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What is a Window on the Work — and why have one? Well, like windows in general,  
it provides a look in (or out!) at something. That something, in this case, is a work of art.   
The work of art in question will be studied in the classroom and then viewed — live.  
Classroom teachers, students, and teaching artists will be engaged, together, in  
determining what that study will ultimately look like. A document like the Window  
on the Work you hold in your hand at this moment will help you play your part in that 
process. It gives you not just one view but many views into the work of art. It supplies you 
with answers to the questions you raise. It inspires new questions, suggests new avenues 
of inquiry. It rounds out the picture. It sparks new ideas. See if the ideas below make 
sense to you.

In the planning phase, Windows on the Work can
help establish the most effective line of inquiry and richest unit of study
- answer questions about the work of art as they come up
- help you approach the work of art from various vantage points
- spark curricular connections

During the unit of study, Windows on the Work can
- help you expand the study in particular contextual areas
- become a reference for student use

After the unit of study, Windows on the Work can
- help keep the work of art alive in the classroom
- suggest pathways for further study
- help tie together strands of learning later in the year
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The Work

 

Visual Artist Barbara Ellmann has been working with encaustic paint (hot wax) for over twenty years, 
often creating modular, multi-panel works. All of the paintings included in AN OPEN BOOK 2 are 24 inch 
squares. The imagery in these works varies greatly. Some are reminiscent of urban settings, others 
more rural, or natural, and still others suggest multicultural fabric and craft patterning. All of them 
essentially represent Ellmann’s responses to “place.” With its absence of wall text, AN OPEN BOOK 2 
is meant to be “read,” perceived and comprehended visually, so that any narrative paired with these 
images originates from the viewer. 
 
The exhibition model follows the nature of Ellmann’s permutable painting arrangements, in which each 
panel is created individually and then placed within a different site-specific grid formation every time  
it is exhibited. These arrangements have been created specifically for the Marks Center for the Arts  
on College of the Desert’s campus by the curator, Sophia Marisa Lucas, in dialogue with Ellmann. 

The paintings will be accompanied by an installation of over 250 of the artist’s Game Board drawings on 
10 x 10 inch sheets of Japanese paper. 

The exhibition at the Walter N. Marks Center for the Arts, AN OPEN BOOK 2, Work by Barbara Ellmann,  
curated by Sophia Marisa Lucas, combines Barbara Ellmann’s work as an artist and educator. It proposes 
a new exhibition model, using educative visual information as a means for deeper and more open-ended 
viewer engagement.

The paintings in AN OPEN BOOK 2 come from what used to be considered three separate series –  
FOREIGN AFFAIRS, WORKING CONSTRUCTIONS and WHAT I SAW. The series, produced mostly  
simultaneously, developed from various influences, and are essentially all forms of response to place.
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Encaustic on 12 wood panels
76" x 102"
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“The gradual merging of ideas has been very organic, given that each painting is conceived as a distinct 
unit, with its own title and Ellmann frequently works on paintings from more than one series simul-
taneously. All of the paintings are 24” squares and they are always exhibited in grids. The grids are 
formed to suit particular spaces and once they are determined they are given a name, but they are 
never fixed. Each painting can appear in multiple grids, and once changes are made to or within a grid, 
it can be renamed to suit the salient qualities that this particular permutation demonstrates in the 
work.” 
        – Sophia Marisa Lucas, Curator

Grids

BARBARA ELLMANN’S STUDIO
SCALAMANDRÉ SILKS BUILDING
LONG ISLAND CITY
JANUARY 2011

WHERE TO STOP 2
Encaustic on 24 wooden panels,  
wrapping around a corner
50" x 206"; 50” x 102”



PICTURE IT 2
Encaustic on 15 wood panels
76" x 128"

Shown above in its original configuration by Ellmann, PICTURE IT 2, will change over time via the app 
that allows visitors to submit their own arrangements. Every week the panels will be moved based on 
the arrangement selected by Ellmann and Lucas.

“The app that allows you to rearrange PICTURE IT 2 and put it on Tumblr is very much saying, ‘This is 
one step of my process. Why don’t you take a hand at it?’ It’s also saying, ‘You might do a really great 
job with it and I might have the whole wall rearranged just like what you suggested.’ I think that has a 
couple of ideas embedded in it. One, this is what I do – I move these things around. They are not fixed 
and this is a demonstration of that. It also suggests I am interested in what you think, I am interested 
in what you see and what you notice about these individual squares and why you might put them  
together in this other way. I am so interested that we are just going to try it out and look at it on the 
wall that way. I think it creates this kind of ‘I am not kidding. I really mean it.’ It’s the same idea when  
I ask what do you notice. I am really interested in what you have to say. Its an affirmation of my  
interest in that interaction.”    – Barbara Ellmann 

5
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Encaustic on 9 wood panels
76" x 76"
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Installation of
GAME BOARDS Mixed media 
and wax on kitakata paper,
2013

“The drawing series (1999-present)  
precedes most of the paintings  
included in AN OPEN BOOK 2, but  
is a continuous part of Ellmann’s  
practice, and the concept behind  
the drawing prefigures the mixing 
and interchangeable quality of the 
painting grids. Essentially an  
exercise of theme in variation, in  
this exhibition the drawings have a 
strong relationship to paintings as 
they invoke many of the same  
organizing principles at work within 
tighter parameters. For example. 
the drawings too, display Ellmann’s 
response to place. Throughout the 
series, slight changes in color palette 
can be correlated to the artists  
geographical location.”
  — Sophia Marisa Lucas



A selection taken from  
the installation of  
GAME BOARDS featured  
in AN OPEN BOOK 2

The Visual Information Lab

One area of the exhibition is designated for the display of contextual materials about the artist’s  
process, and about the aesthetic, perceptual, and cognitive transactions that occur at various levels  
of engagement with the work – in particular panels, across grids, and across the body of work  
between viewer and work (or viewer and artist). It is a visual information lab where questions and  
curiosities that are piqued within the exhibition can be developed, leading viewers to engage further 
with the work.

Also included in the lab is the iPad app that allows visitors to make their own version of PICTURE IT 2, 
and have it considered for one of the versions that will be featured on the gallery wall.

Not always, but at times, Ellmann will snap photos of scenes or patterns that strike her. Laminated 
photo cards of images that have multiple relationships to the abstraction that occurs within the  
body of work will be hung on the gallery wall for viewers to carry into the painting installations,  
encouraging conversation about the ways an idea or image can reappear and what its morphology 
might indicate about the process of abstraction and where it comes from.

In order to impart a sense of the material process, a number of elements have been included in the 
lab, namely: encaustic texture panels that will be available for visitors to touch, a case of tools of the 
types Ellmann uses to create such textures, a case of paint bricks, which convey that the solid medium 
undergoes an alchemical process to become a painting, and finally a short film which further suggests 
the solid-liquid-solid cycle of encaustic, as well as the ways some of the tools are utilized to produce 
texture.

          – Sophia Marisa Lucas
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The Artist
Barbara Ellmann, Artist

I make encaustic painting installations and public artworks  
that play on associative visual memory, pattern, texture and  
lived spaces.
      – Barbara Ellmann

Barbara Ellmann was born in Michigan and lives and works in New 
York. Originally trained as a dancer, Ellmann has been working as a 
visual artist for more than 30 years. Imbued with the feminist ideals 
of community and sensuous knowledge, Ellmann’s aesthetic and her 
use of encaustic can be traced to her intimate understanding of the 
body in motion, and in orchestrated space.

