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To set a scene. Early morning, a street in London, busy with bus-
es and cars and people walking to work carrying shoulder bags, brief  
cases and backpacks, others with wheelie bags heading to the train sta-
tion. Amidst them, a well dressed woman stands next to an abandoned, 
rusting telephone booth and draws heavily on a cigarette. After taking 
another sip of  coffee from her paper cup she resumes an animated 
conversation. Her face gives shape to a dance of  expressions, one fol-
lowing on from another. She could be in a film, bringing to life the dra-
ma of  an emotional script. Instead, she is alone, a single, solitary figure 
standing in a London street. There is no one there beside her and she 
is holding a coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other – but no 
phone. Still, she must be only one half  of  the conversation. The other 
half  is somewhere at the end of  the mobile signal, the woman’s phone 
tucked away, out of  sight under her neat coat and scarf. The conversa-
tion continues and after she takes a last long drag from her cigarette 
and flicks it into the street, she walks off  to catch her bus.

Then, from behind a litter bin, you notice part of  a blanket twitch 
along the ground. You guess there is a person sitting on the pavement, 
with no other place to live, leaning against the back side of  the bin.  
People walking past stop and bend down, reaching to drop something.   
You guess again they are dropping coins into a hat or tin, prompted 
perhaps by compassion, guilt or that sense that it all too easily could be 
them, living a nomadic life in a settled city.

Presentation
Landscape as a form of  life

by Karl Kropf
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In ways that are both curious and familiar, the scene is an embodi-
ment of  a way of  life – or the ways of  life that make up a community.  
If  we start from an essential beginning – organisms interacting with 
their environment – we can allow our curiosity to uncover the assump-
tions and habits underpinning our familiarity and begin to get a richer, 
more direct understanding of  ourselves and the places we create. We 
can begin to see that the meaning we attribute to things arises within 
the form of  life that we lead. For the most part we are not conscious 
of  the structure of  that ‘form’.  We need to be bumped out of  our hab-
its and assumptions to see how they, in fact, constitute that form.  I was 
bumped out of  mine when observing the scene in London because I 
was thinking over the contents of  this book. In it, Nicola Scardigno 
has revealed a very different set of  habits that nevertheless form an 
intimate, long standing relationship between a people and their land-
scape – organisms in an environment.

Scardigno’s significant efforts help us to see the assumptions and 
habits – the forms of  life – that would make the vast, high plains, 
the tracks and enclosures, the yurts (ger), temple complexes and semi-
formal settlements of  Mongolia seem familiar. What are the habits and 
assumptions that make nomadic life feel normal? What does it mean 
within that form of  life to be or become sedentary or ‘settled’? What 
skills and experience have value? Working through the sections in the 
book we are brought closer to some kind of  answer to these questions.  
What also becomes clear is how well the case of  Mongolia illustrates 
‘landscape’ as the mutually modifying interaction between the envi-
ronment and ways of  life. A form of  life is an ‘interpretation’ of  the 
environment in which it emerges. Survival demands adapting to the 
characteristics of  the environment so that the adaptations – as habits 
of  life – become signs of  the characteristics around which the habits 
have been formed. Landscape, or as Carl Ortwin Sauer would have it, 
the morphology of  landscape, is an expression of  that relationship and 
interaction between organisms and their environment. Landscape is a 
form of  life. Scardigno helps us to read the Mongolian landscape and 
make sense of  it characteristics not just as isolated, foreign curiosities, 
but as elements in a complex of  habits developed over millennia in a 
particular place.

This is to prefigure one of  the principal conclusion of  the Scar-
digno’s book. «Contrary to what one might think, it is completely im-
possible to disentangle the exquisite ‘scenographic’ and predominantly 
natural characteristics of  the Mongolian landscape from its social, eco-
nomic and built characteristics».
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To get us to this point, Scardigno carefully and deliberately lays out 
a clear path from an exploration of  the concept of  landscape and its 
precursors through a rigorous method of  analysis, an astonishing and 
detailed set of  data and a synthesis investigating how they fit together.

