THE

PAINTER’S
JOURNAL
VOLUME 1, NUMBER 2

FALL 2003

A Forum and Resource for Scenic Artists in Theatre

A Forum and Resource for Scenic Artists in Theatre

FEATURED ARTICLES
Beauty and the Beast Library Drop, Richard W. Prouse
Glossy Decks...with the Mighty, Might Buffer, Claire Dana
Projectors, Paint and Photoshop, Mike Burnett
Fire Retardant: Safety Considerations, Monona Rossol

PLUS MUCH MORE!
www.paintersjournal.com

THE PAINTER’S JOURNAL

A Forum and Resource for Scenic Artists in Theatre
Founder/Executive Editor
Anthony R. Phelps
Bradley University
Managing Editor
Sandra M. Vance
University of Kentucky
Editorial Board
Tom Bliese
Minnesota State University, Mankato
Dr. Oscar G. Brockett
University of Texas at Austin
Diane Fargo
Goodspeed Opera
John Holloway
University of Kentucky
Rachel Keebler
Cobalt Studios
Kimb Williamson
Scottsdale College
Donna Wymore
Colorado Scenery
Research Assistant
Megan K. Pence
Bradley University
Consultant
Dr. Dennis C. Beck
Bradley University
Interior Drawings
Natalie L. Clemens
Bradley University

Mission: The Mission of The Painter’s Journal is to provide a forum where
scenic artists can share their ideas with each other. The aim is to facilitate
the sharing of information from professionals to educators to students in
the areas of techniques, tools, products, research, health and safety issues
in scenic art.
Publication: The Painter’s Journal is published in March, September, and
December of each year.
Subscriptions: The annual subscription price for all three isues is $15.00.
Individual issues can be purchased for $6.00 each. Checks can be made
out to The Painter’s Journal. Subscriptions can be mailed to the address
below, please include you correct address address and phone number for
mailing purposes.
Submissions: The Painter’s Journal welcomes article submissions. All
submissions for publication are peer reviewed by the Editorial Board. A
separate cover page (listing the author’s name, affiliation, address, e-mail
address, phone number and the article title) should accompany each
submission. Name and affiliation should not appear on the submitted
manuscript itself. Manuscripts should be submitted written in accordance
with the MLA Handbook (5th edition). Submissions may also be e-mailed
to the editor, or submitted on a disk instead of paper form. If submitted
on disk or via e-mail, documents must be created in either: Microsoft
Word, Photoshop, Pagemaker, or Adobe Illustrator. Submission deadlines
are December 5 for the March issue, June 5 for the September issue, and
September 5 for the December issue. Opinions expressed in in The Painter’s
Journal are those of the individual authors and may not be endorsed by the
management and/or editors of The Painter’s Journal. All submissions should
be sent to:
The Painter’s Journal
c/o Anthony R. Phelps
Dept. of Theatre Arts, Bradley University
1501 W. Bradley Ave.
Peoria, IL 61625

For more information call 309-677-2335 or send an e-mail to
info@paintersjournal.com.
Copyright: No portion of this journal may be reproduced without the
formal consent of the Executive Editor.

Website Hosting and Design
ChrisShawn Lee
bangstar.com

Cover Photo: The library drop for Beauty and the Beast, designed by Stan
Meyer, painted by Richard W. Prouse at Scenic Art Studios. Anyone wishing
to submit drawings, photos or renderings for consideration for the front
cover please direct inquiries to the contact infomation above.

Webmaster
Stephan Heroux
Bradley University

Advertising: Anyone wishing to purchase advertising in this journal please
submit inquiries to the contact information above.
ISSN: 1543-5431

The Painter’s Journal, Fall 2003

paintersjournal.com

1

THE PAINTER’S JOURNAL

A Forum and Resource for Scenic Artists in Theatre

CONTENTS
Volume 1, Number 2

September 2003

Featured Articles
4

Beauty and the Beast Library Drop
Richard W. Prouse

7
4

Glossy Decks Made “Greener”, Cheaper
and Easier with Commercial Wax and
the Mighty, Mighty Buffer
Claire Dana

13

Projectors, Paint, and Photoshop
Mike Burnett

16

Fire Retardants: Safety Considerations
Monona Rossol

Departments
7

3

Letter from the Editor
Anthony R. Phelps

18

Ruminations
Diane Fargo

22

Bibliography
Rachel Keebler

24
13

2

paintersjournal.com

Juried Scenic Art Exhibition
Announcement
Anthony R. Phelps

The Painter’s Journal, Fall 2003

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
Thank yyou
ou for subscribing
to the PPa
aint
er’
inter’
er’ss Journal!
Welcome to the second issue of The Painter’s Journal.
First, I must thank you for subscribing. I am pleased
with the number of people, interested enough in scenic
art, who have subscribed to this publication. Second, I
must thank the many people who make this endeavor
possible. Without the help of the Editorial Board, my
co-workers, students, and the authors of the articles,
this publication could never be produced.
There are many wonderful and informative articles
in this issue. Claire Dana has written an excellent article
on using buffers to make great glossy decks. Richard W.
Prouse shares his experiences painting the Beauty and
the Beast drop. Mike Burnett explains his process for
making quick photographic drops with projectors and
Photoshop. In the Health and Safety department,
Monona Rossol talks about safety considerations for fire
retardants. Finally, we have a rumination from Diane
Fargo about the relationships between Charge Scenic
Artists and Technical Directors.

In this issue, you will find, on page 24, the
announcement of our First Annual Scenic Art Exhibition.
This exhibition will be juried by four individuals who,
at this time will remain nameless. They will provide
written feedback on each entry. The culmination of this
exhibition, will be a display of all the entries, with the
juries comments, in the March issue of The Painter’s
Journal. The top submissions in each category will be
exhibited on at the Cover the Walls display, at the USITT
conference, in Long Beach this March. The official rules
and details are covered on page 24. There
is no entry fee; I encourage you all to participate!
We already have several articles in process for the
next issue, including an article on whether a young
painter should go union or non-union and an article on
how to make cut rollers. There has been great interest in
an article on floor sealers, so if anyone is interested let
me know.
One again thank you for subscribing and enjoy!

