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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
Thank You, Subscribers, for
Making This Year a Success
Welcome to the last issue of the 2005-06 subscription
cycle. For many reasons, this has been a great year for The
Painter’s Journal! We were able to go full color with every issue. With this capability, we are able to place color photos on
every page of the magazine AND position each photograph
near its relevant text. We gained new advertisers and also
substantially increased our subscription base, enrolling more
subscribers in this short period than in the previous 2 years.
In addition, we heard from several new writers during this
cycle, including: Grace Uﬀner, George Tikhomirov, Gerry
Patt, and Dr. Randall W.A. Davidson. Our diverse array of
articles consequently addressed a wide range of scenic issues-from techniques to health and safety to products.

We continue to seek more people to write for The Painter’s Journal and are, therefore, excited about the new authors I
have lined-up for the fall issue. I have also been contemplating
the revival of my idea for a juried scenic artist’s exhibition. If
you would like to participate in the coordination of this venture, please let me know how you can help.
In closing, I again want to thank each of you individually, for your support. I look forward to seeing you at USITT.
Have a great summer.

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
The Painter’s Journal

This year was indeed successful simply because so many
people, in various ways, contribute to this publication. First, I
must thank our subscribers; your subscriptions give me the inspiration to keep this publication aﬂoat. The larger the number of subscribers, the lower our publication costs (due to fees
based on volume). Lower costs, in turn, allow me the ability
to produce a better product for you. Next, I need thank our
advertisers, especially Rosebrand and Cobalt Studios. With
us from the very beginning, their support kept this magazine
alive when subscription numbers were smaller. I would also
like to thank our new advertisers, Rosco and Chicago Canvas
and Supply. Their support has enabled The Painter’s Journal
to expand this year. I, perhaps most importantly, extend a big
thank you to all our authors. In that they provide the material which interests our readers, this journal could not exist
without them. Finally, I want to thank Sandy Vance, Judith
Staicer, Andrea Tsurumi, and the Editorial Board for their valued input and assistance over the last year.
Looking ahead, we will have a larger booth at the upcoming USITT conference in Louisville. This will both raise
our proﬁle and help us garner more subscribers. If you attend
the conference, please drop by to renew your subscription or
even just to say hello. We are currently making arrangements
to host a gathering for scenic artists on March 30, Thursday
night at 9:00 p.m., in Louisville. Please stop by our table for
the location and directions. We hope you will join us for this
great opportunity to meet and chat with other visiting scenic
artists.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
How Did They Do That?
Simple Scenery Aging, Hollywood Style
by Donna Wymore, Colorado Scenery
Ever watch a ﬁlm and wonder what techniques
were used to paint the scenery? If so, you’re not the
only one!
As a scenic artist on many feature ﬁlms, television
shows and commercials, I was often asked to make the
scenery or the ﬁlm location “look old.” Sometimes it
was scenery built in a scenery studio and sometimes it
was a real building at a ﬁlm location. Depending on
what the art director (that is what the set designer is
called on feature ﬁlms) had required, aging a set could
be as complicated as a twenty step/three day procedure or could be as simple as the process I’ve outlined
here.

What you will need:
•
2 pump-style, gallon-sized garden sprayers,
one ﬁlled with water
•

a strainer bag

•

2 to 4 chip brushes, at least 3” wide

•

some raw umber paint

•

some universal tints (raw umber, burnt umber, raw sienna and black are very handy);
some brand names are Pro-line and Cal-tint

•

Some Rosco (or other brand) ﬂat PVA medium

•

Some sawdust (this technique is messy, so
you will need something to soak up the
excess oﬀ the ﬂoor or ground)

•

a pair of safety glasses

•

drop cloths for covering up surrounding
tools and scenery.

Step Three
Raw umber glaze
applied to green
semi-gloss board.

4
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Step One
Make sure your scenery is standing vertically. Prime
and base coat your piece of scenery as you would normally do. If you have a choice, this technique works best
on semi-gloss ﬁnishes because the slicker surface allows
the glaze (see step two) to roll oﬀ more easily. Flat-ﬁnish
paint is ﬁne, too, but the aging glaze will sink in faster.
When using a ﬂat ﬁnish, you may have to do a sample
board to insure your ﬁnal look.
Step Two
Mix your aging color or colors. Usually, something
in the raw umber range works well. You can vary it, depending on the look you want to achieve. Use a combination of paint, polyvinyl acrylic (also called PVA) or a
product like Rosco ﬂat, and universal tint to create your
mixture. You will be making a “glaze” or semitransparent paint. Sorry, no formulas here. The ratio of the items
depends on the look you want to achieve. Remember,
never use just tint alone; because it has no binder, it will
not dry properly nor stick correctly. By adding the PVA
and tint, you can change color and extend the viscosity

of the paint while not making extra volumes of paint.
Because it has to be rather thin to go through the sprayer, add water to the mixture as needed to make it the
right consistency for spraying. Fill your second sprayer
with plain water. Put on your safety glasses and pump
up both sprayers.
Step Three
Place the sawdust at the bottom of your scenery
to soak up excess water and paint. Twist the nozzle on
both sprayer ends to be a little more towards “stream”
rather than towards “spray.” Be sure no one is walking behind your scenery and that you’ve covered up
any tools and other scenery with a drop cloth. Pointing the paint-ﬁlled sprayer at the top of your scenery,
squirt a small amount of paint along the top edge.
Step Four
Quickly take your water-ﬁlled sprayer and squirt the
water onto the wet paint, moving it to ﬂow downwards.
Beware of “snaky” runs. You want it to look “smooth.”
If it gets “snaky,” apply more water to smooth it out.

