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Landscape architecture and landscape

Landscape architecture is the art of arranging the space 
around human. One of the oldest definitions by Charles 
Elliot describes it in the following way: “landscape archi-
tecture to be the art of arranging land and landscape for 
human use convenience and enjoyment” 1 (Fig. 1).

Landscape architecture is the science that deals with 
studying landscape as an everlasting process, a living 
archive of humankind’s technological and social devel-
opment in its struggle to adapt itself to natural circum-
stances. As such, the landscapes we live in are social and 
cultural interpretations of nature: subsequent layers of 
use or, more widely, coexistence of humankind and na-
ture interlink as in a palimpsest which is both a priceless 
study material and a source of creative inspiration. While 
combining scientific and creative approaches landscape 
architecture becomes an approach which contains the 
awareness of the heritage and the answer for contempo-
rary human needs. In this context, cultural landscape be-
comes a priceless lesson which is permanently recorded 
in its structure.

Landscape as a subject of attention has been around 
since the dawn of humanity. However, it was identified 
and clearly defined relatively late. The traces of this mul-
tithreaded approach can be observed in the differences 
that still exist in many languages. For some it is regarded 
as landscape while others treat it is a piece of land with 
some specific features. In the French language paysage, 
in Spanish paisaje, in Italian paesaggio, in polish krajo-
braz; the word originates from the picture of space and 
its history is strictly related to the history of its display. 
In the German language landscape means Landschaft, 
which explains what was created on the surface of the 
land, similarly to the English landscape. In Irish the word 
may be translated in a number of ways but tidhreacht is 
our surroundings, the space we inhabit.

Apart from the language layer, different understand-
ing of landscape are present in numerous contemporary 
fields of knowledge. A wide interdisciplinary meaning of 
the word landscape took its origin in the approach to 

1 Eliot 1902: 274.

the space around human included in Humboldt’s work.2 
He took to work on the holistic approach to the environ-
ment in its structure and physiognomy which was contin-
ued in the takeover of the word “landscape” by various 
professions. As a result, the geographical definition of 
landscape differs from the one used by biologists, ar-
chaeologists or geographers. 

An attempt to merge all the approaches can be found 
in the official definition formulated in the European 
Landscape Convention which refers to a visible form 
comprising natural and cultural elements. “Landscape is 
a large area seen by humans; its character is the result 
of an action and interaction of natural and/or human 
factors”.3 

Landscaping

A method of landscaping and making use of its assets, 
which has always been closely related to its resources 
and the extent to which it is used, lies at the basis of de-
velopment of landscape as a science. It might be stated 
that the relation between the degree of intervention and 
the unspoiled landscape resources has shaped the ap-
proach to landscape both in terms of ideology and prac-
tice. Changeability of this relation, gradually aiming for 
excessive expansion, has led to a different understand-
ing and a different approach to landscape. Initially be-
lieved to be immeasurable assets, the personalization of 
nature, it was almost ignored as an obvious value with 
its resources endless. As human activity progressed it 
started to be perceived as a background, an asset and at 
last as a precious resource closely related to the quality 
of life.4 

The method of using landscape in particular stages 
of human development required different approaches. 
Early and modest resources resulted in activities which 
utilised the powers of a given place to its full potential. 

2  Ewald 2001: 255–256; cf. Bogdanowski, Łuczyńska-Bruzda and No-
vak 1973; Rapoport 1992; Goodchild 2008.

3  European Landscape Convention 2000. 
4  Chenoweth and Gobster 1990.
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The methods of “replenishing the earth” were therefore 
extremely economical and ergonomic. A gradual devel-
opment of technology resulted in better tools, which in 
turn led to greater durability and intensity and, when 
combined with knowledge of the natural potential of 
the place it was extremely successful. As a result of this 
cooperation between human and spatial conditions land-
scape forms of certain features and purpose emerged. 
Similar climate, geological, and spatial conditions re-
sulted in emergence of similar spatial effects regardless 
of the administrative or national borders. Because they 
resulted from a clash of human intellect and creativity 
with a material – in this case – landscape. In this interac-
tion we notice a strong domination of the character of 
the place which dictated the rules of management while 
causing specific creative reactions of its users (Fig. 2).

