
Before you begin...

This resource is in presentation style, for use with Power 
Point or as a printed handout.  It can be used as part of 
pre-visit preparation, to accompany a visit, or can stand 
alone.  It consists of 2 parts:

ParT One:  information, images and ideas for students
-  about contemporary art
-  approaching contemporary art
-  In my opinion
-  Cross curricular opportunities
-  Helpful hints for visiting
-  Useful links

ParT TwO:  notes for teachers 
-  Cross curricular opportunities
-  Useful links and additional resources
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about contemporary art

what is an art gallery?
-   an art gallery is a space where art is placed so that 

people can experience it. 
-   They might have to look at it, or hear it, or touch it.
-   Some art galleries have a collection of art which 

belongs to them.
-   Some art galleries do not have a collection, artists 

come and use their space so that the exhibitions 
change all the time.











about contemporary art

BaLTIC Centre for Contemporary art:
BaLTIC is a space for contemporary art.
The art is displayed in the gallery spaces. It is also 
displayed in other areas, such as the staircase, the lift, 
the café, the entrance area, the spaces outside the 
building, even on the building itself.









about contemporary art

What does ‘Contemporary Art’ mean? 
It means that the art belongs to the present day. a 
contemporary artist is alive today and makes art works 
to show in galleries and public spaces. Unlike modern 
art, contemporary art is not defined by a list of 
schools of art, time periods or styles of art.

Some contemporary art is also called conceptual art.  

In conceptual art, the artist will focus on what their 
work is about, as well as how it is experienced by other 
people. The artist concentrates on how best to explain 
their ideas (or concepts) to the viewer by using visual 
clues. Conceptual art can be in many forms, it could be 
a video, performance, words or photos. Sometimes, in 
conceptual art, there is no object at all. Conceptual art 
can be hard to collect or keep because the artist’s own 
experience can be the work of art. It often makes us 
think about what a work of art can be.





about contemporary art

Contemporary art might be created by one artist, or it 
might be collaborative work. 
Collaborative work means that the artist might work with 
another person, a group or an organisation or institution. 
Some artists form long term working collaborations with 
another artist.

Some contemporary art will be installation art. This is 
when the work of art has been created to fit into a specific 
space or architectural situation. Installations often ask us 
to use multiple senses when experiencing the art: sight, 
smell, touch, and hearing.





approaching contemporary art

What is the best way to approach contemporary art ? 
It is very important that you have an open mind. You need 
to be prepared for new experiences and new knowledge. 
Don’t try to form an opinion in the first few moments that 
you see the art; take time to consider it. It may not be what 
you are used to, that’s why it is important to spend time 
getting used to it. 





approaching contemporary art

How does an artist work? 
artists use the creative process: 
This is what they experience when they make their art. 
art can be about you. It can be about where you come from.  
It can express opinions. It can ask questions. 
It can be about how you see your life, how you see the world. 
Art can be about anything.



approaching contemporary art

every work of art requires the artist to make choices. 
They choose the subject matter. Once the artist has 
experimented with their ideas, they decide how they 
want to create the art. They choose a technique or 
materials, or they choose a combination of materials.
Many contemporary artists use unconventional tools 
and materials in their work, they bring new ideas for 
working with materials and techniques to art. By doing 
this, they change the way that others see art. They 
challenge the traditional ways of making art.

Some artists want to create as accurate a picture of the 
world as possible.
Other artists may want to present ideas, emotions, 
feelings. 









approaching contemporary art

Looking  
remember that people are often impressed by art because it 
looks as though it was difficult to do. realistic work often seems 
to require the most skill, to be the most difficult to do. But work 
which also requires a lot of thought and concept is just as 
important.

-  art is not always pretty to look at or to experience. 
-  art is not always easy to understand, but it can be interesting.
-   working out what makes it interesting to you is the key to 

understanding modern art and contemporary art.
-  There is never just one interpretation of a work of art. 



approaching contemporary art

Your opinions and your reactions are as meaningful 
as anyone else’s, especially if you look carefully and 
think about what you see ( and feel ). 
In fact, it is very interesting to hear how other people 
see and interpret the art that you are looking at. It is 
really important that we are all allowed to have our own 
opinions, there is no right and there is no wrong in this.





