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Chapter 2. Extinction, Tasmania and Society

Introduction

In this chapter, I examine how the Tasmanian environment, its society and its

cultural heritage have informed my visual work. As a resident of Tasmania, I

am moved by the remarkable natural beauty of the island but perturbed by its

tainted colonial past and the seemingly scant regard accorded to the natural

environment. The oppositional aspects of beauty and horror permeate my

experience of Tasmania and I have sought to imbue my art work with this

unsettling tension. In this work, I commemorate the loss of extinct Tasmanian

plants as these once living entities distil and foreshadow my concerns for the

future environment and the sanctity of life. When a plant is lost due to

extinction there is a diminishment of natural beauty and a loss of relationships

between living things.

The extinction of plant species reduces the diversity, harmony and beauty of

the natural environment. The idea that extinctions are occurring now and may

become more frequent in the future, creates fear for the sustainability of life

forms. In the following account, I describe the environmental and social

factors that have affected my understanding of the environment and its

diminution through extinction and how these factors have informed my art.

Extinction and psychic disturbance

Extinct plants are the mute victims of our society’s land use practices ,

providing tangible evidence of the ir impact. They serve as a report card on

how effectively we are nurturing the environment a nd they function as a

mnemonic device assisting us to reflect on the changes to the natural

environment that we are responsible for creating. The art theorist R. G.

Collingwood made the observation that an artist’s process begins with an

original emotion or psychic disturbance.1 He maintains that the artist mediates

this raw emotional or sensual experience by an act of consciousness which

involves thought and imagination .2 I can relate to Collingwood’s assessment

1 R.G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art,  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 109.
2 Collingwood, The Principles of Art,  215.
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of the artist’s process and I view the binary of beauty and horror that I

perceive in many aspects of my experience in Tasmania to be the  emotional

disturbance that underpins my visual work.

In my view, the beauty/horror binary has a history which is apparent from the

time of colonisation, with the treatment of Aboriginal people and the

treatment of convicts. The beauty of the natural environment and the living

entities it supports has also been subject to horror and disregard. The

landscape in Tasmania can be both beautiful and life-threateningly dangerous.

Beauty and Horror

The binary of beauty and horror has been noted from the early years of

colonisation, when visitors variously described the island as Elysium and

Hades.3 To the seventy six thousand convicts deported to Van Diemen’s Land ,

the island was considered to be a panopticon of terror and dread , located at

‘the end of the world’.4 Yet, by 1856, when the colony took the name of

Tasmania, the island was recognised  by people on mainland Australia as a

health resort because of its ‘exceptio nal natural beauty, fertile soil and

temperate climate’.5

It is difficult to reconcile the contrast between Tasmania’s enticing natural

beauty and its bleak and terrible pas t since European colonisation. At the time

of colonisation in 1803, an estimated f our thousand Aboriginal people lived in

Van Diemen’s Land.6 In 1834 the remnant population were relocated to

Flinders Island. By 1835 only 150 people survived  and that population

dwindled further to 54 people in 1843.7

In my experience, the binary opposition of beauty and horror that was evident

in the treatment of both the Aboriginal community and the convict population

is also a feature of the Tasmanian wilderness. I find the wilderness areas in

Tasmania, and particularly those in the Central Highlands, to be both

3 Nicholas Shakespeare, In Tasmania, (Sydney: Knopf, 2004), II.
4 Shakespeare, In Tasmania, II.
5 Shakespeare, In Tasmania, II.
6 Robert Hughes, The Fatal Shore, (London: Collins Harvill, 1987), 414.
7 Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 423.
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dangerous and sublimely beautiful. The majestic splendour of this  landscape

can turn within minutes from sunshine and blue skies to hail, wind and

freezing cold. This fickle climate is an ever present hazard for bushwalkers

who, if unprepared, can be faced with a life-threatening situation. Those same

beguiling and grand mountains that rise in sharp, grey, fluted columns

silhouetted against a blue sky can suddenly become dark, brooding, menacing

and disorienting. The extreme beauty of the landscape can be coupled with a

fear for one’s survival.

Beauty and horror: wilderness and extinction

Despite the treacherous nature of wilderness  areas and, in particular, those of

the Central Highlands, I revere these areas because of their harmony and

tranquillity. They have value to me because they represent a world that is

unadulterated by European culture .8 The wilderness is free from evidence of

European culture; however, I recognise that these areas that I consider to be

wilderness have long been managed and modified by Aboriginal people

through the use of fire stick farming or controlled burning.9 While the

Aboriginal land management practices and their long residency in Tasmania

had a significant impact on vegetation, pl ant reproduction and the animal

populations, the Aboriginal people left few physical scars on the island’s

topography. This lack of physical scarring on the land is in stark contrast to

those disfigurements wrought by settler societies with their roads, cities,

suburbs, mines, clear fel ling, dams and farms. Wilderness areas can therefore

represent a world outside of the domination of settler societies.

