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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is the outcome of a practice-based research inquiry into
innovations in processes and materials leading to a contemporary fresco. The
research is in three parts: 1) the textual establishment of a historical framework
for fresco; 2) an exhibition, Channelling Time, at the Lethaby Gallery, from 22
April to 3 May 2003; and 3) a critical analysis and conclusion that defines the
research.

The thesis is intended to explore issues in experimental fresco works
and to provide a critical account of techniques, uses, and positions of fresco in
twentieth-century art. It also aims to propose new aesthetic values In

contemporary art.

Chapters |-V reappraise modern fresco by weighing historical
precedent and influence from other artistic mediums. Throughout these
chapters it is argued that fresco can establish itself as a current in

contemporary art by understanding how its contexts and media differ from

traditional painterly approaches to contemporary fresco and an organic
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relationship to architectural space.

The research also discusses how contemporary fresco extends its
boundaries with three different types of works: 1) site-specific projects; 2)
portable frescoes and fresco installations; and 3) fresco sculptures and
frescoes in mixed media. | nterviews with major fresco artists e xamine how
their work contributes to the creation of contemporary fresco and its new
aesthetics. This research was used as a basis for discussing fresco in practice.
it is developed in Chapter V, ‘An Ongoing Inquiry through Creative Practice’
and was presented at the exhibition in the Lethaby Gallery, the catalogue of
which is iﬁcluded. The crux of the exhibition and the culmination of my
research is an analysis of fresco’s autonomy, diversity, and development from
a traditional to a contemporary medium. The exhibition Channelling Time set
out to establish fresco as a protean genre that exprésses a variety of

discourses of fresco.
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CHAPTERI

INTRODUCTION

This research project explores the place of fresco within contemporary art and
by ‘taking fresco off the wall' sets out to extricate it from the confines of its

history and traditions. The research has been developed through creative
practice, critical and contextual inquiry, and an exhibition arranged as an
essential part of the work in. progress. At the centre of the project is the
research through practice, for which the first four chapters of the thesis provide
the contextual framework. Chapter Five outlines and evaluates the outcome of
the creative practice research.

Fresco is the culmination of a genre that began in prehistory. It reached
its creative peak during the Renaissance and then suffered a gradual decline
when it failed to adapt its processes to new aesthetic values, foremost of which

was and still is a desire for mobile artworks. Today, fresco, which continues to

express a historical nature and narrative form, is on the fringes of contemporary

art.

Although it is a great source of visual art, fresco has become today a
rarefied genre whose practitioners show only moderate interest in contemporary

art and art theory. It is not surprising, then, that most people think of fresco as

an artistic tradition of the past. There may be number of reasons for this:
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1) a deterministic view, which largely informs art historical methodology
today, that fresco is a historical medium that sits outside to contemporary
art discourse;

2) the difficulty of fresco technique and the uniqueness of its materials. A
mastery of fresco's elegance, colourfulness, and enduring beauty
requires relentless technical training and adjustments to always-different
architectural spaces. The invention of a contemporary fresco would
necessitate new materials to overcome technical difficulties, and the
scope of its representation would have to be expanded;

3) fresco has failed to evolve. Since the advent of industrial society,

contemporary art, thanks to the invention of various media, has enriched
its expressivity. But fresco has been slow to change, maintaining its

traditional methodology.

This study, unlike studies on traditional fresco, looks not only at fresco
history, but at its options today. Looking at fresco in an historical context also
means identifying differences between the past and the present, which is the
critical focus of the study.

This thesis also intends to differentiate itself from others by offering
alternatives to traditional fresco. In art history, famous Western and Eastern

frescoes are rarely if ever compared with one another. It aims to broaden

dramatically the historical context of fresco and to approach its function, subject

matter, media, and techniques in new ways.

The goal of the research is to demonstrate the function and

independent role of fresco in various contemporary art currents. It presents
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YoungSun Jin: An Examination of the Place of Fresco in Contemporary Art Practice

the author’'s work and experiences in an exhibition and as a thesis. The
exhibition suggests the kind of work that would be created when the originality
of the fresco medium meets contemporary art.

The study confirms, through actual experiments, the possibility of the
application of fresco in contemporary art and, as a result, in site-specific and
portable installations, and in sculptures and mixed media. Departing from the
conventional approach of studying fresco art as a means of preserving cultural
artifacts, the research puts it in the same context as other major media by
considering the statistics and results of experiments with fresco conducted as
vital creative activities in the modern art scene. The meaning of the public

building projects and the wall painting movement in the early twentieth century,
which witnessed the revival of fresco, and actual cases of e xperiments with
fresco by contemporary artists since the 1970s, are reviewed.

In the final stages of research inquiry, the following results are
anticipated:

1) the broadening of the existing definition of fresco from a traditional art

to a contemporary visual art;
2) the defining of contemporary fresco and its diverse materials and
techniques, encountering the new meaning of space, and the

displacement of text and context in the concept of traditional painting

from centrality to otherness;

3) the discourse of the aesthetic privatisation of contemporary fresco as
it has turned away from the concept of being a religious project;

4) and the examination of the place, time, appreciation, impact on
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society, and history of fresco as mural painting.
The outcome expected from this research is that fresco, which has long

been considered an art genre that belonged to the past, can now be

recognised for its continuity with modern art. In the same way, as fresco
created an organic art form in the architectural space of the past, so it is now
possible that it will play a critical role in the creation of space in a modern city
environment. This will constitute a valid reason for the contemporary existence
of fresco as it will no longer remain subordinate to the construction of buildings.
The final argument is that there is a need to go beyond looking at fresco
diachronically as a past form of painting that included mural and ceiling
paintings, and now to see it in a synchronic relationship with modern art.

The research presented in the following chapters elaborates on the
creative method and materials of true fresco - that is, the application of colour to
a wet plaster surface - as groundwork for a renewal of contemporary fresco that
reconfirms its historical weight. None other than William Blake sparked an
eighteenth-century fresco revival when, in response to the no less eminent
Joshua Reynolds’'s comment, ‘Well, Mr. Blake, | hear you despise our art of oil
painting’, he famously retorted: ‘No, Sir Joshua, | don't despise it; but | like
fresco better." Inspiring words for any contemporary frescq artist who, with

considerably more modesty, of course, looks forward to a similar development

In the twenty-first century.

' Peter Ackroyd, Blake, Vintage, 1999, pp. 61-62.
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CHAPTERII

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF FRESCO MURAL PAINTINGS

11.1 Introduction

Long before humans expressed themselves by inventing the written word or
constructing grand edifices, they painted on cave walls. The prehistoric cave
paintings discovered in Altamira, Spain, and in Lascaux, France, are shining
proof that, since time immemorial, people have been giving vision to their
expressive yearning, aesthetic instinct, belief in community achievement, and
common goals.

Later, with the beginning of civilisation, such expressive proof was found
In the wall paintings of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. Although there are no
examples of Hellenic Greek frescoes, the Minoans in Knossos on Crete, were
the creators of the earliest frescoes of a highly developed technical nature. Prior
to the Romans, the Etruscans, established in present-day Tuscany, left some
underground tomb paintings painted directly on stone walls, sometimes with a
kind of tempera, sometimes with something close to true fresco and secco. The
frescoes unearthed in Pompeii, during the Roman Empire, were an artistic
revelation. Fresco painting continued in medieval Italy and reached its apogee

in the ltalian Renaissance. Even colonial America tried its hand at fresco. By
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then, however, fresco had been in decline for centuries.
In Asia, a number of significant mural relics have been discovered that

shed light on the origin of its painting and fresco. The Ajanta cave paintings, In

India, thought to have been executed between 200 B.C. and 600 A.D., were
painted directly onto rock walls, without medium, using water-ground pigments
applied to fresh lime paint coat intfonaco laid over rough mud plaster. This
technique seems to have passed elsewhere, to the Gandhara Buddhist
paintings and Afghan Buddhist paintings of the first century, and even to the
Dunhuang tomb paintings in China, also of the first century. The sixth-century
Takamatsuzuka tomb paintings in Asuka, Japan, excavated only since 1972,

were painted with pigments and even gold and silver leaf directly onto plaster.
The fourth-century Koguryo tumulus paintings in Korea receive a complete

treatment in Appendix I1.1.

I.2. Cave Painting

It is generally accepted that prehistoric cave paintings are the oldest and
most important art objects in existence today, and that they inaugurate the
history of art in both the East and the West. The extremely limited number of
surviving cave paintings and wall paintings from ancient times gives us a
glimpse into daily life, religious belief, dynastic evolution, and ancient

government. Even then, art was widely used for recording history, informing the

public, and decorating architectural space.?

