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Introduction 
Since 2009 the British Heart Foundation Centre of Research Excellence Award (BHF CoRE)1 at the 
Queen's Medical Research Institute, University of Edinburgh, has worked with Edinburgh College 
of Art's Art, Space and Nature MFA2 on a residency programme.  
One of the aims of the BHF CoRE, in addition to biomedical research, is to increase public 
awareness in the area of cardiovascular disease and research being carried out in the Centre. The 
artist in residence programme is identified by the BHF CoRE as one medium for “bringing 
cardiovascular research to life,” engaging with the public and encouraging young people in 
biomedical research.  The BHF CoRE is one of three research centres making up the Queen's 
Medical Research Institute (QMRI).
The BHF CoRE was established in 2008 and is focused on four areas of cardiovascular research: 
Metabolic Risk Factors; Renal and Vascular Risk Factors; Vascular Injury, Inflammation and 
Repair; and Stem Cells.  The Centre is led by Professor John Mullins, who is also the instigator of 
the artist in residence programme.  
The Art, Space and Nature (ASN) MFA is an interdisciplinary project-driven programme 
established in 2002 within Edinburgh School of Architecture and Landscape Architecture (ESALA), 
Edinburgh College of Art.  It attracts artists, architects and landscape architects interested in 
contextual practices.  Donald Urquhart, Reader, ESALA, and Joint Programme Director, ASN, has 
collaborated with Prof. Mullins on the programming and delivery of the residencies. 
The aim of this paper is to reflect on four years of residencies, focus on the opportunities and 
challenges of institutional partnership working and artists in residence as a model for connecting the 
art school with the biomedical research centre.
The first part of the paper sets out the programme outlining the selection process, who participated 
and what they did.  The second part of the paper develops some of the issues based on email 
interviews with participants, including particular common experiences and challenges.  The third 
part of the paper provides a theoretical 'side light' on the project drawn from Grant Kester's recent 
book The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context (2011).  Kester 
is an art historian with a particular interest in collaborative and socially engaged practices.  Finally 
we suggest future actions.  This paper comes at the point where we are seeking new funding to take 
the programme of residencies forward.  
To develop this paper we have asked each of the participating artists a few simple 'open' questions, 
“Why were you interested in a cross disciplinary collaborative project?”, “What was the nature of 
the collaboration?”, “How did you find it?” and “What assumptions became apparent in the 
process?”.  We asked a follow up question looking for comments or suggestions about areas for 
future work.  The interviews were conducted by email.  It was made clear to interviewees that their 
answers would be treated in confidence and that they would have the opportunity to see the way 
that their answers were used in the paper.  
We can at this stage talk about sciart practices as a significant thread of the mid to late 20th century 
arts, and practitioners often trace a longer history (see for example Wilson's Art + Science Now 
(2010).  There is considerable diversity captured by the label sciart, including individual projects 
and programmes developed by particular artists and scientists, as well as programmes, such as this 
one, involving multiple artists and scientists.  
The context for the residencies is the biomedical research and its institution.  The artists 
participating are registered on the Art, Space and Nature MFA, and are therefore at an early stage in 
their careers.  The residencies are of between one and three months in duration, although some of 
the projects continued beyond this period as the artists produced the work.  During the residency the 

1 http://www.bhfcore.ed.ac.uk
2 http://www.asnse.eca.ac.uk/



artists have access to the BHF CoRE and visit on a regular basis.  A number of the residencies have 
taken place outwith the semester cycle and the artists have been paid fees as well as expenses and 
production costs.

Selection Process
A consistent selection process, developed with the assistance of Art, Space and Nature staff, has 
been used for each of the three years of the programme.
All artists on the Art, Space and Nature programme were eligible to submit a proposal.  All students 
attended a day of presentations at QMRI by given by a wide range of researchers.  
In response there was a second day of reciprocal presentations by artists on the Art, Space and 
Nature programme.  These covered their own practice to date and highlighted areas of research at 
QMRI that were of interest to them.  
QMRI researchers along with Art, Space and Nature staff then made the final selection for two 
residencies, one for three months and a second for one month.

