
painting has become one of the theatre crafts I have been 
proficient in for a long time. Scene painting has a spiritual 
component. The best scene painters know how to see the 
end from the beginning. They know that the best paint 
jobs go through several stages of ugly before they become 
beautiful and they know that there is a sequence for every 
paint treatment. Line upon line, precept upon precept.

When I finally decided to get serious about a faculty 
leave, I knew I wanted it to involve scene painting at a 
high level and I knew I wanted to experience being a 
student again. About 25 years ago, Rachel Keebler and 
Howard Jones formed a school for theatrical scene painting 
called Cobalt Studios. Rachel and Howard are among the 
elite scene painters in the world. When I was just out of 
graduate school, I had been accepted at Cobalt, but because 
of finances and family, I was not able to attend. I always 
regretted not being able to study there.

I was excited and fearful to be attending Cobalt Studios. 
I have been a scenic artist for more than 25 years and I 
have taught scene painting for almost 12 years. I have 
several former students who are making at least part of 
their living as scenic artists and so I was worried that my 
experience at Cobalt may be remedial. I was wrong.

The Cobalt experience I chose was the Summer Scene 
Painting Session—three weeks of intensive scene painting 
training. Week one was dedicated to basic training 
techniques. Week two was organized around specific 
projects where the teacher demonstrated and the students 
copied, and in week three, the teachers pulled back, giving 
students specific problems that we had to solve.

Kimb Williamson, one of the instructors, commented to 
me that they appreciated when their peers came to study at 
Cobalt. I responded that I didn’t consider myself her peer, 

As an undergraduate student at BYU, I remember 
thinking there was always something beyond graduation, 
another step before I had to make a living. Things changed 
in graduate school, however, because I realized I would 
have to go out into the world and actually perform. It was 
a sobering thought and it created a sense of urgency. I 
decided to take my education at Mankato State University 
even more seriously. 

After graduate school, I worked for several years as 
a scene designer, scenic artist, and properties master in 
professional theatre. In the fall of 2000 I was hired at 
BYU-Idaho to be a teacher of Technical Theatre and Scene 
Design. I did not take a faculty leave or sabbatical for the 
first fourteen years of my career at BYU-Idaho. 

I have taught a course in theatrical scene painting for 
about twelve years. I had good training in scene painting 
in graduate school and beyond. I have been fortunate 
in my education and my career to learn from and work 
with highly skilled scenic artists. Through it all, scene 
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I was there to learn what 
was being taught instead 
of demonstrating what I 
already knew. 
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charcoal and chalk are not permanent, and so there would 
need to be a way to seal them to the surface. I asked Kimb 
if she had ever painted marble in that way. She then taught 
me a beautiful technique I had never seen or learned 
before. I would not have learned this and many other new 
techniques if I had let my pride lead me to Cobalt Studios. 

Week two we averaged about ten hours a day in a 
combination of a classroom and workshop environment. 
For me, it was wonderful to have a paintbrush in my hand 
for eight to ten hours a day again. It had been a long time 
since I had done that. Rachel and Kimb were in the studio 
with us for all of that time. They were very hands-on 
teachers. After the experience, I did some mental math and 
compared their face-time in the classroom to the BYU–
Idaho model and determined that they spent the equivalent 

but rather her student. My goal while painting at Cobalt 
Studio was to become a better scenic artist and to become 
a better teacher of scene painting. I decided the best way to 
accomplish both of these tasks was for me to be teachable 
and to learn what was being taught instead of relying on 
what I already knew. 

I also decided before attending that when the teachers at 
Cobalt corrected me, I would not get defensive and I would 
not try to explain or justify. Instead, every time Kimb or 
Rachel corrected me (which was several times a day) I 
merely said, “Thank you.” 

The first week we studied perspective, layout, geometry, 
cartooning, and other basic painting techniques. We were 
in class about eight hours a day. Much of what we studied 
that week was somewhat of a review for me, but the way it 
was taught was new and superior to the way I had learned 
it and taught it before. I noticed they didn’t just focus on 
the how and what, but talked about the why, where, and 
when of basic painting techniques as well. 

