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 Introduction: What you will learn 
 In this part of the course you will start to put the techniques into practice using knowledge 

gained in Part 1. You will learn how to observe and set up your subject and to plan you painting
 You will produce sketches, colour studies and complete a study page for your chosen subject. 

The study page will be your preparation for your final botanical illustration in watercolour.

Introducing the Study Page 

In the first half of the course you created a study page and a final drawing in graphite, you will use 
the same approach in this part of the course but this time using watercolour. In your last assignment 
you learned the basic techniques used in botanical watercolour painting and you are now going to 
combine the skills learned in Part one and the watercolour techniques to produce watercolour study 
page in preparation for you final painting. Before starting you will need to make some careful 
considerations regarding you subject choice and approach, this document aims to offer some 
guidance regarding the main points for consideration. Remember that the purpose of a study 
page is to familiarise yourself with your subject in advance of a final painting and you will need 
to use you initiative and research when it comes to deciding what to include in the page and 
how to lay it out. A study page does not have a rigid format, for example, if your subject is large or 
you feel you need to make more studies you may use two pages. Most importantly, a study page is 
not intended to be a perfect piece of artwork, instead it's the place where you work out how to 
accurately illustrate a plant

Why make a study page? 

The study page allows 
you to observe your 
subject closely - to learn 
about it. Consider it to 
be your research and 
reference material, 
its importance can’t be 
overstated!  If you want 
to portray plants 
accurately you need to 
get to know each  
subject well - this is an important skill in botanical painting. It can be compared to the portrait 
painter who must capture the character of a sitter to make a good portrait. Plants too have 
particular characteristics in their growth habits, so you need to understand these. All too often a 
good technical painting is ruined by poor observation, such as incorrect leaf arrangements or 
number of anthers. Droopy leaves and inaccurate colour is also common where a specimen has 
been taken in-doors and has changed due to the altered environmental conditions. Such errors are 
easily missed if you are not familiar with the plant.  While any painting might appear visually  
pleasing, it will be redundant as an accurate botanical illustration if the plant is misrepresented with 
mistakes in the observation.  

In addition to the benefits of improved observation, the study page also allows you to troubleshoot 
any potential problems, such as those encountered in drawing and painting a particular subject. The 
study page is your opportunity to practice for the real painting, it allows you to work out the colour 
mixes and shadow colours etc. You can include notes and it will help you to formulate ideas about 
composition as you explore the subject from various different aspects.
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You can also identify any problem areas for you such as highlights on rounded forms, tricky overlaid 
colour mixes or decisions on which order to use the different techniques etc. 

You don’t have to finish off every individual component on the page, just do enough to make sure you 
know how to approach each part of the final painting.  It’s your opportunity to get it right and to 
experiment!   

Your study page will prove to be an invaluable 
resource for your final painting/ And you can 
supplement it with photographic reference 
material to all the necessary information should 
your live specimen start to deteriorate.

 It will also be an invaluable addition to a reference 
library should you decide to paint the same 
subject again in the future.  

Examples

In this example (left) is an extract from a larger 
study page of a tulip (shown on the cover page). y 
Note the detailed examination of the reproductive 
parts along with notes on the numbers of anthers, 
measurements the different stages of 
development of anthers as they dehisce. The 
flower bud and the leaf tip.  This is the type of 
information commonly included in a study.

In this pineapple study page, you can see a where the basic 
hues for the fruit have been worked out, nearer to the fruit are 
further colour swatches, which are adjustments made after 
reconsidering the accuracy of the colour and which worked 
better as an overlaid glaze. I have made notes to remind me of 
what I did so that I can remember the process when it came to 
the final painting. I try not to spend a long time on the study 
pages as timing is important, particulalry when a subject is short 
lived.   

