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A FLUID INTERPRETATION OF A MILITARY CAP IN BOWLER FELT BY HALLELUJAH BOULEVARD FOR BRITISH VOGUE. PARIS, 1983. VOGUE © THE CONDÉ NAST PUBLICATIONS LTD
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LESLIE WINER, IN A GRAHAM SMITH HALO HAT, APPEARED IN THE DECEMBER ISSUE OF BRITISH VOGUE IN A FEATURE CELEBRATING ‘THE NEW FEMME FATALE’. PARIS, 1983
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LISABETH GARBER. PARIS, 1983
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RON GRACE DRAWN FOR THE COVER OF LE MONDE. PARIS, 1986




FOREWORD BY


JEAN PAUL GAULTIER


I immediately spotted the remarkable talent of Tony Viramontes. In particular, the series of advertisements he produced for the Genius Group as well as the black-and-white images with newspaper hairdos entitled Headings that were published in Jill magazine in September 1985: magnificent black-and-white images that were striking in their intensity and graphic quality.


I was struck by this world that corresponded so closely to the creative avenues that I myself was pursuing at the time. Notably his choice of models. In fact, a number of models who appeared in my catwalk shows in the 1980s also featured in Viramontes’s images: Tanel Bedrossiantz, Claudia Huidobro, Laurence Treil, Ben Shaul, Mike Hill, Anthonis, Nick Kamen, Violeta Sanchez, Walter, Mimi, Christine Bergstrom, Talisa Soto, Teri Toye.


Tony Viramontes’s influence was so great and his style so powerful that they have left their mark on the period and on fashion.


A shooting star who was able to unite in a single image several diverse elements: photos redrawn or highlighted in marker pen (a genre that he initiated and went on to pioneer), illustration, collage, design, graphics and finally FASHION.


Unlike many other artists and photographers, he really loved, adored and worshipped fashion! It was almost a form of social activism, enabling him to express himself through his works.


His images will remain symbolic of the 1980s but have also become classic examples of a timeless modernity.


Jean Paul Gaultier
Paris 2012
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SLEEK CHIC
VIRAMONTES EVOKES THE IMPRESSION OF AN ART DECO HEROINE IN THIS UNCHARACTERISTICALLY POLISHED COVER IMAGE FOR HAMPTONS MAGAZINE. NEW YORK, 1982




OUR BROTHER TONY
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TONY VIRAMONTES
PHOTOGRAPH BY ED VIRAMONTES. PARIS, 1986


Had he lived, Tony would have been 56 this year. In the 25 years that have passed since his death we have often wondered what he might have been doing today. When Dean asked us to write a few words about our younger brother it was a bitter-sweet moment, as Tony’s life was in many ways defined by his early death. He experienced a lot in his 31 years and had a full-colour paint box, which made him a really special person.


What was he like? Well, Tony was always a bit of a maverick; he had a great energy about him, he was curious about life, loved to be around his family and fed off his environment. He knew he was good at what he did, but he could perhaps have afforded to be more confident. He could be a little shy, but once he let you in you couldn’t stop him talking about all the things he loved – like fashion, art and music.


Like us, he was always very passionate about what he did, and he really wanted everything to be perfect. Tony chose to live his life according to his own set of rules and had his own unique perception of the world. As we get older we see the influence of our brother’s work all around us and we are grateful to Dean Rhys Morgan for bringing together the many threads of his life and work in this long-overdue and beautiful book.


Ed, Ralph and Manuel Viramontes
Los Angeles, 2012
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SYLVANA CASTRES LOOKS ON AS VIRAMONTES COMPLETES A STUDY OF MODEL TERI TOYE IN HIS TINY NEW YORK APPARTMENT BEFORE LEAVING THE CITY FOR PARIS. PHOTOGRAPH BY JEAN-JACQUES CASTRES. NEW YORK, 1963




INTRODUCTION


I never met Tony Viramontes, though I have long been familiar with his work: from the sweeping, hedonistic images he created for the pages of La Mode en Peinture to the darkly romantic sleeve art for Arcadia’s ‘So Red The Rose’. But I knew very little about the man himself. A conversation with illustrator David Downton in October 2008 prompted an initial web search, which raised far more questions than it answered. More than 20 years after his death, Tony Viramontes – this master of descriptive line who captured the pulse of the 1980s so effortlessly – is a forgotten figure in the history of fashion illustration.


Overshadowed during his lifetime by his friend and mentor Antonio Lopez, with whom he shared a certain street sensibility, Viramontes has gradually and unaccountably slipped from view. There has been the occasional resurgence of interest in his work. The advent of the Internet, Facebook and blogging brought forth a flurry of images and anecdotes, though most of the published material is biographically thin, anecdotal and often simply inaccurate.


While the intention of this book is not to set out a definitive biographical study of Tony Viramontes and his work, my hope is that it provides a clear introduction to the people he knew and the work he produced during his short but prolific career. He was well enough known in his own lifetime to become the voice of countless magazine and advertorial pages. Perhaps the reason for the neglect that has followed is not just the fickleness of public attention, but the fact that Viramontes (as he always signed his work) was an artist who chose to make his career – and earned his subsequent reputation and celebrity – in the rarefied world of fashion and haute couture. He was that rare and now all-but-extinct beast, a fashion illustrator.


