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Background:  

 

The creation of miniature dioramas has psychic as well as artistic rewards. Yet the 

creation of model dioramas is one of the least understood and explored area of artistic 

creations. Unlike the hobby of model railroading, there has never been much of an 

organization for the builders of dioramas. The master model builders are usually 

employed by filmmakers in Hollywood. Other master model builders are often architects 

creating scale models of their projects. Below these professional model builders are the 

hobby model builders. Currently, the market is divided into segments based around key 

modes of transportation or military, space or monster models. Might it be re-envisioned 

to include all these “category” segments together in dioramas? In other words, one should 

consider creating scenes around one’s memories of key events/moments in life. We call 

this Psycho Diorama but it is only a stab at a name at this time.  

 

The creation of dioramas offers a new way forward for model builders. Modern model 

builders have changed so much. Now, they want to/can model reality through digital 

means so the need for the great model builders of Hollywood was lessened. Creators of 

models and scenes found jobs as set designers or art directors. 

 

We know then of the hobby and commercial use of creating small scenes called 

dioramas. But are there other benefits of creating them? 

 

Argued below is that there are definitely other benefits of creating dioramas. This is not 

hobby or professional related but rather a matter of personal psychology/psycho-therapy 

one might suggest. Through the creation of a diorama an important life scene can be 
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brought back to life. One has to chase down the ingredients to make the scene. We’ve 

already got a bunch of Woodland Scenics products for creating landscape. You put 

together in your mind a type of “shopping list” of the “things” you want to appear in the 

diorama you’re creating. 

 

* * * 

 

So, I found myself at the Toys R Us at Polaris shopping center in Columbus on a big 

birthday for myself. After telling Steph I was just going out for a Subway. I was walking 

down the aisles of that fading retail operation called Toys R Us and looking for miniature 

die-cast cars as the stock market was dropping hundreds of points. Walking through a 

retail craft store is somewhat like putting out a “casting call” for a film. Or, browsing via 

Google or Amazon for objects needed. A modern casting call for a diorama today goes to 

Google. Through Google we can bring the needed objects together to create the most 

powerful diorama. This has never before been possible in the way it is possible today.  

 

Hobby stores have always similar to bookstores for me. You enter with one idea but 

you’re exposed to many other ideas in the store. (This seems to me the sacred purpose of 

a hobby store but sadly a purpose that is not being pursued today). How can coming up 

with new ideas in a hobby store or bookstore not be a good thing? 

 

Creating modern so-called psycho-dioramas is an interesting place for this pursuit of 

creating dioramas to begin. Call it what you will: a personal diorama. A diorama based 

on a person experience. Something from within of the person and not the without of the 

collective.  

 

Idea: 

 

The real purpose of building models has so-far not been found or utilized. It is not 

necessarily in the creation of a perfect miniature replica of the world demanded as special 

effects in a movie. Nor models showing a future building. Or, models of cars, boats, 

planes, trains, soldiers and monsters. It is more than a hobby or a commercial enterprise. 

More than anything else, building models and dioramas is psychotherapy of the highest 

order. Not building scenes so much as sets where scenes could unfold.  

 

NOTES: Create a film studio based around producing short films around iconic scenes 

from photographs, movie scenes and paintings. The film would tell the story leading up 

to the scene or suggest the story that might happen after the famous scene. A short 

speculative vignette inspired by a popular image that has become something of a modern 

symbol for some reason. Perhaps commission leading authors to write the short pieces? 

The films might have photographs in them as well as dialogue and music. Perhaps 

approach leading photographers to create their photo interpretations of the particular 

scene. The lighting of the film and photos should be similar to the lighting of the original 

images (photographs, movie scenes and paintings). 

 

Background:  
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The demand and nature of entertainment is quickly changing. Hollywood is learning this 

fact after coming off their worst year in 20 years. There are a number of things wrong and 

many have offered opinions. Most suggestions regard a change of content or messages. 

Few however suggest change of media or medium.   

 

The key medium that needs changing in the current entertainment business is the medium 

of time. When mediums are even thought of by Hollywood executives time is not big on 

their list. Although the length of screenplays is shortening to a standard 115 pages, 

Hollywood still thinks of gluing the modern millennial to a seat in a darkened theater for 

90 minutes. It isn’t going to happen in modern America’s new short attention culture. The 

pace of the modern world seems to demand shorter attention spans to let in all the 

increased things in the increased pace of modern life.  

 

In other words, mass the mass entertainment audience is not only changing what they 

want to watch but also the time they will spend watching it. It’s important distinction. 

Yet, since it’s part of the environment, like water around a fish no one sees it. Life is still 

analyzed by the great minds of our culture using the tools of space and place. Everyone 

looks at life from the perspective of a particular space and place.  

 

Few look at life from that third aspect of medium beside space and place, that fuzzy thing 

called time.  

 

The challenge to Hollywood films from television cable channels like Netflix, is one of 

the great challenges Hollywood has ever faced. Film studios have an unusual relationship 

with the rise of studios. The studios were threatened by television until they realized it 

could popularize their Hollywood movies.  

 

The motion picture and television industry have always been strange bedfellows in my 

view of things. They have always tried to use each other. Once they were separate 

industries but modern entertainment CEOs control both motion pictures and television. It 

is a difficult thing to do. Like trying to control one’s perpetually battling opposition 

symbols.  

 

The largest competitor to Hollywood films today is Hollywood television.  

 

The difference between the two is never a matter of content or what their stories are 

about. Rather, it is about how their stories are told. The two are very different and not 

because of the content of their focus. Television more as “scenes” from contemporary 

everyday life. Movies more as summaries of these scenes. Assembled into a completed 

story in 90 - 120 minutes.  

 

Those two major sub-industries of the entertainment industry – film and television 

production – have outwardly supported each other. But it impossible to see this support 

today. The difference of film and television producers is not something that can be 

switched on or off at will by entertainment executives today.  
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What is the real difference between film and television today? The difference is related to 

the medium of time more than anything else.  

 

Modern culture lead by the millennia generation wears a type of filter around over their 

eyes. This filter seldom lets in any incoming content that takes longer than a certain 

amount of time to view. It is not about what is contained in the content as much as it is 

how long is the content.  

 

The difference becomes a battle between the idea that the Hollywood film industry 

believes a narrative story can be told in 90-120 minutes. On the other hand, the 

Hollywood television industry believes a narrative story is – well – an ongoing 

production. Given in small chunks of time on a weekly or monthly diet. The belief in that 

form called the Series.  

 

A story might have content meaning to millions but they will seldom get to if it takes 

spending time obtaining the story. There are too many other stories competing for their 

attention throughout the days and nights. Time is a rare commodity for many these days. 

This focus of time becomes an increasingly important proposition in the public and 

private media of contemporary Americans. 

 

It comes down to the entertainment they are consuming in terms of that medium of time. 

Iconic Images feels a beneficial way to spend one’s time today is observing/remembering 

iconic images from our cultural history. Collecting the greatest of these images (symbols) 

and breathing new life into them for the modern world by does not seem like a waste of 

time. The images selected will be so powerful they might also be considered symbols.  

 

(Later, perhaps psychological images and dream images of the artist creating the diorama, 

the film) 

 

Process: 

 

1)Scene. Think of a scene in your life where something dramatic is happening. State this 

scene into a dramatic context. You are capturing more than just another “shot” of life but 

a symbol of life. In a frozen scene. A deeply personal, psychological model (content) in 

its environment (context). Scenes from Memory, Dreams & Nightmares. Both personal 

and collective. The individual and society. 

 

2) Refine and finally write this down into a few sentences. Think of yourself not as 

freezing something in time but rather in showing some dynamic in motion. The beginning 

of something that the viewer is left to speculate upon. Philosophical and psychological 

wisdom are behind the scene. But also, a sense of humor is always at play. The 

realization that modern dioramas are a good medium to make socially snide comments in. 

Very much in the same way that an original log or tag-line can define a story.  The Scene 

statement needs to begin rather than end the story being told in the diorama. Cool, 

participatory media of McLuhan in diorama rather than hot media. 
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(Below the Scene for the “Dino World” diorama): 

 

SCENE: A happy family is on their way to Dino World just over the hill. Little do 

they know that two dinosaurs have escaped from Dino World and wait for them 

on the other side of the hill. One is on the road eating a sign for Dino World that 

says, “Left 300 Feet.” 

 

 

2)Review what you’ve written down.  

Nature (Context – plaster, paint & objects) 

Culture (Content – models) 

 

 

3)Create Diorama  

Brings together 

Writing 

Film 

Photography 

Painting 

Background 

Images on computer screen 

Non-computer screen 

Muslim cloth background 

Light 

Artificial  

Real sunlight 

Structures 

Sound 

Bluetooth - Nano-Cube  

App - 100 Button Sounds  

 

4)Take Photos of Diorama  

Photos of diorama under natural and studio lighting 

High Dynamic Range (HDR) technique 

Problem with refresh rates shooting against computer screen 

 

5) Create A Film From Diorama 

Inspired by the scene 

An interpretation of what might have happened before or after the scene 

Time elements of a scene 

Past – actions before the scene 

Present – actions frozen to one action, one scene 

Future – actions after the scene 

Film shot with 4K camcorder, 4K camera, GoPro 4K and 4K smartphone. 
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Use of smartphone apps to edit photos (Prisma, ProCamera, FilmicPro, 

Waterlogue, among others). Edit on Final Cut Pro X. Use of plug-ins such as 

After Effects and others to colorize, etc. Created mostly in studio with some 

location shots.  

 

Screenplay written in Final Draft 10. 

 

Film length no more than 5 or 10 minutes (5 to 10 screen pages).  

 

Casting actors 

 

6)Use Scene Diorama Photos and Film Clips 

Photos of diorama taken in studio using high, dynamic range photography 

Film of diorama created in studio and on location. 

Short script to go with the iconic image.  

Advertising copy derived from the script 

 

Scene used for promotions and public relations of the concept.  

Photos, video and words about the image posted to all social media 

Delivery Notification: Delivery has failed 

The film of posted to YouTube, Vimeo and Amazon 

 

Market 

 

All those inspired by a particular scene from their past or the past of the culture and times 

they live in 

They have separated themselves from the mass river of images more by 

compulsion than anything else. Less is more. Applied to time.  

Images from cultural reality 

Images from personal reality 

From a dream 

 

Hollywood entertainment industry 

Producers 

Directors 

Screenwriters 

Set Designers 

Art Directors 

Actors/Actresses 

Cinematographers 

 

Diorama Socials (Franchise Shops/Homes?) 

Network marketing? 

Social marketing?  

The Longaberger Company 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Longaberger_Company 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Longaberger_Company
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In home diorama viewing, creating sessions. Based around the current 

diorama from Iconic Studios. Collecting various dioramas released on a 

large scale. In home social marketing. In a similar way painting and wine 

social events are increasingly popular, what of events where people create 

a diorama of an image that means a lot to them. Perhaps a combination of 

a Longaberger meeting with that new group painting socially while 

drinking wine.  

 

What of a first meeting of the wine drinker/painters where the purpose is 

to envision a diorama in one’s mind of a key image. Key images are 

tossed around on a daily basis in the office of the creator of these new 

types of films.  

 

A second meeting (maybe more) after the first meeting session where a 

drawing or sketch is created. The place of the event supplies all the paints 

and clays and modeling materials needed for them to create their diorama. 

Have famous modelers of dioramas speak at these events. 

 

 

Museums 

Sponsor diorama building competition within the world’s greatest museums 

Exhibition of approximately 20 diorama pieces 

Films included with the dioramas 

Photography included with the dioramas 

 

Art Galleries 

A new art form combining static art with live art.  

Sponsor building of dioramas within the key art circles 

Exhibitions of dioramas = those created & acquired by Iconic Image Studios.  

A traveling exhibition. The more time on the road the better.  

Permanent home in a particular gallery 

A multi-media event centered around films, photography and literary/music ideas.  

 

New Types of Retail Outlets 

(PR and Publicity Package)  

Marijuana Dispensaries  

Denver 

Los Angeles 

Amazon Pick-Up Centers 

Leading Hobby Store Chains 

 

Becoming Diorama Central  

Establish the community and then control the best modelers building dioramas. 

Not just any modelers but modelers expressing a strong point of view in their 

models and dioramas. Modelers who have created their own protest through 

models and scenes to the realities of our modern world.  
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Attracting the greatest modelers to Iconic Images 

Finest photographers to take photos of the dioramas 

 

Maintain a YouTube and Vimeo Channel and constantly post new materials each 

week to the channel. Basically, a commitment of 5-10 minutes of video footage 

each week.  

 

Solicitation for diorama creating social groups 

 

Time Based Content 

A new type of short entertainment. Total time from 5 to 10 minutes for all 

products. Should narrow down to something. Words with Twitter. But time with a 

this medium not words. Word length is specified in Twitter. Narrative time is 

specified by Iconic Image Studios.  

 

Discussion / Google 

Promote more search based on factors relating to time rather than images and 

words. Search engines that can call up the greatest 5-10 minute short films in the 

world at any one moment in time. A goal for Google programmers? 
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Image Studios 
Completed Projects 

 
 

“Ethyl’s Service Station” 

1/17/18 

 

 

The first diorama I created is based around traveling with the family in the west of the 50s. A 

small little out of the way gas station called Ethyl’s at some intersection of Route 66 (by a tiny 

highway sign we see) and some unlined little road that runs off the scene to a town 50-miles-

away called Dead Cat on the tiny sign I made on the computer and put as a highway market into 

the scene. Used much Woodland Scenics materials to weather the railroad tracks and create the 

Ethyl’s service station and buy the little assembled pick-up truck in the station. Here, nothing is 

happening except the (inherent?) drama of intersection by itself. No people to be seen (N-scale 

people all suck! All races! The technology of creating N-scale model people has not caught up to 

its models of trains, vehicles, structures and materials). 

 

So, the intersection of Route 66 with a no-name highway that goes to Dead Cat. Nothing more. 

