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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.



lift

wt
st

432

lc

ch 5

61rh sc

lift CH lift

Ground Floor First Floor Second Floor

Entrance

Sculpture Court

Settler Activity 
Freeze Frame

For You  
Tracey Emin 

Closed Contact No 4 
Jenny Saville

Head & Shoulders 
(with Conditioner) 

Jim Lambie

Meditation 
Dame Barbara Hepworth

Pope I - Study after Pope 
Innocent X by Velázquez 

Francis Bacon

start here end here

Human Presence

4
Abstract Art

17
People and Portraits

18

Cowdray 
Hall

West
Terrace

McBey
Library

Cowdray Hall
Balcony

Sculpture
Court

South
Terrace

Remembrance   Hall

Seminar
RoomsrLearning

Centrelc

wt

 MODERN TO CONTEMPORARY  -  SENIOR PHASE | 4

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 encourage 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 CourtFOR YOU

Tracey Emin, 2004

Tracey Emin is one of the most well-known and successful 
British artists of her generation. She emerged in the 
late 1980s as part of the Young British Artists group and 
became noted for provocative and controversial pieces.  
Working across a range of media including painting, 
drawing, video, needlework and sculpture, her work is 
candid and intimate.

Born in London in 1963 to parents of British Romani 
and Turkish Cypriot descent, Emin studied at Maidstone 
College of Art and the Royal College of Art, London. In 
1993 she opened a shop with fellow artist Sarah Lucas, to 
sell their artwork, and had her first solo show at White 
Cube, a contemporary art gallery in London. In 1995 she 
came to the public’s attention with her work, Everyone I 
Have Ever Slept With 1963-1995, a tent with the appliquéd 
names of everyone, including pets and friends, she had 
ever slept with. This was followed up in 1998 by her equally 
controversial Turner Prize-nominated, My Bed. 

As Emin has matured the art establishment has embraced 
and rewarded her. In 2007 she represented Britain at the 
52nd Venice Biennale, becoming only the second British 
woman artist to do so. In 2011 she was appointed Professor 
of Drawing at the Royal Academy, one of only two female 
professors since the Academy was founded in 1768.

For You is a hand-blown neon sign, a pink heart containing 
the words “I felt you and I knew you loved me” written 
in blue. Neon is generally associated with the advertising 
business and has connotations of seediness, which is 
in direct contrast to the message exploring love and 
sensuality. The heart is a warm pink, but the writing is in 

an icy blue colour. This piece is very much 
a continuation of Emin’s autobiographical 
artworks which illuminate her own 
experiences and emotions. 

Activity for For You
Form, content, process, mood, context
• How do you think this sculpture was 

created? What materials or technology 
have been used?

• What do you notice first about this 
artwork?

• What do you think Emin is 
communicating?

• What do you think Emin was feeling or 
experiencing when she made this piece?

• Who or what do you think it was made 
for?

• Does the work relate to other 
disciplines, such as science or 
technology?

• If you were to create a piece like 
this what message would you write? 
(Learners do not have to share this last 
thought with anyone else).

Learners can discuss their thoughts in 
pairs or in small groups and feed back to 
their teacher or the whole group.

Go to Gallery 4: Human Presence to see how another 
contemporary artist connects with the viewer.
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CLOSED CONTACT NO 4
Jenny Saville, 1995-1996

Jenny Saville was born in 1970, in Cambridge. Her family 
supported her interest in art and her parents created an 
art studio out of a storage cupboard at home. Her uncle, 
Paul Saville, an artist and former head of Liberal Arts at 
Clare College, was influential in her education, taking her 
to museums and to Italy to see artworks by Old Masters 
and modern artists. It was her uncle that encouraged her 
to pursue studies at Glasgow School of Art where she 
graduated in 1992. 

Since her debut in 1992, Saville has focused on themes 
relating to bodies, skin and gender. Saville paints female 
nudes, exaggerating and deforming parts of their anatomy 
in an almost grotesque way. This is a response to the 
male-dominated gaze of the female form throughout art 
history. Of her work Saville has said ‘I want to be a painter 
of modern life, and modern bodies’ 

Saville is mostly known for her large-scale paintings of 
nude women, where she explores the folds and textures of 
their bodies as they are squeezed and pressed in a variety 
of poses. Patches of highly-pigmented oil paint which she 
has swept and mixed across the canvas convey the variety 
of colours and tones in skin.   Her canvases are larger than 
life and her and her style has been compared to that of 
Lucian Freud and Rubens. 

This artwork is a photograph and was a collaboration 
between Saville and the fashion photographer  
Glen Luchford.   

 

Activity for  
Closed Contact No 4
Split the learners into smaller groups 
with a few questions to start their 
discussion: 

• What do you notice first about the 
artwork? 

• What do you think of Saville’s use of 
tone, colour and texture? 

• Why do you think Saville collaborated 
with a photographer to create an 
artwork? 

• What do you think about her 
depiction of the female form? 

