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ABSTRACT

This research examines if and how art making can function as a tool for resilience in response
to emotions experienced in relation to the ongoing climate crisis. While scholarship has largely
focused on audience perceptions or therapeutic settings, there remains a gap in how climate
emotions are described by those who experience them and how art making may play a role in
coping with the emotions in the context of climate crisis. To address this gap, three semi-
structured interviews were conducted with artists who work with ecologically engaged art. A
qualitative within-case analysis, followed by thematic synthesis, identified core insights:
sensory and embodied engagement might play a pivotal role reorienting stress and overwhelm,
art making allows emotional expression and shifting overwhelming emotions into tangible
actions, and has a potential to bridge and connect science, and public understanding. Findings
from the interviews suggest art making may form accessible strategies for coping with climate
emotions and building emotional resilience. Limitations of this study include a small, non-

representative sample, suggesting the need for further research across broader cultural contexts.

Key words: art making, emotional resilience theory, climate emotions, art-based approach,

creative coping strategies
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MY STORY

This thesis explores how art making can act as a form of resilience in times of crisis, particularly
in the context of emotions impacted by the ongoing climate crisis. My initial entry point into
this topic is personal and I present it here as a part of my own story. For much of my adult life,
I have moved across countries, languages, and landscapes. Each move required starting again,
rebuilding routines, finding new ways to belong, and learning how to adapt. In the midst of this
permanence of change, I have been seeking anchors that give me a way to pause and make
sense of what is unfolding within and around me. Often, it would be my community in the place
where I live. Then I discovered another anchor: the process of creativity or play, which allows
me to have something for myself, wherever I am. I view my creativity not just as self-
expression, but also as a means to navigate uncertainty without being consumed by it.
Throughout my degrees, I began to notice examples of how others use creativity in similar ways

- to mourn what was lost, to reimagine the future, and make sense of reality.

I write this thesis as a young researcher who has lived in multiple cultural and ecological
contexts. Often, I have been both an observer of these contexts and a participant simultaneously.
This mobility has shaped my appreciation for the ability to adapt while staying rooted in
meaning. My positionality is informed by both personal and collective experiences of change,
shifting political realities, cultural dislocation, and, increasingly, the growing impacts of the
climate crisis. In studying creative resilience in the context of environmental change, I position

myself as both a witness and a researcher.

Before my journey started, I was growing up in a country I felt both connected to and kept at a
distance. My relationship with home has never been simple. It is a constant negotiation between

belonging and estrangement. It is a balance between the desire for rootedness and the impulse
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to drift away. For years, I lived abroad, thinking I could outpace the shadows of politics and
environmental realities back home. I carried the quiet, naive conviction that life would be lighter

when lived far from the weight of my origins.

Yet, recently, life brought me back for a short while. I returned to the place I had learned to
view from afar. Walking through familiar streets, I was startled by how the textures - cracked
pavements and the silhouettes of panel apartment blocks - stirred something long-forgotten. I
wandered into the field behind my old secondary school, a place I had once despised, and found
myself lingering. The light fell differently now. I visited my beloved grandfather and sat next
to him on the same bench he built for me over twenty years ago, in the kitchen of the country
house that had remained untouched for decades. I watched the dust play and dance in the

sunlight. I felt, unexpectedly, that I belonged.

I picked up my camera and began photographing the landscapes I thought I had outgrown. The
grey concrete, the worn stairwells, and the stubborn weeds pushing through the asphalt.
Through the lens, I decided to see beauty in what I once called ugly. When I shared the
photographs, someone told me, “I never thought this dump could look so pretty in a picture.”
In that moment, I disagreed. I no longer saw the place as a “dump.” I realized I was visualizing
my own complicated, melancholic, and nostalgic longing, yet also accepting it. I expressed my

love and acceptance for my home by paying attention and noticing tiny details.

I see photography, or any medium and language I choose to express my feelings, as a way to
communicate with myself. It allows me to make my own statement and reflect on it without
using words. This time, it helped me process this shifting relationship with my homeland. This
process was not about idealizing it or ignoring my land’s fractures. It was about recognizing its
textures as part of my own. By capturing the cityscapes, I captured a part of myself, ingrained

with history and loss, but also with hope and resilience.



CEU eTD Collection

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Climate crisis impacts include significant influence on human emotions and mental well-being
beyond material impacts such as extreme weather conditions, biodiversity loss, and ecosystems
destruction (Brosch and Sauter 2023). The climate crisis realities lead to an increasing number
of all kinds of ecological issues, including their emotional impacts, manifesting in higher rates
of negative emotional experiences among individuals. This results in a growing academic study
on a wide range of eco-emotions which recently are significantly related to the climate crisis
and hence referred to as “climate emotions” - as a broad concept referring to affective
phenomena significantly related to the climate crisis, including eco-anxiety, eco-grief, and
solastalgia (Pihkala 2022). These emotions, triggered by witnessing ecological and climate
change impacts or anticipating future risks, are among the most urgent consequences of climate
change on mental health (Pitt et al. 2023). They are increasingly recognized as valid and natural
responses to environmental change and uncertainty. In the academic literature, however, there
remains a gap in a deeper understanding of these concepts and paths for addressing climate
emotions that bring emotional distress and worry to an increasing number of people, particularly
in the context of the escalating climate crisis and growing levels of environmental awareness

(Brosch and Sauter 2023).

There is a lack of study on measures allowing expression of climate change impacts on mental
health outside of therapeutic dimension, which calls for developing accessible practices of self-
regulation, critical thinking, and emotional resilience to avoid climate denial and avoidance of
climate-related information (Skotnitsky 2025). Further research would allow to better
understand climate emotions and effective intervention strategies, as well as increase attention
to human emotions in climate policy frameworks (Pitt et al. 2023). Given the growing

recognition of emotions as a major part of the climate crisis, understanding how individuals
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experience these emotions and developing interventions that build on the acknowledgement of

climate emotions as natural and valid responses to environmental change becomes crucial.

One potential strategy lies in art making. Research in multiple disciplines and contexts has
demonstrated promising effects of art practices on mental health and emotional well-being. For
example, art therapy, a form of psychotherapy that involves the use of visual art making widely
used in therapeutic contexts, has a positive impact on emotional well-being as it shows to reduce
anxiety and depression and other mental health challenges (Bosman et al. 2020). Additionally,
art therapy facilitates emotional processing and self-awareness of bodily and mind feelings
through non-verbal visual expression of emotions, contributing to improved psychological
well-being (Czamanski-Cohen 2023). Findings in eco-art therapy demonstrate the benefits of
engaging with art making and the environment, manifesting in emotional regulation, trauma
processing, environmental awareness, and feeling of connection (Gulbe et al. 2025). Emerging
literature addressing emotions in the context of ecological crises points at potential of
environmentally related art making to cultivate a sense of agency among artists (Minkoff 2024).
However, less is known about the role of art making as an individual practice of self-regulation
or emotional resilience tool beyond therapeutic or group settings, particularly in relation to

climate emotions.

In my research, I am interested in the role of art making as a tool forming explicit or implicit
strategies to address this gap in accessible practices for expressing and coping with emotional
responses related to environmental changes, and for building emotional resilience. Emotional
resilience is a capacity to adapt to stressors while remaining engaged in the context, and its
development is influenced by internal factors such as emotional regulation and self-awareness
and external ones such as community support and cultural context of individuals (Fletcher and
Sarkar 2013). In the context of climate crisis, it refers to the capability to acknowledge and

process climate emotions rather than repress them (Davenport 2017). To address this, I build
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on Mace and Ward's (2002) conceptualization of art making as a dynamic, interactive, and
iterative process that comes from the interplay of memory, personal prior experience, emotion,
behavioral and environmental context. Their model presents art making as an ongoing cycle of
exploration and meaning making, which position art making as the process through which
artists may externalize and process emotions. This provides a framework for exploring if artists

use their practices to engage with climate emotions.

The aim of this thesis is to understand whether and how art making forms part of implicit and
explicit individual strategies for coping with climate emotions and building emotional resilience
in the face of the systemic climate crisis. To pursue this aim, I focus on artists working with
ecologically engaged art, understood here as a practice that represents environmental issues and
seeks to reconnect humans, nonhumans, and ecological systems in relationships of
interdependence (Castro and De Marco 2025). Artists working in this field use various media
like installation, film, photography, performance, and mixed media, and their practices are
situated within a broader ecological and cultural context. Focusing on this group provides a
unique angle and allows me to examine practices and reflections of those who are already
engaged in art making and are aware of environmental issues due to the nature of their work.
Also, it provides insights into how art making naturally functions in the daily lives of
practitioners and whether it supports them in processing, expressing or transforming personal
emotions related to climate crisis. Such insights will both contribute to academic literature in
the emerging field of climate emotions and art, while also being relevant for environmental

practitioners, researchers, and students pursuing non-clinical methods of emotional resilience.

To achieve my aim, I present the overarching question of this thesis:
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What explicit and implicit strategies for coping with climate emotions emerge from
ecologically engaged artists’ reflections on their art making processes and how do these

relate to the broader societal context of the climate crisis that triggers these emotions?

This question guides my thesis by connecting the artists' reflections on their lived experiences
with theoretical understandings of emotional processing and emotional resilience. By asking
how artists' experiences of art making and climate-related emotions links to frameworks of
emotional processing and emotional resilience, the research analyses whether art making
enables key steps of emotional processing such as the externalization and expression of climate
emotions, as well as internal factors of emotional resilience such as emotional awareness and
self-regulation. Answering this question will ensure a deeper understanding of the identified
mechanisms through which art making may function as a strategy for navigating the emotional

impacts of the climate crisis.

To thoroughly answer the overarching question, I ask three sub-questions that develop a
pathway for collecting and analyzing data. They help me address artists’ emotional experiences,
the role of art making in processing climate emotions, and finally the implications of these

practices for emotional resilience in the wider context of societal crises:

1. How do ecologically engaged artists experience climate emotions and how do their art
making practices relate to the processing strategies of externalizing, expressing and
regulating these emotions?

2. How do insights from artists' practices apply to understandings of individual, non-
therapeutic strategies for addressing climate emotions and building emotional resilience
in the context of climate crisis impacts on mental health?

3. How do identified strategies through art making relate to the acknowledgement of the

climate crisis as a societal challenge, rather than solely an individual experience?



CEU eTD Collection

This thesis contributes to the emerging field of climate emotion and art making by outlining
how art practices can serve as a means of understanding, expressing, and responding to the
emotional impacts of climate change. It first conceptualizes climate emotions within existing
academic frameworks and then analyses insights from artists who work with ecologically
engaged themes. The next chapters of this thesis first conceptualize climate emotions within
existing academic frameworks and then provide insights from artists who work with
ecologically engaged art. Chapter Two provides overview of the existing literature and lays out
the conceptual and theoretical background, reviewing two frameworks of climate emotions, one
from psychology and one from environmental humanities, and strategies to address these
emotions, conceptualizing emotional resilience theory, and describing the role of art in
emotional well-being. Chapter Three outlines the research design, presenting my methodology,
with particular attention to the qualitative interview approach. Chapter Four presents the results
of three interviews with artists, offering within-case analyses of their practices. Chapter Five
engages these findings in discussion with the literature, identifying cross-cutting themes on art
making, climate emotions, and emotional resilience. Finally, Chapter Six concludes by

summarizing the main contributions.



