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This spotlight on Henry Wellcome’s historical collections will offer a glimpse into the ancient 

but ever evolving traditional systems of Indian medicine & healing. Taking Ayurvedic 

knowledge as a starting point, it will be comprised of manuscripts, paintings, drawings and 

objects exploring how the encounters between Indian and Western practitioners across 

history have shaped the medical, political and cultural reception of these practices.   

The exhibition will explore critically wider notions of exchange and integration of diverse 

cultural approaches in light of globalization and the evolving journey of substances, ideas, 

and people; from the spice trade to contemporary integrated health centres - where 

biomedicine and traditional systems interact.  

A more expansive display of selected material will offer a comprehensive and critical view 

on the collecting narratives of Henry Wellcome’s objects to interrogate the medical and 

cultural context of their acquisition, how and where they have been displayed and what 

these narratives may tell us about our current understandings of wellbeing.   

Brief for the commissioned artist 

We are looking for an India based artist to propose a new commission responding to the 

exhibition’s ideas and material from our collections and / or engaging with critical and 

aesthetic approaches to wider discussions around wellbeing and the position of traditional 

practices within it.   

The exhibition will take place in Gallery 2 at Wellcome Collection, a 300 square meters 

rectangular gallery environment with wooden floors and no windows (see images below). 

Proposals must sit alongside the existing exhibition content and design, be either wall 

based, AV or freestanding, and can only contain material suitable within a museum 

environment (plants, liquids and most organic material are not permissible).  

Please note that Wellcome Collection is not obliged to show the works devised as part of the 

residency in the exhibition and the final decision on what will be included lies with Wellcome 

Collection. 

 

 

 

 

 



Budget:     

Commission fee - £7,000 (Inc. vat)  
 
Production fee - £15,000 (Inc. vat) for undertaking the project, complete production of the 
work and / or including its delivering and installation to Wellcome.   
 
For invoicing purposes the conversion rate will be set on the date of 30th December 2016 
using the exchange rates published by the Bank of England.  Conversion rate as at 30th 
December 2016:  £GBP 1: INR 83.4820 
 

Schedule: 

Artist appointed: Wednesday 15 March 2017   
Residency: from 03 July – 18 September 2017 
Commission final plans complete: 31st August 2017 
Production of work: 1 September-29 October 2017 
Commission installed: 30th October 2017 – 5th November 2017 
Exhibition: opening:  16th November 2017 – 8 April 2018  
 
References and general information: 

Please see some selected images of our Asian collections below. For more information visit 

https://wellcomeimages.org/ and https://wellcomelibrary.org/ and search by key words. 

Please note that while the books and iconographic material are held at Wellcome Library, 

the artefacts are held on a permanent loan at the Science Museum and access is more 

limited. 

Wellcome Collection is a free museum and library located in central London exploring the 

connections between health, science, life and art. Inspired by the collections assembled by 

Henry Wellcome, previous exhibitions in 2016 included ‘This is a voice’, with works by 

Marcus Coates, Mikhail Karikis and Joan la Barbara, punctuated by historical and medical 

records, and ‘States of Mind: Tracing the Edges of Consciousness’, with a changing project 

space by Imogen Stidworthy, Shona Illingworth and Kerry Tribe. Recent commissions include 

artists Anne Veronica Janssens, Erica Scourti and Šejla Kamerić. Since opening in 2007 we 

have received over four and a half million visitors and significant national and international 

press.  

Wellcome Collection is part of Wellcome, a global charitable foundation that exists to 

improve health for everyone by helping great ideas to thrive. 

https://wellcomecollection.org/ 

Wellcome was founded by Henry Wellcome (1853 – 1936): a pharmacist, entrepreneur, 

philanthropist and collector who became a leading figure in the British pharmaceutical 

industry and science research. Fascinated by the "art and science of healing throughout the 

ages" he was a voracious collector of items and objects relating to the history of medicine 

and the human condition. His collections can be found in museums around the world. 

https://wellcome.ac.uk/about-us/history-wellcome 

https://wellcomeimages.org/
https://wellcomelibrary.org/
https://wellcomecollection.org/thisisavoice
https://wellcomecollection.org/exhibitions/states-mind-tracing-edges-consciousness
https://wellcomecollection.org/exhibitions/states-mind-ann-veronica-janssens
https://wellcomecollection.org/empathydeck
https://wellcomecollection.org/abunodisceomnes
https://wellcomecollection.org/
https://wellcome.ac.uk/about-us/history-wellcome


 

 

Hortus indicus Malabaricus, Hendrik van Rheede, 1678-1703 

Many engravings are of double folio size.  

