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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
Welcome to the first issue!
Welcome to The Painter’s Journal! Thank you for
picking up this premiere issue. After pondering this project
for a few years, I finally decided to quit thinking about it,
and start doing something about it. I started this journal
because I found, relevant to painting scenery, there has up to
this point been a definite lack of current, credible learning
resources available to the scenic artist. Since scenic art is a
small niche in a small market, the possibility of new resources
didn’t seem likely to appear any time soon. I have been
fortunate enough to have learned scenic art from some
wonderful people, yet I am always looking to further my
knowledge. My options have previously been restricted to
either consulting friends or relying on the old ‘trial and error’
method. I often find myself saying to people, “All scenery
needs to be painted.” However, I’ve found many people who
were afraid of scenic art mainly because pertinent information
was not readily accessible. Moreover, scene painting is neither
taught in many universities nor colleges. So I thought, “Why
not create a forum for artists to share their ideas with each
other?” I hope this publication can help fill this void, and at
the same time, give scenic art a higher profile in the world of
theatre design and technology.
This publication belongs to you, the subscriber and
contributors. I envision this journal will one day be at least
twice the size of this first issue—full of color photos and
dynamic articles written by you, fellow artists. Your
contributions, in the way of ideas and articles, will help shape
the future of this publication; I hope you take advantage of
this exciting opportunity! There are several write-in columns,
such as “Ruminations”, “Products”, “Bibliographies”, and
“Painter’s Tips and Thoughts”, that allow anyone to
contribute quickly. Anyone wishing to contribute a “Featured
Article” (which I wholeheartedly invite), need only follow
the simple instructions outlined on page one (1) of this
journal.
Finally, I would like to thank all of you who have helped
me launch this first issue. So many people have listened to
me talk about this new venture for a while, and have all been
very supportive and have helped me contour my ideas. Thank
you to all my students and fellow faculty members at Bradley
University for their support and contributions to this project.
My special thanks to Rachel Keebler, Cobalt Studios; without
whose help and suggestions, this journal would have been
much more difficult to produce.

Written by Mark Meredith for The New York Clipper,
January 26, 1895.
Poem provided by Dr. Geraldine Maschio, University of
Kentucky

Once again, thank you and enjoy!

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
THE CARE AND
FEEDING OF BRUSHES
by Rachel Ann Keebler, Cobalt Studios
Our brushes . . . for many of us, scenic brushes
are the primary tools used to make artwork for the
stage and screen (not to mention
theme parks and casinos!). While there are those
brushes that can take abuse (nothing like an old chip
brush), for the most part the bristles on our fitches
must be clean and stay together sweetly, and not with
stiff, glommed up tips. The handles need
to stay tight and ferrules should not be split.
Well THAT’S a mouthful! The fact that we use
water-based paints creates most of our problems.

bucket or under running water, repeating the process
until the suds are not colored or the water squeezed
from the brush is clean.
STAYING TOGETHER
We found that unless somebody ran a brush
upside down under flowing water (pounding the
pigment into the ferrule), repeated incomplete
cleanings or let a brush dry while standing on its
bristles, the brush would stay nicely shaped.
“Retraining” a brush that has been left to dry in a
compromising position can be done by wetting the
brush, soap sudsing it, squeezing it to shape it and
then wrapping it in newspaper for the night. The
only other reason for a splayed brush is if the
manufacturer placed the bristles in the brush curving
outwards . . .oops! You would know this the first
time you used the brush.

CLEANING
When I was in summer stock, we used Ivory
Soap and warm water if we could get it (now I use
thinned oil soap). For starters, swish the brush
vigorously in a partially full bucket of clean water a
few times to speed up the process, then soap up the
brush like you are washing your hair. Rinse in the

PREVENTING STIFFNESS
Getting all that binder washed out will
prevent the brushes from stiffening when they dry.
Periodically these brushes get a treat with hair
conditioner--especially when storing from one
summer until the next. This keeps them from
drying out and getting brittle.

4

paintersjournal.com

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2003

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
The ferrule is what holds the bristles onto the
handle. Never use a wire brush on the base of the
bristles; it will damage the ferrule. There are other
ways to deal with dried-up paint there. First, dampen
your brush thoroughly before using; this discourages
paint from drying inside the brush. Next, keep a big
bucket of water handy as you work. If you have
finished using your brush for a while, rinse it
vigorously, rub the base of the bristles with your
fingers, then rinse again. Shake the brush once and
then lay it next to the bucket. It won’t be totally
clean, but it won’t dry out and it won’t be left floating
in the bucket!
SA
VING A BR
USH
SAVING
BRUSH
There are inevitably times when paint does dry
on the outside of a brush. Again you should still
avoid the wire brush. A good stiff nylon scrub brush
will do the trick. If the brush was left out in the hot
sun all day, you may have to reach for the commercial
chemical “brush cleaner” (a mild liquid paint stripper)
and use as directed. This is when I use a brush comb;
otherwise I don’t seem to use them.

