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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Wilderness is a concept: it is an idea about the
qualities of a particular type of place and about the
relationship we have with that place-type.

What is the

meaning of the wilderness concept in the American context,
and what values are attached to it?
questions underlying this thesis.

These are the broad
The more specific question

is "what do the landscapes of two particular wilderness
areas, Desolation-Tahoe and Yosemite-Tuolumne, reveal about
wilderness meaning and values?"
The attention given to American wilderness makes clear
that importance, and therefore cultural value, is attached to
it.

Wilderness is important enough to label, to preserve, to

use, to visit, to write about, and to fight over.

In an

effort to further uncover our relationship with these places,
I have studied the landscapes of two California wilderness
areas as concrete expressions of the American wilderness
concept.

What I found there, when viewed through the lenses

of conceptual and theoretical materials, points to a
connection between wilderness, chaos, and order.
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American culture has alleviated the perceived chaos of
its wilderness by introducing order into wilderness
landscapes.

This thesis is based on landscape observations

in the two study areas.

These observations are interpreted

with the help of theoretical work on wilderness, sense of
place, and landscape.

My primary theoretical tool is the

landscape typology developed in urban areas by Lynch (1960),
which I applied to the wilderness situation.

In addition, my

review of the wilderness concept and American relationships
with it provides a cultural context for the study.
I selected two study areas for this thesis: one in the
wilderness of Yosemite National Park and the other in
Desolation Wilderness.

The Yosemite study area is the

designated wilderness around Tuolumne Meadows.

The second

study area is that part of Desolation Wilderness within the
Lake Tahoe Basin.

I shall refer to these study areas as

Yosemite-Tuolumne and Desolation-Tahoe, respectively.

Both

are relatively accessible, high-use areas in California's
Sierra Nevada range, about 80 miles apart.

I chose them for

their accessibility and popularity because it seemed probable
that these factors would enhance, or even exaggerate, the
evidence of wilderness/culture interaction.

Wilderness areas

that are more remote and less used have fewer signs of human
visitation and a smaller sample of people interacting with
them.

I chose wilderness areas administered by two different

government agencies, Yosemite-Tuolumne by the National Park
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Service (NPS) and

Desolation-Tahoe by the United States

Forest Service (USFS), to reduce the effect of administration
styles as a variable.

Limiting my study to two areas enabled

me to look deeper into issues of place character than I could
have with a larger sample.

The study is not intended to be

representative of all wilderness areas, but is rather an
inquiry into the character of two places called wilderness.

APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY

The core of my thesis is landscape interpretation in
the two wilderness study areas, using a methodology of
unstructured participant observation.

In addition, I have

collected supporting conceptual material on wilderness,
landscape, and place. This background material involved
archival research, using both primary and secondary sources,
followed by interpretive reflection to connect these
supporting concepts with the landscape study.

The following

is an explanation of the underlying research philosophy and
the methodology of unstructured participant observation as I
used it.

Research Philosophy

Methodology is necessarily founded upon a research
philosophy encompassing beliefs about knowledge and
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existence--what can be studied and what can be known
(Johnston 1983).

The nature of the ideas explored in this

thesis both indicate and influence the underlying research
philosophy.

Sense of place in wilderness settings and the

understanding of wilderness landscape meaning are intangible
issues central to this thesis.

This subject matter is

largely subjective and experiential rather than objective and
scientific.

In studying it, I therefore found myself outside

the bounds of the philosophy of positivism.

According to

positivism, valid knowledge of the world may be gained only
by sensory observation of objective reality, subject to
verification by repetition (Haggett 1983; Goodchild 1992) .
From this premise follows the conclusion that any knowledge
gained by means other than the scientific method is
irrelevant and meaningless (Johnston 1983) .
Humanistic philosophy, on the other hand, addresses
"people's relations with nature, their geographical behavior
as well as their feelings and ideas in regard to space and
place,"

(Tuan 1976).

This allows for (or insists upon) the

study of more subjective aspects of the world around us than
does positivism.

At its extreme, humanistic philosophy

denies the existence of any objective reality beyond human
experience (Norton 1989) .
The philosophical underpinnings of this thesis are
humanistic.

I am concerned here with the human experience of

wilderness and with understandings, meanings, and values
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related to it (Norton 1989).

Positivism, although valid in

appropriate contexts, is insufficient for this subject
matter.

I have adopted ideas from the philosophy of

humanism, but I have been unwilling to make the leap to
denial of objective reality and complete rejection of
positivism.

On the other hand, I do not accept the

restriction of meaningful knowledge to that gained by
positivist methods.

Positivism is a useful, though limited,

paradigm that is complemented by humanism to allow a richer
understanding of the world than anyone philosophy can
provide (Kennedy et al 1988).

Unstructured Participant Observation

Built upon this humanistic philosophical base, I used
a method of unstructured participant observation.

In

participant observation, the researcher plays a dual role of
participant and observer.

The field work involves actively

stepping into the situation to be studied, and the researcher
is included as an object of study through introspection
(Evans 1988; Whyte 1977).

In studying wilderness landscapes

in the study areas, I participated in the common wilderness
recreation activity of hiking.

In doing so, I was able not

only to observe the objective phenomena (trails, signs,
etc.), but also to see the behavior and reactions of myself
and other hikers and to consider this experience in the
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context of American culture.

I observed as an insider, with

the advantages of inside experience.

I used the method of

participant observation in a somewhat atypical manner,
however, in focusing primarily on the landscape rather than
on social behaviors and structures (Evans 1988i Whyte 1977).
Another aspect of my observational research method was
that it was unstructured.

Unstructured observation, or

"situation-defined research," involves less prior structuring
of research questions than would a more experimental approach
(Whyte, 1977).

I went into the wilderness to look for what

its cultural landscape could reveal about its meaning,
without a preformed hypothesis to test.

My observation was

structured only so far as focusing on cultural aspects of the
landscape, considering the general question of ·wilderness
meaning, and selection of areas observed.

The field research

was unstructured in that I did not apply a hypothesis,
specific questions, or an explicit theoretical framework.
This unstructured approach to landscape observation required
later interpretation of the gathered data and the application
of relevant theory.
After completion of my observations in the study
areas, I began to search for a theoretical framework to
direct my interpretations and reflections.

A number of works

were helpful, but I found that the urban landscape typology
in Lynch's (l960) Image of the City fit remarkably well with
my wilderness observations.

Lynch's portrayal of landscape

order in cities seemed to be echoed not only in the
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wilderness areas I was studying but also in the history of
the relationship between American culture and its wilderness.
I therefore decided to use LYnch's landscape typology as the
central theoretical element of the thesis.

American

understandings of wilderness serve as one part of the
background for this landscape interpretation.

Filling out

the framework are the concepts of space and place, including
sense of place and toponomy (the naming of places) .
There are many approaches I could have chosen in
seeking understanding of wilderness meaning through cultural
landscapes in wilderness.

Some which I did not choose are

historical, design-oriented, cognitive, and behavioral.

I

did not, therefore, focus on how the landscape came to be as
it is, what intentions motivated those who built trails etc.,
the mental processes at work in wilderness visitors, or
patterns of action and reaction in the wilderness.

I chose,

instead, to look at the landscape itself, as it is
encountered by a day-hiker.

Through participant observation,

I studied the encountered landscape as a set of cues to place
meaning, and then focused my conclusion on one theme: order
and chaos.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Most wilderness research has focused on its history,
conservation, use, and management.

The history of the idea

of wilderness has been chronicled by Klein (1975), Jeans
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(1983), Stankey (1989), and Oelschlager (1991).

Each of

these writers were influenced by Nash (1982), whose seminal
work on the history of concepts, attitudes, philosophy, and
conservation of American wilderness first appeared in 1967.
Other significant historical works deal with the more general
topic of nature (e.g. Huth 1957, Glacken 1967) or more
specific aspects of early American encounters with wilderness
(Carroll 1969, Canup 1990) .
Works on wilderness conservation have most often been
arguments for particular actions that, in the view of the
authors, should be taken in regard to wilderness.

Zahniser

(1955), Errington (1963), Douglas (1968), and many others
have called for preservation of wild areas, based on
arguments of ethical responsibility or human need.
have questioned such preservation, however.

Others

Julber (1972), a

former preservationist, advocated opening up protected
wilderness areas for the benefit of the many, following the
development model of the Alps.

Stege and Beyea (1986)

present the common criticism of wilderness preservation for
"locking up" valuable natural resources.

Birch (1990)

questioned the wisdom of designating protected wilderness
areas, not on the grounds of alternative uses but because of
the ethical problem of attempting to place wildness under the
domain of public law.

The majority of writings on wilderness

conservation, however, is by advocates of preservation.
Waterman and Waterman (1993) argue that we must go beyond the
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protection of wilderness areas to preserve the wildness of
those areas.

Closely related to wilderness advocacy are

expositions of human need for wilderness (e.g. Henberg 1984,
Manning 1989, Vale 1986).

Frome (1974) provides an overview

of battles over wilderness conservation.
Another subject of wilderness research has been the
characterization of its use and users.

A number of studies

have been done to determine how wilderness is used, and by
whom.

Hendon (1991) found that wilderness users are

predominantly white, middle to upper-middle income, suburban,
and professional or clerical.

Lowenthal (1968) contrasted

use by the "dedicated outdoorsman" to that of the general
public. Merriam and Ammons (1968) studied three types of
users in three Montana wilderness areas: roadside users, dayhiker, and near-elite wilderness users.

Lucas (1980)

analyzed use types, visitor characteristics, and visitor
attitudes in Desolation Wilderness and eight areas in the
Rocky Mountains.

Brockman and Merriam (1979) provided an

overview of recreation, land use, behavior, and other
wilderness issues.

Schechter and Lucas (1978) developed a

model of wilderness recreation use as a tool for managers.
Ragan (1990) illustrated a theme common to studies on
wilderness use: ongoing tension between preservation and
recreational development, and Sax (1980) argued that
wilderness recreation should be restricted to "contemplative"
rather than "consumptive" activities.
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AS those who make practical decisions struggle to
resolve issues such as conflicting interests, environmental
impact and limited resources, much has been written and
discussed on topics of wilderness management.

The textbook

by Hendee et al (1978) is a well-known work on the subject.
Frome (1985) edited a volume covering legislative aspects,
resource conflicts, development, and other issues.

Kulhavy

and Conner (1986) assembled the proceedings of a symposium on
the challenges of managing wilderness in the face of
conflicting human desires and demands alongside the legal
mandate to protect the wilderness.
the

This conflict is perhaps

most significant and difficult issue facing wilderness

managers.

Lucas (1964) found significant variations in

wilderness perception between canoers and motorboaters in
Minnesota's Boundary Waters Canoe Area wilderness.

Schomaker

and Glassford (1982) recommended shifting some wilderness
recreation to less restricted "backcountry" areas in order to
relieve pressure on wilderness areas.

Kennedy (1985) found

differences in managers' perception of wilderness which were
related to agency affiliation (the National Park Service or
the u.S. Forest Service).

Arnett (1984) reviewed managers'

responses to the challenges of wilderness management in the
twenty years following the passage of the Wilderness Act of
1964.
wilderness has been the subject of numerous
conferences and symposiums.

The Sierra Club sponsored a
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number of wilderness conferences which focused predominantly
on the value of wilderness to humans (e.g. Brower 1960,
1961).
the

The 1985 National Wilderness Conference, sponsored by

u.s.

Forest Service, reviewed the state of wilderness

research on the topics of resources, users and use, visitor
attitudes and behavior, benefits, and management (Lucas
1985).

A 1986 symposium focused solely on management

challenges, as mentioned above (Kulhavy and Conner 1986).

A

1987 colloquium sponsored by the National Outdoor Leadership
School (NOLS) addressed the possibility of identifying and
monitoring usignificant wilderness qualities u (Cole and Lucas
1987) .
Wilderness research since the Wilderness Act of 1964
has been both varied and prolific, with emphases on
wilderness as a concept, as a valuable resource, as a
recreational opportunity, and as a managerial challenge.
Work on human experiences of wilderness has been dominated by
history, conservation, and resolution of management issues.
Although many have asked how it has been or how it should be,
few have addressed wilderness as it is to those who encounter
it today.

