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Beeswax is just fascinating,” said 
George Hansen. He works with 
it daily, which is to say he runs 

7000 hives across three states with his 
wife and sons in their Oregon-based 
Foothills Honey Company. He also 
paints with it.

Hansen is a broadly educated and 
thoughtful guy who had long been an 
artist in his off hours when he hap-
pened on an open studio. It awed 
him. The pictures he found there 
were textured and luminous in ways 
he’d never seen with any medium. 
He learned that what he saw was en-
caustic, and he marveled that it was 
beeswax that could create those ef-
fects. “I’d never thought about it, a 
beeswax thing, and that connection. 
It was serendipitous.”

In the years since then, he has pro-
duced tens of encaustic paintings, 
created with a traditional combina-
tion of beeswax melted with min-
eral pigments and resin, layered and 
heat-fused until the wax cools and 

becomes inert. “I’m not a trained art-
ist,” he said. But his compositions are 
radiant celebrations of his subjects — 
often his love and fascination for the 
world of honey bees.

“Encaustic isn’t new at all, it has a 
long history,” said Hansen. It’s worth 
a diversion into that history for some 
remarkable examples. The name is de-
rived from the Greek kaustikos, mean-
ing to inust, to “burn in.” A Greek 
painter named Pausias is credited with 
the invention of the encaustic painting 
method in the first half of the 4th cen-
tury BCE, although none of his work 
remains. In the first century BCE, Ju-
lius Caesar is said to have bought two 
encaustic paintings to adorn temples. 
In about 78 CE, Pliny the Elder dis-
cussed in his Natural History “the art 
of painting with wax colors and burn-
ing in the painting” at such length it 
suggests that encaustic was a well-
established medium in Rome at that 
time, although he wrote, “We do not 
know who first invented the art.” 

It’s reasonable to guess that paint-
ing with molten wax predates the first 
recorded mention of it over 2000 years 
ago. By that time, beeswax had long 
been a trading staple because it was 
stable, waterproof and useful. Con-
sider that Neanderthals used a combi-
nation of beeswax and resin, the basic 
recipe for encaustic, to affix handles to 
stone tools. In any case, for millennia 
beeswax was used for utilitarian pur-
poses, including caulking and paint-
ing ships with color, as mentioned by 
Homer. 

As for its use in art, Plutarch cel-
ebrated the vibrancy of the medium 
in the first century, describing the 
memory of a woman in the heart of a 
lover: “… the image is fixed with fire, 
like an encaustic painting that time 
will never erase.” The earliest extant 
examples of encaustic painting are 
from 100-300 CE. Although they are 
in the Greco-Roman tradition, they 
are from Egypt, then part of the Ro-
man Empire. They are funerary im-
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ages, known as the Fayum portraits 
for the place where they were found. 
These pictures of the deceased are 
painted with wax on wood, designed 
to adorn wrapped mummies. They 
are mentioned here because many are 
luminous and startlingly present. The 
remarkably lifelike rendering of skin 
and hair shows the use of transpar-
ent glazing techniques particular to 
encaustic painting, techniques that 
Hansen uses.

Christians fleeing persecution in 
Egypt took with them funerary por-
traits of martyrs, and those encaustic 
paintings are believed to have influ-
enced Orthodox iconic art. Some early 
Byzantine encaustic icons survive to-
day at a monastery on the Sinai Pen-
insula, and Fayum portraits can be 
found in major museums.

Hansen said, “Encaustic painting 
was virtually lost through the Mid-
dle Ages, with some exceptions in 
religious pieces.” Encaustic was re-
placed by other painting techniques, 
although centuries later a few artists 
rediscovered it: Examples are an 18th-

century German court portraitist and 
the 19th-century American painter 
Rembrandt Peale, who did, among 
others, an encaustic portrait of the 
Marquis de Lafayette. A 20th-centu-
ry renaissance of encaustic painting, 
largely in America, was brought about 
by curiosity and facilitated by electric-
ity, which allowed melted wax to be 
held at a constant temperature. Like 
beekeeping, encaustic is an old prac-
tice enhanced by modern invention. 

