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Wax and Paper 2.0 
 

TRADITIONAL SUPPORTS FOR ENCAUSTIC PAINTING 
 
 

 As a paint that requires 
heating and cooling 
central to its 
application, it is no 
surprise that encaustic 
has specific 
requirements for the 
structure of its supports. 
Materials that make 
good substrates for wax 
need to have three 
qualities: absorbency, 
rigidity, and heat 
tolerance. (See the 
Resource Section for 
more information.) 
 

Raw wood is the most common support for encaustic. As a lighter weight and 
porous wood, birch is a good choice. Although readymade panels can be 
purchased from art and craft suppliers, it is easy to get birch cut to size from big 
box home improvement stores. For those who are just starting out in encaustic, 
buying small practice boards is an inexpensive option. Later, when the work is 
developing some sophistication, investing in unsized birch cradled panels will 
make the finished art easier to hang and will provide a professional display. 
 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5594060be4b03822e68a2635/t/5bdcb32d2b6a289af22e3472/1541190446089/Technical_Instruction_Sheets-EncausticSubstrates_RF.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5594060be4b03822e68a2635/t/5bdcb32d2b6a289af22e3472/1541190446089/Technical_Instruction_Sheets-EncausticSubstrates_RF.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5594060be4b03822e68a2635/t/5bdcb32d2b6a289af22e3472/1541190446089/Technical_Instruction_Sheets-EncausticSubstrates_RF.pdf


Cradled birchwood panels are stable 
supports that meet all of the 
requirements of a good support for 
encaustic painting. Many artists paint 
directly on the raw wood, but if a white, 
reflective surface is called for, than there 
are several options.   
 
R&F Paints makes an encaustic gesso 
that is applied with a brush directly on 
the wood surface. A couple of coats 
makes a thirsty ground that takes and 
holds the paint well.  
 
Another option, one I often use in my 
layers work, is to glue print paper or 

watercolor paper to a wood support.  The paper surface allows for mixed media 
marks as an underpainting. An R&F Demo shows how the paper can be glued 
without adding a resist to the wax. This is the same process that you would use to 
glue a photograph or a print as a beginning inspiration for a painting. 
 

Encausticbord® is a support that has been 
designed especially for the demands of 
encaustic. This product is a collaboration 
between R&F Paint, the largest encaustic 
paint supplier and Ampersand, a maker of 
quality hardwood panels for artists. This 
specially design cradled panel uses R&F’s 
encaustic gesso to create a bright, smooth, 
and velvety surface that is heat resistant 
and highly absorbent, able to hold multiple 
layers of wax without the fear of cracking or 
separation.   
 
When a completed painting is framed in a 
floater frame as added protection for 
vulnerable corners, work painted on this 
support is ready for high end galleries. 
Encausticbord® can be purchased in most 
art stores and online suppliers that sell 
encaustic paint. 

 
 
 

https://www.rfpaints.com/medium-and-grounds
https://www.rfpaints.com/unique-color/2020/9/8/encaustic-technique-gluing-paper-to-panel


A PLACE FOR NON-TRADITIONAL SUPPORTS 
 
In the last fifty years, influenced by mixed media and initiated by a surge of 
inventiveness with a novel medium, artists began expanding their choices for 
surfaces on which to apply wax. I have seen work created on supports such as 
paper, bisque-fired clay, stone, fabric, wood, metals and even plexiglass. While 
wax can be applied to all or most of these surfaces, unless a surface is porous 
and rigid artwork created on these surfaces probably won’t stand the test of 
time without some surface treatment that adds adhesion and rigidity to the 
canvas. Unfortunately, much work from encaustic pioneers, is no longer with us 
or have had to have extensive repair and restoration. 
 

 
 
Jasper Johns, for example, created much of his earlier work on stretched 
canvas. Conservators have had to add rigid backing to the canvas in stop the 
flexible material from creating wax cracks.  
 
As a CORE instructor for R&F Paints, I know that even as I utilize non-traditional 
materials when the content of the work calls for something different than a 
square or rectangular canvas, I need to work in ways that reflect sound science 
and good technique if I want my work to stand the test of time.  
 
Thanks to encaustic paint makers and respected artist teachers, we have 
learned a lot about how wax handles in a variety of environments so that today 
we can make educated decisions in our own work. 
 



STARTING WHERE I LEFT OFF 
 

 
I began working with encaustic in 2008 after becoming 
dissatisfied with my options for adding color to the 
surface of the dimensional handmade paper supports 
that I had been using for several years. As another 
organic and renewable medium, wax seemed to be the 
perfect complement to the paper.  It took me several 
years, though, of experimentation and failure to find my 
way. Wax and Paper Workshop, Techniques for 
Combining Encaustic Paint and Handmade Paper, 
(Northlight Press, 2021, 128 pgs.) was the result of that 
initial exploration.  
 

