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Italian Renaissance Painter 
 
Leonardo da Vinci is best remembered in the art 
world for being the catalyst that precipitated the 
High Renaissance in Italy. His paintings 
influenced artistic styles for the next 150 years, 
and included such techniques as his use of 
composition based on the triangle; use of 
mathematic (one-point) and atmospheric 
perspective; attention to realism and the ideal 
proportions of the human body; and amazing 
mastery of the use of light and shadow. He was a 
true genius, a talented artist, an elegant and witty 
courtier, and the first—and possibly best—
”Renaissance Man.” 
 
Da Vinci spent a long and productive life in quest 
of knowledge. His voracious interest in nearly 
everything around him led him to fill extensive 
notebooks with information on subjects as diverse 
as military weapons, weather, botany, city 
planning, puns and riddles, music, anatomy, 
mathematics, water and wind currents, machinery, 
costume design, flight, sculpture, architecture and, 
of course, painting. 
 
“Mona Lisa” and “The Last Supper” were among 
the very few works he actually completed, due to 
both political upheaval and his constant desire to 
move on to the next challenge, but his influence 
was wide and long-lasting. At his death, he was 
widely famous for his painting style, which 
introduced many of the elements that would 
become hallmarks of the Italian Renaissance. He 
is one of a few artists whose art has never fallen 
out of favor, and his “Mona Lisa” is now 
considered the most recognized artwork in the 
world. 
 
 
 
 
Vocabulary 
 
Chiaroscuro—(Pronounced “key-AR-o-skyoor-o”) 
From Italian, meaning “bright-dark,” it describes 
the technique in painting and drawing of modeling  

 
 
three-dimensional figures by contrasting or 
gradating areas. 
 
 
Renaissance—(Literally “rebirth”) The intellectual 
and artistic movement that began in Italy (c. 1400-
1550). A revival of the values and styles of the 
ancient classical world brought about a new 
culture that was more centered on the individual, 
and influenced an art style that admired beauty, 
proportion and realism. 
  
 
Art Elements 
 
Value—Referring to light and dark. Only through 
changes of light and dark can we perceive 
anything. These changes, called value contrasts, 
help us to see shapes by showing how light 
illuminates and creates shadows on them.  Value 
changes help us “feel” the shape of an object 
visually. The entire object may be the same color, 
but its shape is defined by its different values. 
Leonardo da Vinci used value contrasts to create 
the illusion of three dimensions in his paintings. 
 
Space—Space that appears three-dimensional in 
a two-dimensional painting is an illusion that 
creates a feeling of actual depth. Leonardo da 
Vinci used several types of perspective to give his 
paintings a sense of space: atmospheric perspec-
tive, which shows objects and the air appearing 
bluer and hazier as they get farther away; dimin-
ishing perspective, which shows objects decreas-
ing in size the farther away they are from the 
viewer; and one-point perspective, which uses 
mathematical principles to show lines that recede 
from the viewer getting closer together as they 
converge towards a vanishing point on the 
horizon. 
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Art Principles 
 
Contrast—Contrast refers to differences in 
values, colors, textures, shapes and other 
elements. Contrasts create visual excitement and 
add interest to a work. Leonardo da Vinciʼs use of 
chiaroscuro (contrasting areas of light and dark) 
gave a three-dimensional quality to the subjects in 
his portraits. He also contrasted shape by posing 
organic subjects in geometrically shaped 
compositions.  
 
Unity—Visual unity is one of the most important 
aspects of well-designed art. Unity provides the 
cohesive quality that makes an artwork feel 
complete and finished. When all of the elements 
in a painting look as though they belong together, 
the artist has achieved unity. Leonardo da Vinci 
used the repetition of color and the clustering of 
shapes to achieve unity in his paintings. His 
consistent overall surface treatment, using fine, 
smooth, almost imperceptible brush strokes, also 
unified his paintings. 
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Biography 

 
Leonardo da Vinci was born April 15, 1452, in 
Vinci, near Florence, in northern Italy. He was 
raised by his father, Ser Piero da Vinci, a 
Florentine notary, and a stepmother, whom his 
father married the same year he was born out of 
wedlock to a barmaid named Caterina. (His 
mother also married that year). In the more than 
7,000 pages of Leonardoʼs notebooks that 
survive, there are no personal comments about 
his youth. Although he had no formal education, 
he likely would have received the training 
expected of a boy from a good family—reading, 
writing, mathematics, and Latin. 
 
