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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

Dear Readers,

 Here’s a warm welcome to all of you, both our 
loyal returning subscribers and our many new ones. 
We’re glad to have you join us for another year of The 
Painter’s Journal, and we hope you’ll find inspiration, 
knowledge, and enjoyment in these pages over the 
coming year.

 As summer comes to a close, it’s time to shift 
gears as the new season beckons. To help us make 
this passage from the (slow or frantic) rhythms of 
summer to the busy cycle of shows that lie ahead, 
we’ve got a series of articles that will inspire your 
imagination. 

 If any of you watched the jaw-dropping ex-
travaganza of the 2008 Olympics opening ceremo-
nies, you might have wondered what we with our 
humble brushes and pots of dripping paint can do 
to compete in an entertainment world ever more 
dominated by LED screens and media servers. Well, 
Cliff Simon reminds us that the translucent drop 
holds magic like nothing else. Cliff attended Cobalt 
Studio’s Translucent Drop Painting Seminar deep in 
the Catskill Mountains of upstate New York, and 
his article, with its delicious photographs, provides 
recipes for creating stunning translucencies. All the 
computer-programmed LEDs in the world cannot 
outshine the magic of the translucent drop. We ex-
pect to be amazed by technology, but for the power 
to move people, there is no substitute for the human 
hand.

 What do a Mayan Temple and pro wrestling have 
in common? Ziska Childs explains it all for you in 
her article on the life of a freelance theatre artist. She 
is accomplished at the art of freelancing and shares 
with us the fruits of her plentiful experience: lots of 
advice and good tips, as well as some of the hilarious 
moments and the pitfalls you want to avoid. 

 In our work we deal with a multitude of materi-
als every day that are potential environmental toxins. 
As manufacturers develop safer alternatives, we hope 
to bring you articles about some of these products so 
that you can reduce the amount of harmful products 
you have to deal with. One such product is Aqua-
Resin®, a non-toxic, water-based, non-out-gassing 
product for creating 3-dimensional scenic pieces and 
props.

 And finally, we are very excited to announce that 
we are accepting applications for the Second Annual 
Young Scenic Artists Award. The contest is open to 
any student pursuing an undergraduate degree at 
the time of application, and is intended to recognize 
the accomplishments of young theatre artists and to 
encourage their pursuit of a career in scenic art. All 
the details can be found on page 4. If you know any 
qualified students, please be sure to pass on this in-
formation to them.

Happy painting!

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
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ANNOUNCING THE SECOND ANNUAL YOUNG SCENIC ARTIST’S AWARD

The Painter’s Journal is proud to announce that we are now accepting applications for the second annual Young Scenic Artist’s 
Award. This award was established to honor outstanding young scenic artists who are pursuing an undergraduate degree at the 
time of application. Winners will be decided by a panel of professional scenic artists and announced in the Spring 2009 issue of 
The Painter’s Journal.

We are very excited about this year’s contest.  Last year’s contest was a terrific beginning for this award, and we were delighted to 
see so much strong work from contestants from all over the country. As a result of what we’ve learned, we’ve simplified the applica-
tion process a bit and are looking forward to seeing the work of a new crop of young scenic artists this year.

Awards
Cash awards will be given for First, Second, and Third Place entries, and a selection from the work of each winner will be pub-
lished in the Spring 2009 issue of The Painter’s Journal. The cash awards are as follows:

Application Requirements
Send the application form below along with 8 print photos of your work, a resume, a short biography (75 words) suitable for pub-
lication, two letters of recommendation, and the application fee. All application materials must be sent in one package.

The 8 print photos must be at least 5x7 inches.  (Electronic files will not be accepted.) The photos must represent your best work, 
either from realized productions or class projects.  On the back of each photo provide a brief description of specifically what 
you painted, an outline of the process you used to create your painted effects, and your name.  Application materials will not be 
returned to applicants.

Application Fee: $25.00 (Please make check payable to The Painter’s Journal.)

Application Deadline:   January 5, 2009  
All materials, application form, and application fee must be received by this date.

To apply for this award, please fill out the form below (copy as needed) 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:____________________________________________________

ANNOUNCEMENT

1st Place:   $300.00
2nd Place:   $200.00
3rd Place:   $100.00
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CREATING THREE-DIMENSIONAL, CAST AND 

THIN-WALLED FIBERGLASS LAMINATED PROPS 

AND SCENIC ELEMENTS WITH AQUA-RESIN® 

--A “GREEN” APPROACH TO SET BUILDING --

by Louis Lieberman, Aqua-Resin®

Figure 1
 
 It is often necessary for a scenic artist to make his/
her own three-dimensional props and scenic elements. It 
has now become “standard operating procedure” to try to 
produce them as safely as possible, not only for the sake of 
the artists making them, but also for the health and safety 
of the performers and stage crew who might otherwise be 
breathing  the outgases of various resin products, such as 
those from polyester and urethanes.

 Aqua-Resin®, being water-based, non toxic, and non-
outgassing, lends itself to safe handling and part fabri-
cating. Additionally, since Aqua-Resin® is water-based, 
it cleans up with water, and no solvents need be used. 
Another relevant feature for the scenic artist is that Aqua-
Resin® has an ASTM E-84 “A” classification fire rating, 
the best designation for this particular test—an impor-
tant consideration for any set, an absolute necessity in 
virtually all situations.

 The use of Aqua-Resin® for set construction paral-
lels the use of polyester resin and fiberglass very closely. 
Anyone already familiar with hand lay-up or pour casting 
procedures for these materials should have no problem 
applying them for Aqua-Resin®.

 There are two basic categories of fabrication for pro-
ducing three dimensional parts with Aqua-Resin®: work-
ing directly in the positive, as in direct application over an 
armature which could be made of foam, hardware cloth, 
cardboard, and similar materials; and hand lay-up or cast-
ing into a mold. We will be discussing only this second 
category—casting and laminating into molds.   

Molds 
 Molds can be of any conventional type of material 
including Aqua-Resin® L/S3 itself. Mother molds (jack-
ets) can also be made with a fiber-reinforced L/S3 mix. 
RTV rubber molds, such as silicone or urethane, are very 
commonly used. Silicone, which needs no mold release, 
is a good choice. 