Residency Structure
Artists were inducted at QMRI and a work programme was agreed targeting contact with 
appropriate researchers.  
For the longer residencies, artists spent the first month familiarising themselves with the specific 
research that was the focus of the proposal.  The process of familiarisation was in each case a 
challenge, requiring the artist to gain an in-depth understanding of very specific areas of work. 
Some artists worked with only one researcher, whilst others worked with researchers across a 
number of specialisations.  The artists needed to gain a sufficient understanding to be able to 
respond to the research and to develop work which represented the complexity whilst being 
engaging for a general public audience.
Residencies ended with presentations followed by Q&A sessions involving the wider group of 
researchers and artists.

Outputs and Outcomes
Art works produced on the residencies have been installed in the QMRI building.  Two residencies 
have also produced digital art works for the BHF CoRE website3.  
Art works have also been shown in Art, Space and Nature's Tent Gallery (which faces onto West 
Port in the centre of Edinburgh), as well as in Ocean Terminal, a large shopping centre in Leith.
The programme is featured on the BHF CoRE website including documentation of the artists' work 
and background on their practice.
In the wider context Edinburgh has a thriving Science Festival4 which has included art science cross 
over projects within its programme.  There are a number of art science initiatives in Edinburgh 
including ASCUS,5 Edinburgh Interdisciplinary Discussions,6 and Synthetic Aesthetics.7  The BHF 
CoRE artist in residence programme has contributed to the wider culture of interdisciplinary work.

3 http://www.bhfcore.ed.ac.uk/artist_in_residence
4 http://www.sciencefestival.co.uk
5 http://www.ascus.org.uk
6 http://www.eid.wikispaces.com
7 http://www.syntheticaesthetics.org



Mark Eischeid
http://www.markeischeid.com/

Main Residency 2009

The residency focused on questions of scale and complexity.  The art work is based on interviews with over 30 researchers working throughout the 
BHF CoRE including biologists, physicists, and bioinformaticians.

Colour mixing and testing for "Untitled" 
(2009)

"Untitled", watercolour (loading dye and water 
on paper), 108cm x 157cm, 2009 

"Untitled", as installed at QMRI 

http://www.markeischeid.com/


Catriona Glover Short Residency 2009

Short narrative required

QMRI_bookshelf: this image shows books 
from my own collection placed among the 
literature freely available to those in the 
canteen area. The Poetics of Space and Water  
and Dreams, both by Gaston Bachelard.

QMRI_window_cell: a pivotal image during 
the research process.  The clouded grid 
represented to me a closed cell bundle as the 
usually transparent glass lets no exchange from 
the outside to the inside.

QMRI_single_cell_shadow: an early experiment into 
how best to describe my interpretation of the results 
of the interviews.  This glass 'cell' is filled with 
water and casts a variable shadow.  At this point I 
was exploring my understanding of an idea as a 
commodity.  The ever-changing shadow illustrates 
an ethereal aspect of the way one can encounter a 
moment of understanding to find it, at the next 
moment, ungraspable.



Eddy van Mourik Main Residency 2010

The residency focused on the modelling of data derived from a number of areas of research at the BHF CoRE.  The result of the residency was a 
piece, entitled 50 Walks, which represents the way in which a researcher works, eliminating possibilities and producing progressive comprehensible 
quantities that move a long a line.  This results in lines of comprehension, running through a vast world of complexity.  

50 Walks
Using the raw data from ten different researchers, mostly within the university/BHF Centre for Cardiovascular Science, van Mourik generated 50 
lines. Placed in a 3d space, in proximity to those which are most closely related these lines form a network of relations and as such, can be imagined 
to make up a space, a landscape.
Materials: Tempered steel, paper.



