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Abstract. This study explores the connection between humans and nature, distinguishing childhood as the critical 
period of its formation. Based on these studies, it is argued that early experiences in nature determine not only the 
formation of an emotional connection with the environment, but also long-term human ecological awareness and 
psychological well-being. However, urbanization processes, loss of biodiversity and the reduction of natural spaces 
in  cities weaken the opportunities to experience everyday connection with nature, which raises the need to study 
the cultural, historical and visual roots of this phenomenon.
In order to understand the cultural and historical context of this connection, a visual graphical analysis of historical 
works of art, revealing how nature, children and their interaction were depicted in various periods is conducted. 
European paintings and other visual sources created from prehistoric times to the 21st century are analyzed.  
The analysis aims to determine how representations of the relationship between people and nature have changed in 
various historical periods, what sociocultural meanings these images convey, and how they reflect broader societal 
changes. A literature analysis was also conducted to understand how the relationship between people and nature 
has changed over historical periods.
Artistic narratives reflect not only the change in the concept of nature, but also society’s attitude towards the 
relationship with the environment. The analysis shows that from early images, in which nature is perceived as the 
source of human life, to urbanized modern images, the connection with nature is weakening. Based on the results 
of the study, it is concluded that the connection with nature experienced in childhood is the essential basis of 
the human-nature relationship, which has a long-term impact on emotional, cognitive, and social development. 
It is recommended to create more accessible natural spaces in cities, and apply urban strategies that help restore 
children’s daily contact with the natural environment. 
Keywords: connection to nature, children, forest, art, history

Introduction
The word nature comes from the Latin language word ‘natura 
(n.), which means “birth, character, nature”. The word birth is 
important here, because nature, according to Mackeviciute 
[32], is the beginning of everything, in our case, the start of 
the evolutionary process. Those places where nature grows 
without human intervention, forests, fields with trees, plants, 
animals, are natural places. Berry et al. [5] described nature 
as an environment dominated by ecosystem processes and 
urban nature is associated with human intervention [14]. The 
definition of nature, according to Bratman, Hamilton and 
Daily, changes over time, it is debated whether nature is a 
social structure, or it exists itself in a stable and independent 
form [6]. Despite these differences, nature always played a 
crucial role in human lives, and man also played an important 
role in nature. Human life has always been and is dependent 
on natural resources: food, water, energy, climate change 
[6]. There is a reciprocal relationship between nature and 
human, from a cultural ecology perspective, it is understood 
as an equal interaction, most clearly manifested in cultural 
landscapes and the landscape is defined as the place where 
nature and humans interact [27]. People constantly interact 
with the landscape, discussing what they see there, what they 
know, but it is often forgotten that the environment is defined 
more broadly than usual, authors claim that it includes both 
cosmic influences and microscopic biological organisms [46].
Nature provides not only material benefits - many studies 
emphasize the benefits of nature for people like physical 
and mental health, cognitive functions, job satisfaction,  
decrease of crime and aggression, etc. [1; 6; 11;  42; 38; 50].  
The authors also claim that nature determines human 
happiness [50]. Urban trees are important not only 
aesthetically, but also as a means of reducing the urban heat 
island effect and the associated heat stress [35]. Nature provide 