Mixing
 Power mixing is recommended for all batch sizes, al-
though for less critical applications, batches of less than 
1-2 pounds may be hand mixed. The S3 Powder is added 
to L Liquid in the desired proportions as per the chart on 
page 6. Mix, in a disposable container, until uniformly 
smooth and lump-free, then mix an additional 30 to 60 
seconds.  The mixed material should readily run off a 
spatula or mixing blades. All equipment should be kept 
clean; hardened material on the mixing blades, brushes, 
etc. will contain active catalyst, which will shorten the pot 
life. 

 Note: To keep dusting to a minimum when mixing, 
after adding the S3 Powder Component to the “L” liq-
uid, first mix the batch by hand, using a spatula, wooden 
paint stirrer, etc. Once all the powder is incorporated into 
the mix, then continue the mixing using a suitable power 
mixer.
See Figures 2-5 on page 6 for mixing demonstration.

PRODUCTS
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Casting Solid
 For small pieces, an L/S3 mix may be poured directly into 
a mold. Four parts S3 or more to one part L (by weight) should 
be used for this purpose.  Vibrate into mold if necessary. Cast-
ing solid is useful primarily for small props, no larger than a 
fist. Anything larger should be laid-up with fiberglass or other 
suitable fibers such as burlap, in a thin walled lamination.   (Fig. 
6&7)

Thin-Walled Laminations
 The Aqua-Resin® L/S3 system provides fiberglass lam-
inating and gel/surface coat mixes in which the L Liquid 
Component and S3 Powder Component are combined in 
simple proportions by weight or by volume.

LAMINATING & GEL/SURFACE COATS
(Not for Casting Solid)

Liquid Powder
Weight 1 part  “L” 2 to 3 parts “S3”
Volume 1 part  “L” 2 parts “S3”

Figure 5

Figure 3

Figure 4

Figure 2

PRODUCTS

Figure 7

Figure 6
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 The typical pot life – 30 to 60 minutes – is, to a large de-
gree, variable, as are other properties, simply by adjusting the 
quantity of powder.

Extra powder will: increase hardness and stiffness, decrease 
flexibility, decrease set time, and decrease beta (see p. 8).

Less powder will: decrease hardness, increase flexibility and 
chip resistance, increase pot life, increase beta, and facilitate 
wet-out of the fiberglass. 

Gel/Surface Coat
 Using a medium-stiff brush (“chip brush”), paint the gel/
surface coat-mix into the prepared mold.  One or two coats are 
sufficient.  Once the gel/surface coat has solidified (not neces-
sarily cured), approximately 5 to 10 minutes for brush coats, 
the laminating coats can be applied. Gel/surface coats can be 
quite thin, typically about 1/32” thick.

 In many cases, with a mold that has deep areas with steep 
side walls, the Aqua-Resin® mix will tend to run down the sides 
and pool at the low point of the mold. In such cases, thicken-
ing or reinforcing the gel/surface coat will prevent this. Some 
suitable materials for this purpose are THX-6™ thickener, and 
Aqua-Glass™ ½” chopped fiber, each used alone or in combina-
tion, or Aqua-Veil™ Surfacing Veil used by itself with the Aqua-
Resin® mix.  (Figures 8-11)

Fiberglass Laminating 
 The fiberglass laminating mix, in conjunction with suit-
able fiber reinforcement, can be brush applied anytime after the 
gel/surface coat has solidified.  Three-quarter ounce fiberglass 
mat is an acceptable glass reinforcement material. Soaking the 
mat in water, and then wringing it out well or allowing it to 
dry, will both make the mat “drape” better, and increase the 
strength of the laminate. 

 Wet-out each layer thoroughly with the L/S3 mix; each 
side of the mat should have wet laminating-mix applied to it.  
That is, the mat should be placed on an area of the mold previ-
ously wetted with laminating-mix, then tamped through with 
the mix from the other side.  Additional laminations may be 
added immediately, or at a later time.   The use of a hard finned 
fiberglass laminating roller will help release bubbles, increase 
strength and reduce the amount of laminating mix required. 
For additional strength substitute Aqua-Glass™ 3.5-1” or 4.5” 
chopped fiber for all or part of the chopped strand mat. 
See Figures 12-15 on page 8 for demonstration.

 It is important to note that total wall thickness of prop-
erly applied laminating plus gel/surface coat layers typically is 
not more than 1/8”. For many set applications, however 1/8” 
may be more than what is needed; 1/16” or 3/32” might be 
enough.

PRODUCTS

Figure 8

Figure 9

Figure 10

Figure 11
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 Do not attempt to test strength or hardness at this stage. After 24-48 
hours the strength will substantially increase, and can be assessed then.

Demolding 
 If time allows, an overnight cure before demolding is preferable.  How-
ever, if using flexible molds, demolding can be done as soon as the mate-
rial is hard to the touch, usually within one hour of application.  When 
demolding from a rubber mold, deform the mold, not the cast or laminated 
piece. 

Beta Stage
 Immediately after the mixed product has solidified, it is in the beta stage.  
At this point the material is very easy to work, and we recommend doing 
most tooling and wet sanding operations during this period.  This stage can 
last up to 24 hours.  (Please note that during the beta stage the material is 
not fully cured and maximum strength has not yet been achieved.)

 Depending on thickness and beta, a demolded part can be cut with a 
utility knife, hacksaw blade, or a conventional fine cut wood saw. Power 
tools are seldom necessary, and are generally avoided because they can create 
excessive dust. Additional shaping can easily be done with a Stanley Sure-
Form plane. If sanding is necessary, wet sanding using waterproof sandpa-
per is preferred both for the ease of sanding, and also because no dust is 
produced.

PRODUCTS

Figure 12

Figure 13

Figure 14

Figure 15 Figure 16
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Painting and Surface Coating 
 Aqua-Resin® takes most paints well, and often requires no 
primer. It also has a fair amount of “tooth” and will readily ac-
cept most drawing materials, such as graphite, charcoal, crayon, 
and the like. Faux metal finishes are also possible using metal 
powders in a 1 part L Liquid to 1 part S3 Powder (by weight) 
mix.

