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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

WELCOME TO THE FALL ISSUE
 Welcome to the first issue of the 2007-08 subcription 
cycle.  I hope you all have had a great summer.  We want to 
thank all of you returning subscribers for your continued 
support and we want to welcome all of you subscribers who 
are new this year.

 Peter Miller has returned in this issue with his arti-
cle about the huge number of 19th and early 20th century 
drops that are being found in small towns in Vermont.  We 
also have three new writers this issue.  Ronald De Marco in 
his article has evaluated software used for making portraits 
for the stage.  Laura C. McPherson writes about her method 
for sizing drops.  Finally Kip Shawger pens a book review 
about Rafael Jean’s book: Developing and Maintaining a De-
sign-Tech Portfolio.

 With the continued growth of The Painter’s Journal, 
we feel the time is right for us to offer a Young Scenic Art-
ists Award.  On page 16 is the announcement for the award, 
with all the rules and guidelines as well as the application 
form.  This is a great way for young painters to have their 
work seen and critiqued, and possibly to win a cash prize.

 One final announcement is that on October 1st we 
will be raising prices for subscriptions and back issues.  We 
have managed to not do this for the last 3 years, but the 
postage hike on mailing these issues is significant.  The in-
formation on the increases will be on our website: 
www.paintersjournal.com.

 Thank you again for your support and we will see you 
again in December.

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
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Vermont’s Painted 
Theater Curtains

by Peter S. Miller

 In rural America, during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, entertainment was live and often locally 
produced. Before the internet, video games, recorded music, 
radio, television, and “talking” motion pictures, when tele-
phones, electric lighting and automobiles were novelties found 
only in the larges cities, amateur dramatic societies flourished 
and companies of professional performers toured the unpaved 
roads with horse-drawn wagons and sleighs or used the ex-
panding railroad network. The economic growth following the 
Civil War made most small towns feel the need for some sort 
of community center, such as a Town Hall, Opera House, or a 
“Grange”- a building housing an agricultural fraternal organi-
zation- important when a town’s economy depended on farm-
ing.

 In the state of Vermont, towns usually constructed a build-
ing which housed municipal offices downstairs, and a modest 
hall upstairs, used for town meetings, dances, community the-
ater, school productions and touring dramatic and vaudeville 
acts.

 Scenery in these halls was very simple. Usually there was a 
“Grand Drape,” a canvas house curtain painted with a view of 
a local landscape or a romantic European vista. This was often 
set in an elaborate trompe l’oeil frame, and flanked by painted 
draperies, in imitation of the actual curtains found in larger 
theaters.

 Some communities commissioned a set of stock backdrops 
with matching borders to hide the rigging above the stage, and 
“ears,” painted fabric-covered flats which extended the scene on 
the drop and concealed performers hidden in the wings.

 This scenery, painted with distemper (a mixture of pow-
dered pigment, water, and gelatinous animal glue sizing), was 
not designed for specific plays, but represented the generic lo-
cations required by popular entertainments of the day. Scenes 
might include a pastoral landscape, an urban street, a rustic 
farmhouse or cabin interior, and a “fancy” interior or a formal 
garden.

 In grange halls, scenery was often limited to an advertising 
curtain featuring a farm scene or a local landscape surrounded 
by advertisements for feed stores and other merchants who paid 
for the curtain. 

Figure 1: The Grand Drape in Jeffersonville, Vermont, painted by the Huiest Theatrical Scenery Company, Troy, NY, about 1900. 
Digital image by Carolyn L. Bates, copyright 2006. All rights reserved.

EDUCATION & TRAINING
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 Since most halls were located on the second floor of a two-
story building they had no fly loft or stage house. The curtains 
and backdrops rolled on wooden battens, operated with a sim-
ple hemp rigging system tied off to cleats on the wall. 

 By World War II, tastes in entertainment had changed. 
Radio, talking films, and television gained in popularity and 
the replacement of gas and kerosene lamps with bright electric 
lighting revealed the fragile illusions created by painted canvas 
as painfully artificial. A new standard of “reality” created by 
color motion picture film and synchronized sound recording 
emerged, and the audience for the old vaudevilles and melodra-
mas died, grew up, or moved on.  Only a handful of the stages 
are used for theater today.

 Around the state, painted theater curtains were taken down, 
rolled on their wooden battens, or folded up and stored in trap 
rooms under stages, in damp basements or in rodent- and pi-
geon-infested attics. The halls, once vital community centers, 
were only used once or twice a year and fell into disrepair or 
were renovated for other purposes. When curtains continued to 
be used, rips were patched with duct tape or staples, and water 
from leaking roofs damaged the distemper paint surfaces.

 About nine years ago, the Vermont Museum and Gallery 
Alliance, a non-profit organization which supports local muse-
ums and historical societies in the organization, preservation, 
and conservation of their collections, received a small grant 
to inventory and stabilize a few of these almost-forgotten cul-
tural artifacts. Eventually, as more were discovered, Vermont’s 
Painted Theater Curtain Project was founded, which, under the 
supervision of project director Christine Hadsel has undertak-
en the task of inventorying and stabilizing the entire statewide 
collection of rolldrops, borders, ears and other pieces of histor-
ic scenery in locations for which they were originally painted. 
When curtains cannot be displayed without sustaining further 
damage, or their original homes are unavailable, they are pre-
served in a safe environment or mounted on a muslin support 
backing and displayed in another suitable location. Ms. Hadsel 
has also attempted to assemble as much historical information 
as possible on the scenic studios and itinerant Vermont artists 
who painted the curtains many years ago, and this research has 
generously been provided for this article.