benefits not only to people - forests are essential habitats 
for animals and birds, important for maintaining biodiversity 
and conserving species [25; 26]. Although there are 
countless studies showing the positive benefits of nature, the 
connection between man and nature is weakening, especially 
in the urban environment, there people are becoming 
more and more isolated from nature and wilder spaces [13].  
The area of human - nature relationship is attracting growing 
attention because of urbanisation caused problems around 
the world. As Pietrzak claims, urbanization, decreasing 
number of forests are responsible for the urban population 
to become culturally distant from what is happening to the 
land, water, and endangered local wildlife, although people 
who still have a connection to nature also seek out natural 
places in urban environments [38]. Urbanisation, technical 
development, reduction of forest areas due to ongoing 
deforestation, loss of species and soil, food shortage, lack 
of experience with nature are claimed to increasingly distract 
people from natural environments [39; 43; 46]. Studies have 
found that the average American spends 90 % of his or her 
time indoors [6]. The decrease in connection with nature 
leads to the deterioration of a person’s health [4], worsening 
of his emotional state, depression, and lower social activity of 
people [6]. This process, according to Basham et al., is called 
the gradual loss of direct nature experience.
Research shows that biophilic aspects are associated 
with positive emotions in urban environments [23].  
Most construction in the cities consists of buildings and streets 
for cars to pass through, which are built regardless of the 
natural processes, that are decisive for the separation of man 
and nature [10]. The results presented by Samus, Freeman, 
Heezik, Krumme, and Dickinson show that the loss of this 
connection can have a negative impact on the environment 
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and human quality of life [43]. Due to the above-mentioned 
reasons, the importance and interest in the topic increases. 
More and more authors are raising questions about how 
to maintain a connection with nature, especially in an 
increasingly urbanized environment [4; 10]. As stated by Ritter 
and Dauksta, it is important to recognize the importance 
of forests for human identity [39]. A closer connection with 
nature indicates more significant environmental values and 
more active human behaviour related to nature conservation 
[10; 31], people who feel a connection with nature want to 
protect it [50]. According to Light, restoring the relationship 
between man and nature is one of the most important 
conditions for preserving nature [10], creating sustainable 
cities [4].
The aim of the study is to analyze the relationship between 
man and nature, its complexity and historical changes, as 
well as their reflection in works of art. This study also reveals 
the changing relationship between children and nature in 
different historical periods, since the relationship with the 
natural environment during childhood is the most important 
factor in a person’s attitude towards nature in later life.

Methodology
This study used a mixed methodological approach, combining 
a systematic analysis of scientific literature and a visual 
content analysis of historical works of art, in order to assess 
the change in the concept of the human-nature connection 
and its representations in different historical periods.
Literature analysis: The search for the articles, by related 
topic, was conducted in Web of science database using the 
combination of keywords, based on eligibility and inclusion 
criteria: “connection with natur*” OR “relationship to forest” 
OR “natural spaces perception” OR “relation to green spaces” 
OR “relationship to natural environment” OR “make sense of 
natural” OR “connection with nature” OR “forest perception” 
OR “contact with natural” OR “connection to nature” AND 
human* OR people OR man OR woman* OR person OR 
society“ (Web of Science Categories)“. The search with 
exclusion has resulted in 372 documents, from the year 1995 
to 2023. The number of articles increased in 2016, when 
14 articles were published, to 2022 with 74. It is almost 20 

percent of papers published during the entire period. Most 
of the papers were published by authors Fuller, Richard – 10, 
Gaston, Kevin J., who published 9 papers, and Richardson, 
Miles and Shanahan, Danielle, who published 7 papers on 
this topic. The categories vary from zoology to environmental 
studies, yet these studies are the widest, in this area 107 papers 
are submitted. Most of these publications were articles (319). 
353 of these publications were published in English. These 
publications were analysed using open access software Cite 
space. Figure 1 shows the analysis of keywords by frequency. 
The 10 most used keywords were connectedness (count 
57), health (count 47), benefit (count 44), scale (count 38), 
connection to nature (count 37), experience (count 36), green 
space (count 36), nature relatedness (count 34), conservation 
(count 31), biodiversity and environment (both count 27). 
The keyword analysis reveals, what  aspects of relationship 
with  nature are the most important and the main field of 
it is environmental sciences. After a quantitative analysis on 
the exclusion criteria (abstracts and titles of searched papers),  
36 articles that investigate what does the relationship 
between human and nature means, why it is important, 
and how to maintain and preserve it were selected for  
qualitative analysis. 
Analysis of historical paintings and visual material: To examine 
the historical development of human connection with the 
natural environment, a systematic visual content analysis of 
European artworks created between the Prehistoric times and 
21st century was carried out. The material for the study was 
collected through an online search using Google, applying 
predefined keyword combinations (“landscape AND paintings” 
and “children AND city AND paintings”) and searching in a 
historical books of art. In total, 117 artworks were selected for 
the analysis. The inclusion criterion required that each image 
depict at least one person in a natural setting or in proximity 
to identifiable natural elements. Following selection, the 
artworks were analysed in three stages: by prepared collage, 
focusing on how people, especially children, are visually 
represented in relation to their environment, what types 
of human–nature interactions are illustrated, and whether 
specific motifs reflect cultural attitudes toward childhood and 
nature during different historical periods. After preparing 

