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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

Happy Holidays!
 It somehow seems appropriate that as we approach 
the end of another year, this issue of the Painter’s Journal 
features articles looking back into the past as well as into the 
future. Peter Miller’s article highlights the fascinating career 
of Charles Washington Henry, a turn-of-the-century scenic 
artist and theatrical entrepreneur. Turning us towards the 
future, our new author David J. Smith, Esq. provides help-
ful tax tips for people in the performing arts, just in time for 
the beginning of the post-holiday tax-prep season. 

 Even the two articles dealing with problem-solving in 
today’s scenic studios look to the future and the past. Printed 
scenery is becoming more common, and sometimes requires 
touching up by the scenic artist. Lee Boyer has studied the 
problem of blending these touchups with the printed im-

age they must match, and shares what he’s learned with us. 
We may be printing ever more scenery now, but we’re still 
stenciling like countless generations before us. Diane Fargo 
show us how to make your own sturdy stencil paper when 
you can’t find large-enough stencil paper for those really big 
stencils.  

 Update on the Young Scenic Artist’s Award: the ap-
plication deadline has been extended to January 10, 2008, 
so people can use the holiday break to prepare their applica-
tions. Please pass the word to anyone you know who may 
not have had the time to send in their application yet. 

 As another year comes to a close, I’d like to thank you 
all for your interest in The Painter’s Journal and to wish you 
happy and healthy holiday season.  

Anthony R. Phelps 
Executive Editor 
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ANNOUNCING THE YOUNG SCENIC ARTIST’S AWARD 

The Painter’s Journal is proud to announce The Young Scenic Artist’s Award, to be presented to an outstanding young scenic 
artist who is pursuing an undergraduate degree at the time of application.  A panel of professional scenic artists will review 
the entries and determine the winners.  

Awards
Cash awards will be given for First, Second, and Third Place entries, and a selection from the work of each winner will be 
published in the Spring 2008 issue of The Painter’s Journal. The cash awards are as follows: 
1st Place:   $300.00
2nd Place:   $150.00
3rd Place:   $75.00 

Requirements
To apply, students must submit a portfolio, resume, a short biography (75 words), three letters of recommendation, the ap-
plication fee, and the application form below.  All application materials must be sent in one package. 

The portfolio must contain at least 8 and no more than 12 print photos no smaller than 5x7 inches.  (Electronic files will 
not be accepted.) The photos must represent your best work.   The work shown in the photos may be productions you have 
painted or class projects.  On the back of each photo provide a brief description of specifically what you painted in that photo, 
and an outline of the process you used to create your painted effects. Photos must not have applicant’s name or college name 
anywhere on them; all materials will be assigned a number when received by The Painter’s Journal. Application materials will 
not be returned to applicants. 

Application Fee: $10.00 (Please make check payable to The Painter’s Journal.) 

Application Deadline:  January 10, 2008    DEADLINE EXTENDED! 
All materials, application form, and application fee must be received by this date. 

To apply for this award, please fill out this form and send it to: 
The Painter’s Journal
c/o Anthony R. Phelps
80 Cotting Street
Medford, MA 02155 

Please Print Clearly 

Name: __________________________________________________________________________________________

Address:_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Address:_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

City:______________________________________________  State:_____________________  Zip:_______________ 

Phone:_______________________________ e-mail:_____________________________________________________

ANNOUNCEMENT



The Painter’s Journal, Winter 2007 www.paintersjournal.com 5

 Often times we find the need for 
stencil paper much larger than anything we 
can purchase. We also need the material to 
last through many uses, lay flat, resist paint 
and sometimes most importantly, we want 
to be able to cut multiple stencils at a time.  
We have developed a method of making such 
stencils with Bogus Paper. Here’s how we do 
it.

 We take long runs of Bogus, lay them 
out on floor, and roll 1 coat of Alkyd based 
paint on each side, usually in a light color. 
Water-based paint does not really work. If 
the stencil is larger than the width of standard 
Bogus, which these days is usually about 72” 
wide, we will tape pieces together with gaff 
tape which is much stronger than masking 
tape and is water resistant. 

 I like to always have at least 15 feet 
of painted Bogus paper on hand ready to be 
made into a stencil. Since oil based paint takes 
24 hours to dry, it could take 2 days to prep 
the paper. Sometimes we don’t have that kind 
of time, so when we run out we prep anoth-
er long piece and store it rolled up ready for 
when we need it. 

