


Tanja Gant and Jesse Lane construct strikingly realistic portraits in pencil by 
patiently building up layers of pigment.  By Judith Fairly

In the years 
between the development of colored pencils for fine art in the 
first decades of the 20th century and the establishment of the 
Colored Pencil Society of America in the last, it remained 
something of an esoteric medium. Artists who work in 
colored pencil are still outliers—in part, because it’s a labor-
intensive method that demands commitment to the process and 
perseverance to achieve proficiency—and are largely self-taught.

aBove: Reveal 
(colored pencil on 
paper, 19x28) by 
Jesse lane

opposite: Jay 
(graphite on paper, 
13x9) by tanja Gant

Colored PenCil
CraCks the Ceiling
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learning through adversity  
Two artists who have embraced the chal-
lenges of this medium, Tanja Gant and Jesse 
Lane, produce work that exploits the bril-
liant pigments of colored pencil to create 
realistic portraiture. Neither are strangers 
to negotiating obstacles of this nature: Lane 
struggled with dyslexia in school and sought 
a way to distinguish himself. Influenced by 
his father’s example as a working artist, Lane 
began in his midteens to focus his energy on 
developing his drawing skills. “I started out 
with very little confidence and ability,” he says. 

“Even though I was bad at first, I felt like I 
was an artist. I could see I was improving, but 
I didn’t know how much I could improve.” 

His early interest in anime, which he regards 
as a good vehicle for expressing emotion, later 
transitioned into a concentration on real-
ism. When he entered an art competition his 
senior year of high school, Lane was aston-
ished and inspired by a classmate’s colored 
pencil drawing; he had found his medium. 

“Colored pencil is my favorite medium because 
of its ability to be precise and crisp,” says 
Lane. “This is ideal because of the amount of 
control required to render photorealistically.”

Gant has been drawing for as long as 
she can remember but she didn’t have access 
to art books or materials. “Growing up in 
Bosnia,” she says, “it was not an option to 
be a professional artist.” There were no art 
classes or workshops so she taught herself to 
draw by studying photographs in magazines. 
Until recently, Gant worked exclusively in 
graphite, a more affordable and accessible 
medium. “The most important lesson for 
beginning artists is to learn how to draw. 
Only when you learn the rules can you break 
them with confidence,” she says. In Bosnia 
Gant had no expectation that she would be 
able to attend art school, which required 
money and connections; perhaps 3 percent of 
applicants gain admittance. “School teaches 
you how to see things. Artists who have 
never been to art school struggle,” she says. 

“If I’m trying to learn, I don’t look at other 
colored pencil artists. I look at painters.”

From the PhotograPh to the Page 
Both Gant and Lane work from their own 
photographs because of the amount of time it 
takes to complete a work with colored pencil, 
somewhere in the range of 200 to 300 hours. 

“My photographs are either spontaneous or 
staged,” says Gant. “The process takes a long 
time, and the only way I can achieve the 
level of completion and detail is to use pho-
tographs.” Once she began taking her own 
photos, Gant had more freedom to choose 
her subjects and to express the idea or feeling 
she wanted to convey through them. After 
she prints her photos, she draws a grid on the 
photo as a guide for transferring the image to 
her drawing surface. 

Lane begins with an idea, tinkering 
with variations in composition and lighting, 
and ultimately working from three or four 
photos. “The information isn’t always in the 
reference material,” he says. His work took a 
leap forward once be began using Photoshop 
to adjust the lighting and colors and to edit 

Secrets  
of Craft
in heavy applica-
tions of colored 
pencil, excess 
wax can rise to 
the surface and 
oxidize, creating a 
hazy finish known 
as “wax bloom.” it 
can be wiped off 
with a soft cloth 
but may return. 
sealing the sur-
face with a fixative 
will address the 
problem.



Tanja GanT i drew an 
outline with a mechanical 
pencil, then started apply-
ing light layers of Caran 
d’ache luminance 6901 
colored pencils, working 
from light to dark in the 
light areas and reversing the 
process in the shadowed 
areas. i applied more layers, 
changing the direction of 
the strokes in order to cre-
ate the appearance of tex-
ture. i also slowly increased 
the pressure on the pencil 
to punch up the color in 
Sunny (16x10).

aBove: Mason (colored 
pencil on paper, 23x13) by 

tanja Gant

opposite: Manifest (colored 
pencil on paper, 30x20) by 

Jesse lane

the composition. Once he has an image that 
interests him, Lane projects it onto the drawing 
surface to create a line drawing before he starts 
to lay in color.

