
Volume 24 • Number 2 (2007) 117

As Head points out, “the cultural her-
itage sector uses the classical geographical
sense of landscapes as modified by human
activity, with an emphasis on ancient monu-
ments and historical buildings.”1 In other
words, cultural landscape heritage is gener-
ally approached in terms of material or mor-
phological artifacts that constitute cultural-
ly determined physical, and therefore visi-
ble, modifications to the natural landscape.
For example, in the UNESCO World Heri-
tage context, the set of cultural landscapes
inscribed onto the World Heritage List
reflects a clear preference for cultural land-
scapes characterized primarily by a unique
material or morphological cultural imprint
on the natural landscape.2 This observation
is congruent with a recent report on World

Heritage activities that highlights the cur-
rent materialist approach to cultural land-
scape heritage as a significant limiting factor
when it comes to identifying, assessing, and
designating cultural properties that could
contribute to redressing existing gaps and
imbalances on the World Heritage List.3

Horton notes a similar materialist ten-
dency when she highlights the “uneasy fit”
between cultural landscapes and the (U.S.)
National Register. Horton argues that the
National Register’s approach to cultural
landscapes is dominated by an “artifactual
typology,” which locates heritage value in
discrete physical entities rather than the
landscape as a whole. She further argues
that this “artifactual typology” has led to a
bias against acknowledging cultural land-
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scapes in which the visible cultural imprint
on the land is minimal, absent, or transient
(as in the case of many Aboriginal cultural
landscapes).4

There are several reasons that can help
to explain the cultural sector’s emphasis on
materiality in its approach to cultural land-
scapes as a form of heritage: 

• First, the field of heritage conservation
has traditionally been informed by a
European preoccupation with artifacts,
architecture, and ruins.5

• Second, the problematic wedge often
driven between “natural” and “cultur-
al” in heritage conservation supports a
conceptual paradigm that equates cul-
tural heritage with tangible cultural
artifacts or relics such as buildings and
monuments, and equates natural her-
itage with their absence.

• Third, according to Carl Sauer’s origi-
nal definition of the term, a “cultural
landscape” is “the material expression
of the (seemingly unified) cultural
group who live in [a specific] region.”6

Sauer privileges vision and visible
forms as the primary way of identifying
and studying cultural landscapes.

• Fourth, according to English and Lee,
Western scientific approaches to pro-
tected area management are often
based on the notion that “if we can
understand the physical properties and
relationships of natural resources, we
can manage them sustainably. The
assumption lying behind this approach
is that the values of these resources lie
purely in their physical nature.”7

In short, a focus on the materiality of
landscape as the basis for heritage designa-

tion can be attributed to a Western perspec-
tive that permeates the conceptualization of
cultural landscapes as a heritage construct.
There are at least three potential limitations
to approaching cultural landscape heritage
in this way. The first is the potential for
overlooking the heritage significance of sus-
tained interactions between culture and
place in which material or morphological
forms are largely absent or do not fulfill cri-
teria for designation. This is particularly
problematic when it comes to recognizing
the cultural landscape heritage of non-mat-
erial cultures, a point illustrated by the cases
of World Heritage and the National Regis-
ter described above.

The second potential limitation con-
cerns the inability of a materialist or artifac-
tual framework to adequately accommodate
the social heterogeneity and plurality of cul-
tural landscapes. Recent academic scholar-
ship proposes that culture is socially consti-
tuted according to networks of power and
hegemony that are both reflected and repro-
duced by material and representational
landscapes. Indeed, a number of studies
employing social and cultural theory regard
landscapes as embodiments of the ideolo-
gies espoused by particular social actors
who possess the power to reflect their image
of the world in material or visual form.
However, this is not always readily apparent
since landscapes tend to naturalize and ren-
der invisible the complex social and cultur-
al processes through which they are consti-
tuted such that they appear fixed, reified,
and inevitable. They work to efface them-
selves as complex sites of social interaction.
In foregrounding the politics of landscape,
these studies alert us to the pitfalls of con-
ceptualizing landscape heritage strictly in
terms of material artifacts. To do so would
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run the risk of paving over difference by
overlooking the experience of those social
actors whose relationship to the landscape
is not materially evident. 8

The third limitation stems from the
potential to undermine the dynamic tempo-
rality of all cultural landscapes. According
to McGlade and others, cultural landscapes
are never a finished product, but are rather
dynamic, fluid, and historically contingent
cultural constructs that are always in the
process of being shaped and reshaped, both
visually and cognitively.9 The designation of
a cultural landscape based largely on the
perceived heritage value of material or mor-
phological artifacts has the potential to
freeze it in time and space. This is because
changes to the elements on which the desig-
nation of a heritage property is based—and
this is especially true of built or otherwise
engineered structures—are naturally dis-
couraged by the act of designation and the
management regimes that follow.10 Indeed,
recognizing only those expressions of the
relationship between culture and place that
are material in form neglects the myriad cul-
tural practices and performances (quotidian
and ceremonial) that are integral to the
enduring significance and relevance of
place to culture.

