
Drawing Board
By Wendy Hollender

Consistent Light: the Secret  
to Creating Form
With appropriate lighting, basic shapes become complex subjects.

How To posiTion ligHT
Your work area should be illumi-
nated with light—either natural or 
artificial—that doesn’t come from a 
direction likely to cast a shadow from 
your hand. If you’re right handed, 
your light should come from the 
left side to avoid this problem. If 
you’re left handed, the light source 
should be from the right. In any case, 
avoid using a light source positioned 

Botanical drawing starts with finding a subject. It 
can be simple: Pick up a twig from the ground; find 
a seedpod that has an interesting form; pick a fruit 
or vegetable from a farmers market, or cut a beautiful 
flower from a garden. Once you have your subject, find 
a comfortable place with good lighting.

Artists often hear the phrase “good light,” but 
what exactly does it mean? I think of light in two 
ways. First, you need to be able to see your paper well 
and, second, you need to be able to see your subject 
clearly. 

aBove: Hollender 
drew Orange Dahlia 
(colored pencil on 
film, 24x18) using 
light to direct her 
placement of shad-
ows and highlights, 
creating flowers 
that appear three-
dimensional.

(Definitions)

upper light source: Your setup or 
imagined light source is always from 
either the left or right, starting from 
above to behind your shoulder, and 
hitting the subject on its front side at 
a 45 degree angle. approximately one-
third of your subject is in shadow, while 
two-thirds is more illuminated.

cast shadow: a cast shadow is formed 
when an object is blocking the light 
source. the shadow’s direction depends 
on the location of the light source in 
relation to the object. to understand 
cast shadows, set up an upper left light 
source and observe the cast shadow. a 
shadow is not a form so it should be 
extremely subtle. the shadow should be 
darkest next to the edge of the object. 
the shadow’s tones graduate from dark 
to very light and should not end in a 
harsh line but rather fade away into the 
color of the paper.

reflective highlights: a reflective high-
light is used to differentiate between two 
overlapping forms or to separate a form 
from a cast shadow. the reflective high-
light should not be as light in value as a 
highlight; it should be very subtle.
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directly in front of you; it could shine 
in your eyes. Optimally, your light 
will come from behind you, either 
from the right or left. (figure a)

spoTligHT Your subjecT 
(properlY) 
Then we move on to illuminating 
the subject. If you’re trying to create 
form that’s both three-dimensional 
and descriptive of the form’s struc-
ture, you’ll want to use a traditional 
scientific light source. I think of 
botanical drawings as having two 

purposes. The first and primary pur-
pose is to describe the structure of 
your subject. The second purpose is 
to show the subject’s form by depict-
ing the light on the subject’s form. I 
avoid strong light sources and shadow 
depictions because with excessively 
strong lighting the drawing becomes 
primarily about the light and leaves 
the subject as secondary. In my 
drawings, the subject comes first with 
light as support.

If my subject’s form is not prop-
erly illuminated from a scientific light 

source, I use my imagination to add 
one. This allows me to exaggerate the 
highlights and shadows as needed 
to make my drawing have suffi-
cient depth and contrast. Once I’ve 
described the basic size, shape and 
light source of the subject, I’m ready 
to go deeper into the detail of the 
drawing. I first use a simple geomet-
ric shape, closest to the shape of my 
subject, as a model, to understand the 
correct use of shadows and light on 
the more complex form of my subject. 
(figure B anD C; also, page 24)
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bA c

light hits basic 
shapes (sphere, 

cylinder, cone 
and cup),  

showing how 
shadows appear 

on more complex 
forms in nature.



imAgine THree-
DimensionAliTY 
Sometimes I imagine I’m a tiny insect 
crawling across my subject. Let’s 
use a tomato for an example. When 
I’m drawing the tomato’s shadowed 
side, I imagine myself climbing out 
of a dark valley and up an enormous 
hill, which is the surface contour of 
the fruit, until I reach the brightest 
light at the top of the tomato—my 
highlight. (figure D)

To recreate this, I slowly cre-
ate a seamless blend of tones to 
give the illusion of form. I start by 
using a neutral colored pencil such 
as Faber-Castell Polychromos dark 
sepia. Remember, to give the illusion 

of moving and 
changing form, 
these tones must 
change from very 
dark to the light-
est highlight in a 
smooth, continu-
ous manner. I work 
slowly and build layers 
carefully. I start to add 
the form’s color in many 
transparent layers that 
mix with my neutral 
tones to create a red 
tomato in shadow and 
light. This is when the 
magic begins to happen. 
(figure e)
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Drawing Tip:  When i draw a 
leaf, i like to think of it first as hav-
ing two distinct planes, divided by 
the midvein, almost like the inside 
of a book when it’s opened. i imag-
ine the light would hit one side more 
than the other so that one side of 
the leaf would be darker. thinking 
this way will help you to envision 
a leaf as three-dimensional, even 
though a leaf seems flat.

D

e

22   artistsmagazine.com



24   artistsmagazine.com

The act of stroking a pencil 
across paper is relaxing and medita-
tive. I can feel myself go through a 
change within seconds of starting the 
toning stage of a drawing. I become 
calm, focused and relaxed. I have 
a clear direction, and I will quietly 
build my drawing while closely 
studying and discovering the specific 
qualities of my subject. I’m able to 
take delight in nature’s structures, 
patterns and colors. They never cease 
to amaze me. If I never went further I 
would be happy and fulfilled. I invite 
you to try drawing with this particu-
lar focus and see if you too will learn 
and enjoy the experience. n

wendy Hollender is a botanical artist, 
instructor and published author. in January, 
she launched a drawing subscription 
program. to learn more, visit her website at 
drawingincolor.com.
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