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The ideas presented in this workshop are intended to give participants the necessary information to undertake a mural painting experience with their own students.  Some of the content comes directly from a mural painting certification program that I participated in during the summer of 2004 at the Pennsylvania College of Art and Design in Lancaster, some from my recent participation in the PDE mural project, and some from my own observations and insights.

Painting on the Polytab fabric, also called “parachute” fabric, makes it possible for painters to participate in mural making without working on scaffolding.  The mural or sections of the mural are installed like wallpaper on a prepared wall surface.  After installation, someone will need to touch up the seams or make other fine-tuning adjustments, but most of the painting can be completed while working comfortably at tables.

I recommend starting small and then planning a larger project for the following year.  My first group mural, completed by my art club students last year, was executed on a 4’ x 8’ piece of Masonite.  We painted a coral reef.  Several kids worked on the water, coral, and seaweed directly on the Masonite while others painted fish on the fabric.  The fish were cut out and glued to the background with wallpaper paste.

An excellent resource for mural painting is available by visiting the Philadelphia Mural Arts Program website at www.muralarts.org.  Under the “shop” tab, you will find books, calendars, and even a complete community mural painting how-to guide (for $200).

Materials:  Polytab, acrylic polyurethane, gesso

The Polytab fabric is a commercial product used in the garment industry.  It looks and feels like interfacing.  The fabric is 46” wide and is available from the supplier in bolts of 300 yards.  It needs to be stored on a cardboard tube, because once it is folded it tends to hold the crease.  It has the advantage of being lighter in weight than canvas and it will not stretch or distort.  On the other hand, it is not as strong as canvas and some care must be taken to avoid punctures.  The Polytab used for this workshop was purchased from QST Industries, Inc. in Chicago.

To prepare the fabric for painting, seal it with acrylic polyurethane, which is available at builder supply stores for about $15/quart or $45/gallon.  Acrylic polyurethane has the consistency of milk and looks and smells like vinyl tile floor finish.  I cut the fabric into six-foot sections and lay them on the floor on top of heavy weight plastic sheeting.  I use a brush to apply the polyurethane, although I suppose you could use a roller.  Once the polyurethane soaks through the fabric, it will adhere to whatever is behind it.  It is best not to try to reposition the fabric once you start to apply the coating.  After it dries, you can peel it off easily.  Allow 12 hours for drying.  A second coat is optional.  Be sure to wash you brushes immediately.  A quart of polyurethane covers about 70 square feet of Polytab.  If the plastic sheeting has paint on it from a previous project, it will adhere to the back of the Polytab.  However, the gesso is opaque enough that paint on the back of the Polytab will not show through to the finished artwork.

After the polyurethane coating is dry, apply a layer of gesso.  If you dilute the gesso, do not thin it with more than 25% water.  Allow gesso to dry and then coat with a second coat or, if you wish, tinted gesso.  To tint the gesso, mix acrylic paint with the gesso, using one part paint to two or three parts gesso.  

It may be easiest to let the prepared Polytab remain adhered to the plastic sheeting until all of the painting has been completed and then separate it prior to installation.  That way you won’t ever have to touch the edges of the mural when you need to move it from the table to the floor to dry.  If you have a wall where you plan to hang the mural while you are working on it, you need to know that push pins will make visible holes in the fabric, so you may want to plan for some extra inches that you trim off before installation.

Painting:  Acrylic paint and additives

If you are planning to install the mural outside or where it will be exposed to sunlight, you will need to invest in a high quality acrylic paint.  Choose paints that are UV resistant.  A lightfast rating of 1 is best; 3 is not suitable.

Only use a minimal amount of water to thin acrylic paint.  I recommend thinning the paint with flow release, retarder, gloss medium, gel medium, or matt medium.  As acrylic paint dries, the pigment becomes locked into its plastic resin binder.  (Picture strands of spaghetti.)  When water is used to thin the paints, the resin strands become fragmented.

For elementary students, the acrylic paint can be mixed with gesso to create a paint that is similar in feel to tempera paint.  (My students had a lot of trouble with the stickiness of acrylic paint.)

Design for the Mural:  decision making

Sometimes the theme for a mural and the site where it will be installed and the budget are known at the outset.  Sometimes only one part of the formula is known.  In any case, more planning is needed than you or your students might be accustomed to.  

It is good to consider a variety of opinions when designing a mural.  The mural design group might consist of the mural painters (students), parents, school staff, and supporters.  Questions to consider might include:

1. What is the theme for the mural?

2. List five words that would describe the mural.

3. What images would reflect the theme?

4. What colors or style would suit the theme?

5. What images, colors, or styles would not suit the theme?

After such a discussion, the students and/or teacher sort through ideas to arrive at a design.  Many murals painted by the Philadelphia Mural Arts Program are derived from photographic images.  The artists use Photoshop to compile several images into a collage that then becomes the basis for the mural.  Others rely on a single photograph as the source for the image, but other ideas as a source for the background.  Still others are representational, but more like book illustrations or artist’s paintings.

Make sketches for the mural design and present them to the mural committee for feedback.  Make revisions (if needed). Before beginning to paint the mural, create a detailed painting or drawing that will make it possible for the mural painters to visualize the work in its larger format.

Transfer the design to the prepared mural fabric using a grid system or by projecting the image onto the fabric and tracing the major shapes.  You can scan the final design and then create a high contrast version using Photoshop or other computer photo software to make it easier to see what shapes to trace.

Once the design has been transferred to the mural fabric, begin painting.  I use Cubby Ware containers (available from Blick) to hold the acrylic paint because they are strong and the lids are flexible enough to peel off even when paint has dried around the seal.  I mixed the colors for my elementary students.  It is important to have contrast between one area of color and its neighbor in order for the shapes to be readable at a distance.  

Installation:

Fix any defects and prime the wall with eggshell enamel before installing the mural.  Apply a wallpaper base (available from the builder supply store) to cinderblock walls to provide a smooth surface for the mural or apply the mural to plywood or Masonite and then hang the panels on the wall.  

Last summer I hung a 46” x 46” mural (that I had painted during my mural certification class) at my sister’s house on the wall behind her whirlpool tub.  I found it necessary to use more wallpaper paste than I would have expected.  I applied the wallpaper paste both to the back of the mural and to the wall.  I used a sponge to smooth over the surface of the mural and to remove air bubbles.  

Celebration:

Use the completion of the mural to celebrate the arts.  Plan an opening and send invitations to interested people, especially community members.  Make mural painting certificates for the participants.  Have students present their reflections on the mural process by writing brief statements or giving short speeches during the mural celebration.