Green grass sprinkled around the scene painted with a special Krylon course texture paint that 

unbelievably produces the sand of the California desert I remember. The desert sprinkled with 

tuft bushes I got from this hobby shop in England. The railroad track is Atlas that I’ve aged with 

rust and stain of rails and ties via Woodland Scenics marker pens. The highway is a piece of tape 

from a German company you simply apply. Plaster is Woodland Scenics. Thinking of creating 

some accident at the intersection. Things are too peaceful. But proud of it as my first diorama. A 

learning piece for me.  

 

* * * 

 

The Ethyl’s scene is a scene close to me personally. It was a vision of a small service station in 

the middle of the desert (really a service station on Highway 54 across Nevada, known as “The 

Loneliest Road in America.” It came to me through a dream I had in 2014 while staying at my 

relative’s house in New Albany, Ohio. My wife and I were visiting from our home in Palm 

Desert, California.  

 

From the image of the service station in the middle of nowhere, I started a story. Eventually, the 

story became the novella and screenplay The Lost Mission. The little service station now appears 

about 20 pages into the screenplay. It no longer starts the story like it once did. But it still plays a 

central role in the little scene that started that story.  

 

As I write in my Midnight Oil blog, I was introduced to model railroading by my father in the 

1950s. All of this going on now? A return to this old hobby? This time in my father’s life? This 
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time in my life? A time in our relationship? Working on model trains in the basement of our new 

home in Ohio after the big move from California. It was a special time for the two of us. 

Working on a miniature world. Creating our own world. Talking about it. Planning towns in this 

world.  

 

Then, the layout and all these plans were suddenly abandoned when the family moved to NYC in 

the middle 60s. The home in Ohio with the layout in the basement was sold and now the family 

lived in a temporary location until a new home could be found.  

 

We ended up leaving NYC and returning to California. I know my father always had a hard time 

being away from it. I think my mother liked it but she never forgot Ohio. So, she came to live in 

a new place almost opposite of the Ohio she knew. This place was called Indian Wells, 

California where they relocated after New York and briefly in LA.  

 

* * * 

 

Worked on the diorama a little tonight. It has been sitting in my office for a few weeks. The 

beautiful model from Woodland Scenics is ready made and finely detailed and weathered in its 

painting scheme. No way I could do as good as this nor want to spend the time on this. My major 

interest is in creating environments to contain the structures. Creating the natural setting 

surrounding the objects produced by culture. Buildings. Signs. Cars. Highways.  

 

I am interested in buying the objects for a scene … those products created by man …  collecting 

them you might say over a period of time. Sometimes I start with an emotion. A mood. Music. 

How does it tie into objects that can be placed into the scene I am creating? Sometimes, the 

diorama simply sits in my studio while other ideas run forward and other dioramas are started. 

They wait in the studio until I work on the diorama more and bring the objects together more in 

the final scene. I consider the objects in the diorama as characters in a drama. The beginning of 

some story, some movie. We are not given a frozen scene like we are on most model railroads. 

Rather, we’re given a suggestive scene.  

 

Maybe that’s the difference between scene makers and model railroad makers. The diorama 

scene maker’s ultimate goal is to place a cultural object into a natural context. Take it off that 

model stand and place it in the real world, weathered and beaten and all, and not the pretty shiny 

enamel colors of Testors paint (I used to paint by cars in the 60s with).  

 

Those who create model railroad layouts become model “Kings” or “Queens” in their own way. 

After all, a model railroad layout is always ruled/overseen/created by a particular modeler King 

or Queen. More often than not, they create a world they would like to live in. A world they 

would like to see.  

 

But, the creator of the particular scene or diorama we’ve defined is more interested in creating a 

fleeting mood than the frozen world of the model railroader who has created a particular railroad.  

 

 

 “Desert Patriot” 
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1/25/18 

 

 

SCENE: The modern desert rat is often a desert patriot. A trailer on a hill in an isolated part of the 

desert. Next to an American flag and a “Don’t Tread On Me” flag. The trailer is on a desert road 

it looks like the trailer person has made himself/herself. It goes over a river wash bringing water 

from the nearby mountains in the winter months. Now it is dry and the road into his place goes 

through the dry river bed and up to a little area of carved out desert for a parking area. An old 

blue-green rusted (Woodland Scenics) pick-up truck from the 50s sits in this area below the 

trailer on the hill above. Again, the drama here is more about an intersection of two 

environments than anything else. 

 

It is the environment about the “off the grid” or other who has attempted to drop off the all-

connective grid of our culture today. My belief that most of the most radical of these people (the 

true Patriots of our nation right now) live “off the grid” in the desert. Many in trailers isolated 

from everyone else. Sometimes at the top of some great mountain ridge, overlooking the vast 

desert below. Perhaps a morning scene in the background. 

________ 

 

One can see lots of people who've dropped out in the California Desert. Here, a trailer across a 

desert wash that floods when the water down from the mountains. I’m thinking of making it into a 

meeting of some type of "off-the-grid" group. Perhaps some survivalists? Or some chapter of a 

militia group? Maybe a reunion of some veterans from a war? 

 

Got a lot of little people for an audience and am thinking of making tiny signs one can read such as 

images of the “Don’t Tread on Me” logo. Here, real patriots or whackos? Got a little scale 

American flag to add to the scene. Need to weather the trailer by putting a rust material on it. The 

desert sand from a Rustoleum spray paint product. Truck from Woodland Scenics. Trailer from 

Model Power. Road and desert wash gravel and greenery from Woodland Scenics. Background 

sky a scene from WallpapersWide.com. They have some spectacular scenes in high resolution for 

free. Their projection as backgrounds for dioramas opens a new era for dioramas. Is the challenge 

to match the light the diorama with that of the background wallpaper on the screen? Projected onto 

our 32" HP Omen computer screen from our MacBook Pro. All envisioned scenes that suggest a 

story to me. All built on a 1-foot-square, 1/2 inch-piece of plywood. Photos of the scene shot with 

Leica and Lumix cameras using High Dynamic Range method in the studio with 5-k temperature 

light-boxes. Background a stormy, grey fabric background.  

 

The problem/challenge when photographing this scene is that the scene simply drops off in the 

background. Are we high in the mountains or up against a mountain with the desert wash running 

through the scene? It is difficult to know. Perhaps create a background of the desert sand used in of 

the photo? Perhaps shoot outside in natural light against a blue board, using highest f-stop possible 

for greatest depth of field. Not happy with the gravel road into the trailer. Would have been better 

if road into the trailer made of desert sand (modeled over the Rustoleum paint cover with white 

chalk?).  
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The black-and-white scene in the photos of “The Desert Rat” is an homage to the great American 

nature photographer Ansel Adams. I’ve spent much time hiking in the magnificent Yosemite and I 

could see this scene. 

 

The scene pulls one into it via its flowing lines. A gravel road goes northwest and crosses a desert 

wash and ends below a beat-up old trailer in the desert.  

 

 “Dino World” 

2/3/18 

 

Scene: A happy family (in the 50s … the Fraim family!) is on their way to Dino World just over 

the hill. Little do they know that two dinosaurs have escaped from Dino World and wait for them 

on the other side of the hill. One is on the road holding a sign for Dino World in his mouth, in the 

process of breaking it in half. The sign says, “Left 300 Feet” in the same color as the previous 

billboard advertising Dino World.  

 

This is the third diorama project is a 2’ x 1’ n-scale diorama expressing the sudden changes in life. 

In the scene, a time that is difficult to peg as the car is from the 50s yet the road-signs. Trying to 

use a few new Woodland Scenics products for shaping the desert of this scene. One is their Scene 

Shaper rolls and Scene Shaper plaster over this.  

 

The convertible carrying a family heads down a two-lane highway in the desert. If we examine 

them with a magnifying glass, we can even see that their little plastic bodies look happy somehow. 

And we can see all of this in n-scale which is a rare feat in modeling. Thanks to a Woodland 

Scenics 1950s convertible car. On the side of the highway there is a huge billboard advertising that 

Dino World is only a half-mile ahead. It says in sub-heads in the billboard things like, “The Family 

Place” and “Child Friendly” and “Special Rates.”  

 

Perhaps there is something else on the family’s “side of the hill” in Serendipity? Perhaps they have 

just pulled out of some ice-cream place? It seems such a happy day for this little n-scale brown 50s 

sedan. The little car somehow exudes this. Truly a great modeling feat from WS.  

 

The highway goes over a hill in the desert. On the other side of the hill, there are some large 

monsters from the nearby Prehistoric World that have escaped from the huge fences surrounding 

the Prehistoric World. The fence is from ____________ . Small bodies of people have been 

crushed into the desert. (___________) A group of four monsters march through the desert towards 

the highway that the family in the convertible is coming down. (From the great dinosaur modeler 

in Tokyo named __________). We can see a great steel broken fence has been broken and the four 

monsters are escaping from Prehistoric World. The last one is half on the plywood of the scene and 

half off of it.  

 

A huge monster from escaped group stands in the middle of the highway facing towards any car 

coming over the highway hill. The monster has a great horn and caught in this great horn is (what 

looks like) another of the billboard signs for Prehistoric World. It says “Next Left. 300 Feet.” It is 

on a great arrow similar in color and style to the big billboard on the other side of the sand hill. 

This sends a subliminal question about scale and distance to the mind. We have seen in the first 



 13 

billboard that Prehistoric World is ½ mile ahead. Yet, there is no way that we could have travelled 

almost half an n-scale mile in this little diorama. At one inch to 16 feet in n-scale, to travel a true ½ 

mile we would have to travel 13.75 feet. Here, we are only travelling two feet but we are 300 feet 

from the entrance to the park. We’ve travelled an extra 11 feet in scale by going over the little hill 

in the scene. We’ve travelled the distance stated on the first billboard when we see the sign caught 

in the monster’s horn. Yet, we’ve only traveled about 15% the true real-life scale of things in the 

real world. There is an unconscious confusion of space in the conflicting pronouncements of the 

two billboards of the scene.  

 

Yet, there is the sophisticated billboards by the side of the road and their appearance as so modern. 

And, there is an untouched billboard almost as the highway runs off the scene, that shows a photo 

of a cute little girl with the question “Have You Seen Me?” Then, a phone number beneath the 

little girl’s photo. With the phone number (rather than a dot.com address or other social media tag) 

we are pretty sure the diorama’s in some period of time before the Internet. Then, our diorama two-

lane grey highway (from the German company ____________) stops at the end of the plywood 

base. We thought of messing up this highway and make it look ragged and not straight. Like the 

relatively new Route 66 I travelled on when I was a kid to the old and fading Route 66 I travelled 

on later in my life.  

 

Which one is it? I decided to leave the highway pretty and pristine. (Not crumbling like the 

highway in the Ethyl’s Service Station diorama.) I use the highway-strip right out of the box 

without any modifications. The German highway strip can be roughed up to look like an aging 

Route 66. Like highway in the “Ethyl’s” diorama. It is rough at the edges and there are cracks in it. 

It is the late years of Route 66 and we have one surviving service station at some intersection of 

two roads. Neither of the roads are much. Both are blown over with sand and their asphalt is 

cracking at the edges. One road runs the horizontal length of the 2-foot diorama. Another road runs 

into this road perhaps ¾’s on the right side of the diorama. At the NW corner of this intersection 

sits Ethyl’s Service Station.  

 

I might add a railroad track. The scene is made for this although a train is not part of my original 

vision of this scene. Basically, a place to fool around with weathering track and rails via the 

products from Woodland Scenics. Yet, the tracks distract from the scene. The invasion of the little 

two-lane fading highway was enough for the scene. But the tracks, by their very presence, make’s 

Ethyl’s station less isolated and perhaps need to disappear to give the service station the drama of 

isolation it is a symbol for the “poster boy” isolation of the Marlboro Man and American cowboy. 

John Wayne and the John Ford films.  

 

Spray-painted the scene with Rustoleum Sand but not happy with it and tried a Krylon product. 

Does anyone really have the answer for modeling the American desert? There are numerous  
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New Projects 
 

 

 

 

The Cabazon Dinosaurs 

Current. Google map above the dinosaurs. Photos of the site area on Google Images. Perhaps the 

most famous California tourist stop. Perhaps the symbol for California tourist stops? History of 

the tourist stop in relation to the restaurant it was associated with. The symbolism of an 

American tourist trap. How this goes to the heart of the American experience. There is a Burger 

King next to the great dinosaurs (as one would suspect if one were suspecting fast food 

restaurants close to scenes like this). The Burger King seems a good addition to the two Cabazon 

dinosaurs a few hundred feet behind the restaurant. 

Jack Fraim Ford (Culver City, 1955)  

SCENE: A model representing not must a place but a time in life. A young boy looks at the walls 

that surround the MGM Studios on Washington Boulevard in 1952. The young boy stands at the 

edge of the huge car sales lot of his father's huge Ford dealership, Jack Fraim Ford. It is on 

Washington Boulevard, directly across Washington Boulevard from his father's business. Jack 

Fraim Ford is on the NE part of the 30x20" diorama. Washington Boulevard is a wide grey piece 

running through the scene and dividing Jack Fraim Ford from MGM Studios. (Does the MGM 

Studio run the entire length of the diorama below Washington Boulevard? Or, do we only catch 

the corner piece of the huge studio?) Whatever imaged captured, we (as that privileged observer 

to a scene) can see that inside the walls of MGM as a famous movie is being filmed. 

Outside the studios, on the walls facing Washington Boulevard, posters on the stucco walls 

announce this film as well as other films from the studios. There are big stars in the film being 

shot at MGM as we can read for ourselves (as well as the young boy). Do we look closer at the 

figures inside the studio gates that we can see but others in HO scale can't see? The boy is no 

older than five or six and he spends a lot of time on the car lot talking to the car salesmen. Most 

of them have been hired by his father after they worked under him in the old Army Aircorp. 

Colonel Jack Fraim had hired many of the guys he commanded in the war. 

Now, many of them work for Jack Fraim Ford. And, one might surmise, many of his old soldier 

buddy-now car salesmen for him, have been smitten by the movie business craze that possessed 

the town. It was a time beyond present times when all the stars have all fallen out of the sky. 

