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THE RELEVANCE OF ECOPOIESIS 
 AND A POIETIC ECOLOGY FOR THE CREATIVE ARTS  
AND ARTS THERAPIES

EDITORIAL: 

We are proud to present this issue of the Ecopoi-
esis  journal, based on an eco-human framework 
for the arts therapies. We use the term “eco-hu-
man” to highlight the human being’s essential be-
longingness to a world, a world in which we are 
shaped and which we shape in response. During 
this critical period of human existence, the jour-
nal is meant to serve as a forum for innovative 
ideas and practices that support human and envi-
ronmental health and well-being, ideas and prac-
tices based on poiesis, our ability to transform the 
world with a view to beauty.

Populations all over the world, as well as the glob-
al web of life itself, are being threatened in the 
current situation of environmental crisis, with its 
wide-ranging social, psychological and economic 
impact. In such a situation, we are challenged to 
search for a new foundation for human and en-
vironmental healing, a foundation that embraces 
the humanities, the arts and ecology, and one 
that supports resilience and our capacity for life-
affirming creative responses to environmental 
destruction.

This issue highlights the role of ecological/nature-
assisted arts therapies as such a creative response 
to the current situation of demands for sustain-
able development. It establishes an eco-human 
understanding of the arts and arts therapies and 
emphasizes their role in the process of paradigm 
change, the development of environmental aware-
ness and of ways of life that enable living beings 
not only to continue to exist but also to thrive. 
The issue also presents “eco-human technologies” 
that embrace a wide spectrum of nature-assisted, 
environmental creative endeavors and their ap-
plication in various segments of life.

Though a growing number of publications on 
ecological/nature-assisted arts therapies have ap-
peared in the last few years [1,3,4,5], the present 
issue hopes to be a step further in presenting a 
new perspective for the expressive and creative 
arts therapies in the 21st century.

The idea of the theme for this issue comes from 
the spirit of natural and cultural ecology and 
from a renewed understanding of the role of the 
arts and arts therapies in human and planetary 
life. The words that sum up this vision are “eco-
logical,” “earth-based,” or “nature-assisted”   arts 
therapies, therapies that promote the capacity of 
human beings to respond to and transform dif-
ficulty and suffering through our creative ability 
and our capacity to bring health, well-being and 
beauty into our own existence and to that of the 
world around us.

The concept of ecopoiesis, introduced to the field 
of the arts therapies,  is based on the idea of the 
poietic nature of human existence as subjects who 
belong to the world and are capable of transform-
ing it, as opposed to thinking of the human be-
ing as a disembodied consciousness in an alien 
environment, a “for-itself ” separate from the “in-
itself ” of Being. The concept is intended to pro-
vide a foundation necessary to consider human 
beings in their relations with the more-than-hu-
man realm, the web of life, as willing and able to 
take care of their “earthly home,” guided not only 
by their needs, but also by the desire to maintain 
biodiversity and environmental well-being.

Why ecopoiesis? Poiesis was a word brought into 
expressive arts therapy to ground the founda-
tions of the field in a philosophy of human exis-
tence, rather than in a psychological framework 
[2]. The term was taken from the work of Martin 
Heidegger, who formulated an understanding of 
human existence in terms of a poietic or artistic 
relationship to the world. In the words of the poet 
Hölderlin, as quoted by Heidegger, “poetically we 
dwell upon this earth.”

Human beings are fundamentally eco-human, 
that is, we cannot separate our existence from the 
world around us. This has become clear in our 
own time, the Anthropocene, in which our activ-
ity has transformed the world. However, to exist 
as human is not to take an instrumental attitude 
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towards the world, one in which we impose our 
will upon what is around us. Rather, our essential 
capacity is to shape the world in a way that re-
spects its otherness. This is the poietic disclosure 
of the world which shows us its inherent possibil-
ities. Through an attitude of respect for otherness, 
we can shape our world to let things shine as they 
are–in other words, to let their beauty be seen.

What does this perspective imply for the arts 
therapies? We believe that this is actually the fun-
damental attitude of therapeutic work, in particu-
lar, the work of the arts therapies. In therapy, we 
do not impose our will upon the other person and 
try to make them be who we think they should 
be. Rather we take a receptive attitude and help 
them to see their own possibilities for develop-
ment. This attitude is often called “holding,” a 
term originally used by D. W. Winicott to indicate 
the relationship of the mother to the child but 
also the relationship of the therapist to the client. 
If the child is held according to her own needs 
rather than those of the mother, she can have a 
secure basis on which to act in the world.

For Winicott, the child finds herself through play. 
Similarly, the holding of the therapist makes a 
frame within which clients can find themselves 

through a playful letting-be. Moreover, Winn-
icott understands play as the basis of creativity. In 
the creative process, the artist plays with materi-
als and helps them find a new form. Art-making 
may be a “shaping,” but a shaping that takes place 
through a letting-be similar to the practice of the 
therapist. This shaping takes place not through an 
attitude of passivity but by means of a receptive 
process of guiding by artist or therapist. This is 
the letting-be that we call “poiesis.”

In the arts therapies, the fundamental attitude is 
a poietic one. We use our skills to guide clients 
into an actualisation of their own potentials, to 
become who they are. Thus,  the arts therapies 
seem to be particularly suitable as exemplars of 
an ecopoietic relationship to the world. Within 
such a relationship, the Anthropocene, under-
stood as humanity’s destruction of the environ-
ment, could be transformed into a healthy and 
creative response to the world in which we dwell, 
a response which enables the beauty of the earth 
to shine.  And in this way, we may indeed some-
day “dwell poetically” on this earth.

Alexander Kopytin 

Stephen K. Levine
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Abstract . This article examines the key presumptions and theoretical foundations of ecological or nature-assisted creative 
arts therapies, a branch of contemporary ecotherapy. The ecological arts therapies are considered from the perspective 
of the eco-human multi-disciplinary approach, which defines the human being in relation to the environment, and 
seeks to reveal the individual’s subjectivity and shape the world in order to fulfill their needs and take care of environ-
mental well-being. Key concepts of ecological creative arts therapies are explored, such as the ecological, eco-human 
perspective on health and illness, eco-identity formation, the role of nature as the third subject in the therapeutic 
relationship, the environmental and ecopsychological perception of the therapeutic setting, and the role of the arts in 
providing meaningful human connection to nature. These concepts support the understanding of ecological, nature-
assisted arts therapies as encouraging both public and environmental health and establishing more harmonious rela-
tions of humans with nature.

Keywords: creative arts therapies, eco-human approach, ecopsychology, ecotherapy, ecopoiesis, poiesis, environment

Introduction: Defining nature-
assisted /ecological creative arts 
therapies

Ecological or nature-assisted creative/expressive 
arts therapies represent an emerging therapeutic 
cluster, based on the new understanding of the 
role of the arts in providing public and environ-
mental health and establishing more harmonious 
and mutually-supporting relations of humans 
with nature. These forms of therapy belong to an 
established group of mental health professions or 
specialized therapeutic approaches, such as art 
therapy, music therapy, drama therapy, dance-
movement therapy and expressive arts therapy. 
These disciplines focus on the therapeutic use of 
creative/expressive processes of clients and their 
relationship with the therapist. Ecological arts 
therapies are characterized by a new perspective 
on health issues and the role of the arts in provid-
ing public and planetary health and well-being. 
They are supported by scientific approaches such 
as ecopsychology and eco-philosophy and dem-
onstrate a new perspective on our understand-
ing of the therapeutic role of human connections 
with nature.

There is a broad spectrum of expressive forms 
that are used as creative responses to the environ-
ment in these therapies, including visual art, dra-
ma, ritual, music, dance, movement, and creative 
writing, as well as practices that integrate the ex-
pressive arts in terms of interacting with animals 
and plants, wilderness journeys, contemplative 
presence in nature, and so on. Ecological / nature-
assisted arts therapies together with ecotherapy, 
environmental philosophy, environmental edu-
cation and the contemporary environmental arts 
support the emerging eco-human approach and 
the growing field of constructive innovations and 
eco-human technologies that can be applied in 
education, medicine, and the wider social context 
in order to counteract the environmental crisis 
and enable a more harmonious co-evolution of 
human beings and the more-than-human world, 
the eco-sphere.

The emergence of ecological arts therapies marks 
a decisive moment in the development of other 
creative arts therapies. The ecological element is 
more than just a set of innovations that can be im-
plemented in already established therapeutic ap-
proaches. Rather, ecological arts therapies strive 
to form a new and even revolutionary platform 
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for empirical forms of therapeutic and health-
promoting work, supported by  a constellation 
of distinct theoretical ideas and values.

Environmental psychology, ecopsychology, envi-
ronmental education, deep ecology, the environ-
mental arts/eco-arts, ecological arts therapies, as 
well as some forms of environmental activism be-
long to the environmental movement. This move-
ment challenges the basic foundations of our 
current civilization and can even be considered 
as related to a paradigm shift, since  paradigms, 
according to Kuhn [19], are not simply theories, 
but the entire worldview in which theories exist, 
and all of the implications that come with this. A 
significant part of the environmental movement 
is concerned with the need for radical change in 
personal beliefs, and the need for new ideas about 
complex systems and organizations to replace 
former ways of thinking about human beings and 
how to organize social and economic life in re-
lationship to the global life web.  Ecological arts 
and arts therapies, together with environmental 
psychology/ecopsychology, the environmental 
humanities, environmental education and deep 
ecology have become  a major source of ideas 
in the tradition of anti-reductionist thinking in 
science and in the humanities. They offer a new 

environmental paradigm which  reverses mod-
ernist, Cartesian thinking and the perception of 
human beings and the world as machines.

Nature-assisted arts therapies and other branches 
of the ecological movement that are aligned to the 
need for a paradigm shift bring a new perspec-
tive to our understanding of health and pathology 
and new ways to address personal and collective 
mental distress, since at their most ambitious, 
they seek to redefine mental health within an en-
vironmental context and invite us to reexamine 
the human psyche as an integral part of the global 
web of life.

Nature-assisted arts therapies can involve experi-
ences of becoming embedded in the ecosystem 
and empathic attuning to the living environment 
and different forms of life. This process has the 
potential to allow us to actualize and bring to 
the conscious mind certain aspects of the hu-
man experience, in particular, those related to 
our biological history and our ‘ecological uncon-
scious,’ according to Theodore Roszak [31]. The 
results of this include improved health, well-be-
ing and support for our perception of ourselves 
as  ‘ecological subjects’  - our eco-identity  [28, 29]. 
Nature-assisted arts therapies can bring changes 
to humans’ perception of themselves and their 

Figure 1 . An example of building a mandala during the open air ecological art therapy session
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interconnectedness with the life web. By doing 
so, these therapies provide modest but compel-
ling acts of regeneration, an adaptive response to 
healing not only of human beings, but of the mul-
titude of places on the planet that experience dis-
tress and ‘illness.’ They strive to achieve multiple 
therapeutic goals, embracing both the micro- and 
macro-levels, since they not only deal with indi-
vidual needs and health issues, but with environ-
mental issues as well.

One of the characteristics of nature-assisted or 
ecological arts therapies can be summarized as 
follows. These practices usually include either 
outdoor or indoor activities that involve direct 
interaction with the natural world or natural 
materials and often lead to the perception of the 
environment and its inhabitants as other forms 
of life, which are then engaged with ethically. 
The activities can include exercises that awaken 
sensory awareness through relaxation, breath-
ing, exploratory mindful walks, body scanning, 
journaling and other tasks which help to develop 
receptivity, focus attention and increase a sense of 
embodiment in the living environment.

How can we address these issues that are usually 
ignored in most conventional therapies?

As arts therapists, we can address these issues in 
different ways. We can offer our clients the pos-
sibility to engage in creative, non-instrumental 
environmental activities, to learn how to see and 
create beauty around themselves, and how to 
develop effective self-regulatory skills and cop-
ing strategies that can be used both in therapy 
and in everyday life to improve their health and 
well-being.

We can also help our clients to enrich their eco-
logical knowledge, develop their ecological con-
sciousness and thus decrease their possible de-
structive impact on the natural environment 
and prevent risks of various physical and mental 
issues as a result of unsustainable ways of living 
and pathogenic environmental factors. We can do 
this, in particular, through waste reduction and 
an environmentally conscious attitude to our use 
of materials.

Nature-assisted arts therapies recognize that peo-
ple have the fundamental need and right to live 
in a “healthy,” beautiful and unthreatened envi-
ronment, and that such a need and a right must 
be fulfilled. According to the tenets of sustain-
able development, economic growth, care for the 

environment and social well-being are intercon-
nected and the maintenance of balance between 
them must be guaranteed.

Unfortunately, arts therapists are not trained in 
the environmental paradigm and do not learn 
how to address these issues on both theoretical 
and practical levels. Therefore, special modules 
for arts therapists during their training and pro-
fessional work, and even a specialization in the 
field of nature-assisted or ecological arts thera-
pies, should be developed so that our professional 
field can contribute to human and environmental 
health and well-being to a greater degree.

The eco-human approach 
as a new multi-professional 
theoretical framework. Defining 
human relationships to the 
environment

The eco-human multi-professional approach that 
is forming in a context of environmental crisis as 
well as a crisis in the humanities appears to offer 
significant and relevant theoretical ideas and pos-
tulates which could support the emerging field of 
nature-assisted or ecological arts therapies.

The eco-human approach recognizes that the 
key problem of the humanities  — the problem 
of understanding ourselves as “environmental 
subjects” — cannot be solved within the frame-
work of Cartesian science that separates a person 
(the subject) from the external world of objects. 
Rather, the eco-human approach posits that the 
subject should be considered in relation to the 
living environment, the natural, more-than-hu-
man world. We believe that ecology in the broad 
sense of the term, as a worldview, needs a new 
conception of the human as much as the modern 
humanities need ecology and the environmental 
perspective. 

According to the current definition of the eco-
human approach [18, 22], individuals exist in re-
lationship to the living environment, the web of 
life, and seek to reveal their own selves, as well 
as their environmental subjectivity, through their 
reciprocal, intersubjective communication with 
nature. In doing so, they shape both the world 
and themselves. The eco-human approach aims 
to overcome the environmental crisis and the cri-
sis in the humanities by strengthening the links 
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of the humanities with environmental knowledge 
and ecology. This implies the task of developing 
the ecological consciousness and sustainable life-
styles that characterize “environmental subjects,” 
individuals with an “ecological identity” [28, 29].

According to Arne Næss, the underlying cause 
of the ecological crisis is the psychological orga-
nization of our personalities, which have been 
formed by industrialization and scientism. Ac-
cordingly, in order to overcome the environ-
mental crisis, it is necessary to form a different 
psychological organization of personality, based 
on the concept of environmental identity or eco-
identity. The concept of eco-identity allows us to 
recognize and further develop theories that help 
(a) to exemplify a more ecological, or systems, 
view of the person, (b) offer an understanding of 
how an expanded self-concept might affect the 
functioning of individuals and their surrounding 
environment, and (c) suggest how self-constructs 
might be changed.

This approach postulates the “poietic” or creative 
nature of human beings, that is, their ability to 
shape the surrounding world and themselves. 
Humans exist in the mode of possibility; they 
can choose to shape the world and themselves in 
a way that is not yet actual but that has the po-
tential to bring forth beauty by propagating with 
the other. From the perspective of the eco-human 
approach, a person’s ability to love and support 
life can be considered to be a property of human 
being in its acts of co-creation with nature.

According to Levine [21, 22], poiesis indicates 
our basic capacity to shape the world. “The hu-
man being is distinct from other creatures in that 
it is not pre-adapted to a particular environment. 
Instead it has the ability to build radically differ-
ent worlds suitable (or not) to life in a wide di-
versity of surroundings. In building its world, the 
human shapes the environment, and as it does so, 
it shapes itself. World building is self-building” 
[21, p. 23–24].

Based on the idea of poiesis, the concept of eco-
poiesis (from the Greek words “oἶκος” — home, 
housing, and  ποίησι  – making, creating) is an 
important part of the eco-human approach, sup-
porting the idea of humans as “environmental 
subjects” [18, 22]. This concept is designed to 
provide the foundation necessary to consider 
humans as willing and able to take care of their 
“earthly home.”   It recognizes the need for hu-
mans and their habitat to become a niche in the 

life web and for humans to live non-destructively 
with other species.

Ecopoiesis designates a quality and mechanism 
of the co-evolution of humans and nature, a con-
scious and responsible co-creation of humankind 
with nature, based on our physical, emotional 
and spiritual connection with the natural world. 
Through ecopoiesis, human beings, with nature 
and as a part of it, continue their existence and 
support themselves, as well as diverse forms of 
earthly life and the eco-sphere. Creative acts, 
perceived from the ecopoietic perspective, are 
rooted not so much in the need of individual cre-
ative “self-expression,” in the traditional sense of 
this word, but in the motivation to support and 
serve nature and life and to achieve non-duality, a 
balance between the natural and cultural milieu. 
Ecopoiesis cannot be achieved without love for 
the Earth and for the beings that inhabit it, in-
cluding ourselves.

“Ecopoiesis shifts the focus from the ego, the ‘I’ 
that sees the world and writes about the world, 
to the world itself and how the world poietically 
writes itself, or poietically expresses itself. Eco-
poiesis is the expression of the eco-sphere and 
we are always already part and parcel of that eco-
sphere.” [27]

Ecopoiesis as a creative human function is ex-
pressed through humans’ initiatives to care for 
and respect the environment, and to see eco-
systems as a source of health and well-being for 
themselves and others who belong to both the hu-
man and more-than-human worlds. It implies a 
fundamental human need and ability to connect 
to the web of life, to arrange the space around 
them to support life and to do something mean-
ingful, beautiful and healing, both for themselves 
and the ecosphere. This can mean various things, 
in particular, gardening, animal encounters, sim-
ply spending more time in ecologically healthy 
settings, or more actively working on maintain-
ing and restoring eco-health, and being involved 
in environmental action. The ecopoietic func-
tion can make one socio-politically active, able 
to engage further in eco-health promotion and to 
be an agent of change in the educational, public 
health and environmental spheres.

Eco-human technologies are an important com-
ponent of the eco-human approach, and can be 
defined as methods of transforming human be-
ings’ attitudes to the environment and to them-
selves. Eco-human technologies can be used in a 
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wide cultural domain, including pedagogy, psy-
chology, medicine and other fields, to form envi-
ronmental awareness and values and contribute 
to the preservation and development of the hu-
man and natural resources of the planet [18].

The role of the arts in providing 
meaningful human connection 
to nature

The visual and performing arts as well as other 
forms of organized and meaningful human-en-
vironmental interaction have existed in human 
history since long before ‘civilized’ minds came 
to an understanding of creative acts as primarily 
the result of individual activity. The wider envi-
ronmental perception of the arts can be found in 
many world traditions, especially in those charac-
terized, “by ideas about the interconnectedness of 
all things, perpetual movement, impermanence, 
and how small and humble acts generate larger 
changes in the world” [26, p.12]. Such perception 
of the arts is also implied in the contemporary 
environmental movement and this demonstrates 
the perennial need of human beings to maintain 
their intrinsic connection with nature around 
and in themselves.

Considerable similarity can be found between 
the understanding of the arts in modern environ-
mental, ecopsychological theory and many world 
traditions that involve environmental practices 
that support mind-body-spirit integration. Both 
contemporary ecotherapy and indigenous cul-
tural traditions perceive the arts as playing a vital 
role in supporting healthy human relationships to 
nature, the web of life, and in giving a voice and 
meaning earthly life. According to these concep-
tions, natural environments and diverse life forms 
are important to humans not only for pragmatic 
reasons, but also for their aesthetic, emotional, 
and spiritual significance. 

It is also necessary to emphasize the role of the 
arts in the context of creative/expressive arts ther-
apies as providing meaningful human connection 
to nature. The arts possess their own means of 
solving the environmental and human issues that 
face us. The spectrum of ways to engage with na-
ture through the arts is wide and involves the par-
ticipant engaging in different roles from objective 
observer to active interventionist. The functions 
of the arts that can be relevant for the goals of 

ecological/nature-assisted arts therapies can be 
outlined as follows:

The arts support meaningful action leading to 
a changed perception of the natural environ-
ment. Study of the cultural history of humankind 
helps us to recognize that making art brings new 
meaning to human relations with nature; making 
art increases our consciousness of our place in the 
natural world and our interdependence; it encour-
ages people to transcend their own personal prob-
lems and develop a sense of being part of a bigger 
whole, thus allowing the spiritual awareness of a 
relationship with the natural world; it develops the 
self-directed need to be caring and to preserve and 
respect the natural world and develop lifestyles that 
will aid this process [7]. Making art with and in na-
ture also helps to reach the goals of ecotherapy such 
as facilitating healing and promoting well-being 
as an inner state of wellness, including a physical, 
mental and emotional state of consonance which 
exists in a healthy environment and is based on a 
harmonious connection with its ecology.

According to environmental psychology, mean-
ingful action is the opportunity to make a useful 
contribution to a genuine problem. It may involve 
being effective at a large scale (e.g. the choice of 
livelihood, a life-long struggle for environmental 
justice or food security, etc.), but perhaps more 
often it involves actions at a modest level (e.g. 
participating in a stewardship activity, communi-
ty involvement, voting). The meaningfulness ex-
perienced is less a consequence of the scale of the 
effort involved and more about deriving a sense 
of making a difference, being listened to and re-
spected, and feeling that we have a secure place 
within our social group.

Reasonable behavior is more likely when people 
feel that they are needed and that their partici-
pation matters. A number of studies indicate that 
doing something judged worthwhile or making 
a difference in the long run are primary motives 
underlying voluntary environmental stewardship 
behavior [10, 25]. In these studies, the notion of 
meaningful action emerged as one of the most 
significant sources of satisfaction.

One of the significant effects of making art with 
and in nature is that the arts give natural land-
scapes and objects some kind of ‘distinctive mean-
ing, relevance and status’ [32, p. 28]. Making art as 
a form of environmental activity can help people 
to recognize the meaningfulness and beauty of 
nature, even if they initially don’t perceive such 
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qualities. If a person is focused even on the most 
depressed, sad and colorless environment and 
starts looking beneath the superficial exterior of 
things or places using the arts, she/he will often 
see some spark of life, or some unique, individual 
aspects that characterize those objects or places.

This necessarily requires, however, “turning our-
selves inside out, with the heart as the site of re-
connection” [6] in order to be able to dissolve 
through ‘the art of biophilia’ [17] the psychologi-
cal barriers that characterize the history of our 
progressive alienation from the land and fuel the 
environmental crisis.

The arts help people to feel in control of the envi-
ronment and participate in its management and 
restoration. Art-making can be used to promote 
individuals’ and communities’ active position in 
their relationship with the environment and de-
velop their perception of themselves as people 
who are able to exert a certain amount of influ-
ence on it.

Being involved in environmental expressive/cre-
ative activities, people can ‘personalize’ and ap-
propriate the environment. This can be a signifi-
cant factor in their feeling safe and in control of 
the space they occupy. The controlling function of 
the arts can be especially important in ecotherapy 
activities when the client perceives the environ-
ment as lacking control (which is natural for most 
outdoor activities) and experiences anxiety in re-
sponse to this perception. The arts mediate one’s 
interaction with the space involved and help to 
provide equilibrium between the dynamic qual-
ity of the natural environment and the more static 
nature of certain artworks.

The active stance in the human relationship to 
nature is the main characteristic of  ‘contempo-
rary ecotherapy’ [4]; a significant factor of mu-
tuality can also support collective behavioral 
change. According to Halpern and Bates [11], 
behavioral interventions tend to be more success-
ful when there is an equal relationship between 
the influencer and the influenced and where both 
parties stand to gain from the outcome (p. 25). 
In public mental health, such mutuality can be 
seen in the relationships between practitioners 
and service users, where the latter assume greater 
responsibility.

For Burls [4], “In ecotherapeutic approaches, there 
seems to be a further level of mutuality: the role 
of the influencer is adopted by people who would 

normally be classed as the influenced. In benefit-
ing from personal lifestyle changes and associated 
recovery, the service users help to develop a frame-
work for reciprocity towards the environment and 
the community. In doing so, the community is in-
fluenced to care for and respect the environment 
and, in addition, to see their local green spaces as 
a source of health and well-being” (p. 35).

The arts can be considered as a form of ecological 
personalization and subjectification. Our percep-
tion of the constructive human interaction with 
nature through the arts can be enriched by con-
cepts such as personalization of the environment 
[12, 20]. This concept is related to psychosocial 
aspects of a person’s experience, for example, 
their territoriality and need to maintain a sense 
of belonging, ownership and control over their 
space. Personalization can also be understood 
as a human behavior that aims to express certain 
distinctive features of the individual in their sur-
rounding environment. Environmental art can be 
understood as an ecological form of personaliza-
tion  based on the empathic and supportive hu-
man interaction with the natural world.

