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Assignment 1:

In what ways does Historic Landscape Characterisation

 provide a holistic approach to the historic environment?
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Introduction  

Whether one considers the developer-driven nature of professional archaeology to be a disadvantage or not, it remains that there is a need for the two parties to have a medium for dialogue. The interaction of these two entities, developer and archaeologist, under the umbrella of government policy, creates a niche for an abstract, consolidated form of the historic environment. This niche is currently filled by the practice of Historic Landscape Characterisation (HLC). One of the goals of HLC is to present a holistic approach to the historic environment. This paper will consider how HLC succeeds and/or fails to fill this role in the heritage sector.

The first two sections will establish an origin and context for evaluation, next a case study of HLC practice will be examined in detail and finally evaluated in terms of its holism in the last section.



Background

Historic Landscape Characterisation can be broadly defined as an attempt to consolidate information about an area into a manageable, discussable form, which can be used, by a variety of professional entities to determine how best to utilize and preserve the area.  Various definitions, as well as other specific attributes of HLC will be examined in detail in the following section in order to clarify the present discussion. 

The concept of HLC emerged from an interplay of government and other official publications in the early 1990’s (Department of the Environment, 1990. Countryside Commission, 1993.) regarding the state of the heritage sector, and heritage management policy. Government publications of this nature lean towards broad statements of purpose, leaving the practice design and implementation to others. As is evidenced by the progression from policy statement to implementation, by a small team of people at English Heritage in conjunction with various SMRs and County Councils around England, the dissemination of responsibility in the heritage sector seems to be thorough, though time consuming in hindsight.

The first of the relevant documents is the White Paper published by the Department of the Environment (DOE) in 1990 entitled This Common Inheritance, which includes a section on heritage. In the sub-section “Identifying and Recording the Heritage,’ the role of the legislative system as a director of planning policy is acknowledged. Particularly significant is the reference made to a new Planning Policy Guidance note, known now as PPG 16, which was published in November, 1990. This suggests recognition of the potential tension between ideal heritage management and the need for architectural development and civil engineering.

In 2000, English Heritage produced a review of heritage policies such as those published in This Common Inheritance. This review, entitled Power and Place, also makes 18 recommendations for action regarding heritage management and legislation.  Significant to the case of HLC is recommendation 12, which advocates “more use of character appraisal” (33). Specifically this refers to “spatial masterplans [of conservation areas] based on character appraisals” (English Heritage, 2000: 33).
The Department of Culture, Media, and Sport (DCMS) then responded to these recommendations with the publication The Historic Environment: A Force for Our Future (2001). This publication addresses the directives made by English Heritage in Power of Place. Notably, responsibilities are delegated to various organizations, such as English Heritage, exemplifying the key difference between this and the two earlier publications. A Force for our Future predicts that HLC will influence future decisions by local authorities regarding landscape use. The Lancashire HLC project, the case study HLC report discussed later in this document, is highlighted as an example of practical HLC application. (DCMS, 2001:31)

It is the three publications discussed above which create a climate in which the concept of HLC is able to evolve. This evolution, and the exact definition of HLC will be discussed in the next section.



A Definition?

Fairclough  (2002) and others  (Ede and Darlington 2002) have given a variety of definitions to the concept of HLC. So many, in fact that the actual meaning of the term is rendered more ambiguous as a result. Before embarking on a deconstruction of some of those definitions, the broader and also potentially ambiguous term “Historic Environment”  will be examined so as to locate HLC in relation to this central concept.


The term historic environment, somewhat reminiscent of an endangered ecological context, is defined in the HER (Historic Environment Records) Benchmarks for Good Practice revised in 2002. This document is not directly devoted to describing the impetus from which the term grew, but nonetheless describes it concisely as “[including] all aspects of our surroundings that have been built, formed, or influenced by human activities from earliest to most recent times.” (HER, 2002: 4) There is obviously a close relationship between the idea of  the historic environment, and the practice of historic landscape characterisation.