 For these faux metal finishes a small amount of 1/2” Aqua-
Glass™ and XLR-8 accelerator is desirable.

 We have touched on just some of the basics of working 
Aqua-Resin® in molds. There are many variations and tech-
niques possible in laying up molded parts. Many of these are 
direct translations from procedures that have been used tra-
ditionally for years; others have been developed expressly for 
Aqua-Resin®. Fortunately, most of these specific techniques will 
come intuitively to any regular user. Hopefully, the safety, ease 
of use, and the forgiving mixing proportions and application 
procedures will make Aqua-Resin® a natural choice for creating 

props and scenic elements for any production. 
 This is the first of two articles discussing Aqua-Resin® for 
use by scenic artists; the next article, which is scheduled to ap-
pear in the December issue, will discuss direct application over 
armatures, such as over-coating carved rigid foam or construct-
ed hardware cloth.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 Louis Lieberman is the President and Technical Director 
of Aqua-Resin®.  He has a BFA in Painting from the Rhode 
Island School of Design (RISD), and a Bachelor’s degree in Bi-
ology/Chemistry from Brooklyn College of the City University 
of New York. He is also a graduate of Brooklyn Technical High 
School, where he first developed his “love of materials.” Louis 
had been a full time sculptor since leaving RISD, and in the 
late 1970’s developed Aqua-Resin® for his own work. Approxi-
mately a decade later, he trademarked Aqua-Resin® and made it 
available to the general public. 

PRODUCTS

Figure 17

Figure 18
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So you want to be a 
Freelancer? 
or, Multitasking your way through life.

by Ziska Childs

 “Ms. Childs, your Mayan Temple has arrived.” We were in 
a fluorescent-lit institutional yellow back room of the Daytona 
Beach auditorium. The rather buff gentleman wearing a spot-
less white T-shirt and holding his baseball cap in hand stood 
over my folding table and said solemnly, “Ms. Childs, your 
Mayan Temple has arrived.” That was enough to make all the 
wrestlers in the room stop and look. Well, okay, maybe it was 
the fact that I greeted this statement with gales of laughter, but 
it stopped traffic none the less.

 After I’d caught my breath we walked through the wall of 
steaming Florida humidity out into the parking lot and opened 

the back of the semi. There were the neatly packed Styrofoam 
blocks of the Mayan Temple. I breathed a sigh of relief despite 
the scowls from David. Irene Kaufman, CEO of IKDZ inc. 
(and my boss), reassured the Executive Producer of World 
Championship Wrestling, “Don’t worry, David, with any luck 
it will never come out of the truck.” David had every reason 
to scowl. After all, the debut set wasn’t supposed to be a Ma-
yan temple, it was supposed to be a fossilized Harley Davidson 
rock wall with a laser tunnel and lightning flashes. The graphics 
weren’t Mayan, the T-shirts weren’t Mayan, and the set certain-
ly wasn’t supposed to be beige.  The only problem was that the 
rock wall had been fabricated by Lincoln Scenic in New York, 
we were in Daytona Beach Florida and there was one beauty of 
an ice storm traveling down the entire Eastern Seaboard. We 
hadn’t heard from the boys in the truck for 4 hours, the cameras 
were live in 3 hours, and I’d spent the entire morning trying to 
find something of the proper length, width, and height, with a 
grand entrance, which we could put on camera in 30 minutes 
or less. Disney had a Mayan temple. There was only rain be-
tween Orlando and Daytona Beach- ergo- Mayan Temple in a 
truck- to go.

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

Storyboards for Thunder, WCW tour concept sketch; IKDZ inc., designer.
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 That was the most memorable moment of my life as an 
“Associate Designer”- that and the cold fried clams, but that 
story comes later. 

 Being a freelancer means you do it all. For me that means 
both designing and painting. The skill set you need as a de-
signer is quite different from that of a scenic. It’s possible to do 
both, but in my experience it’s darn near impossible to do both 
at the same time. The trick with wearing many hats is to know 
exactly which hat to wear when. 

 Having a multi-tasker as an employee is a godsend for 
your employer. I’ve been hired as a Draftsman, Sketch Artist, 
Graphics Artist, Illustrator, Project Manager, Lighting Design-
er, Scenic Artist, Scenic Supplier, Decorative Artist, Muralist, 
Interior Designer, Scenic Designer, Model Builder, Web De-
signer, Furniture Designer, Sculptor, Film Editor, Props Shop-
per, Marketing Consultant, House Painter, and for one short 
but memorable stint, as a NYC Taxi driver (knowing how to 
get crosstown quickly in Manhattan can be a real plus).

 If you’re applying for a job as an Assistant or as a Scenic in 
a shop, the first thing which any person at management level 
is going to assess is your ability to work as a member of the 

team. Being good at specific tasks isn’t enough. Being part of 
a team and contributing to the completion of a project with-
out embarrassing the team, that’s paramount. The second thing 
Management will notice is whether you can think more than 
one step ahead at a time. If you’re truly a multi-tasker you’ll be 
thinking 10-15 steps ahead of the process.

 Next you need to assess your strengths. This really needs 
to be a dispassionate assessment. Factors to consider include 
“What am I asked to do more than anything else?” “What’s 
easy for me to do?” Once you answer those two questions you’ll 
probably know what you do faster and better than other people. 
You certainly shouldn’t go around saying “I’m the best wood 
grainer in the shop,” or “My drafting is impeccable.”  If those 
statements are true, Management will spot it soon enough and 
they’ll use you in that capacity. 

 Once you know where you’re strongest, use that to im-
prove each project. Don’t be afraid to speak up and let people 
know when you think there’s a better way or there’s been an 
oversight. However, never do this in front of your fellow work-
ers and never never never do this in front of the client. Remem-
ber, your job is to complete the task for the company and have 
the company look darn good doing it. 

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

Storyboards for Thunder, WCW tour concept sketch; IKDZ inc., designer.
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 Chances are, as a freelancer you won’t find yourself 
working exclusively as a temporary employee; you will also 
find yourself working as a “sole proprietor” or the one man/
woman army. This is especially true if you’re living in a rural 
area where jobs are few and far between. 

