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PASTEL PAINTING TECHNIQUES


INTRODUCTION
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Pastels are often described as one of the most immediate and expressive art mediums, and it only takes a few moments with a pastel stick in your hand to understand why. There is no palette to prepare, no brushes to wash, and no waiting for paint to dry. Colour appears instantly beneath your fingers — soft, direct, and wonderfully alive.

That immediacy is part of what makes pastels so appealing to beginners. You can begin making marks almost at once and see results very quickly. At the same time, however, that simplicity can be slightly deceptive. Many people first approach pastels as though they were simply coloured pencils without the wood, using only the tip of the stick and relying on a small range of marks. There is absolutely nothing wrong with starting that way, but pastels are capable of far more.

Learning different pastel techniques opens the door to the medium’s true versatility. A single pastel stick can create soft atmospheric skies, rough tree bark, delicate skin tones, shimmering water, loose painterly landscapes, or highly detailed realism, depending on how it is used. The technique changes not only the appearance of the mark itself, but also the mood and energy of the painting.

This is one of the things that makes pastel painting so rewarding. Small changes in pressure, direction, layering, blending, or application can dramatically alter the final result. A softly blended passage may create calm and distance, while visible strokes and broken colour can give a painting movement, texture, and life. Some techniques are ideal for creating fine detail; others are best suited to broad areas of colour and atmosphere.

Unlike oil or acrylic painting, where colours are often mixed together on a palette before being applied to the canvas, pastel artists usually mix colour directly on the paper through layering, blending, glazing, scumbling, and other techniques. In watercolour painting, artists often work from light to dark and rely heavily on the transparency of washes. Pastels behave differently again. They allow you to build layers of colour gradually while still preserving a sense of immediacy and texture.

Because pastel is both a drawing and painting medium, it occupies a fascinating middle ground. It combines the direct mark-making of drawing with the rich colour possibilities of painting. This gives pastel artists enormous creative freedom, but it also means that techniques matter. The way you apply pastel is every bit as important as the colours you choose.

The good news is that techniques are not rules to be memorised perfectly. They are simply tools. Over time, you will naturally begin combining them, adapting them, and discovering which ones suit your own style and subjects best. Some artists love smooth blending and subtle transitions. Others prefer broken colour and visible energetic marks. Most pastel painters eventually develop a mixture of approaches that feels natural to them.

As you work through this book, try not to think of techniques as isolated exercises that must be mastered one at a time. Instead, think of them as part of a growing visual vocabulary. Every new stroke, texture, or method gives you another way to describe light, atmosphere, texture, depth, and form.

You will also discover that pastel painting has a wonderfully forgiving side. Layers can often be adjusted, softened, glazed over, or reworked. Mistakes are not failures; they are usually part of the process. In fact, many experienced pastel artists will quietly admit that paintings often pass through an awkward stage where nothing seems quite right before suddenly coming together. That is entirely normal.

So, experiment freely. Try techniques that feel unfamiliar. Press harder. Work more lightly. Blend less than you think you should. Allow yourself to play a little. Some of the most beautiful effects in pastel happen almost by accident.

And if pastel dust somehow ends up on your clothes, your desk, your hands, the floor, and mysteriously in places it has no business being — congratulations. You are officially pastel painting properly.
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BLENDING


[image: ]


[image: ]

Blending pastels means rubbing two adjacent colours into one another, and it’s one of the most commonly used techniques in pastel painting. Why? Well, with oil and acrylic paint, artists can mix colours on a palette before applying them to the canvas, but pastels work a little differently. With pastels, colours are usually mixed directly on the paper by layering and blending together.

One of the main uses of blending in pastel painting is shading. By softening the transition between light and dark areas, blending helps create the illusion of form, depth, and smooth surfaces. A carefully blended area can make an apple appear rounded, soften clouds in a sky, or create delicate skin tones in a portrait.

Blending also helps unify colours. If an area of a painting feels too patchy or disconnected, lightly blending neighbouring colours can help bring harmony and softness to the surface. This is particularly useful in skies, distant landscapes, water reflections, and any area where you want gentle transitions rather than strong visible strokes.

One of the things beginners often enjoy about blending is how tactile it feels. There is something deeply satisfying about watching two colours merge beneath your fingers, especially with soft pastels. A harsh line can suddenly soften into shadow, or separate colours can begin to glow together in a surprisingly natural way.

However, blending is also one of the easiest techniques to overuse.

