
 

 

The Basics of Collage 
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Collage is an art form in which papers are pasted or glued to a surface.  The artwork 

may also include natural or found objects and materials.  Collage can be enhanced or 

altered using various painting or decorative art techniques.  Collage is a unique art form 

that can utilize a wide range of skills and techniques for the ‘pack rat’ who has saved any 

and everything. 

 

Basic and Miscellaneous Supplies: 
 Supports: Watercolor paper/boards Illustration Board  Mat Board 

   Hardboard    Stretched Canvas  Wood 

 Adhesives: Matte Medium   Gloss Medium  Gel Medium 

   Leneco PVA Glue   Tacky Glue   Glue Stick 

   Wallpaper Paste   E-6000 Adhesive  Yes Glue 

 Papers: Oriental Rice Paper  Mulberry Paper  Bark Paper 

   Japanese Papers   Marbled Paper  Handmade 

   Tissue Paper    Blotter Paper  Lace Paper 

   Egyptian Papyrus   Brown Paper Bags  Sandpaper 

   Coffee Filters   Parchment   Vellum 

   Watercolor     Printed Papers  Photos 

 Tools:  Metal Ruler    Exacto Knife  Scissors 

   Pencil (HB)    Plastic Eraser    Sharpie  

   Paper Towels   Saran Wrap   

 Tissues 

   Aluminum Foil   Cheesecloth   Sponges 

   Freezer Paper   1” Bristle Brush  Glue Brush 

   Assorted Acrylic Brushes Water Basin   Palette 

   Plastic covering for table  Holder for tools  Washcloth 

   Brayer    Spray Bottle  Stylus 

 Paints: Watercolor Paints   Acrylic Paints  Gesso 

   (Basic Colors: Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Violet, Red Violet, 

   Black, White & Earth Tones: Burnt and Raw Umber, Burnt and Raw 

   Sienna OR a selection of favorite colors) 

 Embellish: Pen and Ink (dip, calligraphy, technical, disposable, colored ink)  

   Graphite Pencil   Colored Pencil  Pastels 

   Faux Finish supplies  Crackle Medium  Chalks 

   Gold Leaf supplies   Crackle Finishes  Antiquing 



 

 

Principle Forms of Collage: 
Formal Collage: 
Pasted papers are intermixed or woven to create a structured pattern or a geometric 

design.  The texture and colors of the paper are of primary importance.   

 
Paper Layering: 
Paper is stacked or layered as an enhancement to the main focal point and usually 

involves the incorporation of another art form such as painting or low relief sculpture in 

either paper (casting) or in clay. 

 

Integrated Collage: 
Multi-media enhancement of the pasted papers with paint using traditional fine art or 

decorative painting techniques.  Colored Pencil, Pastel and other media can be used. 

 

Decoupage: 
Paper motifs are generally adhered to a functional object and then varnished.  The 

varnish is then sanded between coats to create a smooth surface. 

 

Montage: 
Photographs or copies of photographs predominate in the design.  Magazine images may 

be used in conjunction with personal photos and pasted papers. 

 

Assemblage: 
Pasted papers are used with found objects either natural or manmade to create a 3 

dimensional relief. 

 

Basic Technique: 
 

All of the materials used in a collage should be acid-free or PH neutral and lightfast.  

Good materials and careful handling is a prime consideration for producing artistic 

collage.  Practice squares that are 7” x 7” are the perfect size for initial collages. 

  

The support for the collage should be prepared either by sealing the surface with Matte 

Medium or basing the support with Gesso.  Prep both the front and back to prevent 

warping.  Lightweight surfaces may be taped to a rigid support or pressed later to 

flatten out a buckled surface.  Select the support best suited to the type of collage.  

A lightweight support such as watercolor paper can be used with lightweight papers in a 

formal collage.  A heavy support such as hardboard may be best for an assemblage.  If, 

painting is the primary focus, watercolor board is the best choice. 



 

 

 

Select an adhesive that also best suits the type of collage.  For integrated collage with 

papers and painting, matte or gloss medium is the primary choice.  To prevent buckling 

in lightweight papers, use PVA glue and a brayer.  To secure heavy objects in an 

assemblage, Tacky Glue or E-6000 would be the best choice.  If, the papers need to be 

removed for any reason, use wheat or rice paste which can be reactivated with water. 

