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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION TO PASTELS
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Hello, and welcome to the world of pastels! Pastels are a fantastic medium due to their simplicity and versatility. To work with pastels, all you need is paper (or another textured surface), your fingers, and the pastel sticks themselves.

Pastels combine the speed and convenience of a drawing medium with the intense colour saturation of paint (this is why pastels are referred to more often as a painting medium than a drawing medium and why this book will refer to ‘paintings’ rather than ‘drawings’). Whether you’re a novice in the art world or an old pro in a different medium, you’ll love pastels for all sorts of reasons.

In terms of subjects, pastels are great for portrait work, whether it’s a preliminary study or the finished article, and they’re particularly good at allowing the landscape artist to capture fleeting details such as clouds and skies. Pastels are a very ‘immediate’ medium, both quick and forgiving of mistakes.

Among artists, pastels are renowned for their vibrancy, luminosity, and intensity of colour. They’re also among the easiest media to work with. You don’t need to prepare your surface before you begin, and you don’t need to use chemicals to clean up afterwards.

Historically, pastels suited the Impressionist temperament due to their spontaneity, freshness, richness of colour relationships, portability (good for working outside), ability to capture the fleeting light and the fleeting moment, and ability to capture a sense of physical movement of light and breeze. 

In terms of technique, pastels are unlike any other medium. They lend themselves to blending and layering colours and tones to build up to the finished image.

Be aware that the word “pastels” refers to a broad range of tools. Soft pastels are the most commonly used and are what most people mean when they talk about pastels, but hard pastels and oil pastels also exist. Pastel pencils are great for detailed work and are often used in combination with soft pastels.

Unlike some artistic mediums, pastel painting is a ‘dirty’ medium that often involves using hands and fingers to create effects on the paper. In fact, many people liken it to adult finger painting! There’s also no right or wrong way to use pastels – the only important thing is having fun while doing it.

HOW ARE PASTELS MADE?

Pastels usually are made from three ingredients: pigment, filler, and binder. The pigment provides the colour, and the filler (usually clay or white chalk) provides opacity (i.e., it makes the pastel less translucent), and can be varied in amount to produce different shades of pastel. The binder makes it all stick together. The pigments used in making pastels are the same as those used in oil and watercolour paints.

Pastels are made by mixing these three ingredients to form a paste, which, incidentally, is where pastels got their name from. This paste is moistened and forced through a machine that shapes the paste into long cylinders. These pastel cylinders are then cut, shaped, and dried.

In the past, making pastels was very labour-intensive, as the pigment materials had to be mixed and ground by hand. Now, ready-made pastels in a vast range of colours are readily available from any art supply store.

Note that some pastels are made from just one ingredient: pigment. These 100% pigment pastels are highly regarded, but on the downside, they are soft and expensive.

HOW PASTELS WORK

The mechanism of painting with pastels is simple: when a pastel stick is drawn across a textured surface, such as art paper, it crumbles slightly, releasing pigment particles. The grain of the paper (i.e. the tiny ridges, troughs and bumps on its surface) provides the necessary grip to hold the pigment particles (this property is referred to as tooth), and so colours are left on the surface. Often, loose pigment dust will also be left on the surface, but this can simply be gently shaken off.

GETTING STARTED

If you’re keen to start pastel painting, you’ll need to acquire a set of pastels. Before going to your art supply store, be aware that pastels are grouped according to their softness. Soft pastels are better for shading and blending, but hard pastels are better for fine lines and details. It’s helpful to have both, but the soft pastels are the more useful of the two.

Your first set of pastels should be in a medium-soft grade. Unless you can’t afford to, it’s worth paying a little more for a set that isn’t the cheapest.  A brief look at a few of the brands on the market is at the end of this book.
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If your art supply store carries many brands and you don’t know which to buy, try a set of Rembrandt. Rembrandt pastels come in a wide variety of colours, are highly regarded among pastel artists, and aren’t as expensive as some brands. They’re also easy to get hold of; most art supply stores will stock them.
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For more information on buying pastels, see ‘Choosing Your Pastels’ in Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 2

THE TOOLS YOU WILL NEED
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WHAT TO WORK ON

Easels

Aside from the pastels themselves, the essential equipment consideration for the pastel artist is what to use to support your masterpieces-in-the-making while you are working on them. An easel is an obvious choice.

Unsurprisingly, there is a massive range of easels available today and an equally wide range of price points – you can pay anywhere from less than $20 to several thousand dollars.

One helpful feature of any easel is that it allows you to take a step back from your work-in-progress to better understand how it balances. And, of course, there’s nothing like an easel to make you look the part of the artist!

When choosing an easel, pay attention to its stability. If you intend to work Plein air (i.e. outside), you don’t want to risk your easel falling over and landing your artwork in the dirt. Consider whether your chosen easel will catch the wind if a breeze picks up. Also consider, of course, size. If you want the option to produce large pieces, you’ll need an easel that can accommodate them. If you don’t know yet how big you want to work, buy one size bigger than you think you might need so that you have room to go larger as your confidence and ambition grow.

While most easels are designed primarily for painting, one option is a special-purpose pastel easel. The key feature of these is that you can tilt them slightly forward so that excess pastel dust falls off the surface and onto the floor below, rather than running down your surface and marking it as it does.

While easels are popular, some pastel artists don’t use an easel, preferring to work on a surface closer to perpendicular to the ground, such as a drafting table.

Tables

Drafting tables, such as those commonly used by architects, are usually taller than standard tables. This is to enable you to work comfortably while standing, making it easy to step back and get an overview of how your work is progressing. If you’d rather sit, get a high stool to go with your table. This is more comfortable for close, detailed work, so it’s good to have the option to sit even if you usually stand (contrary to popular belief, suffering for your art is entirely optional!).

A useful feature of drafting tables is that they can be tilted. This allows excess particles to ‘roll’ off the surface and collect at the bottom of the table in the pencil groove, where you can easily wipe it off. However, you should work from the top down when using a slanted surface like a drafting table so that the pastel doesn’t mark areas you’ve already worked on as it is rolling down your surface.

An ordinary, flat table is the simplest option for supporting your artwork while you work on it. If you use a table you already have, this is the cheapest option. If
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