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Process –  

It’s not really a painting is it? No. It’s a fabulous hack. The painting you will be doing is not really a painting. It’s a photo-

chop composite using 3d rendered elements from a 3D program, photographic reference manipulated and composited 

with hand painted stuff. It’s the standard production design image creation process used by many production designers. 

It’s fast and effective. 
 
Use of Found Photographs –  
Use of elements found on the internet is governed by copyright laws. In general – images that are created using photo 

manipulation may not be sold or distributed in any way without violating those laws unless permission to do so is obtained 

from the copyright owner. Using images such as these as elements in production paintings means that the paintings can 

be used as a part of the production to inform the design and may also be easily published if certain requirements are met. 

When reviewing the final work, as a part of one’s personal portfolio, the use of photographic elements should be clearly 

noted. Creative commons rights, use of royalty photo’s from sites such as Flicker and Wikimedia all make creating an 

publishing concept work easier and faster. More info at http://creativecommons.org 

 
Why this process – Speed is essential when creating Production paintings. Shortcuts are not optional.  These paintings 

are used to inform visual development in general and aid specific shot creation. The image used in this discussion of 

process is one created for the short film Requiem. It was conceived as an image which captures the soul of the Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial (VVM) and the story of the film and it was used to create one of the key shots in the animated short 

 
4 Seasons -  

The VVM is a wide “V” shape when viewed from above. One arm points directly at the Lincoln Memorial, the other at the 

Washington Monument. The intent of the painting is to capture the almost 180 degree visual in one large image. Let’s 

explore the process – which begins with research and initial sketches:  
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Location Scout -  
The Vietnam Veterans Memorial (VVM) is cut into the ground on the acreage to the South of and in between the Lincoln 

Memorial and Washington Monument. The East and West ends of the VVM are at ground level – the middle, the point of 

the V is approximately 11 feet below the nominal ground level and is situated so the panels leading to and away from the 

V accurately record the increase and decrease in the number of deaths over time. Here’s how the locales in REQUIEM 

lay out: 

 
Overhead Layout 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

West to Lincoln Memorial 

East to Washington 
Monument 

Old Man is here in SC 5.1 – walking 
East 
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Looking East towards Washington Monument – I’ve 

played with the perspective a bit to get the reflections I 

want – this is the view. Also seen in my 4 seasons 

production painting at www.duaneloose.com From this 

POV we are actually down below ground level walking up a 

ramp to the East end of the wall. Funky perspective. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Looking West towards Lincoln Memorial – We’ll see this 

view in the last vision. The wall footpath has changed 

several times since the memorial was built. The lights and 

materials are a little different…and I suppose one could 

date the time of the story based on the details I put in my 

images. But I mixed them up so that there wasn’t one 

element that could be used to pinpoint time. 

 
 
 

http://www.duaneloose.com/
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Research:  
Start by looking for inspirational images that carry elements of the visual story you want to tell as a production designer. In 

this case the Vietnam Memorial and its environs comprise the locations for the film. Sketches and reference exploration 

can be done at the same time - images inspire concept and concept creates the need for more reference imagery. At this 

point it is not important to have reference for every visual element - just the basic information to start working on your 

painting and an image in your head.

Two images that helped define the concept use the reflective surfaces of the Wall. Reflections become an important 

visual signature of the film and the production artwork. 
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Initial Sketches – Production paintings and concept art begin with sketches used to explore ideas. This first sketch 

indicates the passage of seasons to be portrayed in the panorama of the painting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A similar concept was sketched, but with a changing time of day. Atmosphere, time of day, weather and time of year are 

all important elements to consider at this point in the process as these will inform your lighting and color choices.
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Color Study: Choosing the change of seasons as the direction, the next step is to create a color study. The first study is a 

simple landscape with seasonal changes. The idea to include the armies of the American Revolution, The Civil War, 

WW2, Vietnam and the modern era, all converging to pay honor to a single flag draped casket emerged as the art 

developed. 
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Composition Analysis: At this stage analyzing your composition for perspective and proper development of foreground, 

mid-ground and background elements will help refine your concept. Use a perspective in the horizon line and vanishing 

points. Looking at the composition this way also reveals how centered the flag is and gives some indication of the 

reflection mapping that needs to change for the Lincoln memorial and it’s reflection in the wall. You can scale up your 

rough color study at this point so you will be able to paint at the level of detail needed for these changes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The study was scaled to 60” x 11” at 72 dpi. This enables easy integration of the computer generated elements at a size 

that is manageable in memory and makes painting fine detail in Photoshop easier. 
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Composition Analysis (continued): The BG soldiers in the middle of the painting need to be closer to the foreground. 