of water for a couple of hours. If repeated swelling
and shrinking has loosened the nails that secure the
ferrule, they may need to be replaced. I have seen
ferrules made with tightened with copper wire, retightened down and re-soldered. Splitting ferrules
are another problem. Mr. Wolf, of Wolf Paint in
NYC, told me that the glue that holds the brushes
together and in the ferrule should fill the ferrule cavity
completely up to the brim! This not only prevents
the bristles inside the ferrule from collecting pigment,
but from getting wet and swelling, thereby splitting
the ferrule. This certainly makes sense to me.
Unfortunately, I have noticed that recent
manufacturers do not do this. It is easy to tell because
the “plug” of bristles falls out after the ferrule
splits and you can see what’s going on!
That’s all for now. Look for what to do with
those Alkyd, Dye, and Shellac brushes in another
issue. In the meantime, The Painter’s Journal is always
looking for more information, so if you have anything
to add, please write to the “Painters Tips and
Thoughts” column of the journal. Thanks!
ABOUT THE AUTHOR

STORING BRUSHES (tips not glommed up)
When the brush is not washed thoroughly and
hung up to dry, the bristles get glommed up. The
residual binder runs down to the tips and dries there.
Aside from calling the brush police every time a brush
gets washed, storing the brushes flat on a screenbottomed shelf or drawer is a good way to treat them
and provides good airflow for drying.
HANDLES TIGHT, FERRULES NOT SPLIT

Rachel Ann Keebler is the owner of Cobalt
Studios in White Lake, NY. She has been a member
of USA 829 as a scenic artist since 1981, and has
painted numerous shows throughout the country.
Some highlights include: Doonesbury, the Real Thing,
Baby, La Cage Aux Folles, 9 1/2 Weeks, Chaplin, K2,
State Fair, thirteen years of the Hasty Pudding Show,
drops for Baryshnikov Productions and Twyla Tharp,
nine years of Manhattan School of Music operas,
and many others. She has taught at both the North
Carolina school for the Arts and Temple University.

This can be an ongoing problem, as most handles
are made out of wood and are subject to the swelling
and the shrinking that goes on with the absence or
presence of water. If your handles have dried out
between shows, you can soak the brush in a bucket
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HEALTH AND SAFETY
PAINTS THEN AND NOW
by Monona Rossol, President of Arts, Crafts &
Theatre Safety
THE OLD DAYS
Many scenic painters remember when powdered lead,
cadmium, and mercury pigments were used. Many also
remember when paints were textured by mixing them with
chopped fibers from yard bags of asbestos. I still find bins of
toxic, dry pigments in old theatrical scene shops. A couple
of years ago, an IATSE Local 829 Scenic Artist died of
mesothelioma, a cancer caused by asbestos. He remembered
mixing paints with asbestos 30 years before he was diagnosed
with this fatal cancer.
ENTER OSHA
Then in 1987, the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA) instituted the Hazard
Communication Standard or HAZCOM. This law requires
our employers to draw up written HAZCOM programs,
check labels of incoming materials, obtain and file material
safety data sheets (MSDSs) for our use, train us how to read
and understand MSDSs and more. Needless to say, this hasn’t
happened often. The exceptions include a few
enlightened scene shops, theater schools, and others that
have been fined by OSHA for failing to have HAZCOM
programs.
PAINTS TODAY
On the positive side, today some of our products are
less toxic. Asbestos is no longer used. Solvent-based oil paints
have been replaced, in many cases, with water-based ones.
Lead is now banned for use in interior household wall paints.

But we still need to check labels and MSDSs because
many paints are exempt from the lead laws, including artist’s
paints, boat, auto, and metal priming paints. Even waterbased paints today usually contain some solvents. There are
also a number of two-component urethane paints and plastics
that are even more toxic than were some of those products
from the “good old days.”
In addition, most of the pigments, additives, and
solvents in our new paints have never been studied for long
term hazards, such as cancer and birth defects. This can be
confusing. For example, MSDSs must report ingredients that
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are determined to be cancer-causing by the International
Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), the National
Toxicology Program (NTP), or OSHA. However, when the
MSDS says that a product contains no ingredients considered
carcinogens by these agencies, it usually means that no one
has ever tested the ingredients for their cancerous effects at
all!
In the U.S., untested chemicals can be labeled
nontoxic!” It’s outrageous, but it’s true.
WHAT CAN WE DO FOR YOU
If you need to know more about the products you use,
I can help you interpret the MSDS sheets. I am a chemist
and industrial hygienist with decades of theater experience.
I have two hats: Safety Officer for the United Scenic Artists,
Local 829, IATSE; and President of Arts, Crafts & Theater
Safety, a nonprofit corporation. Both organizations authorize
me to answer questions about MSDSs and any other health
and safety related inquiries by telephone, e-mail, and letter.
Readers of this article can send an self-addressed,
stamped envelope ($.60 stamp please) to obtain two
publications: one called “Understanding the MSDS” and the
other called “Labels: Reading between the Lies!” I also will
enclose a list of publications that address a host of other
theater
related
hazards,
regulations,
and
precautions.
Local 829 also provides free HAZCOM training to its
members and encourages members of other locals and other
theater professionals to come. You can keep in touch with
me and I’ll let you know when and where the next sessions
will be conducted.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Monona Rossol , M.S., M.F.A., is an industrial hygienist and
is President of Arts, Crafts & Theater Safety (ACTS). She is
the Safety Officer for United Scenic Artists Local 829 and
IATSE. She has written 7 books including The Artist’s
Complete Health & Safety Guide, which won a 1996
Outstanding Academic Book Award from the Association of
College and Research Libraries and is now in its 3rd edition.
CONTACT INFORMATION:
Monona Rossol
181 Thompson St., #23
New York NY 10012-2586 212/777-0062
ACTSNYC@cs.com
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BRICK TEXTURES MADE
WITH FOAM RUBBER
by John Holloway, University of Kentucky
WHAT THE PROCESS IS
In years past I used a variety of different materials to
form dimensional brick shapes, but wasn’t
pleased with the results for a variety of reasons. A hard
material like wood is difficult to cut to fit, and is also very
heavy, although it is very durable. Celotex insulation or
Homosote, is lighter and easier to cut but a really nasty
sawdust comes from that product, especially when cutting
hundreds of small shapes. The oily material sometimes used
to keep it from rotting is also problematic from a fire-retarding
standpoint. Polystyrene foam can also be used, it is lighter
in weight, but not any more fun to cut out. From an artistic
point of view, those materials often seem too thick to give a
“realistic” appearance to the brick, which actually sticks out
from the wall much less than the half-inch or so that wood,
Celotex, or polystyrene does.
Another problem with these rigid materials is that they
absolutely will not work on a pliable surface such as a canvas
groundcloth.
Over the last few years, I’ve been experimenting with
using foam rubber products to produce a really handsome
brick texture, and have used it in several different ways that
have all been fairly successful.

