
A kid with a bike emulates his hero, Evel Knievel in this painting by Thomas Kelly.
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THE figures artist Thomas Kelly
paints have a distinctive,
deceptively simple style.
Representative but not realistic,
the geometry of their shapes
and body positions are a bit off,
in a charming way. They are
colorful and alive, with
expressions that share joy,
reflection, peace, love and a
sense of simply living life.

   All of that is on full display in
Mr. Kelly’s new group of
paintings titled The Sports Icons
Series. Works in the series
depict people idolizing their
sports heroes. But Mr. Kelly’s
classic style is combined with
somewhat more realistic
depictions of those heroes. So
an image of Pelé celebrating
Brazil’s 1970 World Cup victory
is contrasted with two young
boys with soccer balls. Evel
Knievel popping a wheelie in all
his star-spangled glory is
accompanied by a youth on a
‘70s-era banana seat bicycle
emulating his hero.

   They say every dog has its
day. Even more amazing is that
Jets fans once had their day:
Jan. 12, 1969 when Joe
Namath fulfilled his guarantee
and led the Jets to victory in
Super Bowl III over the heavily
favored Baltimore Colts, and
trotted off the field waving his
finger, No. 1 style. A painting of
Mr. Namath in the game is
accompanied by two boys playing catch.

   There’s nostalgia to these works, as well as some surrealism. Just exactly where are these scenes taking place? The Namath picture to be on a
wall in a living room, but the boys are playing on a gridiron. Maybe the kids are such huge fans that their floor is painted as a football field, or maybe
the field is in their imagination. Or maybe they’re simply thinking of Namath, not standing near a picture of him.

   Gymnastic legend Nadia Comaneci (she of five Olympic gold medals) also appears to be in a room. It could be a poster on the bedroom of the girls
who are practicing their gymnastic movies. The young girl holding a tennis racket next to a painting of Chris Evert seems similar.

   An image of the gold medal-winning 1980 U.S.A. Olympic hockey team celebrating the “Miracle on Ice” appears to be on a brick wall, which must be
outdoors because three boys are playing street hockey beneath the image.
   Particularly charming is the painting of Dorothy Hamill. Beneath it are two girls. One shows off a dandy of a figure skating move, if only she was on
ice. The two girls adoring Ms. Hamill are wearing skating outfits, but they appear to be in a home, one has skates over her shoulder, the other’s
skates are on the floor. Maybe they’re waiting for their parents to take them to an ice rink.

   The paintings are on view and for sale at The Artful Deposit gallery in Bordentown, after making their debut at the Bordentown location of Chickie’s
and Pete’s, a sports bar chain.



   Mr. Kelly says one of the draws of the artwork is that they are accessible and “level the playing field” in terms of being appealing to people who
might not normally be interested in art. At the Chickie’s and Pete’s event, for example, people were looking at the paintings and talking about the
athletes, and sharing memories of where they were during the iconic moments depicted in the works.
   ”I started thinking of a series a few years ago and I keep a list of what I think would make a good series,” Mr. Kelly says. One reason the sports
idea came to him was he recently watched the movie about Muhammad Ali starring Will Smith. It got him thinking of the way kids emulated sports
stars in the 1970s.

   ”That was the concept, so I did Muhammad Ali first,” Mr. Kelly says. “And I said, ‘If this works, then the idea will work because I’m kind of blending a
realist style with my own style.’ I did Ali and I liked it a lot.”

   He then chose 12 athletes because he likes that number for a series. “I ran all the sports in my heads, and started thinking, which is 90 percent of it
for me, thinking,” he says.

   At one point he was going to paint Willis Reed, the New York Knick Center who famously limped onto the court in Game 7 of the 1970 NBA Finals.
But Mr. Kelly decided to stay away from New York and Philadelphia athletes. That’s because of the rivalry between the two cities, and Central Jersey
being a sort of middle ground for sports fandom. Fans of both cities can be found around here, largely because much of the area gets television
channels from both markets.

   Mr. Kelly did include Mr. Namath but there isn’t a Jet-Eagle rivalry akin to the one between the Eagles and Giants. A painting of Phil Simms, the
quarterback who led the Giants to victory in Super Bowl XXI would surely draw the ire of Eagles fans.

   ”I wanted universal appeal,” Mr. Kelly says. “Football was the hardest sport to pick from, there’s a lot of hate for the Giants, Eagles, Steelers or
Cowboys,” he says. He wanted to pick players that any sports fan would respect. There are no Yankees in his series — for every fan of the Yankees,
there are countless haters. But who hates Henry Aaron or Roberto Clemente? Who hates Pelé? Who in their right mind would hate Secretariat?
Muhammad Ali was controversial for refusing to go into the military, and being stripped of his title. But today he is virtually unanimously respected for
his principles and his talents.
   The paintings also are a highlight of the new location for The Artful Deposit, which is owned by C.J. Mugavero. The gallery’s new space at 142
Farnsworth Ave., not far from the old location, is smaller, a function of the economy. In a world of social media and events, Ms. Mugavero is finding
new way to showcase art, such as the Chickie’s and Pete’s event, which drew a big crowd. Ms. Mugavero says followers of her artists can expect
more special events in the future.

   And people who normally wouldn’t go to an art opening, just might find themselves buying a painting.

Thomas Kelly’s The Sports Icons Series is on view at The Artful Deposit, 142 Farnsworth Ave., Bordentown. For more information, go to
www.artfuldeposit.com or call 609-298-6970. Thomas Kelly’s website is www.thomaskelly.net.
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