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The visual quality of the American landscape be-
came a topic of increased concern during the dec-
ades of the 1960s and 1970s. The visual conse-
quences of rapid and extensive growth and
development in the post-World War 11 era were
becoming ever more apparent. His concern was
chronicled in books bearing provocative titles
such as Man-Made America: Chaos or Control?
(Tunnard and Pushkarev 1963), God’s Own Junk-
yard (Blake 1964), and The American Landscape:
A Critical View (Nairn 1965). National attention
was focused on the issue of visual quality in 1965
when President Lyndon B. Johnson sponsored the
White House Conference on Natural Beauty
(1965).

Long-standing interests in the beauties of wild
and rugged landscapes expanded to encompass
less than wild places in rural America and on the
fringe of metropolitan areas. While there were
notable attempts to direct attention to the lack of
aesthetic qualities in American cities, greatest at-
tention was directed to nonurban landscapes.
These were, and continue to be, the locations
where large-scale environmental changes occur,
including construction of new subdivisions, com-
munities, dams, reservoirs, highways, airports,
and recreation areas as well as timber harvests
and surface mining. A substantial body of public
policy promulgated at the national level set the
stage for the conduct of visual landscape assess-
ments, the preparation of environmental impact
statements, and the use of simulation techniques
to convey the visual consequences of alternative
plans. These policies also served as significant
stimuli for research in landscape aesthetics. Of
considerable pragmatic importance to practition-
ers, and a challenge to researchers, was the de-
velopment of systematic and objective methods
for visual resource assessment.

This chapter is organized in three sections. the
first presents a review of the evolution of the
modern concept of landscape, of changing human-
landscape relationships and changing concepts of
landscape beauty. The second section considers
the history of American public policy related to
landscape. Policy shifts over time. usunally the re-
sult of compromises among interested parties, are
presented as reflecting normative public values.
The final section discusses and categorizes con-
cepts and approaches that have been offered by
designers, planners, and scientists during the past
two decades to identify, describe, and evaluate

landscape values or scenic beauty and to incor-
porate such values information into landscape
design, planning, and management decisions.

CONCEPTS OF LANDSCAPE
AND LANDSCAPE BEAUTY

One of the first visual simulations of the conse-
quences of alternative management decisions on
the landscape was executed in Siena, Ttaly during
the fourteenth century. Landscape simulation is
currently an important technique for assessing the
visual consequences of proposed landscape al-
terations (See Chapter 11). A very early example
of a landscape simulation is found in the Sala della
Pace of the Palazzo Publico in Siena. In the late
1330s Ambrogio Lorenzetti graphically portrayed
the effects of good and bad administrative and
managerial decisions on urban and rural land-
scapes.

Three walls of the Sala della Pace are covered
by frescoes. Lorenzetti painted on facing walls the
“effects of bad government in the town and coun-
try” and the “effects of good government in the
town and country.” Cole (1980} observes that “the
citizen standing in the Sala della Pace would have
been able to make a graphic comparison between
two types of government simply by looking at the
room’s two long walls.”

Each fresco consists of two parts, the town and
the country. The good town shows handsome, or-
derly buildings and the bad town shows decaying,
untended buildings. The good town is full of ac-
tivity with animals and people, including 10
lovely young women dancing in a handsome pi-
azza. The good country contains panoramic views
to distant hills that are undoubtedly representa-
tive of the beautiful, gentle, humanized landscape
of Tuscany, a countryside of rolling hills with
hayfields, vineyards, animals, farm workers, and
buildings. What remains of the bad government
fresco suggests a somber and chaotic countryside
lacking in signs of productivity or pastoral qual-
ities.