METHOD
This is an amazingly simple process that is easy enough
for just about anyone to accomplish. Since I teach at a
university, this means even beginning students can help. The
hardest part is coming up with the basic strips of foam rubber
to cut down into the brick shapes. From there anyone with
a pair of scissors and a 4” brush can do the job if properly
supervised.
This first description is the basic method I’ve been
working with. Variations will be mentioned later.
You will need some foam rubber strips that can be used
to make the basic brick shape. If you are doing a brick wall,
the individual bricks will be viewed from the side rather than
the top. Most bricks are somewhere in the neighborhood of
2” thick x 4” wide x 8” long. If the bricks will only be seen
from the side, you will need a large number of 2” x 8” pieces.
Some of the bricks, like those on the corners, will show the
end profile of the brick that is 2” x 4”. Still other pieces will
need to be odd shapes in order to fit around windows, doors,
or other architectural elements. On a “real” brick wall, the
bricks are held together with mortar that is recessed a bit
from the face of the bricks themselves. Sometimes the mortar
is almost flush with the face of the brick, and sometimes it is
recessed about a ¼”. You need to use a fairly thin material
for the bricks. Really thin strips are difficult to cut from a
block, and I generally aim for the 1/4” thick bricks, and
depend on the sealing process to lessen that amount.

I like this method for several reasons:
The foam is very lightweight.
It is easy to cut into custom shapes.
It is flexible.
You can coat it with a sealer such as Jaxsan 600 or Sculpt
or Coat to give it a homogeneous texture.
This technique will work on a variety of surfaces, both
rigid and flexible. You can also use it to make and apply
non-brick textures of a similar nature.
MATERIALS

Urethane or latex foam rubber, polyvinyl glue,
waterbased sealer, paint.
TOOLS
Something to cut the foam rubber into strips, scissors,
measuring tape, chalk line, brushes.

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2003

Urethane/latex foam rubber comes in different densities
that are referenced by the weight of a block of the material.
Fabric stores most often carry foam padding that is about a
one pound weight, meaning that one cubic foot weighs one
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pound. This density will work, but it is hard to cut because
it is so flimsy. If you can find a heavier weight, denser foam,
it will be much easier to slice into thin strips. We always
seem to be in too much of a hurry on these projects to wait
for an order to come in, and the fabric store foam has generally
worked adequately, so that is what I’ve used for most of the
projects discussed here.

You can decrease the tendency of the foam to be drawn
down into the saw by putting a piece of tape over the throat
plate where the blade passes through the saw table. This
helps to support the foam better.

There is a primer about foam products at
http://www.monmouthrubber.com/info.htm that reveals
probably more than you want to know about urethane foam
and other rubber products. It is fairly interesting reading all
on its own, and covers some related topics. There are some
web sites for manufacturers of foam products that list thin
sheets of various sorts that look promising, but I have not
personally tried any of these products and cannot speak to
their effectiveness. Of course a thin sheet of foam would
not require slicing, and that would cut a big chunk of the
work out of making the foam bricks.
There are a couple of different ways of getting the thin
strips of foam rubber. One way is to use a bandsaw to slice
the strips from a larger block of foam. If you purchase foam
padding that is 2” thick, then you can get your ¼” thick by
2” wide strips by simply ripping the foam through the saw.
You must use a bandsaw; a table saw will just suck the foam
down inside itself.
Even the bandsaw is a bit problematic. You need to
have a very sharp blade with a medium number of TPI (teeth
per inch), in the 6 to 10 range. You will need a rip fence
attachment to keep the foam block straight as it goes through
the saw. If your bandsaw does not have a rip guide, clamp a
block of wood to the table and use that instead. The fence
will have less drag if you rub a piece of candle wax against it
to make it slicker.

