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22 Stories Up        
– by Thomas Garbelotti, photos by author

The saga of building a layout thousands of miles 
from the nearest hobby shop continues ...

Building a Backdrop
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My artistic lackings were 
causing me concern when 
it came to painting a back-

drop. Additionally,  I have recurring 
concerns about my limited work 
space in an apartment and the dif-
ficulty of having raw materials cut to 
the dimensions I need in Abu Dhabi.

When I lived in New England it wasn’t 
a big deal to pick up a sheet of hard-
board at the local store, take it home 
in my truck, then rip it to the width I 
needed. Now, the ability to complete 
those simple tasks is half a world away.

I began looking for a backdrop solu-
tion, based on the following criteria.

��Only a few visible seams

��Movable (not fixed to the walls)

��Little or no mess during construction

��Artistic abilities not required

Research led to the following options:

��A fabric-based background – think 
non-pleated curtains. This idea 
seemed a bit hard to pull off, even 
though the concept was intriguing. 

��A hard surface with a painted back-
ground. Even though my skills in 
this area are shockingly absent, I 
figured I could learn.

��A hard surface with a photographic 
background. This seemed more 
workable than paint – there would 
be less mess, and I wouldn’t have 
to learn how to paint.

The Image                     
I settled on the photographic option 
and promptly paid a visit to the 
Backdrop Junction website,  back-
dropjunction.com. Viewing their 
selection made me realize that ship-
ping a printed backdrop half way 
around the world seemed a little silly 
(and expensive). It occurred to me 

there are a number of print shops 
where I live; what I needed was a 
suitable image.

Naturally, nothing in my personal 
photo collection seemed usable. 
I’d seen some photo backdrops on 
another layout from LARC Products – 
larcproducts.com, so I ordered a set 
of images from them.

LARC offers a 4 DVD image set that 
includes background images, signs, 
textures, interior scenes, etc. that can 
be printed out and used as needed. 
I was most interested in a set from 
their 3rd DVD, a grouping named 
Heidt’s Hills (figures 2 and 3).

This image’s late summer colors and 
scene seemed like it would match well 
with my Montpelier Junction mod-
ules. It’s a composite of 11 different 
images and measures 88” wide by 11” 
high, a good size for my project.

Figure 2: Heidt’s Hills set before software alteration. Note the slight exposure differences in the panels.

Figure 3: Heidt’s Hills set after editing with Photoshop.

Figure 3

Figure 2
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One of the major challenges 
I face in this hobby as an ar-
tistically challenged person, 
is creating a good looking 
backdrop ...

Thomas Garbelotti is a frequent 
poster on the MRH form under the 
name ‘Scarpia’. A native of Vermont, 
his chief interest is the Central 
Vermont railroad, espeically the 
Roxbury Northern Division.

Thomas recently relocated from 
Vermont to Abu Dhabi, in the United 
Arab Emirates where he works for 
New York University helping to estab-
lish a new four year undergraduate 
school. He finally got to visit Egypt 
and the pyramids – “Didn’t they use a 
quarry railroad to move stones?”

Thomas has written two other arti-
cles for MRH: Model Railroading 
22 Stories Up (September 2010)  
and Benchwork without Tools 
(November 2010). 
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LARC recommends printing each sec-
tion separately, and then removing 
the sky from the prints before apply-
ing them over a background pre-
painted with a sky image. This avoids 
any problems with slightly different 
exposures of the component photos.

I find it hard to leave well enough 
alone and I wanted minimal seams. 
How could I rejoin all the pieces into a 
single image file? I figured I could take 
this file to a local printer and have 
them make a single large print for me.

I also thought that I could stitch the 
photos together, increase their width, 
and paint additional sky so I wouldn’t 
need to paint or otherwise add the 
sky behind the print.

This evolved into a major opera-
tion since the individual shots pro-
vided by LARC varied enough in 
exposure and alignment to need 
a lot of rework. Fortunately I have 
both experience with and access to 
Adobe Photoshop. A couple of hours 
in front of the computer resulted in 
a workable 120” by 20” background 
image. The file size? A single, (not 
so) tiny 16.1 gigabytes!

Mounting                       
Now it was time to consider how to 
support the backdrop. Despite my 
attempts at thorough planning prior 
to leaving New England, I hadn’t given 
this any real thought. I faced another 

Figure 4
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Figure 4: For sizing, a couple of foam boards go up. These are 1 meter 
boards, and just miss the 4 foot module length.
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Figure 5: A quick print of the backdrop on plain paper, taped to the foam 
board, provides an example of how it will look.

Figure 5

hurdle too; I wanted better lighting on 
the layout – the single light fixture in 
the room just wasn’t sufficient. 

Since it’s hard for me to get plywood or 
lumber and I have no place for a shop, 
I needed a different solution than I 
would have chosen in New England. I 
ended up making another trip to IKEA 
where I picked up a few more GORM 
110cm post sections, and a few inex-
pensive (about $7) lights.

My idea was simple – mount GORM 
posts on the back of the modules, 
spaced to support sheets of foam-
core. Each GORM post will carry a 
light fixture. The photographic back-
ground is attached to the foamcore, 

and we’re done! Now to see if the 
idea will actually work.

With the pieces in hand, I looked 
at actually mounting the system. 
Step one was marking the modules 
where the risers would attach and 
removing any overhanging foam 
from those areas.

