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We cannot plan for the future of the next generations without rearranging our relationship with nature. In 
addition to individual engagement and activities targeting the community, the importance of education is 
a critical element of initiating changes.

The operation of Farkaskő Noszvaj Cave-dwelling Art Colony Association (Farkaskő NBME) is organically con-
nected with the nature art education provided at the Imaging major of the Department of Fine Arts of Eszter-
házy Károly Catholic University (EKKE). Here we selected from the pedagogy-related studies of our university 
colleagues and the members of the association. The combination of thinking together and a lot of individual 
experiences is what this book is based on. This is how this intellectual and practical workshop was started 
and developed, conceived upon the launching of the now 10-year-old nature art education in the Southern 
Bükk region, Eger and Noszvaj.

In this volume, first we present the university-level nature art education provided with the cooperation of EKKE 
and our Association. The international creative experience of István Erőss inspired the start of this training 
after he joined the Department. As the creator and inventor of this accredited educational programme, he 
recalls the antecedents, and presents the structure and operation of this specialisation in his paper. In what 
follows, Júlia Egervári tells about the intertwining of the nature artist’s creative approach unfolded during her 
university studies and visual education. Then Péter Lipkovics shows us the usability of nature art-motivated 
workshops in a special community, with Roma young people living in deep poverty. Both of them used to be 
our first students in the training at the beginning, to become our colleagues by now. The fourth study offers 
an insight into the educational activities of Farkaskő NBME, taking place in its own inspiring cave spaces, 
including the work of summer art colonies and the history and practice of landscape revitalization. All this was 
integrated into the training in the teaching practice of Péter Balázs, a founding member of the Association. 
Last, Vanda Tátrai familiarises us with her special method for connecting to nature, combining creative and 
developing fairytale-therapy work and nature art practice, as part of the activities of the Association.

We hope to contribute to the strengthening of an approach of the next artists’ and teachers’ generation and, 
through this, the whole society, embracing the cultural and natural roots, and thus to be active participants 
in creating a vitalising and eco-conscious community on Earth.

Foreword

Dr habil. Péter Balázs
Associate Professor, visual artist
founding member of Farkaskő NMBE
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When creating nature art works, the creator purposefully strives to recreate harmony with nature. Nature is 
no longer just a theme for representation, but also a medium that presupposes a different kind of a creative 
attitude in which the artist applies natural materials, objects, energies and places directly in the work. That 
is, direct physical connection with nature is the essence of the creative process.

Creation in nature became accepted with the emergence of land art artists in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
typically on the American continent. These creators represent the ‘big gesture’. They intervened into nature 
on such scales that the whole character of a landscape changed as a result of their artistic activity. However, 
one could spot a radically different creative behaviour, too, called the ‘little gesture’, manifested in Europe, 
and especially in Eastern Europe. The context here was characterised by the simultaneous lack of enough 
money and a proper network of galleries. Moreover, the depressing political atmosphere and the desire to 
escape the official cultural policy almost predestined artists attracted by nature to express themselves in 
intimate creative acts which, in many cases, remained intimate and meditative artistic acts of the creators, 
completely devoid of radical intervention, preserving the original character of the landscape.

In Eastern Europe of the 1970s, the slow pace of urbanisation, the relative backwardness of industrial devel-
opment and travel restrictions resulted in a situation where most people still lived in an environment close 
to nature characterised with living folk art. These artists involved the everyday objects of peasant life into art, 
thus classifying the rural environment as a ‘high art scene’. That is, they transposed the still living folklore 
into contemporary art, enriching the repository of the expression forms of nature art with a typically Eastern 
European element. It was then that the so-called neo-avantgarde style trends and expansionist uncon-
ventional aspirations met the traditions of the living folklore.1 The most emblematic figures of this artistic 
behaviour were the artists of the MAMŰ Society who moved to Hungary from Transylvania in the second half 
of the eighties and went on with their activities started in Târgu Mureş in the 1970s, now admitting Hungarian 
artists to the membership of the association.

In the early 2000s, three first-generation MAMŰ members, namely Csaba György aka Borgó, László József 
Molnár and Imre Bukta, started their teaching career at the Department of Visual Arts of Eszterházy Károly 
University, introducing a kind of close-to-nature spirituality in art higher education in Eger. In the second half 
of the decade, two second-generation MAMŰ members, namely Péter Balázs and István Erőss, were added to 
staff of the Department. Now, in addition to them, Csongor Gábor Szigeti, Kund Kopacz, Péter Lipkovics and 
Júlia Egervári, representing the third generation, also teach here.

Thanks to the interest of the artist lecturers of the Department, attraction to nature and rural space has 
long determined the orientation of the education. But it was only in 2010 that we felt ready to start nature 

Nature art in higher education

Dr habil. István Erőss
University Professor

01 Novotny Tihamér (1990): Történetek és más összefüggések. In: Novotny Tihamér (szerk.): MAMŰ. Marosvásárhelyi Műhely 1978–1984. Tegnap és Ma. Barátság 

Művelődési Központ és Könyvtár, Százhalombatta. 6-36.
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art education at our university, in which we were the first in the country and in Europe, too. In addition to my 
personal commitment to nature art, our several years of research on the subject and a publication that could 
also have been used as a textbook,2 our intention was confirmed by an exceptionally favourable circumstance, 
namely that my colleague Péter Balázs is one of the heads of Farkaskő Art Colony Association that has a very 
exciting and unique outdoor site in Noszvaj, 10 km from Eger. This one-time cave-dwelling system owned by 
the artist members of the association and operated by the association was readily available for the new nature 
art training programme and our students could have used it as a practising ground from the very beginning.

The first nature art group was launched with ten students at the Department of Visual Arts in September 2011.3 

Six years later, in 2017, nature art as an independent specialised training was officially added to the higher 
education training offer, to which students of the visual representation major may apply.

In addition to the usual administrative barriers, the biggest challenge was to compile the curriculum upon 
starting the training. We were considered ‘pioneers’, without any examples to follow, lacking higher education 
experience. We had to elaborate the details of the content of both the practical and the theoretical classes. 
Education at the training currently consists of three types of activities: we have weekly studio practices during 
which the students learn about natural materials, various traditional techniques and the use of tools through 
the tasks given by the lecturers. Theoretical education is provided in parallel. Students study ethnography, and, 
following a brief art history outline, they are introduced to the circumstances of how nature art was invented 
in various cultures, are presented with the concepts of major nature art events and we analyse the works 
created here. The third important pillar of education is the outdoor practice on the territory of the Noszvaj 

02 Erőss István (2011): Természetművészet. Líceum, Eger

03 Currently the Department of Fine Arts, belonging to the Visual Arts Institute established in 2016, named the Institute of Fine Arts and Art Theory from 2021.
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cave-dwellings. It has been an organic part of the training since its very beginning. It is of high importance 
that students should produce works here in each season using typical seasonal materials such as coloured 
leaves, boughs, snow, ice, rime, mud, reed, etc. On each occasion, we analyse the results of workshops, that 
are organised mostly on weekends, and we integrate the experiences into oncoming works. 

At the end-of-semester presentations, photo documentations of outdoor works are also displayed, besides 
the studio works, and then archived. The material of this archive has already been presented in the form of 
an exhibition in several locations: Eger, Budapest, Bódvaszilas, Márokföld in Hungary, and Oradea (Romania), 
Yogyakarta (Indonesia), Beijing (China) and Gonju (Korea) abroad. Apart from providing an opportunity for 
students to introduce themselves, these student exhibitions also make it possible for the general public to 
learn about the results of nature art higher education in Eger.

In addition to the curriculum classes, we regularly invite prominent lecturers representing this field from 
Hungary and, depending on our financial resources, from abroad. Our guest lecturers included Colin Foster, 
Bálint Szombathy, John K. Grande (Canada), Péter Pál (Romania), Rumen Dimitrov (Bulgaria), Chintan Uph-
adyay (India), Anke Mellin (Germany), Ri Eung-woo and Jeon Won-gil (Korea).

We consider it an important part of our methodology to give our students the opportunity to work as assis-
tants with the invited artists at various prestigious nature art events. On these occasions, students have the 
opportunity to meet the most renowned representatives of this field, and to have an insight into the complex 
process of artistic creation and into the technical tricks of realisation. Thanks to the generosity of the Kore-
an YATOO group, our students attend GNAB, the sole nature art biennale of the world, in every second year. 
In 2011, as many as 20 students had the chance to work with artists of international significance such as 
Alan Sonfist, Liu Po-Chun, Ko Seung-hyun or AnkeMellin at the opening exhibition of the Nature Art Centre 
in Bódvaszilas, organised by Péter Balázs and István Erőss, lecturers of the Department. At the International 
Forest Art programme organised in Darmstadt, two of our students, while in 2013, at Art-Nature Garbovtsi 
(a Bulgarian event) one student helped the creative work of the participating artists. In 2018, our students 
went on a two-week study trip to Indonesia, and in 2019, they attended a two-week nature art symposium in 
Transylvania. Those students who performed best have already been invited to nature art events; for example, 
to the above-mentioned Korean biennale, the International Lake Velence Symposion, or the Paks Art Camp 
and the Gyergyószárhegy Art Camp where artists, expert instructors and students may participate as equals.

In addition to these art events, undoubtedly the most important event throughout the educational process 
and the academic year used to be the nature art symposium organised by the Department in and around 
the territory called Pocem4 in Noszvaj for many years. Each year in July, we invited students and teachers of 
the Department and its partner institutions from all over the world to this exceptional place endowed with a 
special atmosphere. Later on, we organised this important Department event in Márokföld (Őrség region), 
and then in Ipolytarnóc. The summer international art camp and symposion is also of particular importance 
to the Department as the experience gained here is an important part of the learning process. Students and 
teachers representing various institutions and countries are able to work together here. Evening presentations 
and discussions add to the students’ lexical knowledge, and the participants may benefit from the network 
of contacts built here later as independent artists.

04 www.barlanglakasok.hu
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Lili Durbák: Scale, Nature Art II.

international symposion, Noszvaj, 2010

Sztella Bácsi, Anna Fehér, Ágnes Nyilas: Settee (stone, grass, fire),

Nature Art VI, autumn practice, Noszvaj, 2015
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Our international symposion was first organized in 2009 and, over the past 12 years, we had the pleasure 
to welcome students and teachers from 14 institutions in 9 countries: the representatives of the Hungarian 
University of Fine Arts, the University of Pécs, the landscape architecture major of the Szent István University 
and the Borsos Miklós Foundation (Hungary), the Sapientia University, the Babeş-Bolyai University and the 
Universitatea de Artă și Design din Cluj-Napoca (Romania), the Taipei National University of the Arts (Taiwan), 
the Fine Arts College in Jaipur (India), the Indonesian Institute of the Arts of Yogyakarta (Indonesia), the Fac-
ulty of Fine Arts of the Universitat de Barcelona (Spain), the Joongbu University Seoul (Korea), the University 
of Tehran (Iran) and the Academy of Applied Arts Rijeka (Croatia).

But what is the specific knowledge in which students specialised in nature art excel?
Experiences in the field of the relationship between nature and art develop important skills that facilitate the 
complex artistic articulation of ecological concerns together with any underlying content. Graduates can more 
effectively draw attention to the degradation of nature, the loss of value, uniformity, and the importance of 
preserving our cultural heritage. Through their creative activity, they can contribute to the re-evaluation of 
the artist’s social position, and the recognition of his responsibility and active participation in the community. 
Students who graduate here can obtain a teacher’s degree later and, as teachers of nature art, they would 
be able to perform their activities more efficiently, maybe returning to their place of birth, too. They could 
achieve a positive change in the mindset of a smaller community playfully and, what is more important, faster 
than any media propaganda. They can sensitise the community to an environmentally conscious behaviour, 
and encourage them to lead a life that is responsible for nature. At the same time, they can strengthen their 
receptivity to art, unfold their creative vision, lead them to joyful amazement, and the enjoyment of beauty in 
harmony with nature. Ideally, they can persuade the members of the community to act, involving them in the 
creative process, whether approaching from the viewpoint of art or nature, which can have a positive effect 
on keeping a disintegrating rural community together.

In 2022, it will be the ninth group of students to graduate from this globally unique training programme. Going 
on with the practice of the last decade, we follow our students after they have completed their studies, helping 
them along their careers to get involved in the circulation of international nature art events. Perhaps this is 
also due to the fact that the team of graduates forged into a real cohesive community in recent years, and, 
moreover, some of them became lecturers of the Eger nature art education by now.
We could have seen that the efforts of a group of experimenting artists going back to as many as forty years 
took on an institutionalised form at the Department of Fine Arts of the Institute of Fine Arts, where this par-
ticular form of creative expression is now taught on an official basis. In addition to the joy and pride we feel 
in starting and operating the nature art training at university level, we also have a huge responsibility, as our 
work is in the focus of constant interest from abroad. Aware of this responsibility, we intend to continue to 
teach this exciting and promising field of visual arts to the best of our abilities.
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Introduction

In my study, I would like to set the peculiarities of a creative attitude and method and a pedagogical method 
in parallel. During my doctoral research, I came across a number of interesting pedagogical experiments and 
trends, and, in many cases, discovered parallels with certain fine-art practices. Although my research concerns 
the field of education, focussing on the cross-section of environmental education and visual education, I am 
approaching the whole topic as a visual artist, too. This determines my starting points and my different ways 
for approaching as well. Thus, for example, the approach of place-based pedagogy regarding the place and the 
role of the community, the understanding of a place, the attachment to a place, environmental protection, and 
the possibilities of experiencing and an authentic learning environment was linked to the process of creating 
an environmentalist work of art for me. It is also important how a nature art project, requiring a different kind of 
creative attitude, takes a fresh look at the environment and at the elements of nature, often providing a com-
munity experience, too, in which the process of creation and implementation is almost inseparable from the 
created object. I will also explain how the experiences of my own creative activity contribute to the application 
of a specific art pedagogy, and what possible directions are revealed. I am also discussing the legitimacy and 
topicality of the trend.

Vital experience

Already John Dewey, a representative of pragmatism in pedagogy, highlighted the complex role of art and 
creation in terms of human experience, perception, and processing, through experiencing the roles of both 
the recipient and the creator. Although the redefining of art as a nature art philosophy in his writings (Art as 
Experience, 1934) raises many questions and doubts, seems unfounded in many places and triggers a debate 
from the point of view of aesthetics and art philosophy, yet I consider it important to mention it, for two rea-
sons. One is his views on the nature of experience, according to which experience cannot be a purely cognitive 
process, but it involves the whole person; the experienced thing is part of it; and, being a human experience, 
it is determined by the person who experiences and the way of experiencing, together with the historical, 
social, and political context. Experience is unique to life and art, and is essential for both the creator and the 
recipient. Dewey does not interpret it merely as the regular experiencing of everyday life in general, which is 

Place- and community-based nature art 
practices: the “vital experience”

Júlia Egervári
Instructor, PhD student

“Underneath the rhythm of every art and of every work of art there lies... 
the basic pattern of the relations of the live creature to his environment.” 1

01 John Dewey (Dewey 1980: 156)
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hardly conscious, but also as the characteristic moments standing out from this flow and evoking a sense of 
a memorable and “real” experience.2

The quality of experience is a recurring element in his writings. He puts experience first as opposed to the 
product, while, of course, emphasising that the object of art is necessary, and that there are objective condi-
tions that are necessary for the creation of the work of art and the aesthetic experience. An aesthetic product 
is created only when the floating of ideas ceases and they get embodied in an object. The mental images and 
emotions of a person are also connected to an object and are united with the material of the latter. At the same 
time, he stresses that the work of art exists in its dynamic lived experience.3

So the action involving the whole of the human being as a creative experience makes the work of art ex-
isting and living. This unity is indivisible, and this phenomenon itself has priority over the product. It can 
remind us of the existence of an artistic action, happening or performance bound to time and space, and 
the capture of a given moment when the work is inseparable from the ‘act’. The essence of another im-
portant approach by Dewey is exactly what he contrasts with the Kantian conception of art. According to 
him, art should be brought out from the ivory tower and from elitism; art should not be separated from 
the natural and organic roots and needs of man; man should not deny the latter; and art should not lead 
to some abstract or elevated, ethereal ‘pure’ experience, but, instead, it should satisfy both the physi-
cal and mental dimensions in an integrated way, and serve the whole living organism in its full vitality.4 

Shusterman developed Dewey’s ideas further, calling them pragmatist aesthetics, while he named his own 
theory somaesthetics. The latter means the critical study of the experience and use of one’s body as a locus 
of sensory-aesthetic appreciation and creative self-fashioning. According to his art concept, art has a trans-
formative effect. This philosophy, which is on the point of becoming a movement, is interdisciplinary in nature. 
“Somaesthetics became an interdisciplinary field, since the body, as a tool of our tools and a central loca-
tion of our experiencing, is crucially related to all the disciplines that deal with human growth: not only art, 
but also politics, education, historical and social sciences, as well as health sciences and even technology.”5 
 
If we look at the changes fine arts have undergone since then in the recent decades, we will find interesting 
parallels with Dewey’s view and Shusterman’s somaesthetics. I would rather not get involved in art philosophy 
and art history analyses. Regarding my topic, I just wish to reflect on the phenomenon that this kind of inter- 
and multidisciplinary approach does actually belong to the necessary renewal of art, which is well illustrated 
by the interdisciplinary collaborations of ecoart and the phenomenon of bioart, which is not new at by now. 
An ever-growing number of works build on the transformative force that transforms and moves not only the 
creator(s) himself (themselves), but also the viewers, the recipients or, in the case of an interactive work, the 
participants. When experiencing, man obtains information from the outside world through his body, with the 
help of the senses. As Dewey says, there are certain characteristic moments and experiences that emerge from 
the flow of everyday perception and seem especially ‘real’ and memorable. I believe that something like this is 
happening in the process of nature art creation, which is true for the recipient side, too. Objects and materials 
that we are already familiar with, or have seen and touched, emerge from everyday life under a new light, and 

02 Shusterman 2010: 8.

03 3. Dewey referred to by Shusterman 2003: 80

04 Ibidem 48

05 Krémer 2014



22      ///

into a new context, that is, into the focus of a different kind of attention. This attention is what changes them 
for us, this is how they come to a new life. The product, whether or not called a work of art, transubstantiates. 
Its often ephemeral nature, constant change and formation makes both the creation and viewing a “dynamic 
experience”, indeed. And although Dewey does not explain it in detail, it is interesting to note that he touches 
upon the role of the environment, which is both a personal place and, in a broader sense, a social, historical, 
and political background, and upon the embeddedness of the work.

