
THINKING LANDSCAPE



THINKING LANDSCAPE
DIRKMICHAELHENNRICH   PAULOREYES   ARTURROZESTRATEN 

editors



Universidade de São Paulo
Reitor: Prof. Dr. Carlos Gilberto Carlotti Junior
Vice-Reitora: Profa. Dra. Maria Arminda do Nascimento Arruda

Faculdade de Arquitetura e Urbanismo
Diretor: João Sette Whitaker Ferreira
Vice-Diretor: Guilherme Teixeira Wisnik

cataloging-in-Publication:

     Thinking landscape / editors Dirk Michael Hennrich, Paulo Reyes, Artur Rozestraten

--   São Paulo :  FAUUSP, 2023.

       311 p.

       ISBN :  978-65-89514-37-4 

       DOI : 1011606/9786589514374

      

1. Arquitetura Paisagística (Filosofia)  I. Hennrich, Dirk Michael,ed. II. Reyes, Paulo, 

ed. III. Rozestraten, Artur, ed. IV. Título.

Serviço Técnico de Biblioteca da Faculdade de Arquitetura e Urbanismo da USP

CDD 712



editors: 

Dirk Michael Hennrich (UL) 

Paulo Edison Belo Reyes (UFRGS)

Artur Simões Rozestraten (USP)

design layout and cover: 

Gustavo de Oliveira Nunes (PROPUR/UFRGS) 

Lucas Boeira Bittencourt (PROPUR/UFRGS)

cover images: 

Photo of Elizabete Rocha, “A criação”, Altiplano Boliviano (Andean Plateau), 2005 e 2006

english review: 

Philip White

acknowledgments:

Centro de Filosofia da Faculdade de Letras da Universidade de Lisboa (CFUL); Faculdade de Arquitetura e 
Urbanismo da Universidade de São Paulo (FAUSP) e Portal de Livros Abertos da USP; Programa de Pós-Graduação 
em Planejamento Urbano e Regional da Faculdade de Arquitetura da Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul 
(PROPUR/FA/UFRGS); Grupos de Pesquisa: Praxis (UL), Poiese (UFRGS) e RITe (USP) 

Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento do Pessoal de Nível Superior (CAPES), Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento 
Científico e Tecnológico (CNPq) e Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa do Estado de São Paulo (FAPESP) 

Este trabalho é financiado por fundos nacionais através da FCT – Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia (Portugal), 
I.P., no âmbito do projecto  UID/FIL/00310/2019 

Este trabalho é financiado pela CAPES pelo edital Professor Visitante (Sênior) no Instituto de Filosofia da Universidade 
Nova de Lisboa com Bolsa de Pesquisa – do Programa CAPES-Print - Cód. de Financiamento 001

Esta obra é de acesso aberto. É permitida a reprodução parcial ou total desta obra, desde que citada a fonte e 
autoria, proibindo qualquer uso para fins comerciais e respeitando a Licença Creative Commons indicada: Licença 
Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) Atribuição-NãoComercial-SemDerivações 4.0 Internacional.



INTRODUCTION

DIRKMICHAELHENNRICH    PAULOREYES On the transversality of landscape 
thinking today: an introduction

PERCEPTION AND ENGAGEMENT

LUCAVARGIU The beautiful landscape?

BODOROTT Un-taming the gaze

PAULOBORGES Connivance or observation? Rethinking landscape philosophy with 
François Jullien and Chinese thought

MAIKEMELLES When humans meet: Re-evaluating current trends in landscape 
anthropology  The Case of the Spanish Dehesa

SENSITIVITY AND AFFECTION

MICHELEBANDIERA  ENRICOMILAZZO The role of mimesis in the 
embodiment of landscape: Apulia at the time of Xylella

ARTHURCABRAL The enjoyment of landscape in contemporary cities: interstices, 
atmospheres and poetic images

SANDRARIBEIRO The landscape as a recognizable form of the human ethos: a 
dialogue between Scientific Psychology and Landscape Philosophy

LIGIAARANHA    PEDROCARVALHO Transforming urban environments into 
landscapes: Contributions of Archetypal Psychology to the Philosophy of Landscape

17

37

50

66

91

123

136

158

8



REPRESENTATION AND DESIGNING

VLADIMIRBARTALINI Landscape and project in the contemporary urban 
environment

PAULOREYES Landscape... Landscaping From wild nature to domesticated 
nature, or not so much

ARTURROZESTRATEN    DIOGOPEREIRA Unequal landscapes Metaphors, 
images and critical reflections

ALESSANDROMATTA Slums in Latin America Practices between self-
construction and design

SUSANALIMA The “becoming” of landscape architecture  Genius Loci and the 
concept of place

VICTORMAITINO Designing landscapes: Parque da Fonte in Morro do Querosene

BIBLIOGRAPHY

AUTHORS

171

187

200

222

245

265



17THINKING LANDSCAPE
PERCEPTION AND ENGAGEMENT

THE BEAUTIFUL LANDSCAPE?

