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Abstract 

Art and aesthetic value are generally acknowledged to elevate our minds and enhance the quality of life. The 

motivation of this study arose from the researcher’s own experience of Finnish nature, which influenced her artistic 

creativity and the world view. Thus, the starting point of this research lies on the curiosity of the researcher about 

how other people experience nature. The research focuses on aesthetic experience of Finnish nature and tries to 

search its connection to artistic creativity and meaning-making from the experiences. The aim of the research, 

therefore, is to depict and understand different aesthetic experiences of nature through narratives. 

 

The research questions are: 

1. What kind of aesthetic experiences do participants of the research narrate in relation to nature? 

2. How do narrators relate aesthetic experience of nature to artistic creativity? 

3. What meanings do narrators give to aesthetic experiences of nature? 

 

The theoretical framework of this study draws on aesthetics, especially by adopting the ideas of environmental 

aesthetics and everyday aesthetics. The framework provides the understanding of aesthetic experience in the field of 

everyday aesthetics; it means that aesthetic appreciation is not art oriented, but broadened into appreciation in 

everyday life. This study gives attention to subjects’ sense, emotion and imagination through the ideas of Berleant 

(1992, 1996, 2002, 2005), Brady (2003), Carlson (1981), Dewey (1934) and Saito (2007). I also follow the theories of 

Haapala (2005) and Tuan (1977) to study meaning-making from experiences.  

 

The research was conducted by using narrative inquiry; as it allows a researcher to understand a phenomenon in a 

deeper level by investigating the ways human experience the world described through stories. The research subjects 

are art minor students in the faculty of education at the University of Oulu. The interviews were carried out 

individually as a form of semi-structured interview with open-ended questions. The data were analyzed by applying 

Polkinghorne (1995)’s analysis of narratives and Riessman (2008)’s thematic analysis.  

 

For the first research question, the result of data analysis indicated that participants described the experience of 

nature as positive and pleasant with diverse gestalt, behavior and affective qualities. Even though they share same 

qualities, the stories behind were different by each individual as they all have different characteristics and lives. The 

narratives on the experiences of nature showed different processes of feelings, emotion and imagination of the 

participants. For the second research questions, it was found that aesthetic experience of nature has a significant 

influence on artistic creativity as it provides references for art and a space for building artistic creativity. Artistic 

creativity was strongly influenced by the experience of nature when participants’ feeling, emotion and imagination 

were actively involved. For the last research question, the meaning of the experience of nature was discovered as it 

gives energy for life and provides chances for self-awareness. The experience of nature was meaningful by reflecting on 

participants’ life and their own selves.   

 

In conclusion, the research showed that the participants experience nature through diverse senses. Imagination and 

recalling the past also played important roles when experiencing it. Hence, the experiences of nature were contextual 

and relative depending on individuals. The result of this study also found that the aesthetic experience of nature had a 

notable influence on artistic creativity for the participants. In addition to that, the research shows the significance of 

nature in human’s life both as an environment and as an energizer for one’s life. Consequently, this study promotes 

the awareness and importance of experiencing nature with aesthetic values. 

Keywords Aesthetics, Art, Creativity, Environment, Experience, Narrative research, Nature 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Having lived in a small country which is densely populated, concrete apartment buildings 

and asphalt pavements were the usual scenes that I grew up in. Going into nature required 

much effort and time, and good natural places were always crowded with people. Being 

alone in nature was an infrequent experience. However, I always enjoyed it whenever I 

could. Nature was always there waiting for me with its satisfying beauty.  

 

When I first arrived in Finland, I was overwhelmed by the greenness of tremendous pines 

and birches. The summer days full of the freshness, and beautiful colors of trees and lakes 

struck me with wonder. When the country was approached by cold and dark winter, 

another kind of admiration toward nature was evoked by its white blanket all over the land. 

I had never had enough time to enjoy nature before I moved to Finland. The relaxing and 

peaceful lifestyle and dynamic natural phenomenon led me to listen attentively to my inner 

voice. “I want to express this beautiful and wonderful nature that I see and feel.” I took my 

brushes and canvas and started painting. The beautiful experience of Finnish nature 

inspired me to create art works. Moreover, it gave me a chance to think about the life of 

human beings in the natural world and it reminded me of the significance of nature itself.  

 

The first impression of Finnish nature was fascinating, as it amazed me with its 

phenomenal beauty. After three years of staying in Finland, it is still captivating and 

beautiful to me. This is the starting point and the motivation of this research: “what about 

others who have lived here longer than I have? Do they have similar feelings about nature 

that surrounds them?” I was curious about their different experiences of nature and what 

effects these experiences had on their creativity and artistic works. I was certain that not 

everyone wants to paint the beautiful nature in the same way I did. For others, nature may 

be an ordinary and familiar thing they see every day or it may be wondrous in a different 

way than how I experience it. The researcher’s position in this study, therefore, can be 

explained with my own experience and curiosity about other people’s experiences of 

nature. Having studied Education and Globalization at the University of Oulu, I was also 

interested in different experiences of other people who have diverse backgrounds. 

Furthermore, I believe that this research will be educationally valuable in understanding 

our lives intrinsically in conjunction with our surroundings and environments.  
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1.1 The aim of the research and research questions 

The main purpose of this research is to depict and understand different aesthetic 

experiences of nature. The research is focused on individuals’ personal experiences of 

nature and how they connect the experiences with their artistic creativity. Therefore, the 

research is conducted as narrative research to listen to people’s stories. Additionally, it also 

looks for the meanings to understand their experiences more profoundly. The background 

of this research is placed in northern Finland. Consequently, the experience of nature is 

mostly about Finnish nature. The participants of this research are studying in teacher 

education and minor in art education in University of Oulu. Since the participants’ study 

subjects are related to the topic of this study, they can elaborate better on their experiences 

in Finnish nature and their artistic creativity.  

 

This research understands aesthetic experience in the field of everyday aesthetics. It means 

that the object of aesthetic appreciation is not art-oriented, but it is widened into everyday 

experience. The research also seeks to answer how this non art-oriented experience affects 

one artistically, which is represented in the second research question: how do narrators 

relate aesthetic experience of nature to artistic creativity? Finally, the research focuses on 

the meanings of aesthetic experience for individuals and analyzes them in educational 

perspectives which assume that human-beings learn about their lives and the world through 

experiences. The research tries to understand and interpret individuals’ different 

experiences through personal narratives. 

 

 The research questions are:  

1. What kind of aesthetic experiences do interviewees narrate in relation to nature? 

2. How do narrators relate aesthetic experience of nature to artistic creativity? 

3. What meanings do narrators give to aesthetic experiences of nature? 

 

I utilize a theoretical framework drawn from aesthetics, especially by focusing on 

environmental aesthetics and everyday aesthetics. I chiefly follow Berleant (1992, 1996, 

2002, 2005a), Carlson (1981) and Brady (2003) in environmental aesthetics, and Saito 

(2007) in everyday aesthetics. I also take Dewey (1934)’s idea on aesthetic experience. I 

will delineate artistic creativity and meaning making from experience to answer second 

and third questions in separate sections. Artistic creativity will be explicated as a part of art 



3 
 

in relation to the experience of nature with the understanding of Csikszentmihalyi (1997). 

This thesis does not aim to discuss artistic creativity itself in detail, but to find the relation 

with the experience of nature. The third question is more related to educational 

understanding to find out the meanings of experiences through the ideas of Tuan (1977) 

and Haapala (2005). 

1.2 Background of Finnish nature and art   

With thousands of blue lakes and islands, Finland is one of the northernmost countries in 

the world, which makes its climate very extreme. In this radical weather, Finnish people 

had to adapt themselves to the changing nature world throughout history. “For Finns, the 

traditional challenges and the conquests have not been other people but the forests, the land, 

the nature” (Edelsward, 1991, p. 52). This history made them depend on nature in both 

positive and negative ways, while remaining a strong bond between the people and nature. 

That is probably the reason why Finnish people are still so close to nature. Nickels (1968) 

describes Finnish people and their relationship with nature: 

“Finns, who will rarely admit to being romantics, like to watch the sun setting on 

their lakes, or moving patterns of mist, or the sombreness of wind and rain. The 

ability to stop and stare is inborn through their generations; so, too, is the fight of 

contemplative silence and a profound sense of independence”. (p. 273) 

He continues explaining the closeness of Finns and nature; Finnish language has many 

nature-related words and many Finnish surnames and place names are nature-derived 

words such as Jyväskylä, grain village: Joensuu, river’s mouth: Valkeakoski, white rapids. 

(p. 276) This Finnish culture embracing nature is also represented well in the city planning 

by affecting people’s daily lives: 

“The Finns’ deeply rooted love of northern forests on glacially shaped landforms is 

evident in their landscape [...] in the metropolitan region of Helsinki, nature 

venerated and preserved is a part of daily life. Built on a forested, rocky isthmus, 

Helsinki kept large tracts of undisturbed natural landscape as part of the city”. 

(Berleant, 1996, p. 16-17) 

 

These characteristics of Finnish people and culture being close to nature are well-embodied 

in many different forms of Finnish art history. One of the representative Finnish literatures, 

Aleksis Kivi’s Seven brothers, depicts human life in nature and the relationship between 
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humans and nature. Haapala (2002) remarks that people are part of nature in the novel: 

“despite all the obstacle that nature sets, wilderness is a companion to the brothers and they 

feel a deep sense of involvement with it” (p. 51). He adds that this relationship between 

human and nature is deeply rooted in the Finnish national character. Haapala (2002) also 

introduces F. E. Silanpää’s People in the Summer Night, which views nature as a divine 

force and conceives that humans are essentially part of it. In addition to literature, Finnish 

nature has an influence on music and paintings (p. 51). The famous composer, Jean 

Sibelius was also largely influenced by Finnish landscape and nature. His ‘Five Piano 

Pieces, op.75.’ describe the white flowers of a rowan tree, a birch, a pine, a spruce, and an 

aspen. Nature was a constant source of inspiration for him. (Häyrynen, 2001, p. 7) For 

Akseli Gallen-Kallela, Albert Edelfelt and many other painters, the Finnish landscape and 

nature were preeminent subjects. Nature’s influence on art continued from Alvar Aalto’s 

architecture and designs to many other artists today.  

1.3 Previous studies on the experience of nature and artistic creativity 

There are many researches done previously to study nature and creativity in Finnish 

contexts. For example, De Bloom, Kinnunen and Korpela (2014) researched on exposure 

to nature and recovery from work stress. Their hypothesis of the study was that exposure to 

nature during break time would affect people psychologically and physically in more 

positive sense. They also studied how having a break in natural environment enhances 

creativity. Kallioniemi and Kärki (2009) studied on the relationship between the Finnish 

national epic, the Kalevala, and Finnish popular music. The Kalevala embraces 

Finnishness strongly and “stereotypical images of Finnishness show nature (the land of 

thousands of lakes), taciturnity, silence, unpretentious authenticity and exotic marginality” 

(p. 62). This research shows how the Finnish pop music such as metal and rock represents 

the Finnishness including Finnish nature. These researches indicate the correlation of 

nature, art and creativity when discussing nature’s influence on creativity and music. This 

thesis covers a similar topic by exploring the relationship between nature and art in a 

deeper level with a focus on individuals’ diverse experiences.   

 

Van Wieren and Kellert (2013) researched on “the origins of aesthetic and spiritual values 

in children’s experience of nature” which showed different experiences of children in 

nature including nature's diversity, information richness, dynamism, uncertainty, multi-
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sensory quality, and all aliveness and so on (p. 262). Kellert has identified in his previous 

research that aesthetic values of nature give adaptive benefits to children, which are 

composed of intellectual and cognitive development, a sense of order, harmony, an ideal, 

the ability to organize complexity, enhanced human sustenance and security (p. 245). 

Before conducting my research, I also considered that early experiences of nature including 

childhood experience would also influence the experiences of nature for adults. Van 

Wieren and Kellert’s research shows the importance of the experience of nature to learn 

aesthetic values in childhood. I believe that the experience of nature is also important for 

the adults in learning and practicing aesthetic values. Additionally, I can relate their 

research to my thesis when examining how one aesthetically experienced nature previously 

including participants’ childhood and past experiences.  

 

The study of Pauliina Rautio (2010) on beauty of everyday life in Finnish Lapland 

developed this correlation further to individual’s contexts by researching on the exchanged 

letters over a year. Her research focused on beauty in everyday experience, but many of her 

participants also found beauty in natural environment. The results of the research showed 

the importance of finding beauty in everyday life. Rautio (2010) concluded that 

“considering beauty is significant, not only for the wellbeing and quality of life of the 

perceiving human individual, but also for societies and nature at large” (p. 61). My 

research also includes the concept of beauty as one of responses to the experience of nature; 

however, this thesis is only considering experience of natural environment among all the 

experiences in everyday life. Furthermore, researching on aesthetic experience of nature 

will give more detailed understanding in the both areas of environmental aesthetics and 

everyday aesthetics.  
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework of this study mainly draws upon aesthetics and it includes the 

studies of creativity and meaning-making. Aesthetics has the power to influence and 

determine our attitudes and actions. Saito (2007) notes the power of aesthetics has been 

recognized and utilized throughout our history, for instance, by Plato in the Western 

tradition and Confucius in the non-Western tradition (p. 55). Aesthetics is important in 

human life not just at a social level, but also at a personal level in determining the quality 

of life. Hagman (2005) understands that “aesthetic experience gives form, meaning, and, 

most importantly, value to everything we are and everything we do” (p. 1). Therefore, 

discussing aesthetics will allow me to understand experiences of nature more profoundly.  

 

This chapter introduces the fields of aesthetics in which they discuss nature in depth such 

as aesthetics of nature, environmental aesthetics and everyday aesthetics. Then, I will take 

a closer look at the theories of aesthetic experience. Additionally, I clarify the definition of 

artistic creativity used in this research concentrating on the effect of environment. Finally, 

I scrutinize how people learn and make meanings from experiences.  

2.1 Mapping aesthetics 

The term “aesthetic” has been used to designate a variety of concepts. The meanings of it 

range from the broad concepts of the ‘theory of art’ and ‘the doctrine of beauty’ to the 

narrow concepts of ‘the quality of an object’ and ‘a feeling of pleasure.’ (Mandoki, 2007, p. 

3; Carroll, 1999, p. 156) “Aesthetics” in the original etymology means sense perception or 

sensory cognition (Carroll, 1999, p. 156; Rautio, 2010, p. 32). According to Berleant 

(2005a), sense perception holds the central place in aesthetics, because the senses are 

essential and indeed central to the study of art and natural beauty (p. 3). The research 

traditions in the field of aesthetics have developed out of two theories: the theory of beauty 

and the theory of art (Dickie, 1971, p. 1; Sepänmaa, 1986, p. 2). This study positions its 

main focus in artistic dimension experienced in natural environment and it includes the 

sense of beauty as well. Stolnitz (1960) mentioned that we use three main words when 

speaking of art and its enjoyment: these are “art”, “aesthetic” and “beauty”. He goes 

further to say that the term “aesthetic” is the most inclusive among the three words. It is 

because “aesthetic” includes both works of art and natural objects, both what is beautiful 
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and what is valuable for aesthetic perception. (Stolnitz, 1960, pp. 23-24) Hence, aesthetics 

can embody both the theories of art and beauty. 

 

Historically, the theory of art in Western philosophy was proposed by Plato and Aristotle. 

Art was understood as representation with imitation theories which assumed that art 

represents nature. In the eighteenth century, the theory of art started looking inward in art 

works, instead of seeing art merely as a representation. Thus, art was understood as 

expression and nature was recognized as the object of art. The philosophy of art has been 

studied by different schools of philosophy such as existentialism, phenomenology, 

Marxism, deconstructionism and analytical philosophy (Carroll, 1999, p. 2). There have 

also been many attempts to separate philosophy of art and aesthetics. Therefore, Dickie 

(1971) notes that the concept of art is very rich and complicated, thus aesthetics cannot 

absorb completely the idea of art. Nevertheless, it is certainly related in important ways to 

aesthetics (p. 2).  

 

The theory of beauty is also important in understanding aesthetics. As Sepänmaa (1986) 

notes the early Baumgartenian definition of aesthetics started from a basis of the 

philosophy of beauty (p. 2). Berleant (2005b) also understands defining aesthetics as the 

science of sensory knowledge is directed toward beauty (p. 26). Sepänmaa acknowledges 

that “beautiful” belongs to the field of aesthetics as well as ugliness in a broad sense 

belongs. He adds that the object does not have to be beautiful in all parts in order to be 

beautiful as a whole.  (Sepänmaa, 1986, p. 4) Negative aesthetic experiences can also be 

aesthetic, for instance, “the ugly, the grotesque, the comic or playful” can be aesthetic 

(Berleant, 2005a, p. 3; Berleant, 1996, pp. 18-19). Kant (1790/2007) argues that sublime is 

associated with a “negative pleasure” of feeling overwhelmed by the massive, powerful, 

and seemingly infinite qualities of natural objects and phenomena such as towering cliffs, 

raging seas, and vast deserts. According to Mandoki (2007), “beauty is a linguistic effect 

used by a particular subject to describe personal experiences and social conventions, not 

things that exist independently of perception” (p. 7). Likewise, Rautio (2010) understands 

“beauty” as relational with a focus on contexts rather than the subject or object alone. She 

argues that “beauty is taken as being inextricably interwoven into the context in which it 

appears” (p. 34). Therefore, I also understand beauty in a broad sense that it combines both 

positive and negative faculties and it is dependent on individuals who experience it.  
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The contemporary studies of aesthetics regarding art and beauty are diverse and 

complicated. Mandoki (2007) explains that there are scholars who hold different ideas. 

Nwodo understands aesthetics as the theory of beauty, while leaving art to the theory of art. 

On the other hand, Diffey believes that aesthetics is not a discipline towards art and beauty, 

but a multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary field including psychology, sociology, 

philosophy, history of art and so on. There are also critics that aesthetics lacks of a 

sociological dimension and there have not been any non-philosophical approaches to 

aesthetics. (Mandoki, 2007, pp. 3-4) Mandoki (2007) adds that aesthetic is not only a 

philosophical problem, but also a social, symbolic, communicative, political, historical, 

anthropological and even neurological and especially pedagogical one as well (p. 5). Saito 

(2007) also states that the traditional aesthetics is problematic due to its limitation in 

examining diverse aesthetic phenomena today. She suggests that aesthetics should have the 

expanded scope of art including newer forms and non-Western art. (p. 5) I support 

Mandoki and Saito’s perspectives towards aesthetics that it should require a 

multidisciplinary approach and non-traditional views.  

