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The relationship
between man and nature:
its depiction in ancient Greek art
It is generally axiomatic that there is a di-
alectic symbiosis between man and na-
ture, and that the primary concern of our
times is to preserve and enhance this re-
lationship. One way of achieving a better
understanding of this relationship is o see
how it was depicted in various art forms in
ancient times. Ancient Greek literature (for
example the writing of Homer or Pindar)
provides us with an idea of the way in
which the ancient Greeks perceived, and
referred to, nature, such as Hermes’ dis-
covery of the garden of Calypso. Such de-
scriptions point to an aesthetic apprecia-
tion of, and sensitivity fowards, landscape.
And by nature, landscape exists only
through the vision of man, the observer.
In ancient Greek iconography - fres-
coes and ceramics — nature is also rep-
resented as interrelating with human fig-
ures, an element always present. The
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graphic representation of the natural ele-
ments - in this case trees and flowers -
not only introduce the idea of nature but
contribute to the organisation of the pic-
ture (see fig.1). It should be mentioned
here that although no images of classical
gardens or landscapes exist in ancient
Greek iconography, the setting usually
consists in buildings or monuments. The
spatial arrangement of the architectural
elements and their relation to the land-
scape, the way that the ancient Greeks
perceived and arranged the space is of
recurrent interest for academic research. °

Spatial arrangement

in ancient Greece

It is interesting to look at some of these
theories that were often contradictory or
complementary. Le Choisy (1899) suggest-
ed that there was a strong calculated rela-
tion between site and temple, and saw it in
purely ‘picturesque’ terms. Le Corbusier
shared this view and had a fundamental
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Figure 1: A symbolic representation of nature. Fresco from ancient Thera about 1500 BC.
Reproduced by kind permission of the Ministry of Culture, Athens, Greece

belief in strict and pure geometry. Accord-
ing to RD. Martienssen (1956), the setting
of the buildings in the sanctuaries was in
accordance with an aesthetic and religious
relationship. The route followed by the spec-
fator was an important factor in this spatial
arrangement. P. Smithson (1958), on the
other hand, believed that Greek architects
had not arrived at the mental necessity for
a concept of relationships. R. Scranton
(1949) also believed that there was no top-
ographical consideration in Greek design,
and there was no variation in the form of
the building related to differences in natu-
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ral setting. However, the grouping had a
functional character. V. Scully (1962) ap-
proached the issue in a more idedlistic way.
He placed great importance on the land-
scape and its relation with the built environ-
ment. He dismissed the a priori conception
of order!. Hamilton (1930) shared this view,
and expressed his belief in the conceptual
relation of the architectural and natural ele-
ments. Finally, Doxiadis’ theory on the sub-
ject, was based upon the Greek concep-
tion of the universe as circular, and on hu-
man vision extending across an angle of
180 degrees.



FIRST SECTHINOIN:

There seems to be an apparent hap-
hazard arrangement of buildings in many
Greek sanctuaries. The final result, how-
ever, is an organic composition harmoni-
ously integrated with the landscape. An-
cient Greeks had a holistic approach to
spatial composition. They established a
physical bond with the space and with
the greater natural and human environ-
ment. Purpose, function and form were
closely related, and according to C.
Norberg-Schulz (1980) ‘the Greek sense
for plastic form and boundary for the
whole and the parts, is founded on the

landscape’2. Their perception of nature .

was clearly depicted in their design. The
natural elements, the topography, the set-
ting affected their spatial conception, and
the relation of the architectural elements
with the landscape was in fact a creative
interaction (see fig.2).

The contemporary role
of archaeological places
Archaeological sites are, by definition,
places where time has left its traces, nat-
ural as well as man-made. They are plac-
es of remembrance and although their
use has changed throughout the years,
today, surprisingly, they continue to main-
tain a strong relationship with the visitor.
They confirm our sense of affinity with
the past and, as such, are places of cul-
tural significance and aesthetic value.
Due to the fact that archaeological
sites represent a complex stratification
of cultures, they must be treated as dy-
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namic, evolving places and not as emp-
ty spaces or as relics of the past. Now-
adays, there is a growing awareness of
their multiple significance and efforts
are orientated towards their preserva-
tion and enhancement, and their inte-
gration in the evolving social fabric. The
design of archaeological/heritage parks
and open air-museums are some not-
able examples of these efforts. Howev-
er, we should note here that the use of
the term ‘park’ connotes by definition
entertainment or amusement. It thus dis-
orientates the visitor from the actual sig-
nificance of an archaeological site. The
implementation of a creative landscape
design may contribute to the enhance-
ment and interpretation of the physiog-
nomy of the historic site.

Archaeological sites:

contemporary approaches

to landscape design

Landscape design approaches concern-
ing the treatment of archaeological sites
fall into three main categories. The first
is the acceptance of the neglected stat-
us quo as in the example of the Olym-
pieion ferrace3. The second approach is
more conservative in character and is
usually adopted in the case of historic
gardens, as, for example, in the gardens
of Pompeii, or in the landscape design
project for the Athenian Agora carried
out by REGriswold in the “50s. Last but
not least, the more evocative approach
concerns the interpretation of historic
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Figure 2: Panoramic view of Delphi: interaction of landscape and architecture.
Reproduced by kind permission of the Ministry of Culture, Athens, Greece
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Figure 3: The ‘neglected status quo approach’
in an Olympian Terrace.
Reproduced by kind permission
of the Ministry of Culture, Athens, Greece

sites, with the example of Pikionis’ de-
sign (1953-1958) for the surrounding
area of the Acropolis.

