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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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Sculpture CourtSETTLER ACTIVITY

The size and needs of your class may determine how many learners are around an artwork at a time. You may want to 
split your class into smaller groups, with each group starting in a different part of the building. 
When moving between galleries, ask learners to look out for other types of portraiture along the way, this could be in a 
variety of formats such as painting, sculpture, coins, photography, print, digital media etc.

sculpture court
This is a good way to settle into critical 
thinking and encourage learners to feel 
part of the gallery space.

Now make your way to  
Gallery 7: Exploring Art.
Ask learners to look out for children in artwork as 
they move through the galleries.

Freeze Frame 
Come together in the centre of the Court. Imagine you are 
a young child seeing this environment for the first time. 
Silently look all around you, including up to the ceiling, 
down to the floor, the artworks, other people, the lighting, 
the windows etc. 

What did you notice? What stood out? What noises did 
you hear? What do you feel most curious about? This 
encourages learners to approach their visit with fresh  
eyes and be more open to exploring the gallery space and 
the artworks.
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Gallery 7
Exploring ArtMATERNITÉ

George Hitchcock, 1889

George Hitchcock was an American painter who spent 
most of his career in Europe and in particular the 
Netherlands. Born in Rhode Island in 1850, he graduated 
from Brown University and Harvard Law School in 1874, 
before turning his attention to art. He left for Europe 
around 1883 and set up his own Art Summer School in the 
Dutch village of Egmond-Binnen. He then spent time in 
Paris, where he became a pupil of Gustave Boulanger and 
Jules Joseph Lefebvre at the Académie Julian. He remained 
there until 1905, when he married the English painter Cecil 
Jay and settled, for a time, in Paris. He became a chevalier 
of the French Legion of Honour, a member of the Vienna 
Academy of Arts and was a member of the National 
Academy of Design in New York. He was a highly-regarded 
artist who enjoyed the patronage of the Austrian Emperor 
Franz Joseph and the friendship of artist John Singer 
Sargent. He died in the harbour village of Marken in the 
Netherlands in 1913.

Hitchcock was influenced by the light and colour of his 
Dutch surroundings and his colour palette and brushwork 
were reminiscent of the Impressionists. Most of his 
subject matter was inspired by the rural landscape and 
Dutch traditional clothing and characterised by the 
Realist painting style. His paintings of peasant women 
in tulip fields often had an ethereal, Madonna-like 
quality and Maternité is a prime example of this subject 
matter. The muted colour palette coupled with the soft 
landscape creates a heavenly atmosphere. The central 
figure, complete with ‘halo’, is reminiscent of the Virgin 
Mary holding the baby Jesus. She is accompanied by a 
smaller figure gazing straight out at the viewer, who may 

symbolise John the 
Baptist. This trio has 
been a common subject 
matter throughout art 
history, but Hitchcock 
has removed the 
dramatic setting, 
usually associated 
with Renaissance or 
Baroque art, to create 
a context of nature and 
motherhood.

Activity for 
Maternité
Split the learners into 
smaller groups with a 
few questions to start 
their discussion:

• What do you notice 
first about the 
artwork?

• How would you 
describe the colours, brushwork and tone?

• What sort of mood does this painting evoke?  
In what way?

• What would you say is the sub-text in this painting?
Learners can either feedback to their teacher in their small 
groups or the whole class can come together to discuss 
their thoughts. Go to Gallery 15: Paradise Lost to see a 

different take on a mother and child.
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THE THANK-OFFERING
Benno Schotz, 1939

Benno Schotz was an Estonian-born Scottish sculptor 
and one of the leading Scottish artists of the 20th 
century. After an early education in Estonia, he trained 
in engineering in Germany then emigrated to Glasgow in 
1912 to study at the Royal Technical College. From 1914 
to 1923 he worked in the drawing office of a Clydebank 
shipbuilders, while attending sculpture evening classes at 
Glasgow School of Art. He executed many portrait busts 
in bronze, including one of the architect John Keppie in 
1923, which established him as a professional sculptor. 
He became a full member of the Royal Scottish Academy 
in 1937 and was head of the Sculpture and Ceramics 
department of Glasgow School of Art from 1938 until his 
retirement in 1960. 

Artists, writers, actors and politicians would meet in 
Schotz’s Glasgow home and he helped refugees such as 
the Polish painters Jankel Adler and Josef Herman. He 
was a committed Zionist but also proud of his adopted 
Scotland. He worked up until a few weeks before his death 
at the age of 93 and was buried in Jerusalem. His Moses 
the Sculptor was exhibited at the Glasgow Garden Festival 
in 1988, as a posthumous tribute to him.

