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Refresh: Exploring Contemporary Applications of Buon Fresco 

 

I am grateful to have been granted an RCAP award as it provided crucial support for my spring 

2014 sabbatical leave. The combination of the sabbatical and RCAP awards provided materials, 

time, and focus to advance my art studio practice in the buon fresco painting technique. Through 

a variety of experimental and process-oriented studio activities, I investigated ways in which the 

technique can be utilized in the contemporary painting discourse. Traditionally, this form of 

painting was employed on a freshly plastered wall or ceiling in a process that is rigid and fixed. 

My experiments yielded results that advance the potential modes of creation and presentation of 

the buon fresco painting technique. I am pleased with the quantity of the works completed and 

their initial reception in the field and encouraged that much of what was accomplished is 

groundwork for future works.  

The results and success of my creative activities can be grouped into the four main activities that 

were proposed in my application, which I will outline below. 

 

Concepts and Compositions 

I developed concepts and pictorial compositions 

that reflect the medium’s history while providing a 

“fresh” contemporary point of access that 

acknowledges viewers’ unique perspectives.  

 

In almost all of the works that I created during the 

sabbatical, I dispersed the figure through a number 

of strategies. This dispersal is a way to counter, 

destabilize, decenter, or ultimately change the 

power structure within and around the image.  

 

In his essay, “The Portrait’s Dispersal,” Ernst Van 

Alphen argues that a portrait adds authority to a 

person because it is assumed the person is worthy 

of being depicted.1 My artwork titled Analogue 

(Figures 1 & 2) explores this idea and suggests that 

the scale and media, in this case monumental buon 

fresco, amplify this bestowed authority.  

 

In Analogue I painted pixels, the elemental parts of 

an image, and expanded the space between them to 

                                                             
1 Ernst Van Alphen. “The Portrait’s Dispersal,” in Art in Mind: How Contemporary Images Shape Thought (Chicago 
and London: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 22. 

Figure 1, Analogue, modular buon fresco on clay tiles (6 x4’) 
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a point where the figure is communicated but the individual’s identity is fragmented. This 

fragmentation or loss of information acts as a counterpoint to any bestowed authority of the 

portrait. Isolating the pixels brings attention to the fact that the painting itself is a representation 

(made of pixels) that is ultimately limited to a narrow slice of information.  This isolation of 

information further draws on Van Alphen’s discussion about the implications of representation 

on a subject’s sense of self and the portrait’s ability to render wholeness.2 The information that is 

communicated and lost in Analogue suggests a false isomorphism.  

 

I reiterated the idea of a dispersed image through the use of airbrush, a tool that literally 

disperses pigment onto the fresh plaster.  This proved to be a challenging method in which to 

paint buon fresco. Results were unpredictable based on a number of factors and I will continue to 

explore additional airbrush applications. In the context of a discussion of power and 

representation it worth noting that airbrush images relate to graffiti art with a conceptual 

grounding in power dispersal. This is in contrast to the creation of frescoes in top down power 

structures.  I also explored reductive techniques where scratching and chiseling were used to 

transform previously completed frescoes.  Finally, the construction and displays I have explored 

have proven to be versatile and variable in ways that will be fruitful for future compositions and 

conceptual explorations.  

Construction and Display  

I investigated new ways of constructing and displaying buon fresco paintings that reflect 

contemporary aesthetic trends in painting and installation while problem solving the medium’s 

physical limitations.  

I imagined ways in which I could liberate my use of fresco 

from the traditional support of walls and ceilings. My goal 

was to use the technique in ways that are structurally sound 

yet create contemporary interactions with viewers. For 

example, some frescoes I completed, such as Analogue, 

change its character from different viewing distances.  

 I successfully fabricated display hardware, frames, posts, 

hanging cleats, and lightweight supports that allow me to 

“float” buon frescoes off the wall using modular ceramic 

(Figures 1-3) and Styrofoam (Figure 4) forms. The 

successful creation of works on these supports was an 

extremely challenging feat because buon fresco is an 

unforgiving technique that reacts to the slightest changes in 

application. Changes include atmospheric differences and 

any number of variations that occur in the plaster’s 

thickness or its contact with materials of different 

                                                             
2 Ibid., 31 

Figure 2, Detail of Analogue, showing floated 
modules 
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absorption rates, hardness, and sizes. Through a continued process of trial and error I learned to 

work with the plaster in new ways. My gains in the construction and display of buon fresco are 

groundwork for future works. 