Things to think about

when you start to experience the art, you may have 
already found out some information about it before 
the visit. The exhibition (or installation) will have a 
title. The exhibition might be the work of one artist 
or it might be a collection of work from a group of 
artists. Collect a leaflet from the gallery help you with 
this “finding out.”

The title will give you a clue as to what the art 
exhibition is all about.

when you walk into the gallery/installation, stop and 
look at the whole space around you.
-   Is a collection of different art works in the one 

gallery?
-  Is it one work of art or is it an installation? 

Stopping to look will help you to see the size of the 
art work or art works. Look at the floors, the ceiling 
and the walls.  Listen out for noises and sounds which 
might be part of the work. Don’t rush around the 
room. Choose where you want to start or start where 
your teacher asks you to start. although it is often 
useful to walk around with another person or a group, 
make sure you try hard to make your up your own 
mind about the art work.



Things to think about

Ask yourself these questions:
-  what are my immediate feelings about the art work?
-   what does the work look like? ( Imagine you are 

describing it to someone on the phone )
-  what is the work made of?
-  where is it situated in the gallery, and is this important ?
-   Do I need to do anything other than to look? Do I need 

to listen to anything? Do I need to walk around the art 
work? Do I need to be closer to it or do I need to be 
further away from it? 

-  Is the title of the work important?





Things to think about

Often, a piece of art has a title, written on a label, usually 
on the wall space near the art work. Read them. They 
give the artist name, the title of the work, sometimes the 
date and sometimes they tell you what the art work is 
made from. Sometimes they don’t have a title, so you may 
need to think about the reason for this when you look at 
the art work.

an artist often describes a story behind their work, 
this can be in the title, in the materials they choose, 
the colours, the size, the shape. These are often clues 
to help us to try and understand what they are trying 
to express. It is alright to be confused or feel that you 
don’t understand the work. This then means you can ask 
questions about the work. 





In my opinion

If you like the art work, you should try and ask yourself 
WHY you like it.

You should make a note of the title and the artist’s name
You can find out dates and what the art work is made 
from.
You could draw a sketch of this. remember that a drawing 
is putting lines on a paper, it can be very quick or like 
a diagram. It helps you to remember the art work later 
back at school or at home.

writing down KEY words will help you to remember 
the art work, the key words can describe the art itself, or 
describe your feelings when you look at and experience 
the art. It does not have to be written in sentences. 

You can use one of the prompt sheets that we have to help 
record the way you feel about the piece of art work. 







In my opinion

You could work with a friend or with a small group and 
discuss the art work.
Share your thoughts, your feelings and your ideas with 
each other.
Share your thoughts, feelings, your ideas with your 
teacher.
By investigating, looking, questioning, discussing, and 
thinking you will be doing what the artist hoped for, you 
will be looking for the meaning behind the art work as 
well as at the art work itself.
This means you will be trying to find out about, and 
understand, the concepts.





Here’s one I made earlier

Make a poster 
every art space advertises it’s exhibitions. This is to 
encourage people to visit the exhibition space. It also 
contains information such as location, dates, title of 
exhibition, opening times, and visual images which 
will get people interested and make them want to 
see more. Choose an exhibition you would like to 
publicise. It might be one that you saw on a gallery 
visit or one that you would like to see in the future.

who will the artist or artists be? Do lots of research 
on them and mind map key words to describe their 
work. Then start to design a format for the poster or 
flyer; will it be landscape, square, or portrait? what 
information needs to be on it? what images would 
be good to use on it? Look at the style of the publicity 
that BaLTIC already produces. How can you make 
your poster/flyer modern and visually attractive?

Try out lots of different ideas. experiment with 
techniques, collage, dry and wet materials, different 
types of lettering. Think about where you would want 
your poster to be, on the side of a bus, on the Metro, 
on a wall, on the Internet? when you have completed 
the poster, you could photograph it and use digital 
imaging software to place it in a public space. For 
example, take a photo of an advertising hoarding 
space and then digitally paste your poster onto it. 



