
Jon Gnagy – America's Art Teacher

How I Make a Portrait
Using Pastel Pencils

by
Mike Bennett

When starting a sketch of a person, it is necessary
to have quality reference photos of the face from differ-
ent angles even if doing only a single angle of a face.
Reference photos help me in trying to either emphasize
or minimize features of the face such as eyes, nose,
lips, etc.

In the case of Jon Gnagy, the only photos available
to me were either from my books or from the internet.
Unfortunately, my books proved to be of little value.

For the sort of illustration I wanted to create, I was
able to locate five excellent closeups of Gnagy on the
Getty website showing him at his easel, working on an
actual drawing.

The singular photo that stood out of the group dis-
played Gnagy holding the sketch on the easel while he
was looking back at some unknown person to whom
he was talking. The only alteration made to this photo-
graph in my sketch was to shift his eyes so they were
looking forward toward us –– the viewers.

When changing a black & white photo into a color
sketch, it is paramount, for accuracy's sake, to know
the color of  the eyes and hair so I  contacted one of
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Gnagy's  grand-daughters  to  obtain  the  requisite  in-
formation. The response was, “A cross between hazel
and brown.”

My next step was to decide exactly what image I
was going to  create  to  show this  Famous Television
Artist working at his easel. For that purpose, I chose a
specific landscape photo that seems to be consistently
showing up on internet searches, and that is the cover
for his famous Learn To Draw: Landscapes, Volume 2.

This cover depicts a mountain glacier scene at sun-
down  with  rocky  pinnacles,  illuminated  in  reddish
brown  colors.  I've  intensely  studied  that  mountain
many times and I  can't  help but to think of it  as a
cross between Mt. Shuksan and Mt. Rainier, both in
Washington state.

For my sketches, I always use 80-90 lb. paper man-
ufactured by either Strathmore or Canson. The materi-
al used to draw both portraits in this book are  Conté
Pastel  Pencils,  made  in  France,  and  Derwent Pastel
Pencils,  made  in  the  United  Kingdom.  I  discovered
Derwent Pastel Pencils in the 1970s.

I  had always liked working with chalk,  especially
because of what Gnagy was able to do with them on
his detailed sketches and I continued using them. Un-
fortunately, I could never get the detail that I wanted
with square chalk until I found Derwent pencils at an
art store called  Bud Rickert's Art Center in San Bern-
ardino, California. That store had everything an artist
could possibly need. It's also a landmark in San Bern-
ardino history.

When I want to achieve an accurate portrait of a
person,  a car,  a  locomotive,  etc.,  I  project  an image
from an LCD projector which precludes many wasted
hours from my sketches. This, however, doesn't mean
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that no further sketching is involved, it is actually just
the beginning of a sketch.

After  the main components of  a  sketch are com-
pleted, depending on the subject matter, I concentrate
on the main object of the sketch, in this case, the face.
Being left-handed, I always target the right eye first,
working across the face to the left  eye so as to not
smear what was just finished.

When I'm working with chalk, I use a lot of scratch
paper sheets that were headed for the trash can any-
way.  Since they're  clean,  I  can put  them under  my
hand to keep it clean. Once a sheet becomes full  of
chalk,  of  course,  I  throw  it  away  and  use  another
sheet.

When blending colors with my fingers, I clean them
regularly for two reasons. Firstly, fingers exude oil and
if it isn't removed, little fingerprints are left all over the
sketch and they will not come out no matter how hard
you erase. Secondly, when shading parts of a sketch,
more skin tones may need to be added to a face (for in-
stance) and it's never a good idea to have blue or green
coming off a finger onto the sketched face.

Continuing with the face, I work on the nose and
lips next. Ears and hair are the last parts I will finish
on a face. In most cases, I'll put a color background
around the face and head and, in this way, I can insert
small strands of hair that overlap the background col-
or. Final parts of a portrait are the neck and torso and,
again, I continue to work away from the face so I won't
smear anything.

