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PAYSAGES/LANDSCAPES
There have been many attempts at theorizing landscape as a concept. The etymology of the word itself has been very much discussed and the ways in which time and space are perceived vary enormously from one period to the other, each period building its own modes of spatial representation. The philosophy of landscape is therefore vast and has extended ramifications with the notions of the picturesque and the pastoral but also the sublime whilst it has also been extensively questioned by post-modern deconstructionists.  

The issue here is to study and discuss the various ways and means in which a landscape is constructed but also to focus on all the participants who contribute to its making, either as spectators and artists or those who simply walk through it and work in it. For landscapes are as much a field of study for spectators and their subjective points of view as they are for those who experience it more directly and physically.  

The word ‘landscapes’ in the plural as a title for this Congress, emphasizes the vast variety of landscapes and links them to the equally numerous participants who walk through them – tourists, wanderers, hikers, explorers, farmers, artists, landscape designers, environmentalists, developers, map-makers – and therefore to the various subjectivities engaged into building landscapes.  

The geography, geology and climate of Ireland, as well as its history have nurtured a special relationship of the Irish people to the land, often woven with hardship, displacement, exile and expropriation. That harsh reality has in turn fostered the construction of an archetypical and nostalgic landscape picturing the green Erin, its thatch-cottages and bog-lands. What then are the relationships between Ireland and its landscape? The ring-forts and later the medieval monasteries, but also the 18th century demesnes, have created specific kinds of walls, enclosures and parks and gardens. What role has Britain on the one hand, and Europe on the other hand, played in the creation of the Irish landscape? Also how is the frontier between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland to be interpreted in terms of landscape?  

In the past decades, the unprecedented economic development of Ireland, as well as the dwindling role of agriculture, have triggered changes in the landscape. This recent evolution led the Heritage Council to launch a ‘Landscape Character Assessment’ in 2006, followed by a ‘Landscape Policy Development and Establishment of a National Landscape Program’. In the same vein, the Heritage Council also initiated an ‘Irish Walled Towns Day’. Since 2003, the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government has been carrying out a ‘National Inventory of Architecture Heritage’. Therefore, while inducing major changes in the actual landscape, economic growth has also fostered changes in the way people move through it and look at it. Is it a mere temporary trend or the sign of a deeper evolution? Will the crisis that Ireland has so harshly experienced since the end of 2008 put an end to this focus on landscape?  

The notion of ‘landscape’ is also worth studying from a metaphorical and linguistic point of view. We find the use of terms such as ‘institutional landscape’, ‘political landscape’, and ‘media landscape’: is there a particular link between such semantic shifts in discourse and land or territories? To what representations of Ireland can those metaphors be linked?  

In the field of visual arts and literature, the theme of this Congress opens out onto a number of paths worth exploring in Irish works of every period, both myths and legends, as well as fiction, poetry or drama (Faber Book of Landscape Poetry, Kenneth Baker ed.). In contemporary literature, urban landscapes are often central, as are no-man’s lands and deconstructed territories. Equally interesting, studies that take their inspiration from eco-criticism or geo-poetics would be especially welcome.  
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