The relationship between human being’s and the material environment can be described as one that is kaleidoscopic. For over the course of human history, perceptions of our immediate surrounding landscapes have been shaped by a myriad of influencing factors. As defined by Tuan (1974), our ‘perception is both the response of the senses to external stimuli and purposeful activity in which certain phenomena are clearly registered’ (Tuan, 1974, p.4). Perception differs between entities, no matter of the scale of which it is observed. We all share common similarities and differences through individual perspective and attitudes, however, as illustrated by Tuan (1974, p.5) an individuals evaluation of the environment is unique as is the reality that he or she sees. It is our perceptions of landscapes and the forces that shape these perceptions that shall critically be explored and evaluated within this body of work. With reference to high quality academic literature as well as supporting evidence from a broad range of both landscape art, cognate materials and personal experiences. This paper shall consider what landscape means to the people who interact with it and what variables both internal and external affect this interaction. In particular this paper shall cover the concepts of both landscape, place and influences of landscape seen through the arts. 

Through the passage of time, the definition of landscape has seen variance change and evolution. Historically, landscape has referred to the immediate physical surroundings of one’s self, however, understandings illustrated by cultural geographers, artists, academics and authors to name but a few have transformed the term ‘landscape’ into a deeper phenomena. As explained by Wylie (2007), ‘landscape takes shape within the realms of human perception and imagination’ (Wylie, 2007, p.7), the connection we have between the ‘self and landscape are essentially enlaced and intertwined, in a ‘being-in-the-world’ that precedes and preconditions rationality and objectivity’ (Wylie, 2007, p.3). To put this simply, Muir (1999, p.115) notes that when we look at the surrounding environment, we individually encounter two separate landscapes. The first landscape, also known as a ‘real landscape’, is made up of the flora, fauna and the variety of physical features that is seen universally with the naked eye. The second, that is the perceived landscape, is made up of ‘sensed and remembered accounts and hypotheses about the real landscape. It is therefore, a selective impression of what the real landscape is like’ (Muir, 1999, p.115). However, our perceptions of landscape are in constant flux as they are an ‘expression of the dynamic interaction between natural and cultural forces’ (Antrop, 2005, p.22). As a result, these forces fashion the term landscape into two independent constructs: the cultural landscape and the natural landscape. Cultural landscapes as mentioned by Heijgen (2013), are seen as ‘landscapes which owe its appearance significantly to human action’ (Heijgen, 2013, p.28). ‘They provide scenic, economic, ecological, social, recreational, and educational opportunities helping communities to better understand themselves’ (The Cultural Landscape Foundation, 2022). On the contrary, a cultural landscape can represent the destructive evolution of humanity in which human activity necessitates ‘deforestation, the degradation of land, loss of biodiversity and pollution’ (Natural History Museum, 2019). Cultural landscapes have often been categorised into four separate landscape types: Vernacular Landscapes, Designed Landscapes, Ethnographic Landscapes and Historic Sites. They can also more commonly be referred to by the populous through descriptors such as ‘tended’, ‘manicured’, ‘neat’, ‘ordered’, or ‘formal’ to anchor its meaning’ (Colley et al, 2019, p.71). A natural landscape however, can be referred to as a landscape that is void of human influence containing natural vegetation, soil and wildlife such as ‘wetlands, forests and riparian landscapes’ (Antrop, 2005, p.27). These landscapes today could be seen as beautiful and picturesque through the ability to escape those landscapes that depict human settlement and action. Natural landscapes also possess the affordances to take part in certain recreational activities such as bird watching, rambling, camping and even conservatory activities. However there were times in which natural landscapes such as mountainous regions were ‘not only agriculturally intractable, they were also aesthetically repellent: it was felt that their irregular and gargantuan outlines upset the natural spirit-level of the mind’ (Macfarlane, 2003, p.15). There is still much debate today as to what is deemed as natural, studies show that ‘few areas of the world remain that can be characterized as having outstanding ecological integrity’ (Plumptre et al, 2021, p.8). This instinctively can cause us to question the term ‘Natural landscape’ and has led us to replace the term with alternatives such as ‘rural’ and to designate and protect certain landscapes such as Areas of Natural Beauty (AONB) and Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) to name but a few of the areas of land that hold an abundance of natural features. 

