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Environmental change is among the great 
challenges of our age. We need the evidence-based 
insights only research can provide into its causes 
and effects on people, places and the natural world. 
This publication highlights how arts and humanities 
research can provide new perspectives on the 
weather, climate change, and natural history, 
each with important implications for the way we 
engage people in caring for and protecting their 
environment. 

Arts and humanities disciplines contribute to our 
cultural understanding of the natural world in many 
ways. They play a crucial role in raising awareness 
of environmental issues through their depiction in 
art, literature and film. One of the projects in this 
publication focuses on the decline in pollinating 
insects and its potentially catastrophic implications, 
and shows how the arts have influenced policy on 
this issue. Another focuses on how the broadcast 
media has told the story of climate change on TV 
and radio since the first widespread coverage in the 
1980s, and provides insights into the best ways of 
communicating in the digital age of on-demand TV 
and social media.

Arts and humanities research can also help us to 
find ways to better protect our natural heritage 
from the threats facing cherished beauty spots by 
understanding what they mean to us and why we 
value these spaces. Also, history and archaeology 
can reveal how people have adapted during 
previous periods of climate change and offer 
lessons for the ways we could live in the future.
Vitally, research plays a vital role in providing 
robust evidence to help policymakers and 
politicians make informed decisions. For example, 
the historic study of tree diseases is helping with 
new thinking on how to tackle new diseases 
affecting much-loved tree species such as oak and 
beech.

In all these different areas and more, the arts and 
humanities have shown they are uniquely placed 
to give us the tools – individually and as societies 
– to understand environmental change, how 
communities may adapt and be resilient in the face 
of it, and how we may better communicate the 
threats our planet is experiencing. 

Over a decade of investment
That’s why, since 2005 the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council (AHRC) has made 146 awards to 

a huge range of pioneering and engaging research 
projects in this area, totalling £29.2m, and involving 
both Higher Education institutions and non-
academic organisations.

In addition to our important standard responsive 
mode grants, we have supported high quality 
research though a number of different programmes: 

• the Landscape and Environment Programme 
involved understanding the cultural processes 
and forms that help to shape the landscape 
and environment, and that are shaped by 
them in turn. It looked at the changing ways in 
which landscapes and environments have been 
imagined, experienced, designed, made and 
managed.

• launched following a House of Lords Science 
and Technology Select Committee inquiry, 
the Science and Heritage Programme, jointly 
funded with the Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council, aimed to increase 
the resilience of our cultural heritage in the face 
of twenty-first-century challenges, including 
climate change. 

• the Living with Environmental Change 
Programme (now the Research & Innovation for 
our Dynamic Environment Forum) has brought 
together different public-sector organisations 
with a stake in environmental research. By 
co-ordinating their work, public funds can be 
spent more efficiently, giving decision-makers 
the information they need to respond to climate 
change.

• the Researching Environmental Change 
(REC) network has emphasised the wealth 
of knowledge and expertise in the Arts and 
Humanities, which can be brought to bear on 
the problem of environmental change. 

• finally, projects supported under the Connected 
Communities Programme and Care for the 
Future theme have looked at ways in which 
communities respond to environmental change, 
supporting our transition to more sustainable 
ways of living. 

With the AHRC’s support, Arts and Humanities 
research will continue to provide fresh insights into 
the challenges of climate change, environmental 
disasters and extreme weather events, working with 
scientists and communities across the world.
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A Unique Contribution:
Arts and Humanities Research 

and the Environment
Weather

It might seem that our weather, and the way that it is changing, is a subject that would 
only be of interest to meteorologists and other scientists. But as the following examples 
show, perceptions of the weather have always been a profoundly cultural thing, and as 
such they are something that Arts and Humanities research can shed light on. 

While climate change may seem abstract, weather events, and especially extreme weather 
events, are all too apparent: they become part of the cultural memory of communities, 
and they have a significant effect on people’s understanding of what climate change is, 
and how their communities might adapt to it. Nor is this a new thing: as the history of the 
Mount Tambora eruption demonstrates, specific weather events may have helped to shape 
romantic views of nature, two centuries ago.
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With climate change increasingly in the news, it’s 
more important than ever that we focus people’s 
minds on the effects of extreme weather events, 
and ways that communities have found of coping 
with them. 

Exploring innovative ways of doing that was the 
AHRC-funded project The Snows of Yesteryear: 
narrating extreme weather, which explored the 
ways that extreme weather events have been 
remembered and mythologised by the people 
of Wales. Working with archives that date 
back beyond the time of systematic weather 
records, it has found hundreds of instances of 
extreme weather events and people’s responses 
to them, as described in letters, diaries, ballads 
and manuscripts. As well as making this material 
available online, the project has involved 
developing narratives to make sense of all the 
information that has come to light: narratives that 
show how different communities have experienced, 
responded to and survived extreme weather events 
through their own resilience and adaptability. 