The work draws on and extends a number of  rich seams of  think-
ing. Most directly, it builds on the Scuola muratoriana – in particular the 
works focussing on the concept of  territory by Saverio Muratori, Gi-
ancarlo Cataldi, Alessandro Giannini, Gianfranco Caniggia, Gian Luigi 
Maffei and Attilio Petruccioli. I think it is also fair to say Scardigno’s 
work lies within the broader filone or vein of  thinking that runs from 
Alexander von Humboldt and Alfred Russel Wallace through to Otto 
Schlüter, Carl O. Sauer and J. B. Jackson. On the one hand, the rich-
ness, depth and beauty of  the ‘data’ bring to mind Humboldt and Wal-
lace. The GIS mapping and detailed analyses of  temple complexes are 
superbly executed and should provide a foundation for extensive fur-
ther research and analysis. On the other hand, the synthesis of  the ma-
terial in terms of  process is firmly rooted in the Scuola muratoriana. The 
inextricability of  natural, social, economic and built elements begins to 
make sense when we see that they are woven together over time.  

This point is vividly illustrated by photographs and diagrams that 
show the range of  settlement types in Mongolia. What stands out so 
clearly is that the range of  cultural habits and their physical manifesta-
tion in buildings and artefacts are also inextricably woven together ‘in 
time’ – but not in a uniform flow. That is, contrary to what one might 
think, the yurt/ger persists as a type, even when people are otherwise 
settled in a single place. The habits of  daily life are built around and 
inform the configuration and details of  the ger so it remains an obvious 
and habitual way to build and live. This does not preclude, however, 
integrating more recently developed artefacts. One of  the most strik-
ing photographs in the book’s appendix is of  a ger standing at the foot 
of  a grazed hillside. Staked into the ground next to the ger on one side 
is a satellite dish, on the other a small photovoltaic cell and poking out 
from behind the ger is the back wheel of  a motor scooter.

In my view this highlights the fertility of  the book and points to 
another of  Scardigno’s concluding thoughts. The work should prompt 
us to,

«act in the awareness that the meaning of  landscape is now oriented towards a 
wider field of  scientific research where it is possible to experiment with practices in 
sustainable development, the results of  which must necessarily rely on a plurality of  
specific skills inherent in the components identified in the book: natural, economic, 
social and built».
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This would seem to embrace and take forward a view expressed by 
Muratori in his Civiltà e territorio,

«Territory is the basis and life of  civilization.... To know and understand the terri-
tory is to know and understand the people in their individuality and potential. Without 
the notion of  territory as an objective reality, science is not possible, nor psychology, 
philosophy nor life itself».

And life itself  implies a constant process of  adjustment, adaptation 
and learning. Our environment changes, not least because we ourselves 
change it and, in the same process, we change ourselves. We create 
things, adjust and adapt to them and in the process of  interacting with 
them, discover and learn new things that can change our habits and 
prompt us to formulate new ideas for new creations. That last step, 
the projection from idea to object – il progetto – or design, is central 
to Scardigno’s whole endeavour. A further point he emphasises is the 
importance of  understanding the landscape and its inextricably inter-
twined elements in order to improve the way we design. In this respect, 
looking at, describing and analysing the landscape is not enough.

«The purpose of  historical analysis of  the formation and transformation of  land-
scape is not simply to be able to preserve the original nature of  the place. Rather, the 
aim should be to identify positive generative practices within the process that provide 
useful indications to inform designs for the transformation of  the landscape with an 
awareness of  their consequences.  So, contrary to what one might think, the analysis is 
not aimed at the museumification of  the landscape, nor providing fodder for designs 
based on the a-critical plundering of  forms belonging to the past. Instead, the aim 
should be to uncover mutually beneficial relationships between the physical environ-
ment, humans and their settlements so that the wisdom embodied in those relation-
ships can be infused into the ongoing design of  the landscape itself».

