
A class where photos are blended
with traditional artist media
Ross den Otter

In this “hands on” workshop 
I will focus primarily on the 
process known as acrylic lifts. 
It’s a technique where the 
pigments from an inkjet print 
are suspended in a layer of  
acrylic medium; bonded to a 
hardwood panel. All of  the 
materials needed for this 
workshop will be available for 
the students in the class. 
Students will only be required to 
bring a digital file, in either tiff  

or jpeg format, of  the image 
they wish to use in class. 

The process begins with a 
hardwood panel made from the 
fast growing Paulownia tree. 
This tree can grow 10 to 20 feet 
in a year and, after being 
substantially cut back, complete 
renewal of  the tree can occur 
within one growing season.

This panel is textured with 
an acrylic paste and gesso then 
allowed to dry. Coats of  acrylic 
polymer are applied to the dried 

panel and, while wet; a pigment 
print, which has been printed 
laterally inverted is embedded in 
the polymer face down. After 
curing, the paper is washed from 
the panel suspending only the 
pigments in the polymer 
medium. The panel is dried 
again, painted with acrylic 
colours, to compliment the 
mood and tones of  image, and 
the piece is given a gloss topcoat 
to return the contrast and lustre 
of  the original image.
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The materials used for this 
process are a hardwood panel, 
a mirrored print made on plain 
bond paper, white gesso, gloss 
acrylic medium, lightweight 
modeling paste or Polyfilla, 

and acrylic paint to patina the 
panel.

To apply the products we 
use a few different tools 
depending on the media: a 
drywall taping knife or a large 
palette knife to texture the 

panel with the 
modeling 
paste, a foam 
brush to spread 
the gesso, a 
foam roller to 
apply the first 
few layers of  
gloss medium 
and the foam 
brush is used to 
evenly coat the 
panel with the 
first topcoat of  

acrylic medium once the paper 
has been washed from the 
panel. The acrylic paint is 
applied with a damp sponge 
and a foam brush is used to 
apply the optional topcoat of  
gloss medium.

Artist mediums and acrylic 
paints are available in a variety 
of  grades. The student grade 
paints and gloss medium work 
well for this process as they 
have a longer open time and 
lighter pigment load than the 
professional grade products; 
they are also less expensive. 
Professional grade gesso does 
cover better and is generally 
more adhesive in water but is 
more expensive.

Materials list - at a glance

Hardwood Panel
Acrylic Gloss Medium
Lightweight Modeling Paste
Acrylic Paint - in a colour to compliment your 
image
Foam Roller and Foam Brushes
Sponge
Photo - printed on plain paper,  reversed



Image selection is subjective. I prefer to use 
this technique with landscape or urban images 
that have unrecognizable people in them. This 
process does distress the image so it’s not always 
flattering toward skin tones. I would discourage 
portrait images. Photos with strong patterns and bold contrast work well with this technique as do 
floral images and certain landscapes. I process my photos with Photoshop or Lightroom but we 
will be working with panels that are 8”x8” so images processed through “Instagram” may work 
well without the need to use another image editing program.



When working with encaustic wax it’s very 
important to be in a well ventilated space and to 
never heat the wax to the point where it begins to 
smoke. Burning wax releases toxic compounds. 
We work with wax at the point below the burning 
point at a temperature that keeps the wax fluid 
but not smoking.

   Encaustic wax medium is available at many 
art supply stores premixed or raw bleached 
beeswax can be purchased and mixed with 
Damar Resin, a hard sap from a palm tree. (not 
varnish which is a different product and toxic). 
The resin and beeswax are mixed together over a heat that will melt the two components in a ratio 

of  between 6 to 8 part beeswax to 1 part resin. 
The resin raises the melting point, creates a 
harder surface and changes the refractive 
properties of  the coating. Premixed packages are 
traditionally mixed at 8 parts wax to 1 part resin.