Project leader Lorna Hughes, who is now Professor 
in Digital Humanities at the University of Glasgow, 
says that this project was about finding ‘new types 
of collaboration, through a dialogue between the 
sciences and the arts and humanities.’ It involved a 
close interaction between humanities researchers 
at the University of Wales, archivists at the 
National Library of Wales, and the Atmospheric 
Circulation Reconstructions over the Earth 
(ACRE) Project at the Met Office, which aims to 
reconstruct and visualise historic weather patterns, 
making it possible to see climate change over time.

Much of the material that was unearthed by 
the Snows of Yesteryear project was effectively 
crowdsourced from local communities: indeed, one 
of the things that the project has shown, as well 
as the fact that archives are an important resource 
for climate science, is that local communities in 
particular have much to contribute to narratives 
of historic weather, often filling in the gaps where 
official data is not available.  

The project has also involved using creative 
methods to engage people with the subject of 
extreme weather. As well as the visualisations 
created through the ACRE project, Snows of 
Yesteryear looked especially at using dramatic 
performances to bring past weather events to 
life. Climate data from the archives, as well as 

community-generated content, was used in a 
public performance piece entitled Ghost Dance, 
created by artist Eddie Ladd, which drew on a range 
of narratives to describe the events of the freezing 
winter of 1963, and which was presented at the 
National Library of Wales in 2013. There were 
further performances in 2013 at the Edinburgh 
Festival, and a touring production in 2015 visited 
much of the UK.

The project has helped to raise public awareness of 
extreme weather events, and shown how people 
have responded to them in the past, locally and 
regionally. And it has shown how effective dramatic 
performances can be in engaging audiences with 
scientific ideas and data. Overall for Lorna Hughes, 
‘this is a pretty good example of what the Arts 
and Humanities can contribute: working with 
humanities research questions to uncover data 
that’s then reused by scientists and performers.’

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACT
• Interactive website for the deposit of experiences of extreme weather by the public

• A live performance of Dawns Ysbrydion/Ghost Dance inspired by the archival and 
community generated content, as well as the historic climate data from the Met 
Office was presented with a premiere in the National Library of Wales in early 2013

• A partnership created with ACRE (Atmospheric Circulation Reconstructions over the 
Earth), which investigated historical weather conditions over the last 200-250 years

Taking centre stage
An AHRC-funded project has found new ways of dramatising the impact of extreme weather.
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Depending on how old we are and where we live, 
certain extreme weather events might stand out in 
our memories: the freezing winters of 1947 or 1963, 
the blisteringly hot summer of 1976, the floods of 
2007. But how do weather events become part of 
the cultural memory of communities, and so how 
do they affect people’s understanding of the risks 
of extreme weather, or of climate change?

With AHRC support, the project Spaces of 
Experience and Horizons of Expectation: Extreme 
Weather in the UK, Past, Present and Future has 
involved a nationwide study of extreme weather, 
and people’s narratives about it. Drawing on 
hundreds of years of written descriptions of unusual 
weather events, as well as oral history, it explores 
the ways that people have understood, been 
affected by, and responded to climate variability 
and extreme events through time; it shows how 
these events have become part of our individual 
and collective stories. 

For project leader Georgina Endfield, who is 
Professor of Environmental History at the 
University of Liverpool, this is all about the cultural 
interpretation of weather. ‘People tend to talk 
not about climate change, but about the weather: 
weather is tangible, and everybody is affected by it. 
People have always been interested in the cycles of 
weather, and its effects on agriculture for example: 
it’s ubiquitous. When weather becomes unusual, 
people talk about it even more. And in the process 
of talking about it, people interpret extreme 
weather in the light of their own culture.’

One of the things that the project enables, indeed, 
is a comparison of people’s perceptions of weather 
against what meteorological records show: the 
difference between the cultural perception of 
weather, in other words, and the scientific one. 

And on a broad scale it is even possible to explore 
the anatomy of particular events, seeing how 
weather interacts with the social and political – the 
devastating winters of 1795-1815, for example, 
which coincided with the political upheaval of the 
period. As Georgina Endfield points out, the role of 
weather in cultural and political events is complex: 
‘of course, it’s not deterministic: we cannot simply 
say that extreme weather had a given cultural 
effect. But the context can be revealing.’

Among the outputs of the project is a public 
database called TEMPEST – Tracking Extremes of 

Meteorological Phenomena Experienced in Space 
and Time – which now contains some 20,000 
narratives relating to extreme weather, from the 
fifteenth century onwards. By collating so many 
stories about extreme weather, TEMPEST helps 
to show how particular events become part of 
the cultural fabric of communities, and how they 
then feed into perceptions of relative resilience or 
vulnerability.