 

In the next subchapters, I will expatiate on aesthetics in which they discuss nature 

significantly. First, I will explore in aesthetics of nature where nature is taken for aesthetic 

appreciation at first with traditional understandings, and then I will discuss environmental 

aesthetics and everyday aesthetics which have non-traditional perspectives.  

2.1.1 Aesthetics of nature  

Until recently, philosophers recognized aesthetics with a relation to art works. Today the 

aesthetic domain has gone beyond the art works to include the natural environment and 

everyday setting. (Brady, 2003, p. 7) There was a time in the late eighteenth century when 

the appreciation of nature received a high attention as part of Romanticism (Berleant, 1996, 

p. 10). During the same period, Immanuel Kant also developed a theory almost entirely 

with reference to nature for aesthetic enjoyment (Berleant, 2002, p. 3). Kant (1790/2007), 

in the Critique of Judgment, discusses judgment of beauty which is response to nature. He 

asserts that when we find something is beautiful or not, we refer the representation of it to 

the object by means of imagination. The representation is associated with the subject and 

its feeling of pleasure or displeasure. (Kant, 1790/2007, p. 35) In other words, the 

judgment of something is aesthetic only if the judgment is determined by the pleasurable or 
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unpleasurable nature of the experience of the thing. (Budd, 2002, p. 26) Kant’s theory of 

judgment is, therefore, not determined by cognitive areas such as knowledge, but rather by 

non-cognitive faculties like feeling of liking or disliking something. Kant also developed 

the concept of disinterestedness as the mark of aesthetic experience. The theory of 

Immanuel Kant’s disinterestedness, together with other philosophers such as Edmund 

Burke and William Gilpin, provides three distinct conceptualizations for understanding the 

aesthetic dimensions of nature: the beautiful, the sublime, and the picturesque (Carlson, 

2009, pp. 2-3). It is notable in the eighteenth century that aesthetic dimension expanded to 

the sublime and the picturesque from the idea of beauty. The idea of ‘beautiful’ involves, 

as mentioned above, the feeling of pleasure. The concept of ‘sublime’ is a feeling of terror 

and anxiety by nature’s wildness and manifestation. In appreciation of nature, the notion of 

picturesque becomes important and popular, because it includes more complicated and 

diverse views than the other two. This theory of the picturesque sees aesthetic appreciation 

where the natural world is understood through art-like scenes like landscape painting. 

(Carlson, 2009, p. 4) Therefore, the picturesque was understood when observing art works.  

 

Traditionally, this art-based understanding toward aesthetic appreciation of nature was 

dominant up to recently. Many aestheticians today study nature beyond the traditional 

understanding of nature which holds art-centered perspective. Saito (1998) discusses 

appreciating nature from unscenic views not as landscape painting: she suggests 

acknowledging and appreciating nature in diverse ways instead of imposing the standard of 

aesthetic value (p. 103). There is also aesthetics that focuses on natural environment itself 

such as environmental aesthetics, which will be explained in the next subchapter. Some 

scholars study nature for aesthetic appreciation such as Malcolm Budd (2002) and Ronald 

Moore (2008). Both of them understand the idea of appreciating nature as natural. They 

appreciate nature with its natural essence which is not man-made. What they appreciate, 

for example, is not nature’s color or shape but the fact that it is natural. Budd (2002) 

explains what it means to appreciate nature and what nature consists of (pp. 2-6). He 

remarks that everything is part of nature in an all-embracing sense like ‘the world’. He 

enumerates the compositions of nature: 

“There are natural substances (gold, water), natural species (animals, insects, trees, 

shrubs, plants), natural objects (icebergs, mountains volcanoes, planets, moons), 

natural forces (gravity, magnetism), natural appearances (the sky, sunrise and 

sunset, a rainbow, shadows), natural phenomena (rivers, wind, rain, snow, clouds), 
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natural products of living things (bird-song, beaver dams, birds’ nests, spiders’ 

webs, faeces, the smell of a rose), and so on.” (Budd, 2002, p. 3)  

These elements of nature all interact with each other and influence one another. He 

concludes that what makes all of these compositions as nature is that they are not artefact 

like art works. The aesthetic appreciation of nature as natural also foregrounds appreciating 

nature not as an artefact. The understanding of nature in this thesis can be discussed with 

Budd’s description of nature in an integrated sense. I agree with the idea of Budd that 

nature is not man-made, but I leave the appreciation part open for this research. Some 

people might appreciate nature with the idea of the picturesque as they do for art.  

 

Moore (2008) develops the concept of beauty as appreciating nature by dividing it into 

intensive, formal and connective beauty. Intensive beauty comes in accordance with 

sensory quality such as fragrance. For example, we find being in the forest beautiful 

because the smell is good and the sunshine gives warmth. The beauty here comes not 

straight from the forest, but from the other components around the forest. On the other 

hand, formal beauty comes from the object itself. It endlessly varies like “arrangements of 

tastes, sounds, smells, tactile qualities, shapes, colors and movements” (Moore, 2008, p. 

168). The connective beauty occurs when one feels that nature is beautiful, because they 

are connected to other matters such as by the observer’s physical or mental reaction. For 

instance, the sky looks more beautiful than yesterday, because today’s sky awakens 

beautiful memories of childhood. As discussed above, aesthetics of nature is understood in 

the sense of beauty and traditional accounts of aesthetics. Even though there are limitations 

in the traditional aesthetics, it is important to discuss different aesthetic experiences of 

nature for this research. The next subchapters will expand the ideas of aesthetics of nature 

by adapting the integrated understanding on aesthetics through environmental aesthetics 

and everyday aesthetics.  

2.1.2 Nature in environmental aesthetics 

Environmental aesthetics comprehends nature with an active interaction and it involves 

integrated and self-conscious uses of all the senses (Fisher, 2003, p. 672). This is the key 

difference between aesthetics of nature and environmental aesthetics. As environmental 

aesthetics comes to the fore in the late twentieth century, nature has been studied more 

notably in aesthetics. Environmental aesthetics understands ‘environment’ as a more 
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inclusive term, for it encompasses places and objects (Berleant, 2002, p. 14). 

Environmental aesthetics is merged with many other disciplines such as art history, 

psychology, city and regional planning and ethics. Its central idea is positioned in the 

application of aesthetic concerns to environment with ecological values and other branches 

of philosophies. (Berleant, 2002, p. 4) Environment aesthetics, therefore, has arisen not 

only from aesthetic concerns to understand nature out of the frame of art, but also from the 

awareness of ecological issues and other knowledge in our environment. This research will 

be more focused on aesthetic issues rather than ecological awareness and other knowledge.  

 

First of all, I will discuss how environmental aesthetics recognizes nature. Sepänmaa (2002) 

describes the difference of art and environment by comparing “art world (the system of art 

worlds) and the environmental world (the system of environmental worlds)” (p. 40). He 

says that these two different worlds are formed and maintained in independent ways. 

Environment is not a part of art, but “art and the environment are two contractual systems 

that branch out from a common family tree.” (Sepänmaa, 2002, p. 41) As explained in the 

previous chapter, the traditional understanding on aesthetic judgment is about involving 

only art works. On the other hand, nature is also seen as the object of aesthetic judgment in 

environmental aesthetics. The scholars in this field separate their understandings on art and 

nature. Carlson (1981) notes that aesthetic judgments about art can be determined as true 

or false, but aesthetic judgments about nature are in some sense subjective and relative. 

Therefore, nature cannot be understood with aesthetic judgment which examines 

something is right or wrong. Instead, nature can be taken aesthetically as appreciating 

whatever one can. (p. 17) As Rautio (2010) and Mandoki (2007) understand beauty in a 

relative perspective, environmental aesthetics takes the relative perspectives on aesthetic 

judgments about nature.  

 

In contemporary environmental aesthetics, there are mainly two camps: the cognitive 

approach and the non-cognitive approach. The cognitive model examines nature with an 

emphasis on ecological and scientific knowledge while the non-cognitive model stresses 

non-conceptual sides such as sense, imagination and emotion in appreciation. (Brady, 2003, 

p. 86) I discuss aesthetics and nature with non-cognitive approaches in this study. Whilst 

the cognitive approach relies on scientific knowledge in aesthetic appreciation, the non-

cognitive model has diverse viewpoints. The non-cognitive approaches, for instance, have 

an inclusive standpoint to the subjective side of aesthetic experience. Thus, they are 
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influenced by Kant’s idea of the judgment which freed the sense of beauty from the 

intellectual intervention. The theories in this camp are, for example, Arnold Berleant’s 

aesthetics of engagement, Noël Carroll’s arousal theory, Hepburn’s multi-dimensional 

aesthetic, Brady and Saito’s integrated approaches, and so on. (Moore, 2008, pp. 30-31; 

Brady, 2003, pp. 102-116; Carlson, 2009, pp. 12-13) These non-cognitive theories 

emphasize multisensory, emotional and imaginational experiences for which I will 

elaborate on this more in the subchapter 2.2.Aesthetic experience. Environmental 

aesthetics has expanded the understanding of environment from an initial focus on human 

and human-influenced environments to an aesthetic investigation of everyday life in 

general (Carlson, 2009, p. 14). Thus, I will amplify the idea of aesthetics considering 

nature in everyday aesthetics in the following subchapter.  

2.1.3 Nature in everyday aesthetics 

Experiences of nature can be discussed in everyday aesthetics in this study; because, one 

can experience nature aesthetically in everyday life without having any exceptional plan, 

such as listening birds singing on the way home. As environmental aesthetics gives a new 

perspective to art by freeing nature from the scope of fine-art, everyday aesthetics also 

gives a new view point to art by considering ordinary things in everyday life. Both nature 

and things in everyday life are not works of art, but they are surroundings of an individual, 

and there appreciation highly depends on the subjective. Leddy (2005) describes that 

everyday aesthetics and environmental aesthetics have a very close relationship, for 

example, walking in the woods can be discussed in both environment and everyday 

aesthetics: “environmental aesthetics points the way to appreciation of everyday aesthetics 

by focusing on the entire lived experience.” (p. 4)  

 

Everyday aesthetics can be studied together with environmental aesthetics in this research, 

because both of them study natural environment considerably. Berleant also wishes to 

expand environmental aesthetics to include the aesthetics of everyday life (Leddy, 2005, p. 

4). He tries to understand both of environmental aesthetics and everyday aesthetics in 

social aesthetics which can be described as aesthetics of the situation. Social aesthetics 

considers, for example, “participants, physical setting, social condition along with time, 

history and the powerful influence of culture and tradition, all join in the perceptual 

character of aesthetic experience.” (Berleant, 2005b, p. 30) I also take Berleant’s idea that 
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one’s experience of nature can be influenced by the culture and society where one lives: 

“the aesthetic values of environment profoundly affect nations and cultures, as well as 

individuals. National groups commonly possess a mystique about their land, and this may 

be distorted into a possessive calming over a geographical region.” (Berleant, 1996, p. 15) 

Thus, it is not difficult to say that the experiences of Finnish people and my experience of 

nature are different, because my social and cultural background is unlike from theirs. 

Moreover, experiences of nature among the Finnish are also dissimilar, because all cultural 

and social settings in Finland are not same. The same natural phenomenon can feel 

different in various ways to different individuals depending on their diverse settings and 

conditions.  

 

Saito (2007) understands everyday aesthetics as a big umbrella term and places 

environmental aesthetics under everyday aesthetics. Environmental aesthetics generally 

concerns nature and built structures, and does not cover artifacts, individual natural objects 

and creatures (p. 3). Nature is not only about environment and surroundings, but also about 

small phenomena that we experience everyday such as observing cotton-like clouds and 

breathing fresh air in the forests. Everyday aesthetics understands natural environment in a 

broad concept including its diverse elements. Saito (2005), for example, discusses weather 

for investigating everyday aesthetics. (p. 157) Art and weather are dissimilar as aesthetic 

objects. Unlike art, weather is something all human beings experience in daily life with 

diverse senses and weather changes every moment: “the experience of weather, as it affects 

our entire being and is bound up so integrally with our daily life, is very personal and 

intimate, varying in content and degree from person to person, situation to situation” (Saito, 

2005, p. 159). Consequently, what we experience everyday requires different kinds of 

appreciation and it depends on individuals and situations. In addition to Saito’s concept, 

Haapala (2005) suggests to be more aware of the pleasurable aspects of the everyday 

without making them objects of aesthetic appreciation in the traditional sense. (p. 52) 

Therefore, everyday aesthetics requires different perspectives to appreciate everyday life as 

environmental aesthetics understand nature out of traditional perspectives. The next 

chapter examines aesthetic experience beyond the traditional understandings by adapting 

the ideas of everyday aesthetics as well as environmental aesthetics.  
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2.2 Aesthetic experience 

Aesthetic experience is the main study area of this research to find out how people 

aesthetically experience nature. Hence, I discuss aesthetic experience in a separate chapter. 

The previous sections discussed the fields of aesthetics to give an overall understanding. 

This chapter will move forward to see how one experiences nature aesthetically by 

introducing diverse ideas and discussing perception and sense/emotion/imagination.  

2.2.1 Diverse understandings on aesthetic experience 

In explaining aesthetic experience of natural environment, it is important to discuss John 

Dewey’s pragmatic ideas on experience which go beyond the traditional concept of 

aesthetic experience. As discussed in the previous chapters, the traditional theories of 

aesthetic experience are also based on art works through disinterested and contemplative 

attention to art for its own sake. On the other hand, Dewey understands that nature cannot 

be experienced in the same way as art works. Nature is not made by artists with an 

intention and the property of nature is part of the environment surrounding us. Unlike art, 

where its meaning is given by artists, meanings are given by appreciators in aesthetic 

appreciation of nature. In short, the recent aesthetic theories including Dewey’s idea are 

beholder-centered. Therefore, aesthetic experience in this research focuses on the 

spectators’ mind and their reactive appreciation. Accordingly, some scholars understand 

aesthetic experience as the generic idea of a distinctively aesthetic state of mind (Iseminger, 

2003, p. 100). Other scholars see that “aesthetic experience corresponds to what is sensed - 

either perceived outwardly or ‘sensed’ inwardly - the way the concept has come to be 

applied exceeds its original usage” (Carroll, 2010, p. 78). 

 

Dewey’s aesthetics is important, because it turns on the concept of ‘an experience’. As 

noted by Sartwell (2003), Dewey identifies art as a certain sort of experience. ‘An 

experience’ is refined on a coherent and intense experience and people may not have it 

easily and effortlessly (p. 766). Brady (2003) points out that Dewey’s idea on aesthetic 

experience puts an emphasis on perceptual absorption, active imagination and an active 

engagement of our mental power. He also understands aesthetic experience from everyday 

activities. (p. 13) According to Dewey (1934), aesthetic refers to experience as appreciated, 

perceiving, and enjoying (p. 49). He understands aesthetics in a bigger sense which 
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includes all experiences if it is appreciated, perceived and enjoyed. Therefore, Dewey’s 

aesthetic experience assumes that any experience of everyday life has potential to be 

aesthetic.  

 

There are many different understandings in aesthetic experience among environmental 

aestheticians. Carroll (1999), for instance, introduces the content-oriented and the affect-

oriented aesthetic experience. The former considers the experiences of the aesthetic 

properties within the direct observation of the object, while the affect-oriented account is 

viewed with the disinterested, sympathetic attention and contemplation. (pp. 168-173) 

Carroll’s theories do not encompass outer matters other than the object itself by 

appreciating the object for its own sake. Berleant (2005a), who challenges Carroll’s idea of 

the disinterested, develops the theory of aesthetic engagement. Berleant believes that fully 

engaging with aesthetic appreciation of nature can give the true experience: “aesthetic 

engagement recognizes the primacy of our immediate perceptual experience, experience 

that is sensory yet colored by the personal and cultural dimensions that enter into all 

human experience” (p. 35). Berleant’s theory of engagement considers that distancing and 

disinterested attitude will “isolate and frame a natural object apart from its impact on us” 

(Saito, 1998, p. 106). Even though certain amount of the disinterestedness might be needed, 

it is not the central of aesthetic experience. As Berleant (2005b) emphasizes the sense of 

perceptual experience (p. 27), it can be found that his idea is influenced by Dewey’s 

aesthetic experience in perceiving experience with sensory system and the influences of 

personal and cultural settings.  

 

Saito (2007) develops the concept of aesthetic experience from Dewey’s experience in her 

study, Everyday Aesthetics. Dewey’s idea is significant, because it includes non-aesthetic 

experiences as aesthetic experience. However, it applies only if it is in accordance with 

“having an experience”. Saito criticizes that Dewey’s experience is limited in infrequency. 

She finds aesthetic experiences in more familiar settings that she calls “those environments 

and objects with which we work or live every day in the most literal sense” (Saito, 2007, p. 

51). Saito gives an example of her aesthetic experience from everyday life: 

“Another unforgettable experience concerns the feeling of being struck by a kind of 

lightning when I first heard a Brahms intermezzo at my piano teacher’s studio as a 

high school student while waiting anxiously for my lesson; it was like falling in 

love at first (sight) sound.” (p. 44)  
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She describes this aesthetic experience as “‘out of gear’ from the normal consciousness 

and being transported to another dimension” (p. 44). Saito’s idea is that aesthetic 

experience does not need to be from a sophisticated experience, but it can also occur from 

everyday experiences which are plain and unsophisticated (p. 10). Whether aesthetic 

experience comes from highly specialized and isolated experience by art or something 

trivial and frivolous by unessential experience, Saito (2007) notes that “they often affect 

and sometimes determine our worldview, actions, the character of a society, the physical 

environment, and quite literally the course of history.” (p. 12) Therefore, small happenings 

in daily life can be aesthetic experiences. 

