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Victoria White talks to Belfast-based mural painters from the nationalist community, as the West Belfast

Mural Group exhibits in a Dublin gallery

Left to right: King Billy Crossing the Boyne, a Donegall Road, Belfast, moral painted originally in

the 1920s. Working on 1 mural by Gerard Kelly. Women

intimidating. 1 don't sge
anything intimidating in
mgmunls."

our average Belfast Protes-
tant, driving down Sevastapol
Street, might  feel  differently
about Gerard Kelly's mural of fbe
smiling Bobby Sands with his vel-
low ; :ﬂhtﬁ words: “Every-
pne, Repu n or atherwise, has
his/ler own part to play in the
struggle.” Bt therc's no doubt
that it's a'hell of a lot more casy
on the eye than images of balacla-
v and armalites.

)scribed  in Bill  Rolston's
1992 book on murals, Drawin
Support, at “the most prodific an
the most accomplished™ of repub-
licen mural painters, Keily has
been credi with breaking the
mursl ' mould by opening up the
sfuarcs and reciangles and mov-
ing over whole walls. He was the
first 1o move mural an Lntuu
mythological phoase, having n
strongly influcnced by Jim Fitz-
petrick’s illustrations of Celtic
mythology while in_ prisan” for
what he terms a political offence:
“1 calbed across to the other wing
1o John Wixon, who was one of the
first honger strikers, and  asked
him did he have anvthing on
Celtic mythology and he gave me
the Book & Conguests, " siys Kel-
Iy, “oand that was the start of it 1
decided when [ got out T woald do
cultural and political niurals."

Why does he think the imagery

‘ TOOK the hoods off, 1
think hoods and guns are

in Waterford Strect, Belfast.

had such a strong effect on him?
 “"Because it was laken away
from us,” he savs. I people take
something away from you,
want it.” Kelly made some :'_‘x:fl'ic::'f
inspired crafls when he wis in
prisom, but he was ned allewed e
send them out, ostensibly because
mey had the words “Long Kesh™
and “H Block™ on them,

“Reading books on Celtic my-
tholegy, 1 realised that all the
people in Ircland were Celtic
peaple,” he goes on. 1 said 1o
mysell, someone  has it wro
here” He sees his mythologica
murals as reconciling images: “My
murals are never, ever, destructive
o sectarian. They have expressed
what my communily felt.”

Murals can be painted legally on
the wall of & person who consenls
— but they also belong 1o that per-
son, rather than (o the arlist
When Kelly, also known as “Mo
Chara™, came out of prison, he
found & wall and set about his
work: 1 gave it two or three conts
of ouwtdoor masonry paint. We
only had a three-foot ladder and
we pul a bit of scaffelding enio it
We went around asking for any
old colours peopie had, and then
we staried 10 scc the differences

gn the painis — the mant
started 1oomn in the rain™ Now
he plumps for vinyl silk which
drics well on a good day, b

From 1he ng, hocal kids
helped him: * You come out
of prison, the kids look to yon for
leadership and they'll o “to the
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inst Repression, also by Gerard Kelly,

ends of the earth for you. The kids
where | began working on the
Springhill Road have nothing, just
1o ht‘ly to stay alive and not be
killed by plastic bulleis.” Kelly
traces the image pato e wall, and ']
the LIS nelllp colour it in, by |
gy i for el
e says b TS not pasd for the
murals, bt there is mmnmnﬁmy-
funding and Ans Council fundi
for non-sectarian mural ar, an
E:%ugvins rate is about E3MN to

HOTOGRAPHS of Ge-

rard Kelly's murals arc on

dlE&!h}‘ in Dublin until the

end of the month as part
of an exhibition of the work nfﬁw
Féile an Phobail' Mural Group
from West Belfast at the Stoneleaf
Gallery in Stoneyhatter.