Chandra Casali-Bell
http://chandracasalibell.wordpress.com/

Main Residency 2011
Short Residency 2010

 

The residency focused on the importance of light and colour in biomedical research focusing specifically on the identification of proteins, and in 
particular on Roger Tsien's fluorescent protein palette.  She developed an art work Untitled (Glow I) installed in the building which draws out the way 
light animates colour, and a video piece which accompanies the work further exploring this theme. 

Untitled (Glow I) Still from Video Untitled (Glow II)

http://chandracasalibell.wordpress.com/


Sinéad Bracken
http://www.sineadbracken.co.uk 

Short Residency 2011 (ongoing Nov 2012)

The residency focused on biological systems and their regulation of the movement of cells, hormones, chemicals and other processes in the human 
body. 
The artwork is an interactive animation of the Kidney to be used as a learning tool for the public and students. 
The piece identifies the structure of the kidney before focussing on a nephron, one of hundreds of thousands whose purpose is to filter the blood. 
What follows is a 3d visualisation that takes the viewer on a journey through the nephron from the perspective of a substance within the nephron. The 
piece shows the movement of water, sodium and hydrogen among others as they are absorbed from and secreted into the nephron depending on the 
body's needs. An additional animation highlights further processes within a collecting duct cell, situated on the wall of the nephron. 

Journey Through the Kidney (still from 
animation) 

Journey Through the Nephron (still from 
animation) 

Movement Within Cell, Wall of Collecting Duct, 
Nephron (still from animation) 

http://www.sineadbracken.co.uk/


Interviews
We have elected to make the interviews anonymous and simply refer to 'the artist'.
All of the artists responded to the questions posed by email.  Of the biomedical researchers, only 
Prof. Mullins responded to the questions.  He did comment that “I am afraid that people have a 
great antipathy for surveys...”
Prof Mullins offered three specific observations when asked the question “What assumptions 
became apparent?”  

That commonality of language was a challenge.
That the concept would be universally popular (it also had a few detractors).
That more senior scientists would be engaged in the programme (a few were, but the more 
junior researchers were more active).

It is hardly a revelation to say that language is one of the key challenges for interdisciplinary work. 
By its very nature working between disciplines involves negotiating between specialised 
terminologies.  The artists on the ASN programme are by definition interested in interdisciplinary 
practice.  Each artist who undertook the BHF CoRE residency described their interest differently.
(Each of the following paragraphs is a quote from a different artist-in-residence).

My practice often centres around the flow of rhythms and patterns in various environments, 
and what factors are in place that restricts and dictates these movements. This investigation 
occurs on numerous scales. For instance, The design of road markings and their instruction 
of the movement of traffic. The idea of going onto investigating movement on a microscopic 
level and how biological systems dictate the movement of cells, hormones, chemicals and 
other processes in the human body seemed incredibly interesting to me. Being able to work 
with people who are extremely knowledgeable and skilled within these areas would then 
provide me with a much greater understanding.
Every opportunity to meet with a different approach to understanding the world informs and 
challenges my own understanding.  I want to know what everyone else thinks in order to 
understand what I think. 
I had obviously rubbed shoulders with people from different disciplines throughout my 
career as a designer and artist, especially with people from the field of geography. But this 
simply resulted in "inspiration" e.g. shopping for ideas. These were then safely incorporated 
into my own work or used to contextualise it. … An actual collaboration across two very 
different disciplines, art and hard science, was a very serious endeavour to me. I am an artist 
with a very Beuysian belief in the emancipating power of art and I felt like this was a great 
opportunity to both learn and teach.  
My academic and professional background is multidisciplinary, and it includes earth 
science, landscape architecture, and fine art.  A large part of why I chose each of these fields 
is that each are inherently interdisciplinary, and this is true for why I was attracted to the Art 
Space + Nature programme.  The BHF CoRE Artist-in-Residency provided a unique cross-
disciplinary opportunity to continue a practice that had always seen the value in exploring 
the overlap between seemingly disparate fields. 
I began working on collaborative projects during my undergraduate degree and enrolled on 
the ASN post-graduate programme because of its emphasis on cross disciplinary 
collaborative projects, as this is where my artistic interest lies. Working collaboratively, 
especially in a cross-disciplinary capacity, has an expansive function - enabling one to see 
outside of their own perspective. Both scientists and artists work with creative 
methodologies, with the studio and the lab being an environment of discovery and 
development - but they differ in purpose or intent. 



