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Many are saved,

thanks in part
_ to artist Ron Bums’
! portraits of
shelter animal§

Napa artist Ron Burns relaxes in his Napa studio with his dog, Rufus, who is sometimes
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the subject of his brightly colored portraits. Burns visits animal shelters around the nation
to find models for his work. He sends a portion of the sales proceeds to those shelters.

is canvases of in-your-face dogs and
cats drenched in Day-Glo colors are
hot sellers. He delivered 18 paintings
to an Arizona gallery. By the next
day, 12 had sold. At a fund.raising
auction for Tony LaRussa’s Animal
Rescue Foundation in Walnut Creek late last
year, ice skater Brian Boitano and country mu-
sic performer Keith Urban engaged in a friend-
ly bidding war, sending the price of one of his
g;i;&upmdup, until Boitano took it home for

Currently, the Humane Society of the United
States is featuring Burns’ artwork in public serv-
ice ads running in Newsweek, Sports [llustrated,
‘Time, People and Fortune.

A new Napa Valley winery, Barking Dog
Vineyards, is using one of his images on the la-
bel of its first release of Merlot.

And while all the buzzabout his work s great,
Napa artist Ron Burns has got something more
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in mind than the sale of $5,000 canvases. For
Burns, his art doesn’t just imitate life. It saves it.

“It’s great when my work gets some i
but it’s really about the shelter animals and what
it can do for them, finding them homes,” he
says.

His wiggy, pop-art imagery all begins in ani-
'mal shelters, settings of concrete floors and wire
mesh all around. Wherever he and Buff, his wife
of 22 years, travel, Burns takes his 35mm cam-

* era to a local shelter, where dogs and cats of all

breeds look up into his lens with a mix of in-
Later, he uses the photos of those homeless
animals as models for his paintings. Working
this way, he’s captured the likenesses of yellow
Labs and orange tabbys from coast to coast.
His originals are acrylic on canvas; repro-
ductions are giclee (jhee-clay), a process that
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involves high-resolution digital
scans printed by a special inkjet
printer using archival-quality
inks. He sells all the original can-
vases he paints — about 50 a year
— and hundreds of prints ranging
in price from $300 to $2,000.
| After each sale, Burns sends a
percentage {a minimum of 10 per-
|cent, but often much more) of the
|proceeds to help support the work
of the shelter in which he found
his model.

His charity work includes pro-

American Society for the Preven-
tion of Cruelty to Animals, Pets-
Mart and PetsMart Charities, and
Canine Companions for Indepen-
dence. Burns is currently Artist In
Residence for The Humane Soci
ety of the United States.

His latest project was born out
of the rubble of the World Trade
Center collapse on Sept. 11.

He recently completed a large
painting of Sirius, a bomb-sniffing
Tabrador retriever who worked at
the Twin Towers complex. On the
day of the attacks, Sirius and his
owner and handler, David Lim,
were separated and when Tower 2
collapsed, the dog was killed.

Burns, who was moved by the

mot only the love and nobility of

Sirius, but the dire need for fund- |

ing across the country to train
search and rescue animals.

“People train these dogs on
heir own time and out of their

wn pockets. Only when there’s a
isaster does FEMA (the Federal
mergency Management Admin-
istration) say we're going to pay
you to go to this disaster and bring
our dogs in,” Burns says. “I'here
ust isn’t enough money to train
these dogs, so that’s why we're
going to work with the HSUS
(Humane Society of the United
States) and donate monies to
them.”

Burns hopes to raise money by
selling posters and note cards of
his painting of Sirius.

“It costs $3,000 to sponsor a
dog. So we’re looking at raising
enough money to sponsor a lot of
dogs,” he says.

The 2-foot-by-3-foot posters
sell for $25 each and are only
lavailable at www.ronburns.com.

Burns also hopes to raise funds
for the ASPCA’s program for Pet
Therapy dogs.

“These are dogs that go to di-
saster sites and are made available
to people who've gone through
horrific events. Just having these
dogs around makes them feel bet-
ter, gets rid of their depressed
state,” Burns says.

Burns started his career as a
graphic artist. His Los Angeles
company, Ron Burns Design,
worked with high profile clients
such as Xerox, TRW and Dick
Clark Productions. His fast-paced
commercial life ended abruptly in
1987 when the Whittier earth-
quake shook his company’s build-
ing so hard it was closed for re-
pairs,

Buff was too unnerved by the
earthquake to stay in Los Angeles
and took a spiritual breather in
Carmel and in Napa Valley. Even-
tually the couple moved to Se-
dona, Ariz. Ron continued to
spend his weeks in L.A,, but more
and more felt that his life needed
to change.