Nature art in higher education and ‘in my garden’

I am fortunate enough to have been able to participate as a student in the operation of the Nature Art train-
ing programme at Eszterházy Károly University in Eger where now I am a lecturer. In addition to some basic 
information, I am sharing my personal experiences here. When the training was started in 2011 led by István 
Erőss, I was a member of the very first groups, facing an approach that was completely new to me, getting rid 
of the constraints of a rather academic art education. Although there was a great emphasis on teaching the 
classical traditional trends and techniques, that is, we were assigned detailed and natural drawing studies 
or head and shape models and plaster casting of the latter, but there was also a ceramics course where we 
had the opportunity to use the potter’s wheel and to build unique objects. What was really new, however, was 
the experimentation with the materials. The Environmental and Spatial Design, Alternative Plastic Represen-
tation and Nature Art courses required an attitude different from the usual one. Regarding a given topic, we 
were given extensive freedom in terms of the implementation, and we could choose our own individual paths. 
Experimenting with different natural and artificial materials, recycling, using and reshaping the found objects 
and materials affected my relationship with my own environment, too. It began to provide both the theme 
and the material for my works. Various mechanisms, and functions and phenomena that we consider evident 
came under new light and focus, emerging from the usual rhythm of everyday perception, both in the built 
and natural environment. Connection to seasons, the exploration and utilization of the possibilities of a given 
period, reflection on it in the natural environment, simple and gesture-like interventions, and leaving traces in 
the aesthetic image of nature were important parts of the nature art tasks and experiments. We used to go out 
to places close to nature in groups, but we often solved these tasks individually. The advantage of group work 
lies in common thinking and common experiencing; things each of us would grasp on the spot at the given 
moment; the way we can approximate our individual experiences so that everyone be able to identify with the 
created work. Community creation provides an opportunity to create more monumental works. In art colony 
work processes, the community-forming effect develops by itself. In the case of individual solutions, there are 
more opportunities to go deeper, and to get to know and rediscover one’s own living environment. I found my 
‘playground’ in our own garden and in the neighbouring fields and forests. 

Materials, objects, the organic and continuously changing material and the elements of nature became “med-
itation objects”. We can observe that, sooner or later, the process is going to involve the reconsidering of 
one’s own perception of nature, together with the seeking for an individual relationship and, in many cases, the 
need for a more direct experience. Therefore, the use of one’s own body emerges so that one be able to feel 
and experience nature’s forces and elements and discover a new layer of self-expression. Many creators who 
engage in some form of nature art involve their own body as part and creator of a nature art action, process 
art experiment, performance, or the gesture itself. For example, in one of her actions, Teresa Murak lay in a tub 
full of water-swollen seeds until the seeds germinated and sprouted by the heat of her own naked body. Or she 
took on a garment woven by the plants germinated into the textile, and she photographed herself in various 

Júlia Egervári: Without a title, 2012. Own photo
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places in this dress.6 But we can also mention the works of Ana Mendieta who had a special dialogue with the 
earth, the elements and her homeland through her own body. In her series entitled “Silueta,” she was laying 
with her face down the earth and she used the imprint of her body in a variety of ways and locations, respond-
ing to the peculiarities of the place, the formal encounter of the female body and the earth, creating an archa-
ic and sacred atmosphere and evoking raw elemental forces. Her desire for complete fusion is discernible here. 
We can see several photos of her where she disappears in her surroundings, her body covered with plants, 
stones or mud7. But one can also mention István Erőss’s body art actions connected to various countries and 
cultures. I will discuss these later. During our studies, the topics and issues to be processed brought this ap-
proach with them, too, and over time, most students gained this somatic experience. In my case, this was 
preceded by a spring experiment in the garden. I dug a square pit into which I put back the excavated clay soil 
compressed into a cube. Then I documented several variations as it dried up, cracked, got flower petals stuck 
in, got washed away by water, etc. Even then, I felt a strong urge to interact more directly with this clay soil. 
Finally, I found the way to fit my own body into the excavated pit. Three versions were made, displaying three 
different statuses. An important issue is the presentation and documentation of these works, of course in the 
form of a photo or video. I wanted to find a way where the photos of the nature art action do not only function 

06 Supińska-Polit 2002

07 https://www.moma.org/artists/3924. Last download: 17 December 2021
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as documentation, but also as stand-alone works, say, in the form of a photo installation. These 1 x 1 metre 
images were placed on the ground, in black wooden frames, so as you gradually get closer and closer, it is 
revealed what the frames cover and what you can see in the pictures, creating a sort of an illusion, as if the 
earth itself were indeed opening.

In this field, we inevitably come across the concepts of ecology, and sustainability and issues concerning 
environmental aspects, thinking about nature, social phenomena and their relationship to art. Of course, it 
is a matter of individual choice how extensively such issues should be explored, and indeed, which aspects 
should be grasped, and which layers should be reflected on in one’s works. The training would not set limits in 
its course lines. In response to the issues of sustainability and consumption during various material experi-
ments, I started working with dough, a medium for my sculptures. This process eventually lasted for years. I 
used this material both in its non-figurative and figural, raw and baked form, that is to say, I cooperated with 
its own self-shaping power and rules. Its ephemeral character and constant change provided an extra layer 
to these installations. But other materials reminiscent of the ones used in folk architecture appeared in the 
works of the training’s students, too, such as adobe or figurines made of vines, vignettes and adobe, a glass 
head filled with turmeric, a body shaped with a molten sugar surface, concrete bellies in plank loafs, or human 
forms covered with sunflower seed shells. 
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In addition, the various Hungarian and international art colonies, symposia and biennales provided and still 
provide good opportunities for cultural exchanges, learning about new perspectives and practices, and pro-
viding space for possible collaborations. Without aiming at providing an exhaustive presentation, I would like 
to highlight just one of them: the Nature Art Biennale of the South Korean Yatoo Group, attended by a number 
of students as assistants. Several students were even eligible to participate in the residency programme due 
to grants.

It was here that I first attended an outdoor ‘museum pedagogy’ activity where children are active while viewing 
and reflecting on land art and nature art works, or attend a series of thematic activities, learn to use simple 
tools, build a forest shelter, and learn other object- and environment-shaping techniques while also learning 
about their environment.8

These impressions motivated me to start dealing with environmental education, in particular with its support-
ing, that is, the tools of visual education, and especially nature art. In what follows, I am going to present the 
stages of this process.

The place- and community-based approach

During my doctoral research focussing on education, I came across a pedagogy method whose principles 
and methods caught my attention, in the context of environmental education, on the one hand, and due to its 
specific thinking about the place, on the other. This place-based (PB), or more specifically, place- and commu-
nity-based pedagogy, which emerged in America in the 1980s, developed from the environmental education 
programmes of that time.

PB pedagogy goes back to several elements of Dewey’s pedagogical practice and principles. At the same time, 
it goes beyond them, exceeding the principle that the school prepares for life, reproduces the action forms 
of society, and models society in the school system. Instead, it chooses real life and sees it as a real learning 
environment. Of course, the focus varies, as does the venue. At the beginning, the ecological aspects predom-
inated together with the appreciation and protection of the natural and rural environment. Nevertheless, the 
perspective of PB pedagogy has broadened since then. In sum, the aim of place-based pedagogy is to support 
the integration of environment, culture and education as an intertwined unit into the discourses and practices 
of education, with a particular emphasis on place-specific relationships, the ethical approach of the so-called 
‘eco-justice’, and the relationship between various cultures and ecosystems.9

 
We are able to connect to our natural and cultural environment through places, and the sense of place would 
strengthen the connection. Place-based education enables students to discover the local biosphere, to explore 
geological processes, the history of the place, and the changes in the lives of the inhabitants, and to understand 
the connections between them in depth, even facing their downsides. This appreciation and awareness-build-
ing, when properly shaped, is able to motivate and encourage one to participate, to build bridges between 
generations, promoting ecological integrity and cultural sustainability.10 In terms of its pedagogical value, 
Gruenewald11 identifies five important dimensions: perceptual, social, ideological, political, and ecological. He 

08 http://www.natureartbiennale.org/en/bbs/board.php?bo_table=education3. Last download: 10 December 2021

09 Graham 2007: 375-391.

10 Semken and Brandt 2010: 287-302.
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believes that this type of education is as transdisciplinary as the construction of the place. This interdisciplinary 
environment provides a diverse opportunity to gain a holistic knowledge of the world, to interact with various 
disciplines and with those who work there, and to become a researcher, designer, implementer and creator in 
projects. Increasing student activity and applying the gained knowledge immediately in practice creates a social 
stratum that is interested in the long-term well-being and functioning of the community and is able to act for 
it.12 Arts and creative activities are often part of PB projects and build on emotional connection.

Creation, artistic activities and aesthetic extasy specifically comprise a possibility of emotional connection to 
the topic and issues processed or explored by them. Art education can effectively create a context, evoking 
the emotional bond, not only for the sake of ecology, but also in response to the human feeling and desire to 
belong and connect to somewhere (a place, an environment, a community, or a way of life). Contemporary art 
often examines the sense and topic of alienation, both in its social and physical dimension, and the relationship 
of man and nature. Eco-art and eco-art education can prove its own legitimacy and look for holistic links in 
relation to these issues.13 

In a book summarising the models of PB pedagogy14, we find an art-based project that tries to support the 
understanding of the place and the connection with the place in the urban environment. The instructor tried 
to encourage his students to view their environment with fresh eyes, and not just through the filter of mass 
media, consumption, and TV shows, to look for other points of connection and personal meaning in the built 
environment, and to present them in some creative activity. During the project series, they regularly visited the 
city, collected motifs, and reinterpreted the environment that they encounter every day.

There are not many urban place-based projects like that. This pedagogy focused on the rural and natural 
environment at the beginning. Sources rather refer to the latter, and we can also find land art projects. At the 
same time, place-based pedagogy is not limited to a single area, it freely incorporates many methodological 
solutions and can be customised for any place and community.

This approach is not a novelty at all and is not limited to the United States only. Many parallels, consonant 
ideas and methods can be found in Waldorf pedagogy. Connection to nature and the rural environment, edu-
cation for sustainability, education with art and community formation, and participation are consistently and 
organically part of it.15

The principles and methods of place- and community-based pedagogy also appear in my self-organised 
camps, supplemented by land art and nature art experiments, which I will discuss in detail later.

Site-specific and community art in the context of nature art

The topic of place and community can also be examined in the context of the fine arts. Site-specific art was 
brought to the fore in Western culture by new creative attitudes and methods that emerged in the 1960s and 

11 Gruenewald 2003a: 619.

12 www.gettingsmart.com. Last download: 19 November 2021 

13 Vasko 2016

14 Gruenewald and Smith 2008

15 Mészáros and Egervári 2021: 21-45.
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1970s, such as the specific attitude of minimalist sculpture subsequently inspiring the unfolding of land art, 
progress art, performance, body art, and so on. Environment plays a decisive role in the creation, presentation 
and reception of the work of art. The work becomes part of the place, taking into account not only the physical 
aspect of the place, but also its cultural, social and political strata. Since then, artists have been creating in the 
outdoor built and natural environment, too, and site-specificity has not been limited to a specific placement 
and installation in gallery rooms. Later on, attention was often drawn to various ecological, social and cultural 
problems, with the projects analysing the issues of reception and presentation.16 In these programmes, artists 
often create works of art in collaboration with local groups and communities, and collaboration itself is an 
important element of the work.

István Erőss’s body art actions, implemented in the geographical, social and political contexts of different 
continents and countries and linked to specific places and communities, strongly reflect the multi-layered 
possibilities of the genre and the aspects I summarised in relation to the place- and community-based ap-
proach. The creator gets acquainted with the local culture and the opportunities provided by the venue as part 
of a residency programme or in an art colony. In his book, he writes about the experiences the participants, 
including Western artists, of the 2008 Sandarbh Workshop in India gained. They were able to have an insight 
into the lives of local communities when they attended wedding ceremonies lasting for several days or other 
sacred events, for example. Pushing the boundaries of his own identity, Erőss used his body as a medium, and 
he painted wedding motifs on his own, still very white, upper body with a local henna artist, “burning” the mo-
tifs into his skin by sunbathing, creating a kind of a sun tattoo. The documentation method also reflected the 
characteristics of the local culture. He had photos of himself in local photo studios against popular colourful 
backgrounds, with the photos displayed in shop windows, which aroused great interest from the part of the 
local community. This is how a dialogue between the artist and the micro-community was created.17 

This attitude can be followed in other similar projects by him and is a good example of the way social and 
cultural connectivity is realised by means of art at multiple levels, including a multidisciplinary approach to 
identity, individual experience, the body as an observing and mediating medium, and the observation of and 
the becoming part of the place and the community. In this case, nature as a contributing force appears in the 
form of sunshine.

Place- and community-based pedagogy and nature art. 
Camps and sessions with primary school pupils

The content of environmental education has been constantly evolving since the 1970s and 1980s, with its 
methods expanding. In the present age, which can also be called the anthropocene epoch, it is not only the 
content of environmental education and environmental protection that raises problems. We have to recon-
sider our very concepts and perception of the environment and nature, as the influence and intervention of 
man in shaping the environment is currently so great that it exceeds the impact of our environment on itself, 
and we are at a point of hardly being able to talk about real nature and wilderness. It is essential that the 
emerging generation have a conscious experience of its environment, whether built or natural, and develop 
its own concepts, reflections and critical approach. During ‘nature art’ or ‘eco-art’ sessions held in the natural 
environment, we focus on sensory experiences, personal attitudes towards nature, and, through landscape 

16 Rezsonya 2007

17 Erőss 2011: 77-80.
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architecture, on the environmental attitudes, the understanding of our environment and nature and even the 
knowledge of materials and craftsmanship as well. Last but not least, we have the joy of leaving visual traces, 
the solution of a visual-aesthetic problem, and a new form of self-expression, all experienced free from school 
constraints, using a new working form, ‘new’ materials and tools, taking into account ecological aspects, all 
in cooperation with nature.

Environmental education is linked to visual creation at specialised classes and sessions organised for up-
per-grade primary school pupils. The syllabi and the programmes of the camps are based on the specificities 
of the local environment, focussing on the rural and natural environment, the way of life of the people living 
there, and the cultural and natural values. A well-designed visual creative task is assigned to each activity.

I plan the structure of the tasks and the way leading to their realization condensing the experiences of my own 
fine-art and nature art work. This is further developed together with my visual educator and artist colleagues. 
The observation of reality (e.g., drawings and paintings of trees and other plants, collection for frottage, and its 
development into landscape images), the use of natural materials (making musical instruments, modelling), 
nature photography and even making fire, carving sticks for skewers, and making other objects all precede 
and prepare the creation of individual nature art and land art works.
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In the creative camps organised in the rural environment of the Balaton Uplands, visual creation reflected 
a local feature, too, using the methods of place- and community-based pedagogy. For example, we visited the 
Hellowood artists’ colony, observed the wooden structures, and the typical buildings and building elements and 
prepared their models using natural materials in small groups, discussing the types of important and typical 
buildings we can find in Hungarian villages. Then, changing scale, we got acquainted with the plants found in 
the vicinity of the camp, and made imprints, ‘plant fossils’ from clay and plaster. During visits in the village, 
the understanding of the environment is supported by photo collecting tasks focusing on various topics and 
aspects. The aim is that we not only look at but also see things. It might as well give us an idea of what the 
age group concerned notices in their environment, what they consider to be visually interesting and how they 
interpret a sight and the task itself.