Step Four
Raw umber glaze after being smoothed
out by water.

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2006
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The amount of water used will determine the opaqueness of the color and the overall look. Remember, the
paint will dry LIGHTER than what it looks like wet.
While the glaze is still wet, use the chip brush to remove
anything that is spotty or that you don’t like.
Step Five
Let the paint dry completely! After it’s dry, you can
repeat the process by adding more colors or you can just
plain leave it alone. Voila! Easy “Hollywood-style” aging.
If you would like to see the ﬁnished result of this technique in a ﬁlm, here are a few ﬁlms in which I used it:
•
The Hanoi Hilton (1987), starring Paul Le Mat and
Michael Moriarty, available on Warner Brothers home
video (prison courtyard scenes and prison hallway scenes
midway through the ﬁlm).
•
Great Balls of Fire (1989), starring Dennis Quaid
and Winona Ryder, available on MGM home video

(church interior scene, which is the last scene of the
ﬁlm).
•
Switchback (1997), starring Dennis Quaid and
Danny Glover, available on Paramount Home Video
(aging on real trains in the train ﬁght scene, which is the
second to last scene of the ﬁlm).
•
Never Too Young to Die (1986), starring John Stamos and Gene Simmons, available on Charter Entertainment Home Video (amphitheater gang war scene,
midway through the ﬁlm). Disclaimer! I just painted the
scenery on this ﬁlm and am not responsible for the writing, acting, or directing!
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Donna Wymore has been a professional scenic artist since 1977. From 1984 to 1995, she painted scenery
in Los Angeles for the entertainment industry. Some of
her better ﬁlms include Paciﬁc Heights with Michael Keaton and Patty Hearst with Natasha Richardson.

Step Five
By adding more
colors and layers,
diﬀerent eﬀects
can be created,
like this rust effect.
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All that glitters is . . .
trompe l’oeil, part ii
by Peter S. Miller
This is the continuation of an article which appeared in
the winter issue of The Painter’s Journal, concerning the technique of painting trompe l’oeil ornament for the stage. The
ﬁrst part explained some basic ornament terminology, including photographs of “real world” examples, and discussed the
importance of using appropriate historical research in situations where the designer’s paint elevation is unclear, or speciﬁc
information has not been provided.
This section concentrates on the scenic artist’s process:
interpreting the paint elevation, drawing the layout, transferring the drawing to the paint surface, determining the light
source, and the various steps in the painting process. The
examples shown are taken from several productions that I
charged or worked on as a guest artist at the Wolftrap Opera
Company in Vienna, Virginia. The techniques were adapted
from a method that I learned from Lester Polakov as a student
at the Studio and Forum of Stage Design. All of the productions were designed by Alan Moyer, a designer who appreciates and uses ornament.
Several of the projects are from operas composed by
Gioacchino Rossini: a proscenium composed of two legs and
a border from Il Turco in Italia (The Turk in Italy); an act curtain, featuring a portrait of the composer himself, framed by
an elaborate cartouche, from La Cenerentola (Cinderella); and
a cracked and water-damaged fresco from an evening of Rossini one-act operas. The other example is a show curtain, featuring an engraving of turn-of-the-century Brooklyn, taken
from an updated production of Il Matrimonio Segreto (The
Secret Marriage), by Dominico Cimarosa, a contemporary of
Mozart. All of these scenic elements included trompe l’oeil
gold ornament.
I. Paint Elevations and Research
It is standard practice for the designer to provide a paint
elevation, usually in half-inch scale. For the Cenerentola and
Matrimonio show curtains Mr. Moyer did so- and it was a
relatively straightforward process to follow them, making the
necessary adjustments as the artwork became 24 times larger.
The Turco portal was more complicated, since the show was
large and we needed to start early to maximize the use of ﬂoor

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2006

space. Mr Moyer selected a frame from a research book, provided us with the measurements of the soft goods, and gave us
license to adapt the artwork to ﬁt the fabric’s dimensions.
Figure 1 shows the elevation for the Cenerentola show
curtain, as well as one from an earlier production. Mr.
Moyer was kind enough to also provide a blueprint layout
drawing for the drop, a copy of the research for the elaborate frame, and a copy of the Rossini portrait, all shown in
Figure 2.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2
Figure 3 (page 8) shows Mr. Moyer’s elevation for the
show curtain for Il Matrimonio Segreto. This show, written in
the Eighteenth century, was updated (in a very successful production) to take place in a household of Italian immigrants
in Brooklyn during the early 1900’s. Mr. Moyers’ concept
shows a hand-colored engraving of Brooklyn surrounded by
a Rococo frame and an idyllic landscape. Photocopies of the
ornament- taken from maps, trade cards, and bookplates of
the period of the opera’s composition- are collaged above the
half-inch scale rendering.

www.paintersjournal.com
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(Figures 1, 2, and 3- designer’s paint elevations)

II. Drawing, pouncing, and inking
A nicely painted ornament begins with an accurate, attractive drawing. Whether you are working from an elevation
provided by the designer or research taken from a book, the
drawing needs to be clean, clear, and precise.
Most of the time, rather than being sketched directly on
the painting surface, the drawing is made on craft paper, perforated with a pounce wheel, and transferred to the drop or
the ﬂat with powdered charcoal, where it is inked with aniline
dye or an indelible marker.

