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• Dates to over 70,000 years ago

• Rock art of the San people in 
South Africa

• Half human hybrids are known 
to be healers or medicine men

Image: Cederberg, South Africa, Feb 2007 by Jimfbleak.  CC BY-SA 3.0

A brief history of Arts & Health

Healing practices as Art subject



A brief history of Arts & Health

Healthy food & medical practices 
across cultures

• Papyrus manuscripts from around 2000 BC on 
healthy food (e.g., onions, fish)

• Priest and Pharaohs undertaking healing 
practices

• Also, rituals traced in Ancient Greece, India, 
China (acupuncture/herbal medicine)

Image: https://pixabay.com/illustrations/fish-papyrus-egyptian-fishing-1173705/ 



A brief history of Arts & Health

...healing effects of Art!

...places of 
religious 
worship

Literature: https://pixabay.com/photos/book-read-old-literature-books-1659717/
Music: https://pixabay.com/illustrations/music-melody-old-fashioned-1363069/ 
Church: https://pixabay.com/photos/church-interiors-arches-windows-2989682/

Literature, 
poetry, music,...



A brief history of Arts & Health

18c, 19c, 20c shifts
• More scientific, systematic (though not always more 

ethical!) approaches in psychiatry tested on patient 
populations (e.g., photography therapy, shock therapy).

• Post-WW1 shifts in attitudes towards art and the practice 
of medicine: arts therapies, arts-based learning, and 
targeted (p.19) patient programs formed

Image: https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=aIuoBgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&dq=Encyclopedia+of+Asylum+Therapeutics,+1750-1950s&ots=Wpy7K4CTWC&sig=B-artBaFvU-
3Cc_jxLrO5Tn2uUo#v=onepage&q=Encyclopedia%20of%20Asylum%20Therapeutics%2C%201750-1950s&f=false

De Young, M. (2015). Encyclopedia of asylum 
therapeutics, 1750-1950s. McFarland.



Today

ü Brief history of Arts & Health

ü Definitions

ü Evidence for what works

ü What’s next?



• “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity” (WHO, 1948)

• Now includes health management and palliative care

• Homeostasis

Definitions

What do we mean by Health?

Constitution of the World Health Organization. New York: United Nations; 1948 (http:// www.who.int/governance/eb/who_constitution_en.pdf).



Fancourt D, Finn S. What is the evidence on the role of the arts in improving health and well-being? A scoping review. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2019 (Health Evidence 
Network (HEN) synthesis report 67), p.3.



• "creative activities that aim to improve individual or 
community health using arts-based approaches, and 
that seek to enhance healthcare delivery through 
provision of artworks or performances" (White, 2009) 

• "a range of arts practices occurring primarily in 
healthcare settings, which brings together the skills and 
priorities of both arts and health professionals." (Arts Council 

Ireland, 2010) 

Definitions

What do we mean by Health & Arts?

1. White M, Hillary E. Arts Development in Community Health: A Social Tonic. Radcliffe Publishing; 2009. 262 pp
2. Arts Council of Ireland. Arts and Health Policy and Strategy. Arts Council of Ireland; 2010.



• Performing arts 
e.g. music, dance, theatre, singing and film

• Visual arts, design and craft 
e.g. crafts, design, painting, photography, sculpture and textiles

• Literature
e.g. writing, reading and attending literary festivals, poetry

• Culture
e.g. going to museums, galleries, art exhibitions, concerts, the theatre, 
community events, cultural festivals and fairs

• Digital and electronic arts
e.g. animations, film-making and computer graphics

Definitions

What do we mean by Health & Arts?

Fancourt D, Finn S. What is the evidence on the role of the arts in improving health and well-being? A scoping review. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2019 (Health
Evidence Network (HEN) synthesis report 67).



Question

Does Art engagement improve 
health?
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1. uncontrolled pilot studies
2. case studies
3. small-scale cross-sectional surveys
4. nationally representative longitudinal cohort studies
5. community-wide ethnographies
6. randomized controlled trials from diverse disciplines

Evidence from…



Evidence

Music, Arts & Crafts

Individual singing lessons compared 
to other social activities à social 
cohesion, trust, self-perception, 
oxytocin levels, reduce prejudice

• Mother-infant relationships
Ø 4-week 15-minute calm music < singing 

à decreased cortisol (stress), better 
emotional state (Wulff et al., 2021)

• Reduce loneliness/social isolation 
esp for low SES



David Stanley, Founder of The Music Man Project

• Fosters social inclusion in patients, 
children with/without disabilities, inter-
generations
Ø Music Man Project adults with Down 

syndrome (Bradford, 2020)

Ø Singing helps children with stutter, deaf 

children (Wan et al., 2010)

Ø Neurological differences and changes 

between children musically trained vs not 

(Jaschke et al., 2013)

Ø Educational attainment (Miendlarzewska & Trost, 2013) 

https://themusicmanproject.com/academic-research/


• For young people and children 
especially in low SES neighborhoods, 
group music and drama-based 
activities, particularly through 
community centers can increase 
self-esteem and reduce anxiety in 
children and young people

Global Case Study:
• Free music education in El Sistema 

Venezuela classrooms (c. 1975) & 127 
countries in Europe à positive social 
and cognitive development in children 
(Delgado, 2017; Heath, 2001)



• Art-based interventions are few and far between for prisoners but generally 
not as good as CBT, though group-based intervention maybe more 
accessible and has less stigma than CBT/psychotherapy (Yoon et al., 2017)

• But 57 art interventions reduced mental-health-related stigma among 
youths (N = 41,621, d = .28) - E.g., theatre, multiple art forms, film and role 
play

• None reported negative effects or unintended negative outcomes
• Heterogeneity in session time (single vs multiple)
• (-) few studies of LiMC, school buy-in is challenging
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What’s next?

More research on the 
program specification

• Which part works 
and why? Program 
duration? Specific 
assessments

• Aim: culturally 
diverse programs 
offered throughout 
the lifespan

More inter-disciplinary 
collaborations & public 

awareness

• Co-financing projects 
across healthcare 
sectors

• Aim: better 
understanding of 
effects on specific 
populations

More arts engagement 
at the individual, local, 

national levels

• Social prescribing, 
inclusion of training 
for healthcare 
providers

• Aim: increase school 
buy-in, engagement, 
& government 
support



• Art during times of crisis – Two COVID examples

1. COPEWELL Project (Wong, 2021)

2. ARTSMH (Leung et al., 2021)

3. Green spaces/built environment & health (BE-Well Net) (Wong, 2022)

Evidence

Art during times of crisis

https://copewellstudy.com/
https://www.artsmentalhealth.org/
https://bewellnetucl.com/




Do the specifics matter?
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