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Dedication

To all of my students, again, this book is for you. I have truly enjoyed our time together: the honest sharing, like blank pages filling, overflowing; like painting surfaces saturated with the colors and compositions of life; the dialogue as with grasses in the breeze; the ideas, invited, free, about ethereal sense of place and common sense; the balancing of emotional connection with the craft, enthusiasm with skill as well as the agony of frustration with the ecstasy of what works; the friendships that began in my classes and continue; our joy for one another as the rewards earned begin to appear on the horizon.
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Western Meadow

Pastel on Ersta sanded paper

17" × 23" (43cm × 58cm)
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In this springtime painting, color choice and value play a role in creating the subdued mood of early morning. Soft edges quiet the background and detail appears only in a few foreground flowers.

TOWARD THE VILLAGE

Pastel on Wallis paper

13" × 20" (33cm × 51cm)
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In this small outdoor color study, I was interested in the shapes and coloration of the sunflowers and leaves. My goal was to accurately represent the values (lights and darks) and edges (hard or soft).

SUNFLOWERS III

Pastel on UART paper

11" × 13" (28cm × 33cm)

Introduction: Nature as Teacher

In 2005 I relocated to Colorado from the Hudson Valley in upstate New York where I had spent my childhood and most of my formative adult life. I was introduced to nature comprised of a much different landscape than what I had previously known. I also returned to teaching workshops all around the world after taking time to focus on my own painting. The impact that these experiences have had on my art, writing and teaching are fully reflected in this book.

During the past years I have also learned immeasurably from jurying national and international painting exhibitions. Teaching has always been a privilege and I am exceedingly grateful for all that I have learned from my students. In my workshops I demonstrate my use of methods to attain the results I seek, but I do not insist that my way is the only way. It is just the manner in which I choose to express nature’s impressions. I always try to encourage my students to convey what is personally meaningful to them in their own work. I hope that what I have learned so laboriously by trial and error will save you time and add to your success.

Landscape Painting in Pastel is an expanded version of an earlier, now out-of-print book that I wrote in 2001 titled The Pastelist’s Year. It contains artwork from the former edition, but much of the content has been revised and updated. New demonstrations, exercises and comparative studies show the relationship between each pastel technique and its place within the finished work. I emphatically believe that we continue to learn each time we paint, and I feel that during the time that has passed since The Pastelist’s Year I now have more to share and have tried to do so throughout the pages that follow.

The first chapter offers detailed notes about materials plus demonstrations of basic techniques to help you get started. The next four chapters take you through changes that occur throughout the year. Keep in mind that the changes in nature differ depending upon the geographic location. Temperature ranges, topography, altitude and weather each influence what we refer to as our seasons. A season in one part of the world can be directly opposite in another location.

At the beginning of chapters two, three, four and five you will find material culled from my journal. These “paintings in the mind” suggest what to look for in nature as you make a connection with your subject matter and select a certain place over others when many are accessible. I invite you to follow the thought patterns that lead to selection of subject, color and mood. Remember that it is our response to all of the senses that constitutes the emotional essence of a painting.

The final chapter is devoted to my method of critiquing your own work for successful results. It has become an integral part of the workshops that I teach and is a frequently requested program when I am invited to speak at art society events.

My goal for this book is to show how I translate nature’s impressions into personal expressions. Know with certainty that you can do the same. Of course, each of us sees differently. Personally, I paint nature because it is what I know best. While nature supplies shape and movement, light and shadow, sound and scent, what we create with them depends on what lies within ourselves. Our feelings about life—our memories, longings, fears and joys—influence how we perceive all that surrounds us. My aim is to show you how to translate and edit what you see into what you paint, thus pairing emotional response to nature’s changes with an ever-growing mastery of pastelist skills.
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Within the same painting, broad and bold painting strokes create a dialogue with linear drawing strokes. Stroke variation can often strengthen the compositional design of a painting.