? One of the most important mural paintings in pre-dynastic period of Egypt 1s <Men,
Boats, Antmals> found in Hierakonpolis which depicts the authority and domination of

Chapter ll. Historical Context of Fresco Mural Paintings 6
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A detailed description of the functions of fresco mural is important
because, along with sculpture, it is the only art genre that has existed since
prehistory. The cave paintings that appeared in the last stage of the Paleolithic
era are not crude, primitive doodles but real art with essential subjects and
themes that illustrate mankind's desire to express objects, convictions, and
styles. Cave painters rubbed colour directly on the rock wall until it was
incorporated into it, with no intervening layer of plaster. The quality of the
painting justifies an existence evolved not overnight but over thousands of years.
The high number of human skeletal remains of those who lived and died under
protruding rocks or in caves discovered in Spain or southwestern France
explain why paintings are primarily found in caves.’ This also implies that many

talented artists existed even then* and that their works served a significant

community purpose.

1.3 Pompeii, a City of Frescoes

According to Ralph Mayer, ‘during the entire period of the Roman
Empire, fresco was the customary method of mural decoration’.” In this context,

the Roman city of Pompeii was indeed a city of frescoes. Inner and outer walls

of buildings were covered with them. On 24 August 79 A.D., nearby Mount

Pharaoh and his dynastic succession. It is important for the use of fresco to express
political issues.

* H.W. Janson, History of Art, Abrams, New York, 1977, p.23.

* Andrew Ladis, The Art of Renaissance Fresco Painting: The Brancacci Chapel,
Florence, George Braziller, New York, 1993, p.7.

> Ralph Mayer, The Artist’s Handbook of Materials & Techniques, Faber and Faber,
1991, pp.361-377
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Vesuvius erupted, burying the city under a three-metre-high sea of volcanic
debris. It was not until the eighteenth century that the remains of the city were
uncovered and frescoes of such beauty were discovered that Pompeii
immediately became a treasure. If this city, not even one of the thirty largest of
the Roman Empire, contained so many frescoes, we are left to imagine the
quantity and quality of lost fresco production elsewhere in the Roman Empire.®
The creators of the Pompeii frescoes used a similar technique to their
late Minoan period and Greek antecedents. Like them, they were expert
plasterers, using limestone, marble and stone powder, and sand in from one to
three undercoats.’ Artists applied brightly coloured pigments to rectangular
divisions of walls while the plaster was still damp. The resulting frescoes were

stunningly luminous, a necessary attribute, for rooms in Pompeiian households

were windowless.®

1.4 Renaissance Fresco

Although its painting process and materials were essentially the ones
inherited from Greece, Rome, and medieval ltaly, Renaissance fresco's context

and role became more specific, rich, and functional. Its large-scale religious

projects were catalysed, beginning in the thirteenth century, by the growth of the

® Maxwell Anderson, ‘Pompeian Frescoes’, The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin,
1987/88, p.3.

" Ralph Mayer, The Artist’s Handbook of Materials & Techniques, Faber and Faber,
1991, pp.361-377

® Michael D. Gunther, Old Stones, ‘Roman Painting’, http://www.art-and-
archacology.com/roman/painting.html
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Dominican and Franciscan orders of the Catholic Church and Italian city-state.’

The flourishing of Renaissance fresco was also a function of the
availability of money for important projects. Private money enticed fresco out of
public places into private spaces; it stimulated artists and created projects. Why
were fresco projects favoured above others such as architecture or the religious
festivals that had been historically fuelled by the new wealth and power of the
city-states”? Why were they preferred to stained glass and mosaic, preventing
them from having a similar renaissance?

The answer may be threefold. Firstly, people may have believed that
fresco was aesthetically superior to stained glass and mosaic.'® Secondly,
fresco may have cost less to create and been easier to preserve than any other
media, which may explain why there were numerous projects that involved
replacing mosaics or stained glass with fresco.'' Thirdly, after the recent
cleaning and restoration of the chemical and temporal damage to treasures in
the Sistine Chapel, frescoes reveal a stunning luminosity and colour that
demonstrate a durability surpassing that of many other media. Fresco's
permanence and techniques will be detailed in the next subtopic, but, as Giorgio
Vasari marvelled in The Lives of the Artists, the luminosity and colour saturation

of frescoes were characteristics that he called ‘virtues’.!?

? Andrew Ladis, The Art of Renaissance Fresco Painting: The Brancacci Chapel,
Florence, George Braziller, New York, 1993, p.7.

19 1bid.

' Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Artists, Oxford University Press, New York &
Oxford, 1991, Preface

2 Ibid, p. 277.
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1.5 The Historical Decline of Wall Fresco, the Endurance of the Fresco
Technique
Fresco went into a steep decline in the centuries following its culmination during
the Renaissance and through the onset of modern industrial society. Mortal
insults to it were the small walls of new buildings and the inhospitable humidity
of a northemn hemisphere that was the new political, economic, and cultural
leader of the world."® Its coup de grace, however, was the invention of oil
painting. Oil painting, a surer and easier medium than fresco, shattered the
belief that painting needed special techniques and materials. Oil paintings were
easlly transportable and believed to be as durable. Fresco did not, of course,

disappear entirely. It continued to be included in major projects such as the

building of cathedrals, though Renaissance-scale religious projects were
noticeably fewer. Social change and the invention of new materials had
transformed the art scene, tuming the practice of fresco into a refuge for
dedicated small groups.

The revival of fresco in Mexico, in the nineteen-twenties, was distinctive
for a number of reasons. Its expression, born of the Mexican political situation,
was perfect for traditional public frescoes. Like its counterparts in Greece and
italy, fresco flourished in Mexico's dry and sunny climate. Yet this renewal of

fresco remained a largely Mexican art movement because Mexico's singular
social and cultural events failed to catalyse events elsewhere. One exception,

however, was how the Mexican mural movement had a significant impact on the

"> YoungSun Jin, ‘Content and Techniques of Fresco Painting’, Johyung Nonchong
(Visual Arts Review no.5), 1985, p.213.
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New Deal programmes introduced to alleviate the Great Depression, in the USA.

Artists in the twentieth century, particularly in the nineteen-seventies,
challenged traditional perceptions of fresco murals by experimenting with
modern forms. Fresco was still tied to large public projects, but now, for the first
time since Ancient Rome, there were moveable frescoes. Moreover, artists have
been experimenting with fresco sculptures and installations, and, today, fresco
is being combined with recent art genres such as new media. Instead of
explaining these experiments as another (temporary) revival of fresco, a better
explanation would be that, thanks to its enduring beauty and value, it is now
finding a place in contemporary art.

The mural movement of the twentieth century originated in Mexico and
succeeded in expressing the political nature of fresco by focusing on ideologies
and propaganda, thus fulfilling the time-honoured function of a fresco that
communicated public information and provided a foundation for public
awareness. Here, fresco was both public and private - a wall that in its
expressivity relayed information for the common good, that encouraged public
participation, and was a private channel for an appreciation founded upon

aesthetic sentimentality and acceptance giving rise to the sublime.

.6 Medium and Technique

Al fresco eine Malerei fiir Mdnner, die Olmalerei eine Malerei fiir Weiber
nannte. (Called al fresco, it is an art for men, whereas oil painting is an art
for women.) --Michelangelo*

'* George Muche, Buon Fresco, Briefe aus Italien uber Handwerk und Stil der echten
Freskomalerei, Tubingen, 1950, p.10.
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Das Fresko wurde von den groBten Meistern immer zartlich geliebt und als
dasjenige malerische Verfahren angewant das am starksten inspiriert.
(Fresco has always been the beloved of the great masters and the most
inspiring painting method.) — from the diary of Ingres"™

Fresco was no longer widely practised and it therefore required defence

and
championship. It is the most beautiful of all pictorial techniques, and also
the most difficult. — Vasari™

Fresco has traditionally been painted on walls. This is why most people
think that murals and frescoes are the same. They imagine frescoes as tomb
paintings or scenes painted on walls and ceilings of churches and monasteries.
True to Canaday's and Vasari's words, fresco is indeed the most suitable
medium for creating murals.!” The materials and techniques of today's fresco
have changed little since the first examples of it were discovered in prehistoric
cave paintings. In what follows, however, based on what is familiar already, | will
present, analyse, and compare the contemporary applications of fresco that
have been the subject of my work for the last twenty years. | will also present
empirical statistics and a list of a broadened range of fresco materials.