Figure 2 . An example of personalization of the 
environment through the creation and placement of 
artworks made by participants at significant natural 

sites.
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The  expressive arts and acts of creative person-
alization of the environment can promote an 
environmental ethic and a more active and par-
ticipatory position in people’s relationships with 
the world around, as well as supporting their self-
esteem and empowerment.

Personalization of the environment and natural 
objects through the ecopoietic stance in the world 
can also involve subjectification of natural objects, 
which means that objects are perceived as having 
their own subjectivity, and are able to be in some 
form of reciprocal relationship and in dialogue 
with human beings. Subjectification implies both 
empathy and identification with natural objects 
and environments and it plays a crucial role in 
the process of developing the human relationship 
to the more-than-human world; it also enables an 
ethical perception of nature to be established.

Engaging in environmental art supports mindful-
ness and a sense of physical presence in the environ-
ment,  connecting the symbolic forms of the arts 
and language to the immediate physical experience 
of the natural world (the life process). Some envi-
ronmental arts-based activities can be considered 
as a way of developing somatic awareness and an 
embodied sense of self in one’s relation to the en-
vironment. This effect is most obvious as a result 
of environmental arts-based activities which bal-
ance time between mindfulness and creative ex-
pression, when emphasis is placed on meditative 
journeys or path-working (walkabouts) as a form 
of mini-pilgrimages in the ‘green area,’ accompa-
nied or followed by participants’ involvement in 
making art (drawing, taking photographs, making 
environmental constructions, botanical arrange-
ments, etc.). Other expressive forms such as dance 
and movement, ritual, music improvisation, narra-
tive-construction in order to express and integrate 
complex experiences, can expand the scope of ex-
pressive/creative arts therapeutic techniques.

Embodiment effects can be easily facilitated 
through various creative environmental activi-
ties or mindful journeys that help us to feel more 
embedded in the web of life. Often, the projective 
nature of the arts enables a person’s identification 
with natural objects and environments on a phys-
ical level, projecting their perception of the body 
or its parts onto natural processes and environ-
ments. Through this process, the symbolization 
of somatic phenomena and processes is possible.

Mindful creative activities can be integrated into 
ecotherapy practices and support the goals of 

ecotherapy by fostering reconnection and a re-
turn to experiencing ourselves in the here and 
now as embodied beings. This requires attention 
to physical sensations in their relation to mental 
states evoked by one’s presence and interaction 
with the environment. It should be emphasized 
that the healing powers of nature are enhanced by 
the degree of mindfulness and mental focus one 
brings to these interactions. People can immerse 
themselves in “quiet fascination” [9, p. 103] and 
a state of presence in the environment, as well as 
be encouraged to use different arts and instru-
mental media like photography to explore expe-
riential awareness and practice mindful attention 
by documenting responses to sensory stimuli. 
For instance, they can be asked to take pictures 
of what they move toward as pleasant and to also 
photograph what they experience as unpleasant, 
in ways that are used in a new mindfulness-based 
art therapy intervention [30], which represents an 
example of a palliative environmental program.

Whichever expressive arts are used, participants 
can be encouraged to immerse themselves in a 
kind of meditation, with their absorption in phys-
ical and emotional processes on the one hand, 
and attentiveness to the environmental stimuli on 
the other. They can walk or act mindfully, keeping 
a sense of their presence in the environment with 
immediate experience in the here and now, ap-
preciating their physical contact with the natural 
objects and sensory qualities of the ‘green space’ 
with its ‘field effects’.

Mindfulness-based environmental expressive 
arts therapies programs can include an introduc-
tion with mindfulness instruction and emphasis 
on the role of attention in health. Warm-up ac-
tivities involving breathing and relaxation and 
exploratory walkabouts in certain environments 
can be introduced as helping to provide deeper 
effects [9, 23].

Ecological, eco-human 
perspective on health and illness

The eco-human approach recognizes a synergy 
between human health and well-being and envi-
ronmental integrity. It emphasizes a new perspec-
tive on our understanding of health and pathology 
and ways in which personal and collective insanity 
could be cured, since this approach seeks to re-
define sanity within an environmental context. It 
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contends that seeking to heal the soul and the body 
without reference to the ecological system of which 
we are an integral part is a form of self-destructive 
blindness. The eco-human approach draws upon 
the ecological sciences to reexamine human health 
and well-being as an integral part of the web of 
life. If we are embedded in the wide web of all life, 
we somehow feel what happens ‘out there’ in the 
more-than-human world of which we are a mind-
ful part, and we respond to the deteriorating global 
situation deeply in our body, mind and psyche. 
Ecopsychology recognizes and seeks to address 
how the pain of the ecological world shows up as 
pain within and between human beings.

Ecopsychology together with environmental phi-
losophy has come to understand that ecosystems 
can be healthy or unhealthy, and that their con-
dition is in synergy with the constituent parts of 
the person. From the eco-human point of view, 
“health” is characterized by mutual augment-
ing of the whole community and the component 
communities of each other at multiple levels, fa-
cilitating their continued successful functioning, 
their resilience in response to new situations and 
stresses, and motivating ongoing change and de-
velopment to maximize developmental options.

Climate change is currently the great issue of 
planetary health, together with other complex 
issues to which we respond deeply in our body, 
mind and psyche. However, we suffer even more, 
both individually and collectively, when we find 
ourselves unable to respond to the situation 
around us, when our creative response to reality 
is restricted and we experience ourselves as be-
ing in a helpless situation. The work of the change 
agent in the ecological arts therapeutic mission, 
then, is to restore and develop our capacity for 
ecopoietic creative action that we as individuals 
or communities are often lacking.

One of the characteristics of the increasing global 
environmental and human ‘pathology’ is the hu-
man relationship to beauty. Beauty has become a 
cultural fetish, a triviality, something relative and 
subjective, that is used to sell; it is today primar-
ily an object and instrument of commodification. 
However, beauty is actually a core quality of life 
that brings health and resilience and is one of the 
key concepts associated with ecopoiesis, the eco-
poietic attitude of human beings to the web of life 
and nature around and in themselves. The ecologi-
cal idea of beauty with its connection to health is 
not limited to the sphere of human experience. It is 

not tied to the notion that beauty is inherent only 
in human beings with their capacity for artistic and 
aesthetic activity, but is a manifestation of natural 
life and part of our cultural experience: the cultural 
activity of human beings with their ability to aes-
thetically respond to the world and organize it in 
accordance with their ideas and experience.

Beauty in its environmental meaning is strongly 
connected to human and environmental health in 
their reciprocal relations with each other and the 
ability to support and cherish each other. Beauty 
is also an expression of the capacity of human be-
ings and ecosystems to continue to exist, adapt, 
cope with various challenges, flourish and multiply. 
However, beauty as a property of ‘healthy’ nature 
and culture is not limited to any one state of child-
hood, youth, or maturity, but rather characterizes 
the whole lifespan of any organism. The ecological 
idea of beauty is connected to the idea of the limita-
tions that are inherent in any living organism. Our 
sense of beauty also implies our ability to meet with 
the limitations of our existence and our capabilities, 
to respond to them and to experience a mixture 
of trepidation, delight and humility. This vision of 
beauty offered by the arts, with its connection to 
human and environmental health and sustainabil-
ity, can serve as a guideline for all our acts in our 
relationships with both culture and nature.

The environmental and 
ecopsychological perspective on 
personality formation

Whereas in most conventional therapies, the cat-
egories of nature and the living environment/ 
web of life are simply ignored, or considered to be 
secondary to one’s relation to the human world, 
i.e. our primary caregivers (parental figures) and 
other significant people with whom we form re-
lationships,  in the eco-human approach one’s re-
lations with the more-than-human world are of 
greater significance.

According to environmentally or ecologically 
grounded personality theory, one’s relationship 
with nature occupies a special role, and is consid-
ered to be a vital factor in healthy personality for-
mation; thus, establishing an eco-identity has the 
same significance as one’s relations with people. 
Emotional bonds with nature and the attachment 
of human beings to nature, together with their 
bonds with other people, are integral to healthy 
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personality formation, beginning with the early 
developmental phase and ending with the final 
stage of the human lifespan.

Barrows [1] points out that Piaget, Stern, Ford-
ham and others whose theories inform our work 
may serve as a bridge to a more ecologically-based 
understanding of child development. “The place 
where transitional phenomena occur, then (to use 
Winnicott as a sort of bridge to a new formulation), 
might be understood, in this new paradigm of the 
self, to be the permeable membrane that suggests or 
delineates but does not divide us from the medium 
in which we exist. It is in this realm that distinctions 
between subjective and objective begin to blur and 
intersubjectivity is possible” (p. 106–107).

From an eco-human perspective, personality de-
velopment takes place within a wider matrix of 
being and relationships that enables the forma-
tion of eco-identity. The notion of an eco-identity 
can be preeminent for the fields of ecopsychology 
and ecotherapy; it challenges most ‘conventional’ 
personality theories. It can be defined as the in-
teriorized dynamic structure of our relationship 
with nature that embraces both the human and 
more-than-human worlds and serves as one of 
the significant foundations for self-perception 
and self-concept. This is a kind of self-perception 
and self-understanding that is linked to one’s 
mutually sustaining relationship with nature and 
implies one’s responsibility and care for nature. 
Ethical and aesthetic perception of the natural en-
vironment and some practical action aimed at its 
preservation and cultivation serve as important 
factors of one’s own health and well-being.

Eco-identity is considered to be opposed to a 
“consumer false self ” [15], “an ideal that is taken 
to heart as part of a person’s identity… The con-
sumer false self is false because it arises from a 
merciless distortion of authentic human needs 
and desires” (p. 83).

Nature as the third part in 
therapeutic relationships

Ecotherapy is sometimes believed to be ‘radical’ 
in regard to most modern therapies due to its 
different perception of the conditions, goals and 
therapeutic relationship involved. Ecotherapy, like 
most other current therapies, is based on relation-
al theories of therapeutic action, with their focus 

“on the larger relational system established by the 
client and the therapists, within which psycho-
logical phenomena crystallize and in which ex-
perience is continually and mutually shaped in a 
dialogue of the client and the therapist” [3, p. 292]. 
However, while the main parties in this relational 
system in most therapies are client and therapist, 
nature assumes the role of the third party in eco-
therapy and ecological arts therapies. Within this 
relational system, a crucial role is given to affective 
attachment both to the therapist and nature in the 
process of therapeutic change.

In this framework, nature is perceived as a subject 
and requires us to develop environmental ethics 
that include emotional and subjective elements 
built on a relationship of care between human 
beings and the more-than-human world, the dif-
ferent subjects of the living environment, and the 
eco-system as a whole. Ecotherapy invites clients 
to become involved in their relationship with na-
ture, to develop a sense of reciprocity and empathy 
to nature and to identify with various forms of nat-
ural life. Clinebell [7] postulated that ecotherapy is 
characterized by the three-way relationship of per-
son, therapist and nature, in which nature is con-
sidered to be a kind of a co-therapist or educator.

Understanding nature as the third party in thera-
peutic relationships implies specific psychologi-
cal, ethical and existential attitudes towards it. 
Perceiving nature as subject with which some af-
fective bond can be established is also possible as a 
result of the heightened awareness of human-na-
ture relationships typical within ecotherapy. Our 
experience of interaction with various life forms 
as a source of protection and nurturing enables 
this effect. Corbett and Milton [8] even suggest 
that, therapeutically, the natural world could bring 
another dimension into the transferential rela-
tionship. Further exploration would be required 
to develop this, for example, drawing on the work 
of various attachment, personality and object re-
lations theorists. If we recognize that nature has 
provided human beings with care for millions of 
years, then our affective bond and attachment to 
the natural environment is possible, though its 
quality can vary depending on the developmental 
circumstances of the particular individual.

It should be recognized, however, that ecotherapy 
and ecological/nature-assisted arts therapies, like 
any other therapy, require an appropriately struc-
tured accompanying therapeutic process. The 
presence of the therapist throughout the whole 
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course of therapeutic work provides the client 
with the sense of safety, containment, order and 
comprehensibility and helps her/him to shape 
and crystallize their experience.

Environmental and 
ecopsychological perception of 
the therapeutic setting

According to the traditional clinical model of the 
setting required for arts therapy, it is in both “an 
environment conducive to creativity” [24, p.80] 
and a container for powerful and unregulated 
experiences [16] that “the space in which the re-
lationship between therapist and client develops” 
[6, p. 19]. This approach emphasizes the need for 
a client to reach a certain state of mind in the at-
mosphere of the arts therapy setting in order to 
allow for symbols to form. Symbol formation as 
a means of effective therapeutic communication 
and the main focus for therapeutic discourse is 
given a central importance in clinical arts psycho-
therapy. It is postulated that “visual imagery  — 
the quintessential stuff of symbolism — is the raw 
material of art therapy” [33, p. 40] which then can 
materialize through art-making. Since the sym-
bol is defined as a representational object that can 
be evoked in the absence of an immediate stimu-
lus, the therapeutic environment is arranged to 
evoke symbol formation based on the client’s im-
mersion in her/his inner realm rather than in the 
outer reality and to help the client to begin using 
images as a reflection of her/his inner world based 
on the concept of ‘drawing from within’ [ibid., p. 
56]. Such perception of symbol formation and 
art in general as a reflection of our inner world 
is more typical for the clinical, psychoanalytic 
model, which differs from the perception of art in 
the framework of poiesis/ecopoiesis, in which art 
creates and brings something new into the world.

In the arts therapies, the relationship to the external 
world is sometimes discussed as a way of offering 
clients additional opportunities for connecting to 
their inner worlds. As Case and Dalley [6] explain, 
“The outer environment in which the institution is 
set will also directly and indirectly impinge upon 
and influence the sessions as clients make use of 
the content of the rooms and whatever is offered 
by the external environment (for instance, offering 
clients views of the outside world can evoke mem-
ories, feelings and fantasies)” (p. 32).

However, it is unusual for most arts therapists, 
especially those of a psychodynamic orientation, 
to consider environmental factors implied in 
socio-cultural and natural surroundings as hav-
ing much significance in the therapeutic process. 
Instead, the emphasis is placed on interpersonal 
therapeutic interaction and the psychological ex-
ploration of the artistic product as a reflection of 
the client’s symptoms and her/his inner dynamics 
connected to the therapeutic relationship, with 
little or no attention given to immediate envi-
ronmental stimuli. A client’s connection to the 
wider environment and expanding the therapeu-
tic boundaries is usually considered to be less sig-
nificant and even counterproductive.

The eco-human approach, in particular environ-
mental ecopsychology together with socially-
sensitive approaches in arts therapies and in con-
temporary therapies in general, has expanded our 
understanding of the therapeutic setting and thera-
peutic environment. Contemporary understanding 
of therapeutic action also includes the healthcare 
facilities and ‘therapeutic team’ as well as the com-
munity. The therapeutic environment is designed 
and applied not only to support and facilitate state-
of-the-art medicine and technology, patient safety, 
and quality patient care, but also to embrace the 
patients’ family and caregivers in a psycho-socially 
supportive therapeutic space. It is believed that the 
characteristics of the physical, social and psycho-
logical environment in which a patient receives 
care affects patient outcomes, patient satisfaction 
and safety, staff efficiency and satisfaction as well as 
organizational outcomes. Ecopsychology and eco-
therapy seem to be congruent with this idea of the 
therapeutic environment, but give even more im-
portance to natural environmental factors.

Since both ecopsychology and ecotherapy rec-
ognize the synergy between human health and 
well-being and the health and ecological integrity 
of the natural environment, eco-therapeutic prac-
tices usually take place within natural environ-
ments or are in other ways somehow connected 
to nature. Though some ecotherapy practices, at 
least during certain parts of the session, can take 
place indoors, special significance is given to par-
ticipants’ involvement in activities outdoors. Out-
door spaces used throughout these activities can 
vary considerably.

The wide continuum of environments used in 
nature-based or eco-arts therapies can embrace 
spaces with a prevalence of natural objects and 
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great biodiversity, on the one hand, and those with 
mostly man-made objects on the other. The an-
swer to the question “How much nature is needed 
in order to practice eco-arts therapies?” would in-
clude a wide variety of environments in which na-
ture is present in one form or another. It could be 
the garden in a mental hospital or a public school, 
or more distant wilderness areas, “as long as the 
setting is maintained as a central reference to the 
process and its conduction” [2, p. 240].

The Green Studio model was introduced [17] to 
define a special place where eco-arts therapeutic 
sessions can take place. The Green Studio/Eco-Stu-
dio can be characterized as a therapeutic indoor or 
outdoor space with a certain abundance of natural 
living forms and materials, possibly some natural 
landscape, a part of the natural environment that 
can be chosen, maintained, and personalized by 
the client or community. Sometimes it cannot be 
as permanent as the traditional therapeutic set-
ting and is characterized by a unique equilibrium 
of static and dynamic qualities. Its dynamic quali-
ties are dependent on the greater transparency of 
its boundaries and the natural processes involved.

As we have defined it [17, p. 20], the Green Studio 
can be created as an accessible green area, a part of 
the institution (hospital, rehabilitation center, shel-
ter, residential home etc.), or aligned with a private 
practitioner’s office. It can also be a kind of a ‘por-
table studio’ [13, 14] arranged in the municipality 

(park, garden, beach, etc.) or in the ‘wild’ environ-
ment. But even in this latter case, a sense of order, 
permanence and comprehensibility for the client is 
possible as a result of her/his relationship with the 
therapist and the various activities which give her/
him a possibility to personalize a natural space.

The Green Studio can be perceived as the space 
in which the human function of ecopoiesis can 
be materialized. It is possible and even necessary 
to perceive the Green Studio as providing a two-
pronged system to achieve both individual health 
at the micro-level and public and environmental 
health outcomes at the macro-level [4].

Conclusion

Community and social action therapies, including 
the creative/expressive arts therapies, have been 
developing and exploring new possibilities for 
therapeutic work with the environment in the last 
few decades. Ecological or nature-assisted creative 
and expressive arts therapies tend to constitute an 
increasingly significant part of the spectrum of 
contemporary ecotherapeutic methods. They are 
characterized by an active stance in professionals’ 
and clients’ relationship to the environment.

The key presuppositions and theoretical founda-
tion of ecological/nature-assisted arts therapies, a 

Figure 3 . An example of organizing a temporary “Green Studio” on the territory of a residential school
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branch of contemporary ecotherapy and the eco-
logical movement at large, have been presented in 
this paper. Though these forms of therapy belong 
to an established group of mental health profes-
sions or specialized therapeutic approaches, they 
are characterized by a new perspective on health 
issues and the role of the arts in providing pub-
lic and planetary health and well-being. Eco-
logical arts therapies are supported by scientific 
approaches such as ecopsychology and ecophi-
losophy, and they demonstrate a new perspective 
on our understanding of the therapeutic role of 
human relationships and interaction with nature.

Ecotherapy, environmental philosophy, environ-
mental education, the contemporary environmen-
tal arts and the ecological arts therapies are aligned 
with the emerging eco-human multi-disciplinary 
approach and the growing field of constructive 
innovations that can be applied in education, 
medicine, and the wider social context in order 
to counteract the environmental crisis. These ap-
proaches can be used to enable a more harmonious 
co-evolution of human beings and the more-than-
human world. The eco-human multi-disciplinary 
approach should be seen as a worldview and a sys-
tem of eco-human constructive innovations that 
recognize a synergy between human well-being 
and the health and ecological integrity of the natu-
ral environment. This is a perennial idea that has 
gained new currency and a sense of urgency in the 
modern environmental movement, particularly in 
the form of “deep ecology”.

Key concepts in the ecological expressive thera-
pies, such as human health and illness, eco-iden-
tity formation, nature as the third party in the 
therapeutic relations, the therapeutic setting, and 
the role of the arts in providing meaningful hu-
man connection to nature have been considered 
from the eco-human perspective, inviting mental 

health professionals to explore a new vision of a 
sustainable future and their role in bringing it to 
fruition. The eco-human approach is supported 
by a rich network of researchers and practitioners 
who share the goals of creating durable behavior-
al change at multiple levels, promoting environ-
mental ethics and maintaining harmonious hu-
man-nature relationships. Today this approach, 
as well as the fields of environmental psychology, 
conservation psychology and ecopsychology, are 
helping society to form an affirmative response 
to emerging environmental and natural resource 
constraints. This is a great challenge, since the re-
sponse must plan for, motivate and maintain en-
vironmental stewardship behavior through a pe-
riod of significant energy and resource depletion.

We, as humans, exist both in the mode of reality 
and in the mode of possibility; we can choose to 
shape the world and ourselves in a way that is not 
yet actual but that is contained potentially in what 
is already present. This is our creative, ecopoietic 
function, which means our ability to shape the 
world around us, producing different phenom-
ena and “products,” which either support or de-
stroy the environment. We can use our ecopoietic 
function to move the world of more sustainable 
living for humans and the more-than-human 
world from the realm of possibility to the realm 
of reality, but this transition requires our creative 
imagination, intention and activity in conjunc-
tion with the living environment.

While our multi-cultural community is striving 
to go through this transition, nature-assisted or 
ecological arts therapies can play a greater role 
in helping our clients and societies to survive, 
be healthy, and form an affirmative response to 
the constraints in environmental and natural re-
sources that are emerging now and that we will 
continue to face in the future.
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Abstract . This article is based on the paper presented by Beverley A’Court at the first international web-based conference, 
“Ecological/Earth-Based Arts Therapies: International and Multi-Cultural Perspectives” (2020). It reveals the quality 
of tenderness expressed towards all life forms, exercised not only in relationships between people, but also in their re-
lations with the more-than-human world. Many therapists are taking their sessions outdoors, however it is important 
to remember that ‘Nature’ is not just a backdrop or resource ‘supermarket’, but a dynamic, living field of diverse intel-
ligences and subjects. The voice of every living being has a place in this ‘orchestra’, contributes to the whole ‘symphony’ 
and must be attended to for psycho-ecological well-being and survival. Ecological art therapy can be used is a gentle 
and powerful path back to rediscovering this precious quality within individual daily lives and as a contribution to 
restoring collective well-being.

Keywords: art therapy, attention, mindfulness, poetry, silence, tenderness,

Introduction

Mindfulness meditation has been integrated into 
much art- and eco-therapy but has been secula-
rised, removed from its original context within 
Buddhism and contemplative religious traditions, 
where devotion and compassion, and the moral 
behaviour that comes from empathy, are impor-
tant aspects of awareness and essential support 
for the integrated development of the person. 
This paper grew partly out of my explorations of 
this — the role of this, and other tender feelings, 
in our awareness and well-being, and other re-
flections on the qualities of therapeutic attention.

Indigenous traditions often prioritise ‘deep de-
mocracy’ [9], where the voice of every life form 
in nature has a place and inherent value by virtue 
of its presence and contribution to the whole, and 
must be respected and attended to for well-being 
and survival. This holism, this web of inter-being 
and interdependence, pervades ancient myths, 
spiritual traditions and folklore worldwide and is 
a feature of quantum science.

Crucially, the knowledge of this lives within us, 
biologically, along with deeply embodied, intui-
tive knowledge and artistic skills inherited from 

our genetic, ecological and cultural ancestry. In 
this era of dissolving, reconfiguring boundaries, 
ecological therapies are becoming multi- and 
inter-disciplinary: their theories, practices and 
philosophies emerging from diverse knowledge 
streams with deep currents. Ecological art ther-
apy is a fluid, ever-evolving ecosystem amongst 
many, grounded in current research and continu-
ally guided by the spontaneous co-creativity that 
arises with clients during therapy.

In this paper I focus on the quality of our atten-
tion and suggest how we might use more holis-
tic language modes to reflect on our art therapy 
practice.

Attention and silence

In the English language the expressions to ‘pay at-
tention to’, ‘attend to’, ‘tend’, and show ‘tenderness’ 
carry related connotations:

 • to turn towards
 • to give focused but sensitive awareness
 • to care for, administer healing gently, kindly
 • to wait, to be patient.
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All of this takes time. Neurologically, physiologi-
cally, psychologically. Hence the emphasis on 
slowing down that so many mindful therapeu-
tic approaches include. By slowing our habitual 
pace, we are less likely to drift into automatic pilot 
mode where our movement and expression, in art 
and speech, becomes disconnected from our core 
felt sense and authenticity.

When art therapists and their clients share in the 
'looking together' phase of a session; silently wit-
nessing the client's creation, letting it look back 
and be received with all its encoded dynamics and 
raw feeling, fresh from the wild unconscious, a vi-
tal, integrative process is occurring. This patient 
attention alone is often experienced intensely, as 
kindness and tenderness to the beleaguered self.

