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MEZI DIVOČINOU MYTICKOU A POSTINDUSTRIÁLNÍ 

ABSTRAKT   O divočině se dnes často diskutuje jako o opozitu kulturní krajiny, či krajiny vůbec. Hranice mezi přírodou a kulturou (krajinou 
a divočinou) však nepředstavuje, jak by se mohlo zdát, cosi esenciálního nebo objektivního, spíše se jedná o kulturně vytvářenou kategorii. 
Příroda, tradičně chápaná jako svébytně biologicky založený jev – určitá „danost“ – se v tomto smyslu jeví sociálně konstruovanou realitou, 
vymezovanou pomocí obrazů a rétorických prostředků sociálními aktéry. Ve vnímání divočiny lze identifikovat dva důležité aspekty. Bývá 
vnímána jako nebezpečná a nezkrotná a zároveň i neobdělávaná pustina. Postindustriální krajina ostrou hranici mezi civilizací a přírodou stí-
rá, nese výrazné poselství obou světů – kulturního i přírodního. Tato nová divočina má svoji relevanci v kulturním zvýznamňování i ochraně 
přírody.

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA     sociální konstrukce přírody; krajina; kulturní krajina; divočina; pustina; postindustriální divočina

ABSTRACT   The term “wilderness” is nowadays often discussed as distinct from the cultural landscape or landscape in general. Nevertheless, 
this distinction is not objective, but it is rather a cultural construct. In this sense, Nature, traditionally perceived as independent phenomenon, 
is a socially constructed reality. In this paper it is argued that at least two important aspects in the perception of wilderness can be identified. 
The first is that wilderness can be represented as something cruel or ungovernable; the second one identifies wilderness as an uncultivated area. 
The evolution of wilderness perception is described. The concept of post-industrial landscape is presented as a conjunction of the previously 
characterised approaches, which unifies culture and wilderness. Examples of cultural and biological importance in post-industrial landscape 
are presented.

KEY WORDS     social construction of nature (naturework); landscape; cultural landscape; wilderness; wasteland; post-industrial wilderness

When talking about landscape, wilderness is oft en discussed 
today (e.g. Vondruš 2000, Dejmal 2001, Librová 2001, Míchal 
2001, Hájek 2002). Wilderness is conceptualized in contrast 
to the cultural landscape, or to landscape in general. Th is in-
terpretation is a case of the variation on the classic theme of 
the antinomy of nature and culture (Lévi-Strauss 1962). Th e 
border between nature and culture (in other words, between 
a wilderness and a landscape) does not mean, however, that 
these concepts are something essential or objective. Rather, 
ideas about landscape and wilderness represent culturally 
created categories. “If we were able to project landscapes and 
wilderness of all cultures on a world map, we would soon fi nd 
out that the areas considered wilderness have never been wil-
derness in the real sense of the word. Th ese were almost always 

the areas in which, more or less, ‘the cultural maps’ overlapped. 
One society recognised the place as landscape, the other one 
as wilderness, for one it meant the home and for the other one 
a danger” (Hájek 2002, 16).
Nature, traditionally interpreted as an originally biological 
phenomenon – a certain given fact – (similar to race or gen-
der), appears to be a  socially constructed reality defi ned by 
the conceptions and rhetorical means of social participants. 
Fine (1998, 2001) uses the word “naturework” to describe the 
way in which individuals qualify nature with the help of cul-
tural patterns and defi ne their relation to nature. According 
to Fine, nature is worked in the way that social participants 
(individually or in groups) look for and fi nd a certain sense in 
their relation to the environment and this sense then express.
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MYTHICAL ORIGINS OF THE “WILDERNESS” 
CONCEPT

Fig. 1. Ostrava – The ArcelorMittal Ostrava a.s. steelworks, view from the Ema slagheap. Photo: Lumír Mlčák, 2010.

Through naturework people attribute certain meanings to the 
environment and in a way locate themselves in the surroun-
ding world. Natural objects become transformed: objects turn 
into symbols. Culture is derived from nature by gradually 
created meanings (Fine 2001, 31). Nature is made meaning-
ful by its cultural mediation. Meanings of nature are derived 
from socially predefined patterns. Nature as a concept is ba-
sed on human learning, on cultural events and on social or-
ganisation. “Nature”, “wilderness” and “the environment” are 
socially constructed categories of objects (Eder 1996).

