
how to draw with pastels

How to draw with pastels is an exciting and rewarding artistic endeavor. Pastels are versatile mediums that
blend beautifully to create vibrant, soft, and rich textures. Whether you're a beginner or an experienced
artist, understanding the techniques and tools involved in drawing with pastels can significantly enhance
your artwork. This article will guide you through the essentials of pastel drawing, including types of
pastels, tools, techniques, and tips for creating stunning pastel art.

Understanding Pastels

Pastels come in various forms, and each type has its unique characteristics and uses. Here’s a brief overview
of the different kinds of pastels available:

Types of Pastels

1. Soft Pastels: These are the most popular type of pastels, known for their rich pigmentation and smooth
application. They come in sticks and are easy to blend, making them ideal for creating soft transitions in
color.

2. Hard Pastels: Hard pastels are firmer and more compact. They produce fine lines and are excellent for
detailed work. Artists often use hard pastels for underdrawings or to create precise edges.

3. Oil Pastels: Unlike traditional pastels, oil pastels contain a non-drying oil and wax binder. They have a
creamy texture that allows for layering and blending but can be more challenging to work with regarding
detail.

4. Pastel Pencils: These are encased in wood, similar to colored pencils, and provide precision for detailed
work. They can be used for fine lines and are often employed for touch-ups in larger pastel pieces.

5. Pan Pastels: A relatively newer medium, pan pastels are pressed into pans and applied with soft tools.
They can be blended and layered easily, making them a favorite for artists who enjoy a smooth application.

Essential Tools for Pastel Drawing

To get started with pastel drawing, you'll need some essential tools beyond the pastels themselves:



Paper: Choose textured paper designed for pastels or a heavier weight paper. Look for surfaces that
can hold the pigment well, such as pastel paper, watercolor paper, or canvas.

Blending Tools: Tools like tortillons, blending stumps, or your fingers can help you achieve smooth
transitions and gradients.

Erasers: A kneaded eraser is useful for lifting pastel color and correcting mistakes. Regular vinyl
erasers can also be used for more precise erasing.

Fixative: A workable fixative can help set your pastels and prevent smudging. Always use fixative
in a well-ventilated area.

Basic Techniques for Drawing with Pastels

Once you have your pastels and tools ready, it's time to learn some basic techniques to create beautiful
pastel art.

1. Layering

Layering is one of the key techniques in pastel drawing. Start with a light application of color and
gradually build up layers for depth. Here’s how to effectively layer with pastels:

- Begin with a Base Layer: Use a lighter color as a base to set the tone for your artwork.
- Add Colors Gradually: Layer darker colors on top to create shadows and depth, always working from light
to dark.
- Blend Between Layers: Use your blending tool or fingers to smooth out transitions between colors.

2. Blending

Blending is crucial for achieving soft edges and gradients in pastel work. Here are some blending methods:

- Finger Blending: Use your fingers to gently rub the colors together, creating a smooth transition.
- Blending Stumps: These allow for more control and precision. Use them to blend smaller areas without
disturbing surrounding colors.
- Wet Blending: For oil pastels, you can use a small amount of mineral spirits or baby oil on a brush to blend
colors smoothly.



3. Sgraffito Technique

Sgraffito involves scratching into the surface of the pastels to create texture or reveal underlying colors.
Here’s how to do it:

- Apply a layer of pastel and then cover it with a contrasting color.
- Use a tool like a palette knife or a sharp object to scratch away the top layer, revealing the color beneath.

Creating Your First Pastel Drawing

Now that you’re familiar with the tools and techniques, it’s time to create your first pastel drawing. Follow
these steps for a simple yet effective pastel artwork.

Step-by-Step Guide

1. Choose Your Subject: Start with a simple subject, such as a still life or a landscape. Look for something
with clear shapes and colors.

2. Sketch the Outline: Lightly sketch the outline of your subject on your pastel paper using a hard pastel or
a pencil.

3. Establish a Color Palette: Select a limited color palette that reflects the mood of your subject. This will
help keep your drawing coherent.

4. Start with Background: Apply the background colors first. Use broad strokes and layer them to create
depth.

5. Add Midtones and Shadows: Work from the background to the foreground. Add midtones to your subject
and then apply darker shades for shadows.

6. Focus on Details: Use hard pastels or pastel pencils to add fine details. This is where you can refine your
drawing and add texture.

7. Blend and Refine: Use blending tools to smooth out transitions and refine your drawing. Don’t be afraid
to go back and add more layers as needed.

8. Final Touches: Add highlights using lighter pastels to make certain areas pop. This will give your
drawing more dimension.



Tips for Success

Here are some additional tips to enhance your pastel drawing skills:

- Experiment: Don’t be afraid to try different techniques and colors. Pastels are forgiving, and you can
always layer over mistakes.
- Practice Regularly: The more you practice, the more comfortable you will become with the medium.
- Keep Your Pastels Clean: Dust and debris can affect the application of pastels. Keep your work area clean
and your pastels free from contamination.
- Use a Fixative Sparingly: While fixatives can protect your work, use them sparingly. Too much can
darken the colors and alter the texture.

Conclusion

Learning how to draw with pastels opens up a world of creative possibilities. With the right tools,
techniques, and a little practice, you can create beautiful, expressive artworks that showcase the unique
qualities of pastels. Remember to be patient with yourself, experiment with different styles, and most
importantly, enjoy the process of creating art. Happy drawing!

Frequently Asked Questions

What materials do I need to start drawing with pastels?
To start drawing with pastels, you'll need soft pastels or oil pastels, a set of pastel paper or textured paper,
blending tools like tortillons or your fingers, and fixative spray to preserve your artwork.

What's the difference between soft pastels and oil pastels?
Soft pastels are chalky and produce a powdery texture, making them great for blending and layering. Oil
pastels, on the other hand, are waxy and have a creamy texture, allowing for bolder colors and less dust but
less blending capability.

How do I blend pastels effectively?
To blend pastels effectively, use your fingers, a blending stump, or a soft cloth. Apply light pressure and
work in small circular motions to create a smooth transition between colors.



Can I use water with pastels?
Water is not typically used with traditional pastels, as it can ruin the texture. However, for oil pastels, you
can use a solvent like odorless mineral spirits to create a paint-like effect.

How do I fix my pastel artwork to prevent smudging?
To fix your pastel artwork, use a fixative spray designed for pastels. Hold the spray can about 12 inches
away and apply in light, even coats to avoid saturating the paper.

What are some techniques for beginners to practice with pastels?
Beginners can practice techniques such as layering colors, creating gradients, and using line work. Starting
with simple shapes and still life can help build confidence and skill.

How do I choose the right paper for pastel drawing?
Choose paper with a textured surface, such as pastel paper or sanded paper, as it holds pastel better and
allows for multiple layers. The texture helps grip the pastel pigment and prevents it from smudging easily.

Are there any common mistakes to avoid when using pastels?
Common mistakes include pressing too hard, which can damage the paper, not using enough layers for
depth, and neglecting to fix the artwork. Additionally, avoid working on non-textured surfaces that don't
hold the pastel well.
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