8
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Finally, it is very important to pull the material through
the saw rather than to try to push it through like a piece of
wood. Wood doesn’t compress like the foam does. Pushing
on the foam causes it to bunch up and get stuck on the blade.
Hold a piece of wood against the side of the foam as you pull
it through to hold it in position and to protect your fingers
from the blade. At a certain point, the blank pad of foam
will be too small to go through the saw effectively, and you
will have to waste the last little bit of it.

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2003
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This is not a perfect process. Some of the bricks will
show striations from the sawing action, others will have quite
large puckers on them. I like the textural quality that this
imparts to the finished project, so for me this is a good thing.
Some of the bricks will be thicker and some will be thinner,
so you can get a more “random” look by carefully spacing
these out over the surface you are creating. If your brick wall
is to be especially ancient and worn down, you might even
want to create extra defects in the foam with a pair of scissors.

In order to place the bricks on a wall, you should lay
out some registration lines to keep the bricks straight as you
apply them. If the bricks are 2” tall, and you would like to
have a half-inch space between them, make a chalk line every
2 ½” on the wall. If you would like some other dimensions,
just use multiples of whatever they are. If the bricks are too
big, or the mortar lines too wide, the proportions will seem
off. So even though larger sizes are easier to do, they won’t
look as good in the finished project.
The fun part of this work is the different patterns you
can create around windows, doors, columns, etc. I generally
just do this “by eye” without making any markings, because
they are so easy to see. The problems always come in where
you have a large expanse of bricks that slant up or down
slightly. Of course this technique is not really intended for
huge blank surfaces, because making all the foam bricks for
something like that is fairly labor-intensive. Before starting
the flat work, you should lay in all of the fancy work around
doors and windows first.

As an alternative, Bosch makes an industrial foam cutter
that is used mainly for upholstery work. It looks sort of like
a jigsaw, and has two thin blades that move up and down in
opposition to one anther. It works in much the same way as
an electric carving knife used in the home, which many people
use to carve foam for other projects. This tool costs about
$400 and works really well, but you will not have the
advantage of a rip fence. Because I like the imperfections
that come from making the strips on the bandsaw, there hasn’t
been much incentive for me to take this route.

Use a pair of scissors to cut the strips of foam rubber to
the right lengths. Use yellow or white glue and a brush to
apply the foam to the surface. Use enough glue to make a
good bond between the foam and the wood substrate. The
glue bonds well to the wooden surface, and it also works well
with the foam because of its porous nature. Lay in a fairsized patch of glue and press the foam bricks firmly into
place. This goes really quickly. If you have a corner to go
around, be sure to put the side pieces on first, and then the
parts that face the audience. That way, the overlaps will show
less. I haven’t had much luck in trying to bend the foam
around the corner; it seems to work better with two pieces.
The sealer will get rid of most of the imperfections.

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2003
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more texture in the way you use the brush to make it thicker
in some spots and thinner in others. You can also apply a
final coat of sealer with a roller so that it has a slightly nappy
appearance, and then flatten it out with a trowel or float
after it is half dry. This will create lots of tiny fissures for
glazes to run into. If you apply a fairly thick last coat to just
the face of the brick, you can use a comb to give the surface
the same appearance as “brushed” brick.

Laying out straight bricks goes really quickly. You can
do just a running bond, or insert some 4” pieces, as would be
found on an older structural brick wall. You can also lay in
soldier courses across the tops of the wall; whatever is
appropriate to the design. Use a pair of scissors to trim off
any excess from the corner bricks, and also to ease the edges
of any bricks that stick out farther than the rest.

After the sealer has set up, you can paint the brick in
whatever style you prefer. I like to start out with several
different colors mixed from the same couple of base hues. I
make these fairly bright, and then tone them down with glazes
toward the end. It is usually easiest to paint the mortar after
the brick and before the glazes.
After the glue has set up, use a very liberal coating of
Jaxsan 600 or Sculpt or Coat to seal the foam and soften the
edges of the bricks. This is a very important step; the project
will not look good if you skimp on the sealer. You will
probably need at least two layers to do the job effectively.
Without sealer, the foam will have a porous appearance that
will be immediately apparent to the audience. The sealer
has another effect that really helps “sell” the look of the
process. If you work the sealer down into the mortar lines
well so that it fills them up somewhat, they will have a slightly
rounded look to them that is much more like a real
brick/mortar line. The sealer can be used to add even more

10
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I have tried a number of variations on this theme, using
different products and substrates just to see what is possible.
The first attempt was for Tale of Two Cities, for which I used
the technique in two different ways. The first involved a
number of brick arches that had a mixture of curved and flat
surfaces. These were faced with regular and bending plywood.
Lots of odd sized bricks were required, so being able to cut
them out of foam with a pair of scissors was appealing. Even
more importantly, since some of the surfaces were curved, I
needed to make the bricks from something that could easily
be bent and attached. The foam worked really well for that.
We just stuck the foam pieces on by eye, fitting them in the
most appealing way, using the method discussed earlier.
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Another example of using this same process in a different
way was in a production of Suburbia, where a concrete block
wall was required for the outside of the 7-11 store. Of course
these blocks were much larger than bricks, but other than
that it all worked much the same way.