There was still a certain magic to the film business. There was a growing populist part of the 

industry in spite of those in control that wanted to keep doing things their way. The young boy is 

only hazily aware of this in the mindset of a young boy of that time. He still looks enchanted by 

the wall across the street. 
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The scene is based on the real car dealership of the author's father. MGM was on Washington 

Boulevard but a few blocks across the street from Jack Fraim Ford. We take liberties to place it 

directly across the street. In the mind of a small boy, it didn't make much difference. 

 

Key Chain Image 

The image for Jack Fraim Ford comes from a thick coin I have always carried on my keychain. It 

says to drop in any mailbox if found and that postage will be paid by Jack Fraim Ford. Keys 

were much more of a reality at this time in history and people were running off with them left 

and right. Especially that group who test drove cars on sale at Jack Fraim Ford in 1952. 

 

Notes & Diagrams 
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First Paper Mock Up - S Scale 

On my birthday, I’m at Toys R Us in Polaris. It is the one place I have not been to for source 

material for my dioramas. I’ve scoped out the hobby stores in Columbus but Toys R Us has been 

beyond my search for diorama objects. So, what better birthday present to myself while Steph 

takes a nap.  

There was maybe four or five inches of new snow on the ground. As I wandered through the 

little die-cast cars in 1:64 scale (S Scale) I fell in love with a Ford Fairlane and Packard and a 

few others and bought them for the grand price of $3.99 each. I couldn’t believe what a few 

dollars would buy you in S scale vehicles versus HO or O scale vehicles.  

Building a model of my father’s car dealership in Culver City since Stephanie and I had just 

stayed at the famous old Culver Hotel only a few blocks from my father’s old car dealership in 

the 1950s. For those who recall, the Culver Hotel was the HQ for the munchkins in the film 

Wizard of Oz being shot at MGM just down the street. The little people – excited by seeing 

others who were like them – this was the 30s after all – felt pretty good about all of this and hit 

the old bottles a lot each night at the Culver Hotel after a day of filming Wizard of Oz.  

At Toys R Us I fall in love with some S scale 1:64 die-cast cars from the 1950s and suddenly 

want to move forward on modeling my dad’s car dealership on Washington Boulevard in Culver 

City in the 1950s. I buy a few cars in 1:64. They are much more detailed and realistic than O or 

HO scale model railroaders sell people. And, are only $2.99 each. 

The next day, I build a paper mock-up of Jack Fraim Ford in S scale. It was simply too big not to 

dominate the scene. I thought about this and it seemed that this is not what I wanted to do. Fraim 

Ford had to somehow be placed into a larger context of meaning.  

Going to N scale would allow much context into the scene. Yet the only context that seemed 

relevant to me was the walls of MGM studios across Washington Boulevard. It is over this street 

scene that the little boy carries the messages of his father. 
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Reduced from S scale to HO scale. The application process of attaching the roof. Squeezed by 

Gorilla Glue to dry between literary theory, Woodland Scenics talus, an old Leo paperweight 

of my father and a yellow and black striped container of a special textured desert sand paint 

from a famous modeling company in Europe. 

See below our two versions of the project in our S scale and HO scale mock-ups in this PDF 

link Jack Fraim Ford. 

I have been in touch with the Librarian at the Culver City Historical Society. Attempting to get 

any photos or other information about this period in time. She has been a wonderful resource but 

she tells me my father's business was not in Culver City but in the city of Los Angeles. She will 

continue searching records in Culver City for me. She is a great resource. I go to the website of 

LA Historical Society after her message to me and browse through a number of nostalgic older 

photos of the city. Los Angeles is good for these types of photo. I leave a message with LA 

Historical Society that I'm searching for any photos or information on Jack Fraim Ford. 

We recently laid out the basic symbolism of the scene onto a poster board. Still in the paper 

mock-up stage. The north side of the diorama is dominated by Jack Fraim Ford. The south side 

of the diorama is dominated by the not-so-inviting walls surrounding MGM Studios. Washington 

Boulevard divides the two sides in a very Jungian manner it seems. The north side of military 

realism just back from the war. The colonel and his boys. 

Jack Fraim Ford & MGM Diorama Scheme 

So, the project continues to take shape. 

https://midnightoilstudios.files.wordpress.com/2018/02/jack-fraim-ford.pdf
https://midnightoilstudios.files.wordpress.com/2018/02/jack-fraim-ford-mgm-diorama-scheme1.pdf
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SCENE: A young boy looks at the walls that surround the MGM Studios on Washington 

Boulevard in 1952. The young boy stands at the edge of the huge car sales lot of his father's huge 

Ford dealership, Jack Fraim Ford. It is on Washington Boulevard, directly across Washington 

Boulevard from his father's business. Jack Fraim Ford is on the NE part of the 30x20" diorama. 

Washington Boulevard is a wide grey piece running through the scene and dividing Jack Fraim 

Ford from MGM Studios. Does the MGM Studio run the entire length of the diorama below 

Washington Boulevard? Or, do we only catch the corner piece of the huge studio? Whatever 

piece we catch, we can see that inside the walls of MGM a famous film is being filmed. 

Outside the studios, on the walls facing Washington Boulevard, posters on the stucco walls 

announce this film as well as other films from the studios. There are big stars in the film being 

shot at MGM as we can read for ourselves (as well as the young boy). Do we look closer at the 

figures inside the studio gates that we can see but others in HO scale can't see? The boy is no 

older than five or six and he spends a lot of time on the car lot talking to the car salesmen. Most 

of them have been hired by his father after they worked under him in the old Army Aircorps. 

Colonel Jack Fraim had hired many of the guys he commanded in the war.  

Now, many of them work for Jack Fraim Ford. And, one might surmise, many of his old soldier 

buddy-now car salesmen for him, have been smitten by the movie business craze that possessed 

the town. It was a time beyond present times when all the stars have all fallen out of the sky. 

There was still a certain magic to the film business. There was a growing populist part of the 

industry in spite of those in control that wanted to keep doing things their way. The young boy is 

only hazily aware of this in the mindset of a young boy of that time. He still looks enchanted by 

the wall across the street. 

* * * 

Started work on a final scratch built Jack Fraim Ford model today (Feb. 11). A week ago, I built 

a paper mock up in S scale at 1:64 and found it way too big for the diorama I wanted to create. 

So, I decided to model it in HO scale or 1:87. And, this was before I even thought of moving the 

MGM studio a few hundred yards east on Washington Boulevard of the 1950s so that one edge 

of the great Hollywood studio of the time was right across the street from the edge of the large 

Jack Fraim Ford dealership at 9811 W. Washington Boulevard. It must have been a huge job for 

the studio to move the whole operation down Washington Boulevard (just for the purposes of my 
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diorama!) but for me, it only was a movement of about five (HO scale) feet from the model 

dealership I was building.  

My father was in the car business when my family lived in the Los Angeles of the late 40s and 

50s. First in Pasadena’s Highland Park and then in Culver City. So, this is the job I saw him at 

and often hung out on the car lots and talked to his salesmen. The collective idealism at the time 

was overwhelming, something I’ve never experienced before. It was in the clear blue skies above 

the city (before the era of smog) and the beauty in the city. And, each time I visited my father’s 

car lot I remember it was always a happy time, a time to talk to a lot of young men, just out of 

the service. Almost all of them, working under Colonel Fraim in the war. 

People still had a sense of elegance and wonder at the same time. There was such a happy, yet 

silent dignity about Los Angeles at this time. There were grand restaurants on La Cienega and a 

place shaped like a hat called The Brown Derby was the rendezvous place for important 

Hollywood people. I remember my parents used to go there often and had dinner with their actor 

friends like Joe E. Brown or Charlie Ruggles (uncle Charlie.) Or the famous MGM Director 

Clarence Brown and his wife Marion Brown. He knew Randolph Scott and played golf with him.  

Often there were movies on Friday nights with a lot of the above friends. I met most of them. He 

never was in the film business yet associated with a number of entertainment friends.  

So, it seems appropriate that I move the MGM studio in Jack Fraim Ford so that it is “catty-

corner” across Washington Boulevard from Jack Fraim Ford.  

I’ve been in touch with the Culver City Historical Society which are now adding me in my 

search to find photos from the period my father’s dealership was there. (Thanks Jeanne and the 

President of the Culver City Historical Society). They discovered a Fraim dealership far east on 

Washington, around the old Helms Bakery and one on Figeroa. Jeanne wants to know if the 

dealership might have been called Culver City Ford.  

For the first time in a long time, I look seriously at this old advertisement from my father’s car 

dealership. It is an offer of 50 gallons of gasoline free with the purchase of a 1954 Lincoln or 

Mercury. Is it possible that the keychain medallion I have relates to the Pasadena dealership and 

not his dealerships in Los Angeles? If this is so, certainly the Ford dealership modeled needs to 

be changed to a Lincoln Mercury dealership? What did this dealership look like? It’s not what 

I’m basing my model around in the current Jack Fraim Ford diorama.  

I PDF the photo of the old keychain of the place (I’m building the diorama from right now as it’s 

the only thing I have to go on). I then get the old ad my father sent out off my bookshelf and take 

it out of the plastic cover and photograph it and send it to Jeanne. Dad sent this card out as it 

offered an incentive to come into Ford on Washington. It gives an address directly across the 

street from the Culver Theater (now the Kirk Douglas Theater). The 8911 Washington address is 

a real address for the dealership. And this seems to be the essential staring out point for me in 

creating this particular diorama. I was out in Culver City last October and stayed at the Culver 

Hotel for five days (where the movie The Wizard of Oz munchkins tore the hell out of the place 

when they stayed there during the making of the film just down the street).  
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It was record heat in Los Angeles. Just at the beginning of the World Series. I had just been to 

my 60th high school class reunion in Claremont and Steph and I took Steph’s daughter’s advice 

and booked a room here. We explored the old 8911 location on Washington Boulevard. It is now 

a Chase Bank with a parking lot next to it much in the same way I recall the sales lot of my 

father’s car dealership. The Sony Studios (who took-over MGM) are a few hundred yards west 

on Washington Boulevard. I had never realized the studio was this close to my father’s car 

dealership. Perhaps this was the way he met some of his movie friends?  

There is the location and this medallion I carry with me at all times with my car keys. This is the 

one I’ll model until I see images of the other.  

All my life, I’ve been interested in those who attempt to recreate an almost perfect rendition of 

the real world in miniature. Today, I did a lot of research online on probably the greatest master 

of models for special effects in Hollywood history, Derek Meddings. The models he created are 

incredible. They served as substitutes for shooting in the real city or world. The cost and logistics 

of moving hundreds of film crew to a place. The permits required. The time this particular place 

will appear in the film. It is enormous and thus the rise of the genre of special effects film 

designers like Derek Meddings. (I’ve assembled a number of photos of his incredible models off 

the Internet). This is what one aims at for ultimate reality of miniature scene making in any form. 

There simply are no models more realistic than those created as substitutes for real world 

shooting.  

Then, there are the architecture model builders and creators of scale landscapes. Most often, the 

models represent a large real estate development it is important to view before creation of the 

project as well as during sales of the project. This group is not as involved with making the 

model look real as with the model’s landscape and environment being accurate and easily 

comprehended both before, during and after a project.  

Next to the Hollywood film model builders and the architects, there is that top scale of reality 

modelers out there who attempt at exact reproduction of the world’s scenes or places. Frozen in a 

miniature, finely detailed model. Perhaps months have been spent building the model. Individual 

planks of wood have been laid for the home in the model. Scale nails have been used in attaching 

the tiny plants of wood to the home. There are the key niches in the model market mainly in our 

older population: scale car builders, ship builders, plane builders and model railroad builders or 

modelers in model railroad scales. And, model builders for our younger population: modelers for 

war/battle games. 

After the above (obsessive model builders) there are those who loved model-building as a kid 

and enjoys doing it at times. Usually, they built models taking after their parents. Then, there is 

the general populace introduced to the hobby through a train under the Christmas tree.  

One enters the specific category one wants to model: cars, ships, planes, military or trains. 

This is the way it has historically been in the consumer model-building/hobby industry. Many of 

the specific modelers decide to display their model in a type of diorama. There are photos in 
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Scale Auto Magazine, Fine Scale Modeler, Model Railroad Magazine or other magazines for 

model makers.  

But a few have broken out of the niches above committed not to modeling the major symbols 

modeled today. Rather than move towards a specific model for a symbol, these few have been 

more interested in bringing the various symbols-modeled together: cars, ships, planes and trains.  

All of the above are centered on types of product categories (autos, ships, planes and trains). All 

are centered on movement. The four symbols above have been the great inventions that given 

mankind movement in the world so that it could be explored. That give us the ability to see more 

of our world. Perhaps it is no consequence that the grand symbols for models of our times are 

those that have given us freedom of movement around in the world? One needs to add the solid 

connection between the objects listed and the landscapes and scenes associated with them. 

________ 

Jack Fraim Ford  
Diorama Progress Report 

Adding Music & Sounds 

The Phenomenology of Dioramas 

The PsychoDrama of Dioramas 

The Crazy Psyches of Model Makers 

2/13/18 

 

 

I’ve been in touch with the Culver City Historical Society and Jeanne has been very helpful to 

the project. Through her research, there is a good possibility that the Ford dealership on the 

modeled on my keychain was my father’s first dealership in the Highland Park area of Pasadena. 

In Culver City, he had a Lincoln Mercury dealership on Washington modeled in the diorama. 

The jazz clubs are fictionalized into the diorama. But MGM Studios was only about a tenth of a 

mile West down Washington Boulevard.  

 

In the current SW corner of the Jack Fraim Ford diorama is a section of the MGM studios. In the 

NE corner NE corner is Jack Fraim Ford dealership. Both the main building and the side lot 

holding the cars and the car salesmen. The NW and SE sections of the diorama are still vacant. 

Feel a high end jazz club should go into one of these sections. Still undecided when should go 

into the SE section. Perhaps a low-end jazz club? 