Finally, study pages can be beautiful works in their own right but 
remember that this is not the purpose of the exercise, don’t 
worry if there are parts you are not altogether happy  with, 
remember this this is a working piece not a final piece.  A 
perfect study page doesn’t exist! 
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Choosing a Suitable Subject 

Before undertaking your study page you will need to identify a subject. At this stage try to keep things 
fairly simple. Some of you may have encountered problems with your subject material dying in the 
graphite part of the course so remember how this impacted on your ability to finish the drawing. The 
same problems can be avoided by careful planning and subject choice.  Here are some guidelines of 
what you need to consider: 

1. Choose a typical subject and correctly identify it.

2. Choose plants that keep well, especially if you are a slow worker!

3. Be careful where you obtain your plant specimens from.

4. Don’t be over ambitious.

5. Identify all of the key features, make notes and try a few mini rough studies. Don’t be too 
afraid to change your mind if you feel it’s not right for you at this time.

1. Correctly identify and choose a typical subject
This might sound obvious but it's so easy pick the 'odd one out', such as a flower with an unusual 
number of petals! So always check that your subject is typical by researching its name and botanical 
description.

Identification 

 If your work is intended to be a botanical illustration you must  
ALWAYS try to identify the correct name botanical Latin name for your 
subject before you start, even if it’s a more casual floral painting, it still 
needs to be correct but perhaps is not quite so important. 
If you do choose cut flowers or a plant from a garden center and are in 
any doubt whatsoever regarding the cultivar or hybrid name just state 
the Genus name e.g.’ Lilium’,  and ‘Asiatic hybrid unknown’. Better to 
do this than to guess. For the ‘species’ you should be able to correctly 
identify it.  All plants are given a taxonomic binomial name, (comprising 
two names which refer to the Genus and Species according to the 
system first developed by Carl Linnaeus, in his book ‘Systema 
Naturae’ (1735).

Refer to the course document ‘ Understanding Botanical Names’ if you are unsure. Try to source 
material from reliable sources, such as growers, obtain information from experts that do know, such as a 
head gardener at a botanical garden. Sometimes the grower can be traced from information on cut 
flower bouquets and they are usually very helpful - but do this first, rather than finishing a painting and 
finding that you cant identify the plant.

What is a typical subject? 

In botanical painting we want the viewer to be able to correctly identify the plant so it’s vital that we have 
a ‘typical subject’, unless of course, it’s a particular mutation that we wish to depict. 
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Remember that plants are subject to mutations or changes due to environmental conditions, they can 
change with changes in light, pH, temperature and water availability. 

Notice how the colours of stems and flowers can change 
in cut flowers etc. Examples of typical mutations or 
changes include fewer or more petals or leaves than 
normal or being more red or less in the stems than they 
should be. Certain plant families are subject to more 
mutations than others, such as the Primula family, so extra 
care should be taken.    

Carry out research on your plant, a simple internet search can be well worth while and a bit of 
background information about the plant may prove invaluable, rather than realising later that you have 
picked a specimen that is not representative of the particular species. 

This extreme example, above, shows a fasciated flower head, Wyethia helianthoides (White Mule's Ear). 
The specimen was found in a group of normal flowers in a cow pasture in Island Park, Idaho, USA, it 
was the only flower to exhibit this behaviour. Always take care to count petals and double check.    

If you paint the species plants rather than cultivars and hybrids, it is generally easier to find accurate 
information than it is for cultivars etc. and therefore easier to identify.  ‘Flora’ publications are very useful 
because they give the plant facts, such as the plant height, number of petals, leaf shape, leaf margin, 
whether parts are hairy and stem shape etc.  

For more information on identification and plant names refer to the website document on Botanical 
names on the course website.   

2. Choose plants that keep well, especially if you are a slow worker!

Try to choose plants that will not fade or wilt quickly, in some plants the blooms may close when moved 
indoors such as Eschscholzia californica, California poppy or Ipomea, Morning Glory, which closes and 
also wilts! you need to be careful. 

 Others plants are highly phototropic and follow the sun, which can make life very difficult as the plant 
moves position to track the light source.  These problems often result in unfinished works. As you 
become more experienced you will be able to overcome the problems associated with short lived or 
delicate plants by working around these issues with lots of sketchbook work and photographic 
reference. If you want to work with such plants it’s best to have a few plants at hand with many blooms 
and a long or staggered flowering period, alternatively you can work with a pot specimen or of course 
work outdoors.  

