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Abstract: As people’s longing for nature-experience is growing, providing access to nature in the city is becoming
increasingly relevant both politically and in practice. The idea of and planning for “Urban Wilderness” promises
a special kind of nature-experience. Acknowledging how different perceptions create conflict, landscape
architects must try to understand which wilderness perceptions exist and what they might imply. Employing three
categories, “Unknown Wilderness”, “Specific Wilderness” and “Process Wilderness”, this essay discusses ideas
of wilderness that have developed over millennia until today. For the purpose of this essay, the term “colonisation”
serves as key to understanding how ideas of wilderness develop. Natural processes include colonisation of
space by plants and animals. Processes of people entering and taking ownership of areas include colonising
space physically, mentally and spiritually. Naming areas is a special form of mental and symbolic colonisation,
for example, when people “discover” wild looking vegetation in the city and calling it “untamed nature”, or “Urban
Wilderness”. However, most current and particularly official definitions of wilderness exclude human interference:
Once colonised, “True Wilderness” ceases to exist. Scientific studies have contributed much knowledge about
natural processes and colonisation but little about people’s ideas of and attitudes towards nature and wilderness.
For landscape architects it would be important to learn more about how “designing and constructing with
(ideas of) nature” might contribute to providing desirable landscapes. This essay discusses some (of the many)
attitudes and thoughts related to discourses, planning and design for and of “Urban Wilderness”.
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Designing “with nature” and natural processes
is and always has been important in landscape
architecture, even from the start when the professional
field established"!. Professionals have employed
concepts, methods and techniques of “nature
development”, initially in garden and in park design,
but then in landscape and ecological planning. As
landscape architects, we are intent on action. However,
we must think through the meaning of the terms we
use. Poorly defined ideas, even propelled by good will,
can undercut what we believe is our common ground.
“Wilderness” is a concept that, even in the field of
landscape architecture, and particularly when speaking
about “Urban Wilderness” is poorly understood”.
To complicate matters, we are learning about and
contesting over new and extremely ambiguous ideas
that all relate to “Urban Wilderness”, such as “Novel
Nature” “Industrial Forest” “Urban Woodlands”
“Urban Wildlands” and “Urban Wilderness”. In
addition, park and open space projects are developing
that appear to include ideas of wilderness in one way
or another. These concepts and projects all contain
many more than one meaning of wilderness (and
nature) and using them may lead to vagueness in the
field and confusion over the things we do”. However,
where there is faction tension on meaning, great
opportunity exist in the many options for movement
and action that may guide us. It may be important to
try exploring them.

As a key to understanding how people perceive
and access wilderness, this essay introduces the term
“colonisation”. For the purpose of this essay, the term
colonisation applies in many dimensions, including
land taking, land-use, social occupation and penetration
of consciousness. The term colonisation also refers
to natural processes, such as the colonisation of areas
by plants and animals. The aim is not to arrive at a
definition of wilderness and related terms, but to get
a better understanding of some facets of the many

meanings of “Urban Wilderness”.

1 Wilderness Ideas

By calling an area wilderness, people are

creating one. They are doing this by identifying
the area as wilderness and by attaching wilderness
meaning to the area. Knowing about wilderness
areas might not be enough, however, and people
will take ownership of areas they call wilderness,
and they will start colonising them. The complicated
thing about people colonising areas is that it
encompasses not just physical activities (walking,
boating, camping, etc.) but also social practice
(group activities, competitions, social media, etc.)
and consciousness (“wilderness experience”).
The taking of land and material resources is the
first and foremost dimension of colonisation.
The penetration and occupation of minds is a
not so concrete but very powerful dimension of
colonisation, one that takes ownership of cultures
and ideas, such as the designation and management
of areas as wilderness “reserves”. During all of
these activities and processes, some wilderness
qualities are lost. People appreciate areas that
classify as pristine wilderness but they also visit
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them, leaving them less “untrammelled” every
time they do so. Recreationists cherish wilderness
areas for their natural character (natural sounds,
pure water, clean air, etc.). However, people also
take ownership of “pure” wilderness areas by
supporting their protection and management, to
allow for controlled access and use (low density
of physical colonisation by visitors). Visitors of
designated wilderness areas, secking respite from
everyday life (mainly in cities), prefer a presence of
humans that is substantially unnoticeable. Urban
landscapes offer none of these qualities and yet,
some people call some naturally looking urban
areas wilderness. What sort of areas do people have
in mind when they speak of “Urban Wilderness™?
Different understandings of wilderness exist
in any given period and cultural context™”. In order
to try to learn how understandings of wilderness
might relate to ideas of “Urban Wilderness”, this
essay uses three wilderness categories™. They are
1) the “Unknown Wilderness” such as mythical

