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Abstract
One of the challenges of contemporary landscape architecture is the glo-
balisation of place. Nowhere is the threat of homogenisation more appar-
ent than in places vulnerable to change, where the potential loss of her-
itage fabric rings alarm bells. St. Petersburg is one such place, a UNESCO 
World Heritage site and a city which had existed outside of  the excesses 
of late 20th-century Westernisation owing to its sequestration inside the 
Soviet Union. The city is changing in response to exposure to the West, 
and this could be a cause for concern, a worry that the city will become 
just another ‘placeless’ place. However, we argue that this is a superficial 
reading, and that in looking more deeply into the history and culture of 
St. Petersburg, a legacy of borrowing from elsewhere is revealed. More-
over, the aspirations for global ideals are not necessarily ‘placeless’, as we 
illustrate through the ways in which St. Petersburg has made the land-
scapes its own through the invention of tradition and a persistent sense 
of ‘the local’ which is indelible to change. We use two case studies to ex-
plore the dynamics of the global and the local in St. Petersburg: the his-
toric case of the grand palatial grounds of Peterhof, and the modern pe-
destrianised street of Malaya Sadovaya.  

Landscape architecture / globalisation / heritage landscapes / placelessness

Introduction
In June 2007 three of us – Russian-born, Israeli-born and New Zealander– 
went to Russia, to the Globalisation and Landscape Architecture (GaLA) 
conference held at the St. Petersburg State Forest Technical Academy [1]. 
We are all landscape architects and were very involved in the conference 
organisation, the theme of which had emerged from a coalescing of obser-
vations and ideas about what was happening in all our native countries in 
terms of the changing landscape. The conference’s global focus was rein-
forced by the broad international spectrum, with participants from Rus-
sia, New Zealand, Australia, Canada, USA, South Africa, the United Arab 
Emirates, Iran, Lebanon, Israel, Turkey, Portugal, China, Korea, Taiwan, 
Estonia, Lithuania, Austria, Sweden and Italy.

The emblematic view of the effects of globalisation on landscape archi-
tecture is often abbreviated to discussions of the homogenising influence 
of ‘placeless’ design. This ‘McDonalds’ brand of landscape design is one of 
the profession’s key concerns, because with the homogenisation and uni-
versalisation of landscape comes the loss of one of our key sources of iden-
tity as individuals and as cultures: the uniqueness of place. (Figs. 1, 2)

However, while the standardising influence of globalisation on the 
landscape is of great concern, it is only one aspect of a very complex issue. 
Our visit to St. Petersburg prompted contemplation of the multi-facet-
ed nature of globalisation of the landscape, through what we witnessed 
in the local landscape, and from a self-awareness of our own place in that 
world. Two of us were ‘outsiders’, in a landscape and culture quite alien 
to us. We were very conscious of the preconceptions we held about the im-
portance of local identity in design, and of the imported perspectives that 
we carried to the landscapes that we saw. Maria had a unique position in 
being an ‘insider-outsider’, having spent all her early life in St. Petersburg, 
the USSR, with all its restrictions and limitations, but now being very 
much a global citizen, having lived in the United States and currently be-
ing resident in New Zealand. Maria is familiar with the ‘inside’ world of 
Russian Socialist society and its vision of Western culture. 

Under the Soviet Regime, Russian landscape architecture dealt with 
public spaces based on modern and constructivist pre-World War II mod-
els, and landscape architects had no access to examples of what the pro-
fession was pursuing in Western countries. Western design for the private 
domain was considered to be servicing the ‘rich exploiters’ and as such 
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was excluded from professional practice in Russia. At the same time, for 
Western landscape architecture professionals who might have had some 
general knowledge of a few famous 18th and 19th Russian Tsars’ gardens, 
most of the Russian landscape architecture heritage was a mystery.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia opened up for Western-
ers and Russians were allowed to travel freely to the West. One of the most 
dramatic changes in terms of landscape architecture was the uncritical 
endorsement of all Western landscape architecture values by the Russian 
landscape architecture profession. 

This paper addresses some of the questions raised for us about our visit 
there – aspects that emerged as contradictions and conundrums. 

The landscape of St. Petersburg
Asking questions about globalisation in a city such as St. Petersburg em-
phasises the very complex nature of the issues at hand. The city is three 
centuries old, boasts some of the most impressive examples of 18th centu-
ry European garden design and has shown incredible resilience through 
war and ongoing political and economic challenges. The airport code on 
the plane tickets for our destination was LED, an echo of the name Lenin-
grad, St. Petersburg’s previous incarnation and a reminder that the seismic 
changes in Russian society and politics were actually not that long ago. 

