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Although cognitive linguists have focused extensively on spatial language and cognition (e.g. Lakoff, 

1987; Levinson, 2003; Talmy, 2000), there has been relatively little work on conceptualisations of 

landscape. However, people’s interactions with landscape elements such as forests are essential to 

human life and how landscape elements are conceptualised in different communities is an emerging 

research area (see e.g. Burenhult et al., 2017; Burenhult & Levinson, 2008). Investigating 

conceptualisations of landscape is of applied relevance, too. International policy schemes such as the 

EU landscape convention and the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services aim at describing and understanding culturally dependent conceptualisations of 

landscape (Council of Europe 2000; IPBES 2022). Cognitive linguistics has a critical role to play in this 

endeavour: It is unknown whether landscape concepts are largely shared across communities or 

whether they are largely a matter of linguistic convention. 

We assessed landscape concepts in the Indo-European languages English, French and German with 

a participatory research design using online surveys. Since the conceptual system is grounded in 

perceptual, motor, and affective systems (e.g. Barsalou, 1999; Connell, 2019), we asked participants 

to rate landscape terms for their sensorimotor (Lynott et al. 2020) and emotional (Warriner, Kuperman 

& Brysbaert 2013) associations. We hypothesized that even for these three closely related languages, 

participants would differ in their conceptualisations of landscape. 

As stimuli for the surveys we selected the most frequently mentioned landscape terms from a free-

listing task by Van Putten et al. (2020). 279 Participants rated 74 landscape terms such as mountain in 

their first language, using scales ranging from 0 (not at all) to 5 (greatly). For sensory associations, 

people were asked: “to what extent do you experience MOUNTAIN by feeling through touch/ by tasting/ 

by smelling/ by sensations inside your body/ by hearing/ by seeing?” For motor action, we asked to 

what extent they experienced the term with the foot/leg, hand/arm, head, mouth, and torso. For 

emotions, participants used three scales from 0 to 5 which represented the dimensions calm to exciting, 

unhappy to happy and in control to controlled. 

Using non-parametrical manova, we found cross-linguistic differences in ratings for 51 out of 74 

analysed landscape concepts which confirms that English, French and German speakers conceptualise 

landscape differently. To further analyse the conceptual structure, we calculated cosine distance values 

between the ratings of landscape concepts in each language for sensorimotor and emotional rating 

domains. The results indicate that participants in all speaker communities distinguished the concepts 

based on similar criteria. Their ratings seem to differ between tranquil, engaging and potentially 

dangerous concepts for the emotional domain and between abstract and tangible, experienceable 

concepts. In a second study participants will be asked to rate landscape images instead to compare 

conceptualisations of linguistic and non-linguistic stimuli. 
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