LUCA VARGIU

The aesthetic prejudice

Discourses on the aesthetics of  landscape are constantly dealing with 
a notion that, although unexpectedly, is still widespread even today: the 
notion that talking about the aesthetics of  landscape means, first and fore-
most, talking about the beauty of  landscapes and the pleasure felt by those 
who contemplate them with rapture and admiration. Landscape seems 
still to be regarded “as a scenery more or less pleasant to see, as a pictu-
resque framework favourable for reverie and nostalgia, as though it were 
an amiability of  the world”, to quote a consideration by Jean-Marc Besse 
(2018, 5; translation by the author). In this regard, by way of  an example, 
I will, if  I may, bring back a personal memory; I once asked a well-known 
Italian philosopher, who was contemplating initiating a project on lands-
cape studies, whether he also intended to consider aesthetics. He replied, 
almost annoyed, distancing himself  from me, raising his eyes to the sky 
and snorting: “Yes, but… the beautiful landscape...”
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It is as if  the point of  view of  aesthetics were made to coincide with 
the famous statement by Henri-Frédéric Amiel (1903, 65-66) “Every 
landscape is, as it were, a state of  the soul” or, better still, with the subjecti-
vist trivialisation that this statement has undergone, especially in everyday 
discourses. A trivialisation that, at various times, authors such as François 
Paulhan (1913, 73-74), Rosario Assunto (1994, 157-175), Andrei Pleşu 
(2018, 50) and Claude Raffestin (2005, 88) have already stigmatised.

Or it is as if  one were to refer to Theodor W. Adorno’s considerations 
on the present destiny of  the reflections on natural beauty, which have “a 
pedantic, dull, antiquarian quality” (Adorno 2002, 62), that is to say, which 
are always on the verge of  falling into affectation and kitsch. A reference, 
however, made without taking into account the background of  thought in 
which such considerations have their raison d’être, which lead, indeed, to a 
deeply philosophical revaluation of  natural beauty against its disqualifica-
tion within Idealism (Figal 1977; Tepe 2001, 77-98; D’Angelo 2001, 55-57; 
Tafalla 2011; Matteucci 2012, 97-172; Serrão 2013, 24-25; Cook 2014).

Or again, it is as if  one were to agree with the view, related to Pierre 
Bourdieu (1984) or other orientations generally referable to critical thou-
ght and cultural studies, that aesthetics, connected as it is to the rise of  the 
bourgeois class in the West and not a secondary component of  the educa-
tion of  the upper (male) classes (Shiner 2001, 79-98, 130-151), always de-
notes a social differentiation and, therefore, a dissimilarity in the access to 
culture, or even an attitude of  power that reverberates in the relationships 
among social groups, genders and cultures (on landscape, see Cosgrove 
1998, 1-2 and passim). All aspects that, as such, must be thought of  not 
as a matter of  agreement, but rather as a matter of  deconstruction, both 
in general and in their application to landscape theories and to the policies 
of  preservation (D’Angelo 2010, 39-40; 2011, 66; Zusman 2019, 289-291).
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In short, it is as if  aesthetics were considered something related to 
“beautiful souls” or false consciousness, incapable of  starting incisive 
discourses on landscape, as though they were to be tolerated—where it 
happens—only by virtue of  a certain nobility, a nobility recognised in its 
history or its past, but with the certainty that the important issues lie el-
sewhere and that its contribution is, after all, only ornamental. In this way, 
such views all end up replacing aesthetics, or the aesthetic attitude, with 
an “aesthetic prejudice”, if  we want to adopt a suggestion of  the geogra-
phers Isabelle Dumont and Claudio Cerreti (2009, 76). Such a prejudice, 
however, cannot be but a social construct with its own history: as such, it 
embodies an ideological sense and possesses a political weight that must 
also be highlighted and unmasked.

Aesthetics and beauty

To question this widespread conception and begin to make a step fo-
rward from a critical point of  view, I shall start from an analysis aimed at 
deconstructing the link, which seems indissoluble, between aesthetics and 
beauty. If, in fact, this connection proves to be anything but inseparable, 
even the aesthetics of  landscape will cease to be circumscribed to the “be-
autiful landscape”. In this regard, one of  the strongest stances which has 
emerged in recent years is that expressed by the Italian philosopher Paolo 
D’Angelo. D’Angelo, in his 2011 book Estetica, speaks apertis verbis of  the 
“misunderstanding of  beauty” and argues: “Beauty is not a central con-
cept of  aesthetics, indeed beauty, in its current meaning, is, substantially, 
an extra-aesthetic value” (D’Angelo 2011, 125; translation by the author). 
In an article published the following year, as well as in a lesson addres-
sed to the students of  a high school in Rome, the philosopher raises, if  
possible, the stakes, naming both interventions Contro la bellezza, “Against 
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beauty” (D’Angelo 2012; 2014). He obviously does not want to deny that 
this notion has been central within the history of  aesthetics for a couple 
of  millennia (D’Angelo 2012, 119); rather, he intends to dwell on a real 
conceptual confusion which, in his view, continues to cause more than 
one misunderstanding. Hence the invitation to distinguish an evaluative or 
verdictive meaning and a descriptive meaning:

On the one hand […], when I say that a work of  art is beau-
tiful, I mostly intend only to affirm that it is a successful 
work of  art, which achieves its purpose, which has earned 
my approval. Here ‘beautiful’ has a value that […] we can 
call verdictive: it gives a judgment on the artefact, it tells 
us that it aroused in us a positive reaction, which allowed 
us to accomplish an aesthetic experience; however, it does 
not tell us anything about the nature of  the object and of  
our experience. It is a pure sign of  approval, which could 
be replaced by any other sign (D’Angelo 2012, 119-120; 

translation by the author).

In the evaluative sense, therefore, “beautiful” simply means that “the-
re is something that produces an aesthetic experience” (D’Angelo 2011, 
126; translation by the author). The descriptive meaning is instead totally 
different:

When we use ‘beautiful’ in this descriptive meaning, we 
intend not only to praise the work in question, but to em-
phasise that it has the characteristics of  pleasantness, love-
liness, agreeableness, which are lacking in the works for 
which we would refuse to use ‘beautiful’ in the same sense 
(D’Angelo 2011, 127; translation by the author).

In the descriptive sense, we are therefore referring to a “value outside 
of  art, to indicate what we would call beautiful in life” (D’Angelo 2014, 
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6; translation by the author). This implies that, according to this meaning, 
“beautiful” can be used in relation to certain artworks, but not to other 
ones: as exemplified by D’Angelo himself, Titian’s Venus of  Urbino is beau-
tiful, but not a male figure by Francis Bacon, a composition by Haydn is 
beautiful, but not A Survivor from Warsaw by Schönberg, a canonical staging 
of  Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake is beautiful, but not some performances of  La 
Fura dels Baus (D’Angelo 2011, 127; 2012, 120).

To better understand the difference between the two meanings, 
D’Angelo refers to what the Italian philosopher Guido Calogero (1960, 
125-128) called “Pygmalion’s Proof,” imagining, as in the well-known 
myth, that the painted or sculpted figures can come to life before us. The 
result will be the following:

Well, if  the painting depicted a vase of  flowers or a florid 
and smiling child, like Rubens’ children, you will continue to 
be happy, while you will be less happy if  the painting repre-
sented a monster by Bosch or the corpse of  a plague-strick-
en person, as in Poussin’s The Plague at Ashdod (D’Angelo 
2012, 124; translation by the author).

He concludes that, in its descriptive meaning, beauty is per se an extra
-aesthetic value, which maintains only “a relationship of  tangency” with 
the aesthetic dimension (D’Angelo 2011, 129; 2012, 126). This means that 
when it migrates into the latter it must undergo a transformation:

‘Beauty,’ in a descriptive sense, is an extra-aesthetic value, 
[…] and it is a value that cannot shift from the extra-aes-
thetic domain, where it lives, to the aesthetic domain, for 
example, to the art world, without undergoing a very deep 
mutation, which turns it into a completely different thing, 
that is, into the success of  an aesthetic organization of  ex-
perience (D’Angelo 2011, 128-129; translation by the au-
thor).
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Landscape experience and representation

The question that can be asked at this point is whether these consi-
derations and distinctions can also be applied to the landscape experience. 
D’Angelo, as seen, refers to representations, artistic or not: it seems that 
only within the structure of  representation is it in fact possible to distin-
guish the beauty of  the subjects depicted or evoked (descriptive) from the 
beauty of  their realization in images, sounds or words (verdictive).

At first glance, a difficulty seems to arise. If  we consider the lands-
cape experience as a direct experience, inasmuch as the manifestation of  
the landscape is not mediated by a representation, then in this experien-
ce there seems to be only room for the descriptive meaning of  beauty, 
that is, for the extra-aesthetic one. However, this might not be D’Angelo’s 
conclusion: recalling that he holds that in the verdictive sense “beautiful” 
means “there is something that produces an aesthetic experience”, and 
that the aesthetic experience is configured as “the success of  an aesthetic 
organization of  experience”, one can detect evidence of  a more articula-
ted way of  thinking. In fact, were beauty in an aesthetic sense to be found 
only in experiences mediated by representations, then it would coincide 
with artistic beauty (meaning “artistic” in a broad sense). Regarding it this 
way, D’Angelo might end up falling back into positions similar to those 
he recognised—and criticised—for example in Mikel Dufrenne and Hans 
Robert Jauss, that is, positions which tend to assimilate the aesthetic ex-
perience with that which is related to works of  art (D’Angelo 2010, 39; 
2011, 65). For the Italian philosopher, in short, the aesthetic experience 
is configured as a “redoubling of  the experience that normally appears”, 
in which the characters of  the common experience undergo “a different 
organization and finalization”. Different finalization, because it “detaches 
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from the immediate purpose, without any identifiable goal to achieve”; 
different organization, because it is oriented upon itself, allowing “the na-
ture of  the experience to emerge with a certain force” (D’Angelo 2013, 
10-11; see D’Angelo 2010, 43; 2011, 79). This configuration, therefore, 
overlooks the question of  representation, so that we can speak—and de 
facto we do speak—of  aesthetic experience, for instance, “with regard to a 
painting and a landscape, to a poem and a design object” (D’Angelo 2010, 
39; 2011, 65; translation by the author).