 At this time, 116 curtains have been stabilized, while an-

other 18 are partially treated and the last 42 await treatment. 
This conservation project has been undertaken by a team of 
professional conservators who work with community volun-
teers.  It is supported by the The National Endowment for the 
Arts, “Save America’s Treasures,” Vermont State Legislature, the 
Vermont Council on the Arts, the Vermont Council on the 
Humanities, private foundations and individuals, and the com-
munity where each curtain is located.

 These relics of a bygone era are interesting for several rea-
sons. Some are astonishingly beautiful and display talent and 
painterly assurance that is artistically pleasing. They also have 
a cultural and historical significance and provide a fascinating 
view into a less complicated time in America’s past. For students 
of scenic art they are a valuable record of painting techniques 
demonstrated by master craftsmen who did this kind of work 
on a daily basis.

 Some of the most spectacular curtains in the collection 
were painted by artists working in commercial shops in urban 
areas outside of Vermont. An example shown in Figure 1 is a 
Grand Drape from the Town Hall in Cambridge, which is now 
displayed in a new home in an Jeffersonville elementary school 
gym. It measures 14’-0” by 20’-0” and was painted by the 
Huiest Theatrical Scenery Company of Troy, NY. Information 
from the Rensselaer County Historical Society indicates that it 
must have been created sometime between 1900 and 1910. The 
Huiest Company advertisement in the Troy Business Directory 
from 1900 reads “Scenery for Theatres, Opera Houses, Halls, 
Church and School Entertainments, Fairs, Private Theatricals, 
Etc….”

 The view, a seascape, shows Dunluce Castle in the distance, 
framed by ball-fringed draperies. The curtain retains much of 
its brilliant color; note the warm underpainting of the fore-
ground rocks, the brilliant blues in the distant cliffs and the 
pink sky, although it shows its age at the top where there is 
some cracking.  The conservation team provides a minimal 
amount of in-painting, only touching up damage that seriously 
affects the curtain’s appearance.

 An article in a future issue will concentrate on an almost 
complete set of scenery in Reading’s Robinson Hall, painted 
by the O.L. Story Scenic Company of Boston, MA. It will also 
examine some of the methods and techniques used by scenic 
artists at the turn of the twentieth century.

EDUCATION & TRAINING



The Painter’s Journal, Fall 2007www.paintersjournal.com6

 Figure 2 (below) shows a Grand Drape from the Irasburg 
Town Hall which depicts a local view of Lake Willoughby bor-
dered by a stylized wooden frame and flanked by drapes and 
flower-filled urns, a device favored by the artist, Charles H. An-
drus (1851-1924) who had a studio in Enosberg Falls. An itin-
erant artist, Andrus also painted murals and designed signs and 
letterheads for local businesses. The Vermont Historical Society 
has acquired a one hundred twenty-five-foot-long Civil War 
battle panorama painted by Andrus around 1898. The Irasburg 
curtain was painted in 1912 and measures 18’-10” wide by 
10’-7” tall.

 Figure 3.1 (right) shows Vermont’s most prolific scenic 
painter who was Charles Washington Henry. Born in 1850 in 
Guilford, VT., this itinerant artist was also a musician, actor, 
playwright and theatrical impresario who toured the state and 
parts of New England with a company composed of his im-
mediate family. The Henry Theatrical Players performed until 
his death in 1918. An example of his work is the Grand Drape 
from Westminster, representing a chariot race in the Roman 
Coliseum, painted in 1911. The scene, shown in Figure 3.2, is 

set in a gilt frame, enhanced with gold-fringed draperies. The 
curtain measures 22’-0” wide by 11’-0”tall, and has two side 
panels each 10’-0” wide by 11’-0”tall.

 Figure 4 shows a similar composition of racing charioteers 
on a grand drape from the Broadbrook Grange in Guilford, 
measuring 14’-3”wide by 10’-0” tall, painted at around the 
same time.

Figure 2: The Grand Drape in Irasburg, VT. Photo by Carolyn L. Bates, copyright 2006. All rights reserved.

Figure 3.1:  Vermont’s most prolific 
scenic painter: Charles Washington 
Henry.

EDUCATION & TRAINING
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Figure 3.2: The Grand Drape in Westminster, VT. Photo by Carolyn L. Bates, copyright 2006. All rights reserved.

Figure 4: The Grand Drape in Broadbrook Grange, Guilford, VT. Photo by Carolyn L. Bates, copyright 2006. All rights reserved.

EDUCATION & TRAINING



The Painter’s Journal, Fall 2007www.paintersjournal.com8

EDUCATION & TRAINING

 The novel, Ben Hur: A Tale of the Christ, written by a Union 
Civil War General, Lew Wallace, was very popular at the time. 
In his essay, “Setting the Stage for Motion Pictures” in the book 
On the Edge of Your Seat: Popular Theater and Film in Early 
Twentieth Century American Art, C. Lance Brockman reveals 
that there was also a New York stage production which featured 
teams of live horses racing on a treadmill in front of a moving 
painted backdrop. Perhaps the book, published in 1880, or the 
widely publicized stage show in 1899, inspired Henry’s cur-
tains. (1)

 A future article, celebrating the life and times of this re-
markable, self-taught, turn-of-the-century artist and showman, 
will examine a complete set of his scenery at the Main Street 
Arts Building in Saxton’s River.