When you are not working on the plant or cutting, place it in a cool place, either outside or in a cool spot 
if it’s too hot outside or too windy. For cuttings you can keep them in the 

Copyright: Wikimedia Creative Commons 

attribution 3.0, author Perduejen. Title: Wyethia 

helianthoides 
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refrigerator. Wrap the cut stems in dampened kitchen paper and spray lightly with water, place in a 
plastic container. There is a limit to how long they last and be aware that colours can change and 
flowers can rot if they become damp. For leaves and fruits I put them in a plastic bag outside in a cool 
spot. Cut flowers that wilt can often be revived if you re-cut the stem underwater. This happens when 
the xylem vessels in the stem close at the cut edge.  

If you are a very slow worker, why not try fruits and vegetables, which make good long lived specimens. 
Potted plants with long lived waxy blooms, such a pot orchids are also very obliging for slow workers. 
Don’t worry about speed when painting, this will improve over time.    

3. Be careful where you obtain your specimens from

With wildflowers you may have to work in the field as it is illegal in some cases to pick them. It is not an 
offence to pick the 'Four Fs', fruit, foliage, fungi or flowers, if the plant is for your own use, and, growing 
wild and common. However many plants are rare, some are endangered or locally scarce, plants such 
as the lady's slipper orchid, threadmoss and sandwort etc., all of which are protected under the 1981 
Wildlife and Countryside Act in the UK. Similar acts in other Countries protect plants. Care should be 
taken with common plants, for example, at one time the Fritillaria meleagris was a common meadow 
flower in the UK, however loss of habitat and excessive picking of the flowers for sale as posies pushed 
it to rarity.  It’s best not to pick wildflowers at all. Many wildflowers are available from growers as pot 
specimens or in botanical gardens.  They are available as seeds….so you can even grow your own with 
a bit of forward planning! 

It is often illegal to pick council or privately owned park and garden flowers, so try to refrain from this too.  

For cultivars and hybrids take care with plant names provided by florists and garden centres as they can 
be mislabelled, so always double check. Again an internet search can confirm whether or not the pant 
name is correct. Again it’s a better idea to source a reliable grower. Quite often they are happy to 
provide information on the plant name. Botanical gardens are also very helpful in helping with plant 
names and many have their plant lists on-line these days.  

4. Don’t be over ambitious!

For the less experienced, try to keep your choice simple or pick a composition that is less complex. 
Avoid plants with large numbers of leaves or many tiny flowers, this can be disheartening if you find 
leaves difficult. Take small steps and work up to more complex studies. Examples of challenging plants 
include the white umbel flower heads, such as Daucus carota (wild carrot) or some jasmine plants with 
their numerous leaves and flowers. 
Less challenging subjects include single headed blooms or larger flowers with simple leaves. Tulips, 
lilies, iris and anemones are all good choices. They are also readily available and the opportunity to 
include the bulb of fruit is available.   
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Identify the key features, make quick studies and don’t be afraid to change your mind in the early 
stages!   

When you find a plant that you think maybe 
suitable make some quick sketches and 
familiarise yourself with the plant. Always take 
reference photographs (typical examples shown) 
from numerous angles and of all parts. If you find 
for whatever reason it’s not working out, don’t 
worry too much about changing your mind about 
it. In the initial sketchbook studies you may 
encounter problems that you were not initially 
aware of, some of which may have already been 
mentioned. It’s better to find out early on that this plant isn’t for you right now. At this stage the 
plant choice is yours, so it’s best to paint something that you feel comfortable with initially to build 
your confidence. You can work towards more challenging subjects as you progress. This isn’t a 
failure on your part and most artists have preferred areas of study within botanical work. We don’t 
have to be able to paint everything! 