Apply the thinner adhesives with a cheap, 1” bristle brush and thicker adhesives with a 

craft stick. 

 

The selection of paper for collage is limitless.  Some choose only white or off-white  

papers that can be enhanced with painting techniques to make the collage truly unique.  

Others select from the vast assortment of textures and colors available in both fine art 

and decorative papers as well as printed materials.  Paper that is not lightfast or PH 

neutral should be encased in acrylic medium or between layers of tissue as a safety 

measure.   Using UV (ultraviolet) protective varnishes will prevent excessive fading.   

 

Use watercolor or acrylic paints to enhance the papers.  Acrylics have the advantage of 

permanence and will not be effected by adhesives or mediums.  Watercolors have the 

advantage of transparency and easy of creating random effects on paper.  Gesso is 

used to prepare supports and papers as well as a vehicle for adding texture to paper.  

Modeling Paste, crackle mediums, faux glazes, dimensional paint and spray paint can also 

produce interesting effects in a collage.   

 

Creating the Background: 
The background is the starting point for any collage.  The background may be painted 

and/or pasted with papers as the initial step.  The ideas for each technique progress 

from simple to more complex ideas or techniques.   

 
Paper Backgrounds: 
 

 Paste crinkled tissue or rice paper over the entire surface. 

 Paste torn textured paper randomly or to imitate the texture in a design. 

 Paste cut paper into a geometric design or weave strips of paper. 

 Paste torn dimensional paper (Blotter Paper) to create a low relief. 

 Paste natural materials (leaves, etc.) as a foundation for other objects. 

 Paste printed materials (newspaper, sheet music, etc.) to create a theme. 

 Paste textured materials (Fiber, Fabric or Paper) for interest. 

 
Painted Backgrounds: 
 Paint a solid color background color to support transparent and opaque papers. 



 

 

 Paint a monochromatic background using various tints and shades of a color. 

 Stencil the background using one or more stencils. 

 Paint a loose abstract using a specific design form ( ‘S’, ‘C’, cruciform, triangle). 

 Using crackle medium, create a crackle finish between two colors of paint. 

 Using medium, gesso, paste or paint imprint objects (leaves, net) while wet. 

 Using faux finish techniques create marble, stone, wood grain or just sponging. 

 Use a combination of paint and gold leaf (composition leaf) for dramatic effect. 

 Create a monotype print using an acrylic sheet and very wet acrylic paint. 

   

Creating Appliques: 
 

Motifs can be made separate from the main collage and then glued with PVA  or with 

matte medium after drying and trimming.  This technique allows the development of a 

precise motif as well as trying out several different motif ideas.  Using an acrylic sheet 

or masonite, cover the top with plastic and place the motif design under the plastic.  

The motif can be created using paper or paint and medium.  Develop paper motifs on a 

base of lightweight transparent paper such as tissue or rice paper.  Secure the base to 

the plastic sheet with matte medium.  Allow to dry and then paste torn paper. 

 

Paper Appliques: 
 Cut or tear a simple shape from paper or tear several to repeat a motif. 

 Paste textured rice papers over the design (which may then be painted). 

 Paste colored tissue or opaque papers using dark and light values for dimension. 

 Weave strips of paper, cording, wire, etc. using random lengths and widths. 

 Encase flat, natural materials between two layers of tissue or medium. 

 Create a paper casting of natural or manmade objects. 

 

Painted Appliques: 
 Drop colors of paint on Freezer Paper and swirl with a stylus, brush or stick. 

 Make a random design with Gel Medium and swirl paint into design: embellish. 

 Make a photo transfer using 5 coats of Gloss Medium on a color photocopy. 

  

Imprinting Texture and Pattern: 
 

Collage can be enhanced using texture and pattern created with various painting 

techniques.  Texture can be implied with paint or created with paste or medium. 

 Stamp motifs onto dry papers or reverse stamp with objects into wet paint. 

 Use commercial or handmade stencils to impart pattern: painted or spattered. 

 Draw, doodle or impress objects (natural or manmade) into wet medium or paint. 



 

 

 Imprint in wet paint with fabrics (netting, burlap). 

 Sponge or spatter paint on paper.  Spray with Krylon Webbing. 

