
Motherwell that captivated her. “From that 
early point, I’ve always believed that no matter 
how representational a painting is, its success 
as a painting still boils down to an underlying 
abstract structure,” Quinn-Munson says. 

After earning undergraduate and graduate 
art degrees, she went to work in commercial art. 
It wasn’t long, however, before she was painting 
full time, as well as dabbling in photography and 
pottery and supplementing it all with teaching. 

Quinn-Munson picked up pastels 28 years 
ago when a friend asked her to do a portrait of 

her son to match portraits of other family mem-
bers that were done by sidewalk artists  
30 years earlier. She instantly fell in love with 
the medium and has been working in pastel ever 
since. Now the Chester, Conn., artist splits her 
painting time between oil and pastel. 

Start With Shape, Value and Color
One of the things that strengthens Quinn-
Munson’s compositions is her ability to see the 
world according to shape, value and color, no 
matter the subject. Those three elements are 

Glittering bits of reflected light on water elicit a 
sense of movement in Deborah Quinn-Munson’s 
depictions of  New England landscapes, creating a 
simultaneous feeling of both energy and peace.
By amy leiBrock

Cool Sparkle 
(12x24) 

Shimmering 
and Serene

dON’t bE Sur pr ISEd IF yOu r EACh FOr 
yOur SuNGlASSES when viewing deborah 
Quinn-Munson’s luminous pastel paintings; 
the artist has a knack for capturing that 
dazzling moment when sunbeams burst off 
rippling water like fireworks. 

It’s these glimmering highlights that bring 
her work to life. you can almost feel the breeze. 
your eyes squint a little. you linger to take it all 
in. “This will sound a little wacky,” says Quinn-
Munson, “but I almost hope the viewer can hear 
and feel the water.” 

Honing Her Passion
Quinn-Munson grew up around the beaches, 
rivers and lakes of New England, so she has a 
lifetime of experience observing, photographing 
and sketching water and how it behaves. 

She gravitated to art at an early age, and 
her parents always supported her interest. her 
father, who was in advertising, went so far as to 
make reproductions of her paintings for her to 
sell in galleries when she was a teenager. 

At that time, it was the bold black-and-white 
abstract work of artists Franz Kline and robert 

Shimmering 
and Serene
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what drive her to capture a scene. She’s devel-
oped an entire workshop curriculum around 
her method for using shape, value and color to 
achieve a balanced composition.

“Within the shape category, there’s a percent-
age of large shapes to small shapes that’s most 
pleasing to the eye,” she explains. “It’s the same 
in value and in color. When all of those are 
layered on top of one another and they’re all bal-
anced in that certain way, it makes for a strong 
composition and painting.”

With shapes, for instance, Quinn-Munson 
likes an 80/20 mix of large to small shapes. “Or, 
conversely, you could have a composition with 
80 percent small shapes and a few very large 
shapes to balance that out,” she says. 

After shapes, she focuses on value. She 
teaches students to ask themselves if their 
painting is basically a light painting with a little 
bit of dark, or a dark painting with a little bit of 
light. Or, is it mostly a neutral painting? 

The same goes for color, or even other quali-
ties like texture. The 80/20 percentage isn’t hard 
and fast, but she says if it dips down to 60/40, the 
drama of a painting dips as well. 

“It takes a bit of time to understand the dif-
ferent layers,” she says. “Start out with shape, 
value and color. break it apart, look at each one 

separately as you begin to build your painting.” 
It helps, she says, to apply this analysis to other 
work when visiting a museum or a gallery to 
train your eye. 

Creative Energy
Quinn-Munson prefers to paint outdoors, where 
she must work more quickly to capture light and 
color before they change. “It helps keep things 
fresh and simplified,” she says. When she can’t 
work en plein air, she paints from photographs 
as a reminder of the sense of the place. More 
important, though, are her field sketches, in 
which she writes down the color combinations 
she plans to use. 