In many ancient stories patient, vigilant silence 
has to be maintained and endured under cruel 
circumstances, but allows a deeper, fuller truth to 
unfold over time, to become visible and be spo-
ken, and for the characters to develop integrity, 
discernment and the maturity to take up their 
authentic, destined identity, role and status in 
society.

Silence has neurological significance. When we 
resist overlaying the raw art work  — this un-
formed, newly-forming, or more-than-verbal 
visual 'concept'  — with our familiar language 
matrix, we allow time for new connections (from 
dream, memory, imagination, somatic experi-
ence and nature) to be made, new neuronal path-
ways and concepts to form. By including silence 
as an important part of the therapeutic process, 
we relieve the client of the pressure to know, to 
verbalise their recent art experience in familiar 
concepts and coherent narratives. By regulat-
ing our own somatic state, therapists model the 
possibility of remaining stable and curious in the 
presence of the unknown, and, in the case of chil-
dren, we avoid stimulating stereotypical, thera-
pist-pleasing responses. We also allow space for 
other forms of language; for spontaneous move-
ment in response to the art, for poetic utterances, 
for song.

Physiologically, when such a field of patient at-
tentiveness and compassionate acceptance is 
present, trauma symptoms subside, acute sense 
perception is restored and frontal cortex thinking 
re-engages to provide clarity.

Photo 1 . Peterhof park in Winter. Photo by Beverley A'Court
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The unskillful use of silence can provoke terror, 
paranoia or hostility in a traumatised adult or 
child, which must be carefully worked with, but 
shared silence in art therapy more often becomes 
a ritualised time of co-looking and being with the 
art's embodied feeling in an 'affectionate silence' 
as Jack Kornfield [6] describes it.

Photo 2 . The artist at his farmhouse. Photo by Beverley 
A'Court

In this, the therapist also takes a risk; of having 
feelings evoked by the art work without the veil 
of verbal definition and interpretation and the 
reassuring sense of fulfilling their professional 
role by 'doing' enough. Silence invites us to give 
up some control to allow a space for nature to 
speak — from within the client-artist, from the 
therapy process itself and the surrounding living 
field.

Poetry as a language mode in art 
therapy discourse

Poets, astronomers and naturalists often say that 
silence contains everything, that the world is 
held in a great silence, the oceanic darkness of 

myth, the shimmering formlessness from which 
all forms emerge.   We often experience silence 
spatially; silence between friends or strangers, 
therapist and client, may feel open, pregnant with 
potential, thinking freed to travel far, forming 
distant connections

The language mode that most embodies this spa-
cious, fertile, connected silence, is poetry. In good 
poetry the words seem to be born out of silence 
as we read them, breathing their meanings into 
being.  I sometimes encourage supervisees to re-
member to take their inner poet into their thera-
py sessions and to use poetry in their reflections 
on the therapy, to capture, in a more holistic, em-
bodied way the quality of pivotal moments and 
processes, including their own role and counter-
transference experiences.

Poetry activates our capacity to experience the 
details of the immediate moment through the 
lens of our cultural and ecological inheritance, via 
the body's rhythmic music of breath, heart-beat, 
gesture and speech. It is a holistic language that 
embodies the essence and power of a single mo-
ment while revealing its universality.

Photo 4 . Tatoo Artist, Norway. Photo by Beverley 
A'Court
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I'd like to illustrate this with some images (Pho-
tos 1,2,3,4). For me, these images illumine, 
simultaneously,

 • the person in their vulnerable being-with-
themselves and

 • the emotional tone and associations of the 
environmental scene implied with tender-
ness and attention.

We look in, as an unexpected guest, and are en-
ticed to notice the detailed texture of the moment, 
to linger in suspension, in the oscillation between 
the intensely private and the universal, the hinted-
at past and suggested future. The effect is an em-
pathic intimacy; poised, imaginative, open to new 
occurrences, similar to many moments in therapy.

The next image was one of over 100 taken during 
a three-hour session in which the client wanted 
to make a record of her body's life — to celebrate 
all it had given her and its beauty, to mourn her 
many losses and afflictions, and prepare for sur-
gery that would drastically alter her body.  With 
her chosen props, fabrics and flowers, she moved 
though many poses and expressions, through 
tears and laughter, both directing my camera and 
permitting me to 'capture' spontaneous moments 
in our mutually playful interactions.

Photo 4 . Phototherapy session. Signature pearl. Photo 
Beverley A'Court

This photo (Photo 4), the least explicitly body-fo-
cused, and out of focus, was one both she and I felt 
to be a 'signature' image, for her. It is quiet, under-
stated sensuality had resonances with Vermeer's 
painting of 'The Girl with the Pearl Earring', with 
her biography and a more universal story, a hov-
ering ambiguity evoking tender feelings.

The poet Emily Dickinson wrote, 'The mind is 
wider than the sky' and when we are in spacious 
silence, we are able to hold these perspectives, and 
more, together in awareness. When client-artists 
experience this, such moments are illumined with 
a kind of intimacy and universality for which po-
etry is a refined language. In such moments of 
simultaneous transcendence and earthed-ness, 
vivid connections, metaphors and insights may 
rise in the client's consciousness with accompa-
nying somatic shifts.

Attending to invisible worlds

Existentially, silence is often equated with ab-
sence, nothingness, isolation and potential dan-
ger, but learning to find space, peace and exis-
tential safety in silence is a strengthening process 
with a long history within literary, monastic and 
yogic spiritual traditions. The absence of human 
sound is often a feature of outdoor art therapy 
and many uncultivated places have, superficially, 
an initial silence. However, nature is no inert, pas-
sive stage-set for our therapy, but a dynamic, sen-
tient field of diverse intelligences  — a 'commu-
nion of subjects' [1]. Beings speak back to us in 
diverse languages, they participate in and divert 
our intended activities, as so many myths and in-
digenous shamanic teachings describe. 

When we take people out of their institutions or 
familiar townscapes, initially they say things like, 
'there's nothing here'. 'Just grass, just trees, just 
empty space', not seeing, sensing or imagining 
the presence of multitudes of inhabitants. This 
occurs in relation to larger-scale, political percep-
tions too. Proposed sites for dams, mines, mega-
quarries and forms of industrial 'development' (a 
word presuming the outcome to be enrichment 
and improvement on what is already there) are 
often in locations chosen because 'there is noth-
ing there', which is rarely the inhabitants' view of 
their rich, diversely populated ecology.

With somatic preparation and relaxation, when 
a client's attention is invited to wander freely, to 
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follow an inner impulse or to wait to be attracted 
or 'called', the voices and conversations of many 
beings become vividly perceptible.

In ecological art therapy we often witness at close 
hand, the non-dualism of the world: how the cli-
ent's condition or situation appears in events oc-
curring in the inter-relational space, in dynamic 
relationship with the surrounding ecology. We 
witness resonances; as when trees pour leaf-
speech and shower acorns, pine cones, berries or 
leaves onto a single person in a group for whom 
this has meaning or answers an inner question. 
Animals appear and behave like mirrors, enact-
ing 'private' personal habits, dramas or potential 
unperceived perspectives before the client's eyes.

Process oriented psychology developed by Ar-
nold and Amy Mindell provides a conceptual 
framework and vocabulary for therapists refining 
our skills in how to pay attention, not just to the 
primary channel of expression and communica-
tion the client is using, but also to subtler, non-
congruent signals in other 'channels', of which 
the client may be unaware and which seem to tell 
a different, often contradicting story to the one 
being consciously expressed.  Working outdoors, 
nature's non-human beings also often become the 
channels of expressing some truth to a client: in-
ner realities appear on the outside in the 'world 
channel'.

Here is a vignette from my own practice:

A successful business man, relaxed on the ground 
beside his large gestural drawing, silent and smil-
ing. He remarked how pleasurable it was to lie 
spread-eagled in the sun doing nothing and how 
he longed to let go of everything! Then burst 
out, 'But if I let go, nothing would get done!' 
Meanwhile, a swarm of bees had arrived, busily 
gathering nectar among the flowers beside him. 
More bees came and I gently drew his attention 
to them. He laughed, saying he understood that 
his business would not suddenly stop, that other 
people — many other beings and forces — were 
working behind the scenes and would keep things 
going if he took the rest he longed for.

Such attunement to the field of living beings is 
taught in many indigenous cultures. In contrast, 
a dominant, egoic self 's defensive-aggressive atti-
tude often manifests in bodily tension, numbness 
and hardening, constricting empathy and sensi-
tivity, a condition which McIntosh described as 
our ‘psychopathology of insensibility’ [8].

Rediscovering the body as first 
ground

The following might be regarded as premises of 
a holistic ecological art therapy which I practice 
and have developed over the years:

 • Including the body in the art-making pro-
cess and art therapy leads to including the 
‘environment,’ because we are spatial be-
ings and all our activity is inevitably in re-
lationship to our life-space and those be-
ings who share in it.

 • Our body is our closest 'wilderness', our 
own territory of wild nature, most of whose 
vastly complex processes occur outside our 
conscious control, without our ‘executive 
direction’ 'thinking' them into happening 
or directing them.

 • Bodies, as living systems, communicate at 
gross and subtle levels, locally and at dis-
tance, with the field of interdependent liv-
ing systems. We radiate and transmit our-
selves biochemically, electrically, and via 
empathy, as we also sense and empathise 
with others’ mind-body states, feelings, 
and motivations, via our mirror neurons 
and other physiological systems.

‘Health’ globally increasingly means multifaceted 
‘well-being,’ a state of body-mind-world in which 
individual and collective vitality and opportunity 
is maximized in concordance with other living 
systems. In therapy this is typically manifested as 
awareness, ‘presence,’ the ability to remain a fully 
embodied, connected a compassionate, and at-
tentive witness to self and others, amidst distur-
bance and distress. Images from many cultural 
traditions of the fulfilled, happy, 'enlightened,' 
or holy person often portray them within a com-
plex natural environment, a landscape or garden, 
where they appear in peaceful harmonious exis-
tence with all life forms there, which are also in 
harmony with one another. The entire field is in-
tegrated, harmonised. The blessed person blesses 
the land. The footsteps of the holy person bless 
the path.

A therapeutic journey of recovery often involves 
learning to feel one's own body, to develop somat-
ic sense, as a step towards greater self-awareness 
and self-regulation. For this, Feldenkrais [5] said, 
we ‘need to create the conditions that enable us to 
feel ourselves’. Muscular effort, he said, creates a 
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kind of intensity, a ‘noise’, that obscures our per-
ception of subtle bodily changes, and can mask 
our sensitivity to somatic signals as to who we re-
ally are in body and mind. [7, p.9]

Activity not straining to achieve a preconceived 
pace or outcome — like free-form, gestural draw-
ing — can relax our defences so that we can open 
to conscious awareness of the body’s natural 
functioning and tolerate 'entering our inner wil-
derness, the aliveness of our bodies.' [3].  We may 
feel blissful, streaming sensations of life hum-
ming throughout our body, and what Dellinger 
[4] called the ‘sound of biological optimism in 
our bones’.   We also become sensitive to vibrant 
life around us, receptive to delicate encounters 
and subtle communications.

Similar softening and awakening occur in art 
therapy during gestural movement and mark-
making. Art-making is a natural medium for in-
quiry into lived experience, and art therapy can 
enable it to be a relatively effortless process of 
'non-doing', as natural as breathing or medita-
tion. Immersion in natural settings, acts on our 
physiology to vitalise physical functioning while 
awakening a sense of wonder, and a spontaneous, 
restorative sense of self-in-communion-with-all. 
Our nature-identity, our ecological self.

The 'Gestural Drawing’ technique I often intro-
duce evolved as a tool to mindfully explore the 
body’s inherent skeletal geometry and the natural 
gestural marks that emerge from resting in deep 
attention to this. It has become one among many 
forms of mindful, somatic preparation for out-
door eco-art therapy work as it invites authentic-
ity within the micro-environment, the potential 
space of the large paper. ‘Drawing’ is facilitated 
to flow from the body as a form of non-doing, 
without direction and what Feldenkrais calls 
the 'white noise' of effort, contrivance and striv-
ing, while being witnessed as we monitor our felt 
sense. I also use 'breathing drawing' and the slow 
Tai Chi of writing-drawing your name as ways to 
meet the emergent authentic self with kindness 
and recognise its tendency towards harmony and 
both an 'emptiness' (of fixed, rigid identity) in a 
Buddhist sense, and meaning.

During art therapy, clients spontaneously relate 
physically to, or find ways to embody their art 
works, extending them into the space and envi-
ronment via postures, gestures, then into slow 
movement and occasionally vocalisation before, 
during and after art-making or by making marks 

from subtly emergent impulses and expressive 
gestures. With permission and support, clients 
can learn to notice the subtle emergence of so-
matic changes. They may make images of specific 
body parts, sensations, symptoms or whole-body 
experiences and follow urges to somatically ex-
press their imagery in facial expression, posture 
and movement, dance, song, and spontaneous 
prayer or poetry. Before, during and after art-
making, clients can practice, here and now, em-
bodying states unfamiliar or inaccessible to them 
in their everyday life and seek resonances in the 
natural world around them.

Relation field in outdoor 
ecological art therapy

Outdoor ecological art therapy enables spontane-
ous artistic expression to flow and be recognised 
as contributing to the whole situation, reflecting 
something of everything present. We can extend 
the idea of the relational field around artist, cli-
ent, and art therapist to include place and its in-
habitants as significant contributors to our inner 
development and life. I use various natural envi-
ronments, wherever I am working. In Findhorn I 
encourage clients to use the studio, surrounding 
garden, woodland and beaches, and to notice and 
include objects and life forms encountered there 
in their installations and constructions.

Shamanic earth-based traditions, and many 
contemporary indigenous societies, have always 
viewed the health of one person as interdepen-
dent with the health of all the systems in which 
they participate: family, land, animals, ancestors, 
and god-spirits of place. They respect nature’s 
ability to perceive and involve us and to ‘talk 
back.’ Fairy tales abound with whispering forests, 
talking animals, and saints and heroes who can 
converse with more-than-human life forms. Na-
ture and her creatures, including our industrial 
surroundings, erupt into our awareness via loud 
sounds or sudden shifts of light/dark and other 
presences, at moments in therapy instantly rec-
ognisable to clients as precisely timed, marking 
a subtle inner impulse and amplifying its signifi-
cance, or, during ceremonies, for example, as sup-
port for healing rituals.

I have been guided for many years by the struc-
tures and coded information within traditional 
stories for how to access natural and ecological 
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processes in art therapy and how to support cli-
ents in gaining personal resilience.

I would like to share a few principles and exam-
ples of open questions that I have found facilitate 
connection to ourselves-within-nature, always 
creatively adaptable to use with clients to meet 
their specific needs and enable self-care in out-
door therapy and inquiry with nature.

Firstly, I usually begin outdoor sessions with 
gentle, somatic self-regulation exercises, simple 
postures, gestures and breathing styles that physi-
ologically assist in rebalancing potentially over-
whelming emotion. I also recommend slowing 
down, to discover as Tara Brach says 'If you move 
half as fast you will notice twice as much' [3].

Nature knows you are here and 
who you are

Perhaps most importantly of all I suggest that 
wherever we go in nature, we are seen — the for-
est, trees, vegetation and creatures are all register-
ing our presence at some level, so we might expect 
approaches or interactions. This, for very many 
people, has been the pivotal switch in perception 
that opens the door to new sense of self-as-world. 
As David Wagoner's poem says [10].

Stand still. The forest knows

Where you are. You must let it find you.

The ceremonial 'Beauty Way' chants of the Dineh 
(Navajo) people of New Mexico and Arizona con-
stantly refer to our being looked at and being seen 
by nature, and being known. In stories and earth-
based traditions worldwide, nature speaks and 
people understand.

The following questions suggest just some ways 
to direct our sensitive attention, that can support 
further therapeutic processes: Who else is here 
with me in this place? Who is sharing this mo-
ment with me?

Aboriginal peoples of several continents have 
beautiful forms of language for this: They speak of 
the rock people, the water people, the sky people 
…  acknowledging that their environment is ani-
mated with intelligences.

This question immediately guides attention to-
wards present reality as a shared, co-created event. 
Thinking is gently led away from being primarily 

concerned with the singular, egoic perspective of 
the human person.

Who is speaking? invites us to enter a phase of 
deep, multi-modal listening.

Who here sees me?

Who comes to meet me? 

When we enter wild places to walk, looking for 
materials and to make art, we consider the be-
ings who are moved to approach us, perhaps with 
something to convey to us. With each question 
we go more deeply into openness and attending: 
waiting, watching and listening for subtle signals 
and responses in unexpected modalities, from 
unexpected sources.

Importantly, we have an opportunity to relax our 
cognitive habit of instantly evaluating every ob-
ject of perception, including ourselves, as positive 
or negative, liked or disliked, good or bad. We 
experience perception freed from this bias. We 
cross lines that the materialist cultural paradigm 
uses to define valid reality, into a more inclusive 
sphere akin to our pre-Cartesian and pre-indus-
trial ontology.

We can ask: What am I receiving right here and 
now? What is given to me?

Clients who feel isolated, excluded from life, un-
seen, lacking and undeserving, even non-exis-
tent, are invited to notice what is around them 
and provided for them. This can be an emotion-
ally moving experience, a challenge to entrenched 
core beliefs of worthlessness while simultaneously 
offering resources for expression and art-making.

These simple questions have the power to high-
light, as Dineh teacher Pat McCabe says, 'nature's 
sheer abundance and fearless generosity' which 
she suggests we too practice. Some of what is giv-
en may then be received and incorporated into an 
art work.

Finally, we can ask:  What does this place need 
and ask of me? Of humans? which leads us to 
reciprocity:

Conclusion: Reciprocity

As art therapists we do not simply use nature 
merely as a passive scenic backdrop, exploitable 
for inspiration and resources. We attend to the 
relationship, to what happens between a client 
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and nature and to the client-art-nature-therapist 
field, just as many indigenous communities use 
ceremony and ritual to re-establish and harmo-
nize the person-world relationship, often using 
the arts as the bridging medium.

Indigenous wisdom traditions emphasise being 
mindful of reciprocity: to remember that, when-
ever something is received, something has been 
given, and that balance in relationship must be 
continually restored. So, we enter spaces respect-
fully, acknowledging that they are already in-
habited. We enter voicing our positive intention 
and ask permission to work there, for we may 
not know the history, who was born or is buried 
there, what griefs the land may hold, or what cur-
rent conflicts we may disturb. We take notice of 
what and who is already there. We may make gifts 
to honour the place and those who have held cus-
todianship of it, or in gratitude to a place that has 
provided us with natural art materials. When we 
take something, we practice leaving an offering; 
water, a raisin, a few oats, a 'thank you', a prayer... 
in return. In this small way we locate our thera-
py within a matrix of traditions that express and 
transmit ongoing care for the health of people 
and planet.

In summary, I hope I have made a case for art 
therapists to value and develop their capacities 
for silent, spacious attention and poetic expres-
sion in service to an earth-friendly ecological art 
therapy paradigm.

Additional background, practice examples, re-
search evidence and references can be found in:

A'Court, B. (2016). A communion of subjects. 
In A. Kopytin & M. Rugh (Eds.),  Green Studio: 
Nature and the arts in therapy (pp. 47–76). N.Y.: 
NOVA Science Puplishers.

A'Court, B. (2017). The art of mindful walking. In 
A. Kopytin & M. Rugh (Eds.), Environmental ex-
pressive therapies: Nature-Based theory and prac-
tice (pp. 123–160). New York: Routledge/Francis 
& Taylor.

A'Court, B. (2010). Speaking with listening: Art 
therapy and poetic practice. ATOL (Art therapy 
online) Vol.1.

A'Court, B. (1996). The great play of mind: Some 
reflections on spontaneous speech in art therapy. 
In Spoken English; ideas and developments in 
education //  Journal of English-Speaking Board, 
29(2), 15–20
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As I reflected on the prospects of my role as an art 
therapy educator teaching a studio art and self-
care course for Florida State University graduate 

art therapy students during the pandemic, I was 
initially daunted. How could I fulfil the teaching 
mission of fostering community and connection 
in a virtual space? How could I foster art explo-
ration and supportive witnessing of artmaking 
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processes when people were isolated at home? 
How could I encourage students to use their art 
for self-care during these difficult times? Dur-
ing that contemplative time, I turned to nature 
for inspiration and safety. When I explored na-
ture alone and together with my students I found 
a place of peace and connection. At the end of 
our semester, a phrase arose and resonated with 
me, “While we lost much during the pandemic, 
nature could not be taken from us” [9]. Nature 
soothed our losses. Art helped us translate our 
experiences and forged a space for creative reflec-
tion. Connecting with nature and my students 
restored my sense of community and connected-
ness. The story of this 2021 class experience will 
be revealed below.

The importance of studio art & 
self-care concepts

The Studio Art and Self-Care Concepts class is of-
fered at Florida State University (FSU) in Talla-
hassee, Florida Master’s degree level art therapy 
students. This course was designed and added to 
the Florida State University Curriculum in 2018, 
one might ask, why does FSU have a studio art 
and self-care concept class as a part of their pro-
gram?   I will counter, the important question, 
why is self-care important for young and sea-
soned professionals to consider?   In response, I 
offer this quote by Ashley Bush [2] who noted,

“Being a therapist is a bit like being a singer. The 
instrument is ourselves. We are responsible for 
the sound, the tenor, the timbre, the vibrato and 
the tone. Because of that, we need to keep our 
instrument, our presence, well cared for.” (p. 27)

Art therapy students select the art therapy pro-
fession to nurture others and provide a safe re-
lational and creative space where growth may 
occur. Research has shown that clients value the 
therapeutic relationship and therapists who dem-
onstrate warmth, empathy, reliability, human-
ness, and patience [8]. Yet, the intense demands 
and energy required to sustain attention, care, 
and creativity with clients require much from the 
art therapist. Work setting factors and pulls of life 
responsibilities add to demands mental health 
professionals experience, potentially contribut-
ing to personal depletion. Over the long term, 
lack of personal resource replenishment may 
erode a therapist’s interpersonal effectiveness and 

diminish the quality of the therapeutic relation-
ship and lead to professional impairment [1].  If 
we are not well nourished, we cannot feed others.  
Returning to Bush’s metaphor, without self-care, 
the care of our instruments, we may be prone to 
letting off some pretty sharp tones, thus detract-
ing from the experience of the listener. Self-care is 
an ethical responsibility. Learning and planning 
and practicing effective self-care strategies pre-
pare art therapists for long and fruitful careers.

Studio art and self-care course 
goals

As noted above, the Studio Art and Self-care 
course goals addressed the ethical imperative of 
self-care and promotion of self-care planning. In 
2021, we experienced the additional challenge of 
exploring and activating self-care strategies dur-
ing pandemic times. While these goals were suf-
ficiently ambitious given our world context, other 
established goals for the course were retained and 
addressed. These goals included exploring the role 
of art-making in the self-care process, reinforcing 
students’ artist identity by providing a structure 
for students to continue creating art, and promot-
ing students’ development and awareness of their 
own artistic language centering on the principle 
that the more an art therapist knows themselves 
and their own art language, the more they will be 
able to connect to the meaning of the artwork and 
the language of others. In this class we also ex-
plored the role of exhibition in art therapy and the 
dynamics of having others witness one’s artmaking 
processes and finalized artworks. With these im-
portant goals in mind, we worked together to cul-
tivate a supportive studio community space where 
learning experiences could be accomplished.  

Addressing pandemic realities

In prior years, the Studio and Self-care concept 
course was held in a sizable, attractive, and well-
equipped studio classroom on the FSU campus 
and the richness of the class experience was par-
tially dependent on the experience of making 
art in the company of peers and the instructor. 
However, in 2021 the pandemic policies and 
safety measures required us to offer the class on-
line, even as we became hopeful that a vaccine 
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would be lifting such requirements in the near 
future. Many students had also scattered to home 
locations far from Tallahassee, and we remained 
separated from the studio that we would have in-
habited together. The new pandemic reality that 
students would join class from separate locations 
and connect to each other through computer 
technology required course innovations. My 
challenge was, how do I create a course that will 
help us be together and face these pandemic reali-
ties together while embracing our artwork?

In late December, 2020, as I sat at my computer, 
drank coffee, and planned my classes for the se-
mester ahead, I daydreamed of energizing gath-
erings with colleagues where we could create art 
together and to talk about best ways to work. I 
fretted about the loss these opportunities and 
questioned my ability to generate this type of en-
ergy with my students in a digital environment. 
Yet, as I mused about my options, I looked out 
my window and saw nature beckoning me. These 

beautiful flowering camellia plants seemed to say, 
“Come outdoors. Meet outdoors. Let’s be alone 
together in nature.” At that moment, I embraced 
eco-art therapy experiences. I was heartened by 
the possibility of offering nature as a classroom. 
I envisioned students maintaining safe social dis-
tances, yet drawing in the air and smells of nature 
as well as its sights and sounds.

