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ECOPOIESIS DURING THE GLOBAL CRISIS
EDITORIAL:

How does it stand with ecopoiesis in this period 
of global conflict? It would be easy to lose sight 
of our underlying concern for the fate of the 
earth when reading the everyday headlines. The 
human suffering involved is heart-breaking. 
We see images of death and destruction, as well 
as the immense migrations in which millions 
of people are forced to leave their homes. We 
should not look away from these.
At the same time, however, the ecological devas-
tation is also enormous. The earth itself is suffer-
ing from the violence, as shells land everywhere 
and the air and water are filled with the pollu-
tion which they bring. Moreover, the harvest is 
being destroyed, and the grain which has been 
harvested has nowhere to go, raising the possi-
bility of widespread famine. Ecological devasta-
tion, human suffering and violence are always 
intertwined.
In fact, we could think of this conflict as the 
negation of ecopoiesis. Violence occurs when 
one party attempts to impose its will on the 
other. Both then necessarily become involved in 
a struggle based on domination. In Nietzsche’s 
philosophy, the Will to Power is seen as basic to 
every form of life. However, we do not under-
stand this basic drive as the will to dominate oth-
ers. Rather, it is best seen as the drive to become 
fully alive with all one’s potential realized.

If we live in the period of the Anthropocene, this 
does not necessarily mean that we must bring 
destruction everywhere. It could also mean 
that we have a responsibility to help the earth 
become more earth itself, to help it realize its 
potential for flowering, for manifesting its being 
and appearing in all its beauty.
Ecopoiesis, then, could be understood as the 
way in which the earth itself comes to fruition. 
Poiesis is essentially ecopoiesis. The creative act 
takes place in the world, not only in our minds. 
As we become planetary beings, we are more 
and more aware that our fate is linked with that 
of other creatures, both human and non-human, 
all over the world, as well as with the ground on 
which we stand, the air we breathe, the water we 
drink and the warmth which sustains life.
We understand ecopoiesis as the way in which 
human beings can respond aesthetically, with all 
our senses, to the needs of the earth. We main-
tain that we have an aesthetic responsibility to 
the fate of the earth, to transform devastation 
into beauty. Ecopoiesis is the way in which we 
must carry out this responsibility.

Stephen K  Levine
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THEORY AND PRACTICE  
OF NATURE THERAPY

Ronen Berger
Certified Drama Therapist and supervisor, head of the Master's program in 
Drama Therapy at Ono Academiс College (Ono, Israel)

 

Abstract. This article presents the method of Natural Therapy (NT) developed by Ronen Berger on the basis of the inte-
gration of the ideas of ecopsychology, expressive therapy and environmental education. The article starts by presenting 
basic NT theory and concepts; specifically, the concepts of touching nature, the triangular relationship (therapist-cli-
ent-nature), and ritual, and continues with examples that illustrate how these concepts are implemented in practice. 
An example of its use with a student with an autism spectrum disorder is given. A description of the “Safe Place” 
program based on the application of NT in dozens of schools and kindergartens in Israel is provided, as well as some 
brief data on its effectiveness.

Keywords: Nature Therapy, drama therapy, expressive therapies, ritual, trauma, eco-human approach.

Introduction

Nature Therapy (NT) is a therapy method which 
can be included in the spectrum of environ-
mental/nature-assisted expressive therapies and 
which takes place in nature. NT perceives nature 
as a partner in constructing a therapeutic set-
ting and process [1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7]. This integrative 
method was conceptualized and developed by 
the author of this article as part of his Ph.D. [1] 
and in subsequent work, and has been further 
developed by graduates of the nature therapy 
training and other colleagues. The method inte-
grates elements from creative and post-modern 
therapeutic approaches such as ecopsychology, 
ecotherapy, play therapy, drama therapy, and the 
narrative approach, along with elements from 
traditional rituals and shamanism. Like other 
post-modern approaches that have developed 
societal theories to explain the rise in psycho-
logical distress such as depression, anxiety and 
trauma [9, 11, 13, 15, 17, 20], NT views the pro-
cess from a psycho-eco-social perspective. It is 
based on the assumption that people's estrange-
ment from nature is linked to a broad spectrum of 
psycho-social disorders and manifestations such 
as loss of self-esteem and meaning, depression, 
anxiety, loneliness and alienation [1, 3, 5]. Thus, 

NT’s intervention approaches and methods are 
grounded in an environmental-social framework 
that aims to strengthen mind-body and interper-
sonal relationships, along with self-inclusion and 
normalization skills.
NT views interaction with nature as the main axis 
in a process that involves the use of creative meth-
ods to explore the relationship with nature in a 
metaphorical and symbolic way. It is thus akin to 
the work of other arts therapists who have devel-
oped methods implemented in nature [8, 13, 14, 
15, 21]. A distinction should be made, however, 
between these arts-based approaches and adven-
ture therapy or wilderness therapy that imple-
ment a more task-oriented perspective [1, 10].

Touching nature

The core of NT, consistent with the fundamental 
assumptions of ecopsychology and deep ecology, is 
the claim that by reconnecting with nature, people 
can be infused with healing forces that can lead to 
recovery [18]. Touching nature is a basic term sug-
gesting that direct contact with nature can deepen 
a person's connection with his/her own nature. 
It can connect clients to a feeling of inner power 
and authenticity by enabling them to develop 
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and express important personal qualities. It can 
help people strengthen the body-mind connec-
tion, reach higher levels of consciousness, widen 
their spiritual connections and receive guidance 
[7]. This process is especially important given the 
intensity and rapid pace of modern life which may 
push people away from their center [1].

The triangular relationship: 
Therapist-client-nature

The triangular therapist-client-nature relationship 
is a central concept in nature therapy, which seeks 
to broaden the classical therapeutic relationship 
between therapist and client by introducing 
nature as a third factor. The concept of a trian-
gular relationship prompts the therapist to relate 
to nature as an active partner in the process. It 
impacts the design of the therapeutic setting as 
well as the therapeutic process itself. This triangu-
lar relationship differs from the perception of the 
artistic product as a third medium in art therapy, 
because in nature therapy nature plays an active 
role and has a dynamic and a life of its own.
The concept of a triangular relationship helps the 
therapist decide what role to take within the ther-
apeutic relationship. Therapists can take a central, 
dominant role in the interaction with the client, 
such that nature is a backdrop and a supplier of 
materials, an approach that can also be regarded as 
therapy in nature. Alternatively, the therapist can 
take a secondary position as a mediator between 
the client and nature by being a witness to a pro-
cess occurring directly with nature, an approach 
that can be regarded as therapy with nature. In 
general, when the client or group is involved in 
investigating processes connected with relation-
ships and interpersonal communication such as 
questions of trust and control, the therapist can 
focus on interpersonal interactions and relate to 
nature as a setting or as a supplier of material.
On the other hand, when the client is concerned 
with broader issues of identity and meaning, the 
therapist can invite the client to interact directly 
with nature, its cyclicality and its perennial 
sequences, and remains a witness whose function 
is to intensify the individual's encounter with 
nature. Clearly, in many cases, as the dynamics 
and the issues being examined evolve, the role of 
the therapist can also change. Changes in posi-
tion and attitude, which can occur several times 
during the same session also enable the client to 

move along the axis between the interpersonal 
and the transpersonal, and thus extend the frame-
work and perspectives on the issues at hand.

Choosing the right space

The concept of choosing the right space highlights 
the importance of the issue of space in nature 
therapy in general and the choice of the specific 
space and time to work in particular [5]. The 
assumption that underlies this concept is that 
different natural locations, habitats and environ-
ments have a different impact upon different pro-
cesses and different people. A beach, a desert or a 
forest will have a different meaning for different 
clients and in different phases of therapy. An open 
environment like the beach can be experienced as 
a space that symbolizes freedom and relaxation 
for one person while causing anxiety and stress 
for another. The choice of the season and the time 
of day can also have an influence, and therefore 
should be taken into consideration when con-
sidering the time of the session. At sunrise and 
sunset, the Israeli beach is a wonderful place to 
work in the summer because the temperature 
and setting are pleasant and the symbolism of the 
environment can connect a person with feelings 
and thoughts about the cycles of life, thus provid-
ing perspective, acceptance and hope (or sadness, 
loneliness and depression). However, the same 
beach at noon, with it’s the high temperature and 
direct sunlight can be too intrusive for emotional 
work and therefore might be unsuitable for the 
therapeutic process. The concept of choosing the 
right space helps the therapist take these issues 
into consideration when selecting a suitable time 
and environment to work for the specific client 
and for the therapeutic goal.

Back to ritual

One of the unique features of NT is its fundamen-
tal connection to the concept of ritual and its use 
in therapy. This applies both to collective ritualis-
tic ideas, such as the connection between people 
and nature, mind-spirit-body within the commu-
nity, as well as to the integration of performance 
and arts into the therapeutic process [2]. It also 
relates to the concept of the sacred space, the 
idea of a rite of passage and the three phases that 
comprise rituals [16, 19]. By acknowledging peo-
ple’s basic need for rituals, for instance by helping 
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them deal with uncertainty, loss, sickness and 
transitions in life, and the role modern therapy 
plays in the creation of secular rituals [12, 16].
NT incorporates and utilizes elements in nature 
to create rituals. It generally does not use existing 
rituals borrowed from various cultures, but cre-
ates them according to the culture of the group 
and connections to the here-and-now. It utilizes 
the dynamics and culture of the group, links them 
to collective and universal phenomena present in 
nature (such as the changing of the seasons, the 
transitions between high and low tide, sunrise 
and sunset, birth and death) and uses natural ele-
ments (water, wind, fire, earth) to create rituals 
that are meaningful to the client and group. This 
approach allows clients to connect their personal 
to their cosmic stories by giving them a feeling 
of acceptance, normality and oneness. It can also 
help people assimilate painful stories, explore 
their significance in general, and when dealing 
with loss, trauma and stress in particular. The 
use of rituals can also help individuals to connect 
mind and body, establish a sense of connected-
ness and wholeness within themselves, with oth-
ers, and with things larger than the self.

From theory to 
practice — examples

Example 1

Yossi (fictitious name), a young boy of twelve with 
autistic tendencies (PDD), was a pupil in a class 
for children with learning difficulties in the north 
of Israel. Yossi had difficulties with verbal com-
munication and problems creating interpersonal 
relationships. His behavior was inflexible and 
rigid. For example, he would walk only in certain 
areas, on certain paths at school and avoid walk-
ing on others. He could arrive at class sopping wet 
because he would not change his fixed route even 
when the lawns were being watered. At the begin-
ning of the year, when we began to work together, 
Yossi objected to entering the therapy room and 
suggested that we meet outside. I agreed, propos-
ing that we go out for walks near the classroom 
and around the school area, and he consented. I 
thought that this idea would make Yossi feel that 
I was joining him and agreeing to his “proposals,” 
and that my presence would help him to broaden 
his “movement map” at school and thus develop 
greater cognitive and motor flexibility. We got to 
places at school which Yossi had previously avoided 

and places he had not known about, like the “big 
yard” where children played during the breaks. As 
time went by our walks stretched into the neigh-
boring areas outside the school boundaries. Yossi 
chose a hidden spot, under a tree on the banks of 
the Jordan River, about a ten-minute walk from the 
school. This spot was chosen to be the therapeutic 
setting where our meetings would take place.
The therapy had multiple objectives: to develop 
and broaden Yossi’s verbal communication and 
emotional skills; to develop his ability to create 
and maintain an interpersonal relationship; to 
create a space where he could express and pro-
cess personal content. As a start to achieving 
these objectives I decided that our first meetings 
in nature should focus on lighting a campfire and 
preparing tea together. Instead of talking about 
communication and building our relationship in 
this way, we created and “made” a real relationship 
through engaging in these practical tasks. After a 
number of meetings in nature, Yossi began to build 
a small circle of sticks, leaves and stones he had 
found, around the place of the fire. It took about 
three sessions to complete, define and discern a 
circle, and when it was completed, a change could 
be seen in Yossi’s behavior. There was a significant 
improvement in his ability to communicate and 
an increase  in his verbal expression, as well as a 
desire to create a relationship. At that stage, Yossi 
initiated eye contact with me and the intonation 
of his speech became softer and more varied.
It appeared that the option he had to choose the 
site of our work, and later, to create, to define and 
to delineate a designated and secure personal 
space for himself in nature was very meaningful 
for him and contributed to building our relation-
ship. Maintaining the designated circle and pre-
paring our fire and our tea became rituals which 
took place regularly. Sometimes Yossi asked to 
make the circle smaller and sometimes to enlarge 
it. He also asked to change seating places with me 
and to take on different tasks in making the fire 
and preparing the tea. Possibly the direct meeting 
in nature enabled him to feel secure enough to 
create a trusting relationship.
After some time, when winter came, we took leave 
of our space on the banks of the Jordan and contin-
ued our meetings in the school therapy room. Even 
then, after a number of difficult, conflicted meet-
ings, he would lead me back to the place in nature, 
a place which then received the name “the home in 
nature.” One day, when we got there, we saw that 
the space had changed. The circle had been opened 
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and the sticks had scattered. The leaves had fallen 
and the banks of the river had been flooded. Yossi 
looked at the changes and pondered over them. 
He didn’t say anything to me, but from his facial 
expression I understood that he was wondering 
whether he could trust me. Was that the way I had 
watched over his “home?” Had I been in control? 
Had he been in control or was it just that way in 
nature? Should he accept these changes, avoid 
coming back, or maybe rebuild the space there and 
then? Encountering the changes in nature and the 
proof of my lack of control as well as his lack of 
control led Yossi to share the feelings he had during 
his parents’ divorce. He told me how he had coped 
with the changes at home and his feelings of help-
lessness and blame in trying to deal with them. 
This led us to talk again about our contract and 
the role nature played in it, and how neither he nor 
I could be completely in control and protect our 
space, our creation and/or the environment. In the 
same way that we could create changes in nature, 
nature could make its own changes. We reached 
the understanding that the changes brought about 
by nature were part of the contract between us 
and the way we were working in this sacred space 
which belonged both to nature and to us.

Yossi thought about the parallels between the 
process we went through together and processes 
he was going through at home. This assuaged 
some of his guilt and allowed him to be more 
accepting of himself. When the circle around 
the fire was completed again, we jumped into it 
together, looking at each other and thus renewing 
our contact and trust. As the therapist observing 
the process, it seemed to me that Yossi was try-
ing to fathom whether it was possible to rebuild 
the safe space which had fallen apart not only in 
nature but also between us. Was it worth rebuild-
ing the “home in nature” as it had been before, or 
perhaps, considering our needs, the process and 
the changing environment, was it possible, and 
preferable, to build it differently?  

In Yossi’s case, building a therapeutic space and 
maintaining it were central elements in the ther-
apy. It started when the therapist together with 
Yossi left the familiar school ground and walked 
to the banks of the river where Yossi could estab-
lish a personal therapeutic space of his own. 
Symbolically, the choice also allowed him to take 
responsibility for his life, shaping it in a man-
ner which pleased him. Making this choice also 
enabled Yossi to agree to the entry of an addi-
tional person into the framework and lett him 

remain there, thus forming an intimate relation-
ship which was led by Yossi. The idea to define 
and create a separate and unique place within the 
larger space is linked to the ancient ritualistic idea 
of “sacred space.”  The main function of this idea 
was to create a safe healing space that felt hospita-
ble and protected from invasion by evil forces or 
spirits. This space, which was created by marking 
it out and clearly separating it from the surround-
ings, constituted a healing place in itself and a site 
in which complex ceremonies  took place.
This example highlights the idea of the “building 
a home in nature” model [5]. It is based on: a. the 
fundamental assumption of nature as a therapeu-
tic space; and b. the basic need of the individual to 
define and create a separate place for him/herself, 
protected and familiar, within the wide spacious-
ness that can be unfamiliar, sometimes uncertain, 
and even extremely harsh. This is a basic model 
in Nature Therapy, which also includes a unique 
axis for assessment. An additional aspect illus-
trated by this example is the way nature invites 
questions of uncertainty, constancy, control and 
continuity into the therapeutic space.
Yossi’s case also demonstrates the potential that 
exists in the choice and maintenance of a thera-
peutic space in nature, a central element in NT. 
This relates to another basic NT concept titled 
“Choosing the Right Space,” a concept that high-
lights the importance of the issue of space (and 
time) in nature therapy in general and of the 
choice of the specific space and time to work in, 
in particular [5]. The assumption that underlies 
this concept is that different natural habitats and 
environments have a different impact upon dif-
ferent populations as previously mentioned.  

Example 2

This example took place during the concluding 
encounter of a group participating in a training 
program for nature therapy. The meeting took 
place on the beach, in the light of the full moon, 
between sunset and sunrise, from the afternoon 
hours until the following morning. After creative 
work in the sand, during which each participant 
created or sculpted a map or path marking the 
development she/he had experienced during the 
learning process, we sat around a campfire to 
share. David, a man in his late twenties, shared his 
complex feelings with the members of the group 
and thanked them for their support in his process 
of leaving his parents’ home and moving to his 
new home with his partner.



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 2 © Ecopoiesis, 202210

Ronen Berger

The group members listened and told him how 
they viewed his developing maturity and the 
progress towards separation that he had made in 
the group. They also shared the sadness they were 
feeling at their own separation from the group 
and their fear of life after the end of training. 
When the sun came up a number of hours later, 
they were asked to begin a personal journey, to 
imagine every step in the sand as a step in their 
lives, from the past to the present, and then to 
the future. Some of the participants walked away 
from the fire and some sat not far from it, looking 
at the sea. An hour later, after the sun had risen, 
they were asked to choose a place on the beach 
and to create a shape symbolizing their present 
status and feelings about leaving the training and 
beginning their new independent journey.

Using his whole body, David dug two fun-
nel-shaped channels in the space between the 
sand and the water. The narrow part of the funnel 
pointed to the east, to the sunrise, and the wider 
part was oriented towards the sea. After the group 
members had walked through each of their peers’ 
personal spaces and listened to the stories, David 
invited the group to gather around his creation. 
“First of all, when I moved and rolled around and 
played with the sand, I had no idea what I was 
doing and what I would create. Now, standing 
here with you and looking down on it from above, 
it seems to me that I have created a birth canal.” I 
invited David to participate in a spontaneous rit-
ual which we would invent for him then and there. 
David agreed, took off his shirt and sat down at 
the entry to his funnel, while the other group 
members created a tight-fitting human channel in 
both directions, towards the sunrise and towards 
the sea, continuing the channel dug into the sand. 
A few minutes later, shouting, pushing and crawl-
ing, David made his way from the narrow channel 
to the open beach. Seconds later, while still lying, 
panting, on the sand, a great wave washed over 
him from behind. “I’m alive,” he shouted. “I have 
been reborn.” The participants gathered around 
him and wrapped him in blankets. There were 
prayers mixed with tears and laughter, stories 
about birth and death; participants spontaneously 
broke into hymns, melodies, and songs as the sea 
covered the drawings we had made in the sand, 
washed over them and cleared them away. The 
night took its leave and made way for a new day...

This example illustrates how the theory and con-
cepts of nature therapy can support the therapist’s 
choices in practice. It began with the concept of 

choosing the right space, which helps the therapist 
make the connection between the aim and issue 
to be dealt with in the session and the choice of 
place and time of the workshop. In this case, the 
aim of the workshop was to help participants in 
processes of closeness and separation, help them 
leave each other and the training program as 
well as to connect to a feeling of continuity and 
faith. The beach, especially on a night with a full 
moon, is a setting that contains and tells a story 
of change and cycles: the movement between day 
and night and between high and low tide related 
to the group’s story and process. The beach is also 
an open place where one can see the horizon. The 
sand is a dynamic medium and can tell a parallel 
story about the dynamics of life and its uncertain-
ties. It is easy to make figures in the sand, but at 
the same time it has its own dynamics. One can 
build a castle in the sand and a wave can easily 
wash it away. In this sense, the sand symbolizes 
the cyclical movement between creation and 
destruction life and death. This example shows 
how the concept of choosing the right space can be 
used in action, by looking for a natural location 
and time that can support the specific journey.
The concept of back to ritual and the creation of 
rituals were also presented. The example showed 
not only how the whole workshop was designed 
in a ritualistic way, but also how spontaneous and 
unique rituals were created during the process. 
The presence of group work and group support 
was highlighted, as well as the implementation of 
the concepts of touching nature and the triangular 
relationship: therapist-client-nature. The unique 
therapeutic influence of nature when the wave 
washed over David was illustrated, as well as the 
position of the therapist within the triangular rela-
tionship. There were times when the therapist took 
a background position by letting the participants 
work mainly with nature and the creation pro-
cess. This contrasted with other times such as the 
sharing around the fire when nature became the 
background for the conversation the therapist was 
leading. The example highlighted the “dance” of 
the creative process and the spiritual facet fostered 
by nature therapy that takes place in the facilitation 
between the therapist-client-group and nature.

