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Evaluate critically the forces that shape our perception of landscape.
In this essay I will be discussing what landscape means to the people who interact with it, how internal and external variables to the individual or group affect this interaction and why landscape matters to me. The first part will discuss what landscape is and the history behind it. The second part will look at factors that  influence the perception of landscape and will be split such; “How does the individual influence their own perception of landscape?”, “How does the Government influence the perception of landscape?” and “How does the wider society influence the perception of landscape?”. The final section will be a brief account of how my background and where I grew up may influence my perception of landscape followed by a conclusion. 

What is Landscape
Oxford Dictionary defines landscape as “all the visible features of an area of land, often considered in terms of their aesthetic appeal” (Oxford Dictionary, 2022). According to Scatena (2017 p.41) the “act of perceiving concerns the awareness of a reality considered external to the subject”. Going by these definitions the perception of landscape is the awareness of all the features of an area of land, including its aesthetic appeal. Landscape is a word that has many connotations. To many people, landscape is physical geography. It is also the cultural perception of that physical content, the “description of the particular formation of the earth which holds relevance for its residents” (Pohl and byland, 1990 p.113). This perception of the features of a land would once have been crucial to survival however it is now merely a “Nicety rather than a necessity” (Falk, 2016 p.2). There is an increasing area of study concerned with the “consistent positive response of humans to certain landscape elements and their arrangements” (IGI Global, 2022) called landscape preference. landscape preference formation is an essential, commonplace way of “engaging one's surroundings to find significance and satisfaction in them” (Lewis, 2010 p.216). Landscape is however very subjective. This is evident in the very origin of the word. Landscape come from the German word “Landschaft” (Muir, 1999, p.2). The word Landschaft has several meaning in german and this adds to the confusion in the interpretation of landscape. 
There are however more specific terms available. For example a cultural landscape is a landscape that has been changed in some way by people. This can be through the animals they tend to,  the buildings they create and the plants they grow. (National Geographic, 2022). The World Heritage Committee of the United Nations Economic, Social, and Cultural Organisation (better known as UNESCO) defines these cultural landscape in three ways; The first is a clearly defined landscape designed and created intentionally by man. The second type of cultural landscape is an organically evolved landscape (National Geographic, 2022). This type of landscape is where the spiritual, economic, and cultural significance of an area is developed alongside its physical characteristics. The last type of cultural landscape is an associative cultural landscape (National Geographic, 2022). This is very similar to the previous landscape without the evidence of human interaction with the land. 
History of land scape
Heijen (2013 p.14) states that “Landscape had two main functions during prehistoric times: functional and ritual”. Most of the settlements during this time found on “environmental gradients”.  This would allow them to “optimally profit from the available natural resources without putting too much effort in it” (Heijen, 2013 p.15). The perception of the landscape at the time was to provide for humans, be it safety, food or a place of worship.

After the fall of the Roman Empire European culture thought that the world existed of “numerous dark and man hostile powers, such as demons” (Heijen, 2013 p.17). This led to wild uncultivated landscapes being associated with chaos where demons roamed and it was the monastery’s duty to “cultivate the godless wilderness and transform it into paradise” (Heijen, 2013 p.17). 

This view carried on into the Renaissance. Here, approaches towards aesthetics that were previously seen in ancient Rome and Greece returned with the movement “classicism” (Kaymaz, 2012 p.154). In a period where “beauty was strongly associated with symmetry proportion and order” (Kaymaz, 2012 p.154), the urban landscape was portrayed as “beautiful and aesthetic and the rugged and untamed wild was shunned upon”.

This perception of landscape was again reinforced by the introduction of the enlightenment period. Here the people found the landscape “only beautiful when it is cultivated, and forests should be planted in perfect symmetry” (Heijen, 2013 p.18). As you can see for a long period of European history the wild became more and more detested. From this detest of untamed nature in search of beauty within nature spawned the romantic period. 

