilly (left)
was the mentor of
Richard Serros (right),
who was the mentor of
Francisco Franco (center).

Jerry Reilly: A Painter’s Journey
My earliest significant formative experiences in the fine arts were at Fort Dodge
Junior College. The one art instructor there, Robert Holm, was the first genuine artist I had
ever met. He knew artists; he entered art shows and all kinds of things of that sort that one
associates with the larger art world. He was a first rate printmaker and had a good
knowledge of the contemporary art scene at the time. He displayed a passion for making art
and communicating some of the ideas that the leading artist of the time, mainly Abstract
Expressionists (Pollock, de Kooning, et al.) were working with at that time. Most of the
painting I did at this time was with opaque water media, the primary subjects being still-life
and landscape. I was drawn to the work of the Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painters
whose work I had seen in various art books and magazines. Alfred Sisley, Vincent Van Gogh,
and Paul Cezanne were particular favorites. Consequently, I did a lot of paintings in the
Impressionist style; at least as closely as I could interpret it. There seemed to me to be
something in the Impressionist painter’s approach – a quality beyond the merely pictorial,
the freer use of color and the fresh insight into subject matter.
After graduating from Junior College I had a two year hiatus working in Los Angeles
while I was waiting for my draft number to come up. During this time I took a watercolor
class at UCLA. I also visited the first West Coast Abstract Expressionist Painting Exhibit in the
Carousel House at Ocean Park, CA. I really didn’t understand what they were about – huge
paintings with lots of paint flung about. I did find something interesting and impressive
about the work. It really stuck in my mind; enough so that I visited the exhibit a couple more
times.

I was drafted into the U.S. Army for two years and was stationed in Louisiana for
most of the time: far removed from the art world. After my discharge I enrolled in Iowa
State Teachers College, which fortunately had a very good art faculty. I especially remember
Clayton Fowler; art history instructor, Ralph Haskell; abstract metal sculpture, and Paul
Smith; fantasy/figure painter. Paul Smith’s classes were my first experience with oil painting.
He had a very open mind regarding stylistic and subject matter approaches. He was
responsible for assembling the core of the college’s considerable art collection with works
ranging from Renaissance prints to Abstract expressionist works. I was still mainly interested
in landscape and cityscape paintings. The works of the early European expressionists were
an influence for me at the time. Maurice Vlaminck, Oscar Kokoschka, and Vincent Van Gogh
come to mind. I was impressed with their ability to push painting beyond subject matter into
qualities of expressive color and emotion.
After graduation mid-year 1960, I spent the winter in Mazatlan, Mexico. There I
sketched local scenery. In the Fall of 1960 I began teaching art and Spanish at Lake City High
School in Lake City. In the summer of 1961 I attended the Spanish Foreign Language Institute
sponsored by the U.S. government at the University of Oklahoma in Norman, Ok. I then
spent a year travelling in Europe, going extensively by motorcycle in Spain, then settling for a
few months in the southern coast. From there I proceeded to Monaco, then back to Spain
where I stayed in Salamanca. I then proceeded to Madrid where I visited many galleries and
museums: the Museo del Prado was very impressive. I sold my motorcycle in Barcelona and
hitch-hiked to Paris where the Museé du Louvre and the Museé d’Orsay provided my first
experience in viewing first-hand all the Impressionist paintings. I was also drawn to the early
modern masters such as Van Gogh, Cezanna, Picasso, Matisse, etc.

Picasso was a revelation to me once I began to better understand his work: the
idea of freely constructing coherent structures in pictorial space seemed to open the door to
all kinds of possibilities. In Copenhagen, I became aware of the Abstract Expressionist works
of Karel Appel and Asger Jorn; members of the so-called COBRA group, an acronym for
Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam.
After returning from Europe, I taught High School English and Spanish at Grinnell
High School in Grinnell, Iowa for one school year. I then enrolled in the M.A. program at
State College of Iowa (formally Iowa State Teachers College) in Cedar Falls, Iowa. Paul Smith
was again my chief painting mentor, and I began doing more figure drawing which naturally
evolved into the subject matter for my painting. This culminated in a series of paintings
which integrated the figure with calligraphic text.
After graduation I began teaching art at Coachella High School in Coachella, CA. In
the summer of 1964 I studied at the Institute Allende in San Miguel de Allande, Mexico;
taking classes in painting, sculpture, and drawing.
In the Fall of 1966 I enrolled in the two year MFA program at Claremont Graduate
School in Claremont, CA. with a major in painting and a minor in sculpture. At this time, I
was becoming more aware of the Bay Area Figuration Painters; David Park, Nathan Oliviera,
Richard Diebenkorn and Elmer Bischoff, etc. They had evolved the Abstract Expressionist idea
of pure painting. Other painters that impressed me, outside of the group, were Francis
Bacon and Rico Lebrun. They combined the figural with cubist structure and expressionist
paint application. These are ideas that I pursued throughout many paintings. As I neared
the end of my MFA studies my paintings were dealing with over-all gestural activity out of
which the human figure emerged. My paintings from 1968-69 reflect the first solidification of
this tendency.

