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Notes on This Edition



Kassandra Kelly    Introduction

The first time I heard about Frances Pratt and Becca Fizell’s book Encaustic Materials 
and Methods was Gail Stavitsky’s catalogue essay for Waxing Poetic: Encaustic Art in 
America, a 1999 exhibition at The Montclair Art Museum:
 Frances Pratt’s and Becca Fizell’s Encaustic Materials and Methods, released  
 in 1949, traced the history of the medium from Pliny to the present. Working  
 methods and recipes by contemporary painters comprise the largest section  
 of the book which also includes a glossary of technical terms, a list of supply  
 sources, and a bibliography.  
In her broad history of the medium, Ms. Stavitsky further notes that contemporary  
artists as diverse as Jackson Pollock, Jasper Johns and Brice Marden used encaustic. 
This brief reference was at once mysterious and challenging.

At the time I was a new encaustic artist and I was as much in love with the warmth 
and aroma of the wax as I was with the beauty of the finished art. But I was broke, as 
many artists are, and the art store waxes and colors were very expensive. It was hard 
to make mistakes when the materials were so precious. 

And new artists need to make mistakes. They need to experiment. They need to melt a 
lot of wax. In a world of expensive, store-bought encaustic boards and paint, the idea 
that earlier artists had experimented and developed their own encaustic recipes and 
methods was electrifying. I hoped that Encaustic Materials and Methods would help. 

If only I could find the book.

The fact that I did find it, after several months of Google, Amazon and AbeBooks 
searches, is something of a miracle. There was only one edition of probably 500 (or 
fewer) copies printed in 1949 by a small press in New York. There are a handful of 
copies in library collections, mostly universities and museums, and a few more are 
probably held privately, but so few that I can only assume that most copies have been 
lost. In fact I’ve rarely seen them turn up for sale in the last couple of years and since I 
didn’t buy any of them (broke, remember?) they might still be out there.

When my copy arrived, I found a small, fragile hardcover volume with browned 
pages. There are a few color plates but most images are black and white. It’s hard to 
imagine today, but color photos weren’t so common in the less expensive books of the 
day.
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But it was filled with recipes and techniques. Of course it has the original formulas 
from the ancient Greeks that we’ve all seen before, and some interesting experiments 
from the 18th and 19th centuries. But most exciting were the formulas from the encaus-
tic artists of mid-century America, almost seventy years ago. Many of these people are 
forgotten now, though several are still relatively well known, including Karl Zerbe, 
David Aronson and Victor Brauner. But there were others as well, Esther Geller, Angel 
Rifka, and Fred Conway, who made important contributions during their lives. 

And each of them had experimental recipes for encaustic medium. Esther Geller, for 
instance, made an encaustic medium that was half resin and half wax. Fred Conway, 
an artist almost forgotten now, developed important glazing recipes and techniques. 
Others didn’t have recipes at all. 

And there are some I wouldn’t try on a bet. For instance, Victor Brauner thinned his 
wax with gasoline. 

These formulas are like witnessing the birth of encaustic. From Encaustic Materials and 
Methods, I learned how to make mistakes, how to play, and most of all, how to be an 
artist with this lovely and variable material.

It is my great pleasure to introduce you to Encaustic Materials and Methods by Frances 
Pratt and Becca Fizell. This facsimile edition, with its carefully reproduced pages and 
images, attempts to recreate the wonder and possibility I experienced when I first 
opened the book.

 
Kassandra Kelly, author of The Encaustic Materials Handbook
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Randal Davis   Notes on the Facsimile Edition

-----section omitted from preview-----
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Appendix I
Illustrations



Portrait of a young woman with a gilded wreath (A.D. 120–140)
Encaustic, wood, gold leaf

14.375 x 7 inches
Metropolitan Museum of Art
Rogers Fund, 1909, 09.181.7
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David Aronson
Young Christ Disputing with the Doctors (1945)

Encaustic on masonite
25.5 in. x 32.5 inches
Bryn Mawr College

Gift of Roy R. Neuberger and Marie Salant Neuberger, Class of 1930, 1948.1
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Victor Brauner
Fleur De Sang (1943)

Oil, ink and wax on canvas 
25 x 21 inches

Menil Collection
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Esther Geller
Oriental Musician (late 1940s)

Encaustic on masonite
30 x 24 inches

Collection Edith Alpers
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Karl Zerbe
Harlequin (1944)

Encaustic on canvas
44 x 34 inches

Whitney Museum of American Art.
Museum purchase, 45.8
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Biographical Materials



[Photographer unknown]
Frances Pratt, New York City (c. 1955-1958)

Black and white photograph, 7.375 by 9.5 inches
Collection Virginia E. Howard
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Virginia E. Howard   Frances Pratt: A Short Biography

Frances E. Pratt was born on May 25, 1913, in Glen Ridge, New Jersey. She moved with 
her family to Hollidaysburg, Pennsylvania, probably during middle school or high 
school. She attended Highlands Hall, a finishing school for young women in Penn-
sylvania, and organized art shows at her family’s home known as Cherry Corner as a 
young woman.

Eventually, she moved to New York City where she studied at the New York School 
of Applied Design for Women (1930-33) after which she studied at the Arts Students 
League (1933-35), where she probably met her first husband, Christopher Ritter, who 
opened Laurel Gallery in Greenwich Village and printed the Laurel Folios.

