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Introduction
In 2010, while I was undertak-

ing research for my PhD entitled 
‘Landscape Narratives and the 
Construction of Meaning in the 
Contemporary Urban Canal-scape’ 
(2012)1, I produced a photographic 
postcard of the central Birmingham 
canal landscape for distribution 
amongst the city’s residents. The 
wider research was an exploration 
of the ways in which individuals 

perceive, and construct personal 
meaning around, the canal land-
scape (which has undergone large-
scale regeneration since the 1990s), 
using ethno-phenomenological2 
methods with individuals and small 
groups, and using the Grounded 
Theory3 approach to simultaneous 
data collection and textual analysis 
(Pink 2009; Pink et al. 2010, Glaser 
and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 2006). 
The wider research focused on the 
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performative act of walking with the 
elicitation of narratives collected in 
the canal landscape from lone in-
dividuals (‘self-narrated walking’), 
researcher-participant interviews 
(‘walking-and-talking’) and small 
groups, all recorded using digital 
audio recorders (Tolia-Kelly 2007; 
Pink 2007).The resultant narratives 
were suggestive of the link between 
the construction of individuals’ place 
identities, multi-modal sensory per-
ception (i.e. holistic, involving all the 
senses) and the instigation of mem-
ory-recall and memory emplace-
ment (Tuan 1974; Bender 1993; 
Pink 2009; Tolia-Kelly 2004; Thoma 
2006; Bales 2001). The narratives 
my usual methodology produced 
were dense with personal mean-
ings, landscape preferences, mus-
ings and significant memories of this 
and other ‘associated’ landscapes. 
The ‘Postcards from the Cut’ study 
was to be slightly different to the 
methods I usually employed: a re-
mote study on a larger scale, pro-
viding a greater number of individu-
al narratives than would be possible 
using my walking methodologies. 
If the types of narratives produced 
resembled the earlier walking nar-
ratives in terms of iconic landscape 
components, references to sensory 
perception, memories and musing, 
this would indicate that the instiga-
tion of these is not dependent on 
a physical experience of the land-
scape. This suggests that future 
research in landscape perceptions 
may be undertaken remotely, there-

fore accessing more participants. 
The aim of the postcard was to 

elicit a written response by present-
ing respondents with a series of 
images, one of which they would 
choose, explaining their reasons 
(Fig. 1). I chose to present people 
with photographic images, rather 
than requesting they take their own 
as previous requests for open re-
sponses from research participants 
had resulted in low response rates 
and requests for clarification. Owing 
to the limitations of the postcard for-
mat (i.e. its limited space and the 
absence of a researcher to clarify 
instructions), the open response 
method was changed to a specific 
instruction to mitigate the effect of 
confusion on the response rate. 

With the exception of one image, 
the photographs were my own, tak-
en during walks to emphasise the 
common pedestrian experience of 
the canals.

The postcard method encour-
ages a choice without demanding 
physical presence in the landscape, 
that is, respondents were not re-
quired to travel to the canal to make 
their photographic choice, which is 
contingent on the limitations of time, 
weather and comfort. Respondents 
were merely presented with a range 
of options and asked to make a 
choice, their rationales entirely de-
pendent on their own experiences 
and imaginations.The results sug-
gest that although image choices 
may be partially based on a subjec-
tive aesthetic, individuals’ personal 
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associations and memories insti-
gated through viewing are also im-
plicated in their choice, evidenced in 
the responses referring to the rec-
ollection of memories as part of the 
rationalisation process.

The study was developed as a 
method of obtaining a large num-
ber of written landscape responses 
to visual stimuli, without the use of 
the questionnaire format. The post-
card, measuring 10.4 x 14.7 cm, 
features six photographic images 

of Birmingham’s central canal land-
scape arranged in a grid. The post-
card also included the instruction: 
‘Imagine you’re sending a postcard 
of Birmingham’s canals to someone 
who’s never visited. Tell us which 
of these photos you would choose, 
and why?’. Participants were invited 
to respond to the instruction anony-
mously and also provide their age, 
gender and ethnicity. The study 
yielded 160 written responses over 
a two-month study period showing 

Fig. 1: The Postcards from the Cut postcard. Images 1, 2, 3,5 and 6 are the author’s own. Image 4 
courtesy of Ben Rose. Images are referred to within this paper as below:
‘Image 1’ or ‘(1)’ = ‘Traditional signage’
‘Image 2’ or ‘(2)’ = ‘Birmingham skyline’
‘Image 3’ or ‘(3)’ = ‘Gas Street Basin’
‘Image 4’ or ‘(4)’ = ‘Brindleyplace’
‘Image 5’ or ‘(5)’ = ‘National Indoor Arena’
‘Image 6’ or ‘(6)’ = ‘Cambrian Wharf’
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individuals’ preferences for cer-
tain views and the reasons for their 
choices. The limitations were chiefly 
logistical, relating to dissemination 
and return, but by taking a network-
based approach the postcards 
reached, and were returned by, an 
ethnically diverse audience of male 
and female city residents, ranging in 
age from 11 to 83. 

This study was based on the no-
tion that landscape identity is sub-
jective, personal, open to bias and 
multiple understandings, and sup-
plemented by memories and asso-
ciations. ‘[The landscape] is neither 
something seen, nor a way of seeing, 
but rather the materialities and sen-
sibilities with which we see’ (Wylie 
2005, 243), that is, the landscape is 
not immutable or universal, rather it 
is the result of the way we each see, 
informed by our individual experi-
ences and identities. In short, there 
are as many landscape identities 
as there are individuals to construct 
them, making the act of meaning-
making a producer-oriented one by 
placing the onus on the perceiving 
individual rather than in the intrin-
sic characteristics of the landscape. 
The findings suggest that the land-
scape is not perceived in a common 
universal way, but rather in terms of 
multiplicities of meanings which are 
the result of multi-modal sensory 
experiences, often including memo-
ries (Pink 2009; Kaplan and Kaplan 
1989). This means that the canal 
landscape, as with any other land-
scape, is polysemic, with different 

meanings projected onto it by its in-
habitants. The polysemic nature of 
the landscape is evidenced through 
the sheer volume of different mean-
ings attributed to the landscape by 
different people; if landscapes are 
universally experienced and under-
stood, then each of the respondents 
would have expressed the same re-
sponses. 

