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Illegal art actions?/Good or bad science?/The Importance of Art… 
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Here's some questions that I was asked today after my (thankfully successful) presentation to the Ussher Society 
(Geoscience in the South West)… 
 
Is painting onto rocks with water-soluble earth pigments (and possibly in SSSI sites) a responsible and legal act?  
 
Is such an act potentially encouraging others (young people(!!??)) to graffiti in more damaging ways?  
 
Are such actions potentially spoiling others experience of the natural world that I purport to promote, despite 
the impermanence of the pigments and materials used? 
 



Of course, I could have easily responded to the questionnee (formerly a worker with BP!) "Do you think the 
exploitation and non-sustainable use of 'our' natural resources for personal and corporate financial gain at the 
expense of all earth's creatures is a responsible act, you a***hole?!!!!" but chose not too...  
 
Any thoughts? PW ! 
 
 
Hi Pete - These are valid questions to ask - people will probably not be aware that the images are not 
permanent and so may well see them as vandalism, and get upset. 
 
We once went to an archaeological site - pictographs pecked into bedrock beside a lake in Ontario - to find 
students had painted all over the rock as part of their grad celebrations. They had used house paint, so the 
impact was different from painting with earth pigments, but I can tell you, we were gutted. 
 
I think there are two issues - the perceived "suitability" of a site to be painted on, and the "value" of the work 
itself. A Banksy work may be tolerated where simple tagging may not. A Banksy on St Paul's Cathedral may not 
be tolerated. Of course both issues are subjectively determined, which is why there is probably no "right" or 
"wrong".  
 
(And your BP friend may say that your ability to travel to Falmouth each week to study Art & Environment is due 
to all his hard work making such a useful source of energy available at a reasonable price!) Clare x 
 
 
(Also) I thought what you said about the BP people talking about the Earth as if it's this separate entity to us was 
very true...its like the Attenborough scenario of showing these pristine wildernesses devoid of humans...since 
we've been around we have always interacted with the rest of the Earth. Have you read 'Overlay' by Lucy 
Lippard?  Freya 
 
  
(No, haven't read 'Overlay' but will look out for it, thanks.) 
  
To continue with the 'disconnected science' discussion as its really bugging me at the moment...  
  
It is unfortunately not just the 'BP man' whose basic scientific premise that is flawed but the general practice of 
all but the most forward thinking, sensitive and responsible scientists that assumes this attitude!! This is the 
'science' that the majority of environmental and political and economic decisions are based on, and the 
'belief' that 'science is truth' that allows scientists to continue to get funded for wishy-washy and random 
projects (CF modernist fine arts lack of content and intent!). During the holidays I went to a lecture looking at 
the lack of statistical truth or relevance in any scientific models or predictions - the variables are simply too 
great - as we have already seen and discussed regarding global warming models. It would be great to have 
some way to discriminate between 'good' and 'bad' science, especially as environmental artists we are hoping 
to collaborate with them - but then it would also be very useful to know how to discriminate between 'good' 
and 'bad' art. What could the social, environmental and qualitative basis for our judgements be? 
  
It is not that I wish to completely undermine scientific practice and application, nor contemporary fine art for 
that matter, but certainly feel that it is within our remit as artists and well-informed individuals to begin to 
question some of these societal assumptions about the bias and prejudice toward science within our society. 
Hopefully by bringing such discrepancies and inadequacies within science to public attention we may begin 
to affirm and communicate the different, more intuitive and spiritual, aspects of Art and its essential place 
within society, and hence work toward a more holistic and honest world view as well as getting some 
acknowledgement and respect (and money!!??) for the part that we do play... 
  
Ok, sorry folks, rant over - off thy proverbial horse shall I get. Love to hear your thoughts…. PW ! 
 
 
Re science; 
  
Scientists work with "uncontaminated" samples because the nature of scientific enquiry demands that work be 
replicable. That is how theories can be tested. It neither good nor bad, it is simply how it is done. 
  
Science is a source of knowledge and wonder - thanks to science we know for a fact that everything in the 
Universe is made of the same stuff and what a star looks like when it goes supernova.  



 
world out of balance (digital photo; pward 2011) 

  
 
You cannot separate being human from science. Science is an expression of the same curiosity and the same 
urge to make and improve things that created prehistoric stone tools; roman aqueducts and The Angel of The 
North. Thanks to science I can travel from Falmouth to London by train and borrow a book from the local 
library. Thanks to science we know that the moon is not made of cheese; that viruses cause colds and how 
species evolve.  
  
I wish I could give all the people on this planet some of the benefits of science that I have benefitted from. 
Then fewer women in the Third World would die in childbirth, more children would survive infancy, and no-one 
would suffer blindness caused by lack of Vitamin A or intestinal diseases caused by unsafe drinking water. 
  