On the left, a coriander plant is a complex subject. It has small white flower on an ubel flower-head and small parts with no 

particular area of focus. This type of subject is best avoided for the less experienced. On the right simple composition of single 

headed flowers is a less challenging option.   
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All of the points mentioned so far are things 
to bear in mind when choosing a plant, 
however don’t let them put you off if you have 
something that you really want to paint but 
do be aware that of the challenge that you 
are setting yourself. 

You should now take some time to consider a 
suitable subject for your study page.  

Once you have decided or have narrowed it down to no more than 3 options, email me if you need 
advice on the subject choice, to:

coursework@botanicalart-online.com

mailto:botanicalonline@btinternet.com
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Creating a Study Page: What to Include. 

What type of Painting are you going to create?  Botanical Illustration, Botanical Art 
Painting or Floral Painting…..what’s the difference? 

What you include in your study page may vary slightly depending on how you want to portray the plant 
in the final painting.  However regardless of the approach you should still be very familiar in 
understanding all of the parts of a plant, so for the study page you need to include as much information 
as possible. Creating a study page removes the uncertainty that can be experienced when starting a 
new painting. The more prepared you are - the easier you will find the final painting. 

Before you start your study page it’s worth spending a little time considering your approach to the 
subject.  

  There are broadly 3 approaches depicting plants described below: 

1. Botanical illustration
2. Botanical Artwork
3. Floral painting

A botanical illustration should include clear information 
for identification purposes. It is primarily a scientific 
illustration of a plant in pristine condition.

In general it does not include 
wilting, or markings caused by decay, insect 
nibbles or water droplets.   Remember that 
botanists often have to identify plants outside 
the flowering period, so the leaves and other 
aspects of the plants growth habit are just as 
important as the flowers. Pay particular 
attention to upper and underside of the leaves, 
for example whether there are hairs present or 
not.  Observe the stem shape, leaf shape, 
margin and venation. The leaf arrangement 
should be clear, e.g. do leaves grow opposite 
each other or in a spiral arrangement around 
the stem, or do they originate from a basal rosette? Flowers should be shown at various aspects, ideally 
front, side and rear views as well as in bud. The reproductive parts should also be included usually 
separately and in dissection. You may want to include what is going on below ground too - if it’s 
deemed important. For example if a plant propagates by asexual means such as by bulb division or 
runners, this feature could be included.  All parts should be life size or to scale (with the scale shown 
e.g. ‘x2’) and reproductive parts are often displayed scaled up, so that it’s clear to see what is going on. 
You may decide to focus 
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on a particular aspect of a plant for botanical illustration purposes, such as reproduction, so it’s not 
always necessary to include everything. You will need to measure all parts. Colour studies should also 
be included. All of the above features should be included in your study page even though you may not 
use them all in your final piece. They make an excellent resource library.  The best botanical illustrators 
also have the gift of making the work aesthetically pleasing to the viewer. 

A botanical artwork is a fairly general category being 
more flexible in approach than a scientific botanical 
illustration however the work should still be an accurate 
depiction of a plant portrayed at life size or to scale. You 
should be able to identify the plant but may leave out 
certain aspects in the final piece, such as dissections. 
The emphasis is somewhere between aesthetic and 
scientific but accuracy in size and colour should be 
maintained. For the study page it is still advisable to 
include many of the same features in your study page as 
those detailed for the botanical illustration although it is 
unlikely that you all of them in your final piece, you still 
need to be very familiar with the plant. In your final 
work you may utilise other techniques such as aerial 
perspective to give the work depth or may just portray 
one aspect of a plant such as the flower. You may 
include plants in a state of decay with markings or holes
in leaves and petals from insect nibbles etc.  

A Floral Painting. Although the emphasis in this course is botanical it’s worth mentioning floral work 
because the line between floral and botanical art is quite blurred. This is the most flexible approach to 
painting plants, the emphasis is on the aesthetic appeal but it should still be an accurate portrayal. Your 
study page can include some of the same features as a botanical illustration and art, although you will 
probably use a little more artistic license in the composition of the final piece and possibly even stylise 
the subject. It may include a background washes or manipulation of the plant parts and stems to make 
an aesthetically pleasing composition or other objects. Some of these aspects could be included in a 
study page.  Plants that do not occur together spatially or in the same flowering period are often 
grouped together in mixed floral paintings. 