 Once the paper is completely dry, we 
pounce the image onto the surface and ink it 
with a sharpie marker. Don’t forget to leave a 
border of at least 3” for lifting and strength. 
In some cases, you can take 2 pieces of 1x2 
pine strips and staple the stencil to the wood 
so that you can lift and move the stencil with 
more ease. A border will also provide you with 

TRICKS OF THE TRADE:
HOMEMADE STENCIL PAPER

by Diane Fargo, Goodspeed Opera

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
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space so that your registration marks will not be lost un-
der the paint. If you need to make multiple layers of the 
stencil, I have found that 3 layers is really the maximum, 
and 2 layers is best for a clean cut. The nice thing about 
Bogus paper is that it cuts easily and cleanly with a stan-
dard X-Acto blade. Often times when we are ready to cut 
the stencil, we will lay it on a piece of foam or Homasote. 
The softer surface underneath will help to get a bit more 
mileage out of the blades. The Bogus paper will stay to-
gether for very complicated stencils such as the one in the 
photos, and lay fairly flat without having to be netted. If 
you find that your image has many small tabs that tend 
to tear, you can make repairs with gaff tape. I will usually 
put a piece of tape on both the back and the front, and 
cut the tape to the right shape. 

 When you are ready to paint, you can place and 
secure the stencil and proceed with the process of spray-
ing, brushing or rolling through the stencil. In this case 
we were able to roll the paint right through the stencil. We 
made 2 stencils for the wallpaper project and switched off 
when one got saturated. It can be helpful to keep a dry, 
clean roller nearby and just roll that over the stencil to 
remove any excess paint on the surface. The paint for this 
project was fairly thick as we were painting on velour. We 
did not want to have to roll over the stencil in 2 passes to 
get total coverage as lining up stencils in exactly the same 
spot is difficult with such a complex pattern. I needed for 
it to be a one shot pass.

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
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Wallpaper Stencil:
Goodspeed Musicals
High Button Shoes, 2007
Set Designer: Howard Jones

The finished portal wall

Other stencils created with Bogus paper.

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
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BRICK DROP
 In this instance we had a large brick drop to 
paint, and we used our Bogus paper stencil for many steps 
in the process. The mortar color was laid in first as a back-
ground and then we stenciled the brick base over that. We 
laid out our basic brick pattern by rolling 2 opaque colors 
through the stencil, using a grid of snapped guide lines on 
the drop to line up the stencil. We needed to be certain 
that the stencil did not veer off course so those guide lines 
were very important! Later we used the stencil for texture 
on the bricks by rolling through it with a textured foam 
roller. This pass was done by layering with progressively 
darker but slightly translucent colors.

Brick Stencil:
Goodspeed Musicals Tour
Pippin, 2006
Set Designer: Beowulf Boritt

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 Diane Fargo received an MFA in Theatre Design 
from Brandeis University in 1985. She taught Scene Paint-
ing at Cobalt Studios from 1993-95. Diane is presently a 
part time faculty member at Boston University, teaching 
Drawing, History of Architecture and Décor, and Scene 
Painting since September 2001 and is currently teaching 
Scene Painting at the University of Connecticut at Storrs 
for the fall semester. Diane has been the Charge Scenic 
artist at Goodspeed Opera House for 18 years. 

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
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EDUCATION & TRAINING

The Painted Theater Curtains 
of Charles Washington Henry 

by Peter S. Miller

 In the small communities of rural New England, during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, entertain-
ment was live.  In this era, before the internet, videogames, 
television, radio and talking motion pictures, when electricity 
and telephones were novelties found only in the largest cities, 
small troupes of traveling performers toured the unpaved roads 
using horse-drawn wagons and sleighs, bringing music, vaude-
ville acts and theater to an audience made up of townspeople 
and farmers from the surrounding countryside.

 One of the most celebrated of these troupes was “The 
Henry Family Traveling Theatrical Company,” led by patriarch 
Charles Washington Henry (1850-1918), an actor, playwright, 
theatrical impresario, and musician who played the violin, bass, 
banjo and guitar.  The most visible and enduring legacy of this 
multi-talented artist is the collection of theater curtains and 
sets of stock scenery which he painted about one hundred years 
ago which can still be found in the town halls, granges, opera 
houses and other civic buildings around the state of Vermont, 
where his company once performed.

 Many of these curtains and other pieces of scenery which 
had been lost or damaged through years of neglect or use have 
been rediscovered, cleaned, restored, discreetly in-painted and 
re-hung in the original venues that they were commissioned for 
a century ago.

 The restoration program, a project of the Vermont Mu-
seum and Gallery Alliance, called “Vermont Painted Theater 
Curtains,” has identified, stabilized, and is in the process of 
restoring one hundred and seventy-seven pieces of historical 
scenery, forty-two of which were painted by Henry between 
1885 and 1915.  The program, under the direction of Chris-
tine Hadsel, is supported by The National Endowment for the 
Arts, as well as many other private and public contributors, 
and uses professional art conservators working with commu-
nity volunteers to repair and re-install the curtains.

 Henry’s work, still found in Sudbury, Huntington, 
Hardwick, Albany, Craftsbury, Westford, Newfane, Guilford 
and Concord, Vermont, provides a vivid picture of American 
theatrical history at the turn of the twentieth century.  This ar-
ticle concentrates on an almost complete set of stock scenery at 
the Main Street Arts Center in Saxtons River, a small Vermont 
town which supports a large and ambitious arts program.