Beauty and horror: some historical context

I recognise that my views on wilderness and my anguish regarding extinction

sit within a long and evolving history of Western thought. A brief look at this

history over the past few centuries helps to contextualise the way I view the

natural environment. The eighteenth century European voyagers saw

8 Robert Elliot, “Faking Nature” in Environmental Ethics  ed. Robert Elliot, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 81.
9 Deborah Bird Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  (Canberra: Australian Heritage Commission,
1996), 64.
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themselves as a cultured people who typified the ‘triumph of civilisation over

nature through the development of reason and science ’.10 This was a time

when many people believed that the natural world, and all things in it, was a

resource given to people for their support and comfort .11 However, by the

middle of the nineteenth century, there was a shift in thinking. The large scale

movement of people from farms to the newly industrialised cities  in Europe

had created a longing for the countryside .12 The European expansion of

agriculture led to an appreciation of wilderness and  the desire to protect and

preserve those animals and birds that remained in their natural state 13. One of

the outcomes of city life was that ‘a growing number of people had thus come

to find people’s ascendancy over nature unacceptab le from a moral and

aesthetic point of view’.14

People recognised that ‘nature was no longer considered a threat: indeed it

was being threatened’.15 This reorientation of cultural life away from the

factories and the pursuit of capitalism and empire to a growing ecological

sensibility engendered admiration of unspoiled nature and wild places.16  This

attitude, referred to as ‘Romanticism’, encompassed an appreciation of

originality, creation, spontaneity and the ‘natural’ wisdom o f the savage, the

peasant and the child.17 There is a tension between the romanticised view of

nature in Europe at this time and that of the settlers and convicts who saw the

bush in Van Diemen’s Land as a threat (as it was a hide out for bushrangers

and Aboriginals and it harboured snakes, wolves and tigers).18

In the twentieth century, many people continued to value wilderness because

it is a place ‘of peace, natural beauty, and spiritual presence, uncontaminated

by their own culture’.19 There was a movement away from an anthropocentric

10 Peter Marshall, Nature’s Web, (Armonk: Sharp, 1996), 214.
11 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 212.
12 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 263.
13 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 263.
14 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 263.
15 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 267.
16 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 267.
17 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 270.
18 Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 368.
19 Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  18.
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view in which environments are judged in relation to their value to humans.20

Instead, it has been argued that the existence of natural environments is

independent of us and that they should be accorded respect as an entity whose

value is not confined to the satisfaction of human interests .21 Therefore, the

Earth’s environment is viewed as an entity that is independent of human

needs. I sympathize with this view.

The eco-feminist movement, established in the twentieth century, is one which

takes an egalitarian, balanced approach to the rights of the environment and

humanity and one which ‘does not discriminate between the sexes or

species’.22 Eco-feminists have reacted to the ‘devastating effects of hierarchy

and domination’23 that women have felt in patriarchal societies and they have

been reluctant to ‘recreate an oppressive use of power in another form ’.24 For

this reason, the feminist critique of the hierarchy of power relationships has

been described as a great contribution to ecology .25

The eco-feminist position acknowledges the association of women and the

environment that has existed since pre -historic times. Indeed, in many

societies, women have been cast in the role of the custodian of the Earth.26

This may be due to the perception that women have a lways appeared to have

particular physical ties to the natural cycles of the planet, a connection by

association between such predictable events as the process of menstruation,

the waxing and waning of the moon  and the female capacity to ‘give birth to

new life’.27 However, in recent ecological debate,  the idea that women are

responsible for nurturing the earth has been challenged by people who believe

that ‘gender distinctions do not have relevance everywhere and at all times ’

and the process of nurturing the environment ‘is a possibility for all human

beings’.28 I concur with the idea that being female is no more or less important

20 Elliot, “Faking Nature” in Environmental Ethics,  ed. Robert Elliot, 82.
21 Elliot, “Faking Nature”, 82.
22 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 410.
23 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 409.
24 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 409.
25 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 410.
26 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 409.
27 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 410.
28 Marshall, Nature’s Web, 411.
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than being male when responsibility for nurturing the environment is in

question.

The possibility of beauty without horror

In my anguish over the care, or lack of care, for the natural environment

exhibited in this community, I have sought alternat ive views and one of these

is the approach to land care practice by the Aboriginal community. I am not an

Aboriginal person, but, as a person living in a place that was home to this

culture long before colonisation, I feel that it is relevant to mention its

environmental perspective . The European view of land management is one

approach and it may not be the most adequate in this very different land.

