




THE AUTHORITY OF NATURE

"natural scenery" had beneficial physical, mental, and moral effects, and that the lack of such

opportunity could lead to depression and mcntal illncss.-I2 In constructing "natural" scenery.

Olmsted advocated the use of hardy, exotic plants along with native species and argued with

Charles Sprague Sargent who opposed using non-native plant' in the RiverwayH The "primary"

purpose of the Rivcrway was "to abate existing nuisances, avoid threatened dangers and provide

for the permanent, wholesome and seemly disposition of the drainage of Muddy River Va II ey.""

The Fens and rtiverway are an application of ideas proposed by (;eorge Perkins Marsh in Mall
alld Natllre (1864):" In reclaiming and reoccupying lands laid waste by human improvidence or

m,alicc ... the task is to become 3 co-worker with nature in the reconstruction of the damaged

fabric."" The attempt to manage landscape processes to restore land and water pollured by hu­

man wastes and to promote human health, safety, and welfare was what made these project' so

significant. Such goals were largely absent from Jensen's work.

The natural garden movement in the early part of the twentieth century, of which Jensen

was a proponent, and the ecological design movement of the btter part scern to have Illllch in

Coml110n. Both have stressed native plants and plant cOllullunities ~L~ nl3terial and model fUf

garden design. Beyond these and other similarities, however, there are deep differences in the

ideas of nature underlying the two movclnent".ln the United Statcs, natural bTJrden design in thc

early twentieth century was part of the larger context of regionalism cxpressed in art, literature,

and politics. American regionalism was a populist movemcnt that promoted the local roots of

place and folk over the incre3Sing power of the federal government, the growth of national

corporations, and the influence of foreign stylcs.46 Jensen used regional landscapes and native

plants to shape human society; he never discussed d,e value of plants, animals, or biological and

physical proccsses apart frol11 their significance for human purpose.This anthropocentric context

is a contrast to late lwentieth-century envirollmentalism where animals, plants, and ecosystems

may be accorded value, and even legal rights, not just for the present or future value they may

have for humans, but also for thellls,l"es.'''

42 Such views were cOlllmon at thl' lime. and 01lml.cd discussed them fn:quenl1y in relation to his wvrk. See. for

example, "The Yosemite Valley ,llld the Maripos:l I~ig 'Ifees: A P"elimillary Report (I S6S). /Allt/M(II)('A rchitccture 43 (19S2).

12-25, and Gel/eml Plfll/ for IlIl' /"'/JrOllcIIICllf ~f ti'l' Ni(~l!ar" J(1'S('rlNllioll, New York. 1887,

43 Olmsted preferred co follow William Rubinson's practice of l!lixing nuive :ll1d hardy exotic pblllS, described

in '11,1: Wild G(m/eII, Sec CYllthia Zaitzevsk y. I:f{'(/erick LA", ()/lIlsted (Hul ,/'1' HtWml HlI'k Syslem, Cambridge, 19HZ, 196, for

quotations conccrllillg Olmsled:.. and Sargellt'.. di..agreenlt'llt 011 this subject.The Up~llot \Va... that only native species were

planted on the Brookline side of lhe Riverway (where Sargent had the authority of approval). while a mixture of native

and non-native species were planted on the Boston side!

44 "General Plan for the Sanitary Improvellleill of Muddy River :llid for (;olllpleting a ContillliollS Pr(Hllenade

between Boston Common and J:lmaic:l POlld," Goston, 1H81.

4S George Perkins Marsh. MIlII III/(/ Naillre, Cambridg:c, 1H(14. Olmsted 111ust h:IVC been (;lt11ili;lr with this wdl­

known book which was reprilllcd several times ill lhe ninetet~llth celltlll"Y.

46 Robert J)orlll:ln, Rl'lIoll of tile lJrtll'iI/Cl'S: Till' J(f~l!im/(l/ist NtIM'I/Wllt ill AlIll'r;m, Chapel Hill, N.C., 1993.

47 See OOIl:1ld Scherer :lIld Thomas Attig, nls., I:tllics awl till' E,winmmf'tJt, Englewood Cliffs, N.j., 1983. At its

most eXlreme, contempor.l.TY environmentalism can even sound :lIlti-human. lall Mel l:trg "till refers to hllmans as .1

"planetary disease," the phrase he published in Desigll "'il1l Nall/re, G.lrden City. N.Y., 1969,I)cspilc Illisalllhropic rheto­

ric, McHarg has dose links [0 the earlier n:~ioll:llist movement thn..llIgh his mentor. Lewis Mumford.

259



ANNE WHISTON SPIRN

RcconHn/(1jtlg NQlIlrt, RtIleJvillg lA"dS(Qpt Artllirct1lln'

The features and phenomena '\.'C refer to as ;'nature" are both given and constructed; au­

thors &om Cicero to Marx have distinguished bel:\vecn 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."~8 John Dixon Hunt has relllinded us that gardens have been called a
"third nature," a sclf-conscious re-presentation of first and second natures, an artful interpreta­
tion "of a spccific place ... for specific peoplc."4?

Today many people are struggling to redefine nature, and the landscape reflects this struggle.
There is no conscnsus. 15 n;\Iure 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 usc? Is nature a web of processes that link garden, city, and globe? These different "na­
tures" and othcrs all coexist in contemporary society. They underlie whether and how people
value and shape landscapes and gardens. Despite this r.lI1ge of ideas about the nature of nantre,
there is widespread international concern about the future environment and a growing sense that

we need to reconstruct our conceptions of nature, to find ,vays of perceiving and relating to
nonhuman features and phenomena which assert the dynamic autonomy ofthe nonhuman while
they also affirm the import:l.nce ofhuman needs and dreams.

undscape 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."so 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
mall and nonhuman. In the b"3rden there is a recognition of constructedness and an attitudc of

bencficialmanagcmcnt, as well as an acknowlcdgmcnt that certain nonhuman phenomena are
beyond human control. Gardens are never cncircly predictable; onc cultivates a br:lrdcn with an
acknowledgment of unforeseen circumstances. Nature may be constructed, but it is not only a

conStruct.
If landscape architects arc 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.sl Given the m;l.llY meanings and contested
definitions ofwhat is natural, appeal to nature as authoriry 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. Dt ll11t>lnl dtorom, quoted and tr:uulated by John Dixon HUIll, "The Idea of Ihe Garden, and Ihe

Three NalUrd," in Zum Nllfl4~.ff d(f ~IU'l"', SlUtigafl, 1993,312.
49 Hunt, "The Idea of the Garden," 325.
SO From Greek idrill, "to sec:' II?bsl(f~ Nrw ImrrlllllilJllal J)inilJllary. 2nd cd., tlllabridged, Springfield. Mass., 1955.
SI WiI1ianu, "Ideas of Naturt'."
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than close-minded certainty. Emotional rhetoric and doctrinaire positions will not advance this

agenda, but rather a more reasoncd, sclf-critical, inclusivc approach which acknowlcdges thc

plurality of human valucs and motivcs embcdded in idcas of nature and authority.

261



For a complete list of publications

write to:

Dumbarton Oaks Publications Office

1703 32nd Street, N.W

Washington, nc. 20007

or visit the web site at

http://doaks.org/Publieations.html

© 1997 Dumbarton Oaks

Trustees for Harvard University

Washington, nc. •


