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Landscape and sustainable recreation: The forces and concepts that mould perceptions of landscape.

Jackson (1984, p.5) Describes landscape as a “space on the surface of the earth”. However, there are many forces and concepts that can mould an individual’s perception of a landscape. This essay will be analysing academic literature surrounding the history of the perception of landscape and the reasoning for the shifts in perception from era to era. As well as evaluating not only the physical transformation of the landscape, but the psychological shift that has altered certain cultures from the industrial period with the awe of the power of man (Larson, 1992), to a more romantic view of the natural world and the benefits that it can bring. Literature detailing aspects of perception that may not immediately spring to mind will be also be discussed. Landscape has the power to bring you back to a certain emotional state or memory purely by the presence of a certain sound, smell or other sense. I will be evaluating these points and comparing them to my own personal perception towards landscapes before finally concluding my final thoughts surrounding this subject area.

Menatti et al (2016) explains that the first use of the term landscape dates back to the 15th century. The word landscape simply means the shape of land and was originally thought of by the Danish. It was in the 16th-17th century that the term was directly associated with the representation of natural inland scenery. 
Early representation of landscape is described as the pictorial, visual and cultural perception of an individual and landscape was thought to be interpret by an individual’s specific artistic point of view. The term landscape is also a direct definition of a space that is in different cultures. 

Menatti et al (2016) explains that there are two predominant interpretations of landscape: cultural and natural. However, there are many forces that impact people’s interpretation of landscape. These interpretations are drawn from the affordances that an individual associates with different landscapes. These affordances can be conceptualised through a person’s emotion towards an environment. Tuan (1970) explains that we do not only interpret perceptions of landscape through vision alone, but through all senses of hearing, smell, taste and touch. These require a close connection to an individual’s environment through them spending time in a specific landscape. Personally, I feel connected to nature when there is a strong wind howling through the landscape of a rugged coastline. It reminds me of my first true feeling of connection to the natural world. I first experienced this when I began cliff jumping many years ago in the Blue Lagoon.
(National Trust, 2020) The Blue Lagoon of Abereiddy is a body of water located in Pembrokeshire, West Wales. The area is most known for its association with recreational water sports such as cliff jumping and coasteering. However, the area is also a historic landmark. The lagoon is actually an old slate quarry that was flooded and abandoned in 1910. Pembrokeshire was one of the main suppliers in the slate industry in the late 18th century. Work men would transport the slate over the tough, hilly terrain of the coastline to the neighbouring Porthgain harbour where it would be shipped off. When starting the walk over to the blue lagoon, an individual will notice ruins of old cottages. This was the accommodation for the workers on the quarry before they had to abandon Abereiddy as the area flooded due to a storm. 
“People’s relations with places are frequently saturated with emotions. For places, it is possible to have feelings and bonds similar to those that are established between people and equally ambivalent” (González, 2005, p.1). This area of landscape is close to my heart. It is here that I really fell in love with the outdoors. The smell of the salt in the ocean brings me nothing but joy and a sense of calm. Any anxieties that I feel are flushed away as I am being brought back to the memories I share with the untamed landscape and the sense of freedom and connection I feel. Stewart (2008) expresses the importance of history and place stating, “Stories about past activities and relationships with the land are a way of ascribing meaning to the natural world”. Had the blue lagoon of Abereiddy never have been abandoned and flooded, I may never have found my passion for the outdoors. 

González (2005) expresses the importance of emotion when discussing perception of place. These emotions can be categorised in two ways; topophilia and topophobia. Topophilia is when an individual feels a sense of comfort and pleasure from their environment. Topophobia is when one has emotions of discomfort and a sense of alienation from their environment. Gomez (2005) describes that certain feelings of topophobia can be associated with urban environments as this type of habitat can lead to a sense of enclosure and imprisonment. However, Adina et al (2011) suggest that topophilia can also be associated with urban environments. This is typically seen in members of society with higher incomes as they often benefit from higher standards of housing, easily accessible green space and close proximity to amenities. In contrast, people living in urban environments who experience topophobia are those who have a lower household income; living in areas of increased crime, poor quality of housing and are often marginalised due to their sexuality, race, gender, religion and class.