Aboriginal people believe that ‘country is a living entity with a yesterday,

today and tomorrow, with a consciousness and a will towards life’.29 To

Aboriginal people, country is lived in and lived with, as their country can

hear, smell, notice, care and be sorry or happy.30 If this living country were

not tended by practices such as burning or protecting sanctuaries and water

holes, the land would be considered to be ‘wild’. These ‘wild’ places have a

‘quality of deep loneliness’.31 In the Aboriginal cultural context, ‘wild’ also

meant ‘a loss of life, a loss of support systems, and a loss of relationships

among living things and their country ’.32 This loss of relationships among

living things that was identified by the Aboriginal community succinct ly

describes the physical and emotional loss that extinction represents.

Aboriginal people had a profound and intuitive understanding of their

environment, gained by their long association and sympathetic residence in it.

They took the view that: ‘Because human beings live by obtaining and

consuming resources, the obligation seems to be on humans also to regenerate

these resources’.33 The idea that resources should be cared for and regenerated

appears to me to be particularly worthy. Indeed, the views attributed to

Aboriginal people and the ecofeminists have helped me to understand why I

am so dissatisfied with the current policies and attitudes towards the natural

29 Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  7.
30 Rose, Nourishing Terrains, 7.
31 Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  21.
32 Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  20.
33 Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  53.
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environment and why extinction distresses me. This being said, however, I

believe that wilderness areas should be reserved and wh ile Aboriginal people

did protect sanctuaries and waterholes for animals to breed, they farmed much

of the land through controlled burning. I n my view wilderness areas and

particularly those in Tasmania’s Central highlan ds, which were not suitable

for burning, should be protected f rom human intervention. There is a

complication here in relation to land that has been burned for centuries by

Aboriginal people. For example, an unintended consequence of the

transportation of Aboriginal people from the Tasmanian mainland to Flinders

Island was the cessation of controlled burning. This caused the bush to grow

so thick that it spoiled pastures for sheep, afford ed harbourage for snakes and

was painful to walk through. 34 The vegetation in areas that was subject to

frequent burning by Aboriginal people has adapted over many centuries. If we

now impose a regime of no human intervention in these areas, the land and the

vegetation it supports will take many centuries to adapt to this change. This

presents questions regarding how these areas are viewed in terms of their

status as natural or artificial landscapes and how  they should be protected

and/or managed.

The worth of the beautiful

My valuing of the Tasmanian wilderness and my anguish over extinction is in

part due to my feeling of stability and timelessness in wilderness areas. I am

upset when I hear that another plant has become extinct, and I realise that the

cause of my distress is that the value of the wilderness has been reduce d by

the loss of yet another component. The timelessness of the wilderness, its

particular value as a changeless place, is threatened by the loss of plant

species. Extinction produces change and extinction threatens the future of

these ethereal landscapes.

A further reason for my concern about the natural environment is that

Tasmania boasts an array of remarkable vegetation which may be

undervalued by some members of the society.  One of Tasmania’s

extraordinary plants is the King’s lomatia (Lomatia tasmanica). This pine

34 Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  76.
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tree is the oldest continuously living organism  on the Earth, and has been

growing on the southwest coast for forty three thousand, six hundred

years.35 It is a tree that grows up and falls over, enabling new growth to

develop from the same plant. The new growth then grows up and falls over

continuously repeating the cycle. While that plant has survived

undisturbed for forty three thousand years, other living organisms have not

been so fortunate.

The largest tree in Australia was, until recently, a three hundred year old

Mountain Ash (Eucalyptus regnans) which grew in the Florentine Valley

ninety kilometres west of Hobart .36  This tree was 79 metres tall and 439

cubic metres in volume, however during an on-site inspection in 1993, the

tree was found to have been accidentally killed by a Forestry Tasmania fire

regeneration program.37 There is an interesting contrast here between the

use of fire by Aboriginal people and that of settler societies. The difference

may be that in settler societies we value the fact that the largest tree in

Australia was growing in Tasmania, or at least some of us hold this value.

The use of controlled burning by Aboriginal people was undertaken to

reduce the undergrowth and as far as I can ascertain, it was carried ou t in

such a way as to protect stands of established trees. Furthermore,

Aboriginal people may not have placed any particular value on a tree being

regarded as the largest tree in Australia.

In my view, the Tasmanian record of valuing the natural environme nt and

implementing sustainable land use practices is tarnished. In the past, State

governments have made decisions such as those that have sanctioned the

drowning of Lake Pedder, attempted to dam the Gordon River  and led to the

eradication of the Tasmanian tiger or ‘thylacine’ (Thylacinus cynocephalus ).