Landscape archetypes

Science of human behaviour brings about the notion of 
the archetype. It is the way people react to some fac-
tors. Applying this notion onto the ground of landscape 
architecture helps to formulate the idea of the landscape 
archetype. In this approach it is a form which emerges 
as a result of a particular use of land in order to achieve 
a particular effect. If the landscape archetype is a form 
created as a result of a similar behaviour, approach to-
wards the surroundings, then here, this place, becomes 
a base that dictates the rules of this approach. The place 
with its conditions, resources and its potential is the cen-
tre of artistic activity, useful-engineering activity but in 
the primary meaning of the word “engineer – creator”. 
At the basis of the activity lies such spatial conditions as 
water resources, wind power, sunlight, or the relief or 
fertility of the soil resulting from the geological construc-
tion. If natural conditions dictate the rules of conduct 
then the aim might be treated as the functional basis 
for selecting the location and the purpose for created 
works. So far, the notion of “landscape archetype” has 
been present mainly in the context of archaeological 

research. Martin Gojda, in his publication on landscape 
archaeology uses the notion of “landscape archetype” 
in relation to historical spatial forms5, similarly to the au-
thors of studies on Slovak historical landscape who use 
this notion to present some spatial models related to 
human activity present in various landscapes.6 In 2015 
landscape archetypes became the leading topic of the 
IFLA EU Conference dedicated to resilient landscapes. 
Margarida Cancela d’Abreu in her opening words for-
mulated them in the following way: “Archetypes are 
understood as landscape models of high sustainability 
whose building principles can be used as lessons for the 
future because of their excellence and worthiness in 
the scope of collective awareness to be shared by the 
whole humankind”.7 This topic has been developed and 
presented in various ways by the conference participants 
representing 34 countries and wrapped up in the form of 
Landscapes resolution.8

Natural elements  
as the basis of archetype creation

A common feature that triggers a particular human be-
haviour influencing landscape that human develops are 
natural conditions. As an activity base they were the 
source of the struggle for survival. While being the basis 
of the existence they were also the subject of the fight, 
dangerous and unpredictable as the source and condi-
tion of the existence and its use allowed it to last. Natu-
ral conditions dictated the rules of fight against them, 
while becoming a hint for their use and, as a result, the 
cooperation on their terms. These factors can be priori-
tised in accordance with the elements and their taming 
reflected itself in the form of specific landscape arche-
types. Water, air, fire, and earth have been human foe 

5  Gojda 2010.
6  Hreško, Kanásová and Petrovič 2010: 158–173.
7  Cancela d’Abreu 2016a: 1.
8  Landscape resolution 2015. 

Fig. 1. World Heritage Cloister Lorch, To-
potek1 Gmbh, Berlin ©Hanns Joosten  
(after: Auweck and Kahl 2016)
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and friend since the beginning of human existence. Their 
use in different parts of the earth was similar regardless 
of their race, nationality, or beliefs. The methods of use 
have changed throughout the centuries while recording 
in landscape the particular stages of development, the 
evolution of ideas and forms. Currently, in various parts 
of Europe and the world we can observe different stages 
of adaptation of the same idea, from the most primitive 
ones to the technically advanced ones. The possibility for 
their comparison becomes a source of information about 
the direction of evolution of its accuracy and future pre-
dicted directions.