Methodology
‘Postcards from the Cut’ was in-

spired by two other landscape post-
card studies; Ian Biggs and Sarah 
Blowen’s 2009 study4 and Red Kite 
Environment’s consultation of chil-
dren regarding the regeneration of 
Stourport-on-Severn Basins5. At 
Stourport children were asked to 
draw a picture of Stourport’s canal 
landscape in order to uncover the 
landscape components they regard-
ed as most iconic of their experienc-
es of the town. The resulting images 
of nearby Shipley’s Amusement 
Park – the water, boats and trees – 
are, for the children, Stourport’s 
iconic landscape components, and 
it was this aspect of the consulta-
tion’s objective that was borrowed 
for this research. Understanding the 
specific landscape components par-
ticipants consider iconic is one as-
pect in uncovering the myriad per-
ceptions of the canal-scape, as the 
meanings and associations linked 
to those iconic components become 
the meanings and associations 
linked with participants’ understand-
ing of the landscape itself. 
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The original idea for the ‘Postcards 
from the Cut’ study was to allow re-
spondents to reflect on their percep-
tions of the landscape by extending 
an invitation for open responses 
to the images in any format; peo-
ple were to ‘tell me something’ in 
the form of a story, an opinion, or 
an image. However, I changed my 
approach for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, it was thought appropriate 
to mitigate the possible effects of 
participants’ confusion, or embar-
rassment at their creative abilities, 
by setting a question with a series 
of visual options. Thus, I chose to 
place parameters on the exercise 
by asking participants to choose an 
image because previous requests 
for open responses (including draw-
ings, photography and text) had 
resulted in low response rates and 
requests for clarification. Secondly, 
it was important that participants 
shared a written rationale, and I an-
ticipated that some would let their 
own images ‘speak for themselves’ 
in an open response, thereby re-
moving the written narratives that I 
was keen to access. Finally, making 
an open response is more demand-
ing of participants’ time and energy, 
so they are less likely to participate.

By providing respondents with 
a common scenario – choosing a 
postcard – they are encouraged 
to perform a familiar and hopefully 
enjoyable action, as the likelihood 
is that respondents will have ex-
perience of choosing and sending 
postcards to represent their holiday 
landscapes. The scenario of send-

ing the postcard to ‘someone who’s 
never visited’ Birmingham’s canals 
is also familiar as many respondents 
will have visited holiday destinations 
which their families and friends have 
not. On the reverse of the postcard 
respondents were asked to pro-
vide three additional pieces of per-
sonal information: their age, gender 
and ethnicity. The small size of the 
postcard and the desire to allow re-
spondents to express their individu-
ality negated the use of a ‘tick-box’ 
method. Rather than placing them-
selves within imposed categories of 
gender, ethnicity and age, space was 
provided for respondents to choose 
their own identifiers, although with-
out further interaction with the anon-
ymous respondents, any additional 
data comparisons were impossible 
(Spivak and Gunew 1994; Peach 
2006; Gauntlett and Holzworth 
2006; Charmaz 2006). 

The postcard method is narrative 
in that respondents share written 
responses based on personal expe-
rience and opinion. Many respond-
ents included stories about their 
experiences of the canal landscape, 
while others used the postcard’s in-
structional scenario to incorporate 
characters and their motives (e.g. ‘… 
would cause a lot of attraction to the 
people who receive this postcard’ 
(British Pakistani Male, 17, (2)) and 
‘anyone seeing it for the first time 
would be intrigued to study it more 
carefully’ (English Male, 73, (3)). 

The methodology is also per-
formative in that respondents take 
part in a one-time-only event, incor-
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porating the ritual actions of choos-
ing and writing, then returning the 
postcard (Dirksmeier & Helbrecht 
2008). It is hoped that these actions 
mimic some of the familiar feelings 
of sending a postcard, such as the 
sharing of information, experiences 
and observations with an absent 
friend or relative, but also the de-
sire to write something succinct and 
meaningful. The postcard’s design 
intentionally mimics the common-
ly seen postcards of canal views 
showing four or six annotated im-
ages of an area. The commemo-
rative aspect of the methodology 
is intrinsic in the souvenir status of 
postcards, the photographic imag-
es they portray and the messages 
they hold; postcards are evidence of 
an individual’s presence in a place 
in the same way that photographs 
are (Kuhn 2007). Postcards are a 
complex form of memento because 
they are not kept by the individual 
as a holiday photograph might be, 
but are imbued with memories of 
noteworthy experiences and sent to 
an absent other who can only imag-
ine the experiences written about. 
Postcards, then, are used to recall 
and record memories which are 
then shared through the sending of 
the postcard. They are discursive 
tools in that they allow the sender to 
recall experiences, thereby instigat-
ing a type of conversation between 
the past and present self as all 
memories do (Kuhn 2007; Thoma 
2006), but the unsolicited and un-
answered nature of postcards ren-
ders any dialogue with the recipi-

ent unlikely. Research postcards 
are a remote method for eliciting 
landscape responses, but they are 
no less performative and success-
ful than methods which involve a 
physical presence in the landscape. 
For example, respondents used the 
postcards to share their narratives, 
demonstrate diversity of percep-
tion, muse and recall memories as 
they did in response to the physical 
landscape during my other walking 
narrative studies. Performative acts 
need not be constrained to move-
ment through physical landscapes; 
photography and ‘photographic 
memories [are part of] a performa-
tive oral tradition’ (Kuhn 2007, 285). 
Annette Kuhn uses photographs to 
elicit biographical narratives, high-
lighting the ‘discursive’ nature of 
memories, in that we are compelled 
to share our memories with others 
upon viewing a photograph (Kuhn 
2007, 283).  

