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Botanical Art for Beginners 

Final Assignment: Mixed or Multiple Element Composition 

Introduction 

A mixed composition is any work that contains more than one element.  This can be incredibly 
broad in terms of subject and arrangement, examples include:  two or more fruits, a bouquet, posy 
or habitat style painting.  In this assignment you will use the experienced gained in your previous 
work to paint a more complex composition but first you will need to compose it and this is your 
first task. Use the introductory document on composition and information in this document to 
guide you. This task will appear quite daunting initially but should become simpler. Here the key 
points will be explained for this assignment with a step-by-step set of exercises with feedback at 
each stage. 

Sketchbook Study of a Mixed Composition, bindweed and brambles which are found growing side by side 
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Look at examples and think about what interests you 

Before you start to plan a composition its worth spending some time looking at other work. There 
is a lot available on the internet and in books, look at some of the masters as well as work by 
contemporary artists. Please don’t skip this activity, researching other artwork is vital. 

Here are few artists you could look at: Google the name and ‘search images’ or look at the 
websites of artists. 

Susan Christopher Coulson makes beautiful table top compositions, Gael Sellwood makes 
beautiful arrangements of simple subjects that complement each other. Billy Showell has a strong 
design element for mixed subjects and Christina Hart Davies makes natural looking arrangements 
of habitats. Rory McEwen created some interesting arrangements of simple subjects using large 
areas of white space and orderly arrangements. Regine Hagedorn makes complex arrangements 
with multiple subjects. There are many to explore.  Make notes of the compositions that appeal to 
you the most. 

A mixed composition could include: 

Two or more different subjects arranged on a page,  such as: 

• A bouquet or posy of flowers 
• Two or three different flowers e.g. snow drop and crocus 
• Two or more types of fruit e.g. apples and pear 
• Two or more different types of vegetables, ideally vegetables should have leaves e.g. 

carrots and parsnips 
• Several leaves – any type, dried or fresh 
• Twigs – lots of lovely spring twigs or lichen encrusted ones 
• Seed pods and other collected dried specimens e.g. conkers, acorns etc 
• A mixture of any of the above, but they should belong together. e.g. spring flowers that 

grow at the same time. Not a spring and autumn flower. 
• You can also work on multiples of the same subject, explained below. Which means you 

can use two or more of the same type of subject, e.g. two or more daffodils or two or more 
of the same type of apple but be creative with the arrangement. 

There are a few ways of deciding how to construct a mixed composition 

1. Lay the subjects out in front of you, this can work well for a ‘table top type arrangement or 
you can put flowers into florist foam or a jar to position. Play with different arrangements. 
Sometimes the shapes will lead you. 

2. By making drawings of the individual parts then reconstructing using tracings 
3. Take Photographs with different positioning. What looks best? 
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Above: a ‘table top’ simple means that you carefully arrange the subjects on a flat surface to paint 
them, the study often has cast shadows although some botanical art societies wont permit work 
with cast shadows, many artists do use them, such as Susan Christopher Coulson. Although this 
may look like a random arrangement, a significant amount of planning goes into the process, there 
should be no large areas of white and subjects have to be positioned at different angles so that 
they don’t align in rows. Looking ‘random’ actually takes practice and patience.  All components 
sit within the red border with no overly large areas of white. This is a great starting point with 
composition and makes you think about the space between the objects as well as the objects 
themselves.  
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A bouquet or floral composition can 
be presented in many ways. Simple 
compositions, such as two or three 
stems with no overlaps are the 
easiest option or you can try a more 
complex one with overlaps, which 
takes considerable planning.  
 
Here is a complex mixed 
composition, a bouquet. This may 
seem overwhelming and while it does 
need a lot of preparation I want you 
to think about how to put together 
such an arrangement. I deal with 
such compositions by making 
individual drawings of each part and 
arranging and overlaying tracings to 
position them. I start with a very 
rough sketch deciding where the 
focal point bloom is going to be and 
work around that, in this case it’s the 
Protea at the centre front. There are 
three main blooms the two roses and 
the protea, arranged in a triangle, 
behind a three white lilies, also 
arranged in a triangle. The two buds break up the shape to make it less circular.  The leaves lead 
the eye around the composition, note the flow (blue arrows indicate general direction). When you 
take cuttings of flower stems, there may be too many leaves so you need to remove some of them 
to make the composition more streamlined.  
 
A few points to consider in compositions:  
 

• For any composition with more than two components:  
 

• Use odd numbers of main blooms, this makes a better balance and creates visual interest. 
 

• Have a focal point, e.g. a main flower, otherwise the composition becomes fragmented. 
•  

Avoid white flowers in the centre, this looks like a hole in the middle from a distance. 
 

• Avoid ‘kissing’ parts, this is where parts touch each other, such as the tip of a leaf just 
touching a stem. This creates odd shapes that attract the eye, parts should be separate or 
clearly pass behind.  

