
 
 

 

Greek artists were painting with encaustic as early as the 5th century B.C. The 

origins of encaustic painting lie in ancient Greece, where shipbuilders used 

beeswax and resin to seal joints and waterproof the hulls of their vessels. Adding 

pigment to the wax gave rise to decorating warships, and it's likely that this 

evolved into painting pigmented wax onto panels, statues, ceramics, and 

architecture. 

Pausias, a Greek painter from the first half of the 4th century B.C., was renowned 

for his encaustic work and is sometimes credited with refining or even inventing 

the technique. His most famous painting, A Sacrifice, featured a foreshortened 

figure of a bull and was displayed in the portico of Pompey’s temple in Rome for 

centuries. 

Pliny the Elder, a Roman historian writing in the 1st century A.D., described 

encaustic in his Naturalis Historia. He documented its use in painting portraits 

and mythological scenes on wooden panels, coloring marble and terra cotta, 

and decorating ivory. According to Pliny, artists applied hot, pigmented wax 

with heated metal tools, achieving effects that rivaled tempera painting. While 

encaustic was slower and more complex than tempera, its rich optical depth, 

sculptural potential, and permanence made it a highly regarded medium. Pliny 

also wrote about Pausias and other encaustic painters like Aristeides and 

Praxiteles, who were said to have developed or enhanced the method. 

By 79 A.D., the artists of Pompeii and Herculaneum were using a form of wax 

painting called Punic wax, an emulsion created by boiling beeswax with 

saltwater and potassium carbonate, then bleaching it in the sun. This created a 

soft, paste-like wax that was easier to work with. 

After Alexander the Great’s conquest of Egypt in 330 B.C., a large Greek 

population settled in the Fayum region near Cairo. Greek culture merged with 

Egyptian customs, including the mummification of the dead. Artists created 

realistic encaustic portraits to place over the faces of the deceased, giving rise 

to the Fayum mummy portraits in the 1st and 2nd centuries A.D. Over 600 of 

these portraits have been discovered since the 19th century, remarkably 

preserved by the durability of the wax medium. Their vibrancy and realism are a 

testament to the skill of the artists and the resilience of encaustic paint. 



 
 

 

With the decline of the Roman Empire, encaustic gradually fell out of use. It was 

expensive, time-consuming, and difficult to produce. Some religious icon 

paintings were still created with encaustic as late as the 12th century, but for the 

most part, it became a lost art. 

In 1503, Leonardo da Vinci attempted to revive the encaustic process while 

painting a mural in Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio. Inspired by Pliny’s writings, he 

tried to impress the city by using ancient wax techniques—but his efforts failed 

when the wax overheated and dripped off the wall. 

Interest in encaustic reawakened in the 18th century, following the rediscovery 

of the murals at Herculaneum and Pompeii in 1738 and 1748. However, it wasn’t 

until the 20th century that encaustic experienced a true revival. The invention of 

electric heating tools made the process more accessible to modern artists. 

In the 1920s, Diego Rivera experimented with encaustic, and in the 1940s, Karl 

Zerbe, head of the Museum School of Art in Boston, became one of its most 

influential advocates. He is often credited with reviving the medium, though 

Rifka Angel had begun experimenting with encaustic independently a few 

years earlier. 

Modern encaustic history begins with Jasper Johns, who used the technique in 

his iconic flag paintings starting in the 1950s. Other contemporary artists who 

adopted wax in their work include Lynda Benglis, Nancy Graves, and Michelle 

Stuart. Even artists like Picasso, James Ensor, Robert Delaunay, Antoine Pevsner, 

and Pedro Pruna tried their hand at encaustic. 

In the 1990s, encaustic gained broader recognition through major exhibitions like 

Contemporary Uses of Wax and Encaustic in California (1992) and Waxing 

Poetic: Encaustic Art in America in New Jersey (1999). Today, encaustic 

continues to thrive, with more artists, resources, and educational opportunities 

than ever before. 

Some of my personal encaustic inspirations include Tony Scherman, known for 

his expressive large-scale portraits; Martin Kline, whose works blend painting and 

sculpture; and Joanne Mattera, a pioneer of modern abstract encaustic and 

author of The Art of Encaustic Painting. 

 


