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New Mural at Lake Anne Elementary School 

 

A new, captivating mural featuring aquatic creatures, woodland animals, and children was completed at 

Lake Anne Elementary school at the end of June. Artist Shawn James worked with an assistant over a 

few weeks to complete the artwork, but he also enlisted the help of students. 

“We had the students come out and help us when their last week or so in school. They helped us paint 

the background in,” says Shawn. 

When reflecting on his experience with the children, he said, “It's been fun working with the kids here. 

It's been a pleasure. They're highly engaged, highly motivated and very interested in everything that I 

was doing. Of course, everybody wanted to participate, and there's only so many brushes, so much time 

and so many rollers. But I worked with a lot of the students from all the different grade levels, and it's 

been really, really receptive.” 

“Mr. Johnson, the art teacher, definitely gave them some foundations in painting, so that's great.” 

When asked about Shawn’s inspiration, he said, “The inspiration came from doing some research within 

the community. Originally this mural was slated to be near here at a pedestrian underpass… it had 

mandalas that were painted inside the tunnel and had been painted by students of the school from 

previous years.” 

“A parent volunteer helped them paint it, and they wanted something to reflect those mandalas that are 

already painted and also kind of do a reflection of the students in elementary school. So, that's one of 

the reasons why we have the young girl who's reading. The dolphins are a part of it because the dolphin 

is the mascot of Lincoln Elementary School. Some of those things are kind of incorporated into the idea.”  

This was a pivot from the original underpass project that was planned for last year. “Long story short, we 

were not able to put the mural in its original location. So, we took parts of the original design and 

reformatted to fit the space… we kind of had an underwater kind of feeling and theme to it and they 

wanted the blue to match their playground.” 
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Originally, Shawn’s plan was to design both sides of the pedestrian tunnel with distinct themes. One side 

was envisioned as a cool, blue side, while the other was to be a warm side, predominantly featuring 

yellows and oranges. The concept also included incorporating elements of nature into the overall mural. 

“So (the sections) were kind of working the opposite of each other, and that's where this was cool and 

kind of working with sea creatures like the dolphin and the turtle. The warm side was working more with 

terrestrial fauna. We had a crane and a herring originally, but now we have hummingbirds and the fox. 

So, things that you would definitely find around in this area, and then the trees and so forth, and also to 

emulate the sun.” 

This aligned with the nature programming of the school that was in place, such as the gardens and the 

pollinators they attracted. The goal was to blend all these aspects together in a cohesive and meaningful 

way. 

Shawn was asked what he expects and hopes the students’ reaction will be. “I want them to see how art 

can impact your environment and impact your feelings…. create a welcoming environment to the school 

instead of just a brick structure where education takes place. It can be fun. It can be learning. Working 

with the art teachers… they've already decided to develop lesson plans based off this mural. So, they 

can come out here and kind of do a one-for-one, see the visual narrative and take that back into the 

classroom with them. I also would like for them to come back and see the work that they did because 

they actually worked on this wall. They helped paint it, so they can come out like, ‘hey, I did that.’” 

“But when the kids come and see it for themselves, they'll create their own meanings, they'll create 

their own narratives behind it. And hopefully that will grow into something good.”  

The children and creatures featured all have an upward motion or gaze. When asked about this choice, 

Shawn said, “I always think you should be looking up. Part of it as a visual is to keep the eye flowing back 

and forth. Looking up as to me is a feeling, inspiration of looking into oneself… thinking. So, when you're 

trying to either think of something or imagine something and remember, we tend to look up to think. 

There’s something about looking up and, you know, keeping your chin up and looking at the bright side 

of things.” 

Shawn, who has painted for decades, believes in the power of murals. “You see them, it's immediate 

beautification to the neighborhood. And in most cases, when you're doing these murals, there is some 

kind of buy-in from the community, input to what they want to see, what they don't want to see, their 

history. So, it's a reflection of the of the community. But more than anything else, I think the fact that 

they're always there, they're in your face, you can see them at any time. You can see them casually. It 

lends itself to have a bigger impact than maybe some other artwork where you would have to go to 

individual locations to see. I think that's one of the biggest parts of it.” 

James is the owner/operator of Baltimore-based Mural Masters, Inc., which he founded 15 years ago. 

When asked about his impression of Reston, he said, “My take away from Reston is that it is a very 

diverse and multicultural neighborhood. Considering it's kind of right off the interstate and a little niche 

area that's next to the water. It’s very clean, it's very inviting. But it was, I was told that it was very 

diverse…. But everywhere I go, every neighborhood I go to, I see people from all walks of life… the 

campgrounds or going into the grocery store or being here on the campus. It's people from all over and I 

really appreciate that. And, I think I wish to see more of it.” 



“It's a thriving community and a thriving neighborhood, so I love to see the multiculturalism and their 

investment in the arts.” 

Shawn James started his company, Mural Masters Inc., to offer an outreach and mentorship program for 

inner-city youth. Through direct involvement in his mural projects, James teaches teens to run a 

business, maintain a summer job, and the process of creating a mural from the initial concept through 

installation, all while demonstrating how public art can beautify their neighborhoods. 

By partnering artists with Reston’s elementary schools and community organizations, these projects, like 

the Lake Anne Elementary School mural, seek to create permanent enhancements in Reston’s shared 

spaces with the direct involvement of local stakeholders. 

The project and related programs are supported by: Reston Community Center, ArtsFairfax, Virginia 

Commission for the Arts, National Endowment for the Arts, and many individuals. 

Public Art Reston was founded in 2007 by Reston civic and community organizations and leaders. A 

501©(3) non-profit, Public Art Reston documents existing public art, commissions new public artworks 

and supports the creation of works by other community stakeholders. Over the past 14 years, its work 

has been guided by a Public Art Master Plan for Reston, adopted in 2008. For more information about 

Public Art Reston’s projects and programs, please visit www.publicartreston.org 