The thylacine was hunted to extinction following a Tasmanian Government

35 Department of Primary Industries, Water and the Environment,
http://www.dpiwe.tas.gov.au/inter.nsf/WebPages/BHAN -54R7ZZ?open (accessed December
13, 2001).
36 Shakespeare, In Tasmania, 324.
37 Law, Geoff. Largest Tree in Australia Killed by Forestry Tasmania.
http://www.wilderness.org.au/campaigns/forests/tasmania/big_tree/
 (accessed January 1, 2006).

http://www.dpiwe.tas.gov.au/inter.nsf/
http://www.wilderness.org.au/campaigns/forests/tasmania/big_tree/
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bounty issued in 1888 because it was believed to kill sheep and poultry .38 The

tiger population declined rapidly during the early 1900’ s and the last wild

creature was shot in 1930.39 In comparison to plants, which after silent

extinctions, do not feature in our collective consciousness, the thylacine

continues to be romanticised and represented in our community.

The search to find evidence of the thylacine has captivated the community’s

attention for many years and this elusive creature has been glorified,

romanticised and mythologised. The mystique surrounding the thylacine has

resulted in its image adorning the logos of government departments as well as

many sporting teams, and product labels of commercial companies. The

inventory of thylacine logos includes the state government, the Southern Cross

television station and Launceston City Council. Cascade beer proudly displays

an image of a thylacine on its premium product. The State’s cricket team is

called ‘The Tigers’, while the Tiger Line Bus Company claim in their

advertisements that ‘service is not extinct’.

I struggle to understand the apparent pride displayed by these companies a nd

government agencies that are keen to associate their image with the

eradication of an animal. I have a nagging fear that some community members

feel proud of the human capacity to dominate nature and tame the wilds of this

land. My suspicion that the environment is considered to be simply a resource

for people to exploit is confirmed by the re cent government sanctioning of the

logging in old growth forests. Not only are these areas subject to clear -fell

logging, they are also replanted with a monoculture , or single species,

planting.  These once rich and diverse plant and animal communities are being

replaced with just one plant species with effects on water retention, water run

off and soil erosion and the habitats of numerous animals .

Such an approach diminishes the biodiversity of the region and this in turn has

a negative impact on the sustainability of the existing life forms .40 Numerous

38 Leigh, J., R. Boden and J. Briggs, Extinct and Endangered Plants of Australia, (South
Melbourne: Macmillan, 1984), 11.
39 Leigh, Boden and Briggs, Extinct and Endangered Plants of Australia, 11.
40 Edward Wilson, The Future of Life, (London: Little Brown, 2002), 110.
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studies, in a variety of ecosystems, indicate that ‘the more species that live

together, the more stable and produ ctive the ecosystem they compose ’.41

Regardless of this knowledge about the eradication of the biodiversity of the

region, the government representatives who work for the Forestry

Commission have sought to mislead the community by touting environmental

degradation as environmental rehabilitation . This is evident in the following

example.

Mother Cummings Peak was once a scenic rainforest and popular tourist

destination located in the North West of Tasmania. In the late 1990s over

one thousand concerned people marched in the forest to protest against its

imminent logging.42 Regardless of this community protest, clear-fell

logging went ahead at Mother Cummings Peak in 1996. The logged area

has subsequently been replanted with eucalypt saplings  which create a low

green canopy over the area.

The greenery of the saplings prompted representatives from the Forestry

Commission to invite the original protestors, and those who are concerned

about future plans for logging other forests, to visit Mother Cummings

Peak.43 The foresters wanted the public to see that ‘all was now well’ at

Mother Cummings Peak given the greenery, but as Kim Booth, one of the

original protestors, pointed out:

Mother Cummings wilderness forest was once a wonderland containing
sphagnum swamps, King Billy pine, relics of the last ice age as well as
aboriginal history that is of immeasurable importance to the community
and while there may be eucalypt saplings growing, it will take at least five
hundred years for the habitat to return to its pre-logged state.44

In that place where plants from the last ice age had lived in a tranquil rain

forest environment, there are now only the serried ranks of a singl e eucalypt

41 Wilson, The Future of Life, 110.
42 Kim Booth,
http://update.tas.greens.org.au/fulldoc.php3?title=Mother+Cummings+Peak&date=112903920
0&author=Kim+Booth+MH (accessed December 14, 2005).
43 Kim Booth,
http://update.tas.greens.org.au/fulldoc.php3?title=Mother+C ummings+Peak&date=11290
39200&author=Kim+Booth+MHA (accessed December 14, 2005).
44 Kim Booth,
http://update.tas.greens.org.au/fulldoc.php3?title=Mother+Cummings+Peak&date=112903920
0&author=Kim+Booth+MH (accessed December 14, 2005).

http://update.tas.greens.org.au/fulldoc.php3
http://update.tas.greens.org.au/fulldoc.php3
http://update.tas.greens.org.au/fulldoc.php3
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species.  Sadly, the Tasmanian Forestry Commission representatives did not

mention the loss of biodiversity in the region and nor did they recognise the

considerable human value placed on natural environments.