Timing and Distribution
The postcards were distributed 

between March and May 2010, with 
a return deadline of mid-June 2010. 
I explored the potential of various 
methods for disseminating and re-
turning postcards, but concluded 
that to take a ‘contingent’ approach 
and use existing networks of con-
tacts would remove any compli-
cations such as the payment of 
postage and nominating a secure 
post-box. The postcards were dis-
tributed to potential respondents via 
existing contacts from groups and 
organisations, and on one occasion, 
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via a mail-drop through post-boxes 
in a canal-side residential building. 
Completed postcards were returned 
via contacts or, as in the case of 
the residential building, through the 
researcher’s post-box. Postcards 
were also distributed amongst fam-
ily, friends and colleagues to distrib-
ute amongst their own networks. 
This method is reliant on others’ co-
operation and dependent on exist-
ing networks for dissemination. By 
using the method of distribution via 
contacts, the postcards reached a 
diverse range of people resident or 
working in the Birmingham area. 

Ethical issues 
The postcards were completed 

anonymously to prevent identifica-
tion of the participants. To further 
prevent identification of participants, 
the majority of postcards were given 
to a series of contacts for distribu-
tion via their own networks. The con-
tacts themselves were not required 
to complete postcards; however, in 
the event that any contact did com-
plete a postcard, the anonymous 
nature of the process would pre-
vent identification. Other postcards 
were hand-delivered to anonymous 
post-boxes in a residential canal-
side building, and returned to the 
researcher’s post-box.    

Image Rationale
Choosing images for the final 

postcard design necessitated ration-
alisation of the available images and 
required an understanding of the di-

versity of the local canal landscape. 
As this study formed part of PhD re-
search on pedestrian experiences 
and perceptions of the canal land-
scape, the postcard needed to por-
tray the views commonly seen from 
towpaths and bridges – places that 
are accessible to pedestrians and 
consequently views that are likely 
to be experienced by visitors. It was 
important that the images conveyed 
a sense of the diversity of the canal 
landscape in terms of geographical 
location, viewpoint and content to 
appeal to a wide range of individu-
als’ ‘landscape identities’, that is, the 
identities which individuals attribute 
to the landscape, imbued with per-
sonal significance. The images rep-
resent six places along the canal 
corridor and some of the images are 
potentially more recognisable than 
others e.g. Gas Street Basin and 
the National Indoor Arena. Including 
unusual views of some of the (lo-
cally) well-known places was a con-
scious choice, made with respond-
ents’ comments in mind. Indeed, 
some respondents commented on 
the ‘poor’ views represented in the 
images of Gas Street Basin (3) and 
Brindleyplace (4), on the basis that 
they did not portray the full potential 
of the area.

The postcard images included 
a diversity of viewpoints within the 
confines of pedestrian experience, 
including a view from an elevated po-
sition, views along and across tow-
paths and water, expansive views 
of the horizon and intimate views of 
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canal details. Ensuring diversity of 
content was partly achieved through 
including a range of geographical 
locations and some unusual views 
of well-known places; however, the 
constant of the water and the com-
mon canal landscape components 
of boats, bridges and tunnels made 
representing diversity of content 
more challenging. Some images 
portray modern components, oth-
ers convey a sense of ‘heritage’, 
and some include identifiable local 
landmarks, while others are less 
easily locatable. In order to limit the 
recurrence of common canal com-
ponents, boats and bridges each 
appear in three of the six images, 
water in five images and tunnels in 
only one image. It was anticipated 
that the universality of those com-
mon canal components would be 
evident in the respondents’ choices 
and comments, and divergences 
from these components would high-
light the diversity of landscape iden-
tities converging on the canal land-
scape. 

The arrangement of the images 
on the postcard was as much the re-
sult of necessity as aesthetic choice. 
My intention was to produce a series 
of linked but diverse images, none 
of which jarred but rather invited fur-
ther consideration. I endeavoured 
to present the images fairly, making 
them equally sized and placed to 
avoid competition with each other. 
To avoid jarring, the ‘sunnier’ images 
and those with deep shadows and 
reflections were evenly dispersed. 

Images with similar depths of hori-
zon were separated to avoid con-
tinuation of sightlines. The need to 
keep printing costs low necessitated 
a small, but reasonably sized format 
with which respondents would be 
familiar from previous experiences 
of using postcards (10.4 x 14.7 cm). 
Some images were cropped and 
borders were placed around each 
image to distinguish them. During 
the process of cropping and arrang-
ing images on the postcard, some 
compositional compromises were 
made, so that photographs which 
were initially striking when fully-
framed were cropped to portray only 
their most salient components. For 
example, the image of the towpath 
signpost (image 1) was a portrait-
format photograph depicting the en-
tire signpost surrounded with snow 
and winter twigs and far more of the 
brick wall than can be seen in the 
final postcard image. The resulting 
compromise may have altered the 
outcome of respondents’ choices, 
but their choices despite the com-
promise are entirely valid, their 
comments evidence of their ration-
ales and the diversity of meaning 
surrounding the canal landscape. 

The Responses 

The Diversity of the Respondents
I asked respondents to include 

their age on the reverse of the post-
card, rather than create potentially 
arbitrary age-range groupings. The 
majority of postcard respondents 
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included their exact age, while only 
twenty individuals (12.5%) chose 
not to share that information. The 
recorded age range of respondents 
was 11 to 83, and respondents were 
later grouped by decade during 
analysis (e.g. 20+). Response rates 
were low amongst those who re-
corded their age as over 60; howev-
er 15 of the 20 respondents who did 
not record their age were sourced 
through a contact at the local canal 
society. If the recorded ages of the 
remaining canal society respond-
ents are indicative of a commonal-
ity in age, the ages of those 15 re-
spondents were likely to be between 
50 and 70 years of age.

The postcards asked respond-
ents to include their ‘gender’, as 
opposed to their ‘sex’, since ‘gen-
der’ refers to a more inclusive so-
cio-cultural understanding of roles, 
therefore allowing individuals to 
identify themselves using their own 
terminology. Over half (56.25%/90 
individuals) of respondents listed 
themselves as ‘female’, 42.5% (68 
individuals) listed themselves as 
‘male’ and 1.25% (2 individuals) did 
not answer. 