Fig. 3
Figure 4 shows the research for the proscenium portal for Il Turco in Italia. We adapted a frame from Meyer’s
Handbook of Ornament. To make it ﬁt the proportions of our
mini stage-within-a-stage, the lower parts of the sides were
removed, and the bottom part repeated twice to extend the
top on either side of center. We also modiﬁed the corners to
provide several inches of ﬂexibility where the lower edge of the
border met the two legs. This research is typical of the highcontrast, black-and-white illustrations found in most period
ornament books.

Fig. 4

8
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A craft-paper pounce has several advantages. Since the
preliminary drawing is worked out on the paper, you avoid
marring the paint surface with mistakes and corrections. If
the ornament repeats (and they often do), you can use your
drawing again and again. If the ornament is symmetrical, you
only need to draw half; then fold the paper on centerline and
perforate both halves simultaneously. If the drawing is large,
you may want to prepare only one half of the drawing and
turn it over to transfer the second half, rather than folding it
to pounce the whole drawing.
Figure 5 shows the drawing for the legs of the Turco portal. Notice the fold on centerline and the dotted line going in
the opposite direction where the pounce was folded to repeat
the strapwork decoration below the grotesque.

Fig. 5
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Figure 6 shows the pounce drawing for half of the Rossini portrait frame of the Cenerentola show curtain. Note that
the paper goes about a foot past centerline to keep excess
charcoal powder oﬀ the drop. The pounce will be ﬂogged and
wiped oﬀ before is it turned over to repeat the other half.

Although having an attractive pounce may not seem
important, I think it helps the scenic artists to visualize the
project before painting it, and it could be a distinct advantage
if you are expecting a visit from the designer, the director, or
(god forbid) producers or administrators. The “money people” may not understand exactly what they are seeing or how
it ﬁts into the process, and an attractive presentation inspires
conﬁdence and may save everybody a lot of time, expense,
and frustration.
Figure 7 shows the pounce for the cartouche at the top
of the Matrimonio frame. Since the line quality was so important in this drop, we tried to make it as elegant as possible,
even on the pounce.

Fig. 6
When research is derived from multiple sources, conﬂicting information may need to be reconciled. The Rococo
frame of the Matrimonio drop was assembled from several different period engravings and had inconsistencies in style and
light source; the pounce provided an opportunity to work out
these issues in full scale before the drawing was transferred to
the drop.
Before perforating, it is necessary to ﬁx the charcoal
drawing on the paper so it will not smear and rub oﬀ. You
can simply spray it with ﬁxative, or ink it with marker or dye,
giving you one more chance to correct and reﬁne it. If time
permits, I like to ink the drawing with a brush, since I think
it creates a more elegant ﬁnal drawing. The curves are more
graceful, and it gives the opportunity to vary the line weight.
For small details, a marker may be more eﬃcient.

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2006

Fig. 7
Students are often intimidated by drawing ornament because it appears to be so intricate and complex that they don’t
know where to begin. One way to make it less overwhelming
is to draw the big things ﬁrst. Use them as landmarks to organize and place the smaller details. If you are working under
time constraints, and you have located the major lines correctly, you can continue to add details during the inking and
painting processes.
Another good technique is to follow the logic of the ornament itself. This is especially useful when the research you
are working from has a diﬀerent perspective than the view you
are trying to create. If you are drawing a Corinthian capital,
ﬁnd the center stem of each acanthus leaf ﬁrst. Establish the
correct perspective for the curled tip of each leaf, and make

www.paintersjournal.com
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sure that the tips form ellipses that relate to the vanishing
points you are working from. Find the centerlines of each lobe
of the leaves where they branch oﬀ from the stem. You can
then use these lines to locate all the fussy details of the serrated leaf edges. Even though you may not match the research
perfectly, at least what you have drawn will make sense.
Photocopying may also be used to advantage. If you
have a series of ornaments receding back in perspective, draw
the largest, closest one ﬁrst on a separate piece of paper. Take
measurements of the spaces where the other ornaments go
and reduce the large drawing to ﬁt that space. Depending on
the perspective you may need to modify the drawing a bit, but
at least you will have a place to start. You can also use a string,
placed at the vanishing point and registered to points on the
largest ornament in the sequence as a guide to locating the
same points on the smaller ones.
When an ornament is complex, the research is clear, and
a projector and a dark space are available, it may be more time
and cost eﬀective to project, rather than grid and draw the
image. The only drawback to projecting is that it is a mechanical process rather than an artistic one. You must make sure
that the image is free of “keystoning” and distortion. If you
choose to project, use some of the time that you save to check
the drawing. Lines may not have the proper “ﬂow” because
you couldn’t really see them in the dark. Another common
error is to include shadows, engraving or cross-hatch lines that
don’t really belong on the pounce. A projector is a beautiful
thing as long as you don’t think that it is the solution to all of
your problems.

eye protection. There is also a small chance of ﬁre where the
spark passes through a double layer of paper- a squirt from a
pre-val is enough to put it out. An electropounce is a great
tool for ﬁne detail work- but if you choose to use it- be careful.
Before using the charcoal-ﬁlled pounce bag, make sure
that the pounce is securely fastened with tape or weighted
down with unopened gallon paint cans so it does not shift
while you are walking on it.
Make sure to check that all the lines have transferred
completely before untaping everything or moving all the cans.
It is diﬃcult to line it up again in exactly the same place.
Inking
Before painting, it is necessary to ﬁrmly ﬁx the drawing
to the surface, using permanent marker or aniline dye and a
brush. Both will “ghost” through several layers of paint so the
drawing will not be lost. In the case of the Matrimonio show
curtain the inking was an integral part of the design: since the
painting was only thin washes, we intended that the inking
show through, and be reinforced in places at the end of the
process.
Figure 8 shows the cartouche at the top of the drop
inked and ready for painting. The ﬁrst wash of the sky background has been applied and the city below has had a subtle
spatter bath of blue and ochre.