As you can see from the list of articles and authors
above, we have several new writers in this issue. Having
new and different writers for each issue is a fantastic way
for this publication to diversify, expand and grow. I
encourage anybody who would like to either write an
article, or participate in any way to contact me. We
often receive ideas for articles and we then try to find
people to write the articles. So if you don’t know what
to write, call us because we might be searching for an
author to write about a specific subject. For anyone
who is nervous or feels like they aren’t a writer, do not be
discouraged. If you have a great idea, that’s half the
battle. We can arrange for a member of the Editorial
Board to act as your mentor, to help guide you through
the process.
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Beaut
Beautyy and the Beast
Librar
Libraryy Drop
by Richard W. Prouse, Scenic Artist
The library drop for Beauty and the Beast, one of the
most beautiful pieces I have had the honor to work on, was
as challenging as any, but somehow so familiar to me that
the process was unusually clear in my head from the
moment I saw the rendering.
The first and most frequent difficulty with a translucent
drop is that it is almost always rendered opaquely with color
values not easily reproduced with die, thinned paints, and
the final ingredient, light. Trust is the rule most days, and
that is enough to send the best of us into an anxious tailspin.
On a scrap piece of goods, samples are made of all the colors
which will be referred to again and again.
A translucency is in essence a lampshade, and so, the
cartoon must be pale or removable. It is, therefore easily
lost. Dirt is inherently opaque and deadly to what in the end
must be pure white, so drawing on the drop is not an option.
A full sized drawing of the drop is made of craft paper and
then pounced onto the starched muslin drop. Because the
library needed to “sparkle” with gilt, crystal, candlelight, and
shiny marble with soft glowing edges, the architecture of
light had to be virtually unreadable as a drawing if it was to
disappear in the end.
To better explain, visualize a round shiny column lit
from several directions and varied intensities. There will be
a shine down the center as well as one on both “edges”. The
drawing had to break apart, leaving large portions of the
picture missing. So, how was I to save this non-drawing
over a three or more week period? You must “save the light”,
so as usual, a frisket was the first step in the paint process. I
could not have hard edges so I used chicken feed. There are
a number of other products that could be used, like sawdust
or sand, but one is too coarse and the other too
fine.
Starting at the top of the picture, all that would have
to “shine” in the end, was meticulously drawn with the
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chicken feed using a flexible plastic cup, (which can be
pinched into an infinitely adjustable spout). This allows you
to control the line weight. To get a soft glow around the
candelabras and other “hot” surfaces, the feed is dropped
from the hand,-sometimes from as high as three feet,-to get
an even random spread. To get the clean hard edges of the
checkerboard floor, the half tone squares were broadcast from
the hand up high and cut back to the drawing with a plastic
putty knife. The brightest squares were “poured” densely,
and pushed back to the drawing. A short bristle bush can be
used to get a sweet curve or tight detail. Get in touch with
the Tibetan or Native American sand painter spirit within
you.
The chicken feed is darker than the muslin, so at the
end of this step you have a negative picture. All darks are
clean muslin; all the lights are varied densities of the ocher
tone feed. Very disturbing.
Every book, every piece of gilt molding, all that needs
to stay light has some feed over it, and so you can no longer
walk on the drop. So hoping that the center didn’t end up to
wimpy, I had to do the next step from all around the edge.
The dominant color of this picture was blue. Because
the books, moldings and candelabrums held all the warm
colors, I chose a pink tone pale lavender as a neutral ground.
A spray was applied to the center of the drop, at a high
pressure from a Hudson sprayer--shooting out across the drop,
from the center bottom edge, arching back and forth, while
stepping back to keep the same distance from the surface,
and keeping an even “grit” to the spray. Then, I walked around
the drop again and again until I had even coverage that
darkened or intensified at the sides and top. At full strength,
the lavender was not much darker that the value of the feed.
This step had to completely dry, so I went home. We were
now at about the top of the second week. The feed drawing
took forever, about fourteen man-days.
To continue, all the chicken feed was removed with a
shop vac and a corn broom. Like magic, there before us was
the exact picture, only now it was the positive “print”. A
lavender black and white version of the rendering remained,
and because the lavender had some Rosco Super Saturated
paint as a binder, this map would remain for the distance
and neither smudge nor bleed.
The next step was to paint all the light colors, which is
always a bit tricky because you still have no real darks. (This
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Since this is a translucent drop, a full sized drawing is made of craft
paper and then pounced onto the starched muslin. Next, chicken
feed is carefully placed where the highlights will be.

A purple dye is sprayed over the chicken feed and allowed to dry. The feed is then completely removed with
the aid of stiff brushes and a shop vac.

Laying in more color.

Next, Pro-Mix dyes and Rosco Supersaturated paints are
applied by a brush.