Respondents were asked to self-
describe their ethnicity to enable 
them to use terms they felt were rep-
resentative of how they perceived 
themselves, rather than choosing a 
potentially reductive category from a 
list (Holzworth and Gauntlett 2006). 
The resulting information highlights 
the diversity and individuality of the 
minds that conceived and shared it. 
Responses included such terms as 

‘Black’; ‘Arab/Yemen mixed’; ‘White 
Anglo Saxon’; and ‘British’. These 
responses make comparisons and 
categorisations problematic with-
in a quantitative study, but for the 
purposes of the wider qualitative 
PhD research such individualistic 
responses support the research 
outcomes: namely that there are 
diverse landscape identities con-
verging on the contemporary urban 
canal landscape. This diversity is at-
tributable to myriad influences and 
not merely ethnic identity. Owing to 
the limitations of the information, 
the additional information provided 
by respondents must be taken at 
face value (Gauntlett and Holzworth 
2006). 45% of respondents consider 
themselves ‘British’, which gives no 
indication of ethnic background, and 
may include those born in Britain 
and those who were born elsewhere 
but who are British citizens. Over 
21% of respondents consider them-
selves in terms of other location-re-
lated ethnicities for example ‘Indian’, 
‘African’ and ‘Latvian’, which have 
been termed ‘non-British’, although 
these respondents may have been 
born in Britain. Almost 17% of re-
spondents consider themselves in 
terms of colour, making grouping 
with the other respondents difficult 
e.g. some used ‘White’, ‘Black’ and 
‘Mixed’. Almost 17% of respondents 
did not record their ethnicity. 

The Diversity of the Responses  
The postcard images elicited a 

variety of anticipated and unantici-
pated responses suggestive of the 
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diversity of landscape identities 
converging on the canal. Many of 
the respondents’ comments fall into 
themes despite the inevitable differ-
ences between respondents’ vocab-
ularies. Therefore certain responses 
are grouped together, as with ‘sun-
shine’ and ‘summer’ or ‘cafe culture’ 
and ‘continental’, since they are in-
dicative of related ideas. By examin-
ing the themes, it is possible to gain 
both an overview of the perceptions 
relating to each postcard image and 
the commonality of these percep-
tions amongst respondents, as some 
themes are more frequently recog-
nised than others. For example, the 
most popular theme relating to the 
image of Gas Street Basin was that 
of ‘heritage’ which was highlighted in 
24 responses, while the theme ‘mo-
dernity’ was highlighted only once in 
relation to this image. 

Many respondents included sto-
rytelling, or narrative scenarios, in 
their responses as evidence of their 
reasoning. These narrative sce-
narios tended to be presented in 
the form of memories and musings. 
Musings tended to be either specu-
lative, where the respondent may 
suggest that an area would provide 
tourist attractions or activities, or 
historical, where a respondent may 
muse on how the canal would have 
functioned in the past. As with mem-
ories, musings are influenced by the 
respondent’s personal experiences 
and outlook in the same way that 
any response would be. 

Memories are evidence of per-
sonal experiences and the inclusion 

of these indicates a deep engage-
ment with the visual stimulus of an 
image as they highlight the power 
of an image to trigger a recollection 
of physical experiences of a place. 
Memory-based narratives can be di-
vided into those relating specifically 
to the canal landscape, and those 
relating to other landscape experi-
ences. In both instances the visual 
stimulus of the postcard image is 
strong enough to elicit associations 
which the respondent feels are im-
portant enough to share in writ-
ing. For example, two respondents 
wrote: ‘I remember these canals 
when they were rubbish tips’ (White 
British Female, 82 (3)), and ‘Born in 
Hockley, Birmingham and knew Gas 
Street before it was modernised. It 
is much better now …’ (Female, 70 
(3)).

Musings are statements or ques-
tions indicative of a combination of 
knowledge and deduction based on 
previous experiences. Speculative 
musings relate to anticipations or 
expectations of the landscape i.e. 
things that a person could do or see 
such as: ‘an inviting scene where 
you can enjoy the tranquillity of 
the canal within close proximity of 
the buzz of the city’ (English White 
Female, 59 (4)). Historical musings 
relate to ideas about the landscape 
of the past i.e. things that a person 
would have done or seen in the past 
such as: ‘it conjures up the atmos-
phere of the canals when they were 
first used more than a 100 years 
ago’ (Female, (3)). In both cases the 
narrative relates to the ‘not-present’.  
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Some narrative scenarios com-
bined both memories and musing 
as with this response: ‘[I] regularly 
walk along. Inner city living, not 
tourism’ (White Female, 30 (3)). 
This statement suggests a memory 
of walking along the canal and also 
implies future walking – evidence of 
current landscape usage. Similarly, 
this response – ‘Because the thing 
I like the most is sitting by the canal 
with a drink in the sunshine’ (White 
British Female, 25 (4)) – indicates 
past landscape usage combined 
with the intention to continue the ac-
tivity.

Image Preferences
The six postcard images elicited 

a variety of responses indicative of 
the diversity of the perceptions re-
lating to these images, and by ex-
tension, to the canal landscape they 
represent. It was anticipated some 
images would be chosen more of-
ten than others; however, the over-
whelming majority choice in favour 
of two of the images was unantici-
pated. The majority of respondents 
followed the instruction to choose 
one image, but 14 individuals chose 
two or more images from the post-
card, generally on the basis that a 
single image alone was an insuf-
ficient representation of the canal 
landscape. For the respondents 
who made a single image choice 
(as opposed to those who chose 
numerous images), the images of 
Gas Street Basin and Brindleyplace 
were by far the most preferred im-

ages on the postcard and received 
a combined value of almost 80% 
of the vote. The respondents who 
chose multiple images favoured 
these two images equally. 10 of 
these 14 respondents considered 
the images of Brindleyplace and 
Gas Street Basin inseparable repre-
sentations of the canal landscape in 
Birmingham: ‘… show two very dif-
ferent aspects of the present canal. 
3 shows the old more original site … 
4 shows the modern aspect of the 
canal’ (White British Female, 60 (3) 
and (4))