From its very beginnings St. Petersburg was one of Russia’s best ex-
amples of attempting to become ‘global’ – a word that in contemporary 
debates very quickly becomes conflated with ‘Western’. St. Petersburg is 

Figure 1   Set of images showing homogenous land-
scapes: Wellington, Sydney, Dubai, St. Petersburg,  
Beijing

Figure 2  Set of images illustrating the archetypal 
‘placeless’ cityscape: Gold Coast (Australia), Sydney, 
New York City, Singapore, Dubai
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Diversification of grassland in urban greenspace  
with planted, nursery-grown forbs

Abstract
Landscape architecture is increasingly involved in management-oriented 
approaches to the development of more stimulating urban greenspace. This 
often involves modest capital budgets and interventions, often in conjunc-
tion with community groups, over long periods of time. An example of this 
process is the diversification of grasslands in urban parks through the ad-
dition of dicotyledenous herbaceous perennials (forbs). Three experiments were 
established at RHS Harlow Carr between 1996 and 2003 to investigate the 
establishment of cultivated forbs in urban meadow grassland. The 25 forb 
species tested responded as ‘increasers’, ‘decreasers’ or one of two intermedi-
ate categories. Mulching did not improve establishment in terms of above-
ground dry weight or survivorship beyond that of a meadow-free gap of the 
same size. A meadow-free gap improved establishment in the first year but, 
in subsequent years, only for species well fitted to the site and the mead-
ow cutting regime. Many ‘decreaser’ species were extinct three years after 
planting. Observations are made on other factors affecting establishment 
and persistence, and the practicality of planting as a means of producing 
visually dramatic meadow grassland in urban greenspace.

Landscape architecture / management / herbaceous perennials /  
competition / establishment

Introduction
Landscape architecture, particularly within the local government sector, is 
increasingly concerned with the design and management of urban green-
space to improve experiential richness for people, reduce carbon expend-
iture and increase biodiversity. Most British urban greenspaces are com-
posed of grass regularly mown to form lawn, or cut once a year in winter 
with the cut material left on site to form a tussock grassland referred to 
as ‘rough grass’. Very occasionally, grass is left uncut, then cut in mid- to 
late summer and the herbage removed from the site to create meadow 
grassland. The number of plant species present in these types of grass-
lands varies greatly depending upon site history and management, geo-
graphical location and soil type. Typically however, plant species richness 
(the number of species per unit area) is of the order: meadow > mown grass 
> rough grass. This gradient is also typically evident in terms of floristic 
display. Although ‘rough grass’ is typically poor in plant species due to 
competitive dominance by grasses, its physical structure makes it an ex-
cellent habitat for invertebrates, amphibians and small mammals (Hill et 
al. 1995; Shore et al. 2005). 

By replacing regular mowing with a meadow or rough grass regime in 
situations where lawn is superfluous and adding species of forbs, it is pos-
sible to increase the visual and ecological value of grasslands. The flowers 
of forbs are frequently identified (Jorgensen et al. 2002; Ozguner and Kend-
le 2006) as highly valued components of urban greenspace. Either adding 
new species or increasing the density of existing forb species can improve 
peak visual drama and extend the season over which a grassland is judged 
attractive by the public (Hitchmough 2000). In large gardens, there is a long 
history of trying to establish colourful forbs in meadow-like grassland 
(Robinson 1870; Woudstra and Hitchmough 2000). Christopher Lloyd was the 
most notable 20th-century advocate in Britain of establishing native and 
non-native forbs and bulbous plants in garden grasslands (Lloyd 2004), 
keeping alive and developing the ideas of William Robinson on ‘wild gar-
dening’. 

The presence of flowers makes tall grassland more acceptable to those 
who might otherwise call for it to be managed as lawn. Forb flowers are 
also of value to wildlife, supplying nectar, pollen, and seeds that are im-
portant for phytophagous insects, seed eating birds and small mammals.
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Establishing forbs in grassland
The addition of forbs to grasslands can be achieved by a variety of means 
ranging from the interventionist to working with the existing. Interven-
tionist approaches involve eliminating the existing grassland and replac-
ing it with a new grassland community. This is typically the approach 
when the grassland has low visual and ecological significance, for in-
stance, species-poor rye grass-clover lawns. Whilst from a purely prag-
matic perspective this approach is potentially very successful and pro-
vides a high degree of creative control over at least the initial composition 
and appearance of the new grassland vegetation, it also has a number of 
drawbacks.

The first of these is that it is inappropriate in situations where the 
existing vegetation contains or supports visually or ecologically valuable 
plant species. It is also relatively expensive, especially if techniques that 
involve stripping off topsoil to reduce fertility and weed seed banks are 
used (Manchester et al. 1999). Elimination of the existing vegetation may re-
quire the use of herbicides or other approaches that may strike greenspace 
users as contradicting the stated aims of creating a flower-rich, biodiverse 
grassland. Working with the status quo is therefore often philosophical-
ly attractive, especially for community-based projects that may lack the 
confidence, specialist understanding and funds to embark on more ambi-
tious ‘complete replacement’ schemes. In contrast to the traditional mod-
el of landscape architectural practice, in which expertise and resources are 
abundant at the outset but then disappear, in community-based, ecolog-
ically oriented projects there is the potential for continuity, with green-
space maintenance staff and local people adopting a heuristic, learning-
by-doing approach over medium to long periods. The private garden is 
testament to what can be achieved when continuity and long time scales 
come together.

