The forces and concepts that shape our perception of landscape.

Within this essay I will discuss my understanding of landscape perception. Cosgrove defines landscape as a ‘way of seeing’ (Cosgrove, 1998) which offers a fluid definition in which may be interpretated in different ways. Heijgen, (2013, p. 28) recognises that there are two primary concepts concerning landscape which are the cultural landscape, which focuses on the human impact and influence on the land, and landscape as a picture, emphasising visual representation. He states: “Two further threads are the ideas of landscape as a scale of operations and landscape as scenery” (2013, p. 28). Landscape can also be described as a symbiotic relationship between humans and nature with natural landscape offering opportunities for humans to thrive, while humans, in turn, create conditions that allow nature to flourish and evolve. A natural landscape comprises landforms like mountains, hills, plains, and plateaus, along with lakes, streams, various soils, and natural vegetation. On the other hand, a cultural landscape is one that humans have altered. It includes the plants they cultivate, animals they raise, and structures they construct. 
When considering perception of landscape, The European Landscape Convention (2000) states that 'landscape' is how people view an area shaped by both nature and human activities. Consequently, any field that involves landscapes must acknowledge the public’s perception of the landscape that being utilised and incorporate it into their undertakings. Policymakers have considered the public’s perception when creating strategies, however, despite considerable attention given to perception in policies, there remains a need to critically assess the practical application of public perception in policymaking. Therefore, while policies often consider perception, defining public perception within practice and policy making will allow for better policy formulation and implementation regarding landscapes (Heijgen, 2013). 

Historical and cultural influences must be considered when forming an understanding of current perceptions of landscapes. Our present perceptions are shaped by past ones, often influenced by cultural elements. Globalisation fosters increased interconnectedness globally, highlighting the importance of recognising diverse perspectives on landscapes to facilitate environmental discussions among individuals. Some archaeologists argue that verifying past thoughts is scientifically unattainable, leading to assumptions being made, even based on common sense. Heijgen (2013, p. 14) explores this concept, stating: “We always make assumptions about past thoughts, for example the simple typology of pots. Because they show similarities, this design must have something to do with shared meanings in the minds of the makers of the pots.”. In studying human societies, predefined concepts are crucial for interpreting behaviours, such as understanding the motives behind specific actions, like the design choices in pottery-making. In ancient times, “the landscape had two main functions during prehistoric times: functional and ritual.” (Heijgen, 2013, p. 15). The prevailing belief was that nature existed to benefit humans, whether directly or indirectly. Additionally, individuals found pleasure in nature, with poets celebrating the beauty of landscapes that humans had cultivated and subdued through agricultural efforts. (Cosgrove, 2008) 

When the Romans encountered landscapes shaped by human influence, their interactions were primarily military and ritualistic. The settlements they established had a defensive nature with distinct boundaries. Roman settlements were often constructed atop preexisting ones, mirroring earlier practices from prehistoric times. (Heijgen, 2013, p. 16) Water held significant importance in Roman religious beliefs and was utilised to showcase authority over nature and demonstrate control over the environment. (Ehrlich and Palmer, 2002, p. 197)   
During the Christian cultural influence in Western Europe, the impact of Greek and Roman philosophies on theological discussions about God and Creation was notable, though these concepts were not easily understood by medieval society. People in medieval times viewed the world as filled with dark forces like demons, associated with wild nature, perceived as the opposite of divine paradise where Satan aimed to divert people from God's work. The general attitude toward untamed landscapes was negative with folklore having a significant impact on such perspectives (Turner, 2017, p. 157; Heijgen, 2013, p. 17).
By the end of the Middle Ages, literature began praising pastoral landscapes, influenced by the urbanisation of Europe during that time. The wilderness became a place to break free from social norms and rediscover oneself. (Heijgen, 2013, p. 18). During the Renaissance, there was a shift towards individual perception of landscape and art, with a focus on human actions and emotions set against natural backdrops. Landscapes started being used as references to Antiquity. There was a change in the meaning of the word "landscape" during this period, influenced by absolutistic monarchies. This shift led to the development of a landscape sensibility, encouraging emotional engagement with and expression towards nature based on visual perception (Cosgrove, 2008, p. 51). It was the period in which individuals explored and experienced “synthetic fusions of ‘common sense’ and the images of imagination and memory” (Smith, 2009, p. 3), which can be considered a shared perception from the earliest ages as discussed previously. 

Romanticism places a significant emphasis on nature, particularly in seeking moral significance within it. While the acknowledgment of landscape as aesthetically valuable was not new, the Romantic era brought a new exploration of nature's moral depth. During the Victorian age, part of the Romantic era, there was a notable rise in the aesthetic appreciation of landscapes, influencing many artists. The National Trust (n.d.) uses the term ‘picturesque’ to define this aesthetic, in which landscape would often be associated with “fashionable landscape gardening” which had significant impact on culture during the 18th century as well as in present times. For example, it is recognised in present times that being present in nature has a positive effect on health and wellbeing throughout the ages, however, it is important to acknowledge that designed parks and gardens have had equal benefits – “landscapes have always been designed to manipulate our senses, they are often in disguise, posing as natural, wild Britain” (Fay, n.d.). However, it is important to note that the Romantic period was dominated by elites, with little representation from those who actually worked the land, likely possessing differing perspectives on landscapes (Heijgen, 2013, p. 19). Today, such garden and park landscapes offer much easier and affordable access, with charities such as The National Trust managing the sites.

During the 19th and 20th centuries / Modern times, there is a shift towards viewing landscapes as ecological systems, emphasising the interconnectedness of nature and processes being viewed holistically in response to urbanisation and industrialisation (Heijgen, 2013, p. 19). With consideration to the climate crisis, it can be assumed that urbanisation and industrialisation have distanced us from natural landscapes and thus failed to recognise the importance of environmental management and sustainability - a result of capitalistic developments (Heijgen, 2013, p. 19). Nowadays, we notice movements that steer perception of landscape towards awareness of environmental sustainability and maintaining the natural environment o ensure the survival of humanity and the planet (Greenpeace, 2019). In the 1960s and 70s, New Geography emerged, advocating for objective and positivistic measurement of landscape features. However, by the late 1980s, criticism arose regarding this quantitative approach, leading to the rise of New Cultural Geography. This new perspective highlighted the significance of individual interpretations, where each person and group assign personal meanings and representations to landscapes (Heijgen, 2013, p. 20). 

Based on historical and cultural perspectives, it can be gathered that individuals, groups, and societies craft unique perceptions of landscapes based on their past and social contexts. Granted, a fully accurate understanding of past perspectives is unattainable as archaeologists and historians base their understanding of behaviour on trends and common sense, therefore our understanding of such perspectives acts as a guide for future perception of landscape. Furthermore, with regards to future perception of landscapes, a consideration of history of places will prevent the risk of ‘repeating the past’. Awareness of the cultural significance within historical sites associated with landscape ensures those who value these sites aren’t losing agency (Stewart, 2008, p. 94). Cultural influences strongly shape how landscapes are perceived, underlining the importance of recognising global variations in landscape interpretations. Different world cultures exhibit diverse ways of observing and engaging with their surroundings, as stated by Sikkink and Choque M (1999, p. 179-180): “humans become like seismographic instruments of this past history”. Suggesting that the experience of telling stories, performing rituals and “weaving stories through an experience of the river” have allowed these landscapes to maintain meaningful perception and rich history – “Without historical stories place(s) become meaningless, featureless backdrops upon which new cultural and environmental injustices may be written.” (Stewart, 2008, p. 94). 

There are several societal factors that influence landscape perception, laws and legislations are examples of such factors. It is evident that laws within the UK specifically as well as globally have influenced landscape perceptions. Burnett (1999) explores landscape ecology and it’s potential to restore and manage loss of biodiversity within a legal framework. Burnett states that due to “the conflicting needs of ecosystem management, new programs have been added to the ESA” (1999, p. 62), such programs prioritise proactive habitat protection initiatives that can offer landowners increased flexibility and assurance, ensuring balance between conservation efforts and land use practices. By emphasising this approach, landscape ecology plays a vital role in offering valuable perspectives on biodiversity conservation. It is especially significant considering that the main driver of biodiversity decline is habitat loss resulting from human activities (Burnett, 1999, p. 65). Furthermore, actions to persevere biodiversity within landscapes have been acknowledged and thus offers an insight into policy makers perception of landscape. Conversely, Burnett (1999, p. 82) recognises that there are solutions that are still in need to achieve full biodiversity protection, stating: “It is now time for policy makers to get serious about achieving that goal.” This correlates with Heijgen’s (2013) view on the lack of practical application of public perception in policymaking. However, it must be acknowledged that Burnett’s article was published in 1999 and since there have been advancement in landscape ecology and biodiversity protection. For example, ‘The Countryside and Rights of Way Act (CroW)’ was created in 2000, it was essentially created to give the public the ‘right to roam’, also known as ‘open access land’. The concept of being allowed to roam and access areas such as mountains, moors, heaths, downs and registered common land in both England and Wales provided the public with opportunities to explore and enjoy freely in the natural landscapes (UK Government, 2011) whilst also ensuring that biodiversity within landscape ecology is being protected. Moreover, it is suggested that beyond the surface dynamics of empire-building and colonialism, a distinct connection between individuals and their landscapes exists, persisting despite attempts to suppress it with laws and regulations. This suggests an ongoing battle for control over landscapes, intertwined with the pursuit of justice (Olwig, 2005). 

When considering personal perceptions of landscapes, several theories may justify and provide context as to why people have particular perceptions of landscapes. The Biophilia hypothesis asserts a connection between humans and nature, suggesting that our adaptation to live in green environments has been disrupted, leading to cognitive dissonance in the modern population as we stray from our genetically designed way of life” (Grinde and Patil, 2009, p. 2333). This deviation, such as residing in urban areas, often results in heightened stress and anxiety, which can be alleviated by reestablishing a bond with nature due to our inherent biophilic tendencies (Nisbet, Zelenski and Murphy, 2009, p. 715-718). Reconnecting with nature, also known as nature relatedness, is associated with happiness, promoting overall health and well-being (Zelenski and Nisbet, 2012, p. 1). This hypothesis can justify why humans choose to value and spend time in natural landscapes in present times and may perceive landscapes positively. 

The sense of connectedness and relatedness arising from a sense of place and nature aligns with the Attention Restoration Theory (ART). By fostering a bond with nature, individuals can create a space to replenish diminished attentional capacities (Basu, Duvall, and Kaplan, 2018, p. 1056). Our attention in daily life can be categorised into two modes: soft fascination, which allows for reflection while holding attention, and hard fascination, which fully captures attention with minimal room for reflection reflect (Basu, Duvall, and Kaplan, 2018, p. 1056). Spending time in natural surroundings is ideal for soft fascination, involuntarily engaging one's attention (Yang et al, 2022, p. 2). This theory supports the inherent human desire to be in natural environments, fostering a positive outlook (Ohly et al, 2016 p. 305-306). Therefore, this theory justifies human beings want and need to exist in natural landscapes and thus creates a positive perspective towards landscapes.  

As described by Stedman (2002, p. 672) “Sense of place is therefore conceived of as encompassing meanings, attachment, and satisfaction.” Thus, in association with a place or in the context of this essay, a landscape. Sense of place can be differentiated into two concepts – place attachment and place meaning, Kudryavtsev, Stedman & Krasny (2012, p. 233) states: “Place attachment reflects how strongly people are attracted towards places, while place meaning describes the reasons for this attraction.” Suggesting that the attraction many feel towards landscapes reflects feeling a sense of place within that environment, therefore they are perceiving it based on the components within this theory. Revisiting the discussion on the environmental issues that influence landscape perception, it can be assumed that the implementation of environmental education can develop a sense of place for natural landscapes and thus enhancing our capacity to tackle environmental and social challenges and maintain landscapes that afford attraction (Kudryavtsev Stedman & Krasny, 2012, p. 242). 

To conclude, the concepts and factors discussed posit great significance to how I personally perceive the landscape. For example, when considering relatedness and connectedness to a natural environment, I find that I experience these feelings most intensely when I am in a natural environment that also provides a sense of place. Meaning I have past connections and memories and bring value and meaning to the landscape in relation to the desire to affiliate with nature which ultimately affords my health and wellbeing (Biophilia/ART). However, despite perceiving landscape as feeling ‘one with’ and connected to it, there is a general sense of ‘ownership’ towards landscape that humanity have exhibited throughout the ages and in present times. Wylie reflects the interplay between personal experience and the intricate relationship between oneself and the landscape. He references Paul Cezanne's statement, highlighting the dynamic of closeness and distance between the self and the environment. Initially perceived as egotistical, with Cezanne claiming ownership of the landscape, it can be reinterpreted as the painter being born from the landscape itself. The painter becomes an engaged observer, entwined with, and animated by the landscape. This viewpoint portrays the landscape as a shared perception (Wylie, 2007). 
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