 

In reality, the SE corner of the diorama should have the Culver Theater in it. But a relatively tall 

building with a large column attached, it seems to me it will block out and distract from the 

viewer seeing Jack Fraim Ford first and giving it attention before anything else in the diorama.  

The theater was one of the grandest in LA at the time and directly was across the street from Jack 

Fraim Ford in the Culver City part of LA in of 50s. Today, the theater is named The Kirk 

Douglas Theater.  
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* * * 

 

Perhaps a far-out coffee shop of the 50s should go into the SE section? LA had plenty of them. 

Although the SE corner offers more real estate in the diorama than the NE corner, I feel the NE 

part directly confronts the viewer at his/her first observation of the diorama. Order of viewing 

parts of a scene might be more important than size of the viewing area.  

 

I’m thinking of a high end jazz club called the Flamingo Club is in the NW section of the 

diorama. Using the name Flaming Club allows me to incorporate my new sign from Miller 

Engineering. It is a miniature neon programmable neon sign saying “Flamingo Club” with 

rolling lights that travel down a large arrow pointing to the right. In designing the model must 

have access to turn sign off and on and recharge it. Might have to place on top of club. Access to 

turn the neon sign on and off needs to be thought out.  

 

The Flamingo Club is in the NW corner of the diorama so the viewer sees it almost first in the 

diorama and then notices the billboard in front of the club advertising the new Frank Sinatra 

album, Music For Swinging Lovers. Via a small Bluetooth speaker inside the model of the high-

end jazz club, comes the music of this album … particularly the song “I’ve’ Got You Under My 

Skin.” If the club model is made 6”x6” x 2” we can put the new Bang & Olufsen Bluetooth 

speakers inside the high-end jazz club. From the music coming from the club we can know that 

we are in the LA of the 1950s reinforced by the popular music (popular jazz) of this time. 

 

 

 

 
 

Jack Fraim Ford Diorama Plan/Strategy 
(The Narrator (N) of the scene is caught between opposing forces at this time in his life. 

His father Jack Fraim, has been in the car business in southern California before he was 
born. First in Pasadena and then in Culver City. In this mid-50s diorama Narrator is 

around 7 years old. Now, he is at the edge of his father’s Culver City car lot sitting on the 

showcase car and starring across the street at MGM. Various forces pull at him at this 

time in his life. The Blue arrow of Film. The Yellow arrow of following his father into the 

car business. And, the opposing artistic forces of music in the form of two types of jazz.)     
_______________________________________________ 
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Perhaps the SE corner holds a low-end jazz club as opposed to the high-end club up the street 

from it. Sinatra and classic music from the 50s comes from the high-end jazz club. Avant grade 

jazz of the time like Miles Davis and Coltrane come from the low-end jazz club in the SE section  

of the diorama. Perhaps another bluetooth speaker in the avant-garde jazz club? Programmed 

from another smartphone. The two type of jazz (popular and avant-garde) contrast as they are 

heard together in the diorama.  

 

What are the daily sounds of a car dealership? In the 50s? Good to find sound effects of this 

somewhere and put in smartphone Library. Sounds from the garage repairing and servicing cars. 

Car salesmen making deals inside the showroom. Talking to customers on the car lot.  

 

* * * 

 

Among the car salesmen on the car lot, a young boy (N in black circle above) sits on the edge of 

the car lot on the car featured by the dealership in the SW corner of the lot. The boy stares across 

Washington Boulevard at the walls of the MGM Studios. On the wall of the studios, one can see 

a large poster for Singing in the Rain and American in Paris both with Gene Kelly, Creature 

from the Black Lagoon, The Prisoner of Zenda, The Bad and the Beautiful, and The Thing. The 

two Gene Kelly films are both products from MGM as well as The Bad and the Beautiful. The 

others are contemporary films of the mid 50s from other studios in LA. The monster films are 

represented on posters on the MGM wall because it was a great era for monster films.  

 

The boy stares across the street at the posters on the studio wall across the street. The great 

studio wall runs off the diorama to the West. The viewer might intuit they are looking at a 

section of a film studio. Intuition is confirmed by the MGM lion logo and words “Metro 

Goldwyn Mayer: East Gate” on the sign over the gate.  

 

A western picture is being shot in the realistic desert surrounding the false front town. Just five 

feet beyond this studio desert is the traffic of Washington Boulevard. Most times when they 

shoot outside like this they dub in sound because the traffic along Washington Boulevard is 

much too loud for outside sound work. The young boy at the edge of the car lot will learn this 

film tidbit a number of years later. (I’m not sure I have any people to populate this scene. I put a 

“casting call” out to Amazon, Google and my various Bookmarks for HO figures who are 1950s 

move producers and car salesmen. There seems to be little in the way of the above type of scene 

personnel.  

 

* * * 

 

The scene seems to represent the conflicts in the Narrator’s mind between image and sound. A 

conflict he was experiencing at this time in his life. His position at the edge of his father’s car lot 

is somewhat like one’s position on the edge of an island.  

 

The nearness to the MGM Studios is exaggerated as the real studio was probably about five HO 

scale feet to the west of the diorama. But it seemed like the studios were right across the street in 

the mind of the young boy so why not place them right across the street in the diorama? Is the 
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purpose of a diorama to represent the real world or the dream world? 

 

So much memory and psychology involved in the process of making the diorama Jack Fraim 

Ford with its four sections.  

 

One sees an interesting symbolism in all of this model making. It was the symbolism of making 

oneself larger as opposed to making oneself smaller.  

 

In effect, all model builders are not only hobbyists like model railroaders, but also architects, 

masons, artists, crafts people, men and women of all ages. There is so much psychology involved 

in model making and diorama creation it is best left for another time.  

 

* * * 

 

Perhaps more than anything else, creating and building models and dioramas involves an age-old 

mythology and symbolism of making oneself larger into some type of giant. (Or shrinking the 

world into miniature). Model makers are - in effect - giants relative to their creations.  

 

Most (all?) model-makers labor under that ancient duality of symbols between the concepts and 

phenomenology of large and small. The fantasy of largeness has seen many forms in art and 

culture. The well-known fairy tale Gulliver’s Travels comes to immediate mind. of making 

oneself larger into a giant, rather than smaller than the size they are.  

 

Does this phenomenology of large and small have a relationship to America’s paradoxical 

symbol oppositions between Freedom and Equality? Freedom (masculine archetype) is 

symbolized by a giant fantasy while Equality (feminine archetype) is symbolized not by a giant 

fantasy but rather the fantasy of the context surrounding the giant. Does the phenomenology of 

large and small have a direct connection to the great issues of nationalism and globalism today?  

 

There are other interesting observations around the symbols of large and small. One might argue 

that the early years of the Internet was associated with the masculine symbol of Freedom and 

largeness while our contemporary experience of the Internet is one of equality. In other words, 

the evolution of the Internet has evolved from the Masculine symbol of largeness and freedom to 

the Feminine symbol of smallness and equality.  

 

* * * 

 

It seems to me that railroad modelers attempt to become the greatest “giants” in the 

phenomenology of making oneself larger. The creator of a scene in life. Even an entire world if 

you’re a model railroader.  

 

My father got a new job back East in 1957 and we moved from my home town of Los Angeles to 

Dayton, Ohio. In the years we lived in Dayton - from 1957 to 1965 - my father created the 

structure for a large HO model railroad layout. On many nights, I would sit in the basement of 

our home in Dayton, Ohio next to my dad. We were making things for our HO layout that was 

30’ x 15’. So far, it consisted of two parallel tracks in a dog-bone loop pattern. Ideas for a change 
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in the track plan were constantly discussed between my father and me.  

 

I had my own little model building desk in another room of our basement. There, I built my 

battle ships and airplanes and tanks and cars. Most would suffer the cruel end of being blown to 

a thousand parts via a Cherry Bomb or Silver Salute behind the garage.  

 

But when I was next to my father in the model railroad layout room of our basement, everything 

was about creating this world within the 30’ x 15’ area. One line on the layout would go into the 

mountains to a mining town. Somewhat a tribute (I would later understand) to my father’s father, 

my grandfather. There was a town on the layout named for my sister. It was called Elizabeth 

Town. But not much ever got developed on this town. 

 

My father loved the desert and the Santa Fe railroad so this is what he discussed as the main 

setting of the railroad he was building. I was sure that what dad ultimately saw in his model 

railroad was the deserts of the Southwest, and the AT&SF going through this vast open desert of 

America.  

 

I went back to California for high school and my family moved to NYC so the Dayton, Ohio 

basement railroad ended. It ended as a large framework for a model railroad. Two tracks around 

a great dog-bone pattern. Somewhere in all of this is Elizabeth Town.  

 

* * * 

 

I have never forgotten the layout in the basement. Its memory often is the subject of night or day 

dreams. Perhaps more so since the layout was unfinished rather than finished. My father built a 

structure for a model railroad layout. He never built a completed layout. The fact it was never 

completed (or revealed to me) allows speculation as to what it might have been. Speculation is at 

the opposite end of the spectrum from Definition.  

 

If the layout had been “defined” by scenery and a finalized track plan, there would be less 

speculation as to what it “might” become. The town of Elizabeth Town is no longer a vision in 

dreams. Now it is set out in a few feet on the layout.  

 

My father left me with a “cool” media As Marshall McLuhan might say, he created a cool media 

in the structure of the model railroad. It was a structure that invited participation. The layout was 

cool media (rather than hot media) because it was never completed and always demanded 

participation in its creation. 

 

Large & independent, Giant, Masculine Archetype, Republicans, Nationalism) and Equality 

(Connected rather than independent. One is part of something larger than oneself. The 

Democratic Party, Feminine Archetype) and Freedom (Republican Party, Masculine Archetype)? 

 

* * * 

Today (2/15/18) Jeanne with the Culver City Historical Society contacted me via email and told 

me something I was pretty sure of already: 
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Hi John, 

A bit more info for you. Our president found that Fraim did sell cars at 98ll Washington, 

across from the Culver Studios - it was a Mercury dealership.  As mentioned, Fraim Ford 

was on Figueroa in Highland Park. I have a news clipping re: Fraim Mercury - will send 

it to you. Fraim is now, definitely, on our radar. We will be in touch if we find anything 

else for you. Best regards, Jeanne 

 

So, I realize that Fraim Ford was not in Culver City. But there was a Fraim Lincoln Mercury at 

the address I’m basing my model on. However, until photos are found of this location, if any, the 

only photo of my father’s car dealership I have to go on is Fraim Ford on Figueroa in Highland 

Park. His first dealership and the impression pressed on the key chain medallion I carry in my 

pocket. While there was no Jack Fraim Ford in Culver City, it seems appropriate to move his 

first Ford dealership to Culver City since this is the one I am modeling. If I can move MGM 

Studios a quarter mile east, I can move Fraim Ford of Highland Park 20 miles west! 

 

I’ve been thinking of the type of jazz club to go into the NW corner of the diorama. The club (as 

we mentioned) has to be large enough to house the small Nano Cube Bluetooth speaker emitting 

the sounds of Sinatra from the mid-50s and his big hit “I’ve Got You Under My Skin.” I have the 

entire 1955 album (advertised by the billboard on Washington Blvd. on the far west edge of the 

diorama).  

 

I began doing some research on the Internet on famous LA jazz clubs and came up with a list 

from the LA Weekly. The first club mentioned on the list was The Jazz Bakery. As the LA 

Weekly wrote in the article “The House That Ruth Built”: 

 

“The Jazz Bakery is ‘the most prestigious jazz space in Los Angeles’ - a serious, no-frills, 

seven-nights-a-week nonprofit listening room of international renown, where everybody 

who’s anybody has played; where iconic musicians turn up as regularly in the audience as 

on the bandstand; where just ascending the stage is a sure sign that you’ve made it into 

the music’s highest ranks.”  

 

I looked up the Jazz Bakery and begin reading about it. “The Jazz Bakery is a not-for-profit arts 

presenter in Los Angeles that has showcased many of the world’s most acclaimed jazz artists 

since it was founded by jazz vocalist Ruth Price in 1992. Price, President & Artistic Director of 

the Jazz Bakery, is a jazz singer from Philadelphia who toured with bassist/composer Charles 

Mingus and recorded with drummer Shelly Manne guitarist Johnny Smith.  

Then I saw the unbelievable fact about the Jazz Bakery in the Wikipedia article. “Upon losing its 

lease in the Helms Bakery Building in 2009, the Jazz Bakery has presented an ongoing ‘Movable 

Feast’ concert series at venues around Los Angeles while looking for a permanent new 

residence. In late 2010 the Annenberg Foundation awarded the Jazz Bakery a $2 million grant as 

capital campaign seed money for a new building. In January 2012, Culver City, California 

transferred a parcel at 9814 Washington Blvd. next to the Kirk Douglas Theatre in the downtown 

arts district as a site for a new building, which is being designed by architect Frank Gehry.” 

The new Jazz Bakery remains unbuilt in 2018. The space next to the Kirk Douglas Theater 

appears as a home with a gate in front of it. (Google 9814 Washington Boulevard, Culver City 

and press the “satellite” button on Google map). If you scroll around across Washington 
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Boulevard in the Google map image, you’ll see a Chase Bank and a parking lot next to it. I can 

safely assume that Jack Fraim Ford occupied the Chase Bank Building and the car lot was the 

bank’s parking lot.  

 

In effect, since it’s relocation from the Helm Bakery (a few miles east) the official site of the 

Jazz Bakery has been directly across Washington Boulevard to the location of the diorama, my 

father’s Lincoln-Mercury dealership in 1950s Culver City. Although the club did not exist in the 

period of the diorama, it exists today on a location of land directly across the street from where 

my father had his car dealership. An interesting incident of synchronicity in the creation of a 

work of art.  