The fundamental element is water. Water is the basis 
of life. Since the earliest times, humanity has been strug-
gling with either flooding or with drought. Humanity has 
been using it both as a dynamic form and for its proper-
ties when motionless. On this basis archetypes of ports, 
river bank protection, canals, and ponds were created. In 
landscapes of numerous countries there is a multilayered 
record of “fighting off” the element and the art of build-
ing safe ports, sheltering and protective forms, and set-
tlements. Off the coast of Ireland, Scotland, Iceland and 
many other seaside countries the archetypes of a port, 
a lighthouse, or a port settlement are present. These 
places are often appreciated due to their exceptional 
value, and their recognition is confirmed in various forms 
of protection. Another form of combating the element 
is recorded in the Dutch landscape. A great part of the 
country is a relief reflecting the struggle and cooperation 
with water. The methods of reclaiming fertile soil from 
the sea, while developed over the years and enhanced 
with new technology, constitute the Dutch archetype of 
the polder while becoming the symbol and necessity to 
survive.

The element of fire reaches the earth in the form of 
sunlight and its inherent energy. The light whose lack or 
excess leads to a rise in numerous spatial forms present 
in landscape managed by human. Use of solar energy is 
related to plant cultivation. One of the oldest and the 
most vivid cultivations recorded in landscape are vine-

yards. While they are present in the Mediterranean land-
scape of Portugal, Spain, Italy, France and the Balkans 
they are also visible further north in Austria, Czechia, 
Slovakia, and Ukraine. The archetype of a terrace uni-
fies all mountain areas which are in this way adjusted 
for cultivation of plants that require plenty of sunlight 
(Fig. 3). The Northern border for vineyards is the pulsat-
ing limes which changes its course depending on global 
warming or chill. The creativity in use and extending the 
terraces of vineyards results in the myriad of details and 
patterns, a large-area structure which allows for the di-
vision into micro regions with their individual features. 
While remaining common denominator as orientation 
towards the sun, which determined their main outline. 
A wide range of this archetype presence allows us to 
clearly observe the phenomenon which occurs also in 
case of other forms, yet to a lesser extent. The domi-
nant form of use has its regional variants and individual 
features. Their minor differentiation and the character-
istic sketch becomes the reflection of local differences 
which are the evidence of an extremely precious record 
of the regional identity.9 Earth’s resources are diversi-
fied. They rest on the earth’s surface layer in the form of 
soil fertility as well as deeply hidden natural resources. 
The archetype of a field or extraction goes back to the 
beginnings of humanity10 and its traces recorded on the 
earth surface are present almost in its every part. These 
patterns fade away; however, the particular stages are 
clearly recorded in landscape. In the agricultural land-
scape one might currently see large-scale fields follow-
ing the current economy of industrial crops but one can 
also admire the meanders of the agricultural economy 
in the form of picturesque and economic, tiny division of 
fields-the remnants of the 19th–century system of inher-
iting the family wealth. Industry is a separate and great 
chapter in landscape which is currently being rewritten. 
The beginnings of industry preserved in the form of lo-

  9  Cancela d’Abreu 2015.
10  Hreško, Kanásová and Petrovič 2010: 167.

Fig. 2. Semi-natural grasslands in Northeast 
Portugal ©APAP (after: Cancela d’Abreu 2016b)
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Fig. 3. The archetype of a terrace in Greece, in Italy and in Portugal, 1. Terraces and wildmills. Tinos 2011; photo by K. Gkolt-
siou; 2. Cinque Terre, Liguria, ©R. Cottolasso; 3. Verezzi, Liguria; ©A. Sessarego; 4. Corn fields in Northwest Portugal; © APAP 
(after: Gkoltsiou 2016, Sessarego 2016 and Cancela d’Abreu 2016b)

cal and tiny spatial forms to constitute the archetype of 
industrial landscape in the form of former shafts, work-
ings, or oil cellars. The remnants of the old civilisation 
are recorded in landscape and constitute the heritage 
memorabilia in the form of museums and are often cur-
rently located in national parks and other areas with the 
highest protection.

