Critical review on Landscape aesthetic quality assessment





Sub-Task 1.3: Initiate development of a general methodology for determination 		of view distance zones








The character of any landscape is determined by the interaction of soil, water, vegetation and structure. Our environment provides a myriad of different landscape patterns which we see. To aid the understanding of their visual qualities, landscapes can be analysed in a fundamental and rational manner (BELL, 1993). The patterns we see are formed from the arrangements of different components - the basic elements of a scene - and depend on how we see them - our distance from them, for example. These basic elements that make up the perception of any landscape are as following  form, line, colour and structure. Every scenery can be dominated by one of these elements (ARBEITSKREIS FORSTLICHE LANDESPFLEGE, 1991).





In the landscape there are natural lines like ridges, forest limits, the coastline as well as artificial (man made) lines, e.g. streets, railway lines, boundaries of different land use etc..


The perception of colour makes it possible to distinguish objects of the same form, line or structure. The colour intensity depends on the view point from which a landscape is seen. Usually colours in the further distance are perceived as muted by a bluish mist, in the foreground colours appear more intensive. Colour contrast is the most important factor for how colours come into effect.


The perceptible structure depends on the view distance between object and observer. This shall be clarified further of an example: the perception of the object  tree.


From a short distance structure of foliage is perceived as a detail, at a distance of some hundred metres the main branches of a tree are visible, at a distance of some kilometres there are only groups of trees or whole stands left perceptible for the observer.





This is fundamental for the division of landscapes into view distance zones, which can provide a useful means of landscape assessment, e.g. of distinguishing different degrees of aesthetic sensitivity (O'Leary and McCormack, 1994). The criteria for delineation of view distance zones can be based upon different norms and definitions as outlined below.








To quote the ARBEITSKREIS FORSTLICHE LANDESPFLEGE (1991), landscapes can be divided into three view distance zones:


	-foreground


	-middleground


	-background





Foreground: 		In this zone details are perceived, such as leaf veins, leaf mosaik up to that point of distance where main branches are visible as structure.


Middleground: 	This is usually  defined as the zone where groups of trees characterize the structure in the landscape.


Background:		Structures made up by vegetation are weakly perceptible. Colour is the mainly visible component of vegetation being strongly dominated by landform (relief) and lines (outline, edges, skyline a.s.o.).





To quote the authors of the Technical Annex of the FORAM PROJECT (O'Leary and McCormack, 1994, p.4) „the criteria for delineation of view diatance zones will be based upon a range of internationally accepted norms such as outlined below:


Foreground (0 - 0.75 km):		In this zone the observer is a direct participant and is affected by the sense of quality or ist absence in the immediate setting. Details are perceived, such as bark pattern, boulder forms, distinction of foliage and of architectural elements and finish.


Middleground (0.75 - 4.0 km):	Here the parts of landscape join together, where hills become a range and trees make a forest. Here also man made changes may be revealed as compatible with their surrounds or in visual conflict. Structures are not perceived in isolation but rather in the context of site.


 Background (4.0 km - infinity):	Overall form, outline and edge are most important. Surfaces and colours lose distinction of detail. Background becomes a foil against which foreground and middleground are seen. Silhouettes and ridges of one land mass against another are the conspiciuous visual components of the landscape and skyline in the strongest line of all."





LUCAS (1991) also uses the terms foreground, middleground and background. The author defines them in his glossary as outlined below:


Foreground:		The nearest part of a view in which individual plants and species are visible, generally extends up to 0.5 - 1 km.


Middleground:	The space between the background and the foreground in a landscape or picture, usually from about 1 - 6 km distant.


Background:		a) The more distant part of the landscape seen in a specific view, usually beyond about 5 - 8 km distant, and with only landform and the pattern of woodland and open space visible.


b) The area behind or around an element, providing harmony or contrast.





In his work „Elements of Visual Design in the Landscape"  BELL (1993) devides a landscape into three view distance zones which are:


Foreground:		The nearest part of a view in which details of individual features, such as plants, stones, textures etc., are visible. Extends up to 0.5 km from the observer.


Middleground:	That part of a scene between the foreground and the background, usually between 1 -6 km distant. Shape and form are evident but surface detail becomes lost.


Background:		That part of a landscape composition which is further from the viewer. Usually this is from 5 -8 km distant. Details are lost; colours and texture are the main determinants.
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