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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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Sculpture CourtSETTLER ACTIVITY
Bring the class together in the ground floor Sculpture Court

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 examples of artworks which they think are modern or con-
temporary. This could be in a variety of formats such as painting, ceramics, sculpture, costume, jewellery, photography, 
print or digital media.

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

Stay in the Sculpture Court  
for the first part of the tour.
Ask learners to look out for modern or 
contemporary artworks when moving 
through the other rooms.

Freeze Frame 
Come together in a circle. Have a look at the space around 
you and think about a type of person that would visit a 
gallery. It could be an artist, an art student, a parent/carer 
with children, a school pupil, a business person, tourist or 
anyone you like.

Think about how you would move, what you are doing and 
what you are looking at.

Silently act out your character and then FREEZE! This 
helps learners to visualise how people interact with the 
space around them. It enables them to consider movement 
and expression as if they are artworks themselves.
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Gallery 
Sculpture Court

Go to Gallery 1: Collecting Art to see a modern 
sculpture in a different media and style.

FIVE SET CONVERSATION PIECES
Christine Borland, 1998

Christine Borland is one of Scotland’s most successful 
contemporary artists. She has exhibited extensively in 
Europe and the United States in numerous group  
and solo shows.

Born in Darvel, Ayrshire in 1965, she studied at Glasgow 
School of Art and the University of Ulster. Her first solo 
show in London was in 1997, the same year she was 
nominated for the ‘all women’ Turner Prize which was won 
by Gillian Wearing. Forensics and family history are among 
the many themes Borland explores in her artwork and she 
has collaborated with partners as diverse as the police, 
judicial and public health services.

On a visit to Liverpool Museum, Borland saw examples 
of delicately painted china bowls dedicated to ships’ 
maiden voyages. Her response was to create these five 
hand-painted and glazed female pelvises, moulded from 
obstetric models, and five baby heads. The baby heads are 
set in different positions by the pubis bone according to 
the five most common delivery positions.

This marrying of art and science, which is a common 
theme in Borland’s output, leads to many discussions 
about the artwork. Bone china was originally made with 
human bone ash. Before the days of modern midwifery 
and the availability of caesarean sections, infant and 
mother mortality was high. There was a high probability 
that those who did not survive ended up becoming part of 
bone china wares.

Activity for Five Set 
Conversation Pieces
This is an unusual use of china 
as it is a combination of art and 
science. 

Split your learners into smaller 
groups and give them a 
few questions to start their 
discussion:

• What do you notice first 
about the artwork?

• What do you think this 
sculpture is made of? How 
does the material contribute 
to the impact of the artwork?

• What does this piece make 
you think of? This could be 
in terms of biology, science 
equipment, decorative arts 
etc.

• Why do you think a 
contemporary artist has created something like this? 
What do you think they are trying to communicate?

Learners can either feed back to their teacher in their 
small groups or the whole class can come together to 
discuss their thoughts.
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Gallery 1
Collecting Art

Go to Gallery 4: Human Presence  
to see contemporary art in motion.

HEAD OF FRANCIS BACON STUDY NO 6 (HEAD & TEETH)

Cliver Barker, 1978

Clive Barker achieved a high level of fame and commercial 
success as a British Pop artist in the 1960s.

Barker briefly attended art school in 1957 but never 
finished his course due to a dissatisfaction with the 
conventional methods he was taught. For a period of 15 
months from the age of 20 he worked on the assembly 
line at Vauxhall Motors in his hometown of Luton. It was 
here that he was inspired to create sculptures using 
ready-made materials. For over 40 years he has been using 
unconventional materials such as leather and chrome, 
plated steel and brass in his sculptures. 

This sculpture is one of a series of 12 portraits he created 
of the famous artist Francis Bacon, with whom Barker had 
a close working relationship with in the 1960s and 70s. 
The images he created are only sometimes portraits in the 
traditional sense. Most are about the personality of the 
sitter rather than a realistic representation of the person. 

Using casts made from a real set of teeth and ribbed 
tubing for the windpipe, Barker distorts and reinvents 
Bacon. It is as if Bacon’s well-documented eruptive 
personality has had an impact on Barker’s interpretation. 
It is almost fighting its way out of this calm classic head, 
creating for the viewer an uncomfortable tension.

Activity for Head of Francis Bacon,  
Study No 6 (Head & Teeth)
Form, content, process, mood, context
• How do you think this sculpture was created? Do you 

think the artist used specific technology or materials?
• What textures do you notice first?
• What do you think this artwork is communicating?
• Have any parts been exaggerated or distorted? 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 do you think it was made and who for?
• Does the work relate to other disciplines, such as 

science or technology?
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Julian Opie is an established artist with an international 
reputation, who emerged as an influential figure in the 
British art scene in the 1980s. His influences range from 
billboard signs to cartoons and he is known for his pop 
culture portraits of the rock band Blur and animated  
walking figures. 

Sara Walking - Sparkly Top and Jeans is based on  
hundreds of sketches of a professional model, which were 
then simplified to a pictogram and presented as a looped 
animation. With minimal detail in a black outline she 
represents the fluidity of human motion as she is endlessly 
and forever walking. She has no features and no feet,  
but she is recognisable from her distinctive, languorous 
stroll and is one of the most graceful figures on the  
walls of the gallery.

Opie created this artwork by filming Sara as she walked on 
a treadmill. Then using computer graphics, he manipulated 
and simplified the image, by removing her identifying 
features. Although she is recognisable as a person, her 
identity is anonymous and to some extent androgynous.

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. Opie’s work is a good 
example of how we look at the human figure, and in this 
case the female form, in a more contemporary way. 