 The Curtains Project Director, Christine Hadsel, has 
provided a wealth of information about the life and times of 
Charles W. Henry and his group of players, which provides 
some insight into this remarkable character, his art and its his-
torical context.  Ms. Hadsel received much of her information 
on Henry from his descendents, especially Kay Gannon, and 
a number of great-grandchildren, who generously shared their 
letters, photographs, and memories with her.

 Some of the information in this article comes from a 
chapter in a book: America’s Forgotten Folk Arts (1978) by Fred 
and Mary Fried, some from newspaper clippings, but the most 
interesting information is a transcript of a tape, recorded by 
Henry’s youngest daughter Grace Henry Devoid Hanna in 
1971.  The recording was made by Professor George Bryan of 
the University of Vermont’s Theater Department.  Ms. Hanna 
began performing with her father’s troupe at the age of three-
and-a-half (her most popular role was that of the saintly “Little 
Eva” in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a hugely successful show in the post-
Civil War North), and her anecdotal reminiscences provide a 
vivid picture of her childhood “on the road” with her father’s 
company, as well as details of his early life.  On the tape, Ms. 
Hanna describes her father’s childhood:

My father was born in Guilford, Vermont, but the 
family moved to Brattleboro soon afterwards.  When 
he was eight years old he fell from a tree and broke his 
leg and was laid up for a whole year.  To occupy himself 
he used to take pencil and paper and draw pictures of 
the soldiers out his window.  They were drilling for the 
Civil War...

Charles W. Henry
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Father went to high school in Greenfield, Mass., 
where my mother was born…Father liked drawing and 
wanted to go to art school but Grandfather said no.  He 
must learn a trade.  So father apprenticed in a sewing 
machine shop in Florence, Mass. But he never liked it.

Mother took piano lessons and during her sopho-
more year joined the Dramatic Club in Greenfield.  
There she met father, who was also very musical.  He 
could play just about any instrument.  He was a dark, 
handsome man.  She was blonde.  They married when 
she was eighteen and he was twenty-three.  They lived 
with grandmother for a while.

Mother had seven children: Brother Percy, Arthur, 
Sister Florence and I survived.  Times were hard.  I was 
born in Manchester, New Hampshire.  Father didn’t do 
much painting except for signs, but he kept up his in-
terest in dramatics.  He wrote a little play called Dark-
ness and Daylight which was performed many times so 
he did a little scenery and large backdrops, mostly in 
watercolor.1 

 Since Henry’s health was fragile the family moved to the 
White Mountains of New Hampshire, where the air was con-
sidered beneficial for curing asthma.  He supported the fam-
ily by selling sketches of mountain scenes and painted china 
souvenir plates to sell to tourists at the resorts.  Other family 
members waited tables, worked as bellhops or played in the 
orchestras at the local hotels and boarding houses. 2

 
 Grace continues the story:

Then Father and Mother put their heads together 
and formed “The Henry Family,” a little traveling com-
pany.  They booked our show for six weeks, to Grange 
Halls, Eastern Star, Odd Fellows and churches.  We 
would board in private homes and sometimes had to 
split up.  I usually went with Papa.  I was five that win-
ter.  We traveled a lot and gave vaudevilles every night.  
The next winter, our first play was Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  I 
was little Eva.  We had a cot onstage for me to die on, 
(lots of powder on my face).  Then Uncle Tom would 
die.  I’d be up above the stage praying –a red light cast 
on Little Eva up in heaven… We also did East Lynn and 
Ten Nights in a Barroom in New Hampshire.  Some-
times we’d stay a week, and I’d make friends.  I wasn’t 
bashful.  Other girls wanted to play “show,” but I always 
wanted to play “house.”  That’s the way my childhood 
went.

Once, when I was about nine, we played Shel-
burne and Charlotte, Vermont, and I had whooping 
cough.  Someone gave me a puppy named “Topsy.”  In 
Williamstown, Father told me that Topsy was about to 
have children.  When the puppies were about six weeks 
old, it was winter and our sleigh was loaded up with 
Father’s paints and scenery.

Father painted his scenery with colors that he 
mixed himself, not oil paints, like his small paintings.  
He’d mix the powder with hot glue so they’d stick to the 
canvas.  That’s why so many of his backdrops and cur-
tains are still good today.  So on this trip we had Father’s 
basket of colors and all the puppies in one box.  The sled 
tipped over and down we went in the snow.  The poor 
puppies were all different colors: red, green and yellow.

In winter, we rode in big sleds on runners, packed 
with straw, heated-up stones for our feet, and buffalo 
robes.  Sometimes it would take all day to go ten miles 
driving two horses, and it was so cold.  But summer 
was fun … we liked the lake and the green mountains.  
We rented cottages for about six years and would stay 
from May until October.  We’d rehearse outdoors.  The 
campers were good to us.  Then we’d travel until the 
next May.3 

Figure 1- A picture of “Baby Grace” Henry at about this time.
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 Eventually, Grace’s older brother, Arthur, met a young 
woman he wished to marry, and she joined the company, be-
coming their “character” actress.  Florence married Jim Gan-
non of Richmond, a piano player who joined the company as 
well; so “The Henry Family Players” grew from six to eight, 
eventually adding grandchildren and several non-family mem-
bers.4  Figure 2 shows them in about 1910.