This show also had a groundcover that went on top of a
raked platform. In the opening of the show, workmen were
transporting a barrel of wine that accidentally broke open
and spilled out onto the street where the poor tried to sop it
up with rags. This was a fairly important symbolic element
for the play and sets the scene for all of the bloodshed to
come, when the streets run red for another reason. Although
the large barrel had only two gallons of red water in it, we
still needed to be able to get rid of it, a drain was installed in
a hollowed out place near the bottom of the rake. Most of
the fluid went through a sink drain and the rest was dried up
by the action of the characters. The floor covering needed
to do several things. It had to fit over an irregular curved
surface, it had to be removable so that the show could be
transported to another theatre, it had to be waterproof, and
it had to have a cobblestone texture.

Recently, we completed a brick street for a production
of Buses, a story about Rosa Parks. Again, canvas was used as
a substrate for the foam pieces that were glued on. This time
I tried something new by using the foam padding that is
sold to go under Pergo laminate flooring. It comes in rolls
about one eighth of an inch thick, is a green color, and a
closed cell foam. I made some wooden patterns that were
laid on top of the foam, and then the bricks were marked
out with Sharpies. Marking and cutting each brick
individually took more time, but it made them all slightly
different from one another. This time, I used yellow glue to
adhere the foam to the canvas with Jaxsan 600 as a sealant.
There were more problems with pieces coming off of this
floor, even though the Pergo foam was much thinner than
the foam used on the Tale of Two Cities project. The major
issue stems from the fact that the Pergo foam is a closed cell
product, as opposed to the open cell foam we used the first
time. Open cell foam is much more porus and absorbs the
glue used to bond it to the canvas. The closed cell foam is
waterproof, and as such is more like trying to glue something
to Plexiglass. In hindsight, the Spray 77 would have been a
better choice as an adhesive, or better still a contact cement
of some sort. I think the Pergo foam would be just great
when used on a wall where there is less stress placed on it,
but would not recommend it for use on a floor. You can get
more information about the difference between closed and
open cell foams by going to the previously mentioned website.

A heavy canvas was used for the substrate, and different
thicknesses of foam were used to form the cobblestones.
These were cut into a rounded shape with scissors, and then
the corners were snipped off to give them a more rounded
profile. The cobblestones were secured to the canvas using
Spray 77. We thought that this would leave the assembly
more pliable than using any other sort of liquid glue. A
random pattern was formed using thicker/thinner
cobblestones, and numerous layers of Sculpt or Coat were
used as a sealer. I was worried that the foam would come off
of the canvas during the action of the play, but this was not
much of a problem for the short 3 week run of the play.
Several bad pieces came off right away, but these were repaired
as were several torn pieces of foam. It was great to have such
a nice texture on the floor.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
CALLING ALL
PAINTERS!
If you like what you see in The
Painter’s Journal, show your support
by purchasing a one year subscription. Subscriptions are very affordable, only $15.00 for an entire year,
which is three issues. That is only
$5.00 an issue. If you are unsure if
you want to subscribe for a whole
year, you may purchase one issue at
a time for only $6.00 an issue.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
John Holloway is the author of Illustrated Theatre Production Guide, published by Focal Press. He has been the
technical director for the University of Kentucky Department of Theatre since 1983, and has also designed over
100 productions for theatre, opera, dance, and television.
He is a survivor of three national touring companies, and
is president of Local 346 of the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees.

A subscription form is on the back
cover of the journal. You can fill
this out and send it in with your
check, or if you are at the USITT
conference you can stop by the table
and subscribe there. We are located
at table number 15.
Be sure to check out our website at
www.paintersjournal.com for information about future issues or more
information about submitting articles.
Thank you and enjoy!
Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor

12

paintersjournal.com

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2003

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES
Interview Power for
Scenic Artists
by Donna Wymore, Colorado Scenery
Getting the appointment for an interview is often
fairly easy. Actually getting the job is another matter
altogether. Unlike what some publications like What Color
is Your Parachute may tell you, interviewing for a position
as a scenic artist is not at all like interviewing for a job
with Microsoft, Bank of America or Paine Webber.
“Corporate America” requires an entirely different set of
skills, mannerisms, fashions, communication techniques,
and visual presentation than what you will be bringing
to the table of the theatre, scenery company, or
production office of your next job.
As a longtime Art Department Manager of one of
the largest scenery companies in Los Angeles and a current
scenery company owner, I’ve interviewed several hundred
scenic artists. Listed below are some basic guidelines to
consider when interviewing with a prospective
employer.
TIME FLIES
Arrive for the interview on time. Even if the
interviewer is running late, be there on time. You have
no idea if promptness is important to the interviewer, so
don’t chance it. Yes, things happen: if you get lost on
your way, stop and call the; if you need to reschedule,
call them. I once had an appointment who never called
but instead sent a friend for his interview. Needless to
say, that really didn’t make a good impression.
THE PAPER CHASE
Have a prepared, printed resume on hand even if
you’ve already sent one. Some interviewers for various
reasons, like to have more than one copy; some just forget
to bring it to the interview. Have a few extra color-copied
portfolio photos to leave behind with your resume. For
film and television, it’s a good idea to have a business
card that states your name, title (i.e., “Scenic Artist”),
phone and/or cell number, e-mail address and/or web site.
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Remember to keep your card to standard size so it
can be easily filed.
THE FASHION STATEMENT
As they say, clothes make the man (or woman), but
in this case what is appropriate for the thirtieth floor of
the Chrysler Building isn’t going to work for a job in a
scenery shop. Find a happy medium between business
clothes and your paint clothes. Be clean, comfortable,
and confident in what you choose to wear. Your
appearance makes a statement about you personally and
is one of the most lasting impressions that you will
make.
PORTFOLIO POINTERS
Always bring photos of your work. It is always best
to have them presented well, either in a portfolio case or
matted on presentation board. Label the photo with the
project name and the company by which you were
employed. Loose photos are a nuisance and tend to get
lost, bent, or left behind. If you bring slides, be sure to
bring a slide viewer. You don’t have to bring everything,
just the highlights. It’s always a good idea to have a few
pictures of you working on a project. Limit personal art
work to one or two pictures, if that. You are there to
paint scenery, not to paint personal art. NEVER pad
your portfolio with someone else’s pictures. It’s a small
world and you will eventually be discovered. I once had
an applicant who had photos of a production which I
previously painted fifteen years prior to and two thousand
miles away from our meeting. I knew the work wasn’t
hers and didn’t hire her.
KNOWLEDGE IS POWER
Speak knowledgeably, comfortably, and confidently
about your work. A skilled interviewer knows the key
words to listen for when it comes to hiring someone who
is qualified. Don’t be tripped up by questions like, “How
do you paint bricks on a backdrop?” After all, this person
didn’t get to this position of authority without having
done this at some point in his or her career. Define the
question with something like, “There are many ways to
paint brick. Which one would you like to hear about?”
or point to a portfolio photo and say, “Here’s a sample on
this job. Let me tell you about it.”
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QUESTION AUTHORITY
Asking questions shows that you are equally as interested
in the company as they are in you. Always keep in mind that
you are interviewing the company as much as they are
interviewing you. Come prepared to ask as many questions as
they ask you: What are the hours like? What is the pay scale?
Are there paid holidays? Paid vacation? What is the chain of
management? Who is my immediate supervisor? Do you have
a good safety record? Then, ask yourself honestly, “Do I really
want to work here?” and “Do I really want to work with these
people?” The answer may surprise you! Remember, it is a “two
way street” and what works for someone else may, or may
not, work for you.
“I YAM WHAT I YAM”
Be yourself. People who do a lot of interviewing can
spot a phony a mile away. I have often hired people who I
thought were a little less qualified but who were honest, sincere,
and a better fit with my team than the person who was very
qualified but appeared to be high maintenance and not a team
player.
STILL THE BEST POLICY
Be honest. If you don’t know the answer to a question,
admit it with, “I’ve never used that technique” or “I’m not
familiar with that product.” Don’t fake your way through it.
The interviewer can easily spot this and it will reflect poorly on
you.
GETTING TO KNOW ALL ABOUT YOU
Remember that employers are not allowed to ask you
questions about your family life, ethnic background, religious
beliefs, political persuasions, etc. Be careful not to let what
you voluntarily say, even in the midst of “conversation” ruin
your interview. You don’t know what part of the chitchat may
give the interviewer a misleading impression of you. Keep your
personal facts to yourself.
MANNERS COUNT
Even if you think the interview went badly or perhaps it
wasn’t the job for you, shake the hand of the interviewer and
thank him or her for their time. Always leave on a positive
note. As I mentioned earlier, scenic art is a small world and
chances are that you will run across that person again at some
other point in your career.
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Resumes that Work
for Scenic Artists
by Donna Wymore, Colorado Scenery
Let’s face it, the standard resume forms presented in
books like, Resumes for Dummies have absolutely nothing to
do with getting a job as a scenic artist. Those forms are
geared to people who are applying for a job at IBM and, at
most, have had three or four jobs during their entire careers.
You, on the other hand, have had three or four jobs in the
past six months, not due to normal circumstances like being
laid off or fired, but due to the fact that the job was finished.
This, as we know, does not fit into any pat format, which
creates a challenge to write a resume that works.
As a veteran Art Department Manager at one of the
largest scenery companies in Los Angeles and now a scenery
company owner, I’ve seen thousands of resumes. Listed here
are some basic guidelines to consider when sending a resume
to a prospective employer, or applying for a posted position.
IT’S A SMALL WORLD, AFTER ALL
As you build your career, you will begin to see a pattern
of who you know, who they know and who those people will
know in the future. Because scenic art is a very small world,
NEVER pad your resume or say you worked on something
that you didn’t. You will be found out eventually. List at
least three references with phone numbers at the bottom of
your resume. Be sure you ask those people if it is okay to list
them. Several times I have called references, only to hear
the person on the other end say, “Who are you calling about?
I don’t know him or her.”
SHORT IS GOOD
If your resume is longer than two pages, it’s too long.
Your future employer doesn’t need to know every little thing.
Just list the highlights. Double-sided printing on one sheet
of paper is fine. If you go with two pieces of paper, staple
them together. The last thing that someone who looks at a
lot of resumes wants is a bunch of loose papers. Include a
cover letter but keep it short and to the point.
SCENIC ARTIST, COSTUMER, WAITRESS, CLERK
AT BLOCKBUSTER…
No, no, no! List only the experience that makes you a
scenic artist. All of those other jobs can be listed (briefly!) at
the end, until you gain more scenic art experience. Then
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take them off permanently. Anyone hiring you to paint
scenery doesn’t care if you bagged groceries when you were
in high school. If you have other related experience
(costumes, props, etc.), list that briefly at the bottom or have
a separate resume for those positions. Be clear and concise
about each professional job or work experience. List the
company name, phone number, and address, the project you
worked on, your responsibilities, and the dates
you worked.
SPELL CHECK ANYONE?
A typo is one thing; spelling words incorrectly on your
resume is quite another. In this day of computerized resumes,
it takes two minutes to hit the “Spell Check” button, whereas
a poorly spelled resume leaves a lasting impression of
sloppiness and carelessness forever. I received one resume
where the person misspelled, “Scenic” wrong four times. I
figured that if he couldn’t spell it, he probably couldn’t do it
and I never called him.
CUTE ISN’T ALWAYS PRETTY

