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Visiting France to see the country’s wealth of
cultural and historical treasures—and being

able to help preserve and restore those trea-
sures—was an opportunity of a lifetime.

P sty Lt thniane

By Linda Marsteller

his past October, | joined a group of artisans for an

annual round of advanced fresco classes and o help
in the restoration of a church w a ooy village in the
French mountains,

This vear, there were seven of us who mer in Mont-
pellier wirh our French hosr and instructor, Pierre
Ricard, owner of Chauxbusiness, of Larogue, France.
“Chaux” is the Freach word for lime plaster and
Pierre’s company is the supplier of lime plasters, pig
ments and other products available in the United States
through Dimensions International, of Palm Beach Gar-
dens, Fla. Nina Zubkova, president of the company,
arganized the trip thar was not only a valuable learn
ing experience for us bur afforded us a wonderful
working vacation in a beautiful part of France.
Dimensions offers classes that teach artisans tech
nigues to apply these plasters that have been uwsed
since the Romans and this trip was open only for
advanced applicators who had vears of experience.

All of us were looking forward to learning a fresco
technigue that can be done off site and a technigue to
duplicate the beaunful Delft and other antique hand
painted tiles all using lime plasters and carth pigments.
We also experimented with a plaster and clay product, and

produced a cracked rexture thar was then colorwashed instructor, o assist him, We would pamr fresgue a
and painred. temiprera using the carth pigments and egg yolk {described
later in this article).

SURFACE CREATORS The image of the Delphic Sybil as painred by Michaelan-
Pierre had arranged for a wonderful French arnist, Oswald gelo on the Sisting Chapel was the inspiration for our fres-
Olivato, to be our instructor. Oswald is a “creator of sur- con. Oswald showed us how o paint the volumimous folds
faces,” a master at lealian plasters, fresgue, trompe Poeil, of fabric using color, light and shadow and demonstrared
decorative painting and restoranon. He broughr his col- how to paint the face and hgure using the earth pigments,
league Dandelle Doumaux, a talented artist and watercolor The first day of class, we prepped our mesh screen for the
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fresco. Pierre had installed large lami-
nated surfaces o the walls of his stu-
dio, We first maped heavy plastic o
the surface, overlayed and taped a
sheet of spun fiberglass as a liner 1o
keep the plaster intact after trowel-
ing. Next, we taped a 3/16-inch nylon
mesh over the liner. (Due to the cor-
rosive nature of lime plaster, meal
mesh was not used.) The dimensions
of each “sandwiched” piece was 28
inches by 39 inches.

Merre named the product we
would use called “Flexicoar,” a lime
plaster with a resin i it that allows it
to flex but keeps the inregrity of the
plaster so we could layer it, sand i,
paint it and wax it as we would a
typical fresco. Being able ro paint
frescoes off site and then install them
in a niche or other arca—not o men-
tion shipping to the chient—opens up
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a new dimension
for us in technique and markering.
We skimcoated the first layer of
Flexicoat over the mesh using our
medium pavans, rroweling firmly to
make sure the plaster covered the
mesh front and back, bonding to the
fiberglass liner as it dried. We did not
prime the mesh, However, if the eqg
tempera is not used in the fresco,
then a primer is needed. We rroweled
on a second coat, adding texture and
smoothing other arcas for an aged
and weathered effect, When thar lay-
er dried, we wok a damp sponge and
removed the excess plaster, softening

the rough arcas a bit and preparing

the surface for the paint.

Pierre had enlarged the image of the
Delphic Syhil and had ir printed on
vellum sheets so we each had one 1o
use. We rubbed the backs of the vel-
lum with a water-based wax crayon or
chalk, depending on our preference,
and then transferred the design o the
dried Flexicoar using a pencil. Now we
wiere ready for Oswald's direction.

We prepared our paint using the
earth pigments, alum, white vinegar,
distilled warer and ege yolks from
fresh egps. With a small brush, we
used vellow oxide with a bit of the
tempera mixture and thinly outlined
the figure using our tracings as a guide,
Oswald gave us guidelines to follow:

o Always use more than one pigment
at a time creating the greatest con-
trast and blending ar the end

® Paint from light to dark

s Blend with water

s Finish one section then

the next, light and dark,

then blend, always using
the tempera

He demonstrated the tech-
nique and amazed us as we
watched him create the fig-
ure with such depth and
richness of color. “Dare to
put some light into the shad-
ows,” as he savs. Painting
with such bold strokes and
bright colors took a bir of ger-
ting used to but we watched
how he worked the colors
with his brush and finally
grasped the technique.

LESS IS MORE
Oswald also mught us 1o use a
minimum number of pigments
when we painted. It was amazing to
see the range of colors and dimensions
we could achieve with his rechnique.
The Flexicoar gave us more fime o
work the pigments while painting the
fresco than other products would.
We could wipe off color with a damp
sponge or cloth ro highlight arcas
that were too dark or overworked.
Once dry, the piece could be rolled or
bent so the plaster would crack, then
sanded and waxed ro age it. The
mesh screen and liner keeps the plas-
ter intact, as the piece can then be cut
to size and installed in a niche or



to shade the images, building the fig-
ures with color and shadow, The
final step was to sand very lightly

and wax.