Grace continues the tale of the last years of touring, prior to the 
beginning of World War I:

Then Father built us a home in North Ferrisburg.  
Finally, Mother stopped traveling.  She had had a good 
many years of it.  She was quite lame, and she loved her 
home.  My older brother stayed with her, and the rest of 
us stayed there on holidays.  We traveled through New 
York State and to Lake Ontario.  People were friendly 
…

Father had a painting act in which he told a funny 
story as he painted a village picture in black and white.  
Sister and I would start singing “My Old Village Home” 
as he added colored chalk to the painting, and he would 
finish just as we finished the song.

During our last three years of travel, Father would 
feature his painting act.  People would pay ten cents 
extra after the concert was over.  Invariably, they would 
stay for that lovely painting show they had heard about 
…

The Henry Family had a good reputation.  Before 
each performance, Father would make an announce-
ment to the audience, “Ladies and gentleman, we are 
here to stay in your town for a week.  You will never be 
ashamed to bring your family to our show.” Then, he 
would introduce each of us, before we would put any 
makeup on.  (He was the “funny man” in the plays.)  
He made a good impression.  He was a man of his word 
and always paid his bills, some companies didn’t … 
sometimes he was asked, “how come you get such big 
crowds, Mr. Henry?” He’d say he just tried to be decent 
and treat people the way he hoped they’d treat us.

We traveled until I was nineteen.  Then, I married 
and left the show.  Father never did another show after I 
left.  His health was poor.  He was about to die …5 

 The lure of silent motion pictures, changes in the econ-
omy and the drop in audience attendance caused by the First 
World War put an end to the Henry Family’s touring, and 
Charles W. Henry succumbed to chronic ill health in 1918 at 
the age of sixty-eight.  Many years later, an obituary in The Val-
ley Voice marked the passing of Grace Henry Devoid Hanna 
who died in her sleep in Murphy, North Carolina on July 6, 
1991.  Ms. Hanna served as choir director of the Methodist 
church in Vergennes, Vermont and directed many local com-
munity theater productions, including revivals of her father’s 
plays.  In an interview in the Burlington Free Press of Friday, 
March 5, 1971, Ms. Hanna spoke of her childhood years tour-
ing with the Henry Family Players: “We really had a lot of fun.  
My way of life seemed natural and every one else’s seemed un-
natural.”6 

 The scenery painted by Charles W. Henry at Saxtons 
River is housed in a structure that follows the pattern of many 
civic buildings constructed around the turn of the last century 
in small, New England villages and towns.  Downstairs at street 
level are offices, while upstairs is a modest hall with a small 
proscenium stage.  Wing space is limited, and there is no stage 
house or fly loft so Henry’s curtains are rigged as roll drops tied 
off to cleats on the wall at one side.  They are approximately 
twenty feet wide and twelve feet high.

 Since the Main Street Arts Center is a vibrant, busy 
place used for dance, drama and art classes, concerts, and per-
formances by the local Gilbert and Sullivan troupe, several of 
Henry’s curtains were in storage, rolled on their wooden battens 
and safely protected from dust and damage by strong Tyvek 
sleeves.  The other curtains were available for viewing and are 
spectacular even without proper theatrical lighting.

EDUCATION & TRAINING

Figure 2



The Painter’s Journal, Winter 2007www.paintersjournal.com12

EDUCATION & TRAINING

 Henry’s painting style can best be described as “folk art.” 
It is important to remember that he was self-taught as an actor, 
writer, musician and artist and, as Grace Henry pointed out, 
forced by his religious, practical father to “learn a trade” rather 
than attending art school as he had wished.

 His backdrops, some of which still retain matching pairs 
of wings or “ears” as well as borders, represent the traditional 
stock locations used in the melodramas and comedies of the 
period.  They are intended as versatile, generic views, rather 
than being designed for a specific production as scenery usually 
is today.

 They are painted with “distemper,” a mixture of colored 
pigment (often ground into powder from lumps of natural ma-
terials), chalk (for opacity), and a water-based, gelatinous, ani-
mal glue binder made from boiled hide, hooves and connective 
tissues- state-of-the-art circa 1900!

 Some of Henry’s color choices are startling, especially the 
blue foliage in the woodland scene (one wonders if perhaps his 
supply of green and yellow was limited), but it is important to 
remember that this scenery was painted to be seen in the soft, 
gentle glow of lamp or candle light, much warmer and dimmer 
than the electrical lighting used in the theater today.

 One of the most charming and atmospheric of Henry’s 
curtains is “The Winter Scene,” whose subdued, monochro-
matic palette evokes the harsh New England winters so vividly 
described in Grace Henry’s narrative.  Figure 3 shows a detail 
(the red house is the only area of bright color); notice how ef-
fectively a few simple, confident brush stokes define the rutted, 
muddy road receding in perspective.

