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Abstract 

Through an inter-play between practicing prairie artists, their aesthetic way-of-knowing 

landscapes they inhabit, and the artwork they produce as a result, this research explored how an 

aesthetic pedagogic approach might enhance conservation education for a perishing prairie 

grassland. This was accomplished within ethno- and auto-ethnographical methods using 

phenomenological and arts-based approaches to capture a day-in-the-life of five artists and 

personal journal entries. A combination of narratives derived from semi-structured interviews, 

in-process and finished artwork and fieldnotes rounded out this body of research data. 

Purposefully, A/R/Tographic ideologies were embedded in the auto-ethnographical portion to 

investigate how my own Artist/Researcher/Teacher experiences have influenced my art- and 

meaning-making. From this analysis, it became evident that perhaps the artist’s stories and their 

art-making generate a more aesthetic pedagogical possibility for environmental education and 

communication. 

 

Keywords: aesthetics, arts-based research, A/R/Tography, conservation education, ethnography, 

prairie landscape artists. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Contextualization 

Context  

There are people who think of the Prairie as boring, and it is hard not to pity them. 

We see them on the highways, trapped inside their cars, propelled by a burning 

desire to be somewhere else. But even as we wonder at their hurry, we have to 

admit that these disgruntled travellers are following in a grand old North American 

tradition. On both sides of the Canada-U.S. border, prairie bashing is as old as the 

written record. (Savage, 2004, p. 2). 

Distinguished Canadian prairie non-fiction author and Fellow of the Academies of Arts, 

Humanities and Sciences of Canada1, Candace Savage goes on to say, 

When the newcomers looked around them, all they could see was where they weren’t. 

This was not forest or sea coast or mountains; it was nothing but light and grass, the Big 

 

1 The Academies of Arts, Humanities and Sciences of Canada is also known as The Royal Society of Canada which 
honors the contributions and achievements of intellectual leaders. 

 
Figure 1. Prairie Storm over Alberta. Marie Neys, 2016. 
[Original oil on canvas]. Retrieved from: https://www.marieneys.com. Used with permission by the artist. 
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Empty in the middle of the continent. … And this failure of vision – this inability to see 

and appreciate the Great Plains grasslands for what they truly are – has continued to 

plague our perceptions right down to the present. Flat? Boring? Lifeless? Nothing could 

be farther than the truth. It’s time to drop out of the fast lane and give the prairies, our 

prairies, a second, loving look. (2004, p. 3-4). 

When I first read these excerpts by Savage in her (2004) book, Prairie: A Natural 

History, my thoughts clung to this plea and sense of urgency. Impulsively, I thought now is the 

time to “give the prairies, our prairies, a second, loving look” (p. 4). For the past two decades, I 

used my role as an environmental educator in the field of landscape architecture to advocate for 

the native prairie landscape – my homeland that I love. I employed many strategies to persuade 

nay-sayers, enlighten newcomers, and motivate supporters that the prairie landscape is anything 

but flat, boring and lifeless. I backed my claims with well-researched facts, figures and practices 

from allied science communities, which followed how I was taught in my formal education. I 

believed my message was clear. Not only are the native 

prairies beautiful, they are environmentallly valuable, 

especially as we battle climate change. And yet, without 

fail, my audiences’ response to my teachings felt like 

tidal waves of indifference. It was hard to ignore that 

perhaps I was speaking to those people “trapped inside 

their cars, propelled by a burning desire to be somewhere 

else” (2004, p. 2).  

My disillusionment with people’s lack of concern for the conservation of native prairies 

became a frustration in my working life, like a fence without gates. What was I missing as an 

 
Figure 2. A prairie fence line. R. Deaville, 
2019. 
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educator? What evidence is it going to take to motive them care? How could I be a more 

effective educator and advocate? In this information-dense world full of dire pleas for attention, 

what was it going to take to make the native prairies relevant to a broader, more willing and 

caring community? These questions and more tossed around in my mind like tumbleweeds in a 

prairie wind storm.  

Ironically, when it comes to the reporting of scientific data related to the state of the 

native prairies, the urgency of now appears to have stalled. In 2005, conservation scientists, 

Hoekstra, Boucher, Ricketts and Roberts, proclaimed that the prairie ecosystem had fallen into a 

state of endangerment. They described it as “global-scale ‘biome crisis’ that threatens 

biodiversity loss, ecological dysfunction and consequent impacts to human lives and economies” 

(p. 23). In 2008, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) published a 

comprehensive report that identified Canada’s prairie grasslands as one of the world’s most 

endangered ecosystems. It took until 2014, before Environment Canada reported that only a 

fraction of the over 465,000 km2 of Canada’s native prairie grassland remained (ESTR 

Secretariat, 2014). According to scientist Dan Kraus, of the Nature Conservancy of Canada, this 

equated to be less than 1 percent of the native short-grass prairie land, and less than 30 percent of 

the mixed-grass in all of the three Canadian Prairie provinces – Alberta, Saskatchewan and 

Manitoba (2018). He also identified that of this remaining grassland, over 90 percent was 

privately owned or under First Nations management (2018). Most of the more recent reports by 

various sources that I found, cite these key sources. 

I point out this timeline of scientific data, in part because it demonstrates the daunting 

task that lies ahead of conservationists to save Canada’s prairie grasslands from extinction. I also 
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share this because of my concern that more current data that we, as environmental educators, 

rely on might not exist. And if not, I wonder, where do we turn next? 

Deep roots 

My connection to the grasslands is four generations deep – which on behalf of the 

grasslands respectfully, could be considered ‘shallow’. To cultural heritage scholars, this would 

reveal that my lineage might include European settlers who carved out prairie homesteads, also 

referred to as pioneer farms at the turn of the 20th century. They would be correct. Three of my 

great grandparents homesteaded in Alberta’s prairie grasslands.  

In 1908, my great grandfather Bell (on my mother’s patrilineal side) crossed the ocean, 

from the lush countryside near Hurstbourne 

Tarrant, England and journeyed west to the 

shortgrass prairie near Hayter, Alberta. To 

help imagine what they might have 

experienced, I turned to C. W. Jeffery’s 

(1911) oil painting (see Figure 2) which 

depicts a panoramic view of how the prairie 

landscape might have appeared to them – a 

vastness of possibilities yet to explore.  

My Norwegian relatives (on my mother’s matrilineal side) were also part of this 1908 

migration to Alberta’s prairies. They settled on land near the Battle River, where the landscape 

rolled until it met the horizon, with few tufts of trees to break one’s view. Although this terrain 

was a stark difference from that which they knew as farmers from Tynset, Norway’s 

mountainous farming region, they were familiar with the seasonal fluctuations of daylight and 

 
 

Figure 3. Untitled sketch for Western Sunlight, Last 
Mountain Lake. C. W. Jeffery, 1911. 
[Original oil on canvas]. Retrieved from: 
https://www.cwjefferys.ca/untitled-sketch-for-western-
sunlight-last-mountain-lake-1911?mid=0. Used with 
permission by the estate of the artist. 
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temperatures, except for, as my Gramma Bell shared, the relentless winds of the grasslands. It 

didn’t take their family long to adopt the prairies as their homeland. 

In 1911, after the death of her husband, my great-grandmother Deaville (on my father’s 

patrilineal side) relocated her young family from North Hampton, England to the golden mixed 

grasslands of Paradise Valley, Alberta. My grampa Deaville fondly shared many stories of his 

early life on the prairies. They built their first house from the prairie sod turned over where their 

farm field would grow. To protect and feed their sheep during the winter months, he rode 

horseback to herd them from Paradise Valley to the warmer climates of Medicine Hat, Alberta 

and back in the spring. When he married my gramma (Sanford) Deaville, a Nova Scotian 

transplant and teacher, in the mid-1920s, he also committed to an everlasting love for the 

prairies.  

From this brief summary of my family’s timeline on the prairies, I feel indebted and 

privileged that these three pioneering families came, stayed and passed along their knowledge 

and love of the prairies to me. I also acknowledge that this came at a sacrifice to the greater 

survival of other human2 and more than human life that existed before them. My family 

contributed to the mass conversion of the native grasslands into cropland during the prairie 

settlement era. I have doubts that they considered or realized the cumulative long-term effect this 

would have on the place they loved and called home. Their 160 acres (65 hectares) were all but a 

small square in the sea of native grasslands. I mention this perhaps because my grandparents 

practiced and promoted stewardship of the native grasslands, and that inspired me to pursue the 

 

2 For thousands of years prior to European’s arrival, organized nations of Indigenous peoples inhabited and thrived 
on traditional territories, of which included that region that we now refer to as the prairies.     
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work I do today. They chose to protect and restore wetland ecosystems, including riparian 

buffers and swales that meandered through the farmland. They kept stands of trees on the edges 

of the cropland as transportation corridors for wildlife. And in the later years, my parents 

implemented sustainable farming practices into their daily lives. In 2013, our family celebrated 

100 years of farming on the prairies. It was a celebration of what our family had accomplished, 

and a moment to re-evaluate our farming practices that would sustain life on the prairies for the 

next hundred years. We knew this needed to include an investment in the health of the prairie 

landscape for our future.  

Connecting visions. 

When I returned to academia, my love the prairie landscape was clear, and yet I fumbled 

to share why it should matter to others. My cohort and instructors were patient with my passion 

and empathetic to the emotion that came out in when I spoke. The love I had for the prairies was 

sensed before translation to words. I fumbled through my assignments, presentations and reports 

to demonstrate that I had a proficiency with the theories and concepts, and yet all the while I 

couldn’t separate advocacy from education. My emotions tongue-tied my words. If I was to 

succeed in academia, words mattered. This was etched in my conscious belief as an educator. 

And if, in a complex way I could string technically, precise words together, the smarter I should 

sound. I continued to spout out buzz words and on-trend phrases in hopes of demonstrating my 

understanding of a topic. I realize now that what I was saying reflected all the clutter in my mind 

– words, facts, figures. I forgot that I was talking to people who wanted to find a connection with 

me and build a relationship of trust. A trust based on the sharing of integrity, sincerity and 

authenticity.  
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I began to draw. My university course notebooks turned into sketch pads of doodles, 

that at times spilled over into my assignments. Through art, I could connect the facts and figures, 

and perhaps more surprisingly, I could communicate better with others. Perhaps my “failure of 

vision” (Savage, 2004, p. 3) was that in my world of environmental education, art mattered too. 

It mattered in how I looked at the prairies – as beautiful. It mattered in how I processed what I 

observed – selecting colours, gathering 

materials and organizing my thoughts on 

paper. And perhaps more importantly to 

me, as an environmental educator, it 

mattered that the audience could better 

understand what I was talking about.  

What if our “second, loving look” (Savage, 2004, p. 4) at the prairies was delivered 

through art? How might an aesthetic and a scientific way of knowing the prairie landscape be 

woven together? What if, conservation of prairie landscape was also taught through the eyes and 

hands of prairie artists3?  

Big sky approach. 

My interest to explore how practicing artists and their artwork may enhance adult 

education about conservation, is also a reaction to a shift in environmental education that 

questions what counts as knowledge. In 2006, environmental education researcher, William Scott 

pointed out that since the formalization of environmental education in the mid-1970s “where 

 

3 For the purposes of this thesis, I will be interchanging the terms, “prairie artist”, “landscape artist” and “practising 
or professional artist” because the participants I interviewed embodied all of these roles. 

 
 
Figure 4. Early Winter in the Grasslands. R. Deaville, 2019. 
[Original watercolour on paper].  
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research is carried out, where it is reported, as well as the underlying conception of research 

itself as a social process” (p. 157) had changed. He added that, “who is doing the research has 

changed as well” (p. 157). And yet despite this, “the biggest problem with environmental 

education, and its research, is that it is still largely a minority activity conducted in isolation from 

the mainstream” (p. 160). In 2007, environmental education researchers, Jacobson, McDuff and 

Monroe investigated how public art programs and collaboration with art communities could be 

used to promote conservation education. Their findings included that “more research [was] 

critically needed on the type of active or passive art experiences that stimulated changes in 

environmental behaviors, make participants more open to information or engage their positive 

feelings in support of a cause” (p. 39).  

Scott (2006) and Jacobson et al.’s (2007) observations came at a time when education 

trends revealed that public engagement in the sciences was declining and the effectiveness of 

science education was being questioned (Archer, DeWitt, Osbourne, Dillion, Willis & Wong, 

2013). In response to this trend, science education researchers, including Ardoin, Clark and 

Kelsey (2013) also promoted the consolidation of like theories across the arts and science 

communities to a build broader capacity of knowledge and offer alternative approaches within 

the general field of environmental education. This was not meant to dismiss what the sciences 

offered (Braund & Reiss, 2019); Ardoin, Clark and Kelsey (2013) simply suggested that perhaps 

there were more accessible ways to educate people about conservation. 

To help contribute to the growing body of environmental education and communication 

research that examines what counts as effective knowledge, I have created this aesthetic study. It 

is a reflective interpretation of the lived experiences of a selection of artists and their aesthetic 

way-of-knowing the native prairie landscape and how they express this through their artwork. It 
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is also an attempt to apply A/R/Tography (Leggo, C., Sinner, A., Irwin, R., Pantaleo, K., 

Gouzouasis, P., & Grauer, K. 2011; Springgay, Irwin & Wilson Kind, 2005) as a means to 

explore the premise that artists and their artwork contribute to the complete suite of education – 

as Artist, Researcher and Teacher. The personal reflections and inter-personal narratives (derived 

from interviews) presented here in these pages reveal an interpretive (constructivist) or 

(re)constructed approach (Leavy, 2017) that may challenge a postpositivism approach commonly 

used in traditional conservation education practices. In order to avoid a reductive approach or 

coming up with answers that were too simplistic, I used an iterative process and moved back and 

forth between my own inward reflections, the lived experiences of the artists I interviewed, and 

my own outward expressions of art-making. This allowed themes to emerge that exposed new 

considerations of what is possible when art contributes to the greater collective conservation 

efforts. My hope is that this work inspires the integration of aesthetic knowledge in conservation 

education and accentuates its relevance to include alternative learning and communication 

approaches with a focus on disappearing prairie landscapes. 

Research Questions 

 This thesis is an analysis of how practicing artists gain a deep understanding of a 

landscape, how that informs their aesthetic way of knowing and how that shows up in their 

practices, research and perspectives.  This research also concerns itself with the artwork they 

produce and how it may help enhance conservation education efforts intended for adult learners. 

The questions that guide this study are: 

1) Can art contribute to conservation education? In particular, how might an 

understanding of the prairie landscape as viewed through an artist’s lens generate a 

greater understanding of the native prairie landscape?  
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2) How might art best be used to communicate with the public, and educate them 

about the current endangered state of the prairies so we can build a more resilient 

future 

3) What does prairie art imply for conservation and climate action?  

I hoped this qualitative research study would demonstrate a kind of snapshot of a day-in-

the-life of four practicing artists as a means to explore their processes and end products (art) and 

from there discern and advance a non-traditional approach, one based on aesthetics, to 

conservation education about the native prairie. My thoughts at the outset were that, just as 

scientific experts provide an empirical position, practicing artists can offer an aesthetic position 

to conservation education. And we need both. I also propose that an integrative approach can 

more effectively transcend cultures, ages, learning abilities and curiosities by presenting 

alternative means of relevancy, accessibility and imagination when it comes to the beloved 

prairie landscape.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

This study emerges from my concern about the effectiveness of environmental education 

today as it relates to the biodiversity conservation and regenerative sustainability of the native 

prairie landscape. The following body of literature is comprised of theoretical frameworks, 

alternative perspectives and significant insights relevant to how landscape artists, their aesthetic 

way-of-knowing (and doing) and their artwork may enhance conservation education of the 

prairie landscape. This collection was also selected to validate my work within the context of 

current arts-based and conservation education, under the umbrella of environmental education 

and communication.  

This literature review is organized as an exploration of four main categories that build 

from foundational definitions, ideas and theories key to this thesis such as: the prairie landscape, 

biophilia, sense of place and place attachment, art as a way-of-knowing, and landscape art and 

perception. It concludes with publications at the intersection of conservation education and art.  

Prairie specific references are woven in in some of these categories as a means to shed light on 

local context, language and ideas that arose in the research findings.   

The prairie landscape. 