Among Ellmann’s accomplishments are permanent public artworks 
that are part of the collection of the city of New York, commissioned 
by the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) and Cambria 
Heights Public Library, as well as the city of Summit, NJ. Her paintings 

have been exhibited in galleries and museums around the country and beyond including the Haslla  
Art World Museum, Bellevue Art Museum, the Montclair Art Museum and the Parrish Art Museum.  
Ellmann’s work appears in several books including Along the Way, MTA Arts for Transit by Sandra 
Bloodworth (The Monacelli Press), The Art of Encaustic Painting: Contemporary Expression in the  
Ancient Medium of Pigmented Wax by Joanne Mattera (Watson-Guptill), and Waxing Poetic:  
Encaustic Art in America by Gail Stavistky (Rutgers University).

Her work is in numerous corporate and private collections including Peter Norton, Peter J. Sharp 
Foundation, Leonard Nimoy, Four Seasons Hotel and Resort Marrakech Morocco, and the United States 
Embassy Kampala Uganda.

Sophia Marisa Lucas, Curator

 Sophia Marisa Lucas is based in New York and practices curatorial methods 
that emphasize collaboration and transparency. Her research has been 
concerned with exhibition history, alternative pedagogies, activism, and 
Contemporary Femiqueer and multisensorial works. She has contributed 
to programming, publications, research, and exhibition development for 
The Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim Museum, the Museum of Art 
and Design, and the Newhouse Center for 
Contemporary Art, among others. Her 
work for the experimental curatorial  
platform, The Artist’s Institute, is featured 

in the recently released text, Today we would be thinking about (2016), 
edited by former director Anthony Huberman. Lucas currently holds 
the position of Curatorial Assistant at the Queens Museum, and is 
co-curator of a Linda Mary Montano retrospective that will be mounted 
at the Leubsdorf Gallery, Hunter College later this year.
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Interview with Barbara Ellmann

Interview conducted by Kalamazoo RESA’s Education for the Arts Aesthetic Education Program.

Though most now know Ellmann as a visual artist her professional artistic career actually began as a 
dancer in a small touring company. During her 10 years of dancing Ellmann traveled the country  
performing all the while concurrently developing her own practice of visual arts.

“When you’re in a dance company and you’re on the road there is a tremendous amount of waiting 
time. On the very first tour I did I had a suitcase full of leotards and tights and jazz shoes and all of 
those miscellaneous dance related things. On my second tour I immediately paired down all of that and 
loaded up sketch books, watercolors, glue sticks, construction paper, an SX 70 Polaroid and a 35 MM 
camera. [And with those] I was making what I considered to be beautiful journals.”

Ellmann used the journals as way of documenting her time on tour, filling them with a mix of writing, 
images, watercolor, choreography they were inventing, and what she called “guest entries.” “What 
that meant was when I met someone on the road I would open up my watercolor book and I would 
make a mark and whoever it was that I was interacting with would look at what I was doing and  
respond with some other kind of painting. It was a kind of duet. It was a way of – I don’t know it was 
the 1970s – it was my way of getting to know people and it was really through visual terms. I liked  
that one could communicate through visual means.”

While on tour Ellmann traveled with two small plastic rubber cows, a reference to a solo dance she 
performed. “I played the part of this cow. I wore a big cow mask, in a nightgown, dancing to a Mae 
West song. I loved this part. It was a lovely juxtaposition and I felt like it had lots of feminist ideas  
built into it.”

These small, three-inch cows would become an artistic 
subject for Ellmann. “I started doing a kind of travelogue 
of these two cows. I would take these little cows and I 
would put them on a mailbox in Minnesota and I would 
photograph them. Then I would put them on a grill of  
car in Iowa and I’d photograph them. I just took them  
all different kinds of places. In the photos you couldn’t 
really tell whether they were miniatures or big things.  
It was about scale, it was about travel, it was about in-
vestigating all these places I was going to and had been. 
It was kind of a travel saga and that was the first work 
that I exhibited as a visual artist. I should also say that 
though they were taken individually in different places, 
the images were immediately grouped so that  
the frames had multiple images in them. There might  
be a column of three together or two playing off one  
another. I remember one that I took had a black and  
white floor, my black and white saddle shoes, which I was wearing, the two little cows, and a bunch  
of playing cards on the floor. They were like little dramas, or vignettes. They were also sort of little 
mysteries. What’s up with the cows? What’s up with the patterning? Looking back, it had all the things 
that I have been playing with all these years embedded in it – juxtapositions of unrelated things, the 
grouping of images. All that was going on but I didn’t realize it had any value as visual art material at 
that time until I met someone who told me I should be doing these outside of the journal so they can  
be exhibited. Very soon after that I did. I began exhibiting as a visual artist while I was still dancing.”
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Patterning, juxtapositions of unrelated things, and the grouping of images were not the only ideas  
that would emerge from her time as a dance artist. “One thing that was important about my dancing  
is that it was my first real group experience. It was the first time where I felt that I was in a group 
that felt really good to me. It was very different than friendship. These were people that I was trying  
to accomplish something with. I think that that was important in line of all the things that came 
afterward, my organizing of a union at Lincoln Center for example. I also formed a very large group 
of artists that meet regularly – the New York Artists Circle. I felt that when you bring a whole group 
together it would be better than the individual. This community building came very much out of how 
much I loved being in the dance company.”

After leaving the company, Ellmann, realizing she had a lot of spatial skills from her years of dance, 
began making sculpture. One series consisted of several altar-like structures, some of which incor-
porated the small cows from her photography. The altars were elaborately decorated with candy foil 
wrappers, jewels, had light up niches, some even played music. “They were what I considered to be a 
secular version of a religious set up.” she stated.

Soon after, Ellmann moved on to building sculpture from sticks, drift wood and other found wood. It 
was while working on one of these sculptures that she first desired to use encaustic paint. “I had seen 
the paint that R&F Handmade Paint makes at Pearl Paint. It was just a colored brick of wax with a label 
wrapped around it – it was packaged right out there. I saw it at the store and I thought ‘What is this?’ 
I had no idea what it was. I had never heard of it. But the color was right out there. It wasn’t concealed 
in a can or a jar or a tube or anything, it was completely visible. So it was very clear the color you were 
going to get. I brought it home and I melted it in a tuna fish can on the stove. I broke every rule – you 
know you are not supposed to do any of that. Then I painted some of these sticks that I was working 
with. I was frustrated that it cooled so quickly and so it created these crusty things on the sticks. I 
wanted them to be smooth. I really didn’t know what I was doing.”

Frustrated and with little to no knowledge of the material or how to use it Ellmann called the  
800-number on the package soon to discover the man on the other end was Richard Frumess, the  
R and the F of R&F Handmade Paints and the man who developed the line of paint. “I called everyday  
for at least four or five days. He would say things like: ‘Have you fused it?’ And I would say, ‘I don’t 
know what that means. What do you mean fused?’ So he talked me through a series of steps. He told 
me ‘Get it out of that tuna can. Don’t do it on your stove – you need a hot plate devoted to it. When it 
starts to smoke its way too hot.’ He really taught me a 
number of things. Finally, I said to him ‘Richard you have 
got to have a workshop.’ He decided he would a number 
of months later. It was a workshop for eight of us and it 
was at the factory. He talked for three days straight and 
I went home with a little corner of a painting started on 
a piece of plywood. Just that little, small bit of painting 
and the three days of talking was enough to really get 
me painting with it. The last sculpture I ever made was 
that stick thing I tried to put wax on. It just launched 
into a whole lot of painting. I have been working with 
encaustic ever since. “

Since her decision to work in encaustic, Ellmann has 
gone on to paint hundreds of individual encaustic works. 
While the paintings have pulled from a variety of  
influences over the years, consistent trends exhibit 
themselves within her body of work. Her individual  
abstract works draw attention to and make expert use 
of color, shape, repetition and pattern. They are often

10

A selection of panels featured in the grid  
OUR BELIEFS 2



11

imbued with a sense of physical forces; shapes that lean, push, squeeze or tip. Additionally, her work 
plays heavily on her ideas and observations of place.

