
Creating inspiration: The role
of the arts in creating empathy
for ecological restoration
By David J. Curtis

In depth interviews with

artists and restoration

workers reveal how we can

creatively draw from and

give back to the natural

environment

Introduction

Australia’s natural areas, its deserts,
rainforests and shores have long

been a source of inspiration for artists.
To convey on canvas or paper the spirit
of the remote and unspoiled regions
provides a special challenge, ‘one
which in many cases has awoken in
Australian artists a deep sense of per-
sonal involvement, a feeling of great
love and protectiveness for these as yet
inviolate places’ (McCullough 1980).
Artistic response can be varied (Figs
1–6) and include every imaginable
medium, and is particularly exemplified

through the traditions of landscape
painting and landscape photography.

Contemporary Australian visual
artists whose work relates to the
natural environment include Mary
Martin, William Robinson, Fiona Hall,
Richard Woldendorp, Leo Meier, Brett
Whiteley, Jeannie Baker, John Olsen,
Dorothy Napangardi, Clifford Possum
Tjapaltjarri and many others (Crumlin
1991; Baxter & Gallasch 2000; Tunny
2000). Similarly, there is a whole genre
of nature writing and poetry which
could be broadly described as celebrat-
ing the natural environment (Pollak
and Macnabb (2000).

Figure 1. JohnWolseley, BushNotations, CurraMoorswith RegentHoneyeater (detail), 2002, car-

bonised wood, coloured pencil, watercolour and graphite on paper. ª The artist. By including nature’s

own (charcoal) ‘marks’ on this work, Wolseley, is one of an increasing number of artists who situate

themselves in the natural environment, making visceral connections that then inspire others.
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Musicians and composers also often
seek inspiration from the natural envi-
ronment and their music expresses a
yearning or love of nature. Contempo-
rary Australian composers who con-
tinue this tradition in using sounds
from the environment or express the
landscape through their music include
Peter Sculthorpe, Ross Edwards and
the bands Sirocco and Gondwanaland.
There are similarly strong links
between dance and nature, with some
contemporary choreographers evok-
ing natural forms such as Bangarra
Dance Theatre and Meryl Tankard in
Australia and Eiko and Koma in the
USA.

There is an evolving arts approach
where the artworks or performances
are situated in the natural environ-
ment. In her review of American and
European practitioners, Gablik (1993)
highlighted many artists engaged in
this kind of practice, including creat-
ing new rituals, performances, con-
certs or the creation of artworks in
natural settings. Some groups use
place-based rituals to connect their
audiences to the natural environment,
for example Common Ground in UK
(Common Ground. 2004). Other
groups use large-scale pageants and
outdoor performances or events to
link audiences with the environment.

Ecological art is an artform in which
living ecosystems are incorporated
into the artwork and many ecological
artworks have an ecological restora-
tion function (Matilsky 1992; Kastner
& Wallis 2001). From this art practice
has emerged the idea of ‘the ecological
aesthetic’ – a practice that takes eco-
logical theory and combines it with
landscape restoration and ecological
art and ecological artists frequently
work in collaboration with scientists
or community groups (Cembalest 1991;
Grant 2001; Norman 2001).

There is, therefore, much music,
visual artworks, dance and plays about
the natural environment; some being a
response to the environment or repre-
senting it in some way while some is
exhibited or performed in the environ-
ment or can even have an ecological

restoration role. Much of this art
celebrates the natural environment,
extol its virtues, or is inspired by or
expresses a yearning for it. Peat’s
(2004) investigation into the relation-
ship between environmentalism and
the visual arts concluded that environ-
mental concerns and artistic activity
were closely tied to local community
response and national movements. He
found that artists play an important
role in catalysing a change in value
and meaning in society. Collins (2004)
provided a model to view artists’ rela-
tionship with the environment. He
deduced that art could provide ‘lyrical,
critical and transformative means’ to
interact with the environment.

The objectives of the study repor-
ted here were to:

• investigate the relationship between
art and the artists who create it, and
people who make a living in exten-
sion, work on the land or are
involved in on-ground landcare; and

• through reporting on a series of
interviews, understand the contri-
bution the arts might make to an

emotional affinity to the natural
environment.

