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During this essay I have looked at the different opinion and views of what the term landscape means and what can affect people’s perceptions and views upon a landscape. I begin with discussing the various definitions and origins of the term landscape. From there I discuss concepts relating to opinions of how landscape should be interpreted and what it means, looking at various concepts of what landscape is, how people perceive it and how it why it can be important to someone, the materiel referenced come mainly from the studies carried out by Wylie (2007), Muir (1999) and Bourassa (1991). During and after my analysis of this work, I incorporate my own opinions and views that relate to these concepts. To conclude this essay, I summarise my findings, opinion of what landscape means and my view of the debate between the various concepts behind landscape.

The term landscape is a polysemy, the word can mean different things without its spelling being changed. In modern English, landscape is defined as: All the visible features of an area of land, often considered in terms of their aesthetic appeal (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018). In addition to this definition, there are definitions relating to landscape as a genre of art and an image representing natural scenery. Regardless of these defined meanings in dictionaries, the meaning of landscape has been debated for decades (Bourassa, 1991; Coones, 1985; Cosgrove, 1984; Ingold, 1993; Muir, 1999; Olwig, 2002, 2007; Tuan, 1979; Wylie, 2007). 

The term landscape is thought to originate from Germanic Languages, Waage (2012) found that the word has links to the Icelandic language in the form of the Icelandic saga’s. Waage (2012) discusses how the sagas include (written between 1200-1500) the word ‘Landsleg’, and how it was used to describe an area of land. It is apparent from this that the meaning of landscape has evolved greatly over the centuries and is far more complex nowadays because of social concepts such as using landscape to describe art forms.

Cosgrove notes that landscape was adopted by Dutch artists in the 1600’s to describe their images of natural scenery (1984). Which could be seen as being closely linked to original meaning of the word, a view a land that is natural. However, Cosgrove (1984) also notes that the widespread definition “a view of natural scenery” only came into use in 1725. This suggests that the Icelanders and other cultures may have used the term landscape purely for describing the environment.

Wylie’s (2007) book titled Landscape, analysed several authors opinions and work based on landscape. When evaluating the perspectives of the meaning of landscape, Wylie (2007, pg20-50) discusses how Sauer (1963), saw landscape as a combination of physical material forms and objects, that we experience with all of our senses. Sauer (1963) did not reserve landscape for just natural areas but also areas that were subject to human modification, claiming that it was a cultural entity as much as geography itself. This perspective would mean that landscape is not a social construction but a way of describing the world that we live in.

Hoskins (1985) view on landscape links with Sauer, in the aspect of looking at Urban and natural landscapes. However, Hoskins view of landscape is more a construction of his mind that has been influenced by his Historian background.  Wylie (2007) notes how Hoskins, (1985) broke landscape up through historical timeframes. For example, the landscape in England during the time of the Romans would be different to the time of the Normans (regardless of whether the physical landscape has changed). Although this perspective views landscape as a physical thing, it could imply that socially constructed ideas break up and change the landscape without changing the physical aspects.  The hills and mountains may still be the same, but because a different government or people are in control of the social order, the landscape is different. 

Hoskins (1985) and Sauer’s (1963) perspectives are described as ‘Outsider’ views by Wylie (2007). Meaning that their perceptions are based on the viewing the physical world from afar, unlike Jackson’s (1984) view which is based upon the idea that we are participants of the landscape, not spectators (Wylie, 2007). Jackson (1984) saw the landscape as something that cultural groups manipulated and modified in order to survive and created a lasting society (Wylie, 2007). This suggests that although Jackson saw the landscape as a physical thing that humans live in, it can still be seen as a social construction, depending on whether the area is natural or man-made/manipulated. 

Bourassa (1991) mentions how environment may be better suited for landscape, but, found in his research that some claim that, environment is not synonymous with landscape. However, this was contradicted by Coones (1992), who regarded landscape as an imprecise and diverse term that, was associated with environment, region and locale. This is an example of how the argument over the meaning of landscape, is a matter of opinion and not based on any significant evidence that can be actually be proven. Muir (1999) wrote 

Going back to Bourassa (1991), he noted that landscape describes the perception of the environment, not the environment itself. This contradicts Jackson’s theory of landscape, environment would fit with the theory that landscape is the physical world we live and participate in. Bourassa (1991), goes on discuss how the environment is not landscape until it is perceived. This suggests that an area of land that is not being looked at by humans is not a landscape. Looking back to the definition of landscape, some would claim this is correct, as it states that ‘an area of visible land’ (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018). The environment can only be perceived if someone is there to view it.

To perceive something results in a perspective, landscape is no different. Common knowledge allows us to understand that people’s perspectives are often different. It is claimed that a group of people looking at a landscape will all have different views and perspectives of what is within the landscape, how it makes them feel, what they like or dislike about it and so on (Meinig, 1979; Tuan, 1979). 

