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_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Thoughts, Actions and Events Pertaining to an Eco-sensitive World-view 

 
‘Gaia, as I see her, is no doting mother tolerant of misdemeanours, nor is 
she some fragile and delicate damsel in danger from brutal mankind. She is 
stern and tough, always keeping the world warm and comfortable for those 
who obey the rules, but ruthless in destruction of those who transgress.’ 

 James Lovelock, 1988 
 

 
 

 
 
While our thoughts (and prayers) are with the people of Japan at this time, such naturally 
determined events are yet again emphasizing the ecological impact of our dominant and 
power greedy lifestyles - how much ‘rubbish’ we continue to produce, our reliance on fossil 
fuels and, this time, the fragility of apparently ‘safe’ nuclear power. Hopefully we are now 
intelligent enough to learn from such disasters and dear Mr Lovelock, through his own dis-
compassionate but respected admission, will be made to eat his ridiculously misguided 
words before any more of these disgusting abominations of human ignorance are created. 



 
 

“ART IS AN ACTION NOT AN OBJECT!!
Without social application it is utterly futile!” 

cries the ecological art monster among us… 
 

How often has this been the call of the course, the thrust behind the shove? But how many 
of us actually adhere to such sentiments, and if so how might we hope to bring life to such 
ambition? Indeed, without an active and embedded involvement within a community how 
might such a radical theoretical approach be realized at all? As politically correct as 
theories such as these may appear, their influence and encroachment upon our 
burgeoning practices is perhaps a little dubious to say the least, and utterly stultifying at 
worst. 
 

Of course, from a purely ecological perspective ALL objects and actions act energetically 
within the whole – a whisper of prayer or a thought of love are as effective and influential as 
any intellectually construed anathema of art or politics. The therapeutic and healing 
aspects of art within a local art group are equally relevant if they bring a sense of peace 
and accomplishment to the heart of the participant. So, ecologically speaking every art 
action and every art object, carefully placed or not, has an influence and is socially 
engaged in some way and on some level. 
 

Likewise, by making a decision to withdraw from society we are ‘dynamically’ allowing 
others to participate ‘more fully’ with it – we are maybe altruistically and even artistically 
creating space for others to enter. Religious devotees of all traditions, monks and nuns, 
pursue a spiritual practice – they strive to energetically embody their intent and are manifest 
in the world – is this not a valid point of view - by ecological art standards maybe not? The 
tradition of hermetic isolation, and hence individually determined spiritual and artistic 
integrity, apparently has no place in our postmodern world. 
 

Furthermore, is it not supremely arrogant of us to think that we might ‘know’ what is best for 
the world, that there is some ‘objective truth’ that we might aspire to - that in some way we 
might ‘play god’ with our art activities, manipulating our target audience, our carefully 



calculated ‘social demographic’, with our craft for the good of all? Maybe it is enough that 
we celebrate and affirm our own perception of our ecological reality and through the 
process of its making achieve some sense of inner peace that we may share and contribute 
to the world, either through the work itself or through the activities that we pursue in the 
world through its inspiration?  
 

“Artifacts and art objects are merely the residue of an art practice!”  
Aviva Rahmani 

 

So, to challenge Aviva’s radical stance so sensitively administered during our recent ‘post-
action’ discussion – maybe the objects that we so carefully and painstakingly construct with 
our wealth of experience and ‘religious’ integrity are simply a ‘residue’ of our whole 
practice, but does not their place within society reflect, communicate and hopefully inspire 
the totally spiritual devotion to ‘nature’ with which they are made? Is their presence and 
energetic identity not a statement of ecological intent within our immanent and 
contemporary culture? Is it not ‘good’ for society to appreciate the beauty and place of 
both nature and art (and even conceptual and perceptual challenge) within its whole?! 
 