For Georgina Endfield, ultimately this project 
shows how particular stories, grounded in specific 
localities, affect how people think about long-term 
climate change. ‘Cultural identity is very linked to 
where people live, and so the stories that are told 
in particular locations have major implications for 
people’s general understanding of risk. Evidence 
from the past shows how people responded and 
adapted to weather events. And it shows that our 
very understanding of what is unusual is changing. 
In the past the UK was a much more rural economy: 
people therefore had much more direct experience 
of weather anomalies, and ways of coping with 
them. Now we’re buffered from that, as we spend 
so much of our time indoors – does it make us 
more vulnerable in the long run, the fact that we’re 
so removed from extreme weather?’ 

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS 
AND IMPACT
• Contributed a section on flood history 

to the Research Strategy Plan for the 
Derwent Valley Mills UNESCO World 
Heritage Site

• Contributed to a DEFRA seminar on 
Extreme weather events in history

• Creation of a public database TEMPEST 
(Tracking Extremes of Meteorological 
Phenomena Experienced in Space and 
Time). The c. 20,000 records offer 
personalised and geo-referenced insights 
into the relationship between society 
and extreme weather in the UK spanning 
a period of over 400 years. This is a 
searchable tool of use to the public, 
educators and policy makers

• An exhibition entitled ‘Weather 
extremes: making and breaking records 
in Nottinghamshire’ was held between 
December 2016 and April 2017

Since records began?
How an AHRC-funded project is showing how weather anomalies affect our understanding of risk

To find out more about the 
Spaces of Experience project, 
visit www.liverpool.ac.uk/
history/research/research-
projects/weather-extremes
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Seasons of mists and mellow fruitfulness, daffodils 
fluttering and dancing in the breeze – so much of 
our view of the natural world, and so many of the 
environmental ideals that we have derived from 
it, have been shaped by the Romantic poets of 
the early nineteenth century. But have we tended 
too much to see theirs as a static, pastoral idea of 
what Nature is? Is there another Romantic view of 
Nature, one that is dynamic, and that allows for 
flux? 

The AHRC-funded project British Romantic Writing 
and Environmental Catastrophe is the first major 
investigation of this other side of Romantic writing. 
For David Higgins, Associate Professor in English 
Literature at the University of Leeds, ‘until recently, 
approaches to Romanticism have focused on its 
evocation of the rejuvenating power of localised 
nature, rather than examining its concern with 
larger-scale and potentially disruptive natural 
phenomena. This has had regrettable consequences 
for our understanding of the period’s literature, 
and meant that later environmental discussion has 
tended to draw on a narrow version of Romantic 
ecology. This project challenges the view of 
Romantic nature writing as largely apolitical 
and concerned only with individual and local 
experience.’

And indeed, when you look closely at Romantic 
writing, it’s surprisingly easy to find themes of 
widespread environmental change, including 
catastrophe, both actual and imagined, and 
sometimes as a metaphor for political change. The 
project has focused particularly on the eruption of 
the Indonesian volcano Mount Tambora in 1815 
and its literary imprints in the period from 1815-18, 
during which the world experienced severe weather 
disruption and subsistence crises, as dust from the 
eruption circled the globe, blotting out the sun 
and turning skies red. Some of the better-known 
Romantic visions of the end of the world include 
the heat death of the universe in Lord Byron’s poem 
‘Darkness’, the destruction of humanity by flood in 
Wordsworth’s The Prelude, and the apocalypse at 
the end of Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound.

The project has resulted in a poetry competition 
on the theme of climate change, run in association 
with the Poetry Society. It has also led to gallery 
displays and an ambitious outreach programme 
with the Wordsworth Trust in Grasmere, Cumbria, 
around the topic of Romanticism, weather, and 
climate. 

When the sky turned red
How the literary impact of a volcanic eruption is changing our ideas about 
environmental catastrophe

For David Higgins, one of the lessons of Tambora 
and its aftermath is how vulnerable we are to 
environmental catastrophe: ‘a single volcanic 
eruption caused remarkable devastation. It doesn’t 
take a big shift in global climate to have terrible 
effects.’ 

Another message that comes out of the project 
is the idea that the way in which we imagine 
environmental disasters has real-world impact. 
‘For far too long people have thought of climate 
change as purely a scientific issue, but it’s cultural, 
it’s political. There is a cultural history of climate 
change, and how we imagine and represent 
environmental change is important for how we 
respond to it. The notion of environmental disaster 
is problematic: an earthquake itself doesn’t kill 
people – it takes place within a human, political 
context, and the damage of any environmental 
event varies according to people’s standards of 
living, and the response of politicians, for example. 
These are not just visitations from Nature – there 
is always an interaction with our own structures 
and arrangements. It’s all profoundly entangled: 
the natural and the political, the human and the 
non-human. The Romantics were interested in that 
entanglement.’