k*

panel in a home using a heavy wall
paper paste. It can then be removed
at a later date should the chient redec-
orate or move and want to take the
painting with them.
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taughe was how to paint on lime plas-
ter designs and images found on Delft
and antique riles from Spain, Portu
gal, Iraly, France and other Mediter
rancan countries. The boards,
approxamarely 20 inches by 24 inch-
e, were pimed with Minerale. After
drying for roughly an hour or two,
we roweled on a skimecoar of
Traverting fine-tinted terra cotta,
When it was dry, we ook kitchen
string, pulling it taut and taping it o
the back of the boards in 6-inch inter
vals, to make the tile patern

With a small purry knife, we then
troweled white Traveruno F gently
over the string, pressimg brmly to
make cerrain it adhered ro the rerra
cotta. We then rroweled over where
the stnngs intersected, but left some
areas exposed for aging and crack-
ing. The rest of the board was then
covered, again leaving areas open.
When the first laver was dry, we tint-
ed the Travertino F with a bit of grey
and troweled on agam. The next lay-
er was whire Marmarino, lavering
with the knife, leaving some areas
exposed, and then going over with an
wory tnred Marmarino, blending in
for an aged look. With a pavan, we
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smoothed the surface

for an authentic anngue nle look and
ler the boards dry. If we chose, we
could rake a sharp blade and carve a
fine crack on the surface of the dry-
ing plaster to age it even further
Finallv, we removed the string, leav-
ing uneven grout lines and a very
antigue look to the nles.

We were following the Spanish tile
design of the “Horseman and the
Dog™ (Plerre had the image printed
on vellum sheets), We transferred the
enlarged image the same way we did
for the wittched as
Oswald demonstrated the rechnique
for painting the “riles.™ We prepared
the pigments for the tempera and
used only cobalt and a little black (a
drop of red could be used in the mix
for a purple tint when shading).
Oswald ourlined the image using a

fresco and

small brush as before bur with the
deep blue pigment. He then started

We then started on a third sample

board, primed with Primer Minerale,

and randomly brushed on a special
size thar was allowed to dry. This
board would be the base of a cracked
plaster with the Pompent magician
painted on it Afrer the size was dry,
it was skimcoated with a product

called Stucco Terra, a lime plaster

with clay added to ir,
tinted Pompeii red (o
combination of red
oxide and brown). The
Stucce Terra started
cracking immediately.
The thicker the plaster,
the larger the cracks.
After 1h".L hirst Coat was
Sel, O second coat was
troweled on, backfilling
the board. Once dry, we
sanded it to smoorh the
surface a bit and then
brushed on a thin coar of
Veilcalce, a pure lime
Frllt!lll.'. tia L'|||h.||||.'l- :h‘:
color ot the board, using
orange, red and red oxide
to ting it. A soft damp
SpoNge was N!lt'l.i o remove
the brush strokes,

Oswald then transferred
the design of the magician
and started painting it
using a fine brush and the tempera
technique. The design
.II'II.J arganic, and once we '!.'U‘"ipll't'
ed our paintings, we sanded and

was delicare

waxed them to give them the look
al antiguiry that is so impressive,

TRADE COMMUNICATING
We came ro understand Oswald’s
helpful comments through the uni
versal language of gesture and inflec
tion since he spoke no English and
we couldn’t speak French,

After four davs of class time, Pierre
took our group on a day of sighrseeng
thar took in both natural and man
made wonders, including the Millan
Viaducr (the world's highest bridie).

Saturday, we drove o Saint-Andre
de Majencoules, a vy terraced vil
lage arop a mountain i southern
France. The village church needs a
great deal of restorative work as the



Frence

Frescoes

vears have taken their toll on the
plaster interiorn, particularly in the
area of the main alter and side
altars. Last spring, the main altar
was repainted and stenciled and our
project was to design and paint the
niche of the altar of St. Joseph.
While the group was priming and
plastering the walls, Pierre and |
drove o the neighboring village and
copied some of the penod designs to
USE 1N OUr project.

There were two paintings on can-
vas thar were in place on the wall
behind the statue of St Joseph and
we worked our the design around
them. While the rest of the group
hlocked off the the
designs, | enlarged the drawings and

arcas Lofr
prepared them for transferring to
the walls. Once that was complete,
the group divided the painting
HELRIRIRTY them.

Each day brought the cinzens from
this village and even neighboring
anes, to see the Americans panting
their church. They
thanked us for our commitment to

watched and

make it beautiful
he third
the

Again
davy, final
embellishments
were complete and
the scaffold came
Wi

overwhelmed

welre
o
see how beaurtitol
the had

Wias

down.

niche
become. i
brearhtaking. The
mavor and the vil
lage priest wrote S ————
lovely testimonialy to

thank us for the work we did and o
tell us how much it meant o them.

The trip ended oo soon. However,
we were all excited o get back home
and use our 1.'|'II'|1“|\1.'1.! ExXpernse in
projects for clients. One of the
advantages of using namral plasters
and pigments s that they are easy to
apply and last a long time,

It was a beautiful and humbling
experience 1o do something we love
to doand help a tiny village regain a
part of its lost heritage, To use mate

rials that came from the earth and
create a wondrous piece of art for
people thousands of miles away 15
deeply rewarding in both a humani
tarian and spiritual way, W&C

Lindn Marsieflor is & plasiorer based n

Winter Park. Fla. For more information

aboluft “chaux” plasters and workshops,

cantact Dimensions Internatfanal at
W dimensiansplasier.caom
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