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Colour pencil is a semi-opaque
medium; the result is a wealth of
creative possibilities – but one has
to make proper use of them.  
Just colouring each area with a
different pencil is as unimaginati-
ve as using oil paints straight from
the tube.  Even worse is to draw a

sharp boundary round each 
separate area of colour.  It’s 
precisely the mixing of colours,
overlapping areas so that the
lower colour is partly visible
through the upper one, that makes
this medium so interesting.  
A variation is to wipe the colours

so that they blend or form smooth
transitions.  These are basic skills
which should come right at the
beginning of any course.

How lines become areas

The first exercise has to do with applying the right amount 

of colour.

1. Increasing the intensity by shading, hatching, and 

cross-hatching.

We do this in three stages:

1.1 with one colour

1.2 with two colours

1.3 with the same two colours, but in reverse order.

Apart from the obvious practice it gives you in handling the

pencil, this exercise makes two things clear.  First of all, 

everyone has his or her own natural pressure when drawing,

and of course pressure is a very important creative element.

Secondly you’ll see that the effect of mixing colours depends

on the order in which they’re applied.

Other things being equal, the first colour is the dominant one.

So if the result of the mixture is to be half way between the two

component colours, you’ll need to be gentle with the first layer.

You obviously need to practice that, but you can do it while

telephoning, or waiting for a friend in a café, or almost 

anywhere – one of the beauties of colour pencils is that one can

take them almost anywhere.  If you find that the second colour

turns out to be the dominant one, it doesn’t mean to say that the

rule doesn’t hold.  Just a few colours have a greater covering

power and so effectively hide another colour.

What this all means is that you need to get to know your 

materials and their capabilities, just as with any other colouring

medium.

At the top you can see examples of techniques
for achieving different intensities.
Below them are mixtures of two colours, again
with increasing intensity.
It’s interesting – and also important for practical
work – how the first colour dominates:
it effectively takes command of the paper.
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Comparing colours

The third exercise had to do with hue,

what a layman would probably just call

colour. In exercise 4 we want to try and

match lightness values.  First you set up a

grey scale varying progressively from

almost white to almost black (you can use

browns if you prefer).  Then you try to

match each gradation in the scale with

different colours.

The illusion of 
depth

Exercise 2  is intended to give you a feel

for the right pressure, which of course

decides the intensity of colour on the

paper.

This intensity is an important factor in

determining the illusion of depth in a 

picture: intense colours are seen as closer.

Try to create the impression of scenic

depth just by varying the pressure.

Whereas in exercise 1 it was fairly 

unimportant which colours you chose,

this time it would be unsatisfactory if you

were to use colours with very little 

variation in lightness.  After all, the 

intensity of a colour depends not only on

its saturation (purity of the hue and the

amount used) but also on its lightness,

which some people prefer to think of in

terms of "blackness”.

Colour practice

Exercise 3 helps you choose the right

colours to achieve the desired mixture.

This is how I do it in my seminars.  Each

person is given a small piece of cartridge

paper and shades it with a mixture of two

colours (not hatching, since that makes it

too easy to see what colours were used).

Each sample is passed on to someone

else, who has to try and reproduce the

mixture on another piece of paper.  

As a practical point: make sure each 

sample is marked on the back with the

name of the person who coloured it,

which makes things much simpler when it

comes to discussing the results.  It’s also

important that everyone has a set of 

identical pencils, otherwise the results 

are rather unpredictable.

Gradations in depth as a
result of intensity, using the
example of a landscape drawn
from a photo, 25 x 35 cm, 
by Jürgen Spira. The most
important thing about such a
picture is the consistently
increasing intensity towards
the foreground.  Intensity is
influenced by three factors
(amount of colour used,
purity of the hue, and its
lightness), so there are
several different ways of
achieving the effect.  
This pupil used variations 
in lightness: the colours
become progressively darker
towards the foreground.
There are two other features
which provide visual clues:
the pure yellow demands
attention much more than
the rather passive blue; and
the powerful contrasts 
between light and dark
intensify the illusion 
of depth.