CEU eTD Collection

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter outlines how global climate crisis significantly impacts human emotional well-
being by reviewing climate emotions frameworks, strategies to address said emotions, the
concept of emotional resilience and the role of art making. It describes key concepts and debates
over clinical versus non-clinical framings of emotions, examines how emotional resilience is
conceptualized and practiced in climate contexts, and turns to arts-based approaches and art
making. The chapter introduces emotional resilience as the capacity to adapt to changes, staying
engaged in the context and processing difficult emotions rather than repressing them,
emphasizing collective and systemic approaches grounded in justice and community support.
Art making emerges as a potential emotional resilience practice, proven to support
psychological and social well-being, thereby providing a powerful tool for processing climate

emotions and fostering connection with the environment.

2.1. Situating the Significance of Emotions in Societal Crisis

It is neither a question nor a doubt that the planet is undergoing drastic alterations due to recent
and current activities of members of one particular species populating it - humans. Human
activity has altered the planet so significantly that it is now shaping the Earth system, driving
climate disruption, ecosystem collapse, and large-scale environmental transformation. These
shifts stem from socio-economic systems, such as population growth, the nature of capitalist
consumption and market systems, and the development of technologies (Moore 2016, 5-9).
These factors have led to the ecological footprint of human activity skyrocketing at an
extraordinary speed. As a result, humans had little time to become fully aware of, and adjust to,
the scale and pace of the lifestyle impact on the environment and the extent of the shared

responsibility, bringing many people to emotional stress and challenges (Youvan 2024, 9-12).
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The impacts manifest in species loss, increasing international conflicts and tensions, and
migration crises. Future projections point at intensifying trajectory - by 2050, there will likely
be the further significant loss of biodiversity brought on by human activities, the sixth mass
extinction (Cowie et al. 2022, 643), an increase in conflicts and wars, a growing number of
population displacements, and increasing difficulties in agriculture (Li et al. 2022, 3-5). These
facts highlight the pressing reality and situate climate crisis as a broad societal challenge with

direct implications for human well-being.

Humans remain deeply dependent on ecological cycles, biodiversity, and climate systems,
which in turn are influenced by human activity. Due to this interdependency, the scale of
environmental, social, and economic disruptions today can directly affect physical existence,
but also unsettle mental and emotional well-being (Biswas and Ryan 2023, 41). Dominant
responses to climate change emphasize systemic solutions such as decarbonization, energy
transition, and international policy frameworks (IPCC 2021; 2022). While essential, these
approaches often overlook psychological and emotional dimensions, such as how individuals
process, accept, or deny the reality of climate change, and how they emotionally cope with

threatening environmental information.

However, it is crucial to look into this dimension as climate change leads to various emotional
outcomes in complex ways. For example, emotions relate closely to societal behavior.
Experiencing climate emotions can result in burnout, denial, or avoidance (Carvalho and Vilaca
2024; Alves et al. 2025), often mediated by collective psychological mechanisms such as
disavowal (Weintrobe 2012). Feelings of distress and despair might result in helplessness and
political and ecological disengagement, especially among young people (Clayton et al. 2017).
Distress caused by environmental degradation, scientific information, or media coverage may
leave people in between feelings of urgency and overwhelm (Budziszewska & Jonsson 2021).

Nonetheless, emotions might also act as a catalyst for environmental awareness and political
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engagement as a transformative experience that encourages individuals to question the status
quo and envision more sustainable lifestyles (Opstelten 2025), and may foster participation,
engagement, and activism (Paganini 2025). Research also indicates the connection between
experiencing climate emotions and pro-environmental action (Hickman et al. 2021). This
duality demonstrates the complexity of emotions and their outcomes, and suggests emotions
are powerful factors influencing mental health, social behavior, political life, forming an
important part of the societal dimension of the climate crisis. Emotional responses are central
to climate crisis in shaping how individuals and societies navigate the ongoing crisis. Studying
emotions in the context of climate crisis as a societal issue then becomes crucial as they are

widespread, politically significant and central to how humans navigate the world.

2.2. Conceptualizing Climate Emotions

Material disruptions and existential concerns increasingly manifest as forms of mental distress
among the population that require support systems (WHO 2022). An influential survey by
Hickman and colleagues (2021) focused on young participants and identified high rates of
emotional distress related to the climate crisis. Among 10,000 individuals across ten countries,
more than 59% of participants expressed strong or considerable concern about climate change,
with the majority sharing feelings of sadness, fear, helplessness, and anger, both personally and
in relation to wider problems of injustice and government inaction (Hickman et al., 2021).
Baum (2025) conducted the first global-scale survey focusing on climate emotions in adults,
involving over 30,000 participants across thirty countries. Worry about climate change was the
most often reported emotional reaction among participants, with a mean value of 3.80 on a 1-5
scale Likert-type scale. Around 80%, almost four out of five participants, reported being at least
“somewhat” worried about climate change (Baum 2025, 5). Emotions such as worry, anger,
and sadness had a positive correlation with perceptions of climate crisis, environmental identity,

and experience with natural disasters (ibid. 7). These findings suggest that emotions related to

10
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climate change are widely shared across populations, making them a collective widespread
phenomenon. This highlights the urgency to situate emotional responses within the broader
understanding of the climate crisis as a systemic and societal challenge that shapes collective

responses, governance, and possibilities for transformation.

The growing attention to the emotional dimensions of climate change in academia has led to
conceptualizations as eco- and climate emotions, which provide a framework for understanding
emotional responses to climate crisis. In this context, emotional responses to climate change
are “subjective impacts of climate change on mental health” (Doherty et al. 2022). The
increasing rates of these impacts have led scholars in psychology, environmental studies, and
education to study a wide range of eco-emotions (e.g., Budziszewska and Jonsson 2021;
Clayton 2015; Doherty and Clayton 2011; Pihkala 2018). In this body of literature, “emotions”
is a general term for various affective phenomena, including feelings, moods and affects that
are unconscious bodily feelings. This expanding literature distinguishes between the broader
concept of eco-emotions - affective responses to ecological problems, and the more specific
term climate emotions, understood as “eco-emotions which are significantly related to climate
change / the climate crisis / the climate catastrophe” (Pihkala 2022), which highlights the

particular salience of climate crisis impacts.

Climate emotions are used as a broad concept that includes a wide range of terms related to the
climate crisis, such as climate anxiety, climate grief, environmental or ecological stress, climate
trauma, climate despair, climate distress, pre-traumatic stress disorder, and many others
(Pikhala 2022). Among this range, particular attention in the academic literature has been drawn
climate anxiety, climate grief and solastalgia. Climate anxiety is “considerable distress caused
significantly by the climate crisis” (Pihkala 2020) and is linked to concern about future changes
in a rapidly destabilizing world. Climate grief is linked to mourning for environmental losses

and conceptualized as “the grief felt in relation to experienced or anticipated ecological losses,

11
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including the loss of species, ecosystems, and meaningful landscapes due to acute or chronic
environmental change” (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018, 275). This mourning is related to both tangible
losses, such as forests, coral reefs, and seasons and the loss of intangibles including feelings of
home, sense of belonging, and certainty. Solastalgia is “the pain or sickness caused by the loss
or lack of solace and the sense of isolation connected to the present state of one’s home and
territory” (Albrecht 2005, 43). It reflects the idea of the place-based existential distress felt
when one’s home environment experiences a significant transformation. In contrast to
nostalgia, experienced in relation to a separation from a loved place or home, solastalgia arises
while people are still residing in and connected to the decaying environment (Albrecht et al.
2007). Beyond conceptualizing the range of climate emotions, it is also crucial to understand

how they are framed in different studies as it directly influences on how to address them.

2.3. Climate Emotions Frameworks: Clinical and Non-Clinical

In the framing of climate emotions, there has been an evident persistent difference between
viewing these responses through a pathological lens and recognizing them as valid, even
adaptive, responses to environmental change. Research in psychology has contributed to
documentation of a range of emotional responses to climate change yet often framing them
through the lens of mental health impacts (Doherty and Clayton 2011). Climate emotions are
often described in clinical terms such as eco anxiety or eco grief, with parallels drawn to anxiety
disorders or depressive symptoms. The American Psychological Association’s report (Clayton
et al. 2017), for example, characterized distress related to climate change and ecological issues
primarily in terms of individual pathology, highlighting symptoms including anxiety, post-
traumatic stress, and depression. While this framing validated the very existence of

psychological impacts, it also positioned climate emotions within the language of individual

12
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dysfunction and responsibility as symptoms requiring management or therapy, thus

individualizing a phenomenon whose root causes are collective and systemic.

Within this perspective, interventions have been directed at helping individuals regulate or
contain emotional responses, either through institutional mental health frameworks that
emphasize individual resilience, or through collective and cultural therapy practices.
Therapeutic approaches to climate emotions within this framing include individual and group
therapies based on behavioral approaches, cognitive strategies, and emotion-focused coping
(Ibrahim 2024). Institutional frameworks in this context may place the burden on individuals to
adapt by improving their resilience or regulating their emotions, reflecting neoliberal values of
self-governance and personal accountability (Fey 2021), which may shift the emphasis away
from the societal nature of the climate crisis. However, more recent therapy frameworks within
psychology have sought to broaden the scope of response to climate-related distress beyond
these approaches. The Power Threat Meaning Framework (Johnstone and Boyle 2018) takes a
non-pathological approach, highlighting ways in which individuals and communities make
sense of climate-related trauma. The GENAIL holistic wellbeing framework emphasizes
relational dimensions of mental health, such as connections with oneself, with others, and with
the natural world. Other non-clinical methods described by Kemp and colleagues (2024)
include systemic positive psychology, eco-empathy, participatory storytelling, mindfulness,
and self-transcendent experiences. These approaches indicate a growing recognition of climate

emotions as more than individual symptoms.

In academic fields of environmental and climate humanities and social science, such emotions
are framed as legitimate responses to the worldwide threat of climate change, advocating for
political and relational interpretations (Opstelten 2025). Pikhala (2020) frames climate anxiety
as a sign of ethical and environmental awareness and ecological sensitivity. Similarly,

ecological grief has been been conceptualized as a “natural and legitimate response” to the

13
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collapse of connections with the environment (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018, 275). These
conceptualizations align with Kemp et al. (2024), who conclude that climate emotions are best
understood as natural, reasonable, and politically significant responses. In fact, anyone with
access to climate information and growing environmental awareness may be vulnerable to
experiencing climate emotions, as Pitt and colleagues (2023) highlight, even when individuals
are not directly impacted by climate change, understanding the escalating threat posed by the
ongoing worldwide climate crisis can lead to emotional discomfort. Such framing emphasizes
the societal relevance of climate emotions, representing the collective recognition of the climate
crisis rather than disregarding emotions as individual conditions or dysfunctions and points

toward the need for responses that integrate emotional, cultural, and political dimensions.

