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Here is a little book that you can use for the next 
mural you create.  It documents our process and 
what we explored.  At the end of most lessons 
are some resources and links.
One of the main things I think about as an artist is art as a visual language - you 
can speak it to engage people, to do work, to teach and learn.  We explored visual 
language around UXO!

Day 1:
We introduced ourselves and discussed UXO as a theme.

Background: From 1964-1973, the US bombed, dropped poisoning defoliants, and manipulated the politics of  
Laos, all secretly and illegally.  Through the Geneva Convention, an international treaty, Laos was deemed to 
be neutral, but the US bombed it anyway, because they were threatened by both the communism of  the Pathet 
Lao army (even the threat of  them represented in the government at all) and the Viet Cong (the Communist 
Vietnamese army), who were fighting with the Pathet Lao and using the Ho Chi Minh trail as a supply route/
road.

The US didn’t just bomb Laos, it bombed Laos to pieces.  On the map you can see all the red spots.  They 
dropped over 270 million cluster bombs on Laos, which is a special kind of  bomb that was being tested in Laos. 
It’s a bomb that doesn’t aim to destroy buildings, its purpose is to maim or kill people, and it spreads over a wide 
area (almost a football field) from where it was dropped – meaning that it has a wide effect, and kills mostly 
civilians. 

The problem with the bombs dropped on Laos is that over 30% of  them malfunctioned and didn’t explode, 
turning them into something similar to landmines.  They continue to kill and maim civilians 40 years later, many 
of  whom are children.  300 people are killed or injured per year, with all 17 provinces affected and 25% of  
villages contaminated.

Resources and links, further reading:

Voices from the Plain of Jars by Fred Branfman
COPE visitor center and http://www.copelaos.org/
MAG: http://www.maginternational.org/maglao/



Day 2:
We discussed more about UXO, and talked about creating a visual language.  The goal was to start to create 
our own visual library to reference when we wanted to find themes for our mural.

1.  Quick draw exercise.
One aspect of  making art in general, and art about a difficult issue, can be to figure out good ways of  saying 
what you want to say visually.  We can make art work for us – and work for other people.  So we’re going to do a 
quick exercise to learn how to follow your instincts and push something out of  the pen!
Tip: listen to the main words that pop out at you, and let your hand do its thing.
Read a fact/phrase, have 30 seconds to illustrate it.  The only rule is you must have something on your paper 
after 30 seconds.
“Jumping for joy”
“Broke my heart”
 “Head over heels in love”
“Laos is the most heavily bombed country in the world per head.”
“fast access to health care is impossible”
“still pose a risk of  exploding’
“All 17 provinces in Laos suffer UXO contamination”
“There were too many bombs left to count’

2.  Another aspect of  using art to communicate is through looking at the imagery that already exists – it’s 
important to study up on the previously existing visual language.  Look at images and talk about what works, 
what are powerful, etc.

We looked at booklets and pamphlets from different organizations that work on UXO, as well as a book of  
different artists’ responses to UXO.

We marked the images that were important to us, photocopied them, and kept them for reference.

3.  We started sketching ideas for the mural.  If  you didn’t have an idea, then the assignment was to sketch an 
ideal world without UXO.

Resources and links, further reading:
Graphic Facilitation: http://graphicfacilitation.blogs.com/ for thinking about how art can be used 
in conversation
Dignidad Rebelde: http://dignidadrebelde.com/ for political graphics
Fun art excercises:
Six Word Stories: http://www.sixwordstories.net/
Learning to Love you More: http://www.learningtoloveyoumore.com/index.php



Day 3:
Goal: frame the UXO issue as an issue that is not just history, but is located in our lives and larger issues that 
affect us.  To gain skills in reading murals/art, understanding their context, etc.  To begin composition process.

1.  Mind map exercise:
First, we called out words that are associated with UXO and made a big list on the wall. 
Then as the answers start to peter out, add the following:
Feel when you think about UXO?
What things happened in the past that UXO related to?
What things that are happening right now are connected to UXO?
Who is affected by UXO?

We grabbed highlighters and marked the words that make UXO relevant to you and that you want to mural 
about.

Make this into a master list.  We came up with bombs still hurting people, fear, secret war, bad feelings, unknown 
danger, lack of  information and medical care.

2.  Give mural slideshow and talk about visual language.  (the slideshow can be downloaded at www.
muralinglearningdoing.wordpress.com)
Who do you think is painting the murals?
What question is the mural asking?

Talk about different ways the muralists express things:
1.  composition
2.  colors
3.  texture
4.  medium
5. location
6.  what is highlighted?  What is hidden?
3.  Short composition conversation: 
Ask what ideas people have floating around.  Looking at the generated list, what imagery do we have?  What is 
the overall message that those combined words have?