 Use combing tools through wet paint, medium, gesso or texture paste. 

 Use the transparent colors of Pebeo Crystal Gel to texture, incise or embed. 

 Use watercolor resist crayons (clear) to draw or write before painting. 

  

Customizing Paper: 
 

Even with the vast array of paper available, creating unique colors, textures and effects 

can add enormously to collage.  Old ‘did not work’ watercolors can be reused as torn 

pieces in collage.  The painted texturing ideas can be used to make custom papers in 

addition to these more specialized painting techniques.   

 

Painting Tissue and Rice Paper: 
Crinkle these lightweight papers before painting.  For stronger paper, spray with Krylon 

Matte Finish.  Place on plastic or freezer paper using a support underneath.  This 

makes it easier to move the wet papers while painting others.  Lift the painted paper to 

keep it from sticking and possibly tearing.  The papers may be sprayed with water to 

make colors bleed more easily.  Use watercolor or thinned acrylics to apply transparent 

color loosely to the tissue or rice paper.  Acrylics can be spattered with rubbing alcohol 

to make interesting color patterns (do not have the paper too wet as the paint will just 

bleed back and eliminated the alcohol drops).  Watercolors can be spattered with water 

or sprinkled with salt.  Darker color will gather in the creases.  Use two or more colors 

to make a complimentary or harmonious color scheme.  Metallic colors add a richness to 

the mix.  Do not store dried painted papers touch others as the paint will stick to paint 

(papers may be dusted with corn starch to prevent sticking). 

 

Brayer Paper: 
The random application of paint using a brayer can create the look of leather or metal.  

Or color can be rolled over lace, lace paper or stencils.  The soft brayer is rolled 

through paint on a waxed palette to load the brayer with broken color.  This application 

is done in several steps to create random texture on the rice or tissue paper.  Several 

colors can be used to create depth and dimension.  Use metallic paint for the final coat 

to impart the look of metal.   

 

 

Crystalline Paper: 
Apply a layer of Gloss Medium to transparent tissue and rice paper.  Place on Freezer 

Paper or on cardboard covered with plastic.  Paper may be crinkled or left smooth but, 

the application of the medium will cause some wrinkles.  Coat one side of the paper with 



 

 

Gloss Medium (Matte is too opaque) brushing from the center of the paper out to the 

edges.  When the medium is dry, turn the paper over and apply one coat to the back.  

Allow the back to dry, turn the paper over and apply 4 additional coats to the front.  

Each coat should be dry before applying the next layer.  Make several sheets at one 

time as it can be a lengthy process.  Clean the brush between coats.  Do not stack 

these sheets without plastic between them.  Color the sheets with watercolor or very 

transparent acrylics.  Spray the paper with water first to allow freer movement of the 

paint.  The crystalline paper will impart a stained glass effect. 

 

Paste Paper: 
Dry pigments are added to Rice or Wheat Paste, PVA adhesive, Gesso or Matte Medium.  

Coat the paper and while wet, texture the surface with: sponges, texturing combs, 

sticks, rubber stamps, stylus, saran wrap, wax paper, etc.  A texturing comb can be 

made from heavy cardstock using decorative edged scissors.  While wet, 

embellishments can be added such as glitter, mica or even sprays such as Webbing 

Spray.   

 

Bubble Marbelizing: 
Place 1/4 teaspoon of clear, dishwashing soap into a flat, shallow dish and add 1 teaspoon 

acrylic paint or 1/2 teaspoon of acrylic ink (to about 2 ounces of water).  Using a straw, 

blow gently into the mixture to create a layer of colored bubbles on the surface.  Stir 

the mix frequently to keep the paint suspended in the mix.  Place the paper gently onto 

the bubbles and then lift straight off.  Once the imprint is dry, additional layers of 

bubble colors can be added.  The effect is light, delicate and very transparent.  To 

form small frothy bubbles, stir the larger bubbles with the straw. 

 

Monotype: 
Tape the edges  (about 1/2” in from each edge) with masking tape on a 9” x 12” acrylic 

sheet used as the printing plate.  The tape will make a clean edge on the paper since 

paint can be cleaned from the tape precisely.  Use paper that is slightly larger than the  

plate to make the paper easier to lift off.  Dampen the paper (except for rice papers 

which are too fragile when wet).  Apply several colors of acrylic paint to the plate using 

a brush or brayer.  Spray the paint with water or alcohol to encourage the paint to 

flow.  While the paint is wet, draw a design or use combing tools to create a pattern.  