There are, however, also serious practical disadvantages in working 
with existing grasslands; they are generally hostile to the establishment 
of new forbs through planting, sowing or spontaneous colonization. This 
is particularly so on moist, fertile soils that support a large grass biomass 
(Davies et al. 1999; Pywell et al. 2006). As productivity increases, so effective-
ly does competition for key resources such as water, nutrients and light 
(Grime 2001). Successful establishment of new plants requires some tempo-
rary, local reduction in competition by suppressing or eliminating the ex-
isting vegetation around a newly introduced plant (Hitchmough et al. 1996) 

and the use of plants of productive capacity broadly equivalent to the ex-
isting grassland (Hitchmough 2004). 

This places very substantial limitations on what can reasonably be es-
tablished by planting or any other establishment technique, including 
natural colonisation. Unless they are shade tolerant, species whose foli-
age is held close to the ground are particularly difficult to establish in 
productive grasslands (Davies et al. 1999). When soil productivity is low, or 
reduced by many years of removing nutrients in the annual haycut or by 
the addition of hemi-parasites, competition for resources is reduced and 
establishment of species in grasslands is facilitated (Pywell et al. 2007).

Clues to which species might be able to establish in existing grassy 
vegetation can be gained by looking at what currently exists in grass-
lands in gardens and parks, agricultural land, roadsides and derelict land. 
Hitchmough and Woudstra (1999) surveyed public gardens in Britain to 
identify species of high visual potential that had either spontaneously es-
tablished themselves or had been intentionally planted. The intention-
al or unintentional establishment of a forb in a grassland may, however, 
be the product of a fortuitous combination of circumstances that occur 
only rarely in space and time. Davies et al. (1999) found that many of the 
indigenous meadow forbs on their study site that were common in hay 
meadows prior to agricultural intensification in the 1960s generally failed 
to establish when replanted into these communities. Hitchmough (2000) 
records similar responses for the establishment of indigenous and non-
indigenous forbs in a purpose-sown urban wildflower meadow. Out of 20 
species planted, only 4 were able to establish and increase in size.

  
Factors that determine establishment success
These fall into two groups: i) plant ‘fitness’ to the conditions as found, 
and ii) establishment practice. Fitness is normally greatest when a plant 
species has evolved in its wild habitat in response to similar conditions 
to those present in the planting site, and involves many factors. It is of-
ten a subtle process. North American prairie forbs such as Echinacea grow 
naturally in grasslands dominated by warm season grasses that typically 
start growing at the same time or later than the forbs (Ahshapanek 1962). 
Many prairie forbs are intolerant of competition from cool season grasses 
that naturally dominate European grasslands, as these are already actively 
growing when the prairie forbs emerge in spring (Curtis and Partch 1948).



28 Journal of Landscape Architecture / spring 2009

Abstract
This paper explores the role of landscape architecture in the city state of 
Dubai in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) [1]. Landscape architecture in 
Dubai is generally regarded as a benign force, but is a nonetheless im-
portant component of constructing Dubai’s global image and legitimis-
ing its socio-political hierarchy. Landscape, in broad terms, is analysed 
through the lens of Para-Scape: a landscape derived from Koranic depic-
tions of paradise. 

A survey of a range of landscape architectural projects leads to identi-
fication of the dominant landscape architectural typologies that under
lie and illuminate the ways in which culture and nature are perceived 
in Dubai. Primarily, landscape architecture in Dubai is enlisted to serve 
two grand narratives: the paradisiacal image of greening the desert (Para-
Scape), and making the city more attractive to global capital. The paper 
reveals and examines the way landscape is used within the city to serve 
these larger narratives. Comparing the work being carried out in Dubai 
with the tenets of the various charters of the International Federation of 
Landscape Architects (IFLA), it becomes apparent that what is happening 
is Dubai presents a fascinating discrepancy between theory and practice [2]. 
As the handmaiden of global capital with, apparently, scant regard for 
pressing ecological and social issues, landscape architecture in Dubai is 
arguably in a state of crisis. This paper explores this crisis in physical and 
theoretical terms – not in order to pass definitive judgement on land-
scape architecture in Dubai but better understand the complexity of what 
would otherwise appear a superficial situation. What is happening in Du-
bai is interesting precisely because it so blatantly affronts IFLA’s ideals.

