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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
Happy Holidays!
Welcome to the third issue of The Painter’s
Journal! I know that everyone is busy during the
holiday season, but I hope you can take a little bit of
time away from the sleigh rides, twinkling lights and
holiday parties to enjoy this issue.
This issue is somewhat different from the past
two issues in that it has a theme: scenic art training.
Some time ago I already had lined up Lee Boyer to
write an article about his training studio in Urbana,
IL. Then I read a great article about scenic art training
at the Studio and Forum of Scenic Arts in the October
issue of Stage Directions. After reading that article I
realized that it would be a fun idea to have several
short articles about different types of scenic art training
programs, so I called up Rachel Keebler from Cobalt
Studios, Howard Jones from North Carolina School
of the Arts, and Mary Heilman from the California
Institute of the Arts to ask each to write an article
about their training programs. There are also three
other wonderful articles on other topics. Donna
Wymore contributes her perspective on Portfolio
Pointers. Our own research assistant Megan K. Pence
ponders the perennial question, should you become
a member of United Scenic Artists? Finally, Rachel
Keebler provides a solution to the problem of
stretching opera netting on cut drops.

In other news, I am extending the deadline for
submitting materials for the juried scenic art
exhibition to get a more diversified selection of
submissions. The new deadline for submitting
materials is January 15th, 2004. The guidelines for
submission can be found in your September issue or
at www.paintersjournal.com.
Finally, I would like to thank Judy Staicer for
stepping in at the last minute and helping with the
editing of this issue. Our Managing Editor, Sandy
Vance, came down with a dental emergency and Judy
came to the rescue. Thank you again, Judy, and get
well soon, Sandy.
As the weather outside is getting cold and snowy
for many of us living in the Midwest and Northeast,
there is nothing better than curling up by the fire
with a brand new issue of The Painter’s Journal. Best
wishes to each of you for a happy and safe holiday
season and a new year filled with beautiful painting.

Thank you and enjoy!
Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor

Our website is currently under new management.
Stephen Heroux is now keeping The Painter’s Journal
website far more up to date than I was able to do. I
would like to announce that if you are interested in
posting your resume or photos of your work on the
website, please submit them via e-mail to
info@paintersjournal.com.
The Painter’s Journal, Winter 2003
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EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES
PORTFOLIO POINTERS
by Donna Wymore, COLORado Scenery
Your portfolio presentation says quite a bit about
you, probably as much as, if not more than, the actual
photos themselves. The manner in which you present your
portfolio tells the interviewer if you are neat, organized,
and creative. Likewise, it can tell an employer if you are
messy, disorganized and static. A poor presentation can
misrepresent you and (if it becomes a choice between
you and another candidate) it can ruin your chances for
the job.
As an Art Department Manager at one of the largest
scenery companies in Los Angeles for many years and
now a scenery company owner, I’ve seen hundreds of
portfolios. Listed here are some basic guidelines to
consider when showing a portfolio to a prospective
employer.
So Many Photos, So Little Space
The photos that you include in your portfolio should
be the best representation of your work - a “greatest hits,”
if you will. Do not include everything you have ever
painted from every project you have ever worked on. With
your portfolio, less can often be “more.” Choose a variety
of painting styles (marble, wood grain, backdrops, rag
rolling, painted bricks, etc.) from a variety of venues
(theatre, residential faux finishing, retail display, film, etc.).
This shows the employer that you are equally comfortable
with several styles in several situations. Include a few
photos of yourself at work. This will reinforce the fact
that the work is actually yours and not someone else’s
work. Choose photos where the majority of the project
shown is something that you painted and not a group
effort. Also, be prepared to be able to narrate each photo
descriptively and comfortably.
Always the B
est P
olicy
Best
Policy
Never pad your portfolio with photos of anything
you didn’t paint yourself. The scenic art community is a
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fine example of “it’s a small world” and your dishonesty
will eventually be found out. Also, you may be asked to
paint something on a project that is similar to something
in your portfolio because the lead scenic artist thinks that
you can do it well. This could be a very sticky situation if
you didn’t do the work and have no idea of how to do it!
If you are just starting out and don’t have many photos,
simply remove the extra or blank portfolio pages. This
makes your portfolio appear honest and still in progress.
The D
isplay
Display
isplay’’s the Thing
The way your photos are displayed on the portfolio’s
pages can also say quite a bit about you. Remember to
keep your layout as businesslike and professional looking
as possible. Added artwork or graphics on the page is
fine, but avoid cutesy things such as geese with bonnets,
glitter and rhinestones, and copyrighted characters such
as Bugs Bunny. Instead, try a small graphic of your own
design in a corner or put a border around the photos. Try
some of these ideas: group photos of different sizes on
the page; title each page (for example, “Musicals” or
“Marble”); substitute a different type of paper for the
black paper that comes with the portfolio case; use those
old fashioned photo corners, etc.

My Portfolio Case is from the early 1950’s, but it is
in good condition and I get many comments on it. I found
it at a garage sale about 15 years ago. I think it helps me
stand out of the crowd a little bit, and when going on an
interview that is always a plus!
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Label the photos with the name of the project.
Handwritten labels must be legible. Labels may also be
made on your computer or with a label maker. Labeling
aids the interviewer in knowing what you did on the job
as well as helps you prompt conversation with them.
Adding your name to each page helps the interviewer
remember your name.
You may want to choose a portfolio case that is more
like a briefcase than a multi-ring binder. If you do, mount
or mat your photos on matte board so that they are stiff
enough to pass to the interviewer. Never bring loose
photos with you. It makes your presentation look
haphazard and you stand a chance of losing or ruining
your photos.