Using coloured
paper

Exercise 5 is more complex, consisting of

two parts.  The aim here is to stimulate an

awareness of the colour of the background

rather than the pencils.  Using a photo as

your original, you should try out various

ways of incorporating the colour of the

paper in your drawing.  This colour can

create a particular mood when used as a

unifying element that links the parts of

the picture.  Or else it can represent one

or more objects in the picture.

Experiment with both possibilities.

Landscape from a photo,
25 x 35 cm, 
by Ulrike Lampe
The class was able to
choose from a wide range
of strongly coloured 
cartridge papers. The
idea was to incorporate
the colour of the paper to
convey a particular mood
– whatever each person
might understand by that.  
No areas should be left
uncoloured, but the
colour of the paper must
"show through”.  
This picture derives its
impressive effect from the
interrelation between the
cadmium yellow paper and
the interwoven coloured
pencil lines. The pupil has
used a fairly consistent
hatching technique.

Landscape, 25 x 35 cm, by Ulrike Lampe
The goal was to use the colour of the paper to
represent a local area of colour or an object.
The area (in this case the sea) must be 
coloured just enough so that it no longer looks
as though the artist simply forgot about it.  
The technique used must be consistent 
throughout the picture; since the rest of this 
composition uses hatching, the gentle hatching
in the sea should at least look similar.



Using lines alone

Exercise 6. Up to now we’ve been 

colouring areas.  In a sense that’s contrary

to common sense, because pencils draw

lines.  Lines (and points) are what 

characterize drawings, whereas areas

(large and small) belong to the domain of

painting.  However, the unpractised hand

finds it very much harder to draw 

confident and convincing lines than to

shade areas.  My students’ lines are 

usually timid and uninspiring squiggles

without any hint of verve or joy.  Many

beginners find it helpful if the lines have

something else to back them up, or if we

make sure that there is never any 

hesitancy by using continuous lines as far

as possible.  A good rule is just to "dash

off” the line, not to sketch it carefully and

deliberately.

"Kalla”, 35 x 25 cm, by Karin Kuthe
The characteristic trace left by a pencil is a
line.  But these lines need to be convincing,
confident, charming, elegant, full of vitality
and sensitivity.  That’s much harder for a
beginner than shading and hatching, which is
why we started with areas rather than lines.  
It often helps to use playful repetition, a kind of
never-ending line (within reason, of course!).

Canal Grande, 29.5 x 42 cm, 
by Gerhard Weber
Instead of just hatching, we can of
course use a combination of different
drawing techniques and methods
more akin to handwriting.  But neither
of these solutions is at all convincing
until you’ve fully mastered the basic
techniques.



The seventh and final exercise is 

designed to illustrate just one possibility

of using watercolour pencils (with soluble

leads).  To bring home the contrasting

effects of the different approaches, I 

suggest you use the same photo as before

as your subject.  Shade in the background

colour, using only light pressure.  Give it

a good wash over with a wet paintbrush.

When the "paint” has dried, you can make

your picture with lines and hatching 

techniques.  The result is an interesting

combination of painting and drawing.

Postcard of Venice, 15.5 x 10.5 cm, 
by Gerhard Weber
Watercolour pencils have two main uses.  As
this example shows, they’re the ideal material
for small drawings (and for taking on journeys).
The possibility of adding very fine lines,
erasing unwanted lines, then working over the
drawing with a wettish paintbrush (and
perhaps touching it up afterwards) makes
watercolour pencils a very handy medium,
even for beginners.

