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A critical evaluation of the forces and concepts that have influenced the way we perceive landscapes.

The exploration of landscapes is a journey through the intricate interplay between natural formations, human interventions, and subjective perceptions. Defined as both tangible features and subjective constructs, landscapes embody the dynamic interaction of geological processes, societal norms, and cultural values (Cosgrove,1984; 1998; Lothian, 1999). This essay embarks on a comprehensive examination of landscapes, tracing their evolution in human perception over time while shedding light on the intertwined concepts of landscape preference and perception. Exploring the differences between natural and cultural landscapes reveals the rich tapestry of human interactions with the environment. While natural landscapes endure the relentless forces of geology and weathering, cultural landscapes bear the imprint of human interaction, reflecting historical significance and societal values (Doherty & Waldheim, 2016; Stilgoe, 2018). Moreover, personal inclinations, influenced by cultural upbringing and environmental factors, shape landscape preference and perception(López-Martínez, 2017). The innate human tendency to form emotional attachments to specific places, known as topophilia, underscores the profound connections individuals have with their surroundings, further influencing their perceptions of landscapes.
Understanding the influences of time and societal shifts on landscape perception is essential for creating environments that promote well-being, sustainability, and cultural richness. By acknowledging the diverse meanings and values attributed to landscapes, we can strive to create environments that resonate with individuals and communities, fostering a deeper connection to the world around us.
The concept of landscape encompasses all visible elements within our field of view, comprising both natural formations and human interventions (Doherty & Waldheim, 2016; Stilgoe, 2018). It embodies the tangible features that have undergone transformation over time, whether through geological processes or human influence. As articulated by the European Landscape Convention (2021), landscape is an area perceived by individuals, whose character emerges from the dynamic interplay of natural forces and human activities.
“Landscape is not merely the world we see, it is a construction, a composition of that world, Landscape is a way of seeing the world for all its apparent objectivity and foundation in the historical record” (Cosgrove, 1984).
To expand, landscape embodies a duality; it denotes both the physical presence of elements and the subjective perceptions and meanings attributed to them. Cosgrove (1984) suggests that landscapes dual ambiguity invites scrutiny, implying it embodies a historically contingent way of experiencing the world. This view posits landscape as an ideological concept, wherein social groups signify their identities and relationships with nature, thereby highlighting their social roles within society. While natural forces persist in shaping the physical scenery, human interpretations and conceptualizations imbue landscapes with significance and affordances. Thus, the landscape emerges as a tapestry woven from the enduring forces of nature and the interpretive lenses of human perception, intertwining physicality with symbolic meaning.
UNESCO (nd) explain that this rich tapestry of landscapes stretches across the globe presented in the diverse regions of our planet. These landscapes, born from the collaboration of nature and humanity, serve as poignant symbols of the enduring bond between societies and their natural surroundings.
This collaboration results in a naturally occurring divide when attempting to define landscapes, where man has made no lasting alteration to the physical world lies the difference between natural and cultural. Natural landscapes endure the relentless forces of geology and weathering, shaping environments such as mountains, coastlines, jungles, and wetlands (NATGEO, nd). Although susceptible to human manipulation, in their pristine state, these landscapes epitomize the essence of nature.
Conversely, cultural landscapes bear the imprint of human interaction, whether through alteration, influence, or historical significance (TCLF.org, nd a; NPS, 2024). Urbanized areas, farmlands, and sites of cultural heritage and regional identity exemplify this category. Further delineation reveals nuances within cultural landscapes. Designed landscape (TCLF.org, nd b) are those that have been consciously designed or created by professionals such as landscape architects, master gardeners, or horticulturists, adhering to established design principles, as well as those crafted by amateur gardeners within recognized styles or traditions. These demonstrate deliberate expressions of human ingenuity and aesthetic vision. The combined use of natural and cultural resources that people may associate as heritage create what is referred to as ethnographic landscapes (TCLF.org, nd c). Vernacular landscapes (TCLF.org, nd d) are the product of continual use by the individuals, families, or communities whose activities and occupancy have moulded them over time. These landscapes intricately mirror the physical, biological, and cultural essence of everyday life, shaped by the social and cultural attitudes inherent within these communities.
