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creative thinking at aberdeen art gallery
Welcome. This pack has been put together by our experienced learning team to help 
you explore the building and the collection with your pupils. Every artwork tells a 
story, giving an insight into a particular culture, society or time in history. Exploring 
the collection will encourage curiosity, imagination and problem solving. 

About Aberdeen Art Gallery
The opening of Aberdeen Art Gallery on 7 July 1885 
was made possible by financial contributions from local 
businessmen including granite and flour merchants, 
art collectors and civic-minded individuals. The people 
who paid for this building also donated many of the 
older paintings that you see on display today. They were 
philanthropists who wished to give something back to 
the community by establishing a public venue for the 
enjoyment and appreciation of art. 

Before your visit
You may want to begin with a picture of Aberdeen Art 
Gallery and ask your learners to set some questions about 
the gallery and what they might see there.

This will help to de-mystify what an art gallery is, who  
it’s there for and hopefully have them looking forward  
to their visit. 

 

How to use the teacher’s notes
In order to make these notes work for you, we have 
chosen artworks and activities that are age appropriate. 
Primary is divided in to Lower and Upper and Secondary is 
divided in to Junior and Senior phase.

This resource provides you with suggested activities and 
background information on selected artworks. There are 
six themes that will direct you to at least three gallery 
spaces, but you can of course look at more artworks  
along the way.

As these teacher’s notes will be available to download  
from our website, some images of the artworks are 
copyright protected and cannot be included in the pack.

Visit our website at www.aagm.co.uk to see images of  
all the artworks featured in this pack as well as many 
others from the collections of Aberdeen Art Gallery  
and Museums.
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On arrival
Go to the welcome desk and staff there will tell you where 
to store your coats and bags.

They will also point out where the toilets and lifts are.

Our staff will provide you with any equipment you have 
booked in advance of your visit.

If you have booked our Learning Centre to use for a snack 
or lunch, please let our staff know. Eating and drinking in 
the gallery spaces is not allowed.

Around the Gallery
Explain to your learners that they must not touch any of 
the art on display (oily hands can damage artworks) unless 
a label invites them to touch. 

You are welcome to sketch with pencils in the Art Gallery 
but please make sure your learners are creative on their 
paper only, not on any other surfaces!

Please supervise your pupils appropriately at all times and 
ask them to be considerate of other visitors. 

We really hope you enjoy your visit to Aberdeen Art 
Gallery and we welcome any feedback on how to improve 
the experience for others.

theme for this pack: children in art
Children have featured in art throughout history. Since the 19th century there has  
been a shift in focus from predominately religious themes and noble portraits to 
children from all levels of society. 

Our collection contains artworks depicting childhood and the family unit in its many 
different forms. By recording the changing perception of childhood in society, artists 
open a window to the past while encouraging a discussion for the future.
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WayfindingGETTING AROUND THE ART GALLERY
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Gallery 9
Balmoral PhenomenonSETTLER ACTIVITY

Gallery 9: Balmoral Phenomenon

When your class is in Gallery 9 lead them in a quick walk round the room looking at each artwork. When everyone has 
finished, gather your learners together and ask them these questions:

• what do you think is the theme of this gallery space?
• have they seen an artwork that they want to go back and look at in more detail? 
Explain to the pupils that this exercise is to show how quickly an artwork can grab our attention and how all the artworks 
in this space are grouped together by a common theme.
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FLOOD IN THE HIGHLANDS
Sir Edwin Landseer, 1860 

Born in London in 1802, the son of engraver John 
Landseer, Edwin was a child prodigy, who by the age of 13 
had exhibited artworks in the Royal Academy. He would 
go on to become one of the most popular and famous 
painters and sculptors working in Britain during the first 
half of the 19th century. Landseer’s art appealed to a wide 
range of people, with reproductions of his works found 
in middle class homes. He maintained profitable relations 
with the aristocracy, most notably with Queen Victoria.