• Why do you think Saville depicts her 
subjects in such a visceral way? 

The learners can either feedback to 
their teacher in their small groups 
or everyone can come together to 
discuss their thoughts.

Gallery 4
Human Presence
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Go to Gallery 17: Abstract Art to see how  
another artist fully explores their choice of material.

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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Go to Gallery 18: People and Portraits  
to see an artwork with a very different mood.

MEDITATION
Dame Barbara Hepworth, 1972 

Born in Wakefield, Yorkshire in 1903, Barbara Hepworth 
enjoyed a career that lasted five decades, in which she 
produced more than 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 younger, 
emerging artists. 

She 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 she was an 
advocate of the direct carving method. This is when an 
artist works directly into the chosen material and avoids 
the more traditional process of making preparatory 
models and maquettes, from which an artist would 
produce their finished work. 

Through the 1920s and 30s travelling through Europe 
played an important part in Hepworth’s life both 
professionally and personally. She learned new skills, like 
learning to carve marble from the master carver Giovanni 
Ardini and met artist such as Georges Braque, Jean Arp 
and Pablo Picasso who helped restore her artistic clarity 
and reinvigorate her career.  

She moved to St Ives in 1939 with her second husband, the 
artist Ben Nicholson, and although the marriage wouldn’t 
last, St Ives remained her home until her death in 1975. She 
was inspired by Cornwall’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 artworks. 
Meditation is a fine example of these creative influences. It 

looks like a pebble or rock found on a 
beach that has been made smooth by 
the constant motion of the tides. But 
on closer inspection you can see the 
perfect circle carved into its middle. 
This is nature taken to a new level by 
the artist.

Activity for Meditation
• How do you think this was created? 

Do you think the artist used 
specific technology or materials?

• What do you notice first about the 
sculpture?

• What do you think this artwork is 
communicating?

• What do you think the theme of 
the work is?

• What words come to mind when 
looking at this artwork?

• Why do you think Hepworth 
entitled this Meditation?

• Does the work relate to other 
disciplines, such as science or 
technology?

• What kind of mood or feeling does 
this sculpture evoke?

Gallery 17
Abstract Art
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POPE I STUDY AFTER POPE INNOCENT X BY VELÁZQUEZ
Francis Bacon, 1951 

Francis Bacon is one of the most important figurative 
painters of the 20th century. He received no formal 
training and took up painting after seeing a Picasso 
exhibition in Paris in 1928. Bacon was born in Dublin to 
English parents and although he was an artistic child, his 
talents were not widely recognised until later in his life.

Bacon approached his figure compositions and portraits in 
an unusual and shocking manner. They are often blurred, 
distorted and fragmented figures on canvases which have 
been stretched backwards, torn and trampled on. 

Painting images of the head of the Catholic Church 
became an obsession for Bacon for more than 20 years. 
The artist drew his inspiration from the portrait of Pope 
Innocent X painted in 1650 by the Spanish artist Diego 
Velázquez. Bacon never actually saw the original painting 
in Rome, working instead from numerous reproductions 
of the famous image. Pope I was the first of three works 
which together formed Bacon’s first completed series of 
Pope paintings. 

The original painting of Pope Innocent X by Velázquez, 
painted almost 300 years previously, shows the influential 
man with appropriate pomp and power. Bacon’s version 
is a far more visceral comment on the omnipotence of 
the Catholic Church that, as a homosexual growing up in 
Ireland, Bacon would have keenly felt. He shows empathy 
for his fellow outcasts by depicting the Pope as an infirm 
figure entombed in a vapid background. In the foreground 
Bacon shows a curtain falling away to expose what he 
believed was the fallacy of Papal power. 

Activity for Pope I - Study after  
Pope Innocent X by Velázquez 
Ask the learners to spend one minute silently 
looking at the artwork while thinking about why 
Bacon painted a portrait in this manner -– why 
these colours, this pose, those brushstrokes?

After one minute ask the learners to feed back 
their thoughts on the colour palette, pose and 
brushwork.

Then put this (imaginary) problem to them:

There have been complaints about the painting 
and pressure from members of the public to 
have the artwork removed from display and 
stored out of public view. 

Ask learners to discuss this dilemma with the 
person next to them and then feedback reasons 
why the painting should or should not be 
removed from display. 

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

• Learners will describe how artists and designers use materials, techniques and/
or technology in their work.

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

Follow-up activity
This activity will take two periods and will require access 
to computers, tablets or smartphones.

Learners are to choose a modern or contemporary 
artwork they looked at on their recent visit to Aberdeen 
Art Gallery and another more historic artwork, preferably 
with a similar theme.

Learners will compare and contrast the two artworks, 
looking closely at:

• The visual elements (line, shape, colour, tone, texture, 
pattern and form) 

• Composition
• Media and technique
• Subject matter
• Mood and atmosphere
This will encourage learners to make links between 
artworks and analyse the development of their chosen 
theme in modern and contemporary art.
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