




But he "''35 really inco It. He was in this whole tunas}' ",-odd.
And no one was Iookins at tum like he "'"as stran~.To me that
was strange, but nobody else seemed ro~, or att. ~

Ah:hough~,the ideaof~mking in a place- md ~having

a story come (0 you~~ fiuniliar phrases, used as ohm by land­
scape architectS articulating a design process as by the general
public (0 descri~ the meaning or vatU(' ofa landscape. These
phrases, and their corollaries, belie a distioction berv.'een -space~

and "place,~ (0 borrow the words ofgeographer Vi Fu Tuan. One
is purely physical, while the other has rel~-ance and connection
co someone. It is this distinction that d~~Cooperman (0 situ­
ate~ film in Bryant Park wben she could have JUSt as easily
woric:ed in East RiVet Park or Morningside Park. Brrant Park is
mtegraJ to the scoC')'. Or, foraccuracy, perhaps it is bet­
ter to say that her StOry is integraJ (0 Bryant Park.
~ is a loo5dy defined group cidw:orist:s and prac­

mionets woo~ lookil18 at this~ ci meaning in

bn<h<>p< '""'-'gh dr ""', """""y _gh, .. Ian·
guagt'. They fed---eJrhough there is difkrern in the
details.----that landscapes are composed of signs thu,
likeanaetuallan~,canbe -read.~One only has (0

scud)' itS S}'Tuax, recogni~ itS vocabulary, and pracrice
itS diction (0 learn the language oflandscape. Beyond
itS a1literati\'e allure, "the language of landscape" has
appeal in that it combines into a single, contained
idea--01.'O very slippery and complex ones. Lmguage
has baffied civilizarion (~..et since the first literate ex­
pressIOn (c. 15,000 B.C., the date ci the a.\~ paintings
at A1wnira and Lasa.ux, seems as good a~ as
any). AIguably.landsape has lUrrov.-m brows for~"'CO

longer. (Can we affix the due wtx-n H_1a(JtmI fust
cupped~ eyes and kloked OUt O\'er the savannah?)

Ifthe languageoflandscapevi'ere a lIlO\'UTlmt, Annr
Whisron Spim, ASIA, v.'OlI.Id be itS leader. A. professor
cilandsa.pearchit(CtUte at the Uni\-m.ityofPennsyl­
\-ania, Spim has recently published a book on the sub­
ject tided, appropriately, TM Langllogt ofLandJ(a~
(Yale University Press, 19(8). In it she codifies this
language on twO I~'els, First there is the syncaaical
1~'CI, in ",'hich she compares the Strucrurt oflandscape
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and the Stf\lC'tUfe of \~rbaI Ianguaae: features are like nouns.
~ like \-rms. their intctaecions like- subJ«(S and predi­
a.tes inttrrWining. &neath the syntaCttallS the metaph;>rical
I~~I where,like \~rballang!.Ja8e,acolYrent structUtt can b<'gin
to take on meaning. Here Spiro's examples~ abundant. She
looks at the politically comentious landscape of Skamling Hill
oonh of the Slesvig-Holstein region of Denmark. For dose to a

LITERAL SIC:-:S m tIN landscape provide mark('rl and dues
about a culture, such as Trenton, NewJerrey's proud dietumo/
mdustry': TRE.''TOl\' MAKES, TIiE WORLD TAKES, above. In a
dfflgn for an 10W0I mt stop, fuR Conu.'O)' I'nd Mart)' Schulte-are

urmg tM word "pwn«rr" to Ilruaurr tM rpaa, bdcN..



A.'>r.\'E \'('H1S'I'O~ SPIR:', mils!Iln~ npmJl(IfI~JUdJ flS thIS
grOf:~on tkbigbplainrofColcr~ord«p(1)ntt'%J,·u~

tk LmiJi4~o/!Il~bIJS • shmng. panicqw/.tl)' In tIN VIIlt

cpuu~, thu IhOng p/mttmg p,fJf:idn ". tktmlon~ am !IlJdJ onto, •

the purpose c:Jeducating people about their
~vironmem,I'1aw it is shaped. by~ and,
~ imporouuly, how residentS can use
those forces to chan~ It. 1be idea. has Its

roots in the phil050phy c:J the Gvil RightS
MO\"m'leflt, mat lireracy equals empovov­
metlL In this contlCXl:, the Ianguag.e is nor: dr
lingual pov.'tt strueture c:J laws and rights.
bur the spatial povo"t'f stnJC£W'e c:J the built
environment; and the illiteracy Spim has
fOund is as much an ignorance of how land·
scape is shaped as it is the misapprehension
that it cannot be refonned in other ways,

West Philadelphia, like a lot of poor
urban areas, ....-as built in the floodplain. or
bottomS, ofa wat~, Although today
Mill Creek is piped underground, during
hard rains it makts appearances, &oding
Streets, bascm~ms, and ~t lots, as it

In this context,
the language

is not the
lingual power

structure of laws
but the spatial

power structure
of the built

envirornnent.

