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Aalto University, School of Arts, Design and Architecture

Abstract. This article discusses multisensorial aesthetic experience of environmental
materiality via a craft process. The locally situated study investigates the interrelations
of humans and environment through soil. In focus is how craft practitioners use their
material sensitivity to reflect the idea of interdependency in the context of the contem-
porary environmental discourse. This is done through presenting an artistic research
project in which craft is used to explore the human imprint in a particular geologi-
cal environment, the Venice Lagoon. The case study Traces from the Anthropocene:
Working with Soil combines environmental research methods of contaminated soil and
artistic research in the field of ceramic art. Craft making provides an embodied way
to engage with the local environment. The cultural value and environmental disrup-
tion of the lagoon area forms a context for reflecting the aesthetic experience to better
understand how we are active participants, in continuous flux with our material envi-
ronment.
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INTRODUCTION

Ecology is a holistic principle that regards the environment and
its organisms as interdependent systems. This article discusses the
multisensorial aesthetic experience of environmental materiality via
a craft process. In focus is how craft practitioners use their mate-
rial sensitivity to reflect the idea of interdependency in the context
of the contemporary environmental discourse. This is done through
presenting an artistic research project in which craft is used to
explore the human imprint in a particular geological environment,
the Venice Lagoon. The case study Traces from the Anthropocene:
Working with Soil combines environmental research methods of con-
taminated soil and artistic research in the field of ceramic art (see
also Latva-Somppi, Mékeld, Gilindeslioglu [2020]). The research was
conducted by a group of artist-researchers from Aalto University,
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Helsinki, who work in the realm of craft research.
The project involved collaboration with experts on
contaminated soil from the Finnish Environment
Institute. The study was realized in the form of a
research laboratory in the Research Pavilion® that
took place in the context of the Venice Biennale in
the summer of 2019.

Science offers statements that present the
nature of facts. In a study done on interdisci-
plinary research across art and science Groth
et al. (2019: 4) explain that, unlike in science, in
the realm of arts and artistic research alternative
thinking, politics and societal issues can be raised
through subjective positioning. They explicate that
in art, the immediate connection between expe-
rience and conceptualization can be presented
through linguistic, material or conceptual meta-
phors. In this research, the sensitivity of the craft
practitioners is used to closely perceive the mate-
rials in nature, using their physical, temporal and
symbolic qualities to weave together an under-
standing of cultural and natural materialities.

Environmental concerns have brought a grow-
ing interest in the aesthetics of nature in relation
to the built environment in the latter half of the
20" century (Toadvine [2010]: 85). Environmen-
tal aesthetics (Berleant [1998]; Brady [2003]; Carl-
son, Lintott [2008]) are considered to include not
only natural environments but also human envi-
ronments and human-influenced environments
(Carlson [2019]). The field of ecological aesthet-
ics or ecoaesthetics (Cheng [2013]; Hosey [2012];
Nassauer [1997]; Prigann, Strelow, David [2004];
Toadvine [2010]), as it is sometimes called, has
risen to extend to the areas of aesthetics of nature
(Hepburn [1966]) including natural objects, eco-
systems, gardens and landscape architecture, envi-
ronmental and earth art, architecture and urban
planning (Toadvine [2010]: 85). There are several

! The Research Pavilion is an ongoing artistic research
project created and hosted by The University of the Arts,
Helsinki. Research Pavilion #3 was created in cooperation
with following international partner institutions: Aalto
University, Valand Academy of Arts at the University
of Gothenburg, University of Applied Arts Vienna, and
Interlab Hongik University Seoul in Venice in 2019.
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Figure 1. Examining the soil in Sacca San Mattia, Murano in Feb-
ruary 2019. Photo: Maarit Mikeld.

distinct views in the area of environmental, eco-
logical and ecoaesthetics, such as the natural envi-
ronmental model (Carlson, [2000]), the aesthetics
of engagement (Berleant [1992, 2013]) and the
emotional arousal model (Carrol [2003]). Current-
ly, there is an ongoing discussion on the relations
of ethics and aesthetics (Carlson [2018]; Cooper
et al. [2016]; Hettinger [2007]). Likewise, con-
cepts such as green aesthetics (Saito [2007]; Salwa
[2019]), aesthetic preservationism (Fischer [2003])
and aesthetic footprint (Naukkarinen [2011])
have been developed to understand how aesthetic
awareness can help us understand and even take
action towards positive environmental influence.
We can aesthetically benefit from nature, but it
is more essential that aesthetic understanding of
the value of nature may cultivate moral respon-
sibilities and thus have an environmental impact
(Cooper et al. [2016]). In this article, we do not
argue for any of these models but rather seek to
evaluate the aesthetic experience we encountered
during our study.

The underlying idea of the artistic research
that this article discusses is that humans are in
continuous flux with the environment and it is
becoming difficult to separate pristine nature
from environments that have experienced human
impact. Aesthetician Arnold Berleant, a leading
figure in the development of ecological aesthet-
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ics, understands the human perceiver as an active
participant embedded in the environment in an
engaged and multisensory way (Toadvine [2010]:
85-86). He remarks that humans have not only
affected nature pervasively, but that the very con-
cept of nature is bound to historical and cultural
traditions (Berleant [1992]: 167).