Dubai / Para-Scape / paradise / landscape / landscape architecture /
landscape urbanism / ecology / ecological crisis / globalism / desert

Para-Scape
Dubai has been, for most of its existence, a sleepy fishing and smuggling 
port located on what was historically referred to as the ‘Pirate Coast’ of the 
Arabian Gulf. With the discovery of oil in 1968 the transformation of Dubai 
began from a town of 59,000 people (AMO, Reisz and Ota 2007: 76) to a glo-
bal metropolis of approximately 1.6 million people, not including its ubiq-
uitous labourers. The growth of Dubai has relied, in part, on constructed 
landscape to both market and legitimise the idea of the city. 

The initial significant deployment of green landscape in the UAE was 
instigated in 1971 by Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nayhan (Sheikh Zayed) 
after the formation of the UAE [3]. As President of the UAE, Sheikh Za-
yed oversaw the miraculous transformation, which served as a powerful 
model for Dubai’s ruling dynasty [4], of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi from a 

“dusty and dirt poor desert emirate into a booming city-state, a mirage-
like place of boulevards, towers and emerald parks” (Economist 2004: 90). 
During his reign, between 1971 and 2004 Sheikh Zayed oversaw the plant-
ing of about 130 million trees in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi, in what he un-
derstood to be a farsighted investment for a future in which oil had run 
out (Economist 2004: 90). This greening project [5], as initiated by Sheikh 
Zayed and further propagated by Dubai’s rulers, can be interpreted as be-
ing both theological and political in nature. There is considerable academ-
ic and anecdotal evidence to suggest that the initial deployment of land-
scape traded on a reading of verdant landscape as a symbolic recreation of 
the Islamic Paradise (Ouis 2002: 339). 

John Brookes explains that the potency of the image of Paradise in Is-
lamic culture is partly due to the fact that descriptions of the Garden of 
Paradise are held up as something not only to aspire to in the afterlife but 
also to create here on earth (Brookes 1987: 21). Thus the greening project 
takes on moral and religious overtones within the context of the UAE. The 
Koran itself emphasises the righteousness of such an undertaking:

Julian Bolleter / Faculty of Architecture, Landscape and Visual Arts, University of Western Australia, Perth 
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“(God says) … If the day of reckoning comes upon any of you while he has a 
seedling in his hand let him plant it.” (Bagader et al. 1994: 2)

Since the action of greening the desert (and by extension urban devel-
opment) effectively has God’s imprimatur then not only are the Emira-
ti fulfilling their Islamic duty but their actions as political leaders - and 
their power - are profoundly legitimized through the association of the 
greening project with God’s will. As Sheikh Zayed himself said, “It was 
through God’s blessings and our determination we succeeded in trans-
forming this desert into a green land. This encouraged us and we never 
looked back.” (Ouis 2002: 338) 

Whilst the wellspring of the intention to green the desert does in all 
likelihood lie subliminally, if not explicitly, in Koranic descriptions of Par-
adise, the use of landscape architecture in Dubai can also be seen as part 
of a programme to create an image of a modern, progressive Islamic na-
tion (Ouis 2002: 339). 

The imminent exhaustion of oil reserves in Dubai has also led to the 
employment of Para-Scape as part of marketing Dubai as a global mar-
ketplace. Sheikh Zayed’s green legacy is continued by the current rulers 
of Dubai in a plan to turn 8% of Dubai’s urban area ‘green’ (Fardan 2008). 
This has seen the conflation of expatriate landscape architects’ often (un-
derstandably) superficial views with the ruling Sheik’s vision of the city 
as a paradise garden. The conflation of these worldviews in an aggressive-
ly commercial environment creates a hybridized landscape architecture, 
Para-Scape (Fig. 1). While the etymology of ‘Para’ within Para-Scape refers 

to the paradisiacal it also resonates with the idea of paralysis. The domi-
nance of paradisiacal (and its derivative pastoral and picturesque) imagery 
in much of Dubai’s landscape architectural work hinders Dubai landscape 
architecture from developing in other ways. The practice of landscape ar-
chitecture in Dubai thus exists in a state of paradisiacal sclerosis, leading 
to paralysis. While Para-Scape takes on a certain religious authority, the 
desert, by not conforming to the image of Paradise is deemed, in some re-
spects, to be contrary to God’s purpose. Whereas Para-Scape can be seen 
to be associated with the divine, redemption and cultivation, the desert 
(Fig. 2) becomes by implication associated with wilderness and savagery 
[6]. The British explorer of Arabia, Wilfred Thesiger, referred to life in the 
desert thus: “Bedouin ways were hard, even for those brought up in them, 
and for strangers terrible: a death in life.” (Thesiger 1991: 15)

In the late 1960s and 1970s the rulers of the still-young United Arab 
Emirates initiated intensive settlement projects for the Bedouin tribes, 
providing free state housing and associated infrastructure in a plan to 
settle a politically problematic nomadic population (Ouis 2002: 335). En-
ticements offered to the nomadic Bedouin to settle included housing and 
the infrastructure and welfare associated with a modern city. While this 
was a major determining factor in the decision of the Bedouin population 
to settle, the rapidly forming image of Dubai as an expanded Paradise Gar-
den would also have been potent: for the desert-dwelling Bedouin, green-
ery “marks the difference between life and death.” (Ouis 2002: 340) Mytho-
logically, it also marks the difference between good and evil. 