This painting was inspired by a real incident, a sudden 
flash flood that devastated the valleys at the foot of the 
Cairngorms and Monadhliath Mountains in August 1829. 
Under a swirling sky, full of storm clouds, a family of 
innkeepers have retreated to the roof of their property 
to escape the raging water as it sweeps away struggling 
animals. Incident upon incident is piled up in a pyramidal 
arrangement to convey the fear and confusion of the 
villagers as the waters rise beneath them. The three 
children are placed apart and are carrying out different 
functions. The youngest clings to their mother, while the 
older girl comforts the grandfather and the older boy 
looks after his loyal canine companion. The sheer amount 
of detail in the painting is immense, from the bulging eyes 
of a bull to the family of ducks swimming by.

Landseer was very keen to promote the Scottishness of 
his work to gain the favour of Queen Victoria. If you look 
closely you can see flashes of tartan and a salvaged set  
of bagpipes. When he stayed at a cottage in Glenfeshie  
and Victoria and Albert were staying at Balmoral, he 
became a frequent visitor, instructing the Queen in 
drawing and etching. 

Activity
See the next page for a joint activity based on the paintings 
Flood in the Highlands and Baptism in Scotland.

Gallery 9
Balmoral Phenomenon
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BAPTISM IN SCOTLAND
John Philip, 1850

Narrative or storytelling painting was highly popular in 
the Victorian era and reflected the taste of that time 
for paintings that were rich in colour, action and drama. 
Aberdeen-born John Philip (1817-1867) began his career 
painting in this style and Baptism in Scotland was the 
culmination of the first part of Philip’s career. A year  
after it was painted the artist made his first visit to Spain 
where he traded his Scottish subject matter for a more 
colourful and exotic lifestyle. 

The primary focus of the painting is the baptism ceremony 
in the family home, which was quite a common occurrence 
in the 19th century. The daylight flooding in though the 
window draws our attention to the central grouping of 
mother, father and baby. The surrounding gathering of 
the extended family, at least four generations, can be 
studied without detracting from why everyone is there. 
The depiction of children shows them from new baby 
right up to young adulthood and each child has their own 
personality, from the toddler having to be restrained from 
interrupting the ceremony, to the boy peeking out from 
behind a chair. 

Activity for Flood in the Highlands and 
Baptism in Scotland
Organise your class into two groups and have each go  
to one of the highlighted paintings. Give a time limit of  
five minutes and ask them to discuss the questions for 
each artwork. Then swap the groups around and repeat 
the process.

Discussion points for Flood in the Highlands:

• this is a big painting with a lot of activity going on, but 
what do you immediately notice?

• how many animals can you see? 
• if the children could speak, what do you think they 

would be saying?

Gallery 9
Balmoral Phenomenon

Now go to Gallery 18: People and Portraits. 
When moving between galleries ask learners to 
look out for other representations of children in 
sculptures, photographs, prints and drawings.

Discussion points for Baptism in Scotland:

• what do you think is happening in this painting?
• how many children can you see who look younger than 13?
• can you see any Scottish objects? 
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Gallery 18
People and PortraitsBROTHER AND SISTER

Julien Dillens,1898 

Julien Dillens is recognised as one of Belgium’s most 
important sculptors. Born in Antwerp in 1849, son of 
the painter Hendrick Joseph Dillens, his formal artistic 
education was spent studying at the Academie Royale Des 
Beaux-Arts in Brussels.

Along with fellow artists Alfred Gilbert and Henry 
Armstead, Dillens became part of a new artistic movement 
called The New Sculpture. It began towards the end of 
the 19th century and its goal was to create a new freedom 
of modelling which is often referred to as ‘imaginative 
realism’. 

This artwork of a brother and sister has been created in 
accordance with The New Sculpture aspirations. From the 
details in the siblings’ faces, to the naturalistic manner of 
their familial hug, there is a warmth and everydayness that 
radiates out from this bronze sculpture.  

Not only were sculptures becoming more vibrant but 
the actual process of making them was also undergoing 
a change at this time. Rather than producing just one 
sculpture from a cast, a limited edition would be produced 
which enabled more people to buy artworks. Sculpture 
ceased to be the property of only the very rich and began 
to be acquired by the middle classes. 