Artist and writer Nathaniel Stern (2018: 4)
proposes ecological aesthetics as encompassing
“thought-felt encounters with relations between all
of matter and its ideas”. He does not limit “ecol-
ogy~ to the definitions around environmental-
ism or biological organisms. In his view, “[a]
esthetics, both the term, and its practice, conjure
experiment and experience, internal and external”
(ibid.). He proposes that aesthetics and art practis-
es are a way to explore the idea of togetherness to
generate thinking on how to do things differently.

Berleant (2012: 55) explains that aesthetic
sensibility and multisensory bodily engagement
occupy key roles in the aesthetic experience of the
environment. He understands sensibility as a per-
ceptual awareness that is developed, focused and
informed - being not objective nor purely sub-
jective, but bound to natural, cultural and social
contexts. Also, Islandic environmental philoso-
pher Gudbjorg Rannveig Jéhannesdoéttir (2015:
141) calls for cultivating our sensibility to different
kinds of environments, “be it glaciers or stinking
dump sites”, to allow nature to affect us.

Contemporary craft processes require skill,
knowledge and judgement, the same elements
that have traditionally been regarded as elemen-
tal to the craft practice (Dormer [1994], Adamson
[2007], Sennet [2008]). In this respect, craft can be
understood as multisensorial meaning-making by
hand. A craft person obtains a cultivated material
sensitivity through her practice. Her sensibility is
educated by experiential and emotional knowledge
or tacit knowledge (Niedderer, Townsend [2014]:
637). The concept of tacit knowledge, as explained
by philosopher Michael Polanyi (2009: 4, 7), is
founded on the idea, that we “know more than we
can tell”. Polanyi states that tacit knowledge forms
a bridge between creativity and bodily processes
of perception. A craft person’s aesthetic sensibility

related to her practice draws from tacit knowledge
that is obtained through patient, time-consuming
labour together with scientific knowledge, such as
in our case ceramic material chemistry. It can thus
be expected that, when confronting the materi-
als in nature that the craft person is familiar with
through her professional practice, she is both cog-
nitively and perceptually aware of their presence
and potential. This means that she understands
how she might be able to use the found materi-
als as part of her professional practice. For exam-
ple, when encountering soil or stones that contain
large quantities of iron, this can be perceived via
the matt surface and deep brown or red colour.
The ceramist knows that when fired, the colour
will turn into a diverse range of browns.

This article presents the views of two practis-
ing craft persons and researchers in the field of
ceramic art, both living in Finland and willing to
situate and understand the meaning of their work
in a context of research. For Riikka Latva-Somp-
pi, the specific skills and knowledge related to the
craft field are based on studies in ceramics, and
through her professional practice in the field of
glass art, she has also gained a solid understand-
ing of glass materials. Maarit Midkeld, on the oth-
er hand, has achieved her skills by working with
clay for more than twenty years and has used soil
direct from the natural environment in her previ-
ous artistic practice, one which has merged walk-
ing as an artistic practice with ceramics (Mékeld
[2019]).

As art historian, painter and critic Jale Erzen
(2004: 22) writes, “a need to approach the earth
with feeling and care can be seen in ...ecological
aesthetics” In the project Traces from the Anthro-
pocene: Working with Soil, craft was used as a
method for gaining knowledge of the way humans
are in flux with environment. Combining the soil
contamination research methods with craft prac-
tice enables us to think slowly and immersively
(see e.g. Ings [2014]). The locally situated study
investigates the interrelations between humans
and the environment through soil. That is, we use
our professional craft practice to understand the
interrelated connections between materials, mak-
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ers, and environment. The interrelations are aes-
thetic as they are mediated through perception.
They are ecological as all beings are dependent on
each other and sensitive of the smallest changes,
and temporal as they are not static, but evolve
over time (Erzen [2004]: 22). This project utilized
the scientific environmental study that has been
carried out in the Venice lagoon area, the immer-
sive perceptual experience of the environment,
and the educated material sensitivity of craft prac-
titioners that helped us to understand the materi-
ality in the chosen context. Craft making provided
an embodied way to engage with the local envi-
ronment (Makeld [2019]: 178). Our role is that of
reflective craft practitioners, studying our praxis
from the inside, as makers and researchers of our
own artistic processes (Mdkeld, Latva-Somppi
[2011]; Midkeld [2016]; Nimkulrat [2012]; Groth,
Mikela, Seitamaa-Hakkarainen [2015]).

Next, we will introduce the project Traces from
the Anthropocene: Working with Soil by briefly
outlining the anthropogenic contamination of the
Venice lagoon, and by presenting the stages of the
study.

