Landscape Aesthetics in Practice:  A critical enquiry into the development and use of an arts practice as a constructive intervention within the context of landscape change, community action, Green Infrastructure planning and delivery and  Landscape Character Assessment processes. 

Introduction 

“Isn't that beautiful, we planted that autumn colour”

This quote by Richard Aisbitt, a then science teacher and member of the Quarry Wildlife Garden in Swindon has stayed with me twenty years later. It is interesting in many ways and for me opened up a chain of thought because of  the way, in the context of community wildlife gardening, it hinted at landscape being both constructed and natural, it also linked  environmental concern, practical action and an aesthetic appreciation of  nature and the tone in which this was said seemed to talk about an appreciation of nature that was at once cognitive, subjective and relational. 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to research the use of a participatory arts walking practice, as a means of developing the role of landscape aesthetics in moving a community towards a sustainable future
. It argues that our sense of place is an important factor in how we choose to live our lives and that far from being an “optional extra” as has been argued by some environmentalists, our aesthetic appreciation of everyday places, when combined with other environmental, economic and social concerns, can be a driver for moving towards sustainable solutions and, furthermore, an important lever in terms of finding common ground for change making. 

In the context of landscape change, the thesis explores the viability of an arts walking practice as a process for creating a multi-faceted, relational aesthetic suitable for bridging between local community values, their aspirations and knowledge on the one hand and expert knowledge and professionally developed strategic objectives on the other.  

It addresses the relationship between nature and culture as expressed in everyday landscapes, it explores questions of reality and unreality in terms of multi-faceted aesthetic appreciation of place and sites both the arts and sciences as having contributed to a disengagement from nature by having at times ignored the value of aesthetics and experiential learning.  This argument is developed by an examination of the related question of subjective and cognitive appreciation of environmental aesthetics and goes on to consider Emily Brady's “integrated aesthetic”. (Brady, 2003)

Throughout, the thesis reflects upon the arts practice utilised in terms of  the artistic intent, its ability to enable participation, its ability to respond to and reflect community aspirations and its suitability for integrating these community aspirations with decision making about landscape change.

The thesis describes interventions in a number of initiatives local to Stroud in Gloucestershire. These initiatives are set in rural, urban and urban/rural fringe landscapes and involve participation from artists, local organisations, community groups and individuals, the private sector, community enterprises and the statutory sector.

The Weave is a project to maximise the community and conservation benefits arising from the active Cotswold Canals restoration project. It has been developed in response to the Local Strategic Partnership's requirement to better understand community aspirations for the canal corridor and in response to a number of community groups wanting a stake in helping to shape the wider implications of the restoration. In particular it seeks to balance housing development with a range of other community aspirations for the landscape.

Folly Wood is a recently acquired community woodland. The research covers the period during which the membership, sixty four families and friends, develop commonly agreed objectives for  a plan to manage the woodland for community and conservation benefits. 

First Friday Walks is an initiative to develop an aesthetic appreciation of the  Gloucestershire landscape led by the Gloucestershire arts collective, Walking the Land. From a data base of around eighty,  artists and photographers, writers and poets are invited on  monthly walks to make work. 

The appropriateness or otherwise of the interventions are measured in three ways. Firstly have people engaged, secondly has the work produced developed a sense of place based on a relational aesthetic and thirdly has it led to an ongoing process? This last point is important because the interventions are not seen as stand alone processes, more a part of  community engagement with landscape change. This is because questions of landscape change are a part of wider concerns about community resilience and the relational aesthetic is intended as a way of influencing these broader decisions. 

Chapter one, “A Sense of Place”, provides a contextual review. It discusses landscape and  nature, a number of issues facing the UK landscape in the context of sustainability. It sets out current policy framework, especially pertaining to localism and engagement of local communities in landscape change. It provides examples of this in practice. 

It next looks more closely at the processes in place for caring for the Stroud landscape and in particular those relating to aesthetic appreciation. It provides examples of this in practice. 

The next section reviews arts practices which are concerned with a sense of place, activist art concerned with the environment, art which involves walking and those which are participatory.

Finally the chapter describes a  practice for combining landscape aesthetics, community participation and an arts walking practice as a way of developing a sense of place  

Chapter two, “A  Sense of Reality”, sets out the theoretical and philosophical framework for the practice.  It draws on the writing of many philosophers and theorists of landscape, the arts and community participation. It sets out an approach to addressing environmental issues at a local level which crosses between science and art and in so doing it  looks to address major questions and proposals raised by Emily Brady,  Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Felix Guattari amongst others.

