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Mental illnesses, unlike physical disorders, are widely thought of as unseen, or as ‘all in the mind’. Although psychiatry is not often thought of as a pictorial discipline, we describe how images and objects from the Ashmolean Museum have been used to encourage reflection on core clinical issues through an innovative teaching programme: ‘Exploring psychiatry through images and objects’. This forms part of the Ashmolean University Engagement Programme, which encourages use of the Museum's collections in teaching and research at Oxford across the full disciplinary range of the University.
For doctors, and for psychiatrists in particular, close observation and attention to visual cues can reveal vital information pertaining to the clinical encounter. Psychiatrists make inferences from what they see in their patients beyond what their patients tell them; to remain reflexive about their own responses to non-verbal cues is a complex task. Exploring images relating to psychiatry and mental illness presents a similar reflective challenge, which offers a framework for gaining unique insights into clinicians’ understanding and practice.
This programme for psychiatrists (consultants and junior doctors) encouraged careful observation of images and objects to stimulate discussion of how mental illness, emotional distress and related themes have been represented visually. The aim was to consider alternative viewpoints through which to understand patient’s experiences, clinicians’ own responses and societal perspectives on clinical … 
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