Week two was dedicated to project work and what is 
called trompe l’oeil painting. Trompe l’oeil means ‘to fool 
the eye’ and is a painting technique that is a staple skill of 
any scenic artist. It’s all about highlight and shadow, well 
placed, to make the two-dimensional appear to be three-
dimensional. The most important thing when painting 
Trompe l’oeil is to recognize where your light source 
is coming from (I think there is a spiritual principle at 
work here as well). The teachers would demonstrate a 
technique and we were expected to copy and master it. In 
addition, that second week we painted two different kinds 
of woodgrain and two different types of marble. We also 
painted foliage and drapery. 

I have painted hundreds of square feet of both 
woodgrain and marble in my career, but when we began 
the woodgrain and marble module, I made a conscious 
choice to stick to the decision I made prior to beginning 
my faculty leave: I was there to learn what was being taught 
instead of demonstrating what I already knew. I wasn’t 
there to show my prowess with a paintbrush. 

We were given a choice of samples for the marble 
module and I chose two I had never painted before. One of 
the samples was a grey marble with black and white veins. 
I had an idea that I could execute the veins with charcoal 
and chalk for one of the samples. The problem is that 

Tromp l’oeil finished marble

Tromp l’oeil finished woodgrain
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Because scenic artists usually paint on a grand scale, we 
put our work on the floor and paint standing up. This is a 
traditional skill and one that I was not unfamiliar with. I 
have painted that way for many years. Most paintbrushes 
don’t have a three and a half foot-long handle however, so 
scenic artists began placing their brushes in the end of a 
bamboo pole. I painted all of the projects at Cobalt Studios 
in this way, including the tiger on velour. 

Painting with a paintbrush attached to a three-foot 
bamboo pole is a little intimidating for people who have 
never tried it, but in reality, the only hard part is the mental 
component. To paint with long handled paintbrush you 
have to trust yourself. The rest of it comes down to brush 
choice, brush placement, and brush movement. If you get 
those three things correct, the rest is easy. 

The second project of the third week was a translucent 
drop. Each of us were given two images and were asked 

of two full semesters of face-time in three very intense 
weeks. They never seemed to tire.

We did two major projects in the third and final week 
of instruction. The first project was called, “You want me 
to paint THAT on WHAT?” First, each student was given 
a different, sometimes non-traditional surface to paint 
on. Second, we were then given an image to go along with 
it. For example, one painter was given a shower curtain 
and asked to paint it to look like a stained-glass window. 
Another painter was given a rubber shelf liner and asked to 
paint a seascape with a boat on it. I was given a piece of tan 
velour and asked to paint a Chinese watercolor of a tiger. 
Finally, when we were given the images, we were asked to 
come up with our own process for executing it. We had a 
chance to share our process with Rachel or Kimb along the 
way and they helped us fine tune and tweak it. I was also 
given a spare piece of the velour to use as a test sample.

Painting with bamboo brush 
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to paint the first image on the front and paint the back in 
such a way that when the light shifted from front-light to 
backlight, the second image would show through. I was 
given images of two Chinese pagodas and asked to paint 
them in this way. Halfway through the project, Rachel 
confided in me that in all the years they had given this 
assignment, no one had ever successfully painted it. No 
pressure! She also said that after observing me for two 
weeks, she thought I’d have a good chance at success.

I blogged the whole process of the translucent project 
with images to be viewed at:  
http://garycbenson.blogspot.com/2015/04/cobalt-studios- 

summer-scene-painting-12.html 

When I returned to teaching in Fall semester 
2014, I immediately taught a scene painting class and 
implemented a great deal of the things I had learned at 

Cobalt. I asked and received permission from Rachel and 
Kimb to do so. In the past, I’ve noticed that some students 
excel and some students struggle. If I teach primarily to 
the struggling students the better painters get bored. If I 
teach primarily to the better painters, then the struggling 
students get frustrated. I noticed that the Cobalt Method 
tended to bring all my students together faster. There was 
enough to challenge the better painters in the class and yet 
allow the struggling painters to be successful and keep up 
on every project. The Cobalt Method allowed me to bring 
the whole class along at the same speed. 

I loved my time at Cobalt Studios and hope to study 
there again. I am thankful to the University, The College 
of Visual and Performing Arts, The Department of Theatre 
and Dance, and the Thomas E. Ricks fund for making my 
faculty development leave possible. t
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