To understand the importance of fresco, one must know the medium and

the technique. It is often said that fresco is the noblest yet most difficult art.’®

1 Ibid. p.10.

' Millard Meiss, The Great Age of Fresco, George Braziller, Inc. New York, 1970, p.16.
'7 John Canaday, Fresco, Metropolitan Seminars in Art, Portfolio 8, 1958, p.7

' Ibid. Canaday. The author emphasises that every technique has its own qualities,
limitations, and flexibility. Oil is the most versatile paint. Tempera is the most precise
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The word fresco describes a specific technique, the freshly applied, still wet
plaster containing pigments ground only in water. The ltalians say dipingere a
fresco, to paint on the ‘fresh’ (plaster). In ltalian, fresco means fresh. Despite
the mystery and trade secrets surrounding fresco techniques, one can create
fresco with the right materials and methods followed by experimentation and
research. That said, it requires substantial technical knowledge to control the
dampness of the plaster and to use pigments properly.

In general, ‘pigment’ is simply colouring matter; a ‘binder’ is any
substance that holds pigment together and makes paint out of it; a medium’is a
modifying substance that the artist may mix with the paint to bring it to the
proper working consistency for the purposes. Technically speaking, painting
means fixing tiny pigment particles to one another and then to a support such
as a canvas. In all painting systems, pigments are mixed with various binding
media and applied to a ground. For example, pigment mixed with linseed olil
becomes oil paint; mixed with glue it becomes watercolour; mixed with egg yolk
it becomes tempera; and so on. An exception is the fresco technique, in which
pigment is mixed only with water. It is the ground that, through the carbonation
of the lime contained in it, binds the pigment particles. Microscopic examination
of a fresco painting reveals penetration of the pigment into the interstices of the

plaster surface, in contrast to the surface adhesion to support oil and tempera

paints.'®

True fresco (buon fresco or fresco buono) is based on the pigment-on-

and offers the greatest rewards to the pure craftsman. Watercolour is the most vivacious
and sensitive. True fresco is the noblest and difficult to master.

' YoungSun Jin, Ibid, p.202
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wet-plaster technique; in secco, the surface of the plaster is allowed to dry.
Pigments are mixed with a binder such as glue or egg yolk and then applied to
the plaster after the chemical actions involved in drying are completed. Since
secco does not penetrate, but is bound only to the surface of the plaster, it is
more likely to chip, peel, or powder off, and is more vulnerable to scratching and
rubbing. Michelangelo used buon fresco in the Sistine Chapel, while Leonardo
da Vinci partially used secco in painting The Last Supper, in the Covent of
Santa Maria delle Gracie in Milan, and even experimented with oil. The
comparative states of conservation of these two masterpieces are well known.
Michelangelo's buon fresco technique has endured the test of time. Leonardo's
secco has not fared as well.

Mural paintings found in Asia feature mixed techniques of buon fresco
and (fresco) secco. Indian and Chinese Buddhist mural paintings are mostly
painted using secco, and tomb paintings in Korea frue fresco.”® A majority of
Chinese murals in caves located in western China depict the Buddhist theme of
a peaceful passage into etemnity. Questions abound on how the artists came to
use both dry and wet processes to paint these murals and others elsewhere.
The most compelling explanation is that the wet method was imported from
Europe where it had been influenced methods used in Egypt. But, as for the dry

method, because it existed before European artists used it, no compelling
records reveal its origins. The spread of Buddhism in China was accompanied

by a flowering of mural painting the best examples of which are on the ancient

20 Jongsang Lee, ‘Historical Observations on the Ancient Fresco Mural Paintings and
Research on the Material and Technique’. Hankook Minjok-munhwa Nonchong (Korean
Cultural Review, Seoul, 1973 and http://www.Ilang.co.kr.
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temple walls in Shansi province. Chinese artists here and elsewhere completely
covered not only the walls but also the ceilings of temples with paintings of
religious subjects.

A good example of true fresco In Asia is found in the early fifth-century
tomb paintings of the Koguryo Dynasty. The materials and technique used are
identical to those of the Renaissance. Tomb paintings were executed in Koguryo
between the fourth and the seventh century A.D. at the height of the power and
territorial expansion of the Koguryo Kingdom.%' They are concentrated in the
Ji'anxian of Jilinsheng and along the Yalu River, both now in China, and in
Pyongyang, North Korea. Their subject matter is human figures and daily life,
King's envoys, and decorative motifs. If European murals exude epic gravity, the
Koguryo murals are detailed, down-to-earth scenes. Their human depictions
tend to be flat and two-dimensional, without, of course, Westermn perspective.
Most fresco murals were painted in the difficult accesses of royal tombs that
were carefully designed to face either west or southwest.?? In 1996, | made a
reproduction of Koguryo tomb paintings in the National Museum of Korea as
part of a government project to give the Korean public a glimpse into this
historically important legacy that, because of its location in North Korea or China,

remains largely inaccessible.

Fresco techniques and medium are in fact not very difficult to learn

*! Huijoon Ahn, The Transformation of Korean Painting: National Treasure, Yekyung-
sa, 1986, pp. 200-201.

See also Youngjoo Lim, Korean Tomb Painting, Mijinsa, 1983, p. 54, and Tai-ho Lee,

‘Research on Ancient Landscape Painting’, National Museum of Korea, Misul-jaryo 38
(Art Documents, National Museum of Korea) 1987, p.30.

%2 Ki-woong Kim, ‘Tomb Paintings of Koguryo Dynasty’, Space Magazine, Seoul,
September 1984, pp.38-39.
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when one follows the instruction carefully. The difficulty in creating a fresco is in
finding a site. To overcome this problem, contemporary fresco must develop
autonomous styles that converge with modern art. Detailed suggestions are

presented in the Innovations of Processes and Materials and Definition of Key

Terms .
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CHAPTERIII

MODERN ART AND THE EXPANSION OF MEDIA

[I1.L1  Introduction

The diversification of artistic media In the twentieth century was
stimulated by the spread of the modernist belief that the ‘idea’ itself can be a
form’; there was greater freedom, therefore, to select different materials to
create a manifestation of it. Based on this thinking, artists also started to make
more detailed and individual explorations of the uncertainties of illusion.
Questions regarding the purpose of art no longer held significance; rather, a
work of art was now perceived as a ‘fine effect’®® of the artist’s freedom.

After this modernist doctrine, however, artistic tendencies shifted once

again. The complex and pluralistic art that emerged after modernism — the era
of the return of the image — offered alternatives to the revolution led by
conceptual art, one example of which was the revival of narrative painting.
These trends had actually been predicted by Roland Barthes in the early 1980s
when he wrote: ‘The subject reproduced by a photograph is, in reality, always
there. Even if people cannot touch the reproduced scene, the painterly truth
124

always remains in reality.

In the 1990s, about a decade after Barthes, Hal Foster used the

* William Dunning, Changing Images of Pictorial Space, Syracuse University Press,
New York, 1991, p. 210.

24 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, Jonathan Cape, London, 1981, pp.76~87.
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expression, ‘The Return of the Real' to emphasise the representation of the
pluralistic and the concrete following the decline of an aesthetics dominated by
modernism.?°> These initiatives were formed on the basis of a re-evaluation of
tradition, a larger variety of materials spawning the coinage of the expression
multimedia, and a diversity of expressions in the upsurge of pluralistic
aesthetics. In this context, it was only natural for fresco to be revived in the
modern age. What was unexpected, and is being emphasised today, is the fact
that a revitalized fresco has brought with it different and more expanded

mediums of representation than before.

1.2  Painting and De-painting

The purpose of this section, ‘Painting and De-painting’, is to examine the
differences in materials and contexts that exist between a traditional, painterly
approach to modern fresco, and one which is more pluralistic and non-painterly.
De-painting is described here as a frame of reference for questioning the nature
and practice of painting. When elements of institutionalised definition are
discounted, painting can be opened up to a challenging invasion of new ideas.
De-painting suggests expanded ideas, a wide-ranging proposition of something

beyond painted forms with which, it is implied, there would be an element of

confrontation.

* Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century,
The MIT Press, 1996, pp.127-165.
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Fresco is the oldest form of painting remaining today, and has always
existed as the main activity to pursue within the context of surface painting.
Fresco pre-dates the advent of lettering, providing concrete proof that painting
existed long before writing. Just as the expansion of media in modern art is
replacing conventional beliefs of formalistic aesthetics, modern fresco is also
bringing about numerous variations. In other words, it is now being executed
outside the context of painting. It is constantly reinventing itself, in the process
shattering the traditional definition of fresco as existing only on walls or ceilings.

The perception of fresco as bound by its space is based on the premise
that it is painted on a wall or a ceiling. With the creation of moveable frescoes,
however, such a premise no longer holds true. Now fresco can leap out of flat,
two-dimensional media and be reborn into a three-dimensional space. In shor,
this de-painting is opening new possibilities for the expansion not only of the
media but of the representation as well. Although the word de-painting is
proposed mainly for critical effect, it does seem appropriate on a number of
levels. It is more about ideas and about how we perceive, or might perceive, the
work of fresco painting in different forms.

