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VIRGINIA DOCENT EXCHANGE 2019 

“Drawing Can Be a Liberating Experience” 

Betsy Martello, VMFA Docent 

“Sketching in the galleries slows us down and forces a closer study of every element of an artwork, taking time to 

notice things ordinarily missed with a quick look. This practice allows a meditation on the meaning of the art resulting 

in a greater understanding of it.  Communicating what is seen when studying a work of art through the tip of a pencil 

and a sketch pad can be a liberating experience.  Sketching is also an excellent springboard for engaging with a work 

of art that you find challenging or doesn’t intrigue you. 

In this gallery session, the presented will use various sketching exercises to examine works of art during a tour.  

Through various prompts, participants hone observation skills, generate and communicate ideas, and reflect on what 

is seen.  Participants quickly realize that drawing ability is not as important a factor in sketching experiences as 

looking and sharing. They will see things in the art not noticed before and find greater meaning and understanding 

leading to new ways to express ideas with the group.” 

1. DRAW A DETAIL 

Ask audience to take a few minutes to look at details included in the painting.  Quickly sketch 2-3 details that 

will help the participant “remember” the item/s depicted.  Fast, not finished.  Don’t label the sketch with 

words. Ask each visitor to share a detail he/she sketched.  How do the details “tell” the story? Discuss how 

these “details” relate to the overall painting?  Why were they included by the artist? What happens if the 

item is removed?  Does the story change? 

2. UPSIDE-DOWN DRAWING 
Provide a pre-printed upside-down copy of a drawing or painting   In a box the same size as the upside-down 
picture, ask the participant to copy that same work without “righting” the paper.  This exercise forces the 
drawer to look more carefully at shape, position, line, space, composition, etc. . . . 
 

3. EXQUISITE CORPSE PORTRAITS 

The Exquisite Corpse is Surrealist method by which a collection of words or images is collectively assembled.  

Artists are encouraged to harness their inner surrealists by letting your imagination run riot.   

• FOLD A PAPER (portrait style) into 3 sections. Using a figure from a nearby portrait or painting, look 

carefully and select a feature that makes that work easily identifiable; for example, curls, jewelry, 

pose, clothing.  Starting at the top 1/3 of the folded page, then draw only the head/face and include 

this identifying feature. Extend at least 2 marks (perhaps the neck) “hanging over” to the middle 

section of the paper. When finished with the first section, fold the paper back to cover the drawing—

except for 2 lines that enter the middle picture.  Pass the paper to another in the group.  

•  That second drawer devises a “middle section or body. At least 2 lines should be extended to the 

bottom 1/3 of the paper. Pass the folded paper with the final blank portion visible to a third person. 

• On that final 1/3 of the paper, the third person should complete the legs and feet of the drawing.  

• Enjoy looking at these composite drawings! Ask participants to find the inspirational sources of these 

composite drawings. 
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4. DESCRIBE AND DRAW 

In this activity one person describes (the voice) a work of art to another student whose back is turned to the 

work of art (the hand). Prior to starting the activity and before entering your chosen gallery, divide your 

audience into small groups or pairs. Once you have your groups arranged, ask for one volunteer from each 

group. This person will be the hand, or the student who will draw. The other student, or the voice/describer, 

can be escorted into the gallery of choice. You may either assign specific pieces, or let describers choose. Ask 

the describers to look for a minute at their work of art. Ideally, the works of art will be close enough in 

proximity that you can easily walk between the groups, but far enough away that the describers won’t be 

distracting to each other and the drawers. Once the objects have been chosen, and the describers have had 

time to look at the works of art, they can escort the drawers in. It is important that the drawers do not look 

at the work of art. They can keep their eyes closed and be led in, or backed in. Once everyone is in place, 

review how the process will work.  Describers will give verbal information about the image to the drawers; 

and the drawers will draw based on what they hear.  

 

5. CONTOUR AND BLIND CONTOUR DRAWING 

A contour is a continuous unbroken line that defines the outside shape of an object. 

Select a 3-dimensional object.  With a finger in the air, trace around the perimeter of the object.  Be careful 

to look at every change in the line—angles, bumps, turns.  Second, place your pencil on the paper at your 

starting point.  Carefully draw the outline, or contour, of the item.  Check often between looking at your 

paper and at the object. 

 

Now, try this same exercise, but change it up!  Put your pencil at your starting point on the paper.  Now, DO 

NOT LOOK AT YOUR PAPER.  Look only at the artwork. This is blind contour drawing. 

 

Which type of contour drawing is more difficult?  Which type of contour drawing should be attempted first? 

 

6. QUICK SKETCHES  

• Gestures 
Draw lines quickly to mirror the shape and/or implied movement of an art object. Actions:  running, 
waving, jumping, throwing, dancing, chopping, digging, sweeping, etc. 

• Slinky (volume) forms 
Use fast, continuous ovals and circles (have a slinky available) can be a continuation of gesture 
drawing. Use light pressure on the pencil and “build up” figures. 

• Shapes 
A shape is the external form or appearance characteristic of someone or something; the outline of an 
area or figure. Shapes can be either geometric-like: circles, squares, triangles, rectangles, or ovals; or 
organic, different shapes that don’t have regular boarders or specific names. 

  

 