Science frees us from fear and from ignorance and from superstition. 
  
You can have your spirituality, your intuition, your connectedness, whatever. But don't pretend that you could 
do ANYTHING of what you do without the benefits of science. Clare x 
 
 



 
Dear Clare, most beautifully, poetically and succinctly put... 
  
And yet - how can we impress, communicate, appreciate and progress in science without the benefits of 
imagination and sanctity of life that culture and art uphold?! 
As stated - It is not that I wish to completely undermine scientific practice and application, but simply believe 
that it is within our societal responsibility as artists to question the sometimes morally and often experimentally 
dubious practice of scientists within our society (which the pressures of the free market economy seem to 
dictate), and through this to also spend some time reflecting upon, defining and affirming the importance and 
nature of our function as artists within society - the implications and ramifications of which may help us in 
convincing the powers that be (whoever they may be?!) to support and sponsor our actions within the highly 
competitive and presently science-biased market place within which we presently find ourselves. 
  
A world that exists in harmony is one that respects mystery and wonder, that acknowledges our limitations and 
weaknesses, rather than a world dominated by arrogance and half-truth deception - the power and strength 
of art, and an understanding of the universality of the creative process, hopefully engenders the ability to 
evolve through intuitive, aesthetic and emotional means in conjunction and collaboration with the empiricism 
and logical deliberation and determinism of science, as well as the ability to intelligently discriminate and act 
for the benefit of nature and humanity as one. 
  
I have spent the majority of my life feeling that what I do, my art, is in some sense less important or inferior or 
even irrelevant compared with the work of scientists - 
I have recently begun to really believe in my role, potential and function as an artist within society, and this 
seems an extremely important realisation to make and share in light of the current 'climate' - it is maybe only 
with 'artists' and 'scientists' working together with integrity and understanding and as equals that we can 
realistically hope to challenge the holistically unhealthy status quo - without honest and open dialogue, how 
else may this situation come to pass? 
  
(High horse upon which got I again ho hum) PW ! 
 
 
Pete - What you do is what you do - the value in it comes from your desire to do it and the meaning it gives to 
your life. You don't need to prove that worth to anyone. Clare 
 
 
Ho Clare! 
  
what I do is art, as you know, and as you say it gives my life meaning -  
the meaning that it gives to my life is my role and function within society - 
to play my part in the social and natural ecology of the planet - 
  
part of that 'being an artist' is to understand that role, to communicate that understanding, and to feasibly 
sustain it, both materially and 'spiritually', for the benefit of the planet and the global community of which I am 
a part - if I do not endeavour to communicate or fulfill that role and function, as I understand it in its evolving 
form, then I am in denial of my belief in the responsibly interconnected nature of evolutionary ecology upon 
which my art and life is based - 
  
if what I do is not valued by the society within which I live, it is either because it has no value to that society or 
because its value is denied or misunderstood by attitudes present or perpetuated by that society - if this is the 
case, and I do believe in the societal value of what I do, then part of my role is to educate and hopefully 
change those attitudes - 
  
if I do not believe or understand or appreciate the value of what I do then what I do becomes 
meaningless and hence is meaningless to the social and environmental ecology of which I am a part - 
  
in the contemporary political climate the value, role and function of art has been undermined possibly by the 
cartesian and mechanistic world view inherent in the free market economy, possibly by the perpetuation of 
disenchanted materiality and possibly by the attitude that anything only has value to itself, for itself and of 
itself, that nothing is connected and that there is no such thing as interpersonal or ecological responsibility 
  
in as much as i understand that i don't 'need' to prove that worth to anyone it is inherent (and useful) within my 
role as an artist within contemporary society that i endeavour to exhibit and communicate that worth in order 



to sustain the meaning and physical means by which i choose to live and find spiritual fulfillment within my life - 
  
i thus hope that my understandings are of meaning and use to others 
  
(PS thank you for responding to my communicative ranting and meandering - our dialogue is of real practical 
value in helping me to understand and define my present predicament and conscious reality - i think a lot of 
this stuff has been just below the surface for a long while and is being brought out by my commitment to do 
the MA and finally take myself and my work a little more seriously) PW ! 
 
 
Pete - I agree that politicians will cut arts funding when times are tough, and it is hard to earn a living as an 
artist - which may be a refection of the low status afforded to art in society, just in the same way that childcare 
workers and rubbish collectors are low paid. And that is itself a function of corporate capitalism etc etc 
  
But I also think that most ordinary people do value art, which is why the galleries in London are always full when 
I go, and the Beeb keeps making TV shows about art, and the Falmouth Art Gallery hang kids' artwork on their 
walls.  
  
It seems to me that what you do - your particular way of doing art and being an artist -  is also valued, hence 
the workshops/talks etc. that you are invited to do. 
  