Contemporary sense of place in wilderness has

rarely been touched upon.

Statements of human need for

wilderness relate to sense of place, but are usually too
abstract and general to help with the understanding of
specific places.

Lucas (1964) does address sense of place,

comparing the understanding of one wilderness from three
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different viewpoints.

Waterman and Waterman (1993) consider

one central quality of wilderness--wildness--both in general
and in specific places.
sacred space.

Graber (1976) explored wilderness as

These works dealing with sense of wilderness

place stand out among the more common writings on history,
conservation, and management.
This thesis combines concepts of wilderness, landscape
and place in the context of humanistic geography.

Humanistic

geography is a suitable framework in which to discuss the
experience of wilderness because it tends to emphasize
subjective meaning, often on the scale of the individual
rather than on larger scales (Bird 1989).

For example,

Buttimer (1980, 1983) has studied personal geographies and
home, and Seamon (1979, 1980) studied the relationship of the
human body to the world around it.
While many studies of landscape concentrate on history
or social function (JacksoIl 1979, 1980, 1984, Lowenthal 1979,
Duncan and Duncan 1984), several also connect landscape with
place meaning (Lynch 1960, Appleton 1975, Relph 1976, 1984,
Norberg-Schulz 1979, Jakle 1987, Hiss 1990).

In this thesis,

my approach is most similar to Norberg-Schulz's

(1979)

interpretation of sense of place, Jakle's (1987) attention to
the effects of landscape elements on sense of place, and
Hiss'

(1990) study of landscape in specific places.

What

differs is my focus on place meaning as expressed in specific
landScapes of one place type: wilderness.

My emphasis on

landscape as an expression of place meaning strays from the
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behavioral focus more typical in wilderness research.

ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS

The chapters of this thesis do not constitute a linear
progression.

They instead cover interrelated and

interconnected topics in an attempt to convey the experience
of two places called wilderness.

This introductory chapter

is followed by four chapters and the bibliography.

Chapter

two is an examination of the concept of wilderness, including
the meaning of the term, its relation to nature and culture,
a brief historical review of the meaning of wilderness in
American society, and an explanation of how I relate
wilderness and chaos.

Chapter three contains an examination

of concepts used in the study--space, place, and landscape-and how these relate to wilderness.

In chapter four I review

Lynch's urban landscape typology and how I applied it to
wilderness.

Chapter five covers the findings of my fieldwork

and the application of Lynch's typology to the study areas.
Chapter six contains conclusions and final remarks.
conclusion is followed by bibliographic references.

The
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Wilderness is a valued landscape and a cultural
artifact.

In exploring its meaning I hope to better

understand not only specific wilderness places but also the
culture that formed it and values it.

This is a part of the

geographical tradition of the human-land relationship (James
and Martin, 1981).

Wilderness, as a valued landscape, is

also a land use choice.

We need to be aware of the choices

we are making, and also to be aware of what we have made of
these places as we make or remake the landscape and try to
make sense of what we call wilderness.

CHAPTER 2
AMERICAN WILDERNESS: CONCEPT and HISTORY

The duality of culture and nature have long been a
critical part of the way Western civilization has understood
the world around it (Glacken 1967).

One aspect of this

duality that holds particular importance to American culture
and history is the concept of wilderness.

As I

stated in the

previous chapter, an underlying goal of my study is to gain a
better understanding of the wilderness concept in the
American context.

The first step in this pursuit is to

address the questions "what is wilderness?" and "how have
Americans understood it through time?"

These questions are

the subject of this chapter, as prelude and context for study
of expressions of the wilderness concept in wilderness
landscapes.

THE WILDERNESS CONCEPT

Meaning

It is generally agreed, in both common usage and
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contemporary dictionaries, that wilderness is nature in
a state undisturbed by human beings.

It "conjures a

vision of remote and dense forest: the home of wild
animals .... the remaining domains of unspoiled nature"
(Klein 1975, 37).

The definition of wilderness lies not

so much in what it is as in what it is not.

It is a

place without human habitation or human modification.
It is the antithesis of humanized landscapes and urban
environments: not tamed, familiar, or comfortable, but
rather, wild.
These are, however, imprecise generalities.

Because

wilderness has to do with "undisturbed," "unspoiled," or
"wild" qualities ("ness") of a place rather than with any
concrete measurable characteristics, the definition is messy.
Qualities are open to interpretation.

Nash calls wilderness

a "noun [that] acts like an adjective" because it designates
a quality rather than a specific material object (Nash 1982,
1).

Frome (1974) illustrates this resistance to definition

by comparing wilderness to a football field and a golf
course.

A football field is identifiable by its clearly

defined dimensions.

A golf course, though variable in shape

and size, is defined by a specific and consistent goal or
purpose.

"Wilderness is controlled by no such rules or

evident objectives .... it becomes worthy of description as
wilderness because of its character, not because of any
particular purpose it serves"

(Frome 1974, 11).

17

According to the etymology of the term "wilderness,"
"wild"

comes from Teutonic and Norse roots conveying

confusion and disorder (Nash 1982).

The element of confusion

is seen in the related word "bewilder".

"Deor," from Old

English, meant animal, and "ness" refers to a quality.

These

came together to form "wilderness," a place of wild beasts,
where the controls and order of civilization are absent (Nash
1982).

CUrrent use of the word focuses on the absence of

human habitation and human agency: the presence of wild
animals is implied.
If wilderness depends on the lack of human influence
and change, it may be argued that none exists anywhere on
earth.

This problem may be resolved by considering

wilderness not as the ideal, but as a range of conditions
approaching that ideal.

If conceptualized as part of a scale

reflecting human influence on nature, wilderness would be the
range closest to the pole of untouched nature (Brooks 1964;
Klein 1975; Nash 1982).

This perspective on wilderness

allows for an unspecified degree of human influence and
permits variation among perceptions of what is wilderness.
This view of wilderness, because it offers more than a
simplistic dichotomy of nature and civilization, is helpful
in attempts to understand the complex relationship between
humans and our environment.

The culture/nature distinction,

however, remains fundamental to the wilderness concept.
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Wilderness As A Cultural Construct

Without civilization to stand in contrast to nature,
there can be no wilderness.

Nature before human dominance

lacked the impact of civilization, but in that case it may
not be termed "wilderness" because there was no opposing
position from which to recognize it as wild (Stankey 1989) .
Collective perceptions of contrast are the basis of the
wilderness concept.

When someone perceives a place as wild

and comes to an agreement with others to call it wilderness,
then it is so.

Like other terms for qualities ("good" or

"stylish," for example), "wilderness" is defined by the
creation of a meaning for the word rather than by merely
labeling or matching word to object.
Since the wilderness concept depends on civilization,
wilderness shares its history with the birth of civilization.
The beginnings of civilization are often traced back to the
advent of plant and animal domestication.

Both Nash (1982)

and Oelschlager (1991) point to the shift from hunting and
gathering to herding and agriculture as the turning point in
human interactions with nature.

At that time the basis of

livelihood changed from dependence on natural processes to
manipulation of nature.

In addition, walls around cities--

and fences around animals and fields--brought further
distinction between what was under human control and what was
not.

The idea "wild" arose in order to express this
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separation.

"For the first time humans saw themselves as

distinct from the rest of nature ... , Civilization created
wilderness II

(Nash 1982, xiii).

Wilderness as a cultural construct is also
demonstrated by varying attitudes toward wilderness in
different societies.

Some cultures have no such concept:

either they have not made a distinction between humans and
nature, or they live in an entirely humanized landscape.
Hunting and gathering societies, with no concept of
controlled and uncontrolled nature, have neither the idea of,
nor a word for, wilderness (Nash 1982, 1978).

The Danish,

living in a modified landscape, also have no word for
wilderness.

The English have wilderness in their vocabulary

yet have no wilderness preservation movement due to the lack
of wilderness to provide the option (Nash 1978).

In the

United States, considered by European settlers to be all
wilderness a scant few hundred years ago, there is a
particularly strong sense of wild nature.

AMERICAN WILDERNESS CONCEPTS: A BRIEF HISTORY

The American version of the wilderness concept has
grown out of a melange of preconceptions, experiences,
struggles, philosophies, fears, and loves.

Wilderness has

been a persistent issue for Americans for over four hundred
years.

The following is a brief review of some of the ways
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Americans have viewed their wilderness through history.

Seventeenth Century: Colonization

Before early American colonists ever set foot on the
soil of their new continent, they had already developed an
conception of American wilderness based on European culture
and religious beliefs.

Wilderness was viewed as a refuge

from the evils of European society, analogous to Biblical
wilderness (Bradford ca 1650; Carroll 1969).

Simultaneously,

American wilderness was considered a domain or stronghold of
evil, a belief related both to Christianity and to the "Old
Religion" of Europe (Miller 1956; Nash 1982; Stilgoe 1982).
As a place for building an ideal community, as a refuge from
a less than ideal society, or as an opportunity to spread and
flourish, American wilderness was seen as a setting.

It was

an emptiness waiting to be filled with whatever the
immigrants envisioned, in place of the evil already in
residence (Carter 1989) .
When the early colonists arrived in the New World,
they had achieved their refuge and gained their opportunity.
The reality of the wilderness they faced, however, was
dangerous and frightening (Bradford, ca 1650).

Wild animals,

Indians, and the corrupting influence of savage nature were
prevalent sources of fear (Higginson 1630; Bradford ca 1650;
Carroll 1969).

It was supposed that wildness could cause

European immigrants to revert to a savage state (Stankey
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1989; Nash 1982; Canup 1990).

These fears led to a desire to

protect their fragile colonial society either by isolating it
from the surrounding wilderness or by transforming the land
into a less dangerous form (Canup 1990) .
As an increasing number of colonists hungered for
land, isolation from wild nature became impossible; thus its
transformation became the dominant goal (Carroll 1969;
Stilgoe 1982).

In place of chaotic wilderness, the colonists

wanted to create an ordered, garden-like landscape (Mather
1702; Nash 1982; Stankey 1989).

Still a threat, a setting,

and an opportunity, wilderness also became a problem for
colonial Americans to solve.

Eighteenth Century: Scientific Revolution

In the 18th century, the meaning of wilderness was
influenced by the Scientific Revolution.

Spurred by the

ideas of philosophers such as Descartes, Newton, and Hobbes,
this revolution produced a significant shift in the way the
world was understood and studied (Moore and Bruder 1990) .
Westfall (1992) delineates four ways that the understanding
of nature was changed: it was quantified, mechanized,
secularized, and perceived as alien to human experience.
This meant that nature, and wilderness, was viewed in a more
detached manner than before.

It was to be measured, studied,

and appreciated as an object of scientific study (Bartram
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1791; Oelschlager 1991).

The view of wilderness as setting

not only continued but was intensified as social goals
changed and wilderness became an impediment to growth and
progress (Huth 1957).

Society "hoped to transform a base and

worthless wilderness into industrialized democratic
civilization"--a sort of modern alchemy (Oelschlager 1991,
68).

As the American colonies expanded and gained

independence, nature and wilderness were seen both as setting
and as a force imposing limitations on society (Glacken,
1967) .

Nineteenth Century: Romanticism And Conservationism

The 19th century saw new ideas about wilderness
developing alongside those of earlier times.

The

philosophical movements of Romanticism and Transcendentalism,
and later the beginnings of nature conservation, introduced
new ideas and attitudes about wilderness.

Romanticism

emphasized nature, emotion, wildness, individuality, and
ideas such as "picturesque" and "sublime"

(Huth 1957) .

Sublimity mixed beauty with awe, fear, disorder, and darkness
in nature.

The picturesque attached aesthetic pleasure to

coarseness and irregularity in nature (Nash 1982) .
Appreciation of nature became popular, and wilderness scenes
were frequently portrayed by writers, travellers, and artists
(Huth 1957).

"It was not that wilderness was any less
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solitary, mysterious, and chaotic, but rather in the new
intellectual context these qualities were coveted"
1982, 44).

(Nash

Transcendentalists, exemplified by Thoreau,

sought higher truth through uncontaminated nature (Thoreau
1854; Stankey 1989) .
As appreciation for wilderness grew and areas of
wilderness diminished, a movement arose that promoted
conservation of wild lands (Ruth 1957).

