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​Introduction: A Creative Invitation

“ART ENABLES US TO FIND ourselves and lose ourselves at the same time.” – Thomas Merton

Welcome, curious creator.

If you've ever felt the pull to layer paint over paper, stitch threads through canvas, or glue down a found object that seemed to whisper, “I belong here,” then you’ve already stepped into the magic realm of mixed media.

My name is Kristi Ryan, and I'm honored to be your guide on this vibrant, exploratory path. With over 20 years immersed in the world of art, my journey has taken many forms—just like mixed media itself. I've spent the last 7 years teaching painting classes, encouraging others to pick up a brush and let their creativity speak. I've also had the privilege of briefly serving as an art director for a nonprofit creative charity and  I am a certified art therapy practitioner, a path that taught me how deeply healing and transformative the creative process can be.

My background is in graphic design—I studied it in college—but I made a heartfelt decision to pour my energy into fine art, and I’ve never looked back. That leap led me to build a website, write blogs about the materials and techniques I use, and even author a book on watercolor titled Painting with Transparency: The Art of Watercolor Made Easy.

But this book is something different. It’s an invitation—not just to learn mixed media techniques, but to transform the way you see materials, process, and self-expression. Mixed media isn’t just a style; it’s a mindset. It’s where acrylic meets thread, where gold leaf meets recycled wood, and where each layer tells a part of your story.

Throughout these fifteen chapters, you’ll explore textures, tools, colors, found objects, and creative exercises that awaken your inner alchemist. You’ll also find guided projects, prompts to help you play, and spotlights on magical techniques and inspiring artists. Whether you’re a beginner standing at the edge of possibility or a seasoned artist ready to reinvent your process, you’ll find a place here.

Art isn’t about perfection. It’s about presence. It’s about listening to what your materials want to say, and trusting your hands to help them speak.

So take a deep breath, pick up your favorite brush—or pen, or stick of charcoal, or strand of thread—and step into the magic realm with me.

Let’s create something beautiful together.

With joy and paint-splattered fingers,
Kristi Ryan
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​Chapter 1: Entering the Magic Realm
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​What is Mixed Media Art?

“Creativity takes courage.” – Henri Matisse

Welcome. You’ve just stepped into the magic realm of mixed media—a world where there are no hard rules, no single way to be right, and no limits on what you can make.

Mixed media is more than a combination of tools and supplies. It’s a mindset. A philosophy. A journey.

My name is Kristi, and I’ve been walking that journey for over twenty years. As an artist, teacher, certified art therapy practitioner, and former nonprofit art director, I’ve seen firsthand the transformative power of creativity. I’ve taught painting classes for seven years, authored a book on watercolor called Painting with Transparency, and written blog posts to share my love of materials and artistic exploration on my website Art Of KAE. But my truest artistic calling has always been mixed media.

Mixed media is where my heart returns to again and again. It’s where scraps find meaning, paint merges with thread, and forgotten objects become sacred. This chapter is an invitation—a door opening. All you have to do is walk through.



​What Is Mixed Media Art, Really?

TECHNICALLY SPEAKING, mixed media art is any artwork that combines more than one medium. That might mean ink and pencil on paper, or it might mean an intricate piece made of acrylic paint, handmade paper, wax, beads, and embroidery.

But that definition only scratches the surface. Mixed media is a conversation between materials. It’s what happens when we stop forcing control and start trusting our instincts. It’s a place where experimentation is not only allowed—it’s encouraged.

It’s also one of the most accessible and expressive forms of art. It doesn’t require a specific style, expensive tools, or classical training. All you need is an open mind and the courage to explore.

In mixed media, a tea bag can become a veil. A key can become a symbol. A torn page from a dictionary can whisper a hidden message. You are not just the creator—you are the curator of your materials, and the meaning you assign them is what turns your work into magic.



​A Personal Story: My First Encounter with Mixed Media

THE FIRST TIME I MADE what could be considered a mixed media piece, I was eight years old. It was a Saturday afternoon, and I was sitting on the living room floor with a shoebox full of art supplies—ribbons, glitter, scraps of construction paper, glue sticks, old stickers, fabric, buttons. I took out a piece of cardboard and began to build a picture of a garden. I cut out flower shapes from wrapping paper and gardening magazines my grandmother had stored in the cabinets, glued down old buttons and glitter as the centers, and painted over parts with watered-down markers.