To me, it seems you are already succeeding in your "role" as an artist in society. In other words I think you are 
already connected, and communicating. What you showed us of those workshops you did recently was 
awesome - it was clear that the kids had really got involved and as a result had produced some wonderful art 
and had a great time. (And I bet the parents of those kids were eternally grateful to you for the experience 
their kids had.) Clare x 
 
 
(thank you indeed clare - maybe my practice is beginning to take shape, but I am still living off benefits – so…) 
  
...With regards funding cuts - this is exactly why we need to clarify and totally believe in our potential role and 
function as artists -(and what I am presently trying to understand and clarify for myself) - we are competing for 
scarce resources - (for example I wish I had had the clarity to understand exactly what I as an artist could offer 
the people and companies represented at the conference I recently participated in so I could have 'asked' for 
sponsorship for my ongoing project at the end of the presentation) - what exactly are we offering, without 
compromising our integrity as artists, to scientists and organisations/bodies considering investing in us? - I am still 
not entirely sure, except for maybe prettying-up their projects, possibly promoting their companies through 
involvement in the 'trendy' Arts, interpreting their results and process - how may we function on equal terms? - 
hence my original questions, and continuing examination... 
  
we are still struggling for emancipation from the belittling attitudes of our society - maybe through our actions 
the role and functionof art within society, and relationships with it, may change as the world around us shifts -  
  
however, I am not entirely convinced that high attendances at London Galleries is indicative of Art being 
valued in the way that I mean or hope - I see it maybe as people seeking distraction (the heroin and prozac 
not being strong enough anymore!!??) from the lack of meaning and connection in contemporary society - 
how many people actually engage with issues outside of the gallery space through their art experiences, or is it 
merely entertainment and modernist self-referential b***shit - oh wow! look how mental and ridiculous the artists 
are darling??!! - 
  
so, maybe someone could help me here? - what are we offering to society, to scientists, to investors? -  
what is and what may be and what do we hope our function within society to be? - PW ! 
 
 
(Whilst I think this dialogue is really vital and exactly the type of discussion that students on this course should be 
having, my only regret is that it is not happening in the forum of the Learning Space.  If it (and similar dialogues) 
were happening there it would be easier to follow and also remain as a permanent record of a lively discourse. 
In my experience emails pretty soon get deleted.  Indeed, if it was on the Learning Space, students in future 
years of this course would be able to contribute to it – thus widening the discourse.  Is it possible to move it from 
email into this other virtual space? Or does this require a level of technology that is not available to people’s 
home computers? Daro) 
 



 
Excitingly the discussion has now spread to other realms - upon my last request for 'help' I 'synchronistically' 
received an email from an associate through my work with the North Devon Biosphere Reserve, where we are 
also exploring ways to 'extract' funding in these difficult times - his response is interesting partly because of his 
past experience, but also because of its specific relationship to the issues and bodies involved with the NDBR - 
possibly this is an important factor of the discussion - that each application and project has an element of 
'specifity' to it, that while the ideas are philosophically interesting, they have little meaning until they are related 
to specific objectives? - what follows are edited extracts from his email... 
 
Back in my previous job at Arts & Business this question - what is the function of the arts (and where is the 
evidence) - came up a lot. 
  
There was a minority of businesspeople for whom the intrinsic value of the arts was enough. They bought the 
'art for art's sake' argument and tried to put their corporate cash behind it. 
  
But the vast majority would only engage with the arts in terms of their contribution to business objectives. Most 
businesses accepted that the arts had some instrumental value in terms of direct marketing and brand 
association. Artists/arts organisations have an audience and a reputation with that audience; businesses can 
piggyback on that to sell more product or enhance their brand. 
  
These are the terms on which non-arts people (e.g. Conservative-led Devon County Council) will engage with 
the arts. And the problem is that even the best businesses found it difficult to produce a firm evaluation which 
demonstrated the cash value of arts sponsorship. To choose a deliberately controversial example - how much 
more oil did BP sell as a result of its Tate sponsorship?! 
  
The alternative is to use some spurious equations to calculate the additional spending brought to a 
town/city/region by that audience. But the main use of these is in organisational PR which preaches to the 
choir. I've never known it to sway the naysayers. 
  
This is the territory into which the Biosphere Arts Strategy is launched, and I agree with you wholeheartedly - 
we'll have to be very clear about using the Arts Strategy's interventions to build a case for the sceptics. In the 
short to medium term, smart choice of initial projects should enable us to go after those trusts and foundations 
who are on our wavelength and who would like to help us build the case.  
  
