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EDITORIAL:
IN SEARCH OF A NEW BENCHMARK,
IN SEARCH OF ECOPOIESIS

A BUTTERFLY VISITS THE ROOF GARDEN
AT TAKISHIMAYA
An old gardener sprays the roof grass back and forth across his
body.
A butterfly trembles with pleasure under droplets from above,
his glistening black wings inset with sails of turquoise.
Like the cicadas calling all night in this city paved smooth
over the ruins of the last Great War, surprises emerge.
How did he get here? the delighted child wants to know.
The butterfly? The gardener? Me?
James P. Lenfestey (Poiesis, vol. 11, 2009)

Can we read this editorial as a manifesto of Ecopoiesis between these lines of James Lenfestey?
Perhaps this editorial was brought by the same
butterfly with his glistening black wings inset
with sails of turquoise and like the cicadas calling
all night? Or by a gardener? Or someone else, like
us, climbing in search of a new reference point
onto the roof of the global department store,
Takishimaya?
Do we need a new benchmark to assess where we
have arrived and where our path can go next? And
most importantly, what will our view be from this
place - romantic or pragmatic? Or can it become
ecopoietic, able to comprehend the poetry and
prose of our way to the future, if this is possible
at all? Will it enable us to see a way of “healing
beauty,” which Rollo May encountered amidst a
deep crisis at the age of 21, capturing the heads of
poppies in his notebook?
The global environmental crisis has become a reality. The transition of the crisis into an ecological
catastrophe is only a matter of time, during which
humankind can either take steps to prevent it, or
remain on the same track of uncontrolled exploitation of the earth’s natural resources. Attempts
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

are being made to solve this global environmental crisis in various ways, in particular, by
implementing a sustainable development model,
which, among other things, assumes the need for
technological reorganization, as well as introducing environmental education to support the development of environmental awareness.
The environmental crisis is taking place against
the backdrop of many complex societal issues,
demonstrating the fragility of the existing order
in which, due to globalization, everything is dependent upon everything else. From the perspective of ecological theory, this is a relatively stable
system but a system without resilience. The crisis
in the humanities appears to be at the core of the
current global situation.
What could be a solution? We believe that we
need a form of civilization that is more resilient
and viable simply because it doesn’t put humans
above all, in which humans can co-exist with the
millions of other species, a civilization that is socially just and does not equate human well-being
with the endless consumption of material resources. We need to create new ways of living that
are more sensitive to the global web of life. We
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need to build an ecological civilization. We need
a form of civilization that respects and supports
the intrinsic value of all life and of all human beings as having value and meaning that is far more
than their being mere instruments or objects of
commodification.
It is only possible to build an ecological civilization when proper technological and economic
reorganization goes hand in hand with radical
changes in our understanding of ourselves and
our relationship with the ecosphere. We believe
that an ecological civilization can be built on
the foundation of poietic ecology, or ecopoiesis,
based on the understanding of human beings as
possessing an eco-poietic capacity. This means
that we are capable of creative acts and of shaping
the world in harmony with nature when our creative behavior relies on aesthesis, our experience
of the world and its embodied beauty.
Aldo Leopold speaks about beauty as a fundamental basis for the ecological worldview. According to Sandra Lubarsky, beauty is a quality
of vitality, a significant life-affirming principle, a
part of our experience of being alive and encountering the aliveness of other beings. Beauty is a
core quality of life and one of the key definitions
associated with ecopoiesis, the eco-poietic attitude to the environment, to the world of nature
and of nature to itself.
Beauty in its environmental significance expresses the ability of various life forms and ecosystems
to continue to exist, adapt, cope with various
challenges, and to flourish and multiply. However, beauty as a property of nature and culture is
not limited to the states of childhood, youth, and
maturity, but it characterizes the entire lifespan
of any organism. The ecological idea of beauty is
also connected to the idea of the limitations that
are inherent in any living organism. Our sense
of beauty implies our ability to meet with the
boundaries of our existence and our capacities,
and to respond to them with a mixture of trepidation, delight and humility.
A poietic conception of beauty has some of the
quality traditionally ascribed to the sublime, a

source of life – that which surpasses our finite capacity to grasp it. This form of beauty could thus
be said to be the apprehension of “Earth” and all
living creatures who dwell upon it.
The vision of beauty provided by the arts can
serve as a guideline for all our actions in our relationship with both culture and nature. This vision is embedded in poietic ecology, or ecopoiesis as the third way between the utilitarianism of
anthropocentrism, which puts human interests at
the centre of the world, and the romanticism of
nature-centrism, with its idealized perception of
“pure” nature, free from human influence.
Ecopoiesis is a term, a concept, that denotes human and nature’s propensity for creative acts and
behavior. It refers to a generative process whereby human beings together with nature shape
the world and themselves, bring new forms and
meanings of life from the mode of possibility into
the mode of existence. It is an eco-human propensity for biological and cultural creation and a
factor in the co-evolution of human beings and
nature.
Ecopoiesis also means the potential for changing
the way people think about almost everything:
about themselves, earth, life, society, politics and
ethics, although the most important aspect of the
concept is to link all these diverse ideas together.
The term denotes an ecological way of being in
both the natural and cultural realms, implying
the interaction and co-creation that takes place
between different forms and systems of life and
between communities.
The mission of the journal, Ecopoiesis, is to build
sustainable, just, and beautiful human and “green”
communities and create an ecological civilization
based on the human propensity to respond to and
shape the world around ourselves together with
nature.
This mission of Ecopoiesis thus lies in revealing
the intrinsic human ability to love and appreciate
life in all its myriad forms. In doing so, it aims to
support beauty, health and resilience, providing
the conditions for life to flourish and for human
exploration and creativity to move into the future.
Alexander Kopytin
Stephen K. Levine
Sergey Alexeyev
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Section

In search of the eco‑human
paradigm: theory, methodology,
concepts

THE CONCEPT OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT:
GLOBAL VISION AND RUSSIAN REALITY
Mamedov, Nizami Mustafayevich
Doctor of Philosophical Sciences, Professor, Full Member of the Russian
Academy of Natural Sciences and the Russian Ecological Academy,
UNESCO expert, professor of the Institute of State Construction and Public
Administration of the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy
and Public Administration under the President of the Russian Federation

Abstract. At the United Nations conference in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the idea of the necessity for modern society to
transition to the sustainable development model was adopted. The concept of sustainable development focuses on
achieving harmony in relations between people, society and nature by making changes in material and spiritual culture. Sustainable development implicitly sets the task of changing the traditional trajectory of historical processes and
appears not so much as a program of concrete actions, but as a new worldview and a new methodology for humanity.
Global ideas, substantiated in this concept, need clarification and concretization at the regional level. Thus, the implementation of the concept of sustainable development in Russia is possible only if the country’s unique natural, social
and cultural characteristics are taken into account. The dependence of Russia, its economy, culture, and way of life on
the harsh climate, vast landmass, and the nature of the population must be acknowledged.
Keywords: concept of sustainable development, culture of sustainable development, education for sustainable development, global and regional sustainable development, nature of Russia, permafrost, Eurasian culture

Introduction
At the end of the twentieth century, the world approached an ecological threshold that required a
radical change in human beings’ worldview and
the economic and technological foundations of
social development. It became obvious that humankind, pursuing a one-sided, utilitarian goal
of using the resources of nature, was rapidly approaching a global environmental crisis.
In response to this crisis, the Concept of Sustainable Development was adopted in Rio de Janeiro
at the UN Conference on Environment and Development in 1992. The materials from the conference give a comprehensive assessment of the
planetary situation of human development at that
time [10]. They, in particular, note that the main
indicators of danger to the health of the global
socio-environmental system — population, industrial production, resource consumption and
environmental pollution — are in a state of exponential growth; that the contradiction between
the prevailing trajectory of the development of

6

civilization and the natural environment have
reached their limits.
The main factors that made it necessary to adopt
the concept of sustainable development are as follows: population growth at a global level; depletion of reserves of available fuel and mineral resources; global physical and chemical pollution of
the natural environment; reduction of biological
diversity and arable land; the threat of a decrease
in the volume of fresh water reserves. The outcomes of these changes were recognized as the
likelihood of an increase in the temperature of
the Earth’s surface, with resulting climate change
and a decrease in the level and quality of life of the
world’s population.

The essence of the concept of
sustainable development
The essence of the concept of sustainable development comes down to defining the prerequisites
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and necessary conditions for the continued existence of humankind. According to this concept,
each generation of people should live in such a
way and satisfy their needs so that the measures
of natural, biospheric processes are not violated
and the preconditions and living conditions of future generations are not threatened.
Sustainable development theory also recognizes
the need for interrelated socio-economic and
environmental development. When considering
environmental issues, one cannot be limited only
to the problems of the natural environment. As
emphasized in the preface to the UN report “Our
Common Future”, “The environment does not
exist in isolation from human activity, from the
needs and desires of people. Attempts to protect
it, without taking into account the satisfaction of
human needs, led to the fact that in some political circles these attempts began to be treated as
something naive, divorced from life ... The environment is the place of our life, and development
is our actions to improve our well-being in it.
Both of these concepts are inseparable.” [6]

studies of the patterns of development of the biosphere, economics and technology, to ensure the
conscious “construction” of the future and movement towards a qualitatively new state of society.
This new state of society will generally differ from
the current one, first of all, in that its culture will
creates the possibility of sustainable development.

A culture of sustainable
development

Thus, the need to ensure a balanced, dual development of the economy and ecology, socio-economic and ecological development, comes to the
fore. In general, it is assumed that sustainable development should be characterized by economic
efficiency, biosphere compatibility, social justice
and comprehensive security.

All achievements of human beings, all forms in
which their activity takes place, in one way or
another, are determined by culture. Culture performs a regulatory, governing function in social
development and the historical process as a whole.
The solution to the problems of modern civilization is associated not only with the greening of
the economy and the development of science and
technology, but also with the development of human qualities. It is now generally recognized that
among the specific tasks of the transition to sustainable development, it is necessary to prioritize
the formation of a culture of sustainable development. An important step in substantiating a culture of sustainable development was taken in the
UNESCO international conferences held in Baku
(Azerbaijan) in 2011–2013. [2] and in 2013 in
Hangzhou (China) [10].

The time that has passed since the conference
confirms that the transition to sustainable development is the only way to safeguard humanity.
It became obvious that in the context of globalization, spontaneous development is becoming
even more dangerous. Globalization can acquire
a humanistic orientation only with sustainable
development.

Culture is a syncretic concept that reflects the
quintessence of the era and the fundamental features of the material and spiritual life of society.
The attitude of people to each other and their attitude to nature constitute the dual basis of culture and determine its features. From our point of
view, culture is a method and result of the adaptation and organization of people’s lives [3].

Sustainable development also presupposes stability in the development of the political, social, cultural spheres of society, their interconnection and
interaction. As we understand the problems and
prospects of the transition of modern society to
a society based on sustainable development principles, the concept of sustainable development
becomes generalized and turns into a theory of
the historical process, reflecting social and natural (socio-natural) reality in unity and development [4].

The culture of sustainable development appears as
a new way of connecting humans with nature and
reconciling them with it on the basis of a deeper
knowledge of its processes. This requires the need
for constant replenishment of knowledge about
the laws of the functioning of the natural environment and about the forms and methods of activities for the rational use of natural resources.

The implementation of the concept of sustainable
development presupposes systemic-futurological

© Ecopoiesis, 2021

In modern conditions, in connection with the
rapid development of communication technologies, there is an intensive interaction of diverse
cultures. The currently emerging information society is giving rise to unprecedented prospects for
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cooperation in the cultural sphere. Intercultural
dialogue is gaining importance in helping to comprehend the essence of diverse national cultures.
In this context, the problem of understanding,
extending from interpersonal communication
to communication of cultures, takes on special
significance. Despite the differences between
national cultures, there is always some common
ground that determines the fundamental possibility of their dialogue. These are cultural universals that are the embodiment of sociocultural
experience. They have at all times determined the
categorical structure of individual and collective
consciousness. Today, to the question: “On what
basis should identity and universality, national
and universal, be combined in culture?” you can
answer: “Based on the principles of sustainable
development.”
Global concern about the protection of human
existence and the safety of the living environment
is a prerequisite for a new cultural synthesis. Humanity is now faced with a choice: either to preserve the existing type of activity and perish in an
ecological catastrophe, or to make radical changes and preserve nature in order to sustain life for
subsequent generations. Since the second option
is the only acceptable one, humanity has to transform on the basis of an awareness of these new
realities, changing its predominantly destructive
activity and its entire system of values.
In general, to achieve sustainable development, at
least the following conditions are required:
• a political system that facilitates the participation of the general public in decisionmaking, including those related to naturetransforming activities;
• a legal system based on the principles of
the rule of law;
• an economic system focused on less energy- and resource-intensive production and
fair distribution;
• a social system that ensures the removal of
conflict situations;
• an international system that contributes to
the stability of communication, trade and
financial relations;
• an information system, providing publicity
and distributing new information;
• an educational system that forms environmental awareness and a culture of sustainable development;

8

• a technological system focused on biosphere-compatible technologies, etc.
These requirements should mainly be viewed as
goals, which should underlie regional and global
action in the field of socio-economic development [6]. In a broad sense, these requirements
represent the conditions for the transformation
of the culture of modern society and its transition
to a qualitatively new state.
In general, the awareness that people do not just
exist on Earth for their own sake, but that they
must perform a certain biospheric function, constitutes the basis of the ecological worldview and
the main axis of the culture of sustainable development. If culture in general is a method of social
development that determines how people, with
the help of material and spiritual means, ensure
their preservation and development as social beings, then the culture of sustainable development
represents a means of coordinating socio-natural
development, in which it is possible to ensure the
preservation of fundamental indicators of biospheric health. If culture, as a social phenomenon,
as “the creation of human hands,” has always been
opposed to nature, then the culture of sustainable
development should become a way to create harmonious connection of humans with nature on
the basis of deep knowledge and understanding
of the essence of natural phenomena.
The formation of a culture of sustainable development requires the multifaceted movement of
modern society along the path of modernization
of its material and spiritual spheres based on indicators of sustainable development. At the same
time, the methodology for implementing a culture of sustainable development involves the formation of a civil society, the use of social capital
to overcome imbalances in various areas of social life and stratification in the socio-economic
sphere, and the creation of a favorable, humanistic spiritual climate in society.
A culture of sustainable development can be
formed as a result of the conscious, directed actions of society. This process is based on: 1) the
education system, 2) information policy, 3) a new
wave of cultural production in literature and the
arts.
The educational system traditionally corresponds
to its era and reflects the level and structure of
public consciousness. The contradictions faced by
society inevitably affect education. By responding
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to them, education can have a constructive impact on resolving these contradictions. It is not
difficult to trace this on the scale of historical
time or to find examples that confirm and reveal
this dialectical connection. Currently, most of
the problems of education are derived from the
aforementioned social, political, economic and
environmental contradictions. The most important prerequisite for their solution is a thoughtful transformation of education, its content and
methodology. In this regard, state policy in the
field of education should consider sustainable development as a priority for the country’s security.
The content of education, accordingly, should be
aimed at revealing the spiritual wealth of a person,
forming the intellectual and ethical foundations
of sustainable development, and strengthening
and improving civil society and the foundations
of the rule of law.
Modern education must be future-oriented. In
connection with the transition to sustainable development, the need to provide advanced education is obvious. Education for sustainable development is multifaceted, and should aim to solve
a variety of issues. At the same time, the complex
structure of education for sustainable development must go back to environmental education,
which was designed not only to penetrate the
structure of education, but to become one of its
most important foundations.
Back at the UN summit in Johannesburg in 2002,
the need for a Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development was announced, which in 2005–
2014 was successfully implemented. However,
during these years, the processes of globalization
intensified, the ambiguity of socio-political and
economic transformations in the world increased,
large-scale natural and man-made disasters became more frequent, and climate change became
visible for all. All this led to a gradual adjustment
of the initial goals of the Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development, as well as the specification of its tasks in these new conditions.
At the same time, despite the awareness of the
importance of reforming education for sustainable development, this process is controversial.
This is due to socio-political, economic and scientific, pedagogical and methodological circumstances. For example, global tendencies such as
the uneven distribution of the world’s population, the preservation and increase of differences
in its qualitative and quantitative indicators, the

© Ecopoiesis, 2021

growing confrontation between developed and
developing countries, the rise of nationalism and
fundamentalism, among others, do not contribute to the reform of education in the interests of
sustainable development.
Scientific and pedagogical problems also became
apparent. Education for sustainable development
is future-oriented, while pedagogical methods
are associated with the assimilation of knowledge
that reflects real connections and relationships in
the natural and social environment. The future
is always more or less uncertain, and its blurred
outlines and vague content is difficult to imagine
as the basis of education. This contradiction determines the need to develop fundamentally new
pedagogical technologies aimed at envisioning the
future and possibilities of managing its challenges.
Education will undoubtedly continue to be central to the development of a culture of sustainable
development, but its development requires adequate governance. According to the official documents of UNESCO adopted after 2015, it is necessary to provide inclusive, equitable and quality
education, and to create opportunities for all to
learn throughout life. At the same time, UNESCO
considers one of its main tasks to be the coordination and monitoring of the process of reforming education for sustainable development at the
global level [1]. According to experts, this process
is initiated by the publication of the global education monitoring report. Undoubtedly, this makes
it possible to realistically assess the state of education in different regions of the world and make
decisions in accordance with the goals of forming
a culture of sustainable development.
Another necessary condition for the formation
of a culture of sustainable development is information policy. At present, both global and national information policy is not properly oriented
towards sustainable development. Occasional
speeches on this topic, of course, are not enough;
a systematic policy in this area is needed. Both
traditional and electronic media can make a significant contribution to the formation of a culture
of sustainable development, given their impact on
the state of public consciousness.
Representatives from the spheres of literature and
the arts can also make their invaluable contribution to this process. However, the creation of
genuine works of art that cause deep emotional
experiences and change people’s consciousness,
requires the creators themselves to immerse

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2021. Volume 2 (1). ISSN 2713–184x

9

Mamedov, Nizami Mustafayevich

themselves deeply in the essence of the problem.
To do this, it is necessary to overcome the alienation of the majority of writers, artists, composers, filmmakers from environmental issues.
Today, the formation of a culture of sustainable
development is becoming a measure for the level
of civilization of society. This is not only desirable, but a mandatory requirement for the continuation of life of the world community. The development of both the theoretical foundations of
a culture of sustainable development and effective
methods for its formation becomes the program
of human activity in the 21st century.

Features of Russian reality
There are significant differences in the natural,
cultural, economic and political factors which affect individual countries. This is reflected in the
difference in the way of life of people, their social
needs and social relations. It is no coincidence
that the UN summit on sustainable development,
held in 2002 in Johannesburg, determined that
the subjects of sustainable development are nation states, and that they are responsible for the
state of the natural environment at the local and
regional levels [8].
The transition to sustainable development in Russia cannot be imagined without taking into account its vast territory, the diversity of its nature,
population, culture, its economic characteristics,
and regional structure. The strong dependence of
Russia, its history and culture on natural factors,
a harsh climate, large landmass, and the nature of
the population is not yet fully understood. Oddly
enough, almost all the socio-economic reforms
undertaken in the history of Russia did not take
into account the peculiarities of its culture or its
natural, ecological differences. None of the three
large-scale attempts to modernize Russia — 1)
those initiated by Peter I and Catherine II in the
XVII-XVIII centuries; 2) Soviet modernization of
the last century; 3) the liberal modernization of E.
Gaidar and B. Yeltsin — led to the desired result.
Is it not here, then, that the reasons for their failure should be sought?
It must be understood that Russia is not only the
largest country and the richest in combustible
resources, but also the coldest country in the
world, where “permafrost” covers more than half
of the territory, dominated by a predominantly
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extreme ecological environment, and where the
fertility of the land is unstable. In the short term,
a decrease in population density (especially in
the eastern regions) will create complex geopolitical problems.
The cultural factor is also of key importance in
this case. The traditional question about the nature of Russian culture in the context of its interaction with the cultures of the West and the East
remains relevant. A special “Eurasian” type of culture has historically formed in Russia. This is not
so much the result of a synthesis of European and
Asian cultures as a qualitatively different cultural
type [9]. Russian culture, directed by its spiritual
intentions towards Europe, but rooted in its material foundations in the communal structures of
Asia, is a unique combination of these opposite
traditions.
Accordingly, a genuine modernization of Russia
is possible only on the basis of Eurasian values.
This is now being emphasized by V.V. Putin: “We
have left the Soviet ideology, it is impossible to
return to it. The adherents of fundamental conservatism, idealizing Russia before 1917, are as far
from reality as the adherents of Western liberalism.” The choice falls on a theory that goes beyond the modern era and connects all stages of
the thousand-year Russian history. It is about the
ideology of Eurasianism. “For today, the principles of Eurasianism for Russia are the only opportunity, while maintaining integrity, to preserve
identity.” [7]
In general, in connection with the tasks of the
transition to sustainable development, attention
should be paid to the following features of Russia:
• The presence of a large and heterogeneous
territory. On the one hand, this ensures the
country’s environmental sustainability, on
the other, it creates a number of difficulties
in the creation of communication, management, and energy transmission systems.
• The ideology of Eurasianism should become the methodological basis of social
and political activity, as well as information
policy in Russia.
• A necessary condition for Russia’s transition to sustainable development is the
sustainable development of its regions. Regional management should be carried out
within the structure of the federal policy of
sustainable development, and its forms and
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methods should be determined by taking
into account the specificities of the particular region.
• Russian education should develop on a
scientific basis, in the context of world
trends in pedagogy, but in accordance
with the values of
 Russian civilization. In
this regard, attempts to unambiguously
copy Western education systems seem
counterproductive.
• The most important prerequisite for the
sustainable development of Russia is the
formation of a civil society that can ensure

effective control over the government and
overcome corruption at various levels.
• Particular attention should be paid to
the issues of demography and migration
management. Additional efforts should
be made at the state level to increase the
population in the south of the Far East and
Eastern Siberia.
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Abstract. This paper explores eco-theology, (post) humanism and what the author calls (post) human animal grace. The
author explores the ways in which ecopoiesis and theopoiesis can be thought of together, as intersecting concepts. Ecopoiesis and theopoiesis are meant in more metaphoric ways, drawing on the Greek root of bringing forth, rather than
on the Latin root of the poet writing poetry. (Post) human animal grace through the ecopoietic and the theopoietic
together mean thinking about humans, animals, the earth, the cosmos and even machines as a web of inter-related
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Ecopoiesis
The Greek etymology of the word poiesis (poesis),
according to Linda Shires [74], is as follows: “the
activity in which a person brings something into
being that did not exist before” (p. 1). One might
interpret this to mean that persons make things.
Warwick Mules [60] points out that for Martin
Heidegger—drawing on the Greek etymology of
poesis—“that we think of things from the standpoint of art as poesis [emphasis in original]—the
“bringing forth into appearance” of both humanmade and natural things” (p. 2). Mules (2012)
goes on to point out that for Heidegger “[p]oiesis
is the active force of nature as primary becoming” (p. 2). Thus, poieisis—one might suggest—is
a more philosophical bringing forth. The natural
world, that is, brings forth through the ways in
which it emerges, moves, changes and becomes.
So too the artist makes something—say, a poem.
The poetry that the poet writes is also referred to
as poesis. In fact, Linda Shires [74] reminds us
that the Latin root of poesis means poetry. Poetry
is something, then, that emerges from the poet.
Here, however, I use the word poiesis in the more
Heideggerian sense of the term as a “bringing
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forth,” a becoming of the natural world. But I also
mean poiesis in a more Bachelardian sense —
as nature is also a kind of poetics of the natural
world. Bachelard [3], a philosopher of science,
writes not scientifically, but poetically, about the
natural world. For example, he states: “I intend
to devote this brief chapter to dew and pearls, for
the images suffice to illustrate the role that water
plays in many crystalline reveries” (p. 25).
Unlike Heidegger, Bachelard draws on Jungian
depth psychology and phenomenology to express
the ways in which humankind is entwined within
the natural world in a dream-like way. Reverie, for
example, is an important concept for Bachelard.
Also, for Bachelard, in contrast to Heidegger, the
natural world is dialectical. For instance, what he
calls hard matter—say, the earth—is juxtaposed
against soft matter, i.e. the clouds. The dew—or
soft matter—is juxtaposed against the hard matter of rocks. Further, for Bachelard, the imagination springs forth from matter. The same material that makes up the hard earth also makes up
the imagination. This is hard to get one’s head
around, because one does not usually think of the
imagination as matter at all. But Bachelard points
out that humankind, including the imagination,
is made of the same matter as is the earth, the
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dew, the clouds, the basic elements of the stars
and so forth. Although Bachelard emphasizes the
dialectic of the natural world, he also drives home
the point that human beings are of the natural
world, in the same way that imagination is made
up of the same matter as is the earth. It is difficult
to think of the imagination as matter like rock or
stars or dew—but it does not come from nowhere.
The upshot of this discussion is that I am using the
term poiesis—in both the Heideggerian sense of a
bringing forth or emerging of the natural world,
and in the more Bachelardian sense of the poetics
and dialectic of nature— in a similar way to the
uncanny juxtaposition of imagination as matter,
of dew and rock. By poiesis I do not mean the literal making of poetry by the poet. This would be
more of the Latin root of the word, as Shires [74]
points out.
For the purposes of this paper, ecopoiesis refers to
the poetry of the natural world, as it both emerges
and moves in uncannily dialectical ways. George
Santayana [69] once commented that nature has
a poetics of its own. In other words, nature writes
its own poetry. In reference to the ancient nature
poet Lucretius, Santayana states: “We seem to be
reading not the poetry of a poet about things, but
the poetry of the things themselves” (p. 32). This
poetry of the things themselves is ecopoiesis.
Ecopoiesis shifts the focus from the ego, the “I”
that sees the world and writes about the world,
to the world itself and how the world poietically
writes itself, or poietically expresses itself. Ecopoiesis is the expression of the eco-sphere and we are
always already part and parcel of that eco-sphere.

suggest that the natural world is more than divine
as it speaks its own poetry.
Of course, we are always already embedded in
this sacred world, in the theopoiesis of the world,
and we are not something separate and apart
from it. We are the world; we are the cosmos.
As Carl Jung [46] once asked: “do you think that
somewhere we are not nature [?]. . . . No, we are in
nature and we think exactly like nature” (p. 165).
We are not separate from nature, we are nature—
Jung stresses. This is a difficult cultural construct
because we are taught that nature is separate and
apart from us — as if nature is somehow out there
in the woods, out there in the ocean, or out there
in the desert. Dualisms are hard to overcome, but
Jung emphasizes that the wedge driven between
human nature and the natural world is a social
construction and it is not the way things really
are. All the natural elements that go into the making of the woods, the ocean and the desert are
always already inherent in being human and animal. We are, indeed, animal beings, just as deer
or birds, fish or dogs. Everything is connected to
everything else—a point not lost on the pre-Socratics. And if this is the case, is it not ultimately a
mystery how this all works?
Jung was basically a mystic and he intuitively understood the ways in which the ecopoietic and the
theopoietic could be thought together. These are
inherently mystical concepts. Thus, the argument
in this paper is that the ecopoietic and theopoietic
should be thought together as inter-twining concepts. I do not drive a wedge between what I call
the ecopoietic or ecopoiesis, or the theopoietic or
theopoiesis. I see little need to split hairs on these
terms.

Theopoiesis
Theopoiesis adds another layer to this discussion; I refer to the poetry of the sacred immanence of the natural world, the larger cosmos and
eco-sphere. Theo, the root of theology, suggests
that the divine is immanent in the world, in the
eco-sphere, in the natural world. Theopoiesis is
the way in which the divine speaks poetry—as it
were—through the natural world. Theopoiesis is
both the emergence in the Heideggerian sense,
and uncanny dialectic in the Bachelardian sense,
of the natural world and also the poietics of the
sacred in the natural world. The immanence
of the divine in the natural world is sometimes
called pantheism. But in my use of the term, I
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Grace as theopoietic: A nonlinear concept
One of the things I want to address in this paper
is how the concept of grace as it emerges in the
realm of the theopoietic can be thought through
the ecopoietic — as nature is always already
graced. And by grace I do not mean the literal
sense of the term. Grace is not something that is
good or beautiful. In fact, grace can mean a lot of
different things. It is a complex concept which I
would like to flesh out here. The most interesting
way in which grace is discussed in theological literature is in the work of theologian Karl Rahner.
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Rahner, a relatively obscure figure to those who
do not study theology, was ahead of his time, especially when it comes to teasing out new ways of
thinking through the concept grace.
Steven Duffy [19] wrote a remarkable book titled
The Graced Horizon: Nature and Grace in Catholic
Thought. Duffy was a systematic theologian who
specialized in the work of Karl Rahner, a renown
Catholic theologian. One of Rahner’s important
contributions to Catholic theology is the way in
which he theorized the notion of grace as a living
concept, one that is changeable and in flux. Duffy
[19] points out that for Rahner, graced is the horizon. What is a horizon? What is on the horizon?
The horizon is beyond what one can conceptualize. However, if we think about the world’s horizon, it must include the earth, the air, water, fire,
all the elements, animals, rocks, humans and machines—and perhaps more.
Toward the end of Duffy’s [19] book he intimates
that “companion creatures” (p. 241) should not be
treated as lesser than humans. If grace is about
the horizon then graced too are “companion creatures” (p. 241) and everything else on the planet.
Duffy [19] writes about what he calls “cosmic
grace” (p. 239). A theology of cosmic grace—
which is in and of itself theopoietic—suggests
that graced are all things in our world and in other worlds beyond our own. A theology of cosmic
grace, if it is to reflect the cosmos metaphorically,
cannot be conceptualized in a systematic or linear
fashion. The cosmos, including black holes, white
holes, worm holes, time crystals, explodes the notion of space-time as a neat continuum. There is
no geometric grid for the cosmos; thus, there will
be no geometric grid for this paper.
Instead, following the work of Michel Serres
[72], digression is the key to reconceptualizing
the other-than-human in the context of the cosmos. Serres [72] intimates that it is digression
that makes for progress in philosophy. Theology
and the humanities—generally speaking—might
re-think how to do scholarship in the first place.
Michel Foucault [28] argued that the archives of
historiography and scholarship are put together
willy-nilly. Things, Foucault [26], says—could be
conceptualized otherwise. Ecopoiesis and theopoieisis are not linear concepts, they are more like
Deleuzian [14] rhizomes. So here, I take a different turn than say Bachelard or Heidegger, in that
both ecopoiesis and theopoiesis are more rhizomatic, meaning that the inter-section of ecopoiesis
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and theopoiesis branch out in variegated ways –to
use Serres’s (2020) metaphor in his book called
Branches.