It wasn’t “good” in any traditional sense. But it was mine. And I remember looking down at it and thinking: This feels right.

That early instinct—to combine, to collage, to follow intuition rather than instruction—never left me.

Later, in college, I studied graphic design and learned about balance, layout, and composition. I loved the structure of design, but I missed the freedom of chaos. The mess. The story. I eventually walked away from a professional design path and poured myself into fine art, returning to the textured, layered way I first learned to express myself.

That return changed everything. It opened the door to a kind of artmaking that was deeply personal and freeing. I loved that I could create anything, I didn’t have to choose between painting and sketching. I could add layer after layer until my masterpiece was complete and I felt full. I have always had a hunger for art but collage is what has been filling me. I didn’t have to color inside the lines. I could gesso over mistakes. I could rip and rebuild. 

And so can you.



​Mixed Media Through Time: A Global Tradition

THE DESIRE TO COMBINE materials is not new—it is ancient.

From prehistoric cave dwellers to 21st-century experimentalists, humans have always been drawn to layer, to mark, to manipulate the materials around them. What we now call “mixed media” existed long before we had a name for it.

​Cave Paintings and Ritual Marks

EARLY HUMANS CREATED visual records using whatever they had: crushed ochre, charcoal, mud, and sticks. They layered their stories onto cave walls in rich, symbolic detail. Some scholars believe these paintings were part of rituals or ways to connect to the spiritual world. When my  children were younger we took many trips to the Smithsonian and I had a deep awe at the cave paintings on the wall. As my daughter placed her hands inside of the ones on the wall I sensed a deep connection between the art of today and that of the past. I still keep this photograph I have of her with her tiny hands inside the ancient hands of the displayed cave paintings close to my heart.

​Egyptian Tomb Art

IN ANCIENT EGYPT, ARTISANS adorned tombs with paints made from natural minerals, applied onto plaster and wood. They combined gold leaf, inlays, and even semi-precious stones to construct sacred imagery for the afterlife. In elementary school I used to check out books on ancient Egyptian archeology and Greek mythology, turning every page eager and yearning to learn more.

​Byzantine Mosaics and Iconography

GOLD LEAF, GLASS TILES, wood panels, and painted images all combined to create the luminous, layered works of medieval Christian art. These pieces weren’t just for decoration—they were devotional, multi-sensory experiences meant to connect heaven and earth.

​Asian Scrolls and Spiritual Symbolism

CHINESE AND JAPANESE scrolls often merged ink, paper collage, calligraphy, seals, and painting. Buddhist and Taoist artists in particular used layering to explore themes of impermanence, balance, and the unseen world.

​Textiles and Beading in Africa and the Americas

IN NATIVE AMERICAN and African traditions, art wasn’t separate from life—it was embedded in it. Beaded garments, painted hides, woven fabrics, and ritual masks weren’t just cultural objects. They were embodiments of identity, protection, and memory. Materials held spirit. Combining them was an act of reverence.

These global traditions show us something powerful: mixed media is not a recent invention—it’s part of our human heritage. Across time and culture, art has been layered, symbolic, textural, and sacred.

​

​

​The Modern Mixed Media Movement

IN THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY, the Western art world began to formally recognize mixed media as a legitimate fine art category. Artists started to break the rules of painting, sculpture, and drawing—and created something entirely new. Breaking those rules myself has helped me find my artistic style and voice, without mixed media I would feel lost.

​Picasso and Braque

THE CUBISTS INTRODUCED collage (papier collé) into fine art, blending real materials like newsprint and wallpaper into abstract compositions.

​Kurt Schwitters

SCHWITTERS COINED THE term Merz to describe his personal art style, using urban detritus—ticket stubs, string, bits of advertising—within his work. His pieces were poetic, raw, and rebellious.

​Robert Rauschenberg

RAUSCHENBERG’S Combines blurred the line between painting and sculpture. He layered fabric, photographs, paint, and even taxidermy onto his canvases. He didn’t believe in keeping art neat or polite—he believed in pushing it to speak more.

