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Encaustic painting has been around for many thousands of years. While artisans in the East were making 

paper some two thousand years ago, Greco-Roman Egyptian painters were adding 

pigments to molten beeswax in their studios capturing the likenesses of the 

aristocracy in wax. These portraits were displayed in the home during the life of the 

subject and mounted on the mummy at the time of death. Unlike paper, encaustic 

painting became a lost art form shortly after the decline of the Roman Empire as 

artists turned away from the more difficult and temperamental materials of wax and 

toward the much more artist friendly tempera and oil. 

With the discovery of the Fayum portraits in 1888, a cache of some four hundred wax paintings near 

Fayum Egypt, artists began to explore the process once again. Jasper Johns was inspired by these early 

works and began a lifelong love affair with wax. Today he is considered the father of modern encaustic 

painting because his explorations with the technique and materials initiated a worldwide resurgence in 

this ancient art form.  

Until the early part of this century, most of what was known about encaustic 

paintings was shared by word of mouth in the artistic community. Bad 

information and unsafe procedures led to premature deaths for many of the 

early experimenters of encaustic painting, who contracted illnesses from 

heating petroleum products or taking the wax to toxic temperatures. Without 

understanding the importance of fusing wax between layers and the need for 

a rigid/porous support, much of the early, experimental work has not 

survived. Today however, there are numerous books and instructional videos 

and professional forums for artists to gather, share information and learn new techniques.  

What makes encaustic so exciting for artists today is the versatility of the medium. Paintings are 

immediate, but can be reworked indefinitely. Wax can be 

applied to a multiplicity of supports from cradled panels to 

bisque-fired clay. Color can be painted on in thin, luminous 

layers, or heavily-textured impasto strokes. The materials, if 

used correctly, are non-caustic and natural creating an effect 

that mimics more toxic paints. The finished work does not 

have to be varnished or protected by glass. The wax adapts 

itself to techniques that come from printmaking, 

photography, painting, sculpture, and mixed media offering 

artists a multiplicity of possibilities.  

 