Air is the only element one cannot see. While invis-
ible itself it gives form to the elements created to use its 
power. Initially taken over by linen or wooden wings, to-
day it gives power to steel structures in the form of wind 
towers. The archetype of a windmill is deeply rooted 
while recently also in seascape where it takes on various 
forms, sizes, and patterns. Air, as wind, also made pos-
sible early seafaring and many civilisations harnessed it 
in “fuelling” their explorations.

Landscape archetypes which take on forms that are in-
itially tiny elements in landscape have been changing into 
gigantic areas over the centuries. The proportions be-
tween the natural and cultural landscape have reversed. 
Almost all of the presented archetypes have achieved an 
exaggerated scale. The excessive scale showed not only 

in the spatial and area-related scale but it has also ex-
ceeded the possibilities of self-regulation of the environ-
ment. Technology development allowed to reach the cap 
where logic and rational use shifted towards predatory 
exploration. For almost every archetype one can assign 
a deformed shape. Excessive exploitation of water has 
led to a devastation of its resources and its pollution. 
Monocultural plant cultivation has led to soil fatigue. 
Years of mining exploration have converted vast areas 
into huge production machineries transforming hundreds 
of hectares of soil. The following archetypes: the source, 
the field, the mine, the wind in many places have taken 
the form of sewage, barren land, toxic waste, and smog.

Fundamental archetype

This is, however, not how the story ends. Just like utilising 
and struggle with the elements have become the basis for 
creating archetypes, now blurring their adverse effects and 
orientation towards a different way of their utilising has 
created new patterns of conduct recorded in contempo-
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rary landscape. Pure energy, rehabilitation of post-indus-
trial areas, and sustainable management; the above ac-
tivities are writing a new chapter in landscape. Once again 
landscape becomes the place of implementing new ideas 
showing in novel forms that are becoming either a new 
archetype or another speciality of the existing archetype. 
Considerations on human management of the surrounding 
landscape have led to the conclusion that one of the fun-
damental archetypes, the reaction to all the surrounding 
threats, dominates over all the above mentioned forms, 
such forms being focused on natural elements. Fighting 
the elements in their primary form or combating the ef-
fects of the civilisation, which are also a form of elements, 
created an image of an ideal place in the form of archetype 
of the paradise-garden. In this perspective, all human ac-
tivity aiming at creating a place that is safe, beautiful and 
provides all the necessary goods becomes the pursuit of 
these goals. The framing, the source and the environment 
for meeting these needs has always been the landscape 
around humankind. Its shape and resources have been the 
basis for building various types of “paradise”, with a higher 
or lower number of those using the goods. During the last 
century, in which the period of domination of civilisation 
over nature took place, the archetype of the garden gained 
new strength: it has become the subject of nostalgia, the 
way of ordering the space and the way of merging and 
healing the wounds that emerged after errors were made 
but also improper decisions were taken.

The archetype of the garden  
as the expression of nostalgia

Nostalgia and an attempt to create an ideal paradise-like 
place reflects in the history of gardens which currently 
has taken an unpredictable turn. In the expression of this 
archetype throughout the centuries we see a picture of 
human approach to nature focused on the four elements. 
A garden, which is small, regular and torn away from na-
ture, was first created as the opposition of chaos and an 
attempt to tame the unknown on a micro scale. Taking 
on geometrical forms and shrinking to fit a limited space 
it stands in opposition to the dominant nature. As civili-
sation developed its space was growing and its under-
standing was widening. It started to imitate natural forms 
in the clear form of the naturalistic garden only to later 
reach out to them directly when shaping larger areas 
stepping out of the traditional understanding of the form 
of the garden. The emerging “cities-gardens”, “roads-gar-
dens” in the form of greenways, or “households-gardens” 
are an expression of nostalgia for the surroundings of 
every segment of life to take on a safe, pretty and useful 
form. The expression and consequence of this approach 
to space has become landscape architecture. Defined for 
the first time when introducing the garden in the densely 
populated urban space it became the flagship idea for 
spatial development in its many aspects. In this way, in 

the subsequent phases of specification of tasks in this 
field, landscape architecture developed a new holistic ap-
proach to space. It combines all the necessary elements 
for this stage of human development which, apart from 
spatial order, relate both to the natural and cultural en-
vironment as well as social needs. The world remembers 
again that these elements cannot be analysed separately 
and none of them can be omitted.

