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MEDITERRANEAN GARDEN 
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While the relationship between Man and the landscape used to be 

essentially spatial, in modern times this relationship has become more 
temporal. Therefore, it is clear that the spatial relationship that connected 
them through an understanding of the characteristic mechanisms of the 

landscape has deteriorated throughout Man’s history. They once 
coexisted in a symbiotic relationship, recreated today in a virtual reality 
and corridors, which because of the speed they entail, detract from 
perception of the space which is travelled through in a flash. 

Man is no longer a biological organism, but a bionic body, making 
machines extensions of the human condition. This results in a false 
sensory perception of landscape and, as a consequence, also of the feeling 

it should evoke in us. Through this bionic body, we recreate our 
perceptive, sensory and emotional capacities, changing our perception of 
spatial and temporal dimensions and, consequently, of the cognitive 
dimension. We perceive the landscape and become emotionally involved 

with it through virtual journeys we go on through the virtual space of the 
Internet. We watch television programmes about far-flung corners of the 
world that we come to believe we know, travelling in cramped 
compartments at dizzying speeds across a landscape offered in a 

succession of frames inducing motion sickness. 

We currently do not live in a space, but in a temporal dimension not in 
keeping with the human condition, hindering the establishment of a 

relationship with the spatial dimension. There was a time when this 
relationship presupposed both contemplation and interpretation of the 
guiding mechanisms of landscape, resulting from the need for a carefree 
attitude in which time is suspended. 

The way in which we appropriate landscape reveals how we relate to it. 
At one time, urban agglomerations were juxtaposed with the landscape, 
respecting its natural mechanics. However, today the relationship urban 

settlements have with the landscape is one of extortion, where 
infrastructures interfere with natural flows, hampering their circulation, 
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and where urban voids, intended for interpersonal relationships, are 
today spaces destined to be occupied by the main protagonist in this web 
which is a city: the automobile. 

Naturalised landscape and agricultural landscape are frequently pushed 
to the outskirts of the expanding city or to distant places where 
production costs are assumed to be lower. For the sake of economic 
concepts, we erase the local identity and instead emphasise a global 

culture that lacks identity.  

We slowly initiate the decimation of the landscape, threatening its 
continuum, giving way to monotonous, monochromatic and 

monotextured landscapes, divested of diversity, dysfunctional, 
fragmented and ultimately unsustainable.  

 

The creation of the garden  

 

Man’s stance in relation to the natural landscape is spatially expressed in 
the creation of a garden. 
According to Carapinha (1995: 12), this space is “(...) the formalisation of a 
primordial and imaginary landscape, as an emotional and spiritual 

reaction, an aesthetic valuation of natural elements – and, as such, an 
artistic and poetic expression of Man before Nature – it is designed and 
constructed as a purification of the landscape, a sublimation of natural 
elements, the celebration of a landscape idea in a precise moment and 

space and the revelation of the landscape’s immanent aesthetic qualities. 
It is nature idealised, humanised and transfigured into a pure and 
disinterested (and, as such, aesthetic) object of contemplation.”  

The garden, as the formalisation of the landscape, materialises the 

temporal dimension in a confined space. It is, therefore, an instant 
formalised in a safe and comfortable space in constant transformation.  

Also in the Mediterranean reality, forms of the garden and landscape 
have accompanied the cognitive, emotive and perceptive evolution of 
Man. If the relationship Man currently establishes with the landscape is 
an imposition of his will and necessity, then, naturally, the garden will 

continue that tendency. 

In the distant past, the Mediterranean garden served the purposes of 
leisure and production, where plants were chosen for their appearance, 
but also because of their capacity to provide food. Today, that same 
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garden has become a space that releases us from our environmental 
obligations, resulting in a slow loss of the identity that characterises it. 
The contemporary Mediterranean garden is designed, as Domingues 
(2009:47) alleges regarding landscape, as a space of “chlorophilatry”, 

where the prerogative is that it is green, which should release us from our 
responsibilities to the natural mechanisms of the landscape as well as to 
the traditionally fruitful identity of the Mediterranean.  

It is, therefore, essential that we accept the Mediterranean identity as not 
only a cultural advantage, but also as a stronghold of the local identity 
which clearly enriches the entire universality that increasingly brings us 
closer together. 

The following is a case study of a residential garden within the 
Mediterranean landscape and which design respects local characteristics, 
recreating infrastructures that ensure storage, and distribution of water 

and the irrigation for a range of plants, where business and pleasure, 
leisure and productivity coexist.   

 

The project  

 

Preliminary programme 

The owner’s requirements included an area for the production of 
vegetables and fruit for family consumption and leisure areas. Although 
not necessarily a requirement, the possibility was mentioned of 

constructing a swimming pool or above ground tank to be enjoyed by the 
family, particularly the children.  

