
Wachuwannano

Q While looking through

an old copy of your

magazine I chanced

across your earlier col-

umn on encaustic and fresco plaster.

I’m involved in the renovation of an

existing building, and I’ve been told

that the plaster was finished using the

gesso method, a technique that is sup-

posed to be similar to fresco painting.

What is gesso finishing of plaster!

— F.J., California

It has been Wachuwan-A nano’s privilege to have

seen many different

plaster installations and

to witness many differ-

ent types of plastering finishing tech-

niques; gesso finishing, to his knowl-

edge, has not been among them.
Encaustic and fresco finishing may not

be performed every day, but you can

occasionally find an example of either

technique and, to a certain extent, both

finishing methods are enjoying a rela-

tive renaissance in use.

Gesso finishing? Forget about it. Never

seen it. Never heard of it.

Therefore, an answer as to what a gesso

is has to come straight out of the

Wachuwannano library of big, thick

books.
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Fortunately, big, thick book number

one, the Means Illustrated Construc-
tion Dictionary, nails the definition

right on the head: Gesso is “a plaster

base coat, for gilding or decorative plas-

ter, consisting of gypsum plaster, whit-

ing and glue.” Peruse a few more big,

thick books, and we come to the

understanding that whiting is calcium

carbonate (a natural earth product that

appears in various forms, most com-

monly as limestone, marble or chalk.

The effect of adding the raw chalk or

limestone to the gypsum plaster is a bit

of a mystery to Wachuwannano, but it

probably functions as a set retarder and

extender and makes the final finish

plaster softer and more palatable to the

paint. Hydrated lime is often added to

gypsum plaster as an accelerant, but

hydrated lime and raw limestone are

not the same product. Calcium car-

bonate is occasionally used as an inert

extender in some water-based construc-

tion materials, and it may serve the

same function here—but again, we’re

not completely clear on its function.

Glue, interestingly enough, was occa-

sionally prescribed as a gypsum plaster

set retarder in the early half of the 20th

century. The glue was crushed and

mixed into the plaster water prior to

the addition of the water to the bagged

gypsum plaster. Its addition to the mix

probably serves a similar function here.

In addition, it probably helps hold the

plaster together.

While it is entirely possible that the

wall in question was finished using the

gesso material, our research indicates

that most gesso plaster is used to create

decorative or ornamental plaster items

that are then fixed to a wall or ceiling

surface. Gesso material is most com-

monly used as a casting plaster, not as a
monolithic surface finish material. Your

wall was probably constructed of plas-

ter and then had decorative items made

of gesso plaster applied to it. It was then

probably painted after the decorative

items were applied.

Fresco painting, if you recall from our

previous article, is an altogether differ-

ent concept. It is done using water-

based colors that are painted directly

into fresh, wet lime plaster. The plaster

is allowed to dry naturally, and the raw

colors dry along with the finish-coat

plaster.
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