 The right half of the backdrop (Figure 4) is dominated 
by a deserted mill.  Its door is hanging from one hinge and 
the water wheel, dam and roof are encrusted with icicles.  Ms. 

Figure 3 – Detail of “The Winter Scene” 
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Hadsel pointed out that it closely resembles an actual building 
from the period that still stands about ten miles from the arts 
center.

 One especially effective touch, visible in the pictures but 
even more impressive in person, is Henry’s use of white glitter 
highlights on the snow and ice in the foreground areas.  The 
restoration team did very little retouching on this drop since 
they wanted to preserve as much of the original glitter effect 
as possible.  The glitter, the subdued palette with touches of 
purple in the shadow areas and the greenish, overcast sky all 
contribute to the “chill” one experiences viewing the drop in 
the theater. Heated stones, straw and buffalo robes seem sort of 
cozy!

 The woodland scene, shown in Figure 5, a digital image 
by Carolyn Bates, is a complete setting with a cut foliage border 
and two pairs of matching “ears.” It depicts a forest scene with a 
babbling brook and the glow of the sun backlighting the trees.

 Figure 6 shows a detail of the stream, with rocks and 
several small waterfalls.  Note the “glow” from the sun back-
lighting the blades of grass.

Figure 6 – Detail of “Woodland Scene”

EDUCATION & TRAINING

Figure 4 – Detail of “The Winter Scene” 

Figure 5 – “Woodland Scene” digital © Carolyn Bates. 2006
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 One of the most commonly used stock locations going 
back at least as far as the Renaissance drama is the urban street 
scene.  Henry’s version is shown in Figure 7.

 An important element in this drop, and other street 
scenes painted by Henry, are the churches, which may reflect 
his strict Congregationalist upbringing (see Figure 8).

 Figure 9 shows a prominent detail on the wall of a fore-
ground building, which is a loosely, but confidently, rendered 
poster for Lights o’ London, a show playing for “one night only” 
on “Oct 12,” “’95” (perhaps a clue to when this drop was actu-
ally painted).  The show is a “special engagement” at the local 
“Opera House.”

 In post-Civil War America, many small halls were known 
as “opera houses” even though operas were rarely, if ever, per-
formed there.  In those days, the theater and people associated 
with the theater were regarded with mistrust and suspicion by 
respectable people – one of the reasons Henry assured his audi-
ence that they would “never be ashamed to bring your family 
to our show” and introduced his company before they put on 
makeup.  The words “opera house” sounded more respectable 
– members of the community who would never set foot in a 

EDUCATION & TRAINING

Figure 7 – “The Street Scene in Saxtons River, Vermont:” digital © Carolyn Bates, 2006

Figure 8 – “The Street Scene in Saxtons River, Vermont:” detail
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“theater” could feel comfortable attending a performance at an 
“opera house” without tarnishing their reputations.  

 Another interesting detail is the technique Henry used 
to paint the distant buildings, where the lines of perspective 
converge at the vanishing point.  To create the impression of at-
mospheric perspective he has grayed the colors and blurred the 
architectural detail, increasing the illusion of depth.  In Figure 
10, the faint lines of the architectural layout drawing can be 
seen “ghosting” through the sky colors.

Figure 10 – “The Street Scene in Saxtons River, Vermont:” detail of 
distant buildings at end of street.

 Henry’s most elaborate painting at Saxtons River is re-
served for the “grand drape,” a genre which is prominently fea-
tured in the painted theater curtains collection.  Grand drapes 
almost always depict a landscape, either a notable local view or 
a romanticized, exotic location set in a large ornate frame and 
surrounded by elegantly swagged, fringed, and tasseled draper-
ies.  This theatrical convention echoed the manner in which 
romantic landscape paintings were exhibited to the public dur-
ing the latter part of the nineteenth century.

EDUCATION & TRAINING

Figure 11 – grand drape at Saxtons River: digital © Carolyn Bates

Figure 9 – “The Street Scene in Saxtons River, Vermont:” detail 
of poster.
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 Figure 11 shows the Saxtons River grand drape, a fan-
tastical confection featuring mountains, a lake, and a pictur-
esque European village set in a lavishly ornamented gilt frame 
enhanced by elaborate, ball-fringed draperies.  An urn of flow-
ers off to one side introduces an element of asymmetry.  The 
curtain is flanked by a pair of formal architectural “ears” which 
feature marble columns, a balustrade, two tiny, mini landscapes 
and more drapery.

 Especially successful details include the fallen flower pet-
als and the reflections of the urn, drapery and ball fringe on 
the polished floor.  This adds an extra touch of elegance and 
increases the trompe l’oeil illusion of depth.  A closeup is shown 
in Figure 12.

 An important theme in Henry’s work, seen in his other 
grand drapes around the state of Vermont, is a team of horses 
pulling a coach or a chariot.  An especially lively one is seen in 
Figure 13.