Fig. 1. Citespace analysis of 
bibliometric data from 353 
publications provided by  
Web of science data search. 
The graph shows keywords by 
frequency, the threshold for the 
keyword’s node is 10
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the collage, an iconographic analysis was performed,  
during which:
	▪ specific depicted objects were identified: people, plants, 

animals, landscape elements;
	▪ the composition of the scene, the dominance of nature 

(e.g., dominant nature / nature as a background / urban 
nature) were determined;

	▪ human activity was assessed: active play, exploration, 
passive presence, movement, observation;

Subsequently, a content category analysis was performed, in 
which a thematic category scheme was applied in order to 
assess the intensity of human-nature interaction.

Results. Literature analysis
The Concept of Connection to Nature
Many authors emphasize the importance of connection to 
nature [14]. Scientists have been increasingly interested in the 
relation to nature since the middle of the 20th century [18]. 
They define the connection with nature as the result of the 
process of biophilia, ecological development, when nature 
is perceived as a part of human being; a sense of belonging 
to a broad system of interactions between humans and the 
non-human world, in which human identity is revealed as  
a sense of unity with nature, that is, also, thoughts, experiences, 
behaviors, feelings of gratitude or states [17; 31].
Human connection with nature is a volatile feeling, 
it can change depending on various circumstances.  
A. Naess considers this connection to be a human ontological 
development process, when an individual regards nature as 
part of their own identity [17], is able to empathize with natural 
states. A. Leopold (1949) described this connection as person’s 
perception as a participant in the broader biotic community. 
He considered the nonhuman part to be the earth, consisting 
of soil, waters, animals, and plants. He also encouraged 
fostering the relationship between man and nature, because 
then, according to him, people perceive themselves as a part 
of nature and take care of it more. Furness says that connecting 
with nature is returning to one’s authentic self [17]. When 
describing the connection, people feel a sense of belonging to 
nature. Authors point out that the main definitions of connection 
with nature are integrating the natural environment into self-
concept and experiencing oneself as belonging to nature.  
They distinguish dimensions of this connection with 
nature such as affective, cognitive and experiential. Other 
authors supplement these dimensions with philosophical, 
material, spiritual, well-being and cultural aspects [15].  
Through these dimensions, according to the authors,  
the understanding of the relationship between man and nature 
is reflected.
Connection to nature (and forests) can be understood as  
a multi-dimensional human bond with natural environments 
that extends beyond material use and includes recreational, 
aesthetic, spiritual, cultural, and identity-related meanings. 
In this perspective, forests and natural areas are valued 
not only for their material benefits but also for recreation, 
aesthetic experience, spiritual and cultural well-being [20; 37].  
These meanings are reinforced through cultural memory 
shaped by traditions, spirituality, and philosophy, including 
beliefs that forests and trees are sacred and that such 
experiences are transmitted through mythology and folklore 
[41]. Authors also note that spiritual experiences in forests 
may occur even outside formal religious frameworks, and 
that attitudes toward forests can express identification 
with a cultural community or a nation [39]. As Haggstrom 
suggests, this relationship is reflected in the ways people  
act in forest environments [18].