Figure 1  The Para-Scape of Zabeel Park in Dubai
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Figure 2  Dubai sits on the edge of the Rub al Khali desert.
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Landscape architecture’s commitment   
to landscape concept: a missing link?

Abstract
This paper is primarily derived from the notion that neither landscape-
based approaches nor the discipline of landscape architecture have yet fully 
engaged in responding to this decade’s complex environmental and social 
challenges, since both landscape phenomena and discipline are to some ex-
tent under the influence of 19th century Romanticism and a number of ob-
solete ideas. This misalignment, at least from other planning and design 
disciplines’ point of view, has impeded further development of the disci-
pline in effectively engaging with the multiple interfaces possible in the 
environmental and social realms. To investigate this notion, a two-stage 
approach outlined here aims at establishing a constructive continuum be-
tween ‘landscape’, ‘landscape concept’ and the ‘discipline’ in order to ex-
trapolate landscape architecture’s own concept and thus establish a sound 
basis for self-criticism within the discipline.

Self-criticism in conjunction with the continuum could not only pro-
duce new approaches to (un)built landscapes, but may also result in shift-
ing the paradigm of the discipline. This would enable the discipline to take 
more active roles in imposing substantial landscape-based norms and val-
ues – i.e., through its own conceptions applied across the planning and de-
sign scales – upon the physical environment, rather than simply playing 
the defensive role of just protecting natural and cultural features against 
cultural interventions or destruction. To exemplify the hypothesis above, 
a number of case studies across a set of different contexts have been con-
sidered. 

The growing interest in better understanding landscape and the dis-
cipline has the potential to fit well with the emerging ‘ecological era’ and 
ideas of sustainability. This would create the prospect of a future congru-
ent with the advancement of landscape architecture, on the proviso that 
the discipline successfully restores the missing link with landscape concept. 
The shift in paradigm would then suggest developing a comprehensive tra-
dition of self-criticism to question the current direction of the discipline 
and disengage from the status quo policies of the past. Such self-criticism 
will further landscape-based approaches and increase the breadth of the 
discipline in individual and interdisciplinary landscape studies. 

Landscape / landscape concept / landscape architecture /  
landscape architecture concept / self-criticism in the discipline

Introduction
Here, at the beginning the 21st century, new concepts and approaches 
are emerging or in place that will not only ensure remarkable changes on 
(non-)humanised habitats but also allow for a greater degree of self-criti-
cism across a range of professional disciplines including landscape archi-
tecture (LA).

Landscape approaches initially derived from the term ‘landscape’ have 
been acknowledged as forceful concepts through their commitment to our 
landscapes and community life alike. However, it is not unfair to say that 
LA can afford to pursue increased and broader linkages with the state-of-
the-art concept of landscape as a means of restructuring itself. More-over, 
the contributions to the concept of landscape by landscape disciplines 
other than LA – disciplines such as geography, art, archaeology and land-
scape history – are remarkable. 

The discipline needs to be based upon some fundamental, generally 
accepted reference(s). The concept of ‘landscape’ needs to be as clear for LA 
as ‘building’ is to architecture: ‘building’ clearly indicates what architec-
ture looks like in the public mind.

This paper speculates that an up-to-date definition of landscape would 
lead the discipline of LA to grapple with this decade’s numerous and di-
verse environmental challenges. Through the ‘landscape – concept – disci-
pline’ continuum, LA could reposition itself to engage effectively with the 
emerging opportunities and challenges of natural and cultural landscapes 
in an era favouring both ecological and humanistic values. The continu-
um could provide a powerful tool or a counterbalance to the detrimental 
effects of a range of cultural interventions in landscapes.

Landscape concept is inherently capable of providing the discipline 
with extensive insights from which LA can construct its own concept in 
conjunction with its professional practice. The concept theoretically in-
forms the treatment of any matter of complex landscape relations, and 
the discipline would thus serve as a medium to apply the insights of land-
scape (architecture) concept into practice within its scope and scales. The 
nexus of the concept and LA above all requires establishing a ‘fusion of the 
continuum’ to ensure a culture of ‘criticism’. Today, the discipline lacks a 
culture of self-criticism compared to environmental planning and design 
disciplines such as architecture and urban planning. 
This study aims to explore two major aspects of the discipline as follows:
• anticipating the future of the discipline as being engaged more rele-
vantly with the continuum and thus discerning the discipline’s commit-
ments and potentials
• incorporating self-criticism into the continuum to restructure the LA 
concept and the broader body of the discipline. 
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Background: landscape – the concept – the discipline
The term ‘landscape’ 
Landscape is a territory (two-dimensional) or physical environment 
(three-dimensional), definable or distinctive through its social, visual and 
ecological aspects – i.e., appearance, natural and man-made features, and 
processes. The physical manifestations of both natural and cultural proc-
esses upon the earth identify, characterise or distinguish a specific place/
area (the landscape) from other physical settings. 

