
The Makings of a Masterpiece
Although there is no single recipe for the making of a masterful pastel, there are some  
key ingredients that contribute to a successful outcome.

histor ica lly spea k ing, the 
ter M “M a ster piece,” in the 
European guild system, referred to 
a piece of work done by an aspiring 
apprentice or journeyman wishing  
to ascend to the status of master 
craftsman. If the submitted work of art 
was deemed worthy, the applicant was 
given membership, or guild certifica-
tion. Great care was therefore given  
to execute the finest work the crafts-
man was capable of producing, making 
it worthy of the title of masterpiece 

and the craftsman worthy of the  
designation of master of the craft. 

Today, the label “masterpiece” 
signifies any example of exceptional 
artistry. Being able to produce a pastel 
painting worthy of such status is built 
upon both technical craftsmanship 
and purpose.

Commit to Practice 
An aspiring artist’s early painting years 
are generally spent in apprenticeship, 
focused on acquiring the ability to 

For my plein air piece, Summer Grasses 
(8x12), the allure was the textural beauty 
of the field grasses bathed in the early 
evening light. By selectively using negative 
space to define much of the tree shapes and 
economizing the textural representation of 
the grasses, a sense of mystery is created 
that engages the viewer’s imagination.
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draw accurately, represent value rela-
tionships properly and produce a sense 
of nature’s innate color harmony. All 
of these skills require great physical 
and mental facility. 

Learning to see with sensitivity 
and being able to translate that to your 
surface can take years of practice. As 
the old adage goes: “How do you get 

to Carnegie Hall? Practice, practice, 
practice!” There are no shortcuts. 
Disciplined practice will be part of 
every successful painter’s life. 

Know Your Purpose
If you add to these practices an  
exploration of the many diverse tech-
niques possible in pastel painting today, 

you can understand how an artist can 
easily lose sight of the main purpose 
of painting—which is, ideally, a desire 
to visually communicate a personal 
perspective of the surrounding world, 
influenced by the artist’s concept of 
the aesthetics of beauty, mystery and 
emotion. In the words of the English 
philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-1626), 

“The job of the artist is always to deepen 
the mystery.” 

Being reminded of the purpose, or 
concept, that motivates you to paint  
a specific subject or scene is central 
to evolving as an artist, once technical 
mastery is achieved. Without purpose, 
it’s easy to fall prey to technical perfec-
tion devoid of feeling. A painting may 
look exactly like the scene but say 
very little. Practice may get an artist 
to Carnegie Hall, but it’s passion that 
produces rave reviews. 

For me, it’s helpful to employ the 
three Ws: Why, What and When. If I 
know the “why,” the emotional connec-
tion to a subject/scene, it can answer 
the “what,” that is, what to put in and 
what to leave out. This helps with the 

“when”—knowing when a painting is 
done. That’s the time when the main 
purpose or concept behind the painting 
is achieved. 

Always ask yourself: What attracted 
me to the subject or scene in the first 
place? What did I love about it? Then, 
dig deep—as a technically well-trained 
painter—to go beyond the literal 
surface content and communicate 
intent. It’s paramount if we’re to elevate 
a painting from merely a fine render-
ing to an all-out masterpiece. As the 

Cobalt Morning (12x9) is a plein air pastel I painted of a Lake Superior shoreline. I fell 
in love with the intense blue that permeated the atmospheric morning. I indicated the 
individual rocks and trees with just enough detail to make them understandable without 
competing with the blue and luminous glow of the light. Once I realized that more detail 
wouldn’t strengthen the purpose of the painting, I knew I was done.

“When love and skill 
work together, expect 
a masterpiece.” 

— John Rusk in
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English art critic John Ruskin (1819-
1900) said, “When love and skill work 
together, expect a masterpiece.”

Reveal the Passion
I was recently reminded of this by 
another writer and art critic, Kenneth 
Clark, when I revisited his book, 
Landscape Into Art. First published 
in 1949 and revised in 1976, this book 
was—according to The Cambridge 
Review—the first complete work to 
appear in English on landscape paint-
ing as a separate branch of art. In it, 
Clark comments on Ruskin’s categories 
of perception while discussing the 
landscape work of Giovanni Bellini 
(Italian, c. 1430–1516). Ruskin believed 
that there were three kinds of percep-
tion: “The man who perceives rightly, 
because he does not feel (a primrose is 
very accurately a primrose, because he 
does not love it). Secondly, the man that 
perceives wrongly, because he feels (a 
primrose is anything but a primrose: a 
star, a sun, a fairy’s shield or a forsaken 
maiden). Finally, there is the man that 
perceives rightly in spite of his feelings 
(a primrose is forever nothing else than 
itself, a little flower apprehended in a 
very plain and leafy fact of it, whatever 
and howsoever the associations and 
passions may be that crowd around it).” 

Clark believed that Bellini belonged 
in the third category, because Bellini 
was capable of describing nature accu-
rately while still infusing it with his 
personal passion. He didn’t reduce a 
scene to symbolism; nor did he render 
it so without feeling that it became 
sterile. As Clark said, “Bellini was born 
with the landscape painter’s greatest 
gift: an emotional response to light.” 

After revisiting these observations 
by Ruskin, and shared by Clark,  
I found another Ruskin quote: “Nature 
is painting for us, day after day, 
pictures of infinite beauty if only we 
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have the eyes to see them.” That quote 
reminded me of words spoken by one 
of my favorite artists, Jean-Baptiste-
Camille Corot (French, 1796-1875), 
around 1856: “Beauty in art is truth 
bathed in an impression received 
from nature. I am struck upon seeing 
a certain place. While I strive for a 
conscientious imitation, I yet never for 
an instant lose the emotion that has 
taken hold of me. Reality is one part of 
art; feeling completes it. … Before any 
site and any object, abandon yourself 
to your first impression. If you have 
really been touched, you will convey 
to others the sincerity of your emotion.”

Inspire a Response
Artists can communicate the emotional 
connection they feel for subject matter 
by using a style that reinforces the main 
concept and allows a degree of mystery 
to permeate a painting. Combine this 

with solid technical ability and you have 
all the ingredients of a painting worthy 
of the designation masterpiece.

While every issue of Pastel Journal 
illustrates the best of pastel, the 
April “Pastel 100” issue offers excep-
tional inspiration. The annual contest 
generates an issue filled with pastel 
masterpieces. Some of the winning 
works come from recognized masters; 
others are from artists new to the dis-
tinction. If you entered but didn’t make 
the 100 this year, don’t be discouraged; 
just remember the key ingredients 
for a masterful painting, and practice, 
practice, practice! 

rIchard mckInLey (www.mckinley 
studio.com) will be a demonstrator and 
workshop instructor at the International 
Association of Pastel Societies convention 
this June. Visit www.pastelinternational.
com for more information. 

The counterpoint diagonals of the composition and the iridescent quality of the morning 
light upon the rich grasses and trees were the driving forces behind my plein air pastel, 
Carpinteria Morning (9x12). having painted in the location many times over the years made 
this particular morning’s artistic endeavor akin to visiting an old lover. There was a familiarity 
to the experience that heightened the emotional connection.
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