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Dear Wonderful, Creative You:

I'd love to share with you a little story about why drawing people is so meaningful in my
art. This is a portrait of my son. We had just spent the day cross country skiing at
our favorite spot in Vermont. It's a hard sport to learn, and lucky for us, he is
motivated by treasure hunts and cookies. (I have to admit I'm motivated by things
things as well.)
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For the treasure hunt, you have to keep your eyes peeled on the ski trails, because
every so often you'll find a paper cut snowflake and a unique hole punch dangling from
it. Kids have a cookie punch card, and collect all the diﬀerent punches in order to
get the prize: a free cookie at the warming hut. And to make things more interesting,
if you get out to the far reaches on the trails, somewhere out there you'll find the cocoa
punch, and then you'll ALSO get a free hot cocoa.
We had been out about two hours when my son started to complain in earnest. He was
tired. Whining. Protesting. But he pushed on. He wanted not just the cookie punch,
but the hot cocoa punch too. We got there, but of course, then we had a long ski
back. But arrive at the warming hut we finally did, and with a mix of relief, pleasure, and
pride, he took oﬀ his jacket, hat, and mittens.
He sat contentedly looking out the window, the light beautiful on his face, a feeling
of contentment evident as he waited for his sandwich, cookie, and hot cocoa. I took a
picture to capture it.
At home I was inspired by the photo. I had a treasure hunt of my own as I set out to
draw and then paint it. I started out enjoying the process, noticing the twists and
turns of the contours of his face and body, delighting in the soft curves. But soon, as
often happens, I grew a bit frustrated, struggling with this or that section, the color here
or there.
And like him, I whined a bit internally, and at each turn reminded myself that it
didn't need to be perfect, just real. This always helps me to relax, notice that I have
the gift of spending time in art and relax and enjoy the process. And so I too pressed
on, enjoying again the process of playing with lines and color.
I spent a few hours with the same contented feeling as I created this portrait. It was,
and still is, a way to remember this lovely afternoon, that like my painting, was
not without trials and moments of frustration, but is no less lovely for it. This is
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the reason I am oﬀering this retreat. I want to oﬀer you the same set of tools and
the mindset that allows me this pleasure-filled experience: the ability to keep
memories in the most personal and meaningful way.
I am so excited that you are embarking on this journey with me to create portraits. if
you decide to look through the PDF before our retreat, know that we will do all the
exercises together, I’ve just laid them out here for you as a future resource.

Creatively Yours,
Amy
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MATERIALS:
Watercolor Journal
Micron drawing pens
High flow acrylic paints or Watercolors
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WHY MAKE MINDFUL ART?
Many artists and art therapists have recognized the power of the arts to practice
mindfulness and feel more centered. Julia Cameron, author of The Artist’s Way, says:
“Attention is an act of connection.” For me, when I create this way, I feel more
connected to the world around me and to myself. Given all the distractions constantly
competing for our attention, this is a powerful practice.
There are days I am very aware during my art making, and others where I’m not tuned
in. Part of staying non-judgmental is accepting that we can’t always be present, or
super creative, and to have compassion for ourselves. This means we can’t always
control the outcome of our art making, either, which makes focusing on the process all
the more important. Strangely enough, I’ve found that the more I focus on process over
the product in my art, the more my art improves.
HOW TO PRACTICE MINDFUL ART MAKING:
It can be easy to feel distracted by critical thoughts about your art, your to do list, or
other things you’d might be doing. Here’s a little cheat sheet of some things you can
tune into while you are art making to help you focus on the moment:

HOW TO PRACTICE MINDFUL ART MAKING: Notice your 5 senses:
Feel: What does the marker feel like in your hand? Is it cool or warm, hard or soft?
Smooth or rough? Does it glide on the paper or is there resistance? Are you slouching
or upright? Is there a feeling of comfort or tightness in your grip? What about your
shoulders? Your stomach?
See: What are the colors and shapes you notice appearing before you? What does it
remind you of? Can you look at what is appearing with curiosity instead of judgment
about its “quality?”
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Hear: What’s the sound of the paint brush on the canvas? Is it a scratching, a nearly
silent gentle touch? Or does the paint tube squirt like a ketchup bottle? Are you also
listening to music? Can you hear your breathing?
Smell: What is the smell of the paint, clay, or marker?
Taste: Are you drinking coﬀee or water while you work? What do you notice?
Notice Your Thoughts: As with other forms of mindfulness meditation, you can
acknowledge thoughts that arise in a non-judgmental way. This is another way to begin
letting go of you “inner critic’s” need to insult your work and get in the way of art
making.
I want you to think about art making as self-care. You deserve to relax and let go
through your art. Give yourself that permission.
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Drawing is About Seeing with New Eyes