Modern fresco strives to become more than mere embellishment. It is
shifting into the sphere of public space and information where it can
communicate organically with the public. Such a transformation can be detected

in the effort to break the conventional mould of obsession with the religious

themes that provide little consideration for environmental harmony and

accommodation to the viewing public.
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lll. 3 Expansion of Media

Fresco was previously perceived simply as a method of painting on
walls and ceilings. Today, fresco is a more wide-open medium than in its
traditional form. This is in line with the evolution of painting itself as it has
adopted more varied methods than the mere meeting of brush with canvas.

To understand contemporary fresco, it is necessary to gain prior
knowledge of the characteristics of its materials, the process of their
modifications in the modern era, and the changes in the use of space. As stated
In the previous chapter, the word fresco (meaning ‘fresh’ in Italian) derives from
the fact that the painting was executed on a fresh, damp lime plaster in the case
of buon fresco (or true fresco) or dry plaster in that of fresco secco. As the lime
particles harden the paint pigments also become hardened as they seep into
the plaster. Because of such a unique method of creation, fresco is often
perceived as a ‘painting of materials and techniques’. Because of their
permanence — they would stay in place until their walls crumbled - frescoes
were painted on catacomb and church walls and ceilings.

Due to these characteristics, education and perception about fresco
painting have mostly focused on its techniques and materials. In the twentieth
century, however, the mural movement, which started in Mexico in the 1930s,
used the fresco technique to transcend the theme of religion, embrace a wider

function than decoration, break free from the frame of building walls, and move

beyond the perception of simply being material art. The mural movement’s
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frescoes painted on public buildings lived and breathed with the public by
conveying ideological and soctal messages.

Since the 1970s, experiments with contemporary fresco have led to the
development of moveable frescoes, and frescoes have been incorporated into
sculptures, constructions, and even video art. In short, fresco has been
transformed into a total art form. It is distinguished from easel painting not
merely because the sizes of the surfaces or the methods employed are different.
A mural has its own method which distinguishes it from a large oil painting
hanging on a wall. Fresco murals require distinct composition, drawing,
modelling, and special pigments, and only when these requirements are met

can they be acknowledged as murals.

Marie-Claire Ropas-Wauilleumier, in her book The Dissimulation of

Painting Deconstruction and the Visual Arts, asks how one can approach the

truth of painting:

How does one speak of painting without referring to it by means of a
discourse of truth that remains foreign to it because it remains exterior to the
idiom of art? But how can one let it be thought that the truth of painting

belongs only to painting, whereas it never ceases giving a voice to the
opinions of those who think they possess the truth? Either discourse masks
painting or else the silence becomes the voice-person of the subject.®

Desmond Rochfort, a theorist and a fresco artist, defines the starting point
of twentieth-century fresco as the inter-war years of the 1920s and 1930s. This,

he says, was the period when fresco began to break away from its traditional

> Marie-Clair Ropas-Willeumier, The Dissimulation of Painting, Deconstruction and
the Visual Arts, eds. Peter Brunette and David Wills, Cambridge University Press, 1994,
p.6J.
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form, a movement led by Jose Clemente Orozco, Diego Rivera, David Alfaro
Siqueiros in Mexico, and Jean Charlot in the USA.?" The three Mexican artists
(Los Tres Grandes) studied Maya and Aztec civilisations and created a distinct
Mexican style reminiscent of the legacies of pre-Columbian art. Their renderings

mostly depicted the revolutionary spirit of the people, a dramatic departure from

the traditional religious or aristocratic themes, a new context of fresco which
ultimately achieved its freedom from the confinement of edifice walls.

The significance of these changes was that they allowed fresco to
become a channel of communication with the public and a conveyor of
information. The artists deliberately selected streets or unidentified places to
render their frescoes, and in doing so, shattered the conventional perception of
fresco as existing only on the limited surface of a wall. They also overturned the
traditional perception of the purpose of this form of art. It was no longer
produced on flat surfaces for the mere self-satisfaction of artists or the nobility;
instead, it was executed on other than flat media to embrace social issues, the
public, and to disseminate information.

For these reasons, some critics who support Mexico’s fresco murals
identify the form as an alternative to the conventional style of Western
modernism. It was a direct challenge to one of the most often quoted remarks
in modernist theory, originally made by Clement Greenberg, which describes
how the artist; ‘Retiring from public altogether...sought to maintain the high level

of his art by narrowing to the expression of an absolute in which all relatives and

2" Desmond Rochfort, Mexican Muralists, Laurence King Publishing, London, 1993,
pp.6-9.
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contradictions would either be resolved or besides the point.’?®

Admittedly, the Mexican artists did not usher in a revolution or lead a
‘'stylistic evolution’ as witnessed in modernist painting. What they did do was to
employ their murals as the channel for visual dialogues with the public. This
was in stark contrast to the European aesthetics of the 1920s and 1930s when

artists were preoccupied with their own monologues and the creation of art for
art’s sake. They brought painting back to murals, and did i, not for the purpose

of decoration, but for the purpose of speaking for and communicating with the

!

public.

Therefore, pro-modernist criticisms that the contents of the painting
were nothing new or of a low level hold little significance in the face of the
artists’ purposes and objectives. The support for Mexico's mural movement,
expressed by the critics of late twentieth-century modernism, is an attempt to
emphasise social consciousness in art and its need to communicate with the
public. The Mexican muralists executed their work mostly on public edifices,
and excluded any commercial dealings. In short, their work seemed to be
rendered strictly with social objectives.

Caroline Cass, the author of an influential book on 20th century fresco,
Modern Murals, calls modern fresco ‘progressive murals’®® to differentiate it

from the frescoes of yore. By progressive murals, Cass refers on the one hand

?8 Clement Greenberg, Art and Literature, No.4: (Spring 1965), pp.193~201.

“® Caroline Cass, Modern Murals, p.11. In this book, Cass examines David Novros,
Cinalli, Wickham, and Chia as progressive muralists. She focuses on their progressive

departure from the traditional painting method of fresco, in terms of scale and
representation.
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to the artists who participate in the process of reproduction of fresco and on the
other to their progressive departure from the traditional painting method of
fresco in terms of scale and representation.

This thesis will put emphasis on a discussion of the nature of fresco
since the 1970s and try to offer a broad perspective on contemporary fresco,
using this term to refer to works produced in that period. In particular, attempts
will be made, through a comprehensive approach, to explain fresco’s radical
departure from the traditional painting method by reviewing some of the
monumental works of this era. Otherwise, an explanation would simply not be
convincing enough. Most of the works to which | will refer were commissioned
with private or public funds, and they are too strongly coloured and too large to
be installed in households.>

The reason for fresco's dramatic break away from contextual painting
and move to non-contextual painting and, thus, to a freer style of painting, will
give an important clue to determining the status of contemporary fresco.
Therefore, the examination and comparison of the works of the important artists
who pioneered the changes in the style and concept of modern fresco,
especially since the 1970s, will also reveal the distinction between the
conventional and contemporary forms. Such a research method will at least
transcend some of the constraints of the existing definitions of painting, which,
according to Brandon Taylor, confine it to the narrow paradigm consisting of only

the plenary and automatism. The method used in this study will adopt a broad

 Ibid, p.118
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definition of painting that can also deal with some of the new issues in modern

art.”’

In his collection of essays, The Truth in Painting, Jacques Derrida points
to the shift in the role of painting from that of conveying the artist's subjective
truth to relaying objective information or communicating with the public - in other

words, expressing deconstructive truth. Derrida does not take the post-

impressionist artist Paul Cézanne’s remark, ‘I owe you the truth iIn painting,’ >3

as indicating the effort or morality required to retain the creator's emotive state

In painting. Instead, he defines it as the rediscovery of truth.

Derrida divides truth into four categories: discarded truth, painted truth,

moving truth, and visual truth. The philosopher asserts that painting feigns to

imitate truth, and then raises the question of what is the essence of the image

that truth conveys. This is why he interprets ‘| owe you the truth in painting’ as ‘i
owe you the truth about the truth.”*® Such a redefinition is Derrida's aesthetic

reinterpretation of Immanuel Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, and it is also

closely associated with the attempt to remove some of the painterly elements

31 Brandon Taylor focuses on the context of post-modernism as resurrection of realism
or de-high art or formalistic automatism. Brandon Taylor, Modernism, Postmodernism,

Realism, Winchester School of Art Press, 1987, Winchester, pp.5-22.