While acknowledging the hopeful aspirations of contemporary artists to be involved in 
ecological reconstruction (conservation work) or to socially engage a specifically targeted 
community (social work) it is maybe also important to remember the void that would be 
created in society if the art objects (or ‘cultural residues’) were no longer appreciated for 
the ecological relevance with which they should be held. We are all admittedly distraught, 
aghast and utterly fearful of the rapidly revealing environmental nightmare that is our 
possible future, but if we cannot face the challenge from the place of peace and culturally 
specific intelligence that ‘art’ maybe gives us and contributes to, then perhaps we will not 
be able to face the challenge at all. 
 

        
Taoist Monk                                                                                                                                                                         a painting (paint; pward 1999) 



 
bog myrtle, braunton burrows (digital photo; pward 2011) 

 

in defence of illustration & interpretation 
 

“Illustrative and interpretative art is just playing lip-service to scientists!” 
Aviva Rahmani 

 
Coming from such a background myself, I was particularly affronted by Aviva’s comments 
regarding the integrity of my early practice as an environmental artist. While I am aware of 
my present position and promotion of ecologically engaged art and action, and my belief 
that scientists should also be ready to listen to the opinions and perspectives of artists 
regarding their work, I have often been criticized for the belief that artistic work that 
encourages and promotes a more graphically quantitative and literal interpretation of 
ecological data is in some way inferior to the concepts and practices forwarded by 
contemporary fine artists. 
 
As someone whose formative years were very much enriched by visits to nature reserves and 
by the use of field guides to encourage a level of engagement with my local habitat I 
strongly dispute such criticism on the grounds that such an involvement has promoted in me 
a strong and rich connection through both visual and literal languages. Of course, I do not 
deny that other more tactile activities such as fishing and camping also had a great 
influence on my current sympathies but feel very strongly that all or any forms of art that may 
engage people, especially the young, with our natural environment is essential to a healthy 
relationship with life, which in turn may promote a deep sense of compassion and care for 
all of creation. To name something and to remember that name is somehow similar to 
owning something and maybe if we own something we are more likely to care for it. 



My own work with scientists and environmentalists has been a very rich experience both for 
myself and for the scientists and conservationists involved. Perhaps I have been lucky with 
the people I have worked with or perhaps the mutual respect with which we work together 
allowed for a degree of integrity on both parts. In all circumstances I have been most happy 
with the freedom and license that I have been shown to interpret the information in the way 
that I felt best suited the site and on many occasions have been involved in the project from 
initiation to completion, acting as both artistic director and artisan. To disrespect this aspect 
of art practice or to deny its creative and ecologically relevant potential is possibly borne 
out of an ignorance of the processes and sensitivities involved in such collaborations or even 
a conceited arrogance due to a lack of drawing skills and aesthetic judgement. 
 
But whatever; the work done by illustrators and graphic designers to allow people a different 
and new and enriched view of their environment is equally relevant and certainly more 
publicly accessible and less theoretically convoluted than many of ‘fine art’ projects I have 
seen. Such rash put-downs do nothing to consolidate the efforts that the broad and diverse 
sector of society who care about the environment are making to redress the abuse and 
damage that the human race is continuing to perpetuate on the face of the planet. As 
‘ecological’ artists we should perhaps be willing to respect, embrace and use whatever 
means and skills are appropriate and available to facilitate a project or action within a 
specific location rather than flying the flag for one particular artistic stance against another. 
Ultimately, I believe it is our responsibility as artists within society to put our personal 
inclinations, desires and preferences on hold and work to put the earth first! 

 
 

 
hand painted display boards, nettlecombe court, in collaboration with the Field Studies Council (pward 2000) 



.lessons in environMENTALISM part 2. 
                 

              
 
 

follow your dreams, bench graffiti, tregantle (digital photo; pward 2011) 
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so, just what is a  
CONTEMPORARY ARTS PRACTICE? 
 