Learning to See Part #1: What is that object in front of me?
When I say that drawing portraits is about seeing with new eyes, I mean it in two ways.
First, one of the biggest obstacles that stands between you and your most
beautiful drawings is your brain. What I mean is that our brains are wired to create
quick ways of helping us take in, process, and utilize information. One of the things we
do is to categorize things in our mind, and create mental images for them. A sort of
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short hand. While these images are incredibly useful in our daily lives, they quickly
become an obstacle when we are trying to draw that object.

So you can see why half of the battle of learning to draw is learning to see. Learn to
let go of that mental image, and you’ll be able to see what is actually in front of you.
With portraits, when you think lips, for example, you see one thing, but the person’s
lips in front of you, or in the picture in front of you, and their shapes, twists, and turns,
may have very little to do with your mental shorthand for “lips.”

This is why I’m such a huge fan of blind contour drawing. I’ll explain it more in detail
in the next section, but what I want you to know right now is that you can use it as a
mindfulness practice, but it ALSO helps you look closely at the object you’re drawing,
instead of the image in your mind. Blind contour, with its careful observation, is also a
powerful tool for observing detail. The details that emerge from blind and semi-blind
contour drawings will astound you. The drawings will also be distorted, even quite
distorted at times, but what you’ll gain are some lines and details that are so true, so
beautiful in their observation, it will add to your drawings and paintings in a way
nothing else will.

Amy Maricle 2020

Mindful Art Studio

Page 11 of 36

Seeing Exercise #1: Mug vs. Mental Mug
You can access your mental short hand images by doing a quick
experiment. Close your eyes, and think about the word “mug.” Notice the
mental image that pops up.

Now go to the kitchen and grab an actual mug, and study it. Close your
eyes again and revisit your initial short hand image for a mug. If you were to
draw the mental image of a mug, and the mug that is in front of you, they
would be somewhat diﬀerent, perhaps very diﬀerent.

Look at the physical mug in front of you again and trace around the
edge with your eyes. The handle is not necessarily the same shape as the
mug in your mind. The perspective from which you view it is not necessarily
the same. Therefore, the lines you create on the page won’t be at all the
same either.
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Learning to See Part #2: Seeing Your Own Art with Curiosity, Not Judgment

The second way in which I want you to learn to see diﬀerently is how you look at art,
specifically, your own art. As you know I’m a fan of art practices that invite us to work
mindfully. One of the most important aspects of a mindful approach is aspiring to
let go of judgment and just enjoy playing with art materials. This doesn’t mean that
you don’t try to improve. Of course we want to improve, and we practice. But our focus
is on the process more than the product, and when we look at our work, we try to do it
with more loving, curious eyes.

Seeing Exercise #2: My Art vs. Art
One trick I love to invite my students to practice is to close your eyes, and pretend
you are about to see art that someone else has made. Now open them and look at
one of your art pieces as though it was someone else made it.

Ask Yourself:
What do you notice about your thoughts and feelings? How are they diﬀerent from
why you think and feel when it’s your work? Take a few minutes to journal about
what you noticed with this exercise.
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Contour Drawing, Blind Contour, Semi-Blind, and Continuous Line Drawing