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACT
• Climate change poetry competition for young people in collaboration with the 

Poetry Society

• Schools outreach workshops in Cumbria and Yorkshire

• Exhibition on the Romantics and weather at the Wordsworth Trust, Cumbria

• Palgrave Macmillan book on British Romanticism and climate change

• Research featured on BBC Radio 4 and in The Independent

To find out more about the 
British Romantic Writing and 
Environmental Catastrophe 
project, visit http://romantic 
catastrophe.leeds.ac.uk



Climate change has an Arts and Humanities dimension. On one level there is the 
question of what a changing environment means for heritage: what can we do, for 
example, to protect historic buildings from the increased risk of flooding that rising global 
temperatures are bringing with them? Many heritage organisations are having to face the 
idea that they need to adapt to change, rather than trying just to keep things the same. 
Then there is the bigger question of how communities are affected by climate change, 
and what they can do to be resilient in the face of it. Communities around the world – as 
far apart as the Canadian Arctic and the island of Kiribati in the Pacific – show how the 
displacement that climate change causes can affect people’s sense of identity. What can 
communities take with them, to mitigate the loss of heritage? Who are you, if you lose 
your land?

A Unique Contribution:
Arts and Humanities Research 

and the Environment
Climate change
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The big thaw
New discoveries in the Arctic tell us about historic responses to climate change

It started with a little wooden doll being found on 
a beach in Alaska. Then over time, more and more 
artefacts began turning up. ‘We recognised them at 
once as being extraordinary,’ says Richard Knecht, 
Senior Lecturer in Archaeology at the University of 
Aberdeen. ‘So we followed the trail of finds to the 
site that they were coming from.’ 

It turned out that melting permafrost at Nunalleq, 
on the Bering Sea coast, was exposing precious 
cultural artefacts, some of them over five hundred 
years old, belonging to the local Yup’ik people. 
These objects included everyday items that show 
how the Yup’ik lived in the past, and extraordinary 
things such as ritual masks and ivory figurines. Even 
organic material had been preserved in the frozen 
ground, including the world’s first archaeologically 
recoverable fleas (both human and dog), and grass 
that had been cut in Shakespeare’s time.  

But as the climate gets warmer and the thaw 
advances, so sites like Nunalleq – and thousands 
more around the Arctic – are being threatened. No 
longer protected by permafrost, artefacts made 
of bone, caribou antler, walrus ivory or driftwood 
begin to rot and crumble almost immediately, 
if they’re not looked after. And then there’s 
the threat of rising seas: even in the few years 
that Richard Knecht and his team have been 
investigating at Nunalleq, the beach has moved 
back forty feet: ‘one good winter storm and we 
could lose this whole site.’

So the AHRC-funded project Understanding 
Cultural Resilience and Climate Change on the Bering 
Sea began partly as a race against time: it was a 

desperate piece of ‘rescue archaeology,’ trying 
to preserve as much as possible of the material 
from Nunalleq. Working closely with the local 
community, the researchers on the project have 
made spectacular finds – already theirs is one of 
the largest collections of artefacts ever recovered 
from the Arctic, and the project has led to the 
opening of a culture centre and archaeological 
research facility, to help to conserve and 
understand what’s found.

But the project also has a wider significance. What 
the research team is uncovering shows that this 
is not the first time that people on the Bering Sea 
coast have had to deal with changing climatic 
conditions. Many of the finds at Nunalleq come 
from what is known as the Little Ice Age of the 
1600s, a period of freezing conditions during which 
it is thought that a third of all humans died. 
The project is important, therefore, because 
it helps us answer the bigger question of how 
communities adapt to climate change, by looking 
at how they did so in the past. The evidence 
suggests that in the Little Ice Age, the struggle for 
food led to war breaking out around the Bering 
Sea. But as project leader Richard Knecht points 
out, there is also evidence of people’s adaptability: 
‘the lesson from Nunalleq is that there’s a certain 
amount of resilience in cultural systems in dealing 
with climate change. People adapt better than 
animals do: they adapt by sharing information, 
sharing food, sharing resources – as things got 
colder, for example, we can see that people moved 
together into shared houses. Small-scale societies, 
at least, are quick on their feet in deciding what to 
do in the face of environmental catastrophe.’ 

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACT
• Creation of a collection of artefacts for a local museum and 

cultural centre

• Citation in the U.S. Federal Register: Proposed Adoption of 
Administration for Native Americans Program Policies and 
Procedures

To find out more about the 
Understanding Cultural Resilience 
project, visit https://nunalleq.
wordpress.com
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No direction home
How might displacement caused by climate change affect people’s sense of identity?

The winter of 2013-2014 saw unprecedented 
damage being caused to coastlines around the 
UK, as storms forced the Government, as well as 
heritage bodies and local communities, to look 
again at plans to protect our coastal heritage. 
Meanwhile, over 8,000 miles away, another 
community is facing an even more extreme 
situation: on the low-lying island of Kiribati in the 
Pacific Ocean, over 100,000 residents are facing 
permanent relocation, as rising sea levels threaten 
their homes.

The effects of environmental change are often 
measured in economic terms, but what of their 
impact on cultural identity? How might the loss of 
home and heritage affect a community’s sense of 
itself? With climate change so clearly upon us, the 
project Troubled Waters, Stormy Futures: heritage 
in times of accelerated climate change has been 
exploring the cultural impact of environmental 
catastrophe.