For Eliade (1994) the archaic human is religious – Homo re-
ligious. This human being longs for a world free from tension 
caused by relativity and from anxiety stemming from disori-
entation. S/he requires a sign that helps him/her to find a gui-
ding principle. The qualitative differentiation of the guiding 
principle from homogeneous space continuity is represented 
by hierophany (breach of sanctity). The revelation of a holy 
space enables one to find a guiding principle, enables one to 
orient oneself in chaotic homogeneity, and enables one to 
establish “the world” and live in reality.

This event can be reached by different rituals. One of them is, 
for example, a beast of prey-hunt. A sanctuary is set up where 
the beast is beaten. A desire to live in a holy space equals to 
a desire to live in objective reality. This desire equals the effort 
not to allow oneself to be paralysed by the endless relativity 
of a very subjective experience. This equals the desire to live 
in a real and effective world not in a mere illusion. A defining 
feature of traditional cultures is that they perceive their in-
habited territory (the holy space) in a  sharp contrast to the 
surrounding unknown indefinite space. The inhabited territo-
ry represents “our world” – the Cosmos. The unknown space 
then stands for a kind of “the other world” – “Chaos”, which is 
a strange chaotic space inhabited by demons or “aliens”. These 
“others” are often likened to demons and souls of the dead.
An agricultural settlement itself represented a world pattern 
in traditional cultures. In the languages of ancient Indo-Eu-
ropeans the word vis meant “a village” and also the universe, 
entirety, the all. Even as late as the beginning of the 14th centu-
ry inhabitants of the village Montaillou in the Pyrenees belie-
ved that hell begins somewhere behind the backyard of their 
village where souls of the dead wander, chased by demons. In 
northern mythology the human world was represented by an 
enclosed farm outside of which the world of evil giants and 
monsters dwelled (Budil 2001, 32–33). In ancient and medie-
val geographical maps the known part of world was always 
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WILDERNESS AS CHAOS AND WASTELAND

Fig. 2. The Czechoslovak Army Mine (currently the ČSA Mine) in Karviná with a tailing pond in the background. Photo: Lumír Mlčák, 2010.

placed in the middle. Its borders were then surrounded by 
animals, creatures and demonic figures.
On one hand there was “the cosmos” and on the other “chaos” 
– an unknown and uninhabited territory. All that does not 
represent “our World” does not even exist from the archaic 
society’s point of view. When a human settles and occupies 
a particular territory, s/he symbolically turns it into the cos-
mos through ritual repetition of cosmogony. To settle in a pla-
ce means to sanctify it. By cultivating a wasteland a human 
repeats the act of gods who brought order to chaos and so 
introduced a structure, order, shapes and norms. A farmer’s 
work is then at the same time a symbolic colonisation of space 
– its “cosmosation”.
In all these cultures one can find symbolism of the hub of the 
world. The hub is the place where levels break, where space 
becomes holy and a real par excellence. To “open” a place up-
wards, to connect it with heaven, to become a channel from 
one type of being to another one, is precisely how such a pla-
ce is sanctified. One of the images representing such a place, 
which connects heaven and earth, is a mountain. In moun-
tains the hub of the world is often found. (Temples are thus 
often copies of a cosmic mountain.) The mountain is the place 
nearest to heaven. One can reach heaven from its top. “Our 
world” is in this sense “a raised place”.
Symbolism of the earth represents the opposite. The earth is 

connected with the underworld, which is often symbolised by 
the pre-shape modality of a cosmic substance of water chaos; 
by the world of the death; by everything that precedes and 
follows a  life. At the same, “the water chaos” preceding the 
creation time symbolises a descent back into a shapeless state 
through death, a  return to an elementary modality of exis-
tence. From a certain point of view it is possible to identify 
the underworld with the left and unknown territory that su-
rrounds the inhabited place. The underworld, which our “cos-
mos” is based on, corresponds to the “chaos” that reaches its 
borders (Eliade 1994, 31).

