Three contemporary muralists talk
to CLIO MITCHELL about their
work, which includes everything
from cats to dancing skeletons.

ROOM

WITH AN

INTERIOR VIEW

HE art of the modern muralist

15 all about Hlusion, but based

on traditional skills of repre-

sentation  and  bompe Doetl

Murals have a long history in

architectural  decoration  and  can sl

bring— to country house and town house

altke—an unrivalled opportunite to indulge

i dreams or to revel in historical dramas.

[n & country house you can bring up a

visionn of vour familv’s pasty in a town

house, dream that vou are peering from the

battlement of your Tuscan palace to the
eodoe of an ancient Talltown,

e new talent 1n the field s Guy Lester,

dthoneh his move it mural painting was

accidental  the necessary skills are no
lonyeer tanght in art schools. After living on
i baree in Burgundy for several years, sell-
g paintings to passing tiver trallic, Mr
Lester was invited o paint a mural 1w dis-
s i row of dusthins, A sickler for aceu-

ricy, he shared his barge with mountains of

rubhish for several weeks, while he desi sigrned
an intrigning panorama of shghtly out-of-
control ltter, including o scavenging pig,
This was the Orst of many commis-
sions, hoth in France and back in Britain,
where he now lives with his artist wile and
two children, Muorals are fun because
thev're alwavs one-nffs, so you have 1o re-
invent yourself” each time.

And T enjoy,

.4:.'-_
ol ol

working on alarge scale,” he acknowledges,

They may be fun, bur Mr Lester’s
murals also require a great deal of work,
This is an art form where the patron has a
major input, even when he or she has no
elear vision o what is wanted. Part of the
design process involves choosing a suitable
style and subject [rom studyving the paron’s
personality and home. *1 absorb the per-
son, the place, the colours, sit in the space
and see what comes,”

Sometimes a patran asks for aspects
ol the history of the location or the family
to be incorporated into the design, Mr
Lester tukes this research seriously. For a
recent commission for Fingask Casile in



Peythshire, Tor the Murrav-Threipland fm-

e Ay Lester has completed a sequence of

“ws of Fingask with moments [rom the
femmily's history, One panel recalls an inci-
dent when an ancestor was killed Iy the
Bedeomuts while putting on his hoots, at the
e e as lis wile was oving birth,

To cheer up the seene a bit, Mr Lester
depicted the man as a skeleton and added
o <keletal dog pering on the sofa

by way

the Redenats” bulldos, “*One doesn’t want
rir be boring,” the artist remarks. He also
cntesses toomoving a lot of the castle’s top-
v oahour i this sevies of paintings, to
nake it fir better inmo his own designs,

1 Iy overreaction o the prescnee of

Another commuission shows how the
past and present can be cleverly mixed.
The vwner o a private chapel in Saumur,

France wanted murals reflecting the lile of

a local martyr, the Sthecentury St Raclé-
gund. S0 Mr Lester devoured the three
availiable hooks on the subject, as well as
seouring the Excrelafardio Britanniva, 10 come
up with six kev episodes (o it the space

from Radégund’s marriage 1o a local king
(with the mural’s patron in the guise of the
alliciating hishop) to a nun furtively escap-
g aver a wall (a reference o the exceed-
imgly strict ovder o which S5t Radégund’s
convent belonged]. The patron’s sons are
also porirayed as two rogues near a barrel

Creatures in the hall: a monkey
and a siamese cat in separate
arches face each other on the walls
either side of a corridor as painted
by Ashley Rye. On the left, the
monkey is backed by open
countryside; on the right, the cat
sits in front of an imagined
complex of Tuscan buildings and
landscape. (Below) Moving topiary:
Guy Lester cheerfully admits te
rearranging garden elements to his
own design in murals for Fingask
Castle in Perthshire. On the left is
Bonnie Prince Charlie arriving to
stay in 1745 (before Culloden). On
the right is Sir Stuwart Threipland,
his physician, with his guardian
angel. The angel refers to an
incident at the Battle of Culloden,
where Sir Stuart managed to avoid
harm from a group of Redcoais

of wine, symbaolising a miracle in which the
saint created endless wine, as well as the
parron’s own vinevards,

1 announce that I own the room while
P'm painting,” Mr Lester explains, People
must knock before coming in. 1 don't like o
be watched at work, But I do invite them m
al certin stages, because [ need their feed-
back, and sometmes they have very good
ideas,” Working in people's homes presents
certain hagards: T lve in fear of treading
Prussian blue into a priceless Chinese silk
carpet,” he admits,

