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“The practice of  medicine is an art, not a trade; a 
calling, not a business; a calling in which your 
heart will be exercised equally with your head. 
Often the best part of  your work will have nothing 
to do with potions and powders, but with the 
exercise of  an influence of  the strong upon the 
weak, of  the righteous upon the wicked, of  the 
wise upon the foolish.”

- Sir William Osler
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1st Place 2013, Turbulent Flow, April Lu (VFMP)

Heartfelt Images

Annual Cardiac Block Art 
Contest for Medical and 

Dental students at University 
of  British Columbia. 

Submissions are judged on 
artistic merit and connection to 

cardiovascular content.



Koi at Heart, Michiko Maruyama
1st Place (Alumni Category)

“Past student artists have linked 
the art-making in this contest to 
enhanced retention of  cardio 
content. To complete the circle of  
learning I use many of  the images 
in my teaching each year, to 
emphasize concepts for the visual 
learners in the class.”

Carol-Ann Courneya, PhD, 
Associate Professor, 

University of  British Columbia
School of  Medicine



Namast’ay Healthy, Cole Wong
1st Place 2015

Memories: Timeless Treasures of  the Heart,
Bhavik Mistry, Honorable Mention (Alumni) 2015

Cardiac Shadow, Jasmine Osiowy
6th Place 2012

West Coast Heart of  Stone, C. Stables
1st Place Photography’s Choice 2007

http://heartfelt.med.ubc.ca



Arts & Humanities in Medical 
Education

Art for mastering
skills

Art for interaction,
perspective taking 
and relational aims

Art for personal 
growth and 
activism

“We designed a novel pre-
clinical course to enhance 
medical students’ diagnostic 
acumen by expanding their 
visual skills through the … close 
observation and guided discussion 
of  visual art … We 
hypothesized that this 
experience would increase the 
frequency of  visual observations
made.”

“Medical students and older 
adults met a a local museum 
… in creating and discussing art 
together, the participators
began to share their life 
experiences, worldview, and 
creativity.”

“Paintings … were used as 
sensitisers to elicit students’ 
descriptions of  emotions and 
feelings ... students were asked 
to choose one of  the characters 
depicted in the painting and 
write a short account from a 
first-person perspective ... 
students expressed a wide 
specturm of  emotions.”

Dennhardt et al, 2016.



Arts & Humanities in Medical 
Education

“We … call into question the relevance of  asking 
whether medical humanities teaching is effective 
before first understanding what medical 
humanities teaching is and what it is trying to do.”

Dennhardt et al, 2016
Med 

Educ;50(3):285–299





Edvard Munch, Spring, 1889, Oslo, Nasjonalgalleriet



Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS)



• Uses art to teach visual 
literacy, thinking, and 
communication skills

• Look at art of  increasing 
complexity

• Answer developmentally 
based questions

• Participate in peer group 
discussions, carefully 
facilitated by teachers



Summary of  VTS Process

• Facilitator projects image
• Silent viewing
• Open ended questions
• Listens intently to what each person says
• Responds to each comment, paraphrasing every 

student’s ideas
• Agreements and disagreements are linked



The Questions

“What’s going on in this picture?”  

“What do you see that makes you say 
that?”

“What more can we find?”



November of  3rd grade:
“I see that those people 
are pulling on each 
other. Or trying to catch 
someone.” 

May of  3rd grade:
“I think the boys are farmers that are playing a game. I 
think they are farmers because they are all wearing 
farmer hats. And I think maybe they are in school 
because I see the red thing behind the boys that looks 
like a small school. And I see that some of  the boys do 
not have shoes. I think their family does not have that 
much money.”Winslow Homer, Snap the Whip, 1872



Aesthetic Thought, Critical Thinking and 
Transfer: Byron, Minnesota; 1993-1998 

• Five-year partnership between the Byron (Minnesota) 
School District, the Minneapolis Institute of  the Arts, and 
VUE

• Results of  the longitudinal study support the hypothesis 
that VTS accelerates aesthetic growth 

• Results also demonstrated that learning in the arts can 
enable students to move beyond the interpretation of  
images into critical thinking in other areas

Principal Researcher: Abigail Housen Senior Research Associate: 
Karin DeSantis 



Aesthetic Thought, Critical Thinking and Transfer

Housen, A. Arts and Learning Research Journal, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2001-2002 



Aesthetic Development and Creative and Critical 
Thinking Skills Study: San Antonio, Texas: 2000 to 2002 

• Measure the impact of  a multi-year VTS program on students in 
grades three through five. 