The English wildness means lack of restraint, spontaneity, 
freedom. “The word wild recalls a fox running in the woods, 
disappearing in the bush, sometimes in sight, sometimes out 
of sight. Closely at first glance, it is wild. Then further in histo-
ry and deeper in the forest, it is wyld. Through the Old Norwe-
gian villr and the Old Germanic wilthijaz it disappears in the 
vague Proto-Germanic gweltijos, which means silent, wild and 
perhaps even wald (wood). Back it comes stealthily with pos-
sible reference to will (will, energy), to the Latin silva (wood, 
ungovernable) and to the Indo-European root ghwer as the 
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Fig. 3. A mute swan (Cygnus olor) on the ČSA Mine tailing pond in Karviná. Photo: Lumír Mlčák, 2010.

base for the Latin ferus (feral, fierce)…” (Snyder 1999, 17).
The Oxford English Dictionary gives following meanings (ac-
cording to Snyder 1999, 17–18): “about animals – untamed, 
indomitable, stubborn; about plants – uncultivated; about 
land – uninhabited, uncultivated; about edible crops – growing 
and producing unaffected by cultivation; about societies – un-
civilised, primitive, refusing an established government; about 
individuals – wild, stubborn, licentious, debauched, amoral; 
about manners – violent, destructive, cruel, disobedient; about 
behaviour – unrefined, free, spontaneous.”
According to the encyclopaedia Ottův slovník naučný, wilder-
ness is “a land covered in tall grass, bushes and woods; which 
has not been cultivated for ages; where the human foot has 
hardly ever stepped in; where new and more lush vegetation 
grows out of the dead matter. If forest trees outnumber bushes 
there, the wilderness is called a primeval forest” (Ottův slovník 
naučný 1997, 671).
In the perception of wilderness one can identify at least two 
very important levels that are closely connected.
On the first level wilderness represents something “ungovern-
able”, “untamed”, “cruel” – therefore chaotic and dangerous. 
Whatever the size of the home space is – a culture, land, vil-
lage, house or ego – a human has always the need to live in 
an arranged world, in the cosmos. The border between our 

(comprehensible) world and the other world does not exist in 
itself. The idea such a border must be guarded all the time. All 
ambiguity undermining a purposeful arrangement has to be 
eradicated; the created order has to be fixed (Douglas 1994).
Such a border, which organises our world, which is then well-
arranged for us to orient ourselves to and thus made bearable, 
is as well a line that splits up “our world” (the civilised world) 
and chaos, which is represented by wild nature. Wilderness is 
perceived as a contradiction (a rival) to an order carefully cre-
ated by culture. The existence of wilderness itself is a source of 
anxiety and unease. Eliade (1994, 36) says: “It is very probable 
that the original purpose of defence systems around inhabited 
places and villages was magical defence. These defence systems 
– ditches, labyrinths, ramparts etc. – were rather adapted to 
prevent an attack of demons and souls of the dead than an at-
tack of people.”
On the second level, wilderness represents an uncultivated 
wasteland. Cultivated land was for first farmers a space gained 
with great difficulty at the expense of the wilderness. This 
battle fought in the Middle Ages is described by Gherubini: 
“Indirect proof of a growth in population in Europe of the 10th 
and 11th century can be found in data showing an increase in 
the number of town inhabitants and in the number of towns; 
data of reduction in forest areas, marshland and wasteland; 
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data of increases in cultivated land acreage (…). Local names of 
many municipalities all over the continent: ‘New Towns ’, ‘New 
Villages’ (…) serve as proof of this heroic battle between peas-
ants and almighty nature (…). The most significant stage of an 
even more difficult fight with water, sea and swamps was dike-
building in Flanders and Dutch Zeeland. However, the English 
peasants also fought a successful battle with the sea when they 
drained salty marshland; even the Bretons and the people from 
Poitou, as well as the Italian peasants, drained marshes, built 
embankments and fought constantly against emerging new wa-
ters in the whole lowland of the river Pad and in many other in-
land places. (…) The dependence of agriculture on the caprices 
of nature and the permanent threat of poverty, which involves 
difficulties with the long-range transport of agricultural prod-
ucts, explain agriculturalists’ constant anxiety about the crop” 
(in Le Goff 1999, 103–106).
Both of the above-described levels blend together in Czech 
mythology, recorded in The Old Czech Legends: “Almost all 
the land rested untouched by a  hook plough. All – lowlands, 
plains and valleys, was more deserted and wilder. (…) There 
were plenty of  bogs and swamp land in the fields and woods; 
plenty of treacherous swamps enlivened by the screech of wa-
ter birds; plenty of black and eerily silent moorlands on which 
ancient trees looked down (…) The human footprint was rare 
here (…) There humanity came and cultivated the wasteland; 
made the land productive through hard work and sanctified 
the land through sweat and blood (…)  Hard was the journey 
through deep forest, hard was the journey through meadows 
and marshes full of reeds, sedge and large moss clumps and di-
verse undergrowth. (…) It was a  time when the women with 
large heads and crazy eyes cast their wild cries on people; when 
beautiful wood nymphs with wreaths upon golden hair wore 
revealing snow-white robes. The inhabitants were afraid also of 
wicked wood nymphs who might lull them to sleep and poke out 
their eyes; of lost souls appearing in bluish flames in moors and 
marshes; and they were scared when they passed lakes or forest 
pools where, in the shadow of ancient trees, water sprites lurked 
(…) Hunters told about fights with bears and buffalo or about 
wild unshaven invisible men who would make a man go round 
in circles and then lead him into the wasteland or swamps, so 
that many hunters had never come back from the forest” (Jirá-
sek 1999, 5–11).