Fairclough, as the central advocate of HLC, states that HLC is founded on the belief that “all areas of the country’s landscape are historic to some degree.”  (1999: 2)  In a recent article in the Society for Landscape Studies Newsletter, Fairclough describes HLC no less than five different ways. Given this apparent ambiguity, these definitions may benefit from some deconstruction. The five descriptions of HLC are annotated below.

1. “HLC attempts to produce, from an archaeologist’s viewpoint, a rapid and high level overview of the time depth and historic character of the present day landscape.” (Fairclough, 2002:6)

· Given that this description of the process of HLC is the first sentence of the article, one would hope for a less ambiguous explanation of what is actually being discussed. Note the fact that Fairclough uses the phrase ‘historic character’ to describe what the result of HLC is suggested to be.

2. “HLC’s main concern is with the current character of the landscape, and as such it forms an important part of the range of tools and methods currently being developed and used to understand character, and help manage its change.” (Fairclough, 2002:6) 

· This quotation, underneath the heading Aims and Approaches seems to skirt around the issue of definition, in a way similar to the previous one. To paraphrase an interesting point, however, that the focus of HLC is the current landscape character. 

3. HLC Projects are starting points, being preliminary, very broad brush studies of whole counties at a scale of generalisation well above the local (Fairclough, 2002: 6) 

· This is somewhat confusing when considered in terms of this “…local perspectives…should be recognised and supported”  (Fairclough, 1991) 

4. HLC reads the landscape itself rather than reading documents or maps (Fairclough, 2002: 6)

· Interestingly, the Lancashire Project, examined at length in the next section, was primarily desk-based. (Ede and Darlington, 2002.)

5. HLC was designed to create area-based information that planners, land managers, and landscape architects need for integrated conservation, and which conventional archaeological distribution maps, lists of sites, or detailed landscape archaeology or history of small areas could not provide. (Fairclough 2002: 8)

· This description is the most concise. It clarifies the practical use of HLC as a tool for planners and developers.


In spite of the great variety present in the essential description of HLC by its primary advocate, Graham Fairclough, the fact remains that a significant investment in the concept has been made not only by the government, but by other professionals in the sector. In response to the White Paper previously mentioned, English Heritage piloted several projects in the early 1990’s. The idea of a national register was discussed but eventually thrown out in favor of the “more holistic” approach of county-based listings. (Fairclough et al., 1999)


The end result of this discussion between archaeologists and the government seems to be a delegation of responsibility from high-end government agencies to the much smaller and not necessarily well-funded local authorities. This aspect may be problematic, however the advantage of locality cannot be ignored. By delegating the actual performance of HLC to those familiar with the locale in question, the government taps into a potentially deep well of knowledge which local people have about the area in which they live. This advantage may manifest somewhat subtly, but nonetheless is significant.


To sum up, definitions of HLC are, as is HLC itself, very broad and somewhat ambiguous. At the current time, HLC seems to be a fairly insular practice, and not particularly accessible, abstractly or in actual literature, to the greater population. The following brief section will summarize the main points from an HLC report made in Lancashire, keeping in mind the issue of holism with reference to the historic environment.


Case Study: Lancashire County Council

Between 1999 and 2000, the Lancashire County Council in conjunction with English Heritage designed and implemented a programme of Historic Landscape Characterisation. The resulting report, Lancashire Historic Landscape Characterisation Programme: A report on the context, method, and results for the Lancashire, Blackburn, with Darwen and Blackpool areas, is published in portable document format (.pdf) on the web, and is free to download. This form of access hints at a hope of public involvement or at the very least, awareness, particularly at the local level which is, as discussed in the previous section, where the activity of HLC occurs.


The document itself is very reader-friendly, and does not seem particularly specialised or exclusive. The report is prefaced by an executive summary, reminiscent of an archaeological desk-based assessment, which summarizes the structure, methodology, and findings of the report. The three main sections; Introduction and Context, Methodology, and Lancashire’s Historic Landscape Character, are as straightforward as their titles sound. The third section in particular contains a large proportion of statistical information and representative maps to illustrate points. In the interest of brevity, the more abstract characteristics relevant to holism will comprise the bulk of what is considered below.


