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TYPES OF RURAL LANDSCAPES IN THE OLTENIAN SUBCARPATHIAN 

DEPRESSIONS
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Abstract: Types and territorial distribution are 
governed by natural resources, demographic and 
economic factors. The evolution of the human factor in 
time, the changes occurred in the structure and spread of 
human settlements, the management of the commons for 
economic purposes have engendered a huge variety of 
landscapes in the Curvature Subcarpathians. The 
evolution of the population (of the labour force) is the 
main criterion differentiating rural landscapes on the 
basis of the geomorphic analysis. This landscape 
dynamics was found to be sliding steeply, moderately or 
spiralling up. The agro-economic criterion (land use) 
distinguished the following agricultural landscapes: very 
extended (80% of the communes) with cultivated fields 
(bocage variant), wine and fruit-tree plantations, agro-
pastoral and mixed-agriculture types. Owing to the 
diversity of natural factors, the rural landscape in the 
Bend area has good conditions to develop. The century-
old man/ nature relationship has created several human-
based rural landscape types, influenced by the type of 
economic activities.
Key words: rural landscapes, types, Romania.

Rezumat: Tipuri de peisaje rurale în depresiunile 
Subcarpatice Oltene. Tipurile şi distribuţiile teritoriale 
sunt guvernate de resurse naturale, factori demografici 
şi economici. Evoluţia factorului uman de-a lungul 
timpului, schimbările apărute în structura şi împrăştierea 
aşezărilor umane, managementul general pentru scopuri 
economice au dat naştere la o mare varietate de peisaje 
în Subcarpaţii Curburii. Evoluţia populaţiei (a forţei de 
muncă) este criteriul principal în diferenţierea peisajelor 
rurale pe baza analizei geomorfice. Dinamica peisajelor 
s-a transformat rapid, moderat sau spiralat.
Criteriul agro-economic (utilizarea terenurilor) a 
diferenţiat următoarele peisaje agricole: foarte extinse 
(80% din comune) cu câmpii cultivate (varianta 
bocage), plantaţii de viţă de vie şi pomi fructiferi, tipuri 
agro-pastorale şi agricultură mixtă. Datorită diversităţii 
factorilor naturali, peisajul rural din zona de Curbură 
dispune de condiţii bune de dezvoltare. Relaţia dintre 
secole- om şi natură a creat diferite tipuri rurale de 
peisaje influenţate de om şi de tipul de activităţi 
economice.
Cuvinte cheie: peisaje rurale, tipuri, România.

The approach of the concept of landscape in the 
Romanian geography goes down to the beginning 
of the 20th century, when George Vâlsan (1929) 
introduces the scientific description of landscapes 
classifying them in spatial landscapes (which aim 
the geographical position, the altitude), physical 
landscapes (which refer to the presentation of 
climate, water, relief-rock elements), biological 
landscapes (which express the vegetal and animal 
life), psycho-social landscapes (where human 
elements are dominant, expressing the urban or 
rural way of life, the economic activities, the 
cultural-religious and ethnographic specificity of 
settlements etc.).

In Vintilă Mihăilescu’s view (1968), another 
titan of Romanian geography, the concept of 
landscape is approached systematically, as he 
considers it “the assembly of outside features 

specific for a territory, the society being part of the 
system, as a product and an active factor”.

In fact the landscapes express the qualitative 
aspects of the territory, but also the way of life, 
concretized in the human-nature relationship and 
spatially materialized along the time. 
The general definition of the landscape was 
updated with the occasion of the European 
Convention of Landscapes (the 20th of October 
2000), being considered as: “a part of the territory 
perceived by the population as it is, the character
of which is the result of the action of natural and 
human factors”.

Scientifically, the landscape analysis comes 
first to geographers, as they have the capacity to 
study it as a whole, considering it as the result of a 
complex of factors, both physical and economical-
geographical, being able to outline its components, 
the relations between them and to remove its

1 Scientific researcher, Institute of Geography of the Romanian Academy; persumihaela@yahoo.com.
2 II main scientific researcher, Institute of Geography of the Romanian Academy; nancudaniela@yahoo.com.

