
3RD IN A SERIES OF 6 

Figurative fundamentals 
MASS, VALUE AND EDGES 

Ann Witheridge and Holly Cawte continue their series about the language 
of drawing and painting. So far they have looked at the basic principles of 

drawing with line. This month they introduce modelling the image 

P 
ainting is a complex but very 
satisfying sequential process 
and it is essential that 
students should be able to 

distinguish and understand each 
step. Colour is the bonus but not the 
essence of an image. The essence is 
mass, values and edges, as much for 
a drawing as for a painting. 

Rembrandt and Rubens are two 
undisputed masters of paint, yet 
with such different painting 
techniques and styles. Rembrandt's 
value range is very simple and yet 
extreme, with a relatively limited use 
of colour. His edges between the 
values are very clear. Rubens, on the 
other hand, has a much lighter 
palette, with a much wider use of 
colour. His edges and modelling can 
melt from one transition to the next. 

VALUE 

MASS 
II> Ann Witheridge White 

box with background shapes 

of mass, oil on canvas, 
SXX3~in (13X9cm). 
Mass or volume is the 
shape of objects and the 
shape between the objects. 
It is the relationships of 
geometric shapes, whether 
these shapes are tangible 
objects or value patterns. 
Mass can be found with 
line, not single lines, but 
lines hatched together to 
make up of blocks of tone 
or colour 

Value is the relationship of light and dark, the tones. It is the values, as 
opposed to the colours, that create form - images in mass work with 
or without colour. We will be simplifying the value masses in our 
drawings and paintings. It is surprisingly harder to simplify your value 
range than it is to over model. The term modelling is used to describe 
the transition of values. Over modelling is when the value range 
becomes exaggerated, so that the mid-tones in the darks become as 
light or lighter than the mid-tones in the lights; a painting or drawing 
will look muddy and flat if the value patterns are confused. 

II> I think it best to work with a 
reduced value pattern initially, so 
you have to be very clear about the 
value range. Try limiting yourself to 
two values in the darks and two 
values in the lights. Here I have 
numbered the values; 1 and 2 are 
the lights; 3 and 4 are the darks. 
The box may be white, but the 
values are dependent on its 
relationship to the light 
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~ When drawing and 
painting the temptation is 
to start with line and then 
fill

1
in the mass. Try using 

your charcoal on its side or a 
wide paintbrush to find the 
shape or mass from the 
start. If using a lead pencil 
you can either hatch in the 
mass or, if it is sharpened, 
you can use it on its side 

Value shifts in oil paint (above) and 
charcoal (below) 
Before you start your painting, draw or paint your four 
blocks of value: two for the lights and two for the darks. 
Analyse your image and decide what the value pattern 
looks like. Try doing a 
painting in just the four 
values. If easier, choose a 
subject with less colour, so 
that it is easier to translate 
the value patterns. 
Perhaps put a strong light 
on it. Make sure the light 
source is directional, ie not 
flat light/straight in front 
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EDGES 
Edges can really transform an image 
and your style - this is such an 
important aspect of painting. You can 
work with either very hard or super
soft edges. The best option is to work 
with a variety of edges and choose 
them to help explain the form you are 
painting. A hard edge will depict a 
sharper transition, a clear planal shift. 
A soft edge will denote a smooth 
transition, a subtle planal shift or soft 
form. 

..to. Ann Witheridge Tangerine, oil on 
canvas, 6 X5l4in(15 X 13cm). 
There are many ways to soften an edge or 
blur the transition. When the charcoal or 
paint is first applied it is easier to place it 
with a hard edge. In charcoal you can drag 
charcoal from the dark into the light with 
a sharpened charcoal, a bit of rolled tissue 
or a stump. With painting you can do the 
same with your brush, dragging the paint 
along or across the transition. Better still, 
you can also mix the middle tone and 
paint the transition 