A tool I've only recently discovered is called an  in-
denting tool which is a wooden “pencil like” object with
metal rods attached to both ends. The ends of the rods
are small metal balls which come in different sizes and
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can be used to make grooves or dents in a piece of pa-
per. This allows artists to shade the paper by causing
the chalk or pastels to pass over the grooves, leaving a
white  line  underneath.  It's  quite  useful  for  detailing
hair, fur, or grass in a sketch. Actually, even an empty
ball-point pen could be used if the situation warranted
it.

Due to the inherent messiness of chalk, it's helpful
to have one room dedicated to just sketching because
excess  chalk  powder  is  left  behind  and  is  usually
blown off a sketch by mouth or with a blow-out bulb.

The blow-out bulb is the best way of cleaning the
chalk dust,  though.  It  has a large oval  rubber bulb
with a large tube attached to the open end. Occasion-
ally, however, persistent eraser shavings need to be re-
moved  with  special  brushes.  Canned  air is  another
tool, but if not used properly, it can be more damaging
than helpful to a sketch.

Other essential materials for Pastel Pencil sketching
are a gum eraser and a pencil-form eraser. Tortillons
(commonly called Stumps) are also used for blending
when fingers won't adequately do the job. Paper tow-
els,  Kleenex,  and  toilet  paper  are  also  quite  useful
when smoothing and blending larger areas. The eraser
stick is used when erasing small, delicate sections of
an object. They are also used for high-lighting or mak-
ing light hair, fur, or blades of grass.

Because  Pastel  Pencil  chalk  is  extremely  delicate
the  pencils  cannot  be  sharpened  in  a  mechanical
device. My method is to sharpen them with a utility
knife,  X-Acto  blade,  or  some  variance  of  box-cutter
with breakaway blades. Lastly, I find that sandpaper is
an excellent way to put a final sharp point on the pen-
cil tip.
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In his Learn to Draw Kits, Gnagy included a sand-
ing block with tear-away sheets for sharpening char-
coal pencils and parts of the square chalk. As always,
Jon thought of everything!

One absolute requirement for quality sketching is
good  lighting.  My  personal  preference  is  fluorescent
lights that provide soft-light.

A study of  my  progress photos of  the book cover
sketch will  offer  visual  evidence of  my continual  at-
tempt to keep everything in the vicinity of the sketch
clean of excessive powder as I work around the subject
to the outer-sides of the paper.

Finally, when I am satisfied, I sign my name and
put a completion date on the sketch with a black fine-
tip marker  or  a  charcoal  pencil.  The sketch is  then
sprayed carefully with fixative or clear acrylic spray. In
some cases,  I've  even used aerosol  hair  spray.  This
helps to seal in most of the chalk on the sketch.

Gnagy used a rudimentary fixative contraption con-
sisting of a bottle with a fluid in it and an instrument
that dropped into the fluid. The artist would blow out
a  mist  onto  a  sketch to  seal  in  the  charcoal  pencil
parts and chalk. He referred to it as his  atomizer. In
today's  worrisome  world,  such  an  appliance  would
most probably be frowned upon by the EPA.

I  can  honestly  say:  “From Jon  Gnagy's  television
programs, his Learn to Draw Kits, and his How to Paint
Pastels sets, I became a better artist and an art teach-
er.

Gnagy's books and kits provided instructions for all
of the rudimentary aspects of drawing; blending colors;
composition of scenes; showing convincing shadows &
highlights; and portraying realistic buildings using lin-
ear perspective. I learned all of the basics from him.
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Jon was a master artist for me as well as for mil-
lions of other amateur artists. All I had to do was con-
tinue practicing my skills in order to develop my own,
personal  style.  Jon  Gnagy,  however,  gave  me  the
spark!

The following pages will display the sequential pro-
gress  of  both  of  my  sketches  that  appear  in  Jon
Gnagy; America's Art Instructor; the sketch in the front
of the book and the one on the front cover of the book.
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