forests, 2) the “Specific Wilderness” such as places



that people perceive as wild, and 3) the “Process
Wilderness” emphasising naturalness pertaining to

ecosystem dynamics.

2 Colonising the “Unknown Wilderness”

In prehistoric times, anything wild would be what
lies beyond and outside of the boundaties of everyday
lives™. ‘This “outside” people might have perceived as
the “great unknown”, as vague and mythical worlds
filled with superior powers. However, no matter how
impenetrable, savage and dangerous these worlds might
have appeared, some people would have ventured
into it. Whether they had nomadic lives or went on
migrations (The wilderness was where Moses had
wandered with his people), they would explore food
sources and colonise new land. They would also have
been going out to have a divine expetience or to prove
themselves in the face of the frightening, enduring and
fighting temptations. People, therefore, have changed
parts of the Earth for millennia, altering areas not only
inside of the boundaries of their homes and gardens,
but also in realms that are outside of their immediate
control. Anyone who has visited indigenous people
will know how they are very capable of mentally
mapping out places in areas far away from home, such
as ancestral spirit places and routes between villages
and good areas for gathering and hunting food.
Hunting and gathering affect ecosystems, for example
by furthering patticulatly useful species and by using
fires to improve living and food conditions"”. When
modern governments started to “protect” wilderness
as “reserves” they conveniently ignored that people
lived in these areas and that they had been living there
for very long times. For example, at the time of their
declaration, no National Park had been an “unpeopled
wilderness™'".

During antiquity, wilderness continues to
be a vaguely defined realm, continues as the great
unknown, or at least as an idea being unknown. For
example, people living in Mediterranean regions
would consider anything wild that lies opposite
or outside of paradise. The Old Persian word for

enclosed space is “pairidaéza”, a term that was

adopted in many languages to refer to Paradise on
Earth V. The creation and recreation of paradise
as a most desirable place has been a major concern
in many cultures for thousands of years. A “steep
wilderness” surrounds the “delicious Paradise” of
John Milton’s Eden and darkness prevails on the far
side of the garden wall. During medieval times, in
European cultures, wilderness was the mysterious
land that expanded outside of their homes, castles,
towns and cultivated fields. Moors, swamps, wild
forests, high mountains and the open sea harboured
horror and formidable beasts. The forest as a place of
magic and danger is the quintessential wilderness in all
regions where the natural state of wild land is forest
(To this day, the “jungle” is what many people think
of as “True Wilderness”). The forest edge is the line
beyond which people normally would not venture:
Peasants who seldom if ever travelled far from
their villages could not conclusively say that it was
impossible that an ogre, a witch or outlaws could live
an hour away. According to old sagas and fairy tales,
however, the hero (such as Robin Hood) does go into
the forest (to hide). The forest contains enchantments,
lures the adventurous and gives safety from pursuit.
Being outside of normal human experience, the
enchanted forests acts as a place of transformation.
In German folklore, for example, forests can be
places of danger and of magical refuge. Druids and
hermits, or brave knights would surpass the frontier,
to find solitude and inspiration, or great treasures

121111
and extreme adventure”

. According to scientific
research, however, European forests have been used
and altered considerably since Palacolithic periods'”.

