
Introduction
The pastels you use have a dramatic impact on the style of your work. Yet it 
can be overwhelming to know what to buy with all the materials on the market. 
Don’t worry though, I’ve created this pastel supply list to help you understand 
what pastels I recommend in order to accomplish a painterly style.

MATERIALS MATTER
If you are anything like me, you love a rich painterly buildup and bold mark-
making style. In order to achieve this in your work, you’ll need to use good 
quality soft pastels. Fortunately, in today’s expanding market, we have many 
great options for rich, highly pigmented soft pastels. Be aware though, medium 
density and hard pastels are just not capable of creating the rich, soft mark-
making we are after. However, they do have a role to play in our work, which I’ll 
soon explain.

I’m going to share my favorite pastels with you and describe what makes them 
distinctive, starting with the softest and moving through varying brands until 
we reach the hardest pastels. I’ll make beginner and budget recommendations 
throughout the supply list as well. 

Pastel Supply List 
What pastels should I buy? 
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Note: Soft pastels and hard pastels are “chalk-based” or dry pastels, 
not oil-based pastel crayons! Oil pastels use wax or oils as the binder 

and do not mix at all with soft pastels. 
I don’t use oil pastels, and we will not cover them here.

Soft Pastels
Soft pastels are the fundamental tool in achieving a painterly buildup of pigment. 
They are highly pigmented and apply a great deal of color to the surface of the 
paper, providing a very rich and saturated effect. Soft pastels are also the most 
expensive to purchase, since they are composed of high quality lightfast pigments. 
Don’t let the manufacturers’ boxes fool you either. Just because they name them 
“soft pastels,” doesn’t mean they’re truly soft. 

Because you cannot mix your pastels on a palette like oil paint, pastel sticks of 
color must be mixed on the surface of the work. This means that it’s important 
to have a broad range of colors and hues to create a full spectrum of color and 
values in your work. I recommend an initial investment of 80-120 colors of soft 
pastels, and then building up a broader palette of colors as your budget allows. 
Various pastel manufacturers make anywhere between 300-600 unique color 
sticks in their pastel lines.
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For beginners and those on a budget, half-stick sets are the 
ideal way to acquire more colors for less. Start with a minimum 
set of 60 half-stick soft pastels if your budget allows. 

Soft Pastel Formats:
SQUARE FORMAT

This is my favorite soft pastel shape! I love the square edges of the pastel stick for 
making a variety of unique marks. 

1. Terry Ludwig

Very soft with amazing darks, incredibly rich and smooth, and intense pigments. 
This is a high quality pastel, and well worth the investment. I use Terry Ludwig 
pastels extensively as one of my favorite, most important soft pastel brands.

Budget Recommendation: If you could only get one set of Terry Ludwig Pastels, 
I highly recommend the Intense Darks II set of 30. Incredibly rich, beautiful darks, 
the best on the market. 

Terry Ludwig Pastels Intense Darks II set of 30 Product Link
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2. Great American 

Another beautiful extra-soft, buttery pastel with a very extensive line of colors, 
a bit more “creamy” than Ludwig. 

Budget Recommendation: Half-stick sets available 
o 60 Half Outside Set Product Link

3. Blue Earth

A unique smaller size and very soft pastel, with a logical color approach that is 
organized by value and intensity. Blue Earth is an exclusive product of Dakota 
Pastels, recently released to the pastel market. I haven’t yet purchased many of 
these due to my extensive collection, but I’ve sampled and tested them and they 
are wonderful. Very similar feel to the Great American pastels in a more compact 
form factor. They also have a very clever approach to arranging their pastel 
palette upright in the foam.  For more information click here

ROUND FORMAT

This is the timeless pastel shape, and comes in a variety of brands with unique 
widths, lengths, and textures. 

1. Schminke 

Velvety soft and consistent, highly pigmented, with great finishing properties 
capable of impasto handling. Schmincke German-made pastels are thicker and 
also quite long. They come wrapped in glassine that should be removed before 
use. 
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Because of the length, one stick can be broken into a number of useful sizes for 
making marks. This was my first collection of extra soft pastels, and they remain a 
genuine favorite of mine. 

Budget Recommendation: New Half-Stick Sets of Schmincke are now available! 
These come without wrappers in 40, 80, and 120 piece sets. 
80 Schmincke half-sticks Product Link

2. Girault

This unique French pastel is thin and long, and comes without any wrapper. It is a 
superior quality pastel that has been in production for hundreds of years with very 
consistent handling that is slightly firmer than the previous brands mentioned, yet 
still remains very smooth. Girault holds a nice edge, and is great for detailed and 
linear work. I love using Girault pastels for portrait work in particular. They offer a 
beautiful collection of skin tones and grays.  Girault is a wonderful compliment to 
the thicker, chunkier extra soft brands. For more information click here.