 Several of Vermont’s grand drapes form a sub-category clas-
sified as “travelogues” by the Painted Curtain Project. These are 
romanticized views of exotic, far-off locations, which, in a time 
when foreign travel was not as common as it is today, held a 
special appeal for audiences of the period. A spectacular ex-
ample of this genre is a Venetian scene from the   Haskell Opera 
House in Derby Line, painted in 1901, is shown in Figures 5.1 
and 5.2.

 Surrounded by an ornate Rococo frame and elaborate 
drapery, the view was painted by Erwin La Moss who was born 
in Vermont in 1854. La Moss moved to Boston to study scene 
painting at the age of fifteen, and went on to become head 
painter at the Boston Museum in 1884. His work was also seen 
on the stage of the Colonial and Tremont Theaters in Boston. 
The curtain, 

 Figure 6 shows an advertising curtain from the Green 
Mountain Grange #1 in St. Johnsbury Center, painted by 
Wood Brothers Scenic Studio in Springfield, MA. It is typical 
of curtains toward the end of the period (note the telephone 
numbers in the ads) and shows an idyllic rural landscape with a 
body of water, trees, and a farm, framed by advertisements for 
local businesses. It measures 20’-0” wide by 8’0” tall.

 The advertising curtain shown in Figure 7 was painted by 
a New Hampshire artist, Robert Naves. Born in Exeter, New 
Hampshire in 1915, he studied art in Boston, and painted for 
the Crystal Art Studio. During World War II, he served in the 
Army Air Corps and was killed in China in 1944. The curtain 
follows the tradition of a street scene with the ads shown on the 
buildings. The curtain is in Concord, Vermont, and measures 
26’-2” wide by 12’-7”tall.

Figure 5.1, (left): The Grand Drape in the Haskell Free Library and Opera House, Derby Line, VT.  Figure 5.2, (right): Detail of the drop.  
Both Photos by Carolyn L. Bates, copyright 2006. All rights reserved.
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 During a recent trip to Vermont, I had the chance to ob-
serve part of the conservation of a small painted curtain in the 
East Topsham Town Hall. The curtain, a seascape set in a gold 
Rococo frame with swagged draperies at the side, had been 
rolled on its wooden batten and stored for years on a damp, dirt 
floor. Over time, fabric in contact with the ground had rotted 
away and had to be replaced. Because of its weakened state, the 
curtain had been mounted on a padded, muslin-covered frame 
for display.

 When the conservators began to make the fabric inserts 
and in-paint the repairs, they discovered that the gelatin size 
binder in the original distemper paint had been so weakened 
over time that the colored pigment was coming off as powder 
on their brushes. A decision was made to stabilize the remain-
ing paint by spraying the curtain with a 5% solution of B-72 
(Rohm and Hass) in xylene. Later on, when it is thoroughly 
dry, acylic paints were used to disguise areas of loss and fabric 
repairs to blend in with the rest of the curtain. As usual, the 

Figure 6: Advertising Curtain in the Green Mountain Grange #1, St. Johnsbury Center, VT. Photo by Carolyn L. Bates, copyright 2006. 
All rights reserved.

Figure 7: Advertising Curtain in Concord, VT. Photo by Carolyn L. Bates, copyright 2006. All rights reserved.
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conservator’s goal was to in-paint just enough to keep the dam-
age from affecting the curtain’s appearance. Hadsel explained 
that this is one of the most severely damaged curtains that they 
have worked on and that each curtain has its own history and 
its own unique set of problems. Figures 8 and 9 show this cur-
tain before and after treatment.

 If you are interested in finding out more about the Ver-
mont Painted Theater Curtain Project you can visit the Ver-
mont Museum and Gallery Alliance’s website: www.vmga.org; 
a fairly complete catalogue of curtains that have been discov-
ered is shown.

 The digital images by Carolyn L. Bates featured in this 
article are available as notecards and postcards which can be 
purchased through The Curtain Project. Sales help support the 
research and restoration effort. Cards are available from:
 Vermont’s Painted Theater Curtains
 429 South Willard St.
 Burlington, VT 05401
 

Notes 1: C. Lance Brockman, “Setting the Stage for Motion 
Pictures,” On the Edge of your Seat: Popular Theater and Film 
in Early Twentieth-Century American Art (Yale University Pres, 
2002), Patricia McDonnel, Exhibition Curator and Editor of 
catalogue, Pages 93-94.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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and studied scene painting with Lester Polakov. He grew up 
in Vermont and has fond memories of Charles Andrus’ Grand 
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Peter has designed the backdrops and scenery for The Hasty 
Pudding Show, Harvard’s annual drag extravaganza, and is a 
member of United Scenic Artists, Local 829. Recent films in-
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Figure 8  (Left) & 9 (Right): Before and after stabilization at East Topsham Town Hall.
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Painting Without a Brush:
Comparing Software Programs Designed to 

Turn Photographs into Artistic Paintings 

by Ronald J. De Marco, Emerson College

 Several times over the past few years in my capacity as a 
property master I’ve been called upon to create a “painting” for 
a production in which the main focus of the painting is an actor 
in the show.  Philip Barry’s Holiday, the 1931 musical Of Thee I 
Sing, and Mary Chase’s Harvey are all examples of shows which 
require such a painting.  Less than 20 years ago, it was necessary 
to have a headshot of an actor, a skilled painter, a few weeks 
to achieve the desired result, and a budget to accommodate 
the prop.  Today, a digital photograph, a well-written software 
program, and ten or fifteen minutes can often produce superior 
results.  A good-sized plotter and some decent paper or canvas 
never hurt, either.

