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Lesson 4 — Light & Shadow

Five Elements of Shading

BEGINNER

Every lit object shows five zones of value: the highlight (the brightest spot where light hits most

directly), the light (the general lit area), the shadow (the dark side where light does not reach), the

reflected light (a subtle lightening at the bottom of the shadow side from light bouncing off nearby

surfaces), and the cast shadow (thrown onto a nearby surface). Not every object shows all five

dramatically, but they are always present. Learning to see and render these five zones will immediately

make your shading look more convincing.

HOBBYIST

The five-element framework is most useful as a checklist during the drawing process, not a recipe to

apply mechanically. The most commonly neglected element is reflected light — without it, shadows

look like flat black masses. The most commonly misunderstood element is the highlight — beginners

make it too large and too bright, when a small, precise highlight at maximum intensity is far more

powerful. The core shadow (the darkest part of the form shadow, just inside the terminator) is darker

than the main shadow body because reflected light from below cannot reach this high.

PROFESSIONAL

The five-element model is a pedagogical simplification of a continuous value gradient that describes

surface, material, and lighting simultaneously. At a professional level, you are working with the

relationships between these zones rather than placing them as discrete bands. The ratio between

highlight intensity and shadow depth tells you about surface reflectivity: polished metal has extreme

highlight-to-shadow contrast; matte surfaces have almost no highlight and soft shadow transitions. In

oil painting, the traditional approach assigns each zone a specific value step on a ten-step scale, then

executes in pigment with deliberate temperature shifts.