“Most of my paintings occur because I am looking at stuff. I am looking at the demographics of Queens, 
NY, which is one of the most ethnically diverse places in the country. I am looking at the view out my 
window. I am looking at the people I encounter on the subway. I am looking at the fabrics and patterns 
on their clothing. When I travel I am looking at what makes one place look different from another. 
What is it about Singapore that is so different from New York? In individual paintings I am responding 
to what I see, to textiles, to personalities, to places, to color and shape, to construction. In New York 
there is always something going up and something coming down all over the city and I am interested in 
that. I see that as this incremental building of shapes stacking up on one another, or going sideways or 
being squeezed between two buildings that already exist. I look at all that stuff. My form of abstraction 
is very much dependent upon my observations, and that is where these individual paintings come from.”

Creating the individual paintings is just the first part of Ellmann’s creative process. Though created 
individually, the paintings are never displayed alone. The works are always grouped and arranged into 
a larger grid.

“The way a single panel is made is very different from the way an installation is brought together. The 
creative processes have different impulses but they are in concert with one another. I don’t think of 
the individual panel as being isolated and by itself though when I work on it it is. But then it has to jump 
to the wall and be part of another thing. Not all the paintings fit together. Some of the paintings play 
well with others and some of them really don’t. But I enjoy them in communities with others. So I work 
with these tiny little images of every one of my paintings. The arrangement process is a collaboration 
with Sophia. We lay them down and start zooming them around and arranging them. Sometimes, we 
are going for similarities other times we are going for differences or really very extreme juxtapositions.
But I am trying to create communities out of these paintings. I am trying to create complex information. 
I have been asked, ‘Have you ever thought of just making one really big painting?’ I am not interested in 
that idea. I am interested in this very difficult organizing of material which I think happens when you 
have 20 of them or 30 individual pieces that are different. You think, ‘How can I put these together?’  
It’s partly through similarities and it’s partly through differences and its partly through clashing and 
sort of being at war with one another. It’s kind of like teaching, you have 30 variables in front of you 
and you are trying to move forward all together. But you are not going to move forward at the same 
rate or in the same way. It’s a lot of juggling around and going between small group and whole group. 
That community idea of the paintings is partly what they are about.”

Using small copies of her paintings,  
Ellmann begins selecting and  
arranging works to make a  
larger installation.



12

This community idea for Ellmann is not just about the interaction between panels within the grid but 
also interaction between viewer and work and viewer and artist. “How does one make sense of the 
community of paintings I arranged? I am asking my audience to really participate here. I am making 
sense of the grouping and arrangement in some way. I am wondering how you might make sense of it. 
It’s not meant to be a match. It’s meant to be a kind of dance between us.”

Ellmann is quick to point out that the finished assembled grids are never fixed. An individual painting 
can appear in multiple grids and configurations over time. One of the reasons for this unfixed form is 
site specificity. Ellmann and Lucas develop the arrangements for the spaces in which they will be  
displayed.

But the reasons for the unfixed form extend beyond merely working within and in response to the 
physical parameters of the gallery. The notion of the unfixed grid structure supports a larger more 
conceptual idea present in Ellmann’s work. “A painting might appear in more than one grid because it 
has a different function. It is kind of like inviting these people to a dinner party. Then you add in this 
other couple and everything about that first group changes because of these new additions. It’s that 
community idea that I am interested in, how those shifts and changes occur and why they occur. It 
brings up the idea of relationship too, because we act differently with one another.”

AN OPEN BOOK 2, contains four newly-created large-scale grids of encaustic paintings. Additionally, 
the exhibit will include an installation of over 250 GAME BOARD drawings. While the GAME BOARD 
drawings may share similar themes with the encaustic paintings, such as shape and pattern, the gridded 
display, and subtle reference to place, they are a different expression than the encaustic paintings.

The subject matter of GAME BOARDS started with a 
Parcheesi board and specific events going on in the artist’s 
life. At the time, Ellmann was involved in a legal battle over 
her studio loft space of 20 years. As the fixed-rent of the 
studio had not increased in 20 years the property manage-
ment was eager to evict Ellmann to rent to a new tenant 
at a much higher rate. “It was very traumatic for me. I 
started painting Parcheesi boards because I realized that 
Parcheesi, whose central space is called home, is a fight to 
get to home. You have got the blue guys and the red guys and the yellow guys and the green guys, and 
they are all going through this board trying to get to home. If you get all your guys to home, then you 
win. Along the way you are bumping people back to the beginning and you have to start all over again. 
In this legal battle, I felt like I was in this game. I made quite a few Parcheesi boards which I guess was 
a hope that I might win while I was contemplating all the ins and outs of this lawsuit.”

Ellmann would continue to explore the Parcheesi and game board theme in her work eventually  
changing the form from painting into drawing. Originally created as a metaphor for the legal battle 
over her loft the meaning of the GAME BOARDS would evolve over time as well. “I saw at the Ruben 
Museum, which is devoted to Tibetan art, a show of mandalas. I realized they were built the exact  
same way that Parcheesi is constructed. Then I flashed to my own Parcheesi board as a child which 
said on the box ‘The royal game of India.’ I realized Parcheesi comes from India and so do mandalas.  
It was this notion of a secular version of a religious idea again.”

With the notion of a mandala also comes the idea of a strict sacred structural form. Ultimately, the 
drawings would become an exploration of theme and variation within tight structural parameters. 
“The drawings started with the same formal relationship: cruciform, four corners and a center. That 
was what I gave myself as a problem – it was always going to be that. It became a kind of sieve that 
everything got poured through. What can you make within those parameters? I also limited my color
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very strictly. The silver leaf which appears on almost every 
drawing was meant for sort of that religious idea. It should 
shine, it should spark, it should alight. In looking at the 
evolution of GAME BOARDS it started off as game boards 
and this relationship to Parcheesi. It has definitely moved 
through the notion of mandalas and other sacred forms. 
GAME BOARDS also incorporates the theme of place that 
is embedded in the work I do. For example, many of the 
drawings have a strong horizontal  line that came from a 
residency experience I had in Florida. I became very struck 
with how the sky hit the water, and the water hit the sand. 
Everything became very horizontal for a while but still 
working through four corners and a center idea.”

In addition to the encaustic work and drawings that make 
up AN OPEN BOOK 2, the exhibition will contain a Visual 
Information Lab. As an internationally, well-respected 
arts educator and aesthetic education practitioner the lab 
speaks to this aspect of the artist’s life. Reflecting on these 
dual roles of artist and educator Ellmann said, “It was a struggle at first to bounce back and forth  
between those two things – to really develop my painting when I was so involved in my teaching.  
But the more I did it I realized that they are the same thing, not different things. Being involved in  
Aesthetic Education all these years, taking people to see art objects, talking about paintings, and  
seeing them unpack and unload all the ideas that are embedded into that work, made me understand 
that as an artist I had to take ideas and load it into my work. The only way you can talk about and  
unpack a work of art like that is if someone has consciously (or unconsciously) loaded things into it.  
It’s not just any old thing you put down there. You have got to have ideas that are propelling your  
work. That was a very important thing that I developed as a result of my teaching. I saw that very 
clearly as an instructor and I was able to think about that much more clearly as an artist. I think  
that my philosophy as an educator is very much shaped by Lincoln Center’s work and also my long 
association at the Museum of Modern Art.”

