Sam Ainsley and Alex Dempster

What if it isn't there...
4th July - 8th August 2026

This two-person exhibition presents shared
interests in natural systems and the earth's

structures and rhythms.

Sam Ainsley (D.Litt, R.S.A.) thinks of

her work as a form of ‘emotional and
intellectual mapping' that tries to uncover
correspondences and relationships
between natural, (biological, geographic,
geological) phenomena, the human body
and the human condition. Ainsley is also
interested in both the correspondences and
disjunctions between the natural and man-
made world. She is also fascinated by the
relationship between visual images of the
‘micro' and the 'macro’ and how she might
draw parallels between our ability as human
beings to focus closely on the microscopic
world (internal) and to stand back and

view the macroscopic world, (external) ‘the
bigger picture'. Seeing the 'this-ness' in
‘that and vice versa allows her to formulate
metaphors where the viewer might question

precisely what it is they are seeing.

'For example, the veins in the human body
look like tree branches or roots; fingerprints
remind me of tree rings, river systems echo

our own arteries and so on. We often use
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body metaphors in relation to both the man-
made and natural world; we say trees are
the lungs of the city or a person has a heart
of gold; and in ancient Chinese philosophy,
there was a belief in the intense connection
between body and landscape; boulders

and rocks were seen as bones, rivers and
waterways were hair and so on. | love this
kind of making connections rather than

the impulse to separate and see things in

isolation.’(Sam Ainsley, 2026)

This idea of connection also links to novelist
EM Forster's (1879 —1970) dying words: 'Only
connect — a phrase that has continued to
have resonance for Ainsley. The book 'On
Growth and Form' by D'Arcy Wentworth
Thompson (1860-1948) has also been a
significant influence on Ainsley's work

from her student days onwards, where it
illuminated for her the underlying structures

in the natural world.

Continuing one of the key themes in her
work- autobiography- for this exhibition,
she shows a body of new work called ‘The
Bed Drawings', made during enforced bed
rest, following a road accident earlier in the

year. Ainsley posted one drawing or collage



every day on social media, intending to stop
at 100 drawings. She has now made over

150 drawings.

‘Each day | began from one of two premises;
either they would continue my interest

in the natural world; geology/geography/
maps and mapping/islands/microscopic
and macroscopic images or they would

be drawn from imagination or memory
and perhaps even be autobiographical.
These twin strands have emerged in these
drawings quite organically without the
preparation and planning that precedes
my large scale works and have allowed a
freedom and lack of restraint concerning
how they might emerge.’(Sam Ainsley,

2026)

Alex Dempster's artistic practice is shaped
by a lifelong fascination with nature,
geology and the branching networks that
appear across myriad forms in nature. From
the delicate veins of leaves to the intricate
patterns of river systems and geological
fault lines, these interconnected structures
embody the hidden order of the natural
world. In recent projects, he has embraced
mixed media techniques, incorporating
materials such as wood, acrylic paint,
acrylic mediums, scoring tools, and paper.
The textures and forms of nature serve as

both inspiration and metaphor. Through

the integration of diverse techniques and
mediums, he endeavours to craft pieces
that not only resonate aesthetically but
also invite a deeper engagement with the
invisible forces and structures shaping our

world.

The two artists have known each other for
nearly forty years. Dempster was a student
on GSA's Master of Fine Art course (he
attended 1988-1990), whilst Ainsley was

Head of the MFA.

About the artists:

Sam Ainsley has forged a remarkable career
within the visual arts sector nationally

and internationally. From 1985 to 1991 she
taught on the Environmental Art programme
when she then co-founded the MFA course.
She has since worked collaboratively with
David Harding (ex-Head of Environmental
Art at GSA) and Sandy Moffat (ex-Head of
Painting at GSA) as AHM (Ainsley, Harding,
Moffat) on symposia and other events and
continues to work independently in her

studio.

She is a respected and published
spokeswoman for the visual arts and her
own artwork is held by a number of public
and private collections nationally and
internationally. Ainsley has contributed

to a broad range of visual art initiatives



in Scotland and has served as a Board
member for many arts organisations. She
has exhibited in and curated independent
exhibitions and undertaken residencies
in numerous institutions and arts
organisations across the USA, Australasia,

Europe and the UK.

In 2017 Ainsley was inducted into the
‘Outstanding Women of Scotland' by

the Saltire Society. GSA awarded her

an Honorary Doctorate (D.Litt) for her
contribution to art and art education in
2018.1n 2022 Ainsley had a solo exhibition
titled 'Stories Real and Imagined' in the
Academicians' Gallery at the Royal Scottish
Academy. In 2023-24, a major exhibition of
her work was held at the Gallery of Modern

Art in Glasgow, 'Wednesday is Cobalt blue,
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Friday is Cadmium red'.

Glasgow-born artist Alex Dempster's
artistic journey has been marked by an
exploration of both the urban and natural
landscapes. He attended Chelsea School of
Art 1983-1984, The Glasgow School of Art
1984-1988 (BA Hons.), then 1988 - 1990
(MFA). From 1991-95, he worked on several
collaborative exhibitions with the artist Alan
Dunn. Dempster worked as an Art & Design
teacher from 1991-93 becoming a Principal
Teacher of Art and Design in 1993, teaching
Art and Design and Photography until his
retirement in 2022. In his retirement Alex
now finds himself with more time to devote

to his personal artistic endeavours.
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1.

