
BEfoRE our immersion in the ‘Vital Signs’ programme Vagabond 
Reviews had in mind three main forms into which arts practice in 
health care might be considered. In the first instance art practice, 
which responds to a specific kind of invitation, usually emanating 
from the health care setting itself, could be characterised as a request 
to divert, interrupt, distract or humanise the clinical aesthetic. In short, 
invitations to make the hospital (experience) less like hospital. In the 
second instance there are established forms of pedagogical art practice 
organised and embedded into what can be termed ‘recovery work’. In 
such cases creative practice becomes integrated into the rehabilitative 
project, aligned and invested in notions of recovery at the level of 
individual patients. Thirdly, there are forms of arts practice which set 
out to critically engage with health care systems as particular arenas of 
discursive, symbolic and institutional force. In this vein the artist seeks 
to illuminate, express and legitimise marginal voices, giving form to 
what Michel Foucault called subjugated knowledge. If there is no 
obligation for hospitals to automatically consider art a good thing, in 
this third instance there can be no assumption that the artist will 
engage with the health setting as a depoliticised zone of purely 
therapeutic effects.

An Arts Council initiative developed and delivered in association 
with Create, the ‘Vital Signs’ programme combined diverse elements 
including exhibition (gallery-based and site specific), performance and 
a conference that together afforded multiple points of entry into the 
contemporary field of practice. Vital Signs also generated an impressive 
level of documentation (1). Addressing the conference held at the Royal 
College of Physicians on 15 October Michelle Browne, curator of the 
‘Vital Signs’ exhibition emphasised how she wanted to profile 
innovative and challenging practice across art forms within the health 
care sector. She had a particular interest in collaborative work that 
engaged with both providers and service users. Those qualities were 
evident in both exhibition and conference. Drawing on our encounter 
with ‘Vital Signs’ as an overall programme we have refined and 
extended our original schema, adding new thematic seams to reflect 
the multi-layered nature of the programme.

The Phenomenology of Patient Experience. Setting the scene for a 
focus on patient experience from the outset, the performance-based 
work of Dominic Thorpe on the opening night of the exhibition at 
NCAD Gallery entitled Mind-Matter evolved through the artist’s 
collaboration with Vincent Connelly who suffered from neuropathic 
pain. Thorpe’s extended performance harnessed voice, the repetitive 
action of writing the words mind matter and the barely tolerable 
sound of scraping on glass to bridge a linguistic lacuna around the 
experience of this condition.

Denis Roche’s A Clinically Useful Artwork? in the foyer of St James’s 
Hospital seemed to go beyond the notion of a register for patient 
experience towards transforming it. At the National Bone Marrow 
Transplant Unit, Roche has devised a virtual interface for patients who 
require long periods of single-room isolation following transplant. 
Claims for the positive therapeutic effects of this project are subjected 
to the rigours of medico-scientific scrutiny via research being 
undertaken at the School of Nursing at Trinity College. However, the 
first-hand, unsolicited testimony of a former patient during the 
conference provided a compelling account of how the project 
established a vital connectivity between her physical isolation and the 
world outside.

Recovering Institutional Memory. Connected to forms of 
institutionalisation, there was a discernable seam of work concerned 
with recovering lost memory. Memory Dress: Lost Children by Marie 
Brett in Dr Steeven’s Hospital, was first created in response to the social 
history of St Finbar’s Hospital in Cork, originally the city’s workhouse. 
The sculptural, plaster cast children’s dresses remind us of the hidden 
stories of children whose lives formed part of that history. Also 
evoking important memories connected to St Finbar’s Charlotte 
Donovan’s Memory Dress at the NCAD Gallery presented a beautifully 
realised series of prints from original dresses made by women of the 
Ballyphehane ICA. Jennie Moran’s Auxiliary Hospital Equipment: Personal 
Effects developed in Galway University Hospital’s Unit for stroke 
patients brought a more contemporary institutional experience into 
play. Using the familiar iconography of hospital linen Moran captured 
aspects of conversations and interweaved them with images of 
fragments of hospital equipment delicately sewn or printed onto 
pillowcases. The work evoked the fragile relation between identity and 
memory for those who have experienced stroke, quietly pointing to 
the effort to preserve both.

Fearless Speaking. Some aspects of life lie beneath the threshold of the 
spoken. Using video display and audio at the NCAD Gallery Seamus 
McGuinness’s Lived Lives explores familial experience of loss through 
suicide. Combining images of textile portraits interspersed with 
footage of looms in full tilt and audio testimony of the bereaved, 
McGuinness has successfully created a certain quality of both aesthetic 
and symbolic restraint that serves to respectfully illuminate both the 
intensity and the factuality of loss through suicide.

Ecologies of Labour. With a view to redressing the balance of visibility 
within the health care work force, Cathy Henderson developed a series 
of portraits of various health care workers entitled Life Blood. Placed 
alongside the patriarchal portraits of historical figures at Dr Steeven’s 
Hospital, that juxtaposition acknowledged a multi-skilled and multi-
levelled workforce. Another form of reciprocity was evident in Paul 
Maye’s Beyond Appearance in the window of Foley’s pharmacy, Thomas 
Street. Using the visual trope of radiology the project emerged from an 
exchange of knowledge between Maye and staff at the Radiology 
Department at University Hospital Galway. Mark Roper’s Haiku Week 
at Waterford General Hospital offered both staff and patients the terse 
linguistic economy of the haiku as a means to comment on hospital 
life with surprising and poignant results. The strictness of that 
linguistic economy was matched by an even stricter acoustic economy 
created by Danny McCarthy in his project at O’Connell Court Cork, for 
older people with mental health problems. Entitled Hello-Hello, that 
single word of greeting was used to focus our attention on the 
individual character and tenor of each of the speaker’s voices.