For project leader Sara Penrhyn Jones, who is a 
Senior Lecturer in Media in the College of Liberal 
Arts at Bath Spa University, ‘we urgently need to 
have an open, national conversation about which 
places to protect, and why. A lot of people in the 
heritage sector still cling to the notion that heritage 
means keeping things the same – but recent events 
show that we need to accept change. Climate 
modelling is not specific, of course. It’s rather like 
the way that doctors communicate with patients, 
saying: this is the range of possibilities. And we 
know that the grand narrative of climate change 
is experienced very locally. Coastal communities 
need to ask themselves what they value and most 
want to save, so that they can be more resilient 
and prepared in case of damage caused by climate 
change.’  

The Troubled Waters project has been focusing on 
three coastal sites that are at risk of increased tidal 
flooding and coastal erosion. Two of these sites – 
Porthdinllaen in North Wales and Durgan Village in 
Cornwall – belong to project partner the National 
Trust. The third, in Kiribati, shows to a greater 
degree the social and personal costs of climate 
change, as displacement leads to widespread loss of 
heritage, sense of place and cultural identity. 

For Sara Penrhyn Jones, the project has been asking 
‘who are you, if you lose your land?’ And what can 
be done for vulnerable communities – what are the 
coping mechanisms that help displaced people, 
for example the stories, memories, artefacts and 
practices that they can take with them? 

‘One of the things that we have learnt from   
Kiribati is how much people’s attachment to 
the land is cultural. There, for example, a major  
concern regarding forced displacement was to 
do with the dead – family members who were 
buried on the island. There had been no planning 
about what to do with dead bodies. It shows that 
in responding to the effects of climate change, 
we need a broader definition of heritage. It’s not 
always the obvious or spectacular things. Often 
it’s the more ordinary or everyday that is most 
valuable to communities, being embedded in local 
history and the texture of people’s lives – the things 
that have meaning to people. It is in this deeper 
understanding of heritage loss, and improved 
dialogue with vulnerable communities about the 
need to plan for climate change and adapt to it, 
that the Arts and Humanities have a distinctive 
contribution to make.’

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACT
• Two films ‘Troubled Waters’ and ‘TIMELIME’ were shortlisted for an AHRC 

Research in Film award. TIMELINE won ‘Best Practice Research’ by the British 
Association of Film, Television and Screen Studies in 2017, and will screen in 
Australia in 2018, at an event called ‘H20: Life & Death’

• Short video of interviews from Kiribati screened at the UN Climate Change 
Conference in Marrakech 2016 at several events exploring the effects of climate 
change on cultural heritage globally 

• Footage from the research project incorporated into an artistic street projection 
in Borth, Mid Wales, called ‘Water, Water, Everywhere’ by artist Esther Tew in 
2015

• Interview about the project on Radio Cymru, also connecting loss of culture 
globally to climate change as well as an article for the National Trust’s internal 
magazine, Views

To find out more about 
the Troubled Waters 
project, visit http://
enduringconnections.com
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Three feet high and rising
An AHRC-funded project is helping managers of historic buildings to prepare for future floods

The ancient town of Tewkesbury in Gloucestershire, 
the meeting place of the rivers Severn and Avon, 
was one of the worst affected places in the floods 
of July 2007. Damage to Tewkesbury’s historic 
buildings was widely reported, with aerial photos 
showing Tewkesbury Abbey swimming in a sea of 
brown flood water.

With memories of floods still fresh in the mind, 
the AHRC-funded project entitled PARNASSUS: 
ensuring integrity, preserving significance: value-
based flood resilience for protection of cultural 
heritage from climate change impact began in 2010. 
In the context of accelerating climate change, this 
was the first comprehensive study of how flooding 
affects historic buildings, and what can be done to 
mitigate it. Tewkesbury was one of its main areas 
of focus.

As project leader Dina D’Ayala, Professor of 
Structural Engineering at UCL, points out, the 
PARNASSUS project took an interdisciplinary 
approach to quantifying the risk to historic 
buildings and archaeological sites posed by 
flooding. ‘First, we took the long-term view of this 
problem, working with archaeology colleagues from 
the University of Southampton. Our aim was to 
understand historically whether settlements such 
as Tewkesbury had been affected before by periods 
of repeated flooding. In the past, people often 
settled near running water, irrespective of the risks. 
But did flooding occur as frequently then, or to 
such a serious extent?’ 