Just in Case
Like the page display, the actual case that contains
your portfolio also says something about you. Choose a
case that is no smaller than 8" x 10,” yet is neither too big
to take on public transportation nor so large that it takes
up the interviewer’s entire desk. Find one that holds
enough photos and fits your personality and display needs.
I have a vintage one from the 1950’s that’s in very good
condition. I found it at a garage sale and I get many nice
comments on it. Likewise, you may find one that fits you
and your needs in a very unlikely place. But it should not
be worn nor dirty. Take your time and shop around some
for one that works for you.
Leav
em Wanting M
or
Leavee ‘‘em
Mor
oree

Slip SSliding
liding A
way
Away
If you choose slides as your main presentation, be
prepared to bring a slide projector with you. Since slides
are not as popular as they once were, chances are that the
interviewer doesn’t have a projector handy. And it is nearly
impossible for an interviewer to see anything of your work
by holding a slide up to the light or by one of those small
slide viewers. Likewise, digital photos that are still in the
camera are very difficult to see through the viewfinder.
Take the time and print them out on paper. If your photos
are on a floppy disc or CD-ROM, be sure the interviewer
has the same computer program you do so they can actually
open the file. Chances are, they may not be able to open
it! You may be better off just printing the photos and
leaving it at that.

Take some printed materials with you that you can
leave behind with the interviewer. A color Xerox, a nice
copy print of a photo, a simple pamphlet or a postcard of
a photo of your work are all fairly inexpensive things you
can leave with the interviewer so that they remember you
and your work. Remember, be sure your name and phone
number are clearly visible on whatever you choose.

ABOUT THE A
UTHOR:
AUTHOR:
Donna Wymore is the Owner and Project Manager
for COLORado Scenery. Donna has been a professional
scenic artist for over twenty four years and was the Art
Department Manager and Charge Scenic Artist for the
largest scenery studio in Lost Angeles for nine years.

Ar
ake
Artt for Ar
Artt’s SSake
Remember, you are interviewing for a position as a
scenic artist and not for entry into a fine art gallery. Keep
personal art to a minimum, if any at all. Personal art has
very little to do with your ability to paint scenery and
sometimes the subject matter of the art piece can be
embarrassingly awkward to the interviewer. Avoid this
situation and leave the personal art at home or in a
different portfolio case.

The Painter’s Journal, Winter 2003
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
NETTING STRETCHERS,
A Problem Solved

L

by Rachel Ann Keebler, Cobalt Studios
About 12 years ago, Bill Raoul and I were hanging around
waiting for Howard Jones to get off the phone, and our
conversation strayed to the “Ya know, what we really need is a
new way to stretch opera netting on cut drops. We need
something that will space it evenly and make it easy to tell if your
count is right . . . something like . . .” and the idea of netting
stretchers was born. After years of frustration and puncture
wounds from using upside-down carpet strips, we knew we had
found a wonderful thing.
The edges of cut drops need support to keep them flat.
Opera netting, with its 1" squares, essentially replaces the muslin
that has been removed. It needs to be straight and square and
taut. These netting stretchers really make it easier, but make no
mistake, adjusting the netting is still an art. You see, not all
netting is 1" square, and even though we wet it before putting it
down, we sometimes have to dip it in size to shrink it. Anyway,
when you are done, you will be rewarded with netting that will
effectively support your cut soft goods. The investment of time
and materials may very well be worth it to you. Enjoy!

Lauan

Figure 1

Materials:
1 piece of ¼” lauan or plywood 4" wide by 4’-0" long
1 piece of 1"x 1" pine, 4’- 0" long, kerfed every 1"
3 pieces of heavy canvas, 5" x 5" square
Construction: See Figure 1
1. Take the 1" x 1" pine and kerf it (cut notches in it) every
inch.
2. Glue and staple the kerfed pine to the lauan.
3. Glue the canvas pieces to the lauan, one piece on either end
and one in the middle. Leave about half of each piece of
canvas hanging off the lauan.
Stretching the Netting: See figures 2 and 3
1. Create a box using four netting stretchers around the area
to be netted. Be sure the box is square, and the top edge is
parallel to the top of the drop and the sides parallel to the
center line.
2. With a hand stapler, staple the canvas flaps of the stretchers
to the floor. (You may want to staple down only two of the
stretchers at this time; the others can be stapled down after
step 3, to help pull the netting taut.)
3. Place the opera netting in the kerfs of the stretchers.
4. Pull the netting taut, stapling down the last two stretchers
if necessary, and attach the netting to the drop with glue.
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Figure 2: Netting Stretchers in action; The Music Man