In summary, during prehistoric and early
historic times the concept of wilderness pertained
to the spiritual and included realms of danger.
Usually, wilderness was a general idea and the wild
not a specific place. Accordingly, only few people
were able to find specific places in the wild (such as
hiding holes and sacred grounds). Realities of land
use were not part of wilderness concepts.

How ideas about the wild and wilderness continue

to evolve, and how they started to refer to specific
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places, is not always evident at first glance. In the course
of time, wilderness is gradually loosing attributes of the
great unknown and of being the opposite of all that
was safe and good. For example in his work “Germania”
the Roman historian Tacitus refers to a concrete region
and specifically defined its boundaries. Nevertheless,
he describes the region’s various qualities in not very
concrete terms. In designing “Germania” as a message

to his fellow Romans™”

, Tacitus assigns, around 98
AD, a set of stereotypes to the native people of this
region as “the noble yet bloodthirsty savage” and to
their land as “wild forest”. Germania’s forest he depicts
vaguely as a realm of darkness filled with ferocious
beasts, human savages included.

Here, Tacitus created the reservoir of ideas
from which generations of writers would draw and
continue enriching it with detail. During the era from
roughly 1500 to 1900, when Europeans explored and
colonised the Americas, Africa, Asia and Oceania,
they usually encountered native people. Many of them
had no official maps of their land and no formally
written records of their own. The visitors would
draw maps and document, albeit selective, how they

7% These records

themselves perceived the “natives
are filled with inspirational details that would captivate
the artistically and literary minded. For example, 19th
century Romantics picked from these records what
they needed to expand on old stereotype of natives as
both “gentlemen” and “bloodthirsty red devils”, “soon

719 1n the case of North America,

to be pushed aside
the land was a specific but still vaguely defined region,
the “Wild West”. “The West of which I speak is but
another name for the Wild”, writes Henry David
Thoreau in his essay “Walking”, likening it not
to darkness but to Eden itself, declaring it divine:
“No description of Heaven that I have ever heard
or read of seems half so fine”!". As late as 1991,
Stanwyn Shetler, a botanist, describes his perception
of wilderness as “The First Eden, a pristine natural
kingdom,” where the “native people were transparent
in the landscape, living as natural elements of the
ecosphere. Their world ... was a world of barely

perceptible human disturbance’™.
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Summing up the above, wilderness is
“profoundly a human creation ... all the more
beguiling because it seems so natural”™”, The
category of the “Unknown Wilderness” in
particular is a construct where parts of the world
are without people (or people being “natural” parts
of the “wild”), as being close to ideas of paradise
and close to nature. Urban Wilderness ideas might
include traces of what people associate with the

“Unknown”, such as few people and areas where

nature rules and that require effort to penetrate.

3 Colonising the “Specific Wilderness”
of Natural Heritage

During times of explorations and discovery,
wilderness ceases to be associated with realms of
the “unknown”. The following example illustrates
how wilderness is turning into a “specific” place,
one that people admire and cherish as “Natural
Heritage”. During their many 17th and 18th century
explorations, before the North-American “West”
became “wild”, Spanish Conquistadores were
looking for adventure and riches, while Padres were
engaged to find and convert “wild” natives. The
Spanish encountered a land that exhibited nothing
they could relate to and words failed them altogether.
For example, on several occasions they were unable
to describe the size and character of a particularly
large river gorge that they tried to cross. They only
recorded the specific location of the abyss and noted
the specific colour of the water, naming the river the
“Colorado™"®, Many years later, towards the end
of the era of Humboldtian style expeditions, around
1857—1858, artists of the Romantic era published
visual logs in the form of maps and paintings of

their trip along the same river™!