.,. Ann Witheridge Plaster Cast and 

Tangerine, oil on canvas, 10 X8in 
(25.5X20.5cm). 
Here I chose an object with strong colour -
the tangerine - and a white plaster cast. 
Although colour intense, the tangerine 
has a clear value transition; the cast, 
although white and with clear planal 
transitions, has subtler and more varied 
edges 
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• Ann Witheridge Vase and Garlic, oil on canvas, 9XX 1 rnin (25 X30cm). 
I chose three white objects with varied edges and put them in a strong light source to 
show how the varying edges affect the value transitions. I set the objects against a white 
background. By using white objects we cannot confuse colour with value, and can be 
very clear about the value pattern and the varying transition of edges within this clear 
value pattern (note the value range in the top left-hand corner) 
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EXERCISES 
You'll need paper or a sketchbook, a pencil and a firm eraser. If you are 
using paint, you' ll need a canvas or board, a selection of brushes and paint: 
for the beginner a limited palette of black, ultramarine blue, raw umber, 
cadmium red, yellow ochre and white is recommended; you will also need 
a variety of objects and a light source such as a desk lamp. 

An artificial light source is recommended for beginners as it makes your 
values more defined and it is easier to view light/dark transitions. In time 
you can experiment with a natural light source, which is softer, and learn to 
compare the difference found between natural and artificial light. If you are 
working in natural light, and intend to work on a piece over a longer period 
of time, try to find a window facing north. Northern light remains constant 
throughout the day, so light shapes on your subject will stay consistent for a 
longer period of time. 

A Holly Cawte lemon, oil on linen, SX 10in (12.SX25.Scm}. 
When using oil paint, the recommendation is to begin with a monochrome or 
grisaille study to set your values. Instead of using black and white, a soft mixture 
of ultramarine blue and raw umber mix is a good place to start. 

As the light shines on your subject, observe how the rhythm of light is falling 
over the scene. Where is the darkest part of your composition (darkest dark)? 
Where is the lightest (lightest light}? Where do the two meet in an extreme way 
(sharp edge}? Or where does the light gently fall into the dark? Over a curve 
perhaps (soft edge}? 

Learning how to lose part of the subject into the dark and bring about a greater 
focal point within the light is all part of creating an 'illusion' with in values. In 
adding tonal structure through value, your aim is to create form on a flat surface. 
Remember to keep your values clean. For the beginner a value range of three 
tones - light/mid/dark - is more than enough to get you started 

... Holly Cawte Pear and Grapes, oil on linen, 6 X7in 
(15 X18cm). 
Edges add the magic and soul to a piece of work, drawing 
the viewer in, and out. There are always two edges, the 
inside, or soft edge, and the outside, or sharp edge. 
Outside edges show the two extremes light and dark. 
Inside edges are where you make the decision to take the 
viewer's attention away from that part of the subject as a 
place of focus. A softer edge can be found by rounding 
the tonality throughout your drawing, using cross 
hatching with your pencil, or finding a mid-tone with your 
brush. Hard edges can be defined by applying harder 
pressure or tone to define an edge, such as where light 
and dark are meeting in a sharp manner. 

Lastly, highlights on your subject are only there because 
of a plane change and, in artistic terms, are the cherry on 
the cake. Don't rush to create the highlights - lay a solid 
foundation, working through each step of the process 
before adding the sparkle! 
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PRACTICAL 

A Holly Cawte Seashell, graphite on buff paper, 
SX6in (12.S XlScm). 
The first element to deal with is mass. Using mass 
only, and working in one tone or colour, you can 
establish the weight of the subject without the 
need for lines or edges. Squinting lightly, begin to 
draw the largest areas of mass, or where light is 
falling on the form. By squinting your eyes you will 
make the dark areas darker and light areas lighter, 
therefore making it easier to define the two. 

Next comes value, which deals directly with light, 
and alongside edges is the most important part of 
your drawing. If your values are not keyed in 
correctly the illusion of light on your subject will be 
lost. Last month we learned how to push gesture 
an extra 10 to 20 per cent; the same process 
applies to emphasising the values in your subject 

Ann Witheridge 
is a founder and director of Lavender Hill 
Studios, London, an art school dedicated to 
teaching traditional techniques of charcoal 
drawing and oil painting. Holly Cawte, student 
teacher at the studios, is a recipient of the De 
Lazio scholarship and Leighton House Museum 
artist in residence. 
www.lavenderhillstudios.com 
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