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The ubiquitous diffusion of the telecommunications that we are witnessing in our days 

inevitably leads to the shaping of a more and more unified territory. The extension of 

the different transport networks for passengers, material, energy and information creates 

a world in which slowly but surely we are seeing the traditional distinction between 

town and country becoming more and more blurred. The conditions of privileged 

accessibility, which previously belonged to the strictly urban, are now undergoing a 

process of expansion throughout the territory. In this way, by homogenising space, the 

rural world appears to be the preponderant expanse of a territory in which the role of the 

city is reduced to mere nodes in the communications network.        

 

Whilst the construction of infrastructures and buildings in the urban space counted on 

relatively elaborate rules of control, (through the urban planning practice), its 

proliferation and extension to the rural world stumbles over a lack of means of 

interpretation of the space where settlements are constructed, which frequently leads to 

insufficient measures being taken, and not to mention an arising image of chaos caused 

by the lack of coordination between the different infrastructures. Therefore, given that 

the territory constitutes the common area that cannot escape human intervention past, 

present and future, what is essential is the recovery of a common language receptive to 

the different disciplines related to the space in question, which allows one to decipher 

the peculiarities of each place. Mastering this language thus constitutes the fundamental 

condition in order for harmony to exist between the interventions of the different 

disciplines that coexist in a same space and so that, at the same time, they all respect the 

conditioning factors created by the natural set-up and by the cultural heritage created by            

the accumulation of past actions. 

 

Bear in mind that if the object of land use is a spatial fragment, building or 

neighbourhood, we can refer to a certain temporary moment in time, but if we consider 

territory in its global sense, we are dealing with an inescapable environment for the 

framework of life of all the cultures that have followed throughout history, to the 

shaping of its current image, which thus means, to understand it we must necessarily 

decipher the historical process, something which can only be achieved by a cultural 

approach. The territory seems therefore like an artifice subjected to a continued building 

process, a task accomplised by the succesive generations. As a result of this process the 

different places, like people, acquire a life history and a name, their place-name.  Thus, 

if to be able to deal civilly with a person it is necessary to know his name and 

background, the same requisites are necessary if we wish to deal with a territory in an 

appropriate way.                      

 

The interpretation of space and time represented the primogenital activity of mankind, 

in a way that in order to situate oneself in the world a territorial language was created 

The process was probably simultaneous with the organisation of spoken language, in 

order to form the essence of what is human, its capacity to reason and interpret 

experience. It is curious here to observe how spoken language, even its areas of greatest 

abstraction, is full of references to space, such as the frequent presence of prefixes in 

inside and ex outside, or terms such as the very word term, whose  meaning is limit. 

Even more explicit are mythical references in the relationship between construction and 



language as in the biblical episode of Babel. On the other hand, toponymy represents 

the clearest example of the interweaving of space and language. Just as spoken language 

is built on the substrata of linguistic usage that has already disappeared, but can be 

deciphered through etymological analysis, territorial language also organises itself on 

the building remains of the past, whose interpretation requires a specific technical 

etymology of its own.          

 

For primitive man, wandering in pursuit of prey, the possibility of finding signs that 

would allow him to orientate himself in the territory he wandered around represented a 

necessity for his survival; in fact the word sign, comes from the root sec to seek, 

investigate, and Iknos, related with Icono, print, track, that is to say together the word 

“sign” means to follow tracks, the predominant activity of this stage of man devoted to 

hunting. An activity based on deciphering codes, which constitutes the base of any 

language.     

 

As the activity of walking relates time and space, the task of orientation has to be 

preformed via the creation of signs just as much spatial as temporal, in that the temporal 

signs refer to another kind of space, that of the heavenly dome, where the stars run their 

course and which, on another hand, represents the only orientation reference in the 

darkness of night. 

 

If in the initial stage of nomadism the trail network represents the fundamental element, 

when society settles, the main activity is to establish boundaries which fix the extension 

dominated by each social group. The set of enclosures which delimit the different 

settlements, defining where the area of influence of each one ends and where that of the 

neighbour begins, forms a new network, which can be termed as a boundary network. 

The network of boundaries constitutes a structure to a certain extent complementary to 

that of the trails; while the network of trails facilitates movement, the boundary network 

proposes to control and in some cases prevent movement. We see how starting from 

simple mechanisms, the set of both networks provides the instruments which make up 

the basic grammar which governs territorial language.   