I find it’s always helpful to start with a definition of terms.
CONTOUR DRAWING:
A contour drawing is simply a drawing of the outline of your subject. This might mean
you draw just the outside, such as the outer contours of an apple, or that you draw
details inside your subject as well, such as drawing the small details of blocks of color
within the apple skin, and the shape of the highlight on it.
BLIND CONTOUR DRAWING:
Blind contour drawing happens when you create a contour drawing while looking
only at your subject, never at your page, until you are finished. A blind contour
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drawing may be made from one continuous line, such as in a continuous line drawing,
or several lines.
SEMI - BLIND CONTOUR DRAWING:
A semi-blind contour drawing uses the same methods as the blind contour, with the
exception that the artist may peek at the page a few times to reorient herself. She
still draws principally while looking at the subject, however.
CONTINUOUS LINE DRAWING:
A continuous line drawing is a drawing in which the artist never picks up her
drawing instrument. This is a popular way to practice blind contour, and the artist
may create lines from one area of the drawing to another even if the lines don’t exist in
the subject. For example, when you draw a face, you might draw a line from the corner
of an eye to the nose in order to not pick up your pen and keep your orientation to your
subject and drawing. These out of place lines become part of the style of the art piece.
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Blind Contour Drawing and Continuous Line Drawing
I love the sensitivity of blind contour drawings - they are distorted, and yet
accurately detailed. Blind contour drawings hold contradiction and paradox, which
makes them infinitely interesting. I think this is similar to the way we see each other,
isn’t it? A mix of seeing each other accurately, but also in a distorted way, colored by
our own feelings and needs. I think that’s part of why this technique is so sensitive.
Blind contour is an incredible tool for helping you to both express your emotions
and render what you see. It’s a tool that helps you embrace distortion and
imperfection, but also embrace emotion.
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While you might initially feel a bit intimidated by the idea of drawing this way if you
haven’t done it before, I want to encourage you to push your boundaries, I can tell
you from working with many artists this way, you are a much more powerful artist than
you believe. The key is giving yourself permission to make some distorted, wonky
drawings.

How Does Blind Contour Drawing Work?
Blind contour drawing is about learning to slow down, look deeply and accurately
at your subject, and connect with it on an almost physical level. My first drawing
teacher had a wonderful technique for learning blind contour, and I’d like to share it
with you.
Drawing is about learning to see what’s truly there, not what you THINK you see.
As we talked about earlier, most of us try to draw our mind’s picture of a thing, rather
than the thing.
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Seeing Exercise #3: Mindful Gazing
Let’s first practice some mindful gazing to see what that’s like.
1. Set a timer for 2 minutes.
2. Look at your left hand like you’re an alien who has never seen a hand
before. I invite you to engage your curiosity. Turn it over. Smell it. Look at
the colors, shapes, textures, and light. What do you notice?
3. Write for a few minutes:
a. What did you notice? What did you see?
b. What was surprising? Did you see your hand diﬀerently?
c. Did any associations come up? What delighted or surprised you?
d. What were you missing when you looked at your hand every day
before today?

Blind Contour Drawing Practice:
For blind contour drawing, I suggest you open your mind to the beauty of distortion.
Blind contour drawing is a fun adventure, so let go of the outcome, and just play. Keep
your eyes on the object, never peeking at your page, and keeping one continuous
line, even if you have to cross over sections more than once or draw lines that aren’t
there to get where you need to be on the page. This is why it’s called blind drawing.
Notice the line in the drawings on the preceding pages? In many of the drawings, it’s
one long, continuous line, moving around the object. Given that you won’t be looking
at the page, it’s easier to stay oriented to where you are by making the drawing
one continuous line.
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Blind Contour Drawing # 1: Your Hand or Self Portrait— 2 Minutes

Don’t Peek! Some people like to put a barrier between themselves and their drawing,
for example, punching a hole in a paper plate and putting their pen through it. But I
prefer to stay very focused on my subject, and keep my eyes glued to it so I don’t lose
my place, which also means I’m not looking at the page. You can experiment and
decide what works for you. Set a timer for each of these exercises. We will practice
them together in the retreat, but you can repeat them on your own to practice.
1.

Place your non-drawing hand on the table in front of you, or position your mirror
so that you can sit comfortably and draw and look at your reflection at the same
time. Pick a spot on your hand / your face as your starting point. Pretend
that your pen is resting on that starting point.

2.