Methods

Eighty-nine key informant interviews
were conducted with: 42 people
working in the arts (23 visual arts, 11
performing arts, eight community
arts); and 47 people working in natu-
ral resources management (25 work-
ing in a landholder extension (i.e.
outreach) or community facilitation
capacity and 22 who showed
exemplary behaviour towards the
environment or were involved with
community on-ground restoration pro-
jects (‘landcare’)). Most were one-on-
one interviews, although a few were
part of a focus group. Interviews with
informants occurred from April 2003
until May 2005, and were conducted
according to the protocol approved by
the University of New England Ethics
Committee (Reid et al. 2005).

The first interviewees were selec-
ted from the author’s existing net-
work, established over many years of

Figure 2. Anna Curtis, Nature’s Paradox I, 2003, lino-reduction print on paper, 30 · 38 cm.

ª The artist.
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working as an extension practitioner.
A ‘snowball sampling’ technique was
used to select other interviewees
(Neumann 1997, p. 207). A list of
interviewees and their expertise that
justified their inclusion is provided in
Curtis (2007). People who worked the
natural resources sector were a repre-
sentative cross-section of people from
the non-government, private and gov-
ernment sectors. None of the intervie-
wees from the natural resources
sector was chosen because they may
have been interested in the arts, and
as far as the author knew before inter-
viewing them, they had no special
interest in the arts. Artists were cho-
sen because their work was associated
with the natural environment in some
way, or they appeared to use their art
to change people’s attitudes towards
the environment. A range of (mostly
professional) nationally and interna-
tionally acclaimed artists, as well as
regionally based ones were chosen,
from a range of art forms. Informants
were based in Australia (Victoria,
NSW, Queensland, ACT), the UK, USA,
Norway and Canada.

Most interviews conducted were
semi-structured, based around a stan-
dard set of questions (Curtis 2007).
The field research and interview tech-
niques largely followed those of Neu-
mann (1997). Data were summarised
by clustering themes and sub-themes
into a form of dendrogram after Miles
and Huberman (1984, p. 220). Inter-
viewees were given the opportunity
to provide feedback on quotes that
were used.

All interviewees were asked broad
questions about their work and their
relationship with the environment and
with art. They were asked the follow-
ing questions, with some exclusively
directed to artists only.

• Is there a particular song, piece of
music or artistic representation
(photo, picture or film) that encap-
sulates your attitude to the land and
the environment, or which has
motivated you or from which you
derive some form of inspiration?

• Can you tell me any stories of how
[your] art has changed something
somewhere or an effect that your
art has had (or other art that you
have experienced)? If so what?

• Where do you get your inspiration
from?

• Have you been inspired or influ-
enced by any particular person?

Results

The effects of the art on interviewees
fell into two categories. The first cate-
gory was where art assisted to commu-
nicate an environmental issue. This art
tended to be didactic, in that its aim
was primarily to instruct. The second
category was artworks that provided a
sense of connectedness to the environ-
ment. Most of this art was non-didactic.
It is the second of these categories that
will examined in the rest of this paper.
The effects of didactic art on environ-
mental attitudes and behaviour are con-
sidered elsewhere (Reid et al. 2005,
D. Curtis, unpublished data, 2010).

Artworks that provided a sense of
connectedness to the environment
were variously described as:

• capturing the beauty of the environ-
ment and providing a sense of won-
der in the natural world and hence
helping to cherish certain places;

• making the ‘invisible visible’ by
revaluing parts of the natural world;
evoking an emotional response (e.g.
by making one laugh or cry);

• providing a ‘spiritual connection’ to
nature;

• providing inspiration (e.g. by
refreshing the spirits, uplifting one
and helping one see the world
anew);

• providing a means of self-expres-
sion.

• affirming attitudes and beliefs
toward the natural environment,
enhancing respect and appreciation
of the natural environment and pro-
viding insights and different ways of
seeing the natural environment.

These different responses could all
be seen as providing an emotional
affinity with the natural environment
in various ways. The individual res-
ponses by interviewees are now
described in more detail.

