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Critically evaluate the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construction.  

Landscape can be defined as “All the visible features of an area of land, often considered in terms of their aesthetic appeal.” (Oxford dictionaries, 2018), these areas can vary from person to person, if you were to ask a person to describe a landscape their answers will vary, from lakes, mountain ranges to stretch of beaches or rolling valleys. Landscapes are seen of areas of natural beauty; Clark (1991, p. 231) suggests that there is an inherent link between our perceptions of beauty and landscape, within English context if you were to ask someone what they mean by beauty they may begin to describe a lake surrounded by mountains a forest filled with wild flowers or a empty beach with calm flat water. These connections with these areas may come from cultural, spiritual or where they have come from leading to individuals having a deferent connection with certain landscapes. This connection with landscape and places is also know as sense of place, which Wattchow and Brown (2011) suggest that place as a concept is to do with how an individual experience and develop a sense of connection and or attachment to a certain landscape or area. It provides a sense of security and familiarity that people then associates with and creates a connection over time, when interacting more with the landscapes such as living of the land people begin to create a greater connection with the land and the need to conserve and protect. 

 There comes an inherent and picturesque beauty, and mankind since the begging of time have prized certain landscapes and terrain. Aitchison et, al. (2000) suggests that if landscape is a cultural construct, framed by nature and there for contemplation through the actual environment or through pictures and literature, then there is a clear association between artistic representation, the landscape appreciation and the other  form of enjoyment and consumption which is tourism. The artistic representation of landscape and tourism have always had a symbiotic relationship leading back the Romantic period which is described as the heyday of tourism inspired by artistic representation, and masses of people would flock to the mountains, lakes and water falls, in search of that picturesque image and scenery, which they may have seen in paintings or has be described to them. This ties back into work done by Clark (1991) which suggests that nature embodies beauty and is set apart from us as modern human beings and is depicted through art, which is now considered simplistic and innocent in its disregard for the ideological implication of landscape. 

But however this idea did not come from Clark, it initially came from the philosopher Edmund Burke some 200 years prior, who’s work was attempting to devise landscape as an aesthetic within his developing work of the beautiful and sublime. This work attempted to explain our need and desire for recreation within nature and natural scenery in terms of a physiological response. This work was done around the same time as another philosopher by the name of Jean-Jacques Rousseau first started his work on the relationship between nature and human kind, which later developed into his work on the healing powers which came from nature and the peace that came from leaving behind the chaos and noises of society. 

The work done and the ideas the proposed began to gain interest and the popularity of landscape painting increased as a means for the redemptive powers of nature may be enjoyed and experienced, these pieces of work seem to also spur the viewers to visit the areas depicted like the work done by Gilpin (1786).  This philosophy of the Picturesque was one of framing the landscape and some times literally framing the landscape in Claude glass, this process of framing the landscape would heighten the experience and concentrate and individuals gaze (Bell 1993). This caused an increase in the views of leisure and tourism within a landscape and made that much more accessible by the advancements in transportation, which also gave way to explaining the visual appeal of landscape.  This later on led to the Romantic Movement, which was to have a lasting impact on the way that landscape was perceived in the long run. 

The Romantic Movement led to a shift from artistic and philosophical values from the rational and more towards the understanding of the superiority and the supremacy of nature as an acting force for people. He believes that only through returning to nature and to the natural state would allow humans to ensure true happiness and fulfilment (Grimsley, 1973). The philological underpinning of Romanticism and values of the human response to landscape became a fashion statement, framed and pushed by the socio-cultural context in which it lied in.  Despite the efforts of philosophers who tried to establish the nature and origins of the bond between the conscious and its natural surroundings (Cosgrove, 1984 p.17), but more recently it has been explained our aesthetic response to landscapes and what they represent are now rather seen in the sociological context. 

The long lasting argument that landscape is a social, cultural and historical context has been argued over the years and commentators in the recent years have closely linked idealisation and the creation of landscape aesthetic with the industrialisation, ownership and early changes in the land due to thing such as farming and mining (Bourassa, 1991).  Bourassa stated that once land was no longer a place for every day labour such as farming and mining, it was then subject to the manipulation by artists and the tie between land and its users became severed with the development of industrialisation, the idea of landscape then came up. In other words it became possible for people to disconnect themselves from the land and in turn it could then be viewed as a ‘landscape’. It is described as the process of land to landscape as the countryside ideal, which grew in interest in the middle classes, which Bunce (1994) describes as ‘armchair countryside’.

Cosgrove (1984, p.15) argues that landscape is a social construction and sees it as a class based way of how individuals see the world, it is an idealistic concept and it represents the way in which certain classes of people see the world and signified themselves and their connection and relationship with nature and its use as a social role and their respect for nature. In work done by others its described as the power memory has on landscape and how important it is in shaping the land, This is very personalised and contextual and can change from person to person, but also can be a collective of memories reaching back for into the past into people heritage and their traditions that they have developed through history. Work done by Appleton (1996) look at the perspective of landscape as it social construction but he focuses on more on the behavioural theory to explain the premise of inherited traditions. This work looks at explaining the affinity and the desire for certain landscapes he calls this the ‘refugee theory’. This connects our basic human need for shelter and a vantage point for preference in a landscape and representation of land, therefore and idealistic landscape would provide shelter such as on a hilltop with views to the far horizon. This works links with other theorists, who’s works look into the beauty and the sublime, seek to explain that people have been preconditioned and physical responses to certain landscapes but mainly in Appleton’s work the physical aspect has become deeply embedded with in the cultural background.