• Students who completed VTS lessons significantly outperformed 
the control group in both aesthetic and critical thinking growth. 

• VTS students transferred critical thinking skills--such as supported 
observations and speculations--to other art-viewing experiences 
and to individual viewing of  non-art objects.

• Being a non-native English speaker did not interfere with students’ 
development of  critical thinking strategies. 

• Based on the results of  this study, the San Antonio Independent 
School District implemented VTS system-wide. 

Principal Researcher: Abigail Housen; Senior Research Associate: Karin DeSantis 



David Shrigley, Untitled (Ideas) from an untitled portfolio, 2008





Edvard Munch, Death in the Sickroom, 1893



Evaluation

I chose this session because …



Desire for skills

“I want to up my observational powers”

“Observation is an important skill, seemed 
cool to relate art and medicine”

“Wanted to learn more about visual processing 
in clinical practice”

“Wanted some golden nugget skills on visual 
processing”



Desire for wellness/perspective

“I thought it might be soothing to look at art”

“I think art can be a g reat way to keep your 
mind off  stressful thoughts”



Curiosity

“I know very little about [ the topic]”

“The concept intrigued me”

“Curiosity”

“Valuable incorporation of  arts into our 
time/study”

“I love art”



Evaluation

The most important thing I 
learned or technique I might 
use in the 
future is …



Observation
“How to take a step back and observe to get the whole picture”
“Take time to observe scenes and derive meaning”
“Taking time to focus on all parts of  the scene, not just the whole picture 
or one aspect”
“Look longer at art and people”
“Making sure to observe things long enough to get enough detail to make 
the best possible decision”
“Body language, picking up on details”
“It’s helpful to look at something more than once”
“Really take your time to look at something and looking at art broadens 
your interpretation”
“Using art to better read postures and facial expression”



Communication and perspective taking
“The importance of  taking into account the observations and opinions 
of  other people”
“Nonverbal communication is important in overall communication”
“Analysis of  art, empathy”
“You’re not just treating patients, see emotions of  others, visual 
thinking strategies, nonverbal questions”
“I loved sharing and listening to others”
“Varied perspectives”
“Talking about shared experience interpreting ambiguity with peers”
“Focusing on art visual processing and listening to different 
perspectives”



Neural correlates of  viewing paintings: evidence from a 
quantitative meta-analysis of  functional magnetic 
resonance imaging data.

Meta-analysis of  15 different neuroaesthetics studies 
conducted between 2004 and 2012, in 7 countries across 
the world

Viewing paintings activates
multiple regions of  the brain,
both those associated with
vision and some structures
associated with memory
and emotion

Vartanian O, Skov M. Brain Cogn. 2014 Jun;87:52-6. Epub 2014 Apr 4



“These results suggest that 
viewing paintings engages not 
only systems involved in visual 
representation and object 
recognition, but also structures 
underlying emotions and 
internalized cognitions.”



Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Fall and Expulsion from Garden of  Eden, 1509-1510
Cappella Sistina, Vatican





“What I feel about these photographs derives from an 
average affect, almost from a certain training... it is 
studium … for it is culturally that I participate in the 
figures, the faces, the gestures, the settings, the 
actions. The second element will break, or punctuate, 
the studium. This time it is not I who seek it out … it 
is this element which rises from the scene, shoots out 
of  it like an arrow, and pierces me. A Latin word 
exists to designate this wound, this prick, this mark 
made by a pointed instrument … punctum.”

Roland Barthes
Camera Lucida, 1980



© Koen Wessing 2005Nicaragua 1978



Subject matter

Art is the hook that engages students. 

“It’s this combination of  aspects – clearly readable 
information alongside ambiguity and diverse 
subjects and techniques – that makes art so useful 
in starting a deep and rigorous discovery process.”  