Embracing eco-art therapy 
learning: Alone & together

I established eco-at therapy learning goals for the 
course to be accomplished through readings, na-
ture-based art experiences, and reflective writing. 
I invited each student to select three eco-art ther-
apy readings from a variety of reading options. I 
then scheduled three class sessions at natural sites 
around Tallahassee and students were provided 
options for participation. Students could either 

Figure 1 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Blossoming Camilla Flowers. [Photograph]. Tallahassee, Florida: Personal 
Collection.
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join these in-person outdoor sessions while re-
taining safe social distancing and mask wearing, 
or they could elect to find an alternative nature 
location to explore if they did not feel safe enough 
to meet or if they were no longer located in Talla-
hassee. All students were encouraged to connect 
their eco-art therapy nature-based session explo-
rations to their selected class readings. After each 
event, no matter if participation occurred alone 
or together, we posted our created or collected 
images and related statements into the virtual 
course learning space for the community to view. 
The following descriptions demonstrate how the 
semester events and responses unfolded.

Tallahassee Old City Cemetery
The first place the class explored was the Tal-
lahassee Old City Cemetery. Even now, it feels 
somewhat surprising that we went to a cemetery, 
particularly during pandemic times. Truthfully, 
the cemetery was not our first choice, but due to 

circumstances we ended up at that location. This 
happenstance occurrence proved to be important 
for our reflections. During pandemic times, we 
have been surrounded by death. We have been 
worried about our own longevity and the longev-
ity of our loved ones. We have felt isolated and 
yet, when we came to the cemetery, we felt con-
nected with something beyond us. We felt con-
nected with time, with nature, and the resilient 
cycle of life. In that regard, I took photographs of 
a tree trunk that had died but was also bringing 
forth new life. During my time at the cemetery, I 
sat in front of this trunk and found renewed spirit 
in its regeneration. I drew in nature and focused 
on rebirth.

It is important to note that while some students 
had seen each other on prior occasions during 
the pandemic, this gathering was the first time I 
had seen any students in-person in over a year. 
Therefore, meeting up with students felt reward-
ing even before our eco-art therapy explorations 

Figure 2 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Tallahassee Old City Cemetery. [Photograph]. Tallahassee, Florida: Personal 
Collection.
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began. After greeting each other with brief con-
versation, we individually walked about the cem-
etery and found places to settle that would facili-
tate our personal eco-art therapy experiences. We 
remained socially distanced throughout most of 
the experience but came back together at the end 
of our session to report on our experiences before 
departing. I believe these connections at the be-
ginning and end of sessions supported the heavy 
emotional content that was contemplated during 
art and nature experiences.

Participating student Sin Hui Lim explained her 
response to engaging in an eco-art therapy expe-
rience at the cemetery and connecting her experi-
ences to an eco-art therapy article as follows:

“I was so excited when I found a chapter titled 
“Environmentally and eco-based photothera-
py: Ecotherapeutic application of photography 
as an expressive medium” by Kopytin [6] in 
the book “Green Studio”, which presents eco-
based phototherapy. It helped me relate my 

photo-taking hobby to art therapy, as well as 
the environment.
During the mindfulness walking at the Old City 
Cemetery, I have the opportunity to increase my 
awareness of the five senses and reflect on the 
question that pops into my mind. ‘What should 
I do next in this uncertain situation?’ Being 
present and reflecting on the natural environ-
ment, I feel that life is a seemingly endless cycle. 
Regardless of joy or sorrow, it will not last per-
manently. No matter how much I wish to grasp 
it or get rid of it. I am just the small little tiny 
spot floating in the wind, which will eventually 
return to the dust. While ruminating on the 
meaning of life. I found the answer to my ques-
tion. When I looked up, I saw a tomb written 
with the words, ‘I have kept the faith.’
I created a mandala using natural materials 
picked up from the ground for life cycle and 
self-reflection. This eco-art therapy experience 
reminds me of my forgotten passion for life and 
the courage for me to move on.”

Figure 3 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Rebirth. [Photograph]. Tallahassee, Florida: Personal Collection.
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Goodwood Museum & Gardens
The next place we visited was the Goodwood Mu-
seum and Gardens in Tallahassee. This place is 
features beautiful natural settings but has a com-
plicated history. In the 19th century, it was a fam-
ily plantation and farm that utilized slave labor. 
When we visited this spot, there was more than 
just ourselves to contemplate, and in addition to 
nature, we had historical oppression and suffer-
ing to contemplate. These difficult facts pushed 
us to look beyond our pandemic experiences and 
concerns. Similar to the first event, each person 
explored and found a place within the site to en-
act our eco-art therapy experiences. Two of the 
three participants chose to draw from nature in-
spired by Jean Davis’s [3] work. I was one of those 
people. I sat in this beautiful space, looking at one 
of the site’s buildings in the midst of beautiful old 
oaks and flowering bushes and sketched from na-
ture. As Jean Davis [4] said,

“When one draws from observation, one is 
forced to truly see and experience the continual 
change that is nature, whether it’s a rising sun 
blowing grasses, or shadows that grow longer 
and darker.” (p. 66)

In this case, I also contem-
plated the relationships of 
those who farmed and lived 
in  this place in addition to 
the surrounding nature.

Figure 4 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Rebirth Exploration. 
[Detail, Pastel Drawing]. Tallahassee, Florida: Personal 

Collection.

Figure 5 . Lim, S.H (2021). Life Cycle. [Photograph]. Tallahassee,  
Florida: Personal Collection.



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2021. Volume 2 (2). ISSN 2713–184x  © Ecopoiesis, 202134

Barbara Parker-Bell, Nicole Rivero, Sin Hui Lim

Figure 6 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Goodwood Museum and Gardens [Photograph]. Tallahassee,  
Florida: Personal Collection.

Figure 7 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Plantation Building [Photograph] Tallahassee, Florida: Personal Collection.
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Figure 8 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Goodwood Gardens [Pencil Sketch]. Tallahassee, Florida: Personal Collection.

Figure 9 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Lafayette Trail Heritage Park [Photograph]. Tallahassee, Florida: Personal 
Collection.
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Lafayette Trails — Heritage Park 
Tallahassee

Our final class trip was to the Lafayette Trails Her-
itage Park in Tallahassee. Here, I met with three 
students. We exchanged conversation briefly and 
then separately went to find spaces that resonated 
with us. The below photograph features the park’s 
beautiful lake and one of the fishing peninsulas 
where you can walk and immerse yourself in na-
ture. Alternatively, if you so desire, you may fol-
low tree-lined walking trails all around the lake.
Nicole Rivero, a student who participated in ex-
ploring the Lafayette Trail Heritage Park reported:

On this eco-art day, I met with a few of my class-
mates at Lafayette Heritage Trail Park. I used 
the article called Exploring Natural Materials: 
Creative Stress Reduction for Urban Work-
ing Adults by Chang and Netzer [3]. I walked 
around the park and settled down by the water 
to begin working on the first part of this process. 
I drew a reflection of how I felt as a student dur-
ing a very busy and stressful    semester, using 
pencil. After finishing this drawing, I decided to 
go on the walking trail of the park and look for 
natural materials for my next artwork. Once 
I found the natural materials I felt drawn to, 
I settled down somewhere else once more and 
created an art piece out of these materials. This 
eco-art activity helped me slow down and be-
come more present. I realized how, in this fast-
paced way of life I have had with school and 
deadlines, I have not given myself a chance to 

slow down and be mindful or immersed in na-
ture. This eco-art therapy is something I defi-
nitely plan on continuing as a form of  self-care, 
even after the semester.”

Related images are included below.

Figure 10 . Rivero, N. M. (2021). Overwhelmed. 
[Drawing]. Tallahassee, Florida: Personal Collection.

Figure 11 .  
Rivero, N. M. (2021). 
Natural Expression. 
[Photograph]. 
Tallahassee, Florida: 
Personal Collection.
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I too explored Lafayette Trails Heritage Park and 
connected with a different reading, Naor’s [7] Ex-
pressing the Fullness of Human Nature Through the 
Natural Setting. I walked through the park and 
traipsed out onto that little peninsula and spread 
out my art materials; I felt connected with nature 
and began to appreciate my small presence in the 
much larger natural landscape. I considered the 
concept of the ecological self and the importance 
of my interconnection with nature. While doing 
this, I felt less alone in my experiences and more 
connected to an ever-continuing natural environ-
ment. I began a self-portrait on the outside of a 
box that I had brought with me. I collected natu-
ral materials from my journey, held them in this 
box, and returned home to complete the outer 
portrait and create an internal self-portrait, one 
filled with nature.

Closing eco-art therapy 
assignments

Following the final eco-art therapy session, I 
asked students to summarize their experiences 
and explore their eco-art therapy learning in a pa-
per format. Students were invited to identify eco-
art therapy and nature-informed practices that 
particularly resonated with them and to identify 
which practices they would incorporate into their 
future clinical or self-care practices if any. In ad-
dition to more informal class discussions, these 
reports were instrumental in my understanding 
of students’ related experiences.

Conclusions

I believe the series of nature and art -based ex-
periences were valuable to this small FSU art 
therapy educational community that consisted of 
16 students. Based on students’ reports, postings, 
and dialogues, the main themes and outcomes re-
lated to students feeling more connected to their 
art, more connected with themselves, more con-
nected with nature, and more connected with the 
group as a whole. Other students noted a decrease 
in their own stress levels and appreciated the 
knowledge of eco-art therapy concepts and ap-
plications. Many also noted that were they would 
likely use these processes within their art therapy 
practices in the future.

Figure 12 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Outside: Self-portrait 
with Nature. [Gouache and Acrylic Paint]. Tallahassee, 

Florida: Personal Collection.

Figure13 . Parker-Bell, B. (2021). Internal Self-Portrait 
with Nature [Mixed Media including Natural Objects] 

Tallahassee, Florida: Personal Collection.
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I asked participating students Sin Hui Lim and 
Nicole Rivero to reflect on their experiences one 
month following the end of the class. Based on 
their collective conversations, Lim and Rivero, 
felt that the eco-art therapy days allowed them to 
relieve stress and connect with others, nature, and 
themselves. They agreed that the nature-based 
experiences helped them become more mindful 
of felt experiences which fostered self-awareness. 
Both students also indicated that the class helped 
them realize the importance of meeting their 
self-care needs in nature. Although Rivero had 
not prioritized spending time in nature prior to 
this class, the eco-art therapy days stimulated her 
craving for nature-based self-care practices and 
experiences. On the other hand, Lim recalled that 
she had often explored nature in her home coun-
try, but when she moved to the United States, 
she found that she no longer took time to do so. 
This class helped her realize how important na-
ture was to her and encouraged her to prioritize 
it again. Finally, the students’ reported recogniz-
ing the importance of continuing self-care and 

sustaining their connection to nature throughout 
their professional careers.

While I would not choose to re-experience pan-
demic circumstances, I am thankful for the con-
ditions that moved me to explore new class struc-
tures and to add eco-art therapy concepts to the 
Studio Art and Self-care Course. Finally, I am 
grateful for experiencing nature’s solace in the 
midst of uncertain and challenging times.
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Abstract . This paper presents the substantiation and results of the use of ecological art therapy in the rehabilitation of 
those who use psychoactive substances. The techniques of ecological art therapy are illustrated with examples from 
practical work in a day hospital and an outpatient culture and health club. The effects achieved in the process of cre-
ating art objects and installations from natural materials and photographing the environment testify to the versatile 
impact of this type of therapeutic work on the personality and mental state of individuals in rehabilitation.
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Introduction

Psychoactive substances include alcohol, opiates, 
cannabinoids, cocaine, sedatives and hypnotics, 
tobacco and others. There are various mental 
and behavioral disorders which arise due to the 
use of psychoactive substances (PAS), as well as 
psychotic disorders, such as withdrawal symp-
toms, short and long-term memory loss (amnes-
tic syndrome), emotional and social disorders. 
Such disorders arise as a result of predominantly 
long-term, repeated use of psychoactive sub-
stances, leading to the formation of dependence 
and harmful consequences for the person’s physi-
cal and mental health, as well as social adaptation.

Despite certain differences in the pathogenesis of 
the disorders of this group, they are all the result 
of a complex interaction of the biological factors, 
the psychological vulnerability of the individual 
and the influence of environmental factors. Intra-
psychic, personal prerequisites for the develop-
ment of dependence on psychoactive substances 
and the negative consequences of their use in-
clude difficulties in establishing contact with oth-
ers, anxiety, lack of coping mechanisms, dysfunc-
tional psychological defenses, and an increased 
level of aspiration combined with insufficient op-
portunities to achieve goals, among other factors.

Some of the interpersonal and social factors that 
play a role in the development of these disorders 
include increased psychosocial stress, and abnor-
mal microsocial and social environments that 
are characterized by increased use of psychoac-
tive substances or aggressive imposition of their 
use. Different subjects and communities have 
different levels of resistance to the use of psycho-
active substances and the development of nega-
tive consequences associated with their use. Fac-
tors which affect this resistance include cultural 
norms and attitudes, how behavior is regulated 
internally and externally, emotional processes 
and psychosocial support.

Existing treatments for substance abuse and the 
mental and behavioral disorders that occur due 
to their use include biological therapy and vari-
ous psychological and psychosocial interventions, 
which can be carried out with individuals, families, 
groups and entire communities. As a rule, in addi-
tion to the relief of acute disorders of physiologi-
cal and mental functions associated with the sub-
stance abuse, more or less long-term rehabilitation 
and preventive measures are required to ensure the 
restoration and support of psychosocial function-
ing and increased resistance to repeated use.

Psychological and psychosocial interventions can 
include different forms and methods of work. 
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However, behavioral (cognitive-behavioral) and 
holistic approaches, often used in combination 
with the therapeutic community factor, are the 
most common approaches employed today. The 
emphasis is placed on the formation of a complex 
of life competences and coping skills that provide 
more successful social adaptation and resistance 
to use, support for self-esteem, and that strength-
en the existential and spiritual foundations of the 
personality.

The experience of using art therapy and creative 
arts therapies in general (music therapy, dance-
movement therapy, drama therapy, expressive arts 
therapy, in addition to art therapy) in this group 
of disorders indicates the significant possibili-
ties of these methods in achieving stable remis-
sion and solving the complex tasks related to the 
re-socialization of drug abusers. It is noted that 
creative arts therapies have certain advantages 
in their treatment and rehabilitation. Foulke and 
Keller [10] point to the insufficient effectiveness 
of using some traditional forms of psychotherapy 
with drug addicts which involve increased con-
frontation, and associate this with the increased 
vulnerability of such patients in interpersonal 
contact and rigid defenses. These authors empha-
size the value of art therapy methods as they allow 
the treatment process to be carried out in a ‘softer’ 
and less confrontational way.

Adelman and Castricone [7] emphasize the value 
of art therapy as one of the means of overcoming 
social isolation, since it provides an opportunity 
to use non-verbal means of communication as 
psychologically safer than verbal communica-
tion. Cantoper [9] notes that art therapy allows 
one to overcome defense mechanisms in the form 
of denial of problems, intellectualization and sup-
pression of difficult experiences.

The ability of art therapy to increase self-esteem 
and relieve the feeling of inferiority in persons 
burdened with alcohol and drug addiction has 
been indicated in several articles [8,11]. Based 
on the analysis of literary sources, Moore [16] 
comes to the conclusion that art therapy can be 
one of the most effective methods of drug addic-
tion treatment, since it provides an opportunity 
to overcome emotional, cognitive and behavioral 
disorders characteristic of such persons (loneli-
ness, low self-esteem, inability to openly and sin-
cerely express feelings, etc.).

Currently, various models of art therapy are used 
in work with drug users, including analytical, 

behavioral (cognitive-behavioral), humanistic 
models, as well as narrative, holistic and others. 
The use of an ecological approach in art therapy 
is still used very rarely, although it has significant 
potential. Some of the advantages of using eco-
logical art therapy with drug users are as follows:

 • Ecological art therapy has a wide-ranging 
impact on different mental processes (sen-
sations, perception, thinking, emotions, 
will power, behavior);

 • It creates an atmosphere of greater psycho-
logical safety in comparison with many 
other forms of psychotherapy. This safety is 
linked to the possibility of maintaining op-
timal psychological, interpersonal distance 
in relationship to helping professionals and 
others. The atmosphere also encourages 
the creation of and interaction with envi-
ronmental metaphors;

 • It provides the possibility of reconstructing 
and harmonizing various disturbed per-
sonal relationships (with oneself, nature, 
other people, social institutions, etc.) on 
the basis of interaction with the environ-
ment, which provides a wider context in 
which these relationships can be perceived 
and actualized. It encourages awareness of 
the transpersonal, existential and spiritual 
levels of experience in relation to the self 
and others;

 • It stimulates creative environmental ac-
tivity as a form of coping behavior that 
strengthens protective and adaptive 
mechanisms.

This approach was carried out on the basis of the 
model of clinical systemic art therapy (CSAT) [2, 
3], which provides a holistic overview of various 
factors of pathogenesis and treatment including 
biological, social, psychological and environmen-
tal factors and the relationship between them.

Conditions for conducting 
ecological / nature-assisted art 
therapy

Ecological  art therapy was carried out with cli-
ents undergoing inpatient rehabilitation at a re-
habilitation center (RC) and later involved in the 
activities of an outpatient culture and health club 
(CHC). Since 2015, art therapy programs have 
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also begun to be carried out at a day hospital 
(DH) organized by the Department for Counter-
acting Drug Addiction at the St. Petersburg Dio-
cese of the Russian Orthodox Church.

There is a multi-professional team, including five 
clergymen of the St. Petersburg diocese of the 
Russian Orthodox Church, four mental health 
workers specialized in art therapy, gestalt therapy, 
positive psychotherapy, and group therapy work-
ing on the basis of the day hospital. They also 
serve as drug addiction consultants, organizing 
the process of completing written assignments 
and working with codependent relatives as well.

Mostly people aged 30 to 60 who have problems 
with the use of psychoactive substances take part 
in programs based at the day center. The major-
ity are alcohol-dependent (70%); the rest are drug 
addicts in remission. Approximately 10% of the 
total number of rehabilitated people use the so-
called new drugs (salts, acids, hallucinogens). 
Men make up about 80%, women about 20% of 
those who are being rehabilitated.

Art therapy programs based at the DH and CHC 
are designed primarily for group use. The dy-
namic nature of the group is strengthened when 
conducting sessions on the basis of a rehabilita-
tion center with limited periods of stay, and is less 
strong when using CSAT at the CHC and other 
outpatient sites due to the more open nature of 
the groups. The themes of the sessions are related 
to the current requests and problems of the par-
ticipants. The number of people attending usually 
varies from 10 to 20 people.

Over the past year and a half, programs operating 
at the CHC and DH have begun to more actively 
use the techniques of ecological / nature-assisted 
art therapy based on the principles and methodol-
ogy of systemic art therapy, new ideas about the 
therapeutic environment, and the concept of the 
“Green Studio” as a special form of therapeutic 
space [4,5,12,14]. Increased attention was paid to 
the development of various social and personal 
skills and qualities associated with interaction with 
the natural and man-made environment on the 
basis of creative environmental activities such as 
the creation of art objects from natural materials, 
drawing from nature, taking photographs of the 
environment, body-oriented practices, and others.

The creative environmental activities used in 
the sessions combined symbolic means of self-
expression and the experience of direct physical 

presence in the environment. Some types of envi-
ronmental activity involved focusing on somatic 
phenomena in the process of interacting with the 
environment, helping to develop mindfulness.

Body-oriented warm-up techniques related to 
the development of mindfulness were often used, 
forming some basic skills necessary for perform-
ing more complex environmental activities. Such 
techniques included:

 • basic relaxation techniques, based on 
breathing and focusing techniques,

 • exercises aimed at increasing sensitivity to 
environmental stimuli and objects, attun-
ement to the environment and its natural 
dynamics,

 • walks in the fresh air, requiring attention 
to internal mental and somatic processes 
with simultaneous interaction with the 
environment.

Most of the ecological art therapy practices used 
in this study were associated with the three chan-
nels for the development of a subjective attitude 
to nature, in accordance with Yasvin’s concept of 
ecological consciousness [6]. These include per-
ceptual-emotional, cognitive, practical and ac-
tion channels. Due to the various types of artistic 
and creative activity used at different stages of the 
ecological art therapy program (“warm up” stage, 
main activity stage, reflection and conclusion 
stage), all these channels and aspects of environ-
mental experience were consistently and holisti-
cally integrated throughout the program.

Using the practical channel, the participants, for 
example, developed their skills to interact with 
natural objects and the environment, first of all, 
through their artistic and creative activity. These 
included both passive, receptive types of inter-
action, such as aesthetic perception of natural 
objects and meditative / mindful absorption in 
the environment, and active, expressive types of 
interaction such as taking photographs, making 
environmental drawings and botanical arrange-
ments from found objects, creating environmen-
tal sculptures, etc.

The principles of ecological art therapy which 
formed the foundation of the program’s approach 
were as follows.

1.  The approach is person-centered and 
pays special attention to changing and de-
veloping clients’ relationships to nature, 
their environmental consciousness and 
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environmental sense of themselves, their 
relationships to family, their work and 
professional activities, social and cultural 
environment etc.

2.  It works through various channels with 
the aim of developing a subjective atti-
tude to nature, including the perceptual-
emotional, cognitive, practical and action 
channels [6].

3.  It supports clients’ capabilities to interact 
with natural objects and the environment 
both receptively through contemplation 
and meditation on natural objects and 
environments, and more actively through 
creative environmental activity and tak-
ing care of the environment (photographs, 
drawings, objects, landscape sculptures 
and design, etc.).

4.  It encourages the development of objec-
tive-aesthetic and subjective-aesthetic 
attitudes to nature, which can comple-
ment or be opposed to the pragmatic, 
consumeristic attitude. This principle is 
associated with attention to the aesthetic 
expressiveness of nature, the development 
of the participants’ ability to directly com-
prehend natural objects and the environ-
ment on the basis of their increased aes-
thetic sensitivity, to perceive and convey 
aesthetic attributes of natural objects and 
environments (color, shape, proportions, 
rhythms, sizes, symmetry, sound, smells, 
kinesthetic reactions, etc.). While an ob-
ject-aesthetic attitude to nature implies 
the perception of nature as made up of 
“objects”, a subjective-aesthetic attitude to 
nature implies its perception as a subject 
and suggests an intersubjective quality of 
clients’ interaction with the environment.

5.  It supports the participants’ development 
of an eco-identity, which is associated with 
their experience and awareness of them-
selves as “ecological beings”.

6.  It encourages and develops empathy, 
identification with and subjectification of 
natural objects during clients’ interaction 
with natural objects and environments, 
and cultivates their subjective attitude to 
nature.

7.  It involves existential and spiritual fac-
tors associated with needs, values and 
meanings that go beyond consumeristic 

attitudes towards nature and support a 
non-pragmatic, aesthetic and ethical atti-
tude towards nature.

These principles of ecological art therapy pro-
vide  a wider context for clients’ self-perception 
and their relationships to nature, draw their at-
tention to various elements of the global ecosys-
tem, the need to take care of their well-being and 
their relationships to social and cultural milieu, 
people, and each other.

Ecological art therapy techniques 
used with clients with substance 
misuse issues

Plant and environmental arrangements
One of the forms of ecological art therapy practice 
used was the creation of art objects from natural 
materials and environmental installations. Of-
ten botanical arrangements in the form of “green 
mandalas” were made [15]. Natural materials 
were usually collected by the participants on the 
territory of the “Green Studio” [4,12,14], a thera-
peutic space, including not only an art therapy 
studio, but also a park environment (Metropoli-
tan Garden) adjacent to the building where day 
the hospital was located.

The creation of art objects from the found natural 
materials, in addition to clients’ interaction with 
the environment, maintained their interest in the 
natural and cultural landscape, relieved tension, 
developed their ability to experience beauty and 
to appreciate life in its diverse manifestations. This 
type of creative environmental activity also offered 
significant opportunities for the development of a 
sense of physical and emotional presence in the en-
vironment, stress relief, and sensory stimulation.

The creation of botanical compositions and en-
vironmental installations using natural materials 
and found objects took place at different times 
of the year. In some cases, the participants were 
asked to go outside and collect natural materi-
als they liked while walking in the park. Return-
ing to the studio, they created a composition out 
of them, for instance “a green mandala”, using 
disposable cardboard plates as a base for their 
construction.