When Leonardo was 17, his father apprenticed 
him in the workshop of Verrocchio, a leading 
Florentine artist of the day. Leonardo continued to 
live in Verrocchioʼs house, even after his 
apprenticeship ended and he began receiving his 
own commissions. Around this time Leonardo 
began keeping detailed notebooks of his 
observations, theories, questions, and goals. 
Since he was left-handed, he wrote in these 
notebooks from right to left, most probably for 
speed and tidiness (it would greatly reduce the 
likelihood of smearing the ink). One notation from 
his notebooks reads, “The modern artist must 
master geometry, optics and perspective: he must 
understand the mechanisms of the human body; 
understand the relationship between mathematics 
and art.” 

He was direct and uninhibited in his search for 
knowledge, and he gained the reputation of being 
brilliant and multi-faceted. The downside to his 
temperament was that he was inclined to leave 
his work unfinished as his mind constantly turned 
towards new topics and problems. By the time he 
was 30, Leonardo felt he was not receiving the 
recognition he deserved in Florence, so he 
applied to the Duke of Milan for work. In 1482, he 
arrived in Milan to spend what became nearly a 
quarter of a century in the Dukeʼs employment. In 
Milan, Leonardo was given the opportunity to 
exhibit the qualities that today define a 
“Renaissance Man” (a person equally talented in 
many areas). It was his job to bring interest and 
entertainment to dinners and celebrations, and he 
designed and carried off many elaborate 
pageants, plays and musicals, often designing the 
stages and costumes, writing the music and 
dialogue, and creating “displays” ranging from 
fireworks to horse races. On a personal level, he 
was witty and interesting in conversation, could 
sing, dance, and play several instruments, was a 
talented horseman, and a respectable poet. He 
also served the Duke as architect, engineer, and 
military advisor, designing civic improvements 
such as sewers and elevated roadways, 
decorating the Dukeʼs country house and favorite 
church (where he painted “The Last Supper”), 
proposing new weapons and improvements to the 
cityʼs defenses, and designing an immense 
commemorative equestrian statue to the memory 
of the Dukeʼs father. Although a full-size clay 
replica of this work (“Il Cavallo”) was erected in 
the city square, the bronze itself was never cast, 
due to the invasion of the French army in 1499.  
 
During all this time, Leonardo took notes on all 
that interested him in the world around him, and 
the Duke gave him free rein to use what spare 
time he had in his own pursuits. Throughout his 
life, he made plans to collect his notes on various 
topics to publish in book form, but like many of his 
undertakings, these plans were never completed. 
Luckily, the vast notebooks survived, and were 
eventually catalogued according to subject by his 
heir. His discoveries and teachings on the subject 
of painting were published in the mid 1500s. The 
rest of the notebooks remained virtually unknown 
to the public until they passed into museum 
ownership in the mid-1800s. 
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The Presentation 
 
1. Portrait 
 c. 1512-15, red chalk on paper, 13-1/8” x 8-3/8”, Royal Library, Turin, Italy 
 
Originally thought to be a self-portrait, this drawing has been resonably established 
to be the image of DaVinci's grandfather. It was only attributed to him as a self-
portrait starting in the 19th century. Done during his last years in Italy prior to his 
move to France, DaVinci shows his mastery of drawing and shading.  Through the 
use of chalk lines, cross-hatching and shading he creates a realistic, 3-dimentional 
portrait.  At the bottom of the drawing is an inscription which translates, “Leonardo 
da Vinci, portrait of himself as an old man.” However, this inscription was added 
later by an unknown person. 
 