Personal inclination often dictates landscape preference (López-Martínez, 2017; Özgüner & Kendle, 2006), the process’ of passing information, handing down traditions, or aligning with those of similar race, gender, or socio-demographic background all have an influence on how individuals perceive their surroundings and landscapes. For some, like myself, natural landscapes hold unparalleled allure, offering profound benefits to overall well-being and health promotion (Juniper, 2022; Ulrich, 1993). The term ‘Biophilia’ coined by Wilson (1984) refers to the innate human tendency to seek connection with nature and other forms of life. It suggests that humans have an intrinsic affinity for the natural world, stemming from our evolutionary history as beings deeply intertwined with the environment. This concept highlights the importance of our relationships with nature for our physical, mental, and emotional well-being. It implies that exposure to nature, such as green spaces and natural landscapes, can have positive affects on our health and overall quality of life (Ulrich, 1993; Mentalhealth.org.uk, nd; Nejade et al., 2022). This for me is profoundly true, I know through my experiences in life, the more time I spend in natural landscapes connecting to the sense of place I feel significantly better in many ways. Yet, my appreciation for cultural landscapes exists, enriched by their unique beauty and more importantly historical significance. The history of a place, and the cultural importance within an area are both elements that are connectable and influential on the way I perceive a landscape (Hutton, 2020). Understanding the historical significance of events that have occurred offers to strengthen or reshape my own perception. Nature is full of wonder, beauty and untamed vistas, whereas cities, towns or villages offer a level of cultivation, creation and order that is required to maintain a suitable living in the modern world where we are disconnected from nature so far that, for most, would struggle to survive. This viewpoint has been shaped by forces such as the location I was raised in, the exposure I had to natural landscapes, the information passed through education in history, and my sense of belonging and connection to places.
Individual preferences in landscape appreciation are intricately shaped by cultural upbringing, geographical context, and inherited beliefs and values (Tuan, 1974; Heijgen, 2013). These inclinations are deeply rooted in anthropomorphic concepts passed down through generations, illustrating the dynamic interplay between human perception and landscape appreciation (López-Martínez, 2017; Özgüner & Kendle, 2006). Similarly to biophilia, topophilia embodies the innate human tendency to form emotional attachments to specific places or landscapes, reflecting a profound sense of belonging and identity (Gonzalez, 2005). This concept underscores the profound emotional and physical connections individuals have with their surroundings, whether it be a childhood home, a favourite park, or a cherished natural landscape. The contributing factors to topophilia include cultural heritage, personal experience, sense of place, social connections, and environmental stewardship (Ogunseitan, 2005). Overall, topophilia is influenced by a complex interplay of cultural, personal, and environmental factors, emphasizing the multifaceted nature of human relationships with landscapes. Understanding these influences is vital for creating and preserving landscapes that promote emotional well-being, community cohesion, and sustainable living. 
Topophilia, associates people with their affection for certain places, though there is a darker counterpart, topophobia. While topophilia celebrates the positive bonds individuals form with their surroundings, topophobia unveils the shadowy affiliations, inducing feelings of dread and anxiety towards specific landscapes (Tilley & Cameron-Daum, 2024). Tuan's 1974 analysis underscores the complexity of human responses to place, revealing how landscapes can evoke both positive and negative emotions, shaping individuals' perceptions and experiences (Rawat, 2020).
The ‘Prospect-Refuge Theory’ proposed by Appleton (1975), suggested that humans are drawn to environments that afford a balance of prospect (open views or vistas) and refuge (shelter and concealment). Heijgen, (2013) expands and identifies two fundamental points of the theory; the attractiveness of the landscape is aligned with the suitability of human interaction within their habitat; and human beings particularly like the safety of being able to see without being seen themselves. According to this theory, our preference for certain landscapes stems from evolutionary instincts for survival and security. Landscapes that afford both prospect and refuge are believed to evoke feelings of comfort and safety (Dosen & Ostwald, 2016). This theory assists in the explanation of why landscapes such as open fields bordered by trees or bodies of water, are often perceived as aesthetically pleasing and physically comforting.
The relevance of the theory today influences modern landscape design and urban planning. Suggesting that by incorporating such elements that provide both open views (prospect) and sheltered areas (refuge), thereby enhance the appeal and functionality of public spaces (Dosen & Ostwald, 2016). Additionally, in an increasingly urbanized world where people spend more time indoors (Moore, Gould, & Keary, 2003) and have limited access to natural environments (Turner, Nakamura, & Dinetti, 2004), understanding the theory can promote the reintroduction of natural elements into urban landscapes. By creating pockets of refuge within urban settings, such as community gardens, pocket parks, or green rooftops, cities can provide residents with opportunities to connect with nature and experience the restorative benefits it offers (World Health Organization, ‎2016). By striking this balance, designers can create environments that promote human well-being, support biodiversity conservation efforts, and offer opportunities for urban residents to connect with nature and their community. If done correctly this can all enhance the meaning of place and place connectedness (Hu & Chen, 2018; Salah Ouf, 2001).
During the Middle Ages and into the renaissance, landscapes were often viewed through a religious or utilitarian lens, with nature’s role primarily serving as a backdrop for biblical narratives or as a resource to be cultivated (Heijgen, 2013; Schouten, 2005). Monasteries played a significant role in transforming wild landscapes into cultivated paradises, reflecting the desire to impose order upon the perceived chaos of nature (Arnold, 2012).
This perception began to shift during the enlightenment period, as rationalism and scientific enquiry sought to dissect and understand the natural world. However, this rationalist perspective was met with resistance during the romantic era, which emphasized the primacy of emotion, intuition, and imagination (Olwig,1996; Cosgrove 1998). Romantic artists like Constable and Turner sought to capture the sublime essence of nature, moving beyond mere empirical representation to convey the interconnectedness of all life forms within the landscape (Thornes & Constable, 1999; Turner et al, 2003).