The finished drop, designed by Stan Meyer and painted at Scenic Art Studios.
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makes you think that you have gone too far and removing is
something you really want to avoid, as that will almost always
change the absorbency of the prime. This will result in an
unknown change in color when backlit.) Like with a
watercolor, we continued by moving from the light into the
darks, until the picture was fully colored. Up to this point,
there is nothing painted opaquely.
Theoretically, you have tested all your colors with light
behind them. Although the drop looks darker than the
rendering, it looks done. Well, no such luck! Like most
translucent drops the library was lit from behind with many
instruments. However, it was also wired for individual hot
spots for the candle flames which appeared
before any of the rest of the picture, (as it moved into focus
at the top of the scene during performance). This meant that
the path of the wire had to be masked. This was done by
repainting the drop with all the same colors mixed in opaque
scene paints and thinned to the light with water. Now when
back lit, rather than a silhouette of all the wiring, there was a
sense of something solid and three-dimensional. The darks
then remained dark even as the intensity of backlight grew.
As I approached the sides and top of the drop, even the lighter
colors were touched opaquely.
When the drop was finished and still on the shop floor,
it looked fantastic; I was so full of myself! As it turned out,
I was too wimpy and the picture washed out on stage. When
a couple of years later I had the chance to paint it again, I
was much braver with intensity of all the colors. On the floor
it seemed way too dark and muddy, but in the end it was
much more successful.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
As a professional artist for over 20 years, Richard W. Prouse
has been creating unique works of original decorative and scenic
art for a wide range of industrial and residential clientele. Richard
joined United Scenic Artists in 1984. He has contributed to
such Broadway shows as Death of a Salesman (starring Dustin
Hoffman), Aspects of Love, Grand Hotel, Anything Goes, Lend Me
A Tenor, The Will Rogers Follies, Guys and Dolls, Beauty and the
Beast, Laughter on the 23rd Floor and the current revival of Annie
Get Your Gun. On the screen, his work is represented in such
films as Heartburn, Angel Heart, The Secret of My Success,
Masquerade, and The Hard Way (for which he designed the 40foot high 3-dimensional bust of Michael J. Fox that hung above
Times Square). Richard’s exquisite tromp l’oeil, bas relief and
sculpture can be seen in restaurants and private residences in
New York City, Houston, Santa Fe and Los Angeles.
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CALLING ALL
PAINTERS!
If you like what you see in The Painter’s
Journal, show your support by purchasing a one year subscription. Subscriptions are very affordable, only $15.00 for
an entire year, which is three issues. That
is only $5.00 an issue. If you are unsure
if you want to subscribe for a whole year,
you may purchase one issue at a time for
only $6.00 an issue.
To order a subscription, please send your
check to:

The Painter’s Journal
c/o Anthony R. Phelps
Dept. of Theatre Arts
Bradley University
1501 W. Bradley Ave.
Peoria, IL 61625
Make sure to enclose with your check,
your name, address, and phone number,
so we can be sure to get your issues to
you.
Be sure to check out our website at
www.paintersjournal.com for information about future issues or more information about submitting articles.
Thank you and enjoy!

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
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Glossy Decks Made “Greener”, Cheaper
and Easier with Commercial Wax and
the Mighty, Mighty Buffer
by Claire Dana, Indiana Rep
Some typical concerns about glossy floors are: they
will be too slippery to be safe, too delicate to maintain
through a run, they might be too hazardous during
application or need too much time to cure, or they are
just too expensive to achieve the optimal look for the acreage
you need to cover. Various products like oil-based
polyurethane, water-borne acrylic urethanes, epoxies, “bar”
and “bowling alley” finishes may address some of these
issues, but rarely answer all of them. Compromise seems
unavoidable, and so I was unenthusiastic that our 2001
season opener, “Amadeus”, would have not merely a glossy
floor, but an entire mirror-like black surround.

Detail photo of the deck in the Indiana Repertory Theatre’s
production of Copenhagen.

THE BENEFITS OF THIS SYSTEM
Time

After doing multiple trials of various clear sealers on
black Formica and related products suggested by the
designer, we determined that nothing bonded well enough
to a manufactured surface. Therefore, we returned to the
idea of using paints and sealers. The designer suggested
commercial wax, which he had seen done at the Denver
Center. So we then began a learning process, that led us to
a proven and economical technique (which we’ve used with
great success on two more shows to date).

Each coat dries to touch in thirty minutes or less (you
can use fans!) and is immediately ready to re-coat; can be
burnished within an hour of application if necessary. I was
able to apply 6 to 8 layers of sealer or wax in one regular day,
while the pieces were in the paint shop. Then, I burnished
and applied another coat in one evening, once the pieces
were installed.
Health and SSafety
afety
As both the sealer and wax are acrylic products, their
oder and hazard rating are very low; wax is designed as
a commercial product to be non-slip under normal conditions.
Compatibility
The wax can be applied over latex and acrylic paints; it
can be over-painted with water-borne paints and
sealers.
Maintenance
The surface can be burnished and a fresh wax coat can
be applied as needed. The stage should be dust mopped
before each performance. Spike marks must be painted rather
than taped.
Cost

The glossy deck for the production of Copenhagen at Indiana
Repertory Theatre; scenic design by Michael Ganio.
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Material savings range from 25% to 50% over oilbased or acrylic sealers. The labor cost for production is
reduced because there’s less waiting around; the stage crew’s
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time depends on how much maintenance is required, but
should be balanced out or slightly less, since you don’t wet
mop.
MATERIALS AND EQUIPMENT
Most of these commercial products are easy to find
locally through your own housekeeping staff, local janitorial
supply vendors, or catalogs like Lab Safety or Grainger.
Though there are many different brands, you can’t really
go wrong.

looped. If stored properly, it will last a season or longer.
Price is around $15.00.
The Mighty, Mighty, Burnisher
Our burnisher is a Minuteman electric, which runs
at 2400 rpm (1500 rpm is the minimum). It draws between
17 and 19 amps at start-up, settling down to about 15
amps. After borrowing one from a board member’s
company to get oriented, our housekeeping supervisor
found a used one for $400. However, a new one
would cost around $2000.

Commercial Floor Sealer
This is optional, but recommended. A very hard
sealer; it will help protect your paint layer from over-zealous
burnishing. $11.00 per gallon, covers 600-1200
square feet per gallon; available in 1and 5 gallon containers.
Commercial Floor Wax
This comes in both clear and tinted black (usually a
special order). The range of hardness is defined by acrylic
solids content, with 15% being the softest and 25% being
the hardest. We found 15% to be optimal for us: though
easiest to mark up, it also responded best to burnishing.
Price and coverage similar to sealer.
Wax Applicator
This special string mop is made of nylon rather than
cotton, and the strings are left free at the end rather than

Miscellaneous Items
Mop bucket with wringer.