 

Add another electron of synchronicity to the Jack Fraim Ford scene. My son Alex in Germany 

sends me an amazing jazz album from the new British Coltrane, jazz trumpeter and arranger 

from Manchester in the UK. Of all places! Listening to the brilliant The World Was One (2014 

from Matthew Halsall and the Gondwana Orchestra), I realize Coltrane has resurfaced in the 

world. And, in all places, England! And via a white male trumpeter. This is almost heresy! 

 

What I can envision for the music of Jack Fraim Ford diorama is that the great pop jazz comes 

from the club on the NW corner of the diorama. But the real spirit of the diorama comes from the 

music of the club directly across the street from the Ford dealership. The 1950s version of a Jazz 

Bakery. The music of Matthew Halsall comes from the club across the street from Fraim Ford. 

An avante-garde jazz club. The spirit of the Jazz Bakery? 

 

Another Bluetooth Nano Cube is placed in the SE corner section of the quad-divided diorama. A 

contrast to the sounds of the Bluetooth speaker inside the NW club model which is mostly 

Sinatra. The opposite SE jazz club is playing Mathew Halsall’s The World Was One.  

 

In a true sound rendering for the diorama it seems appropriate that the various sounds should all 

be heard at the same time. The sound of the film Production work on the MGM Studios across 

Washington Boulevard from the Fraim car dealership. And, there is of course the both 

remembered and imagined sounds of car dealerships for all of us. Especially me. The sounds in 

the garage. In my father’s office. On the car showroom. In the sales lot with a salesman selling a 

new Mercury or Lincoln to a customer. All of these sounds are buried within my memory. If 

only I knew (possessed) that particular key that allowed them to escape from the 

unconsciousness of night, to the consciousness of the memory of our days. 

 

I play off the little Nano Cube with Sinatra from my iPhone. I place it inside the little box I plan 

to make into some popular jazz club on the Washington Boulevard of the 1950s.  

 

I play on the UE Megaboom Mathew Halsall. The two sounds blend together in the diorama. 

There is this music. But what is the image projected by Fraim Ford? And the backlot of MGM 

here envisioned as right across the street from the Fraim dealership? The sounds of the Ford 

(really Lincoln-Mercury) dealership need to be factored in as part of the “sound” aspect of the 

diorama being created. I imagine a car dealership’s sounds divided into three categories: 1) 

showroom and sales closings 2) service garage and sounds of car work and 3) sales lot and 

sounds of car salesmen giving sales pitches. And, the sounds of film production? Not any film 
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production but film production in the 1950s? Where does one find any type of model of sound 

for this?  

 

Scratch using the miniature neon revolving light sign associated with the jazz clubs in this 

diorama. Not appropriate. We’ll use it in an upcoming desert destination diorama.  

The Stone Hut (Webb School, 1967) 

Interviews with Webb School Class of 67 members. Creation of a small diorama from class 

member memories. The spirit of these times captured in the diorama. Music. Sounds. Images. 

Suggestions.  

CIF Playoffs  

A bus goes across the vastness of the California desert.  On the bus is the Webb School of 

California football team in 1966 as they travel to the far-eastern rim of their league for a 

championship game in the California high school finals. The vastness of the California desert on 

a 2’ x 2’ ¾ plywood Birch board. 

The Coal Mine  

Model on 2’ x 2’ base. The drama of a coal mine? What could possibly be dramatic about this? 

Anyway, a beautiful model in n-scale I’ve got in the studio. Modeled after an original mine. (See 

photos of original prototype of the mind as well as the hillside it was attached to in The Mine 

files). The symbolism of a mine, though? Taking valuable things out of the earth? Mother earth? 

An invasion by the male symbol of culture against the female symbol of earth. The scene needs 

to capture this conflict, expressed at the top of popular culture in January of 2018. Male invasion 

of the feminine. 

Atomic Café 

From the brilliant models of Downtown Deco www.downtowndceo.com.  It is the least risqué of 

all the amazing model structures from Downtown Deco. For once, a master modeler has taken 

his art into a series of incredible structures in that world outside the usual happy towns of 

traditional model railroads. The founder of Downtown Deco has created a series of structures 

from the “wrong side of the tracks.” Bars and strip clubs. Crumbling cafes and greasy 

restaurants. Charity places. Pool halls. The things the big scale model makers never model. I’m 

ordering some homeless people to put on the sides of the café. The café needs to be anchored by 

these people. It is the brilliance of this model maker and seller that needs to be honored in some 

diorama in HO scale. A brilliant little model from the leading master in realistic world buildings 

Downtown Deco. 

Glitter Gulch Casino 

http://www.downtowndceo.com/
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A diorama built around the animated miniature neon sign from Miller Signs. A desert casino. A 

huge casino off of I-10 into Palm Springs. Highway 10 modeled next to the casino perhaps. 

Much in same environment as Cabazon Dinosaurs diorama above. 

The Flamingo Bar 

Built around an animated miniature neon sign from Miller Signs. The bar has a Polynesian Tiki 

bar look to it. Modeled after the famous Kahiki supper club in Columbus, Ohio. Homage to my 

uncle Lee Henry who founded the Kahiki. But this is a bar in decline. The exterior of the 

restaurant has a faded (weathered) pinkish color. It has seen better days. It seems on immediate 

analysis in the shape of a great ship of some distant, ancient South Pacific deep within our 

dreams. A romantic, nostalgic place in our memories. Immediately it has a historic, symbolic 

shape to us. It is a shape we have in memory somehow. The image of an ancient ship. 

Remembered at some deep level of personal archeology. Mixed in my own memory of the 

Flamingo Hotel in Santa Rosa, California. 

Using a sign from the leading maker of animated light miniature signs, Miller Signs. Here, a 

light goes around a sign pointing towards the promise of the Flamingo Bar. Supposed the Kahiki 

of Columbus had been transported to the California Desert somewhere off I-10 in the Coachella 

Valley. The great pioneer of American Polynesian restaurants is located in the California desert. 

Right around Cabazon between the two great mountains. 

The Last Dinosaur 

An idea that came to me while walking around Michaels. Within the large entrance sign 

proclaiming in huge letters "Last Dinosaur Park" a father and son looks at the last dinosaur on a 

heavy chain behind an iron fence. There is some deep moat between the dinosaur and the father 

and son. Meanwhile, at another place in the diorama - inside or outside the Last Dinosaur Park - 

a mother and daughter observe two baby dinosaurs hatching behind some rocks. The birth of the 

baby dinosaurs contradicts the message of Last Dinosaur Park. Modeled in the large O scale as 

the people are O scale. There is a sign on the gate in front of the dinosaur the father and son look 

at that tells of an alternate history. We realize we are somewhere in the future when we read this 

sign. It tells of a great war between dinosaurs and mankind and how it is good that this war will 

finally be over with the last dinosaur. 

The Dioramist - Thanks to my son Chris for this idea. A diorama of a person building a model 

diorama in his shop. One can see, on closer inspection, that the person in the diorama is also in 

the process of the creation of a diorama. This person is me. A type of "out of body" experience 

diorama. Like the scene of Nick's from Gatsby when he is in NYC and both an outside and inside 

observer to the events of the present world. As Nick says, "I was within and without, 

simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life." Maybe something 

with the paradox of the Escher lithograph "Drawing Hands." The creator in process of creating 

himself/herself. 
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The Swamp - A murky swamp dominates the front of the diorama out of which we can see all 

types of swamp critters poking their gross heads out of the swamp water. Alligators, prehistoric 

creatures. The swamp, though, is not in the middle of some jungle but is in a city. A large plain 

building is near the swamp and the creatures in the swamp come and go from the building. Or, 

perhaps the swamp has been drained and the only thing left we can see in the diorama is the 

Lincoln Monument (like historic photo below). 

 

 

The Studio – The real MGM Studio lot is moved East on Washington Boulevard for the Jack 

Fraim Ford diorama. Here, the Ford dealership disappears in a fictionalized studio (Beacon 

Studios?) with walls around it like MGM in the diorama is placed in the middle of urban slums 

and ghetto. Jack Fraim Ford comes from a personal memory and contrasts a car dealership with a 

film studio backlot. Here, the contrast is with a studio and a ghetto. We see the incredible 
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contrast between the fictionalized, escapist sets inside the walls of the studio and the real world. 

The front of the diorama is a section of the studios. The back of the diorama, across a run-down 

street, is the rough world of the ghetto. The contrast part of the paradox of Los Angeles and LA 

part of the paradox of life. The scene is a modern reference to Bruegel’s “Landscape With The 

Fall of Icarus” (circa 1560). In Greek mythology, Icarus succeeded in flying, with wings made 

by his father Daedalus, using features secured with bee’s wax. Ignoring his father’s warnings, 

Icarus chose to fly too close to the sun, melting the wax, and fell into the sea and drowned. His 

legs can be seen in the water just below the ship.  

  

The painting was popularized via a poem titled Musée des Beaux (1940) by the WH Auden:  

 

About suffering they were never wrong, 

The Old Masters: how well they understood 

Its human position; how it takes place 

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just 

walking dully along; 

How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting 

For the miraculous birth, there always must be 

Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating 

On a pond at the edge of the wood: 

They never forgot 

That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 

Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot 

Where the dogs go on with their doggy 

life and the torturer’s horse 

Scratches its innocent behind on a tree. 

In Breughel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away 

Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may 

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry, 

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone 

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green 

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen 
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Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky, 

had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 

It is also subject to a poem by William Carlos Williams with the same title as the painting 

“Landscape With The Fall of Icarus.” 

 

According to Brueghel 

when Icarus fell 

it was spring 

 

a farmer was ploughing 

his field 

the whole pageantry 

 

of the year was 

awake tingling 

near 

 

the edge of the sea 

concerned  

with itself 

 

sweating in the sun 

that melted 

the wings’ wax 

 

unsignificantly 

off the coast 

there was 

 

a splash quite unnoticed 

this was 

Icarus drowning 

 

In The Studio diorama, the studio serves as plower and those in the forefront of the painting. 

Perhaps a reference to the Bruegel painting via a billboard on the street saying it is now at the 

museum. The billboard though has been defiled with graffiti.   
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Notes 

 

The Art & Psychology of Staged Scenes 

John Fraim 

 

 

Not to in define the meaning of a scene in the present but rather to start an internal process in the 

audience/observer/reader that will lead eventually to an obsession with defining the meaning of a 

scene in the future.  

 

One of the most famous screenwriters in Hollywood argues a screenplay story needs to start and 

end with a particular image. Before anything else, there has to be this image. After everything 

else, there has to be this image.  

 

The late screenwriting guru and author Blake Snyder developed his famous Save The Cat (STC) 

structure around a beginning and an ending image in a screenplay. These two images - in effect -

represent the first and the last beats of a screenplay in the STC structure. Images gaining the 

status of actual beats in the key structures of a screenplay.  

 

In other words, they are actually written into screenplay structure rather than simply existing as 

Descriptive text under the SCENES of the screenplay. This is an interesting (yet subtle) 

promotion of images (symbols) in telling a story. No longer are they simply the subject of now-

and-then discussions by Hollywood film gurus.  

 

Within the Snyder system, images/symbols are raised to the position of actual deities in the 

confines of the screenplay story. They are assigned the position of first and last parts of 

screenplay structure. Certainly, key parts of screenplay structure. But of all Hollywood 

screenwriting gurus, Snyder is unique in promoting images as ruling the major beats of a 

screenplay story. The opening and closing of the story. 

 

1.Opening Image 

 

As one might imagine, an important consideration in the STC screenwriting system is getting 

these opening and closing images of a story in mind before beginning and ending the 

(screenplay) story. Carl Jung would certainly find much in the STC method of telling stories with 

two images as the shelf bookends of storybooks. Two images existing at the beginning and an 

ending of a particular story. Who really considers this today in creating screenplay structure? 

Really no one except the theories of the late Blake Snyder and his Save the Cat system. 

 

I believe that media theorist Marshall McLuhan would see these images in a different light. His 

criteria for the opening image of a story was never really defined in his book yet his thoughts on 

this might be surmised. Yet McLuhan made grand distinction/theory regarding hot and cool 

media. Hot media simply was broadcasted at you in a transmitter to receiver situation. American 
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history of mass media was originally this one-way communication of radio, television, 

newspapers and magazines. A one-way communication of the news, the narrative of the day.  

On the other hand, cool media was always an interactive type of communication. The transmitter 

broadcasts to receivers and the receivers broadcast back to the transmitters.  

 

(Bacon comment here quoted by MM in Understanding Media.) 

 

So, the opening image of a story from the perspective of Marshall McLuhan, can be either Hot or 

Cool. A hot opening of a story defines what the story will be about. A cool opening asks the 

audience/viewer to participate in creating this opening scene. The scene is not “broadcast” to the 

audience. Rather is meant to be a scene that never defines something as much as suggests 

something else. In the same mode of a true symbol as Jung always argued. Something that is 

becoming, not something that is. This is the cool symbol of McLuhan and Jung to begin a story 

with. 

 

2.Photographers Cool, Participatory Opening Images  

 

The question of any suggesting a story to go with an image (and best of all a story that the 

inhabitants of the image). A staged photographic image that has been stages for a scene 

suggesting a story behind in, a story in front of it.  

 

Perhaps the leading speculation on photographic staged images was written for the publication 

Widewalls.  Its title was “When Staged Photographs Become Art.”  It was by Elena Martinique 

(A philosophy graduate interested in theory, politics and art. Alias of Jelena Martinović). One of 

the best articles on art criticism I’ve ever read. https://www.widewalls.ch/staged-photography/) 

 

A few photographs from the Widewalls article.  

 

Azadeh Akhaghi: the photographer who stages murders in Iran.  

 

 
 

Gregory Crewdson: the Yale professor and photographer who stages dramatic photo scenes. See 

some of the amazing scenes of Crewdson at crewdson photography 

https://www.widewalls.ch/staged-photography/)
https://www.google.com/search?q=crewdson+photography&client=safari&channel=iphone_bm&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj9ju2mtJnZAhWsq1kKHf71CCEQ_AUICigB&biw=1920&bih=888
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3.Diarama, Creators (Sculptors) 

 

The second major way to stage a first scene in a story is via a diorama model. In other words, a 

particular scene caught in miniature. Something is about to happen. Something has just 

happened. And the people of the scene need to make some decision. 