Ellmann’s experience with Aesthetic Education and at MoMA greatly informed her decisions in the  
creation and incorporation of the Visual Information Lab. The lab, which will be a separate area  
within the gallery, is designed to provide information, promote questions about the work, and  
offer new lenses in which to view the work, all without prescribing or dictating for viewer what  
they “should” see in the work.

“I feel that there could be a new model for exhibitions that embeds a different type of information.  
For example, very often as educators we stand right in front of that wall text blocking it from our  
participants during a guided viewing. Why do we do that? Because we know from experience it throws 
the conversation in a very particular way. As aesthetic educators we are interested in many view 
points and ideas. Museums have been in this habit of giving a kind of information that allows a viewer  
to quickly move through and identify the artist, title and content. Almost so the viewer can go ‘Oh  
yes, I see that.’’ Like sort of a confirmation. That’s a certain type of contextual information. AN OPEN 
BOOK 2, which will be presented without any words at all, is in some ways a daring step. The lab  
is going to introduce some possible connections that people could make to what’s going on in the  
exhibition. We want people to make of it what they will and question things like ‘What’s up with  
that view out the window?’ This is different kind of contextual information but it is still information 
after all.”

Detail of installation of GAME BOARDS  
featured in AN OPEN BOOK 2
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Some of the visual contextual information within the lab consists of an iPad app that allows visitors to 
rearrange PICTURE IT 2, touch panels of encaustic painting, laminated photo cards of scenes or patterns 
that strike the artist (two are pictured below), as well as a case of tools, encaustic bricks and other  
materials associated with the painting process along with a video of the artist painting with encaustic.

“The lab is an affirmation of my interest in interaction. Exhibitions are meant to be looked at and 
investigated. I am hoping that what is in the lab will prompt investigative questioning. For example: 
What do these laminated images of real life things have to do with these paintings on the other side of 
the wall? It connects the real world with the world of abstraction. It offers ideas of where abstraction 
might come from. What does this film that shows me working on these panels tell you about the panels 
in the gallery? It answers some material and process questions. I think the objects in the lab are the 
questions I might ask if I was teaching to this exhibition translated into visual information. I have also 
tried to make it open enough so that others could use the lab in different ways beyond what I have 
envisioned in designing it. I intentionally positioned the lab in the gallery to create a double viewing 
experience of the work. (Once on the way in and then again on the way out.) That was also in response 
to the question: how can you embed some learning in the space that will allow you to see it differently 
a second time.”

As more than 1,700 classroom teachers, teaching artists and students gear up for this exhibition, 
Ellmann offers, “I do feel that this exhibition is an invitation for a special kind of involvement between 
artist and audience, between teacher and student, teaching artist and student. I am thinking about all 
these groups and I am interested in what people get from it and what sense they make out of it. I think 
it is going to be quite an experience.”



Craft
Understanding encaustic

Despite its recent rise in popularity within the artistic community, encaustic still remains a medium with 
which many are unfamiliar. The following pages provide general information on this unique material.

Encaustic paint is composed of wax, damar resin and pigment. Wax is the signature element to encaustic 
paint and what gives the paint such unique properties. The wax captures and reflects light, creating 
a luminous appearance unlike any other paint medium. Wax is also naturally impervious to moisture 
therefore making encaustic one of the most durable and permanent of artists paints. Wax comes  
from a variety of animal, vegetable and mineral sources. However, for the purpose of encaustic paint, 
beeswax is generally preferred. Beeswax is relatively soft and does not harden. This is why resin is 
added when making encaustic paint. The resin raises the melting temperature of the wax and increases 
its hardness. This makes it more durable and able to take a higher polish. Pigment is added to the wax 
and resin mixture to color the paint.

Encaustic medium is a combination of wax and resin without the addition of pigment. Encaustic medium 
alone, when cool, will yield semi-transparent finish when glazed over a painting but it will never be  
perfectly clear. Encaustic always has a slightly milky opacity because of the wax. The thinner the coat, 
the clearer it will be. Encaustic medium is often used to extend encaustic paint and for glazing effects. 
In her GAME BOARD drawing series, Barbara Ellmann dips each of the drawings into encaustic medium. 
Doing so permanently preserves the drawings. In addition, as the wax is absorbed into the paper, it 
causes the paper to become transparent.

Some encaustic artists make their own encaustic paint mixing their preferred ratios of wax, resin and 
pigment. High-quality, commercially made encaustic paint is now readily available which allows for 
a consistency that can be hard to match when making your own paint. When sold encaustic typically 
comes in brick or cake form. The picture of encaustic paint below grants a view of the brick form they 
are sold in through R&F Handmade Paints.

As wax is the primary ingredient of encaustic paint, at room temperature the paint is solid. To be used 
the encaustic paint must be heated to a range of 180 to 200 degrees to achieve a workable fluid state.
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Barbara’s musings on encaustic

What is it you love about encaustic? What about the material grabbed you?

I think the first was the olfactory connection –  the smell of it. Many art materials have smells, but  
this smell was the smell of the beeswax and it reminded me of learning to make Ukrainian Easter eggs 
with my grandmother. You put a tiny amount of wax in a metal stylus and melt it in a candle and then 
draw with it on an egg. I just remembered the smell. The things that connect you to those early  
childhood memories, they are very powerful and that was definitely one of the first things I noticed 
about working with encaustic. I also was very aware that not a lot of people were working with it  
and I was looking for a way to leave a mark in the visual arts. I was looking for something that would  
be authentic and mine.

I like the fact that [when painting] you are in motion and then you are not. You pick up your melted 
fluid paint with a brush or pallet knife and then you make that mark and its fluid and it’s moving and 
then its suddenly not. It cools and hardens and stops. You are really playing with the motion and the 
freezing of that motion. Of course then because it sets so quickly you are able to do many things that 
you can’t do with other painting materials. You can paint right on top of that, scrape it off, and create 
details on that completely set surface. There are many things about it that are much faster than other 
painting techniques because there is no drying time. However, that is a restriction too. That long fluid 
brush stroke you might get with acrylic or oil paint, you don’t get that with encaustic. You can heat it 
up so it all looks continuous and fluid.

Also I think I was cursed with color. I always loved color. I liked it in my house. I liked it in my clothing.  
I really love playing with what color can do and I think it was the color that won me over. Richard  
Frumess, he said to me when you fall in love with a paint you are falling in love with someone’s idea of  
a palette – the range of color. I think that was it. That was what I fell for, his particular idea of color.

What would you want someone to notice when looking at an encaustic painting that they might not 
notice if they were not familiar with the medium or the painting process?  