Once the drawing has been completed, it is transferred
to the painting surface. Most of the time, a pounce wheel
is used to prick the holes that the charcoal will be rubbed
through, but if the pounce is small or very detailed, you may
wish to use an electropounce.
An electropounce is a handy tool that burns tiny holes
in the paper by sending an electric charge from a pencil-like
stylus through to a grounded metal working surface. It is not,
however, risk-free. You can get a nasty shock by accidentally touching the tip of the stylus. It is also possible to injure
your eyes by looking at the spark for long periods without

10
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In the case of the Cenerentola drop the inking served a
dual purpose. It ﬁxed the drawing on the drop but also acted
as a quick underpainting/value study to resolve issues that
were unclear in the elevation or the research. We used sepia
dye to sketch where the darks were going to go later. Since
the dye would be partially covered by the ﬁrst layer of paint
and “ghost” through to serve as a guide, the value study gave
us a sneak preview of approximately what the ﬁnished shapes
would look like.

III. Painting
The next step is mixing colors. In the case of the Matrimonio and Cenerentola show curtains this was a relatively
simple process. We chose an area of the paint elevation where
each color was most concentrated, isolated it with a paper
mask with a hole punched in it and matched it as closely as
possible. We inked a section of the drop on a small test ﬂat,
tested the palette and tweaked the colors slightly based on
the sample, before mixing large quantities.

After inking, it is important to thoroughly ﬂog the drop
to remove excess charcoal powder before painting. Figure 9
shows a portion of the elaborate frame around the Rossini
portrait. The instrument-playing putti were not on the pounce
since each one was diﬀerent. They were sketched directly on
the drop using vine charcoal.

The Turco proscenium portal posed a diﬀerent problem
because there was no elevation. We knew that it should appear to be gold; that since it was a framing device, it should
not be so light in value as to be a distraction from the central
image, the stage itself, and that it should look like old, used
theatre scenery that had been stored in a trunk.
One of the problems posed by painting non-metallic
trompe l’oeil gold ornament is that if one uses the ochre/yellow palette exclusively, the object can appear to be simply
yellow rather than looking like it is made of a reﬂective metal. This was not a problem for the Matrimonio drop, since it
was supposed to look like a painted engraving anyway, but
was an issue for the Turco portal.
I recalled a project that I had worked on while studying
scene painting with Lester Polakov at The Studio and Forum
of Stage Design. We painted an ornament made of reﬂective
metal on a marble background, using a wet blend of three
colors, rather than one color, as the neutral or local color of
the object, to suggest that the ornament was reﬂecting the
color of other objects in the room. The key is to vary the
colors and the values somewhat, but not so much that they
will overwhelm the lights and darks that deﬁne the form in
the next step. The goal is to confuse the eye slightly, but not
too much.

Fig. 9
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In the case of our portal, the gold was supposed
to be on top of an oﬀ-white marble background, painted
quickly in a morning using several glazes, spatter baths
and a feather duster. We thinned the three neutral colors of the gold to allow the texture of the marble to show
through slightly, to give an antique, aged quality. This
is visible in Figure 10 (page 12) which shows the upper
portion of the stage right leg of the proscenium. The onstage area will be trimmed to about three inches, folded

www.paintersjournal.com
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and glued with Sobo. The oﬀstage side was left long until
we knew exactly how it ﬁt in the theatre. Notice how the dye
and marker value study is “ghosting” through the ﬁrst paint
layer; this will serve as a guide when the darks are painted.

Fig. 10

Of course, there are exceptions to every rule and the
Turco proscenium was one of them. In this instance we wanted to create the illusion of light coming from the practical
footlights at the front of the stage. This is a lighting angle
favored by horror ﬁlm directors and mischievous children
trying to frighten younger siblings; the old ﬂashlight-underthe-chin-at-the-back-of-the-closet trick. This lighting angle
appears “scary” because it reverses the normal patterns of light
and dark that we see most of the time.
In the case of the Turco portal we were not trying to be
scary, just dramatic. For one brief, insane moment, I considered the possibility of painting the proscenium with multiple
light sources- one for every footlight, each one having its own
set of cast shadows- but quickly dismissed this idea as complicated and impractical since the show opened in a few weeks.

Painting the lights and the darks
The “lights” and “darks” are the colors that begin to deﬁne the actual shape of the ornament. “Light” refers to the
portion of the form that is turned toward the light source,
while “dark” refers to that part of the shape that is turned
away from it. It is also important not to confuse the “dark”
with the “cast shadow,” a transparent glaze that is applied later
in the painting process.

A good compromise seemed to be to paint the entire
portal as though there was a giant light source coming from
below at stage center. This meant that some portions of the
ornament (the angel at the center, for example) would be
dramatically lit from below, while the light direction would
gradually shift to a more traditional forty-ﬁve degrees (with
the light coming from below, however) at the sides. We drove
a nail into the paint deck at what would be stage center and
attached a long string which was useful for plotting the lights,
darks, and cast shadows throughout the process. Figure 11
shows the darks painted and ﬁgure 12 (page 13) shows the
lights laid in. Both pictures show the stage right leg of the
proscenium.

