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Discussion Document

 

As a review of a book on uses of photography and landscape, Patrick Wright gives a multi-layered and 

rich account of the possibilities of using the techniques of aerial photography to understand landscape 

and architecture by constructing a public history-driven narrative of changes in these areas. This may 

also raise questions about the veracity and use of historical knowledge gained through these methods. 

Aerial archaeology approached the landscape as a witness that might be coaxed into disclosing 

evidence of everything that had ever happened to it. Its findings, however, were not just romantic. 

‘Woodhenge’ was first detected by these means in 1925. Having enlisted the help of the RAF in his 

searches, Crawford also found the site outside London that Stukeley in the 1770s had (wrongly) 

claimed as one of Caesar’s camps, and which was now shown to be threatened by ‘the rising tide of 

villadom’. 

Aerial photography was shaped by a Modernist imagination. Dynamic, abstract and defamiliarising, it 

could also counter the ‘grim narrative of irreversible obliteration’ by insisting on the ‘ineradicable 

remains of the distant past’ – as if the ribbon development was the transient and temporary thing, 

and the advancing junk landscape that John Betjeman and others at the Architectural Review would 

deride as ‘subtopia’ was the thing that would fail to last. 

The Second World War saw this ‘archaeological imagination’ pulled in new directions. The artists 

dispatched around the country for the Pilgrim Trusts ‘Recording Britain’ scheme produced images of 

buildings and landscapes judged threatened by the Council for the Preservation of Rural England, and 

the threat was not necessarily provided by Hitler or the new war effort. Yet, as Hauser indicates, pre-

war anxieties about the ‘tide of modernization’ threatening the British landscape were ‘largely 

eclipsed’ as propaganda demanded a new ‘catalogue of hallowed sites and social practices marked by 

time’. Places were rehallowed with lines from the great national poets, as in Humphrey Jennings’s film 

‘Words for Battle’. . . . The desire to record historical buildings was soon enough accompanied by an 

interest in the imaginative potentiality of ‘Damaged Britain’. Destroyed churches would be preserved 

as war memorials, but bomb-sites became places of discovery too – like one near London’s Cannon 

Street Station, where a Mithraic temple was discovered in 1954. By that time W. G. Hoskins, pioneer 

of ‘history on the ground’, was ready to take on the cause with his influential The Making of the English 

Landscape, first published in 1955, and written in the conviction, presumably shared by the author of 

this original and highly suggestive study, that ‘the English landscape itself, to those who know how to 

read it aright, is the richest historical record we possess’. 
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