Figure 3: Netting a Tree Border for The Music Man
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UNion or non-union:
Which is Better?
by Megan K. Pence, Bradley University
Theatre artists in all fields are forever plagued by
the question of whether or not to join a union,
whether it be Actors’ Equity, IATSE, Society of Stage
Directors and Choreographers, AFTRA, etc. Nobody
seems to have clear-cut answers to the questions
“Should I join the Union? Which Union is best for
me? When is the best time to join the Union?”
Despite the ambiguity of such a personal decision, I
hope to shed a little light on these questions for scenic
artists and painters. By uncovering a few details about
United Scenic Artists, perhaps I can help lift this
shroud of mystery.
What is USA Local 829?
United Scenic Artists Local 829 (USA Local
829) is a division of IATSE. This union’s main office
is in New York with regional offices staffed and located
in Chicago, Los Angeles, Miami and New England.
USA Local 829 accepts members in several theatrical/
film design areas including scenic design, lighting
design, costume design, computer art, and scenic art.
The Union serves to protect its members by
negotiating contracts, protecting working conditions,
and providing opportunities for benefits such as health
insurance and pension plans.
The Great Exam
Each category has separate entrance requirements
and exams. There are two different exam tracks, which
vary slightly by region. As the Union’s website states,
“The Track A Exam emphasizes professional theatrical
or related experience. Persons with special skills, useful
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to our industry, and/or an extensive background of
practical theatre, film or video work would belong
in this category. The Union is looking for applicants
whose experience and credentials are such that the
judges feel no testing is needed to determine the
applicant’s ability to function properly in the work
place. In order to qualify for Track A, applicants must
have been employed professionally for at least two or
more years in their appropriate field. Applicants not
meeting this requirement must take the Track B
Exam, or wait until further experience has been gained
and take a later Track A Exam.”
Scenic artists eligible for Track A would undergo
a portfolio review and an interview. These applicants
should provide recommendations from working
professionals, particularly from designers and/or
chargepersons for whom they have painted. Scenic
artists with less professional experience would follow
Track B. The Track B exam, depending on the region,
generally consists of a three-step process. In the Central
Region, for example, a scenic artist would first have a
portfolio review. The Union suggests that projects
presented be documented as completely as possible.
A home project would then be sent to applicants
about six weeks prior to their interview. Scenic artists
are sent photos to reproduce scenically. According to
the USA Local 829 website, “the Home Project is
designed to give the applicant a chance to show the
Exam Committee work done in an ideal situation,
progressing at one’s own pace. It is graded as a complete
package. Grading criteria include: technical
knowledge, familiarity with historical style,
completeness of work, use of color, drawing and
painting techniques, dramatic flair, originality and
production concept.” Home project requirements
for scenic artists include examples of “scenic painting
and other painting and graphic skills including
lettering.”
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Finally, Track B applicants have a two-day
practical examination. On the first day, the applicant
would demonstrate specific techniques, and on the
second he or she would reproduce a flat from a given
painter’s elevation.
To B
nion?
Bee U
Union?
United Scenic Artists provides many great
advantages to its members. First and foremost are
the benefits. Chris Phillips, Central Region Business
Agent for USA Local 829 says, “If you are serious
about making a living in this business, the advantages
of a union’s collective bargaining strength in wages
and working conditions, resources and networking is
vastly easier than working independently.” Union
member Katherine Ross mentions access to health,
401-K and pension plans, annuity funds. Ms. Ross
considers the Union a great professional credential.
As she claims, “one of the greatest advantages is getting
to work with other Union Scenic Artists who are as
good or better than you are.”
Or N
ot to B
nion?
Not
Bee U
Union?
Many scenic artists choose not to join the Union
however, and with good reason. People who choose
to work as independent contractors may find the
Union too binding. A Non-Union artist may have
opportunity to work on more than one job at a time,
whereas Union artists are more restricted in that
respect. A Union member cannot take non-Union
work calls, for example, and may find himself or
herself out of work. A non-Union worker has the
freedom to work at either non-Union shops or at
Union shops which will hire non-union painters. If
a person is looking to work for an hourly wage,
perhaps as supplemental income, then perhaps the
Union is not the best way to go.
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That is the Question . . .
Despite my aim to tip the balance in one
direction or the other, the truth is no one can make
this choice for you. The decision to join United
Scenic Artists is one each person has to make for
themselves. Donna Wymore of COLORado Scenery
advises you to “weigh all your options. You have to
look at where you are in your career and decide where
you want to go.” Whether or not you choose to join
the Union as a scenic artist, however, you may want
to take the Union Exam or look into the United
Scenic Artists Apprentice Program. As several field
professionals say, taking the test is worth it to anyone
who wants to be a professional scenic artist, because
even if you do not pass, the feedback you receive is
invaluable. Ms. Wymore comments, “taking the test
is so worth it. You’ll learn an incredible amount about
yourself and your skills as a painter in just 2 ½ days,
and I wouldn’t trade that for the world.”
If you would like more information about
United Scenic Artists Local 829, please look at their
website at www.USA829.org.

ABOUT THE A
UTHOR
AUTHOR
Megan K. Pence is a junior Theatre Education
student at Bradley University, Peoria, Illinois. Throughout
her college career, she has explored all aspects of theatre,
including: stage management (Big River, A Midsummer
Night’s Dream); costume design (The Adventures of Alice);
props (Side Man, All My Sons), directing (Linda Her),
and acting (Box/Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung).
Currently, Megan is assistant directing and doing
educational outreach for Bradley’s children’s show, Treasure
Island. She also serves as the Research Assistant for The
Painter’s Journal, is a member of Bradley’s student chapter
of USITT, and is the Vice President of the department’s
chapter of Alpha Psi Omega. Megan plans to pursue her
theatrical career in educational outreach and stage
management, and eventually earn her M.F.A.
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EDUCATION & TRAINING
teaching scenic art:
Why it matters
by Judith Staicer, Tufts University
The theme of this issue is the teaching of scenic art, and so
we explore the question, why is it important to teach scenic art?
To some, scene painting may look like an esoteric sub-specialty
of scenic design, itself not a high-profile activity except among
theatre people. Some undergraduate schools may see scenic art as
something too specialized or “professional” for the typical BA
program. Others may wonder what the big deal is- anyone can
put a brush into a bucket of paint and make the sky blue and the
grass green. But scenic art can’t be separated from scenic design,
and all design is about ideas. All scenery has to be painted, and it
is the painting that transforms pedestrian construction materials
into whole new worlds. Scenic art is indeed a form of magic, a
“sleight of brush” that tricks the eye, a lie that tells the truth. It
helps create meaning for the audience, and can even inspire new
understandings and new ways of thinking.
The scenic artist is no mere paint-pusher, much more than
an enlarger of small-scale paint elevations. With the great variety
of construction materials, paints, surface treatments and other
finishes available today, scenic artists must have a thorough
understanding of what these are and how they work togetheror don’t. They also must master a wider variety of painting
techniques than artists in almost any other medium. In part,
then, the scenic artist is a highly skilled craftsperson. Scenic artists
are also artists in their own right, inspired by the same passions as
are “fine artists;” but their work is separated from “fine art” by
scale, materials, purpose, the collaborative nature of the work,
and the specfic context (i.e., the stage, the museum display) in
which it has its life. Furthermore, the scenic artist is an educated
intellectual who must know and understand theatre and its
history, the history of art, the history of architecture, why people
come to the theatre, what a particular designer on a particular
production is trying to communicate. The scenic artist plays an
integral role in how a design connects with its audience, whether
it be though the breathtaking beauty of a translucent drop or
the high-powered glitz and polish of a set for an auto show.
Scenic artists are found working everywhere there is a built
environment designed for an audience to see. Theatre, television,
film and video, theme parks, restaurants, casinos, industrialseven in private homes where the owner wants a mural or other
special paint treatment. The varied nature of the work demands
an equally varied training.
Training for scenic artists involves, of course, the study of
a great many drawing,painting, texturing, and surface preparation