Dust attractant spray: apply to clean the mop head, let dry.
Helps dust mop pick up and hold dirt and dust better.
Plastic trash bags: use as disposable liners for the mop bucket
and to store the mop between uses.
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Dust mop: Ideal for daily cleaning of the deck; wash and
dry in laundry machines as necessary.

SURFACE CHOICE AND PREPARATION
We used new Medium Density Fiberboard (MDF)
for all of our productions We found its smoothness,
hardness, and absorption qualities ideal. 1/8" material
flexed over our uneven stage deck, making it hard to get a
really consistent burnish from tile to tile; 1/2" pieces were
much better, but still sometimes met up unevenly, letting
the burnisher catch one edge or the other. All were attached
to the permanent decks with brads.
We primed all three sets of surfaces with 2 coats
of black Rosco Toughprime, rolled very smooth. For
Amadeus and Julius Caesar, this was all the prep we needed,
applying the first coat of clear wax directly to this surface.
We found that the Toughprime did lift just a little, lightly
tinting the mop and wax during the first coat only.

Buffer pads: Pads come in a wide variety of color-coded
abrasion levels. We found the pink “eraser” pads worked
best for us. Each pad, depending on the workout you
give it, can be used twice or more on each side . $30.00
per box of 5 pads.

In Copenhagen’s detailed cloudscape created the need
for two additional steps. One which I realized beforehand,
and the other which I unfortunately did not. The mirror
images were done entirely with various types of sprayers.
Where we used sawdust as a mask, some light hand sanding
was necessary to smooth the surface. This didn’t take an
unreasonable amount of time. We were less concerned
about the ceiling than the deck, and in certain
cues you could see one small area we missed.
Another issue was also a result of spraying: in two
areas quickly finished with Pre-Val Sprayers, the paint lifted
and streaked noticeably. It only happened in these two
areas, but spraying rather than mopping the first coat
of wax would have been a good choice in this case.
APPLYING THE WAX: prep yourself and tools.
The process is very direct, simple, and quite fast-once you’ve had some practice. A lot of the technique will
make sense to painters.
The first pass will use the most material; every pass
after that will take less and less, as it becomes more and
more sealed. Try to be conservative when you pour wax
out of the original pail, because it will start to cure as soon
as air reaches it and will contaminate the fresh wax if you
combine them. On the other hand, you can certainly keep
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pouring into the same bucket throughout the day. Store
the mop by wrapping it up tightly in the same liner
you’ve used that day.
To prepare your new mop for the first time, soak it in
warm water. Then, wring it out really well. Put your liner
in the mop bucket with the edges hanging over the side;
put the wringer in place. Pour about half a gallon of wax
into the bucket and soak the mop. Then put the mop in
the wringer, twisting the strings tightly before wringing
out the wax. Every time you charge the mop, dip it about
2" into the wax. Wring it out very gently: try to avoid
creating bubbles in the wax.
You have to complete one area at a time, so figure out
how you’re going to proceed. We were lucky because the
tile pattern of each show gave us a way to easily divide up
the acreage. Especially on the first pass, stick to 4’x8’ areas.
Finally, take off your shoes and put on clean socks!
FIRST PASS
For both the sealer and wax coats, you’re going to
outline the area on three sides, then continue with long
“fill-in” passes. The outlining lets you cover the edges more
cleanly (without picking up as much dirt) than if you tried
to cover them as you did the long sweeps from
edge to edge.
Charge the mop, then lay it gently on one corner of
the area and drag it up the short side, keeping the strings
right to the edge of the material. When you get to the top,
swing the mop around the corner to edge the long side,
then down the other short side and back up to the long
side, where you begin the long passes.
Try to avoid picking up the mop unless you’re out of
wax. You can try flipping it over before recharging. Ideally,
complete your chosen area in one mopful. You
don’t need to be a hero about it, just quick to recharge.
Overlap the strokes just enough to get complete
coverage. If you have too much wax in your mop, you
must spread it out quickly or leave it alone. Otherwise
you’ll get those lovely “scabs” in part-dried areas.
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Continue, until you’ve covered the entire batch with
all the long passes going in the same direction. Put fans on
it, if desired. When it’s dry to the touch (about thirty
minutes), you’re ready to put on the second coat.
SECOND PASS AND BEYOND
By this time you should have a good feel for charging
the mop with the appropriate amount of wax. Now you’ll
probably need a little less to complete the same area.
To improve coverage and alleviate boredom, start
where you finished the previous turn, making your long
passes at right angles to those of the previous pass. In each
successive pass, continue to rotate around the
perimeter to find your starting point.
We found that one person was able to lay down up to
8 wax (or sealer) coats in the paint shop within a regular
day. With an overnight dry time, the finish was hard
enough to stack the tiles vertically, face to face, for weeks
without damage. Vertical stacking worked best in our space,
but I think it would have made it horizontally as well
(unlike any water-borne finish which must cure for at least
a week before stacking). Of course, if you can arrange
time to do the whole process once the floor’s installed during
load-in, you’re set.
WALLS AND CEILINGS
Because of the powerful suction the burnisher
generates, it’s nearly impossible to burnish even 1/2"
material that’s not anchored. For this reason, we waited to
burnish the decks until they were completely installed. We
found it impossible to burnish the wall and ceiling pieces
at all. For those, we ended up beginning with wax, but
finishing with Benjamin Moore Stays Clear.
The Stays Clear went on beautifully over the wax. I
think that going over the already sealed surface helped the
thicker material settle with fewer applicator marks. Since
we couldn’t burnish it anyway, we had to rely on its quick
build-up to provide the deep gloss, which burnishing would
otherwise impart. The two finishes are not exactly
alike, but close enough when at right angles to each other.
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THE BURNISHER.

