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VISUAL CULTURE

Expanding Our Circle 
of Compassion: 

Compassion Arts
BY MARY HOLMES

According to their website, “Compassion Arts Festival is an annual project of Compassion Arts, an 
all-volunteer grassroots arts and education collective for exploring our connection with all life, and 
expanding our circle of compassion. The festival’s mission is to provide a platform for sharing ways 
that creativity can be an instrument for deepening our understanding of, and respect for, other 
animals and nature.” The 2021 Festival took place in November, and was inspired by the themes of 
The Ten Trusts, by Jane Goodall and Marc Bekoff. Each of the 2021 festival’s virtual events represented 
one of the Ten Trusts. The virtual art exhibit was based on the Fifth Trust – Be Wise Stewards of Life on 
Earth. To quote Jane Goodall, “There is a lot that we can do, each in our own way. We must not lose 
hope, we must not give up. Above all, we must share what we have learned, encourage our friends to 
help in this most vital task--the stewardship of the Earth.”

L.A. Watson, The Roadside Memorial Project—Rabbit, Reflective road sign installation consisting of plywood, reflective tape, wood, 
bolts, Size varied, 2013.
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The Fifth Trust Exhibit website states, “As artists whose 
work focuses on a critical representation of animal life and 
nature there is a lot we can do to ‘be wise stewards of life on 
earth.’ We have made a conscious choice to create work that 
is more-than-human and in doing so we blur the boundaries, 
confront uncertainty and embrace unexpected outcomes. 
Often the more we learn the more it propels us, the more it 
becomes integral to our work. How as human artists, can we 
imagine and connect with the creative lives of other animal 
beings without hierarchy, without sentimentality? There 
are new progressive shifts in ideologies that are chipping 
away at the false dichotomies that have long separated us 
from them. We may not know what it is like to be a pig, a 
caterpillar or a pigeon, but we know that it is like something. 
Sentience lives in all of us.” The virtual exhibit features the 
work of fifteen artists:

•	 Linda Brant

•	 Lee Deigaard

•	 Patricia Denys

•	 Alise Eastgate

•	 Kathryn Eddy

•	 Karen Fiorito

•	 Erica Gajewski

•	 Suzy González

•	 Isa Leshko

•	 Jane O’Hara

•	 Janell O’Rourke

•	 Colleen Plumb

•	 Linnea Ryshke

•	 L.A. Watson

•	 Gretchen Woodman

We interviewed curators Jane O’Hara and Janell O’Rourke 
for some background about the exhibit, and Ellie Sarty, 
Founder and Director of Compassion Arts. Jane O’Hara is a 
painter and curator living in Providence, RI. Her curatorial 
projects exist alongside her studio practice with focus on 
issues relating to animals’ disparate experience in society. 
Using surrealism she creates a narrative in her work to point 
out how the animal condition poses a duality - animals 
raised in captivity at odds with the casting of human traits 
on our pampered pets. Janell O’Rourke is an interdisciplinary 
artist who works in the field of critical animal studies. 
Through art making, she explores the mechanisms of 
unwarranted prejudices that objectify other animals and 
our relationships with them. As an eco-feminist artist, she 
recognizes non-human animal subjectivity and values 
diverse and non-hierarchal modes of being in the world. 
Ellie Sarty is an animal advocate and music artist. The three 
women have worked together before.

Sarty remarked that, because of the pandemic, the 2020 
was the first time the festival became a virtual event; not 
only was this year’s virtual but 2022 will be. The Fifth Trust 
exhibit came into being according to O’Rourke when, “Ellie 
asked Jane and I if we would like to co-curate and participate 
as artists in an online art exhibition for this year’s festival 
based on the book: The Ten Trusts by Jane Goodall and Marc 
Beckoff; we selected The Fifth Trust: Be Wise Stewards of Life 
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on Earth as our focal point. We want people from all walks 
of life to be able to make a connection while looking at the 
exhibition. It’s not a vegan show, it’s much, much more than 
that, it’s an opportunity to engage with visionary artists 
who think about their place in the more-than human world.” 
O’Hara added, “Our role as curators was to feature a group of 
committed artists whose work involves speaking for animals. 
Last year became the first virtual festival, as we all isolated 
in our homes due to the pandemic.… When Janell and I 
took this on, finding artists, designing the website, planning 
an opening event, I kept thinking of the advantages. These 
artists are spread out over the country. An opening could 
have visitors, and participants from anywhere – and did – 
and the Fifth Trust exhibition is accessible at any time. All 
you need is a Wi-Fi connection.”