 Every year, it seems, the software industry releases half a 
dozen programs which claim to turn your digital photographs 
into works of art at relatively little cost and with amazing ease.  
Sure, they can produce a finished product which looks fantastic 
when viewed on a web page, but how useful are they really 
when it comes to the kind of work we do in the theater, where 
audiences viewing the artwork are often at distances that equal 
the size of a matchbook held at arm’s length?

 My goal was to find a simple, inexpensive, and power-
ful program which would truly be easy to use.  (Since I often 
mentor students who are just dipping their toes for the first 
time into property work, I don’t want to have to spend hours 
upon hours teaching them to use a program for a single prop, 
while there are 60 or 70 others which need to be attended to.)  
Consequently, one of the criteria for my search was to find a 
program which would produce a satisfactory product in less 
than 10 minutes from the time the photo is imported into the 
program.  Also, since most of the “paintings” I’ve had to create 
required an oil-based appearance, I chose to further narrow my 
search to programs which would produce an oil-painting effect 
as one of its many options.
     
 Since I work at a college which has Adobe Photoshop on 
the computer workstations, I began my quest by checking to 
see if a combination of the default filters built into the program 
would produce anything useful in my 10 minute time frame.  
According to a number of free web tutorials specifically tailored 
to creating this effect (Google “Photoshop Oil Painting” and 
you’ll see what I mean), a series of the filters – usually the Glass, 
Paint Daubs, and Angled Strokes filters followed by a canvas tex-
ture – can produce a respectable artistic picture.  However, the 
moment the image is shrunk or viewed from a distance, it goes 
right back to looking like a photograph instead of a painting.  
The photographic quality of the modified image is increased 
if there is a high degree of contrast inherent in the original 
picture.  If you look at the two pictures below, you’ll see what I 
mean:
 Figure 1 (Left):

Original Photo

Figure 2 (Right):
Photo Altered 
with Photoshop.

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
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 The issue of photographic likeness seems to be at the 
heart of much of the image modification I attempted.  Many of 
the finished results from stand-alone programs I tested ranged 
from crisp and clean to a fuzzy, out-of-focus wash.  Below are 
the actual results of processing by a number of programs.  Since 
ten minutes isn’t a whole lot of time, all of the images were cre-
ated using the default medium oil painting on canvas settings 
(or their closest equivalent).  Some of the programs allow you 
to tweak the output and alter the characteristics of the modified 
image, but for the sake of clarity and expediency I’m presenting 
the raw output.

 It is not surprising to me that the cost of the programs 
often had little to do with the ease of use and quality of the fin-
ished product.  The power of a program is generally proportion-
al to its frustration level; that is, the more it can do, the greater 
the number of individual steps needed to achieve a respectable 
result.  Try teaching someone unfamiliar with Photoshop to 
produce ANY kind of modified picture in ten minutes, and 
you’ll see what I mean!  Nevertheless, a program which doesn’t 
allow you to make post-processing changes – such as adjusting 
color, altering the amount of “paint” applied to the canvas, and 
removing unwanted objects in the background –  can’t be very 
helpful either, right?   So how did the above programs rank?

Program Company Website  Cost Ease of Use Tools to 
Post-Process 
Image

Quality of 
Output

Processing 
Time 
(1704 x 2276 
pixels)

Overall 
Ranking

Virtual 
Painter 5.0

Umemura 
Taka Software 
Design, Inc.

www.livecraft.com $55.00-
$75.00

Excellent Almost none Best 20 seconds 1

Twisted 
Brush

Pixarra www.pixarra.com $39.95-
$169.95

Good Extensive Very good 6 seconds 2

Photo Studio 
5.5

ArcSoft www.arcsoft.com $79.99 Very Good Extensive Very good 3 seconds 3

Alien Skin 
Snap Art

(Photoshop 
Plug-in only)

Alien Skin 
Software

www.alienskin.com $149.00 Excellent None, reliant 
on Photoshop

Very good 7 seconds 4

e-Paint 2.0 Alchemy 
Mindworks 
Corporation

www.mindwork-
shop.com

$29.99 Very good Limited Good but no 
canvas options

25 seconds 5

Photo Artist 
1.2

BenVista Ltd. www.benvista.com $49.00 Very good None Fair but no 
canvas options

8 seconds 6

Paint Engine 
Beta 1.1

(Photoshop 
Plug-in only)

Fantastic 
Machines

http://fantasticma-
chines.com

Free Good None, reliant 
on Photoshop

Fair 4 seconds 7

Gertrudis Pro 
3.2

Gertrudis 
Graphics

 www.gertrudis-
graphics.com

 $67.00 Good Almost none   Poor 6 minutes at 
500,000 steps

8

Instant Photo 
Artist 2

Streetwise 
Software

www.swsoftware.
com

 $59.99 Very good None Poor 27 seconds at 
3 passes

9

Software Ranking 
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Fig. 11:  Instant Photo Artist 2Fig. 10:  Gertrudis Pro 3.2Fig. 9:  Paint Engine Beta 1.1