124



Types of rural landscapes in the Oltenian Subcarpathian Depressions

.
individuality through its fundamental, objective 
and permanent attributes (Zăvoianu, I., 
Alexandrescu Mihaela, 1994). This fact is obvious 
through the implication of numerous Romanian 
geographers, well known in the special literature, 
in the study of landscapes: S. Mehedinţi (1946), P. 
Coteţ (1976), I. Donisă (1979), V. Tufescu (1981), 
Al. Roşu (1983), I. Velcea (1996), C. Vert (1992), 
M. Ielenicz (1996), V. Cucu (2000) etc.

Emphasizing the type of landscapes implies the 
establishment of certain clear criteria which aims
to the physical-geographical background and the 
human pressure through the degree of economic 
exploitation and the degree of territorial 
inhabitation. 

A recent classification for the type of 
landscapes which characterizes the Romanian 
geographical space was proposed by I. Mac 
(2000). Through this classification there are 
established, not only the determinative causes 
which separate the landscape in the two big classes 
(natural and human), but there is also better 
outlined the type of landscape, considering the 
representativeness criterion for a certain area of an 
element or a group of elements. Thus, depending 
on the dominant form of relief there can be: 
mountain, hilly, piedmont, field, deltaic landscape 
etc.; the vegetation can impose a forest or a steppe, 
forest-steppe landscape etc., and the hydrographic 
component determines according to its specificity: 
the marine, the lacustrine, the seashore, the glacial 
landscape etc.; in what concerns the human 
activity, this is reflected into the landscape by its 
economic specificity, by the organization of the 
habitat or by the way of inhabitation: agricultural 
landscape, industrial landscape, urban landscape, 
rural landscape, touristic landscape, etc.

These types can be constituted in superior 
degree landscapes, to which we can integrate, on 
various hierarchic steps, landscape of various 
degrees, using the category of representative 
elements for a certain unit spatially defined. For 
example, in the human landscape, the agricultural 
one can enclose the subtypes of pomiculture 
landscapes, vineyard landscapes, landscapes of 
cultivated fields, etc. Of course that any other 
feature of a landscape which makes it different 
from the others may represent a classification 
criterion, beside the ones already mentioned and 
which has to be as close as possible to an objective 
reality, specific to each territorial reality 
approached.

Rural landscapes are predominant in the 
Oltenia Subcarpathian depressions if we take into 
account that this category of landscapes represents 
over 90% from the territory, depending on the 

dominant form of settlement – rural and the 
dominant economic activity – agriculture. 

The rural landscape belongs to an 
anthropogenic environment, personalized by its 
dominant component – the village. Between the 
rural landscape, the rural habitat and the rural
settlement there is a close relationship of 
successive integration of all three geographical 
entities.

The rural habitat – reflects the human pressure 
upon the geographic landscape; it is 
complementary to the rural landscape and it 
subordinates to rural space.

The rural landscape strongly differentiated, in 
time and space, from the point of view of territorial 
organization, the degree of concentration or 
dispersion of houses in the heartland of the village, 
depending on the level of socio-economic 
development of the villages. 

The typology of rural landscape was a subject 
less approached in Romania. The studies realized 
by now, took into consideration especially the 
analysis of agricultural structures and the level of 
appliance of the land improvement methods 
(Dumitraşcu, 2006). In the special literature, there 
are papers approaching this subject which 
frequently analyzes three major types of rural 
landscapes: open field landscapes, based on the 
culture of the cereals, from the steppe; the 
pomiculture-viticulture landscapes, characteristic 
to hilly regions, agropastural landscapes from the 
mountain region. There are also analyzed the rural 
landscapes which interfere with other categories of 
landscapes: the agro-industrial landscape, the agro-
forest landscape, the agro-piscicol landscape, ş.a.

In the present study we are trying to identify the 
types of rural landscapes at the level of Oltenia 
Subcarpathian depressions considering the 
representative criterion which aims the 
demographic component (the dynamics of
population), the agro-economic one (land use) and 
the interaction of physical and human factors (its 
direction of evolution).