One of these sessions took place in the second 
half of September 2016. Having created simple 
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botanical arrangements from the found natural 
materials, while discussing the process and their 
mandalas, the participants noted that they en-
joyed the beauty of simple things, and noticed 
the amazing diversity and harmony of the shades 
and forms created by nature itself. The beauty 
of natural forms had become more pronounced 
and recognizable for the participants through the 
process of organizing the found natural materials 
into simple compositions. Participants also noted 
that as a result of a relatively short walk in the 
fresh air (15–20 minutes), their emotional state 
had improved, and a feeling of joy and satisfac-
tion from the activity had appeared.

Vladislav (name has been changed) (44 years old) 
said that his “green mandala” reflected his current 
state, which was rich in events, thoughts and feel-
ings. He tied white flower-berries in the center 
of his composition and associated them with his 
wife, daughter and granddaughter (Fig. 1).

Everyone was satisfied with their work. At the end 
of the session, clients photographed their “green 

mandalas” as a keepsake and went back to the ter-
ritory of the park to sow acorns.

When the session was held in the winter season 
(February), despite the less comfortable condi-
tions and limited natural materials, the partici-
pants were still able to gain valuable experience 
as a result of their work in the environment. They 
were able to create meaningful compositions 
from snow and found objects, reflecting their 
current state and relationships. The environmen-
tal practice evoked their current experiences and, 
at the same time, created a new context for reflec-
tion and understanding.

Yevsey (name has been changed) (37 years old) 
laid out a circle shape associated with his person-
al space, or a “house”, out of snow and last year’s 
leaves and placed a small snowman in its center. 
His comment on the work was as follows: “Look-
ing at my snowman, I feel nostalgia for the past 
when I made a snowman with my son who is four 
years ago. Knowing that today’s smiling snow-
man with a birch twig in his hand will soon melt, 

Figure 1 . “The green mandala” by Vladislav
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I think about parting with my past life, and begin-
ning some new, constructive relationships.”

Lyudmila (name has been changed) (30 years old) 
titled her composition “Calm and comfort in the 
house” and commented on it as follows: “I per-
ceive my creation as the beginning of life from a 
“blank slate.” There is a house, and a hearth for my 
family in the very center. All positively charged 
energy is directed into the house. It is filled with 
calmness, joy, care and love. The walls of the house 
are strong. It is surrounded by twigs and leaves of 
oak and other trees. They support the house and 
connect it to the world of nature.” (Figure 2)

Photographing the environment 
as a form of ecological art therapy

Another available type of art therapy practice that 
was implemented in the day hospital in accordance 
with the principles of ecological art therapy was 
photographing the environment directly adjacent 
to the building where sessions took place. During 
the course of the rehabilitation program, at differ-
ent times in the year, the participants were repeat-
edly asked to go outside in order to photograph 

any interesting natural and non-natural objects 
and places for about 30 minutes. In the process of 
photographing the environment and objects, the 
participants could also touch on some personally 
significant topics, such as, for example, “The envi-
ronment as a metaphor of me”, “My current issues 
and perspectives on life”, “Memories and monu-
ments of the past” and other themes that they for-
mulated themselves. Sometimes the group leader 
suggested paying attention to certain objects in 
the environment, for example, to lilacs when they 
were in season in May.

After taking the photos, the participants could look 
at the created photos, choose some of the most 
meaningful images or create a certain sequence 
from them. In some cases, narrative techniques 
were used based on the photographs taken in the 
environment. The narratives were relatively short 
texts, an essay or a poem, written in a notebook ei-
ther during the photo-walk or immediately after it.

When using this type of environmental activity, 
the significant possibilities of photography were 
taken into account, such as its capability to stimu-
late interaction with natural and man-made land-
scapes, to allow one to explore and change their 
attitude towards the environment. This type of 
creative environmental activity also allows one 

Figure 2 . Environmental composition of Lyudmila
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to realize the meaning and beauty of the environ-
ment, it supports the personalization of the en-
vironment, and the development of personal and 
group identity based on meaningful connection 
with the environment. Viewing and discussing 
photographs also allowed participants to come to 
a better understanding of their past, present and 
future, and develop skills to describe their experi-
ences in a coherent manner. Photographing the 
environment also provided significant opportu-
nities for the development of a sense of physical 
and emotional presence in the landscape, stress 
relief, and sensory stimulation [5,13].

During one of the sessions in February 2017, 
it was suggested to the group participants to 
use the biblical parable of the Prodigal Son as a 

metaphorical basis for the work. Roman (name 
has been changed, 48 years old) created a series of 
eight photographs, reflecting different elements 
of the environment, natural and man-made ob-
jects that caused both positive and negative reac-
tions in him and which he associated with differ-
ent aspects of his personal experience.

Looking through and then organizing the photo-
graphs in a series of images, including the most 
meaningful images that touched upon the physi-
cal, emotional and spiritual aspects of his experi-
ence, Roman chose photographs depicting a child 
touching a tree trunk, a branch of an oak tree with 
decayed leaves and an acorn protruding from un-
der the melting snow, and a lush evergreen bush 
(Figure 3).

  

  

Figure 3 .  
Some of Roman’s 
photographs included  
in the photo sequence
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Another session, held in May 2018, began in the 
studio, where participants shared their feelings, 
emotions and thoughts about the past week’s 
events. Then, the group leader drew attention to 
the blooming lilac, which was growing in abun-
dance on the territory of the park and suggested 
a 20–30-minute walk through the places where it 
was blooming. At the same time, he recommend-
ed not only photographing the lilac bushes, but 
also making notes of the thoughts and feelings 
that arose when contemplating the lilac bushes 
and inhaling its aromas.

The group was then asked to read the text they 
had written, accompanied by photographs. At 
the end of the session, the participants noted the 
strong emotional impact associated with both 
walking and taking photographs, as well as per-
forming their texts. They paid attention to the 
meaningful sensations, emotions and thoughts 
evoked through their contact with lilacs as an 
amazingly beautiful natural object that inspired 
the participants to create poetic texts.

Angelica (name has been changed) created this 
text:

May has come again
And the lilac bloomed
And in my soul, like a trill,
I hear the voice of a nightingale.
 
The grass smells like honey
The breeze has subsided a little,
And the words come
Like a prayer verse ...
 
My lilac paradise
Dear petal.
Give me hope
Like a call from childhood.
 
The sky smells like grass
The sun’s gentle ray
Gives rare peace
From thunderstorms and clouds.
 
The wonderful smell is intoxicating;
And the crimson chime
Beckons behind him
Into your lilac dream

Figure 4 . One of the photographs of lilacs created 
by Angelica

Conclusion

In this article, the rationale behind the use of eco-
logical art therapy in the rehabilitation of people 
with substance misuse issues was presented, as 
well as some of the results of this work. Currently, 
different models of art therapy are used in work 
with this client group, including analytical, be-
havioral (cognitive-behavioral), and humanistic 
models. The ecological approach is still rarely 
used. Some of the advantages and results of the 
application of this approach in the process of re-
habilitation of those who use psychoactive sub-
stances were shown and illustrated in this article 
with examples from practical work related to con-
ducting sessions at a day hospital, and an outpa-
tient culture and health club.

The above examples describe some forms of this 
work, which are relevant to the development of 
the promising area of ecological art therapy. The 
effects that were observed in the process of creat-
ing art objects and installations from natural ma-
terials and photographing the environment indi-
cate the versatile impact of these types of work on 
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various mental processes (sensation, perception, 
thinking, emotions, will power, behavior), and 
demonstrate the opportunities for psychological-
ly safe self-expression using environmental and 
natural metaphors provided by this approach.

The significant potential of ecological art therapy 
to harmonize the disturbed relations of the in-
dividual with themselves, nature, other people, 
society, and so on, was demonstrated. Creative 

interaction with the environment involving 
the mechanisms of empathy, identification and 
subjectification of natural objects, provided a 
broader context for the participants’ perception 
of themselves, their problems and relationships. 
In addition, the ecological art therapy approach 
allowed for the actualization and awareness of ex-
istential and spiritual meanings and values, and 
encouraged the development of the participants’ 
eco-identity.
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Introduction

I first heard of Jeju Island when I was teaching 
English in Osaka, Japan, in 1998. One of my stu-
dents told me of how she and her husband had 
honeymooned there in the early 1980s. At that 
time, Jeju was a popular destination for Japanese 
travellers seeking short breaks in a relatively ac-
cessible, yet exotic, location. Although her remi-
niscences of sub-tropical beaches and volcanoes 
piqued my interest, I never managed to visit. Jeju 
receives around 15 million tourists in a normal 
year, many flying there from the Korean main-
land and Asia. When I was invited to participate 
in an artistic residency focusing on Jeju’s volcanic 

scoria stone, I was excited to visit the island, ex-
plore the place and meet other artists and mem-
bers of the community. Having undertaken other 
residencies, in the UK and Japan, I was familiar 
with the format and was keen to develop upon 
the approaches I had deployed during previous 
interactions.

These expectations were considerably modified 
due to the ongoing coronavirus pandemic. Inter-
national travel has become highly restricted for 
the foreseeable future. Visa-waivers have been re-
scinded and countries are more inward-looking 
while the world awaits, and competes for, an in-
jected panacea. The so-called ‘new normal’, has 
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meant that the residency was conducted by cor-
respondence. While this mode of working poses 
challenges, particularly in terms of access to au-
thentic contexts and sensorial stimulation, it also 
provides an opportunity to explore new models 
of interaction. Although receiving a ceramic jar 
of Jeju scoria in the post cannot replicate the em-
bodied experience of being in the place, it offered 
a chance to consider this intriguing material in 
the wider context of making in the post-coronavi-
rus Anthropocene. With England, and most oth-
er nations of the UK, in some form of lockdown 
at the time of the residency (November 2020), 
the material acted as a portal through which the 
imagination could travel, provoking a rethink-
ing of what a ceramics residency might consti-
tute and ultimately yield. The pandemic has been 
described as a time of recalibration, a chance to 
rethink our priorities. For me, working with this 
substance from a distant country facilitated a 
form of grounding, where my own agency as an 
artist became enmeshed in that of the scoria in 
something akin to what ecologist of stone Jeffrey 
Cohen [4, p. 252] describes as a ‘cross-ontological 
embrace’. Working with the stone enabled me to 
step aside from the frenetic pace of contemporary 
life for a moment and ‘touch a world possessed 
of long futurity and deep past, a spatial expanse 
that stretches from the subterranean to the cos-
mic verge’ [ibid, p. 33].

From site-specific to 
material-specific

Miwon Kwon [12, p. 2] has traced the develop-
ment of site-specific art practices, focusing on 
the contested nature of the various relationships 
between the artist and the site or community in 
relation to broader socio-political concerns. She 
identifies a series of typical modeIs of site-speci-
ficity, including those which are ‘context-specific’, 
‘audience-specific’, or ‘community-specific’. In 
these schemas, the visiting artist often assumes 
the role of interested outsider or agent provoca-
teur. These artists-cum-tourists-cum-ethnogra-
phers (see Foster 1995 for critique) respond to 
a site and associated community in situ, usually 
making a new body of work which, in turn, is pre-
sented back to the community.

My previous research has often been of a site- or 
community-specific nature, sometimes involving 

interaction with communities of interest, or par-
ticular museum collections and geographical 
locales. Through my doctoral research in Sun-
derland, I became ‘embedded’ at the Sunderland 
Museum & Winter Gardens to develop commu-
nity engagement strategies around its ceramics 
collection [14]. Further doctoral work on the 
George Brown Collection of ethnographic ob-
jects involved tracing its biography from its for-
mation in the Pacific islands to its current home 
in Osaka, Japan [15]. More recently, I have in-
vestigated the material culture and making prac-
tices associated with the post-war ceramic figu-
rine industry in Seto, Japan, through a process 
of interviewing, recording sites and making new 
artworks [16].

I envisioned that I might adapt some of these ap-
proaches during my month-long immersion on 
Jeju Island, possibly identifying places and peo-
ple with which to work, thereby inspiring new 
engagements mediated through the material of 
scoria. However, when it became clear that travel 
was not possible, the project gradually evolved 
into a material-specific, rather than site-specific, 
endeavour. My first metaphorical journey to Jeju 
came in July 2020 when I spent a morning on the 
phone to Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs 
(HMRC) to ascertain whether or not there were 
restrictions on the importation of scoria. Appar-
ently working on a skeleton staff due to corona-
virus restrictions, I was eventually referred to the 
Animal and Plant Health Agency. Although the 
adviser I spoke to had never heard of Jeju scoria 
being imported into the UK, he assured me that a 
permit was not required.

Scoria as souvenir

The scoria arrived from Jeju beautifully presented 
in a red clay jar, which in turn, was contained in 
a card tube packed within a cardboard box (Fig-
ure 1). The jar of scoria recalled an urn of human 
ashes or holy relics and the method of packing 
and presentation invited a reverential, ritualised 
approach to unboxing. Surrounded with typical 
products of Jeju, including tea and sweets, it oc-
curred to me that the package amounted to a sou-
venir of Jeju, or perhaps more accurately, a gifted 
memento which signified my not having been 
able to visit the island and authentically experi-
ence the place and its people.
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Figure 1 . Jeju scoria in the jar in which it was sent.

Theorist Susan Stewart [20] has argued that sou-
venirs are necessary for us to apprehend events 
whose materiality cannot be revisited. Although 

the souvenir may initially act as a metonymic 
trace of an authentic experience, it soon becomes 
activated as a thing in its own right through the 
engendering of a narrative of origin:

‘We might say that this capacity of objects to serve 
as traces of authentic experience is, in fact, exem-
plified by the souvenir. […] We do not need to de-
sire souvenirs of events that are repeatable. Rather 
we need and desire souvenirs that are reportable, 
events whose materiality has escaped us, events 
that thereby exist only through the invention of 
narrative. […] It represents not the lived experi-
ence of its maker but the “secondhand” experi-
ence of its possessor/owner.’ [20, p. 135]

Whereas a souvenir is often something one brings 
home to remember or share an experience, the 
scoria acts more as a record of engagement with 
the project organisers; it is their souvenir of Jeju. 
As volcanic stone, the scoria forms both a souve-
nir and ‘archive’ [4, p. 66] of its own creation in 
the molten depths of Hallasan, the volcano from 
which Jeju is formed, and a metonymic trace, 
standing in for the direct experience of visiting 
the island.

Sociologist Michael Bell [2, p. 813] has identified 
a form of haunting which refers to memories as-
sociated with specific topographical locales or 
objects. He argues that we ‘constitute a place in 
large measure by the ghosts we sense inhabit and 
possess it’. These ‘ghosts of place’ are defined as 
‘the sense of the presence of those who are not 
physically there’ [ibid, p. 813] and confer a degree 
of ‘social aliveness to a place’, linking the past, 
present and future through ‘temporal transcen-
dence’ [ibid, pp. 815–816]. The scoria, together 
with the jar in which it is contained, seemed to 
act as a portal through which to imagine Jeju. 
Touching the scoria, one can almost feel the 
presence of those who have dug it and tilled it 
to grow the tangerines Jeju is famous for. In this 
way, the scoria acts as a genius loci, or representa-
tive spirit, of the place. While much of the stone 
from which the world is formed is unimaginably 
ancient,   ‘volcanoes spurt molten rock that flies, 
flows, hardens within a human timescale’ [4, p. 
34]. In this way, too, the scoria as a product of 
volcanic activity acts as liminal interface through 
which anthropocentric concerns and temporality 
are linked to the Hadean deep past accreted over 
billions of years below the Earth’s surface.

Correspondence projects using earth and clay 
are not unprecedented. For example, Project Clay 
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invited submissions of clay bodies from around 
the world, which were gathered together and fired 
in London to coincide with the 2012 Olympics 
[19, p. 124]. In such projects, clay acts as a cata-
lyst for engagement and exchange, where distant 
sites are literally and metaphorically transported 
to a different location, the clay going from ‘be-
ing someone’s land to becoming a medium for 
creativity’ [ibid, p. 130]. In Project Clay, ‘Dig-
ging and relaying clay proved to be a connector 
and cultural barometer, a gauge of how people 
thought about clay’ [ibid, p. 130]. Clay is ubiqui-
tous, accessible and easily worked. As such, it has 
potential to explore common natural and cultural 

contexts. As Rowntree and Hooson note, ‘Geol-
ogy is much older than human history or geogra-
phy and clay deposits are not constrained by na-
tional boundaries’ [ibid, p. 130]. Based in Belfast, 
my initial response to the Jeju scoria project was 
to explore geological commonalities. The Giant’s 
Causeway, an outcrop of basalt columns similar 
to those found in Jeju, is one of Northern Ire-
land’s most iconic tourist attractions, as well as a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, which features in 
the nation’s folklore (Figure 2). On receiving Jeju 
scoria, there was a sense of responsibility to make 
the best use of this geographically-specific mate-
rial. After all, it was someone’s land.

Figure 2 . The Giant’s Causeway, Northern Ireland.
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Making with scoria

Anthropologist Tim Ingold [11, p. 6] argues 
craftspeople ‘think through making’. This ‘art of 
inquiry’, he asserts, emerges ‘from the crucible 
of our practical and observational engagements 
with the beings and things around us’. Here, our 
relationship with materials is mutually construc-
tive and we ‘think through them’ [ibid, p. 6] in 
‘correspondences of material flows and sensory 
awareness’ [ibid, p. 98]. Materials are not simply 
‘static entities’ waiting to be discovered, but exist 
in a constant state of ‘becoming something else’ 
[ibid, p. 31]. Here, making is ‘not the imposition 
of preconceived forms on raw material substance, 
but the drawing out or bringing forth of potential 
immanent in a world of becoming’ [ibid, p. 31]. 
Although adopting a divergent theoretical posi-
tion, archaeologist Lambros Malafournis [13, p. 
21] takes pottery as an example to also suggest 
that the action of making involves a ‘flow of the 
organic [human input] into the inorganic’ clay, 
where ‘The being of the potter is co-dependent 
and interweaved with the becoming of the pot’.

Indeed, it was not until I started to interact, or 
rather ‘correspond’, with the scoria that its cre-
ative possibilities became evident. On handling the 
coarse orangey-brown powder, my first instinct as 
a ceramicist was to mix it with water to see how 
plastic it was. I wanted to respect its integrity and 
not adulterate it with other clay bodies so that it 
could ‘speak for itself ’ [19, p. 130]. As Ingold [11, 
p. 31] notes, materials pose ‘riddles’ which can only 
be solved through ‘observation and engagement’. It 
is up to us to ‘listen’ and allow them to tell their 
‘own story’. Researching the material, I found that, 
much like many other clays and soils, it is largely 
composed of silica, alumina and iron oxide. How-
ever, after adding water, it was obvious that the ma-
terial did not handle like any clay I had previously 
used. It possessed little plasticity and my attempts 
to make a thumb-pot — one of the most funda-
mental forms in pottery — were thwarted.

In fact, it was unclear to me how to classify sco-
ria. Was it stone, soil or clay? Songyi, the Korean 
word for it, meaning light stone, seemed strangely 
oxymoronic, although entirely appropriate, given 
the pumice-like quality of the material. As Ingold 
[11, p. 30] points out, there is no overriding defi-
nition of stone, only different types of stone, their 
description and classification historically contin-
gent and their properties ‘continually emergent’. 

Embracing this fluidity afforded a certain latitude 
to how I approached the testing of the material, 
meaning I had no set ideas on what the outcome 
might be. It was in attempting to understand what 
it could ‘do’, rather than worrying about what it 
was, that I was able to ‘discern a life in the materi-
al’ [11, p. 30] and ‘collaborate more productively’ 
with it [ibid, p. 30, citing 3, p. 60].

After a series of material experiments where I 
tried to paint with and extrude scoria paste (Fig-
ures 3–11), I decided to adopt a technique remi-
niscent of pâte de verre, where molochite and 
plaster moulds were used to both form and fire 
scoria vessels (Figures 12–22). This form con-
ferred inherent strength and stability to the scoria 
and the moulds prevented undue cracking, sag-
ging and slumping in the kiln. Mixed only with 
water, the scoria dried too quickly in the mould 
and a small addition of underglaze medium kept 
the material wet enough to work with. Fired 
straight up to 1260°C in an electric kiln, the sco-
ria vessels shrank by around 14%, but maintained 
their form. Re-firing to 1280°C, these pieces start-
ed to slump and became metallic and vitrified, 
the scoria almost returning to its volcanic origins. 
Firing directly up to 1280°C, the shrinkage was 
much higher at about 24%, but the pieces retained 
their form. These works have a primitive, archae-
ological appearance, where natural qualities and 
cultural references seem to merge.

Although this was an almost alchemical process 
[11, p. 29] which involved attempting to tame, 
or domesticate, this unruly and non-compliant 
material, it was also essential to embrace the par-
ticular material properties and qualities of the 
scoria. While these archetypal vessels may mark 
an attempt to ‘impose’ a normative order on the 
scoria, the process by which they were achieved 
necessitated a ‘correspondence’ between the ma-
terial and myself to understand its various char-
acteristics and possibilities. Had more scoria ma-
terial been to hand, it would have been possible 
to be more ambitious in the scale and complex-
ity of the forms attempted. Although against the 
ethos of the project, and therefore not attempted, 
it was also clear that the scoria had potential to be 
mixed with other clay bodies or to be used as an 
ingredient of glaze. The organisers of the scoria 
project had set a challenge and, as a ceramicist, 
I felt a desire to respond by making a tangible 
object. Practitioners in other fields, painting or 
performance, for instance, would no doubt have 
responded differently.
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The built environment is composed of a palimp-
sest of stone and its biproducts, including brick, 
concrete, steel and glass. Scoria itself is often used 
as a filler for concrete. Humans have attempted to 
extend their will over stone since the first Acheu-
lean hand axe was struck from a flint core. As the 
‘lithic archive’ shows, art rendered in stone, as 
statuary or architecture, is often anthropomor-
phic in nature, showing ‘the power of human im-
press more than the virtues of stone itself ’ [4, p. 
13]. While stone may at first seem to confound in-
tervention through its unyielding hardness, it also 
possesses a range of material affordances — ‘com-
positional and interruptive agencies’ — which act 
as a ‘summons to adventure’, inviting exploration 
and the act of making [4, p. 165]. Although my 
engagement with the scoria resulted in the trans-
formation of this material into solidified, anthro-
pogenic forms, this occurred through a process of 
correspondence. The initial aim may have been to 
produce ‘well-crafted and symbol-laden solidity’ 
in the form of pottery, but this gradually shifted 
to recognising the scoria as a ‘catalyst for relation’, 
a substance possessing a ‘generative substantial-
ity’ through which the ‘story’ of our engagement 
might emerge [4, p. 33].

Scoria as a gathering

Theorist Jane Bennett’s [3, pp. 23–24]  concep-
tualisation of assemblages is helpful when con-
sidering scoria both as a material and a cultural 
entity. She argues that complex processes are the 
combined result of the ‘confederate agency of 
many striving macro- and microactants’ which 
sometimes converge to form assemblages of ‘vi-
brant materials’. Here, assemblages are construed 
as ‘ad hoc groupings of diverse elements’, ‘living 
throbbing confederations’ with their own life 
span. Scoria, as a material with particular physi-
cal properties, is the result of ancient and ongoing 
geological processes. Its quality as a thing, how-
ever, is in how it becomes connected to human 
activity, in this case, bringing people together 
through a mutual creative endeavour. My engage-
ment with it as an artist is also a synthesis of vari-
ous agencies, including my will as a maker and its 
own material qualities and cultural significance.

Philosopher Martin Heidegger [10, pp. 167–74] 
has famously explored the ceramic vessel as both 
a material entity and a ‘gathering’ point. The jug 

he discussed is made from clay which ‘has been 
brought to a stand’ through firing. Its ‘thingness’, 
however, emerges not from its materiality, but 
from its potential to link humans to their cultural 
and environmental context. For Heidegger, the 
jug’s essence comes from its ability to take, hold, 
and, ultimately, pour out its contents as a ‘gift’ 
[10, p. 172]. Here, the jug’s functionality makes it 
a thing: ‘The vessel’s thingness does not lie at all 
in the material of which it consists, but in the void 
that holds’ [ibid, p. 169].

Similarly, in this project, the ceramic jar in which 
the scoria was packed serves as a void which 
holds a gift. The unfired scoria embodies ‘genera-
tive potential’ [11, p. 28] as a material to explore 
and with which to think. Stone is a ‘primordial in-
vitation to extended cognition’ [4, p. 21]. Formed 
into a vessel and fired into a solid, this potential is 
‘brought to a stand’, although these new elements 
of material culture may acquire generative po-
tential, themselves going on to contain and pour 
‘gifts’, engendering material or social engagement.