First, it may be helpful to provide a working definition for the purposes of this study, that 

starts with a brief etymological overview of the term ‘prairie’. In the 1680s when the Europeans 

first encountered the Great Plains, they had no words in their language that specifically defined 

this landscape. “Pressed to come up with something, the early French fur traders had extended 

their term for a woodland meadow–une prairie–as a kind of metaphor for this big, wide, sparsely 

wooded, windswept world” (Savage, 2004, p. 3). As they traversed west and subtle landscape 
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distinctions appeared, more terms were introduced. An example of this was the Russian term 

‘steppe’ which referred to the “arid grasslands of the western plains” (p. 4) in contrast to the “the 

tall, waving grasses of the eastern plains” (p. 4) which remained as ‘prairie’.  

As geographers began to apply regional land designations and biologists studied distinct 

ecosystems, more nuanced cultural meanings and terms emerged. One such geographical 

example of this is particularized by Canadian geographer and prairie art historian, Ronald Rees 

(1988) who states that “[t]he American grasslands are usually described as the plains, [and] the 

Canadian as the prairies or prairie” (p. 2). When the prairie region is overlayed onto a 

geographical map, it blankets the south and central regions of Alberta and Saskatchewan and 

flows over the southern part of Manitoba.  Biologists have delineated the prairie region as per 

ecological differences, more specifically by native grass heights – tall, mixed, and short grasses. 

From this stance, Savage (2004) writes that the “[p]rairies, simply put, are grasslands” (p. 4).  

Unfortunately, due to the abrupt transition of native grasslands into cultivated cropland, 

overgrazed pastures, industrial areas or urban developments over the past 100 years (Kraus, 

2018), it has become less obvious to define the prairies based on grass classifications. More 

recent terms used by biologists are related to conservation conditions. These include terms such 

as native, restored or reclaimed grasslands.  

One can take these basic geographical and biological frames of prairie “to send our minds 

running across the contours of the Great Plains grasslands and their unexpectedly varied 

landforms” (2004, p. 15), as Savage describes. And yet, how does one know the prairie soul – its 

essence of character, its being?  
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This was a perhaps one of the most significant challenges for many early European 

artists and pioneers alike, who settled into life on the prairies in the late 1800s to mid-1900s. 

According to Rees (1988), “[t]he prairie may have been productive, but it was not Eden” (p. 162) 

in the mind’s eye of newcomers. Their fear of the “austere character of the land” (p. 167) that 

bound to the horizontal plane, was beyond what they imagined finding. Eventually, their 

‘mindscapes’ eased with new experiences on the 

prairies as prairie art started to record people’s 

warming connection to the prairie landscape and 

its features. As Savage acknowledged, it took 

time to see “the special beauties of the prairie as 

the cycle of four distinct seasons, each of which 

remakes the landscape in its own image” (p. 3).  

In consideration of these layers – biological, geographical and character – the baseline 

definition of the term ‘prairie’ that I have adopted will be: an ecosystem predominately defined 

by its native grass community, that spans the southern regions of Alberta, Saskatchewan and 

Manitoba, and evokes wonderment of its fluent vistas, adaptive resiliency and seasonal beauty.   

Biophilia 

What correlation does one’s aesthetic fascination of the natural world have to one’s 

caring response to it? To better understand such questions about this phenomenon, I revisited the 

individual and collective work of the evolutionary ecologist, E. O. Wilson (1984, 1993) and 

social ecologist Stephen Kellert’s (1993) treatise on biophilia. Biophilia has deep roots in 

biophilic design and as such acknowledges the foundational notion of biophilia within the field 

 
Figure 5. The grassland of southern Saskatchewan. 
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of environmental (conservation) education, as well as its influence on current day aesthetic 

practices – mainly focused on landscape art.  

In 1984, Wilson brought forward the concept of biophilia that emphasized people’s 

capacity to affiliate with the natural world through an “innate tendency to focus on life and 

lifelike processes” (p. 1). His tenet was based on the assumption that for centuries people built a 

dependency on the natural world that was centralized on subsistence, protection and enjoyment. 

Wilson claimed that these experiences within the natural environment became encoded in our 

mental predispositions, behaviors and emotional reactions and even went further with 

evolutionary implications. According to ethnology historian and philosopher, Jana Krčmárová 

(2009), biophilia is “[a]n expression of Wilson’s desire for a deep evolutionary analysis for the 

purpose of solving the crisis of humankind’s relationship to nature”  (p. 5). Through this lens, 

Wilson challenged us “to invent moral reasoning of a new and more powerful kind, to look to the 

very roots of motivation and understand why, in what circumstances and on which occasions, we 

cherish and protect life” (Krčmárová, p. 146). Through use of moral reasoning, he believed, we 

could develop “a deep conservation ethic [that] might be constructed, includ[ing] the impulses 

and biased forms of learning loosely classified as biophilia” (p. 146). This link between biophilia 

and conservation was no coincidence in Wilson’s early work. In part, it was an intentional 

endeavour to advance the environmental ethics work of earlier conservationists and naturalists 

such as, Susan Fenimore Cooper (1813-1894), Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), John Muir 

(1838-1914) and the more recent land ethics work of Aldo Leopold (1949). It was also a 

reminder that in order to sustain our human existence, and our spirit, that “we need the most 

delicate, knowing stewardship of the living world that can be devised” (Krčmárová, p. 149).  
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Kellert and Wilson’s (1993) subsequent biophilia hypothesis offered further support for 

the concept of human-nature interdependency – the origins of our affective and loving responses 

to our earthy home, in that it examined how people connections were made and in what context.  

This came at a time when evolutionary biologist Stephen J. Gould (1991) declared that “[w]e 

cannot win this battle to save species and environments without forging an emotional bond 

between ourselves and nature as well - for we will not fight to save what we do not love” (cited 

in Orr, 2004, p. 140). Kellert and Wilson’s progressive thinking and research looking into ‘how 

have people bonded with nature in the past’ and ‘in what ways have we lost this connection’ 

forced a critical movement in environmental education centered on reconnection through 

biophilia (love of). It also provided a platform for biophilia theorist, Roger Ulrich (1993) to also 

shed light on biophobic (fear of) responses to nature, that were significant to study in order to 

understand the barriers for human-nature connections. The biophilia hypothesis has been 

somewhat contested since Wilson and Kellert first introduced it, and yet as award-winning 

author Richard Louv (2005) ascribed, “is supported by a decade of research that reveals how 

strongly and positively people respond to open, grassy landscapes, scattered stands of trees, 

meadows, water winding trails, and elevated views” (p.43). A surge of research that reinforces 

biophilia in current day includes such disciplines as environmental psychology, environmental 

stewardship, horticulture therapy, landscape architecture, and, of course, environmental 

education, especially in the branch of children-nature education. 

Despite Kellert and Wilson’s eloquent promotion and evolutionary logic of biophilia, we 

humans do not always pay attention to what we supposedly love. The acclaimed environmental 

education scholar David Orr (2004) presented, “[m]uch of the history of the twentieth century 

offer[ed] further evidence of the fragility of biophilia” (p. 140) to make real change and perhaps 
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biophilia needs to be practised more in order to be strengthened. Kellert, along with his 

biophilic design colleagues, Heerwagn and Mador (2008) admitted to such fragility in his 

warning that, “if our biophilic tendencies are insufficiently stimulated and nurtured, they will 

remain latent, atrophied, and dysfunctional” (p. 4) leaving us disconnected and cut-off from our 

natural context. Because of this, he confessed that “[b]iophilia is nonetheless a ‘weak’ biological 

tendency that is reliant on adequate learning, experience, and sociocultural support for it to 

become functionally robust” (2008, p. 4). In 2002, environmental education professor, author 

and advocate Mitchell Thomashow identified a similar outcome, stating that “no matter how 

much people may be predisposed to thinking about nature or affiliating with life, a civilized 

culture may get too easily stuck in its own trappings, forgetting its origins in wildness, and its 

reliance on the ecosystem” (p. 192).  

In response to these contemplations, I turned to new research by the environmental 

education academic team of Michael-Anne Noble, Hilary Leighton and Ann Dale (2021) that I 

believe reframed Wilson’s biophilic notion – to love the world as a kind of challenge, as “a moral 

consideration for all life and our place in it [which] holds critical implication for whether we 

place ourselves as part of nature or apart from nature” (p. 409). I believe this description pushes 

environmental ethics forward and I interpret this as an inherent and urgent call to responsibility 

for each of us to protect the natural world as our kin and foster more pro-environmental 

behavior.  

Place Attachment and Sense of Place 

Bob Henderson and Nils Vikander in their 2007 book, Nature First: Outdoor Life the 

Friluftsliv Way, wrote “If land history is the story of land and people over time, sensing place is 

feeling a part of the stories” (p. 253). I have started this section with this quote as an inspiration 
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to better understand not only the phenomenological concept of being in place, but also to touch 

in on how people-place bonds roll across time, individuals and community. It has left me to 

wonder how the artist might sense and feel the landscape and then express it and in effect, one 

might say they themselves become part of the land history of the prairies through their making.  

The importance that both place attachment and sense of place have in one’s perception 

and one’s intelligence of a landscape has been studied to great depths in environmental 

education. At times, research has used these concepts interchangeably, and yet as environmental 

professor and researcher, Robert Hay (1988) pointed out, “[s]ense of place differs from place 

attachment by considering the social and geographical context of place bonds and the sensing of 

places, such as aesthetics and a feeling of dwelling” (p. 5). In consideration of this, below are 

noteworthy differences that provided further context and merit to this study. 

Place attachment. 

Place attachment theory has evolved from the work of Low and Altman (1992), Relph 

(1976) and Tuan (1974, 1977) who examined both behaviors related to attachment and a more 

phenomenological attachment referred to as ‘sense of place’ (see more below). Through one’s 

interactions (physical and cultural) with a place, Low and Altman (1992) observed people’s 

emotional reactions as a ‘bond’ to their environment. This bond to place, in the classic sense that 

Tuan (1977) suggested, was often associated with one’s place of residence or home. And yet, as 

environmental psychology scholar, Maria Lewicka (2011) clarifies, it can also include sacred 

sites, recreation places, working places, and even imagined places.  

Another revered scholar, Norwegian philosopher and deep ecologist, Arne Naess (1989) 

professed that we are in and of nature. When we “see ourselves in others” (ibid) we are more 

able to feel “at home and feel a sense of belonging” (p. 46) to a place. This can motivate how we 
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choose to treat that place, including how we might discover “long-term solutions” (p. 26) in 

pursuit of protection. For many, this also shapes one’s own ecological identity (Naess, 1989; 

Thomashow, 1996). Environment-behavior researcher, David Seamon (2015), contextualized 

people’s interconnection with place rooted in one’s day-to-day routine and social life. This 

intimate relationship that one builds with a landscape can result in a bonding with place and a 

quality of attention paid to its presence that fosters a kind of rootedness in place.  

Within the theory of place attachment, corroborated findings extend that when people 

bond to a place, its importance shifts from their subconscious into a state of conscious awareness 

(Hay, 1988). This shift in perceptive awareness has the potential to trigger emotions and for 

some people, evoke a change of behavior. This potential has guided many environmental 

education scholars in their own developments of bonding to a place, and yet there have been few 

research attempts to “find a relationship between [place] attachment processes and features of 

places distinguished in theories of environmental aesthetics” (Lewicka, 2011, p. 233).  

Sense of place. 

The basis of sense of place, as recorded by the distinguished humanistic geographer, Yi-

Fu Tuan in his book, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (1977), is that of a 

subconscious, personal connection with a place that builds up over years of residing there and 

involving oneself in the community. Tuan’s work centered on how one’s awareness of the 

natural world around them develops from an everyday involvement, that needs time to “catch the 

sense” (1974) – perceptually, emotionally and experientially. At that time, this was a significant 

departure from the thinking of most geographers. In 1988, Hay called out geographers for 

holding a biased lens “focus[ed] on quantification and spatial dimensions [that] showed an 

emphasis on science and people’s position in space” (p. 159) (original bold), which in his 
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opinion was only partial to the whole understanding of people-place relationships. Building 

from Tuan’s earlier work, Hay emphasized that “peoples’ emotive bonds to place, within their 

whole lifeworld” (p. 159) (original bold) was required if future geographic research was to be a 

holistic interpretation and understanding. Hay’s appeal resonated through many branches of 

geography, including environmental education, throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Hay, 1988). As 

a result, the concept of sense of place has become a core foundation to today’s environmental 

education and communication research.  

There are various channels of how people process and become more aware of their 

relationship to a place through sense of place. A common example is through local ancestry and 

storytelling (written, oral, and art), sharing cultural traditions and beliefs, and interacting directly 

with the natural world. Sometimes, people need to travel away or hear perspectives of others 

who visit, before they realize the significance of what a place means to them (Hay, 1988; Tuan, 

1977). For some people, their sense of place might not be noticed until a more eminent threat of 

the place being forcefully taken away or destroyed, occurs (Hay, 1988; Tuan, 1977). Inevitably, 

all these examples, and more, have the potential to strengthen one’s attachment to that place. 

Landscape Art and Perception 

Since ancient times, landscapes or arrangements of natural features have been depicted in 

many forms of art. In the Western world, Tuan (1974) acknowledged that art is a visual record of 

the past. “At first it may seem that the early paintings which included landscape in their 

composition would give us clear insight into the environmental and landscape states of former 

times” (p. 122). However, Tuan cautioned that much of the art provided clues, not a reality of 

how places or natural features might have been. In consideration of this, “we can take painted 



AN AESTHETIC WAY OF KNOWING THE PRAIRIE LANDSCAPE  30 

landscapes to be special structurings of reality that for a time enjoyed a measure of popular 

acclaim” (p. 122).  

Tuan made the observation that the natural world might not be accurately depicted in 

historical works of art, and yet as arts-based researcher, Shaun McNiff premised “many of the 

greatest contributions to human understanding have been generated by the arts” (2008, p. 38). 

Art has the capacity to inspire contemplation, expose new perspectives, and engage beyond 

beauty. As arts-based environmental educator and artist, Jan van Boeckel (2013) claimed, “[i]t 

(art) helps us to review and renew our understandings of everyday things and events which are so 

familiar to us that our perception of them becomes routine” (p.67). In the creation of art, artists 

are able to refine their experience with nature through art.  

Perhaps where art walks a fine line in helping people make connections to nature is when 

one views art. As arts-based environmental educator, Meri-Helga Mantere (2004) pointed out 

“[t]here is something fundamentally harmful in our Western perceptions of nature. The way we 

separate ourselves from it, seeing it as an object and thus feeling allowed to abuse it, controlling 

it for our own selfish needs” (p. 1). Undoubtably, this is a risk when it comes to how people 

perceive art. According to participatory and creative methods researcher Hannah Macpherson, 

predominately when a landscape is used in association with art, it can adopt a meaning that 

suggests scenery or “land as it is seen” (2005, p. 95).  What people see is referred to as a spatial 

construct of a landscape, and often a place that we view at a distance from ourselves (2005). This 

associated meaning can be significant because people often identify a landscape based on visible 

aspects.  

However, to suggest that one can completely understand a landscape from sight alone, 

lacks the depth of sensual experience required to really know it and get a sense of the life of a 
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place. For our sense of sight, is only one of a multiplicity of senses that humans use to “know 

and organize [their] understandings of the land” (Macpherson, 2005, p. 95). This aligns with 

sensory geographer, Paul Rodway’s (1994) argument that ‘landscape’ is more than place, 

identified by the material entities that we see. How people identify, understand and remember a 

place relies on a greater accumulation of multi-sensory information from everyday experiences 

(Rodway, 1994). Keisteri (1990) identifies this as a holistic approach to landscape research in 

that it includes both visible features (objective) and invisible qualities (subjective) that human-

nature relationships are built upon. 

That said, not everyone prioritizes the time, effort or attention it takes to know these 

subtle nuances about a landscape and as a result may not be able to fully describe or articulate 

their relationship to it. As Yi-Fu Tuan points out, “people tend to suppress that which they 

cannot express” (1977, p. 6), and they therefore create a reliance on the interpretations of others 

for meaning-making. Tuan goes on to say that is true, except for artists who make it their 

livelihood to study, process and express the character of a landscape from both the visible and 

invisible aspects. To follow this line of thinking then, artists help us to better reflect that which 

doesn’t necessarily come naturally to many and can act as a conduit to what we know but don’t 

know how to fully express. 

Art as a Way-of-Knowing 

Early in my studies in environmental education and communication, it became apparent 

(to me) that artistic ways-of-knowing a landscape were arguably a defensible extension to the 

pedagogical customs of conservation education. I believed this in part, because of my own 

preference and successful use of the visual arts to collect, process, and communicate information 

that ranged from the technical, to the theoretical to the imaginal. I also believed that when artistic 
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expression was deliberately included pedagogically and used as assignments by many of the 

professors within the Master of Arts in Environmental Education and Communication program, 

at Royal Roads University, it was more readily accepted as a means of articulating theoretical 

understanding and what comprised important knowledge. And yet, ironically, here I sit, with 

piles of text cluttering my computer, desk and mind and an academically stipulated goal to 

produce a written report that infers art as a way-of-knowing! 