She taught drawing and painting at the Ballard School (Adult Education) from 1942 
into the early 1950’s, and mixed media and watercolor at the Parsons School of Design 
from 1948 to 1951. 

She had many one-person shows, notably: Theodore Kohn Galleries NYC 1941, 
Marquie Contemporary Arts Gallery 1943, American British Art Center, 1945, Laurel 
Gallery (owned by Chris Ritter) 1946, Doris Meltzer Gallery in 1955 and 1960. She was 
best known for her semi-abstract figures in motion. 

She is the author of a book entitled Encaustic Methods and Materials (1949) and co-au-
thored with Carlo T.E. Gay, as well as providing hundreds of illustrations, three books 
on Pre-Columbian Art: Mezcala Stone Sculpture: The Human Figure (1967), Chalcacingo 
(1971) and Paleolithic and Megalithic Traits in Olmec Tradition of Mexico (1971). She spent 
30 years studying early Pre-Columbia Art.

She was a private dealer of Pre-Columbian Art for decades from her apartment at 31-
33 W. 12th Street in Greenwich Village, and later dealt in Italian bronzes. She divorced 
Christopher Ritter in 1954 and married Bumpei Usui in 1955.

She died May 2, 2003 in Greenwich Village.

Virginia E. Howard is the great-niece of Frances Pratt.
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Randal Davis   Notes on Biographical Materials

Laurel Gallery

The earliest in this suite of biographical documents is headed “Frances Pratt: Biograph-
ical Note” and is typed on the letterhead of Laurel Gallery, in New York City, on East 
57th Street just off Park Avenue. Although the typescript is undated, it can reasonably 
be placed in the brief period of Laurel’s operations, 1946 to 1950; it is most probable 
that this was prepared for Pratt’s one-person exhibition at the gallery in 1946. 

The typescript was also altered at least as late as a year later with handwritten amend-
ments reflecting her participation in the Corcoran Gallery of Art Biennial in 1947 and 
1949 and group exhibitions sponsored by the Audubon Society (1948-1952). It is not 
known whether these additions were simply Pratt’s notes to herself or if they were up-
dating her participation in later group exhibitions at Laurel. The former may be more 
likely, as the document was not updated to reflect those other Laurel appearances. It is 
interesting to note that the updates do not include the publication of Encaustic Materi-
als and Methods, an omission which would seem to date this not later than early 1949. 

Although the history of the Laurel Gallery was relatively short, it played an interest-
ing role in mid-century American modernism. The gallery was founded in 1946 by 
Pratt’s then-husband, Chris Ritter, also a painter, and among the first artists seen at the 
new gallery was Pratt. The Laurel Gallery became known for its early association with 
Milton Avery and a series of print folios. Also among the artists was, in her first solo 
exhibition, Grace Borgenicht, who quickly became Ritter’s partner in gallery opera-
tions, and not merely an exhibiting artist. 

Following the brief life of Laurel Gallery, she opened Grace Borgenicht Gallery in May 
1951 and became one of the most important dealers of the time, representing, among 
others, Avery, Ilya Bolotowsky, Ralston Crawford and Jimmy Ernst.

-----remainder of section deleted from preview-----
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Other titles from Leland Iron Works Press available at Amazon

Lee Kelly  Observatory at Jaipur
Catalog accompanying Oregon sculptor Lee Kelly’s show in October 2015 at the 
Elizabeth Leach Gallery in Portland, Oregon. Exhibition included works from 2004 and 
2015, reflecting on a eighteenth century astronomical observatory in Jaipur, India. Full 
color, 88 pages. 

Lee Kelly   One through Nine
In 2013, Lee Kelly created a significant body of new work, a series of nine oil on canvas 
paintings, a medium the artist had largely abandoned in 1963. These new paintings 
do not, though, represent a return to Kelly’s Abstract Expressionist past but instead 
emerged from his sculptural work of the last ten to 15 years. Full color, 68 pages.

Lee Kelly    A Book of Gardens
This small book was first published by Lee Kelly and Bonnie Bronson in 1987 as a 
study of garden designs from India, ancient Egypt and Japan. Hand-printed and il-
lustrated by Lee Kelly, designed and spiral bound by Bonnie Bronson, this small book 
had a single release of fewer than fifty copies. This 2015 edition includes a facsimile 
reproduction of the original book and photographs from Lee’s sculptures as installed 
at his home and studio in Oregon City.

Kassandra Kelly Encaustic Materials Handbook
A fully illustrated and detailed handbook of recipes, methods and tools for the begin-
ning encaustic artist on a budget. Available as a Kindle book and softcover.

Coming soon to Amazon

Bonnie Bronson The Early Years
Oregon artist Bonnie Bronson died at the age of 50, leaving behind an significant body 
of work describing her mercurial talent and abiding interest in color and materials. 
While she is best known for her porcelain enamel wall reliefs of the 1970’s, her paint-
ings and wall sculptures from the 1960’s show a remarkable young artist at the begin-
ning of her career.

Bonnie Bronson Grids
After Bonnie Bronson’s death in 1990, a portfolio of colored pencil on paper works was 
discovered in her studio. These small, meditative works explore Bonnie’s interest in 
geometry and structure and color. Full color, 36 pages.


