
Landscape plays a big part in how people live their lives, it can influence a person’s profession, how they enjoy their leisure time and can even have an impact on their health. But is it the landscape that does this or how people perceive it? This essay will critically evaluate the assertation that landscape is a social construction by evaluating historical interpretation, theoretical responses and academic material.

The history of a landscape is important to how people perceive it as a landscape will have changed throughout history as different cultures and civilizations settled there, as highlighted by Heijgen (2013) stating “we should not just accept the way we look at the landscape now without considering our historic and cultural background.” (Heijgen, 2013) This is an accurate statement as even though a person may have a particular view and understanding of a landscape in the present, for the landscape to get to that point it would have been historical events. This is further highlighted in the work of Williams (2019) in the statement.

“Place has a present, a past and a future. It is certainly evident all around us today. In fact I would dare to suggest there is not a river, cave, hill, forest or mountain in the UK that does not display evidence of recent human endeavor in and around its specific location.” (Williams, 2019)

The Hay Wain by Constable gives a view of the English Landscape, Cottages in a Welsh Landscape by Kyffin Williams could be seen as being typical of the Welsh Landscape whereas the Monarch of the Glen by Sir Edwin Landseer might be many people’s image of Scotland. Each of these views of a national landscape taps into images that we have learnt the meaning of, for example, it’s difficult to know if we understand The Hay Wain as an artefact in itself or as the archetypal image of the English countryside that other landscapes images refer to. Kyffin William’s cottages are charming stone buildings on a rocky hill and the fact that hill farming is hard, grinding work made all the harder by poor soil, harsh weather and its remote nature. Landseer’s image is a romanticised view of Scotland that is constantly referred to in advertising and often used to sell shortbread. Some scholars equate landscape with physical environment irrespective of human presence, others hold the opposite view, that human involvement is what distinguishes landscape from environment.

The word “landscape” was first printed in English in 1603 (University of Chicago, Theory of Media, Keywords Glossary) and originated in Dutch, German and Old Norse, and is linked to the development of landscape painting as a genre.  Central to the genre is the idea of an observed view.  In common with many words “landscape” has been applied to many scenarios and today we are familiar with phrases like political landscape, industrial landscape and cultural landscape, all terms referring to observable, identifiable aspects of the scene before us. How you react to the landscape very much depends on your perception. The European Landscape Convention (2000) defines ‘landscape’ as an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.


Bird (2002) refers to three perspectives on the “High Bridge” in Stillwater, Minnesota. Each person knows the bridge and is aware of its history but gives three differing perspectives depending on the aspects that make most sense to them.  Bird is showing us how each respondent “sees” the bridge differently its physical aspects remain unchanged but how they are “perceived” varies. 
“the High Bridge has a story, a narrative that brings this place to life and that gives identity both to the place itself and to the people who tell the tale” (Bird, 2002)

