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CrystalGel®

Rosco’s New Texturing Material

CrystalGel allows you to quickly and safely add texture to scenic pieces, props or costumes.

It can be applied by brush, roller or pastry tube and will adhere to both hard surfaces, such

as plexiglass and metal or soft surfaces such as muslin and velour. It dries clear and can then

be painted. You can add liquids, such as paint or fabric dye to it, or such solid materials as

glitter, sequins, gimp or even feathers. We show some applications here.

You can apply CrystalGel to a 2 x 4 with a tool as simple as
a plastic spoon. The material will hold an edge without
“melting.”

CrystalGel will adhere to a number of materials used in stage-
craft. Some examples, shown here, are upholstery foam, poly-
styrene, pine, aluminum, ethafoam rod and steel.

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

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

www.rosco.com

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

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

Happy Holidays From 
The Painter’s Journal

 
 Welcome to the Winter Issue of The Painter’s Journal.  
I hope you are all enjoying this festive time of year and that 
a well deserved break is around the corner for all of you.  
We have another exciting issue for you this time with five 
articles full of color and great tips and ideas.

 In this issue you will find a new article from Rachel 
Keebler of Cobalt Studios about the product she uses to 
create a durable, comfortable and easy-to-use paint deck 
at her shop.  We have another article from George Tik-
homirov, director of the Tatiana Burakova Creative Art 
Workshop in Ekaterinburg, Russia. This time he shares 
his thoughts on the people, things and qualities needed to 
produce their beautiful backdrops and main drapes.  Gion 
DeFrancesco, whose article about creating parquet floors 
appeared in the Spring 2004 issue, has a new article  about 
creating realistic and durable slate and brick for the stage.  
Grace Uffner, who has just been accepted into the United 
Scenic Artists apprentice program, writes about her experi-
ences so far in this new program.  Finally we have the first 
of two articles by Peter S. Miller on trompe l’oeil painting.  
This first part focuses on where to find good information 
on decorative ornament and gives some definitions and 
history behind some of the most used types of decorative 
ornament.

  Looking ahead to future issues, we’d like to feature 
some articles on foliage techniques, translucent scenery, 
painting on plastic, metal, and other “non-traditional” 
surfaces, dimensional surface textures, and the impact of 
computer technology on scenic art and artists. If you have 
ideas to share about any of these or other topics, or know 
someone we should talk to about their knowledge and ex-
periences in scenic art, we’d love to hear from you.

 As I look ahead to the spring I am excited that The 
Painter’s Journal will have a larger booth this year at the 
annual USITT conference in Louisville. We’ll be in Booth 
#727, not far from the entrance to the show floor.  If you 
attend the conference, please stop by our booth and intro-
duce yourself. We like to meet our subscribers!  You can 
also renew your subscription at the booth and pick up back 
issues of The Painter’s Journal that you’ve been meaning to 
get.

 Thank you again for being a subscriber and I hope 
you enjoy your holiday season.

Thank you,

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
The Painter’s Journal
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BACKYARD TEXTURES
by Gion DeFrancesco, Miami University of Ohio 

 In June 2005, the Contemporary American The-
atre Festival in Shepherdstown, West Virginia, pre-
miered Lydia Stryk’s drama American Tet.  Much of the 
play’s action took place in a typical suburban American 
back yard. Scene designer Markas Henry created a stage 
picture that reflected the conflict in the script by placing 
realistic elements against a weathered wood abstraction 
of an American flag. Next to the well-manicured lawn 
was a red brick retaining wall surrounded by a perfect 
white picket fence, a slate patio, and a redwood deck. 
(See Figure 1.)

Fig. 1

 The stone surfaces provided several challenges. Real 
brick and slate would have looked very nice in the small 
Studio Theatre but, in that CATF runs its season in rep-
ertory with as little as two hours or so for changeovers, 
the weight of real materials would have made change-
overs a challenge to say the least.  The scenic art staff 
and the carpentry staff therefore joined forces to manu-
facture realistic-looking, lighter-weight brick and slate 
out of materials we either had in the shop or could find 
at the local home improvement warehouse. Our time 
frame was short and our budget was low. Our results, 
however, proved our methods valid. The textures looked

real, were easy to shift during changeover, and held up to 
a month-long run.  For those who may find themselves 
in a similar situation, what follows is a step-by-step ac-
count of the process used to create the slate for the patio 
and the brick for the retaining wall for anyone else who 
may find themselves in a similar situation.