Fun Facts: Da Vinci never lived to be the age in which he appears in this portrait. 
The red chalk media was something he was using at an earlier point in his career, 
not as an old man. This ‘portrait’ served as the basis for some saying Da Vinci 
painted himself into the Mona Lisa.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Botanical Drawing: Viola, Oderata, Pyrus, Spikelet of Germinacea 
 c. 1481-83, pen and ink, Venice 

 
Leonardo da Vinci was fascinated by all things in nature, and he filled 
notebooks with drawings that reflected his interests. His philosophy was “to 
strive to draw everything exactly as it appears in nature,” which is exemplified 
in these botanical drawings of various flowers. His many drawings of the 
natural world were studies that he later used to accurately create the 
background scenes in his paintings. 
 
With only pen and ink, da Vinci was able to capture the three-dimensional qualities 
of these flowers in two dimensions. He created shape and shading through value 
changes, using fine pen strokes to define the basic shapes and then drawing dark 
lines closely together (called “hatching”) or intersecting lines (called “cross-hatching”) to create dark areas 
of shadow.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How did da Vinci 
create the shapes in 

this drawing? 

How are the areas 
of dark value 

created? 
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3. The Annunciation 

c. 1473-75, oil on panel, 38-3/4” x 85-1/2”, Uffizi Gallery, 
Florence, Italy 

 
This scene was inspired by the Bible story of the 
angel’s visit to Mary when she is told “she will bear a 
son and call him Jesus” (the story was a recurring 
subject in Renaissance painting). This painting is one 
of da Vinci’s earliest works and was painted when he 
was about 23 years old. Even at this young age, da 
Vinci demonstrated a style that was based on how things really looked—
the flowers and trees were drawn from nature, and he captured the 
background in the distance with his use of realistic perspective. 
 
The angel and Mary, although at opposite ends of the panel, stand out by the contrast of the light values 
of their faces against the dark values of the backgrounds behind them. Other value contrasts define the 
masonry structure of the building behind the seated Mary, and also the folds of her robe. 
 
Da Vinci realistically captured a sense of space in this painting and created depth using several 
perspective techniques. One point perspective can be traced by the lines of the masonry structure, which 
lead the eye to the hazy mountains in the distance. Diminishing perspective was used by painting the 
trees in the background a smaller size to create the illusion that they are at a distance from the two 
figures in the foreground. 
 
Fun Fact: da Vinci painted the angel’s wings after studying a real bird. He loved the idea of flying and 
often sketched fluttering wings in his notebooks. Throughout his life, whenever he saw a caged bird for 
sale, he bought it and set it free. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Canon of Proportions, (also known as Vitruvian Man) 
 c.1485-90, pen and ink, 13-1/2” x 9-3/4”, Academy Gallery, Venice, Italy 
 
This drawing was inspired by Vitruvius, an architect of ancient Rome. Vitruvius 
wrote “a man’s body, with arms outstretched, could be inscribed in both a circle 
and a square.” This also graphically reflected da Vinci’s belief that “Man is the 
measure of all things.” 
 
In this drawing, the three-dimensional qualities of the body have been captured 
with simple value changes to define shape and shadow. The illusion of 
three dimensions is the result. The arms and legs have also been drawn in 
two different positions to contrast the man’s organic shape within both the 
circle and the square (geometric shapes). 
 
 
 

How did da Vinci make the 
man in this drawing look 

three-dimensional? 

Name one way unity was 
achieved in this painting. 
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5. Ginevra de’Benci 
 c. 1474-76, oil on wood panel, 15” x 14-1/4”, National Gallery of Art, 
 Washington, D.C. 
 
It is believed that this was a wedding portrait, painted towards the end of da 
Vinci’s apprenticeship in the studio of Verrocchio. It established da Vinci’s style 
of positioning his subject in front of an open-air background. Ginevra, 
considered by the Florentines to be a great intellectual, sits immobile in front of 
a juniper tree that takes up almost the entire background.  Through the juniper, 
over her left shoulder, the space opens up to the landscape in the distance. Da 
Vinci used atmospheric perspective to realistically render the hazy scene, and 
the trees in the background seem far in the distance due to diminishing 
perspective. 
 
The softness of Ginevra’s skin contrasts with the prickly branches of the juniper tree behind her, and the 
values of her white skin against the dark values of the tree provided further contrast. 
Unity has been achieved by the repetition of dark brown throughout the painting. The overall surface 
treatment of this painting also contributes to the unity of the work. The brush strokes are so smooth as to 
be almost imperceptible. 
 