“Jasper Johns and Diego Rivera 
and other well-known artists worked 
in encaustic,” said Hansen. “Almost 
all of them were experimenting with 
everything. It wasn’t as though they 
were encaustic artists. They were 
working with nothing; there were no 
supplies, there were no manuals, no 
how-tos or anything. They were mak-
ing it up as they went. They made 
their own paints, they tried different 
techniques. But they did some very 
important pieces.” 

Hansen cited the famous Jasper 
Johns 1955 American flag as an ex-
ample. “The flags are well-known, 
but you’re not aware that those are 
encaustic. What I hope to get to you 
is a sense of the layered effect, the 
luminosity of encaustic. You’ll notice 
with the Jasper Johns flag, one of the 
first ones he did, if you get up close 
and look at what looks like a paint-
ing of a flag, you can see through, that 
he’s put it on newspaper. It’s clearly 
newsprint, contemporaneous news 
articles that are the basis behind it. 
That is something he made up him-
self.” That is to say, Johns made the 
wax part of the meaning of the piece, 
not just the means to its creation — a 
conversation between the subject and 
the medium. 

The medium has changed little in 
its formulation since at least Greco-
Roman times: It is a combination 
of beeswax, pigment and a small 
amount of hardener — most often 

damar resin. Still, it presents a wide 
range of stylistic choices. “Encaustic 
painting is problem-solving in a way 
that beekeeping is problem-solving,” 
said Hansen. “What do you put it on? 
How do you take advantage of this 
transparency? The luminosity? And 
the other characteristics? That experi-
mentation continues. So, it’s not just a 
matter of painting a picture.”

For those choosing to try encaus-
tic painting, Hansen has learned one 
lesson from teaching yearly classes 
at conferences for the American Bee-
keeping Federation and the Oregon 
State Beekeepers Association: Start 
simply. He likes to make quick cards 
for friends, which he considers imper-
manent, but they could be the kind 
of project suitable for starting out — 
small, with few colors and perhaps 
less manipulation of the image. 

The backing can be material at 
hand.  “We used to think you’ve got to 
put it on a solid surface,” he said. For 
example, the Fayum portraits are all 
on wood. But it can be anything with 
a surface stiff and porous enough for 
the wax to adhere. “I use a more firm 
background for a painting than paper 
or canvas. You don’t want it to bend 
because it will crack, and it would be 
more like batik. I use a panel of what’s 
called MDO overlay” — plywood 
with a surface bonded to the wood 
by heat and pressure. “We use it for 
beehive lids. I have a lot of scraps of 
the stuff. That’s why I started using 
it, but it has a very nice surface for 
painting. It takes the wax nicely and 
it has what’s called tooth that allows 
the wax to grab hold.” Alternately, 
a number of commercial boards are 
available that are ready to paint on, 
and encaustic gesso can be used to 
prepare wood. 

“I use our own wax,” said Han-
sen, “the lightest wax we have. The 
amount of yellow that’s in it is not 
enough to overwhelm the pigments 
that I use to add color. But if you were 
going to put it down just as a back-
ground or a base, it does have a yel-
lowish tone. The stuff you buy will 
be more clear, filtered probably with 
charcoal. It’s not important to spend 
all that money. I don’t see it as a prob-
lem, I see it as an advantage. Or as an 
opportunity, put it that way.”

In addition, Hansen said, “I mix my 
own medium — beeswax and a tree 
resin called damar.” The resin, long 
used in art for varnishes, is produced 
from tree sap in Southeast Asia by 
tapping trees. It gives the medium a 
higher melting point, a harder texture, 

This encaustic funerary portrait of a boy 
named Eutyches was painted in Roman 
Egypt about 100-150 CE. The realistic 
rendering of the textures of skin and hair 
are examples of wax painting.
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This iconic encaustic painting, the 1955 
American flag by Jasper Johns, is trans-
lucent and layered. Johns was part of a 
renaissance in encaustic painting that 
took place largely in the U.S. 
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and also reduces gumminess and 
bloom in wax, making it stable and 
long-lasting. The paintings cure over 
time, rather than drying by evapora-
tion like watercolor. 

