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drawing board BY WENDY HOLLENDER

EACH JUNE A GRACEFUL hybrid 
clematis plant entwined in the 
railing of my front porch begins 
blooming. Th is perennial vine, from 
the family Ranunculaceae, comes 
back more abundantly each year, 
making a spectacular splash of deep 
pink blossoms—and an excellent 
subject for a botanical composition. 
Because the clematis vine develops 
new buds and blossoms every day—
and blooms for weeks—a grouping 
of fl owers with leaves, buds and even 
developing seed heads is a natural 
occurrence. Th ere’s also plenty of 
time to complete a com-
prehensive botanical study.

Taking Apart the 
Flower
When I’m not racing 
against nature’s clock to 
fi nish a painting, I can 
take the time to explore 
the plant, learn about its 

structure in a relaxed fashion and 
record my fi ndings on a sketch page 
(see below). Th is study helps make 
the fi nal drawing accurate and the 
whole experience more meaningful.

Focusing on a fl ower is much 
easier when you isolate your subject 
rather than try to draw it as it grows, 
with many fl owers and leaves clus-
tered together. So I cut a fl ower at its 
stem and take it to my drawing table 
to work. I also cut a couple of extra 
fl owers that I’ll take apart to study.

On my sketch page, I record the 
number of petals and details about 

the reproductive parts, leaves and 
seed head. I draw one individual 
petal so I can understand the struc-
ture and make color notes so that 
when I start rendering a full fl ower, 
I’ll know what colors to use. It’s cer-
tainly easier to match a color when 
you put a petal right on the paper 
next to where you mix your color. 

Th e clematis fl ower has six pet-
als, technically called tepals, each 
with a distinct central vein. When 
I draw any fl ower, either for my 
sketch page or for the actual fi nished 
piece, I follow a similar step-by-step 

process, which follows.

1. Draw Ellipses and 
Petal Axes
First I drew an ellipsis 
with a graphite pencil to 
describe in perspective 
the dimensions of the 
center of the fl ower, and 
then another ellipsis to 

Studied (and Stunning) 
Botanicals 
Starting with a graphite sketch, then turning to watercolor pencil and colored pencil, 

Wendy Hollender analyzes and depicts a clematis.

RIGHT: Sketch page for Clematis 
(watercolor pencil and colored 
pencil, 11x8½  )

WHAT ARE 
TEPALS?

Tepals are elements of the 
perianth, or outer part of a 
fl ower, which include the pet-
als or sepals. The term tepal is 
more often applied when all 
segments of the perianth are of 
similar shape and color. When 
different types of organs can be 
distinguished, they are referred 
to as petals and sepals.

78_tam0511DrawingBoard.indd   7878_tam0511DrawingBoard.indd   78 2/22/11   9:34:33 AM2/22/11   9:34:33 AM

http://www.artistsmagazine.com


drawing board

79May 2011

delineate the outer edge of the petals. 
Each petal has its own central axis 
that radiates from the center of the 
fl ower, so I added that axis line for 
every petal.

2. Add Outline and Stamens
I completed the outline of each of 
the six petals of the fl ower. Th en I 
drew the many stamens in the cen-
ter of the clematis and erased my 
guidelines.

3. Complete Outline
When I work, I rough in the focal 
point of the composition fi rst, lightly 
drawing an outline of the plant. In 
this case I rendered a light outline 
of the one central fl ower, two buds, 
the stems and a few leaves in more or 
less the center of an 11x14 paper. 

4. Apply Undertone
I like to indicate the lights and shad-
ows with a neutral-tone colored pen-
cil before I add color, so I applied an 
undertone with my dark sepia pencil 
to describe accurately the structure 
and dimensions of the plant.

To download step-by-step demonstrations by 
Wendy Hollender on both drawing and coloring 
a tulip, go to www.artistsnetwork.com/article/
hollender-demonstrations.
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Botanical Artists Through the Ages
Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) Italian polymath—painter, sculptor, architect, 

musician, scientist, mathematician, engineer, inventor, anatomist, geologist, 

cartographer, botanist and writer

Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528) German painter, draftsman and theorist, though his 

fi rst and probably greatest artistic impact was in the medium of printmaking

Maria Sybilla Merian (1647–1717) German painter and scientifi c illustrator, fa-

mous for insects as well as fl owers (The U.S. Post Offi ce issued two stamps 

featuring her illustrations of plants from Suriname in 1997.)