My intention in this e-book is to provide an update to that original manuscript to 
include new materials and methods of working in wax and paper that I have 
been exploring since its publication in 2012. It is my hope that in expanding on 
the concept of paper-based non-traditional supports, artists will have more 
substrate options at their disposal as they develop work to support their content. 
 
 

SOLVING PROBLEMS 
 
Wax and Paper Workshop introduced the concept of using thick handmade 
paper with a rigid core of foam board to create an absorbent canvas for wax. 
What I later discovered is that these substrates actually resolved issues of weight 
and temperature that had plagued encaustic artists for years.  
 

 
Wax is inherently a heavy material when used as 
a painting medium. Increasing the size of a 
substrate therefore dramatically increased the 
weight of the finished work making hanging and 
handling large works difficult. Moreover, 
traditional wooden supports conduct heat and 
cold which add to shipping concerns during 
times of the year and locations where 
temperature extremes could easily damage a 
painting in transport.  
 
Artists I met were excited to have something that 
solved these problems and had added benefits 



of being inexpensive to make and could be designed to support the artist’s 
intent in interesting ways.  
 
The first half of the book was dedicated to paper—how it can be wrapped, 
cast, embossed and embedded with rigid material to create a support. After 
the book was published, I traveled around the country with a paper studio 
including specialized mould and deckles and a hand press to my teaching 
venues.  

Students loved the idea of making 
their own paper for encaustic, but as I 
discovered later, most ended up 
preferring to bypass the whole paper 
making part and get right into the 
wax. I received weekly requests to 
purchase readymade supports or to 
purchase wet pressed paper.  
 
For the first couple of years after the 
publication of the book, I found 
myself shipping handmade paper all 
over the country. This unexpected, 
personalized business was not what I 
had intended when I wrote the book. 
I knew I needed to find a similar paper 
that could be purchased retail. 

Dancing Pearls, 12x12”, 2009 
cotton, abaca, beeswax, found objects    
 
 
I discovered the perfect substitute paper quite by 
accident. A student brought a high-end shopping 
bag made from mulberry paper to class. She wanted 
to know if the bag could be wetted down and used 
instead of making paper. We experimented and YES! 
It worked. Not only was the mulberry paper strong 
enough to stand the wrapping, like fresh paper it 
easily took rewetting to make clean, crisp corners.  
 
I found a supplier that sold large 28 x 45” sheets. First 
problem solved! Artists could now make their own 
custom supports without having to become a paper 
maker. 
 
 



 
The second concern had to do with the deckle, that beautiful hand-crafted 
edge that comes with making paper by hand. It is a look coveted when 
purchasing watercolor paper because the edge becomes a part of the finishing 
of the artwork.  
 

 
Remembering Beauty, 48x24” 

acrylic, mixed media on artist made paper, 2007 
 
In my own work, the deckle was a byproduct of how I made my support. My 
goal in creating this process was to embed foam core (for rigidity) into paper 
pulp (for absorbency) so that finished art would float on the wall, frameless. The 
way I cast the pulp meant that every canvas carried a deckle. When I started, I 
liked that look. 
 

 
 
A couple of years into teaching wax and 
paper, I began receiving questions from 
former students who were still making 
paper but wanted a way to create a more 
traditional support without the deckle.  I 
understood the concern because the 
deckle had become a problem in my own 
work. The earlier canvases painted with 
acrylic could hang unframed, but the 
waxed deckle was more susceptible to 
cracking and required a specially designed 
frame for protection.  
             Hair in the Wind, 12 x 12” 2009 
                                                                                                  Cotton, abaca, beeswax, found objects                    



I loved working on these paper forms, but I felt I had reached the limits of using 
that style of substrate in my work.  Again, the answer came by accident and 
from one of my students.  
 

The materials for the class I was 
teaching listed ½” foam board. 
Unable to find that depth of foam 
board, the student brought instead 
a ¾” stretched canvas and wanted 
to know if this would work instead. 
Instant light! YES! And work better!  
 
Building the support directly on a 
basic stretched canvas created a 
strong traditional support that 
could be inserted in a floater 
frame-a framing option that had 

begun to appear in art stores—or could be painted on all sides to create a 
gallery wrap look that could be hung finished without framing.  
 
 

CREATING A WAX AND PAPER SUPPORT 2.0 
 
In the first video demonstration we will create a basic, traditional 1 ½” support 
that can be used for encaustic painting. These supports can also be used for 
acrylic if it first receives two layers of acrylic medium to seal the paper. I would 
not use these forms with cold wax or oil. Since the paper is unsized, it also 
cannot be used for traditional watercolor without additional preparation.  
 

Basic Wax and Paper Support 
Materials List 

 
Note: Materials are sized to a 10 x 10” completed canvas. 