Grace as ecopoietic: A nonlinear concept
Whatever grace is, it is wise to follow Steven
Duffy’s [20] suggestion that theology in general,
to be viable, might “move to less monarchical,
patriarchal, and triumphalistic anthropological
models” (p. 13). The commonsense Christian
fundamentalist understanding of grace—at least
in some sectors of the United States—is that it is a
gift divinely given by God, who is white and male
(reminiscent of Michelangelo’s rendering) and
commands from on high. For fundamentalists,
Christianity is the completion of the Old Testament; Christianity supersedes Judaism and, for
that matter, all other religious traditions. Christianity is the triumphant religion that has the
answer.
Karl Rahner thought otherwise [in Duffy, 20].
Further, Rahner stated: “Man is the question for
which there is no answer” [cited in Duffy, 67, p.
273]. I would add that god is the question for
which there is no answer. Grace is also the question for which there is no answer. Grace, as a notion, needs to be interrupted. The commonsense
idea of grace is not what most theologians think
grace is. In fact, for many theologians, grace is
shock. This is grace turned upside down. For
Rahner [68]—although grace is “found in all
things” (p. 232) and “not merely in peripheral
areas of crisis”, according to Duffy [19, p. 236],
grace is mostly found in states of shock, despair
and hopelessness. Rahner [67] writes that grace
happens when “we are suspended over the abyss
of nothingness” (p. 68). Grace is a form of “shattering” (p. 87). Grace is the “void of death” (p.
228). Grace, for Rahner [67], is “where the graspable contours of our everyday realities break and
dissolve; where failures of such realities are experienced” (p. 228). The experience of grace is
that of “inescapable terror” [67, p. 80]. Grace, for
Rahner, is not unlike Wilfred Bion’s [5] “O,” that
bottomless bottom, the emptiest nothing that is
what existence is. Michael Eigen [22] explains:
“We cannot count on the niceness of O” (pp. 83–
84). Eigen emphasizes that for Bion, O is sheer
“terror” (p. 84). Grace, like O, is Jesus crucified;
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grace is the Pieta—the dead son in his mother’s
arms. Matthew Fox [29] says that grace is the
wound in all things” (p. 47).
Ecopoiesis is all things—the cosmos, the ecosphere, the poetry of woundedness in the ecosphere. For Derrida [15] “disenchantment” (p.99)
is the heart and “resource” of religion and, I would
add, of grace. Likewise, Thomas Merton [55] intimates that the divine, and I would again extend
this to grace, is found in “dry bones” (p.235) in a
“desert without trees” (p. 235) which leaves one
“baffled and repelled” (p. 218). Dietrich Bonhoeffer [7] famously wrote about the evils of “cheap
grace” (p. 43). This is “grace without the cross” (p.
45). Rahner [68], likewise, said that grace is neither “consolation” (p. 74) nor “life insurance” (p.
72). The Disneyfied concept of grace, the whitewashed and palatable grace is common in American Christian fundamentalist culture.
Kierkegaard [49] similarly complained about his
fellow Christians in Copenhagen who did not live
up to his demanding “Knight of Faith” (p. 118). In
fact, Kierkegaard wrote a piece titled Attack upon
“Christendom” where he railed against his fellow
Christians (who he said weren’t really Christian at
all) because most of them were lazy church goers
who did not understand, or care to understand,
Christianity. Like Kierkegaard, Ralph Waldo Emerson [22] complained about what he dubbed
“Christendom” (p. 42). Emerson [24] declared
that “every stoic was a stoic; but in Christendom
where is the Christian (p. 42)?” In Christendom
grace is nice, pretty, good, lovely, a gift easily
given, a token of God’s love, or inner peace. But
Thomas Merton [55] points out that grace has
little to do with peace.

What is (рost) human grace?
Recall that Steven Duffy [20] called for newer
kinds of theology that eschew “anthropological
models” (p. 13). A more (post) human model of
theology would be post-anthropological. Anthropos—humans—are not the center of the universe.
A more (post) human model of theology has to
disperse its energies like Deleuze & Guattari’s
[14] rhizome which is “an anti-genealogy” (p.11).
There is no center; neither ordering nor naming. In the beginning there was no beginning.
Biblical begets gone haywire. Truly the Tower
of Babel. What would a theology look like that
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

“deterritorializes” [14, p.10] and “reterritorializes” (P. 19) without endings or systems.
Bonhoeffer [7] called theological systems “cheap
grace” (p. 43). A system is too easy, one can map
it out, follow it, plan it, make it all look neat and
tidy. Grace is none of these things, Bonhoeffer
tells us. An “anti-genealogy” [14] is a story without a genogram, lacking clear patterns; it is not a
grand metanarrative, in contrast to most of Western theology. Moreover, Stefan Herbrechter [36]
states that posthuman “discourses” must admit
of their “fictionality” and the “dereferentialization of traditional humanist points of anchoring
like culture, human nature, identity” (p. 176).
The bible as fiction. The bible as social construction; a cultural product invented. A book like any
other. The Quest for the Historical Jesus—a very
popular theological debate—arrives on the scene
as a defense mechanism against the terrible secret
that perhaps the person Jesus did not really exist.
If Jesus were a real person, why did so many theologians have to go on a quest to find him? Because
they doubted his existence? Or they were hellbent
on proving something that never was? Perhaps
there were many “son(s) of man?” (in the Hebrew
Scriptures) Or perhaps there were none. In the
end, what does it matter? If the story of Jesus is
a story and not a reality, does that make the story
any less interesting or culturally important? No.
What is striking is that so many people identify
with the story of Jesus—probably because it is a
good story. People identify with pain and suffering. People relate to the underdog, the revolutionary, the hero, the martyr. The story about Jesus
points to all of these archetypal qualities.

The quest for the historical
(post) human
Alexis Madrigal [54] tells us that the term cyborg
was coined by Manfred Clynes. Madrigal [54]
points out that “The word cyborg appeared in an
article called “Cyborgs and Space,” in the journal
Astronautics’ September 1960 issue” (theatlantic.
com, September 30th, 2010). The term is related
to a field called cybernetics, says Madrigal. But
it was Donna Haraway [32] who re-interpreted
and reconceptualized the concept cyborg. Haraway re- introduced this term to the broader
science community, to the social sciences and
to the humanities in her well-known piece titled
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“Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology and
Socialist Feminism in the 1980s” published in Socialist Review [32, pp. 65–108]. Donna Haraway
[33] says of the cyborg—who is a creature both
human and machine—that “it has no truck with
… pre-oedipal symbiosis, unalienated labor, or
other seductions to organic wholeness through a
final appropriation of all the powers of the parts
into a higher unity” (p. 150). Here, Haraway uses
the cyborg as a metaphor to disrupt the metanarratives of psychoanalysis, Marxism and the transcendent splendor of orthodox Christianity.

(Post) humanist theology as
interruption
(Post) humanist theology interrupts modernist
theological methods for studying the holy such
as theological anthropology, systematic theology,
soteriology. These ‘-ologies’ have to be re-thought.
Under the “[un]sheltering sky” (see Paul Bowles)
[9] of the (post) human, anthropos is All Too
Human-centric (see Nietzsche, 1878/ 2019) [61]
systematic theory is too neat, tidy and unambiguous (see Foucault, 1982) [28], and salvation narratives are defense mechanisms against suffering.
In this (post) human world humans are not the
center of the universe; there are no systems to
figure out postmodern life, and there is no salvation from nuclear destruction, eco-disasters and
our current eco-nightmare of global warming. It
is almost too late to save the planet. Extinction is
closer to-hand than we think (see Jensen, 2011)
[43]. Taken-for-granted (mostly) Christian concepts like hope, love, mercy and grace must be
deconstructed and re-thought. In common sense
parlance, such concepts serve as the Balm of Gilead (Jeremiah, chpt 8 vs 2, Hebrew Scriptures),
especially for Christians. This mentality of what I
call palatability is a denial of where we are historically in a post-Holocaust [59] era.
Donna Haraway [33] interrupts the concept of
Man. She states: “Ironically, we can learn from
our fusions with animals and machines how not
to be Man, the embodiment of Western logos”
(p. 173). How is it not to be Man? Man invented
gas chambers, weapons of mass destruction and
nuclear proliferation. Man invented global warming, Man commits mass murder of wolves from
helicopters, Man poisons rivers, lakes and oceans
with toxic trash. Nuclear explosion (s) seem a
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plaything for Man to use in unthinkable and unconscionable annihilation(s) of peoples. Man has
made for a “very very Mad World” (see the song,
“Mad World” by the band Tears for Fears, 1982)
[75]. Let us learn from Haraway and let us be Man
no more. What should we be then? (Post) human.
Haraway [33] points out that (post) humanism
is about the “fusion” of “animals and machines”
with humans and all the rest. (Post) human is
gender bending; it is beyond gender polarization.
The (post) human as cyborg is part machine, part
human, part animal, part prosthetic, synthetic,
computerized and pharmaceutically modified.
(Post) humanism is computer-generated meshing
time travel in the midst of the web and (woof) of
the cosmos—“living and not,” Haraway [33, p. 4].
(see the series of Video games titled Elder Scrolls
V: Skyrim (2011) [22] by Bethesda Game Studios
for example).
Ivan Callus, Stefan Herbrechter and Manuel Rossini [10] say of the (post) human that it is “the
relationship between humans and non-human
others (animals, plants, the inorganic, machines,
gods. . . ghosts, angels. . . cyborgs. . . zombies)”
(pp. 9–10). For Donna Haraway [34] (post) humanism means to “become with many” (p. 4)
through “world-making entanglements” (p. 4),
“meeting” (p. 4) with “the belly of powerful figures such as cyborgs, monkeys and apes, oncomice, and. . . dogs” (p. 4). “Cloned dogs, databased tigers” [34, p. 5] and computer-generated
images = the posthuman. The posthuman involutes worlds upon worlds, convolutes the cosmos,
cows, “androids and electric sheep” (see Phillip K.
Dick, 1968) [16].

Rahner, (post) human grace and
spiders from Mars
Following Rahner [67], who posited that grace
is grounded in experience, (post) human grace
is the experience of disruption, implosion, explosion, dissolving, decaying, re-generating and the
always already dying machine-generated, bionic
flower. (Post) human animal grace is the experience of a mystical “infusion” (Eckhart, cited in
Merton, 1961) [55] that disperses energies, the
space/time continuum, black holes and “spiders
from Mars” (David Bowie, 1969/2012) [8]. (Post)
human animal grace is the experience of the always already “dying god archetype” (Mary Aswell
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Doll, personal communication) Or, is it the dying
dog archetype? (god is dog spelled backwards—as
James Joyce (1922/2018) punned in Ulysses [44].
Following Levinas [53], the face of god is not
only in the human-Other, but one might extend
this metaphor also to the dog—Other. The face
of god is terrifying, it is the unknowing, deep beyond deep Otherness in the all-in-all. (Post) human animal grace is the dog and the face of god
who is “the wound in all things” [29, p. 47]. Why
hast thou abandoned/ forsaken me? Says the dog
to god. God replies only with silence, a deafening
silence. A silent reply is no reply at all. As Thomas
Merton [55] says, it is in the silence where one
finds grace. The gaping hole opened up by the absence of the dog is that silence.

(Post) human grace as the
multiple
As Michel Serres [72], might put it, multiplicities
are all. We live in a world of multiples. (Post) human grace is the multiple. It is not one thing, it is
not a thing, it is not spirit, it does not come from
a monotheistic god, it comes from the mystery of
the holy. Rudolph Otto [63], in his book The Idea
of the Holy, writes about what he calls “creature
feeling” and states:
“The reader is invited to direct his mind to a moment of deeply-felt religious experience, as little
as possible qualified by other forms of consciousness. Whoever cannot do this, whoever knows no
such moments in his experience, is requested to
read no farther; for it is not easy to discuss questions of religious psychology…” (p. 8)
Grace is a “deeply felt religious experience.” And
the phenomenological experience of grace is certainly another “form of consciousness” that humans and other “creatures” share. Animals live in
a “graced horizon” [19]. But recall, the graced horizon in a (post) human era means living on the
edge of a precipice.

The dog’s ministry of presence in
a posthuman era
The dog’s ministry shatters, and yet sustains, absent presence. Seward Hiltner [38] states:
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“By “sustaining” is meant that aspect of the shepherding perspective that emphasizes “standing
by.” Unlike healing, in which the total situation is
capable of change, sustaining relates to those situations that as total situations cannot be changed
at this time.” (p. 116)
Dogs shepherd one another—and humans—in
turbulent times. Turbulence is (Post) human
grace. I argue that dogs are capable of giving what
Paul Ramsey calls “disinterested love” [cited in 35,
p. xvii]. Disinterested love—for human and animal alike—-cuts through shattered temporality.
Disinterested love is a “standing by”—as Hiltner
[38, p. 116] puts it—without “healing” because
healing might be impossible.
A “sustaining” presence, as Hiltner [38] points
out above, is a form of shepherding that takes a
different mind-set from actively engaging in dialogue with the Other because no dialogue is possible. Paulo Freire [27] writes about the importance of dialogue between teacher and student.
For Freire [27], democratic pedagogy is built on
dialogue. However, there are times when dialogue
is impossible. It is within the impossible that one
experiences grace. Silent communication is still
a form of communication. Kierkegaard scholar
George Pattison [64] writes about what he calls
Kierkegaard’s “indirect communication” (p. 9).
Kierkegaard often used pseudonyms. That is one
form of indirect communication. But there is a
more ineffable kind of indirect communication
and that is between the shepherding animal and
the human being who sit in irrupted time together
without words. The dog’s eyes speak. Sometimes
words get in the way of what we want to communicate. Communication without (direct) communication is grace. And in this case, it is a form
of (post) human animal grace. Plotinus famously
remarked that loneliness is felt as the alone to the
alone. This kind of aloneness is desolate. In times
of crisis desolate aloneness crushes. Animals feel
the alone to the alone. Animals grieve. This is not
a new fact. Darwin [13] commented on the complicated emotions of animals long ago, but scientists have been reluctant to attribute feelings to
animals until relatively recently [4].
Andrew Lester [52] writes that we must embrace
“brokenness” (p. 56). Animals know how to live
with their brokenness better than humans. They
accept injuries, they live through heartaches
and loss. Humans do not accept brokenness so
well. The brokenness of chronic illness, injury or
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disasters like hurricanes or car wrecks devastate.
Instead of dealing with the devastation, the first
thing humans tend to do is to go into denial. This
isn’t happening. It’s all good. Things will work out.
It could have been worse. Denial is a sure path
to nowhere. Embracing what is not good means
facing things head on without gloss or false hope.
False hope is not the way to grace. False hope
leads to false self (see False Self: The Life of Masud
Khan by Linda Hopkins [40]), which leads to selfloathing which leads to self-undoing.
Seward Hiltner [39] states “It is time that our
shepherding took loss seriously”. . . (p. 56). In
the face of death, one cannot fix death by saying
things like: he’s going to a better place, after all.
Or, heaven is waiting. Or, he will be in the arms
of the lord. All of these trite phrases gloss over
the reality of death. One cannot cure people or
animals of their impending death.

(Post) human grace in psychosis
Jung [47] experienced breakdown and collapse;
in fact, he suffered from a psychotic break. During his psychosis he wrote the most bizarre and
fascinating book capturing mental collapse. The
Red Book is grace in psychosis. Grace is found in
breaks. For many years Jung’s family did not want
this book published because they feared that his
work would be discredited if people knew of his
mental collapse. The fear of mental illness and the
taboo of mental illness is an ongoing problem in
the United States and elsewhere.
It is one thing to say that a depth psychologist
and founder of Jungian psychotherapy suffered
from a psychotic break, but it is another thing altogether to say that the god-man, the homoousios
of Christianity suffered from psychosis. If this is
the case, where does this leave the Christian religion? What kind of scandal would this create?
Albert Schweitzer (1913/1958) [71], in his book
titled The psychiatric study of Jesus: Exposition and
Criticism, created such a scandal by arguing that
Jesus was, in fact, “psychopathic” (p. 27). Schweitzer draws on theologian/philosopher David
Freidrich Strauss who wrote a book called Der
Leben Jesu in 1835. Here, according to Schweitzer,
Strauss claimed that Jesus suffered from “morbid
traits” (p. 35), and in later writings he stated that
Jesus was “fanatical in the thought of the second
coming” and that in fact Jesus was “very close to
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madness” (p. 35). Drawing on one de Loosten,
Schweitzer writes that Jesus hallucinated, heard
voices and thought that a “supernatural spirit”
lived inside of him and told him what to do.
These are the same symptoms suffered by many
who are psychotic or schizophrenic. So, what if
Jesus suffered from psychosis? Perhaps that is the
wrong question. Let us ask the following: What
if Jesus were cured of his psychosis? If indeed,
that was what he suffered from. Perhaps a cured
Jesus would be the Christ represented in Nikos
Kazantzakis’ (1998) The Last Temptation of Christ
[48]. Here Jesus wonders whether he should settle
down, get married and have a family. Jesus wondered whether he should be a conformist and not
a visionary. Is settling down, marrying and having
a family the cure for eccentricity? Why cure eccentricity at all? Psychoanalyst Andre Green [30]
remarks that “within the psychoanalytic movement, psychoanalytic theory has been reduced to
the theory of cure, which I think is terribly harmful. Firstly, it doesn’t solve anything” (p. 44).
I imagine that Schweitzer’s [71] claims that Jesus suffered from psychosis are still shocking
for most Christians. But why are these claims so
shocking? Many of the prophets in the Hebrew
scriptures—especially Ezekiel—experienced bizarre things. Ezekiel had visions, god talked to
him and told him what to do, he had hallucinations like wheels floating in the middle of the sky.
Some theologians admit that Ezekiel might have
been schizophrenic. I suppose it is one thing to
say that a biblical prophet was schizophrenic but
it is another thing entirely to say that the Christian God and savior was psychotic. Schweitzer’s
[71] book is still considered anathema and is not
taught in most theological seminaries. And that is
a pity. It should be. Catholic priests are censored
by the Church, even today. Hard to believe in the
21st century! Not teaching Schweitzer and others
like him is a way to miseducate, under-educate
and turn seminaries into indoctrination centers.

The balm of Gilead is not grace
In a naïve sense, the story of Jesus serves to pacify. Jesus is God, he comes to earth to save people
from their sin, dies, goes to heaven and sits at the
right hand of the Father. Jesus died for others’
sins so that all will be well. In the end everything
works out. Story over. But for Kierkegaard [47]
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this is not what Christianity is about. Christianity
is not about the Balm of Gilead. For Kierkegaard,
Christianity is about suffering, despair, carrying
one’s cross. Carrying one’s cross is grace.
Haider Warrarich [77] remarks that “Religion,
in many ways, is the most potent by-product of
terror management. . .” (p. 144). This naïve portrait of Jesus above is a form of “terror management.” Death is treated as if it is nothing, or dying
is thought to be the good news because heaven
is better than earthly life. However, death is not
nothing. It is the end. The end of a life can be
terrifying, ugly, disgusting, painful, violent. Religious experience is, as Otto put it, beyond words
and does not dress up in a robe and sandals. The
holy is a feeling, a phenomenological experience
that is sometimes terrifying. The holy is a sense
of “gravity and grace,” as Simone Weil [72] once
put it.
As an aside, in a series of interviews with Bruno
Latour, Michel Serres [72] tells us that it was Weil’s
[78] book, Gravity and Grace, that changed his
life. He was so disgusted with science and what it
produced—nuclear atrocities—that he became a
philosopher and got out of science. Weil [78] has
been a forgotten theologian. Most women theologians, philosophers, and scientists are forgotten.
Misogyny is alive and well everywhere. However, the impact of Weil’s work on Serres was deep
and profound. How many male philosophers say
that women theologians/philosophers changed
their lives? Not many. Most male philosophers
write about other male philosophers. Who are
the women philosophers, theologians? They have
disappeared from the canon.
Silence, temporality, being, death. These are all
profound experiences. If one is to truly live and
feel and phenomenologically experience the
world that we are living in, all of these experiences can be thought of as sacred, as holy, as
grace-filled. Death is perhaps one of the most
profound experiences in life. To watch as the final
breath leaves a body—this is posthumous grace.
The profundity of death is something that most
people never witness. Dying is a taboo experience that American culture does not like. Laurie
Anderson [1] argues—in her film about her dog
called Heart of a Dog—that if you euthanize a dog
you take away the dog’s own profound experience
of death; the dog misses her own death. Anderson feels that euthanasia erases a very important experience for a dog: dying. These are noble
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ideas but when you watch a dog suffer, euthanasia
seems the more humane option.

Anticipatory grief: The priest
and the physician
Lindemann [cited in 18] writes about “anticipatory grief ” (p. 13) in the context of companion animals. Humans who anticipate the death of their
companion animals begin the grief process even
before death occurs. Anticipatory grief is also
common among people who know that their (human) loved ones will soon die. If you grieve ahead
of schedule does that make it any less painful? No.
Contrarily, anticipatory grief doesn’t ward off the
fantasy, say, that your dog won’t die—even though
death is immanent. This is magical thinking. In
Joan Didion’s [17] book called The Year of Magical
Thinking she witnessed the death of her husband
at the dinner table. Not too long after that Didion’s daughter died from septic shock. Didion tells
us that when her husband died, she was in such
shock and subsequently she engaged in magical
thinking. Of course, he is not dead, his shoes and
clothes are in the closet. The anticipatory grief
over Didion’s very ill daughter who succumbed to
septic shock did not help her cope. Didion suffered compounded grief losing both her husband
and daughter in a short period of time. Compounded grief lengthens the duration of magical
thinking. Note that the title of Didion’s [17] book
is The Year of Magical Thinking. Although magical
thinking seems delusional—which it is—it also
serves to protect all out psychic collapse. Denial
can be a very important form of survival—at least
for a while.
Believing that after death people will go to heaven
is another protective psychological move. Haider
Warraich [77] says that the idea of heaven “is the
most direct denial of death at our disposal” (p.
144). He goes on to say that “With the promise
of an afterlife. . . death is reduced to a mere inflection point rather than a full stop. . .” (pp. 144–
145). The afterlife is a way to pretend that there
are no endings. Life just goes on—perhaps in a
different form-- and no need to worry about the
end because, really, there isn’t one. The afterlife is
magical thinking.
Whatever death is, I feel that it should be approached with reverence, terror and awe. When
someone dies this is where “priest and physician
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meet”, as Anton Boisen [6] says (p. 219). Boisen
[6] also remarks that his goal was to “break down
the walls between religion and medicine” (p. 115).
However, some physicians dealing with the death
of a person (or even a dog for that matter) reduce
death to a “checklist,” as Warraich [77] points out
(p. 88). Ronald Epstein [26] comments that “The
word suffering [italics in original] is strikingly
absent in conversations” doctors have (p. 107).
Dr. James Cole [12], a trauma surgeon, however,
feels the opposite. He says that “after thousands
of hours of surgical indoctrination…we still continue to experience all the human emotions” (p.
5). This is where “priest and physician meet,” as
Boisen [6, p. 219] says. Sometimes when priest
and physician meet moments of grace emerge.
But when dogs die rarely is a priest on hand. Animal chaplains do exist but their profession is not
recognized. However, veterinarians and animal
chaplains certainly could meet as “priest and physician” [6, Р. 219]. This would be a paradigm shift
in veterinary medicine.
Together priest and physician could follow the
lead of Ronald Epstein [26], who advocates for
mindfulness and medicine. This would be a more
Buddhist approach to taking care of animals. To
be mindful—in the Buddhist sense—is to tend to
something; it is to pay attention in a way that differs from the humdrum mindlessness of everyday
life. To be mindful means slowing down and getting into the experience at hand. Epstein [26] tells
us about one George Engel who is well known in
human medicine for writing about what he calls a
“biopsychosocial approach to care” (p. 8). Epstein
[26] tells us that doctors—who are trained in the
biopsychosocial approach—care for the whole
patient by “[r]esponding to errors, witnessing
suffering, facing uncertainty, grieving the loss of
a patient, developing compassion. . . .address[ing]
clinical burnout” (p. 11). The problem with medicine today is that doctors spend hours charting
on computers. This takes away from the time they
have to spend with patients and their families.
In The New York Times, Danielle Ofri [62] states
that “[e]very doctor I know has been complaining
about the growing burden of electronic busywork.
. . . [charting] grows more gargantuan with each
passing month, requiring ever more (and ever
more arduous) documentation to feed the beast”
(mobile.nytimes.com, Nov. 14, 2017). Medicine is
no longer “care of the soul” as Thomas Moore [58]
put it, but care of the chart. Being mindful—in
the Buddhist sense—is a more spiritual approach
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to medicine. Being mindful is being fully present
in the moment.
When priest and physician meet [6, p. 219], religion and science cross paths. Grace occurs at the
crossroads between the spiritual and the scientific. There tends to be a divide, however, between
priest and physician. Although some physicians
might be spiritual, others are not. Some pastoral
workers, contrarily, are suspicious of physicians.
Science does not tell the whole story, nor does
the spiritual. (Post) humanism is the bridge over
these divides. The (post) human is where these
crossroads meet. (Post) humanism is where priest
and physician, humans/animals and machines
intersect. (Post) human/animal grace is experienced in the tensions between priest, physician,
humans/animals/machine (s). Religion, science,
human and veterinary medicine inter-weave with
machines but not without tensions. These are not
easy crossroads.

Jewish mysticism and (post)
human animal grace
In Jewish mysticism one of the goals is to aspire
toward “the infinite” [2, p. 5]. The infinite is the
“unknowable” [2, p. 17]. The unknowable for
Christian theologians is called grace. Jewish mystics who approach the unknowable also approach
the terrors of grace. Although grace is not a term
much used in Judaism, one might think of it in a
more generic sense. Jewish mystics and Tzaddik(s),
Jewish scholars and teachers, might consider borrowing this term from Christian theology and reappropriating it. The Tzaddik is one who is able
to “see through glass” [2, p. 17]. Glass symbolizes
that which is beyond concepts and ideas. Getting
at the infinite and seeing through glass is a form of
grace. It is important to note that although glass
is smooth, it also shatters. The world is a shattered place. In Jewish mysticism it is thought that
shards of glass fall from the skies; the world begins
in shatteredness; in the shatteredness life begins.
Jewish mystics do not passively sit and meditate.
Rather, they pick up the pieces of shattered lives.
This process is called Tikkun, which means doing
good in the world. Life begins in brokenness. Doing something about that brokenness is an ethical
imperative for Jewish mystics.
Likewise, in the Jewish tradition generally, knowing through study is a religious imperative. Doing
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and knowing are intersecting paths. Knowledge
without action is unacceptable. Action without
knowledge is equally unacceptable. In order to
pick up the shattered glass of life, one must do
and know. Jewish mysticism—and Judaism in
general—is a religion of ethics.
Jewish mystics—in order to get at the infinite—
must do “physical acts of infinity” [2, p. 8]. These
are called Mitzvot. The infinite is not transcendent
and otherworldly. The infinite is right here, in our
hearts and deeds. Recall that Rahner [67] argued
that grace is found in the midst of the everyday,
not in an otherworldly place. Jewish mystics similarly work in the everyday world. Mysticism does
not mean living up in the clouds. The everyday
world is a shattered place.
We live in a mess of a world. Creating order from
chaos seems nearly impossible. A chaotic life,
however, is where grace is found. The Blessed Rage
for Order, as David Tracey [76] once put it, gets
us nowhere. Systems, grand metanarratives, plotsummaries, and clear endings or beginnings are
psychological defense mechanisms against the
inherent disorder and chaos that is life. Attempting to clean up clutter only makes room for more
clutter. Anton Boisen [6] argued that “mental disorder and certain types of religious experience are
alike attempts at reorganization [making order
out of chaos]” (p. viii). The mental disorder called
psychosis cannot be cleared up, though. Religious
visions, hallucinations do not make order out of
chaos. Mental disorder and religious experience
confuse. James Hillman [37]—who was a Jewish
psychologist—argued that at root psyche is a “disturbance” (p. 26). Hillman [37] argues that
“We are twisted in soul because soul by nature
and of necessity is in a tortuous condition. We
cannot be explained, nor can we be straightened
out. Psychopathological distortion is the primary
condition given our complexity, the crowning
wreath of thorns. . . for as Jung said, the complexes are life itself; to be rid of them is to be rid of
life.” (p. 200).
(Post) human animal grace is likewise a “disturbance.” The mess of the world, the chaos, the shatterings, the brokenness and the inter-weaving of
animals, humans, machines makes for “disturbances,” as Hillman puts it. (Post) humanism is not
about smoothing things out with neat and tidy Cartesian formulas. We are all lost at sea. Sometimes
sinking, even. (Post) human animal grace means
coming to terms with sinking and nothingness.
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Animals are tzaddiks
Animals are Tzaddiks. They are our teachers.
They understand what we cannot. They understand what is not palatable. They intuit what we
cannot. Somewhere along the way humans have
lost their way. Wars and the millions of atrocities and horrors committed by humans make us
the most vile creatures on the planet. Animals do
not commit the atrocities and horrors that we do.
Moreover, animals do not need theology to enrich them, they are already enriched, they already
are the holy, they are already one with the earth,
sea, sky, wind, trees. Humans are red in tooth and
claw, not animals. Marc Beckoff [4] has tried repeatedly to dispel the notion that nature [meaning animals] is red in tooth and claw. He has studied animals in the wild [whatever that means] for
decades as an ethologist and from his work in
the field he has learned that, at root, what drives
animal behavior is play, not violence. Play is the
most important activity in which animals engage.
Yes, animals suffer from woundedness, from psychological damage—that is usually caused by
humans—from being caught in hurricanes, tsunamis and so forth. Yes, they suffer. And mostly
it is our fault. We have created an unsustainable
planet. We have murdered wolves for decades.
We have de-forested the earth. We have polluted
the rivers and oceans. We have caused the extinction of thousands of species. We have created the
nightmare that is global warming.
In the film First Reformed (2017), directed by Paul
Schrader, the pastor (played by Ethan Hawke)
asks: “Can god forgive us for what we have done
to the earth?” The question goes unanswered and
the film leaves the audience in the dark as the
film abruptly ends. The pastor understands how
corporate greed, corrupt preachers, religion gone
bad and human arrogance work together to destroy our world. The pastor intimates that this is
a world without hope. We live in an altogether
hopeless condition because of human arrogance
and greed. The pastor pours pink Pepto Bismol
into his brown whiskey, drowning in his own
complicity as pastor of a church funded by an
eco-disastrous corporate scam.
So much of humanist theology has been corrupted and used in the name of violence against
others and the earth. Dominion over animals
(in the book of Genesis) means do whatever you
want to animals and the earth. This is the path
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to ecological devastation. Eco-activist Derrick
Jensen [42] connects family violence and rape
with violence and rape done to the earth. Jensen
and his siblings were repeatedly raped by his father when they were children. Jensen became an
outspoken eco-activist, writer, philosopher, public speaker to right these wrongs. He states: “My
family is a microcosm of the culture. What is writ
large in the destruction of the biosphere was writ
small in the destruction of our household” (p. 61).
Honor thy father and thy mother. Why? Psychoanalyst Alice Miller [57] has written extensively
on the psychological damage done by following
religious imperatives.
Humanist theology has been complicit with
much that has gone wrong in Western culture.
One might even argue that it is theology that undergirds the justification for wrecking the earth
and her creatures. But that is a simplistic read on
theology. Theology has promise if it is used to do
the right thing. So often, though, it is not. (Post)
human theologians are not afraid to call out the
abuses of the church, the rape of the earth, ecological wreckage caused by human greed.
Much of humanist theology has been blinded by
it’s own orthodoxies. (Post) human animal grace
is about outing the wrongs of humanist theology,
while admitting that we have inherited humanist philosophies and are still in part humanists.
However, most of the humanist theologians I have
cited here have not contributed to the wreckage of
the earth, but have made way for the (post) to arrive. Humanism is not ‘post’ in the sense that it
is over once and for all. No, we are the inheritors
of humanism. However, the (post) signifies that
we are moving beyond what we have inherited.
Likewise, post-colonialism is not the end of colonialism. Colonialism still exists and the horrors of
psychic traumas still linger. Some even argue that
there is nothing ‘post’ about colonialism because
in many ways it is still with us.
(Post) human theology is not a cure-all. (Post) human theologians must critique and problematize
their own positions. The connections between
(post) human theology and ecology are highly
complicated and not comprehensively worked
through in this chapter. This essay is not meant
to be comprehensive, but a beginning and introduction to the kinds of ideas that need further
exploration. I focused mostly on Western theologians, mostly Christian, and touched very briefly
on Jewish mysticism. Buddhism was mentioned
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in passing in relation to medicine but certainly
could be further developed in the context of the
(Post) human, theology and ecology. Non-Western traditions such as Shamanism could also be
explored in the context of posthuman theological
ecology. However, Shamanistic studies go beyond
the scope of this essay. Shamanism is an entire
field in and of itself and needs deep study and
exploration in future work on eco-theology and
(post) humanism.