Pretend that your pen is a tiny ant, slowly, slowly moving around your hand/
face, outlining and exploring all of the little hills, valleys, and turns on it. Of
course you won’t be drawing on yourself, but on your page, but you will look at
your hand/face as though you were an ant moving across it to help you feel that
physical connection to what you are drawing. Start on one point, and make your
way around as much of your hand or face as you can without rushing. Notice
how diﬀerent your hand/face looks when you look at it closely.
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3.

Do your best to outline as much of your face/hand as you like. Try not to
look at all, and keep your mind open, as you work. In the beginning, the biggest
goal is learning to see without your brain filling in the details, not to get a “great”
drawing. As your ability to see grows, so will your ability to draw what you see.
In two minutes, you may only outline a small part of your hand or face. That’s
okay!

4.

When the timer goes oﬀ, sit back and look at your drawing as though
someone else made it. What do you notice? Can you find any areas, however
small, with interesting or accurate detail?
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Blind Contour Drawing # 2: Your Hand / Face - 2 Minutes Mindfully
Repeat the same process, noticing what it feels like in your body as you draw. In
the beginning, many artists note that they feel tense in their hand or shoulders as they
are highly focused on a new task. This is natural. You can invite yourself to relax any
areas that might feel tense. Mostly I invite you to enter into these drawing experiments
as experiments - noticing with curiosity what you see, and what the process is like.

Blind Contour Drawing # 3: Your Hand / Face - 2 Minutes Fast
Blind Contour Drawing # 4: Your Hand / Face - 2 Minutes Slow
Blind Contour Drawing # 5: Your Hand / Face - 2 Minutes - Your choice of pace
Some people enjoy doing blind contour very slowly, while others prefer to go a bit
faster. In general, I find more of my students improve when they draw more slowly, but
you can experiment and see what works for you personally. Now’s your opportunity to
draw again, but at the pace you most enjoyed - fast, slow, or moderate.
Blind Contour Drawing # 6: Your Hand / Face - 2 Minutes - Non-Dominant Hand
Now we will do the same exercise, but drawing with your non-dominant hand. Again,
these are meant as exercises in looking and seeing more clearly. Clear your mind of
expectations for the product.
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Journaling:
Take about 5 minutes to write here or in your journal about your experience.

First reflect on the PROCESS:

1. How was the drawing diﬀerent in this second round? When you paid
attention, what did you notice about how you felt while drawing? What were the
sensations?
2. What drawing method did you most prefer? Fast, medium, slow? Blind or
semi blind?

Next reflect on the PRODUCT:

1. What did you notice about your drawings? What surprised you?
2. What was it like to look at your drawings as though they were someone
else’s? DId it change the way you saw them? If you forgot, do that now, and
then reflect.
3. What are some details or aspects that you enjoy in each drawing?
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This is a series of blind contours of my son, who moves around a lot, so it’s a great
drawing challenge to be quick and see what comes of it. You’ll notice too that I do
several drawings on a page. This is a great way to do a lot of practice, and I also find
that my pages with multiple drawings look stronger when they are in a series. A series
of anything in art gives validity to your subject.
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Get vulnerable. That’s where the magic happens.

This is a series of drawings of my husband while we are sitting on the couch. Each of
the drawings is a continuous line blind contour, so there’s a ton of distortion here, but
they all manage to capture some special detail, and I think there’s something in the
eyes that’s really true and expressive. When I look at this page, I feel the warmth I feel
when I’m with him. That’s exactly the sort of thing we are going to capture when we let
go and give ourselves permission to make some wonky, distorted blind contours, and
over time, you’ll develop the skill to have less distortion and more of that
emotional truth.
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Semi-Blind Contour Drawing
Now we are going to do something that most of my students are super glad for at this
point, peeking at your drawing! The idea is not to go back to looking at your page
constantly, but rather, to continue to practice blind contour, but occasionally
allowing yourself to peek in order to re-orient yourself to your subject. This will
help eliminate some of the distortions from your fully blind contour drawing.

