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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
Dear Readers,
There comes a time when each show must close. After seven
years of publication, it is time to put The Painter’s Journal to rest with
this, the ﬁnal issue. It has been an honor and a great deal of fun to run
this publication for so many years. I am so grateful for the support
and interest of all of you who have subscribed over the years. I want to
thank all our advertisers, whose support helped keep this publication
going. A very large debt of gratitude goes to the many authors who
took the time to share their knowledge with us. In particular, a very
special thank you goes to Peter Miller for his numerous wonderful and
detailed articles, and to John Holloway, whose articles and support
over the years have been especially important to me. Finally, I want
to thank the many people who have helped produce this publication
over the last seven years. There are too many to list individually here,
but there are two who deserve special mention. First is Megan Kinneen, who deserves a very big thank you for her tireless work typing
up the articles. And ﬁnally, much gratitude to my wife Judy Staicer,
who for many years edited the articles, stuﬀed envelopes, did research,
proofread, sold ads, and was a constant source of support and encouragement. Truly, I could not have done it without her.
Although we are winding down operations here, back issues of
The Painter’s Journal will be available for purchase on the website for a

limited time if you or your institution or anyone else you know would
like to purchase them.
We hope you’ll enjoy our ﬁnal selection of articles. The ﬁnal
article in Peter Miller’s series on aging and distressing scenery brings us
even more insights into creating new scenery that looks old and worn.
Rosalind Robinson writes about making new copies of old and worn
scenery, balancing the freshness of new work with the familiar look of
the aged state of the originals. Ever wonder what to do with all those
leftover paints and supplies? See ﬁrst-time author Brigitte Bechtel’s
informative article for some answers. Finally, Rachael Keebler of Cobalt Studios shares some thoughts with us on the subject of ﬁne artists
wanting to become scenic artists.
And last but not least, I am delighted to announce that Rachael
Claxton is the winner of the Third Annual Young Scenic Artist’s Award.
Please see page 16 for some examples of the work of this talented up
and coming scenic artist.
Thank you all again for your years of support. Happy Painting!
Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor

INSTANT FLOOR FINISH
for your set, stage, studio or display

• Temporary vinyl floor covering - 4 mil thick
• Available in 48 inch x 100 foot rolls (400 sq. ft.)
and 48 inch x 50 foot half rolls
• Use it, remove it, save time and money
• Paint on it, print on it
GO ONLINE OR CALL FOR
FREE SWATCHBOOK
Go to www.gamonline.com for:
• Videos
• Instructions
• Speciﬁcations
• Application Photos

1-888-GAMCOLOR
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HEALTH & SAFETY
Slop It, Slop It Good: Dealing
with Waste in the Paintshop
by Brigitte Bechtel
As scenic artists we tend to work with a wide variety of products, some hazardous, others less so, and very
often these products are used in ways they were not originally intended to be used. Consequently, our slop paints
and waste at the end of a job can be a bit trickier to deal
with.
Unfortunately there is no cut and dried answer
across the board in regards to managing your paint shop
waste. The laws and regulations governing the way waste
is disposed of in this country vary from state to state, even
county to county. However, a good jumping oﬀ point is
to make sure you are at least in compliance with Federal
standards as a baseline. For the purposes of this article,
only the Federal EPA recommendations will be discussed.
Your particular stomping grounds may impose additional
rules, depending on where you are, but it will take a bit
of research on your own to determine what speciﬁcally is
required by your state and county.
Before you get too lost in EPA literature and learn
many fun new acronyms like “SQG” (Small Quantity
Generator) or “POTW” (Publicly Owned Treatment
Works), take a quick tally of what’s going on in your
world. How is waste managed currently? Knowing what
you have to work with will make navigating the regulations much easier.
• Are you connected to a municipal water supply,
or on an independent system?
• What kind of material are you dealing with?
Latex paint? Dyes? Pigments? Could it potentially
be considered hazardous?
• How much waste do you deal with in a month,
and how is it currently stored?

4
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Some POTW will allow certain materials to be
disposed of down the drain—you need to check out the
regulations in your area to be sure what is allowed. Many
places just aren’t equipped to handle the type of waste liquids we generate. The better idea is to just avoid pouring
slop out in the sink in the ﬁrst place, and implementing
some sort of a ﬁlter system on the shop sink to help combat what will inevitably go down the drain as brushes and
buckets are washed out.
Once you have a general idea of what is going on
in your shop currently, you can then take a look at the
guidelines. First, you need to determine if you are generating hazardous waste, and second, how much of it you
are generating. The EPA deﬁnes two types of hazardous
waste: listed waste, and characteristic waste.
Types of Hazardous Waste
Listed Waste is fairly self explanatory. The EPA has
lists of materials deemed hazardous, and if your material
is included in one of these lists—yep, it’s hazardous.
Characteristic Waste comes into play when you
have a material that is not included within the LW category. In this case you need to examine the material in
question and determine if it exhibits one or more of the
following:
• Is it ignitable?
• Is it reactive? Is it harmful when absorbed into
soil or ground water? Does it have an extreme
pH?
If you are unsure (or just want to make things easy)
check out the MSDS. It should clearly list whether the
material is considered hazardous or not. There is also a
test called TCLP (Toxicity Characteristic Leaching Procedure) to determine toxic elements of your waste—especially useful if you have, say, a slop of various dyes and
such mixed together to form a lovely “mystery” brew.
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Hazardous Waste Generator Categories
The next step is to determine how much waste you are
dealing with on a monthly basis, and therefore which “Generator Category” your shop falls into. The Federal EPA has three
generator categories.
• CESQG (Conditionally Exempt Small Quantity
Generators): Less than 220 lbs of hazardous waste generated per month.
• SQG (Small Quantity Generators): Between 220
and 2200 lbs of hazardous waste generated per month.
• LQG (Large Quantity Generators): Over 2200 lbs of
hazardous waste generated per month.
Your generator category is determined on a month to
month basis—if you have a project that generates more than
your category allows, then you are subject to the regulations
for the larger category for that month. SQGs and LQGs are
required to register with the EPA in order to track the hazardous waste. Again, some research is required on your part to
determine if there are any additional requirements you must
meet for your state EPA. Also, if your shop belongs to a larger
organization—such as a university—you may fall under a larger generator category, and thus the stricter regulations even if