2.4. Emotional Resilience in Climate Emotions Literature

2.4.1. Conceptualizing Emotional Resilience

Recognizing climate emotions as legitimate and collective responses opens space to studying
emotional resilience as a part of a broader coping strategy for living with and addressing
emotions in the face of ongoing climate change. In ecological systems research, resilience is
the capacity of ecosystems to absorb disturbances and adapt to disruptions while preserving
their functions and identity (Holling 1973). Thanks to the malleability of the term, it is also
used in the context of conceptual framework for understanding how individuals and
communities tolerate, adapt to, and even thrive during crises in various contexts. In the field of
psychology, emotional resilience is a dynamic process involving the successful adaptation of
individuals to stressors, which is shaped by a range of protective factors, including personality,
motivation, confidence, focus, and social support that emerges through interaction between
individuals and their environment (Fletcher and Sarkar 2013). In her book “Emotional

Resiliency in the Era of Climate Change,”, Leslie Davenport (2017) conceptualizes emotional
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resilience as a human capacity that involves staying present, grounded, and engaged in the face
of difficult emotions catalyzed by climate change (Davenport 2017). According to emotional
resilience theory, developed and studied by Yoesoep Edhie Rachmad (2022), the core concept
of the theory suggests that “emotional resilience involves emotional flexibility, the ability to
bounce back from difficulties, and the utilization of effective coping strategies” (ibid., 2).
Rachmad also notes that the theory “emphasizes the importance of social support, emotional
regulation, and self-awareness in the process of building emotional resilience” (ibid., 3).

Emotional resilience is commonly understood to develop over time, and not as a fixed quality.

In the climate emotions literature, emotional resilience is studied in relation to persistent, often
expected distress caused by climate change, rather than specific traumatic events. A pluralistic
understanding of emotional resilience is evident in the literature. This understanding suggests
that multiple factors contribute to emotional resilience development including both individual
traits like emotional intelligence, emotional regulation, earlier life experiences as well as
external conditions and cultural, political, and ecological contexts (Pahwa and Khan 2022).
Resilience is studied as a socio-ecological and political phenomenon, influenced by disparate
access to resources, power, and location (Cote and Nightingale 2011; Graybill 2012).
According to Adger (2000), who builds on both social theory and socio-ecological systems
thinking, resilience should be grounded in considerations of justice, cultural identity, and local
knowledge, particularly in relation to ecological change and degradation, to enhance
adaptability and transformation. Recent work has increasingly focused on the collective and
systemic aspects of resilience. Qiu and Qiu (2024), for example, build their research on
Indigenous philosophies and propose a model of collective emotional resilience, grounded in

feelings of belonging, shared cultural practices, and ecological interconnectedness, challenging
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conventional paradigms that focus on individual self-regulation and view resilience as a

relational equilibrium with the natural environment.

2.4.2. Building Emotional Resilience in Climate Context: Frameworks

and Practices

Davenport (2017) suggests a process-based framework for building emotional resilience. The
framework follows a sequential and embodied structure. It begins with an acknowledgment of
climate emotions such as anxiety, grief, and distress, then moves into emotional awareness
through mindfulness and somatic or embodied practices, and introduces resilience-building
tools like narrative reframing and grounding techniques. The author positions creative
expression as one of the central resilience practices, which allows individuals to access layers
of experience that may resist linear or verbal articulation, and to transform rather than suppress
emotions (Davenport 2017, 45). This framework outlines a general process for developing
resilience and highlights the role of acknowledgment, awareness, and creative expression in

resilience-building.

Scholars applying a non-clinical lens to emotions in climate literature have outlined resilience
practices in relation to particular climate emotions. Eco-anxiety is often met with resilience
interventions through activism, meaning-making, peer connection, and emotional regulation
(Ojala 2023; Stanley et al. 2021). Climate grief is addressed with practices of mourning, ritual,
and community-based practices as forms of resilience (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018; Opstelten
2025). Solastalgia, rooted in place-based distress, requires cultural practices and embodied
connection to land and community to be addressed and expressed (Albrecht 2005; Galway et
al. 2019). Among alternative approaches, scholars suggest ecotherapy and arts-based
approaches (Ibrahim 2024). Based on ecopsychology, ecotherapy approach emphasizes

environment’s function as a “forgotten ecosystem service” (Summers and Vivian 2018, 1) and
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views human mental well-being as linked directly to ecosystem health. Common practices
promoting stress reduction, attention restoration, and positive emotions like awe, tranquility,
and hope include gardening, wilderness therapy, outdoor talk therapy, and green fitness. Natural
environments improve resilience and life satisfaction, and there is evidence of advantages for
anxiety, depression, trauma recovery, and cognitive functioning. However, scholarship lists
potential disadvantages of this approach like unequal access to safe and healthy green spaces,
making it harder to implement for urban communities as well as inadequate understanding of
ecotherapy effects since increased connectedness to nature can be a risk factor for increasing

anxiety and grief (Ibrahim 2024, 14).

Art-based approaches appear across different studies as this approach is suggested to assist in
externalizing and processing complex emotions, creating a symbolic narrative, and building
community and rational healing (Chesnut 2022; Van Lith 2016). Arts-based and creative
approaches offer another unique path for addressing the emotional dimensions of climate
change (Ibrahim 2024, 15). Artistic practices may provide a non-verbal channel for
communication and release of emotions and building connections with others. These practices
include but not restricted to many different forms and media of expression like visual art, music,
poetry, performance, and can generate both individual catharsis and collective meaning-making
(Jeffery 2024). Given the relevance of arts-based approaches to this study, they will be outlined

in more detail in the following section.

2.5. Art Making and Climate Emotions

Art-based approaches are recognized to form practices that supports psychological and social
well-being. The World Health Organization’s review on arts and health synthesized more than
3,000 papers, concluding that engagement in art practices enhances mental health, emotional

regulation, and social connectedness via various mechanisms, including stress alleviation,
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meaning-making, and improved coping abilities (Fancourt and Finn 2019). A meta-analysis by
Zhang and colleagues (2014) further shows that art interventions significantly reduce anxiety.
Nature-based art therapy, which combines expression through art making with direct or
symbolic interaction with natural settings, demonstrates efficacy in enhancing emotional
regulation, processing bereavement, fostering social support, and cultivating ecological identity

(Gulbe et al. 2025).

Findings in art therapy and art-based approaches situate art as space for processing emotions
by shaping abstract feelings into more tangible, relatable, and practical. Trautwein (2024)
presents a multidisciplinary study for the role of art making in emotional recovery, especially
when dealing with trauma, loss and grief. He emphasizes that time of healing necessitates active
participation through emotional expression, with art functioning as a distinctive, non-verbal
medium for such engagement. Trautwein synthesizes insights from neuroscience and
psychology to illustrate that art facilitates the externalization of internal emotional distress,
transforming the abstract into a tangible and thus more controllable and manageable forms.
Other studies highlight the importance of community and participatory dimensions in emotional
expression, which forms emotional processing. Skotnitsky (2025) and Chesnut (2022)
emphasize the significance of creative environments. In these creative environments, emotions
can be expressed, communicated, and reinterpreted collectively, transforming personal feelings
such as loss or worry into relational experiences of support and active hope. Similarly,
Kirakosyan (2019) and Acker et al. (2025) underscore the potential of community-based arts
approaches, though they note the limited empirical evidence across diverse sociocultural
contexts. Art becomes the medium through which individuals both confront and process climate

emotions.

However, much of the scholarship at the intersection of art and climate change has focused on

the perception of climate art, art as a climate-change communication tool, and audiences’
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experience and interpretations. For example, Roosen and colleagues (2020) conclude that
climate art consumption facilitates the processing of emotions such as sadness, worry, or hope
in ways that scientific communication frequently fails to do, utilizing ambiguity, symbolism,
and embodied experience to provoke deeper perceptions and emotions in audience. Another
study highlights art’s potential to motivate pro-environmental action by offering space for
reflection and memory, and overcoming psychological barriers to climate change among

audiences (Kaufman et al. 2023).

Despite this emphasis on audiences, literature on art making and climate change has been
gradually emerging. According to Lee et al. (2024), art is accessible, rooted in human
experience, and inherently expressive, and engaging in art making practices may empower
individuals to regain the feeling of control over their behavior and emotions. Art practices may
also activate mental processes necessary for resilience, including the expression of emotions,
embodied awareness, and meaning making (Van Lith 2016). It can also help support emotional
regulation and coping through self-reflection in stressful situations and non-verbal expression
(Karakasidou et al. 2024). Fiona MacDonald (2022), for example, describes her artistic practice
in visual art as a ritualized manifestation of mourning in response to ecological change. She
illustrates how ambiguous loss such as the sorrow linked to the suffering or extinction of
nonhuman species can be addressed by intentional and sustained art practice. In her story, art

builds a connection with the non-human world and the sharing and expressing emotions.

2.6. Mapping Research Gaps in Climate Emotions and Art

Literature

Climate emotions field is still an emerging one compared to other interdisciplinary
environmental studies. Reviewed climate emotions research has mostly focused on two areas:

(1) conceptual work that categorizes and defines these emotions such as climate anxiety, grief,
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or solastalgia, and (2) large-scale surveys that map the scale and demographics of emotions.
These contributions are crucial for developing this academic field, yet they leave key gaps.
First, they often lack qualitative insight into how individuals actually experience, describe, and
cope with climate emotions beyond academic taxonomies, reducing deeply human,
subconscious feelings to abstract categories and academic definitions. Second, much of the
relevant literature restates the problem, acknowledging climate emotions as common
experiences without providing tools or guidance on how such emotions can be expressed,
processed, or transformed in everyday life outside of clinical or therapeutic settings. Hence, the

problem is outlined in the literature but research on accessible solutions is lacking.

At the intersection of art and climate change, the literature has largely focused on art’s
communicative role, and how climate art is perceived by audiences in relation to pro-
environmental behavior. Findings in research on art-based approaches to emotional coping
recognize the positive emotional impacts of art, yet they have been predominantly studied as
art therapy within psychology and neuroscience and as community-based practices designed
for participants. Although theoretical reviews and meta-analyses suggest art practices can
support emotional regulation, expression, and coping, very little work explicitly connects art
making itself with the experience of climate emotions. Qualitative research that centers artists’
own reflections on their art making practices in relation to climate emotions remains scarce
(Minkoff, 2024), while artists are subjects of emotional knowledge, which creates space for
alternative epistemologies and ways of knowing and feeling that differ from clinical or

cognitive frameworks.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

Based on the research gap identified through the literature review, I developed a non-clinical
perspective on climate emotions, which informed my methods, as I detail in the following. My
specific methodological ambition led me to three artists whose practices are ecologically
engaged and with whom I was able to conduct semi-structured expert interviews. The small
sample size, my own subjectivity, and a few practical constraints impose some limitations,
which I was able to address to nonetheless generate rich and detailed insights into non-clinical

approaches to climate emotions.