 A lot of scenics attempt to make the transition from 
scenic artist to faux finisher or muralist. It’s best to do some 
time working for a straight paint contractor before you try 
launching yourself as a professional decorative painter. The 
specialty finishes you can probably figure out without too 
much difficulty, but the level of detail needed for residential 
or commercial work is new territory for most of us; and it 
also helps to learn some jobsite etiquette. 

 While multi-tasking is a plus when you’re an employee, 
it isn’t something which draws in much work for the sole 
proprietor. Individuals want to hire specialists, not “a jack 
of all trades,” so that’s the persona you need to cultivate for 
those solo jobs.  If I gave that long list of jobs as part of 
my credentials to homeowner who wants a 5000 square foot 
mural, their reaction would be “Oh-oh, she’s not a real art-
ist.” Good luck with explaining that a vigorous curiosity and 
follow-through for a multiplicity of disciplines makes for a 
well-rounded artisan. So, don’t go there, just show the po-
tential client exactly what they’re looking for. If it’s mural 
work, then bring your portfolio of mural work. Have every-
thing else in the truck as backup but don’t bring it out unless 
asked.

 You need to act like someone in business. No, you don’t 
have to wear a suit but you do have to have a contract. You 
have to have liability insurance, worker’s comp, all the ap-
propriate licenses and a reliable bookkeeping system. If you 
don’t run the numbers you’ll be out of business. Realize that 
the majority of your time is going to be spent in bookkeep-
ing, marketing, client hand-holding, stocking inventory and 
shipping. You will not be spending your time on the paint 
floor, doing your own drafting or graphics. Quadruple the 
time for the bid because 3/4 of that time is going to be spent 
doing management chores. Don’t forget to add up your costs 
for rent, utilities, marketing and stock for the whole year 
and make that part of your bid. Remember there won’t be 
a pension or health insurance unless you pay for it and that 
won’t happen unless it’s part of your costs. Know what the 

going rate is and don’t over- or under-price yourself. Re-
member, if you’re just starting out, you’ll need to charge less 
than a long-time professional.

 As a lone freelancer you can let all those dictatorial ten-
dencies have their sway. You lead the client down the path 
which is best for them. After all, they’re paying you for your 
opinion and you shouldn’t disappoint. Giving the client di-
rection doesn’t mean limiting their choices.  Fred Voelpel 
used to love the story of Mielziner bringing in 17 sketches 
to the first design meeting. When asked why 17 sketches, his 
reply was “They’re 17 of my sketches.”  Seventeen sketches 
is a bit over the top, especially for a non-theatre client. I’ve 
found it’s best to stop with three different ideas, each with its 
own cost level. You’ll be amazed how many times your client 
will pick the most expensive one.

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

Reproduction of  Lotto’s Venus et Cupido on drawer fronts in a 
master bath Private home, Aspen, CO.
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 Never say “no” to the client. Sure, you can turn down 
the job for lots of different reasons but always make an ef-
fort to steer the client to someone who can give them what 
they’re asking for. Actually, you should always give the cli-
ent what they’re asking for. If all they want is someone who 
will blindly do that “nifty sponge wall paint like we saw on 
Changing Rooms- well, okay - but then you may be hiring 
others to do the actual work- others more suited to spongi-
ness. 

 Always trust your gut. If you smell trouble (gee, this 
smells like a ton of change orders without more money- or- 
OMG I’m going to get calls at 3 AM from this client wanting 
to change the color of the bathroom towel racks) then find 
a way to bow out gracefully. Your calendar is suddenly full 
up for the next 10 years. It doesn’t matter if you’re desperate 

for money; a bad working relationship will always cost you 
more in blood and treasure than you gain. If you’re miser-
able on the job this will telegraph to the client in spades. 
There will be no repeat business.

 Lastly there’s the question which normally comes first: 
“How do I get the job in the first place?” The surest way is 
through referrals. Business is about people, so your best mar-
keting plan, to quote Cait Whitson, marbler, grainer and 
marketeer of legend,  is “meet people, meet people, meet 
people.” You meet people in the shop, in summer stock, in 
school, on the internet, at trade shows, at your local chamber 
and when you volunteer. That’s your best marketing tool.

 Meeting the right person without having the right port-
folio or skill set isn’t going to do you much good- so make 
sure your presentation materials are up-to-date and try to 
stay current on the latest techniques for your strong suit. 
There is no “down time” as a freelancer. You’re always look-
ing for business, polishing the portfolio, or improving the 
skill set.

 Don’t be afraid to market yourself. Make a web site, 
send out your own press releases, mail out  postcards, enter 
your work in award contests, hang out at the local contrac-
tors’ sandwich shop, put your business cards in the local 
paint store and put that sign on the side of the truck. 

 I’ve found over time that my greatest asset is the strong 
business relationships developed over years of collaborative 
effort. For a business relationship to weather the test of time 
there needs to be trust. Be honest, do your best and keep 
calm. Above all else- plan- plan for every possible contin-
gency and then be ready to dance in another direction when 
all the plans fall through. More important than getting the 
client is keeping the client.

  So, back to the Mayan Temple. The boys from Lincoln 
arrived 90 minutes before we were to go on air so we didn’t 
use the Temple. Fifteen minutes into the show as I was sit-
ting down to a beautiful plate of piping hot fried clams the 
AD came running in and said “Production meeting! Right 
now!- We want a redesign for the next broadcast!” Bottom 
line, they wanted a redesign, not a different design com-
pany- so it was time to step up.

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

Drawer fronts closeup. 
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 Through the entire production meeting I could only 
say one sentence: “One week to build,” over and over, “One 
week to build.”

 The next day I was flying out to LA for CNN for two 
weeks. So while I was supervising a nighttime hanging track 
load-in I was also doing bid draftings for Irene’s new de-
sign.  The set turned out to be Phillip Stark meets every pre-
fab piece of metal we could find. Grainger was our friend.  
Showman got the bids back the fastest, and we then submit-
ted them for approval. One week to design, draft and bid, 
one week for client approval- we’d burned two weeks. That 
left us one week to build and 24 hours for transport. A con-

struction crew of 120 working 7 days of 24 hour shifts built 
the set which was then delivered to Memphis through- you 
guessed it- another ice storm.   It was the largest set on tour 
in the US after Reba McEntire’s for the 2 year run. 