Each !a,..h(JlIJt 'J pla.ltd
rwmd uuh IrfCJ. tlx IRIgt oId6
tlWl di.""Jh'ng tIN b6MJtJ.
oft"' hlilfgalou1 no .,,-r tho"
-floor bigh: IrtItS arr planted
OJ dlMtlS 1mf-t from the~,

Jlraight t'tTtifal tnm/u'. Jharp
lJmtrOJt 10 the broadbortZ/mtai
JUffp. markillg tnrh a JjJ«iai
piau. The farmhotlJtJ Jta11d
agaimt tht skJ, ao/ated, txl."t/Jt
ff)f'thtHtms. I tltufmklnd uly)' thtwtlmplamedtrfCJsodlJYtf>­
gtJhtr and nearlhe hNdt. a dttail f1IIt rolf IalCb (I1Ito. I dril't lJafi
tou'af"li thtal)' andS« trm agai.: tht) ta1IW Jht IattdJcape. gn't 10
the tl/JDt1ltSl a 1fnJ.

Ct'flfW}' me aro was under Getman rul~ and
the Danish-speaking populat:ion forbiddm
to speak their Iang~;when finally Iiber­
~ in 1945. tbto landscape became ifl'UTle­
diatdy rrinscrilxd \l..ith culrural ~ing
by members c:J the Danish ~istaJn. Today
drp~ is rnaJ'k«i by a memorial, a Single
to\\'ttc:Jsrones. HO\\~'tt, the entire region.
allandsc:ape c:JSbmlingsb:mke has lxm in­
vested with narionalistic symbolism-the
landscape is no less than a rnt'Clphor for Dan·
ish pride.

Spirn comests [hat, like poetry, [he
meeaphorica.l meamng of landscapes varies
in amplitude. Some, lik~ Skamling ate OVert

or Mpolentica.l.~Others are sulxIer, or what
she ca.IJs Mdeeper,M such as me Great Plains c:J
America, wIleR the metaphors c:J the land­
scape ate less rberorica.l. Spim teUs tbto stOty
of coming upon a house in a
great expanse c:J t~less plains
somewhere ~t of llin\'er.
Around the~ ...."ere .§e'\m
very large rrees planted dose to

the structure to ptO\'lde shelter
againsr rhe unrelenting sun and
wind. Bur Spirn also under­
stands this as a structured re­
sponse, a dialogue, wirh the
Menduring d~ep context of
place.~ She wmcs;

In thU exampl~, Spim's ability to discm1 the syntax rLland­
scape--ttS fearures (nouns), procr:sses (\"t'tbs), and the principles
goo.-em.ing their mteraction--ll.JJov.'S her to pettti""e how land­
sa.pecan ha\"e metaphorica.l or S)'mbolic sIgnificance, how it an
stand for the mlaCity c:Jli~ on the Plains.

Alrhough these musings have a lofty and t'SOtehc «X'Ie cothern.
one c:JSpim's pnmary interestS is sociological: Iflandscape is lan­
gua~, what is the stateofliteracy? For the last twelve years Spim
has worked wirh residents and studems in [he grirty western
neighl::orOOods c:JPhiladdphia on landscape literacy proiern with

r«reates itS natunl 60w, o..v rhe last th~ ).ea.tS, a. group c:J
sinh, SC'''mth, aJXl. oghth graders at Su1zberger Middle School
hav(' '\lo'llrled with Spim and herstudents in a Universityc:JPmn­
Syl\1U1ia design studio to study and map Mill Creek. They fol­
lowed its perambulations from where it runs abo\"e ground, to

where it descends, where it fioods sewffS, where it serdes in \'a.

cant lotS, and where it connectS with and defines the neighbor­
hood. uWle teach th~m how to read th~ landscape of the
neighborhood,Msays Spiro. She also reaches them how to be fiu·
em in 1andscape, how to ~write~ landscape; and as pan of their
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centur}' the area "'as under German ruI~ and
the D.utish-sptaking populacion forbidden
ro sprak chei.r lang~; whm finally lib«­
attd in 1945. the 1andscape b«ame im~­
diacdy mnscribed with cultural meaning
b)' mmlbersofthe Danish ~ismn«-. Toda)'
the place is marktd b). a memorial, a S1figJ~

rower ofscones. HO.....~"ef, the entire' lC'gion.
a.J landscape ofSkamlingsbankt has b«n in­
\"fSted with nationalistic symbolism--(he
landsca~is no less than a metaphor for Dan·
ish pride.