32 Cézanne’s never-ending humble and heroic search for truth is the moral condition of
art and a primary source of its greatness. His truth is the truth of art in the keeping of the
senses. In his faithfulness both to nature and to art, his synthesis of minute visual
sensation with grandeur of formal construction, Cézanne stands alone. See Ellen

Johnson’s Modern Art and Object. Thames and Hudson, 1976, p.65.

* Marie-Clair Ropas-Wuilleumier, The Dissimulation of Painting, Deconstruction and
the Visual Arts, eds. Peter Brunette and David Wills, Cambridge University Press, 1994,
p.63.
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from conventional, pure painting.

Studies of the painterly and the de-painterly have continued by a variety
of methods throughout the twentieth century, even before the revival of fresco.
In line with the return of the real, artists who opposed the prevalent definition of
painting as existing only on a flat surface remained relentless in their effort to
seek the truth. The styles and contents of true fresco adopted by artists in the
late twentieth century differ considerably, making it difficult to organise them into
categories. This thesis concentrates its view on the following artists: Sandro
Chia and Koji Kinutani, who execute classical realistic work using frescoes;
David Novros, who continues to produce renderings of abstractions in vivid
colours on murals, and on Pericoli with his big wall figures; Enzo Cucchi, who,
with the architect, Mario Botta, adorned a modern chapel in the Alps; and
Francesco Clemente, who works in fresco on a series of panels in his distinctive
style.

Contemporary fresco artists, as in the past, are commissioned with both
private and public funds. But because they are rarely found in private
households, being an integral part of a wall, large and very durable, there is a

widely held belief that frescoes are works that are predominantly public in

35

nature.”™ Most works continue to be executed on flat surfaces that emphasise

the painterly nature of fresco, but their themes have become more varied. They
now range from everyday life to the public, an individual's life, and figures.
There will be a detailed examination of the characteristics of these works in

Chapter IV with this chapter dealing exclusively with a discourse on the

*° Cass, Modern Murals, p.118
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changing characteristics of fresco since the expansion of its mediums.
Modern fresco has taken an independent path throughout this process
of modification in modern art. Admittedly, there are no new inventions yet.

However, as this independent path seems to be the central thesis in the return

of fresco, more active models are expected to develop. In particular, the wide-

ranging variations witnessed in the de-painterly field appear likely to become
the centre as well as on the periphery of fresco; this will enrich the art form even
though they will not bring about immediate aesthetic results.

According to Ernst Gombrich, frescoes were traditionally produced at the
speclal behest of sponsors, both public and private, who more often than not
sought religious, mythical, epic, and narrative contents and styles.*® As a result,
they were often didactic in their messages and were close to objective art in
nature. They were physically and psychologically separated from the public and
its sentiments, being firmly insulated from social issues and concerns.

The development of portable frescoes and fresco sculptures were just
two of the changes that allowed fresco to approach the public on an equal
footing with other contemporary forms of art. The old perceptions and patterns
of fresco, which were confined by special purposes and imperatives, were
eliminated, and led, for example, to the emergence of the Mexican mural

movement. This gave universality to fresco — from its creation to its display, and

In its approach to the viewer, fresco now began to be regarded as a

*®* Gombrich points out in his book Means and Ends, Reflection on the History of
Fresco Painting that Leonardo is scathing about his colleagues who violate his unities,
saying in another note that a painting with various horizons looks like a shop with
merchandise displayed in various rectangular pigeonholes. Thames and Hudson,

London, 1976. p.11.
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contemporary art genre.

Fresco's shift toward easier access to and familiarity with the masses
became all the more noticeable with the emergence of pluralistic aesthetics.
This branch of aesthetics was a study that sought interconnection with the
public, being one of the main issues of cultural research in the twentieth century.
These cultural changes freed art from sacrosanct icons and brought it closer to
the public. The artwork itself was no longer credited with undue significance,
and visual art was placed more comfortably in harmony with walls and other
media. Howard Caygill, who explained art's break away from traditional

imperatives, asked the following question:

How to think of art without aesthetic, while recognising that we cannot avoid
thinking aesthetically? How to think what might be ‘without’ or ‘beyond’
aesthetic, since aesthetic already include its other, which is calls ‘sublime’?
And finally, how to meet the obligation of art without aesthetic?*’

In particular, in today's art scene, where inter-contextual and muilti-

dimensional crossovers between works are frequently observed, static art, fixed

to a large wall like a drawing on a blackboard, can play only a limited role.

% Howard Caygill, Aesthetics and the Obligation of Art, Thinking Art: Beyond
Traditional Aesthetics, eds. Andrew Benjamin and Peter Osborne, Institute of
Contemporary Art, London, 1991, p.17.
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CHAPTER IV

EXTENDING THE BOUNDARIES OF FRESCO

IV.1. The Revival of Fresco Murals in the Twentieth Century.

This chapter looks at the art of fresco in the context of modern and

contemporary artists’ creative activities. In the development of twentieth-century

t.33

fresco mural, the Triennale di Milano was an important event.™ Yet, despite its

historical importance, its fresco projects have not received much attention. Nor,
for that matter, have the techniques, thinking, and atmosphere of the period, not
to mention the ongoing interest in fresco at the beginning of the twentieth

century in ltaly.

From 1933 to 1940, the fifth, sixth, and seventh Triennale® highlighted

fresco — the fifth, in fact, was conceived around a special mural project by De

3% The Triennale di Milano was inaugurated in 1923 as the International Exhibition of
Decorative Arts, a biennial that brought together decorative arts, industrial arts, and
architecture. Beginning in 1929, however, it switched to a triennial calendar and a
policy of showing fine art from across Europe. This switch, from design to fine art,
became immediately evident in 1936, when it awarded its grand prize to the Swiss
designer and sculptor Max Bill.

See Richard Hollis, 4 Monumental Talent, The Guardian Features, 1994, p.31.
See also Bjorn Stuben, Muri ai Pittori, VDG, Weimar, 2000, p.77

* From the beginning to the middle of the twentieth century, the Triennale di Milano
presented to the public many fresco artists — most notably Giorgio De Chirico, Mario
Sironi, Campigli, and Carrand — and their masterpieces. True, these works seemed to
recreate and remind the public of the monumental context of the past; yet, in their
diversity, they functioned as witnesses to the new century, a figuratively painted scene
and text that touched society with its immediacy. A culminating moment for fresco
occurred in 1933, when, for the fifth Triennale, De Chirico created on a wall of the
Pallazzo Dell Arte a monumental ten-metre-long mural filled with the metaphors and
surrealist themes for which he became famous. The same holds true for the fresco of
Sironi, who participated in the same Triennale.
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Chirico, Sironi, Campigli and Archille Funi (Fig 1V-2) — and especially how its
relations with the industrial and decorative arts and architecture had turned this
classical medium into a contemporary project.*® Another principle of the
Triennale di Milano was that there should be a meaningful meeting and dialogue
between art and society. The Triennale sought to create a culture of discussion
around the question of immmediate and ongoing communication between realist
and figurative art and the spectator. Everyone more or less agreed that the one

art genre that could foster this discourse was fresco.*’

| * TRIENNALE
L A% /4 ' DI MILANO

ESP 41ZIONE INTERNA
ZIgge " QELLE ARTI DE
gt *NDUSTR \

CORATIVE } DI.ISTIIIA
LI MODERNE E DELL’AR
CHITETTURA MODERNA

— —— - T — — -

TRIENNALE
DI MILANO

ESPOSIZIONE INTERNAZIONALE DELLE
ARTI DECORATIVE E INDUSTRIALI MO-
DERNE E DELL'ARCHITETTURA MODER- |
NA - MAGGIO-SETTEMBRE 1933 - X1I |

| masme o seg
[

Fig. IV-1 Brochure for <Triennaie di Milano>, 1933, front and back cover

% Dario Marchesoni, ‘The Palazzo dell’Arte and the transformation of the function
areas’, La Triennale di Milano, Electa, p.10.

*!' Vittorio Fagone, Muri ai pittori, Mazzota, 1998, pp.13-56
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Fig. IV-3 Gianfilippo Usellini, <Le Quattro era> 1933

Fi1g.IV-4 Alberto Ziveri, <Casa di campagna per un’'uomo di studio>, 1933
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In the USA, fresco first began to show signs of rebirth with the
immigration of Mexican muralists in the 1930s. But it was the establishment of
the Works Progress Administration (WPA) as one of the New Deal projects that

precipitated the revival. Among the fresco artists who moved from Mexico

around this time were Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro

Siqueiros. The Paris-born artist, Jean Charlot, also played an important role.
Despite demonstrating representation techniques and themes different from one
other, these artists showed one characteristic in common: they valued fresco as
an important medium and language for a public art.