34 x 43 cm 

Wellcome Library 

 

A study of medicinal plants of de Malabar commission by Van Rheede, an aristocrat that joined the 

Dutch East India Company and developed a strong and mutually respectful relation with India 

scholars and physicians, who have contributed to the text.   



 

Sanskrit Beta, 1469 

Wellcome Library  

 

Sanskrit manuscript from the genre of karmavipaka, meaning “the ripening of karma”. It begins with 

a salutation to the sage Dhanvantari, the traditional author of the original works on Ayurveda. It 

explains the karmic relationship with a given disaster or disease; listing various sinful acts together 

with a brief statement of the alleged consequences that follow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Ayurvedic man, c.18th century 

62.540.5 cm 

Wellcome Library  

(Translated by Dominik Wujastyk) 

 

This painting is uniquely important because it presents an interpretation of the interior of the human 

body as understood by practitioners of Ayurveda. The artist, presumably collaborating with or under 

the instruction of a physician, produced an image that charts the organs and vessels of the ayurvedic 

medical body according to the Sanskrit medical textual tradition. Because of the rarity of this type of 

illustration, this painting has been used as a book cover or an illustration in many publications, and 

has begun to take on a public life. 

 



 

Ivory enema syringe, Sri Lanka, 1751-1800  

The Science Museum, London   

 

King Keerthi Sri Rajasinghe was a popular monarch who ruled what is now called Sri Lanka between 

1747 and 1782. He is remembered as a man of action, waging war against Dutch colonisers – while 

prudently allying himself with the British. He was a lover of beautiful things and fine craftsmanship.  

 



 

Groups of men on a street spraying jets of water into plague infected houses, during the epidemic of 

plague in Bombay, 1897 

21.4 x 25.9 cm. 

Wellcome Library  

The years 1898-1899 marked a turning point in the British Indian government’s strategies of plague 

control. A further change in policy included the incorporation of practitioners of Indian traditional 

systems of medicine in plague prevention. This marked a turnaround, as Indian systems of medicine 

were considered unscientific and disparaged by the state. 

 

 



 

 

Curlew-shaped surgical instrument 

replica of ancient Ayurvedic original 

The Science Museum, London   



 

Persian earthenware albarello, 12th Century CE 
The Science Museum, London   

 

This is an albarello, a style of jar historically associated with medicines. Albarello was developed by 
Persian potters in the 12th Century CE, just as Unani medicine and its material culture came to India 
with Muslim conquerors. The sides curve inward to give the jar a ‘waist’. This allowed jars to be 
easily removed from a row when set side by side on a shelf. The design became popular across the 
medieval Islamic world and in Europe. 
 

 



 

Unknown Delhi artist, commissioned by Colonel James Skinner 
An Ayurvedic medical practitioner taking the pulse, 1825  
Gouache on paper  
492 x 389 x 34 
Wellcome Library  
 

Nadipariksha, pulse examination, is a key diagnostic tool in Indian medicine. It requires highly 

refined skill. Information about the body transmitted by the movement, rate and rhythm of blood 

under each of three fingers is closely observed for signs of imbalance. The pulse in balance is 

sometimes said to feel like the gait of animals - under the first finger like a snake, under the second 

like a frog and under the third like a swan. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Glass specimen jar of gum ghatti, India, 1830-1930 
The Science Museum, London   

 
Gum ghatti (anogeissus latifolia) is used in ancient medical traditions. These include Ayurveda and 
Unani. The plant helps treat diarrhoea, dysentery and ulcers. It has cooling and astringent (tissue-
contracting) properties. The latter helps reduce blood loss. Recent research shows the plant also 
treats skin wounds. 
 

 

 



 

Gallery 2 when empty 

 

 

Gallery 2 during the States of Mind exhibition 

 

 

 

 