In the case of specific nature art works, we reflect on natural forms, aesthetics, processes, material features, 
and on the spirit of the place using as few materials and tools as possible, assessing the local conditions, or 
process a specific topic with these tools. The whole thing is rather experimental, and, many times, the trying of 
novel ways of expression is instinctive. It is not by accident that such sessions are scheduled to the end of the 
camp period, because everyone would tune in by then. But, of course, it is not guaranteed that everyone will live 
it through, feel it and get interested in it in the same way. So, the facilitator also has to respond adaptively to 
this situation, involving each pupil in some way, and orienting the session so that everyone may find some kind 
of a challenge and role in it. For example, when creating a nature art work, someone may get rather interested 
in taking photos, so his role would be documentation, taking photos and videos of the working processes and 
the prepared work from multiple angles. Or, to mention another example, someone may have participated less 
in the work itself, but he may offer voluntary “guided tours” along the different works created on the site. It is 
also a valuable form of expression worth being appreciated, which also suggests a kind of an independence. 
When working in pairs or small groups, small-scale intervention and the protection of the environment are 
important considerations. If binders are to be used, then we choose readily degradable natural materials, but 
it is also possible to unbuild the compositions immediately after being documented. 

Photo- and video-making add a new dimension to these works. While experiencing and accepting their passing 
away is part of the work, it is also natural for the new generation that something may be preserved only digitally, 
or seen and exhibited in this form only. Virág Kiss researches the possibilities of ephemeral creation from the 
perspective of art pedagogy and art therapy. What layers does the transient character reveal in visual art ped-
agogy that otherwise seeks for object permanence? “The ephemeral, that is, temporary character creates an 
exciting situation from an art therapy point of view, too, because the significance of passing away, release and 
the ‘here and now’ may get into the focus of deep art therapy, as a topic for plays and children’s culture. It is 
possible to work with loss and release, but this creative situation based on temporariness is very moment-sen-
sitive. Here it is necessary to create and consciously experience the special ‘now’ moment when it happens to 
exists, so such community activities are somewhat ritual in nature. It is important to create a common focus 
for the attention, together with the dramaturgy and choreography of the occasion when the work was creat-
ed.”18 Kiss also emphasises the role of the community, the ritual nature of joint attention, action and process, 
the conscious planning of action, but just like in a ritual, there is room for spontaneity, and adaptation to the 
resulting situations. 

18 Kiss 2021
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Participants may gain insight into how another point of view can change the nature, meaning, and mood of the 
work, and how the context can be shaped. The body art kind of involvement of one’s own body may also play 
a role in documenting the work. This is basically a natural process, especially for smaller age groups, such as 
lower-grade primary school pupils, for whom playing in nature, searching for a nest or a place of hiding, the 
experience of building and destroying, or even the making of clothes and jewellery from plants, or the joy of 
touching materials, the kneading of mud, smearing, and instinctive spatial design is not unfamiliar yet. With 
this age group, it is beneficial to process a story or a fairytale and to prepare well for the session. A certain 
atmosphere or, so to speak, magic emerges, in whose space the work is created. Providing security and protec-
tion, a comfortable and visually satisfying own place proves exciting, and motivates children in itself to climb in 
and become its part. Children who may not have had rewarding experiences in drawing or painting before and 
feel that they are not ‘skilled’ or ‘talented’ enough in this field, or whose previous bad experiences discouraged 
them from creation, may also get closer to experiencing artistic expression. Here they can get rid of the notion 
of a ‘beautiful’ or ‘good’ work that they usually link to the realistic, decorative, colourful, eye-catching or rather 
humorous and outrageous character of a drawing or painting. Considering the stages of drawing development, 
it can be said that, from the age of about 12, an increasingly self-critical and dissatisfied attitude emerges, 
striving for realistic representation in which not everyone is able to succeed. At the same time, it is worth 
developing plastic and design skills and encouraging children entering adolescence to create spatial works. 
Then, from the age of 14, a more instinctive return to the visual language of childhood can be observed, and 
the trying of doodling, graffiti and as many visual languages and techniques as possible becomes attractive. 
For the talented, this period often brings the low point as well.19 In this context, I believe that art pedagogy 
practice based on nature art is rather advantageous in this age group. They encounter a new kind of expression 
and toolbox free from school constraints, where there is room for experimentation, and self-expression takes 
unusual ways in an unusual environment which in itself can be motivating. 
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19 Lowenfeld’s stages of artistic development (1970), reproduced by Kárpáti 2005: 17 
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Each topic can be developed as far as possible. Photos of the works which we take together with the students 
can be re-introduced during the classes, providing an excellent association surface for starting conversation, 
or they can be the starting points for another planning task. An exhibition may be organised using the photos 
and the videos both in the school and the camp context.

Summary

Perhaps the keywords of the various topics already suggest that these seemingly diverse areas can be linked 
at many points. As I encountered phenomena related to art theory, fine arts, contemporary art, art pedagogy, 
environmental education, and other methodologies during my own creative work, research, and pedagogical 
work, gradually a certain scheme emerged from them. This process is not over yet, so what my study outlines 
is one of its stages or parts following a holistic and transdisciplinary approach. The central motif of somaes-
thetics related to living, thinking and experiencing through one’s body resonates with the visceral experiencing 
of nature art involving the senses and its transformative power which can give a vital experience. This forma-
tive force and the living experience that emerges from ordinary perception as a “vital experience” may have 
an implied or express educational effect. In the same way, works of nature art and other environmental and 
installation works may act as environmental educators, but experiencing the creative process itself can help 
emotional involvement. Many pedagogical trends, including place- and community-based pedagogy, build on 
this. At the same time, results and methods of educational sciences and pedagogy may also have a recurring 
impact on creative activities, for example by raising awareness of a process, a method, a context, and offering 
additional directions and experimental opportunities.
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“Patterns grow from our footprints”.
A group rehabilitation experiment 
using nature art tools

Péter Lipkovics
Instructor, DLA student

I hope that combining nature art and do-it-yourself activities, that move basic human instincts, can provide 
the teacher/artist with a tool to bring smaller communities closer to rehabilitating their relationship schemes 
and building a healthier and more organic relationship with their environment. From this position, we can look 
for the examples to follow in the culture of natural peoples who are not yet infected with technical civilisation 
or in the material world consisting of functional and clean forms of peasants living on their own physical work. 
Doing so, the expansion of environmentally conscious thinking yearned for so badly and the emergence of 
a personal taste refined by eco-aesthetics can be interpreted as processes developing each other in parallel.
As a nature art student graduated from Eger, attending the MA course “Teacher of Visual and Environmental 
Culture—Teacher Specialised in Talent Development”, I had the opportunity to test my newly formed ideas in 
real life when I was entrusted with the artistic management of the project work of a group of Roma young in 
Szomolya from September 2016 to April 2017. I am going to present my positive and negative experiences 
gained here to evidence the work during which many of my theoretical assumptions have proved to be wrong 
or, at least, inappropriate in such circumstances, and the results of which may serve as a starting point to 
devise further tasks.1

The framework for cooperating with the Roma young aged 15 to 20 was basically determined by the fact that 
the programme was part of a larger project launched by a non-governmental organization called the Eger 
Foundation of SZETA and the key task was to involve the Roma population of six villages in cultural activities. 
Each village had to join a different kind of artistic and handicrafts activities. I was assigned the topic of street 
art with the people of Szomolya. Within this task, we had to meet the following conditions indicated in the 
call for proposals:

◊ the creation of at least six community works of art suitable for public display 
    and even for nation-wide publicity;

◊ attending the joint programme of the six villages involved in the project at least every two months, 
    where we had to present our work done so far in the form of a workshop;

◊ attending a closing event at the end of the implementation term, where we could document 
    our results at  a fine-art exhibition.

In this project, it was clear to me from the very first moment that, in a certain sense, we needed to choose 
completely new paths and reinterpret the genre of street art in a rural setting. In addition, we had to solve 
a certain delicate problem, namely that the group, being part of the Roma community of the village, should 
display its works of art intended for the public in a way so that the very sensitive and strained balance of the 

01 This study is a concise version of my MA thesis.
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minority/majority composition of the village population be not broken up. With all this in mind, we set the 
following basic objectives with the administrators of the call for proposals:

◊ we want to provide a programme through which young people may get immersed in work;
◊ the goal is to experience the community and individual development impacts of working together;
◊ to experience success through creative work;
◊ to develop our self-image;
◊ to produce quality work with which it is possible to identify publicly;
◊ and, last but not least, to show an attractive example that can improve the perception of the Roma 

    community by the mainstream society.

However, many of the preconditions of my originally designed programme assigned to these purposes did not 
pass the first real tests, either. These girls and boys, for example, do not remember and do not seem to want 
to remember the visual elements of Roma culture, nor its fairytales and legends. They do not even speak the 
Romani language. The only Roma tradition they keep to some extent is related to music and dance, albeit 
with a highly diluted taste. András Lányi’s findings show a frightening match with what I have experienced: 
“Unfortunately, we have the same problem with tradition as with fertile soil. As long as we have it, we think that 
its existence is natural. But once it is destroyed, it takes centuries for it to regenerate, or else, the landscape 
would remain barren and fruitless forever, with the people rootless and any improving intention groundless.”2 

I could well observe the results of a similar cultural erosion in the group managed by me. Young people tend 
to choose faceless assimilation instead of recognising and integrating their Roma values with which they 
might as well consciously identify. The easiest and most convenient way to follow this intent to assimilate is to 
follow the consumer habits of the mainstream society. However, the cultural heritage of families socialised in 
slums, their illiteracy, their low social status and their origin perceived as despised by the mainstream society 
would give rise to minority feelings, thoughts and behavioural patterns that block the already narrow paths 

02 Lányi 2015: 111.
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of successful integration. This losing position had tangible implications for our direct task, too, and that was 
the inhibition of creativity. The fear of failure, which we may even hide from ourselves, paralyses creative 
imagination, on the one hand, and it does not allow us to go deeper, on the other.

My basic assumption was that the group would be willing to create works that incorporate forms found 
in nature and recyclable materials and objects. This was what I intended to be the base of the structural 
framework of our several months long project work. However, the assimilation-seeking attitude outlined 
above, the related pejorative ideas linked to waste processing, and stereotypical notions of art largely made 
this direction impossible to follow. In addition to these, I also found that most people in my group cannot or 
dare not draw. I noticed many shortcomings in basic drawing skills, such as the freehand drawing of a circle, 
keeping the symmetry of the depicted simple form, or making optimal use of the size of a surface. So even 
copywork drawing posed serious difficulties for the participants. If they accidentally succeeded, the almost 
preschool-level features of their drawing, coupled with their adult (stereotypical) value judgment, lacked the 
freshness of inner vision, with a few refreshing exceptions only. The problem was further aggravated by the 
fact that every young person had a smartphone, the endless visual offer of which provided a constant supply 
of visual commonplaces to their already crowded imagination. At the same time, they are accustomed to 
having to follow instructions at home and at school, or, for some of them, at work. Thus they could have not 
developed the practice of planning and making decisions subject to personal responsibility. As a consequence, 
they can hardly interpret the method of joint or independent planning that forms the basis of the project 
work, and they quickly lose interest in the course of their work. On the other hand, they really like to work 
together in pairs and small groups, which gave me the opportunity to exploit this need for joint activities as 
the engine of the project.

Originally, I was thinking of developing project-based tasks that would have allowed for the successful mani-
festation of self-expressive and creative inward attention. However, this approach assumed readily available 
and authentic spiritual roots. However, I have already explained above that such roots had been destructed 
in such depths that I could have explored during this time. Therefore, I was looking for topics, forms of ex-
pression and technical solutions that could help to realise the rehabilitation opportunities. I wondered a lot 
about whether it was expedient to find and revive Roma cultural roots, but, given the age of the youth (15 
to 20 years), this approach did not seem to be a realistic option. It seemed much more likely that the pro-
cessing of contemporary problems and phenomena, and a practical approach corresponding to their own 
life experience, would pave the way more effectively for the establishment of self-expression and, thus, for 
a more realistic self-assessment.

Indeed, I faced a serious dilemma when considering the extent to which I could rely on the young’s indepen-
dent creative expression and to which I had to assign specific tasks to them. In the end, I chose to expect the 
spontaneity of the street art genre rather from the visual quality of the participants’ work. The burden of real 
project thinking was borne mostly by me and, instead of merely indicating possible ways for implementation, I 
precisely determined the necessary workflow steps in advance. The guys had nothing else to do but to realise 
them. It was not an easy decision, as it amounted to reacting to the problem issues of motivation and skills 
development with the tools of traditional pedagogy. Still, I had to recognise that this pedagogical situation 
was not so much about talent development, but rather about skills development aiming at the catching up 
of the participants. Accordingly, I also had to re-tune my educational goals, shifting the focus from enriching 
the opportunities for free self-expression to developing such basic skills and motivations like the unbound 
experiencing of one’s drawing skills and courage, or one’s more precise and focused quality working.
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The lack of motivation in independent task planning seems to have become a kind of a failure-avoiding prac-
tice in young people, which may have developed in the absence of rewarding experiences during their school 
years. However, this phenomenon is all the more worrying because later on this attitude is likely to stick most 
of them into the world of auxiliary jobs. Therefore, my method was that, after handing over the tasks, I came 
up with one or two ideas myself first, and then it activated the others, so we were able to contrast several 
ideas. However, it also occurred that a workpiece I had drawn in advance and the young prepared afterwards 
inspired and encouraged the creation of a fully independently designed and constructed work of art. Such 
episodes were all the more gratifying because real intrinsic motivation and creative energies could fuel re-
warding experiences.

There were no problems with group work, as I mentioned earlier, so this method worked as an effective and 
efficient pedagogical tool. Moreover, it often happened that actually this opportunity for joint action provided 
the real motivation. However, this also required the development of mutual trust and respect between us. 
I also tried to create an authentic working atmosphere, avoiding such commonplace reactions as “you are 
so good” and “it’s very creative”. What effectively worked as a relaxing solution was rather a good sense of 
humour and sufficient self-irony. However, if it hadn’t been for the quite informally structured classes, I do not 
think that I would have had a real chance to find the common language that allowed me to measure everyone 
against their own abilities, motivations, that is, intrinsic opportunities, while, at the same time, to deal with 
their rapidly exhausting working impetus or inaccuracies leniently and patiently.
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As regards to the group’s drawing difficulties outlined above, I had to remedy this issue in some way. So, I had 
to think of visual solutions in which, despite the shortcomings of their direct drawing skills, artfulness, and 
courage, both the individual and the community could succeed. That’s why I chose to create patterns, that is, 
composition systems made up of the simplest possible visual marks. At the same time, I identified the con-
structive behaviour typical of the practice of nature art as another important organising force. This creative 
method is nourished by everyday do-it-yourself activities and object making and object building practices. 
Thus, I tried to combine solutions related to the readymades of modern art or the idea of arte povera with the 
visual world of the Roma culture. With this approach, I wished to involve the aesthetics of raw, honest, and 
rustic forms of expression, so that sophistication and the related absolutely precise working be no longer 
expected from our artistic activities.

First, I thought that the use of natural materials in nature art and the incorporation of the waste materials 
to be found in our environment into the work of art would go without saying, and that we could move from 
a nature art perspective to learning about and applying the elements of a more classical culture. Howev-
er, I was quite wrong in this, for the reasons outlined earlier. Twigs, stones, pot lids, wires, natural binding 
materials, and creative methods using handicraft techniques did not motivate the young at all. In contrast, 
interesting tools (such as Japanese saws) or machines (top handle jigsaws, cordless screwdrivers) triggered 
their imagination, and they enjoyed working with these tools. So, I had to take these aspects into account 
when choosing the material that would carry the artistic message, in addition to the need to adapt the genre 
of street art to the rural environment, and to find solutions that would not harm the interests of the village 
either. We needed a kind of a portable and temporarily installable surface, and, finally, we found this in plank 
boards we could build ourselves.

One of my initial warming-up tasks was to create one’s own tag, that is, the most elementary self-identifying 
graffiti sign. However, not more than two or three participants understood the task and went beyond merely 
drawing a monogram. At the same time, the richness of symbolic thinking found its quite funny verbal man-
ifestation ways on many occasions, suggesting that it was not abstract imagination to have been damaged, 
only its visual displaying channels had narrowed. So, I tried to create the possibility of a development line 
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following which we can move from simpler predefined symbols towards more complex and independent 
forms of self-expression.

In this situation, experienced as a crisis by me, I had to organise our first introductory workshop at the village 
meeting in Egerbakta. Due to the absence of tangible results so far and drawing deficiencies in my team, 
I invented a programme which focussed on simple techniques such as nailed patterns, the application of 
various found materials, natural forms and decoration to be complemented by drawing and painting on pine 
planks prepared for this purpose. I also suggested some optional topics to kickstart creative ideas in children 
and in the young who came from different villages. The results transcended my expectations, and some quite 
authentic pieces were created, but either by the younger (eight to ten years old) or the older (adult) age group.
     
This successful event helped us to get out from the deadlock since it gave the members of my creative group 
self-awareness and a perspective due to which we could continue to search for the intermediary opportu-
nities of “Roma street art” with the help of materials found in nature and in our close environment. All I had 
to do was to find the topic. And then came the idea that saved me: let’s cut and make smartphones from 
metre-long pine planks!