“The Safe Place” program for 
schools and kindergartens

“The Safe Place” program was born in August 
2006, towards the end of the Second Lebanon 
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War, when we looked for a way to link injury 
to nature – landscape, forests and wildlife, with 
the injury sustained by thousands of children in 
Northern Israel. We understood that we were 
facing a new traumatic phenomenon, collectively 
shared by thousands of people and by nature.
We began writing the protocol during the last week 
of the war, when a torrent of rain surprised the Gal-
ilee, rinsing away both dust and the odor of burning 
trees. Our writing ended about three weeks after 
the end of the war, when the new birds began to 
push through scorched forests and children began 
flocking back to kindergartens and schools.
The program’s protocol is based on a framework 
story called “A Safe Place”, which is about the 
“guardians of the forest”. Unexpected changes 
and injuries to their environment lead them on a 
mission to reconstruct a “safe place’ and help the 
renewal of injured parts of the forest.
The research that accompanied this program 
indicated that metaphorical and creative work, 
both in the classroom and outdoors in nature, 
empowered the children and helped them rebuild 
and reestablish “a safe place”. Moving from the 
familiar (the classroom), to nature with its sur-
prises, adventures and the need to cope, followed 
by a return to the familiar, facilitated connection, 
gathering strength, and ultimately the continua-
tion of their development.
Since 2006, the program has been conducted with 
over 10 000 children in dozens of kindergartens 
and schools, beginning with an introductory 
course for educational staff members. It pro-
ceeded with 12 weekly two-hour group sessions, 
indoors and outdoors, with a school or kindergar-
ten class jointly led by a facilitator provided by the 
program and the class teacher. Implementation of 
the program included accompanying and coun-
seling educational staff members, and providing 
them with tools used in coping with trauma, cre-
ative group work, and Nature Therapy.
Staff training enhanced the creation and integra-
tion of “The Safe Place” program, while support-
ing the ambience of the school and ensuing the 
success of the program. The program was subse-
quently adapted for use in the surrounding Gaza 
settlements, and was also studied in courses and 
workshops at Sapir College (Shderot) in 2008. It 
is currently being implemented in a wide variety 
of regular and special education settings, with 
the authorization of the Ministry of Education 
and the recommendation of psychological-edu-
cational services.

The protocol of “The Safe Place” was written by 
Ronen Berger, founder of NT and director of 
Nature Therapy Center, Michal Deron, director 
of drama therapy studies at Te-Hai College, and 
Lilach Glick, clinical and educational psychol-
ogist from “Shefi”, Kiriat Shmona. Prof. Mooli 
Lahad, President of The Community Stress Pre-
vention Center and an international expert on 
treating trauma, provided psychological con-
sultation. The program was developed jointly 
by the Nature Therapy Center, The Community 
Stress Prevention Center and implemented by the 
Nature Therapy Center staff under the direction 
of Ronen Berger. Development and implementa-
tion of the program was accomplished with the 
funding of the Israeli Coalition for Trauma.

The research that accompanied this program sug-
gests that the storybook, with its healing meta-
phors, narratives, dramatic and creative methods 
and, of course, its connection with nature, allowed 
children to express themselves freely and develop 
a sense of safety and reassurance while experienc-
ing a wide range of emotional and behavioral dis-
tress. Research findings indicate that the program 
improved the children’s imagination and emo-
tional, social, and cognitive abilities. It strength-
ened their self-confidence and augmented their 
personal development. The research also showed 
that “A Safe Place” was very successful in help-
ing children cope with many issues that were not 
necessarily connected to national security threats, 
such as moving home and integrating into a new 
framework, the loss or illness of a family member, 
parents’ divorce, sudden departure of a staff mem-
ber, violence and neglect, educational difficulties, 
abuse and so on. At the group level, it appears that 
the program has great value for encouraging group 
cohesion, establishing a sense of security, develop-
ing communication methods, and lessening aggres-
sion. The success explains why so many principals, 
teachers and parents wanted to implement “The 
Safe Place” program as much as three years after 
the end of the Second Lebanon War. It also explains 
why they requested a guidebook that would help 
them continue implementing the program in the 
future, both in Israel and around the world.

Summary

This article presented Nature Therapy as a method 
within a growing professional field of environmen-
tal/nature-assisted expressive therapies and out- 
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lined its theory and practice. It presented the basic 
concepts of touching nature, the triangular rela-
tionship: therapist-client-nature and choosing the 
right space as well as the concept of back to ritual.
It demonstrated NT in practice with a variety of 
populations in different constellations and showed 
how the aforementioned basic concepts can help 
the therapist to enable creative therapy in a natu-
ral setting and relate to nature as both a stage for 
his/her work, and an integrated participant in the 
creative therapeutic process, which advances and 
broadens the possibilities of this process.

Despite the great amount of activity that has 
taken place in the field of Nature Therapy, the 
academic recognition it has achieved, the train-
ing programs it has developed and the many arti-
cles and books published, it is important to note 
that it is still a young and developing discipline 
and further research is needed for its continued 
development.
My hope is that more practitioners will incorpo-
rate nature into their work and use their encoun-
ters for the benefit both of people and of the nat-
ural world.
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Abstract. Florescence refers to flowering, a changing situation and development. Flowers are expressions of life support 
and contribute to both biodiversity and human vigour. Human aesthetic correspondences to flowers include the capac-
ity to identify with flower species that become them. The ephemeral nature of flowers is an opportunity to reflect upon 
metamorphosis as a human and botanical experience. As an art material, flowers evoke experiences of sensory absorp-
tion and facilitate attunement to temporality, blossoming attributes and decomposition.
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FLORESCENCE

A Floral Tribute

Flowers changed everything. The angiosperms, as 
botanists call plants that form flowers and then 
encased seeds, appeared during the Cretaceous 
period (145 to 66 million years ago) and they 
spread over the earth with stunning rapidity...
With the advent of the flower, whole new levels 
of complexity come into the world: more interde-
pendence, more information, more communica-
tion, more experimentation. [3, p. 117]
Flowers as life supports have been considered 
one of the pinnacles of evolution. They are sig-
nificant for botanical, aesthetic, cultural, thera-
peutic and health influences. Flowers associate 
to the earth’s history, human history and our 
own kinship and personal annals. Our wellness is 
intrinsically aligned with the state of the natural 
world in terms of developing eco-system health, 
resilience, regeneration and sustainability [29]. 
As a symbol, flowers speak to us in terms of their 
communication of love, mourning, connection, 
and the commemoration of life events. Flowers 
can act as therapeutic art media, facilitating per-
sonification in the way our story is represented 
through their form, shape, color or fragrance. In 
art and therapy, flowers represent life cycles and 
rites of passage, they mark occasions with their 
blossoming and generate a focus for contempla-
tion (Figure 1).

Flowers are also there for us in their symmetry, 
both in their composition and their arrange-
ment through designs that create a balanced 

Figure 1. Joshua Werber (2022)  The Power of Wearing 
Flowers  Floral tete-a-tete, floral headpieces styled for 
the T Magazine, New York Times [Floral headpieces] 

http://www joshuawerber com/floral-tete-a-tete
Note. Joshua Werber is a florist who specializes in 

floral headpieces as a form of wearable art 
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production. Flowers entangle humans to nature 
through their cultural resonance. “The blos-
soms of the earthly plant are the indisputable 
symbols of spirit; they point beyond themselves 
to the ideal of light, reason, and consciousness” 
[18, p. 61]. Flowers signify a becoming, and with 
them we form alliances that traverse species [30]. 
The embodied aesthetics of flowers transform our 
mood, perception and inform our physical sense 
of pleasure and sensory appreciation. Michael 
Pollan notes our disposition quickening around 
flowers—their vitality and short-lived blossom-
ing exerting a pull to immediacy. “The flowering 
garden is a place you immediately sense is thick 
with information...It’s an oddly sociable, public 
sort of place in which species seem eager to give 
one another the time of day” [24].
Blossoms offer an opportunity to experience 
an embodied and relational form of aesthetics 
through multi-sensory impacts in relation to 
their fragrance, visual characteristics and colour 
[9]. As cultivators and caretakers of flowers we 
tend to their personal and cultural associations to 
meaning. Propagating flowers generates nature, 
and gardening is an artistry that creates a living 
installation and immersive physical and per-
ceptual experiencing. Gardeners are artists and 
growing flowers is both ecological and commu-
nity building. Flower gardens in public spaces are 
a gathering point, a place of connection between 
people who come together for their aesthetic and 
sensory nourishment. Flowers can encourage 
pride of place and offer a way to be with people in 
parks, civic spaces and community gardens.
Elaine Scarry [26] interprets imagination as a 
flowering evoked through our engagement with 
the scent and composition of flowers themselves. 
There is a sense of localization as physical impres-
sion lingers in the form of captivation that interi-
orize the flower’s “transitory exactness” (p. 107). 
Scarry perceives flowers as the basis for imaginal 
experiences “the interior brushing of one image 
against another, is the way it feels when two pet-
als touch each other” [26, p. 109]. Flowers con-
jure associations to beauty, aesthetic forms, and 
symbols of experiences that evoke memory and a 
sense of occasion. Whether as a commemoration, 
celebration or the making of a display, flowers 
make a statement.
By designating a distinctive milieu, flowers are 
transitional and often denote a rite of passage 
or significant life event [9]. Flowers imply a life 
cycle and are imbued with personal meaning. A 

bouquet, or floral arrangement composes color, 
shapes and textures into a design of proximity. 
The collections often come together within a ves-
sel that holds. The display accompanies life and 
can be considered a focal point around which 
experience is produced. A flower arrangement 
encourages our close observation of each flow-
er’s features as an appreciation of how the display 
came together. It is also an observation of time 
passage. The display is not fixed, but transform-
ing, and there is an appreciation of movement 
and the passing from one state to another. Flow-
ers bestow rich cultural references and meaning. 
Where they originated and how they were grown 
suggest ethical links to place and sustainability. 
They are an artistic offering grown in order to 
assemble a centrepiece for the depiction of both 
growth and decline. The lifespan of a floral dis-
play is contingent on environmental conditions 
and caretaking. Flower cultivation has spanned 
over 5 000 years and so flowers have an ancient 
significance to the pleasure they bring and the 
satisfying sensory affects they offer [9]. These are 
also attributes of human development within a 
floral ecology of colours, shapes and scents [31].

Floral therapy

The preservation of flowers within an herbarium 
is devoted to the cataloguing of specimens. As a 
botanical history, flowers have relevance for the 
ordering of life into a legacy collection. Flowers 
may denote an association to a life period that has 
relevance and impact. Flowers symbolise life data 
and form a memorialisation of particular experi-
ences. They are immersive and relate to sensory 
activation and potentially the quest to grow and 
blossom [13]. They remember a past, honour the 
present, and denote a flowering that is the future.
The propagation of flowers can be a therapeutic 
component of horticultural therapy, occupational 
therapy, ecotherapy and art therapy. Floral ther-
apy is a term that denotes the interdisciplinary 
affiliation between these professions and has 
contributed evidence to the mental health ben-
efits attributed to floral design. Floristry may be 
utilised for artistic expression, self-efficacy, pain 
management and the enhancement of mood and 
capacity [32].
A floral arrangement health initiative has been 
associated with cognitive and communication 
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benefits in relation to stroke and traumatic brain 
injury [20]. Lagreze [13] notes the potential of 
flowers to become an antidote for anxiety, facil-
itating validation in the unique way they are sit-
uated as a focus for mindfulness and self-care. 
Within one example of an adult art therapy group 
flowers became an accessible and relevant refer-
ence for the sharing of life experiences. “The facil-
itator encouraged each participant to think of a 
vase that they could chose to represent their life, 
and to fill the vase up with what they needed in 
their life, using the flowers as representation” [11, 
p. 17]. In this example participants reported how 
flower arrangements personified their stories 
with more relevancy than fine art materials.
Gardens are a form of artmaking and flowers are 
an art material that can be harvested for assem-
blages, natural dying, pressing and for culinary 
and apothecary preparations. The apothecary 
garden has its origins in medieval history and 
represents a medicinal garden for cures and 
remedies. Flower remedies and herbal medicine 
also identify the restorative capacities of flowers. 
Medicinal flowers contain plant nutrients and 
antioxidants which reduce the risk of colds, can-
cer and heart disease [8]. The Bach Flower Rem-
edies are reported to restore emotional equilib-
rium, supporting a person’s potential to face their 
fears, live in the moment, reach out to others, and 
discover hope and joy.
Floromancy, fortune telling through the use 
of flowers, is a belief in the magic of flowers to 
predict a future and a person’s becoming. The 
emanations and energetic vibrations of flowers 
are also utilized in flower psychometry where 
they are selected and read as oracles to remedy 
and enlighten. In this milieu flowers are chosen 
in relation to a quest for knowledge and insight 
gained from the flower’s color, shape, and qual-
ities to predict life’s manifestations. A flower, or 
an arrangement of flowers, can act as a conduit 
for the composition of a life story that is transfor-
mative [3]. Intentionally arranging and selecting 
flowers is purposeful not only for their aesthetic 
value but for what it means in terms of bring-
ing together flower influences for beneficial life 
effects.
Flowers as art materials are accessible and relat-
able and can be appreciated in relation to well-
ness and dignifying everyday living with a focal 
point. Flowers are there for us both in this sense 
of heightened emotion and nostalgia and also as 
a form of temporality marking a special occasion, 

milestone, or commemoration. There is an associ-
ation to how flowers enhance recovery and uplift 
our mood [9]. Flower artistry can be utilised 
in both the creative and healing arts, where the 
body and mind can be enlivened and enhanced 
by flowers as restorative agents. Positive emotions 
such as gratitude, hope, empathy, happiness, love, 
pride and peace are associated with flowers” [8, p. 
3]. Flowers are intrinsic to the art of making spe-
cial, promoting recovery and a positive outlook 
[8]. The care of flowers is a cultivation for per-
sonal growth, nurturance and development.
Mochizuki-Kawai et al. [21] researched the 
effects of flower image viewing on stress recov-
ery and reported a lowering of blood pressure, 
negative emotions and cortisol release. A flower 
image also reduces anxiety by offering a fixation 
point. A flower encouraged the deactivation of 
stress impacts in the amygdala-hippocampus 
areas of the brain through the captivation of 
attention and distraction away from stress acti-
vating situations [21]. Arousal was decreased 
by viewing flowers, thereby enhancing recovery 
from adverse psychological and physiological 
responses. The results of this research associates 
with the attributes of attention restoration theory 
in compensating for prolonged directed attention 
[12]. Attention restoration encourages a view of 
nature as an antidote for mental fatigue caused by 
extended concentration. A flower can replenish 
focus and encourage soft fascination which has a 
correlation to resilience and enhanced cognitive 
functioning [22]. It is also a recuperation and an 
awareness of variation within nature—with flow-
ers contributing to our perception of empathy 
and affiliation to the natural world as an expres-
sion of intersubjectivity and mutuality [1].
As a form of found or site-specific art making, 
flowers can nurture skills in cultivation, botany 
and design. Their growth requires planning and 
care, which are relatable therapeutic and artistic 
themes. A garden is prepared with thoughtful 
consideration; it is a horticultural production of 
land art or a living installation. The making of the 
garden is an intentional practice, a body-mind 
experience which bonds the creator to the outside 
world. It is the cultivation of nature for the effects 
of personal sensation and also for the implica-
tions of pollination and future harvests. The art 
of movement is also associated with flowers in 
terms of their propagation and in relation to seek-
ing floral habitats. The impulse to gather flowers 
for aesthetic pleasure and sensory experience, has 
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its place in childhood and beyond. We remember 
times past through a link with flowers that have 
adorned life events, milestones and rituals. Flow-
ers also have a connection to gift giving whether 
provided by nature or by someone we know. 
There are sentiments attached to this giving that 
bestow abundance and connection, and flowers 
are reported to enhance mood long after being 
received [9].

The art of flowers

Flowers can be worn as adornments and act as 
talismanic forms for protection and cures. The 
traditions of healing associated with flowers 
relate to herbalism, folklore and divination [3]. 
Frieda Kahlo wore flowers to signify life, fertility 
and regeneration. Her garden was the source of 
the flowers she wore for her self-portraits and still 
life paintings. She lived with the botanical heri-
tage of Mexico as a tribute to its influence on her 
identity and artistry. She is famously quoted for 
saying that she painted flowers to preserve their 

Figure 2. Gallaccio, A  (2003)  Preserve Beauty [Red gerbera flowers]  London: Thomas Dane Gallery 
Note. Anya Gallaccio is an artist who creates with organic matter in a state of transformation  She utilizes the 

process of entropy as an active agent of ephemerality and site-specific transfiguration 

life, to keep them alive despite their inevitable 
passing into death. Within her paintings, flow-
ers are given prominence and represent a form of 
immortality, a symbolism of hope, and life force 
without end [6].
Death, memorialized through flowers, symbo-
lises loss and also celebrates a life. As a tribute, 
and a consolation, the funeral bouquet pays hom-
age to life that has passed. Becoming ultimately a 
memento mori—a flower arrangement of decom-
position reminding us of death [25]. Artist Anya 
Gallaccio has featured the art of decay in her 
installation of flowers in galleries that focus upon 
death and our attachment to ephemeral beauty 
(Figure 2). She profiles flowers as idealised com-
modities that depict the focus of our desires, but 
too quickly these romanticised forms transform 
into putrefaction. The organic matter of ourselves 
(and flowers) is aligned to decomposition. The 
themes of fragility and flux in Gallaccio’s practice 
showcase flowers as our life companions both in 
their beauty and in their despair [2].
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Rebecca Louise Law is a contemporary artist 
known for her large-scale installations of flowers 
that are individually sewn and suspended. She 
creates as a painter, each flower a brushstroke 
contributing to an evocative surround that invites 
contemplation (Figure 3). This is nature re-made 
to disrupt the distractions of everyday life [17]. 
Passersby are brought back to nature, stopped in 
their tracks, to view flowers in the process of dry-
ing and reforming.

A dried flower holds time  A fresh flower holds 
a moment, and both are equally special  The 
beauty of a dried flower is being able to revisit it 
and observe it as a preserved object of the earth, 
a perfect form of nature that holds on to its fra-
gility  [17]

Law [15] encourages absorption and a physi-
cal immersion into her floral installations. They 
surround and invigorate as an all-encompassing 
experience of being cocooned in a florilegium 
or gathering of flowers within a commonplace 
of people [15]. Her immense installations also 
celebrate the participation of people who bind 
flowers as communities of flower conveners and 
collaborative artists. Such compilations of flowers 
and people co-create floral epiphanies of abun-
dance and awe.

Both Gallaccio and Law create with flowers to 
highlight a message about their consumption and 
impact as both representations of nature and con-
sumerism. The flower as commodity is grown for 
its retail value, and its short life span is for pur-
chase. Typically, flowers are obtained out of con-
text, as a stylised bouquet out of synchronisation 
with their natural or geographical location. How 
flowers are grown for the floral industry signifies 
a form of production for commercialized senti-
mentality. Law considers her floral installations 
an antidote to floral atrophy and disposal: “I 
never saw dead natural material as waste. I think 
this is why I always struggled with floristry, with 
thousands of flowers being thrown away daily. I 
despaired” [16]. Law dries and preservers flowers 
as a proclamation of sustainability.
Artist herman de vries* (a biologist and natu-
ralist) also arranges flowers as an intentional 
attunement with nature (Figure 4 and Figure 5). 
His appreciation of flowers, as pure botanical 
specimens, is a transpersonal quest. As forms of 
healing and social therapy, he presents flowers in 

* Writing his name without capital letters, signifies for 
herman de vries a being with nature, a humility and a 
form of anti-hierarchical expression.