I chose black foamcore instead of 
something light (and possibly blue), 
because sky blue foamcore wasn’t 
available. I also figured the seams 
between the sheets of foamcore 
would be less visible with black and 
with the sky as part of the print I 
wouldn’t need to paint one. The 
black band at the top should give the 

Visit Nano-Oil website
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for a total of $60 US. I’m a big believer 
in getting what you pay for, so I was 
a bit concerned about the quality (I 
know this can cost over three times as 
much at print shops in the US), so it 
was with some trepidation I retrieved 
the actual print a week later.

I rolled it out for examination along 
the backdrop support and was 
pleased by the result! The print shop 
used a matte surface, reducing reflec-
tive glare which can be substantial in 
the room at certain times of day.

I closed the curtains to check the light-
ing situation using only the room and 
the layout lights. It turned out to be less 
even across the layout surface than I’d 
hoped. But from operator angles, it was 

Figure 6: Only the portion of the 
risers that will be visible above the 
foamcore backdrop panels needed 
paint. I wasn’t concerned that the 
wood would warp in our climate-
controlled apartment.

Figure 7: While the printers were 
busy with the background I had 
plenty of time to mount the black 
foamcore on the risers for the first 
two modules.

Figure 8: When the new backdrop 
print arrived from the printers, 
I rolled it out across the black 
foamcore (without adhesive) to 
see how it would look. The answer 
was, pretty darn good!

impression of a lighting valance with-
out actually having one.

I painted the risers black to blend 
in, and then mounted the lights on 
them (figure 6). The power cords 
from the  lights are concealed behind 
the foamcore.

Printing the Backdrop   

With this worked out, it was time to 
shop some local printers, and find out 
how much it was going to cost to print 
a 10’ long photo!

A print shop located not far from my 
residence assured me they could do 
the job. In for a penny, in for a pound, 
as they say, and I contracted with them 

Figure 8

Figure 7Figure 6
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acceptable. An overhead valance would 
have been a  better solution, but the 
extra construction would have brought 
a new set of problems – it would 
have been much more complex for an 
entirely free-standing set of modules.

I had also considered a short shelf 
along the top, above the background 
photo but below the lights. I didn’t do 
this because of concerns the Gorm 
brackets didn’t have the structural 
strength to support the additional 
weight of the shelf without bending. 
A full lighting valance might also have 
caused structural problems. With that 
in mind, I decided to stick with these 
lights, but I did switch to floodlight 
bulbs for smoother illumination.
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With appropriate ground cover and 
scenery in place and some foliage 
in between the module top and the 
background, it looked like the back-
ground image and the layout would 
blend well (figure 9).

The backdrop arrived from the printer 
with a white border. Since I wasn’t 
intending to model the snowy season 
in Vermont, I cut off the bottom bor-
der before mounting (figure 11). This 
also lets the print sit a bit lower. 

My household is fortunate enough 
to come equipped with a paper-han-
dling expert – scrapbooking skills 
do come in handy. After some quick 
consultation, my wife decided that 
two-sided mounting tape would be 

Figure 9: Checking how the 
printed background, temporarily 
rolled into position, looks with the 
lights on.

Figure 10: From an operator’s 
view point angle, the lighting 
is OK, but there are still some 
heavy shadows in spots.

Figure 11: I checked the lighting 
from ground level, too. Down 
there it looked pretty good.

the best way to attach the print to 
the black foamcore backdrop sup-
port (figure 14).

We figured putting the tape on 
the foamcore, then attaching the 
print would result in the smoothest 

Figure 11

Figure 10

Figure 9
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backdrop (figure 15). With the back-
ground print on its bottom edge, 
starting at the right end, we carefully 
attached the print to the taped foam-
core, smoothing out the image with 
our hands.

Blending it in                
On most layouts the backdrop is built 
either before or during the bench-
work construction. My backdrop con-
struction was in reverse from that.

Another issue for me was how to 
blend the modeled foreground with 
the printed backdrop. Because this 
layout is designed to be broken down 
and moved should the need arise, and 
because the backdrop came after the 
layout, I couldn’t just build a berm of 

Figure 12: The full backdrop 
support installed with lighting.

Figure 13: The backdrop print 
came from the printer with an 
unsightly white border. I removed 
the border along the bottom.

Figure 14: We decided to use 3M 
double-sided tape to mount the 
background print.

Figure 15: Applying the double-
sided tape on the backdrop 
support.

Figure 14

Figure 13

Figure 12 Figure 15

plaster between the foreground and 
the background.

Instead I used strips of painted pink 
foam pre-covered with scenery (I 
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didn’t want to be subjecting the new 
backdrop to scenery mess)  to hold 
the bottom edge of the backdrop in 
place. These strips will be covered 
with ‘clean’ scenery – grass, trees, and 
bushes to hide the transition.

It’s clear that creating a backdrop to 
compliment your layout can be a chal-
lenging experience and sometimes a 

Figure 16: The tape installed on 
the backdrop support.

Figure 17: Finally, the background 
print is mounted!

Figures 18 and 19: I disguised 
the joint between the layout and 
the backdrop by adding prepared 
strips of pink foam-based ground.
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Figure 19

Figure 18

Figure 17

Figure 16

Foam strips covered 
with basic scenery

Foam strips covered 
with basic scenery
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Figure 20: I poked some trees into 
the foam strip to help disguise 
the foreground to background 
transition.

Figures 21 and 22: After adding 
static grass, some vegetation, and 
trains, the scene is looking pretty 
darn good!

Figure 23: It’s hard to believe this 
Vermont scene is in an apartment 
22 stories up in a Middle East 
desert!

Figure 23Figure 22

Figure 21

Figure 20
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frustrating one. Whether you choose 
a simple sky-colored backdrop, a 
hand-painted masterpiece, or a pho-
tomural, the difference it makes is 
readily apparent –  even in a small 
apartment! 