“I had always loved art. I
worked toward my undergraduate
degree in an L-shaped building (at
Ohio State, where he majored in
industrial design) and one wing
was commercial art and the other
was fine art,” Burns says. “I'd look
in the windows and see them
painting and throwing pottery
and think, ‘that looks like fun.’”

viding artwork to benefit the [

story, contacted Lim. He learned |

shelter animals
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Artist Ron Burns and his dog, Rufus, share a quiet moment in front of a portrait of Sirius, a bomb-sniffing Labrador retriever who was killed in the Twin Towers disaster.

He started by painting images
of corporate executives with huge,

bloated bodies and minuscule -

heads. But later he switched to
doing riotous imagery of their
family dogs and cat.

Wanting to see if there was a
market for his paintings, he and
Buff started visiting galleries in
nearby Scottsdale.

“In one gallery, we stopped
and said to the owner, ‘What do
you think?’ And the owner looked
at it and she said, ‘It's awfully
bright, maybe if you toned the
colors down and went a little
more muted.” She loved the sub-
ject matter but told us, ‘I don’t
know if my clients will go for it ”

Burns talked her into taking
some of his work anyway and the
gallery sold everything he gave
her in the first week.

“Now she sells everything I can
get her,” Burns says.

The idea for painting shelter
animals evolved naturally.

“We got our first dogs —
call them our kids - from a shel-
ter and I started painting them.
Then after I sold a couple of
paintings, I thought, you gotta
stop, you're painting our kids and
selling them. We weren’t com-
fortable with that,” Burns says.

On a road trip to Aspen, Colo.,
Ron got the idea to visit a local
shelter and take his camera.

“It was emotional for me. It’s
always emotional, but I know now
that in the long run the process 1
go through makes me a better
painter by seeing the dogs and the
cats in shelters. And ultimately,
I'm able give back,” he says.

He created a series of paintings
from dogs at the Aspen shelter
and took them to an art show in
Los Angeles — and they sold out.

“We came back to Sedona and
we felt so good, we thought, let’s
write a check for a portion of what
we sold at the show to the Aspen
shelter. Later a teenage guy from
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the pet comes to me through those eyes,” he says.

ired by homel
above. A kitten from a shelter is illustrated in three posntlons, below "l start each painting with the eyes

cats and dogs,

the shelter called us and was so
excited. He went, “This is, like, so
totally cool””

They now often send their con-
tributions to shelters anonymous-
ly, Burns says.

g

Burns also commis-

owners, he puts his brightly col-
ored brushes to canvases that
range in price from $12,000 to
< start ¢ach painting with the
eyes — the pet comes to me
through those eyes,” he says. “Ill
sketch thg whole thing out then 1
finish the eyes first and if they
look regl, then — this is a little
Sedong thing probably — it’s like,
OK, t{lk to me and just tell me

. how you want to be painted so

wheyt 'm done, I've done justice
to yhu as the dog or the cat.”

Jast October, Ron and Buff lost
their beloved dog, 14-year-old
Jazzy. Burns decided to try to

int her portrait as a surprise for
his wife.

“Painting Jazz was _ terribly
emotional, tears and all that. I was
preparing for a show, we had peo-
ple coming in for the holidays,”
Burns says. “Buff and I are togeth-
er all the time, so I'd have to wait
until she’d run out to get grocer-
ies and I'd pull the canvas out and
go crazy.”

“I'd be staring in those eyes,
and I'd be, ‘Jazzy, talk to me,
we've got to get this painting done
because Mom’s only gone for a
short period of time.””

‘The large painting, a portrait of
a black Lab with large joyful eyes,
a big wet nose and something like
a.smile, now hangs in the family
room of their home.

Looking at it now, Burns re-
marks on his colorful, almost ab-
stract approach:

“1 love color by itself, but the
nice thing is, there’s something
about putting that color into the
pet on the canvas that gives it a
sense of life forever. If you paint
them in normal colors, it’s more
of the pet that was, where with
this kind of color, you get the pet
that lives forever”

sioned pet pomans Working
from photographs sent by pet
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