Activity for Brother and Sister
Look at the other artworks in this room. How 
many have children in them?

Now go to Gallery 10: French Impressions.



 CHILDREN IN ART  -  LOWER PRIMARY | 9

Gallery 10
French ImpressionsGOING TO SCHOOL

Jules Bastien-Lepage, 1882

The effect Bastien-Lepage had on a generation of artists 
can not be overstated. He was a French painter associated 
with the beginning of Naturalism, an artistic style that 
emerged from the later phase of the Realist movement. 
Scottish collectors particularly admired his work and it 
exerted a formative influence on a generation of young 
Scottish Realist painters. 

The young Bastien-Lepage took an early liking to drawing 
and his parents fostered his creativity by buying prints 
of paintings for him to copy. His upbringing, in the rural 
village of Damvillers, would influence the subject matter 
and style of his painting. His father, who was an artist 
himself, became his first teacher. Bastien-Lepage received 
more formal training at Verdun and subsequently moved 
to Paris in 1867. 

As his talent developed he specialised in agricultural 
scenes which were far removed from the idealised, 
pastoral scenes that were common at the time. He strove 
to capture the epic nature of the French countryside and 
depicted the simplicity of the peasants. 

This painting of a girl on her way to school was painted in 
the wake of extensive reforms in education.  She is a good 
illustration of the social benefits of education. Despite the 
cold weather, the girl is determined to get to school and 
she wears a makeshift head-dress, constructed from a 
hessian sack to keep herself warm.

Activity for Going to School
Tell your learners the name of the painting and 
then ask them questions about their own trip to 
school this morning such as: 

• did you walk to school? 
• were you on your own or with friends / 

parents?
• were you warm or cold?
• were you happy to be going to school?
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TO PASTURES NEW
Sir James Guthrie, 1883 

This painting is one of the most well-known works in the 
collection and is much-loved by Aberdonians and visitors 
to the Art Gallery, although they rarely use its full title, 
preferring the more familiar, ‘Goose Girl’. 

Painted in 1883 it is a great example of how Guthrie was 
influenced by the work of the French Realists, especially 
Jules Bastien-Lepage. It is also considered to be one of the 
key pictures of the Glasgow Boys, who were interested in 
showing realistic views of ordinary people and everyday life 
during the latter half of the Victorian era. This freedom of 
expression appealed to the mainly self-taught Guthrie, who 
had abandoned the confines of studying law at Glasgow 
University in 1879 in favour of painting. 

The setting for the painting is Crowland, in the  
countryside of Lincolnshire. In the foreground of the 
painting a young girl marches across the image, herding 
her gaggle of geese before her. Her head is down, focussed 
entirely on the task at hand, so we never get a definite 
impression of her face. With a stick in her hand she is in 
complete control. By placing the girl and the geese in the 
extreme foreground, the background landscape takes a 
secondary role in the composition. There is a freshness 
and freedom of brushstrokes, complimented by the light 
and delicate colouring. 

Guthrie would go on to become one of the leading portrait 
artists of his generation, with a long list of distinguished 
figures of distinguished sitters, including Prime Minister 
David Lloyd George.

Activity for To Pastures New
Get some volunteers from your group to act out this 
scene. Will the geese be well behaved or honking noisily? 
Will the ‘Goose Girl’ have to stop the geese from  
wondering off? 

Gallery 10
French Impressions
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EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Complete back at school

“I can create and present work using the visual elements of line, shape, form, 
colour, tone, pattern and texture.”

EXA 1-03a

Referring back to the painting, Going to School by Jules Bastien-Lepage, remind the 
group of the discussion you had about their journeys to school. They should then use 
this information and draw the scene. In the painting you do not actually see the school 
the girl attends, but that does not mean that they can’t draw their own school. 



Flood in the Highlands, Sir Edwin Landseer, 1860 

Baptism in Scotland, John Philip, 1850

Brother and Sister, Julien Dillens, 1898 

Going to School, Jules Bastien-Lepage, 1882

To Pastures New, Sir James Guthrie, 1883
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