Another aspect of the project involved projection, 
with forecasts being made of climate change and 
its likely impact on the historic environment. This 
was developed in collaboration with colleagues at 
the Cabot Institute of Bristol University.
The third aspect of PARNASSUS looked at the way 
that the fabric of historic buildings (using a variety 
of materials and construction techniques) fares 
when exposed to repeated flooding. Surveys were 
undertaken of historic buildings that have been 
flooded (in Tewkesbury, Winchester and York), and 
then experimental work and monitoring was carried 
out by the PARNASSUS team and colleagues at 
Bristol University Civil Engineering. This included 
work at a number of National Trust sites, looking at 
how seasonal changes affect historic materials. 
One tool that has emerged from the project is 
a vulnerability survey model, which has been 
applied to historic buildings in Bristol, and has now 
been exported for use by the World Bank in the 

Philippines. The model involves determining the 
likelihood of flooding in a particular area, and the 
vulnerability of particular historic buildings to it. 
There are consequences in this work for building 
managers such as the National Trust: it gives them 
an idea of the types of monitoring they should be 
carrying out, of where mould or rising damp are 
most likely to be found in historic buildings, and 
of the internal environmental controls that could 
deal with it. Above all, the PARNASSUS project 
enables the managers of historic buildings to 
make a judgment call, about when the benefits of 
intervention outweigh the costs.

Finally, working with the UK Centre for Moisture 
in Buildings at UCL, the PARNASSUS team has 
also been looking at the best ways of providing 
hydro-thermal insulation in historic buildings, and 
have produced guidelines and tools for improving 
the resilience of historic buildings to floods and 
driving rain: materials that are of great value for 
conservators, engineers, surveyors and insurers. 
Helping to ensure that when we’re hit by the 
next big flood, our historic environment is better 
protected.

To find out more about the 
PARNASSUS project, visit 
www.ucl.ac.uk/parnassus

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACT
• English Heritage Award to test modern internal insulation material used in 

conservation and energy retrofitting of its historic buildings

• Bristol City Council flood risk assessment – conducted a study of the flood risk 
for historic listed buildings in Bristol city centre

• Correlation between exposure to moisture induced by wind driven rain and 
flooding and loss of integrity of historic structural assemblies



A Unique Contribution:
Arts and Humanities Research 

and the Environment
Natural history

Environmental change has a profound effect on the natural world, and yet it is not only 
natural scientists who can help to reduce the harm that it causes. The following short case 
studies show some of the ways in which Arts and Humanities research also has a role to 
play: in drawing attention to the plight of bees and other pollinating insects, for example, 
or helping to show whether our tree populations are now more vulnerable to disease than 
they were in previous centuries, and suggesting possible solutions to these problems. The 
Arts and Humanities can also suggest more creative and effective ways of communicating 
the threats that the natural world is facing: about what works in raising awareness of 
climate change, and encouraging people to think or act differently.
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Beyond the ‘end of the world’ show
What can we learn from fifty years of environmental broadcasting?

For over fifty years now, TV and radio programmes 
have been tackling the subject of environmental 
change. But with much of this programming now 
inaccessible, it is easy to overlook the central role 
that broadcasting has played in raising the profile 
of environmental issues. The project Earth in Vision: 
BBC coverage of environmental change 1960-2010 
explores environmentally themed broadcasting 
through the BBC archives – its aim is to redraft 
recent environmental history, with broadcasting 
written into the script. 

As project leader Joe Smith, Professor of 
Environment and Society at the Open University, 
points out: ‘partly this is about working with the 
BBC and other partners, to work out what citizens, 
learners and teachers would want to do with 
archive content if they could get their hands on it. 
The BBC has this incredible body of environmental 
and natural history programming – a treasure 
house of cultural material – yet it has been very 
difficult to access. It is expensive to make broadcast 
archives available, and to make them searchable. 
Then there is the knotty area of broadcasting rights: 
we’ve also been looking at whether there are ways 
to reduce the sheer cost and pain of making archive 
material accessible.’

Another major strand of the project involves 
looking at 100 programmes – totalling some fifty 
hours of viewing time, spanning fifty years of 
broadcasting on the BBC – as well as interviewing 
producers of environmental programmes, including 
such icons as Sir David Attenborough and Desmond 
Morris. The aim is to analyse how environmental 
knowledge has been communicated: what are the 
persistent themes, and what are the main changes 
in approach over time?

Take for example the question of how to reduce 
demand for resources, and hence reduce human 
impacts on the environment. By going back over 
the archive, it is possible to see how the same 
story – of the need to cut down on consumption 
– can be told in many different ways. For Joe 
Smith ‘broadcast storytelling about complex 
environmental issues is a huge challenge, and 
we’ve seen misses as well as hits. Among the well-
established trends in broadcasting are the doom-
laden ‘end of the world’ shows. But these tend to 
be monotonous, and play to a minority audience. 
The Holy Grail is to present a truthful, yet engaging 
account of humanity’s life on a dynamic planet. A 
finger-wagging approach seems to offer diminishing 

returns over time: it’s the classic case of the boy 
who cried wolf.’

What is needed is a more creative approach to 
environmental storytelling, and in this the Arts and 
Humanities can play an important role. According 
to Joe Smith, ‘over the years, many of the messages 
about environmental issues have come from 
people with a campaigning background: they 
have short-term objectives, to get people to act a 
certain way, or get them to believe a certain thing. 
Academics are more independent, bringing a critical 
and historical perspective to the task of exploring 
questions about climate change or biodiversity 
loss. Theirs is a more nuanced understanding of 
what gets people to think or to act. It cools down 
the rhetoric, and places more emphasis on finding 
creative and engaging ways of communicating what 
is known, or sparking informed debate.’