Sarty chooses a theme for each year’s festival. “Since 
everything is volunteer, people’s level of involvement 

is different based on what they are able to do. This year 
was more complicated because there were 12 programs 
based on exploring The Ten Trusts (inspired by the book 
The Ten Trusts: What We Must Do To Care For The Animals We 
Love by Jane Goodall & Marc Bekoff ). The different festival 
events were overseen by the individual program hosts 
for each Trust event, and then I put it all together.” O’Hara 
commented on the choice of themes, “I think using the 
Ten Trusts to set guidelines for the many aspects of animal 
compassion and the arts was kind of brilliant! The Fifth Trust: 
Be Wise Stewards of Life on Earth seemed an interesting way 
to feature a group of artists and create a paradigm to work 
with.”

When asked how the work was chosen, O’Rourke 
responded, “Our artist choices were egalitarian in nature, 
each one of these artists can stand alone with her work. 
We felt that The Fifth Trust could function as an inspiration 

to the artists for their statements, but Jane and I made the 
selections based on materiality, style and process of the 
artwork in relation to the many thoughts of how art can 
educate through a visual language that is unique; artwork 
that would also collaborate and create a dialogue between 
the works.” O’Hara added, “My hope is that people will now 
spend some time with the exhibition, go to each artist’s 
page to look at the artwork, expand the images, read the 
text on their pieces and their statements and if interested go 
to their websites with inquiries and to learn more. There is a 
guest book as well so we hope visitors will comment on the 
exhibition and see what others have written.”

Sarty concluded with her vision for the future of 
Compassion Arts. “There are several long-term goals for 
Compassion Arts, but the first is to use the next few years to 
transition to become a small online non-profit institute with 
year-round exhibits, programs, workshops, performances 

and special presenters.
“As part of making this change towards becoming an 

online institute, starting 2022 the annual Compassion Arts 
Festival will only present original works from Compassion 
Arts or co-partnered projects, and it will also host two 
kinds of ‘artists in residence’ programs that will be featured 
in the festival - one for a guest artist, as a platform for an 
established person or group in the arts using their work 
for advocacy, and the other as a resource of support for 
an emerging animal advocate artist seeking to develop an 
original  project.” Animal Culture looks forward to following 
Compassion Arts’ continued success!

For more information on Compassion Arts, go to:  
compassionarts.org

For more information on the Festival, go to:  
compassionarts.org/compassion-arts-festival

Karen Fiorito, Disappearing Bees, 2019, 3 Monoprints (Triptych), 10” x 12” each, 2019.

Isa Lesko, Pot Belly Pig, Age 12 from Allowed to Grow Old, Archival 
pigment print, Image size: 9” x 9”, Paper size: 11” x 14”, 2011.

The Fifth Trust promo card.

http://www.compassionarts.org/
http://www.compassionarts.org/compassion-arts-festival
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Kathryn Eddy, From the Farm to a 
Grocery Store Near You, variable size, 
sculpey clay with acrylic paint, 2013.

We try to share victories for animals whenever possible; many 
times in this feature we are exhorting you to do your part, partic-
ularly by contacting your elected representatives to vote for or 
against certain animal-related legislation. Today we would like to 
share a victory that has evolved in the UK over the past year. 

You may be aware of a small portion of this victory. The 
United Kingdom, is amending its Animal Welfare (Sentience) Bill 
to recognize octopuses, crabs, lobsters, and other similar sea 
creatures as sentient beings. This was first announced in May 
of 2021, but this is just the tip of the iceberg. The UK is making 
great strides towards animal welfare on multiple fronts. But let’s 
start with a little more information about this small section of 
the bill. The government of the United Kingdom commissioned 
a study by the renowned LSE (London School of Economics and 
Political Science). Its purpose was to review hundreds of existing 
scientific studies on two groups of sea creatures – decapod 
crustaceans, which include crabs, shrimp, and lobsters; and 
cephalopod mollusks, which include octopuses, squid, nautilus, 
and cuttlefish. After a five-year review, LSE lead researcher Dr. 
Johnathan Birch stated, “I’m pleased to see the government im-
plementing a central recommendation of my team’s report. After 
reviewing over 300 scientific studies, we concluded that cepha-
lopod molluscs and decapod crustaceans should be regarded as 
sentient, and should therefore be included within the scope of 
animal welfare law.