Call me ‘slow’ but after five months on the A&E I can honestly say I am no closer to 
understanding what an ‘arts practice’ is! Maybe it is my graphic design background, or the 
fact that I spent far too long living up a mountain in the middle of nowhere, but after last 
week’s presentations and assessments I realised that I simply haven’t got a clue!? 
 

 



I think I understand what a ‘project’ is; I even dare to say that I understand what ‘art’ is – but 
a ‘practice’ to me is something I do when I’m training to get better at something or it is 
something a medical doctor or dentist might work in, but an artist, ummm, I’m not too sure!!? 
So to get to the point how might I define my ‘contemporay arts practice’ when I do not 
know to which part of my life and work as an artist it refers?  
 
Is it a reference to the healing and transformative effects of art, or its dubious links and 
spurious parallels to traditional shamanism, whereby people may come to the spiritually 
adept artist to be made whole again? I somehow doubt it!!?? Or maybe we are just trying to 
heal ourselves through our eccentric and socially inappropriate actions? (Dear ‘DR’ Matisse 
seems to have got the idea!!??) 
 
So, just when are we going to be good enough to do it properly?!? 
 
 
And as the boundaries between art and life become so blurred, is walking my dog (I think I 
do that properly!) or looking after my family part of my practice? Maybe only if it is properly 
documented and forthwith communicated!? Does art then become a holistic spiritual 
practice whereby we endeavour to embody our principles through our everyday actions? 
 
Evidently a ‘project’ is not our entire ‘practice’, but it is a part of it.  Nor is our ‘practice’ the 
sum of all our ‘projects’!? 
 
So, is a ‘practice’ the conceptual thread that runs through all our projects? Or is it the 
methodology we adopt in our approach to our individual projects? Is it maybe the basis and 
essence from which we work or is it simply a job description summing up the professional 
context in which we perform? Or maybe such a title is simply the means by which we make 
ourselves feel important and relevant in society – ‘Oh yes darling, I have an arts practice 
don’t you know’!?  
 
Or do we just have far too much time on our hands – no other job seems to worry about 
defining itself or its role in society – a mechanic works with machines, an illustrator illustrates 
and, of course, a solicitor solicits – so why do we worry?! An artist does art – our role in society 
has evolved as society evolves and we are part of a long line of ‘practitioners’, going right 
back to our ancestors living in caves or mud huts - so maybe we should just jolly well get on 
with it!!  
 
 

 
 

 
just what is a contemporay arts practice? (video stills; pward 2011) 



footNOTE 
an authorial disclaimER of theoretical !"#$"%&'(
 

Please note that the opinions expressed and articles published in this newsletter are in no 
way representative of those of the ART & ENVIRONMENT MA GROUP as a whole, nor for that 
matter of any individual therein or even of the author himself. Like all works of art and 
theoretical fiction they are merely creative and reactive responses, or reflections and 
gestured stances by which we may, if we chose, further define and assess thoughts and 
experiences of our own. 
 

Opinions and theoretical positions, like all other entities within the ecological reality, are in a 
state of perpetual flux – the plethora of perspectives taken forming an arena within which to 
formulate further temporary perceptions and to allow us a sense of our own fluid and 
pulsating growth and intellectual movement. No one should therefore be held to their 
opinions or be denied the implicit freedom to change their minds according to their 
evolutionary circumstances. The creation of fixed or predetermined theoretical or 
perceptual orientations is ultimately a denial and contradiction of our contemporary 
universal understandings and may often lead to conflict and long-lasting suffering and war. 
 
Many thanks for your continuing participation and of course please feel free to contradict or 
challenge anything that you have read… 

 

主よ  勇気、 

復興、連帯と情熱の意味を教えている日本の友人達の事を忘れないでください 

アーメン  
 

Do not forget, in our mercy, our friends in Japan,  
who are now teaching us the meaning of Courage, Reconstruction, Solidarity and Enthusiasm.  

Amen  
(from Prayer for Japan, Paulo Coelho’s Blog) 

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


