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B BACKDROP SPECIAL

| am always amazed when I think
about how long it took me to start
building layouts with backdrops.
While I had worked for years on
improving my modeling techniques
and scenery skills, for me, the
discovery of how much a backdrop
improved the overall appearance of
a model railroad was a long time
coming. These days, backdrops are
simply a part of my planning
process for all new projects.
However, if you have an existing
model railroad that doesn’t have a
backdrop, don't think that adding
one means that you'll need to build
a new layout. Even a simple blue sky
with a few clouds can usually be
shoehorned into place behind your
existing scenery with minimal
effort. And the result will be such a
dramatic improvement over that
1970s dark-walnut paneling, you'll
wonder why you'd waited so long.
To give you an idea of how to build
a basic backdrop, I constructed one
for our Turtle Creek Mine Branch.
(See the January through April
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Visit www.ModelRailroader.com to
watch a video of Model Railroader
illustrator Jay Smith demonstrating
how to paint backdrop clouds.
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2005 Model Railroader for more
information on this layout.) The
techniques I used here can be
applied on a much larger scale to
most any freestanding benchwork.

There are many ways to build
backdrops, and I've included four
examples here. In fact, most mid-
size and larger layouts use more
than one method to support the sky.

On my previous HO scale layout
I'd painted the layout room walls
with the same blue paint I used on
my backdrops. See the first illustra-
tion. This is about as easy as a
backdrop option gets.

However, in many locations on
that layout, I also used tempered
hardboard panels supported by 1 x 2
posts that were bolted to the bench-
work, as shown in the second
illustration. This method works
very well if you need your backdrop
to curve. Simply attach hardboard
to both sides of the posts for a
double-sided backdrop.

On my N scale layout, I have one
section of backdrop made from two
freestanding sheets of .080" styrene
sandwiched together. The styrene
fits into a slot in the foam scenery,
as shown in the third illustration.

p The rest of my N scale layout’s

backdrop is made from .080"
styrene mounted to frames made

This photo shows the complete
process (right to left) David used
to make a backdrop for Model
Railroader’s HO scale Turtle Creek
Mine Branch. Jim Forbes photos

uilding a backdrop

from 1 x 2s. The frames are
fastened to the benchwork with
screws. As shown below, I used this
same technique on the Turtle Creek
Mine Branch to support a tempered
hardboard backdrop, which is the
example I'll use here.

2'-0"

Tempered
hardboard

Posts bolt to
benchwork

6'-0"

Corner cleats

Frame backdrop. This type of
backdrop is built on a frame made
from 1 x 2s and is ideal for straight
layout sections, such as modules.
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Backdrop wall. You can paint Support-post backdrop. In this Freestanding backdrop. In some
directly on the walls of your layout example, 1 x 2 support posts hold applications, you can make a
room if they have a smooth, up the backdrop. The posts are simple backdrop that divides two
finished surface. Otherwise, as attached to the benchwork, and the areas of a layout without using
shown here, you can attach a backdrop can be affixed to one or support posts. In this example, a
backdrop made of styrene or both sides. This method works well  sheet of styrene is set in a slot cut
tempered hardboard to the walls. for backdrops that follow curves. into the layout’s foam scenery.

Step 1 Building backdrop frame

|

| | started the project by building a 2 x 6-foot frame for

| the backdrop using clear pine 1 x 2s. As with bench-

. work construction projects, you want to use clear,

| straight lumber. Although clear pine boards are a bit

| more expensive, and it will take you longer to sort

| through the pile to find the straight ones, the extra

! effort will pay off in a backdrop that is easy to build

| and looks good when it’s finished.

! My backdrop frames have cross members on 24"

[ centers. Although you can make your backdrop frames

| virtually any size and shape you wish, it’s best to

| provide good support for the surface material, in

| this case 4" tempered hardboard, which tends to
sag if there is too much distance between supports.

| Crossmembers on 24" centers work well to keep the
surface smooth.