After completing my MFA studies in 1968, I began teaching painting and drawing
at MJC. During the 1975-76 school year, I took a sabbatical with my family to do graduate
work at the Institute Allende in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico; concentrating on studio
classes in painting and drawing. James Pinto was the oil painting professor there at that
time. His painting was figure/cubist with more emphasis on the figure. He was Yugoslavian
and had a close understanding and appreciation of the trends in the Modern Art movement
in Europe at that time.
In 1990-91 I took a 15 month sabbatical to Europe travelling to England, Ireland,
Holland, France, Spain, Italy and Greece. I made a point of visiting all the galleries of
contemporary art that I could locate as well as the major museums and cathedrals. I
enrolled in the Camden Night School program in London where I had figure drawing classes
5 times a week. After leaving London, I proceeded to Ireland, spending most of my time in
Dublin where I visited many galleries as well as exhibits at Trinity College and the Irish
National Museum of Art.
After a few weeks I proceeded to Amsterdam where I saw a lot of great Van Gogh
paintings as well as works by the classical masters. From Amsterdam I went to Paris and
visited the Louvre again, etc. then to Madrid where I joined the Circulo de Bellas Artes
which is a very fine art institute in downtown Madrid which provides models for paintings
and drawings as well as studio space for a very minimal cost. I worked there for 3 months
and produced 20 or so paintings and many figure drawings. After Madrid, I took the train
to Rome and met up with my daughter Sarah. We visited the main sites of interest,
including the Vatican, then took a ferry to Corfu, Greece for three weeks then back to Italy
where we visited the Uffizi Gallery in Florence and many more sites in Venice and Parma.

As I resumed teaching at MJC I continued painting in an expressionist figure
mode. My approach to the painting problem in general has been stylistically diverse but has
a certain consistency of approach. Painting, for me, has always been a matter of solving
whatever pictorial idea or inspiration that presents itself making it succeed structurally
within the confines of the picture plane. Sometimes ideas come from evolution of several
paintings that didn’t quite succeed, On a different note, I remember looking at a passage in a
small section of a large abstract paintings in a gallery somewhere, there was something
about the integration of loaded gestural paint strokes with the linear elements that
influenced a whole series of paintings that I did in the 1970’s. Sometimes idea put pop into
your head and you follow them where they will take you. You never know.
Jerry Reilly

Leo Bretanus and Alexander Serros discuss the show as Eve Bretanus approaches.

My Father, the Artist
“As an artist, Jerry is quietly confident and introspective. His art is a result of the lens
through which he views the world; there is beauty in all things, and the world is colorfully
imbued with a subtle power. As the daughter of an artist, I have learned to live in this world
through that lens; my greatest hope is that I can give my children that same gift.”
Susan

Faces in the crowd include Susan Reilly, Doug Smith and Tom Duchscher.

My Father, the Artist
I remember as a little girl watching my father paint in the studio. I would sit with
him in his studio while he worked. The smell I can still remember. That distinct smell that
signified his work - acrylics, oils, etc. I always thought he was a sort of magician. Still do.
Wand in hand, the magic he can create on a canvas with a paintbrush is unlike any other.
My father’s artwork has always been in the backdrop of my life. His works are like a
member my own family, a constant always there, gracing the walls of every home I have
ever had. His art has shaped my life in ways that I probably don’t even know.
As I look back over the years of his work, it is a beautiful, thought provoking,
unfolding journey of style, method, perspective and color. Underneath all of it, are the
changing tides of my father’s life and his evolution as an artist.
My father’s art is his work. Simple as that. Some people go to an office. Well, my
father goes to his studio and has done so since the 1st day I can remember. I have watched
him for decades maintain an unwavering consistency. He is so humble about his work and
that is part of what makes him so good I think. As he told me recently, “I am no pro Sarah,
I am still just trying to learn how to paint”. He really is a true artist, everyday (and night)
refining his craft.
I am so very proud (and lucky) to be the daughter of my father, the artist.
Sarah

The reception was a packed event throughout the evening.

