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INCORPORATING PHOTOS INTO A BACKDROP
HANDLING THE TRANSITION BETWEEN

the a three-dimensional layout and a two-dimensional backdrop
can be challenging.

While I've seen many very well-executed photo backdrops
(where pictures of real scenery are pasted to the walls of the
layout room), I've found in many cases a photo mural backdrop
incorporates so much “hyper reality” it can actually attract
more attention than it deserves and draw the eye away from
the modeled scene. I mean, it is a photo, so that wealth of well-
defined detail has to be expected.

Lighting is another issue I've noticed with photograph back-
drops. In person, photo backdrops often look fine, but in pho-
tographs, if they extend much above the horizon line they tend
to wash out, so the colors of the background trees and scenery
never really match those modeled on the layout.
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1. When the author found painting a road onto the two-
dimensional backdrop was beyond his skills, he used a
photo to handle the transition.

The third issue is cost. For a small layout, a photo mural can fit
in the model railroad budget. For a large basement-sized layout
like mine, a photo backdrop can be a budget buster that quickly
exceeds the cost of several brass locomotives!

The other option is painting backdrop elements using art-
ists’ acrylic paints. As you can tell from the photos, this is the
approach I've taken for the majority of my backdrops.

They aren't perfect, but I actually find I enjoy painting them. It’s
a process I find so engaging I get lost in it. While the result-

ing artwork will never hang in a gallery, I enjoy doing it, and it
serves the purpose of visually extending the railroad beyond the
walls of the room.
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I can handle painting distant hillsides and some suggestions of
clouds [2] using techniques I've picked up from watching two
excellent online video series — one from Chris Lyons on Train
Masters TV, the other a series that Jay Smith presented on MR
Video Plus.

If youre looking to get started with painting a backdrop for your
model railroad, I highly suggest one or both of these. But paint-
ing things like buildings, fences, roads, and the like present a
challenge far exceeding my skills.

In the case in question, the scene consists of a country lane that
starts at the fascia, crosses the tracks, and then runs almost
directly into the backdrop. The challenge was getting the road

2. One of the author’s first attempts at painting a backdrop

uses tips from MR Video Plus and TrainMasters TV instruc-
tional videos.
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3. Initial attempts to paint a road extending into the dis-
tance were less than convincing.

to appear as if it continued into the distance and didn't sud-
denly end at the wall. The completed scene is shown in [1]. How
I got to this point may be of interest, if youTe facing a similar
challenge on your layout.

My first attempt at painting the road onto the backdrop [3] was,
to say the least, less than satisfactory.

I've come to terms with the fact that I stink at painting man-
made objects like buildings, trains, ships, boats, and yes, even
roads. So, using a photo for the road seemed to be a logical
solution.

Bernie Kempinski has successfully incorporated photos of struc-
tures (barns, houses, and the like) into painted backdrops. In
fact, he and I cut out some farmhouses and barns, and pasted
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them to my backdrop at few other locations on the layout [4]
so I knew combining the painted backdrop with photos for
detailed elements would work.

But would this technique work for something larger than a
small distant barn or farmhouse?

The buildings can be readily blended into the scene by paint-
ing a tree or bush around the base, or even partially obscuring
the building with a larger tree. I was concerned a larger photo
incorporated into the otherwise painted “stylized” backdrop
would be distracting and unrealistic.

I decided to test the concept a little further, and see if I could
use a photo to transition the road from the 3D scenery to the

4. A photo of a farmhouse and barn, pasted to the wall,
blends into the painted backdrop. The bottom edge of the
print was visible, so we painted in some trees to match
those in the picture.
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5. This prototype scene, photographed in October in rural
Maryland, was used for the backdrop road.

backdrop. As you might expect, the key to success with this
process is starting with the right photo. I took this photo [5] in
Maryland last autumn.

Although I didn't realize it at the time, the photo works so well
because of the lighting — the trees on the side of the road create
a shadow but there are no shadows in the foreground, and the
road drops downbhill slightly before rising up a distant hill. In my
case, this present-day country back road was ideal because I'm
modeling a remote two-lane road in rural Vermont in the 1950s.
I didn’t want a lot of markings, lane lines, and the like.

I reduced the photo to the size where the road just about
matched the width of the modeled road, and then printed it on
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7. The background photo in position, prior to completion of paving.
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ordinary color photo paper. I trimmed the sky and some of the lwa a
foreground out of the print and slid the picture into place [6].

by ANEST IWATA

I did move some of the trees around, since the picture has green

trees on the right and almost barren trees on the left [7]. This ]u S t R Olli n g B y

helped to blend the image into the foreground.
Once the photo was in place, I finished the grade crossing, Make It REAL \X/ ith Iwata

added some details to the road, and added sifted dirt, static .
grasses and the like. Cll mb A b Odrd .,

I think the resulting scene looks convincing in photos and in person.
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