


Colored Pencils
Unlike graphite and charcoal pencils, colored pencils' cores are 
wax- or oil-based and contain varying proportions of pigments, 
additives, and binding agents. 

The cost and quality of colored pencils are typically determined 
by how much pigment is used, the lightfastness of the pigments, 
the durability of the colored pencil, and softness of the core.

Good colored pencils aren’t cheap, but they do last a while. 
Some of my pencils that are rarely-used colors are over 20 years 
old and still work just fine! You can buy individual pencils to 
replace the ones you use most frequently.

The brands I use most often are Prismacolor Premier Soft Core 
colored pencils, and Faber-Castell’s Polychromos. Prismacolor is 
a wax-based pencil, and the Polychromos are oil-based.

I find it is easier to get rich color with Prismacolor, but the slightly 
harder Polychromos pencils are useful as well.



Techniques
Layering: Thin layers of colored pencil are drawn 
one on top of the other to create shading, extend 
the color range, and create a drawing with 
brilliance.

Burnishing: A blending technique in which a 
colorless blender or a light-colored pencil is applied 
firmly to an already layered drawing producing 
a shiny surface. 

Scoring: Embossing patterns into the paper before 
or during drawing to create relief areas.

Fusing: Using solvents or a colorless blender to mix 
pigments together on the paper.

TIPS:

Work with a good point on your pencil – an 
electric pencil sharpener is very useful.

A light touch is essential in the beginning stages. 
Hold the pencil away from the tip, and at a small 
angle to the paper.

Use a durable paper. A good quality drawing or 
watercolor paper will stand up to heavy layering 
and burnishing, however for general use and 
practice any good sketchbook paper works well.



COMPLEMENTARY COLORS
Are directly across the color 
wheel from each other.



Color plus White Color plus Black

Color made a neutral by adding grey 
or the COMPLEMENTARY color

It’s perfectly okay to use Black, but your drawings will be 
more interesting if you use layers of colors to create your 
darks and shadows. 

Indigo Blue and Tuscan Red are SHADES of Red and Blue, so 
using them is like adding a little Black, without using Black.

Some Black colored pencils are also wax-heavy, and will 
cause a drawing to ‘bloom’ with wax rising to the surface, an 
annoying situation!

TINTS

TONES

SHADES



Colored pencils do not mix like paint. It is very difficult to get 
saturated colors, which is why some colored pencil artists 
like to Burnish, or Fuse, their colored pencil work.

Burnishing, done with a blending pencil or burnishing tool,  
is usually done only at the end of a drawing, as it will make 
the pencil surface slick and therefore difficult to add more 
color.

Fusing using solvents (often in pen form, or applied with a 
cotton swab, etc.) can be done early on, as the solvents will 
melt the colored pencil and mix the pigments, while the 
solvents themselves evaporate or sink into the paper. 
However, fusing can drastically change your colors so test 
the result before you try it on your art.

And nice results can be achieved by simply Layering without 
either fusing or burnishing, by letting the sparkle of the 
paper itself come through. It’s entirely up to you!



I start with a light drawing in graphite. Once I have everything 
in place, I will erase my lines so that they are just ghost images 
– that way the graphite doesn’t smear into my light colors.

You could do this initial 
drawing in colored pencil, 
but I like to be able to 
erase more easily.

I am going to start by applying Tuscan Red to 
the darkest areas as Red is the COMPLEMENT
of Green. Tuscan Red is a shade of Red, so it 
contains a small amount of Black.

The layering process using Indigo Blue and Tuscan Red



Areas that are less dark will get some 
Indigo Blue, and I added Indigo Blue on top 
of the Tuscan Red on one side. There are 
no rules here, I am just trying things out! 

I am also adding in Orange that 
will be needed to dull down 
the Green in some places. 
If you experiment with adding 
other colors, as I am here, keep 
using a light touch for the 
darkest colors. 

The goal is to extend 
the range of your 
colored pencil colors 
by layering, visually 
mixing, the colors, just 
as the Impressionist 
painters did with paint 
and pastel.



Colored pencil work 
requires thinking ahead, 
but the fun is in the 
experimentation.

Now I go the other direction and add in 
the yellow highlights for the brightest 
green. 

I am ‘reserving’ the areas so that the 
next layers, which will be green, will look 
different from the greens on the sides of 
the block. 

Note that I am leaving some areas blank. This is so 
that even when I add color to this area, these areas 
will be a little darker. I may even pump up the 
contrast, not following the reference.