You'll also probably note from the photos that |
made the two inner cross members longer than the
others. These are 272" and extend 32" below the

| bottom of the frame. The extra-long supports connect

| to the benchwork on the Turtle Creek Mine Branch and

are fastened with 4" carriage bolts and wing nuts.

| To fit the crossmember support posts into the
backdrop frame, | used half-lap joints. To do this, cut
notches the width of a 1 x 2 in both the crossmember

Pony corner
clamp

3" screws

post and the bottom frame piece at the location of the After checking to make sure the parts for the half-

| joint. | used my table saw to cut the notches, but you lap joints fit together flush, | set them aside until it was
can also make half-lap joints using a circular saw or a time to assemble the frame.
router. You can also make half-lap joints the old While | used half-lap joints on this project, the

fashioned way by making saw cuts at the edges of the ~ frames on my own layout are simple rectangles without
joint and then removing the material in the middle with any support posts. The bottom of the frames bolt
a wood chisel. directly to the benchwork.
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Step 1 Building backdrop frame (cont’d)

Assembly. To assemble the frames, | began by setting
a sheet of plywood on several sawhorses in my garage
| to make an assembly table. Except for the two half-lap
| joints, all the frame joints are made with yellow carpen-
| ter’s glue and secured with two 3" screws. Be sure to dfill

holes for the screws first to avoid splitting the frame
parts. | countersunk the screw heads for a flush finish.

This is one of those projects where you can’t have
enough clamps. Years ago | purchased a set of four
Pony corner clamps, as shown in the photo on the
previous page, and they make it very easy to build
square corners with tight joints. You’ll find a variety of
other clamps useful for this project as well, including
spring and bar types.

Once the frame was assembled, | added a cleat
made from a 4" x 4" triangle piece of 4" plywood to
each outside corner. Though the frame will be rein-
forced when the surface material is glued to it, | like
the added security the cleats provide in keeping
everything square until | get to that step.

“._ Wood glue

Extra crossmember supports
hardboard seam

Spring clamps

The next step is to add the surface material to the

| backdrop. I've used several materials for backdrops in
| the past, but | tend to stick with either .080" styrene or
| /8" tempered hardboard. Both materials have smooth
surfaces and produce good results. However, cost is

also a factor. You can purchase approximately three
4 x 8 sheets of tempered hardboard for the cost of
one 4 x 8 sheet of styrene, so for this project | used
the hardboard. After cutting the hardboard to size, |
attached it to the frame. You can use nails or screws
to attach the hardboard, but that adds a lot of work in
the next couple of steps because all of those holes will
need to be filled.

If you’ve got the time, you can avoid extra work
by gluing the hardboard to the frame. | used yellow
wood glue for this step. After applying the glue
liberally to the frame, | set the hardboard in place and
clamped it until the glue set — about two hours. It
takes approximately a dozen clamps to do one 8-foot
section of backdrop, so | can make 16 feet of back-
drop in an evening. More clamps would make the
project go even faster.

Backdrop seams. Where two backdrop frames meet,
bolt or screw them together for form a solid joint.
Where pieces of hardboard meet within a frame, make
sure that the seam has a backing board. Although it’s
ideal to place the seam over a frame crossmember,
this isn’t always possible. A seam that falls in the
middle of the frame will need to be supported before it
can be sealed. Glue a scrap piece of wood behind the
hardboard to support the seam, or simply add an
extra crossmember to the frame at that location, as
shown in the photo.

Step 3 Smooth seams
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Before you can paint the backdrop, you need to seal
the seams. The first step is to make sure the seam is
level. The cut edge of hardboard often has a small lip
on it left by the saw blade. | use a razor scraper to
remove that lip, as shown in the photo. Working
carefully to avoid gouging the surface, | run the scraper
along the surface of the seam, removing any raised
material. | then sand the seam to finish it.

Sometimes after doing this, the seam still isn’t level.
This is usually caused by varying thicknesses of the
hardboard. If there’s a big difference, I’ll use a block
plane to take away more material from the raised side.




Step 4 Taping seams

For a smooth backdrop, you should tape the seams.
The process is just like drywalling a house. Start by
covering the seams with fiberglass drywall tape. This is
a self-adhesive mesh that keeps the drywall mud from
cracking or falling out of the joint. | found an ultra thin
version made by Saint-Gobain Technical Fabrics at my
local home center. The thinner tape eliminated the need
for a third application of drywall mud.

The photo shows the entire taping process in one
shot. (Normally you’d complete each part before
moving on to the next.) After applying the fiberglass
tape, coat it with a thin layer of drywall mud, using a 4"
drywall knife. Let the mud dry overnight (make sure it
| doesn’t still feel damp), and then lightly sand the seam
| to remove any high spots. Vacuum up the dust and
wipe the seam’s surface with a damp paper towel.