 In the center of the frame, their eye holes pierced by 
crossed swords, Henry has depicted the traditional comic and 
tragic masks of drama.  Stage right of center, not far from a 
flock of chickens scratching in the road, is the signature “C.W. 
Henry.”  Ms. Hadsel pointed out that all of Henry’s grand 
drapes are signed.  These details are shown in Figures 14 and 
15.

 It is important for the modern viewer to remember the 
cultural significance that the grand drape held for its original, 
intended audience.  It gave them something interesting to look 
at during the overture, during set changes, and while people 
were settling into their seats before the show began.  It also in-
troduced an element of the exotic into the prosaic, day-to-day 
life of a small Vermont town.  Above all, it served as a meta-
phorical gateway from the “real” world to the realm of theatri-
cal fantasy that the audience was about to enter.

 During my visit, the stage at Saxtons River was set for a 
current production so several of Henry’s backdrops were safely 
stowed away; they include a wharf, a prison cell and a formal 
garden terrace.  Images of these scenes and others in the collec-
tion at various venues around the state can be viewed on the 
website of the Vermont Museum and Gallery Alliance – www.
vmga.org.

 C.W. Henry’s work was the subject of a special exhibit 
in 2006, entitled “Suspended Worlds,” a project of the Alli-
ance shown at Shelburne Farms and sponsored by The National 
Endowment for the Arts as well as many other public and pri-
vate contributors.  The Curtains Project has also commissioned 
digital images of Henry’s curtains and other highlights of the 
collection which are available as post or greeting cards.  Cards 
are available for purchase and sales help to support the restora-
tion effort.  They are available from:

 Vermont Painted Theater Curtains
 Christine Hadsel, Project Director
 429 South Willard Street
 Burlington, Vermont, 05401

 Finally, I would like to acknowledge several people who 
made this series of articles possible: my mother, Margaret Mill-
er of Johnson, Vermont, first made me aware of The Curtains 
Project.  Steve and Rita Schneps, Mari and William Fujimoto 
– Sakas and Grace Uffner patiently provided computer assis-
tance.  The kind people at Saxtons River’s Main Street Arts 
Center made their curtains available for viewing and photog-
raphy.  I am especially grateful to Christine Hadsel who spent 
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Figure 12 – Detail of urn and reflections on floor.

Figure 13 –Detail of team of horses and coach.
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several days showing me Henry’s curtains and others around 
the state and provided historical and biographical information 
from her files.  I also want to thank Carolyn Bates whose digi-
tal images (copyright 2006, all rights reserved) accompany this 
article.
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Figure 14 Figure 15

   1Transcript of a tape, made by Grace Henry Hanna, youngest 
daughter of Charles W. Henry, in 1971, recorded by Professor George 
Bryan, The Theater Department, The University of Vermont.  The 
transcriber only identified as “S.W.F.” notes that Ms. Hanna was about 
78 years old and spoke in a chatty, happy manner but was somewhat 
repetitive.

 2Ibid.

 3Ibid.

 4Ibid.

 5Ibid.

   6Information from an obituary in The Valley Voice submitted 
by Garry Simpson of the Ferrisburg Historical Society, 1971, and an 
interview in The Burlington Free Press, Friday, March 5, 1971.
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Income Tax Considerations 
for Creative Artists

by David J. Smith, Esq.

 As we approach the end of the year many of us look for 
ways to reduce our income tax burden in anticipation of filing 
our 2007 income tax returns.  Those engaged in the creative 
arts have options available to them that may not be available to 
the public in general.  Whether a person can take advantage of 
the special rules applicable to creative artists will depend upon 
whether the person is an employee of another or is working as 
an independent contractor.

I. Independent Contractors
 If a creative artist is an independent contractor, there are 
opportunities to reduce one’s taxable income by deducting ex-
penses incurred in connection with the production of income 
that may not be available to employees.  An independent con-
tractor is one who is not on the payroll of another person or 
organization but typically would send an invoice to clients for 
payment.  Independent contractors often operate under a writ-
ten contract with their clients, however, the absence of a writ-
ten contract is not necessarily determinative of independent 
contractor status.

 The IRS uses three categories to determine whether a 
person is an employee of another or is operating as an indepen-
dent contractor.  The categories are:

Behavioral Control: Does the business have the right to direct 
and control how the work is performed through instruction, 
training or other means?

Financial Control: Does the business have the right to control 
the financial and business aspects of the person’s job?

Type of Relationship: Is there a written contract?  Is the person 
available to perform services for others?  Does the business pro-
vide the person with employee-type benefits?

 If a creative artist can demonstrate independence in his 
or her work in the context of the three categories, then such 
person is considered an independent contractor for the pur-
poses of reporting income and for the deduction of expenses.

 Creative artists who engage in an activity for profit can 
deduct expenses incurred in the production of income.  Profit 
must be the primary motive, not merely incidental.  The IRS 
presumes an activity is engaged in for profit for a tax year if 
it shows a profit for any three or more out of five consecutive 
years.  Deductions attributable to a “not for profit” activity are 
allowed to the extent of income from the activity.