2.2.2 Perception in aesthetic experience 

Many aestheticians in environmental aesthetics find perception as a starting point of 

aesthetic experience. Brady (2003) states all experiences of the world begin in perception, 

but perception lies at the center of the aesthetic response (p. 9). Perception has many 

dimensions as Brady (2003) finds: perception includes “all of the different types of our 

sensory contact with the world - seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching, combined 

with thoughts, imagining and beliefs” (p. 123). According to Berleant (2005b), “perception 

is basic in all experience” (pp. 26-27). He also adds that “[aesthetic perception] is always 

contextual, mediated by the variety of conditions and influences that shape all experience” 

(Berleant, 1992, p. 21). Berleant (1992) describes that the human environment is a 

perceptual system influenced by our holistic experiences (p. 20). Therefore, perception, 

which acts together with human beings’ whole sensory system, forms an experience 

fundamentally.  

 

Lehari (2002) discusses perception in connection with environments: according to her, 

environmental experience is both conscious and unconscious. Memory and imagination are 

joined and intertwined in environment experience, which are represented as a bodily state 

and the immediate experience of perception. (p. 75). As noted by her, “the immediate 

present world of things surrounding us has meaning only because it includes both the latent 

past and future as their extending spatiality” (p. 75). Therefore, she emphasizes that the 

environment has meanings when we actively perceive it. Dewey (1934) describes that 

every creature in the world lives in an environment whatever the form is. The creature does 

not merely live by itself, but it interacts with surroundings throughout its life by adjusting 
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itself to the environment. He adds that the live creature in a world like ours pursues 

harmonious and congruous order with fulfillment through experience. The experience 

gives enjoyment and pleasure, and that is aesthetic. Dewey (1934) defines that “an 

experience” is a whole and continuous with interaction of a living creature and its 

environing condition (p. 35). In short, aesthetic experience starts from perception in an 

experience, and the perception is influenced by one’s past experience through memory and 

imagination, and diverse environing condition.  

2.2.3 Response to nature with sense, emotion and imagination 

This research approaches aesthetic experience with a focus on sense, emotion and 

imagination. Aesthetic experience is usually associated with aesthetic qualities or 

properties (Brady, 2003, p. 17; Carroll, 1999, p. 189). In our experience of nature, we 

perceive aesthetic qualities. Philosophers have grouped these aesthetic qualities as sensory, 

affective, imaginative, behavior, gestalt, reaction, taste, character, symbolic, historically-

related qualities. (Brady, 2003, p. 16; Hermerén, 1988, p. 106) Brady (2003) adds that 

these qualities do not include everything, but it can be used to describe aesthetic qualities 

of natural phenomenon (pp. 16-17). Leddy (2005) also understands that “both sensuous 

and imaginative apprehension are aspects of aesthetic experience” (p. 3). Therefore, I 

believe that feeling, emotion and imagination play important roles in having an experience 

aesthetically.  

 

Berleant (2002) explains that the traditional understanding of aesthetic experiences did not 

cover all the senses that human bodies have. The aesthetic senses were identified as only 

sight and hearing, but environmental aesthetics and everyday aesthetics include diverse 

sensory systems such as the olfactory sense, the haptic sense, and sense of taste. (pp. 7-9) 

The recent understanding on aesthetic experience has expanded: Berleant (2002) explains 

that human beings become part of environment in the interpretation of body and place. 

Through environmental perception that engages the entire human sensorium, human beings 

can understand their living world by moving with it and acting in response to it. (p. 10) 

Thus, aesthetic experience involves human beings’ active engagement with their diverse 

sensory system.  
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John Dewey (1934) also notes the significance of emotion together with imagination: “the 

experience itself has a satisfying emotional quality because it possesses internal integration 

and fulfillment reached through ordered and organized movement.” (Dewey, 1934, pp. 39-

40) The non-cognitive theorists of aesthetic appreciation of nature also stress the role of 

emotion and imagination. In the affect-oriented approach to aesthetic experience, Carroll 

(2010) understands aesthetic experience as a feeling or an affective action (p. 79). In his 

idea of aesthetic experience in arousal model, emotion is understood in a cognitive theory 

and it includes beliefs and thoughts. Hepburn also highlights many dimensions of 

environmental appreciation, through perception, emotion, imagination and thoughts. 

Moreover, Carlson also emphasizes expressive qualities in appreciation of natural 

environment such as serenity, majesty, somberness, gracefulness, delicacy and garishness 

(as cited in Budd, 2003, p. 120). Even though Carlson’s idea has been criticized by other 

scholars for its limitation, his idea is still notable for including emotions. Moore (2008) 

adds that imagination is influenced by senses when appreciating nature. He develops the 

concept of elaborative imagination which is “a power of interpretive response to objects 

that begins with the act of initial sensory awareness and carries forward an elaboration of 

that same response” (p. 183). Therefore, imagination is closely connected to senses and 

emotion and it has a significant role in having an aesthetic experience. 

 

As Brady (1995, 2003) describes, many scholars such as Kant, Hepburn and Dewey 

recognized the power of imagination. Kant places imagination in the center of aesthetic 

judgment of nature. According to Kant, “[imagination] frees the mind from the constraints 

of intellectual and practical interests and enables a play of associations and creative 

reflection in relation to nature’s qualities” (Brady, 2003, p. 147). Hepburn and Dewey 

describe imagination as “the human capacity which enables us to create fresh perspectives 

on the world” (Brady, 1995, p. 31). Although Brady does not believe that imagination is 

necessary in appreciation of nature as aesthetic experience, she sees imagination as “a 

power which enhances aesthetic appreciation and deepens our respect for the natural 

environment” (Brady, 1995, p. 31). She explicates that theories of imagination are divided 

into two categories: sensory imagination and creative imagination. Sensory imagination 

makes our experience more coherent by connecting the concept and sense perception with 

its imagining role in connection to memory and recollection. Creative imagination 

describes the creative power which gives possibilities to be inventive, to solve problems 

and to create fantastic scenarios. Dewey also recognizes this mode of imagination in 
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aesthetic experience as it gives meanings into experience, which emerges from the 

interaction of live creature with environment. (Brady, 2003, pp. 148-149) Brady, 

furthermore, elaborates on imagination in four modes: exploratory, projective, ampliative 

and revelatory imaginations. Exploratory imagination shows initial discovery of aesthetic 

qualities. Projective imagination draws on imagination onto what is perceived, which 

makes possible to try out new perspectives on objects. Ampliative imagination involves 

inventive power of imagination, which is not generated by images, but goes beyond what is 

seen. Revelatory imagination leads to the discovery of an aesthetic truth, which means that 

we find a way to truth or knowledge about the world by aesthetic experience. (Brady, 1995, 

p. 32) 

 

Imagination is also closely related to creativity. Brady (2003) marks “imagination is a 

humanistic concept- the hallmark of human creativity and genius in both the arts and 

sciences” (p. 146). Newton and Donkin (2011) also explain that imagination produces 

something original and worthwhile. Here originality means “the deliberate manipulation 

and integration of materials until they capture what is to be expressed” (Newton & Donkin, 

2011, p. 285). Therefore, creativity involves choice and decisions in macro and micro 

levels, and not necessarily or entirely conscious or without constraint (Newton & Donkin, 

2011, p. 285). The next chapter will elaborate more on creativity and discuss its relation to 

aesthetic experience of nature.  

2.3 Artistic creativity and environment 

This research investigates the connection between the experience of nature and artistic 

creativity. This chapter explains what artistic creativity means in the context of this study 

and how it is affected by environment. The previous chapters understand nature separately 

from art in aesthetics. By discussing artistic creativity, I include art and artistic works as 

well in this paper. This subchapter will also answer the second research question “how do 

narrators relate aesthetic experience of nature to artistic creativity?” This study is not to 

research on creativity itself, but the concept is used to connect aesthetic experience of 

nature. The sphere of art is also explored with a focus on how participants of this research 

understand and connect art and nature.  
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Before examining artistic creativity, I will explain what creativity means including its traits. 

In Dewey’s idea on aesthetic experience, creativity and vision are part of aesthetic 

experience as understanding creativity in a broad sense. In this chapter, however, I will 

acknowledge the general perception on creativity, so that one can relate nature’s influence 

to it easily. Kneller (1965) elucidates that creativity means having intelligence, awareness, 

fluency, flexibility, originality, persistence, humor, nonconformity, self-confidence and so 

on. A creative person, for instance, is more sensitive to environment; has an inner 

confidence in the worth of work; more open to new experience; and has curiosity towards 

what other people might take for granted. Kneller (1965) also adds that creation involves 

having self-direction, appreciation of the new and ability to be aware of the world around 

us. (pp. 62-88)  

 

These traits of creativity have a strong relation to art as well. It is generally understood that 

art is seen as the concept of artistic creativity and it is true that creativity is largely 

associated with art. (Alperson, 2003, p. 245; Newton & Donkin, 2011, p. 286) 

Etymologically creating and making are closely related, therefore making art and creativity 

has a close relationship. Many times creativity is considered as special talent or ability 

which is not a general skill of human beings. Csikszentmihalyi (1997) criticizes that this 

view on creativity misleads the idea and it is hard to prove. He says that creativity happens 

“in the interaction between a person’s thoughts and a sociocultural context” (p. 23). In this 

research, I take the meaning of creativity in a broader sense, one that not only happens 

inside a man but also is influenced by his surroundings. “Creativity is the ability to come 

up with ideas or artefacts that are new, surprising, and valuable.” (Boden, 2010, p. 29) 

Carruthers pointed out “anyone who is imagining how things could be other than they are 

will be thinking creatively” (as cited in Newton & Donkin, 2011, p. 285). Therefore, I 

understand artistic creativity as creating new ideas and producing art works.  

 

Csikszentmihalyi (1997) explains five steps of creative process: a period of preparation, a 

period of incubation, insight, evaluation, elaboration. These processes include arousing 

curiosity, finding out new facts and making a real works. (pp. 79-81) In this research, I 

embrace all these processes that participants of this research can elaborate on their 

creativity influenced by nature. In other words, creativity does not need to be seen by a 

complete art work, but I appreciate and include all the processes of creative experience of 

nature. Csikszentmihalyi also marks other problems, such as personal experience, the 
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requirements of the domain and social pressure, can lead to a creative process. He says that 

artists find inspiration in real life with their emotion, events and everyday typical things. 

Early experiences and past knowledge also have an influence on creativity and pressures of 

society can call for creativity as well (pp. 83-91). Therefore, one’s creative works starts by 

reflecting on their personal life, their past and environing condition.  

 

Physical environment indeed affects thoughts and feelings to arouse creativity. 

Environment, which influences creativity, can be observed historically over the world. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1997) gives many examples of artists affected by surroundings to create 

their art works: 

“Nitzsche chose to write Thus Spake Zarathustra in the coolness of the nearby 

Engadine; Wagner loved to write his music in a villa in Ravello overlooking the 

hypnotic blue Tyrrhnian sea; Petrarch was inspired to write his poetry in the Alps 

and in his villa near the Adriatics […]” (p. 135) 

Csikszentmihalyi (1997) notes importance of surroundings for being creative: 

“The right milieu is important in more ways than one. It can affect the production of 

novelty as well as its acceptance; therefore, it is not surprising that creative 

individuals tend to gravitate toward centers of vital activity, where there work has 

the chance of succeeding.” (p. 127) 

The environment where one lives is essential, because it is the inspiring place where one 

plans to work with novel stimulation. In addition, the acceptance in the society and culture 

can affect the process of creative works. Therefore, I can assume that nature as our life 

surroundings, influences our creativity and I regard the natural environment as the right 

milieu for creativity in this research. 

2.4 Learning and meaning making from the experience of nature  

This chapter discusses our environment and how we make meanings out of experiences in 

that environment. “Human beings have a strong desire to understand themselves and the 

world around them” (Steger, Kshdan, Sulliva & Lorentz, 2008, p. 200). Thus, people 

naturally find meanings of their experiences in life and it can be translated in diverse ways, 

depending on individuals. Kolb (1984) introduces experiential learning which puts 

experience at the central role in the learning process (p. 20). He notes that learning is the 

holistic process of adaptation to the world and “it involves the integrated functioning of the 
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total organism- thinking, feeling, perceiving and behaving” (p. 31). Aesthetic experience 

also can be seen as a holistic process as it requires feeling, perceiving and additionally 

behaving. Experiential learning model also considers the relationship between person and 

environment by taking Dewey’s idea. Learning and aesthetic experience can be understood 

in educational perspectives in this way that both of them are holistic process through 

cognitive and perceptive involvement.  

 

Tuan (1977), in his study of space and place, he discusses experience with its connection to 

the environment which he calls “external world”. He describes that experience is a 

comprehensive term for the various modes through which a person knows and constructs a 

reality. One can have an experience through more direct and passive sense of smell, taste, 

and touch, and active visual perception, and the indirect mode of symbolization. (p. 8) He 

draws attention to the importance of emotion and thinking as they compose human 

experience. He then links experience to learning: 

“Experience thus implies the ability to learn from what one has undergone. To 

experience is to learn; it means acting on the given and creating out of the given. 

The given cannot be known in itself. What can be known is a reality that is a 

construct of experience, a creation of feeling and thought.” (p. 9)  

In addition to learning, Tuan (1977) points out the importance of childhood experience 

with space and place when adults make deeper meanings of them through the steady 

accretion of sentiment over the years (p. 33). John Dewey (1934) also finds the importance 

of past experience: “each of us assimilates into himself something of the values and 

meanings contained in past experiences” (p. 74). Therefore, childhood experience and past 

experience remarkably affect meaning making of present experience.  

 

Tuan (1977) describes human beings as lived body. This body lives in a space that is 

humanly constructed. Therefore, human being imposes a schema on space, which means 

that they give meanings to their environment by their own standard and values. (pp. 34-37) 

Berleant (1996) also states that “[body] grows, develops, emerges from, is constructed out 

of the diverse materials of culture, history, and circumstance” (p. 99). Every human being, 

who has led different lives, is affected by diverse matters around them. Tuan (1977) gives 

an example of making meaning out of all experiences at home: 

“Home is an intimate place. We think of the house as home and place, but 

enchanted images of the past are evoked not so much by the entire building, which 
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can only be seen, as by its components and furnishings, which can be touched and 

smelled as well: the attic and the cellar, the fireplace and the bay window, the 

hidden corners, a stool, a gilded mirror, a chipped shell. ‘In smaller, more familiar 

things,’ says Freya Stark, ‘memory weaves her strongest enchatments bolding us at 

her mercy with some trifle, some echo, a tone of voice, a scent of tar and seaweed 

on the quay... This surely is the meaning of home - a place where every day is 

multiplied by all the days before it.” (p. 144) 

For other people, home might have different meanings than the example through different 

processes. Lehari (2002) discusses that environmental experience can possess multiple 

meanings.  

“Environmental experience never repeats itself but changes constantly and 

possesses multiple meaning. It is both conscious and unconscious, for joined and 

intertwined in environmental experience are memory, imagination as a bodily state 

and the immediate experience of perception. Furthermore, the core experience of 

place and of the path, which are the basic elements of a living environment, lies in 

its meaning.” (p. 75) 

She notes that a person is dependent on her and his past and environment. Thus the 

meaning that one gives to the experience of nature reflects her past experiences and her 

personal involvement with nature.  

 

Haapala (2005) develops the concept of place with a connection to sensing. He takes 

Martin Heidegger’s studies on nature of the human world. Haapala (2005) emphasizes 

human beings’ active involvement with their environments by remarking that “a place 

cannot have a sense without a person perceiving and understanding it” (p. 41). He 

introduces the terms of strangeness and familiarity to analyze the process of making sense 

of the world (Haapala, 2005, p. 43) What I experienced when I first came to Finland was 

strangeness as Haapala (2005) delineates that strangeness means what we are not used to 

seeing and hearing and what we do not occasionally face in our life (p. 43). Thus, 

strangeness is not continuous as we get familiar with the environment. On the other hand, 

we get familiarity from the surroundings that we are used to. He points out that “we make 

the environment ‘our own’, we create relations that are significant for us and serve our 

purposes and interests” (p. 44). When we are familiar with our surroundings, we might not 

recognize things that we see every day; because, we already know it and we made it our 

own and gave our own meanings to it. He notes that “the human world is a meaningful 
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totality, not a nameless collection of physical entities” (Haapala, 2002, p. 55). The 

meanings from experiences are given by our relation to things around us and we make the 

meanings as totality in our complex, many-layered and qualitatively multi-faceted life 

world.  

 

This subchapter discussed how human beings make sense of their lives and experiences in 

the environments where they are living. In short, one can make personal meanings out of 

their experience with their surroundings in diverse and relative ways. Tuan (1977) 

emphasized our senses and emotion, which were importantly discussed in the chapter 

2.2.Aesthetic experience, and pointed out the importance of past and childhood 

experiences in making meaning out of our experience. Haapala (2005, 2002) discusses 

having an experience in an environment with the concepts of familiarity and strangeness. 

He also emphasized our perception and senses as Tuan examined. Human beings perceive 

their world and the environment around them, and give meanings by their own standards 

which reflect their past experience and socially and culturally constructed personality. As 

Tuan noted, we learn through our experience, give meanings to the world and life and 

understand them with our own perception, which means that an experience is educational.  
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3. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

This chapter introduces the methodological approach used in this study. I utilize qualitative 

research to interpret experiences of people as it is the goal of this research. Since the 

research questions search for different understandings of the experience of nature, narrative 

research is used to obtain more detailed stories of people’s experiences. I will also 

expatiate upon the methods of interview and data analysis employed in this research. 

3.1 Qualitative research  

The methodology of qualitative research was used in this study to explore different 

experiences of lived-life both in nature and artistic creativity. Denzin and Lincoln (1998, p. 

8) state that qualitative researchers emphasize the socially constructed nature of reality and 

seek answers to questions that stress how experience is created and given meanings, 

whereas quantitative research emphasizes the measurement and analysis of casual 

relationships between variables. Both qualitative and quantitative studies examine the 

individual’s point of view. However qualitative researchers investigate more deeply with a 

close look from particular cases. Qualitative researchers are also more interested in the 

everyday social world than quantitative researchers and they believe that rich descriptions 

about the social world are valuable. (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, pp. 8-11) 

 

Denzin and Lincoln (1998) discuss the process of qualitative research (pp. 24-30): “all 

research is interpretive, guided by a set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how it 

should be understood and studied” (p. 26). This research holds the constructivist paradigm 

which assumes that there are multiple realities in the natural world. Then this paradigm is 

connected to the empirical world by a research design which situates them in specific sites 

and persons. After collecting empirical materials, the researcher steps in the art of 

interpretation. Qualitative research is endlessly creative and interpretive and qualitative 

interpretations are constructed. Throughout the interpretive process, the researcher attempts 

to make sense of finding from the data. However, there is no single interpretive truth in 

qualitative research. Thus, it focuses on understanding different realities where people live. 