Frescoes created by Rivera and Orozco are representations of reality
based on realism; as such, they are set apart from the traditional frescoes that
expressed illusions, myths, religious themes, or, in the twentieth century,
socialist realism. These frescoes are specific, as if expressing reality through
texts.** This thesis does not intend to discuss Mexican muralists and New Deal
murals in depth, concentrating more on contemporary fresco development since

the 1970s.
IV.2. The Development of Fresco Since the Nineteen-Seventies

Fresco began to gain recognition in the late twentieth century as a
possible new medium for contemporary art when artists became interested in its

techniques. This interest played an important role in reviving fresco in Europe

and American.

‘> Peter Buerger, ‘Aporias of Modemn Aesthetics’, Thinking Art: Beyond Traditional
Aesthetics, Institute of Contemporary Art, London, 1991, p.12.

IV. Extending the Boundaries of Fresco: page 32



In 1968, an exhibition organised at the Metropolitan Museum of Art Iin
New York, ‘The Great Age of Fresco’, provoked an initial public awareness. This
was followed by a second, postmodern awakening in 1994. ‘Fresco: A
Contemporary Perspective’, was an exhibition noteworthy for its presentation of

fresco at the end of the twentieth century.*® It was co-curated by the American

fresco artist, Robert Bunkin and his fellow fresco artists Lesley Anne Doyle and
Sheilah Rechtschaffer. Although the exhibition was limited to fresco, it took a
profound look at many developments in contemporary art.

‘Fresco: A Contemporary Perspective’ was remarkable for being a fin-de-
siecle exhibition about fresco, whether easel painting or the imposing postwar
American abstract expressionist painting using the traditional methods of
fresco.** Bunkin describes the purpose of the exhibition in the catalogue:

‘Rather than a progressive or evolutionary transition from the historical to

“ The exhibition was at the Parsons School of Design, in Manhattan, and the

Newhouse Center for Contemporary Art, on Staten Island, New York, from October,
1993 to January, 1994.

This travelling exhibition (after New York it moved on to Boston College) was
noteworthy for showing several aspects of contemporary fresco in a single space. The
National Endowment for the Arts' sponsorship of the exhibition symbolised that a major
public institution believed in the future of contemporary fresco.

Among the artists in ‘Fresco: a Contemporary Perspective,” Diego Rivera stood out at
the beginning of the twentieth century for his great contribution to an American fresco
movement and his leadership in Mexican mural painting. So did Jean Charlot (1898-
1979), who holds a unique position in American fresco, and Ben Shahn (1899-1969),
(Henry Varnum Poor who played a key role in the New Deal frescoes. Also important
were William King, Al Blaustein, John Wallace, Sydney Simon, Anne Poor, and Jose
Guerrero, who left their mark on American fresco in the nineteen fifties. As for
contemporary artists in the show, there were 41 artists including Yoda Yohai Andors,
Lucienne Bloch, and Robert Bunkin. And, in the exhibition catalogue, there was a letter
sent by President Roosevelt to his friend and former Harvard classmate George Biddle
(1885-1973), who painted the famous murals for the Department of Justice Building in
Washington, D.C., and worked closely with the president to institute the Federal Arts
Project which aided American artists during the Depression.
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current practices, we are presented with the fragmentation of traditional
elements, invigorated by the present. The exhibition has been designed to draw
attention once again to fresco, a medium which has proven adaptable to
contemporary expression.’

Despite these developments, works of fresco artists had been viewed
only from the perspective of the revival of painting in the 1970s and ‘80s, and
traditional materials, intentionally employed, had received little attention. | would
argue that the evaluation of these works lacks consideration of what is the most
important process and motivation for artists in setting their aesthetic goals and

producing art works. My research suggests that so-called post-modernists’
tradition-oriented thinking has been much influenced by its association with
fresco art.

It is not widely known that David Novros, Enzo Cucchi, and Francesco

Clemente have created extensive bodies of frescoes. In this chapter, works of

major fresco artists are divided into three categories:

1) Site-Specific Projects — David Novros, Enzo Cucchi, Mark Balma,
Tullio Pericoli;
2) Portable Frescoes and Fresco Installations — Francesco Clemente,

Koji Kinutani, and Joyce Kozloff;
3) Fresco Sculptures and Frescoes in Mixed Media — Francesco

Clemente and YoungSun Jin.
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IV.2.1. Site-Specific Projects
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Fi1g. IV-5 Michelangelo, poetry and drawing

I've got myself a goitre
from this strain . . .

My beard towards heaven, |
feel the back of my brain

Upon my neck, | grow the
breast of a harpy;

My brush, above my face
continually,

Makes it a splendid floor by
dripping down.

Pointless the unseeing steps
| go.

In front of me, my skin Is
being stretched

While it folds up behind and
forms a knot.

And | am bending like a
Syrian bow.

Michelangelo Buonarroti, working on the scene of the Creation in the

Sistine Chapel, lamented on the difficulty of fresco painting.*> He maintained

that the difficulty of fresco technique, and especially working on ladders and

scaffoldings (he spent four years in the Sistine Chapel) to execute the murals,

was incomparable with any other painting process.

® David Wilkins, Art Past Art Present, Harry N. Abrams, Inc., New York, 1997, p.316.
See also John Frederick Nims (trans) The Complete Poems of Michelangelo, The
University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, 1998 p.10.
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VI.2.1.1 David Novros:

<Gooch Auditorium>, University of Texas
<0ld Federal Courthouse>, Miami

David Novros' first site-specific fresco was at Donald Judd's studio (Fig IV-
6).* Having asked for and received permission from Judd for a wall to paint
on, Novros set out to paint a fresco by following the recipes of the old masters
he admired — Massaccio, Giotto, and Fra Angelico — as well as early
Romanesque painters. The resulting fresco is a blocky patchwork of warm,
earthy colours that absorb the harshness of direct sunlight and reinforce the
permanence of its presence by looking like something more particular to Padua
than New York City. The
whole idea of fresco buono
obsessed Novros and the
results, for him, seemed
magical. He studied its
technique, its durability, its

plastering, and especially

its pigment colours.

F1g. V-6 David Novros <Judd’s Studio>1976

* The painting is presented in “Donald Judd — Pioneer of Loft Living’: The World of
Interiors, February, 2004, p.78.
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Fig IV-7 David Novros, <Old Federal Courthouse>, Miami, 1984

In his discussion on Novros's sense of colour in the Miami Courthouse fresco

mural (Figs. IV-7,8) Robert M. Murdock says:

The Miami fresco is the most painterly Novros has done; it is also the

brightest and strongest in colour. The painting suggests a passage from dark
to light — from bituminous, umber areas through deep Pompeiian red

sections to bright reds, oranges and blues. This colour sequence, repeated
In the balcony, relates both to our physical passage through the architecture
and to the changing sunlight flooding the open courtyard.*’

*7 Robert M. Murdock, ‘Public Passages: David Novros™ Art in America: January 1985,
p. 109
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Fig IV-8 David Novros, <Old Federal Court House>, Miami, 1984
About the same work, Lynn Nesmith writes:

By completing the project, which involved painting covering more than 6,300

square feet (567 square metres) of walls, archways, and ceilings of the spaces
encircling the interior courtyard, the artist revived the technique of fresco buono

by drawing from a traditional palette of colours.*®

Another of the artist's on-site fresco paintings is in the lobby of Gooch

Auditorium, on the University of Texas campus (Fig. 1V-9). Executed in 1977,

o Lynn Nesmith, “Courthouse Walls Become a Canvas” Architecture: June 1986,
pp.20-21.
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the 100-foot long, 22-foot high (30.5 x 6.7 metres) fresco achieves its unity from
its horizontal lines crossing the entire length. . Working with the abnormal
surface composition of the walls, the artist, instead of representing figures or

shapes, chose to create a work of geometric abstraction. (Fig. 1IV-10)

I :
Fig. IV-9 David Novros, Drawing for Gooch Auditorium, University of Texas

Since the auditorium lobby channels a continuous traffic of students and
professors, the artist decided to treat the space and the painting as one object.

Not surprisingly, the fresco can be
considered only in the context of the
space.*® The style of the work also
takes into account the nature of the
auditorium as a forum for information
and knowledge. The work's geometric
abstraction, reflecting strict discipline,

seems more appropriate to the artist

than a poetic abstraction or an

Fig. IV-10 David Novros, Gooch Auditorium,
Fresco, 1997

* Murdock, p.107.
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abstract expression.

| conducted three interviews with Novros during which he explained
some key elements of his work.”® Since 1970, fresco has been the constant,
all-consuming genre with which he has worked. He has found in it a confluence
of elements central to his concern with architecture and site specificity. Fresco
has influenced his work elsewhere; reciprocally, his mastery of fresco has
allowed him to adapt it to the more painterly and gestural approach of his recent
work in other media.>' He has drawn most heavily on the surface divisions and
sequential aspects of early fresco cycles. In describing this influence, he regrets
that other contemporary painters have not had the chance to explore the

medium:

| am particularly interested in the dialogue between fresco's narrative and formal
elements. | followed Rothko's definition of the mural. Mondrian designed murals,
and Newman, Still, and Pollock are really muralists. | am positive that if they had
known the fresco technique they would have made fresco paintings.