The romantic period was a shift in the perception of landscape where the visualisation of the “invisible unity of life” in which the “identity of humans, plants and animals” (Heijen, 2013 p.19) came together. The aesthetic thinker Edmund Burke recognised that the liveable landscape that can provide for the human species was indeed beautiful. He however posed that the less welcoming landscape that is inimical to humans with steep mountains with sharp edges were “Sublime”. It was this shift in perspective, where man went from being in-charge of taming nature, to being inextricably centred within it that led us to where we are today

From the eighteen hundreds on, with greater scientific understanding, landscape was seen as an “ecological system” (Heijen, 2013 p.20). Here there is “coherence between natural patterns and processes” and the approach towards landscape is very “holistic” (Heijen, 2013 p.20). There is now a drive to protect this ecological system. UNESCO for example strive for the “Protection of cultural landscapes” to “contribute to modern techniques of sustainable land-use” and  “maintain or enhance natural values in the landscape” (UNESCO, 2018). This modern perspective on protecting the land is a long way from where we started but it’s a big step in a positive direction. 

How does the individual influence their own perception of landscape?
Strang highlighted this best in 1997 when he said 

“Though they move through the same world, people see, understand, experience and value quite different things. They can walk around the same water, scuff the same dust and sit under the same trees, but they are not in the same place” (Strang, 1997, p. 4).
Here Strang is highlighting the fact that different people have different perspectives on the natural landscape. These perspectives are influenced by a myriad of internal and external forces. Some of these forces are;

Psychological Theories:
Landscape means different things to different people. This can be impacted by the different ways individuals perceive components that make up the landscape.  Gibson coined a The term “affordances” which are “possible actions which properties of an object allow or suggest for the observer”. For example a ladder affords climbing. Affordances are perceived directly and they are relative to the observer which means that a landscape can be perceived differently depending on the affordances an individual is likely to identify. For example if there are two people on a beach, one might perceive the affordances of the sand, such as building sand castles and sun bathing. On the other hand the other person might perceive sand to be a nuisance to clean and moves on to the affordances of the sea, like surfing or swimming. Kaplan (1975) has a theory suggesting that the perception of an environment is derived through the contents and the organisation of the environment. He’s believes that the organisation of an environment is an important variable in perception because it affects how much a landscape makes sense. This means that people are more comfortable in an environment if it fits their traditional expectations. For example beaches are usually sandy so an individual might not perceive a beach that is made up of pebbles as positively because it does not fit the typical beach scene. This is however superficial. A deeper theory into peoples perception of landscape is ‘prospect-refuge theory’. This theory proposes that human beings experience pleasure and satisfaction with landscapes that responds to their biological needs (Porteous, 1996). It stems from our evolution as hunter gatherers, when a “broader sight of view and opportunities to hide when in danger were essential for survival” (Kaymaz, 2012). It is because of this Appleton (1975) believes that we intrinsically tend to prefer environments with plenty of places to hide and a large area of view. This makes us feel safer which is a the second human need according to maslows hierarchy (Maslow, 1943). This is also linked to the biophilia hypothesis. Biophilia is a term that means human beings have an inherent need for affiliation with natural environments and other forms of life (Kaymaz, 2012). This too stems from our evolutionary history in natural environments as hunters and gatherers. This theory states that humans have a hereditary inclination towards establishing an emotional bond with nature which means that we tend to attach more positive emotions to natural environments (Kaymaz, 2012). While these theories attempt to explain the perception of the general population they do not really apply to the individual. Every person is unique and has been shaped differently by the events of their everyday lives. González (2005) performed a study on house wives in Spain and their attachment to the home. González found that some housewives felt trapped or confined within their home where as their husbands would feel more positive emotions. González (2005) also highlighted that the housewives would have more of a connection to the home because it was more personal to them. This highlights that the perspective you have on a landscape is heavily influenced by how you exist in it and what impact it has on you. An environment that you feel entrapped by could muster feelings of safety and protection for another. This phenomenon is called Topophilia vs Topophobia (González, 2005).