 The moral of the story? The client loved it. That’s the 
goal, a client who loves what you’ve done for them. WCW 
was one of those clients for whom cost was rarely if ever an 
issue. It’s been my experience for the most part that in de-
sign it hardly ever matters how much it costs; what matters 
is the “wow” factor. That’s something which carries over into 
scenic art and that’s the next chapter in the story of being a 
freelancer. So you want to be a freelancer? 

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

Thunder, WCW tour; IKDZ inc. , designer.
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Part Two:  Building Trust
 I never saw a drop leave Nolan’s that matched the ren-
dering. The drops always looked better than the rendering. 
Designers had different ways of saying “thank you.” Eiko Ish-
ioka brought back her Tokyo production of M. Butterfly to be 
painted at Nolan’s. Oliver Smith would simply smile and re-
mind his students that a good scenic artist could save your ***. 
Those were strong words coming from Mr. Smith. When there’s 
trust between the scenic and the designer it can be a wonderful 
thing.

 So where does that leave us with the current state of sce-
nic art in the US today? Well, there’s a gulf. On the one hand 
you hear designers complaining that they can’t trust the ability 
of their scenics and on the other hand you hear the scenics 
complaining that they aren’t trusted to implement the design.  

Surely there is more to scenic art than picking the right sealer 
for a black floor.

 That sounds rather harsh but that’s the nub of the prob-
lem. Santo Loquasto, Tony Walton, John Lee Beatty- none of 
these designers would ever dream of telling a scenic at Hud-
son, Showman or Scenic Arts how to paint their scenery. They 
would never dictate process, they would only request a level 
of finish for the final product. If something needed to be less 
contrasty or more saturated then that would be the request, not 
“Add more cerulean and velour it with clear gloss.” 

 So how do we strike the delicate balance between realizing 
the designer’s intent on a large scale and reinterpreting that in-
tent through our brushes? How do scenics and designers begin 
to trust each other? 

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

M Butterfly showcurtain, dye on silk; Eiko Ishioka designer.
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 First, it helps to know the technical side. After all, that’s 
what scenics are hired for, to know the chemistry of paint, the  
properties of certain products under certain conditions, to pick 
the best technique within the time and the budget allotted, to 
create a safe and efficient working environment. This should be 
the “ground,” the gesso layer of our working persona. I once 
had a designer explain with much detail how he wanted mirrors 
aged with shellac, dye and alcohol. I replied “You mean FEV.” 
His response was “Oh, I forgot I was in New York.” There was 
never another attempt to describe the technique; a level of 
trust had been established during the bid session which lasted 
through the entire process.

 There is also such a thing as too much trust. Jeff Koons 
once said that he’d love to find the perfect craftsman - someone 
he could just give a “theme” like “love and death” and then he’d 
come back 6 months later and sign whatever they’d done. That’s 
the extreme. Sometimes when I’m given a few muzzy photo-
copies and a cryptic conceptual statement I feel like I’ve been 
left with a Koonsian sword of Damocles hanging over my head. 
Coming up with the concept is not my job as a scenic. What 
is my job as a scenic is to take that designer’s visual ideas and 
make them look good on stage. The designer provides the script 
in their renderings- I give voice to the script through paint. If it 
were easy then photo blowups would work. It’s not easy; it’s an 
art.

 Some scripts take improvising.  A friend took the Union 
exam for ten years before she passed. The tenth year the take 
home exam was to reproduce a Fragonard and paint it in the 
style of a Boucher. This drove her insane. “What do they want?” 
“What do they mean?” “What am I supposed to do?”  I was no 
help at all, “Oh for ****’s sake- just make it beautiful and you’ll 
pass.”  Bottom line, when in doubt-  make it beautiful. She 
passed.

 The easiest way to learn this interpretive art is to look at 
what you’ve painted on stage. This is getting harder and harder 
to do. The larger and more expensive the show the less likely 
the people who built it will actually see it on stage. That’s a real 
shame. Designers can fight for this privilege for the shop but 
they rarely win. Techs have become red carpet events instead 
of part of the production process.  How else will you know if 
you’ve put in too much detail or too little contrast? How else 
will you know if your color is true under stage lights? How 

else will you see the scale of your color? How else will you be-
gin to understand the designer’s requests? Most people work 
better when they understand the overall goals of the project, 
when they feel vested. Scenics are no different. The best thing 
I can suggest for those starting out is summer stock- paint it in 
the morning; run the follow spot at night. See what works and 
what doesn’t.

 Knowing your period styles and the play also helps. You’re 
being asked to recreate the spirit of a design; that’s really 
hard to do if you don’t know the play.  If you were painting  
Puccini’s opera Tosca and you paint Cavaradossi’s (the tenor) 
portrait of Tosca (the soprano) as a Gibson Girl it may look 
beautiful but it’s an anachronism for an opera set during the 
Napoleonic occupation of Rome.  It’s often up to you to find 
the right research. Working on the first NBC David Letterman 
background model (Kathleen Ankers, Designer) my library of 

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

The Constant Wife, Chinoiserie wallpaper for the Roundabout 
Theatre; Allen Moyer, designer.
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glossy photography books for the New York skyline increased 
dramatically. For The Constant Wife (Allen Moyer, Designer) I 
contacted the Nostell Priory directly (thank you, Emily Swift 
-Jones) for closeup views of the Chinese wallpaper. I remember 
Larry Casey kneeling in a confetti-pile of Elvis photos paint-
ing an enormous photorealist portrait, “The King,” for Michael 
Anania. None of this research was provided by the designer- we 
as scenics wanted to get the details as “spot on” as we could. If 
you come up with the right research, it will inspire your design-
er’s trust and help cement a good working relationship. After 
all, mutual respect is what we’re after. Just make sure you’ve 
built research time into your bid.

