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In 2016, my husband and I decided 
to leave our bustling San Francisco 

lives and see what it feels like to live 
in Carmel-by-the-Sea on California’s 
central coast, a place we both knew 
and loved. Within a few months we 
decided to stay, and my art practice was 
unexpectedly transformed. 

Stimulating city sights and sounds 
were replaced by mists, twisting 
cypresses, falling asleep to the sound of 
the sea and year-round flowers. Almost 
immediately, I felt called to use flowers 
as my subjects, and so I began my Flora 
Portraits series. Now I spend my days in 
the company of flowers, gathering them, 
photographing them for references, 
writing about them in my art journals 
and painting them. They are symbols of 
beauty, yes, but they are also messengers. 
They tell us stories about the power of 
strength within seeming fragility, of 
hope, grace, resilience and renewal. They 
can be our teachers and transform our 
lives, if we slow down long enough to 
see and listen.

Some of these paintings are portraits 
of an individual flower, exaggerated 
in scale, which becomes a metaphor 
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Elizabeth Barlow

Blossoming Colors
Using a blend of alla prima and indirect painting,  
Elizabeth Barlow creates vibrant floral portraits

UNITED STATES

DEMONSTRATION

O
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Exult, oil on linen, 36 x 24" (91 x 60 cm)
I wanted to capture the exuberant spirit of these 
tulips, so I took a long time arranging them as if 
they were dancing. Once I found the perfect pose, 
I photographed them in sunlight which made the 
tulips nearly transparent. My challenge was to 
keep the palette light and airy, yet still show the 
drama of the tulips. For the transparent petals,  
I used many glazed layers and used opaque paint 
for the other petals.
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Aspire, oil on linen, 36 x 24" (91 x 60 cm)
I painted the first layer of these joyful anemones opaquely, using paint 
without medium.  For the subsequent layers, I used glazes, seeking dramatic 
value shifts within each flower. The biggest challenge was the background.  
I needed something dark enough to show the white flower, but light enough 
to illuminate the dark one.  After several layers, I ultimately found the perfect 
creamy color, which I applied from dark to light, top to bottom. 

 Oil Demonstration

Blessing, oil on linen, 36 x 24" (91 x 60 cm)
Blessing was a commission by a husband as a second anniversary gift to 
his wife. I chose two lush peonies to symbolize their marriage, which is a 
blessing in their lives, and arranged them nestled together, supporting one 
another. I wanted a dark background to help the peonies “pop,” and after 
several attempts, mixed a nearly black purple that shimmers and glows on 
the canvas. 

for grace, resilience and joy. Other 
paintings are composed of multiple 
flowers, arranged lying on a flat surface 
so that their cast shadows are equal 
subjects in the painting. Each flower or 
garden I paint is a powerful individual 
presence to me. I try to evoke its inner 
essence and keep alive forever the 
messages it offers to the world. 

When I begin a painting, I spend 
several days or weeks gathering flowers 
and “playing” with them. I want to see 
them in early morning or late afternoon 
light—when the shadows are long and 
tinged with violet. Eventually, after 
several days, I will find an arrangement 
that sings to me. Then I photograph 

them (always in morning or late 
afternoon sunlight) for my reference 
photos, put the flowers in vases in my 
studio to be my companions and get to 
work on the canvas. 

I paint in oils, using a process that is 
a hybrid of the alla prima and indirect 
painting methods. The first layer of 
paint is alla prima, in which I lay in 
the entire painting using oil paint 
with the tiniest bit of linseed oil when 
needed. In this stage, I focus only on 
hue, form and value, and try not to 
get too absorbed in details (this is hard 
because I love painting details!). Once 
that layer is dry, I use the indirect 
method of multiple transparent glazed 

layers to create detail and depth, and 
I use opaque paint for the highlights. 
I will often repaint the background 
several times as well—balancing warm 
versus cool, dark versus light—to make 
my subjects pop.

I am a slow painter. Each painting 
takes three to six weeks to complete, 
depending upon the size of the canvas. 
I paint slowly by necessity, but more 
importantly by intention. I love my art 
practice so much that I choose to be 
there for it, day by day, year by year. 
My devotion to slow painting anchors 
and steadies me, which is a wondrous 
thing in our increasingly noisy, fast-
paced world.  



Reference Photo
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For this painting of two irises and a peony,  
I photographed each flower individually, outdoors 

in morning sunlight. Then I used the Procreate app to 
combine the images into a pleasing composition.  
I toned the canvas with titanium white, burnt sienna 
and manganese violet, thinned with Gamsol. Next, 
I lightly sketched in the flowers using a white pastel 
crayon. Once I began painting, I viewed my reference 
photos on an iPad when needed. 

