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The Itinerant Portraitis

By Michael Cesarczyk

“You have a very interesting
face,” Brenda Zlamany told me
during my visit to her North-
side studio. “The way the nose
twists, and your eyes especial-
ly. May [ draw you?”

It was not an unusual re-
quest, given Zlamany's line
of work. Since the 1990s, the
Brooklyn-based artist has pro-
duced a massive catalog of
portraiture, dazzling in tech-
nique and wvariety. Last year,
she visited 33 sites in Taiwan
and made 888 watercolors of
its inhabitants, mostly aborigi-
nes. Using the camera lucida,
an optical tool dating back to
the Renaissance, she created
what she calls “a two-way ex-
change between artist and
subject.” It's an intimacy that
glows in images ranging from
those of cherubic children to a
104-year-old woman.

Zlamany's face is itself radi-
ant. Curly raven-black hair falls
softly over delicate features: a
straight nose, a mouth like a
quick brushstroke of red and
clear brown eyes lush with cu-
riosity and intelligence. Born
in Manhattan, Zlamany moved
to Connecticut when she was
13, and attended a high school
that emphasized the intercon-
nectivity of the arts. Later, she
studied at the Yale School of
Art, where she also took an-
thropology classes, igniting an
interest in world cultures. In
1981, after additional training
in Paris and Rome, she gradu-
ated from Wesleyan University
with honors. By 1984, she had
completed her formal educa-
tion at the Skowhegan School
of Painting and Sculpture, in
Maine.

In a clever move, Zlamany
sidestepped the usual finan-
cial struggles of young art-
ists. Since she had gone to
school on a scholarship, she
borrowed student loans after
graduation, using the money to
buy a loft in Hoboken, NJ. She
and other artists were bought
out by developers not long af-
ter. “We were lucky,” Zlamany
recalled. “If you were poor, you
were on your own.”

Discovering an art studio for
sale in the New York Times,
she crossed the river and
landed in Williamsburg. It was
a different neighborhood dur-
ing the 80s, and Zlamany is not
one to sentimentalize. “It really
was the Wild West back then,
very violent, There was not a
single shop. Only got mugged
once though. Other than that,
it was fun.” Although her law-
yer advised against the clos-
ing, Zlamany wanted stability,
especially at the start of her
career. “The art market is feast
and famine,” she explained,

standing among life-sized oil
paintings in her 2,000 sq ft
apartment. “If you own your
own studio, you'll always guar-
antee that you can work.”

As the work flowed, so did
decades of change in her ad-
opted neighborhood. In the
beginning, Zlamany had to
pay cab fare for the few gal-
lery dealers brave enough to
visit her. Even getting home re-
quired a few tricks of its own.
“You had to get into a cab, pre-
tend you were going uptown
and then change your mind
and ask for Williamsburg,”
Zlamany smiled. “You'd al-
ways hear the click when they
locked their doors.”

By the 1990s, the first restau-
rants had begun to crop up, and
soon enough there were galler-
ies blocks away from home,
Zlamany likewise flourished,
receiving commissions from
the New York Times Magazine,
the World Bank and several
other institutions, as well as
some of the world’s most pres-
tigious grants. (She completed
“888: Portraits in Taiwan” on a
Fulbright.) She also made sure
not to work in isolation. One of
her most treasured paintings
is of Enzo, Williamsburg's UPS
man since the 80s. A Sicilian

immigrant who had come to
study the baroque trumpet at
Julliard, Enzo started working
for the company to support his
family. Once Zlamany noted
his insightful comments on her
work whenever he delivered
a package, a friendship devel-
oped and she eventually paint-
ed him. In 1999, she staged a
vernissage at Galapagos, and,
as Enzo performed before a
room of “art-world profession-
als, musicians, UPS workers,
neighborhood factory work-
ers, and family,” she unveiled
a fullllength portrait of the
musician in his brown uniform,
holding his horn.

Being rooted in North Brook-
lyn, however, has not dimin-
ished Zlamany's wanderlust.
Having launched a project
known as “The Itinerant Por-
traitist,” (of which “888" is
the first chapter) she plans
to do more portraits in “plac-
es where there is conflict or
a need for understanding.”
Countries 'on the itinerary in-
clude Cambodia, where she
hopes to meet victims of sex
trafficking. “Art has the ability
to teach, and to create commu-
nities,” Zlamany said. “You can
have a role in asking relevant
questions for our time.” She

also aims to visit disaster sites
in the United States, and paint
victims as well as Jandscapes
of their homes.

To warm up, Zlamany will be
painting watercolor portraits
at Socrates Sculpture Park in
Long Island City, at the sec-
ond annual SkowheganPER-
FORMS. The event takes place
Saturday, September 29, 1:30 —
5pm with each painting taking
around 10 minutes (first come,
first serve). Zlamany hopes
her neighbors, both old and
new, will visit.

“It's changed so much; I feel
like Dorothy from the Wizard
of Oz," laughed Zlamany. “I was
stranded in Kansas. Now I'm in
Munchkiniand!”

For more information ahout
the event, visit http://www.
skowheganart.org/index.
php?page=events.

For more about Zlamany,
visit her website at brendazla-
many.com.
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