CERAMISTS’ VIEW CONCERNING
THE VENICE LAGOON

Ceramists traditionally work with local soil.
The context of the research is defined by the
placement of the Research Pavilion in Venice. The
Venice lagoon is a shallow water basin of about
550 km? separated from the open sea by barrier
islands. The lagoon has been affected by human
presence since around 160 A.D. The Management
Plan of Venice and its Lagoon as a Unesco World
Heritage Site (Zaccariotto, Dalla Tor [2012]: VIII)
describes the area as a “symbol of coexistence
between man and nature, between land and water,
between culture and landscape”. The city and the
lagoon landscape are a result of a unique interac-
tion of humans and the ecosystem of their envi-
ronment over time (Basili, Paulin [2012]: 22-23).
Venice is built on 118 small islands forming natu-
ral canals surrounded by marshland. Philosopher

Riikka Latva-Somppi, Maarit Miakeld

Max Ryynidnen (2009: 10) presents the lagoon as
a frame for the city supporting its “sense of har-
mony and experience of wholeness”. The map of
the historical city has remained the same for cen-
turies, and there are no suburbs surrounding city
disturbing the balance between the cultural land-
mark and surrounding nature (ibid.). The city
is admired for its architectural beauty enhanced
by the particularity of its infrastructure that is
defined by the situation in the lagoon.

For us, the area was familiar through tour-
ism and short art-related visits to the city prior to
the research. As aesthetician Arto Haapala (2005:
42-43) writes, the genius loci, spirit of the place of
a city, is often defined by its history and atmos-
phere as a cultural milieu where a certain nature is
specified by its geology and ecology. Venice’s dis-
tinctiveness is defined by the mélange of its over-
whelming art treasures and historical architecture
in its particular lagoon environment. The environ-
mental research we read and conducted during
the study opened up a different view on the area
to that of an occasional tourist. Our senses were
alert in a strange milieu as we adopted the “out-
sider’s gaze” (ibid.: 44). The “visitor’s curiosity”
(ibid.) was multiplied when the cultural beauty
of Venice was contrasted to the environmental
data. Our daily life in Venice during the project
was also influenced by the processes that we were
involved in. We paid more attention to the col-
ours and textures that derive from the local soil:
the brick walls, the plastering of the houses, any
earth that was visible in the paved city, the overall
colours of the landscape, the pavement stones and
the water.

Our project is founded in ceramic practices,
in which it is traditionally elementary to work
with local soil. As the context of our research
was an urban-industrial area, working with the
soil lead us to the traces of human actions. Dur-
ing our study, it became evident that the local soil
is contaminated in various ways. The area of the
lagoon is not affected by one disastrous environ-
mental accident, but it presented itself as a con-
tinuous and accumulating environmental crisis.
We understand that this is not just a local prob-
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Figure 2. Gathering soil samples in Murano in February 2019. Pho-
to: Riikka Latva-Somppi.

lem, but relevant at various levels and in multiple
ways in all waters and land where humans are or
have been. The lagoon can also be seen as a cousin
to our native Baltic sea: both are large basins of
water with particular biotopes affected by indus-
try, ports, urban runoft and fertilizers.

The study Traces from the Anthropocene: Work-
ing with Soil proceeded in three phases. First, a
pre-study was done to understand the level of
contamination in the lagoon area. Secondly, the
artist-researchers, namely the authors of this arti-
cle, proceeded with fieldwork, taking soil and
sediment samples. The samples were chemically
analysed using the methods of soil contamina-
tion analyses. The soil was also examined by test-
ing methods familiar to craft practice and ceramic
material research. These methods include work-
ing with the raw material by hand to see and feel
how it behaves, as well as milling and firing the
soil to discover what colours and textures result
from the soil. Thirdly, a research laboratory called
Earth Laboratory was built in the Research Pavil-
ion. Local brick clay was used to coil large ceramic
forms, and finally the analysed soil and sediment
samples were used to paint the ceramic vessels.
The focus was not on making a comparative study
of the “clean” and “contaminated” soil as a ceramic
material per se, but to investigate how craft prac-
tice may reveal embodied relations of humans and

environment. In this article, we will focus on the
aesthetic aspects of the entire study instead of dis-
cussing the artefacts that resulted from the pro-
cesses.

Based on our ceramic practises, the geologi-
cal research conducted was centred upon finding
traces of heavy metals in the soils and sediments
of our field work site, the Venice lagoon area.
Heavy metals, naturally occurring in the Earth’s
crust, are considered raw materials for industry.
In ceramic practices, metals are used as ingredi-
ents in glazes and engobes, giving colours and tex-
tures to ceramic surfaces. Any metal is considered
a contaminant if it occurs where it is unwanted,
or in a form or concentration that is detrimental
to the environment or human health (Panagos et
al. [2013]: 2; Latva-Somppi, Mikeld, Giindeslioglu
[2020]: 23). We adopted methods from the field of
soil contamination research with the help of the
scientists from The Finnish Environment Institute.
Two field trips were made to gather local soil sam-
ples in the Venice area. The gathering and pro-
cessing of the soil samples was an elemental part
in understanding the soil, land and contamination.