“The murals are part of the
siruggle, and if people can’t cx-
press themselves on g wall, what
can they do?” asks Kelly, There is,
however, 8 MOYE away Trom mili-
Laristic 1mages. Fellow exhibitor
Rosie MeGurman, who would not
call hersell “republican”, says the
murals are changing, *"We're sick
of sun-glasses and balaclavas, We
have to grab the cppartunily to
enrich the rmorals." L

MeGurran is @n atypical mural
painter, & Belfast College of An
g{;aduam from middle-cliss South

Ifngt. Her best known work was
for the Famine mural projcel on
Cavendish  Streot; ich  was
painted as part of Féile an Phobuail

last year. Cavenwish Street now
hosts an “open=aian gallery'™, in
which there are B date fve mu-

rals, . celebravingSrish  culture,
which ‘includ@§: work by
McGurran  afd | Murgaret

McCann, who 15 alsg

the Stoneleal. |
MeGurran, . whothas: lived in

Glaszgow and 8 influenced by con=

lemporary ligh © Figurative

painting, 45 well @5 by Rita Dul
and Alice Maher, “maints muriﬁ
which do not i tely vickd

Faming women, [
are really only M@ pagands 10
those who belicve Ul avent 15 not
historical: "1 don't 8ees with vie-
lence for any Beson™ says
McGurran. She 3008 B o weyer: i
people have VIOl fecling: I'd
prefer they'd pul g e w
throw & petrol bomSEs

What iz most 5
MeGurran's. work 1
miget mural art. il

1y repre
senls men: "u's _*'l whether
the UVF gr the IR oW many

republican sapgs I8

| Crossing  Horders,  a

abeul womot? I &l CThe bays
shot'.” Hei charcoal drawi
b the Stoneleal retarn 1o her

sessions, the strictures  within
whieh a Cathalic girl grows up in
Belfast: onc pictures a young girl
beu}i stitched into an angel dress,
another shows o woman dimin-
ishied by her huge wedding veil,
Hilary Robinson oakes * the
point, in her catalogoe essay for
( San
Frangcisco-bound  exhibition  of

jected images of murals, with
ﬁwgark of Rita Duffy and
isdair Maclennan | that’ muin-
fem visual arl i the Morth de-
fately twrns its back on the
Concerns and imAages of the mural
Painters, partly because an colleae
1508 “mmed”  environment.
MeGurran  cnjoys  the  impact
which mural art has and doesn’t
mind thin murals deteriorate. bt
R.ﬂ'l_m[‘frl wlin has paimted mu-
r_als-m the past, *u¥s she is getling
oo ‘precious™ about her an 1o

ITust jp to the clements it
Onee, Zyajmjﬁ 4 mural in o Prot-
estant fpey off the Lisborn Road,
she had 1g paint a littde King Billy

in the i to-stop the graffitn

Murals without the masks

e
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Crerard Kelly is a more typical
mural painter, not having been to
art college: *1 weed to like art at
school,” he says, “but we were
mostly out rioting. You can 'mmﬁ-
ine school in the middle of a war™

HE mural tradition in the
North was originally Loy-
alist, and conic images of

King Billv are recorded as
carly as the 1920s. Mationalist
muralists tend to say that the cul-
tural dimension which cxists in
republican murals does not cxist
in lovalist muralss  “They're
painted in the spirit of “Notan
inch, what we have, we hold, kill
all Catholics® *, savs Kelly, Hilary
Robinson writes that Loyalist mu-
rals gre morg static, boing coplts
of original [u'm_lmfs of King Billy,
but they have ine uded a mytho-
togical image of Cuchulainn — al-
though this, koo, is & copy, taken,
amazingly, from _ Oliver
Sheppard's 1912 sculpture which
has been. subsequimtly used Lo
commemorate. the Easier Hising
in the GPQ.

There dre images: of murals
feom both coniiunities in the San

Francisco-bound exhibirion.
Rogie McGurran has painted 2

non-political mural for  the
Shankill Womens' Ceatre, and she
would support any walid cross
communily mural-painting
scheme: “1°d love 1o see that hap-
perl in the future,™ she says. Bul
or the momeni, murals have
three main purposes, a5 Robinson
writes: “'To provide a visual iden-
tity for the community; o com-
ment on particular events; and to
warn others away.”

Meanwhile, Rita Duffy still ar-
gues sirongly for murals: “We

have a very low gallery-goimg pop- |

ulation and t's all- middle-class,
cven though they'd prefer to buy
BMWs  here. © Other people
wouldn't dream of going 10 a gal-
lery, and their idea of visual art is
a little boy erying or a horse gal-
loping H_J:JNﬁ i beach, The murals
are arl in thelr own communities
speaking 10 them’ abolt things
they care abouy,”

@ Members-of the Féile an Phobail
Mural Growp sl galk awhouy their
work  af  the. Stonefeal Gallery.
Stonevbarter, on Monday Seprem-
ber Tapk ar 730 pom,