Indeed, this topic is about the everyday lives of young people, similar to the message of street art which is 
about contemporary problems, at the same time reflecting the creators’ own tastes and identities. And that 
was the first task that the group really fancied. Although we could not avoid stereotypes here, either, they 
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became part of what the content had to say, and at the same time, the formal contrast of the inaccurately 
fitted plank boards itself did carry a message. (One of the works, for example, was modelled on an openable 
mobile phone, its hinges being made of hidden furniture door hinges, but these were hit to shapeless with 
such a brutal, raw and sincere force, full of 6 cm-long nails bent haphazardly, that a contemporary artist could 
have envied this energetic expressive power.)
    
Remaining in this conceptual context, the next task was to build a pinball machine, taking advantage of the 
already familiar plank board technique. The topic was authentic for the young for several reasons. On the 
one hand, this form of entertainment known from catering places was part of their childhood, and on the 
other, we could see on the Internet that these devices were decorated by various themes, so we even foot-
ball, our group’s favourite hobby could have been displayed on such a “machine” prepared together by us. 
My development goals were the following: during the creation of this rather complex carpentry form, one can 
get acquainted with many technical tricks; more precise working is also an important part of the task; and 
one’s drawing and composition skills may also develop during the decoration. The solutions learnt during the 
joint work meant a real-life experience for young people, who thought during working that they could even 
make money by making carpentry products that they could offer to those living in deep poverty at an afford-
able price. Therefore, for the last sessions of the project, we aimed to make a prototype of a garden table.
    
In addition to the above, we also had to continue the workshop project. That’s why I developed a project plan 
in which the kids can experience and learn everything that we have tried with my team members so far while 
going through the series of exercises. During each workshop in the series of sessions entitled “Patterns grow 
from our footprints”, we built a tree with a canopy assembled from planks and decorated by different pattern 
organisation principles. To do this, however, I first built a two-and-a-half-meter high “rainbow tree” with the 
Szomolya team. Its symbolism spoke of the equality and the equally valuable diversity of people. During the 
preparation of the tree, we could also try carpentry joining techniques, wood surface treatment methods, 
and simple handicraft solutions using natural materials. In addition, we invented some easy-to-learn pat-
tern-making methods, each of which we displayed on a plank. To present it all, we also made a scaffolding, 
and a plank construction on which the inscription street art was displayed on enamel pot lids of different 
colours. Later these became the first pieces of the illustrative collection of the works of art created during 
our workshops.

This title highlighted the objectives of the project in the framework of which we had to achieve results with the 
young people of Szomolya. Thus, one of the most important tasks of the project was not only to present the 
creative activities representing different genres of the six villages participating in the programme, but also to 
present their experiences in practice in the form of a workshop. Therefore, we had to present the work of the 
street art group realised so far at a mini-exhibition, and we had to pass on the practical knowledge gained over 
time in the form of a workshop. And finally, these occasions brought about the long-awaited breakthrough 
and provided a kind of a solution to the issues explained above because, on the one hand, we had to meet 
specific practical goals, and on the other, because the group was given deadlines to meet. The question of 
responsibility really mattered, as the success of the sessions to be held in the different villages depended on 
our preparatory work, and, at the same time, the team members experienced success directly and in a tangible 
way that made their creative activity more valuable and valid, that is, their work became really meaningful.
For the first time, the topic of street art had to be approached according to our own ideas with a group of 
sixty representing all the eight grades of the Szomolya elementary school which consisted almost exclusively 
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of Roma children. The problem of getting first-grade schoolchildren and adolescents work together seemed 
difficult to solve. Still, I thought that, based on my previous youth club experiences, I would take advantage of 
the fact that the close coexistence of several generations is a socialisation form deeply rooted in Roma cul-
ture, so I can rely on the natural willingness for cooperation of people of different ages. Accordingly, I decided 
to form teams of mixed age groups, and I trusted that spontaneous workshare would develop. Based on my 
experiences gained so far, I devised a work programme in which do-it-yourself activities could also play an 
important role in addition to painting and drawing. At the same time, it was important that I had earlier realised 
that children who are disabled in their drawing skills might be present, and resolving this could be a serious 
challenge for both the individuals and the group. So, to achieve individual and shared success, I considered 
motivating tools and end products that would avoid such initial deadlocks like “I can’t draw” or “I can’t think 
of anything”, and that could overcome any potential “clumsiness” by a final overall picture that would visually 
be a success. Therefore, I set the goal that our working together should result in leaving traces, this being 
a basic human instinct, and in pattern-making, this being a form of expression derived from nature. This is 
how the title of the project sessions was invented:  “Patterns grow from our footprints”.
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Shortly, the content of the session was the following: each child drew the contour of the print of his own shoes 
on a piece of paper and then copied the pattern of his shoe soles into the area inside the contour. Then their 
footprints could be transferred to pine planks using carbon paper, and they had to further enrich the resulting 
image with paint and crayons. After drying, we assembled the decorated planks together to create a large 
fruit tree and, from the remaining pieces, one or two bushes. We also prepared the fruits of the “fruit tree” 
ourselves by decorating pieces of planks with painting, drawing or nailed patterns, and we fastened them 
between the planks of the “canopy”. In addition, 40 x 40 cm plywood sheets were also available, and it was 
possible use them for creation in freely chosen topics.
     
Before starting the sessions, we arranged the exhibition material that I and my creative group had prepared 
during the previous two months. My intention was that this “scenery” should have several functions. First of 
all, it was our first appearance in front of an audience, and it could have provided important feedback on the 
work done so far. At the same time, it could have also served as a model for the technical solutions needed to 
perform later tasks, and I also expected them to inspire work. Since there were so many children, they could 
have worked only in smaller groups, and we elected the members of my creative team as group leaders. I 
suppose that these “elections” and the material on display not only fed their pride but also gave authenticity 
to their role, not only in front of the children but also in front of themselves. (This solution continued to serve 
as a useful mental support.) 

Then I was quite pleasantly surprised several times during the day. The material on display proved to be ef-
fective, generating enough anticipation in the children to wake up their initial curiosity and keep it awake. The 
work consisting of drawing the contour of shoe prints and copying the sole patterns solved their inhibitions 
related to drawing for several reasons. On the one hand, the task was unusual, yet specific, so they did not 
have to face the problem of “what should I do”, and, still, everyone could produce a unique result. And on the 
other, children badly needing physical activities could get released of the boring bound work the school usually 
required of them. Copying with carbon paper has also been enthusiastically received, especially when they 
were given drawing pins to fix the sheets. The alternative task of painting on plywood boards was also very 
popular, presumably due to relaxing effects of the initial task, the free use of paint and the wooden surface 
not used at school.

Do-it-yourself activities and making nailed patterns unleashed intensive emotions. It was clear that both small 
children and the older ones put mighty efforts into work, evidenced by a good number of planks beaten into 
tiny pieces. (However, these were also saved, and “fruits” were created from the pieces with the help of wires.) 
The prohibition-free learning environment which treated the problems rather as tasks to be solved, freed up 
their accumulated tensions, but also created an opportunity to relax them. In my view, this was perhaps the 
greatest virtue of this session, in addition to the fact that much individual work was eventually given a meaning 
in joint creation, and the zest for work persisted with most children throughout.

The next day, nearly thirty children gathered for the Roma Holocaust memorial workshop, some of them 
accompanied by their curious parents, all on a Saturday morning, that is, free from all schooling obligations. 
Originally, we wanted to display a pre-built memorial wall in the school and pay our respect to the victims with 
those interested. In the end, however, we decided with the leaders of SZETA that joint creative activities would 
provide a more efficient opportunity to remember the tragic events of the past. I designed the memorial wall 
in advance, and, based on this design, we collected decaying wooden troughs, used pot lids, curved bicycle 
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wheels, incomplete chairs, one or two children’s toys, and a broken window frame. We cut wood planks for the 
future production of quite a few wooden boxes, and we also cut a rusty oil barrel into pieces for this purpose. 
All planks, boards and wires left over from construction works that we could find in the workshop of the street 
art group were also taken so that we could build as rich a surface as possible with the children coming to work.
During the session, we processed the prepared raw materials in a workshare arrangement, and we built the 
structure according to my design. It was possible to nail, hammer, screw, patch, use a top handle jigsaw 
and even a small propane torch kit. In addition to the plan, some children whom I could not control in all the 
whirlabout also put together a boat out of the remaining pieces of wood, wires and cords. The boat, named 
Noah’s ark, was placed into one of the highlighted parts of the memorial wall, next to a cross woven and rolled 
of wires, invented and prepared by a guy working alone. This crucifix symbolically endowed the Holocaust 
memorial wall with the sanctity of a home altar. At the end of the session, we lit candles in the boxes of the 
wall to remember the tragedy that happened just a few generations ago.
    
Members of the street art group were given an active leadership role for each workflow stage. My task was 
to ensure the conditions for coordinated work, to resolve disputes and to involve and motivate those who 
happened to wander about aimlessly. Spontaneous work teams were formed in the session, with two or three 
boys and girls working together in each, but there were also some butterflies who wanted to try everything. 
Of course, it would have been difficult to keep thirty children active at a time, as we only had ten hammers 
and two cordless screwdrivers, and it would not have been possible for everyone to get access to the mate-
rials to be processed. So, a separate space was arranged for drawing in connection with the topic, under the 
supervision of an adult, of course.

It was an extremely exciting day, with a lot of experiences that I used for the planning of later sessions. We 
also experienced that community creation and community-building had a very strong emotional power and 
educational potential, not to mention that it could provide a kind of an active form for a commemorative 
holiday of a community. SZETA staff edited a video montage of the photos of the session and Holocaust 
documentary3 photos  which efficiently conveyed the memorial character of the event, thus allowing further 
interactions on social networking sites on the Internet. 

For the methodological approaching of further workshops, I devised a common line for the topics, inspired by 
previous successes, and, accordingly, I interpreted our sessions as stages of a wider fine-art project. I thought 
that this concept could strengthen the cohesion between the different villages, and that the previous results 
would also increase the efficiency of the relatively short-term occasions (each of only two hours). Thus, the 
series was entitled “Patterns grow from our footprints”. Choosing this name, I wished to refer to the fine-art 
attitude of leaving a trace, to the possibility of a human behaviour that is sensitive to its own connection 
with nature, but which, at the same time, creates value sending a basic artistic message, and to the simple 
methodological approach on which this working arrangement was based.
    
The theoretical approach of this methodological scheme developed as follows: the basic attitude of nature art, 
that is, building from smaller modules, should be combined with individual creative motives. Thus, individual 
and group work may enable children to experience creative energies by creating opportunities for coopera-
tive learning. And in this way, creative work becomes not only an individual, but also a community experience 
in terms of its final result. All children, regardless of their individual abilities, could be part of the success, 

03 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1342122322517287
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which, in the long run, can be a valuable fermenting force for the cohesive energies of the community. More 
specifically, during each session, we built an abstract tree from pine planks decorated with our hand- and 
footprints. However, the construction variants of each tree signalled different aspects of the relationship 
between man and nature.

Different local conditions, the social relations specific to each school and village, different abilities and mo-
tivations of children and, last but not least, the various characters of the accompanying teachers resulted in 
various dynamics for the sessions. However, there was one thing in common in each workshop: the practical 
experiencing of work processes and tools almost always resolved the frustration of the participants regarding 
the use of tools. Initial resistance was released in many of them, and I think that our most important final 
result was to have been able to achieve these individual successes and the community success that revealed 
after creating the overall picture. Now I could see with my own eyes the motivating energies the possibility of 
direct experiencing provided to the pupils. It made them curious, active and, also, cooperative. The principle 
often stated in alternative pedagogy that the most enjoyable and therefore the most effective way to learn 
is to try everything on your own, did actually work in practice. Joint do-it-yourself activities created a great 
opportunity for this. While I do not think that children became clearly aware of the street art messages outlined 
above, I feel that such and other similar collaborative opportunities are able to expand emotional intelligence, 
not only on an individual but also on a community level. 
      
Thus, I had to face a number of problems during the project. Some of them was related to artistic issues, and 
the question was how to use the language of self-expression produced by big cities in a rural environment. 
We had to create street art message boards in rural contexts and send messages through them that could 
address the mainstream society. But we also aimed to address global issues that are about the relationship 
between man and man and between man and nature, respectively. That’s why the idea of working with the 
concepts, expression modes and toolset of nature art seemed obvious. In addition to formal and aesthetic 
issues, this approach proved to be a good choice because do-it-yourself activities and the use of the nec-
essary tools and machines highly inspired the participants of any age. On such occasions, I could see their 
hunger for motion and use of tools satisfied to some extent.

So, in the course of the project work, I developed a working scheme for children and young people aged 5 to 
20 which I think should be worth refining further and adapting to other target and age groups. In this collabo-
rative scheme, participants were able to experience multiple levels of creative processes. Individual drawings 
corresponded to the individual level. On the next stage, these drawings were copied to a common surface, 
which was also an independent activity, but required cooperation in terms of space utilisation and compo-
sition arrangement. In the next step, specific physical assistance was already required, which presupposed 
working in pairs. Individually prepared pieces were developed after joint working and then formed parts of an 
even larger unit. In addition to the community experiencing of do-it-yourself activities, the products began to 
work in an even wider context. Thus, during a session, the smaller units created by the separate teams were 
assembled into a whole, that is, in this case, symbolic trees. At the same time, these trees became part of 
the overall picture, assembled into a gradually developing “grove” that we presented to the community of six 
villages at the project-closing exhibition. However, as primary school groups from the surrounding villages 
attended the workshops in each village, too, this community also meant the population of an entire region.
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In the present case, the programmes mostly targeted the Roma young. This fact made it easier for me to work 
because group working went on smooth almost regardless of the age differences, this being natural in the 
Roma cultural context. I believe that, in the future, this cooperative attitude should be introduced in other, 
less receptive groups, too, because learning and development can be experienced more comprehensively in 
communities of a natural age composition. It is not a mere coincidence that similar solutions are used in some 
alternative schools where older students are mentoring younger ones. I also experienced that the members 
of my street art group could activate their latent knowledge they gained during the Szomolya sessions in the 
workshops, simply because people are naturally motivated to share their knowledge with others, and this can 
bring about a rewarding experience and a sense of responsibility. At the same time, when learning from peers 
or persons of the same status, one feels less inhibited, and learning may be a more efficient experience on 
the longer term.

Individual and group work aiming at a common goal enables cooperative learning, and children who have 
different abilities and interests vis-à-vis a given genre may contribute to the success as useful members of 
the community. Of course, none of these is a new finding, but nowadays fine arts are highly individualised 
and therefore the solutions coming from (maybe anonymous) joint creation are less obvious. I am convinced 
that one of the important aspects of environmentally conscious thinking is this motivated creative attitude, 
regardless of anonymity, and that its motivation can be efficiently nurtured by the spirituality of nature art. 
In our ancient but globalising world, it became necessary again to experience the joy of leaving traces behind 
while experiencing our community with each other and with nature.

“[…] while human evolution following the lines of tribal development certainly came to its end on our planet, 
the natural environment is changing enormously and rapidly due to the intervention and control of the human 
race. The environmental education of young people therefore faces the urgent task to develop sensitivity 
towards nature and the environment. Only this can provide early-age protection and a chance against the 
all-pervading commercial ideals formed by technical and consumer forces so that the latter may not dull 
our sense of responsibility towards the basics of our existence on earth. In this way, the emerging quality of 
children’s environmental culture would also become a matter of social morality.”4  

The complex form of visual education, which is, by the way, hardly feasible, “means the integrated education 
of various cultural contents and activities of visual culture, that is, when fine arts, including drawing, paint-
ing and art history appear together with visual communication, object culture and environmental culture in 
a single task”5. I believe that nature art education may spontaneously build bridges between different fields 
of education if the appropriate series of practices are developed. And you can do this without the cooperation 
of teachers of various specialisations, which is rarely feasible, or without employing polymath teachers, since 
it can facilitate and catalyse the development of a holistic perception of the world simply by sensing natural 
environmental contexts and increasing sensitivity towards the world around us. This, in turn, may also estab-
lish the need for self-improving learning, and a more responsible way of thinking and action. 

04 Bernáth 2007

05 Bodóczky 2003: 49.
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Landscape shaping and landscape 
revitalisation in contemporary art 
programmes and in nature art education

Dr habil. Péter Balázs
Associate Professor

Space is not a subjective perception of physical reality, but belongs to human existence according to 
Bollnow1. The attunement of existence appears in different forms in various cultures. The perception 
of the space is complemented by a vision and a view of space defined by a given landscape, a given 
group, or a given culture.

All of us are parts of nature. Various cultures have always connected to their environment and its natural and 
landscape constituents since as early as the beginning of human history. As a result of human activities, these 
have changed, so we cannot talk about a landscape without man any more. Moreover, what nowadays we can 
see is that there is no longer a natural landscape. Every landscape is a “human landscape”. Meanwhile, we are 
moving further and further away from nature. However, we should not ignore the fact that man is basically a liv-
ing being, and, as a result, his relationship with the natural environment provides him with vitalising energies. 
The functioning of the Western-type consumer society changed this relationship, and the resulting lifestyle 
that alienated from nature have already caused many problems in our age.