Environmental preservation was the owner’s underlying premise, with a 

special focus on the preservation and conservation of water resources. The 
owner suggested that all the water necessary for the maintenance of 
outdoor areas, including watering and filling the swimming pool or tank, 
should come from the well, resulting in a substantial reduction in water 

costs.  

An intimate character for the entire space was also presented as a 
requirement, and the solutions presented should create a visual and 

physical barrier between the garden and neighbours. 
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Characterisation 

 
The residential garden in this project is located in Póvoa de Bustos, an 
urban area with strong agricultural traditions, located approximately 25 
kilometres from the city of Aveiro. 

The outdoor area is comprised of two spatial units: a courtyard and a 
garden, currently used for vegetable production. This garden visually 
relates to the surrounding landscape to the north and borders with the 
outdoor areas of other homes to the east and west. 

The courtyard is the preferred entrance to the house and connects the 
house on the east to other separate structures (wine cellar, storage areas, 
office and laundry room) to the west. Being an open space, it serves as a 
compluvium, since rainwater from the roof drains into the courtyard. 

However, there is in fact no suitable rainwater drainage network and 
rainwater drains by gravity into the street or the garden. It is important to 
emphasise the relationship between the open courtyard and the sky, since 
this is practically the only source of natural light in almost all the rooms in 

the house. 
The vegetable garden, which is more or less flat, is currently used for the 
production of vegetables and a few ornamental species, without any 
organisational structure. To the west, near the limit of the intervention 

area, there is a well from where the water used for irrigation is taken. The 
irrigation system does not meet the needs of the garden. Watering is done 
by hand and often does not reach the entire area. Consequently, not all the 
plants are sufficiently watered. The reception area for the garden, to the 

south, connects directly to the courtyard and is enclosed by two walls of 
the same height as the building, defining an area with an intimate 
character.  
In conclusion, the intervention area does not present significant 

constraints that might hamper the solutions conceived. However, the 
views to the east and west of the garden are not favourable. In turn, it 
must be noted that the visual relationship established to the north with 
the surrounding agricultural landscape should be emphasised. Figure 1 

illustrates the main characteristics and constraints in the intervention area.  
 
 
 
 



86 
 

 

 

 
Fig. 1. Characterisation of the intervention area 

 

The Proposal 

 

Over the years, the characteristics of the Mediterranean landscape have 

led to the perfecting of architectural devices that offer solutions for its 
specific constraints. Lack of water is the most common constraint in the 
Mediterranean garden, and has also been formalised through intricate 
storage infrastructures and water channelling for irrigation. These devices 

that solve the problem of lack of water also incorporate other functions of 
a more pleasurable nature, creating ambiences that enrich our sensory 
experience of the garden. Water often contributes to the thermal 
regulation of the garden, additionally offering sensory experiences, 

namely through touch, hearing and vision.  

The principal objectives of this SPACE EQUALISER project are to solve 
the problems associated with lack of water and to preserve this natural 

resource. To this effect, a traditional irrigation system was recreated 
through which the water is channelled by gravity through irrigation 
channels and later distributed using watering systems in the various beds, 
using a flood irrigation method. A rainwater drainage network was 

defined to channel water into the water storage tank, which during 
months of drought can meet the irrigation needs of the plants in the 
garden and also supply the proposed leisure infrastructures.  

The existing well was the solution that best fulfils the objective of storing 
water, since it does not imply the added costs associated with building an 

Courtyard Garden 

Well 
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infrastructure for this purpose. A system for channelling rainwater in the 
courtyard will therefore supply water for this tank. This water will later 
be used for both irrigation and filling this well. Figure 2 is a schematic 
diagram of the drainage of rainwater to the well used as a water storage 

tank. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Schematic diagram of the channelling of rainwater to the water storage tank. 

 

To ensure gravity irrigation and considering that the intervention area is 

levelled, not presenting different heights, differences in height must be 
created.  
Land modelling was not an appropriate solution because it would 
contradict the natural topography of the surrounding landscape, which 

does not present significant slopes. Therefore, considering that there was 
an abundance of construction material left over from the restoration of the 
house, the solution was to create raised beds. This solution had several 
advantages: the creation of different heights which will facilitate the 

channelling gravity of water; the building of walls around the 
intervention area, enclosing the space and consequently reinforcing its 
safety for users; enhancement of the sensory relationship (smell, vision 
and touch), which the user of the garden will establish with the plants; 

thermal regulation of the garden through evaporation of the water  in the 
irrigation channels which will give the entire space a characteristic 
ambience; compartmentalisation of the garden into small areas for 
vegetable production. Figure 3 shows the raised beds, which, giving 
structure and compartmentalising the garden, define three distinct areas. 
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Fig. 3. Structure defined by the raised beds and the relationship established between the different 
spatial units. 