These conceptual clarifications are not explicitly recalled when D’An-
gelo examines the problem of  beauty. Anyway, tertium non datur: either we 
must think that such distinctions continue to be valid in the background, 
or, given that “beautiful” in this sense, as already seen, “does not tell us 
anything about the nature of  the object and of  our experience”, we must 
conclude that the discourse on beauty and the discourse on experience 
remain separate from each other. In the first case, as well as speaking of  
aesthetic experience, we can therefore also speak of  beauty in verdictive 
terms in relation to experiences that are not mediated by representations 
or evocations: for example, about landscapes. In the second case, this is 
denied, and the only meaning of  beauty at stake here is the extra-aesthetic 
one, typical of  everyday language and experience. To speak of  it in aesthe-
tic terms would mean falling back into that misunderstanding from which 
D’Angelo made the moves.

It should be deduced that, in the case of  landscape experience, in 
which it would seem to deal with a direct experience, the beauty invol-
ved is only that of  descriptive order: a particular landscape is regarded as 
beautiful, ugly, sublime, picturesque, degraded, and so on, because this is 
how we live it, because this is how we experience it, without any mediation 
linked to representations: by simplifying, the landscape experience concer-
ns life and not art.
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The words used for this description, however, allow for some sus-
picion to emerge. In this regard, the term “picturesque” is exemplary. In 
the experience of  nature emerging in this aesthetic theory in the 18th cen-
tury, nature was regarded as similar to pictures and shaped on the works 
of  painters who were particularly representative of  the landscape genre: 
hence its link with the theories of  ideal landscape (Pleşu 2018, 126-131). 
William Gilpin’s statement that the picturesque beauty is “that kind of  be-
auty which would look well in a picture” (Gilpin 1808, 328; already 1802, 
xii) is quoted several times in this regard.

But even talking about degraded landscapes, whatever the social pre-
suppositions and the vicissitudes of  taste that led to making such a judg-
ment about certain specific landscapes may be (Dumont and Cerreti 2009, 
especially 87-93; also Burckhardt 2015, 33-38; and Nogué 2016, 13), it 
nevertheless implies a reference to an ideal model—that of  a landscape 
felt as beautiful, good, healthy, authentic, identitarian… Such a model, as 
an ideal, can only be a representation, created on the basis of  canons and 
criteria that serve to show how that landscape should be were it not in a 
condition of  degradation. Even in the case of  a truly existing landscape 
taken as a model—what Assunto (1994, 219-245) considers as a process 
of  institutionalization—the discourse does not change, as that landscape, 
in this context, would not be valid per se, but rather inasmuch as it is ca-
pable of  bringing together such characteristics to the extent of  becoming 
a model: it would therefore have value in representative terms. In short, 
the ideal model, whether or not it finds its correspondences in reality, 
always acts as a term of  comparison and as an example to follow, not only, 
as obvious, in the issuing of  judgments, but also in view of  policies of  
protection and re-evaluation.

Incidentally, it goes without saying that this model can never be neu-
tral with respect to social, ideological, political and aesthetic dynamics: 
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to deny it would mean surrendering to a false consciousness. Whereas 
Michael Jakob critically exemplifies that “all the corners of  the world that 
survived industrial civilization must correspond to the Arcadian images 
that we make of  them” (Jakob 2009, 106; translation by the author), Ador-
no (2002, 68) warns us:

Precisely nature that has not been pacified by human cul-
tivation, nature over which no human hand has passed—
alpine moraines and taluses—resembles those industrial 
mountains of  debris from which the socially lauded aes-
thetic need for nature flees.