Building Form From the skin uP  
Lane begins with values, making a very loose 
tonal drawing in shades of brown. From there, 
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he begins to build up layers of color, focus-
ing at first on the skin with rough shading 
in tones of brown, pink, yellow and gray. 
(Lane draws from a palette of more than 80 
colors for each project. He uses warm grays 
and French grays but finds cool grays too 
dull.) “I love drawing skin tones and finding 
the colors within them,” he says. “There are 
textures I didn’t know were there, even in 
young people.” As he stacks successive layers 
of color, the strokes become finer and more 

deliberate; the top layers are almost pointil-
listic. Lane ultimately ends up with 10 to 20 
layers of color, applying more pressure to the 
upper layers to burnish the surface. To cre-
ate highlights, he sometimes uses an X-Acto 
knife to delicately scrape away color and 
expose the white of the paper. 

Lane uses a paper with tooth that can 
hold more pigment, while Gant prefers a 
smooth paper surface. Gant doesn’t do an 
underdrawing. She uses color right away on 

Studio Notes
“Most of the furni-
ture in my studio 
was built by my 
dad and me. I 
work on a flat 
desk, which I’ve 
added planks of 
wood to, because 
my drawings are 
getting larger. I 
built a storage 
unit with 200 
drawers to hold 
my colored pen-
cils. Each color 
has a drawer. I 
jokingly call it 
my “prismaplex.” 
It feels great to 
build my studio 
furniture. It’s not 
professional, but 
it’s mine.”  
JESSE LaNE

“I consider myself 
a purist and only 
use pencils, paper, 
pencil sharpener 
and occasionally 
an eraser. What I 
do doesn’t require 
a lot of space or 
special tools, so a 
desk or a drawing 
board and a box 
or cabinet to store 
pencils are all 
that’s necessary.” 
TaNJa GaNT

riGht: Ensueno 
(graphite on paper, 
20x15) by tanja 
Gant

opposite: Echoes 
(colored pencil on 
paper, 20x30) by 
Jesse lane
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the first layers, working from light to dark 
in sections. Like Lane, she focuses on her 
subjects’ skin first, leaving the hair to a later 
stage and the background for the last. For 
the skin tones alone, Gant might use 10 
colors. Each drawing can consume three 
pencils of certain colors. She also concen-
trates on varying the quality of the lines in 
both her graphite and colored pencil draw-
ings. “It’s all about the texture,” she says. For 
her graphite drawings, which require fewer 

applications of graphite to build up the val-
ues, Gant requires only five pencils. 

Planning and PatienCe  
Colored pencil requires a good deal of 
forethought and deliberation because there 
is no erasing or do-overs. “Every mark is 
intentional,” notes Lane. The lower layers of 
color show through the colors laid over them. 
Applying the correct hue in the correct order 
is crucial because the colored pencil pig-

jesse lane  one challenge with chiaroscuro on white paper is judging values. at first the dark areas appear most prominent, but in 
the finished piece, the light will stand out and the shadows will recede. the black background required will power. i used an extremely 
light touch because black areas will show stroke marks. a sharp pencil is needed to get into every last valley of the paper’s tooth. a seam 
would have appeared if i stopped drawing midway in a black area; thus, i drew straight through for 67 hours. it was hard, but simple.

MaTErIaLS
Jesse Lane

prismacolor premier 
pencils (because 
they’re creamy. i 
also like that each 
layer is more subtle 
than the last. i’ve 
learned to use this 
to my advantage).

strathmore bristol 
board 400 series 
vellum 4 ply (lots of 
tooth). stonehenge 
paper is also a 
popular surface for 
colored pencil.

X-acto knife 

Glassine (to prevent 
smudging)

X-acto electric 
sharpener

Stats
10—20 layers of 
color

30—40 reference 
photos

86 shades of  
colored  pencil 

200 drawers for 
dolored pencils in  
his “prismaplex”

300-400 hours per 
drawing
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ments cannot be blended. (Gant, for example, 
avoids blues with green undertones because 
they can cast a grey pall over the composi-
tion.) The amount of pressure used on each 
layer determines how many layers can be 
applied over it before the pigment begins to 
break up and the colors get muddled. Softer 
layers of color expose the tooth of the paper, 
producing more of a fuzzy finish; burnish-
ing layers of color by using more pressure 
or a blender to fill up the tooth of the paper 
results in a shiny, waxy veneer.