The common themes and in-
stances of storytelling returned 
by respondents in relation to the 
images of Gas Street Basin and 
Brindleyplace suggest a tendency 
towards the perception of the ca-
nal landscape as a complex and 
multi-functional urban green-space 
that offers opportunities for leisure, 
entertainment and the considera-
tion of heritage in the form of build-
ings and towpath furniture. In light 
of the overwhelming response in 
favour of these images, it would be 
tempting to overlook the validity of 
the respondents who favoured the 
other images on the postcard. Over 
20% of the respondents did not 
choose either of these two images; 
approximately one in five people 
perceive the canal landscape dif-
ferently to the majority view, a po-
tentially substantial number of indi-
viduals across the wider population. 
The most common themes taken 
from the responses to the four least 
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popular images on the postcard 
focused on the ideas of traditional-
ism (1), the city (2), the presence 
and effects of water (5), and boat-
ing (6). While these themes are not 
unusual in terms of the canal land-
scape, they suggest the absence 
of perceptions of heritage value, 
leisure and green-space, which are 
all important aspects of the current 
branding of Brindleyplace and the 
surrounding area by organisations 
such as Marketing Birmingham, 
Birmingham City Council, Argent 
and British Waterways.

Preferences by Gender, Age and 
Ethnicity

The three pieces of additional 
data requested on the reverse of 
the postcard were included on the 
basis that they may uncover sig-
nificant trends; however the focus 
of the study remained on the con-
tent of the written responses. The 
results suggest that males and fe-
males were fairly evenly represent-
ed in their preference for the image 
of Gas Street Basin; approximately 
two in every five respondents pre-
ferred this image, regardless of 
gender. The image of Brindleyplace 
was almost as popular with a prefer-
ence ratio of around 1.5 in every five 
people.

The available data show that the 
images of Gas Street Basin and 
Brindleyplace were the most popu-
lar across all the age groups, except 
for the 10+ age group who preferred 
the images of Brindleyplace (for its 

greenery, general attractiveness 
and sunshine) and the National 
Indoor Arena (for the quality of light 
and reflections). The data suggest 
that images 3 and 4 are universally 
popular, with only slight variations 
in popularity between the group-
ings assigned post-facto; however, 
the variety of self-identified ethnic 
groupings recorded on the post-
cards renders comparisons and 
trending impossible within the con-
fines of this relatively small-scale 
study. 

Discussion
Certain visual components within 

the urban canal-scape were com-
monly highlighted by the respond-
ents in the ‘Postcards from the Cut’ 
study. These included images of wa-
ter, which was the most commonly 
cited, followed by narrow boats and 
bridges or tunnels, and these com-
mon components are generally sup-
ported in the narratives taken from 
the wider PhD research. The sce-
nario was complicated by the knowl-
edge of the respondents’ residency 
in Birmingham. As residents, re-
spondents may have wanted to por-
tray a positive representation of their 
city, and for some respondents this 
caused a dichotomy; they person-
ally preferred one image, but chose 
another as the best representation 
of the area. This would support the 
notion that respondents do not nec-
essarily choose the image they pre-
fer aesthetically, but rather consider 
the images’ components and poten-
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tial connotations before making a 
rationalised choice and explaining 
that choice. The instruction on the 
postcard was carefully worded not 
to suggest who the recipient might 
be, other than ‘someone who’s nev-
er visited’. Some respondents cre-
ated an imagined narrative around 
the postcard by assuming a re-
cipient (for instance, one individual 
chose an American pen friend), and 
by making image choices either on 
the basis that the recipient will be 
visiting or that the postcard should 
be sent to encourage a visit. In such 
cases, the image chosen was gen-
erally done so for the inclusion of 
certain visual components: compo-
nents which then become the iconic 
images of the canal landscape for 
both the respondent and the (imagi-
nary) recipient. 

Some respondents’ narratives 
were purely personal recollections 
of their own experiences of using the 
canal landscape, generally for lei-
sure purposes, with outdoor dining 
during the summer months being a 
popular memory. This suggests that 
in addition to iconic visual compo-
nents, there are common themes 
of interaction with leisure and the 
pleasure of a beautiful scene be-
ing particularly important. Some 
responses suggest an inability or 
unwillingness to consider the poten-
tial for other perceptions relating to 
a place, for example by referring to 
the ‘true’ meaning of the canal land-
scape or a ‘real’ representation of 
the city e.g. ‘truest and nicest rep-

resentation … especially contrast 
of old barge and quite modern ICC’ 
(White UK Female, 33 (4)). Some 
of the respondents shared their dis-
appointment at the content of the 
images and some suggested other 
views available that included the as-
pects they most associate with the 
canal-scape in that location. As one 
respondent stated: ‘It is not perfect 
in representing what it should but 
it is the only picture which shows 
that the canalway encourages “life”’ 
(Black Caribbean Female, 44 (3)).

 This made their responses and 
the method no less valid, but it would 
be interesting to attempt a similar in-
vestigation using respondents’ own 
photographs in an ‘open response’; 
as discussed earlier, this was con-
sidered but rejected for this study, 
on the basis of the low response 
rate experienced in calls for open 
responses in previous studies within 
the wider research. Whilst choosing 
the images for the postcard, I made 
a number of hypotheses derived 
from data from earlier studies within 
the PhD research and interviews 
with research participants. From 
previous interaction with partici-
pants, I hypothesised that respond-
ents would find image 1 of tradition-
al signage pleasing because of the 
presence of snow, but that owing to 
the lack of water, i.e. the main focal 
point of a canal landscape, it would 
not be a popular choice. Around 
5%, or 8 respondents, chose this 
image, making it one of the least 
popular images on the postcard. 
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Respondents referred to this image 
in terms of its ‘beauty’ and this was 
chiefly related to the presence of the 
snow. Contrary to my hypothesis, 
respondents did not mention the 
lack of water and they found the lack 
of buildings positive. The notion of 
‘tradition’ was commonly elicited by 
this image, but respondents did not 
make the cause of this clear, sug-
gesting that the printed title of the 
image prompted some respondents 
to make the association with ‘tradi-
tion’. Rather than invalidating their 
responses, this outcome suggests 
that for these respondents, the idea 
of traditionalism is a fundamen-
tal aspect of the canal landscape, 
whether or not components which 
signify traditionalism were visible in 
the image. 