High-speed burnishers are very simple machines: a
heavy motor sits in the back over two fixed wheels and a
drive belt goes from there to the front where a 19" rotating
disc holds the abrasive pad. A waist-high, double-sided
handlebar at the back holds the power switch (es) and
provides the leverage to tilt the machine, for start-up and
pad replacement.
When using burnishers, you need to monitor how
hard the pad makes contact with the floor. Do so either
listening to the motor or watching a gauge. Make sure
you don’t trip over the power cord or fall off the edge of
the stage!
Most important: never start or stop the machine when
the pad is in contact with the floor: you’ll get a nasty “swirly”
that may never come out. Whenever you start or stop the
motor, push the handle down to tilt the machine back and
off the floor. Always keep the burnisher moving once
you’ve begun your sweeps.
Like waxing, your passes should be either parallel or
perpendicular to the layout of the material. However, the
machine itself should only move forward and backward
while burnishing. You must tilt the pad off the floor
when you maneuver between passes.
Each pass is more accurately a lap where you walk
forward and then backward (don’t turn around) in the same
“lane”. Each pass should overlap about halfway with the
previous one. It can help, especially when you’re first
learning, to have one person wrangle the power cord (50’)
while another person runs the machine. However, with a
little practice in coordinating the moves, you can learn to
coil and uncoil the cord from your shoulder as you go.

NOTES
Abby Hogan, the Charge from PCPA in California
has also used this process and seems to love it. The green
factor is especially important there.

to achieve a “Chinese black lacquer” floor. He found a
source for black-tinted wax and said it worked very well.
They buffed and re-waxed before every performance, they
found that it renewed the surface beautifully, yet did
not cause a net gain in workload for the crew.
Janna White prefers using 24" lambs wool applicators
for the wax. The Denver Center’s production of Christmas
Carol has a white floor, which they burnish and re-coat
once a week.
Everybody I’ve talked to, including the staff at our
company who I’ve trained to use the burnisher, has found
it very easy to use and gets a buzz of satisfaction from the
result.
This article is based on a presentation I made, at the
USITT 2003 National Conference in Minneapolis, for the
panel session titled “Surface Treatments for Load-bearing
Surfaces”. The panel was chaired by Sterling Shelton,
Technical Director of the Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park.
I would like to thank Michael Ganio for introducing me
to this process; Janna White, of the Denver Center, for
generously sharing her thoughts and experience with me
as I got started; our Housekeeping Supervisor, Tom
Donoven, for sticking with me and giving valuable advice
and moral support; and the International Buffing Posse,
who before they saw the light, only said a few times, “you
can’t do that with that.” All photography provided by
Chris Fretts; Technical Director at Indiana Repertory
Theatre.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Claire Dana is about to begin her fifth season as the
resident charge artist for the Indiana Repertory Theatre in
Indianapolis, Indiana. Claire began her career as an intern
at the Goodspeed in 1988, and is a 1991 graduate of Cobalt
Studios. She has been the resident charge at other regional
theatres and summer stocks and jobbed in at the
Goodspeed, Cobalt Studios, as well as many other theatres
and shops around the Midwest and East Coast.

Michael Powers, the Technical Director from UMass
Amherst, also used this process just recently
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PROJECTORS, PAINT, AND
PHOTOSHOP
by Mike Burnett, Huntington College
Over the past six years I have served as both a technical
director/resident designer for a small non-profit professional
theatre company and as a technical director/theatre design
professor for two small independent colleges. In both of
these settings, I have found myself producing designs that
require large-scale scenic paintings and need to look like
photographs or reproductions of real art and architecture.
Whether it has occurred in my own designs or in those of
another designer, the need to reproduce these images always
comes down to the same obstacles that are familiar to us
all — time and resources.
At the beginning of my career, I worked on a
production of Death and the Maiden. The scenic design
for this production called for two large (10’-0"tall) ghostly
portraits. The desired effect was to give the appearance
that someone had drawn the portraits on a chalkboard,
only to have them partially erased. This was my first
attempt at the process of projecting a rendering. The results
were astonishing. Not only were the paintings done in a
very short amount of time (under an hour each), but the
ease of the process led me to develop it further and use it
on a wide variety of designs. This technique can be adapted
to photo-realism, abstract images, or anything in
between.

MATERIALS
Overhead projector
Overhead transparencies
Copy machine or printer for Photoshop images
Several good quality natural sea sponges of various
shapes and sizes
Lining brushes
Paint
In some cases, charcoal or permanent markers
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I like the follo
wing method for sev
eral rreasons:
easons:
following
several
It is easy enough that ev
en non-experienced students
even
and community vvolunteers
olunteers can per
form the task with
perform
minimal instr
uction time and maximum rresults.
esults.
instruction
It wor
ks best being painted up
works
up,, as opposed to flat-onthe-floor continental, which sav
es vvaluable
aluable shop
saves
space.
It is fast.
METHOD
The most basic way to paint using this process is to
copy the design onto an overhead transparency sheet, turn
on the projector, point it at the scenery to be painted, and
go to town. This is nothing new, of course. However, I
discovered that applying the paint while the projector is
on is much easier and quicker than cartooning the image,
then turning off the projector to paint. You can match
color to an extent, but more importantly you can match
texture, style, and shape on the fly. As I have been refining
this procedure over the years, I have found that you need a
variety of sponges with many different textures, shapes,
and sizes so that you can match whatever texture is before
you. Having a wide range to choose from lets you more
accurately match the texture of the design. I will still use
brushes for large fill areas or lining, but the rest is all sponge,
as I have more control over matching the original artwork.
For the 7 Stages (Atlanta, GA) premiere of a new
translation of Brecht’s In The Jungle of Cities, the designer
wanted a very large (15h x 30w) photo realistic backdrop
of two men strangling themselves. This was in the day
before large-scale printing was as popular as it is now and
the original estimated cost of that was astronomical. After
much persuasion, the designer agreed to let us try to paint
the images using this technique rather than totally sacrifice
the look he wanted. The result was astonishing. Our scenic
artist, two unskilled volunteers, and I completed the 15x30
picture in about four hours. Since then, I have used the
process on a large number of shows, each time with great
success.
There are a lot of pros to this painting method. As I
said before, it’s fast and the speed and ease of it definitely
make it one of my favorites. I have yet to find an image
that I cannot reproduce using this method.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