Transubstantiation

Artist Antony Gormley [8, p. 85] has discussed 
the relationship between clay and memory, sug-
gesting that this material is one of the most suit-
ed to preserving moments of lived experience 
through its ability to capture direct indexical 
memory traces. When fired, these experiences 
are committed to memory through a ‘fossilisation 
or fixing of a moment’. He describes the process 
of firing clay as a ‘primal transformation of the 
unformed to the formed’. The concept of tran-
substantiation is useful when thinking about this 
kind of material and ontological change. Citing 
the examples of how Neolithic and Mesopota-
mian pottery decoration was influenced by that 
of woven basketry, archaeologist Chris Gosden 
[9, pp. 37–38] argues that transubstantiation oc-
curs ‘when one substance changes to another, but 
taking the echo of the first material with it.’ This 
process often immutably alters the raw materi-
als used. In making pots with the blood-red, iron 
oxide-rich scoria, once-molten volcanic material 
has been re-fired and re-shaped. This transub-
stantiation fixes and records my interaction with 
it in a tangible form.

Working with the scoria invites us to consider 
how this material may have been used in the past 
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and how it may shape the future. There is evi-
dence of hematite (red ochre) having been used 
by Neanderthals in antiquity [18] and clay and 
ceramics are inextricably linked to the develop-
ment of civilisation. As Julia Rowntree and Dun-
can Hooson [19, p. 53] note, ‘Clay is the stuff of 
life’, involved in everything from medicine to eat-
ing and hygiene. Jeju scoria itself is ascribed life-
giving properties and is used in agriculture and 
the beauty industry. Archaeologist Joshua Pollard 
[17, p. 48–59] argues that an engagement with 
the ‘transformative qualities of materials’ through 
‘transformation, re-contextualization and recom-
bination’ must have been as important as an ap-
preciation of durability and permanence when 
new forms of material culture were developed in 
the past. Indeed, ‘breakage, decay and attrition’ 
may have come to express ‘new ontological states’, 
with, for instance, the recycling of broken pots as 
grog in clay bodies possibly reflecting familial lin-
eage. The transformative act of re-firing volcanic 
material to create new pottery is reminiscent of 
this ancient repurposing.

Conclusion: Anthropocene 
insights

The term Anthropocene, first proposed by scien-
tists Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer [6], 
is an informal nomenclature which reflects an in-
creasing acceptance that human activity since the 
industrial revolution has affected the planet so 
much that it has become manifested in geologi-
cal stratigraphy. Jeffrey Cohen [4, p. 78] argues 
that we are also living through the Lithocene — 
an immense period which transcends geological 
epochs and human time. Through its material 
record  — its ‘nonlinguistic inscription’  — stone 
embodies stories of creation, cataclysm and me-
morialisation [4, pp. 33–35].

Today, an unprecedented quantity of objects is 
made and discarded. A disengagement from ma-
terial and place is a corollary of this ‘consumer-
ist culture’ where an ‘ever increasing production 
of goods’ is combined with ‘an even shorter cycle 
of renewal and disposal’ [1, p. 333]. The shorter 
life span of objects and a disengagement from 
making them, contributes to a form of cultural 
amnesia. As Paul Connerton [5, p. 122] explains, 
‘Today it is we who observe the birth and death 
of objects; whereas in all previous civilisations it 

was the object and the monument that survived 
the generations. […] The accelerated metabolism 
of objects generates the attenuation of memory’.

This echoes Martin Heidegger’s earlier observa-
tion that while modern technology has made 
communications easier, it has had an alienating 
effect, challenging our traditional sense of en-
gagement with the material world:

‘All distances in time and space are shrinking. 
Man now reaches overnight, by plane, places 
which formerly took weeks and months of trav-
el. He now receives instant information […] of 
events which he formerly learned about only 
years later, if at all. […] Yet the frantic abolition of 
all distance brings no nearness; for the nearness 
does not consist in shortness of distance.’ [10, p. 
165]

As I write, the UK and much of Europe is in vari-
ous forms of lockdown, and the world is strug-
gling to cope with the coronavirus pandemic, 
itself partially blamed on agricultural mass-pro-
duction practices. Things we took for granted a 
year ago — the ability to freely travel internation-
ally, nationally or even locally — seem a distant 
memory. There has been a renewed interest in 
grassroots making, whether it be growing veg-
etables, baking bread, posting online content, 
knitting or making pots. Confined to their local 
environs and many working from home, people 
are getting to know their neighbourhood or reac-
quainting themselves with childhood haunts. For 
a while, at least, the pace of life has slowed.

Working with Jeju scoria at a time of rupture like 
this is both a privilege and a lesson in grounding 
oneself with earth from another place — someone 
else’s land. It is a provocation to think about the 
‘generative or regenerative potential’ [11, p. 28] of 
materials and accept that both we and they are in 
a constant process of ‘becoming’. In doing so, we 
may come some way to overcoming the false di-
chotomy between the material and human world 
[11, p. 27]. It questions our long-held under-
standing of the world as ‘a place fashioned for our 
habitation’ [4, p. 36] and foregrounds stone as an 
‘active partner in the shaping of worlds’ [ibid, p. 
14]. As such, it reminds us of our place in the uni-
verse, how small we are, but also of the power of 
a world community acting locally to effect global 
change. The objects made in this project are at 
once enduring archival records of human-thing 
correspondence and microcosmic recreations 
of the geological forces from which the scoria 
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originated. I will retain some of the unused Jeju 
scoria in the jar in which it arrived. Sometimes, I 
will let it run through my fingers and remember 

Figure 6 . Left: Scoria mixed with water and medium 
and then extruded. Right: After firing to 1260°C.

that it came from a volcano on the other side of 
the world. The jar contains potential and is also a 
commitment to the future.

Figure 3 . Grinding the scoria into a finer power with 
pestle and mortar.

Figure 4 . Finer scoria powder was made into a paste 
for extrusion.

Figure 5 . Scoria painted onto a bisque tile and fired in 
reduction to 1300°C.
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Figure 7 . Scoria paste painted onto a textured plaster batt and fired in reduction to 1300°C.

         

Figure 8 . Scoria paste on textured intaglio plaster batt fired to 1260°C.
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Figure 9 . Cardboard mould used to shape scoria.

Figure 10 . After firing to 1260°C.
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Figure 11 . Hexagon-shaped piece made using a 
cardboard mould.

Figure 12 . Scoria mixed with water and thick 
underglaze medium and shaped in a molochite and 

plaster mould.

Figure 13 . Mark-making and hand-modelling.

Figure 14 . After firing, showing shrinkage.
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Figure 15 . Finished piece showing hexagon design.

Figure 16 . Detail of vessel in Figure 15.

Figure 17 . This piece was initially fired to 1260°C and 
then re-fired to 1280°C, sagging as a result.

Figure 18 . Detail of interior of vessel in Figure 17.

Figure 19 . This vessel was fired to 1260°C. Areas which 
touched the plaster mould have a lighter red colour 

than the interior.

Figure 20 . Detail of vessel in Figure 19.

Figure 21 . This vessel was fired straight up to 1280°C. 
Shrinkage was about 24%.

Figure 22 . Detail of vessel in Figure 21.
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HELEN’S TOWN. THE IMPULSE IS TO BEGIN AGAIN
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Abstract . Newton Harrison, one of the pioneers and leaders of the eco-art movement, presents his ideas about future eco-
urban communities that are self-renewing and occupy a niche in the whole life web. He envisions these communities 
as centers for the regeneration of herding and farming, made up of groups of around 20,000 people that join together 
to occupy a new niche in the web of life rather than dominating or using nature. Newton’s work reveals the social and 
cultural activities that need to be developed in order to create such communities, including forestry combined with 
ecologically knowledgeable herding, the newest forms of agriculture that are polycultural in nature, and an education 
system that is informed and involved in generating an eco-cultural, empathic community.

Key words: biodiversity, ecopoiesis, autopoiesis, an eco-urban entity, the web of life, the sixth extinction

A planetary trial by fire of our own making is happening

fifty years of our work mostly palliative

community by community   city after city   sometimes a country

sometimes a bioregion   subcontinent   even the world ocean

everything we do insufficient   I am seeing an inevitable

5 to 6-degree temperature rise   with desertification rampant

I am seeing human depopulation

mainly the choice of women but also disease

I am seeing markets disorganized

with deep interruptions in production and distribution

I am seeing a one meter or more ocean rise

with almost a billion people displaced

in these seeings of mine   scarcity dominates

human civility and social structures break down

yet also I am seeing new beginnings emerging from the cold northlands

mostly Russia and co-joining countries committing to move through this trial by fire

with their peoples   civility   ecology intact

I am imagining these countries agreeing to support a system of small towns

expressing what will live well in this near future   where the glacial climate
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is transformed to arable lands by the increasing heat

and manifest how these communities can live in abundance

I am seeing the birth of this work

as the hiring of a group of botanical scientists

who begin with making Future Gardens

the adolescence of this work is when the Future Gardens mature

telling us what can be farmed   what a forest will be like

what herding will be like   with increasing heat   teaches us

that which will grow and that which will not grow

in these next years of warming

until the future abundance of the life web manifests

in this envisioning    Helen’s Towns collectively

become an array of interrelated niches in the emerging life web

of a formerly frozen bioregion  

or in small countries like England   Switzerland or Sweden

Helen’s Towns can land and readily grow on new fertile ground

even disturbed or glacial earth

never engaging in the destructive processes

of industrial farming   herding   and forestry

replacing them with new ecosystem abundance models

where the redundancies in the web of life

become the new deep wealth

for all who participate in its regeneration

Introduction

The question that Helen’s Town [1] sets out to an-
swer is whether we can create a complex system, 
an eco-urban entity, that is self-renewing in na-
ture and includes the whole life web community. 
We see this particular community as performing 
the regeneration of herding, farming and small 
village life of perhaps 20,000 people that all co-
join to become a new niche in the web of life. By 
niche we mean the mutually supporting relation-
al position of a species or population in an eco-
system. Often niches, both large and small, have 
self-generated boundaries. We begin this work by 
imagining what, fifty to seventy-five years ahead, 
in a heat stressed planet, a small community could 
be like, as it begins again. This arcticle sets out to 
answer the following question: What are the best 

practice policies that will permit this generation 
of small communities to develop, as heat rise in 
the Siberian Plain attracts refugee populations 
both from within and external to Russia?

The proposal put forward in this article creates 
an original synthesis using existing information. 
Enough historic and scientific knowledge is avail-
able, and the urgent need now is to generate solu-
tions at scale where the original research is in the 
doing. This work reveals the elements that need 
to be developed in order to collectively express a 
whole systems synthesis as a working niche[2] in 
the web of life. The elements include forest (which 
can become ancient forest in a less than 200-year 
cycle) combined with ecologically knowledgeable 
herding, the newest forms of agriculture that are 
polycultural in nature, and an education system 
that is informed by and involved in generating an 
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eco-cultural, empathic community. By cultural 
empathy we refer to the feelings and diverse ex-
pressions of identification that peoples from pre-
history to the present have developed when at-
tempting to live non-destructively with millions 
of companion species over extended periods of 
time. In its simplest form, empathy is a metaphor-
ical state where, for instance, a hunter who kills a 
deer is in a metaphorical relationship with it; for 
that moment the hunter is the deer, although not 
completely. This is a form of empathy with the life 
taken, expressed through gratitude.

The ecologically based design of this 20,000-per-
son town makes it forageable, carbon positive, 
and biodiverse. The town can be, and is, pro-
cessed by the life web during the life of the town 
and after its use is over. In short, a low-entropy, 
small town both is possible and much needed. 
This article provides the key concepts for its ini-
tial design. We expect a certain number of these 
insights will be useful for much larger than village 
scale communities that may also need to form as 
a response to extreme warming. By entropy we 
mean the extraction of resources (energy) from 
so many planetary life support systems with no 
equivalent energy restored. Helen’s Town, by its 
very existence in its own small space, reverses this 
process.

Background

The present disassociation of western society 
from both its foundational source, the life web, 
and from empathy for the life web’s well-being 
have, in good part, brought about the sixth ex-
tinction. We see this state of affairs as a planetary 
trial by fire, witlessly self-created. This is reflect-
ed within industrial processes, overpopulation, 
wealth accumulation and extreme extraction of 
resources from most life support systems. The 
only long-term counter that we think will be ef-
fective in this situation is for the majority of the 
human race that survive the extinctions and heat 
to find their way to becoming communities that 
can be local niches within the life web. In this 
way, the human race can return to behaving like 
all other species; that is to say, able to play its part 
in the regeneration of the life web and relinquish 
its role as destroyer.

At the Center for the Study of the Force Majeure, 
we believe that there is no longer time to wait for 

each individual human or group to voluntarily 
change on the global scale necessary. We consider 
that the web of life is well on its way to expelling 
us humans, as it has previously done to other evo-
lutionary mistakes.

We believe that present day capitalism, unless it 
finds the way to give back to the life web more 
than it takes, by internalizing biological exchange, 
will continue to generate this sixth extinction and 
the overarching simplification and further degen-
eration of the web of life. The partial collapse of 
the life web is highly probable, as demonstrated 
by the physical laws of the conservation of energy. 
We know that when energy is changed from one 
form to another there is always a net loss, ther-
modynamically expressed as entropy.

At present, the global situation appears dire, with 
the atmospheric commons under stress and pro-
ducing less oxygen, dropping from 21% to 20%. 
Moreover, almost 13 million square miles of 
monocultural farming is in the process of degen-
erating the life web in the soil. The world forest 
has been reduced, depending on how the count 
is made, by between 60 and 70 percent, the world 
ocean is simplifying itself under extreme stress 
while human population is increasing in ways 
that are more than equivalent to ecological re-
sources decreasing. Yet this is only the short list.

Helen’s Town reverses modernist, Cartesian 
thinking that the world in all its parts is a ma-
chine. This is an extremely costly belief that in-
sists on problem solving part-by-part. Helen’s 
Town sets out to create a complex system that is 
simultaneously abundant for all participants, that 
regenerates the life web in all of its operations 
and that acknowledges interconnectedness as a 
constant.

We begin with abundance, an ecological con-
cept, which refers to the natural overproduction 
of species. Most species overproduce in order 
to survive; whether it be eggs, trees in a forest, 
ants in an anthill, the examples are more or less 
equal to the number of species living. Typically, 
the overproduction of one species is the food for 
another. For instance, an ancient forest becomes 
healthier when its overproduction of trees is har-
vested appropriately. The same is true of farming 
and for herding. This overproduction or redun-
dancy is the basic wealth of our complex regen-
erative community. In this context, we see how it 
is the redundancy that becomes tradeable when 
excess exceeds local need. In the case of Helen’s 
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Town, we return to source, where the sun is the 
engine, waste is impossible, and abundance is ev-
erywhere. It is in this sense that Helen’s Town is 
self-making in that it becomes more and more 
able to continue its existence as it self-com-
plicates, hence, the autopoietic and ecopoetic 
references.

We came to the conclusion some years ago that 
the problems we face are now so profound that we 
must work only on solutions that are systemic and 
larger than the scale of the issue itself. If not, as 
fast as we solve problems, the forces of the present 
marketplace will co-opt (consume) the solutions, 
causing new problem formations. An example of 
this is the World Bank’s recent program[3] to buy 
up most of the commons of developing and poor-
er nations, proposing the use of technologies that 
aggressively farm, debase topsoil, and encourage 
the production of fertilizers to then feed millions 
as it puts many out of work, while at the same 
time increasing profit for distant investors.

Conversely, Helen’s Town privileges five of the 
commons that underlie the wealth of the country-
side: the forest, the topsoil, the atmospheric com-
mons, people and the life web itself [4]. This form 
of eco-urban entity is an expression of preemp-
tive planning, wherein we make a 50 to 75-year 
environmental prophecy and design backward 
from it. Our intent is to bring back complexity 
into our dangerously simplified support systems. 
To rephrase, the town is designed to be a niche 
in the life web, literally as well as metaphorically, 
bringing back agriculture, forestry and herding as 
meaningful intimate occupations. By meaning-
ful occupation, we refer to activities that are use-
ful to both the individual and to the community, 
and that trigger positive feedback loops in neural 
pathways; activities that re-enchant both the par-
ticipants and their place in the life web. This work 
is mainly too complex for big machines and much 
must be done by hand or smaller machines. Thus, 
we value human labor as essential, as so many 
highly productive small farms do in our current 
societies.

Scale and scope

This town for approximately 20,000 people 
should occupy a space of about 10 km2. The to-
tal area for the town with its surrounding land is 
about 9000 hectares. All structures therein would 

be made of wood, which functions as a carbon 
sink. Power would be generated renewably, in-
cluding for electric transport (maybe even with 
the return of the trolley). South facing walls (and 
to a lesser extent the east and west facing walls) 
are covered with harvestable vines, balconies 
become orchards carrying two fruit or nut trees 
on semi-dwarf rootstock. An interlocking park 
design needs development with the parks and 
streetscapes also available for foraging. Atten-
tion then can be turned to assisting endangered 
species, considering small game, birds and other 
pollinators. We trust that the creativity existing 
in the people who will inhabit this new commu-
nity will be abundant. We assume here that this 
creativity, this improvisational power, will be put 
to work in designing a community town square, 
main street or both, and the many other micro-
civility structures, often electronic in nature, that 
make for rich cultural activity, along with forag-
ing, as part of everyday life.

We imagine this town conceived in such a way 
that a person can take a long meander through 
it, being minimally conscious of urban structure 
and maximally conscious of the workings of na-
ture, particularly from the perspective of urban 
foraging. The borders of the town intersect with 
forest, farm and meadow — all are designed to be 
productive and biodiverse.

The town that reorganizes the 
countryside

The proposed town becomes a form that is an 
understandable shape in the larger countryside, 
having the potential to become a vibrant form 
that expresses urban life. The concepts are re-
peatable, but will differ from place to place, in 
response to differences in climate, topology, biota 
and the beliefs of the people who live there. The 
town teaches other emergent green towns how to 
become novel ecosystems, developing new niches 
in the life web.

We propose the land to be owned co-operatively 
by the town itself and its community. We believe 
that this kind of living will be attractive to many 
more than the 20,000 people for which it is de-
signed. If the population is allowed to grow, the 
commons must grow co-equally. We know from 
our current models that endless growth is a bad 
idea, often putting extreme stress on regional 
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ecosystems. So, we argue to impose a limit on 
houses  [5], thus limiting the household presence 
by the number of kitchens and bathrooms pres-
ent in the town. This establishes a carrying capac-
ity system that continues through time. The idea 
here is that over population needs to not exist 
at all. Living and working in the town becomes 
a satisfying experience, through working in the 
farms, herds, forests and maintenance of the nov-
el urban ecosystem operating through the terrain 
of the town itself.

Helen’s town, the beginning

Assuming that sufficient land can be sequestered, 
such as public lands, purchased private lands or 
even contributed lands, the logical beginning 
would be creating a group of Future Gardens [6]. 
The working principle of the Future Garden is 
the idea that highly resilient species and to-be-
discovered historical species that lived in the cho-
sen site when it was heat stressed in the past, can 
be propagated and grown again. The intention is 
the growing of a body of plants that can live in a 
three to five-degree (or more) temperature rise. 
This can be done for grasslands, farming and for-
estry as a beginning response to an exponentially 
heat- stressed environment. Ultimately, the Hel-
en’s Town ensemble will give more oxygen than 
it consumes and sequester far more carbon than 
it produces: this is its gift both to itself and to the 
atmospheric commons. From a whole systems 
perspective, Helen’s Town can be understood as 
auto poetic, in that it is self-making and emerges 
from the materials at hand. [7]

Education

Another community gift to the society of the 
whole is the modest sized teaching system with-
in the town, the core work of which evolves in 
interlocking parts: the ancient forest, polycul-
tural farming that follows the model of syntropic 
farming [8], and polycultural herding. Education 
focuses on enabling biodiversity to inform har-
vesting in such a way that the system is preserved 
and can evolve. The education that we have in 
mind is somewhat influenced by the philosophy 
of John Dewey as well as Maria Montessori and 
other educational experimenters that based their 

systems on learning by doing. The overarching 
theme is learning by seeing, by doing, environ-
mental feedback and risk taking. The process 
would be quite different from a conventional 
university, which functions around students, 
curriculum and buildings. The teaching here is 
somewhat parallel to scientific experimentation, 
tuned to art making. Additional communication 
takes place through periodic community meet-
ings, where everyone is concerned with the well-
being of the place as a whole, and the structure 
of the meeting is similar to that of the Quakers. 
Although there are many alternative educational 
platforms in existence, this is unusual in that it 
is self-invented out of the situation of the place 
itself. Village life is also enriched and enriching 
due to its communication with the larger elec-
tronic world where it is an active participant. By 
participant we mean a vastly enlarged electronic 
presence should exist that tunes this community 
to others, to educational, political and cultural 
events planet-wide.

On forestry

Old growth forest can be creatively harvested, 
maintaining old growth properties that ensure 
the act of harvesting will preserve the system, by 
working with a late succession stage before cli-
max. We believe a novel form of forestry could 
be ecologically, politically and socially accepted, 
where a wilded 5000-hectare, endangered species 
forest generates abundance. It is intentionally de-
signed as a mixed conifer and hardwood forest, 
but with hardwoods dominating. The product of 
this forest for 150–200 years would be foraging 
and hunting.

With the passage of years, redwood trees, as an 
example, would reach 150 feet. Then, one might 
harvest yearly 1/200th of the 5000-hectare  — 
i.e. a 200-hectare annual harvest spread across 
5000-hectare of trees matures, to the point where 
a hectare may have 140 200-year old trees. There-
fore 200-hectare would have 28,000 harvestable 
trees. While we cannot predict exchange value 
150 to 200 years from now, simply multiplying 
28,000 trees by $30,000 reveals the present eco-
nomic value of such a resource. This is calculated 
on the productivity of a redwood forest, which is 
far more productive than oak, larch or beech, and 
this figure would have to be recalculated place by 
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place. The point we make here is that if the ma-
jority of future buildings are made from wood, 
stone and recyclables then environmental benefit 
is profound; this is especially important in larger 
urban structures. It is for these reasons that we 
so highly value forest enterprise and value eco-
poetic processes as core to the forest’s long-term 
survival. However, we continue to focus on the 
life web’s ability to generate an economy of abun-
dance. Trade value in support of village life is the 
intention but cannot at present be calculated.

This New Ancient forest is a succession forest, 
with the succession assisted to speed it up. Spe-
cies diversity reaches up into and includes top 
predators  — the hawk, the bear, the wolf, the 
lynx, the wild boar and the human forager as 
well, although differences place by place can vary 
greatly according to energies available. This forest 
also yields fruit, nuts, berries and ground species 
like mushroom and ground berries like blueber-
ries and blackberries. The forest offers a modest 
but diverse harvest every year, of wild garlic and 
onion, while acting as a home for various chains 
of predation, with the predation niched into the 
ecosystem, improving species diversity.

On farming

Assuming the farming, herding and foraging will 
feed this city with considerable left over for trade, 
how much farmland is needed? If 20,000 people 
consume three to four pounds of food each per 
day, that gives a requirement of about 140 mil-
lion pounds annually. Using syntropic farming, 
one can expect the system to become increasingly 
productive after ten years or less. After full matu-
rity we can expect, for example, about 60 tons of 
food a hectare.

The kind of farming we propose is becoming more 
widely known and accepted. Syntropic farming, as 
designed by Ernst Götsch over many years, is now 
practiced variously around the world. Götsch un-
derstands that farming in its present state degen-
erates topsoil, causes erosion and massive carbon 
loss, and sets up the conditions for compaction, 
where the earth will no longer hold water.

From the life web’s perspective, the days of mono-
cultural farming must be over. There are about 
12 million square miles of farm land on the 
planet, somewhat more if topographic folding of 
lands is calculated. The majority of this farming 

is influenced by agribusiness technology, which 
uses artificial fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides and 
the like. This must cease. Götsch looks to the life 
web and takes instruction for his farming from 
succession ecosystems, particularly how each 
succession over the years enriches the biodiver-
sity of both the soil and companion species. His 
method of farming does the same thing by tuning 
profoundly to eco-poetic processes. Thus, over a 
five to seven-year period, farming can transform 
itself and within ten years or less be as productive 
by volume, or more so, than present agribusiness, 
but with the food produced being more diverse 
and nutrient dense and the life web respected. 
Contemporary industrial beliefs in repeatability, 
scaling up and creating monocultures in farming, 
forestry and manufacturing need to yield to the 
dictates of the life web.