Slate Patio
 Our faux slate began as 1/2” MDF cut into four 
different sizes. My intern and I used angle grinders to 
carve out the layered ridges typical in slate. We con-
sciously tried not to carve the same-sized pieces in ex-
actly the same way. (See Figure 2a and 2b.)

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

Fig. 2a

Fig. 2b
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 When we finished carving, we proceeded to give 
the MDF a slight overall surface grain, similar to that 
of the slate we were using as a reference, by applying 
a layer of vinyl spackle mixed with glue and running a 
paintbrush through it. (See Figure 3.)

 Since the slate was going to be laid as a patio, it 
had to withstand being walked on. We waited until the 
surface treatment was dry, and then applied a layer of 
polyester resin.  We saved a step, when we did a second 
batch of slate, by using Bondo in place of the vinyl/glue 
mixture. 

 Then the pieces were given a base coating of grey 
Tough Prime (a mix of black and white) (Fig. 4), after 
which they were individually adhered to a sheet of 1/4” 
Masonite, measuring the overall size of the patio. The

next phases were then pretty straight forward. We ap-
plied thin washes and spatters of red-orange (the deck 
color), green (the grass), light grey, and warm brown 
(colors in the flag), to give variety to the slate and to tie 
together the colors of the other surfaces on the set. To 
seal, we used several coats of Crete Seal, a commercial 
concrete sealer.  This protected the surface and also gave 
the slate a slight sheen. (See Figure 5.)

Brick Retaining Wall
 We had a limited time frame in which to accom-
plish the brick texture. The shop cut 2 x 7 rectangles of 
1/4” Masonite and attached them to the retaining wall, 
thereby creating a brick pattern. We used trowels to ap-
ply ready-mixed concrete patch to the entire surface, 
even filling in the mortar lines between the Masonite. 
(See Figure 6.)

      Fig. 6

 To reestablish the mortar, we found a triangular 
scrap of Masonite and rounded one point until it was

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

Fig. 3

Fig. 4

Fig. 5
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about 1/4” in diameter. (Fig. 7.) The process of run-
ning this rounded point through the mortar cracks left 
a concave depression in the concrete patch, which very 
closely resembled the real thing. We found it cleaner to 
do the verticals first, and then run through the horizon-
tal course lines. (Fig. 8.)

 Once the mortar was redefined, we gave the bricks 
a uniform rough texture by stippling with a foam float. 
(See Figure 9a and 9b.)

 Just to make sure the concrete patch did not rub 
off when the actors walked or sat on the top edge, we 
sealed the surface with two coats of Elastometric roof 
coating before coloring the brick.

 We were trying to achieve a “perfect” brick look 
with this technique. The concrete patch has a long work-
ing time; this makes it possible to achieve the look of 
different types of brick simply by working with a variety 
of tools. When I returned home, I experimented with a 
few variations:

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

Fig. 7

Fig. 8

Fig. 9a

Fig. 9b
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1. Wire-cut brick:  After evening with the foam float, 
run a rough brush through the wet cement patch.  (See 
Figure 10 and 11.)

2. Smoother, more aged brick:  Use a sponge and 
water to even out the concrete patch.  I roughened the 
edges of the Masonite “bricks” with the angle grinder 
before applying texture, and did not remove as much 
substance from the mortar cracks. (See Figure 12 and 
13.)

 While the process of cutting and attaching the Ma-
sonite “bricks” can be time consuming, it is quicker in 
the long run than lining. The concrete patch adheres 
well enough that it can be applied on horizontal or verti-
cal surfaces and it also takes paint well. 

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 Gion is an assistant professor of theatre at Miami 
University  in Oxford, Ohio where he designs scenery 
and serves as scenic charge artist and production man-
ager. As a freelance scenic artist he has worked for 3DX 
Scenic in Cincinnati, OH,  charged for Struthers Li-
brary Theatre in Warren, PA and for the Contemporary 
American Theatre Festival in Shepherdstown, WV. He 
has also designed at a number of theatres across the 
country including Big River at the Gallery Players of 
Brooklyn, I Love You! You’re Perfect! Now Change! at the 
Florida Repertory Theatre, The Magic Flute at the Illinois 
Opera Theatre, and Fallen Angels at Ovation Theatre in 
Cincinnati, OH.