Yellowstone was set

aside as the first National Park in 1872, a conservation
landmark (Nash 1982).

Eventually the conservation movement

divided into two opposing schools.

The conservationist

school, represented by forester Gifford Pinchot, promoted
"the foresighted utilization, preservation, and/or renewal of
forests, waters, lands, and minerals for the greatest good of
the greatest number for the longest time"
Ruth 1957).

(Pinchot 1947, 255;

The preservationist school, represented by John

Muir, advocated the protection of wilderness for its inherent
value apart from human use (Muir 1912; Nash 1982; Carter
1989).

These two positions are based on different

understandings of wilderness, and in some ways they echo the
views of the Scientific Revolution and Romanticism,
respectively.

Twentieth Century: Value Of Wilderness

In time, however, aspects of the scientific and
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romantic viewpoints were combined in the perspectives of
ecology and environmental ethics.

Aldo Leopold, a forester

and conservationist, was instrumental in bringing about
awareness of the interdependence of living things, with the
inclusion of humanity as a member of the ecological community
(Nash 1982).

Leopold also explored aesthetic aspects of

wilderness, the ethical responsibilities implicit in
ecological awareness, and the scientific value of wilderness
as a model for nature as it should properly function (e.g.
Leopold 1949).

The combined issues of ecological

interdependence, aesthetic and scientific value, and ethical
responsibility have continued to be important aspects of the
wilderness concept in 20th century America since Leopold's
writings (Oelschlager 1991) .
Since the value of wilderness conservation was
established in the first part of this century, discussions
and arguments about American wilderness have revolved around
questions of how and why it should be conserved and used.
Many have put forth justifications for wilderness
preservation or conservation based on various benefits
wilderness is thought to bestow on people.

It has been

argued that wilderness is beneficial to mental health because
it offers solitude, recreation, and pleasing aesthetics
(Oelschlager 1991).

It is purported to be good for the

spirit as well as the mind, providing a perspective that
reaches beyond the dominant power of our technology and shows
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us that we are a part of the interdependent biological
community (Zahniser 1955, Olson 1961, Brooks 1964).

Luten

argued that wilderness gives us a needed frame of reference
outside ourselves and meets the need for the mysterious (Vale
1986).

Tuan (1986) found value in the strangeness of

wilderness, and Henberg (1984) suggested that it provides an
opportunity to playfully participate in the history and
culture of America's westward expansion.

Preservation of

wilderness has been justified for the sake of science, either
as a natural laboratory or as a storehouse 6f biologic
diversity and ecological processes (Brower 1960).

These many

ideas about wilderness have in common a belief that what we
do with wilderness should be based on its value and
usefulness to us.

There are some perspectives that reject

this focus on value to humanity, such as biocentrism.
According to biocentrism, natural processes should be given
priority even if this necessitates sacrifices by humanity
(Hendee et al 1978; Oelschlager 1991).

Philosophies that

emphasize value apart from humanity are, however, in the
minority, and it is usefulness to humans that prevails in
contemporary wilderness perception and policy.

The Wilderness Act of 1964

For the last thirty years, Americans' relationship
with wilderness has been clarified and delineated due the to
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passage of the Wilderness Act of 1964.

This act established

the National Wilderness Preservation System, a collection of
designated wilderness areas on federal land managed by
various federal agencies, and provided guidelines for the
management of these areas.

Federally designated wilderness

areas are to be characterized by natural processes and a low
profile of humanity's impact (Hendee et al 1978).

Buildings,

roads, and motorized vehicles are generally prohibited.

The

Wilderness Act provides for the preservation and management
of wild areas for their use and enjoyment by the public,
codifying the philosophy of usefulness in wilderness.

The

National Wilderness Preservation Systems contains over 90
million acres of protected wilderness, predominantly in the
western states and Alaska (Wilderness Society 1989).

The use

of the term "wilderness" in the United States has become
nearly sYnonymous with wilderness areas so designated under
the Wilderness Act of 1964.

Four Centuries of American Wilderness

In summary, American wilderness was first both a
refuge and a threat.

It was considered a place to be

transformed into something better.

The Scientific Revolution

brought detachment and objectivity to our view of wilderness,
whereas Romanticists began to appreciate wilderness for its
wildness and chaos.

Ecology brought up new issues of

interdependence and ethics.

As appreciation for wilderness
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and its attributes grew, conservation and preservation became
important wilderness issues, leading to the Wilderness Act of
1964

Finally, the usefulness of wilderness as a resource to

humans dominates discussions of wilderness and the decisions
regarding its future.

WILDERNESS AS CHAOS

A common theme regarding the wilderness concept in

America is that untouched wilderness is chaotic.

While the

idea of wilderness as chaos may seem foreign to us in late
20th century America (it may be more dangerous and confusing
to travel downtown), the chaotic is an essential aspect of
conceptual wilderness in denotation, connotation, and
history.

The wild of wilderness is the same as in

"bewildered," carrying the idea of being lost and confused.
The quality of wilderness as apart from civilization, rather
than in contrast to urban development, is key.

Wilderness

exists "where the civilization that normally orders and
controls life is absent"

(Nash 1982, 2).

Civilization is

seen as orderly, and wilderness is the opposite: disorderly
and chaotic.
The chaotic quality attributed to wilderness in
America dates from the earliest colonial experiences and
roots of European thought.
the wild,

Religious beliefs about evils in

fear of dangers and unknowns, and the contrast
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between ordered European landscapes and unfamiliar American
forests contributed to the perception of chaos in American
wilderness.

Stilgoe (1982, 11) describes the European

understanding of wilderness as lithe spatial correlative of
unreason, or madness, of ... unhuman anarchy.

II

With the approach of the 19th century, this
perspective on American wilderness was joined by a more
appreciative philosophy, Romanticism.

Although romantic

perceptions of wilderness were in sharp contrast to the
antipathy of colonial and frontier attitudes, this was not a
shift away from wilderness as chaos, but rather a desire to
embrace it for its chaotic qualities.

Wilderness was

sublime, to be enjoyed for its rough, strange, disordered
wildness (Nash, 1982).

The understanding of wilderness as

chaos was a common point between the contrasting paradigms of
colonial aversion and Romantic admiration.
The threat of becoming lost is a pragmatic aspect of
wilderness chaos.

As explained above, becoming lost, along

with being confused, is a part of the meaning carried by the
term "wild"

(Nash 1982).

In our urban environments, we are

aided by maps, street signs, numbering systems, and familiar
orderly spatial pattern, so that becoming entirely lost is
rare.

LYnch (1960, 4) describes the importance of

orientation and lostness:
Let the mishap of disorientation once occur, and the
sense of anxiety and even terror that accompanies it
reveals to us how closely it is linked to our sense of
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balance and well-being. The very word IIlost ll in our
language means much more than simple geographical
uncertainty; it carries overtones of utter disaster.
Although we may carry maps, the landscape of unaltered
wilderness does not hold the familiar tools of orientation
found in cities.

Garling et al (1986) found that variables

important to spatial orientation include familiarity and
complexity of spatial layout.

Wilderness areas have a high

probability of unfamiliarity, spatial complexity, and a
resulting potential for lostness.

This potential, apart from

actual experiences of lostness, adds to the chaotic quality
of wilderness.
Another point of contrast between landscape chaos and
order is intentionality.

By this I mean not design but

rather directive functional meaning in landscape.

Standing

on a city sidewalk, for example, one is surrounded by
purposeful objects that seem to demand or expect purposeful
action: walk on that sidewalk, eat here, buy this, wait there
for a bus.

In wilderness, however, there is a richness of

sensory input without the many demands and expectations of
functional meaning.

What is the purpose of a tree?

What am

I supposed to do with it, or with a field of wildflowers?
Raw wilderness is full of opportunities to respond or react,
but it lacks a strong sense of directive purpose.
It is in cultural landscapes that we find
intentionality in strength, whether on the Las Vegas strip or
in humanized landscapes of wilderness.

It may seem that I am

stretching the meaning of the term IIchaos,lI since given a
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choice between the Las Vegas strip and some forest far from
human enterprise we would likely consider Las Vegas to be the
more chaotic.

Chaos, like wilderness, is defined largely in

negative terms, by what it is not.

Lack of order and

emptiness of human meaning create confusion: chaos.

Las

Vegas may provide an overabundance of meaning and
expectations, to some, but it is not chaotic in this sense.
Untouched wilderness is, among other things, chaos; it is
unfamiliarity, disorder, confusion, purposelessness, and
lostness.

In short, it is inhuman.

WILDERNESS

The questions posed at the beginning of this chapter
turn out blending together into one.

Because wilderness is a

term describing a quality, agreed on by some group, the
question "what is wilderness?" must be combined with "to
whom?"

In this case, it is the wilderness concept of a

generalized American culture that I am trying to unravel.
Although there are many variations, even disagreements, about
the meaning of wilderness, some general patterns do emerge.
The beginning point of wilderness, as an idea, is a
distinction between nature and culture.

This is a way of

conceptualizing and categorizing the world around us.
form the distinction takes can vary, however.

The

The changing

form of the civilization/wilderness delineation has been one
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of the most significant defining aspects of the American
wilderness concept.

We began with an external wilderness,

surrounding a small, fragile civilization.

This relationship

has been completely reversed, so that now we have an internal
wilderness, surrounded by a strong, dominant civilization.
In the process of this change, there has been a power shift,
so that the wilderness that once threatened is itself put in
danger (Marsh 1885).

This shift has led to the struggle

among advocates of utilization, conservation, and
preservation.
As civilization turned the tables and began to
threaten wilderness,

a new type of threat to civilization

from wilderness was perceived.

The new threat was that

protection of wilderness might impede progress, since such
preservation would take wild areas out of the exploitable
resource pool.

Protection of wilderness has costs: loss of

opportunity to use the land in other ways, unavailability of
some natural resources in that area (minerals or lumber, for
example), and limited accessibility (Julber 1972; Ragan 1990;
Rauber 1992; Tannenbaum 1993; Tucker 1982).

Struggles

between the philosophies of use, conservation, and
preservation demonstrate the importance of usefulness in
contemporary understandings of American Wilderness.
Wilderness is about certain qualities attached to
places.

It is through the character of these places that

they are connected to the wilderness concept.

This review of
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American wilderness concepts in general is a prelude to the
study of wilderness character in specific contexts of
landscapes of places called "wilderness."

The discussion of

wilderness character is found in chapters four and five, but
first it is necessary to review the concepts of space, place,
and landscape as additional background to that discussion.

CHAPTER 3
SPACE, PLACE, AND LANDSCAPE

The concepts of space, place, and landscape are
critical to an understanding of the relationship between
wilderness and American culture.

This chapter provides a

brief review of these three concepts.

Place, specific and

meaningful, exists in the context of abstract space.
Landscape, more tangible than the other two, is an aspect of
wilderness that can be seen and studied in hope of a deeper
understanding of space and place in that context.

SPACE

Common popular uses of the word "space" are as outer
space--the realm of stars, planets, and spaceships--and as
geometric space or spaciousness.

In geography, however, the

term is used in a more specific sense:
Traditionally, space has been described as boundless,
extending in all directions, and of indefinite
divisibility .... The kind of space that geographers are
concerned about is earth space. Earth space is
boundless, but it does not extend in all directions.
Rather it is spherical in shape and is closed (James and
Martin 1981, 37l).
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In this sense earth space and what is done in and with it is
the subject of geography itself.

Haggett (1983, 5) refers to

space as lIextent or area, usually expressed in terms of the
earth's surface.

1I

Space is essentially undifferentiated; it

contains landforms, landscape, spatial patterns and
distributions, environment, and location, but these elements
are not yet recognized.

Space is impersonal, abstract, and

intangible (Relph 1976, Tuan 1977).

PLACE

One thing that is formed out of this abstract,
undifferentiated earth space is place.
experienced, it becomes differentiated.

As space is
Meaning is

associated with concrete, distinct components of the
previously abstract, undifferentiated whole.

Place is a

familiar concept, one which we know intimately and
intuitively, but geographers strive to give the word the
precision needed as a technical term useful in geographical
study and communication.

Some aspects of place that help to

define it are differentiation, location, information, and
personalization.
The most basic aspect of place is that it is
distinguished from undifferentiated space.