The samples gathered were processed further
in Finland, where we studied them in Aalto Uni-
versity’s Laboratory of Chemical and Metallurgi-
cal Engineering as well as in the Ceramic Studio.
First, the samples were dried and sieved, as the
finer soil often carries a higher load of contami-
nants (Giusti, Zhang [2002]: 53-57; Latva-Somp-
pi, Mikeld, Giindeslioglu [2020]: 11). Inductive
coupled plasma optical emission spectrometry-
analyses (ICP-OES), a method common in ana-
lysing contaminated soil, was used to detect the
level of heavy metals and arsenic in the soil. The
samples were further processed in the Ceram-
ic Studio’s laboratory, where the soil was milled
into slips that can be used to paint on ceramics.
Ceramic material samples were made to discover
the colours and textures they produce. We did
not search for a specific outcome for the surfaces
as we gathered the soil samples. The effects we
got depended upon the local characteristics of
the soil, including the contaminants that the soil
entails.
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Figure 3. Preparing the ceramic test pieces for firing in the ceramic
studio laboratory. Photo: Hanna-Kaisa Korolainen.

Based on the laboratory analyses, we contin-
ued our site-specific work in Venice. A research
studio entitled Earth Laboratory was built in the
Research Pavilion for the months of July and
August. As Venice was one of the first pottery cen-
tres in Italy, dating back to the 6" century A.D,,
we resorted to the most primitive pottery tech-
nique, coiling, to make large vessels that cite the
form language of ancient pottery. Local Italian
brick clay from the Veneto area was used to coil
the forms. Through the traditional techniques and
materials, we placed the work in a historical con-
text (Mikeld, Latva-Somppi [2011]: 57; Makeld
[2016]). The surfaces of the forms were then
painted with the collected soil and sediments that
had been processed into slips.

Riikka Latva-Somppi, Maarit Miakeld
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Figure 4. Ceramic test pieces made from local brick clay which dis-
play the colours and textures of the gathered soil samples processed
into ceramic slips. Photo: Riikka Latva-Somppi.

THE ENVIRONMENT AND ITS
CONTAMINATION

The Venetian lagoon is one of the most heavily
researched coastal basins in the world due to its
exceptional biotope (Sfriso et al. [2009]: 18). The
environment is directly affected by various urban,
industrial and agricultural emissions, making it an
interesting macrocosm for environmental research
(Vecchiato et al. [2016]). All human activity leaves
traces on the environment. The major sources of
anthropogenic pollutants in the Venice lagoon are
agriculture, the industries of Porto Marghera, the
sewage and urban runoff from the historical Ven-
ice and the glass works of Murano (Giusti, Zhang
[2002]: 47; Latva-Somppi, Midkeld, Giindeslioglu
[2020]: 8). Even the use of fragrances in per-
sonal care products escalated by the overtourism
have been shown to affect the waters of Venice
(Vecchiato et al. [2016]). For the environmental
research of the area, we mapped three places of
interest at the beginning of our study: the artificial
canals of the historical centre, the industrial Porto
Marghera area and the Murano islands. The places
were selected as they represent different kinds of
anthropogenic contaminants.

The first selected area was historical Ven-
ice. The sediment in the canals of the historical
city is heavily affected by the urban runoft. The
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Figure 5. Aerial image showing the three places of interest in Ven-
ice Lagoon area. Image: NASA [Public domain].

ancient sewage system is still partly discharg-
ing into the canals (Vecchiato et al. [2016]: 1363).
This contributes to the sedimentation and the
canals therefore need to be dredged regularly.
Sediments dredged from the canals have formerly
been dumped into the sea together with industrial
waste (Giusti, Zhang [2002]: 47). All potentially
dangerous and polluting industry has been moved
away from the main islands of Venice over the
centuries (Basili, Paulin [2012]: 27).

A vast industry has been present in the second
area of interest, Porto Marghera, since the 1920s.
The petro-chemical industry has dumped an
enormous amount of chemicals in the sea before
regulation began in the 1980s. Heavy metals such
as mercury, nickel, cadmium, chromium, and
lead are present in the sediments (Wenning et. al.
[2000]: 132; Latva-Somppi, Mikeld, Giindeslioglu
[2020]: 25).

The third place of interest was the islands of
Murano, with their history of glass-making since
the end of the thirteenth century. Compared to
the other industrial areas, the contaminants in its
sediments are small, yet there is evidence of aug-
mented levels of Fe, Mn, Zn, Cu, Cr, Pb, Ni, Ag
and As (Giusti, Zhang [2002]: 47; Latva-Somppi,
Mikeld, Giindeslioglu [2020]: 25). Artistic glass
processes involve the use of various pollutants,
including metals (Rossini et al. [2010]). It has
been detected that atmospheric emissions from

the glass industries also heavily affect the air
quality of Venice and its vicinity (ibid.). Choos-
ing Murano as one of the places of interest also
allowed us to focus on the traces of activities relat-
ed to our own craft practice.