Fig. 10

Fig. 11

Fig. 12

Fig. 13
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AN APPRENTICE’S 
PERSPECTIVE

by Grace Uffner

 Being a person from a visual art background, I 
aspired to become a scenic artist.  Because I had only 
limited experience in the field, however, the USA Scenic 
Art Apprenticeship Program appealed to me.  Run by 
the United Scenic Artists Local 829, this is a three-year 
program geared towards individuals who are interested 
in joining the union but who have fewer than three years 
of relevant experience.  Participants in this working ap-
prenticeship learn on the job, receiving more guidance 
than a general union painter ordinarily requires, and are 
obliged to attend specific classes taught by union scenic 
artists. The program is very active in helping the appren-
tice find a job, often linking each apprentice up with a 
journeyman scenic.  During my first job as an apprentice 
at Hudson Scenic Studios, where I worked on The Color 
Purple designed by John Lee Beatty, I actually shadowed 
a journeyman scenic. It was a great way to learn new 
techniques because there was always someone to whom 
I could go with specific questions.  Below, then, is a brief 
explanation of the Apprenticeship Program from an ap-
prentice’s point of view.

Applying
 New apprentices are accepted once every three 
years. The next applications will be accepted in 2008 for 
2009. An application can be obtained at the Union of-
fice or online at www.usa829.org   The application pro-
cess consists of three sections:

1. General Aptitude Test:   tests basic knowledge of 
tools, color theory, art history, etc.

2. Practical Skills Test:  a full-day exam requiring the 
completion of a series of drawings, some drafting, and

a reproduction of a painting determined by the Union. 
Paint is provided, but applicants need to bring any other 
supplies deemed necessary.

3. Portfolio Review and Interview:  basically self-ex-
planatory, however, the panel does not want to see “per-
sonal,” i.e. abstract art.  

 It is good to have a well-rounded portfolio in order 
to show the breadth of your skills. It would therefore 
be appropriate to include in your portfolio a couple of 
faux-finish samples, drafting, and drawings. The follow-
ing are a couple of pieces that I presented during the 
portfolio review.

1. A reproduction of “The Girl with a Pearl Earring,” 
attempted in bistre technique. (Used by the old masters, 
the bistre technique uses warm and cool undertones to 
shape the drawing. The local colors and shade, etc. are 
painted over the bistre.)   

EDUCATION & TRAINING
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2.   An ornamental trompe l’oeil piece done on muslin.
 

The Program
 Once accepted, the apprentice is expected to at-
tend Saturday classes, where he/she is introduced to 
some theater history and the techniques of the trade, 
such as trompe l’oeil effects, Lester Polakov’s Doughnut, 
reading a blueprint and using a scale rule, and many 
other techniques. The idea is not only to learn these 
techniques, but also apply them to the work.  The ap-
prentice is required to complete a total of 4,000 hours 
of work training to pass the program. Each apprentice is 
expected to maintain a Blue Book while on the jobsite, 
tracking the precise hours spent on discrete tasks.  Each 
apprentice must also keep a written journal which de-
scribes his/her day-to-day performance and any newly 
learned information and/or skills. Additionally, each 
apprentice is charged with developing a drawing jour-
nal.  This is the fun part. It is a tool for practicing and 
working on any new or old skills. All these materials are 
periodically presented to the Committee, who judge the 
contents and assess the apprentice’s progress. 

 Job placement, whether for initial employment or 
following a lay-off, begins with contacting the program 
administrator, Cathy Santucci-Keator.  Due to the na-

ture of the industry, there is never a guarantee of stable 
work, although there are a variety of job opportunities 
for the scenic apprentice in scene shops, movies, com-
mercials, and television. The employment of an appren-
tice is based upon on a five-to-one ratio of journeymen 
to apprentices, which is to say there must be five jour-
neymen working before an apprentice can be hired. An 
apprentice starts at 55% of a journeyman’s wage; this rate 
increases 5% every four months. Apprentices are a part 
of the union and therefore have the same rights as gen-
eral members of the union, including the right to vote 
on contracts and elections and to attend meetings and 
join committees. It is very important that new members 
attend meetings and vote on such things because they 
will eventually be affected by current decisions.  In ad-
dition to these rights, each apprentice receives the same 
pension and welfare package as any other union mem-
ber. The apprentice is, however, subject to a three month 
probationary period, to allow for a determination of his/
her focus and dedication. 

 Now this all sounds exciting and glamorous.  It 
certainly is exciting, but glamorous it is not--especially 
when working on movies. The hours are long, the speed 
is fast, and the stress level is high. But if you love that 
intensity, interesting and odd people, and the process of 
creating a great set, you will have no problem!

