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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.

theme for this pack: nature
Throughout history the natural world has provided a source of inspiration for artists 
and designers. From the vast vistas in landscape painting to abstract art which cap-
tures the emotions of nature’s elemental forces, our collection illustrates how different 
artists have responded to the same theme in a variety of media. Our displays show 
nature in all of it’s beautiful, destructive and organic glory.

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 area of the building. 
When moving between galleries, ask learners to look out for other types of artwork inspired by nature. 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. 
Ask learners to look for artworks they think were 
inspired by nature before directing them to the 
artwork on the next page.

Freeze Frame 
Come together in the centre of the Sculpture Court. Look 
all around the space you are in just now. Look up to the 
ceiling, down to the floor, at the lighting, the walls, the 
windows and the artworks. What do you think around you 
that has been made from, or inspired by, nature?

This helps learners to connect with the building and 
consider how nature inspires many elements of art and 
design, before beginning your tour of the galleries.



Gallery
Sculpture Court

AUGUST SNAKES STAND ERECT  
(AS THAT IS HOW THEIR BEARDS MAY BEST BE ADMIRED) 
Charles Avery, 2007

Charles Avery was brought up in a creative family, 
on an unspoiled island of great natural beauty. Avery 
collaborated with his godfather to publish a book with 
beautiful illustrations called The Adventures of ONLY 
which was inspired by his childhood spent on the isle of 
Mull, on the Scottish west coast. Inspired by the writings of 
William Blake, Joseph Beuys and PG Wodehouse, Avery has 
used his own fertile imagination and island memories to 
create art that is characterised by formal beauty, humour 
and philosophical enquiry. 

Since 2004 Charles Avery has worked on an epic project 
to describe life on his imaginary island. He has detailed the 
landscape, customs and culture of the island using text, 
drawings, installations and sculptures. 

Avery uses a variety of media to depict the land and 
inhabitants of his imaginary island. The August Snakes 
with their long beards, hold an air of wisdom as if they 
are deities. Their bodies are made from jesmonite, which 
is a composite of a gypsum-based material in an acrylic 
resin. Gypsum is a mineral that can come in the form 
of alabaster, which has been used in decoration and 
construction as far back as ancient Egypt. The August 
Snake sculptures have then been painted with oil paint and 
decorated with glass eyes and human hair. 

Although he now lives in London, Avery spends around a 
third of the year on Mull immersing himself in the beauty 
of the surroundings. With his exploration of media and 
surreal subject matter, Avery has created artworks that 
create intrigue and spark imagination.

Activity for August 
Snakes Stand Erect
Split the learners into smaller 
groups with a few questions to 
start their discussion:

• What do you notice first about 
the artwork? Is it their pose 
/ their skin / their eyes / their 
beards?

• Why do you think the artist 
has given the snakes beards? 

• Why do you think the artist 
created these sculptures 
to illustrate his imaginative 
island? 

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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Go to Gallery 7: Exploring Art to see a 
different style of art.
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Go to Gallery 9: Balmoral Phenomenon  
to see a more traditional approach to nature.

Gallery 7: 
Exploring ArtHARVEST TIME

Joan Eardley 

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. In 1940 Eardley enrolled at 
Glasgow School of Art where she was influenced by the 
Scottish Colourists. 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.

In the early 1950s, Eardley was taken to visit Catterline, 
a small fishing village near Stonehaven. At Catterline she 
produced seascapes and landscapes, often showing the 
same view but in different seasons and weather conditions. 
With the huge expanses of open fields, sea and sky for 
inspiration, her work became larger and more imposing. 
She often worked outdoors and in poor weather, her 
thickly textured paintwork sometimes incorporating real 
pieces of vegetation. 