Figure 1
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you alone do not generate enough hazardous waste
to fall into that category.
Depending on your generator status, you can
only store a certain amount of hazardous waste on
site. For example, Federal EPA regulations say an
SQG can keep no more than 13,288 lbs of waste for
no longer than 180 days without a special permit. If
you must transport your waste more than 200 miles
in order to properly dispose of it, then the time limit
is extended to 270 days.
Storing Waste in the Paint Shop
Recently on a job, I was investigating some
long forgotten corners of the shop and found an old
cabinet full of what you see in Figure1. Obviously
not a good way to store things—cans were nearly
rusted through, labels were not clear, or containers
held something other than what the label indicated.
This is pretty much a big FAIL for this shop on compliance. All containers need to be labeled clearly and
dated, and make sure you are using containers that
will not react with the material they hold.
As far as storing waste goes, the same basic concepts apply. Designate a speciﬁc area for waste storage, make sure containers can close tightly, will not
react with material they hold, and properly label all.
There are speciﬁc guidelines on labeling waste, and
again they can vary from area to area. So, yep—you
guessed it, more research! To make your life much
easier—keep your wastes separated. Also regularly
check out the storage area for leaks or damage to the
containers.
For non-hazardous wastes, most places will allow you to throw out your slop, provided that it is
properly dried out ﬁrst. A good way to do this is to
keep a couple of ﬁve gallon buckets handy and mix
your unwanted slops in with sawdust. You can then
spread this mixture out onto a thick plastic sheet
or tarp to dry. When it’s fully “baked,” it’s ok to
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HEALTH & SAFETY
be thrown out. As it usually takes a couple of days to
fully dry out, it is best to spread the tarp out on a paved
area—the lawn will appreciate your consideration. You
should be able to reuse the tarp several times, but check
it for holes or tears before you spread out the slop—you
don’t want any to escape!

erate in order to protect ourselves and our environment,
in addition to the precautions we take to protect our own
bodies during a process.
Some Helpful Resources:
Rossol, Monona. The Artist’s Complete Health and Safety
Guide. New York: Allworth Press. 2001.

Figure 2 Mmmm…slop.
Rossol, Monona. The Health and Safety Guide for Film,
TV, and Theater. New York: Allworth Press. 2000.
Scenic Artists Forum: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/
Scenic_Artists_Forum
US Environmental Protection Agency: www.epa.gov
Link to State EPAs: http://www.epa.gov/epahome/state.
htm

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Originally from the South, I have made my way up the
East Coast to the New England area where I am currently
working as a scenic artist. My experiences have led me to
places such as Cobalt Studios, the Cape Playhouse, Mystic
Scenic Studios, and Harvard University’s Hasty Pudding
among others. I have a BA in Theatre from Centenary
College of Louisiana, and in May 2009 I graduated from
Cobalt Studios Scenic Artist Training Program. I have met
many strange and wonderful people along the way, learned
a lot, and am looking forward to what’s next! I am always
up for a new adventure!
While it would be nice to have a simple step-bystep procedure you could follow across the board when
dealing with paint shop waste, the fact of the matter is
that at this point it takes proactive eﬀort and research
on your part to ensure that a routine is in place. We
often ﬁnd ourselves in a weird grey area kind of category,
which can make it hard to know what rules to follow.
However, the work that we do carries with it a responsibility to see that we properly manage the wastes we gen-
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EDUCATION & TRAINING
Re-creating the
Normansﬁeld Theatre Scenery:
Part II
By Rosalind Robinson
Normansﬁeld was established in1868 by Dr. John
Langdon Down, the physician who identiﬁed and treated
the disability now known as ‘Down Syndrome’. It was intended as both his family home and a place where people
with learning disabilities could be cared for and educated.
The purpose built entertainment hall within Normansﬁeld,
which is now a Grade 2 listed building, is a rare example of a
private Victorian Theatre surviving with the original painted
scenery still intact, shown in Figure 1.
However, following years of disuse and neglect, the theatre was left in poor condition. It is now owned and managed
by the Langdon Down Centre Trust which commissioned
an extensive restoration program, including conservation of
the original scenery, and the painting of replica scenery so
that the originals could be protected and safely stored in
their museum downstairs.
In 2008, I was asked to begin production of the replicas. The ﬁrst part of the project was to replicate the False
Proscenium Arch. An article detailing this part of the work
was published in the Spring 2009 issue of The Painter’s Journal. See Figure 2 shows a detail of this work.

Figure 2

The next part of the project was to reproduce a woodland scene which consisted of three top ﬂyers, three pairs
of hinged wings and one backdrop. This was begun in July
2008.
My brief, as before, was to match the originals as closely as possible, not forgetting to incorporate the distinctly
“aged” appearance of the Victorian originals. As it was not
possible to remove the originals from the theatre, I had to
rely for reference on good photographs, accurate measuring
and meticulous color sampling, all of which I carried out on
site.

Figure 1
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This particular set presented me with a new challenge.
It had been painted in a style which I feared would not ﬂow
naturally from my hand, being composed of hundreds of
squiggles and staccato zig-zags of brushstrokes in a myriad
of colors, as seen in Figures 3 and 4 on page 8.
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Of course this technique worked brilliantly when viewed
from the stalls, creating a wonderfully rich and atmospheric
stage set. However, such dramatic spontaneity of brushwork
is diﬃcult to emulate while at the same time trying to make
a faithful copy of style and color. Furthermore, the wings
and top ﬂyers were painted in a slightly diﬀerent style, obviously not by the same artist.