26 
 

3.2 Narrative research  

Narrative research is a particular type of qualitative inquiry (Chase, 2013, p. 56). Narrative 

study begins in experience as expressed in lived and told stories. Since the research 

methodology gives the attention to methods for analyzing and understanding stories lived 

and told, it can be placed under the label of qualitative research methodology (Pinnegar & 

Daynes, 2007, p. 5). Narrative inquiry provides for researchers to investigate the ways 

humans experience the world described through their stories. (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 

1) It also explores how people make sense of their life experiences and find meanings from 

them. Additionally, narrative inquiry provides unique and rich data that cannot be obtained 

from experiments, questionnaires or observation, because every narration tells different 

stories (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber, 1998, p. 9). It is also the goal of this research 

to understand unique experiences of different individuals. Clandinin and Rosiek argue that 

“everyday experience itself -that taken for granted- is where narrative inquiry should begin 

and end. They implore researchers to listen to people’s stories about everyday experience” 

(as cited in Chase, 2013, p. 56). This research does not expect narrators to give glamorous 

and complete stories but it focuses on everyday experience they find in nature. Thus, this 

methodology is suitable to find the meanings of their experiences of nature of different 

people, 

 

The term “narrative” has many meanings and it is also used in variety of ways by different 

disciplines, often synonymously with story (Riessman, 2008, p. 3). Horsdal (2012) 

recognizes narratives in interactions with environment in one’s life in making sense of life 

and find meanings of it. She also notes the connection of emotion and cognition, and 

cultural and social influences in narratives. (p. 3) This research also expects the collected 

narrative data will produce meanings of life and experience through the interaction with 

environment. Polkinghorne (1995) explains narratives in the context of narrative inquiry: 

"narrative refers to a discourse form in which events and happenings are configured into a 

temporal unity by means of a plot” (p. 5). Many researchers use narrative inquiry for the 

function of narratives in the practice of storytelling. Riessman (2008) notes the functions of 

narrative in interactions between narrators and audience such as storyteller’s rhetoric skills 

and transformative influence. She adds that narratives have a function of remembering the 

past: “narrative constitutes past experience at the same time as it provides ways for 

individuals to make sense of the past” (Riessman, 2008, p. 8). This thesis also aims at the 
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function of remembering the past in narrative and wishes the participants to make sense of 

their experiences.  

 

As Clandinin & Connelly (2002) remark, narrative inquiry is understood in a sense of a 

search, a ‘re-search,’ a searching again (p. 124). It attempts to look deeply inside different 

people’s experiences through “re-searching”. “Narrative allows researchers to present 

experience holistically in all its complexity and richness. Narrative illustrates the temporal 

notion of experience, recognizing that one’s understanding of people and events changes.” 

(Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 2) Therefore, taking narrative inquiry gives a chance to a 

researcher to understand people and phenomenon as a whole by considering accompanying 

matters around them. Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998) point out that narrative 

materials can be analyzed along myriad dimensions, such as contents; structure; style of 

speech; affective characteristics; motives, attitudes, and beliefs of the narrator; or her or his 

cognitive level. The data are also influenced by the interaction of the interviewer and the 

interviewee as well as other contextual factors. They also explain that the work that is 

carried out is interpretive, and an interpretation is always personal, partial, and dynamic. 

Narrative research sometimes does not offer specific and clear direction and it can be 

confusing and ambiguous. Therefore, narrative research is suitable for scholars who do not 

mind to research with ambiguity. (Lieblich et al., 1998, pp. 9-10) 

 

Many narrative researchers share ideas that narrative is the process of meaning making 

through the shaping or ordering of experience. It is also a way of understanding one’s own 

or other’s actions and a way of organizing events and objects into a meaningful whole. 

Narratives connect and see the consequences of actions and events over time. (Chase, 2013, 

p. 56) Clandinin (2007) understands narrative researches with pragmatistic ideas. He 

explains that the pragmatists think experience is always more than we can know and it is 

not something we can represent in a single statement, paragraph, or book. Every 

representation involves selective emphasis of our experience. His pragmatic understanding 

sees that the ontology and epistemology of narrative inquiry are in the central of the 

pragmatist John Dewey’s theory of experience. (Clandinin, 2007, pp. 38-39) For Dewey, 

experience is both personal and social and it is continuity. “Narrative inquiry is a way of 

understanding experience. It is a collaboration between researcher and participants, over 

time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000, p. 20). It is notable to study these pragmatistic views on narrative research 
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with John Dewey’s idea on experience. Even though this research does not hold a strong 

pragmatic goal, it aims to improve the quality of interviewee’s everyday experience in a 

certain degree. I also take pragmatic ideas on narrative research in which they see 

experience as personal and social, and recognize the importance of relationship between 

researcher and interviewee by paying attention to everyday experience.  

 

Andrew, Squire and Tamboukou (2013) describe narrative research as popular and diverse 

and it does not have an automatic starting or finishing point with no clear accounts of how 

to analyze. They introduce three different theoretical divisions including event-centered, 

experience-centered and co-constructed narrative approaches. The event-centered approach 

focuses on particular past events that happened to the narrator, the person telling the story. 

The experience-centered approach examines more diverse phenomena with various data 

forms. The co-constructed approach is more focused on social and relational matters. This 

thesis can be understood by experience-centered approach as it is interested in overall 

experience of nature not just one event happening in one’s life.  

 

The experience-centered approach involves diverse data from texts to first person oral 

narration of past, present, future or imaginary experience (Andrew et al., 2013, p. 37). This 

approach “often rests on phenomenological assumption that experience can, through 

stories, become part of consciousness” (Andrew et al., 2013, p. 41). Squire (2013) 

describes that the experience centered approach understands narratives are sequential and 

meaningful, because it can include all kinds of meaningful stories of personal experience 

and it is not limited to the past experience but also includes present and future statements. 

For this approach, narratives are essential means of human sense-making. The researchers 

of the experience-centered narrative think that the whole process of narrating experiences 

and understanding them is because we are human beings. They also believe that narratives 

are always different in different time and situation. The narratives are re-presented and re-

constructed when people express them. The relationship between a listener and a speaker 

also plays important role in narratives, because the narratives can change depending on 

who the listeners are. This research uses the method of interview where the interviewee 

and the interviewer can interact with each other the most. With the focus on individuals’ 

experience and their stories, the next chapter will introduce the method used in this 

narrative research.  
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3.3 Collecting narratives through interview 

I chose to collect data by interviewing people with the interests in people’s lives including 

their experiences, emotions and thoughts. Many qualitative researches as well as narrative 

inquiry utilize the method of interviewing. Kvale (1996) explains that “the qualitative 

research interview attempts to understand the world from the subjects’ points of view, to 

unfold the meaning of peoples’ experiences, to uncover their lived world prior to scientific 

explanations” (p. 1). He explains that “an interview is literally an inter view, an inter 

change of views between two person conversing about a theme of mutual interest.” (p. 2) 

Most of narrative researchers in the human sciences today use methods of interviews, as 

interviews provide unique insights into the complex lives of individuals in a society. 

(Riessman, 2008, p.23; Kim, 2016, p. 157) 

 

This research is interested in finding themes which are related to the experience of nature 

and artistic creativity. As semi-structured interviews often contain open-ended questions 

that allow narrators to construct answers in ways they find meanings (Riessman, 2008), I 

utilize semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions. As Galletta (2012) states, 

one can give examples of concrete experience through answering open-ended questions (p. 

46). Squire (2013) notes semi-structured interview is mostly used in experience-centered 

narrative interviewing as researcher involvement shows a continuum, depending on where 

the researcher thinks ‘narratives’ live (p. 55). Semi-structured interview makes specific 

topics of the study to be addressed sufficiently and it also leaves place for participants to 

offer new meanings of the study focus (Galletta, 2012, p. 24). Therefore, this method 

makes the research data resourceful inside of the research topic. Kim (2016) explains that 

the prepared- questions in semi-structured interviews are not used to dictate its direction 

but to guide the interview with a research focus. The questions are also flexible to expand 

the scope of the interview depending on interviewee’s responses (p. 163). Galletta (2012) 

says that the key benefit of the semi-structured interview is its attention to lived experience 

while addressing theoretically driven variables of interest (p. 24). In conclusion, by 

utilizing the method of interview, the researcher can find themes of research questions 

together with profound meanings of participants’ unique experiences   
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 3.4 Data analysis: thematic analysis  

Kim (2016) remarks that understanding qualitative research data analysis is the first step to 

conduct narrative data analysis (p. 188). Kvale (1996) notes that the goal of the qualitative 

research interview is to understand the central themes the subjects experience and seek to 

interpret the meaning of themes. (p. 30) Kim explains that the general qualitative research 

data analysis is comprised of; “examining raw data; reducing them to themes through 

coding and recoding processes; and representing the data in figures, tables, and narratives 

in a final research text.” (Kim, 2016, p. 188) She also explicates that data analysis involves 

interpretation and we analyze narrative data to develop an understanding of the meanings 

that participants give to their lived experiences. Therefore, I understand that the core of 

narrative data analysis is to understand themes generated during interviews and to find 

meanings from them. Through interviews, I can describe different aspects of subjects’ life 

worlds with specific situations and experiences of narrators.  

 

Phoenix (2013) discusses three advantages of analyzing narratives. It can research on 

identity in specific and it also includes life stories and behind it with a focus on both in big 

and small stories (p. 73). Therefore, the researcher can interpret data with particular focus. 

Polkinghorne (1995) introduces two ways of analysis: analysis of narratives, which studies 

about stories and narratives, and narrative analysis that studies events, happenings and 

action. My data can be analyzed by “analysis of narratives” which relies on paradigmatic 

cognition. Polkinghorne (1995) explains that paradigmatic cognition “produces cognitive 

networks of concepts that allow people to construct experiences as familiar by emphasizing 

the common elements that appear over and over” (p. 10). Qualitative research generally 

uses a paradigmatic type of analysis in which researchers seek to identify common themes 

and conceptual manifestation discovered in data (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 13). Therefore, 

the analysis of narrative can be conducted by describing themes within or across an 

individual’s experience. Kim (2016) summarizes Polkinghorne's “analysis of narrative”:   

"It describes the categories of particular themes while paying attention to 

relationships among categories; It uncovers the commonalities that exist across the 

multiple sources of data; and it aims to produce general knowledge for a set of 

evidence or particulars found in a collection of stories, hence underplays the unique 

aspects of each story." (pp. 196-197) 
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Qualitative research and narrative research are interested in themes and finding meanings 

from them. Hence, I will use thematic analysis for analyzing my narrative data. Riessman 

(2008) explains diverse ways of thematic analysis by showing four different examples. I 

could connect Riessman’s one of the example analysis done by Williams in 1984. In his 

thematic analysis, he puts less focus on language and how a narrative is spoken, but pays 

attention to the contents and meanings under themes. Unlike traditional thematic narrative 

which does not care so much about interaction between an interviewer and a narrator, 

Williams studied with an insight about co-construction process in his research. (Riessman, 

2008, p. 58) Ross and Green (2001) used thematic narrative analysis to allow individual 

units of meaning, words and phrases, expressing thought, ideas, experiences and emotions, 

to emerge from within the text of the interviews by forming data into themes. The same 

phenomenon, when using narrative research, can be interpreted differently by each narrator 

as “narrative is not an objective reconstruction of life” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 3). 

Hence, the phenomenon in narrative research can be described differently depending on 

how an individual understands. Moreover, the data and themes can be analyzed in different 

ways by a researcher’s interests. As the analysis of narratives and thematic analysis are 

interested in themes, the relationship between themes collected from data will be the focus 

of this study.  

 

The next chapter will delineate on how I utilized the methodology of narrative research and 

the method of semi-structured interviews by explaining the empirical process of data 

collection and data analysis. 
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4. RESEARCH PATHWAY 

This chapter will elucidate how this research was carried out empirically. It describes 

recruiting participants for the interviews and how the actual processes of interviews were. I 

also discuss ethics in conducting interviews and narrative research. Finally, I clarify how 

the analysis for interpreting data was done by adopting the method of thematic analysis.  

4.1 Recruiting participants for interviews 

Qualitative research requires a careful design for the selection of participants. Before 

collecting data, I planned the methodical process to obtain data. As the purpose of this 

research is to listen to interviewee’s narrative stories, it was designed to conduct individual 

interviews. Squire (2013) notes that setting a certain number of interviewees is important 

when researching on experiences (p. 54). The number of subjects selected was five. Kvale 

(1996) says that, with small number of interviewees, we can make penetrating 

interpretations of the interviews (p. 102). After the number of the interviewees was decided, 

I recruited the participants from art education minor in order to get a reliable result. There 

were two reasons for this decision. First, the practical and realistic consideration was 

applied. As I am also studying art education minor, it was easier for me to find participants. 

I believed that they were willing to participate in my research and give more productive 

and meaningful responses as Fielding notes that “participants often respond more 

favorably to interviewers who are similar to themselves” (as cited in Whiting, 2008, p. 36). 

The second reason was that the art minor students have a good understanding of art 

education, which is the topic of this research in a broad sense. Whiting (2008) explains that 

selecting participants is to find out good informants whose qualities are knowledgeable 

about the topic, and who are willing to talk and can reflect and provide detailed 

information (p. 36) Three of the participants were Finnish and have spent most of life in 

Finland. Two of them were half-Finnish who have spent their childhood and adulthood in 

Finland for considerable time. All participants study teacher education and take art minor 

in education. First I asked the potential interviewees to participate in the research. When 

they agreed to take part in the interview, we arranged time and place for face to face 

interviews. The interview locations were carefully decided in a closed space, so that 

interviews will not be disturbed and will be kept confidential.  
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4.2 The process of listening to narratives 

Individual face to face interviews were carried out to listen to personal narratives about the 

experience of nature and to find out themes for the research questions of this study. 

According to Galletta (2012), “each interview question should be clearly connected to the 

purpose of the research” (p. 45). Thus, the interview questions were planned in advance 

based on the purpose of this research to answer the research questions. The planned 

interview questions were composed of opening questions, main questions, additional and 

clarifying questions (see Table 1).  

 

Table 1. Interview questions 
Main questions Additional questions Clarifying 

questions 

Can you tell me about being 

in nature? 

or 

how do you experience 

nature? 

Can you tell me how you feel/ think when 

you are in nature? 

Have you experienced nature artistically 

and aesthetically? 

Can you tell me one or more events when 

you felt strongly or unforgettable in 

nature or important experience of nature? 

Can you expand 

a little on this? 

Can you tell me 

anything else? 

Can you give me 

some examples? 

How do you think the 

experience influences on 

your artistic creativity? 

Examples? 

Has the experience had influence on you 

making art works? 

- 

What does the experience 

mean to you? 

Why do you think so? - 

 

The opening questions were designed to lead the participants to get familiar with the 

themes of the research. The main questions were directly connected to research questions. 

As the main theme is the experience of nature, I asked participants to tell their memorable 

experience of nature so as to find out deeper meanings of it. Using semi-structured 

interviews allowed me to have spontaneousness and to modify questions by situation. 

Kvale (1996) notes that interviewer can encourage the subject to let their stories unfold 

when spontaneous stories appear during interviews (p. 200). Thus, I sometimes asked 

additional questions to get a detailed story, even though it was not related to my research 
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questions; because, these stories can be considerably analyzed later and it can lead the 

participants to remember other important experiences. Riessman (2008) points out the 

flexibility of interview: “one story can lead to another, as narrator and questioner/listener 

negotiate openings for extended turns and associative shifts in topic. When shifts occur, it 

is useful to explore, with the participants, associations and meanings that might connect 

several stories” (p. 24). Consequently, I tried to keep the interview flexible by changing the 

forms of questions inside the main questions and asking additional questions in different 

situations. When one of the interviewees said that her experience of nature was beautiful, 

for example, I additionally asked what “beautiful” means in that context and what 

“beautiful” means to her generally. Therefore, even though I had a plan for interview 

questions, it was not conducted in exact the same way but used to guide the interview. 

Hence, the questions were constantly evolving and flexibly changing in every interview. 

The table below describes the plan to guide each interview.  

 

Before the opening questions, consent forms were made and given to all participants. 

Subsequently, I used a visual method, showing photographs of typical Finnish nature 

scenes to interviewees. Prosser (2013) notes that art evokes emotion and imagination as a 

tool for thinking and it is a very powerful means of expression and promoting discussion (p. 

195). I asked interviewees to look at the photographs freely. This method was used for the 

participants to relax before answering the questions and to stimulate their memories and 

experiences of nature. (The example of photographs can be found in Appendix 1)  

 

The interviews were recorded for transcription and further analysis. At the very beginning 

of data collection, I conducted a pilot interview to see if the plan works. Fortunately, I was 

satisfied with the results and I decided to continue other interviews in the same way. The 

average duration of the all interviews was around 50 minutes: 1 hour 5 seconds, 40 minutes, 

50 minutes 44 seconds, 51 minutes 13 seconds and 47 minutes 55 seconds. Nevertheless, 

the amount of texts varied depending on participants’ thinking process, silence, and speech 

speed. 

 

After each interview was completed, it was transcribed within a week as verbatim. 

Subsequently to read the original transcription many times, I transformed spoken 

languages to more-readable texts. For example, I edited texts A into B:  
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A: “I come to think of, because, when I am taking photographs, I usually, also 

when I paint, it is always nature, everything is about ... I always do some kind of 

landscape or anything like that. For example… like this picture (pointing a photo in 

the book). It kind of like it inspires me really.” 

 

B: “I come to think, when I am taking photographs or when I paint, it is always 

nature, everything is about [nature]. I always do some kind of landscape or 

anything like that. For example, like this picture (pointing a photo in the book). It 

really inspires me.”  

 

Riessman (2008) states that language is seen as a resource rather than a topic of inquiry in 

thematic narrative analysis (p. 59). Therefore, I do not pay close attention to language and 

how an interviewee narrates, but I focus on what is said. The next section discusses ethical 

issues inherent in interviewing and narrative research.  

