
How to Draw Botanical Illustration From One Houseplant
Arts and Entertainment · about 11 minutes · 2026-11-09

Complete one scientific-style watercolour plate of a single houseplant in four weeks: specimen,

true-size line drawing, layered washes, detail panels, and a labelled finish.

Things you will need

•  Healthy flowering houseplant: Hoya, peace lily, or Kalanchoe

•  Sheet or block of 300 gsm hot-pressed watercolour paper

•  Synthetic round brushes in sizes 2, 4, and 6

•  Half-inch flat wash brush

•  2H and HB graphite pencils

•  Kneaded eraser and a stiff white eraser

•  Bottle of masking fluid and a silicone shaper

•  10x magnifier or clip-on loupe

•  Digital calipers or a small steel ruler

•  Adjustable desk lamp with a daylight bulb

•  Low-tack tape and waxed paper for flatting parts

•  Disposable scalpel or sharp scissors for stem cuts

•  Thin gloves for handling irritant plant sap

•  Acid-free mat board and a flat portfolio box

Week 1: Prepare the Specimen and the Table

1.  Cut One Clean Stem Early in the Day
Choose one healthy houseplant that flowers indoors — a peace lily, Hoya, or Kalanchoe beats a

pothos, which almost never blooms.

2.  Keep the Cutting Turgid in Fresh Water
Treat the specimen like a small, precious bouquet: change the cup water every day, re-trim 5

millimetres off the stem end each morning, and keep it out of direct sun at 18 to 24 degrees Celsius.

3.  Tape Flattened Parts for a Flat Study
Some structures — a curled leaf tip, a seed pod, a fallen petal — will not hold a flat position on their

own, so lay them on waxed or greaseproof paper and pin them down with short strips of low-tack

tape, flattening gently from the centre outward.

4.  Set One Lamp at a Fixed Angle
Switch off the room lights and work from a single adjustable lamp with a daylight-balanced bulb, set

40 to 50 centimetres from the specimen at roughly 30 to 45 degrees from the upper left if you are

right-handed.

5.  Lay Out Paper, Brushes, and Pencils
Tape down one sheet of 300 gsm watercolour paper with low-tack tape on all four edges, or start on

a glued block.

Week 2: Measure the Plate and Draw the Line
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6.  Measure the Specimen and Mark True Size
Scientific convention says the main subject is painted life-size, so measure before you draw.

7.  Plan the Plate With Insets and a Label Band
With the 2H pencil, block a rough layout before detail: the true-size main study occupying about

two-thirds of the sheet, three to five small detail circles or rectangles around it for the leaf tip, flower

face, stamens, and seed pod, a narrow strip along one side reserved for a dissection panel, and a

clear band of 2 to 3 centimetres at the bottom for the written label later.

8.  Block In the Outline With Light Pencil
Draw the largest shapes first — overall leaf silhouette, petal positions, stem sweep — in 2H graphite

so light you can almost not see it, and check proportions by comparing measured parts against each

other: petiole to blade ratio, flower width to leaf width.

9.  Draw a Serrated Edge Tooth by Tooth
The classic beginner error on a toothed leaf is a uniform saw pattern that the plant never had.

10.  Correct the Line Drawing Before Colour
Before committing watercolour, verify the drawing the way printmakers have for centuries: trace the

main lines onto a sheet of scrap paper, hold the trace up to a window, and slip the specimen behind

it so mismatches pop out by parallax.

Week 3: Layer Washes and Paint the Light

11.  Mix Leaf Greens From Observation, Not the Tube
Straight-from-the-tube green reads flat instantly, because real leaves are built from several hues.

12.  Lay the First Wash Thin and Even
Tilt the board 10 to 15 degrees so gravity pulls each wash downhill, load the size 6 round until it has

a sharp point, and paint the mid-tone green across the whole leaf in horizontal bands, working

wet-into-wet, in one pass that takes two to three minutes per leaf.

13.  Mask Highlights Before the Second Wash
Tiny bright marks — leaf-surface speckles, the ridge down the midrib, fine hairs on a petiole — are

easier to protect than to recover, so apply masking fluid before the second layer.

14.  Glaze Shadow Colour in Dried Layers
Depth in a botanical leaf comes from transparent glazes, not from darker mud: wait until a layer is

fully dry, 30 to 60 minutes in a warm room, then brush a cooler, slightly more saturated mix only over

the shadow side and under the overlapping petiole.

15.  Paint Petals Backlit for Translucency
To understand petals, change the light: place the lamp behind or below a flower so the bloom glows,

and study where light passes through, where veins block it into silhouettes, and where the edge

stays most saturated.

Week 4: Detail Panels, Lettering, and Finish

16.  Draw Stamen Details Under Magnification
Move to the reproductive parts with the 10x magnifier, or a phone macro lens if the stamens are

hair-thin, and measure one stamen with the calipers so you know its true length before choosing an

enlargement of two or four times for the inset.
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17.  Add a Dissection Panel of Parts
Tease a second flower apart with needles on a pale card and lay the parts out in growth order —

sepals, petals, the ring of stamens, the pistil, and a pistil sliced lengthwise to show the ovary — each

glued or taped at a true or enlarged size, with cut surfaces facing the viewer.

18.  Letter the Plate Label With Care
Use the reserved bottom band for the information that makes the work a study rather than a flower

picture: the genus with a capital letter and the species epithet lowercase, hand-underlined to signal

italics, followed by the common name, the family if you know it, the date of painting, and your name.

19.  Judge the Finished Study Against the Plant
Decide in advance what counts as done, because a plate can be tinkered with forever.

20.  Fix, Mount, and Store the Plate Flat
Protect the drawing graphite with two light passes of workable fixative held 25 to 30 centimetres

away, ten minutes apart, in a ventilated room or outdoors.

Sources

1. Glasgow School of Art — Courses and Programmes
   https://www.gsa.ac.uk/

2. New York Botanical Garden — Exhibitions, Classes, and Herbarium
   https://www.nybg.org/

3. Missouri Botanical Garden — Science and Education
   https://www.mobot.org/

4. The RHS — Gardening Charity and Plant Name Authorities
   https://www.rhs.org.uk/

5. Canson — Artists' Watercolour Papers
   https://canson.com/

6. Fabriano — Fine Art and Watercolour Papers
   https://www.fabriano.com/

7. Winsor & Newton — Watercolour Colours and Pigment Information
   https://www.winsornewton.com/

Written as a checklist from https://www.howcompass.com/how-to/Draw-Botanical-Illustration. Corrections: https://www.howcompass.com/corrections
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