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Zabel’s painting, titled 
“Diane No. 9,” won a rib-
bon in that regional com-
petition — the Veterans 
Creative Arts Festival at the 
Lovell Federal Health Cen-
ter in North Chicago, Ill.

Zabel’s piece advanced 
to the national Veterans 
Creative Arts Festival in 
Kalamazoo, Mich., in late 
October.

There, it captured a gold 
medal — first place — in the 
oil on canvas category.

“The very first time he 
entered a contest he won 
a gold medal,” Lord said. 
“Amazing.”

Finally on display 
After seeing Zabel’s 

painting in North Chi-
cago, Lord persuaded him 
to exhibit 10 of his pieces 
at the Pollard Gallery in 
October.

Thus, for the first time 
ever, Zabel had a for-
mal public display of his 
extraordinary artwork.

Three of his sump-
tuously hued paintings 
remain on display at Pol-
lard, and Zabel has donated 
one of them to the gallery.

Titled “A 1920s Street 
Scene,” the piece is being 
sold in a silent auction that 
ends Dec. 22.

Zabel’s diverse palette 
yields portraits, land-
scapes, cityscapes and 
abstract forms. He has fre-
quently enlisted his wife of 
50 years, Diane, as a model.

“I’ll paint her from 50 
years ago,” he said.

He also uses his chil-
dren and grandchildren as 
subjects.

“But I never have any-
one sit for a painting,” he 
said. He renders them as 
he envisions them.

Zabel’s pieces are strik-
ing in their detail and use 
of highlights and shadows, 
Lord said. Some are highly 
sensual.

“When people look at 
his paintings, it’s almost 
like they are looking at 
photographs,” Lord said.

Artist a perfectionist 
Zabel, who taught him-

self to paint by studying 
works by artists includ-
ing 17th century Flemish 
painter Peter Paul Reubens, 
is a stubborn perfectionist.

“It usually takes me 
seven attempts at a paint-
ing — and the eighth will be 
right,” he said. “I’ll cut the 
others up with scissors and 
throw them in the trash.”

Once, he had a bonfire 
of his “rejects” — pieces 
many artists would con-
sider stellar.

“People were shouting 
‘Don’t! Don’t!’ as I tossed 
them into the fire,” he said 
with a chuckle.

Zabel is a member of the 
high-intelligence group 
MENSA. His IQ is around 
187, he said. That’s genius 
on steroids.

“So I’m different in a lot 
of ways,” said Zabel, whose 
parents were survivors of 
Nazi concentration camps.

Zabel was born in Ger-
many and moved with his 
Jewish parents to subur-
ban Chicago when he was 
a child.

B e fo re  re t i r i n g ,  h e 
worked in management for 
a number of Chicago-area 
companies and painted in 

his spare time.
At one point, he helped 

his son run a hot-dog res-
taurant in Deerfield, Ill., 
called Cooker’s Red Hots.

“I did that for nine 
years,” he said. “And until 
now it’s the only time I ever 
sold my paintings. I did 
that to support the busi-
ness. I had the paintings 
hanging in the toilet.”

The toilet.
From the loo to the Lou-

vre?

The modest, straight-
talking Zabel has no expec-
tations about the future of 

his art.
“I just paint,” he said. 

“It’s what I do.”
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“‘Twas the Night Before Christmas” by Jerry Zabel

This Jerry Zabel painting is 
titled “A 1920s Street Scene.”

This Jerry Zabel painting is titled “Diane No. 10.” This Jerry Zabel painting is 
titled “Carmen.”
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