Almost everywhere in the world, we will find buildings, earthworks and stone observatories erected at the 
beginning of historical times, all of which are traces left by undertakings that moved incredible masses in 
the landscape10. This landscape-shaping practice can be a formal precedent for landscape-shaping in the 
aesthetic space of our age.

Rural revitalisation programmes, and the promotion of the validity and importance of the landscape can be-
come important factors in the life of a community, as part of the system of various spatial approaches. However, 
this feature can be tuned and extended in different ways. The possibility of living and identifying with the land-
scape implies a new kind of spatial experience. This not merely physical sense of space goes beyond feeling at 
home, and also means the extension of a consciously assumed spatial, space theoretical, and cultural identity.

Landscape history in a nutshell

As I have already mentioned, the transformation of the landscape has always been present in mankind’s rela-
tionship with their natural environment. Changes in landscape-shaping reflect the understanding of the world 
by various cultures and, through it, their relationship to nature.

01 Cited by Rényi 2005: 7-20

02 Due to the scale of the activities transforming the topographic conditions of certain regions of industrial land use, the latter is not discussed in our study now.
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The cornerstone of the attitude of early cultures and, later, the so-called natural peoples towards nature is 
interdependence and communication. According to their faith systems, man does not own his environment. 
When personifying natural phenomena, they cooperated with everything, including natural resources and 
creatures embodied as minerals, plants and animals, along the principles of reciprocity and favour. To get 
connected to and use them, various rites were developed to regulate the process and, at the same time, to 
ensure the conditions for the renewal of the natural environment. In this system, all participants are present 
on the same level in its net-like pattern.

The emergence of living in settlements implied more focus on the rites associated with livelihood crops. So-
cial hierarchy was formed during the differentiation of the division of labour, and this is also reflected in the 
hierarchical structure of the sacred world order. With the advent of farming, the conscious transformative 
attitude actually made a significant difference in the practice of plant breeding as compared to the thinking 
of nomadism and gathering.

Great ancient cultures are characterised by the prominent role of plants and the importance of the resulting 
garden cult. However, there are noticeable differences between the forms of the closed Mesopotamian and 
Egyptian gardens and the garden forms conceived by the Greek. Often launching huge changes, the sacred 
worldview resulted in landscape-shaping for example in the case of the disappearance of the forests of the 
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Dinaric Mountains or in the gardens of the pre-Columbian city-states. Ancient practices of creating groves and 
gardens were refreshed with the respect for sacred plants by Celtic and Germanic ideologies in the centuries 
of transformation.

From the sea of wild nature, sacred gardens of monasteries stood out like islands to display the Christian way 
of thinking that related to nature alternatively. We are no longer present in the landscape as part of nature. 
The garden of the Paradise was lost. In the closed gardens created following the pattern of the divine order, 
man emerging from nature takes care of the creatures of the world entrusted to him.3 The relationship might 
be sacred, but we are not part of the world existing around us. St. Francis of Assisi developed a completely 
different relationship with the elements of nature, combining the divine task of care with the elements of 
compassion and divine manifestation in his teachings. He was the first in Christian culture to display a men-
tality that sympathises with the natural elements and the soul. All of this approach changed with the advent 
of the Renaissance.

Producing and discovering, man reorganised the familiar world through the magnifying glass of the world of 
science. In the meantime, the displacement of the role of the soul and the divine components brought new 
forms of usability for the natural environment.

Industrial production booming in the age of the Enlightenment started to transform the landscape and the nat-
ural environment on new scales and following new approaches. With tools keeping on evolving, the extraction of 
goods knew no bounds. Alienation intensified albeit various artistic eras all created their garden and landscape 
patterns tailored to them. Every century saw the rise of new forms developed in landscape representation and 
garden architecture, demonstrating the changes in man’s view of nature, according to the current fashion or, 
as we know them, the peculiarities of different eras of art history.

The demand for raw materials during the industrial revolution triggered unprecedented changes, extending 
its impact to all living things on earth. Industrial landscape-shaping expanded worldwide, with the globalising 
production.

Artistic background

Similar to the specialisation of science, art began to build new worlds with an analytical and exploratory attitude 
in the age of the ‘isms’.

Brâncuși and Noguchi reintroduced the elements of the natural world and the spatial practice of cultures that 
perceived it in unity into art. In The Table of Silence, The Gate of the Kiss, and Endless Column by Brâncuși, 
place-specific elements of nature are inalienable parts of his composition. Almost ahead of his age, Noguchi 
managed to retain his sensitivity towards the environment despite his early works rooted in the expansion of 
modernity. For him, environment and the various spaces of life are not a reality merely consisting of connected 
spaces designed in different ways, but a single world. Spaces for dialogue open into each other.

The venues of artistic activity have changed again a lot since the 1960s. In addition to and instead of the exhi-
bition spaces of galleries, the use of community and natural venues became an accepted practice. Regarding 

03 Békési 2003: 174
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events in the urban environment reaching a larger audience, communities are regularly involved in artistic 
actions reflecting the social problems of the age. In many cases, such actions concern the issues of social 
sensitivity and environmental awareness4. In addition, the opportunities offered by rural locations are playing 
an increasing role in the implementation of works, actions and programmes inspired by various approaches. 
The fact that the motives for the events are fuelled by the local characteristics and place-specific elements 
is of particular interest here. Temporal and formal parallels and similarities of events taking place on different 
continents are striking.5

Predecessors. Creators inspired by nature art 
and their works in the public life of visual arts

One of the very first creators having an eco-conscious attitude6 was the American Alan Sonfist whose envi-
ronmental awareness developed into an artistic programme influenced by city life. Sonfist’s emblematic Time 
Landscape (1978) was the recreation of the pre-human landscape in the form of a reserve in the jungle of 
Manhattan (Erőss 2008: 27). Untouched nature is recreated as a living space and work in cooperation with the 
community. He contrasts the idea of man living in harmony with nature with the view of nature of his own age.
We also have to refer to the actions of Agnes Denes, an artist of Hungarian origin. Her commitment is well illus-
trated by her thoughts: “I believe that the new role of the artist is to create an art that is more than decoration, 
commodity, or political tool—an art that questions the status quo and the direction life has taken, the endless 
contradictions we accept and approve. It elicits and initiates thinking processes...”7

04 E.g., Josef Beuys

05 The parallel thinking of YATOO (South Korea) and MAMŰ (Transylvania) in the early eighties

06   “Ecology (from Greek: οἶκος, ‘house’ and -λογία, ‘study of’) is the study of the relationships between living organisms, including humans, and their physical 

environment. The word ‘ecology’ (‘Ökologie’) was coined in 1866 by the German scientist Ernst Haeckel.” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecology. Last download: 

21 December 2021)

07 http://www.agnesdenesstudio.com/writings.html
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She planted two acres of land with wheat on Manhattan Island next to the former World Trade Center, clearing 
the area from building debris and garbage. With all its purity, her Wheatfield—A Confrontation (1982) is a won-
derful metaphor for the power and value of nature. Her field evolved as a symbolic sign, a shocking presence in 
its surroundings. Regarding the European practice,8 initiatives that use the features of the rural environment 
and place-specific opportunities in the public life of arts have emerged since the 1970s.
 
Although there are several definitions in art history, Joseph Beuys’ ritual art actions and happenings well fit 
in the framework of ecoart, too, for me. His work inspires an artistic thinking that communicates with natural 
elements. An important element of his activity is the emphasis on the responsibility and role of the person 
who communicates with his environment. This is well illustrated by his oak plantation in Kassel (7000 Eichen 
1982–1987), created for Documenta #7. Beuys’ subsequent actions proving his ecological commitment fur-
ther stimulate the spread and dissemination of ecological thinking for an ever-widening public. By creating 
the concept of social sculpture, he further refined the role played in social renewal by and the responsibility 
of art programmes, raising awareness of the latter. He is one of the most significant figures of contemporary 
art trends.

Starting as a biologist researcher, Herman de Vris became a garden architect with his programme focussing 
on renaturalisation. He produced nature-inspired works since the 1970s, and then he bought an agricultural 
land near Eschenau where he began his “Field” (Wiese) eco-garden project. He and his wife (Susanne Jacob 
Goepfert) reintroduced the native and bred plant species of the landscape. They relaunched the natural life 
of the area, creating an ecosystem island within the chemicalised world of the agricultural “industry”.

Art pedagogist, wandering preacher and garden architect Louis G. Le Roy9  is a charismatic representative 
of this way of thinking in Western Europe. He emphasises the importance of recreating the unspoiled land-
scape. This is not about passive resistance, but is rather a creed testifying the unfolding power of nature, 
highlighting its power.

08 The appearance of nature art is linked to revitalisation programmes at several places of the world. It is interesting to compare Asian and Eastern European 

examples, see: Gabrovtsi (Bulgaria), Noszvaj (Hungary) - Echigo Tsumari, Funasaka (Japan), Wongol (South-Korea).

09 www.ecokathedraal.nl. Last download: 21 December 2021

Echigo - Tsumari 

Art Triennale
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With a view to the ecological aspects of garden architecture and reducing his intervention to a minimum, he started 
building his ecocathedral near Heerveen (Netherlands). He concluded a contract with the municipality and built the 
cisterns and towers of his garden from the building debris delivered to the area on his own in 40 years. The cathedral 
grew in symbiosis with the plants in the garden. Trusting in the revealing power of nature, he struggles and submits 
himself to the creative and directing forces above him. “Nature is the master—the gardener is the student”10.

Community organisations and art colonies

In addition to individual initiatives, we can witness the establishment of art colonies and communities that 
use the operating models of the symposion movement, too. There is an underlying intention in the practice of 
close-to-nature art colonies that the values represented by the creators appear in shaping the environment. 
This is an opportunity to finetune the thinking and value judgment of a region. Groups, art institutions and art 
centres formed in this period develop their nature art events and symposia by applying the specific use of the 
cultural environment, the traditions, the way of life and the landscape features together.11 This process began in 
culturally diverse areas of the world as a result of the effects of globalisation (the World Nature Art Catalogue). 
Without claiming completeness, some of these are worth mentioning here.

The close-to-nature attitude is rooted in the cultural tradition of East Asian countries12, and this is where nature 
art is connected in the practice of contemporary creators. Individual creators occasionally get organised into 

10 Szikra 2007C

11 ecovention, greenmuseum.org

12 Man is a creature being present as part of nature, a part among the many. Wabi-sabi
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groups, and hold symposia and bienniales. Quite large-scale landscape revitalisation programmes are being 
launched in Japan with the intention of renewing the rural place-specific culture.

Having been organised for more than 20 years, the Echigo Tsumari Trienniale is an outstanding event, comple-
mented by seasonal programmes. Landscape revitalisation takes place in the natural and agricultural environ-
ment of neighbouring villages or an entire region. They undertake to preserve local and traditional values. In 
addition to the locations of the landscape environment, the spaces of abandoned schools and houses provide 
the venue for the works and events. Artists apply for grants in all genres. Then they carry out their projects 
approved by the grant boards staying as guests with the residents. They organise art and environmental ed-
ucation programmes for various age groups on the spot throughout the year. As a result of artistic activities, 
depopulated rural environments revived. The settlers use the landscape enriching it with new elements13.

The success of the programme is reflected in a number of public awards. As an example of community building, 
it influenced the so-called “creative city” projects of Osaka, Tokushima and many other places. Other venues 
include the Nishinomiya Funasaka Biennale which combines the renewal of the life of an aging and depop-
ulated village with the organisation of an art programme. Things go on like here within the framework of the 
Nakanojo Biennale, too.

Nowadays, there are remarkable programmes in some art colonies and communities organised into networks 
in Western Europe. Some run their events in the form of micro-regional associations. Outstanding examples 
are the Arte Sella art centre in Northern Italy or the Centre international d’art et du paysage in Vassivière, 
Southern France. There are many functioning art centres in Germany, for example. Such is the Naturkunstfo-
rum in Licherode, next to Kassel, organised during the Documenta every five year. Another important example 
is the CCANW (Centre for Contemporary Art and Natural World) next to Bristol. To look to the north, we should 
mention the Oranki Art Environmental Art Symposion in Finland or the Žagarė Land Art Residency in Lithuania.
In Russia, it is important to mention Nikolay Polissky’s work who organises art projects in the natural environ-
ment involving the local society, creating art projects and huge works in the landscape.

In Eastern Europe, the Bulgarian Duppini Art Group Association organises summer symposia in a small moun-
tain village, Gabrovtsi. Local facilities and materials are used here, too. It is important to mention the activities 
of MAMŰ14 in Transylvania (Romania), close to us, in the 1980s. This inspired the KorkéP symposia of the 
Gyergyószárhegy art colony (Transylvania) or the summer art camps of the Minimum Party in the forests.

In the meantime, such communities and art colonies were formed in Hungary, too. The shaping of the relation-
ship with the natural landscape and the use of natural features play an important role in their activities. Such 
works were first created in the sculptors’ art colony programme of Villány (1967) or in the wood sculptors’s art 
colony programme of Nagyatád (1975). Later on, further venues were added, like that of Farkaskő Noszvaj 
Cave-dwelling Art Colony Association (Farkaskő NBME, 1997), the Land Art art colony in Tolcsva15 (1998), the 
International Lake Velence Symposion16 (2006) and the Open Space Art Colony in Mezőszemere17 (2001), where 

13 https://universes.art/en/echigo-tsumari-triennial. Last download: 21 December 2021

14 Borgó (István Csaba György), István Erőss, Imre Bukta

15 The Tolcsva Land Art art colony organised by István Stark

16 Ágnes Péter, symposion movement

17 Led by Imre Bukta

View of the art colony, 

Farkaskő NBME, 2013

Photo: Péter Balázs
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there is conscious communication going on with the landscape and the social environment. This study would 
not go into presenting the various initiatives in detail. With a focus on its special situation, I am going to write 
about the activities and role of Farkaskő NBME.

Activities of the Farkaskő NBME
 
There are unique cave-dwellings in Noszvaj, a village in the southern part of the Bükkalja18. The special endow-
ment of the natural and carved forms emerging from the living stone in the landscape inspired the establish-
ment of a creative community. The founders of Farkaskő NBME are sculptors who graduated from the Master 
School of Fine Arts in Pécs and my artist friends and students. We tried to create the opportunities for thinking 
together in a community situation in the countryside.19

Our goal was to revitalise the decaying cave-dwellings that were used as emergency homes by the 1990s as 
living spaces and an art colony venue. Walls could breath again, revealing the formerly hidden rock structures. 
The intricate layout of the spaces of cave-dwellings and their rooms are well suited to the features of tuff lay-
ers (both on the surface and underneath). Over the years, we took over an ever-expanding territory. Currently, 
we use eleven cave-dwellings in the area called Farkaskő. In the initial years of the art colony, the venue and 
the forms and frameworks of the operation were fully designed by internal workshops. The redesigning of the 
system of internal spaces, the gardening and the development of the infrastructure consumed almost all of 
our efforts.

18 “Invisible from the outside, the negative spaces of the cave dwellings melt into the landscape. They are part of nature. The house itself is given, only the excess mass 

has to be removed and cleared away. The occupants of the cave may enjoy its inherent benefits: the protection and safety provided by the earth.” (Batár 2005: 24)

19 I organised the initial steps of the establishment. Since then, and up to now, we have managed and operated the association with Ottó Horváth, who settled in 

Noszvaj after 1999.
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Our artistic activities are multifold. In our spaces and workshops, we used to host the representatives of various 
artistic genres from year to year. In addition to sculpture, the meeting points of the diverse genres of music, 
painting and applied arts, including felting, glassmaking, ceramics, as well as local traditional handicrafts, 
viticulture, stone culture, and wickerwork enrich the work of the art colony in many ways.

From among the activities of the association, I am inspired by the creation of fire spaces using sculptural tools, 
the restoration of the health of the space, and the creation of a functioning living space and a community space. 
For me, rural life and art is an opportunity and a duty to display ecological thinking in my own environment. 
I think that the most important thing is to discover the “energies” of a given place, to show them and to use 
their peculiarities.

Various forms of educational activities have been present in the life of our Association since the very begin-
ning. We deliver lectures on cultural history to those who visit the art colony. Primary and secondary school 
pupils like to choose our art colony as a destination for school excursions. By presenting and teaching archaic 
activities, that are on the point of becoming forgotten, we provide guidance for the revival of traditional crafts 
and handicraft techniques.

In the context of Fairytale Therapy,20 the unique spaces of the art colony host self-awareness and other group 
work. We organise Metamorphoses creative and fairytale therapy sessions, interactive workshops, training 
courses and camps for children and adults based on folk tales. Children living in Noszvaj regularly visit our art 
colony as part of various programmes. Our most frequent visitors are the children attending Vanda Tátrai’s21  

weekly club for primary school pupils. Fairytale Forest sessions are organised along a syllabus presenting the 
possibilities of living with nature. Nature conservation is part of our lives. Our environmental awareness, which 
determines our values, is also reflected in the design of the gardens surrounding the art colony.

