Art and Nature in Minnesota


In the past two weeks, I’ve shared stories from China that illustrate both discouraging and inspiring examples of people interacting with rivers and other natural resources. Traveling to Guangzhao in southern China, I observed garbage piled high along the railways and roads and watched dozens of people throw plastic water bottles into the Pearl River during an evening cruise. Meanwhile, in the city of Chengdu, scientists, designers and artists collaborated to build an innovative community park along the Fu and Nan Rivers that demonstrates water purification techniques and teaches people how to prevent water pollution. 


Here in Minnesota, we no doubt have our own good and bad examples of people caring for the environment. As an optimist and proud Minnesotan, however, I would like to suggest that we’ve got significantly more good than bad. I could list ad nauseam environmental laws and policies in our state, examples of habitat and water quality restoration projects, and city, state, local government, non-profit, citizen and other groups working to protect our natural resources. As impressive as this data may be, it may be more important to ask, “Do we Minnesotans value our rivers, lakes, forests, prairies and other land and water resources, and if so, are we willing to protect these resources from harm and to restore the resources that have already suffered damage?” 


In answer to the first part of this question, I could once again list data and statistics. Minnesotans must value water resources; there are more anglers and more boat owners here than in any other state. We must value wildlife habitat; half my friend’s husbands and a quarter of my coworkers are out hunting this week. Furthermore, surveys consistently show that Minnesotan’s are overwhelmingly in support of efforts to protect the environment through education, legislation and dedicated funding. Going beyond these data and statistics, however, I could share with you a few examples I have seen of people bringing art and nature together here in Minnesota in ways that are every bit as inspiring as the Living Water Garden in Chengdu, China. 


I’ll begin with the Heart of the Beast Puppet and Mask Theater (HOBT) and their initiative, Invigorate the Common Well. Using live music, an outdoor street carnival, puppet shows, and art-making activities, HOBT has made a vivid connection between our health and the health of our water resources. More notably, they have reached thousands of children and adults, many of whom live in ultra-urban Minneapolis and St. Paul. Closer to home is Arcola Mills, a non-profit organization that provides people with opportunities to explore art, nature, science and history at a restful location six miles north of Stillwater on the St. Croix River. The White Pine Festival, another local gem, is an annual celebration of music, art and poetry that frequently draws from nature for inspiration. 

Last, but not least, I could tell you about the week-long Art and Nature camp I taught while working at the Bell Museum a few years back. Throughout the course of the week, I was repeatedly amazed at the creativity the children in my class demonstrated, as well as the intensity with which they pursued their projects. Whether snapping photographs along the Mississippi River, painting a class mural or collaborating to write and perform their own play, the children seemed always to find something to love about nature. 

The only question that remains, if we Minnesotans have demonstrated our love of rivers and lakes, forests and prairies, is will we work to protect these resources that we love? In the words of Senegalese poet and naturalist Baba Dioum, “In the end, we will protect only what we love. We will love only what we understand. We will understand only what we are taught.” Undoubtedly, then, the answer is yes. Yes, we love our land and water resources here in Minnesota and yes we will continue to protect and restore these resources for ourselves and for our future generations. 
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