(Post) human animal grace:
“Beyond all graspness.” A return
to Rahner
So, we end as we began with the work of Karl
Rahner [67], who states that the “heart [like the
soul] is not “sweet” but terrifying” (p. 128). The
theological, at root, is “beyond-all-graspness” (p.
128). The task of the scholar is to understand [62].
However, understanding is limited and sometimes
impossible. Scholars work in the realm of the impossible. The deeply theological questions of life
and death are unanswerable. Yet, articulation of
the impossible is the task at hand. Posthuman
animal grace is that which is “beyond-all-graspness” [68, p. 128]. What is beyond-all-graspness is
beyond the ego, beyond Descartes’ Cogito; what
is beyond-all-graspness includes the eco-sphere,
the poetry of the eco-sphere that is indecipherable. And the indecipherable is beyond Karl Jaspers’ [41] notion of ciphers, even. Ciphers are
even indecipherable.
Rudolph Otto [63] said the mysterium tremendum makes one “shudder” and can even be akin
to “horror” (p. 13). The “mysterium tremendum
is the it of life. What makes life life? What is it?
It is it. That thought is interminably frustrating
for the modernist mind. Thomas Merton [53]
says that “Christian mysticism is born of a theological crisis” (p. 107). The crisis is not knowing.
It is coming to grips with not-knowing what the
it is. I would say the same of Jewish Mysticism.
The crisis in Jewish mysticism is the brokenness
and shattered-ness of existence. That god does
not answer, says Merton [55], is grace. Michael
Eigen [21] tells us that for Wilfred Bion O, or the
infinite, is experienced as “turbulence” or even
“catastrophe” (p. 20). Gregorio Kohon [51] writes
about what he calls a “psychical catastrophe” (p.
3). The “psychical catastrophe” in the context of
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(post) human animal grace is that grace is felt as
a psychical catastrophe. Grace, recall, is not the
Balm of Gilead. When god does not answer, when
Jesus is left on the cross wondering if he has been
forsaken, when humans are the question without
an answer [64], when animals are also the question without an answer, when machines are added
into the mix what results is utter confusion but on
occasion one experiences what St. John of the Cross
called “infusion” [cited in 56, p. 75] of the holy.
Theology is inherently an ecological discipline in
the sense that questions raised point to an ecoawareness of our larger surroundings and the
tensions of the interconnections of all things.
In the context of an eco-theology of posthuman
animal grace things get more complicated still.
The intersections between humans/animals/machines, theology and ecology baffle. Perhaps these

inter-sections do not exactly mesh. This discussion
is a patchwork-quilt, not a comprehensive survey
or history. But this is a start. Further exploration
and integration of these ideas is a task for future
scholars. Ecopoiesis, when thought through a
theopoietic lens, shifts the discussion from purely
ecological matters to the ways in which the sacred
is always already in the profane—as Mircea Eliade [23] pointed out years ago. Moreover, thinking through the (post) of human-animal relations
inter-twined in complex ways as both emerging
and becoming, in the Heideggerian sense, and
uncannily dialectic in the Bachelardian sense, but
also akin to Serres’s [73] branching out as well as
the Deleuzian sense of the rhizomatic, make for
difficult imaginings and difficult conceptualizing
when thinking about ways in which ecopoiesis
could take on new meanings, shifting in a variety
of directions.
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Practices and technologies
of the eco-human approach

HABITATS OF COMPOSITION:
THE NATURE OF THE COMMONS
Pamela Whitaker, MA, PhD
Course Director, MSc Art Psychotherapy, Ulster University, Belfast School of
Art, Northern Ireland

Abstract. This is an article about land art that constructs habitats of refuge or survival shelters. The art of constructing
forest sanctuaries, as a form of social media, is a resourcing of found materials transformed into personal and social
places of significance. Amidst COVID-19 restrictions, nature became everyone’s place to be and public parks were
an essential common place for combining and finding a place apart to come together. What emerged in the forests of
Phoenix Park, Dublin, was the construction of landmarks for protection and solace. As bushcraft and public artforms,
these dens act as declarations of personal security and social constructions, occupying both a boundary and an invitation. They are landmarks for solitary pursuits and social encounters; transformative locations for introspection and
the communal sharing of a forest.
Keywords: commons, land art, the art of walking, public art

Sheltering in the Forest: The
Nature of the Commons
Whereas found objects are a familiar media for
art making and art therapy [6,17], found artworks
and installations can inspire an investigation into
the nature of the commonplace as artistic milieu
[23]. This is a contemplation of how the personal
finds its place in a public context of shared location. A commons is public land belonging to everyone—it is open access, open plan and open
to interpretation. I propose the commons can
be a studio for the making of social connection,
conviviality and the gathering of observance.
Within localities, a commons is a meeting place
that traditionally combines culture and natural
resources for public benefit [18]. Whether a park,
community garden, greenway or nature walk, the
commons offers the capacity for making an impression. The sharing of landscape is relevant to
public concerns, the nature of cohabitation, and
what we make of living together [18]. Spatiality in
a commons can be navigated both on a personal
and collective scale as human geography made
significant by the people who engage with it as a
socially engaged landscape.

26

The commons as public park is there for the making—place making is integral to experiencing the
commons as an archive of landscape that is environmentally designed by people and ecology as
co-creators. A public park is there for everyone, a
location that can be re-formed by art making, and
a declaration of how to create with materials that
are readily available. The legacy of a commons has
both a natural history and social history. It is a
place of ecology within a particular locality, with
a legacy of land use and social occupation. It is
a form of bio-regionalism, a network of nature
and people in a defined life-place. COVID-19
brought into awareness a defined regionality, our
particular geography and nearby environments
facilitating contact between people and nature.
This developed an approach to experiential forms
of community building through regional consciousness [8], whereby people walked routes of
investigation into local nature surroundings. A
city park offered the possibility of becoming a
bioregional studio with “the potential to address
human-environment connections… and resilient
practices and patters of urban living” [8]. Bioregionalism encourages a recognition of nature as
a life companion, an ecology that inspires an activism of participation and the representation of
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Figure 1. Whitaker, P. (2020). Habitat 1. [Photograph]. Dublin, Ireland: Personal Collection.

Figure 2. Whitaker, P. (2020). Habitat 2. [Photograph]. Dublin, Ireland: Personal Collection.
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vernacular cultures, or what can be made in communities of geography [8].
A commons is a bioregion not governed by private interests, but rather facilitates a “citizenship
of strangers” [4, p. 684] who collectively perform
random acts of vernacular local culture [16]. Such
expression of locality can be individually created,
but collectively they designate a character of place
that is both context dependent yet with constant
variation [16]. The commons, rather than a regulated or prescriptive place, should facilitate diversity both in terms of nature and cultural free
association.
“As soon as we begin to reduce plurality, as soon
as we begin to ‘homogenise’ and ‘purify’ public
spaces by prescribing and policing what can be
done and said in such spaces, by prescribing…
what is ‘proper’ and what is ‘deviant’, we begin to
eradicate the very conditions under which action
is possible and freedom can disappear” [4, p. 689].
My interest in celebrating the commons was informed by the botanical intervention practice
of Oliver Kellhammer [13] and his proposal for
open source landscaping inspired by relational
aesthetics [7]. Relational aesthetics can also encompass an approach to collaborative art making

whereby people and nature form an artistic alliance. Kellhammer’s art is the cultivation of biodiversity habitats and the re-wilding of civilised
spaces. He appropriates land for public art that is
ecologically determined to intervene and transform. His interventions are reparative as they involve forming a system of relationships with nature as a collaborator. The construction of a den,
as a land art structure, is a crafting of nature that
re-purposes a fallen tree into architecture. It is
the making of a landmark that maps locations of
artistry. The culture of the commons means that
each constructed shelter is an artwork of connection, that has significance for both the person (or
people) who made it, and for those who found it
along their pathway. The network of dens made
in Phoenix Park during COVID-19 social restrictions are creations that lead us into places that
are at the same time both familiar and unknown.
As forms of social media they offer the creation
of shared content, using found environmental materials to shape life places in natural surroundings. The shelters as artforms also suggest
the significance of architecture as “demarcation,
enframement, containment in order for qualities
as such to emerge, to live, and to induce sensation. Architecture is the most elementary binding

Figure 3. Whitaker, P. (2020). Habitat 3. [Photograph]. Dublin, Ireland: Personal Collection.
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or containment of forces, the conditions under
which qualities can live their own life through the
constitution of territory” [12, p. 16].

The Art of Walking
Sullivan [22] associates mapping with multiplicity, in reference to the rhizome as a botanical
model of cartography in the philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari [11]. The rhizome is a network
of growth that leads in many directions and signifies the “in between” as lines of growth. The locations of the shelters are dispersed, but connected
by way of new pathways drawn into the ground
by both makers and viewers. As lines of walking they form a rhizomatic representation that
disrupts predictable or pre-determined walking
routes. The art of walking generates an outdoor
studio at the place where the shelter is made. “A
rhizome, as a map, is to do with experimentation.
It does not trace something that came before…
rather it actively creates the terrain it maps—setting out the coordination points for worlds-inprogress, for subjectivities to come.” [22, p. 35].
The dens as landmarks designate a route of travel
that has been improvised and then followed as a
desired line of connectivity. This is an expression
of nomadic subjectivity investigating the nature
of place in parallel with the subjectivity of becoming. In this way, “environmental arts can be understood as an ecological form of personalization
based on the sustainable and supportive human
interaction with the natural world” [15, p. 31].
The term psychogeography is a practice of wandering where found locations are a form of inquiry investigating the psychology of place and
specific effects of a geographical environment
upon the inhabitant [19]. Guy Debord defined
psychogeography in relation to what is found by
way of chance and sensory tracking—a mapping
of territories that unites self-observation in tandem with field research and happenstance [10].
Each shelter maker intuitively finds a place where
they wish to build. The route of their travels is not
pre-determined so much as improvised through
path making and producing an impromptu studio
that conjures an inclination to create and find respite. “The walk, the walker and the space walked
constitute a unified field of phenomena in which
characteristics of the place and its life forms have
potential significance” [1, p. 125].

© Ecopoiesis, 2021

As a potential home in nature [3], the shelters act
as domesticated artworks that mediate proximity and distance, and as shared landmarks that
make a scene in public. These nature informed
constructions have boundaries that designate a
territory, but do not exclude social curiosities,
so they are simultaneously autobiographical and
communal. “A territory is the delimitations of a
milieu…it is an external synthesis, a bricolage of
geographical elements, environmental characteristics, material features, shifted and reorganized
fragments…that create both an inside, an outside,
a passage from the one to the other, and a space
that is annexed” [12, p. 47].
The den hideouts became viral, proliferating different areas of the park. This was an experiencing of resonance, and the repetition of self-differentiating structures, which moved sensation
and affects across terrains [22]. As both personal
and public artforms, these structures compose a
sense of security and steadfastness that intertwine
personal and social relationships. They are assembled with an ethos of civic spirit and togetherness, despite being made while people were at
a social distance. The significance of the dens is
their multiplier effect; each is a distinct creation
and design that resonates with the many, and a
refuge where people unknown to each other forge
a connection.
The term psychogeography denotes chance situations that make us reconsider the meaning and
potential of our whereabouts as transforming
contexts [10]. Haptic knowledge can be derived
from these discursive physical experiences, where
one location is a matrix of space that transgresses
a particular use or singular interpretation. Being
in touch with the assembling of land art is an aesthetic response to nature [2] and a form of artsbased inquiry. Foucault applied the term heterotopia in relation to spaces that are plural, other,
and altering [21]. The term heterotopia refers to
inhabiting a place within a place. The materials of
these handmade shelters are juxtaposed to create
the emergence of a new enclave that is different in
character to its surroundings.
“The rite of ‘passage’, the stepping and walking
away from, across a transition zone, towards another place, is a crucial spatial and psychologically metaphoric process, involving the approach
to, standing at and crossing a potent threshold,
entering a place of new identity, responsibilities,

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2021. Volume 2 (1). ISSN 2713–184x

29

Pamela Whitaker, MA, PhD

roles and potential, symbolically achieved by
walking between representations” [1, p. 142].
As place-based and nature informed collective
actions, the dens are there for everyone. One den
habitat inspires the making of many, and an artist
collective of makers (unknown to each other) is
forged as a trending of like-minded endeavours
takes place. These created habitats can be mapped
into routes of inquiry and an aesthetics of connectivity. The art of walking encounters landscape
in an immediate way, and the dens bring people
together as a community of passers-by, occupying
them both physically and semantically, through
associations to meaning. The shelters can be
mapped as routes of travel through the park that
are also self-made paths that create a personal
and collective cartography.

re-purposing [17]. As a support structure [9] the
dens are scaffolding which hold up what has been
broken. The balance is found as the branches
lean against each through mutual support. The
strength of the structure is through interlacing
different variations of branches (props) which
reconfigure individual parts into a whole. When
found along a forest pathway, it is a structure that
can be added to, and acts as a framework and prototype for others to re-design in their own way.

“The physical events of the walking experience
[are] drawing lines of encounter. It is this collision of forces—anatomy, materials and physical
location—that generate spontaneous constructions of art in place. Routes are experiences, investigations of surroundings, and dimensions of
space. They are both personal and social movements” [23].
The commons in the form of a public park, is
there for everyone. Its natural materials can be
utilised to facilitate both a regional identity and
the making of a personal sanctuary. The ownership of a den hideaway is ultimately shared, with
the artisan crafting not only an individual creation, but a creation with multiple effects. As a
kind of home-place, the den is a crafting of found
materials into a composition that is also there as a
home-place for others. It reflects the ethos of the
commons, as a resource for democratic participation. The significance of art and participation
outdoors can also be related to public pedagogy,
“an educational intervention enacted in the interest of the public quality of spaces and places and
the public quality of human togetherness” [4, p.
684]. Richard Sennett [20] proposes the politics
of cooperation can be enhanced through rituals,
which include the pleasure and altruism of giving through civic participation. Public art making can be a commitment to community and
everyday diplomacy in relation to the sharing of
the commons for re-creation and reconstruction
[20]. The fallen branches in a forest, perhaps the
aftermath of a storm, are the materials for shelters
of support and re-building, these found materials construct a metaphor that ignites the hope of
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Figure 4. Whitaker, P. (2020). Habitat 4. [Photograph].
Dublin, Ireland: Personal Collection.

The Production of Becoming
As formations of artistic production on public
land, the dens can be occupied by many, and represent landmarks of both personal and collective
becoming. Each person who enters may adapt a
found shelter for their own aims as a temporary
autonomous zone [19]. However, there is an accumulation of artistic contributions, so the habitat is ultimately a collaborative venture, with new
potentials formed whenever anybody adds their
own branches to the mix. These material and
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design contributions accumulate layers of both
“interference” and alliance [5]. The den is a scaffolding of support that adds emergent properties for those who contribute to what they find.
These many heterogenous intentions do not reach
a conclusion or finishing point, but instead represent multiple forms of becoming. The den is a
gathering together of contingency, a metaphor for
survival in a forest, demarcating a boundary that
is also an interface. In the forest park, people can
venture instinctively in search of a place to gather
themselves. The dens are not a destination, but a
surprise encounter with artistry that reinvents the
materials of the forest as public art forms. These
are sculptures of human potential, new thresholds
of occupation in a landscape that acts as a trajectory of emergence [5]. As a practice of everyday
life within a pandemic, the crafting of these life
places brings home the idea of composing oneself
by way of retreat and through a reimagining of
one’s territory.

Bonta and Protevi [5] suggest that territories
are expressive markers producing “the feeling of
being at home.” (p. 158). Territories as milieus,
are composed from meaningful materials that
both deterritorialize and reterritorialize through
movements of both escape and capture. Each
shelter is a signature piece that is added to by others constituting a shared space. “Our identities
are always in negotiation, always in the process
of being formed and re-formed through our encounters with others” [14, p. 154]. These makeshift habitats are a curation of art within the landscape, that are contact zones for the orientation of
multiple agencies. Perhaps, the shelters are a form
of graffiti which encourage the freedom of unregulated making, as a form of civil disobedience
that undermines meta-narratives of park designs.
As a form of active citizenship in the commons,
the art of the people conjures place for subjectivities in the making.

Figure 5. Whitaker, P. (2020). Habitat 5. [Photograph]. Dublin, Ireland: Personal Collection.
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Abstract. This article reviews the history of the Japanese art of ikebana (flower arranging), contemporary ecological art
therapy practice involving botanical arranging, the correlation between the two practices and their contribution to the
physical and mental well-being of human beings. Different perspectives are offered by a Russian therapist specializing
in ecological art therapy, and a Chinese creative arts therapist with a biomedical background. Ikebana and botanical
arranging are considered forms of creative interaction with nature, providing multiple therapeutic effects and showing
us how to realign ourselves with the laws of nature.
Keywords: art therapy, botanical arranging, ecotherapy, ikebana, Zen Buddhism

Ikebana: Reflection of Japanese
and East Asian world view
Ikebana is one of the important traditional Japanese arts and has been in existence for 600 years.
The word ikebana, which is composed of ikeru
(生ける, keep alive) and hana (花, flower), means
“giving life to flowers.” It is also called kadō (華 道
or 花道), which means the way of the flowers. Ikebana originated in China, and is derived from the
Buddhist tradition of offering beautiful objects to
the dead, mainly in the temples. In the 7th century, Ono-no-Imoko, an official envoy, brought this
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Buddhist practice of flower arranging for temple
altars from China to Japan. While ikebana continued to be part of the Buddhist tradition in China, it became a real art in Japan. It was an early
sign of the integration of Buddhism into Japanese
religious and social practices. Contrary to the art
of flower arranging in the Western world, where
the quantity of flowers seems to have a high priority, ikebana goes much further and not only
reflects philosophical ideas but forms a cultural
world view, centered around the idea of living in
harmony with nature. In Japan, nature has always
been the highest manifestation of truth and beauty. A poetic attitude to nature remains a strong
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Figure 1. Ikebana, Ikenobo School, courtesy of Reginaldo Bockhorni

feature of Japanese culture [2]. In the art of ikebana, line, asymmetry, space, contrast, and harmony are highlighted (Fig.1). Nowadays, ikebana
is considered a distinct artistic discipline in which
nature and human creativity are brought together. Ikebana requires technical skills and is backed
by solid theory. This form of art remains a vital
medium for creative expression. Similar to the
other practices in Japan like calligraphy, the tea
ceremony, and Haiku, which have been valued in
Zen Buddhism as means of self-cultivation, ikebana is seen as one method of body–mind training. Immersion in the physical practice of this art
can lead to both psychological and spiritual emptiness (no-self), which is thought to be the source
of skillful action and the basis for empathetic and
ethical behavior. Self-transformation is the result
of such diligent practice. The reduced role of the
humble artist allows objects to reveal their inner
essences [8]. The health benefits of ikebana practice in enhancing the well-being of both patients
and the general population are supported by some
empirical and evidence-based research [5, 7, 15,
16]. In modern society where abundance, wealth,
and egoism are often most highly valued, ikebana brings the notion of simplicity, modesty, and
gentleness to the foreground and reminds us that
the power of nature and human beings does not
necessarily come from the Yang or the “condensing” quality (i.e., strong, direct, free, and quick).
Interestingly, until the 18th century, ikebana
practice was only for men. Such appreciation toward similar quality of arts and practice can also
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be found in the Four Arts (四藝, siyi): qin (the
guqin, a stringed instrument. 琴), qi (the strategy game of Go, 棋), shu (Chinese calligraphy,
書), and hua (Chinese painting, 畫), which were
the four main academic and artistic accomplishments required of the aristocratic ancient Eastern
Asian scholar-gentleman.
Unlike other art forms, ikebana directly employs
materials from nature, which thus builds up an
explicit connection to nature and embodied experience for ikebana practitioners. The traditional structure of an ikebana arrangement has three
main stems emerging from a central point and
often forming the shape of a harmonious triad,
symbolizing unity among the heavenly realm,
humans, and the earth. The human body is very
much present in the composition, forming the
basic entity which interacts with the universe.
Different body organizations such as radial symmetry, head/tail, upper/lower, homo lateral, and
cross lateral are the patterns visualized in ikebana. Grounding and the center of gravity/levity can be felt on the plant as well as in our own
body. Dynamic alignment and body phrasing can
be projected to the flowers and plants. Ikebana
masters usually integrate breathing, spatial intent,
and different qualities of body movement when
creating ikebana. This heightened perception,
sensation and embodiment form the foundationbasics of the practice. During the ritual, which
requires strong personal presence, the rhythm
and pattern of breathing is adjusted and aligned
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with flowers and nature. Our breath is strongly
associated with Ch’i, which is interpreted as the
vital energy, moving power, and psychophysical
energy in East Asia [13]. Apparently, through this
alignment process, human beings are empowered
by the Ch’i from nature. This Ch’i further enhances our creativity and artistic expression. On
the feeling level where the energy and dynamics
are the main parameters, the inner drive towards
weight (strong/light), space (direct/indirect),
time (quick/sustained), and flow (bound/free)
is manifested by the construction and composition of the flowers, and even by the cutting of the
plants themselves. The indulging and condensing
energy can be used as a strategy to create ikebana
as well as a way to exert and recuperate during
this creative process. Although ikebana presents a
still form at the end, the whole process of creating
is an interactive and dynamic “dance” between
human beings and flowers and with nature at the
physical, mental, and spiritual level. The wider the
spectrum of the movement and the clearer the intention of the “dancer”, the richer the interaction
will become. The art of balance is essential: structure/freedom, symmetric/asymmetric, stability/
mobility, outer/inner, self/other, part/whole, all
brought together in the Ch’i (flow) of an ikebana
master who has an eye for detail and appreciation
for creativity and spontaneity.
In ikebana, emphasis is placed on accentuating
the lines and individual shapes of each flower,
leaf, and branch. The surrounding empty space is
just as important as the materials themselves. The
Japanese ma (or Mao, 冇, in Chinese), the concept of interval or void in both time and space,
is full of energy and feeling instead of “negative
space,” which is highly valued in Zen meditation. Ma creates rhythm and flow, engaging the
viewer with the composition. Ma allows us to understand that “less is indeed more.” The spatial element of ikebana triggers our thinking regarding
the general space, our inner space, as well as our
kinesphere (personal space) in terms of different
spatial zones, reach space, and pathways (central,
peripheral, and transverse). Different points in
the space as well as the dimensions (vertical, horizontal, and sagittal) are taken into account.
Besides space, the ikebana practitioner consistently creates relationships with the flowers and
reaches out to the environment. This requires
intuition. How do we perceive the shapes and
forms of our bodies and the flowers in order to
bring a clear self-image to the composition of the
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

flowers? How strongly do we focus on ourselves
with our physical sensations before we open ourselves to the flowers? How do we interact with the
flowers and environment? Is it a spoken, more
direct form of contact or a more art-like indirect
reaching? How capable and comfortable are we
to accommodate ourselves to the other (flowers,
space, environment), which sometimes requires
more three-dimensional shaping from us? What
kind of rhythm or pattern do we decide to make
in this relationship?
The motif becomes one of the characteristic symbols of ikebana and a tool to remind us to project
our worldview to the flowers. With its simplistic
concept and presentation, ikebana requires the
concentration and mindfulness of practitioners
to create the clear motif of the flower arrangement. This is usually the single-task action that
is nowadays not often and easily practiced in our
daily life and work. Thus, ikebana helps us to experience the other deficient polarity of the duality
that is essential in keeping ourselves in balance
with others and with nature.
Ikebana involves “human interventions” in nature with the cutting and arranging of flowers
and spaces. But eventually we realize that this is
not a human intervention but an interaction with
nature, and a process that allows us to learn how
to realign humanity with the laws of nature. This
process can be interpreted as the practice of wuwei (无为), widely described as “non-action” in
the Taoist tradition, which is a person’s innate and
authentic virtue (te/de, 德) action/expression in
accordance with the movements of nature, an approach that carries within itself a timeless guide
to well-being [13].

Ikebana and ecological art
therapy
Although ikebana remains one of the symbols of
the cultural traditions of China and Japan, based
on their philosophy and artistic, ritualized daily
practices, it assumes a new meaning and role
in the context of the contemporary and globalized environmental movement. This movement,
in addition to many other areas of impact, has
brought new and significant implications for contemporary psychology and therapy, particularly
creative/expressive arts therapies. Throughout
the last two decades, new scientific disciplines
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such as environmental psychology, ecopsychology, and ecotherapy, with their concepts and
practices, have been developing. They now help
us understand ikebana from a new, environmental perspective.
Nowadays, there is a significant increase in the
use of various ecotherapeutic, nature-assisted
environmental therapies in different clinical and
non-clinical populations for therapeutic, rehabilitation, and preventive purposes. As global culture
becomes more urbanized, clinicians are increasingly looking for strategies to bring the beneficial
aspects of interactions with nature into a client’s
life. Findings from numerous studies support the
premise that contact with nature is beneficial for
human health and well-being [1, 6] and supports
human growth and development cognitively,
emotionally, spiritually and aesthetically. Here,
one of the techniques of ecological art therapy,
the technique of botanical arranging, which has
some connection to the philosophy and practice
of ikebana, will be presented.
Botanical arranging, an ecotherapeutic activity,
has certain connections to ikebana both conceptually and practically. Botanical arranging
draws its theoretical model from the literature
and research of art therapy, ecopsychology, and
horticultural therapy. Botanical arranging uses
natural materials such as cut flowers, greenery,
and other botanical ephemera as a metaphorical and artistic modality. Botanical arranging
implies a helping practitioner, such as an art
therapist, horticulturist, occupational therapist,
or other therapist, facilitating a client’s creation
of simple arrangements of botanic materials as
an art product and then exploring its embedded
meaning. Botanical arranging draws on horticultural therapy and ecopsychology/ecotherapy
by integrating organic materials into an art therapy approach.
In the process of creating a botanical arrangement and interacting with the resulting image,
the phenomenon of subjectification of natural
objects can take place, which supports the development of a subjective-ethical attitude towards
nature. According to Deryabo, the process of
subjectification of natural objects has the following 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 [1].
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Although botanical arranging can be a form of
creative leisure, it will be described here as part
of the art therapy process, implying interaction of
a client with a helping specialist, an art therapist,
horticultural therapist, occupational therapist,
etc. The specialist supports the meaningful interaction of individuals with their creations, the subjectification of natural objects and, thus, the subjective-ethical mode of attitude towards nature.
Montgomery and Courtney [14] described how,
when botanical materials are utilized in art therapy, the client and the therapist may engage in
another dimension of feeling and association not
present with nonorganic materials. Natural materials are evocative in ways that may be personal,
ancestral, experiential, or archetypal in different
layers of conscious and unconscious awareness.
Plants enter a spectrum of experience through
color, symmetry, scale, texture, scent, and shape
whose attributes merge with an individual’s own
personal history. These are primary sensory impressions that belong to a preverbal, pre-narrative world—the biophilic [9, 17, 18] component
of human experience. Simply touching, smelling,
and arranging botanical ephemera into pleasing
symmetries can bring pleasure, alertness, and a
sense of accomplishment.
Formulated by Wilson in 1984 [17, 18] and later
elaborated by Kellert and Wilson [9], the biophilia hypothesis is described as the “innately emotional affiliation of human beings to other living
organisms” [9, p. 31]. Kellert [9] presumed that it
is a “human dependence on nature that extends
far beyond the simple issues of material and physical sustenance to encompass as well the human
craving for aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive, and
even spiritual meaning and satisfaction” (p. 18).
Montgomery and Courtney [14] believe that an
increase in the varieties, structures, and types
of materials available, including vines, leaves,
fruits, flowering branches, and seed pods, as well
as flowers, yields a richer, more complex visual
and psychic field for the client’s exploration in art
therapy sessions. “Culturally, flowers for adornment in wedding celebrations, liturgical practices, and memorial traditions, among others,
all indicate that there is an emotional content to
flowers whose presence often signifies personal
transformation. Thus, botanicals acquire metaphorical vitality that individuals may experience
at conscious and unconscious levels of experience. Within this interwoven relationship, it is
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unsurprising that botanicals become signifiers of
specific human events as a part of the common
language” (p. 19). According to Diehl [4], flowers
can release neurochemicals that help “eliminate
pain, induce sleep, and create a sense of well-being” (p. 170).
Botanical arranging as a form of ecological, nature-based art therapy can be a viable expression
of the art of biophilia [10, 11], defined as a form
of creative activity in and with natural environments (green spaces) supported by biophilic reactions. Creative acts, as perceived from the art
of biophilia or the ecopoiesis perspective [12], are
rooted not so much in the need of the individual for creative self-expression in the traditional
sense of the word, but in their motivation to support and serve nature and life and achieve nonduality, a balance between the natural and cultural
milieu by embracing the transpersonal realm of
being [3].
The process of botanical arranging occurs in three
phases: preparation, experience, and debriefing of
the experience. The first phase introduces clients to
botanical arranging as an ecological art therapeutic
activity and to the materials needed for a session.
Then the practitioner guides the client through
some warm-up exercises, either indoors or outdoors, which aim to awaken sensory awareness
through touch, taste, smell, etc., of natural spaces,
objects, and materials and to allow for changes to
take place in the way the client is perceiving the
environment. This phase can also include setting
a focus related to the topic of the session, for instance choosing a question or situation that could
be most relevant on that day for the client.
The second phase is the actual working part of
the session wherein clients create a work of art
using botanical materials and interact with it
or through it with themselves and the environment, installing their creations in the landscape
or using action-based creative activities such as
performance, dance and movement, personal or
group rituals, or multimedia events. More focused forms of reflexive and creative activity such
as journaling and creating narratives can also be
implemented in the session. In the third phase,
clients step back from their creations to observe
and discuss their work with the therapist/group
in order to arrive at some insights about what
happened during the process.
Assignments related to botanical arranging
can be open-ended or based on certain themes.
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Open-ended assignments encourage participants
to walk outdoors in the environment or explore
natural materials indoors and pay attention to the
elements of the landscape or the objects they find
most interesting, attractive or appealing and select materials based on their individual responses. Mindful interaction with the natural environment and natural materials form the core of the
sessions.