Figure 3. Law, R L  (2020a)  Florilegium  https://www rebeccalouiselaw com/florilegium
Note. Rebecca Law creates floral installations for interactive experiencing that envelope each viewer in flowers, 

bringing them into contact with plant specimens and botanical collections 
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Figure 4. Jockel, J  (2015) [10] To be all ways, herman de vires exhibition at the Dutch Pavilion,  
56th Venice Biennale  [Rose buds]  https://www frieze com/article/one-take-whole-earth

Figure 5. Santambrogio, G  (2017) [26]  Rosa damascene by herman de vries [Rose buds]   
The Dutch Pavillion, 56th Venice Biennale 

Note. Artist herman de vries experiences nature as art and assembles collections of plant specimens to  
form installations and archives of plant data for aesthetic and scientific study 
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abundance to be touched, smelt and held [24]. 
His installations of flowers are medicinal cures 
for body and mind. As a remedy of restoration 
these flower arrangements compose us through 
our contemplation of their patterns, aroma, den-
sity and abundance [24]. herman de vries collects 
plants and flowers for their representation of both 
life and “the active moment of perishing” [28], 
and his collections represent an archive of both 
passage and preservation.

Floral designer Lewis Miller produces large scale 
street art flower bouquets within public thor-
oughfares (Figure 6). Miller, known as the Banksy 
of flowers, brings to life places often passed by in 
the course of urban passage [7]. As punctuation 
marks in built up urban areas his floral interven-
tions designate a sense of occasion and an oppor-
tunity for floral witnessing through his guerrilla 
artistry.

Miller’s impromptu performances of flowers, 
called Flower Flashes, are an offering of goodwill 
that is generous and uplifting. His floral designs 
occupy everyday scenes, and also become avail-
able as a form of gift giving and hospitality.
At its core Flower Flash is a testimony to the 
emotional impact of flowers, and the undeniable 

power they have in affecting daily life. Beyond 
celebrating all the good that flowers have to offer, 
the Flashes share other unspoken messages, such 
as sharing generosity, celebrating nature, and 
uniting communities—especially during times of 
stress or adversity...It quite literally is a friendly 
reminder to ‘stop and smell the roses’ and savour 
moments of natural beauty among the unex-
pected [4].

Coming into bloom

Flowers can be planted, nurtured, selected, 
arranged, and preserved. As expressions of 
nature, artforms and cures they resonate with 
evocations of use. The purpose of this tribute is 
to designate the cultural and psychological sig-
nificance of flowers as restorative remedies and 
as representations of the mind. “It seems that by 
the time the singular beauty of a flower in bloom 
can no longer pierce the veil of black or obsessive 
thoughts in a person’s mind, that mind’s connec-
tion to the sensual world has grown dangerously 
frayed.” [23, p. 64). In this regard, flowers assess 
our capacity to absorb and be inspired by botany 
as life potential. The ephemeral nature of flowers 

Figure 6. Lewis Miller (2022)  Flower flash: Spring awakening  [Flower bouquet]   
New York: Trash can on 20th Street and Broadway 

Note. Lewis Miller is a garden designer who creates public art forms with flowers that are  
also freely available to passersby as a form of floral gift giving 
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designates a passage of time, but also a focal point 
for contemplation and an affiliation to survival 
and the continuity of life.
Flowers are essential to biodiversity and the 
entanglement of species. Biodiversity is an inter-
active mutuality of people and their environ-
ments within the commons of shared landscapes. 
The therapeutic and aesthetic attributes of flowers 
bring us to life in the way they evoke restoration, 
memory and response. Flowers are mood altering 
“both dysphoric and euphoric” and “artists have 
to walk a little bit of a tightrope to ensure they’re 

        

Figure 7. Gareth McConnell (2021)  Dust, Flowers [Photography]   
https://garethmcconnell com/dust-flowers-2019/#1

Note. Gareth Mc Connell is a photographer who grew up within sectarian conflict in  
Northern Ireland and reflects on these experiences through flowers that denote his  

transformational experiences within youth rave culture [18] 

not straying over into complete kitsch” [19] (Fig-
ure 7).
Within visual culture, horticulture and environ-
mental therapies flowers are known to become us 
in the way they are cultural influencers and per-
sonal signifiers. Their temporality intensifies our 
experience in how they display our life stories in 
cycles of correspondences. The nature of flowers 
accompanies us as a life material that performs 
as a development of ontogenesis or our unfolding 
into our own evolution.
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Introduction

Flowers are integral to human cultures globally, 
accumulating a rich heritage of human expe-
rience in its close connection to the world of 
nature. Far beyond providing material and phys-
ical sustenance, flowers fulfil a human craving 
for aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive, and spiritual 
meaning and satisfaction. The human inclination 
to gather and grow flowers, create botanical dec-
orations, and use them in healing and spiritual 
practices can be considered an expression of our 
instinctual symbiotic relationship with nature 
and healthy resonance with flourishing plant 
organisms abundant in the natural world.
It appears that human relationships with flowers 
are reciprocal: we receive them as “gifts” of beauty, 
vitality, healing, and nutrition, and, in return, we 
take care of them:

From an evolutionary perspective, the flower 
as a species uses, among others, the strategy of 
activating humans to grow and to propagate it, 
just as it activates insects with pollen  The plant 
thus uses its aesthetic characteristics to attract 
humans [7, p  7] 

Our pervasive attraction to flowers is well-known 
and perennial; to us, they are gemstones of nature. 

However, the current ecological crisis necessitates 
our relationship with flowers be reconsidered 
from the perspective of the multidisciplinary 
eco-human approach [11], taking into account 
ecological, cultural, and ecopsychological factors. 
For many centuries, flowers have been revered as 
an expression of life. Their intrinsic beauty and 
cultural value evoke erotic and aesthetic responses 
that offer a “sensory-emotional experience which 
is literally ‘breath-taking,’ which makes us stop 
and compels our attention to what is happening 
in the moment” [14, p. 19].
Flowers invite us to move towards them and get 
close to nature in order to admire, smell, nour-
ish and harvest them, perpetuating them as 
something valuable and having some powerful 
meaning.

All of this embodied interaction makes them 
excellent examples and receptors for the expe-
rience of embodied aesthetics  Tending to and 
enjoying flowers thus enables us to interact in 
a skilled fashion with the environment and to 
engage with the world  [7, p  7] 

This aesthetic response becomes a starting point 
for “aesthetic responsibility,” which is an essen-
tial component in all artistic actions that aim to 
bring about change [10, pp. 136–145]. Aesthetic 
responsibility calls for us to shape our world, not 
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as a wilful imposition of form upon the materials 
of a life, but rather as a “letting-be” analogous to 
the ways in which images appear in the process of 
art-making and flowers gradually blossom when 
their time comes.
Following our aesthetic response to flowers and 
other expressions of natural beauty as a quality of 
vitality, a significant life-affirming principle, we 
can speak of an aesthetic responsibility toward 
the earth as a part of our experience of being alive 
and encountering the aliveness of other beings. 
This is our responsibility to shape the world in 
a way that “makes sense,” i. e., that is pleasing 
to the senses and beautiful. Flowers invite us to 
overcome the traditional opposition in aesthetics 
between “interest” and “beauty,” between what we 
need and what we value in its intrinsic form.
This vision of beauty, evoked in our relationship 
with flowers, can serve as a guideline for all our 
relationships and actions, particularly those with 
culture and the natural environment. Beauty 
appears to be a core quality of life and one of the 
key definitions associated with ecopoiesis [11, 12, 
14]:  the eco-poietic attitude of a person interact-
ing with the environment, combining the worlds 
of nature and culture, which serves as a mecha-
nism of co-evolution and co-creation of humans 
and nature. Creative acts, from the ecopoietic 
approach, are rooted not so much in need for 
individual creative “self-expression,” which often 
narrowly focuses on the self but in the motivation 
to support and serve life.
The ecological idea of beauty is not limited to the 
sphere of cultural experience. It is not tied to the 
notion that beauty is inherent only to humans 
with their ability for artistic and aesthetic activity, 
but recognizes it as a universal property inher-
ent in all living things, of which humankind is a 
part. At the same time, one can talk about natu-
ral beauty as a manifestation of natural life and 
beauty as part of the cultural experience: the cul-
tural activity of human beings with their ability to 
aesthetically respond to the world and organize 
it in accordance with their ideas and experience.
Beauty could thus be said to be the apprehension 
of earth and life in the world. As an environmental 
category, beauty expresses the ability of life forms 
and ecosystems to continue to exist, adapt, cope 
with challenges, flourish and multiply. Beauty, as 
a property of nature and culture, is not limited to 
the states of childhood, youth, and maturity but 
characterizes the whole lifespan of any organism. 
The ecological idea of beauty is connected to the 

idea of the limitations that are inherent in any 
living organism. These limitations are inherent 
in the ephemeral nature of flowers and their abil-
ity to exist within their limits and respond with 
passion. We express our own aesthetic response 
to these limits through our human resonance to 
flowers which include a mixture of trepidation, 
delight, and humility.
The erotic response to flowers and their beauty is 
also a part of the story about life on our planet, 
how life determines the finitude of any living 
organism, and how life expands itself through the 
acts of creation and recreation. The flower is the 
organ of seed reproduction of angiosperms. Flow-
ers have a modified, shortened, and growth-lim-
ited spore-bearing shoot, adapted for the forma-
tion of spores, gametes, and the sexual process, 
culminating in the formation of a fruit with seeds. 
The flower’s combination of sexual and asexual 
reproduction grants its exclusive role as a special 
morphological structure. It differs from the cone 
of gymnosperms in that, as a result of pollination, 
pollen falls on the pistil’s stigma and not directly 
on the ovule. During the subsequent sexual pro-
cess, the ovules in flowering plants develop into 
seeds inside the ovary. The fruit is a flower mod-
ified in the process of double fertilization, the 
reproductive organ of angiosperms, which is 
formed from a single flower and serves to grow, 
protect and distribute the seeds enclosed in it.

Flower cultures and art forms

Flowers are an integral part of human culture 
represented in the arts and literature, myths 
and fairy tales and used as powerful symbols in 
world religions. Meaning has been attributed to 
flowers for thousands of years, and some form 
of floriography has been practiced in traditional 
cultures throughout Europe, Asia, and Africa. 
Roses, apple tree blossoms, and fruit are used 
as symbols in the Torah, particularly of love and 
lovers in the Song of Songs, as an emblem for 
the Israeli people and the coming Messiah. The 
lotus in Hinduism holds similar importance to 
the plants and flowers in the Torah. Most of the 
supreme gods of India are often depicted with a 
magnificent lotus flower. The image of the lotus 
can be found in temples, literature, ancient fres-
coes and bas-reliefs.
In Japan there is a longstanding tradition of 
creating flower arrangements called Ikebana. 
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This revered practice extends across the social 
structure of Japanese society. Its focus is a blend 
of aesthetic and spiritual expression, seeking 
composure, balance, and clarity in a structured 
reflection of the fully formed self.

Ikebana is one of the important traditional Jap-
anese arts and has been in existence for 600 
years  Made of ikeru (生ける, keep alive) and 
hana (花, flower), the word Ikebana means 
“giving life to flowers”  It is also called kadō (華
道 or 花道) – the way of the flowers  Ikebana 
originated from China, deriving from the Bud-
dhist tradition of offering beautiful objects to the 
dead mainly in the temples  In the 7th century, 
Ono-no-Imoko, an official envoy, brought the 
practice of this Buddhist flower arrangement on 
an altar from China to Japan  While Ikebana 
continued to be part of Buddhism in China, it 
became a real art in Japan  It was an early sign 
of the Buddhist integration into Japanese reli-
gious and social practice [13, p  33] 

Ikebana involves ‘human interventions’ of cut-
ting and arranging flowers in accompaniment to 
spaces. However, this process can be reframed 
as an interaction with nature and a process for 
us to learn to realign humanity with the laws 
of nature rather than human intervention. This 
process can be interpreted as the practice of 
wu-wei, widely described as “non-action” in the 
Taoism tradition [12].
In Eastern Europe, the fern flower is a revered 
traditional ancient mythical flower that reveals 
to its owner the treasures and secrets of the 
world, granting clairvoyance and power over 
an unclean spirit. According to Slavic beliefs, 
the fern blooms for only one moment, on the 
night before Ivan Kupala, a June celebration of 
the summer solstice. It is very difficult to pick 
this flower, especially since its evil spirit pre-
vents and intimidates the person, in some cases 
depriving them of reason, speech, and memory.
Flower symbology is abundant in Gothic archi-
tecture, most notably in church and cathedral 
stained glass rose windows. During the late 
Gothic period, rose windows often resembled a 
flower with petals bursting out from the centre. 
Paris’ Sainte-Chapelle royal chapel is a master-
piece of Gothic architecture. The windows of the 
upper chapel depict scenes from both the Old 
and New Testaments which culminate in the 
Apocalypse, or Final Judgment, displayed within 
a magnificent rose window.

Figure 2. Sainte-Chapelle’s stained-glass Gothic rose 
window (Photograph by Weston Westmoreland)

Figure 1. “Ascension of Alexander the Great” golden 
diadem, Kyiv  12th century  Detailed with the popular 
fern flower motif (Museum of Historical Treasures of 

Ukraine)
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Shakespeare used the word “flower” more than 
100 times in his plays and sonnets. In Hamlet, 
Ophelia mentions and explains the symbolic 
meaning of pansies, rosemary, fennel, colum-
bine, rue, daisy, and violets. The powerful floral 
imagery of Shakespeare’s dramas inspired many 
artists, particularly those who found the story of 
Ophelia as simultaneously a source of tragic and 
the most beautiful iconic images of youth, beauty, 
and innocence in their confrontation with insur-
mountable obstacles in human life.
Floriography (the language of flowers) (https://
sffallshow.org/floriography/). is a means of cryp-
tological communication through the use or 
arrangement of flowers in Victorian England and 
the United States during the 19th century. Gifts of 
blooms, plants, and specific floral arrangements 
were used to send a coded message to a recipi-
ent, allowing the sender to express feelings which 
could not be spoken aloud in Victorian society. 
Armed with floral dictionaries, Victorians often 
exchanged small “talking bouquets,” called nose-
gays or tussie-mussies, which could be worn or 
carried as a fashion accessory.
Flowers can be preserved in a herbarium, which 
is devoted to the cataloging of specimens. As a 

Figure 3. John Everett Millais, Ophelia, c 1852  [Painting]  Tate Gallery, London 

Figure 4. One of the books on floriography by Mandy 
Kirkby [9]
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Flowers assumed a special meaning associated 
with the flower power slogan during the late 1960s 
and early 1970s and became a symbol of passive 
resistance and nonviolence rooted in the opposi-
tion movement to the Vietnam War. The expres-
sion “flower power” was coined by the American 
Beat poet Allen Ginsberg in 1965 as a means to 
transform war protests into peaceful affirmative 
spectacles. In a November 1965 essay titled How 
to Make a March/Spectacle, Ginsberg advocated 
that protesters should be provided with “masses 
of flowers” to hand out to policemen, press, poli-
ticians and spectators” [6, p. 209].
Anti-war activists of the 1960’s and 1970’s 
embraced flower symbolism by dressing in 
clothing printed and embroidered with brightly 

botanical history, herbariums showcase the legacy 
of life through collections of flowers. They may 
denote an association to a life event or significant 
time period. Flowers in herbariums reflect the 
data of life for future reference. They are immer-
sive, activating human senses and potentially the 
quest to grow and blossom.
In an era when the scientific establishment 
barred and bolted its gates to women, botany 
allowed Victorian women to enter the world of 
science through the permissible backdoor of art. 
This art-science corridor within botany held an 
improbable yet impassioned practitioner in one 
of humanity’s most beloved and influential poets: 
Emily Dickinson.
Long before she began writing poems, Dickinson 
undertook a rather different yet unexpectedly 
parallel art of contemplation and composition—
the gathering, growing, classification, and press-
ing of flowers, which she saw as manifestations 
of the Muse similar to poems. Dickinson’s her-
barium is a masterpiece of uncommon punctili-
ousness and poetic beauty: 424 flowers from the 
Amherst region, arranged with a remarkable sen-
sitivity to scale and visual cadence across 66 pages 
in a large leather-bound album. 
Slim paper labels punctuate the specimens like 
enormous dashes inscribed with the names of 
the plants—some colloquial, some Linnaean—in 
Dickinson’s elegant handwriting. What emerges 
is an elegy for time, composed with passionate 
patience, emanating the same wakefulness to 
sensuality and mortality that marks Dickinson’s 
poetry [19].

        

Figure 5. Dickinson, E  (1839–1846)  Herbarium by Emily Dickinson [Preserved flowers on paper]  Houghton 
Library, Harvard University  https://library harvard edu/collections/emily-dickinson-collection

Figure 6. Cotton print fabric, late 1960s (USA) 
(https://commons wikimedia org/wiki/File:Late_1960s_

cotton_print_fabric jpg)
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colored flowers.  They also wore flowers in their 
hair and distributed them to the public during 
peace and anti-establishment demonstrations. 
These protestors became known as “flower chil-
dren”. The term “flower power” was later gener-
alized as a reference to the hippie movement and 
the counterculture of drugs, psychedelic music, 
psychedelic art and social permissiveness. Flower 
children were cultural revolutionaries who aimed 
to challenge authority and power through peace-
ful and cooperative means. Cultural activism and 
experimental living blossomed in association 
to quests for harmony, communal living and an 
expansion of consciousness [5].
The avant-garde art of Milton Glaser, Heinz Edel-
mann, and Peter Max became synonymous with 
the flower power generation. Edelman’s illustra-
tion style was best known in his art designs for 
the Beatles’ 1968 animated film Yellow Subma-
rine. Glaser, the founder of Push Pin Studios, also 
developed the loose psychedelic graphic design, 
seen, for example, in his seminal 1966 poster 
illustration of Bob Dylan with paisley hair (Fig-
ure 7). The posters by pop artist Peter Max, with 
their vivid fluid designs painted in Day-Glo col-
ors, became visual icons of flower power. Max’s 
cover story in Life magazine (September, 1969) as 
well as appearances on The Tonight Show Starring 

Figure 7. Glasner, M  (1966)  Bob Dylan poster for 
CBS Records  MOMA, New York  

(https://www moma org/collection/works/8108)

Figure 8. Morrson, N  (2019)  Best life, floral set design for video  Floral designer: Lisa Waud  Music: Danny 
Brown  [Photograph]  (https://www lisawaud com/best-life)
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Johnny Carson and The Ed Sullivan Show, further 
established the “flower power” style of art into 
mainstream culture.
Flowers can evoke socio-ecological dynamics that 
bring new life to old premises and express “the 
promise of happiness” [21, p. 66], particularly for 
damaged or neglected lives, supporting their resil-
ience both on individual and communal levels.
Lisa Waud, based in Detroit, Michigan, also 
explores the reviving power of flowers and nature 
in her botanical public art installations, which 

explore the brief space between living and decay. 
She aims to showcase nature as a cleansing reset.      

Built on her background in professional garden 
and floral design, Lisa’s work intervenes within 
existing architecture mimicking natural arma-
tures as a rare pause button in the context of 
perishability and impermanence  Heavily influ-
enced by land art and large-scale installation 
artists, Lisa is drawn to create ephemeral works 
with plants and flowers that immerse and 
engage the hosting community throughout the 

 
 

Figure 9. Sounders, H  (2015) A team of designers and volunteers of the Flower House and the interior of  
the Flower House [Photographs]  https://www lisawaud com/flower-house
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project—in the planning process, throughout 
the exhibition, and in the project’s afterlife 

Lisa’s current focus is aesthetically supporting 
musicians and performing artists designing sets 
for videos and live online performances, and 
prioritizes collaboration with artists from his-
torically underrepresented and marginalized 
communities  Striving for zero waste through-
out her practice, Lisa sources from local growers 
and vendors, utilizes found and foraged natural 
items, buys used and reusable materials, com-
posts organic matter, and recycles what remains 
(Waud, n d )  (About Lisa Waud Botanical 
Artist  Retrieved April 1, 2022, https://www 
lisawaud com/about) 

In October of 2015, Waud’s Flower House in 
Detroit was a celebration of how flowers could 
commemorate the lives of former inhabitants of 
abandoned homes. It was an extensive collabora-
tion between floral designers exhibiting their art 
form for the purpose of honoring the former role 
of the house as a family home.