Drawing From Photos
For the semi-blind contour drawing section, you are welcome to continue to draw selfportraits using a mirror, or use a photo. Let’s talk about some helpful hints in choosing
a good photo from which to create your portraits.
1. Make sure that, above all, your subject has an expression and a pose that
interests you, even if the background does not. Changing the background is easy,
changing the expression or pose, less so. For example, you may not want a photo
where someone is far away and the details are hard to make out, or their head or
limbs are cut oﬀ. Hands, particularly, are awkward when they are cut oﬀ, and are
very interesting in a portrait. (And yes, you can draw them, as you now know!) A
natural looking pose, especially that feels characteristic of someone, is often a
good choice.
2. Draw someone who is meaningful to you. This might be a family member, or
friend.
A. You may want to avoid drawing someone who is highly emotionally
charged for you. In the beginning of your practice, you’ll want to keep your
energy focused on the process of drawing. Think this through for yourself
and see whether or not this is good advice for you.
B. Sometimes a portrait of someone you don’t know will also strike you as
meaningful and beautiful, this can also be a good choice. You can add
meaning with your color choices and background, etc.
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C. Portraits of famous people can be hard to give meaning. However, if
someone is personally very meaningful to you, this may be a great subject.
3. Be sure that the photo has beautiful lighting, or at least good lighting so that you
can see what you are drawing. High contrast photos with large parts of the face or
eyes in shadow will be much harder to draw, and therefore frustrating when you
begin your practice. The less you have to invent in terms of your rendering at this
point, the better.
4. Have several photos pre-chosen before you sit down to draw. This will help
ensure you have enough time to work with your drawings, and avoid frustration.

Semi- Blind Contour Drawing # 1 - 2 Minutes
You may peek at your drawing - but no more than 2 times for a moment to re-orient
yourself. Don’t cheat and start looking at the page all the time. Give your love and
attention to your subject. Andrew Wyeth talked about becoming one with the object
(subject) - and that’s one lovely way to think about it.

Semi- Blind Contour Drawing # 2 - 5 Minutes
You may peek at your drawing - but no more than 3 or 4 times to re-orient yourself.
Semi- Blind Contour Drawing # 3 - 10 Minutes
1.

Set a timer for 10 minutes.

2.

Draw a new portrait, using the drawing method and speed you most
enjoyed, wether continuous line, blind, or semi blind, fast, or slow. You’ll likely
have more time with this drawing to capture more of your subject as a whole,
and/ or more detail. Give yourself permission to dig deeply into the subject - let
it be playful and fun as you explore the technique of drawing a portrait this way.
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Adding Color and Cohesion) to Your Portraits
Use watercolor or acrylic paints to develop your image. Use the same looking
methods to find the colors and shifts in colors. Don’t get too hung up on perfectionism
though. it can be playful or precise.
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Make it Playful
Wonky, blind contour drawings are a great opportunity to get a bit wild and playful with
your color schemes. You can make an unrealistic color backdrop, as I did with the
portrait of the couple, or give someone a red, purple, and blue face. Get wild and
playful. You’ll be glad you did.
Another tool I like is using
watercolor markers in a loose,
playful way, such as with the
blind portraits of my son. I do
loose strokes, and leave some
white of the paper as the
highlight.
The other way I get playful with
these portraits is giving myself
permission to move ahead with
distorted drawings, like this one
of the couple. Even if you don’t
love the end result, you will
have learned a lot, and that will
help your next portrait greatly.
I think there’s something fun
about these wonky people, though.
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Mixing Skin Tones with Paint
If you’d like to do something a bit more realistic, a few tips on mixing skin tones can be
helpful. Skin tones vary a lot, and there’s so many beautiful ones you’ll get to render in
paint. Some are warmer or cooler, more brown, more yellow, more pink, etc. I think it’s
helpful to have a starting place, and then adjust from there. I’ll give you two diﬀerent
ways.
The general advice for
mixing skin tones is fairly
simple:
Red + blue + yellow = Brown
skin
From this brown base, adjust
for the specific tone of your
subject:
More light skinned like me =
add white and yellow
More dark skinned = add a
tiny bit more blue or black to
darken
Red undertone = add more red
Yellow undertone = add yellow
I have a diﬀerent method for mixing my skin tone than this. I frequently think about the
color of makeup and look at my own hand as a guide if I am painting someone with
roughly the same skin tone as me.