Cityscape, 1960. Oil on canvas, 36 X 26 inches, Cedar Falls, Iowa. Not exhibited.

Los Desespirados,
1968.
Oil on canvas,
44 X 40 inches,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

Los Borrachos,
1969.
Oil on canvas,
46 X 50 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Best of Show,
Central Valley Art
League Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.

Two Heads, 1970. Oil on canvas, 28 X 22 inches, Modesto, CA.

Los Olvidos,
1970.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.
1st Place,
Central Valley Art
League Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.

Standing Figure,
1971.
Oil on canvas,
38 X 54 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Best of Show,
Central Valley Art
League Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.

Figures on
Horseback,
1972,
Oil on canvas,
48 X 40inches,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

Night Figures,
1972,
Oil on canvas,
36 X 31 inches,
Modesto, CA.

1st Place,
Fall Central Valley Art
League Show,
Modesto, CA.

Enigmatic Figure
with Studies,
1973.
Oil on canvas,
33 X 30 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Turning Figure,
1973,
Oil on canvas,
36 X 30 inches,
Modesto, CA.

1st place,
Walnut Creek Art
Association.

Figural Dislocations,
1974.
Acrylic on canvas,
34 X 30 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Honorable Mention,
Mother Lode Art
Exhibit, Sonora, CA.

Emerging Figure,
1974.
Oil on canvas,
48 X 38 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Ben Day Award,
Annual Unitarian Art
Show, Stockton, CA.

Lady in Red,
1974.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

El Perdido,
1974,
Oil on canvas,
44 X 30 inches,
Modesto, CA.

2nd, Central Valley Art
League Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.

Ascension
1975.
Oil on canvas,
92 X 36 inches,
San Miguel, Mexico.

Ascending Figures,
1976.
Acrylic on canvas,
40 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Despair,
1977.
Oil on canvas,
40 X 36 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Homo in Extremis,
1978.
Acrylic on canvas,
36 X 28 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Blue Man,
1978.
Acrylic on canvas,
46 X 38 inches,
Modesto, CA.

The Conversation,
1979.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 45 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Figures in Motion,
1982.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

3rd place painting.
Central Valley Art
League Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.

Chaos,
1985
Oil on canvas,
46 X 46 inches,
Modesto, CA.

The Encounter,
1986.
Oil on canvas,
48 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Cockfight,
1989.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 40 inches,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

Solitary Figure,
1990.
Oil on canvas,
38 X 31 inches,
Madrid, Spain.

Sentinals,
1993,
Oil on canvas,
38 X 50.
Modesto, CA.

Ophelia, 1994. Oil on canvas, 46 X 36 inches, Modesto, CA.

Two Figures,
1994.
Oil on canvas,
48 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Best of Show,
Unitarian Art Festival,
Stockton, CA.

Figure in Motion,
1997.
Oil on canvas,
28 X 36 inches,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

The Meeting,
1999.
Oil on canvas,
48 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Figure with Striped
Background,
1999.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Figure in Landscape,
2000.
Oil on canvas,
38 X 30 inches,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

Joi de Vivre,
2001.
Oil on canvas,
45 X 45 inches,
Modesto, CA.

3rd Place,
Central California
Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

Sunset Figure,
2002.
Oil on canvas,
38 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Passing Figures,
2002.
Oil on canvas,
40 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Figure,
2002.
Oil on canvas,
30 X 24 inches,
Modesto, CA.

1st Place Painting,
Central California
Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.

Figure with
Magenta Sky,
2003,
Oil on canvas,
40 X 36 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Morning Light,
2003.
Oil on canvas,
38 X 36 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Special Award,
Stockton Art
League Annual,
Stockton, CA.

Summer Passage,
2005.
Oil on canvas,
34 X 28 inches,
Modesto, CA.
Artel Award,
Turlock Art League
Spring Show,
Carnegie Center,
Turlock, CA.
Not exhibited.

Seated Figure,
2008,
Acrylic on canvas,
36 X 28 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Figure with
Patterned
Background
2010.
Oil on canvas,
48 X 48 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Dream House,
2011.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 28 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Best of Show,
Central Valley Art
League Spring Show,
Modesto, CA.
Not exhibited.

Blue Nudes,
2012,
Oil on canvas,
38 X 31 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Untitled,
2012.
Acrylic on canvas,
36 X 28 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Figure Wearing
DeKooning,
2012.
Acrylic on canvas,
38 X 30 inches,
Modesto, CA.