Lorenzetti’s frescoes also signal an awakening
to landscape as an element in art to be considered
in itself as a source of pleasure and human sat-
isfaction rather than as incidental decoration or
background to other pictorial content. Clark (1961)
suggests that Ambrogio Lorenzetti together with
his brother Pietro and Simone Martini {(also




FIGURE 1.1. Ambrogio Lorenzetti, The effects of good gouv-
ernment in the town, fourteenth century.

painters in Siena) and the poets Petrarch, Dante,
and Boccaccio represent a sharp break with me-
dieval tradition and introduce the modern concept
of landscape. Martini and the Lorenzettis de-
parted from the stylized, detailed depiction of
elements of landscape as minor parts of pictorial
compositions and treated landscapes as illusion-
istic, spatial compositions meriting attention unto
themselves. Petrarch, Dante, and Boccaccio wrote
of enjoying the pleasures of nature and the view-
ing of beautiful landscapes—a position that is in
sharp contrast with earlier prevailing medieval
beliefs about the sinfulness of earthly pleasures
and the unknown dangers and fears associated
with nature.

The Modern Concept of Landscape

The emergence of this modern concept of land-
scape as a source of pleasure and satisfaction was
enhanced by subsequent developments in land-
scape painting and garden design. The evolution
of gardens from places of utility for growing food
and medicinal plants to places of beauty and en-
joyment paralleled the emergence of landscape
painting in the Middle Ages and into the Ren-
aissance. Artists sought to capture the many
moods of nature and to express her personality
and the joy she provided. This occurred during a
time when the western world was becoming in-
creasingly secular.

Turner (1966) notes that landscape painting
also paralleled the Renaissance development of
city life and its attendant merchant class and
monetary economy. The merchant class became
patrons of secular art and sought the pleasures of
nature in their country villas and gardens. Nature
in the gardens, however, was carefully controlled
and manipulated. It was not evocative of wild
landscapes or surrounding rural landscapes. The
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FIGURE 1.2. Geometric design of the sixteenth century Villa
Medici, Rome.

garden was a carefully designed place of geo-
metric, usually symmetrical, architectural forms
into which plants and water were introduced un-
der conditions of careful control. Nevertheless,
the walls of the palazzos and loggias in the villas
were frequently decorated with paintings and
frescoes depicting wild nature and the surround-
ing countryside. This geometric approach to gar-
den design prevailed for several centuries
throughout Europe, although the scale of gardens
varied immensely from the relatively modest
walled garden of a fifteenth-century Italian villa
to the grand scale of Versailles in seventeenth-
century France.

The very word landscape wasn’t introduced
into the English language until the sixteenth cen-
tury. It was a technical term, landschap, used in
Dutch landscape paintings of beautiful scenery
(Stilgoe, 1982; Punter, 1982). The English version
of this word, landskip, later became transformed
to landscape, the word we use today. The mean-
ing of the word changed, however, after its intro-
duction into England. Within a few decades it also
meant vistas of rural countryside, hilltop pano-
ramic views and large ornamental gardens as well
as paintings of rural scenery.

The Beautiful, the Picturesque,
and the Sublime

A profound change in garden design occurred in
England during the eighteenth century. Stimu-
lated by the idealized landscape paintings of late
seventeenth-century artists Rosa, Poussin, and
Claude, designers sought to recreate landscapes
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of bucolic beauty, landscapes of softened hills and
valleys, with trees—singly and in clumps—in
their natural forms, and buildings—alone or in
groups—usually of classical design (Fleming and
Gore, 1979). The geometry and symmetry of Ren-
aissance and Baroque gardens were replaced with
a kind of stylized nature that avoided straight lines
and angles and embraced sweeping, serpentine
curves. Nature was made soft, rounded, neat, and
tidy.

This romantic view of nature was found not
only in painting and gardens but also in poetry.
Alexander Pope in his Essay on Criticism (1715)
admonished young poets to

First follow Nature, and your judgment frame
By her just standard, which is still the same:
Unerring Nature, still divinely bright,

One clear, unchang'd and universal light,

Life, force, and beauty, must to all impart,

At once the source, and end, and test of Art.
That Art is best which most resembles her,
And still presides, yet never does appear.

Fleming and Gore (1979) suggest that these words
were also applicable to landscape gardening of
the time.

Humphrey Repton (1907), a highly successful
eighteenth-century landscape gardener and prac-
titioner of this “stylized nature™ approach to de-
sign, devised a graphic means of making his di-
signs meaningful to his clients. He wrote:

To make my designs intelligible, I found that
a mere map was insufficient; as being no more
capable of conveying an idea of the landscape
than the ground-plan of a house does of its el-
evation.