For pastel paintings, Quinn-Munson works 
almost exclusively on uArt 400 paper in a buff 
color. She has used oil or a pastel-and-alcohol 
wash in the past as an underpainting. A water-
color underpainting, however, is her current 
passion. She applies the washes energetically, 
standing up and making a mess. “Watercolor 
is magical when it hits the sanded paper,” she 
says. “It’s velvety and soft, and it drips and 
runs. I use it with lots of water and just let it 
run and blend. It’ll be varied a little bit, but I’ll 
usually cover the entire sheet with one coat.”

The artist’s main concern with the 

underpainting is getting the value right, 
because she likes to let some of the color show 
through in the finished piece. So, when that 
first layer of underpainting dries, she’ll often 
decide to add more darks, applying another 
layer or two. 

Once that dries, she starts establishing her 

lightest lights and darkest darks with pastel, so 
she knows the value range within which she’ll 
be working. “In the sparkle paintings, I’ll allow 
for the lightest value to be the sparkle at the 
end, so I know that the areas of water where the 
sparkles will be placed need to be dark enough 
for the sparkles to show,” she says. 

Clockwise:

Glistening Waters 
(12x24)

Good Afternoon 
(12x12)

Ebb and Flow 
(12x24)
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At this point, Quinn-Munson says she wishes 
she had more than two hands, because she likes 
to bring up different areas of the painting at the 
same time. She’ll give a little more attention to 
the focal point before she invests a lot of time 
elsewhere in the painting. She’ll move on to 
other areas and try to put in as many big shapes 
as she can, then move on to smaller shapes. 

As the painting progresses, her pace slows 
down until she’s not only making slower marks, 
but also taking more time between them.

Add Some Sparkle
Although the sparkles of reflected light on water 
may look like they’re pure white, Quinn-Munson 
paints them using a light yellow stick of  terry 
ludwig pastel. “I’ve also found that other colors, 
like a pale blue or pale purple or pale pink, also 
can enhance sparkles,” she says. 

She follows the surface of the water, making 
smaller strokes in the distance and larger ones 
in the foreground. “The sparkles just seem to add 
more than light. They add energy,” the artist says.

From a technical point of view, the sparkles 
also become an important compositional ele-
ment. While they look random and high-energy, 
Quinn-Munson places them purposefully. “After 
I put in a few, it becomes important to add one 
or two more marks here or there,” she says. “It’s 
funny how important one extra dot can be.” 

Coming to the Finish
Quinn-Munson says she stops painting long 
before she actually thinks a piece is finished 

to avoid overworking. “I’ve learned over time 
to know when I need to stop,” she says. At this 
point, she’ll put it on the mantel for a day or 
two. If there are things that bother her, she’ll 
immediately take it down and resolve the 
problem areas. 

“I allow myself about three marks at a time,” 
she says. “Then I’ll put it back on the mantel and 
ask myself: Can this painting be framed and 
hung? Can I visualize this in a gallery without 
making any more marks?” 

Demonstration: A DAy’S CAtCh

In this demonstration, Quinn-
Munson describes how she 
develops a painting, from the 
initial underpainting and sketch to 
the addition of the final sparkles 
of light.

step 1: I begin with a blue water-
color wash, designed to establish 
the value of the water.  

step 2: Once the surface is dry,  
I establish the placement of 
shapes with a quick sketch.

step 3: An additional layer of 
watercolor establishes the value  
of the shapes. My first pastel 
strokes indicate the background 
water (negative shapes), thereby 
establishing the shape of the figure.

step 4: I continue working with a 
pale-blue soft pastel to indicate 
further the shapes of the figure, 
boat and dock. I consider color, 
choosing a few brighter colors 
for the area of interest within this 
largely neutral painting.

step 5: Here you can see the values 
I’ve established near the area of 
interest: the lightest light (the spar-
kles) and the darkest darks (parts of 
the background, figure and boat).  
I add touches of brighter color to 
enhance the focal point.