“The amendment will also help remove a major inconsisten-
cy: octopuses and other cephalopods have been protected in 
science for years, but have not received any protection outside 
science until now. One way the UK can lead on animal welfare is 
by protecting these invertebrate animals that humans have often 
completely disregarded.”

This determination of sentience means that these creatures’ 
welfare will have to be considered in any future UK policy deci-
sions with which they might be affected. 

The bottom line, however, is that existing legislation and 
industry practices will not be affected by this law. “This means 
that common methods such as declawing, nicking, eyestalk 
ablation, the sale of live crustaceans to untrained handlers, and 
extreme slaughter methods such as live boiling without stunning 
will remain legal, despite recognition of these animals’ sentience.” 
Needless to say, the same researchers are now calling for these 
practices to be outlawed. 

In a press release dated November 19th of this year, Animal 
Welfare Minister Lord Zac Goldsmith further stated, “The UK has 
always led the way on animal welfare and our Action Plan for 
Animal Welfare goes even further by setting out our plans to 
bring in some of the strongest protections in the world for pets, 
livestock and wild animals. The Animal Welfare Sentience Bill 
provides a crucial assurance that animal wellbeing is rightly con-
sidered when developing new laws. The science is now clear that 
decapods and cephalopods can feel pain and therefore it is only 
right they are covered by this vital piece of legislation.

“The Bill, when it becomes law, will establish an Animal 
Sentience Committee made up of experts from within the field. 

They will be able to issue reports on how well government deci-
sions have taken account of the welfare of sentient animals with 
Ministers needing to respond to Parliament.”

In the foreword to the Action Plan for Animal Welfare, The Rt 
Hon George Eustice MP, Secretary of State for the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs states, “Our manifesto was clear that high 
standards of animal welfare are one of the hallmarks of a civilised 
society. We have a long tradition of protecting animals and that 
will continue – and we will continue to support such efforts 
overseas.” He adds that Brexit has given the UK an opportunity to 
do things better. 

The Plan will address five major issues:

1.  An expert committee on animal sentience will 
report on government decisions, holding ministers 
accountable for animal welfare in policy making. We 
will apply new higher maximum penalties for animal 
cruelty and introduce a new system of penalty fines 
for people who are cruel to animals. 

2.   We will ensure our high animal welfare standards are 
not compromised in our trade negotiations. We will 
use our position as a global leader for international 
advocacy on animal welfare to forge new relation-
ships with our trading partners and other nations 
across the globe to promote high animal welfare. 

3.  We will protect and enhance animal welfare for 
farm animals by ending the export of live animals 
for slaughter and fattening. We will consult on 
how labelling can be reformed to make it easier for 
consumers to purchase food that aligns with their 
welfare values. We will support livestock farmers fi-
nancially via our ‘Animal Health and Welfare Pathway,’ 
and ensure effective powers are available to tackle 
‘livestock worrying’ – knowing the trauma that at-
tacks on livestock can inflict. Alongside this work we 
will introduce other reforms to improve farm welfare, 
including examining the use of cages for laying hens 
and farrowing crates for pigs. 

4.  We recognise how important pets and sporting ani-
mals are to people’s lives and will tackle the trade in 
puppy smuggling, crack down on pet theft and take 
forward other reforms in this area. 

5.  We will increase protections for kept wild animals by 
ending the low-welfare practice of keeping primates 
as pets, improving standards in zoos, and enhancing 
conservation. 

 
Although this plan falls short of what animal advocates the 

world over would like to see, it is certainly moving us in the 
right direction. We applaud the UK for its ongoing efforts for the 
non-human among us.

As a final note, recent polls in the UK have shown that 85% of 
those polled favored the abolition of factory farming.

IN THE NEWS