"Kalla”, 50 x 35 cm, by Karin Kuthe
This picture illustrates a combination of 
techniques using the same material, in this
case pencils with water-soluble leads. The
result is an interesting effect. The extended
areas of colour in the background layer are
enlivened by the freehand curves of the second
layer, which encircle them playfully and also
contradict their shape to some extent. 
The steps are as follows: lay out the areas by
shading in a to-and-fro or circular motion,
using light pressure and holding the pencil at 
a very shallow angle; merge the pencil marks
fully or partly with a paintbrush and clean
water; when it’s dry add bold lines to create 
a playful contrast with the gentle colour 
transitions of the background.

Combining 
techniques

Of course there are many other techniques

we could use, but this is only an 

introductory seminar, and we don’t have

unlimited time, so we’ll have to restrict

ourselves to the basics.



Beginners, in particular, tend to look

down on colour pencils. Although several

well-known artists use or have used them,

the medium doesn’t

enjoy a very professional

image. Colour pencils belong in the 

nursery, or so people think. Perhaps it’s

because one can just pick them up and

start drawing without any preparation,

any studio, or any expensive additional

materials and equipment. A set of pencils

doesn’t even look very impressive.  

But is that important?

If you can manage to forget the "nursery”

tag, then perhaps you can also try not to

call them crayons, which are something

different.  Even high-quality colour 

pencils are inexpensive as artists’

materials go.  But only if you start off

with a complete set, rather than buy them

individually.  If you’re not sure that

you’ll want to carry on using them over a

long period, then limit yourself to a set of

36 at the most.  And please don’t buy the

cheapest pencils you can find. Cheap 

pencils don’t give such a smooth and

even flow of colour, their leads contain 

less pigment, and the colours tend to fade

when exposed to light. They don’t give

value for money.

You’ll need a plastic eraser and an 

eraser pencil for fine work. Also a good (!)

sharpener. Professionals prefer a very

sharp knife; it’s harder to start with, but

with practice you’ll find you waste less of

the lead and can shape the point as you

want. Metal sharpeners, sometimes built

into a container to catch the shavings, are

commoner. What hardly

anyone realizes is

that the blades are

usually of terrible

quality, so get blunt very

quickly and need to be replaced.

Otherwise you’ll find the pencil leads

keep breaking or the wood splinters –

and you’ll probably blame

your pencils.

Then there are

mechanical 

sharpeners, which

are quite expensive to

buy but very easy to

use. They used to be

known as pencil 

shredders, a reputation which was 

probably justified, but the modern ones

are much better. I always use one of these

machines in my seminars.

The number of different drawing techniques

is matched by the number of types of

paper, each suitable for a slightly different

application.  If you want very clear pencil

marks and intense colours, you’ll do best

to choose a

high-quality

drawing

paper. 

For most purposes a good sketching paper

is perfectly adequate. If the drawing is

supposed to look as if it were done with

crayons (using shading rather than 

hatching), then I recommend pastel paper.

You should definitely experiment with

coloured papers. For wash techniques

using watercolour pencils, it obviously

makes sense to use special watercolour

paper which doesn’t wrinkle. The

surface texture is more a matter

of individual taste, so I can’t give

any general recommendations

there. You should remember, though,

that the smoother the surface, the more

easily the pencil "flows”.

The materials
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This description is intended to serve two

purposes.  First of all, anyone who is 

interested in working with colour pencils

can practice at home with the exercises

suggested here.  Secondly, if you hold art

classes yourself then you might consider

using the ideas – or at least some of them

– in your own courses.

The seminars last for two days, and are

designed for people who have never done

any serious drawing with coloured pencils,

except perhaps at school.  You should

bear that in mind when reading this 

brochure: the drawings shown here were

done by beginners, so similar results are

well within your grasp.

I certainly don’t want to pass these 

illustrations off as accomplished works of

art.  Nor do I claim that if you work

through the exercises you will immediately

be an artist!  But then you wouldn’t

attempt to give a concert after your first

music lesson.  What I do maintain is that

you can achieve some interesting results,

considering how little time you’ve invested.

That should encourage you to spend a

weekend learning about working with

colour pencils.
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