the person reading your resume doesn’t care one iota about
your “personal growth” or your “unique perspective.” Instead,
make better use of that space by listing your skills: wood
graining, marble, backdrop painting, etc. If you have other
skills, briefly list them: also fluent in French, emergency first
aid instructor, certified in high lift equipment, etc.
MODERN TIMES
Since the invention of the Internet and e-mail, many
people prefer to send and receive resumes and portfolio photos
via computer. Call the company to check their preferences
prior to sending your resume this way. Professionally, I
personally prefer a solid piece of stationary that I don’t have
to download (or try to download). Keep in mind that your
computer may not have the same programs as someone else’s
computer, so there is a chance that it may not be able to be
opened. If you choose to go this route, always attach an email cover letter. Because there is so much junk e-mail out
there, many companies won’t open attachments without one
(mine included).
JUST THE FAX, MA’AM

Although you think you are being creative and standing
out from the crowd, chances are that the person reading your
resume doesn’t think the same way. Most likely, they have
many resumes to file. Resumes on legal size paper don’t fit
in a standard file folder and will probably get folded in half.
Resumes decoupage-glued to a block of wood don’t cut it
either (Is it a resume? A paperweight? Who knows?!). Neon
colored paper is annoying. There are ways to stand out from
the crowd, but keep it down to a dull roar. Businesslike paper,
with perhaps a little graphic next to your name is good. So
it’s readable keep the font at least to 12 or 14 point.
PICTURE THIS!
Back in the “Dark Ages” when I was pounding the
pavement, we had to send out slides of our work. Nowadays
with color copying being very far advanced, it’s not necessary
to send slides (unless they ask for it, of course). Sending one
page of color copied photos is good and also, in some cases,
preferable to a two page paper resume. Be sure to include at
least one photo of a finished project and one photo of you
working on a project. Remember, staple it! If you do send
out slides or prints; write your name and address on each
piece. Never send your only copies, and always include a
self addressed stamped envelope.
OH, THOSE LOFTY “OBJECTIVES”
Despite what those resume books tell you, that “career
objectives” line is a lot of malarkey. If you’re a scenic artist,
you’re a scenic artist – plain and simple. Chances are

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2003

As with e-mailing a resume, call first to see if FAXing
is acceptable. Some employers only accept FAXed resumes.
Remember, when FAXing the resume, you lose the “nice
stationary” advantage and can’t send color photos. If there
are a lot of people competing for the same job, your resume
may get there faster but that’s about it. Consider sending a
hard copy with photos via Express mail, if that’s an option
they will accept.
GETTING TO KNOW YOU
Nowadays, employers are not allowed to ask you
personal questions such as: “How old are you?” or “Do you
have children?” Also bear in mind that they are not allowed
to ask if you are male or female (although in most cases your
first name will tell them), what race you are, what religion
you practice, married or single, and so on. Some of this
information will be divulged on tax forms after they hire
you. However, they are not allowed to ask you these things
prior to hiring you. Consequently, this is personal
information that you should not give out on your
resume.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Donna Wymore is the Owner and Project Manager
for COLORado Scenery. Donna has been a professional
scenic artist for over twenty four years and was the Art
Department Manager and Charge Scenic Artist for the largest
scenery studio in Los Angeles for nine years.
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RUMINATIONS
RUMINATIONS AND
COGITATIONS OF A
SCENIC ARTIST
by Rachel Ann Keebler
Having painted scenery for only about 30 years,
I certainly don’t know lots of things. For this reason
I wonder a lot. I wonder about things like how size
works and what will we find to replace Analine Dye,
what we did before hot glue and when rollers were
invented. A big thing I wonder about has to do with
employers. Along with wondering about how they
expect us to paint without light, heat brushes or
buckets, I think about this . . .
Are they too nice, or are they just desperate?
Several times I have worked at places in the vicinity
of others who are making grave mistakes. Some
mistakes are caused by ignorance, but many are also
made either because of narrow-mindedness, or by
being just plain stubborn. Whatever the cause,
everyone around them seems to realize that they are
inept and costing valuable time, money and good
times. So, why is it that I have never heard of anyone
being fired?
I was once hired to repaint a ballet that was so
inappropriately painted that the designer threatened
to remove his valuable name from the credits. As I
was correcting the drops, portals, legs and borders,
the perpetrator was painting the props across town.
Guess who got to repaint them the next week! Surely
in the “real” business world, this person would not
only have been fired, but sued for the cost of
hiring me!
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So I wonder, when we don’t let someone know
that they aren’t “working out” . . .
when we just demote them to back-painting for the
duration (and never hire them again), are we being
nice? Or are we acting out of desperation because
this IS the “great unknown career choice” and scenic
artists who know what they are doing are hard to
find, especially while you are in the midst . . .
hmmmm, I wonder!
In the meantime, GOOD PAINTING!

