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Reconstructing Nature, Renewing Landscape Architecture

The features and phenomena we refer to as “nature” are both given and constructed; au-
thors from Cicero to Marx have distinguished between a “first” and “second” nature where the
first represents a nature unaltered by human labor. Cicero defined second nature thus: “We sow
corn, we plant trees, we fertilize the soil by irrigation, we confine the rivers and straighten or
divert their courses. In short, by means of our hands we try to create as it were a second nature
within the natural world.”* John Dixon Hunt has reminded us that gardens have been called a
“third nature,” a self-conscious re-presentation of first and second natures, an artful interpreta-
tion “of a specific place . . . for specific people”"

Today many people are struggling to redefine nature, and the landscape reflects this struggle.
There is no consensus. Is nature a sacred entity where humans are one with all living creatures, or
a wilderness refuge requiring protection from man? Or is nature just a bunch of resources for
human use? Is nature a web of processes that link garden, city, and globe? These different “na-
tures” and others all coexist in contemporary society. They underlie whether and how people
value and shape landscapes and gardens. Despite this range of ideas about the nature of nature,
there is widespread international concern about the future environment and a growing sense that
we need to reconstruct our conceptions of nature, to find ways of perceiving and relating to
nonhuman features and phenomena which assert the dynamic autonomy of the nonhuman while
they also affirm the importance of human needs and dreams.

Landscape architects have a potential contribution to this exploration, and gardens are one
form of our discourse, ideas in the archaic sense of the word as “a visible representation of a
conception.” Gardens have been a medium for working out fresh ideas and forms of human
habitation, and they are particularly fertile ground for exploring relationships between the hu-
man and nonhuman. In the garden there is a recognition of constructedness and an attitude of
beneficial management, as well as an acknowledgment that certain nonhuman phenomena are
beyond human control. Gardens are never entirely predictable; one cultivates a garden with an
acknowledgment of unforeseen circumstances. Nature may be constructed, but it is not only a
construct.

If landscape architects are to find garden forms that embody ways of knowing “nature as
varied and variable nature, as the changing conditions of a human world,” we need to dispel the
confusion that currently prevails in the profession.”® Given the many meanings and contested
definitions of what is natural, appeal to nature as authority for human actions is problematic. Any
approach to landscape design based on the notion that nature is singular or its meaning universal
or eternal is sure to founder. The emphasis should be on a spirit of inquiry and exploration rather

48 From Cicero, De natura deorum, quoted and translated by John Dixon Hunt,“The Idea of the Garden, and the
Three Natures,” in Zum Naturbegriff der Gegemwart, Stuttgart, 1993, 312,

49 Hunt, “The Idea of the Garden,” 325.

50 From Greek idein, “to see” Webster's New International Dictionary, 2nd ed., unabridged, Springfield, Mass., 1955.

51 Williams, “Ideas of Nature.”
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than close-minded certainty. Emotional rhetoric and doctrinaire positions will not advance this
agenda, but rather a more reasoned, self-critical, inclusive approach which acknowledges the
plurality of human values and motives embedded in ideas of nature and authority.
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