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NEW YEAR, RENEWED TREASURE

Celebrated ‘Tree of Life’ mural restored at historic church By BoB CHIARITO, PAGES 6-7
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TOP NEWS

BY BOB CHIARITO
For the Sun-Times

The theme of the New Year’s Day service at
Second Presbyterian Church was a call to pa-
rishioners about renewal in their lives. Titled
“A New Heaven and a New Earth,” it could
have been about the historic church itself.

The church at 1936 S. Michigan Ave. — both
a Chicago landmark and a national historic
landmark — recently restored a mural consid-
ered a treasure among lovers of both art and
history.

The church was designed by architect
James Renwick and dates to 1874; the sanctu-
ary dates to 1901 because it was rebuilt after
being destroyed by a fire a year earlier. At the
time, the Prairie District neighborhood was

WHAT'S OLD

IS LIKE

NEW AGAIN

More than a century of grime removed from celebrated
mural, stained glass windows at historic church

The “Tree of Life” mural, painted by Frederic Clay
Bartlett in 1903, has been restored at Second
Preshyterian Church. pat NABONG/SUN-TIMES PHOTOS

home to prominent Chicago industrialists and
business people like the Fields, Kimballs, Pull-
mans, Armors and Swifts who expected noth-
ing short of the finest.

The rebuilt sanctuary met their expecta-
tions with an edifice modeled after the English
Gothic churches of the early 15th century and
constructed with rusticated Illinois limestone.
The facade had a massive wall with buttresses
and pinnacles, relieved by Gothic-arched win-
dows, horizontal bands and four large sculp-
tured medallions symbolizing the four evange-
lists Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.
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“DISCOVERING WHAT’S UNDERNEATH ALL THESE LAYERS OF DIRT AND DARKNESS
IS KIND OF LIKE OPENING A PRESENT. ... THIS WAS ONE OF THE MOST SATISFYING WOW FACTORS
BECAUSE THE CHANGE BETWEEN WHAT IT WAS AND WHAT IT BECAME WAS SO DRAMATIC.”

PETER SCHOENMANN, who runs Parma Conservation with his wife Elizabeth Kendall

As impressive as the building is, it's what’s
inside that makes it truly special.

The church sports seven large Tiffany
stained-glass windows and the 40-by-30-foot
“Tree of Life” mural high above the altar by
renowned painter Frederic Clay Bartlett.

“It’s one of Chicago’s most amazing arts and
crafts interiors,” said Ward Miller, executive
director of Preservation Chicago.

After more than 100 years, the vibrancy
of the windows and the mural were hidden
by dirt, leading supporters of the church to
embark on a campaign to restore the artistic
treasures to their original glory.

Two Tiffany windows were cleaned in Octo-
ber and there are plans to finish the rest over
the next year, according to Linda Miller, presi-
dent of Friends of Historic Second Church, a
group dedicated to restoring Second Presby-
terian Church.

The largest project was restoring the “Tree
of Life” mural, which wrapped up in mid-
December. Preservationists worked 10 weeks

meticulously cleaning the mural, stripping lay-
ers of dirt and repainting to show it in its origi-
nal splendor. The project cost about $500,000
and was financed by donations and a $256,364
Save America’s Treasure Grant received in
2021, Linda Miller said.

ABOVE: A restored
Tiffany stained glass
window (right) seen
last Friday next to an
unrestored one at
Second Preshyterian
Church in the

South Loop.

LEFT: In the restored
“Tree of Life” mural, the
lemons on the tree are
clearly visible.

The mural restoration was done by Chi-
cago-based Parma Conservation, run by the
husband-and-wife team of Peter Schoenmann
and Elizabeth Kendall.

Parma, which has restored Depression-era
murals in Chicago Public Schools and post of-
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Chicago-based Parma Conservation, run by the

husband-and-wife team of Peter Schoenmann and
Elizabeth Kendall, restored the “Tree of Life”” mural.

fices around the country, said the restoration
of the Tree of Life mural was a challenge be-
cause of its age and frailty.

“It had over a century of dirty air on it, and
we also found when we started cleaning that
there was repainting and a heavy amber, var-
nish layer,” Schoenmann said. “So, all of that
was removed to get to the original 1903 layer.”

The project was harder than it sounds.

Setting up the scaffolding took three weeks.
It needed to stretch 65 feet high to enable con-
servators to reach the mural. And it had to
contend with light fixtures, wood arches and
a metal organ screen.

Then, Schoenmann and Kendall had to
figure out what solvents would safely remove
whatever wasn't original.

Miller said watching the Parma team re-
minded her of stories about the Sistine Cha-
pel. “It was painstaking work that reminded
me of Michelangelo, working millimeter by
millimeter.”

Schoenmann said there were several
“Christmas morning moments.”

“Discovering what's underneath all these
layers of dirt and darkness is kind of like open-
ing a present because you’re revealing a prize.
This was one of the most satisfying wow fac-
tors because the change between what it was
and what it became was so dramatic,” he said.

Among the surprises were uncovering Ital-
ian gold leaf, finding out the sky in the mural
was blue, not green as it appeared, and discov-
ering vibrant yellow lemons on the trees.

In our line of work, you never really know
what you're going to uncover or reveal, so you
have to proceed very slowly and cautiously
until you understand all the layers that are
there.”

Schoenmann said it was amazing to see
how vibrant the mural was in 1903. “It almost
looks like it was painted yesterday.”

Kendall called the result “amazing” after
seeing the mural on Friday for the first time
after the scaffolding was removed.

“You can see the lemons on the trees,” Ken-
dall said. “Wow.”



