THE CANONS OF ART

mEDGES
IN THE T HIRD AR TICL E O F HER SE RIES, ANN WITHERIDGE EXP LORES ONE OF
T HE MOST OVERLOOKED ELEM EN TS OF PAINTING ANO DRAWING

1.

Beetroot, oil on

canvas, 20x15cm
There are no lines
defining the beetroot's

P

reviously, we've looked at the canons of drawing
and design, and mass and values. The next most
obvious subject to discuss is colour, but before
we leap towards its joys, we must discuss edges. It is
the most easily missed canon, and yet so much of an
artist's style and calligraphy is in the handling of edges.

edge, or even the edge

WHAT IS AN EDGE IN ART?

ways to explain the edge

of the shadow. The only
lines are the calligraphy
of the stalk and leaves.

LOST AND FOUND EDGES

2. Trees, oil on canvas,

A found edge can be seen along a contour line and
within a form . A lost edge can be a tangible edge; say
that of an object in shadow, where the value of the
shadow is the same as the background . Traditionally
the walls of art studios were darkly painted to eliminate
reflected lights, which allowed for stronger shadow
shapes and more possibilities with lost edges. When
learning, it is better to set objects against a dark
background to emphasise lost edges in the darks.

20x25cm
I used the paint in two

On a simplistic level it is the shift or relationship
between two shapes, or the objects and background.
Most of us draw tangible edges before we draw visual
edges. On a visual level, edges don't need to have
anything to do with objects. The edge should be the
transition between two values, colours or shapes.

of the trees against
the sky. For the distant
trees, I have decreased
the value range and
colour saturation
between the trees and
sky. In the foreground , I

WHERE ARE THE EDGES?

have used paint loosely,

The clearest edges can be found along the transition
between the light and the dark. The turning point

and the trunk accents
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between these values is known as the terminator or
the demi-tint. When thinking about edges, try not to
think of tangible form but shifts in values or colour.
The relationship of an object to the background may
have little to do with value and more to do with colour.
Be sure to analyse the relationship.

help anchor the trees .

WHAT 'S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
AN EDGE AND AN ACCENT?
An edge is a transition that divides two shapes. These
shapes can be separate objects, values or colours. An

3. Figure, oil on canvas,
25x20cm
This figure sketch has
lots of lost edges and
accents. The back melts
into the background,
whereas the line of
the neck continues
along the portrait to
accentuate the gesture.

4 . Earthenware Pot,
oil on canvas, 12x8cm
In this little painting
I tried to treat value
and colour patterns
equally, whether in
the background or in
the pot. The edges are
defined by the transition
of colours and values
regardless of the shape.
5. Hilltop, oil on canvas,
12x25cm
The edges in the
landscape are built
up solely with masses
and shapes using a flat
bristle, rather than line.

WE CAN USE EDGES TO GUIDE THE VIEWER'S
ATTENTION TOWARDS AND AWAY FROM AN OBJECT,
AND USE AN ACCENT TO BRING AN AREA INTO FOCUS
accent is a mark along the edge of a transition as
opposed to a continuous line. It is exciting to have a
varied treatment of edges, punctuated by accents.

VARIETY IN EDGES
A painting can look like a cartoon if all the edges
are over-emphasised and weak if everything is
over-softened . Beginners often keep edges too hard,
because they don't want to let go of the lines they have
carefully found . They then discover the joy of lost or
soft edges and over-soften, which has an effect of a
1980s soft-focus photograph.

EDGES IN ART HISTORY
Nineteenth-century French painter Pierre-Paul
Prud'hon's drawings are a wonderful example of the
handling of edges in drawing. He worked the charcoal
and chalk into the paper to create a velvet softness of
the form, but layered accents on top with deliberate
cross-hatching, mindful of the muscular form.
In art history the term often used to explain edges is
sfumato, which refers to the smoky transitions in
painting - the gradation of values. Leonardo da Vinci is
the first artist to really analyse and think about the use
of edges for subtlety of expression, as with the Mona >
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THE TERM OFTEN USED
TO EXPLAIN EDGES IS
SFUMATO, WHICH REFERS
TO SMOKEY TRANSITIONS

LEFT Pierre-Paul
Prud 'hon, Seated

Lisa, and with atmospheric perspective in landscapes.
If we compare the works of 18th-century English
painters Stubbs and Gainsborough, we can see the
difference in handling of edges. Stubbs is crisp and
clean, Gainsborough is wispy and soft.
For my taste, Renoir's paintings are over-softened ,
the paint handling seems very lazy. Monet, his
contemporary, may have had broken brushwork but
this is very different to over-softened edges.

Female Nude,

c.1810-20,
black and white
chalk, stumped,
on blue paper,

55.9x38 .1cm
6 . Henry Yan, who
teaches at London
Fine Art Studios each

HOW DO WE CREATE SOFT EDGES
AND VARIETY?

September, is a master

The tools we use when we draw or paint can determine
the look of the artwork.

This drawing shows his

of charcoal handling.
use of lost and found
edges, and accents.

DRAWING
A sharpened pencil will help you to be specific about
edges, but this does not mean you have to use the tip.
I prefer a well-sharpened 48, so I can use the point for
an accent and the side and length for mass, and to
soften. With charcoal drawing the ideal is to draw the
value shapes in with a General 's pencil or Nitram, and
block in the mass with vine or willow, revisiting the
drawing at the end to lay in more accents with
General's. Henry Yan, who teaches at London Fine Art
Studios, is a master of charcoal handling. His drawing
shows his use of lost and found edges, and accents.

BRUSHES
With oil painting the shape and hairs of the brush you
use can change the way the paint is laid on the canvas.
A mongoose or sable brush will create a softer edge.
A bristle brush will create a harder or clearer mark.
A filbert creates a softer edge, whereas a flat give you
a more defined edge. I often like to work with rounds
because it forces my calligraphy. Traditionally, it is
best to work with a filbert early in your career,
because this won't create a brushstroke that is
super-hard or super-soft.
We can use edges to guide the viewer's attention
towards and away from an object. More commonly, we
put in a littl e hard edge or an accent to bring an area
into focus. The edge found in the form is always more
exciting for the viewer than the tangible edge as it
satisfies our eye by negating our sense of touch and
stimulating our visual sense.
Ann Witheridge teaches at London Fine Art Studios.
www.londonfineartstudios.com; www.annwitheridge.com
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