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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: portraiture 
A portrait is an artistic representation or likeness of a person which can take many 
forms including painting, sculpture, drawing, photograph or print.

Traditionally a portrait would resemble the subject’s physical appearance and capture 
some elements of their personality or achievements in life. Contemporary artists 
question the nature of identity and may not even show the face of the sitter.

Clues to the social context of a portrait can be found in the sitter’s pose, clothing and 
objects that are in the background.

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 18
People and PortraitsSETTLER ACTIVITY

The size and needs of your class may determine how many learners gather 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 and digital media.

gallery 18: people and portraits
When you arrive in Gallery 18 lead your learners on a 
walk round the whole room looking at every portrait, but 
not stopping. Get your pupils to stand in a circle in the 
middle of the room. Ask them to look at the artwork that 
interested them the most and ask them to pose like the 
sitter. They have to hold this pose for a full minute without 
moving. At the end of the minute see how many people 
have managed not to move.

Explain that this exercise is to show:
• how difficult it is to hold a pose even for a short time. 
• how quickly we can zone in on an artwork that grabs our 

attention.
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Gallery 18
People and PortraitsLA GUITARE

Marie Laurencin, 1936 

Born in Paris in 1883, Laurencin was a multi-talented  
artist who became a successful painter, illustrator and 
stage designer. 

Her education included studying porcelain painting at the 
Sèvres factory in 1901, and later entering the Académie 
Humbert, where she met artists Georges Braque and 
George Lepape. They introduced her to a circle of friends 
which included artists and intellectuals like the poet 
Guillaume Appollinaire (with whom she was romantically 
involved until 1913), Gertrude Stein (who was the first 
person to buy one of her paintings) and Pablo Picasso. 
She made her debut at the annual Salon des Indépendants 
exhibition in 1907 and followed this with major exhibitions 
between the years 1910-1912 and in 1920.

Through discussions on art theory Laurencin learned 
about the Cubist and Fauvist movements but her own 
work, whilst borrowing some cubist techniques, remained 
distinctive. Her lines remained simple and her final images 
looked like the subject matter. Aside from occasional 
landscapes and still lifes, her main focus was portraits of 
Parisian women. She painted delicately simplified portraits 
of graceful, dreamy young girls in pastel colouring and  
soft shading and established herself with her original  
style among the gifted artists of L’Ecole de Paris or  
School of Paris. 

From 1924 onwards, painting was no 
longer Laurencin’s sole focus. She 
designed stage sets for companies 
including Diaghilev's Ballets Russes 
and the Comedie Francaise. She 
illustrated books including Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and 
became a teacher at the Art Academy 
Villa Malakoff. In 1942 Laurencin 
published a collection of poems 
and reminiscences from her youth. 
She continued to explore themes of 
femininity until her death in 1956.
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Gallery 18
People and PortraitsBROTHER AND SISTER 

Joan Eardley, 1955

Joan Eardley is one of Scotland’s most popular 20th 
century artists. Although her career was tragically cut 
short by her death in 1963, her expressive paintings of 
Glasgow’s street children and the rugged coastline of 
the North East of Scotland have resulted in a continued 
appreciation of her work.

Born in Sussex in 1921 to Anglo–Scots parents, Eardley’s 
artistic career was spent mainly in Glasgow and the North 
East of Scotland. During the 1940s she studied at Glasgow 
School of Art and Hospitalfield House in Arbroath. Her 
talent was quickly recognised and she won a travelling 
scholarship to tour Italy and France. She returned to 
Glasgow and became one of a generation of artists who 
were drawn to capturing post-war urban childhood.

Brother and Sister demonstrates Eardley’s technique of 
unifying the human subject matter with the man-made 
environment. The confident brushstrokes create the 
apprehensive faces of two children and the graffiti-
covered building behind them. The brother, the elder child, 
protectively grasps his sister’s arm with one hand while 
cradling a bottle of milk with the other. He shyly avoids eye 
contact, while she is innocently confrontational.

Eardley first visited Catterline, a small fishing village near 
Stonehaven, in 1951 with her friend Annette Soper. Eardley 
was taken with this location and bought her own home 
there in 1955. With the huge expanses of sea and sky to 
inspire her, her work became larger and more imposing. It 
was here that her ashes were scattered after she died of 
breast cancer.



 PORTRAITURE  -  LOWER PRIMARY | 8

Gallery 18
People and PortraitsJ.Y.M. SEATED

Frank Auerbach, 1976

Frank Auerbach was born in Berlin in 1931 to Jewish 
parents. His father was a lawyer and his mother was a 
former art student. He grew up during the rise of the Nazi 
party and by 1939 his parents made the decision to send 
their son to England on the Kindertransporten.  
Both parents were killed at the Auschwitz concentration 
camp in 1943. 