 Knowing how to read drafting helps. That means under-
standing the meaning of the drafting, not just the measure-
ments. I once stood around watching 3 scenics argue about 
where to lower the undulating deck down 6 inches. They were 
arguing about the topographic detail but no one had checked 
for the position of the door in relation to the dip in the floor. 
The door had already been welded. Even if they’d followed the 
plans exactly, if the door was an inch or two off, then the dip 
would be in the wrong place and you’d have a grinder call on 
stage- a needless expense for your shop owner and an embar-
rassment to your charge. After all, no one is going to reweld a 
door. You need to keep an idea of the whole ground plan in 
your head. Once again, knowing the whole production helps 
build a collaborative bridge with your designer. 

 Knowing color helps even more. Fifty scenics, five hun-
dred ways of doing anything, and maybe color is the biggest 
variable in all of this. The big difference between scenic paint 
and fine art paint technique is that scenic art needs to hold 
interest over time. The pigment will be seen under different 
lighting conditions throughout the play. The audiences’ ability 
to discern color will be affected by the color of the light, the 
intensity of the light, the contrasting colors, the scale of the 
color and the length of time the color is present on stage. This 
puts a heavy burden on your color palette. Optical mixing is 
preferable to subtractive mixing in preserving color saturation 
and clarity. If the designer has specified a grayed lavender you 
can achieve that by mixing a saturated purple with some yellow 
or raw sienna, but it’s so much better under lights if you achieve 
the same result with a series of spatters. With optical mixing 
the individual colors are visible under different colors of light. 
My close working relationship with both the lighting designer 
(Paul Palazzo) and the set designer (Allen Moyer) is what kept 
the painting for single unit set Elixir of Love from going to mud 
over a 3 hour opera.

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

Elixir of Love, Co-Production for Opera Colorado: day through 
night light cues; Allen Moyer, Scenic Designer; Paul Palazzo, 
Lighting Designer.
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 The designer can certainly help build bridges as well. 
Let your scenic see the master groundplan. Painting a down-
stage flat with the same amount of detail and contrast as an 
upstage flat rarely works.  Try and have a lighting cue or cues 
preset during an onstage call so you can look at the paint on 
the spot. When working for CNN I made it a point to have 
a working monitor and a live camera in the studio so that 
Jane Snow could see what the scenery looked like on camera 
as her crew painted. 

 As a scenic you need to respect that there is more hap-
pening than just paint. There’s often a complex political dy-
namic which has nothing to do with painting the drop or 

texturing the wall. When working for Broadcast Media I 
tried to get all my major scenic calls as night calls. There 
were two reasons for this. One was the problem of “break-
ing news” which meant everyone had to leave the stage 
at the drop of a hat, and, more to the point, there were 
more “Chiefs” walking the halls during the day. You simply 
don’t want the talent commenting on a paint job half way 
through. They may just bring in their own bucket of red 
paint and start repainting the set. Don’t ask who or what, 
but it did happen.

 So what does all this have to do with being a free-
lancer? It’s simple, really: you’re hired by the people you 
trust and who trust you. Certain designers have requested 
my presence as a scenic on the shop floor and I, as a de-
signer or project manager, have requested certain scenics as 
charge.  These will be your lifelong business relationships, 
maybe even your lifelong friends, and isn’t that a big part of 
what this is all about? Freelancing should be working with 
people you like and trust, doing something which you can 
point to with pride.
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Translucent Drop 
Painting Seminar
Creating magic at Cobalt Studios

by Cliff Simon, University of Alabama at Birmingham

Disclaimer: If I use the word “magic” too often in this article, don’t 
shoot me. Deal with it.

 Once again I’ve spent a week studying at Cobalt Stu-
dios and have come away enlightened, enthused and excited 
about life, not to mention painting. A couple of years back 
I did Teacher Training, and this time it was the Translucent 
Drop Painting Seminar, taught by Rachel Keebler. The class, 
the farmhouse and the kitchen were all full. I was the only male 
in a house full of girls and women, which, given my sexual 
orientation allowed for a safe environment for all concerned. 
There was one other man about, Milton, Rachel’s husband, 
who appropriately referred to himself (as opposed to me, he 
made clear) as The Alpha Male. True enough. But I can paint, 
Milton.

 As most of you surely know, a trip to Cobalt is certain-
ly about scenic painting, but the peripheral benefits of being 
around Rachel and her entourage, in the nurturing environ-
ment of the beauty of nature, a.k.a. the Catskills, never ceases 
to amaze and inspire me.

 I had heard about this workshop from my friend Karen 
Maness, the scenic charge at UT Austin, my alma mater. When 
she took this workshop, her excitement over the technique was 
palpable and the projects she returned with were impressive. 

 We all know about scrims and their startling transforma-
tions from opaque to transparent, revealing another world be-
hind the fabric. When I was a kid, the first movie I saw at Radio 
City Music Hall was Auntie Mame, and after the movie there 
was a live stage show, during which the Corps de Ballet did 
an incredible (at least in memory) water ballet. Twenty danc-
ers flew and danced through the air, but between the lighting 
effects and scrim painted like the ocean depths, for all intents 
and purposes, they were swimming deep in the Pacific. It was 
magical, and I would be hard put to say whether I liked them 
or Rosalind Russell more (okay, I LOVE Rosalind Russell).

 A translucent drop is no less spectacular. It does not reveal 
actors behind it, though it can, of course, allow us to see shapes 
of actors (or anything) in silhouette. For those of you who don’t 
really know what translucent drops can do, I will tell you. Like 
life, it is complicated. It is not just one thing. In its simplicity, 
it can be painted so that when it is lit from the back it glows 
and shines, much like the sun shining through a pair of chiffon 
drapes (which I would love to have in my house, but my boy-
friend Julian refuses to allow. There’s a little alpha male in him 
too).

 It can be a surprising change of light conditions. For in-
stance, when front lit, you might observe a dappled morning 
landscape of mountains, trees and sky, but when the lights come 
up behind, the same topographical scene suddenly melts into 
a sunset, revealing red yellow clouds, dramatically drenching 
theatrical light over the earth, accompanied by the rising of the 
moon. By modulating the amount of light on the front and the 
back, you can get an endless variety of light and color changes. 
It is a different kind of magic than a scrim, more viscous than 
aerated, and wants to live in a different universe than the scrim 
as well. Though I can imagine the two working together in tan-
dem—a translucent drop set back eight feet behind a painted 
scrim. Hmmm. I’m getting ideas . . . 