This will help the flanking armies feel like they are larger and receding into the distance a bit better. Analyze the balance 

in your composition by breaking the composition up into colored shapes and adjusting their mass and location. Fix the 

perspective and look at the balance in the comp. Adjusting the pathway to eliminate the bend, bringing the middle-ground 

army closer to the coffin and softening the tree line makes way for a more dramatic sky. Enlarging the Washington 

Monument anchors the left side of the composition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here are the individual panels: 
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Composition Analysis (continued): The left side – YELLOW – panel works as a stand alone composition 

A wide painting such as this can also be broken up into a triptych – each third standing on it’s own as a complete 

painting – indicated by the yellow, blue and green outlines seen in the image above. 
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Composition Analysis (continued): The middle – BLUE – panel shows that the foreground flag could move a bit to the 

left and indicates a need for a bridging element to the YELLOW panel (left). 
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Composition Analysis (continued): The right side – GREEN - panel – The flags have moved to the right to get them off 

the center line of the composition. 
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Composition Analysis Summary: Thorough analysis will save you time and effort by helping to plan each core element 

and its place in the composition. The analysis revealed some key structural changes necessary for the single long panel 

to work. The interesting thing about the coffin is that it provides a bridging element between the GREEN and BLUE 

panels…and that bridge is missing between the YELLOW and BLUE panels. Foreground soldiers of the modern day army 

may create that bridge. Here’s the original and analysis, compared top and bottom. 
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Reference: Seasons - With the concept well defined, specific reference images can be gathered to inform the visual 

language. Images showing the wall in each of the 4 seasons will inform the look of the seasons seen in the painting. 
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Reference: Monet – Haystacks - Inspirational images from artists you admire and wish to emulate are used to inform 

your choice of style in your painting. And the great masters were excellent with light and color – the best teachers. 
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Reference: Time of Day - Images showing time of day will help you define your color palette choices and give you visual 

reference for atmosphere. 



Making of Muster at the Wall 

Page 17 of 43 

Reference: Claude Monet – Rouen Cathedral 
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Reference: Union Civil War Soldiers Specific soldiers from three major eras of our countries history are needed to 

inform authenticity and accuracy. At this point you are also looking for possible photographs that can be used in the actual 

painting. 
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Reference: US Revolutionary War Soldiers 
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Reference: WW1, WW2, Vietnam and Contemporary soldiers 
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Background Layer – SKY - Starting with the rough color study as a guide, begin development of the sky. In this painting, 

sky elements were rendered using VUE D’esprit and painted over in Photoshop. Pretty ugly and rough…but fast. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Placing the color study (with the sky cut out) on top of the composition helps evaluate the elements in context during the 

process.
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Background Layer - SKY (continued) - The sky is developed further to soften it, add more detail, widen it and 

exaggerate the wide angle lens feel. Tree elements rendered out of VUE are added to the background layer. They are 

also flopped and used for the reflection in the left wall of the memorial. The vertical red lines at the sides of the image are 

the crop marks for the composition. At this stage it is helpful to paint wider and taller than the finished image. This enables 

you to “color outside the lines”  and be more free in the process.

In this detail, the Washington Monument (WM) has been 

painted in along with the BG haze and the beginnings of 

the left side of the VVM Wall. Photographic elements have 

been layered into the sky behind the WM. This adds depth 

and texture to the image. 
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These areas of the sky need some work! 

One of the things to think about and address at this stage 

is the fringing of the edges of elements when composited 

over top of other elements. This is easily fixed in the 

painting process. 
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More Sky and Trees, Lincoln Memorial - The trees and right side wall are taking shape. At this point start to focus on 

finishing individual elements. The Sky continues its progress, the Lincoln Memorial gets some love and the left side of the 

wall starts to develop. 

Using photographs of the Lincoln 

Memorial to rough out the structure 

was desirable. However, there were 

no photographs that showed the 

side of the building in the right point 

of view needed for the composition.   

 

Cutting out the front and using it on 

the side will work. A thorough 

understanding of perspective is 

critical in being able put these 

“Frankenstein” pieces together. 
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SKY Drama, Finishing the Lincoln Memorial: Integrating Photographic elements - Adding a more dramatic element 

to the sky behind the Lincoln Memorial silhouettes the building and emphasizes the change in season and time of day. It 

also informs the lighting needed to finish the side of the memorial. Distorted the photograph to match the perspective adds 

the necessary detail; the liquefy tool is used to exaggerate the wide angle look of the sky and the Noise: Median filter 

softens the photographic element into a more painterly look.
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Connect the Composition using Light - With the new sky element in place, sunset light is added to the WM – this is not 

accurate to the time of day…but it is authentic to the intent of the image and provides a subtle link to the right side of the 

painting. Work on the right Wall begins. Winter trees are added. The Lincoln Memorial is taking shape – time to check the 

perspective.
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Check Your Perspective - Flopping (creating a mirror image) of your work in progress helps to see how the perspective 

is working (or not).  The perspective on the side of the memorial is not converging to the horizon correctly and the vertical 

lines of the building are a little skewed to a 3-point perspective. This is not so much of a problem because it supports the 

wide angle feel of the concept.