On herding

First, we look to generate biodiversity on pastoral 
lands by retrieving historic methods of herding9. 
Herds are brought on to fields where there are 30–
40 species of grasses and flowers, which is typi-
cal of ancient European meadows10. Harvesting 
by herds happens after the flowers and grasses 
drop their seeds, thus the act of herding encour-
ages biodiversity. The herd reinforces biodiversity 
through the act of stamping seeds into the ground 
and fertilizing the soil, making it organic, nutri-
ent-dense and of the highest quality; medical 
treatment is also eliminated. Thus, over time, any 
reduction in productivity in herd animals is far 
outweighed by the gains: the return of biodiver-
sity and the health gained in the topsoil. In fact, 
the overall cost of bringing the herd to maturity 
is significantly reduced. The same applies to com-
panion species — birds, insects, wetlands, small 
game and a great diversity of plant species.

In temperate environments, a hectare of diverse 
meadowland can support about one herd animal. 
So, we propose a 2000-hectare pastureland sup-
porting 2000 creatures, with a two to four-year 
cycle of culling. This is a humane form, although 
not the only form of animal husbandry, and pro-
vides nutrient dense protein for the community, 
in combination with a plant-based diet. We be-
lieve that from the life web’s perspective, the more 
we move into a plant-based diet, the more healthy 
we and the web itself become.
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The argument to begin anew is 
imperative

Let us imagine that this work and other work of its 
kind are ignored and not carried out. What then? 
What if we rigidly continue only making piece-
meal improvements in an effort to continue busi-
ness as usual? This is what appears to be happen-
ing currently. If this continues, the 3.5 billion year 
old life web, in order to adapt to depletion, will 
continue to simplify its biodiversity, moving to-
ward expelling an apparent evolutionary mistake, 

kilometer Russian plain joined with the vast Si-
berian sub plains form a unique body of land, 
serving a unique grouping of species, endangered 
and not, within what I call the Vastlands. The cre-
ation of a Sensorium for the whole of these lands, 
although smaller than the world ocean, enables 
us to view the workings of a complex new future 
that would ensure the survival of the life web, 
with human populations functioning as a niche 

Sensorium addendum 
The Vastlands

A vast new northern landscape becomes vis-
ible as a haven for the life web, especially when 
looking northward from Moscow, past the Urals, 
into the Siberian Plateau and even into the East 
Highlands. For instance, the 4 million square 

human beings. Regenerating itself from extinction 
may take some 10 to 20 million years; a modest 
time period when measured against the life web’s 
long history. If we are absent, who will care?

Helen’s Town, a self-making niche, expressed as 
a whole systems synthesis, is an eco-poetic offer-
ing to the web of life itself. It proposes a modest 
but compelling act of regeneration, an adaptive 
response and a path to healing a multitude of par-
ticular places on the planet. Helen’s Town is an 
apology and a gesture of respect to an ecosystem 
in great need.

In concluding this narrative

I am imagining the Russian Plain and Siberia

looking across the Urals

from Moscow to the North Pole

as one place

And in warming it will become more of one place

 

And the twenty watersheds that inform this massive region

will clarify what will grow there

I am imagining the Helen’s Towns ensembles

scattered in small number across these watersheds

Informing and being informed by them

setting the stage for a new

bioregional system of interconnected niches

 

I am talking about a new beginning

in the vast Russian northlands

in this enforced new beginning

we are calling the planetary trial by fire
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within it. This would secure the continuing of the 
human race, which at present seems uncertain. 
We use the term continuing since we consider it 
important to emphasize the non-static, continu-
ous changing that is inherent in all life forms. The 
more common word sustainable does not convey 
the nature of the indeterminacy principle and 
we consider it misleading. This new envisioning 
of a Sensorium for this whole region would then 
produce a survival-based eco-human collabo-
ration. The outcome from this collaboration we 
envision would be a bi-continental biodiversity 
continuum. This can then evolve, as species from 
both Asia and Europe—driven northward by the 
heat—would then be able to niche into the heat-
transformed biota of this vast terrain. At the same 
time, if syntropic farming, topsoil regenerating 
and biodiversity technologies are introduced in 
the food-producing sector of this vast terrain, 
then finally food production and biodiversity can 
be in harmony with one another. If this course 

of action is developed, we would have a bi-con-
tinental drought compensatory system at work. 
Where food is no longer sufficiently produced 
in drought-ridden Europe and drought-ridden 
Asia, it can be produced in a re-considered Rus-
sian Vastland. We see this effort as of equivalent 
value to the World Ocean Sensorium. We also see 
great benefit from creating a scattering of regen-
erative Helen’s Towns across the Siberian steppes 
and reaching back into the Russian Plain.

A Vastland Sensorium coupled with Helen’s Town 
settlements answers a multitude of questions that 
are scientific in nature and also human and fun-
damentally ecological as well. The total forma-
tion, the concept of human community becoming 
a self-made niche in a large environment of their 
own creation, is a profound life web acknowl-
edgement, even an apology, that is collectively 
eco-poetic in its visualizations as well as autopoi-
etic in its structure.

Where diversity of altitude acts in support of diversity of species, farming, and human cultures
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Where the temperature gradients for the whole region move from warm to very cold. This mapping 
suggests the complexity of change that must be adapted to across the whole region

20 watersheds made visible by major rivers. They all shape the lives within them, both similar and dif-
ferent , each watershed adding its own biota and productivity to the whole.
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Notes

[1] “Much of the thinking underlying this proposal was done in collaboration with my wife Helen, 
before she passed. As I wondered how to name the town, I came up with the name of the town 
as Helen.

[2] I consciously refer to this as a niche in the lifeweb — it is most definitely not the only form of 
niche for humans in the future. I see the need for humans and their habitat to become a niche 
in the life web and this is likely the only way in which humans will survive the coming shocks 
to our planetary systems. These niches, as with all others in the life web, will take many forms, 
developed, defined and refined in relation to all other factors — place, participants, other bio-
diversity. I invite any and all creative suggestions for other ways of re-harmonizing our human 
lives with the life web, and I share Helen’s Town as one possible way.

[3] https://www.oaklandinstitute.org/highest-bidder-takes-all-world-banks-scheme-privatize- 
commons?fbclid=IwAR2nKhjb9Tml_ZuH7CS4NMziK0RQGMeIfdQIsD4XTxjmrsTMz-
CHuOIQp-X

[4] Unexpectedly, we suddenly saw the life web itself as a commons, and understood its inclusion 
here to be a useful illustration of the nested thinking inherent in this work. 

[5] The life web has, over the ages, invented systems that are self-limiting, with an ecotone, or a 
boundary that locates their limitation in relationship to other systems, which may indeed feed 
on each other, but nonetheless, the boundary limitations are what let them continue. Our sug-
gestion that no more houses be built or kitchens (produced food consumed) made or bathrooms 
(waste produced and processed) made, is our way of generating population limitation. There-
fore, rather than expanding population and stressing a good working system, we argue that a 
new system be generated to handle population increases if they continue. 

[6] http://www.centerforforcemajeure.org/future-gardens
[7] See Santiago Theory. A foundational aspect of Helen’s Town’s ability to grow and evolve is that 

it’s eco system is eco-poetic—that is, self-making, self-growing, and self-serving.
[8] Ernst Götsch, lifeinsyntropy.org and agendagotsch.com 
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and the arts. The book is comprised of twelve chapters, divided into five parts. Part one maps out the shape of envi-
ronmental arts therapy in literature and within the contemporary history of art therapy as it is practices in the British 
Isles. Part two integrates the theories of attachment and childhood emotional development into the practice of envi-
ronmental art therapy. Part three explores notions of the feminine and masculine as they appear within relationships 
with the natural world. Part four focuses upon the theme of natural yearly cycles and how they relate to psychological 
processes of change. The final part brings ageing and palliative care into the picture. At various points in this collection 
of reports and reflections about environmental art therapy, climate crisis and environmental is explicitly addressed.
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Book cover of  Environmental Arts Therapy: 
The  Wild Frontiers of the  Heart, Edited by Ian 
Siddons Heginworth and Gary Nash, Routledge, 
2019

Environmental Arts Therapy  (Heginworth and 
Nash, 2019)  is a timely publication because of 
climate and environmental crisis has become a 
major cause of emotional distress across many 
age groups from many countries. Increasingly 
it is shaping political actions at a national and 

international level. It might be argued that the 
response made to this crisis will be a defining 
moment in contemporary human history, so 
anything that addresses the practical, political, 
social, psychological, or spiritual components of 
global heating and environmental degradation is 
to be welcome. From an art therapy perspective, 
especially welcome are those interventions that 
address the emotional consequences of these un-
precedented and monumental events. Since  En-
vironmental Arts Therapy  was first published, 
we have also seen the appearance of a global 
pandemic that has exposed how existing vulner-
abilities and imbalances are magnified when large 
scale crisis appears. The pandemic has shown how 
interconnected human and other-than-human 
systems are as well as providing some glimpse of 
what collective action might look like.

The main impetus for the creation of this book 
was to bring together ideas and practices to 
emerge from the environmental art therapy train-
ing programme that has been offered at the Lon-
don Art Therapy Centre, UK, since 2014.  That 
training in turn, is informed by the work of Ian 
Heginworth, which is articulated within Environ-
mental Arts Therapy and the Tree of Life (2009). A 
majority of the contributing authors are alumni of 
that training. The aim of the book is to demon-
strate how art and drama therapy, when located 
within outdoors natural environments, can be 
applied within different contexts and with dif-
ferent client groups.  It can be placed alongside 
other recent publications on the topic of the arts 
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therapies and their relationship to the natural en-
vironment, such as Nature-Based Expressive Arts 
Therapy  (Atkins and Snyder, 2018). Perhaps also 
to earlier, more explicitly psychodynamic works, 
such as Imagining Animals: Art, Psychotherapy and 
Primitive States of Mind (Case, 2005). It also sits 
well alongside publications that relate to the inter-
face between ecology and the psychotherapies, for 
example  Towards an Ecopsychotherapy  by Mary-
Jayne Rust (2020).  Environmental arts therapy 
is defined as  ‘an arts-based approach to working 
therapeutically in outdoor spaces and emerges from 
the creative exchange that has occurred between 
the ecopsychology movement and the arts thera-
pies professions and communities.’ (Heginworth & 
Nash, 2019, p.2). To this is added that the ‘thera-
peutic combination of the arts and nature, human 
and other-than-human, is informed by a growing 
awareness and interest in the work of ecopsychology 
which considers our interdependency and interrela-
tionship with the Earth’ (ibid, p.2). A fundamental 
principle that underpins ecopsychology, and eco-
therapy, and in turn environmental arts therapy, is 
that there is a need to address the separation that 
exists within social structures and individual be-
haviors between the human and the other-than-
human. That separation extends to that which ap-
pears between self and other, and to parts of the 
individual self. Ecopsychology seeks to create a 
reciprocal relationship between the human and 
the other-than-human.  These are ideas that align 
with deep ecology  (Naess, 1990)  and transper-
sonal ecology (Fox, 1995), and which emerge fre-
quently throughout this publication.

The book is comprised of twelve chapters, divided 
into five parts. Part one maps out the shape of en-
vironmental arts therapy in literature and within 
the contemporary history of art therapy as it is 
practices in the British Isles. Part two integrates 
the theories of attachment and childhood emo-
tional development into the practice of environ-
mental art therapy. Part three explores notions of 
the feminine and masculine as they appear within 
relationships with the natural world. Part four 
focuses upon the theme of natural yearly cycles 
and how they relate to psychological processes of 
change. The final part brings ageing and palliative 
care into the picture.

At various points in this collection of reports and 
reflections about environmental art therapy, cli-
mate crisis and environmental is explicitly ad-
dressed. A reconnection with nature is framed as 
an important counter to alienation and separation 

between the human and the non-human. This link 
between connection with nature and positive im-
provement to wellbeing and greater appreciation 
of the non-human world is backed up by the re-
search carried out by others (Richardson, Hunt et 
al., 2019). Climate and environmental crisis is less 
evident in other chapters. However, reference to the 
value of making connections with the other-than-
human world is strong throughout all the chapters.

One element that needs some further examina-
tion is the frequent expression of the idea that na-
ture is associated most strongly with the feminine. 
Nature becomes gendered, and in this context, 
the feminine is contrasted with the masculine in 
ways that are used to contrast feeling and intu-
ition with reason and cognition, or the wild with 
the tamed. The comparison often appears to rest 
upon Carl Jung’s theory of anima and animus and 
the supposed indigenous conceptions of Mother 
Earth. And whilst this is far from a new or unique 
perspective, it is important to be aware of both 
the strengths and the limitations of assigning 
a human construction such as gender upon the 
other-than-human. Whilst there is value in draw-
ing attention to an attitude towards nature that 
is extractive, exploitative, and aligned to patriar-
chy, assigning a feminine quality to nature runs 
the risk of offering a one-dimensional view of the 
other-than-human. This is said to draw attention 
to a critique that can be made of much ecological 
thinking. There is a failure to achieve a more nu-
anced perspective in terms of not fully question-
ing what is assumed when using gendered terms 
to refer to nature i.e. mother earth or mother na-
ture. It is possible to understand the sentiment 
behind this thinking: to draw upon what is not 
logical or rational; to value the emotional, the 
embodied, and the subjective. What needs ques-
tioning is the association of those qualities with 
one particular gender because of the philosophi-
cal problems in making that link (Lloyd, 1993). 
As Latour and Lenton caution when observing 
the gendering of Gaia, ‘[a]ny look at Hesiod will 
show that there is nothing maternal, womanly, or 
even godly in such a dangerous, archaic, cunning, 
and chthonic figure that precedes all the gods.’ (La-
tour & Lenton, 2019, p. 666).

There is little in the way of direct reference to is-
sues of diversity within the book. There is though 
reference to indigenous believes, particularly 
Celtic rituals, and how these might contribute 
to the sorts of practices and rituals that appear 
within environmental arts therapies. This is not 
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a major criticism, but rather a highlighting of the 
need for environmental thought and practice to 
widen its scope to incorporate the intersection of 
ecological and social concerns.

Many art therapists will appreciate the references 
made to attachment and to how natural objects 
can act as transitional objects. There is a much at-
tention paid to safe ways of working outside. Many 
of the authors make reference to how they have 
given thought to how to contain clients and their 
expressions when working out-of-doors. There 
are parallels here with taking art therapy into 
refugee camps and other places of crisis  (Lloyd, 
Press et al., 2018). Environmental arts therapy, 
and other nature-based expressive arts therapies, 
offer helpful foundations for considering how to 
use art therapy for the benefit of addressing the 
climate and ecological crisis. They demonstrate 
that it is possible to work safely as an art therapist 
within outdoor settings. They draw upon those 
fundamental features of ecological thought that is 
also evident within ecotherapies and ecopsychol-
ogies: the wilding of therapy; the re-connection 
with nature; the equal valuing of the human and 
the other-than-human. Each of these features are 

enhanced by the introduction of creativity and 
imagination, and the use of ritual. Both environ-
mental arts therapy and nature-based expressive 
arts therapy attempt to learn from traditions of 
thought and ritual practice that either pre-date or 
run parallel to secular and modern perceptions of 
the individual, society, and of nature.

This publication adds to the literature about how 
art therapy can engage with both the physical 
qualities of natural materials, and the metaphori-
cal qualities of the non-human and how that rep-
resents interpersonal and intrapersonal process-
es. It also adds to ideas about the role of the arts 
therapies within a collective response to climate 
crisis. Given the emotive nature of climate change 
and mass extinction, it is all too easy to lose sight 
of hope and courage. This important book goes 
some way to providing some solace. Not in the 
form of seeking mitigation or providing practical 
solutions, but through showing how art therapy 
can takes its place amongst other therapeutic re-
sponses (Bednarek, 2019) as they attempt to pre-
pare, adapt and eventually recover from a chang-
ing relationship between the human and the 
other-than-human.
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Abstract . In this review, Gary Nash shares his thoughts on creative artistic and social initiatives of art therapists, who 
have increasingly become more environmentally active over the past decade at the national and international levels. 
He is announcing an environmental art exhibition planned for 2022 in London, which will be the creative response 
of art therapists to the pandemic, the global environmental situation and our changing relationship with the Earth.
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Introduction

In the current and on-going crisis within a crisis 
that we are a part of, there is a collective call for 
change, which, if we allow it, will impact on every 
individual in our personal and professional lives 
and relationships. The impact of the pandemic 
and the deepening of the climate emergency pro-
vide the central narratives that define the world 
we live and work in as art therapists.

Stimulated and inspired by Jamie Bird’s article 
“A social action art therapy response to climate 
crisis” [3] I am prompted to write about my own 
personal and professional response to the dam-
age that we do collectively to our environments, 
the responsibility that I take individually and my 
deep yearning for change. This reflective article 
asks us to consider what creative and imaginative 
arts-based responses might look and feel like? 
Also, as practitioners in a highly professional 
and regulated field, how might we make chang-
es within our work with clients, colleagues, and 
communities?

Figure 1 . Gary Nash, Touching Nature, 2020
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Clinical responsibility

The burden of consciousness involves taking re-
sponsibility to face our relationship with our col-
lective behaviour as a species and to integrate 
the shame, the pain, the guilt, denial and grief 
for what we do and for what we haven’t done, to 
accept what we can change and to acknowledge 
what we will lose in the process. The ways in 
which we struggle, and resist is described as ‘eco 
sorrow’ by Susie Orbach [6] ‘eco-grief ’ by Win-
dle  [9] and working therapeutically with envi-
ronmental despair by Joanna Macy [4]. This is a 
painful process, and it is described as one of ‘deep 
adaptation’ by Bendell [2].

I ask myself, the therapists that I supervise, and 
the colleagues that I work with, how engaged or 
socially active can we become? What is permitted 
in our social contract with our clients, colleagues 
and employers? How do we support clients in 
their fear, dread and grief at what is happening 
to our world? Can we bring our relationship with 
nature into the studio? Can we step outside to 
engage with our lived experience of the environ-
ments and communities that we live and work in? 
Can we attune and respond to the bigger picture, 
one in which Nature holds all that we are — our 
interdependent relationship with Mother Earth? 
My clinical response has been to develop a safe 
and innovative practice whereby natural materi-
als are brought into the art therapy studio and 
clients are invited outside where we develop and 
nurture our relationship with the natural envi-
ronment and engage creatively with whatever we 
find there [5].

Clinical adaptation

In my practice and teaching of environmental 
arts therapy I find that as we open the studio door 
and step outside, we seek to shift the restrictions 
inherent in the conventional clinical paradigm, 
a paradigm within which clients come to receive 
and therapists are employed to give. Instead, with 
Nature as co-therapist, we collaboratively seek a 
greater sense of knowing, sharing, and healing 
together. When we work outdoors, we find our-
selves consistently reflected in all that we make, 
encounter, or find, and through sharing and be-
ing witnessed in our creativity we ritualise and 
manifest change. Creativity, like nature herself, 

provides stimulus and frustration as we, both as 
clients and therapists, confront the despair and 
beauty pulsing through the human heart.

Social action and creative action

I supervise therapists who are creatively and so-
cially active in raising consciousness at a local 
and political level. Some are engaged in support-
ing their children to participate in “Fridays for 
Future” school climate walkouts, and others are 
engaging in demonstrating protest through Ex-
tinction Rebellion and other independent legal 
challenges to political inactivity.

Change is seeping into consciousness and is shap-
ing policy development, direction, and leader-
ship, and it is generating a movement forward. 
A movement which the creative arts therapies, 
nationally and internationally, have been actively 
engaged in over the past ten years — see the In-
ternational Expressive Art Therapy Associations 
approach in Atkins & Snyder [1]. In Britain Jamie 
Bird’s work continues to develop as outlined in 
his article in Newsbriefing [3]. Jamie has found 
support within the therapy community through 
the Climate Psychology Alliance forum. I access 
support and a shared sense of community and 
workshops through Ecotherapy UK online and 
there is also a growing number of art and drama 
therapists who have established the Environmen-
tal Arts Therapy UK network.

2022 planned exhibition entitled 
“One World: Creativity, Crisis, 
and Change”

As a member of an arts therapy community, I 
value the contribution that artists, therapists, 
and clients can make when united through a 
collaboration of intention and ideas expressed 
through the arts. Last year we curated an exhi-
bition of environmental arts therapy in a North 
London parkland gallery and experienced the 
ways in which creativity can connect and com-
municate ideas and mobilise social engagement. 
The next bi-annual exhibition is being planned 
for the autumn of 2022 to coincide with the UN 
Climate Change Summit being held at the same 
time. The One World exhibition comes from an 
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understanding that creativity unites and inte-
grates, and when we use all of the arts with so-
cial and ecological intention, we can stimulate 
dialogue, response and creative action within our 
communities and localities. This exhibition will 
be a celebration of our creative and imaginative 
responses to our climate crisis; and is an expres-
sion of our longing for change, a reverence for our 
planet, and a nurturing of our relationship with 
ourselves and our Nature.

The exhibition and accompanying workshops will 
include the following linked strands and modes of 
practice, with the aims and content leaning towards 
an exploration of the climate crisis and its impact:

 • Environmental arts therapy: a specialised 
form of art psychotherapy, which is in 
turn a specialised form of psychotherapy. 
EAT is essentially concerned with personal 
growth and healing, whether for individual 
or groups; it makes use of the natural envi-
ronment, and participants/therapists make 
artwork in Nature with natural materials.

 • Environmental art: is about working in 
and with nature and natural materials, but 
not with a particular therapeutic aim or 
context. Examples of environmental art-
ists — or land artists — are Richard Long, 
Andy Goldsworthy, and Robert Smithson; 
their work is respectful of and inspired by 
Nature but does not usually have an overt 
political or campaigning agenda.

 • Ecological art or eco-art: work created in 
and with Nature and natural materials spe-
cifically in order to raise ecological aware-
ness or as a campaigning tool. Ecological 
art or eco-art is closer to the protest art 
or activist art movements starting in the 
1960s, for example Joseph Beuys’ ‘7000 
oaks.’

Our interest in curating this show is in the over-
laps between the three areas, and the increasing 
need to include and integrate environmental con-
cern, and our place in the natural world, in thera-
peutic practice.

Figure 2 . Vanessa Jones, We’re Sorry. Paper, watercolour, ink and threads (83cm x 75cm)
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The show coordinators will be practising artists, 
therapists, students, clients, and educators who 
will also plan and deliver written information 
and work with the gallery to arrange public talks 
and events relating to the exhibition. The exhibi-
tion will be 2-dimensional arts media and photo-
graphic representations of art works made in nat-
ural settings and community group contexts. The 
proposal will have an educational element and 
will provide an opportunity to invite members of 
the local community to view, discuss and experi-
ence the practices of environmental arts therapy 
and our creative engagement with climate change.

Collective action

I am now writing at the end of February 2021 
having been through a second national lockdown 
and a year of change, challenge, and process of 
adapting to working from home, home school-
ing and having limited access to others or to the 

outdoors. The work of therapy involves holding 
my own personal challenges to change and the 
impact of a collective fear of illness, isolation, and 
death, and being present and open to others who 
are also activated by conscious and unconscious 
fears around survival, collective trauma, our own 
mortality, and grief. The work of art therapy and 
therapy in Nature is greatly needed at this time to 
help us bear the enormity of this humanitarian 
emergency and climate crisis.

In the  Environmental arts therapy book  [8] we 
asked each author to consider and reflect upon 
the impact that climate change is having on their 
practice and identity as art and drama therapists. 
The 2022 exhibition will also be a response, visu-
ally and creatively, to our changing relationship 
with our Earth, the environmental crisis, and the 
pandemic.

You are invited to submit a proposal for an indi-
vidual or group submission to exhibit at this event. 
Please send submission proposals to  gary.jnash@
gmail.com by December 2021.
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TOUCHING NATURE: TOUCHED BY NATURE: 
AN ENVIRONMENTAL ARTS THERAPY EXHIBITION 
REVIEW BY STELLA PHIPPS

 View the online gallery here: https://www.lauderdalehouse.org.uk/whats-on/
touching-nature-touched-nature-environmental-arts-therapy-exhibition

Walking among the beautiful, ancient trees in 
Waterlow Park in north London on a cold, crisp 
autumn day last November, I came across the 
Lauderdale House gallery. The building is nestled 
right in the heart of this tranquil park, far away 
from noise or traffic. There was a stillness and 
sense of calm with leaves rustling in the wind and 
birdsong. The exhibition aimed to raise awareness 
about environmental arts therapy and the many 
benefits it can offer us, and the communities in 
which we live. At its core, this exhibition inspires 
us to attune more deeply to the natural world, so 
that we can, in turn experience the flourishing of 
our creativity, health and wellbeing. The sense of 
wonder was added to by the fact that this was the 
first exhibition to be held at the gallery since go-
ing into the national lockdown back in March.