As Kluckhohn et al (1953) explains, culture guides individuals to conform to a group’s beliefs and standard. Culture’s vary in size, whether that be international, national or small communities. As culture is an intangible social construct, we interpret culture as a group or individual’s behaviour and interaction. In terms of landscape, a cultural landscape is one that has been moulded by man. Jackson (1984) explains that the terminology of landscape has evolved from the previous perspective of being an individual’s artistic interpretation, now becoming “a complex entity that is always synthetic: it is not a natural feature, but rather a synthetic space, a human-made system of spaces superimposed on the face of the land” (Menatti et al, 1984, p. 1). Burckhardt (1977) suggests that all cultures have a tendency to change or destroy nature in attempts survive. In the modern world, this can be represented through modern industrialised urban culture. Larson (1992) suggests, no matter the culture that individuals are grouped in, everyone is impacted. As an example, indigenous tribes may not understand much about urbanised areas, they are still directly impacted through exploitation of land and international agreements. An example of this can be seen in Furtwangler’s (1997) writing of Chief Seattle’s speech towards white settlers invading his land in their wish to urbanise the area. Chief Seattle was a native American warrior and chief of the Duwamish Tribe. After years of fighting off white settlers, he was fighting a losing battle. In the 1850’s, Seattle delivered a speech to the white settlers. The true speech has been lost through years of different interpretation however, the precedent remains the same. Seattle talks about the harmony in which his people lived with the landscape and all fauna and flora within. He expresses the confusion he feels towards the white settlers and their want to buy the land, yet how can you buy or sell the sky, the rivers or the land. Seattle expresses to the settlers that should they take this land they must remember to treat it with the same respect that his people have. Due to the speech, Seattle managed to negotiate a relatively peaceful relation with the settlers and the area of land was named after Chief Seattle. This coincides with Larson’s (1992) belief that there is a lack of ethics when the industrialized world meets the natural world.

According to Larsen (1992), until the mid-18th century, industrialisation and urbanisation (areas such as London and Paris) was envisioned as a representation of both man and nature working together. People in this time believed that the city was an essential form of nature, the damage caused through urbanising the area was of no great concern as people believed that this was God’s will. However, As Kluckhohn (1953) explains, this is a man over nature perception to the landscape. In this era, the natural environment was not seen by western civilisations as something they should respect and work harmoniously to preserve, but as a resource for their perceived social needs.; housing, commerce and transportation. From this point, nature was viewed as a source of materials and land for man’s urbanisation of the natural world. The concrete roads would act as a metaphor for the people living in the city, being a distinct barrier/gateway to the natural environment. 

As Smith (2010) states “Nature is the gift of God and it is a product of its own evolution” further explaining that landscape is the product of history whether intentionally designed or accidental. It is a process of learning; certain cultures are altering their motives to fit a more sustainable urbanised world where nature is viewed as not just an external entity where the landscape is viewed as a resource for mankind. As Smith (2010) suggests, from certain perspectives, we may not be witnessing an end to history, rather a beginning of geography. In first world developed areas of the world where there is a capitalist attitude, these beliefs have had to be reconsidered, with an emphasis on placing nature and space as the priority on certain political agendas. The emergence of industrial capitalism has altered visions and perceptions of nature to coincide with certain cultural beliefs of the modern era. This perception of nature can typically be viewed in two ways, the first being an awe of the accomplishment of mankind and the latter being a warning that we are going to far. The consumption of land and habitat has shown that it has detrimental impact on the natural world, this can be seen by global warming, species extinction and a lack of empathy to our planet to name a few. 