For the remainder of the paper I con-
sider how the study of North American
Aboriginal cultural landscapes can be used
as a starting point for the elaboration of an
alternative conceptual framework for ap-
proaching cultural landscapes, one that is
more inclusive of non-material cultures and
less prone to undermining the plurality and
dynamic temporality inherent to most cul-
tural landscapes. I argue that the study of
Aboriginal cultural landscapes can provide
a basis for re-evaluating how the heritage

value of cultural landscapes—as a category
of heritage—is identified. More specifically,
it can encourage an approach to cultural
landscape heritage that privileges quotidian
practice and ritual performance as the
means through which a meaningful rela-
tionship between culture and place is con-
stituted and sustained over time and space.

Aboriginal cultural landscapes often
lack substantial material or morphological
cultural artifacts of the kind used as a basis
for defining heritage value in most cultural
landscapes. In cases where they are present,
visible modifications to the natural environ-
ment are often indicative of a broader rela-
tionship between culture and place rather
than the ultimate expression thereof.
Consequently, I would argue that Aborigi-
nal cultural landscapes cannot be ap-
proached primarily as material heritage, but
rather must be approached first and fore-
most in terms of an enduring relationship
between culture and place that is constitut-
ed and sustained through a series of spatial
practices and performances. These include
such things as: the seasonal use of tradition-
al hunting and fishing grounds, the trans-
mission of traditional knowledge, the telling
of stories and oral narratives embedded in
place, annual gatherings and celebrations,
and the daily inhabitation and negotiation
of culturally significant spaces. Such spatial
practices and performances transform
largely unmodified wilderness into mean-
ingful cultural spaces symbolizing a collec-
tive consciousness that is inextricably asso-
ciated with a geographical territory. Abori-
ginal cultural landscapes remain relevant as
long as they are continually reinvested with
cultural meaning through practice and
inhabitation, but revert back to wilderness,
emptied of their cultural significance, if

 



these cease.11 They are geographical territo-
ries whose cultural significance, and by
consequence heritage value, stems from the
continuity of a relationship between culture
and place that is integral to cultural identity.

Two designated Aboriginal cultural
landscapes in Canada offer an opportunity
to exemplify the above. Sahoyúé -?ehdacho
National Historic Site12 commemorates a
cultural landscape of the Sahtu Dene and
Métis peoples of Canada’s Northwest Terri-
tories whose oral culture is inextricably
linked to the physical environment they
inhabit (Figure 1). In this example, “[t]radi-
tional place names serve as memory ‘hooks’
on which to hang the cultural fabric of a
narrative tradition”13 that relies on the visu-
al, mnemonic role of topographic features
(such as mountains and rivers) to assist in
the telling and learning of oral history.
Through cultural practices which include

the use of traditional hunting grounds, story
telling and instructional travel, these place
names and other traditional knowledge
related to the land, are passed on from one
generation to the next thereby sustaining
the relationship of the people to their land.

Another example can be drawn from
Arvia’juaq and Qikiqtaarjuk National His-
toric Site of Canada which comprises a
small island (Arvia’juaq) located near the
hamlet of Arviat on Hudson Bay’s western
shore in Nunavut, and a point of land (Qik-
iqtaarjuk) immediately opposite (Figure 2).
Arvia’juaq is an area rich in marine wildlife
and a traditional summer hunting camp of
the Paallirmiut Inuit and Qikiqtaarjuk is a
sacred site associated with the legend of
Kiviuq and contains archaeological evi-
dence of lengthy seasonal occupancy by
Paallirmiut hunters. The relationship
between culture and place that underpins

The George Wright Forum120

Figure 1. Sahoyúé -?ehdacho National Historic Site, Northwest Territories. Photo courtesy of Stephen
Savauge.
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Figure 2. Arvia’juaq and Qikiqtaarjuk National Historic Site of Canada, Nunavut. Photo courtesy of
Parks Canada.

this cultural landscape is given continuity
by the return of the Paallirmiut Inuit to the
site year after year and the quotidian and
ceremonial practices and performances
associated with undertaking this seasonal
migration. This continually reinvests the
site with meaning as a place where Inuit cul-
ture is renewed and reaffirmed.

