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   Chapter 1 - INTRODUCTION, SET UP & MATERIALS

What you’ll need: 
Pencil 
Rubber 
Ruler 
Cartridge (drawing) paper 
Tracing paper 
Watercolour paper (I use a Hot Pressed paper, 

and I prefer to stretch* mine). 
Watercolour brushes, one for detail and one for 

larger washes 
Palette (or white china plate) 
Winsor & Newton Professional Watercolour Paints: 

• Winsor Violet 
• Cobalt Blue 
• French Ultramarine 
• Transparent Yellow 

2 jars with clean water 
Reference image 

Thank you so much for downloading this free tutorial on how to paint a pansy flower! 

I’m so happy that you’re here. I’m going to take you through a step-by-step process to create a 
lovely watercolour painting of your own. 

Let’s have a little chat before we get started… 

In this tutorial, we are going to be working from a photograph. A disclaimer here, this is not how I 
usually work! I usually paint from a live specimen wherever possible. However, for the purpose of 
teaching in this setting, photographs can be a very useful aid.  

I have provided you with an equipment list including the exact paints I found to work perfectly for 
this pansy. We are using just four pigments to create this painting - a lesson in working with a 
limited palette!  

If you have paints of your own and are not keen to purchase more to match these, that’s okay! You 
can add in an extra step into the process - colour matching - to find your own perfect palette with 
the paints you own. The steps that we take will be the same.  

SETTING UP 
A good set up makes a huge difference to the outcome of your painting.  

Make sure you have good light to work in (preferably natural), a comfortable chair to ensure your 
posture is correct, and limited distractions! The only thing left now pop the kettle on, and then get 
your materials out!

www.helencousinsbotanics.com @helencousinsbotanics

* You can read about how I stretch my watercolour on my 
blog - www.helencousinsbotanics/blog. 

http://www.helencousinsbotanics.com
http://www.helencousinsbotanics.com/blog
http://www.helencousinsbotanics.com/blog
https://www.helencousinsbotanics.com/blog/2018/10/6/stretching-watercolour-paper
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   Chapter 2- DRAWING & TRANSFERRING

I always draw onto cartridge paper rather than onto watercolour paper. There 
are a few reasons I do this: 

1. I will forever have my drawing as a record. I can refer back to it in the future, 
even paint it again if necessary, years down the line! 

2. I can keep referring to the detail I have captured in my drawing whilst I’m 
painting - if my only drawing is on the watercolour paper, I may loose this 
reference when lots of layers of paint are laid down.  

3. My watercolour paper is protected - harsh rubbing out can damage the 
paper surface, ruining the appearance and making it difficult to paint on. 

www.helencousinsbotanics.com @helencousinsbotanics

Great… now we’re set up, we can start with the first part of the creation of your pansy painting - the drawing!  

The drawing is the most important part of your painting… it’s important to get it right!

A NOTE ON DRAWING 
If possible, draw your pansy from the photograph 

without tracing. Use a ruler and/or dividers as if you 
are drawing from a live specimen! It’ll only enhance 

your drawing skills.  
Another trick is to draw a grid over a printed 

photograph (say, with 2cm x 2cm squares), and draw 
this same grid on your drawing paper. You can then 

translate what you see in a square of the photograph 
into the corresponding square on your paper. 

CHOOSING YOUR SIZE 
In traditional botanical illustration, we depict 

subjects as accurately as we can, this includes size. If 
we alter the size, a scale is drawn beside to indicate 

this (i.e. magnified x2).  
For the purpose of this exercise, however, feel free 

to experiment with any size you prefer. 

Let ’s get drawing….

http://www.helencousinsbotanics.com
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   Chapter 2- DRAWING & TRANSFERRING

1

Using the photograph as reference, 
make an accurate line drawing of the 
pansy flower on your cartridge 
(drawing) paper. Try to capture as much 
detail as possible. 

2

Lay a piece of tracing paper over the 
top, and trace the main outline of your 
drawing. Try to be as accurate as you 
can.  

3

You will end up with a tracing that looks 
like this. 

Turn your tracing paper over, and re-
trace over the back of your first tracing. 
Again, try to be as accurate as possible.  

4

Congratulations! You’ve now got yourself a lovely soft 
drawing on your watercolour paper, as well as your 
beautifully crafted pencil drawing on your cartridge paper to 
act as your reference along with the photograph.  

We can now go onto painting…. 

Turn your tracing back the right way, 
and lay it on your watercolour paper. Re-
trace one final time, imprinting the 
graphite onto the watercolour paper.

6

The result should be a soft line drawing 
on your paper. Gently remove some of 
the excess pencil with a rubber to 
achieve a faint line. 

5
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   Chapter 3- PAINTING

BEFORE WE START PAINTING, I WANT TO TALK A LITTLE ABOUT OUR TECHNIQUE… 

The technique that we are going to use in this painting may not be one that you have come across before. Often, when using watercolours (with 
botanical art or otherwise), washes are applied first to build up colour and tone before details are applied on top. In this tutorial, we are going to start 
by applying the detail within the petals. We are then going to apply our washes on top of these.  