Flower House evoked pride of place through 
flower installations that were immersive, trans-
formative and offered a heightened sense of 

occasion  Lisa Waud, the visionary behind 
Flower House, hoped the Flower House instal-
lation could be breathtaking and memorable  
Flowers covered the wounded interior of the 
house—its scars, brokenness, abandonment and 
loss  After the exhibition the house was repur-
posed as building materials, deconstructed in 
order to be reclaimed (P  Whitaker, personal 
communication, February 19, 2022) 

The healing and therapeutic 
properties of flowers

Various cultural traditions spiritually infuse flow-
ers with significant healing properties that are 
well-represented in mythology and magical prac-
tices. Often, flowers are believed to be a manifes-
tation of the sacred, creative and spiritual forces 
that enable transformation and healing.
Human encounters with floral healing powers and 
beauty are not only a part of past cultural traditions 
but also exist in the present-day human experi-
ence. One such example includes Rollo May’s flo-
ral encounter amidst his deep crisis at the age of 21, 

Figure 10. Poppies, drawn at “White House”  Source: Rollo May, My Quest for Beauty [15]
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when he collected the heads of poppies and made 
a drawing of flowers in his notebook. He presents 
his memories in his travelogue entitled My Quest 
for Beauty [15], along with his painted and drawn 
flowers. In his travelogue he recounts his memo-
ries as a young man, teaching English at Anatolia 
College in Saloniki, Greece, which became a piv-
otal moment on his psychological path.
As he writes in this book:

I experienced a nervous breakdown  Which 
meant simply that the rules, principles, values by 
which I used to work and live simply did not suf-
fice anymore  I got so completely fatigued that 
I had to go to bed for two weeks to get enough 
energy to continue my teaching  I had learned 
enough psychology at college to know that these 
symptoms meant that something was wrong 
with my whole way of life… I walked mostly 
around the surrounding hills  Ascending one hill 
I found myself suddenly knee deep in a field of 
wild poppies covering the whole hillside  It was 
a gorgeous sight: brilliantly crimson and scarlet, 
the poppies were lovely forms as they bent deli-
cately in one direction and then another 

I realized that I had not listened to my inner 
voice, which had tried to talk to me about 
beauty  I had been too hard-working, too “prin-
cipled” to spend time merely looking at flowers! 
It seems it had taken a collapse of my whole 
former way of life for this voice to make itself 
heard  This inner voice hereafter would always 
be redolent with the slight perfume that covered 
the hillside that morning [15, pp 5-6] 

Today national and international policy supports 
the inclusion of the natural environment in holis-
tic health promotion. “Back-to-nature” move-
ments, inspired in part by ecopsychological ideas, 
support initiatives to address the estrangement 
between humanity and nature that contributes 
to degrading ecological and psychological health. 
The estrangement from nature arrests healthy psy-
chological growth and identity formation, leaving 
a psychological void that many people try to fill 
through compulsive consumption. While back-to-
nature and ecopsychology initiatives are diverse, 
the motivation undergirding each of them seems 
to be similar: reconnecting humans to nature on 
a cognitive, emotional, spiritual, and behavioral 
level. It is believed this reconnection, in turn, will 
boost ecological and psychological health.
A growing branch of therapeutic approaches 
embraced under the umbrella term ‘eсotherapy’, 

based on supporting human interaction with 
the world of nature (and plants in particular), is 
gaining prominence. It has become more obvious 
that “by promoting the health benefits of interact-
ing with nature, green spaces could provide the 
innovation required to advance the ‘greening’ of 
public health” [2, p. 27]. Various ecotherapeutic 
interventions are an outgrowth of nature’s innate 
ability to support mental health in multiple set-
tings. Some interventions, especially horticul-
tural therapy and nature-assisted/ecological arts 
therapies, use the therapeutic potential of human 
interaction with plants and flowers.
Relf [20] writes that the “basic premise behind 
horticultural therapy is that working with and 
around plants brings about positive psychological 
and physical changes that improve the quality of 
life for the individual” (p. 4). In horticultural ther-
apy, the process of the plant-person relationship is 
the nexus of focus by creating botanical arrange-
ments as a form of therapeutic activity. Horticul-
ture utilizes the therapeutic potential of creating 
artworks of flowers and other botanical ephemera, 
connecting horticultural therapy to art therapy.
The scent of flowers and other plant parts has 
demonstrated therapeutic value. According to 
Diehl [4], flowers can release neurochemicals that 
help to “eliminate pain, induce sleep, and create a 
sense of well-being” (p. 170). Flowers also possess 
many significant motifs that can be related to an 
individual’s lifetime frame of reference.
For example, colour, smell, and shape connect 
to autobiographic memories and stimulate the 
recall and accessibility of long-term memory 
[17]. Autobiographical memory is important for 
this understanding of flowers, as flowers triggers 
a sensory aesthetic experience that connects to 
previous autobiographical memories of interac-
tions with them.
Flowers can evoke memories and fantasies and 
facilitate expression of feelings and the search 
for meaning associated with the interconnected 
human and ecological lifespans. Flowers together 
with their natural environment serve as meta-
phors enabling people to “express the inexpress-
ible” and sometimes help them to depict what 
words are unable to convey, irrespective of a per-
son’s language, background or beliefs. Bringing 
flowers to therapy provides an opportunity to 
identify with them and supports eco-identity as a 
necessity of ecological/environmental conscious-
ness and healthy personality development within 
a wider matrix of being—the web of life.
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[Flowers] acquire metaphorical vitality that 
individuals may experience at different con-
scious and unconscious levels of experience  
Within this interwoven relationship, it is 
unsurprising that botanicals become signifiers 
of specific human events as a part of the com-
mon language    Simply touching, smelling, and 
arranging botanical ephemera into pleasing 
symmetries can bring pleasure, alertness, and a 
sense of accomplishment [16, p  19] 

There is a wide spectrum of ways to engage with 
flowers through the arts in nature-assisted ther-
apies and involves the participant engaging in 
different roles from objective observer to active 
intervenor. Making art in the form of drawing 
and photographing flowers can help people to 
recognize the meaningfulness and beauty of this 
botanical ephemera. Getting involved in nature-
based meditations, ceremonies, celebrations, rit-
uals, and other practices with the use of flowers 
is also possible.

The human inclination to establish non-pragmatic 
relationships with nature and healthy resonance 
with plant forms can be explained from the per-
spective of the biophilia hypothesis, which explains 
a pervasive attraction that draws people to nature 
with its different mineral, plant, and organic forms 
as a representation of healthy and contained life. 
The biophilia hypothesis is based on the presump-
tion that our relationship with natural forms can 
be mutually supportive and go beyond their prac-
tical value as food or medicine and perceive them 
as emotionally compelling symbols.

Formulated by Wilson [23] and then elaborated 
by Kellert and Wilson [8], the biophilia hypoth-
esis is described as the “innately emotional affil-
iation of human beings to other living organ-
isms” [8, p. 31]. Creating botanical arrangements, 
drawing, photographing, taking videos, or even 
mindfully contemplating flowers are forms of cre-
ative interaction with natures that align with the 
biophilia hypothesis and ideas of ecopsychology. 
As with any other method or instrument applied 
in ecopsychology and ecotherapy, these therapeu-
tic uses of flowers are based on the idea of synergy 
between the well-being of humans and nature.

Our attraction to flowers can be also explained 
from the perspective of mandala symbology. 
The visual elements contained in flowers and the 
centripetal principle of their visual organization 
absorbs us in a meditative state in which we feel 
harmony, inner peace and wholeness.

Flowers are like ‘green mandalas.’ Contemplating 
on flowers and being involved in various forms of 
expressive activities such as drawing flowers and 
creating botanical arrangments can be under-
stood as a psychodynamic process, whereby indi-
viduals externalize inner processes and states of 
the mind, integrate certain idiosyncratic experi-
ences and qualities and rely on the transpersonal 
ecological self which is defined as “a wide, expan-
sive, or field-like sense of self, which ultimately 
includes all life-forms, ecosystems and the Earth 
itself ” [1, p. 95].
Huss et al. [7] emphasize “the relationship 
between people and flowers goes beyond the syn-
ergetic connection between the visual character-
istics and the social meanings of the flower, to the 
relational, embodied element of person-flower 
connection that is embodied in physical charac-
teristics” (p.7).
Our perception of constructive human interac-
tion with flowers through the arts can be enriched 
by the subjectification of nature. Subjectification 
involves both empathy and identification with 
natural objects and plays a critical role in the 
process of developing human relationships with 
the more-than-human world; it also enables an 
ethical perception of nature to be established. 
According to Deryabo [3], the process of human 
subjectification of natural objects has the follow-
ing basic functions: a) to provide people with an 
experience of their own personal dynamics, b) to 
act as an intermediary in a person’s relationship 
with the world, and c) to act as a subject of joint 
activity and communication. Subjectification of 
natural objects increases well-being and actualiz-
ing eco-identity, as the internal dynamic structure 
of our relationship with nature embraces both the 
human and more-than-human worlds and serves 
as one of the significant foundations for self-per-
ception and self-conception. This is the kind of 
self-understanding that is linked to one’s mutually 
sustaining relationship with the care for nature.

Case example 1: Creating a personal 
green mandala as a result of a 
meditative journey in a community 
center green area accompanied 
with selection of natural materials

A diverse group of helping professionals took part 
in a brief wellness-focused supportive art therapy 
program with the goal of learning ways to develop 
self-regulating, stress-management mindfulness 
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skills based on their creative interaction with the 
environment [17]. The 3-hour weekly sessions 
balanced time between mindfulness-based exer-
cises and creative expression and implemented 
nature-assisted art therapy. Together these inter-
ventions actualize nonverbal creative expression 
with embodied practice, staking a claim for art 
making with the use of environmental materials 
and space as a mindfulness practice. Additionally, 
the outdoor walks, exploring and selecting natu-
ral materials, and creating green mandalas invite 
a practice of mindful attention.
At the beginning of one session, the therapist 
offered the possibility for the group to spend one 
hour outdoors to explore the institutional envi-
ronment of the community center where sessions 
took place: an enclosed field with sports ground 
and some wild plants and apple, pear, and birch 
trees. The therapist explained that the participants 
are allowed to select and use any types of organic 
materials available on the community center’s 
ground including vines, leaves, fruit, branches, 
seedpods, wildflowers, and other botanical 
ephemera, as well as stones, soil, sand, and water.
Participants were encouraged to take a meditative 
journey through the environment and find some 
natural materials and objects in order to arrange a 
small personal green mandala. The therapist rec-
ommended participants use small ceramic con-
tainers, plates, or cups up to 12 cm in diameter to 
hold their botanical arrangements. The therapist 
also encouraged the participants to find some-
place in the environment to install their creations 
and arrange the surrounding area, if needed. 
Later, they were invited to present a brief per-
formative ritual in the environment, and interact 
with their green mandalas as meaningful objects. 
This part of the session followed by participants’ 
sharing their experiences and meanings implied 
in their performances and creations.
When the group completed their green manda-
las and were ready to perform, one of the partici-
pants, a school teacher, invited people to stand in 
the circle to pass her green mandala through their 
hands. She said:

I was sitting on the ground watching the envi-
ronment around me in the beginning  At a cer-
tain moment I got a feeling that I’m dissolving in 
nature  When I stood up and started to search for 
natural materials around, I noticed small plants 
and shoots  All of them are so beautiful, tiny, and 
wonderful, but I didn’t notice that before 

It was a spontaneous process of selecting nat-
ural forms which I found most interesting and 
attractive for me in the beginning  I didn’t 
want to rip and destroy plants, so I preferred 
to take the whole plants including their roots, 
and transport them into the environment of my 
green mandala  You can see the two little plan-
tains inside  I planted them in the soil which I 
put in the vessel and sprinkled with water  These 
plants can grow now  Everything is so small and 
has certain Japanese quality  This evokes a spe-
cial feeling 

When I completed my creation, I started to 
walk around carrying my creation in a medi-
tative state of mind with me  I realized that I 
can take a small part of this beautiful wonder-
ful natural environment in my hand and even 
share it with other people  I can pass my green 
mandala through the circle of people now  You 
can feel its warmth created with my hands and 
a little candle burning in the middle  I can later 
put my creation somewhere  I can separate from 
it now and it needs separation too  It has its own 
life now and it is free  Perhaps I’ll take it with 
me and put it on a table during lunchtime 

Figure 11. Green mandala created by a school teacher

Case example 2: Taking 
photographs of lilac flowers as a 
form of nature-assisted art therapy 
in the rehabilitation of those who 
use psychoactive substances

Another nature-assisted practice was imple-
mented in a day hospital in accordance with 
the principles of ecological art therapy, which 
involved photographing the environment directly 
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adjacent to the building where sessions took 
place. At different times of the year during the 
course of the rehabilitation program, participants 
were repeatedly asked to go outside to photo-
graph any interesting natural and non-natural 
objects and places for about 30 minutes. In the 
process of photographing the environment and 
objects, the participants touched on personally 
significant topics. Sometimes the group leader 
suggested paying attention to certain objects in 
the environment, for example, lilacs when they 
were in season in May.
After taking the photos, the participants could 
choose some of the most meaningful images or 
create a sequential series from them. In some 
cases, narrative therapy techniques were used 
based on the photographs taken in the environ-
ment. The narratives were relatively short texts, 
an essay or a poem, written in a notebook either 
during the photo-walk or immediately after it.
This type of creative nature-based activity allows 
one to realize the meaning and beauty of nature, 
supporting the development of personal and 
group identity based on meaningful connections 
with the environment. Viewing and discussing 
photographs allow participants to better under-
stand their past, present, and future. Photograph-
ing the environment also provides significant 
opportunities for developing a sense of physi-
cal and emotional presence in the environment, 
stress relief, and sensory stimulation.
At one of the sessions, held in May, the group 
leader drew attention to the blooming lilac, 
which was growing in abundance on the territory 
of the park, and suggested a 20–30-minute walk 
through the area where it was blooming. He rec-
ommended photographing the lilac bushes and 

making notes of the thoughts and feelings that 
arose when contemplating the lilac bushes.
The group was then asked to read aloud their notes, 
accompanied by their photographs. At the end 
of the session, the participants noted the strong 
emotional impact associated with both walking 
and taking photographs, as well as sharing their 
thoughts and feelings from their notes. They paid 
attention to meaningful sensations, emotions, 
and thoughts evoked through their contact with 
lilacs as an amazingly beautiful natural object, 
showcasing the effects of subjectification.
Ivan (name has been changed) created this text:

Lilac color is a happy sunrise from my past! 
Like an echo of distant childhood days     
Though the years have gone so far 
I always remember this wonderful smell  
Oh, Lilac flowers, people and nature, 
Thank you for my sobriety, 
Oh, lilac branch, thank you 
For my belief in changes coming in my fate!

Case example 3: Green mandala 
as a symbolic representation of 
experience related to aging

A 72-year-old woman participated in the nature-
based art therapy group session. Though the ses-
sion took place indoors in Manhattan, New York, 
participants were encouraged to use various 
botanical ephemera found by the leader in Cen-
tral Park and brought to the session. Some green-
ery materials for this session were purchased at 
one of the nearest markets. At the beginning of 
one session, the therapist suggested the group 
explore the natural materials available and then 
select and use them to arrange a small personal 
green mandala. The therapist recommended par-
ticipants use cardboard circles up to 25 cm in 
diameter as a holding space for their botanical 
arrangements.
Upon completing her artwork, a 72-year-old 
woman commented on it in the following way:

I could say that it was an organic and uncon-
scious process, led by the textures and colors 
of the materials  I was aware that it was a bit 
‘off-center”, in that it didn’t have the usual sym-
metrical form of a traditional mandala  I actu-
ally enjoyed that it seemed to ‘flow’ off to the 
right and was a bit whimsical and light  It also 
has a strong feminine quality, which pleased me 

Figure 12. One of the photographs of lilacs created by 
Ivan
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too as I had been exploring that side of myself  It 
feels grounded and also has a quality of releas-
ing and flowing, which mirrors my life at the 
moment  I enjoyed the tactile and sensorial 
experience of working with the natural materi-
als even though the workshop itself was held in 
a rather sterile interior and urban environment  

I find my mandala to be a good representation 
of complex meanings related to aging  I can 
refer to Wabi-Sabi, beauty found in the simple, 
imperfect, old, worn, weathered objects and 
natural forms  These qualities of “beauty con-
sciousness” that were revealed through the pro-
cess of creating my green mandala can assist us 
in seeing beauty in the older human being and 
guide us toward recognizing this beauty within 
ourselves as we age  These forms of aesthetics 
and philosophy of life can help us to become 
aware of aging as a creative act 

Conclusion

In this critical period of human existence, when 
populations all over the world and the global web 

of life are being threatened by the environmen-
tal crisis, which has a wide-ranging social, psy-
chological and economic impact, the question 
arises, what is our creative response to all this? 
What is our foundation for human and environ-
mental healing, one that supports resilience and 
capacity for a life-affirming response to environ-
mental destruction? A holistic response would 
be the practice of ecopoiesis, exemplified by our 
natural aesthetic and creative response to flowers, 
reclaiming our poetic way of dwelling upon the 
earth.
Flowers significantly influence aesthetics, cul-
ture, therapy, and health. They imply a rich 
meaning associated with both planetary and 
human history. Our kinship with flowers dwells 
in the heart of natural and cultural ecology, 
which is intrinsically aligned with the state of the 
ecosphere’s health, resilience, regeneration and 
sustainability.
Our ecopoietic resonance is essential to our rela-
tionship with flowers and our encounter with 
their beauty. It enables our aesthetic response to 
them, but not “in the sense of a form that one 
beholds from a distance in a disinterested man-
ner, but rather a bodily-affective experience of 
what has emerged.” [13]
Our ecopoietic resonance with flowers makes us 
capable of creative acts and shaping the world in 
harmony with nature when our creative behaviour 
relies on aesthesis, our experience of the world, 
and its embodied beauty.
Our human resonance with flowers extends far 
beyond the simple issues of material and phys-
ical sustenance and embraces our craving for 
aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive, and spiritual 
meaning and satisfaction. The human inclination 
to plant and grow flowers, create various decora-
tions made of this botanical ephemera, use them 
in healing and spiritual practices, meditate on 
them and glorify them in art can be considered as 
an expression of the human instinct of mutually 
supportive relationships with nature.

Figure 13. Green mandala with a rose petal in the 
center made by a 72-year-old woman as a symbol of 

her experience related to aging
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us to respond to the complex challenges we face in our world today.

Abstract. This essay explores a deep encounter between a photographer and the natural world. Slowing down and focus-
ing in on a landscape, a moment when light brushes the earth alight after a storm, or, to gaze into an animal’s eyes in 
the wild is like an awakening of our relationship with our earth. In times when are increasingly disconnected or even 
separated from the wild, the therapeutic use of photography can draw us back into the intimacy that is at the essence 
of our own wild nature. It can restore hope and a relationship of compassion, care and appreciation of beauty and 
communion with our mother Earth.

Keywords: communion, nature, relationships, I-It, I-Thou, photography, healing.

On being a photographer

Photography for me is like a meditation. It’s a 
tool that draws me into a deep communion with 
nature. Communion is derived from com, mean-
ing “with or together” and unus, meaning “one-
ness or union,” its Latin root is communionem, 
meaning “fellowship, mutual participation, and 
a sharing.” (https://www.etymonline.com/word/
communion). The mysterious sharing and partic-
ipation with nature that we are all part of is the 
communion I experience as a photographer.
Photography helps me to look, notice, become 
curious and to deeply focus. In this way of seeing, 
the camera becomes almost invisible, I no longer 
experience it as an object or a technical barrier, 
instead it becomes a channel of communication 
and relational communion. The barriers of sepa-
ration start to disappear and I feel a flow of energy 
between myself and the landscape, plant or ani-
mal I am focusing on.
I feel fully present to this sacred relationship. 
There is no longer separation with nature, we are 
of one spirit, one breath—such is this mystical 
participation, this union, this communion.

