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SOME RADICAL COMMENTS ON INTERPRETATION 
A LITTLE HERESY IS GOOD FOR THE SOUL 

By Kenneth Nyberg, Ph.D 
Assistant Professor of Sociology 

Texas A&M University 

Do not say, "Draw the curtain that 
I may see the painting." The curtain 
is the painting. 

- Nikos Kazantzakis 

In one of the more pretentious descriptions of environmental interpretation, Carr (1976) 
is reputed to have said that: 

not having an interpreter in a park is 
like inviting a guest to your house, 
opening the door, and then disappearing. 

Unlike Carr, I rather suspect that not having an interpreter in a park is more like re
turning to your own home and not having a salesman there waiting for you. Indeed, it 
is the essential thrust of my thesis that not only is environmental interpretation 
largely unnecessary, but significantly more likely to produce harm than benefit, as 
well. 

Introduction 

There is a considerable body of literature addressed to modes and means of "improving" 
environmental interpretation. Prior to this address, three distant colleagues have 
already added to this literature and others are sure to follow, What is not considered 
is the fundamental character of the phenomena itself, i.e. the more radical questions 
of "what is it, why is it, and what has accrued because of it?" 

As a beginning, I offer three short answers to these three short questions. The re
mainder of this presentation will elaborate these considerations. 

Regarding the first of these questions, i.e. what is environmental interpretation, it 
appears that the interpreter does three things: (1) the interpreter tells the audience 
what it already knows, or (2) the interpreter tells the audience what it does not want 
to know, or (3) the interpreter tells the audience more/less than it should know. The 
important thing to remember here is what will be elaborated upon later, i.e. that the 
interpreter is forever "telling" the environment to others. 
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