Image 2 entitled ‘Birmingham 
skyline’ was chosen by around 7%, 
or 10 respondents, and a further two 
respondents included this image in 
a multiple-choice response. I hy-
pothesised that respondents would 
respond positively to the presence 
of water, blue sky and reflections 
owing to their connotations of sunny 
days, but the negative connotations 
of tower block housing were thought 
likely to diminish the popularity of 
this image. I anticipated that re-
spondents would strongly associate 
this image with Birmingham owing 
to the presence of the local land-
mark British Telecom building (or the 
‘BT Tower’), leading them to iden-
tify this as their preferred choice. 
Respondents chose this image for 

its composition, connotations of ‘the 
city’ and its beauty, which was chiefly 
related to the presence of the water 
and the reflections therein. The per-
ception of ‘beautiful natural scenery’ 
(Iraqi male, 18 (2)) in this image 
was surprising since it lacked com-
ponents such as trees, plants and 
animals, suggesting that the water 
itself elicited these associations.

I anticipated that image 3 of 
Gas Street Basin would be popu-
lar amongst older respondents in 
particular, based on previous inter-
actions with participants: that they 
would positively associate this im-
age with the heritage value of the 
area, would comment on the pres-
ence of the iron bridge, and would 
share heritage-based memories 
and musings of the associated land-
scape. As the image chosen by al-
most 45% of respondents, this im-
age was the most popular on the 
postcard. Respondents favoured 
this image for its associations with 
heritage, including the bridge, but 
also for its associations with leisure 
and the ‘balance’ between moderni-
ty and tradition; many of the memo-
ries and musings elicited by this im-
age were complex, supporting the 
common idea of the juxtaposition 
between the pre-development and 
post-development canal. Contrary 
to my hypothesis this image was 
preferred by a wider range of age-
groups; it was most popular with re-
spondents over the age of thirty. 

I hypothesised that the image 
entitled ‘Brindleyplace’ (4) would be 
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favoured for its composition, sun-
ny aspect, and specific landscape 
components such as greenery and 
the narrow boat, as these compo-
nents were often identified as iconic 
of the canal landscape by partici-
pants in my previous studies. I an-
ticipated that the title of the image 
would elicit recollections of summer 
dining in the nearby restaurants, 
but that this connotation, combined 
with that of modern architecture 
within an historic landscape, would 
be viewed negatively. This image 
was the second most popular as it 
was preferred by around 35% of re-
spondents. Responses commonly 
referred to the leisure aspects of 
the area and although it elicited as 
many recollections as ‘Gas Street 
Basin’, the majority of the narrative 
musings it elicited were speculative, 
relating to the opportunities for lei-
sure and relaxation in the area. 

Favoured by around 5% of re-
spondents, the image of the National 
Indoor Arena (NIA) (5) was one of 
the least popular images, as I an-
ticipated owing to the architecture 
of the building which is generally 
disliked locally. I anticipated that re-
spondents’ comments would focus 
on the juxtaposition between the 
NIA building and the adjacent older 
pub, set against the still water, but 
this was not the case; rather, those 
who favoured this image generally 
did so on the basis of the modernity 
of the iconic NIA. Respondents also 
favoured this image for the reflectiv-
ity of the water and they liked the 

juxtaposition between the ‘soothing’ 
(Indian female, 21 (5)) water and 
associations with ‘the city’. 

As anticipated, image 6 of 
Cambrian Wharf was the least pop-
ular image on the postcard (around 
4%, or 6 respondents). I hypoth-
esised that this image would be 
unpopular owing to the presence 
of deep shadows, because a prior 
study suggested participants per-
ceived canal water in shade as ‘pol-
luted’ and the same water in sunlight 
as ‘clean’. The few respondents who 
reacted positively to this image re-
ferred to boating and the canal wa-
ter, as with ‘the best canal-themed 
picture’ (White British male, 50 (6)), 
suggesting that for these respond-
ents the historic functionalism of the 
canal is important.  

The popularity of the imag-
es of Gas Street Basin (3) and 
Brindleyplace (4) above all other 
images is a striking result of this 
study; around 80% of respondents 
chose one or the other, with some 
respondents finding these imag-
es so inseparable that they chose 
both. The common perceptions and 
instances of storytelling returned 
by respondents identify a tendency 
to regard the canal landscape as 
a complex, multi-functional urban 
green-space which supports leisure 
and the consideration of heritage. 
These images were favoured for 
their complexity and for portraying 
a balanced vision of the city: ‘Nice 
combination of items – trees/boat/
canal/ the town. The others don’t 
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have this sort of balance’ (Female, 
30 (4)), and ‘people sitting having 
lunch/dinner or drinks; I am kind of 
person who likes coffee shops/res-
taurant out door’ (Kuwaiti female, 27 
(3)).

Despite the overwhelming prefer-
ence for the images of Gas Street 
Basin and Brindleyplace, over 20% 
of respondents chose images 1, 2, 
5 and 6. Approximately one in five 
respondents perceived the canal 
landscape differently to the majority 
view: evidence of a diversity of per-
ceptions and suggestive of a poten-
tially substantial number of individu-
als across the wider population. As 
discussed earlier, the most common 
themes relating to the least popular 
images (1, 2, 5 and 6) focused on 
the ideas of traditionalism, proximity 
to or escape from the city, the pres-
ence and effects of water, and boat-
ing respectively. These themes are 
not unusual perceptions of the canal 
landscape, but they do suggest an 
absence of perceptions relating to 
the juxtaposition of modernity and 
heritage, (retail and dining) leisure, 
and green-space - all of which were 
common positive perceptions of the 
most popular images.  

The inclusion of narrative sce-
narios indicates the presence of as-
sociations and recollections, and a 
deep engagement with the visual 
stimulus of the postcard methodol-
ogy as they highlight the power of 
an image to trigger a recollection 
of physical experiences of a place 
(Kaplan and Kaplan 1989):

Narrative imagining – story – is 
the fundamental instrument of 
thought … It is our chief means of 
looking into the future, of predict-
ing, of planning, and of explain-
ing … Most of our experience, our 
knowledge, and our thinking is 
organized as stories (Diaz-Moore 
2006, 35). 