One of my first-year professors, Mitchell Thomashow (2002) espoused that “[w]e need 

lots of ways to express the relationships between things, a means of describing how what 

seemingly discrete ideas, objects, and actions have in common” (p. 193). Environmental 

communication researchers, Jacobson, McDuff and Monroe (2007) pressed this further, with 

their belief that the integrity of artists and their artwork as a way-of-knowing should be 

considered critical perspectives within conservation education. Evidence of Jacobson et al.’s 

challenge started to emerge in the field of geography, and as human geographers, Sallie Marston 

and Sarah De Leeuw (2013) found, there is “a growing number of artists” (p. v) cross training in 

geographic areas of study. However, to date, according to the Marston and de Leeuw study they 

found that such collaborative efforts tend to largely be one-sided and revealed that while some 

artists move in the direction of studying science, geographers for instance, may be less likely to 

take up fine arts training as a means to express their research and teaching. This barrier sent me 

back to research the basics of art as a way-of-knowing. 

In 1995, Pat Allen authored, Art is a Way of Knowing, in which she positions that the 

process of “[m]aking images is a way of breaking boundaries, loosening outworn ideas, and 

making way for the new” (p. 5). She believed that these images come to us pre-verbally and 

ruminate in our souls. It is here, embedded deep within us that “a lifetime of patterns and habits 
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of thought” (p. 17) live. When we give them life through our imaginations, these images travel 

from our deepest voice – our soul’s voice – onto the canvas, the loom, the paper – whatever the 

artist’s medium. It is this practice of imagining through art that Allen proposes is how we 

uncover what we believe, value and hold as knowledge, and which is unique to each of us.  

Many in the field of expressive arts therapy, including Sally Atkins and Melia Snyder 

(2018) use Allen’s foundational work to also speak of the power of art-making as a method to 

respond to our experiences of perceived beauty in the natural world. They infer that we have 

“aesthetic responsibility, an ethical call, to respond to what is beautiful and to care for the beauty 

of life” (p. 72) through the practice of art. The features of the beauty of the natural world that we 

choose to give form to and bring attention to, in our art, can also allow the viewer to connect 

even more deeply to them. Through this, the artist illuminates an aesthetic view of this beauty 

through their own senses and in turn, the viewer has an opportunity to pick up their own sense of 

this. Atkins and Synder go on to say that, “The arts offer a way to experience our human 

interconnectedness with the world by means of aesthetic response, our capacity to be touched 

and moved by beauty” (p. 48). When people create art, a creative process of inquiry of the world 

around them occurs. As Atkins & Synder claim, it is through this state of “being in the world 

with sensory awareness and with storied awareness of the imagination” (p.117) that artists build 

their “ecological presence” (p. 117). 

Environmental Education and Art 

Since the early 1990s, many environmental education academics have raised awareness 

of the importance of integrating multiple ways of knowing and communicating about the world 

that we live in. As one of Canada’s environmental sustainability leaders, advocate and author, 

Ann Dale (2018) emphasizes, “there is no single story, there is no one answer, no one expert who 
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knows the answers, and if they claim to know the answer, run the other way” (p. 116). If we 

are to solve the complex environmental issues of today, we need to seek an interdisciplinary 

approach. “[T]he solutions lie beyond any one sector, any one discipline, any one company, and 

any one level of government to solve” (p. 116). Specifically, in environmental education science 

has edged conservation efforts forward. However, “we cannot afford to edge forward – we must 

leap forward, given the three social imperatives of climate-change adaptation and mitigation, 

biodiversity conservation, and sustainable community development” (p. 86). In Dale’s 

recommendations she included investment in educational systems, including diversity of 

knowledge contributors. This was an update to Ardoin, Clark and Kelsey (2013) call to use 

diverse and adjectival voices to provide a more holistic understanding and to advance 

environmental efforts, of which they identified artists as one such voice.  

For those producing arts-based research for environmental education, the influential 

change that artists and their artwork may have on societal attitudes towards the natural 

environment is not a new concept (Bonyhady, 2000; Takach, 2016). “We equate how we see the 

environment to how we understand it, make meaning from it and value it – a cultural assumption 

since the Enlightenment” (Takach, 2016, p. 24). And yet, what comes as a caution from Takach 

is that “images are hardly neutral” (p. 143). He notes that through the thicket of constructed 

images, framed views, and visualizations that often “we may not understand what we are really 

seeing” (p. 24). Takach claims that this has resulted in “the modernist connection between seeing 

and knowing [as] fractured in postmodern thought” As an environmental educator and advocate 

for art as a way of knowing, this raises concerns about how to blend art into current day 

conservation education.  
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In order to better understand the artistic paradigm from which artists practice, process 

and make their artwork, and how this may enhance conservation education, I considered 

literature within the foundations of arts-based environmental education. The concept of arts-

based environmental education was brought forward by arts-based scholar van Boeckel (2013) as 

a “form of artmaking which specifically aims to facilitate such (re)connection to the natural 

world” (p. 23). This epistemological foundation centers on encouraging learners to engage with 

the natural world through art, with the hope that wonder, empathy and protection would emerge 

and tie back to the work of environmental philosophers concerned with conscious awareness, 

identity, and perception, such as Naess (1989) and Abram (1996a).   

In 2013, van Boeckel authored, At the Heart of Art and Earth: An Exploration of 

Practices in Arts-Based Environmental Education, which included more specific research related 

to the complementary modes of inquiry – art and science. In doing so, he pulled inspiration from 

the historical likes of Goethe and Friedrich Schelling, and more modern influences such as Andy 

Goldsworthy and Paul Cézanne to structure his perspective. He found that “[t]here is something 

specific, unique and irreducible about artistic process as a way of learning about and coming to 

new understandings of the world. Artmaking can be seen as a process of learning in itself” (p. 

68). When one is immersed in the “intertwining relationship between states of receptivity and 

creativity” (p. 69), van Boeckel believes “a heightened and very tuned attention to the world” (p. 

69) occurs with a force that draws one closer to nature.  

Although advancements in arts-based environmental education are developing, especially 

with a youth-centered focus (van Boekel, 2013), in most cases, hegemonic practices continue to 

set aside these important insights, implying that learning that accrues through the arts is still less 
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significant to that of the sciences. As a result, there was very little to draw from, without 

straying beyond the boundaries of this research.  

 
Figure 6. A Prairie Bluff. R. Deaville, 2007. 
[Original watercolor on paper].  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodologies 

With a goal to explore the complexities of thought processes and art-making of practicing 

artists as revealed through their accounts of the phenomenon of their lived experiences (van 

Manen, 2007), I selected various qualitative methods, namely, auto- and ethnography and arts-

based research (ABR). Senior research scientist and author, John Creswell (2013) advised, that 

when exploring a topic that is under-researched, a mixed methods approach provides a more 

comprehensive perspective. Crossley and Edwards argued that this “allows [researchers] to 

overcome the limitation of individual methods” (2016, p. 3) in order to elicit more robust data 

and verifiable results from a suite of co-influenced philosophies, theories and method designs 

(Creswell, 2013). This pluralistic generation of information, “beyond the scope of typical 

qualitative research interviews or participant-observation processes” (Chilton & Leavy, 2014, p. 

407) is the benefit of mixing methods. 

Arts-Based Research 

The inclusion of arts-based inquiry is a purposeful design decision, which allowed me to 

avoid irony, in that the research concentrates on artists, their aesthetic way-of-knowing (and 

doing) art. I wondered, could it also contributes to a shift in environmental education that 

recognizes the importance of multiple forms of knowledge? Arts-based research pioneer, Shaun 

McNiff (1998a) champions that art “can be integrated with practice at every level [to] promote 

knowledge, enrichment and creative renewal . . . to the larger context of human understanding” 

(p. 11). I latched onto this notion as permission to study the process and product of art as a 

method of inquiry, perhaps in a similar way to what ethnographic scholar, Laurel Richardson 

(2000) did when she first promoted narrative writing as a “valid and desirable representation of 

the social” (p. 930) in ethnographic research. In support of artistic inquiry, arts-based researcher, 
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Janinka Greenwood (2019) adds that ABR “occupies a space that could be responded to and 

evaluated as both art and research” (p. 1). Because ABR in essence, generates its own data, it is 

often kept separate from other methods (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Leavy, 2017), and this is in part 

due to concerns related to quality assessment and validity (Morse and Neihaus, 2009). And yet, 

the integration of arts-based insights and practices mixed with other qualitative research is 

growing in popularity (Leavy, 2017). It has become a more truthful means to research “life 

experiences [that] are multi-sensory, multifaceted, and related in complex ways to time, space, 

ideologies, and relationships with others” (Greenwood, 2019, p. 2). Leveraging this, I proceeded 

with a combined approach as an example of how one might communicate using art within the 

field of environmental and conservation education.  

There were three main purposes in which I used arts-based research, as cited by 

Greenwood (2019). The first purpose was to allow “aesthetic and subconscious understandings 

as well as conscious and verbalized ones” (p. 5) to operate within the research (as this applies to 

photographs of artwork I have included to compliment the artist interviews). The second purpose 

centralized on “research [of the] art-making processes [and] completed art works” (p. 5) 

presented through the artists’ work and their narratives and by including some of my own art-

making as subjective and personal (re)search. The final purpose employed “art [as] the media of 

teaching and learning” (p. 6) and the exploration of “work[ing] within an art form and changes in 

learners’ or community members’ understandings of other issues” (p. 7). This final purpose feels 

closest to my vocation as a conservation educator-landscape architect and was informed by an 

A/R/Tographic approach (Springgay, Irwin and Kind, 2005) which allows “our understanding of 

the roles of [A]rtist and [R]esearcher and [T]eacher or the practices of art-

making/researching/teaching” (2005, p. 900), as interrelated and blurred so that as researchers, 



AN AESTHETIC WAY OF KNOWING THE PRAIRIE LANDSCAPE  39 

we can “explore artistic ways of knowing and being research” (p. 899) (italics mine). This will 

be further discussed in a following section.  

Arts-based research afforded an inquiry approach that valued “depth of meaning and 

people’s subjective experiences and their meaning-making processes” (Leavy, 2017, p. 124). 

This included a ‘seek to understand’ multi-dimensional perspective that stemmed from personal 

experiences gathered from within the artist’s natural setting (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). It is an 

inductive process aimed to collect data in which “the participants’ language and concerns would 

be at the forefront” (Leavy, 2017, p. 19) (original italics). By performing a part auto-, part ethno- 

graphy and part arts-based research, I relied on a “generative and emergent process, open to the 

unexpected – to surprises, new insights, and bends in the road” (Leavy, 2017, p. 191). In telling 

the stories of the artists through words and art, a more authentic, creative and yet structured study 

evolved. However, before I go too far along these storylines, it is necessary to bring an 

overarching frame as part of the methodology which was to examine the critical nature of the 

phenomenology of lived experience and the construction of meaning-making thereof. 

The Lived Experience – Phenomenological Reality 

When conducting phenomenological inquiry of participant’s subjective interpretations of 

their lived experiences, the most common process used is an interpretive or constructivist 

approach (Leavy, 2017). The premise of interpretive (constructivist) model is that “[r]esearchers 

do not “find” knowledge; they construct it” (p. 9) (original emphasis) according to the qualitative 

research team of Sharan Merriam and Elizabeth Tisdell (2016). “[H]ow people engage in the 

processes of constructing and reconstructing meaning through daily interactions” (Leavy, 2017, 

p. 13) is the qualifying variable that Leavy refers to as their “social construction of reality” (p. 
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13), (emphasis in original). And it is through the social constructions of reality where value 

can be found in research that follows an interpretive perspective.   

The aesthetic intersubjective model provided a means to access pre-verbal, sensorial and 

re-imagined narratives (Chilton, Gerber & Scotti, 2015) “at the intersection of the arts and 

sciences” (Leavy, 2017, p. 14).  Phenomenologist, Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) highlighted 

this as knowledge gained through mind-body or sensory connections, that is emphasized in 

people’s experiential knowledge found in phenomenology. When working from the aesthetic 

intersubjective paradigm, Gerber, Templeton, Chilton, Cohen-Liebman, Manders, & Shim 

(2012) pointed out that “art has been able to convey truth(s) or bring about awareness (both 

knowledge of the self and knowledge of others)” (p. 41) for centuries. It is this “relational quality 

of arts as knowing” (p. 195) that Leavy (2017) promotes as a valid, equal and acceptable 

research paradigm, and therefore worthy when paired with another qualitative research.   

The benefits of phenomenological research, according to van Manen (2017), are that 

researchers are able to develop “an understanding of the phenomenal meaning of experiences” 

(p. 2) (original emphasis) while engaged in the experience. This present state of mind is what van 

Manen refers to as a pre-reflective state in which previous thoughts, wonderings, questions 

collide with our everyday reality as ‘ah-ha’ moments. He also points out that these immediate 

learning experiences are often taken-for-granted or overlooked as valued knowledge in 

comparison to conceptualized knowledge organized from reflective practices, and yet are 

necessary to construct a more holistic perspective. To move from the meaning of our lived 

experiences to text (and/or artwork as it pertains to the context of this research) as van Manen 

elucidates, is the essence of the practice of phenomenological research – the study of being-in-

the-world lived experiences.  
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I represent the lived experiences of the participant-artists in the form of ethnographic, 

day-in-the-life narratives and included my own voice as well in the form of a partial 

autoethnography. My intent was to capture the voices of a small group of practicing artists and to 

value and include my own voice too which was to some extent, personally validating to my artist 

self. Although, this combined approach was ambitious and messy, the interplay between the 

cultural insights and associated intentions (Ellis & Bochner, 2003) collected from the 

participants and discoveries made from my personal reflections were too important to abandon. It 

is worth noting, these methods occurred simultaneously through the research phases. 

Ethnography 

The ethnographic structure of this work afforded a flexible and fluid process to capture 

complex thoughts, processes and knowledge in a conversational manner. This process also 

offered me a chance to reveal “a different perspective to generate new and emerging insight[s]” 

(Leavy, 2017, p. 5) that could be used as evidence in how artists and their artwork could advance 

conservation education. My goals were to seek a deeper understanding of how their lived culture 

– beliefs, values, attitudes and language – shaped their behavior (as made evident in their field 

research and eventual making of art) (Willis & Trondman, 2000) and informed their relationship 

with the prairie landscape. 

Through the cycle of renewal and revision, data from personal narratives, self-reflections, 

and ‘ah-ha’ moments were analyzed. It provided a way for me, as researcher, to describe the 

essences of how participants engaged within landscape experience, and to study the nuanced 

aspects of those experiences as they influenced their thought processes and the creation of their 

artwork. Rich thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973; van Manen, 2007) were generated, and 

sometimes contrasting views (Creswell, 2013) in a blend of experience, interpretation and 
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insight. Examples of different dimensions that were expressed by the participants included the: 

cognitive, sensorial, and emotional located in language, behavior and art forms (Bruner, 1986; 

Creswell, 2013). These layers of information enriched this phenomenological inquiry and 

allowed for whole meaning to form around how they experienced the world, not as an obvious 

view or easy opinion, but as a deep dive into meaning-made (often through their art) evoking 

fresh, new possibilities.  

By undertaking ethnography, I was able to interweave multiple voices and realities which 

ethnographic scholar Laurel Richardson (2000) notes, “are in and of themselves valid and 

desirable representations of the social” (p. 930). As ethnography is “situated in human activity” 

(p. 245), Richardson reminded that it also invites researchers into open spaces within the 

research through their personal processing of thoughts, observations and ideas that also percolate 

during their data collection. These personal interludes integrated into the research are what 

Richardson identifies as the value of ethnographic research – a dynamic, creative appeal to the 

reading audience as this brings a more relational relevance to the work. And in this regard, I 

explicitly brought an auto-ethnographic aspect as praxis through my visual art and reflective 

journaling of what was happening to me while I researched the artists themselves. 

Auto-ethnography 

The self-reflexive process used in auto-ethnographic research, as described by Carolyn 

Ellis and Arthur Bochner (2000) allowed me “to use my own experiences in the culture of 

reflexively to bend back on self and look more deeply at self-other interactions” (p. 740). As 

Heewon Chang (2008) writes in her book, Autoethnography as Method, when “you play a multi-

faceted role as researcher, informant, and author, you should be reminded that your story is never 

in a vacuum and others are always visible or invisible participant in your story” (p. 69).  
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Hence, while I am moved by other’s art, I too am engaged in how my own identity 

through lived experiences, thought processes and love of the native prairie landscape flourishes 

within the concept of A/R/Tography. As Leavy (2017) proposed, when one works from the 

inside out, through auto-ethnographic research, they can begin to locate themselves in the story. 

