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Flowers  
Chartwell (oil, 40x60)
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Anything but 
retiring violets, 
Sandra Sallin’s 
larger-than-
life blossoms 
demand attention 
with intricate 
renderings and 
breathtaking hues.
N By Louise B. Hafesh

When California artist Sandra  
Sallin was a student at UCLA, 

she took a required drawing class 
with Robert Irwin—artist, teacher 
and prominent figure in the post-
abstraction art world. Sallin, who 
admittedly hated drawing and 
couldn’t bear the thought of not using 
color, requested that she be allowed 
to paint instead. Irwin agreed, on 
the provision that she first prove she 
could draw, so Sallin attempted to 
impress her professor with a quick 
sketch of her hand. When a fel-
low student remarked that she had 
drawn six fingers, the deal didn’t look 
too promising. Irwin, however, who 
through his own work often ques-
tioned conventional beliefs and 
pushed the boundaries of perception, 
responded that if Sallin could put six 

Flowers  Front & Center

N Louise B. Hafesh is an award-winning free-
lance journalist and artist whose works can be 
seen at www.artworks-site.com and paintersportal.
blogspot.com.
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fingers on a hand and still have it look right, then she 
could do whatever she wanted. 

That was 45 years ago and, as she continues to do 
just that, this much-acclaimed colorist’s love of pig-
ment compels her to incorporate intricate patterns in 
her work, as a way to showcase the glorious hues and 
shapes she finds in fabrics, crystal and flowers.

“Some artists brag and rave about a limited 
palette, but I say, ‘Bring those colors on!’” she states 
emphatically. “I never use colors straight, however; 
they’re always mixed with others. My petal whites are a 
mix of cerulean blue, flesh pink, and Naples yellow; my 
blacks include George Braque’s black (burnt umber and 
ultramarine blue) combined with alizarin crimson and 
viridian green. My grays, too, are interesting and exotic 
mixes like lemon yellow, rose doré, white and ceru-
lean blue. Working to get these combinations just right 
often causes me to hold my breath!”

When it’s time to paint, the process begins 
with a visit to the Los Angeles Flower Market to see 
what flowers “excite” Sallin. “My choices are not arbi-
trary,” she says. “They must have a resonance—evoke 
an awareness of history and emotion. And so it fol-
lows that I usually paint tulips, the symbol of perfect 
love; lilies, which represent purity and peace; and roses, 
which symbolize uniqueness and earthly passion.”

Bringing her cache home in bucketfuls, she clears 
out her studio and, rearranging the furniture to accom-
modate photography sessions, covers all surfaces with 
black velvet to reduce reflective glare. At this point, 
Sallin tackles her setups. Grouping or isolating flowers, 
she experiments to see what works best while keeping 
a keen eye out for happy accidents. “I want the flow-
ers to look as if they just gently fell into a vase, as if not 
touched by human hands,” she explains. Her husband, 
Bob, photographs the fruits of her labor with Sallin as 
assistant, moving around white foam core boards to 

Alor Star (at left; oil, 11x9), Six Chrysanthemums  
(below; oil, 30x24) and Discovery (at right; oil, 24x24)
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Artist’s materials
N Paints: Sallin laughs as we discuss her eclectic assemblage of pigments (mostly 
Old Holland with some Winsor & Newton and Gamblin) that are organized by 
hue and kept close at hand in open topped containers. “Some people collect 
shoes; I collect colors,” she proudly admits. “I don’t have a set palette, since I 
usually work from the upper-left corner of the canvas to the lower-right and use 
whatever colors I see in my subject.” Typically that’s about 20 or more shades 
at a time that she places on a glass sheet palette positioned over white poster 
board. 
N Mediums: Daniel Smith Painting Medium for Oils and Alkyds is her preferred 
medium and, on occasion, Liquin, if a faster drying time is needed. She favors 
the traditional ⅓ stand oil, ⅓ damar varnish, and ⅓ turpentine mix for the last 
layer of her lustrous black backgrounds, claiming it helps her attain a flat even 
surface that doesn’t distract from the focal point. 
N Brushes: For brushes, she touts Isabey Retouch Series 6229, Winsor & New-
ton Series 7 and Raphael Series 8402 for intricate work, and synthetic, square 
Da Vinci Series 122, that she says is great for brushing away top layers of paint, 
which aids luminosity.





w
w

w
.a

rt
is

ts
m

ag
az

in
e.

co
m

 N
 Ju

ne
 2

00
9

produce the right kind of bounced 
light. They also rely on a strong 
back or cross-lighting created by 
highly focused mini-spotlights.

