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Cha pter 1
Designing a
Mural Background
A

ny airbrushed mural can be manipulated by the design
of the scene. Items or elements can be added or taken

away, or their sizes can be changed. The direction of light
and how light or dark the mural is can completely change its
appearance. In this chapter I will be showing some examples

of mural design and how a mural is envisioned, designed, and
put together. I will also be airbrushing a mural that shows a
daytime scene. Chapter 2 will feature a sunset or low light
scene, while Chapters 3 and 4 will show the airbrushing of
the foreground area of the mural.

Here's a simple and fun mural I painted years ago. Sometimes the most enjoyable murals to airbrush are the ones that only have a few elements. Here is a sky with two items

in the foreground, a hummingbird and a flower, yet in no way does the mural look "simple."

7
Aircraft Technical Books, LLC 
http://www.actechbooks.com



DESIGNING A MURAL

Keith Coleman, the owner of this bike, is a career soldier and wanted murals that
showcased his feeling about war. For one mural, he wanted a soldier helping a
small child. In the background of the mural, he wanted it to feature soldiers through
history. Here, Keith has a photo he took of a soldier kneeling down as if to reach out
to a child.

Using Photoshop. the soldier is drawn in silhouette, since the foreground characters
will be sharp black silhouettes.

For the child I had my godson, Chase, pose

as if he were reaching out to someone. Then
I drew that in black silhouette.
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IF' PLOTTER-CUT STENCILS

This lettering was done using a plotter-cut stencil. Most airbrush
artists use them to create sharp-edged lettering. This book

does not feature a chapter on this technique, but it can be found
in How to Master Airbrush Painting Techniques. Can lettering
be airbrushed freehand? Yes it can, but most of the airbrushed
lettering you see was done with stencils.

For the soldiers throughout history, Keith and I looked for old photos and drawings
online and in books. These images gave me an idea of how to dress and pose the

characters. I could have airbrushed the foreground characters to look like their
photos, but then it would have given them a confined identity. By drawing them in
black silhouette, they could be any race, any nationality. It also gives balance to
the mural, since the background is rather detailed and complex. To have a great
deal of detailed artwork in the foreground as well might take away from the mural.

The simpler mural makes a bolder statement by focusing on the background
and the message of the lettering.
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For the other side of the tank, Keith wanted a

blacksmith forging a sword. He poses as a blacksmith,
showing me exactly how he sees the scene, putting
items in position. The blue bucket is where the quench
barrel will be. The white box is where the forge will be.

Here is the mural. Note how the background is in
sharp focus. Compare it to the mural in the following
section. In that mural, I play with the background and

foreground focus. It makes a big difference. Plus, note
how there is no direction of light. I did not want a light
source or direction of light in this mural. The result is a
dreamy, mystic, yet not realistic, effect.
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PERSPECTIVE
This photo shows a mural I painted many years ago. Do you see a problem with it? Perspective plays a major part of designing any mural, since it

refers to how close or far away an object appears to be. Perspective in an airbrushed mural is mainly manipulated with the focus of its components.
For example, for the background to appear farther away than objects in the foreground, the background should be out of focus. Objects in the
foreground should be in sharper focus.
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DESIGNING AND AIRBRUSHING A BACKGROUND

Here is the blank canvas with which I have to work. I'll need the purple color to
come through as much as possible. If I cover large portions of the purple, I'll have to

work purple into the foreground elements, like the bird and the flower.

The owner of this bike is from Wyoming and likes hummingbirds. She wanted her
bike to feature these themes. So first, before I designed a paint job that would use
both, I needed to do some research. I found photos of hummingbirds, flowers, and
scenes of famous Wyoming landmarks. Devil's Tower is one the most identifiable

landmarks from Wyoming, and I have photographed it several times. For this mural,
I'll airbrush Devil's Tower with a field below it and, in the foreground, a flower with
a hummingbird, both of which will be in very sharp focus, while the background
will be slightly out of focus. This will give the mural a more realistic look than the

previous mural.
First, I mix up a batch of light blue and start spraying the sky. A torn piece of
cardboard makes a great tool for masking off the areas I don't want to be blue.
Because I want the blue to cover the area evenly, I crank the pressure up so the
paint disperses in a fine pattern and is not splotchy.
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DIRECTION OF LIGHT                

C
an the direction of light make a big difference? Yes it can. Compare the photo on the left to the one on the right. A flash was used to take the

 left-side photo, so there isn't one specific direction of light, whereas the direction of light in the photo on the right can clearly be seen. The shadow
that is created gives the object shape, dimension, depth, and form. It has less of a two-dimensional feel. Take photos of your subject showing various
degrees and directions of shadow.              

Here is a good example of cloud structure, the way the

cloud forms and "billows" out.

For the clouds, I airbrush a fine line along the edge of
the clouds. Then, little by little, using low air pressure
and thinned-down light blue paint, I start to build up
the surface of the clouds, using my reference photo

to show how the darks and lights land on the cloud
surface. These depend on the angle from which the
light is coming.
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I use little circular movements with the airbrush,

choosing the angle from which the light will hit the
cloud surface, and then softly build up the light areas
of the cloud. Compare this picture to the previous one.
Note how I changed the border of the cloud, moving it

back in the middle area.

I add openings, and again, it's all a matter of building
up the surface using lights and darks. For the darks, I
let the base color show through, then softly airbrush

very thinned-down purple and blue. These colors are
nearly transparent tints that are reduced down.

I want as much of the base color to show through as
possible, even though the surface is nearly covered
with artwork. Here is the completed sky.
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Don't be afraid to mix up colors. I ended up with six different colors of blue and three purples. The only difference in the purples was the thickness of the paint; two were very
thin. I will add white or black or colored tints. This happens with nearly every mural element I paint.

Here, I'm getting ready to airbrush the scenery and Devil's Tower. Note the colors in the bottles. Those are what I am using to mix up the colors I'll be painting. I'm starting out
with six color mixes. I'll easily double that by the time I am done, varying each color slightly as I go through the mural.

L
n ne often-asked question is about air pressure. Air pressure depends on a number of things, such as the kind of airbrush used, the air source, and
U the thickness of the paint. A general rule of thumb, though, is the finer the detail, the less pressure that should be used. This is because the paint
for fine detail is thinner and doesn't require a great deal of air. But what if you need to cover a large area with paint? Use a higher pressure, even if the
paint is thin.

AIR PRESSURES
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