Fun Fact: This is the only painting by Leonardo da Vinci in the Americas, and it is in the permanent 
collection of the National Gallery in Washington, D.C. An article in Smithsonian magazine (September 
2001) mentions that the painting, as it exists today, was cut down from a larger panel before 1780 
because of damage. It suggests that the original painting was a full three-quarter pose showing her 
hands. The article goes on to suggest that the “Study of Hands” was, in fact, the model for the lost portion 
of Ginevra’s portrait.  
 
 
 
 
6. Study of Hands 
 c. 1475, silverpoint and white chalk, Royal Collection, Windsor Castle, England 
 
Leonardo da Vinci wanted to re-create nature as accurately as possible, and 
many sketches remain that showed the extent of his preparations for more 
finished works. This sketch is supposed to have been copied from a work by 
Verrocchio, and it has recently been suggested that this sketch was actually 
the basis for the lost portion of the painting “Ginevra de’Benci.” 
 
This drawing shows two alternative positions for the hands: da Vinci places 
them together in a lap, and also shows the right arm and hand raised toward 
the breast, as if holding a sprig of blossoms. 
 
This drawing demonstrates da Vinci’s mastery of chiaroscuro. The hands are 
given their three-dimensional quality by the changes of value, from light to 
dark, using only hatching and cross-hatching pen lines. Highlights of white 
chalk also reflect the effects of light upon the hands. 
 
 
 
 

What does the word 
“chiaroscuro” mean? 

Where do you see 
examples of contrast? 
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7.Virgin of the Rocks (Louvre Version) 
 c. 1482-86, oil on wood panel, 77-5/8” x 47-5/8”, Louvre, Paris 
 
Da Vinci left Florence at around age 30, arriving in Milan in search of better 
opportunities. He was commissioned, along with two other artists, to create 
an altarpiece of several separate parts that was to decorate a chapel in the 
church of San Francesco Grande. This painting was intended for the 
central panel of the altarpiece, and is one of two versions da Vinci painted 
over a period of ten years. (The history of both versions is complicated. 
This is likely the earliest version. The later version, which satisfied the 
commission after 10 years of dispute over fees, now hangs in the National 
Gallery in London.) 
 
In this painting, da Vinci presented the elements that became the hallmarks 
of the Italian Renaissance style: 1) the figures were arranged in a triangular 
composition; 2) the human forms were realistic, yet idealized, and modeled 
with light and shadow; 3) the sense of a deeper space was captured with 
both one-point and atmospheric perspective. 
 
Da Vinci created the figures in this painting through value changes. The 
three-dimensional quality of their forms was achieved by the subtle changes from light to dark across their 
features. Their light skin contrasts with the dark background of the cave in which they sit. Visual contrast 
is achieved by the soft drapery of the angel’s robes, and the soft plants and botanicals placed alongside 
the hard stone surface of the cave walls and floor.  
 
Unity is achieved by the clustering together of the figures in an interrelated triangular composition. Each 
figure leads the viewer’s eye to another figure in the composition by either gaze or gesture.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Study for Head of Angel in “Virgin of the Rocks,” Louvre Version) 
 c. 1483, silverpoint, BibliotecaReale, Turin, Italy 
 
This simple sketch was the basis for the angel’s face in “Virgin of the Rocks.” 
Preliminary drawings like this allowed da Vinci to work out problems of shading 
and modeling prior to attempting a painting. It also shows the extent of his 
preparation prior to translating his visions into oil paints.  
 
In this drawing, da Vinci again demonstrated his mastery of chiaroscuro. Value 
changes from light to dark were accomplished by closely spaced hatching and 
cross-hatching lines to create areas of light and shadow. These value changes 
define the features of the face and give it a three-dimensional quality. 
 
 
 

How can simple lines 
create value changes? 