According to the Random House Dictionary of the English Language, copywright
1969, the word Ruminate means: 1. to chew
the cud, as a ruminant. 2. to meditate or
muse; to ponder. This section of The Painter’s
Journal is meant to be a place where individuals can write in and ponder questions
about products, techniques, employment or
any other subject dealing with the art and
craft of scenic art. Hopefully this will become a springboard for ideas for new articles
for the journal.
I would also like to announce that we
will have another write in column in the next
issue (September) that will be called “Painter’s
Tips and Thoughts”. This section will be a
place for people to contibute advice about
techniques, tricks and products that doesn’t
fit neatly into another part of the journal.

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
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PRODUCTS
Submitted by Patti Mondana
ICI Ultra Hide Floor and Porch Enamel
It is 100% acrylic and rolls on very well with a 1/4" nap
Purdy roller. It dries (able to be walked on) in about 4
hours. One coat is passable, but if you are coating
previously painted surfaces with various textures, 2 coats
is better. It covers very well.
Benjamin Moore Latex Glazing Liquid
It’s flat and clear and does not cloud up like Rosco Flat. It
can be thinned very far and still operate well. Blue glazes
tend to get very chalky, however.
Coronado Aqua Plastic Urethane
This is water based and comes in dull, satin, semi-gloss,
and gloss. The satin is still pretty shiny, so I mix it 1:1
with dull finish. It brushes on and lays down well. If you
use a 1/4" nap roller and don’t work it too much, it also
lays down well. The manufacturer is Coronado Paint
Company in the following cities: Edgewater, Florida; Elk
Grove, Illinois; Schertz, Texas; Baltimore, Maryland. The
two drawbacks of this product are: 1) that it tends to
reactivate red tints when the product is rolled on and
2. it can NOT be dried with a fan (the cool air makes it
cloudy). Ambient air conditioning also seems to make it
cloudy.
Jaxsan 600
It’s an acrylic latex coating that we used to seal the top
edge of a rubber liner for a pool. It comes in colors and
different consistencies (roll, brush, spray). The product
stays fairly flexible and has a Class A fire rating. It is
available through Plastic Coatings Corporation at
304-755-9151.
PRODUCTS TO BE AWARE OF:
Muralo Latex Epoxy
It does not dry well in environments with moist air.
Putting a fan on the surface did not seem to help. It seems
as though this product should only be applied in warm,
dry environments.
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Varathane
We have had many experiences with waterbase Varathane
clouding up. Since we have experienced the problem
under a myriad of circumstances, it does not seem to be
associated with weather, temperature, or application
methods. Does anyone have any suggestions on mixing
it with another product, application, etc.?
Lexel
It is a clear caulking-type product. We tried to use it to
fill voids in an already stained and clearcoated floor. The
product did not dry at all. Does anyone know what this
product is really used for?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Patti Mondana began her painting career at the Old Globe
Theatre in San Diego in 1989. She moved to Los Angeles
where she worked on a variety of theme park, museum,
and casino theming projects including the Jurassic
Park Ride at Universal Studios Hollywood; New York New
York Casino Food Court; MGM Grand Casino; Cinema
World in Kamakura, Japan; New Jersey State Aquarium
and many others. She recently moved back
to San Diego with her family and currently is the Charge
Scenic Artist for UCSD/La Jolla Playhouse.

The Painter’s Journal welcomes anyone wishing to write in about products they have used.
This column should be used a a forum for
communicating information about new products or products used in a new way.
Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
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Anyone who has some
books that they use on a
regular basis that they
feel other people should
know about, should send
the titles of their books
to The Painter’s Journal.
You may submit just a
bibliography or you may
make comments on what
you like about the book
and what you use it for.
You should submit bibliographies in the MLA
format.
Refer to page 1 of the
journal for instructions
to submit bibliographies
or other articles to The
Painter’s Journal.
Thank you and happy
reading!
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