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Lesson 5 — Shading & Texture

Value & Contrast Control

BEGINNER

In a drawing, you control how light and dark everything is. The key insight is that contrast — the

difference between light and dark — creates visual pop and focal interest. High contrast (very light next

to very dark) attracts the eye immediately. Low contrast (mid-tones next to mid-tones) recedes. Control

the viewer's eye by controlling contrast: put the highest contrast at the most important point in the

drawing and let everything else sit at lower contrast.

HOBBYIST

Value control is a pre-compositional decision, not just a rendering outcome. Before beginning a

drawing, a quick two-minute value study blocking in just the major light and dark shapes will prevent

value drift — where tones are placed reactively rather than intentionally. Also consider edges: a hard

edge between light and dark creates visual tension and reads as a sharp form edge; a soft edge reads

as a gradual curve or diffuse transition. Managing value levels, contrast ratios, edge qualities, and their

placement is the full vocabulary of value control.

PROFESSIONAL

The value key of an image — high key (overall light, minimal shadow), low key (overall dark, narrow

lights), or middle key — is a deliberate expressive choice that communicates mood as powerfully as

color or subject matter. Rembrandt's low-key portraits with their narrow warm key lights; Bouguereau's

high-key nudes with their full luminous value range — each is a deliberate tonal aesthetic as much as a

subject choice. Developing a personal signature in value management requires conscious value

planning from the thumbnail stage forward.