Sam Ainsley

First row (L - R)

ahwh=

Imaginary Blue Plants

We Are Nothing Without Stories
Map of the Unconscious

City Within a City

The Wisdom of Trees

Second row (L - R)

6
7
8
9
10

Green Leaves and Flower Lace
River Tyne and Cells

Pain Real and Imagined

The Island Tree

Folds

Third row (L - R)

11
12
13
14
15

Rocky Mountain Landscape
Tree, Wood, Fire

A Conclave of Trees
Imaginary Sea Creatures
Man Eating Prickly Seaweed

Fourth row (L - R)

16
17
18
19
20

On Land and Under the Sea

Roots, Tendrils, Veins

Imaginary Floating Islands

Geological Red Fabric and Giant Leaves
The Pursuit of Pleasure is Unruly

Fifth row (L - R)

21
22
23
24
25

26
27
28
29
30
31
32

3.

In the Far North

Lace Flower with Feather

Coils and Seaweed

Deep Time

Oak Leaves and Microscopic Leaf Veins

Alex Dempster

Lagoon Il
Cracked v. I
Dentritic
Gold Coast I
Delta V
Rotation
Group One

Alex Dempster

First row (L - R)

33
34
35

M Delta |
Dentritic Il
Capillary

Second row (L - R)

36
37
38

Neuronic Part Il
Impasse
Neuronic Part |

4, Sam Ainsley

First row (L - R)

39 Strange Fruit (Bilateral symmetry)
40 Self Portrait with Imaginary Island
41 Industrial Landscape

42 A Night at the Fairground

43 City at Night

Second row (L - R)

44 Dreaming in the Midnight library
45 Imaginary Green Landscape

46 Interior Maelstrom

47 The Problem with Cloning

48 Growth Patterns

Third row (L - R)

49 Don't Look Behind the Curtain
50 Bamboo Grove with Tree Slice
51 Electric Planet

52 Bow Down (to Nature)

53 River Delta and Bacterium

Fourth row (L - R)

54 Icy Island

55 Alien World from Above (or under a
microscope)

56 Landscape with Floating Seeds

57 Pareidola (Seeing Faces in Trees)

58 The Map of Tenderness
(Homage to Madeleine de Scudery)

Fifth row (L - R)

59 Positve/Negative

60 Tendrils Underground

61 Oak Tree in the Rain

62 Scotland with Pine Trees
63 Damaged Tree

5. Alex Dempster

First row (L - R)

64 Reefl
65 Fantastic Voyage
66 Spool

Second row (L - R)

67 Gulf of Metronome
68 Force Delta v. Il
69 Pathologist 5A

6. Sam Ainsley

First row (L - R)
70 Glacial Archipelago

71 Plant Spermatozoa
72 Ribcage and Fabric Folds
73 Plants Can Grow Anywhere

74 I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

Second row (L - R)

75 Hair, Weaving, Strata, Trees (These are a

Few of my Favourite Things)
76 The Child is Father to the Man



77 Self Portrait with a Piece of Scotland
78 This Old Heart of Mine
79 The Things That Bind Us

Third row (L - R)

80 Remembered Winter Landscape

81 Big Scary Plant

82 Northern Landscape

83 Sunken Island with Word Association
84 Imagined and Remembered Trees

Fourth Row (L - R)

85 Mirror Image Scotland

86 Walls Don't Work

87 The Red Woman and the Tangled Web
88 Circles are framing devices

89 What goes on inside me

Fifth Row (L - R)
90 Memento Mori
91 My Heart Has Many Chambers

92 Underwater Sculpture Found on Red Planet
93 Imaginary Landscape (Strata)

94 Fractured Landscapes

7. Alex Dempster

First row (L - R)

95 Gold Coast Il
96 Gulf of Triage
97 Black Cap

Second row (L - R)
98 Path-ology
99 Stellate Line
100 True C

8. Sam Ainsley

First row (L - R)
101 Crater
102  Underground Networks

103  Lifting the Veil (Seeing Through to Other Worlds)
104  Self Portrait with Red Fabric and Fingerprint

105 The Garden of Dreams

Second row (L - R)

106  Mosaic moons

107 Micro-Macro

108  Broken Red coral (Disappearing Fast)
109 Imaginary Landscape Il

110 The Spaces in Between

Third row (L - R)

111 The Genius of Trees

112 Balancing Act

113 Three Colour Self Portrait in Maram Grass
114 Self Portrait with Broken Femur (and Pain)
115 Barren Landscape |

Fourth Row (L - R)

116 The wonders of geology

117 The flowers will bloom again

118 Barren Landscape Il (with Rocks)

119 Red Coat Buried Under Rocks
120  Rapunzel Let Down Your Hair (While the
Prince Takes Your Pulse)

Fifth Row (L - R)

121 Stronger Together

122  Archipelago

123 Island Palimpsest

124  Blue Landscape (Vita Brevis)
125  Imagined Undersea Plants

9. Alex Dempster

Firstrow (L - R)
126 Resilient I
127 Lichen Line
128 PlLine

Second row (L - R)

129 Letterhead One
130 Island Line

131 Corner

10. Sam Ainsley (L - R)

132 Summer Rain

133 Stone Circles in the Woods

134 Parched Earth

135 The Sea, the Sea

136  Erupting Volcano

137 Warm-Blooded Arteries & Frozen
Archipelagos

1. Alex Dempster (L - R)

1 Overload
2 Blue Cap
3 Rock Island Line



Many works in the exhibition are for sale;
please contact the artists directly for more
details.

Direct messages on Instagram
to @ainsleysam
or @alex.dempster.54

Emails to samainsley@yahoo.co.uk
or adempa021@gmail.com

The artists would like to thank GSA Exhibitions
team. Alex thanks Pam, Kelvin and Fraser. Sam
thanks 'Alex Dempster for agreeing to show

with me and most of all, my son, Simon without
whom, as they say, none of this would have been
possible'.