Hansen’s formula is eight parts wax 
to one part damar, but, “Depending 
upon what you’re doing, you change 
the formula. That’s where you start. 
By making my own medium, the 
beeswax and the resin are easily mea-
sured. I melt them in the same pot. 
It has to be filtered. I use the same 
blue shop towel that we use for other 
things in beekeeping to get out the 
small pieces of bark and dirt and any-
thing visible. That’s clean enough for 
what I’m doing. I put it in muffin cups 
or something like that so that I have a 
small piece that’s easy to handle.”

Hansen chooses to buy mixed col-
or pigments to add to his medium, 
which saves time. “It’s satisfying for 
some people to do it themselves, but 
it’s difficult to maintain consistency. 
I only have a certain amount of time 
and I want to spend my time painting; 
I don’t want to spend my time mix-
ing paint. I let them do it.” Encaustic 
pigments can be sourced from major 
art supply houses. “You can spend a 
fortune,” he said.

A well-ventilated work space is 
critical for encaustic work, just as it is 
for candle or soap making. Many of 
the dried pigments are dangerous to 
breathe, which is another reason Han-
sen buys them prepared. Overheated 
beeswax is highly flammable and 
the volatile components can also be 
harmful to breathe, as candle makers 
know. A cautionary tale: In 2001 Mi-
chael David, an American encaustic 
painter, called himself “a painter who 
was reckless enough to hurt himself 
doing what he loves most.” From 
breathing gases released by overheat-
ed beeswax, he developed bilateral 
neuropathy, leaving him with partial 
paralysis of his legs. Although heat is 
used in most stages of encaustic paint-
ing, it can be safely monitored. Han-
sen wears a mask, and in one demon-
stration, an artist wore a respirator. 
Beeswax alone has a melting point of 
about 144°F (62°C) and the addition 
of damar resin creates an even higher 
melting point.

Hansen uses a handheld heat gun 
to apply each layer of wax and fuse it 
to the one before it. He starts with lay-
ing down five or more layers of uncol-
ored medium, then adds colored wax 
to the surface and manipulates it with 
a brush or palette knife. Encaustic art-
ists use a variety of heating sources 

besides the heat gun: a blowtorch, 
griddle or hot plate used like a palette. 
“It’s used like a traditional palette 
that a painter holds in his hand,” he 
said. “You have a lot less paint there, 
but you have a lot more painterly skill 
going on.” The encaustic artist Arthur 
Dove used a warm iron passed a few 
inches over the surface of a painting 
to create complex translucent color 
effects with tempera pigments mixed 
with melted beeswax. Jasper Johns 
mixed beeswax with tube paint and 
melted it on a hot plate he secured to 
a stick so that he could easily move it 
around.

Hansen said, “If I were to say what 
medium is the most like encaustic 
that I’ve done, I would say it’s water-
color, because of what happens to the 
paint when you add water. It’s very 
similar to what happens to encaustic 
when you add heat. It’s not the same 
of course, but pastels, they don’t just 

move the way that wax or water-
based stuff moves.” That transpar-
ency and translucency of watercolor 
drew American artist Noah Jemisin 
to encaustic as a medium because, in 
addition, it has more body, tactility, 
and substance. Another American en-
caustic artist, Tobi Kahn, describes it 
as creating “greater depth and trans-
lucency … a surface that is both mal-
leable and permanent.” The medium 
attracted many other established art-
ists: Nancy Graves found “depth of 
field through layering,” and Lynda 
Benglis, who purchased her wax from 
a lipstick company in the 1960s, ap-
preciated the organic process of work-
ing with the viscous medium, its ac-
cidental nature taking its own form.

The paint moves quickly between 
liquid and solid, cooling and harden-
ing almost as soon as it touches the 
support. Hansen holds the heat gun in 
one hand to extend the working time 

George Hansen demonstrates one of many techniques for encaustic painting with 
molten wax, blistering with a flame. 

A traditional formula of melted wax mixed with a hardener and color is layered onto an 
encaustic painting by George Hansen.
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for the paint and with the other hand 
he brushes and blends the colors. Sub-
sequent layers can stay liquid a little 
longer on the warmed substrate. 