Fig. 8:  Photo Artist 1.2Fig. 7:  e-Paint 2.0Fig. 6:  Alien Skin Snap Art

Fig. 5:  Photo Studio 5.5Fig. 4:  Twisted BrushFig. 3:  Virtual Painter 5.0

Figures 3 thru 11 are examples of output produced by the software tested in this article. 
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  It turns out that Virtual Painter 5.0 outshone 
the rest of the pack for its spectacular finished prod-
uct, and at $55.00 for the basic version, is near the 
middle of the price range for products tested.  It also 
does something none of the other programs do: it 
deforms the photograph slightly during processing, 
which results in a more authentic-looking “hand-
painted” image.  I’m also amazed by the way the 
“paint” appears to be applied to the background can-
vas.  In some places it is applied more heavily and the 
canvas underneath is not visible, and at other spots 

the canvas shows through quite clearly.  I wondered 
if it was a quirk of the particular photograph I chose, 
so I decided to try a landscape (Figure 12) and see 
what the results were.  
 
 The other programs rely on filters which distort 
aspects of the image, but lack the “synthetic dirt” 
which ultimately gives the painted image its finished 
quality.  Let me clarify what I mean by “synthetic 
dirt.”  One common technique in painting large 
drops for the stage is to spatter paint over a finished 

Figure 12
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area, creating tiny droplets of another color on the 
image.  This can have the effect of creating depth 
and visual interest.  Without spattering, the drop 
may look flat or somehow incomplete in a way that 
may be hard to identify.  Human beings lack the pre-
cision inherent with computers, so work which has 
been computer-generated often has a certain sterility 
associated with it.  Virtual Painter is the only pro-
gram to produce a result that when viewed from a 
large distance actually still looks like a painting, and 
one of the reasons is because it automatically creates 
“synthetic dirt” in the processed image.  Look just 
above the horizon line in the sunflower picture, and 
you’ll see some brown smudging that does not exist 
in the original photograph.

 Virtual Painter has 16 foreground filters from 
which to choose (including watercolor, impasto, silk 
screen, drawing, and embroidery) and 20 background 
textures (including paper, canvas, stucco, sand, and 
wood).  It’s also the most fun program to play with: 
there aren’t a wide variety of toggle switches or sliders 
that make the program look like you’re getting ready 
to fly an alien saucer without any training.  The lack 
of post-processing tools in the program could be a 
drawback, I suppose, but since it accomplishes what 
it was designed to do so well, I’m willing to use an-
other program like Photoshop take care of any other 
needs I may have.  The sparsity of additional drop-
down menus and icons keeps the workspace limited 
and easy to comprehend.  

 The only other nit-pick I’ve found with the 
program is the lack of a “redo” button.  I like hav-
ing the ability to flip between changes I’ve made, but 
unfortunately it’s only possible to step backwards.  
Going forward again means having to re-process the 
image.

 Cranking up the levels in many of the other 
programs – even the better ones – in an attempt to 
achieve a similar effect tends to produce results which 
are more blurred and more textured, but no less 
photographic when viewed at a distance.  I would’ve 
liked to have found other software which met my 
stringent criteria, but I suppose if I wait until next 
year, I’ll have plenty more to look at.
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ANNOUNCEMENT

ANNOUNCING THE YOUNG SCENIC ARTIST’S AWARD 

The Painter’s Journal is proud to announce The Young Scenic Artist’s Award, to be presented to an outstanding young scenic 
artist who is pursuing an undergraduate degree at the time of application.  A panel of professional scenic artists will review 
the entries and determine the winners.  

Awards
Cash awards will be given for First, Second, and Third Place entries, and a selection from the work of each winner will be 
published in the Spring 2008 issue of The Painter’s Journal. The cash awards are as follows: 
1st Place:   $300.00
2nd Place:   $150.00
3rd Place:   $75.00 

Requirements
To apply, students must submit a portfolio, resume, a short biography (75 words), three letters of recommendation, the ap-
plication fee, and the application form below.  All application materials must be sent in one package. 

The portfolio must contain at least 8 and no more than 12 print photos no smaller than 5x7 inches.  (Electronic files will 
not be accepted.) The photos must represent your best work.   The work shown in the photos may be productions you have 
painted or class projects.  On the back of each photo provide a brief description of specifically what you painted in that photo, 
and an outline of the process you used to create your painted effects. Photos must not have applicant’s name or college name 
anywhere on them; all materials will be assigned a number when received by The Painter’s Journal. Application materials will 
not be returned to applicants. 

Application Fee: $10.00 (Please make check payable to The Painter’s Journal.) 

Application Deadline:  December 15, 2007 
All materials, application form, and application fee must be received by this date. 

To apply for this award, please fill out this form and send it to: 
The Painter’s Journal
c/o Anthony R. Phelps
80 Cotting Street
Medford, MA 02155 

Please Print Clearly 

Name: __________________________________________________________________________________________

Address:_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Address:_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

City:______________________________________________  State:_____________________  Zip:_______________ 

Phone:_______________________________ e-mail:_____________________________________________________
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My Method for Sizing Drops 

by Laura C. McPherson

 If you are reading this journal, I will assume you 
probably know the traditional starch sizing method 
for backdrops. I’ve developed an alternative method 
of sizing drops, using thinned paint applied with a 
hand-pump sprayer. This method has a number of 
advantages: it creates some texture on the drop which 
can be picked up by the lighting; the hand pump is 
safer to use than a power sprayer; there’s no chance of 
a hose dragging through wet paint or knocking over 
a paint can; and the paint size will stand up better 
than starch when a folded drop is back-sprayed to 
relax the creases.