The implications of  these points in or own lives brings me back to 
that scene in London with the woman standing in the street ‘having 
a conversation with herself ’ disconnected from the homeless person 
sitting by her feet. This book should motivate us to see not just exotic 
and foreign landscapes as worthy of  attention as examples of  the inex-
tricable intertwining of  natural, social, economic and built elements. It 
should prompt us to uncover our own habits and assumptions in order 
to make our home environment seem curious – so that we might chal-
lenge bad habits and find better ways to live.
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I would start explaining the reason for Landscape as ‘forma’ mentis. 
The Latin term forma mentis indicates an inborn condition of  man’s 
thought: a specific way to think and act, or even a habit of  a person or a 
community derived from a precise theme-pragmatic orientation. In the 
particular case of  this work, said orientation embodies man’s attitude 
to inhabit the natural environment, to transform it – re-thinking/re-
designing it – in line with specific spatial-temporal conditions. None-
theless, the idea of  ‘form’, in addition to allude to an inborn and ideal 
condition of  man’s thought, recalls a merely physical dimension gener-
ated by the logic interaction of  acting components that define – ‘in the 
making’ – its essence. In other words, an idea of  form is studied, which 
is not determined through an abstract process but through a search of  
laws that govern it and have the purpose to recognise what is stable and 
durable in what is contingent. This idea of  form as structure, form 
as transformation identity, form as evolving process is attributed 
to the landscape, object of  this essay, in the attempt to re-define the 
notion – of  landscape –, bringing it back to the original condition of  
man-nature relation: sort of  first derivative of  the interaction between 
‘the being’ (man) and ‘the entity’ (reality). In the effort to trace the 
cultural origins of  the issue, the attempt is to link the matter to a para-
digm of  thought linked to a dimension constituting man, his aware-
ness. Hence the need to consider the implications that each landscape 
embodies and consequent need to recognize its essence: by rationaliz-

Introduction
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ing its formative/transformative process through the elaboration of  a 
‘model’ that operates at the level of  scientific explanation and which is 
able to decrypt its meaning, by unifying its identity character to the ‘in 
the making’; and by systematizing its knowledge through the progres-
sive identification of  relations between components and scalar level of  
complexity concerning the landscape itself. In other words, an attempt 
is made to formulate a unifying cognitive-evaluation of  the concept of  
landscape by defining an analysis tool of  logic-classification type, aim-
ing at the phenomenological-synthetic reading of  all elements making 
up a landscape with the purpose to steer relative design choices with 
awareness. The application-experimental field of  the research is the 
territory of  Mongolia. A multi-faceted landscape, apparently scarcely 
anthropized, whose essence and balance are based on a silent and con-
stant interaction process between environmental, social-economic and 
settlement conditions based on the co-existence between permanent 
and non-permanent culture.

Since this research is conducted during a Ph.D. in architecture, the 
primary goal was therefore to test a form of  knowledge of  Mongolian 
landscapes to finalize to the ‘design act’. In this view, it is appropriate 
to specify the following: based on the author’s educational background 
and goals to pursue in the research, the following work, despite being 
based on historic-anthropological information, is not intended to be 
exhaustive in this respect. Rather, the historic-anthropological data was 
decrypted in a critical and conjectural manner, with the purpose to fit 
it within a project research aimed at identifying the so called ‘lines of  
strength’ of  reality, which are decisive and generalized in the behav-
iours, thus able to be translated as settlement principles typable at the 
various landscape scales. Furthermore, the analysis of  the anthropic 
component of  Mongolian landscapes mainly focused on examining 
those settlement forms sufficiently documented and and appreciable 
in a complete form – rather then in form of  ruins –, typo-morpho-
logically substantiated by the relationship established with the host en-
vironment and directly involved by current transformative scenarios 
concerning the landscape heritage of  Mongolia.

In this work – developed during a Ph.D. program entitled ‘Archi-
tecture: Innovation and Heritage’ within a consortium between the 
University of  Roma Tre and the Department of  Civil Engineering 
and Architecture of  the Polytechnic University of  Bari – I wish to ex-
press my sincere thanks to: Matteo Ieva for the competence, passion, 
care and seriousness according to which he followed the development 
of  this work; Karl Kropf  for the sincere interest shown in the re-
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search and motivation to continue the studies on landscape morphol-
ogy;  Eugenio di Sciascio and Loredana Ficarelli (respectively Rector 
and Pro-rector of  the Polytechnic University of  Bari) for giving me 
the opportunity to undertake the research on Mongolian landscapes; 
Baatar Ochirbat, President of  the Mongolian University of  Science 
and Technology, for the hospitality during the three research missions 
in Mongolia; Giuseppe Strappa for having accepted to publish the es-
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1. Brief  overview on theoretical positions concerning the 
landscape