°0" Author's interview with David Novros, in his Broom Street studio, New York City,
Jan. 11, 2000. I interviewed him on two previous occasions, in 1987 and 1999.

°l In the same interview, Novros talked about fresco, from cave painting to buon fresco:
‘People think that Lascaux paintings are fresco. They are not. What happened was that
the cave painters just locked pigment into the rock without any binding medium. Then,
in the course of centuries, water dripped down the walls and covered the paintings with
pure lime wash. They became frescoes by accident. Egyptians created bas-reliefs,
because limestone is very soft and easy to carve. They liked to carve hard edges and
then paint precise painting using pigment that dried quickly. Then there are the Greeks.
Their frescoes have almost all disappeared. The only examples you find today are in
ruins of Greek buildings. They are very skilfully done and highly polished, adding a
touch of civilisation. The whole idea of buon fresco is magical.” Author's interview with
David Novros, New York City, Jan. 11, 2000.
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IV.2.1.2 Enzo Cucchi: The Frescoes in <La Cappella del Monte Tamaro>
(The Chapel of Monte Tamaro)

There are as many modern as traditional examples of the direct relationship
between fresco and architectural space. La Cappella del Monte Tamaro, built on
the rocky flanks of the Alps, is an impressive example. The chapel, designed by
Mario Botta and decorated on the inside with frescoes by Enzo Cucchi,
exemplifies the beautiful harmony of contemporary architecture and fresco
painting. In its artistic process, the Alpine chapel is a contemporary reference to

cathedral projects of centuries past.

Fig IV-11 Enzo Cucchi <The Hand of God> Chapel of St. Mary of Angels at Mount
Tamaro, Switzerland, 1993-4,

— —_— —

F1g 1V-12 Enzo Cucchi with architect Mario Botta Fig IV-13, Enzo Cucchi, detail

V. Extending the Boundaries of Fresco: page 41



Fig IV-13, 14 Enzo Cucchi <The

Switzerland, 1993-4.

The chapel, situated at
15667 metres above sea
level, has a cylindrical
shape fifteen meters In
diameter. A strong
overhead light floods the
small apse that hold
paintings by Cucchi and a
pair of praying hands set
Into a blue ground. The
Hand of God (Fig. IV-11)
emerges from the clouds,

symbolising His presence

Chapel of St. Mary of Angels at Mount Tamaro>
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and power in a past era when it was forbidden to create His image. Along the
base of the circular walls, two series of eleven windows rise up, offering views
of the valley below. Above the windows, twenty-two fresco panels are set into
the walls (Fig. IV-13).

The frescoes are indeed made for the chapel. Only here do they
develop their full significance and expressive power. According to Cucchi: ‘As
light falls upon the pigmented plaster it illuminates a semi-transparent glaze of
calcium carbonate crystals. The reflected light creates a soft, luminous glowing
effect from within.”** In La Cappella del Monte Tamaro, Mario Botta and Enzo
Cucchi express a kindred spirit (Fig. IV-12): ‘We collaborate so closely because

we have the same objectives.” and ‘We don't do much talking -- we simply

understand each other right away.”

1V.2.1.3.1 Tullio Pericoli: <A Labyrinth of Words>

Another example of site-specific fresco is Tullio Pericoli's ‘A Labyrinth of Words'
(Il Labirinto Della Scrittura, Fig. IV-6) executed on the walls of the Garzanti
Publishing House, in Milan, Italy. Completed in 1988, the mural is integrated into
a Gio Ponti modernist building designed immediately after World War 1l. Within

its walls, the fresco exists as a psychological symbol of language and space for

people going into and out of the building.

2" A conversation between the author and Enzo Cucchi, in Rome, June 16, 2003.

>> Mario Botta, Enzo Cucchi, La Cappella del Monte Tamaro, Umberto Allemandi & C,
1994, p.10.
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Fig IV-15 Tullio Pericoli, <ll Labirinto della Scrittura>,
fresco, Garzanti Publishing House, Milan

The artist depicts only one full-length figure, the Milanese writer Carlo Emilio

Gadda standing in the lower right corner of the work.
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Figs. IV-16,17 Tullio Pericoli, <ll Labirinto della Scrittura>,
fresco, Garzanti Publishing House, detail
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Emilio Tadini describes Pericoli’'s work:

The first impression on entering the room is one of airy, transparent

lightness. . . There are two basic ideas in this work. First the perspective,
which creates the impression of looking down on the various scenes from
above - quite the opposite to the perspective conventionally employed for
paintings and frescoes set high up on walls or ceilings. The second idea is
the use of a technique which could be described as the interruption of illusion.

By means of smail, sophisticated devices, Pericoli unmasks the fictitiousness

of the mural, deliberately making you aware that it is fiction. >4

IV.2.1.3.2 Francesco Clemente, Jean-Michel Basquiat: The <Palladium
Frescoes>, 1985
The Palladium Frescoes were part of the Palladium Discotheque®, the result of
the 1985 architectural transformation of an old New York City theatre's huge
and historically decorated, 104,000-square-foot (9,360 square metres) shell, the
ceiling of which is thity metres in height. The manager of the project, lan
Schrager, hired the architect Arata Isozaki to transform the vacant and rundown
theatre - originally built in 1854 for the Academy of Music - into a spectacular
dance hall that could hold 8,000 people at once.

Henry Geldzahler, at the time a private curator, but also the former
curator of contemporary art at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, was chosen to

fill the space with various artworks: at the top of the stairs, frescoes were

** Emilio Tadini, “Il Labirinto della Scrittura” Abitare: Nov. 1988, pp.196-198.

>3 See the articles: Edie Lee Cohen, ‘The Palladium’, Interior Design, Oct. 1985, pp.
230-233; Michael Wagner, ‘Theatre of Events’, Interiors, Jan. 86, pp. 83-86; Charles K.
Gandee, ‘Heaven's Gate: Palladium, New York City’, Architectural Record, mid-Sept.
1985; Gini Alhadeff, ‘The Palladium: Immaterial Building’, Domus, Oct. 1985; The
New York Times, Nov. 17, 1985, Sec. 6, p. 26.
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designed by Francesco Clemente who brought a crew from ltaly to execute the
work (Fig. IV-18); other frescoes by Jean-Michel Basquiat looked out across the
mottled floor (Fig. IV-19). David Salle and Eric Fischl were brought in to make
video art. The result, a multi-disciplinary cultural collaboration, was a dramatic
range of visual arts, including architecture, painting, video, theatre, and interior
design. The frescoes were part of the permanent installation. Other works, by

Keith Haring and Andy Warhol, were on consignment. Plans were made for

Fig. IV-18 Francesco Clemente, Palladium Fresco, 1985

exhibitions by Georgia O'Keeffe, Jasper Johns, Ellsworth Kelly, and Jonathan

Borofsky:.

Sixteen months after the opening of the Palladium, a symposium, ‘The

Nouvelle Disco: Art in Popular Culture’, and a workshop®, ‘Focus on Critical

* The symposium and workshop took place on November 7-9, 1986, at the
Minneapolis College of Art and Design, in conjunction with The Center for Arts
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Strategies for Writing about Art and Popular Culture’, took place at the
Minneapolis College of Art and Design, In
Minnesota. The symposium dealt with a
then unparalleled kaleidoscope of visual
arts, performance arts, architecture, and

entertainment.

Fig IV-19 Jean Michel Basquiat
<Mural in Palladium> 1985, New York

1V.2.1.3.3 Sandro Chia

Fig IV-20, 21 Sandro Chia <The Palio> New York Equitable Center, fresco, 1983

Criticism, Walker Art Center. There, the artists, art historians, critics, and architects
examined the experience of art in ‘non-sanctioned environments’— specifically, the
disco. Henry Geldzahler, the curator for the Palladium Project, delivered the keynote
address, and the artist and critic Barbara Kruger, the art critic Barbara Rose, the
professor and art/architecture critic Franz Schulze, and the editor of Artforum Ingnd

Sischy participated in the discussion on the then controversial issue of art in popular
culture.
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1IV.2.1.3.4 Francesco Clemente

Fig IV-22 Francesco Clemente <Private Indoor Pool>
four walls in fresco, St. Moritz, Germany, 1982

Fig. IV-23 Francesco Clemente <Julien Schnabel's Home>
fresco, 1987
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1IV.2.1.3.5 Mark Balma

In his contemporary frescoes, Mark Balmar tries to reproduce
traditional fresco by employing the same materials and methods used by
fresco masters like Giotto and Tiepolo before and during the Renaissance.
Balmar, who went as far as to procure brushes made of boar hair from Italy
that are similar to the ones Renaissance fresco artists used to prevent the
alkalisation of lime, has made important contributions to a discussion on the

materials and methods of modern fresco.