THE INTERPLAY OF SCIENTIFIC
AND ARTISTIC METHODS

An essential part of the study was engaging in
the practical transdisciplinary research processes
in the local environment of the research, that is
Venice. After reading the related environmental
research and mapping places of interest, we pro-
ceeded to collect the soil and sediment samples,
adapting methods of soil contamination studies.
Multisensory engagement including vision, sound,
touch and smell was prominent as we gathered
and processed the soil. With the support of the
environmental experts, we learned how to col-
lect and handle the soil and sediments. Facing
research methods that were unfamiliar to us, we
were confronted with strangeness that made our
senses more alert. Alongside the chemical analy-
ses, we relied on the sensory analyses of the mate-
rial as ceramic practitioners. There, our perception
was informed by our knowledge of ceramic mate-
rial chemistry.

One of the places we had decided to gather
sediment samples, the Porto Marghera industrial
area, was built in 1917 as an extension to the Port
of Venice. The marshland was filled with sediment
dredged from the Venetian canals. Over the years,
the landfill was completed with industrial waste.
Adding to the fact that the port area is founded on
contaminated land, numerous studies indicate that
industrial activity has since heavily polluted the
air, soil, ground waters and the inner tidal canals
(Zonta et al. [2007]: 529). In the course of our
research, we learned that the contaminants in the
Porto Marghera industrial area include not only
heavy metals, but also organic chemistry, PAH,
PCBs and dioxins (ibid.; Campaci [2019]). In fact,
it is considered that this site neighbouring his-
torical Venice, Porto Marghera, is now the second
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most contaminated area in Italy (Campaci [2019];
Latva-Somppi, Mikeld, Giindeslioglu [2020]: 10).

We were informed that safety issues were of
concern in collecting the samples and expos-
ing the soil or sediment of Porto Marghera to the
public in The Research Pavilion. Also, the reuse of
dangerous waste could be done only by authorized
enterprises and obtaining permits would be very
difficult (Fuin [2019]). Understanding the grave-
ness of the situation affected our perceptual expe-
rience of the environment, as will be explained
further in the next chapters.

EXPERIENCING IN THE ENVIRONMENT
IN MURANO

The problems involved in the aesthetic appre-
ciation of damaged nature has been addressed by
many aestheticians (Alcaraz Leon [2011, 2013];
Carlson [1976]; Leddy [2008]; Saito [2007]). As
philosopher Maria José Alcaraz Leon (2011: 48)
explains, a history of exploitation and degrada-
tion may frame a perceptual experience of dam-
aged nature, but it does not determine whether it
is positive or negative. Our observation was that
the scientific data and the history regarding the
contamination were important constituents of our
experiences on the sites where we collected soil
and sediment samples. One of our places of inter-
est was Murano Island.

Via our professional networks in the con-
text of glass-making, we had heard of beaches
full of glass rubble and by following aerial pic-
tures we found our way to Sacca San Mattia in
Murano. By listening carefully to the locals, we
learned that the island, like all islands named
Sacca in the lagoon, is one of the many artificial
islands of Venice. The shallow lagoon has been
an ideal place to build islands from solid mate-
rials. Throughout history, officials have pointed
out locations in the lagoon where residents and
industries have been able to deposit their solid
waste. The waste islands, complete with dredged
sediments, have sometimes taken decades to form.
Sacca San Mattia is built from solid waste from

Riikka Latva-Somppi, Maarit Miakeld

the glass industry, domestic waste and dredged
sediments from the sea and canals. However,
depositing waste on the island has now been pro-
hibited for decades, though in 2015, an entrepre-
neur was accused of dumping harmful waste on
the location over nearly ten years since 2006 (Cec-
chetti [2015]).

In our working diaries, we have documented
our experiences during the field trips. The visit to
Murano was part of our first field trip to Venice,
and it provoked the following thoughts:

Google maps leads us to the uninhabited island
behind the glass factories. We collect our first samples
in a public area by the pavement by the dock. A path
takes us to the barren land in the centre of the island
past the vietato (forbidden) signs. As we walk, we can
feel glass crunching under our soles. There are dens-
er areas of glass and construction waste, broken tiles
and small bits of concrete covered with soil and rough
vegetation in its wintry state. Grasses, bushes, small
trees and rabbits inhabit the island. The shoreline is
a colourful combination of tile, glass, concrete, drift-
wood and plastic. Sand and stones are in the minor-
ity there. The shoreline reveals the cross section of the
island [where the sea had eroded parts of it away and
the various layers of material that made up the island
were revealed]. We leave the land quiet. With small
plastic bags filled with soil samples in our backpack,
we find our way to the vaporetto discussing ... the
ugly trash of the wasteland and the chemically harm-
ful industrial waste that has leaked into the lagoon.
(Riikka Latva-Somppi’s working diary: February 9th
2019)2

Aesthetician Yuriko Saito (2007: 57-58) states
that aesthetic tastes and values of landscape place
scenic wonders over marshes and wetlands. She
also extends this idea to natural creatures, explain-
ing that the commonly held aesthetic tastes raise
visible, awesome and colourful creatures over
those more nondescript and slimy. Furthermore,
she applies the idea also to built environments and
objects. The former statement can also be adopted
when environmental damage is in question. We

