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Seagulls and Sand by Marissa Voytenko

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on February 20, 2017.

The artist, Marissa Voytenko, uses encaustic, an ancient
technique that can be traced to mummy portraits done by
Greek painters in Egypt during the Coptic period (100–300
CE). A portrait placed in layers of wrapping that enclosed
the body gave the effect of a window-like opening to the
face of the deceased. Encaustic comes from a Greek word
meaning “to heat or burn in,” a key element for this tech-
nique because it involves melted wax. Voytenko has a “hot
box” for melting purified beeswax that she mixes with resin
from Indonesia and adds powdered pigments for color. This
method creates extremely durable images; the hardened wax
protects the finished painting from moisture so color stays
fresh—even for centuries.

Praised as a child when she created something, Voytenko
remembers rarely being praised for academic work. Diag-
nosed with dyslexia and multiple learning disabilities,
school felt chaotic, whereas art was reinforcing and a com-
fortable place for her. After earning a Master’s Degree in
Fine Arts from Boston University, she was making graphite
drawings when a friend suggested she try encaustic. The
friend showed her what she knew, then for the next dozen
years Voytenko read and attended encaustic workshops to
learn about the technique. She was entranced by the con-
trasts between light and dark, smooth and textured. She
liked the layers that created moody, mysterious images.
Most of all, she liked the fluidity of encaustic as a counter-
balance to the structure of grids she uses in her work. “The
gridwork was the way in, to go deep inside myself, while
the fluid quality of encaustic confronted my need for con-
trol,” she mused.

Voytenko had to make a leap of faith into being a full-
time artist. As a child, she felt herself an artist but as a
young adult—out of pragmatic considerations—she con-
vinced herself she was a teacher who liked to paint. She
would occasionally come home in tears from her teaching
job, and her supportive husband (a psychologist) encour-
aged her to do what she loved.

Voytenko’s great grandmother would include small paint-
ings she had done of her Wyoming homestead (reminiscent
of folk artist Grandma Moses’ paintings of her farm in
Eagle Ridge, New York) in the letters she sent to her great
granddaughter. Voytenko also paints her surroundings, al-
though they are often abstract with few recognizable fig-

ures. Her paintings capture the feeling, color, and light of
her landscape. Sensitive to what is around her, in western
Michigan her palette took on some of the gray that she lived
in; when she moved to Chicago, her palette lightened up
noticeably.

Her inspiration comes, she says, from what is going on in
her mind and heart, as well as what she is seeing in her
world. She mulls over her present circumstances, and they
come out in her work. Thoughtful titles are important to her
and are frequently metaphors for what was emerging during
the painting. Seagulls and Sand, on the cover, reflects the
peaceful shore of western Lake Michigan. The horizontal
lines hint that this is a landscape. The title is not only
alliterative, it captures what is both above and below. The
painting evokes waves with sunlight glinting on the water.
The totally unexpected patch of peachy orange in the lower
right corner is intriguing and reappears as a small spot of
this color in the waves above. The deep blue areas are
perhaps below the surface. There are no recognizable
seagulls present yet they are likely at hand because they are
ubiquitous near large bodies of water.

Much of Voytenko’s encaustic painting is on boards
braced so they will not warp, but Seagulls and Sand is a
monotype. This one-of-a-kind print happens when she
works directly on the plate on her hot box then lays Japa-
nese paper on top of the finished painting. The wax oozes
through the paper creating both the texture and color. When
she first started with encaustic, she used an electric pancake
griddle to melt the wax, but the temperature was uneven,
upsetting the flow of the paint and slowing the painting
process considerably. The hot box (she has two) keeps the
paint fluid, which helps when she is “in the groove.”

Voytenko currently volunteers at a nonprofit storefront
created to offer meaningful employment to refugee women.
She helps with the fabric that the women use to make items
like accessories and home goods using a patchwork pattern.
Having just moved, she relates in a small way to the feeling
of being alien and alone in a new place. She has started a
series of encaustic paintings using the patch-like pattern. It
fits well in her comfort zone. She sees the patchwork as
beautiful colors pieced together—much like our lives.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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