The duo shoots photos for as many days as the 
flowers are vibrant. Then the artist reviews all stills, 
sidelining those for which she has the strongest visceral 
reaction, before moving on to prepare her canvas-cov-
ered wooden panels, by employing a laborious tech-
nique that she developed during a period of working 
with delicate gold leaf. 

“Using white Nova color gesso and sponge 
brushes, I gesso about two or three layers each day, let 
those applications dry overnight, and then sand the lay-
ers with an Porter orbital sander,” she explains. “I start 
out with 120-grit sandpaper and, after putting on about 

15 layers, switch to consecutively finer grades until I get 
up to about 180-grit—typically with 20 to 30 layers of 
gesso.” (See her gesso table above, at left.) 

Not surprisingly, the finished product is as smooth 
as glass, “like petals in its softness.” Upon this sur-
face, the artist projects her chosen slides and, using a 
graphite pencil with a very light touch, begins to draw 
the contours only. “I believe it was Joseph Raffael who 
described this process as ‘mapping.’ It enables me to 
paint what I see on the slide or other reference mate-
rial. And if I need additional detail, I just bring in some 
greenery or a flower.”

Sallin, who works on a white untoned canvas, 

Get a peek at Sallin’s studio OR Download this Stu-
dio Tour of Sallin’s workspace at www.artistsnet-
work.com/article/sandra-sallin-studio.

White Harvest (below; oil, 30x24) and Surbaja (atright; oil, 25x25) 

Sallin’s gesso table, where she typically 
applies 20 to 30 layers for a “smooth-as-glass” 
finish
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“Each petal is a world unto itself. 
Examining one singly is like delving 
into an abstract painting.” Sandra Sallin

consciously lets her primer show 
through (as opposed to painting lay-
ers of white on the surface), in effect 
illuminating her translucent blos-
soms from behind and giving them 
an “almost ethereal, inner glow that 
projects mystery and promise.” She 
explains, “Each petal is a world unto itself. Examining 
one singly is like delving into an abstract painting.”

Case in point: Chartwell (page ••), a captivating 
portrait of English garden roses, is a striking example 
of Sallin’s luminous lighting effects, keen eye for com-
position and attention to detail. As the artist points out, 
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the sheer size of this painting 
(40x60) makes a powerful state-
ment, with the flowers front 
and center, absolutely demand-
ing to be noticed, in a style that 
says, “I’m here—you need to 
pay attention.”

Using angled light directed from behind, and 
painstakingly painting each petal with intense intri-
cacy, she draws in the viewer through a tightly cropped 
and in-your-face arrangement. “The close view and size 
of the roses can be startling,” she adds; “a traditional 
tabletop approach to floral still-life à la Fantin-Latour, 
it is not.” 

As for her creative calling, Sallin waxes poetic: “I 
feel that I’ve been gifted with an additional dimension 
of emotional richness and appreciation for the world. I 
see life around me with a vibrancy, sensuousness and 
focus that I couldn’t have believed possible. My paint-
ings are places in my mind, escapes from reality, and 
when I’m asked why I paint this way, I say I dream the 
paintings in vivid color, and then I paint my dreams.” 

Meet Sandra 
Sallin
A first generation American whose 
parents escaped from Russia to 
settle in Southern California, Sallin 
didn’t really start painting until, 
after trying many majors, she 
found a home in the art depart-
ment at UCLA. She graduated 
with a bachelor of arts degree and 
set up studio in Venice, California. 

“My children either had to have a fever of 101 or actively 
be vomiting to keep me away from painting,” she jokes, 
half seriously. “Eventually my husband and constant 
supporter built me a studio at home, which is where I 
paint today.” (See her light and airy Beverly Hills studio 
in our March 2008 issue.) Her work is featured in public 
and corporate collections nationwide. The artist is repre-
sented by Koplin Gallery in Los Angeles and by the Gail 
Severn Gallery in Sun Valley, Idaho. Learn more at www.
sandrasallin.com.

Sissinghurst (above and in progress  
at right; oil, ••x••)