Construction of modular fresco paintings 

I constructed two large scale modular fresco paintings that evidence the beginning of a larger 

body of work. 

 

I successfully created over twenty experimental buon frescoes that are finished works in 

themselves and exhibition ready. Two of the successful works, Analogue and Disperse / 

Intersperse (Figures 1 & 4), are large-scale modular frescoes each created using different fresco 

supports. One support is ceramic tiles the other Styrofoam sheets. The exhibition ready paintings 

are only a portion of the frescoes I created. Many works, including a third large-scale piece, were 

given up to experimentation.  

 

 

Venues for Discourse 

My proposed RCAP and sabbatical activities included seeking venues for discourse through 

exhibitions and/or lectures. 

My final report lists over a dozen peer-reviewed activities consisting of invitational exhibitions, 

juried-competitive exhibitions, and rigorous curatorial processes featuring airbrushed frescoes I 

created during my RCAP period.  It also lists press and awards pertaining to my frescoes.  I am 

very pleased with the reception and critical attention my new work has received. The conclusion 

of this narrative highlights some of these activities.   

Figure 4, Disperse / Intersperse, modular buon fresco on Styrofoam 
(4.5x4.5’) 

Figure 3, Brume, floated buon fresco on clay tile (16x16”) 
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I am excited to report that Manifest Press, in Cincinnati—a venue targeted in my RCAP 

application—juried my frescoes into two International Painting Annual publications, the INPA 5 

and the INPA 6. The following excerpts from the INPA 6 acceptance letter detail the 

publication’s rigorous selection process, which is comprised of ten professionals qualified in the 

fields of art, design, criticism, and art history: “We received 1536 entries from 480 artists from a 

very broad geographic radius….As the results stand now, the 6th International Painting Annual 

will include 108 works by 72  artists. Obviously our jury efforts are truly intense in order to 

refine so many entries down to such a concise sampling.” 

I’m particularly excited to have my airbrushed frescoes included in this important survey of 

contemporary painting. Having my work recognized for two consecutive years by a publication 

of national scope is an honor and evidences the significance of my experimental fresco 

contributions to the field of contemporary painting. 

My fresco titled Brume (Figure 3) was selected for inclusion in the Red Clay Survey 2014, a 

significant regional survey of contemporary Southern art hosted by the Huntsville Museum of 

Art in Huntsville, Alabama. Over 1,500 entries were submitted, from which nationally-acclaimed 

artist Susanna Coffey selected 90 works by 72 artists in a two-stage jury process. Moreover, the 

exposure from this exhibition led to an invitation by Wanda  Sullivan, Associate Professor of Art 

at Spring Hill College, to exhibit three of my portable frescoes in, Face It! at the Eichold Gallery 

in Mobile, AL.  

Two of my airbrushed frescoes were juried into the 2015 Dogwood Regional Fine Arts 

Exhibition by Mark Scala, Chief Curator of the Frist Center for the Visual Arts.  Mark Scala 

further recognized my works with an Honorable Mention Award. While on display, Art Moves, a 

dance and visual art collaboration, honored my work by choosing to feature it in an exciting 

cross-disciplinary engagement, where choreographers and performers feature selected works in 

the Dogwood exhibition.  

During November, 2014, a large collection of my experimental frescoes were presented in a solo 

exhibition titled, Michael Nichols, Fresco and Silverpoint, at Lindsay Wilson College in 

Columbia, Kentucky. In October 2015, they were presented in a two-person exhibition titled, On 

the Surface: John Cross and Michael Nichols, at Fontbonne University in St Louis, Missouri.  

Most recently, three of my portable frescoes were exhibited in, State of Painting an exhibition 

and symposium hosted by Georgetown College. Upon seeing my works in person, Alisa 

Reynolds, Gallery Director and Curator of Collections, invited me to have a solo exhibition of 

my frescoes in their Cochenour Gallery. This exhibition is scheduled for the spring of 2017.  
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