Fig. 4. Post-industrial I – National cultural monument – the blast furnaces of 
Lower Vítkovice. Photo: Lumír Mlčák, 2010.

A  feeling of ontological safety was traditionally created in 
confrontation with nature that was perceived as wilderness 
(dangerous and empty), which was the main cause of previous 
existential anxieties for humans. Connected with the succe-
ssful adaptation of civilisation was the fact that “the develo-
pment of science and technology extends the range of possible 
manipulation with hitherto ‘natural’ phenomena, and in this 
way enhance the dominance of culture” (Bauman 1996, 138). 
Modern knowledge, and its concomitant excessive manipula-
tion of the environment, gradually became a main source of 

modern risks (Beck 1992). The existence of wild nature began 
to be to a large extent dependent on the will of humanity.
Igor Míchal, in his article “The Historico-cultural Base of 
Attitudes Towards Landscape: Wilderness – Cultivated Land 
– City (Metamorphosis of Relationships)”, puts forward the 
hypothesis that the “original values of wilderness were un-
doubtedly negative. Positive values could become associated 
with wilderness only when it had lost something of its ominous-
ness and could be perceived from the safe civilised oasis of cities” 
(Míchal 2001, 15). One can assume that the attitude of archaic 
cultures towards wilderness was rather more ambivalent than 
schematic, as Míchal suggests. Yet only romanticism associa-
tes substantially positive meanings with nature (e.g. Librová 
1988). However, the birth of organised preservation move-
ments in support of the wilderness is of a later date.
The first attempts to stop the destructive wave of mass slaugh-
ter of wild animals were made in South Africa. “On the 12th of 
July in 1822, Governor Lord Charles Somerset initiated a modi-
fication of historic importance. It defined the first modern plan 
for nature preservation, which became a pattern for similar 
projects all over the world. Governor Somerset’s modification 
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Fig. 5. The progress of ecological succession among the blast furnaces of Lower Vítkovice. Photo: Lumír Mlčák, 2010.

was an example of how to make a summary of complex regula-
tions and resulted in a list on which endangered species could be 
later added and the unthreatened crossed out. If only Europeans 
had adopted such regulations sooner in the other territories they 
colonised. Actually, even in those British colonies where liberal 
officers were strong enough to resist the opinions of settlers and 
aborigines, there was only a half-hearted approach to use simi-
lar regulations.  For example, in India elephants started to be 
preserved only in 1873” (Johnson 1998, 227).
On the North American continent, systematic efforts to pre-
serve the wilderness began to be developed as an answer to 
brutal ways of nature appropriation resulting from the tide of 
colonists. “The contrast of the beauty of virgin nature and its di-
sastrous destruction, as well as adventurous romance, gave rise 
to the cult of wilderness in American culture and touched the 
consciousness of the most sensitive (Yellowstone National Park 
was legalised in 1878)”, writes Míchal (2001, 22).
One would look for wilderness, in the sense of nature un-
touched by humans (“natural” ecosystems), with a great di-
fficulty in the Czech Republic (Sádlo – Storch 1999; Primack 
et al. 2001). Here the scientific interpretation of wilderness 
is of a  qualitatively different rank. A  wilderness symbolica-
lly colonised by a sign system of science does not represent 
a “threatening”, “dangerous”, or “enemy” force or fear-raising 

mystery – mysterium tremendum (Otto 1998) – but a relative-
ly independently developing ecosystem – “close-to-nature” or 
“natural” ecosystems (Míchal 1992).
In spite of expert scientific definitions, the term “wilderness” 
is today frequently mentioned in all spheres of the everyday 
language. The current boom of various magazines and ma-
nuals of the kind – how to survive as a tourist in a “wilder-
ness” – proves the increasing popularity of romantic trips, 
excursions or expeditions by organised or individual touris-
ts seeking domestic and foreign “wilderness” experience. In 
Czech conditions this trend erpresents a similar phenomenon 
described earlier by American sociologists in the USA – e.g., 
Brooks (2001).