It is from here, within the story and through one’s view as a knowing subject that larger issues 

can be more deeply explored. This process requires the researcher to be open to vulnerability, 

and as Leavy (2017) emphasized to “dig deeply into [one’s] own experiences, which may release 

unexpected emotions” (p. 145). Because of this, she also cautioned that “[a]n ethic of self-care is 

necessary in the practice of autoethnography” (p. 145) (original bold) and suggested that 

activities, such as daily journaling and collaborative conversations are used as process strategies.  

This attempt to dive into what ecopsychologist and environmental educator Hilary 

Leighton explained in her work, Mindscapes and Landscapes: Rendering (of) Self through a 

Body of Work (2020), as “a more holistic . . . and more imaginative approach to environmental 

studies [that] can also provide a glimpse into our unique relationships with the larger 

social/environmental context in which we exist” (p. 198). This became my “journey to 

maturation” (Leighton, 2014, p. 1) and afforded new layers of cultural context to be added the 

ethnographic research portion of this study.  

Despite some critical voices that refer to auto-ethnography as merely “biased, navel-

gazing” (Maréchal, 2010, p. 45), the rise of its use across multiple disciplines points to success as 

“legitimate data sources of lived experiences” (Leighton, 2014, p. 2), especially when analyzed 

and evaluated through ethnographic research scholar, Laurel Richardson’s (2000) Creative 

Analytical Practice (CAP). The five criteria Richardson offers for CAP are: 1) substantive 

contribution; 2) aesthetic merit; 3) reflexivity; 4) impact and finally, she asks, is this work an 
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expression of reality that can be widely shared? (2000, p. 937). CAP acts as a lens through 

which to look at the research in order to ensure validity and increase trustworthiness. In 

ethnographic terms, when stories are creatively analysed and evaluated, the power of the story 

becomes the theoretical structure of how people make sense of their lived experience and is 

valued as “fact” (Richardson, 2000, p. 927). The impact of writing I ‘fiction’ or how one might 

claim personal truth “should not be overlooked or minimized” says, Richardson (2000, p. 926). 

Richardson emphasized this “deeply intertwined” (p. 930) approach is a critical contribution to 

meaning-making opportunities in research, that maintains the rigor in both the researcher’s own 

reflections and the research analysis when it comes to narrative work. 

A/R/Tography 

As I set out to conduct this inquiry concerning the role that artists and their artwork play 

within conservation education, it became clear that I needed to include and understand my own 

lived experiences. Therefore, I took into consideration the intention of “theorizing and 

practicing” (Irwin, 2013, p. 199) praxis concepts often associated with this methodology (while 

taking up the full extent of the method) as it related to the auto-ethnographical portion of my 

study. In part because I identify as each - Artist, Researcher and Teacher. A/R/Tography is a 

practice-based methodology that extends the idea that art and the narrative are a joint initiative in 

education, which Springgay (2003b) describes as interwoven “in an active moment of lived 

inquiry” (Springgay et.al., 2005, p. 900).  

By nature, the two key aspects that differentiate A/R/Tographic research from traditional 

practice-based research rests on the emphasis that knowledge that is acquired (1) in the space of 

the ‘in-between’ moments and (2) through a “rhizomic practice” (Irwin, 2013, p. 199). The in-

between moments refer to an interrelatedness that exists in and between the multiple perspectives 
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of artist, researcher, teacher and writer, represented by the ‘/’ (grapheme) symbol. When 

exploring the ‘in-between’ where the phenomena of living inquiry exists, more complex thoughts 

unfold which spreads as rhizomatic connections of ideas (Irwin, 2013). The notion of rhizome-

patterned growth references Deleuze and Guattari’s 1987 philosophical concept of rooted 

relations. According to Irwin, et al, (2006) the “[r]hizomatic relationality affects how we 

understand theory and practice, product and process” (p. 71). Metaphorically, this 

interrelationship reminds me of the swaths of prairie grasses and grooves of aspen trees, 

intertwined as one below the ground as much as it relates to my own unfolding understanding.  

 While A/R/Tographic inquiry inherently relies on teachers and learners to engage in the 

experience of art, combined with reflective writing (graphy) about their experiences, this study 

primarily applies reflective writing in a combination of personal biographical narrative, field 

note observations and interpretations. However, I also bring my art as more-than-text as I relate 

to my inter-related experiences and allowed them all to shape my own pedagogical practice as a 

rhizomatically-inspired conservation educator-artist.  

A/R/Tography also embraces an evolution of theory as a practice that is responsive to the 

process of constant reconstruction, which is at the basis of the phenomenological approach to 

this study. As Max van Manen (2007), scholastic author and researcher of the practice of 

phenomenology suggests, when reflecting on lived experiences, it “must be thoughtful, and as 

much as possible, free from theoretical, prejudicial and suppositional intoxications” (p. 12).  This 

follows Heidegger’s (1962) constitution of ‘in-being’ or “being-involved-with the things of our 

world” (van Manen, 2007, p. 13) where formative knowledge takes place in a kind of organic 

and wild way.  
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The decision to apply A/R/Tographic research in this study provided the means to 

express with, in and through my own artistic context as was necessary for this phenomenological 

study to remain authentic. As an autoethnographic research participant, I was able to expand my 

knowing (theoria) with insights from prominent theoretical scholars and explore new (to me) 

research practices (through praxis) in this mixed methodology. And through the making (poesis) 

of both the written narratives and collection of artworks (as presented by the artists, other prairie 

artists and me), I was able to explore the in-between space where my knowledge, biases and 

creativity lived. All three ways were a dynamic exchange, that at times spilled over, folded in 

and got lost with each other. As a result, this study created an embodied, meaningful awareness 

for me that remained true to the importance of art as a way of knowing the prairie landscape. 

Design and Rationale 

In order to conduct a better understanding of the day-to-day cultural dynamics of prairie 

landscape artists and their aesthetic way of knowing the prairie landscape, I committed to the 

analytical and artistic practices that make up this combined auto- and ethnographic and arts-

based methodologies. At the core of this mixed approach was the use of narrative writing that 

was “always partial, local, and situational, and that our Self is always present, no matter how 

much we try to suppress it” (Richardson, 2000. p. 930). I highlight this here, to explain the 

conversational tone that this researcher intentionally used as a way to articulate new 

perspectives, different thoughts and deeper wonderings that arose throughout. As Richardson 

promotes, “[w]orking from that premise frees us to write material in a variety of ways: to tell and 

retell” (p. 930). I cannot resist pointing out the obvious parallel that this approach has to how 

artists make their art – with intention that allows for intuition to also surface. By using a 

narrative (and art-making) approach, my hope is that you, the reader, will engage in this research 
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beyond entertainment, and take the opportunity to bring your own aesthetic understanding to 

this study. As Richardson states about ethnographic research, “There is no such thing as ‘getting 

it right’ – only ‘getting it’ differently contoured and nuanced” (p. 930-931). 

The section below outlines the design and rationale of this study, including a further 

discussion about how analysis techniques of CAP and A/R/Tography were used. 

Participants and location. 

For the ethnographic portion of this study, four Canadian prairie artists participated. The 

participants were selected from a procured list of artists, recommended by prairie art collectors, 

art gallery curators and a conservation educator from Grasslands National Park. I purposefully 

selected a sampling of artists specifically from the geographical region of southern Alberta and 

Saskatchewan whose artwork depict aspects of the native prairie landscape. My sampling 

strategy followed that of Patton’s criteria (2015) to include “key informants, (and) 

knowledgeables” and in effect ensure a “reputational sampling” (p. 268). In the end, four long-

time prairie dwellers who showed their artwork at multiple galleries and held a passionate 

respect for the native prairie landscape that was their muse became my research subjects. Factors 

that did not impact the selection of the participants were where the artist currently resides, and or 

what materials or processes they use to make their artwork. Although this type of sampling is 

considered statistically nonprobable (Patton, 2015), purposeful selection was necessary in order 

to yield information-rich insights versus empirical data (Leavy, 2017).  

Recruitment took three months. In the process of finding four willing participants, I 

contacted eight artists directly by phone or email.  Of the eight, two were unable to commit due 

to the timeframe of the data collection, and two others had not presented their artwork in gallery 

settings at the time of this study. It was during an early October trip to Grasslands National Park 
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that I sequestered my last two participants. They came as referrals from the Park’s 

interpretative tour guide/educator and were local to the park which made for a short-timing 

contact. I seized the opportunity with cold calls, which lead to immediate interviews. This 

rounded out my sapient group of participants who you will learn more about through their 

transcribed voices in the next chapter on findings.   

The information that I shared with each study participant early in the recruitment process 

as a letter of invitation, an overview of the proposed study, a personal introduction, an overview 

of my MA program and research contacts they could ask any questions of and verify the 

research. Permission to use interview notes, photos, their artwork and studio space within this 

study was obtained through the original consent form which also assured them their participation 

was voluntary and that could withdraw up and until I analyzed and integrated data.  

Data Collection 

Each artist graciously opened their studios for me as a space to conduct the interviews, 

take candid photos and write anecdotal field notes. Each interview followed a semi-formal 

structure that began with a brief overview of the proposed study, my interest in this study, 

confirmation of how the data would be collected, treated and used, an outline of the semi-

structured interview process and then I sought their consent to record the interview for later 

transcription. The overview was purposely kept brief to limit any undue influence on the artists’ 

responses. It was critical to hear their authentic voices. The meetings were set to take 

approximately 2-2.5 hours total, of which only one slipped past 3 hours.  

During each interview, artists asked a few candid questions for my input. As researcher, I 

calculatedly flipped my response as a question back to them. This brought moments of silence in 

the interviews, especially when the artist was challenged to find the words to frame their 
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thoughts. Upon observation, a couple of them picked up a paintbrush or paint. I wondered, was 

that for comfort to ease them through, inspire thought, or perhaps a simple reaction of habit. I 

also was challenged in these moments – to sit, stay present and let them process the questions 

deeper; to hold back my own utterances of thought; and to continue to scribe or sketch my 

observations. To that end, my field book was full of many placeholder thoughts.  

The semi-structured interviews focused on three key aspects – the process of WHY artists 

make their art, followed by questions about HOW they perceive the Prairie grasslands 

specifically. Thirdly, I was interested in how specific places, such as the prairie grasslands, were 

important to each artist and how this might in turn be conveyed to others through their art. As it 

was important to have more depth and less boundaries to the inquiry (Guba, 1978), I prepared 

these five potential questions to guide the interview process (which I later used for myself in my 

auto-ethnographical process). 

1. Please tell me why you selected the prairie landscape in your art? 

2. What aspects of the prairie landscape guides you creatively?  

3. Describe your relationship with the prairie landscape and how it translates into your art. 

4. Why does this all matter?  

5. Tell me about your hopes for the future of this land. 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim after all research participants were interviewed. 

This allowed me, as researcher, to focus on the transcriptions and apply a first-filter attempt to let 

themes surface from the information. Completed transcriptions of each semi-structured interview 

were circulated back to the respective participant for one review. This review was used to clarify 

any misunderstandings or fill gaps in the transcriptions. The reporting of collected data for this 

study met good qualitative research practice criteria.  
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The information gathered from the inter-personal and personal narratives, photos, 

artwork, fieldnotes and journals comprised all of the research data. Formal data collection with 

research participants, was a one-point-in-time and place approach (Patton, 2015). This afforded 

me, as researcher, to gather all the data needed within a relatively short time frame. While audio-

recording the research participants’ responses during interviews, I also logged my own first-hand 

observations of where/how they practiced and personal wonderings.  By virtue of conducting the 

interviews in their own studios, I was able to observe them in their own natural setting of art-

making which elicited more fascinating and reliable data. 

The auto-ethnographic portion was comprised of my own responses to the same questions 

asked of the artists, gathering my own personal reflections and lived experience observations. 

“Multiple data gathering techniques are frequently used in qualitative studies” (Fossey et al., 

2002, p. 727). All of this data is theoretical, in that the data collected is used to “explore 

emerging ideas and build theory as data analysis progresses” (p. 276). I also attempted to explore 

just what part art has played for me in how I approach conservation of the native prairie 

landscape by including my own artwork. To situate my own background, worldviews and 

positions within this study, I differentiate my voice in as block text 10.5 point, italicized, 

American Typewriter font. 

My artwork produced for this study was either inspired by or made from native plant and 

soil-based materials that was collected from native prairie places that holds significance for me. I 

have always believed that the process of collecting in-situ material when I wander the prairie 

grasslands, provides a deeper connection to the prairie grasslands in a way that transcends words 

or mere images and moves more into an authentic expression of the phenomena as I experienced 
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it. I am not just representing what I have seen, the art itself is made from that land. The 

intention behind this is to keep my art (and myself) as close to the land as possible.   

Validity and Trustworthiness 
 

My intention behind this blended auto- and ethnographic research was to play with the 

collage of lived experiences in a manner that upheld the authenticity of each participant’s voice 

and give space for new possibilities of meaning-making to emerge. In doing so, the ethnographer 

stays close to the participants, the phenomenon, situation and the materials being studied that 

progresses the research beyond hunches and assumptions (Richardson, 2000). As qualitative 

researchers, Patrik Aspers and Ugo Corte (2019) note, “ethnographic methods have a fairly 

unique opportunity to dig up and then test (in a circular, continuous and temporal way) new 

research questions and findings as the research progresses, and thereby to derive previously 

unimagined and uncharted distinctions” (p. 152). This method affords the research data to weave, 

merge and evolve through multiple layers of iteration through a process of understanding 

(Heidegger, 1962; van Manen, 1997) 

This type of research continues to garner attention that questions its validity and meaning 

of ‘truth’. How can knowledge be gained from the blurred boundaries of one’s stories and equate 

to a legitimate ‘truth’ in research? In more recent years, there has been a rethinking of how 

researchers capture and are accountable for an epistemological ‘truth’ in their work that focuses 

on a pluralism of knowledge. Qualitative research scholar, Norman Denzin (2009) has taken 

stock of many validation concerns and advocate that “[e]xperientially grounded, these texts 

speak alongside the voices of science, privileging the personal over the institutional” (p. 172).  

The meanings people bring forward from their experiences, situations and learnings no longer 

needs to seek justification. As qualitative research educator, Lisbeth Berbary (2015) extended, 
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“[p]art of being self-conscious is to make sure our work reveals upfront our own participation 

in the research and our agreed-upon inability to capture the objective Truth” (p. 42). This open 

acknowledgement allows for the research to be grounded in a multitude of stories rather than in 

one sublimated answer or fact and to acknowledge that the researcher is in fact, part of the 

research herself. 

Included in CAP analysis is Ellingson’s (2009) research analysis process of 

crystallization, which offered a way to intertwine social scientific data analyses when creative 

data is collected while combining rigor with imagination. This form of analysis not only helps 

researchers to better understand how knowledge shapes the process of learning, it “offers 

stability for ethnographers to sustain the rigor necessary to produce quality work” (Scarduzio, 

Giannini, & Geist-Martin, 2011, p. 449). As the data collected from each interview is unique, the 

level of difficulty to analyze it also benefits from the insights of crystallization, in that it allows 

for a fluid discussion between related texts to unfold. As Scarduzio et al. (2011) write, 

crystallization “reveals the indeterminacy of knowledge claims [and] offers a way to blur the 

boundaries between art and science in ethnographic research” (p. 448).  

The basis of the analysis builds from “the bridging, adaptive, and revealing principles of 

design” (Scarduzio et al, 2011, p. 456), that are based on original concepts from ethnographic 

researchers, Richardson (2000), Ellis (2001) and Minge (2006). Through this process, patterns 

were determined, and interactions or developments of themes emerged that helped link existing 

theories, practices or concepts related to art and conservation education. However, as Springgay 

et al. (2005) cautions a/r/tographers, this process of inquiry can also expose “a space for 

uncertainty and ambiguity” (p. 901) as we further come to understand ourselves and make 
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meaning of our experiences. I remained mindful to expect to uncover the unknown, missing 

links and opportunities, of which I reserve for future study. 
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Chapter 4: Research Findings 

Introduction 

The format for my findings, is based on “A Day in the Life” type story for each artist. 

