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Thoughts, Actions and Events Pertaining to an Eco-sensitive World-view 
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Firstly, thank you all for your feelings, thoughts and positive affirmations in response to such a 
blatantly clumsy and insensitive act of provocation ARE WE ARTISTS or WOT?! - it seems you 
do read the ash tree after all!? I have obviously been suffering from an extreme bout of 
environMENTALISM, yet again (its back on the medication for me!!?). Or maybe the entity 
that is the ash tree has actually become a virtual monster that needs to be put back in its 
place (see issue 11, p6 - An End to Sustainability). Whatever, it certainly seems in need of 
some audience participation for its continued healthy manifestation – a ‘crit’ maybe?! 
 
Secondly, I must apologise most sincerely for any upset that my words have caused – I am 
still desperately trying to understand what led me to such a seemingly unequivocal and 
plausibly violent attack (for that is how it has evidently been perceived) on the beauty and 
integrity of the group. I have to now admit that my criticisms were on the most part wholly 
wrong and that the context in which I conveyed my own feelings and opinions was an 
abuse of my position within the group. I hope that the integrity of my intentions will ultimately 
lead the experience to a profoundly educational and empowering outcome. 
 

 

I WILL NOW ATTEMPT TO EAT MY OWN WORDS  
(without hopefully digging a deeper hole for myself!) 

 

 
 

Maybe this is impossible (or unnecessary) and that the damage has been done, but I would 
like to try to ‘un-upset’ the apple cart that I have upset, to ‘un-rock’ the boat that has been 
rocked, and possibly further explain the circumstances which led to my outburst…  
 
As I hope you appreciate I have the utmost respect and love for each one of you and 
dearly wish that our efforts to make ART are filled with profound energy and joy. I want to 
see more and more of every-thing that you are endeavouring to create as part of your 
practice. As Robin has kindly pointed out, we are all very capable of making ‘rubbish’ art, 
stuff that does not work, is poorly executed or ill-conceived - pieces that do not cut the 
mustard, so to speak – but, as Annie and Freya have pertinently included, these are often 
the gentle and subtle initial inklings of a creative project of supersonic dimensions. Without 
such primarily tentative exposure that the positively supportive structure of the ‘crit’ 
promotes, how can we ultimately be truly constructive in our understanding and advice 
offered to each other – so get those doodles and noodles of ideas out from behind the 
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closet, those dribbly sketches too, be proud of your inability to understand, your uncertainty 
to perceive which way round things might go, and pin them on the wall for all to see – how 
can we offer love and support to something that we do not know, how can we move 
forward with nothing to put the wheels on?! 
 

CRITICISM: If we venture to see ‘criticism’ as the process by which we 
may ask questions, for the benefit of another (rather than an 
opportunity to clout each other about with spurious and emotive 
opinions!); or a situation in which we may gently tease out or bring to 
the surface that which is not immediately apparent, or that which is 
intentionally hidden through fear, for the benefit of all – then it may 
be surmised that within the contemporary and positively democratic 
context and understanding of ART practice, as an open ended entity 
and dialogue, then ART CRITICISM (or critical dialogue) is potentially 
a work of art in itself… 
 
I still, however, believe there is a definitive place for harsh and ‘negative’ criticism, that such 
criticism is also open for debate, and that through such openness and dialogue we may 
grow, especially within the supportive environment that we certainly have. From my 
personal perception of the physical and energetic evidence of the ‘crit’ I was concerned 
that our application and enthusiasm for the creative process(es) we are presently privileged 
to be undergoing was sadly lacking. But, as James has kindly implied, that judgement is not 
for me to make but for our own consciences to decide. We can maybe only really know 
ourselves through an understanding of own limitations – how we may reach that 
understanding is another matter entirely. But, I still do not understand why such events should 
become such stultifying energy drainers – are we simply tired from concentrating or is there 
a more fundamental structural or environmental element at play here? 
 