 Front Lit Back Lit

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
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 It can be, er, humorous, as in the test example I made for 
the class, where a black and white scene with 2 musicians, when 
backlit, becomes filled with color, along with the surprise ar-
rival of a crazed girl lurking in the shadows (Patty McCormack 
in The Bad Seed) wielding a knife, ready to pounce on the musi-
cians, maybe for their inability to play well (like the guy who 
used to blast his saxophone on the D train in NYC who would 
announce to the passengers sitting in the seats that if they gave 
him money, he would stop).

 And if you’re creative (which, since you’re reading The 
Painter’s Journal, I have to assume you are) you can aspire to 
do something pretty fabulous, like Rachel’s drop of a painted 
sign which when backlit, becomes incredibly neonistic. And 
yes, that must be a real word because I saw it on Facebook. 

 Translucent drops are used all of the time, and we are prob-
ably not as aware of them as often as we may think. I hear that 
Derek McLane uses one in his set for the new Moises Kaufman 
play, 33 Variations. And you can bet your whatever that I am 
going to use one in my design for Scenes from an Execution in 
the fall. Here’s the deal: There is so much technology moving 
faster than our understanding of its value and ramifications, 
and here is a technique that is magical, just as the beautiful 
projections in Sunday in the Park with George at Studio 54 are, 
but sans the technology. Of course, one does not replace the 
other, nor would we want it to. There is room for all. But I’m 

telling you, there is excitement in people’s hearts when they 
see this kind of effect, because they instinctively know that it 
took man’s simple labor to produce it. I can do a lot of things 
in Photoshop that look very cool and wonderful, but the drop 
I did last week at Cobalt made me proud, because I did it with 
my own hands. It is the difference between Betty Crocker and 
a cake from scratch. And believe me, I know from cake.

Rachel organizes the effects into 3 main categories:

1. Augmentation, where the main effect of the backlighting  
is to strengthen the sense of light (as in a stained glass window). 
On such a drop, the architecture would be painted opaquely, 
and the glass translucently, so that with backlight the window 
glass would glow as in real life.

2. Time of Day Change, which could happen with a land-
scape or cityscape, where the land or buildings might be paint-
ed opaquely, and the sky (or in a cityscape, the windows) would 
be translucent, so that when backlit, not only would those parts 
glow brightly, but also could undergo a color change, such as 
day sky to sunset, or dim bluish daytime windows to bright 
night yellow windows. 

3. Image Transformation, where the drop might be painted 
to look like Mount Ararat, and when lit from behind, we sud-
denly see Moses descending holding the Ten Commandments 
(Okay, my Jewish roots are showing). Or, it could be a sky that 
reveals a rainbow spanning the drop.

 Also, boys and girls, when a drop is painted translucently 
and backlit it will hide wrinkles in the fabric and simply look 
more shimmering.

 Before you paint the drop, or pass it on to the scenic to 
do it, you need to be clear about what effect it is you want. 
In contrast to a scrim, which is generally all painted with the 
same amount of opacity, a translucent drop most often wants a 
varying range of translucencies. This requires the lemon analy-
sis. When I studied under Karen Maness, and she would get a 
color elevation, she would stare at it, purse her lips and squint 
her eyes as if she were eating a lemon. What she was doing, of 
course, was studying, thinking and deciding on the direction 
to take before her hands ever touched a can of paint. And with 
translucencies, this is even more vital, because if you make a 
mistake, there is really no fixing it. And what is equally impor-
tant is to make tests as you go along, making sure that what you 
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are going to paint will give you the result you want. To quote 
Rachel, “If you do not fully test all of your paints and processes 
on a separate test flat which you can light, you are a fool.” Did 
you get that?

 Rachel has graciously agreed to let me give you her recipes 
for some of the basics, and at the end of the article is a list of 
suppliers of some of the products we used. 
         
Regular Starch Recipe (for the front of the drop):
1 box powdered laundry starch dissolved in 1/3 gallon luke-
warm water.  Drizzle that into 4 gallons of boiling water. You 
can use this hot.

Barrier Starch Recipe (for the back of the drop):
To the above recipe (cooled to warm at least), add 2 cups Plastic 
Varnish (flat).
 

Preparing the Drop
1. Stretch and staple the drop to the floor. Heavyweight mus-
lin is best. Either work seams into the design or else use seam-
less muslin, which is inherently a little more difficult to seal. At 
Cobalt, the floor is covered with 4 x 8s of Celotex insulation 
board, so that removing the staples is so easy, it could make you 
cry.

2. Bridge the drop and keep it blown off of the floor and 
starch what will be the back of the drop once with Barrier 
Starch.

3. When it dries, remove the bridge and give it at least 2-5 
coats more of barrier starch. The wetter the technique on the 
back will be, the more coats of barrier starch you need, using no 
less than 3. Don’t scrimp.

4. Unstaple the drop, and turn over to what will be the front 
side, and restaple. A bridge is no longer needed because it is 
already sealed.

5. Starch the front once or twice with the regular recipe of 
starch. It is less important if the front bleeds through to the 
back, as opposed to vice versa.

Laying Out the drop
1. Make your drawing on brown paper and pounce, or grid 
out a larger drop.

2. Figure out a method to align the pounce so that if you 
need to duplicate it on the back, you can (in reverse, of course). 
You will need to do this for most translucent drops, so that your 
effect, be it change of color, transformation or whatever, will 
wind up in the right place when viewed from the front. And 
since your drop is going to be stapled to the floor when you 
go to paint the other side, you’re not going to be able to refer 
to the front, like sneaking a light under the drop to see where 
anything is.

3. Pounce the drawing on the face of the drop. Make sure 
that you don’t pounce too intensely, or else the charcoal might 
adversely affect the translucency.