Some individuals who see a landscape will sometimes shape and manipulate the landscape to fit to their idealistic image and in a way to fit their needs. Examples of this are Australian Aboriginals truly understanding the land where they have come from for generations where as the European settlers that came across to Australia were unfamiliar with the nature of the landscape the unpredictable rainfall, rivers drying up or flowing inland, and trees which lost their bark instead of their leaves (Carter, 1987). The European settlers instead of adapting their cultural understanding of the way the land worked and learn how to read the landscape, decided to adapt and transform the landscape around their understanding of nature, and example of this is the change of Australia’s largest river system the Murray River has been manipulated and transformed from its unpredictable nature, to being predictable and reliable through the use of man made constructions (Sinclair, 2001).

 This is a prime example of the social manipulation of land to create an idealistic landscape that is perceived by the large majority of people, another example of this again in Australia where families and whole communities where removed and relocated such as their schools, their hospitals and their family homes which they had lived in for year and in turn were destroyed. To create space to build motorways and shopping malls, destroying the landscape and shaping it into something new destroying the previous landscape that meant so much to the families and communities prior. Those who came and settled in Australia (non-aboriginals) cannot fully appreciate and understand the land and the nature, and struggle to build and develop a more ecological sustainable culture, without paying attention to the collective histories of the indigenous people and their relationship with the land and the landscapes surrounding them (Carroll, 1992).

The heritage can more mainly be seen through old buildings and historical landmarks such as monuments or architecture, our relationship to our can also be embodied in the landscape. These landscapes may demonstrate markings of our past civilisations, and symbolise our collective inheritance to a landscape and the natural environment such as heritage coasts. Landscapes in Britain will always have scars or marks of previous civilisations upon them, as the natural environment has been worked on and manipulated by the generations before us, leaving what remains of the previous generations, such as burial sites and agricultural grounds. These such landscapes which are rich in heritage and history are know as ‘associative or ‘cultural’ landscapes (Jacques 1995). This gives more credence that landscapes can have important historical meaning and natural areas and nature cannot just be purely focused on in the aesthetic manner but rather in the cultural association also. Thus landscapes and their cultural association are not a phenomena to be cornered off and totally preserved, what is most appealing about landscape is that it will change over time as it evolves. It can be read as the palimpsest, which is a text, which upon human kind has written their own soils contribution of their ancestors says Reed (1997, p. 12). This view of cultural landscapes is one that needs to be protected and conserved but agricultural, nature conservation; cultural conservation and landscapes architects will places different values on certain landscape features.

Personally, I value landscapes and areas I have a connection to they provide areas to go to when stressed and frustrated and provide a relaxing and almost calming feeling when within them. They provide areas or personal growth and place of heritage where one can feel connected to their ancestors, these areas can not only be enjoyed by simply viewing them from a distance but also can have an equal effect by placing yourself within the landscape and become a part of the landscape. When viewing a landscape it can be used for more than the aesthetic purposes of being viewed as something of beauty, but it call also be used to tell a story of the rich heritage and history within the land with scars and marks of past agricultural advancements and the industrialisation of the United Kingdom over the years. These landscapes and theses scars are what ties us to our past and link us with our ancestors before us. Personally I can feel it when driving through the mining towns of the valleys and North Wales you see the deep embedded scars of the mining tracks and old quarries, which remind us of our past and inherently this now adds to the holistic beauty of the landscape and is desired and is then seen as rich in culture and history.

In conclusion as human kind we sought out the comfort and the beauty of nature, it has always been within our human nature to seek out and search for these desired landscapes as a way of tourism. Artists at the time saw and opportunity in this time to put across their artistic representation of landscape and its inherent beauty and it being picturesque, it became popular then within the middle class to go out and experience this new ‘landscape’ which they had now seen in photos are had described to them and with the advancements of technology gave way to the Romantic movement which sought out to understand the supremacy of nature as a guiding forced for human nature. We as humans have always strived for more and better understanding of what surrounds us making sense of the land around us, looking for a sense of being and how we experience that then develops further to our sense of place (Wattchow and Brown, 2011). 

So to conclude ‘landscape’ is a social construct, which we as humans have developed over the year, but there are many other factors, which come into play, ‘landscape’, is also a cultural and historical construct as can be seen by the deep scars and markings of our ruralisation, agriculturalization and industrialisation of our ancestors before us which simply add to the natural beauty and bring a rich heritage to the landscape, which we as humans are not only set apart from landscape but we are also a part of landscape at the same time as we are able to enjoy it from afar, but we are also leaving our marks on the landscapes to be seen by generations to come in the future.

Word count: 2,313 words.
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