As regards the funding (£1200 50/50 part funding towards a years worth of Biosphere related arts projects!) 
(which, since its source is DCC, is actually quite a coup in the current environment!), I think it should be possible 
to combine the kind of 'highlighting' function you suggest with stuff that's scheduled on the Biosphere calendar. 
If we can grab these opportunities for cross-disciplinary engagement, I think it should further strengthen our 
case to arts-minded trusts/foundations/other funders that the N Devon Biosphere Reserve offers a unique 
opportunity in England to test the role of the arts in this context.” 

(extract from communication with Mark Wallace, Director Beaford Arts) 

 
Hope this is of interest and that it maybe 'foregrounds' (go Daro!!) the relevance of the discussion in light of the 
present climate PW ! 
______________________________________ 
 
...To continue with the good/bad science dialogue (and in response to Clare's argument for the necessity of 
'repeatable experiments') here is an extract from 'The Rebirth of Nature - The Greening of Science and God' by 
Rupert Sheldrake - the book examines the implications of the Gaia Hypothesis, among other new and radical 
scientific theories (such as the principle of MORPHIC RESONANCE), and the slow move within Science and 
society to a more holistic and energetic view, rather than the mainstream mechanistic one... 
 
"Insofar as experiments are repeatable, they are so because the experimental system was isolated as far as 
possible from the particular qualities of the environment around it; for example the experiment may have been 
done in artificial light in a thermostatically controlled environment. Such experimental techniques are suitable 
for studying the lowest common denominators of physical and biological processes. But they obviously isolate 
and abstract only certain aspects of these processes, ignoring all those which cannot be measured or 
controlled by the researcher. 
 
Of course, actual experience, not the limited abstractions of science, matters most in the conduct of our lives. 
It is our entire experience, including our cultural heritage, that links us to the world in which we live, not just the 
artificially limited aspects of experience that constitute an experiment or a scientific observation. If we are not 



to live double lives, split between an 'objective', impersonal, mechanistic reality and the 'subjective' world of 
personal experience, we need to find a way of bridging these two realms. 
 
Mechanistic science cannot guide us in this endeavour, because it depends on creating this split in the first 
place. By contrast, an evolutionary holistic science of the future should be able to help in this process of 
integration. The Gaia hypothesis is already a step in this direction..." 
 
It seems to me when weighing up such arguments (Clare's and Rupert's) that there is a necessity for a range of 
experimental technique to address different problems and applications within society, but the question still 
remains as to how scientific activity should be judged - economically, humanistically or 
environmentally/ecologically?... 
 
********** 
 
...But to change the subject slightly and reinstate the questions raised about the 'illegality' of my rock painting 
actions, with regards my self-instated position of 'responsibility as an artist', 'BP man' (as he has become known) 
made the point that 'it was not for me to decide on the responsibility of my actions, but for society to decide' - 
again a very interesting dilemma and possibly one connected to the above - on what basis do we make our 
judgements??... PW ! 
 

 
an absolute disgrace: batman’s lair!! (digital photo; pward 2011) 

 

 

ARGGHHHH!!!!!! I wasn't arguing for the necessity of repeatable experiments, I was simply pointing out that that 

is how science is (in certain fields) done! 

 

Your first paragraph ‘above’ is meaningless. Of course scientists only measure what is measurable. Are we to 

throw away all science because of this? 



Having got that off my chest, I would say that a lot of science - especially physics and cosmology has already 

gone way past a mechanistic viewpoint.  

 

In any case, it's not an either/or - there is room in this world for both spirituality and a mechanistic science. The 

Universe is not a pie with a limited number of slices to share out between different world views. It is - as science 

teaches us - potentially infinite! Science, as I've already pointed out is an expression of our innate human -ness, 

as is spirituality. The two can co-exist. That is the beauty of our human natures, that we can be more than one 

thing at a time. 

 
Clare x 

 
 
 

 
Kinver Edges rock houses, West Midlands (Digital photo; Bernie Moore 2011) 

 
Here is a photo of Kinver Edges rock houses I took Monday showing how the walls have been "damaged by 
graffiti" can’t condone it but there is something about it. I’ve just found some slides I took there in the late 70's 
and intend to go back and try and take the same shots to compare the changes. Not just the carvings, but as I 
was saying to you Clare about algae/mildew whatever on buildings, I cant remember seeing much of that 
green stuff in the caves years ago or on the silver birch outside - is that an indicator of changing climatic 
conditions? 
 
Pete, ever done a weather ability test on your pigments as proof they degrade?  
 
"It’s a science and an art" - how many times have you heard that description of a process? Which bit came first 
do you think anyway? Science hasn't got the rulers to measure everything so experience still has mystery… 

 
 

Many thanks to Clare, Freya, Bernie and Daro for their contributions to this special edition of the ASH TREE 10. 

__________________________________________________________________________________!
It simply isn’t cricket, after all!       Unofficial newsletter of UCF MA Art & Environment Group        pw!20xi 