To be continued……..

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 Grace Uffner has a B.A. degree in Painting from 
Bard College.  She attended the Cobalt Studios two year 
Scenic Artist Traing program, under the instruction of 
Rachel Keebler, and is a current participant in the Unit-
ed Scenic Artists Local 829 Apprenticeship Program in 
scenic art.

EDUCATION & TRAINING
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All That Glitters is . . .
Trompe L’oeil 
Creating the Illusion of Gold 
Ornament with Paint, Part 1

by Peter S. Miller

 This is the first in a series of two articles covering the re-
searching and painting of gold trompe l’oeil ornament.  In this 
issue, I provide some terminology and historical background 
while offering photographs of actual three-dimensional orna-
ment in the real world. I also discuss some pertinent research 
material (since designers do not always provide it) and the 
problems of interpretation posed by some of this informa-
tion.  At the end of the article is a bibliography of ornament 
research books, categorized in accordance with their useful-
ness to the scenic artist.  In the next issue of The Painter’s Jour-
nal I will detail the specific drawing and painting processes of 
creating the trompe l’oeil illusion of gold ornament that we 
used while I was working as the Resident Scenic Artist at the 
Wolftrap Opera Company in Vienna, Virginia.  Our methods 
were adaptations of a technique that I learned while study-
ing with Lester Polakov at The Studio and Forum of Stage 
Design.  Figures 1 through 4 on page 11 give a preview of 
techniques discussed in the spring article, which examines 
four productions in depth. The pictures show the step-by-step 
process for painting a gold cartouche against a verde antique 
marble background. 

 The technique of painting trompe l’oeil ornament (us-
ing values of light and shade to create the illusion of three-di-
mensional decoration on a two-dimensional surface) has been 
a tradition for many centuries.  Wall paintings of fantastical 
architecture enriched with elaborate ornament, from the ruins 
of Pompeii, are evidence the custom existed within the Roman 
Empire—two thousand years ago!  Throughout the Renais-
sance, trompe l’oeil architecture and ornament were used to 
enliven frescoed walls, and the newly-discovered tricks of per-
spective created the effect of vast space on ceilings. During this 
period, the same perspective principles were used in the the-
atre to create spectacular vistas of palaces and city streets, and 
painted ornament was used to enhance the illusion. Trompe

l’oeil ornament in the modern theatre is mostly limited to 
productions that lend themselves to a more stylized, histori-
cal, and painterly approach, such as revivals of older plays, 
musicals, ballet, and opera.

 When the set designer presents the scenic artist with a 
half-inch scale elevation of such a stylized design, the scenic 
artist must be able to interpret it.  Beneficial if not invalu-
able in helping the design “grow up” into full-size scenery is 
knowledge of both real ornament and the available research 
information.  Students often have problems drawing and 
painting ornament because they tend to reduce it to soft, 
rounded forms like something made of clay or bread dough 
rather than stone, wood, or metal. The best cure for this is ob-
servation: if you live in a city or town or attend a college with 
architecture from the nineteenth century – look up! Take the 
time to examine the play of light and shadow on the build-
ings around you. Reference the numerous fine books on the 
subject, many of which are reprints of Nineteenth century 
pattern books originally fashioned for architects and crafts-
men.  Dover Publications, Inc. distributes many such books 
in affordable, paperback editions.  Figure 5 shows examples of 
such books and, as previously mentioned, a bibliography also 
appears at the end of this article. 

Fig.5 

   
I. Historical Background and Examples

 Most of the historical information that follows comes 
from Dora Ware and Maureen Stafford’s delightful book, An 
Illustrated Dictionary of Ornament. Other sources are The Illus-

EDUCATION & TRAINING



The Painter’s Journal, Winter 2005 www.paintersjournal.com 11

EDUCATION & TRAINING

Fig. 1 Fig. 2

Fig. 3 Fig. 4

Three color nuetral lay-in. Lights and darks added.

Light and dark accents added. Cast shadows and reflected light added.
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trated Dictionary of Historic Architecture, edited by Cyril M. 
Harris, and the glossary from James Stevens Curl’s Classical 
Architecture.  Featured photographs were taken in New York, 
Cambridge, London, San Diego, and Washington, D.C.

