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Spellbound by Nature was inspired by the book, The Lost Words, by Robert 
MacFarlane, illustrated by Jackie Morris, that sought to reconnect youth with nature 
by conjuring nature words through visual art and poetry spells. The proposed goals 
of Spellbound by Nature were: to reconnect youth with nature, to encourage 
outdoor exploration and leadership, and to show the value of arts and nature to 
wellbeing. AHA! initially sought to do this through offering outdoor, arts-based 
discovery activities in collaboration with community partners, but had to redesign 
the project with the arrival of the pandemic in 2020.  
 
Spellbound by Nature began as a half day workshop program, offering outdoor 
workshops for youth in the summer of 2019.  This pilot demonstrated that the loss 
of knowledge of the natural world spanned more than one generation and that the 
connection we sought to strengthen was lost to many people of all ages within our 
community.  We had planned that future programs would include the Biology Dept. 
at StFX in order to re-introduce this naturalist knowledge. One of the suggestions 
from our partners was that we create a toolkit that could be used in all their 
programs by their leaders. The plan was that insights from this programming would 
inform the design of workshops in the winter and spring of 2020. 
 
With the arrival of the pandemic in March, 2020, AHA! reflected on the feedback 
received, and instead of in-person workshops, decided to create an online spell-kit 
as a free resource for community partners, parents, teachers and children seeking to 
become better acquainted with the outdoors and the language of nature. The goal of 
the spell-kit is twofold: to encourage youth to learn more about nature, to get 
outside and explore, and hopefully therefore to care more about the natural world; 
the second goal is to show the value of the arts and creativity to wellbeing. We 
intentionally didn’t make suggestions as to how to use the spell-kit, intending 
instead that children, teachers and parents use their own imagination to engage 
with this project.  
 
The Spellbound by Nature spell-kit employed 33 Nova Scotian artists and poets to 
create ‘spells’ for about 40 nature words. Some of the poets included an audio 
version of their poem, in recognizing different learning styles.  As well, senior 
biology students and lab instructors from StFX University compiled ‘more 
information’ about the organisms, including not only an overview of the organism, 
but also indigenous uses of plants, the significance of animals to indigenous culture, 
bird songs and biomimicry applications, in order to challenge and engage older 
youth and adults as well as children. All student submissions were reviewed by a 
StFX lab instructor and an editorial panel, and the completed spell trio (the visual 
art, poem and the ‘more info’), was reviewed by a volunteer review panel. In total, 
about 50 people contributed to this project. We have permission from the artists 
and writers to host this spell-kit online for a period of 2 years, but it can be available 
indefinitely through AHA! 



 
This spell-kit, spellbound.artshealthantigonish.org and has been shared widely 
through our partners, educators at StFX, teachers and principals in this area and 
beyond, artists and arts organizations, the National Forest School network, the 
home schooling network of Canada, the NS Nature Trust and Nature Conservancy 
and several provincial government departments, both in NS and PEI. The Deanery 
Project has applauded this work, this month creating their own nature -arts virtual 
programming. Participants in the project have shared through their circles. It has 
been promoted on Facebook through the AHA! site, and also through its own site.  
 
Feedback to date has been very positive: 
Beautifully laid out, user friendly, great pics and colours. Very informative! I think it is an amazing body 
of work.   
 
Thanks for sharing! It's beautiful! (Child and Nature Alliance of Canada) 
 
It's magnificent!!! So exciting and such a diversity of art and voice.  
 
Thank you for all your good work… The collection looks beautiful and feels exciting! 
 
Looking through the art and the biological statements and the poems, as they sit side-by-side and reflect 
each other, was a delight.  The coherence - of artistic and scientific elements - is beautiful.  The visual art 
pieces are exquisite.   
 
The website looks Wonder FULL! A terrific combo of elements!! 
 
Wow! This is amazing! So inspiring... I can't wait to share this with my team. I will definitely keep 
checking back……. this is awesome.  (PEI Government employee) 
 
And from the funder: The resources that you created and how you adjusted the project as the world 
changed around you is commendable. Congratulations and thank you for your leadership on this 
project. I’ll be sharing the link to my colleagues around the province and to our local schools.  
  
 
The goals of the program of reconnecting youth with nature and encouraging 
outdoor exploration and leadership have certainly been met, and through the online 
spell-kit resource, will continue to be met. The spell-kit also beautifully shows the 
value of the arts and nature to wellbeing.  
 
Arts Health Antigonish (AHA!) has benefitted by discovering that this model worked 
well for us, the initial offering of a pilot program, then using ‘lessons learned’ to 
create a toolkit that can be more widely available in a variety of programs. Those 
engaged in the creation of the toolkit greatly benefitted through being part of this 
project during the pandemic, not only thorough their own exploration and learning 
about their chosen organisms and having a ‘project’ in which to participate, but also 
through receiving financial compensation when there was little work available for 
artists and students. Those who use the spell-kit will benefit both in discovering 
more about the selected words, and also in discovering how art and poetry can help 
to imagine the organisms depicted. Hopefully, it will inspire users to find their own 



nature words, name them and conjure them in their own creative way. The 
community will benefit in using this resource in their own programs, in outdoor 
leadership development, in schools and in homes across the province and farther 
afield as folks share with their networks. The ultimate goal of contributing a 
resource to help reconnect people with nature has been well met through this 
project, Spellbound by Nature.  
 
At the moment, we don’t have any specific follow up activities planned for this 
project as we have used our full budget for it. However, we would still love to host a 
gallery show of the visual art and poetry that have been created for the project once 
pandemic restriction ease.  Another opportunity might be to develop virtual arts-
nature workshops with some of our artists, perhaps once we see how the Deanery 
Project workshops are received.  
 
Many thanks for the generous support of the NS Department of Communities, 
Culture and Heritage for supporting Spellbound by Nature.  
 
 