Some extensionists or landcarers
were able to point to specific art-
works, pieces of music or specific
artists who reinforced their attitudes
towards the natural environment. Dr
Rod Bird is a research scientist who
pioneered farm forestry and direct
seeding research in Australia (Bird
2000; Borschmann et al. 2005). He
said he was inspired by the art of
Michael Leunig (Fig. 3) and John Ol-
sen and cited the artist Neil Douglas as
best exemplifying his view of the envi-
ronment:

Those paintings to me are more a

symbol of bush, wild areas, not

civilised ... They are the places

that one retreats to, and on farms

I think they are very necessary

places [for] biodiversity, and [for]

people who want to get away for

a while…Neil Douglas’ paintings

remind us of those areas … not

that there are too many wild

places left… (Rod Bird, interview

26May 2003)

Richard Morsley, who advised land-
holders on how to conserve and estab-
lish native vegetation, vividly desc-
ribed a painting by Ambrose Griffin
showing a dusty little road with mas-
sive Eucalyptus trees beside it which
exemplified his vision and attitude
towards the environment, and music
by Vaughan Williams:

That music really gets to me

because it is so evocative of the

countryside … When I’m [in

National Parks] this music just

comes into my head and it’s all

mixed inwith the trees… There’s

a particular thing called The Lark

Ascending ... it’s a short piece and

it’s just basically a violin and I pre-

sume its depicting a bird flying,

but its so poignant and so descrip-

tive of the natural world …
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whenever I hear it, it just makes

me think of beautiful bush.

When I talk about the way cer-

tain of the arts inspire me, these

things are right in the back of my

head when I’m organising tree

plantings, and doing those practi-

cal things … It’s only in quiet

times before and after that

they’re [in the forefront] and

they keep me going through

those practical times. (Richard

Morsley, interview 27 February

2003)

Alexandra de Blas, who worked
in environmental communication,
described artists whose work enabled
a greater understanding and empathy
with the natural environment such as
Tasmanian environmental sculptor
Peter Adams and dancer and artist,
Paulus Berensohn (Berensohn 2002).
De Blas said in her field of work one is
so often surrounded by depressing
things like the growing impact of cli-
mate change and decline in almost
every indicator, that deep beneath the
surface one is almost in a ‘permanent
state of grieving’. For her, the arts can
awaken a connection with the soul
and reawaken the spirit.

For most of the ecologists and envi-
ronmental exemplars interviewed,

their prime motivation was direct
experience of the environment itself,
but the arts seemed to ‘open’ or sensi-
tise them and in so doing assisted in
creating an emotional affinity towards
the natural environment. Significantly,
it was art examples that they were
strongly associated with on a personal
level that had the greatest and perhaps
most enduring effect, for example if
the artist was personally known to
them.

Some extensionists and exemplars
interviewed were less precise in pro-
viding specific artworks, which had a
strong effect on them, but provided
more general examples, such as
wilderness photography, nature docu-
mentaries, ballet, music or art generally
(Table 1). Landscape or wilderness
photography was mentioned by many
of those working in natural resources
management as having the important
effect of connecting them to the natu-
ral environment.

When the artists that had inspired
the extensionists and landcarers were
interviewed (or accessed indirectly
through literature), it was found that
the ultimate source of inspiration for
many of these artists was the natural
environment itself, or other artists,
who were ultimately inspired by nat-
ure. In the words of John Olsen:

‘Nature became my muse, my dictio-
nary … we must begin to look at the
landscape not just as real estate, but as
a place of enlightenment and magic’
(Hawley 2006).

John Wolseley combines detailed
botanical drawings and paintings with
a scientific curiosity of geography and
ecology and the interrelationships
between both (Fig. 1). He used words
like ‘re-enchant’ or ‘re-bind’ to des-
cribe the way art like his can connect
people to the natural environment.
His ‘highly intimate relation-
ship’ with the natural environment lies
at the root of his art. It is a ‘very per-
sonal relationship, almost like a physi-
cal longing for oneness with ‘mother
earth’, but it is also an intellectual rela-
tionship, with many elements which
are analytical and empirical’ (Grishin
1997).