2 The diary excerpt was drafted in English but has been
edited slightly for clarity.
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Figure 6. The exposed layers in the shoreline of the island Sacca
San Mattia, Murano. Photo: Riikka Latva-Somppi.

tend to react to visible or olfactory damage with
more attention and emotion than to the harmful
but unseen or not detected by smell. Unsightly
litter easily creates more attention than invisible
contamination. In Sacca San Mattia, the shoreline
exposed layers of construction waste, plastic, soil
and glass. The glass and the construction waste we
encountered on the Muranese island is an envi-
ronmental eyesore (ibid.: 214) and evoked strong
feelings in us, although it is expected that the lev-
els of contamination are small compared to those
of Porto Marghera - the petro-chemical industrial
area we have already discussed in greater detail in
the previous chapter.

In the case of Murano, the sight was simulta-
neously alluring and repulsive. We were looking at
a giant dump that had taken the form of an island.
Broken glass pieces sparkled in the sun forming
colourful blankets on the ground. Aesthetician
Thomas Leddy discusses the aesthetic appreciation
of waste in his essay The Aesthetics of Junkyards
and Roadside Clutter (2008) utilizing Allen Carl-
son’s (1976) concept of the thin and thick senses
of the aesthetically pleasing. This could be one
way to approach the controversial emotions that
the aesthetic experience awoke in us. In the thin
sense, we could experience the physical qualities
of Sacca San Mattia, enjoying the island atmos-
phere, albeit a peculiar setting of “wild” nature

Figure 7. Glass waste in Sacca San Mattia, Murano. Photo: Riikka
Latva-Somppi.

uncovering treasures from the history of the mec-
ca of glass making. The thick sense would have to
include also the scientific and ethical qualities and
values that the environment expressed to us (Led-
dy [2008]: 3). Perceived this way, the appreciation
of the island would have to be negative.

Leddy (2008: 4) explains further that we near-
ly never see things aesthetically as purely physi-
cal and without cultural associations. As natu-
rally imaginative humans, we tend to always “see
as’, that is, look at the world with an imaginative
projection that builds on our previous knowledge
and experiences mixed with our sensory percep-
tion (ibid.). Thus, it was impossible for us to meet
the island only as an experience of nature. Our
sensory experiences were informed by our knowl-
edge as material makers, the historical and social
background and the scientific knowledge we had
gained during the process. We saw it as a kind
of sad beauty (ibid.: 7) that involved disgust and
shame regarding human behaviour yet simultane-
ously an appreciation of the handicraft tradition of
glass making.

Also, the history of island-making as an intrigu-
ing example of human intertwinement with materi-
ality added to the puzzle of our experience. Makeld’s
experience was not informed by glass practice. She
was so emotionally disturbed by the waste that she
was unable to walk on the beach that was filled with
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Figure 8. The soil on the beach of Sacca San Mattia, Murano. Pho-
to: Maarit Makel4.

glass and construction rubble. Latva-Somppi pos-
sessed knowledge of glass-making, including glass
chemistry and glass history, and therefore knew that
glass is like artificial stone - once melted, the met-
als do not dissolve. She found the scenery disturb-
ing yet a captivating mixture of cultural and natural
materiality. Simultaneously, we both felt an appre-
ciation of nature taking over the wasteland. Rabbits
and seagulls inhabited the island, which is the larg-
est piece of unbuilt land in the Venice area. In July,
when we returned, hardy tall Aaron’s Rods (Ver-
bascum thapsus) had taken over and were growing
straight out of the glass-covered soil.
Contamination analysis was performed on the
soil and sediment samples we gathered in Sacca
San Mattia. Although the heavy metals in glass
are practically non-solvent, the chemical analysis
of the soil revealed that traces of the glass indus-
try were clearly present in the soil of the island.
Levels substantially higher than background val-
ues of lead, silver and arsenic, all common in the
glass chemistry, could be detected. The concen-
trations were not regarded as extremely harmful
for human health, but even lower concentrations
affect other lifeforms. The shells of many marine
organisms accumulate high heavy metal con-
centrations. In a study done around the Murano
Islands (Giusti, Zhang [2002]), the levels of arse-
nic, silver and chromium exceeded the guideline

Figure 9. Collecting sediment samples near Porto Marghera in May
2019. Photo: Pauliina Purhonen.

values. Thus, our findings are in line with the ear-
lier geological data gathered in the same area (see
also Latva-Somppi, Midkeld, Giindeslioglu [2020]).

GATHERING SEDIMENT
AROUND PORTO MARGHERA

During our second fieldtrip, we were taken
around the lagoon on a boat ride by a local fisher-
man in early May. The aim was to draw sediment
samples from the bottom of the shallow lagoon in
Murano, in historical Venice and at a water inlet
leading to Porto Marghera.