 

Although the trail networks are made up of real lines, defined by the continuity of the 

trails, and the boundaries are made up of virtual lines established between boundary 

stones, in some cases the boundaries correspond to constructed lines, as happens in the 

case of walls of different dimensions, whereas on the contrary communication can be 

set up along virtual trails between signal towers, as occurred in the past with smoke 

signals from beacons and today with telecommunication towers.     

 

Both networks are characterised by the presence of singular points, the nodes, where the 

lines cross, either in the same system or in the junction between two systems. Where it 

is a question of homogenous space the networks tend to present a hexagonal form in 

which the nodes join three lines, as shown in Cristaler’s theoretical model. These points 

of confluence traditionally acquired a great sense of meaning, which was shown by the 

presence of notable boundary marks. In the case of the network of trails, what we find 

are places where three trails join, which were places of worship to the lares, gods of the 

trails in classical times, substituted later by crosstones with the imposition of 

Christianity. Amongst the points of confluence of the trails places of settlement stand 

out for an unusual accumulation in the radiation of the trails. In the case of the boundary 

network, the union of three boundaries gives rise to the trifines , places commemorating 



where pacts were made between the confluent powers, as is signalled in place names 

such as Mesa de los Tres Señores (The Table of the Three Squires) and the Mojón de 

los Tres Reinos ( The Stone of the Three Kingdoms).  

 

The junction of both networks also gives rise to especially important places, such as is 

the case of the gates, gateways, toll gates or frontiers, points where the trails cross a 

jurisdictional boundary, or the bridges which overcome the obstacle of rivers which 

frequently serve as frontier markers.    

 

One feature of both networks is their hierarchical organisation. In the trail network, to 

which we will return later, it is easy to distinguish between the tracks used for local 

service, district paths and the long distance routes. The same process is verified in the 

boundary network, which varies from state frontiers, regional, provincial and municipal 

administrative networks, to finish up with property boundaries defining the extension of 

ownership of plots of land. Using this last category, the delimitation of land ownership, 

as an example, we can see how the different forms of organisation of land plots 

correspond to the different peculiarities of the landscape. Looking to the farming 

landscapes from the outskirts of the village heading out towards the surrounding 

forestry, we move from the slight delimitation of closed spaces of plots and vegetable 

patches, to the even more slightly defined stripped farming open fields, and beyond that 

the closed mosaic of the meadows ending in the large forested extensions of the 

communal mountains. 

 

With the passage of time, although the elements of territorial language, which we have 

just described, frequently remain, it is not unusual to find that their meanings have 

interloped, in such a way that the old Roman roads in medieval times became 

jurisdictional boundaries, and the gateways, which were points of confluence, changed 

from being peripheral locations to new central areas, as happened in the case of the 

Puerta del Sol of the city wall of medieval Madrid, which with the passage of time 

would become the centre of the city and the starting point of the National roads. This 

way, each historical period adapts the inheritance of inherited structures and adds new 

elements until it finally shapes a territorial picture of great complexity, made up of 

multiple elements impregnated with a harsh richness of meanings.        

 

The advent of modernity represents a break in the process of successive stratification of 

signs. The new mathematical conception of Cartesian space, in a world governed by the 

mechanical laws of Newton, whose recurring similarity is that of the workings of a huge 

clock, allows us to glimpse a space and time distant from the peculiarities of the place 

and historical tradition. It is now a question of homogenous and mathematically 

quantified space and time. Each point in space will be equivalent to another, and its 

identification will depend exclusively on its coordinates, while time is divided into 

equivalent fragments, governed by the mechanical turning of the cogs of the clock.        

 

Another characteristic of the idea of modernity would be the lineal conception of 

progress that urges permanent renovation via new images of the world that devalue 

what has gone before. This way, those proceeding from contemporary techniques 

should eradicate the inherited features of the historical space. 

 

As a result of the establishment of the cited conceptual paradigm what follows is the 

devaluing of cultural contents on the part of the professions that acted upon the territory, 



something which is clear in the disdain for the peculiarities of the place in the new 

interventions. This said attitude is common to the professions of ancient artistic roots, as 

is the case of architecture, or to a certain extent, civil engineering born in the 18
th

 

century. However, the contemporary territorial image derives even more from the 

proposals of other professions, arising from the second half of the 19
th

 century, such as 

forest engineers, agronomists and industrial engineers, or in the fist half of the 20
th

 

century as in telecommunications, well distanced from artistic and cultural proposals.        