Here’s how I mix my own skin tone:
Acrylics or Watercolor: Cadmium Red Medium + Cadmium Yellow Medium+ Titanium
White + Burnt Umber
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High Flow Acrylics: Napthol Red Light + Hansa Yellow Medium + White + Burnt Sienna
or Nickel Azo Gold
I’m giving you both
approaches so you can
experiment and use what
works best for you.
Much like the way I
cook, I don’t write down
exact recipes. I’ve
always enjoyed the wabi
sabi journey of exploring
colors each time, and so
far have avoided making
exact recipes. You will
likely want to write yours
down to make things
quicker and more
precise. You’ll need to
play with proportions of
paint colors and figure out what works.

The portrait on this page is one where I played with dramatic lighting on my subject
and bold color choices. I share it to show that it’s important to play. Some things will
work, and others won’t, but you’re always learning and expanding your knowledge.
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Creating Interesting & Meaningful Backgrounds

There are a lot of diﬀerent directions in which you can take the background of a
portrait. Painter Wayne Thiebaud created lots of paintings of baked goods and people,
all surrounded by pure white paint. I was fascinated by this method, and throughly
enjoyed seeing each paint stroke hugging it’s subject in white. It seemed a meditative
practice and at times I enjoy surrounding my portrait subjects in white, as it elevates
them, in the same way Thiebaud elevated his.
Other artists make much bolder choices, like this green and hot pink flower
background in the painting above. There’s an infinite number of choices of how to
surround or envelop your subjects. The background can have just as big an impact,
make just as big a statement, as your subject. Here are some diﬀerent ways to think
about what to do with your background.
Make it pretty - As in the portrait above, you might showcase something you enjoy int
the background. In the case of the painting above, I love bold color, and botanical
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pattern driven work. This woman’s face intrigued me and seemed beautiful in a unique
way, so I put all the elements together and this is what resulted. Sometimes a
“meaningful” painting is just creating something that gives you pleasure.
Make it meaningful - Setting your subject in a place or surrounded by an object that is
meaningful to them is a great way to communicate more about that person. For
example, a portrait of a guitarist surrounded by her guitars, or with a background of
musical notes that seem to be wallpaper would be two choices.
Make it abstract - I’m pattern driven, so of course I get lots of pattern ideas - so a
pattern of multicolored triangles, or other shapes in the background would be a fun
backdrop.
Make it painterly - Let your paint or watercolor strokes be bold, expressive, and
surround your subject.
Make it text - Write all around your subject and surround them with what you’d like to
say. Tell a story about a funny or touching moment you shared.
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MAKING ART FROM YOUR CONTOUR DRAWINGS:
I have several tips about using your contour drawings in your journal. One of the most
important I can oﬀer is this:
1.

Stop judging your drawings. Instead, send your art some love. Look at it as
through your friend made it, and now look at it with fresh eyes.

2.

Make multiple drawings of the same thing on the same page. I’ve noticed
that anything done in pattern feels about 100 times more legit. Try it.

3.

Add paint to your drawings. Something about color really adds strength to
drawings and makes them feel so much more real.

4.

Make abstract art out of your most distorted drawings. Add color, patterns,
lines, or write over it. Have a ball. Those detailed lines are beautiful, use them.

5.

Free write on your drawing page about whatever associations come to
mind, as I’ve done with the piece on the previous page. I am amazed at the
things that emerge this way.

6.

HAVE FUN. I give you permission. Make a mess. Make crazy drawings. You
have a right to play.

Amy Maricle 2020

Mindful Art Studio

Page 34 of 36

Amy Maricle 2020

Mindful Art Studio

Page 35 of 36

Copyright © 2020 by Amy Maricle. All rights reserved.
You are welcome to print a copy of this document for your personal use. Other than that, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted under Section
107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without the prior written permission of the author. Requests to the author and publisher for
permission should be addressed to the following email: amy@mindfulartstudio.com.
Limitation of liability/disclaimer of warranty: While the publisher and author have used their best eﬀorts in preparing this guide and workbook, they make
no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this document and specifically disclaim any implied
warranties of merchantability or fitness for particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives, promoters, or written
sales materials.
The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional when you are unsure.

Amy Maricle 2020

Mindful Art Studio

Page 36 of 36