I try to recall those mysterious

times when we have a sense of

something far more deeply inter-

fused, mysterious intimations of

certainty – of a kind of cosmic

hope. That moment listening to a

Beethoven quartet ... Or in the

desert looking at the night sky.

Or when looking at the great rev-

olutions of geological time. Or

the deep time of birds. (Wolseley

2006)

Four Indigenous artists were inter-
viewed from the Wagga Wagga area –
Donna Kirby, David O’Neil, Geoff
Simpson and Barry Walsh. For each of
them, art was a means of connecting
them to ‘Country’. The idea of Coun-
try is a more complex idea than just
‘nature’ or ‘the natural environment’,
and consists of people, animals, plants,
Dreamings, underground, earth, soils,
minerals and waters, surface water
and air (Rose 1996; Geoff Simpson,
interview 22 March 2005):

Every painting I do has a story to

it… It’s all about the natural envi-

ronment. You walk through the

bush. You are influenced by the

scribbly gum – the lines there.

You try and incorporate that into

Figure 3. Michael Leunig, from Sydney Morning Herald 11 November 2006, p. 40. ª The artist.
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the painting. You take things from

the environment, wherever you

go, whatever you do. (David

O’Neil, interview 12May 2005)

I like to paint the people and the

animals, and doing the dotting to

connect people to the animals

and the land. (Donna Kirby, inter-

view 12 May 2005)

For these artists, the relationship of
people with the land was all important.
The ‘natural environment’ was not
seen as something separate to them-
selves. Not only did their artworks con-
nect them to the land, to Country, or to
the natural environment, through their
representations, but the process of cre-
ating them often gave them the oppor-
tunity to experience the bush and
engage or connect with it.

Several artists were accessed whose
work was done primarily in the envi-
ronment. These included:

• the Grizedale Forest, in the south-
ern Lake District of England (Fig. 4;
Grant & Harris 1991);

• the William Ricketts Sanctuary in
the Dandenong Ranges near Mel-
bourne (Fig. 5; Brady 1994);

• Andy Goldsworthy, an English artist
who uses natural materials to pro-
duce (often ephemeral) sculptures
and artworkswhich are positioned in
the landscape andwhich he captures
inphotographs (Goldsworthy1996);

• Sirocco, a band which plays in the
world music genre. Much of their
music is inspiredby,and isperformed
in, thenaturalenvironment. (Fig. 6).

... The arts provide a different way

of viewing the same thing ... they

can turn what is a swamp full of

mosquitos and snakes into some-

thing that should be saved

because it is so beautiful. (Bill

O’Toole, interview 17 April 2003)

Chains of inspiration

From these interviews, the idea of
‘chains of inspiration’ emerged (Fig. 7).
Each of the ‘chains’ began with people

Table 1. Artworks or artworks that encapsulated or defined the attitudes towards the natural

environment, or from which they derived some form of inspiration – selected by (1) extensionists,

landholders and environmental exemplars, and (2) artists. C, celebrationist art; E, ecological art; F,

film; L, literature; M, music; N, naturalist; P, performing arts; V, visual artist (Note: Those in bold

were mentioned by both groups (1) and (2).)

Artworks or artists selected
(ranked from high to low)

(1) Number
(n = 22)

(2) Number
(n = 18)

Well defined examples
A.W. Seaby 0 1
Albrecht Durer (V) 0 1
Ambrose Griffin (V) 1 0
Andy Goldsworthy (V) 0 2
Anna Curtis’ prints (V) (Fig. 2) 1 0
Arthur Streeton (V) 1 0
Beethoven (M) 0 1
Botanical art (V), 0 1
Castalucci (V) 0 1
Clerry Spekett (V) 0 1
Colin Funk Banff Theatre for the Creative Arts (P) 0 1
Crosbie Morrison (N) 0 1
David Attenborough documentaries (F) 1 0
David Collins (V) 1 0
David Flatman and Suzy Australia Land Beyond Time (F) 1 0
David Pope (V) 1 0
David Read Henry (V) 0 1
David Thiktor, mural project (V) 0 1
Djon Mundine (V) 0 1
Dombrovskis’ and Truchanas’s photos of the
Tasmanian wilderness (V)