 
• Make sure stems are aligned, when they pass behind and reappear. Misalignment of stems 

is one of the most common problems for beginners. Always check. 
 

• Make sure that you have sufficient white space around the subject, use larger paper! 



Botanical Art Online                 A Botanical Art Online Course Dianne Sutherland 2018                                                  

 
Most problems can be avoided by good planning and preparation.  
 
If this all seems like a lot to take in, you can work on something fairly simple but it’s important to 
use the same process and to start to think about larger more complex compositions for the future. 
The process is much the same and artists who wish to progress need to develop complexity in 
their work and should be able demonstrate a full skill-
set, which shows multiple elements, whether with a 
single plant or mixed composition.  
Even a simple arrangement of 2 stems requires careful 
planning. Note the lines and white space in this Freesia 
composition. We have to choose wisely with stems to 
find ones that sit together well, sometimes a little 
artistic license is required to reposition a curve but we 
still have to maintain botanical accuracy. Here I 
exaggerated the curve of the right hand stem slightly 
because it looked better, this was acceptable as stems 
are often curved and not straight. Working with the 
stems at two different heights allowed me to fit the 
stems closer but not touching. It is important not to 
cramp parts. There are no overlaps in this composition 
so it is quite simple. This type of composition is 
perfectly acceptable for this assignment. 
 
Process: I began by taking a bunch of flower stems and choosing the ones that worked best 
together, some are not good shapes, looking stiff or oddly shaped and are quickly discarded. I 
photographed the flower stems lying 
on paper and standing them in florist 
foam against a white background. I 
made small very rough sketches of the 
composition ideas using simple shapes 
– almost like ‘stick men’ but with 
flowers. I made about 4 or 5 different 
arrangements  before deciding on 
which to use. 
I proceeded to draw each flower stem 
properly on tracing paper. I cut out 
each flower and played with the 
positioning before deciding on my final 
arrangement.  Here you can see the 
simple line drawings using shapes and  
line. After drawing out my final  
composition, I can still make minor  
changes if needed before undertaking  
the painting. 
 
 
 

Initially I used 3 stems but decided 2 was more appealing in this case as they were 
all facing the same direction. I also removed the crossed stem as crosses can draw 
attention away  from the focal point. I decided that this was the best arrangement 
to work on for development.  
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Using tracing paper to arrange elements on the page. Draw e ach stem and cut out to position, play with the composition 
until you are happy with it.  Above left: flowers turning in to face each other, I liked some parts of this arrangement, such as 
how the flowers fit in the space, but not so much the stems curving inwards, I could have made a few alterations to make 
this work . Above right:  the right hand flower stem is pointing the other way here, and I like this idea on the stems but the 
height of the flower heads is similar and this doesn’t look good, it also means that the stems are too far apart. Below: 
Staggering the flower heads works and solves the problem of the large white area in the middle of the page. The height of 
the flower heads fits together well to make a more attractive and interesting arrangement that flows well on the page 
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Increasing Complexity  
 
In the composition of Fritillaria meleagris below, the process is much the same but this time I 
needed to consider the focal point because there are many stems of the same flower with same 
sized blooms, it can be difficult to maintain a focus in such a work because everything is similar in 
size. A ‘triangle’ is used here to create interest, just as it was in the bouquet. The overall 
arrangement has an off-center apex. The main focal point is nearer to the center (1) but you can 
see that there are several other triangles (2). Everything is staggered to create interest.  See how 
two stems cut across to break up straight lines of the majority of stems (3) and the white flower 
also creates some additional interest. The bud and seed pod not only provide more information 
about the plant but serve  to break up the diagonal line from the apex to right hand side edge.  
To keep control of the overlaps I draw on tracing paper first and keep cross checking alignment. If 
you break a complex arrangement into the sum of parts, it makes the process so much easier. I 
also carry out multiple sketches in advance of the final painting. This brings us to the first part of 
this assignment, planning a comosition. 
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Exercise 1. Plant choice and initial sketches 

• Decide on a subject, this can be anything that you wish to paint.  It does not have to be
overly complicated but must include two or more elements. They can be the same type of
subject or different.

• Take photographs of the subject for reference

• Make some very rough sketches of the subject

• Make some rough sketches for a composition. This can be done as small sketches. Using
general shapes and lines as shown for the freesia.

Exercise 2. Drafting 

Once you have had approval for your subject choice, you can make line drawings of the individual 
elements and start to put them together.  

• Make drawings of each element on tracing paper using pencil. As with the freesia

• Arrange the tracings to the best position, this will be your composition.

• Transfer the drawing of the composition onto sketch paper. This should be your final 
drawing before painting.

• Email the final drawing to me for approval along with photographs of all stages and 
sketches.

You will receive feedback before proceeding with the painting

NEXT STEPS 
Tonal Study and final painting – see separate document. 