The traditional view of the aesthetic appre-
ciation of nature is strongly linked to the idea of
landscape. The perception of landscape places the
human subject in a position that distances her-
self from the environmental object (Carlson 2004:
66-68; Carrol [2003]: 371; Cooper et al. [2016]:
220). This visually centred view excludes tex-
tures, temperatures and smells, all of which can be
said to be important components in appreciating
nature (Carroll [2003]: 371). Following the idea of
philosopher Merleau-Ponty (1964: 166), anthro-
pologist Tim Ingold (2013: 72) discusses the
remark “to see is to have at a distance” and com-
ments that vision makes engaging with a thing
or being possible without actually merging with
it. He proposes that seeing opens a possibility to
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immerse oneself sensorially whilst simultaneous-
ly distancing oneself. With hearing and touch at
a close distance, the boundaries start to blur and
finally dissolve all together, he writes.

The same happens with the olfactory sense.
When the odour molecules enter our body, they
practically and physically merge with us. Environ-
mental philosopher and aesthetician Emily Brady
(2003: 126) explains that, in the tradition of aes-
thetics, the mind - body dualism has resulted in
the neglect of the senses, such as smell and taste,
which are linked with the body. This has been
backed by the claim that the experience of smell-
ing is a sensation lacking the mental component of
reflection and contemplation that are considered
elemental to aesthetic appreciation (ibid.: 126, 143).

During the fieldwork in the lagoon, we identi-
fied an olfactory experience that supports Brady’s
view of multi-sensuous engagement. In contrast
to the claims above, smells are aesthetically inter-
esting, as they can have complexity, duration and
structure as well as expressive qualities that revive
memories and imagination (Brady [2003]: 126).

We head to Porto Marghera and Fusina, taking the
water highway by the railway... The waterway is first
in the open sea and then it dives into a wide canal
surrounded by a semi-industrial area, junk yards and
abandoned buildings along the way... We turn left
at the end of the canal and slowly start to enter the
industrial area. Our view is blocked by a high rusty
wall that looms ahead of us. Our boat seems very
tiny as we look up at the tugboats with black bottoms
and bumpers created to survive heavy impacts with
the docks... We get to a more open area surrounded
by the industrial plants and suddenly the air is filled
with a thick chemical odour. It feels as though the
air is full of all the furans, PCBs, PAHs that I have
been reading about. The smell is really evident. It is
not stingy, nor overwhelming, but a dense and heavy
mixture of plastic chemistry and sea breeze. It lasts
for a while - maybe five minutes — but then slowly
changes to the comforting smell of the sea... (Riikka
Latva-Somppi’s working diary. May 6" 2019)?

3 The diary excerpt was drafted in English but has been
edited slightly for clarity.

When studying the aesthetic dimensions of
Venice, Ryyndnen (2009: 118) presents water
transport as one of the most aesthetically laden
forms of everyday, a kind of sensual mobility
where haptics and the slowly changing landscape
merge with sounds and smell. Philosopher Wolf-
gang Welsch (2003) describes his experiences with
the open waters of the Pacific Ocean affording a
deep connectedness with the world. Confront-
ing vast waters beyond the human scale one feels
small yet experiences a strong unity with the envi-
ronment. Welsch explains that in such experienc-
es, one loses the sense of time and feels a sensory
and worldly symbiosis that may help us recon-
sider the human condition (ibid.). Berleant (1992:
169-170), too, notes that when encountering
the boundlessness of nature, we do so with awe
and humility, in a perceptual unity of nature and
human. We then are not looking at the environ-
ment, he continues, but being in it as participants.
The participation is not only pleasant. When con-
sidering our boating experience, the feeling of
connectedness in the sea environment was deeply
disturbed by the particular sensory experience
that made us very aware of human intertwinement
with the natural environment.

THE ROLE OF SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE
IN OUR PRACTICE

Alcaraz Ledn (2011) explains that some envi-
ronmental aestheticians, such as Allen Carlson
(2004) and Marcia Muelder Eaton (1997) claim
that aesthetic appreciation of nature should be
adequately informed by the scientific knowledge
available, even insisting that aesthetic judgement
cannot be correct unless we have both the per-
ceptual experience and adequate scientific infor-
mation of the natural object or environment in
question. More traditionally, the Kantian view
relies on disinterestedness, suggesting that aes-
thetic value can be seen as completely independ-
ent of other concepts. This view promotes the
idea that aesthetic judgement of a damaged natu-
ral environment could be autonomous of its his-
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tory of ecological interruptions (Alcaraz Ledn
[2011]: 42-43).

In our project, we wove together scientific
knowledge of the environment and our creative
practice. Our observation is that our aesthetic
judgement was not independent of the scientific
knowledge but instead tightly interwoven with it.
Furthermore, the more we knew, the more com-
plex the situation appeared. Determining what an
adequate level of scientific knowledge would be
to inform the aesthetic experience proved to be
impossible in the light of our study. The scientif-
ic research done on the area is so vast that thor-
oughly understanding the complicity related to
the contamination seemed an endless task. Fur-
thermore, damaged nature may not look or smell
damaged. This is often the case with contaminat-
ed soil and water. As already hinted at earlier, our
perception was also informed by numerous dis-
cussions with environmental specialists, local glass
and ceramic professionals, chemists and local resi-
dents. The more knowledge we gained, the more
it penetrated our perception as we looked at the
landscape. A prominent example was the under-
standing of how numerous islands around Venice
have emerged. We slowly understood that this was
a local practice of getting rid of waste. It was still
possible to enjoy the picturesque and appreciate
the cultural richness surrounded by the natural
beauty; however, we became more aware of all the
nuances that suggested an ecological disruption.
The cognitive process did affect the way we saw,
heard, touched and smelled the environment.