3.1. Research Methods

3.1.1. Non-clinical Approach to Climate Emotions

For this research, I adopted a non-clinical perspective on climate emotions, recognizing them
as natural and reasonable responses in the context of wider societal challenge of climate crisis.
Consequently, I focused on non-pathological tools to deal with ongoing crises that would allow
individuals to engage with climate emotions constructively instead of avoiding or denying

them.

Out of different available tools, this thesis focused on art making, including visual art,
storytelling, writing and other forms of art practice. I address the research gap by looking at the

ways in which art may offer coping strategies and resilience-building practices.

In this thesis, real-life experiences of research participants and emotions and knowledge

produced by the practitioners in the field are valued as legitimate sources of information.

This work used a qualitative research approach, with the aim to get a rich understanding of how

artists reflect on and interpret climate emotions and their art practice. Qualitative research is
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especially useful for exploring complex, context-dependent phenomena in depth, focusing on
participants’ views and interpretation (Merriam and Tisdell 2015). The objective was to provide
a comprehensive and detailed narrative of artists’ experiences with art making as a potential
part forming strategies to address climate emotions and as an approach for emotional resilience

amid climate crisis, avoiding generating statistically applicable conclusions.

A purposive approach was used to find information-rich cases, “those from which one can learn
a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry” (Merriam and
Tisdell 2015, p. 96). Specifically, artists whose work is engaged with ecological themes and
who exhibit awareness of climate-related challenges in their line of work, and who agreed for
their insights to be shared in open access research were selected. Further selection criteria
included engagement in the knowledge production on ecological subjects (e.g., exhibits, books,
writings), capacity and willingness for reflecting on the emotional aspects and their art process,
and accessibility, whether physical or virtual, for interviews during the study’s designated

duration.

For practicality, artists who have been exhibiting their works in Vienna were selected. Three

individuals who met these requirements and consented to participate were:

- Christina Gruber, a professional artist and freshwater ecological working with visual
art, sound, sculptures;

- Liljana Mead Martin, a professional artist and environmental researcher, working with
sculpture, installations, paper, wood and mixed media;

- Lorena Moreno Vera, a professional art curator and writer, working with writing,

storytelling, site-specific art.

All three artists’ names are mentioned in this research as the artists explicitly consented to

being named and to having their reflections and direct quotations included via an informed
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consent form that outlined the project description, aim, interview process, data protection
measures, interviewee’s rights, including the option to retract and refine their consent. The
artists gave their permission to use their role, affiliation, organization and the interview data in
this thesis that resulted from the interviews. Their names are also mentioned because this
research centers on their particular approaches to art making, hence referring to them directly
provides clearer context for their perspectives and understandings of the results and artists’ rich

inspiring practices.

3.1.2. Data Collection

The three interviews were semi-structured using open-ended questions as this framework
guaranteed the discussion of all important topics while permitting adaptability and flexibility to
pursue new topics of discussion and accommodate the unique views and experiences of each
participant. The selection of semi-structured interviews was guided by the qualitative nature of
the research and the emphasis on individual lived experience. This approach is helpful for
collecting comprehensive, detailed and nuanced narratives in participants’ own words,
especially in studies concerning creative practices and meaning making (Merriam and Tisdell
2015; Van Lith 2016).The interviews aimed to understand emotional responses to climate
change, the impact of emotions on art work and strategies for emotional coping art making may
form. The initial interview guide (Appendix 1) was used during interviews, central questions
remained the same throughout interviews, however wording and order of the questions was

changed and improved for each interview based on the flow and context.

Interviews were conducted both in person and online in August 2025, each in the duration
between 60 and 120 minutes. Interviews were conducted in English. All were audio-recorded

with participants’ consent, either using the in-built iPhone voice recording app, or using the
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recording feature on Zoom platform, and transcribed verbatim using transcription software

TurboScribe.

3.1.3. Data Analysis

To analyze expert interviews, this research followed Merriam and Tisdell’s principles for
qualitative data analysis, using interpretative approach and focusing on extracting meaning
from participants’ narratives rather than quantifying patterns or formulating generalizations.
First, each interview transcript was read through to achieve a thorough understanding of and
familiarity with the topic. In the first reading, I was making notes and selecting parts of the text
that would talk about a particular topic of discussion in depth. Particular attention was paid to
sentences, concepts, views and metaphors related to the study topics and research questions.

These notes developed into the creation of codes that represented the core of certain text parts.

Later, I conducted a within-case analysis (Merriam and Tisdell 2015), creating a descriptive
and interpretative narrative for each interview that represented the participant's view
independently. The key components from each narrative were synthesized into conceptual
categories that represented the primary areas of insight throughout all interviews, without
pursuing statistical representation. This methodology supported the preservation of each artist's
unique voice, positionality and context. Also, it produced a series of themes that together
illustrate if creative practice may function as a resilience-enhancing activity in response to

climate-related stress.

3.1.4. Research Limitations

The limited, non-representative sample of three participants makes the conclusions inapplicable
to all artists or to larger communities. The objective, however, was not to attain statistical

representation, but to get deeper, comprehensive insights from information-rich cases and
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individual experiences. Moreover, the data was conducted in a form of self-reported accounts
and stories, that are influenced by individuals' recollections, interpretations, and openness in

sharing, which makes the data subjective.

Logistical and practical considerations influenced the limited selection of participants. Artists
were selected partly based on their availability, notably those who had previously shown in
Vienna. Also, this research that was conducted in July and August 2025, presenting time

constraints due to limited availability of professionals during summer break.

Despite these limitations, the qualitative, semi-structured expert interviews still allowed
participants to articulate their thoughts comprehensively and freely, providing detailed data of
their emotional and creative processes. The adaptability of this approach allowed the pursuit of

unforeseen ideas that could have been overlooked in more inflexible methodologies.

3.1.5. Research Ethics

To write my thesis, I followed Central European University Ethical Research Policy and
Guidelines and prioritized informed consent, transparency, and respect and justice for
participants when planning, designing and carrying research. All interviewees were provided
with an informed consent form outlining the project aims, interview process, rights regarding
data use, and data protection measures. Each artist signed the form, explicitly granting
permission for their names, roles, and quotations to be used in this master’s thesis. Participation
in this research was entirely voluntary, and interviewees were informed that they could
withdraw their consent or request the deletion of their data within a specified timeframe. Data
storage was secure, and only the researcher and supervisor had access to recordings and

transcripts of the interviews.
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I position myself as a young, white, Russian-born woman (she/her), educated in Western and
Central Europe and in East Asia in the fields of environmental studies, international relations,
and regional and international development. My research is inevitably shaped by these
academic traditions, though I am committed to questioning their dominance. My personal
concern about climate-related issues and the future makes me more prone to support pro-
environmental worldviews in my interpretation of the participants’ statements. My engagement
with creative practices and connections to artistic communities gave me a sensitivity to creative
processes, though I lack professional training and knowledge in visual studies, which limits my
understanding of artistic concepts. Personally, I have often turned to creative practices as a way
to take a break and quiet my mind, express my emotions and reflect. This combination of
professional concern for climate-related challenges and personal experience of art making
explains my interest in exploring how artists relate to resilience and climate emotions through
their practice. Researcher bias is an inevitable factor in this qualitative analysis, especially since
I have personal and professional interests related to the subject of this study. Nevertheless, I
agree with Merriam and Tisdell (2015) that subjectivity may be a defining feature, rather than
flaw in qualitative research because of the depth of perspective it provides. I was determined to
implement transparency and reflexivity by maintaining analytical notes. To ground findings in
the participants’ words, I reflect their views including multiple direct quotes describing the

results on the interview.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

In this chapter, I present findings from three expert interviews with artists who work with
ecologically engaged art. I first describe the interviewees’ recent projects to give a better
understanding of their practice and approach using interviews and artists’ resources. Findings
are structured as within-case analyses, with each participant’s observations documented

separately. I present the results in the order of themes identified through analysis.

4.1. Art Through Engagement and Reflection

I would like to start with results from the interview with Lorena Moreno Vera, and share reulsts
and direct quaotes from Interview I (I1) an independent curator and writer, who started
describes her work with the concept of interdependency, rather than independence, by

explaining that her work is never fully detached from the work with others.

In her work, Lorena is interested in natural and ecological phenomena as a means for alternative
narratives. She often explores socio-ecological interconnections and broader ecological,
natural, and physical themes. In her practice, she engages sensory experience, the
interconnection between human and non-human worlds, and the environment. She often uses
site-specific and participatory methods, incorporating materials and processes directly linked

to ecological themes.

When asked about her emotional responses to climate change, Lorena described a combination

of grief, hopelessness, and overwhelm, as well as moments of hope and connection. She said:

Sometimes, yes, I do feel helpless, you start seeing so many things. I don't know
if I could call it catastrophic. It's just like a living planet responding to whatever
is happening. So, it's like, yeah, it's catastrophic for humans.
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Talking about socio-ecological issues, Lorena shared that her work aimed to “make people
notice what is already around them” and to create experiences where audiences could encounter
the environment in a direct and personal way. She explained that emotional resonance was an

important outcome: “If they can feel something, maybe they can care for it.”

Her recent project, The Way of the Water, was an artistic and public space “parcours” staged in
St. Polten, inviting 24 Austrian and international artists to think of ways to “establish a
collaboration with the river”. The research examined the ecological history of the Dresden River
and the Miihlbach, including regulation, hydropower utilization, and the creation of artificial
lakes from former forced labor camps. Artists engaged with rivers from historical, mythical,
musical, and visual perspectives, while partnerships included fishing organizations, biologists,
environmental historians, and activist groups. According to Lorena, the project demonstrated
how water can “transform into various entities”, indicating that rivers are never static and that,
depending on how they are used, they can manifest as political actors, living habitats, sources
of energy, or cultural memory. In practice, the parcours took the form of a sequence of site-
specific pieces placed beside the rivers, forming a path where visitors could experience sound
installations, live performances, and artistic interventions right in the middle of the landscape.
This arrangement highlighted water as a collaborator in forming the form and rhythm of the
artworks, in addition to being an object of expression. In addition, the interdisciplinary
collaborations demonstrated how art can work as a mediator between history, science, and

public space by firmly establishing the project in local ecological knowledge and activism.