I think something people may not notice about encaustic works if they weren’t familiar with the medium 
or had not worked with encaustic is the action of the paint setting. As it cools it allows you to capture  
every hair in the brushstroke and the directionality of every brushstroke. You can see it in the mark 
that is made. The artist can eliminate this if they fuse it heavily – it’s possible to make the painting very 
smooth. But encaustic allows one to see the way a direction occurs, it allows one to see gravity pulling 
down. If you fuse the wax with the painting vertical, you might get a drip. You can see evidence of the 
physical motion. If you apply too much heat in one spot a bubbling effect will come up from underneath 
and you can choose to leave that. In many of my paintings I will leave that effect. Or I over fuse on  
purpose and then the heat on the panel will allow another kind of movement and fluidity to happen.  
It is this combination of what looks very fluid and what looks very static that is interesting to me. It’s 
also something I think you really key into as a result of having worked with the medium. I think that is 
something I would want people to notice. How you can see those things happening.

Also I like playing with transparent and opaque. I just haven’t moved on from those beginning things that 
you need to know how to do. How do you fuse it? How do you lose what you have got with the heat gun? 
How do you hold on to what you have got with the heat gun? That is provocative enough for me right now.
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Painting with encaustic: the basics

At its most basic level the encaustic painting process consists of melting the wax, applying it to a  
porous surface and then fusing it to that surface. While room for a vast array of working methods  
and techniques exist within that procedure these three processes remain foundational to all encaustic 
works.

Melting the wax
At room temperature encaustic paint is solid. As encaustic is bees-
wax-based, it must be heated to achieve the molten liquid state  
necessary for application. The heated palette is an essential tool to 
the encaustic artist. It provides a surface to heat and mix encaustic 
paint and medium on. Less expensive alternatives to purchasing  
a custom palette include electric skillets, crock-pots or electric  
griddles. The key importance of this heating device is that it be  
capable of providing consistent, continual, and even heat. As some 
kitchen appliances have unreliable thermostats or temperature regulators the use of specially  
designed thermometers that sit directly on the palette are recommended to prevent dangerous  
overheating. The safe working temperature range for encaustic paints is 180-200 F.

Applying the wax
Once melted the encaustic paint is ready to be applied to a surface. 
Some of the most common methods of applying encaustics are brushes, 
palette knives, pouring or dipping. The encaustic paint will begin to 
cool and harden instantly after removing it from the heat source and 
therefore artists must work quickly. Unlike other paints, encaustic  
is never wet or dry; it is hot and fluid or cold and solid. Heating the 
substrate will allow the paint to flow more readily on the surface 
where as applying warm paint to a cool surface will cause it to cool 
quickly resulting in more texture.

Fusing the wax or “burning in”
After application, the paint must then be fused (or reheated) to ensure 
that the layer is adhered to the ground or substrate. In addition, each 
newly applied layer must also be fused to the previous layers below 
it. Failure to fuse would create a wax version of phyllo dough –  
several fragile, separate layers stacked upon one another which 
would in time begin to crack apart from one another. Fusing or  
“burning in” makes encaustic strong and results in one solid piece  
of wax. It is this very step of the process that defines the medium of 
encaustic painting. The act of fusing consists of heating the surface 
usually with a heat gun, open-flame torch, or iron. In some cases  
artists will use light bulbs with aluminum shades. If so desired,  
fusing can remove brush strokes and other texture that remains from applying the encaustic. An artist 
seeking a smooth surface would slowly, deeply and evenly fuse their paints to remove all brushstrokes 
or other texture made as a result of how the paint was applied. When the painting has cooled it has 
reached a permanent state; however at anytime it can be reheated and reworked.
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These three steps are the fundamental practice of working in encaustic but they are just the beginning. 
Encaustic is one of the most versatile of all artistic mediums. It allows for and encourages countless 
artistic techniques. It can be worked through an additive process, building up or embedding things 
into layers, but it can also be a subtractive medium. The paint can be carved into or reheated and 
scraped off entirely. Encaustic blurs boundaries between mediums like no other art material, resulting 
in works that are just as much about painting or sculpture as they are about photography, drawing, 
printmaking, installation or a variety of craft techniques. Visit R&F’s website for examples of the  
range of techniques possible with encaustic.

Tools and material

Encaustic artists love their tools and it’s a good thing too. One could easily make the case that encaustic 
requires far more tools than that of other paint mediums. The following pages take a look at some of 
the tools commonly used by encaustic artists. It is not necessary for an encaustic artist to posses  
every tool though some are essential. Most artist will find the tools that work best for their own 
art-making practice.

Heat
To work with a medium that is defined by heat an artist 
will of course need a number of heating tools. The heating 
tools of encaustic serve two main functions, melting and 
fusing. Different tools are needed accordingly.

Tools for melting encaustic 
Heating tools used to melt the wax are preparatory in nature in that they serve the purpose of melting 
the paint or encaustic medium to a usable state. A heated palette is often used to heat the wax to the 
molten state needed for application. Paints can be melted in small aluminum palette cups set on the 
surface of the hot palette or melted and mixed directly on the hot palette itself. Kitchen appliances 
such as crock pots or electric griddles can also be used to melt the encaustics for use. An artist who 
paints in a traditional manner may find using a hot palette to melt and mix paints works well, while an 
artist who chooses to dip their work into the medium may prefer a heating device with a deeper vessel 
such as a crock pot.

Tools for fusing encaustic
Heating tools needed for fusing or “burning in” serve a different purpose in the painting process. Fusing 
requires enough focused heat to melt and join the top layers of wax to those beneath. Fusing can be 
achieved through either direct or indirect fusing methods.

Indirect fusing 
The following fusing tools represent an indirect method of fusing – that is they are used to heat and 
fuse the surface of the painting but do not directly touch the physical surface of the painting.

Heat gun is the most widely used tool used by artists (including  
Barbara Ellmann) because it can be spot aimed or used to cover  
a large area. It delivers a constant blast of very hot air. Handling 
takes practice as the heat coupled with the force of the air has  
potential to move the paint around. In the hands of skillful artist  
this can create impressive desired results; conversely it can blow 
the paint right off the painting.

ENCAUSTIC,  
FROM THE GREEK ENKAUSTIKOS,  
MEANS “TO BURN IN.”
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Propane torch provides quick heat and is excellent for fusing a large surface. For  
fusing small areas or details small torches commonly used for crème brûlée work well. 
An advantage of the propane torch, especially for large works, is that it is cordless.  
Special caution should be used with torches because of their intense heat and open 
flame. Overheating the wax can weaken and discolor it.

Incandescent light bulbs or heat lamps offer slow radiant 
heat for an even fuse. When using heat lamps the painting 
must be lying completely level as to prevent the paint from running  
off the substrate as it fuses.

Direct fusing 
The tools below represent a direct method of fusing, meaning they heat and fuse the surface of a  
painting through direct contact with the painting’s surface. This is ideal for creating texture or  
modeling the paint.

Household iron delivers heat over a large surface however it provides little control. While the heat  
and ability to apply pressure does allow one to level textured peaks of wax; contrary to what most 
think irons generally do not create an overall smooth surface. The wax can cool and melt unevenly 
when using an iron. Irons are ideal however for creating beautifully modeled surfaces.

Tacking iron or quilting irons provide direct heat and because of their 
smaller size allow an artist more control and precision.

Palette knives and spatulas can be heated on a hot palette and used as 
a fusing tool. Their diverse shapes and sizes make them ideal for fusing 
details and small areas as well as give them a great range of mark mak-
ing ability. Electric palette knives are also available for spot fusing and 
because they are electric, are self heating.