Side Show New York City Drop

Completed Miser Set

Elevation for the Miser Drop, created in Photoshop
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Drop for In the Jungle of Cities

Research for the Miser Drop
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Though beware: once you move into larger images, you
will need to split up the transparencies, as was the instance
in our production of Side Show. It is very important that
when you do this, the multiple sections of the image are all
the same size and give each image an orientation
mark to align on the scenery.
Also, I can’t express how easy it is to paint using this
method. My freshman design students pick up on it fast
and prefer it to the grid transfer method that I teach in
scene painting class. It’s amazing how non-skilled painters
can pick up on the process so easily and turn out such
great results. I have found that most of the students have
a hard time at first translating a color paint elevation and
cartooned scenery into a fully realized drop, which is the
more traditional method. With the projected image right
in front of them, as they match with paint exactly what is
on the blank scenery, the results are great. We are basically
turning the scenery into an oversized paint-by-number
without the numbers, which is a concept they easily grasp.
The sponges are easier to master for novices, as well. They
seem to have more control over the paint, be it application
or mixing, than with brushes. And, it’s a lot like finger
painting-and who doesn’t like to get their fingers deep in
it?
With the scenery vertical, the free space in the shop
and on stage can be used for the carpenters to continue
construction of the set and allows a large number of painters
to work on one project, at the same time for faster turnover
in assigned projects. If a paint frame or other vertical space
is not available, I have rigged up an overhead to a genie lift
and a batten (on different occasions) in order to project
the image onto the floor. It’s a little more time consuming
and alignment is more difficult, though if the situation
requires it, it is a solution. For some drops, I have also
used some scaffold to reach the upper limits of scenery,
but it tends to get in the way of the projections.
To be fair, there are some pitfalls to this method. First,
if you are planning on using this method while other work
goes on in the shop, it will be extremely difficult. Most
projectors, overhead and especially LCD, need near total
darkness for the images to be visible to the painters. When
I used this method in the past, all other shop work had to
cease in the paint area. The second pitfall is that on larger
projects, the alignment can be a little difficult to those
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who aren’t looking out for it. If you are not paying attention,
the keystoning and alignment of multiple overheads can
end up with some less than great results.
EDITING THE IMAGES USING PHOTOSHOP
Photoshop enables me to correct any keystone
problems that may occur from the projector. While I was
trying to correct a keystone for a drop we were painting, I
discovered a lot of the editing tools available on Photoshop.
To correct the keystone, go to the edit menu, then to
transform -> perspective tool to adjust for the keystone.
However, the other tools (scale, rotate, skew, distort) gave
me much more creativity in my murals. (A side note for
anyone doing composite murals in Photoshop - be sure to
keep image in its own layer, as it makes the editing process
much easier.)
Photoshop also has a number of built in effects that
let you as a designer transform the images in a number of
exciting ways. The ones I have had the most luck with are:
Texture effects, Fresco, Watercolor, Emboss, Coloring Effects,
Invert, and Smear.
For a recent production of The Miser, I took three
paintings of Renaissance period architecture, inverted the
color and skewed the perspective to create my design.
Very fast and effective, and fun too!
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Mike Burnett is currently the head of Design and
Technology in Theatre at Huntington College in
Huntington, IN. Mike has either designed or built several
hundred shows for professional and educational theatre
companies, corporate events and musical acts. Previous
design/production credits include the world premieres of
When the World was Green by Sam Shephard and Joseph
Chaikin, Whispering to Horses by Jo Carson, Dream Boy by
Jim Grimsley/Eric Rosen and the American Premiere of
My Mother’s Courage by George Tabori. During the 1996
Atlanta Olympics, Mike was production manager for the
Free Zone for Artists, an alternative arts festival featuring
companies from Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Canada, Nigeria and the United States. He enjoys working
closely with his wife, Ella, who is a freelance scenic artist
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HEALTH AND SAFETY
FIRE RETARDANTS: SAFETY
CONSIDERATIONS
by Monona Rossol, President of Arts, Crafts &
Theatre Safety
Whether you have fire retardants professionally applied or
apply them yourself, it is unlikely that you will ever know
the exact identity of the chemicals protecting your curtains,
drops and drapes. Most of the manufacturers of fire retardant
products withhold the identities of the chemicals as “trade
secrets” or to avoid being specific, they identify them as a
general class of chemicals.
However, you can make some pretty good guesses about
the types of fire retardants you use, if you know a little more
about them.
WHAT ARE THEY?
Many types of chemicals can cause a flame to self-extinguish.
In the US, the majority of these chemicals fall into six different
categories.
PERCENT BY WEIGHT MADE IN US: TYPES OF
FIRE RETARDANT CHEMICAL
32% Bromine based-e.g., the polybrominated biphenyls
20% Antimony oxide and related antimony compounds
17%Chlorine based-e.g., complex chlorinated
hydrocarbons
17% Phosphorus based chemicals
11% Alumina trihydrate
3% Others: including magnesium hydroxide, boron,
molybdenum-,nitrogen-based compounds

on the planet are each carrying small amounts of a many
different PCBs in our bodies.
The PCBs were replaced by other classes of chlorinecontaining organic chemical fire retardants. One of these
groups, the chlorinated paraffins, was studied and also found
to be cancer causing. Most of the other chlorinated fire
retardants have not been tested for chronic toxicity, so there
may be more bad actors in this group.
BROMINATED CHEMICALS
The most common fire retardants are complex
hydrocarbons that contain bromine instead of chlorine. The
most well known of these chemicals was TRIS (tris (2,3dibromopropyl)-phosphate). Originally, this chemical was
thought to be so safe that it was even used in children’s
sleepwear. When animal tests showed it was a potent
carcinogen, it was banned from children’s sleepwear as well
as other uses in which skin contact is anticipated.
Recently, two other brominated fire retardants were
tested and found to cause cancer. These are 2,2-Bis
(Bromomethyl)-1,3-Propanediol (TR-452) (CAS 3296-900) and 2,3-dibromo-1-propanol (CAS 96-13-9). The problem
is this: there are dozens of different brominated fire retardant
chemicals that have not been tested and may well be cancer
causing.
Worldwide, eight chemical corporations manufacture
about 300 million pounds of brominated fire retardants each
year, of which about 80 million pounds are members of a
class known as the polybromodiphenyl ethers, or PBDEs.
Many experts think that these will be found to be as toxic
and as damaging to the environment as their cousins, the
PCBs. The PBDE fire retardants are the latest class of toxic
chemicals to be discovered in breast milk, human blood, food,
remote rural air, and wildlife.