Figure Wearing
Mondrian, 2013.
Oil on canvas,
36 X 34 inches,
Modesto, CA.

This exhibition was sponsored by the
MJC Visual Arts Club and the
Arts, Humanities and Communications Division.
Division Dean: Michael Sundquist
Music: David Chapman
Club Advisor: Dr. Richard D. Serros
Club President: Anthony Thompson
Vice President: Julia West
Treasurer: Anthony Lejeck
Secretary: Vanessa Serros
Inter-Club Representative: Karolyn Moses
Special thanks to Russ Caton at MJC Duplicating
and Jaime Sandoval for printing of interior posters.

At left Visual Arts Club President Karolyn Moses makes sure the kitchen
preparations are going smoothly, while club member Demetria Jacob tastes the
offerings. At right Jerry Reilly and Richard Serros discuss the hanging of the show.

Gallery Exhibit: Jerry Reilly
“Yenno that building next to the art and music rooms, the ugly brick one with
the huge square sculpture piece on the outside wall?” is usually the way someone would
have to describe the art gallery a year ago. I would know, because I have actually
described it this way many times when people would ask where it was. Now, it’s thriving
with life and energy! It is in comparison, the heArt to the body of art, the catalyst in
which pumps the fuel of knowledge and expression of emotion, and ideas.
When you walk into the gallery you are greeted with the warm and eager faces
of those whom run the gallery, the MJC Visual Arts Club (VAC), coffee and freshly baked
cookies. Definitely something much needed in the cold early hours of the day. The lobby
is small but cozy with limited seating, but no more is needed as it acts as a sanctuary for
some when the gallery gets too over populated, because the gallery is now the place to
be. The inside of the gallery has began to mutate into that of beautiful beast , an
unstoppable force of the students of Modesto Junior College. The added wall in the
middle of the back wall is a wonderful addition and gives a designated spot for the artist
information, which was beautifully done in Reilly’s exhibit. The personalization that was
given on that wall for him was done with such care and respect for the work presented,
and the way the pieces were laid out was very well thought out. I loved that you can see
the changes in his work as he grew and learned as an artist in a chronological order, you
can see the peaks of the time in which influenced his change.

Looking at the beautiful bodies of work you can see a definite influence of
Cubism and Expressionism. His freely places brush strokes know no bounds and are fluidly
controlled by Reilly. The brush strokes are made very apparent and vibrant. They all come
together to unify the piece as it grows it tells a story and shows a considerable amount of
emotion. Looking at the timeline of Reilly’s painting career, one can see his growth in his
work as he goes from focusing on the figure, to focusing on the emotion of a piece as a
whole composition. His piece Los Borrachos, 1969 , shows a lot of balance between cool
and warm colors. There seems to be a lot of emotion with the three figures as you can tell
that they are very much so intoxicated. Reilly seem to blend the colors more during this
time frame as it differs from the more recent pieces he has. The Conversation, 1979 , is
another beautiful piece that caught my eye. The subjects are a man and a woman from
what it appears, they are both having a very in depth conversation, the lines are loose but
subtle, tight lines are added to tie everything in. Beautiful color arrangement as in the
more recent (and my favorite) Morning Light, the figure is surrounded warm colors that
seem to radiate from the persona depicted in the center of the composition. I feel that I
can very much so relate to this piece.
The entire show had so much momentum and excitement that I would definitely
say that it was one of the more successful shows MJC has had, and I hope to see Reilly’s
pieces (and more!) here once again. Being that I was a part of the behind the scenes with
the gallery I got to witness firsthand how much hard work and dedication was put into this
show by not only the MJCVAC but also Dr. Serros himself. Thank you Dr. Serros, for all your
hard work to keep us going because, without ART we would have no heArt and the world
would be lost.
Martina Dimas 2/26/2013 Art 165

Julia West and Anthony Thompson share a quite moment in the gallery while an unknown
student takes notes on exhibition information.

Special thanks for installation and set up of the exhibition to:
Randy Ammon
Saroeun Thy
Vanessa Serros
Michael Heslop
Brett Conner
Blake Wall
Katinka Van Dyk
David Salvador
Valentino Alexander
Anthony Thompson
Julia West
Anthony Lejeck
Martina Dimas
Aubrie Barr
Special thanks for assistance with the reception:
Randy Ammon
Saroeun Thy
Julia West
Martina Dimas
Karolyn Moses
Aubrie Barr
Pachia Vang
Francisco Melgoza
Peter Kanestrom
Ramone Florez