Figure 3

I decided to begin by replicating the top ﬂyers in order
to practice “getting my hand in” on smaller, less daunting,
areas. The ﬁrst ﬂyer was very easy - a plain blue sky, cut
to a curve on the lower edge. The only slightly clever bit
to do was to accurately match the color to the original, incorporating signs of age. I used a mix of turquoise, chrome
green and white with a touch of raw umber to “muddy” the
tones.
The second top ﬂyer was similarly straightforward but
with the addition of foliage coming in from each side and
extending to the center. This foliage I painted using Rosco
Super Saturated Scenic paint in several colour mixes (mainly
Chrome Green, Ultramarine, Chrome Yellow, Raw Umber,
Burnt Umber and White), applied together using sponge
rollers, then overlaid with more deﬁnite brushstrokes (Figures 5 and 6).

Figure 4

Figure 5
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Top ﬂyer number three had a complicated lower edge,
cut to resemble random areas of foliage. The original was
in extremely poor condition (Figure 7), having very little
paint left adhering to the canvas, making colour matching and drawing the design a mostly intuitive task.

Figure 7

Using my photographs as a guide, I drew up the outline for the lower edge onto canvas using a permanent
felt tip pen so that the design would not be lost under
subsequent brushwork (Figure 8). I then drew out the
tree branches using charcoal on the end of a bamboo cane
so that I could stand far enough back from the canvas to
see what I was doing.
The next stage was to paint all the areas between the
branches in a dark mix of chrome green, ultramarine and
black, blending the paint while wet into the blue of the
sky areas. I then painted in the background foliage applying several colors at once using a small ﬂuﬀy roller,
followed by more deﬁnite leaf shapes dashed on using 1’’
chisel end brushes (Figure 9). Painting the branches, I
was careful to imitate the brushmarks used by the original
Victorian painter to depict the bark (Figure 10).

Figure 8

Figure 9
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The stages in this whole process can be seen clearly in Figure 11 and the
completed ﬂyer in Figure 12.
My next task was to work out how to replicate the woodland backdrop
(Figure 13). At 20’ x 16’6” it was not huge, but was incredibly detailed with
its complex network of varying brush marks in a wide range of colors.
First we stretched the canvas onto the paint frame and applied the size
and priming coats. I made a collage of about 40 diﬀerent photographs to
compose the overall reference and from that made a scale drawing at 1:10.
I marked the horizon line at 4’6” from the ﬂoor, then checking my color
samples made on site, painted in the sky color using the mix I made for
the top ﬂyers above the horizon line. For the area below the horizon line
I mixed a rather unlikely-looking hot pink using Burnt Sienna, Cadmium
Red, Chrome Yellow and White. I was to ﬁnd this underlying hot colour
very useful in achieving the required “glow” to the overall scene.

Figure 13

Figure 11

Figure 12
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After gridding both the scale drawing and the canvas it was a
straightforward matter to draw out the main trees, branches, pathway
etc. (Figure 14).
The next step was to paint in the tree trunks and main branches so
that I could see the structure of the composition more clearly (Figure
15). At this stage the scene looked distinctly like a nuclear winter! I
then put in the puzzlingly bright, strong blues I could see between the
tree trunks which formed the background color to the foliage. I think
that some of the original colors must have changed over time, but it still
seemed to work well (Figure 16).
The most diﬃcult painting task now lay ahead: to paint the foliage
in the manner set before me by the Victorian painter. Even if some of
the mark-making seemed to me rather irrational or even naïve, I felt
honor bound to replicate them.
I did some practicing on a spare piece of canvas at the side of the
main cloth trying various ways of making lively looking scribbles with
diﬀerent brushes. I settled on a ¾” sable one stroke which although
small seemed to hold the right amount of paint and make the right
mark. I mixed the six or seven diﬀerent colors I could see in my colour
references and which I had used for the top ﬂyer’s foliage, and launched
myself into the work, ﬁrst scumbling 2 or 3 colors together to make
the basic shape of an area of leaves, then overlaying the zigzags in the
contrasting colors – sometimes darker sometimes lighter (Figures 17
and 18).

Figure 16

Figure 17

Figure 15
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Figure 19

Figure 20

This became surprisingly rather satisfying, as I started to
feel more conﬁdent of my colors and techniques, feeling myself
once again in tune with the original Victorian scene painter,
and hoping he would have approved of my eﬀorts.
It is interesting to compare the original section shown in
Figure 19 with my replica in Figure 20.
It was now early December 2008 and I could feel temperatures dropping swiftly as winter approached. During the winter months, temperatures in the drafty tin barn which was my
makeshift studio were often only 1 or 2 degrees above freezing
and I would typically have to waste an hour or two waiting for
the canvasses to warm up under my lights before I could begin
work. I was now anxious to ﬁnish the backcloth while it was
still possible to make progress and so the pace of work increased
and the ﬁnished cloth (Figure 21) was delivered before the end
of the year.

12
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Figure 24

Figure 22

Another 3 months elapsed before temperatures
improved enough to make it possible to begin painting the wings. Meanwhile, the carpenter was busy
constructing them from a wooden frame with 6mm
MDF strips attached to the long edges. The canvas
could then be stretched over the structure, gluing the
canvas down ﬁrmly onto the MDF section (Figure
22). Using a jig saw, the required foliage shapes were
then cut out to make to match the Victorian designs
(Figure 23).
The fabric of the original wings was in a very poor
condition but the remaining colors still quite vibrant
(Figure 24).

Figure 23
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I decided it would be quicker to paint the wings
in pairs on their sides. Time would not then be wasted
clambering up and down the scaﬀold tower for the
forgotten paint pot or the dropped brush. At the end
of each day’s work, I photographed progress and then
turned the photographs the right way up on my computer to look at them. I found this worked very well
and also gave me the advantage of the view “from a
distance”. Painting the side ﬂats followed roughly the
same process as the 3rd top ﬂyer, and can be seen step
by step in Figures 25 – 29 on page 14.
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Figure 25

Figure 26

Figure 27
I had started work on the project in
August 2008 and it was now July 2009.
Of course, the original painter would have
turned the whole scene out in a matter of
weeks but replicating is not a straightforward
business. I had to take time to carefully mix
all colors to an exact match to the original.
Furthermore, it became obvious to me that
some of the original colors had changed considerably in the 100 years or so since they
were applied. As previously noted, the darks
in the shadows looked a very bright royal
blue and in contrast some of the greens had
faded to grey. At what level should I decide
to pitch my tones? To avoid my replica looking too new, I muted all my color mixes.

