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Overview

• Christopher Tilley - Background.


• The Phenomenology of Landscape.


• Barbara Bender - Background.


• Contested Places.


• Going further…



Christopher Tilley
• Archaeologist, University College London.


• Special interest in prehistoric landscapes, 
especially the Neolithic in Britain.


• Emphasis on ‘post-processual 
archaeology,’ or ‘interpretive archaeology.’


• Highlighting the subjectivity of 
archaeological interpretation.


• A pioneer of ‘landscape archaeology.’ 



Positivism and Interpretivism
• “The standard approach […] within the 

archaeological literature has concentrated on factors 
of the environment such as relief, climate, soils, 
water supply and the seasonal availability of 
exploitable resources. These have been related to 
factors such as demographic patterns, 
technologies, transhumance systems, territoriality, 
and control over exchange networks and forms of 
social organization facilitating environmental 
exploration as means of adaptation […] The location 
of sites thus becomes explained as a result of a mix 
of ‘rational’ decision-making processes involving 
some or all of these factors.” (Tilley, 1994, pp. 1-2).


• But what about other factors? Myth, story, history, 
experiences, beliefs…



Ontological Landscapes
• “[…] the physical and biological experience 

of landscape - earth, water, wood, stone, 
high places and low places, the wind, rain, 
sun, stars and sky. The rhythms of the land 
and the seasons correspond to and are 
worked into the rhythms of life. A landscape 
has ontological import because it is lived in 
and through, mediated, worked on and 
altered, replete with cultural meaning and 
symbolism - and not just something looked 
at or thought about” (Tilley, 1994, p. 26).


• Our world-view is grounded in our 
immediate landscape.



Powers of Place
• There are certain places in the landscape 

that have consistently drawn human 
attention.


• Sometimes characterised as ‘the spirit of 
place’ or the ‘power of place.’


• “The spirit of a place may be held to 
reside in a landscape. Familiarity with the 
land, being able to read and decode its 
signs allows individuals to know ‘how to 
go on’ at a practical level of 
consciousness […] The place acts 
dialectically so as to create the people 
who are of that place” (Tilley, 1994, p. 26).



Sensory Archaeology
• Perception is important - sites are embedded in a wider 

environmental context, and can’t be removed from it.


• “To understand landscapes phenomenologically 
requires the art of walking in and through them, to 
touch and be touched by them […] The 
phenomenologist acknowledges the multi sensory 
qualities of our human experiences of landscape, that a 
landscape is simultaneously a visionscape, a 
touchscape, a soundscape, a smalls cape, and a tastes 
cape. These different perceptive experiences occur all 
at once. Thus our experience is always synaesthetic (a 
mingling or blending of the senses) […]” (Tilley, 2016).


• We can never experience the world as it was in the 
past, but we can perhaps get closer to it.



Prehistoric Soundscapes
• “With the development of research in the 

embryonic study area of archaeoacoustics, it is 
becoming apparent that some rock-art occurs 
at places with distinctive acoustic properties. In 
addition, recent findings by this chapter’s 
author at Carn Menyn, Preseli, Wales, indicate 
that acoustic properties could have been 
factors in determining locations from which 
rocks were specially selected for monumental 
and ceremonial purposes. This paper overviews 
the general development of archaeoacoustics 
and gives examples of sites recently studied by 
the author that exemplify a range of acoustic 
characteristics” (Devereux, 2008).



Landscape
• “A landscape is a series of named locales, a 

set of relational places linked by paths, 
movements and narratives. It is a ‘natural’ 
topography perspectivally linked to the 
existential Being of the body in societal space. 
It is a cultural code for living, an anonymous 
‘text’ to be read and interpreted, a writing pad 
for inscription, a scape of and for human 
praxis, a mode of dwelling and a mode of 
experiencing” (Tilley, 1994, p. 34).


• Landscapes are layered with meaning and 
experience.



Barbara Bender
• Archaeologist and anthropologist.


• Emphasis on Neolithic archaeology.


• Pioneer of material culture studies in the 1970s 
and 80s.


• Worked on landscape phenomenology with 
Christopher Tilley.


• Currently Emeritus Professor of Heritage 
Anthropology at University College London.



Context
• “[…] the way in which people understand and 

engage with their worlds depends upon the 
specific time and place and historical 
conditions; it depends upon gender, age, class 
and religion. At any given moment and place 
landscapes are multi-vocal […]” (Bender, 1992, 
p. 735).


• Perceptions and interpretations of landscape 
change over time, influenced by culture, but 
culture is also influenced by land.



Contested Landscapes
• “[…] I want to explore not only the 

different ways in which, over a period of 
several hundred years, those with 
economic and political power and the 
necessary cultural capital have 
attempted, physically and aesthetically, to 
appropriate the landscape, but also how 
these appropriations have been contested 
by those engaging with the land in quite 
different ways” (Bender, 2002, p. 142).


• Different interpretations of the past, and 
the significance of particular sites, e.g. 
archaeological, pagan, indigenous, new 
age, etc…



Active Landscapes
• Contrary to the way they are presented in 

art, landscapes are not static - they are 
active.


• Bender emphasises the “active presence of 
landscapes: people engage and re-engage, 
appropriate and contest them, use them to 
create and dispute a sense of identity, 
whether of self, group or nation” (Bender, 
1992, p. 735).


• Cognition is extended out into the material 
world - our sense of self is also constituted  
from the environment.



Going Further
• If cognition is extended out into the environment, 

and in/through material objects, then what does 
that imply for consciousness itself?


• “[…] argues that conscious experience is 
sometimes extended outside the brain and body 
into certain kinds of environmental interaction 
and tool use. It shows that if one accepts that 
cognitive states can extend, one must also 
accept that consciousness can extend. The 
proponents of Extended Mind defend the former 
claim, but usually oppose the latter claim.”



Going Further

• We could also extend these ideas into the realm 
of the non-human.


• Similar processes may be in action for non-
humans too - developing their sense of cultural, 
identity, self, etc., in the context of perceptual 
landscapes.



Summary
• Tilley - post-processual archaeology, emphasis on the phenomenology of 

landscapes through bodily perception - how they are experienced, and how 
they may have been experienced in the past. This is an interpretive enterprise.


• Bender - landscapes are active and entwined with our thinking about who we 
are - our sense of self and identity. Landscapes can mean different things to 
different people at different times, and often at the same time.


• We can take these ideas further, e.g. exploration of sensory landscapes 
(visual, aural, tactile, etc.), pushing the boundaries of extended cognition - if 
we think through and with the environment, then we are not fully ‘in here.’


• We can also extend these ideas into the realm of the non-human.
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