Art as Multi-Sensory Engagement

Lorena frequently engages with sound in her work, describing it as an embodied experience
and alternative form of communication, which could be instrumental in processing complex

emotions, “it is very haptic, like a very touchable sense”. In her practice, sound serves as a
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language of connection, enabling her to establish affective communication with both human
and non-human environments. She explains the physical and vibrational nature of sound, which
transcends mere hearing and requires awareness and presence in the environment, as it is

through vibration that sound is produced. She uses a metaphor of thunder:

the physicality of it demands lots of senses... for example, you see the thunder,
you hear it and then everything trembles. So, in case you would be blind or deaf,
you would still feel this tremor...for me, this is the possibility that it allows
because it embeds so many senses at once

She then draws a link between her work with sound and her own experiences of earthquakes in
Mexico. She remembers that earthquakes “literally shake you”, and each new occurrence
remains surprising in its magnitude and impact. This physical interaction reflects her
characterization of sound as a phenomenon that transcends cognitive comprehension to have an
immediate impact on the body. Earthquakes and sound function as vibratory phenomena that
disturb, overwhelm, and affect individuals both physically and emotionally. In her work, Lorena
aims to create experiences that mimic this embodied immediacy by utilizing sound, as this
enables people, even those who have never experienced these natural events firsthand, to feel

the emotions they evoke.

This method also applies to her collaborative projects, such as the collective Las Chulas, which
utilizes sound and field recordings to map geographies and document how people in fishing
towns “read the water.” Sound serves as a means of learning and connecting with others. Lorena
compares conversation to a haptic practice, saying that tone, rhythm, and presence may make

connections very touching.

Art as an Outlet for Reflection

Another theme that emerged in the interview was that of art as a potential outlet in two different

contexts — through Lorena’s writing about art, and through her understanding of art as a bridge
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between people of different professional background. She explained that her essays and
curatorial texts often carry personal elements, and in this way provide her with an channel for
reflecting on and processing feelings of overwhelm, helplessness, or sadness that arise when
she learns new information and news regarding issues of biodiversity, for example. She

explains:

I do it [expressing emotions]| in the writing. Of course, I guess the writing
reflects a bit. It's a bit more tamed. But I think actually most of my texts have
very personal notes. Yeah, that's another outlet [for working through feelings of
helplessness, sadness, or overwhelm]. How can I address these sorts of feelings
of helplessness or being challenged or overwhelmed, and amazed by it
altogether?

In this way, writing becomes an integral part of her creative practice, as it enables Lorena to

express her feelings in a thoughtful and contemplative manner.

In addition to the context of writing, Lorena believes that art serves as an outlet for allowing
people of different backgrounds to open up about emotions they encounter in their work. This
openness is particularly important in interdisciplinary collaborations. Lorena observes that
artistic methods can sometimes help professionals from different fields engage in new ways,
loosening the constraints of their usual frameworks. For Lorena, art provides a safe and joyful
environment where feelings such as helplessness such as her own reactions to melting glaciers

or species extinction, can be redirected into curiosity and alternative imaginative exploration:

I think it's a good means to open possibilities. Because precisely, it's like, okay,
let's play a bit. What could we do? What would happen if we did this or if we
seek to establish this and that? And this also helps sometimes people from other
disciplines to open up.

4.2. Art Practice of a Freshwater Ecologist

Christina Gruber is an Austrian artist and freshwater ecologist, and here I present findings from
the Interview 2 (12) with her Although her journey began in the arts, it was followed by studies

in sciences, driven by a “constant fascination” with watery elements like rivers and creeks. The

30



dual nature of this identity forms the core of Christina’s unique practice and perspective. Her
practice stands on the intersection of art and science, as she describes her practice as research-
led, focusing on water habitats and the ecological issues therein. She described her art projects
as intersected with scientific research, including the adoption of her underwater acoustic
recordings in science, saying: “It started as an art project...and then the scientists were like, we

'9’

can use this!”. Her work facilitated connections between audiences and activists. Christina

describes herself as “a mediator between artists and activists” while clarifying that she does not

self-identify as an activist.

" RN - SR R By
Picture 1, Christina recording the Traisen river listening for Danube salmons, credit: Christina Gruber

Through her work, she establishes and maintains her relationship with the environment, with

the aim to “be touched by something”, and to create embodied, sensory, and site-specific
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connections moving beyond conventional scientific approaches. In her practice, she uses sound
field recordings, listening as a mode of inquiry and interactive experience, and participatory
workshops, often centered on topics of ecological listening and freshwater systems, inviting
participants to engage with environments through soundwalks, collective listening sessions, and
reflections on human-water relations in her practices. Christina promotes hope through tangible,
small-scale actions that bring concern about ecological issues into everyday awareness. For
example, she organizes soundwalks where participants are guided to listen to rivers, wetlands

and water infrastructures.

Christina’s recent project, Huchenhochzeit / The Danube Salmon's Wedding (2024) that
featured in Lorena Moreno Vera’s The Way of the Water (2024) takes place in the landscape of
the River Traisen, a tributary of the Danube. She traces and translates the life cycle of the
huchen (Danube salmon), photographed and illustrated on Picture 2, a unique and endangered
fish species of the Danube River system, into an artistic narrative. Instead of presenting its
decline through scientific statistics or ecological data, Christina stages the huchen’s
reproduction as a wedding ceremony. A wedding, with its elements of joy, vulnerability, and
ritual, becomes a metaphorical frame through which participants are invited to reimagine the
fish’s struggle for survival. By giving the fish’s life cycle a ceremony similar to a human one,
she invites humans to enter a world where the fate of a species and its struggle for survival are
something humans can experience and even celebrate, feel, and grieve. This project combines
sound recordings, performative storytelling, and site-specific installations along the river,
allowing the audience to listen to underwater environments, see sculptural elements referencing

the fish’s habitat, and participate in collective moments of attention and care.
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Picture 2, salmon couple getting ready for their wedding, credit: Clemens Ratschan

As editors, curators, and organizers of “The Way of Water” which features Christina’s project,
point out, her work “navigates the confluence of art and science by delving into transition zones
between water and land” (Warsza and Vera 2024, 128). These transition zones include
wetlands, floodplains, and riparian corridors, spaces where ecological and cultural boundaries
blur. Christina has an academic background in freshwater ecology and can switch between
scientific observation and imaginative storytelling by combining three strands - species
interactions, ecological education, and forms of care. She does so through formats that invite
embodied and emotional engagement, such as sound-based workshops, podcasts, and field
activities that encourage participants to learn new information about a specific site, interact with
it and be touched by water environments both literally and figuratively. In Huchenhochzeit, this
approach takes shape of a sound installation on the Rotary Bridge in St. Polten, illustrated on
Picture 3 and 4, as well as through the Fishy Podcast, where she interviews local experts and

river enthusiasts. Science and art come together in the podcast format, which frames scientific
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ideas in narrative, humor, and expressions while converting ecological knowledge into
comprehensible narratives. By doing this, Christina establishes a space where ecological
knowledge, firsthand knowledge, and imaginative creativity coexist, promoting both education

and care.

Picture 3, Christina and the audience, Huchenhochzeit / The Danube Salmon's Wedding, credit: Peter Rauchecker
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Picture 4, Map of the river, Huchenhochzeit / The Danube Salmon's Wedding, credit: Peter Rauchecker

Christina opens up the river’s soundscape and history to human audiences via these diverse
media, allowing the fish and the water a chance to “speak”. Warsza and Vera (2024, 129)
explain: “We need words to remind us of what is and what has been, even if they cause us pain”
(Warsza and Vera 2024, 129). In this context, the pain refers to both the fact of species decline
and extinction as well as human responsibility for producing it. Christina transforms
reproductive biology into a ritual that viewers can identify with by transforming the life cycle
of the fish into a wedding ceremony. Through underwater recordings that provide access to an
otherwise unreachable acoustic world, the river “speaks” through sound rather than words, but
the framing of this communication through metaphor and narrative makes it comprehensible

and impactful.

Christina describes how participants are at first amused or surprised by the idea of a fish

wedding - wedding, as a profoundly human and social ritual, initially surprises people when
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transposed onto the life of a fish. Yet precisely through this strangeness, participants are moved
to recognize the weight of salmon’s endangered status more deeply, Christina explains. The
wedding format evokes joy through celebration, music, and gathering, but sorrow and care are
inseparable from it as the ritual centers on an endangered species. Her work purposefully creates
this tension, the ceremony’s oddity and fun invite participation, while the narrative framework

and musical immersion ground the experience in loss and environmental awareness.

Christina’s choice of media, sound installations, podcasts, narrative, and performance,
demonstrates her effort to make ecological concerns more tangible by designing formats that
invite embodied and affective engagement.
More than just disseminating knowledge, each medium gives audiences a way to connect with
more-than-human world in unique ways. Huchenhoczeit’s sound installation transforms the
focus from visual observation to sensory immersion by making the river’s acoustic world,
normally inaccessible to humans, audible and interactive. The Fishy Podcast is a conversational
archive that places ecological change inside human experience by compiling the personal
knowledge and recollections of local fishermen, scientists, and enthusiasts. The wedding ritual
transforms the salmon’s reproductive cycle into a shared cultural form by converting an
underappreciated biological process into a ceremony that participants can observe and
emotionally engage with. This choice of media attention drawing people to unfamiliar
environments, bring people together and evoke emotions.
Warsza and Vera (2024, 129) note that Gruber’s work is about “rediscovering our watery
origins and exploring potential approaches to coexistence and mutual care.” This refers to the
continued human reliance on freshwater systems for survival as well as the evolutionary
development as human life originated from water environments. In her interview, Gruber
reiterates this, stressing that “we are animals” and “we are shaped by water”, rejecting the idea

that nature implies separation and highlighting how human life is ingrained in aquatic ecologies.
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Christina’s art project created a space for citizens of St. Polten to engage with and interact with
the River Traisen, a waterway that has undergone significant ecological change but is currently
the subject of ecological restoration initiatives. In this local context, “reconnecting with watery
history” is recalling river’s former, more active state recognizing its ecological and cultural
relevance for the city before the ecological decline. The project also brought attention to the
continuing conservation restoration efforts in the Lower Traisen, where municipal projects and
environmental organizations are attempting to improve habitats for species like the endangered
huchen. Christina made her wedding ceremony and sound installation visible and emotionally

impactful for the community by placing them in this particular context.

Embodied practices

In response to questions on environmental changes, Christina remarked:

I have this constant fear, but I don’t want to get stuck in it...I need to transform
it into something that moves me forward

This statement reflects how she negotiates difficult feelings but also a need for of optimism.
She observed that her emotional reactions were frequently intensified when she experienced
close interaction with natural settings, for instance, moments of happiness when turning over a
river stone to find insect larvae or witnessing small signs of aliveness in degraded freshwater

ecosystems.