Friess and Jazeel (2016) give example of how the description of landscape can differ from person to person, stating how a landscape ecologist may describe landscape as a spatial pattern or configuration of different ecosystems and the connections between them. However, Dutch artists in the 1600’s would describe landscape as a view of natural scenery. This also links with Brookfield (1969), Meinig (1979) and Tuan (1979), all of which are discussed by Muir (1999, pg. 115 – 145), all three describe how a person’s perspective of a landscape is determined by what is in their mind and what they choose to see. 

I can relate personally to these theories, with visits to Snowdonia National Park. Snowdonia is possibly my favourite place in the UK. On several occasions I have taken friends to this area to hike, mountaineer and rock climb, and during each of these trips my perception of the area has changed and I have noticed new things. The area has become a familiar place to me, somewhere I feel comfortable and at home. My friends have told me their perceptions, and they are almost always completely different to mine. I have had friends who have described the Llanberis pass as gloomy, depressing and desolate, whereas I myself would describe it as rugged, exciting and colourful (If you look closely, Slate includes a lot of purples). This is a prime example of how what is in a person’s mind can influence their perspective of a landscape. 

Aesthetic appreciation of a landscape, suggests that someone is looking at a landscape as an image, not be immersed within the landscape and as a result separate from it. Viewing the environment as an image, is the definition given to landscape by art, which disconnects us from the environment. However. being disconnected from the environment that we live in is a false perception of reality. The only way a person can truly be disconnected from a landscape is when the landscape is in the form of art, for instance, a painting or a photograph. Yet some claim that a person is not within the landscape if they are viewing it. I refuse this theory because of a simple thought process that I will explain in the next paragraph.
Person A, is stood on mountain A looking across the landscape at mountain B. Person B, is stood on mountain C looking at mountain A and B. Some would claim that person A is not part of the landscape they are looking at, yet person A is a part of the landscape that person B is looking at and is therefore in the landscape. In my opinion, this simple thought process destroys the validity of the argument of what landscape is. Regardless I am sure that someone would find a way of questioning it and creating more theories of why landscape is not the just the world we live in. 

Rewinding back to perspectives of landscape. If landscape is a perception of the environment that is either in front or surrounding a person, this contradicts the concept that the term landscape is a disconnected image or reality. If our perception of landscape is determined by a person personal experiences, cultural upbringing, occupation, age, fitness, education and so on, landscape is therefore a part of us as much as our bodies. If a climber and a writer were to look at the same mountainous landscape they would see the same physical features, but they may look at these features in different ways. The climber may see the use of the landscape as something totally different to the write, yet the landscape would still have the same physical features. The landscape does not change because of your personal perspective, people see different uses and appreciate different aspects of landscapes.

If you accept that landscape is merely a way of describing the land/environment for its physical aspects, and not affected or determined by personal views and assumption, the landscape can be considered to be disconnected from us to a certain degree. If our own perspectives do not alter the landscape, then landscape can be regarded as existing independently and separated of humans.  However, we can never truly be totally disconnected from the landscape because it is the environment and world that we live.

Heritage and culture can have a huge impact of how people see, use, talk and modify the landscape. For example, a Christian may see the landscape of Jerusalem (or another holy place connected to Christianity) and feel spiritually connected and appreciative of it for the reason that they are Christian, yet a landscape in a different country that shares similar physical appearances and aesthetics, may not bring the same connected feelings. 

“Different cultures in different times and places have employed or defined the senses differently and their associated concepts of reality. Therefore, a sensuous geography cannot just describe the experience of the senses and their role in the constitution of geographical experience, it must also consider more fundamental questions about the nature of person-environment relationships and what constitutes a geographical reality for a given society (or culture) at a given moment in time and space.”
(Rodaway, 1994).

As I said at the start of this essay, I believe the term landscape to be a polysemy word that has several different meanings. All the views and opinions that I have researched I feel have validity in their own way, even though some contradict others. The argument that landscape is a term to describe a view or area of land (rural or urban) as an image that disconnects the viewer from the landscape, has as much legitimacy as using landscape to describe the physical environment that we live in. In the same way, the concept that our perspectives of landscape are dependent of culture, religion, heritage, education etc, has as much validity as the theory that perceptions are based solely on the physical features that are viewed and that everyone sees the same thing. 

In my personal opinion, I feel that this argument is frivolous and brings no substantial benefit to anyone. Every side of the argument is linked to one of the several definitions of landscape in the dictionary. Which leads me to question why all of these authors have spent considerable amounts of time writing about these theories and concepts, and yet never being able to find a definitive answer for the question, ‘what is Landscape?’. 

The term landscape is a social construction, as it is a word that was created by humans. The concept of landscape being used to describe images and views of natural or urban scenery is also a social construction. However, the subject matter of the term landscape is the environment, which although has and can be manipulated and modified (landscaping) by humans, is not a social construction. 
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