


By Russell Reid

My m otto is "You can never have t oo many tool s."

But when you are st arting out in scenery const ruc­

tion , so met imes you only hav e enough money for a

few. Here are my t op five t ools f or getting started:

1. A PAIR OF SAWHORSES

They keep you off of the fl oor and can be used f or

crea t ing in stant worktables. Get or build t he f old­

able kind so they st ore easily.

2 . A CIRCULAR SAW

Used t o cut st ra ig ht lines in just about any m at eri al

(including steel and concrete w ith the right bl ad e),

this one is indispen sable. You ca n eve n get a cord­

less one, which is great for occasional or light

duty use.

3 . A CORDLESS (OR CORDED) VSR DRILL

VSR stands for Variable Spee d Reversing. You

can use this tool for assem bly as well as drilling

by getting a m agn etic scre w tip. Buy sev era l

packs of various len gth drywall sc re w s, and you

can assem b le anyt h ing in just minutes. If you

go co rd less, get at least a 12-volt; I recommend

an 18-volt.

4 . A ROUTER

This is a very usable yet tricky tool. I recommend a

1 ~ horsepower plunge router. If you buy a 3 HP

make sure that it has variable speed. With a router

you can create moldings (in wood and foam), cut

circles and reproduce multiple pieces from a t em­

plate (using a flush trim bit). ake sure that you

re ad the manual before using, or better yet, attend

a router demo at your local woodworking st ore

(www.woodcraft.com).

5. A JIGSAW

Use this to cut curves in just about any m aterial .

On ce again look for the

variable speed type since it

gives you more control.

BONUS TOOL:

Buy a copy of the S tock
Scenery Construction
Handbook by Bill Raoul

and publish ed by

Broadway Press. In it you

will find pl an s and instruc­

tions for fl ats, platforms,

really cool foldable saw ­

horses and variou s helpful

items to cre ate larger

projects. This is a great ref­

er ence for anyone who

want s t o build scenery.

My copy is w ell thumbed.
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From Nort hern IIinois University's Trojan

Women: the set is created w it h carved and
painted Styrofo am; plywood was added to

the top to make it wall<able.manufactures a number of different f ittings designed to con­

nect steel pipe. You can create st ructures that are very strong.

but easily disassembled and reconfigured. The fi ttings come in

a variety of sizes to accommodate W' pipe up to 2" pipe . Kee

Klamp fitti ngs allow yo u to sup po rt scene ry and even peop le

w ith your creations.

This solu t ion isn't inexpensive. but you can build your inven­

tory project by project with small investments . Check out their

website at www.keeklamp.com or check out some sim ilar

products at www.grain ger .com.

PATIO UMBRELLA STANDS Patio umbrella stands

hold 2 " conduit perfect ly. They function like lighting

boom bases but are readil y obtainable and have a better look .

This is great for creat ing street signs or light poles. The sta nds

come in a number of designs, so you can get the loo k yo u want.

7 STYROFOAM Styrofoam is used extensive ly in t he­

ater and fi lm to crea te carved ite ms, stone and con­

crete . It comes in two fo rms and in a variety of thicknesses.

White beadboard (sim ilar to Styrofoam coolers) can be glu ed.

go uged. carved and roughed up to resem ble rock and sto ne.

You can also carve statu­

ary. High-density foam

(usually pink or blue in

color) can be worked like

wood. It is excellent for

creating fo rmed stone (like

br ick) or lightweight over­

sized molding . You can

act ually sand foam and get

a very smooth finish that takes paint (water-based only). You

can also stac k it carve it and coat it wi th glue-soaked fab ric to

create w alkable surfaces (i.e.. sandy beaches).

Safety note: Don't use solve nt-based glues or paints on foa m.

The foam melts, w hich creates coo l effec ts, but releases noxio us

gases (ch lorin e and cyanide). (Always w ear a chemical cartridge

respirator when w orki ng with plastics.)

8 W IRE W ire comes in rnanv ty pes and sizes. The gre at

thing about wi re is its flexibility. Take Rom ex for

instance. Romex is a flat residenti al w ire that comes in spools.

If you take chunks of Rom ex, bend th em into f iligree shapes,

w ire t ie th em togeth er. put them in a PVC pipe frame and paint

it gloss black. you get what looks like a formal stair or balcon y



10 PLASTIC WATER PIPE In

the plumbing section you

will find plastic water pipe in clear and

DRAINAGE PIPE Walk

through the garden section of

your HI sto re and you will find corrugated

drain pipe. It comes in black and has

holes punched in it at regular intervals.

It looks very "techno" and comes in both

short lengths and long coi ls with jo in ing

pieces sim ilar to PVC. While it has no

stru ctu ral properties , it can be used to

create a very mechanical look to a set (8

la Metropolis). If you place tubu lar f luo­

rescen t fix tures inside of it, you can get

some really neat light ing eff ects, espe­

cially if yo u have haze or fog in the air.

railing. If you draw out a template and

have lots of volunteers, you can turn out

more railing than you need in hours.

Another wire that is readily available

is bare copper. It comes in large diame­

ters, is purchased by the linear foot, and

is easi ly cu t and jo ined together using

w ire ties , solder or just hot glue. It

already has a great looking f inish and

can be used to creat e very durable spe­

cialty items such as artwork, w ire sculp­

tu res, etc . If you don 't mind "dumpster

diving:' you can usually f ind tons of th is

stu ff at any ma jor renovation site. Then

yo u get th e w ire for free .
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tra ns lucent white . Since it is flexible, you

can bend it into shapes and fasten it down

to a frame or surface (I attach ed it to a

piece of scenic netting and suspended it

so that the shape lookeel like it was floa t­

ing in space). If you throw black light onto

it. you get a e1ecent ap prox im ati on of

neon. Try adding some ne on dye (avail­

able at hobby and craft shops) to w ater,

f ill your water pipe with the dyed water

(don't f orget to close the ends) and

then throw black light on it. Now you

have coloreel neon. The effect is best in

d im light, but it looks fantastic. When

you are done you can empty it , coi l it

up and store it away for future use .

As you can see there are a var iety of

inexpensive, yet very effective, materials

and techn iques that can be used to create

scenery. All it takes is imagination and

elbow grease. I make a regular habit of

wa lking through local HI stores and look­

ing at d ifferent materials . Try t o think

about different ways to use those mate­

rials. Take notes. You never know w hat

you can do w ith something unti l you t ry,

and th en yo ur expe rime nt spawns a

whole new set of idea s for using the sam e

material. The poss ibilities are endless. e

~.
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