Imagined experiences are interjected into the stories, for I found it nearly impossible to exclude 

experiences in which I slipped alongside into their stories or onto the canvas of their artwork. 

Each entry starts with an introspective quote, followed by a storied journey with one artist per 

day, and closes with some lasting impressions that their artwork had on me.  

In every case, interviews began outside and later convened within the artist’s studio. In 

some cases, the combination of the deep relatability of their story and artwork and the overall 

ethos the artists conveyed felt like an immersion that transported us from the studio into the field 

itself and became a kind of masterclass. In this way, some of my reflective writing extends into 

the imaginal realm. In addition, while theories, ideologies, and constructs may deliver credibility 

to this work, it is the values, insights, and questions shared by the participants that authenticates 

it.  
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Day One – Lost Sight, Found Vision 

Color that expresses the radiance of the heart, that gives an outward form to the 

mystery of vision, that links earth and sun, the ideal and the real! An airy, colored 

logic suddenly ousting somber, stubborn geometry (Cézanne, cited in Gasquet, 

1921/1991, p. 154).  

Sandra Knoss. 

The drive from the town of Rockglen, Saskatchewan to artist Sandra’s farm took me all 

but seven minutes, which landed me on her doorstep earlier than anticipated. This active family 

farmstead, where she lived with her husband, was perched on the top flats of the prairies. The 

house was intentionally positioned to have endless views through the coulee, and across the 

buttes (see Figure 7). The hub of the farm business occurred to the right of the driveway. It was 

organized in such a way that one could efficiently move between the farm equipment storage 

sheds, mechanical garage, cattle corrals 

and grain bins as needed. I veered right, 

into the house yard. Earlier, when I had 

contacted Sandra for directions, she shared 

that they had recently refurbished an older 

home, making it more sustainable. Her 

studio was located on the upper floor of 

their home.  

Mutt, the dog announced my arrival from the corner of the house. I was slightly nervous, 

as this was the first time Sandra and I had met in person. When Sandra opened the door to greet 

 
Figure 7. Red Buttes with Thelma. S. Knoss, 2010. 
[Original oil on canvas]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.sknac.ca/index.php?page=ArtworkDetail&id=854.  
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me, I had an instant feeling that our paths had previously crossed many times. She held up a 

one-moment finger and said, “Let me grab a coat. We’re going for a drive”. This excited me.  

Within the rural prairie culture, going for a drive is a significant aspect of daily life. It’s 

about getting off the farm and connecting with the broader landscape and people in it. The 

significance of this prairie ritual was not lost on Sandra. She often emphasized going for drives 

in her artwork. Sandra said, “I used to put my truck in a lot of paintings, because I was driving 

around, so I would put a truck in there” (see Figure 8).  

She then shared stories about 

how her patrons connected with the 

cultural elements she added, such as a 

truck. At a gallery show, she 

remembered a specific painting of a 

coulee with her truck in it that she 

sold to “this one guy – that was his 

experience of being on the prairies.” 

Another painting she sold to a lady in Regina, “because it reminded her of going with [her] 

brothers around the farm, and this was an experience she felt.” In that painting, Sandra described 

that she used the underside of her truck as the vantage point from which she viewed the flowers 

in the ditch. “There are so many ditch plants that I see . . . so I end up putting [these] in my 

pictures a lot”, she qualified.  

Sandra’s art felt approachable. At first it was the subject matter, the sense of roaming the 

pastures that I too enjoyed doing, albeit more on horseback. The sense of aimlessness and 

freedom felt real to me. These were moments to live without limits. And yet, there was 

 
Figure 8. Cobalt Autumn. S. Knoss, 2017. 
[Original oil on canvas]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.sknac.ca/index.php?page=ArtistDetail&id=450. 
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more. Sandra’s art mirrored her character – who she presented off the canvas. I 

wonder, how much influence does the spirit of the person who produces it give to a piece 

of art?  

We climbed into her truck and drove down the gravel road. When I asked where her ideas 

came from, Sandra replied, “My ideas [come from] just going out and walking with my camera 

or my phone and take a lot of pictures of what interests me. And you never know what’s going to 

spark”. Suddenly, Sandra slammed on the brakes. In one fluid motion she threw the truck into 

park, flung open the door and exclaimed, “I love colour!” I followed her lead, jumped out of the 

truck and into the ditch to see what she had found. It was a robust, scarlet orange Prairie lily that 

had survived yesterday’s early October snow fall. “They are just such little gems in the prairies”, 

Sandra explained, “and I get to see it every day or try to. Like those flowers and things that I 

don’t even know grow here”. She points to a little patch of violets, that I too was surprised to see 

not only growing in the ditch but thriving.    

In the prairie landscape “ALL the colors are there” Sandra said as she trailed through the 

ditch over to a patch of shrubs. “You’ll see the little flashes of purple and red, like now with the 

fall colors.” She pointed, “Oh, just look at this little leaf! It’s got these purples and reds in there.” 

She then turned and I followed in behind as we moved over to a group of small trees. Sandra 

informed me, “The chokecherries have this beautiful red, the Saskatoons have a different color”. 

She had recently revisited the practice of sketching on site to capture moments of what she 



AN AESTHETIC WAY OF KNOWING THE PRAIRIE LANDSCAPE  58 

experienced. This helped her process of selecting colours. “Every year [I] go through and go 

… okay, sage is this color of silver-green” while reproducing it on 

paper (see Figure 9). I could understand the need to revisit the 

landscape multiple times in the prairies, perhaps for the obvious 

reason of the seasonal changes. And yet Sandra’s reason for the 

frequent visits was unmistakeably more obvious. “I just really have 

always enjoyed looking at the landscape and I love to draw, so . . . 

it’s really just a simple combination of the two” she stated. With a 

sigh of overwhelm, Sandra reemphasized “and there are SO many 

intricate colors to see.”  

Looking for things that catch one’s attention was a skill that 

Sandra had perfected since she was a young girl, perhaps more out 

of necessity than as an inherent talent. As she explained, “I’ve 

always had very poor eyesight. And so [color] always hits me, if I 

can see color.” That last phrase, landed with a thud in my thoughts.  

I tried to imagine what it would be like if the vibrancy of the world around me slowly lost 

its color. I consider myself a visual learner, and in that moment realized how much I too 

depended on the element of colour to read, know and recreate a landscape.  

“It was hard because I started to lose my eyesight with the cataracts, and so everything was kind 

of dulled” Sandra shared. “I’ve kind of had a new surge because they did cataract surgery and 

now, I’m going around to my family [saying], ‘Has that always been that bright blue? Has that 

always been that red?’”. We erupted into laughter. “I don’t know how long it’s been, I guess for 

 
 

 
Figure 9. Example of a field 
study. S, Knoss, 2015. 
[Photos]. Retrieved from: 
https://www.facebook.com/San
draLKnoss/photos/1015297544
8102606 
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a while that I’ve been losing that. And now that I’ve got it back, everything is hitting me, it’s 

so vibrant!”   

We walked over to the barb wired fence, split the horizontal wires just wide enough to 

duck through without catching our clothes on a barb and slipped into the pasture. “There are also 

so many different grasses” she said as she 

brushed the tall, bromegrass seed heads. They 

danced with a swooshing sound as we moved 

through. She took a deep breath and 

murmured on the exhale, “And the smells, I 

love the smells when you drive cross the 

prairies. The sages and everything else, it’s 

such a fresh smell” (see Figure 10). I 

concurred,  

The June blossoms of the wolf willow drifted into my mind. I have tried to describe its 

scent to people, but words escape me. It has spice like that of a Prairie Rose, but it is not, 

nor is it as sweet as Saskatoon flowers. On the contrary, it is a sweet-musky scent that at 

times can be as pungent as an old lady’s perfume. Nonetheless, if I only had one fragrance 

to take with me in a bottle, the wolf willow it would be.  

From the sights, to touch, and to smells, Sandra took our conversation to sound. “We do 

residencies sometimes with our Arts Board and we brought in an artist that was doing sounds”, 

she shared. The sound artist was Terry Gillings, from Saskatoon who taught them “about all the 

different sounds of the prairies.” Almost on cue, a bald eagle flew over us. Sandra whispered, “I 

don’t see a lot of them.” We kept our eyes to the sky on the eagle.  

 
Figure 10. Hope and Grace with Miles. S. Knoss, 2010.  
[Original oil on canvas]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.sknac.ca/index.php?page=ArtistDetail&id=450 
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The last thing I wished was for it to notice me. Prey birds scare me more than snakes, 

which is somewhat ironic because the thought of being caught between them would truly 

be a nightmare.  

I ran back to the truck and jumped in. When we both settled back in the truck, she pulled 

out her iPad. She said, “I’ve been taking some university courses, and currently taking this 

extended media course where I could do anything I wanted, except paint.” Sandra’s fingers 

commanded the screen at a pace that rivaled a concert pianist. She turned and looked directly at 

me to admit, “I thought that was all I knew what to do – to paint. But I learnt a whole lot of 

technology [specifically] animations and developing with sound in film work.” She had dropped 

a comment earlier about trying a new media, of which I dismissed as dabbling in because it was 

vastly different than her gouache4-oil painting practice of the past fifteen years. I asked if she had 

noticed a different relationship with her art since studying this new practice, in which she 

replied, “I’m starting to because I don’t want to think the process as cold or [for that] to come 

across in my paintings. I don’t think I have got there.” She went on to say, “Let me show you 

more of that work.”  

We spent the next few minutes browsing her social media feeds. As the feeds scrolled by, 

I noticed an uptake in the frequency and feedback from her followers. The collection of her posts 

reminded me of an art journal. And yet, more modern in that she could not only share her daily 

musings, experiments and stories, but also receive feedback from her followers. Sandra cancelled 

 

4 According to the United Kingdom’s Tate network of galleries, gouache is “a type of water-soluble paint that, 
unlike watercolour, is opaque to the white of the paper surface does not show through” (2021). Like oil paint, 
gouache paint has a thick consistency that sits as layers on the paper’s surface. However, unlike oil paint, it dries 
quickly and to a matte finish. In addition, because of its water-soluble composition, it can be re-wetted and re-
worked.  
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out of her account and pulled up her art software program to commentate a demonstration for 

me. “You could change from oil painting to watercolor, if you wanted to, or do something totally 

different”, she said, then added, “if you want to experiment with a look, you can erase something 

so quick or add a layer.” In that moment Sandra transitioned to making art. She took an idea, 

processed it into an artistic form and communicated 

it through the screen. There were no words, just a 

few lines, shapes, colors and swirls that 

metamorphized into a recognizable landscape (see 

Figure 11). The ease at which she produced her art 

impressed upon me how her daily art practice was 

critical preparation and what her longer-processed 

pieces likely depended upon.  

Sandra stared at the sample art that she just produced and voiced with concern, “There’s 

not a lot of prairie around; only pockets of prairie.” The flow of images we had flipped through 

triggered a sadness in her tone. She continued to unpack this at a thinking-speaking pace, “We 

are dealing with the modern world, and we are losing the prairie, and we are bringing [in] new 

plants and things.”  

In that moment, it became evident that she had contemplated the magnitude of 

technology on her art-making process and how people viewed her art, as well as on their farming 

practices as it related to changes in the native landscape. “I know a lot of people from Saskatoon 

and Regina who have lived there their whole lives and have never been south. They’ve never 

seen the prairies”, Sandra claimed. “I don’t know if they know what it means – to actually get 

out to the real prairie. Even when I was growing up, it was like a trip to go to the real prairie.”  

 
Figure 11. A digital landscape art example. S. 
Knoss. (2018, December 15).  
[Photo]. Retrieved from: 
https://www.facebook.com/SandraLKnoss/photos/
10156131257267606 
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The truck turned off the gravel road and safely onto Sandra’s farm driveway. Yes, the 

last few kilometers felt like the truck was on autopilot while we were deep in discussion about 

the Grasslands. Sandra’s family land is considered grasslands region and many local and visiting 

artists call Grasslands National Park their prairie study grounds. “Perhaps that’s why the 

Grasslands are so neat”, Sandra self-confessed. This Park is one of the last remaining areas of 

native prairie grasslands. After close consultation with the First Nations and the local farming 

and ranching communities, the Government of Canada designated this area as protected, in 1981. 

As we got out, Sandra ended our conversation by saying, “I guess that painting that I do, I am 

hoping that people see that ok . . . this is worth seeing.”  

 I began to contemplate the significance of how the media that an artist uses impacts the 

artist-viewer’s relationship. By Sandra’s demonstration of how she could experiment with all the 

effects in that software, it became evident that it was an efficient way to process her ideas, stories 

or feelings. And yet, what caught my attention perhaps even more, was seeing the number of 

feedback comments from her followers. Was her art reaching an audience that perhaps didn’t go 

to galleries, or collect art from traditional venues? I began to contemplate the significance of how 

social media that an artist uses can impact the artist-viewer’s relationship.  

I was moved by how relatable Sandra’s art pieces were to me. Her interpretation of the 

prairie landscape felt playful and alive with clever characters that dotted the canvas. In 

their own rights, these characters were tiny “sparks” that drew me into the art, much like 

I experienced when I walked the grassland myself. Her use of bold colors, textures and 

shapes revealed a sense of assurance that the prairies were anything but boring. I could 

easily see one of her pieces brightening up an indoor space and drawing people’s attention 

from afar.  Most impressive was her use of scale and vanishing point perspective that 

sometimes fell off the top of the canvas before hitting the horizon line (see Figure 12). 
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This technique skillfully portrayed a vastness of the prairies – a landscape that once 

had no limits. 

  

  
Figure 12. Sandra Knoss in her studio. [Photo]. 
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Day Two – Blind Spots 

To observe the destruction of any ecological habitat or to perceive a threat to its 

integrity is a reminder of the fragility of biodiversity . . . In the shadow of death, 

one must imagine life (Thomashow, 2002, p. 55). 

Diana Chabros. 

A prairie wind timed its arrival in unison with my pull on the café door. We both entered 

as a frenzied surprise to the patrons inside. Unlike me, however, the wind was no stranger to the 

peaceful village of Val Marie, Saskatchewan. I politely finger-combed my hair into place, then 

scanned the café for Diana, my next artist to interview.  

Yesterday, we arranged to meet at this café after her early morning yoga practice. She 

was snuggled into a plush velvet, oversized chair near the leave-one-take-one bookshelf. She 

looked relaxed, with a hot drink in one hand and a book in the other, which put me at ease. After 

a warm greeting, I asked what she was reading. “One of my favorite poetry books”, she replied 

showing me the cover. It was Saskatoon poet, Barbara Klar’s 1993 book, The Night You Called 

Me a Shadow. “I often refer to it as my happy-making place. I’ve gifted this book to so many 

people. She wrote it based on her 

studies and writings in the Cypress 

Hills”, Diana shared. “The work is 

just so full . . . so deep and so 

beautiful that I’ve drawn from it for 

my own paintings. The whole 

sensibility” (see Figure 13). She 

turned to the bookshelf beside her and grabbed two other books from it. She donated these local 

 
Figure 13. Cypress #2. D. Chabros, n.d. 
[Original chalk pastel on canvas]. Retrieved from: 
https://dianachabros.com/project/cypress-1/ 
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author’s books to the café library for Val Marie visitors to learn more about the prairies. Diana 

asked me if I had heard of Candace Savage (2004) or Trevor Herriot (2009). I was more familiar 

with Herriot’s work than Savage’s, of which Diana encouraged me to invest in both to help with 

my research.  

Diana held a curiosity to learn, to dive deep into topics in search for meanings. “I read a 

lot of Buddhist literature and the area of yoga – traditional 

yoga, philosophy and history – looking at the whole ethical 

practice of yoga and relating those studies and teachings to my 

art practice”, she modestly shared. She recognized her partner, 

a Nehiyo (Plains - Woodland Cree or nêhiyaw/Cree) and long-

time practicing Buddhist, likely influenced her interest. Diana 

considered that “there is a lot of common ground with First 

Nations practice. Even though one is, generally speaking, 

dualist, and the other, generally speaking, is non-dual in terms of a spiritual lens.”  

This concept, as it related to Diana’s artist-self, offered me a moment to reflect on my 

worldviews course at Royal Roads University with Bob Kull. Ever-mindfully, Bob 

challenged me with the necessity to pay attention to what’s in full view, and what hides as 

blind spots. Blind spot sightings were a challenge to find for me, perhaps because I didn’t 

prioritize time to reflect during my heavier times. When I lost my boots, my practice was 

to pull up my socks and just wade through the mud. Clearly, this eventually found me 

stuck in a ‘big muddy’ mess! 

