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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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theme for this pack:  
modern to contemporary
Some learners can feel intimidated and confused by modern or contemporary art. 
There can be an assumption that the skills required to create these artworks are not 
comparable to artworks of the classical era. Aberdeen Art Gallery actively collects 
modern and contemporary artworks which showcase the talent and diversity of each 
new generation of artists. Our galleries display a vibrant collection where learners can 
engage with modern and contemporary art in an entertaining and educational way.

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.
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WayfindingGETTING AROUND THE ART GALLERY
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Gallery 16
ShorelineSETTLER ACTIVITY

Gallery 4: Human Presence

Gather your group in the room and explain that they 
will be looking at three artworks that have been created 
relatively recently, within the past 20 years. Contemporary 
art is the art of today, made by living artists from the mid-
20th century onwards. Modern Art is linked to the age of 
modernism and refers to art from the late 19th and the 
first half of the 20th century.

Lead your learners in a walk around all the artworks on 
display, but never actually stopping for a closer inspection. 
When they have finished this task ask your learners if they 
can pick out three contemporary artworks they think have 
been made in the recent past.
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Born in London in 1958 and educated at Goldsmith’s School 
of Art, Julian Opie is a contemporary visual artist who 
emerged onto the British art scene in the 1980s. He lives 
and works in London and his artworks have been exhibited 
extensively in museums and galleries around the world. 

Sara Walking is a looped animation which represents Sara 
walking endlessly, showing the fluidity of human movement. 
Opie created this artwork by filming Sara, a model the 
artist has worked with repeatedly, as she walked on a 
treadmill. Then using computer graphics, he manipulated 
and simplified the image, removing her identifying features 
- face, hair, fingers and feet. All that is left to identify her 
is her outline and her distinctive walk. Although she is 
recognisable, she is to some extent anonymous as she is 
depicted in outline only, not in detail.

Opie likes to explore the middle ground between real life 
and extremely simple graphic forms. In his portraits he 
reduces the features that distinguish the subject to a bare 
minimum. With just a few lines, he can characterise what 
makes us recognisable and unique.

Gallery 4 
Human PresenceSARA WALKING - SPARKLY TOP AND JEANS

Julian Opie, 2003
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Gavin Turk found fame in the 1990s as one of the Young 
British Artists. He gained a degree of notoriety when in 
1991 tutors at Royal College of Art, London refused Turk a 
degree on the basis that his final show Cave consisted solely 
of a whitewashed studio space with a blue heritage plaque 
commemorating his presence, ‘Gavin Turk worked here 
1989-91’. His work was introduced to a world-wide audience 
in 1997, when it was featured in Charles Saatchi’s Sensation 
exhibition which toured London, Berlin and New York. Turk 
attended the private view of the London show at the Royal 
Academy dressed as a down and out.

Throughout his career Turk has pioneered many forms of 
contemporary sculpture such as waxworks, painted bronze 
and the use of rubbish in art. He is a leading exponent of 
the painted bronze and has cast objects as diverse as spent 
matches to discarded vehicle exhaust pipes. 

A dirty, crumpled sleeping bag is a familiar object in our 
urban environment. The title of the artwork refers to the 
reality that, for too many people in our society, a sleeping 
bag is their home. Ironically, for others the term habitat 
conjures up images of an ideal interior. 

This sculpture appears so realistic, down to the snake-
like zip and the grubby inner lining. Its solidity comes as a 
surprise to the viewer, the sense of padded softness is false. 
The fabric can never change, every crease and fold is cast in 
bronze, a process which is both complex and expensive.

Gallery 4 
Human PresenceHABITAT

Gavin Turk, 2004
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HEAD & SHOULDERS (WITH CONDITIONER)
Jim Lambie, 2003 

Jim Lambie was born in Glasgow in 1964. He studied at 
Glasgow School of Art from 1990 to 1994 and continues 
to work and live in Glasgow. He has been exhibited 
internationally and in 2005 was nominated for the Turner 
Prize with his work Mental Oyster. Lambie is known for his 
use of everyday objects and materials as reference points 
which he transforms to give an alternative function. He 
doesn’t claim any obvious political or personal meaning 
as his inspiration, but his choice of materials and methods 
show his imagination is rooted in the everyday and  
popular culture.

This work combines the artist’s two loves of music and 
colour. In the 1970s his father operated The Spinning 
Wheel, Scotland’s first ever mobile discotheque and the 
majority of Lambie’s work illustrates the power of colour. 
Lambie has previously used different colours of  
industrial tape to create intricate patterns on the floors  
of public buildings.

A series of album covers featuring portraits of pop stars 
and classical singers are combined to provide an amusing 
montage. Lambie gives the work a distinctively Scottish 
element by involving images of Scottish performers  
such as Andy Stewart and Bill Torrance. By covering the 
text with tape, he focuses our attention on the faces  
and hairstyles and transforms the album sleeves into  
one giant image. 

Coincidentally in the same year he made this artwork out 
of album covers, he also designed the album cover for 
Primal Scream’s compilation album, Dirty Hits.

Activity for Head and 
Shoulders  
(with Conditioner)
Ask learners to look closely at the 
artwork for one minute. Then ask 
them to turn their backs on the 
artwork and feed back what they 
remember seeing.

You could ask some prompts to 
start feedback.

• What faces do you remember 
seeing?

• What aspect of the artwork do 
you remember?

• What was your initial thought 
when you saw the artwork?