Figure 28
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Figure 29

I wanted to emulate the style of the
brushstrokes as closely as possible, which
took patience and practice. Also, time had
to be spent “aging” the canvasses. I did this
by mixing a slightly dirty canvas color and
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softly dry-brushing it over certain areas to suggest worn
and faded canvas.
The installation of the whole scene on stage conﬁrmed, to my relief, that at least some of the decisions
I had made throughout the painting process had been
correct. My version of the Woodland Scene is true to
the original with perhaps the added bonus that it subtly
conveys the richness of color that would have been there
when the original was ﬁrst painted, without appearing to
be a modern replica (Figures 30 and 31).
In October last year I began work on the ﬁnal scene
that is to be reproduced for Normansﬁeld. This is a
street scene showing a slightly contradictory mixture of
vernacular houses over a 6.5 x 5m backdrop and 4 wings.
It has been painted in a very strong and competent manner and I am sure there will be lot for me to learn yet
again in striving to emulate the Victorian masters of scenic painting.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
After studying ﬁne art in London, Rosalind Robinson trained as a scenic artist with the BBC, acquiring the skills of trompe l’oeil painting, marbling, gilding
and graining. She has worked as a professional artist and
specialist decorator for more than 25 years, producing ﬁne decorations on walls and furniture in the UK
and abroad. She has studied botanical painting at Kew
Gardens and the Chelsea Physic Garden and teaches occasional botanical painting classes at Whitehall Garden
Centre, Lacock. Her paintings have been exhibited in
London at The Mall Galleries, Royal Watercolour Society Annual Exhibition, and the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition. Rosalind is a member of the Traditional
Paint Forum, the Bath Society of Botanical Artists and
the Calne Artists Group. Other public works include
murals in Grosvenor House in London and the new Medieval Gallery in the Devizes Museum, and decorative
tiled panels for Harrods Food Halls.

Figure 30

All text and photographs © Rosalind Robinson
2010, not to be reproduced without permission.
(Figure 1 photograph © Dennis Turner )
Figure 31
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YOUNG SCENIC ARTIST’S AWARD
THE Third ANNUAL YOUNG SCENIC ARTIST’S AWARD
by Judith Staicer
The Painter’s Journal takes great pride in announcing the winner of the Third Annual Young Scenic Artists Award:

Rachael Claxton
This award was established in 2008 to recognize the accomplishments of young theatre artists and to encourage their pursuit
of a career in scenic art. We are happy to see that there has been a continued strong interest in the award this year. Our panel of judges
once again had the pleasant challenge of choosing the winners from among the many talented applicants. The competition is open
to all college students pursuing an undergraduate degree at the time of application. Applicants were required to submit a portfolio
of 8 photographs of their work, either from actual productions or class projects, with a description of their work on the project and
the process they used. In addition, they were required to submit a resume, a brief bio, and two letters of recommendation.
We want to thank all our student applicants! Once again it was very exciting and rewarding for us to see so much ﬁne work
being done by up-and-coming young scenic artists across the country. To each of you we extend our best wishes for continued success
in your college careers, and on into your professional lives, wherever they may take you.
Rachael Claxton fell in love with scenic art at the age of 14
while attending Douglas Anderson School of the Arts in Jacksonville, FL. She is now in her sophomore year at The Theatre School at DePaul University in Chicago, pursing a BFA
in Scenic Design. This past summer she worked as an intern at
the Contemporary American Theatre Festival outside of Washington, DC, and participated in the Summer Scenic Painting
program at Cobalt Studios. Upon graduation she plans on enjoying a career as a scenic artist.
Shown are some examples of Rachel’s work.
Figure 1 Yankee Tavern Designed by: Robert Klingehoefer

Figure 2 50 Words Designed by:
Robert Klingehoefer

Figure 3 Translucency Front-lit
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Figure 4 Translucency Back-lit
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Aging Gracefully: Part III
by Peter S. Miller
This is the third in a series of articles about scenic “aging”
techniques suitable for ﬁlm, television and arena theatre. Although they were created with the close-up scrutiny of a camera
in mind, with some modiﬁcation of scale and contrast to allow for distance, they can also be used on a larger, proscenium
stage.
Movie sets are busy places and the rapid pace of the work,
as well as the veil of secrecy that surrounds all aspects of ﬁlm
production in a celebrity-obsessed internet age makes it impossible to get clear, step-by-step photographs of a process. As
I did in the previous article, I have chosen to illustrate these
techniques on small, portable panels made in my home studio.
Since I am attempting to cram as many techniques as possible
into a relatively small space, these projects are probably more
detailed and elaborate than an area of similar size would be on
an actual set. Many of the materials used to create the samples
are shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2

The weathered and rusty metal sign seen in Figure 1 is
something that might be made for an abandoned warehouse,
or a sleazy bar near the waterfront where nefarious characters
meet and shady deals are made.

Figure 1
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Fig. 3 shows research photographs of metal signs in the
New York area. Notice how years of exposure to sunlight has
muted the once-bright colors and how peeling paint has exposed areas of metal that have rusted. Rain and salt air have
caused streaks of rust to run down the signs, staining the remaining paint. In the case of the abandoned diner, the rust has
almost overwhelmed the lettering.

The mixture was applied to the foam core with a three
inch chip brush, stippled, and the peaks ﬂattened with a large
spackle knife, leaving a relatively ﬂat surface with irregular pits.
Unfortunately, the edge of the knife always leave some un-organic looking marks, which were disguised by gently stippling
the surface with a torn piece of natural sponge.
When the texture had dried, it was sanded and the few
obvious knife marks ﬁlled with a second pass of tinted SculptOr-Coat. Applying small amounts with the knife moving at
diﬀerent angles seemed to work the best. This second layer
was also slightly sanded. The tinted texture, over the grey Bin
prime is seen in Fig. 4.