4.3 Ethical issues in interviewing and narrative research 

Considering the issues of ethics is vital in narrative research and interviewing. Kim (2016) 

foregrounds ethics in research as it deals with moral principles that govern our human 

behavior (p. 101). Kim (2016) discusses researcher’s bias while considering ethical issues: 

“in humanities-oriented research, no research (no researchers) is neutral when it comes to 

values” (p. 102). Josselson (2007) also says that the researcher’s self is primary tool of 

inquiry together with its fantasies, biases, and horizons of understanding (p. 545). 

Therefore, it is not possible to be neutral and not to have any bias in conducting a narrative 

research. As explained in the introduction, the researcher’s position in this research holds 

certain values and beliefs. For example, the researcher in this study believes that people 

experience nature aesthetically and the experience of nature influences artistic creativity. 

These beliefs are the primary tools to carry out this study; therefore, ethical issues in this 

research can be considered at a different level, for example in empirical parts.  

 

The ethics should be concerned continuously during the whole process of research. The 

most important matter regarding ethics in conducting a research is protecting the 

participants without producing any harm to them. Keeping the interview confidential 

ensures the protection of individuals’ identities. The first consideration in data collection is 
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obtaining informed consent from interviewees to participate in the study. Josselson (2007) 

finds that “the principle of assurance of confidentiality and privacy to participants is 

central to the very possibility of doing narrative research” (p. 541). Therefore, I assured the 

confidentiality and privacy of participants before interviewing by making signed consent 

forms which tell the purpose of research, the length of the interview, confidentiality and 

that the interview will be recorded (see Appendix 2). Another way to protect participants’ 

identities can be found when reporting the result of the data. Josselson (2007) notes it is 

necessary to change all the names of interviewees in research for confidentiality (p. 542). 

Hence, I gave different names to participants in transcribing and reporting the results.  

 

Kvale (1996) explains “an interview inquiry is a moral enterprise: the personal interaction 

in the interview affects the interviewee, and the knowledge produced by the interview 

affects our understanding of the human situation.” (p. 109). Thus, with respect to 

participants, I tried to be a good listener by not interrupting or stopping when the 

interviewee was speaking and I did not mind to have long silence to give enough time for 

them to think. Mishler (1986) reports that interviewee's responses will be often given as 

stories. He notes that people frequently understand and recapitulate their experiences in 

storied form. If the interviewer will not suppress the interviewee's responses by limiting the 

answers to what is relevant to a narrowly specified question, a storied answer will be 

provided. (p. 11) A story is not just consist of a simple sentence; thus, it requires patience 

of the listener to get a full story that the narrators want to convey. Riessman (2008) notes 

that “storytelling in interviews can occur at the most unexpected times” (p. 24) Therefore, I 

tried to make enough space and time, comfortable and open atmosphere for participants to 

narrate their stories. In short, ethical issues in this study were mainly concerned when 

interviewing and protecting the participants’ identities.   

4.4 Analysis of data 

I apply Polkinghorne’s analysis of narratives and Riessman’s thematic analysis to this 

research by developing concepts inductively from the data. Polkinghorne (1995) explains 

that “inductive analysis includes the recursive movement from noted similar instances in 

the data to researcher-proposed categorical and conceptual definition” (p. 13). 

Polkinghorne and Riessman note that the analysis of narratives and thematic analysis have 

a similar approach as grounded theory. The difference is that these two approaches are 
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more focused on themes. (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 13; Riessman, 2008, p. 74) Therefore, I 

selected themes that I am interested in, which directly follow research questions.  

 

I will focus on the analysis of narratives by finding, collecting and analyzing codes, 

categories, patterns and themes from the collected data. Kim (2016) explains the terms for 

data analysis: coding means identifying concepts from raw data through multiple coding 

processes. The first analytical step is coding which requires the researcher to attend closely 

to data and the codes reflect the researchers’ interests and perspectives as well as the 

information in the data. (Charmaz, 2002, p. 683) The second step is finding categories by 

linking codes to create a unit. Then patterns will appear as identifying repeated units from 

categories. Finally one can find themes from the similar patterns. (Kim, 2016, p. 188) 

 

I first marked narratives that address research questions and started coding. For the 

research question one “what kind of aesthetic experiences do interviewees narrate in 

relation to nature?” I considered participants’ description of nature, how their emotional, 

imaginary, cognitive processes happen, what kind of stories participants tell regarding the 

experience of nature. The second question “how do narrators relate aesthetic experience of 

nature to artistic creativity?” included their understandings of art and nature and how 

interviewee relate art and artistic creativity with their own artistic works related to nature. 

The third question “What meanings do narrators give to aesthetic experiences of nature?” 

observed how the students understand aesthetic experience of nature significantly and their 

overall meanings of nature related to art.  

 

After coding the transcripts, I linked the codes under similar categories. For example, 

many interviewees described their different experiences as beautiful, so I coded them as 

“beautiful”. Afterwards, I grouped similar contents as one. For instance, narrators said 

“beautiful” and “nice/good” when describing experiences of nature, which I named 

“Description of nature” as a pattern. After patterns were found, I placed them under the 

themes. The themes were directly related to research questions and I titled them as 

“Narratives on the experience of nature” fore research question one, “Art and nature” for 

research question two and “Meanings of the experience of nature” for research question 

three. During this process, some codes which were not related to research topics were 

omitted. The following table describes the process of coding, categorizing and finding 

patterns and themes. 
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Table 2. Example of data analysis 

Interview statement Code Category Pattern Theme 

Kati: “I always look at 

nature like from the aesthetic 

point of view, I am always 

like ‘oh that’s beautiful, I 

should have had my camera 

and taken a picture.’”  

Nature is 

beautiful 

beautiful Description 

of nature 

Narratives on 

the experience 

of nature 

Elisa: “I really draw a lot 

about nature and space, 

forest, and little mythological 

creatures and fantasy type 

things”  

I draw a lot 

of nature 

subjects 

Visual 

influence 

in art 

Nature as 

inspiration 

Art and nature 

Tiia: “Experiences I got from 

nature is always linked to 

that I have had in my past in 

nature and of course my 

childhood experiences. Well 

because I lived there so near 

nature and forest and they 

are always linked to there. I 

think it has been so much 

things to do that I was raised 

in our home place because 

nature is so close.” 

Nature 

means my 

childhood 

My past Self-

awareness 

Meanings of the 

experience of 

nature 

 

The next chapter presents all codes, categories, patterns and themes found by thematic 

analysis and it discusses the results and findings. 
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5. RESULTS AND FINDINGS  

This chapter presents the narratives that participants shared about their experiences of 

nature, nature’s influence on artistic creativity and the meanings of experiences of nature. 

The findings show the results under themes, which were found from similar patterns in 

transcriptions. The themes represent three research questions: aesthetic experience of 

nature titled as “Narratives on the experience of nature”, the relation of aesthetic 

experience and artistic creativity titled as “Art and nature” and finally the meanings of 

experience that interviewees narrate which is titled as “The meanings of the experience of 

nature.” Each theme is composed of a couple of patterns and the patterns are identified by 

categories.   

5.1 Description of participants 

“There must be something with you Finns and nature.” 

– One of narrators recalled an art teacher saying about her art works in a school abroad. 

 

The participants of this study have lived in Finland for whole their life or more than ten 

years. As discussed in the introduction of this research, Finnish life and culture have strong 

connections with nature. However, the participants cannot be just seen as Finns. Even 

though they might share some values that Finnish culture has, they are all different 

individuals holding different values. Dewey (2000) points out the significance of human 

beings’ personality, selfhood and subjectivity. Human being is a subject and self, a 

distinctive center of desire, thinking and aspiration (p. 216). The research also conceives of 

individuals as different and distinctive subjects. In this subchapter, with a focus on each 

individual, I will briefly describe general and unique relationship between participants and 

nature and their characteristic stories told during the interviews. Connelly and Clandinin 

(1990) note that people by nature lead storied lives and tell stories of those lives. Narrative 

researchers describe such lives, collect and tell stories of them, and write narratives of 

experience (p. 2). Therefore, this description of participants is introduced to help to 

understand the focus of this study and the background of participants.  
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As mentioned above, all five participants are studying teacher education and minor in art 

education. All of them are female and in their twenties. The names of participants were all 

changed for ethical considerations. 

 

Kati enjoys nature a lot. She states that her themes for paintings and drawings are mostly 

about nature. She does many art works such as taking photographs and painting. She 

describes herself as a calm person like nature. She shared a lot of childhood memories of 

nature and found a strong connection between her art and nature during the interview.   

  

Ella has spent a lot of time in nature since she was young. She recalled childhood plays 

with her siblings and her parents’ teaching about things in nature such as the types of birds. 

She believes that all those experiences of nature have shaped her today to be more creative 

and imaginative. She is influenced by nature physically, for instance, having full moon 

sickness. She describes herself as a person who flows around freely like “air”. She says 

that nature is within her all the time.   

  

Elisa likes nature, because it makes her feel good and relaxed. Being in nature helps her 

think and it reminds her of an important thing in life, which is happiness. She has been 

involved in different kinds of art since she was young. Her art works are at most times 

nature-related and she believes it is a natural phenomenon for her art to be nature-

influenced.   

  

Mari gets energy from nature. Art does the same thing for her. Both of them give her 

creative spaces to express herself and they help her to think better and generate new ideas. 

She has compelling memories from mountains and oceans. The wonderful scenes there 

make her realize how small she is as a human being on this earth. This also makes her look 

back to her life and makes her feel thankful with what she has.   

 

Tiia has grown up closer to nature. Being in nature gives her safe feeling and so does art. 

Art and nature have been big parts of her life that they are deep inside of her. Her art works 

reflect a lot of nature elements. Nature became more important to her after her family 

member passed away, as the one had spent a lot of time in nature. She recollected that 

nature evokes childhood memory and it makes her feel free and be herself.   
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5.2 Narratives on the experiences of nature  

When interviewees were asked if they enjoy nature or how they experience nature, they 

answered how they perceive nature and experience it with examples of previous 

experiences. This chapter analyzes participants’ aesthetic experience by observing 

aesthetic qualities. The table below shows how they described their experience of nature. I 

divided the answers into three patterns. “Description of nature” shows how interviewees 

described nature. “Aesthetic qualities of nature” focuses on interviewee’s feeling, emotion 

and imagination, and the last part “Past experiences and memories of nature” is about 

participants’ past experience of nature and how they remember experiencing it. The three 

patterns have diverse aesthetic qualities and they often overlap each other. The patterns are 

organized by participants’ description.  

  

 

Figure 1. Narratives on the experience of nature 

5.2.1 Description of nature  

Aesthetic experience of nature can be discussed as appreciation of nature. This part 

discusses how interviewees described nature when they appreciate it. The most frequent 

term that appeared while describing the experience of nature was nice. “Nice” is an 

abstract expression that can include many different qualities. Elisa described being in 

nature as nice from experiencing sensory quality. Mari’s observation of flowers represents 

gestalt quality, which looks at a complex of objects’ unification, balance and integration 
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(Hermerén, 1988, p. 132). Tiia’s description shows calmness of nature which has behavior 

qualities. Kati enjoyed nature a lot in her cottage which shows affective qualities.   

Elisa: “The way [nature] makes you when you go outside and you lay on the grass 

by the water and you can hear it running. You can hear the bird, when you are 

lying on the soft grass. And there is just something so nice, like closing your eyes 

and hearing the sounds of bees, the wings and the stuffs, and the smell of nature, 

flowers and everything. Even the smell of dirt smells good to me.”  

 

Mari: “..it is not just flowers. It has so many colors and it is usually really 

symmetrical or it has so many shapes going on, like all the patterns repeating. I 

really find them really interesting to look at the all the details in nature and to 

concentrate on them. I find it really nice as well when I look at flowers.”  

 

Tiia: “I had time to stop and watch [nature]. It was really nice because it was kind 

of misty and somehow grey. And the lake was still. It wasn’t windy. There was no 

wind and that moment was like stopping the time and it was really nice.”  

 

Kati: “Next to the cottage that we have, there is this river flowing and it is the river 

by the banks, there are many trees and it is really nice.”  

One expression has many aesthetic qualities and it can change in the different context of 

experience. I am not going to divide all the description of participants by aesthetic qualities, 

but I will focus on observing their utterances and the context of experiences. Experiencing 

nature as nice shows how positive effects nature gives to participants. Together with the 

positive reactions to being in nature, interviewees described nature in diverse ways. The 

participants’ accounts on description of nature share analogous meanings that are based on 

pleasant properties. However, it is important to note how they narrated about nature with 

their own unique experiences. Therefore, I selected some of their statements to 

demonstrate the narratives which can show their unique characteristics. Then, I categorized 

the qualities of nature according to different description: beautiful, inspiring, amazing, 

magical and nice/good.   

  

As discussed in the theoretical parts, experiencing nature includes appreciating nature 

largely. Its chief quality is beauty and appreciating the beauty of nature has been studied 

for long in the field of aesthetics. During the interview, however, the expression “beautiful” 
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has not been used often. I thought that participants could also describe the beauty of nature 

in other ways. Hence, I was more focused on how narrators describe their experience of 

nature with different expressions and stories.   

 

Mari and Kati mention that they view nature from aesthetic perspectives. Kati’s experience 

of nature is many times related to artistic expression. During the interview, her description 

of nature often started by saying “beautiful”. She said that this beautiful nature leads her to 

do artistic work such as taking a photograph.   

Kati: “I always look at nature like from the aesthetic point of view, I am always 

like ‘oh that’s beautiful, I should have had my camera and taken a picture.’”  

Mari also experience nature from the perspective of beauty. She said that her hometown 

was in countryside and the nature was really beautiful there. Even though she moved to 

Oulu which is a bigger city than her home city, she could experience beautiful nature here 

as well.   

Mari: “The winter is so beautiful and the trees are so pretty. That is like I get to 

feel same experience here [in Oulu] when you go to forest and it is so beautiful.”   

She also described experience the ocean as beautiful.   

Mari: “When you actually look at the ocean and when you look at the sky and 

everything. That is so big and amazingly beautiful.”   

For Mari, the beauty of nature means the untouched nature and its grandeur.   

Mari: “For me, nature’s beauty is untouched places [...], and big shapes and 

mountains, and big things that human beings could not have made, and the views 

of rough nature that has been always there, throughout all the time the world and 

the things have been changing.”  

Mari’s understanding and perception of nature can be discussed by the theory of beauty. 

As explained in 2.1.1 Aesthetics of nature, Moore (2008) discusses appreciating nature as 

natural. Seeing nature’s beauty is not same as appreciating art work which is man-made: 

“Appreciating [nature] as natural is a matter of understanding and respecting the 

fact that they are not products of human concoction. Appreciating them as beautiful 

is a matter of wedding this respect and this understanding to schemes of value and 

responsiveness distinctive of human cultures.” (p. 152)  

Mari’s understanding of beauty can be understood by her appreciation of nature as natural.   
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Many participants said that some certain natural objects such as rocks and water are 

important to them, because it is personally very meaningful to them. Ella said rocks on the 

beach are very beautiful. She reminisced about her childhood experience with a rock. She 

assumed that the reason why she likes rocks so much and draws them often is because of 

her childhood. Her memory was about running away from home when she was very little. 

When her family found her, she had a small stone in her hand and did not want to let it go. 

Ella: “I was by the ocean and sunbathing and drawing. I was looking at the rocks 

how beautiful they are” 

 

Ella: “I love rocks and so I love drawing them.” 

 

Ella: “I had this tiny rock in my hand and my father was really angry. ‘Ella! Come 

home now! Why did you do this, leave the stone here now!’ I was just crying. I 

barely remember this, but my family told me this so many times like how I told them 

so strongly like ‘en jätä koska se herättää minusta niin paljon muistoja, nyt minä 

opin että en saa lähteä kotoa, minä haluan tämän kiven.’ I was like so strongly 

saying that I am not gonna leave this rock here. I am gonna bring it with me, 

because it is gonna let me awake memories.” 

Even though her appreciation of rocks is from formal natural beauty, which probably was 

evoked by the rocks’ shape, color or arrangement at first in the ocean, she discovered its 

connective beauty during the interview by remembering her childhood experience with a 

rock. 

 

Elisa shared her amazing and magical experience of nature during the interview. She 

describes how she experiences a forest with her senses.   

Elisa: “Closing your eyes and hearing the sounds of bees and their wings, just the 

way air smell and sun light in the forest. It is amazing how it peaks through all the 

different leaves.”  

 

Elisa: “It always makes me think like ‘oh- this is amazing, why don’t I do this more 

often, why doesn’t everyone want to just sit in the forest all day.’”  

What she described was not a special phenomenon in nature. It was an ordinary and natural 

thing that anyone could have. However, she made this ordinary experience into her own 
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personal and extraordinary event. Furthermore, she explained her experience in the forest 

as magical.   

Elisa: “Being in a forest, it is so magical to me. Just to walk on a little path, 

especially when you don’t have shoes on.  It always feels kind of cold. You can look 

up the sunrays coming through between trees. It is so magical.”   

Nature is an ordinary place that participants can find easily as they are living in Finland. 

As Elisa demonstrates, however, it can be a very special place depending on how one 

perceives it. The next subchapter discovers in details the participants’ personal experiences.  

5.2.2 Aesthetic qualities of nature  

This part discusses how nature makes interviewees feel and how they perceive nature 

innerly by focusing on their feeling, emotion and imagination. Berleant (1992) notes that it 

is difficult to formulate aesthetic experience of environment in explicit terms: 

“explanations can never be direct and straightforward, whatever be our intentions. Every 

account filters unavoidably through cognitive presupposition, perceptual habits, and 

cultural and philosophical traditions” (p. 15). Therefore, this chapter overlaps with the 

previous section in many ways such as descriptive expression, because the feature of 

nature affects one’s experience of nature as well. This part gives more attention to 

interviewees themselves in a deeper level with feeling, emotion and thinking in 

experiencing nature. In other words, it focuses on the ‘lived body’ and their relationship 

with space as Tuan (1977) discusses in the chapter 2.4. Learning and meaning making 

from the experience of nature. 

  

Berleant (1992) notes that we can identify aesthetics with surface qualities by using our 

senses at the beginning of perception (p. 16). Thus, I will analyze feelings and emotions 

that interviewees got at first in nature. Kati says that the beauty of nature makes her feel 

happy.   