Schotz exhibited work in Britain and internationally and 
was accorded the Freedom of the City of Glasgow in 1981. 
The majority of his works remain in the Glasgow area and 
a bronze version of The Thank-Offering is in the University 
of Glasgow Art Collections. It was common for Schotz to 
model his sculptures in clay before casting them in bronze, 
giving them a rough surface which demonstrates the 
influence of other notable sculptors who Schotz admired, 
such as Auguste Rodin and Jacob Epstein.  

Only a handful of carvings in wood and stone exist, 
of which The Thank-Offering is an outstanding 
example. Smooth contours and a roundness of 
form gives a monumentality to the mother and 
child figure group. 

Activity for The Thank-Offering
Form, content, process, mood, context
• How do you think this was created? Do you think 

the artist used any technology?
• What forms or textures do you notice first?
• What do you think is happening in this artwork?
• Have any parts been exaggerated or distorted?  

If so, why?
• What do you think the theme of the work is?
• What words come to mind when looking at this 

artwork?
• Do the things you’ve mentioned contribute to 

the mood of the artwork?
• Where or who do you think it was made for?
• Does the work relate to other disciplines, such as 

science or technology?

Gallery 15
Paradise Lost
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Gallery 15
Paradise LostSEATED GIRL HOLDING A PIECE OF SEWING

Gwendoline M John, 1915-1925

Gwen John was a Welsh artist, born in 1876, who worked 
in France for most of her career. Although her parents 
encouraged their children’s interest in literature and art, 
the family home lacked warmth, especially after the death 
of their mother. In 1895 Gwen John followed her younger 
brother, Augustus, to study art at the Slade School of 
Fine Art in London. Her brother’s skill and glamorous 
personality made him a popular Gwen’s quieter demeanour 
led her to explore her own style of Intimism, a manner 
of painting which captured the warmth, comfort and 
sometimes solitude of domestic life. Her early paintings 
of domestic scenes are characterised by subdued colours 
and transparent glazes, in the traditional manner of the 
Old Masters. She travelled through France, selling sketches 
along the way and leading an unconventional life, which 
included an affair with the famous sculptor Auguste Rodin. 
Despite meeting the leading artists of her time, including 
Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso, she continued to work 
and live in relative solitude. Her introspection is reflected 
in the individual nature of her work.

Around 1913, she began a series of painted portraits 
inspired by the figure on a prayer card. A three-quarter 
length seated female figure became characteristic of this 
mature style. A soft palette of colours, but with more 
structured brushwork and the introspective pose of the 
sitter all contribute to the still atmosphere of the painting. 
The identity of the seated girl is unknown, despite the fact 
that she appeared in at least five versions of this painting. 
This version was probably painted between 1915 and 1925 
when the artist lived in a south-western suburb of Paris. 
John’s use of muted colours and thin glazes convey the 
effect of diffused light illuminating the attic room. Her 

style has been compared to Whistler in 
her ability to paint beautiful, muted tones. 
However, where tone often outshone the 
sitter’s presence in James Abbott McNeill 
Whistler’s work, John’s figure studies are 
full of presence and characterisation.

Activity for Seated Girl Holding  
a Piece of Sewing
Before revealing any facts about the 
painting ask a few speculative questions to 
guide learners into looking closely at the 
artwork. This encourages critical analysis 
through imaginative thinking.

• On first impression, what do you think 
about the girl in the portrait? What kind 
of personality do you think she has?

• What is the girl in the painting thinking 
about? If she could talk to us, what do 
you think she would say?

• What mood are you getting from the 
artwork? What is creating that mood, 
is it colour / composition / style / 
expression / tone?

Now head to Gallery 18: People 
and Portraits to see a different 
interpretation of childhood.



 CHILDREN IN ART  -  SENIOR PHASE | 9

Gallery 18
People and PortraitsFALLING LEAVES

James Cowie, 1934

Cowie’s linear style and accurate draughtsmanship, 
inspired by the Old Masters, made him among the  
most well-known and admired Scottish painters of the 
20th century.

Born into a farming family in rural Aberdeenshire, Cowie 
was studying to become a teacher in Aberdeen when he 
became interested in painting. He went on to study at 
Glasgow School of Art before taking up his post at Bellshill 
Academy just before the First World War. In 1935 Cowie 
held his first solo exhibition and took the post as Head of 
Painting at Gray’s School of Art in Aberdeen. In 1937, Cowie 
became the warden of the Patrick Allan Fraser School of 
Art at Hospitalfield House in Arbroath. Cowie produced 
some of his finest work there and painted a number 
of group portraits of the other artists and students at 
Hospitalfield. Joan Eardley was among the students there 
and Cowie tried – unsuccessfully – to influence her style to 
become more ordered.