The ‘neglected status quo approach’,
is based on philosophical and aesthetic
concepts concerning the treatment of ar-
chaeological sites and cultural landscapes.
It gives secondary priority to the preserva-
tion and the readability of the monument,
along with the accessibility and circulation
of the visitor. This approach fails to solve
the problem posed by uncontrolled vege-
tation (see fig.3). The lack of views and
vistas, of a clearly defined circulation net-
work, and of interpretation signs, under-
mine the educative role of the archaeo-
logical site. However, this approach stress-
es the sculptural quality of the natural ele-
ments and the poetic character of the ge-
nus loci of the site, but it does not take
into account the integration of the place
with the evolving social fabric.
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The second approach, the conserva-
tive one, which is usually adopted for the
treatment of historic gardens (restora-
tion, reconstruction), is debatable due to
the lack of evidence. The reintroduction
of plant species used in antiquity, the
symbolism and the tradition that they
carry with them is the driving force of
this approach. However, the planting lay-
out is still questionable, since it is not
based on accurate sources. It thus
creates doubts about its scientific sub-
stantiation (see fig.4).

Both approaches above indicate a
lack of creative imagination. They do
not relate the site to its immediate en-
vironment and do not offer a tranquil
transition from the actual to the factual.
They do offer remembrance, but do not
honour the place, nor engage people
with it.

The third approach is that adopted by
Pikionis in his intervention on the sur-
roundings of the Acropolis, which is an
interesting example of evocative land-
scape design, driven by the memory of
the place and the genus loci. Pikionis’ -
design does not actually interfere with
the monuments. It creates a pattern of
pedestrian access paths that link the
Acropolis rock with the surrounding are-
as, by interpreting the topography and
taking the man-made factor into consid-
eration. The use of local materials from
old masonry in an effort to enhance the
tradition and continuity of space and
time, is characteristic of the design and
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Figure 4: The masterplan for the Athenian Agora, by R.E. Griswold.
Reproduced by permission of the American School of Classical Studies, Athens: Agora Excavations
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Figure 5: Use of local materials in Pikionis’
design for pedestrian access paths
to the Acropolis (1998)

its artistic forethought (see fig.5). Indige-
nous species were used, with the plant-
ing interpreted in a different way than
that in the Ancient Agora. However, the
planting did not fulfil Pikionis’ initial con-
cept, as it was not carefully planned. Fi-
nally, the lack of plant management con-
cealed the views and deformed the orig-
inal spatial arrangement*.

Guidelines

Fictitious creation through texts and draw-
ings associated with the place is also es-
sential for the implementation of a crea-
tive design. In that way, the value at-
tached to the rational design process is
eliminated. Bearing in mind the words of
Brenda Colvin, ‘that design implies
change from that which has been, to that
which will be under new circumstances’>,
one might say that the landscape design
of archaeological places requires special
attention. The particular character and
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the spatial properties of the landscape
determine the parameters that one has
to take into consideration in order to im-
plement a creative and meaningful de-
sign. Environmental factors and existing
site conditions (geomorphology, topogra-
phy, hydrology), as well as a floristic and
structural survey of the vegetation, are
the starting points for every successful
landscape design.

The idea of reintroducing native spe-
cies and their symbolic connotations, as
well as maintaining the ecological bal-
ance, should be adopted in order to fill
the time gap between the past, present
and future. One should not forget that
plants appeared simultaneously in the con-
texts of medicine, magic and symbolism.
Special aftention should be given to the
structural qualities of planting, whereas or-
namental planting should be avoided, as
it does not coincide with the cultural iden-
tity of the place. The vegetation, soft or
hard materials used for the path layout,
as well as the protective and shed struc-
tures, should be simple and not compete
with the monuments. The designer en-
gaged in the task of promoting and en-
hancing the special and unique character
of an archaeological site, must try to bal-
ance all these contradictory elements. He
must express himself through the varia-
tions of scale, form, colour and texture,
and relate the time dimension to the
changes of materials. In addition, in order
to enhance the visitors’ experience, the
designer should not only stress the visual
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qualities, but also relate the interpretation
of the place to the multiplicity of human
senses (vision, smell, touch, sound).

Archaeological sites should not be de-
signed as separate entities. They should
be considered in relation to their surround-
ing landscape, especially when they are
part of a city fabric. In that case their
role as open urban spaces should also
be examined. Any attempt to design land-
scape and interpret archaeological sites
should take into account the current con-
sensus concerning the preservation phi-
losophy of the Venice Charter (1956), and
should be in accordance with the objec-
tives of the Florence Charter®. A multidis-
ciplinary committee should be responsible
for the concept, the design, maintenance,
the conservation and restoration of ar-
chaeological places, cultural landscapes
or historic gardens in order to preserve
and enhance their natural and cultural
significance. According to Articles 24 and
25 of the Florence Charter:

'Interest should be stimulated by eve-
ry kind of activity capable of emphasiz-
ing their true value as part of the patri-
mony and making for improved knowl-
edge and appreciation of them: promo-
tion of scientific research; the encourage-
ment of public access under suitable con-
trol and use of the media to develop
awareness of the need for due respect
for nature and the historic heritage'”.

Importance should be given to the con-
ceptual identity of the place (its percep-
tion and relation with the surrounding
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landscape). A holistic approach should
be implemented in order to restore the
balance between the factual identity (ar-
chaeological site), and the actual iden-
tity (sacred site). The feeling of the genus
loci, in relation to the present uses and
the visitors’ needs, should be the driving
force behind the design.

Conclusion

The preservation and conservation of cul-
tural and symbolic landscapes, and the
rediscovery of the original processes on
which they were based, is of paramount
importance for the wider understanding
of the spatial and temporal environment.
The implementation of a holistic ap-
proach in the treatment of archaeologi-
cal places is fundamental. There is a need
to establish an idea of human cultural
evolution, in order to achieve the continu-
ity that is essential in design, since crea-
tive design is an interactive process, also
based on past experience.
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