CHLORINATED FIRE RETARDANTS
This class of fire retardants originally contained the
highly toxic polychlorinated biphenyls, better known as PCBs.
Years ago, PCBs were common ingredients in paints, plastics,
transformer oil, and many other products.
In the 1970s, when they were found to be highly
carcinogenic and persistent in the environment, PCBs were
banned for almost all uses. Their environmental persistence
is borne out by the fact that today you and I and every person
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It is very likely that the fire retardants in your
products contain one of these classes of brominated
chemicals.
ANTIMONY BASED RETARDANTS
These fire retardants are also highly toxic. They can
cause damage to the kidney, liver, blood and central nervous
system. These chemicals should also be treated with great
care.
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If your fire retardants contain antimony, it will probably
say so on the MSDS because antimony compounds are
regulated by OSHA.
OTHER INORGANIC RETARDANTS
Fire retardants containing phosphorus, alumina
trihydrate, magnesium hydroxide, and compounds based on
boron, molybdenum, and nitrogen vary in toxicity, but most
are less toxic than the other groups of fire retardants. There
is considerably more knowledge about the toxicity of these
chemicals and there are occupational air quality standards
for most of them, as well.
READING THE MSDS
Under the OSHA regulations, every workplace should
have MSDSs on all their potentially toxic products including
fire retardants. When reading them, I have the following
suggestions.
1. CHEMICAL IDENTITY
Look at the section (usually section II) in which
hazardous chemicals must be listed. Good MSDSs will
provide a distinct chemical name and Chemical Abstract
Service number (CAS #) here. It is more likely that the MSDS
on your fire retardant product will say that the chemicals
are “proprietary” or “trade secret.” Or, your MSDS may
simply say the ingredients are in one of the classes above.
For example, if the MSDS says it is a brominated compound,
this narrows the identity to about 100 chemicals your
product could contain.
2. AIR QUALITY STANDARDS
In the Hazardous Chemical section or in the Health
Hazards section of the MSDS, there should be a space where
the manufacturer is supposed to enter the OSHA Permissible
Exposure Limits (PELs) and the American Conference of
Governmental Industrial Hygienists threshold limit values
(TLVs). If your fire retardant contains inorganic compounds
of aluminum, antimony, boron, or molybdenum, there should
be standards listed here. OSHA and/or ACGIH have
standards for these metal compounds.
If the MSDS says there are no standards for the
chemicals, it means these are some of the hundreds of
chemicals in those other categories of fire retardants.
Watch for blatantly incorrect information. For example,
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one popular fire retardant’s MSDS states:

No constituents of this mixture have OSHA established
permissible exposure limits (PEL) or ACGIH established
threshold limit values (TLV).
Yet under precautions this same MSDS says:

Provide sufficient ventilation to maintain emissions
below recommended exposure limits.
Obviously, this advice cannot be followed because there
are no recommended exposure limits. Worse, the
manufacturer hasn’t even told you what the chemical
components are so you can’t make a rational judgment about
exposure or look up more data.
3. USING OTHER MSDS DATA
Chemical identity information can sometimes be teased
out of other data on the MSDS. For example, under
Hazardous Decomposition Products, the manufacturer must
list those chemicals that will be released during high
temperature incineration of the product. Under high
temperature burning, certain elements will remain unchanged
and will be emitted. For example, a chlorinated or brominated
chemical will always release chlorine or bromine under these
conditions. And during incineration, the inorganic metals
such as antimony and boron also will be emitted.
WHEN IN DOUBT
If you are really confused about the MSDS on a fire
retardant product, you are welcome to send a copy of the
MSDS to ACTS and we will help you interpret it.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Monona Rossol , M.S., M.F.A., is an industrial hygienist and is
President of Arts, Crafts & Theater Safety (ACTS). She is the
Safety Officer for United Scenic Artists Local 829 and IATSE.
She has written seven books including The Artist’s Complete Health
& Safety Guide, which won a 1996 Outstanding Academic Book
Award from the Association of College and Research Libraries
now in its 3rd edition.
CONTACT INFORMATION:
Monona Rossol
181 Thompson St., #23
New York NY 10012-2586 212/777-0062
ACTSNYC@cs.com
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RUMINATIONS
Working Rela
tionships;
Relationships;
Charge Scenic Artist
Artistss AND
Technical Direct
ors
Directors
(or why everyone in should have to take scene painting)
by, Diane Fargo, Goodspeed Musicals
Over the years I have had many personal experiences
and received many phone calls, from painters that I have
sent out into the world to pursue their careers, about the
difficulties in the relationship between the Technical
Director and the Charge Scenic Artist, as well as the
lack of understanding from the Administrative staff about
the role and needs of the scenic artist. I often wonder
why these relationships are so difficult. Who is educating
the technical directors? Why is the Scenic Artist so
misunderstood? Does anyone actually understand the
importance of the role of scenic art in the process of
executing scenery?
Does any of this sound familiar to any
one?
anyone?

