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DRAWING

LIGHT, VALUE, and CHIAROSCURO



LIGHT and DARK (CHIAROSCURO)

The term chiaroscuro is an Italian word meaning literally “the 
combination of light and dark.” Chiaroscuro is a drawing technique 
where subtly blended shades of gray are applied to imitate the varying 
intensities of light and shadow that occur when light illuminates and is 
reflected off three-dimensional forms. 

Brian Curtis, Drawing From Observation, pg. 197



The top image is an ten-step value scale 
containing a gradation of tones of gray, starting 
with black on the left and white on the right. 
To the left side is a continuous tone drawing 
that utilizes this value scale to imitate the 
intensity of light reflecting off of forms in 
space. 

USING A TEN-STEP VALUE SCALE



USING THE SQUINT TECHNIQUE

To draw with chiaroscuro, you 
need to be able to identify 
more accurately the relative 
brightness of each tonal 
element in your visual field. 
This can be done by squinting 
to the point at which 
everything is just about to 
disappear.

Squinting makes everything 
except the extreme highlights 
darker, allowing you to identify 
the brightest highlights and the 
deep shadows.   

Yim Maukon’s use of value range in a soft charcoal technique.



Ana Mercedes Hoyos
Homage to Zurbaran
2001

Ana Mercedes Hoyos (29 September 1942 –
September 2014) was a Colombian painter, sculptor 
and a pioneer in modern art in the country. In her 
half-century of artistic works, she garnered over 
seventeen awards of national and international 
recognition. Beginning her career in a Pop Art style 
which moved towards abstract, her trajectory moved 
toward cubism and realism as she explored light, 
color, sensuality and the bounty of her surroundings. 
Her reinterpretations of master painters led her to an 
exploration of Colombian multiculturalism, and her 
later works focused on Afro-Colombian and mestizo 
heritage within the Colombian landscape.

ARTIST SPOTLIGHT



Pablo Picasso

In many respects, chiaroscuro is more 
about light, and the way light behaves 
when it comes in contact with 
dimensional objects, than it is about the 
objects themselves. But by duplicating 
patterns of light, we can effectively 
indicate mass, volume, texture, degree of 
surface planes, distance from the light 
sources, and even spatial relationships to 
other objects. 

HOW LIGHT WORKS



Rarely do shadows appear as a solid 
black. They usually reflect some light, and 
they usually have a subtle gradation that 
changes throughout the shadow area. It is 
usually slightly darker near the edges of 
the shadow where it comes in contact 
with lighter areas (simultaneous contrast) 
and lighter toward the center (core) of 
the shadow.

REFLECTED LIGHT AND GRADATION



When light strikes a cylinder 
directly from the side, the 
highlight appears at the edge 
nearest the light. 

LIGHT ON CYLINDERS



LIGHT STRICKING SURFACES

Regardless of the technique you choose for 
applying chiaroscuro, the clarity of the 
three-dimensional space is enhanced with 
the light strikes one set of the planar 
surfaces of the the objects closer to a 90 
degree angle than it does any other set. 



ARTIST SPOTLIGHT

Leonardo da Vinci
Drapery Study
Louvre, Paris

When the term modeling is used in drawing, it 
refers to the ability of chiaroscuro to carve out 
convincing illusions of three-dimensional form 
on the flat surface that imitates those achieved 
through three-dim manipulation of a material 
like clay. 





CHALK FOR WHITE

Using chalk to bring 
Out highlights even further. 
The paper that you are 
drawing on is usually less 
white than chalk so you can 
use white drawing materials 
to add further definition to 
your highlights after 
applying your mid-tones 
and shadows. 