 

The processes of concentration of farm plots and the construction of terracing, tracks 

and firebreaks in reforestation has resorted to the forgotten system of the historical 

networks of trails and boundaries, together with its singular points and most significant 

boundary markers, in search of the modern ideal of imposing homogeneity and progress 

on history. On this new insignificant space constructed ex novo we see a large 

proliferation of new markers, of more and more imposing size and shape. In order of 

appearance the cast is as follows: silos, electricity pylons, power station towers and 

finally the wind power mills and telecommunication towers. The last two kinds of 

construction mentioned turn out to be especially relevant due to their culminating 

position on mountain summits and on the skyline of the mountain ranges.  

 

Curiously, and despite being a question of instruments for the transport of messages, in 

the design of these objects, their evident meaningful value and great visual impact on 

very vast spaces has been ignored. 

 

From the last third of the 20th century we note a generalised crisis in the postulates of 

modernity, and the optimistic vision of progress, as is clearly shown in the territorial 

aspect with the proliferation of ecologist movements, which lay the emphasis on long 

term processes, in the destructive nature of techniques and in the prevalence of complex 

systems on the dominance of individualism, which constituted another of the bases of 

modernity.     

 

However, from the cultural angle, approximation to this reality is usually of a defensive 

kind, consists of preserving residual spaces, listed due to their relevant historical or 

natural value, and which are kept as reserves protected against the incidence of the new 

technologies. Opposite to this protectionist vision, a radical change of focus is proposed 

here, in which the cultural vision becomes the central system organising the multiple 

sectorial approximations. We refer to the protection of the construction of the territorial 

language which is the subject of this article. Creating a common tongue, in which the 

diverse sectorial disciplines coordinate with each other, and, as a whole, with place, 

history and nature. In this way, it is possible to integrate the tradition of local 

idiosyncrasy into the cosmopolitan communication circuits, a kind of synthesis of the 

local with the global, which the journalist Juan Cueto set out under the pharmaceutically 

sounding neologism, “glocal”.         

 

The trails network offers us a prototypical possibility of achieving this integration-

oriented vision of history to which we have been referring. Within the search for 

progress in the development of speed, which constitutes another of the characteristics of 

modernity, it was common to use the path of the old trails for modern roads, since it was 

supposed that the speed of modern vehicles would render into disuse, like a forgotten 

relic, the slow movement of pedestrians and laden beasts.    

 



However, surprisingly, in all countries we are witnessing a general resurgence of long 

distance green tracks, footpaths and bridle paths, which allow, through a rediscovery of 

the virtue of slowness, a calm sense of enjoyment of natural and cultural resources. The 

success of the recovery of the pilgrims’ road to Santiago de Compostela, annually 

frequented by hundreds of thousands of pilgrims, represents the most polished example 

of this tendency. The consequence of all this is that the communication networks of the 

different époques offer complementary possibilities, which varied between the speed of 

motorways, the slow walking pace of the trails, and taking in the possibility of the 

paused pace offered by the nineteenth century roads. The dimensional magnitude of the 

new infrastructures, would be compensated then by the special meaning of the old trails, 

along whose sides millenary historical construction has been developed, and seeing that, 

with some exceptions, road construction corresponds to the short period of the last 

century and a half. In this way, each space would correspond to a “tempo”, a temporal 

experience, of different magnitude and intensity. 

 

In order to achieve this integration-oriented vision between cultural and technique that 

we set out here, it would fitting to start from a distinct educational base, in which the 

strictly professional specialisation would be surpassed, in a way that the technical 

agents would be receptive to the cultural meaning of their works and to the respectful 

dialogue with other professional disciplines. It would be also be a question of opening 

humanist professions to knowledge of scientific and technical principles, at the same 

time doting scientific and technological disciplines with the necessary cultural training. 

On this new educational base it would be possible to spread the generalisation of this 

desired common tongue to the technical and cultural world, which would be the 

indispensable instrument for sustaining the transformation of territorial chaos into a 

system of harmony respecting history and nature.          
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