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Introduction

For as long as I can remember, my mind has been a beautifully buzzing place – full of colour, emotion, curiosity and, at times, intensity. When I was later diagnosed with ADHD and autism, everything finally made sense. The overwhelm. The sensitivity. The craving for silence and space. But also the vivid imagination, the deep empathy, the intuition, and the hunger to express myself in ways words could never quite hold.

Art became my therapy long before I ever had the language to call it that.

When I paint or draw, something inside me settles. My brush becomes an extension of my inner world, translating feelings into flowing shapes and vibrant hues. Each piece becomes a breath, a prayer, a grounding ritual – a way to regulate, reflect and gently guide myself back into peace. Through pattern, texture and tone, I explore light, love, faith and the delicate balance between chaos and calm.

I created The Peaceful Brain Art Book to share the rituals and practices that have helped me feel anchored, especially on days when the world feels too loud or my mind moves too fast. These pages are filled with gentle creative exercises that mirror the same techniques I use to navigate overwhelm, release pressure and reconnect with myself.

Art has always been the tool that helps me give my hyperactivity, anxiety and emotions a safe place to land. Sometimes the simple act of colouring a shape or tracing a pattern is enough to steady my thoughts and ground my senses. This book was created with that intention: to offer you a safe, creative sanctuary you can return to whenever life begins to feel overwhelming.

Whether you’re neurodivergent too, or simply sometimes overwhelmed by the noises and stresses of daily life, I hope this book becomes a place where you can slow down, breathe more deeply and remember that your mind – in all its depth and complexity – is a beautiful place to be.

Let us create peace – together.

With love and colour,

[image: Demi x.]

Why art helps create a peaceful brain

Like therapy, art can be healing and grounding. It can provide language when words fall short. For me, art has become a way to express experiences or feelings that are too big, complex or intense for language alone.

As a marriage and family therapist in the mental health field, I’ve worked with people of many ages and backgrounds, especially in areas of relationships and trauma. Again and again I’ve seen how art can help people heal as it forges a path to a deeper connection and to emotional release and repair.

There is a scientific reason why this works. Art supports emotional processing and regulation and helps the brain release ‘feel good’ chemicals, lower stress levels, and learn new patterns of thinking and behaving.

How the brain works

To understand how art helps regulate emotions, it is helpful to understand how the brain works. Start by making a fist.

The front of your fist represents the frontal lobe – the part of the brain that helps you plan, make decisions and manage emotions.

Inside your fist is the temporal lobe and hippocampus, which organize memories.

Behind this lies the parietal lobe, which helps you understand physical sensations such as touch and pain.

The back of the fist is where the occipital lobe is found, responsible for vision and interpreting what we see.

Below this, at the base of the fist, is the cerebellum, responsible for movement and coordination, as well as learned patterns and habits.

All of these parts work together in one integrated system.

Within the brain lies a complex network of nerves called the limbic system, which controls emotional responses and your behaviour. Inside this system is a small, almond-shaped structure called the amygdala. This controls how you experience emotions like anxiety, anger and fear. It detects danger and controls our fight, flight or freeze responses.

The brain sends messages to the body through a highway called the spinal cord, which is connected to the brainstem. These messages are then passed to the autonomic nervous system, which has two branches:

→ The sympathetic nervous system, supporting activation and mobilization, known as ‘fight or flight’.

→ The parasympathetic nervous system, supporting rest and recovery, known as ‘rest and digest’.

Your brain can change

Your experiences, environment and daily routines can shape your brain. This is known as neuroplasticity. When you practise something new – like art, mindfulness or gratitude – you help your brain build new pathways.

Over time this can help you respond differently to the same situations and even experience new emotions.

Why the body matters

The exercises in this book include body-based (somatic) approaches. This means paying attention to the sensations in the body and how these relate to your emotions. Somatic exercises include grounding, breathing exercises, gentle movement and mindfulness. As you work through the exercises, remember that they can have powerful positive impacts on your brain and emotions.

Art and the brain

Research shows that spending as little as 45 minutes creating art can lower stress hormones and help the body relax. New research shows that art can activate the brain’s pleasure centres, while calming areas linked to threat and fear.

Being part of The Peaceful Brain Art Book is an honour that allows me to bring the benefits of art to an even wider audience.

Jovanna Penney


How to create a peaceful practice

A peaceful practice does not have to be perfect, aesthetic or consistent to be meaningful. It does not require hours of uninterrupted time, expensive materials or a dedicated studio space. What matters most is that it feels safe, grounding and supportive for you.


Choosing your space

Start by choosing a place where you feel relatively comfortable. This could be a desk, a kitchen table, the floor, a corner of your bedroom or even your bed.


There is no ‘correct’ set-up – only what works for your body and mind on that day.






This book isn’t about producing perfect artwork – it’s about creating a space where your nervous system can settle, your mind can slow and your creativity can move without pressure. Your practice is not something to perform. It is something to return to.