Focusing on an image draws my inner eye into 
the landscape of the very being of beauty. There 
is a breath, a pulse, my heart beating with the 
rhythm of wonder. Beauty captivates me and fills 
me with awe as I capture each moment, I want to 
preserve and share her essence.
To show you the soft hues of dawn or a sunset’s 
final firefly blaze, the ocean alight with the sun’s 
flames, a wave that curls over the golden path as 
if drawing the thread of light into its inky indigo 
depths. To introduce you to the wild animal’s eyes 
so you can know the wild within you. To show you 
the tender luminous green iris shoots growing up 
through the icy cold winter ground beneath the 
magnificent bare beech tree. These lilac lights 
igniting the pathway to spring. To show you those 
magical moments of rainbow arch and north-
ern lights, distant stars amidst the fullness of the 
moon as it rises over the tops of snow-capped 
mountains. To show you another perspective, to 
reset where and who you are in the universe of 
things. To remind you that all this lives in you too, 
this universe of beauty.
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On being in nature

As a child I roamed free in the wilds of nature 
with my brothers. We were often out until sun-
set building dens in nearby fields or surfing in the 
wild sea. I had the joy of galloping on my horse 
across wide stretches of sandy beaches. The natu-
ral world and especially the ocean was my home, 
my play space and my constant encounter with 
beauty and the wild. I was always talking with 
these natural elements, they were my friends. 
These powerful ancient beings helped raise me 
and continue to inspire me to be well and to have 
hope.
In his book Last Child in the Woods, the jour-
nalist Richard Louv [14] warned of the impact of 
children’s loss of freedom to roam in their neigh-
bourhoods and discover nearby nature. This 
happened within little more than a generation as 
children’s lives became more confined indoors. 
“At the very moment that the bond is breaking 
between the young and the natural world,” he 
observed, “a growing body of research links our 
mental, physical and spiritual health to our asso-
ciation with nature” (p. 3).
In considering how to move social and eco-
logical systems toward sustainability, Ives et al. 
[9] propose that emotional connections with 
nature have the potential to leverage deep soci-
etal change toward respect and care for nature; 
and they recognise childhood as a time to begin 
building connection.
Chan et al. [5] make a similar argument that peo-
ple often protect and restore the natural world for 
the sake of “relational values”: because feelings 
like connection with nature, attachment to a spe-
cial place in nature or satisfaction found in caring 
for nature enhance the quality of people’s lives.
In their book “Nature-based expressive arts ther-
apy”, Sally Atkins and Melia Snyder describe how 
we have lost what eco-philosopher Thomas Berry 
(1988) calls “the great conversation” with the 
moon, with trees, rivers, mountains and animals, 
with our more than human world [1, p. 87-88]. 
They propose we need to return to an epistemol-
ogy of the sacred, of the senses and of intimacy 
with nature. An intimacy that can cultivate the 
deepest respect in relationship with nature.
As Thich Nhat Hanh so eloquently says: “When 
we walk like [we are rushing], we print anxiety 
and sorrow on the earth. We have to walk in a 
way that we only print peace and serenity on the Photo 2. Iris at dawn (photo Carolina Herbert)

Photo 1. Silk Cotton Tree, Ta Prohm Temple, 
Cambodia (photo Carolina Herbert)
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earth... Be aware of the contact between your 
feet and the earth. Walk as if you are kissing the 
earth with your feet.” (https://www.goodreads.
com/quotes/255935-when-we-walk-like-we-are-
rushing-we-print-anxiety). Such relationship and 
communion then has the potential to cultivate 
constructive hope and action. Li and Monroe 
[13] found that when young people feel concern 
about environmental problems and believe that 
they and others can address problems effectively, 
they are more likely to feel hope. Both hope and 
concern motivate action, whereas despair and 
feelings of helplessness are negatively related to 
action in the research [15, 16, 17, 18].

On Being with the I-Thou

In his iconic book I and Thou, Martin Buber [4] 
explains that there are two modes of engaging 
with the world, which he describes through the 
use of two word pairs, I-It and I-Thou. Buber calls 
these primary words, which do not signify things 
but intimate relations. It is not possible to be an 
“I” outside of these relations. Buber calls the I-It 
mode of engaging with the world, the mode of 

“experience” (which covers both inner emotions 
and sensory experience), where the I is an objec-
tive observer, cataloguing, calculating, analyzing, 
and describing, rather than being in active rela-
tion. Buber tells us that I-It does not make for 
a “whole” human being. For this we also need 
I-Thou [4].
For Martin Buber “…he who lives with It alone 
is not a man” [4, p. 24]. Human beings need 
“I-Thou” relationships, where we communicate 
with our being rather than with words. I-Thou 
is about mutuality, seeing someone in his or her 
depth, speaking to the Other with your entire 
being, saying Thou with all that you are, stand-
ing in present relation, in the here and now– not 
completely separate, but not completely fused, 
maintaining just enough balance between close 
and distant to retain a sense of who you are.
Buber primarily talks about human relationships, 
however he also considers relationships with 
Nature. Buber sums up the difference between I-It 
and I-Thou relationships by considering a tree:
“I can look on it as a picture: stiff column in a 
shock of light, or splash of green shot with the 
delicate blue and silver of the background. I can 

Photo 3. Rhosilli Bay Sunset, Gower Peninsular, Wales (photo Carolina Herbert)
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perceive it as movement: flowing veins on cling-
ing, pressing pith, suck of the roots, breathing of 
the leaves, ceaseless commerce with earth and 
air–and the obscure growth itself. I can classify it 
in a species and study it as a type in its structure 
and mode of life. I can subdue its actual presence 
and form so sternly that I recognize it only as an 
expression of law…I can dissipate it and perpet-
uate it in number, in pure numerical relation. In 
all this the tree remains my object, occupies space 
and time, and has its nature and constitution. It 
can, however, also come about, if I have both will 
and grace, that in considering the tree I become 
bound up in relation to it. The tree is no longer It. 
I have been seized by the power of exclusiveness.” 
[4, p. 6].
In taking this photograph of the copper beech 
tree, I entered into what felt like an I-Thou rela-
tionship. As I reflected on my experience it moved 
me to tears. Tears that fell to the ground with such 
a deep honor and respect for the presence of this 
tree that it became like a sacred teacher to me in a 
moment of communion.

Sentient beings 
Reaching up to the skies 
Magnificent fire canopy 
Caressed in sunset’s golden light 
Effortless in your presence 
You hold your still ground 
You place no demands on me 
As you release each leaf 
I watch them fly away like dying flames on  
the cool breeze of autumn Falling 
With grace to ground 
We breathe together 
Giving and receiving 
Life and death
(Carrie Herbert November 2020)

I have learnt that I-Thou experiences cannot be 
willed. They are given to us by grace, but I have to 
be open to them, choose to enter these moments 
and learn to give and receive through this rela-
tionship. Buber talks about knowledge, art and 
teaching as all needing more I-Thou relation-
ships. Is the I-Thou the central focus of all cre-
ativity, all spirituality and all human becoming? 
All I know is when I surrender into the creative 
process in relationship with the other, something 
new emerges. It is what Paolo Knill describes as 
the Third [12]. This refers to the myriad of “aha” 

moments. The term “flash” was introduced by 
Balint [2] for all the surprising and non-repro-
ducible healing effects of a relationship. Grob [8] 
talks about it as a “gift in the space of encounter.” 
Using photography as a therapeutic tool, I expe-
rience such moments and gifts in the encounter 
with nature every time.
Billy Childish states “my quest through my work 
is for God” [11, p. 14]. It is perhaps a willingness 
of the artist to enter the “participation mystique” 
[10, p. 105] that art impacts upon the life of the 
both the artist and the collective. The creative 
process has been perceived as meaning-making 
and as a mystical and mysterious process that 
cannot be fully fathomed or comprehensible by 
reason. The artist is a mediator who strives to 
bring together the temporal with the eternal, 
bringing two worlds together. Jung proposes “that 
the artist is not a person endowed with free will 
who seeks his own ends, but one who allows art to 
realize its purposes through him. As an artist he 
is man in the higher sense–he is collective man, a 
vehicle and moulder of the unconscious psychic 
life of mankind” [10, p. 101].
Photography enables the art of seeing and focus-
ing on the now, on the present moment. Being 

Photo 4. Great Heart – a copper beech tree in Autumn  
(photo Carolina Herbert)
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fully present is a powerful state of being. As such, 
photography used in this way creates a shift in 
perspective, a literal shift in our wellbeing, boosts 
positive hormones, enhances our mood and 
draws us into connection with beauty. As a per-
son with depression stated: “I was able to start 
seeing beauty all around me: in darkness and in 
light. The ordinary became fascinating and the 
mundane started to shine.” [19, p. 21]. When you 
have a camera in your hand, you begin search-
ing for beauty in the world even more. It’s not 
always in the obvious places. The mundane can 
start to take on new meaning and light for you as 
your eye becomes more trained to find the next 
photo. This is often connected to gratitude, which 
is another powerful tool for healing and shift-
ing your thought patterns and way of being [19, 
p. 22]. Photography can connect us with deep and 
rich experiences and life stories as we encounter 
the other, as I discovered on meeting Sambo, an 
incredible elephant in the wilds of Cambodia.

The Asian elephant—an 
encounter with resilience and 
freedom

Asian elephants have been integral to Khmer cul-
ture in Cambodia for millennia. Elephants fea-
ture prominently in the extraordinary temples 

of Angkor in Cambodia’s northern province of 
Siem Reap. Historians estimate that over 6,000 
elephants were used in the construction of the 
Angkor Wat complex. The 12th century Terrace of 
the Elephants depicts scores of nearly fullsize ele-
phants at Angkor Thom (https://wildearthallies.
org/cultural-significance-asian-elephants-cam-
bodia/). The Asian elephant now is endangered 
with only 30–50,000 left and only around 400 
remaining in Cambodia. Elephants have dis-
appeared entirely from western Asia, Iran, and 
most of China (https://elephantconservation.org/
elephants/asian-elephants/).
Sambo was one of 6 elephants taken during the 
Khmer Rouge from their owner. Only Sambo 
survived. After the war was over his owner found 
him chained and in a near-death starvation state 
and brought him back to Phnom Penh as its peo-
ple too began to return. Over time Sambo, like the 
Khmer people became strong again. One day the 
school bus broke down and Sambo became the 
transport for the children. He became an iconic 
part of the landscape of Phnom Penh’s streets as 
they rode his back to school. However, a city is no 
place really for an elephant. An elephant sanctu-
ary in the rolling hills of Mondulkiri opened in 
recent years and took him in for retirement.
I had often seen Sambo on the streets of the city 
and now I had gone to meet him back in the 
wilds of the jungle. I am not sure what happened 

Photo 5. Sambo’s Eye (photo Carolina Herbert)
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between us as I gazed into his eye set deep into 
his golden-brown leather skin. I felt moved to 
tears to witness this resilient giant who had been 
through so much suffering finally returned to the 
freedom of the wild. Amidst my tears, I laughed 
out loud as the ranger told me Sambo keeps 
escaping the sanctuary boundaries with his new 
elephant friend Ruby. They are often found eating 
their way through a nearby banana plantation, 
or they have to go and get him from outside the 
local school where Sambo waits for the children 
to come outside at the end of the day. It made me 
wonder if he misses the familiar presence of those 
barefooted children bundled up on the arch of his 
back as he rocked them home through the streets 
of Phnom Penh.

Sambo, I see you at a distance, 
your earthen form merged with the wild 
vibrant green jungle 
as if you had always belonged here  
You let me come close  
It’s the closest I have ever been to an elephant  
Breathtaking  
I am in awe of your sentinel being  
My breathing slows as I feel your breath on my 
skin  
I gaze into your eye and wonder how you 
survived 
watching your family die, 
while you too were chained, 
worked to the bone to your dying day  
Then you lived, lived in the big hard concrete 
city away from the green  
I wonder how it felt to let those barefooted 
children 
clamber on your back to ride to school  
How you allow any human to come close 
after being so injured by us  
There is a secret silent strength in you 
and a fierce fight for freedom still, 
as you escape the elephant sanctuary with 
reckless abandon 
and rip those golden curved delights in the 
succulent banana plantain  
before going to stand still waiting by the gates 
of the village school 
until the patter of children’s feet come running 
to your side 

Birds in the wild

The improvisational robin song stops me in my 
tracks, I pause and listen to your chit chit chatter 
music and you and I stay so close for a while. I 
and you, you and I, eye to eye as if time stands 
still. Your iconic red breast spills its song into 
my heart and ignites a fiery passion, a longing to 
protect you from moving to the red list of endan-
gered birds in the UK. How many more species 
do we need to lose from our skies I wonder? It 
was heartening to visit the re-wilded white tailed 
sea eagles on the Isle of Skye on the West Coast 
of Scotland. They were nearly extinct in the area. 
Now there are over 150 pairs of eagles success-
fully reintroduced to the wild moving this mag-
nificent bird of prey from the red to the amber 
list. It is possible, when we focus only on one spe-
cies being endangered, to lose sight of the ripple 
effect of any species becoming rare or extinct in 
the delicate balance of our ecosystems.
Co-extinction happens because of co-existence. 
Spending time with these exquisite endangered 
hummingbirds is breathtaking. I learned that if 
hummingbirds went extinct, the mites could go 
extinct too because they would have no way of 
getting from flower to flower. Then the flowers, 
because they depend on the hummingbirds and 
mites to spread pollen, also go extinct (https://
indianapublicmedia.org/amomentofscience/
coextinction.php)
“An animal’s eyes have the power to speak a great 
language.” (Martin Buber, https://www.beth-is-
rael.org/rabbi-lyons-blog-07_20_2018/).

Photo 6. The robin (photo Carolina Herbert)
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Photo 7. The humming bird (photo Carolina Herbert)

I encourage you to be with these images and 
words and notice what you see, feel and encoun-
ter through them. Take a moment to meditate on 
the meaning of your encounter with animals and 

nature. Your relationship with the I-Thou, the 
Other. What is there for you to receive, to learn to 
see, to imagine, to create?

The Seal

Once you know I am safe 
Your eyes soften and close into blissful rest  
There is no waiting 

There is no time 
As the tide sweeps away 
From your ochre sea rug 

(From an encounter with the seals when I was recently exploring my Scottish roots and spending 
time with wildlife that is protected and respected.)

Photo 8. The seal (photo Carolina Herbert)
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Photo 9. The dolphin (photo Carolina Herbert)

The dolphin

It was my childhood dream to see you just once in the wild 
And then you came back again and again and again 
Playfully darting alongside the boat 
Until our eyes met Joy welled up in my whole being 
I was lost in an ocean of salt-water tears

Photo 10. The stag (photo Carolina Herbert)
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The Stag

Ah, that wild rugged Isle  We were headed back home after a wee dram as Nick shared his dream to 
see a stag deer  
“Why not ask the universe” I suggested, “for your wish ” 
You appeared like a majestic guardian  Watching over us as we departed before turning into the 
setting sun  
The dignity of your presence lingered  For a moment I forgot to take a breath as I turned to see Nick’s 
burley frame sobbing with gratitude 

Photo 11. Icarus Sunset (photo Carolina Herbert)

As the sun leaves the day 
You fly as if your wing brushes 

The golden orb 
 Into its slumber 

 I am flooded with gratitude 
 My Icarus fears suspended with my breath 

 As you soar up and beyond 
 Into the darkening skies lit with traces of golden hope

Concluding thoughts

What are you left feeling now, what poetic 
response might you write from these images, 
these words. Can you spend some time in nature 
encountering the other, the I-thou in the trees, 
the birds, the landscape around you. How will it 
affect you, move you, change you?

Endnote

In religious communion there is a sacrament, in 
its original meaning a sacrament is a solemn oath. 
I make a commitment to honour the sacred, the 
mystery and the beauty of mother earth, nature in 
all living things, nature in you, nature in me.
Contact Carolina at: carrie@alkimiasoul.com. 
www.alkimiasoul.com 
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BECOMING INDIGENOUS TO PLACE: FINDING 
ECOPOIESIS IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF NANAPOZHO

Jenna Montgomery
Jenna Montgomery lives in what is presently known as Canada on Treaty 6 
land, the traditional territory of the Cree, Blackfoot, Métis, Nakota Sioux, 
Iroquois, Dene, Ojibway/ Saulteaux/Anishinaabe and Inuit peoples. Her 
ancestors were indigenous to Europe but settled on Treaty 7 lands and the 
traditional territory of the Blackfoot Confederacy, which is where she spent 
most of her life. With a background in the visual arts, human geography, and 
civil engineering, she is continuously working at the intersection of art and 
science to strengthen her connection to and understanding of place.

Abstract. While the world experiences anthropocentric climate change and works towards truth and reconciliation, how 
humans relate to Earth and each other must shift in colonial-capitalist societies. Considering the writing of Yi-Fu Tuan 
and the concept of space and place, the essay explores the similarities between what Robin Wall Kimmerer describes as 
becoming indigenous to place and what Stephen K. Levine describes as ecopoiesis. Both have the potential to serve as 
cross-cultural foundational concepts that can alter how contemporary societies shape the earth to meet human needs. 
The author relates this to her time spent outdoors during the Coronavirus pandemic developing a deeper connection 
to the place she calls home and poses consideration for further research and thought.

Keywords: place, space and place, ecopoiesis, poetic ecology, climate change, human development, nature, expressive arts.

built on reciprocity, something necessary for the 
health of our ecosystems. While teaching, she 
discovered that an understanding of reciprocity 
was missing from Western common knowledge: 
not one student in her post-secondary class could 
identify a single example of a beneficial relation-
ship between humans and nature. In response, 
Kimmerer asks, “how can we move towards eco-
logical and cultural sustainability if we cannot 
even imagine what that path feels like?” [1, p. 6]
To imagine that path requires a change of per-
spective. To Robin Wall Kimmerer, that could 
come in the form of settler colonial societies 
becoming indigenous to place. She relates this 
concept to Indigenous mythology through Sky-
woman and Nanabozho. Both find themselves 
somewhere unknown and strange but through 
reciprocity with those already there, they learn to 
survive and find belonging.  
In the case of Skywoman, she falls from the sky 
landing on a planet unfit for her survival or that 
of her unborn child. She relies upon those already 
there to keep her alive and it is through them that 
she learns to shape the world to support her and 
her descendants now that they too are inhabitants. 
Kimmerer describes Skywoman as an immigrant 
who became indigenous to place and suggests 

Centuries of colonial and imperial rule and indus-
trialization has led to a world where anthropocen-
tric climate change and the effects of enslavement 
and genocide are posing some exceptional chal-
lenges. Without reconciling our past and making 
significant change in the way that humans shape 
relationships and the environment, parts of Earth 
will likely become uninhabitable and oppression 
will remain. In both cases, reconciliation must 
lead to a shift in the dominant paradigm and the 
associated Cartesian dualism that separates and 
isolates humans from each other and the earth. 
This shift can already be observed through the 
creation of the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and the 
Paris Agreement on Climate Change. Although 
these initiatives are only a small step, they do 
acknowledge change is needed. Another step in 
shifting the dominant paradigm may involve per-
sonal renewals of our relationship to the earth 
and finding parallels in cultural conceptualiza-
tions of our earthly responsibilities.

Robin Wall Kimmerer is a botanist, whose work 
transverses Indigenous and scientific ways of 
knowing. In her book Braiding Sweetgrass, Kim-
merer explores the teachings of plants and how 
they can guide us to a way of being in the world 
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that as nations built on immigration (either fig-
uratively in the sense of Judeo-Christian myth, 
or literally in the sense of human migration via 
choice, enslavement or otherwise), we too could 
learn to become indigenous: “…living as if [our] 
children’s future mattered, to take care of the 
land as if our lives, both material and spiritual, 
depended”. [1, p. 9]
The indigeneity she refers to is not about claim-
ing origin or overwriting the past, but to the 
development of a basic, fundamental relation-
ship to place essential for life. To be indige-
nous to place is not to claim belonging to jus-
tify entitlement and dominion, but precisely the 
opposite: to deeply understand and honour our 
interconnectedness.
The timeless story of Nanabozho provides prac-
tical guidance on cultivating interconnectedness. 
Nanabozho finds himself somewhere unknown 
and strange but following in the footsteps of Sky-
woman, trusts that all of the knowledge he needs 
to survive is held by those already there. To come 
to know the land, he answers the Creator’s call to 
learn the names of all the other beings:

He watched them carefully to see how they 
lived and spoke with them to learn what gifts 
they carried to discern their true names  Right 
away he began to feel more at home and was 
not lonely anymore when he could call the oth-
ers by name and they called out to him when he 
passed… [1, p  202] 

Nanabozho not only learns from those around 
him but learns of them. The more Nanabozho 
experiences the world, the more he comes to 
understand each being’s responsibility and the 
importance of reciprocity for survival. “Every 
being with a gift, every being with a responsibil-
ity”. [1, p. 205] It becomes his responsibility to 
walk with humility to ensure that human creation 
serves to maintain reciprocity rather than become 
overwhelmingly self-serving [ibid, p. 206]. His 
reliance and responsibility to others allows for 
the co-creation of a sustainable world for future 
generations. With this realization, Nanabozho 
becomes indigenous to place.
The concept of becoming indigenous to place can 
also be explored through contemporary Europe-
an-American thought, which may help to plant 
more seeds towards reconciliation through paral-
lel understanding. The concept of place as defined 
by Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan is phenomenological 
in nature and begins with experiencing a space. 

