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University of Lapland

Building, becoming, 

believing: Participatory 

land art for empathy and 

meliorism

ABSTRACT 

In this participatory land art workshop, nature was used as a play material to 
represent the motif of metamorphosis while participants role-played herrings for 
empathy. The aim was to shift the perspective from our materials – which are 
agentic in co-constituting conditions evocative of empathy – to observing the 
outcome from a bird’s-eye view. The workshop sought to demonstrate the power 
of collaboration, by presenting an allegory of the collaboration of herd species such 
as herrings. Alone they/we are nothing but, with determination and a clear goal, 
we can create visible change in the environment and in emotions and attitudes like 
environmental empathy. Earlier research and this case demonstrate how ecological 
paradigms can be stimulated with the use of place-based art.
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The University of Turku’s ‘Baltic Herring Research Project’ demonstrates that 
the current situation of the common herring is a cause for concern. In order 
to draw attention to this matter with artistic means and simultaneously take 
hands-on action to deal with eco-anxiety (Pihkala 2020), a two-part land art 
project was established by Nina Luostarinen. The first part was a prompt for 
individuals and collectives to create their own pieces of herring land art. The 
response was heart-warming and the use of materials versatile. The campaign 
culminated in an open-to-the-public participatory land art workshop on the 
banks of the river Aura in Turku.

As noted by Kimmerer (2020) and Rose (2021), imagination is one of our 
most powerful tools and lack of imagination is our greatest challenge. Just 
as Jenkins (2017) and Cox (2014) state, before we can change the world, we 
need to be able to imagine what a better world might look like and to develop 
empathy for the plight of those whose experiences differ from our own. The 
original invitation prompted participants to imagine what it might be like to 
be a herring, while the use of land art as a visual facilitator was the core prin-
ciple of this playful art-based intervention.

Participation required a playful attitude, which was encouraged for a 
purpose: when we put our adult, controlling minds aside and allow ourselves 
to be carried away by free play, we can construct new dimensions in our 
perceptions of a place – and as Nodding suggests, ‘nature becomes a spring-
board for reflection and poetic association’ (2012: iii). The wilderness of the 
riverbank where this workshop took place enabled participants to find the 
courage required for this mindless-looking play in themselves: carrying heavy 
buckets onto a field and pouring their contents onto the ground. Even when 
the final herring was ready, it was invisible from a normal viewpoint, disguised 
in the culms. Lailach (2007) describes how land art uses the landscape as an 

Figure 1: Samples of participating land art herrings made by families, individuals, homes for the elderly and 
others. © Photograph credit: courtesy of the workshop participants.
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Figure 2: Led by their art teacher, Marja Haapakangas, students from TSYK Upper Secondary School 
imagined the life of herrings and created sketches of them during their Designed and Built Environmental 
Art course. Several sketches were merged into the piece that was realized on the field. © Photograph credit: 
Nina Luostarinen.

Figure 3: The arrival of the drawing material, 18 tonnes of soil improvement chalk. There is no chalk in the 
soil in Finland, so it must be added for cultivation purposes. © Photograph credit: Nina Luostarinen.
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artistic material. Drones facilitate the exploitation of different angles from 
which to see the landscape; as obtaining aerial images and shifting perspec-
tive is effortless.

This ‘invisible’ pattern symbolizes the fact that environmental change 
can become serious before we can truly notice it. Due to change blindness, 
we see nothing until solastalgia suddenly takes over. Change blindness is a 
perceptual phenomenon that causes us to fail to observe even major differ-
ences if the change is gradual. In mythology, the shift into an animal shape 
can be very subtle; similarly, in this workshop we did not see the change 
we made on the ground until the end, when drones enabled us to see it 

Figure 4: A yellow line was used to draw the outlines of herring shapes. © Photograph credit: Nina 
Luostarinen.

Figure 5: Work carried out on the outline was monitored by drones. © Photograph credit: Daniel Nyman.
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Figure 6: It took five hours for the participants to draw the figures with chalk. © Photograph credit: Nina 
Luostarinen.
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from above. And we shape-shifted into fish scales only when we sprawled 
out on the field. Then, from the surprising, broader perspective, the place’s 
palimpsest was revealed. And we saw that our actions had made a signifi-
cant change.

As Bertling (2015) demonstrated, place-based art can promote ecologi-
cal paradigms and empathy with the environment. Sinquefield-Kangas et 
al. (2022) also suggested that materials are agentic in co-constituting condi-
tions that evoke empathy during artmaking. During this land art workshop, it 
seemed possible to address wicked problems and eco-anxiety in a playful, fun, 

Figures 7a and b: After the hard work, the reward. A drone was flown into the air and the participants 
plunged to the ground to form the scales of the herring. © Photograph credit: Oliver Eskolin.
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Figures 7c and d: Some details of the land art. © Photo credit: Nina Luostarinen.
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aesthetically pleasing and tactile way. With playful art-based interventions, we 
can seed empathy by becoming another creature and start believing in melio-
rism. As Baranek et al. (2021) propose, meliorism (a philosophical belief in 
people’s ability to improve lived experience through engaged problem-solv-
ing) is a useful concept for describing and orienting actions, given the chal-
lenges of our time.
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