 
 

Finally, I am very aware that my physical detachment from the course (through being in 
North Devon most of the time - a situation I cannot change) does not permit me to 
appreciate the totality of your actions. So, maybe this is all none of my proverbial business 
and I should keep my proverbial (large) nose out, crawl back to my proverbial hole by the 
sea and let nature take its course!? In the end it simply does not really matter what a grumpy 
old bugger from North Devon thinks about your work or attitude towards it, nor anyone else 
for that matter. Maybe, what is important is that we believe in it ourselves and are fulfilled, 
invigorated and sustained by its practice.  
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Substance 
– coming 

into being 
and 

dissolution 
 

This excerpt from an essay (by Volker Harlan in the book WHAT IS ART? conversations with 
Joseph Beuys) may go some way to explaining some of the processes that we are presently 
undertaking… 
 
In conversation with Schellmann and Kluser, Beuys says: ‘No one asks whether I might not be 
using this grey, felt element, to invoke the whole world of colour as a counter-image. In other 
words, to provoke in them as counter-image, a world of light; clear, light-filled, in certain 
circumstances supersensible, spiritual world, through something that looks quite different. For 
one can only create after-images or counter–images by not doing what is already there, but 
by doing something that acts as a counter-image - it is always a counter-image process. So 
it’s not right to say I’m interested in grey. That’s not right. Nor am I interested in dirt. I am 
interested in a process that extends much further.’ 
 
…Having to witness the extensive and horrific forms of destruction in the world is now an 
experience fundamental to humanity. Never before have we experienced this to such a far-
reaching extent. Never before has humanity caused such widespread destruction. This 
process which destroys the external foundations of life was preceded by that other, which 
Beuys refers to repeatedly in his lectures: the development of science in the 19th century, 
which explained both the natural world and the human being in physical and biological 
terms, and which ultimately developed a materialistic world view that enveloped every 
area of our life. Whether Beuys is questioned about religion, as by Mennekes and Schwebel, 
or whether he speaks of human history, he always reiterates that humanity needed this kind 
of materialistic thinking as a process of education, so as to fully cut the umbilical chord that 
tied it to certain old views of the world. Such views maintained our connection to the divine 
world on the one hand, but on the other set an authority over us: whether in the political 
domain through the divine right of kings, in the religious realm through church doctrine or an 
Old Testament kind of moral severity, or today through the education system, which through 
imposed national curricula and examination requirements undermines the freedom to 
learn… 
 
…The tendency to no longer believe what institutions or older teachings tell us, leads not so 
much to an impoverishment of culture, but more to a strengthening of the efforts humanity 
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can make to extend the boundaries of knowledge even further. For it is justifiable to try to 
speak from experience in this field too, and not just to learn what one is taught… 
 
…In experiencing the death processes into which materialism and its technology leads us, in 
experiencing everything that unceasingly dies in us and around us, a new seed of the future, 
a future moral evolution can arise in our imagination – initially as a purer inner world. In the 
sense world it can be shown that the dying plant already contains a future seed. In the face 
of this collapsing culture, the world, which arises in the soul, is a draft, plan or hope, will only 
become reality if we can link it with our own will and work. Then the reality of the spirit will 
show itself, out of which the new world alone will grow… 
 
…It is not a question of continuing the ‘old’ Creation, but of developing a new world. This 
new world is ‘warmth sculpture’ or ‘social sculpture’. This does not arise simply from the fact 
that several people are together in the one place, but only develops when individuals 
consciously direct their will to finding out what the right and fitting future might be for every 
person. Knowledge of what others may become, that they themselves may still be unaware 
of – and not just based on people’s past, though it is certainly important to observe and 
perceive this – makes it possible to act in a way that is appropriate and worthy of a human 
being. This ethical conduct, arising from the fact that each individual turns lovingly to the 
other, with warmth of heart, is the precondition for going beyond individual interests and 
developing community between people. 
 
If, faced with the extreme situation affecting us all, and stimulated by the sick condition of 
social organism, people come together through the impulse to change things, it will be 
possible to develop an intuition of a healthy image of this social organism. And as their 
hearts warm to this social form that still needs to be created, the will of each individual 
becomes a part of a common and greater will, which may then possess the strength to 
create something new on the one hand, and on the other, to develop new insights into how 
this path towards a new reality might be travelled… 
 
…’This is, so to speak, the resurrection principle: the old form (Gestalt), that has died or 
rigidified, needs to be transformed into a living, pulsing, life-enhancing, spirit-enhancing 
form. This is the expanded concept of art.’ 
 
 
 

the greatest danger 
to a healthy society 

is complacency 
 



 
The Tall Man 

 
Once a man and a woman 
lived happily. They shared 
a home together which was 
carefully prepared and 
pruned, cultured and 
proven to suit their every 
need. Never a cross word 
spoken nor a lie uttered 
therein. The track to their 
plot being exactly three 
miles long, the apple trees 
three and twenty feet high 
and the door to the house a 
sure six feet high and two 
and a half feet wide, (so 
one may never have to take 
off one’s hat to enter) – a 
fine life indeed! 
 