Our relationship with the village is unbroken. All our programmes are open and free for local people. The number 
of visitors and the reputation as a touristical destination of the art colony has been on the rise for years. The 
image of Noszvaj’s one-time slums also changed. Local people tend to speak about it rather as a valuable and 
interesting place being in transformation, witnessing their history and traditional way of life. Our activities re-
vealed new opportunities22 for using the cave-dwellings in the southern Bükkalja. Our art colony is an essential 
place within the stone culture of the region. It is unique in terms of the number of arranged cave-dwellings 
and the programmes being implemented.

Education, symposia

As a result of the commitment towards culture-creation of the masters who established the workshops, the 
experimental and value-creating activities of Hungarian art colonies and symposia were in many cases linked 
to the intention to renew art education23. (N. Mészáros: 2017). A symposion is a place for common thinking 
and coexistence, and a very efficient teaching method due the accumulation of experiences and the possibility 

20 www.meseut.hu

21 Vanda Tátrai is a Metamorphoses fairytale therapist, and a founding member of the Association. The close-to-nature way of thinking, and the dissemination 

and presenting of such values is a very important part of her activities.

22 Szomolya: cave music hall, Egerszalók: workshops, community roomsfontos része tevékenységének.

23 Master School of Fine Arts, Pécs (Hungary). Founders: István Bencsik, Ilona Keserü, Sándor Rétfalvi, Imre Schrammel
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of creating experimental works. It is a special occasion in the cooperation of the master and the disciple, the 
effectiveness of which is greatly helped by the situation that is independent of everyday practice.

I met the inspiring world of symposia and their role in education within the framework of university and post-
graduate training for the first time. After completing my studies, I got engaged in art education in Eger. After 
the establishment of our art association and the art colony, it was clear that we would use the “symposion 
models” with our students.

I could recall the special practice of art education, a teaching method based on personal contact and cooper-
ation. What I wanted to do was to go on with this method during the last decades, creating the possibility for 
individual correction and consultation even during group sessions.

While solving theoretical and practical tasks, students get aware of the possibilities of shaping their envi-
ronment and of the regularities of forming sculptural, architectural and landscape spaces in a complex way. 
During the comprehensive training, they become able to interpret their spatial environment in teaching, on the 
one hand, and their knowledge develops into the means of cultivating their creative personality when applying 
their skills, on the other.

Of course, my chosen profession, that is, the sculptural cultivation of space, sets the direction of my profession-
al research, studies, and theoretical and practical activities. My goal is the transfer of the knowledge acquired 
in this field, and the professional preparation for its teaching at our Department and Institute.

From the early 2000s, we made occasional visits to the cave-dwellings for educational purposes, which became 
more frequent with time passing by. During these times, the goal was to introduce our students to a possible 
venue for their artistic work and an exciting and inspiring concept. In addition to presenting landscape-shaping 
art that can be lived through in a rural environment and possibilities outside the gallery systems, my students 
could witness the development of the programme focusing on place-specific space-shaping, the relationship 
between negative spaces and the environment, and the possibilities of applying traditional techniques in the 
context of contemporary art. We tried to travel here at least once every semester.

Previously, we had dealt with the possibilities of space-shaping within the framework of the subject entitled 
Spatial Analysis which had been introduced in the curriculum of the ‘teacher of drawing and visual culture’ major 
at the university. That time, the attendance of summer practices and art colonies also became compulsory 
during the training. On such an occasion, we created nature art works for the first time in the creative camp 
in Gönc, next to the River Hernád (2007).

During the shift to the Bologna educational system24, we had the opportunity to develop the programme of 
the Plastic Representation specialisation linked to the Imaging major, but the specialisation was not started 
due to the lack of teaching capacity. The basics, that is, the curriculum, also included the elements of classical 
sculpture education, but we also included subjects suitable for keeping pace with contemporary developments, 
and this became the framework for the establishment of the new specialisation.

24 “During the so-called Bologna process, higher education gradually switched from the traditional single (undivided) 3 to 4-year college and 4 to 6-year univers-

ity training schemes to the three-level system from 2005 onwards. In this system, some graduates of 3 to 4-year bachelor-level education may be admitted to 

master’s programmes of 1 to 2 years (or 2.5 years for prospective teachers). The highest level is the doctoral training of 4 years.” https://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Magyarorsz%C3%A1g_oktat%C3%A1si_rendszere
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The regular use of the spaces of Farkaskő NBME as a venue accommodating the education of various sub-
jects and summer art colonies began with the launch of the Nature Art specialisation. When István Erőss was 
appointed our Head of Department in 2008, it brought about changes in all areas. The unique start-up, struc-
turing and operation of nature art education based on his concept was the result of our joint work. Combining 
our experiences and using the association’s facilities, we started to the develop the educational programme 
and organise nature art symposia in its context25. Thanks to the contacts of István Erőss, we could organise 
a symposion in Noszvaj as early as in 2009, using the spaces of the Association.

The Department of Arts of Eszterházy Károly College (now University, EKKE) and Farkaskő NBME contacted artist 
educators among their partners26, who used natural materials, objects, energies and locations directly in their 
creative work, striving to recreate harmony with nature. The application of this particularly unique approach 
generated exciting works by the participants. The technical conditions and the natural environment also made 
it possible to implement jointly elaborated projects in cooperation with the international team.

We organised the most symposia at the venue of Farkaskő NBME (2009, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2015, 2016).
The area hidden in the natural environment, managed by the association, the external and internal forms of 
landscape sculpture, and the garden provided the framework and inspiration for the works created at the 
symposion. We expected the participants to create their works from the raw materials they could find on-site, 
using the natural features of the place.

Their works are an integral part of our ever-changing exhibitions. We organised exhibitions using the docu-
mentation of the works completed in the following venues: Kis Zsinagóga Gallery and the Students’ Gallery 
(EKKE), Eger, Hungary; Magtár, Ipolytarnóc, Hungary; Ráday Gallery and MAMŰ Gallery, Budapest, Hungary; 

25 In many cases, our Association also contributed to the successful implementation of the programmes by raising tender funds.

26 Our partners: the Hungarian University of Fine Arts, the Department of Sculpture of the University of Pécs (PTE), Hungary; the Sapientia Hungarian University of 

Transylvania; the Babeș-Bolyai University in Cluj-Napoca, Romania; the Department of Photography of the College of the Academy of Fine Arts and Design in Bratis-

lava, Slovakia; the University of Art and Design in Linz, Austria; the Facultat de Belles Arts de la Universitat de Barcelona, Spain; the Taipei National University of the 

Arts, Taiwan; the Fine Arts College in Jaipur, India; the Indonesian Institute of the Arts of Yogyakarta, and the Nature Artists’ Association (YATOO) in South-Korea.
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and the Beijing Union University, China. Meanwhile, our students used the interior and exterior spaces of the 
Association as a venue for their nature art practices in different seasons. I also taught the subjects related 
to nature art in the curricula of full-time and part-time education at the BA and MA training (Space-shaping, 
Alternative Space-shaping, Environment- and Space-shaping).

In the series of practices, a certain spring course should be highlighted in the course of which sculptures 
were created in public spaces in consultation with the municipality of Noszvaj. The course focussed on the 
place-specific application of traditional stone-laying techniques. The creation of the sculpture in front of the 
kindergarten was supported by the municipality and the Association jointly.

To mention another exciting occasion, we had a winter art colony with the calling slogan ‘Teaching Teachers’. 
We worked with our students during the whole week reconsidering the possibilities offered by snow, ice and 
frost, and then we invited the participants of the Fairytale and Nature Art school club led by the Vanda Tátrai 
to a joint session at the end of the programme.

Presentation of events and art colonies

In recent years, the teachers and students of the Nature Art specialisation were requested by certain organi-
sations, communities and municipalities to organise symposia related to landscape revitalisation programmes 
and to create nature art works in many cases:
 - Magtár, Bódvaszilas, Hungary (2011). In addition to internationally renowned artists, that is, outstanding 
personalities representing nature art, the younger generation and student assistants who helped to imple-
ment the plans cooperated to create large-scale works. The symposion was held in Bódvaszilas organised 
by the Department of Fine Arts of Eszterházy Károly University, in cooperation with Farkaskő NBME, in the 
context of the operation of the Aggtelek National Park. The art colony was successfully completed. However, 
the maintainer changed its mind regarding the use of the place despite the fact that we prepared plans and 
studies outlining its operation.
 - Artplacc, Tihany, Hungary (2013). Our Department was invited to present and try our experiences in 
a special situation. Under my leadership, selected students attending the Nature Art specialisation of the 
Department created a place-specific work using materials linked to the environment and the features of the 
venue during the festival.
 - We attended joint art colonies organised by the Faculty of Music and Visual Arts of PTE. Participants were 
the students of sculpture at PTE, the students of the Department of Visual Arts of EKKE and one of the lecturers 
and students from our partner institutions each who came from Taiwan and Indonesia, respectively (Gyimóthy 
Cottage, Villány, Hungary, 2013). Later, our students could work in a joint art colony at the Doctoral School of 
the Faculty of Music and Visual Arts of the University of Pécs (Miszla, Hungary, 2018). We also have to mention 
our being invited to the art colonies of the International Lake Velence Symposion organised by Ágnes Péter, 
which helped the development of our students.
 - Nature Art Park, Márokföld, Hungary (2015, 2016, 2017, 2019). The location is a small village of 50 inhab-
itants in the Őrség where the first Nature Art Park in Hungary was built on a local initiative. Their goal was to 
boost tourism. The professional programme was implemented by the lecturers of the Department of Fine Arts 
of the Institute of Visual Arts of EKKE (István Erőss and Péter Balázs) and our students, by organising summer 
international art colonies, involving several universities in Hungary and in the Far East, with the cooperation of 
local people and craftsmen.
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27 https://en.calameo.com/books/0019600635c06980d60cb. Last download: 21 December 2021

 - Global Nomadic Art Project27, Rural Stage (Noszvaj, Hungary, 2017). The South Korean Nature Artists’ 
Association (YATOO) plays a special role among our partners, as its international members are recurring partic-
ipants of our symposia. We were one of the Central European bases of the programme of GNAP (2014-2020), 
a series of nature art actions they launched. Students helping as assistants were able to gain valuable expe-
riences in Noszvaj.

Granary (wood, reed; 3,5 X 6 m), 100 Szikra ARTWEEK, Ipolytarnóc, 2020

Cube (wood; 3.5 X 6 m), 100 Szikra ARTWEEK,Ipolytarnóc, 2019
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28 Students of the Department of Media and Design of Eszterházy Károly University

29 Eszterházy Károly University, Department of Fine Arts, students of Nature Art specialisation, teams of Hungarian and Slovakian architects’ workshops

 - Ipolytarnóc, Hungary (2019, 2020). It hosted the most recent of such initiatives. The Száz Szikra (‘Hundred 
Sparks’) Association organised summer art colonies here on two occasions. Ipolytarnóc is an isolated village 
lagging behind. Improving the quality of life of the inhabitants is considered to be of paramount importance, 
and the population is also involved in the activities. The ArtWeek’s programme included cultural events like 
various film screenings, concerts, theatre performances and a motorcyclists’ meeting, too. An important el-
ement of their landscape revitalisation programme was the creation of applied graphic works28 to improve 
street image and the construction of the works of the Nature Art Park29 during the one-week workshop. All this 
is implemented very efficiently with the support of the Visegrad Four, collaborating with international teams 
and the local government.
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Summary

We can spot similarities in the operation of the initiatives and art colonies presented above, which evolved by 
consciously using the local opportunities over the years. Common elements of their activities are communi-
cation with the local civil society, the building of relationships with entrepreneurs in the vicinity of the site and 
the local government, the organisation of joint programmes with educational institutions, and the application 
of the “symposion method”30. Taking all this into account, we can state that they participate in the shaping of 
their environment using the value system of nature art as well. They create a living space for visual arts and 
make it practically liveable, based on the ecopsychological approach aimed at strengthening the relationship 
between man and nature in their environment.

The construction of the Farkaskő art colony highlighted the importance of “social sculpture” and the conscious-
ness-forming power of community spaces. Our state of consciousness, creative art, and the nature-conscious 
way of thinking was reflected in shaping our own spaces and the community spaces. Our ecologically conscious 
values took into account the landscape, our “built” heritage and the special features of the place.

Sources

Balázs, Péter, ed. (2018): Farkaskő/20. Farkaskő NBME, Noszvaj
Batár, Attila (2005): Láthatatlan építészet. Ab Ovo Kiadó, Budapest
Békési, Sándor (2003): A keresztyén esztétika teológiája. PhD dissertation. Károli Gáspár Egyetem Hittudományi 
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Jeon, Won-gil (2013): The World Nature Art Catalogue. KNAA, Kon-Ju
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http://epa.oszk.hu/03000/03024/00009/pdf/EPA03024_uj_muveszet_2016_10_007-009.pdf. Last download: 
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30 A symposion is a place for common thinking and coexistence, and a very efficient teaching method due the accumulation of experiences and the possibility 

of creating experimental works. It is a special occasion in the cooperation of the master and the disciple, the effectiveness of which is helped by a situation 

independent of everyday practice.
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The role of nature art and folktales 
in helping to connect with nature

Vanda Tátrai
Metamorphoses creative development fairytale therapist

So the Elders took what stars were left in the sack and they made what patterns they could with 
them. And so it is that when you go out on a dark, clear night, far away from the city lights, and you 
look up at the sky, you see many of the stars scattered across the sky, but you do see some stars in 
patterns. And by the rising and the setting of these patterns the People know when to plant and when 
to harvest. And by these patterns people remember the stories.1

In the course of our work, it often happens in our standing groups of children, in communities with challenging 
special needs, and in long-term camps, that a session takes an unexpected turn in response to spontaneous 
events, as opposed to our plans, sometimes opening up paths that are new and surprising for us as well. This 
is also the case for the two areas that are predominant among the activities of our association for years, that 
is, nature art activities and the Metamorphoses fairytale therapy2 methodology. With the years passing by, 
these areas, which seem fundamentally very different, have intertwined almost imperceptibly to open up new 
avenues for ecological sensitisation together.

We wondered whether it makes any sense to compare this special creative approach with that of the heroes of 
fairytales formed over many generations. So we contrasted the respective relationships of traditional folktale 
heroes and nature artists to the created world. Having completed our work, we were quite surprised to find 
a lot of matches. These provided a solid foundation for the work that we started in 2014. We could spot the 
following very exciting similarities:

FOLKTALE HERO NATURE ARTIST

REGARDING THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO SUBSTANCES

Everyday objects
As a tale unfolds, everyday objects 

(door handle strings, stones, sticks, 
plants) start to speak and transform 

into helping or magical objects.

Everyday materials
During the creative process, ordinary 
materials (gravel, weeds, sticks, bark, 
dust, sand) transform and are enriched 
with a symbolic content.

01 Az éjszakai égbolt eredete [Origin of the night sky] (North-New-Mexican folktale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 19-22

02 The Metamorphoses Fairytale Therapy method was elaborated by Dr Ildikó Boldizsár in Hungary. Fairytale therapy means accompanying someone with fairy-

tales, based on the conscious use of the latter. Each situation in life has its fairytale correspondent that we can consider an example for our behaviour and way 

of thinking. Fairytale therapy offers an opportunity for a person seeking the way into himself or one who got into trouble to overwrite his own story with the help 

of existing stories (fairytales), to get patterns and scenarios for development and change, or to create a completely new story.
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FOLKTALE HERO NATURE ARTIST

REGARDING THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO SUBSTANCES

AS REGARDS ACTS

Intensive relationship
A direct, living contact with the 

things, materials, objects, energies 
and places of nature.

Real needs
A fairytale hero does not need 

to pile up things, he has just as 
many tools as he needs.

Space
The fairytale experience is 

available to anyone anywhere.

“Be it anything, it shall enrich me”3

The fairytale motto is usually true for 
heroes. They succeed with what they can 

find and get, although many times they do 
not even know what these will be good for.

Symbolic acts
The specific knowledge of fairytales is the expe-
rience encoded in symbols. The hero is charac-
terised by symbolic thinking and symbolic acts.

Time
What matters is the path taken by fairytale 

heroes, their being on the road, and the initiating 
character of the path leading to the destination.

Symbolic acts
A Nature artistre jellemző 
a jelképekben való gondolkodás, 
a szimbolikus tettek és anyaghasználat.

Time
A completed work is not for eternity. What 
matters is the spiritual events leading up to it, 
the symbolic acts, and the creative process.

Intensive relationship
A direct, living contact with the 
things, materials, objects, energies 
and places of nature.

Real needs
A nature artist strives to ensure that his 
work do not contain any unnecessary ma-
terial that would burden the environment.

Space
Nature art is available to 
anyone anywhere.

“Be it anything, it shall enrich me” 
The fairytale motto fully matches the 
attitude of the nature artist, as he works 
from what he can find around, creating 
place-specific works.