The paper used to print photographs for this 
process has to be absorbent in order for the wax 
to fuse into the fibres. Photographic prints from a 
photo lab or papers designed for printing at home 
on inkjet printers are coated and will keep the 
wax on the surface without allowing it to 
penetrate.  I’ve had success with a number of  
sketch and watercolour papers that are available 
at art supply stores. Unlike Acrylic Lifts, when 
printing the photo for this process, the image is 

Encaustic Wax - demo

Materials and equipment list - at a glance

Hardwood Panel
Encaustic Medium - premixed or Beeswax and 
Damar Resin mixed as needed
Acrylic Gloss Medium
Steel Drywall taping knife - 6 inch is a good size to 
start with
Acrylic Paint - to paint the sides of  the panel before 
bonding the photo
Foam Roller - to “glue” print to the panel
Heat Gun or Hair Dryer
Pot for melting wax
Controlled Heat source for melting wax
Making tape - to mask the panel edges (optional)
Photo - printed on uncoated watercolour paper



oriented correctly for viewing and is bonded to 
a hardwood panel, face up, using acrylic gloss 
medium as an adhesive. Before bonding the 
image to the panel be sure to paint any surface 
before adding wax. Acrylic paint doesn’t 
adhere to waxed surfaces. A good coat of  gesso 
on the face of  the panel may help seal the 
natural oils in the wood an keep them from 
penetrating the printed paper.

The process for applying encaustic wax to 
the surface of  the print is straightforward. The 
wax is heated to its melting point and poured 
over the surface of  the panel. It will cool as a 
thick layer that can be reheated with the heat 
from a hair dryer or heat gun, using care to 
only melt the wax; not scorch it. The surface of 
the wax can be spread and shaved with 
drywall tools and abraded with natural bristle 
brushes that you have dedicated to this 
process. The wax left on the brushes makes 
them much less useful for other painting 

projects.
As the wax layer is thinned and shifted with a 

drywall knife it becomes more transparent, thicker 
layers are more opaque and wax that is brushed 
while cooling can have a mix of  opaque and 
transparent qualities and a coarse surface. The 
smooth areas of  wax can be polished to a gloss 
finish by rubbing it with a nylon stocking.

When selecting images for this process keep in 
mind the lighter toned wax will have the greatest 
impact on images that have large areas of  middle 
and darker tones and good contrast. Lighter areas 
don’t have much contrast under the wax.



Oil of  wintergreen is used in deep 
heating liniments such as  Bengay and 
Tiger Balm to treat joint and muscle 
pain. The purified form we use can be 
toxic, especially when ingested. It is 
absorbed through the skin. Wear 
rubber gloves when handling to 
minimize your exposure to it. The 
aroma and its use as a flavouring agent in certain 
chewing gums might make it attractive to 
youngsters; keep it out of  reach of  children. With 
that warning let’s start.

This process begins with a hardwood panel 
that has been prepared with a coat of  gesso and 
several coats of  Golden brand Absorbent 
Ground. This ground is the base we use to  

receive the toner from a laser print. The process 
depends on the absorbent nature of  the receiving 
surface, if  the surface is not absorbent the transfer 
won’t happen.

The next step is to place a laser print face 
down in the position on the panel where you will 
place the image; taping the print along one side 
will let you check the progress while maintaining 

Materials and equipment list - at a glance

Hardwood Panel
Oil of  Wintergreen
Absorbent Ground - made by Golden
Gesso
Acrylic Gloss Medium
Spoon - for burnishing image onto the  prepared surface
Watercolour Paint  or diluted Acrylic paints
Foam Brush
Rubber Gloves
cloth or rag
Laser print of  image or graphic - print mirrored on 
plain paper

Wintergreen transfer - demo



the registration of  the image. Because the 
image is face down, you would need to 
print it in reverse so the orientation of  the 
transfer is correct.

A small amount of  Oil of  Wintergreen 
is put onto a cloth and wiped onto the 
back of  the print. The oil is allowed to sit 
for a moment until the paper becomes 
translucent. Once translucent, the image is 
burnished onto the panel using a spoon 
and a bit of  pressure. Through the process 
the paper can be gently lifted to check the 
image transfer and lowered back down in 
register.

Once the image is transferred to the 
panel, the white ground can be stained 
with a wash of  watercolours or acrylic 
paints that have been diluted with water. 
Optionally a flood coat of  acrylic gloss 
medium can be applied to the surface to 
give the work a smooth and shiny finish.


	mixed_media_class_notes

