3)93 ylSs 333
oSl jelaw gy

HALE @0

Blue was a Revolution

Ongoing notes towards fresco

Chafa Ghaddar
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Fresco is delicious.

Fresco is applied upon a wet body,
executed upon freshly laid lime plaster,
mixed with dry coloured pigments,

a chemical reaction happens,

the painting becomes a wall,

the wall becomes a mural.

Fresco is earthly.
Pigments are prepared overnight,
soaked in water and lime.

Water is the vehicle,
the binder.

Pigments are alkaline and resistant.
They come from so many places.
They’ve been everywhere.
They’re prehistoric.

They’ve seen it all.

Ochre, charcoal, sienna.

They’re grounded in water.

They breathe well there.

They sit in the plaster gloriously.
They remain in the surface,

they stabilise there,

they colonise it.

Pigments are not shy,

they’re invasive.

Marks and stains.
A returning.

Pigments fall but never really disappear.

Fresco is layered.

Made out of multiple coats of lime and sand,

every coat shelters the other.

Silica sand is added.

The first coats are rough,

the last coat is smoother.

[talians called it intonaco.

So many beautiful terms are attributed to those layers.
Arriccio.

A rough strong underlayer that will never be seen.
Sinopia.

A resilient red pigment used to sketch the underlayers.
The underpaintings.

Can you visualise an underpainting?
The lines hidden there,
mysteriously buried?

They might resurface.
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Fresco is a fast medium.

Giornata, in fresco terms, means what you can finish in a day.
What can you finish in a day?

There are so many expectations in fresco.
Mistakes are not allowed.

Every painting day has its limits.

The drying plaster has a deadline.

I have to cover the area so I can finish,
fast,

before the lime dries.

Fresco is fragmented.

Giornata marks the stages of a fresco in its making.
The result of a day’s labour.
A fragment of the whole.
Then those days,

phases,

stages,

become visible,

through a sort of seam,
avein,

that runs through the wall,
sewing its parts together.

Fresco is a journey.

Fresco matures twice.

It has a double age.

In its first stage, it is a process of construction.
Surfaces are initiated,

visuals are painted,

the artist is active, trying to get the work done.

A smell of moist reigns over the surface.
The body of the work solidifies, signalling completion.

In its second stage,

that same body weakens,
deteriorates.

Water evaporates.

The skin falls.

The artist disappears.
Decay. Resistance. Remains.

Fresco keeps growing.
It never really sits.

Fresco is never completed.

Quickly.

[ highlight my giornata,

the area that I'm able to cover in a day.

[ lay my first coat on the designated part of the wall.

[ try not to be over ambitious and cover more than I can finish per day, even though it’s tempting.
The giornata mirrors my day.
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How does it look like?

Do I have plenty of time?

Do I feel slow?

Am [ energised and able to work sharply?

Generally, a layer of plaster will require ten to twelve hours to dry.
[ would begin to paint after one hour

and continue until two hours before the drying time.

Seven to nine hours of working time.

Fresco is sweat.

Drying time.
Working Time.
Labour.

Birth.

[ feel possessed.

I need to apply the plaster while it’s still fresh.

[ stress a bit.

Two layers - at least - of rough plaster, mixed on the spot.

[ add a final thin and smooth layer before applying the pigments.

Tense moment.

I need to paint while the mortar is moist.

Firm enough so the brush doesn’t penetrate the surface.

Wet enough so it maximises the conditions for the chemical reaction to happen.
Me dealing with time; time dealing with chemistry.

The surface could fail me if it dries.

The colours won'’t be fixed properly.

Water allows the pigments to sink in.

The plaster sets.

Drying in reaction to air.

Carbonatation.

Pigments are stabilised, fossilised in the surface.
The promise of permanence,

Durability.

Once a giornata is dried, no more authentic buon fresco can be done.

The unpainted mortar must be removed, before starting again the next day.
If I wish - or insist - on proceeding with painting on dry surface, [ won’t get a fresco anymore.
[ get a secco instead.

Secco means ‘dry’ in Italian.

A fresco-secco is a fresco done on dry plaster.

It could be the final layer that has dried before painting,

or an entire process of layering on dry mortar.

In both cases the plaster should be roughened, at all times.

A secco gives me the privilege of time.

A relaxed execution.

Unlike a true fresco.

True fresco exhausts me.

Since it’s a dry process, water is not a catalyst anymore.
In this case a binder is needed.

Egg yolk, glue or oil.

But it’s nothing like the magic of humidity,

the magic of moisture.
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Fresco can be tricked.

Historically, some painters did that.

They promised a fresco while working a secco instead.