Figure 3
In an actual ﬁlm, a sign like this would probably be installed and hang on a location for several days. It would be
fabricated from sheet metal for strength and durability. I made
my sample sign of foamcore and gator foam, making it cheaper
and easily portable, but based it with several coats of Bin, a
shellac-based primer, to increase water resistance and reduce
warping.
After breaking down the edges with a matte knife, a Surform and coarse sandpaper, I bent the foam-core in a few spots
and added metal screws for authenticity. A mixture of tinted
Sculpt-or-Coat and Skid-Tex was applied to create a pitted,
rusty metal texture, which would serve as a base for the ﬂaking
paint eﬀects that came later.
Sculpt-or-Coat is a tough, thick, clear material made by
the Sculptural Arts Coating Company. In the can, it is white
and the consistency of thick yogurt or pudding. It dries to
become a shiny, translucent, slightly ﬂexible shell and is often
used to seal and protect Styrofoam sculpture. It can be easily
colored with dyes, tints or paint, and various materials can be
added or imbedded to alter the texture. For this project, I used
a ﬁne sand, normally added to paint to make stairs and ramps
skid resistant. This gave the material more body and made the
surface slightly gritty which would be an asset later in the aging
process.
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Figure 4
In New York City, ﬁlm scenic artists seem to paint a lot
of rust: ﬁre escapes, subway entrances, cast iron facades, sewer
pipes, even chain link fencing and galvanized metal garbage
cans all get their share. A common technique is to use a mixture of tinted shellac and water-based latex paint. I know this
sounds like a bad idea; usually we go out of our way not to mix
shellac and water-based products and doing so in large quantities can create a bucket of gelatinous slime that is almost useless.
To create “rust” however, the latex and tinted shellac are
wet blended on the surface using cheap, disposable, chip brushes that will probably be thrown out at the end of the job. The
rust colors are stippled together over a relatively small area in
irregular patches, and while they are still wet, mushed together
with a dry roller. The fact that these two materials are incom-

The Painter’s Journal, Spring 2010

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
patible creates random “happy accidents.” Natural sponges and
foam rollers cut and torn into organic shapes can also be used.
The tinted shellac has several advantages on objects that
are actually made of metal. It helps the paint to bond to the
surface; latex alone might peel oﬀ. The shellac and latex together gives the rust an irregular authentic looking sheen, while
shellac alone is too shiny and appears phony. Fine textures like
Roll-A-Tex or sand can be added to the shellac which is viscous
enough to bond it to the surface, giving the rust a realistic gritty
texture. This can subtly break up the repeating silhouettes of
chain link fence, barbed wire or jail bars.
I tinted the shellac with Universal Tinting colors and used
a mixture of raw sienna, burnt umber, burnt sienna and orange
Muralo latex paint. Actual rust has more yellow-brown in it
than you might think, so I started with the raw sienna and
burnt umber and added the other colors a few drops at a time
referring to real examples of rusted metal and my research photos to check the colors. Since it is impossible to predict exactly
where the ﬂaking paint eﬀects will occur, I rusted the entire
sign quite heavily. The complete sign is seen in Fig. 5 and a
detail is seen in Fig. 6.

Figure 5

The ﬂaking paint eﬀect was created with one of the commercial crackle glazes sold for the decorative painting industry.
A chemical used in water-prooﬁng known as “sodium silicate”
or “silicate of soda” can also be used, but it is a serious skin and
eye irritant –gloves and goggles should ALWAYS be worn if you
decide to use it.
Each of the crackle glazes works a little diﬀerently; and
there are other variables, such as the temperature and humidity of your workspace, the absorbency of the material you are
working on, and the tools you use to apply it. The amount of
water added to the top coat of paint and the time that elapses
between the steps of the process also aﬀects the outcome. Always do a test on a small scrap before starting on a big project,
and accept the fact that it may take several attempts before you
achieve the eﬀect you are after.
The glaze was applied with a four inch chip brush, working
as rapidly as possible in order to create even coverage without
a lot of fussy over-working. The glaze begins to set almost immediately and touching it once it begins to get tacky can cause
unsightly marks in the top coat of paint.
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The top coat of latex paint must be thinned slightly with water
before it is brushed or rolled on. The crackle glaze should still be
slightly tacky when it is applied. If it is too wet the paint will mix
with the glaze, ruining the eﬀect. If it is too dry, the cracks will be
very small, or not form at all. My test with the materials I was using
indicated that I should wait about ﬁfteen minutes before applying
the paint.
I used a four inch foam brush and applied the thinned paint as
quickly as I could without brushing back into it and over working.
The cracks started to form almost instantly. A detail of one corner is
seen in Fig. 7.

Figure 7

As soon as the paint dried, I misted the surface with water, using
a ﬂoretta plant mister. On larger projects, a Hudson sprayer works as
well. It’s a wise precaution to put down drop cloths or old towels on
the set or the ﬂoor of the shop to soak up the excess water, keeping
the mess in check.
After the water had a few minutes to soak into the sign, more
water was vigorously thrown at it using a four inch brush. This
breaks the surface of the paint, causing chips to fall away where the
water hits it. The nozzle on the sprayer can also be adjusted to a
high-powered point spray that can be used to target selected areas.
This technique can be very eﬀective on barns, fences, docks and other
weathered structures close to the ground, where water splashing up
from dripping eaves attacks the paint. Fig. 8 shows the overall eﬀect
and Fig. 9, a detail.

Figure 8

The unfortunate downside of the crackle eﬀect is the obvious
pattern of parallel streaks caused by the rapid brushing or rolling of
thinned paint. On door panels, clapboard covered buildings, and
fences, this can usually be concealed by following the individual sections of wood during the painting process. On the uninterrupted,
ﬂat surfaces of the sign I decided to disguise the pattern with a technique known as “frottage,” which I learned as a student from Lester
Polakov. Although it sounds like an exotic form of kinky, French
sex, it is, alas, only an unusual method of applying paint. At Lester’s
school, we used it to imitate marble. I used it as a way to simulate
the irregularities of the discolored paint in my research photos.
Using a technique like that of a mono-print, pieces of irregularly
torn craft paper were brushed with a slightly lighter value of oﬀwhite and ﬁrmly pressed onto the face of the sign. Diﬀerent eﬀects
can be created depending on paint consistency and the saturation
of the paper. The technique can be used to edit out obvious places
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where the crackle eﬀect seems contrived or to break up streaks left by the tool.
The results are shown in a detail, Fig. 10.
The lettering layout was transferred to the sign with a pounce created on
the large format printer at my local copy shop using my original one inch to one
foot drafting. The drawing was perforated with an electropounce, which uses a
metal stylus and an electrical charge to burn tiny holes in the paper. It was then
rubbed with a charcoal pounce bag and ﬁxed with a light misting of clear ﬂat in
a preval sprayer. The pounce taped to the sign is seen in Fig. 11, and a detail of
the transferred layout is seen in Fig. 12.