It should be noted that these tools while presented here as fusing tools, can be (and often are) used 
as painting tools. These tools are often used by artists to manipulate and rework the surface of their 
painting.
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Painting, mark-making and creating texture

Beside the paint and heat sources, encaustic artists will need a variety of tools to apply, inscribe, 
sculpt, carve, burnish and scrape the molten paint. Like other paints the most often used tool to apply 
the paint is a brush. Once the paint is applied and then fused often several other tools are used to 
manipulate the surface. With the rise in popularity of encaustic as a medium many tools can be easily 
found through encaustic supply sources. However, most encaustic artists have an assortment of tools 
collected over the years from various sources forming an amalgam made up of traditional painting  
supplies, ceramic supplies, wood and carving supplies, as well as kitchen and dental tools. Pictured are 
select and commonly used tools from Ellmann’s studio.

Brushes
Artists use an assortment of natural brushes for encaustic work. Synthetic brushes are not  
recommended as they can melt when heated. Wiry hog bristle brushes, commonly used with oil paints, 
stand up well to the heat and wax but also leave more visible brushstrokes. Softer hair brushes, such 
as sable or hake brushes, provide smoother, lighter application. After use and once cooled the remaining 
encaustic paint left in the brush hardens creating stiff hardened bristles. However, once the brush is 
heated again the wax melts becoming fluid and the brush is completely usable. To clean brushes artists
can use either heated clean paraffin or soy wax to work the paint out of the brush. It is not necessary 
to clean brushes with encaustic and failing to do so does not harm the brushes. Many artists do not 
bother cleaning their brushes and instead use designated brushes for each color to avoid unwanted 
color mixing.

Palette knives
Palette knives or spatulas come in a wide variety of shapes and sizes. Ideal for applying wax they can 
be used in a variety of ways to spackle, slather, or “butter” a surface with wax. In addition to applying 
wax they can be used to cut into, carve out, or scrape off wax. 

Carving tools
There is no set list of specific encaustic tools for carving or inscribing into your painting. Some  
common examples used by artists include dental tools, etching tools, wood carving tools, clay  
working tools, printmaking tools, razor blades, kitchen tools, etc.

Hot tools
These would include things like heat guns, wood burning tools, foam cutting tools - anything that heats 
up on its own. Enkausticos! offers an encaustic flow pen which has a heated paint reservoir that keeps
wax in a heated fluid state while one draws with its stylus tip. Other heated tools have been developed
specifically for encaustic artists such as heated wax pens, heated brushes and heated palette knives.
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Supports and grounds

For best results, encaustic should be painted on a 
rigid, absorbent, and heat resistant surface. When 
discussing just exactly on what encaustic can be 
painted one is likely to hear the terms support or 
substrate and ground.

The support or substrate is the underlying layer 
or structure that the ground is applied to and the 
ground is the physical surface on which the first 
layer of paint is applied. Rigidity of the support or 
substrate is important as it keeps the work from 
flexing which will crack and damage the encaustic 
work. Common substrate examples include: wood 
(maple or birch plywood) panels, and masonite as 
well as ceramics, stone, and terra cotta in the case of painted sculptural works. Paper can be used as 
a support, but one will want to consider the size and rigidity of the paper as it will be more fragile than 
a wood panel. An artist can successfully paint encaustic directly on a plywood panel however many 
artists will apply a ground to the substrate. Common examples of grounds include unprimed canvas, 
glued paper, or encaustic gesso. Commercially made panels such as Encausticbord™ have a ready-to-use 
surface with a ground formulated for the unique demands of encaustic painting. Often encaustic artists 
will work with a white ground as it best allows the brilliance of the colors to shine through.

Barbara Ellmann’s encaustic paintings are created on wooden panel substrates similar to the one  
pictured above. Consistently, her panels are 24 inches square.

In contrast each of the drawings composing her installation of GAME BOARDS featured in AN OPEN 
BOOK 2 does not have a rigid substrate. They are created using Japanese kitakata paper. Drawn with  
colored pencils, the entire sheets are then dipped into molten encaustic medium (non-pigmented  
encaustic paint.) The paper absorbs the wax encaustic medium causing the sheet to become translucent.  
The process preserves the drawings permanently because of the protective, archival qualities of  
encaustic. However, because the drawings are not mounted to a rigid support they are vulnerable  
to flexion and bending and therefore are more fragile than the encaustic paintings.
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Roots
The origins of encaustic paint

Before oil, before fresco, before tempera, there was encaustic.

Encaustic is one of the oldest artistic mediums dating back to the first century 
B.C. through the second century A.D. Encaustic’s roots can be traced back 
to ancient Greece when wax was used to seal the hulls of Greek ships. This 
act of function would give way to one of form. Pigment was added to the wax 
allowing for the elaborate decoration of ships. Homer makes reference to 
painted warships sailing into Troy in writings from 800 B.C. The practice of 
decorated war ships would take encaustic in two primary directions: flat  
for easel painting and fully three-dimensional for the painting on clay,  
marble and stone sculptures. It’s surprising for some to realize the original 
archetypal white marble sculptures we associate with ancient Greece were 
in fact works of polychrome. As archaeologist and art historian, Gisela M. A. 
Richter noted,

“There are few subjects in the field of ancient art that have aroused such 
heated and prolonged controversy as polychromy in Greek sculpture. The 
idea of painted statues somehow filled people with horror, and only after the 
evidence in its favor had become overwhelming did the supporters of white, 
unpainted sculpture give up their case. The statements of ancient writers 
and the actual traces of color on extant Greek and Roman sculptures were 
too strong evidence to admit of further doubt that throughout antiquity  
marble as well as limestone statues and reliefs were painted diverse shades.”

Some of these written references to which Richter is referring come from Pliny the Elder, the  
Roman historian whose writings date back to the first century B.C. He identifies specific artists such 
as Apelles, Praxiteles, and Pausias as practitioners of encaustic. Beyond writings a rare and visual 
record remains in the form of a krater (a large vase used for mixing wine and water in ancient Greece.) 
Now housed in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Arts, this fourth century krater depicts an 
artist applying encaustic to a marble statue of Herakles.

Following Alexander the Great’s conquest in 330 B.C. a large Greek  
population would establish itself in Egypt. With time and intermarriage 
this group adopted the indigenous custom of embalming and wrapping the 
dead. Concurrently, they would continue to develop and refine the art of 
encaustic painting that was part of their Greek heritage. This blending of 
cultural practices would give way to a new form of encaustic painting  
referred to now as the Fayum Portraits. These head and shoulder wax 
portraits, named after the Fayum region of Egypt to which the practice 
was common, were set into mummy casings to commemorate the  
deceased and transport them to the afterlife. Each Fayum portrait was 
uniquely individual, life size, and realistically painted in the likeness of the  
deceased. This realistic painting style was in stark contrast to the ritualized 
symbolic imagery associated with Egyptian art prior to this period. Painted 
in full or three-quarter view with realistic light and shadow and modeling

Attributed to the  
(namepiece) Isidora  
Master (Romano-Egyptian,  
active 100 - 125)
Mummy Portrait of a 
Woman, about 100 - 110,
Encaustic on wood;  
gilt; linen
The J. Paul Getty  
Museum, Villa Collection, 
Malibu, California



the hair and fashion of the time these images allow one to gaze into the ancient world. “The Fayum 
portraits have an almost disturbing lifelike quality and intensity,” says Euphrosyne Doxiadis, an artist 
who lives in Athens and Paris and is the author of The Mysterious Fayum Portraits. “The illusion, when 
standing in front of them, is that of coming face to face with someone one has to answer to someone 
real. These portraits are a testament to the permanence of the medium of encaustic. Now over 
2,000-years-old they remain exquisitely preserved. Currently nearly 1,000 Fayum paintings exist within 
collections in Egypt and at the Louvre, the British and Petrie museums in London, the Metropolitan and 
Brooklyn museums, the Getty in California and elsewhere.