The two most popular images on 
the postcard each elicited five in-
stances of memory-recall whereby 
respondents shared a memory in-
stigated by seeing the postcard im-
age. These two images include dif-
ferent landscape components, for 
instance ‘Gas Street Basin’ (Image 
3) shows older canal buildings, 
a tunnel, a cast-iron bridge, tow-
path, people dining and walking, 
a modern pink boat, a little green-
ery and a Victorian-style lantern. 
‘Brindleyplace’ (Image 4) shows a 
narrow boat, the canal, a modern 
bridge with people walking across it, 
some trees and the modern (1990s) 
International Convention Centre. 
Despite their visual differences, 
the images elicited the sharing of 
similar memories relating to walk-
ing the towpaths, enjoying canal-
side dining during the summer and 
the visual appearance of the canals 
pre-development. For example, two 
respondents shared similar recol-
lections of these areas: ‘So nice in 
the summer; eating lunch outside  
[…] a pleasant way to walk through 
the city’ (White female, 26 (3)), and 
‘Hidden just behind is All Bar One 
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where I spent quite a few hours with 
great friends. A beautiful walk along 
the canal was always enjoyable /
memorable’ (White female, 30 (4)).

‘Gas Street Basin’ (3) was slightly 
more conducive to recollections of 
the area prior to its redevelopment 
(‘it truly was Dickenzian back in the 
60s/70s’ (Male (3)); however, pre-
development memories of both ar-
eas were often juxtaposed with how 
the areas have improved. For ex-
ample, these respondents remem-
bered the areas’ pasts, but prefer 
the post-development sites for their 
leisure potential: ‘Born in Hockley, 
Birmingham and knew Gas Street 
before it was modernised. It is much 
better now with a cosmopolitan at-
mosphere’ (Female, 70 (3)) and ‘I 
remember these canals when they 
were rubbish tips. I pick number 
four because last year my family en-
joyed a 60th birthday party on the 
barges it was a wonderful day out. 
After these years it’s wonderful to 
see all the changes that’s happen-
ing’ (White British female, 83 (4)). A 
second study requesting open re-
sponses would enable comparisons 
between the types of images and 
narratives participants return when 
they are given complete freedom, 
and may result in more instances 
of memory-sharing than were ob-
served in this study.    

The places represented in imag-
es 3 and 4 may both be regarded as 
memory/musing ‘hotspots’ in the ca-
nal landscape as they both elicited 
relatively high numbers of memory 

recall and musings in respondents. 
As each image shows a recognis-
able visitor attraction (Gas Street 
Basin and Brindleyplace), the popu-
larity of the images and the types of 
recollections they instigated were 
anticipated. Recollections chiefly 
related to leisure and ‘memorable’ 
instances of landscape engage-
ment such as dining with friends 
and family on holidays and special 
occasions. As these two ‘hotspots’ 
are within a few minutes’ walking 
distance of each other, it is conceiv-
able that visitors would walk around 
both these places as part of a visit to 
the canal. The reasons for the con-
centration of emplaced memories 
and involuntary memories at these 
‘memory hotspots’ is unclear, but 
one hypothesis is the idea that as 
a high-traffic destination area which 
has undergone regeneration, Gas 
Street Basin possesses the poten-
tial for attracting more visitors to 
emplace memories there.

Many respondents included nar-
rative musings on the ‘not-present’; 
historical musings of the canal land-
scape (‘it conjures up the atmos-
phere of the canals when they were 
first used more than a 100 years ago’ 
(Female (3)); and speculative mus-
ings (‘you can enjoy the tranquillity 
of the canal within close proximity of 
the buzz of the city’ (English White 
female, 59 (4)). The majority of re-
sponses take the form of reasoned 
statements, as with ‘It has snow on 
it and is pretty’ (White British male, 
25 (1)), but some of the speculative 
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musings relate specifically to either 
real or imagined visitors, suggest-
ing that these respondents specifi-
cally considered individual charac-
ters and the images they might like 
to receive. For example, ‘… these 
are the two that I would choose to 
send to my penfriend in the USA’ 
(Female, (3) and (4)) . 

Conclusions
Returning the ‘research postcard’ 

is a familiar performative act, redo-
lent of choosing a holiday postcard 
based on its cover image(s) and 
sending it to a friend with a holiday 
story on the reverse. I hoped that 
the postcard would mimic the per-
formative ritual of writing and send-
ing a postcard, and would elicit the 
sharing of information in the form 
of experiences and observations. I 
anticipated that the commemorative 
aspect of postcards, as a complex 
form of souvenir that is not kept by 
the individual recording the memo-
ries, but is rather sent to an absent 
other imbued with association-laden 
narrative, would lead more respond-
ents to share memories of the canal 
landscape than did. Certainly in the 
other studies which were based on 
walking in the canal landscape, the 
evocation of memories was a signif-
icant finding; generally participants 
in these studies recalled memories 
based on sensory ‘triggers’. In the 
‘Postcards from the Cut’ study, the 
only sensory engagement is with 
the visual, which may explain the 
reduced number of memory-based 

narratives returned by individuals; 
however, that respondents returned 
some of these types of narrative 
still highlights the power of images 
to elicit memories. The invitation to 
choose was an important aspect 
of the methodology, as we spend 
time on holiday choosing a postcard 
that represents our own perception 
of the holiday landscape, and cru-
cially how we would want it to be 
perceived by the receiver. So the 
postcard mirrored this activity, in 
that respondents chose an image 
they felt representative of the city’s 
canal landscape and which they 
would like their imaginary receiver 
to see. The postcard method does 
not require presence in the land-
scape, but relies on respondents’ 
prior experiences of the landscape 
and their imaginations. Many re-
sponses referred to walking in the 
landscape, either through memo-
ries or musings, and the majority re-
lated to the Brindleyplace and Gas 
Street Basin areas, which are pop-
ular visitor attractions. In the same 
way that indoor conversations with 
participants can indicate the phe-
nomenon of ‘locomotion-by-proxy’6, 
the prevalence of walking in the re-
sponses suggests that respondents 
recalled prior experiences of walk-
ing in the canal landscape, instigat-
ed by seeing images of places they 
had visited, hence the popularity of 
the images of Gas Street Basin and 
Brindleyplace.