. Unlike the padres
of eatlier times, these Romantics would have carried,
in their cultural luggage, not only the Bible but also
the works of Rousseau, Shaftesbury, and others.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712—1778) explained
how humans in the state of nature are blessed with

enviable amounts of freedom. Anthony Ashley

Cooper, Fatl of Shaftesbury (1621—1683), had stated

how ,,wilderness pleases* and how the experience of
nature triggers “reasonable extasy” " """ Standing
at the rim of the Colorado River gorge, with utter
amazement, Romantic’s eyes now rested on and found
many words for the (specific) scenes that the padres
failed to appreciate. In many parts of the world,
people are now beginning to see old scenes with
new eyes. Back in Europe, Romantics rediscovered
the Alps that, in people’s perception, changed from
inhospitable to welcoming, In the once dangerous
“Wild West”, the Romantics saw the picturesque and
the sublime™. This is when and how the Colorado
gorge became the “Grand Canyon”?"",

In Western culture, the period of adventure
and discovery brought a shift in its connotation
from the wild as something savage and dangerous
but vague (somewhere “out there”) to specific
places of exhilaration and awe. Trying the frontiers,
voyagers were finding riches in the wild, making
them their own. Publishing their travelogues, world
travellers where enflaming others to undertake
explorative trips themselves the account of which
were, in turn, inspiring a perceptive audiences
at home. Entire continents awaited discovery
and colonisation. Their wilderness were to be
conquered and their treasures be taken"”.

The gorge of the Colorado River was a
special treasure, “officially colonised” in 1919 when
government took ownership of it and declared it
protected. The process that lead to this decision was
arduous. Many interest groups contested the idea of
preserving a “natural heritage” instead of exploiting
the land and the “resources” it held. However wild
it was (by current JIUCN standards), government
declared the Grand Canyon (and several other
spectacular areas in the West) not a wilderness but
a “park”. Wilderness became equal to areas being
cherished for sublimity and aesthetically pleasing.
In 1864, the landscape architect F. L. Olmsted
presented a report titled “Yosemite and the Mariposa
Grove” in which he describes the valley and groves
in much the same way, as he would describe a

designed partk, as sets of specific scenes and views,

and as a “magnificent” piece of art.

As parks, National Parks and other large reserves
have defined boundaries and gates, engineered access
routes and parking, prescribed camping and various
services such as restaurants and accommodation.
Governments colonise areas in the form of reserve
declaration and inserting infrastructure, all the while
ignoring interests and rights of indigenous people.
Wilderness ceased to be “wild” and became a form
of beautiful land-use. The category of the “Specific
Wilderness” is a construct where visitors enter “wild”
looking parts of the world, comfortably enjoying
closeness to nature and seeking specific qualities that
they associate with specific areas. Urban Wilderness
ideas might include traces of what people associate
with the “Specific”, such as meeting kindred minded
people and finding a specific kind of nature that
someone (park manager, designer, etc.) has made
accessible to them. As “parks”, Urban Wilderness
areas also have boundaries, access infrastructure and
visitors who use them.

To this day, governments designate areas as
National Parks to preserve important and, as is the case
all around the world, iconic heritage™ ™. In addition
to natural heritage, the convention concerning the
protection of World Heritage (UNESCO, 1972) also
includes cultural heritage. The military and industrial
heritage of a region is an aspect of its cultural heritage.
Both have become an aesthetic category since about the
1970%s. The following presents one example illustrating

how cultural heritage can fuse with ideas of wilderness.

4 Colonising the “Specific Wilderness”
of Cultural Heritage

Military grounds, mines, steel factories, rail
switchyards, etc. are, during and sometimes after
operation, too dangerous for unauthorised persons
to enter. Like the great-unknown wilderness, they
remain outside of the boundary of people’s everyday
lives, forbidden places with a wall around them. Like
unchartered territory, terra incognita, governments
used to put white space instead of details on official