Because it’s quicker,

and mistakes could be corrected,

and the colours vary less from when applied to when fully dry.

Not all colours can be achieved in true fresco.

Only some pigments work chemically in the very alkaline environment of fresh lime-based plaster.
Blue is a particular problem.

Blue is very stubborn.

Neither azurite nor lapis lazuli works well in wet fresco.
Skies and blue robes are added a secco.
Skies and blue robes die younger.

A secco allows me to control the surface.
Whereas in real fresco, I have so many limitations.
Error becomes precious, sensual.

I learn acceptance.
[ learn to let go.

I surrender.

I'm amazed.

Fresco is vertical.

Fresco ascends.

[ look up.

I'm mesmerised.

The scale.

The vibrancy.

The intensity.

The silence.

Spectrum.

The colours do not refract back to my eyes.
Light does not deflect towards me.
Light soaks in.

Inside the surface.

I'm with it.

I'm inside.

[ have to go through it.

I'm welcomed.

I sit there,

silently.

Fresco defies age, it lives through times.
Fresco is magical.

Affresco.

Buon fresco.

‘True fresh’,

in Italian.

But it has been developed elsewhere.
Greece, Mexico, India, Pakistan.
Tombs, churches, villas.

Sri Lanka.
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Islands.

Morocco.

Ancient Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Turkey.
Monasteries.

Palace, cities, streets.

Romania, Serbia, Bulgaria.

[ might have missed some,

I don’t know them all,

[ am still learning.

Lime sits in water for a long time.

Lime is soaked there like a big mozzarella cheese,

then disrupted by sand.

Lime is caustic, harsh on the hands.

But lime mortar is breathable.

It will allow moisture to freely move through and evaporate from the surface.

Inhaling.

Exhaling.

A fresco surface is aware and animate.
A fresco surface is alive.

The hand is everywhere.

Every muscle is used.

Hands and fingers and body.

Every part of the body is stretched.
Dense physicality.

Fresco moves, grows, lives different lives.

Blue was a revolution.

Lapis lazuli,

by the end of the middle age,

was exported to Europe,

to sit on the dress of the Virgin Mary,
in the finest ultramarine blue,

the most precious,

the most expensive,

infused with the taste of the overseas.
A colour coming from afar,

a colour imminent from elsewhere.

Fresco is here and there.
The world on a surface.
Power, money.

Labour.

Making.

Fresco loses confidence.
Frescoes live off the walls.
Their weight is suspended,
they lie horizontally.

I'm looking down.

I've shaken their historicity.
I've flirted with their pride.
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What is the colour of colour in frescoes?

Does it remain the same when the plaster dries?
The wet blue is not the dry blue.

Light, air, moist. They transition.

[ enjoy this ephemeral moment,

the life of the colour before it becomes,

the life of the colour before the pigment sits.

My hungriness for colour,

my desire to paint,

is fulfilled.

[ love undulating the surface of frescoes.

[t creates different anchor points.

I love touching fresco before it dries.

[ like to scrub its surface after it dries.

With scrubbing, the strong pigments will stabilise.
This has to happen gently.

Scrubbing will force the pigments inside the surface.
Water will activate them again.

The surface holds a cool temperature because of moisture,
even for few days after it dries.

[ put my hands,

I feel it,

like listening closely to a heartbeat.

It soothes me to touch,

the stony body.

Fresco is alive.
It never stops.
Fresco becomes.
Fresco promises.

The excess of pigments will fade away.
The excess of pigments will sit elsewhere.
Blue becomes a trace.

Red a suggestion.

My eyes caress the surface.

In touch with time.

Painting becomes tender.

Gestures of care and affection.

[ contain the surface.

[ am in love.

Fresco is elegant.
The Virgin sits there,
though fresco is not exclusively Christian.

Fresco carries residues of earth.

Fresco brings us back to the very first gesture.
Laying the hand upon the body.

Mark making.

Touching.

Natural surfaces.

Colours and hallucinations.
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So many interventions,

So many hands.

The first layers start rough and solid.

The latter ones become thinner and thinner and thinner.

Fresco needs a minimum of three layers.
You can go up to twelve if you feel like it.
It can be endless.

When do I stop?

When does it finish?

What is a finished work?

What is a finished wall?

Fresco dies slowly with time.
Slow, slow death,

or revival of another body.
Fresco lives a different life now.
Fresco becomes something else.

The skin falls.

The colour fades.

The initial layers resurface.
Fresco is peeled off.

Fresco is ruin.

Traces resurface over time.
Fresco is nude.

The artist is denuded.
Fresco can fail.

Fresco can fall.
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