Found that the issues we were presenting were very much focused on negative feelings.  Tried to generate some 
ideas for bigger connections/solutions.  Wrote down 3 or 4 composition ideas:  before and after/damage and 
healing, education about problem, painting picture of  a scene and using humor

Resources and links, further reading:
Mural guide: http://www.kuidaosumi.com/murals/muralguide.html
Community Public Art Guide: http://cpag.net/guide/index.htm

Other good muralists: http://www.precitaeyes.org/
Trust Your Struggle: http://tys.mvmt.com/
Katie Yamasaki: http://www.katieyamasaki.com/
Groundswell Mural Project: http://www.groundswellmural.org/
David Loewenstein: http://loewensteinmuraljournal.blogspot.com/



Day 4:
1. Personal sketch time: everyone sketched their ideas for a mural and what they wanted to see, using colored 
pencils.  If  someone was stumped, we had them look around and think about what from the mural was missing 
that we wanted to make sure was included.

2.  Composition time:
You guys went for it, working out your own way to get all the elements included and communicating the ideas 
you wanted to get across.



some preliminary sketches

Day 5:
Continued composition work and agreed on a fairly final version.

Day 6:
We agreed on the composition and then the large internal structure, the bomb, was traced on the wall while the 
rest of  you worked on sketching what would go on the top and bottom corners.

the final sketch (with 
the victim in the corner 
moved into the bomb 
and Rosy’s UXO 
education in the bottom 
corner)



Day 7: 
Painting day!  Jamie created three background colors using house paint (gray, blue, and green), and we broke 
into groups to paint.  

Painting tips: you only need paint on the tip of your brush, and should wipe the brush on the 
side of your paint can to get the extra paint off.  Make sure to put your brush in water right 
away so it doesn’t dry up, use a dropcloth, and paint in firm strokes.

Day 8:
Continued painting.  You sketched with pencil over the 
background paint.

A few tips to remember: 
Pencil is not paint – remember that when you are 
drawing outlines (will you paint an outline or fill in with 
color?)
You can create an informal or a formal grid for smaller 
sections using your hand to measure the space you 
have to paint in – find the halfway point in your sketch 
and on the wall and go from there.
Remember to ask each other for help and ideas!

Other 
inspiring 
artists
Ellie Cross: 
http://www.artworkworks.com/index.html

Rini Templeton: 
http://www.riniart.org/index.php

Binh Danh: 
http://binhdanh.com/

Evan Bissell: 
http://web.mac.com/evanbissell/Evan_Bissell/
Evan_Bissell.html

Alice Neel:
 http://www.aliceneel.com/home/

Just Seeds Collective: 
http://justseeds.com/

Combat Paper Project: 
http://www.combatpaper.org/



Mural process tips:

The creation of a sketch/design:
Know where it should be hung before you start the process!  
A full community buy-in with townhall meetings, brainstorming sketches and discussions (reaching consensus 
on images, using many people’s drawings/ideas as collage or adaptation.

-This is useful depending on where grant money is coming from, who are target painters (ie a class? 
neighborhood?)
-This is difficult depending on who are decision makers, group dynamics, and time-frame/energy

A partial community consensus process - gather input, drawings, ideas, in one forum or many casual outreach 
sessions (chatting with people on the street about what they would like to see, what they want the mural to do, 
etc), and then having one or a few artists create a sketch for approval.

-This is useful when target painters or viewers are disconnected, or when you working on a tighter schedule.  
Also useful when working with coalition or attempting to build with other artists.

Other consensus ideas: set up a table on the street and have people stop by to submit drawings, online survey, 
have kids bring home to parents, etc
A commissioned project - one artist (or a few) simply going it alone

Assembling crew of thinkers/painters
Use connections you have built or use organizations, schools, and other institutions to reach a group (unless they 
have already reached out to you).  These groups can either be part of  
-building the sketch
-finding the wall
-painting
-and/or doing an event around the painting (musicians, dancers, speakers, other art projects etc)

Venue/materials
A partial materials list:
-Walls: plywood panels, glass windows, walls, Tyvek/canvas, buildings, billboards
-Materials: paint (ie Novacolor acrylic), spray paint, 3D mural (ie wood pieces, fabric, mosaic)
Don’t forget primer, and calculate the amount of  paint you need by the wall surface (if  nubbly or absorbent, 
need more paint!). Charcoal can be useful for tracing, and a sealant can be good as well (as long as it chemically 
works with the paint).

Venues are important - choose one that is seen by those affected by the issue addressed in the mural (ie where 
people are getting shot, blown up, honored).  Make sure neighbors/etc are involved in the process so they don’t 
get upset when the mural goes up.  You will need permission from wall-owner.

Painting/Events
Depending on your time/who is involved in the process, you can make the painting and events around it as 
open/engaging or closed/effective as you need to be.  If  you’ve been working with a big group, make sure they 
are as involved as they possibly can be - community paint days, etc (so they can feel ownership over their mural).

Draw the sketch to scale using a grid, an overhead projector, or by free-handing it (transferring images from 
sketches exactly -honor the artist, especially young people).  

You can use a projector to project the outlines on the wall and have a community tracing day, and then have 
someone coordinate the paint buckets and have a community paint day (so colors/brushes don’t get crazy).  



My contact info:

lisa.nowlain@gmail.com
www.lisanowlain.com
www.muralinglearningdoing.wordpress.com