Landscape experience between immediacy and mediatedness

This observed, the question arises again: is the landscape experience 
really a direct experience or is it an experience mediated by a representa-
tion? In his precious small book, Jakob describes the history of  landscape 
as characterised by a shift from an exclusivity of  landscape as a picture—
in paintings, drawings or engravings—to the coexistence, from the 18th 
century, between the “landscape as representation” and the “experienced 
landscape” (Jakob 2009, especially 73-85). However, he places both under 
the concept of  representation, distinguishing between “pictorial represen-
tation” and “empirical representation”: the former equivalent to “a make-
visible, a view of  nature through image”, and the latter coinciding with “the 
possibility of  making an image in situ” (Jakob 2009, 115; translation by the 
author). Indeed, from this point of  view, Jakob additionally points out that 
it is impossible to reach a landscape experience “without reproducing, ei-
ther consciously or unconsciously, pre-existing models or schemes”:

The experience in question, that of  the ‘true’ landscape, 
will actually already be a representation of  a representation, 
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and this up to infinity, given the number of  landscape im-
ages lodged in our cultural memory (Jakob 2009, 28; trans-
lation by the author).

By way of  an example, he reports an excerpt from Fugaku Hyakkei 
(“One Hundred Views of  Mount Fuji”), a novel by the Japanese writer Dazai 
Osamu, to show how representations condition the view of  a landscape:

Fujiyama, the splendour of  Japan: if  foreigners find it won-
derful, it is because they were talked to about it a thousand 
times: it has become a dream vision for them. But suppose 
we meet the Fuji without having been subjected to all this 
advertising campaign—therefore, naively, innocently, with 
the heart as a blank page: to what extent would we be able 
to appreciate it? Nothing is taken for granted. It’s a pretty 
small mountain. Yes: small in relation to its base. Given its 
width at the base, the Fuji should be one and a half  times 
taller (Dasai 1993, 68; quoted in Jakob 2009, 28; translation 
by the author).

From the “disenchantment”, from the “real dismantling of  the Fuji” 
made by Dazai, Jakob observes that even a fictitious innocent view, and 
the surprise that follows, denotes “a complex cultural construction”: the 
landscape, therefore, always reveals itself  as “the artificial, non-natural re-
sult of  a culture that perpetually redefines its relationship with nature” 
(Jakob 2009, 28-29; translation by the author).

The fact of  being a social and a cultural construct is a feature of  
landscape which several scholars draw attention to not precisely from 
nowadays—we may say from Georg Simmel (2007) onwards. Anyway, in 
Jakob’s view, the landscape is better defined as a representational construc-
tion: physical, as in the case of  the landscape painting, or mental, as in the 
case of  what is considered direct experience. In the end, this view is not 
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so far from Alain Roger’s theory of  artialisation, according to which the 
way of  considering landscapes and places always depends on art, not only 
in the direct interventions on sites, from gardening to land art (artialisation 
in situ), but also in the case of  the perception of  real landscapes, which is 
always guided by painted images (artialisation in visu—note the affinity and 
the difference with Jakob) (Roger 1997, 11-30; 2019).

A similar view also emerges from Lucius Burckhardt’s writings (Lica-
ta 2016, 80). In an article significantly entitled Why Is Landscape Beautiful?, 
Burckhardt shows that he is aware of  the difficulties inherent in the affir-
mation that the landscape

is oriented to the ideal of  the ‘locus amoenus’, the ‘charm-
ing place’ upheld by painting and literature since the time 
of  Homer and Horace, through that of  Claude Le Lorrain 
and the Romantics and, finally, by our tourism brochures 
and cigarette advertisements (Burckhardt 2015, 32).

The way in which, in a seminar held in his city, Basel, he tested the 
relationship with painting is equally significant:

We painted landscapes, and noted how the very composi-
tion and structure of  a painting help convey the message 
‘landscape’. If  we painted a valley in the foreground, and 
allowed a mountain range to rise against the sky in the 
background, it was practically impossible not to produce 
a landscape. No colour, no drawing is so far removed 
from reality as to destroy the impression of  a landscape. 
‘Non-landscapes’ could be produced in any case, only by 
departing from conventional ways of  composing or fram-
ing the image (Burckhardt 2015, 38).

His experiment only failed to produce “a single ugly landscape”: a 
sign that not only, as Burckhardt himself  notes, the landscape appears 
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“to be a construct comprised of  conventional visual structures” (ibid.), 
but also that here “ugly landscape” can only be understood in a verdictive 
sense, that is, related to the pictorial composition. Instead, the conclusion 
of  the Swiss scholar seems to go in the direction of  an ugliness that re-
verberates on the directly experienced landscape, inasmuch as the pictorial 
composition, as a mise-en-oeuvre of  the comparison between the ideal cons-
truct and the real landscape, plays, with respect to the latter, a litmus test 
function. As he points out:

To espy a landscape in our environment is a creative act 
brought forth by excluding and filtering certain elements 
and, equally, by rhyming together or integrating all we see in 
a single image, in a manner that is influenced largely by our 
educational background (Burckhardt 2015, 31).

