
THE BEAUTY THAT REQUIRES HEALTH: FOUR LANDSCAPES

Conservationist Aldo Leopold draws a connection between aesthetics and ethics in The Land Ethic, the con-
cluding essay of A Sand County Almanac. He urges us to examine landscapes in terms of what is ethically 
and aesthetically right – as well as what is economically expedient. He says, “a thing is right when it tends  
to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community and wrong when it tends otherwise.”  
To Leopold, recognizing the beauty of the natural environment had a pragmatic importance to the  
formulation of an environmental ethic.

Leopold called for a new aesthetic of nature – a cultivated sensibility – informed by ecological and evo-
lutionary natural history, as well as the senses. An aesthetic that is sophisticated and cognitive rather than 
simple, pleasurable and naïve.

If most aesthetic sensations last no longer than one can enjoy the smell of an orange as art historian Kenneth 
Clark has declared – what can fix our attention on an artwork (or a landscape) long enough so the senses 
have time to get a second wind? Understanding of an artwork may be deepened by information about the 
artist’s intention or purpose; the relationship of this work to their past works; the art and social history of  
the art form; or past and current critical interpretations. 

The aesthetic appreciation of nature and landscapes involves an awareness of natural connections; not solely 
treating natural objects (land forms, environments, plant communities) as artworks or scenery.

Geographer Yi Fu Tuan recognizes that the appreciation of landscape is more personal and longer-lasting 
when mixed with human incidents – and also when aesthetic pleasure is combined with scientific curiosity. 
Homely, even drab scenes can reveal aspects of themselves that went unnoticed before and this new insight 
into the real is sometimes experienced as beauty.

Knowledge redirects attention which motivates a desire for more knowledge, which redirects attention  
and so on. Thus attention is sustained.

Philosopher Marcia Eaton in the 1997 essay that inspires the title of my show – The Beauty That Requires 
Health – argues that ecological sustainability and aesthetic sustainability should be integrated because  
sustainable landscapes must succeed culturally.

What are the challenges to sustaining aesthetic attention when contemplating landscapes? Landscapes 
include intrinsic properties readily perceivable with the senses and extrinsic properties whose presence or 
absence cannot be settled by simply looking. Many of the details of the ways in which individual landscapes 
work are not only inconspicuous, they are invisible. Eaton asks, “if they cannot be perceived, how can they 
be part of an aesthetic experience?” 

There are many “non-perceivable” facts common within landscape ecology. This challenge motivates me  
as an artist and a landscape architect – to reveal what ecological health looks like.

I present my photographs with “landscape stories.” Naming brings attention to the existence of a condi-
tion and narratives reveal extrinsic properties that can be directly seen and perceived once pointed out, 
but would have gone unnoticed otherwise. Each landscape holds a depth of stories – from geological time 
through human settlement – to the very large tracks that we are presently leaving in the anthropocene.

Each of the four landscapes featured here has a narrative – which you perceive first by looking, using your 
own perceptual framework and knowledge – and then is enhanced by a written piece: the landscape’s own 
story. The stories are equal parts personal observation, anecdote, and scientific commentary. All four land-
scapes show the effects of disturbance from human influences – this underlying thread is revealed by the 
photographs, and in the telling of the landscape’s own story.
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