She took me into a deep explanation of simultaneously “holding space for several 

spiritual traditions”. While doing so, she reflected, “I am constantly distilling and moving with . . 

. flowing with that as an artist.”   

 
Figure 14. Big Muddy - Discovery. 
D. Chabros, n.d. 
[Original oil and oil stick on canvas]. 
Retrieved from: 
https://dianachabros.com/project/big-
muddy-discovery/ 



AN AESTHETIC WAY OF KNOWING THE PRAIRIE LANDSCAPE  66 

I probed her further, wondering how this meaning-making showed up in her art. “Well, 

as an artist who is also deeply immersed in my spiritual self, I struggle with it a bit. Is it the best 

use of my time making art?” She framed this in a way that sounded like she was posing a 

question to the universe. She gathered her thoughts before saying, “then I come back to, well, 

you have gifts – because I do – and there are many ways of messaging and there are many ways 

of learning. And so, we are on this path to learn.”  

My attention clung to her confidence, with a whispered optimism that my artist self could 

one day also bravely admit my gifts. In a way, I sensed that what she said might was also a 

reflective confirmation when spoken out loud. 

“We are on this path, to hopefully, from my perspective, help our neighbour; you know, what we 

perceive our neighbour to be. And so, I can best do that through my art”, she acknowledged.  

Diana questioned herself again, “So, does that mean that it’s didactic?” (in reference to 

her own worldview as expressed through her art). “Well, that’s what I have to guard against; that 

it’s not going to become some propensity to hammer people on the head with – some world view 

that . . .” Diana interrupted herself, and then articulated, “what I want to do and what I aim to do 

is [to] pose questions . . . to open up dialogue so that people are making cogent choices and 

growing in a responsible manner.” She looked down at the books she pulled off the shelf, held up 

Herriot’s 2009 book, Grass, Sky, Song, and said with conviction, “yes, I do believe that we have 

responsibilities on this earth – to care for the land.” Diana’s passion filled the café; not as if she 

was on stage, and yet it did draw attention.  

This noticeable shift in the café’s atmosphere hinted to Diana that perhaps we should go 

back to her studio. She said in a dropped volume voice, “I should show you my work, and maybe 

you will understand more about what I’m speaking of”. We gathered our belongings and headed 
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towards the door. One glance at the horizontally falling leaves outside the window was a kind 

reminder from Mother Nature to tightly grip the café door when I opened it.  

On our walk back to Diana’s home, she explained that her home was a blended bed and 

breakfast, home and studio. The B & B status afforded her the opportunity to move from the 

bustle of the city to the heart of the grasslands that inspired her art. Although the additional 

income was a welcomed supplement to Diana’s artist lifestyle, the distraction of the business 

during peak tourist times had its impacts. “The last six years have been hit-or-miss that I’ve been 

able to spend time in the studio”, she confessed. I immediately related this to the consequences 

of my research distractions, which led me to ask what helped her move forward with her art. “I’d 

like to say because it’s fun” she laughed, then confessed, “I’m really feeling the pressure of 

getting many big paintings done before March.” The anxiety attached to that deadline released as 

laughter. Diana regrouped in a candid tone, “Sometimes it’s a comfort zone. I make work that I 

can relate to, that I can sort out certain issues with.”  

 “The next series that I’m working on right now is about samskāra5”, she revealed as we 

walked into her studio. I stopped in my tracks to give my head a chance to reconcile with the 

turmoil of emotions I felt at first sight. Larger-than-life sized images of utter despair of the 

prairies marked the floor-to-ceiling canvases (see Figure 15). Diana rescued me from my frozen 

state with a soft voice, “You seem like a tender-hearted person”, then proceeded to explain her 

intentions behind her art. “I see a lot of suffering, so I want to become aware and this series 

hopefully, is going to . . . and it is already . . . processing, processing.” Her explanation 

 

5 Samskāra, as described by Diana during our interview, is a “Sanskrit [Buddhist] term in yoga that refers to pattern 
of behavior, a thought, a beat that we all perpetuate. The challenge is to become aware of those patterns, and to try 
to move beyond them, that clears one’s karma”.  
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referenced how she was processing her original self-reflection question, “What am I in this?” 

She continued to share answers that popped into her mind through this process. I heard her 

words, and yet was trapped in my own bemused state of sadness, anger and also strangely, a 

sense of hope.  

I panicked. “What was I supposed to do with 

this?” It was less about the subject matter 

that haunted me, than the emotional aspect 

of loss and grief that surfaced. when I was 

face to face with the heaviness of these large 

paintings. “Do I include it in my research?” 

It was a simple yes. “If so, how?” It became a 

lesson of how art stirs a lifetime of emotions 

– happiness, confusion and grief. It also 

became a reminder that art is more than 

entertainment; it is an engine that moves 

one’s thinking forward, regardless of 

uncertainty. So here it sits. 

I fumbled with my interview notes to find my guiding interview questions, in an attempt 

to stay on schedule, and perhaps with an alternative motive to move into hope. I asked Diana 

more about her technical process of making art. It seemed somewhat mute in the moment, and 

yet sparked her enthusiasm that greatly lighted both our moods. “I like to start [my paintings] 

with washes. I like to prepare my canvas very, very well”, Diana began. I recognized this as a 

common artist practice, and yet sensed a deeper intention behind her poignant comment. It was 

more complex than a simple here’s where I start remark. I placed an asterisk beside this 

comment in my notes and wrote the word unpack beside it. Diana had jumped over to her desk 

 
Figure 15. In-progress paintings in D. Charbos' 
studio. 
[Photo].  
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full of paints and brushes (see Figure 16). “When I 

come into the studio to paint, it’s almost like I’m 

sculpting” she spoke in unison with her hands. “It is one 

of the reasons I like to work really large, so I almost feel 

like I have a relationship with the painting – a one-to-

one. The size factor is so I can step into my painting”, 

Diana explained. I readily agreed that one could. “I’m 

also really drawn to the technical aspect. I love moving 

paint around. I love the visual aesthetics. It would be hard if I ever lost my eyesight.” Her list 

grew as she sunk deeper into the ambiance of her studio. “I love the smell of oil paints. As I’ve 

said, I’m so drawn to color. It goes through every pore of my skin.” She purred, “You know, I 

get that flutter in my stomach every time I see a beautiful glaze over top of another glaze and see 

what happens with that subject matter underneath. It’s just such a rich, investigative process.” 

The presence of her artist energy oozed through the studio.  

“And the process painting that I do . . . that’s part of my process too”, Diana said about 

her art-making process that focused on “paint[ing] it from the source.” From the questionable 

look on my face, she clarified, “I will often sit and stare at a painting, a fresh canvas sometimes 

for an hour or more . . . for hours. And I start to see images in the blank canvas”, she said as she 

pointed to one of her canvases as an example. Diana entered a reflective moment. “I’ve always 

known that being witness through the lens of an artist is important – I was never really good at it 

– but I’m getting better at it now.” She moved her gaze over to an unfinished piece with what she 

explained was her interpretation of roadkill. “It is still hard when you find something that’s been 

hurt, and you know it's at the hand of human intervention. That’s hard … you know … I just do a 

 
Figure 16. D. Chabros' table of paints. [Photo]. 
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lot of mantras.” Through a sighing laugh she added, “a lot of mantras for that being, and for 

the perpetrators … you know hearts change minds. I feel responsible to the things around me.” 

Diana shifted from self-reflection to how her artwork might affect others. “My hope is that 

someone coming to see my work might jar into a story or an experience . . . perhaps to go to a 

place they haven’t been before, whether it’s the grasslands or not”, she proposed. I found myself 

moved by the depth of thought and attention that went into Diana’s artwork. We both took a few 

steps back to give space between the details and the whole. “Most are just little moments that I 

just want to capture . . . of intense beauty, intense beingness”, Diana graciously summarized.   

In seeking meaning and spiritual connection with her art, Diana is able to transfer her 

questioning nature to the canvas, which in turn seems to pose emotional and almost visceral 

questions of the viewer. The size of the canvas, the colours of the prairies, the over-sized larger 

than life images seem to demand something beyond an easy conclusion. While her work is 

clearly part of her own spiritual process, there is a rich, active energy in her work. She doesn’t 

paint or try to tell a finished story, rather she lays out symbology and 

layers of colour and shape and concept which invites the viewer to 

create their own story and meaning-making as it relates to 

worldviews and beliefs around life, death, and hope. 

The prairies are a very quiet landscape, and yet it’s never 

silent. There is a vibrant living world that exists in a 

somewhat non-essential anonymity, of which Diana’s art 

exposes. Her art demands the viewer to listen more intently 

and to get into the conversation with this world. She boldly gives voice to those who do not 

speak our language and shines a light on the stories taking place in our shadows. 

  

 
Figure 17. Diana Chabros in 
her studio. 
[Photo]. 
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Day Three – Behind the Scene 

To say that we wish to view the world itself is to say that we are wishing for the 

condition of the viewing as such. That is our way of establishing our connection 

with the world: through viewing it or having views of it. Our condition has become 

one in which our natural mode of perception is to view, feeling unseen. We do not 

so much look at the world as look out at it, from behind the self (Cavell, 1979, p. 

102). 

Neil Jones. 

Today, my adventures took me through the coulees and rolling hills of the prairies to a 

location that overlooked Rock Creek, just south of Grasslands National Park on Anderson’s 

Ranch. There I would meet Neil Jones, a well-known professional artist from Rockglen, 

Saskatchewan. The week before, when I asked Neil if I could interview him for this study, he 

happily agreed. We originally arranged to meet at his 

studio, but he had a better idea. He invited me to join 

him out, on location in the field for the day, to paint 

‘en plein air’6. This spot he suggested, was where he 

had previously been and “done color studies of it” to 

inform his art (see Figure 18). I jumped at the chance 

to experience an artist’s field day in the prairies. 

 

6 ‘En plein air’, is a French phrase that means ‘outdoors’ and refers to an artistic practice of painting outdoors in the 
natural light. Impressionist artists, such as Claude Monet, popularized this practice as a way more accurately 
(re)create colors, tones and light in their art. 

 
Figure 18. Spring in the Muddy. N. Jones, n.d. 
[Original oil on canvas]. From my private 
collection.  
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Neil’s artist career spanned over 50 years, with his art being shown in numerous 

galleries across Canada and into the United States. The success of his shows kept him on the 

road a lot over those years, and with the more recent trips between “different galleries in Alberta, 

B.C., Wyoming.” But, when his wife became ill, three years ago, he gave that all up and returned 

to Rockglen. He loved his wife. He loved the prairie grasslands. This was an easy decision for 

him to make, to return home. As I crested the last knoll and turned onto the dirt path that led me 

to where we agreed to meet, I looked across the horizon. I too felt at home in this prairie 

landscape.    

Neil was an early riser and had planned to be out in the field for sunrise, so we agreed to 

meet on site then. In preparation, he recommended that I bring whatever art supplies I wanted to 

use. I had never been on an artist field day before, so I reasoned what supplies to bring based on 

the weather. From past experience of being out on the open prairie, I knew that the wind would 

make its presence known. I packed a broad selection of my artist-quality-colored pencils, 

technical pens and sketchbooks.  

I consider myself more of a collector of art supplies and ambition, than a trained artist. I 

greatly admire those who do practice art. Could I discipline myself enough to do the same?  

One only has to glance at the thousands of photos saved in my phone or computer to 

realize that I rarely shut off from viewing the world through an artistic lens. If only I had 

the time – let me correct myself – if only I made art-making my priority.  
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When I arrived, he was already setup. Three easels created a semi-circle around Neil, 

and on each were a small canvas. He was peering out over easels as if he was looking through 

binoculars at an exciting event. In the distance was a 

buffalo. All the while, he held an oil painting palette 

in one hand and a brush in the other. I immediately 

wondered if one of those easels was for me and if we 

were expecting someone else. He heard my arrival 

and turned with a welcoming wave for me to join 

him. My pulse quickened from a nervous awareness 

that I was about to learn how to create art from one 

of Canada’s great prairie artists.   

After a brief introduction, Neil asked if I’d brought my supplies and suggested that I find 

a place close by to set up my easels. I sheepishly admitted that I didn’t have an easel but had 

brought a chair and some colored pencils. He chuckled at my inexperience, before he returned 

his attention to the canvas. I plunked myself down far enough away to give him space, and yet 

near enough for us to converse. I confessed, “I’m not much of an artist, but I like to dabble in 

multi-media.” He responded, “That’s fine”, then shared that he typically “used oil on canvas.”  

In the foreground, I saw the creek meandering through the landscape, and in the distance 

the rolling hills of the valley. At this early hour before the sun broke over the horizon, the light 

was spectacular – hues of pastel pinks, purples and blues blanketed the landscape. The fog was 

lifting off the creek bed with the help of a gentle breeze. 

I asked him if he always brought three easels, to which he replied, “I’m more of an 

impressionist painter. I don’t do high realism.” Most of the aspects that he portrays in his art “are 

 

 
Figure 19. Studio photo of N. Jones' buffalo 
original oil painting. 
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from live studies, especially for the landscape.” And he said, “I use photos for the animals and 

people.”  He explained how more than one easel allowed him to study different colour palettes 

and techniques at the same time. He added, “the colours are just what I’ve developed in my style 

of painting. Because I’ve done a lot of painting on location, that’s the colour I see when I’m on 

location.” He was interested in how light and time affects the changing qualities of the 

landscape. Therefore, by painting multiple canvasses of the same scene, he can change the 

pigments of paint (blends) and the quality (thicknesses) and quantity (lengths) of brush strokes to 

best capture what he saw (see Figure 20). “When 

painting, you have to focus on it so much, it just 

draws you in”, Neil voiced in a hush tone which 

inherently drew in my attention. He continued, “so 

you get a feeling of what that land is and all the 

history that has gone on with it. It’s a really 

interesting experience to be painting on location.”  

I marvelled at how Neil transforms the stories of the prairies from his heart through his 

hands. I’m not quite sure how, but I wonder; do his eyes see enough to inform, then let his 

imagination take over to decide what to paint?  

He asked if I’d be interested in taking over one of his easels to try some of his techniques 

– color blending to start, then advancing to the transfer of my observations to the canvas. I 

eagerly took this opportunity and moved over in front of one of his easels which already had one 

of his small studies started. He explained that prior to my arrival he had washed the canvas with 

an off-white paint, and now it was up to me. I wondered out loud, what did he do with all of 

these studies? Besides creating his personalized color pallete, was there something more that he 

 
Figure 20. Close up of Spring in the Muddy. N. 
Jones, n.d. 
[Original oil on canvas]. 
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used them for? He answered, “It’s just done on location, so I get an idea – so I can get the 

colour locked in my mind for when I get back to the studio” (see Figure 21 for an example of 

field study being used to inform finished studio piece).  

He noticed that I was a bit slow to put my brush to the 

canvas. He advised me to relax, then, suggested that I use shorter, 

thick strokes to begin. I applied the colors side-by-side trying my 

best to mimic his technique. He instructed that this would help create 

more contrast, which I learned later when looking at one of his 

finished art pieces, with a way to better capture the light and 

movement of the grass – the essence of the place.  

From his simple instructions, I developed hope that I could capture what I saw in front of 

me – what I felt in front of me. I began to almost sense the paint moving in the wind. We painted 

quietly for some time before I broke the silence with another question. I asked, “What draws you 

to this landscape”? Neil’s mind seemed to be drifting as he replied, “I’m not sure. It’s just a 

magic that draws you in. Unless you’re … I don’t know if you can be that connected to it unless 

you’ve ranched, or you are there all the time.” I followed with another question about how he 

decides what to paint. This drew a smirk on his face, as his more wittily replied, “I don’t know. It 

just pops into your head…I see something, and it sparks how to make a painting out of 

something.”  

As we painted, I notice a book beside him folded open to an image of a person. I ask him 

who it was. He shared, “I’ve always been fascinated by Sitting Bull and the history here. He 

lived in Wood Mountain”, then added, “that’s always been a high interest of mine, the history of 

the First Nations people of Saskatchewan. I’m always thinking about them.” The information he 

 
Figure 21. Field study 
painting used to inform a 
finished art piece. N. Jones. 
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gathered through his landscape studies provided the backdrop to the portraits that he painted. 

He carried on and recited a Sitting Bull story about how Sitting Bull was chased up into this area 

from the United States through Rock Creek. It became evident that the landscapes that Neil 

painted were much more than a beautiful blend of colors and the essence of the scenery. He was 

the storyteller of the ancestors and the land.   

