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The Voices of Nature : Performance and participatory arts approaches develop ways to ‘speak
differently’ about the challenges facing UK and global treescapes 
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 Background

Creative engagement with communities and stakeholders and creative collaborations
between scientists and artists explored themes and research emerging within MEMBRA. 
The creative processes developed followed Joanna Macy’s Work that Reconnects Spiral
re- interpreted for MEMBRA as Awe, Acknowledging the climate and ecological crises,
Fresh Perspectives, Ways Forward, Performances, and creative participatory methods in
public forums developed key themes emerging from the research to public audiences,
extending the contextual framing of the scientific research, and its capacity to affect
societal and policy change. 

Performance and creative participation can be a way of encouraging deep reflection on
how to act in a period of ecological crisis. It can also help translate scientific research to
a wider audience. A Voices of Nature perspective can guide scientific researchers and
policymakers to an approach towards nature that goes beyond reductionist perspectives
- trees as a commodity or a climate sink – to a nature-centred philosophy of care. 

Globally ecosystems are in crisis. In the UK ancient woodlands are failing to regenerate. A paradigm shift is necessary.
Shifting the status, value, cultural understanding and stewardship of trees could transform future Treescapes and
policy. We argue that this shift can in part be achieved through a legal, policy and cultural change that recognises a
Voices of Nature practice, both regionally and internationally. Voices of Nature is about speaking up with as and on
behalf of nature and biodiversity - a repositioning of humans in relation to the natural world, legally and culturally. It
embodies the idea that we are deeply inter-connected and we have human obligation to care for trees beyond their
economic value or roles as carbon stores. 

We designed a wide range of performance and creative participatory processes used with researchers in MEMBRA,
project partners and stakeholders, local communities and the wider public to build our collective capacities to speak
differently and to hear ‘The Voices of Nature’ 

Ring of Truth created a fictional scenario in 2030, in which a real 200-year-old oak tree took the
government of the day to Court, imagining a Rights of Nature Act in English Law. MEMBRA
scientists acted as ‘expert witnesses’ showing the damage to trees from increased
atmospheric CO2. The public at the Timber Festival acted as audience and jury and the legal
argument (developed by Barrister Paul Powlesland) was based on the tree’s rights to ‘exist,
thrive and to perform and receive essential functions within their ecosystems.’ (Created and
directed by Neal)

Pause to Survive was a verbatim theatre piece weaving together words from indigenous forest
guardians spoken at the UNFCCC Bonn 2024 climate talks, articulating the impacts of climate
breakdown on forests with spoken texts about forest decline from research findings by
MEMBRA ecologists (performed at MEMBRA conference and Policy decisions workshop
Created and performed by Ben-Tovim, Castle, Culhane, Neal). 

“A talent for speaking differently, rather than for arguing well, is the chief instrument of cultural change.” Prof R.Rorty



Practice

Implications & Recommendations

Performance can be a catalyst for deeper reflection on how to act personally and collectively at a time of climate
and nature breakdown and was performed within a policy context.  

Opportunities to engage with the emotional impact of loss caused by climate change and biodiversity crisis need
to be created otherwise mistakes in policy and its delivery are likely to be repeated.

Decisions about UK treescapes are driven by a perspective that imagines every being and everyone is a
stakeholder in a liveable future. The understanding that trees and nature should have a voice shifts human
perspective on how to advocate for and act practically on behalf of them. 

The UK woodland sector should explore governance and rights of nature perspectives honouring forms of value
and knowledge that go beyond the limitations of science and commodification and align with multiple ways trees
and forest eco systems are experienced by humans and other species 

Engaged arts practitioners should be embedded in environmental research and invited into policy framing
processes as the means to imagine, galvanise, catalyst and speak to a public narrative. 
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Cycles : Over a year on what’s app 50 people shared words and images in
response to invitations and tasks set by an interdisciplinary team from
MEMBRA. Tasks included observing nature closely and integrating framings,
questions and observations emerging from the MEMBRA research
(Conceived by Ben-Tovim). 

Tree Nursery workshops: Artists led creative seasonal workshops with local
community groups in Birmingham to share stories of human/tree
relationships, drawing on and including MEMBRA science and scientists.
Through planting, personal story sharing, hands-on making, reflective tasks,
time in woodlands, participants in the group evidenced depth of care for
trees and forests beyond current ways in which their value is measured. A
Walking Forest ‘creative kit’ was prepared to support onward group
reflection towards Voices of Nature practice. (Created by Castle, Neal, Ben-
Tovim, Culhane, Salter)

OakHuman Lab Coat: 20 women, spanning three generations, collaborated
to stitch leaves, twigs, human veins and the vagus nerve - a nerve
associated with stress in the human body - on a recycled lab coat. The
OakHuman Lab Coat was worn at MEMBRA performances and conferences
to open conversations about human and tree stresses, epigenetic memory
and inheritance (Conceived by Castle). 