So, when people visited the 
woman and the man they 
were astounded by the 
harmonious and efficient 
way in which the man and 
the woman had grown with 
their land and home and 
had blossomed. The people 
would ask of the man and 
woman their secrets and 
the woman and the man 
would smile sweetly to 
each other and the people 
would be happy with that. 
 
Now, one day a man visited them. He wore a tall hat and a long black cloak. The man with the hat would not fit 
through the door of the house and his cloak caught the neat edges of the paths as it billowed stubbornly in the 
fresh wind. The man and the woman of course suspected nothing and the man in the cloak continued in 
courting their friendship in the hope that he may one day find their secret. He proceeded in this way; measuring 
and recording, pacing and sneaking; looking like a mysterious character indeed. The woman and the man 
accepted him as such and continued their blissful lives. He cut and gathered, snipping and scraping, and then 
one day was gone. He was missed by all. 
 
On a windswept mountain the man with the hat opened his case and measured and dug and built and planted for 
many months and then stopped and lit his long pipe, as of course he had to, and waited. Eventually he realized 
how disappointed he was, especially after all his hard work, and returned to the man and the woman, who of 
course greeted him warmly. While he, of course, cursed them for their stuffiness with all his might. The man 
and the woman frowned to each other for a moment and an untimely apple fell from its tree. 
 
The man left and was never seen again. 
 

Peter Ward, December 1996 
 



and ONE LAST QUESTION (or two)… 
 

HOW MAY WE CREATE 
EXPERIENCES AND ACTIVITIES 
THAT PURPOSIVELY 
ENCOURAGE SELF-
CONFIDENCE AND A SENSE 
OF EMPOWERMENT ABOUT 
OUR WORK AND OUR RIGHT 
TO BE IN THE WORLD? 
 
 
Through my recent temporary return to childcare, and some gentle reflection on my 
somewhat brutal, and unwarranted, criticism of Sonia’s Blue Whale I have come to think 
about a much-neglected audience – namely children – and the parental or educational 
dimension inherent in many works of art.  
 
While maintaining my critical questioning of the relationship between Sonia’s joyful and 
sublime sand drawing with the realities of extinction, I also recognized the appropriateness 
and potential of Sonia’s imagery for a younger audience – maybe as book illustrations or 
even as, god forbid, an art exhibition or event primarily aimed at children. We are all well 
aware of workshop activities for children, which obviously have their place; but how often 
do we see an art exhibition aimed at children – not just in the traditionally tactile 
engagement sense but as something they might wish just to observe and reflect upon (if you 
can keep the little beggars still for a moment that is!)? If no such thing exists, or has ever 
existed, then surely we must ask ourselves why!?  
 
Is it maybe because we are all too stuffy and intellectual, or that art for children would not 
be considered a serious or valid artistic pursuit? Or is it because we are afraid of the 
emotional and physical vulnerability, and hence implied responsibility, that children 
represent? How familiar it is to hear of artists, such as Matisse and Picasso, who have 
searched for the inner child as a means to access the essence or spirit of their creative 
selves, who seek the intellectually uninhibited joyful spontaneity of mark-making and play. 
Psychologists and therapists constantly encourage such a connection for the promotion of a 
healthy body and mind.  
 



So why do children have so little acknowledgement in the world of art. As adults, we all love 
the work of children, its naïve qualities and freshness, its unpretentious ambiguity. From time 
to time, parents will drag out a child prodigy artist to humiliate the art market, but how could 
we make art for children and how would such a young audience affect the work that we 
do? Maybe the fact that it would not be a financially profitable venture limits its occurrence 
or maybe its prevalence in books is enough, but an exhibition would certainly be a 
fascinating challenge. And why do children so often think that the work by such artists as 
Matisse is a ‘load of rubbish’, and that their our efforts are too because they don’t look like a 
photograph? 

! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! 
 
From a more pedagogical and ‘parental’ perspective we all want the best for our children, 
for them to be confident and fulfilled in their lives and appropriately prepared for the world 
in which they will hopefully be living as strong and independent beings. We may often ask 
ourselves how we may promote such confidence, how we may provide an environment in 
which they might feel empowered. So, as artists seeking to encourage and promote a sense 
of appropriate ecological responsibility through action are the questions that we are asking 
so very different and how might we manifest such ideologies within our practice for children 
and adults alike? 
 
 

 
raindrops, westward ho! (digital photo; pward 2011) 
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