20TH CENTURY
A THERAPEUTIC PERSPECTIVE

“There is something infinitely healing in the refrains of nature.”

Rachel Carson

The Created Landscape
Beth DiNatale Johnson

In the Judeo-Christian heritage, the Biblical narrative of the Garden of Eden describes a central site
with four rivers flowing from it and “all kinds of trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food.”
The entry to the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, built during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar II (604-562 BC),
“sloped like a hillside .. and rose tier on tier...[It] was thickly planted with trees of every kind that, by their
great size and other charm, gave pleasure to the beholder”? The Babylonian gardens included quadrangu-
lar spaces, arched vaults, cultivated plants, and streams of water. These historic gardens, one secular and
one sacred, had unique characteristics and specific design elements. They were places of refuge and retreat.
These gardens were ‘created landscapes.’

What is a ‘created landscape’? Turning to a dictionary, we note that to create used as a verb, means “to
cause to come into being, as something unique that would not naturally evolve or that is not made by ordi-
nary processes.” The noun landscape means “a section or portion of rural scenery, usually extensive that
may be seen from a single viewpoint.”* The ‘created landscape’ is artificial, in the sense that it is an arbi-
trary, man-made design, a manipulation of nature in order to accomplish certain goals. To this,I add my
own interpretation. It is an organized strategy to fabricate an environment that has a specific purpose. It
can be a beautiful ‘natural’ vista that exists in the context of man-made structures, butit is also the sum
total of complex physical, cultural, social and psychological meanings that are associated with nature and
life. The created landscape is inclusive and interactive, one in which all aspects of the surroundings influ-
ence and are influenced by those who use, live, work, visit or otherwise interact in a particular place.

The general division of garden spaces and the arrangement of paths and water features appears to be
consistent in the history of gardens. In medieval European settings, behind the cloistered walls of monas-
teries and nunneries, meticuluously planned and executed ‘Paradise Gardens’ recreated the Garden of
Eden. The open space of the cloister core was often divided into four squares, symbolic of four rivers flow-
ing from Eden with a well or fountain at the center.* Paradise gardens contained herbs, flowers, and shrubs
whose physical properties or sensory attributes were associated with Bible stories, healing and redemption.
Some speculate that monastic practice combined herbal therapies, dietary prescriptions, and Greek ideas
about harmony between human beings and Nature. Later cloister gardens incorporated roses and lilies to
honor Mary. When Paradise Gardens fell out of fashion, secular symbols representing the forest, the
knight, and the hunter replaced Christian symbols in the garden.’

Monastic communities in the medieval tradition retreated from a world of chaos to a world of order.
The created landscape of monastic life, the church, the gardens, the fields, the living quarters, mirrored
monastic traditions of prayer, study and self-sufficiency, all of which encouraged contemplation and com-
munion with Nature and God. Religious communities also offered sanctuary and hospitality to wayfarers
and pilgrims, and charity to the poor. The Latin root, hospes, originally described the relationship between
a host and guest, but later variants, hospice and hospital, referred to the place that provided shelter. Like-
wise, refuger encompassed the act of fleeing from danger or trouble and the physical site. By the 12th C,,
the open interior spaces of monastic cloisters were used as a hospice for travelers and visitors, or as a hos-
pital for the sick and poor. In other cases, the activity and the space were no longer adjunct activities of a
monastery but a separate facility in their own right.®

How did these created landscapes meet the changing needs of the people who used them? How did
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