 
• 1 20x30” Elmer’s Foam Board at ½” 
• 1 20x30” foam board at 3/16” 
• Acrylic heavy gel medium or a spreadable white glue 
• 1 sheet of heavy-duty mulberry paper 
• 1 10x10” ¾” stretched canvas. 
• Elmer’s Paper Mache Art Paste 
• Craft knife or box cutter 
• Spray Bottle with water 

 

Constructing a Basic Wax and Paper 
Support for Encaustic Painting 

 
Video Password: myenso 

 
Demonstration Video 

https://vimeo.com/535607517


Variations on a Theme 
 

WINDOWS 
 
Even though I have been working with these paper canvases for more than 
twenty years, I have found the need more than once to alter the support to suit 
my needs. For a series featuring images from my grandmother’s scrapbook, I 
wanted a way to add three-dimensional paper elements to provide another 
way to enhance the story. Because the foam core can be cut easily with a box 
cutter, I cut windows in the canvas to fit the materials I had created.  
 
The ability to create an opening in the canvas was the first changes I made to 
these forms. In Wax and Paper Workshop I address dimensionality which meant 
adding design elements with foam board that were glued on top of the support 
before adding paper pulp. Cutting an opening into the support became much 
easier when paper was wrapped rather than cast.  
 
 

  
With These Hands, 2015    16 x20 x 3” 2015            Longing to Live Beyond the Garden Gate, 2015  
Mixed media, encaustic on artist made paper     Mixed media, encaustic on artist made paper          
 
                                

These two works were part of a series, Collecting Memories, inspired by the 
discovery of my grandmother’s scrapbook. Originally, I had planned to use her 
images to narrate a story of growing up in rural Texas, but as the series grew, the 
focus became more about memory and the things we collect and cherish to 
embody our memories. Once the focus shifted to tangible materials, I needed 
to create substrates that supported that idea.  
 



INCLUSIONS 
 
I have been teaching a version of Wax and Paper at Southwest School of Art in 
San Antonio since 2012. This four-day workshop often brought artists from other 
arts disciplines. They come for the information to solve their own artistic 
problems.  
 
One semester I had two such artists, one a jeweler and the other a book artist. 
Both wanted to learn how to create these supports not as substrates for 
painting, but rather for displaying their handcrafted jewelry and books. 
 
I love the challenges of going beyond my own agenda to solve problems. The 
jeweler had been creating high end silver and precious stone pendants. She 
was offered a space in a jewelry store for a wall display of her work. She came 
with an idea to create a personalized “jewelry box” for each work that could 
also hang as a painting. 
 
The book artist had been making miniature art books using antique letter press, 
polymer and precious metal clay and handmade paper.  She wanted to 
explore these encaustic supports as a home and backdrop for her books. Both 
of these artists pushed me to find a way to add wire and fabric fasteners to the 
supports that would be a secure integral part of the construction, ideas that I 
would later use in my own work in different ways. 
 

                           
Led by Spirit Guides, 11x24x3” 2015   Circle Story, 8 x 6 x 6” 2013 
Encaustic, mixed media on artist made paper           Cotton, abaca, beeswax, fence ties 
 



CONSTRUCTIONS 
 
I was given a solo show at the Art Center of Corpus Christi in 2012. Several 
months before the show, I traveled to the center to measure the space and 
create a diagram for the work. I had been working on a series exploring the 
concept of textures as an element of space and felt comfortable with the sizes 
and number of the work for the gallery assigned to me. A month before the 
show, I had a call from the director of the Center. It seemed that the gallery I 
was going to use was needed by the school district’s overflow work from their 
annual show. She offered another larger gallery or another date. 
 
It doesn’t often happen, but with a non-profit exhibition space, contract 
changes do happen. When I went to look at the new space, I realized that this 
much larger gallery didn’t have the intimacy of the original gallery. Most of my 
work was sized to 16 x 16” framed. I had a few larger pieces that I could hang 
but didn’t want the feel of a museum with a huge empty center.  
 
I had been working on moving the basic support form into three-dimensional 
construction and decided that if I had a few pieces of free-standing sculptures, 
it would be enough to bring bridge the space. I used that month to immerse 
myself in making the leap into sculpture and was able to select two pieces that 
helped make the space workable. 
 
