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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: scottish art 
Preconceived ideas of Scottish Art can include lovely landscapes, tartan and stags. 
Scottish artists have been exhibiting on the international stage for centuries and our 
collection shows the breadth of their talent. As well as celebrating their creativity, our 
displays also demonstrate the impact Scottish artists have had on artistic styles and 
continue to have on contemporary visual art.

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 examples of what they think is Scottish art. This could be in a 
variety of formats such as painting, jewellery, ceramics, sculpture, drawings, prints, photography or digital media.

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

Go to Gallery 9: Balmoral Phenomenon.
Ask learners to look out for what they think are 
Scottish artworks along the way.

Freeze Frame 
Come together in the centre of the sculpture court. 
Discuss with the people beside you what you think  
Scottish art is and what you think it looks like. Now  
imagine people that come to the gallery to see Scottish 
art: who are they, where do they come from, what are  
they looking for in the gallery?

Look all around the space you’re in just now. Look up to 
the ceiling, down to your feet, at the lighting, the windows, 
the other people around you and see if there are any clues 
as to what could be considered Scottish. Now move on to 
discover examples of Scottish art.
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Gallery 9
Balmoral PhenomenonAFTERGLOW

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. Farquharson painted a series 
of similar works detailing the countryside around Finzean, 
near Banchory, where his family owned land. 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. He received his first set of paints from his father at 
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 featured, 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 created wooden huts 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 and of 
course, stuffed sheep do not wander away.

 

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?

• What do you think is happening in this artwork?
• Have any parts been exaggerated or focused on? 

Why do you think the artist has done this?
• 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?

Go to Gallery 16: Shoreline to see winter 
painted in a very different manner.
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Gallery 16
ShorelineHIGH TIDE, A WINTER AFTERNOON

Joan Eardley, 1961

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. Eardley studied under 
the Scottish painter and teacher James Cowie, whose 
painting Falling Leaves can be seen in Gallery 18: People 
and Portraits. Cowie’s precise and linear style famously 
clashed with Eardley’s freer approach. Cowie couldn’t 
convince Eardley to change her expressive style and in 
1940 she enrolled at Glasgow School of Art where she was 
influenced by the Scottish Colourists. 

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. 
She often worked outdoors and in poor weather with her 
thickly textured paintwork sometimes incorporating real 
pieces of vegetation, sand and sometimes the wrappers 
from her sweets. 

High Tide, a Winter Afternoon is an excellent example 
of Eardley’s use of confident, sweeping brushstrokes to 
depict the dramatic elements of the Scottish coastline. The 
canvas is split into thirds: the land, sea and sky stripped 
down to almost abstract colours and textures. 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 a raw 
and extreme place to live, Eardley thrived on capturing 
the landscape that was so different to her other studio in 

Glasgow. Her desire to work so remotely led to her sister 
Pat Black to describe her as a “very determined person” 
and that she “was doing what she wanted - just as she 
always did.’’ Her ashes were scattered at Catterline and she 
left a legacy as one of the most influential British artists of 
the twentieth century.

Activity for High Tide, A Winter Afternoon
Before revealing any facts about the artwork or artist, ask 
a few speculative questions to guide learners into looking 
closely at the artwork. This encourages critical analysis 
through imaginative thinking.

Go to Gallery 7: Exploring Art to see the work 
of another artist who drew inspiration from the 
north east of Scotland.

• What do you think this is a painting of? Where do you 
think it was painted?

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

• Why do you think the artist created an artwork like this? 
What do you think they were trying to capture?

Then give the learners some background knowledge on 
Joan Eardley and her time at Catterline, which can prompt 
questions and further exploration of the artwork.
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IN THE GULF THEY DREAM OF SEA AND ICE
Joyce Cairns, 1991

Joyce W Cairns was born in Edinburgh in 1947. She studied 
painting at Gray’s School of Art in Aberdeen and the Royal 
College of Art in London from 1966 to 1971. After some time 
spent in London she returned to Aberdeen in 1976, where 
she taught Drawing and Painting at Gray’s. In 2004 she 
retired from tutoring to focus on completing a large body of 
work for her collection War Tourist.

Cairns is renowned for her figurative compositions of 
biographical and psychological themes of war, loss and 
memory. Her work has been influenced by her visits to 
the concentration camps of Europe and her time spent 
in Bosnia after the civil war. Cairns also followed in her 
father’s footsteps through Tunisia where he served with the 
Cameron Highlanders during the second world war. Her love 
for museums and historical artefacts helped to link together 
her father’s memorabilia, the places she had visited and her 
sense of place at Footdee, Aberdeen’s fishing community, 
to create vivid and emotive compositions. Her first major 
body of work came in 1984, after her mother’s death after 
her mother’s death, when objects relating to her father’s 
war experience came to light. These events combined with 
the metaphoric images of the harbour, sea and people of 
Footdee, inspired Cairns to explore her family history in the 
wider context of global conflict. 

This allows us, the viewer, to time travel with Cairns through 
scenes surrounded by the sea. Cairns includes herself in her 
paintings as if she is the narrator or, as she calls herself, a 
‘war tourist’. The thinly applied oil paint on board, almost 
like watercolour in places, contrasts with opaque areas to 
create structured and colourful forms. This painting depicts 
the soldiers deployed overseas during the first Gulf War and 
how they dreamed of the cooler climate back home. 