HEN HARVEST

Pastel on Wallis paper

10" × 14" (25cm × 36cm)

Private collection

CHAPTER 1

Getting Started With Pastel

If you are new to pastel, I hope you won’t be intimidated by the term technique. A reassuring definition, according to Webster, tells us that technique is simply “an artist’s special method of execution used to obtain a certain result.” This book shows methods that work for me, and I’ll be right alongside you to lend encouragement. You’ll find that the process of actually painting—the learning that comes from applying what you have discovered—is all there is to mastering a technique. You can watch someone else do it, you can read about it to enhance your understanding, but you’ll always learn best by doing it—even if poorly at first.

Before attending a class or even attempting a painting, spend some time making friends with your pastels. Examine and handle the tools of your new medium, and try using them on a few different surfaces. Get a feel for holding pastels. Variations in applied pressure make a difference in the resulting marks on your surface. Practice a light touch, and don’t be afraid to break pastels into pieces to get the stroke shapes you want.

You don’t need a formula for everything you try in pastel. There are many formulas, to be sure, but early dependence on set methods will stifle your creativity. To begin, I suggest that you get your idea down on the painting surface in any way you can with whatever materials you have. As you progress, work at getting your idea down more cleanly (less buildup), more directly (less fussing) and more quickly (decide beforehand what you are after). This approach will help your work become more expressive as you grow more comfortable with pastels. Your work will gradually exhibit the sparkle inherent to pastel paintings that are not overworked.

Pastels can be used for drawing. The end result is a sketch that involves very little layering and a minimal background, in other words, a vignette. A pastel sketch does not cover the entire surface or go to the edges of the paper. The artist doesn’t have to make decisions as to whether to put the background in first or tuck it around the center of interest later.

While sketching, you become accustomed to your pastels gradually. You will need a good quality paper and some blending stumps or tortillions. Because this book is primarily about painting—particularly landscape painting—I do not overly encourage the use of fingers to blend color because other methods of blending usually give better results for landscapes. However, when sketching with pastels, you may need to use your fingers as an extra tool for obtaining a few softened effects.

Many pastelists use a combination of drawing and painting techniques in their work. When used as a painting medium, pastel is stroked across an abrasive surface in layers, and it completely covers the painting ground. Put a layer of colors on a painting surface and cover it with a layer of another color, allowing some of the first colors to show through. See how layering can cause your colors to vibrate. Keep adding more color layers. Observe how each different surface looks when you have filled its tooth (roughness of the paper surface) to capacity. What happens after that? Additional pastel falls off most surfaces, and they may even begin to feel slippery. This is probably the most important experiment you will ever do. When your painting surface no longer holds the pastel, you have discovered the pastelist’s equivalent of the oil painter’s or watercolorist’s mud, or as I think of it, “the point of no return” in a pastel painting.


Basic Strokes

The following basic strokes will give you a jump-start at producing the results you want with pastel. Early on, it’s important to master these basic techniques by spending time combining fine motor skills with intense focus. Then later on, when painting in the field, you can work spontaneously and with feeling. Otherwise, the struggle with basic techniques may inhibit your creativity and affect the quality of your work.

Remember that observation is a large part of an artist’s life. Even when you are not painting, you are still an artist. Observation continues, and with awareness, your ability to use what you see will expand. Sometimes paintings will result; other times, they will not. However, the mind stores the information that you focus on so it is retrievable when needed. Make use of your heightened observation before you paint to find your composition, throughout your work process as you make comparisons between your subject and your painting, and, finally, after you paint, for sharper evaluation of your work.
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1 - Closed Strokes

Fill a circle with closed strokes. These occur when one stroke is placed directly next to or even overlapping the previous stroke. (This stroke and the next two are useful in learning to paint water with pastels.)
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2 - Open (or Broken) Strokes

Fill a second circle with open strokes. These have space around and between them. They may be sporadic or in a pattern.
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3 - Open Strokes Over Closed

Fill a third circle with open (or broken) strokes placed over a layer of closed strokes.
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4 - Graduated Color/Value Patches

Make a color strip showing a graduated order of color. This is actually a value scale; keep the values separate. This exercise is helpful for understanding the painting of skies with easily blended soft pastels.

