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 A
ccording to a collaborative study 
at Duke University Medical 
Center in North Carolina, 
people who give blood in clinics 
hung with works of art feel less 
discomfort than those who 
undergo the same procedure 
in rooms with blank walls. 
This is just one of many 
instances that suggest art can 
ameliorate suffering. Back in 
the 1850s, Florence Nightingale 

surmised that art had a role to play in medicine, observing 
in Notes on Nursing: what it is, and what it is not that “beautiful 
objects… have an actual bodily effect. Variety of form and 
brilliancy of colour in the objects presented to patients 
are actual means of recovery”.

It should come as no surprise, then, that, thanks to 
support from individual donors, increasing numbers of 
hospitals and medical institutions are beginning to acquire, 
exhibit, commission and encourage the making of art. It is 
a kind of philanthropy, the evidence suggests, that not only 
encourages patients to feel better, but boosts morale in 

Philanthropists and artists are working 
together to champion the spirit-soothing, 
palliative power of beautiful artworks in both 
hospitals and clinics. Claire Wrathall reports
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This picture: Jennifer 
Steinkamp’s digital 
projection Mike Kelley 1 is 
the most popular work at 
the Cleveland Clinic. Top 
left: Ian Davenport is an 
artist patron of the charity 
Paintings in Hospitals
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