Brushes, which need to be natural 
material as synthetics can melt, are 
best dedicated to encaustic. While 
they are in use, brushes are rested on 
a heat plate to stay warm. To store, 
Hansen simply leaves a brush en-
tombed in each container of solidified 
colored wax, ready to be remelted — 
like a pop-art composition on its own. 
Some artists store brushes wax-stiff, 
to be rewarmed for use. Alternately, 
soy wax can be used to clean — for 
those so inclined.

A palette knife is useful to control 
the heated paint, as well as for cre-
ating sgraffito marks — a technique 
that Hansen uses. A solidified surface 

layer is scratched through to reveal 
the contrasting color of a layer be-
low. “I do a lot of carving,” he said. 
“That’s another thing you can do 
with the wax, build up layers of color, 
not all the same. I have my yellows 
and my blues and my greens, what-
ever the colors, and I plan them out. 
Then I come up with the top layer, 
and I’ll often scrape or carve back to 
uncover a composition from what is 
underneath. Not visible. When I dem-
onstrated that, a guy asked, how do 
you know what’s under there? I said, 
I remember in what order the colors 
are and what they are. The picture is 
for me to find.” 

Clay tools can also be used to gouge 
the wax for adding texture. In fact, 
encaustic can be worked sculpturally, 
in relief, by building up the layers. In 

addition, the paint can be sculpted 
as a solid material by cutting into it 
and scraping it away. Any solid wax 
that is scraped off the surface of the 
painting can be continually reheated, 
liquified and reapplied for blending 
or other effects.

The work of Martin Kline has 
built-up surfaces that can rise several 
inches off the base. Byron Kim’s work 
pushes the boundary with sculpture 
in a process of pouring wax medium 
into a rubber sheath. Others have 
moved into three-dimensional work, 
like Benglis, who has an international 
reputation. 

“There’s no end to the possibili-
ties,” said Hansen. “You are building 
texture. With encaustic you can go 
crazy with that and build huge tex-
ture in a way that is only a little pos-
sible with oil paints. With the heated 
tool you can manipulate the texture — 
move it, smooth it, build it. There are 
people making new rules all the time 
and trying to do things that the Jas-
per Johns of the time didn’t know you 
could do. And we have new tools. It’s 
ancient but it’s emerging as a medium 
that allows all kinds of new ideas to 
come in place.”

For example, Hansen is working 
with photo transfers. “It turns out that 
inks and photographs, in particular in 
LaserJet printers, are very compatible 
with the beeswax medium. The trick is 
to get the photograph and lift the inks 
intact off of the paper and put them 
into the wax and use that as a portion 
of the piece. It’s different on wax than 
it is on paper; you can alter it. That’s 
something even Jasper Johns wouldn’t 

George Hansen shows an example in his studio of sgraffito, a technique of scratching 
through layers of cooled colored beeswax medium to reveal colors below.

(L) An encaustic painting in progress in George Hansen’s studio.  (R) George stores his encaustic painting brushes in their particu-
lar colors, cooled and hardened to be stored on the wall.
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have known how to do because it just 
wasn’t there. And who knows where 
we go from here? People are pushing 
in every direction with this.”

Some artists are finding ways to 
put light behind the translucence of 
a painting. Others are working with 
various kinds of paper, making a 
collage and incorporating encaustic 
into it, molding it into objects. Janise 
Yntema uses transparent layers of 
encaustic paint mixed with such ele-
ments as marble dust and iron pow-
der to create atmospheric landscapes. 
Although it was assumed that wax 
and water won’t mix, dried acrylic 
paint is now being used.

There is something to be said for 
the spirit of the work. How hard is it? 
Surely it is complex. One art reviewer 
calls it “the most impossible of medi-
ums” and quotes encaustic portrait 
artist Tony Scherman as ranking the 
difficulty: “You have no idea.” 

But Hansen has a different attitude, 
one familiar to beekeepers. He is a 
hands-on person, from the time he 
was a Boy Scout doing wood carvings. 
“I build a lot of things,” he said, “most 
of the stuff around. Either we didn’t 
have money to buy it or I was too 
cheap to buy — furniture and what-
ever I can.” He relishes the challenges 
of encaustic art. “I didn’t have any 
connections when I was just starting 
out, I was figuring it out for myself. 
I realized that there is nobody doing 
what I’m doing. But that opened up 
the question, what are they doing? Al-

most every rule, every recommenda-
tion is there for somebody to test. How 
do you do that? And then you try it 
and it either works or it doesn’t. You 
go from there and then you learn, and 
you try the next thing.”

