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Introduction

Do we hold nature in our hands?
Does nature hold us in her hands? 
Is mankind something better due to his 
power of reason?
Do we act in a self-destructive way?
How do we want to shape the future?
Can we change our perspective?
Are humans worth more than animals?
Are we able to think unconventionally?

Can we be enchanted?

Is our curiosity aroused by the unknown?
What do we really need?
Do we have the capacity to question what is 
familiar to us?

We can form nature, use it, despise it, 
admire it, investigate it, hurt it …

By building a relationship with nature, 
recognising its treasure, seeing it as a part 
of us, we can better understand the need to 
take care of it. 

The fact we are so embedded in ‘network 
nature’ surely leads to active and respon-
sible actions that will ensure life on earth 
into the future. 
This exhibition shows how and where this 
relationship can develop; it shows the sheer 
variety of species in Austria today and the 
opportunities that nature offers us. It also 
reveals how easily we can be thrown off 
 balance. 
It shows us what we can learn from others 
involved in nature conservation, embolden-
ing us to reflect on our own actions, letting 
us discover through play the consequences 
that follow certain decisions. 
It encourages us to take nature in our hands 
– to protect it. 
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Room 1

In fairy tales we walk hand in hand with 
nature. The boundaries blur between 
nature and culture, 

between man and creature, 

between dream and reality. 

We live through death and rebirth, 
light and shadow, 
enchantment and disenchantment, 
we are bound up with the
cosmos, plants and animals, 
and hope for a happy ending. 

Fairy tales remove the barriers between 
humans and the world around them. Plants, 
animals and stones can talk, interact with 
us and each other as if it were normal. One 
can turn into the shape of other. Some-
times we’re young, sometime old again, 
time and place no longer obey rational-
ity. And so a different kind of familiarity 

with our surroundings emerges, where we 
see all around us more precisely, and can 
feel the consequences of our actions more 
 immediately. 

The narrated fairy tale concerns three king’s 
sons, an ugly toad, the  transformation  
into a beautiful woman, and a troublesome 
curse. Narrated by Susi Stach

→ Room installation  
by Uli Vonbank-Schedler  
‘The toad is dead – long live the toad!’

Room 2

→ Step into the world of a toad and  
let yourself be turned into one! 

Exhibition views Photos: Universalmuseum Joanneum/J.J. Kucek



Room 3

The familiar needs protecting, 
The hidden discovering, 
The surprising finding, 
And the stranger befriending. 

The miracle of nature’s diversity:

We are amazed to see how varied nature is. 
It has been investigated systematically for 
more than 250 years, and some two mil-
lion species of  animal, fungus and plant 
have been recorded so far. But that is not 
everything by any means! Estimates assume 
that worldwide there exist between five 
and twenty million species, while some 
estimates are over 100 million. In Aus-
tria, which is thoroughly investigated, live 
some 70,000 species – our treasure trove 
of nature, which can be admired in the 
 Treasure Chamber. 

Yet no species lasts forever. The  extinction 
of species due to natural disasters has 
occurred several times throughout earth’s 
history. And in the present a similar event 

is underway. Man is responsible for this, 
man having changed the earth in a very 
short time. Most likely, never have so many 
 species died out in such a short period of 
time. This is happening in Austria too – 
mostly because the habitats of endangered 
organisms are shrinking. You can see some 
of them in this room. 

The advance in technology has rapidly and 
extensively changed our eco-systems over 
the last fifty years. Natural habitats are 
being decimated worldwide, caused by the 
growing human need for food, water, wood, 
oil and other raw materials. Globalisation 
and global warming have led to the removal 
and spreading of non-domestic species. 

Do we need functional eco-systems?
Nature functions as all-round provider of 
our human needs: it supplies us with food 
and water, raw material and healing plants. 
It provides oxygen, regulates the tem-
perature and water balance, and filters out 
harmful substances. What’s more, it houses 
an  abundance of animal and plant species, 

giving us aesthetic pleasure, as well as rest 
and leisure opportunities. All this is gath-
ered under the umbrella term, ‘eco-system 
services’. 
As a rule, the more species a habitat con-
tains, the more services it can fulfil. 
Besides, nature is also able to renew itself 
continuously – but there are limits to what 
it can take!
The strains imposed on our environment 
have led to a fall in the services’ perfor-
mance. Careful, sustainable treatment 
of natural resources is still considered a 
‘luxury’ that is all too willingly sacrificed to 
economic interests. Yet even from an eco-
nomic viewpoint it is clear that:

We can afford to protect nature, but not to 
destroy it. 

In the ‘Treasure Chamber – Miracle of 
Nature’s Diversity’ several hundred  species 
of Austria are shown on splendid  photos on 
50 monitors. Some 70,000 different  species 
live in Austria. Our natural treasure, which 
we have to preserve. 