In trompe l’oeil painting, artists have traditionally preferred a light source which strikes an object at a forty-ﬁve
degree angle, usually from the top. This is the most visually
interesting choice, since a light coming straight down or directly from the side would seem too even. On a symmetrical
ornament, this could appear rather mechanical and boring.
An additional advantage to the forty-ﬁve degree light
source is that the width of the shadows corresponds exactly
to the height of the object which is casting them. A steeply
angled light source (the sun at noon, for example), casts a
shorter shadow, providing less deﬁnition, and makes an object
appear ﬂatter than it really is. A shallow angle (early morning
or late day sun) creates an elongated shadow which distorts
the true form. The forty-ﬁve degree angle light source provides the perfect balance between these two extremes.

12
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Fig. 12

Fig. 13

In certain situations, it may be helpful to pre-visualize
the lights, darks and cast shadows on an ornament before actually painting them. A good way to do this is to create a value
study. Of course, this takes more time, which you may not
always have, but it may be time well spent.
I needed to delegate the painting of a repeating scroll
pattern on the Cenerentola drop to one of our scenic artists
who was just learning how to paint trompe l’oeil. One of
the common errors that beginners often make is to make the
lights and darks too wide and too long, not leaving enough of
the neutral or middle tone, and ending up with an image with
too much contrast.
A value study in chalk and charcoal on brown paper
gives them the chance to make the mistakes, discover the error, and try again- without damaging the actual scenery. Once
it is successful, the value study can be sprayed with ﬁxative,
and used as a guide while painting. In the case of the repeating
scroll it also guaranteed consistency.
Normally, with the chalk and charcoal, mistakes can be
easily ﬂogged or wiped oﬀ with a rag. In this case, I wanted
her to use paint to gain practice tapering the brush strokes.
The value study is shown in Figure 13. A portion of the repeating ﬁnished scroll pattern is seen in Figure 14.
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Fig. 14
Notice how the lights and darks from the forty-ﬁve
degree light source wrap slightly past the centerline of each
circular scroll, and how they taper down to nothing as they
approach the area of the shape that is parallel to the forty-ﬁve
degree angle of the light source. As the shape continues to curl
back around the lights and darks fade back in; only now they
are on the opposite sides of the form.
Light and dark accents
When the lights and darks are complete, the next step is
to paint the light and dark accents. It is important to exercise
restraint because they are the extreme values in the project;
if they are too prominent they can create too much contrast,
making the eﬀect excessively graphic and destroying the illusion. Think of them as spice in cooking: if you put in too
much, all you can taste is the seasoning.
The light accent, sometimes called “the highlight,” is
the portion of the object where the light is reﬂected directly
back to the eye of the viewer. The greater the contrast, the
shinier the material seems to be.
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The dark accent (also known as the “core shadow”) is the
most concentrated part of the dark area; on a curved shape it
is placed within the dark, just past the point reached by the
last light ray. It is also set back from the edge of the dark side
of a rounded shape (a column, for example) because that area
is slightly lighter due to reﬂected, or “bounce” light, which
ﬁlls in that edge. Traditionally the bounce light is not as light
in value as the “light,” so it will not compete with it. It is often closer in value to the dark, but more chromatic, so it will
show, but not so much.
Figure
15
shows the stage right
leg of the Turco portal after the application of the light and
dark accents. Figure
16 shows a detail of
the upper portion.

Because of the more graphic nature of its tinted engraving style, the Matrimonio show curtain required a diﬀerent approach. We treated it like a watercolor, starting with
the lightest value (the light accent) and working progressively
darker. This meant that the paint could stay thin and the colors would not be muddied by painting a lighter color over
a darker one. This approach is more like painting a translucent drop, and is a bit nerve-wracking since mistakes are hard
to ﬁx and never go away completely. After the light accents,
lights, neutrals, and darks were applied, some of the inklines
were reinforced to increase deﬁnition and contrast. Figures 17
through 19 show the progression on the center cartouche.

Fig. 17

Fig. 15

Fig. 18

Fig. 16

14

www.paintersjournal.com

ﬁnished Matrimonio)

Fig. 19
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Figures 20 and 21 show details of other areas of the ﬁnished drop.

Fig. 20

have more “punch” when thinned with water. It is important
to test the shadow color carefully, since shadows containing
a lot of blue may appear unacceptably greenish over yellow
ochre and raw sienna. In that case, a touch of violet or purple
may be better.
When adding water, keep testing the glaze to make
sure that it doesn’t “bleed” on the paint surface. It is always
easier to add more water than to re-mix the color. A touch of
methocel or starch added to the glaze may help the bleeding
problem. Because the shadow glaze contains a lot of water,
if you overwork the shadow, you risk lifting a previous paint
layer, and if you paint a shadow several times it may appear
too dark and opaque.
Remember that shadows have a “stepped” eﬀect as they
travel across irregular surfaces. The shorter the distance between the object and the surface its shadow falls upon, the
shorter the shadow appears to be. The outline of a shadow is
inﬂuenced by three factors: the shape of the object casting the
shadow, the angle of the light, and the contour of the surface
that the shadow falls upon.

Fig. 21
In the method of painting trompe l’oeil that I learned
at The Studio and Forum of Stage Design, the ﬁnal step was
the application of the cast shadow, a transparent glaze that
overlaps slightly onto the dark areas of the form. An advantage to this method is that in situations where you are creating
the illusion of objects made of several diﬀerent materials the
shadow glaze overlaps onto the various elements and uniﬁes
the painting.
Painting cast shadows requires a certain amount of conﬁdence and bravura, since it needs to be done correctly the
ﬁrst time. Because the shadow is a transparent glaze, ﬁxing
mistakes requires re-painting and takes extra time. Lightly
sketching the boundaries of large cast shadows in charcoal is a
wise precaution if you are unsure of the shape.
The shadow glaze is usually some variation of blue or
purple, grayed with black to lessen the chroma, and thinned
with water, to make the glaze translucent so the other color
will show through. Dye or Super-sats work better than other
kinds of paint because they have little or no opaque white, and
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I ﬁnd that the best way to paint shadows is to do a
lot of testing so that you feel conﬁdent. Start painting in an
oﬀ-stage corner until you get the technique down, keep your
glaze well-stirred so the pigment stays in solution and doesn’t
settle, use a large brush so you can paint a shadow with one
graceful stroke, and lightly sketch large shadows with a dotted charcoal line if you feel unsure of the shape. Most of allCONCENTRATE!
Figure
22 shows the stage
right Turco leg,
with the cast shadows completed and
subtle aging bath of
thinned raw umber
puddled across the
surface.

