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. 

Chapter One

Context: Literature Review, Theoretical Framework and Methodology

The research in this thesis questions, explores and tracks the role and development of a drawing/walking/being outside practice in engaging communities with landscape change processes. Contextualising the study are questions about landscape, ethics and aesthetics, in particular relational aesthetics and politics and about individual and community subjectivity as elements of community resilience. This chapter establishes the rationale for the questions being examined from a participatory ontological regime, one which privileges concepts of becoming and of being between and includes sensitivity to non human communities. It does this with reference to ideas such as transversality (ref) and an ethico-aesthetic paradigm(ref),as developed by Felix Guattari and in his writing with Giles Deleuze and Nigel Thrift's pluralist non-representational theories.

Next, the chapter theorises socially engaged art  practice as an example of practical aesthetics by drawing on the ideas of Jacques Rancière, such as aesthetic regimes (ref), and continues by studying these ideas in the context of relational aesthetics  through the writing of Nicholas Bourriaud(ref), of micro utopia  through the writing of John Wood (ref) and of the Transition Movement and community resilience through the writing of Rob Hopkins (ref).

The chapter goes on to justify an epistemological position which is based on the primacy of practice, including walking and then describes a process philosophy methodology which is based on a hybrid  between a/r/tology and auto ethnology and references phychogeography and walking as research. 

Having established the research's ontological and epistemological rationale, the chapter continues on a journey  between a number of disciplines including the writing of geographers and anthropologists, particularly Tim Ingold, Yi-Fu Tuan and John Wylie, and environmental philosophers such as Arnold Berleant and Emily Brady.  To complete the gathering of relevant theoretical context, it visits current landscape planning ideas, including Paul Selman's writing about reconnecting the natural and human elements in changing landscapes.

In this way the chapter develops the case for an arts practice appropriate for making constructive interventions within the context of landscape change and community action, in particular, to quote Guattari, it suggests a ' recomposition of assemblages of subjectivation … able to claim to replace the old ideologies which abusively sectorised the social, private and the civil,  and which were fundamentally incapable of establishing transversal junctions between the political, the ethical and the aesthetic.' (Guattari p134) 

Chapter Two

Context: socially engaged practice 

Chapter one established the rationale for the research methodology and made the case for further research  into the development and use of an arts practice appropriate for making constructive interventions within the context of landscape change and community action. 

This chapter develops a dialogue between relevant theory and practice by revisiting ideas central to Guattari and Rancière's writing on aesthetics and politics, particularly in relationship to the contested ground relating to ethical and aesthetic outputs in socially engaged practice through reference to art critics such as Claire Bishop, Shannon Jackson and Grant Kester.

The chapter also refers to the work of socially engaged artists concerned with environment and community resilience, including performative walking artists, and then outlines the author's own emergent practice. This includes a brief overview of the  participating communities and their relationship with landscape, the arts and activism.  

Finally, using this theoretical and critical framework, the chapter sets out an agenda for developing the emergent practice as a way of enabling communities to make and share meaning about place in a way that influences aspects of the long-term resilience of the community, their place and its biological and cultural fabric and at the same time models 'the crystallisation of individual and collective subjectivities' (Guattari: 2002 p131), the coexistence of ecological, community and individual creativity. 

The next chapter uses this agenda and the theoretical and critical framework to develop the practice in real world situations. 

Chapter Three

Field Work: projects, methods and developing practice

Chapter two studied socially engaged practice and set out an agenda for developing a multi-faceted practice  concerned with establishing  'transversal junctions between the political, the ethical and the aesthetic' (Guattari 134). A practice which aims to co-create conviviality (ref) and collaboration through engaging communities with landscape change processes and one which is itself capable of performing transition in the production of cultural artefacts which are metaphors for community resilience, resistance and constructive landscape change. 

In three sub-chapters, the progress of three projects between 2010 and 2013 are reflected upon;  “Folly Wood”, “The Weave” and “Transition Walks”. These various projects research different aspects of  intervention, particularly regards scale, complexity of change process  and nature of relationships. In order to aid replicability and comparison, it examines each intervention in a similar framework; the environmental and social context, the purpose, stages and timescales. For each it studies the methods chosen and artefacts produced by referring to records kept during at the time, text, recorded sound and images. 

Throughout each intervention, the chapter refers to other practitioners' work, key texts and theory in order to critically reflect upon what happened, what changed, what was revealed and consequently what were the next stages of development. This continuous reflection between context, practice, theory and making is key to developing the arts practice.  

The next chapter draws wider conclusions and looks at some of the implications of this research. 

Chapter four

Discussion, results, outcomes and wider significance

This chapter revisits the initial question and appraises the original intention against the results found in the previous chapter, in particular it refers to the appropriateness of the methodology and range of methods used regards community resilience and engagement with landscape change processes. 

It reflects further on the implications on the multi-faceted practice, the central issue of ethics, politics and aesthetics and artefact as a metaphor for transition towards individual and community resilience. 

It outlines additional questions that have arisen during the research which have not yet been addressed.  