Here’s one I made earlier

Make a presentation 
Because you have learnt about what contemporary art 
is all about, imagine that you are going to take a group 
of younger children (from the primary school) to visit 
a contemporary art space. Design a power point slide 
show, with key words and images, which would help the 
children to prepare for a visit. as well as using images of 
the art space, you could show images of art works and 
use key words and explanations to help the children to 
understand what contemporary art is about. You will need 
to think carefully about what age group you are designing 
this for so that the language and words that you use are 
suitable for that age group. You might visit your former 
primary school for advice on this. 





Further research

Choose one of the artists (or a collaborative group 
of artists) whose work you enjoyed on your visit. Use 
the internet to do research on them. Be selective with 
research, cutting and pasting information does not 
show an understanding of an artist. read information, 
select it and then paste into a text document. Insert 
images of work that you like. It may not be work that 
you actually saw. Include title and date and any other 
information about the work. Then, add your opinions 
about the work.
Describe it: shape, form, colour, size, materials 
and techniques used
-  why do I like it?
-  what does it “say “to me? 
-  How does it make me feel?

Choose your favourite piece by the artist and 
imagine you have bought it. where would you like to 
display this, at home, in another space? 
-  where and why?
Print out your work; paste it into a sketchbook or 
notebook. You can be creative in the way that you do 
this. Then, design and make a cover which links to 
the style of the art work that you have evaluated in 
the presentation.





Teachers notes

Cross curricular opportunities 
Contemporary art is incredibly diverse and wide-
ranging and can be used to support teaching and 
encourage creative thinking in all subject areas.



Cross curricular opportunities

Contemporary art is incredibly diverse and wide 
ranging and can be used to support teaching and 
learning and to create creative thinking in all subject 
areas. 

The new key stage 3 specifications for art and 
Design  state that the key concepts and key 
processes should include “work in 2D,3D and new 
technologies, study of a wide range of artefacts from 
contemporary, historical, personal and cultural 
contexts “           
      
The new specifications for GCSE art propose that 
students will have the capability to evaluate “a 
variety of approaches, methods, and intentions of 
contemporary and historical artists, craftspeople 
and designers from different cultures and their 
contribution to continuity and change in society “.  

There will be a need for more emphasis on 
student ability to “present a personal, informed 
and meaningful response, demonstrating critical 
understanding, realising intentions, and where 
appropriate, making connections between visual, 
written, oral or other elements “   
a visit to an art space can also be linked to the 
programmes of study for ICT and Citizenship



Helpful hints for visiting

-   Make sure you feel comfortable in the gallery – a 
pre visit is always advisable.

-   remember there are resources available to support 
your visit.

-   Prepare your students for the visit – explain the 
context of contemporary art and encourage 
questions and debate, using visual images as a 
focus.          

-   Using the internet as a research tool is helpful and 
the gallery website will be informative and useful 
in pre-visit discussions.

-   Many contemporary artists self promote on the 
internet through their own web pages or through 
myspace and wikipedia. 

-   remember that your aim is to enable and 
encourage them to respond to the art work, it is not 
to give them answers.

-   Students may need some form of support from 
documentation in the gallery. This might be 
prepared by you using templates provided by the 
gallery or you may choose to use a generic prompt 
sheet.

-   The young people should be encouraged to look 
carefully, to discuss, to make brief notes using key 
words, to make quick sketches so that they record 
their experiences in a visual way. 

-   It is important to inform students that there is no 
right and wrong way to respond and some works of 
art are deliberately ambiguous.



BaLTIC  
www.balticmill.com
QUaY 
www.balticmill.com/quay
Library and archive 
http://archive.balticmill.com
‘In my opinion’ toolkit to help pupils approach artwork,  
formulate questions and contribute opinions  
http://www.balticmill.com/learning/Downloads.php
Blank presentation template: pupils can use this to 
present their own research and ideas    
http://www.balticmill.com/learning/Downloads.php
Baltic Secondary resources Bank: pupils can use this to 
search for and download images and other information   
http://www.balticmill.com/learning/Downloads.php

Links and additional resources



www.balticmill.com


