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By S. C. Mummert

BE OUR GUEST

The Making of a Painting

Some time ago, we had a daz-
zling 1928 Model A convertible 
towed to our studio for a photo 

shoot. The owner, Vern, understand-
ably asked if he could be there dur-
ing the shoot to keep an eye on his 
baby. I said, “Sure; I’d actually pre-
fer you’re there. It’ll give you a front 
row seat to watch some of what goes 
into making a painting—long before 
the first brushstroke.”
 This particular shoot was going 
to be a little more complicated than 
usual—but not by much. The intri-
cate preparations taken beforehand 
and the “day of” director/photogra-
pher roles I play have become stan-
dard stuff these days.
 I had several close friends ask to 
be there, saying, “It’s like being on 
a movie set.” A videographer friend 
from Hollywood learned about it and 
called to say, “Sounds like fun; I’m 
there!” So we ordered in two six-foot 

sandwiches and decided to have a 
good time.
 We’d acquired a ton of 1930’s 
stuff over the years that we’d be 
using that day: a vintage 10 Gallon 
Stetson, ancient Batwing chaps, and 
museum grade tack for the horse. 
We’d even rustled up a genuine 
1930’s Conoco travel map for one of 
the girls to hold. We also obtained 
vintage outfits for the women and 
arranged for an onsite hairdresser 
to retro their hairstyles just before 
show time.
 You see, it all starts with a story. 
I’d been reading where dude ranch-
ing hit its stride during the 1930s. 
Cattle ranchers during the Depres-
sion could use the money, and well-
heeled vacationers from back East 
could get a taste of the real West.
 Of course, the working cowboys 
back then were a lot like today’s tri-
athletes—all rawhide and barbed 

wire. They were tough as nails, with 
zero fat—anywhere. Spend an hour 
in a Will James novel sometime; 
you’ll be shocked at what those rug-
ged 1920’s and 1930’s cowpokes 
went through every day.
 My research revealed how sev-
eral young, affluent women had 
traveled West to vacation at a dude 
ranch, only to fall in love with one of 
those superman cowboys—and then 
never left. They chose to drop ev-
erything and carve out a brand new 
life for themselves out West—pretty 
amazing!
 That became the genesis for 
East Meets West—“Cultured East-
ern girls meet rough-and-tumble 
cowboy for the first time.”
   Coming up with a concept is always 
the first and most important step in 
creating art. Everything else that 
follows is built on that foundation. 
The core idea is turned into a rough 
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proached me about using my Model 
A for a painting, I had no concept of 
what went into it. I’m blown away at 
what I saw today!”
 I managed a tired smile and said, 
“Thanks, Vern; you’re not alone. 
Most people really don’t know what 
it takes.”
 I paused before taking a bite 
from my sandwich, looked at Vern 
and added, “Now the real works be-
gins.”
 Here’s a flow chart showing my 
creative process. It’s not the only 
way—it’s just my way. It takes us on 
a winding path from rough sketch to 
finished painting.
   Countless small steps have been 
omitted. What remains are the key 
modules. Some are there to solve 

sketch, where imagination becomes 
workable image.
 I’d have the girls getting direc-
tions from a local cowboy they’d 
stumbled upon. Just so happens he’s 
a hand from the dude ranch they’re 
looking for. It’s their first experience 
with a real cowboy—and, of course, 
he’s not like anyone they’ve ever 
met before. How wonderful!
 As is so often the case, the day 
of the photo shoot quickly turned 
into one big blur for me. I’ve been 
told I enter into some sort of artistic 
zone. From my perspective, I know 
I’ll be facing the Herculean task of 
trying to shape every moving piece 
and pose into my vision for the paint-
ing—quickly, before the angle of 
sunlight changes too much and we 

have to shut down.
 Everyone involved that day was 
just fabulous, and I ended up with 
the shots I’d need to assemble my 
composition. Funny how, after a suc-
cessful shoot’s been wrapped up, 
I always feel spent, drained, like I 
just ran a bunch of laps for my high 
school coach.
 I removed the tack and put the 
horse away while the models slipped 
back into their regular clothes. Then 
we all sat down together under a 
huge oak tree and dove into those 
wonderfully long sandwiches.
 I looked around, saw Vern, and 
told him to grab a seat nearby. After 
sitting down, he looked at me for 
a long moment, then said, “Chris, 
I had no idea. When you first ap-
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technical issues along the way, 
which every painting has.
 For example, what time of day 
will the sunlight match my concept? 
Since the sun zips through the sky at 
15 degrees an hour, the photo shoot 
“window” would be narrow; I had to 
nail it down. My solution was a min-
iature diorama (third image down). 
After putting it together, I simply 
watched the shadows move across 
my figures until everything came to-
gether.
 Vern’s Model A Roadster was 
immaculate when it arrived at the 
studio. However, the girl’s car would 
be dusty after driving for miles on a 
dirt road, so I researched pictures of 
dirty cars and then used that visual 
information to make Vern’s car look 
dusty in the painting. Same thing 
with the cowboy’s white shirt; it was 
brand new so it, too, got soiled in the 
painting.
 I needed more information on 
the light hitting the girl’s faces, so I 
posed a couple of artist mannequins 
in my studio, lit them up just right, 
and then took several more shots 
(eighth image).
 In closing, here are two photos 

related to a piece I just wrapped 
up—Made In America. The first 
shot was taken with a drone while 
working with our model. The sec-
ond is the finished painting, framed 
and in the gallery.

In each issue of Art of the West, we 
will dedicate this page to a variety of 
art-related topics. If you have a topic 
you would like us to address, please 
contact Andy Krane at andy@aotw.
com