Encaustic fell out of favor coinciding with the fall of the Roman Empire. As an incredibly cumbersome 
and laborious process it was replaced with newly discovered methods of painting such as tempera, 
fresco, and eventually oil painting. For centuries encaustic became little more than a reference in art 
history texts. Spotty and limited mentions or examples of its use exist beyond its initial heyday of  
ancient times. It is really only just within the 20th century that encaustic has started to make its  
way back into the art world.

While art publications of the 18th and 19th century make reference to encaustic it wasn’t until the 
20th century and artists like Diego Rivera, Arthur Dove and Rifka Angel, that work that moved beyond 
mere experimentation began to surface. The invention of portable electric heating implements made 
encaustic a far less formidable technique and contributed to artists’ willingness to work with the  
medium. Karl Zerbe, the painting department dean at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts Boston,  
is also often credited as a pioneer in bringing about a revival in the medium. For more than a decade he 
painted in encaustic as well as taught courses in the technique exposing and inspiring a generation of 
young artists. By the late 1940s the first commercial encaustic was being manufactured by Torch Art 
Supplies in New York City. Prior to commercially manufactured paints, artists were making their own 
encaustic paints from waxes, resins, solvents, oil-paints, and powdered pigments. Often times these 
recipes were the result of experimentation and were less than stable containing odd and dangerous 
ingredients that were highly flammable or toxic.

The artist most credited with reviving the medium in 
the 20th century is Jasper Johns with his iconic  
images of targets, flags, numbers and maps. While the 
resurgence of the medium was on its way, he was the 
artist who brought it into the forefront. Interest in  
encaustic medium began to grow and prominent artists, 
such as Alfonso Ossorio, Lynda Benglis, Robert Morris,  
Nancy Graves, Mia Westerlund Roosen and Robert 
Rauschenberg, all contributed to encaustic’s rise to 
a modernist and cross-disciplinary medium. Through 
their work they expanded on the notion of encaustic 
from purely a painting medium, extending its use to 
collage, assemblage, sculpture, and printmaking.
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In the early 1980s Richard Frumess approached Torch Art Supplies after a gallery suggested he try 
encaustic. Interest in encaustic had died down considerably by this point, so much so that Torch Arts 
Supplies was no longer manufacturing the paints. All that remained were some five gallon cans of en-
caustic paint in eleven colors from the 1960s which were being broken down and sold by the pound. In 
addition no one remaining at the company could offer technical support as to how to use the remaining 
encaustic paint left on hand. A short time later, through contact with a former student of Karl Zerbe 
who shared information on the medium, Frumess began experimenting with encaustic. This would lead 
to the eventual hiring of Frumess as a clerk and then technical researcher and paint maker for Torch. 
During his time at Torch, Frumess expanded the line to twenty-nine colors by 1987, the year in which 
Torch Art Supplies closed. Richard Frumess continued to make encaustic paint, however, opening R&F 
Encaustics in his basement studio in Brooklyn in 1988. In 1990, Frumess moved R&F to Kingston, New 
York, joined forces with Jim Haskins and upgraded the company’s paintmaking process to a stone mill 
and the three-roll mill they still use today.

In 1995, R&F began sponsoring regularly run group workshops, designed to educate artists in working  
with encaustic, which were held at art centers. In 1996, R&F moved workshops to the factory building  
and changed the name of the company to R&F Handmade Paints. The company required all its paint-
makers to be artists and as a result many went on to be teachers. The workshops were held year 
around in formats ranging from 1-5 days and covered both two- and three-dimensional uses of encaustic. 
In 1999, R&F began setting up regional workshops throughout the country. Ellmann teaches these 
throughout the year in New York City. In 2004, R&F developed collaborative workshops with other 
workshop organizations, combining encaustic with photography, printmaking, and papermaking. R&F’s 
commitment to educational outreach established them as a clearinghouse for encaustic information.

Responses
What teachers are saying about AN OPEN BOOK 2

“At first I felt uncomfortable because my art skills are weak, but it was a non-threatening experience 
and I ended up feeling free to express myself through creative abstract art. I want my students to  
experience abstract art in a similar way. I loved the visual language used in nature and in everyday life! 
It made me think about how much I don’t take time to notice the beauty surrounding me daily. That 
has changed!”
      — ANONYMOUS, REAGAN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

“I have a deeper understanding of non-text as a valuable springboard for teaching CCSS and developing 
the overarching skills our students need to think critically as they approach any “text”. As a 1st grade 
teacher...exploring relationships, compare and contrast to help discover relationships and patterns. 
Thus they can connect to sorting objects by properties and developing academic vocabulary to  
accurately describe how we sorted. Incorporating writing will help solidify details and vocabulary.  
To incorporate a tech component, we could even practice curating as we did in the workshop...students 
could record their thinking, attach to QR codes and invite parents to see an installation in the school 
hallway...they would be able to click on the code and hear the artist and curator.”
       

      — KATHERINE EMERY, WASHINGTON CHARTER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
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“Two of the highlights I experienced in this workshop were sketching in abstract, because it was very 
nonthreatening, and the informational video on Barbara Ellmann detailing the process of her artistic 
endeavors in creating the panels. It was fascinating and allowed me to more personally connect to her 
work and create in my mind how my students could replicate the process in a simpler form. The entire 
day was a “feel good” experience which tapped into our creativity, stretched our artistic brains, and 
gave us a deeper understanding of the aesthetic value of teaching art in the classroom. I will explore 
with my students the idea of abstract art and how to make meaning of it, viewing pieces and asking 
open-ended questions. The rotating sketch groups would be perfect for students. Learning about the 
artist/curator relationship and the process of encaustic art would definitely pique the interest of all 
students. I especially think the cooperative/collaborative part of grouping the panels would be very 
valuable for all students.”
      — RHONDA FORT, RANCHO MIRAGE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

“The artwork from AN OPEN BOOK 2 was very interesting. The ability to produce abstract pieces  
of art and give them meaning was what made them interesting. Nevertheless, they are open to an  
individual’s interpretation, just like a textbook.”      

      — MEDARDO GOMEZ, MADISON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

“While looking at art through the curator’s vision, I never knew that the curator had such an impact 
on the arrangement of the art and exhibit. When drawing the sensory images, I had never thought 
about putting something I hear into an image that I draw.”
       

      — CHRISTINE LUTKE, SUNNY SANDS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

“I think the choice for this selection will be very exciting for my students. It is a great way to get  
students interested in various mediums artists may use. I love the thought of reading a work of art!”
       

      — DINA REIGLE, RANCHO MIRAGE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

“The idea of taking the familiar into the abstract and how line and color play such an important role  
in the piece will be an important aspect to delve into. Also the idea that one inspiration can lead to  
multiple pieces that are similar, yet different, is interesting. I think they will learn that abstract art  
requires thought and insight. By viewing and discussing these pieces the students will develop their 
own understanding of the work.”      

      — CYNTHIA STERN, EARHART ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

“I definitely think the students could look at the grids and really observe the similarities and  
differences in the tiles. There was also a lot of symmetry in the game pieces, which the students  
could observe. They could also create their own tiles and game boards.”
      

      — JULIA SCHWARTZ, WASHINGTON CHARTER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
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Resources
Read it here!