Archetype of the garden as the source  
of contemporary approach to space

The contemporary method of design implemented by 
landscape architects makes use of the archetype of the 
garden in various forms and for different purposes. It 
has become a necessity due to economic and social rea-
sons as well as because of natural and cultural heritage 
protection. A spectacular example of referring to the ar-
chetype of the garden is the style of adaptation of post-
industrial areas. A new method of transforming the de-
stroyed industrial terrain into a garden has become the 
code of conduct spread almost over all the continents. 
The first garden on the grounds of a former quarry was 
built in France in 1867 as the Parc des Buttes-Chaumont 
by Jean-Charles Alphand. The second one in 1896 in Pol-
ish town of Podgórze which is currently located within 
the borders of Kraków, developed and implemented by 
Wojciech Bednarski for beauty, prosperity and a better 
life of its inhabitants. Peter Latz, the winner of IFLA Jel-
licoe Award, is probably the most famous follower and 
developer of the idea. It was with full awareness and 
professional approach that this outstanding creator ap-
plied the idea of the garden in order to clear the chaos of 
the post-industrial landscape (Fig. 4). While applying the 
tools of garden art used in the past for taming the domi-
nant nature he introduces them in the destroyed, useless 
area with the construction and structure outside of pos-
sibilities of contemporary use.11 He uses the fundamental 
principles of shaping the functions and forms to existing 
landscape that requires another cleaning. The archetype 
of the garden rescues a place with a past. This approach 
to design works twice; on the one hand, it adjusts the 
existing structure to new functions; on the other hand, it 
uses its character in the form of preserving the elements 
and the specifics of the place as the background. In this 
way the industrial roots based on the original structure 
take on a new shape while becoming a passive element, 
seen or reused but with a completely different aim.

In this perspective there is another aspect of design 
that assumes strong references to the tradition of the 
place. It has its roots in the romantic tradition of shaping 
gardens. A reference to genius loci, which is discussed in 
terms of modern landscape architecture, takes on a new 
dimension. From an imagined and irrational form it be-

11  Latz 2016.
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Fig. 4. Park Dora by Peter Latz as a way of 
ordering the space referring to the archetype 
of the garden (photo by U. Forczek-Brataniec)

Fig. 5. Archetype Landscapes, Their destruction and resurrection Belgian Zonnebeke – Passchendaele 1917 Memorial Park, 
upside left – is a Postcard of castle ‘Het Hooghe’  in Zillebeke near Ypres (origin Postcards Delcampe), upside right – photograph 
of the castle ‘Het Hooghe’ grounds (copyright Frank Hurley, Imperial War Museum, E(AUS) 1220), down – the Zonnedaele estate, 
part of the Zonnebeke Estate (now Memorial Museum Passchendaele 1917) near to Ypres  (copyright Buro Geert Bosschaert)
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comes a connector between the past of the place and 
its contemporary use. The narrative thread based on it is 
becoming a type of a design method engaging into a dia-
logue with the place and inviting the recipient to it. The 
narrative landscape which emerged as a result allows us 
then to connect a number of threads recorded in land-
scape in the form of traces in the past. Gardens of mem-
ory, educational parks or historical gardens are contem-
porary attempts to shed some light on the content thread 
that is cursed in landscape as well as an attempt to get 
the contemporary recipient interested in it. A reference 
to the garden becomes an attempt to clear the space but 
also an attempt for reconciliation with history and some-
times with a difficult heritage recorded in landscape. Nu-
merous examples of this type of approach are presented 
in parks of memory located on the grounds of former Nazi 
camps or battlefields park, such as the Belgian Zonnebeke 
– Passchendaele 1917 Memorial Park. They become plac-
es where nature came as a deliverer and a saviour for 
the land filled up with pain12 (Fig. 5). Integration of the 