Flopped image 
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Finishing the Lincoln Memorial, Right Wall, And First Soldiers – Focus on completing specific elements while adding 

new ones. In this case the Lincoln Memorial, the BG trees and taking the next steps on the right side Wall. Adding the civil 

war army – a WIP that needs some major love and thought; crock-pot time…let it cook. 

 

 

Painting the edges of the tree line 

to soften the CG aliasing against 

the sky completes this element. 

The Lincoln Memorial is complete 

and the winter trees on its right 

side are added.  

 

Crock-pot time: create a rough 

element quickly and move on to 

finishing something else. Give 

the rough element some time to 

cook before finishing it. The 

image is now 57 layers deep. 
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Lincoln Memorial Complete – With the lighting and right side of the Lincoln Memorial finished the Civil War army is 

roughed in, although the perspective and scalar relationship is not correct yet. The BG armies are meant to be more like 

colored Q-tips or fractal indications of soldiers. More detailed soldiers in the FG layers will help sell these elements. The 

right Wall shows a rough test of how the engraved names might look. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 This photograph was used as the 

basis for one of the soldier elements 
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Custom Brushes: Marching Soldiers – Using a photographic element a soldier and rifle brush were created in 

Photoshop. A card was painted using the brushes and added to the image to create part of the Union Army. 

Make note of the haze added 

at the base of the trees to help 

silhouette the soldiers against 

the BG. 
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Understanding Color Correction and Shadows: Flag Draped Coffin – A photograph of a flag draped coffin was added, 

distorted to match perspective and color corrected to blend with the environment. The shadow cast by the wall is added to 

anchor the element in the image. Correct color and proper shadows are critical to integrating any visual element into your 

work. Understanding the color of elements seen in shadows is also necessary for correct image integration.
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Names on the Wall: Kitchen Work – Sometimes there are no easy photographic solutions to be found that can be used 

to create the level of detail necessary to inform your work. You are left to your own powers of invention to cook something 

up. All the images of the engraved names on the wall were either too low resolution to use or at extreme angles with the 

reflections created by the black granite material embedded. A website that had straight on photographs of every panel of 

the wall was found and screen shots of several of the panels were created. Those panels were then combined in 

Photoshop to create several complete elements that could then be added to the wall to create the reflective engraved 

surface. 

The wall element was added 

to the painting using the 

distort tool to match the 

perspective and a screen 

transfer mode. This element 

took a lot longer to create than 

expected…but the carefully 

crafted results speak to the 

success of kitchen work – 

craft is everything. 
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Rotoscope Details: Birds, Snow, Bricks and Snow– The rest of the painting combines the basic processes discussed 

to finish the elements and add the level of detail required for the image to be alive. Image elements were harvested for the 

soldiers saluting the casket, the doves in the air, the brick walkway and the snow on the ground. All integrated into the 

image using the eraser, careful color correction and via hand rotoscoping the elements.

One snow image provided all 

the snow elements for the 

painting. 
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Accurate Reflections – A solid understanding of reflection theory, which we’ll learn in this class, is necessary to be able 

to create correct reflections in the image. Reflections and shadows are perhaps the most challenging elements to create 

and we will discuss both at length.
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Be open to Surprises: Ghost Soldiers – At this point in the process the soldiers decided that they should be the spirits 

of past warriors come to honor the flag draped casket. I say that only half jokingly. The point is to be open-minded to 

where the visual story wants to go. In this case the inclusion of imagery from Arlington National Cemetery and the 

ghosting of the soldiers were first tried as an experimental overlay – and the idea struck an emotional chord. Tools used 

include motion blur, screen and overlay transfer modes with layer opacity adjusted. 
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Finishing 4 Seasons – Adding the Revolutionary Army and completing the left side of the painting finishes the process 

and uses the same manipulation and tools discussed previously.  The soldiers were made using a custom brush created 

from a photograph. Here’s the left hand panel of the triptych. 
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Finishing 4 Seasons (continued) – And the middle panel of 4 Seasons. Note that there are more flags now and they are 

centered in the composition. This was a choice made at the finishing stage and better suited the image. Having a solid 

plan allows you to be open and flexible in your process.  
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Finishing 4 Seasons (continued) – The right panel in its finished state. The mist and atmosphere was exaggerated to 

help the ghosts of the fallen soldiers integrate into the image – this also imparts a cold feeling of winter appropriate to the 

painting.
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Finishing 4 Seasons (continued) – The painting was developed in full color with the knowledge that Requiem would use 

a more monochromatic palette.  Manipulating the imagery to achieve the target look was a simple matter of manipulating 

the color version in Photoshop. Here’s the result.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your own project will be different in scope than the one presented in this introduction to production painting. However, the 

tools and processes you use are exactly the same as the ones used in 4 Seasons. Working step by step you will create 

an image that integrates 3D, photographic and hand painted elements into one fantastic visual concept. We have 12 

weeks to do this. Let’s get started. 

 


