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Mark Summers is a contemporary illustrator who 
works in the medium of scratchboard. He has 
worked for a wide range of high profile clients, 
and his work has worn numerous awards including 
three silver and three gold medals from the Society 
of Illustrators in New York. Summers’ skills are best 
seen in his depiction of people, but the body of his 
work shows that he can handle any subject matter. I 
believe There has never been a better scratchboard 
illustrator than Mark Summers.

A few years back I decided that since I specialize in 
scratchboard, I should read everything available on 
the subject, so I searched the Library of Congress 
web site for all copyrighted books on the subject 
of scratchboard. I then tracked down all the books 
and read them all. These books spanned time from 
the heyday of scratchboard (1920 to 1950) to now, 
and many featured fantastic work from the hottest 
scratchboard illustrators of the time. Out of all the 
examples of scratchboard that I have seen, none 
quite reach the level of Mark Summers.

Summers has unsurpassed skill when rendering with 
pen and knife, but what puts him above most artists 
is his ability to portray feeling and personality in his 
work. For instance his portrait work, for which his 
is best known, not only shows an accurate likeness 
of a person, but gives a sense of personality and 
character. I’ve spent a lot of time studying Summers’ 
portraits, and I have to admit that I have never been 
able to figure out exactly how he pulls this off.

Here’s what I know, or think I know, about how he 
gets such a great feel in his portraits. His portraits 
are always done in a realistic manner, but he uses 

three different approaches: straightforward realism, 
realism-with-a-touch-of-caricature, and caricature. 

He relies on reference photos for what the person 
looks like, but he doesn’t work directly from the pho-
to—he doesn’t copy the photo. He draws the person 
from scratch, which allows him to create whatever 
pose or expression that suits the person’s personal-
ity. He also likes to use strong, dramatic lighting in 
the portraits, which gives a sense of drama.  Care-
ful use of props and clothing are other tools that 
Summers uses to help establish likes and passions of 
the person being portrayed. Even with these facts 
in hand, I still don’t know exactly how he gets his 
fantastic end result.

I may never figure out exactly how Summers gets 
the magic in his illustrations, but from articles I have 
read I have a fair understanding of his work pro-
cess. He starts with what he calls “a quick sketch.” 



After the client approves that, 
he does a more detailed sketch. 
Taken on their own, these detailed 
sketches are worthy of print—I 
have a friend that says she likes 
these sketches better than his 
finished scratchboard drawings. 
The detailed sketch is done with 
a black or dark brown felt-tip 
pen on transparent paper. This 
is then mounted on tinted board. 
He then paints in white highlights 
with acrylic paint. As beautiful as 
these sketches are, to Summers 
they are working drawings. If he’s 
not satisfied with the drawing, he 
will redraw the corrections, photo-
copy them, and paste them on the 
sketch.

After the detailed sketch is ap-
proved by his client, he transfers it 
to a piece of black scratchboard 

and starts cutting in details. When 
doing a painting or drawing, most 
illustrators work on the entire 
image, building it up in stages 
until it is complete—sort of like a 
photo being developed. Summers, 
however, works on a 2 to 4 inch 
square sections until it is finished 
and then moves on to another sec-
tion. He may do the eyes, then a 
hand, then the mouth, and so on. 
He has no set pattern on the or-
der he does the finished sections.

Summers starts one of these 
sections by first cutting in evenly 
spaced lines with an Xacto knife. 
These lines usually follow the 
general direction of a shape but 
not the exact contour; for in-
stance, he will draw more or less 
straight horizontal lines across a 
face instead of trying to follow the 
rise and fall of the facial features. 

After the parallel lines have been 
cut in, he then goes over the lines 
again making them thicker where 
the drawing needs to be lighter.  
One can think of drawing (cutting) 
with white on black scratchboard 
as drawing with light—where the 
lines gets thicker the images gets 
lighter. After the white lines have 
been cut to create the correct de-
tail in the light areas, he then uses 
a black pen with crosshatching to 
put in the darkest areas. He often 
leaves the darkest areas solid 
black, which gives his drawings a 
lot of punch.

For the illustrations where color is 
used, Summers has a photocopy 

made of the drawing and pastes 
it on a board. He then uses wa-
tercolor to put in details, and oil 
wash is used for the general color. 



I don’t think this is the ideal way 
of adding color to a black and 
white scratchboard drawing, but it 
seems to work for him. The color 
stage takes a fraction of the time 
as the black and white stage.

Mark Summers is the king of 
scratchboard, but as farfetched 
as this may seem, I still have the 
hope of some day dethroning 
him. Admittedly, my time is run-
ning out.