The perception and valuation of natural  
landscapes and forests
Being in nature, in the forest, we perceive the environment 
through our senses: by seeing changes in light, seeing 
changing colours of nature in different seasons, smelling the 
forest’s scent, hearing the wind, birds, feeling contact with 
the ground, and temperature [18; 39]. All these sensations, 
according to the authors, cause different emotions. Hirchbeck 
points out that the two most important senses to perceive 
the forest are sight and hearing [30]. It is said that people 
especially appreciate the silence in nature when you cannot 
hear the car noise caused by civilization.
The perception of nature also depends on sociocultural 
factors and the person’s mindset. According to Johnson, 
a forest photographer, hunter, and forester will perceive 
the forest differently due to their different experiences and 
expectations, individual characteristics [33]. According to 
Hirschbeck, our experience, attitude, needs, memories, 
values are important for understanding the forest [30]. 
The environment, its seasonality, weather, and places 
from which the landscape is observed are also important.  
The author distinguishes three layers of landscape perception: 
perception, when only the physical properties of the object 
are perceived; symptomatic, when a historical hint is given to 
the object, and symbolic meaning, when the object evokes 
certain feelings, for example, a sense of freedom.
The way a person identifies himself with nature is also important 
for the connection with nature [15]. The natural environment 
can cause both positive and negative emotions. These 
emotions affect our aesthetic experiences and experiences 
in nature [23], which can also cause fear or disgust [42].  
A sense of security is very important for connection with 
nature [47]. The collision of people and wild animals, the 
anxiety of getting lost, invisible obstacles, crime, radical 
changes in the landscape, are indicated by the author as 
reasons for the distance from nature [5]. It is recognized that 
often this gap is determined by social, political, ideological 
norms or relations that do not allow people to see them as 
part of nature. The authors suggest that this connection is 
not preserved when a person focusses on “I” [16]. However, it 
is believed that people who have a greater connection with 
nature also maintain a greater sense of security in it [5; 47].
People can also have a negative impression of the forest if it is 
too transformed or too natural [37]. People see a forest with 
a lot of dead trees abandoned and neglected, and visible 
logging reduces the spiritual value of the forest. Hirschbeck 
says that urban dwellers prefer well-maintained urban forests 
that are not protected and have little biodiversity [30]. It can 
be assumed that urban areas that are not properly organized 
or abandoned are associated with insecurity because where 
there is a city, there must be human intervention. According 
to the authors, the most desirable urban landscapes are 
parks, composed of trees and open grassland, with rivers and 
lakes, and cliffs and caves that provide shelter [30].

Determinants of Connection to Nature
People can use and manage forests for large profits [36], 
the human relationship with the natural environment also 
depends on social, institutional, psychological and political 
environment [9]. Such cases often involve municipal forests, 
which are not maintained by residents but by local politicians. 
Here, forests are often managed only for profit [28]. Although 
Johnson suggests that humans, like animals, are innate in their 
adaptation to plant environments: as foxes instinctively know 
about caves, or birds about trees, so humans pay attention 
to unsafe places, colors, yet, according to Chang and others, 
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contemporary lifestyles have reinforced psychological and 
spatial separation between human living environments and 
nature [23;  33]. Other authors claim that if the distance from 
nature continues to increase, emotional connection to nature 
may decrease [3]. As a solution, they recommend creating 
biophilic cities that promote opportunities for natural 
experiences and to use biophilic design principles that would 
increase people’s connection with  nature and biodiversity.
Although the connection with nature is significantly 
influenced by social, institutional, and political contexts, it 
is practically realized through concrete human experiences 
in the natural environment. People encounter nature both 
passively, for example, by observing nature and actively,  
for example, by walking or picking mushrooms [8; 10].  
People who have had experiences in such natural places as 
the coasts, mountains, forests claim to have felt the strength of 
nature in them, these places are perceived to be free of human  
control, in contrast to urban natural environments,  
which are seen as shaped and controlled by  
people [14]. Research shows that people’s visits 
to places with greater natural value led to  
a stronger connection with nature, for example, comparing 
a greener urban area with a less green one, comparing rural 
with urban, protected or nonprotected areas [3; 21; 25].  
As stated by authors, a stronger connection with nature 
is characteristic of those individuals who describe nature 
through personal experience (e.g., activities in nature,  
positive emotions) [22].
Man’s relationship with nature varies depending on cultural 
and religious traditions. The prevailing anthropocentric 
environmental ethics in the West has led to the fact that man 
is considered superior to nature, and an instrumental value is 
given to nature. Such a dominant attitude separates people 
from the natural environment: anthropocentrism also leads to 
decreasing opportunities to experience nature, which leads 
to the “disappearance of experience with nature” and loss 
of connection [2; 46]. In the East, the relationship between 
nature and people was influenced by philosophical concepts 
such as Taoism, Confucianism and Feng Shui [23]. It was 
established that in Japan the forest is considered as subjective 
entity, and in Europe it is considered as objective formation 
[29]. In many parts of the world, especially among indigenous 
peoples, many ontological concepts do not separate a person 
from his or her environment [5]. For example, the American 
Indian community “huu-ay-at” believes that everything is one 
- animals, plants, and people. Their approach also leads to 
sustainable forest management [2].
A stronger connection to nature is associated with 
experiences in more valuable natural places and more 
active forms of interaction, yet this association varies across 
individuals. The connection with nature is influenced by 
human gender and many other people’s characteristics 
[7; 40]. It is believed that men visit forests more often than 
women and have more diverse activities in them. Research 
also shows that encountering and learning about nature 
plays a very important role in connecting with nature.  
A person who knows nature better has a stronger 
connection with it [34], the living environment, cultural 
differences, dependence on the landscape, frequent 
or rare visits to the forest become important here [29].  
The authors point out that the connection with nature 
is strengthened by a better knowledge of nature and 
contact with it in childhood [43], as well as the type of  
natural environment.