Humanising the Hospital. A notable cluster of projects set their sites 
on engaging directly with patients towards exploring ways of creatively 
humanising the experience of being in hospital. At the conference 
artists Helene Hugel and Siobhan Clancy presented The Puppet Portal 
Project, which combines arts and technology to create an inter-hospital 
hub where children creatively engage with each other as part of an 
online community. Helene Hugel’s Bedmaker performance in the 
NCAD gallery demonstrated a highly sophisticated craft around the 

construction of narrative with children, taking them on a magical, non 
digital journey into a more ancient art of material drama. Also creating 
alternative worlds for children in hospital Paul Gregg’s Subaquatic 
Dublin brings children at Crumlin Hospital into contact with an 
underwater version of Dublin housed in a purpose built fish tank. The 
scaled-down version at St Patrick’s University Hospital for 'Vital Signs' 
can only hint at the sheer volume and visual impact of the original.

Equally within the vein of humanising care, both exhibition and 
conference featured performances generated through collaborations 
with residents of long-stay care settings. Closing the conference Ger 
Wolfe performed songs from Ó Bhéal guth Béal, developed while writer 
in-residence with older people in daycare centres in Gaelteacht 
Mhúscraí Co Chorcaí. Similarly traditional singer John Tunney 
developed Sing us Another Song with older people at the Kilmaley 
Daycare Centre Co Clare.

domesticating the Hospital. We did encounter those anticipated 
interventions focussed on modifying the clinical aesthetic at the level 
of design and visual effect. Hillary Moss, Arts Officer Adelaide and 
Meath Hospital described thoughtful interventions around the use of 
colour and design for humanising clinical examination. Dara Carroll 
from MCO Projects for the Mater Hospital Development, provided 
insights into designs towards creating new permeability’s using a 
streetscape within the space of the hospital. Architect Gerry Cahill 
posed a slightly different question: how to make care seem like home 
in a reflective account of design strategies for transforming a neglected 
building into a wet hostel where the use of collective garden space 
counterbalanced private rooms. 

Cross-Sectoral Enthusiasms. It is clear that arts and health enjoys 
broad-based institutional support at the highest levels. However, we 
are at a relatively early stage in formulating the institutional armature 
for this area of practice. The arts and health sector still relies on 
strategic alliances with ‘local champions’ who show enthusiasm from 
within the care setting itself. Mary Grehan, Director Waterford Healing 
Arts Trust emphasised the importance of sustainable support and 
development. During discussions on policy Dr Nazih Eldin, HSE 
announced clear commitments to the developing a HSE policy on arts 
and health. Ann O’Connor Arts and Health Advisor, Arts Council also 
echoed the unsustainability of the champion model alone, emphasising 
the development of policy is a key focus. 

Professional Preoccupations.  Training and support for artists working 
in this arena was a significant preoccupation of the conference. 
Presenting the Participatory Arts Practice in Healthcare Contexts, Guidelines 
for Good Practice (2) Mike White and Mary Robson from the Centre for 
Medical Humanities University of Durham offered an open, 
conversational view on the question engaging artists in arts and 
health. They argued that participation based on a code of professional 
practice presupposes a coherent professionalised body. Doubtless 
artists who venture into health care settings do not see themselves as 
representative of any quasi-professionalised group within the arts.

discourses of Justification. A prevailing theme within the conference 
concerned the strategic choices surrounding how art should announce 
its value in relation to health. Some argued that the intrinsic value of 
arts in health was self-evident. As a mode of justification this may have 
limited scope in the current climate. Dr Austin O’Carroll mapped out 
some of the strategic choices that artists might consider when 
formulating an epistemological platform. He warned against artists 
validating practice within the knowledge production systems of the 
dominant paradigm of peer-reviewed, evidence-based medical science, 
where value has a duty of proof. It appears that arts in health must 
define its value within the terms of its own evolving practice. 

In Conclusion. Returning to our third strand, it seemed to us that arts 
practice that critically engaged with health care systems was for the 
moment confined to subject content that draws on failures of the past. 
We are perhaps at point of evolution in the field where the significant 
problems of our current health system remained something of an 
elephant in the room, as though the coherence of the system as such 
was not in question. It may well be that the possibilities for developing 
that third dimension of critical engagement will serve as a sign of the 
maturity of the field, its coming of age.

Ailbhe Murphy & Ciaran Smyth (Vagabond Reviews)

Notes
1. See http://vitalsigns.artscouncil.ie Create News 7th edition Sept 2009 and Vital Signs Exhibition 
Catalogue published by Arts Council and Create.
2. Commissioned by the Waterford Healing Arts Trust and the HSE South Cork Arts and Health 
Programme, the Guidelines can be downloaded at www.waterfordhealingarts.com or www.hse.
ie
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