Bird (2002) suggests that the narrative that a place has is key to the way we respond to, and interpret, it. Many people dream of retiring to the seaside. Is this because they objectively prefer that landscape to all others or is it because the costal landscape in inextricably woven together with memories of holidays and happiness? 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.
Gonzalez (2005) discusses the contradictory feelings that places can give rise to. She discusses the feelings that housewives might experience regarding their homes.  At varying times “the home is a space of both creation and recreation for the woman; fortress, a place of seclusion, prison, a place of conflict” (Gonzalez, 2005), The home engenders these emotions because of the women’s relationship to it as an extension of their place in society. Denied the opportunity to work the home necessarily becomes the place where women can express their creativity but equally feeling trapped by their role as housewife, the home becomes an albatross about their necks, constantly requiring tidying and never achieving the ideal that is aimed for.  The physical qualities of the home do not change but the relationship to those qualities varies according to the way that they are perceived. Thus, the places that we go on holiday are not associated with all the tedious and stressful aspects of our ordinary day-to-day life. We don’t have to go to work, pay the mortgage, do our homework and so on. The pressures of day-to-day life colours our response to the domestic landscape but does not affect our response to the coastal landscape.
In the work of Heijgen (2013), the historical development of a western perspective on landscape is outlined. The paper asserts that in prehistory landscape has function, it is a good place to live, offering resources and protection and is also part of the ritual of existence marked by earthworks like burial mounds and megaliths. In antiquity, in Greek (and ultimately Roman) philosophy, landscape is seen as something meant to serve humans that achieves its highest expression when “civilised and tamed” by man. As invaders, Roman use of the land in its occupied territories was mainly focussed on military and trade imperatives giving rise to features like Hadrians Wall and Offa’s Dyke. By the Middle Ages, following the fall of the Roman Empire, large parts of Europe became “uncultivated” ,  and wild nature was seen as chaos where “demonic” creatures roamed.  In contrast, the divine was ordered and safe “therefore monastery’s had the duty to cultivate the godless wilderness and transform it into a paradise on earth”. With the increase in urbanisation the Renaissance period heralds a time where the natural landscape is seen as a thing of beauty which provides a place beyond convention where one can find oneself or resist political domination. At this point in the individual and his perspective or viewpoint became the defining characteristic of “landscape”.  By the 1700s and the Age of Enlightenment, order and symmetry and an analytical approach caused many to believe that a managed and ordered landscape was again the highest ideal, but this rationalism was countered by the Romantic ideal by the late 1700s and into the Victorian era which saw a focus simply on order as a partial expression of the human spirit. Romanticism championed emotion, intuition and imagination and centred on the ideas of Beautiful, Picturesque and Sublime. The Beautiful is a landscape either suited to or modified to suit a prosperous mankind. The Picturesque is less managed and more “rough” but still accessible where the Sublime is the “ultimate demonstration of the power and handiwork of God” and forbidding to mankind who, nevertheless, seek to test itself against this challenging landscape.

By the Modern Age and the 19th and 20th centuries, the Western landscape is an “ecological system”. Advances in science showed the coherence in nature and an understanding that natural systems affect that world that we experience. In our current century a very individual perspective has evolved where it is recognised that.

Every person and every group perceive a landscape in its own way, assigns its own meanings to it, and produces its own representation of this landscape. This new cultural approach focussed on landscape as a social construct: each individual, group and society construct their own image of the landscape, depending on their own past and social context

Where Islam, sharing the same root as Judaism and Christianity “puts the children of Adam above all others”, other cultures have not evolved a concept of the landscape akin to our own. The Aboriginals believe that the landscape bears the life force of existence and forms a sacred unity with humans and nature, whilst Hinduism also celebrates the interconnectedness of man and the natural world celebrating all life and holding it to be sacred.

Today we are products both of our philosophical and cultural history, but we also have the advantage of exposure to and understanding of differing religious, philosophical, cultural and scientific perspectives.  For example, industrialisation in the west is now understood from a postindustrial standpoint.  The Dust Bowl of America in the 1930s was a period of severe drought marked by huge (100m wide) dust storms that literally remade the landscape before people’s eyes.  People were encouraged to colonise the plains of America but did so with an imperfect understanding of the landscape, which had always been prone to periods of drought. The settlers, used to the more humid eastern conditions, began to farm in a way that suited a different landscape and when faced with falling crop prices, due to the Depression, began to adopt aggressive farming techniques and technologies that greatly worsened soil erosion when drought worsened.  Soil was literally blown from one place to another drifting against fences, buildings and machinery and radically altering the rural landscape. The failure of thousands of farms lead to mass migration as families sought work.  People had chosen to live in a physical landscape in a way that did not acknowledge and understand it and external economic forces combined with weather conditions caused people to move to other landscapes leaving the marks of their endeavours to be reclaimed by nature.

Our own “green and pleasant land” has also been largely created by farming and land husbandry.  The practice of Enclosure, consolidating pockets of land that might have been in common ownership, into larger, maintained and managed spaces has created the familiar patchwork of green fields that many associate with Britain. This rural landscape or “idyll” as captured by Constable in “The Hay Wain” belies the work that goes in to creating and maintaining it.  The view that “The Hay Wain” presents is a curated one generated in the artist’s studio from studies captured over many years.  The National Gallery’s in depth description of “The Hay Wain” highlights that Constable’s

“determination to capture the rural Suffolk landscape of his boyhood in these monumental paintings must in part have been due to a sense that this way of life was changing due to rapid industrialisation – the factories, steam power and locomotives that appear in works by his contemporaries, such as Turner, are absent from Constable’s paintings.”