The Fact that murals have o he paint-
ed st has led o certain complications
for muralist Ashley Rve, o0, He has been




Lrown 1o have o dive to the hottom ol a
...in'.n‘li.nu'-]]llnt 1o retrieve his work 1ools,
His partner, Vivienne Francis, has found
reli having o paint while standing on
scadlolding rower 300 high.
Like M Lester. M Bove and Miss Fran-
=oenon the Targe scale ol mural painting.
M Ryve. who siudied allustration at the
Roval Academy, stumbled on the delighis of
erpanding ourwards” through a chanee
ission to dooa fampe Doeil garden
ral—and never looked hack, Another
mural project hegan as some [talian

Renaissance aneels and clouds in a bath-

7 O &k

: b his growing enthusiasm,
cradually contaminated the rest of the

When the current owners of Fingask were
expecting the birth of their son two years
ago, they put an advertisement in the
Dnedee Conrier for a perambulator. As a
resuli, they acquired the one in the picture
(right}, which came from a 9-vear-old
sailor from Dundee, who replied. Mr
Lester’s depiction of Fingask, loosely
based on an old photograph, is framed
above the chimneypiece (below left), and
shown in detail below right. The statues
are depictions of characters from Burns

house”, The owner, fortnately, did not mind,

Miss Francis started out by painting
children’s Turniore, but the desive o
expand  [rom the Cendless bunterflies,
bunny rabbits and dragons’ led her 1o
aceept commissions painting whole nurs-
erics, and a wide range ol other mureal

work, including a ceiling in the palace of

the Sulian of Brunet,

The vwa have been painting as a tean
[ar the past two vears, Uhis works well, as
their styles are compatible, and they can
blend seamlessly, The division of labour
also works well: Mre Rye particolardy loves
painting architecture, perspective, geomet-
cical elements and human frores; Aiss
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Francis prefers “‘more sensual subjects
landscapes, seascapes, plants and animals’,
Like Mr Lester, they rely largely an
intuition aboul the owner's astes and per-
somality when preparing a design. as well as
drawing inspiration from the shape of 1he
rocnt and e atmosphere of the location,
Ohiginal ideas, often hounced off ecach
nther, tend o change under the impact off
the surroundings. 1 don’t think ve ever
had a totally clear plan at the stave,” My
Rove sivs, "1 tends to evolee as | oo along,”
Sometimes, owever, the chient has his or
ber o dddeas abour whin shouled he vepre-
sented, which can lead 10 some diverse and
evient curions subjects, One of M Byve's cliens,



|Above] Bad dog: the scene based
on family history in 1715 in which
an ancestor died just before his
wife, Lady Threipland, gave birth
to a son, Stuart, who became the
physician Sir Stuart Threipland.
(Right) Gods of the bath: in a
Wimbledon bathroom,

Ashley Rye's trompe Poeil
Roman figures stand above a
marblised base

tor example, had her heart ser on enlivening
fier loo with an entire medieval military-camp
scene, This was really not practicable in such
a small space, but he did oblige with a suit of
armout, together with the client’s coat of arms
and some medieval canopies, and even a
patch of medieval garden.

Miss Francis and Mr Rye are not as
draconian as Mr Lester about banning their
clients from casual visits to the work-in-
progress, ‘although most clients do not
interfere anyway’, Very occasionally, there
can be problems, however, Mr Rye recalls
one commission where the two halves of
the client couple had strong—and conflict-
ing—views about what thev wanted the

mural te look like, “They ended up having
such an argument that [ just left quictly.’
These mural artists take grear pleasure
in their work, especially where the subject
is Baroque, Classical or Islamic in charac-
ter, with plenty of ornament and detail,
Portraits, hoth human and animal, espe-
cially dogs, are a common request. Such
matifs may not be ar the cutting edge of
contemporary art, bur they are the essence
of the art and craft of painting.
Gy Lester can be contacted on 01344 288583,
Astley Ryve and Vivienne Franeis ave on 024
78R 2378
Fhotographs: Simen Fauncey, Syloaine Poitau.

Ashley Rye’s portrait shutters for a
Wimbeldon house are painted in oils and
trimmed with gold leaf. They depict
various people in Italian Renaissance style