Tuan describes space as a “a condition for biolog-
ical survival” and a resource [4, p. 57]. We need 
space in order to meet our basic needs. Space is 
tangible and can be measured and demarcated 
with boundaries and barriers. There is a perma-
nence and reliability inherent to space. Cartesian 
systems of knowing and being help us to under-
stand space. However, as Tuan describes,

Life is lived, not a pageant from which we stand 
aside and observe  The real is the familiar daily 
round, unobtrusive like breathing  The real 
involves our whole being, all of our senses [4, 
p  146] 

As we transition from knowing about a space to 
an experiential knowing from, our perceptions 
and experiences shape our values, sense of real-
ity and our relationship to the world. The result 
is a phenomenological transformation of space to 
place.  
In the footsteps of Nanabozho, finding a deep 
sense of place exposes our responsibility to the 
earth. The way that we shape our environments 
with a responsibility to earthly connection and 
belonging has been defined by Stephen K. Levine 
as a poietic ecology. Levine writes that a poietic 
ecology recognizes humans “…as finite historical 
beings, [who] are ‘thrown’ into a world we have 
not ourselves made; yet it is within our power 
to choose those possibilities which exist within 
this world in order to develop it in a ‘suitable’ 
way…” [3]. It is through a poietic ecology that we 
can come to realise a phenomenon that parallels 
becoming indigenous to place.
Both Kimmerer and Levine describe a world 
which humans do not hold dominion over but 
must shape in order to survive. In the same way 
that Nanabozho learns from nature to build tech-
nology and improve the world for future humans, 
Levine describes that “we are not creator gods; 
rather, we take what is given and respond to 
it,” shaping the earth in a way that respects our 
reliance and connection to it and honours our 
innate ability to create [3]. Either by becoming 
indigenous to place or by understanding our 
place in a poietic ecology, humans can learn to 
develop the earth in a way that is responsible to 
all inhabitants.
In the context of a poietic ecology, nature can 
be viewed as a work of art that we are continu-
ously collaborating on. When we accept nature as 
art, we can respond to what emerges be it lovely, 
nurturing, ugly, painful, or full of suffering with 
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aesthetic responsibility — an act of creating 
rooted in the senses and aesthetic sensibilities [2, 
p. 140].
During the pandemic, the ways that I interacted 
with my environment shifted as I began to see 
nature as a work of art. While physically isolated 
from friends and family during the coronavirus 
pandemic, I turned to a reliable form of connec-
tion for me, nature. I took the opportunity to 
deepen my knowledge of the local environment, 
refine my plant identification skills and learn the 
local river valley. Each day I took note of changes 
in the growth and development of the various 
trees, shrubs and grasses in the area. As I became 
more familiar with the local seasonal cycles and 
my wild plant and animal neighbours, I started to 
feel more connected to the place I currently call 
home. 
My experiences in the outdoors have become 
more like creative explorations, similar to how 
I experience working in the art studio. When 
something catches my attention, I allow myself to 
relax into the moment and become more sensitive 

Figure 1. Montgomery, J  (2020)  A reminder of a sun 
rise that made me end my walk, stand still in awe to 
witness a short-lived, rapidly-changing scattering of 

light  [Digital photograph]

Figure 2. Montgomery, J  (2020)  A reminder of the 
leaves pressed by the weight of my body and the dull 

colours that invoked a mild feeling of sadness  [Digital 
photograph]

to the experience. With my senses fully engaged, 
my awareness and imagination are more attuned 
to chance meetings and moments of vulnerability 
just as they would if I were painting. I embrace 
opportunities to move, smell, look, taste and feel 
my neighbourhood in ways I had not previously 
been open to. Exploring my environment has 
become a creative and playful approach to con-
nection. I rediscover the joy and curiosity that 
comes from being with the earth, sometimes tak-
ing photos not as art but as a reminder to myself 
of an experience that brought deeper connection. 
Examples of these reminders are shown in Fig-
ures 1, 2 and 3.
My experience outdoors during the pandemic 
reinforced my ability to see beyond the dualism 
I have been trained to believe. Despite living in 
an urban area shaped for human use, encoun-
ters with place awakened my attention and aes-
thetic responsibility to the non-human aspects 
of my environment. By allowing my attention to 
be taken by the birds, trees, rocks, water, sun and 
so on, the separation between the built and wild 
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Figure 3. Montgomery, J  (2021)  A reminder of when the smoke in the sky from wildfires in British Columbia 
flooded the city and my home with orange light and brought me a feeling of dread  [Digital photograph]

environment became thin, freeing me from Car-
tesian dualism. Even if that freedom only lasted 
for a moment, it became possible to perceive our 
interconnectedness and imagine the reciprocity 
between us. To harness this may permit practical 
application, but I am not there yet.
Levine describes ecopoiesis as the application of 
aesthetic responsibility to the shaping of our envi-
ronments [3]. Practical applications of ecopoie-
sis require us to “…accept our responsibility for 
shaping the environment in a way that respects its 
otherness as well as our own capacity for affect-
ing it”. [3] To apply ecopoiesis in a world that 
has already been fiercely shaped by humans, we 
must acknowledge and accept responsibility for 
the damages and harms of the past and present 
caused by the dominant paradigm. With this in 

mind, ecopoiesis may help settler societies find 
reconciliation with Earth and Indigenous peoples 
through acts of reciprocity.
Both Robin Wall Kimmerer and Stephen K. 
Levine consider the role that connection and 
belonging to place have on our perception of 
being and surviving in the world. They both seek 
change and consider the path humans are on to be 
one of disconnect and harm. What if we as a set-
tler society took a moment to note our aesthetic 
responsibility and focus on becoming indigenous 
to place? Would we rethink our sociopolitical 
systems and structures in a meaningful and hon-
est way? As climate change puts humanity into 
desperate situations for survival, is it too late to 
become indigenous to place or is this exactly what 
we need to survive?
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EPITAPH: CHANNELING THE LIFEWEB

Newton Harrison
Research Professor and Director of the Center for the Study of the Force 
Majeure, the University of California at Santa Cruz, Director of Harrisons 
Studio, and Professor Emeritus, the University of California at San Diego 
(CA, USA)

Abstract. Newton Harrison was among the pioneers of the eco-art movement, a member of the collaborative team of 
Newton and Helen Mayer Harrison (who died in 2018) that worked for over forty years with biologists, ecologists, 
architects, urban planners and other artists to initiate collaborative dialogues to uncover ideas and solutions which 
support biodiversity and community development. It seems like a recent illness of Newton’s has inspired him to have 
some new ideas about our relationship with the environment, which he has put in the artistic message called “Epitaph.” 
It is published in the journal together with a page of comments or a “debate.”
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After encountering a non-curable cancer, and 
3 years after Helen passed. I asked the web of life: 
Do you have any rules beyond self-making? The 
web of life responded:
1.  Human, Human:

I have 1 rule from which all others spring. It 
enables the livingness of all and everything to 
continue. I have gifted all living with intelli-
gence. And how do you know this you may ask?

2. Human, Human:
All that lives knows how to continue. All that 
lives knows what is good for itself to continue 
and does so. All that lives knows what’s bad 
for itself and avoids it. These are intelligent 
choices.

3. Human, Human:
I have also gifted all living things with a 
ring-pass-not which you call an ecotone. I 
have gifted all living things free will to act as 
they will within the limitations of their eco-
tones. Rogue species as you have become so 
self-pleasing that your system of extraction 
and consumption ignores or consumes any-
thing that does not benefit itself.

4. Human, Human:
I have only one all-encompassing, ultimately 
unforgiving rule. That is, every species, with-
out exception, in order to be part of my con-
tinuum, must give back as much or more than 
they take.

5. Human, Human:
When this is the condition of all living, my 
living system becomes more complexly auto- 
poetic.

6. Human, Human:
All of my 11 million species and counting, 
with the exception of you, obey this rule to 
the benefit of all. In fact, all species except you 
help create their own ecotones.

7. Human, Human, there is an equation, another 
gift to you, it is thus. The more you take from 
me without return, the more you impair my 
ability to continue. The more take the more 
you reduce your own ability to continue. Read 
the signs, your risk grows exponentially. For 
me risk does not exist.

8. Human, Human:
Unless you change quickly, you will not be 
able to continue. Not true for myself. I have 

regenerated, in 10 to 20 million-year incre-
ments, from other extinctions and will do so 
again and again.

9. Human, Human:
Shrink, cease, desist, reverse your extractions 
and consumptions, all that interferes with 
your ability to give back more than you take. 
Accept limitation immediately – even gladly.

10. Human, Human:
Rejoin with me again, learn from many of 
your ancestors who lived their limitations to 
free will, so living in this manner are more 
than 11 million companion species.

11. Human, Human:
Shrink, and once again become your own 
niche in my universe of niches large and small. 
Then, like all other living species, I WILL BE 
YOU AND YOU WILL BE ME.

12. Human, Human:
I, the web of life, am indifferent to all the 
injustices in all forms and beliefs that you talk 
about in social and environmental terms. They 
are every species’ invention and responsibil-
ity. I reject your belief in endless growth. My 
one rule is the rule of exchange as practiced 
by each of our companion species, with your-
selves as the very destructive exception. All 
others participate in the infinity of exchanges 
which bring forth my domain of livingness.  

13. Human, Human:
If the extinctions are extreme, I say again, it 
will only take me another 10 to 20 million 
years for a species like you to emerge again 
changed into more empathic beings accepting 
of limitations and finally embodied with your 
own auto-poetic powers.

14. Human, Human, to survive, learn from your 
companion species and rejoin me.

15. I have spoken.

Response to Newton Harrison’s Epitaph

Madeline Rugh

I like that he gave “voice” from the web of life and 
“as” the web of life, though unrecognized by the 
Westernized mind.
I think the idea that the Web-of-Life doesn’t con-
cern herself with our “social-political” concerns 
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could be re-imagined. For example, the con-
sciousness that has produced the terror and tur-
moil at the human social-political level is the 
SAME consciousness that violates all the princi-
ples put forward in this epitaph. So…in my view, 
it would behoove (and I think does behoove) the 
Web-of-Life to guide us toward repairing that 
consciousness toward one of reciprocity, wonder, 
compassion and connection. Perhaps our social 
issues are escalating to do just that, so perhaps 
the Web does care and is compelling us to see and 
change our violent disconnected behavior in all 
forms of living.
With regard to “ecotones”; they have been recog-
nized in Celtic spiritual reflections and shamanic 
traditions as transitional places or spaces. And 
because they are betwixt and between; between 
the ocean and the shore, between the forest and 
the field, they are considered to be areas of power, 
of the imaginal realm...areas of soul...
I think this is interesting given its scientific eco-
logical richness and necessity as described in the 
Epitaph. It also made me wonder if we, as human 
animals who have been defying the mandates of 
ecotones and ecological niche, are perhaps in a 
shifting “ecotone” of consciousness

Response to Newton Harrison’s Epitaph

Beverley A’Court

Newton Harrison embodies as a person his great 
care for the planet, it glows in his eyes, carries in 
the resonant timbre of his voice. A great warmth 
infuses the large-scale maps he uses to edu-
cate and share about his and his partner Helen’s 
vision. These displays, despite being digital cre-
ations, have an aliveness of flow, colour and scale, 
to brighten rooms across the globe, stirring fur-
ther creativity.
I preface everything that follows with unqualified 
appreciation for everyone who dedicates time and 
energy to speak up in protection of the planet, 
from their unique perspective.
So having seen these I was surprised by the form 
chosen for Epitaph’ and my strong reactions to it. 
I had expected something different from artists 
who practice what they call ‘shamanic inquiry’ 
and ‘ask the web of life’ for guidance in their work.
All art is within a tradition, including those that 
claim to be subverting past forms, and this inter-
play of echoes with traditional forms that stir 

resonances within the perceiver are an important 
component of their power. My personal immedi-
ate response was to see 19th century, rural Prot-
estant tombstones, Moses’ tablets of command-
ments and the very disturbing and controversial 
‘Georgia Stones’ interestingly recently damaged 
by an attack.

This tombstone form, which may evoke sobriety, 
mourning and solemnity in some, stirred aver-
sion in me: the form of a list of ‘commandments’ 
on tablets of stone, a familiar form of the dom-
inant, Judaeo-Christian patriarchal voice. I con-
trast this with one of the earliest, and still most 
viscerally beautiful, powerful and sadly underval-
ued work by Susan Griffin in the 1970s, her poly-
phonic expression of all the voices of the planet’s 
life, ‘Woman and Nature’. This single book pro-
voked decades of ecologically oriented art work 
by myself and thousands of other feminist artists. 
Her form, letting the voices of beings be heard, 
could become a living encyclopaedic archive, 
with new voices being added endlessly…

During fireside conversations with a group 
of Nepali and Indian labourers in 2019, they 
expressed what they saw as a difference between 
certain religions, between those which present 
a set of rules to be adhered to and those which 
work through dialogue; they present stories 
which present the wise and foolish, harmful acts 
of gods and humans, and their consequences, 
stories of dilemmas and errors that provoke ques-
tions, sending the listener on a personal journey 
of inquiry and contemplation of their own con-
duct. Rules are static, unlike life, become dogma 
and historically have often dominated thought.

In my view this is important: Failures to honour 
the fluid interdependence of all life processes and 
living being’s rights to autonomy and freedom, 
has often its roots in reliance on dogmatic beliefs 
abstract principles laid down as ‘laws’, rather than 
on an embodied, empathic inquiry and ‘asking 
the web of life’ for guidance. The ‘unified field’ 
approach tends towards yet another monocul-
ture of knowledge, where only a single source or 
very few dominant voices and forms of wisdom, 
are respected.  This is the perilous path we have 
been on for too long and what the Deep Ecol-
ogy and Deep democracy movements attempt to 
counter.

Any summary of basic ecological advice is maybe 
to be welcomed as a starting point for popu-
lations completely dissociated from nature in 
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their daily life. However, in simplifying, the urge 
among many, the relentless drive in, I’m sorry to 
say, mostly male researchers, for a ‘unified the-
ory’, runs counter to what we observe in nature, 
which is often contradictory truths. Material real-
ity seems to be a sort of Zen Koan: Trees seem 
to strive and compete for maximum perpetual 
growth, emitting aerosolised chemical and sub-
terranean bioelectrical signals to support the 
success of their own species and disable growth 
in the saplings of other species nearby.  At the 
same time, it seems evident that, as Newton Har-
rison says all life ‘participates in the infinity of 
exchanges’.
This non-duality fits with all our most ancient 
spiritual teachings. However we fail to do this 
justice when we over-simplify or collapse meta-
phoric levels this into our own ecoethical politi-
cal stance. It becomes propaganda, not art. I find 
myself hungering for the vastly more complexly 
woven vision of Griffin’s polyphony and Buddhist 
non-dualist pantheon.
Some statements in ‘Epitaph’ I felt could be so 
much more powerfully presented for interactive 
reflection and development using art.  Art can 
embrace and embody non-duality, contradiction 
and awaken a far deeper perception and inner 
discourse.
Some ecologists have adopted a saying now quoted 
by psychotherapists, that ‘there is most energy for 
change at the liminal edges of systems’ – shore-
lines, the limits of our concepts, where conven-
tional thinking seems to be breaking down, the 
zone where one coherent form or pattern comes 
into dynamic relationship with another and fluid-
ity or transformation is maximised.

Poetry is an art from that connects our think-
ing dissociated from embodied life with sensory 
experience, bringing us home to our life in matter, 
ensouled bodies. Earth-life.  The poet Rosemerry 
Wahtola Trommer expresses a fragment of this in,

One Attempt
Like trying to contain the sky 
in the word blue — 
saying I miss you  

I believe we need a more democratic, biodiverse 
ecology of visions and narratives and support 
for the hundreds of thousands of locally created, 
local-scale, eco-sensitive strategies for survival 
and planetary care. I see how, where local pop-
ulations have the authority to be custodians and 
guardians of their own homelands, they create 
inspired eco-responsive solutions that do not pri-
oritise profits for large corporations’ investors. 
My personal feeling is that in these times, while 
they may serve as an introduction to the urgency 
of ecological issues, we do not need another uni-
tary set of directives imposed from above by a 
few, most likely to be found to be over simplis-
tic and have unforeseen negative impacts in the 
near future. Maybe the primary unity we need is 
of intention and willingness.
I think living in this community we are very famil-
iar with people’s inspired visions and schemes, 
the issue is more political — how to get any of 
this acknowledged by the CEOs of large compa-
nies & the politicians they influence, & to change 
the core business model that all companies exist 
to make profits for their shareholders. That’s how 
it looks from here, anyway. The public and artists 
in particular have so many wonderful ideas ....

Reference for citations 

  Harrison, N. (2022). Epitaph: Channeling the Lifeweb. Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice, 3(2).  [open access 
internet journal]. — URL: http://en.ecopoiesis.ru (d/m/y)



Events. Book reviews. Interviews 

Section



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 2 © Ecopoiesis, 202258

 DOI 10.24412/2713-184X-2022-3-58-60

THE DEEP WEALTH OF THIS NATION SCOTLAND

Newton Harrison
Research Professor and Director of the Center for the Study of the Force 
Majeure, the University of California at Santa Cruz, Director of Harrisons 
Studio, and Professor Emeritus, the University of California at San Diego 
(CA, USA)

I produced a work entitled “The Deep Wealth of 
This Nation Scotland”. In it, in 10 images and 10 
texts, we propose how the country of Scotland 
can move successfully and abundantly through a 
heatwave. Most recently, the voice of the Lifeweb 
makes clear how to move forward, and the con-
sequences of continuing business as usual. By 
business as usual, I mean, for instance, the people 
who are making electric cars. This is seen as being 
a benefit to global warming because of the reduc-
tion of carbon in the atmosphere, but even if we 
were leave all the oil and natural gas and coal in 
the ground from now on, it’s still too late as it will 
take maybe 500 years for the CO2 to renormal-
ize, and during that period the ocean has a lot of 
space to grow.

You can find here some images and texts of The 
Deep Wealth of This Nation Scotland Deep when 
it was last shown in the TaiPei Biennial. It will 
soon be shown again in Scotland, as the country 
is going into a discourse on its well-being given 
temperature shock. Here are some links to these 
exhibitions
https://www.thebarnarts.co.uk/artist/
newton-harrison
https://22wcss.org/

I have created 4 works that deal with an overar-
ching strategy I am developing called preemp-
tive planning. Each of these 4 works expresses 
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Research Professor and Director of the Center for the Study of the Force 
Majeure, the University of California at Santa Cruz, Director of Harrisons 
Studio, and Professor Emeritus, the University of California at San Diego 
(CA, USA)

the conditions which are necessary for people to 
live in abundance in a heat shocked world. Future 
Gardens, of which there are now four works in 
progress, say how to begin by growing in the now 
what appears to be viable life in over-warmed 
future. Helen’s Town (https://en.ecopoiesis.ru/

aktualnoe/news_post/harrison-newton-helens-
town-the-impulse-is-to-begin-again) asks the 
same question for a 20,000-person small town. 
The Deep Wealth of this Nation Scotland asks the 
same questions for a small country. Sensorium 
(https://en.ecopoiesis.ru/aktualnoe/news_post/
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harrison-newton-sensorium-the-thinkinglooks) 
looks to resolving such issues for the world ocean 
as a whole. This is the very urgent work I think we 
must be doing as I don’t think the heatwave will 
reverse itself any time soon.

The Deep Wealth of this Nation Scotland does this 
with a small country with 10 texts and ten images. 
The history of this work is quite simple. People 
at the Barn, an “alternate” art exhibition space 
in Scotland knew my work well, some associates 
were old friends, and they asked if I would not do 
a small work like Future Garden in a small area 
next to the Gallery. I responded that Scotland the 
country interested me more and I would like to 
take it up as a work of art and get much better 
informed.

The Deep Wealth of this Nation Scotland texts 
express how such a country can move through a 
heatwave having, in part, reinvented its culture so 
that all can live with abundance. The opportunity 
seemed to me amazing, particularly as 20 % or 
over a million of its people were foragers and pro-
tective of the environment and a possible voting 
bloc. Below I will list the conditions that under-
pin this work.

1. In answer to the question “how big is here?” 
It turns out to be approximately 30,000 square 
miles.

2. The population is somewhere between 5 and 6 
million, with over 3 acres/person. This tells me 
there is enough forest, and grassland, and farm 
for both food production and biodiversity.

3. By food production I mean 5 to 6 million 
people requiring 3 pounds of food a day each 
required 18 million pounds of food daily. Can 
Scotland produce this? The answer was yes if 
it included a larger part of the ocean and the 
fisheries were restored.

4. Is there enough water? It turns out that there 
are approximately 13 cubic kilometers falling 
on this land. The majority of this water out-
falls into the nearby oceans and estuaries. If 
2 million cubic kilometers are siphoned off 
and stored in non-producing valleys then the 
probable drought problem can be met.

5. A quick look shows that the majority of the 
new Scotch forests will die when the tempera-
ture rises because it has been planted with 
fast-growing, wealth producing, Sitka spruce 
tree farm that cannot handle heat and drought.

