
how to use oil pastels
How to use oil pastels effectively can open up a world of creativity and artistic expression.
Oil pastels are versatile art materials that combine the richness of oil paint with the
accessibility of drawing mediums. They are easy to manipulate, blend, and layer, making
them an excellent choice for artists of all skill levels. In this guide, you will learn about the
essential techniques, tools, and tips for using oil pastels to create stunning artwork.

Understanding Oil Pastels

Before diving into the techniques, it is essential to understand what oil pastels are and how
they differ from other mediums.

What Are Oil Pastels?

Oil pastels are made from pigment mixed with a non-drying oil and a wax binder. This
unique composition gives them a creamy consistency, allowing for smooth application and
blending. Unlike traditional chalk pastels, oil pastels do not dry out, enabling artists to work
with them over an extended period without worrying about them becoming unusable.

Characteristics of Oil Pastels

- Vibrant Colors: Oil pastels offer highly saturated colors that can produce rich and dynamic
artwork.
- Blending Capabilities: Their oily texture allows for smooth blending, which can create soft
transitions and gradients.
- Layering: You can layer oil pastels for depth and complexity, enabling the creation of
intricate designs.
- Versatility: Oil pastels can be used on various surfaces, including paper, canvas, wood,
and cardboard.

Essential Tools and Materials

To get started with oil pastels, you will need a few essential tools and materials.

Basic Supplies

1. Oil Pastels: Invest in a quality set of oil pastels. Brands like Sennelier, Cray-Pas, and
Faber-Castell offer excellent options.



2. Paper: Choose a paper specifically designed for oil pastels or a sturdy drawing paper.
Textured surfaces can add interesting effects.
3. Blending Tools: While your fingers can be used for blending, additional tools like blending
stumps, cotton swabs, or soft cloths can help achieve different effects.
4. Fixative: A fixative spray can help preserve your artwork once finished, especially if you
want to avoid smudging.
5. Easel or Drawing Board: Having a stable surface to work on can make a significant
difference in your comfort and technique.

Optional Supplies

- Palette Knives: These can be used for scraping or applying color in a more textured
manner.
- Brushes: A few brushes can help apply and blend colors, especially when using solvents.
- Solvents: Odorless mineral spirits or turpentine can be used for thinning oil pastels and
creating washes.

Basic Techniques for Using Oil Pastels

Now that you have your materials ready, let’s explore some basic techniques to help you
get started with oil pastels.

1. Application Techniques

- Direct Application: Simply apply the pastel directly onto the surface. Use the side of the
pastel for broader strokes or the tip for finer details.
- Layering: Build your colors by applying layers. Start with lighter colors and gradually add
darker ones. This technique creates depth and richness.
- Scraping: Use a palette knife or other sharp tools to scrape away layers of pastel for
texture or to reveal underlying colors.

2. Blending Techniques

- Finger Blending: Use your finger to gently blend colors together. This method is excellent
for achieving smooth transitions.
- Stump Blending: A blending stump can be used for more precise blending, especially in
smaller areas.
- Wet Blending: Apply a small amount of solvent to a brush or cloth and blend the pastels.
This technique creates a painterly effect and allows for washes.



3. Creating Texture

- Cross-Hatching: Apply colors in cross-hatched lines to create texture and depth.
- Scumbling: Lightly drag the pastel over the surface to create a broken color effect.
- Sgraffito: Scratch into the top layer of pastel to reveal colors underneath, adding interest
and texture.

Advanced Techniques for Oil Pastel Art

Once you are comfortable with basic techniques, you can experiment with more advanced
methods.

1. Mixed Media

Oil pastels can be combined with other mediums to create unique effects. Consider these
combinations:

- Watercolor: Apply a watercolor wash under your oil pastels for a vibrant backdrop.
- Acrylic Paint: Use acrylics as a base layer, then apply oil pastels for texture and detail.
- Ink: Use ink pens or markers to add fine lines and details over your oil pastel artwork.

2. Creating Depth and Dimension

To add depth to your artwork, consider the following techniques:

- Use of Contrast: Utilize light and dark colors strategically to create contrast and depth.
- Color Mixing: Mix colors directly on your artwork rather than using them straight from the
pastel to achieve more complex shades.
- Shadowing: Apply darker colors to create shadows and give your work a three-dimensional
feel.

Tips for Successful Oil Pastel Artwork

To ensure you get the most out of your oil pastels, keep these tips in mind:

- Work in Layers: Start with a base layer and gradually build up your colors for a more
dynamic piece.
- Use Less Pressure: Applying pastels lightly will allow for easier blending and layering.
- Keep a Clean Workspace: Oil pastels can be messy. Keep your workspace organized and
clean to avoid unwanted smudges.
- Experiment: The beauty of oil pastels lies in their versatility. Don’t hesitate to try different
techniques or combine them with other mediums.



- Practice Regularly: The more you practice, the more comfortable you will become with the
medium. Set aside time to experiment and create.

Maintaining and Storing Oil Pastels

Proper maintenance and storage of your oil pastels will extend their lifespan and maintain
their quality.

Storage Tips

- Keep Them in a Case: Store your pastels in a protective case or box to prevent breakage
and keep them organized.
- Avoid Heat and Direct Sunlight: Store them in a cool, dry place away from direct sunlight
to prevent melting or discoloration.
- Regularly Clean Your Pastels: Wipe off any dirt or residue from the tips to maintain the
quality of your colors.

Preserving Finished Artwork

- Use Fixative Sparingly: If you choose to use a fixative, do so sparingly to avoid altering the
texture or colors of your pastels.
- Frame Your Work: Consider framing your artwork under glass for protection against dust
and damage.

Conclusion

How to use oil pastels is a journey filled with exploration and creativity. By understanding
the materials, mastering basic and advanced techniques, and taking care of your tools, you
can unlock the full potential of oil pastels. Remember, practice is key to becoming proficient
in this medium. Embrace the process, experiment with different styles, and let your
creativity flow. Whether you are a beginner or an experienced artist, oil pastels offer
endless possibilities for artistic expression. Happy creating!

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the best surfaces to use with oil pastels?
Oil pastels work best on textured surfaces like pastel paper, canvas, or cardboard, as these
surfaces hold the pigment better and allow for blending.



How do you blend oil pastels effectively?
You can blend oil pastels using your fingers, a blending stump, or by layering different
colors and gently rubbing them together to create smooth transitions.

Can oil pastels be mixed with other mediums?
Yes, oil pastels can be combined with other mediums like water-soluble crayons, acrylics, or
even colored pencils to create interesting textures and effects.

What is the best way to store oil pastels?
Store oil pastels in a cool, dry place, preferably in a container or box to prevent them from
breaking or getting damaged, and keep them away from direct sunlight.

How do you fix or preserve oil pastel artwork?
To preserve oil pastel artwork, you can spray it with a fixative designed for oil pastels or
frame it under glass to protect it from dust and smudging.

What techniques can I use to create textures with oil
pastels?
You can create textures by using techniques such as scratching, stippling, or applying
pressure with varying angles, as well as layering colors for depth.

Is it necessary to use a medium or solvent with oil
pastels?
While it's not necessary, using a solvent like turpentine or mineral spirits can help to blend
the pastels more smoothly and create different effects in your artwork.
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