Figure 11

The letters were painted with the same technique as the background: the
glaze was brushed on, allowed to become tacky, and the lettering color brushed
over it. Once the paint had dried a ﬂoretta was used to wash oﬀ selected areas
revealing the oﬀ white background color or the rust spots beneath.
One of the more noticeable eﬀects of age on a sign is the bleaching eﬀect
caused by exposure to sunlight. Bright red becomes a less chromatic, pale maroon-brown. As the surface of the paint breaks down and ﬂakes oﬀ, a hint of
the original brush stroke is often revealed. This happened naturally when the
ﬂoretta nozzle was set on a tight spray and focused on speciﬁc areas. The red
border was painted at the same time, using the same technique. The eﬀect is
seen in Fig. 13.

Figure 12

The frottage technique was used with some careful dry-brushing to introduce a slightly more chromatic shade of red into selected areas of the lettering
and border. This made the sign’s contrast a little stronger and hid a few spots
where the crackle eﬀect had become too pronounced. A detail, with the stronger red added, is seen in Fig. 14.

Figure 13

Figure 10
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The darker trap line around the lettering, which might originally have
been black or blue, was rendered as a faded Payne’s grey. I wanted to make
sure that it did not stand out too much, so it was applied over a layer of crackle
glaze, and in areas where the red paint was ﬂaking dramatically, the line was
interrupted.
The ﬂaking was accentuated by sanding the entire sign when the paint
had dried. In some places, aggressive sanding broke through the paint layers
revealing the rust tinted Scultp-Or-Coat texture which contrasted nicely with
the oﬀ white background. A gentle touch wore away the darker red, introducing hints of the lighter red beneath. The sanding also helped to break up
the dark “trap” line. Figure 15 shows the results in a wide shot and Figure 16
shows a detail.

Figure 15

One of the more noticeable eﬀects in my research photographs were the
vertical streaks where rain had caused rust from the areas of exposed metal to
stain the face of the sign. It’s easy to overdo this eﬀect; drips that appear natural in the “real” world often seem contrived when faked by us.
In order to achieve a natural eﬀect, I used several shades of rust, favoring
raw sienna and burnt umber over the burnt sienna and checking color against
my research. The streaks were built up in several layers. I misted the sign with
water from a pre-val, applied the glaze to the rust spot with a small watercolor
brush and sprayed more water, allowing the glaze to run down the sign. Finding the correct distance to hold the pre-val was the tricky part. If I held it too
close, even a gentle spritz was enough to blow a drip oﬀ course or wash it away
entirely! The sign with rust stains added is seen in Figure 17 and a close-up
view is shown in Figure 18.
The last step was an overall aging glaze that covered the oﬀ white background, the lettering and the red border. It was intended to suggest the layer
of city dirt that accumulates on every surface, and its purpose was to subtly tie
all the colors together and emphasize the texture. I used an acrylic faux-ﬁnish
glaze, which allows a few more minutes of working time and colored it with
Rottenstone Rainbow Cement Color and raw umber Universal Tint.

Figure 16

Figure 17

Rottenstone is a ﬁne, grey pigment used in the construction industry for
coloring cement and stucco. It makes a very convincing dirt glaze, but by itself
looked a little too cool over the oﬀ white background of the sign. The addition
of raw umber warmed it a bit without making it as warm as the rust streaks.
The sign was sprayed with a little water and the glaze brushed and stippled
with a four inch chip brush. While still wet, the glaze was softened with a
high-nap roller to blend the brush strokes. I did a second pass on the red
border since the color was so intense that the aging barely showed.
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A ﬁnal touch was to use some Johnson and Johnson’s
Paste Wax (also known as “bowling alley wax”) tinted
with raw umber and a tiny touch of black to work some
grunge into the corners and crevices of the frame. The
ﬁnal eﬀect can be seen in the large photograph, Fig. 1,
and in the detail, Fig. 19.

artistic interest or on a more practical level, disguise a construction
which is actually a combination of plywood, dowels and aluminum.
Flakes of breakfast cereal were applied to create the scaly look of
cracked ﬂaking paint. I used ﬂexible Sobo glue to apply individual
pieces to a few select areas where the paint had curled oﬀ the surface
in high relief. The entire panel was then brushed with glue and handfuls of cereal randomly pressed into the wet glue. This can be quite a
messy process – you should wear gloves, and it is wise to protect one’s
hair as well. A drop cloth or careful sweeping is also advisable in order
to avoid tracking sticky cereal ﬂakes all over the shop or studio! Fig.
22 shows this step in the process.
A layer of the Plaster-Weld (a glue-like material used in the construction industry) was then brushed on. It was tinted with burnt si-

Figure 19
The other rust eﬀect is demonstrated on a specially
constructed panel designed to simulate typical ﬁlm scenery in small scale. It was made of quarter inch lauan
with sections of applied Gatorfoam and simple poplar
molding. Fig. 20 shows a typical panel. The sample
was prepped in the standard way: the plywood was skimcoated, the staple holes ﬁlled and the molding joints
ﬁlled with caulk. Edges were distressed with a Surform
and sandpaper. The results are seen in Fig. 21.
In lower Manhattan, many buildings date from
the second half of the nineteenth century. Fire was a
common problem in early American cities where buildings were largely constructed of wood and an important
post-Civil War innovation was the use of pre-made, mass
produced cast iron facades with elaborate, molded-in detail.
Over the years, these buildings have been painted
many times and a thick layer of cracked and encrusted
paint has built up. In places it has peeled oﬀ, exposing the iron underneath to the weather. While the technique I am about to describe is used to simulate painted
cast iron, variations of it can be eﬀective on wrought
iron fences, railings, gates, hinges, and ﬁre escapes, or
anywhere that a thick, irregular paint treatment can add
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enna Universal Tint to approximate a rust color
and Skid-Tex was added to give it a slightly
gritty texture. On large or multisided units
like gates or railings a high nap roller makes the
application more eﬃcient. Fig. 23 shows the
panel after this step.
Depending on the look you are after and
the time you have available, several variations
are possible. You could roll on a thick primer
made from Aqualock mixed with joint compound, let the panel dry, and go directly to the
ﬁnal paint treatment. This allows the texture of
ﬂakes to remain quite obvious but might be exactly what you want, especially with a top coat
of glossy black. The sheen emphasizes them
even more.