 

In spite of the spatial characterisation, as illustrated in figure 1, showing 
two spatial units, the courtyard and the garden, connected both visually 
and physically, the need to compartmentalise the garden is fundamental. 

Therefore, to the south, a reception area is established for the garden, 
which acts as a resting/leisure area and is directly related to the 
courtyard. In the north end of the garden, an area is established for 
vegetable production. 

The first spatial unit, the courtyard, measuring approximately 163 m2, 
functions as a reception in the residential area, given that the preferred 
entrance to the home is in the courtyard. Taking into consideration the 
importance of connecting various compartments located in this residential 

area, to the west, it was established that the entire area should be covered 
with impermeable paving, which would result in a substantial reduction 
in water loss due to infiltration. This water could later be channelled to 
the holding tank. 

With an area of 133m2, the second spatial unit is defined as a 
resting/leisure area and is established through the use of a semi-
permeable deck and a small grassy area which marks the entry into the 
garden. The intimate character of this leisure area is ensured through the 

side walls which are the same height as the building. However, to prevent 
excessive sun exposure, a pergola with stainless steel cables will be 
installed. Once it has been covered by climbing plants, the pergola will 
not only ensure comfort in this area, but will also be an example of a 

characteristic feature of Portuguese gardens, creating unmatched 

Production area Resting/leisure 

area 

Reception area 
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luminosity. The irrigation tank serves as an alternative to a traditional 
swimming pool because its construction involves lower costs than that of 
a pool. It also fulfils the need to create a water tank to distribute water 
along the irrigation channels and the water in this leisure feature is also 

due to be regularly replaced. This area is notable for the presence of water 
features, the two large tanks to the east and the west. The fact that these 
tanks are located in areas that are higher than any of the raised beds 
means that water drainage will occur through gravity, as illustrated in 

figure 4. 

 

 
Fig. 4. Schematic diagram of the direction of the water flow along the irrigation channels. 

 

The third spatial unit, intended for vegetable and fruit production, is 

established in an area of approximately 271m2, with a permeable ground 
surface (firmly compacted natural soil) and the raised beds which 
establish relationships of height that enable water to drain by gravity. At 
the centre of the vegetable garden there are two structures which, 

although they resemble the beds, are in fact covered and act as garden 
furniture.  
Each spatial unit has distinct uses and fulfils distinct functions. However, 
the connection between them is clear, through the physical and visual 

relationship between them and through the constant presence of water in 
all the spaces. 
Given that the vegetable garden is a laboratory, where agricultural 
experiments are conducted and where different plant species are 

cultivated, according to the needs of its users, the deliberate decision was 
taken not to draw up precise planting plans. This stimulates interactive 
creativity between the users and the space. However, a document was 
drawn up with the conceptual proposal charactering several plant species 
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which are appropriate for a kitchen garden. This laboratory space can 
thus be recreated in accordance with the needs and requirements of the 
users. Nevertheless, in the courtyard, the planting of a Cupressus 
sempervirens tree is proposed. Due to its structure, it does not affect the 

light in this space and in fact emphasises the strong relationship between 
the space and the sky. Figure 5 presents the general plan, with a special 
focus on the recommended surfaces (impermeable, semi-permeable and 
permeable), but also on the areas where herbaceous plants, shrub and 

trees should be planted. 

 
Fig. 5. General plan of the residential Mediterranean garden. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The Mediterranean landscape presents complex characteristics that are 
often not respected by those who directly or indirectly transform it. 
Numerous architectural features have arisen in response to the diverse 

characteristics of the Mediterranean region, its soil, climate and crops. The 
most influential characteristic is water. Mediterranean gardens have 
always been built around the need to channel and store water for 
irrigation. They have been enriched by infrastructures that provide 

unmatched sensory experiences, where water functions not only as an 
environmental temperature regulator, but also as the element that brings 
users closer to the space, awakening their senses: touch, vision, hearing, 
smell and taste. 

As the landscape has become formalised through elements which distance 
themselves from our sensory experience, the Mediterranean garden has 
also become structured according to a perspective that does not match the 
characteristics of the Mediterranean landscape. Therefore, it is essential 
for this paradigm to change, based on the empirical knowledge that has 

been established throughout history and always respected the biophysical 
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characteristics of such a landscape as complex, diversified and luxurious 
as the Mediterranean landscape. In this case study, after fully 
comprehending the guiding mechanisms of the landscape surrounding 
this garden, customised solutions were developed to fulfil the needs of its 

users, interpreting its genius loci and, above all, respecting the constraints 
of the space, namely lack of water, a characteristic often observed in 
Mediterranean landscapes. 
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