→ The game ‘Explore the threat to 
 species’ presents various domestic ani-
mal, plant and fungi species. Their way of 
 living is briefly presented. Are these  species 
endangered by human actions? And if so, 
what are the causes of this threat? The 
game shows the current state of Austrian 
species. 

→ At the ‘Precious and worth knowing – 
eco-system game’ computer station, you 
can find out everything about the amazing 
achievements of nature that benefit us all. 
Examples include soil structure, provision 
of water, wood growth and pollination. 
Eight symbols stand for important functions 
of our natural environment. They are acti-
vated by drawing over the barcode scanner. 

Photos: Universalmuseum Joanneum/J.J. KucekExhibition views



‘I find the fritillaries in 
Großsteinbach so 
pretty, that’s why I dug 
a few out and planted 
them in my garden.’ 
(Nature lover, Weiz)

‘As our fellow-creatures, 
animals must be protected 
from torture and pain 
through treatment that is 
in harmony with nature 
and respectful.’ (Extract 
from party programme*)
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‘The continual resistance and 
objections on the part of nature 
conservationists block the 
urgently required expansion of ski 
resorts.’ (Tourism expert, Ennstal) 

'I would prefer my children to 
discover nature through a guided 
tour with a national park ranger 
than that they dull their minds 
sitting behind the console.’ 
(Single mother, Vienna)

‘What really counts is that 
the national park has 
doubled the number of 
overnight stays in our 
place!’ (Hotelier, Salzburg) 

‘Protecting nature 
simply means a 
lovely, cared-for 
landscape for our 
guests. We don’t 
need a nature 
reserve for this.’ 
(Tourism manager, 
east Styria) 
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‘As a city-dweller, I can 
manage perfectly well 
without any nature, and 
so I don’t need any 
nature protection.’ 
(Computer programmer, 
Graz)
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‘The fragmentation of 
habitats is perhaps a 
problem, but I’m not 
going to walk to work 
because of a few toads.’ 
(Commuter, Kindberg)
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‘If I don’t grab a 
plastic bag, my 
influence reaches 
as far as the 
smallest fish in the 
ocean.’ (Student, 
Graz)

‘By shopping in an aware way, 
I support the preservation of 
old sorts of fruit and 
vegetable.’ (Housewife, 
St. Lorenzen)

‘It’s a scandal that 
we’re not allowed to 
use all the forest paths 
with the mountain 
bike.’ (Sportsman, 
St. Radegund)

‘Wind turbines destroy a 
few migratory birds, it’s 
true, but still better than 
nuclear power stations.’ 
(Worker, Graz)
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‘Farmers are the only real conservationists because 
without us Styria would long since have been 
wilderness.’ (Chamber official, Ennstal) 

FARMER

Organic

‘If the maintenance of 
unproductive meadows is 
of no value to society, then 
we just leave it to grow 
wild.’ (Farmer, Murtal) 

‘We would like to do 
without soya feed, 
as we are aware of 
the deforestation of 
the rain forest. But 
due to the situation 
on the world 
market, we cannot 
afford to do so.’ 
(Organic farmer, 
Leibnitz) 
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‘Where our sheep 
graze on the 
slope, many more 
varieties of plants 
grow.’ (Sheep 
farmer, Naas) 

Income

‘The reason for us being a 
farm without livestock is 
that it simply no longer 
pays!’ (Organic farmer, 
Bad Blumau)
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Conventional Land management agreements
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Freedom

‘While it is 
necessary to place 
particularly 
precious natural 
areas under 
absolute protection 
so to preserve 
them, preservation 
of nature may not 
focus all its energy 
on that.’ (Extract 
from party 
programme*)

‘The protection of 
nature and 
animals is part of 
our solidarity- 
based concept of 
society.’ (Extract 
from party 
programme*) 

‘The contradiction of 
economy vs. environ-
ment is only an 
apparent one. The 
economy is becoming 
ecology’s strongest 
weapon.’ (Extract from 
party programme*) 

‘Our understanding 
of responsibility for 
creation extends 
beyond the present.’ 
(Extract from party 
programme*)
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„Ausgang --> 
Handlungsraum“

‘The cure for cancer could be 
found in the genetic code of 
an as-yet undiscovered plant.’ 
(Scientist, Graz) 

‘For sure trees have no 
soul, but as firewood 
they warm my soul.’ 
(Employee, Bruck an 
der Mur)

‘Every living creature has worth 
in itself, which neither has to be 
argued about nor calculated.’ 
(Pensioner, Stainz)

Room 4

‘Paths are created by walking them’
Franz Kafka

How nature-friendly are you?
Every day we make decisions that impact 
nature and nature conservation, whether 
directly or indirectly. These decisions differ 
greatly depending on whether they concern 
our job, education, social background etc. 
Current research findings confirm that close 
contact with nature as a child fosters under-
standing and involvement in protecting 
nature later on. How about you?