Finally, there is a message to policymakers that 
emerges from the history of environmental 
broadcasting: ‘on the one hand the BBC archive 
tells a story of environmental loss and wasted 
opportunities, but this rich material also 
demonstrates how far we can travel, and how 
fast we can react to a problem. In the course 
of one lifetime, scientific understanding of 
environmental issues, and public engagement 
with them, has advanced enormously. This should 
inspire broadcasters to keep working to tell stories 
in fresh and engaging ways. Environmental and 
natural history programming has been a key site 
for broadcasting innovation, both technically and in 
terms of storytelling: we can feel inspired by that.’ 

To find out more about the Earth 
in Vision project, visit www.open.
edu/openlearn/earthinvision 

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACT
• BBC3 Climate Change Brainstorm – facilitated a workshop for BBC Three senior 

commissioners and executives to introduce them to the state of the latest 
thinking on climate change in the wake of the Paris UNFCCC talks (COP21)

• Database of Written Files from the BBC archives (pre-1990s) – Environment 
Themed programmes

• Unique database of some 20 interviews with key natural history film-makers 
and producers (including BBC NHU) – filmed over 20 interviews with natural 
history film makers/producers at Wildscreen Film festival in Bristol and also 
with Sir David Attenborough

• Delivered two Earth in Vision Workshops, Open University Belfast: My Life with 
Attenborough and Change the World 
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Hive mind
By joining forces with scientists, arts researchers are raising awareness of the plight of 
our pollinators

Where would we be without our honeybees? Most 
of the food that we eat comes from plants that 
rely entirely on insects to pollinate them. And yet 
populations of bees and other important pollinators 
are rapidly declining, as a result of the destruction 
of habitat, the intensification of farming and 
climate change. 

Until now, it has mostly been scientists who have 
attempted to draw attention to the decline in our 
pollinating insects, and its serious implications. 
But there is a role for the arts in this too, not least 
because evidence shows that the ways in which 
pollinators are perceived and valued has significant 
implications for their conservation.

The project Cross-pollination: Re-valuing Pollinators 
through Arts and Science Collaboration brings 
together arts researchers and natural and social 
scientists. It explores the role that the arts can play 
in raising awareness of the decline in pollinator 
populations, and in influencing policy to help halt 
this decline. 

The project has created a network of award-
winning artists and scientists, along with important 
stakeholders including the National Botanic Garden 
of Wales and the Bumblebee Conservation Trust. It 
enables experts from different disciplines to share 
ideas, with a particular focus on producing artwork 
that demonstrates the benefits that pollinators 
provide, and highlights the decline in their numbers.

The leader of the Cross-pollination project is Andrea 
Liggins, who as well as being a retired Dean of Art 
and Design at the University of Wales Trinity Saint 
David, is herself a distinguished photographic artist. 
For her ‘this project makes use of the different 
perspectives of people in the sciences and the arts. 
People often think of scientists and artists as being 
at opposite ends of the spectrum in their working 
lives, but in fact they share many similarities; they 
are usually passionate about what they do and 
often, for both scientists and artists, their work 
involves a leap into the unknown.’

And for Andrea Liggins this is a project whose 
significance cannot be reduced to its tangible 
outcomes. ‘The artworks that are produced in 
collaboration with scientists – these are the icing 
on the cake. But really it’s the process of artists 
working with scientists that is important. In this 
project we’re interested in how art can benefit 
science, changing scientists’ perspectives.’

Some 14 art projects are being developed as part of 
the Cross-pollination project, for display at venues 
around the country, and as far afield as China. The 
Heart of Wales railway line, for example, will see 
bee-friendly gardens being created at each of its 
30 stations. It will be named the Bee Line for the 
duration of the project, communicating the plight 
of pollinators to tourists and other travellers on its 
trains.

Andrea Liggins, meanwhile, is creating photographic 
artworks that promote the often neglected habitats 
of hoverflies (whose importance as pollinators 
is often overlooked). As she describes it, these 
are photographs that show a landscape ‘to look 
out from, not to look at. It is not about what a 
place looks like but what it feels to be immersed 
within the undergrowth. It gives an insect’s eye 
view, communicating a sense of intimacy with the 
landscape.’

