
V i a nna Sza bo iSn’t one for fine 
deta il or tight Strok eS in her pastels, 
and that’s because she believes a good painting 
exudes the same magic as a favorite book. Unlike 
the big-budget Hollywood movie adaptation, 
those well-worn pages invite readers to shape the 
story themselves, casting the characters based on 
their own imaginings.

It’s this same quality of engagement that 
Szabo admires in the work of great artists such 
as Anders Zorn (Swedish, 1860-1920), John Singer 
Sargent (American, 1856-1925) and Joaquín 
Sorolla y Bastida (Spanish, 1863-1923). Szabo 
believes their paintings leave enough unsaid that 
viewers want to look at them from a distance, 
mid-range and up close, because they’ve been 
invited to finish the conversation. “I suppose 
what I like to create with my work is almost a 
sense of seeing something outside the periphery,” 
she says. “I want it to have that feeling that you’ve 
glanced at something beautiful, and then you 
want to walk up to it for a closer look.”

Szabo’s work looks and feels effortless, but 
there’s a relentless focus on simplicity and tech-
nique that allows her to achieve such painterly 
portraits. Each piece draws from more than 20 
years of focusing on color theory, value, atmo-
sphere and form. But ultimately, it’s her highly 
technical approach that allows her to let go when 
in front of the easel. All of those principles and 
theories are so ingrained in the artist that she 
doesn’t have to think too much about the paint-
ing process when holding a pastel in her hand. 

Young Muses
In a way, Szabo’s children drew her into the world 
of pastel and have kept her there. Twenty-four 
years ago, shortly after her son was born, she 
signed up for a pastel workshop with the late 
August Gloss. Szabo and her family had just 
moved to Romeo, Michigan, and as a new stay-
at-home parent, she was excited to get out of the 
house for an art workshop. She still remembers 
falling in love with the medium as she watched 
Gloss apply rich layers of color to sanded paper. 

“It just clicked with me,” she says. “I came home 
and told my husband, ‘This is what I want to do.’ ”

Szabo began her journey by painting her son’s 
portrait, and she learned an important color 
lesson early on when she asked Gloss, “What 
color is flesh?” He responded, “Look at what you 
see and put it down.” That simple statement 
freed Szabo to look at her surroundings with 
new eyes. She was shocked to discover that 
colors weren’t always what she expected them 
to be (see “Identifying a Color” on page 00). After 
holding pastel sticks up to her son’s blond hair, 
for example, she was surprised to find that a dull 
green tone of raw umber complemented his hair 
color. She never again found herself reaching for 
a yellow pastel stick to render his blond hair. And, 
on further review, she also noticed blue in the 
highlights on the top of his head.  

From that first portrait, Szabo slowly began 
building up her life as a pastel artist. She started 
painting with a local group that worked from 
models, and continued to paint more portraits of 

Vianna Szabo’s romantic portraits are loose and painterly, creating  
a visual narrative that invites viewer engagement.

By Michelle TauTe

FINISH THE STORY

Blue (00x00)
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her son. Next, she captured the likenesses of her 
friends’ two daughters; when those pieces were 
shared with others, people began to commis-
sion Szabo for children’s portraits. One portrait 
seemed to lead to the next. Eventually, Szabo 
found herself with so many commissions that she 
decided to limit the number she accepted in order 
to carve out more time for personal work, many 
of which feature her daughter. Both of Szabo’s 
children were paid to model for art groups when 
they were younger, and her daughter still enjoys 
posing today. As part of the painting process, the 

duo often experiments with new lighting setups 
or heads to a thrift store to find fun props.

At times, Szabo switches from portraits 
entirely. “I think of myself as a visual storyteller,” 
she says. “I’m telling a story of a moment in light, 
and if there happens to be a person in it, then it’s 
a portrait. If I’m working en plein air, then it’s a 
landscape or still life.”

A Matter of Comparison
When it’s time to start a new piece, Szabo heads 
down to her basement studio for five or six hours 

at a time. Generally, she has several paintings 
in process simultaneously, but there’s no set 
way she begins a new portrait. “I always like to 
keep myself on my toes,” she says. “I never want 
to become complacent or say, ‘Oh, this is how 
I always start this.’ ” Sometimes you’ll find her 
starting on white paper or Wallis Belgian Mist. 
Other times, she’ll tone her white sheet; lately, 
she’s been turning to two big heart-shaped pink 
and orange pastels for the task. You can clearly 
see the bright pink underpainting, for example, 
in Two Hearts (on page 00), Ludwig’s Heart (above) 
and Koala Games (opposite).