1 1

Dorothy Napangardi (V) 0 1
Downing Cless (P) 0 1
Eugene von Guérard (V) 1 1
Fiona Hall (V) 1 1
Firestarters – salinity theatre for farmers (P) 1 0
Fox Talbert (V) 0 1
FredWilliams (V) 6 1
Giacometti (V) 0 1
Gordon Bennett (V) 0 1
Green CD (compilation of environmental songs) (M) 1 0
Harry Wedge (V) 0 1
Heidelberg school (V); Landscape painters from
nineteenth century (McCubbin, Roberts, Glover) (V)

3 1

Helen Mayer and Newton Harrison (E) 0 1
Hunters and Collectors (M) 1 0
Indigenous art (V) 3 3
John Butler (M) 1 0
John Constable (V) 0 1
John Olsen (V) 1 0
JohnWolseley (V) (Fig. 1) 1 1
Jusok Koh (E) 0 1
Ken Duncan (V) 1 0
Kooris singing as part of a gathering (M) 1 0
Lin Onus (V) 1 0
Mandy Martin (V) 1 0
Marda Kirn Colorado Dance Festival (D) 0 1
Margaret Preston (V), 0 2
Mena McDonald (C) 0 1
Michael Leunig (V) (Fig. 3) 2 1
Midnite Oil (M 2 1
Milton Avery (V) 0 1
Murray Darling posters (V) 1 0
Neil Cameron (C) 0 2
Neil Douglas (V) 1 0
Neil YoungMother Earth (M) 0 1
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who worked directly on the environ-
ment such as those involved in land-
care, conservation or ecological
restoration. Some of these people were
influenced or inspired by particular
advisors, extensionists or scientists
(that is, people who did not necessarily
work directly on the environment, but
did so via intermediaries whom they
advised). These people were in turn

Table 1. (continued)

Artworks or artists selected
(ranked from high to low)

(1) Number
(n = 22)

(2) Number
(n = 18)

Nova-anglica: web of our endeavours (P,V) 1 0
Opera in the Alps (M) 1 0
Oyster (L) 1 0
Paris Texas (M) 1 0
Patrick White Tree of Man (L) 0 1
Paul Kelly From Little Things Big Things Grow (M) 1 0
Paul Winter (M) 0 1
Paulus Berensohn (V,P) 1 0
Peter Adams (V) 1 0
Peter Sculthorpe (M) 1 1
Redgum (M) 1 0
River Symposium Brisbane (C) 1 0
Robert Gillmor (V) 0 1
Ross Edwards(M), 0 2
Sailor B dance company (P) 0 1
Sally Mathews (V) 0 1
Sarah Hopkins (M) 1 0
Sirocco (M 1 0
Smetana (M) 1 0
Stephen Routledge Salt of the Earth (V) 2 0
Sydney Nolan (V) 1 1
Theresa May (P) 0 1
Tom Roberts (V) 2 0
TWS street theatre (P) 1 0
Vaughan Williams (M) 1 0
Vivaldi’s Four Seasons (M) 1 0
Welfare State International (C) 0 1
William Dobel (V) 1 0
William Robinson (V 0 2
William Yang (V) 0 1
Wolfhagen (V) 1 0
Less strongly defined examples 0 0
A lot of music, paintings, sculpture (M,V) 1 0
Books on natural history (L) 0 1
Children’s art (V) 1 0
Chinese calligraphy 0 1
Classical music with bird songs (M) 1 0
Coffee table & Mary White books (L) 1 0
Community art; Community cooperating to make art 2 0
Ecological artists (V) 0 1
Explorer artists ⁄ natural history artists (V) 0 1
Folk music (M) 1 0
Indian art (V 0 1
Landscape painters (V) 0 1
Lots of landscape and abstract artists (V) 1 0
Most Australian landscape painters (V) 0 1
Music generally (M); Range of other music (M) 2 0
Music of Turkey and India (M) 0 1
Music that has natural sounds (M) 1 0
Other exhibitions and theatre 0 1
Other landscape art (V); Local landscape
painters (V), Drawings of landscape (V)