Landscape is the mixture of everything present and spatially distribut-
ed over the surface and extending above and below the surface. Its charac-
ter is a reflection of exchanges between diverse constituent elements, i.e., 
dynamic, natural, and social systems (Wood and Handley 2001). Landscape 
patterns comprise many layers of components. Often the identification of 
the essence of patterns requires careful search because they are intricately 
woven together by the interaction of all the processes at work (Bell 1999). 

Every landscape is joined with all other landscapes in a network of in-
terdependence and hierarchical relationship (Lyle 1985; Spirn 1998). Com-
plex interactions between nature and culture are conceptualized in a com-
plementary manner (Aasbø 1999; Tress et al. 2003). Landscape can also be 
conceived of as a nexus of community, justice, nature and environmental 
equity (Mels 2003), all these derived from its mental, social and cultural as-
pects (Tress et al. 2001). 

The term ‘landscape’, extensively contingent upon its context of ‘nat-
ural and cultural processes – the earth’, is thus theoretically powerful 
enough to place ‘landscape concept’ within the framework of overall ‘hu-
man-environment’ relations.

Landscape concept
Landscape is a concept that combines all the genetic, dynamic and func-
tional relationships between the components of every part of the land sur-
face. Such an interpretation makes landscape concept an expression of an 
ecological, economic, and social organisation that includes multi-faceted 
and differentiated values acquiring stable and/or dynamic values (Brunetta 
and Voghera 2008). 

Landscapes are particular ways of expressing conceptions of the world 
(Simonsson 2003). Due to the manipulation of the landscape, i.e., its con-
servation and enhancement, landscape theory helps to explain how we 
perceive and describe landscape resources (Stiles 1994). Likewise, landscape 
concept refers to natural-cultural landscapes and social interaction upon 
the earth. It must be considered as a foundation that enables the disci-
pline – and other landscape-related disciplines as well – to be based pre-
dominantly on landscapes while defining its position and mission in an 
accurate manner.

Landscape ecology encompasses landscape concept as a tool that, by uni-
fying and stimulating the functional study of boundaries, can operate on 
a vast range of scales and habitat types (Cadenasso et al. 2003). 

Here then, the concept has gathered together ecological, social and 
geographical approaches from a wide array of landscape disciplines into a 
unified form in order to analyse and manipulate physical realms skilful-
ly. Such an approach to the physical environment requires not only eco-
logical and visual insights but also political and socio-economic visions. 
In the context of sustainable life, decisions on landscape change must take 
into account the three dimensions of the concept: the eco-physical dimen-
sion, the social dimension and the economic dimension (Termorshuizen et 
al. 2007).

Landscape architecture discipline
LA’s interventions in the environment arise from a variety of social, aes-
thetic and environmental motives, and act as a means of reconciling hu-
manistic concerns with ecological responsibilities (Thompson 1998). Thus 
the practice of LA becomes engaged with the political realm and is forced 
to address the realities of political power as well as the institutional and 
social structures that embody this power (Brown and Jennings 2003). 

LA literally operates in two interrelated manners. The first is, as Hunt 
(2004) expressed, to extend landscape concept across a wide range of land-
scape scales, from ‘garden’ through to entire ‘city’ or ‘region’ in a hier-
archical order. The second is to establish the discipline in the realm of 
comprehensive and large-scale landscape studies so as to disseminate 
knowledge in the transboundary setting and through engagement with 
other landscape disciplines. 

Differences in scale and location demonstrate the heterogeneity of 
landscapes and so require the study of all the differing aspects involved 
and the utilisation of several types of research (Makhzoumi and Punget-
ti 2005). Multi- and inter-disciplinary studies can yield large dividends; 
specialists from a wide variety of disciplines who jointly consider a broad 
range of issues and their integration can make a significant contribution 
to the effective implementation of sustainable development (Bell 1999). 
LA and other allied professions can expect to be called upon with increas-
ing frequency, mediating and offering wise solutions in instances of seri-
ous conflict between the ecologically sound and the environmentally de-
structive (Jacobs and Mann 2000). There is also a sense in which LA can be 
thought of as ‘applied geography’ (Thompson 2000). Nevertheless, the scale 
of thinking and action needed is broad and this distinguishes LA from 
many other professions (Benson and Roe 2000). 
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Embedded poetics and surrounding politics 
of a coastal squatter settlement