I can add yellow on top of the 
green as well, however I like 
creating this distinction first in 
the underlayers.



Green is the ‘local color’.

Try not to put all the colors everywhere or there won’t be any 
differentiation between one area and the next.

Colored pencil takes a LONG TIME to build up, but this is how you 
get to a nice result.

Finally, some Green! I added 
yellow greens to the top, and 
blue greens to the mid-tone 
areas, and darker green to the 
darks. You don’t have to follow 
the reference, but it is a good 
idea to keep the sense of form 
and light direction logical.



And now you just add layers of whatever color you would like! 
I added some lighter blue in as well, just to see what would happen.

I stopped the drawing at this point without further layers or burnishing. 
If I continued, I could get more color saturation (intensity).

I find it’s easier to control the darks by 
having them as the bottom layers, rather 
than trying to add them on top. But 
sometimes you decide that you want to 
add some ‘oomph’ back in. I added some 
more Tuscan Red to the dark areas, then 
went over them with Green and Blue.



Have realistic expectations about how saturated your colors will be. 
Don’t get discouraged if things go awry with your color layers! 
This takes a while to get used to. Keep trying new combinations and 
make a note when something works well!

At some point, abandon your 
photo reference, if that is what 
you are using, and just color 
the object in such a way as 
pleases you.



Layering technique:

Lightly sketch the object in graphite and apply color in the darkest areas of your drawing first. 
Here’s how to decide which underlayer color to put where:

Reds/Oranges: 
Darkest area, apply Indigo Blue (which is a shade of a different and dark primary color)
Darkest reds, apply Tuscan Red (which is a shade of Red)
To dull down the Red, apply a Green (which is a complementary color)

Purples:
Darkest area, apply Indigo Blue (which is a shade of a different and dark primary color)
Darkest purples, apply Tuscan Red and Indigo Blue (which are shades of Red and Blue)
To dull down the Purple, apply a Yellow or a Green (which is a complementary color)

Blues/Greens: 
Darkest area, apply Tuscan Red (which is a shade of a different and dark primary color)
Darkest blues/greens, apply Indigo Blue (which is a shade of Blue)
To dull down a blue/green, apply an Orange (which is a complementary color)

Yellows: 
Darkest area, apply Tuscan Red or Purple (which is a shade of a different and dark primary color)
Darkest yellows, apply Brown or Ochre (which is a shade of Yellow)
To dull down a yellow, apply a Violet (which is a complementary color)

Next, use a pale color to ‘reserve’ the highlights and to create the underlayer for other paler colors.

Lastly, add the ‘LOCAL COLOR’ and any additional colors you would like to use.

With Purples and 
Yellows in particular, 
test your 
combinations first!



There are no rules, but playing with shades 
and complementary colors will make your 
drawing more interesting.

For example, I might want to put Indigo Blue 
under the darkest parts of the red leaves, and 
Tuscan Red under the darkest parts of the 
green leaves.

I could darken the green on the green leaves 
with an underlayer of Indigo Blue.

I could use Green on the red leaves to tone 
down the color in places, and Red on the 
green leaves to do the same thing.

On the yellow leaves, I might try adding some 
Tuscan Red and Green underneath the yellow, 
as well as violet, browns, reds, and ochres.

On all the leaves, I could use a pale blue or 
grey to ‘reserve’ the highlights.





The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

First, experiment to see which 
combination of colored pencils 
might get you in the range of this 
Kingfisher’s blue. Don’t worry 
about being exact. 

Then do the same for the orange 
underbelly.



The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

To start your drawing, you will put 
Tuscan Red under the darkest areas 
of the blue feathers,
and Indigo Blue under the darkest 
areas of the orange breast, and the 
cattail flower.

Leave blank areas for the lightest 
feathers.



The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

Next add some Indigo Blue to the 
blues, and Tuscan Red to the oranges 
and reds.

Next you will add white or light blue 
to the light blue areas, and white to 
the white areas, to ‘reserve’ those 
areas and keep the  later layers light.



The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

Now you will add LOCAL COLOR, in 
this case that will be whatever 
blues, greens, oranges, and browns 
that you would like.

And lastly address the lightest 
areas. Don’t add too much color –
you want to maintain the contrast 
with the darker areas.



The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

Notice how a background of 
a complementary color 
creates a nice sense of 
definition to the object.

Sometimes you want an 
object to blend into its 
surroundings, and 
sometimes you want it to 
stand out. 

A complementary color 
helps it stand out.
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