Auerbach attended St Martin’s School of Art in London 
from 1948 to1952 and then studied at the Royal College 
of Art from 1952 to1958. It is notable that he has used the 
same principal models throughout his career, painting the 
same faces, the same views over and over again. Another 
feature of his art is the sheer amount of paint he uses. 
Auerbach makes preparatory drawings but always paints 
the entire canvas anew in each session. If the composition 
isn’t working he then scrapes off all the paint leaving only 
an outline on the canvas. Often a painting takes many 
sessions to finish. As a younger artist he piled on so many 
layers of paint that the canvases were too heavy to hang 
on a wall. 

This painting is of Juliet Yardley Mills, a professional 
model Auerbach met in 1957. He continued to paint her 
until ill health prevented her from attending his London 
studio, the same studio he has had for over 50 years. On 
first viewing, this painting can be seen as confused and 
muddled. The thick application of the paint creates an 
energy and a desire to move nearer to the artwork to see 
the layers that are present. It is only on closer inspection 
that you then realise the painting is actually on two boards, 
giving it a sense of being in 3D. 
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GALLERY 18 ACTIVITIES

Discussion points for La Guitare
• When you look at this picture, in which season do you 

think it was painted? 
• How old do you think the sitter is?
• Are there any portraits in this room where the sitter  

is smiling? 

Discussion points for Brother and Sister
• What is the main colour used in this painting?
• How can you tell that this painting is over 50 years old?
• Who do you think would be better behaved – the 

brother or sister?

Gallery 18
People and Portraits

Now go to Gallery 9: Balmoral Phenomenon. 
When moving between galleries ask your learners 
to look out for other examples of portraiture, such 
as sculptures, photographs, prints or drawings.

Discussion points for J.Y.M. Seated
• This painting is very different to others in the room.  

Do you think it would have been fun to create?
• Look closely, can you identify the sitter’s eye and  

hair colour? 
• How long do you think it would have taken to paint 

this portrait? Could you sit still for five hours  
without moving?

Organise your class into three groups and ask them to spend five minutes looking at 
each of the three paintings we have highlighted in this room.
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QUEEN VICTORIA
Herbert Luther Smith, 1848 

Herbert Luther Smith (1809–1869) was a painter of 
portraits, historical scenes, biblical subjects and miniatures. 
Herbert, the younger son of the painter and engraver 
Anker Smith, entered the Royal Academy School in 1826 
and showed a natural talent, winning medals in 1828 and 
1830. This was followed by his work being exhibited at the 
Royal Academy in London, and the British Institute and 
Society of British Artists. 

A talented copyist, he was employed by Queen Victoria 
to copy state portraits, including one of a portrait of the 
Duchess of Kent in 1840, and a posthumous portrait of 
Prince Albert in 1862. 

This oil on canvas portrait of a young Queen Victoria (she 
was only 18 when she came to the throne in 1837) shows 
the splendour of her flowing garments and the plush 
furnishings surrounding her. She sits centre stage and one 
would never guess at her diminutive size - she was just five 
feet tall (about 1.5 metres).

The same year this painting was completed Prince Albert 
began leasing Balmoral Castle which he bought for his 
wife five years later. Victoria and Albert’s love affair with 
Scotland was a pivotal moment for all things Scottish and 
by embracing the Highland life they popularised Scotland 
as a tourist destination.

Activity
Before revealing any facts about the painting ask a few 
speculative questions to guide learners into looking closely 
at the artwork. Every pupil should come up with one word 
to describe the painting and the sitter. 

Gallery 9 
Balmoral Phenomenon
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EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Complete back at school

“I can create a range of visual information through observing and recording  
from my experiences across the curriculum.”

EXA 0-04a / EXA 1-04a

Back at school ask your pupils to answer these questions: 

What is your favourite colour? 

What is your favourite animal? 

What are your favourite clothes? 

What is your favourite food? 

What is your favourite activity at school?

Pupils should use these answers to draw a quick sketch of their favourite things.  
They can then pick a few of them and draw a self portrait that includes some of  
these personal details.



La Guitare, Marie Laurencin, 1936   Artist © DACS 

Brother and Sister, Joan Eardley, 1955   Artist © DACS 

JYM Seated, Frank Auerbach, 1976   Artist © Frank Auerbach (2005) 

Queen Victoria, Herbert Luther-Smith 1848
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