maps. The 1950’ and following decades saw an



era ending that is based on heavy industry. A wave
of shutdowns changed the character of industrial
regions around the world. Mining and steel making
ended and workers left. Only the fences stayed. For
example, in 1985, in the German “Ruhrgebiet”,
the Thyssen plant of Duisburg-Meiderich smelting
works closed. Very few people knew the place well
because the steelworkers alone had always gone in.
After closing, the site remained fenced in, keeping
the public out of harm’s way. Scruffy vegetation
appeared and, undisturbed by people, the unruly
vines of bramble and wild brush started to cover
large portions of the area. Imagine people, one day,
cutting a hole in the fence and visiting the place.
Finding their way through thickets of brush, as if
on a jungle expedition, they would have stood face-
to-face with phenomena that exhibited nothing they
knew: foundries, gasholders, cooling towers, turbines,
ore bunkers, and overgrown slag heaps. It must have
been very exciting, particularly for children. When
“Modern” Romantics visited the site, they used
powerful metaphors, like out of tales that describe
enchanted forests. The Landscape Park Duisburg-
Nord now occupies the area, and in an article about
this park, the New York Times speaks of three
blast furnaces as “looming” over the area “like
rusting dragons, their flaming mouths silenced”.
The moment the smelting works closed, the article
continues, the “nightmarish hulks that remained
—almost mythic in their lurid grandeur—stood
stranded, presumed doomed. The notion that they
would come back to life in the quintessential park of
the carly 21st century seemed about as probable as
sighting a pterosaur in flight overhead”®”.

The objective of the NYT article was
not launching, as the title “The Anti-Olmsted”
might suggest, a polemic anti-romantic discourse
about Olmsted. The article is about the legacy of
“Landscape Park Duisburg-Nord”. “Anti-Olmsted”
refers to a design that did not aim to achieve, as
Olmsted had in his time, a landscape that appears
natural and where people enjoy the “fantasy of

taking refuge in pristine nature”. On the contrary, by

allowing wild plants to continue on their successional
path of colonising large tracts of abandoned land,
and by leaving blast furnaces, gas tanks and storage
bunkers intact, the cultural heritage of the industrial
era itself became theme and subject of park design.
The plan for Duisburg-Nord was not to create
paradise on earth, rather it “deferred to the history
of a densely populated and deeply scarred terrain,
where virgin verdure seems as remote as Eden”™,

Landscapes and landscape creations such as
gardens and parks unfold over time. Designing a
landscape sets a process in train and natural processes
proceed. Peter Latz, the designer of Landscape Park
Duisburg-Nord, keeps an eye on changes going
on in the park. After observing these changes for a
quarter of a century, he published his findings”". Like
Olmsted did, in the 19th century, Latz describes and
discusses the site as a park. Although unmistakably
fabricated, to the unassuming eye, much of this area
would have appeared quite wild. However, all that
appears natural and spontaneous in its successional
dishevelment is part of a greater plan. To the
landscape architect there is no natural order and
untouched nature here. The park developed into a
popular destination for natural, cultural and sports-
related leisure pursuits. People took ownership quickly,
filling gaps where the architect did not prescribe a
specific programme. A climbing park established
on old concrete walls. A diving club adopted the
gasometer, had it filled with 20,000 cubic metres of
water and now use it for diving exercises. Theatre,
opera and film events take place where the blast
furnace once operated. Gardens flourish within
the confines of ore bunkers. People from nearby
neighbourhoods slip through (designed) wall openings
and take their dog for a walk.

Contested are the areas where controlled and
wild growth mix so that vegetation could spread
spontancously. For example, a heated debate over
exotic plants that had colonized this land prevailed for
years. Specialists know how some plants are native to
European regions outside of Germany; they know how

others have migrated here from faraway continents.
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“Alien species” probably first arrived in Duisburg as
stowaways on shipments of iron ore. Surveying the
park, ecologists found hundreds of species that are not
native to the area. “Conservationists favored extirpating
these exotics, while Latz wanted to educate the
gardeners in how to care for the plants, some of which
are rare”™. The designer and the idea of a cultural
heritage park prevailed. Birches, willows and buddleias

are living side-by-side with planted trees together

adorning huge slag heaps.