10
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techniques. The student of scenic art must also study the history
of art and architecture, theatre history, contemporary theatrical
practice, lighting design, etc. The hands-on nature of the work
means learning alongside established professionals, with
knowledge handed down as in the old master-apprentice system.
Another important part of the training is learning the
management skills necessary to be an effective charge artist.
The benefits to the student of scenic art are great. Scenic
art studies can act as a point of reference from which the student
studies the world. The scenic artist must learn a great deal about
art, history and humanity in order to communicate effectively
through their work. A major benefit, not often appreciated by
others, is the development of problem-solving, critical thinking,
and leadership skills that are highly touted in academia, and very
useful anywhere in life. The project has to be done on time,
within budget, with this much help and in that much (or that
little!) space. Since scenic design and scenic art are so closely
intertwined, the scenic art student will also learn to be a good
researcher. Even in a college program with only one scene painting
course, students can be exposed to the connections between
these various areas of study, and can choose courses from different
departments to expand their knowledge. This will not only make
them better scenic artists but will give them a broad general
education as well. Perhaps the biggest benefits to the student of
scenic art are the rewards of the exciting, challenging, and evervaried career that awaits them.
A well-trained scenic artist is an indispensable benefit to
any project, whether it is a stage performance or an industrial, a
museum or a theme park. The scenic artist is the one who breathes
life into the designer’s work by transforming mere muslin and
lumber into jungles, tattered slums, or other-worldly fantasies. A
beautifully and skillfully finished design will engage and move
the audience, evoke a strong emotional response, and help create
a richer experience with greater impact. Scenic art can’t solve the
great problems of the world, but its silent eloquence can help us
enjoy our lives and understand one another better. That’s a pretty
good reason to keep on teaching.

ABOUT THE A
UTHOR
AUTHOR
Judy Staicer teaches stage design in the Tufts University
Department of Drama and Dance and also works as a free-lance
set and lighting designer in the New England area. She has
worked with companies such as Stoneham Theatre, Gloucester
Stage Company, Boston Lyric Opera, The Public Theatre in
Lewiston, ME, Centastage, the Peabody House Theatre Coop,
and others. Judy has an MFA in Scenery, Lighting and Costume
Design from Carnegie Mellon, and is a member of United Scenic
Artists Local 829, the United States Institute for Theatre

Technology, and StageSource.
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WHY CoBALT?
by Rachel Ann Keebler, Cobalt Studios
Cobalt Studios was founded and designed by Rachel
Keebler and Howard Jones in 1988 for the purpose of
training Scenic Artists. Cobalt is located in New York
State 2 hours northwest of New York City, in the middle
of the woods. It’s a small place with a big reputation, a
reputation not only for painting scenery thoroughly,
intelligently and accurately but also for the style and quality
of the teaching. Whether it is a 4-day seminar, a summer
program or two-year long Scenic Artist Training Program,
this place takes teaching very seriously. As with a
conservatory program, it is not necessarily a fun time.
This is where you gain knowledge and then you practice,
because practice makes better. It is where you work on
your weaknesses in a safe environment and come out miles
ahead of everyone else.
An impressive array of top-notch painter/teachers
are always coming and going on the seminar schedule.
Students at Cobalt are immersed in painting for seven
hours a day- and seven hours a day is a lot of hours.
Taking classes in a studio where scenery is constantly being
painted aids in the immersion. Rubbing elbows and
painting with Scenic Artists from around the country
expands your base of knowledge and contacts. Being in a
class with other students from around the world and of a
variety of ages makes for a rich experience.

10

The Farmhouse at
Cobalt Studios
where students and
guest instructors
sleep and eat.
Sure, you can get a job now pushing paint around.
Every set has to be painted. Did you really want to be the
one who has to be shown everything? Wouldn’t you want
to be the one they call first because you have a good
reputation for thinking, for painting accurately and
beautifully, for solving problems and making things
happen? Certainly on-the-job training works, at least to
some degree, but wouldn’t you want to learn more
thoroughly and quickly in order to have the confidence to
stride right out there and wow them with your talent?
So, you get yourself up to Cobalt, you stay in the
old farmhouse, survive team cooking, joke-of-the-day,
stacking wood and rotating chores, enjoy good times on
the front porch, and leave with changed perceptions! (What
color are those clouds, really?)
All of this was the dream that Howard and I had,
and (by golly), it’s working! Painting, and all that goes
into it- that’s what we’re about!