As she reflected on how she processes emotions related to the climate crisis, Christina stated
that her creative practice allowed her to focus on concrete, sensory experiences and tangible
actions and direct interactions rather than abstract global concerns: “It’s a way of showing
people that they can do something small, that they are not powerless”. Such small actions may

include joining sound walks to listen attentively to local ecosystems and rivers, participating in
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collective outdoor workshops, or simply paying attention to overlooked details in water

environments. These small actions within her work also generate a sense of hope:

If you do something small that you can actually manage, it makes you feel
hope...and that hope is contagious

Christina describes “longing for, to be touched by something or to be moved by things” as a
main motivation in her work. She explained that the word “connectedness” is too passive and
has been overused in various contexts, leading to a loss of the concept’s true meaning. Instead,
she sees “being touched” as an active, physical way of being that requires going outside,
listening, or being brave enough to care. The desire to be touched extends to understanding

environments “with my body, with me being a body moving through different environments”.

This physical and emotional engagement is crucial in Christina’s art practice, offering feelings
of hope and happiness in the face of climate change, eco-anxiety, and eco-grief. For her, this
embodied engagement is an active and brave process that requires one to “take the step to go
out or to take the step to look, to listen, to hear.” She prefers the practice of “active engagement”
and connects it to the word “Zugzwang” - German for “compulsion to move”. Zugzwang is a
“situation found in chess and other turn-based games where one player is put at a disadvantage
because they must make a move when they would prefer to pass and not move”, which means

being in a tough spot where a player must act regardless.

Sensory Engagement, Re-orientation and Acoustic Ecology

Christina supports a “wider spectrum” of knowing and does not believe that art and science
should be distinct options. She believes in the importance of interdisciplinary work and wants
to see a place where both areas can help each other grow instead of art only being a way to
“communicate science”. An example of her interdisciplinary and embodied approach is her

work in acoustic ecology. She started underwater soundscapes as an art project in the
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Mississippi Delta to document environmental change, particularly the erosion of wetlands
caused by land loss and altered river dynamics. She aimed to document shifts in aquatic
environments that are typically inaccessible - muddy, underwater habitats using hydrophones
to capture the acoustic phenomena of rivers, creeks, and wetlands. Listening as opposed the
visual observation typical of fieldwork may uncover ecological transformations that visual
observation could not such as the absence of specific aquatic noises due to habitat degradation,
or the activity of shrimp, fish, and insects that would otherwise remain invisible. This art-based
approach of underwater sound technology was later implemented in scientific research to keep
track of species movement in Belgium and the Danube thanks to cost effective properties of the
artist’s method that also allows for monitoring over long time periods overcoming the

limitations of short field visits in conventional science.

Listening, Christina argues, allows audiences to bypass visual fixation, instead encouraging a
primal sense of hearing to understand the presence of species within a habitat and their health,
creating an “acoustic image”. For Christina, listening helps build up care for ecosystems as it
makes environments perceptible and worth caring for. This illustrates how sensory engagement
beyond the purely visual can ground people in lived experience, countering feelings of climate

anxiety.

In her other art project, “Zugzwang: The Compulsion to Find a Common Baseline in Sound”
(2020), illustrated on Picture 5, Christina created an audio-visual installation in collaboration
with composer Samuel Hertz. This eight-channel sound piece accompanied by a silent, single-
channel visual captures recordings of sediment flow from the Mississippi and Danube rivers,
then combines them with sounds of pollution in the water to create an immersive sound
experience. Despite being seen as silent, moving sand generates turbulence and vibrations,
while pollution introduces mechanical and industrial sounds. recorded by hydrophones, these

elements show an acoustic aspect of ecological transformation typically hidden from human
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awareness. The study examines the recontextualization of listening, both human and machine-

based, as a relational activity that detaches knowledge from exclusively anthropocentric views.

Picture 5, Zugzwang, The Compulsion to Find a Common Baseline in Sound, credit: Matthias Nemmert

Art as a Tool for Care and Resilience

Christina’s art practice aims to help “reconnect or unlearn definitions we have about nature”.
She wants to show that people are “animals who are profoundly embedded” in the environment,
not distinct from it. She argues that art is a strong medium for telling these stories, “reinventing
myths” in an emotional and approachable style, less bound by science-based data and numbers.
For example, her practice includes “walkshops™ - walking workshops and sound walks, where
she invites people to go outside into different environments to listen, illustrated on Picutre 6
and 7. These field expeditions are often co-created with her research group “Lobau Listening

Comprehensions”. These site-specific acoustic investigations of the Lobau, the Vienna Danube
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floodplains put people in nature in a physical immersive way by asking them to stroll, pause,
and synchronize their bodies with the surroundings, allowing sound to serve as the main mode
of orientation. These walkshops approach sound from various angles. Group listening entails a
unified focus on an environment, exchanging perceptions, and building a sense of shared
presence. Oral histories incorporate local narratives and personal experiences associated with
the soundscape, connecting memory to location. Acoustic ecology utilizes the scientific
examination of sound within ecosystems, where underwater or ambient recordings disclose
species behavior, environmental well-being, or deterioration. Scientific communication
translates ecological knowledge in accessible formats, using sound as a bridge between data
and lived experience. Collectively, these approaches facilitate a relational and multisensory

understanding that contests traditional distinctions among art and science in everyday life.

Christina thinks these interactions are healing, affect how people perceive the environment
around them, and make them care about the place in a deeper way. This active involvement
transforms vague discussions about the climate crisis into tangible, personal actions that, as
Christina points out, “fight doomism and give people hope”. She says that thinking about
changes in the environment in an abstract way might cause fear, grief, sadness, and frustration,
but being physically present in a freshwater ecosystem, even a damaged one, might make one

feel “happy” because it allows one to see “aliveness” and modest progress. She explains:

It sounds always very cheesy, but you come back different somehow after
hanging out the whole day in a very muddy place. So yeah, it changes your
perspective. And it's very healing in a certain sense, to a certain amount. But
especially what I hope that it does, or it does for me, at least, is that I really start
care for the place. And that is something that I hope that transmits somehow also
to all the people that go with us on these walks, that find out about my work as
well as like being.

Additionally, regarding addressing climate emotions and the difference between negative

emotions of fear, grief, sadness, and frustration experienced as a result of theoretical climate
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change discussions, and positive emotions experienced as a result of physical presence in the

environments, she elaborates on her research on ecological issues:

So when I research about them and I read about them, when I sit in the office,
or I'm in my studio, they are mainly negative.

But then, when it comes to moment, when I go outside, and I try to be in a
freshwater ecosystem, for instance, or I'm at a river, and even though it is heavily
degraded, not in a good state, but still, there comes this moment of happiness.

Christina explained the significance of noticing and focusing on minor measures, this can mean
something as simple as turning over a stone in a river to find insect larvae, to mitigate the
daunting abstraction of extensive climate challenges. Using immediate practices, one might see
“aliveness” within the environment. Art making provides conditions for engagement and
cultivating positive climate emotions, providing embodied experiences that mitigate the feeling

of “doomism”.
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Picture 6, Lobau Listening Comprehensions (LLC), Picture 7, Lobau Listening Comprehensions (LLC),
credit: Swamp Mix Tour credit: Swamp Mix Tour

4.2. Art Practice Through Altered Landscapes

Art Practice Overview

The last interview, Interview 3 (13), took place remotely with Liljana Mead Martin and I present
results here. She is a multidisciplinary artist and writer based in Canada, whose work is
ecologically engaged and addresses environmental issues, land-based methodologies, and the
dissemination of ecological knowledge. Liljana’s art practice is rooted in land, place, and
ecology. It also integrates visual and linguistic approaches, seeking to establish connections

between individuals and places. Influenced by her background in an environmentally conscious
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home, she characterizes her work as “metabolizing” science-based knowledge into artistic
expressions that promote joy, interpersonal connection, and communal resilience. She shared
that her work has been greatly influenced by the permaculture principles and practices that were
a part of her childhood home. Liljana critiques “binary” thinking about nature and people,

describing it as a barrier to more integrated and empathetic approaches.

Liljana’s work is situated at the intersection of art-based methods and research, often focusing
on critical environmental issues in Western Canada, including overlogging, monocropping,
drought, and forest fires. She is involved in climate communication and works with scientists,

activists, and community organizations.

A significant part of Liljana’s approach involves emotional processing. She actively works to
develop processes of self-regulation to prevent emotions like grief and helplessness from
getting “stuck in the body or even worse, in the head”. She stresses the importance of
processing information overload through art activities to prevent these sentiments from turning
into cynicism, especially as someone with a heightened awareness of climate change. For
Liljana, art becomes a vital outlet for her to express the “necessary feelings” that arise at work,
allowing her to experience joy after creation. It is contrasted to the often policy-focused

outcomes of environmental advocacy, which is another dimension of the artist’s activities.
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Picture 8, Heat Agape, 2025, canvas, burnt cedar, cedar incense, work by Liljana Mead Martin, source:
Instagram post
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Picture 9, Heat Agape, 2025, canvas, burnt cedar, cedar incense, work by Liljana Mead Martin, source:
Instagram post
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Liljana’s recent project, Primary Futures (2025), shown at ENTRE Vienna, uses Canada’s
primary and old-growth forests as both a subject and a collaborator by incorporating their
material presence directly into the work, illustrated on Picture 8 and 9. The Western Red Cedar
is the main focus of this work. It is old, resilient, but fragile. Liljana establishes the ecological
reality of fire, extraction, regeneration, and communication between species through the process
of burning, dyeing, printing, and stacking wood with canvas and colors. Cedar, dye, canvas,
and fire transcend being merely art symbols or mediums; they are real elements that hold the
memory of natural processes. By working directly with these materials, the artist transforms
scientific knowledge and political urgency into something tangible that we can touch and feel.
She compares this physical interaction with the luminous void of screens, which are mediated,
and asks if our lives full of screens make it harder for us to experience and learn. For her,

ecological literacy should be sensory and situated rather than theoretical and abstract.

One possible reading of the Primary Futures is that it reflects ecological grief, the responsibility
for future generations, and the conflict between vulnerability and strength. The work begs the
question of our future selves will exist in connection with or in estrangement from forests as
well as what will happen to these forests and ecosystems they inhabit. Picture 10 and 11
illustrate burned cedar that consists of charred wood pieces with the marks of fire on their
surfaces, and “ghost lines of extraction” - imprints made from processed cedar, leaving traces,
actualize precarity of logging practices and human intervention. In addition to references to
understory plants that survive in damaged woods, the tiered stacking of cedar with canvas and
color suggests resiliency and regeneration. Martin's work thus acknowledges loss while
simultaneously urging the survival of non-human life, thereby creating a conflict between

grieving and survival.
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Picture 10, Cascading Effects. 2025, burnt cedar, canvas, dye,
hardware, work by Liljana Mead Martin, source: Instagram post

Picture 11, Cascading Effects. 2025, burnt cedar, canvas,
dye, hardware, work by Liljana Mead Martin, source:

Instagram post
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Self-Regulation and Art as Emotional Metabolism Tool

Liljana acknowledges climate emotions to be a part of reality in her practice and is working on
finding ways to regulate them. Talking about ecological anxiety and grief among other climate
emotions, she mentions she actively works to ensure these “active and overall quite healthy
feelings” do not “calcify into cynicism”. She related cynicism to a loss of empathetic capacity
and considered it a risk among individuals with high climate awareness. Liljana views feeling
climate emotions as a “developmental process around building empathetic ability towards these

really huge issues”.