Case Example 1: Botanical arranging
as a result of a meditative journey
in the institutional green area
accompanied with selection of natural
materials
A mixed 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 skills and
mindfulness based on their creative interaction
with the natural environment. The 3-hour weekly
sessions included art-making with the use of environmental botanical ephemera as a mindfulness practice.
In the beginning of one session, the therapist offered the group the possibility to spend one hour
outdoors in order to explore the institutional environment of the community center where sessions took place, an enclosed field with a sports
ground, some wild plants and apple, pear, and
birch trees. The therapist explained that the participants were allowed to select and use any type
of organic materials available on the institutional
ground including vines, leaves, fruit, branches,
seed pods, wild flowers, and other botanical
ephemera as well as stones, soil, sand, and water,
but not to destroy any life.
Participants were encouraged to take a meditative
journey through the environment and find some
natural materials and objects in order to create a
small botanical arrangement. The therapist recommended that participants use small ceramic
containers, plates, or cups up to 12 cm in diameter as a holding space for their creations. The
therapist also encouraged the participants to find
some place in the environment to install their art
work and arrange the surrounding area, if needed. Later, they were invited to present a brief performance, a ritual in the environment, and somehow interact with their creations as meaningful
objects. This part of the session was followed by
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Figure 2. Group participant performing his ceremony

the participants sharing their experience and the
meaning of their performances and creations.
While presenting his art work, a 62 year-old man,
a university teacher, was sitting on a bench below
a birch tree and holding his botanical arrangement in his right hand and an apple in the left
hand (Fig. 2). He explained his performance in
the following way:
“The apple is a symbol of ecological learning and
the birch tree is a symbol of my connection with
nature. I also created a composition by [I] putting water and the burning candle in the vessel. I
meditated for a while sitting on this bench under
the birch tree and holding the vessel in the right
hand and the apple in my left hand. I felt tranquility and I was inviting great powers of nature in
the form of water, fire, earth and air to be with me
and around me. I was absorbed in a peaceful state
of mind. I felt grounded in the mystery of life.”
While sharing their experience at the end of
this session, the participants mentioned their
improved emotional state, decreased stress and
energetic restoration. Some of them emphasized
that by exploring the environment in their meditative walk, creating their artworks, finding and
arranging a place to install them, and interacting
with their creations in the environment through
rituals and other activities, they felt physically,
emotionally, and spiritually connected to the natural environment.
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Case Example 2: Botanical arranging as a
form of environmental art expression with
substance abuse clients
Art therapy was carried out with substance abuse
clients taking a course at a specialized rehabilitation center in St. Petersburg. The course is attended by people aged 30–60 years who have problems with the use of psychoactive substances. The
majority are alcohol-dependent (70%); the rest
are recovering from addictions to drugs. Approximately 10% of the clients use the so-called new
drugs (salts, acids, hallucinogens). Men make up
about 80%, whereas women comprise 20% of the
rehabilitated clients.
Some of the sessions involved creating botanical arrangements from natural materials, mostly
found in the surrounding environment, with the
goals of reducing emotional tension, stimulating
the participants’ emotions and senses, supporting mindful interaction with the environment,
cultivating a sense of beauty, raising environmental consciousness, and improving self-perception
and self-understanding.
Botanical arranging and other forms of environmental art activities using natural materials and
found objects took place regularly during the
course. In some cases, participants were invited
to go outside for a while and, while walking in the
park, especially in autumn, collect natural materials that they liked. Returning then to the studio,
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they were asked to create a composition from
them, for example, in the form of a botanical
arranging (“green mandalas”), using cardboard
plates as the basis for their construction.
One of these sessions was held in the second half
of September 2018. After creating simple botanical arrangements from natural materials, the
group discussed the work and their impressions
of the session. The participants noted that they
could see the beauty of simple things and that they
noticed the surprising diversity and harmony of
the shades and shapes created by nature itself. The
beauty of natural ephemera became more apparent due to the organization of the found materials into simple compositions (Figs. 3 and 4). The
participants also noted that as a result of a relatively short walk outdoors (15–20 minutes), their
emotional state improved and a feeling of joy and
satisfaction from the activity increased.
Describing his botanical arrangement made of
leaves in the form of a mandala, Valery (name
changed) (alcoholism, 57 years old) said that it
resembled his life, in which different colors were
mixed. He associated the left side of his “green
mandala” with his childhood, while the middle
part of his artwork, made of leaves with different
shadows, was associated with the present period
of his life, and the right part, with its yellow and
reddish hues, was associated with future. Valery
considered an acorn located at the top of the composition as the symbol of rebirth (Fig.3).

Ruslan (name changed) (alcoholism, 48 years
old) realized that his arrangement reflects running in a circle, but with a stronger intention to
come out of the circle and to bring his talents associated with acorns into fruition.

Figure 4. Botanical arranging made by Ruslan.

Conclusion
The ancient art of ikebana is a vivid example of
the creative collaboration of humans and nature,
which allows us to see and create beauty as a
manifestation of natural and cultural forms and,
at the same time, to support self-transformation
and spiritual enrichment.
The art of ikebana takes on a new meaning and
role in the context of the modern environmental
movement. This movement, along with other effects, supports the development of innovative approaches in modern psychology and therapy, in
particular in art therapy and creative/expressive
arts therapies in general.

Figure 3. Botanical arranging made by Valery
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

The article presented one of the techniques of
ecological art therapy, the technique of botanical
arranging, which has a certain connection with
the philosophy and practice of ikebana. Botanical arranging is a creative activity that is based on
the theories and practice of art therapy, ecopsychology and horticultural therapy. It is not only
a means of healing, but also of harmonizing relations between human beings and the more-thanhuman world, and it encourages the development
of environmental awareness.
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The conceptualization of botanical arranging
from the ecopsychological perspective was presented and examples of its use as an art therapy

tool used in the training of helping professionals
and as part of a rehabilitation program for drug
and substance abuse clients was presented.
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Section

Aesthetic and artistic dimensions
of the eco-human approach

ECOSEXUALITY: THE STORY OF OUR LOVE WITH THE
EARTH*
* “Ecosexuality: The story of our love with the Earth” is excerpted from Assuming
the Ecosexual Position: The Earth as Lover by Annie Sprinkle and Beth Stephens
with Jennie Klein. Copyright 2021 by Elizabeth Stephens and Annie Sprinkle.
Published by the University of Minnesota Press. Reprinted by permission.

Annie Sprinkle, Beth Stephens
Annie Sprinkle and Beth Stephens have been life partners and 50/50
collaborators on multimedia projects since 2002. They are authors of the
Ecosex Manifesto and producers of the award-winning film Goodbye Gauley
Mountain and Water Makes Us Wet, a documentary feature that premiered at
documenta 14 and screened at MoMA in New York. Sprinkle is a former sex
worker with a PhD in human sexuality. Stephens holds a PhD in performance
studies and is founding director of E.A.R.T.H. Lab at University of California
at Santa Cruz.
Abstract. In this excerpt from their book, Annie Sprinkle and Beth Stephens explore the realms of ecosexuality as they
became lovers with the Earth and made their mutual pleasure an embodied expression of passion for the environment.
Since 2008, they have been not just pushing but obliterating the boundaries circumscribing biology and ecology, creating ecosexual art in their performance of an environmentalism that is feminist, queer, sensual, sexual, posthuman,
materialist, exuberant, and steeped in humor. They explore the theoretical grounds of ecosexuality, in particular, their
perception of Earth as Lover, and their understanding of ecosexuality from the perspectives of the Anthropocene, new
materialisms, and posthumanism.
Keywords: ecosexuality, ecosex, ecofeminism, Anthropocene, new materialisms, posthumanism

Eighteen years ago, we fell in love and immediately began making art projects together about
our relationship, love, and pleasure. We could not
have imagined that one day we would call ourselves ecosexuals and take the Earth as our lover,
or that we would make work about environmental issues. Yet here we are, ecosexuals, following
our muse, our desire, our imaginations, and our
conscience as we engage in the daily practices of
living ecosexually. After we did a performance
where we married the Earth, we started using the
word ecosex, because it sounded like what we were
doing. Then we adapted it to fit our needs. When
we first used ecosex to describe what we were doing and ecosexual to describe our sexual identity
and our work, we were being a little tongue in
cheek. But then after a while we saw that there
really was something to it. Suddenly things got
serious. We started asking ourselves: What is ecosex? Who are the ecosexuals and what do they do
exactly? Where did the concepts behind ecosexuality develop? How can ecosex art and activism
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help bring about much needed change? And what
inspired us to assume the ecosexual position?
Becoming ecosexual was an unexpected move for
us back in 2008. Ecosex and ecosexual were words
that were floating around on a few dating sites.
We couldn’t put our fingers on a genuinely good
definition, one that we could really get behind.
For example, Wiktionary defines an ecosexual
as “an environmentally conscious person whose
adherence to green living extends to their romantic and/or sexual life (particularly their choice of
partner).”1 Being ecosexual could mean anything
from being a nature lover or vegan to refusing to
wear leather clothes or use leather sex toys. Both
of us came of age during third wave, sex positive
feminism. We thought these definitions were inadequate and decided they needed to be expanded in order to create the deeper meanings that
interested us. We eventually created a definition
of our own, which we published in 2011 in our
Journal of Ecosexual Research:
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…ecosexual \ ˈɛːkəʊ ˈsɛkʃ(əw)əl: eco from
ancient Greek oikos; sexual a borrowing from
Latin, sexuales.
1. A person who finds nature2 romantic, sensual, erotic, or sexy, which can
include humans or not.
2. A new sexual identity (self-identified).
3. A person who takes the Earth as their
lover.
4. A term used in dating advertisements.
5. An environmental activist strategy.
6. A grassroots movement.
7. A person who has a more expanded
concept of what sex and orgasm are
beyond mainstream definitions.
8. A person who imagines sex as an ecology that extends beyond the physical
body.
9. Other definitions as yet to be
determined.3
For many people, ecosex and ecosexual immediately conjure images of Birkenstocks, tree hugging hippies, and New Age Californians. We were
very conscious about the negative perceptions of
New Age environmentalism as a mostly white,
middle-class endeavor. Granted, Annie was a hippie for a couple of years in the Sixties, and Beth
had some older hippie cousins she loved and admired, and we do live in California. But for us,
ecosexuality is more of a punk rock, queer, drag,
pin-up grrrl version of environmental activism
rather than the New Age stereotype that often gets
hurled our way. We align ourselves with the AIDS
activist organization ACT UP, sex positive feminism, ecofeminism, Fluxus performance art, and,
sometimes, the hippie movement. We recognize
that hippie culture was problematic, especially
in terms of its habitual patriarchal treatment of
women and neocolonial appropriation of Indian
and Indigenous American cultures. But we also
recognize that the hippie movement challenged
the status quo and rebelled against capitalism,
sexual repression, imperialism, war, and the destruction of the environment. Hippies embraced
a collective utopian future, and we too aim to create a better society for all!

Earth as lover, Earth as mother
We respect the Indigenous and Aboriginal cultures, as well as ancient western and eastern
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civilizations that have embraced, and still embrace, Earth as mother. We both learned from
these traditions. These knowledges have influenced our practices for much of our lives. We
have, and sometimes still do, embrace the Earth
as mother: the Earth does give us life and takes
incredible care of us, giving us what we need to
survive. Our manifesto, however, boldly states
that we see the Earth as our lover, that we love
the Earth and find erotic potential in nature, and
we are turning our love for the Earth into revolutionary actions. Even as we move to embrace the
Earth as lover rather than Earth as mother, we do
so with respect.
But we don’t relate to the Earth only as a lover or
mother. The Earth can morph and be imagined
as any archetype interchangeably or in combination with other archetypes: friend, host, caregiver,
sister, empress, magician, crone, patient. . . . The
Earth lover can also be imagined as a sexy Earth
mother—after all, many women have sex to become mothers. Given the virgin–whore dichotomy that still pervades western culture, many people find it abhorrent to think of mothers as sexual
beings. Someone on one of our Ecosex Walking
Tours commented that the Earth could be imagined as a MILF (Mother I’d Like to Fuck). Given
that MILF is not about incest, and in the porn
lexicon an “older” woman can be in her late twenties or beyond, we see this as a term that eroticizes women beyond a certain age. Some folks
don’t want to think of the Earth as anything but
Mother Earth, and we respect everyone’s choices
in this regard.
Our version of ecosexuality has quite a bit in
common with ecofeminism, even though we
don’t always see eye to eye with ecofeminists. The
ecofeminism movement emerged in the 1970s as
a critique of both the oppression of women and
the destruction of the Earth as mutually reinforcing systems of patriarchal oppression.4 For ecofeminists, embracing the construction of Earth
as Mother was a means by which nature could
be anthropomorphized and thus understood as
something that should not be harmed. We are in
agreement with that ideal.
After coming out as ecosexuals, we began thinking about how the Earth had been described as
female and mother in the stories and spiritual
traditions of contemporary and ancient cultures. In western literature the “Earth” has always
been constructed as feminine, a trope that was
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not challenged by second wave feminist theory,
which posited the idea of Earth as mother as an
alternative to patriarchy. We wanted to go beyond
the gender binary when it came to thinking about
the Earth. As bad grrrl feminists, we were skeptical of binary constructions of the Earth as Mother/Other. As queers, we were eager to embrace
the concept of the Earth as nonbinary or trans.
Mothers (including Mother Earth) have not been
treated terribly well in popular culture, which
tends to construct the ideal mother as either
asexual or heterosexual, self-sacrificing, white,
and Christian. As feminists, we have a great deal
of empathy and respect for the first generation of
ecofeminists who promoted the idea of Earth as
Mother to bring attention to the need for environmental activism. As queers and ecosexuals we
wanted to expand the idea of environmentalism
by combining it with the sex-positive feminism
of the nineties, the cultural context from which
our art careers were nourished. Today, as aging
women whose bodies are no longer taut, we want
to acknowledge the materiality of nature, a materiality that doesn’t always conform to patriarchal
anthropomorphizing fantasies of nubile, beautiful, fertile women or of dangerous vagina dentatas ready to do away with humanity at the drop of
a hat. To counter these stereotypes, we adopted
the metaphor of the lover instead.
An important event for us was Joanna Macy’s
workshop The Work That Reconnects. Macy basically argues that all of our connections to the
Earth are intimate and ancient. Attending her
workshop brought us together with like-minded
participants who were also thinking about more
profound, more loving connections with the
Earth.5 We love the queerness of the idea of Earth
as lover and we align our practice with ecofeminist scholar Greta Gaard, who has explored the
connection between ecofeminism and queer theory and called for both movements to learn from
each other.6 Gaard writes:
A queer ecofeminist perspective would argue
that liberating the erotic requires conceptualizing humans as equal participants in culture
and in nature, able to explore the eroticism of
reason and the unique rationality of the erotic.
Ecofeminists must be concerned with queer
liberation, just as queers must be concerned
with the liberation of women and of nature;
our parallel oppressions have stemmed from
our perceived associations. It is time to build
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our common liberation on more concrete
coalitions.7
Embracing the Earth as our lover, rather than
our mother, radically changed our relationship
to the planet that we share with billions and trillions of living and nonliving material entities. To
be someone’s lover is more open-ended than being their mother. The lover assumes a relationship
based on romance, sexual attraction, and sensual
pleasure. The lover’s relationship does not assume
identities that conform to the gender binary and
power dynamics of male and female. The category of the lover is more slippery than that of parent
and avoids heteronormative family ideology. Our
metaphorical and material shift to Earth as lover
holds the potential to create relationships between humans and nonhumans that might lessen
destructive and controlling practices such as taking resources (mining) or domesticating (damming rivers and streams). The lover archetype
evokes pleasure or jouissance based on mutual
needs and desires. Earth as lover has the potential
to inspire humans to give as well as receive both
love and support from the Earth. Furthermore,
the category of Mother represents an ideological construction that has been used to police the
excess of pleasure and ecstasy, whereas the lover
represents the promise of the as-yet-unknown. A
lover is someone we want to get to know better,
treat well, pamper, romance, and pleasure. Most
to the point, if one does not treat a lover well, the
lover can leave for someone else who will treat
them better. While the Earth can’t actually leave
us, it can become so inhospitable that we have to
live in radically different ways on it—or leave it.
Mars, anyone?
We understand that “Earth as lover” is a metaphor that anthropomorphizes our planet. We feel
it can be a useful and fun strategy to help both
ourselves and others connect with that which
extends beyond human understanding. French
philosopher Bruno Latour has recognized that
refusing to anthropomorphize a nonhuman is the
height of human arrogance because it makes the
nonhuman lesser than the human.8 Latour states:
“to enforce the gap between human subjects and
nonhuman objects is the most anthropocentric
of all modes of relation invented.”9 Or, as Colette Guillaumin pointedly writes, “As soon as
people want to legitimize the power that they exercise, they call on nature—on the nature of this
difference.”10 Both Latour and Guillaumin point
out how humans use the idea of nature to justify
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their domination over it. Ecosexuals, on the other
hand, anthropomorphize the Earth to help examine and, hopefully, help heal the human–nature
binary embedded in western epistemology. This
binary erases our connection to nature by elevating humans above all else. Jane Bennett, in her
book Vibrant Matter, suggests that as scholars and
human beings we take seriously all things human
and nonhuman. The vitality and agency of these
more-than-human things wield influence on
how we navigate, feel, understand, and are in the
world.11 Anthropomorphism can be used to take
the agency of nature seriously and to position it as
an active participant in the ongoing development
of life on this planet, but it also means that we
seek to understand nature on our own terms, yet
again. We ask, as humans, what other terms can
we employ given that the Earth is so much more
than simply human?

Ecosexuality, the Anthropocene,
new materialisms, and
posthumanism
Our definition of ecosexuality deliberately reflects current ideas about posthumanism and
new materialism, in which the human is understood to be one of many sentient and nonsentient
beings that exist on this planet. Some people assume that sex has to be genital, or that ecosexuals primarily engage in physical sexual acts with
nonhumans, but physical contact is not mandatory in the evolving field of ecosexuality, although
it can be a part of it. In terms of engaging with
nonhumans, many ecosexuals take a more conceptual, playful approach. This allows humans to
connect and derive pleasure with nature and ideally to be inspired to give something back to it.
Ecosexuality provides alternative ways of thinking about sexuality that go beyond human reproduction, genital sex, and human exceptionalism
(the belief that humans are different from and
superior to all other forms of life). Since humans
are part of nature, ecosexual practices can include
human-to-human sexual contact, including genital sex. Ecosexuals, however, consider all parts of
the body to be potential sexual organs and sites of
pleasure. We see the body as expanding beyond
its own skin, in forms such as biome clouds, the
unique clouds of bacteria and microbes that surround the bodies of all organic beings, animals
and plants.12 Ecosex is a paradigm shift: we don’t
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

have sex with just another person but instead we
have sex with water, minerals, bacteria, biomes,
and even stardust!
We are influenced by the work of Donna Haraway, whose book Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene called for humans and
nonhumans to stay with the trouble of living and
dying together on a damaged Earth. Haraway was
one of Beth’s colleagues at UC Santa Cruz before
she retired, and we are intimately familiar with
her work. Less dystopian than the idea of the Anthropocene, Haraway’s alternative construction
of a Chthulucene era (with a name based on the
Greek word for earth) suggests that postindustrial ecologies will be radically different from what
they are today. Haraway’s ideas about science,
posthumanism, new materialism, and contemporary ecofeminism have been tremendously influential for us as we have formulated ecosexuality
and sexecology. She is critical of the theory of anthropocentrism and has instead advocated for the
self-organizing powers of nonhuman processes.
Her work has guided our understanding of the
theoretical underpinnings and the consequences
embedded in the human and nonhuman relationships that make up the material and political
worlds in which we all live and die. The knowledge we have gained from her work has helped
us understand how religion, science, and other
secular practices have constructed the human exceptionalism that drives culture, politics, and religion in western culture.13 Human exceptionalism,
global capitalism, and Darwinian ideologies justify the right to use or destroy other humans and
nonhumans to serve one’s own self-interest and
guarantee one’s own survival above and beyond
other creatures. This is the root of much of the
environmental degradation that affects our whole
planet as well as the cause of other social justice
inequalities.
Even as Haraway deconstructs human exceptionalism, she opens new possibilities for human beings to act with ethical responsibility. She does
this in part by critiquing the destructive consequences that binary thinking such as nature/
culture or human/animal have created in order
to set some humans apart. Exceptionalism generates deadly real and conceptual technologies
for segregating the world into what/who is, and
is not, killable.14 Ecosexuality creates a new series
of inclusive and intersectional relationships that
change the conversation and the stories regarding
who deserves to live well. As Haraway reminds
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us, we are all messmates at the table and we are
mutually engaged in an ongoing meal of life and
death.15 Much of our work has been concerned
with creating the kinds of mobile communities
knit together by kinship and affinities of which
Haraway writes.
Kim TallBear has also supported the formulation of our theories of ecosexuality. Her work
examines the historical and ongoing roles of
technoscience in the colonizing and subjugation
of Indigenous peoples.16 We acknowledge that
ecosexuality is still problematic in that it largely
reflects a white, middle-class perspective toward
environmental interventions. Kim TallBear, who
was one of Beth’s professors when she was pursuing an art practice PhD and is now a friend,
makes it clear that, for Indigenous populations,
ecosexuality is a hard sell:
There are occasional references in ecosex literature to Native American knowledges in ways
that are what I would classify as “New Age,”
and I would advise caution around the appropriation of Native American knowledges and
motifs to the ecosexual ceremonial and artistic
repertoire. . . . There are no easy, literal translations between indigenous ontologies and
ecosexuality, at least among the indigenous
people I run with. Rather, there are careful
conversations with much careful thought to
be had.17
We appreciate Kim’s willingness to have these
careful conversations with us and to engage with
material with which she doesn’t necessarily identify. Looking beyond our differences, Kim was
able to see places of connection:
Beth and Annie want to diversify the environmental movement, its actors, discourses,
and strategies for change. I also increasingly
embrace laughter as a response to the absurdly hateful politics of our time. Laughter sustains me when anger wears me down and feels
unproductive.18
Kim’s discussions with us about relations with
humans and nonhumans, Earth as lover, and
our deployment of humor have helped us examine our assumptions (or white privilege) when it
came to hippie or New Age strategies. We have
come to recognize that settler colonialist ideology
was present in these movements and we resolve
to eschew this ideology and embrace an anticolonial position. Kim was the keynote speaker at
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Environmentalism Outside the Box—An Ecosex
Symposium, an event we held at UCSC in 2017.
In her talk she noted that many Native Americans’ concept of “all our relations” is similar to
and could even influence ecosexual practices
that acknowledge the vibrancy of all entities. She
spoke eloquently about the urgent need to decolonize and undo settler sexuality in relation to
“making kin.” Decolonization is essential to begin
to help heal the damage colonization has caused.
We must do this work in order to build new kinds
of relationships based on reciprocity rather than
ownership and other forms of power that objectify life. If our ecosexual ideas and practices help
create new, more open ways of thinking about
sexual relationships, then we have accomplished
hopeful work toward creating worlds where we
can all live for the betterment of the Earth.

LGBTQIA+E Unite!
For us, ecosexuality is a new and expanded identity construct that can change the idea of relationships between humans and the more-than-human world. We proudly add an E to the growing
list of letters that now comprise the LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Trans) acronym from the
eighties and nineties. We strive toward radical
inclusivity and see this as being foundational to
our version of this concept. A person can identify
as an ecosexual and still claim and maintain any
of their other sexual identities. From our point
of view, all humans are already engaged and intertwined in any number of long-term, intimate
relationships, ecological and otherwise. Ecosexuality can be a framework for understanding ourselves within the context of larger systems. Being
ecosexual can be akin to identities such as pomosexual (the postmodern challenge to the assumptions of gender and sexuality), pansexual (enjoying love and sex with people of multiple genders),
queer (outside heteronormativity), metamorphosexual (experiencing sexuality as always being in
a state of change and evolving from one sexual
preference to the next, also called fluid). We view
ecosexuality as an identity capable of including or
complementing all sexual identities, orientations,
and identifying terms.
Queer theorist and curator Paul B. Preciado,
with whom we have worked on multiple projects over many years (and to whom this book is
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codedicated), guided us toward the realization
that our work held possibilities for radical political activism through joining together queerness,
sex positivity, and environmental activism. He
introduced us to the work of the Argentinian social activist and conceptual artist Roberto Jacoby,
who advocated for what he called “strategies of
joy”: small actions that face down and confront
the fear in people’s minds.19 Jacoby, who is gay,
lived through the brutal Argentinian dictatorship
sometimes called the “Dirty War,” which lasted
from 1976 until 1983. In these worst of times he
organized celebratory gatherings such as dance
parties that provided a reason for survival when
all seemed lost. His idea and practice of “strategies of joy” resonate with us. We love his idea of
navigating times of struggle through art, dance,
music, and sexy fun. We believe that pleasure activism can be a path that empowers many of us
who are outside the mainstream to enact change.
Just as violence is powerful, pleasure can be powerful, too.

Ecosexuality in challenging times
We finished writing this book in the summer of
2020, against the backdrop of the COVID-19 crisis and the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder
at the hands of the Minneapolis police. This pandemic has seriously damaged any facade of equality in the United States, revealing grotesque underlying inequalities such as the historic effects of
genocide and slavery. The physical reality of navigating police violence and white supremacy in a
society that brutally constructs difference through

skin color and other physical norms can result in
physical, mental, and spiritual brutality, as we are
seeing during the uprisings against systemic state
violence in 2020. In our developed country, many
people—prisoners, people without money, immigrants in detention—are at particularly high risk
of contracting COVID-19, and politicians at the
highest levels of government today don’t care, as
is evident by the death toll. As a Jew and a Hillbilly, we are familiar with the category of being not
quite white enough, although we try to be aware
of our own white privilege and do antiracist work
to bring about systemic change. Ecosexuality calls
out how we have abused our more-than-human
companions (microbes, trees, pollinators, soil,
insects, water, and so many more) who do the
increasingly difficult and invisible work of maintaining ecological systems so that life can exist.
For years, scientists have been warning of more
killer viruses and diseases emerging from destruction of the environment.20 We pay attention
to the daily news that covers the elevated numbers of Indigenous, African American, Hispanic,
and Asian people who get COVID-19 and die at
rates vastly disproportionate to those who control
most of the world’s wealth. The fact that a grotesque percentage of COVID-19-related deaths
were elderly, vulnerable people is heartbreaking.
Certainly, it is not the end they deserved. We
humbly propose ecosex as one of many pathways
to healing the pain of both the present moment
and the horrific injustices of the past by encouraging people to love the Earth (including each
other) more and to consider that we are all part of
the Earth’s ecosystems—and we can aim to have a
good time along the way.
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Abstract. This essay was written in response to Alexander’s Kopytin’s questions inviting Shaun McNiff to expand upon
his presentation at the Ecological/Earth-Based Arts Therapies Conference in August of 2020 where he discussed the
need for a depth psychology of art and nature. Based on an all-inclusive idea of nature and with reference to the ideas
of James Hillman and Thomas Berry, the author presents his understanding of art as a force of nature, the mainstream
of imagination accessible to all and focuses on the process of painting. He illustrates his statements with his own art.
Keywords: art, art therapy, creation, depth psychology, nature

In response to my opening remarks to the Ecological/Earth-Based Arts Therapies Conference
in August of 2020, Alexander Kopytin asked me
to expand upon two ideas that I presented—the
need for a depth psychology of art and nature
to hold and cultivate life-affirming and healing
processes; and how the conception of nature as
something separate from the person making art is
at odds with reality. Two practice-oriented questions relating to the ideas were also posed: Do you
invite people in your studio groups to draw from
nature, or to facilitate their efforts to establish and
develop their bonds with the natural environment
and the earth through art?” As one of the artists
showing work in the conference gallery [3], I was
asked how my personal discipline of painting illustrates and supports “human bonds with the
land and the world of nature” (A. Kopytin, personal communication, August and 16, 2020).
I appreciate these queries which concisely state
the positions I tried to articulate at the conference
and that I will reflect upon here. My suggestion
to readers is that we should all keep returning to
the questions, keep them open, and continuously
spin-off our interpretations and creative responses to them.
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

An all-Inclusive Idea of nature
When I speak of nature, I am referring to all of
life. This includes what we call the natural realm
together with the human community. There is a
second aspect of the word “nature” which concerns inherent or essential qualities, the nature of
a thing, that I will also discuss.
It is remarkable how nature, in the former sense,
is typically defined as the physical world distinct
from humans. This split, and its perhaps unintentional anthropocentric perspective, generates many problems. It also tends to characterize
thinking and practices related to making art in
nature or depicting nature. The separation contradicts ecological principles regarding the necessary
interdependence of all forms of life—the reality in
which we exist and do not necessarily see. If nature
includes the entirety of life, then it follows that artistic expression, and what we call art, is also an
integral feature of nature and not set apart from it.
I think that an attempt at paradigm and language
clarification is an essential first step in discussing
relationships between art and nature, painting
nature, creating in nature, with nature, as nature,
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and so forth, and it is especially significant if we
are involved in relating artistic and psychological
processes to ecological systems and thought.
However, I do credit the prevailing attitudes of division between human experience and nature for
informing the counter-perspective of how everything is connected in a truly integral reality of infinite and ever-changing participants in a process
of co-creating life and art. Without diminishing
our human community and its needs, it is important to recognize that we are part of the whole of
nature, depend on it, and are shaped by it. And of
course, there are so many human activities that
are contrary to the life-sustaining and organic
processes of nature, another major topic beyond
our scope here.

The need for a depth psychology
of art and nature
A psychology is a way of thinking about experience. Depth psychology has been distinguished
from the more general orientation to a paradigm
of psychological science which is antithetical to
artistic discovery, by its inclusion of psychic processes that operate outside conscious thoughts
and controlled experiences—especially dreams
and various forms of creative imagination and
expression. Traditional depth psychologies have
been defined by a primary orientation to what
they call “the unconscious.” While I share a commitment to the inclusion of the various forms of
non-linear psychic processes, I have never accepted the notion of a realm called the “unconscious” nor its binary relationship to conscious
processes. In my experience, there are degrees
of awareness involving movement between conscious and nonconscious mental processes, as
well as different kinds of conscious thinking that
include rational and more imaginative modes.
James Hillman (1926–2011) (https://www.opusarchives.org/james-hillman-collection/) significantly transformed depth psychology by challenging its orientation to the singular figure of the
individual “ego” as the primary locus of experience, restricting the larger intelligence of imagination. In revisioning depth psychology, he was
particularly sensitive to how we humans benefit
from closer connection to the natural world and
especially the sensibilities of animals. While having the opportunity to be closely associated with
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James Hillman for many years, I was at that time
not aware of how the work of my college teacher,
Thomas Berry (1914–2009) (http://thomasberry.
org/http://thomasberry.org/), had developed
from the mid-1960’s when I took his small classes
on Eastern Religions during the period when he
had completed his book on Buddhism and was
preparing Religions of India. In our classes we
also explored shamanic traditions and their focus on the earth, soul, and the reciprocity of all
life. What I recall clearly from the sessions was
the sense of wonder, respect, and awe that he conveyed in exploring the sacred and imaginative
qualities of these cosmologies. The contrast with
Western traditions helped to shape my commitment to artistic expression as a vehicle of psychological inquiry and strengthened my affinity to
Hillman’s thinking.

It was not until I began writing about how artistic
expression can be approached as “a force of nature,” that I reconnected to Thomas Berry. I regretted not having the opportunity to introduce
him to James Hillman and helping to cultivate
and document a conversation between them. I
had earlier brought Edith Cobb’s classic book, The
Ecology of Imagination in Childhood (published in
1977 by Columbia University Press with the support of Margaret Mead) to Hillman’s attention,
and he re-issued it through Spring Publications
in 1993. I believe the bonds between Hillman and
Thomas Berry would have run deep.