Final: The sweeping shapes created 
by the sparkles are important to the 
composition. I add the marks care-
fully to enhance the focal point and 
invite viewers into the painting.

A Day’s Catch (24x18)

1 2
3 detail

4 detail 5
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The final marks she ends up making may 
look like they were dashed off quickly, but 
there’s a lot of thought behind them. “I’ll look 
at a painting for a long time before I go up to it 
and make a bold mark,” she says. “It needs to 
be a fairly simple stroke with a certain amount 
of confidence.”

Quinn-Munson is careful to avoid adding 
unnecessary elements—something she learned 
from studying the work of Kline. “Everything 
that’s in one of those abstract pieces needs to 
be there—for balance, for interest, for texture, 
for all sorts of things,” she says. “It’s that edit-
ing process that’s really important, because 
once you’ve put it in, sometimes it’s difficult to 
get rid of it.”

Serene Healing
Quinn-Munson has earned many honors for 
her pastel paintings over the years, but the one 
that means the most to her is having her work 
included in the collection at Smilow Cancer 
hospital at yale-New haven. Seven of her 
paintings are part of its 700-piece collection 
designed to help patients cope with stress and 
facilitate healing. 

“It’s been very rewarding and very moving,” 
she says. “I’ve gotten emails from patients and 
their family members who were sitting in a 

hospital waiting room looking at my painting 
and then took the time to write me to tell me 
what the painting meant to them—sitting there 
in an anxious moment, in a sad moment. It gives 
me chills.”

Quinn-Munson says she doesn’t intention-
ally seek out serenity in her paintings, but it 
comes through. “I love Cape Cod. I love the 
shoreline,” she says. “I think it is, by nature, 
peaceful and meditative, and evokes memories. 
Art is powerful in many ways.” 

AMy LeIbrOCk is a freelance writer and editor, and  
a regular contributor to Pastel Journal.

Chester, Conn., artist Deborah Quinn-
munson (quinnmunson.com) is a signature 
member of the Pastel Society of America, 
the Connecticut Pastel Society and the 
Pastel Painters Society of Cape Cod, and a 
Master Circle member of the International 
Association of Pastel Societies. She’s also 
a member of the Salmagundi Club in New 
york City and the Copley Society of Art in 
boston. She earned a bachelor of fine arts 

from the University of New Hampshire, a master of arts and liberal 
studies from Wesleyan University, and has studied at Lyme Art 
Academy of Fine Arts and deCordova Museum School. Her career in 
art has included work as a commercial artist, potter, photographer 
and teacher. Her paintings have been recognized in the Pastel 
100 Competition. Her work also has been featured in The Artist’s 
Magazine, and is part of many private and corporate collections 
throughout the country. 

tools & materials

Pastels

•	 Terry Ludwig, Unison and Great American (for soft pastels)

•	 Nupastels and Cretacolor (for hard pastels)

support

•	 UArT Premium Pastel Paper (from 320 to 500 grit)

Brushes

•	 Inexpensive, 1-inch, soft watercolor brushes (for under-
paintings). “I go through a fair amount of them because 
of the grit on the sanded paper,” Quinn-Munson says. 

•	 An old oil painting brush or toothbrush (for knocking off 
pastel)

miscellaneous

•	 Palette knife (for dislodging any chunks of pastel). “It 
works especially well for the sparkles,” she says, “because 
I make them by pressing fairly hard with a light pastel, 
which can leave a chunk of pastel attached to the painting. 
The palette knife just knocks off the high points.”

•	 Lascaux fixative (to hold pastel in place for framing and 
shipping). “I’ll hold the can pretty high above the painting 
and allow the fixative to float down.” 

•	 Liquid Glove (to protect her hands) 

Clockwise from 
opposite:

Barefoot (18x24) 

River Ribbons 
(12x24) 

Night Lights (8x15)
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