The landscape of the post-industrial era (Bell 1973) removes 
here and there the sharp border between civilisation and na-
ture and carries a significant message of both the cultural and 
natural worlds. Abandoned quarries, sandpits, waste dumps, 
slag heaps, and unused settling pits come to be somewhere 
on the midpoint. Industrial areas left to their fate return into 

Between mythical and post-industrial wilderness
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Fig. 6. Post-industrial II – National cultural monument – the blast furnaces of 
Lower Vítkovice. Photo: Lumír Mlčák, 2010.

Fig. 7. Large white-faced darter (Leucorrhinia pectoralis) – one of the cen-
ters of the range of this European protected species in the Czech Republic 
is located in the industrial landscape of the Karvinsko region. Sites where 
mine subsidence have occurred are very important refugia for this species. 
Photo: Dan Bárta.wild nature’s clutches: “Rusty steal frames are covered under 

creeping plants so one can hardly distinguish between metal 
and chlorophyll. Floral piercing. (…) Further a kind of inter-
connection of metal, people and gradually winning plants. A 
certain conviction that these particular places reveal the deep 
and mundane essence of the world. Here it is obvious how close 
human pipes and their insulation are to a moss cover and birch 
roots” (Cílek 2002, 75–76).
Václav Cílek introduces a new artistic category – the “found 
installation”. When visiting the abandoned area of the Koněv 
ironworks (steelworks) near Kladno, the surroundings be-
come a gallery to him (as with a factory for Vladimír Boud-
ník), which challenges and excites the imagination to contem-
plation: “There one realises with relief that nature is not only a 
magnificent temple of nobility, but also mundane and unscru-
pulous. There the bottomless materialism of the first capital-
ists and the social architects is finally penetrated by the awful 
pragmatism of natural phenomena. The installation removes 
the difference between J. V. Stalin and the lower fungus to al-
low several active graphic works of Vladimír Boudník, several 
paragraphs of Bohumil Hrabal to emerge from this monstrous 

mycelium and imprint itself into several suicidal tendencies of 
Wittgenstein’s brothers. It fills us with reverential awe and then 
with so much aesthetic, disgusting cognition of one shared part 
of the world that we had to escape” (Cílek 2002, 76).
The cultural dimension of areas from the industrial era left 
by civilisation can be a topic for a discussion about aesthet-
ics; however, the location is visible at first glance – dilapidated 
buildings, growing rusty pipes, geometrical chaos. This evokes 
our “instinct of linearity” (Cílek 2001, 33) to a reclamation 
effort. On the other hand such localities represent potential 
habitats for many valuable botanical and zoological species.
One can have an ambivalent view of nature in an industrial 
city such as Ostrava, as is found in the narrative book Příroda 
Ostravy by V. Koutecká (2001, 9). The author herself says: “The 
mushroom-like growth of the city caused destruction of the bal-
ance of nature on its most territory and in its neighbourhoods. 
Surprisingly, right in Ostrava there are, at present, localities 
whose natural value has not been noticeably lowered by hu-
man activity.” The book presents the traditional point of view 
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(Ďuriš – Horká 2001; Dolný – Ďuriš 2001), such as Pontasta-
cus leptodactylus, Anodonta cygnea and the European Beaver 
(Castor fiber). These examples from the Karviná surroundings 
are matched by data of rare entomological fauna found on 
slag heaps in Ostrava (Dolný 2000) and in quarries in central 
Moravia (Konvička, Beneš 2001); of amphibians in discharge 
chutes of North Bohemia (Vojar 2000); and of orchids on slag 
heaps in Great Britain (Morris et al. 2003).
Post-industrial wilderness as an example of “new wilderness” 
deserves our attention. Because this idea of wilderness has yet 
to be absorbed in both our physical (natural) and mental (in 
art e.g. Hepher et al. 2003) landscapes we should not make 
precipitous judgements, which we may be unconsciously 
lured into by ancient deep mythical connections.
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