Tuesday 26 February – Key Note Up Close

Tom Shakespeare 

Tom led a lively discussion on many of the themes raised in his keynote address including arts and science and arts and disability. Issues discussed included:

Art and Science/Medicine

The role of the Welcome Foundation in supporting and promoting art and science collaborations was discussed and, although this was generally welcomed, the discussion moved on to a wider discussion about the role of the ‘patron’ and the influence they can have on the art. 

The role and responsibility of the artist working in the science or medicine field was discussed.  Issues were raised around the ethics of the work when working with potentially vulnerable participants and sensitive subject matter. 

The role that arts can play in the futurism debate and how the arts have often predicted future scientific possibilities – through sci-fi and futurist art.

The contribution which the artists can make to medical research, art can provide an additional tool in research, forcing a new approach. The arts can also be used to help people understand science better, and through that understanding become more accepting and less fearful of science.

There are clear parallels between the funding structures of science and art: the role of patrons and the danger of a top down approach when the best discoveries (both artistic and scientific) are often accidental.

However, the arts sector is far less academically structured and there are difficulties in knowledge sharing about good practice.   Many artists document their work but there are barriers to publishing and sharing this info. 

Art and Disability

Delegates engaged in a lengthy discussion about the role of the artist in disability and whether non-disabled artists should play disabled characters, with a range of views expressed.  There was also discussion about how the arts can be used to explore themes around disability, educate people and empower disabled people. The difficulty in providing empirical evidence of the impact of the arts in the disability and health sectors and the difficulty of measuring quality was discussed and how this can provide barriers to funding from some funding sources. 