Fig. 22
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Fig. 23
Figure 23 (above) shows the ﬁnal eﬀect, photographed
during a pause in the technical rehearsal, with the practical
footlights and our act curtain. In both instances the fabric was
deliberately aged to give it that “old scenery” look as though a
troupe of traveling actors had improvised a performance in an
old barn.

would “take” diﬀerently on the two colors. When the glazes
were dry, irregularly torn masks of craft paper were applied
with double-stick tape to suggest those areas where the top
surface of the plaster had fallen away, revealing the coarse under-layer.

Figure 24 shows the Cenerentola show curtain, also photographed during a pause in the tech rehearsal. Unfortunately,
the cast shadows were not complete when this picture was
taken; we actually re-stapled the drop to the deck and ﬁnished
them the next day. Figure 25 (page 17) shows a detail of the
completed drop in the shop; notice how the cast shadow of
the lute-playing angel increases the three-dimensional eﬀect.
Several seasons later, I had the opportunity to paint gold
ornament again, this time for a pair of Rossini one-act operas.
The principles remained the same, but this time the ornament
was part of a fresco on a badly damaged, cracked and water-stained wall. It was painted on muslin like a drop, but
mounted on a tracking steel frame.
The starched muslin was based with thin, ﬂat grey latex
and heavily feather-dustered with a semi-gloss oﬀ-white. This
meant that the spatter-baths of thin glazes which followed
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Fig. 24
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Fig. 27

Fig. 25
The drawing was pounced, inked with a marker, and
painted in the usual manner on top of the paper as well as
on the muslin. When the ornament and painted architecture
were complete, the paper masks were removed and the wall
was aged with glazes to suggest the bloom of mold and mildew and streaks of mineral stains simulating the result of a
leaking roof. We also stippled it in places with a crumpled
plastic garbage bag to suggest ﬂaking and added some carefully painted cracks. The ﬁnal touch was a thin spray of grayed
raw umber to suggest dust and dirt. Figures 26 and 27 show
the ﬁnal results.

Fig. 26
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Finally, I want to acknowledge the other ﬁne scenic artists on staff at the Wolftrap Opera Company who painted
with me and whose work appears in the photographs. Time
has blurred the memory of exactly who painted what when,
but the artists are Alice Andrini, Kevin Czawlina, Madeline
O. Hartling, and Gerarda Pizzerello.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Peter S. Miller has an undergraduate degree from Harvard University in Visual and Environmental Studies. He also
studied scene painting with Lester Polakov at the Studio and
Forum of Stage Design. For several seasons, he was the Resident Scenic Artist of the Wolftrap Opera Company in Vienna,
Virginia and the Juilliard School at Lincoln Center. He has
worked, since joining Local 829 of United Scenic Artists, on
the paint crews of numerous Broadway shows, including these
recent productions: Seascape, The Constant Wife, The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee, Who’s Afraid of Virginia
Woolf, A Streetcar Named Desire, and Dessa Rose. Recent ﬁlms
include: War of the Worlds, The Interpreter, The Stepford Wives,
Unfaithful, and Changing Lanes. Peter has participated as a
Resident Artist in Harvard’s Freshman Arts Program for the
last decade and currently teaches scene painting at the Mason
Gross School of the Arts, Rutgers University, and for the local
829 Apprenticeship Program. A member of U.S.I.T.T., Peter
is proud to work in an industry that allows him to put three
productions of Mozart’s Don Giovanni and The World Wrestling Federation’s Grand Slam Highway to Hell on the same
resume! After twenty years in show business, he can honestly
say that he has hardly ever been bored and that he has almost
always been amused.
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NOTE: The placement of bogus paper under the
fabric is important, for it will absorb the water in the
starch and the paint and, therefore, help with faster
and even drying. Kraft paper is an option, the heavier
the better; however, it has a tendency to warp when
it gets wet and may give a ripple eﬀect to the painted
surface, if the drop isn’t “ﬂoated.” I will discuss this
later.

DROP BOOT CAMP
Squaring and Sizing
by Jenny Knott, Rosco Laboratories
I often get calls from people who are about to paint a
drop for the ﬁrst time. It is diﬃcult to explain the whole process over the phone. This is a guide to aid in getting started
with preparing muslin to become a backdrop. Although there
are several ways to prep and prime, I address three processes
that require materials that are easy to ﬁnd and are also user
friendly. My description is for a drop that will be painted on
the ﬂoor. The ﬂoor surfaces I have used in the past have been
¾” Homosote, ½” Celotex, 1x pine framing and ¾” plywood.
Surfaces that are not conducive to accepting staples are Masonite and Medite/MDF. Squaring and sizing vertically is
also possible by adapting some of the steps.
CREATING A SQUARE
1. Sweep the section of ﬂooring where the drop will be
spread. This step eliminates lumps and bumps that, when
brushed over, may telegraph their shape to the painted muslin
surface. See Figure 1.