Harvest Time is an excellent example of the confident, 
expressive brushstrokes Eardley used to depict the 
dramatic colours and textures of the Scottish landscape. 
In this work she has chosen the edge of a field from which 
a broad swathe has been cut, exposing the red poppies, 
while a dark and threatening sky looms above. In some 
areas she has used a palette knife to spread the paint while 
in other places she has drawn the end of her brush handle 
through wet paint, leaving deeply incised liners. Eardley 
had a unique way of capturing nature in its rawest form 
that transports the viewer to the places she painted.

Even though Catterline could sometimes be depicted 
as an extreme place to live, Eardley thrived on capturing 
landscape that was so different to the surroundings near 
her other studio in the East End of Glasgow. 

Activity for Harvest Time
The rugged landscape of the north east coastline has 
provided inspiration for many artists. 

Hung next to Harvest Time is Dunnottar Castle by John 
Piper, painted in 1984. This is another good example of 
how the depiction of seasonal weather can create a mood 
or atmosphere.

Learners can choose which painting they would like to 
examine further. Ask them to consider the following 
discussion points whilst looking closely at the artwork.

This encourages critical analysis through imaginative 
thinking.

• What is this a painting of and why do you think the  
artist painted it? 

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

• What do you think the artist is trying to capture?
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Head to Gallery 10: French Impressions to 
see an artist inspired by light and nature.

AFTERGLOW
Joseph Farquharson, 1912

Although born and raised in Edinburgh this artist is best 
known for his dramatic yet subtle depictions of the 
Deeside landscape in winter. Joseph Farquharson was born 
into the landed gentry in 1846 and he would, later in life, 
manage to combine the demands of a successful painting 
career with the duties of a Scottish Laird. Farquharson 
painted a series of similar works detailing the countryside 
around Finzean, near Banchory, where his family owned 
land. He received his first set of paints from his father at 
the age of 12 and a year later his paintings were exhibited 
at the Royal Scottish Academy. He trained in Edinburgh in 
the 1860s, but it was the winters spent in Paris in the 1880s 
that inspired him to create his own distinctive style. 

Farquharson’s winter scenes bathed in the warm light of 
sunrise and sunset were incredibly popular in the Victorian 
era. Afterglow was painted in the Forest of Birse, part of 
the Finzean Estate. Normally in a Farquharson painting 
there would be no people, just animals, but in Afterglow 
you can see the evidence of a person by the footprints left 
in the snow. There is also a curious rabbit who has decided 
it is safe now to come out into the open.

The remarkable realism achieved by the artist was, in part, 
due to his love of painting outside, en plein air. A Deeside 
winter can be quite harsh, so he had wooden huts made 
which were on wheels with a window at the front and a 
working stove, to keep him warm while working outside. As 
for the problem of constantly moving animals, he avoided 
this by making a number of stuffed sheep. He placed them 
in the landscape to create the best composition for his 
paintings.

Activity for Afterglow
Form, content, process, mood, context. 

• How do you think this artwork was created? 
What kind of media do you think the artist used?

• Have any parts been exaggerated or focused on? 
Why do you think the artist has done this?

• What do you think is happening in this artwork?
• 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?
• Why do you think it was made and who for?

Gallery 9 
Balmoral Phenomenon
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Gallery 10
French ImpressionsLA FALAISE À FÉCAMP

Claude Monet, 1881

Oscar-Claude Monet (1840–1926) was a leader of the 
Impressionist movement that changed the artistic 
depiction of nature. The Impressionists were interested 
in capturing light and movement, giving an impression of 
a scene rather than capturing exactly what it looked like. 
They used bright colours and fluid brush strokes which 
gave their work a more immediate feel than traditional 
landscape painting techniques. They pioneered a technique 
called painting en plein air, which simply means that they 
painted outside striving to capture the changing light and 
textures of the natural environment.

