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Painting and Drawing from Imagination: Form and Shape  
by Keita Morimoto 

 

Painting or drawing something realistic from imagination with little to no reference can 
be very challenging - I personally experienced difficulty doing so when I first attempted 
to paint light and form into drawings I made from imagination. Obviously, you will have 
to practice a lot (and I mean A LOT) of drawing from life, however, there is another 
important aspect to realism other than linear drawing accuracy. This is the topic I will 
cover throughout this guide. 


Above are some examples of paintings (by artist Dave Devries) that are based on 
drawings done by children. You can see how these linear drawings have very little 
attention to any sort of anatomical  or physical accuracy but comes off very “realistic” 
and convincing when it’s painted.  

 



The most efficient approach I have found was to focus more on your understanding of 
form, light, and shapes rather than line drawing accuracy. The image on the next page 
shows different elements of light and shadow that are essential to your successful 
rendering of any form. When you are trying to make forms in your drawing or painting 
come to life, really ask yourself these 4 key questions:


1. Have I established a clear tonal distinction between light and shadow? (being 
divided at the “terminator”)  

2. Have I differentiated the highlight from center light?

3. Have I created a tight and rapid dropping of halftones/plane shifts? (e.x. 

“Exponential Decrement of Light”) *I will go deeper into this concept in the class 
but it simply means that the light quickly drops in its brightness near the terminator, 
not much in the general area of light)  

4. IF I used reflected light, is it still darker than the main light source so it doesn't 
compete? 
 
*one general rule is to remember “Darkest light(including darker halftones) will still 
be lighter than lightest shadow(including reflected light).”  



Here are some more examples from my own work where I was only using a reference 
or live model loosely and focused on creating interesting shapes as well as clearly 
defining difference between each part of shadow and light. While reality offers a 
range of wonderful colours and shapes, it is often not really “realistic” as the light gets 
too overexposed or shapes are too boring or monotonous - so artists must learn to 
reorganize them into a more comprehensible and dynamic image. 




Now, it’s your turn to use some of these concepts that I just shared with you. Here are 
some exercises you can do to improve your rendering skills as well as imaginary 
drawing skills:


1- Draw something(/ANYTHING!) out of your imagination using just lines. 

2- Decide where the light is coming from and start drawing in terminator lines (where 
shadows begin). *see the 2nd page for reference 

3- Use either a pencil or paint to fill in the form shadow with just one flat tone. 

4- Decide where the highlights would drop on the form (usually they appear on the 
corner but just think about where the light source is and how it would come in then 
come out at the same angle it came in like playing billiard or air hockey.) 


     
 
And it’s time to start working on the halftones/plane shifts! Really focus on dropping 
the value TOWARDS the terminator - it’s a rapid transition from the form light to much 
much darker tones into the edge of terminator. *You can see in the images on the right 
how there’re many value shifts in a narrow band near the terminator. 



 

**For the stage 2 and 4, you can use references to supplement your drawing as well as 
how values shift on a form, as you would need a lot of drawing and painting 
experiences to figure out  accurate shadow shapes as well as how light would work on 
different textures and surfaces.  

Now you’ve come to the end of the guide and learnt the basics of how to render 
realistic form and light. Hope this guide helps your journey to improve your painting 
and drawing practice! 

If you want to go further and really improve your imaginary drawing skills, it really 
comes down to drawing, drawing, and drawing!! Below are some examples of 
drawings I’ve done in my university years. I wasn’t able to really grasp “attractive” or 
“dynamic” shapes until having done thousands of drawings while focusing on different 
concepts like shape variations, flow/directionality, etc… 




Painting and Drawing from Imagination: Colour and Light 
By Megan Ellen MacDonald 
 
The benefit of working directly from life when painting is that it allows us to observe our 
subjects in various lighting and environmental conditions. By studying our subjects 
from life, we can build a foundation or “vocabulary” of painting that we can reference 
when moving into imagined or photo-referenced subject matter - however - this 
practice becomes moot if we do not understand what we are looking at, and why it 
occurs. In my still-life painting course, I show my students not only how to paint what 
they see, but why and how they see it, so that they may apply these concepts to all of 
their work. 

 
Why is it that some imaginative works appear “realistic” and others do not? It all comes 
down to physics of light and colour, and how our eyes perceive these occurrences. The 
diagram above (taken from the first half of this guide) shows a breakdown of areas of 
light and shadow on a form - but this particular diagram only shows form in greyscale. 
When we add colour to the light, subject matter, and atmosphere, all of these tones 
interact with each other to create what we perceive as reality. A painter can easily trick 
the viewer into believing what they see by paying attention to the following:




Local Colour  
 
This is the inherent colour of an object as we perceive it under diffused neutral light. All 
things will have a local colour, and it is imperative we assign subject matter a local 
colour in order to properly understand and mimic how the subject matter behave act 
under various lighting / atmospheric conditions. In the image below (fig 1), the local 
colour of the apple is green, and the local colour of the cloth is red. 


Light and Shadow 

If you are a photographer or someone who works with light, you will know light 
inherently has a colour, usually (but not always) cool or warm. In addition to it’s local 
colour, the light side of an subject will take on the tone of the light. Light bounces into 
the shadow side of a subject from various adjacent subjects and objects, causing 
shadows to reflect the colours of anything nearby. The core shadow of the subject will 
be determined by both the local colour of the subject, and the colour of any adjacent 
subjects or environments.


fig. 1

fig. 2



As you can see in figure 3, we have the same 
objects under diffused light (1), cool direct light (2), 
and warm direct light (3). If you look over to figure 
4, you will see the ways in which the light side and 
shadow side of the objects shift in tone depending 
on the light, and how consistent these shifts are 
between subjects under the same light. 





The more the subject takes on the colour of the light, the more intense of a colour we 
perceive that light to be. The closer the object is to the adjacent subjects, the more of 
that colour the core shadow will take on. In my own work, I tend to push this concept 
to extremes to create the feeling of a very intense colourful atmosphere.


fig. 3 fig. 4

1 - Diffused Neutral 

2 - Direct Neutral (cool) Light

3 - Direct Warm Light



  
Warm light and red atmosphere cast into the shadows(left) and cool light with a teal atmosphere(right). 

 
Intensity 
 
Intense light tends to create darker cast shadows and harsher value shifts between the 
light and shadow side of the subject, while diffused light like you would see on an 
overcast day tends to give us very little difference between the light and shadow 
values. Refer back to fig 3. Do you notice the difference between both shadow intensity 
and light colour intensity between the diffused lighting(1) and direct lighting (2 and 3)? 
Don’t forget to describe the intensity of the light - or lack of intensity - when describing 
subject matter in an imagined composition. Additionally, objects moving further away 
from the light source should shift in intensity and contrast, but objects on the same 
plane and under the same light source should be constantly lit.  

Other Concerns 
 
Reflective light, bounced light, reflective subject matter, and transmitted light will all 
change the way in which we render certain subjects. Knowing the surface quality of 
your subject matter (is it matte, reflective, translucent?) and how it will respond to 
various lighting conditions is essential to creating the illusion of reality on the painted 
surface. Working from life frequently and studying light, colour, and form on a variety of 
subjects is the best and most efficient practice for building the visual vocabulary we 
need as painters.  