6. It turns out that there are a variety of ancient 
trees in Scotland over 3000 years old that have 
undergone fire, flood, drought and freezing. 
I found myself calling them the elders. I pro-
pose that they can become our teachers for 
how to grow an ancient forest. Ancient for-
ests are enormously productive, particularly if 
they are not permitted to reach climax, so that 
their biodiversity can be enhanced.

So, The Deep Wealth of This Nation Scotland came 
from these studies which indicated that intelligent 
ecological design, and generation of new wetland 
s as ocean rise came, regeneration of forest, and a 
redevelopment of farming according to the way 
succession works. All this made clear to me that 
if Scotland were to put in place plans for meeting 
its future heatwave, it could do so gradually, intel-
ligently, and end up with the over-production of 
food and forest products for trade in a world suf-
fering from what might amount to be something 
as serious as heatstroke.
This is how one begins preemptive planning. If 
one were to begin enacting the planning then a 
series of future gardens would need to be gener-
ated that expressed what would grow in a warmed 
world, in the forest, in the farms, in the fields, in 
the ocean nearby.
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INTERVIEW WITH MAXIM DEMIN

Abstract. Moscow artist Maxim Demin gave an interview to our journal, in which he talks about the connection of his 
work with traditional iconography and its interaction with the environment, time, space, his study of natural dynamics 
and life cycles of natural materials and objects, and spiritual sources of creativity.

Keywords: image, environment, spiritual, nature, culture, creativity.

Brief information about the artist

Maxim Demin is an artist, a graduate of the Orthodox St. Tikhon University, a diploma winner of sev-
eral art competitions, a member of the Creative Union of Artists of Russia (abstract art section), an art-
ist-restorer of easel tempera painting in the Museum of Andrey Rublev, and teacher at the Department 
of Painting at the Moscow State Academic Art Institute after Ilya Surikov. The artist’s works are in state 
museums and private collections in Russia and abroad.

Alexander Kopytin (A. K.): Your work 
combines the traditions of ancient Russian 
painting, icon painting and murals, with 
modern art — abstract expressionism, 
conceptual works, and street art  Such a 

combination seems to me innovative and 
distinguishes your explorations in the field 
of fine art  How might you characterize the 
specifics and tasks of such a combination?
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The spiritual part of the work in general is a very 
important aspect of art for me, since modern art-
ists, in the vast majority, neglect this factor. On 
the contrary, I consider it necessary to talk about 
spirituality in art  and believe that forming  the 
spiritual dimension is fundamental  for the cre-
ation of any kind of artwork. After all, the spiri-
tual basis of art is what allows you to harmonize 
the natural and cultural foundations of life.

Figure 2. Untitled (from the Lîgnūm series)

Figure 3. Untitled

Maxim Demin (M. D.): From the moment of my 
first acquaintance with ancient Russian art, both 
mural and icon painting, I had a desire to convey 
my impressions of what I saw. I wanted to find 
some way to reflect the depth of my feelings when 
looking at such monuments, preserving the aes-
thetics of the ruins, and at the same time I wanted 
to express myself in a modern language, under-
standable to a person of the 21st century. From 
this began my experiments, which led me to what 
I now have in my work.

Figure 1. Untitled

А. К.: What can you say about the spiri-
tual basis and tasks of your art? To what 
extent can the tradition of ancient Russian 
painting, if we deviate from the canon, be a 
source of spiritual meaning and experience, 
relevant to the current cultural situation 
and the psychological, spiritual, and envi-
ronmental needs of your contemporaries in 
Russia and other countries?

M. D.: All my works, in addition to using visual 
language, employ deep cultural and historical 
peculiarities and technicalities. Often, turning 
not to the prototype from icon painting, but to my 
inner spiritual instinct, I form new compositions. 
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А. K.: I imagine that some viewers may 
perceive your work negatively and may 
consider them a violation of the laws of 
sacred art, the icon-painting canon  Others, 
on the contrary, may see in your work the 
attempts of a modern artist, not limited to 
stylistic searches and borrowings of origi-
nal forms, to look for meanings in the times 
of “post-truth”, the debunking of human-
ism and spiritual truths characteristic of 
postmodernity 

M. D.: Both these opinions exist. The former cat-
egory of viewers is less common. Both options 
can be present in one individual from what I have 
seen. But here the question is more about what 
the author invests in the work.

A. K.: What role does the environment play 
in your work, the features of the natural land-
scape and its condition? Are they reflected in 
the content or the atmosphere of your work? 
Does tuning yourself to the atmosphere of 
your environment matter to you?

M. D.: In general, I don’t consider myself to be 
a ‘city person’, but at the same time, I have spent 
most of my conscious life in a metropolis. Natu-
ral landscapes inspire me a lot. Sometimes also 
urban landscapes and architectural ruins. The 
environment is very important to me. I really like 
to create a certain atmosphere around me and 
consider this as an important task for an artist.

A. K.: You don’t consider yourself to be a 
city person, although you have lived in a 
metropolis most of your life  What is the 
basis for you to consider yourself ‘not a city 
person’? What are you looking for and find-
ing in the city? How different do you feel 
and perceive reality outside of an urban 
environment?

M. D.: At the moment I no longer live in the 
metropolis. I have recently moved out of town. I 
have always had a desire to be closer to nature in 
order to be able to observe the change of seasons 
and to be inspired by natural themes. Outside 
the urban environment, I feel great physical and 
spiritual freedom, and this encourages me to new 
creative endeavors.

A. K.: Many people in our modern world 
are hypnotized by the Internet environment 

and heavily influenced by telecommunica-
tion technologies and screen reality  They 
are attracted by the rapidly rotating whirl-
pool of the information environment, which 
radically changes our perception of time 
and space  How important are the catego-
ries of time and space to you? It seems to me 
that your work conveys a different experi-
ence of time and space, which occurs when 
we break out of the ordinary environment, 
come into contact with the “eternal”, tune in 
to the natural dynamics of life, space, time 
and the human spirit  They are revealed, 
for example, when contemplating an “aged” 
natural material or cultural artifact (icon, 
etc ) 

M. D.: I am also under the influence of the above 
phenomena. They form an important part of the 
modern world. Now a significant proportion of 
information is received and transmitted through 
the prism of electronic gadgets. By the way, I 
began to address this issue recently in my works, 
such as, for example, the installation “Letter from 
God”, now presented at the exhibition of the Art 
Therapy Center in St. Petersburg, or the work 
“Here is Wisdom”, currently on display at the 
Center for Contemporary Art in Yaroslavl. Both 
of these works reflect the perception of infor-
mation by a modern person through electronic 
devices, but at the same time, preserving the gen-
uine images that resist the media whirlpool.

A. K.: The French philosopher Paul Virilio 
writes about the “twilight of the place”, 
which manifests itself in the modern per-
son’s feeling of the limitedness of the living 
environment, which is largely due to the 
replacement of immediate reality with the 
reality that is associated with the Inter-
net and the media  He also asks questions 
about the extent to which processes of spiri-
tual growth and individualization are pos-
sible in a culture that functions on the basis 
of rigid information algorithms; he draws 
attention to the lack of depth of perception 
and the limitation of time and distance, 
which are necessary for spiritual and psy-
chological growth  How significant is the 
influence of the Internet and the media for 
you, and to what extent is this influence one 
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of the reasons for your inclination to study 
the natural dynamics of materials and 
objects in your work?

M. D.: The Internet and information technolo-
gies now strongly influence our perception of the 
world around us. I, like any other person, know 
this and accept it as a fact. Perhaps for the same 
reason, due to the oversaturation of information, 
I wanted to turn to a kind of primary source, to 
work with natural materials and objects, reaching 
for a more holistic and authentic experience of 
reality, and with it the possibility of spiritual and 
psychological growth. I agree that sometimes an 
excess of information coming from various media 
creates a kind of veil that limits opportunities for 
the processes of spiritual growth and individual-
ization, the depth of perception of the world, and 
the comprehension of time and distance. After 
all, spiritual growth is impossible without the 
appropriate dimensions of time and space. I, as 
an artist and a person, need to immerse myself in 
space and time based on attunement to the natu-
ral environment with its rhythms and dynamics 
of formation, decay and restoration.

А. К.: You mention that you like to work 
with old material — wood, metal, fab-
ric — and this brings you much closer to the 
original source of your work  What exactly 
captivates you with old, natural materials? 
What is the significance for you of the “ecol-
ogy” of the material, its naturalness and the 
history of its life, including the phases of 
aging and dying? Are you interested in the 
“mystery” of the transition from one stage 
or form of life to another, that new life that 
enters the old natural material or object 
through an artistic act?

M. D.: I am attracted to old materials and objects 
by their natural qualities and capabilities. The 
idea that I give an opportunity to an old object to 
find a second life in the form of contemporary art 
also rings true for me. And, of course, the color, 
texture; all this is very mesmerizing. Sometimes I 
look at one of these objects and understand that I 
am powerless before the natural life cycle, because 
nature has done everything for me and sometimes 
it’s better not to do anything more, other than pay 
attention to the object and tell others about it by 
bringing this element to light.

Figure 4. Untitled (from the Lîgnūm series)

Figure 5. Untitled (from the Lîgnūm series)

A. K.: You admit that you strive, by including 
your works directly into the environment or 
into a photographic image, even if the envi-
ronment consists of  the most unpretentious, 
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urbanized, industrial or dilapidated build-
ings, to show that beauty and “the sacred” 
are present everywhere, and that something 
beautiful can be revealed in the ordinary 
and the profane 
In your work, a natural or cultural object 
is revealed in a state of half-life, half-de-
struction  What psychological, spiritual and 
cultural problems are you trying to solve 
for yourself and your contemporaries by 
exploring reality through the prism of nat-
ural entropy and creation? Do you see any 
similarity between your artistic method of 
studying physical and spiritual reality and 
the aesthetic worldview of wabi-sabi, with 
its cult of modesty, non-brightness, imper-
fection, authenticity, and at the same time, 
inner power? In your work, in my opinion, 
there is something akin to a Zen sense of the 
world with its desire for the transcendent, 
the will to go beyond the limits of material 
dependence, and, at the same time, the abil-
ity to follow the material, learn from it, lis-
ten to it, comprehend and clearly transmit 
its ecology, and reveal the beauty of the nat-
ural, discreet, and ordinary 

Figure 6. Untitled (from the Attribution series)

Figure 7. Untitled (from the Attribution series)

Figure 8. “Royal Doors”

M. D.: I am very fond of the aesthetics of the 
ruins, the beauty of seemingly ordinary elements 
of our culture, whether it be architecture or icon 
painting. In these dilapidated objects, I see centu-
ries-old wisdom, suffering, goodness, holiness, a 
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feeling of awe from the opportunity to commu-
nicate with a person of past centuries, to touch 
monuments that a person touched hundreds 
of years ago. It’s an indescribable feeling. In my 
works, above all, I try to draw attention to the 
crumbling monuments of our homeland. To old 
churches, icons, paintings, to a heritage that many 
simply do not care about, and which are forced to 
live out their lives, because the priorities of cul-
ture do not seem to be on their side. But without 
that depth and dimension that are associated with 
the life of a ruin, culture is without roots and the 
nutritious soil, without which it is deprived of the 
strength of life and faith. This is the natural and 
cultural ecology that I try to comprehend and 
convey in my work.

А. К.: How important is the theme of pre-
serving the natural world for you? What 
role does the artist play in the process of 
finding ways to harmonize human and nat-
ural forms of being?

M. D.: The topic of ecology is also a very import-
ant issue for me. Although I do not emphasize 
its environmental orientation in my work, in my 
own way I am looking for ways to harmonize the 
natural and the human, the material and the spir-
itual, the profane and the sacred, the modern and 
the historical. If we are able to see the beauty and 
spiritual essence of any form of being, we have 
reason to hope for the salvation of humans and 
the world. It’s good that artists are now paying 
more attention to environmental issues, but this 
is only the beginning. There is still a lot of work 
to do.

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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Abstract. Musician, composer, poet and singer Riya Volkova talks about her creative endeavors related to playing the 
Russian harp (the ‘gusli’), her attitude to the traditional musical culture of the peoples of North-West Russia and tradi-
tional music’s connection with new musical trends, as well as the importance of nature for her work.
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and since 2015 she has been teaching the harp at the “Khvoya” (Fir-Needle) studio. She studied tradi-
tional harp technique with Dmitry Paramonov, and since then she has created her own style. In 2019 
she released the album “Meri,” and in 2021 she released her second album, “Strands of Water.” She is a 
soloist of the group “Kivi Niemi.”

INTERVIEW WITH RIYA VOLKOVA
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Alexandra Dvornikova (A. D.): Please tell 
us when and under what circumstances you 
became interested in the Russian harp  How 
did your relationship with this instrument 
develop? What do you see as the unique fea-
tures of this instrument?

Riya Volkova (R. V.): My character and my pas-
sion for folk music determined a special path for 
me, all that remained was to wait for my meet-
ing with such an unusual instrument. But I didn’t 
expect it to be like that. I began singing along with 
one Russian harp player, whom I first saw in the 
park in Moscow. Suddenly, people with a big tele-
vision camera came up to us and wanted to inter-
view us. They began to ask me about the Russian 
harp, which I myself had only seen and heard for 
the first time that day. Among the spectators in 
the crowd, there was even a man who knew my 
name. At that time, I performed songs with a 
guitar, but I definitely wasn’t popular enough to 
find myself in such a strange situation. That day, I 
seemed to fall into a wonderful dream and it’s like 
I haven’t woken up again since. The sounds of the 
harp hang over me, wrapping my entire reality in 
a shawl of light and warmth.
I began to look for teachers to learn how to play 
the Russian harp. First, I came across an academic 

school, and prepared to enter the school. But 
when I realized that the ancient harp was com-
pletely different both in sound and in the manner 
of playing from what was presented in this aca-
demic school, I changed my mind about begin-
ning this training program. I began to study the 
traditional village Russian harp and ordered my 
first instrument. I went to the North-West of Rus-
sia on an expedition, where, on the banks of the 
Pinega River, grandmothers sang old songs about 
the harp for me. From that moment, wherever 
I appeared with this instrument in Moscow, it 
seemed to attract unusual people.
Over time, I realized that all harpists are “out of 
this world” and charmingly sweet, ad that they 
are all very different. Some stand up for the pres-
ervation of tradition and do not allow anything 
but the traditional tunes to be played on the harp; 
others play popular songs. One player even goes 
around in a birch bark headband and bast shoes, 
singing about Veles (one of the Russian pagan 
gods). I just wanted to play beautiful music. I 
played for myself and sometimes performed. 
Once, I was invited to a major folk music festival 
in Suzdal to give a master class. Then, already in 
Moscow, I was asked to teach the harp. And so, 
I slowly got involved in teaching. Our “Khvoya” 
Studio has existed for seven years. Classes are 
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held in Moscow and online. My students are now 
not only from Russia, but also from other coun-
tries (Cyprus, Korea, USA, UK). It is difficult to 
determine why this happens, but many of my stu-
dents are close to me in spirit.
The main direction of my ship is still my own cre-
ativity. We have a group “Kivi Niemi”, with which 
I perform old Russian songs in a modern style. 
The group includes a bass player, a drummer, and 
a balalaika player. I also play the harp.
I have another project called “Ria Volkova”. This 
involves more electronic music, but mostly the 
parts are played on the Russian harp and the 
horn. This project presents the ancient songs of 
the North in the languages of the disappearing 
peoples. Two albums have already been released: 
in 2019, the album “Meri” was released, followed 
by “Strands of Water” in 2022.

A. D.: Can you give readers a short cultural 
excursion into the history of the Russian 
harp and kantele, in particular, explaining 
their special role in the socio-cultural envi-
ronment of the past? How, for example, did 
their role differ in your opinion from the 
role of the balalaika or accordion? What 
tasks did the Russian harp solve? Is it pos-
sible to say that the instrument itself is able 
to actualize certain images and experiences 
with its specific sound?

R. V.: The gusli is an ancient instrument, and not 
only Slavic. Almost every nation has its own ver-
sion. The Baltic peoples have a very similar instru-
ment, and the Karelians have the kantele. The 
kantele was played by rune singers, elders, and 
sometimes by women who had a special social 
status. The whole community gathered around 
them and listened to the runes - songs about the 
Karelian myths. They carried the wisdom of their 
ancestors to the sounds of the kantele. Rune sing-
ers were also called “those who know,” the same 
name as the healers. The sound of the gusli to 
some extent acted as a healing agent, and helped 
people to enter an altered state. Peasants, warriors, 
merchants, and holy fools played the harp. Old 
Russian holy fools are not jesters at all, but more 
like priests. They participated in ceremonies, for 
example in Rusalia folk festivals. An image of a 
harp player, with girls in long sleeves dancing 
around him, has been preserved in our culture. 
These figures were said to invite mermaids to the 
fields to bring moisture for the harvest.

The gusli, unlike the balalaika and the accordion, 
was played not only at parties and holidays, but 
also during sacred ceremonies. The gusli has 
always been associated with communication 
with the gods. King David played the harp and 
the Mari have a legend about the god Yumo, who 
was seen floating on a cloud and playing the harp. 
According to ancient beliefs, the harp player had a 
special power to influence the world around him. 
There is an old Russian fairy tale in which a torn 
string on a harp takes the life of a young groom.
https://youtu.be/Ge5tdxju82A

A. D.: Please tell us about your creative pro-
cess  To what extent is it related to nature? 
Does it have any parallels with natural 
cycles?

R. V.: Our life is full of sounds: the roar of cars, 
the shouts of passers-by swearing on the phone, 
the sound of opening elevator doors, the hum of a 
subway train, etc. There are also pleasant sounds: 
the sound of a waterfall, the rustle of leaves, the 
crunch of snow underfoot ... Variety is wonder-
ful. The mixture of different sounds can affect our 
emotional well-being. Perhaps we should sur-
round ourselves with nature and its sounds, and 
the harp is an instrument that awakens the expe-
rience of happiness and harmony with nature. At 
the first opportunity, I try to get out into the forest 
and improvise on the harp there, feeling how this 
has a beneficial effect on my state of mind.
Improvisation is a stream that easily goes around 
any obstacles. In music, the harp prevents me from 
following the usual ideas about harmony, musical 
theory, and invites me to play by tuning the harp 
correctly in advance, and just plucking the strings 
and creating music from this. The main thing is to 
let yourself go on a musical journey, go with the 
flow, not being afraid to hit the wrong note, let 
your soul sing and enjoy the beauty of the sound 
of an old instrument. My songs are born in waves. 
I write them only with a surge of inspiration. I 
never try to control this flow, I just let go and go 
with it.

A. D.: Many people associate the gusli with 
the past  Is there any reason to believe that 
this instrument is really connected with the 
past, with fundamentally different living 
conditions, a different mentality and cul-
ture and no longer meets the demands of 
modern life? Or can this instrument touch 
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the strings of modern man’s soul and solve 
problems that are relevant today? What are 
you personally doing to make the harp more 
accessible for modern people and possibly 
help them find what they are looking for?

R. V.: The technique for playing the harp is very 
different from the ways of playing other musical 
instruments. But there are also similarities. Oddly 
enough, my repertoire is not only old Russian 
tunes; almost any modern song can be played on 
the harp. We play Radiohead, Coldplay, Moby, 
ABBA songs. But for me the main direction is 
improvisation. I see my task as teaching people 
to convey their mood and thoughts in music, to 
create their own melodies and to express what 
they’re experiencing here and now.
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=a_MRxx3Z40w
https://youtu.be/wiVMIAmnlZ0

A. D.: In your work you use languages that 
are on the verge of extinction  For exam-
ple, the Seto language was included in 2009 
by UNESCO in the atlas of endangered 
languages of the world  What is your goal 
when you turn to ancient and little-known 
languages?

R.V.: I am a philologist by education, I studied 
languages that have already disappeared, such as 
ancient Greek and Latin. When you study these 
languages, you understand how differently the 
people who spoke them thought. When I came 
across the songs of the Setos, the Karelians, I saw 
images that were completely new, unexpected and 
deep. I began to sing these songs accompanied by 
the kantele and wanted to better understand the 
world view of these peoples. Now I am studying 
different dialects of the Karelian language: north-
ern, southern (Livvik) and Tver.

A. D.: You are very much inspired by the 
nature of Karelia with its specific landscape  
Why do you think this is? What do you feel 
when in Karelia?

