
C H A P T E R F I V E

FORM

The Third Dimension

" The long and painful interaction between ideal form remembered and natural appearances observed is

the foundation of all great drawings, from Michelangelo to Degas."— K E N N E T H C L A R K (homTheNude)

In the previous chapter we looked at the ability of value to create pattern and

mood separate from pictorial representation. We followed the tetraktys from

the creation of a point, line, and plane. Now we will finish the pyramid with a

discussion of the third dimension and how light and dark generate illusion of

volume. This chapter focuses on the characteristics of form—its philosophical

undercurrent and how to manifest it in drawing. The creation of form is linked

to an objective reality and deeply rooted to observed nature. Joseph Conrad

said that "there is not a palace of splendor or a dark corner of the earth that

does not deserve, if only, a passing glance of wonder and pity." Turning form is

the domain of this passing glance, capturing the transitory but actual existence

of each place or living creature or thing.

Understanding Form
Creating form, or the illusion of three-dimensionality, is of great importance

for the representational artist. The hope of the realist artist is that by using the

common language of humanity, the visible world, he can communicate as

directly to the viewer as nature does. The culmination of value pattern and shape

into the illusion of solid forms is one of the few differences that separate

representational artists from their abstract counterparts. Theoretically, artists

who create abstract work are interested in all of the elements of two-dimensional

design. However, they stop short of depicting narrative and therefore of creating

recognizable objects that give the illusion of volume.

A number of twentieth- and twenty-first-century artists have spent their

careers rebuilding knowledge and techniques of traditional representational art

that were lost in the decades when abstraction was en vogue. These realist

artists were intent on rediscovering the secrets of creating depth, weight, and
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volume in their work and were understandably drawn to illusionistic techniques.

Like all pendulum shifts, there is first a tendency to excess before self-correction,

and as important as the creation of volume is, it unfortunately has become the

focus of realist art to the exclusion of almost everything else. However, if con-

temporary artists hope to achieve the grandeur reached by the master artists

from previous eras, we must to look at the broader knowledge base that formed

the structure of these masterpieces of art.

As we discussed in chapter three, when measuring a drawing an artist can

employ different techniques, each of which uses different strategies. For

instance, the comparative method is conceptual and the sight size method is

observational, yet both can be used to accurately measure drawings. Likewise,
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there are two ways of rendering form. They might be named the classical and

the impressionistic. Both create the illusion of volume in drawing. However,

they look slightly different and have different philosophical underpinnings.

Classicists rely on reason, believing, as did Plato, that nature in all its imper-

fections reflects an ideal model. Classicists seek an objective reality that exists

apart from our ability to fully observe it. For example, they might render a section

of a foot as if it were a truncated cone, believing that this geometric form

captures the essential quality hinted at in nature. They build solid forms in a

sculptural way by conceptualizing their notion of how light washes over geo-

metric forms to create the illusion of the third dimension. The very exercise of

studying light on a pure form, such as the sphere, reflects the classical desire to

study the timelessness of nature's underlying principles. The classical mode of

seeing dictates that the brain informs the eye. In other words, reason and

observation are used in equal measure in the creation of art.
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In his book The Man Who Was Thursday, British novelist G. K. Chesterton

describes the impressionistic method of creating form. Chesterton places his

main character in the woods, where the moments of bright sunlight punctuate

the darkness and play tricks on his eyes. He wrote, "Gabriel Syme had found

in the heart of that sun-splashed wood what many modern painters had found

there. He had found the thing which the modern people call Impressionism,

which is another name for that final skepticism which can find no floor to

the universe."

Chesterton's jab at artists who follow the impressionistic model actually gets to

the heart of the philosophical underpinning of this worldview—the belief that

there is no underlying objective reality that exists beyond what is perceived by

the viewer. In other words, when perception changes, so too does reality. The

impressionistic method of capturing light is a mode of seeing that is interested

in the shifting changes of light as an end in itself. The light becomes the subject

of the work. By closely observing nature and rendering pixelated dots of light,

the impressionist artist renders a beautifully observed, yet philosophically

different, take on the world than does the classicist.

Universals and Particulars
In the last chapter we discussed the virtues of a drawing rendered with simplicity,

subordinating small value changes to bigger ones. As necessary as breadth of

vision is to a powerful work of art, there are some pitfalls inherent in taking a

broad view. A drawing that is strong in generalities can feel cold and impersonal,

for instance. It may describe everything but yet specify nothing. Attention to

particulars also has its own set of perils, however. All the particular forms can

become a morass that bogs down the viewer, causing him to get lost and bored

before ever seeing the point. The minutiae of the work can remain earthbound
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and never become transcendent. The work may not contain anything universal

enough to make it applicable to anyone outside of the very narrow confines

within which it was created.