Liljana has been creating coping mechanisms outside of her artistic practice because she
recognizes the widespread experience of feeling overwhelmed and paralyzed by the sheer
amount of problems and information, which is often an issue that people with increased climate
awareness face: She has “yet to meet one person working in the environmental space who has

not burned out,” she says.

Liljana describes the daily cycle of reading studies on forests, droughts, fires, and logging, as
well as the emotional toll of unprocessed data. To avoid pessimism, Liljana describes her search
for self-regulation and her artistic practice to address the overwhelming data and emotions
associated with environmental issues, such as ecological grief, powerlessness, and anger. She
can handle “necessary feelings” and find satisfaction and joy in her practice. Describing her

practice’s link to emotions, she says:
I do science communications as well. Because getting to the emotional part can
be a bit of a short circuit and it can sometimes get stuck there and I actually find
that I'm often trying in my daily work to develop processes of self-regulation

amidst learning a lot of new information.

And she follows up explaining that her artwork serves as the primary means to “metabolize”

this information and prevent negative emotions from becoming ingrained:
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And I'm learning as I go deeper into this space, that if I linger there for multiple
days at a time and do not metabolize what I'm actually reading through creative
work, it gets stuck in the body or even worse, in the head. And I can't stop
thinking about it. Or that feeling, I think those feelings of grief or helplessness
can emerge.

Before finding her current channels, Liljana experienced “tension between anger, grief, and
frustration around primarily going to social events and feeling like no one wants to hear about
the climate crisis”. Her art practice now serves as an outlet for the emotions that arise from her
learning and working on her projects. Crucially, this process allows her to “actually feel joy
after making a work”, a contrast to the often frustrating, policy-focused outcomes of
environmental advocacy. This seems to be an essential element of her work and career, as she
firmly believes that “a regulated nervous system hears better, listens better, is better at
responding to people with the appropriate empathy and kindness”, which underscores the direct
link between emotional regulation and effective engagement in the context of environmental

engagement and awareness.

Liljana’s art appears to serve as a means of internal processing, transforming potentially
crippling emotional and intellectual burdens into a source of ongoing involvement and even
joy. As a key element of her emotional resilience, this proactive approach to emotional self-
management through creative output enables her to overcome the challenges of climate work
without becoming cynical or burned out, ultimately maintaining her “big picture” perspective.
Hence, art practice becomes a mechanism for emotional processing and maintaining mental

well-being in the face of climate distress.

Reconceptualizing Emotional Strength Through Vulnerability

Defying societal binaries and reconceptualizing vulnerability as a part of emotional strength
and a profound connection to nature are central to Liljana’s approach to ecological realities and

processing of emotions. According to the artist, the society’s fixation on binaries could be a
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false portrayal of reality. This is something she openly questions explaining that binary thinking
poses a threat to certain types of power structures for people. She draws attention to the “human
nature binary” and its inherent fallacy as this artificial division influences our perception of

reality:

We are part of nature. We consume it and we exude it and we go back to it. And
we literally come from it.

Following a similar logical pattern and drawing from cedar trees, which are at once resilient
and vulnerable, she questions the common perception that strength is antithetical to
vulnerability, and states, on the contrary, that it is impossible to build emotional or ecological
strength without vulnerability. Liljana views the societal notion that “emotion and vulnerability
are not strengths in and of themselves is a very patriarchal sort of lens”. She argues that this
perspective could be used to “weaponize both the wisdom of women and femmes” and to
“separate the kind of natural wisdom that comes from being connected to an environment and
devalue it”. This lens reduces nature to resources, as opposed to functional systems that
encompass entire family lineages and hold value beyond what they can be destroyed and

reduced to.

To overcome this presumption, Liljana advocates for calls for redefining resilience not as
hardening against difficulty but as cultivating openness. Her suggested method is to “let all
those climate problems or feelings in” instead of “pushing it away”. This open engagement with
emotions and feelings involves acknowledging that, according to her words, “I’m not just an
individual, I’'m completely dependent on other people and the environment in order to, not to
survive, but also to have a fulfilling life”. By drawing closer to problems rather than retreating
or avoiding them, Liljana suggests that vulnerability can itself be a form of strength, creating

space for connection, care, and new ways of addressing ecological crises.

51



CEU eTD Collection

CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION

Considering the interviews with Lorena Moreno Vera, Liljana Mead Martin, and Christina
Gruber in the context of the reviewed literature on eco emotions and art making, four common
themes emerged that require discussion in order to answer my research questions. First, art
making was repeatedly described as an emotional outlet, or emotional metabolism, allowing
artists to express their emotions. Secondly, art making is a particular form of expression that
engages multiple senses and encourages sensory engagement with environments or natural
materials. Third, art making appears to constitute a small, specific action to counter feelings of
paralysis or helplessness. Fourth and final, art making is experienced as a connective process,

conducive to collaboration.

5.1. Expression for Emotional Processing

According to the results of the interviews, the artists saw climate emotions as inevitable
responses that need to be dealt with to avoid burnout or stagnation. They underlined that
feelings must be expressed instead staying in mind and body as they cannot be merely
disregarded or rationalized. Art making was framed in this context as form of emotional
metabolism — a process reshaping internal concerns into creative expression, according to the
metaphor by Liljana Mead Martin. This aligns with theoretical research following non-clinical
framing of climate emotions and that acknowledges climate emotions as natural responses
(Cunsolo and Ellis 2018; Pihkala 2020). The artist’s engagement with their practice was
described as transforming the feeling of overwhelm into forward-moving, non-stagnant energy,
which aligns with the argument that acknowledging and expressing emotional distress are
central to emotional regulation. This situates art making as a bodily and psychological process

that prevents climate emotions from. In this way, art making becomes forms a regulatory
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strategy for expressing emotions , which is consistent with emotional resilience theory, that
suggests emotional adaptive capability builds on emotional expression (Rachmand 2022),
similar to Davenport’s (2017) step-by-step model of resilience that includes acknowledgement
of emotions and moves on to awareness and creative expression. The artists embodied this
transition from reshaping distress to dynamic participation by using artistic approaches to

express anxiety, grief fear in the context of climate change.

A crucial question, however, is whether expression through art making should be seen solely
as an individual coping strategy. When seen narrowly, it advantages the artist by providing
relief and preventing burnout. However, the way this expression manifests is significant. Unlike
avoidance techniques such as numbing or distraction, art allows acknowledging emotions and
externalizes them into symbolic forms. This creates opportunities for interaction beyond the
individual. Christina Gruber's methodology of transforming her emotional reactions into site-
specific installations, encompassing rivers and soundscapes, and Lorena Moreno Vera's
exploration of vibrational and auditory phenomena that correlate human emotion with natural
dynamics, strongly represented this concept. Their research indicates that while the
fundamental act of expression may serve a personal regulatory function, the resulting artworks

foster interaction with environments, other humans and nonhumans.

This suggests that art making is fundamentally different from coping mechanisms that maintain
emotional expression in private. By reshaping emotions through creative endeavors, artists
improved their well-being while producing works that resonate with wider audiences,
ecological systems, and multidisciplinary collaborations. The results thus enhance the literature
on climate emotions in two ways. Initially, they endorse non-clinical interpretations that regard
climate emotions as valid responses. Secondly, they illustrate how personal regulation can
facilitate societal, ecological, and cultural resilience processes contributing to the collaborative

strategies to address climate emotions (Opstelten 2025).
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5.2. Sensory Engagement

Another significant theme that emerged in the findings is the concept of embodied and sensory
engagement with the environment. Each of the three artists positioned their work as a
counterweight to the disconnectedness or abstraction that sometimes are present in
communication about climate change. According to Christina Gruber, her idea of “being
touched” is a conscious departure from the overused term of “connectedness”, redefining
participation as an active, physical experience of soundscapes, mud, or rivers. In a similar way,
Lorena Moreno Vera highlighted the tactile and vibratory aspects of sound, comparing it to
thunder and earthquakes to demonstrate how ecological forces are felt directly in the body, and
how sound has the capabilities to engage with our senses. Through her art pieces, which utilize
fire and charred cedar, Liljana Mead Martin brought ecological processes to life in tangible,
tactile ways, transforming scientific information about drought and logging into sensory
experiences. This approach parallels calls in climate engagement research for situated and

embodied approaches (Ojala 2023).

The artists' practices demonstrate that sensory involvement can climate emotions by anchoring
them in physical reality. For Lorena, the vibratory characteristics of sound allow audiences to
experience ecological forces viscerally in their bodies. For Christina, even compromised
freshwater ecosystems afforded moments of joy and compassion may emergeing not from
flourishing environments but from declined ecosystems. This discovery contradicts the
argument found in ecotherapy literature, that positive emotional outcomes rely on access to
healthy green environments (Ibrahim 2024). It posits that emotional resilience can be cultivated

within the existing surroundings individuals occupy.

This serves as an addition to both climate communication and emotional resilience scholarship.

Although ecopsychology frequently highlights the advantages of awe and restoration in natural
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environments (Summers & Vivian 2018), the artists demonstrate that emotional regulation can
also arise from direct interactions with local and imperfect sites. From an environmental justice
standpoint, this is significant: if only unspoiled landscapes are regarded as deserving of
emotional attention, individuals in urban or degraded environments may be marginalized from
both the advantages of involvement and the ethical conceptualization of environmental
value (Adger 2000; Cote and Nightingale 2011). The artists emphasize that ordinary

environments are the exact locations where climate emotions can be addressed.

Interviews findings align with research on embodied approaches to emotional resilience (Ojala
2023), showing it can be strengthened by somatic and situated practices. However, they go
beyond it by showing that these kinds of activities do not require special settings. Conversely,
deteriorated environments might be effective in bringing up the conflict between joy and
sorrow, vulnerability and concern. For Lorena, vibratory soundscapes reflected how ecological
forces are felt even when they overwhelm, for Christina, time spent in rivers helped turn her
despair into forward-moving hope. According to these practices, sensory engagement involves
reorienting ourselves to our current habitats and arguing that they should be preserved and cared

for.