 Some of the expenses that would be reasonable deduc-
tions against income for creative artists might include:

Materials and supplies
Office expenses - including postage and freight
Subscriptions to trade journals
Professional association dues
Advertising costs
Website and Internet fees
Legal and professional fees
Mileage
Entertainment expenses
Home office expenses

Mileage:  Independent contractors can use the optional business 
standard mileage rate instead of deducting operating and fixed 
costs such as gasoline, maintenance and repairs and insurance.  
The mileage must be incurred in the production of income and 
not for general personal use of the automobile. It is helpful 
to keep a log or calendar to record the business mileage.  The 
standard mileage rate for 2007 is 48.5 cents per mile. Deduc-
tions for parking fees and tolls are allowed using the standard 
mileage rate.  

Entertainment Expenses:  Costs incurred for entertainment must 
meet strict tests in order to be deducted and are generally lim-
ited to 50% of the cost incurred.  The costs paid for enter-
tainment must be directly related to the active conduct of the 
business. 

Home Office Expenses:  A deduction is allowed for an allocable 
portion of a residence used exclusively and on a regular basis 
as the taxpayer’s principal place of business.  The space in the 
home need not necessarily be a separate room.  A portion of a 
room used exclusively for business can qualify for the deduc-
tion, even though the room isn’t divided.  A deduction can be 
allowed for costs allocable to a portion of a separate structure 
not attached to the residence.  For example, an artist’s studio in 
a structure next to but not attached to the residence can qualify 
for a home office deduction.  A deduction for home office ex-

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES
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penses is limited to the gross income from the activity less all 
other expenses of the activity.

Self Employment Tax:  Independent contractors must pay social 
security and Medicare taxes based on the net income from the 
self employment.  For 2007 the social security tax is computed 
at 12.40% on the first $97,500 of self employment income, 
and the Medicare tax is computed at 2.9% of the entire self-
employment income without limitation.  This tax is in addition 
to the income tax computed on the income.

CAUTION:  A self-employed person may find that he or she 
will owe self-employment tax even if they owe no income tax 
on their self-employment income.  For income tax calculation 
purposes net income can be reduced by personal exemptions 
for yourself, your spouse and your dependents.  For 2007 the 
personal exemption for each individual is $3,400.  Your income 
can also be reduced by either the standard deduction or item-
ized deductions which exceed the standard deduction.  For 
2007 the standard deduction for a single person is $5,350 and 
for married filing jointly $10,700.  For purposes of calculat-
ing the self-employment tax (social security and Medicare tax), 
your income will not be reduced by either personal exemptions 
or standard deductions (or itemized deductions).

II. Employees
 If a person is an employee of another person or an orga-
nization, he or she will be paid under a payroll system and will 
receive a W-2 Form at the end of the year for the reporting of 
wages on their individual income tax return.

 Employees who incur ordinary and necessary out-of- 
pocket expenses that are not reimbursed by their employer may 
deduct the expenses as employee business expenses.  These un-
reimbursed expenses are only deductible if the employee item-
izes their deductions rather than taking the standard deduction 
discussed above.  Employees who itemize their deductions are 
further limited in that a deduction for employee business ex-
penses cannot exceed 2% of a taxpayer’s adjusted gross income.  
If an employee files married filing jointly with a spouse, the 
limitation on employee business expenses is calculated on 2% 
of the joint adjusted gross income.   

Special Exemption for Performing Artists
 If you are a qualified performing artist, you can deduct 
your employee business expenses as an adjustment to income 
rather than as an itemized deduction subject to the 2% limita-
tion.  Adjustments to income are deducted off the top of your 
income before the deductions for personal exemptions and 

standard or itemized deductions.  To qualify for this exemption 
you must meet all three of the following requirements:

1. You perform services in the performing arts for at least 
 two employers during the tax year.  Each employer  
 must have paid you at least $200 during the year.

2. Your allowable business expenses related to the 
 performing arts are more than 10% of your gross in 
 come from the performing arts.

3. Your adjusted gross income is not more than $16,000  
 before deducting these business expenses.

Conclusion
 Whether a creative artist qualifies as an employee or an 
independent contractor will depend on each person’s individual 
circumstances.  It is often the case that a creative artist will earn 
income as both an employee and an independent contractor 
during the tax year.  While it may not be feasible to deduct 
unreimbursed employee business expenses because of the 2% 
limitation mentioned earlier, it is important to keep a record 
of expenses incurred in the production of income as an inde-
pendent contractor.  Every dollar of expenses deducted against 
self-employment income will reduce not only the income tax 
on the self-employment income, but also the social security tax 
and the Medicare tax on self-employment income.