The first and shortest section gives a brief introduction to the concept of HLC and describes its evolution.  It also covers the goals of the project with bullet points. The overlying structure becomes apparent in this section, that a hierarchy is in place with various steps to determine the ultimate categorisation of a given area. (Ede and Darlington, 2002: 4)  Specifically, ‘attributes’ reflecting a number of delineated characteristics of a land area are used to determine the HLC type. This HLC type is then assigned to the area, effectively quantifying the land in question. This data can then be manipulated in numerous ways, including GIS-based maps, and also statistical inquiry.

However reductionist this approach may be, it remains that in accordance with the goals of HLC, this structure points towards a general understanding of the content of the historic environment. The level of detail required can be accommodated easily. In order to gain more information about an area of a certain HLC type, one simply refers back to the attributes which led it to be assigned that specific HLC type. The ultimate end of the Lancashire HLC project will “form a permanent and renewable database…. The outputs will ultimately be accessible to the general public, as well as to professionals in planning, countryside and heritage management.” (Ede and Darlington, 2002:4)


Particularly in light of definition five from the previous section, this report appears to fill the niche it has set out to fill. It is also unexpectedly accessible, leaving out most specialist jargon. Within the set of goals and applications established for HLC the Lancashire report is a prime example of good practice. 



Evaluation

In light of the previous three sections, it is now possible to consider how HLC provides a holistic approach to the historic environment. Putting the concept of HLC, informed by all the previously discussed elements, into context, it is useful to consider HLC in a somewhat reflexive manner. This is particularly relevant to the issue of holism, which is suggested to be a goal of HLC (Darlington, 2002: 2).

As represented by the Lancashire HLC report, it is possible to produce a useful overview of the historic environment as it exists within a given landscape. Consider, however, that this apparent holism exists within the socioeconomic structure of postmodern and postindustrial culture. Tilley (1994: 21) suggests a distinction between pre-Capitalist, non-Western space, and capitalist/Western space. The practice of HLC certainly falls into the latter. Tilley further defines the category of Western space by the terms desanctified, and economic. Taking into account the definitive goals of HLC, it becomes apparent that HLC is deeply embedded within an economic, and therefore capitalist network, largely funded by developers, but secondarily by the government. 

The way landscape is treated in the case of HLC is undeniably reductionist and completely entrenched in Western capitalistic practice. The predetermined, and indeed desired function of HLC, to enable better communication between developers and the heritage sector by presenting an overview of the heritage contained in a given area, is inextricably linked to economics. It appears that the ultimate function of HLC is to streamline planning decisions both in local government and for developers themselves. 

Ultimately everything examined above comes together at the simple point of streamlining relationships between three parties: an contrived “public”, the archaeologist, and the developer. The latter two are fairly self explanatory, however the idea of a contrived public requires explanation. In the case of HLC, and even heritage management at large, the public is a force often invoked towards various ends. This is particularly evident in the introduction to Power of Place, in which Sir Neil Cossons references a MORI survey made of public opinion surrounding issues of heritage management. Heritage is undoubtedly a sector in which priorities are highly subjective, nonetheless statistics such as this MORI study are invoked to suggest a level of responsibility on the part of those working in the heritage sector to those who contribute funding by way of taxation to its practices. In short, public opinion is easily manipulated, in the guise of numerical statistics, to support various agendas, and is therefore contrived to support various initiatives based on other interested parties. Perhaps it would be more realistic to locate heritage within a structure of overall social priorities.

HLC is an unavoidably subjective practice, both on the level of the individuals performing the work itself, and within the context of the economic sphere within which HLC exists. HLC effectively “rewrit[es] a given text, [the historic landscape] in terms of a particular interpretive master code”(Jameson 1981: 101-102), that code being dictated mainly by the unfortunate economic reality of the heritage sector and its place in the funding hierarchy.

HLC provides a holistic approach to the historic environment within the socioeconomic context of the relationships between the public, the heritage sector, and developers or local authorities. The problem arises when HLC is dislocated from this isolated socioeconomic context. The lack of inherent reflexivity in the abstraction and practice of HLC leads to very insular application of HLC within the heritage field, without making the information accessible to culture at large. In-house practice such as HLC is not problematic as such, but is misleading when labeled entirely holistic.
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