In Constable’s painting the workers scythe the hay by hand in a traditional manner. We don’t know whether this view of landscape would have been improved from the workers’ point of view by a machine that took away the need for such back-breaking work.

Constable’s desire to preserve a landscape, all be it in an artistic sense, might be an expression of the Prospect-Refuge Theory developed by Appelton and outlined in the work of Kaymaz (2012). The theory “proposes that human beings experience pleasure and satisfaction with landscapes that respond to their biological needs”.  The scene of “The Hay Wain” is one that Constable grew up with and represents a place that nurtures, protects and sustains him. Alternatively, the “Biophilia Hypothesis” Wilson (1984) posits “that human beings have an inherent need for connection with their natural environment and with the other forms of life within” so that Constables’s desire to preserve his home is an emotional response to the natural environment felt by hunter gatherers the world over, especially if that natural environment is a threatened by “progress”.  J.R.R. Tolkien had a similar perspective, the Shire that he preserves in The Lord of the Rings is the literary equivalent of The Hay Wain. The Shire is beautiful and inhabited by people with a strong connection with nature and little interest in or patience for machines.

As industrialisation has grown and developed many have seen their connection to nature and the natural eroded.  The landscape of  South Wales Valleys is scarred by the remnants of industrialisation in the form of mining and steel working in terms of slag heaps, inclines for transport and runs of cottages in seemingly nonsensical places.  Where dirt and grime of the pits might have created a physical landscape that many found aesthetically unpleasant, others might focus on the cultural landscape of close knit, vibrant communities united by shared experiences and be predisposed to remember the landscape fondly a further example of topophilia.  Today the slag heaps have be managed and rehabilitated, seeded and rewilded to provide a new landscape to be exploited by nature and sometimes by the leisure industry.  Wales has many mountain biking opportunities that have appropriated a scarred landscape to provide opportunities for tourism, employment, and the chance to engage with nature.  The Dare Valley Country Park, for example, is built on land reclaimed from over a century of mining and is home to walks, bike tracks and a camp site. The new landscape affords and range of possibilities for leisure for a more affluent, postindustrial society.

Our attitudes and perceptions of landscape are constantly evolving as is the landscape itself. There are few places that are wholly untouched by humanity and realistically the landscape has shaped us as much as we have shaped it.  The sort of ribbon development that followed rivers now follows motorways as lines of communication and transport.  Where natural features like mountains used to control and manage our building, ring roads built in the 1960s and 70s now need to be replaced to allow for development and change. Today our attitude to the world around us is coloured by all the ideas and knowledge that have gone before and our increasing awareness and understanding of the ideas of different cultures and ideologies.  We have a much greater understanding of the “fallout” created by the unthinking use of our landscape. The impact of deforestation on Carbon concentration and species endangerment is now understood even at a primary school level.  We need to be careful not to muddle the environment and landscape, however our physical environment is shaped by many forces natural and man-made but our attitude to it is conceptual and therefore a construct. Many people desire a deeper connection to nature either because it is inherent within them as hunter gathers, or because it is a place where they feel protected or nurtured or because it is the ideal that they need to experience and be challenged by, where they can escape and be themselves.  Others may still long for “progress” all the conveniences and opportunities afforded to the developed world and might take a short term view about the implications of modifying and altering the view from their window in order to control the chaos outside.
 
In conclusion, the assertation that landscape is a social construction is true as landscape does not really exist, it is a concept.  The physical environment exists but the view that successive cultures have of it changes in response to beliefs, experience and knowledge. The Maori tribes of New Zealand consider many features of the landscape as taonga or treasures as outlined by Carr (2004). A tourist may experience the same features but without the same cultural perspective cannot experience the taonga in the same way.  We in the west may envy the Maori connection to their environment but cannot experience the same as we have not their life experience… we cannot un-learn or un-experience the varying landscape perspectives that we have grown up with.  There are many projects to preserve the landscape for posterity, but care should be taken that we are not trying to preserve our view of what the world should look like rather than preventing the environment from being damaged to the extent that the landscape cannot continue to evolve and develop for future cultures. 
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