The common thematic is the interest in and expectation of being challenged by a different discipline 
to achieve “greater understanding”, “challenge my own understanding,” “to both learn and teach”, 
“exploring”, “see outside their own perspective”.  
The complex reality of these ambitions particularly in the context of a residency is well articulated 
by one artist, 

My time at QMRI was a clumsy process of bumping into questions I hadn't expected and 
rules I didn't know exist, while creating a few obstacles of my own.

The challenges of specialist language, one of the mediums of engaging with other disciplines, was 
directly addressed in some of the interviews.  One artist said in response to the question about 
assumptions, 

It became apparent to me that two people can use the same word to entirely different ends. 
Or that an Institute can use that word to a different end of the individual. I can clearly 
remember, in one interview, it dawning after 15 minutes that we faced a fundamental 
difference in each of our interpretations of the same conversation. That realisation has aided 
my approach in subsequent research.

Another artist, when asked about future development, directly addressed the structure of the 
residencies when they commented, 

Instead of having the single flow of information (scientist>artist) as it has happened thus for 
there should be the opportunity for the artist(s) to design meetings or workshops in which 
the artist can give input into the organisation and a more equal exchange can happen. 

Their suggestion that there was a flow of information from scientists to artists is picked up by other 
artists, one of whom said, again in response to future development, 

...this residency is asymmetric (it's not a true 50-50 collaboration), favouring the artist...
It is particularly interesting that this artist framed the flow of information in terms of favouring the 
artist.  Whilst it is normally assumed that the artist is in the 'weaker' position, that science has the 
'authority', the format of the residency and the role of the biomedical researchers as hosts, gives the 
artist the time and space to ask questions, find the locus of their own interests and develop artworks.
Conversely the artists were participating in the residencies as part of their work and studies whilst 
the biomedical researchers were contributing time.  Engaging with the artists was not part of their 
work or studies and does not contribute to their career.  
The importance of the role of the host in this sort of interdisciplinary programme was highlighted 
by the Artist Placement Group starting in the mid-60s.  Their programme, first of placements in 
industry, and then in public services, is one of the prototypes for residencies.  Barbara Steveni 
(2003), one of the founders of the Artist Placement Group, said about placements that they were, 

Constructed to traverse time, place and discipline, this method does not impose on any 
context, place or person, but rather suggests engagement between the artist on the one hand 
and invitation by the potential host on the other. 

Steveni goes on to highlight several key factors identified by the Artist Placement Group including,
4. That the status of the artist within organisations must necessarily be in line with other 
professional persons, engaged within the organisation.
5. That the status of the artist within organisations is independent, bound by invitation (very 
important) rather than by instructions from authority within the organisations, department, 
company, to those of the long term objectives of the whole of society.

The Artist Placement Group also placed high value on the process by which the artist learns about 
the organisation, the context in which they will be working.  Most of the artists described the 
process of getting to know the biomedical researchers through 'interviews'.



One artist said, 
The interviewees made time to explain their work and offered inspiration whilst having no 
idea what would become of their contribution.  

Another described their starting point as, 
My Artist-in-Residency began with about 30 interviews with researchers throughout the 
CoRE over the course of a month.  My goal was to get a sense of the range of research 
supported by CoRE, and to see if I could discover concepts that all the researchers shared.