Clean the edges.  Place the paper carefully in the wet paint on the plate and then pat or 

roll with a brayer to transfer the paint to the paper.  Begin at one end and carefully lift 

the print directly off for an exact print.  Drag or twist the paper to distort the 

pattern.  Occasionally, there will be enough paint left to make a ‘ghost’ image on 

another sheet. 

 



 

 

Found Objects: 
 

Adding low relief items to a collage means that the collage must be matted using a 

dimensional mat.  A simple method is to simple stack several mats until the necessary 

thickness is achieved.  Making a deep mat with a finished inside edge is more difficult. 

 

Textural Objects: 
 Corregated Cardboard Sand   Seeds   Saw Dust 

Natural Objects: 
 Feathers   Leaves  Bark   Lichen 

 Shells    Stones  Grasses  Twigs 

 Pine Needles   Cones   Wood shavings Saw Dust 

Manufactured Objects: 
 Wire    Steel Wool  Metal Mesh  Gears 

 Buttons   Lace    Beads   Rope 

 Clock Parts   String  Toothpicks  Keys 

 Pins    Mylar   Trinkets  Doodads 

Printed Materials: 
 Newspapers   Magazines  Postcards  Photographs 

 Letters   Stamps  Labels  Tickets 

 Foreign Currency  Sheet Music  Cellophane  Posters 

 Maps    Comics  Playing Cards Greeting Cards 

Fabrics: 
 Silk    Open weave  Netting  Burlap 

 Cottons   Cheesecloth  Gauze   Leather 

 Suede    Satin   Denim   Lace 

Handmade Objects or Embellishments: 
 Air Dry Clay   Embroidery  Tie Dye  Batik 

 Pressed Flowers  Drawings  Handmade or Cast Paper 

 

 

 

Definition of Terms used in Collage 
Acrylic Medium A matte, gloss or gel medium used to prepare and paste papers 

Adhesives  Glue, medium or paste used to adhere paper and objects 

Affiches Laceres Collage using found paper 

Applique  A motif made separately of paper or paint then glued to the collage 

Assemblage  3-dimensional objects are included with pasted paper collage 

Brayer  A roller used for smoothing out air bubbles; applying ink or paint 



 

 

Bricolage  Combining odds and ends in the collage 

Brulage  Burning of dampened collage materials 

Casting  Making dimensional paper pieces from molding over other objects 

Cockling  Undulations occurring in a paper surface after drying  

Decalcmanie  Placing wet paint between two surfaces and then pulling them apart 

Dechirage  Distressed paper collage (sanding or fraying to produce a worn look) 

Decollage  Removing, ungluing or subtracting materials from the collage layers 

Decoupage  Cut paper collage on a functional surface: varnished until smooth 

Depouillage  Stripping or peeling layers of paper 

Encasing  Acidic natural materials isolated between layers of tissue or medium 

Femmage  Art and traditional crafts, frequently fabric,  made by women 

Froissage  Crushing, crumbling or creasing collage materials 

Frottage  Rubbing a design onto collage materials from a textured surface 

Fumage  Exposing dampened collage materials to candle smoke  

Grattage  Scratching or scraping to create a pattern or texture 

Integrated  A collage enhanced with either acrylic or watercolor painting  

Layering  Building and removing layers of collage materials 

Mixed MediaAny combination of art media in conjunction with collage 

Montage  Joining several photographic images to create a single image 

Object Trouve Found object either natural or manmade 

Papiers Colles Pasted papers 

Papier Mache Papers dipped in adhesive used to build up a functional surface 

Paste Paper  Decorating paper using pigment mixed with paste or adhesive 

Photomontage Collage of glued photographs or cut-out photos 

Pochoir  Creating stenciled textures and patterns with a positive image 

Resist   Any substance used to block out or temporarily mask an area 

Size   A substance used to make paper less absorbent 

Stenciling  Decorating a surface by painting within a cutout design 

Supports  Surface to which collage is glued 