Because the process is so time-consum-
ing, Lane resolves that he is going to make 
each drawing the best he possibly can. “I ask 
myself if what I’m drawing is worth the time 
I’m going to put into it,” he says. “The con-
cept and composition are critical to a draw-

ing’s success.” Gant begins to lose patience 
in the middle of the process, around hour 
100—what she calls the “ugly stage.” “Not all 
the colors are down, you see all the mistakes, 
and you’re trying to figure out what colors 
need to go on top,” she says. “You think of 
all the work you still have to do. That’s when 
the doubt kicks in. If you don’t have a vision 
of the final product in your head, you won’t 
have the patience to finish it.” 

narrative exPression  
The dramatic tonal elements in Gant and 
Lane’s work hark back to a shared interest in 
Caravaggio’s use of chiaroscuro and gesture 
to construct a narrative. More than a picto-
rial representation of the subject, their draw-
ings are a vehicle to express a feeling or idea. 

Caravaggio 
(1571–1610): 
italian artist 
whose paintings 
evince a realistic 
observation of the 
human condition, 
both physical and 
emotional; best 
known for his use 
of chiaroscuro.

Chiaroscuro 
(italian for “light-
dark”) refers to 
an artist’s use 
of strong value 
contrasts, often 
to give a sense of 
modeling or vol-
ume. the use of 
light and shadow 
to show depth 
or relief can be 
seen in the work 
of renaissance 
artists Masaccio 
(1401–1428), 
leonardo da vinci 
(1452–1519) 
and raphael 
(1483–1520), 
with later masters 
like rembrandt 
(1606–1669) fully 
developing the 
modeling effect of 
chiaroscuro.

MaTErIaLS
Tanja Gant

CoLorEd PENCIL 
draWINGS:

prismacolor premier 
pencils

Caran d’ache 
luminance pablo 
pencils

Faber-Castell 
polychromos

strathmore bristol 
board 300 series 
(very smooth sur-
face)

GraPhITE 
draWINGS:

Caran d’ache 
Grafwood graphite 
pencils (3B, 5B, 7B 
and 9B)

Mechanical pencil 
with a 0.5mm hB 
lead (the inexpen-
sive kind) for the 
lightest shade

eraser

pencil sharpener

Stats
10 colors for one 
skin tone

5 grades of pencil—
medium to dark 
values 

aBove riGht: The 
One (graphite on 
paper, 20x13) by 
tanja Gant

opposite: Riptide 
(colored pencil on 
paper, 30x20) by 
Jesse lane
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“My drawings capture emotions and stories 
wrapped into a single instant, a window to 
our thoughts and our own mystery,” says 
Lane. “The more I draw the human form, 
the more complex I’ve found it to be.” Each 
portrait provides a path to a deeper under-
standing of what they want to communicate 
with their work. “Lately I’ve been creating 
drawings that are more personal and that 
reference specific points in my life,” says 
Gant. The number of professional colored 

pencil artists is relatively small and Tanja 
Gant and Jesse Lane are familiar with each 
other’s work. “What my work and Tanja’s 
have in common is emotion and how we use 
light,” notes Lane. “I love the mystery and 
lighting in Tanja’s work.” n 

Judith Fairly writes about the visual arts and is a 
frequent contributor to The Artist’s Magazine.

MeeT The 
arTisTs

the first picture 
that made a pro-
found impression 
on tanJa Gant  
was Caravaggio’s 
Lute Player. her 
pictures have won 
prizes in The Artist’s 
Magazine’s annual 
and all Media art 
Competitions and 
have appeared in 
Strokes of Genius 
4, 5, 6 and 7. she 
says that if she 
hadn’t been an 
artist, she would 
have been an 
egyptologist. See 
more of her work at 
tanjagant.com.

Southwest Art 
Magazine recently 
named Jesse 
lane as one of the 
nation’s top artists 
under 31; he has 
won awards from 
the salmagundi 
Club, the Colored 
pencil society of 
america and The 
Artist’s Magazine. 
rdF Gallery in sag 
harbor, Ny, rep-
resents his work. 
he lives in the 
Woodlands, texas, 
near houston. Vist 
his web site at 
JesseLaneart.com. 
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