They went on to further describe the process, 
The interviews were informal and unstructured.  My goal was to hear what their research 
was about.  The only somewhat consistent question I asked was along the lines of "Why did 
you choose to pursue your field (science, cardiovascular research, etc.)?" 

It is worth bearing in mind that each residency involved one artist working in an institution with 
some 150 biomedical researchers.  Whilst the structure of the selection facilitated introductions, 
several of the artists sought, rather than focusing on a particular theme or specific area of work, to 
engage more broadly with the institutional context. 
Within the programme there are three words, residency, commission and collaboration, being used 
which all imply slightly different processes within the visual arts.  
Residency is usually used to describe a period where an artist is engaged in a specific context. 
Residencies range from having specific outputs to periods of self-directed investigation.  A 
residency will usually be framed by a brief.  The Artist Placement Group advocated having self-
directed investigation as the starting point of a placement, and they termed this 'an open brief'.
Commission is used to describe the circumstances where an artist is paid to produce a piece of work 
by another party.  The other party sets the 'brief' for the commission.  
Collaboration is perhaps the most complex term.  Collaboration most simply put means that two 
people are working together on something.  It is therefore potentially relevant both to 'residency' 
and to 'commission.'  
Within the BHF CoRE artist in residence programme all the artists were expected to produce one or 
more pieces of work.  Some of these were self-directed results of the residency and others were 
more directed commissions.  
The interview questions asked of the participants were framed in terms of an assumed interest in 
collaboration, but the actual responses suggest that collaboration should not be taken for granted, 
and that it was not the uniform experience.
One artist noted, 

There was consistent support from John [Prof. Mullins], and conversations with John 
throughout the project ended up being the most valuable and enjoyable interaction between 
myself and another scientist. 

Another said in relation to future developments, 
In order to extend art-science collaboration, I think the process would be greatly enhanced 
and become more dynamic through greater engagement from the researchers. Rather than 
the artist learning from the biomedical researchers and seeking to interpret their work 
creatively, the collaboration could be a more mutual process where each party is taken out of 
their comfort zone and normal way of working to really understand the method and process 
of each field and bring something new to the other. 

Within the discourse on artists and collaboration there is an assumed authenticity in collaborations 
where there is equality between the two disciplines that are working together, and further that the 



collaboration starts with a 'blank sheet of paper.'   'True' collaboration is sometimes defined as 
starting not knowing what the outcome will be for either participant.  This is articulated by one of 
the artists, 

Being inspired by someone or something isn't the same as collaboration and true 
collaboration had only happened with other artists for me. These collaborations had often 
resulted in something that was completely new and different from what any of the artists had 
done before, a truly emergent piece of work.

They went on to say,
I definitely tried, and had the help of a lot of people at the QMRI but ultimately I don't feel 
like a meeting of the minds in a productive and equal way was happening and I see the work 
as very much my own. 

One of the key texts in the literature on collaborative practices, albeit focused on social projects is 
Grant Kester's The One and the Many, an in-depth inquiry and theorisation of a number of long term 
collaborative practices and projects in different parts of the world.  Kester's text does not assume 
that there is a thing such as an 'interdisciplinarian' as found in Repko (2008).  Kester explores the 
practice of collaboration and draws theoretical conclusions.  His focus is on the ontology of 
collaboration rather than it's epistemological construction.  Whilst the artist in residence programme 
at the BHF CoRE is a different context from the social projects highlighted by Kester, there are 
useful points that can reveal a wider set of shared issues.
Kester's analysis of the collaborative methodology of long term projects, understood as work, is 
revealing, 

...this is a labor that occurs through the thickly textured haptic and discursive exchanges that 
unfold in these projects over a period of months and even years.  It is linked in turn with a 
cognitive movement, a reflective shuttling or oscillation, between contingency and freedom, 
figure and ground, immersion and distanciation, which generates new insight. (2011, p.101)

