GENERATION:
Ways of Seeing

Beginning
From June to October 2014 the National Galleries
of Scotland Education Department teamed up with
a group of sighted and visually impaired students
from Drummond Community, Broughton and Ross
High Schools, Musselburgh Grammar School, the
University of Glasgow and the Visiting Teaching &
Support Service, Edinburgh City Council.
Working with artists Louise Fraser and Sam
Rutherford, the young people explored and
responded to GENERATION – a landmark
exhibition of contemporary art at the Scottish
National Gallery. The project aimed to promote
an exchange of knowledge between the sighted
and visually impaired students, to support them
in working together, to help them gain confidence
in talking about contemporary art and learn new
skills so that they could develop and deliver a
guided tour for younger visually impaired children.

What happened?
After an initial session in the
gallery, the students worked
with a trainer from the RNIB to
learn about visual impairment,
sighted guiding and begin
to think about the different
ways that a visually impaired
audience might experience art.

exhibition with a small group of
visually impaired art lovers.

In smaller groups, the young
people collaborated to develop
an interactive, descriptive
experience that would enable
younger children with visual
impairments to engage with
the exhibition. Each group
The next phase saw the
focused on one artwork and
group focus on contemporary
devised ways of bringing it to
art in GENERATION. They
explored the exhibition through life using descriptions, creative
writing, handling objects and
discussion, peer-to-peer
activities.
interviews and responded
creatively through writing, film,
Finally, an invitation was
photography, printmaking,
issued to the younger children
drawing and sketching.
to join a band of intrepid art
The students also met and
explorers in the gallery...
shared ideas about the

Once upon a time there were lots of stories…

Steven Campbell, On Form and Fiction (1990)
The experience began in the Steven Campbell
installation, a place packed with characters
and stories. The children sat on a soft fur rug
mirroring a girl in one of the paintings; they heard
a description of the space, touched objects and
listened to a spellbinding story. The story was
inspired by the Steven Campbell piece as well
as interweaving elements from other artworks
the group were about to explore...

‘If you hear about contemporary art and you haven’t seen it
yourself a lot of people can be quite scathing about it…so I think
it’s good to experience it for yourself, to make up your own mind.’
‘The ideas which can be brought on by art are boundless...
the thoughts provoked by the pieces were extremely varied
indeed, there were pieces which provoked feelings of happiness
for some, but for others seemed darker and more forbidding.’
‘I guess it’s taught me with contemporary art, or even old art, that
you can look at it in so many different ways. You can close your
eyes and it’s like making a new view that can give a whole other
perspective on an art piece that you didn’t think you had before.’

Did a cloud float into this gallery...?
Karla Black, Story Of A Sensible Length (2014)
The students led the
children round the
Karla Black sculpture,
encouraging them to
tune into the sounds
and sensations
associated with the
work and to think
about the space it
was in. The piece was
described and the
children were invited

to put forward ideas
about what it reminded
them of – a jellyfish, a
marshmallow, a cloud
suspended inside the
gallery? They touched
and played with similar
materials used to create
it and experienced
what it might feel like to
be under this magical
cloud...
‘Art isn’t just picking up a paint brush and
painting, it’s creating something extraordinary.’

‘Usually, when you see art, you see it your way
but then to think about how someone else can
see it, it creates more empathy in your mind’

‘It’s opened my mind to different kinds of art.
It’s also made me think more deeply about
the person who either sculpted or painted it.
It makes you think, has that person gone down
that direction for a reason, and did they use
that colour because that’s how they were feeling
at the time.’

Whose boots are these...?
David Shrigley, Black Boots and Black Prints
The David Shrigley room was a very different
place – a place without colour, a mysterious
place with ten pairs of giant black shiny boots
right in the middle of the room…The children
were asked to imagine who the boots might
belong to, what it might feel like to wear them
and had a go at stomping around like giants!
They handled some materials to get an idea of
what the sculptures and prints were made of and
then created their own stories from some of the
prints on the walls.