Fashion illustration today does not enjoy the key role it did during its heyday in the 1940s and 1950s, when glossy magazines were filled with stylized sketches of rather startling looking women. By the time Viramontes made his New York Times debut in 1979, fashion illustration had not been fashionable for some time. For the previous two decades, Antonio Lopez had been the only artist given regular commissions. Viramontes followed Lopez in making fashion illustration contemporary and accessible. Paradoxically, Tony was both a link in a long illustrative tradition and a startling original. While his figures were elongated and slender, as was traditional in fashion drawing, his work lacked many of the clichés that populated the aristocratic drawings of old. He quickly caught a wave as Prosper Assouline began editing the illustration-only title La Mode en Peinture and in 1980 Anna Piaggi took her appetite for the painted page to Condé Nast, where she curated the avant-garde journal Vanity. For a brief period, Tony was at the centre of the fashion world.


Fashion illustration has long struggled to be taken seriously, against a prevailing view that the artist comes by the material second-hand, merely drawing a picture to represent someone else’s idea, rather than contributing an underlying intellectual argument or comment on the culture that produced it. Tony’s celebrity lasted just as long as his work continued to appear in print; when it ceased to appear, the name Viramontes was quickly forgotten and the world moved on. A posthumous exhibition of his drawings in Paris at the Ménagerie de verre in October 1991 was his sole memorial. Many drawings have since disappeared or fallen into anonymity. Some of his sketches passed into the collections of his friends and acquaintances, a few were sold to collectors and some made their way into the archives of the fashion houses for which they were created. The remainder were packed up and shipped off to his family home in Los Angeles where they have remained untouched and unseen.


Yet Tony’s images are as fresh and compelling now as they were nearly 30 years ago and a large part of the impetus behind this book has been to reintroduce his work, to bring it to a new generation of fashionistas. His family gave enthusiastically of their time as I attempted to piece together the story of Tony’s life. After we struck up an email correspondence in 2010, Tony’s older brother Ed Viramontes invited me to take a look at his brother’s work. I went. I saw. And I was conquered. In the age of computer-generated imagery, drawing has for a time been considered a laughably anachronistic medium, but today is enjoying a resurgence. The skilled use of line has long held the credential of being one of the most effective artistic methods to convey emotion. Drawing is direct and opinionated. Tony was an artist who drew and made sketches almost constantly throughout his life. I have always admired originality, and there are certain artists whose personas inform their work and make it immediately recognizable. Tony’s work – despite a variety of visual idioms – always bore an unmistakable hallmark. Whether in carefully controlled line drawings, subtle washes of colour or bold elemental brushstrokes, whatever the technique the handwriting was always uniquely Viramontes.


Over the course of the next year I got to know Tony through the eyes of his friends and loved ones, as I worked my way through the better part of almost a thousand pieces of artwork, all carefully preserved by Ed and his family. It was during this process that I became aware of the scope, breadth and richness of his short career. Tony’s output was staggering: for every approved or published drawing he made there might be ten or 12 alternatives. Additionally, there were piles of old newspapers and magazine clippings, sketchbooks, scraps of paper, photographs, correspondence and diaries. Tony left quite a trail and while his diaries are neither chronological nor particularly literary they nevertheless constitute a strong personal document, in which he recorded his many observations on his own character and achievements in a wild jumble of words on work, love, childhood and hats!


A large part of the joy in compiling Viramontes was the opportunity to meet so many people I have long admired. Indeed, a great many people assisted in the creation of this book by sharing memories, loaning art, making introductions and allowing me into their archives of both words and pictures, enabling me to reconstruct Tony’s history. I travelled to Paris, Rome and Los Angeles to interview the people who had known and worked with him. One of the best tributes that one can pay to Tony Viramontes is that his friends (and indeed the occasional foe) loved to talk about him. His close friend, model agent Cyril Brulé, remembers Viramontes as someone ‘who held an enormous fascination for people’. If I have managed to capture but a portion of his captivating personality and drive then my work will not have been in vain. For no history of twentieth-century fashion illustration would be complete without recognizing Tony Viramontes.


Dean Rhys Morgan
New York, 2012
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VALENTINO HAUTE COUTURE
BOLD AND GRAPHICALLY DARING, VIRAMONTES WORKED AT FULL VELOCITY AND TOOK COMMAND OF THE PAGE WITH COMPLETE ASSURANCE. THIS TYPICALLY DYNAMIC SKETCH WAS ONE OF A SERIES FOR VALENTINO HAUTE COUTURE. ROME, 1985. COLLECTION OF VALENTINO GARAVANI
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TONY VIRAMONTES
FASHIONABLE TO THE END, TONY COMMISSIONED ALICE SPRINGS (MRS HELMUT NEWTON) TO SHOOT THIS PICTURE WHILE ALREADY SUFFERING FROM THE ILLNESS THAT TOOK HIS LIFE. MONTE CARLO, 1986. © ALICE SPRINGS / MACONOCHIE PHOTOGRAPHY




PORTRAIT OF AN ARTIST


‘Draw for yourself, paint for yourself, take photographs for yourself, you will love them much more.’


VIRAMONTES


If Tony Viramontes had never existed, he would certainly have been imagined: a complex and nuanced figure, a street-smart dandy who played the part to the hilt, but at the same time fickle and contradictory, a visionary too far ahead of his time. A man of an avid and frenzied modernity, living at breakneck speed, everything about Tony was quick: the way he thought, the way he drew; he had instant ideas.


To work, he needed a model, he needed music, he needed everyone in the room – he wanted that electricity. What most people consider distractions Tony Viramontes used as fuel. Sitting with a board propped up on a table, he would fire off hundreds of sketches, throwing them over his shoulder as he went, leaping effortlessly from one graphic frolic to the next, as he conjured up his scowling models with their flashing eyes and scornful red lips.
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