3 0

Other TV documentaries 1 0
Painters, music 1 0
Photography (V) 1 0
Poetry ‘of the earth’ (L) 0 1
Romantic artists (V) 0 1
Romantic composers such as Mendelsohn and
Beethoven (M)

0 1

Satellite imagery (V) 1 0
Sculptures in gardens (V); Sculpture (V) 2 0

(a)

(b)

Figure 4. Sculptures in the Grizedale For-

est, in northern UK. (a) Unknown artist. (b)

Stag Herd Roof by Andy Frost, 1993, photos 6

August 2004. Artists from all around the world

have been attracted to work at Grizedale and

there are now over 90 sculptures scattered

through the 3700-hectare forest that are

reached by a network of 120 kilometres of

pathways. Many are ephemeral and are gradu-

ally replaced. The artworks add considerably

to the attraction of the forest, with some

350 000 visitors to the forest annually (Grant &

Harris, 1996).
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influenced or inspired by particular art,
the art providing an emotional affinity
towards the environment. The chains
then progressed to the artists who cre-
ated the art, and to the artists who had
influenced or inspired them. All of the
chains ended up with the natural envi-
ronment from which the artists drew
their inspiration. Some chains began
with people who worked on the non-
human environment and progressed
directly to artists, without intermediar-
ies. The direction of flow of the inspira-
tion was in both directions. Figure 8
summarises all the interviewdata, show-
ing the various ‘chains of inspiration’.

Discussion

The set of interviews revealed that
one major effect of the arts on people
is to provide a sense of connectedness
to the natural environment, fostering
an emotional relationship with it. Both
those working on the environment
and in the arts frequently referred to
an artwork as ‘inspiring’ them. The
results therefore beg two questions:
(1) what is ‘inspiration’ and (2) can
the process of inspiration and creating
an emotional affinity towards the envi-
ronment lead to pro-environmental
behaviour? Each of these questions is
now considered.

Creating inspiration

The Oxford Dictionary (Hughes et al.
1995, p. 584) defines ‘inspiration’ as:

1a a supposed creative force or

influence on poets, artists, musi-

cians, etc. stimulating the produc-

tion of works of art. b a person,

principle, faith, etc. stimulating

artistic ormoral fervour and creativ-

ity. c a similar divine influence sup-

posed to have led to the writing of

Scripture etc. 2 a sudden brilliant,

creative, or timely idea.

and ‘inspire’ as:

1 stimulate or arouse (a person) to

esp. creative activity, esp. by sup-

posed divine or supernatural

agency … 2a animate (a person)

with a feeling. b instil (a feeling)

into a person etc. c create (a feel-

ing) in a person. 3 prompt; give rise

to… (Hughes et al. 1995, p. 584)

It is evident from the interviews that
the artists were variously stimulated or
animated by direct observation of the
natural environment, that the environ-
ment instilled a feeling of affinity
towards it, and was a creative force for
their work. For some, the natural envi-
ronment also instilled a sense of spiri-
tual connection. All of these responses

Figure 5. Sculptures by William Ricketts,

at William Ricketts Sanctuary, Dandenong

Ranges near Melbourne, photo October 2003.

This attracts visits by tens of thousands of peo-

ple every year. Ricketts left Melbourne to live

in the Dandenongs in the 1930s where he

worked for the rest of his life. His sculptures

are set in a bushland setting and reflect his

passionate concern for Australia’s natural

environment and its Indigenous inhabitants,

and the strong sense of spirituality that he

found in both.

Figure 6. Sirocco performance of The

Wetlands Suite: A Celebration of the Macqua-

rie Marshes. Source: Bill O’Toole. This was

performed in the marshes in September 1993,

to an audience of about 1000 people and

broadcast by satellite to an estimated audi-

ence of 50 million people via Radio Australia

across Asia and the South Pacific. Eric Rolls

wrote that as the rich music flooded out, it

‘seemed that the marshes themselves had

begun to sing’. Music revealed the value of the

marshes.

Figure 7. Summary diagram of ‘chains of inspiration’. For simplicity, the arrows are in one

direction, however in reality the chains of inspiration often flow in both directions.
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accord with idea that nature or the nat-
ural environment had an inspiring
influence on them and their art. But
how does non-didactic artwork, so cre-
ated, lead to behavioural change?