A common beginner habit is to blend almost everything until the entire surface becomes smooth. While this may seem safer at first, too much blending robs pastel paintings of their lively texture and sparkle. Pastels are naturally expressive. Their beauty often lies in the broken strokes, visible layers, and tiny flecks of colour that remain untouched.

If every mark is blended smooth, a painting can quickly become flat or muddy.

For this reason, many pastel artists blend heavily in the early stages of a painting but become more selective as the work progresses. Final layers are often left with more visible marks and texture because these add life and energy to the finished piece.

It helps to think of blending as one tool among many rather than the goal of the painting itself.

Different Ways to Blend

There are many tools you can use to blend pastels, each creating a slightly different effect.

Fingers

This is probably the most instinctive method and remains a favourite for many pastel artists. Fingers create soft, natural blending and allow you to feel the surface directly. The warmth of your skin can help move pigment smoothly across the paper.

The downside, of course, is that fingers become covered in pastel very quickly. If you are not careful, it is remarkably easy to accidentally smudge a beautifully clean highlight with a finger carrying yesterday’s ultramarine sky.

Tortillons and Paper Stumps

These tightly rolled paper blending tools allow for more controlled blending in smaller areas. They are particularly useful for portraits, detailed work, and soft edges.

Because they pick up pigment quickly, they need regular cleaning or replacing to avoid muddy colours.

Cotton Buds (Q-tips)

Cotton buds are excellent for very soft blending in tiny areas and are inexpensive and easy to find. They work especially well for delicate transitions and highlights.

Soft Cloth or Chamois

A soft cloth can gently soften larger areas without completely removing texture. Some artists use chamois leather for broad atmospheric blending in skies and backgrounds.

Pressure Matters

The amount of pressure you use while blending changes the result dramatically.

A light touch softens colours while still allowing texture and paper tooth to remain visible. Heavy pressure pushes pigment deep into the surface, creating a smoother appearance.

In most cases, lighter blending produces more lively and natural-looking pastel work. If you press too hard too early, you may fill the tooth of the paper quickly and struggle to add further layers later on.

Where Blending Works Best

Blending is particularly useful for:

	skies, 

	skin tones, 

	soft shadows, 

	mist and fog, 

	distant hills, 

	water reflections, 

	flower petals, 

	and smooth surfaces. 


It is usually less effective for subjects that benefit from texture and visible marks, such as:

	fur, 

	grass, 

	rough bark, 

	weathered stone, 

	or loose expressive landscapes. 


In these areas, leaving strokes visible often creates a far more convincing result.

TRY THIS

Take two colours — perhaps blue and white or red and orange — and place them side by side using the side of a pastel stick.

Now try blending them:

	first with your finger, 

	then with a cotton bud, 

	then with a tortillon. 


Notice how different the results feel. Some blends will appear softer, some more textured, and some more controlled.

Then repeat the exercise, but this time leave part of the strokes unblended. Compare the energy and texture between the two versions.

COMMON BEGINNER MISTAKE

Overblending.

This usually begins with good intentions. You soften one edge, then another, then another... until suddenly everything looks smooth, slightly dull, and suspiciously similar in texture.

If this happens, don’t panic.

Often, the easiest fix is simply to reintroduce a few fresh pastel strokes on top. A handful of visible marks can immediately bring life back into an overblended area.

ARTIST TIP

Try stepping back from your painting before blending further.

Areas that look rough or unfinished from a few centimetres away often look perfectly natural from a normal viewing distance. Many beginners blend details that never actually needed blending in the first place.

IF THINGS GO WRONG...

If your blended colours begin turning muddy:

	stop blending immediately, 

	tap away loose dust, 

	and reapply cleaner, fresher colour on top. 


Muddiness usually happens when too many complementary or unrelated colours are worked repeatedly into the same area.

Sometimes the best rescue is simply to leave the painting alone for ten minutes, make a cup of tea, and return with fresh eyes. Pastel paintings have an odd habit of looking much better after a brief absence.

PAINTINGS TO STUDY

Blending is widely used across pastel, oil, and soft atmospheric painting styles, particularly where smooth transitions of light and shadow are important.

Try looking up:

	Roses by Edgar Degas — beautiful soft blending in the petals and background. 

	Woman with a Towel by Mary Cassatt — subtle blending in skin tones and fabric. 

	Pastel landscapes by Claude Monet — especially his softer atmospheric works where colour transitions create light and distance. 


As you study these works, notice how the artists often leave some edges soft while allowing other marks to remain visible. Very little is blended completely smooth.
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