This same argument for clear-fell logging as that at Mother Cummings Peak

was presented in a brochure produced by proponents of the planned Tamar

Valley pulp mill. In the unnamed brochure, shown in figure 1, photographs are

used to illustrate how the clear felled land can look green again in just a few

years.45

Figure 1-1. Brochure produced in January 2005
by proponents of the planned pulp mill in the Tamar valley .

Both the Forestry Commission representatives’ portrayal of Mother

Cummings Peak and the landscape illustrated in the brochure presented in

Figure 1-1, suggest that restored land is equivalent in value to the original

‘natural’ environment. This concept is questioned by Robert Elliot and Eric

Katz. Elliot writes that ‘what is significant about wilderness is its causal

continuity with the past’.46 Natural areas, according to Elliot, are valuable to

us because they have ‘a special continuity with the past’.47 Furthermore it

45 Unnamed brochure handed out at the Launceston Town Hall on December 3, 2005.
46 Elliot, “Faking Nature” in Environmental Ethics,  ed. Robert Elliot, 83.
47 Robert Elliot as quoted by Eric Katz, Nature as Subject, (Lanham: Rowan & Littlefield,
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requires insight or knowledge about the ecological and history of an area for

us to evaluate it.48 Therefore, it is our knowledge of the replanting that has

occurred at Mother Cummings Peak that is disturbing.

Katz supports Elliot’s view that our knowledge of the history of an item can

change the way we value it. He illustrates the point by describing how our

views of an art work change if we learn that the work is not an original but a

fake.49 Similarly, the value of wilderness is diminished when we learn that it is

a human reconstruction. The virtue of wilderness, as opposed to landscaped

parks or restored land is the genesis and its history of the wilderness. Katz

makes a sharp distinction between the way w e should value artefacts and

nature, writing:

Artefacts are fundamentally connected to human concerns and interests, in
both their existence and their value. Natur al entities and systems have a
value in their own right, a value that transcends the instrume ntality of
human projects and interests. Nature is not merely the physical matter
which is the object of human artifactual practice; nature is a subject with
its own history of development independent of human cultural
intervention.50

The monoculture plantings of eucalypt saplings at Mot her Cummings Peak

can be considered to be an artefact as their existence and value is connected to

human interests and concerns. This concern over the idea that people can use

and restore the land so that it is as good as it was has relevance to my concerns

regarding extinction. On a global level people are converting ever increasing

areas of natural land into areas for human use s such as industry, agriculture,

cities and urban developments.  The  concern is that if we accept the ideas of

restoration, there will be few wilderness areas protected from human

intervention and there is a strong likelihood that the habitat disruption will

lead to further extinctions.

The lack of ‘continuity with the past’ applies also to the genetic modification

of plants. I find the idea of eating a genetically modified t omato which

contains fish oil to be discomforting. And it is repugnant to me because its

1997), 96.
48 Eric Katz, Nature as Subject, (Lanham: Rowan & Littlefield, 1997), 96.
49 Robert Elliot, “Faking Nature” in Robert Elliot, ed. Environmental Ethics , 87.
50 Katz, Nature as Subject, 104.
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genesis and history have been altered by human intervention; the item has

become an artefact, a product of human desire, rather than a natural entity .

The attempts to genetically clone extinct plants and animals be come similarly

curious concepts. They indicate both our sense of regret over their loss and the

desire to remediate the situation.

Extinction and continuing horror

What is of even greater concern tha n the number of extinct plants  is the rapid

rise in the rate at which plant s are being lost due to extinction. In 1995 there

were seven known extinct Tasmanian plants.51 Ten years later, in 2005,

twenty two plants are now known to be extinct.52 That is more than a three

fold increase in known extinctions in ten years. Significantly, extinctions are

not just events in the distant past, they  are occurring now. The extinct

Tasmanian plants that I have commemorated in my visual work are casualties

of the changes in land use since colonisation. These include the use of land for

agriculture, roads, buildings and mining, the introduction of plants and

animals that have become pests and/or predators , the effects of pesticides, the

drainage of wetlands, changes to water courses and water usage, the

construction of dams and the pressure of population growth (which includes

climate change and pollution).