Kati: “..you feel happy and then if you see some beautiful scenery, that makes you 

really calm and then you are in the moment, like from the perspective of 

mindfulness. That it is just what I can think, happy and calm and ‘wow’. Usually it 

is nothing negative feelings or anything, it is mostly positive feeling.”  



46 
 

Elisa described that having a connection with nature makes her happy. For Elisa, having 

happiness in life is important and she noted that nature reminds her of this important thing 

in life.   

Elisa: “You can just feel it. When you go there, you feel that connection. And it is 

so important to keep that. Because that makes you happy.”  

The feeling of happiness is hard to analyze. As the notion “nice” was previously discussed, 

it shows how positive, satisfactory and pleasant feelings nature gives.   

  

Many interviewees also mentioned nature makes them calm. Ella mentioned that she is can 

be sometimes restless, but nature makes her feel calmer to focus better on her senses better.   

Ella: “I feel like, I smell better when I am around [nature] and my mind goes like 

really calm as soon as I get there.”  

Kati described that her personality resembles nature’s calmness. She can feel even calmer 

when she is in nature.  

Kati: “I feel more calm and some kind of connection and maybe there is some 

relationship there that I really like being there.”  

  

Some pointed out that nature is relaxing and therapeutic. Tiia said that she feels safe in 

nature and the fact that she does not need to care about responsibility in social life makes 

her relaxed.   

Tiia: “Usually if I am walking in forest or near the forest, I am just feeling relaxed. 

And I think that is because I don’t have to do anything. I am just in the moment.”  

Whilst nature influenced Tiia’s mental state, Elisa experienced physical relaxation.  

Elisa: “If I go to the forest and I sat in the forest by myself. I think that is one of the 

most relaxing places there is ever. It is better than going to spa, it is better than 

anything like that. It is therapeutic, it makes you feel good, it helps you think.”  

  

Elisa: “I experience nature as almost as being like a baby, or like a child. When I 

go to nature, it makes almost every parts of my body relax, or feel like where it 

supposed to be”  

Ella also had physical effects from nature such as having enhanced senses. As quoted 

above, she can smell better in nature and her physical senses get stronger.  

Ella: “[Nature] gives me better focus and clear mind. And even it gives better 

breathing.”  
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Ella experienced therapeutic aspects of nature as well in a different perspective. When she 

came back to Finland after many years of living abroad, she had trouble adjusting to the 

long, extremely cold and dark Finnish winter. As she is strongly affected by nature, her 

mood was easily changed by this natural phenomenon.   

Ella: “The weather and nature affect me a lot in my emotion. For example, I think, 

if I feel anxiety or sad, most of those days are grey.”  

However, she said that she has now recovered from this hardship by Finnish weather and 

now feels better with weather. For the recovery, nature helped her.   

Ella: “I remember the day when I took my camera and went out to nature and I took 

pictures of snowy trees and I saw that kind of, the beautiful side of it again.”   

Nature is not always pleasant: the cold and dark weather leaves human beings weak and 

vulnerable. Many other interviewees also mentioned that even though the cold and dark 

winters in Finland are hard, they also have beautiful elements. This multi-faceted nature 

gave Ella hard time, but it also let her recuperate from the hardship by nature. In this sense, 

nature played a therapeutic role for her.   

  

The experience of nature also makes participants wonder and become curious. Here they 

use imagination to think beyond the scenes they see and experience of nature.  Brady (2003) 

identifies imagination with four modes as explained in the theoretical parts: exploratory, 

projective, ampliative and revelatory imagination. The interviewees experience nature with 

wonders and curiosity, which can be discussed in the mode of projective and ampliative 

imagination. Elisa’s statements show projective imagination, where she attempts to get 

access to nature’s ways, to explore its otherness by imagining the birds. This imaginative 

activity also facilitates a sympathetic or empathetic identification with nature. (Brady, 

2003, p. 156)  

Elisa: “I have weird thought, like I see the birds and I am wondering where those 

birds are coming from, this is how we know the nest, ‘what is it doing? Does it have 

friends? Do birds have friends?’ I will just start thinking about all kinds of 

random things ...just all kind of things.”  

Carlson (2009) also notes the significance of imagination: “accounts that emphasize 

imagination help us to understand our responses, aesthetic and otherwise, to everything 

from our exploiting of environments to our smelling and tasting of them” (p. 15). Mari’s 

accounts show imagination beyond the visual scenes in the mode of ampliative imagination. 

Brady (2003) discusses that imagination amplifies what is given in perception. Thus this 
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ampliative imagination reaches beyond the mere projection of images on to objects. She 

calls that this form of imagination is penetrative, resulting in a deeper imaginative 

treatment of the object. She calls that ampliative imagination is most active mode in 

aesthetic experience. (p. 156) 

Mari: “You look at all the beautiful things and it tells something about how it all 

was created. It makes me wonder who created all. And somehow, connecting to it 

with spirituality as well… And they are really strong experiences of nature.”  

As Brady (2003) explains, Mari thinks about something behind this world, in a religious 

and spiritual concept. Tiia’s experience can be observed as ampliative imagination as well, 

where she experienced nature with curiosity.   

Tiia: “I usually think about a lot of stories behind everything in nature. If there is 

man-made nest for the bird, you know the wooden nest, the pönttö, linnun ponttö. I 

used to wonder who has made or what happened to it if it is broken. If there is like 

a path, in the forest or nature, how many times one has gone there? I am just 

wondering..”  

 

Nature provides participants meditative space as well. Elisa narrated that nature makes her 

think about her life and reminds her of important things in her life. This can also be related 

to imagination in a way that she expands her thinking out of the visual scenes she sees in 

nature, which Brady calls “revelatory imagination”. For Elisa, nature reminds her that 

being happy is the most important thing in one’s life.   

Elisa: “Nature always reminds of me that something bigger outside, but also, it is 

also smaller. It is kind of weird to think about.”  

 

Elisa: “Nature, and being there and experiencing it remind me and then it also 

reinforces my ideas about happiness.”  

In the ocean, Mari also meditates on her life, human beings and the world we live in.  

Mari: “It is like you can’t really understand, through human body, how big [the 

world] is really and no one knows what is underneath the surface of the ocean 

and it is completely different world in the ocean. So it intrigues me, that it is so big 

and powerful. And human beings are really insignificant, facing the power of 

ocean and it is something that we don’t really know so much about, because it is so 

big.”  
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The participants all use their diverse senses when experiencing nature and they shared 

different aesthetic values based on their experiences. Emotion was also a very significant 

matter in their stories: narrator’s previous emotion can be aroused in natural environment 

and nature can influence one’s emotion as well. Imagination was also highlighted by 

wondering, curiosity and meditating. There were many different types of imagination as 

projective, ampliative and revelatory in the participants’ narratives. This analysis showed 

that how narrators have an aesthetic experience with their sense, emotion and imagination, 

which requires the appreciators’ active engagement and reaction. The narratives present the 

importance of one’s perception in aesthetic experience. Consequently, it shows that 

aesthetic experience is contextual and relative by subjects who have different stories.   

5.2.3 Past experiences and memories of nature  

The narratives of participants about experiences of nature were strongly related to their 

past experiences, especially childhood experience. Berleant (1992) also notes the role of 

memories in experiencing: “human perception blends memories, beliefs, and associations, 

and this range of meanings deepens experience” (p. 23). Kati recalled her childhood with 

her grandfather in a forest nostalgically. Whenever she finds similar nature place to that of 

her childhood, she remembers that precious memory. 

Kati: “When I was little, when my grandfather was still alive, we used to go to this 

‘laavu’ like a place where you can grill sausages and we used to go and have juice 

and sausages and pulla and so on.. When I see that, the same kind of landscape, I 

kind of go back to that and it feels like really, it is precious memory.”  

Some narrated that the childhood memory in natural environment gives them the feeling of 

safety. Kati explained that her memory in her family cottage reminds her of childhood and 

family. This memory also makes her more connected and safe when she is in the forest.   

Kati: “When I am at the cottage place, I really relate it to childhood things and 

family. Because they were there for so long time. That is also what makes you more 

connected and safe.”  

Tiia also remembers her childhood as being safe without worries and fear.   

Tiia: “[in my childhood] there is also something to do with the feeling of safe.”  

For Tiia, her overall experience of nature was related intensely to her childhood, because 

she was grown up in the countryside. When I asked a memorable experience of nature, she 

told a story of her encounter with a baby elk when she was very young. This experience 
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was so strong for her that the symbol of an elk is many times a theme of her creative works 

like painting and writing. During the interview, she reflected on the reasons why this 

memory was so powerful.  

Tiia: “I think it reminds of my childhood. I was like so fearless. I just go there. I 

didn’t think about that animal can be dangerous or anything. It reminds me that I 

was free and I didn’t have to think about those things and when you are child, 

you don’t have to do think about. You don’t have responsibilities and anything. 

(laughing) Now I feel that I have to take care of a lot of things. So this memory 

reminds me that there were times when I didn’t need to care so many things. And 

it was also like it was the moment that anything could happen and life is not so 

hard as it seems sometimes….”  

 

Tiia: “[This experience] seems like dream.”  

By saying that the memory is like dream, Tiia implies that it is unclear. However, it had a 

significant impact through her life in many ways. She misses the time when she was young. 

For Tiia, nature brought more meanings in her life than her past. Since the beginning, she 

had emphasized that her home town was one of her parents’ home place. Nature had been 

very important to her since her parent passed away. The forest around her home brings 

strong memories of her parent. Hence, nature to her is very precious and memorable.  

 

Like Tiia, many interviewees become nostalgic while sharing their childhood experience of 

nature. Kati shared her experience with family in islands which also reminded her of 

childhood.   

Kati: “One place, that is like I get old memories and feelings. Oh, this is when I am 

in Saaristo, the archipelago of Stockholm… was it two summers ago, we went with 

my sister and her boyfriend. We could go to take boat and go to different islands 

for a whole day. The scenery was so beautiful and it also took me back to when I 

was little. We had a boat and we went around, that kind of thing inspires me to take 

a photo and make me really emotional. A nice experience.”  

Another story of her in a forest made her reminisce about her childhood plays. She still 

wants to play today as she did in the past. She missed those times while feeling nostalgic 

during the interview. 

Kati: “Mostly when you are in the forest and just walk around and you see, cause 

we were little and we used to be in the forest to build a small hut with branches. 
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That is now when you are older, in the forest, and you also see this place, [...] you 

get this like, you would like to play but ‘no I can’t, I am now old’. But you kind of 

still have that kind of feeling that you want to do something when you are there [in 

the forest]. Cause you have all elements that you can do to come up with things.”  

Ella also had similar experience as Kati. Her sensory system was strongly connected to her 

memories and she said smell sometimes brings her childhood memory.  

Ella: “..all the smell of the grass, after it has been cut, and sun and everything, it 

just brings me back to my childhood.”  

While traveling abroad one day, the smell of burning trash reminded her of her father. She 

recalled that her father burning trash in their cottage when she was young and she 

remembered that moment when she smelled the similar burning smell in a foreign country.   

Ella: “I remember I was in a beach reading a book and someone was burning 

something somewhere and I could smell it the thing burning, I was immediately 

thinking of my father burning something and then I look around. But I know he is 

not here, but it is just amazing how strong it can be…” 

Ella spent a lot of time in her summer cottage when she was young and recalled how she 

learned about nature from her parents.   

Ella: “I really liked father teaching us all different birds, you know, different 

sound from different birds and to recognize which bird is singing or making sounds 

and just reflecting it. That is a big word, that is a big thing, that I kind of being just 

there, no need to do anything. [...] and smell and even touching. I remember 

always my parents telling us touch this different from the other one…”   

Tiia, Kati and Ella have all connected their past when sharing the experience of nature. 

They all had the concept of home and parents in their narratives. Tuan (1977) explains that 

human beings have a sense of the home as a place where they can feel safe and recover 

from damage (p. 137). The interviewees have connected this sense of the home and 

experience of nature strongly with their own personal stories. This subchapter 5.2.3 

showed momentous relation between childhood memory and experiences of nature.  

 

This section 5.2 analyzed different aesthetic experiences and conception of nature. It is 

found that participants shared diverse qualities on nature itself and natural objects by their 

preferences, past experiences and many other reasons. Mandoki (2007) says that “beauty is 

not a quality of objects in themselves but an effect of the relation that a subject established 

with a particular object from a particular social context of evaluation and interpretation.” (p. 
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8). I can apply this idea into the experience of nature itself in a broad sense. Even though 

the experience of nature can be described with similar qualities and words, it is not the 

same to everyone and it differs depending on many other factors in social and personal 

contexts.  

5.3 Art and nature  

This part analyzes the relationship between artistic creativity and nature. Artistic creativity 

was titled as art in a broad sense to connect participants’ understanding easily with a focus 

on creative process such as making art works. Interviewees shared their ideas on the 

relationship between art and nature with their opinions and previous experiences. This 

chapter focuses on narrators’ artistic creativity that is influenced by nature and experience 

of nature. The understanding of interviewees on the relationship between art and nature are 

divided into three patterns; that is, nature as inspiration, artistic environment and 

understanding this relationship as a natural result.  

 

 

Figure 2. Art and nature 

5.3.1 Nature as inspiration  

Many students remarked that nature is inspiring, and the reasons varied: the whole 

experience of nature can give motivation; the visual elements of nature can give inspiration; 

the previous experiences doing art in nature also give inspiration to do art.   
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Kati experienced nature with the perspective of beauty and it inspired her to do artistic 

activity. She described nature as inspiring and artistic. In this sense, nature is motivation 

for artistic creativity.   

Kati: “When there is twilight or something, I just walk down [to the river in our 

cottage] and walk around and that is really inspiring and artistic.”  

 

Kati: “If light is different [in nature], or there is kind of really different atmosphere 

that you’ve never seen, then they are like ‘wow’, inspiring and nice.”   

Kati also gets inspiration from nature’s visual elements such as color, smell, and texture. 

She uses natural colors in her paintings, because it is more natural to her and she paint the 

feeling of nature expressively in her abstract painting.   

Kati: “I think, mostly the colors that I use are really down to earth. I have really 

hard time using these non-naturalistic colors. So I think it also comes from that it 

feels more like me and more natural to use those colors.”  

 

Kati: “I think, I get inspired when I see some photos, if I am out on a walk or if I 

see really nice view or landscape, [...] Then if I start painting, then it usually 

becomes trees and abstract and also like feelings and so on.”  

  

For Ella, her artistic activities were related to previous childhood experiences. Ella said 

that she likes to draw nature because she has spent so much time in nature since she was 

young.   

Ella: “[My art works taking nature in] is the fact that I was grown up in nature 

and I am so used to seeing it”  

 

Ella: “..water is definitely my favorite elements. Even though I wasn’t grown up by 

the beach, I think it is the fact that fresh water lakes are all over Finland. And as I 

said that I spent a lot of time by the lakes.”  

Ella was encouraged to do different kinds of artistic activities related to nature when she 

was young and it reflects on her today as a creative person, not just in visual art but also in 

her thought, behavior and many other ways.   

Ella: “I went to clay club for about 7 years. So I remember [...] we take some ideas 

from summer house to the clay club. Later in winter time we made some stuffs out 

of [nature]. So it already affected at that time in that sense. What it comes to 
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painting, I remember [...] we were always picking berries you know like, 

blueberries and lingon berries. And we used to make some color like pink and red. 

My mother, she is a teacher, she always told us to do some creative things.”   

For Tiia, the feeling she gets from nature is transferred into her artistic works. Nature does 

not directly affect the art works but it still gives inspiration.   

Tiia: “I don’t want to draw what I see, but what I feel or what I think about.”  

Elisa experiences similar influence from nature. It does not have an extremely unique 

influence on her art works, but she draws a lot of nature elements.  

Elisa: “I really draw a lot about nature and space, forest, and little mythological 

creatures and fantasy type things”  

Mari, on the other hand, she does not usually draw or paint so much, but when she does, it 

always reflects nature.   

Mari: “In art minor, now I did one of my works from drawing and painting which 

was big and colorful waves that I just wanted to have a lot of colors in. That is the 

objective that I see. Color is really important to me and nature and water 

emphasizes the color in the ocean, how the waves reflects the colors and rocks, the 

sky itself and all the shores. For example, I did this year and I have painted some 

landscape, and I actually went to out to paint in front of the lakes nearby and just 

painted trees and lakes.”  

Everyone’s artistic or creative works are all influenced by nature in different forms. Nature 

encourages doing art works. It gives visual references to do art and the previous experience 

of nature inspires as well. Therefore, nature affects artistic creativity directly and indirectly.   

5.3.2 Nature as artistic environment  

Nature inspires participants artistically in diverse ways. However, they all understood 

nature as creative and is a free environment which make them do art works and be more 

creative. Elisa remarks that nature provides creative and open space. Tuan (1977) notes 

that “physical environment can influence a person’s sense of size and spaciousness” (p. 54). 

Going into spacious nature opens one’s mind as Elisa says. 

 

 

Elisa: “I think, [nature] drives creativity and open-mindedness. Nature is not 

judgmental. Nature isn’t. It doesn’t have opinions about you and what you are 



55 
 

doing.”  

 

Elisa: “[being in nature] really affects my art. It is the way it makes me feel. If I 

feel really relaxed and open-minded and feel really good, that makes me more 

creative and that creativity makes me more productive and then I produce more 

stuff.”  

She said that the feeling nature gives to her affects her both positively and negatively when 

she is doing art works. For example, not all wonderful feelings motivate her to do art 

works, because sometimes it gets overwhelming. She also added that this feeling from 

nature sometimes is so strong that she cannot do any art works.  

Elisa: “Going out to nature and having a calm feeling and I think that translates 

back into art. I would think it would be crazy if I went to almost feeling wonderful 

and I went down to do art and I would get stress out, not thinking and feeling that 

the way I was in nature.” 

 

Elisa: “Sometimes the influence of nature is so strong, so I can’t really paint or 

draw anything. That is not influenced by nature, it can almost become distracting. 

You know, I see this beautiful things and I wanna draw this thing, even though 

maybe you should draw something else. So I think, physically there is that kind of 

influence, if I am in nature. But if I was in nature and if I go home to do art, there is 

the feeling of the open-mindedness.”  