Activity: Try to identify one or two works by artists who produce work for each type of approach 
described above i.e. two botanical illustrations, 2 botanical art paintings and 2 floral paintings. You will 
probably find that the lines between them are slightly blurred.  
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Setting up the Subject, the Working Environment 

Now that you have chosen your 
subject and given some thought to 
how you might want to portray it. You 
now need to think about how to set it 
up for study. 

The way you set up the subject very 
much depends on the particular 
subject, e.g. is it a pot plant, cut stem 
or fruit? 

Pot plants and cut stems. 

If you have a whole plant or several cuttings, this means that you will probably have the opportunity 
to remove plant parts for further investigation and flowers for a dissection, which is ideal for your 
research.   

Lighting Working in the studio, the light source should be positioned at the opposite side from the 
hand that you use – this avoids working in your own light.  

You can use natural 

daylight or a lamp to 

light the subject. Both 

have benefits and a 

downside. Natural 

daylight is better for 

colour accuracy but is 

varies with extremes, 

rom bright sunlight to

dark cloudy days, so 

you will be restricted

to shorter working 

hours. A lamp with a 

daylight bulb provides 

a constant light source 

but can be a little 

harsh. It also makes 

the subject hot and can cause wilting if positioned too close. You will need to play around 

with the position but as a rule of thumb for a right handed painter the lamp should provide 

Workspace 

Magnifying lamp, 

  Lamp for lighting subject on the right  

(because I’m left handed)  

Retort stand 

Laptop  

  for viewing images 

Angled adjustable drawing board 

 Adjustable height chair 
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directional light by being be positioned at the upper front /left side and slightly to the front 

of the subject. The opposite arrangement should be adopted for left handed painters. 

Securing the subject. A retort stand can be very useful for securing a plant cutting, alternatively a narrow 
necked bottle or vase can be useful with some masking tape or soft garden ties to secure plants with 
stems.  However never tape a plant into a position that is not typical for the plant. This will be an 
inaccurate portrayal.  Fruits, can be sat on top of a glass or flat surface, consider the viewing height and 
elevate the subject so that it is at eye level, as shown above.  

Dried material, such as leaves and twigs can be carefully secured to the drawing board using tape and lit 
from the side as with other subjects.  

A shiny object (tin or foil) will reflect light back onto 

the subject, reflective light here gives a better 

impression of form 

Lamp positioned upper right (for a 

left handed person) 

White card bent or  

folded behind subject 

will also reflect light 

Subject elevated to 

eye level on a glass 
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Dissections can be carefully secured to white card using tape or small adhesive pads. 

A bit of creativity is required when positioning subjects, some, such as trailing plants, may need to be 
suspended.   

The Background Place a piece of white card which is bent (like a very large greetings card) or curved 
behind the subject, will prevent you from becoming confused by the background in the room.  This will 
enable you to see your subject clearly and also serves the purpose of reflecting light back onto the 
subject.   

Finally, always try to work from a live specimen but use reference material if it helps too. This will enable 
you to gain a better understanding of the plant. Prioritise work on the parts that die first e.g. the flowers. 
You should also take photographs, make sketches and take measurements as back up. 

Useful reference material includes: photographs, on screen photographs are often better than printed 
photographs because you can zoom in on the fine detail. You can also grey- scale the image on the 
computer screen to look at the tonal differences. Internet searches can also be useful for general 
photographic reference and additional information (always read about your subject). Your notes about 
the plant can be invaluable. 

Study Page Exercise 

 You should now undertake the Study Page exercise for the course. Remember that the contents
should cover as many parts of the plant as relevant to your final painting. The information and
example are guidance.

 The study page exercise can be downloaded as a separate document from the course website.
 When you have completed your study page email a jpeg image to me at

 coursework@botanicalart-online.com