‘ Next, apply a second coat of mud, this time with a

| 6" drywall knife. Feather the edges of this coat by
pressing the knife blade firmly against the tempered

| hardboard, taking care not to remove too much mud

1 from the taped seam. After the second coat has dried,

i sand the seam smooth and then evaluate whether or

Extra thin mesh y

joint tape ==

Second
coat of mud

First coat
of mud

6" drywall
knife

not it needs a third application of mud. Don’t be
tempted to skimp. If the seam needs another coat, it
needs another coat. For the third application, use an
8" drywall knife and follow the previous steps.

These successively wider coats of drywall mud make
for a smooth transition from the flat surface of the
hardboard, over the taped seam, and back again.

Step 5 Primer

! Once the taping is complete and the drywall mud is

| dry, you can prime and paint the backdrop. The surface
of tempered hardboard varies between manufacturers.
Some are quite porous and will soak up a lot of paint.
Others, however, are much harder, making it difficult
for ordinary latex wall paint to adhere properly. Coating
the hardboard with a primer will produces a surface

| that promotes good paint adhesion.

For this project, | used Bin latex primer, which is easy
| to clean up with water. | applied two coats of primer an
} hour apart, and then let the backdrop dry overnight.

L

Foam roller

Step 6 The sky is the limit

| If you’re planning on using a photo backdrop, you
| can apply it once the primer is dry. However, if you're
| planning on painting your own backdrop, it’s time to
| apply your base sky color.
' | used an inexpensive latex wall paint in a generic
| sky blue color that | purchased at my local hardware
store. | applied two coats of blue paint with a foam
roller for a smooth finish, and then | let the backdrop
dry overnight again, just like | did with the primer.
While I’'ve painted a lot of clouds using an airbrush,
| wanted to try something different this time, so |
followed the steps for painting clouds in Kalmbach
illustrator Jay Smith’s backdrop painting article in the
June 2008 issue of MR. | also used Bruce Petty’s
| article on painting hills from the January 2008 issue.
To apply the clouds and hills, | used several sizes of
3 artist paint brushes. For paint | used washes of Polly

Clouds: Polly Scale
Reefer White and CSX
Gray

Distant hills: Polly Scale
UP Dark Gray, CSX Gray,
> and some purple color

S 8
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Scale Reefer White and CSX Gray for the clouds and
UP Dark Gray, CSX Gray, and some nameless shade of
purple for the hills. To learn more about painting your
own backdrops, read associate editor Steven Otte’s
article beginning on page 38.

Backdrops are an important part of any finished
model railroad scene. If you don’t already have one on
your layout, | hope that you'll give it a try. MR
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| BACKDROP SPECIAL ]

Some rolling stock and structures give associate editor Steven Otte an idea of how his new backdrop will look once this
part of his home layout is complete. Follow along as Steve relates the highs and lows of his first adventure in painting.

You, too, can

paint a backdrop

A first-time artist shares
how he created this
rural Ohio vista

By Steven Otte
Photos by the author

've been modeling the Cincinnati,
Lebanon & Northern Ry. on paper
for 16 years. But other than a ga-
rage layout that didn'’t get past the
benchwork stage before I had to move,
the railroad existed only as cardboard
boxes full of homeless structures.

Until now. An HO scale version of
the CL&N is gradually taking shape in
my Milwaukee basement. I've finished
the first section of benchwork, built a
staging yard, and started laying visible
track. But before I can go any further, I
need a backdrop.

I considered commercial backdrops,
but I couldn’t find anything suitable for
my railroad’s setting of rural Ohio in
1906. I also weighed making my own
photo backdrop, but I didn't look for-
ward to the hours of work it would take
to digitally edit out anachronistic de-
tails like power lines, modern build-
ings, and automobiles.

That left painting. However, this is
new territory for me. My only previous
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experience with painting involved a
roller. Then I realized that at some
point, all modelers have to do some-
thing for the first time. It's how we
learn. So, I consulted co-workers and
books like Mike Danneman’s Painting
Backdrops For Your Model Railroad
(Kalmbach Books), then rolled up my
sleeves and got to it.

It took four attempts before I was
happy with my results; my wife jokes
that my backdrop is so thick with lay-
ers of paint there’s barely enough room
on the shelf layout for trains. Follow
along while I tell you what worked for
me and what didn’t, and maybe you'll
pick up a tip or two to help you tackle
your own backdrop painting project.