As a newly qualified art psychotherapist, I have a 
keen interest in furthering my understanding of 
this approach, and the exhibition has profoundly 
influenced me, both personally and profession-
ally. I saw the exhibition with my partner, who 
is a music therapist and we viewed the art in si-
lence, experiencing a deep sense of presence and 
reverence. In the main gallery space upstairs, the 
atmosphere was quiet, like a sanctuary, while 
downstairs in the café area, it was lively and bus-
tling with people drinking tea and chatting. This 
was the first exhibition we had seen together in 
a long time and it was amazing to see art and to 
be among people again. Also, it turned out to be 
the last day before London moved into tier 3 re-
stricting meeting in public spaces, so in hindsight 
there was a sense of relief that we had made it just 
in time!

The exhibition brought together a wide range of 
visual art by 20 artists, from painting to print-
making, sculpture and photography. The artists 
are also art therapists, trainees of environmental 
arts therapy and eco therapists. Many of the artists 

had made their artwork outdoors or brought na-
ture into their studios, using found materials.

In photographic works by Gary Nash, his hand 
is pictured resting on the branch of a Silver Birch 
tree. This delicate black and white photograph 
(below) picks up the similarities in detail and tex-
ture of both the tree and the human hand. To me, 
this captures a moment of presence and apprecia-
tion for the trees and reminds us of our intercon-
nection. We perceive nature with all of our senses 
and I was reminded of how grounding it can feel 
to walk on fresh grass or to reach out to gently 
touch a growing tree…

Figure 1 . Touching Birch by Gary Nash
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It was inspiring how the artist David Little worked 
with sunlight, ivy and the passing of time to form 
an image. He placed paper coated with light-sen-
sitive cyanotype emulsion under living ivy and 
left it to expose in the sun.

In David’s words:

“The procedure is ritualistic and performative: 
to go out in the early morning to make art in 
the woods (and with the woods) is exciting but 
makes me feel vulnerable too. I’m aware of the 
beauty, of growth and decay, and the natural 
cycles of which I am a part.
‘Times passes, and all things change, quickly or 
slowly.
I sit for an hour as the cyanotype completes its 
photo-chemical reaction. This is a kind of spon-
taneous drawing, and I don’t know or want to 
know exactly what result will emerge. For me 
the image made with ivy reflects uncertainty 
and ambiguity. It may evoke hot summer skies, 
but it’s also like looking through ice.”

This image holds multiple meanings for me too, 
including memories of my childhood garden, 
capturing a fleeting moment, a dynamic imprint 
and water, the unconscious, dreams…. Hear-
ing of the artist’s experiences of making art in 
the woods and ‘with the woods’ brings the im-
age even more alive for me. He allowed his art to 
unfold naturally, organically, trusting the process 
and welcoming uncertainty. I find it magical how 
this image is co-produced by the artist and the ivy 
and how this process of creativity brought them 
more closely together.

Ian Siddons Heginworth’s photograph entitled ‘in 
the womb of the stone mother’ shows an aged fig-
ure made of stone, lying down and covered in 
fresh green leaves and twigs. For me, this is a 
compelling reminder of our relationship with the 
Earth, with life and death, our physical imperma-
nence and cycles of regeneration.

The Celtic year begins with November and recog-
nises this as a time of new beginnings and the start 

Figure 2 . September 2020 (detail), unframed cyanotype on paper, by David Little
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of another cycle, with plants dying and giving way 
to new life as they decompose, sowing seeds back 
into the Earth. Siddons Heginworth is a pioneer 
of environmental arts therapy and his 2008 book 
follows the Celtic calendar. He explores how we 
can find meaning in these symbolic stories and 
traditions, in relation to our art making outdoors 
in nature, our emotional experiences and the 
turning of the seasons.

“The turning of the year invites us to descend again 
and again into the bare bones of our being to meet 
the child, raw and vulnerable, within.”  (Siddons 
Heginworth, 2008)

Karen Raingold’s artwork (above) is made from 
mud, ink and embroidery on paper. This extraor-
dinary painting reminds me of cycles in time with 

this meeting of the caregiver and the child, the 
old with the new. In Karen’s words:

“I was considering brain development in early 
childhood and how the experiences that I, as a 
parent, expose my son to may help to develop the 
neural connections in his brain. Simultaneously I 
was envisaging these connections much like veins 
or string that were bringing us together as we both 
developed, explored and became inspired by the 
different elements that we experienced around us 
in the woods.”

I find it moving to hear Karen’s reflections on her 
art making and how her process is so personal 
to her, as a mother, woman, artist and environ-
mental arts therapist. As she says, being in the 
woods with her son and making artwork about 

Figure 3 . Neural journey by Karen Raingold (mud, ink and embroidery on paper)
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this shared experience, has been very meaningful. 
To me, the branch-like structure around them is 
like a shelter or home, which suggests that nature 
is becoming the ‘outside frame’ for environmental 
arts therapy (Nash, 2020). It is holding emotional 
experience to safely and gently unfold. Further-
more, I feel this image reflects the inner and outer 
worlds, our aliveness, imagination and interde-
pendence with the people and places in which we 
live.

After seeing this exhibition, we walked back 
through the park and found a quiet bench, where 
we sat for a while, contemplating our experiences. 
What stood out for us both was the beauty, sen-
sitivity and tenderness of the artworks and how 
they showed innate connections between human 
creativity and the natural world. My overall im-
pression of the exhibition has reminded me of 
how nature can hold and heal us when we are at 
our most vulnerable, helping us to meet our dif-
ficulties and to move through them.

In the artworks I have chosen to write about, there 
is a shared use of natural materials and natural lo-
cations, together with themes of interconnection, 
regeneration and the passing of time. The artists 
have created art about their experiences of being 
with nature, as an inter-being with the life that 
sustains us. There is a clear sense of touching na-
ture: touched by nature on many levels. In the pro-
cess of reaching out,  touching nature, the artists 
immersed themselves in the natural world and 
helped to preserve these moments, through their 
artwork. As viewers of this exhibition, we had the 
chance to be touched by nature,  to be moved by 
the artwork and inspired to connect and recon-
nect in new, creative and meaningful ways. Find-
ing artworks that are so closely in tune with the 
natural world has deepened my relationship to 
the seasons and the green spaces that surround 
us. It has sparked inspiration for my journey of 
discovery with environmental arts therapy.
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INTERVIEW WITH ALEXANDRA DVORNIKOVA

Abstract . An artist from St. Petersburg, Alexandra Dvornikova, gave an interview to our journal in which 
she talks about her work and its connection with nature, about the artist’s role in promoting environ-
mental values and ecological culture, developing environmental awareness, and about communicating 
with the natural world as a source of inspiration, beauty and healing.

Keywords: art, beauty, forest, nature, creativity

Brief information about the artist

Alexandra Dvornikova is an independent artist and art therapist based in St. Petersburg. She graduated 
from the St. Petersburg Art and Industry Academy named after A.L. Stieglitz (2008–2015), department 
of easel and book graphics with a specialization in analog printing and linocut. She then studied art 
therapy at the St. Petersburg Academy of Postgraduate Pedagogical Education for two years. She is Art 
Director of the “Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice” web-based journal and co-founder of 
the linocut art studio. As an artist, she explores the relationship between human beings and nature. Her 
sphere of interests includes archetypal psychology, ecopsychology, ecological and evolutionary aesthet-
ics, deep ecology, mythology, folklore studies, the possibilities of interdisciplinary interaction between 
art and science, and the role of interspecies communication in the development of the ecosystem and 
psyche.
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Alexander Kopytin:  Nature is central to 
your work. You seem to create a special 
world in which nature and humans form 
a unity, live in a magical, fantastical real-
ity. Sometimes it seems to me that your art 
materializes the dream of an ideal world in 
which humans and the natural world can 
be friends with each other, understand each 
other and be co-creators. Do you believe 
that this is the case, or that this is possible 
given the current growing environmental 
and humanities crisis?

Alexandra Dvornikova: In my art, I want to cap-
ture a certain dreamlike world of harmonious re-
lationships between humans and nature. I want to 
convey my animistic perception of reality, show 

the moment of an elusive miracle and share this 
with other people. I am fascinated by the atmo-
sphere of mystery, the state of mystical revelation 
and the vague sensations of long-forgotten mem-
ories concerning our human relationship with the 
natural world. I am interested in the experience 
of archaic living in contact with the more-than-
human world. I believe that, in a sense, we must 
“enchant” the world anew in order to realize it 
as a whole and experience its incomprehensible 
splendor again. The modern pragmatic view of 
nature excludes the possibility of a meaningful, 
loving and respectful relationship with the natu-
ral world. The language of images allows us to 
touch upon aspects of beauty as a kind of cosmic 
order and feel the unity of all living things. Art 
creates new frames for the perception of reality.

Figure 1 . “Crane dance” | 25x30cm | mixed media, digital media
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I am interested in the topic of communication in 
the ecosystem. I believe that everything is con-
nected, and the key to this is the exchange of in-
formation. A work of art is akin to a living being 
or an ecosystem, and it is also included in this 
super-complex and multi-level semiotic system. 
In a broad sense, creativity is the basis of adapta-
tion to the environment, the ability to see poten-
tial and opportunities in it. It may be naive, but I 
believe that through love and beauty we will be 
able to return to our lost harmony with the world 
of nature. In this sense, I probably tend to refer 
to the Inner Child in the viewer, who deep down 
believes in miracles and harmony. I didn’t con-
sciously choose this approach, but, most likely, 
this is the reason for a certain “fabulousness” or 
naivety of the images. I believe that each of us 

has a love for nature, and what is happening is a 
systemic problem. The children within us are still 
rebels, not broken by the system.

A .K .: How did you begin your career as an 
artist, what are the main stages associated 
with your study of the relationship between 
humans and the natural world by means of 
art?

A .D .: I started drawing at about the same time as 
when I started to speak. For me, these have always 
been equivalent systems of cognition of the sur-
rounding world and expression of my reactions 
and impressions. My path was relatively linear. 

Figure 2 . Untitled (Stars) | 22x29 cm | mixed media, digital media, stop motion animation
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When I was two years old, I drew a forest, mush-
rooms, animals and people who happily live side 
by side. I was in a kind of lost paradise. Some-
times I feel like Edward Hicks in my persistent 
desire to reproduce this impossible world again 
and again in the style of the prophecy from the 
book of Isaiah (11: 6):

The wolf will live with the lamb, 
the leopard will lie down with the goat, 
the calf and the lion and the yearling together; 
and a little child will lead them.

I think the most important thing for me was to 
preserve this childhood belief in a harmoni-
ous world: “And the wild wolf will embrace me 
and the brown bear will share my tea and they 
will give me shelter in the depths of the forest”. 

Although the adult part of me understands that it 
is not worth feeding the wolf with cookies. Nev-
ertheless, there is no violence, but there is balance 
and interconnection in nature.

A .K .:  Can you tell us a little about your 
childhood and, especially, about the forma-
tion of your attitude to nature when you 
were a child and adolescent? What role 
did your communication with the natural 
world play in your life even at that time?

A .D .: Since childhood, the forest seemed to me a 
kind of mystical and liminal space, where myths 
and fairy tales come to life. I think that art and 
fairy tales played a big role in my perception of 
the forest. I literally recognized the “fairytale 

Figure 3 . “Deer (Meeting)” | 22x29 cm | mixed media, digital media, stop motion animation
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space” from books and felt a thrill to be in contact 
with it.

This is a special world, untamed, living according 
to its own secret laws, a zone of freedom, height-
ened sensitivity and vitality. If you look closely at 
the objects of wildlife, you can unravel some of 
their secrets. Ernest Haeckel learned the secrets 
of the universe, contemplating the essence or ai-
dos, which takes on a unique form in the external 
world ... The artist always looks at the border be-
tween the internal and the external.

When I was little, my mother and I often went 
to pick herbs or mushrooms in the forest. Every-
thing was hung with bunches of herbs, branches, 
“mushroom” beads, like in a witch’s house. I slept 
on a fragrant hay mattress. My mom told me that 

the flowers are alive, and that you shouldn’t col-
lect everything from the clearing because you 
have to preserve its appearance. Once again, I was 
afraid to pick flowers, because my mother called 
it murder. Everything had to be thanked.

Nature has always given me consolation and ac-
ceptance, the absence of evaluations, norms and 
boundaries, the opportunity to feel that I am 
outside of roles and in some kind of unity with 
everything.

A .K .: What role do you think art plays in 
shaping the relationship between human-
kind and nature?

A .D .: It seems to me that the word “relationship” 
is very important here. Human relationships are 

Figure 4 . “Glowing tree” | 21x26 cm | mixed media, digital media, stop motion animation
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either filled with love and therefore constructive, 
or are inclined towards exploitation and violence. 
Art, as a rule, stands on the side of Love and 
believes in it to the last, opposing itself to prag-
matism, consumerism, functionalism, desubjec-
tification. It is a bulwark of humanity, opening 
hearts and eyes to hope for a better world.

I am alarmed by the inflating feelings of guilt and 
fear that sound in public space in the context of 
the environmental crisis. A relationship with a 
lover or even just a partner based on the experi-
ence of guilt and obligation will be painful and 
traumatic, as well as based on exploitation. With 
this perception of the situation, the Earth is still 
“the enemy” or at least an external agent. With 
this perception we are still trying to attain power 
and control over nature, we are focusing on what 

must be overcome. No matter how trite, it seems 
to me that only sincere love, tenderness, and the 
ability to see and appreciate beauty can heal our 
relationship with nature. This attitude towards 
nature is characteristic of art, which means it cre-
ates a counterforce to the human exploitative at-
titude towards nature.

In general, art accumulates social energy, forms 
the image of the world and the spirit of the time 
with its values, searches and themes. It actualizes 
certain collective archetypes that create a vector 
for the historical process. Therefore, an appeal to 
the theme of nature through the prism of a loving 
gaze enters into art as a collective container...

In any case, all I can do is convey my love for the 
world in images and know that they are touching 

Figure 5 . “Squaring the circle” | 21x22 cm | mixed media, digital media, stop motion animation
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someone. Without some supporting symbolic 
framework, images of reality slip past our con-
sciousness, without entering into a relationship 
with our inner world. The wind is invisible until 
we encounter it, an idea will not take over con-
sciousness until it is formulated. Let this be an 
escapist “fairy tale” about a world where everyone 
loves each other and finds salvation, but maybe it 
will gain power of influence.

A .K .: How important is it for you to spend 
time in the bosom of nature, for example, in 
the forest? What is especially interesting and 
important for you?

A .D .: Actually, it’s critically important. I am a part 
of nature, I really communicate with the forest. In 
my work, it is the nature itself that draws through 
me. I am just her voice and hands, her eyes; I am 
one form of her consciousness, a kind of conduc-
tor. Sometimes it’s interesting to see what she 
draws through me. Our bond is strong, although 
sometimes broken. But I always listen carefully 
to what nature wants to show me, and what she 
wants to tell through me. There is no border here, 
we are one. The forest gives something to me, re-
veals some secrets, and I try to put all my strength 
and faith into passing on this gift and sharing 
it with others, preserving this miraculous feel-
ing and mystical revelation of frozen moments, 
where visionary insight and  anima mundi  - the 
soul of the world — break through the routine-
ness of usual life.

Communication with nature is both interesting 
and important for me. It is a real dialogue. It is 
possible.

A .K .: The special role of the forest in your 
life is revealed in your book, “Lost Forest”. 
How autobiographical is this book, and 
what place does the imaginary reality of 
the ideal relationship between humans and 
nature occupy in it? Why is the book called 
“The Lost Forest”? Does this title mean that 
it is impossible to bring back the relation-
ship between humans and the forest (a 
metaphor for all of nature) as shown in the 
book? What do the illustrations in this book 
mean for you?

A .D .: It’s hard for me to answer. Probably every-
thing in your question relates to the book some-
how. But I created it unconsciously, I allowed 

something to manifest itself in a flash in my mind 
and find a certain form. It’s like growing some-
thing from a seed or giving birth to a child. In-
stead of trying to cram everything into an illu-
sory framework, I wanted to find out how it will 
grow. If we talk about what I, as a person, wanted, 
then it was to trust the process and my strange as-
sociations and images, feeling that there is some 
kind of unity in them. I wanted to see how all this 
would turn out, and where the images would lead. 
So far, I don’t know if it was a good experiment 
or not.

The story in the book is deliberately not told. It 
is a very simple and mostly visual story about 
the mystical relationship between humans and 
nature, exploring the boundary between dreams 
and reality. It tries to recreate the feeling of vague, 
long-forgotten memories. My goal was to make 
a book that will leave readers with the aftertaste 
of waking up from an unusual dream: something 
happened there, but what exactly is not quite 
clear. What really happened? Who are they all, the 
inhabitants of this forest world? I like the feeling 
of the unknown and incomprehensible, a kind of 
mystery. All readers have their own unique story, 
because there are long stories hidden behind each 
picture, but they are not told. For me, as an au-
thor, it was more important to leave space for co-
creation than to tell something of my own. So, let 
everyone who reads it write their own book and 
their own story filled with personal meanings and 
associations.

Of course, this work is as autobiographical as is 
possible. In principle, everything described there 
is real, except that the time is confused and the 
inner world is mixed with the outer.

A .K .: What place does the “dark”, “shadow” 
side of the natural world occupy in your 
work? I often see archaic images of Baba 
Yaga and Leshy in your art. It often fea-
tures elements that remind us of death, and 
death’s influence on the life of humans and 
nature.

A .D .: I have experienced, more than once, a near-
death experience, and it seems to have a positive 
effect on me. Death is a natural part of life, it is 
something that gives meaning to everything and 
promotes movement forward. By displacing it 
from culture and consciousness, we impoverish 
ourselves and do not really live, avoiding the ex-
istential burden.
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Figure 6 . “Lost Forest” book
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In addition, having gone through a near-death 
experience, I know how great a taboo around this 
topic is. I really love the idea of  memento mori, 
which is an artistic, symbolic reminder of the in-
evitability of death. This concept dates back to the 
philosophers of classical antiquity and appeared 
in the funerary art and architecture of the Middle 
Ages. I am interested in the Death-positive move-
ment and The Order of the Good Death. These 
are socio-philosophical movements that encour-
age people to speak openly about death, dying, in 
particular, to fight for natural burial and take hu-
man mortality into account. I deliberately do not 
address this topic, but it itself appears quite often 
as a reflection of my natural interest and fascina-
tion with the secrets of life and death.

A .K .: As far as I know, you have been work-
ing on the creation of a deck of cards for over 
a year, the working title of which is “Green 
Tarot”. What is the main idea behind this 
deck and how can it play a role in promot-
ing environmental culture?

A .D .:  This deck of cards is based on the use of 
archetypal images and plots. It echoes the I-Ch-
ing (the “Book of Changes”) and other universal 
symbolic systems that describe the life cycle of 
human beings in their connection with the world 
around them. The main task associated with the 
creation of the “Green Tarot” is to assert the natu-
ral essence of humans, the common foundation 
of the human being, nature and the universe. 
Working on the Green Tarot, I proceed from a 

Figure 7 . “Vasilisa and Koschey” (“I need a shelter, I need a friend”) | 24x33 | illustration, mixed media
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single ontological perspective of considering Na-
ture and the human being, according to which 
humans and Nature exist and develop according 
to the same laws. As day follows night, events in 
a person’s life follow certain natural rhythms and 
always have mythological prototypes.

The human life cycle shows similarities to the behav-
iour of different living organisms, ecosystems and 
the cosmos. Each card in the deck has a name that 
denotes a certain archetypal manifestation in a per-
son and the living environment, acting as a genera-
tive, synergistic mechanism that participates in the 
relationship of a person with the living environment, 
and that exists both in the mental and physical world, 
among living organisms, and in the ecosphere.

Each archetypal situation, represented by an il-
lustration, reveals a specific quality. For example, 
“Death” refers us to completion and rebirth, “Ma-
gician” is associated with transformation, heal-
ing and service, and all situations as a whole are 
formed in a certain sequence, more precisely, a 
rhizome (according to the philosophy of post-
structuralism by J. Deleuze and F. Guattari), a 
life-giving universal matrix.

A .K .: Nowadays you are not only an artist, 
but also an art therapist practicing ecologi-
cal art therapy. How does interaction with 
the natural world fit into your work as an 
art therapist? What specific tasks does eco-
logical art therapy solve in order to relieve 
people of psychological distress and contrib-
ute to their health and well-being?

A .D .: In short, all my work is part of a very holis-
tic life path, based on personal experience and a 
particular orientation of my entire way of life. It is 
something like a part of my purpose, the continu-
ation of everything that is important and valuable 
to me.

My views at the moment are as follows. In my 
understanding, the psyche was formed for thou-
sands of years to be a mirror of the environment. 
It was formed not in a vacuum, but in an inex-
tricable connection with the natural environ-
ment. Therefore, it is inappropriate to work with 
the psyche in isolation from this context. We can 
establish contact with the environment through 
creativity. Long before the invention of all kinds 
of psychotherapy for the regulation of mental life, 
people turned to creativity and nature. There-
fore, these are natural factors that contribute to 
the harmonization and ordering of the mental 
state, containing significant potential for self-
knowledge and self-regulation. Working in eco-
logical therapy draws attention to a certain global 
“cosmic” context in the individual’s life, and this 
is also a valuable semantic resource. In addition, 
ecological therapy is a holistic model, where there 
is a place for the body, the environment, emo-
tions, and thoughts, which corresponds to the 
spirit of the times.

A .K .: What value do you give as an artist 
and art therapist to the current cultural con-
text and the peculiarities of the mentality of 
modern people? To what extent do ecologi-
cal art and ecological art therapy respond to 

Figure 8 . Cards from the “Green Tarot” deck
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this context, people’s requests, their desire to 
return to authenticity, naturalness, sincer-
ity, to revive in themselves the ability to feel 
the world as a whole one, in which humans 
and the cultural realm can harmoniously 
coexist and cooperate with nature?

A .D .: I believe we are living in an era of metamod-
ernism (although this is more a matter of faith 
and “stake”). New romanticism, new sincerity, 
holism, creative intentions, naivety, pacifism, in-
clusiveness, interest in archaism, fairy tales and 
myths, “enchanting” the world, ecologization, 
search for depth, focus on feelings and authentic-
ity, aestheticization of the environment and na-
ture in a world located on the brink of disaster 
may sound like escapism and daydreaming. Nev-
ertheless, metamodern art is trying to find how 
to live happily again, create, be a part of the com-
munity of people and nature, the web of life. Thus, 
metamodern art affirms our desire for the recon-
struction of the ideal, the world and ourselves, no 
matter how problematic they may be.

Ecologization, romanticization and personifica-
tion of nature represent a kind of return to the 
theme of animism, mythology, development of 
authenticity, archetypal origin, as well as a deep 
ideological optimism and the search for reduc-
ing the distance between polarized opposites 
(nature-culture, nature-humans, emotions-mind, 
body-psyche / soul, external-internal, and so on). 
Psychotherapy responds to all these socio-cultur-
al tendencies, generating new directions or re-
thinking and developing existing ones. Ecological 
art therapy, being an interdisciplinary field at the 
intersection of art, psychology and ecology, goes 
beyond the usual framework of the tasks of tra-
ditional psychotherapy, expanding the limits of 
its influence in order to improve and harmonize 

human life in its connectedness to the more-than-
human world, and to promote environmental 
protection, thereby realizing wide reconstructive 
potential and showing a high interest in the well-
being of the more-than-human world.

Ecological art therapy is conceptually consistent 
with Gernot Boehme’s philosophy and, in its 
body-oriented aspect, it focuses on the sensation 
of being here-and-now in the environment. It ex-
amines the relationship between external condi-
tions and the states of our body. There are also 
notable parallels with Timothy Morton’s dark 
ecology, bringing back to the world its poetic, ir-
rational, numinous and sometimes frightening 
qualities.

In ecological art therapy (and this is also typi-
cal for art therapy in general), interpretation, 
analysis, verbal reflection, is superimposed with 
an indivisible experience of living the world on 
the bodily, emotional and spiritual level, staying 
in  metaxis. As Susan Sontag wrote in her essay 
“Against Interpretation”: “Instead of hermeneu-
tics, we need the eroticism of art.”

Note: 
Alexandra’s work can be seen on her web-
site https://allyouneediswall.tumblr.com/ and 
on Instagram  https://www.instagram.com/
allyouneediswall/

Interviewed by:
Kopytin, Alexander
Doctor of Medical Sciences, Professor, 
Department of Psychology, St. Petersburg 
Academy of Postgraduate Pedagogical 
Education (St. Petersburg, Russia)
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