5.3. Activation Through Art Making

The transformation of complex climate emotions into small, specific actions through art making
practices was also evident in the interviews, leading to experiencing more positive emotions
and feelings of hope, while acknowledging the realities of the climate crisis. For example,
Christina Gruber emphasized that even modest, tangible steps in damaged ecosystems can
generate a sense of contagious hope, which directly counters what she described as “doomism”.
These observations contribute to the research on climate emotions, which often highlights the

dangers of avoidance or paralysis (Budziszewska and Jonsson, 2021; Clayton et al., 2017).
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Instead, the artists showed how climate grief or solastalgia can be used as fuel for care and
artistic expression in forms of small actions. Their actions exemplify what Davenport (2017)
refers to as a process-based strategy for emotional resilience, which involves first recognizing
feelings and then transforming them into embodied awareness and positive behaviors. In the
interviews, this shift was evident not only in Christina’s soundwalks but also in Liljana’s
insistence on turning overwhelming ecological information into creative outputs and Lorena
Moreno Vera’s understanding of art as potential for imaginary futures. All three artists showed
that emotional activation arises from actions that are particular and easily accessible rather than

requiring extensive interventions.

These acts were intended to involve others and create shared experiences, even if each artist
explained them as a personal coping strategy. Private emotions served as catalyst for initiatives
that were visible to the public in each example, indicating that artistic activation can also serve
as a communal resource. This is consistent with more contemporary models of collective
emotional resilience that place an emphasis on ecological interdependence, cultural practices,

and belonging (Qiu and Qiu 2024) in contrast to individualistic framings of resilience.

Although research questions were centered around human emotional expereinces, the
interviews also demonstrated that activation encompasses locations as well as emotions. The
artists transformed damaged ecosystems into places of attention and care by placing their
projects in degraded environments. Examples of this include Liljana’s cedar works that
reference overlogged forests, Lorena’s art project along the river that is being restored.
Communities’ perceptions of neglected or deteriorating habitats can be changed by such art
initiatives, which may spark more ecological awareness or even tangible benefits. In this way,
activation also brings places to life, making them noticeable, significant, and deserving of fresh

attention.
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However, the consequences of such site-specific practices can also lead to cycles of
gentrification or revaluation. In these situations, art runs the risk of uprooting local communities
instead of strengthening them. Although the artists in this study included ecological histories
and collaborative practices into their creations, there was insufficient data from the interviews
to evaluate how these relationships develop over time. This suggests that more study is required
to fully understand the sociopolitical impacts of art-based interventions in ecosystems that are

contested or in decline.

5.4. Connection Through Art Making

Each of the three participants engaged in collaborations and connection across art making and
science, positioning art making as a bridge between worldviews and questioning existing
binaries. Christina’s research-led projects illustrate this well, as her underwater sound
recordings initially began as artistic explorations but were later adopted by scientists for species
monitoring, demonstrating how artistic methods can expand the scope of scientific practice.
Similarly, Liljana Mead Martin described her work as metabolizing scientific knowledge into
tangible, sensory forms, transforming complex data on forests and drought into embodied
experiences. Lorena Moreno Vera underscored art’s capacity to bring together various actors
from different disciplines, through projects like The Way of the Water, where ecological issues
were engaged collaboratively and experientially. She emphasizes art’s ability to foster
imaginative possibilities in a creative and playful way. Thus, art is situated as both an outlet for
processing individual emotions and a catalyst for interdisciplinary connections and enriching
the frameworks of other disciplines. These findings align with research that critiques overly
narrow framings of emotional resilience in the face of climate change as individual self-
regulation, and instead emphasizes collective, dialogic, and creative practices (Skotnitsky 2025;
Chesnut 2022). The artists’ practices illustrate how art can operate as a mediator of climate

emotions at both individual and communal levels. This aligns with calls to move beyond
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therapeutic or clinical framings of climate emotions toward relational, political, and cultural
approaches (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018; Opstelten 2025). The artists also questioned conventional
dichotomies, such as power versus vulnerability, human versus nature, or art versus science.

Their actions align with research that challenges anthropocentric divisions (Pihkala 2022).

The interviews also show that although art making offers connection, these relationships may
not be neutral and equal. Collaborative projects may replicate current exclusions even though
they can lead to new methods of working across disciplines and publics, if not all voices are
given the opportunity or authority to participate. Research on resilience has demonstrated that
unequal access to resources, information, and decision-making authority shapes adaptive
capacity in different ways depending on cultural and political contexts (Adger 2000; Cote and
Nightingale 2011). In this way, if the bridging potential of art is not mindful of who is included
and who is left out of the frame, it runs the risk of enhancing already privileged worldviews.
These interventions beg the question of whether connection serves some groups more than
others, such as artists, scientists, or cultural elites. The interviews indicated that the connecting
potential of art making must be seen as situational and context-specific, but they did not offer
enough evidence to evaluate these dynamics entirety. Although art making can promote
collective resilience and collaboration, it cannot be presumed to do so in an equitable or
inclusive way manner. Studying how art-based collaborations might maximize their potential
to create inclusive forms of resilience while avoiding repeating systemic inequities presents a

potential for further research.

5.5. Discussion Summary

This discussion chapter has drawn on four strategies for coping with climate emotions based on
the reflections on art making practices from the interviews with the artists - expression, sensory

engagement, activation, and connection to provide answers for the overarching research
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question: “What explicit and implicit strategies for coping with climate emotions emerge from
ecologically engaged artists’ reflections on their art making processes, and how do these relate
to the broader societal context of the climate crisis that triggers these emotions?”
The findings from the interviews show that the artists perceive climatic emotions as inevitable,
frequently overwhelming, influencing both mind and body. However, rather than being
repressed, these feelings could be partly externalized and processed through the process of art
making. In order to allow emotions to flow outward into symbolic and communicative forms,
expression serves as a regulating mechanism that turns grief, anxiety, or hopelessness into
specific actions and projects. In this way, art making may be a self-regulation strategy and

creative expression outlet that defies avoidance or numbness.

The results situate art making as a non-clinical, approachable way to cope with emotions. Artists
illustrated how emotional resilience may be developed outside of traditional treatment settings
by appealing to a variety of senses, emphasizing neglected or deteriorated places, and doing
small but tangible acts. By encouraging action through situational, creative activities rather than
large-scale systemic solutions, these strategies may combat paralysis. This suggests that art
might be viewed as a survival tactic, a means of recovering in circumstances where people

frequently feel helpless.

Despite studying as a personal coping strategy, art making may produce outputs extending to
societal engagement. Initiatives like Lorena Moreno Vera’s Way of the Water and Christina
Gruber's Huchenhochzeit brought together and bridged communities, disciplines, and human-
nonhuman relations, transforming personal emotions into group experiences. Art practices have
a role in taking action when systemic change seems unattainable as it allows establishing own

guidelines, making choices, defining meaning.
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CHAPTER SI1X: CONCLUSIONS

This study focuses on the artists’ reflections on their practice, contributing to the understanding
of how art making might form strategies to address climate emotions and build resilience during
the climate crisis. The results demonstrate that art making is a means of expressing emotions,
allowing artists to channel their climate anxiety and climate grief into forward-moving energy.
Beyond just being a means of expression, art served as an emotional regulating tool that helped
artists prevent burnout or cynicism and build positivity through small-scale actions during their

practice.

Moreover, each of the three artists specifically discussed how they use their art to understand,
express, and address climate emotions, such as grief or a sense of hopelessness. Reflecting on
the ways to achieve this through art making, they used a variety of practices, including
embodied interaction with the environment, haptic and sensory experiences with materials and
sound, the development of stories and actions to cope with loss, and the acceptance of
vulnerability as a foundation for resilience. These approaches present the potential of art making
in forming accessible strategies to coping with emotions amid the ongoing climate crisis. It has
the power to allow individuals to process emotions, maintain balance, and remain engaged with

environmental knowledge without reaching points of avoidance or constant distress.

Addressing emotions refers to noticing, creating moments of sensory attention and presence in
the environment that are often overshadowed by routine and constant demand to strive for
growth through tangible results. This serves as a reminder that developing our perceptions,
emotions and ways of seeing and feeling is as important as striving for measurable systematic
changes due to the nature of climate crisis. The climate crisis seeps into many aspects of

everyday life proving the idea humans can exist independently wrong. The danger of
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dichotomous thinking — like humans versus nature, science versus art, becomes increasingly
obvious today. To overcome this, the urgency lies in just collaboration across worldviews,
disciplines and species, and in rethinking our relationship with one another and the more-than-

human world.

This understanding holds particular significance for me. As I was listening to artists and their
inspiring practices and how they deal with loss turning grief into curiosity and further action, I
was reflecting on how the human cost of the climate change is frequently overlooked in favor
of policy, technology, and quantifiable results in academic context, especially in the field of
environmental research. In the context of the degree that this master’s thesis complements, |
saw the strength of the community at CEU in its diversity of people arriving from different
backgrounds yet sharing common desire to study the current issues and possible futures. This
process, however, inevitably relates to the emotional dimension of engaging in environmental
research, so for education to truly promote shaping future it is crucial to acknowledge this
dimension and to teach us to navigate it. Addressing emotions within academic communities is
essential part that may complement other forms of expertise and broaden knowledge production
rather distracts from it. Paying attention to small moments, practicing care, experimenting with
creative forms and learning to work with emotions rather than despite them may be ways of
moving forward. Art practices present these opportunities, yet such approaches remain
dismissed as peripheral to more conventional approaches and undervalued in many professional
and academic contexts beyond art studies. However, these practices may support us in building
openness and imagination to shift how we understand our role in this world and engage with
climate change dimensions. This research showed me that individual, bodily, and emotional
ways of making sense of the world matter deeply. There is still much work to do in this field,

but beginning matters significantly. In the midst of societal crises, we can continue our life’s
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work in academic and artistic environments where showing our feelings is not a sign of

weakness but of strength, community, and compassion for one another.
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APPENDIX 1

Question # Open-ended Question and Purpose

1 How do you describe your work, media you work with, and how did you come to do
it?
Purpose: start off the interview, establish the interviewee’s identity, and how they
place their work

2 What are your reflections on relating your art practice to ecological of themes and
climate change?
Purpose: see how they conceptualize their work in the context

3 When you think about climate change, what emotions come up most to your mind?
Purpose: understand how climate crisis affects their emotions

4 Do these feelings come up in your work? How does the process of art making make
you feel?
Purpose: understand how climate crisis affects their emotions, and how they link
climate emotions and art

5 As someone who is actively involved in the environmental agenda and / or
knowledge production, what helps you process your emotions and quiet your mind
when the news or thoughts about climate and global crises feel overwhelming?
Purpose: understand how they process strong climate emotions

6 How does art making process relate to a feeling of responding to what’s happening
around you?
Purpose: see if they connect art and the sense of agency and action

7 What do you think of art’s capabilities of reclaiming a sense of power?
Purpose: see if they connect art and empowerment

8 Do you link making art to activism? If so, how?
Purpose: clarify if and how they see art practice as activist

9 Is there anything you would like to add to your answers or additionally share that I

may have not asked?

Purpose: close out the interview, clarify additional information
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