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Basic Encaustic Medium Recipe 
 

By Kassandra Kelly, The Hive Encaustic (http://hive-encaustic.com) 
 

Encaustic medium is the term used to describe the primary element of encaustic 
painting. It is the base ingredient of encaustic paints and glazes, and is often the first 
layer of wax added to a new painting. Beeswax, unadulterated and pure, can be used by 
itself for encaustic work. However, additives can make this natural wonder harder and 
more temperature-resistant, and every artist develops her own preferred recipe. 
 

 

 

A) Unbleached white wax in granulated prill form  
     and cat food tin of wax medium 

B) Rough filtered one-pound blocks of yellow  
     beeswax and tin of yellow wax medium. 

 

 

 

The most common medium is a combination 
of eight parts beeswax and two parts damar 
resin crystals. A higher percentage of damar 
resin (such as three parts resin to seven parts 
wax) will make your medium sticky and 
harder to work with, a lower percentage 
won't do much to inhibit bloom. As you use 
each batch of wax medium, note what you 
like about its workability and keep track of 
the proportions so you can repeat the 
formula next time. 
 

 

     C) Raw damar resin crystals 
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What you will need: 

• 1 pound of beeswax 

• 3-4 ounces of damar crystals 

• A heavy Teflon saucepan. Buy a decent used pan at a thrift shop as this will be 

your wax pan from now on. 

• Clean, dry tins. I use cat food tins, but people use muffin tins, loaf pans and those 

pretty little tins designed for encaustic medium. Cat food tins hold about ½ cup 

of wax, so plan to use four or five tins per pound of wax, depending on how full 

you fill them. Obviously, your mileage may vary. 

• Candy thermometer 

• Wide-mouth funnel 

• Colander or strainer with handle 

• Cheesecloth, two folded 18" sections 

• Wooden spoon 

Before starting, cover your counter or table top with wax paper. Arrange your clean dry 
tins, muffin tins or loaf pans on top in rows, an inch or two of space in between. Place 
your wide-mouth funnel in the first tin in the first row and determine how full you want 
fill each tin. You can experiment by filling a tin with water to the desired level, placing 
the funnel in the tin and marking the water level on the inside of the funnel with a 
Sharpie pen. You don't want any surprises when pouring for the first time.  
 
Choose your pour area carefully—you want 
to be able to move down the rows with a 
pan of 200 degrees F wax and not trip over 
anything! If you have little children 
underfoot or husbands or even a chatty 
best friend, get a sitter or wait until 
everyone is taking a nap. You will be 
working with volatile substances at 
significant heat. You don’t want to be 
distracted. 
 
Prepare your strainer by pressing your pre-
cut cheesecloth into the strainer. I like to 
place the cheesecloth sections crosswise to 
one another for maximum coverage. 

 
D) There's my funnel in the WRONG place.  
      Should be placed in the first can on the  
      first row. I must have been distracted…. 
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Step One 
Place your wax, either bricks or prill, in your sauce pan over medium high heat. 
 
I have a two-quart sauce pan which cooks a pound of wax comfortably. Some people use 
Crockpots or other large capacity pots but I find Crockpots too heavy to lift and awkward 
to pour from. Make sure you are working with a pot or pan that you will be able to lift 
comfortably when filled with hot wax. 
 
As soon as the wax begins to melt lower the heat to medium. You will play the heat 
between medium high and medium until the wax is fully melted. Use your candy 
thermometer to watch the temperature. Allowing your wax to overheat may discolor the 
medium. 
 

E) Melting white wax. The granulated prill has  
     condensed into icebergs. 

F) Yellow wax block almost melted. I'm  
     checking the temperature on the right. 

 
 
Step Two  
As soon as the wax is melted and steamy, with temperatures above 155 degrees F (and 
climbing) add your damar crystals to the hot wax a lump or two at a time, being careful 
not to splash. The crystals will spit and crackle and melt in thick ribbons. Using your 
wooden spoon, stir the contents in a slow circle, allowing the damar ribbons to melt into 
the wax. Don't be surprised if you suddenly see bits of wood in your medium. Damar 
resin is tapped from trees, and small twigs may get trapped in the sticky sap. The cheese 
cloth will strain them out. 
 
Filtered white wax has so little scent that adding damar will fill the room with its clean 
pitchy aroma. Yellow, unfiltered beeswax has such a strong honeyed scent that you 
might not even notice the smell of pitch. 
 
By the time the temperature reaches 180 to 190 degrees F, most of the resin will be 
melted and incorporated into the wax. Turn the heat down to medium and get ready to 
pour. 
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                            G) Damar resin melting into white wax. You can see little bits of wood and  
                                  other debris floating in the mixture. 

 
 

 

Step Three 
Balance your strainer over the funnel. If you can do it, 
stabilize the strainer with one hand and pour with the 
other. If this feels awkward, ask a friend to hold the 
strainer. You don't want to feel awkward and you 
certainly don’t want any surprises. Move smoothly from 
tin to tin. If you need a break, return the pan to your 
burner for a moment. 
 
As you pour, you will see a residue of twigs and 
splinters collecting in your cheesecloth. When you are 
finished, and the cheesecloth is cool to the touch, 
simply drop the cheesecloth in the garbage. Unlike 
turpentine, mineral spirits or other art-related 
substances, damar and wax don’t harm the 
environment. 

H) Pouring with my right hand and  
      stabilizing the strainer with my  
      left. 
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I) Damar resin residue caught in cheesecloth. J) Cooling tins of white wax medium. 

 
Wax medium will shrink and crack as it cools. Within a couple of hours you can stack 
and store your medium for future use. If you poured into muffin tins, turn the pan over 
and strike it once or twice on the edge of a table. The wax will pop out in neat muffin 
shapes, ready for use. Filled tins can go directly onto your palette to be re-melted as 
medium and mixed for paint. 
 
About the Hive Encaustic blog  
A weekly blog and meditation on encaustic materials and techniques by a writer. 
Kassandra's experiments with encaustic are a blend of wry humor, disaster and triumph. 
Making encaustic art has never been this cheap. Visit http://hive-encaustic.com/ 
 
Coming soon--Encaustic Materials Handbook by Kassandra Kelly. The antidote to 
the high cost of making encaustic art, The Encaustic Materials Handbook 
explores options for encaustic gesso, paints and glazes, cold wax paint and different 
surface preparation ideas.  The Encaustic Materials Handbook is for artists with a 
do-it-yourself attitude who want to explore and experiment with the most beautiful art 
materials ever. The book will be available as an ebook from various sources. 
 
Coming soon-- Francis Pratt's influential text Encaustic Materials and Methods. 
Published only once in 1949, Encaustic Materials and Methods was written when 
artists were seeking out new ideas and non-traditional materials. Though neither new 
nor non-traditional, encaustic was enjoying a renaissance made possible by electric 
heating sources, and many artists were re-discovering the medium. Encaustic 
Materials and Methods is full of encaustic recipes and techniques from artists who 
mastered the medium over seventy years ago. Francis Pratt's revolutionary little 
encaustic book will be available as a print-on-demand facsimile edition. For more 
information about Francis Pratt and the re-release of Encaustic Materials and 
Methods, go to www.francisprattart.com. 
 