3.

NOTE: Often, ﬁnished drops are made a slightly different size than the designer’s elevation. Measuring
the drop ﬁrst gives you accurate measurements to create the box in which the drop is stapled.
4. Snap lines on the ﬂoor creating a box that is
square. This task can be accomplished by either of
two methods:
A. Swinging an arc
B. 3, 4, 5 Triangle
A.

Swinging an Arc
See Figure 2.

a.

Snap a baseline with a chalk line, preferably using
charcoal.

b.

Mark outside dimensions and center point along the
baseline.

c.

From points A and B, swing arcs to ﬁnd center. Use
the same measurement for each arc.

d.

Snap centerline from the center point on the baseline
throught the intersection of the arcs.

e.

Measure up from the baseline, and mark the height on
either end, eyeballing the 90 degree angle.

f.

Snap the top line.

g.

To establish the sides of the box, measure from center
out on the top line.

h.

Snap sides of the box.

i.

Measure diagonals to ensure it is square. A, D
should be the same measurement as B, C.

Fig. 1
2. Lay down 90# bogus paper. The paper should lay edge to
edge with 2” wide tape centered over the seam. The ﬁnished
length and width should be at least two feet larger than the
size of the drop.
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Measure the fabric to check the size.
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NOTE: If there is more than a 3/8” diﬀerence in
lengths of diagonals for a 20’ x 30’ drop, the drop will
be out of square. If it is out of square, it may develop
large puckers running across it when hanging on stage.
Try squaring again!
j.

Ink in the box and make a mark for center line on top
and bottom. Inking helps prevent the loss of charcoal
snap lines.

B.

3, 4, 5 Triangle or Pythagorem Theorem: A2 + B2 = C2
See Figure 3 on page 20.

a.

Snap the baseline and mark width (A) and the center
point. From the center point to the corner forms the
3-unit side of the triangle. In this example the constant
is 2.

b.

Mark line (B) up from the center, using a framing square
to ensure a 90 degree angle. Line B is the 4-unit side
of the triangle.

c.

Swing arcs from width points A. The radius of the
arc (A) is the 5-unit side of the triangle.

d.

Snap center line from the intersection of the arcs
through center mark on baseline.

e.

Create the top of the box by measuring up from the
baseline on the center line and up from the width
marks.

f.

Create the sides of the box by measuring out from the
centerline on the top line.

g.

Measure diagonals to check that it is square.

h.

Ink-in the box that is now square.
NOTE: For a large drop, a larger number may be
used as the constant. For example, 3 x 5 = 15,
4 x 5 = 20, 5 x 5 = 25.

5.
Staple the fabric down in the squared box. It is best to
use at least 3/8” to 1/2” staples because 100% cotton fabric,
when wet with water and size will shrink, putting a lot of
tension on the staples. Thus, shorter staples may pop out of
the ﬂoor, leading to disaster. The fabric should not be pulled
taut in the box. There should be some looseness/bag in it or,
when wet, it will rip the staples and the bridges out of the
ﬂoor. The staples should be spaced about 2” to 3” apart.

Fig. 2
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The order in which to staple the fabric is as follows:
a.
Staple the four corners. See Figure 4.

d.

Staple the bottom of the drop, using the same
procedure as for the top.

e.

The sides are tacked down last. If there are seams,
staple those ﬁrst. Then, staple the halfway points
as above. See Figure 5.

Fig. 4

b.

Staple the center of the top of the drop.

c.

Staple the top of the drop at the midpoint between
the corner staple and center staple. Continue stapling
at the midpoint between staples until the top of the drop
is secure.

Fig. 5

Fig. 3
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NOTE: If there is extra fullness in the drop, pull the
excess together at the center point and divide it in
half. Staple the center. Split the fullness up over the
length or width of the drop. Ease the excess by always
dividing and splitting the fullness between the spaces
between the staples. See Figure 6.

Fig. 8
If bridges aren’t available, other objects will do the trick.
See Figure 8.
6. Remove all dirt, strings, and fuzz from the drop. This can
be accomplished by ﬂogging it and/or rolling over it with a
roller wrapped with tape, sticky side out, to pick up the ﬂuﬀ.

Fig. 6
When stapling down the sides, room should be left to
add bridges. The purpose of the bridges is to leave an open
area through which air ﬂow from fans will raise the fabric oﬀ
the ﬂoor. This will keep the fabric from sticking to the paper
and allow it to dry faster. Floating the fabric ¼” is enough,
although it can ﬂoat 3” or 4” oﬀ the ﬂoor without stretching
out of shape and creating puckers. If stretching and puckering occurs, let the drop dry. Then, using a hand pump type
sprayer, spray it with warm water. It will “size up,” become
taut, when dry. See Figure 7.

SIZING THE DROP
Sizing is an important step in preparing the fabric for
paint. Unsized muslin will take paint diﬀerently than sized
muslin. Sized muslin will allow the paint to be “pushed”
around easily, allowing for wet blends. Paint applied to unsized muslin just sits where the brush touches the fabric.
Painters have to work hard at blending the paint on un-sized
muslin. For this reason, they often push the paint through
the fabric, which causes the paint to act like glue and stick to
the paper under the drop.
Three recipes for making size.
The recipes below are general suggestions. Before applying any mixture, especially for the ﬁrst time, it is wise to try it
on a test panel ﬁrst. If the recipe needs to be adjusted, it will
be better to ﬁnd out on a test ﬂat than on an expensive drop.
See Figure 9 on page 22.