Dewey’s quotation of one of Vahn Gogh’s letters to his brother also explains what Elisa 

experiences: “emotions are sometimes so strong that one works without knowing that on 

works, and the strokes come with a sequence and coherence like that of words in a speech 

or letter” (as quoted in Dewey, 1934, p. 75). Elisa is so absorbed in the moment of her 

experience in nature, that it sometimes does not lead her to do art works. However, it still 

gives her the feeling of open-mindedness and motivation both consciously and 

unconsciously as Van Gogh described “strokes come with a sequence and coherence.” 

 

For Tiia, she had always taken being in nature for granted that it would be problematic if 

she was not around nature. She especially pointed out seeing wide views and long sights as 

important to her. She can feel the freedom when she is able to see far away even in side of 

a building.  
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Tiia: “If I can see far, i can feel that I have space. And I am like free to go there 

in the distance. It means like I am free to think more like freely than where I am.”  

Tuan (1977) discusses space and freedom: “freedom implies space; it means having the 

power and enough room in which to act” (p. 52). Thus, the nature space gives freedom for 

Tiia to have power and enough room to act and think.  

 

In a similar way, Mari notes that being in nature makes her think more creatively out of the 

box.   

Mari: “[Being in nature is ,in general, thinking out of the box and kind of getting 

somewhere else than the situation you are thinking and getting new perspectives 

and new ideas. And also you get a lot of ideas and inspiration from nature.”  

She also said that her feelings are more awakened and evoked when she is in nature and 

that makes her more creative and think more productively. Mari emphasized many times 

that natural environment provides different space out of everyday living environment, 

which gives possibilities of new feelings and ideas.   

Mari: “You may get some ideas that you wouldn’t get otherwise, cause you stuck in 

a box when you are doing same things, living in your routine. And you kind of 

break that for a while [when you are in nature] and then you are also able to get 

some new ideas and thoughts to get outside of the small things that you do and 

you can see that from different perspectives.”  

Elisa also noted that nature reminds her of many different feelings which sometimes 

inspire her to do art. She shared her experience with diverse sensory systems with olfactory 

and tactile senses. 

Elisa: “It reminds me a lot of different feelings like what it feels like to sit down on 

a patch of moss on a kalio, it is a little bit damp and it is little bit wet, it will make 

your pants or something, a little bit wet when you sit on it. Just the way air smells, 

sun light in the forest, it is amazing how it peaks through all the different leaves, 

that is the important part to me, just the way I feel in nature..”  

 Ella recalled her childhood play in nature being so free and creative, which affects her 

today to be a creative person. 

Ella: “all the games and plays that I did with my siblings, we always had nature 

somehow included. Like you know, we create like riding horses but there was no 

horse. There was also this water. The summer house was by lake. So the sand and 

water were always like play of our games.” 
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For everyone, nature provided artistic environments to be more free, creative, productive 

and imaginative with different examples. Therefore, the narrators’ stories show that nature 

itself and experiences of nature influence significantly on artistic creativity and the process 

of it. 

5.3.3 Natural result  

While speaking about artistic creativity and nature, many interviewees said that it is just a 

natural result for art to be influenced by natural environment. When responding to the 

question regarding the relationship between artistic creativity and nature, at first, many of 

participants understood nature in a holistic view that human beings are and everything is 

part of the nature world. Whilst saying “we are all part of nature”, interviewees also found 

their artistic works included drawings of human figures from time to time.   

Kati: “I am just thinking that how I take a photograph and how I paint. It must be 

somehow [...thinking] of course I am part of nature. [laughing]” 

 

Elisa: “Drawing human. Human forms and that is part of nature.”  

 

Tiia: “[Nature] might not be like the most important thing in art piece, my drawing, 

painting, writing or anything… It is not the center theme, because I usually like to 

draw a lot about human.” 

Mari and Elisa thought that human beings copy nature and therefore it is a natural thing for 

humans to have nature in art.   

Mari: “I feel like human beings try to copy a lot of things that are already there in 

nature”  

 

Elisa: “I think nature influences a lot of art. I mean we are from nature, we have 

that kind of basic connection to nature. Art often reflects even if it is not just 

drawing plants or leaves or landscapes. Those shapes come out over and over 

again [...] the way things look and the things we create often reflect things in 

nature”  

  

For some participants, it was natural for them to draw or paint natural elements without 

questioning. The reasons were found in personal connections. For example, it was a normal 
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phenomenon for nature to be a theme for art works, because narrators have spent a lot of 

time in forests since they were young. Another reason was that they believe that their 

spiritualties are connected to nature in a non-religious sense.  

Kati: “I have always had relationship with nature since I was little. So maybe that 

is why it comes so naturally out of me as well, like how I paint the state of my mind 

and my own expression.” 

 

Elisa: “I am pretty spiritual and my art is very spiritual. My subjects that I like to 

draw about, I really draw a lot about nature and space, forest.” 

Similarly, some participants found the connection of art and nature whitin them. In other 

words, drawing nature, to them, is an innate habit. 

Kati: “I think it naturally just comes. If I don’t have any thoughts in my head and I 

have paper. It always ends up with nature. It never is anything modernistic kind of 

things. It is always, ‘shh~~’ (drawing natural shapes)”  

 

Elisa: “When I would make like abstract drawings, lots of nature type things 

would come up. you know like the shapes of leaves, lots of flowers, trees, just 

simple lines and like the way the line would go like vine. These natural shape…”  

For Tiia, she feels more herself in nature and that is why she unconsciously has natural 

elements in her art works.   

Tiia: “I take the nature part of my art and I love to take self-portraits as you know. 

Because I feel, in nature, that I am more myself.”  

 

Tiia: “Art and nature are both those kind of things that I can’t explain. Because it 

is like this every human has this core inside of her and himself and those things are 

really in me.”  

This theme uncovers how nature is close to human life whether we are aware of it or not. 

The participants in this research recognized the fact that human beings and their actions are 

part of natural environment. Moreover, they reflected on their indescribable connections to 

nature which vary from person to person.   

 

This chapter 5.3 Art and nature attempted to find how experiences of nature influence 

artistic creativity. As the result was analyzed, nature has a notable significance in relation 

to artistic creativity as it gives inspiration, a space for art, and makes narrators hold beliefs 
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on the natural world and themselves. In a direct way, nature provides visual references for 

participants from its shapes and colors. The most frequent answers were related to the 

effect of nature on the participants’ feeling, emotion and imagination. Nature awakens 

inspiring and artistic feelings to the participants and this directly leads participants to do 

artistic activities. The art works are sometimes landscapes or natural elements, but also 

they were abstract paintings that was influenced by feelings and emotions they got from 

experiences of nature. Thus, the participants also recognized nature as an environment that 

provides a space for art works. The third pattern represented the understanding of 

interviewees on the relationship between nature and art, which showed participants’ beliefs 

and connections to nature. 

5.4 Meanings of the experience of nature   

Discussing the meanings of the experience of nature was the last part of the interviews; 

therefore, participants described the meanings based on their previous answers. This 

chapter will explore the meanings they gave to the experience of nature. Berleant (1992) 

notes the environmental experience is aesthetically rich as it infuses the most exceptional 

occasion with deep resonances as association and meaning (p. 29). The experience of 

nature, therefore, provides an opportunity for enlarging our perception and learning 

ourselves while discovering our world. Participants found meanings which were closely 

connected with their lives and themselves. I found two patterns of meanings for the 

analysis: Energy for life and self-awareness.  

 

 

Figure 3. Meaning of the experience of nature 
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5.4.1 Energy for life  

When the participants were asked what experiencing nature means to them, they replied 

that it is energy for their lives. The reality and everyday life we live in do not always bring 

good and positive values, there are hardships and troubles that we do not want to cope with. 

However, many participants narrated that nature gives them power to overcome those 

difficulties and carry forward. Nature is necessary for Mari because it gives her peace and 

it makes her think about her life.   

Mari: “It means some kind of peace to me. It is a lot easier to make sense with my 

own mind and everything going around me [...] it really helps me to make sense of 

my own mind and my own life.”  

Mari said that nature gives her a chance to get away from everyday life and this also gives 

her energy. She earlier said that being in nature made her forget the small problems in her 

life and be thankful with what she has. Furthermore, she noted that it gives her confidence 

to do what she wants. Mari started the interview by saying that “I always feel like I need 

nature in a sense”. With this statement, I could already see the strong relationship with her 

and nature and this shows how nature change Mari’s life attitude positively.   

Mari: “It really gives me energy and confidence to go on with what I want to do in 

my life. And I really need those moments in nature because otherwise I will easily 

get suffocated.”  

  

For Elisa, nature works in the similar way as Mari’s experience. Throughout the entire 

interview with Elisa, she had a consistent opinion on nature that it helps her to remember 

that happiness is the most important thing in her life. This is also the power of nature 

which gives life-enhancing effects and which affects life attitude and the world view.   

Elisa: “When I am going home and being in nature, I feel so good and it make even 

being in society better sometimes, by reminding me that there is things in society 

that I need to take care of. But they are really not the most important thing,, like 

‘remember Elisa, that’s not the most important thing, stay on track. remember just 

make yourself happy.’”  

 

Elisa: “..it really reminds me that is simple thing that it is about seeing the 

sunshine through the trees, seeing birds flying and hearing and it is about 

watching the seasons change.”  
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Tiia also gets more relaxed in nature where she feels safe. In other words, nature is what 

gives her energy and what helps her get away from the daily life stresses.  

Tiia: “It is safe place for me. I feel like my body comes more relaxed because when 

I am around people or in the city, I get really nervous and you know that feeling 

(laugh) but it is kind of opposite when I am in nature.”  

The energy from nature also can be temporary energy as Ella describes.  

Ella: “This morning, when I was coming [for interview], it was so beautiful when I 

was biking, even though it was colder. But they are not just cold, at the same time 

there was like sun glowing and shining. It gave me energy like good energy.”  

 

From the narratives of Elisa, Tiia and Mari, it can be found that experiences of nature 

provide them energy to lead lives. The energy changes their life attitudes and world views 

more positively.   

5.4.2 Self-awareness 

Interviewees narrated the meanings of nature strongly related to their personal selves. Kati 

related nature to her personality. Ella and Elisa believed they are substantially connected to 

nature physically and mentally. Tiia thought nature is part of her past. Mari also believed 

she is part of nature. For the narrators, discussing the meaning of nature could not be 

separate from understanding their own selves. This chapter discovers what meanings 

interviewees gave in relation to self-awareness. Many narrators thought that nature makes 

them free to be themselves without considering other people and other matters. It was a 

safe place for Tiia to be herself.  

Tiia: “I think I am more myself there because I don’t need to do anything. Because 

no one is watching me and I know that it is safe place for me.”  

 

Nature is a space for free expression for Kati. She also noted that her personality resembles 

nature. Dewey (1934) discusses the influence of past experience on person. The past 

experience can remain unconsciously inside of human beings and we might not notice that 

it is affecting us. He calls the effect of unconscious past experience as most deep-lying and 

the furthest below consciousness. He notes that we have assimilated to compose our 

personality from these past experiences. (p. 74) Kati also elaborated that her past 

experience of nature had shaped her personality and herself today by its significant effect.  
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Kati: “I have been connected to nature throughout my life. So I guess my 

personality is like, I am really calm and not so loud. Maybe that is why I relate to 

nature more, because it is also calm. It is quite place, so it goes somehow hand in 

hand.”  

 

Kati: “I kind of feel like I am myself in nature, in touch with nature, more than if I 

would be in the nature setting.”  

 

Kati: “I guess, [experience of nature means] to be myself and be creative. It comes 

out in my art as well. That is why there are so much nature and landscapes. And 

how I see myself is also that nature might be how I experience myself, how I 

express myself in the paintings and so on. So it is like intertwined.”  

 

For Ella, she believes that she lets nature be part of her. Through meditation and yoga, she 

learned how to let nature have an influence on her. For Ella, it has been both unconscious 

and conscious acts to have influences from nature. She said that her childhood play in 

nature made her today more creative. She also tries to be affected by nature consciously. 

Ella: “I think our place was really creative and I think that is one of the reason that 

why I am the way how I am in these days.”  

 

Ella: “I believe that it is really up to oneself, how well you let the nature affect you 

and mind or mood.”  

 

It is true that nature is closely connected to Finnish life as discussed in the introduction of 

this thesis. Children in Finland spend a lot of time in nature as the participants of this 

research narrated. The participants related environmental experiences closely to their 

childhood experiences. For many of the interviewees, the experience of nature brought 

them back to their childhood memories. Tiia believes that a person consists of her past 

experiences; therefore, the experience of nature means her past and childhood.   

Tiia: “Experiences I got from nature is always linked to my past in nature, of 

course my childhood experiences as well. Well because I have lived so near to 

nature and forest, my past is always linked to there. I think there have been so 

much things to do with that I was raised in our home place because nature is so 

close.”  
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Kati also developed a similar idea during the interview, which was that she herself and her 

art resemble nature so much because of her childhood experience of nature. Nature was a 

memorable place which has her past and childhood; therefore, she believes that it is part of 

her.  

Kati: “I am also thinking why it is always nature. The first thing comes to mind is 

that I have always had relationship with nature since I was little. So maybe that is 

why it comes so naturally out of me as well, like how I paint the state of my mind 

and my own expression. It comes from nature but could it be that it is just I have 

been in nature all my life and maybe that’s why.”  

Recalling the past experience, as some interviewees mentioned, is important with self-

awareness. Tuan (1977) also notes that “people look back for various reasons, but shared 

by all is the need to acquire a sense of self and of identity”. (p. 186) Indeed, Tiia, Kati and 

Ella have mentioned that their past experiences have influenced their selves and identities.  

 

The last theme, the meanings of the experience of nature was described with two patterns. 

Firstly, participants recognized experiences of nature give energy for life. As they give 

positive life attitude and world views. Secondly, experiences of nature were important as it 

gives chances to form self-awareness for the participants. They believed that nature is part 

of their lives and their past; therefore it was part of them. They also found that they can be 

more themselves by expressing freely in nature, which also leads to have self-knowledge. 

As a result, nature was found to be meaningful by reflecting on participants’ life and their 

own selves.   

5.5 Additional findings 

In this subchapter, I will demonstrate additional findings for this research which were not 

analyzed to answer the research questions. There were two themes appeared considering 

the topic and methodology of this research. During the interviews, participants compared 

the meanings of art and nature and found similar relationship between them. Additionally, 

participants have commented that the process of this research and interviews gave a chance 

to think more deeply about their relationship with nature. 
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5.5.1 Function of art and nature 

As the topic of this research is about art and nature, the participants addressed their 

opinions on art and nature during the interviews. In this section, I introduce interesting 

comments that the interviewees shared about the functions of art and nature. Three patterns 

were found about how art and nature function to participants.  

 

 

Figure 4. The common functions of art and nature 

 

The participants found the significance of art in their life during the interviews. Berleant 

(1992) states that there are commonalities in nature and art, that we can relate and response. 

Both of art and nature can be experienced perceptually, appreciated aesthetically and 

function reciprocally with the appreciator. (p. 172) Narrators in this research also said that 

art and nature have similar effects on them. Elisa said that nature is therapeutic as it 

provides relaxing atmosphere. Art was also therapeutic for her in a sense that it makes her 

feeling better.  

Elisa: “My art, it is more like therapy for me, therapy for my emotions. If i am 

feeling stressed out or feeling great, that is when I might do a lot of art.”  

Tiia, who has been grown up closely with art and nature, found that both of art and nature 

give the feeling of safety. Both of them are very important to her as it provides places to be 

herself without thinking about others. When she is doing art works, she only cares about 

her own thinking and minds. When she is in nature, she feels free to do anything.  

Tiia: “Art has been really important to me. It has been always something what i do 

for myself. It is nothing to do with other people, how other people think of.” 

From the beginning of the interview, Mari has connected the function of art and nature in a 

similar way. When she was asked what art means to her, her answer started with “I think it 

is kind of same as nature.” and continued that both of nature and art are important to her 

wellbeing. She noted that doing art gives a space for expressing herself as nature provides 
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her place for creating and organizing thoughts. Both of them also allow her to have deeper 

connection with herself.  

Mari: “I think i have kind of similar relationship with nature and art. I need to 

have my space for my own thoughts, clearing up my thought and having deeper 

connection to myself as well.” 

This was an unexpected finding that three of participants said that nature and art have same 

effects on them. I introduced Sepänmaa (2002)’s idea on art and environment (nature) 

worlds in the chapter 2.1.2. Nature in environmental aesthetics, that these two worlds have 

different systems. However, as Berleant (1992) recognized the commonalities in nature 

and art in relating and responding, it was an interesting finding that participants think there 

are commonalities in these two different worlds. 

5.5.2 Learning through narrative interview 

“Narrative is meaning making through the shaping or ordering of experience, a 

way of understanding one’s own or other’s actions, of organizing events and 

objects into a meaningful whole, of connecting and seeing the consequences of 

actions and events over time.” (Chase, 2013, p. 56)  

 

This theme, learning through narrative interview, describes the reflections of participants 

and some feedback on this interviews. I interpreted that these reflections and feedback are 

part of learning process as the participants gave meanings to this research and tried to 

understand themselves through interviews. Three patterns appeared regarding the narrative 

interviews: Finding out the strong relationship with nature, learning about the self and 

planning the future.   

 

 

Figure 5. Learning through narrative interviews 
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I chose narrative inquiry to investigate how human beings experience the world which is 

described through their stories. Throughout the whole process, I got a lot of data and could 

find meanings from different stories. As a researcher, I did not want this research to be just 

a one hour interview to the participants; I wanted it to be more meaningful than that. After 

the data were collected, I found that many participants thought the research was 

meaningful and informative for them. It gave a chance for them to explore themselves and 

their relationship to natural environment. Many interviewees mentioned during the 

interview that they have not thought about their relationship with nature before. They 

found it interesting that nature is so close to them.  

Mari: “You get a lot of ideas and inspiration from nature definitely. But ye, it is 

kind of funny I haven’t thought about it before.” 

Kati also implied that she had not thought about it before but, she found the reason why 

she is close to nature during the interview. 

Kati: “Now when I think about it. [Nature’s influence] is quite strong. I think I 

can’t really explain why. But, as I said I have been connected throughout my life.” 