Point to an area of contrast. 
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9. Lady with an Ermine 
 c. 1483-86, oil on panel, 21-3/8” x 15-3/4”. Czartoryski Collection, Crakow, Poland 
 
This painting has been called the first painting in European art to introduce the idea 
that a portrait may express the sitter’s thoughts through posture and gestures. Here 
the sitter’s movements “announce the motion of [her] mind,” mirroring da Vinci’s 
own theories on portraiture as written in his “Treatise on Painting” published in the 
mid-1500s. The subject of this painting, thought to be Cecilia Gallerani, mistress of 
the Duke of Milan, is captured at the moment when she turns to her left, as if 
distracted by someone’s approach. The pet ermine in her arms is also turned in 
that direction as if it, too, is equally distracted.  
 
The portrait is unique for da Vinci in its lack of background. The lady and the pet 
ermine are the only substantial images in this painting. The dark value of the 
indistinct background gives a sense of shallow space and contrasts with the light 
values of the lady’s skin. Value contrasts/changes are evident in the lady’s sleeve, where folds are 
created visually through da Vinci’s masterful use of light and shadow. 
 
 
10. The Last Supper 

c. 1495-97, oil-tempera mixture on plaster wall, 179 3/8” x 343 1/4”,  
Refectory of Santa Maria della Grazie, Milan, Italy 

 
Painted on the wall of the refectory (dining hall) at the 
monastery of Santa Maria della Gracie in Milan, this was da 
Vinci’s attempt at fresco technique. Unfortunately, he 
experimented with a new mixture of paint (in order to give 
himself more time to work the painting than fresco usually 
allowed), and the painting began to crumble even before its 
completion. Several restorations have been attempted over the 
centuries to halt the deterioration. In spite of its poor condition, it has 
had great influence on the art world. 
 
Da Vinci used drama and realism to heighten both the spiritual and artistic impact of this work. He chose 
to render the dramatic moment when Jesus announced to his followers, “One of you will betray me.” Da 
Vinci captured the immediate impact this statement had on each of the apostles, and each man is 
realistically rendered with individual physical characteristics and emotional responses. The faces show 
shock, sadness, bewilderment, fear, anger, confusion, and other typical reactions to shocking news. 
Jesus alone remains calm. 
 
Da Vinci used one-point perspective to make this scene seem like an extension of the actual dining hall—
as if the monks were actually dining with the apostles. Tracing the receding lines of the walls and ceiling 
locates the vanishing point on Jesus’ right eye. Da Vinci deepened the space further by adding a 
landscape, seen out the window, which employed atmospheric perspective.  
 
Da Vinci also used a triangular composition to give the work interest and stability. How many triangles are 
there? (Jesus, and four groups of apostles). This repeated use of triangular composition throughout the 
painting also contributes to its unity. He used chiaroscuro (value changes) to model his figures, and the 
light in the painting echoes the real effects of the light from the windows entering the dining hall (at upper 
left). The highlights on the faces and shoulders of the apostles, as well as shadows in the painting, all 
reflect the real effects of the actual lighting in the room. 

Name two types of perspective 
used in this painting. 

Does this painting 
show a deep or 
shallow space? 
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11. The Last Supper, Detail: Jesus 
 
Da Vinci’s use of atmospheric perspective can best be seen in this detail slide. A 
realistic hazy, indistinct countryside can be seen in the distance through the 
window behind Jesus. 
 
Triangular composition was a hallmark of Renaissance art. Posing subjects 
(organic shapes) in triangular (geometric) compositions created contrast and 
interest. Here Jesus’ head and outstretched arms create the shape of a triangle, 
contrasting with his organic shape. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
12. SCANNING:Mona Lisa 
 c. 1503-05, oil on panel, 30-1/4” x 20-7/8”, Louvre, Paris 
 
Da Vinci’s portrait of Lisa Gioconda is considered the most widely recognized 
artwork in the world. Though often parodied today because of its familiarity, it was 
influential and widely copied in da Vinci’s time and set the standard for portraits for 
over a hundred years. Da Vinci took the painting with him when he traveled to 
France in 1516 at the invitation of the French king, Francis I, and it remains there to 
this day. 
 
This portrait utilizes all the techniques previously seen in da Vinci’s portraits (and 
which became the characteristics of Renaissance paintings): 1) the deep space of 
the background rendered through atmospheric and diminishing perspective; 
2) the triangular shape created within the composition by the three-quarters 
pose of the subject; 3) a serene, idealized beauty and the relaxed, realistic 
pose (notice the slight smile and the folded hands); and 4) the incomparable 
use of light and shade (chiaroscuro) to model the subject’s form.  
 