12  van den Bosshe 2015.

past and the future is one of many dimensions that land-
scape architecture puts together. Another crucial one for 
current fragmentation of space is a merger of artificially 
and secondary divided elements (Fig. 6). Combining the 
object with the context, another inclusion in the general 
spatial mechanism refers both to the contemporary ele-
ments and its memories and traces of the heritage since 
landscape constitutes a living lapidarium, the evidence of 
history located in situ and resulting from the conditions 
around them. An interesting approach to the overlaying 
traces of the past is presented by Portuguese designers: 
Jao Gomez da Silva and Jao Ferreira Nuńes. Their projects 
were inspired by the succession of the times recorded 
in soil layers. The idea of sedimentation instilled from 
geology to landscape architecture has become a way of 
extracting the historical stratification in the architectural 
and landscape form. The project of the castle in Lisbon 
or the Tago riverfront are examples of a discovery, an in-
terpretation, and an inclusion in the surroundings of the 
overlaying past traces13 (Fig. 7).

13  Gomez da Silva and Ferreira Nuńes 2015. 

Fig. 6. The competition for the design of motorway service station integrated with surrounding space by greenery. Planung-
sentwürfe © Autobahndirektion Nordbayern (after: Auweck and Kahl 2016) 

Fig. 7. The succession of the times recorded 
in soil layers, Ribeira das Naus Riverfront  
by Jao Gomez da Silva, Jao Ferreira Nuńes,  
Carlos Ribas (photo by U. Forczek-Brataniec)
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Summary

Landscape archetypes presented as variations and vari-
ants of the widely understood archetype of the garden 
allow us to place landscape in the role of the subject as 
well as to give it the proper position, to apply the correct 
protection forms and to strengthen the need for continu-
ation. An adequate approach to landscape allows us to 
have a creative look into the future so that contemporary 
works, which reflect contemporary trends and needs, 
could become a part of the widely understood spatial 
and time surroundings.

When considering contemporary problems, such as: 
globalisation, breaking the ties with the local community, 
fading away of original patterns and increasing barriers, 
placement in the reality and conditions of the place take 
on a special meaning. Landscape as a spatial and time 
continuum that constitutes an ongoing record of history 
plays a special role as it becomes a living repository of 
traces and memories that are the basis of the cultural 
identity. As a primary and authentic resource it might 
be the place where we shall search for the answers for 
many questions, especially those we cannot even ask at 

this point. The difficulty lying in precisely defining the 
approach to its “shaping” is first of all the duality of its 
value. On the one hand, it is a delicate record impressed 
on the surface in the form of relief and recorded in sub-
sequent layers; while on the other hand, it represents 
a place of life, the environment of natural and cultural 
processes within it (Fig. 8). Finding the balance between 
utilisation and protection, nature and culture, past and 
present will be the fundamental issue of the upcoming 
decades both for history, economy, and social sciences. 
In this context landscape archetypes form a priceless 
source of information while landscape architecture, 
which is based on them, will probably become one of the 
most important fields of future development for achiev-
ing that balance.14 

14  This article is based on the conference entitled Landscape arche-
types, Lessons for the future, organised by the Portuguese Asso-
ciation of Landscape Architects (APAP) and the European Region 
of the International Federation of Landscape Architects (IFLA 
EUROPE), Lisbon, October 16th 2015. Representatives of 34 coun-
tries members to IFLA EUROPE participated in the conference. 
The complete set of presentations is available on IFLA EU website: 
http://iflaeurope.eu/communication/strategic-objectives-proj-
ects/pecha-kucha/.

Fig. 8. Roof garden of the the Regional Sci-
ence and Technology Centre implemented in 
the surroundings of the historical mansion by 
eM4 Pracownia Architektury Brataniec © eM4
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