This romantic reverence for nature continued in the Victorian era, where landscaped became emblematic of divine craftsmanship and the power of God’s handiwork (Howard, 2011; Urry, 1990). The aesthetic appreciation of nature, particularly among the elite, cumulated during this time, for landscapes were celebrated for their beauty and grandeur. The beauty, characterized by harmonious landscapes, found its embodiment in the work of landscape architect Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown, offering spaces conducive to human flourishing. In contrast, the Sublime invoked awe and fear through rugged, imposing terrains, akin to the allure of a captivating horror movie (Schouten, 2005).
However, it is essential to recognize that these perceptions of landscapes were not uniform across all societal groups. While the elite revelled in the picturesque beauty of nature, those who worked the land likely held different perspectives shaped by their lived experiences (Rushworth & Jones, 2019).
Religion has had a significant role to play in altering perceptions of landscape over time (Atran & Norenzayan, 2004), it has often designated certain landscapes or geographical features as sacred, as these may hold spiritual significance of be associated with divine events or figures. The pagan view of landscape diverged significantly from the perspectives dominant during the Middle Ages and in the renaissance. For pagans, the landscape was not merely a backdrop or a resource to be cultivated but a sacred realm intertwined with their religious beliefs and practices (Mason & Williamson, 1970). Mountains, rivers, forests, and other natural features were often regarded as sacred sites, where rituals and ceremonies were performed to honour the land and its spiritual inhabitants. Furthermore, these beliefs embraced a polytheistic worldview, where multiple gods and goddesses presided over various aspects of nature (Barton, 2019). These deities were seen as innately connected to the landscape, with myths and legends often recounting their interactions with the natural world.
Landscape preference and perception are closely related concepts, yet they involve distinct aspects of human interaction with the environment. Through the course of time our preference of landscapes has been altered in correlation to the requirements of society and survival. This preference ultimately feeds into our perception of what is available to us from distinguished landscapes (Herzog et al., 2000; Swanwick, 2009).
Landscape preference refers to the subjective evaluation or liking of a particular landscape (Herzog et al., 2000). It reflects individual preferences, tastes, and aesthetics regarding the spatial layout, visual qualities, affordances, and the overall character. This preference can be influenced by a combination of factors, including personal preferences, cultural norms, social values, and psychological traits (Herzog et al., 2000). This explains how some people find preference to a natural landscape over cultural and why others prefer the reverse. On the other hand, landscape perception is down to how individuals interpret and make sense of the landscape around them (Tveit et al., 2018). Encompassing the cognitive processes involved in recognizing and understanding the physical features, spatial relationships, and sensory qualities. This perception is influenced by varying factors like, sensory input, cultural background, firsthand experiences, and cognitive biases.
This all aligns with the Gibson’s (1977) theory of affordances, more so how our own perception of landscape offers an understanding and potential appreciation of varying affordances recognised through our prior experiences and understanding of conditions, environments, or sensory information. While landscape perception and landscape preference are linked, they are not synonymous. Perception focuses on the cognitive process to understand the landscape, preference focuses on the emotional and aesthetic notions individuals have towards landscapes (Tveit et al., 2018). Additionally, while perception may influence preference to some extent, individuals may have different preferences for landscapes based off factors like personal taste and cultural background (Herzog et al., 2000). Overall, both perception and preference play significant roles in shaping human interactions with the environment and can be influential in landscape planning, design, and maintenance. Through these shifting perspectives, a complex tapestry of human-nature relationships emerges, revealing the enduring power of landscapes to shape and reflect cultural, philosophical, and aesthetic ideals across the ages.
In conclusion, the exploration of landscapes reveals a dynamic interplay between natural forces, human interventions, and subjective perceptions. As we have traced the evolution of landscape perception over time, it becomes evident that landscapes are not merely static entities, but rather multifaceted constructs shaped by historical, cultural, and environmental factors.
The definition of landscape as both a physical entity and a subjective construct underscores its complexity, inviting scrutiny and interpretation from various perspectives. Through an examination of natural and cultural landscapes, we uncover the rich tapestry of human interactions with the environment, ranging from utilitarian exploitation to aesthetic appreciation and spiritual reverence.
Furthermore, the exploration of landscape preference highlights the subjective nature of human interactions with the environment, influenced by firsthand experiences, cultural norms, and societal values. While landscape preference may vary among individuals, it is closely intertwined with landscape perception, shaping how we interpret and engage with the world around us.
The concept of affordances, as proposed by Gibson, sheds light on how our perception of landscapes offers varying affordances based on our prior experiences and understanding of environmental conditions. This highlights the importance of understanding the complex interplay between perception and preference in landscape planning, design, and management.
In essence, the study of landscapes offers valuable insights into the human relationship with the environment, underscoring the need for holistic approaches that consider both physical attributes and subjective interpretations. By acknowledging the diverse meanings and values attributed to landscapes, we can strive to create environments that promote well-being, sustainability, and cultural richness for present and future generations.
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