In describing the often problematic relationship
of humans to the earth, in a way that is closely
in sync with Hillman, Berry called for “a deep
cultural therapy” which entails a questioning of
our fundamental assumptions about the nature of
reality, nothing less than a revisioned cosmology
approaching, “the universe as a communion of
subjects, not a collection of objects” [2, p. 17]. In
this vision of reality as a process of interaction involving all elements of life, which I see as the basis
for a new depth psychology of art and nature, the
human plays a role as a co-creator, inseparable
from the whole. Berry describes the need for humans to contribute in artistic and soulful ways to
the healing of the earth, realizing that the “radical
division between the human and the other-thanhuman” is in need of a cure. His conception of
psychology and therapy is based on an appreciation of interdependence whereby in caring for nature, we heal our life-sustaining relationship to it.
“There is no inner life,” Berry says, “without outer
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experience,” a condition he believed to be, dare
I say in this era of exclusive focus upon cultural
differences, “universal” [1, p. 82].
The new depth psychology is not anthropocentric; it includes a reciprocity of all things, including nature’s transformative processes involving
both dissolution and making anew, all anticipated
by Alfred North Whitehead’s vision of process as
reality and by classical East Asian thought [8]. As
with nature, ideas and influences “cross-over’”
and fly above our human enclosures.
My artistic practice suggests that an accurate
conceptualization of the creative act requires this
context of complete interdependence. We are always creating with “others,” even when alone—
materials, environments, feelings, memories, influences, inspirations, gestures, colors, forms, etc.
Thus, what I call communities of creation might
involve working together with other people, but
they are also eco-systems of creation involving so
many other subtle forces and elements which may
both expand and enrich our ideas about nature,
our relationships to it, and our imagination of it
all. While respecting different artistic disciplines,
“art” in my view is ultimately inclusive of all forms
of expression, with each medium involving a necessary interdependence of the senses that always
work together. This whole art process generates
life-enhancing energy and the transformation
of afflictions and problems into affirmations of
life—all of which corresponds to the metamorphic processes of nature.
The tendency to separate artistic processes from
nature may be more distinct in the visual arts,
perhaps due to the longstanding history of representing and depicting subjects external to the
artist, particularly in the West, which are then
fashioned into physical objects. This contrasts
to art in the larger sense, especially performance
and poetic expressions happening in the present
moment.

Painting as nature
In helping others to express themselves, I am always trying to circumvent reliable inhibitions
and insecurities by presenting the process of creation in the most elemental and accessible way.
These worldwide and consistent obstacles are the
empirical basis for the way I approach artistic
expression as organically as possible. For more
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

than 50 years, I have been engaged with largely
unplanned “natural experiments” responding to
how people resist invitations to become involved
in artistic expression even within safe, supportive, and non-judgmental environments. For example, with painting I say, if you can move, you
can paint. The same applies to drawing, and then
we can extend this movement basis of expression
to all forms of artistic expression.
I present “art as a force of nature” like wind, the
rhythm of waves, as fundamental as breathing
[7], all of which is intended to encourage people
to relax the controls of thought and simply begin
moving and allow the innate perfecting process of
gestures and action to unfold.
I consistently see that when people begin to move
naturally, the expression is vital and unique. Generally, the challenge is to sustain natural gestures.
I see studio participants getting off to a good start
and then tightening up when they focus on control
or start representing something before them or in
their minds. They begin to think too much about it
all, rather just letting the natural body movements
lead while giving thoughts the chance to reflect
and appreciate rather than direct. It is not easy to
do. As Miles Davis said, it took a long time to learn
how to play like himself. All of this is affirmed by
the response to my book, Trust the Process: An Artist’s Guide to Letting Go [6]. People have said that
they recognize the problem and innately understand the remedy. We are part of something much
bigger than ourselves and our thoughts.
It is remarkable how people everywhere, in my
international experience, make compelling and
unique art when they permit themselves to move
naturally with art materials, and then keep moving until the process comes to a resting point. I
admire Thoreau’s belief that “It is in vain to dream
of a wildness distant from ourselves” (Journal IX,
1856) and “In Wildness is the preservation of the
World” (Walking, 1851–1852), but I do not suggest wild or primal expressions. In addition to
how this direction might set up expectations and
bias, it simply is not necessary. Wildness and visceral expression happen naturally when we drop
into our innate gestures. It is again unfashionable
today to talk about what I have experienced as
universal, common, and archetypal qualities and
processes [9], another conversation beyond our
purpose here. But this issue does relate to the second use of the word “nature” as denoting essential
qualities. In my studios I see shared human urges
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together with the unique features and nature of
an individual person’s being and expression—
what the Buddhists might describe as their suchness, their intrinsic and inimitable nature.
So while I fully support and admire the increasing
focus within art therapy on making art outdoors
in natural environments, with organic and found
materials, with a sense of connectedness to life
processes beyond ourselves, and with a certain
reverence and awe regarding the sanctity—the
vitality—the beauty—of it all, I would encourage
thinking less literally and more inclusively about
nature-based and eco-processes.

Yet I want to be clear that of course people do
paint, as we might say, “from nature,” or in response to features of, or places in, the natural
world. They are engaging other subjects in the
environments in which they create. Thomas
Berry’s idea of reality as a “communion of subjects” states this perfectly. As an artist, the nature that I am painting includes me. It can all
be viewed as an interdependent eco-system of
co-creation. The tree, rock, or place to which
I respond in my painting is a co-participant
with which I create, and I make something new
from the relationship, or what Berry might call
“communion.”

In my studio groups I do not think I have ever
proposed drawing or “painting from nature”—
looking at a particular scene, place, or object and
then making a painting in response to it or depicting it. I feel akin to what Jackson Pollock said,
when Hans Hofmann asked if he ever worked
from nature. He replied: “I am nature.”. As I describe above, I encourage painting like nature, as
nature, with the simplest and most accessible
acts, making marks and gestures, as shown in
a recent film made by the London Art Therapy
Centre (https://arttherapycentre.com/galleries/
video-how-art-heals-integrating-practice-andresearch-prof-shaun-mcniff/). I have found in my
studios that beginning with elemental movement
is the most accessible way to get started with freedom and spontaneity. As the process continues,
people are encouraged to work with their own
styles and preferences regarding how and what
they paint, but I am always exhorting the naturalness and uniqueness of their expression.

As artists commonly say, every painting or drawing that responds to nature involves an abstracting process whereby we create compositions that
extract the “nature” of what we see and experience. Even the most detailed and literal representations do this. I prefer art that “suggests” subject matter while maintaining a creative tension
between what is represented and the expressive
gestures or abstractions—all of which transmit energy. Similarly, classical Chinese painting
focuses on the expression of the painters, their
feelings, and ways of interpreting a scene, as contrasted to literal depiction. In my view, this is a
better source of art medicine for most of us than
attempts at representational exactitude. . However, I have learned to avoid making absolute
statements. Some might prefer the challenge of
detailed and precise representation and then feel
satisfaction in the achievement. Motives vary,
like all of life. But in my experience, the more
spontaneous, movement-based way of painting
is more accessible to most people and for me, of
better quality. The shadow of my own art is tightness, and I approach it as a guide or ally, helping
me appreciate a more natural, often even wilder,
way of moving.

I can envision situations where I might encourage people to “respond” to the immediate environment with free gestures and their innate ways
of moving. It can be an important feature of the
art therapy experience with an individual person,
and I do this with my own painting and drawing (as I will describe), but as a universal starting
point in my studio groups, I have not found it to
be necessary. It has been effective to focus on the
body’s gestures. This preparation in pure movement then becomes a good basis for natural and
spontaneous expression if someone then wants to
respond to the environment.

Regarding Alexander’s Kopytin’s questions about
how my painting relates to nature, for many years
I have concentrated on responding to immediate
environments in keeping with my constant reference to artistic expression as a response to life
situations. Throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s I
made art within the residential studios that I led
throughout the world. The various physical environments, both organic and human-made, and
the dynamics of the studio in which the art-making takes place, work their way into the compositions that are figurative, completely imaginal, and
often involve animal-human interaction.

Painting from Nature and the
Space Between Us
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groups, I gradually left my formative New York
City mid-1960’s abstract expressionist painting
by making art together with patients in the art
therapy studio where I worked in a large state
hospital during the 1970’s. The cooperation with
the patients taught me how to draw and paint in
response to life with my most natural and innate
gestures. I see it as part of nature, what I have
called “imaginal realism.” And while this developed within an art therapy community with other people, my life context at the time, it has been
consistently maintained and developed as I paint
alone in my studio.

Figure 1. New Mexico, 1992, 20x26”, tempera &
aquarelle on paper

Figure 3. Pasture Wall, 2019, 9x12”, pencil on paper

Figure 2. Swiss Man in April, 1991, 30x34”, tempera,
oil pastel & pencil on paper

My books Depth Psychology of Art [4] and Art
as Medicine [5], the two that anticipated what
we now call “art-based research,” happened during this period. Before making art in the studio
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

For the past thirty years I have tried to work
closer to home, exploring the infinite possibilities within a very small radius in relation to the
place where I live. I am what is called a studio
painter and do not think I have ever painted directly from nature—outside—in plein air. I seek
out compositions with my camera and use them
to study various physical settings and structures. I
do make sketches in outside environments, often
while traveling, and they inform my paintings.
The sketches are themselves expressive interpretations and never exact attempts at replications.
They include responses to the actual physical
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Figure 4. Pasture 3, 2019, 33x40”, oil on canvas

Figure 5. Pasture 2, 2019, 29x35” oil on canvas
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Figure 6. Man & Dog, 2020, 16x20”, oil in canvas

setting as well new features emerging from the
process of making the picture. I move as freely as
possible, usually with bold gestures—-in keeping
with my emphasis on acts of nature.
The process immerses me in places, environments
and forms, and helps me know them better. The
innate and spontaneous compositional structures
model how I paint on canvas. As I document art
made over the years, I do not see a hierarchy between the drawings and paintings. I perceive the
former as sometimes presenting my most authentic and natural expression.
Although photos and drawings play an important
role in developing relationships with possible subject matter and compositions, I have found that I
must let them go once the preliminary structures
of a painting take shape. Usually, I will not look
at them at all when I begin to work—but they are
“familiars” in memory that inform my gestures.
Once the painting begins, even if it may appear
to directly represent a place or thing, I find that
it must take shape unto itself and as a result of
my reactions to what exists on the canvas. It is all
about the paint and gestures—making “the painting,” and not the thing or image to which I may be
initially responding.
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

The painting or drawing is neither me nor the
object of contemplation, but a new and autonomous life that takes shape in the space between
us—the medial realm of imaginative artistic expression with its countless contributing influences, the community of participants I described
above. It is my response to what I see, or to a situation in which I am living. (https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=feGmBrLI5J4) Here are two recent paintings that emerged from the process I
describe:
In addition to this body of work responding to
actual landscapes, I sustain the more completely
imaginal art that began in the 1980’s where I combine qualities of my current landscapes with the
figures I create.

Creating with Disturbing
Conditions
In closing, we should consider how difficult and
uncomfortable circumstances, especially now
during the pandemic of 2019–2021, align with
the idea of creating together with our immediate
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environments. Since I have been talking about
relationships with life-enhancing places where I
often experience beauty, it might be asked to what
extent I embrace or consider the inevitable chaos of life, menacing situations, fears, losses, and
angst, as partners in creation.
I believe that the dark and troubling places, the
viral and life-threatening forces, are integral to
nature. They make their contributions to change
and understanding. As Theodore Roethke wrote,
“In a dark time, the eye begins to see.” Artistic
expression does something life-affirming with
loss and destruction. New life emerges from the
crucible of the creative process. Disturbance fuels

transformative artistic expression—what I have
experienced as art alchemies. The way forward
may be far from fluid, and is more likely to be a
“groping,” as Rudolf Arnheim said to me in considering the transformative role of chaos, “for a
new, more complex sense of order” (R. Arnheim,
personal communication, September 11, 1994).
I am certainly not asking for these negative
things, but they happen. The most challenging
aspects of life may make the strongest case for an
ecological and nature-based approach to art and
healing, where the intelligences and unrelenting
adaptations of nature model and support how we
humans can act within it.
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Abstract. One of the pioneers and leaders of the eco-art movement, Newton Harrison, presents the Sensorium, a work of
art and of science that sets out to provide a whole systems visualization of the problems that the world ocean faces, as
well as potential solutions to these problems. The Sensorium is an immersive environment, a fully interactive 3-dimensional human-centered interface, where the floors, walls and even the ceiling act as “live” surfaces, connected to real
time data, information and modeling / simulation tools. It has a series of functions including education and holistic
decision making, as it allows people to interact directly with the ocean through the interface. Most significantly, Sensorium can operate as a generalized pre-emptive planning environment where oceanographic problems, mostly of human creation, can be seen and acted upon because their interconnectivity is understood at one glance and all together.
Key words: world ocean, life web, immersive environment, counterforce

Sensorium is both a work of art and of science
that sets out to synthesize the survival problems
that the world ocean faces in our emerging heat
shocked future. The work is designed by myself,
Newton Harrison, and emerges from the Center
for the Study of the Force Majeure, located at the
University of California, Santa Cruz. Personally,
I am grounded in the arts, the sciences, and have
been working for the past fifty years on systemic
environmental problems such as topsoil degeneration, planetary warming, atmospheric imbalance, forest and oceanic degeneration. Sensorium
is our most recent effort in addressing the ongoing degeneration of our world ocean’s life web. Attached to this written proposal/explanation is our
book entitled The Time of the Force Majeure: After
45 Years Counterforce is on the Horizon, written
by myself and my life partner Helen Mayer Harrison, now deceased. By way of history, our work
is acknowledged as foundational to the rapidly
growing eco-art movement, with our first global
warming work done in 1974. Sensorium is an example of what we mean by counterforce. Through
Sensorium, I am proposing a form of expression
that references the whole systems knowing that
our ancestors practiced as part of their everyday
survival mechanisms, which has now faded to a
whisper in modern western life.

© Ecopoiesis, 2021

I begin this commentary not in the present but
imagining myself as living a tribal life, one hundred thousand years ago, standing in the high
grasses not far from the open canopy forest from
which I emerge. The grasses are tall, but I can
see above them. A hundred yards away the tall
grasses wave in a manner that signals a large animal is present (a classic example of figure ground
perception). A tail is then seen and instantly the
image of a tiger comes to mind — as one of my
human visual talents is to create a whole from seeing or hearing only a part. If the wind is blowing
away from me, then I need not flee. If the wind
is blowing from me towards the tiger, then flight
takes over as the tiger would smell me. At the
same time, my personal sensorium is picking up
sound, wind, subtle changes taking place in many
different forms, while registering places to escape
and hide, all at once and all together. I am having a whole-systems fight or flight response to a
clear and present danger. The survival principle at
work is scanning, which led to this nearly instantaneous, un-rationalized and holistic response.
I believe that the potential for this kind of perception and survival response from the human
sensorium has been so reduced by modern life
that large system scanning and improvisational
response has ceased being an environmental
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Figure 1. The Sensorium general lay out. Please, see the 5 texts on top of the images presented at the footnotes

Figure 2. The Sensorium complete is in the round
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survival strategy in contributing to safety in everyday life.
Instead, this talent has devolved (with some notable exceptions) to what can be derived from
the computer screen experience. I believe that
this human loss is catastrophic for the life web
of the planet. This is because decision-making,
still mainly Cartesian in nature, is now made part
by part, in a fragmented, environmentally disassociated manner, which requires the world to
be viewed as a mechanism rather than a living,
changing system. This is typical for much present-day research and most modern people, who
no longer see and act on what is happening all
over and all at once, like our ancestors once did.
Even though the ancients’ historic perception was
local and ours in this very complex modern world
must become global, I believe our original capacity for whole systems scanning and response is
vital to our continued survival.
In the brain, cognitive science reveals that neurons devoted to visual processing number in the

hundreds of millions and take up almost fifty percent of cortex, as compared with eight percent
for touch and just three percent for hearing. This
indicates that retrieving and evolving our original scanning skills is necessary if we are to successfully respond to the problems operating in all
systems all at once due in good part to planetary
heat shock.
In response, we at the Force Majeure Center propose an intervention that is a digital expression
of how we, in modern world terms, can go about
reestablishing whole systems seeing, decisionmaking and above all action. The intention is to
bring whole systems scanning back as a part of
everyday experience, and to use this once common and natural practice both in scientific research and everyday life.
To this end, we are in the process of designing a
new kind of instrument that takes up the middle
ground between the telescope, which sees far and
the microscope, which sees near. The instrument
we have in mind sees in the now and is supported

Figure 3. Mississippi river basin
© Ecopoiesis, 2021
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by scientific research which demonstrates the
large proportion of our brains that is committed
to processing visual information. We tentatively
call this new instrument “Sensorium.”
We note that a great deal of restorative oceanic
work takes place in a one at a time, problem-solving, reflexive manner. Whether we are looking
at the loss of coral reefs, dead spots, heat pollution, fish farming pollution, acidification, rising
oceans or plastics removal (obviously, the total
list of problems is much longer).
In contrast, the immersive work we propose, by
combining art and science, opens up space of mind
for a new, useful-for-all kind of oceanic narrative
to emerge. We start with the concept of creating
a fully interactive 3-dimensional human centered
interface, where the floors, walls and even the
ceiling all act as “live” surfaces, connected to real
time data, information and modeling / simulation
tools. Building on and incorporating elements of
2D, 3D, VR and sophisticated audio tools, the goal
is to build an experience for the user that bring visual, audio and haptic experiences together in real
time. In this article we won’t describe the technology in depth but focus on the experience of the
user. The experience begins with an interactive,
programmable floor which is on a raised platform.
Sensorium requires a large space, an area of at least

1500–2000-square-feet. On the floor is a potentially ever-evolving world map with all the world’s
oceans delineated. Emerging from this digitally
expressive surface, the walker will encounter the
ever-changing locations of the principle ocean
stressors. For instance, if one is walking the ocean
close to Chile, one of the principle stressors would
be fish farming, particularly shrimp, the pollution from which has a negative impact on normal
oceanic ecosystems. In this case, a local solution
would be taking the polluted waters and pumping
them on land to a swamp-type wetland. This action would purify the polluted water sufficiently
so that when it returned to the ocean it would be
oxygenated and function as nourishment, rather
than generating hypoxic conditions.
In addition to presenting solutions to such local
problems, part of Sensorium’s purpose would be
to dramatically express the need for global ocean
governance that could enforce a whole system
rule of law. This global system of governance
would need to have the power to penalize polluters on a global scale and demand drastic changes
such as the invention of biodegradable plastics.
Sensorium would also holistically demonstrate
the profound benefits that would arise from a
regenerated ocean and, in the long-term, exceed
the costs required to bring about such changes.

Figure 4. Sensorium reveals a transoceanic pattern for wetland restoration
where every ship on the whole ocean is marked
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Moreover, visualizations that come out of Sensorium would illustrate what might be done about
ecological problems facing the world’s oceans,
what it might cost, and also what would be the
cost of not taking action.
In response to a certain question, a tsunami might
be projected onto the walls for a minute or two,
followed by another environmental catastrophe
and then another. Such emotive imagery might
be projected repeatedly on different walls at different times — but only as requested and within
the context of a large, oval, cathedral-like space.
Questions asked of Sensorium are responded to
visually, auditorily and with printed text. Sensorium is designed to present information comparatively. For instance, those who engage Sensorium
might choose to examine the overall death risk
facing the world ocean. Sensorium might suggest six factors which are destroying ocean life
simultaneously:
• Increase in atmospheric carbon
• Increase in oceanic acidity

• Decrease in the ocean’s ability to sequester
carbon, its capacity reduced mainly by increased acidity
• Decrease in production of oxygen both in
the atmosphere and oceanic waters
• Perturbations from extractions in virtually
all life support systems
• Dramatic cross oceanic ecosystem disruption through pollution, particularly
plastics.
What I am describing here is a first sketch for perhaps one of the most complex immersive systems
ever put in place. It has multiple functions — firstly, it educates and allows people to engage personally with the ocean. More significantly, Sensorium can function as a generalized pre-emptive
planning environment, where oceanographic
problems, mostly of human creation, can be seen
and acted upon because their interconnectivity is
understood all at once and all together. Of particular interest is how oceanic stressors interact with
one another, and where solutions can be sought

Figure 5. Mapping plastics pollution
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out that are not models or bits and pieces of larger
problems, but real-world, large systems solutions.
Furthermore, Sensorium can give details of the
local place of each oceanic problem, with poetry
in the language of the visual arts in tandem or
interacting with the language of science, always
with the life web as the instructional source. Sensorium may use poetic language, including metaphors, such as only a fool picks a fight with the
ocean or every place is the story of its own becoming, to communicate more deeply and holistically.
Accompanying this narrative is a 42” by 98”
sketch presenting how Sensorium works visually
(Figure 1). This image makes clear why we believe
Sensorium is of great potential importance. For
instance, the sketch image demonstrates a potential resolution for dead zones, which involves the
recreation of land-based wetland purification systems. What becomes visible, through Sensorium’s
unique way of presenting such ecological problems, is the multifaceted ecological value such
wetlands have world-wide, as they also function
as sanctuaries for birds and other, often endangered species. Sensorium is then asked, perhaps
by a different group, a question such as: how can
diverse types of pollution generated as waste from
ocean vessels be managed? The answer, stimulated by the newly visualized wetland pattern, is
to mandate wastewater from all shipping to be
introduced to these newly created wetlands. The
new wetlands work thus integrates the process of
purifying highly polluted water from ships, which
can then return to the ocean.
Sensorium is actually a form designed in consultation with the life web. Properly used, the oceanic sensorium can become the voice of the world
ocean. Sensorium works to make visible what is
happening in transoceanic waters at any place
and any time, always assuming programming
is up to date. Finally, in the attached Sensorium
sketches we reflect on the oceanic voice speaking
truth about its nurseries, its sanctuaries, its dead
zones and the endless infusion of plastics from
large to tiny. Acting on these four voices all at
once, from our position as artists, generates deep
empathy for the ocean, literally the mother of life
itself, which is endangered by our own actions.
The cathedral-like structure and presentation of
the images and information add emotive power
to Sensorium’s expressive and preemptive planning capacities.
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The intention of Sensorium is for the scientific,
governmental, cultural and industrial communities to be able to visualize the ocean as a whole
and to do so in each other’s presence. Sensorium
encourages holistic decision making about how
to connect disparate parts of the bigger picture
and ensure total oceanic well-being. Sensorium
is a whole systems visualization digital structure
that automatically generates transdisciplinary
outcomes. It tunes itself to whole systems seeing,
thinking and being, in this case with the world
ocean as beneficiary.

Footnotes
Text 1
SENSORIUM: THE BEGINNING.
A PARTIAL SKETCH
Sensorium is a space cathedral like sensibility
created to enable anyone
To generate and experience discourse with the
world ocean
Sensorium presents visually in scientific detail
complex oceanic life web threats
By revealing dead zones endless plastic input
with the distributed waste from ships
From fish farming and ocean netting creating
bottom dead spaces
Sensorium can give voice and image to both
oceanic and land-based pollution sources
Responsible for the degeneration of the oceanic
life web now experiencing extinctions
Sensorium permits multisystem scanning and
seeing simultaneously
Similar to the envisioning developed by our
ancestors to survive in their ecosystems
And become niches setting tribal life support
patterns in place for long term survival
Sensorium is speculative design work that manifests complex oceanic problems
All at once and all together often requiring transdisciplinary efforts by many
Sensorium’s visualizing system permits direct
work on multisystem problem resolution
For instance, sensorium envisions oceanic nurseries as a network that can call forth
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A transoceanic sanctuary pattern then envisioning revitalized dead zones transformed
While simultaneously revealing an unexpected
resolution to global shipping pollution
Simultaneously visualizing plastics and its elimination from the food chain
As fundamental to a healthy oceanic life web as
imperative
Sensorium has the power to express relationships not previously
Seeable therefore knowable thereby opening new
space of mind

Text 2
SENSORIUM: DEAD ZONES
TRANSFORMATION
Well-mapped dead zones over 450 in number
have formed at coastlines
With oxygen depletion from the overproduction
of algae as the death cause
Sensorium first maps the worst of places making
clear that
Most oceanic dead areas happen as a result of
land-based pollution
Often river inflow from agro-industrial waste
urban and industrial waste
Worst is the outfall from the 1.2-million-squaremile Mississippi drain basin
Pouring into the Gulf generating a 1000-milelong 7000-square-mile dead zone
Soon to be 8000-square-miles from the Mississippi outfall to the Galveston Bay Sensorium’s
visualizations make clear the need for landbased purification systems To be created on the
coastline between the Mississippi outfall and
Galveston Bay
Short-term solutions happen when saltwater
wetland swamps are created
With pumping systems invented to exchange
newly clean waters from the
Wetlands and polluted Gulf waters from the
dead zone newly reoxygenated
First become productive living zone or even a
candidate for sanctuary
Long-term solutions require all pollution sources
agro-farming in particular
Need resolution at their source of creation
Complex in solving but imperative in the doing
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Text 3
SENSORIUM: OCEAN NURSERIES AND
PATTERN RECOGNITION
Sensorium’s pattern visualization process makes
clear that oceanic nurseries
These diverse mothers of oceanic life are mostly
local places all calling for sanctuary
When nurseries the mangrove forests the
mouths of estuaries
Coral reefs estuarine wetlands swamps nursery
slicks and upwelling areas
In their entirety are conjoined and developed as
sanctuaries
Sensorium can then visualize a transoceanic life
support system
With protected nurseries acting to protect the
beginnings of most oceanic life
Collectively protecting nurseries makes for a
valuable new pattern discovery
Sensorium envisions conjoining a nursery sanctuary pattern with revitalized dead zones
Revealing a complex eco-regenerative transoceanic sanctuary pattern
This envisioning further indicates that an oceanic sanctuary pattern this complex
Wherein dead zones the worst of places and
nurseries the most endangered of places
Conjoins in an ongoing foundational source for
oceanic life webs continuing evolution
And with the beginning of life protected and
oceanic well-being guaranteed
The invisible beneficiary is land-based life including our own ability to continue

Text 4
SENSORIUM: EXPRESSES A GLOBAL
WETLAND PATTERN
Sensorium reveals a transoceanic pattern for
wetland restoration
If saltwater and brackish water wetland purification systems are created
Whose work is to receive and transform deoxygenated eutrophic waters
From the 450 land-adjacent dead zones then
exchanging them with healthy
Nutritious reoxygenated waters with dead zone
waters can be transformed
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Into the healthy biotope that existed before extreme extraction and pollution
Sensorium seeing a new global pattern of wetlands reveals alternative outcomes
Responding with a mapping of daily oceanic vessel presence in a shocking snapshot
Making clear a necessity that ships transfer waste
to wetlands nearest port of arrival
Thus, relieving the ocean from yet another intractable pollution assault
All costs borne by polluters the beneficiary the
world ocean’s life web
With recovering fish populations and extinction
reduction as outcomes
Sensorium continuing in transaction with multidisciplinary human explorers
Can make clear that only the overproduction of
fish populations can be the harvested
Envisioning the harvesting redundancy as preserving the system
Protects oceanic systems biota population balance to stay intact
And become the life web’s way of continuing
while serving human need
Then criminality is associated with overharvesting and pollution creation
And human behaviors that cause oceanic life
web degeneration

Text 5
SENSORIUM: PLASTICS AND THE
OCEAN’S LIFE WEB
Sensorium in the beginning of its development
responds to the question
What is the most dangerous single element infecting the life web?
Its response now held by many is that plastic
particularly micro bits

Negatively affects life that ingests it first in the
oceanic food chain
Then infecting land-based life particularly the
human food chain
So, sensorium visualizes this vast plastic infection from land-based manufacture
Infecting rivers oceans oceanic life and all who
consume oceanic life
Sensorium sees the Benioff Clean Ocean Currents Coalition
As the most comprehensive viable approach to
whole-systems plastic removal
Sensorium presents the coalition mapping
oceanwide as force full evidence
Coalition then choose 9 of 1000 rivers to install
massive plastic recovery systems
Their discovery is that 80 percent of plastic
pollution
Into oceans world-wide is transported by these 9
rivers
Plastic river capture removes plastic waste before
ocean entry a short-term solution
This coalition simultaneously engages in eco
politically land based long-term solutions
Calling for recyclable alternatives dealing with
plastic pollution on site
The beneficiaries are all oceanic and land-based
life particularly the human food chain
Sensorium visualizes the value of the reduction
of plastic production possible
Only when agreement is developed to leave coal
gas and oil in the ground
Sensorium’s search found no better whole-systems thinking and work safeguarding
Virtually all oceanic life in the doing then this
coalition’s work
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A REFLECTION ON RECONNECTING
WITH THE EARTH
Robin Rose Bennett
BA, Creative Writing, Founder of WiseWoman Healing Ways, 1986 —
Herbalist and Educator — Herbal Medicine and EarthSpirit teachings. Faculty
member at NY Open Center and ArborVitae School of Traditional Herbalism.
Author of Healing Magic — A Green Witch Guidebook to Conscious Living
and The Gift of Healing Herbs — Plant Medicines and Home Remedies for a
Vibrantly Healthy Life.
Abstract.This essay speaks to the reality of our invisible and visible interconnection with one another and all life on the
planet, with a focus on the plants and trees as healers who can awaken us to our authentic selves. It speaks to the necessity of reawakening our connection with the earth no matter where we live, city or country, to help us remember how
to attune to and trust our own senses. It is an exploration of the need to reweave experiential wisdom as found and felt
in our own bodies with our intellectual understandings, as this is liberating, builds confidence, and evokes joy which
is healing in and of itself.
Keywords: earth connection, reciprocity, physical senses, herbal medicine, plants as teachers, web of life

If I could sing the opening of this article, I would
start with a chant that I’ve spontaneously opened
or closed presentations with when I felt called to
do so:
We Are One
With The Soul
Of the Earth
Mother Earth
I love Earth — deeply, truly, fully.
Earth loves me — deeply, truly, fully.
The love she has for me is not monogamous.
She freely offers herself to anyone who is open
to receive her gifts. She requires no payment for
her love, yet responds to respect, gratitude, and
affection, like any beloved.
This is not anthropomorphizing. Earth is so far
beyond, so much more than just homo sapiens.
She is alive, breathing, flowing with movement,
birthing and dying in every moment. The earth is
comprised of billions of creatures revealing innumerably diverse layers of microscopic to macroscopic forms of life. She has been cast as less than
the living, sensate being that she is, but that is not
the truth of Gaia, the Earth. Viewing the earth as
inanimate has allowed human beings to steal her
body bit by bit, chunk by chunk, tree by tree, in