I didn’t come from a family of seasoned, oral or written storytellers per se. We were a 

family whose stories were shared in curated decks of slides and albums of photos. In the 

quiet of the winter months, we would often huddle together to reminisce, laugh and find 

comfort from the memories.    

I glanced over Neil’s shoulder to see what he is painting and compare how I was doing! 

His study moved as if it was living. I felt as if I could walk onto his canvas as easily as I could 

the grassland in front of me. Clearly his years of practice have paid off. There was something 

almost theatrical about his skies, which was quite different than what I saw that morning though.  

I ask him about them. He shrugged and said, “Oh, the skies . . . I just like to paint them that way. 

They may not be that way, but I like to paint them that way.”  

Of course, artists have a free licence to paint from their imaginations. I guess I’ve lived in 

the artistic realm of accuracy for too long, producing to-scale architectural drawings and 

botanic field-note sketches for others to build or key from. I somewhat forgot what it is 

like to create art from a lavish imagination. What a freeing experience this became. 

The sun was fully up into the sky before I noticed how much time had passed. I had one 

final inquiry to ask before we needed to pack up and head back to his studio for lunch. I asked 

him why making his art mattered. He replied, “It matters to me because I love it. But it doesn’t 

matter if anybody else likes it. I’m just recording it, I think. It’s just for my own sake, I’m not 

doing it for anybody else.” His humility caught me somewhat off guard, after experiencing his 
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confidence and skill made evident through both his art and his story-telling. Neil then 

acknowledged that, “People who have bought my art – a lot of stuff here – they know and 

recognize that spot. It’s part of their life.” He went to add, “I’ve had different galleries in 

Alberta, BC, Wyoming and people buy it regardless of if they are from where the painting comes 

from.” He continued and said there are also, “people who could care less about it – they don’t 

care about the Grasslands . . . they don’t even understand it. But people who do – really attach 

themselves to the paintings.”  

We added some final touches of paint to our canvases, the imaginative kind, then packed 

up our supplies. The oil on the canvases was wet to the touch. Neil suggested that they would 

take about four days to dry before they could be handled to frame. We left them on the easels and 

laid them side-by-each in his truck. I trusted he was a smooth driver on these gravel roads.  

The art on Neil’s studio walls were arranged in such a way that when I stood in the 

middle of the room, I felt as if I was standing on top of a 

butte with a 360° view of the prairies (see Figure 22). It 

was a remarkably surreal experience to have inside an 

artist’s studio. One could more readily see that his art 

influences were that of “the old masters”, as he called 

them. His list included these three significant American 

artists: (Frederic) Remington, a late 1800s American 

painter/illustrator who produced art of the American Old West; Charlie (Marion) Russell, 

another painter and bronze sculptor whose art depicted landscapes and cowboys in action; and 

Carl Rungius, a realism artist who perfected wildlife art. Each one inspired Neil’s artistic style. 

 
Figure 22. Untitled painting of the grassland 
buttes. N. Jones, n.d. 
[Oil paint on canvas]. 
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It then dawned on me that all the images were of the spring, summer or fall. “Oh yeah, 

I don’t usually go out [to the field] in the winter. It’s too cold”, he nonchalantly confessed.  

Prairie artists are human-shaped Richardson ground squirrels. They pop up in the spring, 

scurry around in the sun collecting material for their art all summer long. Come fall, they 

hustle to hibernate as the temperatures drop well below freezing, ice forms on the creeks 

and shrubs are stripped bare. When winter arrives, they are tucked indoors where is it 

warm and cozy to paint, socialize and sleep. In many ways, this all made sense. 

I saw the musical band. It was not a live-performing 

band in that moment; but all the instruments, speakers, 

microphones, and sheet-music stands, that one would need 

should there be a band (see Figure 23). I joked with Neil, 

that his bandmates gave up waiting for him and could be 

found enjoying a pint down at the Legion. We laughed. 

Then he confessed his love for rockabilly, country-style music and performing for the locals 

during the long months of winter. With that he picked up a bass guitar, and before my eyes, Neil, 

the musician stepped out from behind the artistic scene.  

If there is one thing that artists and viewing audiences could learn from Neil’s art, it 

would be to stay humble in your roots. Through his extensive collection of art that 

anchors deep into the culture and natural essence of the prairie 

landscape you can see his. Although he brings forth stories 

from the past, his prairie palette is very much planted in that of 

today. It is through his use of this palette, his impressionist 

techniques and warm spirit of his art that made it near 

impossible to escape the beauty of the prairies. 

  
 

Figure 24. Neil Jones in his studio. 

 
Figure 23. Neil Jones’ music studio. 
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Day Four – A Felt Sense of the Prairies  

If you’re not from the prairie, you can’t know my soul,  

You don’t know our blizzards; you’ve not fought our cold. 

You can’t know my mind, nor ever my heart,  

Unless deep within you, there’s somehow a part . . .  

Part of these things that I’ve said that I know,  

The wind, sky and earth, the storms and the snow. 

Best say you have – and then we’ll be one,  

For we will have shared that same blazing sun. 

(Bouchard, 1993, p. 28).  

Tracey Kuffner. 

It was mid-morning when I arrived at Tracey’s farm located near the town of Duchess, 

Alberta. Tracey waved an invitation to join her by the barn. She had just finished up with chores 

and was about to let her flock of sheep out into the pasture. “Come watch”, she called out. With a 

spring in my step, I darted over to meet her and the 

sheep as they hustled by like kids let out for recess (see 

Figure 25).  

Tracey grew up in Maple Creek, Saskatchewan 

and from an early age knew she wanted to raise her 

own kids on a farm. That’s not to say she only knew 

farm life on the prairies. The gap between high school 

graduation and starting a family, was full of adventures – travel to Australia as an international 

farm exchange student, work in “the big city for some time” and study in floristry/horticulture 

 
 Figure 25. Sheep trotting out to pasture. 
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production at Olds College. Opportunities for Tracey were of plenty, and yet the only place she 

desired to be was on a prairie farm. 

 “I honestly feel that if you weren’t born on the prairies, you don’t love it. Because, I 

think, when you grow up somewhere, you don’t even realize it’s in you”, she philosophized. I 

probed, “How do the prairies show up inside of you?” After prolonged thought Tracey replied, 

“When we go to the mountains – and I love the mountains – as soon as we get out, I get this 

‘ahhh.’” She let out audible, meditative breath, then articulated, “I can see everything. The walls 

are down. When we are in the mountains, I don’t realize the walls are there. Then, ‘phew, here I 

am’, everything is wide open again.” Tracey added, “Suddenly I feel safer. I feel freer. I feel like 

I can breathe better. I just feel like there is more air, and . . ..” She straightened her posture, and 

dynamically performed, “I can see everything - 360°around me.” Her hands then started to 

imitate rolling hills, as she continued, “Without the prairies, you wouldn’t see the beauty of the 

foothills, and without the foothills, the beauty of the mountains. This lead-up into each other 

makes you notice the changes in each”.  

Tracey’s list of her attachment to the prairies sounded like an echo of mine, and yet what 

a novel observation she shared - how each landform, the prairies, foothills and mountains 

present each other and our anticipation of this change. Her description reminded me of a 

similar experience that I enjoy – that moment when I crack the ‘liminal edge’ of the 

prairie grasslands (top land), to see the 

buttes (foreground) and the yonder 

prairie landscape that goes forever on 

(see Figure 26). What a significant 

moment to experience, visually and 

emotionally.   
 Figure 26. View over the buttes into the prairie flats. 
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My thoughts wandered over the introduction of Tracey’s next story. My attention 

caught up to hear her say, “Whenever we saw sheep, I used to say to my kids, ‘You know what, 

with a little flock of sheep, we can build a house, called a yurt; we can have blankets, rugs, 

artwork, pillows, clothing’”, she shared. Amazement built in her voice as she listed, “We can eat 

them, drink their milk – we could survive! That is the whole picture of why I love sheep so 

much.” This was another interesting thought – the sustainability of sheep. This time I stayed 

present, with anticipation that Tracey would layer another deep thought. She leaned in closer to 

me and whispered, “Then I would say [to the kids], ‘Can’t do that with a cat now can you?’. And 

I still say those things in the schools. I just think sheep are a marvel animal”, she remarked. We 

roared into laughter about the shock that likely appeared on those kids’ faces and the upheaval 

that ensued. Tracey was correct about this; sheep are marvelous, resilient animals that deserve to 

be honoured.  

 Among all the roles Tracey held as a significant part of their family farm – shepherd, 

mother, partner – she made sure to incorporate ‘a practicing artist’ to that list. Tracey spun her 

love for sheep into a career in which she transitioned her artist-self into a multifaceted adventure. 

Subcategories of being a fibre artist for Tracey 

included becoming a wool processor, felt maker, 

author and educator. Her art linked all her 

passions into one. When I asked where her fibre 

art journey began, she humbly said, “Perhaps 

from my first two books”, which were separate 

stories about her son and daughter. “I tried to 

recreate the farm and surroundings, where we 

 
Figure 27. Untitled. Original wool art of a farm boy’s 
chores. T. Kuffner, n.d. 
[Felted Wool]. 
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live”, she explained, through wool art pieces she created (see Figure 27). It was from here that 

she evolved her art practice.  

With the sheep safely out to pasture, we closed the barn doors, then went for a tour of 

Tracey’s studio. It was in a separate building within close proximity to their farmhouse, which 

she confessed, “made her work commute in the winter months manageable”. We laughed! I had 

no idea how felted wool art was made, so she started our tour at a large format felt-steam press. 

On it was a freshly pressed brown wool mat. 

Tracey demonstrated how to ‘needle-punch’ a 

web of white silk (see Figure 28) and dyed wool 

onto the felt mat and provided detailed accounts 

of her process. Teacher-Tracey must have 

sensed that I was an action-oriented learner and 

handed me the needle to practice this new-to-me 

art technique.  

The wool fibre was a warm, approachable material to use in art. Its soft, lanolin to-touch 

texture was a stark contrast to the drying effects of earthen clay used in pottery art. Its  

barnyard smell, of which I loved because it held some of my own childhood memories, was  

much less toxic than fumes that fill the air when painting with oils, soldering metals or 

blowing glass. And perhaps the most unassuming quality of using wood in art was its 

malleable composition that would forgive mistakes. It didn’t take me long to figure out 

that a fine layer of a similar background wool, could quickly erase an error. My 

appreciation for wool fibre art grew ten-fold.  

The base wool Tracey used in much of her art was a blend of “extremely beautiful wools 

sheared from the different varieties of sheep” in their flock (see Figure 29). In one corner of her 

 
Figure 28. Tracey demonstrating felting process. 
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studio were bags of this wool. I asked, “What will you do with all of that?” “Oh, that has yet to 

be processed”, she replied. Tracey broke out the steps required to process 

raw wool, which hovered as ‘slightly too my information’ over my head. 

It needed to be scoured (cleaned), dyed if desired, then carded or worsted 

(fluffing the fleeced wool into separated fibres). Wow, I thought, now 

that’s where one’s labor of love might have to kick in. She suggested 

that most of this particular wool would be dyed for her projects. This 

would tack on a few extra days to chemically create a natural dye 

formula that she could replicate on the various batches of wool.  Each 

batch might need the dye cast to be tweaked, as the properties of the 

wool varied. To dye wool might not be an exact science, I supposed, 

then suggested to Tracey that she may want to add ‘expert chemist’ to 

her portfolio. Our laughter carried us into her make-shift gallery and in-progress project room.  

 “I’ve always been drawn to color. When I first started, everything was super, super 

colorful”, she admitted as we entered. “Wow!” I gasped 

when I saw the four walls splashed with the evidence of 

just that. She was serious about color. In the middle of the 

far wall was an exceptionally bright art piece. It was a 

stunning picture of a small prairie plant set on a pumpkin 

orange background, approximately 1.2m x 1.5m in size. 

A single flower was magnified in the upper left corner, 

which resembled a delicate, pinkish-white, daisy-like 

form (see Figure 30).  “You know, the background colors 

 

 
Figure 29. Two samples 
of unprocessed sheep 
wool. 

 
Figure 30. Untitled. Original prairie flower 
art. T. Kuffner, 1997. 
[Felted wool]. 
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are bright for a reason”, Tracey remarked. I cast a look of curiosity that indicated for her to 

continue. She had used this art piece in one of her books,  “geared for Kindergarten to Grade 5.” 

She explained, “For those younger grades, I wanted them to be attracted to the colors, as well as 

the realistic pictures in it. It was a deliberate thought.” 

Tracey’s intentional consideration of her art audience caught me off guard. Was this 

something that many artists do – include their audience in their art-making practice? If 

so, what intentions might another artist have to do so? I had never thought about this 

factor when creating my art, perhaps because I consider myself a dabble-artist and have 

not publicly displayed art. And yet, if I was creating a series of art pieces, I could imagine 

the value to consider the audience into the process, for example, to build a story line in 

the series. This was an insightful lesson. 

My attention returned to the room as Tracey commented, “I look at prairie art and these 

colors – that is so prairie.” She verbalized an example of this, saying “pure green grassy knolls 

that stand out like they are emeralds against the start grassland prairies, a dull green grass”. As 

the well-heeled prairie people that we both identify as, this description articulated a common 

sight-experience. It wasn’t just the greens that stood out, so did the vibrant colors of “the 

candytuft, gaillardia, pincushions, and you’ve got the prickly pear cactus, wild begonia . . . all 

beautiful in their own rights”, she surmised. “I feel that when you come out onto the prairies, 

there is way more color, because it’s not hidden from view. They become focal points”, Tracey 

said, then let her voice trail off to chase another thought. “I’ve never really thought about it 

before, but now that I’m talking, that is what it is. These things just jump out at you and become 

the focal points, because everything is so flat”, she deduced, then quickly added, “or you’re in 

the grasslands, and what pops out is the liatris, that are just . . .” (see Figure 31). Tracey hand-
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gestured an explosion and exclaimed, “everywhere! The flowers take over the grasses.” We 

both agreed that the prairies really did have a color palette that is uniquely their own.  

Our discussion about the prairie colors, made 

me look at my collection of watercolor paints 

differently. It’s somewhat true, the colors 

that I’ve gathered over the years are not the 

bright, vibrant ones that I see when I visit 

galleries in Victoria, Montreal or Lunenburg. 

They are very much colors found on the 

Prairies. Granted I have some paints that 

might fall outside this scope. They are easy to find, for they have become hard and crusty 

from neglect. I wonder what a piece of art would look like if I only used those crusty 

paints? More so, I wonder how I’ll feel in the process. I shall try.  

Tracey raced through more examples of wonders that captured her attention on the 

prairies. From the “contrasting canola yellow fields against the blue depths of the sky”, to the 

“Alberta marshmallows” (large plastic wrapped round bales) left in the fields. Clearly, to me, 

Tracey was inspired by life on the prairies. She paused, then proposed, “Imagine if you were to 

go back and paint that. It would be interesting to see what every painter would see – what would 

stand out in their mind.” Upon saying this, Tracey reflected, “If I want to create something, I 

don’t take pictures. I like to look out and just soak in the landscape, whatever it is that I’m 

looking at. And then I go back and paint or felt my perspective of it.” She continued, “It is really 

interesting to see the finished picture, then go back to where I took it in my mind. They look 

totally different.”  

I marveled at Tracey’s process of how she recreated mental snapshots of the landscape 

into her art. Was this a testament to her long-time practice and confidence to create? I 

 

 
Figure 31. The Prairie palette. 
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wonder, because taking photos are my crutch to get the form, scale, perspective and 

colors just right. Though I have yet to be able to recreate on paper the perfection of what I 

capture in a photo. I think I need to resist that impulse of perfection and just ‘do’. To move 

pass the ‘fine line of fear’ as an artist is a talented gift indeed.  

By the end of the interview, we were both reinvigorated to get back into our studios. As I 

packed up, I professed, “We really do live in a beautiful part of the world – the prairies”. Tracey 

added, “They are not just pretty, they are life sustaining.”  

My trip home was a full rumination of what Tracey shared with me. Conservation of the 

prairies is far more reaching than stewardship of the land, it 

is to stay mindful of the many sustainable ways in which we 

support each other – plants, animals and people. I was left to 

imagine this in the way the prairie landform supports the 

foothills, which supports the mountains and in reverse. It is 

in the transition that highlights the wonder of each. Also, the 

unexpected distractions, comic relief, and color bursts do not 

go unnoticed by Tracey. To see the world through her 

imagination inspired me to look at not only what is perhaps 

‘right’ for the prairies, but to accept what’s there is all a part 

of the prairie landscape today. I appreciated how Tracey made me think more about 

appreciating the scenery of our present and not only the past. These scenes are all part of 

the transition of life on the 

prairie landscape. Which 

leaves me to wonder where 

will go from here?   

