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Conservators with The Chicago Conservation Center 
have painstakingly restored the 14 frescoes that have draped 
the entrance of O’Laughlin Auditorium since the building’s 
dedication in 1956. The mural panels, which symbolize the 
fine arts, are by acclaimed French muralist Jean Charlot 
(1898–1979), a famous figure in the Mexican Mural 
Renaissance of the 1920s. Over the years, harsh sun and 
winters had weathered the paintings, but the restoration 
performed during the summer has brought back their 
original vibrancy.

In 1955, when the auditorium was under construction, 
then-College President Sister M. Madeleva Wolff 
commissioned Charlot to paint the murals. The artist was 
teaching a summer course at the University of Notre Dame 
at the time. It is College history that Marcia Rickard, 
associate professor of art, knows well. She is passionate 
about the murals and has been committed to seeing the 
restoration come to fruition. “Having taught art history in 
this building for 30 years, I’ve watched the murals fade under 
the onslaught of weather and sun. It’s wonderful to see the 
frescoes again stand out against the facade of the building as 
Charlot and Sister Madeleva had intended,” Rickard says. 

The professor has taught a course on Charlot’s mural 
projects and has presented several papers at professional 
conferences about the Saint Mary’s murals. “I begin every 
fall semester’s Introduction to Art History course in front 
of the frescoes so that students can see the hand of a master 
artist who practiced an ancient technique in the 20th 
Century, who was a fine designer, and who felt that mural art 
should be accessible to everyone. I want current students to 
understand Saint Mary’s historical commitment to the fine 
arts and that the arts and the frescoes are an important part 
of their heritage,” she says.

Kathryn Campbell, assistant conservator of paintings (left), and Amber 

Smith, associate conservator of paintings (right photo), The Chicago 

Conservation Center, worked over the summer to restore the frescoes.  
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Charlot painted the murals in portable 
frames so they could be inserted into the 
building’s front exterior before the building’s 
dedication. The College honored Charlot 
with an honorary doctorate at its 1956 
Commencement. 

The murals make specific references to the 
arts and/or the College’s Catholic heritage. 
For instance, one panel is a painting of 
the ancient Greek playwright Sophocles, 
depicting drama. Another mural is of St. 
Teresa of Avila holding the tambourine she 
played for nuns to dance to during recreation 
time. Then, there is one of Geoffrey Chaucer, 
the father of English literature, holding his 
rosary. A short article in the Summer 1956 
Holy Cross Courier, forerunner to the Courier, 
stated of the murals: The frescoes complement 
the building so beautifully that one cannot 
picture it without them, nor can the frescoes be 
imagined in any other setting.

Read more about the O’Laughlin frescoes 
conservation at www.chicagoconservation.
com/pages/company/newsletter/archives/
charlotfresco.htm.

See the restored frescoes in person while 
experiencing an extraordinary sampling of 
the fine arts. For a list of the upcoming event 
season, visit MoreauCenter.com.

  Restored
by Gwen O’Brien