R. V.: My husband and I often travel around 
Karelia by car or by kayak. Once we even took our 
cat to raft along the river rapids. I like the myste-
rious and harsh mood of Karelian nature. I like 
the pines, reindeer, moss and gray rocks. There 
is nothing superfluous in it. I guess the spirit of 
Hiisi is closer to me than Tapio. There are two for-
est spirits in Karelian mythology. Tapio is mainly 
endowed with positive features: “The golden king 
of the forest, the beautiful forest Tapio.” He has “a 
hat of pine needles, a beard of lichens.” Hiishi is a 
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spirit that lives in the dark places of the forest, and 
it is closer to the world of the dead. I play almost 
all of these songs in minor key. My last album was 
completely minor. The sighs and rustles of other-
worldly spirits are heard in it.

A. D.: What is the importance of the nat-
ural environment and human interaction 
with the natural world for playing the Rus-
sian harp? Does this interaction matter to 
you personally? Do you practice playing 
the harp and improvise by tuning yourself 
to the natural landscape? If yes, what does 
this contribute to your music? What is your 
method of making music and teaching, 
when, for example, you conduct sessions 
with a group in a certain landscape? Can 
you give examples of such activities?

R. V.: We are organizing a retreat in Karelia on 
an island, where we play the harp and meditate 
on the shores of Lake Ladoga. The water creates 
a specific acoustic environment. We learn to hear 
in a new way, in a new space, without the sounds 
of a bustling city. In August, we were invited to 
play at the Sky of the North festival. I will play 
around the campfire at night while people look up 
at the sky and watch the August meteor shower.
I led classes related to playing the harp in an eth-
nic center in Moscow, and as part of the course I 
organised meditations and improvisations. Usu-
ally in meditation we lie on the floor in a circle, 

with our heads in the center. We put the harp on 
the stomach and tune the strings in a certain way. 
I set the limits in advance, but within these lim-
its the person himself chooses what to play. The 
effect of chime bells is created. For many, this 
makes a strong impression. People seem to make 
an internal journey through space and time.
I like to see people’s burning eyes and renewed 
facial expressions after this. I rejoice when peo-
ple simply smile when they first hear the chimes 
of the harps. I myself have been playing for eight 
years and do not get tired of rejoicing when I hear 
the harp. I try to convey this happiness to others.

A. D.: You write about yourself: “Once we 
were all part of the green world  Now, in the 
bustle of grey roads, we are trying to return 
home, to the past, opening our way through 
the harp  Returning to the origins of nature, 
connecting through the sound of the harp 
with nature and space ” Can you elaborate 
on what this means? How do you connect 
through playing the harp with nature and 
the environment?

R. V.: We have become very detached from 
nature, from our original integrity. We have lost 
the feeling of unity with the world and the ability 
to hear it and be in dialogue with it. Getting into 
the forest, I sometimes feel as if I find my true 
home, a forgotten language of communication 
with a wider environment than just the human 



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 2 © Ecopoiesis, 202272

Interview with Maxim Demin

environment. I feel the ability to make contact 
with what immediately surrounds me - plants, 
animals, sun, rain; it awakens in me. But there 
is something far away that we forget. Space is all 
around us, and it’s not just the stars. There are a 
lot of inexplicable objects, something new and 
unknown that everyone can discover. Return-
ing to our earthly home, we can also look at the 
nature of the universe. Looking into your inner 
microcosm, you explore the macrocosm. I sing 
about this in the song “Album”.
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Stephen K. Levine (SKL): I’d like to begin 
with your telling us a little bit about your 
interest and background in the field of eco-
poiesis? When did it begin and what forms 
has it taken, both theoretical and practical?

Gracelynn Lau (GL): I find this first question to 
be challenging already. Lately, someone doing 
postgrad courses on expressive arts therapy has 
asked me to give advice on the nature-related 
aspects of this work. To tell the truth, I’ve been 
criticizing my previous stand on the nature-based 
side of expressive arts; I find the approach too 
anthropocentric. My take on it has come more 
from posthumanist and decolonizing perspec-
tives, so it may not be very helpful for folks want-
ing to build their work based upon “nature”... 
But to make a long story short, my interest in 
ecopoiesis began with my work and life in the 
ecovillage movement. I have been facilitating the 
ecovillage design education curriculum and the 
Worldview dimension online course with Gaia 
Education since 2017; I have also been involved 
in facilitating the Work that Reconnects, a frame-
work based upon deep ecologist Joanna Macy’s 
work. So, when I first got into expressive arts, 
I was naturally drawn to any “eco” or nature 
approaches to  poiesis   My doctoral research 
work in indigenous-settler relationships though, 
in the last couple years,  has continuously chal-
lenged those previous perspectives. When I think 
of ecopoiesis now, I think of what is needed to be 
undone or not yet responded to before I can even 
think about shaping something into being... I’m 
not sure, am I answering your question?

SKL:  You are raising several issues which 
could certainly go a long way towards 
answering the question I asked about your 
background  But I’d like to begin more with 
your own personal experience  I believe you 
have lived in an ecovillage for a long time  
Can you tell us about that? 

GL: Yes, I have lived and worked in an ecovillage 
education center called O.U.R ecovillage in Van-
couver Island for 5 years. It was a life affirming/
changing experience. I’m still grateful that I made 
that choice to quit my job in Toronto at the time, 
and move there. Before then, I was not aware of 
the global ecovillage movement. Ecovillages are 
intentional communities, whether traditional or 
urban, that are designed through locally-owned 
participatory processes in the social, cultural, 

ecological and economic dimensions of sus-
tainability to regenerate social and natural envi-
ronments. It’s like being in a “living laboratory” 
where you experiment with how people can live, 
work and learn together for a more regenerative 
future, but no one else can give you the answer 
except you throwing yourself in the mix to find 
out. Why would I quit my life in Toronto and 
choose a life with composting toilets, solar show-
ers in the greenhouse and being surrounded by 
chickens and goats? My mom, who lives in an 
apartment building in Hong Kong, like many 
others, questioned my decision. It all began with 
ecofeminist theology. I came across ecofeminist 
theology and deep ecology between 2006 and 
2007 when I came to Toronto for graduate school. 
I knew in my heart that I had to unlearn what I’d 
learned from civilization and relearn how to be a 
breathing human on the living earth. But my ani-
mal phobia made it impossible for it to happen. 
The calling stayed with me though.
In 2014, I reached a bottleneck in my work at the 
youth service agency and flew to Vancouver for 
a professional development certificate in horti-
cultural therapy. Over a weekend trip to Vancou-
ver Island, I found out that this ecovillage offers 
a 7-month permaculture training and natural 
building internship. All the years of volunteer-
ing at urban farms, getting over animal phobia, 
prepared me to say ‘yes’ this time. So, before the 
Spring Equinox in 2015, I found myself chasing 
wild turkey in the garden, shoveling manure for 
sheeting-mulching and crying and dancing in 
circles and ceremonies. Little did I know that a 
7-month internship would turn into 5 years liv-
ing, learning and teaching there locally and inter-
nationally, crossing paths with many regenerative 
hearts and souls. What did I learn from the peo-
ple that I crossed paths with at the ecovillage? Oh 
my, answering this question could require a 5000-
word article….

SKL: Am I correct in thinking that the eco-
village was connected with an indigenous 
community there? Was that what led you 
to taking a decolonial approach to ecology? 
Perhaps you could tell us more about your 
experience there in terms of its influence on 
your thinking?

GL:  Folks from the ecovillage have had a 
long-standing relationship with the Quw’utsun 
(Cowichan tribes) since the 90s. Before starting 
the ecovillage project on the land, they asked 
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permission from the Indigenous communi-
ties in the areas for them to do this work there. 
They received blessings from some of the Elders. 
Knowing that part of the ecovillage work is to 
unlearn ways of being from the mainstream cul-
ture and relearn to walk in right relationships 
with all beings, a sweat-lodge was built at the very 
beginning for ceremony. Each time when there’s 
an international Permaculture Design Course, 
they make sure that the knowledge keeper would 
come to bring people in, that participants would 
become conscious about their impact on the land. 
I guess because of this long-term place-based 
relationships that have been cultivating long 
before I arrived at the ecovillage, even when I was 
new to the land as an intern, I got to be invited to 
participate in family gatherings and various cere-
monies on the reserves (about 30 mins away from 
the ecovillage). This is also largely because of the 
generosity and hospitality of the Quw’utsun peo-
ple that we know. The first time I was invited to 
the longhouse for a ceremony, we feasted in the 
gym before going in. I sat at the gym wondering 
to myself: who am I to be invited here? My elder 
just said, Huy ch q’u (thank you) for being here. 
For an immigrant like me coming from cities like 
Hong Kong and Toronto, that’s just a humbling 
and mind-altering experience. It brought up lots 
about belonging, reciprocity and my responsibil-
ity as a non-Indigenous person.
But if you ask me what has led me to taking a 
decolonial approach to ecology, there are a few 
pivotal moments. I often find myself dancing at 
the intersection of systems and walking along 
edges of worlding. I must say a seed was planted 
in me way back through ecofeminist theology. 
Growing up in a Pentecostal Christian church, I 
had never thought about the ecological impact 
of my faith. I grew up believing that redemption 
and salvation concern only the heavenly matters 
- the above, the unseen and the spiritual - not so 
much about the living earth. In Sunday school 
we were taught that human beings have domin-
ion over other living beings in the creation, that 
our cultural mandate is to multiply and subdue 
the earth. Ecology was for scientists, or for peo-
ple who love hiking or birdwatching; and I wasn’t 
keen on any of those. Only once I was in my early 
20s, I threw myself into theology and worldview 
studies at graduate school in Toronto, where I 
soaked myself in the work of feminist theolo-
gians such as Sallie McFague, Ivone Gebara and 
Rosemary Radford Ruether. Their work opened 

up a relevant theology that turned my Chris-
tian worldview away from heaven and towards 
the earth, as a result of which I began to see that 
all living beings are part of an immense web of 
interdependent relationships in continuity of the 
universe’s creative process. McFague’s The Body of 
God speaks extensively of listening to and caring 
for the earth as if the Earth were “God’s body.” 
It was a wake-up call for me. Until then I didn’t 
realize that a human- and male-centered gaze had 
been constricting, and therefore limiting, the ways 
in which we experience God and the narrative of 
creation in mainstream churches. I was extremely 
lost. I had dedicated my life to Christian faith but 
I didn’t know how to live as part of this interde-
pendent web of all beings, let alone participating 
in the universe’s creative process. Waking up from 
a human-centric sense of self, existence and faith 
has set me on a “decolonizing” path. 
A “decolonial” approach to ecology sounds like a 
fancy slogan. I believe we have to be very care-
ful in what contexts, which geographical regions 
are we speaking about. “Decolonize” means dif-
ferently depending on the cultural geographical 
context where we find ourselves, and thus should 
entails very different responses and responsibili-
ties. For example, in the North Americas where 
the operating apparatus has been settler colonial-
ism, to decolonize means repatriation of the land 
and ways of being. Whereas in postcolonial cities 
like Hong Kong, decolonize means something 
else. I could only speak from my experience. On 
a day-to-day level as a practise, it comes down to 
a ton of conscious undoing and unmaking, while 
creating reciprocity and choosing to re-village. It 
sounds easy but is incredibly uncomfortable. In a 
highly individualised culture that prioritizes effi-
ciency, compartmentalizes and monetizes most 
aspects of life, it is easier said than done. If you 
look at the intentional community movement, 
90 % of intentional communities have failed. The 
years I spent at the ecovillage education center 
walked me through a lot of inconvenient unlearn-
ing, unmaking and undoing, and at the same time 
humbled me to experience the beauty of reciproc-
ity that is not only possible but taking place in the 
living web of life all the time.
When I was the garden coordinator at the eco-
village, I would intentionally create “therapeutic 
moments” with volunteers and students as we 
organized the tasks in the greenhouse and the 
field. I saw my role as facilitating a process for 
them to listen to the plant beings and receive the 
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medicine from the land. Things that matter would 
always come up to the surface as they worked with 
the soil. By observing the ways in which someone 
weeds the beds or waters the raspberry bushes, or 
the specific garden tasks that caught their atten-
tion, I could tell what was going on inside them. 
I also took people on nature walks at the back of 
the land, where they made land art installations, 
listened to the western red cedar, or just cried in 
the woods. I witnessed the transformative healing 
medicine of the land. Whether people struggled 
with suicidal thoughts, bereavement or schizo-
phrenia, the land changed them in unspeakable 
ways as they stepped in regenerative relation-
ship with it. But after I left the ecovillage for my 
doctoral studies in Kingston, Ontario, it dawned 
on me that I could not facilitate in the same way 
anymore. I was a new guest to the territories; the 
right relationships were not in place. I had to stop 
my practice, ask for permission, and listen hum-
bly, it became clear to me that what we now call 
the “climate crisis” could not be talked about sep-
arately from hundreds of years of colonialism and 
the roots of “dominion-over” mindedness. I guess 
this is why I am growing to be more allergic to the 
term “nature-based” or “nature-assisted” therapy 
and questioning my previous practice: Is it facili-
tating the wellness of the interdependent relation-
ships of all life? If it isn’t, where is the reciprocity 
in place? 

SKL:  You have been quite involved with 
Joanna Macy’s “The Work That Reconnects”  
Can you tell us about that and the ways it 
connects with your other experiences and 
perspectives?

GL: Around the same time that my brain was in 
the blender with ecofeminist theologies and deep 
ecology, I came across the Work That Reconnects 
(WTR) at the Active Hope: How to Face the Mess 
We’re in without Going Crazy book launch event 
in Toronto, where Joanna Macy gave a lecture in 
person (ten years later a revised version of this 
book has just come out this month). It was the 
first time someone told me that it is okay to feel 
the pain and anger I feel for the living earth, that 
it is part of the healing intelligence of the web of 
life activating in and through me. As these feel-
ings arise from suffering with the earth, I can 
metabolize feelings in a held space with others, 
so that our hearts can remain open to find the 
next responses to act upon. I can learn to walk 
with a broken heart, for “The heart that breaks 

open can contain the whole universe,” as Joanna 
said. I joined a study group of Active Hope soon 
thereafter.  

Joanna Macy’s work is grounded in engaged-Bud-
dhism, deep ecology and systems theory. The 
WTR was developed out of Joanna’s “despair and 
empowerment workshops” in the 70s, and has its 
roots in her teachings. But over the last decades, 
with the collaborative efforts of others such as 
Molly Brown, Chris Johnstone and many facilita-
tors, the WTR has become an open-source expe-
riential group process (freely accessible online) 
for “the great turning” — the transition from 
the industrial growth society to life-sustaining 
societies.

What is the WTR reconnecting with? It calls the 
human in us to re-member that what we are is 
interbeing with the more-than-human beings, 
that our existence now is deeply interwoven with 
those who came before us and the future beings 
that come after our generation. As we find our-
selves in the liminal space between the industrial 
growth society and life-sustaining societies, we’re 
simultaneously navigating three stories of our 
time: we are dealing with the business-as-usual 
that doesn’t want change; we are witnessing the 
unraveling of systems; at the same time, we are 
shaping “the great turning.” The WTR unfolds as 
a spiral practice to support one and another in 
this navigation through four stages: coming from 
gratitude, honoring our pain for the world, seeing 
with new/ancient eyes, and going forth. It is a spi-
ral because it is not meant to be a how-to guide, 
but a continuous journey to deepen our re-mem-
bering as we meet ourselves and each other in the 
widening circle of all beings.

What I love about the spiral practice of the WTR 
is that from whichever stage we enter the spi-
ral, there is always “going forth.” There is always 
something we can commit to acting upon tomor-
row, even as the tiniest step, even if that action 
is undoing or unmaking something. It circles 
back to the reciprocity piece that I am concerned 
with. What has the healing of human mindedness 
brought forth in the widening healing of the web 
of life? I can only tell by the next choice I make in 
action and/or un-actioning. 

However, there is a difference between not taking 
action due to numbness, feelings of overwhelm 
or helplessness, on the one hand, and consciously 
choosing to un-act, on the other. Earlier this 
year, I sat on a natural building colloquium panel 
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discussion with other community-based natu-
ral builders. The topic was about climate change 
adaptation design. A city official asked us, how do 
you make people feel the urgency? How do you 
motivate them to respond? I responded to their 
questions by further asking: what is causing the 
lack of response? How can we be curious about 
that?
The work that helps us move through the pain/ 
numbness/ grief/ overwhelm we feel for the living 
earth so that we can restore our responsiveness, 
is very different work than the one that helps us 
to identify the steps of conscious doing and/or 
undoing as my part in the collective responses. 
They are different works. In my WTR facilitation, 
I bring in expressive arts work in honoring our 
pain/numbness/grief/overwhelm for the world. 
I find that our bodies know better about that 
which we are uncomfortable or unfamiliar with, 
where there are no words available. Whereas 
WTR also continuously shapes and challenges 
my understanding of ecopoiesis  Ecopoiesis speaks 
to the ways in which we find aesthetic/creative 
responses to the ecological challenges which we 
found ourselves in as a species. What am I shap-
ing? Is the process of my shaping generating reci-
procity in the web of life? Would the shaping bet-
ter be un-shaping? If so, what would it look like? 
How can it be done?
These questions have come up a lot lately as I 
started to sit on the social justice committee of 
the WTR network, where we explore things that 
needed to be undone from within the practices 
and the network.

SKL: Can you tell us more about the social 
justice aspect of WTR and how it relates to 
ecopoiesis? I find that this aspect of our rela-
tion to the environment is often neglected 

GL: For me, WTR has always been about social 
justice. Addressing burn-out among dedicated 
social and environmental activists was the main 
reason why the spiral of the WTR practices 
emerged. Joanna Macy and Molly Brown’s Com-
ing Back To Life provides the theoretical basis and 
easy-to-follow group work exercises for change 
agents to transform anguish and despair in the 
face of the social and ecological challenges.
The work of the social justice committee in the 
international network, though, is to address and 
rectify the ways in which oppression and power 
dynamics are operating from within the existing 

structure of the network. The committee only 
started two months ago. But a group of WTR facil-
itators has been self-organizing since 2017 and 
formed the Anti-oppression Resource Group. The 
group explores ways to undo oppression in WTR 
practices and facilitation by listening to harms 
that have occurred from systems of oppression 
replicating in WTR spaces. Their initiative col-
laboration has brought to life great resources on 
what and how facilitators can do differently. I find 
this work exceedingly important, not to call out or 
“cancel” each other, but to speak into life a culture 
that, as stated in one of the open resource docu-
ments created by this group,  “love ourselves into 
who we are, knowing how conditioned we are by 
white supremacy [and other interlocking systems 
of oppression]” (see the document, “De-escalat-
ing Patterns of Harm in White Dominant Spaces: 
a guide for Work That Reconnects facilitators and 
participants,” at  https://workthatreconnects.org/
undoing-oppression/

Conversations such as this always point me to the 
direction of unselfing: what do I have to unself 
in order to be of service in a particular context? 
What am I not actively surrendering, and when 
do I follow my impulse to act? Similar questions 
arise all the time in my own expressive arts studio 
practice. I often find myself in the creative tension 
between decentering and poiesis. To be in the ser-
vice of the work, I need to consciously “unself.” 
I have to get out of my way (and myself too per-
haps?). In other words, I have to be self-conscious 
about not being too self-conscious. It sounds like 
a contradiction, doesn’t it? Interestingly enough, 
the decentering process almost always guarantees 
some self-forgetting moments in the art. The art 
takes me elsewhere where I am not, as though the 
“I” disappears and becomes the process, which 
is very similar to deep immersion in nature. You 
know those in-awe moments when you are like, 
I’m just as small as a drop of water in the ocean? 
Or, the air is breathing me through the oxygen 
released by the tree and I can just be one with 
nature cuddling this tree like moss forever? These 
self-forgetting moments are important in ways 
that restore the sense of sacredness and interde-
pendence with all existence. In Joanna’s words, 
re-membering our “planetary self.” However 
therapeutic as it is, this is not enough. Just like 
in the expressive arts studio, decentering is only 
complete when  poiesis  is found, when I partici-
pate in the creative process from the place I wasn’t 
before. The image of ecopoiesis helps me through 



Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2022, Volume 3, № 2 © Ecopoiesis, 202278

Re-Thinking Ecopoiesis: Questioning “Nature” Approach. An Interview with Gracelynn Lau

this endless wondering between unselfing and 
shaping. I think my frustration with the terms 
“nature-based” or “nature-assisted” expressive 
art lies in my belief that we must move beyond 
finding therapeutic inspiration from connec-
tion with nature, to finding aesthetic/creative 
response-ability as though our well-being were 
mutually dependent together, from a place that 
critically undoes our very conditioned (perhaps 
unaware) human-centeredness and thinking.
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