 
In the attempt to shed light on a current theme as that of  the land-

scape, the unbounded custom of  literary references allowed to open 
the horizons of  this study to those scientific contributions that inevita-
bly substantiate – or at least should – the cognitive and design phase of  
the landscape. In addition to an analytical reflection on the anthropic 
component of  the landscape, the disciplinary spheres of  ecology, geo-
morphology, so called human geography and anthropology have been 
analysed in particular. This in order to support a precise belief: that 
the term landscape is expressing more and more a condition of  unicum 
– that is synthetic – combining human action and environment. Obvi-
ously this belief  is almost antithetical to those theoretical positions that 
in discerning the natural world from the anthropic one, seem to strictly 
attribute different meanings to terms like environment, territory and 
landscape. Terms that after all refer to a common idea: the place inhab-
ited by man and organized by him.

Rosario Assunto, Italian philosopher and theorist of  landscape aesthetics, attempts 
to specify the differences between the terms landscape, environment and territory. In 
fact, in a dated article entitled ‘Paesaggio, ambiente, territorio: un tentativo di precisazione concet-
tuale’, the author begins by: «...specifying the concept of  territory that assumes almost 
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exclusively a spatial meaning and more extensive-quantitative rather than intensive-
qualitative value. In fact, the term territory refers to a more or less vast land area that 
can be delimited according to geo-physical classifications (mountains, rivers), accord-
ing to language differences, according to political-administrative boundaries that may 
coincide with geo-physical and linguistic boundaries, or ignore them: in this case, these 
are historical-traditional boundaries or conventional boundaries – the latter almost 
always arbitrary: it is the instance of  territories called provinces... With regards to the 
concept of  environment, we shall say that it has two meanings: a biological meaning 
which refers to physical life conditions favoured or hindered by the configuration of  
certain locations (longitude, altitude, elevation above sea level, exposure, precipita-
tions, seasonal temperatures, geological conformation of  the soil and sub-soil, hydrog-
raphy) and a historical-cultural meaning... Therefore the environment is more than 
territory, as the environment is the territory that is biologically, historically and cultur-
ally classified. The territory lies in the environment, with the addition of  life,  history 
and culture: thus environment and territory are not, so-to-say, interchangeable terms: 
compared to the environment, the territory is raw matter while the environment is 
the territory as nature and man have organised it for purpose of  life... Lastly, Assunto 
defines the landscape «...as shape that the environment confers to the territory, as mat-
ter implemented by the latter – or better, to be more precise: landscape is the form in 
which the a priori synthetic unity is expressed (in the Kantian sense: non-unification of  
data perceived separately, but necessary unit conditioning their evocation in the con-
sciousness) of  matter (territory) and content-or-function (environment)»1.

Such selection of  theoretical contributions referring to various sub-
ject areas, allowed interpreting the meaning of  landscape with a sys-
temic approach. In other words, some critical evaluations were carried 
out in respect to the:

- disciplines of  ecology and geomorphology, which, despite 
being born from descriptive/romantic approaches of  natural enti-
ties (ecology) and analytical/descriptive approaches of  the soil form 
(geomorphology), began more or less in the ’70s to read natural and 
morphological information concerning the soil in relation to anthropic 
interventions. In other words: from a mainly naturalistic/botanical in-
terest, recent studies focused on the dual notion of  man-natural envi-
ronment2;

- disciplines concerning the building sphere, characterised by 
the co-presence of  technical (urban planning) approaches or those 
based on the assumption of  abstract settlement models (Ebenezer 
Howard) or based on perception (Kevin Lynch) or schematization  
(Aldo Rossi); on the other hand, those approaches of  structural nature 

1Assunto R., ‘Paesaggio, ambiente, territorio: un tentativo di precisazione concet-
tuale’, in Rassegna di urbanistica ed architettura, 1980, n. 47/48, pp. 49-51.

2The reference mainly concerns fairly recent and current studies on Human Ecol-
ogy.
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