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Leonardo da Vinci The Last Supper

FRESCO PAINTING
(NAQQASHI)

Fresco Painting or Naqqashi is an art form which is practiced all over the world. Frescoes are usually done on walls of
buildings, or as in ancient times on rocks and caves. Any kind of work done on walls is called a mural.

In the Indian —Subcontinent we find frescoes that date back from the 1st Century BCE to the 6th and 7th C CE. These
paintings are from the Buddhist Period in the ancient Ajanta Caves in present day Madhya Pradesh in India. They tell the
story of Gautam Buddha and his teachings in pictures. These were painted by Buddhist monks who also illustrated stories
from the Jataka Tales. These are Buddhist stories of moral conduct and good behaviour.

Ajanta Cave Paintings

Similar paintings done on rocks and caves are found in Sri Lanka of the same period. The most famous are the rock
paintings at Sigiriya.

It is believed that the art of fresco in India was older than the Ajanta Caves, and was practiced before the Gupta Period.
The ancient Hindu texts describe beautiful wall paintings in the Mahabharata and the Ramayana.
The Ajanta fresco style and technique later spread towards the east and the west, to Afghanistan, Iran and Central Asia and
to China and Japan.

In the west and in Europe there are many ancient frescoes found in palaces and temples of the ancient Greeks and Romans.
Some of the most famous fresco paintings found in Europe at the time of the Renaissance are "The Last Supper' by Leonardo
Da Vinci painted on the wall of a church in Milan, Italy, and the walls and ceiling of the Sistine Chapel painted by
Michelangelo in the Vatican in Rome, Italy.

Michelangelo
Sistine Chapel




Throughout the history of the Indian Sub-continent, frescoes were painted in temples, mosques, palaces and private
residences. In the Muslim period in India, especially in the Mughal Period all the art forms, music, painting, literature,
dance and architecture were at their height. The Mughals promoted and developed the arts by giving them royal patronage
and appreciation and so the arts flourished. Beautiful palaces, mosques and gardens were built and artisans from all over
India and even Iran were commissioned to decorate them with frescoes (Naqqashi), tiles and tile mosaic (Kashikari) and
marble and stone inlay work called Pietra dura.

Floral and Geometric Designs in the Maryam Zamani Mosque

In Lahore we find many examples of the Mughal period and the later Sikh period of all these art forms. Fresco paintings
are found on the walls of many buildings like the Badshahi Masjid, Lahore Fort or Shahi Qila, Wazir Khan Masjid, Maryam
Zamani Masjid and the Shalamar Bagh. Frescoes are also found in private residences like Nau Nihal Singh Haveli.
These paintings are of fruits and flowers, trees and plants, bowls and birds and geometric patterns that are so complex that
they become an object of study by themselves. The fresco paintings in the Shalamar Bagh can be seen in the Shahi Hammam,
the northern wall and the gateway. These were mainly of the Mughal period and some later additions of the Sikh period.

This wonderful art form is in danger of dying out. Something that developed over three thousand years may be lost if we
do not learn this art and pass it on to our future generations.

Sikh Period Frescoes in Sheikhupura Fort



The Technique

Fresco Painting is mostly done to decorate walls of buildings. This ancient technique can last for hundreds of years. We
can still see the frescoes of Ajanta and Sigiriya today. And the better preserved frescoes of the Mughals and the Sikhs in
Lahore and other parts of India can be seen in all their brilliance.

The technique of fresco, is unique because it is painted on wet plaster. This makes the paint part of the plaster and so the
frescoes can survive for a long time.

The paint for frescoes is made from natural materials like earth, stones, plants etc. This is also a special skill as these
materials are processed in different ways to make the pigment. Each material is dried, crushed and then ground down to
a fine powder which makes the pigment.

First the drawings have to be made on paper. These can be of many different kinds. Some can be of floral and plant motifs,
some geometric patterns, and some can be animal, bird and human.

When the drawing is complete, it is traced on butter paper. Then pin holes are made with a needle on the outlines of the
drawing. The drawing is then transferred to the wall or surface by dusting fine coal powder through the pin holes. This
is called Suzen Kari.

The plaster on the wall is made from lime. The surface of the lime plaster is made perfect and smooth. After the drawing
is transferred to the surface the painting can begin.

But the most important thing is that all this needs to be done while the plaster is still wet. So you only prepare that much
of the surface which can be finished at the time.

The technique of fresco in the Ajanta caves is very similar. The only difference is that as these murals were done on the
rock walls of caves they had to prepare the rock surface which was rough. First the rock wall was covered with earth or
cow-dung mixed with chopped straw or animal hair to bind it to the wall. This was then made smooth and then a thin
layer of fine lime plaster was applied on top. After the painting was complete it was burnished or polished to make it
smooth and shiny.

This method was used all over India with very little change. This is called fresco buono or true fresco. Often paintings were
done on dry plaster. This is called fresco secco or dry fresco. Fresco buono or painting on wet plaster was the method used
in Europe, and fresco secco mostly used in India.

Bird forms, fruits bowls and flower vases in Surjan Singh Haveli
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Maryam Zamani Masjid

Text: Lala Rukh
Urdu translation: Zaheda Hina
Drawings: Ustad Saif ur Rehman
Photographs contributed by: Sajida Vandal
Cover photographs: Lala Rukh

Experts are responsible for the choice and the presentation of the facts
contained in this publication and for the opinions expressed therein,
which are not necessarily those of UNESCO and do not commit the organization.
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