03 Bőhön höbün [Behen the hunter] (Buryat fairytale). In: Boldizsár 2016: 373-376
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FOLKTALE HERO NATURE ARTIST

AS REGARDS ACTS

REGARDING THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO NATURE

Example
The fairytale hero is a model for

 good behaviour, and he acts for the benefit of 
nature, the community, and the world.

Responsibility
Acts of fairytale heroes are pervaded by responsi-
bility for nature, the community and the world, or, 

lacking it, he shows a counterexample.

Empathy
The fairytale hero displays empathy towards

 the beings of his macrocosm and microcosm. 
Those lacking empathy will not be allowed

 to win by the fairytale syuzhet.

Unity
Unity with nature, interoperability, transformation 

into one another. The hero is an equal partner 
with other beings, and he can transform into, say, 

a blade of grass, a fox or a lake at any time.

Sensing Nature
The fairytale hero is able to sense at a high level. 

Although it differs in various fairytale types,
 but he is able to perceive the individuals, 

the personality, the interdependence and the 
embeddedness of his environment.

Embeddedness into the environment
The fairytale hero does not place himself above 

natural beings. He can succeed in partnership only.

Unity
Looking for unity with nature and interopera-
bility. The human body and the creator himself 
can also be an integral part of the work.

Sensing Nature
The nature artist is able to sense at 
a high level. He can also perceive and 
present the individuals, the personality, 
the interdependence and the embeddedness 
of his environment.

Embeddedness into the environment
The artist is in partnership with elements 
or makes efforts towards this state.

Example
A nature artist publishes his work as a 
call to serve as a model for facilitating 
eco-conscious behaviour and environ-
mentally responsible thinking.

Responsibility
Nature art activities are pervaded by 
responsibility for nature, the community 
and the world.

Empathy
A Nature artist környezethez való empa-
tikus hozzáállása alapvető fontossággal 
bír, inspirálója az attitűdnek.
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FOLKTALE HERO NATURE ARTIST

REGARDING THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO NATURE

AS REGARDS THE EXPERIENCE

Sacred knowledge
The path, purpose and actions of the fairy-

tale hero form a unity based on a unified, 
sacred knowledge of the world.

Connecting with nature
The hero always adapts to the given fairy-

tale location, choosing tools, strategies and 
companions that are relevant there.

Respect
Nature is fully respected. 

Otherwise, the hero would fail.

Order
Vulnerability and subordination to 
the order and elements of nature.

Basic need
Fairy tales and rhymes are among the basic 

needs of small children. Hunger for stories 
is an intrinsic part of our human nature.

Self-healing
Listening to fairytales and the resulting 

trance is able to trigger self-healing 
processes on its own. In addition, fairytales 

reflect our life situations and the possible 
solution strategies as well.

Basic need
Playing with sand, earth, mud, and water 
is among the basic needs of small children. 
It is an intrinsic part of our human nature.

Self-healing
Creative work alone can start self-healing 
processes. In addition, the work created 
reflects our personality, providing a surface 
for projection.

Sacred knowledge
Many artists of the world report on spiritual 
commitment and ritual elements in their 
works.

Connecting with nature
The process and raw materials of creation 
are fully connected to the current location.

Respect
Nature is fully respected. In contrast to 
monumental early manifestations of land 
art, the nature artist is characterised by his 
maximum respect for the environment.

Order
Vulnerability and subordination to 
the order and elements of nature.
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It can be seen that the methods we examine form an organic unit regarding responsibility for the environment. 
We started to entwine our experiences, as if we were weaving a basket out of fairytales, art, games and the 
colourful yarns of the time we spend outdoors. In this basket, the threads form an organic whole supporting 
and strengthening one another, sticking out below and above each other now and then. We filled this basket 
with experiences, adventure and creation. Launching our Fairytale Forest programme and testing our idea just 
like a fairytale hero, we started working with a group of six- to seven-year-old children in 2014.

Helping to connect with nature has become the guiding principle of our work. From year to year, we are finding 
that there is a growing need for it. We approach nature in such a way as to convey not only a mosaic-like set 
of virtual or scientific information, but also to convey a reality that can be lived, experienced, seen, smelled, 
felt and heard with our own senses. We are looking for an emotional connection that cannot be learned from 
the screen, a sense of unity with everything that surrounds us. We approach the forces, classical elements, 
phenomena and materials of nature in such a way that external awareness become an experience that is as 
well-supported as possible with the senses, and deepen from the external into an inner experience. Natural 
qualities should be linked to spiritual qualities and feelings through traditional folktales, completed by the 
active practice of nature art. 

On these occasions, we began with a series covering ten introductory themes designed according to the order 
of creation myths. Then we got to know the natural phenomena, the Earth and the sky, dark and light, silence, 
sound and many other natural beings. We worked in the forests, in the fields, in enclosed spaces and in the 
cave dwellings of the association using fairytales chosen by topic and processed according to the fairytale 

FOLKTALE HERO NATURE ARTIST

AS REGARDS THE EXPERIENCE

Source of joy
Listening to fairytales fills one with joy, 

curiosity, and excitement, regenerating and 
relaxing us. It is dear to children’s nature.

Activation of  senses
The fairytale hero actively uses his senses, 

the functionality of which can even be crucial. 
Senses are often personalised characters 

themselves to whom we can speak.

Passing
The closing formula used frequently in Hungari-

an fairytales (they lived happily ever after, until 
they died) calls us to face passing every day.

Source of joy
Creative work fills one with joy, and curiosity, 
regenerating and relaxing us. It is a popular 
activity among children.

Activation of senses
When working in nature, all the senses 
are activated.

Passing
Artists’ works are short-lived, deemed to 
pass, and teach the creator to let them go. 
They call us to face passing.
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therapy method and nature art practices attached to it. As the children told us: “It’s all very good, nothing is 
dull, and it’s good that Vanda used to tell us tales from her head. We go for a walk and play with nature, just 
as we imagine it. Everything is so experiential!”4 

We did not talk about environmental protection when we were with the children, making sure to avoid direct 
information or calls. Our focus was on the way the power of thematically chosen fairytales, the joyful sensual 
connection with nature and the creative experience provided by nature art may affect children. Does it move 
anything along the lines of ecological commitment? Our experiences were quite impressive, as several children 
from the group set up nature conservation organizations, campaigns, and collecting. They quite alone, and in 
many cases to the amazement of their families as well, became dedicated nature conservationists, reforming 
their home life, too.

The knowledge hidden in folktales speaks of an age when man and nature used to live in unity. The main wish of 
the hero of a Hungarian folktale is the following: “Whatever may exist on the globe, I wish to talk to everything, 
be it grass, wood, stone, animal, water, or blood. And let the things I am talking to answer me.”5 During sto-
rytelling, this wisdom becomes tangible, as fairytale heroes travel the depths of Earth and water, and explore 
air and even the outer space on the backs of their magical flying horses. They can take the shapes of trees, 
flowers, and animals. They talk to the winds, the months, and may be hosted by the Sun, the Moon, and the 
stars. They share with us secrets about the origin, the arrangement, the operation and the creatures of the 
world that have been kept for so many generations. Because “tales do not lead us away from reality, as many 
people would think, but rather lead towards it, getting us deep into the contents of spiritual reality”6.

04 Reflection by Zsófi from the third grade, 2017

05 A pokol kályhafűtője [The stove heater of hell]. In: Boldizsár 2019: 7

06 Vekerdy 2013
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According to the knowledge of fairytales, the beings of nature and men were not separated at that time. Trees, 
rocks, and grasses spoke to people, and used to be initiators, teachers, and guardians for those who approached 
them. “It used to happen a long-long time ago. It was a time when anyone who saw a stone thought it was a 
stone-man. Who saw a bear believed its limbs are human. Who met a fish swimming towards him saw a wa-
ter-man instead of it. Who encountered a tree thought that it was a tree-man. A lot of things used to happen 
to people back then. Even such things happened that rarely happen these days…”7 And indeed, nowadays it 
rarely happens that we are able to experience our unity and community with nature and to feel that everything 
surrounding us is as natural a phenomenon as ourselves.

The imprint of this knowledge has been hidden in traditional folktales ever since, although it is often barely 
noticeable. Deep physical and spiritual community is rarely communicated directly in fairytales, as it was not 
necessary thousands of years ago when fairytales were born. Thus, since this feeling of community was an 
essential part of that understanding of the world, it was not relevant to talk about it. In the state of unity, there 
is no point in thinking about the difficulties of interconnection, as the question itself may not arise. But the 
plot, the feelings and perception of the heroes, their connection with the places, and their turning to the world 
all carry the imprint of this understanding.

“A fairytale is a unified understanding of the world that has a single essence. It is a sacred text escorting the 
soul. It is one of the means of passing on universal spiritual teachings. It is a holy spiritual treasury.”8 The quoted 
basic idea of the Metamorphoses fairytale therapy, formulated by the fairytale researcher Ildikó Boldizsár, also 
refers to a knowledge preserved by this understanding of the world. This understanding includes the perception 
of unity. Getting immersed in this holy spiritual treasury, we also may experience the feeling of unity with the 
created world. In addition, the heroes of fairytales can serve as examples by being able to transform, connect, 
and communicate with nature.

Here a very special brain function comes into operation, playing a decisive role in sensitisation with fairytales. 
When listening to a fairytale, we create inner images, and series of images. As children say, we project an 
“inner movie”, displaying the story of the fairytale. If our inner image-creating function works well, we may 
enter a colourful and odorous fairytale world. But this movie is more than just a vision. The sequence of actions 
experienced in inner images makes us experience and test patterns of action that are otherwise strange to 
us, providing experiences for future real actions. It is based on projective identification, that is, the ability of 
the mind to step away from its ego for a time and merge with another reality, experiencing and learning ideas 
there it can learn in no other form of consciousness and bringing these back to consensual reality.9 When we 
enter a fairytale born from the knowledge of a level of perception alien to us, we would gain real experience. 
We can test everything the fairytale hero encounters in the protected environment of the fairytale. We get a 
taste of what it is like to connect with nature on another level. Returning to our real world, these levels become 
more interoperable thanks to trying these higher levels of perception. Like the bites for tasting offered on the 
market, the fairytales give us bites for tasting of higher levels of perception. If we taste these, we will be able 
to decide more confidently whether this kind of connection is acceptable and good to us. We can move on to 
a hitherto unknown level as if it were a familiar place.

07 A fairytale beginning formula from Madagascar. In: Bajzáth 2016

08 Oral communication by Ildikó Boldizsár

09 Estés 2004: 361.
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For the fairytale hero, natural phenomena appearing in the more than human world10, like the Mother of the 
Sun, the Mother of the Wind, the Dawn, the Daughter of the Sun, all become alive. He can talk to them, they 
would be his helpers or opponents, and he is able to communicate with them. The hero may take on the form 
of any natural being, such as the Twig Princess or Woodcarved Peter. There are also a lot of fairytales in which 
a natural thing is a very emphatic, imaginative, powerful element that moves us out of our ordinary everyday 
point of view, opening up a new perspective. A good example of this is the fairytale title The miraculous mud, 
which is astonishing enough in itself, as we usually think of mud as a filthy, worthless, and annoying thing. “In 
our education systems, we have come to think that soil simply means dirt and that dirt means dirty. But dirt is 
not dirty; it is the source of life. Without it there is no life. We are related to and dependent on the soil.”11 Con-
templating the words of Satish Kumar, it is easy to see what a deep ecological knowledge this simple fairytale 
idea can convey in the language of children. Browsing fairytale titles, again we can find very strong, calling 
expressions that activate internal images. Such are The land of darkness and The water of life, or The Lord of 
the Rain, and so on. These images mobilising strong emotions may give way to a deeper understanding in us.

If we look at fairytale characters, we shall generally notice in the heroes that, during their journey, they tend to 
interact with some natural element, like saving the Sun, or their names refer to their wonderful natural ability, 
like the Field-greening Princess. Of course, there are negative examples, as exemplified by the hero of an Af-
rican fairytale, King Makelele the Great, to whom all good things on Earth are given, but he is longing for more: 
he wants the flesh of the rainbow. The fairytale would not allow these irresponsible heroes, who go too far, to 
succeed. King Makalele himself dies after his frightened subjects openly confront him: “We would not dare to 
do this horrible thing. The rainbow is yours... If you want to eat it, kill and cook it yourself.”12

Finally, creation myths present us with a slightly different but still very exciting approach. They strengthen our 
ability to change, and allow us to know the ways out of chaos, and the opportunity to create a new or more 
beautiful world that is better to live in. Such myths provide a pattern for getting disorder and chaos ordered, 
repairing the broken world, creating a new paradigm, for the most part not waiting for some kind of miracle, but 
creating it with hard or lengthy work. “She created the work using her own body. Where she held out her arm, 
a range of mountains rose. She flattened the coast with her hips and forehead. She plowed valleys with her 
feet, and formed islands and boulders with her hands. She sank into the whirlpool of the sea, digging gaps and 
caves into the depth. Where her dewy body rested, springs and rivers stemmed. As she passed, lakes gleamed 
in her footprints. She topped off her work by giving birth to her child, whom she had been carrying for many 
years. The child was the first to plow and sow the Earth shaped by his mother.”13

As we can see, in this way the different types of fairytales and creative ideas enter the field of ecological sen-
sitisation bringing different knowledges with them. According to ecopsychology, our perception of nature can 
be classified into five stages. The ecopsychologist Zselyke Molnos says that “We can perceive nature and living 
things in many ways. This reflects our attitude towards them, our way of thinking and our understanding of 
the world. Proceeding from the first to the last, our vision expands and approaches the viewpoint of seeing in 
unity. So the way we perceive is largely determined by what we think and what we believe about existence. Our 
experiences reinforce that belief further. However, if we are able to see differently, it may change our under-

10 Abram 1996

11 Kumar 2013

12 A szivárvány [The rainbow] (Ethiopian folktale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 188-192

13 Az aranytojást tojó sas [The eagle laying golden eggs] (Finnish fairytale). In: Boldizsár 2013: 32-34
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standing of the world and transform us.”14 Such steps represent levels that are difficult to connect. By assigning 
different types of folktales and nature art actions to perception qualities, the path leading to higher levels and 
the role played by our methods in helping our deep inner commitment to our created world would become clear.

The first stage, that is, the most general level of perception where the individuals of the outside world are not 
separated from each other, frames our lives as a comfortable or, maybe, unpleasant scenery, as if we were 
alone in the landscape. We have nothing to do with this. We are trying to help change this rather common point 
of view. The second stage, that is, the perception of natural objects, is a very similar way of seeing, but at this 
level we can see, classify and utilise each living being as an individual protruding from the landscape, that can 
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be scientifically assessed. We notice and study plants and animals that meet our interests, while part of the 
environment that is not of interest to us continues to appear as a scenery. In my opinion, it is this stage that 
school studies, commonly available fables and stories on nature, worksheets and educational publications 
usually make accessible. It is an important step as it leads to the next level, opening the door towards deeper 
cognition, and the birth of empathy, that is, the third level.

If we are looking for the relevant knowledge of fairytales, then it is origin stories that can open up the way 
leading to this level. In these, the history of a given plant or phenomenon becomes tangible and familiar. We 
get a cheerful or heartbreaking explanation, for example, for the formation of moon spots or the origin of 
mushrooms. Natural history narrated by a myth instead of the logos makes a small element of nature familiar, 
adventurous, funny and lovable. Instead of flooding us with a lot of scientific information about the world, it 
creates an emotional connection that helps us move on so that the basis of ecological commitment, empathy 
be born.

Almost all nature art works can be categorised here. These are attention-raising gestures that help to cast 
spotlight on living beings against the landscape. They amaze us, and help us focus. Usual landscape elements 
are revisited. “A sign left behind by a nature artist with an underlying content that fits harmoniously into the 
landscape may facilitate the environmentally conscious behaviour of the community, encouraging them to 
live a life that is responsible for the environment. At the same time, it may strengthen their responsiveness to 
art, unleashing their imagination, helping them to delight in joy, leading them to enjoying beauty. Ideally, they 
can get members of the community to take action”.15

The third step in perceiving the environment is a very exciting adventure, that is, perceiving individuality. When 
we perceive at this level, we are able to perceive every being as an individual. Achieving this marks a turning point 
in environmental relations, as it accepts that every creature has its own subjective inner nature16. Landscape 
is no longer a merging ecosystem provider, but a home for unique and special beings.

Folktales are very familiar with this level, as animals and plants beginning to speak are common figures in 
folktales. This level is brought close to us by the ants asking for food, the complaining willow trees, the prince 
who has turned into a tulip, or the beautiful princess who is sadly enough closed into a reed. And if we look 
at this level from the point of view of nature art, we can also see a lot of creators who work with this level as 
well, as they are able to bring this view closer to the viewer with their works. The element highlighted by the 
nature artist transforms, and it is filled with a unique underlying content. It becomes personal and loveable. 
It frames the landscape, evoking long-forgotten memories of the time when everything we touched in nature 
had a personality and a story. This is an easily accessible, familiar knowledge for children. So it is the topic 
that is the easiest to approach in nature art practice for small children, too. It is a really great and lovable ad-
venture to imagine faces and personalities for natural creatures, and to weave stories about them. It is such a 
child-friendly activity that it can be easily passed on to children living in the most difficult circumstances, too, 
who could otherwise never ever meet such ideas. 