Activity for Sara Walking - Sparkly Top  
and Jeans 
• What strikes you first about this artwork?
• What do you find natural or unnatural about the walking 

figure?
• Why do you think Opie chose to remove all 

distinguishing features of the model?
• What makes this artwork different to a film of someone 

walking?
• What do you think makes people stop to look at this 

artwork?
Learners can discuss their thoughts in small groups and 
feedback to their teacher or to the whole group.

Gallery 4 
Human Presence

Go to Gallery 17: Abstract Art to see an art work 
that has the illusion of movement.

SARA WALKING - SPARKLY TOP AND JEANS
Julian Opie, 2003
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Bridget Riley was born in London in 1931 but with the 
outbreak of the Second World War, she spent most of her 
childhood in Cornwall. Growing up near the coast, Riley 
spent much of her early years exploring sea caves and 
rock pools, studying how the light reflected on the water. 
She studied painting at Goldsmith’s College from 1949 to 
1952 and graduated from the Royal College of Art in 1955. 
Her style of painting was influenced by Impressionism 
and Pointillism in the 1950s, but by 1960 she had shifted 
her focus and style towards the optical phenomenon in 
painting called Op-art. She began to paint pure geometric 
compositions, predominantly in black and white, focusing 
on the relationship between space and form.  

Riley travelled to Venice in 1960 where she was inspired 
by the twisting forms and vivid colours of Renaissance 
sculptures and paintings. She then travelled to countries 
such as Egypt and India which inspired her to experiment 
with bright and contrasting colours. Her artworks from 
this period and into the 1980s have an optical illusion 
effect on the eye and can create a disoriented feeling for 
the viewer. Riley’s clever combination of line, colour and 
pattern create compositions which look as if they are 
moving on the canvas.

To a Summer’s Day is painted in acrylic and is comprised 
of coloured lines, which she painted by hand, that curve 
across the canvas to create waves which seem to swell 
off the surface. The composition with wider sections at 
the top and bottom, with a slimmer centre section, is 
reminiscent of a landscape. Riley used studies painted in 
gouache on cartridge paper to make templates, cut from 
hardboard, to enable her to draw the linear curves. This 

process allowed her to experiment with different colours 
and designs before creating the final work on a larger scale. 
The title To a Summer’s Day was inspired by the opening 
line of Shakespeare’s Sonnet number 18.

Activity for To a Summer’s Day
Ask learners to spend one minute silently looking at 
Bridget Riley’s To a Summer’s Day, imagining themselves 
basking in sunshine.

Ask them to imagine:

• What they hear; perhaps waves on a beach, bees 
humming or soft wind in the trees.

Gallery 17
Abstract ArtTO A SUMMER’S DAY

Bridget Riley, 1980

Go to Gallery 18: People and Portraits to see a 
contemporary approach to portraiture.

• What they feel; the warmth of the sun on their face, the 
sand beneath their feet or a warm breeze against their 
skin.

• What they smell; coconut sun lotion, freshly cut grass 
or wild flowers

• What they taste; ice-cream, a cool drink or salt spray 
from the ocean.

This is to help them see that all art inspired by nature, even 
abstract art, can evoke the feeling of the world they live in.
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Gallery 18
People and PortraitsGALLOWGATE LARD

Ken Currie, 1995/6

Through his work Scottish artist Ken Currie shines a light 
on social injustice and shows the impact of poverty on 
society, especially in the more deprived areas of Scotland. 

Currie was born in North Shields in 1960 to Scottish 
parents. The family moved to Glasgow later the same year 
and settled in Barrhead. He attended Glasgow School 
of Art from 1978 to 1983 and it was here he met fellow 
students Peter Howson, Adrian Wiszniewski and Steven 
Campbell who collectively were labelled the New Glasgow 
Boys. His best known early works were large scale crowd 
scenes which were vibrant, violent and politically charged. 
As he got older his paintings became quieter, focused on 
smaller groups and single figures. 

This haunting painting is a self-portrait with red-raw lips 
and dark sunken eyes. To enhance the work’s creepy 
atmosphere, Currie has added a layer of beeswax over 
the thickly applied oil paint. This creates an interesting 
texture, almost as though the skin is melting away from 
the face. In order to provoke a reaction in the viewer 
Currie is deliberately shocking. This depiction of a decaying 
and damaged body is a response to what he felt was the 
sickness of contemporary society.

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

• What do you notice first about the 
artwork? How did that artist create this 
artwork?

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

• What sort of mood does this painting 
have? What does it make you think of?

The learners can either feed back to their 
teacher in their small groups or the  
whole class can come together to  
discuss their thoughts.
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FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITY
Complete back at school

“I have continued to experiment with a range of media and technologies, 
handling them with control and assurance to create images and objects. I 
can apply my understanding of the properties of media and of techniques to 
specific tasks”  
EXA 4-02a

Follow-up activity
This activity is inspired by Sara Walking- Sparkly Top  
and Jeans by Julian Opie.

This activity should take one period. Materials needed: A2 
cartridge paper and a variety of coloured pens.

• Split the class in to small groups of about four or five 
learners.

• One member of the group strikes a pose that they can 
hold for two minutes. Starting at the left-hand side of 
their paper, the other members of the group do a line 
drawing of this first pose using one coloured pen.

• Learners will take turns to be the model. Each time they 
do a line drawing they will change the colour of their 
pen and move along their page, slightly overlapping their 
drawings.

• Learners will want to use as much of their paper as they 
can, but they don’t need to worry too much about scale. 

By the time each member of the group has been the 
model, each learner should have a page full of different 
coloured line drawings of figures in a range of poses. This 
encourages learners to explore movement and line. They 
can work into their drawings by adding more colour or 
pattern but should avoid adding in features – just like  
Sara Walking- Sparkly Top and Jeans.
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