5 “Process Wilderness”

The third wilderness category is “Process
Wilderness”, and the category’s title detives from the
processes of natural (allegedly “wild”) succession that
distinguishes it from other categories. Wild plants
and animals colonise an area the moment it becomes
available. Dormant seeds germinate immediately after
forest fires and landslides. Wind and birds transport
plants and small animals through the air, for them to
thrive anywhere possible, including rooftops, slurry
ponds and military exercise fields. Wild life appears in
the wake of warfare and after clearance of old industrial
installations. Noticing, during the 1920s and 1930s, how
natural colonisation often establishes rich assembles of
wild species, biologists and engineers began to develop
techniques that incorporate natural succession into
landscape projectstzsj. Nature development takes time,
several decades for natural grasslands to re-establish,
hundreds of years for forests to re-generate; too long
for commissioned landscape projects. As early as the
1930s, landscape designers where experimenting in
hastening processes of nature development. They were
harvesting seeds and plants locally from grasslands
and woodlands to establish native vegetation in the
course of building new infrastructure, housing estates,
etc. This interest in using “natural” vegetation differed
from designing naturalistic landscape patks in the 18th
century. Landscape architects were now advocating not
to imitate but to construct natural habitats. In Germany;,
for example, the aim of using native vegetation in
landscape construction was not to imitate wilderness

but for greened areas to exhibit natural character™. To
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establish reference points and evidence for defining
what designers considered natural character, in the
absence of primary vegetation, ecological data served
to produce maps of the so-called “potential natural
vegetation”, PNV. These maps present no primary and
pristine wilderness, but vegetation types that would
hypothetically develop through natural colonisation and
succession and in the absence of human intervention””.
Since about the 1960s, natural colonisation and the
use of native plants are established techniques in the
practice of land rehabilitation, ecosystem restoration
and habitat reconstruction®,

The following example illustrates how, during the
1980s, when German government made mitigation and
compensation for environmental impacts mandatory,
employing natural processes became particularly fitting
with designing restoration projects. The example is about
a wetland restoration that served as compensation for
a rail switch project of enormous dimensions, located
in the outskirts of the City of Fulda in the State of
Hessen. In 1983, the Hessen administration included
this compensatory wetland restoration project into the
apptoval for a high-speed rail line. Engineers scraped away
all vegetation and top soil, several meters below the water
table at some places, thus providing a kind of tabula rasa
where plants could naturally colonise. As the restoration
project was meant to compensate mainly for impact on
open wetland habitat, the newly formed area needed to
remain open and sunlit for as many years as possible. The
plan was for adjacent wetlands to “donate” colonisers
and for wetland vegetation to cover all open soil before
woodland seeds would arrive and germinate. Designing
the site aimed to ease colonisation and to allow natural
processes to proceed quickly™.

Construction and official monitoring ended
in 1986. As the designer of the project, I continued
keeping an eye on changes occurring on the site.
Initially, all went well. Natural colonisation included
annuals at first, followed by perennial wetland
plants in the second year. Amphibians and wetland
birds developed as expected. As hoped, trees
germinated only along a small strip of land adjacent

to existing woodland. Without people interfering, it

would take decades for Hazel and Alder to spread
into the site (it took those tree species more than a
thousand years to colonise Europe after the last Ice
Age 12,000 years ago).