If we succeed in opening the codes of our resemblance to the environment, then every single point we discover 
between ourselves and the beings of the environment will strengthen our relationship with nature. With the 

15 Erőss 2011

16 Aizenstat, Stephen cited by Molnos 2016: 83
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help of nature art and “fairytales, we may establish connections between the individual and his environment, 
or the individual and himself, at as many points as possible”17. After all, things we can perceive as similar to us 
are easily to connect with. Citing Plato: “by nature like is akin to like.”18 These similarities are easy to see on a 
physical level. This metaphor often appears in tiny gestures of the nature artist. 

At this level of perception, nature art activities also create an opportunity to experience the world, and to leave 
our comfort zone in the unity of touch, sight, smell, the sense of balance and one’s own body sensations. We 
can also find works that specifically address our senses. Such an example is Music for mosquitoes by István 
Erőss, but we also find plenty of eye-testing plays with perspectives, points of view, and reflections, as well as 
works that play with scents and lights or that make us touch.

The training and refinement of the senses is of particular importance, as the body is the primary environment 
of the soul, and the outside world actually begins at our body. Passage is provided by the active functioning of 
the senses. Through the mouth, external substances and tastes are internalised. Through the ear, the sound of 
the world passes from the outside to the inside. Our eyes transmit the colours and lights of the outside world. 
We connect with temperatures and surfaces by touching. Last, we let scents and smells into our organisation 
through our nose. All this is basically important in connecting with nature since direct reality as perceived, 
in its own more than human mystery, has remained our only handhold today when electronically generated 
perspectives and pleasures shape our world of experience. Only a regular contact with the tangible Earth and 
sky can help us orient ourselves and get information among the manifold dimensions of our lives.19

What do fairytales know about the senses? It seems obvious that fairytale heroes like Far-hearing and All-see-
ing convey the message that if your perception works well, you can go much further. But perhaps this is just 
too obvious. However, if we look at the figures appearing in fables, we may find various heroes who use one or 
more of their senses extremely actively. They express their strong physical feelings, and pain, and they suffer 
from heat and cold, and from injuries.

We can find fairytales dedicated to body parts and senses and observe their competition that makes us change 
our perspective: “In the old days, there was a disagreement between the mouth, the eyes, the ears, the nose, 
the heart, the hands, and the feet, on whichever may be superior to the other. An endless quarrelling began.
‘I have primacy,’ said the eyes, ‘for I perceive everything before you.’
‘No,’ the ears contested. ‘I am the first because I can hear everything first.’
The nose intervened:
‘You are mistaken, my friends. No one else but me should be the first, because I can smell everything first.’
‘Oh, no way. I am more important than you,’ the mouth said, ‘as I eat everything.’
Then came the hands:
‘You are all mistaken, my dear friends. I am the first. Don’t I catch things before either of you?’
‘You are wrong, my dear friends, the hands,’ said the feet now, ‘I am the first, because it is always me to go 
wherever we need to go. I go and go and I get tired of all this walking.’
The heart remained silent, sitting calmly in the chest nest and listening.”20

17 Boldizsár 2014: 14.

18 Plato

19 David Abram cited by Suhajda and Vastag 2017

20 A szív igazsága [Truth of the heart] (Celebes fairytale). In: Bajzáth 2017: 8
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Nature art also works with the body as a primary environment and an obvious raw material and surface, as well 
as with the placement of human body parts in symbolic landscapes. An example for such a search for parallels 
between the macrocosmic and microcosmic patterns of nature is the work entitled Heart of Reeds by Chris 
Drury which evokes the double vortex of the human heart and lets us walk inside. 

In addition to activating perception, the process of creating in nature art is also linked to time with a very 
special connection, as it is not made for eternity. It is not timeless materials that the creator leaves his mark 
in. Working outdoors and the life of the work created heavily depends on the forces of the environment, too. 
“The work exists in the time of nature’s cyclical changes.”21 Thus, every single gesture and every usable ma-
terial teaches about a flexible adaptation to the immediate environment, the natural rhythm of nature and 
the environment. In addition, if we simply leave our carefully crafted works out in nature, entrusting the fate 
of the imprint of our souls to the elements, then we are able to learn to let things go and face passing. This 
gentle and symbolic experience of our transience is very strange for children at first, as it concerns a serious 

21 Erőss 2011

Chris Drury: 

Heart of Reeds 

2005
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taboo. However, as we follow the utilisation, re-melting, and rotting of a completed work in nature, and then 
the birth and passing of various works and repetition experienced in the protected space of playing frees us 
up. It connects us with the natural cycle and the time-embeddedness of our own human existence. “Nature 
is in a state of change and that change is the key to understanding. I want my art to be sensitive and alert to 
changes in material, season and weather. Each work grows, stays, decays. Process and decay are implicit. 
Transience in my work reflects what I find in nature”, says Andy Goldsworthy, who, at the same time, speaks of 
his own mourning work in his artistic expressions.

I think that the traditionally strong former bond that used to exist between body and soul, man and natural 
elements, community and its environment can be reconnected with the thread of archaic fairytales and using 
the practice of nature art. By spending time outdoors, nature encourages discovery, direct touch, and expe-
rience, in all its complexity and sensuality. It inspires admiration and gives us a glimpse into the mystery and 
majesty of life that even today cannot be googled.22

Looking at the fourth stage of perception as defined by ecopsychology, we may experience the ecological 
system through complex or ecological perception here, together with the interconnection of all that exists. 
Belonging to the same group, we experience community with the beings of nature. “Complex perception is 
made possible by knowing that we belong to all that exists on the Earth. It is a manifestation of the ecological 

22 Payne 2013: 129.
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self, and used to be the approach of many ancient cultures.”23 The tales of natural peoples carry this organic 
pattern of existence. They are left to us from an age when man still felt equal to everything that existed. This 
conception is mostly present unspoken in the background of the fairytale syuzhet and as its base, but we can 
also find teaching sentences like those spoken by a small bird in this African folktale: “Please understand: every 
creature has its feelings, all the birds and beasts, and all the animals that fly, crawl or walk in the jungle… We 
do love our home and our children, just like you, people. And we cannot just stay idle and watch you destroying 
them.”24 In the same way, the need to connect with nature, belonging to the same group, undertaking com-
munity, and identification with natural beings often appears in nature art practice. It also calls on the creator 
and the viewer of the work and it appears in the most varied forms in art projects.

“… if there is no sacred connection with our environment, it would suggest that the sacred aspect of our life 
is dead or hidden, or that we do not have access to it. It does not get rich, and it does not appear at all. We 
have no own inner experience because we cannot find its match in the outside world. Nothing evokes it and 
it doesn’t flare up. So what is sacred disappears from our lives and culture, or remains a mere abstract idea, 
confined to mythology or psychology.”25 The sacred relationship with our environment as formulated by the 
bon monk Tenzin Wangyal speaks of the fifth stage of perception, that is, integrated perception26. At this level, 
we experience ourselves being an integral part of nature. We are not separated, and we experience entirety 

23 Molnos 2016: 61.

24 Az asszony meg a madár [The woman and the bird] (African folk tale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 177-180

25 Wangyal Rinpoche 2007: 30

26 Molnos 2016: 61.
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intensively. At this level, we are able to experience connection and also sense the flow of energy. We are no 
longer separated. Environmental awareness and empathy are no longer relevant concepts, as the environ-
ment and the self are no longer separate qualities. What is bad for the environment is also felt as a pain in us. 
The person sensing is equal to other beings in the environment, being one of the many manifestations of the 
soul, not more and not less than those. “Men, trees, birds, and tiny beetles each are certain forms of the soul 
manifested in material here on Earth. Your soul is dressed up as a man now.”27

This organic mode of existence has been preserved by the myths of ancient times of various peoples, the every-
day practices of isolated natural peoples, and the elements of shamanic practice that have escaped civilisation 
as time capsules. Such mythical stories tell of a time when the created world was not yet the environment of 
man, but existed as a huge community, all participants in which were entities of equal importance. In myths, 
the boundary between man and nature becomes permeable. Nature may have a body, while the body its own 
geography. “When Pangu died, his head became a sacred cliff, his eyes the Sun and the Moon, his fat rivers and 
seas, his hair trees and plants. The Yellow River and the Blue River flowed from Pangu’s tears. His voice became 
the thunder, his breath the wind, his gaze the lightning. The sky brightened up when Pangu was cheerful, and 
it darkened when he was in bad mood.”28 Fairytale heroes who call the elements mother and father and the 
natural beings brother and sister, still remind us of this knowledge.

27 Oral communication by a North American Lakota Indian shaman

28 A világ keletkezésének mítosza [Myth of the origin of the world] (fragments). In: Veress 1993: 51
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29 Hoppál Mihály in: Hollós 1995

30 Oral communication by an African knowledge guard

“Natural peoples living in very simple conditions have realised that it is not worth destroying nature around us. 
They even set up a social institution to maintain this attitude. And this was the shaman. […] A very important 
feature of the shaman’s understanding of the world is animism, that is, faith in souls. It is the belief that every-
thing around us has a soul or spirit. This poetic and, at the same time, ecological understanding of the world is 
embedded in the values of these peoples. They simply believe that the environment should not be offended, or 
destroyed unnecessarily. We can keep everything in its naturalness, and it would create a wonderful balance 
between man and its environment. The shaman was the guardian of this balance.29

Such natural peoples designate sacred spaces from the materials of the environment during their rites helping 
connecting, maintenance, blessing, and healing that aim to interact with the more than human world. Such 
carefully arranged mandalas and circles are familiar and interpretable works for nature art, too. Important 
materials, stones and trees of the area are organized in concentric circles around the fire in the middle of the 
space. Basic directions and classical elements appear at the selected points, and the space is finally closed 
by a circle formed by the participants. These works transmit our thanks and blessings to nature. They are 
messengers between the visible and the invisible worlds. The upward-moving smoke column connects with 
the celestial world. “It has to be as beautiful as a painting”30.
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Fairytale Forest session, Vanda Tátrai

Photo: Vanda Tátrai
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31 Grande 2014: 113.

32 Az árpa és a búza [The barley and the wheat] (Latvian folk tale). In: Bajzáth 2017: 87

In nature art, this layer is found in works with a sacred purpose. Answering John K Grande’s question whether 
art is able to encourage people to ask deep spiritual and ecological questions or not, Chris Drury said that the 
word spirit originally meant ‘breath’, thus referring to life, and vitality is something every spirited being owns. 
Once we have that connection, art can help us maintain and communicate it.31 Many creators around the world 
report on sacred endeavours in their work. Antony Gormley mentions ritual material use when talking about his 
project entitled Field. Alfio Bonanno considered his work entitled Where Trees Grow on Stone a natural sacrifice 
and, as such, he placed it in a forest. Yet perhaps the most spectacular ones are the green cathedrals that mark 
planted churches shaped from living trees, inviting the viewer to discover the sacrament inherent in nature.

The ecological crisis through the eyes of fairytale heroes and nature artists

Facing the ever-increasing natural crisis is expressed in many trends of nature art. In addition to raising 
awareness of the problems and promoting the eco-conscious way of thinking, we can also find large-scale 
projects for healing the polluted landscapes and landscape wounds. One of the very first of such initiatives 
were Tree Mountain—A Living Time Capsule and Wheatfield—A Confrontation by Agnes Denes. In the former, 
she planted eleven thousand pine trees on a Finnish garbage dump. In the latter, she turned a huge garbage 
dump located among the skyscrapers of Manhattan into a golden wheatfield. This calling juxtaposition of the 
life-giving wheatfield and the concrete jungle in the big city is reflected in what is perhaps the world’s shortest 
folktale: “The barley says to the wheat: ‘Come on, wheat, let’s search for gold.’ The wheat replied: ‘You are really 
silly, barley, why should we look for gold? Gold is ourselves.’”32

Thinking about the ecological crisis, being afraid for the environment and encountering losses all appear in 
our work with children, whether we want it or not. In the unity of nature art and fairytales, even these difficult 
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and disturbing topics can be well grasped, as the issues of environmental destruction, irresponsible behaviour, 
pollution and overconsumption alike are present in fairytales. Thus, these archaic stories not only know about 
the crisis, but also show the behaviour needed to deal with the crisis and the way to solve the problem.

Only few ancient stories and fairytales involve a specifically and clearly ecological topic. But what some special 
fairytales tell about it is quite saddening. Perhaps it is the best possible way to describe how humanity got 
here, to the very edge of ecological disaster. Let’s look at the thoughts inherited through several generations 
of a Siberian and an Eskimo story about the behaviour getting us to ecological crisis and about the solution. 
The last bird sings to the people who are left without food: “You destroyed a lot of things. You rejoiced over 
your power. You didn’t think about anything else.”33 And then we get to know the consequences of this attitude: 
“It went on for a while and, all of a sudden, the vast taiga seemed extinct. You keep looking and there is not a 
single tree living… the brook, like the swamps, smells fermenting and rotten. Air itself became quiet. It was as 
if the loudest clanging string had been torn from the many-stringed harp… People also quailed. Terror took 
hold of them… it was awful terror. People were shaking, sensing that the end is approaching.”34 Traces of na-
ture-exploiting behaviour, such as garbage tangled in the hair of the Mother of the Sea, await someone who is 
brave enough to face them: “I am almost strangled by the filth of the sins of the people. Come and clean my 
head, comb my hair soon,”35 says the frenzied Mother of the Sea, who, after calming down, also admits that 
when people’s “cursed behaviour” overwhelms her with filth, she herself becomes disgusting. The pollution of 
the created world destroys her inner nature, too, apart from the outer nature. Their interdependence leaves 
no room for doubt.

According to the fairytale, people can only change their behaviour, and realise the situation if they become 
personally affected and get in trouble. “When in grieve, people seem to wake up. When in big trouble, it is as 
if their eyes are more widely open. Their eyes can see, their ears can hear, their souls get lively, their minds 
become sharper. But where were they, the people, before? May not have they noticed or even thought about 
it?”(3) And what does the hero sent to restore the broken balance do? Firstly, he decides himself, and then he 
sets off, finds the source of the troubles, quenches nature’s anger which has threatened with death, and then 
begins to get rid of the garbage with meticulous care so that the tangled, polluted threads of the world may 
smooth out again and waters flowing in the wrong direction be diverted to the right channel. “The Mother of 
the Sea obediently stretched out on her giant bed, and the Blind began to comb her hair. It was quite a hard 
work because her hair was very stiff and tangled. Moreover, it was so long that twice two arms would not have 
been enough to go through it. During the cleansing, the Blind threw away the mass of dirt that he had combed 
out of the hair of the Mother of the Sea, and, lo and behold, the dirt came to life. It immediately became bears, 
white foxes, seals, walruses, narwhals and all kinds of birds.”36

In our experience, our methods form a unified system, each part supporting the other, that allows passing 
between the perception levels presented above. Nature art gestures, symbols and suggestions can be well 
connected to fairytale ideas. Creative activities can be well started with short stories, such as the Buryat fairy-
tale quoted earlier, the hero of which, Behen can fantastically sense and focus. “Be it anything, it shall enrich 
me,” he says, and he keeps collecting everything from his environment. This focused attention, and the curious 

33 A tajga bosszúja [Revenge of the taiga] (Mansi folktale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 171-177

34 A tajga bosszúja [Revenge of the taiga] (Mansi folktale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 171-177

35 Ukua, a Tenger Anyja [Ukua, Mother of the Sea] (Eskimo folktale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 27-29

36 Ukua, a Tenger Anyja [Ukua, Mother of the Sea] (Eskimo folktale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 27-29
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acceptance of the useful and useless things of the landscape, is also unique to the nature artist. We could also 
say that Behen is the nature artist of fairytales. And his story, forging value from the worthless things of the 
landscape, is a tale of nature art.

Turning it upside down, the characters, locations, series of events and even the map of a fairytale can be easily 
displayed from the natural materials on a basic level. And if we look deeper, the social relations of the fairytale, 
and the spiritual development and transformation of the hero all can be illustrated with the basic forms of na-
ture art. We aimed to investigate these two-way relationships in the Metamorphoses Ecological Research Group 
established in 201937. We are looking for new ways to connect with nature with ecology, pedagogy, psychology 
and art experts representing many fields. With our trained Fairytale Forest guides, every day we experience 
that the ancient knowledge of the intellectual treasury of fairytales and the active outdoor practice of nature 
art that is responsible for our environment together are able to open the way to higher levels of perception. 
Things we experience at higher levels can bring a deep inner commitment so people can understand that 
“heavenly phenomena are sacred and it is very dangerous to oppose them”38. And if understanding is born, 
then we may be able to turn to our fragile Earth: we must take every step we take on you very carefully, as if 
every step we take were a prayer.39

37 www.mesejaro.com

38 A szivárvány [The rainbow] (Ethiopian folktale). In: Boldizsár 2019: 188-192

39 AIndian prayer. Cited by: Dr. Adorjánné Farkas
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