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There are many ways to create a sense of depth and space in passive and 
secondary areas without pulling too much attention away from key 
elements of a painting. One of the simplest ways to achieve this is to 
create a subtle transition through these areas using value, hue, or chroma 
shifts (or a mixture of the three!). Below, I have outlined all three of these 
transitions with successful examples in painting.  

Value Shift

The above images illustrate value shifts in the background in order to add 
a more realistic feel of light and depth within the image. In the left image, 
the value  transitions from light to dark to imply a receding light source. 
This creates a low contrast area around the black bottle, pushing it out of 
focus in comparison to the cheeseboard and glass of wine. On the right, 
the boy’s black shirt against the brighter end of the cloth pulls interest 
towards him.  



Cool/Warm (Hue)

Both of the following images show a cool/warm shift in the background to 
keep the space from feeling flat and deactivated. The transition in the left 
image uses a very subtle value shift, but the warm light and shadow 
around the metal pot transitioning into a cooler shadow creates a more 
believable sense of light and space. The image to the right has no value 
shift at all, but instead keeps the cool/warm shift within a single value 
range to create spacial depth without disrupting the contrast of the figure.  



Chroma

A shift in chroma within the same value range is one of the easiest ways to 
create a sense of space that will not disrupt the overall value composition 
of the image. It also creates a dramatic sense of spacial depth, especially 
in outdoor scenes. Both these images show a chromatic shift in the sky to 
create an atmospheric effect in the background. The right image is a 
gradient from bottom to top, with the highest chroma at the horizon line to 
imply light, while the left image illustrates a warm to cool shift with a higher 
point of saturation added again the lit tip of the iceberg to create a glowing 
light effect. 