In researching a number of aesthetic, aspirational, attitudinal, political, administrative and organisational issues relating to landscape change in the Stroud Valleys, the thesis examines the ideas put forward by Felix  Guattari  in “The Three Ecologies”,  where for example he suggests  an “ethico-political articulation” between his idea of “three ecological registers (the environment, social relations and human subjectivity” as the way to understand and address our global crisis. The thesis, whilst not examining what he refers to as IMC – Integrated World Capitalism - , does support the proposal that human subjectivity, or 'singularity',  is as much a casualty as are the thousands of species on the edge of extinction.  ( Guattari a, trans. Pinder and Sutton, 2000) 

The practice explores his questions relating to how the concept of singularity can co-exist with a collective approach to addressing what he refers to as “the immense crisis sweeping the planet”:


“ Of course, its not at all clear how one can claim to hold creative singularity and 
potential social mutations together. And it has to be admitted that the contemporary 
Socius hardly lends itself to experimentation with this kind of aesthetic and ethico-
political transversality. It nonetheless remains the case that the immense crisis sweeping 
the planet ...open the field up to a different deployment of aesthetic components. It doesn't 
simply involve occupying the free time of the unemployed and marginalised ... In fact it is the 
very productions of science, technology and social relations which will drift towards aesthetic 
paradigms.” (Guattari b, 1998: 
  xx)

Although Guattari's existential arguments reach far beyond the narrower scope of this inquiry, this research is seen to coincide with his questions about “transversality” and the necessity of learning ways of “holding creativity and social mutations together”  Interestingly, in describing how he sees the relationship developing,  Guattari makes a number of  analogies with the way that artists work.


“... Eco-logic no longer imposes a 'resolution' of opposites. In the domain of social 
ecology there will be times of  struggle in which everyone will feel impelled to decide on 
common objectives and to act like … good activists. But there will simultaneously be 
periods in which  individual and collective subjectivities will 'pull out'....This new 
ecosophical 
logic – and I want to emphasise this point – resembles the manner in which an artist may be 
to alert his
 work after the intrusion of some accidental detail, an event-incident that suddenly 
makes his initial project bifurcate, making it drift far from its previous path, however certain it 
had once appeared to be.” ( Guattari a, trans. Pinder and Sutton, 2000, 34/35) 

This thesis suggests that artists can provide an appropriate process for researching and recording community aspirations and for activating participation. 

The arts practice also explores Guattari's concept of singularity and in particular the loss of contact with a “real” world brought about by both our over reliance on science to solve all problems and by the dominance of mass communications over individual and collective creativity.  In this context it looks at Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's writing, especially on the natural sciences, with his concept of 'morphology' , which holds similar concerns to Guattari's, and like Guattari, while accepting the importance of science's contribution, warns against our reliance on Science as a panacea for everything for ever. He says:  


 “When something has acquired a form, it metamorphoses immediately to a new one. If 
we wish to arrive at some living perception of Nature we ourselves must remain as quick and flexible as nature and follow the example she gives.” (Goethe, 1817, xxx) 

A particular aspect of the difference in approach between science and art with which this thesis is concerned is the question of cognitive and subjective approaches to environmental aesthetics.  Ideas for and against each are summarised and Emily Brady's notion for reconciling the two approaches by proposing an “ integrated aesthetic” is looked at in some depth. 


“Through an integration of the subjective and objective components of aesthetic 
experience, this approach emphasises the engaged, relational and contextual character of 
environmental appreciation and preserves a kind of non-instrumentalism through the concept 
of disinterestedness.”   (Brady, 2003, 3)

The ideas put forward in Brady's “integrated aesthetic” are explored through the practice as are the underlying concepts of disinterest, an engaged and a relational aesthetic. 

Brady also refers to her desire for her practice of philosophy to be of benefit in the world and spends time describing her idea of the integrated aesthetic in practice. The action research undertaken in this inquiry  provides an additional and different sort of practical exemplar. 

This broadens our understanding of the application of arts based research relating  to community aesthetics and participation in sustainable landscape change. 

The thesis is particularly concerned with exploring the value of arts-based, collaborative methods and experiential knowing, referred to by  Pranee Liamputtong and Jean Rumbold (Liamputtong and Rumbold 2008) as “knowing differently”. In chapter tree, the research approach and methodology are described. The research paradigm is a hybrid between constructivism and participatory action with a feminist communitarian perspective and also borrows from a cultural studies paradigm. The methodology, which as has been said, is practice led, involves three distinctive approaches. With Folly Wood the research describes a group approach to drawing, photographing, writing and researching the woods as a collaborative means for the membership of the Stroud Woodland Cooperative
 to decide on the woods future. (The author is a director of the co-operative). With Walking the Land's  “First Friday Walks”, the research involves collaborating with local artists and writers in responding to the landscape by making work. The Weave involves the author collaborating with local activists and statutory agencies in establishing the Weave as means by which local people and groups can influence landscape change. This involves walking and talking with people and groups in the landscape and interpreting their aesthetic as a series of art works. 

There is however an underlying, shared concept for all three methodologies; the research is concerned with the long-term effect of the interventions on the resilience of the communities involved and in particular the aesthetic of their place.   

�	When referring to sustainable solutions, the thesis refers to the terminology used by the the Transition Towns movement, the currently  predominant approach to moving towards a sustainable future, with its focus on building “community resilience”.  


�	It seems disappointing that Guattari, who was concerned with issues of gender equality, refers to artist as male – on the other hand, the fact that this use of language now jars could be seen as progress made in this


	 struggle for equality since the book was first published in 1989. 
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