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A completed value scale with five steps – white, light gray, middle gray, 
dark gray, & black. Holes have been punched in the middle of the value 

shapes.  Looking through these holes at a subject or a photo makes it easy 
to identify the value of a subject. 

 

CREATING A FIVE-STEP VALUE SCALE 
 
Learning to see the many hundreds or thousands of values as they exist in nature and to then transpose them a 
limited range of steps is fundamental to understanding and applying good value design in your paintings.  To get 
a grasp on value, it is best to work with a simple value scale initially.  A value scale, also called a grayscale,  is 
concerned only with different values from white through a series of increasingly dark grays to black.    
 
Value is defined as the lightness or darkness of 
a color, shape, or other pictorial element. Value 
is also referred to as tone and is one of the 
three characteristics of color.  
 
The use of Value makes the representation of 
three dimensional form and space much more 
evident than with color or intensity alone.  
 
Five Step Value Scale 
The vast range of values that exist in nature 
under natural lighting conditions is impossible 
to duplicate with brush and paint.  Fortunately, 
it is not necessary to duplicate the full range of 
values in a painting to achieve the visual effect 
of natural light.  Most classical art training has 
presented nine or ten step value scales as being 
enough range to simulate the look of natural 
light.  An even narrower range of five steps will work in for many subjects and has the added advantage of 
simplifying the process of learning to see value.  Follow these steps to create a simple and useful, five-step 
value scale.  
 

 

Step 1 – On a 1/16th (5 ½” x 7 ½”) sheet of 
watercolor paper, lay a ruler along one of 
the narrow sides. Line the ruler up with the 
edge of the paper.  
 

 
 

 

Step 2 – Use a Sharpie Marker (or a pencil) 
to draw a line along the other edge of the 

ruler, creating a straight line parallel to the 
bottom edge of the paper. 

 

The result should look like this 
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Step 3 – Beginning at the left edge of the 
paper, make five pencil marks, spaced 1” 
apart. The first one should be 1” from the 
left edge. Repeat this process along the 

black line drawn previously. 

 

 

Step 4 – Draw five vertical lines connecting 
these pencil marks, creating five, inch-wide 

marks.  
 

At this stage, you should have 
something like this. 

 

Step 5 – In order to create the value steps, 
mix a very dark neutral gray with a 

combination of Ultramrine Blue and Burnt 
Sienna.  

 

The first value step to be created is black, 
so the mixture must be very dark and very 

neutral.  Test the mixture by brushing a 
stroke of it at the top of the sheet.  

 

Step 6 – Once the mixture is so dark 
that it appears to be black, fill the step 
on the far right of the five-step scale.  

Test the mixture more than once if 
necessary. 

 
Step 7 – Creating the next three value steps 

– dark gray, middle gray, and light gray – 
requires lightening the black value created 

earlier. Carefully add small amounts of 
water to slowly and gradually lighten the 

mixture.   

 

Step 8 - Test the mixture at the top of the 
sheet. You should have a gray that is dark, 

but visually lighter than the black value 
placed earlier. Place the dark gray value in 

the step next to black. 

 

Step 9 – Again, carefully add water to 
the mixture on the palette to create a 
lighter step of gray.  Test the mixture 

at the top of the page. If it looks 
visually lighter than the dark gray, 
place this value in the middle step.   
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At this point, the value scale will look 
something like this.  Take a look at the scale 

thus far. Make sure there are clear visual 
differences between these three values.   

 

 

If it appears that there is not enough of a 
difference between some of the value 

steps, it is possible to darken  a step with a 
light glaze of value over one of the steps.    

 

If it appears that there is not enough of 
a difference between some of the 

value steps, it is possible to darken a 
step with a light glaze of value over 

one of the steps.    

 

Step 10 – One more time, carefully add 
water to the mixture on the palette to 

create one additional lighter step of gray.  
Test the mixture at the top of the page. If it 
looks visually lighter than the middle gray, 

place this value in the next step.   

 

 

The value scale should look something like 
this now.  Since one of the five value steps 
is white, the step on the far right does not 

have any gray value added to it.   

 

Completed value scale with test marks 
shown at the top.    

 

Step 11 – To make the value scale a more 
useful tool, punch holes in the middle of 

each value step. Use a hand held hole 
punch and line it up as close to the middle 

as possible.    

 

With the holes punched, the value scale 
will look something like this.    

 

Step 12 – The top of the sheet, with 
the test marks is not needed and can 

be distracting.  Remove the top by 
cutting or tearing off the top half.  
Next, write the names of the value 

steps along the line at the top. From 
left to right the names are “White”, 
“Light Gray”, “Middle Gray”, “Dark 

Gray”, “Black”   
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