Every landscape is therefore intended as the result of  a creative cons-
truction dependent upon cultural processes, in which individual and histo-
rical knowledge is sedimented (Hennrich 2019, 54): as Burckhardt (2013, 
175) also says, there is an “unpainted landscape” in our minds. If  this is 
the case, then the judgment of  beauty or ugliness seems not to be merely 
descriptive, as it refers not only to the landscapes experienced directly, but 
also, and even foremost, to the mental image that acts as a benchmark, not 
just ideal but also formal, for such a landscape; therefore, it is a judgment 
that, if  the landscape were correlated only with a direct experience, would 
fall back into the conceptual confusion from which D’Angelo started.

To take a step forward in the argument, it should be observed that 
Jakob’s and Burckhardt’s conceptions share not only the strengths but 
also the weaknesses of  Roger’s theory and of  similar views, such as Er-
nst Gombrich’s, according to which it is not natural beauty that inspired 
art, but rather the opposite, so that—note Gilpin’s implicit reminiscen-
ce—“we call a scenery ‘picturesque’ […] if  it reminds us of  paintings we 
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have seen” (Gombrich 1966, 117).
On the one hand, the strengths consist of  emphasizing that the per-

ception of  landscapes is always conditioned and mediated, educated by 
images and previous representations, cultural sedimentations, conceptual 
prejudices and convictions of  various nature, which are deposited in the 
memory and in the personal and collective imaginary. From this point of  
view, all the above-mentioned authors would agree with the following sta-
tement by Adorno (2002, 68): “Natural beauty is ideology where it serves 
to disguise mediatedness as immediacy”.

On the other hand, to highlight the weaknesses, we can refer to some 
points of  criticism directed by D’Angelo at Roger and Gombrich, and by 
W. J. T. Mitchell just at Gombrich, and try to extend such points also to 
Burckhardt and Jakob. Let us return to the example of  Mount Fuji: were 
we to affirm that the experience of  it is always mediated by its represen-
tations, to the extent that, if  one could look at it free from prejudice, 
perhaps it would not appear so appreciable, we would end up being unable 
to understand how those representations, by means of  which we admire 
the mount as wonderful, were born. As D’Angelo writes,

if  we can appreciate nature only if  we have seen it transfig-
ured by art, it becomes impossible to understand how the 
first artistic representation of  it has been produced (D’An-
gelo 2001, 155; translation by the author).

In fact, we should at least admit that there existed a first beholder or a 
first artist who has looked at his own object in new forms, previously non
-existent. From the point of  view of  the history of  landscape painting, 
Mitchell (1995, 111) argues that “it is hard to see how landscape painting 
can take priority over landscape perception, when paintings themselves 
could not be seen as landscapes until the 16th century”.
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So, despite Gombrich’s clarification that “such questions of  priority 
cannot be settled empirically” (Gombrich 1966, p. 117), the reversal of  
the relationship between painting and experience ends up, according to 
Mitchell (1995, p. 111), leading to “a very tiny and vicious circle, governed 
by a ‘chicken and egg’ relation between painting and vision”. Or better 
still, following D’Angelo’s (2001, 156) criticism, it risks falling into a regres-
sus ad infinitum—a representation mediated by representations mediated 
by representations…: a regression that, as we have seen, Jakob explicitly 
accepts. However, it makes more sense to think of  a circularity between 
experience and images rather than advancing the thesis of  a one-way in-
fluence: as Martine Joly points out, “all, in reality, know that we are cons-
tituted of  both memories of  images, to which the experience refers, and 
of  memories of  experiences, to which the images refer” (Joly 2008, 185; 
translation by the author).

But, in addition to this, we must also suppose that the discourse made 
so far is also valid for the question of  experience and aesthetic judgment: 
without an appreciation, or without Fuji being considered susceptible of  
appreciation, no artist would have represented it or no writer would have 
spoken of  it in terms of  admiration. The imbalance between its basis and 
its height is not then something that is noticed only when one tries to 
free oneself  from convictions, from the representations sedimented in our 
mind and from the advertising campaign, and that makes one take a step 
back to its aesthetic appreciation. Rather, the proportionality between the 
parts is evidently not a sufficient element to judge beauty, as was the case, 
in an exemplary way, within the “Great Theory” of  beauty—from ancient 
Greece to the 18th century (Tatarkiewicz 1980, 125-129). Otherwise, it 
would remain difficult to explain why Fuji, despite being disproportional, 
has been made the object of  so many representations and evocations. It 
is true that these representations invest not only or not just the aesthetic 
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dimension, but rather other dimensions, which concern the historical, my-
thical and religious significance of  the mountain for Japanese culture. If  
this is the case, however, the argument presented by Jakob on the basis of  
Dazai’s passage, which has entirely to do with the aesthetic appreciation, 
ends up failing or, more simply, it must be recognised that the example is 
not completely fitting.