[image: ]

5 - Blended Color/Value Patches

Blend your color values into one another to show a smooth gradation from left to right and from right to left. Do this by pulling some of each of the colors into the color directly beside it with your pastels. Any two or more colors can be blended in this manner on an abrasive surface on which there is ample pastel. No fingers are necessary.
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6 - Sidestrokes

These strokes are all made by applying various pressures to a piece of pastel on its side. The top row was made by pulling the piece of pastel to obtain the different widths of marks. The middle row was created by setting the piece of pastel on the paper and twisting it from side to side. The bottom row was made by placing the pastel on the paper and pulling it downward and then in a more horizontal direction to create a thin or thick line. You will find other interesting strokes as you practice the ones above.

[image: ]

7 - Sidestrokes to Indicate Backgrounds

Use a pastel piece on its side and pull it evenly and lightly over a large area. This is a quick way to put the first layer of pastel in your painting, and it can be done with soft or hard pastels.
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8 - Sidestrokes Using Same-Value Colors

Value is the relative lightness or darkness of a hue or color. Note how the colors appear to blend with one another.
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9 - Sidestrokes Using Different-Value Colors

Using sidestrokes in many directions, a pattern of contrasts will begin to appear.
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10 - Crosshatching

Fill a circle with crosshatch strokes using the same color in two directions. This versatile stroke can put life back into areas that become overblended or appear dull.
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11 - Crosshatching with Different Colors

Fill a circle with crosshatch strokes using a few colors in several directions.
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12 - Hard Edges

Hard edges are useful in representing man-made landscape shapes such as barns, fences or other hard-edged objects when a crisp, sharp demarcation of color is desired.
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13 - Soft Edges

To discover how the soft edges found in distant mountains, hills and clouds are achieved, layer some colors onto your pastel surface. Where colors meet, blur the edge with a tortillion or a pastel pencil or hard pastel. For example, if you have a horizontal mountain line, the push will be vertical across the line to soften it. Usually it is more effective to push parts of a line and leave other parts intact.
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14 - Scribble Stroke

A diagonal scribble stroke can be made with either pastels or pastel pencils to represent grasses. Hold your pencil farther away from the point than you usually do for free and expressive movement.
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A
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B

15 - Different Approaches to Shape

Here are two different approaches to putting natural or other objects into your landscape:

A) To make a shape, you can draw it in outline (left), then fill it in (right).

B) Begin with an approximation of the shape itself (left). The shape becomes refined and adjusted by the colors that eventually surround it and push into it (right). This approach is useful when defining foliage groups in trees and shrubs.
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16 - Blending With a Pastel Pencil

To blend strokes that are too prominent, choose a pastel pencil near the color of the area you wish to adjust. It does not have to be the exact color because you will actually be using the wood of the pencil as much or more than the pigment of the pencil. Loosely hold the pencil close to the top and make pencil strokes in the opposite direction of the initial strokes of pastel that you wish to refine. You can also use a tortillion, but it removes much more of the pastel, and a brush may destroy the initial pastel strokes completely.
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Before
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After

17 - Push-and-Pull Blending Technique for Skies

Create the sky with sidestrokes using small 1-inch (25mm) pieces of pastel. Pay attention to how you place the high and low values. Place two clean fingers, the index finger and the middle finger, directly on the sky areas. Push down. Then pull your fingers to the left or right or up or down. Lift your fingers between each direction. Continue these movements until the sky colors are blended together. If there are some areas in which the painting surface is not covered well, apply more pastel and repeat. This method of blending, as opposed to simply smearing, gives you more control and cleaner results. It provides a softened sky background in landscape paintings that does not compete with other elements of your subject.
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My photo reference.
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Apply a variety of pastel sidestrokes.
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Wet the pastel strokes with a polyfoam brush dipped in water.

18 - Wetting-In Technique

Some pastelists prefer not to work on white or light-colored paper. White or buff-colored pastel painting surfaces can be toned by “wetting-in” sidestrokes of pastel using a polyfoam brush dipped in water or alcohol.