Including a paint with some staining properties (in this case, cobalt blue) means that the colour doesn’t lift off when washes are applied. Pretty 
amazing! Bear this in mind if you are using different colours to the ones listed. 

If you’d prefer, you could try running through this whole technique using just one petal first, to get a feel for things. Then, when you are confident 
with that, you can move on to painting your whole pansy. 

www.helencousinsbotanics.com @helencousinsbotanics

WET-ON-WET 
Lay down a layer of clean water onto the area you will be applying 
paint. Then, drop your colour onto the damp paper before it dries. 
This process can be repeated a number of times to build up 
depth of colour and tone.  

WET-ON-DRY 
Load your brush and apply paint directly to the paper.  You can 
use a clean damp brush to blend this wash after it’s applied.  

WEAK vs STRONG WASH 
A weak wash is one with more water and less paint. It will give you 
a lighter colour on the paper. Conversely, a strong wash has more 
paint and less water.  

I refer to a few different techniques in these next steps. For those of you for whom these 
techniques are new, below is a summary of the techniques mentioned. There are some great 
YouTube videos to find if you’d like to see these techniques demonstrated visually. 

http://www.helencousinsbotanics.com
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   Chapter 3- PAINTING

First, mix a botanical grey*. Use this 
and your small brush to add in fine 
details of shadows; the crinkles of the 
petals and shadows of petals 
overlapping one another. 

Don’t be afraid to go quite dark with 
these where required- they look harsh 
now, but will look delicate in the 
finished petal. 

7

*Botanical Grey 
Rather than using a grey from a tube, I always favour mixing my own 
using three primary colours to be used in my painting. I feel it brings 
more unity to a painting and avoids it looking ‘muddy’. 
To make your botanical grey for this painting, take some 
Transparent Yellow, French Ultramarine, and Winsor Violet. Play 
around with a dilute mix of these, and you will find you achieve a 
lovely subtle grey.  

8

Mix two weak washes of Cobalt Blue 
and Winsor Violet; one that’s more 
blue, and one more purple. Using a 
wet-on-wet technique, apply these 
mixes to the light purple areas of your 
petals. Try to capture the ‘fluffy’ edges 
of the border between the markings. 
Don’t forget to leave some paper 
completely white where light catches 
the petal - this makes your painting 
glow.  

You may need to repeat this step once 
or twice more to achieve colours you 
are happy with. Make sure to let each 
layer dry completely before applying 
the next. 

9

Next mix a very dilute wash of 
Transparent Yellow. Apply this using 
a wet-on-dry technique to the pale 
markings on the petal. 

10

Mix Winsor Violet and French 
Ultramarine to form a strong dark mix 
to match the dark centre of the pansy. 
You can apply this using a wet-on-wet 
or wet-on-dry technique (whichever is 
your preference) - but try to capture 
the purple ‘bleeding’ into the pale 
yellow markings. 

www.helencousinsbotanics.com @helencousinsbotanics
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   Chapter 3- PAINTING

I hope you’ve enjoyed this step-by-step tutorial on how to paint a pansy flower. Perhaps you’ve even 
been introduced to some new watercolour techniques!  

I’d love to see your results. If you’d like to share them on social media for myself (and the world!) to 
see, then use the hashtag #letsstartbotanicalart and be sure to tag me too, @helencousinsbotanics 

to make sure I don’t miss it! 
Alternatively, send me an email at helen@helencousinsbotanics.com - I’d love to hear from you. 

www.helencousinsbotanics.com @helencousinsbotanics

Using a stronger mix of Transparent 
Yellow, and a wet-on-dry technique, 
paint in the centre of the pansy.  
To create a darker shade to indicate 
shadow, add a small amount of 
Winsor Violet to the yellow. This is 
useful at the top of the yellow centre 
where very little light will be reaching. 

11

Complete the centre of the pansy with 
some further details - use a mix of 
Transparent Yellow and French 
Ultramarine to add in the hint of 
green in the centre. Use your mix of 
Transparent Yellow and Winsor 
Violet to add small lines to create the 
“fluffiness” (lateral hairs) of the edges 
of the two side petals. 

12

Using your strong mix of Winsor 
Violet and French Ultramarine, draw 
in the dark veins emerging from the 
centre of each petal. 

13

Finally, review your pansy. Notice if the 
petals need further wet-in-wet washes. 
I did one further layer of washes, 
particularly focussing on the areas 
highlighted with the arrows.  

And, there you go! You have a 
completed pansy study. 

14
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Out Now…

I am so excited to say that my eBOOK  “Let’s Start Botanical Art” is OUT NOW! 
This eBOOK serves as a guide to those wishing to start botanical art, but unsure where to start, and perhaps not quite ready to join a 

monthly class subscription. It will contain my exact materials list, my process of creating a botanical painting from an idea to a finished 
painting, as well as more tutorials.  

But more than that, I want to create a community, where we can inspire, encourage and learn.  

To see the book, head to www.helencousinsbotanics.com/new-products/lets-start-botanical-art
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