Activity for In the Gulf They 
Dream of Sea and Ice
Don’t give any information about the 
painting straight away – ask learners 
to look closely first. You could begin 
by saying… “I’d like to show you a 
painting that has a very full and busy 
composition. Have a good look for  
one minute.”

‘Notice’ not ‘know’ 
This can sometimes be rushed but 
taking time to notice and comment on 
the artwork removes the need for ‘right’ 
answers and encourages observation. 
Ask learners to tell you what they see – 
they don’t have to explain their thoughts 
at this stage, just point out as many 
things as possible in the painting.

Extend the observation 
Then draw their attention to the centre 
of the artwork and ask learners to 
describe the action. Ask for words to 
describe the figures facial expressions, body language, the 
colours surrounding them, the background etc.

Background story 
Once the learners are engaged and curious about the 
artwork, tell them some background information about the 
artist and the painting. 

Gallery 7
Exploring Art

Go to Gallery 4: Human Presence to see work 
inspired by completely different culture.

Social & cultural context 
Ask learners to discuss and feedback why they think the 
artist made certain choices in colour / composition / tone / 
background / pose etc. 

Why did the artist choose this subject matter? Why is it 
important that artists show their personal stories?
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Gallery 4
Human PresenceFEEDBACK LOOP

Kenny Hunter, 2003

Kenny Hunter was born in Edinburgh in 1962. He graduated 
from Glasgow School of Art in 1987 and studied classical 
sculpture at the British School at Athens. Hunter has 
an international reputation and has exhibited work in 
major establishments in both Britain and abroad. His 
work questions stereotypes and introduces a new way of 
looking, through the medium of sculpture. Hunter works in 
a variety of materials including wood, plastic, iron, bronze 
and fibreglass.

Feedback Loop is made from fibreglass, a material that 
Hunter uses in many of his sculptures. It is quite  
a lightweight material, allowing him to make large-scale 
sculptures with relative ease. It also gives a smooth, 
uniform finish, which suits his cartoon-like style of 
sculpture.

This fibreglass sculpture is of a Japanese teenager who 
resembles a Manga cartoon. Hunter drew on a range of 
influences when making this sculpture, including the Statue 
of Liberty and propaganda sculptures of communist states 
such as North Korea. Although she is of Japanese origin, 
we could see a teenager like this in any city in the world. 
Her clothes are inspired by the fashions worn by teenage 
girls in the Harajuku area of Tokyo. Fashions in this area 
change often, so we can date this girl to around 2003. 
Obviously, these are not traditional Japanese clothes, 
and show the influence of Western culture on Japanese 
teenagers. Hunter is interested in showing how cultures 
evolve, change and influence each other, and this sculpture 
does just that.

Activity for Feedback Loop
Before revealing any facts about the sculpture, ask a few 
speculative questions to guide learners into looking closely 
at the artwork. This encourages critical analysis through 
imaginative thinking.

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

• If this girl could talk to us, what do you think she would 
say? What message is she relating to us?

• Consider the  materials this sculpture is made from. Do 
you think it’s heavy or light? Why do you think the girl is 
all one colour?

Learners could discuss their thoughts in pairs or small 
groups before feeding back to the whole group. This helps 
to build confidence in sharing ideas.
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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. His work has been exhibited 
internationally and in 2005 was nominated for the Turner 
Prize with his work Metal Oyster. Lambie is known for his 
use of everyday objects and materials as reference points 
which he transforms to give them 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 & Shoulders  
(with conditioner)
Ask learners to look closely at the 
artwork for one minute. Then ask them 
to turn their backs on the art work and 
feedback what they remember seeing 
in the artwork.

You could ask some prompts to start 
feedback.

• What faces do you remember 
seeing?

• What aspect about 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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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 will take about two periods. You will need A3 
paper, pencils, masking tape, PVA glue, block paints or 
watercolours and oil pastels. Photographs of landscapes 
are optional.

1. Either sketching outside or working from a photograph, 
learners can draw out a landscape that includes a 
background, middle ground and foreground. 

2. Then they will create texture on their page using torn 
strips of masking tape and spreading, dragging or 
dribbling on PVA glue using a spreader or a brush. Allow 
to dry overnight.

3. Inspired by the colours and textures by Farquharson, 
Eardley and Cairns, learners can use block paints or 
watercolour to apply rich, bright colours over the 
masking tape and PVA glue. 

4. Then they can lightly rub on oil pastel to highlight the 
texture and add detail to their finished landscape.



Afterglow, Joseph Farquharson, 1912 

High Tide, A Winter Afternoon, Joan Eardley, 1961   Artist © DACS

In the Gulf They Dream of Sea and Ice, Joyce Cairns, 1991   Artist © Joyce Cairns (2005)

Feedback Loop, Kenny Hunter, 2003   Artist © Kenny Hunter (2004)     

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

 

Aberdeen Art Gallery | Schoolhill | Aberdeen AB10 1FQ | tel. 03000 200 293 | www.aagm.co.uk

@AbdnArtMuseums