Everything changed when local conservationist,
interested in woodland and contesting plans for an
open wetland habitat, planted hundreds of willows. All
of the area turned into willow thickets within a year.
In 1990, the regional conservation authority decided
to designate 40 hectares of this thicket as nature area.
In 2008, 22 years after construction ended, the site
became part of the European habitat network Natura
2000. Authorities declared the entirely manufactured
wetland a “natural riparian habitat” according to the
EU Flora-Fauna-Habitat Directive. To the authorities,
a “Successional Wilderness” presented itself. Like
many examples of “Urban Wilderness”, the new
(entirely artificial) wetland might have exhibited, at
least to the unassuming eye, a somewhat natural
character. It might have reminded people of romantic
paintings and their dreamy versions of wilderness. Like
protagonists of “Urban Wilderness”, the people who
worked in conservation authorities might have made
their decisions not based on biological evidence but on
aesthetic grounds, in this case referring to images of
willows and alders drooping over riverbanks that the
carly German conservationist Walther Schoenichen had
called “Urwaldwildnis” (“Primary Wilderness”) in a

book of the same title (published 1943).

6 Wilderness as Ecosystem, Internal

Colonisation

Observing how naturally colonised sites have
become important refuges for native vegetation and
wildlife, restoration ecologists and planners have,
during the 1970s, suggested that not all land earmarked
for reclamation should be restored but much of it
left to become wilderness areas”™. They put plans for
creating areas of wild character forward. More recently,
designating wild landscapes has become instrumental
for and part of biodiversity strategies. In Europe,

for example, “re-naturalising” urban brownfields

and other abandoned grounds has become part of

plans for designating areas where natural processes
dominate and landscapes of “natural character”
develop™. In Germany, where nearly every piece of
the country is artificial, 2% of the land is destined to
become “Wilderness” until 2020, urban areas included.
Wilderness, once thought of as something “out there”,
is now establishing “inside”. The new making of
wilderness happens through “internal colonisation”.

Colonisation usually refers to systems of
domination whereby external powers rule over people
and their land from afar. Internal colonialism, by
contrast, refers to processes of creating systems of
domination whereby forces exercise power internally.
Historians also use the term internal colonization
when referring to the building of new communities
and to reclamation projects on “virgin lands” inside of
an existing country”' In the advent of principalities
becoming a nation, for example during 18th and 19th
century Europe, internal territories became the focus
of attention for governments in need of land for their
expanding population™. Designating “Wilderness”
inside of built up areas is also a form of internal
colonisation, the city perforates to include wilderness
—as in a figure-ground reversal.

Internal colonisation for making wilderness
(including Urban Wilderness) is happening by words,
by renaming places, by inscribing new functions to the
renamed, and by formally including these functions
into regional and urban green systems’”. Different
ideas lead to conflict. For example, protagonists and
providers of “Ecosystem Services” understand urban
ccosystems as differing in several ways from primary
ones. For them, areas dominated by buildings and
hard surfaces are not “biologically diverse” and their
“natural” processes are not seen as capable of ever
reaching states of “equilibrium”. They, hence, will not
be providing the same (natural) “services” as places
such as high mountains, forests, moors, marshes, etc.
would. On the other hand, urban ecosystems are
subject to urban planning and development. Planners
might be interested in including all forms of Urban
Wilderness and all forms of natural processes such

as the ones occurring on abandoned areas of old



industry, infrastructure, etc. People might cherish
Urban Wilderness, hoping to experience what they
perceive as high levels of ecosystem self-regulation,
including, for example, phenomena that represent
population dynamics of native and non-native species,

while direct human impact remains small™,

7 Conclusions

Researchers in recent decades have shown that
the mythical image of “pristine” nature is just that—
a myth (in a seminal paper)”™. No ancient, untouched
wilderness remains on Earth, and humans have had
a major impact on all areas of the World, including
rainforest, tundra, desert and Polar Regions for
thousands of years. Yet, the “last of the wild” includes
qualities that do not exist anywhere else. History
offers no permit for continued logging, burning,
mining and agricultural cultivation of any existing
wild character area. These areas are irreplaceable and
each of them is unique. They provide no blueprint
for wilderness development. “Rewilding” urban open
space, in particular, can be no eco-compensation for
a policy aiming at colonising ecosystems that are free
from obvious signs of human activity today.

