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Representations of our complex relationship with landscapes are marked by the composers’ 

subjective perspectives, embedded in the choice of form, medium and language features. 

Alain de Botton’s ruminations on people and landscapes in his 2002 collection of 

philosophical essays, Art of Travel, and Patricio Guzman’s 2010 documentary, Nostalgia for 

the Light, explore the significance of our aesthetic and personal responses to landscape, as 

well as the potential for real, remembered and imagined landscapes to offer escape and relief  

from our daily lives. The composers of each text construct the multifaceted impact of place 

on personal values and self-identity, capturing the complexity of the dynamic between the 

individual and its environment.  

 

De Botton explores the complex way landscapes inform our experience of aestheticism, 

employing a didactic tone and intertextual referencing to argue that our relationship with 

landscape art can educate us in identifying beauty in unexpected places. He uses an anecdote 

about his trip to Provence, travelling based on the assumption that he will find beauty, 

because it was thought by “sensible people to be very beautiful”. Yet his imagery, “olive 

trees looked stunted, …the wheat fields evoked flat, dull expanses…”, illustrates his inability 

to identify beautiful aspects of the landscape, expecting epiphanies of beauty to be 

spontaneous and unbidden. The universal quest for Eudaimonia, an experience of flourishing 

or happiness, leads individuals to seek out the rejuvenating qualities of the natural landscape, 

De Botton examines how individuals immerse themselves in nature to seek its restorative 

effects, utilising a didactic tone, “We overlook certain places…our relationship to olive trees 

can be improved by being directed to the silver in them”, to compel readers to assess their 

own engagement with nature.  His discussion on the benefits of art culminates in a desire to 

apprehend beauty in his essay “On Possessing Beauty” as he argues that our emotional and 

psychological responses to real and immediate landscapes are influenced by our desire to 

possess beauty, which is inherently a fleeting experience. De Botton uses photographs as a 

metaphor, “imprint ourselves physically on a place of beauty, perhaps hoping to render it 

more present”, to alert readers to our human desire for stability and permanence. Ultimately, 

he states this is impossible, as we are forever reminded of what we have lost.  Consequently, 

De Botton employs an intertextual allusion to Ruskin’s theory as he paraphrases how, “the 

only way to possess beauty properly…is through understanding it…attempting to describe 

beautiful places through art”, thus posing a persuasive contention regarding our ability to 

access beauty through the medium of art and artistry.  

 

De Botton’s representation of the landscape identifying the beauty in unexpected places is 

contrasted with Guzman’s documentary Nostalgia for the Light , which explores the 

confronting process of re-discovering the past through the landscape in the aftermath of 

Pinochet’s dictatorship in Chile. The portrayal of the local women’s endless search for buried 

victims of Pinochet’s dictatorship in the extreme long shot of hunched silhouettes against the 

vast arid dessert landscape, visually represents the isolating process.  The close up of the arid 

desert terrain is coupled with the voiceover, where the repetition in “No insects, no animals”, 

underscores the women’s fruitless search for past life. However, this search is characterized 

by the emotional trauma of the searchers. Guzman’s initial mid-shot of Vicky Saveedra 

speaking about her late brother focuses on her emotionally strained facial expression, 
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portraying her emotional frailty. Despite the retrieval of the remains of their loved ones, the 

emotive tone in “I remember his tender expression and all that remained was a few 

bones…There was a smell of decay”, emphasises the psychological pain in being deprived of 

an authentic connection with the past. Thus, Guzman represents the complex experience 

landscapes can offer, remembered trauma shaping our present responses to our environment. 