66

the name of industry and progress. It has allowed
people to foul and poison her air, water and land,
and greedily misuse her creative fire without regard for the mystery of interconnection, and certainly without gratitude and a sense of reciprocity.
And this reciprocity matters. I’ve observed over
thirty years of helping people reconnect with the
Earth physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually, as part of their studies of herbal medicine,
that rekindling the awareness of this living connection helps a person to reconnect with and liberate their own authentic self. As it says over the
doorway at the temple of Delphi, “Know thyself.”
And as Shakespeare reiterated, “To thine own self
be True.”
We know the truth of our individual and collective connection with the Earth and one another
innately, at a cellular level. But this connection
has to be felt to become knowledge. It needs to be
more than just a belief or an idea in our minds.
We need to experience the reality of it in our bodies. We are living in an evolutionary time, a bridge
time between where we have been and where we
are going. Perhaps most importantly, this time is
about choosing how we will approach the challenges facing us. We are being called to move from
relying solely on intellectual understanding to
remembering how to reincorporate experiential
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knowledge. When we embody something, we
know it for ourselves. As we have cut ourselves
off from the Earth, and from our interconnection
with all life, imagining ourselves above all that is
not human, or rather succumbing to the fantasy
that this is reality, we have also cut ourselves off
from our bodies. We’ve learned not to trust our
own senses, nor even to consult them. Thus, it is
much easier for us to become confused as we are
lied to, manipulated, and led to act against our
own best interests and those of our fellow creatures. Some even like to imagine that we can leave
the earth a mess and rocket off to find a new planet to inhabit and conquer. It is counter-productive
to indulge in this kind of immature thinking. We
need to grow, to become more like plants and
trees, our elders.
One of my indigenous teachers, Keewaydinoquay
taught that of all the Creatures of the Earth, plants
have remained truest to their original instructions
from Creator, which is to give of themselves generously for the benefit of all beings. And it is true
that plants and trees are healers for two-leggeds
(us), the four-leggeds, the winged and finned, and
of earth, water and air itself. We and the plants are

particularly interwoven within the great ocean of
air that we all breathe. We breathe out the carbon
dioxide that the plants and trees breathe in, and
we inhale the oxygen they exhale. How can we
not see our mutual responsibility? Why would we
deny the beauty of the relationships we can perceive with our own senses and what science has
revealed about the relational intelligence of the
green life on our planet?
I believe that many of us do see, but that we’ve become afraid to feel, terrified of the pain that will
ensue if we allow the armor around our hearts to
melt. And yet this is exactly what we must do in
order to become the fully human, sensate beings
we are meant to be. The Earth, along with the
cosmos we are all part of is a magnificent mirror
reflecting who and what we truly are, and what
we can and will become on the grandest scale. We
are physically composed of the same atoms as the
earth and the stars. We are literally as ancient as
the heavens. And though we are not all-powerful,
we are still responsible for our choices. We cannot
go backwards, but if we choose to reconnect with
the Earth we can learn, as spiritual teacher Ram
Dass famously wrote, how to Be Here Now, how

Figure 1. Early spring: Welcoming Trillium (Birthroots) in our community medicinal herb garden, created by Robin
and her local sustainability group, maintained by volunteers for over a decade. It is on a hilltop where three roads
meet, Robin nicknamed it: Education at the Crossroads.
© Ecopoiesis, 2021
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Figure 2. Women making herbal medicine: Three of Robin’s apprentices making herbal tinctures with fresh plants
they have just harvested from her gardens and wildcrafted from the land.

to perceive and feel in the present moment. The
Earth is always under your feet, even under pavement or asphalt, or when you are in an office suite
in a high-rise building.
It would be impossible to overstate the importance of plants and trees to the living ecology of
the earth. Through photosynthesis they provide
the very air that we breathe! Plants, both living
and dead, provide the primary food source for the
soil ecosystem. They hold and nourish the topsoil that provides the nutrients which enable us to
grow our food. They feed the animals, insects and
birds. Flowers bloom and provide nourishment
for an enormous variety of pollinators. Through
the natural magic of interwoven relationships on
this Earth, flowers transform to become more
food: from mangos to almonds, from peaches to
cacao/chocolate, to strawberries and on and on it
goes.
When I want to learn more about a local wild
plant, I don’t start with a book. I read later. I start
with sitting in silence and begin consciously exchanging breath with the plant. Sometimes I’ll
have a notebook or sketchbook nearby to record
my immediate impressions. This deceptively simple exercise is an excellent way to begin the experience of reuniting with nature, one plant or tree
at a time. If you approach a plant with an open
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mind and heart, you will be amazed at what you
may feel and what you can learn. It doesn’t require a hallucinogenic/entheogenic plant either.
Our most common plants, weeds such as plantain
(Plantago spp.), dandelions (Taraxacum spp.), and
wild mustards (Brassica spp.) can enlighten you
and change your life for the better. I’ve seen this
happen for people thousands of times over the
years, and it gives me hope. As I wrote in Healing
Magic, when I lived in NY City I’d sometimes go
to a tiny, mostly paved park next to my apartment
and put my feet on a little patch of soil under a
planted bush or tree. It seemed like it would be
woefully inadequate to be helpful, and yet it was
always calming and centering to do this.
When my parents were interred, not in the Earth,
but in a public mausoleum, choosing to have their
remains put into a crypt in a vault-like wall filled
with coffins and niches for urns, I was upset, horrified really. They did not want to give themselves
to the earth, not even in death. And yet, and yet…
One day a young filmmaker was accompanying
me in the woods, filming as I made offerings in
gratitude to the plants and trees of the forest as I
was gathering medicine. Later, when we sat down
for a cup of tea, she told me about an award-winning documentary she’d made not long before. It
had been a heart-wrenching experience for her as
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she filmed her father’s decline and ultimately his
death from AIDS. She shared that her grief was
made even worse when her father made the same
choice my parents had regarding his entombment.
I empathized with her disbelief and discomfort
over what to us was an inexplicable distrust and
distaste for the Earth who gives us everything. She
told me she’d been crying about it to her grandmother, who offered her the following piece of
healing wisdom: “Well, my dear, I don’t think you
should be so upset. That wall will go back to the
Earth eventually, too.” I gently slapped my forehead in recognition of this obvious truth. And I
felt immeasurably comforted by it.

expected nor known to look for as the plants
slowly but surely brought me home to Earth and
myself. Actually, beneficial side effects often occur
when a person takes an herbal infusion to help
with a particular challenge then discovers that it
supports them in some other way, too. A person
may be drinking hot elderflower tea to help with
a head cold when they suddenly notice that their
skin has grown clearer.
I have seen the evidence again and again —
regular use of plant medicines strengthens us
and our physical systems. Our bodies recognize
plant medicine at a cellular level, as well as at an
ancestral level. We evolved with them over millions of years. Our bodies recognize the form in
which plants deliver their nutrients to us and are
able to make thorough use of what they provide.
Reconnecting with the earth through the plants
and trees in the wild and in our gardens also helps
people open to the realization that what is most
mundane and commonplace in earthly reality,
namely life, death and rebirth, is pure magic.
I love Earth and Earth Loves me.
She loves us as part of herself.
Touch the Earth and remember who you are.
Don’t wait. You are stone and soil,
You are white birch and sea kelp.
You are part of this diverse community of life
that is constantly
Birthing, dying and being reborn. It supports
and nurtures you.
You belong within it.
What is good for the Earth is good for you.
What is good for you is good for the Earth.

Figure 3. Robin Rose communing with New England
aster before gathering the flowering stalks to dry for
medicinal teas.

When I first began to explore herbal medicine,
I was simply seeking to resolve some of my own
health challenges. Yet as I delved deeper, I also
benefited from many “side effects” that I hadn’t
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

I already had an intellectual grasp of the fact
that we are one in infinite forms because physics
fascinates me. I also had a spiritual sense of this
because I’d experienced it in moments of transcendent joy and deep heart openings that my
meditative practices had led me to. But those moments were not sustainable. They came and went,
like a rush from sugar, chocolate, or caffeine, albeit they were richer and more multidimensional.
They also enticed me to want to transcend my
physical life, to live in my head and soar through
the universe unfettered by all the messy challenges and limitations of being an incarnated human
being living on the earth.
In order to discover what was truly good for me,
and thus for the Earth, I needed to come down
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into the body I’d always kept myself at least somewhat disconnected from, whose vulnerability
I’d always been fearful of and for, especially as a
woman. Through exploration, sometimes brave,
sometimes timid, sometimes through pleasure
and sometimes through pain and illness, I learned
to feel the oneness and have my feet planted firmly
on the ground. To embody and experience both.
After thirty years of delving into this exploration,
it is no longer a question of believing, it is a way of
living. It is knowing. A belief is something separate from us … knowing is internal. It is something that is central and calming and that plants a
seed of peace within that is unshakeable no matter the circumstances. And yet, like a seed, it is
not static, but dynamic, pulsing with life force,
ready to grow.
Reconnecting with the Earth through plants,
plant medicine and earth spirit teachings has invited me into a daily experience of the joy of being alive in a body on our planet in a way that
I’d never experienced before, even with all my
devoted spiritual work. Of course, it also opens
me to deep grief over what we are doing to the
Earth and to each other. Grief over cruelty and
violence, grief over the level of suffering and loss

that seem to be necessary to wake our species up.
Of course, I feel anger, too, but I recognize that
anger is easier to bear than the feeling just underneath it, which is grief as deep as the ocean.
As I said earlier, many of us are afraid to feel our
grief. Our anger can feel terrifying, yet it can also
be empowering when used wisely. Our grief can
loom bottomless; if we dare to let go, we fear we
may never be able to resurface. We understandably seek self-protection, so perhaps it is safer to
stay numb. The truth, however, is that descending into grief deepens us, grows our compassion,
matures us as human beings, and opens us to rise
up in joy.
A young relative of mine whom I love very much
once shocked me when he said, “Why would I care
about them? I don’t know them.” He couldn’t fathom my concern, he felt disconnected because the
people who were in trouble were not his friends,
not his family. However, when the same young
man was with me and a group of herbal students
one day, he took me aside with a bemused smile
on his face, part delighted, part envious, and said,
“Robin, you green witches are so lucky! All you
have to do is go outside and wham! You’re happy!” He shook his head in wonder. Well. It may

Figure 4. Robin Rose’s apprentices learning to make flower essences from the cherry blossoms in the foreground.
They’d gathered the flowers earlier and put them in a bowl of fresh water to sit in the sun for several hours.
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not be quite that simple, but it always does help to
plant your feet on the earth and breathe fresh air
into your lungs. And aren’t we all standing on the
same ground, all breathing the same air?
You don’t have to be an herbalist or green witch to
experience this. What I see, over and over again,
is that when people reconnect with the earth,
whether they live in urban, suburban, rural or
remote, isolated areas, they come home to themselves. And it becomes easier to know without so
much effort or confusion who they are and what
they really want to do. This inevitably contributes
to the whole of life. When people awaken to their
gifts, they naturally desire to express and share
them. I see an enormous awakening of poetry,
painting, weaving, story-crafting and more in my
students, even ones who were not consciously
looking to express themselves artistically in those
ways. Liberating one’s authentic self is the best
creative response to our individual and collective
anger and grief. It is how we will be able to move
forward in a healthy way at this pivotal moment
in time. And in opening to ourselves, our hearts
inevitably open to others.
Everything depends on us joining our unique talents together in ways that will lead to the redesigning of our social and political institutions so
that they support all beings fairly and abundantly.
This is vital. The solutions already exist, whether
in the few remaining indigenous societies living
in harmony with their environments or via the
genuinely ingenious technological approaches
being implemented in pockets and experiments
everywhere today, technology that is based on
biomimicry, watching what Nature does and emulating her as closely as possible. We need to follow
her lead to reweave the tapestry of life, to resume
living on our Earth in a good way. We cannot supplant Nature. That is a fallacy. We cannot replicate
ocean water, nor compose another version of the
air we breathe. But we can and must learn to work
with and support nature, recognizing that like all
of Earth’s species, we are supported by the complex living systems that we belong to.
We are all part of one another, part of the living
web of life. We need to know this in our bones
if we are to survive the challenges we face amid
the evolutionary chaos of now. To heal ourselves
and bring that healing to our communities so as
to live in harmony, we need to return to the use of
our animal senses and bring them together with
our intellectual understandings. In the herbal
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world we call this organoleptic learning, learning
through our senses. Making connections based
on taste and smell, observing through sight and
touch. We are the only species on earth who has
forgotten how to do this. We may think it’s because we function on higher levels, but it is not
so. Or if it is, it is like functioning as if only the
upper floor of the house mattered, as if it will not
collapse if the deep foundation and stabilizing
ground level atrophy and rot from misuse.
If you will take the time to stand with your back
against two different species of trees where you
live, and especially if you are willing to return to
them again and again, you will find that you learn
different things from pine trees than from birch
trees or from great old oaks. They all “speak Tree”
but the variations are not just subtle, they are substantial and offer different teachings.
We belong to Nature and the Earth. Forgetting
this has made human beings physically, mentally and emotionally weakened and sick, and also
unbearably lonely. For me and for many others
the most profound side-effect of studying herbal
medicine is the discovery that we have kin everywhere, allies everywhere, seen and unseen. We
are at our most fragile and vulnerable, and become the most defensive and destructive when
we imagine ourselves to be alone and isolated. We
can continue to treat the earth in rapacious ways
that result in making each other and our kin ill,
killing ourselves off as we are doing, or we can
allow ourselves to know the truth. We are interdependent. Everyone matters. We can unite in creativity, compassion and connection to make each
other well and strong.
And this is happening, growing at the grassroots
level all around the world. We are joining hands
and hearts. Remembering we are in this together.
Separation is a mass delusion that leads to disaster and mass extinction. The Earth will ultimately
be fine with or without us, but in unity there is
healing, by gathering ourselves together in the
present, we will have a future.
We don’t need to be the same — any more than a
walrus needs to be a butterfly. But we do need to
slow down, to disconnect from our fast-paced distractions and go outside and touch the ground. It
is imperative that we feel our grief over our losses
and face our fears, especially our massive fear of
scarcity that is continuously stoked and manipulated to justify institutional greed and cruelty.
Astonishingly, although there is enough for all,
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many people have nothing. We sanction starvation, slavery, misery and death. We stifle our concern, close the doors to compassion, unwilling to
make room for it out of fear that it will hurt too
much or deprive us of what is ours. We keep ourselves in the dark — some are in sheer survival
mode at the same time as others are drowning
in distracting luxuries while toxic mountains of
plastic, electronic and chemical waste befoul our
land, air and water. But Earth is adaptable and so
are we. Now is the time to rise.
We need to take care of ourselves and tend to
each other’s well-being. We cannot continue to
deny our power and responsibility nor suppress
our grief over the harm we are causing. We must
face the losses we are suffering in our families and
throughout our increasingly polluted and abused
planet.
We need to participate in dismantling the edifices of domination and exclusion, especially if we
have been benefiting from them. The truth is they
are already self-destructing. Those perched at the
top are precariously hanging on to the rungs of a
teetering ladder that will inevitably fall. They are
holding on tightly to the power of the few over the
many, but this moment of authoritarianism and
dominion over the earth and her inhabitants will
not last. It is crumbling.

We the people are joining hands and hearts together. Awakening. We are many and they are
few. And in our unity there is empowerment.
When I have been in despair and asked the Earth
what she needs from me, what she needs from us,
I almost always receive a variation of the same response. Sing and dance. Gather together. Remember who you are and what brings you joy. The solutions are already here. Joy is medicine.
Consciousness is growing. Rising. Deepening. We
are remembering that we are all in this together,
along with the animals, the trees, the insects and
the rivers. Reconnecting with the earth brings this
to light and life, creates the undeniable, heartfelt
experience of belonging. Reconnect yourself to
the web of life that you may have temporarily forgotten you belong to. Let your heart lighten and
fill with joy, then your hands will reach out for
mine, and together we will walk, step by step, into
the next era of life. Some of us will be limping,
some of us will be dancing, but we will be nourished by our compassion and dedicated to healing what has been broken, celebrating the beauty,
reveling in freedom, and planting gardens to feed
everyone.
And so it will be. And so it is.
Blessed be.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH NEWTON HARRISON
Abstract. In this interview, one of the pioneers and leaders of the eco-art movement, Newton Harrison,
tells about the history of the emergence of this trend in contemporary art and its tasks at the present
stage of its development, about how art can influence public opinion and the position of authorities
and business regarding environmental issues. He considers the need for a union of art and science,
broad interdisciplinary cooperation in the interests of continuous development, the role of poetic expression and his most recent works as a “counterforce” to the ecological crisis.
Keywords: ecological art, eco-art movement, the Life Web

Brief note about the interviewee:
Newton Harrrison, 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). He 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.
The Harrisons’ concept of art embraces a breathtaking
range of disciplines. They are historians, diplomats, ecologists, investigators, emissaries and art activists. Their
work involves proposing solutions and involves not only
public discussion, but also community involvement and
extensive mapping and documentation of these proposals
in an art context. Past projects have focused on watershed
restoration, urban renewal, agriculture and forestry issues and urban ecologies. The Harrisons’ visionary projects have, on occasion, led to changes in governmental
policy and have expanded dialogue around previously
unexplored issues leading to practical implementations
variously in the United States and Europe. There is a large
body of literature on their work. They have exhibited
extensively in the United States and Europe, and been
awarded grants from the National Endowment for the
Arts, the European Union, the German, Dutch, French
and English Governments.

Alexander Kopytin (AK): You and Helen
were pioneers of environmental art and were
involved in your influential joint career together that lasted nearly half a century. You
made a serious impact on the contemporary
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policy and practice of environmental art.
You were among the first artists in the 1960s
to addressed the issues of environmental
protection, including the issues of climate
change, the extinction of biological species,
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pollution, renewable natural resources, and
you emphasized that they can no longer be
perceived as secondary and should instead
become central in everyday politics: in the
economy, in everyday life, in education,
etc. The field of environmental art has developed alongside an increasing awareness
of ecological issues and the rise of the environmental movement since the 1960s. Once
an area of interest for a relatively small
group of people, art that addresses environmental issues has in the last years become
part of the powerful artistic mainstream,
its forms and methods. How has the Harrisons’ art evolved since 60s? How would you
characterize the current situation in the environmental artistic milieu and your recent
projects aimed at building a new and more
continuous future?
Newton Harrison (NH): First to clarify timing,
in Helen’s and my first work together, where we
didn’t actually know we were collaborating, she
was an intelligent wife and academic helping a
husband academic. The work was a world map
of endangered and extinct species done for an
exhibition entitled Fur and Feathers by the Contemporary Crafts Museum. It took 4 months of

research and the assistance of 2 graduate students.
We were chosen to supply content and overview,
since we were known as looking at ecosystems
from which all the fur and feathers emerged.
We began thinking and doing this work in 1969
together and never changed and continued. My
foundational work separate from Helen was the
question, how does a cell grow, since I either began with the largest or the smallest in seeking
understanding. My very first work was The Birth
and Death of a Lily Cell and was first exhibited
in Howard Weise Gallery in, I believe, 1968. Our
Fur and Feathers piece was done in 1969. Helen
and I agreed to make a joint career combining our
diverse talents to do no work that did not benefit
the ecosystem that year. Our first few years work
together was to find out exactly what ecosystems
were. Now, 50 years later, looking at environmental art, most of the work looks to me as if many
artists are taking on local ecological problems
and raising the issues at community levels. It is
my opinion that our field needs to be trained in
how to read the Life Web itself. After all, it continually speaks to us. And in reading this Life Web,
we need to become obedient to its wishes. Its
principle wish, from my perspective or my understanding, is that we the human race would do best
to seek ways to join the Web, stop consuming it,
but rather become niches in the Life Web which

Figure 1. A Counterforce on the Horizon | Helen Mayer & Newton Harrison | TEDxSantaCruz, April, 2015.
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would then reinforce its evolution, but above all
its ability to continue. The consciousness in our
small group is that continuing becomes more difficult and dubious with our present civilization,
in which the leadership or the elite have committed to, on the one hand, growth and, on the
other, consuming the Life Web itself. This shockingly negative outcome is taken up by critics like
T.J. Demos, but the larger issues are avoided as,
in my judgement, over-attention and the majority
of resources, at least in our country, move toward
social justice funding and away from funding systems breakdown.
So, my characterization of the current situation
in the environmental artistic milieu is that we
are too little and too late in coming to the kind
of understanding and behavior that would let
all of life continue in an amiable, convivial, nurturant manner. Most disturbing is the increasing
ice melt and ocean rise, reduction of oxygen in
the atmosphere, disappearance of the world forest down to about 30%, topsoil distress due to
industrial agriculture (quite a few million miles
of this), deep oceanic stress, and accelerating extinctions. So much denial! All our work in the last
decade can be seen as counter-extinction work.
You have a number of the works. They begin with
Greenhouse Britain. We are attaching one of the
most recent, Apologia Mediterraneo. In this work
done last year, I ask and answer the question: Can
I stretch my empathy to include a small ocean?
The answer is, maybe. Then, when you look at the
other work Sensorium, if you blow the image up
big enough to read it, you will see that I’m now
closer to being able to stretch my empathy to deal
with the whole ocean. Would an oceanographer
ask such a question?

AK: Art possesses its own means of responding to the problems facing the planet. How
can art impact the environmental crisis?
Does it need a seat at the table where decisions are made? One of your most recent
works, The Force Majeure, is about that.
You and Helen used the exhibition format
in several ways, often in the sense of a town
meeting, always with the intention of seeing
your proposals move off the walls, land in
planning processes, and ultimately result in
interventions aimed towards social and environmental justice. So, you were mingling
with policymakers through being artists.
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Is it possible to artistically engage with
policуmakers and make them more sensitive to environmental issues through the
use of art? What is the difference between
problem approaches taken by the artist and
most other disciplines?
NH: Yes, I’d like to talk about the dramatic difference between problem approaches taken by the
artist and most other disciplines. The best way to
get at this in my and Helen’s work is opening our
book and engaging with the work entitled “Green
Heart Vision” which began in 1994 and concluded successfully in 2002. We were brought in by
the cultural council of South Holland, the Dutch
art government group—to see if we could save
the 1000 square kilometer center of the country
from a $230B development. This center of Holland was known as the Green Heart—it’s all in
the account we wrote in our book. The important
thing for the non-artist, for the scientist and social scientist, for the planner and the politician
is to grasp the artist’s way. This differs artist by
artist, but has in common freedom of expression,
freedom of research and freedom with improvisation. In fact, my career is not about research, it
is about search and discovery and taking immediate responsibility for that which is discovered.
The Dutch example suits well. For instance, in the
first couple pages you will read our public warning. It was published far and wide. In it, we were
able to condense into a two- to three-minute read
on the Urgency of the Moment (it works best read
aloud). The danger the country was facing, which
above all was the extraction of its whole history,
its early history, is the story of the formation of
a primitive kind of democracy where all had to
work together and agree to work to keep waters
pumping from the land to maintain itself below
sea level. To do this a large number of communities had to find agreement and act out this agreement collectively.
After presenting the text warning of the Urgency
of the Moment, we then make a map of the country printed backwards with 300,000 of the 600,000
houses proposed penciled in. It easily becomes
clear that the green heart of Holland will disappear from development, into a 600,000-house
city in which the city of Rotterdam is endangered.
Actually, the whole history of Dutch culture disappears. Disappearing are windmills, the ecology,
farming, 13 villages, and for what? Creating a city
that does not need to be built in the first place. It
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Figure 2. Artworks from Peninsula Europe: Part II and IV (2007–2008).
“To a very different world than we now inhabit
The greatest difficulty in this new beginning
Is not so much the research required
Or the science or the experimental design
In which concept and design can be tested in small patches
Rather it is overcoming the inertial properties
Embedded in the major cultural forces that define

Most human behavior toward our life-support systems
They are
Democracy and capitalism
Technocracy and some religions
For this level of experimentation to succeed
All must yield agency enforceable by law
To the lives that are not ourselves”
(A quote from the text accompanying the artworks)
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is proposed in the wrong-headed belief that the
best lands in the country have to be sacrificed in
order to handle population growth. We show that
the perception is wrong and that this kind of development can easily and fruitfully be accommodated within the open spaces around all the cities
that surround the Green Heart. We subscribe to
the notion that if you want to criticize a big plan,
come up with a better one, which we did, exhibited it, and finally our plan was accepted by Dutch
parliament. Can you imagine your local planner presenting a map of a region to be planned
printed backwards explaining to the planning
community that the concept itself is based upon
wrong-headed beliefs. Moreover, pointing out
resolution is easily at hand if you change how you
perceive your environment. This Green Heart of
Holland work is about a sharp change in perception and accepting the limitations this brings on,
as well as the opportunities. So, this is what I as
an artist come to the table with. These are the improvisational skills and vision designing skills, so
to speak, that I see often in sharp contrast to the
belief structures around me—but always done to
the advantage of the Life Web.
Put most simply, I as an artist am unafraid to offend. I as an artist feel compelled to improvise
much the way my other companion species do.
I improvise my existence as best I can with the
material at hand. The intention is to the improve
that which is around me. The materials at hand
in Holland were based on their planning group’s
misperception of their countryside and the
stresses that it faced. So, the image sequence can
be understood as follows. We send a warning in
a text entitled, On the Urgency of the Moment.
We print the Dutch map backwards. Everybody
then can see the Green Heart is broken up into
parts, Rotterdam endangered, and the history of
the country lost. We are then asked if our map is
backwards by the Dutch, who are quite blunt and
annoyed with us for embarrassing them. What
then is forward? Image 3 explains what we mean
by forward. This image makes clear how to save
the green heart, how to save the country’s history,
how to increase the biodiversity, save the farming,
and 13 villages which collectively are the deep expression of Dutch life. A later image drawn by our
landscape architect student shows how you can
disburse 600,000 houses easily, fruitfully, even to
the benefit of immigrants, and at the same time
preserve the integrity of Holland’s green heart.
Ultimately, our intention was to create and secure
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in the culture a new nurturant narrative that
would permit and indeed encourage the Green
heart of Holland continuing to be itself.
Moreover, we believe that our thinking and seeing approaches being both revolutionary and revelatory. We find that our work over time tends
to bring to pass unintended consequences. For
instance, in Holland, rather than making a biodiversity ring, the Dutch accepted our general
principles then redesigned our work in part.
They discovered that biodiversity would be more
advantaged if their major rivers were widened.
Then flood control would be improved, and biodiversity at the edges would be do far better work
than our biodiversity ring. But designing the ring
encouraged the Dutch to do it more effectively
with their concept, which was much more open
and improvisatory than ours. I must say, it was
a pleasure to see the Dutch improve our plan in
this way, while at the same time making our original boundary around the Green Heart the law of
the land. This meant you couldn’t develop beyond
our line unless it was for small, intimate family
reasons. I go into all this detail because so much
of the sciences deny passion, and seek to minimize risk-taking, therefore shrinking their capacity to deal with the scale of the problems we face.
Actually, the positions we took in text and image
could as well been used by the Dutch to dismiss
us.
I conclude with some comments on science itself. I find in most of my work a need to refer to
scientific discovery as subject matter—much of
which I agree with and some of which I do not
agree with—I get my confidence to do this from
an attitude I developed in the early 70s where the
sciences were concerned. And that is, if the science I needed did not exist, I could and would do
it myself. Hence, if you look at the seventh piece
in Survival Series, it is about how we decoded the
mating behavior of a south east Asian crab. We
did so in open competition—we were told—with
60 other scientists, some of whom objected to
non-scientists getting such a grant. To give you
an example, John Isaacs, one of the sub-directors
of the Scripps Institute of Oceanography, and
I were friends. He literally commanded us to
go for a sea grant because he explained that the
17K we used to decode the mating behavior of
our crab was like 6 or 7% of the 300K they spent
trying to decode the mating behavior of the lobster, and we were successful and they were not.
Their standard scientific behavior was to begin by
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dismembering the lobster to see how it worked. I
remember thinking to myself, “Well, how about
asking them to put it back together so we too
could see how it worked?” Instead, I asked an entirely different question which had nothing to do
with how a crab worked physically, but much to
do with its environment. Helen and I set out to
make an environment that crabs would be happy
to mate in. We had no notion that we would cut
up some poor crab to see how it might go about
the business of mating. Of course, I had some
specialized information. I understood that crabs
mated in small ponds four paces by five paces and
waist-high, therefore we felt comfortable to mate
them in. The other thing we artists do is we ask
questions differently. I remember one of the great
Bauhaus problems, I taught it many times. it was
in two parts. Make a light thing look heavy. Make
a heavy thing look light. My position on that, and
many artists do the same, is to turn their work
upside down to continually give ourselves new
perspectives on what we were doing. I did not notice the other lobster folks turning their lobsters
upside down or making a lobster feel comfortable
enough to mate. Please note that the crab finally
turns up to be a central figure in a major work of
art titled, Lagoon Cycle. Thus, the scientific experiment leads to a complex narrative that turns out
to be a 160-foot long mural, now in the possession of the Centre Pompidou as part of the French
National collection.

AK: My perception is that you have a longstanding and extraordinary grasp of strategies of multidisciplinary collaboration, that
your work together with Helen was driven
by a deep understanding and respect for
ecological systems and fueled by great empathy for the Earth. Works such as The Serpentine Lattice or The Force Majeure posit
that unless artists, scientists, industry and
government begin creating working environmental projects together which actively
acknowledge our future needs in light of our
current environmental issues, habitable environments that can sustain future generations of life may not exist. Do you believe
that artists must have a firm grasp upon a
number of various disciplines in order to intelligently and effectively engage large-scale
projects that can make a difference in artistic, environmental, economic, and other
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

social systems that determine the fate of the
many living creatures upon which our existence depends?
NH: Such a nice question. So easy to answer.
My answer to your question is: Yes! My earlier
responses may make clear why I say this. At the
end of your elaborate question, it is true that we
introduced the idea of sustainability. It is also true
however that by the 80s we were in disagreement
with sustainability. To sustain something in a particular state, given the laws of indeterminacy, is a
physical impossibility. And the term “sustainability” has been hijacked by the growth of good people saying that grow itself is sustainable. I consider this a form of madness. Our real discourse has
to be about continuing and what we are doing to
permit ourselves to continue. And what must we
discontinue in order for life to continue? Could
we be talking about leaving all the fossil fuels in
the ground? Could we be talking about our new
energy abundance being the sun? And the careful
nurturing of photosynthesis? Don’t you think the
physicists should be biologically educated? Don}
t you think politicians should understand the
fundamental laws of the conservation of energy?
Particularly since our systems of consumption are
producing entropy in big systems? Many of which
are—to use MIT talk—entering perturbation in
preparation for collapse.

AK: I know that you often use poetic language
in your environmental art projects. What do you
think about the power of poetic gesture in your
work? Can a very simple poetic gesture have an
effect on policy? You once said that poetry avoids
planning language, science language, all those
kinds of languages, so that if somebody reads our
work carefully, they can understand.
NH: The answer to your question is: Yes. The examples exist in the Sava River work, in the Pacific
Northwest text, and the Holland work. You might
read “The Urgency of the Moment,” which affected the planners considerably in Holland.
AK: Why is the act of artistic/poetic expression
important? Do you think that poetic expression is
written not only to be understood, but also read
out loud, so that it’s not just the written word but
also the spoken word that is very important? Why
do you think so?
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Figure 3. Works from the book, Tibet is the High Ground (2008–2012).
“The research of Chinese glaciologists
As well as those from India appears to be right
And more than 80 percent of the glaciers in Tibet
And surrounding areas
Will disappear in the next 35 years
As the temperatures rise
Six degrees Celsius or more
Thus, producing conditions of
Flood and drought negatively affecting
The Salween, Mekong, Hwang Ho
Brahmaputra, Yangtze, Ganges
And Indus River systems
That nourish both the ecosystems

And the well-being of those living within them
The Force Majeure
Will work to the disadvantage
Of about one-sixth of the earth’s population
All those who live in these seven drain basins
That constitute so much of continental Asia
The countries of China, Burma, Laos, Cambodia,
South Vietnam, India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan
Will need to put aside
Differences of culture, governance
Race, religion, and legal systems
In order to create a counterforce
At virtually continental scale”
(A quote from the text accompanying the artworks)
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NH: I am influenced—and Helen was, too—by
the work of the ancient bards, particularly in Ireland and Scotland. In those times, nothing was
written down, everything was an oral tradition.
The poets in their poetry were policymakers and
were listened to by the leadership and policymakers of those countries. So, we took lessons from
them as well as Heraclitus, Socrates, the Noble
Eight-Fold Path of the Buddha, with a little help
from Gandhi. Our work is meant to be read but
often does best as a performance where Helen
and I did alternate reading. If you go to our book
and review Lagoon Cycle you will find much of it
is written by both of us and you can understand
this by looking at the difference in our handwriting—mine being a little bit awkward and Helen’s
being elegant. When others read the work, we tell
them, let the male voice speak the words that are
written awkwardly, let the female voice read the
words that are written elegantly. Where influencing policymakers is concerned, the last works in
our poem Urgency of the Moment did the work
for us and affected the planners considerably. You
might quote this.

