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O
ne of the primary problems 

for artists in the early Italian 

Renaissance, especially in Flor-

ence, was how to represent the three-

dimensional world convincingly on a 

f lat surface. One of their most effective 

methods of creating the illusion of 

solidity on a f lat sheet was a theory for 

the application of light and shade upon 

objects they wished to draw.

Artists realized that although one 

could light an object from any number 

of directions, only light from certain 

directions showed objects with the 

greatest range of tonal values and gave 

the most convincing illusion of solid 

Modeling 
With Light
LEARN TO USE LIGHT VALUES TO CREATE A CONVINCING FORM.

by Steven L . Weiss

Venus With a Dove

by François Boucher, 1757, 
red, white, and black chalk, 
103⁄4 x 15. Collection 
National Gallery of Canada, 
Ottawa, Canada.
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three-dimensionality. So, for example, it became 

conventional to have light falling on a cylindrical 

object from a single light source exhibit the 

pattern shown in Diagram A (next page). To 

achieve this tonal spread, artists further noted that 

their single light source needed to be placed in 

front of, above, and to the left or right of the object. 

Why this is so may be seen in Diagram B (next 

page). Leonardo explained the variations in 

intensity in the light striking an object by compar-

ing it to a ball striking a wall. If you stand perpen-

dicular to a wall and throw a ball at it, the ball will 

hit the wall more forcefully than it would if you 

were standing at an oblique angle to the wall and 

threw the ball so that it struck the wall with only a 

glancing blow. Apply that reasoning to the 

diagram and you will see that the area where the 

light strikes the cylinder perpendicular to its 

surface is where the light is most intense and 

establishes a highlight. As the surface of the 

cylinder curves away from the light source, light 

rays hit it more and more obliquely and the light 

diminishes in intensity. At the points where the 

light source strikes the cylinder tangent to its 

surface you find the darkest darks, and beyond 

that point, everything around the cylinder 

reflects light back onto the cylinder surface, 

creating reflected light.

In order to achieve a full range of tonal values 

in their work, early Renaissance artists often 

worked with metalpoint (which left dark marks) 

and white lead (which left white marks) on a 

surface tinted with a middle value. Unfortunately, 

the very limited range of darks that could be made 

in metalpoint was often no match for the intense 

whites produced by painting in white lead with 

a fine brush. The result was that often the lights 

and darks in these drawings were very imbalanced 

and did not come close to approximating the 

movement from lights to darks seen on objects.

Still, artists saw the advantages and pleasures 

of drawing on a tinted ground with both dark 

and light drawing implements to achieve a full 

tonal range in their work; and as the number 

of media available to them increased to include 

black, brown, and white inks, charcoal, graphite, 

and natural chalks, this problem was solved. 
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Head of an Apostle 

Looking Downward

by Albrecht Dürer, 
1508, brush drawing 
with white highlights on 
dark ground, 12 x 9. 
Private collection.

RIGHT

Italian Head

by Edgar Degas, ca. 
1856, charcoal on 
ivory paper, 15 x 10. 
Collection The Art 
Institute of Chicago, 
Chicago, Illinois.
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To utilize this three-tone technique, begin by working on a paper 

toned with a dry pigment so that you can create whites by erasing 

pigment to expose the white or off-white paper underneath. This is a 

good way to start because it is a very forgiving process. If you’re not 

pleased with an area of the drawing, simply erase it, reapply dry pig-

ment, and begin again. 

It’s a good idea to choose a paper that allows for the easy removal 

of the rubbed-in pigment to bring out the whites. One inexpensive 

paper is made by Basingwerk, but others can be used too. Rub dry 

earth pigments into the paper with a piece of cheesecloth or tissue. 

It’s also possible to use chalks or pastels, but some inexpensive 

chalks fade badly when exposed to light for some time. Dry earth 

pigments such as Mars colors (artificial oxides of iron) tend to be 

inexpensive, lightfast, and nontoxic. Do not use the powdered pig-

ments deemed toxic. 

After the paper has been prepared with its ground, draw the subject 

and its shaded areas in black charcoal pencil or Conté crayon sharpened 

to a point. Then, go at the drawing with a kneaded eraser to pull out the 

highlights and lesser lights. Use clean erasers and apply varying pressure 

to control how much of the pigment ground is lifted off the paper. 

ABOVE

Diagram A

Light hitting a cylindrical object 
and the resulting pattern of dark 
area (D), highlight (HL), darkest 
dark (DD), and reflected light (RL).

LEFT

Diagram B

Renaissance artists realized that 
the light source should be placed 
in front of and to the left or right of 
the object to best model the form.
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Another method of working on a 

colored ground became popular when 

natural earth chalks were made avail-

able to artists during the Renaissance. 

Nowadays, natural earth chalks are not 

available, but Conté crayons in different 

shades of red or brown, as well as black 

and white in different degrees of hard-

ness, make fine substitutes. 