Cohen and Nurit

(1992, 655) call it lIany area an observing consciousness
distinguishes and separates, by whatever means, from other
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places."

Place is distinguished not only from other places,

but also from non-places, as is an island from the space of
sea.

The term "distinguish" holds a clue to the

understanding of place:

something is distinguished only by

someone (Cohen's "observing consciousness"): it not a natural
separation.

Place requires someone to call it into being by

differentiating it from the space and the other places around
it.

Thus it is bounded, in contrast to boundless space.

Adams (1992, 118) explains this fundamental aspect of place:
"to a geographer,

'place' ultimately means a bounded region

on the earth's surface, regardless of what other meanings it
may hold."

That a place is discrete contrasts it with space

and, to a lesser degree, landscape.
is differentiated location.

In essence, then, place

It is what is added to location,

however, that truly makes place.
Place is "confined to an identifiable location on
which we load certain values.

So a location becomes a place

once it is identified with a certain content of information"
(Haggett 1983, 5).

This information infuses a location with

cultural or personal meaning, value, experience, or
association, making it identifiable and distinctive as a
place.

For example, an unremarkable building in Amsterdam

draws many visitors because it is known to have been the home
of Anne Frank.

A basic part of our relationship with the

earth is that we ascribe meaning to places.
conceptualize the space in which we live.

This is how we
Whatever form this
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meaning takes, be it historical, experiential, symbolic,
religious, functional, aesthetic, ideologic, or memory-based,
the meaning is what gives place its placeness.

To a stranger

driving through a neighborhood, one particular house in a
tract development may be unnoticed, identical to all the
others.

To the resident, however, it is home, filled with

meaning and memories.

Meinig (1979a) points out that the

meaning of place may be cultural, shared by many (a popular
tourist landmark, for example), or it may be personal,
depending on individual experiences and associations.

As

Tuan (1977, 179) notes, "place is an organized world of
meaning."

LANDSCAPE

By the admission of scholars with years of experience
in landscape analysis, and by the witness of the many
attempts to define landscape as it is used in geographic
research, the concept of landscape remains elusive and
slippery (Jackson 1979; Tuan 1979).

The term's origin lies

in the German "landschaft" (land shape), carrying the
meanings both of a small homogeneous area and of a scene of
the earth in visual perspective, as used in landscape
painting beginning in the fifteenth century
Martin 1981).

(James and

Tuan (1978, 1979) picks up this duality of

meaning in his description of landscape as a combination of
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"domain," the objective vertical or aerial view of reality,
and "scenery," the subjective side view.

He thus calls

landscape "an ordering of reality from different angles"
(Tuan 1979, 90).
and detached.

The vertical view, taken alone, is abstract

It reflects the function of landscape as a

setting of life yet neglects its perceptual, experiential,
and aesthetic aspects.

Landscape from this vertical

perspective duplicates the concept of "region".

A strict

side view reduces landscape to a status redundant with
II

scenery.

According to Tuan (1979, 90), landscape as

II

combined perspective, including both vertical and horizontal
views, is an achievement of the "mind's eye," "an effort of
the imagination exercised over a highly selected array of
sense data.

II

Meinig (1979a, 2) concentrates on the perceptual
aspect of landscape, calling it lithe unity we see, the
impressions of our senses rather than the logic of the
sciences. II

He proceeds, however, to differentiate landscape

from scenery, arguing that it is ubiquitous and inclusive in
contrast to the aesthetic selectivity of scenery.

The

ubiquitous nature of landscape lies in contrast not only to
the selection of scenery but to the specificity of location;
landscape "is a continuous surface rather than a point,
focus, locality, or defined area"

(Meinig 1979a, 3).

Landscape, then, is all around us as we perceive it,
yet it is also larger and involves more than a sYnthesis of
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objects before our eyes.

The vertical perspective on the

landscape allows us to look for patterns and relationships
reflected in the observable shape of the land before us.

The

horizontal view brings us into the realm of human experience
in interaction with the land.

The double perspective of

landscape permits study of culture-nature relations that
neglects neither objective patterns nor subjective
experience.

WILDERNESS, SPACE, PLACE, AND LANDSCAPE

Wilderness as it is first encountered is natural,
undifferentiated space, the raw material of place.

When

wilderness as place is created out of that earth space by
human agency, it is changed.

It is conceptualized and

understood differently, and its landscape is altered.

When

this occurs, wilderness, no longer purely natural, contains
within it a human or cultural landscape.

Visible changes in

the landscape include paths, signs, and trees that have been
cut.
The existence of a human landscape within wilderness
is significant because it provides evidence of place meaning-the cultural values attached to place.

One of the bases for

the study of landscape by geographers is that culture is
reflected (usually unintentionally) in landscape (Lewis
1979).

Wilderness landscapes should therefore reflect
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cultural meaning and values that are attached to, and acted
out in, wilderness.
What kind of place does a visiting hiker find when he
or she encounters wilderness landscape?

The purpose of this

study is to consider what wilderness landscapes themselves
can teach us about American understandings of wilderness as
place, specifically in relation to order and chaos.

This

pursuit requires a structure around which to organize
landscape observations.

The framework selected, an urban

landscape typology developed by LYnch (1960), deals with
landscape order.

This typology, relating to elements of

IIlegible ll landscapes, is the topic of the next chapter.

CHAPTER 4
LYNCH'S LANDSCAPE TYPOLOGY

In his seminal work, The Image of the City, Lynch
(1960) studied citizens' mental images of the urban landscape
in three American cities to determine what contributed to the
"legibility" of these landscapes.

By "legibility" he meant

lithe ease with which its parts can be recognized and can be
organized into a coherent pattern"

(2-3).

Because of the

thematic and landscape parallels to wilderness, I have chosen
Lynch's typology as the primary theoretical framework for
landscape interpretation in this study.

This chapter

contains a summary of Lynch's ideas followed by reflections
on the application of each typology element to wilderness
landscapes.

LYNCH'S ELEMENTS OF AN IMAGEABLE LANDSCAPE

Lynch's (1960) focus is the environmental image, lithe
generalized mental picture of the exterior physical world
that is held by an individual"

(4).

This image is critical

to orientation, wayfinding, and thus "sense of balance and
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well-being ll

(ibid).

Development of such an image is similar

to development of sense of place.

According to Lynch (1960):

Environmental images are the result of a two-way process
between the observer and his environment. The
environment suggests distinctions and relations, and the
observer--with great adaptability and in the light of his
own purposes--selects, organizes, and endows with meaning
what he sees. The image so developed now limits and
emphasizes what is seen (6).
Lynch concentrated on aspects of the physical landscape that
affect or enhance its "imageability,1I the qualities likely to
evoke a clear image in the observer.

In so doing, he

categorized five aspects of an imageable landscape: path,
edge, district, node, and landmark.

His definitions of these

landscape elements are as follows:

1. Paths. Paths are the channels along which the
observer customarily, occasionally, or potentially moves.
They may be streets, walkways, transit lines, canals,
railroads. For many people, these are the predominant
elements in their image. People observe the city while
moving through it, and along these paths the other
environmental elements are arranged and related.
2. Edges. Edges are the linear elements not used or
considered as paths by the observer. They are the
boundaries between two phases, linear breaks in
continuity: shores, railroad cuts, edges of development,
walls .... These edge elements, although probably not as
dominant as paths, are for many people important
organizing features, particularly in the role of holding
together generalized area, as in the outline of a city by
water or wall.
3. Districts. Districts are the medium-to-Iarge
sections of the city, conceived of as having twodimensional extent, which the observer mentally enters
'inside of,' and which are recognizable as having some
common identifying character. Always identifiable from
the inside, they are also used for exterior reference if
visible from the outside. Most people structure their
city to some extent in this way, with individual
differences as to whether paths or districts are the
dominant elements. It seems to depend not only upon the
individual but also upon the given city.
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4. Nodes. Nodes are points, the strategic spots in
a city into which an observer can enter, and which are
the intensive foci to and from which he is traveling.
They may be primarily junctions, places of a break in
transportation, a crossing or convergence of paths,
moments of shift from one structure to another. Or the
nodes may be simply concentrations, which gain their
importance from being the condensation of some use or
physical character, as a street-corner hangout or an
enclosed square .... Some nodal points are to be found in
almost every image, and in certain cases they may be the
dominant feature.
5. Landmarks. Landmarks are another type of pointreference, but in this case the observer does not enter
within them, they are external. They are usually a
rather simply defined physical object: building, sign,
store, or mountain. Their use involves the singling out
of one element from a host of possibilities (Lynch 1960,
47-48) •

Lynch found these five categories of landscape elements
important in meeting our the need for identity and structure-"the need to recognize and pattern our surroundings"

(4).

The humanized wilderness landscape presents parallels to this
typology.

In the following sections, I consider the

application and potential meaning of each of the landscape
elements in a wilderness setting.

I relate these reflections

to my field observations in chapter five.

PATHS

Paths, along with the signs that accompany them, are
the primary physical evidence of an established human
presence in wilderness.

Wilderness paths, though quite

different in form from their urban counterparts, nonetheless
playa similar role in travel and wayfinding.

In addition,
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they are symbols of humanity in a wild environment.
Whereas in an urban environment paths may take many
forms, such as roads, sidewalks, freeways, or garden
walkways, paths in wilderness areas consist almost
exclusively of hiking trails.

The trail system is a key tool

in wayfinding and thus a prominent cultural landscape
element.

The purpose or function of paths in this context is

both to allow access and to provide routes for visitors
wishing to travel in the wilderness.

Trails do not, however,

merely provide routes to destinations.

These paths are used

also because of the experience along the way.

Wilderness

paths are, in this way, dissimilar to most urban paths.
Although urban travellers may occasionally go sightseeing or
take a "scenic detour" expecting to find visual pleasure in
the process of travel, the urban path is essentially
functional.

wilderness trails, by contrast, are expected to

provide a pleasurable experience rather than merely a
practical means of travel.
Trails direct and confine wilderness movement and
travel.

This both facilitates wayfinding and mitigates some

of the chaotic qualities of wilderness.

Wayfinding involves

the steps of choosing a destination, locating that
destination, selecting a route, choosing a mode of travel,
and executing the travel plan (Garling et al. 1986).

For

travellers in unfamiliar territory, the complexity of spatial
layout and the clarity of sign-posting are critical variables
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for successful orientation and wayfinding (ibid).

Unlike

complicated urban systems of travel, wilderness trail systems
are simple, with few choices, making wayfinding less complex.
The task of wayfinding is simplified by the limited number of
choices in route and mode of travel.

In addition to

facilitating wayfinding, directed trail systems counter the
potential for hikers to become confused or lost.

Becoming

lost could mean either failing to find a particular
destination or failing to find the way home.
Closely related to trails are informational signs that
show direction, and sometimes distance, to selected
destinations.

Signs facilitate wayfinding along wilderness

paths, both on the larger scale of route location and on the
smaller scale of guidance in progress.

Signs enable hikers

to find a selected route and to follow the route when faced
with branching and intersecting trails.

Signs may take the

form not only of written communication but also of physical
indicators, such as a log across a trail fork, blocking one
way.
Trails have a lasting physical impact on wilderness,
humanizing it, but they may also have a subtle impact on
human visitors.

In the midst of an environment which is

foreign, beyond immediate control, and perhaps hostile,
humans--accustomed to an environment that is almost entirely
of their own making--find paths not only available for their
use, but even intended for people.

Trails can act as an
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invitation: "come this way, this is for you!"

It is clear

that many have come this way before and many will follow
after.

This tangible sign of humanity in wild lands may

reduce a sense of being in danger and alone.

By using

trails, wilderness visitors can achieve the benefits of
peace, quiet and solitude without becoming entirely detached
from humanity.
The trail acts as a link to society in two ways.
First, it is a strong temporal link to those in the past who
have successfully made this journey.

Second, it is a

physical link to civilization: a line leading back to town,
shelter, food, community, and to home.

The pathways lead not

only into wilderness, but back out as well.

In a society as

removed from wilderness living as ours, a trail may even be
considered an umbilical cord leading to the civilization that
sustains us.
Paths do not stand alone.