​Faith Ringgold and Contemporary Voices

AFRICAN-AMERICAN ARTIST Faith Ringgold merged quilt-making with narrative painting, exploring Black identity, history, and feminism through textile storytelling. Today, artists like Wangechi Mutu, El Anatsui, and Lorna Simpson use found objects, fabric, and photographic collage to explore memory, place, race, and transformation.

These artists gave permission—to break boundaries, to speak with layers, and to treat materials as vessels of meaning. Before I was born My grandfather Francis was stationed in South Africa in Madagascar when he was working for NASA. He and my grandmother purchased many wooden carvings and artworks. They were then handed down to me and I have kept them and I am still amazed at what our hands can do when given time and the tools to use them. I have always had a love for art.

​

​

​A Practice of Discovery

MIXED MEDIA IS A PRACTICE, not a formula.

You start somewhere—maybe with a piece of paper, a brush, an image—and see where it leads. One layer invites the next. One material changes how you see another. Sometimes you cover things up. Sometimes you reveal what was always underneath.

T his kind of art teaches you to let go.

When I teach beginners, I often tell them to start by ruining the surface. Paint a big, bold stroke. Crumple the paper. Stain it. This helps override the fear of doing it wrong. There is no wrong. There is only what happens next.

​Why Mixed Media Is So Powerful

ONE OF THE MOST BEAUTIFUL aspects of mixed media is its permission to explore.

This isn’t an art form where you need a perfect sketch or a refined plan. You can start with a feeling, a word, a scrap of something that intrigues you. You can add, remove, repaint, scratch, stitch, or obscure. Each mark and medium is part of the process.

Mixed media is also deeply healing. As a certified art therapy practitioner, I’ve witnessed how layering materials allows people to access emotions and memories they didn’t know they were carrying. The tactile nature of applying paste or pressing down a collage piece gives the hands something to do while the heart processes what it needs to.

Even if you don’t identify as an “artist,” mixed media welcomes you. It’s not about mastering one thing—it’s about discovering many. It doesn’t ask for expertise. It asks for presence.



​Essential Tools and Materials

YOU DON’T NEED AN ART store full of supplies to begin mixed media. In fact, the beauty of this  practice is that you can start with what you have.

Here are some foundational tools and materials that are helpful (but not required) when you’re just getting started:

​Surfaces:

●  WATERCOLOR PAPER or mixed media paper
●  Cardboard or recycled packaging
●  Canvas panels or stretched canvas
●  Wood blocks or old book covers
●  Art journals or altered books
​Paint and Wet Media:

●  ACRYLIC PAINT (GREAT for layering and fast drying)
●  Watercolor (for transparent washes)
●  Inks or India ink (add depth or dramatic black lines)
●  Gesso (to prime or tone your surface)
●  Matte medium or gel medium (for collage and texture)
​Dry Media:

●  CHARCOAL, PASTELS, or conte crayon
●  Pencils or graphite sticks
●  Crayons, oil pastels, or colored pencils
●  Markers, pens, and ink brushes
​Textural and Collage Materials:

●  SCRAPBOOK PAPER, wrapping paper, tissue paper
●  Vintage ephemera (receipts, book pages, maps, photos)
●  Fabric scraps, yarn, lace, ribbon
●  Pressed flowers, leaves, twigs, sand
●  Beads, buttons, rusty washers, metal trinkets
​Tools:

●  PALETTE KNIVES OR old credit cards (for scraping paint or paste)
●  Stencils, stamps, bubble wrap, mesh (for texture)
●  Glue stick, PVA glue, or gel medium
●  Sewing needle, thread, or a simple



​Building Layers: Composition and Process


​1. Begin with the background.


​2. Add texture.


​3. Introduce focal points.


​4. Layer again.


​

​5. Embellish.


​6. Reflect and adjust.


​Try This! Prompt: Textures From Nature






​Try This! Prompt: Found Object Story



​

​

​Spotlight: My Studio Rituals









​A Mindset for Mixed Media


	There are no mistakes. Every “error” is a potential layer.
 

	Materials are meaningful. Trust that what you’re drawn to has a reason.
 

	Process > product. The value is in the doing, not just the outcome.
 

	Imperfection is gold. Beauty lives in the rough, the raw, and the real.
 

	Your voice matters. The way you see the world is worth expressing.
 





​Closing Reflection: The Threshold







​
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