Figure 23

Figure 24

Another eﬀect is possible using a skim
coat of joint compound and plaster which connects some of the cereal ﬂakes into a smoother,
more uniform surface. The joint compound
was tinted with Universal Tint to insure that
it would not be completely white and a small
amount of Plaster-Weld stirred in to increase its
strength.
A dollop of the mix was scooped onto a
plasterer’s hawk and a small handful of plaster
of Paris folded into it with a spackle knife. The
plaster “ﬁres oﬀ” the joint compound making
it heat up and dry faster. It also gives it more
body, making it easier to manipulate. It is important, however, not to mix too much at once
since you will not be able to use it at all before
it hardens. The skim coat of joint compound
can be used to ﬁll in between the ﬂakes, suggesting many thick layers of disintegrating exterior paint. The eﬀect is seen in Fig. 24.
The skim-coating process always leaves
a few knife marks, especially when it is done
on top of such an irregular surface. You can
minimize the problem by using several sizes of
knives from several diﬀerent angles, but when
it is dry, the surface requires vigorous sanding.
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Figure 25

Figure 26

I used a Scotchbrite “scrubby” pad in addition to sand paper, and then a
second layer was knifed on to ﬁll the knife marks that remained and connect
more of the areas formed by the randomly applied ﬂakes. This is the most
“artistic” part of the process, and a strong directional light source raking across
from the side will help you to see what you are doing. The second layer was also
sanded and it is seen ready for its ﬁrst layer of paint in Fig. 25.
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The panel was primed with a coat of Aqualock tinted to approximate a rust color, and as with the sign, latex and tinted shellac rust
colors were wet-blended over the surface using a dry roller to “smoosh”
the two materials together. The “look” is seen in Fig. 26.
The crackle glaze was then quickly brushed on, with an attempt
to apply an even coat without over-working it, and using a smaller
brush around the selected “rust” areas. Once the glaze had almost
dried, a coat of industrial green semi-gloss latex paint, thinned about
ﬁfteen percent with water, was rapidly brushed on. A small quantity
of this paint, thick and undiluted, was also set aside to be used later.
As described earlier in the sign demonstration, as soon as the crackled
paint had dried, the panel was misted with water, allowed to sit for a
minute, and the paint deliberately ﬂaked away in chosen areas with a
strong jet of water from the ﬂoretta, revealing the “rust” later beneath.
This stage is shown in Fig. 27.
The top coat of semi-gloss black latex was greyed and dulled
slightly by the addition of a little gloss white and ﬂat raw umber. This
simulates the “bleaching” of many years exposure to sunlight and gets
rid of that “just-painted-ﬁve-minutes-ago” sheen while preserving an
industrial, slightly shiny ﬁnish. As before, the paint was brushed over
a coat of almost-dry crackle glaze, allowed to crack and dry, sprayed
with water, and ﬂaked with a strong stream from the ﬂoretta. Since
the water runs down the walls of the set, sometimes when one is trying to remove paint from the upper areas a lot is accidentally washed
away below. This may be desirable, but when it is not, the frottage
technique or some dry-brushing can be used to ﬁx it. Make sure, however, to give any touchups an irregular, organic-looking edge. Because
the crackle glaze changes the value of the paint slightly, repairs will not
match perfectly.

Figure 27

The thick green paint that was set aside earlier was used to do
some subtle “blocking” in the moulding, the corners, and the decorative trim, as though some of the black paint had been scraped away
in those places. Since no crackle glaze was used and the paint must be
thick for the technique to work, the value is slightly lighter than the
green revealed by the crackle. This, and a “ﬁx” in the black paint in the
upper-left corner of the panel, can be seen in Fig. 28.
The ﬁnal steps were to ﬁx a few spots where green or black paint
had gotten on the “rust” areas, and to “sharpen up” their edges with
a small brush. Rust stains were added using some thin latex and a
misting of water from a preval. An overall aging glaze similar to that
Figure 28
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used on the sign, but a little stronger so it would ”read” on the darker
surface, was made with Rottenstone, raw umber, and black tints, suspended in a faux-ﬁnish glaze binder.
It was brushed on, stippled into the crevices of the texture, and
“ﬂuﬀed” with a long-nap roller to even out brush strokes. This dulled
the paint slightly and made the blocking and black touchups tie in. A
little tinted butcher’s wax “grunge” was stippled into the crevices and
the excess removed with a rag. The ﬁnal eﬀect is seen in Fig. 29, and
the detail of the lower right corner in Fig. 30.
A ﬁnal reminder: all of the techniques described in this article
and in the previous one can be used in many diﬀerent combinations.
These small-scale demonstrations are more elaborate than real scenery
would probably be, since I am trying to show several techniques at
the same time, on the same project. It is up to you to choose the materials and methods appropriate for the project you are working on.
Before attempting a large and ambitious project, always DO A TEST
to make sure that materials and techniques work the way you want
them to.
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Figure 29

Figure 30
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RUMINATIONS
Ruminations March 2010
by Rachel

