Working with the dead brings life to artist's portraits 

February 10, 2005 

BY KEVIN NANCE Staff Reporter 
Artists often begin their training with "life studies," or drawing live models, but Chicago painter Vincent Chiaramonte began his with what you might call death studies. 

Chiaramonte, who works full time painting commissioned portraits of executives, religious leaders and politicians (one of his early subjects was Mayor Daley), laid the foundation of his artistic career as an embalmer and "restorative artist," specializing in creating the illusion of health in the faces of traumatized or emaciated corpses for their funerals. 

John Singer Sargent and Andrew Wyeth, two of his idols, saw their friends and neighbors. Chiaramonte saw dead people. 

And that, he says, gave him the grasp of human anatomy that helped turn him into an increasingly sought-after portraitist with a realistic shot at someday achieving his goal of painting the president of the United States. 

"Just knowing what's under the skin -- having felt it, touched it, examined it -- makes a world of difference," says Chiaramonte, 39, who also paints nudes, some of which will be featured as part of an exhibition opening Friday at the Pilsen art gallery 4Art Inc. "Grave robbers used to be hired by artists to dig up bodies so they could study what was underneath the skin, but I got paid for it." 

	'NUDE' 

When: Friday-March 6; opening reception 6-10 p.m. Friday 


Where: 4Art Inc., 1932 S. Halsted 

Admission: Free 


Call: (312) 850-1816 
	


Born in Chicago, Chiaramonte grew up in Rockford, drawing almost every day with an eye toward becoming a medical illustrator. But after a friend whose father owned a funeral home got him interested in that business, Chiaramonte attended the Worsham School of Mortuary Science in Skokie, and then returned to Rockford, where he practiced the craft of embalming (removing fluids from dead bodies to cleanse and preserve them) and restorative art. 

In the latter case, much of his craft involved makeup and other cosmetic techniques. But when dealing with severely disfigured bodies, Chiaramonte turned to the tools of the sculptor -- clay, wax and a variety of lifelike finishes -- to return damaged faces to a state that would allow grieving families to view their loved ones without horror. 

"There were times when people would say, 'Who did this?' I'd be pointed out to them, and they were just crying because they were so thankful," says Chiaramonte, a devout Catholic. "I didn't enjoy hanging out with dead people or anything, but I enjoyed the ability to allow the families to have a proper grieving process." 

One of his most challenging cases was that of an elderly man who, while on a ladder pruning limbs from a tree, had a heart attack and fell, striking his face on a tree branch on the way down. 

"Before he died, he had the physiological response of the eyes swelling up," Chiaramonte recalls. "His family saw him in the hospital, so they knew how awful he looked. But then when they saw him in his casket, he was Grampa again." 

After three years as a mortician, however, Chiaramonte decided to enroll in Chicago's American Academy of Art. He was 22. "I remember lying in bed thinking, 'I don't want to do this for the rest of my life,' " he says. " 'I can be an artist.' " 

And that is what he did. After a few years of diverting some of his energies into commercial illustration, Chiaramonte has built a solid career as a portrait artist, currently commanding fees of up to $16,000 for a full-length oil. 

Working primarily from photographs at his studio in Pilsen -- "Ideally I'd like to work from life," he says, "but it's just not practical these days to nail someone down for hundreds of hours" -- he has developed a style notable for its rich but muted color palette, expressive brushwork and, most of all, its realistic detail, especially in the hands and feet. The emotion in his tender portrait of his late grandmother resides in her fragile, arthritic hands, while "Eye in the Sky," a nude that will be part of the 4Art exhibition, is remarkable for its startlingly lifelike rendering of the subject's feet, each bone clearly outlined beneath the skin. 

"There's knowledge there, there's real information," says Lynn Stockton, an art teacher and director of the summer visual arts camp at Northern Illinois University who has followed Chiaramonte's career since he was in high school. "He's able to look at the surface of the body and understand the underlying form, and what happens to color and light on that form. And I think a lot of that goes back to his work as a mortician." 

But in a deeper, more intangible way, Chiaramonte's days in the funeral home may help account for his work's seemingly high comfort level with mortality. He does not over-idealize or romanticize his subjects (including himself, as evidenced by a series of somber self-portraits that track his progressive hair loss), lingering almost lovingly on what might be described as signs of maturity and character. 

"He went through a period where he was very commercial, selling his work as illustrations and so forth, but now he deals with people," Stockton says. "He studies them, gets to know them, and I think usually ends up making them happy. He's not just making art to make money. And in the end, Vincent's portraits are much more than an image. They're alive, they glow, and they give you a glimpse into the soul of the subject." 

Still, Chiaramonte is not without his worldly ambitions. He and his wife, Bethany, recently moved back to Chicago after a year in Washington, D.C., where he maintained a studio near the U.S. Capitol and worked on making contacts with various government officials, receiving, he says, "nibbles from a few senators." 

And as with all portrait artists, Chiaramonte's biggest potential client resides at 1600 Pennsylvania Ave. He did, in fact, manage to get his portfolio into the hands of representatives of the current occupant; no word yet, but Chiaramonte may end up doing life studies on some Texas cowboy boots just in case. 

"Make no little plans, they hold no magic to stir your blood," he says. "Someday I want my work to hang in the White House." 

From 6:30 to 9:30 p.m. March 11, Vincent Chiaramonte will exhibit his work in a solo show at 655 W. Irving Park. For more information, call (312)341-1256 or visit his web site.

www. portraitartist.com/chiaramonte
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