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COURSE SUMMARY 

This course offers a wide-ranging introduction to the elegiac landscape. It covers a period that 

starts in c.1750 and finishes in 2015, and aims to survey a particular type of landscape and 

the way it has been represented in European visual arts. We will study the aesthetics of decay 

and destruction, modern memorial culture, funerary design and monumentalism against the 

backdrop of Empire and Enlightenment, Romantic literature and philosophy, and the upheavals 

of nationalist struggles that resulted in modern warfare and industry. The elegiac landscape – 

which is both a physical landscape as well as a representation in visual culture – is bound up 

with ideas about transience, memory and sentiment. This course will investigate how the 

elegiac mode (hitherto the domain of poetry and literature) was transposed into landscape and 

into the representation of landscape in art.   

The course will focus on a range of visual media: painting, prints, drawings, watercolors, 

photographs, films, sculpture and architecture. Central to the course is the depiction of ruins in 

landscapes. Visual material ranges from the prints of Piranesi to the depiction of landscape in 

examples as diverse as the films of Alexandre Sokurov and the photographs of Tacita Dean. 

Alongside art, we will be examining the modern commemorative and/or funerary landscape as 

it evolved out of the eighteenth century; thus the ‘elegiac landscape’ also encompasses such 

quasi-Romantic or quasi-Arcadian places as Alexandre Lenoir’s Elysian Musée and 

Wordsworth’s winter garden at Coleorton Hall. It extends to the changing face of nineteenth-

century Venice as lamented in the illustrations of John Ruskin and to the conception of Ian 

Hamilton Finlay’s Little Sparta. While a broad range of primary source documents will be 

analyzed (literary representations of landscape in prose or poetry), emphasis will be on how 

these texts enable us to make sense of visual practices. We will assess the extent to which 

‘landscape’ is invested with mournful or memorial functions, investigate how changing ideas 
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about death and loss have been inscribed within landscape and interrogate the moral, social 

and aesthetic reasons that animate this type of aesthetic. 

 

COURSE AIMS 

The course aims to: 

• Introduce the elegiac landscape as both a genre within European visual culture 

and as a built environment. 

• Provide an understanding of the evolution of the elegiac landscape over time, 

enabling students to place key themes and figures along a timeline. 

• Demonstrate how landscape is bound up (in an interdisciplinary fashion) with 

literary history, philosophy and broader socio-historical developments. 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

On successful completion of the course, students will be able to: 

KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING 

K1c Recognize the construction or representation of an elegiac landscape 

(whether in a painting, a print, a photograph, a monument or a film, or as a 

geographical place) produced in Europe between 1750 and 2015. 

K2c Understand a persistent theme in European culture and understand how it 

relates to a history of ideas. 

K3c Adopt a critical approach to art historical interpretations as they relate to the 

study of the elegiac landscape as a visual practice. 

 

SUBJECT SPECIFIC SKILLS 

S1c Use specialist language to critically analyse plans, diagrams, topographic 

sketches, photographs and other visual documents to record and describe 

elegiac landscapes. 

S3c Demonstrate knowledge of the main methods of enquiry, primary and 

secondary, that art and architectural historians may use when researching the 

subject of landscape, and adopt a critical approach to art historical 

interpretations as they relate to the study of the elegiac landscape as a visual 

practice. 

  

TRANSFERABLE AND PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 

T1c Effectively communicate information, specialist knowledge, arguments and 

analysis of landscapes through an oral presentation and in written form. 

T2c Demonstrate a critical understanding of the broad interdisciplinary aspect of 

the history of art, architecture and landscape design. 
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TEACHING AND LEARNING 

Teaching and learning strategies for this course will include:  

• 22 hours of full-cohort lectures 

• 4 hours of group tutorials 

• 4 hours of one-to-one tutorials per student 

• 1 hour revision class 

Course information and supplementary materials are available on the College’s Virtual Learning 

Environment (VLE). 