Learners can then face the artwork 
again and look at it with fresh eyes.

• Why do you think the artist taped 
over the text?

Gallery 4
Human Presence
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GALLERY 4 ACTIVITIES

Discussion points for Sara Walking
• Get everyone in your group to act out the way Sara  

is walking.
• Take a closer look at the walking portrait. What  

features are missing? 
• If you could see a photo of Sarah, what would she  

look like?

Discussion points for Habitat 
• Homelessness is a real problem in today’s society.  

Ask if anyone has seen or heard of people in  
Aberdeen sleeping rough on the streets in sleeping  
bags like this one. 

• This sculpture is made of bronze, how heavy do you 
think it might feel lifting it?

• What would your ideal home look like? 

Now go to the Sculpture Court. 
When moving between galleries ask your learners to look out for other  
examples of modern and contemporary artworks, such as sculptures, 
photographs, prints and drawings.

Discussion Points for  
Head and Shoulders (with Conditioner)  
• Do you know what an album is?
• Are there any musical artists you recognise from the 

album covers? 
• If you were making a version of this artwork which 

musicians would you want to see included?

Organise your class into three groups. Give each group 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.

Gallery 4
Human Presence
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FIGURE (REQUIEM)
Dame Barbara Hepworth

Barbara Hepworth was born in Wakefield, Yorkshire in 1903 
and enjoyed a career that lasted five decades, in which she 
produced over 600 works of sculpture. She was a leading 
figure in the international art scene and her home in St Ives 
became a hub for a generation of young, emerging artists.

Hepworth studied sculpture at Leeds School of Art from 
1920 to 1921 where she met fellow Yorkshire-born artist 
Henry Moore. They became friends and established a 
long lasting but friendly professional rivalry. Like Moore, 
Hepworth was an advocate of the direct carving method. 
This is when an artist works directly onto the chosen 
material and avoids the more traditional process of making 
preparatory models and maquettes. 

Travelling through Europe in the 1920s and 1930s, 
Hepworth learned new skills like learning to carve marble, 
from master carver Giovanni Ardini, and met artists 
Georges Braque, Jean Arp and Pablo Picasso, who helped 
restore her artistic clarity and reinvigorate her career. 

Hepworth moved to St Ives in Cornwall in 1939 with her 
second husband, the artist Ben Nicholson and although 
the marriage didn’t last, St Ives remained her home until 
her death in 1975. She was inspired by the area’s wild 
beauty and by the forces of nature, so although her art 
was concerned with form and abstraction, the relationship 
between the landscape, colour and texture all played a role 
in her artwork. Figure (Requiem) is a fine example of these 
creative influences working together to create a sculpture 
that has a refined simplicity. The beautiful walnut wood is 
carved with shapes that look organic and pure. 

The title of this work may refer to the death of Hepworth’s 
oldest son, Paul, who was killed on a RAF mission in 
Malaysia in 1957. A requiem is a funeral hymn or an act or 
token of remembrance.

Activity for Requiem
Please see next page. 

Gallery 
Sculpture Court
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UNTITLED (FIVE FOUND WING MIRRORS)
Alexander Heim, 2006

Born in Hamburg, Germany in 1977, Alexander Heim is 
an artist whose output encompasses video, installations 
and sculpture. After his initial studies in Germany, Heim 
graduated with an MA in Fine Art from Goldsmiths College, 
London in 2006. He continues to live and work in London.

Heim’s artwork draws attention to the mysteries in 
everyday occurrences – things and events that are 
commonplace. For this piece he has assembled a collection 
of broken car wing mirrors that he collected from the 
Rotherhithe Tunnel in East London, which at the time 
he cycled through daily. Built in 1908 the tunnel was 
constructed to accommodate horse-drawn traffic and 
features a zigzagging path to stop the horses from rushing 
towards the light at the far end. In modern times the 
tunnel is littered with car wing mirrors, clipped off fast 
moving cars on tight corners. 

There is a strange beauty in these shattered glass mirrors 
which are displayed as precious objects. Each of the wing 
mirrors are slightly different in colour. Together they have 
the appearance of geological specimens. They can be 
viewed as shiny treasures left lying by the road-side, but 
they also remind us of the fast pace of modern life where 
objects can be easily replaced, and we always seem to be in 
a rush to get somewhere.

Activity for Requiem and Untitled  
(Five found wing mirrors)
Both of these sculptures use very different materials. The 
wood used in Hepworth’s piece is very natural and organic 
looking, compared to the mass-produced wing mirrors. 
Split your class in to two groups, with one placed at 
Hepworth’s sculpture and the other starting at Heim’s. Ask 
them to note down the different materials used in all the 
sculptures that are on display in the Sculpture Court. 

Gallery 
Sculpture Court
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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 to the exercise where the pupils noted down all the materials used in the 
Sculpture Court, provide your class with a variety of materials for them to make their 
own sculptures. This may include:

• driftwood and stones from the beach

• plasticine and playdough

• paper

• pipe cleaners

• bubble wrap



Sara Walking - Sparkly Top and Jeans, Julian Opie, 2003   Artist © Julian Opie (2004)

Habitat, Gavin Turk, 2004   Artist © Gavin Turk (2004)

Head & Shoulders (with Conditioner), Jim Lambie, 2003

Figure (Requiem) Dame Barbara Hepworth   Artist © Bowness, Hepworth Estate (2003)

Untitled (Five found wing mirrors), Alexander Heim, 2006   Artist © Alex Heim (2009)
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