But no matter what color she starts with, 
Szabo focuses in on those first values and colors 
because everything else will be compared to 
that starting point. If she lays down a mark with 
a mid-tone pastel on white paper, it’s going to 
look incredibly dark. But a mark with that same 
pastel on Belgian Mist might be the same value 
and disappear. Apply the same color to a brilliant 
orange-pink piece of toned paper, and it will look 
dull because the values are so similar. 

For Szabo, this process of comparisons begins 
with a model. Sometimes she works from life and 
knocks out a portrait in an hour, but often, she 
snaps photos to allow for closer observation back 
in the studio. She finds that photos are especially 
important for children’s commissions because 
little ones may not be able to sit for long. She’ll 

take photos and play “match this color” with her 
models as she holds pastel sticks up to them to 
establish a palette. 

For larger works or exhibition entries, Szabo 
might do a small thumbnail sketch before moving 
to her final textured paper, often UART 400. By 
sketching, she’s working out the composition and 
trying to establish a stark value pattern, called 
the notan, to map out the silhouette. This step 
helps her determine if the piece will be primarily 
dark with a little bit of light or vice versa. Once 
she has established this value pattern, she can 
start inserting her colors into those values. 

Early on, she’ll pull a palette from her beloved 
Terry Ludwig pastels, which she’s attracted to 
because of the incredible value range. “If you have 
a beautiful palette, you have a beautiful painting,” 
Szabo says. “But if your palette is all one value or 
doesn’t reflect the light, you’re already in trouble.” 

Koala Games 
(17x12)

Ludwig’s Heart 
(opposite; 13x10)

identifying a color

Paint colors as truthfully as you see them—not what you 
think you see, Szabo says. If you can identify a color, you 
can mix it. Here are some of her tips for getting started:

•	 All colors can be identified as a primary (red, yellow,  
blue), secondary (green, orange, purple) or “ish” color 
(e.g. yellowish).

•	 ”Ish” colors include all three primaries in the mixture. 
Grays and browns, for example, are “ish” colors.

•	 Primary colors can be further identified by their bias. 
Alizarin crimson, for example, is red with a bias toward blue.

•	 Secondary colors can be identified further by the  
proportion of each pigment in the mixture, such as the 
amount of yellow in a green.

•	 The intensity or purity of any color is relative to all the  
colors around it.

Teaching as self-educaTion
in addition to all the painting hours she’s logged, Szabo credits teaching 
with providing her with an art education. She taught weekly classes at a 
local art center for years and now travels to give art workshops. Szabo 
believes teaching is one of the best ways to really learn something. “if 
you teach a subject, you own it,” she says. “Because there are so many 
different learning styles, teaching allows me to deconstruct the process 
and then build it back up in different ways.”
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Step By Step: Two Hearts

1 I began by choosing the palette featuring 
a full value range, along with colors that 

represented the October light. Included in the 
palette were two Terry Ludwig heart-shaped 
pastels, used as the underpainting, which 
explains the title.

2 I rubbed the orange and pink pastels on 
white Wallis paper and then used paint 

thinner to spread the pigment. I lightly drew the 
figure with hard pastel. I then laid in my lightest 
light and darkest dark to set the value boundaries.

3Most of the face is a mid-tone, so I mod-
eled the form using color changes. The 

upper planes reflect the blue sky, and the 
downward planes reflect the orange leaves on 
the ground.

4Moving outward from the face, I placed 
colors next to each other to see the rela-

tionships. All of the colors looked cool against 
the warm surface, so I had to trust my palette.

5Using the broad side of a pastel, I laid in 
the large value shapes, covering the paper. 