 

The work of the leading modelers in the art of creating brilliant miniature staged scenes is seen 

in magazines like Model Railroader and Fine Scale Modeler. But it is also on YouTube and 

Vimeo. 

 

So far, most of the scenes involve military situations: a model ship is sinking; some soldiers 

behind some battle-scarred, crumbling building in some town of WWII. There are the car 

dioramas. An accident. The win of a race. Dramatic scenes in model railroads is led by the 

biggest name in model railroad scenery, WoodLand Scenics and their series of pre-made scene 

dioramas. 

 

One of the great entries into this area is the company Downtown Deco which makes the “real” 

buildings of our lives and not the fanciful little model train buildings of almost all of the 

manufactures out there. I’ve got their Atomic Café on order but I’m thinking of getting their Skid 

Row and buildings and a few others.  

 

4.Staged Live Scenes 

 

The artist who staged events with flags and other props. Hills of Marin. Others who express an 

opening scene of a story in this manner. 

 

5.Images in Dioramas 

 

In the past month or so, my lifelong interest in model trains again. Another one of my cyclic 

muses. The interest has always been there with building model trains, creating these miniature 

worlds where you could always rule, the interest has always been with me since my father was 

into model trains.  
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In was the late 50s and we had moved from the state my father loved called California all the 

way back to Dayton, Ohio, where my mother was from. But also, where he had met my mother. 

In California, my parents first lived in La Jolla and then in Hollywood and then Beverly Hills.  

 

I was in the third grade when I arrived back in Dayton, Ohio and the first thing the other kids 

wanted me to do was to draw what California looked like. I quickly drew a stagecoach traveling 

in a desert. I think this was the perfect drawing for them. And me. Perhaps we all saw the 

California as that desert in the Hollywood Westerns we were starting to see in color on television 

of the late 50s and early 60s. I remember drawing this stagecoach for my new Ohio classmates. 

The stagecoach was travelling quickly through a harsh desert full of large cacti. 

 

My father had two car dealerships in the Los Angeles area in the 1950s. He sold both of them 

and the family moved from Los Angeles to Dayton, Ohio. And my father, always rising in his 

life in the military and then running the car dealerships, comes to work for his wife’s family 

business.  

 

He was always an outsider. He had never risen through their sales system. He was an outsider 

placed in his position from outside. He was placed at an executive level in the family business of 

my mother’s father. I don’t think he ever wanted this and never enjoyed it.  

 

Rather than feel part of the new family company he has been inserted within, he retreated to his 

outdoor sport of golf and indoor hobbies of stereo and model trains. I played a lot of golf with 

my father in those years. And watched him and his friend from the stereo store in Springfield 

stay up all night fine tuning his new stereo system.  

 

When he was not playing golf, or fooling around with his stereo in the living room, he was down 

in the basement of our Dayton home. He had a desk with an incredible tool board in front of it in 

that board you can put hinges in. He was down there many nights of the year building HO scale 

railroad cars. A few feet away, was the framework for the huge 30’ by 15’ model train layout my 

father had built. Two mainline tracks ran around the framework and my father spent much time 

thinking about the future of his 30’ x 15’ basement space. I had a work desk in the basement next 

to his so it was also major question in my mind at the time. Some nights he would light his pipe 

and we’d both discuss the plans for the model railroad layout. There would be another line going 

up into some mountains. He would begin building the woodwork for this on the overall 

foundation of the layout.  

 

 But I went to California to high school. The same high school my father had attended in Bell 

Buckle, Tennessee. The layout was never finished. Soon after I went to California, my mother 

and father moved to New York City as my father went into a new job for my mother’s father.  

 

6.A Desert Diorama 

 

So many years ago. This memory of an unfinished model train layout is still in my mind. Even at 

my new home in Columbus, Ohio. 
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I’ve thought of creating a layout in my basement. Of finishing that layout that my father always 

talked of finishing.  

 

I buy a basic track set and controller from the Train Station over on Indianola Avenue in 

Columbus. I buy a Santa Fe blue and yellow n-scale engine. I buy one Santa Fe coal car. At 

home, I get out graph paper and plan a layout. A desert layout with a Santa Fe coal train 

traveling to the coal mine (I bought from Walthers) on one side of the layout and to a little town 

on the other side of the layout. Maybe 12’ x 6’. Fairly good size for an n scale layout. Our 

basement allows it though as it is huge.  

Few books or things posted on the web tell one how to create a true desert. Perhaps the best at 

this is the Swedish modeler Pelé Solburg. I read both his books on creating scenery. His work is 

astonishing. Difficult to believe it is a model. Another brilliant desert modeler is Kory at KRP 

Models. An altogether brilliant modeler is the Australian founder of Boulder Creek in 

________railroad, the airplane piolet ----------. 

 

I’m not interested in modeling other areas of the nation. Perhaps the mountains sometime. But 

not now. Now, it all centers on that place I just left called the California desert. Scenery I wrote 

about in some of the Sierra Club publications and scenery I hiked though and loved from my 

early years. The great barren American desert.  

 

This is the only scenery I want to model. It all reminds me of my early childhood and visiting the 

desert from my home in Los Angeles. It reminds of that layout my father (and me) never 

completed.  

 

It seems important I create some various scenes from the desert. First of all, I need to create the 

scenes in the most realistic manner possible. I’ve come upon a few amazing videos on YouTube 

and Vimeo that show desert modeling is a real possibility.  

 

(Links) 

 

Yet there are few modelers today like the brilliance of those modelers above. The challenge is to 

create some dramatic desert scene in HO or N scale. Does there have to be railroad track in the 

scene? Not really. Here one thinks of true desert diorama scenes. Scenes that say something 

about the desert. About the history of the people who come to the desert. Perhaps some history 

about the desert itself. Whatever scale of model railroading scale (O gauge, S gauge, HO gauge, 

N or Z gauge the story might be told in.) Perhaps a continuation of that history of Palm Desert I 

outlined for the Historical Society.  

One thinks of that evening with my good friend Diana as me and Stephanie listened to these 

people who told lies in the desert a few miles out of Borrego Springs near the mountains twenty 

miles west of California’s Salton Sea. There is the annual meeting of the Liars Club formed 

around a famous desert liar. Diana has written the definitive books on the desert we are all in 

right now. She has hiked all through it. Knows it better than anyone else. Diana has invited us to 

the event tonight a few miles out of Borrego Springs.  

 

Anyway, have a few desert scenes in mind right now to model. One is a lonely little service 

station. A road past it runs parallel with a railroad track. It served in real life as the opening scene 
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in a novella and then a screenplay I wrote titled The Lost Mission. It is strange though that the 

little service station (really on Route 54 across Nevada known as “The Loneliest Road in 

America”) served as the first image for the story but did not appear as the first image in the story.  

 

I have another scene in mind also. Around a little trailer in the desert, a man on a platform talks 

to a number of people who have come to listen to him. There are signs in the crowd that help us 

define what the scene is about. There are clues in the scene yet it is necessary for the viewers to 

interpret the clues.  

 

Both scenes attempt to invoke that image Blake Snyder puts at the beginning of a major 

screenwriting structure in Hollywood. It is always important that scenes evoke rather than define. 

Only via evocation is there a new way. 

 

It has been a long time since people within a culture have staged scenes depicting a moment in 

time of this culture.   

 

7.Social Comment Dioramists 

 

It is sad to see a hobby you’re loved all your life slowly die into the remaining model train 

enthusiasts, usually older guys who still remember. But they’re not too many of these older guys 

left in the hobby.  

 

Yet at the same time there is an incredible group of what one might describe as “social 

comment” modelers. These are a new group of young modelers who have come up watching 

someone in their family create models. War models. Planes, Cars. Boats or trains.  

 

Of all, train modeling has created a once grand industry in the years after WWII when times 

were good as the fearful memory of the brutal war faded further and further into memory 

collective memory.  

 

attempt to have their diorama scene make a comment on a current social, political or cultural 

scene depicted in the diorama.   

 

8.Psychological Comment Dioramists 

 

The social comment dioramists use the symbols of the day in their images. Social, political and 

cultural symbols appear in their dioramas. 

 

The scene of the psychological dioramist is filled with personal, non-social, cultural scenes. The 

scene might be filled with a number of images that don’t fit together. A miniature Salvador Dali 

scene. A vivid dream one remembers. The beginning image of this dream.  

 

A scene that takes place in a specific part of the nation. That defines that part of the nation better 

than any photo or film could. Better even than the best literature from America’s great explorers 

like Muir. That defines an inhabitant of this scene. A premise or point of view in culture 
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maintained by those who inhabit a certain place in the world. In spite of any economic, social, 

racial, educational or political differences the group in this specific area of the world might have.  

 

A type of medium in the background, untouched, by all the conflicting battles of different 

messages inside the grand medium of one place in the world where everyone lives.  

 

This background medium is captured in the diorama.  

 

9.The Desert As First Diorama Scene 

 

A little service station in the middle of the desert at the intersection of two rough asphalt roads 

going in three directions. A railroad track runs parallel to the road. The station has much going 

on in the scene. It is the only place for a hundred miles in all directions. Reno is 150 miles to the 

west.  

 

I’ve gotten back into model-making after a long absence. But an absence that never strayed too 

far away from model railroading. My father started receiving Model Railroader Magazine during 

the 50s when he was building his HO layout in our Ohio basement and I was helping him build 

it. I remember reading each issue of the magazine from front-to-back a few times. Some of the 

railroads featured were more than the track around the Christmas tree or the way that most 

Americans thought of model trains. A model railroad was little more than a figure 8 of track laid 

out on a 4 x 8 ping-pong size table.  

 

I recall those days when I went with my father out to a place in north Dayton called Hobby 

Haven. He would spend time out there talking to the owners about the new products from 

Walthers. He was into creating a railroad a lot different from the ordinary model railroad layout 

of the time.  

 

Soon, a great project was undertaken in the basement of our home in Dayton. The basement 

offered a large space for the project. Eventually, the frame was 30’ by 16’ and two mainline HO 

tracks ran in a large done-bone pattern around this area. The layout was to model the AT&SF a 

line that my father believed in more than anything. It represented everything good about western 

America to him. A train moving through the vast, barren, American desert. Great mountains in 

the background. Palm Springs which we visited a lot in the 50s. Many times, taking the train out 

to Palm Springs from Las Angeles’ Union Station.  

 

After the basic structure was completed, we planned together the scenery of the layout. It would 

have to be the desert. Yet, perhaps there could be mountains in it too? The mountains perhaps 

should only exist in the background of the layout and never be some destination for a train on the 

layout.  

 

* * * 

 

My father would play golf in the good Ohio weather and spend the winters working on his stereo 

system or, increasingly, on the HO layout in the basement. I had a smaller desk behind him in the 

basement. This was so much more fun than homework. Building these little trains in the 
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basement. Thinking about the world that would be created in that 30’ by 16’ space in out 

basement. All next to the furnace and the low ceiling of the basement. This was before the idea 

that basements could be second living spaces in a home.  

 

My father subscribed to a number of model railroading publications. There was the incredible 

Model Railroader Magazine which more than anything in school could do, opened my eyes to a 

world that could actually be created by someone like my father. And, this special newsletter he 

always let me read. Something I never did with any of the books they gave us to read in school at 

the time.  

 

In Model Railroader Magazine, there were amazing photographs of the famous layout in 

Monterey, California called the Gorre & Daphetid. I would look at the pictures over and over and 

think how wonderful to create miniature worlds like this.  

 

* * * 

 

The great railroad we envisioned for the structure in the basement never materialized. Soon, the 

family moved to NYC as he became President of a radio network. The home in Dayton was sold 

and we lived in temporary quarters.  

 

My father always wanted to return to California. Particularly, the California desert he loved just 

a little more than he loved the California mountains. Our family returned to California after a 

few years in NYC. My parents rented in LA for a while but eventually moved to the desert. 

Where, I visited all the time. It was always a second home for me since they moved to a home on 

a golf course in 1970. I did a lot of hiking in the desert over those years. There is no more 

dramatic place in the world than the desert. A grand empty slate where people go to invent (or 

often, re-invent) their lives. In the warm desert sunshine and the clear desert air and the feeling 

of being in the desert.  

 

It became my favorite place in the world. I fell in love with the desert. A lot of people don’t. I 

did though.  

 

* * * 

 

A few years ago, over a Christmas staying with my wife’s parents, I had an idea for a story. I 

wasn’t sure what the story was about. All I knew was that I had an image of a small service 

station in the middle of the Nevada Desert. The story starts at this little, isolated gas station in the 

desert.  

 

I wrote a short novella called The Lost Mission from this original image and scene. I later wrote 

the screenplay registered as The Lost Mission around this particular scene. I think the screenplay 

is my close to my best literary work.  

 

All from an original scene I envisioned. 
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Now, six or so years later, I’ve created a small diorama based on the scene. I have finally made a 

model of the scene I created before through words and images. Now, it is captured as a scene on 

a 2’ x 1’ desert diorama.  

 

The scene created is true to something once envisioned before writing a book and a screenplay. 

Now, it comes back - in another form - as a diorama.  

 

There are other desert scenes to create. A series of scenes that take place in the desert.  

 

I have another scene in planning.  

 

Be interested to hear if anyone’s creativity inspired by the diorama scene I created. I shot it in 

my photography studio in the basement.  

 

The diorama is simply titled “Ethyl’s.” It is a kit from WoodLand Scenics. The truck in the 

diorama is also from WoodLand Scenics. I used Woodland Scenics Plaster Strips to create the 

landscape of the piece. But the desert sand came from two incredible Krylon spray colors I 

mixed together.  

 

I painted the road today. It runs the horizontal length of the 24” piece but is intersected by 

another road that runs into the first road at around 20” into the model. Ethyl’s sits at the 

intersection of the two roads in the desert. A weathered blue 1950s pick-up with a white top sits 

in the sand outside the service station. There is no sign of activity. A scene not containing of any 

(miniature and pretty fake) people. So, there are none.  

