The story of Beechenhill Bonads
In rural southern Sweden, in the late 1700s a tradition started of creating painted wall hangings to decorate the dark, smoky interiors of the small farmhouses during the winter nights around Christmas.  These narrative paintings traditionally depicted Bible stories.  They are called ‘bonads’, meaning ‘decorative wall hanging’.
The tradition grew from two particular journey-men, Anders Sillman and Peter Edberg who painted the church porch at South Unnaryd in 1763, they passed skills on to a local person, Nils Lindberg who became the founder of the Unnaryd School.  The artist I admire, Johannes Nilsson (1757-1827) seems to have learned many of his skills from Lindberg.

Swedish bonads were created on linen, grown and woven locally, the painting surface was prepared from natural ingredients, probably a gesso-like substance; rabbit skin glue and chalk, and the paint was egg tempera; natural pigments, ground and mixed with egg yolk. They are often several meters long

They were aspirational paintings, with rich costumes and well fed elegant people and horses.  In a naive style, they record many features of life from those times; the food, jobs, transport, house interiors.  During the 1700s rural life was particularly hard and sometimes, if labourers couldn’t get work on the land they would ‘labour’ at bonad painting. 

In March 2004 I visited Unnaryd in Southern Sweden with a party from The Peak District National Park as part of the BESST project (Business and Environment linked through Small Scale Tourism www.BESST.org ).  I live on our organic dairy farm and provide farm B&B and cottages, I run sustainable business development projects, mostly connected with food, I am also a working artist.  I have always been driven by narrative art work.  Most of my previous art work has been inspired by words and has incorporated words.

In March I had been studying the Bayeux Tapestry and doing some associated narrative art work.  So when I came across these traditional Swedish paintings, and discovered how they are produced, it seemed that all the different strands of my life had come together in a sort of organic art work.

I have researched and investigated methods and materials and now produce my own bonads, inspired by Johannes Nilsson’s magnificent work.  I want to show aspects of our rural life now; with our clothing, transport, food and activities, but incorporating many symbols and the Swedish style.  My bonads are created on cotton canvas, gesso and with a very limited palate of natural earth pigments with the addition of indigo.  I want to celebrate the wonderful things about rural life and to tell modern stories that may become the myths and legends of the future.
In November 2004 I was able to study the original works by Johannes Nilsson at the Unnaryds bonadsmuseum in Sweden.  It was fantastic to see his brush strokes and textures, it was as if he was speaking to me and teaching his methods.  I also met 83 year old Torsten Bengtsson, the only remaining bonad painter in Unnaryd.  It was a wonderful experience for me to see his studio and how he works, (his brushes were just as disreputable and messy as mine.)  Recent Swedish bonads seem to tell stories still using the dress and images from the 18th century; it has been quite surprising for them to see my bonads showing planes, trains, our modern dress and modern issues.   Torsten Bengtsson’s work was very skilful with lovely touches of humour.  I was very sad to hear that he passed away in April 2005.