Life experiences:
A persons perception of the landscape is not purely ingrained in their psychology. It is also effected by external factors. Kaymaz states “The perception of the physical environment is not merely a physiological phenomenon. It is also influenced by the individual’s experiences” (Kaymaz, 2012 p.253). Navah (1995) supports this theory, saying that whether or not individuals prefer a particular landscape is largely affected by what the individuals do in a landscape, and whether or not their purposes are thwarted or assisted. 

how you might use it:
Lewis (2010) did a study on Euro-Canadian residents on controlled landscapes (The study focused on a forest area). The results showed that those who used the forest for recreational use preferred the landscape untouched and pristine for aesthetic purposes. Those who relied on the forest for income, food and protection however disagreed with this and preferred the forest being managed to provide as ,much resources as possible.

How does the Government influence the perception of landscape?
A perspective change does not have to be entirely organic. It is possible to force a change in perspective through legislation. For example an area of outstanding natural beauty (AONB) is landscape that is protected by the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CROW Act) (Natural England, 2017). It “protects the land to conserve and enhance its natural beauty” (Natural England, 2017). Landscapes that could once have had little interest or have been exploited are now by law protected and managed. This is external push in the perception of landscape is happening on an international platform. The European Landscape Convention (ELC) for example “promotes the protection, management and planning of European landscapes” (Natural England, 2010). The ELC takes into account policies, cultural, agricultural social and economic stakes in the landscape and forces them into local policy making so that everyones perceived use of the landscape gets a voice (Natural England, 2010) 

How does the wider society influence the perception of landscape?
Lewis (2010 p.217) said that “culture is generally regarded as the learned or socially transmitted beliefs, behaviours, norms, attitudes, and forms of expression deemed appropriate for a group or community”. This highlights the fact that perception of the landscape is not entirely down to the individual. The culture that you grow up in can influence you in every single way. The beliefs of elders about the use and view of the landscape are transmitted to the future generations and thus perception is influenced by the past.

My own Influences
I spent my early years growing up on the outskirts of Carmarthen with my grandparents, in a small village called Bancffosfelen. Bancffosfelen was at the top of a high hill, surrounded by farmland and rolling hills. Looking back here, I can see how this effected my perception of the landscape. The time I spent exploring fields, forests and valleys here was long before any responsibility was attached to me. This could possibly be why I feel like all my worries go away when I explore the countryside. Exploring the countryside is fun but no matter how wild you try to go in wales it is almost impossible to find somewhere untouched by humans. This has almost led to a reliance on it. It almost makes you feel safer knowing there is civilisation nearby. I feel more comfortable in the countryside where civilisation is no more than an hour away than I do up a mountain in snowdonia where the nearest help could sometimes be two hours plus away. I think this shows that the mere presence of other humans in a landscape is enough to change a persons perspective on it. At some point between age five and ten my parents decided that I would move in with them in Swansea. Between trouble at home and the lack of green to escape to I felt trapped in the city. I spent my time seeking the nearest green area to get away from everything. Evidently it seems that the landscape you associate with at a young age has a massive impact on you for potentially the rest of your life. It is also evident that there is significant connection between experience in a landscape and its perception. My experiences in the city were mostly negative and this has led to my perception of the city to be tainted with negativity. 

Conclusion
Societies perception of landscape is effected by a great deal. From the individuals experience to cultural movements. These perceptions however have forced humans to cause almost irreparable damage to the landscape over time. Rachel Carson () said “Only within the moment of time represented by the present century has one species—man—acquired significant power to alter the nature of his world.” Carson highlights that in mans quest to “Conquer” the landscape to “mould it to our satisfaction”, we have changed it irreparably and caused more problems than solutions. It is in light of the destruction and havoc we have exacted upon the landscape that the most important shift in perspectives in the planets history has started. The shift from conquering the landscape to protecting and preserving it. The fact that perspective is an entirely human concept but its shifting could prevent the loss of landscape and species world wide shows just how powerful perception really is.

(2536)
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