 

More than anything, it’s suggestive power is the power that is behind this rather minimalist 

scene.  

 

Yet the unfinished white plaster in the scene not covered by the Krylon desert sand-coating looks 

so real as patches of snow. Perhaps a winter scene in the high desert? Patches of snow still 

remain over the sand. 

 

10.Dioramists Art 

 

The beginning of a story is captured in a diorama scene. Who are the people making these scenes 

today? The beginning of a new hobby? Creating models that are incredibly true to life. It is 

almost scary how close to life.  

 

Previously, made for a model train. Today, more and more not layout but rather dioramas. More 

than anything, dramatic scenes of a particular world rather than the particular world itself offered 

by a model railroad layout.  

 

As McLuhan would say, train layouts are “hot media” allowing little participation in creation of 

the final effect. The model railroad layout is built to create/define a particular world to the 

viewer/audience. The diorama model is built to merely suggest a possible world. Through a 

miniature scene.  
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11.Markets for Dioramas. 

 

If one wants exposure for a diorama there are various markets. Of course, there could be a 

market for setting the diorama(s) up in various model stores. To show what can be done with 

products the store carries. The displays can also travel easily to various trade shows.  

 

There could be a market for dioramas connected to mass scenes rather than personal scenes. 

Some historic event perhaps. All the key people in the scene. All the key objects. The key 

symbolism of place brought out in the diorama. For what one cannot mold in the real world, let 

him/her mold in the world of the top modelers and their creations of dioramas.  

 

But a large market for the “Ethyl’s” diorama seems to be in art galleries and museums. This art 

presented with what you are reading now created in conjunction with the “Ethyl’s” diorama.  

 

A final market could be screenwriters or novelists. That first scene of a story is suggested in the 

diorama. A particular scene that begins a story. It is not what the scene defines but rather what it 

suggests. This is the major difference between a full model railroad and a diorama scene not 

attached to anyone else’s railroad or world. Existing by itself. As it should be. 

 

* * * 

 

There is a history of model making. It’s probably interesting but I’m not interested in the history 

of model-making right now. Just the history associated with my own life. A history of model-

making introduced to me by my father.  

 

Movement from model railroading to dioramas 

 

Miniature dioramas in HO or N scale in model railroading lingo. made from dreams that 

represent the drama of the beginning of a story. HO 

 

 

  



 43 

 

* * * 

 

Email on 2/3/18 

 

Bill, 

 

Back at writing again. Writing about the little dioramas I’ve been creating for the past month or 

so. Been wonderful going to a few little hobby stores and getting to know the old guys that own 

them. I imagine in some ways they are very much similar to the gun store owners I remember 

Wammes dealing with so much (under the Bridgewaters) when I first came back to 

Bellefontaine. The hobby store owners and gun dealers I met in the late 80s were both involved 

in such an unreasonable business. For most, they got into it following the lifelong passion and 

hobby. Guns and model trains! 

 

But these model stores are not going to be around too much longer. One is in an old shopping 

mall and the other on a street close to mainline rr tracks that go through the center of Columbus. 

The perfect place for the oldest model railroad shops in the nation. Sometimes I know a freight is 

passing as there is a slight rumble in the store. Both gun store owners and model rr store owners 

are small businessmen in industries young people are not interested in these days - guns and 

model trains. Both have an unsure future ahead of them. 

 

Not sure why this model-making bug has possessed me so this past month. Maybe it’s been a 

good way to escape from the brutal cold of January and being inside all the time. Maybe also a 

way to simply have fun doing something for absolutely no one’s satisfaction except mine. But 

behind this has been many memories of dad and working with him in the basement of our home. 

I was his apprentice in some ways to his training me in his model building skills. But most 

importantly, in simply showing me his passion for something. (Golf was the other area where he 

saw both you and me as golf apprentices for the PGA tour. Until we held up the CEO of a 

Fortune 500 on the hole behind us by staying too long in the grapefruit trees on the Eldorado 

looking for our ball. It was almost better when there was a distant splashing sound and at least 

we knew that it went into that pool on the 8th).  

 

From all of this, many pages of yellow legal notes and notes on the computer. Put much of it into 

a type of marketing/business plan which still working on. It is called “Image Studios” right now. 

But not sure this is the best name for it as things keep evolving.  

 

Will share it with you soon for your idea on it.  

 

The writing is the first long form thing I’ve done since completing the novel last summer New 

Light about ancient Egypt (in the middle of Steph’s weekly chemo treatments).  

 

Not sure what this is right now but will say it offers some speculation on branding a new form of 

hobby for young Americans. Not getting rid of the models made for the three main model 

railroader scales: O, HO and N gauges. But rather re-deploying them from their “frozen” 

basement model railroad world, bringing them to the outside world on small pieces of wood to 
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be shared and discussed face-to-face. Creating small diorama scenes based on dramatic moments 

in young people's lives and memory.  

 

In short, convincing young people they are able to create express and create something in the real 

world, rather than the (increasingly) digital and artificial world.  

 

A diorama uses the skills and crafts and passions of a sculpture, painter, filmmaker, musician, 

photographer and novelist. It brings together multiple artistic abilities at the same time.  

 

Proposes in “Iconic Image Studios” material is an idea of bringing a new type of diorama 

building. It is based around channeling one’s inner images outward to a particular moment of 

memory that becomes frozen into time by the diorama.  

 

The first diorama I created is based around traveling with the family in the west of the 50s. A 

small little out of the way gas station called Ethyl’s at some intersection of Route 66 (by a tiny 

highway sign we see) and some unlined little road that runs off the scene to a town 50-miles-

away called Dead Cat on the tiny sign I made on the computer and put as a highway market into 

the scene. Used much Woodland Scenics materials to weather the railroad tracks and create the 

Ethyl’s service station and buy the little assembled pick-up truck in the station. Here, nothing is 

happening except the (inherent?) drama of intersection by itself. No people to be seen (N-scale 

people all suck! All races! The technology of creating N-scale model people has not caught up to 

its models of trains, vehicles, structures and materials). 

 

So, the intersection of Route 66 with a no-name highway that goes to Dead Cat. Nothing more. 

Green grass sprinkled around the scene painted with a special Krylon course texture paint that 

unbelievably produces the sand of the California desert I remember. The desert sprinkled with 

tuft bushes I got from this hobby shop in England. The railroad track is Atlas that I’ve aged with 

rust and stain of rails and ties via Woodland Scenics marker pens. The highway is a piece of tape 

from a German company you simply apply. Plaster is Woodland Scenics. Thinking of creating 

some accident at the intersection. Things are too peaceful. But proud of it as my first diorama. A 

learning piece.  

 

The others have themes also. The “Desert Patriot” features an isolated trailer on a slight hill in 

the desert next to an American flag pole and another small flag proclaiming “Don’t Tread On 

Me” with the snake image too small to see without glasses. The trailer is on a desert road it looks 

like he has made himself. It goes over a river wash bringing water from the nearby mountains in 

the winter months. Now it is dry and the road into his place goes through the dry river bed and 

up to a little area of carved out desert for a parking area. An old blue (Woodland Scenics) pick-

up truck from the 50s sits in this area below the trailer on the hill above.  

 

Will send you the Image Studios document soon. Appreciate you taking a look at it but know 

you’ve got a lot going on right now with the company so no hurry on any of this. Just some 

thoughts (rather than photos) on what I’m up to these days … at 70! 
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Thinking about you on Monday - my birthday! Don’t worry. It will all go well and we’ll have a 

great time at Hyde Park next weekend. Will probably print out a copy of all of this for you at this 

time. 

 

Go Eagles! 

 

John 
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When: 2/6/18  

To: Email Lists/Social Media  

RE: Announcing New Page on Midnight Oil 

  

Excited to let my friends know that MidNight Oil Studios has added a new page to my website. 

It’s called DIORAMAS at https://midnightoilstudios.org/dioramas/.  

Adding a new page on the website hasn’t been done for a long time since each page represents 

(pretty much a particular art form).  

Well, a new art-form added to our projects and wanted to let everyone know.  

Been writing a lot last year. A novel on ancient Egypt and much blogging.  

About a month ago, right at the beginning of 2018, I began making little dioramas based on a 

place I’ve always loved in all my travels around the world. The California Desert.  

I remember going out to the desert by passenger train in the 1950s. We left from LA’s Union 

Station and our destination was Palm Springs. The passenger train was sleek and called The 

Twentieth Century Limited. We got off in the Palm Springs station and went to this desert resort 

called Shadow Mountain. I still have the old jerky movies of these years, shot by my father. 

Walking around the desert in some funny shorts. I can tell in the movies that they both loved the 

desert. It allowed both of them to escape from the past (in the same way if allows others to 

escape from the past). In the warm, hot, dry, fresh, air of the desert, there was that exciting 

possibility that the creation of a new life was indeed possible.  

Over the years, they continued to visit the desert while we lived in Ohio, New York, LA and 

finally, where they bought a home in 1971, Palm Desert. Since they bought their retirement 

home in Palm Desert, the desert has been like home to me as I went between the mindset of the 

East Coast, the Midwest and the West Coast. Most of my life I’ve spent bouncing back and forth 

between my home state of California and my mother’s home state of Ohio. The West meets the 

Midwest. It might have made a good Ford film.  

Palm Desert has been my on-going home since my parents retired there in 1971. So many 

wonderful times spent in the desert during the decades they lived in Palm Desert and then nearby 

Indian Wells.  

As many of you know, I returned to the desert from Ohio and lived in Palm Desert for 3 1/2 

years and saw so many other aspects of it I had not seen before. More than any other landscape, 

it is the landscape of the desert that offers the background scenery for the dioramas we plan to 

create. 
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My thanks go out to my wonderful friend Diana who introduced me to a whole different desert. 

It was a fascinating part of the desert and she just happened to perhaps be the world’s greatest 

authority of the desert we were all living in. (Thanks Diana! I’ll never forget that night a few 

miles out of Borrego Springs that you invited us to the annual Liars Club event in the desert. I’ll 

never forget the legends around the old prospector/founder of the club. I’ll not forget the bonfire 

in a windy desert that night and the stories that were told around this bonfire.) Also thanks to a 

few of those old desert rats who showed me the best hiking trails in the area. My thanks to those 

friends who initiated me into the Bump-N-Grind Trail rising in the steep mountain hills right 

behind the Target Store in Palm Desert, rising fast into the foothills of the San Bernardino 

Mountains. It didn’t take me too long to get a pretty good heartbeat going. Within twenty 

minutes, there was some great views of the desert beginning to pop out at various points in the 

trail.  

* * * 

The above are some basic facts behind my love of the desert and the part it’s played in my life.  

But the other side of all of this is my interest in model building and modeling environments.  

In the 50s and 60s, my dad was an avid model railroader when I was growing up and got the 

modeling bug from him.  

Now, returning to model making and placing models into the particular context of a story in a 

frozen scene.  

I have created three desert scenes so far but many more in my memory.  

Basically, creating desert scenes with stories behind them. The scene suggests some drama going 

on in the scene. Related to some scene I might see in my mind to begin a script or a novel. The 

image that a screenwriter would have in mind when writing a particular scene in a screenplay.  

You can see the list of current and future diorama projects along with photos on my site. Always 

open to new ideas in creating scenes. The really important scenes are the ones each of us has 

within themselves. Almost like scenes from dreams, or imagined or hoped lives. Or ones that 

needed to be forgotten. An important “scene” in one’s life none-the-less. 

 * * * 

It’s interesting and fun to be using old skills of model building acquired when I was a boy and 

worked on model trains in our basement on a bench next to his. Yet also including ideas and 

work in screenwriting, writing, photography, art, jazz, symbolism, model-building and model 

railroading. How does all of this come together in this little (?) hobby (?). Each diorama has a 

story attached to it that I’ve written out. What the scene means to me. Yet, the real important 

thing is to let the audience to the scene come up with their own involvement in the scene. There 

is some universalness to the scene choses. The natural ecology of the background. The colors 



 48 

involved. The objects in the scene. The drama going on in the scene. A frozen moment of a play 

or film. Something dramatic going on in the scene. Or, suggested by the scene.  

The dioramas are created on small pieces of plywood in N, HO or S scale. Using the modeling 

products from the amazing model suppliers today. The dioramas are then photographed in my 

studio with studio lighting and backdrops. Often using High Dynamic Range techniques I’ve 

been perfecting over the last ten years. The dioramas shot against Muslim backdrops or outside 

in real light. Recently have been using a fascinating new technique of shooting the dioramas 

against high definition backgrounds on my 32” Omen HP computer monitor. It is close to 

shooting an object/person against a great green-screen in the movies or popular media today. 

Some effects are stunning in my fooling around with them without really considering proper 

lighting and set up of the dioramas for the most dramatic photos of them. The one’s I’ve seen so 

far are spectacular and beginning to experiment with them evidenced in the Patriot Scene I’ve 

created on our website above. 

* * * 

 There is need to explore the computer screen dioramas. I’ve shot a number of desert photos in 

HDR and they make great backgrounds for the dioramas. But I keep plowing on with new ideas 

for new dioramas. Basically, many scenes from my past that have been important to me. 

Modeled within a diorama using the amazing realistic modeling products available today to 

modelers. Combining this with photographing these scenes in new ways. And finally, combining 

this image with words from the creator of the diorama. 

I create a SCENE description at the beginning of all the dioramas. The words describing “Scene” 

are similar to the logline of a movie. Or, that Premise Scene that sets up a film story, that scene 

the screenwriter/director has in his/her mind when they first imagine their story. I approach 

defining my scenes using very much these screenwriting, dramatic methods. These methods 

argue something needs to be happening in the scene. Some dramatic event. There needs to be an 

evocation within the scene that invites viewer participation in the scene and in what the scene 

suggests (yet never really defines). It is not enough that an event is happening in a scene. There 

also needs to be an underlying movement in the scene. In the physical reality of things, the scene 

is frozen in miniature in front of the observer.  