At the end of Michaelmas and Hilary, students will attend Collections (formal meetings) in 

which they receive comprehensive and collated feedback about their performance over the 

term. 

Students are required to attend and participate in all the formal and timetabled sessions for 

this course. Students are also expected to manage their directed learning and independent 

study in support of the course. 

 

EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

• Class discussion and assessments develop the students’ ability to 

formulate arguments relating to the display, description and reception of 

works of art, an understanding of which is essential for a career in the 

museum sector.  

• Informal presentations in front of selected works of art in museums and 

galleries, and the formal summative presentation, teach students to plan, 

pitch and deliver timed presentations in public and thus to practise a 

professional skill that is central to the way art historians work.  

• The content studied in this course will enable students to apply for jobs 

that require an understanding of the relationship between traditional and 

contemporary media.  

 

ASSESSMENT 

FORMATIVE 

Students will be formatively assessed during the course by means of set assignments. These 

do not count towards the end of year results, but will provide students with developmental 

feedback on how to improve writing and essay structure, critical analysis and interpretation of 

works of art, and how to employ primary sources and comparative material.  

SUMMATIVE 

Assessment will be in two forms: 

AE: Assessment Activity Weighting 

(%) 

Online 

submission 

Duration Length 

1 Oral Presentation 20% N/A 30 min N/A 

2 Exam 80% N/A 3 hours N/A 
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The examination will include an image recognition component and a number of questions from 

which the student will have the choice of answering a specified number. Both the oral 

presentation and the examination will be assessed in accordance with the assessment aims set 

out in the Programme Specification.  

 

FEEDBACK 

Students will receive formal feedback in a variety of ways: written (including via email 

correspondence); oral (within one-to-one tutorials or on an ad hoc basis) and indirectly 

through discussion during group tutorials. Student’s will also attend the formal meeting, 

Collections, at the end of Michaelmas and Hilary terms in which they will receive constructive 

and developmental feedback on their term’s performance.  

Feedback is provided on written assignments (including essays, briefings and reports) and 

through generic internal examiners’ reports, both of which are posted on the College’s VLE. 

 

INDICATIVE READING 

Note: Comprehensive and current reading lists for courses are produced annually in the Course 

Guide or other documentation provided to students; the indicative reading list provided below 

is used as part of the approval/modification process only. 

BOOKS  

Anderson, B. (1991), Imagined Communities, London: Verso 

  

Denvir. B. (Ed.) (1984). The Early Nineteenth Century: Art, Design and Society 1789-

1852. London: Longman 

Dillon. B. (2014). Ruin Lust, Exh Cat. Tate Britain. London: Tate Publishing 2014  

Fernie. E. (Ed.). (1999). Art History and its Methods: A Critical Anthology London: 

Phaidon 

Honor. H. (1988). Neo-Classicism. London: Pelican, Style & Civilisation series 

Jones. C and D. Wahrman (Eds.) (2002). The Age of Cultural Revolutions: Britain and 

France, 1750-1820: Oakland: University of California Press 

Schama, S. (1996). Landscape and Memory, London: Fontana Press 

Taylor. J. (Ed.) (1987). Nineteenth-Century Theories of Art. Oakland: University of 

California Press   

Wells. L. (Ed.) (2019). The photography cultures reader: representation, agency and 

identity.  New York and Abingdon: Routledge  

JOURNALS 

French Historical Studies 

Garden History 

Representations 

 

  



 

NCHAH660 THE ELEGIAC LANDSCAPE COURSE DESCRIPTOR 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

5 

 

INDICATIVE TOPICS 

• Sentiment into Landscape 

• Gardens, Monuments, Epitaphs 

• Elysian Fields and the Victorian Cult of Death 

• Cities Lost & Lamented 

• Blighted Landscapes, War Graves & Anti-Elegiac Sentiment 

• Film in the Elegiac Mode (Possible Topics: Alexandre Sokurov, Tacita Dean, 

Steve McQueen and Willie Doherty) 

• Elegiac Nature Lamented 

• Old Worlds/New Worlds 
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