Although Monet had some success with his landscapes in 
the 1860s, many of his works were being rejected by the 
annual exhibitions held in Paris. Supported by the artist 
Charles-François Daubigny, Monet was inspired to join 
with Edgar Degas, Édouard Manet, Camille Pissarro and 
Auguste Renoir in establishing an independent exhibition, 
as an alternative to the Salon de Paris, in 1874. It was in this 
exhibition that Monet displayed his painting Impression, 
Sunrise and as a result of a critic’s disparaging remarks that 
the paintings on display were not fully finished and merely 
impressions, the term ‘Impressionism’ was coined.

Monet prepared his canvases with light coloured primers, 
instead of the dark coloured primers used in traditional 
landscape paintings, which had an impact on the vibrancy 
of colour and tone in his artworks. La Falaise à Fécamp 
(The Cliff at Fécamp) is an excellent example of Monet’s 
skilful use of colour mixing to depict the windswept cliff 
tops of northern France. The inspiration of Japanese  
prints can be seen in the flattened perspective, while the 
dappled brushstrokes create a sense of movement from 
the clouds above. 

Activity for La Falaise à Fécamp 
Hung either side of La Falaise à Fécamp 
are paintings called Montrose and A 
Ground Swell. Ask learners to look  
closely at all three paintings and consider 
the following questions. It might be  
easier to split the class into smaller 
discussion groups.

• How is Monet’s use of colour different 
from the way the artists have used it in 
the other two paintings?

• What descriptive word would you 
use when talking about Monet’s 
brushstrokes? Are they similar to the 
other two paintings?

• How is Monet’s use of light and shadow 
different or similar to the other two 
paintings?

The learners can either feed back to their 
teacher in their small groups or the whole 
class can come together to discuss their 
thoughts.

If you have time you may want to walk 
through Gallery 16: Shoreline on your 
way to the next gallery.

Go to Gallery 17: Abstract Art to see nature 
depicted in a more abstracted way.
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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 in to 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:

Gallery 17
Abstract ArtTO A SUMMER’S DAY

Bridget Riley, 1980

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

• 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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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
Learners could choose to make a 2D or 3D 
artwork. They can make either their own 
August Snake or an imaginative landscape. 
This will take two to three periods. 

• To make the August Snake you will need: 
newspaper, masking tape, white tissue 
paper, wire and wire cutters, papier-
mâché paste (or some type of cellulose 
Adhesive), paint, wool and permanent 
coloured pens.

• To make the landscape you will need: A3 
or A2 paper, white tissue paper, papier-
mâché paste (or some type of cellulose 
adhesive), block or watercolour paints and 
oil or chalk pastels. 

To make the August Snake:
1. Twist several sheets of newspaper to make 

a snake-like form about the length of 
elbow to fingertip. 

2. Attach small lengths of curved wire, 
secured with masking tape, to curve the 
tail and body into an upright position. 

3. Coat the form with papier-mâché mixture, 
cover with torn pieces of white tissue 
paper and another layer of papier-mâché 
mixture. 

4. Repeat this process and allow to dry 
overnight.

5. Once the structure is dry, paint with block, 
poster or acrylic paints. Add wool to the 
jaw and use permanent pens for detail and 
scales.

To make the imaginative  
textured landscape:
1. Draw an imaginative landscape that 

includes a background, middle ground 
and foreground. 

2. Create texture on the drawing using torn 
strips of masking tape, wire twisted into 
shapes and crushed white tissue paper.

3. Coat the textured areas with Papier-
mâché mixture and white tissue paper to 
create a surface that can be painted on. 

4. Allow to dry overnight.
5. Once it is dry, paint the different areas 

using block paints or watercolour paints. 
Rub pastels over textured areas to 
highlight them or to add detail.



The August Snakes Stand Erect (As This is How Their Beards May Best Be Admired), Charles Avery, 2007   Artist © Charles Avery (2008)

Harvest Time, Joan Eardley  Artist © DACS

Afterglow, Joseph Farquharson, 1912 

La Falaise à Fécamp, Claude Monet, 1881  

To a Summer’s Day, Bridget Riley, 1980
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