The rapid rise in the extinction rate in Tasmania is also evident in mainland

Australia where extinctions have been occurring more swiftly than scientists

can document species.53 Rose reports that, in Australia  alone, ‘Over two

thousand species of plants are known to be extinct or on the verge of

extinction’ and ‘dozens of animals are thought to be extinct ’.54 In global

terms, the current rate of extinction is: ‘catastrophically high, somewhere

between one thousand and ten thousand times the rate before human beings

began to exert a significant pressure o n the environment’.55 The impact of

51 Briggs, J.D. & Leigh, J.H., Rare or Threatened Australian Plants , (Collingwood: CSIRO
Publishing, 1996), 424.
52 Department of Primary Industries, Water and the Environment, The State Government of
Tasmania. http://www.gisparks.tas.gov.au/ThreatenedFloraCD/home2.htm (accessed June 12,
2005).
54 Rose, Nourishing Terrains,  78.
54 Rose, Nourishing Terrains, 78.
55 Wilson, The Future of Life, 99.

http://www.gisparks.tas.gov.au/ThreatenedFloraCD/home2.htm
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human enterprise began to move the extinction rate out of the background

range during the agricultural revolution which occurred roughly ten thousand

years ago.56 At this time the ‘improved tools, dense population and dead ly

efficiency in the pursuit of wildlife inaugurated the recent extinction spasm’.57

The rates of extinction are so far ‘ above background that a major extinction

episode is clearly underway’ .58 This will join the ‘Big Five’  mass extinctions

that marked the end of the Ordovician, Devonian, Permian, Triassic and

Cretaceous periods and eliminated 65-85% or more of animal species in the

ocean.59

Wilson estimates that if the current rate of environmental destruction and

deforestation continues, ‘at least one fifth of the species of plants and animals

will be gone or committed to early extinction by 2030 ’.60 May, Lawton and

Stork concur with these predictions : ‘Much of the biodiversity we inherited

will be gone before humanity sorts itself out’ .61  Wilson condemns human

impact on the environment, arguing that ‘We have cut the heart out of

biodiversity’ and that we are concerned only with short term survival .62 The

biosphere, the living shell that surrounds the Earth , has evolved over hundreds

of millions of years to create the special conditions which sustain life.63

Consequently if and when we alter the biosphere we threaten the delicate

balance of biology. Furthermore, ‘when we destroy ecosystems and extinguish

species, we degrade the greatest heritage this planet has to offer and thereby

threaten our own existence’.64 This makes the loss of diverse plant

communities such as those at the Mother Cummings Peak and other old -

growth forests in Tasmania all the more disturbing.

56 Paul R. Ehrlich, “The scale of the human enterprise and biodiversity loss”, in
Extinction Rates, ed. John H. Lawton, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 220.
57 Wilson, The Future of Life, 99.
58 Ehrlich, “The scale of the human enterprise and biodiversity loss”, in
Extinction Rates, ed. John H. Lawton, 223.
59 Robert M. May, John H. Lawton, & Nigel E. Stork, “Assessing extinction rates”, in
Extinction Rates, ed. John H. Lawton, 5.
60 Wilson, The Future of Life, 102.
61 Robert M. May, John H. Lawton, & Nigel E. Stork, “Assessing extinction rates”, in
Extinction Rates, ed. John H. Lawton, 19.
62 Wilson, The Future of Life, 102.
63 Wilson, The Future of Life, 39.
64 Wilson, The Future of Life, 39.
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One of the threats to the natural environment is the pressure of an increasing

world population and the limited capacity of the Earth to cope with this

disruption to the biosphere. In the twentieth century, population in creases

were exponential. In the year 1800, the world’s population was 1 billion a nd

in 1900 the population was 1.6 billion . On or around 12th October 1999, the

world population reached six billion. During the twentieth century more

people were added to the world than in all of human history, a pattern of

human population growth that th reatens to overload the planet. 65

By the end of the twentieth century , the worldwide average number of

children per woman fell from 4.3 in 1960 to 2.6 in 2000 .66 This fall in the

average number of children is perhaps one of the most important contribution s

to the future of the earth and according to Wilson is a result of a quirk in

women’s maternal instinct .67  When women are more prosperous, more

autonomous and have access to reliable contraception they opt ‘for a smaller

number of children who could be ra ised with better health and education over

a large family’.68 If this global trend to smaller families continues, population

growth will peak in the late twenty -first century somewhere between nine and

ten billion people and then start to decline .69 Demographers in the future may

point out that this quirk in maternal instinct was ‘a gift of huma n nature to

future generations’.70 It is reassuring that increases in the human population

growth are beginning to show signs of slowing.