[image: Demi Dawkins at a desk in a paint-splattered apron, smiling as she draws on paper with a green pastel. A pot of coloured pencils is on the desk.]

Creating a gentle beginning

Before you start any exercise, give yourself a moment to arrive.

This could be as simple as:

→ taking three slow breaths

→ placing your feet on the floor and noticing their contact

→ resting your hands on the paper before making a mark.


You don’t need to feel calm before you begin. The practice is there to meet you where you are – busy mind, tired body, scattered thoughts and all.






Letting go of outcomes

One of the most important parts of a peaceful practice is letting go of the idea of a ‘good’ or ‘successful’ result.

These exercises are not tests – they are simply invitations.

If you notice judgement creeping in – whether it be about your skill, your speed or how the page looks – gently return your attention to your senses. Notice the movement of your hand, the sound of the pen or the feeling of the paper. Shifting from thinking to sensing is often where calm begins.


You are allowed to stop in the middle of an exercise. You are allowed to skip pages. You are allowed to return days later. Consistency does not mean doing it perfectly – it means coming back when you can.






Ending with care

When you finish, take a moment to pause before closing the book or putting your materials away. Notice how your body feels now, compared to when you started.

You might ask yourself:

→ Do I feel heavier, lighter, slower, steadier?

→ What changed, even slightly?


There is no need to analyse or interpret your work. Simply acknowledging the experience helps your nervous system register it as safe and complete.






A practice that grows with you

Your peaceful practice will change over time – just like you. Some days it may feel deeply calming. Other days it may simply feel neutral. Both are valid.

This book is not asking you to fix yourself or be more productive. It offers you a place to rest inside creativity, letting art be a companion instead of a demand.


Move gently. Go at your own pace. Let this practice belong to you.
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Introduction

For many neurodivergent people, our minds can move quickly, jumping between thoughts, ideas, memories, sounds and sensations. While this can be a source of creativity, it can also lead to feelings of restlessness, overwhelm or disconnection from the body.

The exercises in this chapter are designed to help slow that internal pace and offer a sense of steadiness, returning you to the present moment, gently and without force.

Grounding means giving your nervous system something stable to rest on. Through simple, repetitive movements, sensory awareness, and intentional mark-making, the practices in this chapter invite your attention back into your hands, your breath, and the physical act of creating.

Some exercises may feel deeply soothing, while others help you feel more present. Calm can be subtle – it might show up as a softened jaw, a slower breath or a quieter inner dialogue. Small moments of calm accumulate over time.

Work slowly and take breaks when needed. There is no expectation to complete an exercise in one sitting, or to finish every page. Return to these practices whenever your body asks for rest, grounding or reassurance.


THERAPIST’S NOTE

Grounding is a mindful, self-soothing technique to encourage you to stay present and lessen the mental noise. Stress is stored in our bodies, yet as we rush around, we’re not aware of the stress we are carrying. Grounding allows us to become aware of both the present moment as well as what is happening within our bodies. This is also called attunement – it helps us





EXERCISE 1

Emotional flow lines



















[image: A drawing on white paper showing overlapping, wavy vertical lines drawn in translucent light green, pink, yellow, and orange marker.]




[image: A piece of white paper with overlapping, waving vertical lines in pink, yellow, orange and green, with three lines filled with hand-drawn circles.]

EXERCISE 2

Breath & brush




















[image: A sheet of white paper shows a continuous brushstroke forming an undulating line that fades from deep purple on the left to pale lilac on the right.]

EXERCISE 3

Weighted colour wash





















[image: A piece of watercolour paper painted with a gradient of broad, sweeping horizontal strokes, transitioning from light blue to dark blue.]

EXERCISE 4

Circles of safety






















[image: A sheet of white paper on a plain white surface. On the paper is a drawing of overlapping circles, filled with geometric and organic patterns in ink.]

EXERCISE 5

Tracing hands





















[image: A sheet of white paper with a handprint drawn with a thick black outline. The inside of the hand is filled with bright patterns and scribbles.]

EXERCISE 6

Bilateral drawing






























[image: A person drawing bilaterally on paper, holding a blue marker in their left hand and a pink marker in their right, creating symmetrical nested circles.]

EXERCISE 7

Colour breathing




















[image: A rectangular piece of white paper showing overlapping squares and rectangles drawn with orange marker.]

EXERCISE 8

Soothing symmetry




















[image: Three photographs show a person pressing folded paper over wet ink, and a large image shows the resulting symmetrical blue and brown pattern.]

EXERCISE 9

Scribble release





















[image: An alternative drawing of flowers, with scribbled centres and simple, curved lines for petals and stems, drawn in purple.]




[image: A photograph showing a piece of white paper on a white surface. Five flower shapes are drawn on the paper in looping black ink lines.]

EXERCISE 10

Paint with texture

























[image: Three photos of a person pouring paint, mixing it, and painting textured green strokes on a canvas. A fourth photo shows the finished painting.]
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