Finding the balance between universals and particulars is a matter of tempera-

ment as much as training. Each artist tends to lean one way or the other.

Universals deal with archetypes. One may love the idea of humanity, for

instance. By contrast, a person who loves particulars, as Joseph Conrad has said,

"desires to snatch and preserve a particular moment out of the remorseless rush

of time." Such a person would be interested in "my neighbor Herb with white

hair and glasses from Brooklyn." Focusing on specific forms that are unique to

each individual is essential to creating a feeling of reality in art, and this is the
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special domain of form drawing. Attention to detail is necessary to describe

someone or something that truly lived in a specific time and place, with its

own unique history. This personalized humanity makes art accessible. It shows

that something is loved for itself, not for what it represents. It is a matter of

taste and temperament whether an artist is more of an Ingres or a Rembrandt.

In great art there is always a balance between universals and particulars. If the

work is too broad, it looks generic. If the work is not broad enough, it looks

small and uninspired. Uniting the breadth of humanity with the specifics of a

human life is a difficult challenge. The tightrope analogy can help illuminate this

paradox. In order to balance on a narrow path, the tightrope walker has a pole

to help him keep his balance. Rather than use a short stick, which keeps his

weight close to the center, he uses a very long pole that extends equally in two

directions. Likewise, in art, truncating the stick does not help us achieve equi-

librium. Rather, we need to embrace both extremes. When we extend our range

with equal depth into the universal and the particular, we achieve balance.

Creating Form
Leon Battista Alberti wrote that "the ancient Greek painter Zeuxis did not

believe any price could be found to recompense the man who, in modeling or

painting living things, behaved like a god among mortals." Today our culture is

so oversaturated with film, television, and photography that it is easy to forget

what great power the visual image had in times past. It gave people the god-

like quality to create a world out of nothing and even provided an afterlife of

sorts, enabling someone's likeness to live on after death. In this section we are

going to study how artists have been able to create the illusion of the third

dimension in drawing.
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Juliette Aristides, cast drawing of the back
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First, the shape of the figure is blocked in and

shadow shapes are positioned. Then, the form

is defined.

When seeking to understand the process of form drawing, it is helpful to break

the drawing process into three distinct stages: the block in; the separation of

dark and light shapes; and the creation of form. Although it is an oversimplifi-

cation to reduce a drawing into stages, it helps the artist conceptualize the

complex act of drawing by creating a manageable system. Often the advanced

artist will pass back and forth from one stage to another, combining them all

into one masterful moment where the drawing seems to appear out of nowhere.

The initial block in concerns the overall placement, design, and proportion of

the drawing, as described in chapter three. In this stage, the artist establishes

the dominant, abstract design of the drawing as well as measuring the various

components to make sure they are properly positioned. In the second stage,

the artist draws an exact likeness of the shapes found in nature by delineating

the light and shadow. The goal of this stage is to subdue smaller differences of

value into big, simple shapes until the drawing looks almost like continents on

a map, creating a breadth of vision and a large structure. This paves the way

for the third stage, in which the artist undertakes the construction of form.

During this final stage of the drawing process the artist focuses on the smallest

shapes and areas of value, turning all his attention toward the unique small

forms of nature.

The illusion of form is the domain of the halftones. The shadows can be sim-

plified and unified, as to some degree can the lights, but the halftones must be

gradated in order for the image to read as turning form. Unless something is

flat, like a piece of paper, there will be some changes of value to indicate its

girth. Generally, the smaller the range of halftones there are in an object the

quicker the turn can be described. For example, if you have a strongly lit

block, you can expect a razor-sharp edge between the shadow and the lit side

of the cube. In that circumstance there would be no halftones. Anything that

has a more gradual curve, however, such as a cylinder, would have a more gentle

transition between the core shadow and the light. The way an artist models

this halftone area gives us information about the light source and tells us

about the surface of the object hit by that light. Looking at the halftones we

can discern something about the objects—from the quick turn on our cube to

the gradual one on our cylinder.

When an artist renders the halftones—either with line as in the linear hatching

used in a work by Rubens (see my master copy on page 82) or with the seamless

rendering found in a Prud'hon drawing (see page 66)—he tends to wrap them

around the form being developed. Rather than do striped lines of tone going

down the form, he will place his tones perpendicular to the light source. This

wrapping of tones around the object helps create a feeling of sculpted form

and provides a fuller description of particular characteristics of the object. For

example, if we are drawing a cylinder and have a shadow cast all the way down

the length of it, the shadow looks like a long rectangle. The shadow describes
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