→ In various roles – as a consumer, politi-
cian, tourist, farmer or conservationist – 
you can walk along the paths depicted on 
the floor, and it’s for you to decide which 
way to go when you reach a fork.

Photo: Universalmuseum Joanneum/J.J. KucekExhibition view



Room 5

Our actions today
impact on the future of our habitat. 
Can and do we want to act?
There are people who show us what  
we can do!

Decisions in nature conservation mean 
weighing up from many angles and assess-
ing the effects on nature and mankind. 
Actions mean turning decisions into reality. 
Three examples of conserving nature – the 
National Park, the Nature Park and Natura 
2000 – show ways we can act and the 
effects of doing so. 

Natura 2000
Protects selected animals, plants and 
 habitats throughout Europe, regardless  
of borders. 
This network of protected areas is one  
of a kind throughout the world. 
Styria has 42 Natura 2000 areas. 

Nature Parks
protect cultural landscapes. 
Here people create, work and live.
Protecting nature is the basis for  tourism, 
agriculture and education, as well as 
 fuelling sustainable developments. 
Styria has seven Nature Parks. 

National Parks
Here wilderness remains untouched. 
Nature develops simply. 
Man is an observer. 
Styria has the Gesäuse National Park. 

→ At the ‘nature learning’ computer 
 station you can explore the abundance of 
species in the Nature Parks and the Gesäuse 
National Park by means of 40 ‘ultimate’ 
questions. The Styrian Nature Park guides 
and rangers are available with advice and 
fun facts. 

→ At the interactive station called ‘nature 
conservation works’, it’s all about  solving 
day-to-day issues with the aid of nature 

preservation tools. By applying them, you 
can get to know the broad spectrum of  
tools used for the conservation of nature, 
and see how they work. For example, 
where does it make sense to set up a 
National Park?  
How can we prevent rare orchids from 
being dug up?

→ In the Gesäuse National Park, wilder-
ness is conveyed to visitors, and explored. 
At the ‘Gesäuse National Park’ computer 
 station, impressive videos and in particular 
the technology of interpreting nature give 
us a hint of wilderness. 

→ At the ‘Get to know conservationists’ 
computer station, some 20 environmen-
talists from Styria introduce themselves, 
explaining where the focus of their work 
lies. The spectrum ranges from administra-
tion and management of the conservation 
area, associations and farmers, through 
to researchers. The most fascinating 
 question of all: why do you work in nature 
 conservation?

The role of museums in protecting 
nature:
The natural history collections in the 
 Universalmuseum Joanneum form the 
 Province of Styria’s memory in scientific-
cultural terms. For more than 200 years, 
natural produce as well as objects of 
nature have been collected, preserved and 
researched here, and made available to 
society. Every object in a natural history 
collection is provided with precise find-
ings data. This represents an irreplaceable 
document of the period. The significance 
of a ‘nature treasure trove’ of this kind is 
multi-layered. If the collection was main-
tained continuously, it offers information 
on inventory changes in species, but also 

in habitats that can take place over many 
decades, and especially in times of ongoing 
destruction of the environment. Museum 
collections are referred to when the concern 
is for assessing a decline in species – such 
as with the so-called red lists, or the regu-
lations for the protection of nature. Only 
when we know what still existed hundreds 
of years ago can we correctly classify the 
current state of many species. Another 
important  function of museum collections 
is in the area of  taxonomy, which means the 
science of describing, naming and classify-
ing  living things. Without taxonomy there 
cannot exist any preservation of nature, for 
we can only protect what we know. 

→ In the sand table, you can form your own 
cultural landscape from kinetic sand. 

→ At the rowing station called ‘2 minutes 
to 12’, it’s about paddling in pairs in a boat 
as much as possible in the same rhythm, 
 moving through the wetlands. The better 
you are at helping each other, i.e. the more 
in sync and the faster you paddle, the more 
such endangered animal and plant species 
in Styria can be saved. 

→ The puzzle ‘Cheerful colours need time’ 
shows clearly that a meagre, bright meadow 
can change into a high-yielding meadow 
that is poor in species within just 6 years by 
means of fertiliser and frequent mowing. In 
contrast, it needs some 20 years to return 
the meadow to a state rich in species.

Photo: Universalmuseum Joanneum/J.J. KucekExhibition View



Room 6

We always decide and act. 
We cannot not act. 

If we do something, side-effects are 
 inevitable. 
Yet action is necessary!
→ Here you can display ideas on the  
theme of ‘nature in human hands’,
by designing the tracing paper and  
getting specific!

More than ever, nature lies in our hands!
More than ever, we lie in nature’s hands!
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