Studying different ideas of wilderness, as
they have evolved over time, and by applying three
distinct wilderness categories, it seems as if new
(urban) and some old ideas of wilderness do have
things in common. Since both ecither are or seem
wild, they somehow border or appear to be outside
of people’s immediate control. In ancient times,
people would colonise wilderness by going “out
there” and “beyond the frontier”. In modern times,
people are seeking to locate or create wilderness
through “internal colonisation”. All wilderness is
part of the “Unknown”, yet they specific in the way
that people give wilderness areas names, associate
symbolic or other meaning with them, access and
visit them. All wilderness areas either are or seem to
be possessing properties that pertain to processes
of natural colonisation and natural dynamics.
People perceive wilderness areas as special places,

remarkable and exceptional in their respective

context (places such as Duisburg-Nord even qualify
as “grand”). Both are or can be iconic and sources
of regional or local identity. In their own ways
primary and urban wilderness offer a range of
emotional experiences. People would feel inspired
and excited, being away from and outside of the
boundaries of everyday life. Phantasies of taking
refuge in nature might arise even in the presence of
other humans sharing the same place and interest.

So, what are our attitudes towards and what
are we thinking of when we speak of and design for
Urban Wilderness? Surely, we are not simply providing
“Ecosystem Services” or trying to satisfy needs for
open green space in overpopulated cities. We are not
simply adding a new buzzword to our repertoire, are
we? By providing areas apparently lying outside of
our immediate control, are we attempting to bring
back feelings of spiritual awe and excitement, feelings
of getting lost in mysterious places filled with magic
and enchantment? Entering urban wilderness would
offer experience where constant surprises interweave
with the mysteries of the undiscovered. We might
even be hoping for a glimpse of paradise. We might
be striving to feel as being organic parts of nature and
of a greater cosmology™. As different as “Unknown
Wilderness” “Specific Wilderness” “Process
Wilderness” and “Wilderness as ecosystem”are, they
all might be serving as a screen onto which people
project perceptions that get hold of them while
inside of wild looking areas, like being in a kind of
counter-world where every feature has its counter
image. Designing for such counter-worlds landscape
architects might be offering experiences and feelings
that urban dwellers are longing for.

We have evidence about natural colonisations
contributing to biodiversity of cities. However,
despite serious professional efforts to map wilderness

perception”’

, we have sparse knowledge about ideas
of nature and wilderness that might be colonising our
minds. We know little about how people relate to areas

3839 . .
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of natural and wild character
limited and the question stands how “constructing with

nature” might contribute to the providing of desirable
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landscapesm. Nothing, not even the splendour of a
spring wildflower explosion, can compensate for losses
people experience in environments disrupted by violent
conflict or disaster!"". During economic depressions,
people who live in once prosperous towns may hope
to maintain the fagade of nice neighbourhoods with
well-managed gardens and orderly parks. To residents
of “legacy cities”, scruffy vegetation exhibits not nature
but lack of care and derelict land symbolises decline,

2% At the same time,

even danger and risk of crime
unused areas are like commons that offer opportunities
for play and adventure, for observing natural processes
unfold. Wildlife and wild flora can add significantly
to the perceived attractiveness of local green areas
near home. Natural character can be very important
for broad segments of the population to enjoy urban
space and for people to experience well-being and
happiness (despite soil and water contaminants of
abandoned industty).

Modern writers, drawing on late-Romantic
models, are convinced that if we were to find any
wild places in our overcrowded world today we must
take ourselves to the remotest of lands™. Wilderness
travel operators do exactly that: colonising Antarctica,
the Himalaya, the Yukon, the Grand Canyon, etc. with
tourists. Do we really need to leave home and go on
extreme trips for wilderness encounters? We do not.
We are finding and experiencing “wildscapes” in our
urban neighbourhoods!" 2. We are only beginning
to understand them and our attitudes towards them

14240 As designers of landscapes, landscape

better
architects need to keep an eye on changes occurting
with our projects. Taking a closer look takes time. It is
time worth spending and writing the biographies of

our urban wilderness landscapes.
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