Spirn comens that, like poetry, the
lTlffilphorical meaning of landscapes varies
in amplitude. Some,liktSkamling~ ",'en
or ·polemical.- Othets~ subtler. or what
she caI1s -deqler.- suchas dleGmu PJainsof
Ammca, whett the mecapbor.s of the land­
scape are less rhetorical. Spim tells the stOI1'
of coming upon a ho~ in a
grett expaIR of (f~less plains
somewhere east of Denver.
Around the~ \\'n'C' 5e'\"t't'a.I
\"el')' large tnoes plamtd close ro
the Structure ro prCl\'ide shelter
against the unrelenting sun and
wind. But Spirn also under­
stands this as a Structured reo
spon~, a dialogu~. with the
-enduring deep context of
place.- She writes:

Each lannhtulJt ,s pla.ltd
,."Jurrhlrrttl, rhtlutgtWkr
tnllS ditRlnishing tM hoI/HI.

o/fttl Imtlgalou'S .., RttJn lhan
Ottt floor high: lrtJlJ mrplanlttl
as dtMas 1mf«rfr-rhe~.
Jlraight ,rrtical tnmks tlf sharp
roRrraSllfJ the broadhor,zontal
IUn:P. markitlg tach a sp«ial
piau. The !armhfJlIltS sta1ld
agaiwt tIN skj. isdattd. txapt
fiwr~ lrtJlJ. luttdmrand ubJ lIN Mulm plaRrttl trm J(} dON tt;­
gtthtr ami nwr tIN!xJJm. a ddail (}nt COli larch (jIlr().. I drit"t ha<k
tDuard tlNcil) a"J_1rrttI again: rlx) ranw tht latrdscapt. glt"t to
tIN tifJmMU a /oaa.

In this aampk. Splm's abilit}' to disam the S}Tltax cIland·
sape--irs feacures (nouns), processts (\'nbs), and the principles
p-eming chei.r imeraction---Wlo....'s her to perttiv~how Iand­
scapeCUl hav~ metaphocical orsymbollcsignificance, how it CUl
stand fOr the tenacity cIlife on the Plains.

Although these musings ha\'t'a lofty and esoreric ronetorhem,
one ofSpim's primary interestS is sociological: Iflandscape is lan·
guage, what is the stateofliteracy? For the last tweh·e rears Spim
has worktd with residentS and students in the gritty western
neighlxxhoodsofPhiladelphia on landscape lireracy projects with

"

the pwpasc oftducating people about their
environment, how it is sbaptd by fom:s. and,
more imponandy, how residents can~
d105e forces w change it. 1be idea has its
I'OlXS in the~y of the cn'il Rights
l\{O\'mlent, that litetaey equals etnp<)\\"ef'

ment.ln thiscoocext, the language is flO( the
lingual fJO\\"ef StnICf\1lC' of laws and righrs,
but the $pltia! PO\'o'erst~ of the built
~nVHonment; and the illiteracy Spim has
found is as much an ignorance ofhow land·
sca~ is shaped as it is the misapprehension
that it caruxJ( be reformed in ocher ways.

West Philadelphia, like a lot of poor
urban areas, was built m the floodplain. or
bottoms. of a watercourse. A1mough weby
Mill ermc is piped underground, during
hard rains it makes appearances, Rooding
St~, basements, and vacant lon, as it

A.'':\'E \\"HISTON SPIR.'l aJJs lmr~ncprnJtom-sw:h as this
gtOl..~on lkh,gh plamsofColorado--pl.am o/·tkrpQ)ntm," uYxre

tIN Imrgw~of ItJII~bas. mrnng, fXN11€qua/iJy. In 1MuuJ

ccptm~, Ibtl S170IJg p/Ilnlmg PlY)(-"dn •• tkwiJon~OI1IltJsth onto.·

rec~tes its natur.l.I Sow. (),."ef the last th~ )-eaIS, a group of
sixth, 5e'\'mth, and cighth graders at Sulxberger Middle School
hav~ worled with Splm and herstudenrs in a Univm.it}'ofPenn­
Srh'aflia design studio to study and map Mill Crtd.:. They foI·
lowed its perambulations from whett it NOS aJ:.oo,-e ground, to

whett it descends, whett it floods sewers, whett it settles in va·
cant 10000, and where it connecrs with and defines the neighbor.
hood. "We teach them how to lead the landscape of the
neighborhood,- says Spim. She also teaches them how to be flu·
ent in landsca~, how to "write" landscape; and as part of their