Rather, they tie together

the experiences and destinations of many wilderness visitors.
Trails bridge the gap between civilization and wilderness and
lead people to what they see and where they go in these
areas.

The most explicit role of a trail is to lead to a

destination: a node.

NODES

Nodes, stopping and gathering places, are primary
aspects of the encountered human landscape in wilderness,
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even though they may be natural as well as built features.
This is because they are part of the arena of human
wilderness activity.

Lynch calls nodes lithe strategic foci

into which the observer can enter"

(Lynch 1960, 72).

Two

types of wilderness nodes are destinations and what JakIe
(1987) calls "points of pause."

Destinations are designated

goals: lakes, campsites, or mountain peaks, for example.

A

point of pause is
an island of safety in the mainstream of movement, or a
protected eddy beside the mainstream. The point of pause
is not enclosed. physically, it is cued by a clearly
demarcated 'floor' which invites observers to pause in
their movement
(JakIe, 1987, 66).
Points of pause include scenic vantage points, riverbanks,
and other places where hikers are likely to pause.
Two critical variables for wilderness nodes--scenery
and opportunity for recreational activity--are
characteristics that make them strategic foci as places to
stop, to rest, and to play.

Lakes, for example, provide both

scenery and recreational opportunity.

Lakes may become

critical centers for both activity and aesthetics as visitors
use them for swimming, picnicking, camping, fishing, or
simply viewing the surrounding landscape.

Riverside nodes

also combine recreation and scenery, whereas mountain peaks
and points of pause emphasize aesthetics.

Campsites are more

functional as nodes, though scenery and recreation are
probably taken into account in site selection.
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In contrast to paths, nodes are spaces of rest rather
than spaces of movement (JakIe, 1987) .
achieved through hiking.

They are the goals

It is assumed in the process that

the goal will be worth it, both as aesthetic reward (a
visually pleasing landscape) and as behavioral reward (a
chance to rest or play).

As primary foci of wilderness

activity, destination nodes are usually selected in advance,
even if previously unknown to the visitor (Garling et al.,
1986).

Nodes are thus singled out from the myriad images in

the wilderness as goals to seek out, to watch for, and to
achieve.
A node is, however, more than a space of rest.
Although this contrast between movement and stop is important
in a node's role as a point of focus, another vital aspect is
its role in heightening sense of place.

A lake, meadow, or

other node is easily distinguished and remembered because it
is a specific location, it is purposefully sought as a place
within the more general area of wilderness, and it is a
setting of behavior more lasting than any spot on the trail.
As a place of rest, a node is for lingering, where more time
is spent appreciating the landscape, taking photographs,
performing actions such as eating or swimming, and creating
memories which may later serve to define in visitors' minds
what this wilderness area is like.
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LANDMARKS

In the urban settings of his study, Lynch (1960)
related landmark legibility to wayfinding and orientation in
the landscape: finding one's way rather than getting lost.
For wilderness visitors who use trails (rather than hiking
cross country), landmarks take on a somewhat different
meaning.
Norberg-Schulz (1979) describes two aspects or
functions involved in the relationship between humans and
place: orientation and identification.

Orientation is

location in space, and identification is exposure to place
character.

Lynch's landscape elements (path, node, landmark,

district, and edge) may function not only in orientation but
also in identification, including development of sense of
place.

Lynch found that landmarks were used primarily as

reference points in urban areas.

A clear, simple system of

paths and accompanying signs in a wilderness area precludes
the necessity to use landmarks in wayfinding.

Instead,

wilderness landmarks highlight and define scenery and
facilitate exploration and discovery.
Identification of place (beyond "where am I?") is a
part of JakIe'S examination of the sightseeing behavior he
calls "visualization:"
The sightseer, as tourist, quests visual interest as
satisfying entertainment .... Sightseers process the
visual imagery of landscape in search of memorable views.
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They scan the physical form of landscape responsive to
cues of visual delight. Thus a place of visual interest
is defined whenever the scanning eye pauses in its
survey. Mental pictures are composed as attention shifts
from cue to cue, the mind seeking to establish place
meaning (JakIe, 1987, 35-36).
Visualization is used not only in casual sightseeing but also
in more substantial interactions with space and place.
Travelling on a trail with hours between intersections
requires little in regard to wayfinding, leaving the hiker
free to take in the surroundings and formulate a sense of
place.

Peaks or striking lakes that form a figure-ground

relationship are wilderness landmarks that assist in the
process of composing scenes and memories that create an
identification with the landscape.
Closely associated with wilderness landmarks are
vantage points, usually coinciding with points of pause.
Vantage points, from which vision of landmarks scenes is
enhanced, are most effective as elevated locations, as in the
commonly found "Inspiration Point"

(JakIe, 1987).

Meadows

that open a prospect from surrounding forest may also be
striking as vantage points.

Vantage points may not only

provide a view of landmarks but also direct hikers to stop
and notice them, cued by a point of pause.

A short spur

trail or a widening of the main trail at a strategic location
is evidence of a point of pause and perhaps a "photo
opportunity."
Landmarks contribute to definition of place by
rendering the chaos of wilderness intelligible and
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meaningful.

As pictures are composed around landmarks and

memories are created around these scenes, the visitor's
conception of a particular wilderness as a place is attached
to these memories, scenes, and landmarks.

The highly

memorable and popularized scenes and landmarks of Yosemite
Valley serve as an illustration.

Someone familiar with the

Valley who is asked what it is like will probably bring to
mind, among other memories of people and situations, Half
Dome and Yosemite Falls. The question of what a place is like
is distinct from what is done there, which relates more to
nodes as centers of activity.
character.

Landmarks are central to place

Many would instantly recognize Yosemite Valley

from the popular photograph of Half Dome from Sentinel
Bridge.

Would this same scene with Half Dome removed be

recognizable?

Half Dome as a landmark is critical to the

formulation of a sense of place and character of Yosemite
Valley.

Even the symbol of the park is a simple outline of

the famous dome.

Memories of scenes of lake, peaks, and

other landmarks serve as anchor points in the identification
with the landscapes of any particular wilderness area as
place.

DISTRICTS AND EDGES

The two remaining elements of LYnch's landscape
legibility are districts and edges.

Districts are
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identifiable areas of common character, and edges are linear
features not used or considered as paths.

These are less

critical as landscape elements in the human geography of
wilderness than in the city.
Although arguments may be made that there are
districts within wilderness areas, their clarity in the
landscape is weak. The best candidate for the category of
district in this context may be an ecological district.

Some

visitors' centers make an effort to teach visitors about
various ecosystems to be found in the area, and trails which
exemplify ecosystems are identified.

Those who have been

educated in ecology may recognize these ecological districts
in wilderness areas where they are not pointed out.

However,

lack of widespread ecological knowledge and the existence of
zones of transition rather than sharp edges excludes
wilderness ecosystems as districts from the clear scheme of
legible landscape elements that Lynch puts forth.

There may

be exceptions if an ecosystem is sharply defined and small
enough to be perceived as a whole when on foot.
the most likely to be so recognized.

Meadows are

Riparian and forested

areas may also be identified as districts, but they tend to
be too large to recognize as a whole from a pedestrian
perspective.

Wilderness visitors are not faced with an area

divided into clearly identifiable districts as they might be
in a city.
Edges are more clearly identifiable in wilderness
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areas than are districts.

Types of edges include rivers,

lake shores, and cliff edges.

For hikers following the trail

system, however, I would argue that these edges are often
eclipsed by other landscape elements.

A river crossed by a

trail is apt to function as a node, while rivers paralleling
a trail are almost extensions of path rather than expressions
of edge.

Lake shores are a part of the lake as node; the

experience of a lake shore tends to be as a zone of activity,
picnicking on the land side and swimming on the water side.
Cliffs have a stronger presence as edge than do rivers or
lake shores.

This is especially so when they are visibly

continuous and act as a barrier.

Cliffs, too, may be

overwhelmed by other landscape elements, however.

A cliff

edge is often the sight of a point of pause (a node) that
focuses on some landmark, and these may be stronger elements
than the edge.
Just as the simple system of paths and nodes precludes
the necessity for landmarks as a widely used tool of
orientation, districts and edges are not missed in the
process of the conceptualization of wilderness for the same
reason.

Districts must be "areas which the observer can

mentally go inside of .... [and] can be recognized internally"
(LYnch, 1960,

66).

The limited number and wide spacing of

trails in wilderness puts most visitors along a path or at a
node, but not in a district that can be readily perceived and
experienced.

A stronger sense of districts in wilderness
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areas might encourage perception of the areas as wholes
rather than as collections of lines and points.

Edges within

wilderness have more clarity but may also be usurped by
stronger elements of path, node, and landmark.
Although these two elements are not often significant
within wilderness, the delineation of a wilderness area
itself can be significant as both district and edge.
wilderness has been set apart, legally, from the rest of the
world as a protected wild area, with a defined boundary.
This boundary may be considered an edge between wilderness
and civilization.

A wilderness boundary serves not just to

separate, however, but also to limit, control, and define.
Wilderness boundaries, as they are used today, are
limits set by society on what will be allowed to be wild.
so limiting wilderness, we begin to control it.

In

Wilderness

is not fully controlled, since its processes remain
predominantly natural, but it is kept under control by the
limitation and containment of boundaries.
not go further than we permit.

The wildness may

The wild has its place, and

all the rest is ours.
The meaning of wilderness boundaries to Americans has
shifted over the last several centuries.

Boundaries placed

few limitiations on wilderness three or four hundred years
ago.

It was really civilization, surrounded by wilderness,

that was bounded.

As wilderness shifted from external to

internal, however, limitations were imposed on wilderness.
We started with figurative walls around settlements, with a
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threatening expanse of wilderness outside, but we now live in
a world where wilderness is inside, walled off from the
dominion of society and technology.

This inside-outside

dimension is key to our experience of wilderness as landscape
and place.

Such a dramatic shift heralds an important change

in our relationship with the earth (Norberg-Schulz 1979).
The dimunition and containment of wilderness provides us the
opportunity to experience wilderness areas as defined,
bounded places rather than as vast space.

It is boundaries

that allow us to consider wilderness as place.

ORIENTATION AND IDENTIFICATION

Norberg-Schulz (1979), in his discussion of
orientation and identification, argues that in order to
relate to the space around us, we need to be able to both
find our way and to acquire a sense of the place.

This is a

special challenge in wilderness because of the paucity of
familiar human cues that are so abundant in cities.

In a

way, however, this scarcity of cues simplifies the task by
limiting options.

LYnch's typology offers an aid to

understanding the role of human wilderness landscapes in the
process of orientation and identification (making sense out
of chaos).
Wilderness orientation involves paths, signs, and
destination nodes as key elements.

Reaching a destination
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node using a trail system is generally straightforward due to
the small number of trail intersections and the guidance
provided by signs.

Signs direct hikers toward major or

popular destinations.

This system of trails, signs, and

nodes creates a simple structure of lines (movement) and
points (rest and play).

Wilderness visitors may use this

structure to secure a sense of location or direction within
the generalized space of the wilderness area.
In identification with place character in wilderness,
the key elements are landmarks and nodes.

Landmarks, often

cued by points of pause along a trail, create focal points in
the landscape and facilitate the formation of memorable
scenes.

Memories are also attached to destination nodes

where visitors spend time resting and playing.

Recreational

activity, aesthetic stimulation, and time spent in place all
emphasize nodes as focal points in wilderness experiences.
Focal points and memorable activities and scenes help
visitors to develop an image or sense of place.

CHAPTER 5
LANDSCAPE ORDER IN THE STUDY AREAS

The current study focuses on portions of two well
known wilderness areas in California's Sierra Nevada Range:
Desolation Wilderness and Yosemite.

I shall refer to these

study areas as Desolation-Tahoe and Yosemite-Tuolumne.

The

former is under the management of the United States Forest
Service (USFS), and the latter is under the National Park
Service (NPS).

This chapter is devoted to my field

observations in the study areas.

A brief description of each

area is followed by my findings in these wilderness
landscapes within the structure of LYnch's typology,
supplemented by some reflections on the role of place names.
The perspective of this study relates to visitors
taking day-hikes on regularly maintained trails into the
wilderness areas.

It does not encompass, therefore, the

experiences of all users of the areas.