“We have some local fine artists who we can hire to help
you paint the set.”
“There are some house painters in the area that can help
paint that drop.
“You need to factor in dry time?”
“You can’t make that knotty nasty plywood look like
marble?”
“You want that 8lbs of Bondo over that one screw to be
sanded?”
“You mean those 50,000 staple holes need to be filled?”
“Oh you would like to set up a schedule so you know
which scenery is coming when?”
“You mean you would like to receive all things that are
painted similarly at the same time?”
“You would like to have some input on which materials
are being used?”
“Can you fill those holes with paint?”
“Oh you can’t wood grain that piece of raw wood 20 feet
in the air?”
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“You mean sealing the floor with polyurethane next to the
guy with the router is not working for you?”
“You can’t paint that drop while it hangs in the air?”
I sometimes wonder why, after all these years, these
ridiculous questions are still asked of scenic artists. I
wonder why Production Managers and administrators,
at some theaters, still do not understand what it is that
we do. I wonder why Technical Directors still think
that we work for them. I am amazed that someone always
feels the need to walk on a wet deck even though there
are 15 wet paint signs surrounding it. WHY?
One day, I got so aggravated by someone for the
hundredth time walking on a wet deck, that I emailed
an outline of the 8 step process of painting that floor to
the entire organization. After each step, I wrote in: “then
it must dry” And the only person who decides that it’s
dry is me. I received so many responses from people
who had no idea of what the process entailed. No one
has walked on the floor since.
I think that it is time to educate the theatrical
community at large. I don’t understand why we have to,
but it seems that the craft of scenic art is a mystery to
most people in this business. I personally have a very
good collaborative relationship with my TD and the
organization, but there are those days when people say
one of those things and I just can’t believe it. We are all
used to the “is it going to be that color” question, but
seriously, why doesn’t anyone really understand what we
do. It has also taken me years of being a tyrant to get
the message across.
Most

people

don’t

understand

that:

•

Painters are trained and that things must be done
in a certain way, in order to be done well.

•

That the scenic artist is the closest person to the
designer, and the person responsible for the
finished look of the set.
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•

That the guy down the block who paints houses
will not do.

•

That time needs to be set aside for painting.

•

That the midnight shift is unacceptable.

•

That the relationship between the TD and
Charge Artist should be a shared responsibility
of executing the design to the best of their
collective abilities.

•

That the charge artist does not work for the TD
but with them... side by side.

•

That each department has to have time set aside
for each part of the process.

•

That when the last screw goes into the set it is
not finished!

QUERY OF THE DAY
I’ve recently been stretching scenery netting
on some cut drops, and I’ve found it difficult
to keep it tight and straight, is there a tool to
make this easier? If so, where can I buy it, or
how can I make it?
Submitted by, Anonymous

We all have health concerns over using Aniline
Dyes, but the color is so wonderful I keep using it. Is there another product that comes
even close to the color quality and translu
cency that Aniline Dyes offer?
Submitted by, Anonymous

I don’t mean for this to be “the angry scenic” column,
but we need, as a group, to educate the organizations and
people that we work for out there in the world. I can
understand people not understanding the art of the process
because they can’t do it. I do not understand why they
don’t value its importance and history. I have found that
many universities and even regional theaters just look at
scenic art as an afterthought....”oh yeah the set needs to be
painted...can you do that at midnight after rehearsal?”
Any thoughts?
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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The Painter’s Journal
c/o Anthony R. Phelps
Dept. of Theatre Arts
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1501 W. Bradley Ave.
Peoria, IL 61625
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Boston University.
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CALL FOR ENTRIES!
Announcing the F
irst Annual Painter
ournal JJuried
uried Scenic Ar
xhibition
First
ainter’’s JJournal
Artt E
Exhibition
This is an exciting opportunity for scenic artists to display
their painting skills. We are asking scenic artists to submit
photographs of their work for consideration in this thrilling
exhibit. A panel of four respected scenic artists will judge each
entry and compose a written critique of the work. One color
photograph of each submission will appear in the March 2004
issue of The Painter’s Journal. The top entries in each category
will also be displayed at USITT, in the Cover the Walls exhibit.
The exhibit will have both professional and student divisions.
In order to accommodate the wide range of painted scenery,
this year the work will be organized into the following
categories:
Tromp L
’oeil or IIllusionistic
llusionistic P
ainting
L’oeil
Painting
A. Architectural Detail: columns, porticos, steps,
arches, etc.
B. Ornamental: friezes, moldings, gargoyles, etc.
Natural SSur
ur
faces
urfaces
A. Stone
B. Foliage
C. Sky

To enter, please provide the following:
1. Completed Entry Form
2. Original or Accurate copy of the painter’s elevation
3. A letter of recommendation, from either the
designer or the project supervisor
4. A statement regarding the process of the work
displayed and any other information which the
scenic artist feels is pertinent to the entry.
5. One photo of the overall work, i.e. the entire
backdrop or box set
6. Four to six detail photos of the work
NO
TE: All photos must be 8"x10" or larger
NOTE:
larger..
Rules:
1. For entries by individuals, the scenic artist must
have completed at least 70% of the painting of the
work entered.
2.

Group entries are welcome, for work in which no
one person completed 70% or more of the
painting.

3.

Please do not put your name(s) on the photos. Each
entry will be assigned a number before it is sent to the
judges, to assure the anonymity of the entry.

4.

To have submitted materials returned please include a
check for $5.00 (made out to The Painter’s Journal) or
make arrangements to pick up materials at the March
2004 USITT conference.

5.

Individuals and groups may submit more than one
entry.

Translucent Scener
Sceneryy
No restrictions on the subject matter.

Entries will be judged on the accuracy of reproduction of the
design, regardless of whether the scenic artist is also the
designer. The design itself will not be a consideration. The
work will be judged in the following areas:
1. Color Matching
2. Drawing Accuracy
3. Painting Technique

Name:______________________________________
Production:_____________________________________
Designer:____________________________________
Date entry was produced:__________________________
Producing Organization or Scenic Studio:_____________________________________________________________
Check One: Professional_____ Student_____
Catagories (check only one)
Tromp L’oeil or Illusionistic Painting
Natural Surfaces
Translucent Scenery ___
A. Architectural Detail___
A. Stone___
B. Ornamental___
B. Foliage___
C. Sky
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