Sometimes art can galvanise people
into action. Some of Australia’s first

conservation campaigns were stimu-
lated by art, for example paintings of
Fern Tree Gully by Eugene von Guér-
ard, and paintings of Cremorne by
Arthur Streeton (Bonyhady 2000). In
each case the artist brought aspects of
the natural environment to people’s

attention, and the beauty of their art
revealed the environment that was
under threat. More recently, the pho-
tographs of Truchanas and Dombrovs-
kis were cited by several interviewees
as being instrumental in campaigns to
conserve Tasmania’s wilderness, and

Figure 8. ‘Chains of inspiration’ – how the natural environment inspires art, which in turn inspires environmental protection and rehabilitation. ‘Int’,

‘‘Intermediary’’ (Int.) represents the groups and individuals the extensionists work through. Note, although the influences are portrayed here as flowing

in one direction, in reality they are often bi-directional. Also note that extensionists typically have direct contact with the environment too.
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have been recognised as such (Angus
1975). Similarly, the music of Sirocco
was influential in bringing to people’s
attention, and giving value to, the Mac-
quarie Marshes, a New South Wales
ecosystem under threat (Fig. 6).

However, more usually, the art
described in this paper has an indirect
effect: a constant affirmation of belief.
From the interviews the impression
was gained that the effect is a more
gentle form of prompting. One regu-
larly looks at a picture that one lives
with. Sometimes one reflects more
deeply on it, in times of contemplation
and meditation. Similarly with music.
The picture, piece of music or perfor-
mance about the natural environment
is amidst a sea of other competing
images or performances. However,
several informants said that there are
particular images or works of particu-
lar artists that ‘cut through’ and have a
deeper effect.

Well that painting at the end of the

passage by David Collins – that’s

beautiful. I love walking up the pas-

sage – [I] feel like I’m walking into

the bush. (Helen Curtis, interview

29May 2003)

If something becomes valuable
(that is, an audience regards an artistic
production as valuable), people
respect it and what it represents. As
Bill O’Toole said in reference to the
Macquarie Marshes, people would not
desecrate The Mona Lisa because they
value it. Artists, through artworks are
saying that there is an intrinsic value
in nature – a sense of duty towards the
object (the artwork) is transferred to
the subject of that object (the natural
environment).

You only conserve what you cher-

ish, and the arts help us to cherish

certain places. (Trish Waters, inter-

view 25 April 2003)

Art is produced by many different
people, and consumed by many differ-
ent people – each with their own
attitudes towards the natural environ-

ment. The overwhelming paradigm of
our society is to exploit the natural
environment: certain discourses domi-
nate (Ungar 1998), and this is reflected
in the kinds of cultural products that
dominate. However, when one con-
templates a William Robinson land-
scape or a Jeannie Baker book and
realises that thousands of others are
having the same response, and that
these responses feed into chains of
inspiration, then one can feel optimis-
tic about the role that art like this
might have in shaping environmental
sustainability across our culture.

I see the arts ... [in our] culture as

the only way to save anything of

value. Nothing can be of value

unless it’s part of the culture …
Everybody thinks true value is the

marketability of the promotion,

but culture is strategic promotion

... Promotion only works for a cou-

ple of years … you want to pro-

mote something you make it this

shape, you make it this colour.

That works for a little while

because it’s fashion, but … make

something cultural that people will

accept in a deep way [and] … it

lasts for 100 years, 200 years. (Bill

O’Toole, interview 17 April 2003)

The chains of inspiration influence
pro-environmental attitudes through
creating an emotional affinity, or
empathy, for the environment, but
can this process lead to pro-environ-
mental behaviour?