In detailing my concerns about extinction, and the impact of factors such as

the pressure of population, I need to acknowledge that there are also

conservationists who share my environmental concerns . Sadly, however, the

efforts of environmental groups have at times been critiqued by their

supporters as emotive and ill-advised. The conservation ethic ‘has generally

come too late and too little to save the most vulnerable forms of life ’.71

65 Wilson, The Future of Life, 29.
66 Wilson, The Future of Life, 29.
67 Wilson, The Future of Life, 31.
68 Wilson, The Future of Life, 30.
69 Wilson, The Future of Life, 31.
70 Wilson, The Future of Life, 31.
71 Wilson, The Future of Life, 102.
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Likewise, Flannery describes as misguided the efforts of some conservation

groups who focus on saving charismatic animals such as the kangaroo, the

koala and the whale.72

In his frustration with members of conservation groups, Flannery cites the

example of the opposition to controlled harvesting of kangaroos. He claims

that failure to reduce the numbers of these animals poses a significant threat to

the environment.73 In a similar vein, the ‘save the whale’ campaign,

advocating a blanket ban on whaling , ignores the fact that the numbers of the

smaller whale species are large enough to allow for sustainable harvesting.74

Flannery’s point is that environment groups could serve the environment more

successfully if their campaigns were less emotive and their concern for nature

was based on scientific understandings  of sustainability.75 With the larger, or

cuddly, charismatic animals attracting attention, there seems to be minimal

community concern for smaller animals such as reptiles and insects. Plants sit

even lower on our emotional scale and on the scale of community concern.

Beauty opposed to horror

One of the reasons I have elected to focus my concern on extinct Tasmanian

plants is that they seem to be the least represented life forms which have been

lost due to extinction. In the two decades that I have lived in Tasmania , I have

not heard any public mention of extinct Tasmanian plants ; nor have I seen

artworks or posters describing their fate . However, in 2005 an exhibition by

Gregory Pryor depicting both extinct and living plants in Western Australia

was shown in the Perth Institute of Contemporary Art. I will discuss this

exhibition in further detail in Chapter Four.

A further reason for commemorating the loss of extinct Tasmanian plants is

my hope that these works may serve as a metaphor for those countless other

life forms that teeter precariously o n the edge of destruction. The capacity of

art works to serve as a metaphor is discussed by Graham Gordon in his book

72 Tim Flannery, ‘Beautiful Lies’, Quarterly Essays, (Issue 9, 2003): 41.
73 Flannery, ‘Beautiful Lies’, 43.
74 Flannery, ‘Beautiful Lies’, 44.
75 Flannery, ‘Beautiful Lies’, 46.
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Philosophy of the Arts  (1997). Gordon maintains that while images in art are

images of particulars, they can  also be generalised images and characters.76

Hence the painter Pieter Breugel’s celebrated picture of ‘a country wedding, ...

may depict a country wedding, without being a picture of any particular

country wedding’.77 The value of the art work ‘ lies in the way it enables us to

look at people, circumstances and relationships ’.78 While I recognise that the

content of my visual work is regional , and specific to Tasmania, I hope that

the emotions that the work elicits will transcend the particular and represent

extinct plants from other places.

In this chapter so far, I have described how my experience as a resident in

Tasmania has influenced my decision to make this body of work and I have

detailed views that have informed and motivated me . There are other theories

that have helped me to understand the reasons for my distress about

extinction. These are evolutionary factors and I imagine that they would

influence my environmental concern even if I was living beyond Tasmania’s

shores.

The concern that I feel about extinction may  well be influenced by my

unconscious appreciation of my  common ancestry with all forms of life. The

work of geneticists and palaeontologist s gives considerable weight to the

theory that all living creatures have a common progenitor .79 Research into

genetic codes has revealed that all life forms on Earth have descended from

the same single-celled microbes which resemble present day bacteria .80 Over

the past three and a half billion years, ‘the same mole cular machinery has

supported and accelerated the processes of life ’.81 The common ancestry

between myself and other living entities  may underpin the value I attribute to

them. The tendency to form emotional connections with nonhuman life forms

is evident amongst many people and it may be an inherent human instinct .82

76 Graham Gordon, Philosophy of the Arts,  (London: Routledge, 1997), 60.
77 Gordon, Philosophy of the Arts,  60.
78 Gordon, Philosophy of the Arts,  60.
79 Wilson, The Future of Life, 132.
80 Wilson, The Future of Life, 131.
81 Wilson, The Future of Life, 132.
82 Wilson, The Future of Life, 134.
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This propensity to form emotional connections with nonhuman life forms may

originate from contact with the natural environment in which humans

evolved.83 The ‘savanna hypothesis’ postulates that humanity began (and

spent several million years) in the savannas and transitional woodlands of

Africa, before taking up agriculture and moving into urban environments. 84

Given our relatively recent arrival in cities, it is not surprising that many

people may seek this connection to the natural environment . This connection

may have subconsciously influenced my concern about the extinction.