Hansen spends time on the road 
with the migratory operation he is 
handing over to his sons. “I haven’t 
been in my studio for quite a while, 
moving bees and working all day. The 
last few things I posted I did in a motel 

room in California. I didn’t have my 
studio tools. I brought a few things 
and for half an hour or so before I fell 
asleep, I could put in a few things. It’s 
not the same as going into the studio.”

Apart from his commitment to the 
Foothills Honey Company, he is deep-
ly involved in the beekeeping com-
munity: He is past president of the 
American Beekeeping Federation and 
representative for the ABF on the Hon-
ey Bee Health Coalition. He is on the 

The potential for texturing and depth in encaustic painting are 
realized in this depiction of queen cells with attending bees.

Three queen cells take on a three-dimensional texture in this 
encaustic painting.

A sheet of wax foundation is integrated into this encaustic painting of a row of 
queen cells.
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boards of the Bee Informed Partner-
ship and Project Apis m, where he is in-
volved with the Hilo breeding project. 
He is also on the steering committee 
for the Bee and Butterfly Habitat Fund. 
He donates his paintings to raise funds 
for these and other nonprofits, and he 
teaches two encaustic workshops a 
year at beekeeping conferences.

“I learned a lot over the years about 
how to make [these workshops] so 
that people go away having learned 
something. I provide a couple of proj-
ects that are straightforward; all the 
materials are there, and you can learn 
a process and not get involved with 
anything too complex. For them to 
decide whether this is something that 
they want to do, they have to learn 
how this paint medium works. What 
does it feel like when you put it down? 
You have all that heat involved. It’s 
liquid, it’s hot, but it cools off quickly. 
And then the fusing process, where 
one layer has to be fused to another 
layer with the torch. But what hap-
pens when you do that isn’t just a mat-
ter of laminating something. Things 
move when they get liquid, and too 
much is too much. Not enough is not 
enough. You only know that when 
you practice. You have to start some-
place and build your confidence, your 
understanding of the medium.”

For those who want to begin, he said, 
“There aren’t any college level classes 
on encaustic that I’m aware of, but 
there are a lot of workshops. YouTube 
is amazing. If you Google ‘encaustic’ 
and go to images or to Pinterest you 
can see what other people are doing. 
Almost every urban area has someone 
who is teaching encaustic workshops 
— in Portland, in Seattle, in San Fran-
cisco and Los Angeles. On the West 
Coast and absolutely in the Northeast 
there are people doing workshops.”

As for the availability of his paint-
ings, although he’s encouraged to sell 
them outright, Hansen said, “I give 
everything away. I donate to organi-
zations to auction off for their fund-
raising, and when people contact me 
to buy, if we can agree on how much, 
all I need is a donation to a nonprofit.”

As he and his wife Susan are tran-
sitioning their business to their sons 
Matt and Joe, he looks forward to 
continuing his encaustic painting. He 

The stillness of a moment with three 
bees foraging for water is captured in 
brilliant color in this encaustic rendering.

said, “I’ve gotten pretty serious about 
this. I have a dedicated studio. It’s be-
come an important part of my life.” 
We can anticipate many more extraor-
dinary pictures for him to find in the 
layers of beeswax.

George Hansen will teach two encaustic painting workshops: 

Oregon State Beekeepers Association, October 28-30, 2022, 
Florence Events Center, Florence, Oregon

The American Beekeeping Federation Conference, January 4-8, 2023, 
Hyatt Regency Jacksonville Riverfront, Jacksonville, Florida

Painting by G
eorge H

ansen

M.E.A. McNeil is a 
journalist, Master Bee-
keeper and Northern 
California organic farmer. 
She can be reached at:  
mea@meamcneil.com. 

The viewer is tempted to put a finger in the luminous honey pouring out in this en-
caustic painting.
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