Abstract
This article explores the poetics of built environment at Wedge, a squat-
ter community located on the Western Australian coastline, and uncovers 
its surrounding politics. Built and un-built patterns at Wedge are chaotic, 
organic and ambiguous, and yet there are glimpses of a poetic order with-
in the decayed fragments from within its vernacular built form. The arti-
cle explores this poetic order and further un-layers the politics of the place 
by revealing the desires of different stakeholders involved in its ‘planned 
development’. Are the poetics at Wedge under threat from the nature of 
the political game being played here? Is the very act of ‘ordering and plan-
ning’ this place going to result in a loss of its cultural significance, and 
the creation of a place based on the conflicting desires of the various stake-
holders? 

Poetics / politics / ‘sacred’ space / ‘spectacle’ space / heritage / coastal shacks

Introduction
The Australian coastal squatter settlements provide a ground for rising 
debates: the debate on politics vs. poetics in a place, the debate on ‘sacred’ 
space vs. ‘spectacle’ space, and the debate on an ‘evolving heritage’ vs. her-
itage as frozen in time. This article illustrates the manner in which poli-
tics in an Australian coastal settlement are played out at different scales 
and threaten to override the ‘poetics’ of that place. The poetics at Wedge 
makes it akin to a ‘sacred space’ – “as a refuge from modernity in which 
we can find the organic, the primitive, the original and the expressive” 
(Tresidder 1999: 137). This space is now in danger of being lost and becom-
ing yet another ‘spectacle site’ affording little or no opportunity for cre-
ativity and relying solely on appearance (Urry 1990). The paper discusses 
the manner in which heritage at Wedge is being used as a trump card by 
different stakeholders in a political game, and how politics are becoming 
central to the spatial evolution and future development of Wedge.

Wedge is a comparatively large squatter community of some 360 
shacks in Western Australia, about 150 kilometres north of Perth (Fig. 1), 
remote and accessible only by four-wheel drive vehicle. While the distance 
from the closest town, Lancelin, is around 35 kilometres, it may take be-
tween one and four hours to reach there depending on weather condi-
tions and the military activities of the day, as a military testing facility is 
located between Lancelin and Wedge. The journey on rough tracks along 
the coast requires advanced driving skills and an ability to pull the ve-
hicle out of a bog. The inhabitants are mainly shack leaseholders, their 
families and friends using Wedge for holidays. Most shack owners reside 
in Perth, while a few are retired and tend to visit the shacks for longer 
periods. Trail biking, professional and recreational fishing, camping and 
adventure are some activities that the place affords. There are about five 
professional cray fishers who operate full season and one fisher operat-
ing intermittently from Wedge. The recreational value of the shacks can 
be assessed by the fact that around 10,000 West Australians a year holiday 
at Wedge and Grey, another squatter settlement close by with around 150 
shacks (Burns 1995: 1-2).

The Wedge settlement evolved in this way: in the mid 1930s a pastoral-
ist called Bob Wedge first established a shack, although pastoralists from 
northern and eastern outposts had been squatting in the area since the 
1840s. Squatting at Wedge then became a ritual “for thousands of people 
every year” [an escape to a shack on the beach] after the mid 1930s (WIPA 
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2001: 3). During the Second World War the Australian Military Forces Coast 
Watch interrupted the squatting ritual, and after the war the cray fishing 
industry established itself at Wedge. Escape to the squatter community at 
Wedge continued during the 1950s and 1960s, a time when suburbia was 
expanding through both consumption and regimented systematisation. 
Everyday life at Wedge represented a revolt against the suburban notion 
of order and control and an eschewment  of passivity. Wedge saw a pro-
liferation of tin shacks developed in an ad-hoc manner. Interestingly, it 
was in 1968 that the evolving community at Wedge formed a “Progressive 
Association with the object of introducing local controls to better man-
age the site” (WIPA 2001: 3). This is known as the Wedge Island Protec-
tion Association (WIPA), its membership comprising mostly shack owners. 
WIPA has overseen the construction of some facilities like the ‘Gun Club’ 
(a community recreation centre), a rubbish tip, a pay telephone facility, a 
place for a visiting nurse and a small pie shop. However, Wedge has still 
managed to remain outside the scope of formal development. There is no 
public infrastructure (power, water or sewerage systems), no supermar-
kets or suburban palaces. But on the other hand, the ground at Wedge has 
been ravaged by off-road vehicles, raising concerns about vegetation and 
dune erosion. Besides these environmental concerns, there are health and 
safety hazards due to the below-standard buildings and inadequate sew-
age and waste disposal. There are also issues of the exclusive use of Wedge 
by the few and the financial advantage for the squatters “since they have 
not purchased and do not pay rental to the Crown or local authority” (De-
partment of Conservation and Land Management 2000: 1). In February 1995, to 
enable implementation of the State Government Squatter Policy, Wedge 
and Grey (approximately 20 kilometres north of Wedge), were gazetted for 
the purpose of parkland, recreation and the letting of cottages (WIPA 2001). 
The objective of the policy was “to control the establishment of any new 
unlawful dwellings (squatter shacks) on coastal Crown land and facilitate 
the removal of existing dwellings (shacks) over a six year period” (Depart-
ment of Conservation and Land Management 2000: 1). In order to prevent any 