Where Ambrogio Lorenzetti in the fourteenth
century painted frescoes of the effects of good and
bad government, Repton devised another and
more modest means of simulating the conse-
quences of change. He prepared an illustration,
frequently a watercolor sketch, of the place as it
existed, with a fold-up sketch hinged at the bot-
tom—usually about one-half page in height—that
depicted the place as it would appear after his
design had been executed. Thus Repton could
show his client how a formal geometric garden
could be modified to blend into the surrounding
landscape or park as he called it by folding up

FIGURE 1.3. The effect of removing trees in the oblique
view of an avenue at Longley Park and creating a veiw “in-
finitely more interesting than any row of trees . ..” (Repton,
1907, p. 26).

the hinged sketch to cover that portion that would
be changed by his design.

There was a tendency during this period to
judge landscapes in the same way as paintings,
which led to use of the term picturesque. Pictur-
esque landscapes demanded more contrast than
that found in the landscape gardens of earlier
practitioners of the art such as William Kent and
Lancelot (Capability) Brown. The Reverend Wil-
liam Gilpin, regarded as the founder of the Pic-
turesque School, decried the use of uniform green
lawns with clumps and belts of trees as looking
insipid in a picture. Capability Brown’s gardens,
in Gilpin’s view, lacked the contrast with rugged
materials and aspects and thus might be beautiful
but not picturesque. The picturesque park sur-
rounding a house and garden was one that was
irregular in detail, rough and coarse in texture,
intricate in pattern, and variegated in color and
shading (O’Brien, 1981). Picturesque parks in-



cluded fallen trees, rocky grottos, and gothic ruins.
Sir Uvedale Price, an avowed advocate of the pic-
turesque school of landscape gardening, also drew
a distinction between the picturesque landscape
and the sublime (O’Brien 1981; Allentuck 1974).
The sublime he defined as including greatness of
dimension and being founded on principles of
awe and terror. Price suggested that landscape
gardeners could create beautiful and picturesque
landscapes, but they did not have the power to
create sublime landscapes. These were created
by a higher power.

Picturesque and Sublime in America

The English picturesque landscape and a fasci-
nation with wilderness or sublime landscapes
were two dominant factors that influenced Amer-
ican landscape values in the nineteenth century
and that continue to influence landscape values
in the later decades of the twentieth century. In-
itially, wilderness was a foe to be conquered. it
was the landscape from which settlers wrested
sites for homes and farms in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries; it was a vast unknown area
that stretched far to the west from the thin band
of widely separated settlements along the eastern
seaboard. Conquering the wildemess was viewed
as an essential task in the formation of a new and
independent nation.

FIGURE 1.4.
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By the early nineteenth century, however, an-
other view of wilderness was emerging, notably
among a group of artists and writers. The painter
George Catlin, in 1832, was among the very first
to argue for setting aside a section of America’s
wilderness to be protected as a national park
(Gatlin 1968). Writers such as James Fenimore
Cooper eloquently described the beauties and
rugged qualities of wilderness landscapes in his
romantic novels (Nevius 1976). Other writers such
as William Cullen Bryant and Henry David Tho-
reau extolled the virtues and beauty of America’s
natural landscapes. In a new country that lacked
the artistic artifacts and cultural history of Europe,
wild nature could be a symbol of national pride.
It was one thing America had that was equal to
or better than anything that could be found in
Europe.

The landscape of the Hudson River Valley was
such a symbol of national pride (Stilgoe 1982).
The landscape was romanticized through asso-
ciations with the Revolutionary War; it possessed
geological features that contributed to its sublim-
ity; and it had the intricacies of pattern associated
with picturesque landscapes. The terms sublime
and picturesque represented important concepts
in the aesthetic evaluation of romanticized land-
scape in nineteenth-century America as well as
in England. Contained by the sublime landscape
of the highlands, a picturesque landscape was
created in the lower levels of the valley. Land-

Hudson River Valley painting by John Frederick Kensett, View near Cozzens
Hotel, West Point 1863. The New-York Historical Society, New York.