The innate desire of people to live in a world inhabited by other living

creatures helps to explain the loss I felt when I learn of the extinction of

plants. Wilson cites three studies that support the theory that humans may

have a genetic propensity for  natural environments, which may help to explain

the feelings of wellbeing generated by them .85

In one study, a hundred and twenty volunteers were shown a stressful movie ,

followed by videotapes of either urban or natural settings. The group of

volunteers who were shown the images of natural settings relaxed more

quickly than the group who were shown urban images.86 In another study, post

surgical patients were found to have recovered more quickly, suffered fewer

minor complications, and needed smaller do ses of painkillers if given a

window view of open terrain or waterscape .87 In a Swedish study, recorded

over fifteen years, clinically anxious psychiatric patients responded positively

to wall pictures of natural settings, but negatively, occasionally even violently,

to most other decorations - especially those containing abstra ct art.88 The

result of the studies support the concept that :

83 Wilson, The Future of Life, 134.
84 Wilson, The Future of Life, 136.
85 Wilson, The Future of Life, 138.
86 Wilson, The Future of Life, 138.
87 Wilson, The Future of Life, 140.
88 Wilson, The Future of Life, 140.
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...a sense of genetic unity, kinship and deep histor y are among the values
that bond us to the living environment. They are survival mechanisms for
ourselves and our species. To conserve biological diversity is an
investment in immortality .89

These factors add weight to the argument that since the natural environment is

in decline in terms of diversity, this is a cause of concern.

Alternative reasons for why the natural environment is favoured ov er the built

environment are proffered by Leo Marx and Sigmund Freud. Marx suggests

that people have a romanticised view of nature which is ‘generated by an urge

to withdraw from civilisation’s growing power and complexity’ .90 He

contends that a yearning for a simpler existence that is ‘closer to nature’ could

be an impediment to social progress and that ‘When  this impulse is unchecked

the result is simple-minded wishfulness, a romantic perversion of thought and

feeling’.91 Freud casts his explanation of the nostalgic feelings we attach to the

unspoiled landscape in terms of our society’s profound and l ong standing

discontent and as signs of widespread frustration and repression .92

Again: Beauty and Horror

In undertaking this body of work, with its moral and political underpinnings , I

have had to consider how the art work might lead people to a greater

awareness of the subject and foster reflection, rather than simply displaying or

asserting a view. As Gordon has argued:

Art with a message can be nothing more than propaganda, the skilful
promotion of a point of view. Propaganda end eavours to secure belief and
assent by whatever means is most effective, whereas modes of teaching
seek belief through reflective understanding .93

I am aware that my message could, without the mediation of an artistic

endeavour, be delivered as propaganda in a poster proclaim ing: ‘In the past

decade the number of extinct Tasmanian plants has risen fr om seven to twenty

two. Act now! Save the environment!’ Propaganda in the form of text may

have the capacity to inform people and describe a position on a subject but it

89 Wilson, The Future of Life, 133.
90 Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden,  (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), 9 .
91 Marx, The Machine in the Garden,  10.
92 Sigmund Freud as quoted in Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden,  9.
93 Gordon, Philosophy of the Arts,  34.
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may not be as effective as visual and symbolic means to motivate people to

consider an issue, to induce reflection and to generate one ’s own stance. The

challenge for me in my art work was to find a means that would generate

reflection without attempting to describe or present a position.

The degree to which art works exhibit the imagination of the artist may also

be a factor that differentiates art from propaganda. R.G. Collingwood

maintains that ‘imaginative power is paramount to artistic endeavour and that

being acts of imagination, works of art must be recreated in the minds of the

audience’.94 The role of the viewer is not a passive one but one which is

collaborative in assisting us to come to ‘a greater awareness of the world

around us’.95 While both art and propaganda display im agination, the

difference may reside in the degree to which art stimulates reflective

understanding, as opposed to simply promoting a point of view.  Art has a

greater capacity than propaganda to generate awareness of the world around

us and to reveal human insights. I have, therefore, considered devi ces in my

visual work that have the capacity to a ffect the viewer and generate

thoughtfulness and reflection.

Closing remarks

In conclusion, I acknowledge that the psychic disturbance underpin ning my

art is the contrast between Tasmania’s natural beauty and the horror I feel in

relation to the land use practices in Tasmania, such as those evident at Mother

Cummings Peak.  These practices indicate the scant regard for the protection

of biodiversity and the fragile balance upon which our future rests. The

apparent propensity to form emotional attachments with nature help s to

explain why extinction is a disturbing concept. Extinct plants represent my

concerns about a lack of regard for the environment, while also foreshadowing

my concerns for the future. In my art work I have sought to commemorate the

beauty of the twenty two extinct Tasmanian plants and I have attempted to

imbue the work with the sense of conflict and challenge that I experienced

when I became aware of the recent rise in the rate of Tasmanian plant

94 R.G. Collingwood, “The Principles of Art,” (1938): 332,  as quoted in Graham Gordon,
Philosophy of the Arts, 35.
95 Gordon, Philosophy of the Arts,  38.
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extinctions. The way I have articulated these concerns in my art work will be

discussed in later chapters. In the next chapter, I examine beauty, a key

concept underpinning my visual work .