As mentioned previously, our perceptions of the places we encounter are exclusively unique to the individual. As a result of past experiences, some places might invoke positive feelings, bodily sensations, memories and meaning whereas for others a place might be interpreted as one that is hostile, uninhabitable and lacking in affordances to make effective use of. As a recent phenomenon the term ‘place’ can simply be referred to as ‘a particular location that has acquired a set of meanings and attachments’ (Cresswell, 2009, p. 1). This definition can be broken down to explain both our attachment to a place and the meaning that people attribute to certain environments. Place attachment can be referred to as ‘the extent to which an individual values or identifies with a particular environmental setting’ (Kyle et al, 2003, p.250), whereas place meaning can be seen as ‘the symbolic meanings that people ascribe to settings’ (Kudryavtsev, 2011, p.232). Similar to Wylie’s (2007, p.3) explanation to the connection self and landscapes share, the concept of ‘Place’ and our perceptions of landscape continuously link and intertwine with each other. Karjalainen (1986, p. 141) notes that ‘every place is a part of some landscape and, conversely, every landscape is part of some place’. However, ‘the concept of sense of place characterizes the complex connections people have with the environments they encounter, whereas landscape perceptions refer to the visual aspects and use value of the environment’ (Soini et al, 2012, p.124). Steadman (2003) explains that the changes to landscapes are significant to our sense of place as the landscape forms the base of our attachment, whilst studies taken place in the Norwegian Arctic show that residents who have a strong sense of place perceived their surroundings as pleasant and less affected by human impact (Kaltenborn, 1998). 

Whether or not we see a particular place or landscape as one that envokes a positive or negative relationship, it is possible to alter our perceptions through the notion of ‘placemaking’. As explained by Courage (2017), placemaking is an approach or a set of tools that can be used to bring society together to build and create positive changes to the places we live and visit. Placemaking can be achieved through a variety of different mediums, yet one in particular that Courage (2017) commends is through the use of story telling. As explained by Stewart (2008), the use of stories during outdoor environmental education programmes allow students to develop greater meanings and relationships to the natural world, they can in fact ‘change the way people think’ (Stewart, 2008, p.86). He notes how experiential experiences reveal different attitudes, values and behaviours creating stewards for the land, thus giving the individual a reason to perceive the landscape in a positively sustainable way. Without these stories and experiences, the landscape(s) can become ‘meaningless, featureless backdrops upon which new cultural and environmental injustices may be written’ (Stewart, 2008, p. 94). A prime example of the injustices that have been written across our landscapes can be shown through the writings of Rachel Carson. In a modern world that has seen the human population grow significantly along with a rise in industrial and technological advancements, Carson (1962) explains how a lack of respect, care and patience towards our agricultural landscape has resulted in the destruction and contamination of our natural environment. Through the use of chemical pesticides and other agricultural controllers, Carson (1962, p.15) notes how the actions made by those some 60 years ago would unlikely be condoned by future generations. For a long period it could be said that the influence these chemicals made on our perception of certain landscapes was somewhat beneficial, perhaps aiding the aesthetic beauty of the pastoral. However, the line between the pastoral and the picturesque may now be somewhat blurred as Carson’s writings become more and more topical in modern society. 

A dominating force that has continuously altered our perception of landscape lies within the arts. By illustrating beliefs, feelings and opinions through a multitude of creative mediums, the arts transport the observer into the mind of the creator inflicting imagery that has been conditioned by both political, cultural, social, gender and racial factors. Landscape art and it’s affiliated creative mediums was at it’s most relevant during the 18th and 19th century also known as the ‘Romantic Movement’. This movement gave birth to three separate landscapes: the Pastoral, the picturesque and the Sublime. As described by Ruff (2015, p.5) the pastoral landscape represents one that has been manicured by human kind, often presenting scenery that is peaceful, pleasant and appealing to the human eye. It is in his words ‘the perfect human setting for love and music, the locus amoenus, a place free from all jarring elements whether insects that bite or gaudy brash flowers – or in modern times, unwanted noise’ (Ruff, 2015, p.5). The picturesque offers similar benefits to the mind of the human, however, what the individual sees in this form of landscape is scenery that has been untouched by humans. As noted by Atchison et al (2000, p.35), the picturesque became a fashionable way of looking at the landscape in the eighteenth century. Influenced by Dutch landscape painters, many artists would imagine landscapes within their works that looked to escape agricultural and industrial improvements with preferences for the ‘asymmetric, for rough and rocky terrain, winding lanes, watercourses, shady trees, natural vegetation and a feeling for atmosphere’ (Atchison et al, 2000; Tuan, 1974). Coined by Edmund Burke, the sublime however refers to ‘a greatness beyond all possibility of calculation, measurement or imitation’ (Tate, 2022). The landscapes we observe show nature at it’s most menacing, yet what we perceive in these landscapes has an equally enchanting attraction. As explained by Bond (1965, p.568) in reference to Joseph Addison, when we look upon such hideous objects, we ‘consider them at the same time, as dreadful and harmless; so that the more frightful appearance they make, the greater is the pleasure we receive from the sense of our own safety’ (Bond, 1965, p.568). It is this interaction that we have with the sublime that has influenced many adventures, expeditions and ground-breaking stories. Climbers and mountaineers look at high Himalayan peaks as a climbing structure instead of a high altitude death trap whereas the men and women of the sea look at the great ferocious oceans to achieve distance and discovery. 