- Philip Yenawine



Silent Viewing

Provides time to focus and signals that 
there is a lot to see



Vincent van Gogh, 
Cypresses, 1889



The Questions
“What’s going on in this picture?”  

– encourages the finding of  a narrative in the depiction

“What do you see that makes you say that?”
– provide evidence of  interpretation

“What more can we find?”
– deepens the meaning making process

Repeated use reinforces the concept that no matter 
how quickly we think we grasp something, further 
observation and reflection deepens interpretation and 
understanding



Edvard Munch. Two People. The Lonely Ones (To mennesker. De ensomme), 1899



Facilitation and Paraphrasing

• Accurately rephrase each comment using 
conditional language

• Literally point to the image to keep eyes focused on 
the subject of  discussion and draw others eyes to 
something they might have missed

• Neutral stance
• Underscores that things are open to interpretation

and encourages wondering
• When closing session convey that  there is no right 

answer



Vincent Van Gogh, Corridor in the Asylum, 1889



Group process

Peers with different life experiences, but who 
are similar in terms of  developmental stage

No “experts”



Amy E. Herman, 
author of  ‘Visual 
Intelligence’ uses 
artwork to sharpen 
the visual acuity of  
law enforcement 
agents.

Sarah Lyall,
New York Times, 
April 26, 2016



“They appear 
to have had an 
altercation,” 
one observed. 
The other 
said, “The 
male and 
female look 
like they’re 
together, but 
the male looks 
like he’ll be 
sleeping on 
the couch.”

At the Lapin Agile, Pablo Picasso



“Law enforcement 
officials tend to 
view the works 
through the lens of  
the job: Who has 
done what to 
whom? Where is 
the perp? … 

“One cop said, ‘I’d 
collar the guy in 
pink’” — that 
would be Jesus —
‘“because it’s clear 
that he’s causing all 
the trouble.’”

The Purification of  the Temple, El Greco



"Art does not reproduce what is visible; it makes 
things visible."

- Paul Klee



Edvard Munch, The Sick Child, 1885-86



Edvard Munch, 
Self-portrait between the 
Clock and the Bed, 
1940-43



Vincent van Gogh, 
Portrait of  a Man, 1889



Vincent van Gogh, 
An Old Woman of  Arles, 1888



A guiding framework to maximize the power of  the 
arts in medical education: a systematic review and 
meta-synthesis.

Haidet P, Jarecke J, Adams N, et al. Med Educ. 2016;50(3):320–331  



“We all know that Art is not truth. Art is a lie that 
makes us realize truth, at least the truth that is 
given us to understand.”

- Pablo Picasso    



William Park, 
Commuters, 2012


	The Art of Medicine: What Can Munch and Van Gogh Teach Us About the Practice of Medicine? 
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Arts & Humanities in Medical Education
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Arts & Humanities in Medical Education
	Arts & Humanities in Medical Education
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS)
	Slide Number 14
	Summary of VTS Process
	The Questions
	Slide Number 17
	Aesthetic Thought, Critical Thinking and Transfer: Byron, Minnesota; 1993-1998 
	Aesthetic Thought, Critical Thinking and Transfer
	Aesthetic Development and Creative and Critical Thinking Skills Study: San Antonio, Texas: 2000 to 2002 �
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Evaluation
	Desire for skills
	Desire for wellness/perspective
	Curiosity
	Evaluation
	Observation
	Communication and perspective taking
	Neural correlates of viewing paintings: evidence from a quantitative meta-analysis of functional magnetic resonance imaging data.�
	Slide Number 32
	Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Fall and Expulsion from Garden of Eden, 1509-1510�Cappella Sistina, Vatican
	Slide Number 34
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	Subject matter
	Silent Viewing
	Slide Number 39
	The Questions
	Slide Number 41
	Facilitation and Paraphrasing
	Slide Number 43
	Group process
	Slide Number 45
	Slide Number 46
	Slide Number 47
	Slide Number 48
	Slide Number 49
	Slide Number 50
	Slide Number 51
	Slide Number 52
	A guiding framework to maximize the power of the arts in medical education: a systematic review and meta-synthesis. 
	Slide Number 54
	Slide Number 55