‘It seemed like they didn’t take themselves as
seriously as some artists, as maybe artists
from older generations, they were a lot more
free, with a sense of humour.’
‘I thought it was a bit weird to walk in and see
10 pairs of boots, a big bench, a big sheet in
the middle of the room, but then once you
walked around it and talked about it, it was a
bit cooler, because usually it’s just paintings
in a big empty room.’
‘It’s a different insight into art, because people
always think it’s to do with pictures and stuff
but obviously if you can’t see it, then there are
alternative ways to experience it through smell,
hearing music, through touch.’

It’s like a playground, but…

Martin Boyce, Our Love is Like the Flowers, the Rain,
the Sea, and the Hours (2002)
This space, created by
Martin Boyce, was dark and
cold, filled with echoes. The
children were led around it to
get an idea of its size and they
were asked to describe how
they felt in the space. They
heard a description of some of
the objects that made up the
installation and handled some

items to discover what materials
were used to create them. The
only points of light were from
trees made from fluorescent
tubes. The children used their
bodies to make their own tree
shapes and enjoyed cracking
and shoogling glow sticks which
they used to sculpt their own
glowing seedlings.

‘It was good to think of art not just in terms of the descriptions
I was given by other people, but also in terms of the feel of the
room – the temperature for example – and also in terms of the
small pieces of tactile material we were given...Most of the art
was quite abstract, and I enjoyed this because we were able
to deduce our own meanings.’

The Workshop

Inspired by their experiences
in the gallery, the younger
pupils were supported by the
older students to create their
own storytelling stage-set,
comprising a giant character
made using swell-paper
drawings, tree sculptures from

plaster, aluminium wire and
glow sticks, and a landscape
of sky and clouds created by
painting inside plastic bags.
The bags were filled with air
to make them 3D, which had
some unintentionally humorous
sound effects!

It’s good learning more about people that aren’t the exact
same as you, so instead of just going that’s the way it should
be seen because that’s the way I see it, you’ll take it from
another point of view. It’s stepping into someone else’s shoes
and not even in an art way, just in general, so you have a
better understanding of everyone else around you.’

‘You just see and describe art in a completely different way
when you’re with someone with a visual impairment because
you have to think of things that they can relate to, like how it
might feel, and the artists’ thought process – how they got from
a to b…You can begin to apply that to other artwork generally,
when you’re not with someone with a visual impairment, so just
in class and it just gives you more inspiration.’

About the participants…

Freya Drummond Community High School
Future plans: art college!! – Textiles.

Kirsty Broughton High School
Future Plans: I want to be a midwife.

Greig Drummond Community High School
Future Plans: To study photography at ECA…To be
happy in life, and you know money is a plus too.

Sarah University of Glasgow
Future Plans: When I graduate, my dream job is to be
an author, and I have wanted this all the more since
two of my poems were published last summer. Whilst I
am writing, I would quite like to work in the languages
field, promoting the learning and use of foreign
languages in Britain.

Hannah Ross High School
Future Plans: To become a nurse.
Hannah Drummond Community High School
Future Plans: I would love to go to art college to study
illustration; I am especially interested in children’s
book illustration. I hope that in the future I am happy,
whatever I end up doing!
Harriet Broughton High School
Future Plans: I hope to be creative for a living, and to
make iconic characters that people will invest their free
time ‘fangirling’ over.
Jamie Drummond Community High School
Future Plans: I hope to study architecture at Edinburgh
University… and to be happy.

Simone Drummond Community High School
Future Plans: I hope to become a costume designer
for theatre and big movies!
Struan Musselburgh Grammar School
Future Plans: No idea, as long as I’m not homeless I
don’t care!
Victoria Broughton High School
Future Plans: To study performance costume.

Visual Impairment Programme at
the National Galleries of Scotland
Originating from a small-scale pilot, the
National Galleries of Scotland Visually
Impaired Programme began in 2002 and has
become one of the most successful of its
kind in British museums and galleries today.
The programme comprises monthly tour and
workshop sessions and occasional projects
or special events. We are always keen to
welcome new participants.
communities@nationalgalleries.org
0131 624 6428
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National Galleries is a charity registered in Scotland (No. SC003728)

Acknowledgements

Project Artists:
Louise Fraser
Sam Rutherford
Design:
Angela McKean
Photography:
Sam Rutherford
Greig Howitt
Hannah Spencer