Starch-Sizing Pros and Cons
 My theory on the starch method is that it was 
and is ideal when using dye as your color for trans-
lucencies. It is certainly the cheapest method, with a 
box of starch being under a dollar, and a typical drop 
requiring less than 3 boxes. However, you must have 
a hot plate with large cooking pots, clean starch-only 
dedicated broom brushes, and large metal pump 
sprayers that can handle serious heat in order to 
make sure you are spraying truly HOT starch onto 
the drop surface just prior to the broom pass imme-
diately in figure eights. 

 Starch sizing is lovely because when the starch 
dries it creates tiny reflective starch prisms in the 
weave of the fabric and gives the drop (seamless!) a 

Scenic artist and designer Laura C. McPherson paints a drop for Suor Angelica by Giacomo 
Puccini in her paint studio in Providence, Rhode Island.



The Painter’s Journal, Fall 2007www.paintersjournal.com18

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

beautiful glow if backlit. It is also appropriate for the 
upright frame painting method, because as you spray 
on the hot starch, gravity is your friend as it assures a 
more even saturation. Starch also stays softer and more 
flexible for the folding and storage and shipping of 
drops. The jury is out on the longevity of water-based 
paints used on a starched drop versus dye for which it 
was originally intended.

 Starch-primed drops also have less of a tendency 
to initially stick to the floor during the sizing process, 
but the starch primer actually encourages paint stick-
age later in the painting process because it always stays 
porous and absorbent. As you use thinned down super-
saturated paint color, the starch seems to keep wicking 
the intensity away. As a result, people often paint un-
necessary extra layers to get the desired color intensity, 
which simply thickens up the overall drop fabric. 

Laying out and Squaring the Drop
 Before we get to the application of paint size with 
a sprayer, here are a few words about how I prepare the 
drop for sizing. I prefer to paint my drops stapled onto 
a deck of 4’ x 8’ Homasote sheets gaff taped together. 
Both sides of the Homasote must be painted before 
use, and it must be occasionally flipped and painted 
again to prevent cupping. The Homasote holds the 
staples nicely and yet they are easy to pull out. With 
a blade you can cut out shaped borders, etc., right on 
the deck and this surface is self healing with no chips of 
material getting everywhere and into your drop fabric. 

 I have to discuss the shrinkage question as it re-
lates to stapling the drop. Maybe I’m crazy but 20 years 
ago it seems the drops sized much more than they do 
today. I know much of the muslin recently changed 
when the Indonesian Tsunami wiped out muslin pro-
duction. Did you know the word muslin comes from 
the Iraqi town named Mosul where it originated three 
thousand years ago? Typically you would hear that 5%- 

7% shrinkage was typical, and might even have to take 
that into account in your layout. I find the muslin to-
day to be extremely varied even from the same manu-
facturer, and it does not size that much. Also remem-
ber that if it is delivered pre-flameproofed then it will 
definitely not size as much. So I staple my drops down 
fairly tightly with only a little shrinkage grace. 

 Using 3/8” staples spaced 2” or less apart, I an-
chor the corners first, then establish the centers of each 
side, and finally split each successive half in half until 
it is all evenly filled in and spread out. Pipe pockets 
and sides that will be seen are sometimes double-sta-
pled with the second row offset for edge stability. I like 
manual T-50 staplers because you have more control, 
and can pull the staples easier later. You also don’t have 
to rely on power or compressed air. Too many times 
I’ve hammer-stapled a finger to the deck!  Funny, after 
trying so many methods I always seem to come back to 
the low tech solutions. 

A manual T-50 hand stapler

Hand-pump sprayers vs. power sprayers
 I like the hand pump sprayers because as a de-
signer I like the scale of the droplets for an initial field 
of color. Lighting designers like to have some tooth 
to the overall texture of the drop, especially if you use  
cool and warm spray colors with a wide value range. 
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This visual and physical tooth as initial color is compa-
rable to a neutral grey paper for sketching with white 
and black chalk, on which you can easily dig in with 
darks and highlight with lights from that mid-level lo-
cal color. The spray texture also helps mask any incon-
sistencies in the fabric, but should never be allowed to 
“read” or overpower the image.

A hand pump sprayer

 There are many disadvantages to more expensive 
power spray equipment. In teaching situations, in the 
larger professional scene shops, and on the road for 
film I’ve lost too many expensive spray systems to a 
single instance of forgetfulness with regard to main-
tenance of the tool. You also have to refill the smaller 
paint reservoir more often and are dependent on hav-
ing access to power, its cords, air hoses, their nozzles 
and flanges and proper storage. You run the risk of hose 
chaos with a hose knocking over other equipment and 
paint or dragging through wet paint (unless you are 
lucky enough to have a suspended hose system!)

 Most importantly, with the hand pump sprayers 
there is less fine mist released into the air for lungs and 
eyes to absorb. Some chemicals never ever leave your 
body. I hope to die at an extremely old age standing 

on a deck painting something fabulous. My mentors 
and some painters of a certain age have suffered from 
chronic early onset respiratory issues or worse- cancers. 
I know of a scenic who has cancer now from spraying 
lead paint for years in an industrial scene shop. 