 

 

De Botton explores how individuals will search for the experience of the exotic in order to 

relieve the perceived mundanity of their everyday lives. He employs a multifaceted genre of 

memoir and philosophical rumination to establish his investigation into our intricate 

relationship with landscapes. His anecdote of Amsterdam, “despite its simplicity, even 

mundanity, the sign delights me”, emphasises the way he is struck by the “exotic” nature of 

seeing an official sign in a foreign language, illustrating to the reader that when we travel to 

different places, the unfamiliarity can seem exotic.  De Botton further examines how the 

word happiness can become interchangeable with “orient”, our search for the unusual is a 

search for happiness, as our relationship with landscape has the potential to instil a sense of 

contentment and self-fulfilment.  Yet, although De Botton argues for the benefits of 

experiencing the unfamiliar, he also suggests that our connection to landscape is inevitably 

intertwined with our attitude. The inclusion of a photograph, “the author’s bedroom”, 

establishes an intimacy with readers, illustrating the mundane nature of his living space, 

ordered books, a simple bedspread, and a cluttered desk. He explores the potential for a type 

of “mental command” to excavate a new layer of meaning from the everyday. His personal 

anecdote relating his walk around Hammersmith, “I forced myself...to look around me as 

though I had never been in this place before”, enunciates the way in which he renewed his 

perspective of his everyday environment by approaching it with new eyes. De Botton argues 

we can achieve a more fulfilling existential experience by learning to renew our perspectives 

on our everyday world, ultimately informing our sense of self and identity in the world.  

 

In contrast to De Botton’s representation of the exotic alleviating the mundanity of everyday 

lives, Guzman’s documentary investigates the individual’s rediscovery and appreciation of 

the past through the familiar landscape of the Atacama desert. The focus on the women’s 

search for the past is paralleled with subject interview of a local astronomer, Valeria, whose 

parents were killed by Pinochet. She has turned to the examination of the real landscape of 

space in search of humanity’s past. The close up camera shot and emotive language, 

“[Through astronomy], the pain, the loss gets another meaning and frees me a little”, 

amplifies the emotional freedom she experiences, provided by the discovery of our scientific 

past. Indeed, the insistent search of the remains of the women’s loved ones is seen in the 

optimistic lexical chains of the older local women, “We always pick ourselves up…and set 

off the next day even more hopeful”, the metaphoric language attesting to the capacity of 

their familiar landscape to offer the potential for closure. The opening sequences of images of 

local houses and tree landscapes, overlapped with swirling dust particles, “stardust”, 

symbolizes the merging of the past with the present. The women’s search can be seen as a 

parallel for the essentially human search for meaning, particularly in the face of trauma and 
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loss. Guzman invites audiences to consider that while landscapes may evoke questions and 

conflict, it also has the capacity to provide answers and resolutions.  

 

Both composers reveal to the reader that the complex human relationship with landscapes has 

the potential to enrich our lives. Yet, these representations act as a device to reveal the 

multifaceted nature of this interaction, and the capacity for further individual understanding 

and practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[BACK UP RELATED MATERIAL] 

Charlotte Smith’s 1797 sonnet, “On Being Cautioned…”, explores how the natural landscape 

can provoke imaginative encounters, compelling readers to re-assess orthodox values and 

assumptions. Charlotte Smith’s sonnet, “On Being Cautioned…”, critiques the rigid social 

conventions of her eighteenth century era, an insight that occurs with her experience of an 

imagined landscape. Smith establishes the imagined landscape using imagery of “tall 

cliffs…waves that chide below”, describing a madman who inhabits this space using 

alliterative language, “wild and hollow eyes”, representing the parallel between the 

uncontrolled natural backdrop with the untamed madness of the imagined lunatic.  Smith 

employs rhetorical questions, “hoarse, half-uttr’d lamentatons, lies murmuring responses to 

the dashing surf?” to convey the ways the landscape offers the madman a sense of 

companionship.  The speaker ultimately rejects the conventions of her late eighteenth century 

world when she admits, “I see him more with envy than with fear”, portraying her jealousy of 

the madman’s lack of “nice felicities” and expectations of conforming to the social order. 

Thus, the speaker’s imagined landscape catalyses a rejection of social values of order and 

reason, transforming her perception of the notion of personal freedom.✓ 