further construction activity, whether building new shacks or extending 
old ones, all the shacks were registered and monitored. The state started 
charging an annual lease fee to go towards the future rehabilitation of 
the area (Department of Conservation and Land Management 2000). Procedures 
were instigated by the government authority in 1995 to remove the shacks 
when the lease expired in 2001, but during the 2001 state government elec-
tion campaign the Labor Party manifesto included extending the leases, 
and it was elected. Now in 2008, with another election on the way, deci-
sions are still pending with increased lobbying from shack associations.

The questions now arise of whether to develop Wedge, and of the na-
ture and extent of future development. Hence, it is worthwhile taking 
into account the significance of what has already formed here. 

The Poetics at Wedge 
For a few kilometres, the coastal landscape is dotted with kit sheds and 
impromptu shacks (Fig. 2). Domestic territory at Wedge is ‘other’ to the 
ideal of domestic territory projected back in suburbia. The sustenance 
and trappings of consumption and passivity are absent. There is no sys-
temic infrastructure: no petrol stations, supermarkets, schools, churches, 
office blocks, newsagents or DVD stores (Tiwari and Churchill 2004 b). Lefe-
bvre discusses ‘passivity’ in everyday life in relation to leisure spent as 
spectator, the worker who is unable to participate in decision making, 
and the imposition of consumption that is directed by advertising and 
market forces (Lefebvre 1987). Survival at Wedge, however, demands ac-
tive participation. In this isolated community, resources such as main-
tenance skills, knowledge and supplies are not readily available via a tel-
ephone call or a local supermarket. Either these resources are brought in, 
or they need to be developed and shared. Basic survival cements commu-
nity relations; for example Wedge’s rescue strategy involves numerous 
vehicles, people and back-up to undertake the difficult evacuation of the 
seriously injured or ill. 

Figure 1  Locating Wedge

Figure 2  Wedge landscape
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Marc TreibTwo squares in Helsinki: a biography  

Woven into the fabric of buildings, streets, and plazas are clues that tell us about their times, their purposes, 

and perhaps even suggested behaviour within them. By tracing changes in spatial forms and how they are 

deciphered, we may create one of a city’s many possible histories. Rather than stressing the role of the city’s 

buildings, the discussion focuses instead on Helsinki’s two major open spaces: the commercial Market Square 

and the more ceremonial Senate Square, designed by Carl Ludwig Engel in the early 1800s. Although their ar-

chitectural frames have remained essentially the same through the years, the activities within them have fol-

lowed the developments of modern life. From their stories we may witness the continuing evolution of urban 

living characteristic of modern cities, and perhaps learn to better identify and understand them when pro-

jecting new designs.

Urban space / Behaviour in urban spaces / Carl Ludwig Engel, Finland history / Finnish architecture / Helsinki / 

Helsinki planning history

Under the Sky

O C T O B E R  2 0 0 8 . For centuries the annual Herring Market 
has energized the Market Square and the banks of Helsinki’s 
South Harbor. Last autumn the tourist boats that normally 
occupy the quays made way for a variety of vessels offering 
herring in varied forms – fresh and marinated, in jars or in 
bulk – complemented, along the shore and in the square, by 
sales of cooked delicacies, games and musical performances 
(Fig. 1). At the same time less than 100 metres to the north, 
in the more formal Senate Square an event to raise aware-
ness of breast cancer, and funds for research, provided a neat 
bookend to the activities in the nearby market (Fig. 2). Blue 
balloons marked the herring festival; pink balloons attracted 
attention to the health campaign. Both events were formal-
ly programmed: the Senate Square event was new and mod-

ern, while in the Market Square modern programming re-
vamped tradition. That both the Senate and Market Squares 
could accommodate, and to some degree enhance, the effec-
tiveness of these activities demonstrates the power and val-
ue of open spaces within the city. It also demonstrates that, 
despite the original intentions of its sponsors and designers, 
the built fabric of the city can support a vital contemporary 
life in which all citizens may freely participate. The lesson is 
as valid today as it was historically, with implications for fu-
ture projects. In form and position these two squares share 
basic aspects characteristic of urban plazas throughout West-
ern Europe but in other respects their configurations, and 
their histories, are unique. This essay presents their biogra-
phies.