Yet, in the psychological reality of the person, the scene needs to break free of its physical 

frozenness and enter into another realm of consciousness for the audience/observers. Are there 

any psychological effects of dioramas on observers of the dioramas? Both in real and via digital 

media sources.  

* * * 

Behind the materials currently on our new DIORAMA page, there is a growing piece of 

literature composed of notes on yellow legal pads and notes in Word on the Mac. I might put the 

stuff on the computer into PDF. But there is so much more I need to key into the Mac. 
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Again, take a look at my new page called DIORAMAS at 

https://midnightoilstudios.org/dioramas/.  

Appreciate any feedback. Just the beginning of a new project.  

Best (Scenes) to all.  

  

John  
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When: 2/6/18  

To: Email Lists/Social Media  

RE: Announcing New Page on Midnight Oil 

 

Excited to let my friends know that MidNight Oil Studios has added a new page to my website. 

It’s called DIORAMAS at https://midnightoilstudios.org/dioramas/.  

 

Adding a new page on the website hasn’t been done for a long time since each page represents 

(pretty much a particular art form).  

 

Well, a new art-form added to our projects and wanted to let everyone know.  

 

Been writing a lot last year. A novel on ancient Egypt and much blogging.  

 

About a month ago, right at the beginning of 2018, I began making little dioramas based on a 

place I’ve always loved in all my travels around the world. The California Desert.  

 

I remember going out to the desert by passenger train in the 1950s. We left from LA’s Union 

Station and our destination was Palm Springs. The passenger train was sleek and called The 

Twentieth Century Limited. We got off in the Palm Springs station and went to this desert resort 

called Shadow Mountain. I still have the old jerky movies of these years, shot by my father. 

Walking around the desert in some funny shorts. I can tell in the movies that they both loved the 

desert. It allowed both of them to escape from the past (in the same way if allows others to 

escape from the past). In the warm, hot, dry, fresh, air of the desert, there was that exciting 

possibility that the creation of a new life was indeed possible.  

 

Over the years, they continued to visit the desert while we lived in Ohio, New York, LA and 

finally, where they bought a home in 1971, Palm Desert. Since they bought their retirement 

home in Palm Desert, the desert has been like home to me as I went between the mindset of the 

East Coast, the Midwest and the West Coast. Most of my life I’ve spent bouncing back and forth 

between my home state of California and my mother’s home state of Ohio. The West meets the 

Midwest. It might have made a good Ford film.  

 

Palm Desert has been my on-going home since my parents retired there in 1971. So many 

wonderful times spent in the desert during the decades they lived in Palm Desert and then nearby 

Indian Wells.  

 

As many of you know, I returned to the desert from Ohio and lived in Palm Desert for 3 1/2 

years and saw so many other aspects of it I had not seen before. More than any other landscape, 

it is the landscape of the desert that offers the background scenery for the dioramas we plan to 

create. 

 

My thanks go out to my wonderful friend Diana who introduced me to a whole different desert. 

It was a fascinating part of the desert and she just happened to perhaps be the world’s greatest 

authority of the desert we were all living in. (Thanks Diana! I’ll never forget that night a few 

miles out of Borrego Springs that you invited us to the annual Liars Club event in the desert. I’ll 
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never forget the legends around the old prospector/founder of the club. I’ll not forget the bonfire 

in a windy desert that night and the stories that were told around this bonfire.) Also thanks to a 

few of those old desert rats who showed me the best hiking trails in the area. My thanks to those 

friends who initiated me into the Bump-N-Grind Trail rising in the steep mountain hills right 

behind the Target Store in Palm Desert, rising fast into the foothills of the San Bernardino 

Mountains. It didn’t take me too long to get a pretty good heartbeat going. Within twenty 

minutes, there was some great views of the desert beginning to pop out at various points in the 

trail.  

 

* * * 

 

The above are some basic facts behind my love of the desert and the part it’s played in my life.  

 

But the other side of all of this is my interest in model building and modeling environments.  

 

In the 50s and 60s, my dad was an avid model railroader when I was growing up and got the 

modeling bug from him.  

 

Now, returning to model making and placing models into the particular context of a story in a 

frozen scene.  

 

I have created three desert scenes so far but many more in my memory.  

 

Basically, creating desert scenes with stories behind them. The scene suggests some drama going 

on in the scene. Related to some scene I might see in my mind to begin a script or a novel. The 

image that a screenwriter would have in mind when writing a particular scene in a screenplay.  

 

You can see the list of current and future diorama projects along with photos on the site above. 

Always open to new ideas in creating scenes. The really important scenes are the ones each of us 

has within themselves. Almost like scenes from dreams, or imagined or hoped lives. Or ones that 

needed to be forgotten. An important “scene” in one’s life none-the-less. 

 

It’s interesting and fun to be using old skills of model building acquired when I was a boy and 

worked on model trains in our basement on a bench next to his. Yet also including ideas and 

work in screenwriting, writing, photography, art, jazz, symbolism, model-building and model 

railroading. How does all of this come together in this little (?) hobby (?). Each diorama has a 

story attached to it that I’ve written out. What the scene means to me. Yet, the real important 

thing is to let the audience to the scene come up with their own involvement in the scene. There 

is some universalness to the scene choses. The natural ecology of the background. The colors 

involved. The objects in the scene. The drama going on in the scene. A frozen moment of a play 

or film. Something dramatic going on in the scene. Or, suggested by the scene.  

 

The dioramas are created on small pieces of plywood in N, HO or S scale. Using the modeling 

products from the amazing model suppliers today. The dioramas are then photographed in my 

studio with studio lighting and backdrops. Often using High Dynamic Range techniques I’ve 

been perfecting over the last ten years. The dioramas shot against Muslim backdrops or outside 
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in real light. Recently have been using a fascinating new technique of shooting the dioramas 

against high definition backgrounds on my 32” Omen HP computer monitor. It is close to 

shooting an object/person against a great green-screen in the movies or popular media today. 

Some effects are stunning in my fooling around with them without really considering proper 

lighting and set up of the dioramas for the most dramatic photos of them. The one’s I’ve seen so 

far are spectacular and beginning to experiment with them evidenced in the Patriot Scene I’ve 

created on our website above. 

 

* * * 

 

There is need to explore the computer screen dioramas. I’ve shot a number of desert photos in 

HDR and they make great backgrounds for the dioramas. But I keep plowing on with new ideas 

for new dioramas. Basically, many scenes from my past that have been important to me. 

Modeled within a diorama using the amazing realistic modeling products available today to 

modelers. Combining this with photographing these scenes in new ways. And finally, combining 

this image with words from the creator of the diorama. 

 

I create a SCENE description at the beginning of all the dioramas. The words describing “Scene” 

are similar to the logline of a movie. Or, that Premise Scene that sets up a film story, that scene 

the screenwriter/director has in his/her mind when they first imagine their story. I approach 

defining my scenes using very much these screenwriting, dramatic methods. These methods 

argue something needs to be happening in the scene. Some dramatic event. There needs to be an 

evocation within the scene that invites viewer participation in the scene and in what the scene 

suggests (yet never really defines). It is not enough that an event is happening in a scene. There 

also needs to be an underlying movement in the scene. In the physical reality of things, the scene 

is frozen in miniature in front of the observer.  

 

Yet, in the psychological reality of the person, the scene needs to break free of its physical 

frozenness and enter into another realm of consciousness for the audience/observers. Are there 

any psychological effects of dioramas on observers of the dioramas? Both in real and via digital 

media sources.  

 

* * * 

 

Behind the materials currently on our new DIORAMA page, there is a growing piece of 

literature composed of notes on yellow legal pads and notes in Word on the Mac. I might put the 

stuff on the computer into PDF. But there is so much more I need to key into the Mac.  

 

Again, take a look at my new page called DIORAMAS at 

https://midnightoilstudios.org/dioramas/.  

 

Appreciate much any feedback. (Or, I’m always a sucker for new ideas for dioramas.) 

 

Best (Scenes) to all.  

 

John  
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Larry McMillin & The Stone Hut 

John Fraim 

 

 

Like Ray and Les, Larry played a key role in my development. But it was more of a 

subtle (even subliminal) role that doesn't pop up with big exclamation marks when 

I wander back into the hazy midst of memory.  

I can still easily see Ray swinging from the pipes in the basement of the old dorm 

or picking me up when I got knocked out of bounds during a football game, 

yelling Latin at me with raised fists to "Praise the day" and charge back into the 

game. We all knew that Ray had been a great athlete and raced in the Olympics. 

But  

I came to understand that Ray was still in a race each day to understand more 

about the human race.  

And it doesn't take much to bring back the smell of cigar smoke and atomic bomb 

in the locker room in the old gym and see coach Perry with his white T-shirt and 

shorts walking through his little kingdom before practice. The windows of the 

locker room were so dirty that the practice field below was like an image from a 

faded black and white photo. But when sitting on one of the old benches in the 

locker room, dog tired after you had won another impossible game, there was a 

special light that came through the dirty windows  

that was more beautiful than the light that came through stained glass windows.  

When I think of Larry there is a mixture of things that come to mind but they 

don't appear with the immediate vibrancy as the images of Ray and Les do. Rather 

they radiate with the same type of special hazy light of those old dirty windows in 

the locker room.  

This doesn't mean they are not as important though. Rather more diffuse and 

transparent and transcendental.  
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During my days at Webb I was walking around with a dog-eared copy of Marshall 

McLuhan's Understanding Media hidden under my regular textbooks. McLuhan's 

phrase "The medium is the message" lingered in the air like the ubiquitous smog of 

the opening days of school in September.  

When I think of Larry I think of McLuhan's phrase. In effect, Larry was much 

more a pervasive medium rather than a collection of textbook messages. He was 

the personification of a living philosophy that taught by example rather than the 

words of dead poets, the antidotes of ancient wise men or the parables of distant  

apostles. Certainly Larry knew more about great thinkers and the wisdom of the 

past than almost anyone I've ever known. For example, as many know, he was 

recognized internationally as one of the great William Faulkner scholars. And of 

course many know that Larry received accolades and praise as a master teacher. 

Certainly all of this is well deserved. But his renown as a great teacher has had the 

effect of obscuring another, perhaps ultimately a more important side: that of a 

philosopher. Not another Sunday morning amateur philosopher but a world class 

radical philosopher with a revolutionary message. As it is with real 

revolutionaries, their ultimate meaning and importance usually escapes the 

immediate moment and all of us mere mortals who try to understand it at the 

time. 

During my days at Webb from 1964 to 1967 I saw Larry as a great teacher and 

someone who encouraged my budding interest in writing. When I was elected 

Editor of Sage in 1966 it was Larry who was the real faculty advisor (although Tom 

Jones' name is officially noted as "faculty Advisor" in the magazine). As I wrote in 

the Introduction to Sage 67, the magazine was in trouble in December with a few 

poems, a few pictures and a short story by yours truly. This sad state continued 

through one of the rainiest winters in  

southern California history. We made desperate announcements in assembly and 

tacked bright posters for Sage materials all over school and even started a contest 

with a $30 prize. We had Saturday meetings for Sage in Larry's legendary 

classroom, the stone hut. 

But more than all the announcements and meetings, I think it was my discussions 

about writing with Larry around the fireplace during the rainy winter months in 

the dining hall after dinner that helped Sage to grow. We would sit and talk 



 55 

literature in the dining hall until everyone else was gone and the evening study 

bell had rung and the light of the day faded. I didn't realize it at the time but Larry 

made me realize that Sage should not confine itself to a number of fictional pages 

but should be more of a philosophy about our times. And, in the middle of the 

psychedelic era of the 60s, with The Doors playing Sunset Strip only 50 miles 

away, there was much philosophy swirling about in the zeitgeist like the tornado 

winds of some great dervish.  

It was Larry who offered a sounding board for all the thoughts stirring about in my 

head during my senior year at Webb. The summer before I had spent driving 

around Canada in a VW bus with some friends and reading most of Hemingway 

and writing my senior paper on Hemingway. My key argument was that 

Hemingway's style was  

like a great iceberg with many things left unsaid, beneath the iceberg. To me, 

Hemingway's writing was like McLuhan's observations about media, that mediums 

or contexts influence much more than the contents. I was trying to find some 

expression for this vast unseen world.  

During those evenings by the fireplace in the dining room with Larry we talked 

about Sage and how to breathe life into it. But really we talked about all the ideas 

swirling about in my head at the time. Our talks found outward expression in Sage. 

As I wrote in the Introduction to Sage 67: 

"Suddenly, things began to happen. Sage became a household word. The bright 

posters came down and the announcements stopped. But Sage kept growing 

(perhaps not growing, but stirring). Sage rubbed its eyes and saw that there was a 

lot of things it had never seen before. It left the stone hut because it was 

somewhat  

chilly down there, and small, and there was not much to see around it. It walked 

around campus and stopped now and then to look under rocks. Sage was alive and 

somehow, something more than the Webb School Literary Magazine."  

One of the results of all of this was the Staff of Sage grew from just Tim Chapman 

(the Associate Editor) and myself to a staff of 25. And, the contributions started 

pouring in: poems, plays, photos,  

illustrations, stories ... all so relevant to living in our time, our place that we had 

trouble cutting things. In 1967, Sage ended up receiving the Publications Award at 
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Webb. Everyone was talking about it and reading it and something indeed had 

begin to stir at Webb as people began writing about all types of things.  

In the Introduction to Sage 67 I write that we were not sure what caused Sage to 

stir. But looking back on all of this, I now realize that Larry played a major part in 

the whole thing.  

And, beyond Sage stirring, I realize that it was my creativity that was really 

beginning to stir in the Spring of my senior year at Webb and that Larry was very 

much behind this new awakening. Sage might have left the stone hut and "rubbed 

its eyes and saw that there were a lot of things it had never seen before" in the 

spring of 1967. But it was really my creativity that was awakened during this time 

and came "alive" and found the world full of so many magic rocks to look under.  

 

 


	The painting was popularized via a poem titled Musée des Beaux (1940) by the WH Auden:

