Landscape can be interpreted in a variety of ways; as a noun describing a physical environment, “a rural/barren landscape” (Cambridge no date), as an noun describing societal environments “The political landscape is changing” (Cambridge, no date) or as a verb, “landscaping the garden with fountains, bird feeders, and ponds” (Cambridge, no date). Landscape as a concept can describe place, power, culture, commodity, heritage and as a recreational resource. Understanding the nuances of landscape by considering these things brings deeper context for why individuals perceptions of the same landscape can be so different. All these things that landscape can describe contribute to an overall perception of the landscape, this essay looks at examples of those factors from my perspective in interpreting landscape’s and evaluated through theories. It will cover how landscape’s have been perceived historically, first in Europe with paganism through to how cultural phenomena like the grand tour changed and shaped the values placed on, and uses of different landscapes. Then it will be shown how factors such as, gender, age and upbringing can impact an individuals perception of the landscape. This will also take into consideration wider theories such as, prospect refuge theory (Ruddell and Hammitt, 1997), topophilia (Tuan, 1974) and biophilia (Wilson,1986) and how they can be applied to personal perceptions of landscape. 
Before considering the historical context of landscape, some definitions may be necessary. As mentioned landscape can describe many things, in the context of this essay we will discuss landscape as place, culture, commodity, heritage and as a recreational resource. 
In looking at the influences on how landscape is perceived, a historical context of the development of the concept of landscape may be beneficial. We could first look at the pagan view of landscape, which saw nature as a force which should be worshipped and obeyed (Hutton, 2023). As a result of their religious teachings that elements of nature had gods, they perceived the landscape as a higher being that if not respected would punish them (Hutton, 2023). In contrast to the pagan view by the 18th century in Britain, physical landscape was something with instrumental value (Atkins et al., 1998), it was determined by how much could be drawn from it, in terms of farming or livestock. Landscape was seen as something to be conquered by man, this was partly due to the cultural landscape at that time placing high importance on having power and ownership over the land (Beckett, 1982). Moving forward in history into the 19th century and by this point the romantic movement has begun and landscape perceptions in Europe are being influenced heavily by things like the grand tour. The upper class were seeing and hearing about these landscapes encouraging them to go to these places and appreciate them for the beauty they possess rather than any physical or monetary value they could provide. It is also important to consider that this formed the beginnings of tourism for the landscape, people wanted to travel and spend time in places for the landscapes they offered. This is similar, in a sense, in the way Adventure tourism has soared in popularity (Morgan, 2024), the recreational benefits the landscape has to offer is shared with tourists who want those experiences in that place. This does indicate a shift back to previous views of needing to feel power over the landscape, the colonialist attitude that an environment should be tackled and dominated. If we look at Mount Everest for example, it was conquered in 1953, and “as of December 2024: 7120 different people have reached the summit” (High Adventure Expeditions, no date). It is impossible to say why these people chose to climb Everest, but it could be questioned why they chose this mountain, why not choose somewhere that may be slightly less high but that does not have humans crawling all over it? One of the reasons people choose to do the hardest thing is to achieve that feeling of power(Burke et al., 2011), to feel they have ‘conquered the highest peak’, they are perceiving the landscape as something they need to prove themselves to, not seeing themselves as part of it but as a being that holds power over the environment. 







Currently, landscape perception is a very personal experience that can be influenced by a multitude of factors, gender, age, religion and the cultural values and norms that an individual lives by. 
[image: ]This image (King, 2025) shows an aerial view of Llanbradach, it’s the village I grew up in and it serves as an example of how a landscape can serve me as an individual and how this can influence my preferences in other landscapes. Llanbradach is one of many villages in the Rhymney Valley, the landscape of the village holds reminders of it’s history from the abandoned miners cottages in the woods on the old colliery to what remains of the viaduct at the entrance to the village. This kind of interpretation of the landscape, recognising the history of a place and finding connection to it can be seen as an example of landscape as heritage. My heritage as a Welsh person as well as someone who had relatives who were miners is inherently connected to these man made objects that sit within the landscape. These connections all create topophilia, the strong attachment I feel to this place (Tuan, 1974), not just because it is where I feel at home but because I have these reminders of my heritage solidified within the landscape.                  (Industrial Gwent, no date)
It may be worth mentioning as a counter to topophilia that the same phenomenon can occur but in an opposite way causing someone to feel fear of a place (Tuan, 1974). In the same way I developed topophilia for my home town it is possible to develop a fear or negative emotional response as a result of either strong negative associations with that place or a lack of positive associations (Tuan, 1974). Topophobia has been documented in some research in reference to, within increasingly urbanised environments, individuals experiencing a lack of exposure to rural environments and becoming topophobic of them as a result (Bixler, 1994). This fear of rural or wild spaces     is becoming a more common occurrence, with more and more children growing up risk averse (risk averse society) as a result of less time spent outside as well as the problem of nature deficit disorder as identified by Louv (2013). In the same way my love for my place has altered and strengthened throughout my life, individuals who feel topophobic in wild landscapes also have opportunity to change these feelings. Taking for instance an individual who is from a very urban area within which they feel most safe, does not enjoy outdoor recreation or have a connection to the heritage in a place like Bannau Brycheinog, it may be safe to assume dropping them in the hills will cause a feelings resembling topophobia. However, if the individual has an interest in activism this interest could be used as a tool in helping the individual develop some place attachment (Stylidis, 2017;), making them feel less fearful in the environment. So again using the example of Bannau Brycheinog. To tap into the individuals interest in activism we could look at Chartists Cave which lies within the south eastern corner of the national park. This natural occurrence within the landscape was used by Chartist protestors to stockpile and prepare weapons for the seizure of Newport in 1839 (Caves of South Wales, no date). Using this as a connection to the cultural landscape that exists, could be an example of changing an individuals perception of the landscape. As opposed to feeling intimidated in a place they are unfamiliar and feel unsafe in they can experience a connection and feel more confident in exploring and mov closer to having a more positive perception of the landscape in from of them.[image: ]
These landmarks connect me to my heritage and give me a strong tie to the landscape, this tie has contributed to my sense of belonging within the village but also within nature. I was born in a generation that received sufficient education aimed at nurturing my cultural identity as a Welsh person. Learning the language all through my compulsory education as well as being taught about the honest history of Wales. Being brought up in an education system like this has meant I have a very different view than my father for example, my father who was in education in the 1960’s and 70’s received very little education on Wales if anything the only pride he was taught to feel was through sport. His view of the landscape at my age was very different, his bond with the landscape was neglected. This serves as an example of topophilia (Tuan, 1974), which describes the strong attachment and bond an individual has with a place. My love of where I come from feels innate but it can be partially attributed to the education I received through my schooling and family life as well as my natural draw to being in those sorts of environments. I grew up in a family that appreciates the environment but does not gain from it unfairly, the value I was taught to place on the landscape is comparable to the paganist view mentioned earlier. I appreciated the time spent in it but I was taught that it was a living thing, that it should be treated as such. This contributed to my perceptions now, I do benefit from nature and the land however I believe at it’s core nature is intrinsically valuable. I can recognise that ultimately nature does not exist to serve anything or anyone, it is simply a force that cannot be controlled or dominated, in the same way it is accepted that people or animals are not something which anyone should aspire to dominate. 
Bird (2002) writes “people continue to make aesthetic and moral sense of places, at the same time endowing these places with a sense of their own cultural identities”, the physical landscape of my home as well as the deep rich history entangles it as a place to my own body and mind. The changing cultural identity this place has is a difficult thing to measure, Bird (2002) suggests that stories and connection between people and the land is what creates this attachment that results in the endowment of cultural identity by people on places. In my own life and through literature it can be seen that connection with the community and storytelling is not done in the same way in modern society. This could be attributed to a variety of reasons, one is an increase in use and reach of technology, it negates the need to go out for amenities also leading to a lack of need for these amenities in the immediate area (less village butchers, bakers, shops etc). Another reason is the increase in families and individuals living away from family and not connecting with neighbours contributing to loneliness being increasingly prevalent in every age group in the Uk (Snell, 2017). I have seen these changes happening in my own village, when my dad was growing up every child was out of the house all day playing, when I was growing up we could only go up the woods with my dad, and even then I did not have friends whose parents took them out to experience that. I have seen the butcher, shop and pub be knocked down in my village, all places where everyone knew everyone that served as hubs of community engagement now just houses. I feel lucky to have experienced the connection to my village, I know and enjoy hearing it’s history from older generations but this not something I feel is common. Llanbradach is a place that has felt the suppression of it’s national culture and now sees the resurgence, their is no doubt that this place has it’s “own cultural identity” (Bird, 2002). However, in saying this it also can be recognised that without those stories being shared and by fewer and fewer children growing up with a genuine appreciation for where they come from this cultural identity will not be attributed to a place.
Like I mentioned Llanbradach is situated in the Rhymney Valley and serves as a link to prospect refuge theory, this theory suggests humans are naturally drawn to environments that are beneficial for survival (Ruddel and Hammit, 1987). When I think about my preferences in terms of landscape, I think about hilly, mountainous terrain, my favourite spot would be within a valley or on top of a mountain where I can see everything below. Visiting areas in south east England and countries like the Netherlands was interesting for me, I remember feeling a sense of unease which I realised could be attributed to the flatness of the landscape. It felt so odd for me to not be able to see mountains in the distance or valleys below for such a long period of time. This could be because I grew up in a place that has such dramatic mountains and valley’s but it also could demonstrate prospect refuge theory. I may be feeling such comfort among mountains because of my human instincts wanting to be able to see predators coming (Herzog, 1987), or maybe feeling safe in a valley as it is a convenient refuge from danger. 
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(Large Outdoors, no date)
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(Wales, 2025)
These images both showcase the beautiful landscape of Bannau Brycheinog. The contrasts between these two images however can demonstrate an important aspect of how men and women can differently perceive a landscape. From the perspective of someone who loves hillwalking and is a man, I would look at both these landscapes and say I am excited by them both, the first as it showcases how beautiful the hills can be in the sun and highlights how great the environment can be for meeting people and spending time with family and friends. The second image shows the tranquillity the landscape can provide and gives me nostalgia remembering times camping under starry sky's. Discussions around landscape perception with women and through considering research which shows the rates at which male violence against women occurs, some assumptions around how a women would perceive these landscapes differently to me could be made. Firstly, as a man I saw the first landscape as providing opportunity to spend time with others, a woman could look at that image and see a safety in the other walkers as they are less likely to be harassed or attacked with others around. The same could be said about the fact the landscape is in the daytime, being safe from male violence is not something I as a man would ever consider when looking at a landscape as ‘innocent’ as the hills (Little et al., 2005). Again the second image, from a woman’s perspective, I am sure would evoke similar feelings of nostalgia and tranquillity but it also has the potential to be perceived as threatening (Little et al., 2005). The sun is setting, there is no-one else in the image, for a woman it could be very difficult to not think about the risks of harassment and violence in that landscape. 
 In the 21st century it is also important to consider that climate change can play a large role in how landscape is perceived. The introduction of the UN Sustainable development goals are one example of how human perceptions can be altered in order to achieve a goal. The goals aim at improving overall quality of life for humans and for the planet (United Nations, no date). Climate change becoming more of a topic of discussion creates these changes to behaviour as well as providing education for people to understand the ways in which the planet is changing and why it needs to be protected (Pyphala et al., 2016). This inevitably has an impact on how we view the landscape, understanding how humans have been killing the planet can create more empathy for it, causing a perception focused on protecting rather than that of domination as mentioned earlier. 
This essay demonstrates how complex and nuanced landscape perception can be. It highlights the links between how landscape was perceived historically and in the modern day. Using my own experience it also identifies examples of how individual experience deeply influences perceptions as well as how connected a person feels to a place. The impact of age and gender demonstrate the difference in feelings evoked by landscape, women can often feel fear or isolation in the same landscape a man feels confident and safe. Landscape as an environment is an incredibly powerful force, it can impact our emotions, physical health and sense of belonging within the world, we need to understand why and how humans perceive landscapes as this is crucial in developing landscapes that everyone feels a sense of safety and belonging in. 
(2815)
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