Childhood experiences as a basis for values of 
connection with nature
Connection with nature is particularly important in childhood, 
as it is during the early years of life that human values and 
attitudes towards the environment are formed. Childhood 
is a critical period when long-term habits and emotional 
connections are formed, so experiences with nature are 
particularly important at this time. If cities do not provide 
children with opportunities to experience nature, society’s 
ecological awareness may decrease in the future. Research 
shows that children’s time spent in green spaces has a direct 
connection with cognitive development, such an environment 
helps to improve working memory, algebra development, 
and motivation to learn [12; 19].
Research also shows that children who see more greenery 
relax more and experience less fatigue [29, 48]. Research 
confirms that the natural environment is an environment 
that is easier to process [45]. Children’s attention focuses on 
natural elements such as trees, greens, flower beds and later 
on buildings, cars, and other urban buildings. Therefore, it is 
very important to create urban environments that encourage 
children’s interaction with nature from an early age.
Childhood experiences in nature play a very important 
role in shaping children’s long-term connection with nature 
[24]. Natural spaces — forests, meadows, rivers, various 
natural environments — provide a unique environment 
for free and creative play, which contributes to children’s 
cognitive, emotional and social development. Natural 
spaces are suitable for children’s play, which strengthens 
their connection with nature [43]. According to Haggstrom, 
forests have a more varied terrain, which leads to children’s 
dynamic movements, the environment is more diverse in its 
forms, textures, and elements, which encourages exploring, 
touching, getting to know, encountering different biodiversity 
[18]. According to Klein, compared to other spaces, there 
are more opportunities for creative games in the forest 
environment, children gain more restorative experience here 
[44]. In the forest, unlike adults who run and walk more, 
children play cognitive, risky and imaginative games more. 
Collado and others argue that such positive and pleasant 
experiences in childhood promote interaction with nature 
in adulthood [40]. This leads to a greater desire to preserve 
biological diversity.
According to E. O. Wilson (1984), the biophilia hypothesis 
is characterized by an innate attraction to the natural 
environment, which is most active at an early age. The 
relationship with nature and forests in today’s context 
is a complex matter, which determines many important 
moments, depending on the type of natural environment, 
the type of people, and access to the place. The fact that 
more people, especially children, spend most of their time 
in front of screens, perceiving information only by sight, 
without movement and other senses, could have major 
changes in our society, the natural environment, and its 
protection [3]. Children spend more time in schools, within 
the boundaries of the neighbourhood, and their perceived 
space changes drastically, from wide to narrow, limited by 
the gates of the school yard. However, the authors point out 
that it is important to have access to the forest, the natural 
environment, to maintain the connection [39]. 
It is still unclear what kind of natural environment in cities would 
encourage greater human-nature connection and human 
engagement and visitation [43]. This is a particularly important 
question because the connection between man, especially in 
his childhood, and nature can help create sustainable cities, 
which with increasing urbanisation these days is a guiding 
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principle for designers [4]. To prevent the connection with 
nature from being faded, it must be maintained constantly 
[17]. According to Fehnker, a ‘connection to nature’ involves 
‘knowledge about nature’ [15]. This assumption indicates the 
need to study sociocultural factors as the need for nature 
education in children’s lives. Knowledge and awareness of 
the benefits can contribute to greater willingness to conserve 
nature [50]. The nongovernmental organisation Outdoor 
Association, operating in Sweden since 1892, promotes life 
in nature and significantly shaped the outdoor educational 
experiences of many children [18].
Furness points out that childhood experiences can change 
and the connection with nature can be broken due to the 
characteristics of the environment in which one spends each 
day [17]. The authors claim that in a certain sense, biophilia 
is also a childish thing, because it can be lost when growing 
up, also children show a greater connection with non-
humans [2]. Haggstrom points out that “connection to nature 
increases in childhood, dips in adolescence, and increases 
again in adulthood” [18].