  

 
Figure 32. The vanishing string of transmission. 

 
Figure 33. Tracey 
Kuffner in her wool 
studio. 
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Day Five – Beyond Tomorrow 

The prairie opens us to the immensities of space 

and time. Like few other places on Earth, it 

reminds us that life operates within broad 

horizons, with sight lines that extend from the 

past through the present and into the future. 

(Savage, 2004, p. 260).  

Rhonda Deaville. 

The clock read 6:11 a.m. “It is 23°C and today’s high is predicted to hit 37°C”, 

announced the radio station forecaster. This was the push I needed to sacrifice my sleep and get 

out the door. By noon it would likely break into the 30s and I’d be seeking aestivation in the 

luxury of an air-conditioned building. “It’s going to be another warm one”, I said to my dog who 

had already ran to her leash with anticipation for her morning walk to her favorite swimming 

spot in the Bow River. How could I resist this contagious excitement? I laughed at her silly 

wiggles and quickly gathered my things.  

We crested the edge of the escarpment; everything 

below seemed to have changed overnight. Gophers scurried 

at the sight of a hawk while bees swarmed open wild roses in 

bloom (see Figure 35). Activity was everywhere and at every 

scale.  

What a magical talent the prairies have when it comes illusion. I often refer to this ability 

as a ‘presentation of complexity through simplicity’. Today’s showstopper was an Alberta 

Wild Rose. The touchable tenderness of its petals diverted my attention from its prairie 

 
Figure 35. Alberta Wild Rose blossoms. 

 
Figure 34. My morning shadow across the field. 
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winter robustness. Its honey-like perfume announced thoughtfulness with the help of a 

subtle breeze that makes its presence known. And its sweetness-to-the-eye color radiated 

love from the prairies to me, a passerby.   

It was hard to believe that only two weeks ago the park still looked asleep in the ‘slow to 

heat’ soil. This had been an unseasonably cooler spring, of which many conversations swirled 

louder about climate change. One the ground, the evidence spoke for itself. How were the 

Saskatoon blooms to reach fruiting stage before the heat of the summer settled in to dry them on 

their stems? Where were the Wild Prairie Crocus this year? Did I miss their coming? Just then, 

my dog’s nose led us to a patch that had sprouted from a pile of dung. “Noooo…” I shouted with 

conviction. She was about to lift her leg on the only crocus in the park. I had to snap its picture 

for my annual crocus journal and . . . well . . . I leap over it for cover. With that crisis adverted, 

now spring could give way to the savoury days of summer. 

As much as I love the transition of seasons, this one felt too rushed. Perhaps because my 

time was trapped in a turmoil of trading priorities at a pace on par with swapping hockey cards in 

my junior high years. Today’s priority was to seriously consider an artist residency opportunity 

that came in the trade when I quit my job. It was a fully funded, two-month Artist-in-Residency 

at Grasslands National Park in Saskatchewan between September – November of next year. A 

close friend brought it to my attention, which at first, I tried to graciously decline. I left our visit 

with the applications folded in my hand – ‘for consideration’. 

I really only practice art for myself, and don’t think of myself as an artist in the sense of 

one who produces work for show and sale. Sure, I used forms of art in my day-to-day 

working life to formulate and communicate ideas (see Figure 36). I call this ‘design-

thinking’ art. This was much different than ‘framed’ art that one day might hang on 
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gallery walls. That scared me. I’m not sure quite why. Was it that I 

feared what would happen if I succeeded? I’ll see what tomorrow brings. 

By the time we returned home from our walk, my physical 

shadow had shrunk from a looming dinosaur to a mere sliver of body – a 

hint that as fast as the sun was rising, so was the mercury. My wet’n’ 

happy dog took no time to splay out on the cool of the lawn. I 

whispered, “Time for a nap?” ‘That tomorrow’ I had promised myself 

on our walk, was today. If I was to adventure beyond what I was capable 

of, I had to attempt the proposal.  

Motivation was critical, so I ‘prettied-up’ my look, settled my 

dog on her pillow with a bone, and pulled out my bike from the garage. 

Whenever my self-esteem and rationality wheels spun off balance, the 

bike trails somehow managed to pull them back together. “Oh, the heat”, 

I sighed as I pedaled down the street. At the end of the block, I recalculated. In 14 mins, I arrived 

at my destination with a little bit of a moist glow on my skin. I locked up my bike, straightened 

my clothes, then entered the cool of the public art gallery lobby. The residency application 

papers were stuffed at the bottom of my bag, which took some time to hand iron out the crinkles, 

then went digging back in my bag for a pen. I let out a giggle. What must I have looked like to 

all the coiffed visitors that walked by? Maybe I was more like a stereotypical artist than I 

thought.  

Comparable to most project proposals from my past, I would need to clarify a main 

purpose/intention, research understanding, methods, schedules and such. “Got it, okay”, I said in 

a hushed voice to myself. Then I read, “At the end of the study period, the artists will present 

 
Figure 36. Springtime. An 
art journal entry. R. 
Deaville, 2019. 
[Watercolor].  
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their work for review by a joint Parks Canada and National Arts Council committee. This 

review was to determine which pieces would be added to a nationwide show representing life on 

the prairie grasslands”. My heart sank into the grassland rootzone – a good 3m below the surface 

(see Figure 37) – with fear and anticipation. “Finally, the 

voice of the prairies had a chance to be heard”, I 

whispered. The papers were stuffed back into my bag 

with more force than deserved. If this opportunity had 

any chance to be my reality, I had 48 hrs to make it 

happen. I bought my entrance pass and set off to find a 

potential gap in the prairie landscape story.  

If there was one thing that I carried from childhood, through my working life and into my 

hopes for the future, it would be a wonderment of the native prairies – their beauty, 

resilience and determination. This is not a view shared by many, for we have a history 

that confirms how much we cherish trees and the ocean. One only has to look at where we 

build our homes and spend our vacations to see this pattern. Or when catastrophes strike, 

the forest fires or oil spills, the world takes action. It’s rare that we look at or treat the 

prairies in a similar loving way. I don’t know if art can be the solution, and yet I believe it 

could be a strategy. I think of those who 

are keyed up and aware; art might be 

that extra push they need to act. Then 

there are those who might be strangers 

to the prairie. Perhaps art becomes a 

platform to entertain with a purpose to 

bring them into a world they might not 

 
Figure 37. Roots of the prairies. R. Deaville, 
2021.  
[Watercolor] 

 
Figure 38. Plotting Place. An art journal entry. R. Deaville, 2021. 
[Mixed media collage].  



AN AESTHETIC WAY OF KNOWING THE PRAIRIE LANDSCAPE  91 

know. I could say this is my hope for the future, and yet I’m not convinced that my hope 

is a strategy. 

I scanned the first two floors of the gallery for patterns of overarching narratives, themes 

or potential gaps in how the prairies were portrayed. Subject matters were endless, and artist took 

exciting liberties with art treatments. As I climbed the stairs to the top floor, I happened to peer 

through the rungs of the stairs. If I was a mouse standing on this step, what would I see looking 

out, down or around the landscape? What might I be observing at that scale? How would I 

navigate through this library world to get back to the safety of home? I came back into the 

presence of the library and wondered, when did we move on from our childhood storybooks that 

saw the world from the eyes of others? Instead of looking ‘at’ the prairies with human eyes, 

could I create art from the non-human perspective? 

More so, how could I exist within the essence of the 

non-humans and give life to their spirits in the form 

of art? “Excuse me ma’am, did you lose something?”, 

I heard from behind me. The security guard made her 

presence known.  “Oh no, I was just . . .”, I sputtered 

a plausible excuse in hopes to cover my field mouse 

role-play musings.   

At the entrance to the gallery, a class of energetic children had arrived for their 11 a.m. 

tour. This was the perfect sign that it was time for me to find an art supply store on my way 

home to start the proposal. Appropriately planned, the store was within walking distance from 

the gallery, so off I strolled. As Neil would remind me, art supply stores are hard on my budget. I 

had stocked up from my last visit at Grasslands with him, and yet, I’m sure I needed more. 

 
Figure 39. Winds of change. An art journal entry. 
R. Deaville, 2019. 
[Mixed media collage].  
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“Ding-ding” the door chimes rang in my arrival. “Hello, what are you looking for today?” the 

store assistant asked. Well, I couldn’t lie. “I have a new project that I’m about to start and I’m 

looking for a new brush . . . and maybe some paper”, I replied. This is going to get interesting 

fast, I thought to myself. Could I have been more ambiguous? She peppered me with questions 

trying to narrow my search.   

A few years back, okay, twenty-some at least, I took a 

paper making course with the intention to use the 

paper for birthday cards that year. The supply list 

stated to bring pressed flowers or other colorful bits to 

add to the paper pulp. I showed up with a box of wheat 

and cattails. I wanted to test if our ‘ordinary’ plants 

could replace imported wood pulp. It was magic.  

Last week, when I opened the box of extra pieces to 

use in my art-journaling project, to my delight, 

glorious textures, colors and smells emerged. The 

wheaten paper (see Figure 40) with its golden flecks still glistened in the sunlight. It held 

its sweet, slightly dusty smell of harvest too. A favorite was the webbed paper of the long, 

almost-black fibres of the cattails. I called it my prairie lace because of its fragile, tactile 

appearance, and yet resilience to be pulled apart. Both were treasures to find.   

I left the art supply store with more than a brush and paper. Perhaps I made my first 

mistake when I said, “I have some paper that I made from wheat, and I wonder, do you think I 

could make art using only materials from the prairies?” I came close. They had a line of 

watercolor paints that were made by a small Saskatchewan company. The paint was made from 

earthen and plant pigments gathered from around the prairie landscape. There was my palette – 

check! Then there was a wheat starch that would cover my need for glue for any collages and 

 
Figure 40. Prairie flax. An original 
print. R. Deaville, 2021. 
[Ink on wheat paper].  
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yes, a buffalo-hair brush just for fun. The walnut ink for any calligraphy bits that I might add 

fell in line with the intention. Black walnut trees do grow on the prairies, but likely this ink was 

not specifically from them. The back-up paper was the only item that didn’t make the list, but 

until I can find hemp paper, it would have to do.  

Weighed down with supplies, ideas and motivation, my bike ride home felt as if I had 

wings. All the while I kept thinking, where might this journey go? I was a teacher at heart, which 

was a persona which at times was hard to let go – to break from a role based on what I know, to a 

role that explored what to learn. I spent the next two days preparing my proposal, going through 

the angst of perfection and good enough. It felt amazing to pull it all together, to explore new 

possibilities beyond just a ‘bounce 

back’ to where I was. Perhaps 

Heidegger (1919-20/2013) said it best 

when he wrote, “I live in context of 

meaningfulness, which is produced as 

such in and through my experiencing, 

insofar as I am just swimming here and 

there in this direction of expectation” 

(p, 92).  

I hit ‘SEND’.  

What I’m starting to understand in my role as a conservation educator and 

communicator, is that I perhaps when words and language fail me, I should turn to art. 

Art gives me a chance to let the emotions appear, be felt, then processed off stage. As my 

confidence grew with each piece –with acceptance of what showed up on paper 

 
Figure 41. Optimism. An art journal entry. R. Deaville, 2020. 
[Mixed media collage].  
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emotionally and technically – so too did my clarity of where I might be better suited to 

make a difference. I can see myself producing more art, and teaching about conservation 

of the prairies through my artwork.  

  

 
Figure 42. Rhonda on the prairies, October 
2019. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

In doing research we question the world's very secrets and intimacies which are 

constitutive of the world, and which bring the world as world into being for us and in us. 

Then research is a caring act: we want to know that which is most essential to being. To 

care is to serve and to share our being with the one we love. We desire to truly know our 

loved one's very nature. And if our love is strong enough, we not only will learn much 

about life, we also will come face to face with its mystery (van Manen, 2007, p. 5-6)  

My initial quest with this environmental education and communication research started 

with a broad wondering of how to reach adults beyond academic walls and teach about how to 

conserve the native prairie grasslands. Many attempts were made to select a thesis topic in which 

a mixed method – quantitative and qualitative approach would be used. These all would have 

been sufficient, and yet, I could not make them relevant to who I was as a researcher. 

Too many times, I witnessed myself tune in and out of a guided interpretative park tours, 

because the distraction to let my eyes and mind wander has a much strong magnetic pull. It’s not 

the facts that I leave with, or the illustrative pamphlet made for marketing purposes -- that’s so 

lifeless. I leave with how I sense the land. And then, when I see that same landscape in pictures, 

hanging in a gallery, or decorating my walls, I’m taken back onto that land. The facts sometimes 

follow later. It leaves me to believe that when language fails, we can turn to art. We have no 

defence against art because it can make us feel as if we are standing on the land.   

So how do turn this into a research project? It might have made sense to interview how 

people perceived landscape art, and yet I decided to start at the beginning – where the reality of 

life is transposed into art and by whom the art was created by. Framed around Richardson’s five 

criteria of CAP, 1) substantive contribution; 2) aesthetic merit; 3) reflexivity; 4) impact; and 5) 
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expression of reality (2000, p. 937), including my own, I decided to present their words, art 

and my ethnographer’s voice into creative stories that were set as if I was alongside them in their 

everyday world. This was intentional in part because from the time we met to the time we parted 

ways; I believe we all were inspired by what was uncovered. There were many moments of 

contemplation and ‘I never really thought of that’ comments that led to me wondering if I was 

asking the right questions. When they spoke of their art and art-making process their responses 

rolled with ease. I also set my own auto-ethnographic portion into a similar creative story, with 

my journaling voice added for greater context and personal insight. Perhaps the most challenging 

question asked, of us all, was “Why does this all matter?”, in which it took me time to reframe it 

to ask, “Does this all matter?” instead. We prairie artists all love the prairies, and yet, struggle to 

articulate the ‘why’.  

I was left wondering if the artists saw themselves as able to contribute to research or 

teaching that may enhance conservation education, as I believed they would, and should. This 

was a big leap to connect art and conservation in this capacity. In part because there is not 

enough literature related to this notion or depth or time for this study, to claim that this research 

might fill a gap. And yet, my hope it that it will point other educators towards seeing the stories 

of artists and their artwork as necessary for both the art and science communities. I say this, 

because I found it interesting that none of the artists specifically used the term ‘conservation’ 

when they spoke of the prairie landscape. They inferred an importance to protect it for various 

reasons and believed that their art could be part of telling a story of the prairies through their 

eyes. However, they did not latch onto my notion that they could also contribute to potential 

research and/or teaching about the prairies.  



AN AESTHETIC WAY OF KNOWING THE PRAIRIE LANDSCAPE  97 

This also left me wondering how relevant the term ‘conservation’ is to current day 

environmental education about the native prairie landscape? Have we surpassed ‘conservation’ 

in that there is so little left of our ‘old growth’ grasslands, that we really need to be framing any 

conservation efforts as ‘regenerative’ efforts? The idea to use the term regenerative is borrowed 

from du Plessis’ (2012) work related to “[t]he regenerative paradigm [that] provides an 

alternative that is explicitly designed to engage with a living world through its emphasis on a co-

creative partnership with nature based on strategies of adaption, resilience and regeneration” (p. 

7). It is a transformation of thought – a revitalization that Ann Dale (2021) recently suggested 

“recognizes the interconnectedness between human and environmental wellbeing and focuses 

equally on both” (p. 1), as well as “emphasizes the goal of creating net positive outcomes” (p. 1). 

In consideration of this movement, perhaps conservation education should be renamed 

‘regenerative education’ within the field of environmental education and communication.  

This notion, to change ‘conservation’ to ‘regeneration’ came from a time and place in this 

thesis journey, in which my life also changed from conserving what I knew to having to 

regenerate who I am. I’ve said good-bye to one of my closest friends, my dog Marcus who 

carried my spirit through very challenging times. My Dad passed, who was my lifeline to my 

farming roots in ways that I’m still learning about. I’ve been through surgery and a major 

concussion that made me realize the fragility of my own body and mind. And perhaps the most 

challenging next to come, I am in a state of regenerating my career into one that will align with 

my values and contribute to the thriving regeneration of the prairies I love and cherish.  

This is not my time to default to hope that the prairie will adapt and flourish on their own, 

without support. This is my time as Artist-Researcher-Teacher to strategically raise awareness of 

what we will lose if we don’t care for, listen to and love the native prairie grasslands. 
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Figure 43. The Prairie skies, an art journal entry. R. Deaville, 2019.  
[Photo collage].  
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