AK: Your book, The Time of the Force Majeure. After 45 Years Counterforce is on the
Horizon, actually does offers a 21st-century
manifesto. Could you please comment on
the key points of this manifesto?
NH: I chose not to comment on the key points.
The manifesto is meant to be read and thought
about and acted upon. It is literally a call to action. Without this call and many others like it,
we appear to be traveling the road to our own
destruction. I actually believe our most recent
works on the Mediterranean, the Sensorium, and
the work on Peninsula Europe are all about what
we mean by the term “counterforce.” However,
the counterforces that we have put on the table
are weak forces.

Stephen K. Levine: Can you say a little
about “Helen the Town”?
NH: It starts with the Swedes — a Swedish art
group inviting us to Stockholm to help them add
something to the greening of the harbor. So, we
said, well, that’s a big notion, let’s go look. We
spend a week looking there and find out that in
the main they are building as many apartments
as they can and going a little green, but it’s greenwashing. We wrote them a letter and said no,
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we’ve met your planners, we’ve seen it and this
is not enough, you need to begin again. “Helen’s
Town” is our beginning again. We wrote a brief
thing on why we wouldn’t do it and then wrote
“Helen’s Town” and said we want to do this. It
didn’t work out there, our presentation maybe
wasn’t clear enough. It’s gone through re-writings
to become simpler, clearer and more humble.
I took our rejection and difficulties as useful criticism, once I got past my exasperation and recreated it. Sometimes criticism that comes at you is
not what it appears to be — it’s about what they
are not saying, and you need to pay attention to
what is not being said. “Helen’s Town” says what
they are — when the heat rises, the trees die and
maybe new trees come. What you can grow for
your food changes. What grasses and flowers
grow in the meadows that would nourish cattle
and the like. We propose that Helen’s Town begin
with a series of botanists living in a small community and starting to grow the future of farming,
herding, over-story in a forest, the understory in
a forest, and as such you would have six or seven
simultaneous experiments that collectively take a
look at what your environment can grow and produce and enhance biodiversity, on the one hand,
and human development, on the other, and utterly defeat capitalism.
What does that mean? Capitalism is very skilled
and it will utterly defeat itself. Not because of
some Marxist theory where the proletariat rise —
we’ve got rid of the proletariat — there is only
the very rich, the rich, the starving. The laws of
conservation of energy are being turned upside
down, and they don’t work when they are turned
upside down.
We can keep business as usual, doing what all us
Americans are trying to do. The best of us, who I
find boring, are trying to make the environment
a little belter, do a little less damage, so that we
can continue making money. They don’t want to
hurt the environment as much as we are. But I
believe we are done for. We need a whole new discipline — belief analysis. How much does a belief
cost? The cost of the belief …

SKL: What does the new form of belief
require?
NH: It’s too simple to believe for most people…
All species overproduce for survival reasons. Produce a million eggs, only a hundred will develop,
a natural phenomenon that causes growth. If we
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harvest redundancy appropriately, we will assist
in the health of ecosystems. For instance, if I have
1000 hectare of forest and I harvest on a 200-year
basis. I only cut 20 hectare of trees any given year,
so I harvest from different places, then biodiversity happens,
I as a human being can take that redundancy for
my own benefit — I’ll take only the redundancy
and only take in such a way that the forest improves. Otherwise I do not pull out the tree. And
that’s the rule. That’s the wealth of our future: in
nurturing the web of life and harvesting the excess
to our benefit for trade and making sure that the
harvest improves or at least sustains the systems.
Right now, our harvest eats up the system. That’s
my answer to capitalism. My second answer is if
we don’t do it, we’re dead.

Thanks for these questions.

AK: It was our pleasure to talk to you.
Interviewers:
Alexander Kopytin
Doctor of Medical Sciences, Professor,
Department of Psychology,
St. Petersburg Academy of Postgraduate
Pedagogical Education
(St. Petersburg, Russian Federation)
Stephen K. Levine
Ph.D., D.S.Sc, REAT, Professor Emeritus, York
University (Toronto, Canada), Founding Dean
of the Doctoral Program in Expressive Arts at
The European Graduate School (Switzerland)
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ECO-SOPHIA: AN INTERVIEW WITH WOLFGANG
SCHIRMACHER
Abstract. In this interview Wolfgang Schirmacher presents a philosophical understanding of the modern human attitude to environmental issues from the point of view of Heidegger’s thinking and other
philosophical trends of the 20th century. The contradictory nature of human being is indicated, striving to harmonize their co-existence with the living environment, the natural world and, at the same
time, creating an artificial environment based on the development of technologies. The concept of
eco-sophia is used by the author as a way of explaining and possibly overcoming this contradiction.
Keywords: eco-sophia, ethics, human being, humanism, technology

Brief note about the interviewee:
Wolfgang Schirmacher is a philosopher of technology. He is
currently a professor of philosophy and the philosophy of technology, as well as the Arthur Schopenhauer Chair, at The European Graduate School / EGS. In 1998, Schirmacher founded
the Media and Communications division of The EGS (renamed
the Division of Philosophy, Art & Critical Thought). He was
the founding dean of the Media and Communications division
until 2006 and program director until 2015. He is the author
of two books that take their cues from where the late Heidegger
left off: Technik und Gelassenheit (Technology and Gelassenheit,
1983) and Ereignis Technik (The Event of Technology, 1990).
Heavily influenced by Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Heidegger,
Schirmacher has coined the interrelated concepts of the homo
generator and life techniques, as well as offered his own highly
affirmative interpretation of the notion of artificial life.
Perhaps the most central concept of Wolfgang Schirmacher’s
philosophy is homo generator. It intends to replace the notions
of homo sapiens, homo faber, or homo creator, which, in his perspective, have become irrelevant with the advent of advanced
technology. It no longer suffices to see humans as bearers of
knowledge or as making and creating things in a deterministic
fashion. What homo generator does is joyfully create worlds in
which he or she engages openings for new futures toward which
he or she bears responsibility.
His writing is infused with the affirmation of all life and all that
is worth living for. He believes that the experience of life offers the perspective that allows us to examine the world through
theory. However art and play, not theory, are the privileged
practices to engage with the world.

Alexander Kopytin (AK): In some of
your philosophical works, you raise issues
of ecology, and, it seems to me, you indicate a pessimistic view of the possibility of
any fundamental revision of the positions
of modern humankind in its relationship
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

with the living environment. Do you really
think that it is probably too late to hope that
humanity will abandon the dominant consumeristic attitude towards nature and assume certain self-restraints?
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Wolfgang Schirmacher (WS): Technology is our
mode of living, yet today we are living, against our
will, a death-carrying technology, one whose decisive characteristic is that it is theoretically as flawless as it is comprehensive. This does not mean it is
immune to criticism. Worse than that, this death
technology produces even its own counterpart
without the slightest difficulty. Heidegger convincingly demonstrated that this counter-project
remains dependent upon the foundation it strives
to leave. It then follows that alternative thinking
springs from the source of familiar metaphysics.
Herbert Marcuse, probably Heidegger’s best student, responded to the unavoidable fact that alternatives possess no reality of their own with the
call for a “great refusal”—a seemingly helpless gesture, but one whose inner truth has yet to be surpassed. And Adorno’s philosophical achievement
lies above all in refusing to accept any reconciliation in this irreconcilable society that is “false to
the very core.” A final example: “…through willful
non-willing life, technology demands a transformation shattering all reason and cutting into the
flesh”—this was my argument at the end of Technik und Gelassenheit, a study taking its cue from
Heidegger’s later works.
What does this mean? It reveals nothing less than
the self-deception of our present efforts whose
“small steps” we register with such satisfaction.
The much-discussed “new start” is only a game,
and death remains its director, now as ever. The
“way back to nature,” ecologically secured and
now longed for by many as a new ethical alternative to the values of the times, is the wrong path.
For the changed behavior and new values which
now look to acknowledge us as “embedded in nature” are subject to a double fallacy. For one thing,
this nature-friendly attitude owes its possibilities
to an advanced technology alone, to the “objective
status of the productive resources” (Karl Marx),
which made scarcity, as a basic concept, obsolete. It is too late to make peace with nature, for
this nature no longer exists—it has become landscape, our artificial product, not even the outermost reaches of the Amazon have been spared.
For another (and here the implications are even
more trenchant), the desire for a return to nature
skips over modern technology and with it the human individual as he is. This remains true even
when clearly “gentle” technologies, those protective of nature, are demanded exclusively. The idea
of nature underlying such intentions is directed
against the technology we must, after all, live.
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Technology is not to be used, but lived. With the
guiding concept of “ecology,” we want to eliminate the difficulty into which we got ourselves
by taking economy as our standard of measure.
But in this way, according to Heidegger, we risk
the greatest danger of once again failing, perhaps
decisively, the essence of the human individual
and his dwelling on earth, the original meaning
of which is “ethics.” “Good intentions” hopelessly
entangled in metaphysics and attempting to guide
us today simply make the necessary self-criticism
more difficult.

AK: Do you think that the idea of the human beings as a part of nature, that is, as a
creature that, although it has unique abilities for intelligent activity and the creation
of an artificial habitat, but has common
ontological foundations with the Earth’s
ecosphere, is groundless? Are the hopes for
the strengthening of “ecological identity” in
a person (in accordance with the concept of
deep ecology by Arne Ness) nothing more
than naive and false hopes?
WS: In the present world situation, it is highly
misleading, nevertheless true, to say (contrary
to all pretense and ideology) that our oikos (as
it is called in Greek)— the house of human existence—cannot be understood by regarding the
human individual as a natural being, and the logos which claims this lie to us. Ecology, then, is
the wrong answer to the right question: How do
we live? Man is not the dilettante among creatures, wanting in ability and therefore satisfied in
all things. The “professionalization of our global
behavior and relations” occurring as instrumental technology and thus only in perverted form,
reveals the core of our existence: We are the artificial beings by nature. The human individual lives
in accord with the cosmic home as a worldly-wise
technician, and not as a nature-happy dreamer!
Learning from nature, finding natural ways of life,
an ethics of partnership between human beings
and nature—these are hopes necessarily betrayed.
For we ourselves are the ones who suddenly take
nature’s standpoint so as to sneak a legitimation
which can never be ours. We may strive for such
an identification with nature, the phenomenon
of the whole, but as individual beings our claim
is insupportable. Hegel called such immediacy
plain “terror.” But is it not in fact possible, many
might object, to learn quite a number of things
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from nature? The integration into the biotope, the
alternation of tensing and relaxing, the feedback
process, to name only a few elements of a possible
anthropology of technology. But does this withstand a critical inquiry? Who is really learning
here—is it not that pursuant and shrewd subject
of metaphysics who sees and hears what he wants
to hear and see?

AK: What possibilities, in your opinion,
does humanity have to reconcile its existence with what can be called a “natural
given”? Since you are to some extent an adherent of eco-sophia, can I assume that an
ethical relationship of human beings to the
natural world is still possible.
WS: We human beings cannot, however, resolve
not to be subject any longer. From our eating habits to information satellites, our actions would
still testify against us. For this reason, Heidegger’s
radical criticism of subjectivity (a principal part
of his thinking) remains as theoretically influential as it does inconsequential in practice. Even
with an ecological ethics, we still remain interested in ourselves: our “concern” (Sorge) is in no way
for “Being itself,” as would be proper for the human individual existing as “openness for Being”
to overcome Being, according to Heidegger. And
so, the attempts to discover the other, the “wild
one in us,” are marked by an unyielding ambiguity. But what remains true is reviving the stifled
senses and awakening those never discovered in
us, and training our poetic sensibility which we
systematically spoil and shatter in daily life. If
we should succeed in this, at least to some small
extent, we would then “feel” differently and experience a person seemingly worlds apart from
that suspicious subjectivity. Everyone is capable
of developing an “aesthetic self.” By rejecting the
habitual blocking out of the aesthetic perspective
of the whole, and by admitting the inherited thinskinnedness of our species, we free ourselves from
the prison of our perception in which our fear of
the unknown causes us to live. We hold out bravely in openness, trust unconcealment, we are poets
of life, and we would not be “entirely different individuals” only in our daydreams if, yes, if only it
were not for the technological world “disturbing”
so violently and threateningly. To want to “switch
off ” this technology (at least occasionally) or to
press it into our service, as we are unflaggingly led
to believe possible, is a futile labor of love. That
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

which disturbs and is also increasingly destroying
our human world indicates (even if only negatively) how the human individual really lives, as well
as what his ethics should be like.
We must accept this negative indication, whether
or not it fits our customary notion of humanism. Eco-Sophia is wisdom, not knowledge, and
as concrete intuition it precedes the division of
theory and practice. Taking the road of science—
and be it the new science of ecology—would still
only lead us to the relation between man and nature and to a deontic ethics. But this would present a deteriorated version of the human being and
merely proves itself organically, not humanely.
Our biological structure tells us nothing about
our humanity.
Eco-Sophia takes seriously that which is concealed, the nascent human being, still, and perhaps always, in concealedness. Moments of true
humanness burst forth suddenly, briefly. This
“flashing” (Aufblitzen) in the aesthetic experience
as in the ethical process of fulfilling cannot be accommodated in a one-dimensional determination, in a definition of the human being, that is,
which includes only the obvious about us or what
has been cleverly raised to a conscious level. On
a metaphysical scale, that aspect of the humane
life form that does not impose itself does not have
anything human about it. This is true for the divine poet as well as for those devices by which we
make a bare living. And that which is ecosophically of the greatest significance is then scorned as
a tool and mere means to the preservation of life.
Language and cities alike can speak of this from
bitter experience!
How reluctant we really are to part with the traditional image of man, despite our pretense at being severe critics of subjectivity, is proven by our
fierce resistance when computers and robots are
called “flesh of our flesh.”
Ironically, this resistance intensifies the closer
the cybernetic machines come to approximating those human characteristics which we have
reserved for ourselves alone: thought, imagination, learning from mistakes. But by the advent
of the fifth generation of computers at the latest, a
generation which, despite independent programming, will actually still represent the computer
stone age, by this time the game of hide-and-seek
will end. For here will emerge, without a doubt, a
new form of human intelligence: as “artificial intelligence,” it will be as natural as breathing from a
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certain stage of evolution on. Within the confines
of metaphysics, how human beings live appears
distorted as a symbiosis of man and cybernetic
machine.

AK: What could be the new ethics of human relations with the living environment
today?
WS: If ethics is to have a sense today, it must mean
a guide to action which will keep us alive. For this
reason, all those constructs which sound good in
theory but are of no use in the practice of the technological world have already been rejected. Kant’s
categorical imperative comes under this heading,
as do the newest drafts of an ecological ethics, for
they follow the logic of the human individual as
a “privileged” being, one distinguished above all
from nature, although they should resist precisely
this presumption. The truth of a phenomenon
remains true even in its distortion, throughout a
false expression of its trueness. And so as perverse
as it may seem to be in metaphysical categories, it
nevertheless appears true that the basis of a humane ethics beyond anthropocentrism is beginning to emerge in the symbiosis of man and cybernetic machine. Understood ecosophically, the
Ereignis Technik, the disclosure of appropriation
of technology through which technology comes
into its own, is this symbiosis; it is our attainment
of maturity, which enables us to live the cosmic
form of life befitting us. Indeed, there is precious
little of this to be seen in the Frankenstein reality
of instrumental technology whose best artificial
intelligence merely simulates atomic wars. The
new, potential technicians would rather pursue
biodynamic agriculture and celebrate archaic
rites in wood and stone.
The “New Age” disciples manage though to live
quite comfortably in the niches of the old age!
Their “No” to the present and “Yes” to the future
is not without willfulness, violence, for even in
resistance it is bound to the metaphysical way
of life and its principle of reality. Nowhere is the
absence of Eco-Sophia felt more painfully than
in the fruitless opposition of the alternative culture to the most modern technologies. And yet,
a genetic technician with the inner attitude of a
Francis of Assisi (to give an example not at all eccentric) would never be in danger of committing
acts in any way monstrously degenerate.
The “step back” through metaphysics, following
Heidegger’s thinking, in no way leads to a “Being”
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renovated by temporality. For the “danger” which
threatens to destroy us is one of Being itself. Not
surprisingly, this insight of Heidegger’s is suppressed more often than not. At the end of “The
Danger,” Heidegger says: in the “entrapping” of
modern technology “Being itself (seyn) pursues
its own essence (wesen) with the oblivion of this
essence”: rarely in the history of philosophy has
this been said so harshly. A new destining, a sending forth of Being, if it were possible and if it were
called “self-referential structure” (Heinrich Rombach) would not escape the fatal pull of an imposing, willful process. “Fourfold thinking” and the
finite disclosure of appropriation which shapes
our life would actually remain a philosophical
glass bead game if the disclosing in the fourfold
were not also “inscribed” in the cybernetic machines. For these are—perhaps more clearly than
their more primitive predecessors—the beginning of differentiated responses to the humane
life situation and not merely makeshift solutions.
As mad as it sounds, the military-industrial complex holds the intellectual reserves of humankind,
and in the destructive instrumental technology
lies our life technology. The once unimaginably
complex web of our actions and sufferings can become our own through various techniques which
know no rift in theory and practice, through a
simultaneous understanding and integration, for
the diversity of masks and fashions alters nothing
in the finite disclosure of appropriation of human
beings. The “biocybernetic network” (Frederic
Vester) is certainly never strong enough for reality, not strong enough to capture its sense, but for
us it may suffice in discovering whether our life
technology keeps its promises.

AK: Can humanity have hope, and what
can be the justification for human existence?
WS: What status do such deliberations have; how
real are they? Are we not dealing with mere superficial post-metaphysical dreams which make
concrete action more difficult? A test of reality
would actually have to have devastating results.
No technician of today would agree to surrendering his instruments; he will concede only their
improvement. No society, no matter how democratic it purports to be, will do without sociotechnological thought control. The political systems are at irreconcilable odds with one another
and bristling with arms; there is no lack of “small
wars.” The sovereignty of states, this disastrous
counterpart to the subjectivity of the individual,
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is defended more jealously than ever. The Third
World has fallen desperately ill with ecological
problems but is capable of little more than aggressive begging, thereby dying of hunger at the
end of the outstretched arms of the industrialized
nations. A world government is nowhere in sight,
whereby the question remains open whether this
would be truly desirable.
As long as there are states, there will be no true
knowledge about the human individual, for we
are keeping ourselves concealed and fear the
sanctions of the rulers. Our private life is a defense technology necessary against the crude
political technology—the state! The ignorance of
the essential questions of our time has increased
despite, or perhaps precisely because of, the flood
of information. The overinformed citizen now
chooses the assumed security of traditional solutions but will still only gain an ever more apparent ungovernability in public matters. But institutions and artifacts are long-lived; the walls will
still be standing and the advertising billboards
will still be legible when there is no longer anyone alive who knows their meaning. Does only a
negative ethics remain for Eco-Sophia, does it rest
with this bearer of wisdom to teach us as a species to die and to issue the death certificate for humankind with the exact date to be filled in later?
The situation is hopeless, but this is our conception. This does not claim that the idea of
our imagining with all its consequences is easily abandoned, or even could be. For Arthur
Schopenhauer, this was an irrevocable part of
the condition humaine. But it is just as true (and

Schopenhauer did concede this for the lifestyle
of the saint) that each new generation is capable of radically changing the conditions of human life. Never has this been simpler and more
obvious than in the technological world, where
the headlong rush to change the end of our desire for security is proclaimed—against our will
perhaps, but in accordance with our life technology. Basic technologies which are as “natural” as
breathing for us grant unrequested security, and
thus allow us those “turnings,” up against which
no signature of any age, no matter how distinct,
can remain recognizable. The leap without a net,
the renunciation of substance, the ease of thought
are metaphors of the artist’s existence, foretold us
by Friedrich Nietzsche in Zarathustra. What once
only the mystics dared and what had to destroy
them will become common practice in the technological world. Zarathustra’s brothers and sisters
are the dancing technician, the joyful saint, the
anarchic ethicist. They leave no stone standing,
and so we finally begin to live as human beings—
but without being aware of it! The art of living humanely depends on imperceptibility as well as impermanence. The ethics of Eco-sophia is an event
prior to our knowledge of it.

Interviewer:
Kopytin Alexander
Doctor of Medical Sciences, Professor,
Department of Psychology,
St. Petersburg Academy of Postgraduate
Pedagogical Education
(St. Petersburg, Russian Federation)
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AN INTERVIEW WITH REGINALDO BOCKHORNI*
* reprinted with permission from the journal CEAT, Creative Arts in Education and
Therapy: Eastern and Western Perspectives, (2019), 5(2), 105–108 http://caet.
inspirees.com/caetojsjournals/index.php/caet/article/view/192
Abstract. In this interview, Reginaldo Bockhorni, an Ikebana professor at the Ikenobo School, shares his personal and
professional experiences with ikebana. He explains how art and medical science cross over and benefit each other
through his creative endeavors, how ikebana transformed his emotional world and influenced his identity and outlook.
Keywords: life, ikebana, art, nature, flowers, Ikenobo school

Brief note about the interviewee:
Reginaldo Bockhorni is a Professor graduate in Ikebana
Floral Art Ikenobo at Kyoto. He is president of Ikenobo
Zürich Study Group and gives classes in Holland and Switzerland. He is also Master Advanced Nurse Practitioner in
Neurology (Parkinson and Multiple Sclerosis).

Tony Zhou (TZ): You were born in Brazil
and later on trained as a neurological specialist in Parkinson’s disease. All this sounds
quite far removed from ikebana. What attracted you to this route? How do you think
art and medical science intersect and benefit each other? Do you feel there is a specific
link between ikebana and neuroscience?
Reginaldo Bockhorni (RB): Brazil has a large
Japanese community, and in my family, there are
some Japanese influences. Ikebana is very wellknown in Brazilian society, and I have always
been interested in learning this art. It came into
my life as a hobby and has turned into a profession. I believe what attracted me most in this art
was the respect for life and nature. Ikebana means
bringing flowers to life. It requires patience and
perseverance and can also be very relaxing. I remember practicing ikebana after an intense day
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of work would help me to calm down. I believe
that when your eyes are focused on something so
beautiful, it makes you feel positive and relaxed.
It can sometimes be so emotionally beautiful that
flowers, leaves, and branches can offer you this.
By training, I am a specialist in the treatment of
neurological-chronic diseases (Parkinson’s/Multiple Sclerosis) and have worked in a hospital setting for over 15 years. Hospital care is about life
and death, about treating diseases and keeping
people alive. The disease areas that I was working
in are chronic diseases, meaning that the medical community has not yet succeeded in finding
a cure. People affected by these diseases will need
care for the rest of their lives. We do our utmost
best to provide the patients with the best possible
treatment and care, to keep them alive for as long
as possible. Respect for life is what unites everyone working in health care. Without it, you cannot work in this area. I believe the same is true for
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ikebana. If there is one parallel between the two
worlds, it is the respect for life.

TZ: Looking back on your own path in life
and profession, you have moved around a
lot. Was there any special reason that mobilized you? How did ikebana help you deal
with all these changes?
RB: My life’s journey has brought me from Brazil to Europe, and in Europe to various countries.
While studies and work have been the reasons for
moving, ikebana has always been with me. And
it has changed me. I feel calmer, I have a lot of
patience to listen and to teach. I can express more
feelings through ikebana than before. When practicing ikebana, you will sometimes spend hours
working on an arrangement. Whether alone or in
a group, you will be the only one working on your
arrangement, and this means that you will be on
a personal journey until you have completed it.
During this journey, you will be confronted with
your thoughts, related or unrelated to the arrangement you are working on. Your mind will wander
off; you will need to focus; you will have to learn
to control your internal conversation. This will
bring you closer to your feelings and will help you
recognize them and allow them in. When I decided to move to Switzerland along with my partner
one and a half years ago, I knew I would start all
over again: new friends, new students, and new
challenges. Thanks to years of ikebana practice,
instead of feelings of uncertainty and fear, I was
calm, with feelings of curiousness and anticipation. Because ikebana is like that too. Every day,
you have new material to learn to use in a creative
way. And no matter where I am, I can always fall
back on ikebana.

TZ: How did ikebana transform your emotional world and influence your identity
and perception of the world?
RB: Ikebana itself is another world. When you
visit an ikebana exhibit, you notice that all people
leave with a smile on their face and become very
relaxed. I think it is because while practising ikebana you live in a world of beauty, in a world of
the pursuit of perfection, where there is no visual
pollution. Ikebana fills your eyes and your mind
with beautiful things.

TZ: Ikebana, as a creative and elegant form
of art, seems to carry the Yin quality. How
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Photo: Reginaldo Bockhorni at work

do you, as a male medical professional and
ikebana teacher, perceive and interpret this
art?
RB: Until the 18th century, ikebana was solely
for men. Women were only allowed to assist and
clean. Nowadays, all the professors in Japan are
men, but most students and practitioners are
women. Personally, I think it is very special to
see fragile flowers in the hands of men; I think
men can be very creative. When we make a very
big arrangement, we see that for men it is much
easier to cut, nail, and carry heavy branches. I also
see that men have a greater perspective of asymmetry or symmetry when they need to measure,
compare, and calculate the space of large arrangements. At the same time, women are incredibly
important for ikebana, and the daughter of the
current Headmaster of Ikenobo School will become the future Headmaster.
TZ: How does Ikebana help you to understand
different layers of relation: self-others-nature/
universe?
RB: I believe in three different layers: flora, fauna, and the human. Trying to understand plants,
animals, and humans for me is already an art. I
believe we can learn from each other, and there
must also be respect for each other. The most
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interesting for me is that where there are flowers,
there are people.

TZ: What are the biggest challenges and
crises human beings are facing at this moment? How can you, as an ikebana professor, contribute to the advancement of human understanding and evolution via your
artistic practice?
RB: Due to the modernization and digitization of
our society, people have less contact with nature.
There is less time to appreciate trees, plants, and
flowers. Most young people today cannot name
five different flowers or know where a pineapple
or fig comes from. There is much talk about the
environment, conservation, and care, but when
did you last plant a tree, plant, or flower? When do

you take the time to enjoy a flower at home? Ikebana ensures closer contact with branches, leaves,
and flowers. Practicing ikebana, you develop patience and creativity and express your feelings to
improve beauty through your arrangement.

Interviewer:
Tony Y. Zhou, PhD,
is the director of Inspirees Institute (China/
Netherlands). He is also the founder and
executive editor of CAET. He was trained as
a biomedical scientist and later on received
training in dance/movement therapy and is the
first certified movement analyst in mainland
China. He cofounded the International
Association of Creative Arts Somatic
Education in 2019.
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INTERVIEW WITH OLGA EZOVA-DENISOVA
Abstract. Olga Ezova-Denisova, an artist from Yekaterinburg, gave an interview to Ecopoiesis, in which
she talks about her work and its connection with nature as a source of inspiration and beauty. She
shares her experience of communication with the natural world and its knowledge through art and
about the role of art, particularly illustration, in changing people’s attitudes to the living environment.
Keywords: art, beauty, forest, nature, creativity

Brief information about the artist
Olga Yezova-Denisova is an author and artist from Yekaterinburg. Her work includes printing (linocut,
stencil, monotype) and collage using paper, fabric or embroidery. Olga makes art books and illustrations, turning to the nature closest to home for inspiration and aesthetic exploration.

Olga Yezova-Denisova. Foto by Asya Freiya
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Figure: 1. The process of working on the illustration for the book “Season of Hats” | collage | 2018

Alexandra Dvornikova (AD): Olya,
please tell us how your career as an artist
began. What major turning points can you
highlight?

2012. On the course, I got acquainted with various art techniques, learned how to handle collage,
what linocut is, and it was after this course that I
started the work that I am doing today.

Olga Yezova-Denisova (OE-D): My journey began in 2010. I began doing needlework, sewing
toys, and making simple craft inspired by ideas I
found on the internet, and copying the works of
other artists. My work felt like it was lacking ‘fire’,
and I was tormented by doubts and inner searchings. Then Anatol gave me a token for an art
therapy workshop, where we collaged our future
using magazine clippings, painted with gouache.
My neighbor saw my work and asked me if I was
a designer. I said no, and she told me she thought
I had talent. Her words really hit me, I believed
what she said. In class, I liked collage. I tried it
myself at home, but something wasn’t working. Then I saw an announcement for an intensive course in illustration at the British School of
Design in Moscow and I went. This was January

AD: Can we talk a little about your childhood and in particular about the formation
of your attitude to nature? How did you
grow up, what did you like, what do you
remember most vividly? Is your creativity
related to childhood experiences?
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OE-D: I first ‘met’ with nature when picking
mushrooms and berries as a child. I remember
my dad’s tips on where to look for redhead mushrooms. I remember how my grandma and I would
look for boletus in a young pine forest, and how I
picked bilberries. I remember the lake where my
grandfather went fishing. I remember my parents
returning from picking cranberries, in boots up
to their ears and with huge baskets. In general, I
remember my childhood as a difficult time. I was

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2021. Volume 2 (1). ISSN 2713–184x

© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Interview with Olga Ezova-Denisova

an introverted child and this was contrary to what
was expected of me. I vividly remember the moments when my mother would persuade me to
take a walk with other children. I just wanted to
stay at home and make things from plasticine. I
loved being at home and sculpting.
I would say that the first years of my work were
associated with childhood experience. The focus
was directed somewhere in the past and I drew
inspiration from there, reproducing images and
memories. For example, there was a series of engravings “In the summer in the village” about
holidays with my grandmother and grandfather.
Now the focus has shifted, my work has become
simpler. I explore beauty, collect beauty, and create beauty around me.

AD: What role do you think art plays in
shaping the relationship between mankind
and nature?
OE-D: One aspect is educational. The more I
learn about the forest, the facts, the details, the
more interesting it becomes to me, the more I see,
and the more I see beauty.

AD: You spend a lot of time in the natural
environment. What kind of experience is
this for you? Why is it important?

OE-D: The forest is beautiful, and everything is
perfection and beauty to the smallest detail. In
the context of creativity, the forest is a source of
material for me. I like to learn new things and
find something unusual.
This season I first met plant called forest orchid
(Neottia nidus-avis). It is non-photosynthetic
orchid, devoid of chlorophyll and similar to a
mushroom in its methods of feeding. This orchid
resembles a Monotropa genus (commonly known
as a ghost pipe), they are similar in appearance. I
found another plant on the bog, Chamaedaphne,
which is very similar to Ledum.
You would not notice the difference when it’s
not flowering, but here the flowers are different.
I learned something new and next season I am
going to look for marsh flowers and take a closer
look at the blueberry bushes — maybe I could
find a swamp willow (Salix myrtilloides). I am interested in collecting such details, drawing, writing them down and then transforming them into
artwork.