The findings demonstrate that 
individuals each experience and 
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therefore perceive the landscape 
differently, and that although many 
respondents share similar general 
perceptions of the canal landscape 
or image preferences (relating to 
heritage or leisure for instance), their 
personal experiences of this and 
other landscapes result in different 
rationales, associations and mem-
ories linked to the sensory stimuli 
of the canal landscape. Evidence 
suggests that certain places in the 
Brindleyplace area are commonly 
linked with the expression of the 
evocation of memories, which sup-
ports the idea of the landscape as 
a ‘repository of memory’, and which 
was also observed in earlier walking 
narratives from the wider research 
(Tuan 1974, 97). The images of 
Gas Street Basin (3) and the central 
bridge at Brindleyplace (4) elicited 
far more memory-based responses 
than any other image on the post-
card; this is attributable to those 
places’ statuses as local tourist at-
tractions with nearby leisure facili-
ties, thus visitors are more likely to 
have visited there to be able to em-
place memories. Commonalities do 
exist between participants’ percep-
tions of the landscape e.g. heritage 
value, but the differences between 
responses become apparent when 
they are considered at an individual 
level. It is evident that although par-
ticipants sometimes arrive at similar, 
general perceptions, their language, 
rationales and associations with the 
landscape are more complex and 
individual.

The narratives returned by re-
spondents resemble those produced 
by participants in the walking stud-
ies which form the wider research; 
they included references to similar 
iconic landscape components (wa-
ter, greenery, boats) and similar 
concepts (relaxation, heritage, mo-
dernity, and their juxtaposition); the 
sharing of memories (of previous 
visits or times); evidence of musing 
(wondering about the canal’s past 
in particular); and some evidence of 
multi-modal sensory engagement, 
as with the respondent who wrote 
‘reminds me of the smell of beauti-
ful summer days’ (Female, 40 (4)). 
The findings suggest the postcard 
method is an effective technique for 
remotely eliciting individuals’ land-
scape perceptions on a larger scale 
than would be possible using in-situ 
walking methodologies. This makes 
it potentially very useful in a num-
ber of scenarios where participation 
rates are lowered by physical con-
straints.

Endnotes
1	 My British Waterways organisational su-

pervisor offered guidance on case study 
sites which had been recently regener-
ated; these were the sites they were in-
terested in learning more about in terms 
of user perceptions. He also suggested I 
focus on a non-boating participant base, 
as a great deal of their existing data is 
taken from interviews with the leisure/
residential boating communities. 

2	 Ethno-phenomenology combines ethnog-
raphy and phenomenology. Ethnography 
is the description of the nature of peoples 
(ethnos) in writing (graphy) and primarily 
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involves the use of interviews and partici-
pant observation, or action research (Pink 
2009, 10). The main difference between 
ethnography and this research method-
ology is the focus on the individual. This 
research does not seek to group people 
together to glean a shared response; 
rather it seeks to explore the multiplicity 
of responses. If shared responses oc-
cur they are an interesting phenomenon, 
but are not the aim. ‘Classic’ ethnogra-
phy involves spending large portions of 
time observing and perhaps living with 
the peoples being studied; however this 
is impractical in this research context. 
Nonetheless, ethnography’s focus on 
a range of narrative techniques ranging 
from small-talk to formal interviews pro-
vides scope for interaction and lends au-
thenticity to the conversational aspects 
of qualitative studies. Phenomenology 
is the study of experience and appear-
ances from a first-person narrative per-
spective, and ‘calls for a heightened re-
ceptivity of all the senses’ (Leach 1997, 
83). The ‘true’ form of phenomenology is 
based on the work of Edmund Husserl 
(1859–1938) and is concerned with more 
than bodily, sensory experiences in that 
it ‘studies the structure of various types 
of experience ranging from perception, 
thought, memory, imagination, emotion, 
desire, and volition to bodily awareness, 
embodied action, and social activity, in-
cluding linguistic activity’ (S.E.P. Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy).

3	 Grounded Theory (GT) is a system 
whereby the researcher starts not with 
a hypothesis as with standard research 
methodologies, but with data collection. 
The data are then codified into catego-
ries upon which a theory can be formed. 
GT is the inverse of the traditional re-
search method in which methodologies 
are aligned with a theoretical framework, 
a hypothesis is posited and data are col-
lected accordingly to test that hypothesis 
(Glaser and Strauss 1967). The joint 
originators of this method, Barney Glaser 

and Anselm Strauss, later separated their 
approaches, creating the Glaserian and 
Straussian paradigms (Devadas et al. 
2011). The Glaserian paradigm is based 
on the notion that ‘all is data’, while the 
Straussian paradigm takes a more scien-
tific approach, by starting with a research 
problem followed by research questions 
(Devadas et al. 2011). 

4	 Iain Biggs and Sarah Blowen, ‘Borderland 
Postcards – Responding to Postcards 
from the Physical and Cultural Borders of 
Europe’. AHRC Living Landscapes con-
ference, Aberystwyth, 18–21 June 2009.

5	 Red Kite Environment Ltd undertook 
a consultation of local children prior to 
the regeneration of Stourport-on-Severn 
Basins. Children were asked to draw a 
picture of Stourport on a blank postcard. 
Red Kite Environment also undertook 
consultation work at Fradley Junction 
where they prompted participants to pro-
duce hand-drawn postcards in order to 
discover locals’ landscape preferences.

6	 ‘Locomotion-by-proxy’ was observed in 
indoor, seated conversations with partici-
pants. Participants drew maps and dia-
grams of landscapes they had visited. As 
they talked, they traced ‘walking routes’ 
around the images with their fingers and 
narrated their ‘passage’, recalling the 
landscape components they had expe-
rienced and in some cases triggering 
memories. In this way the physical act of 
moving their fingers around a representa-
tion of a place created an equivalent ex-
perience or ‘locomotion-by-proxy’. 
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