As Kelly (2007) explains, Paintings and drawing from eras ago depict the landscape as being a place we should fear, the vast open landscape of difficult terrain, life threatening conditions and presence of predators led to a potential sense of disconnection to the natural environment. 
However, in the 19th century (with the movement of romanticism) artists started to portray the landscape in a different light. Gone were the days of portraying a harsh environment that we should fear as artist portrayed the landscape as “representing a natural relationship between man, God and nature” (Kelly, 2007, p.5). 

As Lothian (1999) explains, Landscape aesthetics are viewed as two paradigms. The first being the objective or physical paradigm. This is when a person see’s the landscape primarily as a landform. Typical individuals/groups that are more likely to have this perception of landscape geographers and botanists. These types of occupation primarily require the individual to judge a landscape off of its landscape quality e.g. soil type, rock formation and vegetation. The second paradigm is known as the subjectivist or psychological paradigm. This perception of landscape would view landscape quality as down to individual’s perceptions formed by their experiences, associations and any emotions they feel. For instance, a musician listening to the sounds of the wind howling through a forest land with the river flowing in the background for their inspiration.

“The classical philosophers all regarded aesthetics as a physical attribute” Lothian (1999, p.181), in other words, they typically view the world through the objective paradigm. Spending countless hours theorising a subject, they still tend not to analyse the deeper undertones of the topic that they have worked on. It is in the same way in which a surfer may view the surface of the ocean, looking at the different sets barrelling their way to the shoreline, they may not comprehend the journey that the wave has taken to reach this point. Philosophers struggled to portray their work through a subjective format due to their intangible nature.
During the 19th century there was an advancement in the perception of aesthetics, this was done through the use of poetry. In this era, poets were able to portray what philosophers could not. Poets were emphasising their emotion over classic order. The landscape was portrayed as being the ideology of beauty and freedom, with poets expressing the subjective rather than objective view of the landscape. Bertram (2020) explains that Jean-Jacques Rousseau was philosopher who took a romantic approach to philosophy of landscape and would alter the course of philosophy to this day. Rousseau had a negative perception towards philosophy as Rousseau believed philosophers portrayed a sense of alienation towards humanities desire for compassion and disapproval of those who did not conform to societal norms. Rousseau believed in freedom and emphasised this in his work, showing a romantic view towards nature and writing about subjective perspectives surround the healing properties of nature. As Lothian (1999), This change of philosophy led to an influx of tourism to natural landscapes. With more people chasing solitude and showing appreciation to different forms of landscape through exploration. 

This change of philosophy brings me back to my time spent volunteering with the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park. The park ranger and I would walk groups of people to an area of the coastline. Once here, we would ask the group if they would like to hypothetically build a house on the cliff overlooking the ocean and what sort of house they would build. Every member of the group would say that they would build on this area should they have the opportunity. Should the movement of romanticism never have arrived and the portrayal and perception to fear the natural environment was still felt by most individuals (Kelly, 2007), the members of this groups may never have wished to have built upon this area

To conclude, there is no simple explanation of a person’s perception of landscape. There are many factors that mould this personal perspective, from the place in which you were raised, to the values that you hold. I believe that one of the most crucial factors that form these perspectives is due to the culture in which one is raised. Topophilia can be experienced in all manner of landscape, however, they may not derive from the same affordances. People having a sense of topophilia in an urban environment may feel this way due to the ease of living through access to amenities. This could be described as having an objective view of the landscape through using the land as a resource. Whereas individual who sense topophilia in a natural environment may feel so through more of a subjective outlook, through feeling more connected to the natural world and a sense of belonging. Neither of these is a correct way of thinking as it is solely down to perception, whilst people understand that the old-fashioned era of industrialisation is unsustainable, there is a shift to make these areas eco-friendlier. The urbanised world is truly remarkable in its own right. How we have evolved and developed over millennia to change the history of the earths landscape forever is admirable for our species. With a greater sense of connection to the natural world now more than ever, the future of man and landscape will hopefully be able to thrive harmoniously.
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