Ultimately, the study of Aboriginal cul-
tural landscapes in North America can lead
to a conceptualization of cultural land-
scapes (as a form of heritage) that does not
rest primarily on an assemblage of material
or morphological artifacts. It encourages us
to see cultural landscapes first and foremost
as a set of cultural relationships to place that
are constituted and sustained through spa-
tial practices and performances. These
embed meaning in place and give rise to a
series of contingent and mutable cultural

expressions which can be either material
(i.e., built structures) or non-material (i.e.,
oral histories). However, the locus of her-
itage value must remain attached to the rela-
tionship and the means through which it is
sustained rather than the associated cultur-
al expressions, which naturally change over
time.

Approaching the heritage value of cul-
tural landscapes in light of the above can
help address some of the potential limita-
tions of the materialist approach to cultural
landscape heritage discussed above. First,
and most obviously, it draws attention to
cultural landscapes that are not character-
ized by substantive visible expressions of
the relationship between culture and place.
This is important when it comes to ack-
nowledging the cultural landscape heritage
of non-material cultures or cultural land-

 



scapes where the relationship with place
does not result in distinct material or mor-
phological imprints on the land.

Second, understanding cultural land-
scapes as lived, embodied, and practiced
has the effect of politicizing and democra-
tizing what might otherwise be a depoliti-
cized valuation of physical and cultural
morphologies.14 Given the social plurality of
cultural landscapes, different groups inhab-
it the landscapes around them in different
ways according to their social position. By
affording primacy to the practice and inhab-
itation of place, it is possible to guard
against a “one landscape/one message”15

approach in which social diversity is
masked through a focus on the material her-
itage of those social actors with the power to
project their perspective on the world in
material form.

Third, conceptualizing cultural land-
scapes as a relationship to place under-
pinned by spatial practice implicitly allows
for a measure of change in the expressions
of this relationship over time. As stated
above, cultural landscapes are dynamic
entities which can be frozen in time as a
result of heritage designation based on his-
torically contingent material formations. An
emphasis on practice and performance
draws attention to the dynamic nature of
cultural landscapes as an unfixed entity.

In conclusion, the study of Aboriginal
cultural landscapes can lead to a reconsid-
eration of the way heritage value is attrib-
uted to cultural landscapes. The result of
such reconsideration is a shift in the locus
of heritage value from material and morpho-
logical artifacts to the relationship between
culture and place and the spatial practices
and performances through which this rela-
tionship is constituted and sustained over
time. Such an approach allows for change in

both the material and non-material expres-
sions of the relationship between culture
and place without comprising the relevance
of the latter as a cornerstone of cultural
identity. Indeed, emphasizing spatial prac-
tice over material objects allows for an ap-
proach that acknowledges the fluidity with
which the relationship between culture and
place is expressed over time and through
space. This shift in thinking about the locus
of heritage value in cultural landscapes is
congruent with recent landscape theory,
which increasingly privileges practice in the
study of everyday landscapes. It is also con-
gruent with contemporary thought on other
forms of heritage in the domains of museol-
ogy, anthropology, and archaeology, all of
which have had a long-standing concern
with material objects and artifacts, but
which have begun to emphasize the critical
role of practice in the production of cultur-
al meaning and heritage value.16

As Raymond Williams notes, “a cul-
ture can never be reduced to its artefacts
while it is being lived.”17 Indeed, if one sees
heritage conservation as synonymous with
cultural survival and vitality, it is important
to move away from a material and artifactu-
al notion of heritage toward one that privi-
leges the relationships and practices that
give rise to artifacts and other cultural
expressions. In the case of cultural land-
scapes, this means focusing on human rela-
tionships with the land and the spatial prac-
tices through which they are formed. As
Avrami, Mason, and de la Torre argue, the
practice of heritage conservation risks los-
ing contemporary social relevance if it
maintains an emphasis on the physical con-
servation of artifacts at the expense of con-
sidering the mechanisms and processes
through which heritage is constituted and
articulated. Thus, it is no longer sufficient
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to think of heritage “as a static set of objects
with fixed meanings,” but rather it must be
understood as a social and cultural con-

struct “continually created and recreated by
social relationships, processes, and negotia-
tions.”18
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