Analysis of historical paintings and visual material
The relationship between man and nature over 
historical periods
The relationship with nature is said to have changed over 
historical periods. Based on this assumption, an analysis 
of art works - paintings, that focus on humans in a natural 
landscape - was carried out. After selecting paintings suitable 
for the topic, the purpose of the analysis was to prepare  
a collage from them (Fig. 2), and to determine how artists 
depicted man in nature and in the natural landscape, what 
was the relationship between man and nature, and how this 
relationship changed at different periods of time.
Haggstrom (2019) points out that there is an evolutionarily 
formed relationship between humans and the natural 
environment [18]. The authors indicate three main historical 
periods of forest use: the first period was dominated by 
hunting, gathering and shifting agriculture; in the second, 
the forest was used for agricultural purposes; in the third 
period, there was intensive use of the forest for industry [39].  
In the early ages, the forest was an integral part of people’s 
lives. The forest did not hinder society development and 
people did not have a significant impact on the forest 
ecosystem. Everything began to change, as people became 
farmers, and the forest became an obstacle to development 
- space was needed for cultivated fields, pastures, tools, 
buildings and structures, firewood. This led to a change in the 
relationship between man and nature.
This trend is also visible in works of art by the prepared 
collage. It was seen, that in prehistoric times, the focus of 

men was on animals and hunting scenes (Fig. 1.1). Plants and 
forests were not depicted. This changes in ancient history, 
when plants begin to be depicted fragmentarily, and man 
appears in the center of attention (Fig. 1.2). Plants occupy the 
lowest place in the hierarchy structure, but at the same time 
they are the basis of everything for survival. A connection 
with animals was also seen, especially in ancient times when 
God was depicted as an animal. It can be assumed that  
a connection with prehistoric times was still present,  
which shows an important connection with animals. The 
animal was uncontrollable, so it was deified. Later, man tamed 
animals and became superior to them.
The division of areas into different residential areas of people 
also has its own history. The opposition between settlements 
and nature is already found in the Latin and Greek traditions, 
especially in the Middle Ages. In the Middle Ages and 
Renaissance periods, man retains the main position and is 
the dominant figure (Fig. 1.3.). In the Middle Ages, man is 
above nature, nature is depicted as dependent elements. 
During the Renaissance, nature became a background, but 
here we can see the separation of civilization and separation 
from nature. This period is dominated by religious-themed 
works depicting a virgin with a baby in her arms.
In the Middle Ages, forests were intensively used for practical 
social needs – forests were cut down, wood was needed 
for construction, shipbuilding and other economic activities  
[14; 39]. With the development of industry, changing wood 
to iron, later to steel, concrete, the need for forest resources 
decreased, but as the authors point out, this development 
also distanced man from nature. This utilitarian approach 
to the forest and the increasingly pronounced separation of 
civilization from the natural environment are also reflected 
in the analyzed paintings: nature is usually depicted as a 
resource subordinate to man or a secondary background. 
The human figure and plot dominate the compositions, and 
the landscape (including the forest) becomes a stage where 
human activity takes place, thus visually emphasizing the 
supremacy of man and the increasing distance from nature.
The analysis of selected paintings from the 17th–18th centuries 
show that during this period, the landscape in Western art 
established itself as an independent genre, closely related to 
broader historical changes. In the 17th century, the landscape 
was increasingly depicted as the main subject of the plot, 
and the human figure in the composition was reduced.  
The 17th century is also the time of man’s return to nature. 
In the 18th century, during the Enlightenment, with the 
strengthening of the tradition of landscape formation of 
estates and parks [33], nature began to be idealized in 
paintings: the forest and landscape were constructed as 
an aesthetic, recreational and emotional space.  Man is 