4. Ink or marker in the drop carefully. Only ink in where you 
are sure that the presence of the ink will not affect the translu-
cency, with either front or backlighting. If it is going to be on 
a translucent part, and you don’t want to see the line, then DO 
NOT ink it with marker. Use very pale translucent paint or 
dye. On our test project, where 2 musicians were to magically 
appear after backlighting, I inadvertently--not just once but 
twice--- inked in an area that I should not have, and so had to 
change the front of the panel from what was supposed to be a 
space devoid of humanity, to 2 musicians. I wound up, instead, 
revealing the devil girl (seen in photo) as the translucent sur-
prise, which worked for the project. However, if I were painting 

The Starch

Straining the starch mixture 
into the sprayer through a 
funnel with a mesh filter 
hot glued into it.

Spray and then brush the starch 
mixture onto the drop.
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this for John Lee Beatty, I don’t expect he would appreciate her 
(though as demons go, she’s sort of cute). 

Paints and Dyes
The real truth is, and Rachel will be the first one to echo this, 
you can use any paint or dye you find that works, so long as 
it does the job. That may sound banal, but one thing that is 
consistent at Cobalt is that experimentation reaps new answers, 
which are always welcome. It functions like a lab there, so that 
students are given as much weight as teachers, so far as discov-
eries go. All that matters is that something is proven to work. 
That said, here are some of your choices, not in order of us-
ability:

1. Off-Broadway paints can be thinned to make them semi-
opaque or semi-translucent

2. Supersats are more translucent and can be thinned down 
considerably while maintaining saturation.

3. Dharma Dyes, actually pigments, sold as fabric dyes, be-
come (depending on the color) quite translucent and/or trans-
parent, and also act very much like tinting colors. I love them.

4. Aniline dyes, with which you need to exercise extreme cau-
tion in using, are the most transparent. Find out about their 
usage on the Scenic Artists Forum (http://groups.yahoo.com/
group/Scenic_Artists_Forum/join). As a matter of fact, when 
using any of these products, exercise caution and research their 
safety.

5. At my workshop, people were trying leather dyes, RIT 
dyes, and in a pinch, if it is 3 AM and you need a good violet 
or aqua blue, I suggest going to Walmart to the cake decorat-
ing section and buying some paste colors—called Icing Colors 
(about $1.69 for 1 ounce of concentrated color, which is con-
siderably cheaper than anything else, and tasty too). 

Testing and Analyzing
1. Once you’re set up with the drawing transferred onto the 
front of the drop, it is time to do samples. As with all things in 
life, there is no set way to go about this, except that you need to 
duplicate the conditions that will be on the final drop. So:

a. Make sure the test panel has been primed exactly the same 
as the large drop.

b. When you test a dye or paint, make sure you know the 
recipe that created the color.

c. Keep a small diary of each recipe and move you make.

d. I know these are just common sense things, but even I 
have been known to try and rush the process. DON’T RUSH 
THE PROCESS. Time spent with your samples will make for 
a happy camper.
                           

Backlighting test flat                                 Backside of my test flat

 Let your sample dry and then backlight it. We attached 
clamp lights to garbage cans and used them as backlights.
                                               
i.     If you notice that color is seeping through from back to 
front, then either use less paint, spray as opposed to brush, or 
try another coat of barrier starch on the back. 

e. The final step in the process, whether on the sample or the 
finished job, is to use Tough Prime (some of us used black, 
some grey, some white) to back paint any area that you want no 
light coming through whatsoever. 
 

Tough Priming the back of large drop
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 I found, as a first timer to this process, that a lot of what I learned 
about the possibilities was found in retrospect. The idea of different 
levels of translucency to achieve a variety of effects through back and 
front lighting is clearer to me now than when I was actually planning 
or painting. Next time I will be better situated. But that is me. You 
well might have a clearer understanding on your first excursion. I am 
a slow learner. 

 All the while you are working, you want to think as a scenic, a set 
designer and a lighting designer, all rolled into one. You need to figure 

out how to make this piece of fabric and some paint as wondrous as 
possible, and then analyze how to get that accomplished using a brush, 
a hand, some water and a brain. 

 At Cobalt, when our projects were presented, Rachel had a sim-
ple yet elaborate (pardon my oxymoron) system of clamplights and 
controlling dimmers to front- and backlight our drops, some with 
cool gels, some with warm, some with none. She would scurry up the 
ladder to turn a general light into a spotlight that she would refocus 
to hit one area of a backdrop, e.g. a moon. She had endless energy, 

3 Examples of Translucent Drops, Fronts and Backs

Front                                                       Back, in process

Front                                                       Back, in process

Front                                                       Back, in process
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excitement and a real joie de vivre about looking at all of our work. She was 
completely democratic in her giddiness about everyone’s piece.

 Aside from Rachel’s many talents, the deer that roam the lawn in front 
of the farmhouse, the fabulous painting studio and the charms of Rachel’s 
husband Milton, the reason that Cobalt remains a place that draws all of 
us to it time and again is that Rachel is a consummate teacher, and totally 
loves to pass on knowledge, information, and skills to generation after 
generation of eager students. When I go to the Cobalt site online, it seems 
like it will be a great place to learn about Scene Painting. And don’t get me 
wrong, it is. But like with a translucent drop, there is a lot more there than 
meets the eye. And for my money, that is what I call the magic of theatre.

Some resources:                                                                                          
Aniline dye (Spectra Colors), Epstein’s, (212) 265-3960
Leather dye (Fiebing’s and Eco Flo), Tandy, www.tandyleatherfactory.com
Fiber reactive dyes (Aljo), www.aljodye.com
(Orco), www.organicdye.com
Dharma dye, Dharma Trading, www.dharmatrading.com
Universal tints (Mixol), www.rosebrand.com

ABOU T THE AUTHOR
 Cliff Simon finds that the best way to learn 
about life is to hang around people who know more 
than he does. That’s why he goes to Cobalt Stu-
dios, that’s why he teaches scene design, painting 
and Photoshop rendering at UAB (the University 
of Alabama at Birmingham) where his knowledge-
able colleagues answer his many questions, that is 
why he is always asking people (sometimes even stu-
dents!) how they see the world, and that is also why 
he designs at several wonderful theatres around the 
country. He is always amazed at the amount of tal-
ent and abundance of competency he sees wherever 
he looks. Of course, that makes him very insecure, 
but that is another story. The results of his labors 
can found at www.cliffcakes.com.

Below:  The twelve projects finished, frontlit/backlit
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