Demonstration: Paint a Simple Still Life

Small-scale exercises are excellent for learning about form, light, strokes, backgrounds and making adjustments through your painting process. Beginning with a few simple objects, you can build confidence as well as familiarity with your pastels as you gradually change flat color shapes into modeled ones. Notice where the light on objects comes from and how it affects the color of those objects. Light also throws part of the objects into shadow, and under light, the objects themselves cast shadows. Next, adding even a minimal background gives the objects a setting. Then, final all-over adjustments, including highlights and a few details, bring your subject to life. Remember: Keep it very simple at first.
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	hard edges

	soft edges

	values are close to one another

	values are far from one another



Soft and Hard Edges

This small pastel was painted in Tuscany as I waited for students to assemble for our drive to a painting location. Sometimes you can put down enough information that can be refined later. You can learn even within very limited spaces of time.

THE PERSIMMON

Pastel on Wallis board

5" × 7" (13cm × 18cm)
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STEP 1 Sketch the Shapes

On a 7" × 91⁄2" (18cm × 24cm) piece of La Carte pastel surface, sketch the approximate shapes of two pomegranates using the tip of a medium-red soft pastel in diagonal strokes.
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STEP 2 Add Light and Shadow

Put some light on the subject to achieve form. The source of light is from the upper left, so make that part of each pomegranate appear lighter with a color change to ochre and yellow, applied with a crosshatch stroke on top of the red. Pull each color into the hue next to it so that color transitions blend gradually. The lower right of each pomegranate, which receives less light, is made darker with lower value, dark red-brown. At this point stroke in the cast shadows as well.
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STEP 3 Stroke In the Background

Give the pomegranates a setting, first using brown soft pastel to suggest a wooden ledge for the fruits to rest upon. Stroke in a minimal background using two values of purple pastel, coming right up to and defining the edges of the pomegranates. To avoid a coloring-book look, it’s preferable not to outline objects when painting with pastels. Instead, allow some of the objects’ edges that are turning away from you to become softly lost.
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STEP 4 Make Final Adjustments

Take a fresh look at your work to find where adjustments are needed. In this case I heightened the lighted area of each pomegranate with a lighter (higher value) yellow, then freshened up dull areas with crosshatching. Draw in details at the top of each fruit with pastel pencils, and warm up the background by crosshatching some red-violet over the blue-purples.

PAIR OF POMEGRANATES\

Pastel on Sennelier La Carte

7" × 91⁄2" (18cm × 24cm)


Demonstration: Paint a Simple Landscape

This exercise is designed to teach the beginning pastel artist how to handle and use pastels to create a simple landscape. Use the basic strokes demonstrated in this chapter to get comfortable with the medium and its application. Additional technical information will become more meaningful later as it is gradually introduced throughout the book.
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Reference Photo
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Selecting Your Palette

Preselect colors for the sky, the light and dark areas of the trees, and the wild poppies and daisies that will be added to the field grasses. By placing the colors next to one another, you can see if they look nice together and if the selection includes a range of dark and light values.
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STEP 1 Sketch the Basic Shapes

Tape a piece of 11" × 14" (28cm × 36cm) sanded pastel paper to a board or dry mount it to foamcore board for stability. Use a pencil to sketch the basic lines and shapes. Sketches help you to determine composition, range of values and the format that best suits the subject.
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STEP 2 Lay In the Underpainting

Lightly apply the first layer of color shapes using sidestrokes and a light touch. Try not to overwork the pastel during this early stage. You will fill in the grit of the sanded paper during the next steps. Work from the sky downward because the sky affects everything on the ground below.
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STEP 3 Blend the Sky

Firmly apply a second layer to create the sky using the end of the pastel stick. Use clean fingertips and the push-and-pull technique to soften and blend the sky, and fill in the tooth of the sanded paper with pigment. (See 
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STEP 4 Define the Trees and Foliage
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STEP 5 Place the Trunks and Shadows
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STEP 6 Finishing Details
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