Fig. 2. Collage from paintings [created by the authors]
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no longer in the foreground - nature, the forest becomes  
a refuge, a place for recreation, it is idealized. This is reflected 
in compositions dominated by natural massifs, changes in 
light and atmosphere, and perspectives of depth, and man 
often became only an observer, traveler or vacationer, an 
experiencer of nature.
At the same time, the historically changed attitude towards 
childhood becomes evident in the paintings of the  
18th century: the ideal of the family is taking shape, childhood 
is increasingly perceived as a separate stage of development, 
associated with education, the formation of morality and 
the idea of “naturalness”. These cultural changes are also 
visible in the analyzed images: children begin to be depicted 
as independent participants in the natural space – playing, 
exploring, moving in the landscape, and their activities 
highlight a different, more direct and less socially constrained 
relationship with the environment than that of adults. In this 
way, against the background of the historical transformations 
of the 17th–18th centuries, the landscape in the paintings 
becomes not just a background, but a significant space of 
experience, and the figure of the child – an indicator of the 
intensity and nature of the connection with nature.
Although childhood as one of the stages of a child’s 
development appeared only in the 18th century, it can also 
be seen in the analysis of paintings, many authors in their 

works indicate the importance of childhood in creating  
a connection with nature [14; 18; 39; 43; 44; 49]. The authors 
suggest that exposure to nature in childhood leads to greater 
connectedness in adulthood. It is claimed that the connection 
between man and nature does not reflect the present, but 
the past. Research also shows that children who grew up 
in a rural environment had a greater connection to nature 
as adults [3]. Children are organically inclined to explore 
the environment, be interested in animals, plants, natural 
phenomena, therefore early interaction with nature helps to 
develop an emotional connection based on curiosity, a sense 
of security and dependent experience.
In the twentieth century, people again come to the fore,  
but a close connection with nature and the forest remains. 
During this period, art becomes symbolic, so natural 
elements often reflect the inner world of a human.  
Children are depicted as forest observers, researchers.  
The 21st century is the age of digitization when a person 
moves from the city to the digital world. Here you can feel the 
distance from nature, the forest. It becomes the background 
again. The industrial revolution shifted more and more people 
to the cities, which also affected the rhythm of people’s lives. 
In the past, man had to follow the rhythm of nature, now he 
can survive without it. His daily life is limited to his workplace 
and home.