Contrast between the light values of her face and skin and the dark values of her hair and clothing help 
to draw attention to her face, with its enigmatic smile. The overall smooth surface treatment, with no 
discernable brush strokes, contributes to the painting’s unity (and only under a microscope is it possible 
to see the delicacy of da Vinci’s brush marks). 
 
 
 

What shape does 
Jesus’ pose create? 

Where do you see 
areas of great contrast? 
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Scanning Questions 
 
 
 
 
Mona Lisa 
 C. 1503-05, oil on panel, 30-1/4” x 20-7/8”, Louvre, Paris 
 
 
 
Art Elements: What you see. 
 
Value 
• Where are the darkest values? (Her hair, her dress and, to a 
 lesser extent, in the hazy distance behind her.) 
• Where are the lightest values? (In the skin of her face, neck and  
 hands.) 
 
Space 
• How far does the space extend behind Mona Lisa? (Seemingly a  
 great distance.) 
• What kind of perspective did da Vinci use to create the illusion great distance? (Atmospheric and 
 diminishing perspective.) 
 
 
Art Principles: How the elements are arranged. 
 
Contrast 
• Where is the area in this painting with the greatest contrast between light and dark values? (Around  
 her face, neck and hands.) 
• Can you see an example of shape contrast? (The triangular composition of her pose within a  
 rectangular painting.) 
 
Unity 
•  Name an element of the painting that enabled the artist to achieve unity in this work. (Thesmooth  
 surface treatment, created by fine, smooth brushstrokes, contributes to its unity.) 
• How did the artist’s use of chiaroscuro add to the unity of this painting? (None of the edges of her  
 shape are hard or obvious. All edges of her shape, whether face or hands or dress, all seem to either  
 emerge from or fade into shadow.) 
 
 
Technical Properties: How it was made. 
• How large do you think this painting is? (Not very large, only about poster sized.) 
• How much time do you think it took da Vinci to paint this portrait? (It is believed that it took four years   
 to complete this painting.) 
 
 
Expressive Properties: How it makes you feel. 
• Do you think a real person modeled for this portrait? 
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13. Mona Lisa, Detail: Head 
 
In this detail, we can better appreciate da Vinci’s ability to adjust the subtle value 
changes that defined the face, with highlights on the nose, cheeks, and chin slowly 
fading into the shadows along the side of the face and beneath the chin. Layers 
and layers of thin, transparent glazes were applied to help create this illusion of 
three-dimensional features. Da Vinci called this “sfumato” technique “without lines 
or borders, in the manner of smoke.” The colors ranged from light to dark in a 
continuous gradation of subtle tones, without crisp separating edges. The side of 
her cheek seems to emerge from and melt into shadows. 
 
Fun Fact: “Mona Lisa” is said to have hung in Napoleon’s bedroom until it was 
moved to the Louvre in 1804. In 1911, an Italian worker, outraged that the supreme 
achievement of Italian art resided in France, stole the “Mona Lisa” from the Louvre 
to return it to its native soil. The painting was recovered from the thief’s dingy room 
in Florence two years later. 
 
 
14. Virgin and Child with St. Anne 
 c. 1508-10, oil on panel, 66-1/4” x 25”, Louvre, Paris 
 
Da Vinci was said to be a perfectionist who often lost interest in a painting when 
he could not perfectly paint what he saw in his mind’s eye. He wrote, “Why does 
the eye see a thing much more clearly in dreams that when, in wakefulness, it 
tries to visualize it?” This painting is one of his many unfinished works (although 
it looks finished to the modern viewer). 
 
This painting reflects the characteristics that are associated with da Vinci: 1) the 
subjects form a triangular-shaped composition; 2) the subjects are placed in 
front of a natural setting, with a deeper space in the background rendered 
through atmospheric perspective; and 3) subtle value changes define the 
shapes of the subjects. Contrasts of light and dark values give the subjects their 
emphasis. The soft robes of their clothing, along with the soft fur of the lamb, 
further contrast with the hard rocky surface upon which they sit. Unity is 
achieved by the clustering of the subjects together, with their interrelated gazes 
and gestures, and by the overall surface treatment of the panel. 
 