Fig 1V-24, 25 Mark Balma <The Seven Virtues> frescoes in the atrium entrance to the
University of St. Thomas, Minneapolis, 1993

IV. 2. 2 Portable Frescoes and Fresco Installations

Kurt Wehlite writes on early Roman portable paintings:

The Romans [already] painted small, portable frescoes in workshops and
iInserted them into the wall for which they had been designed. In the period of
Syle IV at Pompeii the wall would have been prepared with typical decoration
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prior to receiving the small paintings. The size of these frescoes was, of
course, limited to transportable dimensions. It is assumed that the Greeks
were the first to develop a technology that helped to free painting from its
traditional support, the wall. They painted with tempera or encaustic
technique onto wooden panels or slates that at first were of small dimensions.
Unfortunately no examples of this early art has survived, except for the

Alexandrian mummy portraits.”’

Although fresco is a form of painting that is quite actively used, mainly on
religious edifices and large public buildings, it is rare that it is executed as an
independent panel, like a framed painting, free from any reference to a
particular building space and free to be viewed in museums and galleries. One

example is a 1995 exhibition of thirty frescoes executed on panels by Enzo

Cucchi and exhibited in the Arengario, part of the Royal Palace in Milan.

Fig IV-26a Enzo Cucchi <Foglie Fig IV-26b Enzo Cucchi <S.Uno>
D'amore> fresco, 39" x 29" 1996 fresco, 39" x 35" 1996

A skilled restorer prepared the surfaces of the panels for the artist. The

works were subsequently shown at the Shafrazi Gallery in New York, in 1997.

>’ Kurt Wehlte, (trans by Ursus Dix) The Materials and Techniques of Painting, Kremer,
Germany, 1975, pp.321-322.
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In the catalogue of the exhibition, Luca Marenzi wrote:

Specific to Naples, SIMM’'NERVUSI are the representations of the mountains
and the letter. The omnipresent mountain in S.Uno is Vesuvius, the defining
landmark of the Bay of Naples. The letter is perhaps a sign of life from a

soldier to his sweetheart, longing for home. It is a record of another moment

in another place, the evocation of which is so closely linked to Cucchi’s art
that rendering of a special moment, of something simultaneously

commonplace and extraordinary.*
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Fig.l\V-28
Francesco

|
Clemente, <Interior i
Garden> 1981 ;

fresco, 3/4" x 9'10"
London

*® Luca Marenzi, Enzo Cucchi SIMM'NERVUSI Tony Shafrazi Gallery, New York,
1997
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IV.2.2.3 Joyce Kozloft

Fi1g IV-29  Joyce Kozloff <Knowledge> Series, fresco, 1998

IV.2.2.4 Koji Kinutani

Born in 1943, in Nara, the ancient Japanese capital, Koji Kinutani learned fresco
painting techniques early in his artistic career. Innovating with them, he linked
the classical arts of Japan and Italy, the two ends of the Silk Road. Not content

to stop there, he took a stand in his art by exploring the emotions of his times.

In an interview, he told me:
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| love the light that has spread all the way over the traditions and layers of time. |
believe that truth, or a new vision, exists in what looks old and outdated. My
creative energy has its source in such intangibles as love and the heart. Painters
should acknowledge that we are just like scientists and people in other fields: we
should appreciate traditions without clinging to them and try to take a step, or

even half a step, towards the unknown, wonderful future.””

When it comes to Kinutani's technique, it seems that his best frescoes
were all executed on walls. He uses the buon fresco style, then detaches the
work in strappo® and mounts it on canvas. When the fresco is too old to

restore,

Fig IV-30 Koji Kinutani, <Midst of Light>

130 x 160 cm, fresco strappo 1980

> From an interview with Koji Kinutani, at Tokyo National University of Art, April 27,
2000.

" See “Definition of Key Terms and Technical Notes” on page 114 in this thesis.
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Fig 1V-31 Koji Kinutani, <Muralist Conversation with Model>
130 x 160 cm, fresco strappo 1985

he uses pararoid (an acrylic-based synthetic medium and adhesive) often
combined with toluen (an organic thinner), then rabbit-skin glue spread on thin
cloth. He detaches the work the way one would roll up a carpet, and attaches

adhesive to it with clean, water-dampened mulberry paper.

IV. 2. 3. Fresco Sculptures and Frescoes in Mixed Media

Even since the late twentieth century, most fresco projects have continued to be
dependent on public buildings. Nevertheless, some new elements, such as
great freedom in painting styles and methods, set these projects apart from
earlier works. These stylistic changes, the result of a visual convergence with
changing aesthetic tastes, inspired certain artists to paint frescoes on panels

assembled into three-dimensional — works and to marry fresco with mixed

media.
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1V.2.3.1 Francesco Clemente

In 1979, Francesco Clemente, the Italian trans-avant-garde artist, became
probably the first European artist since 1945 to seek a revival of fresco. He is

also original for his comparison of fresco to the white space aesthetics of Asian

paintings:

From the beginning of the fresco onward, you can cheat, add things, but
there is nothing you can subtract, because the fresco is already the minimum.
The medium itself refuses any excess of personality. It is organic to the
activity of building. With the fresco, the pigment exactly the way it is in nature.

The beauty of the fresco parallels the Chinese conception of beauty, as in

the expression, ‘White comes last’.®!

Clemente’s observation also indicates that fresco is still not a medium
like pencil and paper that allows for easy erasure and quick recovery.
Fresco requires of the artist an almost alchemically painstaking accuracy and
immediacy with each stroke, making the long-standing technique all the more
mystical and difficult to master. But fresco’s distinctive beauty is not what
contemporary fresco artists cherish most; rather, it is fresco’s near permanence,
traditional materials, and harmony with modern architectural space.

Clemente, who was born in Naples, studied architecture, and then began
an essentially nomadic existence, deliberately changing geographic and cultural

perspectives with an almost disciplined regularity.

°! Francesco Clemente, press release, Peter Blum Gallery, 1999.
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Fig IV-33 Francesco Clemente, Fig IV-32 Francesco Clemente
<Analogy > Fresco on radiator part <Festina Lente> fresco on wheel

34" x 17" x 31/4" 1983, Gerald S. 25" x 25"x 3+ 1983,

Elliott Collection, Chicago Courtesy Sperone Westwater, New York

IV.2.3.2.1. YoungSun Jin, in Collaboration With Nam June Paik: <DMZ
2000: The Tiger Lives>, Video + Fresco, 2000
The project goal was to celebrate the second millennium as the global
age, with new standards of space, time, peace, and justice. Paik created site-
specific video sculptures and | did site-specific frescoes. The Tiger Lives is a
testimony to the iconic Korean animal that lives on in industrial society. Although
a small country in a big world, Korea continues to uphold its identity. This is the

message Paik seeks to convey at the beginning of the millennium.
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In the project's initial stage, | found it difficult to translate my purely visual
studies of fresco into Paik's video work. | spent months planning my part of the
project and had four meetings with Nam June,®* during which we created and
discussed concept drawings (Fig. IV-34) and checked the eight-metre-high
iIron frame for the work at the foundry. But it was not until | actually stood in front
of his finished work on site that | decided on my own final composition.

The two sculptures
' we made are Cello

and Wolgum, which

i IS a traditional
Korean string
iInstrument. The

meeting of the two

Instruments, one

Western, the other

Fig. IV-34 Nam June Paik, <Study for Wolgum>, 1999 Eastern,

°> In my meetings with Nam June Paik, in his Mercer Street Studio, in New York City,
we talked about folding screens, bojagis (Korean wrapping cloths), and his fondness for
Giotto, especially his colours, which he wanted my frescoes to express on his video
sculptures. He also said: “When it comes to the folding screen, we need to view it as a
whole, not panel by panel. It should be appreciated as an overall scene. It's like my TVs.
When you look at each TV set separately, there's hardly any meaning in it.” Paik, on
satellite-broadcasted video added: ‘My video art, which was relayed worldwide via
satellite, on September 11, 1988, was entitled “Wrap Around the World.” Figuratively, it
softly wrapped the five oceans and six continents in a bojagi. An Orientalist,
Professor Blythe, writing on Kosan, a seventeenth-century Kore<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>