Kester highlights the need to understand the durational aspects of collaboration, as well as the 
dynamic of the work of collaboration, and for him the collaboration is the work, perhaps more than 
the product resulting from the collaboration.  He highlights a dynamic of collaboration between 
artists and communities which requires both immersion, but also periodic 'stepping back'.  In 
Kester's analysis collaboration is a not simply compromise or the discovery of a shared objective, 
but a process of development which is best understood as a cognitive process of stepping into and 
back from the context, the 'other'.  This process has, for Kester, and for some of the artists 
interviewed, the potential to change both parties.
Kester goes on to say, 

In the most successful collaborative projects we encounter instead a pragmatic openness to 
site and situation, a willingness to engage with specific cultures and communities in a 
creative and improvisational manner … , a concern with non-hierarchical and participatory 
processes, and a critical and self-reflexive relationship to practice itself.  Another important 
component is the desire to cultivate and enhance forms of solidarity... . (2011, p.125)

All the residencies undertaken to date have resulted in artworks, and those artworks now form part 
of the QMRI environment, in some cases physical and in some cases digital.
Work is currently on-going to extend the programme into a further period.  Inevitably this requires 
securing new funding.  Whilst most art science collaboration is project funded, and this is a 
challenge in itself, the challenges articulated by the artists in the responses to the questions are at 
least as important to the future development of this work.

1.  Those managing the residency programme need to engage the biomedical researchers more 



effectively in the artists in residence programme.  A number of the artists indicated that there could 
be more dialogue between artists and biomedical researchers.  
One challenge in the current configuration is that the residencies are relatively short and occur once 
per year.  This may indicate a wider challenge in terms of building up a depth of work in across the 
disciplines which engages researchers and practitioners in both fields more effectively.  
Suggested action: the team delivering the residency programme is exploring the possibility of 
introducing a collaborative PhD programme which could result in one or two artists working 
between the BHF CoRE and the ASN programme over a three to four year period.  The existing 
structure of mutual introduction, open selection and hosting would then be supported.  More 
generally it may be relevant to think in terms of multi-layered programmes and overlapping 
projects, rather than stand-alone initiatives.  
The second challenge in the current configuration is focused on perceived value.  The artist in 
residence programme has been funded as part of the BHF CoRE ambition “to bring cardiovascular 
research to life”.  The value articulated by the artists on the ASN programme is perhaps slightly 
different, being an opportunity to engage with researchers in a distinctly different field.
The arts certainly have communicative skills and potential (one of the artists ran graphic design 
workshops for the biomedical researchers to aid them with conference poster design).  
The work of the artists in residence has contributed to changing the environment of QMRI.  The 
installed artworks contribute to the environment of the building, which is otherwise highly 
institutional.  
Suggested action: the articulation of the value of activities between artists and research scientists 
needs to grow a greater level of shared values, or mutually recognised values.  There have been 
discussions around presenting both the artworks and the biomedical research, each in their own 
formats, rather than just presenting the artworks in exhibitions and installations.  Perhaps greater 
solidarity, as suggested by Kester, could be important.
2.  The institutions needs to unpack the idea of collaboration as a mode of practice.  The current 
construction of collaboration within the arts is challenging within the context of interdisciplinary 
work, and there is a need to articulate more clearly a range of different forms of interaction between 
artists and, in this case, biomedical researchers.  The biomedical researchers also use the 
terminology of collaborations.
Suggested action: examples and case studies of different forms of interdisciplinary practices need to 
be developed and be made available to broaden the understanding of forms of collaboration.  Modes 
of collaboration in other disciplines need to be included within this process.
Note: ASN has secured internal University Challenge Funding for a programme of seminars 
involving key examples of durational and collaborative art-science projects.  The seminars will 
further contextualise the BHF CoRE residency programme as well as explore the modalities of 
introducing a PhD thread into the programme.  They will be documented to provide a resource for 
learning and teaching.  This process of building networks will expand the idea of what constitutes 
art science practices.
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