 
15. Study of Water 
 c. 1505?, pen and ink, Royal Collection, Windsor Castle, England 
 
“I question” were the words da Vinci wrote most frequently in his 
notebooks. During his life, he covered more than 5,000 pages with 
drawings, ideas, and questions about everything: Why does the moon 
shine so bright? Why are the stars invisible during the day? How do birds 
fly? Why does water move as it does? Late in his life, he was particularly 
interested in the forces of nature, and this drawing shows his interest in the 
way water moves against itself when a stream flows into a larger body of 
water. Strokes of the pen capture the swirling water as it moves against itself, 
and value changes are created by the density of the pen strokes to create 
darker values. 

How does the term 
“sfumato” apply to 

this painting? 

How does the way  
the subjects are 

posed contribute to 
the unity in this  

painting? 

How did da Vinci 
create value changes 

in this drawing? 
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Hands-On Project 
 
 
Value Study Sketches in Folded Sketchbook 
 
 
Goal 
Create pencil sketches of everyday objects using value and contrast for definition. 
 
 
Criteria 
• Observe the object closely, looking for light and dark areas. 
• Copy the location of dark and light areas in your sketch. 
 
 
Materials 
• 11” x 17” tabloid size copy paper for sketchbook 
• Scissors for sketchbook 
• #2 pencil or colored pencil (only ONE color per sketch) 
• #8B or other soft lead pencil, if desired (if using soft lead pencils, they need to be hand sharpened by  
 volunteers only) 
• Objects to sketch  
• Laminated sample sheets showing examples of value scales and ways to show contrast and value in  
 pencil sketches 
 
Suggestions: Provide a box of interesting simple objects on the cart (nuts, pine cones, leaves or 
branches, screws and bolts, rocks, shells, wrapped gift with ribbon, solid draped fabric, etc.) 
 
*Instructions for folding the sketchbook follow. Grades 5-6 may be capable of folding their own books if 
time allows, but it is recommended that parent volunteers have the books pre-folded and ready for the 
younger grades. 
 
 
Pre-Exercise 
1. On the first inside sheet of your sketch book, test out your pencil lead by using the side of the pencil 

point to create broad strokes and lines of various widths and shadings. If using #8B pencils, practice 
with them to see how the look of the softer lead differs from the lines made by a #2 pencil. Practice with 
both pencils to create as many different lines and degrees of shading as you can. 

 
2. Create a value scale on the same page, beginning with the darkest to the lightest value. Refer to the 

laminated sample sheets for examples. 
 
 
Procedure 
1. Look carefully at the object you want to sketch, examining it for textures, values and contrasts. 
 
2. Sketch the object on your page. 
 
3. Add dark areas to the sketch, and keep adjusting your values (lights and darks) until they mirror the 

object. 
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4. If time allows, sketch additional objects in your sketchbook. 
 
5. Sign your sketchbook, writing your name backwards. 
 
 
Sketchbook Procedure 
1. Start by folding the paper in half lengthwise (to a 5-1/2” x 17” size). Open the paper and reverse the 

fold, making sure to use the edge of your nail along the fold to make it pliable. 
 
2. Next, fold the paper in half across its width (to an 11” x 8-1/2” size), again reversing the fold and 

crimping it with the edge of your nail. 
 
3. Open the sheet to its full size, and refold lengthwise (5-1/2” x 17”). Fold in half again (5-1/2” x 8-1/2”) 

and then again (5-1/2” x 4-1/2”), reversing and crimping all folds. 
 
4. Open the sheet to its full size and refold across its width (11” x 8-1/2”). With the scissors, cut the paper 

through the center fold and up to the fold line. 
 
5. Refold the paper lengthwise, and hold the ends of the paper so the fold side is up and the cut is 

gaping, creating a diamond shape (see Steps 9 and 10 of photo layout). Push the ends of the paper 
together until the diamond shape becomes a vertical line. Fold the paper to a finished 5-1/2” x 4-1/4” 
size, and you have created a little book. 

 