 And a big warning on the all-in-one paint sprayer 
systems you can typically rent from a hardware store, or 
perhaps have in the shop as a power washer: many of 
those systems are designed to operate at 3000 pounds 
per square inch pressure, whereas normal dial-able air 
systems built into the shops need only 45-65 pounds 
per sqare inch for painting. I’ve seen people shoot latex 
into fingers and legs, through leather boots, etc. Know 
that if this happens, you must go to the hospital im-
mediately and no matter what they tell you or what 
oral antibiotic they send you home with, ALL of the 
latex has to be removed immediately. Otherwise blood 
poisoning (red streaks traveling up your body along the 
veins) may occur, and amputation might ultimately be 
necessary if the latex is allowed to dry and bond with 
tissue for even as little as 6 hours. 

A pnuematic spray gun 

Sizing the drop
 So you have your medium or heavy weight mus-
lin backdrop stapled to your square tape layout on a 
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painted Homasote floor (no brown or bogus paper un-
derneath!). If you are sizing a scrim, it will only size less 
than 2% and you want only one or two sprays total, 
but I never use paper under a scrim. If you can find 
or afford them, large industrial rolls of felt work well 
under scrim, but still carry a danger of fuzzy stickage. 

 Choose your paint (cheap hardware store latex, 
acrylic, casein, vinyl or ideally plastic varnish super-
saturated color) in a color that will work as a medium 
local undercolor. Mix it to the consistency of skim 
milk, 2 parts or more water to 1 part paint. Put it into 
the sprayer via a filter (or old pantyhose stretched over 
a large funnel). Spray an initial pass with a medium 
to small pebble consistency, with overall coverage of 
about 25-50%.  Let it dry completely bone dry. Repeat 
a number of times until you get the density you like. 
The drop should size in the first spray, and once this 
first pass dries it should not stick to the floor thereafter. 
I use this opportunity to roughly block out any large 
amorphous undercolor shapes or begin a dark ombre 
around the outer edges. 

 Everyone has their favorite way of handling spray 
passes, and here’s what I do to achieve an even cover-
age.  The spray, which comes out in a cone, is applied 
in gentle circles in 4’ wide passes back and forth across 
the drop in one direction, overlapping each successive 
pass (like mowing grass). For the next layer of spray, I 
do the same thing but turn the direction of the passes 
90 degrees; this helps even it out. If you were to walk in 
a line holding a sprayer in the same exact position, the 
cone’s top and bottom edges would overlap and create 
a visible line. So I usually bouncy, bouncy my hand as 
I walk along to shake it up a bit.

 I like the surface resistance you get with this 
method; for instance, as you pull a continuous  line 
with a 1” fitch on bamboo and 12’ lining stick, the 
paint doesn’t soak in in the first 3 feet, and you don’t 
have to reload your brush as often. The sprayed paint 

provides some resistance for the next layers of paint so 
they don’t soak in as they would on starch size, elim-
inating the tendency to keep adding layers of paint. 
Still, be very aware of thinning every thing down as far 
as possible. The drop has to stay very soft and pliable, 
so as to not turn into a folded puck nightmare with 
creases when shipped in extreme weather or stored for 
years.

 I find this method is also safer for the hot water 
spray-down from the back sometimes employed in the 
theater by random people on tour if there are any fold 
lines. Paint is more stable than starch when sprayed 
with water.

 I hope this is helpful, and wish you luck. Please 
sample this method on your fire sample muslin first so 
you know where it will truly land.    

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Book Review: 
Developing and Maintaining a Design-
Tech Portfolio: A Guide for Theatre, 
Film & TV 
AUTHOR: RAFAEL JAEN

review by, David C. (“Kip”) Shawger, Jr., Ball State University

 For more than thirty years, I have seen many complemen-
tary “desk copies” of theatre textbooks cross my desk.  As a 
teaching professional, not one has had the impact as Rafael 
Jaen’s Developing and Maintaining a Design-Tech Portfolio: A 
Guide for Theatre, Film & TV.   The one thing that I always 
stress to students and others who seek advice is to have a good, 
solid portfolio.  Their questions are always the same:  What 
size?  Should I include both realized and theoretical projects?  
Do I need to follow a certain format?  What about a digital 
portfolio?   Now members of the entertainment industry have 
an exhaustive source in one book that they can turn to when-
ever the need arises.  

 As stated in the introduction, the book will be useful to 
a wide range of people: undergraduate and graduate students, 
young designers “aspiring to join a professional union,” profes-
sors up for promotion and tenure, and others “who have found 
that the direction of their life has shifted, or who wish to make 
a change.”  Professor Jaen’s book gives concise guidance in pre-
paring and maintaining the design portfolio.  His thoughtful 
articulation of the tools necessary for the preparation and ex-

ecution of a portfolio is carefully laid out in the book’s four 
main parts: design-tech portfolios, digital portfolios, presenta-
tion and marketing, and maintenance.  The final part covers the 
various contributors that assisted in making the book visually 
stimulating.

Figure 1 (Left):  Photo of the book’s cover.

Figure 2 (Right):  The book’s author Rafael Jaen.

Figure 3 (Top):  The author’s portfolio.

Figure 4 (Middle):  A picture from the chapter on portfolio 
presentaion.

Figure 5 (Bottom):  An example from the chapter on Digital 
Portfolios.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
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 The book is abundantly illustrated with color pho-
tographs and reproductions of portfolio pages from 
students, teachers, and professional designers.  I have 
found it to be most helpful in the classroom and when 
mentoring students.  Materials used in portfolio de-
velopment are completely described and instructions 
are clearly and carefully given.  Professor Rafael does 
not limit his work to theatre alone, however.  He has 
included examples from film, video and television.  Of 
particular help are all of the “do’s and don’ts” through-
out each chapter.