STEP 1 Preparing the backdrop

I built my backdrop out of 2-foot-wide
/8" Masonite, attached to furring strips
spaced 16" apart along my basement
wall. In order to minimize the visible nail
heads on the surface, | used Liquid
Nails for Projects to glue the Masonite
to most of the strips. | used wire nails
only on the ends of the sheets and
where | needed the backdrop to curve.
The joints between the sheets didn’t
always fall at a furring strip. Where this
happened, | used Liquid Nails to attach
a length of 1 x 4 to the wall behind the
joint, then glued and tacked the
Masonite sheets to it to keep the joint
flat. | hammered wire nails into the
Masonite, then covered the joint and
the nail heads with spackling com-
pound that | later sanded smooth.

R e ) |l Y o

fter painting his backdrop sky blue,
Steve added white to one side of the
tray and mixed the colors on the roller.
The next band of paint would then
fade from blue to a lighter color.

Even on a cloudless day, the sky isn’t
the same shade of blue in every
direction. Since we are looking through
a thicker layer of atmosphere toward
the horizon than when we look up, sky
blue fades to a lighter, paler shade near
the horizon. Therefore, | wanted my
backdrop’s sky to be a deeper blue at
the top and near-white at the bottom.

| used flat latex house paint from my
local home improvement center to paint
the backdrop. My first attempt involved
painting the sky solid blue with a roller,
then blending white paint up from the
bottom with a broad brush. | tried it
both while the blue paint was still wet
and after it dried, but either way, |
wasn’t happy with the visible white
brushstrokes. So | painted blue over it
and tried again, this time using a water-

Steve uses a sanding block to smooth the spackling compound covering the

joint between two panels of his backdrop. Once he covers it with a painted blue
sky, clouds, trees, and hills, the joint will be invisible.

STEP 2 Blue sky

-
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Once it dries, the band of paint being applied here will be darker, blending on

the top with the unlightened sky blue above it. When he paints the next band
below, Steve will add more white paint to make it even lighter.

dampened roller to blend a band of
white into the blue above. Not only did
I not like the way it looked on the back-
drop, | end up spattering myself with
light-blue water. So once the water
dried, the Masonite gained its third
layer of blue paint, providing me with a
blank canvas to try another new idea.
The problem was, no matter what
| used to try to blend the colors, the
colors didn’t transition from one to the
other smoothly. They still obviously
looked like two separate, poorly mixed
colors of paint. | needed a way to blend
the colors before they went on the back-
drop. That’s when | hit on the method
| finally used.
| painted the topmost band of the
backdrop with straight blue, using the
roller. After finishing the top, | added

white paint to the blue that remained in
the paint tray, pouring it carefully on
only one side. | then rolled the roller in
the tray, blending the two shades in the
middle. | used this to paint the next
band on the backdrop, keeping the
“dark” end of the roller at the top. When
the paint on the roller ran low, | went
back over the edges of the just-painted
band to blend the colors together. | did
two more bands the same way, adding
more white each time.

| was happy with the blending effect,
so | stayed with it, even though the
bottom of my sky ended up drying to a
darker shade of blue than | expected. If
| had to do it again, I'd put less blue in
the tray to start with, so that by the time
| reached the bottom I'd be using
almost pure white paint.
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STEP 3 A distant treeline

Following an undulating hilltop penciled on the backdrop, Steve stipples on medium green paint in a row of rough,
random shapes to represent a distant treeline. A narrower treeline looks more distant; a wider one appears closer.

When it comes to my modeling, | like
to call myself an impressionist. That is,
| want my structures and scenery to
make a good impression, not steal the
show from the rolling stock that should
be the stars. Similarly, | want my
backdrop to be a supporting player to
the foreground scenery, not upstage it.
| want to capture the feeling of southern
Ohio’s rolling woodlands, not accurately
depict a particular scene.

The approach | was looking for was
perhaps best exemplified by Joy of
Painting instructor Bob Ross, famous
for showing Public TV viewers how to
paint peaceful landscapes. It’s been a
while since | had watched the show, but
| remembered enough to paint my own
“happy little trees.”

| wanted my backdrop landscape to
represent rolling meadows topped by a
distant treeline, so | used a pencil to
draw a wavy line denoting the hilltops.
| then mixed some dark green paint
with different proportions of white to
make three shades of green. Using a
/" stiff-bristled brush in a stippling
motion, | dabbed on the medium green
paint to make a rough shape following
the hilltops. After that dried, | went back
with the dark green and stippled it
heavily in random shapes extending up
from the bottom of the tree line, to
represent shadows. Then, using the
lightest shade, | dappled the tops of the
trees to represent leaves highlighted by
the sun. When doing this, | kept the
direction the sun should be shining on
this part of the layout in mind, and made
sure to highlight only the sunny sides of
the trees. Finally, a few stripes and
Y-shapes of gray-brown represented
tree trunks and branches showing
through the leaves and undergrowth.