Table 1. The chronological change in the relationship between man and nature  
and its reflection in the works of art (paintings) [created by the authors]
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Conclusions
The depiction of humans in natural landscapes in Western 
painting reflects the historically changing relationship 
between humans and nature – from the early bond of 
unity and dependence, through the anthropocentric 
domination and instrumentalization of nature, to the modern 
psychological detachment and symbolic perception of 
nature, in which the forest becomes an indicator of these 
changes. In early periods, nature was perceived as an 
integral and often sacrificed part of human life, while in later 
historical periods, under the influence of the anthropocentric 
worldview, the development of agriculture, industrialization, 
and technologization nature gradually became subordinated, 
aestheticized or instrumentally used. This sequence of change 
is clearly revealed not only in the themes of paintings, but 
also in the compositional structure: the scale of the human 
figure, its position in the landscape, and in the change of the 
role of nature.
In the prehistoric period, man was depicted as an integral 
part of nature – images of hunting and animals dominate in 
paintings, while nature is not separated from human activity. 
In the period of antiquity, man becomes the central figure of 
images, while nature takes on a structured but hierarchically 
subordinate position. Plants and landscape elements usually 
perform a symbolic or decorative function. In the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance, human dominance became even more 
established. Nature becomes the background of religious 
and social narratives. Civilization is separated from the wild 
environment. This period reflects the instrumentalization 
of nature. An important turning point occurs in the  
17th–18th centuries – nature begins to function as an 
independent aesthetic and emotional space. The landscape 
and forest are idealized, the human figure in compositions 
is reduced or recedes into the background. In the 19th to 
20th centuries, nature takes on an increasingly psychological 
and symbolic significance, and in the images of the  
21st century, a clear technological and urban separation from 
nature is revealed. Nature is often reduced to a background, 
fragment, or symbolic image, and the direct relationship with 
it disappears. Contemporary works reveal the fragmentation 
of the natural environment and the dominance of the city.
Conducted analysis of works of art helps us to understand 
that the human connection with nature is not a modern 
discourse, but a long-term part of human culture, which has 
changed along with social, religious, and urban changes. 
Artistic narratives reflect the values of society; therefore, 
their analysis provides an opportunity to understand how 
over time people’s experiences in nature changed and what 
cultural factors have led to strengthening or weakening of 
this connection and substantiate the importance of childhood 
for creating a connection with nature. Artistic narratives 
reflect and reinforce broader social trends: from nature as 
a natural environment to nature as a deficient experience. 
However, to understand the weakening of the human-nature 
connection in modern urbanized societies, it is necessary to 
pay attention to the fact that this connection is not a random 
or late-emerging phenomenon.
Results suggest that a positive relationship with nature is 
directly related to childhood, it is a critical period in which an 
emotional connection with nature is formed.  It is formed in 
early childhood, when the first direct sensations and contact 
with the external environment determine how a person will 
later understand nature and their place in it. The impact of 
nature experienced in childhood has a long-term significance 
for emotional and cognitive development, and early 
experiences often establish value attitudes that persist in 

adulthood. In modern urbanization, children’s everyday lives 
are increasingly moving away from natural environments, 
so the connection that used to form spontaneously now 
requires targeted support. It is this early connection that 
determines how a person will interpret nature in cultural 
and social systems, as well as how they will later behave in 
environmental contexts. The weakening of this connection 
may have consequences for the ecological future of society; 
therefore, its further study remains relevant and important. 
It is necessary to strengthen children’s daily contact with 
various natural elements and ensure that this contact is not 
only visual, but also experienced through movement, play, 
and exploration.
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Kopsavilkums
Šajā pētījumā aplūkota cilvēka un dabas savstarpējā saikne, 
īpašu uzmanību pievēršot bērnībai kā būtiskam tās veidošanās 
periodam. Balstoties uz līdzšinējo pētījumu atziņām, tiek uzsvērts, 
ka agrīnā bērnībā gūtā pieredze dabā nosaka ne tikai emocionālās 
saiknes veidošanos ar apkārtējo vidi, bet arī ilgtermiņā ietekmē 
cilvēka ekoloģisko apziņu un psiholoģisko labbūtību. Tomēr 
urbanizācijas procesi, bioloģiskās daudzveidības samazināšanās 
un dabisku teritoriju sarukšana pilsētvidē ierobežo iespējas ikdienā 
veidot un uzturēt saikni ar dabu. Tas aktualizē nepieciešamību 
izzināt šīs saiknes kultūrvēsturiskos un vizuālos pamatus. 
Lai izprastu cilvēka un dabas saiknes kultūrvēsturisko kontekstu, 
pētījumā veikta vēsturisko mākslas darbu vizuāli grafiskā analīze, 
pievēršoties tam, kā dažādos vēstures periodos attēlota daba, bērni 
un to savstarpējā mijiedarbība. Analizēti Eiropas mākslas darbi 
un citi vizuālie avoti, aptverot laikposmu no aizvēstures līdz 21. 
gadsimtam. Analīzes mērķis ir noteikt, kā dažādos vēstures periodos 
mainījies cilvēka un dabas attiecību vizuālais atspoguļojums, kādas 
sociokulturālās nozīmes šie attēlojumi ietver un kā tie atspoguļo 
plašākas pārmaiņas sabiedrībā. Papildus veikta zinātniskās literatūras 
analīze, lai izprastu cilvēka un dabas attiecību transformāciju dažādos 
vēsturiskajos periodos.
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