Cross country

travellers, backpackers who penetrate more deeply, and
visitors during periods of snow cover may have experiences
that differ significantly from what I describe here.

These

are reflections on generalized experiences of day hikers
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encountering wilderness landscapes.

DESOLATION-TAHOE STUDY AREA
~~,
•

•

•

1

\

FIGURE 1
Desolation-Tahoe
From Eagle Falls Trail, looking across Eagle Creek

Desolation-Tahoe is the eastern portion (approximately
one-third) of 63,475 acre USFS Desolation Wilderness,
immediately west and southwest of Lake Tahoe.

This part of

Desolation Wilderness is managed as a part of the Forest
Service's Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit.

The study area,

ranging in elevation from 6,800 to 10,000 feet, is framed by
the Sierra Nevada crest on the west and Lake Tahoe and
Highway 50 on the east.

Desolation-Tahoe contains about 36
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named lakes as well as numerous other smaller lakes (USFS
1989).

Glaciated granite is dominant in the landscape (see

figure 1), and although the area as a whole is not heavily
forested, there are areas of White Fir forest (see figure 2) ,
Jeffrey Pine and Huckleberry Oak woodland, and Red Fir forest
(Schaffer 1985).

FIGURE 2
Desolation Tahoe, Mount Tallac Trail
White Fir Forest, North of" Cathedral Lake

There are five main trailheads into Desolation-Tahoe:
Eagle Falls, Bayview, Mount Tallac, Glen Alpine, and Echo
Lakes.

Destination nodes include Eagle Lake, Velma Lakes

(via Eagle Falls), Granite Lake (via Bayview), Floating
Island Lake, Cathedral Lake, Mount Tallac (via Mount Tallac),
Grass" Lake, Gilmore Lake, Susie Lake (via Glen Alpine),
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Tamarack Lake, Ralston Lake, and Cagwin Lake (via Echo
Lakes/Pacific Crest Trail)

(see map 1).
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YOSEMITE - TUOLUMNE STUDY AREA

The other study area, Yosemite-Tuolumne, lies within
747,892 acre Yosemite National Park (NPS 1991).

The park is

under the administration of the NPS, and 677,600 acres are
managed as designated wilderness, making this the largest
wilderness area in California (Sierra Club, 1985).

The Park

Service divides the attractions of the park into three major
features: alpine wilderness, groves of Giant Sequoias, and
Yosemite Valley (NPS, 1986).

FIGURE 3
Yosemite-Tuolumne
From Glen Aulin Trail
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FIGURE 4

Tuolumne Meadows from Tioga Road

Tuolumne-Yosemite, a popular area of alpine and
subalpine wilderness (figure 3), surrounds Tuolumne Meadows
(figure 4) along the Tioga Road (Highway 120) in the eastern
portion of Yosemite, not far from the eastern park entrance
at Tioga Pass.

Wilderness in Yosemite National Park (except

Yosemite Valley) is designated as all areas over 200 feet
from the center of public roads and 100 feet from
developments (Trails Illustrated 1987).

This means that most

of Tuolumne Meadows and the surrounding area is designated
wilderness.

Tuolumne Meadows, 8592 feet elevation, is the

largest subalpine meadow in the Sierra Nevada.

It is 2 1/2

miles' long and 1/2 mile wide (Schaffer and Winnett, 1977).
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Lyell and Dana Forks meet at the east end of the Meadows to
form the Tuolumne River.

Tuolumne River meanders westward

through the Meadows on its way toward the Grand Canyon of the
Tuolumne

(O'Neill, 1984).

The granitic slopes surrounding

the Meadows are forested with Lodgepole Pine (figure 5) and
dotted with subalpine meadows (Schaffer and Winnett, 1977).

1".L(jU~

~

Yosemite-Tuolumne
Lodgepole Pine along Dog Lake Trail

The main trails into the wilderness from Tuolumne
Meadows are the John Muir Trail (eastbound and westbound) ,
the Glen Aulin Trail, the Elizabeth Lake Trail, and the Dog
Lake/Lembert Dome Trail.

The latter two are local trails,

whereas the John Muir and Glen Aulin trails are parts of
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larger trail systems.

Destination nodes in Yosemite-Tuolumne

include Cathedral Lakes (westbound John Muir Trail), Lyell
Fork Tuolumne River (eastbound John Muir Trail), Elizabeth
Lake (Elizabeth Lake Trail), Lembert Dome, Dog Lake, Young
Lakes (Dog Lake/Lembert Dome Trail), waterwheel Falls, and
Glen Aulin High Sierra Camp (Glen Aulin Trail)

(see map 2) .

These two wilderness areas, Desolation-Tahoe and
Yosemite-Tuolumne, are similar in their location in the
Sierra Nevada, in their geology, and in their popularity, but
they differ substantially in other ways.

The interior of

Desolation-Tahoe is the crest of the Sierra Nevada, so that
most trails lead up into the center of the

wilderness.

At

Yosemite-Tuolumne, however, the trails lead up out of the
central Meadows into the surrounding wilderness.

Yosemite-

Tuolumne lacks the many lakes that characterize DesolationTahoe as well as the nearby resort towns.

Yosemite-Tuolumne

is many miles from the nearest supermarket or bank (though
there are a few small stores), but a hiker can leave
Desolation-Tahoe in the afternoon and spend the evening in
fine restaurants and glitzy casinos just a few miles away.
These factors undoubtedly have an affect on the feel of these
two wilderness places and on the people who visit them.
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FIGURE 6
Desolation-Tahoe
Echo Lakes. Pacific Crest Trail: trail as access and route

The most clearly human aspects of these wilderness
landscapes are hiking trails (the paths of wilderness) and
the signs accompanying them.

Trails provide visitors with

wilderness access, routes to various destinations, and a
sense of humanity in nature.

Access and route are the

explicit functions of wilderness trails (see figures 6, 7,
and 8).

Differences in the form of access affect the place

character of each of the two wildernesses.
provide clear guidance by the use of signs.

Both areas
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FIGURE 7
Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound)
Rocks lining trail clarify route and emphasize path
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FIGURE 8
Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound)
Trails on granite, where there is no erosion from foot traffic
to mark the trail, are frequently marked with stones.

The trail system structure is very different in the
two study areas: one is convergent, the other divergent (see
maps 1 and 2).

In Desolation-Tahoe, trails begin at various

points around the edge of the wilderness area and lead toward
the center.

In Yosemite-Tuolumne, however, trails lead out

from Tioga Road into the surrounding wilderness.

One result

of this difference is that Yosemite-Tuolumne, although it has
no boundary distinguishing it from the rest of the Yosemite
National Park, seems more defined due to its clear center.
The trailheads are quite close together, within three miles
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along Tioga Road.

Tuolumne Meadows is the focal starting

point for the Yosemite-Tuolumne wilderness region.

Hikers

depart from and return to the central road, the one
campground, and the lodge.

Desolation-Tahoe, though a more

defined area on a map, seems more diffuse because the
trailheads are dispersed around the edge of the area.

The

trailheads are reached from two different highways, and some
are reached by several miles of travel on side roads.
separation makes each trail and each hike discrete.

This
The

experience of place in Desolation-Tahoe becomes disjunct:
each hike seems to be in a different place rather than in a
part of the whole.

FIGURE 9
Yosemite-Tuolumne
Dog Lake/Lembert Dome Trailhead
The trailhead sign and name provide clear destination node options
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FIGURE 10
Desolation-Tahoe
On Bayview Trail, near trailhead
Sign indicates two destinations and appropriate route for each

Trails can be seen as routes from trailhead to
destination node (figure 9) .

In both areas, signs indicate

destinations and guide hikers toward them (figure 10).

Most

intersections are clearly marked (figure 11), but this is not
always the case.
(figure 12).

Unrnaintained trails may be nearly invisible

Most signs in Desolation-Tahoe do not list

miles to the destination, and most destinations listed are
less the five miles away.

In Yosemite-Tuolumne, however,
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signs usually indicate distance: and destinations may be
nearly thirty miles away (figure 13) .

The exclusion of

longer distances in Desolation-Tahoe accentuates the sense of
discreteness, and their inclusion in Yosemite-Tuolumne
eriliances the sense of unity.

FIGURE 11

Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound)
At this trail junction, three signs direct hikers to
destinations in various directions
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FIGURE 12
Desolation-Tahoe
Mount Tallac Trail, at junction to Fallen Leaf Lake
The trail to Fallen Leaf Lake is an uunmaintained trail, difficult to
find unless a hiker watches carefully.
The trail can barely be seen in the foreground.
N

73

FIGURE 13
Yosemite-Tuolumne
Trailhead, John Muir Trail (eastbound)
The sign indicates destinations and an alternate route for horse
traffic. Yosemite valley, nearly 30 miles away, is listed on
many signs in the area.

Wayfinding is a primary purpose of trails and signs.
The success of wilderness trails in wayfinding is indicated
by hikers' behavior in regard to wilderness trails.

I saw no

one going cross country, and those on the trails were using
them as paths (i.e. as movement space rather than as nodes or
for other purposes).

Hikers often stopped at junctions,

using signs to guide their route.

I witnessed several

trailhead discussions about where to hike based on choices
offered by signs.

The evidence indicates that trails and

signs are used effectively in wayfinding.
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FIGURE 14
Desolation-Tahoe
Grass Lake Trail (off Glen Alpine Trail)
This well developed section of the trail looks like a stairway.

In addition to the explicit role of trail systems in
access, travel, and wayfinding, trails provide a wilderness
"
link to civilization and humanity. Well developed trails
display a strong human presence.

Some even look like an

urban stairway or garden walk (figures l4 and l5) .

Even

fainter trails give a sense of humanity in the wild (figure
l6) .

Trails can be a link back to civilization (figures l7
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and 18) .

A trail may lead wilderness visitors back to the

most important aspects of civilization, such as pizza (figure
19) .

FIGURE 15
Desolation-Tahoe
Grass Lake Trail
This reminds me of a garden walk. The sense of humanity is so strong as
to seem out of place in wilderness.
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FIGURE 16

Desolation-Tahoe
Mount Tallac Trail
A fainter trail is enough to provide a sense of
humanity and belonging.
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FIGURE 17
Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound)
Trails lead not only into wilderness, but also back to civilization.
Tuolumne Meadows High Sierra Camp
is the Tuolumne Lodge.
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FIGURE 18
Desolation-Tahoe
Bayview Trail
Returning to the Parking Lot
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FIGURE 19
Yosemite Tuolumne
Dog Lake Trail
At a trail junction, someone had scrawled the word ·pizza w in the trail,
with an arrow pointing toward the parking lot.

NODES

Nodes are the stopping, resting, and playing places in
wilderness.

The two critical aspects of wilderness nodes,

scenery and opportunity for recreation, are demonstrated in
the study areas.

Both areas have destination nodes and

points of pause.

Nodes in the two areas--destination nodes

and points of pause--include lakes, river crossings, mountain
peaks; camps, meadows, and vantage points.
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FIGURE 20
Desolation-Tahoe
Cathedral Lake
From Eagle Falls Trail, looking across Eagle Creek

Lakes may become a critical center of both activity
and aesthetics, as visitors use a path in order to reach a
lake as a destination, use the lake for swimming, picnicking,
and other recreation, and find pleasure in viewing the
landscape at that node.

One trail guide used these criteria

in describing a Yosemite-Tuolumne area lake: "a scenic
picnic/swimming spot, Elizabeth Lake is a destination that's
hard to beat"

(Whitehall and Whitehall 1990, 75).

In

Desolation-Tahoe, known for its many lakes, these are
dominant nodes.

Almost every Desolation-Tahoe trail leads to

at least one lake.

For example, the Mount Tallac Trail leads
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not only to Mount Tallac, but also to Floating Island Lake,
Gilmore Lake, and Cathedral Lake (see figure 20 and map 1) .
There are lakes in Yosemite-Tuolumne, such as Dog Lake
(figure 21) but they are not as dominant as a node type, most
likely because they are less numerous.

Desolation-Tahoe is

clearly though subtly organized around its many lakes, as
trails lead from lake to lake, and trail guides and signs
point them out.