And again, even though we continue to admit that the presumed di-
rect landscape experience is equally mediated by representations, as is the 
experience of  landscape in painting, this does not imply an equality betwe-
en the two kinds of  experience, neither in terms of  experience, nor in ter-
ms of  representation. Above all, this is because, as D’Angelo points out, 
“the experience we have in the real landscape [is not] the same, or even 
only of  the same species, of  the experience we have before the painted 
landscape” (D’Angelo 2001, 158; translation by the author). The example 
chosen is that of  the Sainte-Victoire mountain:

I believe that no reasonable person would affirm that see-
ing one of  the reproductions of  the Sainte-Victoire moun-
tain painted by Cézanne is an experience of  the same type 
as that which takes place by going to Provence and con-
templating the mountain, or better still, observing it from 
afar and then approaching it, eventually climbing it (ibid.; 
translation by the author).

D’Angelo states that this equivalence would only be possible “by re-
ducing the landscape to a view”, as a correlative of  a “panoramicistic” 
attitude, as he calls it (ibid.; translation by the author). Even in this case, 
however, the role of  the visual experience of  landscape should require 
to be rethought—leaving aside here some ethical issues (Nogué 2010)—
within a more articulated ontology and anthropology of  the visual (No-
gué 2016, 19; Zusman 2019, 279n2). Incidentally, from this point of  view, 
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Claude Raffestin’s attempt to bring the landscape theory into dialogue with 
Hans Belting’s anthropology of  images is worth noting (Raffestin 2005, 
61-63). Such an ontology would show that the equality between the direct 
experience and the experience of  landscape painting is not convincing 
even from the point of  view of  a comparison based on the common de-
pendence of  both kinds of  experience on the presence of  representative 
structures, least of  all on the presence of  common formal-compositional 
structures.

Some ideas for landscape aesthetics

With all this, the problem concerning the role of  representative struc-
tures in the landscape experience is obviously far from having found a 
solution. The considerations I have just made simply had the intent of  
shedding some light on some points on this topic. A step forward should 
consist of  a thematization that frees terms such as “representation” and 
“image” from ambiguity—even when it recognises their unavoidable in-
determinacy (Boehm 2009)—and tries to elaborate an ontology of  images 
not exclusively linked to a representational paradigm (Purgar 2019). And 
yet, in any case, it should also be noted that the question of  beauty occu-
pies only a marginal place in it. In fact, even if  one were to consider the 
landscape experience as always mediated by representations, and if  one 
were to go as far as to distinguish, in this case, too, an evaluative-verdictive 
notion, related to the representation, and a descriptive notion, related to 
the subject represented, the conclusion to be reached by following D’An-
gelo should already appear clear: from a verdictive point of  view, beauty is 
“a pure sign of  approval”, which, as such, “does not tell us anything about 
the nature of  the object and our experience”. On the other hand, were the 
landscape susceptible to an experience not mediated by representations, 
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then the only beauty of  which one should speak in this case would be that 
which is intended in its descriptive meaning, that is, the one which is per se 
an extra-aesthetic value, which maintains only “a relationship of  tangen-
cy” with the aesthetic dimension.

In both cases, therefore, given the initial assumptions, speaking of  
“beautiful landscape” implies the use of  a concept that is not at all central 
to aesthetics. To reduce landscape aesthetics to a discourse on the “beau-
tiful landscape”, or even to admit that such a discourse occupies a promi-
nent place within it, means to understand the discipline in a way in which 
its key concepts are not adequately focused.

What, then, about landscape aesthetics? What does it do? What are 
the discourses in which it is involved? The way Burckhardt worked in the 
above-mentioned seminar, and in general the way in which, together with 
his wife Annemarie, he has always intended his educational and activist 
role to be, should already provide some answers. He has elaborated a per-
formative discipline that culminates in stressing the boundaries between 
art and politics (Hennrich 2019, 54): the “strollology” or “Promenadolo-
gie”: a sui generis science of  strolling, which is to be defined as a “minor 
subject” that “examines the sequences in which a person perceives his 
surroundings” (Burckhardt 2015, 9, 225). The group strolls and on-foot 
explorations organised by the Burckhardts contain a knowledge and a di-
dactic value, even when they assume the aspect of  an artistic performance 
which betrays a possible reference to the situationist legacy (Besse 2018, 
104). Indeed, the purpose of  ‘strollology’ resides in promoting an inte-
gration between the bodily experience made during walking and a process 
of  landscape awareness, in the belief  that “one sees that which one has 
learned to see” (Burckhardt 2015, 267; Hennrich 2019, 55). Its focus lies 
in deconstructing the preconceived formulations inherent in our lands-
cape experience, showing the role played by these conventional formula-
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tions in our perception. Consequently, it helps reconstruct our notion of  
landscape and reshape our relationship with the places we live. It is as if  
the Burckhardts wanted to claim that the first lesson we learn by the in-
tentional practice of  walking is that “the landscape, the space, is still to be 
discovered”, as in fact Besse has pointed out (Besse 2018, 104; translation 
by the author; Hennrich 2019, 54-55).