Emotional affinity

Kals et al. (1999) found that an emo-
tional affinity with nature is as power-
ful to predict pro-environmental
behaviour as indignation and interest
in nature (Fig. 9). A significant amount
of emotional affinity with nature can
be traced back to direct experiences of
the natural environment (Chapman
2002). This paper’s results show that
the arts, too, can enhance an emotional
affinity with nature. Art can also
increase an emotional indignation
about insufficient nature protection or
can increase a cognitive interest in

Present & past
experiences with

nature

Direct experience
of nature or land

degradation

ART

Artist 

Willingness
and

behavioural
decisions to

protect
nature

Emotional
affinity
toward
nature

Cognitive
interest in

nature

Emotional
indignation

Figure 9. Model to show how the arts affect environmental behaviour, by increasing an emo-

tional affinity towards nature, generating a cognitive interest in nature, and provoking emotional

indignation about insufficient nature protection. The black and white section is from Kals et al.

(1999), and the shaded sections are additions, based on the results from this paper and Curtis

(2007).
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nature (Reid et al. 2005). The model of
Kals et al. has been expanded to depict
the ways in which the arts shape
environmental behaviour (Fig. 9).

Extensionists, landholders and oth-
ers who work in the environment vary
greatly in their response to or interest
in art. Particular people respond to
particular artworks. Presumably some
people who ‘destroy’ nature are
moved by particular artworks, too. It
is thus difficult to generalise about
what is ‘good’ art to create emotional
affinity towards the environment.

Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that the
aesthetic and the imaginative language
of arts can work towards allowing a
receptive response to the natural envi-
ronment. The arts, and particular
artists, often engage their audience in
a non-didactic way and connect their
audience to the natural environment
through thoughtful or evocative repre-
sentations of the environment or by
the artwork being in the natural envi-
ronment itself. Similarly, the celebra-
tory aspects of the performing arts can
make them useful in affirming ecologi-
cal restoration and environmental
repair activities in a non-didactic way.
Modern life, dominated as it is by tech-
nology, artificial environments, pro-
cessed food, mass production of
consumables and mass transformation
of landscapes, has disconnected most
people from the natural environment
but the arts provide a way of re-estab-
lishing this link:

… the stories, the songs are as

much of our environment as the

buildings and trees ... in terms of

an ecology [and] thinking about

life as an integrated system … I

think there are artistic ways of

being able to imagine those inter-

connections that are more effec-

tive than rational descriptions. (Jon

Hawkes, interview 15 March 2004)

The artist exists only to externalise

what we all do internally anyway.

By making the descriptions new,

we do not create alternative

worlds. We remind people of the

breathtaking beauty of the original.

(Hare 2004)

Indigenous people believe their art
reflects that humans are part of nature.
By contrast, much of Western thought
is based on a dualistic view of nature
(that humans are apart from nature),
although there are also strong strands
that recognise humans as part of nat-
ure (Meyer 1999). To prevent environ-
mental collapse, it will be necessary
for humans to accept that humans and
non-human nature are connected and
interdependent. The data presented
here show that through their ability to
connect people to the natural environ-
ment by generating and sustaining an
emotional affinity with the natural
environment, the arts have a role in
this.
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Summary Australia’s natural areas have long been a source of inspiration for artists. Some of this art is a response to the natural
environment or represents it in some way, and some is exhibited or performed in the natural environment itself. The objectives of this
article are to: investigate the relationship between art and the artists who create it and people who make a living in extension, landcare
or on the land; and, develop an understanding of whether the arts can encourage an emotional affinity with the natural environment.
Eighty-nine key informant interviews were conducted in Australia, the UK, USA, Canada and Norway, including people working in the
arts and people working in natural resources management. Those in the latter group were people who either (i) worked in an extension
(outreach) or community facilitation capacity, or (ii) people who played a voluntary role with community on-ground restoration projects
or who showed exemplary behaviour towards the environment. All the people working in natural resources management cited examples
of visual or performing arts that they had found inspiring, that encapsulated or defined their attitudes towards the natural environment,
or which reinforced their attitudes towards the natural environment. From these interviews, the idea of ‘chains of inspiration’ emerged.
Each of the ‘chains’ began with people who worked directly on the environment. These people were in turn influenced or inspired by par-
ticular art from which they gained an emotional affinity towards the environment. The chains then progressed to the artists who created
the art. All of the chains ended up with the natural environment from which the artists drew their inspiration. The paper concludes that
by providing an emotional affinity or empathy for the natural environment, art can have a major role in influencing pro-environmental
attitudes.
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