When artists get involved in research, science benefits
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The authors have collaborated on an Antarctic research project, investigating tiny ice crystals
and their role in climate. Gabby O'Connor's Studio Antarctica/Johanna Mechem , CC BY-ND

When artists and scientists get together, creative sparks can fly. Collaborative sci-art projects
are increasingly popular and one obvious benefit is the greater visibility of the research
through the artist’s work.

Our project explored scientific and artistic aspects of Antarctic ice crystals.

But what’s in it for the scientists? It reinvigorates a curiosity about the system and brings an
outsider perspective - but one that is expert in observing.

Taking a different perspective

We draw on a six-year collaboration to look at how science benefits from embracing a wider
perspective on creativity

. Our joint project started with an art-science speed-dating event, aimed at building collaborative
teams.

Our connection centres around an Antarctic research project investigating the formation of
platelet ice, which plays an important role in the annual growth cycle of sea ice around the
Antarctic continent. In particular, the science looks at how tiny ice crystals

influence much larger climate processes



http://www.pataka.org.nz/gabby-oconnor-studio-antarctica/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://www.collidingworlds.org/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3341649/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3341649/
http://www.deepsouthchallenge.co.nz/targeted-observation-and-process-informed-modelling-antarctic-sea-ice
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/2015GL064508/full
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Craig Stevens in Antarctica: tiny crystals of ice help explain how sea ice surrounding the
continent grows and decays.Brett Grant, CC BY-ND

We were able to build on the intrinsic fascination people have with Antarctica and the interest in
climate science. The scientists acted as a conduit of research to the artist. This added another
layer of meaning to the artwork and an entry point to conversations around Antarctic ocean
processes and climate change. This loop of enquiry seems to happen differently in art-science
collaborations

Broadening creativity

Our collaboration has evolved from arm-chair slide shows, through cross-disciplinary
participation and Antarctic expeditions, to a final stage that includes a proliferation of ideas
around art, education and science.

The benefits to science can be difficult to articulate but chief among them is a reminder of the
importance of open-ended exploration. Another is to be asked questions by someone who spent
even more time simply looking at the object of scientific inquiry than the scientists themselves.

The first phase of our project was to find a catalyst to connect enthusiastic creative people. A
second phase followed with the science team taking basic components of an art work (a large
paper sculpture) with them to Antarctica and assembling them as they saw fit, much like a piece
of science equipment. This had impact, but was probably detrimental to the power balance in
the collaboration

because it left the scientists in control of both the art and the science. It turned out that the
scientists didn’t follow instructions, and instead responded to the constraints of the working
environment - much like the art practice.

ArtisGabby O'Connor §Eghﬁours photographing platelet ice retrieved from underneath
Antarctica’s sea ice.Gabby O'Connor's Antarctica Studio/Craig Stevens, CC BY-ND
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://www.astronomy.ohio-state.edu/~dhw/McElheny/narrative.pdf
http://www.astronomy.ohio-state.edu/~dhw/McElheny/narrative.pdf
http://scholarship.claremont.edu/steam/vol2/iss2/20/
http://scholarship.claremont.edu/steam/vol2/iss2/20/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
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The next step involved getting the artist to Antarctica, embedded with the science. This had to
be navigated carefully to ensure that the art retained its own priority as well as collaborating with
the science, rather than being simply co-located.

A cornerstone to this was a request that the artist should make scientific measurements and, by
doing so, added a whole new dimension where by there was an art perspective on the actual
scientific process.

History of sci-art collaboration

In the past, artists were often involved in research purely to document the science. Captain
James Cook

took the

painter William Hodges

to polar extremes where he captured Antarctic seascapes. When the paintings were prepared
for an exhibition in 2004, X-radiography revealed a different and unfinished

view of icebergs

in a rough sea.

Edward Wilson , a doctor and artist, accompanied Robert Falcon Scott to the pole and
beyond. In some ways, these people acted as impartial sounding boards for the explorers and
scientists at the time. The ease with which photography is achieved today has reduced the need
for this role, but has something been lost along the way?

Much has been written about how facts alone do not convince people . A sideways approach
that comes from an entirely different artistic perspective might therefore have a chance of
penetrating established boundaries.

The art of science communication

Platelet ice.Gabby O'Connor, CC BY-ND

Where once science was its own domain, this is no longer the case. Implications of research
findings need to connect with broader audiences. But how can you explain something you
barely understand yourself to multiple publics?
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http://www.captaincooksociety.com/home/biography
http://www.captaincooksociety.com/home/biography
http://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/explore/william-hodges-and-captain-cook
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/21533369.2006.9668354
http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/1482106/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/scott_of_antarctic.shtml
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/2014EO240003/full
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
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Analogues with popular culture can bridge this gap. With around 90% of New Zealanders and
even

more Australians

engaging with art, it provides a useful conduit to science.

Our collaboration was initially largely unfunded and viewed as an irrelevant curiosity. However,
support built quickly, to the point that the project was used to open a recent national Antarctic
Science Conference

Through all the phases of our work, we made connections with young people. We had sufficient
support from teachers to develop workshops and extra-curricular activities for schools, and the
climate topic made this part of our engagement more effective .

Platelet ice builds up on the underside of sea ice and has to be sampled through carefully
melted holes in the ice.Gabby O'Connor, CC BY-ND \What is in it for science?

Lots, it turns out. The scientist is reminded of the power of curiosity, something that can get lost
in times of targeted research. The artist also asks questions based on hours and hours of
observing the system at hand. Somewhat unexpectedly in our case, the artist became a
documentor of the work in a way that we hadn’t previously achieved.

Added benefits are embedded with the next generation of scientists who will more readily span
the divide, to the extent that they may not know a gap once existed. Also, part of the future
science cohort may exist simply because of the inspiration found in art that connects with
science.
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http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/assets/paperclip/publication_documents/documents/391/original/new_zealand_and_the_arts_research_publication_-_final.pdf?1437364227
https://theconversation.com/creative-country-98-of-australians-engage-with-the-arts-80145
http://www.newshub.co.nz/home/world/2017/06/mystery-of-antarctic-sea-ice-investigated-by-science-and-art.html
http://www.newshub.co.nz/home/world/2017/06/mystery-of-antarctic-sea-ice-investigated-by-science-and-art.html
https://jcom.sissa.it/archive/14/04/JCOM_1404_2015_A04
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
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We are at a time where the entire collective knowledge of our species is available with a stab of
a fingertip. It becomes possible, necessary even, to leap across disciplines to generate new
ideas.

Craig Stevens receives funding from the New Zealand Ministry for Business, Innovation and
Employment, Deep South National Science Challenge, the N.Z. Antarctic Research Institute
and the Royal Society Te Aparangi Marsden Fund. He holds a joint position at the University of
Auckland and the National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) and is the
current President of the New Zealand Association of Scientists.

Gabby O'Connor currently receives funding from MBIE Sustainable Seas National Science
Challenge for her PhD research at Auckland University and is being supported with a desk at
NIWA.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/when-artists-get-involved-in-research-science-benefits-
82147
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