Dark green paint, dabbed on the bottom of the treeline and up the back sides,
represents shadows. Steve keeps the angle of the sunlight in this area in mind
so he can keep the direction of the shadows consistent.

Dap
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ples of light green on the treetops and on the sunny sides of the trees give

the tree line depth. Stripes of gray-brown represent trunks and limbs. Steve
doesn’t try to keep the bottom line neat, because it will be covered by hilltops.

| showed the pictures of this step to
David Popp, MR’s managing editor, to
ask his opinion. He said my painting
technique was fine, but pointed out |
would have trouble finding ground foam
tinted to match the shade of paint I'd
used. Trying to be economical, I'd used
avocado paint | found in our new
home’s basement. For a while | went
back and forth on whether to live with
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the odd shade anyway, until | realized
that | had also drawn the horizon line
too low for the track elevations | had
planned at this point. Out came the
blue and white paint again, and the
backdrop gained its fourth layer. The
pictures you see here are of my second
treeline, after buying new paint in colors
more appropriate to the early-summer
months | intend to model.



STEP 4 Clouds

While the trees dried, | turned my
eyes again to the sky. | had painted
clouds on the third layer of blue paint,
the one with the avocado trees. Even
though | liked how they came out, |
knew | had gone overboard and
crammed the sky with too many of
them. I’'ve seen plenty of days when the
clouds were even thicker, but on my
backdrop, the sky looked unrealistically
crowded. The second time around, |
had one thing in mind: Don’t go nuts
with the clouds.

| started with a round no. 1 brush
and white paint, painting a succession
of loose arcs to mark the tops of the
clouds. We think of clouds as fluffy and
soft-looking, but summer cumulus
clouds often have a hard edge.

Once | had the basic shape |
wanted, | dried the brush on a paper
towel and drybrushed the interior of
each cloud with white, again using
small arcing motions. | wanted some
blue to show through to give the clouds
a variation of textures. Finally, | lightly
brushed a slate gray on the bottoms.

Steve started painting his clods with
bright white arcs, representing cloud
tops highlighted by the sun. Clouds

look fluffy, but often have a hard edge.

When painting clouds, keep in mind
how they arrange themselves in real
life. We see them at all angles all over
the sky because we are viewing them
from below. But in reality, most of them
lie at a single altitude. The ones nearer
the horizon are more distant; they
should appear smaller and whiter, both

After filling in the clouds with dry
brushed white paint, Steve uses gray
to shadow the bottoms. Higher clouds
should overlap lower ones.

because of their distance and because
we see less of their dark bottoms. The
higher they appear in the sky, the closer
they are to us, so they should be larger
and darker. This also means higher
clouds should overlap lower ones. Look
for some sky photographs in books or
on the Internet to guide you.

STEP 5 Foreground

I intend to build a low wooded ridge
between the track and the backdrop to
help disguise the fact that the bench-
work is only a foot wide in this area.
Therefore, | painted the base of the
backdrop’s treeline between three and
six inches above the track. The back-
drop below that line will be partly
obscured by trees on the layout, so it
doesn’t have to be detailed. | wanted to
simply represent rolling farm fields.

| started by painting a strip of light
grass green with a flat 14" brush,
following the bottom of the treeline. The
backdrop’s texture gave this strip a
rough edge which | thought looked like
dappled shadows under the trees, so |
didn’t try to smooth it out.

Before that paint dried, | dipped the
same brush in a more vivid green and
painted another strip below that. With
the wet brush | blended the edges
together, bringing the more intense
paint up the side of the hills facing away
from the sun. This gave the terrain
depth. | followed up with a strip of the
medium green I'd used as the base
color for the trees, again blending the
edges and dragging it up into the
valleys between the hills. Now | can
build the scenic ridge and plant some
trees to finish this section. MR

Steve wanted to paint a foreground that, when seen through frees that will be -

S50 X

planted in the foreground, would look like distant grassy fields. Blending
shades of green in a sweeping motion gives the impression of rolling terrain.

G

Steve pulls darker gfeen paiﬁt from the foreground up onto the right sides of the

hills, as well as into the lower areas between them. This helps visually reinforce
that on this part of the layout, the sun would be shining from the left.
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