My Art in the Making Victoria’s Beauty

STAGE 1  FIRST FLOWER, 
FIRST LAYER
For the first layer of paint, I am 
trying to focus on the form of the 
petals, not value and hue. I am 
using paint straight from the tube, 
thinned with refined linseed oil. 



STAGE 2  ALL BLOCKED IN
All of the flowers are blocked in. This 
is the “work” part of a painting for me. 
Now I can see where I want to intensify 
shadow, deepen color and add detail in 
the glazed layers.

Continued
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My choice of colors and brands is 
critical in my process and has been 
refined to these favorites:

Michael Harding Oils
 » Titanium white 2
 » Genuine Naples yellow light 
 » Genuine Naples yellow deep 
 » Yellow ochre
 » Cadmium orange
 » Amethyst 
 » Magenta
 » Manganese violet 
 » Deep purple dioxazine
 » Pale violet 
 » King’s blue deep 
 » Bright green lake
 » Permanent Sap Green
 » Burnt sienna

Winsor & Newton Oils
 » Cobalt blue
 » Sap green

Cranfield Oils
 » Naphthol vermillion

Holbein Oils
 » Quinacridone opera

Brushes
 » Escoda “Opera” filberts, sizes 10, 

8, 6, 4, 2, 1, 0
 » Escoda “Opera” bright, sizes 12, 

14, 16, 18 
 » Princeton velvet touch oval 

mop, 3/4", 1/2", 1/4" (for blending)
 » Princeton velvet touch mini 

mop, 1/8" (for blending)
 » Princeton velvet touch angular 

shader, 1/4" (for crisp edges)
 » Gamblin Gamvar varnish brush, 

2" and 3" (for varnishing) 

Additional Supplies
 » 24 x 36" French oil-

primed linen on 
stretchers 
(custom-
made by John 
Annesley 
Company) 

 » Gamsol (for 
staining 
canvas)

 » White 
pastel (for 

sketching on stained canvas)
 » Refined linseed oil (used 

sparingly to thin paint)
 » Liquin (for final layer of glazing)
 » New Wave hand-held gray 

palette
 » Palette knife for mixing paint
 » Lint-free wipes from the Rag 

Lady
 » Hughes easel 

and taboret
 » Paintbrush Pal cleaner (linseed 

oil-based brush cleaner) 
 » Gamvar gloss varnish
 » Journal for recording paint 

mixtures and notes on each 
painting

 » Audible audiobooks to keep me 
company while painting

WHAT THE ARTIST USED 
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STAGE 3  TIME 
TO GLAZE
I’ve put in the first layer 
of the background, 
added the stems and 
leaves and am now 
refining the value and 
detail of each flower 
using a thin layer of 
paint, lightly applied. 

STAGE 4  THE  
PEONY PALETTE
This is my glazing palette for the peony. 
I am still using refined linseed oil to thin 
the paint. I allow everything to “marry” 
in the center of the palette to create 
beautiful, unexpected colors. 
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STAGE 5  FINDING DRAMA
I decided the background was too gray, so  
I created a deep “eggplant” hue, which allowed 
the flowers to glow. I am pushing and pulling 
here, popping the highlights with opaque paint 
and finding depth in the shadows.



Elizabeth Barlow lives and works in Carmel-by-the-Sea, 
California. Barlow paints hyperrealistic, larger-than-life 
flowers to reveal the transformational power of nature 
and beauty. In her ongoing series Flora Portraits, she sees 
flowers as potent symbols of the power of re-emergence 
that exists within all living things. With the support of her 
daily meditation practice, she believes that painting is a 
transformative practice that allows her to slow down, look 
deeply and develop a deep reverence for all living things. 
In 2023, her paintings were featured in the two-person 
exhibition Flora Fauna at the Monterey Museum of Art. Her 
work is held in many public and private collections and is 
represented by Andra Norris Gallery in the San Francisco Bay 
Area, where she exhibits regularly.

Represented by

 » Andra Norris Gallery, California, USA, 
andranorrisgallery.com

Contact at
elizabeth@elizabethbarlowart.com
elizabethbarlowart.com

Find me on

elizabethbarlow2

/barlow0014

ABOUT THE ARTIST 
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@elizabethbarlowartist

STAGE 6  TAKING NOTES
One of the most essential steps in each painting is note-making in my 
journals. I record the paints I used and swatches of the mixtures, often 
referring back to them when adding the glazes.
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 Oil Demonstration

STAGE 7  FINDING HARMONY
Victoria’s Beauty, oil on linen, 24 x 36" (60 x 91 cm)
I refined details in the petals, added a blue/violet 
glaze to the bottom iris shadows, softened all edges, 
deepened some darks and selectively popped the 
highlights to unite everything. 