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

Rachel Keebler in action during a foliage class.
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Rachel Ann Keebler is the owner of Cobalt Studios in
White Lake, NY. She has painted numerous shows including:
Doonesbury, the Real thing, Baby, La Cage Aux Folles, 9 1/2 Weeks,
Chaplin, K2, State Fair, thirteen years of the Hasty Pudding
Show, and many others. She has taught at both the North Carolina
School for the Arts and Temple University.
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EDUCATION & TRAINING
Scenic Art Training
At CAL ARTS
by Mary Heilman, Cal Arts
When I joined the faculty at the School of Theater
at Cal Arts I was impressed with the dedication shown by
the Design and Production faculty to both the craft and
the art needed to develop vital theatrical productions.
What an amazing opportunity for me to train scenic artists
and offer them an occupation that has kept me constantly
excited and rewarded as both an artist and a craftsperson.
What fun! As I developed the concentration of study in
scenic art on the graduate level here in the design program
I found students coming to us with a range of experience,
some “fresh out of undergrad” and others newly working
professionals. It became apparent that scene painting
needed its own program. The many wonderful
undergraduate design programs around the country have
produced students with a wide range of interests that do
not always fit into the specific graduate program areas.
Cal Arts is tailor-made for these students. They want to
learn more about scenic art because they realize that the
contribution of scene painting to production design is a
vital part of the artistic product. Scene painting opens to
an artist a range of choices that few other fields provide.

Cal Arts offers programs tailored to a student’s specific
interests and needs. Scene painting MFA students have a
full 3-year curriculum in which they develop a wide range
of artistic skills, broaden their base of theoretical
knowledge, and receive practical training enabling them
to put their knowledge to use. Because students arrive
with varied levels of experience, projects are individually
designed to extend the student’s range of expertise.
Training students to work as professionals in all areas of
the entertainment industry is at the center of the
curriculum choices.
The Cal Arts Theater School is known for its
dedication to developing new ways of thinking about theater
as an art form, providing a wonderful opportunity for
students to explore both traditional and non-traditional
solutions to any given design. A wide range of scene
painting techniques are taught and incorporated into the
designs produced here. Graduate scene painting students
must complete training in backdrop painting (both opaque
and translucent), trompe l’oeil techniques, faux finishes,
layout and cartooning, color theory and paint mixing, tool
management and usage, scenery preparation and applied
3-D textures. Also taught are techniques in aging, stencils
and wallpaper, and the duties of the various positions held
by scenic artists.
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The natural crossover between scene design and scene
painting is supported through both course and production work.

Scenic art students serve as the charge artists on theater
school productions with the responsibilities of both
managers and artists. Students also have the option of
taking coursework in other areas of the theater school as
well as in other schools in the institute. A number of
students have developed interests in fine art studio classes,
film, and puppetry.
The faculty at Cal Arts are working professionals.
Just as there are faculty here dedicated to the design
curriculum, there are also faculty dedicated to scene
painting. I feel this is vital as the primary focus of the
scene painting program is then never lost.
I work closely with students to make sure that they
have experience working in professional venues; the nonacademic credits help make strong resumes. Our graduates
work in professional scenic studios for film, theater and
television scenery. Our close proximity to Los Angeles
makes film and television work a natural choice. Other
graduates have worked for Walt Disney Entertainment,
mostly for parades and theme park productions, and some
have also found work in interior design, mural painting
and faux finish work. The first graduate of the Cal Arts
Theater School MFA in Scene Painting, Angelique
Powers, is now working with Susan Crabtree at Kenmark
Scenic Studios in Denver, CO after working with Rachel
Keebler of Cobalt Studio in New York. When Brian
Garber, an MFA third year student in Scene Painting,
was asked about his time here, he responded, “There is
nowhere else in the country that I could have been exposed
to the opportunities and training that I have received here
at Cal Arts.”

The MF
A Scene P
ainting curriculum is as follo
ws:
MFA
Painting
follows:
MF
A 1-F
all
MFA
1-Fall
Production
Graduate Play Analysis
Scene Painting
Advanced Scene Painting
Scenic Art and Prop Seminar
Architectural Styles
Life Drawing for Theater

MFA 1-Spring
Production
The Contemporary Theater
Scene Painting
Advanced Scene Painting
Scenic Art and Prop Seminar
Architectural Styles
Life Drawing for Theater

MF
A 2-F
all
MFA
2-Fall
Production
Advanced Scene Painting
Performance by Design
Techniques of Design
Scenic Art and Prop Seminar
Elective
(Perspective Drawing, Puppetry)

MFA 2-Spring
Production
Advanced Scene Painting
Vectorworks/Auto CAD
Design Methodology
Scenic Art and Prop Seminar
Light Lab
Elective (film course,
welding)

MF
A 3-F
all
MFA
3-Fall
Production
Advanced Scene painting
Scenic Art and Prop Seminar
Elective
(Prop Design and Construction)

MFA –Spring
Production
Advanced Scene Painting
Scenic Art and Prop Seminar
Elective

ABOUT THE A
UTHOR:
AUTHOR:
Mary Heilman is the director of the Graduate Scene Painting
Program at Cal Arts. Heilman was the lead scenic artist for South
Coast Repertory Theatre in Costa Mesa, Calif., for 16 years,
completing over 250 productions. She is currently an independent
contractor for Disney Entertainment working on projects for
Anaheim, Florida and Tokyo.
Heilman has also executed projects for the Kennedy Center, the Public Theatre, The Denver Theatre Center, the Old
Globe Theatre, the Arizona Theatre Company and the Mark
Taper forum, and designed sets for commercial use by Mazda,
Suzuki, Toyota and Mitsubishi.
During her career as a designer and scenic artist she has
worked on a wide variety of projects including film, theme parks,
industrials, videos and displays for exhibit at the U.S. Pentagon.
Heilman is an active member of the United States Institute of
Theatre Technology serving on national committees and participating in sessions related to the scenic arts. After completing her
undergraduate degree in fine arts at CSU, Stanislaus, she continued with study in Europe, Mexico and the Middle East as well as
graduate work at Otis Parson's Art Institute.
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Scenic Art Training
for Educators and
the Community
by Lee Boyer , Boyer Drawing & Painting
Wor
kshops, Wor
kshops, Wor
kshops
orkshops,
orkshops,
orkshops
I started teaching drawing and scenic art to high
school teachers and students six years ago as an outreach
activity while teaching with the Department of Theatre at
the University of Illinois at Urbana – Champaign. At the
Illinois High School Theatre Festival each year I presented
sessions, such as Basic Textures, Stencils and Pounces, and
The Charcoal Backdrop, along with sessions on scene
design topics. I found that the teachers and students were
enthusiastic about learning these basic skills and wanted
more exposure to scene painting fundamentals. I also
discovered that Illinois theater teachers had few choices
for Illinois State Board of Education accredited
professional development activities in theater, which they
need to maintain their certification.
To further test my perceptions of the need for more
scene painting training in high schools, this past June I
took my workshops to the International Thespians Festival
in Lincoln, NE and presented eight 1.5 hour sessions
over four days. Between ten and 30 participants attended
each session; there was clearly a need.