The Capital
 A capital is the decorative element at the top of a col-
umn, which physically and visually transfers the weight of the 
lintel, or entablature, above, to the column shaft below. Most 
people are familiar with the three major orders of Classical 
architecture and their specific capitals: the Doric, the Ionic, 
and the Corinthian. Each important period of European ar-
chitecture usually had its own distinctive capitals, or slight 
variations from the classical models. Figure 6 shows a Corin-
thian capital.  

 

Fig. 6

The Acanthus Leaf
 The acanthus leaf had its origins in ancient Greece and 
was then adopted by the Romans, who spread it throughout 
their empire. It is familiar from the Corinthian capital and is 
a stylization of actual plants: Acanthus Spinosus and Acanthus 
Mollis. It is sometimes adapted into a repeating scroll pattern. 
Variations occur in the Byzantine, Romanesque, Renaissance, 
Baroque, Rococo, and Neoclassical styles.  When a Corinthi-
an capital is drawn in perspective, the curled tips of the leaves 
form two ellipses – an important clue to getting the perspec-
tive right.

 The plaster Neoclassical acanthus leaf in Figure 7 is from 
a display outside of its natural habitat: the Richmond Room 
of the American Wing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York City.

The Cartouche
 In the study of Egyptian hieroglyphics, the word “car-
touche” refers to an oval frame surrounding the characters that 
form a pharaoh’s name. In Western ornament, a cartouche is a 
shield-like tablet with a raised bulge in the center, often with

EDUCATION & TRAINING

Fig. 7
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an elaborately scrolled and curled edge. It frequently carries an 
insignia or the coat-of-arms of a prominent family and is seen 
above doorways, gates, tombs, or on chimney-pieces. In his 
introduction to the book Baroque Cartouches for Designers and 
Artists, by Johann Ulrich Krass, Edward A. Maser states that 
the French word “cartouche” derives from the Italian word 
“cartoccio,” meaning a twist or roll of paper. The edges of this 
paper or parchment were cut and curled like the archetypal 
pirate treasure map. Commonly found in Renaissance paint-
ings is such a scroll containing the artist’s signature or date. 
It evolved, by the Seventeenth century, into the sculptured 
forms that we see today in stone, wood, and metal. Figures 8 
and 9 show examples. 

       Fig. 8

The Festoon
 A festoon is a garland of fruit or leaves which is based 
on Greek and Roman temple decoration, where it alternated 
with a “bucranium,” the skull of a sacrificial ox, forming a 
decorative band or “frieze.” It is often associated with harvest 
festivals. In those cases when the festoon is a drape of fabric, 
it is known as a “swag.” Examples are shown above the car-
touche in Figure 8 and in Figure 10.
    

    
Consoles, Corbels, and Brackets
 These are all terms for architectural elements that proj-
ect from a wall to support a particular structure, such as a 
balcony, a cornice, or the ribs of a vaulted roof. A console 
is a Classical form with a scrolled decoration on either side. 
When supporting a cornice, consoles are also called “modil-
lions.” Figure 11 shows a pair of consoles.

    

EDUCATION & TRAINING

Fig. 9

Fig. 10

Fig. 11
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The Mask, or Mascaron
 A mask is an ornament in the shape of a human or 
partially human face.  It was originally inspired by the hol-
low wooden faces of the Greek theater, which had exagger-
ated mouths for the purpose of amplifying the actors’ voices.  
They are often caricatured; but when they are distorted with 
the addition of plant and animal forms, they are known as 
“grotesques.” Sometimes the mouths are used as the spouts of 
fountains. Figures 12 and 13 show examples.

The Volute
 The volute is a spiraling, scroll-like form perhaps most 
familiar from the Ionic column capital. It is also used on con-
soles, cartouches, furniture, picture and mirror frames, pedi-
ments, and the necks of stringed instruments. It may have 
once been based on an abstract geometrical form, a sea shell, 
or the horns of a ram – nobody knows for sure. 

 When drawing a volute in perspective or determining 
the shape of its cast shadow, it is helpful to remember that the 
center of the spiral or “eye” is usually the highest point. Figure 
14 shows a console with a volute on its side; notice how the 
spiral is like a gradually inclined road going up a mountain, 
with the eye as the observation point at the top. Depending 
on the period and style of the ornament, the eye can terminate 
in various ways: with a flat spot, a curl, or a rounded button.

  Several books on Classical architecture contain instruc-
tions and diagrams for the drafting of volutes using measured 
points and a series of arcs drawn with a compass. In show 
business, unless the volute is very large or featured prominent-
ly in the design, this degree of detail is usually not required.