FIGURE 21
Yosemite-Tuolumne
Dog Lake
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FIGURE 22

Yosemite-Tuolumne
JohL Muir Trail (eastbound) at Lyell Fork, Tuolumne River
An ideal spot for swimming and sunbathing,
near the Tuolumne Meadows Campground

One of the most active Yosemite-Tuolumne nodes I
observed is where the eastbound John Muir Trail crosses the
Lyell Fork of the Tuolumne River, about a mile from the
Tuolumne Meadows Campground.

At this point the river flows

around massive granite, ideal for sun bathing and swimming
(figure 22).

In addition to the recreational value of this

location, there is scenic value in both the river setting and
the surrounding context.

The floodplain is wide there and a

quality of bounded openness defines the place and enhances
the scenic qualities (figure 23) .
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FIGURE 23
Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound) at Lyell Fork Tuolumne River
The floodplain is more open than the surrounding forest,
so that the node has a remarkable view.

This riverside node is bounded--delineated and
defined-~by

a border of trees at the edges of the floodplain

that encloses the space into a more identifiable place.
Within this bounded context there is an openness along the
treeless sightline of the river.

The bounded openness of

this site enhances its aesthetic qualities by concentrating
vision along the floodplain toward the mountains beyond.
Another possible attraction of this river crossing is its
humanized quality, cued by the two very unnatural bridges
(figure 24) and the density of people (even on a rainy day) .
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This riverside spot is clearly a magnet for visitors wishing
to recreate, and its proximity to the large campground makes
it easily accessible to those who are more interested in
swimming than in hiking.

FIGURE 24

Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound) at Lyell Fork Tuolumne River
The bridges convey a very humanized quality.

Some nodes, either as destinations or as points of
pause, emphasize scenic views.

Peaks or mountaintops, such

as Lembert Dome in Yosemite-Tuolumne and Mount Tallac in
Desolation-Tahoe, are popular as hiking destinations because
they provide panoramic views.

The steep and strenuous Mount

Tallac Trail is considered worth the work because it
"provides fantastic views of Lake Tahoe and Desolation
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Wilderness"

(USFS, 1992).

Mountain peaks may also provide a

strong sense of accomplishment and closure: the goal is
clearly reached at the peak, and the view adds to hiker
satisfaction.

Meadows also offer vistas: as a visitor

emerges from a forest into the contrasting openness of an
alpine meadow, the view catches the eye and extends an
invitation to stop and look.

Where meadows are clearly

bounded and open to the prospect of surrounding mountains,
people frequently stop for lunch or simply to rest and take
in the scenery.

Such bounded meadows are much more common in

Yosemite-Tuolumne than in Desolation-Tahoe.

Meadows may have

points of pause, clearly demarcated stopping points.

For

example, one meadow on the Glen Aulin Trail in YosemiteTuolumne has a cluster of boulders near the trail where
people stop to rest, eat lunch, and take in their
surroundings (figure 25) .
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FIGURE 25
Yosemite-Tuolumne
view from boulders along Glen Aulin Trail
Cathedral Peak (left) and Fairview Dome
This open meadow, bounded by trees, is an inviting
place to stop to eat, rest, or just look.

Another type of point of pause is the scenic vantage
point, which provides a prospect, especially from an elevated
perspective (JakIe 1987).

These are more common in

Desolation-Tahoe, where spur paths or widening of the trail
cue hikers to stop and look (figure 26).

Vantage points, as

points of pause, facilitate development of landscape images
focused on landmarks, and hence memories of particular
scenes.

Hikers may stop only a moment to look or for a

longer period, but these extensions of trails cue a break in
travel, an opportunity to rest or reflect, in contrast to the
r
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movement and activity of trails.

FIGURE 26
Desolation-Tahoe
Spur paths at the side of the Bayview Trail lead from both directions
into this elevated vantage point,
with views of Tahoe and Emerald Bay.
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FIGURE 27
Desolation-Tahoe
Campsite at Cathedral Lake
Note the fire ring in the foreground and stone bench beyond

Finally, a more plainly functional type of wilderness
node is the camp.

The study areas contained two varieties of

camps: backpackers' rough campsites, often little more than a
fire ring, and, in Yosemite-Tuolumne, the High Sierra Camps.
Desolation-Tahoe contains only the campsite type, usually at
a lake, making it a functional subsidiary to the lake as a
node (figure 27).

In Yosemite-Tuolumne, the High Sierra

Camps are clearer focal points.

These six camps, located in

a ring approximately nine miles apart, are available by
reservation.

They provide visitors with accommodations

(tents· with beds), meals, and hot showers (Schaffer 1977;
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Yosemite Association 1981).

Tuolumne Meadows Lodge is the

only High Sierra Camp accessible by car and the only one
outside the designated wilderness.

Most trails leading from

the Meadows have signs indicating the direction and distance
to the nearest High Sierra Camp (figure 28).

The prominence

of these camps as hiker destinations and organizing nodes for
the area is demonstrated both by trailhead discussions and by
hikers asking strangers if they are "headed" toward some
particular camp.

The use of these camps as nodes is not

restricted to those who stay overnight: day hikers also chose
the High Sierra Camps as destinations.

FIGURE 28 ,

Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound)
signs for the nearest High Sierra Camp are common'on many trails
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LANDMARKS

FIGURE 29
Yosemite-Tuolumne
Lembert Dome

In wilderness landscapes, landmarks can contribute to
the development of sense of place by visitors.

Major

landmarks in Yosemite-Tuolumne are mountain peaks, such as
Tuolumne's Lembert Dome, Unicorn Peak, Cathedral Peak, and
Fairview Dome (figures 25 and 29).

These peaks, as well as

other landmarks within and beyond the area, are visible from
many points in the study area.

The centralized structure of

Yosemite-Tuolumne, as I discussed above in regard to trails,
has the result that many vantage points are directed toward
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the center and to landmarks across the valley.

The trail to

Dog Lake is an exception in that as it climbs, the expected
vantage point never appears (figure 30).

Overall, however,

the cornmon visual experience of Yosemite-Tuolumne landmarks
from various perspectives provides a sense of unity in the
area and strengthens place character.

FIGURE 30
Yosemite-Tuolumne
Dog Lake Trail
The expected vantage point never appears: this is the best prospect
available.

In Desolation-Tahoe, some of the most striking
landmarks are not peaks, but bodies of water.

Bodies of

water do not tend to serve as well as landmarks as do
mountains.

This is because bodies of water often lack the
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strong figure-ground contrast of a mountain peak against the
sky, and they are seldom as visible as a mountain from a
distance.

In Desolation-Tahoe, however, several water

features are exceptional in this regard.

Lake Tahoe is

visible from many points in the study area, and it is the
pictoral center of vantage points and points of pause (figure
31).

It is arguably the primary landmark of the study area,

even though it lies outside the wilderness area.

Fallen Leaf

Lake and Tahoe's Emerald Bay are also landmarks and scenic
foci (figures 32 and 33).

These important water landmarks

for Desolation-Tahoe lie outside the wilderness area.

In

contrast to Yosemite-Tuolumne, most vantage points are
oriented away from the center of the wilderness area.

Few

landmarks within the area are visible from numerous
perspectives, due in part to the separation of trailheads and
to the canyon location of many trails.

Not until hikers

reach the center of the area where trails converge (which
many day hikers will not) will mountain landmarks regularly
come into view from different perspectives.

The cornmon view

of Lake Tahoe as a landmark, however, helps to create a link
between discrete parts of Desolation-Tahoe.
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FIGURE 31 .

Desolation-Tahoe
Lake Tahoe from Mount Tallac Trail
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FIGURE 32
Desolation-Tahoe
Fallen Leaf Lake (right) and Lake Tahoe
from Mount Tallac Trail
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FIGURE 33
Desolation-Tahoe
Emerald Bay from Bayview Trail vantage point

DISTRICTS AND EDGES

Districts (identifiable areas of common character) and
edges (linear features not used or considered as paths) are
less important to order in wilderness than are the other
landscape elements.

Most significant in this category is the

wilderness area itself as district with its boundary as an
edge.

Wilderness as a district is defined in terms of this

boundary, but it has little or no expression in the
landscape.

In some cases a sign indicates that hikers are
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entering the wilderness, but this is not always the case.

FIGURE 34
Desolation-Tahoe
This standard sign is found at all Desolation-Tahoe trailheads.

The clarity of the wilderness boundary differs
significantly between Desolation-Tahoe and Yosemite-Tuolumne.
Desolation-Tahoe trails all have trailhead signs explaining
wilderness (figure 34), indicating that the hiker is entering
wilderness (figure 35), and requiring a wilderness permit at
the same location (figure 36).

In Yosemite-Tuolumne,

however, only the Glen Aulin trail has a sign indicating the
wilderness boundary and the need for a wilderness permit
(figure 37).

The awareness of the eqge of the wilderness

around Tuolumne Meadows is so weak that when I asked a ranger
at the Tuolumne Meadows Visitors Center where I could find a
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map with the wilderness boundary on it, she had no idea what
I was talking about.

In general the National Park Service

appears less concerned with educating people about the
difference between wilderness and the surrounding area than
is the u.S. Forest Service.

This may be because National

Park activities in non-wilderness are similar to those in
wilderness.

FIGURE 35
Desolation-Tahoe
Eagle Falls Trail wilderness boundary
All Desolation-Tahoe trails into wilderness have similar signs
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FIGURE 36
Desolation-Tahoe
Echo Lakes/Pacific Crest Trail
Hikers wait to fill out required wilderness permits at the trailhead.
Lower Echo Lake is beyond.
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FIGURE 37
Yosemite-Tuolumne
Glen Aulin Trail
This is the only Yosemite-Tuolumne trail with signs referring to
wilderness and to permit requirements.
The top sign gives distances to Glen Aulin and other locations.
The bottom sign displays the following text:
Entering Yosemite wilderness
Wilderness Permit Required
(Overnight Users Only)
Pets and Firearms Prohibited
No Wood Fires Above 9600 Feet
Pack Out All That You Pack In
Bear Habitat
Proper Food Storage Required by Law

There are no other clearly identifiable districts in
the study areas, and other types of edges are not
significant.

Streams, when seen from the trail, are either

crossed (a potential node) or paralleled and dominated by the
trail (figure 38) .

Cliff edges are experienced more as an
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visual opportunity for prospect than as a linear barrier.
Finally, lake shorelines are part of the lake as node.

FIGURE 38
Yosemite-Tuolumne
John Muir Trail (eastbound) and Dana Fork, Tuolumne River
The river as a potential edge is dominated by the trail as path.

PLACE NAMES

In addition to LYnch's concepts of path, node,
landmark, edge, and district, toponymy--the naming of places-is a significant aspect of human wilderness landscapes.

It

may seem strange to call names aspects of landscape, but
toponyms affect our perception of encountered landscape.
"Naming is power--the creative power to call something into
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being, to render the invisible visible, to impart a certain
character to things"

(Tuan 1991, 688).

The power of naming

is not limited to a specific name and object.

Although a

name is fundamentally the pairing of a piece of landscape
with a piece of language, its effects extend to landscape
meaning, order, and sense of place.

"Where there are no

names the environment is chaotic, lacking in orientation,
even fearful, for it has no humanised and familiar points of
ref erence"

(Relph 1976, 17).

A part of the landscape that is named is by this fact
set apart; it is pointed out as one of the select items
worthy of note and attention (Lowenthal, 1979).

The naming

of a lake, peak, or other landscape feature makes that
feature more visible and others less so.

The named feature

is not only separated out for notice, but its labeling is a
tacit recommendation.
name on signs and maps.

This is amplified by repetition of the
An indecisive hiker at Desolation-

Tahoe's Mount Tallac trailhead can find guidance both in the
name of the trail and in signs pointing toward Cathedral Lake
and Mount Tallac.

Floating Island Lake, also along the Mount

Tallac Trail, is on maps and on the Forest Service's trail
guide, but it is not on any signs (USFS 1992).

This lake

therefore lacks the commendation of other, apparently more
significant, features on the Mount Tallac Trail.

Tuan (1991,

694) writes that "language--ordinary language--is never
morally neutral;" the moral judgment of a named wilderness
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location is that this is a good place to see, worthy of
visiting.
The names themselves in the study areas tend to be of
three types: descriptive, commemorative, and inspirational.
Descriptive names, such as Waterwheel Falls on YosemiteTuolumne's Glen Aulin Trail, or Desolation-Tahoe's Floating
Island Lake, reflect and bring attention to some
characteristic of the feature itself.

