The Language
Of Landscape

Landscape is art. Landscape is an ecology.

Landscape is political. But is landscape also language?
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century the area wits under German rule and
the Danish-speaking population forbidden
to speak their language; when finally liber-
ated in 1945, the landscape became imme-
diately reinscribed with culmural meaning
by members of the Danish resistance. Today
the place is marked by a memorial, a single
rower of stones. However, the entire region-
al landscape of Skamlingsbanke has been in-
vested with nationalistic symbolism—the
landscape is no less than a metaphor for Dan-
ish pride.

Spirn contests that, like poetry, the
metaphorical meaning of landscapes varies
inamplitude. Some, like Skamling are overt
or “polemical.” Others are subtler, or what
she calls “deeper,” such as the Great Plains of
America, where the metaphors of the land-
scape are less rhetorical. Spim rells che story
of coming upon a house in a
grear expanse of treeless plains
somewhere east of Denver.
Around the house were several
very large trees planted close to
the strucrure to provide shelrer
against the unrelenting sun and
wind. But Spirn also under-
stands this as a structured re-
sponse, a dialogue, with the
“enduring deep context of
place.” She writes:

Eack farmbouse is planted
rosnd with trees, the buge older
trees diminishing the bouses,
often bungalows mo more than
e floor bigh; trees are plamied
as clase as ten feet from the bouse,
straight vertical trunks in sharp
contrast to the broad horizontal
sweep, marking each a special
place. The farmbouses stand
against the iky, isolated, except
for these trees. | understand why the settlers planted trees so close 1o~
gether and near the bouse, a detail ome can latch onto. 1 drive back
toward the city and see trees again; they tame the landscape, give to
the openness a locus

In this example, Spirn’s ability to discern the syntax of land-
scape—irs features (nouns), processes (verbs), and the principles
governing their interaction—allows her to perceive how land-
scape can have metaphorical or symbolic significance, how it can
stand for the tenacity of life on the Plains.

Although these musings have a lofty and esoteric tone to them,
one of Spirn’s primary interests is sociological: If landscape is lan-
guage, what is the state of literacy? For the last twelve years Spirn
has worked with residents and students in the gritty western

neighborhoods of Philadelphia on landscape literacy projects with

In this context,
the language
is not the
lingual power
structure of laws
but the spatial
power structure
of the built
environment.

the purpose of educating people about their
environment, how it is shaped by forces, and,
more importantly, how residents can use
those forces to change it. The 1dea has its
roots in the philosophy of the Civil Righrs
Movement, that literacy equals empower-
ment. In this context, the language is not the
lingual power structure of laws and rights,
but the spatial power structure of the built
environment; and the illiceracy Spirn has
found is as much an ignorance of how land-
scape is shaped as it is the misapprehension
that it cannot be reformed in other ways.
West Philadelphia, like a lot of poor
urban areas, was built in the floodplain, or
bottoms, of a watercourse. Alchough today
Mill Creek is piped underground, during
hard rains it makes appearances, flooding
streets, basements, and vacant lots, as it

ANNE WHISTON SPIRN calls landscape expressions—such as this
grove on the bigh plains of Colorado—places of “deep context,” where
the lamguage of landscape bas a stirring, poetic quality. In the vast
expanse, this strong planting provides “a detail one can latch onto.”

recreates its natural flow. Over the last three years, a group of
sixth, seventh, and eighth graders at Sulzberger Middle School
have worked with Spirm and her students in a University of Penn-
sylvania design studio to study and map Mill Creek. They fol-
lowed its perambulations from where it runs above ground, to
where it descends, where it floods sewers, where it settles in va-
cant lots, and where it connects with and defines the neighbor-
hood. “We teach them how to read the landscape of the
neighborhood,” says Spirn. She also teaches them how to be flu-
ent in landscape, how to “write” landscape; and as part of their
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century the area was under German rule and
the Danish-speaking population forbidden
to speak their language; when finally liber-
ated in 1943, the landscape became imme-
diarely reinscribed with culrural meaning
by members of the Danish resistance. Today
the place 1s marked by a memonal, a single
tower of stones. However, the entire region-
al landscape of Skamlingsbanke has been in-
vested with nationalistic symbolism—the
landscape is no less than a metaphor for Dan-
ish pride.

Spirn contests that, like poetry, the
metaphorical meaning of landscapes varies
in amplitude. Some, like Skamling are overt
or “polemical.” Others are subtdler, or what
she calls “deeper,” such as the Grear Plains of
America, where the metaphors of the land-
scape are less rhetorical. Spirn tells the story
of coming upon a house in a
grear expanse of treeless plains
somewhere east of Denver.
Around the house were several
very large trees planted close ro
the structure to provide shelter
against the unrelenting sun and
wind. But Spirn also under-
stands this as a structured re-
sponse, a dialogue, with the
“enduring deep context of
place.” She writes:

Each farmbouse is planted
round with trees, the buge older
trees dimanishing the bouses,
often bungalows no more than
one floor bigh; trees are planted
as clase as ten feet from the bouse,
straight vertical trunks in sharp
camtrast to the broad horizontal
stweep, marking each a special
place. The farmbouses stand
against the sky, isolated, except
Jfor these srees. 1 understand why the sestlers planted trees so close 1o-
gether and near the bouse, a detasi ome can latch onto. 1 drive back
toward the city and see trees again; they tame the landscape, give to

the openness a locus.

In this example, Spimn’s ability to discern the syntax of land-
scape—its features (nouns), processes (verbs), and the principles
governing their interaction—allows her to perceive how land-
scape can have metaphorical or symbolic significance, how it can
stand for the tenacity of life on the Plains.

Although these musings have a lofty and esoteric tone to them,
one of Spirn’s primary interests is sociological: If landscape is lan-
guage, what is the state of literacy? For the last cwelve years Spirn
has worked with residents and students in the gritty western
neighborhoods of Philadelphia on landscape literacy projects with

In this context,
the language
is not the
lingual power
structure of laws
but the spatial
power structure
of the built
environment.
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the purpose of educating people about their
environment, how it is shaped by forces, and,
more importantly, how residents can use
those forces to change it. The idea has its
roots in the philosophy of the Civil Rights
Movement, chat literacy equals empower-
ment. In this context, the language is not the
lingual power structure of laws and rights,
bur the spatial power structure of 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 reformed in other ways.
West Philadelphia, like a lot of poor
urban areas, was built in the floodplain, or
bottoms, of 2 watercourse. Although today
Mill Creek is piped underground, during
hard rains it makes appearances, flooding

streets, basements, and vacanr lots, as it

ANNE WHISTON SPIRN calls landscape expressions—such as this
grove on the bigh plains of Colorado—places of “deep contexs,” where
the language of landscape bas a stirring, poetic quality. In the vast
expanse, this strong planting provides "a detail one can latch onto.”

recreates its natural flow. Over the last three years, a group of
sixth, seventh, and eighth graders at Sulzberger Middle School
have worked with Spim and her students in a University of Penn-
sylvania design studio to study and map Mill Creek. They fol-
lowed its perambulations from where it runs above ground, o
where it descends, where it floods sewers, where it settles in va-
cant lots, and where it connects with and defines the neighbor-
hood. “We teach them how to read the landscape of the
neighborhood,” says Spirn. She also teaches them how to be flu-
ent in landscape, how to “write” landscape; and as part of their