The Shell
 The shell motif has been used since Classical times, but 
was especially popular in Europe between the latter part of 
the Seventeenth century and early part of the Eighteenth 
century. During this period, known as the Rococo, elaborate 
asymmetrical ornament based on shells and other marine life
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forms was used in paneling, mirror frames, furniture, table-
ware, and the other decorative arts. Ornament featuring shells 
is known as “Coquillage.”   See Figure 15.

Urns and Vases
 Urns and vases also have their origins in the Classical 
period when, according to Roman tradition, urns were used 
to contain the ashes of the cremated dead.  A vase contain-
ing provisions for the afterlife was, during some burial ritu-
als, placed on the grave. The urn was a popular device in the  
Eighteenth century, when it was used on a variety of struc-
tures, including furniture, balustrades, and as finials on gate 
posts. Flames coming from the top symbolize resurrection. 
Figure 16 shows an urn. 

Books and Research
 If the designer has provided a clear, correctly scaled el-
evation of the ornament you are about to paint, you have a 
big advantage. Sometimes, however, this is not the case. The 
ornament is often but a small detail on a much larger archi-
tectural backdrop.  Precisely because it appears so small, there

is not enough information to draw it in full scale accurately. 
Occasionally, you will either get a detail drawing in a larger 
scale or additional research (usually in the form of a photo-
graph or a photocopy from an ornament book). Part of the 
scenic artist’s job is to apply this information to the sketch, 
making any needed adjustments in perspective and/or the 
angle of the light source.  If the designer has not provided you 
with supporting information and those tiny, vague squiggles 
on the paint elevation need to become lush acanthus leaves 
when they grow twenty-four times larger, turn to the books 
rather than just faking it – the ornament will almost always 
look better.

 

 
 

 Most ornament research comes from books that were 
originally published in the late Nineteenth century, a period 
Mark Twain referred to as “The Gilded Age,” when one his-
torical revival in architecture followed another in dizzying 
succession. The era’s obsession with decorating every possible 
surface led to a huge interest in ornament.  Consequently, 
numerous books were published as resources for designers and 
artisans. Fortunately for us, many of these books are currently 
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available  in inexpensive paperback editions from our friends 
at Dover Publications, Inc. Of all the easy-to-find books avail-
able, two are particularly useful.  Moreover, they complement 
each other perfectly.   The Handbook of Ornament by Franz 
Sales Meyer is organized by object. Originally published in 
1892, it includes such chapters as “Geometrical Elements,” 
“Natural Forms,” “Utensils of War and Hunting,” “Frames,” 
and “Jewelry.” Alexander Speltz’s The Styles of Ornament is 
organized by historical period; headings include “Prehistoric 
and Primitive Ornament,” “Egyptian Ornament,” and “Ro-
man Ornament,” all the way up to “Neogrec Ornament in 
Germany,” the period about sixty years before the book was 
originally published in 1904.  This book reflects some of the 
cultural bias of its day (the focus is on Western ornament pri-
marily), but between these two books can be found the solu-
tion to almost any ornament contingency that arises in a show 
set in Europe or America before 1900.

 When using research from the Nineteenth century, it is 
important to be aware of the period’s conventions of illustra-
tion. Because most of the books are in black and white, areas 
of shade and cast shadow are rendered with dense hatching 
or engraving lines. Unless the desired effect is that of a Nine-
teenth century illustration (which it might be!), it is impor-
tant that the scenic artist not take the research too literally.  
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A Great Paint Deck: 
Impregnated Fiberboard 

Insulating Sheathing
by Rachel Keebler, Cobalt Studios

 At Cobalt Studios, we’ve been using Celotex brand 
insulation board (impregnated fiberboard insulating 
sheathing) as a paint deck for many years. Impregnated 
fiberboard insulating sheathing is used as a roofing in-
sulation, and is available at your local building supplies 
store. Celotex is one brand; this product is also made by 
Georgia Pacific, and is called G-P Roof Fiberboard.

 A while ago someone emailed me and asked about 
the use of this board as a paint deck. My response was: 
“We surely love our Celotex! Or rather, we would love it 
better if we could get the stuff we used to get.” 

 The first round of Celotex brand insulation board 
(a.k.a. “Black Board”) that we bought was black through 
and through, as the asphalt completely penetrated the 
whole board. It stayed useful for ten years, and did not 
warp. 

 We can no longer get that type of board, however, 
and what we can obtain now is only coated with as-
phalt as it is pale inside. The surface of this type peels 

off if it is cut... not great. Oh well. So don’t cut on it! 
It works OK even though it is not as tough as the first 
board we bought.