AD: What challenges and difficulties do
you find in your creative process?
OE-D: The biggest difficulty for me is working
to order. I’m worried and tense, I feel insecure,
even if the task feels like it really suits me and I

Figure: 2. “Summer in the Countryside” | linocut | 2015 year
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Figure: 3. Spread from Olya’s forest diary | mixed media | 2020

Figure: 4. Fragment of work | linocut | 2020
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know exactly how to do it beautifully. As a result,
the work does not bring me satisfaction, I am not
happy with the result and feel depressed. I like to
do my own projects and sell them in the form of
illustrations, printed graphics, books and other
things. It almost always works and the result is
satisfying.
There are also some technical difficulties that occur in my creative process. For example, mistakes
are very important for my work; my process is
based on them. I do something and then at the
climax of making the work I find a mistake. Recently, I was working on an edition of the book
“Herbarium and Birds”, and halfway through
I realized that I had made a mistake with the
method of gluing the cover on and this allowed
me to come up with a new method. But some of
the books had already been finished using the
original method, and as a result, for several days I
was crushed and feeling annoyed that not all the
books were equally beautiful.

AD: Are there any similarities between
the natural processes that you observe in
the forest and the creative process that you
experience?
OE-D: Yes, for example, cyclicality. In the creative
process, I experience an awakening to activity,

phases of active movement and the formation
of the fruit of labor, then slowing down, calming
down, and after a while the cycle repeats, like in
nature.

AD: Please tell us about your relationship
with bilberries. You have devoted a fairly
large amount of your creativity to them.
OE-D: Bilberry bushes are places that attract a lot
of attention in the forest. Near my house there is
a forest and a bilberry meadow all in narrow little
paths. On the one hand, I like the vegetation of
bilberry fields and bilberry bushes. I like to see
how the color of the berries and leaves changes,
to collect a herbarium from openwork or unusual
leaves. I like to notice new details in what seems
to be so familiar. On the other hand, the bilberry
branches beautiful and adorns any work. And
thirdly there is an emotional element: for me, the
bilberries are a symbol of safety, the forest, my
mum and dad.

AD: In your opinion, can art save the
world? And if so, how exactly?
OE-D: I believe that I can change my own and
someone else’s perception of the world around
through my art. I have a small simple book with
forest notes, as illustrations I made monotypes

Figure: 5. Spread from the book “Herbarium and Birds” | artist’s book, self-published | 2020
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Figure: 6. Spread from Olya’s forest diary | mixed media | 2020
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Figure: 7. Spread from the book “Herbarium and Birds” | artist’s book, self-published | 2020

with plants and the herbarium. While I was working on the book, I felt warm and happy, and then
I shared it on the Internet, other people felt warm
and joyful in their souls. Probably I can do something like this, applying warmth and joy to the
soul.

About the interviewer:
Dvornikova Alexandra
self-employed artist and art-therapist
(St. Petersburg, Russian Federation)

Note:
Olga’s works can be seen on her website ezovadenisova.ru
And on Instagram https://www.instagram.
com/ezovadenisova/
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CONFERENCE REVIEW: «ECOLOGICAL/EARTH-BASED
ARTS THERAPIES: INTERNATIONAL AND MULTICULTURAL PERSPECTIVES»
On the eighth and ninth of August, 2020, the conference “Environmental art therapy: international
and multicultural perspectives” was held online,
reflecting the increasing importance of environmental issues for the creative/expressive arts
therapies and their growing connections to the
ecological movement, ecotherapy, ecopsychology,
ecological education, and environmental art.
Ecological arts therapies represent an emerging
therapeutic approach which is based on a new
understanding of the role of the arts in supporting
public and environmental health and establishing
more harmonious relationships between humans
and nature. These forms of therapy belong to an
established group of mental health professions
or specialized therapeutic approaches, such as
art therapy, music therapy, dramatherapy, dancemovement therapy and expressive arts therapy.
The ecological arts therapies are supported by scientific approaches such as environmental science,
ecopsychology and ecophilosophy and demonstrate a new perspective on our understanding of
the therapeutic role of human bonding and interaction with nature.
The spectrum of expressive mediums used to
provide creative outlets for responses to the environment in ecological arts therapies is broad and
includes visual art, drama, rituals, music, dance,
movement, and creative writing, as well as practices that integrate the expressive arts and interactions with animals and plants, wilderness journeys,
and contemplative presence in nature. Ecological/
nature-assisted or earth-based arts therapies together with ecotherapy, environmental philosophy,
environmental education and the contemporary
environmental arts support the emerging eco-human approach and the growing field of constructive innovations that can be applied in education,
medicine, and the wider social context in order to
counteract the environmental crisis and enable a
more harmonious co-evolution of human beings
and the more-than-human world.
It appears that ecological / earth-based arts therapies are more than just a set of innovative creative
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activities and ideas that can be implemented in
the already established expressive/creative arts
therapies. Instead, the ecological arts therapies
represent a new set of empirical forms of therapeutic and health-promoting work that are supported by a constellation of theoretical ideas
which have a certain distinctive quality.
Although more arts therapists are now paying attention to the therapeutic potential of interaction
with different types of environments, in particular through engagement with the natural environment and environmental issues, until recently,
ecological/nature-assisted or earth-based arts
therapies had not been consistently represented
academically or sufficiently established as a separate field. This conference represents the first arts
therapy conference specifically dedicated to ecological arts therapies.
One of the goals of the conference was to bring
together specialists from various countries who
use creative/expressive environmental activities in medicine, education and social work with
the aim of improving human and environmental health and well-being, and supporting environmental education (education for sustainable
development). The organizers of the conference
hoped that the integration of international participants would support intercultural dialogue,
demonstrate the ecological foundations of traditional world cultures and healing practices and,
thereby, allow participants to see the foundations
for the ecological arts therapies that already exist
in different regions of the planet that are built on
the specificities of local cultures and ecosystems.
Over the past two decades, a large body of research
has emerged that supports the diverse therapeutic
and preventive effects of human interactions with
the natural environment. This was due, first of all,
to ecopsychological research and the formation
of a theoretical basis for ecopsychology, which allows us to now consider it a scientific field with a
solid evidence base.
Another major factor in the development of
the ecological arts therapies is the ecological
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movement, which has grown in response to the
negative consequences of human activity on the
planet and which aims not only to change the
forms of ecologically damaging economic activity and the unsustainable use of natural resources,
but also to develop environmental consciousness
and promote sustainable living. It is evident that
ecological problems at regional and global scales
cannot be solved only by implementing environmental protection measures and appropriate laws,
but also require a change in people’s relationship
to the natural environment from anthropocentric
to eco-centric or nature-centric.
The arts can be assigned a special role in the
formation of environmental consciousness and
changing peoples’ attitude to nature. They can become a factor in the formation of an eco-centric
or nature-centered environmental consciousness,
which is an alternative to the more familiar anthropocentric ecological consciousness, which
prioritizes the interests of human beings in their
relationship with nature and determines their
consumerist position in regard to the natural environment and natural resources.
The development of ecological arts and arts therapies brings with it an expansion of the range of
forms of creative expression, incorporating the
use of natural environments and objects (often
also perceived as subjects), and artistic and aesthetic perception of natural environments. This
approach also allows for a combination of visual
and other creative environmental activities with
different forms of ecotherapy, horticultural therapy, animal-assisted therapy, wilderness therapy
and so on.
The broad spectrum of topics covered during the
conference was as follows:
• Ecopsychology, deep ecology and ecological, Earth-based arts therapies.
• The impact of the environmental movement on the development of the arts
therapies.
• Social justice in ecological arts therapies.
• Contemporary arts therapies and environmental aesthetics, environmental art and
eco-art.
• Eastern and Western cultural traditions
and their perspectives on environmental
issues.
• Ecological, Earth-based arts therapies in
medicine, education, and society.
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

• Ecological, Earth-based arts therapies with
children and adolescents.
• Ecological, Earth-based arts therapies with
families and communities.
• Ecological, Earth-based arts therapies and
perinatal psychology.
• Ecological, Earth-based arts therapies and
geriatric psychology — working with the
elderly.
• Ecological, Earth-based arts therapies and
stress-related, post-traumatic disorders.
• Ecological, Earth-based arts therapies in
the treatment and prevention of somatic
diseases and psychosomatic disorders.
• Ecological foundations of traditional cultures and healing/shamanic practices.
• The use of environmental arts therapies
and arts pedagogy for environmental education and the development of environmental awareness.
• Environmental arts therapies and ecopsychology, the psychology of environmental
consciousness.
• Environmental art therapy, music therapy,
drama therapy, dance & movement therapy, expressive arts therapy, and creative/
therapeutic writing.
• Digital technologies and media (photography, video, etc.) in the practice of environmental arts therapies.
• Climate change and its impact on the practice of arts therapies.
• COVID-19 and its impact on the human
and natural world.
• Integration of arts therapies and animalassisted therapy, horticultural therapy and
other forms of ecotherapy.
• Zero and reduced waste art therapy.
• The therapeutic environment in ecological
arts therapies; new concepts and models of
the therapeutic environment.
Organizers and partners of the conference:
• The National Association for the Development of Art Therapy Science and Practice “Art Therapy Association” (Russian
Federation)
• “Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice,” web-based journal
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• The Laboratory of Ecopsychology of Development and Psychodidactics, The Psychological Institute of the Russian Academy of Education (Moscow)
• The
European
Graduate
School
(Switzerland)
• Pratt Institute, Creative Arts Therapy Department (New York)
• The California College of the Arts, The Architectural Ecologies Lab (San Francisco,
USA)
• Ecologia Youth Trust (Scotland)
• Florida State University (USA)
• International School of Art Therapy
(Russia)
• Institute of Practical Psychology “Imaton”
(Russia)
• Expressive Arts Therapy Association (RF)
• Association of Dance and Movement Therapy (Moscow, RF)
• Portal “Medical Psychology in Russia”
(Yaroslavl, RF)
The conference was attended by about a hundred
specialists in the fields of arts therapies, psychology, psychotherapy, education, fine art, design, and
by undergraduate and graduate students, many of
whom are mastering or already using environmental expressive arts as a means to relate to the
natural environment.
The first day of the conference on August 8th consisted of four keynote speeches, nine workshops
that took place concurrently in three groups. Seven reports and three practical seminars were led
by international experts on the second day of the
conference, August 9th.
Opening the conference, Shaun McNiff, author
of “Imagination in Action: Secrets for Unleashing Creative Expression”; “Trust the Process: An
Artist’s Guide to Letting Go; Art Heals”; “Art
as Medicine; Integrating the Arts in Therapy”;
“Art-Based Research; Art as Research” and other
books, who has had a seminal influence in the
fields of creativity, the arts and healing, art-based
research, and is a professor at Lesley University,
wholeheartedly supported the conference and
recognized it as “the most important contribution to the future of arts therapy.” He stated that
the arts therapies need a new paradigm based
on a new depth psychology of nature and a new
depth psychology of art, that is, psychology that
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is in harmony with nature. According to McNiff,
“... the central idea of this conference is the recognition of nature as a participant in all situations
in which we are involved as artists, psychotherapists and individuals. And this is possible everywhere — in nature and on the streets of cities, in
the studio, even in the most difficult situations,
and not only in the middle of beautiful natural
landscapes,” allowing us to create together with
nature and thereby bring the healing capacity of
creative self-expression into everyday life.
The keynote speakers outlined the main subject
of ecological/nature-assisted/earth-based arts
therapies in multi-disciplinary and multi-cultural
contexts and their connections to ecophilosophy,
ecopsychology, ecological education and the arts.
The speakers represented Russia (A.I. Kopytin
and S.V. Alekseev), the United States (L.K. Roberts and K. Falier) and Canada (S. K. Levine),
and due to their different professional (medicine,
psychology, pedagogy, philosophy, literature, design and architecture) and cultural backgrounds,
established a broad multidisciplinary and multicultural perspective for understanding ecological
arts therapies.
In his paper “Ecological arts therapies and paradigm change: what arts therapists can do in the
face of new global challenges” Alexander Kopytin, Professor in the Department of Psychology
at St. Petersburg Academy of Postgraduate Pedagogical Education, Chair of Russian Art Therapy
Association, and a Founding Executive Editor of
the “Ecopoiesis: Eco-human theory and practice”
journal, explored the role of ecological/earthbased arts therapies in the current situation of
ecological crisis. He examined the key presumptions and theoretical foundations of these arts
therapies as a branch of contemporary ecotherapy. He considered the ecological arts therapies
from the perspective of the eco-human multidisciplinary approach — defining the human being in relation to the living environment, seeking
to reveal one’s own subjectivity and to shape the
world in order to fulfill one’s needs and safeguard
the well-being of the environment. He highlighted the role of the arts in the process of paradigm
change, in the development of environmental
awareness and values, and in moving towards the
goals of sustainable development.
Stephen K. Levine, PhD, Emeritus Professor
at York University (Toronto), Founding Dean
of the Doctoral Program in the Arts, Health,
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and Society Division of the European Graduate
School (Switzerland), Founder of the International Expressive Arts Association (IEATA) and
The Create Institute in Toronto, Editor-in-Chief
of “Ecopoiesis: Eco-human theory and practice”
journal, presented a paper “The way of poiesis:
Ecopoiesis, wu-wei and non-violence.” In his
search for the answer to the question “What principles should guide environmental action?” he
explored the Taoist concept of wu-wei, or nonaction, as a fundamental method for the remediation which is required by the depredations of the
Anthropocene. He explained that wu-wei does
not imply passivity but rather a non-violent approach to otherness which respects the integrity
of the other. Such an approach also characterizes
poiesis, a way of making or creating that responds
to what is given by developing its intrinsic possibilities. Wu-wei, poiesis and nonviolence are
presented as an alternative to the “rape of nature”
that characterizes the Anthropocene. He also explored parallels between different models of the
relationship between the therapist and the client,
and the individual and nature.
A joint presentation, “Ecopoesis as praxis (in
these times). How we hear now: Sound, language,
and environment” was then made by Leslie Carol Roberts, author, essayist, and journalist, who
leads the MFA Writing program and is a faculty
member at the Architectural Ecologies Lab at
California College of the Arts (San Francisco), as
well as being the author of “Here Is Where I Walk:
Episodes from a Life in the Forest” and “The Entire Earth and Sky: Views on Antarctica” and
Christopher Falliers, Associate Professor and faculty member at the Architectural Ecologies Lab at
the California College of the Arts.
“How We Hear Now” is a participatory, collective
artwork presented by The ECOPOESIS Project,
an initiative led by the Architectural Ecologies
Lab and MFA in Writing program at the California College of the Arts. The project was initiated
in the early weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic in
lieu of the spring 2020 ECOPOESIS symposium/
workshop gathering. “How We Hear Now” invited participants to engage with audible changes in
their environments—to record and transmit how,
as humans moved into isolation, nonhuman ecologies grew noticeably more audible during the
COVID–19 pandemic’s shelter-in-place orders.
Each participant constructed a sound recording
of their environment on April 22, 2020, the fiftieth
anniversary of the first Earth Day, and provided a
© Ecopoiesis, 2021

description of ecological or cultural factors. The
audio recordings and environmental descriptions
are compiled into a layered stream of sound and
text, a visual and aural landscape of ecological observations collected during this unique time. The
individual contributions were melded together
with a visualization of seismic data collected on
April 22, representing the concurrent geological
sound occurring at a planetary scale.
The last keynote of the day was “The eco-human
approach in education and therapy” presented by
Sergey Alekseyev, Professor and Head of the Department of Environmental Education, Safety and
Human Health of the St.-Petersburg Academy of
Postgraduate Pedagogical Education, Professor of
the Department of Life Safety Training Methodology, Russian State Pedagogical University named
after A.I. Herzen; president of the public organization “Federation of Environmental Education
of St. Petersburg”, and a member of the Problem
Council on Environmental Education at the Russian Academy of Education. He characterized the
eco-human approach in the context of global sociocultural challenges and considered the problem of integrating ecology, medicine (therapy),
psychology, pedagogy and the arts, with the aim
of forming the educational ecosystem of the future. His keynote further explored what is required to implement the principles of such an integrative approach and how these diverse spheres
of knowledge may complement one another in
the development of eco-human education. In
particular, the connection between arts therapies
and arts pedagogy and their potential for educational practice was considered. Additionally, the
paper outlined promising areas for integration of
the natural and human sciences in the formation
of ecological culture of the 21st century.
Nine master classes, which then took place three
at a time, included presentations of theoretical
foundations and elements of practical work related to various types of environmentally oriented
activities within ecological arts therapies. At several workshops, various possibilities for art making using different natural materials — plants,
clay, sand, stones and others, or as a result of using nature-based stimuli, such as photographs,
paintings and videos, were discussed and demonstrated. This was evident in the master classes of
Victoria Yaroslavova “The use of landscape painting in online art therapy: the landscape of parentchild relations in the context of separation”, Alexandra Dvornikova, “Aesthetics of the herbarium.
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What can plants tell about us? “, Lilia Sharafieva,
“ Natural landscape as a meeting place with oneself and significant others “, Varvara Sidorova, “
Poetry of stones: nature-assisted therapy with expressive arts “, and Inna Ivzhenko, “ Mandala of
the seasons of body and soul.”
The use of the multi-modal expressive arts approach, particularly involving the use of movement and dance, poetry and narrative activity,
musical expression and voice work was demonstrated in the workshops of Gracelynn ChungYan Lau, “The earth of my body, the water of my
blood: decolonization of our essence “, Alexandra
Kirillova, “ Breath of nature. Observing and celebrating cyclical changes in nature in the context
of therapeutic voice practices “, and Lyudmila
Lebedeva” Model of an online eco-art therapy
session: Projective stimuli and natural resource
supports.”
Olga Ornata’s master class, “Land art: Opportunities for environmental art therapy”, discussed
the potential of land art as a way to artistically
explore space, and as a catalyst for finding one’s
place in the world as an art therapist working
with clients and in the therapist’s own personal
artistic practice.
Many facets and forms of contemporary art as a
medium for exploring environmental values and

as a means of developing human relations with
the natural world were displayed at an international art exhibition on the conference website.
The exhibition featured works by ten artists from
Russia (Leonid Tishkov, Alexandra Dvornikova,
Anna Amirkhanova, Svetlana Pastukhova, Olga
Ornata), the United States of America (Shaun
McNiff, Diana Sudyka, Teagan White, Jean Davis) and the UK (Beverley A’Court). The variety of
styles, techniques and types of visual expression
were united by the artists’ shared desire to support and cultivate the alliance between humans
and more-than-human world, and their ability to
explore sources for healing and spiritual growth
through their creative endeavors.
A few decades ago, the emergence of land art and
environmental art coincided with a surge of interest in environmental protection, which led to the
development of ecological policies at the state and
public levels. In the half-century that followed, art
went through various stages in its relationship to
ecology. The field of environmental art has developed alongside an increasing awareness of ecological matters and the rise of the environmental
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movement since the 1960s. Once an area of interest for a relatively small group of people, art that
addresses environmental issues has in the last five
years become part of the artistic mainstream. Art
possesses its own means of solving the problems
facing the planet. The artist’s role is not, however,
to provide definitive answers to these problems.
Artistic projects can engage local communities
and garner broad support in ways that science
alone can rarely achieve. They can offer tools
for reflection, discussion, awareness and action
that lead to new ways of thinking about and of
being in the world. The arts can bring about real
change — sometimes deliberately, sometimes unintentionally — that has lasting benefit, whether
to the few or to the many.
Nowadays, art is playing an increasingly significant role in the environmental agenda of humankind. The exhibition emphasized the significant
and even crucial role of art as a means of presenting and solving environmental issues, and shed
light on the fact that ecological /nature-assisted
arts therapies cannot be considered outside the
rapidly developing “green” art context.
The program of the second day of the conference
on the 9th of August opened with lectures by key
figures in Russian ecopsychology and ecological psychopedagogy. Viktor Panov — Doctor of
Psychology, Professor, Head of the Laboratory
of Ecopsychology of Development and Psychodidactics at the Psychological Institute of the
Russian Academy of Education, Corresponding
Member of the Russian Academy of Education,
and member of the Scientific Council on Environmental Education at the Presidium of the
Russian Academy of Education — presented an
ecopsychology hypothesis about pathogenetic
conditions as a result of disturbed relationships
between an individual and the natural environment. According to Panov, the ecopsychology
approach to the development of the psyche considers any mental state and the whole lifespan
like any form of being, as a creative event, which
must go through different stages of an integral
creative cycle. Movement between these stages
can be problematic due to disturbed relationships
between an individual and the environment, in
particular, in situations of ‘nature deficit,’ or one’s
inability to establish and develop healthy bonds
with nature. This can lead to disadaptation and
developmental disorders, as well as the formation of dysfunctional adaptive mechanisms, in

Ecopoiesis: Eco-Human Theory and Practice. 2021. Volume 2 (1). ISSN 2713–184x

© Ecopoiesis, 2021

Conference Review: «Ecological/Earth-Based Arts Therapies: International and Multi-Cultural Perspectives»

particular, associated with destructive forms of
human interaction with the living environment.
In this lecture, the speaker considered the foundations of a new understanding of the leading
factors of patho- and sanogenesis, according to
the ecopsychology of development.
The lecture of Vitold Yasvin, Professor, Laureate
of the Prize of the Government of the Russian
Federation in the field of education, Professor
of the Institute of Pedagogy and Psychology of
Education of the Moscow City Pedagogical University, and member of the Scientific Council on
Environmental Education at the Presidium of the
Russian Academy of Education (Moscow), “How
to develop one’s relationship to nature”, emphasized the important role of the artistic perception of nature. The speaker drew attention to the
value of a poeticized appeal to the natural world
as a source of beauty. He believes that this helps
to develop emotional, aesthetic and ethical foundations of an attitude to the world of nature. He
presented this concept, the principles of the formation of environmental consciousness and potential methods to encourage the development
of environmental consciousness in childhood
and throughout the human life span, particularly through the use of the arts. He gave some
examples of creative activities that help to develop
the emotional, aesthetic and ethical foundations
of a ‘subjectified’ relationship to natural objects,
meaning the perception of natural objects as having the qualities of subjects.
The conference continued in two streams, with
the presentation of five papers. Erik Pfeifer, registered music therapist and Professor at the Faculty
of Aesthetics and Communication at the Catholic
University of Applied Sciences in Freiburg (Germany), reviewed historical and contemporary
psychotherapy practice with the use of the natural environment. His presentation began with few
fundamental insights into historic and current aspects of nature in psychotherapy. These include
references to Sigmund Freud’s, C. G. Jung’s, and
Viktor Frankl’s works. Proceeding with naturerelated concepts and aspects such as walk and
talk, green micro-breaks and the importance of
hiking in nature, the presentation finally introduced outdoor music therapy and the outcomes
of a series of studies on the effects of silence in
natural settings.
Sarah West, a Graduate Student at the Kutenai Art
Therapy Institute (Canada) presented her paper
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“Creative collaborations for land-based decision
making: Engaging the Triple Spiral Framework.”
She designed a self-reflective, experiential “Triple
Spiral” framework to support how individuals,
organizations and governments can creatively
work with the land to gain insight and perspective on issues and decisions they may be facing
personally and professionally. The “Triple Spiral”
framework is an accessible, workshop-style exercise where participants follow a distinct rhythm of
“asking, listening and reciprocating” that enables
people to listen to themselves, each other and the
land itself. This framework is particularly helpful in situations where decisions are being made
about the land, as it can support the creation of
new narratives, and facilitate stronger, more connected decision-making.
Olga Lopukhova, Associate Professor of the Institute of Psychology and Education at Kazan
Federal University (Kazan), and Gazizov Kayum,
clinical psychologist and riding trainer at the International Equestrian Complex (Kazan), considered the “moral after-effect of art” that was first
described by L.S. Vygotsky. According to L.S.
Vygotsky, a person’s immersion in the creative
process is the main condition for personality
development and a source of strength for overcoming a crisis situation. One of the provisions
of the ecopsychology approach to the development of the psyche, developed by V.I. Panov and
his colleagues, is the understanding that the development of the psyche and attitude to nature
has a creative basis, which requires certain conditions in education and the home environment.
The speakers considered arts therapies and arts
pedagogy as methods of creating specific environmental conditions that not only contribute to
the development of ecological consciousness, but
also to shaping an individual’s personal identity,
morals, values and dynamic stability, through the
use of certain forms of creative interaction with
the natural environment, in particular animalassisted expressive therapy.
Lilia Sharafieva, Head of the Eco-Art Therapy
Laboratory of the Botanical Garden of Tver State
University (Tver) considered the experience of
human interaction with natural materials and objects and the natural environment as a whole system in the process of environmental art therapy,
designating them as “gifts of nature.” Each “gift”
was presented in terms of its natural properties,
artistic expressiveness and symbolic meaning.
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The report of Aleksey Lebedev, art-psychotherapist of the psychotherapeutic department of the
hospital of war veterans and senior lecturer of the
Department of General and Clinical Psychology
at Volgograd State Medical University (Volgograd), presented his experience of using the environmental (ecological) approach in the process of
clinical systemic art therapy (CSAT) with patients
with stress-related mental disorders, in particular,
with post-traumatic-stress-disorder. His work involves the use of found natural and non-natural
objects and photographing the environment. His
presentation explored the therapeutic mechanisms of the ecological approach, and their role
in increasing the effectiveness of the treatment
and rehabilitation program, taking into account
the nature of stress-related disorders, personal
characteristics of the patients, group dynamics
and treatment conditions.
Next, three seminars were presented. Beverley
A’Court, BSc.Soc.Sci. (Joint hons. Phil. & Psych.),
BAAT registered art therapist, and long-term
member of the Findhorn Foundation Community, considered and explored the “art of tenderness” in ecological art therapy. The seminar
opened with a brief theoretical introduction, revealing the property of tenderness as addressed
to different forms of life and implemented in relationships between people and in those between
people and the more-than-human world. Beverley demonstrated how the qualities of tenderness
and respect for nature as a subject of relationships
can be developed in the context of ecological/
nature-assisted art therapy.
Madeline Rugh, PhD, ATR-BC, Assistant Professor, St. Gregory’s University in Shawnee, Oklahoma, and an Adjunct Professor for Pratt Institute,
presented her “Introduction to nature-assisted
therapy.” Her workshop provided guidance at
the interface of art therapy and nature for people seeking the healing effects of reconnecting
with the natural world as mediated through the
expressive arts and for those wanting to guide
others in cultivating a sense of belonging to and
compassion for the “other-than-human” parts of
life, while increasing their trust and comfort with
their own creative capacity.
The first part of the seminar provided guidance
for finding a “sit spot,” a place which supports a
sense of belonging to natural objects and to the
environment as well as providing access to the
wisdom of the “place”. The second part of the
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seminar explored how to engage in the visual arts
as a tool for communion, a method of listening
with the heart and the hands. After finding the
sit spot, Madeline demonstrated how to engage
and listen to a place through an intuitive drawing
technique, a form of monoprinting. Following the
creation of a few monoprints, participants were
invited to return to the studio to “see into” the image and further elaborate, using other media, the
experience of making contact with one’s sit spot
companions. At this stage of the workshop, participants were encouraged to perceive the natural
world as speaking through the language of art;
texture, color, movement, shapes, space and lines
provided a form to experience the resonance of
the space. Madeline encouraged participants to
really listen to the environment through the medium of their creative expressions, for instance
following the contours of bird song or the textures of pine scent on a warm wind.
The last seminar of the day, “Drawing nature,” was
presented by Jean Davis, MPS, ATR-BC, LCAT,
and full-time Professor at Pratt Institute’s Graduate Creative Arts Therapy Department. Jean is the
Supervisor of the Creative Arts Therapy Department at the League School, the former Director
of the Transitional Living Community, a program
of Brooklyn Community Services, and the former
Clinical Director of the Greenwich Village Youth
Council.
Jean explained that the work of ecological art therapists is equally directed inwards and outwards.
By drawing, forming, making, and /or building
outdoors, people make space for a deeper and often transformational relationship within and beyond the Self. The workshop made it possible to
see how, through art-making with nature, a profound relationship between the environment and
our emotional and psychological states can be established and developed over time. This enabled
participants to understand how this approach
can facilitate multi-dimensional therapeutic outcomes for a wide variety of patient populations in
urban, suburban, and rural locations.
The online conference “Environmental Art Therapy: International and Multicultural Perspectives” was a notable event that drew attention to
this emerging approach in creative/expressive
arts and arts therapies. The conference helped to
identify the ideology, values, theoretical premises
and principles of the ecological arts therapies and
presented their techniques and areas of practical
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application. It brought to light the role that ecological arts therapies can play in solving issues of
human health and well-being, caring for the wellbeing of the natural world and the global ecosystem, and developing environmental consciousness and support for sustainable lifestyles.
One of the important outcomes of the conference was that it brought together those working
in the field of ecological arts therapies and provided an opportunity for them to consider a common agenda for the further development of this
field. In doing so, it also created an international
network of like-minded people — not only arts
therapists, but also ecopsychologists, representatives of ecological psychopedagogy, ecotherapists
and environmentally friendly artists and designers. It strengthened the intercultural ties of the
environmental movement in expressive arts and
arts therapies and updated the demand for educational programs with a specialization in ecological / nature-assisted arts therapies.
The conference showed the active development
of the ecological arts therapies and their increasing presence in medicine, education and social
settings, but it also revealed certain problems
and deficiencies in the theoretical and practical
realms that require more active work to be rectified. Despite the fact that the foundations of
their methodology of the ecological arts therapies have been formalized in recent years, mainly
due to the field’s links with ecopsychology theory
and research, many aspects of theory and methodology remain insufficiently developed. Areas
that are particularly in need of further clarification include 1) the structure and dynamics of the
formation of ecological identity and its development at various stages across the whole life span,
2) the role of environmental creative activity for
the formation of ecological identity, 3) factors
and mechanisms of pathogenesis and sanogenesis, considered from the point of view of environmental creative activity, and 4) cultural influences on ecological identity. Finally, the issues of
institutional and macrosocial dynamics related
to ecological ideas and values and its mediation
by discursive systems, associated with expressive
arts and the media, were not discussed at the conference and could be explored in further research.

workshops and seminars at the conference cannot
yet be considered methods or technologies due to
their insufficient substantiation from the point of
view of psychology (ecopsychology), pedagogy
or medicine, as well as the lack of their evidence
base. In many cases, the activities presented can
be considered as original empirical findings that
are adaptations of well-known psychological and
cultural practices.
The analysis of feedback from the conference participants allows us to recognize that participants
consider the development of ecological/natureassisted arts therapies to be promising in their
close connection with ecotherapy, environmental
psychopedagogy, environmental education (education for sustainable development) and the environmental arts.
Suggestions were made to organize a special
training program in the field of ecological/nature-assisted arts therapies with an international
composition of leaders, which would contribute
a multi-cultural quality to the program and support the dissemination of the best achievements
in this area. There were also suggestions to make
the conference an annual event.
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The level of development of the methods and
technologies of ecological / nature-assisted arts
therapies still leaves much to be desired. Most
of the practical forms of work presented at the
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