 

                                                   
 Ah, Bright Wings, 2012    25x15x13”   Epitaph, 2012   22 x 20 x 7” 
Encaustic, mixed media, wire, oil                                Encaustic, mixed media on artist made form 
           
 
 



Variation on A Theme Demonstration Video 
Windows, Inclusions and Constructions 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variations on a Theme- Part 1 
Windows, Inclusions, Constructions 

 

Video Password: myenso 

Video Demonstration 

 

Variations on a Theme-Part 2 
Wrapping the Supports 

 
Video Password: myenso 

 
Video Demonstration 

 

https://vimeo.com/536886169
https://vimeo.com/536894615


 

Suppliers & Resources 
 

RESOURCESsources: 
Technical Instruction Sheet: What Does Encaustic Adhere to Best, R&F Paints 

Ampersand Website: Description and Information Sheet , Ampersand 

Mediums and Grounds: Grounds that are applicable to Encaustic Painting, Information 
Sheet, R&F Paints  

 

SUPPLIERS 
Belto, Michelle, Wax and Paper Workshop, Techniques for Combining Encaustic Paint and 
Handmade Paper, 2012, North Light Books, Cincinnati, Ohio.   

• EncaustiCanvas, Etsy 
• Amazon Books 

 
Foam Board (1/2”): Michaels Craft Store     Utrecht Art  (larger quantity) 
 

NOTE: The “foam board” listed in hardware/builder supply stores is an insulation 
product and is NOT suitable for this process. Only buy foam board from craft/art stores. 
When using handmade paper or the mulberry paper suggested here, it is not 
necessary to buy archival foam board. 

 
 
Mulberry Paper:   Sheet   45x28    EncaustiCanvas 
 
                               Sheet 22x30”: Fineartstore.com      
 
Methylcellulose:   Amazon    (Can also be found retail at most craft, big box and art stores) 
 
Heavy Gel Medium:  Liquitex         Fineartstore.com 
 
 
Stretched Canvas:  This item can be purchased at most big box, craft, and art stores. Choose 
wrapped rather than sided stapled, student grade, ¾”. Since this will be glued with acrylic 
medium, it doesn’t matter if the canvas is pre-treated with acrylic gesso or not. 
 
 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5594060be4b03822e68a2635/t/5ecd7b27e7d73d6dee812200/1590524712227/What+Does+Encaustic+Adhere+To+Best.pdf
https://ampersandart.com/encausticbord.php
https://www.rfpaints.com/medium-and-grounds
https://www.rfpaints.com/medium-and-grounds
https://www.etsy.com/shop/EncaustiCanvas
https://www.amazon.com/Wax-Paper-Workshop-Techniques-Combining/dp/1440317046/ref=sr_1_1?crid=U6J5AFOX9T0Z&dchild=1&keywords=michelle+belto&qid=1618423038&sprefix=Michelle+Belto%2Caps%2C181&sr=8-1
https://www.michaels.com/elmers-0.5in-foam-board-20in-x-30in/10103358.html
https://www.utrechtart.com/items/13202-1012/
https://www.etsy.com/listing/859426311/handmade-mulberry-paper-for?ref=shop_home_active_1
https://www.fineartstore.com/p-3860-heavy-duty-mulberry-paper.aspx
https://www.amazon.com/ELMERS-Paste-Paper-Macha-99000/dp/B001BDI7IC
https://www.fineartstore.com/p-10180-liquitex-gloss-heavy-gel-medium.aspx


 

Additional Construction And Wax Tips 

 
 

 
Adding Wax Tips: 
You can work on these paper and wax supports as you 
normally do on more traditional substrates with a few 
exceptions. 

1. Prime the canvas with two to three layers of wax. 
Expect to get more texture because the supports will be 
cooler than traditional supports. Do NOT warm the paper 
supports on the hot pallet or try to warm with a heat gun 
before priming the canvas as you might with a wood 
panel. Instead, be patient enough to build up the 
priming wax until you can fuse the textural marks without 
having the thirsty paper absorb the wax. 

2. Cool the wax completely before fusing between the 
first few layers because the paper is so porous that you 
will lose the wax into the substrate. 

3. You may need to build up as many as four initial layers 
of wax. Continue to layer wax until you get a smooth, 
even wax surface with no dry or thin spots. 

4. After these initial layers, you can work as you usually 
do. Once the layers are built up, you won’t have to cool 
completely before fusing. 

5. Once the layers of initial wax are built up properly, 
even aggressive scraping won’t disturb the underlying 
paper. If you tend to scrape into the original wood of a 
panel when painting, you might want to create a 
practice panel to see how much pressure you can apply 
before you tear the paper. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Sizing Up Tip 
 

If you want to work larger than 
the size of the stretched canvas 
that you have available, here is 
how to do that. 

1. Cut foam board to the size of 
support that you want to create. 
In this photo, the foam board is 
15 x 15”. 

 

2. Create a window that is the 
size of the stretched canvas you 
want to use. In this photo, my 
stretched canvas is 10 x 10” so I 
have cut my window to 10 x 10”. 

 

3. Center the stretched canvas 
onto the last layer of ½” foam 
board in your foam board 
sandwich and glue the canvas. 
Position your foam board frame 
over the canvas and glue it 
down to the foamboard so that 
the window fits snug over the 
stretched canvas. 
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