William Bartram (1739–1823) American traveler and naturalist, son of noted 

naturalist John Bartram

Pierre-Joseph Redouté (1759–1840) Belgian painter and botanist, offi cial court 

artist of Queen Marie Antoinette

Beatrix Potter (1866–1943) English author, illustrator, mycologist (person who 

studies fungi) and conservationist, best known for children’s books featuring 

anthropomorphic characters, as in The Tale of Peter Rabbit

Materials
Paper: Fabriano Artistico bright white hot-
pressed, 140-lb watercolor paper 

Graphite pencil: Tombow H lead

Colored pencils: Faber-Castell 
Polychromos in these colors: dark sepia 
#175, dark indigo #157, red-violet #194, 
white #101, light yellow ochre #183, middle 
purple pink #125, permanent green olive 
#167, earth green yellowish #168, cadmium 
yellow lemon #205 (See my palette in the 
demonstration Adding and Layering Color, 
step 5, page 80.)

Watercolor pencils: Faber-Castell 
Albrecht Dürer in these colors: middle pur-
ple pink #125, permanent green olive #167

Other: see-through ruler, kneaded eraser, 
electric pencil sharpener
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5. Layer Color
Next I began to layer in the local 
color over the toned drawing. When 
I was nearly halfway fi nished with 
the color, I drew additional fl owers, 
buds, stems and leaves to fi ll out the 
composition. I proceeded to develop 
the color, applying the colors in my 
palette (see Materials, page 79) in 
numerous layers to achieve the cor-
rect depth. (See Adding and Layer-
ing Color, below, for my detailed 
color application and burnishing 
technique.) 

6. Burnish and Add Final 
Touches
Before I fi nish a painting, I leave 
it overnight so I can view it with 
fresh eyes the next day. Th en I’m 
able to evaluate the composition 
more objectively and make decisions 
about what areas to bring forward 
and which to push back in space. I 
do this by emphasizing the value 
contrast in overlapping areas. In my 
experience a painting can almost 
always use some important darks 
to develop depth 

and dimension. Note, too, that for 
the fi nished piece, Clematis (step 6; 
colored pencil and watercolor pencil, 
11x14), I added an opening seed pod, 
in the upper left-hand corner, and an 
individual winged seed, ready for the 
wind to carry it away.

When you get comfortable with 
this procedure for studying and 
drawing a plant, you can apply it to 
diff erent subjects. Always choose a 
subject that fascinates you and holds 
your interest; most likely viewers 

Adding and 
Layering Color
1. Outline and add tones. Begin with one petal to practice the 

technique. Measure your specimen and then draw a light, life-size 

outline with graphite pencil. Next use a dark neutral colored pencil 

to add in tones and indications of plant structure. I used a Faber-

Castell Polychromos dark sepia pencil here.

2. Apply watercolor pencil. Add color over the dark sepia. First 

lay down the watercolor pencil’s dry pigment, as you would with 

a regular colored pencil. For my fi rst layer, I used a middle purple 

pink #125 Albrecht Dürer watercolor pencil.

3. Spread out the color. Then wet the penciled area and care-

fully spread the color with a watercolor brush.

4. Develop a range of tones. Switch back to regular colored 

pencils. Remember to continue to develop a range of tones in 

color so that the form doesn’t appear fl at. Work with a very sharp 

pencil so you can lay down even areas of color and crisp, precise 

edges.

5. Burnish colors. Add more darks as needed and continue to 

develop the color. You can burnish colors together by applying 

heavy pressure with a white or ivory pencil—fi lling the tooth of the 

paper for a smooth, saturated look.

6. Add fi nal color. After applying the white pencil, go back over 

the area with more pinks and darks for the fi nal touches. (You can 

see my color palette for the clematis in this last image.)
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will feel the same way when they 
take a look at your fi nished painting 
or drawing. ■

WENDY HOLLENDER began a career in 
botanical illustration after completing a cer-
tifi cate program at the New York Botanical 
Garden in 1998. Author of Botanical Drawing 
in Color (Watson-Guptill, 2010), she teaches 
at the New York Botanical Garden and leads 
workshops around the world. Her work 
has been included in exhibitions at Royal 
Botanical Garden at Kew in southwest London, 
the Smithsonian National Museum of 
Natural History and the Hunt Institute for 
Botanical Documentation at Carnegie Mellon 
University. For more information about 
Hollender’s botanicals and workshops, visit 
her website: www.whartdesign.com.
 A feature article on Hollender’s work 
appeared in the September 2009 issue, avail-
able as a digital download at www.northlight
shop.com/product/digital-issue-the-artists-
magazine-september-2009.
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