 There are a number of big advantages to this in-
sulation board versus plywood or regular wooden floors 
as a paint deck surface:

1. Even though it is tough enough to hold the 
staples in, it is soft. People working on it all day 
do not get shinsplints or sore feet (unless they are 
out of shape).

2. It is REALLY easy to pull the staples out. No 
more wrenching out staples with screwdrivers 
and a pair of pliers! Hurray!! Just grab the fabric 
and pull, then pick the staples out of the fabric 
(unless it is a scrim... then carefully pull out the 
staples one at a time with your fingers).

3. Although it is thin, the insulation board is 
warm to sit on. We have it laid on our concrete 
floor, and if you have to sit on it for hours (e.g., 
for cutting or netting) you do not get cold at all, 
like you do if you are sitting on cement.

4. It is cheap, comes sealed and is easy to cut. We 
just use a straight edge and matte knife.

5.  It does not warp. Two alternative materials, 
homosote and “sound board” (uncoated fiber-
board), warp pretty badly and should be avoided 
as paint deck coverings, especially since homosote 
is three times as expensive as insulation board.

6.  As the fabric stapled to the insulation board 
shrinks, it pulls inward, keeping the boards to-
gether, which means that we do not have to at-
tach the insulation board to the floor. This makes 
it very easy to replace the boards when necessary.  
(When securing soft goods to the insulation board, 
we use 1/2 inch staples.  Staples are spaced about

A Celotex panel under Bogus paper at Cobalt Studios.
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3 to 4 inches apart around the sides and top of a 
backdrop, and 2 inches apart along the bottom.)   

Laying out a piece of muslin on the floor at Cobalt Studios.  
Photo by Francis Key.

 These are some things that are good to keep in 
mind when using insulation board:

1. It makes a great semi-permanent or temporary 
floor surface for painting backdrops; it is not good 
for all-purpose scene shop installations. It will get 
mashed under the weight of heavy wheeled ob-
jects. It is important to have a place to stash it 
when it is not in use, and it is best stored flat. 

2. The asphalt surface rubs off on things initially, 
so the insulation board needs to be covered with 
bogus paper taped together with masking tape.

Turning the paper over or changing it periodi-
cally (about once every three to four drops) en-
sures that you have a nice clean surface when you 
need it.

3. Stapling the drop too close to the far edge of 
the boards can result in the sized drop lifting 
up the boards as it shrinks. To remedy this, we 
watch the drop for 5 minutes after sizing it, and 
if it starts to lift up the boards, we weigh it down 
with lining sticks held down with full paint cans. 
About one in twenty might do this.

4. In the summer, extended periods of humid-
ity cause the boards to swell and form a couple 
of raised ridges across the floor. I’m not sure if 
installing climate control is necessary, and I have 
not ever heard of anyone attaching the fiberboard 
to the floor. Sometimes we just have to trim the 
boards back to fix them.

 Not only do we use this insulation board on the 
floor, but we have also covered the tables in our shop 
with it, as it makes a great surface on which to perforate 
pounces. In addition, our walls are covered with insula-
tion board and Bogus paper, so we can paint on them as 
well.
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People, Things, Qualities:
Essentials for the Creation of 
Haute Couture Main Drapes

by George Tikhomirov,
Tatiana Burakova Creative Art Workshop 

Translated by Anna Labykina

Editor’s Note:
 The Painter’s Journal of Fall 2005 featured 
George Tikhomirov’s article tracing the history and 
aesthetic function of the Main Drape. When the pro-
scenium arch and its drapes first appeared in the 16th 
century, the Main Drape was painted as an architec-
tural illusion, complementing the architecture of the 
auditorium, and separating the auditorium from the 
stage space. According to Mr. Tikhomirov, the Main 
Drapes produced today by the Tatiana Burakova Cre-
ative Art Workshop function not only as an element of 
the theatre’s architecture, but also as an original work 
of art, as well as an element of the stage scenery. In this 
second article, Mr. Tikhomirov shares some observa-
tions from his work experiences at the Burakova Work-
shop on the People, Things, and Qualities necessary for 
the creation of these “haute couture” or fine art Main 
Drapes.