in its visual arts classroom, such as tempera, charcoal
sticks, and pastels. The second session each day was a
scene design creativity project in which students created
the set for a mini-musical about themselves using office
file folders, scissors, and tape.
Painting in a SShopping
hopping M
all
Mall
To help meet this need of teachers for professional
development, and to help people create more satisfying
scenic art and decorative painting, I opened the Boyer
Drawing & Painting Studio in Urbana, IL, last May. I
looked for a teaching space in Urbana and found one in a
former tobacco shop in Lincoln Square, a downtown
shopping mall. The studio floor measures 20’ x 45’; the
room can hold enough tables and chairs for a maximum
of sixteen students, or one short backdrop, and has a
small office area and a back room with a sink. The glass
walls in the front of the studio allow people walking through
the mall to watch as scenery is painted or classes are taught.
The large amount of foot traffic in the mall has helped
raise local awareness of the classes.
Illinois has over 400 public high schools, each with
one or more theater, drama, and art teachers. Boyer
Drawing & Painting’s primary market for workshops is
high school teachers, though creative homeowners and
painting contractors come here for workshops ranging
from basic faux finishing techniques to backdrop

The workshops were designed specifically to meet
the needs of high school teachers. The first session focused
on Money Saving Ways of Working with Scene Paint. It
introduced the idea of thinning down paints with water
to both save money and create washes and glazes.
Participants learned how to thin down scene paints to
stretch them further than house paint normally would,
and how to work with universal colorants to adjust the
color of donated paint or paint from the “oops” section of
the paint store. Students were exposed to some techniques
using common art supplies that a high school might have
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preparation. Students from the Chicago area enjoy being
able to drive a couple of hours to Urbana for a workshop
and return home on the same day.
Continuing Professional Development Credits
Once a month Illinois teachers can come to an allday workshop in the Boyer Drawing & Painting Studio to
learn basic paint techniques and earn continuing education
credit toward renewing their teaching certificate. The
Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) awards these
credits, called Continuing Professional Development Units
(CPDU), through an approved provider. Teachers earn
one CPDU for each hour of participation in a workshop;
my workshops provide 7 hours of hands-on training for 7
CPDU’s.
The ISBE has an extensive list of the content areas
and learning standards for teaching certificate renewal.
One content area is basic stagecraft skills; the Boyer
Workshops are listed in this content area to help teachers
meet this requirement. The workshops are also listed in
the content area for visual arts teachers, who are required
to have exposure to a variety of visual arts techniques.

The process of becoming a CPDU provider in
Illinois was fairly simple. The application process is
completed online at the Illinois State Board of Education
website. Applicants fill out a questionnaire about their
education level and qualifications, as well as those of all
instructors working for that provider, who must have the
same level of education. Through the online system the
approval of Boyer Drawing & Painting Studio as a CPDU
provider took less than a day. Once I was approved as a
provider, I filled out another questionnaire about the
content of each of the workshop topics, which were
approved through a similar process.
G etting the Wor
d O
ut
ord
Out
The next challenge after getting CPDU approval was
to let teachers know that these workshops were available.
The first step was to create an 11 x 17 flyer printed in
color; it lists the workshops, has a short bio, and has a
registration form for the workshops. I mainly used direct
mail to theatre teachers and visual arts teachers sent to
their schools, and also posted some flyers in local coffee
shops and libraries. For more information interested
customers can look to the Boyer Drawing & Painting
website at www.boyerdrawing.com. There they find a full
listing of workshops and information about the company.
Classes can be paid for by credit card through a web
connection with PayPal.
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Press releases about the workshops sent to local
papers turned out to be very effective. The result was a
feature article in the home section of the ChampaignUrbana News-Gazette, which generated a lot of interest
in the workshops: most of the students for the evening
faux finishes series had heard about the classes through
this article.
Another important step in marketing these
workshops is meeting teachers in person. This January,
Boyer Drawing & Painting will have a booth at the Illinois
High School Theatre Festival, where samples of wood,
marble, and brick projects will be displayed, and I will be
able to meet and talk with teachers. I’ll also present the
workshop session Money Saving Ways of Working with Scene
Paint at the festival, to give teachers a sample of what
Boyer Drawing & Painting has to offer.