Hence, ‘strollology’ favours a reconsideration of  landscape aesthetics, 
not only questioning, as we have already seen, the relationship between 
experienced landscape and represented landscape, but also deconstructing 
and reconstructing various other issues: for example, (i) the history, which 
is anything but linear, of  the relationship between landscape and the gar-
den, (ii) the different problems connected to planning and safeguarding, 
(iii) the investigation of  the links between aesthetics and the history of  
landscape and tourist experiences, (iv) the criticism of  the post-modern 
landscape—identified significantly by Burckhardt not only in Disneyland 
or in theme parks, but also in the supermarket and in the preserved his-
torical city centre (see especially Burckhardt 2015, 87-101)—and finally 
(v) the way in which ecological discourses, even the most radical ones, are 
imbued with considerations linked to landscape aesthetics (on this last 
point, see especially Burckhardt 2015, 61-73; on all questions, see the who-
le Burckhardt 2015).

Further issues can be added here. To name just one more, landscape 
aesthetics can help unmask the way in which the discourses on aesthetici-
zation lead, in certain cases, the policies of  landscape preservation to act 
as a mechanism of  social exclusion and promotion of  elites (Duncan and 
Duncan 2001). But, at the same time, it avoids that such a criticism against 
aestheticization ends up being a criticism against the aesthetics of  lands-
cape as such, thus throwing, as they say, the baby out with the bathwater. 
In summary, it is a matter of  dismantling what, with Dumont and Cerreti, 



35THINKING LANDSCAPE
PERCEPTION AND ENGAGEMENT

we have defined as “aesthetic prejudice”, which plays a role as much in the 
everyday experience and in the common taste as in urban planning and 
landscaping. By means of  the deconstruction of  the prejudicial aspects 
in which the aesthetic dimension has been reduced, it is thus possible to 
understand that crisis under whose sign we often read the vicissitudes of  
landscape in the contemporary world, and of  which the diffusion of  the 
notion of  Anthropocene is also a sign: a crisis that, even before the lands-
capes, involves interpretative categories, paradigms and reference values 
(Dumont and Cerreti 2009, especially 80-84; on Anthropocene, see at least 
Ellis 2018).

From the point of  view of  the reflection on landscape, the more 
general purpose towards which aesthetics as a whole is being directed is 
thus confirmed—a purpose aimed at no longer conceiving the discipline 
as philosophy of  beauty or art in the traditional sense. In this perspective, 
the Italian philosopher Gianluca Garelli, in his volume dedicated to the 
question of  beauty (La questione della bellezza), considers D’Angelo’s stances 
“largely acceptable”, to the extent that

they seem to recommend not so much a tout court exclu-
sion from philosophy of  the problems posed by the theme 
of  beauty, but rather an opportune historiographical rela-
tivization of  the link between beauty and ‘aesthetics’, and 
perhaps even a certain reciprocal emancipation of  the two 
terms (Garelli 2016, 13; translation by the author).

Nowadays, more than ever, faced with the cultural, political and so-
cial challenges of  the third millennium, aesthetics is aimed at rethinking 
its own disciplinary paradigm, imagining new epistemic configurations, 
certainly rereading its own past and indeed drawing new lymph from it. 
However, as noted by Luigi Russo, while not omitting
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to credit modern aesthetics with the huge historical merit 
of  having happily reorganised the ancient tradition within 
the frame of  Modernity, likewise, it does not fail in its dis-
ciplinary duty to contribute to the interpretation of  current 
times (Russo 2013, 300; translation by the author).

Hence the conception of  aesthetics as inclined to rethink itself  as a 
philosophy of  aisthesis, according to the etymology of  the word, directed 
to a philosophy of  feeling or sensibility, in the sense of  a philosophy of  
perception or a philosophy of  experience, capable of  taking into consid-
eration all those moments of  life imbued with aestheticity, starting with 
everyday life.

Should we wish to observe, this is already a suggestion emerging 
from Simmel’s philosophy—a philosophy which also refers to the highest 
sphere of  aisthesis, given that, if  it is true that relations with artistic objects 
play a decisive role or even an exemplary role in it, these relations do not 
exhaust the interest in the wide range of  objects, experiences and relation-
ships that characterise the various forms of  human life (Smitmans-Vajda 
1997, 17-18; Pinotti 2009, 120; 2017, 22-23). It is therefore a philosophy 
that, as has been highlighted, above all, by Ingo Meyer, can be placed un-
der the formula “Jenseits der Schönheit”—“beyond beauty”, taken from the 
title of  a juvenile writing by the German thinker himself  (Meyer 2008; also 
2017; with reference to Simmel 2005). It is not then an accident that, in 
Simmel’s seminal text on the philosophy of  landscape, the words “beauti-
ful” and “beauty” do not appear even once.
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