 

Kati: “I am also thinking why it is always nature. The first thing comes to mind is 

that I have always had relationship with nature since I was little.” 

Ella and Tiia mentioned the consequences of the interview more strongly by saying that 

this interview was helpful for them to think about their selfhood. Ella had time to think 

about her previous art works related to nature. Tiia has mentioned at the end of interview 

that the interview triggered her to think more about herself, nature and art.  

Ella: “Every time I draw or paint, I noticed that I somehow take the nature into it. 

It is something I haven’t been really aware of it, but now your research makes me 

question and think about all the works I have done long time ago. There is always 

something [related to nature] and I think it is because of the fact that I was grown 

up in the nature.” 

 

Tiia: “I would love to now sit near the window and look at the distance, because 

this [interview] made me think so much about my relationship with nature and 

experiences with it, and art and nature. This has been really… this might be really 

important to me, this interview. It made me realize very important stuffs.” 
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Furthermore, Ella and Tiia had time to imagine themselves in the future during the 

interview. The research allowed them to plan the future by reflecting on their strong 

relationship with nature. Polkinghorne (1995) states that "for meaningfulness and 

understanding, stories rely on people's presumption that time has a unilinear direction 

moving from past to present to future and on their sense that events, motives and 

interpretations can affect human action and outcomes" (p. 8). In the interviews, the 

connection between past, present and future was prominent. The relationship between past 

and present was the strongest but, as Ella and Tiia developed, the link to future was also 

important, which made this interview more meaningful.  

Ella: “Probably one day it will happen and I don’t know if I am gonna go to farm 

in the future to do physical art, […] my dream is to start running Yoga center one 

day in nature.” 

 

Tiia: “I think that when I am old. I am going to go to live in forest. I really would 

love to have cottage in forest something like my home place, and I could go there 

and escape from the world. Because time doesn’t pass so fast when you are in 

nature… you can stop and slow down.” 

 

As Chase (2013) said in the beginning of this subchapter, through narratives, participants 

in this research had experienced meaning making by shaping and ordering their 

experiences. They also understood their own minds and past more meaningfully through 

interviews. In this respect, the research was an educational experience for participants as a 

result. 

5.6 Summary of the data analysis  

There were indeed close relationships between the participants and nature. Even though the 

Finnish environment and culture have an intimate bond between Finnish people and nature, 

the participants had their own personal reasons and stories. This section summarizes the 

above analysis data to answer the three research questions. I will bring the figures again to 

see all the main findings at once. 
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Figure 6. The main findings 

 

What kind of aesthetic experiences do interviewees narrate in relation to nature? 

 

The first research question looks for what narratives participants tell in experiencing nature 

aesthetically. Most of participants shared the positive sides of nature by describing it as 

nice, good, beautiful, amazing and magical. They were the reactions from experiencing 

diverse gestalt, behavior and affective qualities. Sometimes they found negative feelings 

from bad weather, swamp and darkness and wildness of the forests; but, these descriptions 
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were not the primary experiences of nature. Their narratives on experiences of nature were 

diverse. They were about general experiences like walking in the forests, watching sunset 

in the ocean and climbing mountains. Some of participants made this ordinary experience 

into meaningful one as they were able to relate the experiences to their own lives and their 

own selves. The participants described the characteristics of nature from their own 

experiences. For instance, they depicted nature as beautiful when they found beautiful 

sceneries that they especially like. Nature was amazing and magical because it provides 

those feelings and images. The descriptions were not separate from the aesthetic qualities 

that participants narrated based on their personal experiences and beliefs. Nature brings 

diverse aesthetic qualities to participants, which they got from utilizing their senses, 

emotion and imagination.  

 

They experience nature not only by their physical senses, but also by their mental states 

and intellectual and imaginative processes. Whilst experiencing nature, they feel calm and 

relaxed as physical responses, they feel happy as emotional responses and they become 

curious and meditative in the process of intellectual thinking and imagination. This process 

also takes the participants into their past experiences in childhood. Participants said that 

nature has been close to them for whole their lives, wherever they were grown up. Thus, 

recalling experiences of nature brought the memories of childhood in nature. It was 

represented as safe, precious and dream-like. Many of participants became nostalgic as 

well while narrating. All the participants experienced nature in a similar way that it brings 

positive qualities both physically and mentally. However, everyone reflected on different 

and unique experiences of their past related to nature. Thus, every individual experiences 

nature differently while being influenced by their unique personality and condition; that 

means that the experience of nature is contextual and relative.  

 

From this research, it showed that experiences of nature provide participants a chance to 

explore their feelings, emotion and imagination. One can experience nature aesthetically in 

everyday life such as from walking home to special moment like going on a trip. It is also 

found that previous experiences are strongly connected to the conception of participants on 

experience of nature. 
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How do narrators relate aesthetic experience of nature to artistic creativity? 

 

The differences of answers were more obvious among participants when narrating nature’s 

relation to artistic creativity. To some of them, nature affected art as inspiration. The 

beautiful scenes of nature make them want to paint either what they see or the feelings they 

got from nature. The small elements of nature like colors and the shapes of trees and 

flowers also give them ideas to do art works by giving visual influence. Some narrated that 

they want to do art works when they are in the same environment in which they used to 

make creative works in the past. For instance, when they go to the forest they want to make 

some crafts from natural material as they used to make in childhood. This showed that 

nature’s influence on artistic creativity is also closely related to feelings, emotion and 

imagination, as they evokes the feeling, emotion to do art works and makes them to think 

and imagine. 

 

Likewise, the participants regarded nature as an environment which provides creative, 

productive and free space. When making artistic works, an environment is important and it 

can change a lot of things. The natural environment gives participants to be productive in 

thinking new ideas and producing art works as well, which shows the importance of being 

in nature to stimulate artistic creativity. Some of them found the relation between art and 

nature is a natural phenomenon without wonder. It was generated from the holistic 

understanding that everything is part of nature and some narrators found this idea in 

personal connection. Thus they are affected by natural phenomena a lot. The other found 

nature inside of them as they are grown up in natural environments.  

 

In conclusion, all the participants said that their artistic creativity is affected by nature in 

different forms. Aesthetic experience of nature has a significant influence on artistic 

creativity as it provides references for art and a space for building artistic creativity by 

encouraging active involvement of participants’ feeing, emotion and imagination.  

 

What meanings do narrators give to aesthetic experiences of nature? 

 

The third research question finds the meaning of aesthetic experience of nature. 

Participants showed the meanings in two patterns. The experience of nature gives energy 

for life. It was not just physical relaxation, but the experience of nature had power to make 



71 
 

life attitudes and the world view positive. The interviewees recognized that experiencing 

nature gives power to cope with difficulties that they face in their everyday lives and in the 

society with all responsibilities and pressure. As the other important findings displays, 

some of them found meanings in art that serves similar function. 

 

Furthermore, the participants found meanings inside of themselves by reflecting their past 

and their own selves. It was a place where they have spent time that has shaped “I” today. 

Nature provided a place for self-awareness. Participants noted that they can know 

themselves truthfully and express themselves freely while being in nature. The experience 

of nature gives opportunity to listen to their own voices that they ignored in everyday 

working life. The experience of nature was found to be meaningful by reflecting on 

participants’ life and their own selves.   
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6. DISCUSSION 

To conclude this thesis, I will sum up the results of this research with connection to the 

theoretical framework. I will also evaluate this study by discussing reliability and validity. 

Afterwards, I will suggest future studies and bring this to an end with reflections of the 

whole process of writing this thesis.  

6.1 Conclusion of the research results 

The research aimed to describe individuals’ different experiences of nature. As I assumed 

at the first point, the participants in this study narrated different stories of their lives and 

experiences. There were sometimes similar reactions to experience of nature, but they were 

all differently described depending on the subject. Dewey (1934) and Lehari (2002) stress 

the importance of past experiences which affect present experiences. The results of this 

study also show the significance of childhood and past experiences as the participants 

narrated those past experiences influences today’s experiences of nature. As Brady (2003) 

noted, participants narrated aesthetic qualities from their experiences by using their sense, 

emotion and imagination. Participants also shared their experiences of everyday life which 

can be aesthetic as Dewey (1934) and Saito (2007) pointed out. Therefore, this study 

provides an insight into aesthetic experiences of nature with diverse stories focusing on 

individuals. It is also displayed in this research that experiences of nature pertain 

significantly to artistic creativity in different ways depending on how an individual finds. It 

was found that the experiences of nature are affected by creative activities in childhood 

experiences including childhood plays and making crafts. Furthermore, the interviewees 

found nature as a infortant milieu for building creativity. (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997) 

Aesthetic experience of nature also had many meanings to participants in various ways. 

Indeed, learning and aesthetic experience had close relationship in this research (Tuan, 

1977), especially in learning about life and self-awareness. Above all, the research was 

advantageous for the interviewees to engage with their relationship with the environment 

where they are living.  

 

This research is valuable because it can enrich our lives by considering aesthetics and 

appreciating our surroundings. “Aesthetic experience gives form, meaning, and, most 

important, value to everything we are and everything we do.” (Hagman, 2005, p. 1) This 
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research can be beneficial for everyone who is reading it by giving a chance to observe our 

daily lives more appreciatively and aesthetically. By putting aesthetics in the center, this 

study can be also regarded importantly in educational perspectives. “An aesthetically 

educated person may be understood to subscribe to values and possess dispositions that in 

important respects are distinctive.” (Smith, 2004, p. 163) This research can contribute to 

art education and aesthetic education. As it emphasizes the first-hand experience of nature, 

the results of this research encourages people to experience nature aesthetically. As the 

participants narrated, experiencing nature strengthened their aesthetic perception. They 

could also develop identities and the world views with aesthetic observation in natural 

environment. Thus, this study promotes the awareness and importance of nature and calls 

for people to take time to experience nature aesthetically. Moreover, this research reminds 

educators and parents to teach their pupils and children the insight of aesthetics through the 

experience of nature.  

6.2 Reliability and validity 

In this research, narrative inquiry was used to understand people’s different experiences of 

nature. Webster and Mertova (2007) say that narrative inquiry and storytelling research 

seek to elaborate and investigate individual interpretations and the worldviews of complex 

and human-centered events (p. 89). Therefore, narrative research cannot be judged by the 

same criteria as other researches which take traditional approaches. They support 

Polkinghorne’s accounts on validity and reliability in narrative research, which are 

comprehended with access to reliable and trustworthy records of the stories as told by 

individuals: “In narrative research, "valid" retains its ordinary meaning of well-grounded 

and supportable. [...] narrative research, then, uses the ideal of a scholarly consensus as the 

test of verisimilitude rather than the test of logical or mathematical validity.” 

(Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 175) Webster and Mertova (2007) additionally points out that it is 

not possible to find validity by one truth in narrative research, because it does not aim for 

claiming to correspond exactly what has actually happened (p. 92). The research rather 

aims for verisimilitude and it is possible to find multiple interpretations by the purpose of 

researchers. Thus its validity can be measured by the readers through the quality of data. 

(Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 176)  
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This research puts its theoretical framework inside of aesthetics and uses narrative inquiry 

to understand different aesthetic experiences. The research questions are carefully designed 

to be logical and derivable from theories to data collection. The research also aims to be 

beneficial in knowledge both to the participants in the research and to the society as well. 

To the participants, it is verified that the interview was helpful for each participant to have 

a chance to understand themselves and their relation to nature better and deeply. I believe 

that this research will be also beneficial to the society by drawing attention to our everyday 

appreciation in natural environment and making people realize the importance of it.  The 

data were collected by interviewing students who are studying teacher education and art 

education to get the best results, because they have academic understandings in art and 

therefore they can elaborate better during the interviews. The ethical issues were also 

importantly considered during the whole process of the research and it is mentioned 

previously. By applying Polkinghorne’s analysis method, the data is interpreted logically 

to analyze different experiences of nature.    

 

Polkinghorne (1988) states “reliability in narrative study usually refers to the dependability 

of the data” (p. 176). It can be achieved by trustworthiness of the transcripts. As I 

mentioned in chapter 4.2 The process of listening to narratives, my focus was on what is 

said rather than how it is said. Thus I removed unnecessary points like repetition of the 

words, pause and silence in the final transcription for data report. However I tried to keep 

the original transcript which was almost same as recorded audio. By writing transcript right 

after interviews and listening many times to write them down, I minimized the mistakes of 

words. The examples of the processes of revising transcription and how it was analyzed 

were provided in chapter 4.4.Analysis of data. Riessman (1993) suggests to consider 

‘persuasiveness’ to support reliability. “Persuasiveness is greatest when theoretical claims 

are supported with evidence from informants’ accounts and when alternative 

interpretations of the data are considered” (p. 65). In the analysis of data, I tried to connect 

the theoretical frameworks in this paper to interpret ate data as much as possible. As the 

nature of narrative research, I also implied that it is possible to interpret the data by 

different researchers and the purpose of a research.   
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6.3 Suggestions for future studies 

I will suggest further research topics which arose after carrying out this research. On 

account of this research’s focus on the experiences of nature, artistic creativity has not been 

investigated deeply. This is one of the limitations of this thesis which can be improved in 

the next research. During the interview, it was found that there is a strong link between 

childhood experience of nature and creativity, especially with children’s play. 

Consequently, it will be significant to study this connection more profoundly. Some 

scholars also note the importance of childhood experience in terms of creativity. Arieti 

(1976) expatiates on the connection between early experience and a creative person: “early 

experiences can play a determining role in stimulating and directing the individual toward 

a certain kind of activity” (p. 29). Lieberman (1977) in her study of playfulness, 

foregrounds the connections among play, imagination and creativity: “it is commonplace to 

talk about imaginative play in young children and about a creative person who is 

imaginative” (p. 1). This implies that imagination is part of play in childhood and 

imagination is strongly connected to creativity. Therefore, it will be worthwhile to research 

more on creativity and its relation to childhood experience of nature. 

 

This study focused on the experiences of Finnish nature and narratives of people living in 

Finland. The participants in this research have a good access to nature in everyday setting 

and many of them have grown up near nature; therefore, the result of the interviews 

showed diverse and substantial aesthetic experiences of nature. The next suggestion, thus, 

can be addressed by considering the other side: researching aesthetic experience in city life, 

for example, in South Korea where people have less opportunity to go nature than Finland. 

It can be done by investigating everyday aesthetics in cities through people’s narratives 

and finding what and how people experience aesthetically in city life and how nature is 

involved in their experiences. Hence, this topic on people in cities can be studied 

comparatively with this research on the experiences of Finnish nature.  

 

Another suggestion for further study will place in aesthetic education. We all acknowledge 

that art and aesthetic value in general enhance the quality of life. (Kupfer, 1983, p. 1) 

Through this research, it was proved that aesthetic value in nature provides positive effect 

for the wellbeing of individuals. As some interviewees in the research said, having the 

holistic world view and seeing everything is part of nature give moral and ethical minds 
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toward the nature world while having humbleness. Many environmental and everyday 

aesthetics discuss ethics. Whilst studying this research, I also learned the significance of 

aesthetics that reminds us of ethics. There are many researchers who studied and studying 

aesthetics for environmental awareness. For example, the environmentalists, Aldo Leopold 

was aware of the crucial role played by aesthetics in promoting land ethic. Español-

Echániz (2010) researched on aesthetic experience of (landscape) nature as a means for 

environmental awareness. Berleant (2002) also asserts the importance of aesthetic 

experience for finding out values, including moral value.  

“Our aesthetic experience of things, both in art and in nature, lies then, in 

recognizing their qualitative values. While such experience is primarily perceptual, 

it is at the same time an embodied sign of the worth that such things as works of art, 

places, and even people possess in themselves, a sign of their moral value. Because 

something is valued aesthetically for its own sake, we recognize the value it has in 

itself that makes it worthy of respect. The experience of aesthetic value helps us 

learn such respect and instructs us in recognizing and appreciating it. In the 

reverence of aesthetic appreciation, we can gain reverence and respect for the earth.” 

(p. 18) 

As Berleant claims, we find qualitative values when experiencing nature and that makes us 

appreciate and respect the nature. Adapting the idea of aesthetic experience in education 

can be very effective and educational for students to learn about our world and its natural 

environment. Therefore, I would like to study more regarding the value of environment 

and nature through aesthetic education in the future.  

6.4 Reflections 

The whole process of this study was a fruitful experience for me as a researcher and as a 

person. At the very beginning of the research, I felt like I was stepping into the new world, 

the realm of research. Denzin and Lincoln (1998) describe qualitative research as process: 

the gendered, multiculturally situated researcher approaches the world with a set of ideas, a 

framework that specifies a set of questions that are them examined in specific ways. The 

researcher, then, enters the research process from inside an interpretive community that 

incorporates its own historical research traditions into a distinctive point of view. (p. 23) 

This procedure of writing a thesis gave me, a novice researcher, much knowledge about 

both the academic norms in conducting a research and the topic of this research. Aesthetics 
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has been always an intriguing subject to me, but I had never approached it in academic 

studies before. Finding out environment aesthetics and everyday aesthetics raised my 

inquisitive mind to learn more about the field of aesthetics. Doing narrative research also 

taught me how to listen other people’s stories for a research by balancing my own voice 

and that of the participants. The analyzing process required a different mode to read the 

data from different perspectives. Every time I read the stories again, it was not the same as 

when I was interviewing and reading first time. Every step of this study was full of 

discovering and learning moments. 

 

There were also lots of uncertain instances and doubt while writing this and still I am not 

sure whether I made the right decision at each step. As I started this research with my own 

experience and curiosity, I have not considered adequately the broadness of theoretical 

approach which included both aesthetics and artistic creativity; thus, this thesis has covered 

considerably broad areas. There are many points that I could have done differently and I 

could have investigated more. Nonetheless, the data in this research produced the 

intriguing perspectives of different individuals and it motivated me to learn more about 

researching. In addition to that, I am very happy that participants in this research enjoyed 

interviewing and the study also gave them a chance to ponder over their lives, art and 

nature. In spite of difficulties in the research process, it was such a delightful experience to 

study aesthetics and narrative research and listen to beautiful stories of the participants.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix1. The examples of photographs used before starting interviews 

 

The photographs 1-3 are from “Your friend Finland = Ystäväsi” Suomi by Raimo Suikkari 

and the photographs 4 and 5 are from “Kuvamatka Kuusamosta Jäämerelle” by Reino 

Turunen. 
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