Floating Island Lake

is so named because of the grassy mats that slough off of the
northwestern shore and float on the lake (Schaffer 1985) .
Descriptive names bring attention to a feature's
characteristics and may also attract visitors because of the
description.
Commemorative names, on the other hand, generally have
no direct connection to the landscape features themselves,
but rather honor the person after which they were named.
These names will have little affect on meaning in the
landscape unless the name is widely known.

For example, John

Muir is a widely recognized name that may bring up
connotations in connection with the John Muir Trail in
Yosemite-Tuolumne.

On the other hand, Mount Tallac, Lembert

Dome, or Velma Lakes will have no such associations for most
visitors.

A commemorative name depends more on association

than do the other types, and the name will frequently
function only as an arbitrary label.
Inspirational names move beyond the descriptive to
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suggest character and invoke association rather than simply
to point out existing characteristics.

A good example is

Cathedral Lake, a name found in both Desolation-Tahoe and
Yosemite-Tuolumne.

The name tends conjure images of grandeur

and sacredness through the use of metaphor.

The use of

religious or sacred associations is not uncommon, but other
names lend different characters to landscape features: "Glen
Alpine" suggests an Old-World appeal, for example.
The naming of wilderness landscape features not only
renders them visible and shapes their perceived character,
but also helps create place out of the wild space containing
these features.

Tuan (1991, 687) asserts that lithe ordering

of nature--the conversion of undifferentiated space into
place" may occur much earlier than the physical
transformation of the landscape from natural to humanized.
This is because naming claims space as human place (Relph
1976).

Wilderness names have an effect similar to the

presence of trails, implicitly declaring that this is a place
for us.

Others have been here before and have made sense of

this space.

Cathedral Lake has been found to be an

inspirational place, and Lembert Dome must have some
historical connection to somebody named Lembert.

If

visitors look into this they may discover that the dome is
named after Jean Baptiste Lembert, known as "the Friendly
Hermit of Tuolumne Meadows,

II

who had a homestead there in the

late 19th century (O'Neill 1984).

Even with no knowledge of
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the man, however, having his name attached to the landscape
is a sign of human presence in place.

"In the mere process

of naming, strange plants, animals, and rocks are subtly
altered to become suitable denizens of the human world"
1986, 11).

(Tuan

The very fact that we can refer to some parcel of

space on this planet as Tuolumne Meadows and have others know
what we mean demonstrates the power of names in creating
place.

Yosemite-Tuolumne and Desolation-Tahoe:
Meaning and Place

The presence in the study areas of cultural landscape,
comprised foremost of paths, nodes, landmarks, and toponyms,
mitigates the potential for experiences of chaos.

These

landscape aspects are tools used by visitors in the processes
of orientation and identification, wayfinding and development
of sense of place.

They counter experiences of disorder,

confusion, or lostness.
Trails lead visitors neatly to their lake, high sierra
camp, or other node of choice, and back again to the awaiting
car (and perhaps pizza).

Hikers are guided to and past

choice features, which are sometimes emphasized by convenient
vantage points: views of Lake Tahoe or Unicorn Peak; a little
lunch spot by a stream on the Glen Alpine trail; a place for
swimming, sunning, or viewing at the Lyell Fork of the
Tuolumne River.

Scenes are formed, memories are stored, and
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places are conceptualized from the myriad images, visions,
and activities in Yosemite-Tuolumne and Desolation-Tahoe.

In

order to make sense of the apparent chaos, visitors need a
way to select, limit, and conceptualize.
The human landscapes of Yosemite-Tuolumne and
Desolation-Tahoe offer one way to make sense out of chaos,
with concrete networks of lines, points, foci, and images
clearly and subtly presented.

This network is understood and

used: people hike on trails, gather at nodes, look where
there were vantage points, and pay attention to what is
named.

They are not trapped, however, and the network is not

determinative.

They can extend their experience beyond what

is offered, or spurn it altogether, walking where there are
no paths, looking where there are no indications to do so,
and creating their own elements of meaning and place.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION: MAKING SENSE OUT OF CHAOS

CULTURAL EXTENSIONS

Yi Fu Tuan has observed that "a principle aim of
culture is to extend the realm of the familiar at the expense
of nature and the strange" (Tuan 1986, 16).

One manner of

this extension is the displacement of wilderness, its
transformation into a built environment.

Cultural extension

has also been accomplished by the intrusion of cultural order
into wilderness so that wilderness is changed but not
obliterated.
Desolation-Tahoe and Yosemite-Tuolumne are examples of
changed wilderness.

Culture has extended itself into these

areas, and American urban landscape patterns may be
recognized in their wilderness landscapes, as I have
endeavored to demonstrate.

Having recognized these patterns,

I tried to understand and express what their presence means
to our wilderness concept.

Although there may be many

significances and ramifications of their introduction to
wilderness landscapes, I have stumbled mainly upon the idea
that the patterns bring order into what would otherwise be
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considered chaotic.

The introduction of order simplifies the

tasks of wayfinding and encourages the development of sense
of place.
The landscapes of Desolation-Tahoe and YosemiteTuolumne suggest that we tend relate to wilderness not as a
wilderness area, but rather as a set of lines and points, or
a "network of paths and places"

(Tuan, 1976, 269).

This is

transformed wilderness, essentially natural but containing an
introduced human landscape.

We can, however, conceptualize

past the experience of paths and nodes and beyond our
perception of landmarks, edges, and landscape to reach an
interpretation of wilderness as an area, as a place.
Cultural order in wilderness provides opportunities to attach
meaning to it:
Above all, if the environment is visibly organized and
sharply identified, then the citizen can inform it with
his own meanings and connections. Then it will become a
true place, remarkable and unmistakable [his italics]
(Lynch, 1960, p. 92).
The landscape elements that provide order to both city and
wilderness are not determinants of place but rather catalysts
in the formation and conceptualization of place.
Making sense of landscape is both a cultural and an
individual process.

Wilderness meaning is culturally

informed, whether as a place of evil in religious
perspective, as a place of value in preservationist or
transcendentalist philosophy, or as a place of fun in the
convention of weekend recreation.

Within cultural frameworks
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and in the context of the encountered landscapes, places are
formed and understood by individuals and small groups as well
as by society (Meinig 1979).

Personal meanings attached to

wilderness involve experience, memories, and associations.
Formation of place in wilderness, making sense of it, is
focused and limited by cultural meanings, personal
experiences, and encountered human landscapes.

ENCOUNTERED WILDERNESS LANDSCAPES

I use the term "encountered" in regard to wilderness
landscapes in order to emphasize the experience of landscape.
Landscape studies often involve explanations of landscape
processes: how they developed or how they function
economically, for example.

My

concern in this study is with

the landscape as it is experienced and as visitors relate to
it.

In one sense, we relate to wilderness landscapes lias

is," for the most part without the complications of invisible
processes or functional meanings.

The wilderness that we

experience with our senses is real wilderness to us.

The

wilderness landscape as we encounter it is therefore critical
to the formation of wilderness meaning.
We do not form an understanding of wilderness entirely
from encountered landscapes, however.
meanings into wilderness with us.

We also bring cultural

Wilderness meaning

develops from the combination of experience and culture.

As
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Americans, some cultural meanings we carry into wilderness
are the distinction between nature and culture, the Romantic
perspective of beauty in nature, and the idea of wilderness
as chaos.

Within these cultural contexts, our real

experiences with wilderness lead to an understanding of
wilderness in general and specific, experienced wilderness
places in particular.
What do the human landscapes of Desolation-Tahoe and
Yosemite-Tuolumne convey about these areas?

Orientation is

facilitated by paths, signs, names, and destination nodes.
Place meaning is encouraged by nodes and landmarks.

The

order of human wilderness landscapes facilitates wayfinding,
access, and recreation, and it helps provide both a sense of
security and a sense of place.

This contrasts with the

potential for confusion and lostness in unaltered wilderness.
We have created places that, although they are predominantly
natural, are for people: they are no longer inhuman chaos.
Among the wild animals and natural processes, there is a
place for us.

Trails, destinations, and named landmarks are

tangible evidence of this.

We do not dwell there, only

visit, yet our presence remains in the cultural landscapes of
wilderness.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

At the most basic level, this study is part of the
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human endeavor of understanding ourselves, the world around
us, and the relationship between the two.

The particular

case of our relations with wilderness is relevant because
American society has singled it out as an important type of
place.

Wilderness is valued, and it has received special

treatment.

This study is meant to uncover something of what

these valued places are about: tempered chaos.

If some

thought we were preserving pure nature, they are mistaken.
If others thought we were preserving the equivalent of huge
urban parks, they too are mistaken.

What we have is

something in between--wild yet tempered.
This study also points to a potential danger to
wilderness.

If we want to save wildness, we need to consider

the question "how wild?"

Cultural landscapes are already

there; if they are allowed to overwhelm, then we will have
lost the kind of wilderness we wanted.

Awareness of how we

relate to the combined cultural and natural landscape of
wilderness can be a tool for protecting the desired
culture/nature balance.
Wilderness areas, as we have altered them, have some
characteristics similar to cities.

It is important to

consider to what extent this is desirable.
"how much is too much?"

We need to ask

In our wilderness system, wildness

tends to be defined in terms of what is and is not allowed;
for example, trails are acceptable in wilderness, but
buildings are not (Hendee et al 1978).

Sense of place is
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affected by more subtle concerns, however, such as names and
points of pause.

Because sense of place is important to our

experience of wilderness, the whole of the cultural/natural
landscape should be considered in regard to the qualities of
wildness.
An

awareness of the role landscape patterns play in

meeting human needs for orientation and identification in
wilderness may help guide wilderness managers in their
decision making.

The necessity for alterations that do not

meet these needs can be questioned.

Changes can be made in

areas that make orientation and identification difficult.
For example, a trail could be altered to encourage pauses and
emphasize landmarks.

In general, the appropriateness of

landscape cues should be considered.

Are they too weak in

some areas and too strong in others?

FOR FURTHER STUDY

I have touched upon only one part of the meaning of
wilderness in the United States
leading many directions.

This study leaves open doors

Regional variation in wilderness

landscapes and meaning could be studied, for example.
could apply to historical regions as well.

This

Cross-cultural or

international comparisons could also be drawn.

Behavioral

analysis could reveal something about people's actual active
understanding of wilderness, apart from their conscious
awareness.

In addition, I have barely considered strategies
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of wilderness management based on the relation of wilderness
landscapes to meaning and place.
Closely related to this study would be an
investigation of the effect of trail placement on creation of
place in wilderness.

A visitor's perspective on the

wilderness is affected significantly by what is seen from the
trails and what is hidden over the hill or behind the ridge.
Such a study would include historical analysis of trail
origin as well as exploration of the potential for very
different place character given different trail routes.

An

examination of landscapes that are connected with the
wilderness concept in the media would also help to further
the understanding of our relationships with wilderness.
Finally, a similar approach to the one I have taken with
these two wilderness areas could be applied to other types of
cultural/natural landscapes.

THE NATURE OF WILDERNESS

In Western philosophy, there is a dichotomy between
nature and culture.

Given this belief, wilderness is seen as

pristine nature, and thus ultimately separate from
civilization.

Ironically, given this viewpoint, wilderness

is a cultural construct, as discussed in chapter 2

The

reality of wilderness does not comform to the philosophical
separation.

In both the concept and landscapes of
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wilderness, nature and culture are blended to yield something
that is neither and both.

In wilderness, supposedly the most

natural of nature, the culture/nature dichotomy is upset.
What we have in our wilderness areas is not the
primeval wilderness of our ancient forebears.
are simply our wilder, more natural places.

Rather, these
Wilderness

carries less the quality of the wild beasts ("wild-deorness") and more the quality of wilder than horne.
Characterized by natural rather than human processes, it is
wilder than our everyday technological landscape.

This

wilder has a richness to it, a myriad of non-intentional
sensory input, the chaos of wilderness, tempered by enough
guidance to act as a catalyst to wayfinding, perception,
comprehension, meaning, and the making of place.
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