6 I slowed the process and refined the 
shapes. By glazing one color on top of 

another, I continued to build subtle tran sitions 
that created both form and atmosphere.  
I continued glazing until Two Hearts (above; 
20x18), a portrait of my daughter, had a feeling 
of light and unity.
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wider side of her pastel sticks for broad sweeping 
strokes or turns them in her fingers as she’s mak-
ing a mark for a razor-thin line. Since she builds 
up colors with many layers, she uses a light touch 
to avoid covering the tooth of the paper too soon. 
Szabo loves the optical color mixing that happens 
when one pastel shade shows through another. It 
allows her to extend her palette beyond her sticks. 

Once she has established large value patterns, 
Szabo turns her attention to the color of the light 
and the color of the shadow (see “Six Rules for 
Color and Light” above). She then begins to refine, 
focusing on areas where light and dark values 
begin to transition into one another. She’ll go back 
over the hard edges and the soft transition areas 
where the form turns. In addition, she’ll use small 
color changes within her overall value pattern to 
create form and depth within the painting. The 
trick is keeping the overall value pattern simple. 

“The fundamentals are core to creating art-
work,” Szabo says. “When I screw up, it’s because 
I’ve screwed up on my drawing or on my values 
or my color of the light. It’s never, ever that there’s 
some hidden technique or detail that I’ve left off. 
It’s always in those basics.”

To critique her own work, Szabo might turn off 
the lights in the basement studio, head halfway 

up the stairs and view the piece from a distance. 
If it still looks good from that vantage point, she 
knows she has a strong value pattern—and a 
strong painting.

“Artists are visual storytellers,” Szabo says. 
“And a simple, strong narrative is created by 
reducing the values and shapes to what you see 
when squinting. If you can capture the form, 
atmosphere and color of the light, very few details 
are needed to complete the story.” 

mIcHelle TAuTe (michelletaute.com) is a 
cincinnati-based arts writer and editor.

The artist starts pulling out the lightest lights and 
darkest darks—the most saturated colors—for 
the piece. She then uses value comparisons to fill 
in the rest of the palette, perhaps deciding she 
needs a shade a half step darker and warmer than 
her lightest light. 

When it’s time to start the portrait on her final 
surface, she’ll reach for a hard Holbein stick in a 
neutral color and will begin laying in the gesture, 
focusing on the tilt of the head and the axis line. 
Then she’ll lightly place the features, building 
from the nose as a guide. Each feature is just the 
lightest suggestion of the form. She might only 
indicate the eyes, for instance, with dots. 

Next, she’ll use her soft pastels to block in the 
large value shapes to establish the form and light. 
She’ll primarily focus on light and dark shapes, but 
she might work on the background a bit, too, so 
it all hangs together. “If you don’t have those big 
value shapes that show the human form, you don’t 
have a painting,” she says. “So often with portraits, 
people want to put ‘nouns’ in first—eyeballs and 
nostrils and lips. Getting in the simplicity of the 
form is the key to a good portrait.”

Fixed on Fundamentals
Szabo wields a pastel like a paintbrush, using 
her full arm to apply the pigment. She uses the 

Whether painting portraits, landscapes or still 
lifes, Vianna Szabo (viannaszabo.com) is known 
for her expressive use of color that captures a 
moment in time. A nationally recognized artist, 
she has won awards in many juried competitions 
for her work. Teaching is her passion, and 
she offers a variety of workshops around the 
country. Szabo is a signature member of the 
Pastel Society of America and has achieved 
Distinguished Pastelist status in the Pastel 

Society of the West Coast. She was inducted in 2011 into the Master 
Circle of the International Association of Pastel Societies.

Six ruleS for color and light

Once you understand how to identify color, Szabo says, 
then it’s key to pay attention to the color of the light. She 
believes it’s just as important as the local color of objects. 
Keep the following in mind:

•	 All light has color.

•	 Warm light has cool shadows.

•	 cool light has warm shadows.

•	 The color of the shadow is the complement of the color  
of the light.

•	 The color of the light and color of the shadow will mix 
with the local color. For example, think about a yellow 
lemon with warm orange light and a complementary 
shadow. The local color is yellow. The local color plus 
incandescent light will create orange. The blue shadow 
mixes with the local yellow to create a green shadow. 

•	 color and light bounce around and reflect into each  
other. The light’s color must be consistent throughout 
the painting.

Trusting (10x8)

Turnaround  
(opposite; 17x12)

“If you can capture the form, atmosphere and color of the light,  
very few details are needed to complete the story.”
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