Keebler

I am a Gemini. This indicates that I, among other
things, have the ability (and the curse) of seeing lots of
diﬀerent sides of things. So please be prepared for a bunch
of diverse ruminations and not much conclusion. What
has come to the surface of my ruminations at this time is
the subject of ﬁne artists wanting to become scenic artists.
From the ﬁne artist’s point of view this seems easy. After
all, they know how to draw, use brushes and push paint
around. From the outsider’s view of scenic artists it makes
sense: scenic artists use paint and brushes, too. From the
designer’s view it sounds good, too: this person can “ﬁll in
the gaps” using their creative training and add ﬂair where
it is needed.
I have recently been rubbing elbows with some ﬁne
artists who have a desire to become scenic artists and here
are some things I encountered. On the plus side, they can
see color well. Otherwise, it seems to take extra eﬀort for
them to try new things, namely, tools. The tools that these
two groups use are mostly diﬀerent on account of scale.
Everything is bigger. This means that the muscles that
are used are diﬀerent, too. The artists don’t seem to grasp
that they need to practice using these new tools in order
to master them. The approach to painting a piece is also
diﬀerent because of scale. Instead of being able to pallet
straight color out of the tube in order to cover a small
area, scenic artists must think in terms of gallons of color
mixed to be applied in layers over many square feet. Fine
artists are quite used to pleasing only themselves, and less
used to making art on demand, which is what scenic artists do. A scenic artist realizes that they are part of a team,
and only the designer knows the needs of the piece. Like
the clarinetist in the orchestra, they cannot just go oﬀ and
do what they feel like. They have to play in style with the
other players. A scenic artist is always aware that they are
trying to achieve a certain thing, and that they are really
in the business of A) ﬁguring out how to do it wholesale,
B) communicating those techniques to fellow painters, C)
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practicing it a bit to get it right and D) holding that technique consistently until that part is done.
The other aspect of scenic art that the ﬁne artists
take a while to grasp is that only a small amount of the
scenic artist’s work is the “fun stuﬀ.” A happy scenic artist is happy doing the other things, too: paperhanging,
texturing, silk-screening, rolling on the paint, mixing
color, cutting masks, stenciling, etc. I suppose it is the
craftsperson in us that just likes doing a job well done
with people we like working with. It is the problem solver
in us that delights in designing new tools and ﬁguring
out micro systems for producing things that are too few
for a production line and too numerous for doing it from
scratch each time. It is the organizer in us that sleeps well
at night knowing that the project is planned and ready,
conﬁdent that the people and their work will ﬂow, not
wasting time, energy or money.
The big complaints about ﬁne artists that I have
heard are that they work too slowly, they don’t know
what is important (and UNimportant). They overdo
things. They are only in it for the money. They ﬁxate
on small things and don’t see the big picture. The traditions, materials and shortcuts that scenic artists know to
use are missing. The inability to change styles in order
to have the same style as the rest of the painters on the
job seems to be another shortcoming. Well, most of this
can be solved by a good couple of summer-stock seasons,
and/or a batch of high school plays. Unfortunately, most
ﬁne artists that are looking to become scenic artists are
adults who have struggled in the freelance art world and
see the grass being greener in scenic art. They don’t really have the time or ﬁnancial situation to be able to do
summer-stock, though many of them do participate in
community or high school theatre where they are well
appreciated and learn a lot.
They are entranced and excited to ﬁnd this application of their talents. When they start painting in
professional theatre they are relieved of the primary responsibility of “what is it going to be” and suddenly ﬁnd
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themselves working in a semi-social environment, both
aspects of the business that are very nice, and there IS that
paycheck! If they struggled with self discipline in their artist lives they now just have to show up and someone will
tell them what to do.
So is there another side? Well, How about this: they
keep getting hired. From the employer’s side, there are distinct advantages, such as they live locally. They are willing.
They can probably come to ﬁll in at a moment’s notice.
They often aren’t asking for full time work, so can come
and go more easily into a business that comes and goes a
lot. There are lots of them and not so many handily available trained scenic artists. Many of the detrimental things
previously mentioned are not apparent to the employer,
particularly the speed issue. Often the fact that the job is
getting done at all is worth the (often lower) salary.

So, the ﬁne artists are among us, and I have found
them to be fascinated by what we do and quite nice for
the most part. The best thing to do would be to be aware
of their shortcomings and strengths and work them in.
The patience and persistence it takes to guide them usually will be appreciated and make things work out for the
best in the end.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Scenic Fitches at a Great Price!
Backstage Hardware has the best prices!

Prices by Size/Set

Each one of our scenic fitches is hand-made in
the U.S. using the finest Shanghai unbleached
hog bristle and a seamless nickel ferrule. The
brushes are cup-chiseled, allowing paint to
remain in the middle of the brush and giving
the artist a cleaner stroke. The lacquer-dipped
white birch handles are kiln-dried so they will
not warp.

¼”
½”
¾”
1”
1¼”
1½”
2”
3”

Purchase by the set for a great value.

$3.75
$5.50
$8.50
$13.50
$18.00
$21.25
$26.25
$35.70

Set of first 4 sizes above: $25.00
Set of first 7 sizes above: $77.58
All 8 sizes : $107.10

21 Drydock Ave.
Boston, MA 02210
Phone: 800.698.8995
Fax: 617.330.6997
sales@backstagehardware.com

www.backstagehardware.com
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By Oscar Brockett,
Margaret Mitchell, and
Linda Hardberger
Making the Scene is a lively,
beautifully illustrated history
of theatrical stage design from
ancient Greek times to
the present.
Distributed for the Tobin Foundation
for Theatre Arts

300 color & 50 b&w illustrations, $85.00 hardcover

UNIVERSIT Y OF
T E XA S P R E S S
Read more about this book online
800.252.3206
w w w. u t e x a s p r e s s . c o m

LOOKING FOR BACK ISSUES?
WE’VE GOT THEM!
BUY ONLINE AT:

www.paintersjournal.com

All previous 19 issues of The Painter’s Journal, as well as
2009-10 subscriptions, are available for purchase. You
can view the table of contents for each issue online at
www.paintersjournal.com.

Pricing

Single Issue: $9.00
Entire year (3 issues): $27.00
Entire set of back issues (6 years, 19 issues): $99.00

Questions?

Please write us at phelps@paintersjournal.com, or call
781-526-1017.