It is not just paintings that influence our perception of different landscapes. Authors, poets, musicians and directors use words, melody and motion picture to transport the reader into wild landscapes and the places that were once symbolic landmarks for past dwellers. Macfarlane (2007) notes how familiar coastal landmarks can be looked at from the sea; ‘the way that such a perspective can make the most homely coastline seem strange’ (Macfarlane, 2000, p. 193), whereas Shepherd (1977) allows you to view the geophysical reality of the Caingorms, looking at and observing its magnificent beauty from all angles. Some musicians use their platform to express a perception of the landscape that has been conditioned by societal and political hardships. For example when you listen to the Smiths, you think of the industrial north, the times in which political power was orchestrated by Thatcher, and the grey, overcrowded and polluted cityscapes of Manchester ‘In a river the colour of lead’, ‘A shoeless child on a swing’ (Morrissey, 1984). In films such as Trainspotting (1996), wild landscapes such as Rannoch Moore in which Macfarlane (2007, p.66) describes as one that ‘has a reputation for hostility at all times of year’ are shown to look bleak and baron with nothing but a lonely train station surrounded by an expanse of bog, loch and distant mountains. Yet to some, Rannoch Moore can be looked at as a place that is filled with beauty and adventure, a place that is known for rich wildlife and of course ‘a classic Scottish open canoe expedition’ (Glenmore Lodge, 2022).  

From a personal perspective, the landscapes I perceive have been influenced by a magnitude of different factors. From growing up as a kid in the Chiltern Hills to working and spending leisurely time in the city of London, I have become affiliated with both rural and urban landscapes. When I look at the urban city landscape, I possess feelings of disgust due to the abundance of pollution, ‘political intentions such as propaganda and indoctrination’ (Taylor et al, 2012), the constant urban ambience of traffic and human noise. However these perceptions are also complimented by the opportunity to experience an array of different cultures and processes. Every borough or district is unique from the punk inspired streets of Camden Town to the elegant borough of Chelsea and Kensington. The city also boasts an abundance of green parks and designated nature areas providing the city with it’s reputation for being one of the most Picturesque places in the world (Time Out, 2022). My hobbies and interests have shaped this mixed perception as the city has provided many experiences of watching live music to hanging out with friends who all live within the vicinity. Tuan (1974, p.93) notes how the term ‘Topophilia’ signifies the positive feelings one has towards a place, ‘because it is home, the locus of memories, and the means of gaining a livelihood’ (Tuan, 1974, p.93). Whereas Tilley (2017) notes that the term ‘Topophobia’ refers to ‘a fear or a loathing of places in which we feel insecure’ (Tilley, 2017, p.294). Yet as previously mentioned, Antrop (2005, p.22) explains that our feelings towards a place are in constant flux. Does this mean it’s possible to experience Topophilia and Topophobia in the same place? In regards to London, I believe it is definitely possible.

My perception of landscapes especially after moving to the south-western side of Wales has been moulded by the picturesque. As my interest and love for the outdoors has led me to undertaking a degree in outdoor adventure education, I have found myself visitng the hidden coves and beaches along the south and west coast as well as the Snowdonia and Brecon Beacon national parks to enjoy recreational activities such as mountaineering and wild camping. Issues of sustainability have also shaped my perception and in some ways I have found the transition between the south east of England to the south west of Wales to be very beneficial in noticing sustainable practices through the many green initiatives set up around the Welsh landscape. 

As highlighted previously, our perceptions of landscape are in constant flux as is the landscape itself. We are constantly introduced to new ideals, new cultures, reforms and influences that can change our view on a landscape that was once positive to a landscape that we turn our noses up too. This paper has looked to identify how these influences shape our perception whilst also providing an example of key terms and concepts such as Place and the artistic movement. 
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