The Wor
kshops
orkshops
There are two different class formats offered – allday workshops and evening classes. The all-day workshops
focus on a single topic from 9 am to 5 pm with 2 to 5
students. The small class size allows for lots of individual
attention. I can shift the emphasis of a class to the
particular needs of a student. Recent all-day workshops
included topics such as basic scenic finishes and backdrop
preparation.
The other class format is the evening classes. Each
topic is taught in a series of classes, usually on Thursday
nights for two hours. The four-evening faux finishes series
has proven to be popular, with 20 students participating
some evenings. I also teach a basic trompe l’oeil series,
covering cartooning techniques and basic light and shade.
ABOUT THE A
UTHOR
AUTHOR
Lee has 20 years experience in professional and
academic theater. While he enjoys scene design for
professional theater, Lee receives much satisfaction from
teaching theater students of all ages. His workshops on
painting have been presented at the International Thespians
Festival and the Illinois High School Theatre Festival. Lee
has taught scene design, painting techniques, and graphic
skills classes, to students from middle school to the
university level.
In addition to professional scene design and teaching,
Lee enjoys collaborating with student paint crews. His
experience ranges from working with students in painting
productions at the Interlochen Center for the Arts to six
years as the Scenic Charge Artist for the University of
Illinois Department of Theater in the Krannert Center
for the Performing Arts, where he oversaw the painting
and student crews for ten theater and opera productions
each year.
Lee’s scene design credits include the Whitewater
Opera Company, Great Western Music Festival, Krannert
Center for the Performing Arts at the University of Illinois,
and Parkland Community College.
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THE PAINTING PROGRAM AT
NCSA
by Howard C. Jones, North Carolina School of the Arts
The Program
North Carolina School of the Arts (NCSA) is an arts
conservatory located in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. The
Conservatory has five schools: Dance, Drama, Music, Film, and
Design and Production. In the school of Design and Production
we offer a BFA and MFA in Scenic Painting. The school also
offers majors in Scenic Design, Properties, Lighting Design and
Tech, Costume Design and Tech, Tech Direction, Motion
Control, Stage Management, Arts Management, and Wig and
Makeup Design.
Both the BFA and MFA Scenic Painting programs include
three years of Scenic Painting classes with additional arts courses
in design, rendering, lighting design, and stagecraft. The
curriculum includes a production component each year in which
students work on the productions for dance and drama, and on
some film projects.
We happily attract a large undergraduate population of
young, talented, energetic students. It is unusual for students to
decide on a career that early in their education; however, this
usually indicates a certain level of motivation or passion. The
graduate students come from varied backgrounds and schools.
Most of them have some experience in the workplace and want
to learn skills and techniques that will help them get established
in the theatre industry and to obtain their MFA as a teaching
credit. The strengths of our program are in the teaching of the
craft and skills, and in the technical facilities at NCSA.

The Curriculum
The Scenic Painting classes at NCSA are based on
fundamental drawing and painting concepts. I introduce the
basic concepts of 3-dimensionality with form and light, the use
of tools for drawing and tools for applying paint, and the basics
of paint chemistry. These concepts are continually woven together
to create the projects that I assign throughout the program.
I insist that the students learn to paint standing with the
work on the floor. Making the first drawing simple is important,
so that students can then concentrate on developing the good
posture and gross motor skills needed for the floor technique. I
want them to enjoy painting; these good habits will help them
to endure the physical demands of painting for long periods of
time. The skill of using a lining stick and bamboo also helps their
speed. I continue to reinforce floor technique with classes in
which we work simply on drawing large with grace and beauty.
Later we develop their brush skills and concentrate on the
techniques to yield the right effect quickly and easily.
The use of tools for painting is introduced in a nonnarrative fashion. It is important that a student learn how to
play with the tools we use before attempting to create wood
grain or marble. Simply manipulating an unfamiliar tool without
a goal is enough when confronting it the first time. In today’s
world anything that can transfer paint to a surface can be an
applicator. “Found” applicators and the controlled mess they
create can be a great benefit to many paintings. With such
applicators students must learn to apply the paint “evenly
unevenly” to avoid creating patterns, or showing the true shape
and size of the tool. This project introduces the concept of you
controlling the paint, not letting the paint control you. We all
know that if you spatter too much it will run and puddle, and
you’ve lost control of the paint.

Most of the students come to us because we are the only
East Coast school that offers an MFA in Scenic Painting. Many
students seem to be attracted by the amount of production we
do in association with the school of Dance, Drama and Music.
At NCSA, our students have an exceptionally high rate of
employment after graduation. However, they do not all go to
New York or even remain in the theater business. They go
everywhere in a wide variety jobs in the entertainment industry.
Some of my students have gone to major repertory companies
across the country, some move to New York and start piecing
together a freelance career, and some have even opened their
own studios. We encourage them to keep their options open as
they develop their careers. Doing so encourages them to apply
their skills and creative thinking broadly, so they don’t limit their
focus to one job or career path. Many of the undergraduates go

on to graduate school; however, we encourage them to work for
a time before continuing in school.
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Rebecca Lanctot and Rebecca Pancoast dry a sample of silk painted for a
kimono for the production of Top Girls. The mixing and sink area is
behind them.
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Students work on a one-day project
to develop their skills with casein
glazes and careful observation of
an elevation.