3. Unison

Excellent soft pastel, not crumbly, firm yet creamy and densly pigmented. Made in 
England by artist John Hersey. These pastels are also a great compliment to the 
extra soft finishing pastels, as they hold their shape and have a nice body. Unison 
now makes half-stick sets as well as large pastel sticks. I have a number of unison 
pastels and can attest to their excellent quality.

Budget Recommendation: Half stick sets available!
120 piece half-stick set. Beautiful assortment of colors. Product Link
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4. Sennelier

Another highly pigmented and very soft French-made pastel stick, thinner in 
profile. Dark greens and reds of Sennelier are rich and beautiful. One caveat 
regarding their full sticks that come in wrappers, they tend to crumble quite easily. 
This can be frustrating, and as a result I do not purchase full sticks of this brand 
very often, even though they are fine pastels. 

However, I think the Sennelier half-stick sets are the ideal starter sets to introduce 
beginners to soft pastel. They are thicker, come without wrappers, and are far less 
crumbly at an extraordinary value. 

Budget Recommendation: This is my #1 recommendation value starter set! 
Sennelier 120 Half Pastel Paris Collection Product Link
Sennelier 80 Half Pastel Boxed Set Product Link

5. Diane Townsend Soft Form

I was more recently exposed to these lovely, somewhat irregular-shaped soft 
pastel sticks. They have pumice added in as an ingredient to create a richly 
pigmented, gritty and textured mark with a wonderful bite. I have come to really 
enjoy these soft pastels, and have begun to use them a lot more often. 
For more information click here.

6. Richeson Hand-Rolled Pastels

New to the market, and a good value for a soft pastel. Similar size to Unison 
half-sticks, and come in a host of value sets. While not as soft as brands like 
Schmincke or Terry Ludwig, they are still good quality soft pastel for less. 
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Budget Recommendation: For the beginner, there are also some great 80 and 
120 piece sets to begin your collection. 
HR 80 Landscape Product Link
HR 120 Landscape Product Link

SOFT PASTEL PAINTERLY TIP: 
FREE YOUR SOFT PASTELS FROM THEIR WRAPPERS 

so you can make those bold, loose marks!

Medium pastels
You will often find medium density pastels at local art stores, essentially because 
they cost less. This is generally attributed to less pigment, more binder, and lower 
quality materials in them. While it can be tempting because of their price point, 
my recommendation would be to pass on the medium density pastels entirely. No 
judgement here, as my very first set of pastels in college was a set of Rembrandt 
pastels, and they are the finest quality medium pastel that I’m aware of. If you own 
one of these brands, they are good for underpainting and initial sketching in, but I 
prefer to use hard pastels for these tasks. 
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Examples of Medium Density Pastels:

o Rembrandt Soft Pastels

o Art Spectrum Soft Pastels

o Mungyo Gallery Soft Pastel Square Sets 

o Holbein Soft Pastels

Hard Pastels
I recommend purchasing a good set of hard pastels to compliment the soft 
pastels for sketching and detail work. 

1. Prismacolor NuPastel Color Sticks

I love these hard pastels! This is my preferred brand, as they are a slightly “softer” 
hard pastel than the others, which means they integrate well with the other soft 
pastels without digging into them. I’ve used them for many years. 
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NuPastel sticks are excellent for portrait sketching, initial sketching and blocking 
in, and are wonderful for those reddish dark accents in a portrait. They can be 
sharpened to a point, used as they come, or broken and used on their side for 
broader strokes. 

Budget Recommendation: Full 96 Piece NuPastel Set Product Link
A wonderful value for a broad range of colors. 

2. Cretacolor Pastel Carre 

This hard pastel has a very similar feel to NuPastel. Excellent quality, very nice.
For more information click here. 

3. Faber-Castell Polychromos 

These are the hardest of the hard pastels, with a very high lightfast rating, and 
very good quality. I have a full set of these, but always end up using my NuPastels 
instead, since they are softer. For more information click here.

4. Caran d’Ache Pastel Cubes

Excellent quality Swiss-made hard pastels that match with their pastel pencil line 
of colors. Lovely selection of colors. For more information click here.
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Pastel Pencils
I use pastel pencils for drawing, sketching portrait and figurative work in sanguine 
and earth tones, and tonal studies on toned paper. I also use them occasionally  
for my signature. 

1. Faber-Castell Pitt

This is my favorite pastel pencil, as they don’t break while sharpening, and are 
very consistent. For more information click here.

2. Caran d’Ache Pencils

Excellent quality, great colors that match their hard pastel cube sticks, and they 
also don’t break while sharpening. For more information click here.

My Beginner’s Budget Start up Palette Recommendation:
1.  Soft: Sennelier 120 Half Pastel Paris Collection

2. Hard: NuPastels Full Set of 96 Hard Pastels
3. Darks: Level up your darks when ready- Terry Ludwig Intense Darks II
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