Cowie believed that a painting should be built up from a 
series of reflective studies which meant that he completed 
relatively few major paintings but left many preparatory 
sketches that show his workings towards a final painting. 
He would choose sitters of varying ages for his portraits to 
signify the transition from child to adult. This theme was 
often explored by the Pre-Raphaelite artist John Everett 
Millais, whose influence can be seen in Cowie’s work. This 
recurring theme is most notable in Falling Leaves where 
Cowie has shown the transience of youth. One girl looks 
directly out to the viewer while the other gazes wistfully 
upwards at the autumn leaves, symbolising the passage of 
time, as they pass by the window. 

 

Activity for Falling Leaves
Split your learners into smaller groups 
with a few questions to start their 
discussion:

• What do you notice first about the 
artwork?

• How would you describe the 
colours, brushwork and tone to 
someone?

• What sort of mood does this 
painting evoke? In what way?

• What use of symbolism can you see 
in this artwork?

Learners can either feedback to their 
teacher in their small groups or the 
whole class can come together to 
discuss their thoughts.

Right next to Falling Leaves is a 
painting called Brother and Sister  
by Joan Eardley, who was a pupil  
of James Cowie



 CHILDREN IN ART  -  SENIOR PHASE | 10

BROTHER AND SISTER
Joan Eardley, 1955

Although born in Sussex in 1921, Joan Eardley spent her 
artistic career closely linked to Glasgow and the North East 
of Scotland. During her early childhood, her father suffered 
a mental breakdown, having been wounded in a gas attack 
during the First World War and committed suicide when 
Joan was only nine years old. Eardley had studied under 
the Scottish painter and teacher James Cowie, whose 
painting Falling Leaves can also be seen in Gallery 18. 
Cowie’s precise and linear style famously clashed with 
Eardley’s freer approach. Cowie couldn’t convince Eardley 
to change her expressive style and in 1940 she enrolled at 
Glasgow School of Art where she was influenced by the 
Scottish Colourists. 

Eardley made the working class children of the Townhead 
area of Glasgow the subject of her art. Brother and Sister 
demonstrates Eardley’s technique of unifying the human 
subject matter with the man-made environment. The 
confident sweeping brushstrokes  
carve out the apprehensive faces of the two children 
and the graffiti-covered building behind them. The elder 
brother protectively grasps his younger sister’s arm. He 
shyly avoids eye contact with the viewer, while she is 
innocently confrontational. 

In the early 1950s, Eardley moved to Catterline, near 
Stonehaven, where she approached painting seascapes 
and landscapes with the same vigour and empathy 
as her paintings of Townhead. Eardley died of breast 
cancer in 1963 at the age of 42. Her ashes were scattered 
at Catterline and she left a legacy as one of the most 
influential British artists of the 20th century.

 

Activity for Brother and Sister
This activity guide learners into looking closely 
at the artwork which encourages critical 
analysis through imaginative thinking.

• When do you think this artwork was 
created? 5 / 50 / 500 years ago? Why do you 
think that? What clues are there?

• If these children could talk to us, what do 
you think they would say? 

• What media do you think Eardley used? 
• How do you think Eardley approached 

making this artwork?
• How would you describe the relationship 

between the siblings?
• Why do you think Eardley chose these 

particular children as her subjects?
• Why do you think Eardley was right or 

wrong to paint these children?

Gallery 18
People and Portraits
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FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITY
Complete back at school

• Learners will analyse the impact of social, cultural and other influences on 
artists’ work and practice.  
National 5 / Higher Course Specification

This follow-up activity is to help learners reflect on the tour and explore the social and 
cultural aspects within the theme of ‘Childhood’. 

Follow-up activity
This will take one period. You will need A2 or A3 sheets of 
paper and coloured pens. You can use ICT or art books to 
support the learning, but these are not essential. 

1. Arrange learners into groups of four and ask them to 
write down four headings, spaced out across the page. 
These headings are; 1800s, WWII, 1970s and NOW.

2. Ask them to write as many words as they can to 
describe the lives of children and young people in these 
time periods.

3. Get learners to feedback their thoughts and then ask 
them to consider what would make life better for 
children and young people in the future.

4. The class can then reflect on the artworks they saw on 
the tour and consider how artists could help change 
the perception of children and young people in society 
today and for future generations.



Maternité, George Hitchcock, 1889 

The Thank-Offering, Benno Schotz, 1939

Seated Girl Holding a Piece of Sewing, Gwendoline M John, 1915-1925

Falling Leaves, James Cowie, 1934  © The Artist’s Estate (2002) 

Brother and Sister, Joan Eardley, 1955   Artist © DACS
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