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS 
AND IMPACT
• The Bee Line initiative launched for The 

Heart of Wales Line from Llanelli to 
Shrewsbury (Arriva Trains), with stations 
along the route being branded for different 
bee species, and bee gardens at each 
station being developed with assistance 
of from the National Botanic Garden of 
Wales and the Bumblebee Conservation 
Trust

• Change in perspective of scientists and 
colleagues at Natural Resources Wales and 
the inclusion of photographs in papers and 
NRW website 

• Development of tourist attraction 
‘Pollinator Trail’ at Dr Beynon’s Bug Farm, 
Pembrokeshire. The attraction aims to 
educate and inspire visitors and tourists 
about pollinators 

• Exhibition at the National Botanic Garden 
of Wales (8 July-29 August 2017). Touring 
then to Dr Beynon’s Bugfarm and plans 
underway for an overseas exhibition 

• Further funding achieved from the 
Arts Council Wales, including funds for 
accessibility workshops and events at the 
exhibition 

To find out more about the 
Cross-pollination project, visit 
www.crosspollinationartscienc
ecollaboration.wordpress.com
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Branching out
Historians are making important suggestions for protecting our tree populations 

From Dutch elm disease to chestnut blight and ash 
dieback, it seems that we’ve heard a lot about tree 
epidemics and infestations in recent years. But are 
our trees really more vulnerable to disease than 
they used to be? And if they are, what is the reason, 
and what can be done about it?

Perhaps surprisingly, this is an area where the Arts 
and Humanities have a great deal to contribute, 
through the work of landscape historians. Using 
maps, estate records and other documents, 
an AHRC-funded project – Tree Health and the 
Structure of Rural Tree Populations in England, 
c.1550-2015 – has been building up a picture of 
how British tree populations and tree health have 
changed over time, and the reasons why. 

For Tom Williamson, Professor of Landscape 
History at the University of East Anglia, one of 
the interesting questions that this project raises 
is ‘what is natural’ – how natural is the ‘natural 
world’? ‘Scientists don’t always appreciate how 
profoundly unnatural everything is in the British 
countryside. But you can learn from history – in fact 
for centuries, our trees have been there because 
they were planted, or because they were allowed to 
grow, because their timber and other products were 
used. It was based on a human decision, in other 
words: everything was driven by economics.’

Something else that history teaches is that these 
trees were rarely allowed to reach old age. ‘If you 
go back 150 years, tree populations were much 
more intensively managed: most timber trees 
were cut down before they were 60. Now we have 
many more middle-aged and ageing trees, and we 
think that many tree conditions (like oak decline) 
are related to age. One of the conclusions of our 
project is that to have a healthy tree population, 
trees need to be intensively managed.’

But would people stand for the idea of chopping 
down mature trees? For Tom Williamson ‘the 
situation we have now is the culmination of an 
attitude of seeing trees as adornments, rather 
than as products of an economic system. Tree 
preservation orders are almost the enemy of trees, 
but they are based on our false way of thinking 
about the countryside, as being natural.’

Fortunately there is an alternative to a return to 
intensive management of trees in the countryside, 
and this forms the basis of the policy advice that 
Tom Williamson and his colleagues have been 

providing, to bodies including the Woodland Trust. 
‘Our project has shown that having diversified tree 
planting would reduce epidemics. In the past there 
were minority trees making up between five and 
10 percent of the total population, and this greater 
diversity seems to have made the total population 
more resilient to disease. But these minority trees 
were regionally specific – so in west Hertfordshire 
you would have aspen, cherry and apple trees, 
for example. We suggest that it is a good idea to 
diversify, by emphasising the minority trees that are 
characteristic of each area. You use a wider planting 
palette with reference to the historical situation. In 
other words – you reintroduce the species that are 
tried and tested in particular localities.’

Finally, for Tom Williamson ‘this is an excellent 
example of what the Arts and Humanities can 
add to our understanding of the environment. 
Natural scientists often start from the wrong place, 
beginning with the world as it is, not with how it 
got there. You don’t see the structured nature of 
the tree population until you look at it historically. 
But once you do, you see possible ways of making 
our trees healthier.’

RESEARCH ACHIEVEMENTS AND IMPACT
• Planned impact includes advising on the formulation of environmental and 

planting policy, and management of the countryside to help ensure resilience in 
tree populations

To find out more about the Tree 
Health project, contact Tom 
Williamson at 
T.Williamson@uea.ac.uk
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The 2016 recommendation of the Working 
Group on the Anthropocene to designate a new 

geological epoch in which humans are recognised as the 
primarily force of global geological and environmental 
change spearheads a new understanding of the 
complicated inter-relationships of humans and their 
environments. From extreme weather, to climate change 
and ‘nature’ itself, the Arts and Humanities are uniquely 
placed to explore these connections, and the role of 
humans as embedded within – rather than separate 
from – the natural world. The AHRC’s Future Heritage 
Research strategy takes forward the findings of a previous 
decade of investment in this area to prioritise exploring 
the interconnections of natural and cultural heritage, 
suggesting the need for a more complicated, hybrid view 
of heritage, nature and cultures to foster and encourage 
innovative interdisciplinary research across the arts, 
humanities, social and natural sciences to do so. Such 
approaches are key to building more sustainable futures in 
the Anthropocene.

Rodney Harrison, Professor of Heritage Studies at UCL and 
AHRC Heritage Priority Area Leadership Fellow