CONCLUSIONS

The aesthetic appreciation of Venice is bound
to the surrounding water (Ryyndnen [2009]: 10).
Venice’s value as a cultural landscape was not
diminished nor highlighted by the scientific data.
Instead, the clarity of both the cultural value and
environmental disruption provided a context in
which to holistically reflect the intertwinement of
the cultural and natural aspects of environment.
It is bewildering and disconcerting to think of

Riikka Latva-Somppi, Maarit Miakeld

the contamination hidden in the sediments sur-
rounding the historical city. The common idea of
environmental aesthetics is that aesthetic value is
one aspect of a good environment (Naukkarinen
[2011]: 90), but how does one deal with ruptures
in the aesthetic experience caused by ecological
disturbance? The aesthetic value of an environ-
ment is important, yet it is not autonomous of
ecological and other values. Knowledge might not
prevent us from experiencing damaged nature as
beautiful, or change beauty into ugliness, but we
believe it changes our perception. Alcaraz Léon
(2011: 49) suggests that not only are ecological
considerations connected with the aesthetic expe-
rience but that these two aspects may in fact ren-
der the overall experience more insightful. Here, it
can be argued that our environmental awareness
was influenced by the power of the aesthetic (Saito
[2017]: 142).

Aesthetic experiences in nature are discussed
in Johannesdottir’s thesis (2015: 137, 140) as the
most primitive form of environmental conscious-
ness. She explains that aesthetic experience can
reveal our situatedness as embodied beings in
“relation to nature, but it also situates us in rela-
tion to the society that we are a part of, the time
and place and cultural conditions we are in”.
Understanding this relationality, through experi-
ence, carries a potential to evoke ethical obliga-
tions (ibid.). Whether the environment is natural
or human influenced does not seem to be the key
here. Walking on glass on an artificial island or
being overwhelmed by a sudden chemical odour
on a sunny boat trip expressed precisely this rela-
tionality to us. Johannesdéttir concludes: “stand-
ing at a vast stinking dump site ... can also be a
very transformative experience that makes us
aware of how all things are made from nature and
yet thrown back at nature as garbage and pollut-
ants that nature has a hard time re-integrating”
(ibid.: 140).

In this article, we have discussed the multi-
sensorial experiences we gained during the pro-
ject. Design researchers Kristina Niedderer and
Kathrine Townsend (2014: 625) state that craft is
a discipline which is “distinct from art and design
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Figure 10. Display of gathered and processed soil samples in the
Research Pavilion. Photo: Tzuyu Chen.

through its reliance on the sensibilities of material
and material understanding, on making and hap-
tic perception as well as through its reflection on,
and production of emotional values”. The power
of craft lies precisely in its ability to create affect
through materiality and embodied knowledge.
Craft by nature is a contemplative practice. It is a
time- and repetition-requiring practice in which
the maker is intensely confronted with the mate-
riality of her medium. It is also described as the
ability to create one’s own materials, technique
and knowledge (den Besten [2009]: 18-21). Craft
resorts to the experience of the body (Makeld, Lat-
va-Somppi [2011]: 57), which in this project cor-
responds with knowledge of the local environment
and its contaminants.

In our research, craft was used as a method to
gain knowledge concerning different materialisms
in the current ecological state. We used scientific
knowledge as a frame for our research in the Ven-
ice Lagoon area. Through field work, we gained
an immersive experience in the environment. Our
aesthetic experience was informed by environ-
mental awareness and knowledge of ecological
disruptions as well as the embodied and cognitive
material knowledge of craft practitioners.

During our field work, we learned about the
geological environment through scientific study.
We went to the sites, dug and held the soil in
our hands, often protected with plastic gloves,
processed it in the laboratories and finally used

Figure 11. Maarit Mikeld painting with slips made from gathered
soil and sediment samples in the Research Pavilion in August 2019.
Photo: Riikka Latva-Somppi.

it as material for ceramic practice. Ingold (2013:
4) explains that when a craft practitioner works
with materials, she engages with close and atten-
tive observation and perceptual acuity. This kind
of studying and learning from the inside carries
a potential for change (ibid.). As Berleant (2012:
56) states, we are not outsiders but active par-
ticipants and integral constituents of the envi-
ronment “acting and re-acting as parts of its
constant flux”. This thought was reinforced as we
collected the local soil materials on site and took
them into use for our craft practice, thus partici-
pating in the extracting and remaking of the geo-
logical strata.
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