
LESSON 4 · 1ST TERM — THE DRAWING PATH

DEEP DIVE

Value Structure
How the full range of light to dark creates form, depth, and mood in a drawing.

Value is the most powerful tool in drawing — more powerful than line, more powerful than color. A drawing

with perfect color but broken value structure looks flat and confusing. A drawing with perfect value

structure but monochrome color reads as fully three-dimensional. Value structure refers to the deliberate

organization of darks and lights to describe form and create a clear visual hierarchy.

THE VALUE SCALE

A standard value scale runs from 0 (white) to 10 (black). Most successful drawings use no more than five to six

distinct value steps. More than that and the image becomes noisy; fewer and it may feel flat. The key is to

assign specific values to specific planes and hold them consistently. A lit top plane might be value 2, a lit side

plane value 4, a shadow side value 7, and a cast shadow value 9. This grouping creates clear, readable form.

MASSING VS. RENDERING

Massing means grouping your values into large, simplified areas before adding detail. Think of it as sculpting in

rough clay before carving fine detail. The most common beginner mistake is adding texture and detail before

establishing correct value masses. If your massed underpainting does not read as three-dimensional, no

amount of detail will save it. Always verify that squinting at your drawing still reads clearly — squinting

eliminates detail and reveals only mass.

VALUE AND DEPTH

Value creates atmospheric depth through a principle called aerial perspective: distant objects shift toward

mid-value and reduce in contrast, while near objects occupy the full value range. Even in non-atmospheric

contexts (figure drawing, still life), you can use value contrast to push objects forward (high contrast) or back

(low contrast). Your focal point should have the highest contrast in the image; background elements should

have the least.

MOOD AND VALUE KEY

High-key drawings (mostly light values) suggest airiness, hope, summer, joy. Low-key drawings (mostly dark

values) suggest drama, mystery, night, melancholy. Mid-key drawings feel neutral, documentary. Before

starting a drawing, choose your key deliberately. This is not a stylistic accident — it is a storytelling decision.

The Old Masters planned their value keys before touching a surface.



EXERCISES

Day 1: Do a nine-box value scale, manually mixing or hatching each step. Day 2: Take a reference photo and

posterize it (reduce to 3 values) — draw only those three values. Day 3: Draw a still life three times: high-key,

mid-key, low-key. Day 4: Copy a master drawing, identifying the value masses before any detail. Day 5: Do a

pure value notan — only two values, black and white — of a complex scene. Let the stark contrast force clear

decisions.
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