 It is not necessary to have sophisticated bookkeeping 
techniques to record expenses incurred in the production of 
income.  Using debit and credit cards to purchase business-
related items will provide a record of the expenses each month.  
Be certain to keep all monthly statements of debit and credit 
cards as well as bank statements and cancelled checks.  If you 
wish to do so, you can summarize your transactions in one of 
many software programs available for small business owners.  
These software programs offer you an easy way to record and 
categorize your expenses and will relieve you and your accoun-
tant of the burden of compiling the data at tax preparation 
time.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

Computer-Printed Scenery 
Touch-Up with Markers

by Lee M. Boyer

 Unanticipated headaches sometimes come with the 
ever growing amount of computer-printed scenery used 
in productions. These headaches can include:

 • Scenic artists being asked to touch up color, 
  contrast, resolution, line, shape, and texture 
  after a printed image arrives in the shop or on 
  the stage. 

 • The black ink tends to be not as dark as we’d 
  like for stage use.

 • Paint applied to the inked surface for touch-
  ups reflects light differently than the ink 
  and substrate.

 • Images are sometimes reprinted and installed  
  multiple times to get a satisfactory piece of 
  scenery.

 I’ve seen examples of these headaches in the tele-
vision and scenic studios where I work. On The Naked 
Brothers Band, for Nickelodeon, the scenic charge said 
that the black and white computer-printed photographs 
of the actors were printed, installed, and rejected by the art 
department, and re-printed four times. On a production 
of The Barber of Seville, at the University of Illinois, com-
puter-printed images of small scale houses were mounted 
on the set. Some of the houses were not quite printed 
correctly and paint was used to correct the problem. Dur-
ing tech the varying angles of light on the houses showed 
obvious paint “blobs” on top of the inked surface.

 Other scenic artists I’ve spoken to have shared simi-
lar comments. At a round table discussion at the USITT 
Conference in Minneapolis one of the pet peeves discussed 

was when printed scenic pieces are sent to the scene shop 
to be fixed because the printing wasn’t quite right. These 
same artists mentioned that they did not have a feel for 
proper techniques to use on computer prints. 

 With this in mind, I decided I would try to gather 
some knowledge about how scenic artists can work with 
computer prints and what paints give the most satisfying 
results with computer-printed scenery. 

 With the support of a grant from USITT I pur-
chased some 4’x8’ test images from a VUTEK 14’ wide 
plotter on three different printable vinyls to test how vari-
ous types of scene paint worked on them. The questions I 
asked were:

 • What paint is going to stick to that?

 • What paint is going to look good on that?

 • What techniques will blend with the digital 
  image?

 I tested samples of scene paints, artist acrylics, wa-
ter-based sign paints, and even French enamel varnishes, 
which are similar in makeup to some alcohol-based com-
puter printing inks. 

 One of the simplest techniques for touch-up that 
I explored was the use of Sharpie Markers. This was sug-
gested to me by Andy Warfel, Ray-On production de-
signer. He said that he keeps a set of Sharpie Markers in 
his bag that he uses for on-site touch-up for his corporate 
productions.

 So, I decided to try to mimic the four-color process 
inks used by the Vutek plotter with a set of four Sharpie 
Markers: black, yellow, magenta, and light blue.

 Figure 1, on the top of page 21, shows the vinyl print 
before touch up. A 1.5” white spot left out by the printer 
needs to be blended back into the image.



The Painter’s Journal, Winter 2007 www.paintersjournal.com 21

 Figure 2 is a closeup of the white spot.

 Dots of the four colors of ink were applied to fill in 
the spot (Figure 3). The dots mimic the pixel pattern on 
the print. When viewed standing back from it, the dots still 
stood out a bit from the image and drew attention to them-
selves.

 To soften the dots a bit, I dampened a brush with de-
natured alcohol and tapped the dots lightly as shown in Fig-
ure 4. I found that on the slick vinyl, it took a tiny amount 
of the alcohol to soften the ink up.

 Figure 5 shows the finished touch-up.

 While Sharpie Markers would be too slow or small 
for large scale touch-ups and changes to a computer-printed 
image, they certainly can be useful for onsite touch-up and 
quick editing. 

 So, how does this marker technique compare to other 
methods I’ve looked at for computer print touch-up? As for 
speed and easy storage, the four markers fit in a small paint 
bag and are ready to go, with no mixing. The ink in the 
markers dries similarly to the ink on the surface.  Whenever 
I’ve used scenic paint to do this the paint always looked a bit 
different. However, I have had pretty good luck with Ronan 
Aquacote, a water-based sign paint, as far as matching the 
inked surface, especially the black Aquacote.

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

Figure 1

Figure 2
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Figure 3

Figure 4
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 The down side to these markers is the size of the tip. 
If the touch-up area is more than a couple of square inches, 
it starts taking way too long. There are larger tipped markers 
available, but even they only get to about an inch wide.

 Touching up computer-printed scenery with markers 
is one possible way to solve the problem of what technique 
to use. Hopefully, as more scenic artists gain experience with 
computer prints, they will share more techniques as they 
come into common use in the scene shop.

 This project was made possible, in part, through a 
grant from the USITT Grants & Fellowship Program.
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