Figure 7:  An example from the book’s chapter on Digital Portfolios. 

Figure 6:  One of the book’s examples of a scenic design portfolio. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY
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 Developing and Maintaining a Design-Tech Portfolio 
not only addresses the proper development and main-
tenance of portfolios, it delves deeper in how to show-
case the various portfolio types including why, when, 
and where to display.   A special feature of the book 
looks at the advantages and disadvantages of the digi-
tal portfolio.  Marketing strategies are also included.  
Presentation scenarios, resumes, curriculum vitae and 
the effectiveness of business cards, an often overlooked 
“self-promotion tool,” are accurately discussed.  

 Rafael Jaen’s Developing and Maintaining a Design-
Tech Portfolio: A Guide for Theatre, Film & TV repre-
sents an extremely useful tool for both teacher and art-
ist.  It covers all of the options necessary for creating 
and maintaining the designer’s and technician’s portfo-
lio.  Anyone in the entertainment industry looking to 
either begin or improve the showcasing and archiving 
of his or her work will benefit from Professor Jaen’s in-
sightful endeavor.   

 Jaen, Rafael.  Developing and Maintaining a Design-
Tech Portfolio: A Guide for Theatre, Film & TV, Boston: 
Focal Press, 2006.

 ISBN - 13: 978-0-240-80712-6, ISBN 10: 0-24-80712-X

ABOUT THE REVIEWER
 David C. (“Kip”) Shawger, Jr. is the Kennedy Cen-
ter American College Theatre Festival National Chair 
of Design and Technology.  A 2001 recipient of the 
Kennedy Center’s Gold Medallion of Excellence for 
his work in theatre, he is also an award winning scenic 
designer with over 300 credits in educational, com-
munity, professional theatre, television, and film.  Cur-
rently he is the Associate Chair and Head of Design 
for the Department of Theatre and Dance at Ball State 
University in Muncie, Indiana.

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Preface
Introduction

Part I What Is a Design Tech Portfolio?
Chapter 1 What Is a Portfolio?
Chapter 2 Development Techniques
Chapter 3 The Effective Showcase
Chapter 4 Types of Portfolios
Chapter 5 Portfolio Development Techniques:
   Do’s and Don’ts

Part II Introduction to Digital Portfolios
Chapter 6 The Effective Digital Portfolio
Chapter 7 Digital Portfolio Production 
   Techniques
Chapter 8 Digital Portfolio Do’s and Don’ts

Part III Presenting and Marketing the 
   Portfolio
Chapter 9 Portfolio Presentation Techniques 
Chapter 10 Portfolio Presentation Do’s and Don’ts
Chapter 11 Design-Tech Resumes, Curriculum 
   Vitae, and Business Cards
Chapter 12 Resumes, Curriculum Vitae, and 
   Business Cards Do’s and Don’ts

Part IV Portfolio Maintenance and Next 
Steps
Chapter 13 Establishing Goals and Reviewing,   
   Choosing, and Updating Work
Chapter 14 Self-Assessment
Chapter 15 Planning for the Next Job
Chapter 16 Portfolio Do’s and Don’ts

Part V Contributors
Chapter 17 Contributors

Index

BIBLIOGRAPHY



The Painter’s Journal, Fall 2007www.paintersjournal.com24

BACK ISSUES

BUY ONLINE AT www.paintersjournal.com
All previous issues of The Painter’s Journal, as well as 2007-08 subscriptions, are available for purchase. You can view the table 
of contents for each issue online at www.paintersjournal.com.  
O R D E R  F O R M  (Please feel free to photocopy this form):

Individual back issues (check off desired issues in the box above):  qty_____x   $8=  $_____
2003-04 issues       qty____  x  $20= $_____
2004-05 issues                                                                      qty____  x  $20= $_____
2005-06 issues                                                                       qty____  x  $20= $_____
2006-07 issues                                                                       qty____  x  $20= $_____
2007-08 subscription                                                                    qty____  x  $20= $_____
O R D E R  TOTA L           $_____ 
 
Please mail check, payable to The Painter’s Journal, to
The Painter’s Journal, c/o Anthony R. Phelps, 80 Cotting St., Medford, MA 02155.
Please send my order to:
Name  _________________________________________________________________________________________
Address ________________________________________________________________________________________
City_________________________________________  State__________________  Zip Code___________________
Email_______________________________________________Phone______________________________________
Questions? Please write us at phelps@paintersjournal.com, or call 781-526-1017.

LOOKING FOR  BACK ISSUES?
BACK ISSUES

 Spring 2003

 Fall 2003

 Winter 2003

 Spring 2004

 Fall 2004

 Winter 2004

 Spring 2005

 Fall 2005

 Winter 2005

 Spring 2006

 Fall 2006

 Winter 2006

 Spring 2007

WE’VE GOT THEM!



I photographed this Masonic scenery while in 
St. Louis at the Scottish Rite Temple.   These  
drops were painted by scenic artists from Vol-
land Scenic Studios in 1924.  C. Lance Brock-
man was giving a lecture titled Theatre of the 
Fraternity--Staging the Ritual in Missouri.  Mr. 
Brockman was kind enough to let me tag along 
and take these photos which I wanted to share 
with you subscribers.  
             Anthony R. Phelps

Executive Editor