Abstraction (Whitechapel: Documents of Contemporary Art)
Edited by Maria Lind

Encaustic Art: The Complete Guide to Creating Fine Art with Wax
By Lissa Rankin

Encaustic with a Textile Sensibility
By Daniella Woolf 

The Art of Encaustic Painting Contemporary Expression in the Ancient Medium of Pigmented Wax
By Joanne Mattera
 
The Encaustic Studio: A Wax Workshop in Mixed-Media Art 
(also includes an instructional DVD)
By Daniella Woolf 

Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts, and Social Change
By Maxine Greene

On the Web
 
Artist Website
www.barbaraellmann.com
Learn more about Barbara Ellmann and her body of work. 

PICTURE IT 2 Tumblr page
www.tumblr.com/blog/anopenbook2
Check back in to see the different configuration visitors come up with for Ellmann’s work Picture It.

Kalamazoo RESA Education For The Arts Aesthetic Education Program Exhibition Catalog For 
AN OPEN BOOK
www.issuu.com/anopenbook/docs/an_open_book_ellmann_catalog 
The exhibit catalog has been made available online.

R&F Handmade Paints Website
www.rfpaints.com
R&F has become known not just as a leader in the manufacturing of high-quality encaustic paint but  
as the clearinghouse for encaustic information. Their site is filled with excellent resources about  
encaustic paint including several videos which demonstrate artists working with encaustic. Look  
under their resources tab on the home page.
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Glossary
Abstract art
A trend in painting that seeks to break away from traditional representation of physical objects, 
“not realistic”. It explores the relationships of forms and colors, whereas more traditional art 
represents the world in recognizable images. In abstract art, the artist uses a visual language  
of shapes, forms, lines, and colors to interpret a subject matter, without necessarily providing 
the viewer with a recognizable reference point. www.abstract-art-framed.com 

Abstract definition
Relating to or involving general ideas or qualities rather than specific people, objects, or actions
of art: expressing ideas and emotions by using elements such as colors and lines without  
attempting to create a realistic picture.

Art elements
The visual language or building blocks that can be used to make up a work of art. An artist  
may use up to six elements to express a message or create a mood: Color, Form, Line, Shape,  
Space/Perspective and Texture. The way in which elements are organized is referred to as  
the Art Principles.

1. Color is the perceptual characteristic of light described by a color name. Specifically,  
color is light, and light is composed of many colors — those we see are the colors of the visual 
spectrum: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet. Objects absorb certain wavelengths and 
reflect others back to the viewer. We perceive these wavelengths as color.

Three main characteristics of color:

• Hue:  The name of the color such as red, yellow, blue, etc. 

• Intensity: The brightness or dullness of a hue. Canary yellow is more intense than navy blue   
   which is more intense than black.

• Value: How light or dark a color is which includes shade, tint, and tone.
 – Shade: A hue produced by the addition of black. 
 – Tint: A hue produced by the addition of white.
 – Tone: A hue produces by the addition of gray.

– Primary colors are red, yellow, and blue. From these colors, all other colors are made.

– Secondary colors are orange, green, and purple, which are colors derived from mixing the  
   primary colors.

– Tertiary colors are those colors that are derived form mixing a primary color with its adjacent   
   secondary color found on the color wheel.

– Cold colors are the blues and greens of the color spectrum associated with cooler temperatures  
   such as the sky, water, and ice.

– Hot colors are the yellows and reds on the color spectrum associated with warmer temperatures  
   such as the sun, fire, and heat.
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2. Form has depth, length, and width and resides in space. It is three-dimensional. It encloses 
space and takes up space. 

3. Line is the most basic element of art; a continuous mark made on a surface can vary in  
appearance. They may be vertical, horizontal, diagonal, curved, dashed, dotted or zigzag, and 
may vary in line quality.

– Line quality references the variation of length, width, color, and texture of a line.

– Implied line is created when the artist lifts the pen or pencil from the paper, continuing its direction 
of travel, and then applies pressure again and continues in the same direction. The gap in the line is 
the ‘implied line’, which the mind fills in.

– Curvilinear line is a line that is curved.

– Contour line is a line that defines a form or an edge – an outline. It follows the visible edges of a 
shape. The contour describes the outermost edges of a form.

4. Shape implies spatial form and is usually perceived as two-dimensional and encloses space. 
Shapes can be geometric or organic.

– Geometric shapes are shapes defined by geometry (circle, square, triangle, rectangle, etc.) 

– Organic shapes are shapes that are man-made or free form.

5. Space/Perspective refers to the area in which art is organized. Perspective is representing  
a volume of space or a 3-dimensional object on a flat surface. The illusion of space is created 
through light and shadow. Space is defined and determined by shapes and forms.

– Positive Space is where shapes and forms exist.

– Negative space is the empty space around shapes and forms.

– Background is the area or image in a composition that is represented as being at the maximum  
distance from the frontal visual plane, the observer.

– Foreground is the area or image in a composition that is represented as being the nearest distance  
to the frontal visual plane, the observer.

6. Texture refers to the surface quality or “feel” of an object – smooth, rough, soft, etc.  
Textures may be actual (felt with touch – tactile) or implied (suggested by the way an artist  
has created the work of art – visual).

Art principles
How we use, arrange, or structure the building blocks of visual art: the art elements. The six  
art principles are balance, emphasis, pattern, proportion/scale, rhythm/movement and unity.

1. Balance is the impression of equilibrium in a composition. It is often referred to as  
symmetrical, asymmetrical, or radial.

2. Emphasis is used to make something stand out, like dark next to light. It is used to create a 
center of interest, the place in the composition where your eye first lands, a focal point.

3. Pattern refers to the repetition or reoccurrence of a design element, exact or varied, 
which establishes a visual beat. 28



4. Proportion/Scale is the size relationship of parts to a whole and to one another. Large 
next to small. Scale refers to relating size to a constant, such as a human body.

5. Rhythm/Movement is the suggestion of motion through the use of various elements.  
The visual flow through a composition, incorporating repetition.

6. Unity is the relationship among the elements of a visual that helps all the elements function 
together.

Composition
The word composition means “putting together”. For the visual arts, it is the organization,  
arrangement, or placement of the visual art elements according to the art principles pertaining 
to the medium of choice. (e.g. paint, collage, etc.).

Content
The message, idea, or feelings expressed in a composition.

Design
The plan, conception, or organization of a composition. It is the arrangement of independent 
parts (the art elements) to form a coordinated whole.

Encaustic
Wax plus damar resin plus pigment. Damar resin is a hardening agent that raises the melting 
point of wax.

Medium
The substance the artist uses to create his or her artwork.

Macro
Very large in scale, scope, or capability.

Micro
Very small; microscopic.

Sketch
A quick, rough drawing that shows the main features of an object or scene.

Visual language
“Just as spoken language is based on fundamental letters, sounds and grammar, visual art is 
based on elements and principles that, when used together, create works that communicate 
ideas and meaning to the viewer.” Please refer to the following document for more information – 
www.saylor.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Module-3.pdf 
Attributed to: sbctc.edu (adapted) 

“Even if there is only one point, one mark on a blank page there is something built into the brain 
that wills meaning for it, and seeks some kind of relationship or order, if only to use it as a point 
of orientation in relation to the outline of the page. If there are two points, immediately the eye 
will make a connection and ‘see’ a line. If there are three points, it is unavoidable to interpret 
them as a triangle; the mind supplies the connections. This compulsion to connect parts is  
described as grouping, or gestalt.”  www.char.txa.cornell.edu/language/element/element.htm

Wax
Typically bees wax. Other waxes that can be used are microcrystalline, paraffin and soy.
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