Things
 First and foremost, the theatrical experi-
ence calls for the auditorium and the stage with-
in it.  Upon entry into the house, one sees the 
monumental structure of the proscenium arch, but 
also the architectural unity of the auditorium and 
that stage within it.  From the artists’ point of view, 
the order of importance is reversed – it is the stage 
with the auditorium attached.  The stage is an inte-
gral part of the playacting as well as an architectural 
element of the theatre, where the architecture ma-
nipulates all the horizontal and vertical spaces.  

 But a stage is not just the proscenium arch 
and apron, those things visible when the audience 
enters a theatre.  The stage also contains another 
space, the one behind the drape.  A simple main 
drape is intended to blend in with the décor of the 
auditorium, hiding the living and breathing space 
behind, denying its presence.  A fine art drape made 
by a master, however, is able to intertwine the two 
spaces on its surface – the monumentally architec-
tural one, and the conditionally theatrical one.   The 
surface of such a drape becomes a theatre within a 
theatre – the Theatre of the Drape.

People
 Potential audiences.  They exist in many cities 
and countries.  In Russia alone, the drapes from 
the Workshop decorate the stages of 55 cities.  But 
the closest we’ve ever come to America is a mere 80 
miles from the border, in a town called Laurentia 
on the banks of the Bering Strait.  Of course, not all 
cities with theatres and potential audiences interest 
us.  For example, we won’t be interested in creating 
a drape for a theatre in Pompeii…
  
 An owner.  The right owner is a person who under-
stands the difference between “ready-to-wear” stage

The staff from the Tatiana Burakova Creative Art Workshop 
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 “clothes” and haute couture draperies, and is willing 
to invest money in the creation of a Main Drape.  
  
 A director.  This person must not be afraid of 
the potential competition the Drape might present 
to his own shows.  Some time ago, I had the follow-
ing conversation with the staff of a recently restored 
historical theatre in Canada:

- This stage was to have a very beautiful Main Drape.  
Where is it, why can’t we see it?
 
- Yes, we’ve got a gorgeous Main Drape.  That’s why 
we’ve put it away.

- What???

- The performances are not always quite as beautiful 
as the drape.

 In Russia one can hear something similar as 
well.  Fortunately, many directors understand that 
an haute couture Main Drape could be a wonderful 
stand-alone overture to any performance.  Serving 
as a case in point is the comment made by the artis-
tic director of the Penza Theatre for Young Audienc-
es, Victor Boyarov, when he saw one of our drapes: 
“Now the spectators won’t ever be late – they are 
coming to see two shows for the same price.”

 The artistic director of the road-house Met-
allurg (Severstal, Ltd.) in Tcherepovets, Oleg 
Khoroshavin, took the same idea to a new level.  
Having seen our fine art drapes, he urged Tatiana 
to create a new type of drape.  March 2005 saw 
the premiere of a “Drape-presentation.”  When the 
curtain was lit with different types and angles of 
light, the artistic composition and the color scheme 
of the drape magically changed, revealing not only

the opposite colors, but also different symbols and 
signs.  Shortly thereafter, in April of this year, the 
Workshop received two substantial orders, from 
public corporations “Gazprom” and “Salavatneft-
eorgsynthesis,” for drapes made in this manner.

Two views of the Metallurg Main Drape

Things 
 One needs no less than two spaces for work.  
At our workshop, one space is used for painting the 
fabrics and, due to its ventilation systems, looks 
something like an inverted Pompidou center with 
its high-tech looks turned inward.  The second 
space looks like a dance studio, and that’s not en-
tirely inaccurate.  Corporate events are held here, 
but for rest of the time the space is used for its real 
purpose – layout, cutting, draping, and sewing of 
fabrics.

 One also needs approximately 250 safety pins.  
With the help of some diagonal cutters, needle-nose 
and other pliers, these pins become the most secure 
hooks for attaching the drape to its frame while it is 
being painted. 
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Qualities
 One needs rugged materials.  A special brush 
for fabric painting will fall apart after three drapes, 
on average.  The steel safety pins unbend and be-
come dull in a year or two.  Tatiana Burakova has, 
in approximately 18 years, created more than 150 
drapes.  You do the math.

People
 One needs a large number of jars with lids for 
mixing and keeping of the colors….  Pardon me, 
this is from an entirely different part of the story.  
One needs many people to create these haute cou-
ture Main Drapes. These people are the managers, 
artists, bookkeepers, seamstresses.  The Workshop 
is a living, breathing being with a head, arms, legs, 
a heart, and soul of its own.

Qualities
 One needs an understanding of the laws of 
monumental art.  

The ability to think freely.  

And talent, of course.
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