The first paint project is a simple color and design project.
It includes drawing tools and techniques, color theory, use of
applicators (brushes, roller, sponges, etc.), elementary mixing on
the canvas, lining, and forms. Next I assign a spray project to
finish instruction in the use of tools, and introduce masking and
friskets for large-scale painting. Working from a scaled elevation
for this project gives students their first exposure to the grid
method of drawing full scale.
When the first project is complete we make simple
observations of the textures created and how they visually mix.
These observations trigger their first leap into developing a
“Process” for approaching the work. I teach wood graining as a
“Process” which is broken down into a series of steps using a
variety of paints and glazes to create depth in the surface. Firstyear students must write down their “Process” for most of their
projects. This forces them to organize and think ahead like a
painter does, in steps and layers. The “Process” is not a contract
written in stone but a guide that I can review with them before
we start. Part of the process is testing for color and technique in
a sample, which is a valued part of any painter’s shop practice. It
also establishes a communication with each student about his or
her painting in a way that is not confrontational or critiqueoriented. We work on a painting together. After all, it is only
paint and can always be painted again.
To develop the skills of painting dimension, I introduce
the basic geometric solids: the cube, the sphere, the cone, and
the cylinder. The forms are lit with directional light, the students
draw them, and we discuss how light affects the values of that
form. We also observe the direction of the light, and I illustrate
the basic rules of how directional light affects shape. After that,
we start learning about basic molding and simple changes in
planes of an object. The use of the molding section and a
directional light help the students to understand why and where
to paint the different values to achieve a 3-dimensional look.
The concepts of light and shadow are reinforced in a project
using an overscaled marble cornice and a single column from
one of the five orders of classical architecture.
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In the second year we concentrate on bas-relief and getting
the directionality of the shadow to agree with complex shapes.
The first project is to paint a simple bas relief by painting in
layers. Then the students are assigned to carve a detailed basrelief and to duplicate it in a flat painting. A pre-Raphaelite
painting or a Renaissance painting is used as a source for further
work on shade and shadow on a form. This project is done in dry
pigment and animal glue size on a framed vertical flat. An 8’ x 8’
translucency project introduces value as an opaque/translucency
concept. Finally the painters are asked to paint a trompe l’oeil
window and a detailed cartouche in their final year.
The last part of the basics is the simple chemistry of paint.
Knowing how something works always helps one to use it
effectively. And the more we know about paints, the better
choices we make in material selection for a given product. The
first year class uses a basic vinyl acrylic paint for all the projects;
in the second year we begin to use other types of paint. Sometimes
we apply more than one size or prime on a project to illustrate
how the different choices affect the overall outcome of a painting.
I have collected unwanted dry pigment for years as it has gone
out of fashion, and still use it for the large project in the student’s
second year. The simple idea of making the paint adds to their
understanding of the practices and choices they make in a shop.
Knowing the properties and the basic chemistry of paint can
lead to very interesting results and helps painters to develop new
techniques to create effective looks or surfaces.
To continue exposing the students to new techniques and
materials I assign two projects in their third year using oil paint
for decorative purposes. The decorative painting opens a whole
new world of specialized brushes and tools. It is a new way to
paint with new problems of control to be solved.

Rebecca Lanctot finishes drawing a paper pounce of a cornice detail
for the ballet Sleeping Beauty.
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I hope that my students finish their final year and have
improved their skills and techniques, but most importantly I
hope they have started to think like painters. The skill of problem
solving will serve them well no matter their future direction.
They will be able to meet the challenges of a modern world
where the products are constantly changing and demands for
speed and efficiency are extremely high. I want them to have a
keen eye to observe subtle differences and be able to work out a
process to meet the demands of the work. And I want them to
play well with others, because it will always take a team to paint
any large-scale project.
Why is this Wor
th Teaching?
orth
I had the good fortune to be born into a family of artists.
Most of the family also taught in the public schools. So the idea
of learning as a part of life was a gift from my family. But how
dare I go out and work as an artist! “You won’t be able to make
a living!” They were supportive, but scared of the realities of
freelancing and working without the net of a regular job. But I
was a willful young man and loved what I found in the theatre.
I must admit I wandered around with my career and could have
been better at making choices to advance my career, but I was so
happy to make a living and still be freelancing, that I just went
along. I realize now that I did make some of the right choices,
and that wandering paid off in a breadth of experience that has
helped me understand what I think a student needs to succeed
in the world of art in a modern society. And who knew I would
like teaching, just like the family I loved.

Frequently students want a recipe for life and it is their
teachers who need to be honest. There is no recipe or formula
for succeeding in today’s world, but there is a way to work
through your career and make your life work for you. The idea
that everybody needs to work in New York is no longer the
maxim. And awards and acknowledgements do not measure
success. Feeling good about your work and knowing that you
are a productive contributor to the world is itself success. And
frequently that leads to unexpected awards and
acknowledgements. It is the chicken and the egg without the
pressure and stress. Like money, you will never have enough,
but how much do you need? You may need a home and a
partner to hug more than you need a penthouse.
But more than the information regurgitation and its effect,
it is the friends and peers that develop over a life of teaching that
I value most. Knowing that I am a link in the chain is reassuring
and gratifying. Scenic Art is a dying craft? Well maybe, but it is
my students that will redefine scenic art and find how it fits into
the future. And I have had the privilege of teaching them those
skills.
Graduate students Daniel
Thobias and Adrian Donley
paint the balustrade detail on
the backdrop for the ballet
Sleeping Beauty designed by
Raber Umphenour.

ABOUT THE A
UTHOR
AUTHOR
Students paint the 30’ x 55’ backdrop for the ballet production of Sleeping
Beauty designed by undergraduate Raber Umphenour.

So I see scenic art as something worth teaching, because I
think it is a way of working and seeing the world that solves
artistic problems or questions. Scenic artists will always be in
demand no matter the technological changes of the future; this
is a profession that is here to stay.
Students always want recipes and rules as they learn to
learn to paint. But frequently painting is like good cooking, and
it is the cook’s taste that makes a meal. So I try to teach how to
think like a painter. This also means talking and seeing like an
artist. That is not as easy a recipe for a good woodgrain.
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Howard C. Jones earned his B.A. degree from William Jewell
College. He has been a designer at theGoodspeed Opera House,
Starlight Theatre, American Heartland Theatre, North Shore Music Theatre, State Ballet of Missouri, Merrimack Repertory, North
Carolina Shakespeare Festival, Boston Conservatory of Music,
Coterie Theatre, Missouri Repertory Theatre and, New Theatre.
He has won the Elliot Norton Outstanding Designer 2000 and,
K.C. Drama Desk Award. Howard has painted for: John Conklin,
James Leonard-Joy, Santo Loquasto, Loy Arienas and, Jose Varona.
Howard is a Co-founder of Cobalt Studios in White Lake, N.Y.
He is a member of United Scenic Artists Local 829.
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