Fig. 7
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A. Argo Gloss Laundry Starch. This white powder is packed
in a 1 lb box. A box of starch will make 2 to 5 gallons of
size, depending on the thickness or thinness desired. Thicker
starch is used for translucent drops. The following recipe is
for general drop sizing. This method will tighten the fabric
the most.
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a.

Mix into ½ gallon of cold tap water the 1 lb box of
starch, stirring continuously until starch is completely
dissolved. It will have a white, silky appearance.

b.

Bring 2 gallons of water to a boil.

c.

Slowly add the cold water/starch mixture to the boiling
water, whisking constantly. The white mixture should
thicken and become translucent.

d.

Strain mixture, through a cheese cloth-covered metal
sieve, into a clean 5 gallon bucket. This will remove
lumps and other debris that will clog the spray nozzle.

e.

Add 1 to 1 ½ gallons of warm tap water to the starch,
stirring constantly.

C. #5350 Oﬀ Broadway White. This is a thick, vinyl acrylic,
water-based, clean white paint.
a.

1 part Oﬀ Broadway White to 6 to 8 parts water. The
amount of water will vary depending on personal
preference and opacity desired.

b.

While stirring constantly, slowly add the water to the
paint.
NOTE: Any liquid that is to be sprayed through any
type sprayer should be strained before going into the
spray canister.

Applying the Size
1. Starting at the top of the drop and working down, use
Hudson type sprayer to apply the size to the fabric. See Figure
10.
NOTE: The spray nozzle should be a cone tip. The
spray is applied in a circular fashion, holding the wand
at least 25” from the surface while distributing the size
in an even and uniform manner.
The sprayer --a self-pressured, siphon feed model-- is
available at most hardware and home improvement stores, in
the lawn and garden section.

Fig. 9
B. Rosco #7500 Flexbond Glue. This clear drying, ﬂexible
glue is packaged as a white liquid in a 1 gallon jug or 5 gallon
pail.
a.

1 part Flexbond to 10 parts water.

b.

While stirring constantly, slowly pour the water into
the Flexbond glue.

(For approximately 5 gallons of size – mix together 4 pints of
Flexbond glue to 4 gallons and 1 quart of water.)
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2. Lightly “broom-in” the size, using a ﬁgure-eight stroke to
distribute the liquid evenly over the drop. Carefully avoid
pushing the size too hard and pressing it through the fabric,
thus gluing the drop to the paper. See Figure 11.

For further information and additional recipes, please
check the following references:
Backstage Handbook: an Illustrated Almanac of Technical Information, by Paul Carter, ISBN: 0-911747-39-7
Designing and Painting for the Theatre, by Lynn Pecktal,
ISBN: 0-03-011901-4
Scenic Art for the Theatre, by Susan Crabtree and Peter
Beudert, ISBN: 0-240-80462-7
I would like to thank Diane Fargo, Charge Painter for
the Goodspeed Opera House in East Haddam, Connecticut,
for collaborating with me and allowing me to invade her shop
for the purpose of taking pictures of this and many other
processes. Likewise, I would like to thank Sally Glass, Charge
Painter for the Shakespeare Theatre in Washington, DC, and
her staﬀ for also patiently enduring my photo sessions.

Fig. 12

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jenny Knott is a graduate of the University of Missouri,
Kansas City with an MFA in Design and Technology. Jenny
freelanced as a Scenic Artist for over 20 years. She worked for
regional theatres such as Missouri Rep, Arena Stage, Guthrie
and Goodspeed Opera House as well as union scene shops,
and was an artist-in-residence at the University of IllinoisChampaign/Urbana. She is a member of USA 829. Jenny
joined Rosco as their Paint Products Manager in July of 2003.
She continues to paint on the occasional weekend for the
Goodspeed, keeping current with new painters and new ways
of approaching paint challenges.

3. When one-third of the way down the drop, turn on the
fans. The ﬂow of air through the bridges and under the fabric
will “ﬂoat” the drop. The movement of air over and under
the wet surface will enable the drop to dry faster and prevent
it from getting stuck to the paper.
NOTE: Keep an eye on the drop with the air ﬂow
under it, to make sure the fabric doesn’t “balloon up,”
and over-stretch.
4. Turn the fans oﬀ when the drop is almost dry.
You are now ready to cartoon and paint.
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CrystalGel

®

Rosco’s New Texturing Material
CrystalGel allows you to quickly and safely add texture to scenic pieces, props or costumes.
It can be applied by brush, roller or pastry tube and will adhere to both hard surfaces, such
as plexiglass and metal or soft surfaces such as muslin and velour. It dries clear and can then
be painted. You can add liquids, such as paint or fabric dye to it, or such solid materials as
glitter, sequins, gimp or even feathers. We show some applications here.

You can apply CrystalGel to a 2 x 4 with a tool as simple as
a plastic spoon. The material will hold an edge without
“melting.”
CrystalGel will adhere to a number of materials used in stagecraft. Some examples, shown here, are upholstery foam, polystyrene, pine, aluminum, ethafoam rod and steel.

You can use a pastry tube to apply CrystalGel, specially when
using it as an adhesive for attaching beading. You can add
dye to CrystalGel to create decorative details. That is also
most easily accomplished with a pastry tube.

Many scenic artists will use a cake decorating tool for applying
CrystalGel. Its shown here being applied to aluminum.

Samples of CrystalGel are available. Call any Rosco office or send a request via email to: paint@rosco.com

www.rosco.com

Stamford, CT: 800-ROSCO NY
Hollywood, CA: 800-ROSCO LA
Also in:Toronto, London, Madrid, São Paulo
and Sydney