The first step is to tint the paper 

with a thin watercolor wash or a thin 

wash of Golden liquid acrylics with 

some matte medium added to cut 

the gloss. If the wash is thin enough, 

matte medium need not be added. 

Use a wide synthetic bristle brush 

to apply a ground in two directions 

perpendicular to each other. If you don’t 

use a 300-lb paper, make sure to tape 

the paper down so it won’t buckle as 

it dries. Or, simply use commercially 

prepared tinted papers. German Ingres, 

Strathmore, and Canson papers are not 

expensive and come in many colors. 

Before deciding how dark a color 

you want the paper to be, an important 

decision must be made: Do you want 

to favor light chalks when modeling 

the forms, allowing the tinted paper to 

show through for many of the shade 

areas, and use the dark chalks only 

for darkest areas of shade and cast 

shadow; or do you want to do most of 

the form modeling in the dark red and 

brown chalks, allowing the paper to 

show through for lighter middle tones 

and reserving the white chalk for the 

brightest highlights? This will shift the 

drawing either to the light or dark end 

of the tonal scale, and that decision will 

determine how dark you must tint the 

paper. You may, of course, also decide 

to balance the light and dark chalks 

equally when modeling form.

A drawing by 

François Boucher 

illustrates this point 

well. In Venus With 

a Dove, drawn with 

black, red, and white 

chalks on dark tan 

paper, note that most of the form 

modeling is done in white chalk. The 

red chalk is used very sparingly to give 

some color to the lips and nipples, 

while the black chalk is used for eye 

and hair color and accenting lines, but 

only very delicately in shade areas. Be-

cause the tonal scale is shifted toward 

the light end in this drawing, dark areas 

of black would be jarring and inappro-

priate. Indeed, most of the shaded areas 

on this figure and on the sheets and 

pillow on which she lies are created by 

simply allowing the dark-tan tint of the 

paper to show through. 

Fidelity

by Steven L. Weiss, 
2004, red, white, 
and brown Conté 
crayon on German 
Ingres paper,  
19 x 25. Collec-
tion the artist.



5  American Artist    www.ArtistDaily.com

Now look at my drawing Fidelity, executed in brown, red, 

and white Conté crayon on a sheet of colored Canson paper. 

Compared with the Boucher, the tonal values in this drawing 

are shifted far more toward the dark end of the tonal scale. 

The female figure is divided almost evenly between dark 

and light halves. Form on the dark side is modeled with red 

crayon, while on the light side the tone of the paper serves 

as the middle flesh tone with highlights modeled in white. 

The brown crayon is used on the figure only to accent some 

darks and cast shadows. Had I been using a paper tinted a 

lighter color, I would have used the white crayon only for 

the brightest highlights on the lit side of the figure. As it is, some very subtle 

modeling done with the white crayon ensures that transitions from highlights 

to the middle flesh tones (the paper color) are not too abrupt.

Drawing in chalks of three colors can yield beautiful results, and the drawings 

by masters of this technique are inspiring. Two artists besides Boucher who are 

acknowledged masters of this form are Peter Paul Rubens and Jean-Antoine Wat-

teau. I have profited greatly and derived a good deal of pleasure from looking at their 

drawings. I began by studying their drawings carefully, trying to understand in what 

situations these artists used each of their colored chalks. Then I began on my own 

with one of the more forgiving methods of working described in this article, and as I 

gained confidence, I explored some of the more demanding techniques.   !

Getting Light Into 
Your Drawings
Although tinting a sheet of 
drawing paper with a dry earth 
pigment, watercolor wash, or 
liquid acrylic, and then drawing on 
it with three colored chalks (red, 
black, and white), may seem new, 
you likely have employed a similar 
technique if you tinted paper by 
rubbing in charcoal and used that 

ground as a drawing surface. 

Try this approach: Simply hold 

a piece of vine or willow charcoal 

on its side and gently rub it over 

your sheet of white drawing 

paper. Then work the charcoal 

into the paper with a tissue to 

make the gray tone covering 

your sheet uniform. Don’t rub the 

charcoal into the paper with your 

finger because the oils in your 

finger will make the charcoal 

smear in an unattractive way and 

may inhibit the removal of the 

charcoal with an eraser. Draw 

your subject and its shaded 

areas either using the same 

charcoal with which you made 

your ground, or with a charcoal 

pencil. Then use a kneaded 

eraser and pieces of tissue to 

lift off the ground to create your 

whites. The eraser will lift off 

more ground than the tissue and 

can be used to make your bright-

est highlights. Remember, clean 

tissues remove more ground 

than a tissue already saturated 

with charcoal dust. This applica-

tion does not involve the use of 

three colors, but it is a very free 

and easy way to work.

Study of a Male 
Nude on a Red 
Ground

by Steven L. Weiss, 
1983, charcoal 
pencil over Venetian 
red dry pigment,  
24 x 18. Collection 
the artist. 

All the highlights 
and some midtones 
were created by 
erasing the pigment.