In its geographical assembly, the appearance of 
this territory is expressed by the relief through the 
hilly landscape type. The Oltenia Subcarpathian 
depressions are part of the Getic Subcarpathians, 
belonging from the administrative point of view to 
Gorj and Vâlcea counties (Fig. 1). Due to the 
natural conditions and to the specific method of 
exploiting the economic potential, the rural 
settlements enclose two forms of organization: 
permanent settlements – the actual villages and the 
temporary settlements with a pastoral specificity 
(the sheepfolds). The network of permanent 
settlements (Table no 1) sums up about 64 villages 

125



Forum Geografic. Studii şi cercetări de geografie şi protecţia mediului
Year 8, No. 8/ 2009, pp. 124- 130

and only 3 towns, in 2008, which confers a strong 
rural character. 

Here the village manifested an evident 
preference in choosing the location, for the 
depressions, valley couloirs and the contact area 
with the mountain.

Fig. 1. Geographical position (administratively and 
physical-geographical)

Table no1 
Statistical-demographic characteristics of the 

settlements network (2008)
Number of 
settlements Density Average size

Units of 
relief 

Villages Towns

villages
Villages/ 
100 km2

towns
towns/ 
1000
km2

of villages
no of 

inhabitants
/ village

of towns
no of 

inhabitants/ 
town

The 
Romanian 

Subcarpathi
ans

1 842 36 11,2 2 800 15 000

The Getic 
Subcarpathi

ans 

596 14 12,7 2,6 600 14 000

The Oltenia 
Subcarpathi

an 
depressions

64 3 4,5 < 1 560 8 050

The demographical and morphological size of 
the villages differ depending on the potential 
habitat of the terrain on which was organized the 
heartland of the village and their economic profile. 
Considering the number of population, the average 

size of the villages within this Subcarpathian 
depressionary space of Oltenia is 560 inhabitants. 
The small villages are numerous, 500 inhabitants, 
their percent being of 40% from the total number 
of rural settlements. Most villages, included in this 
category, are concentrated in the eastern part, 
where the natural conditions are less favorable, 
because of the relief intensity. The middle and big 
villages, between 500–2000 inhabitants and over 
2000 inhabitants, are frequently located in the 
entire subcarpathian space analyzed and they have 
a mixed economic profile.

Types of rural landscape differentiated after 
the demographic criterion – the dynamics of the 
population

The population, an essential element in the rural 
landscape, is correlated with the territorial 
component represented by the natural background 
and economic one represented by the land use and 
other activities. Taking into consideration the 
demographic factor, base on the criterion selected, 
the demographic dynamics, there had been 
determined for the period 1992-2002, three types 
of rural landscapes:

The rural landscapes with a demographical 
dynamics severely descending

The demographic characteristics of this type of 
landscape are: reduced demographic potential, 
negative natural increase and migration rate, aging 
of population. The characteristics of villages: 
scattered houses, irregular texture due to 
unfavorable natural and economic conditions.

Territorial distribution: villages located at the 
contact area of the depression with the mountain 
area – Buzeşti, Arşeni, Bârcaciu, Bistriţa, Roşoveni 
and Dumbrăveşti, whose decreasing dynamic 
varies between -20 and -75% (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2 The territorial distribution of rural landscapes, differentiated based on demographic dynamics
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This type of landscape has a reduced extension 

in the territory, in this category being included 
only 6 rural settlements to which is added the 
Novaci town. 

Rural landscapes with a demographic dynamics 
moderately descending. Demographic 
characteristics: positive natural increase, negative 
migration rate. Small and middle rural settlements 
are predominant, their descending dynamics 
varying between -1 and -20%. The territorial 
distribution signals a higher frequency in the 
Oltenia Subcarpathian depressions.

Rural landscapes with ascending demographic 
dynamics. Demographic characteristics: increase of 
the population between 1 – 22%, balanced age 
group structure. The villages are located close to 
urban centers and have a higher economic 
standard. This type of landscape is equally 
represented in the Subcarpathic area from Gorj and 
Vâlcea (Fig. 2).

The rural landscapes differentiated after the 
agro-economic criterion

The human transformations changed 
significantly the natural environment, interrupting 
the natural succession of vegetation. During the 
last century, the human pressure upon the 
environment increased, and the forests and 
grasslands had been frequently replaced with 
arable surfaces and orchards. 

Considering the structure and repartition of the 
categories of land use and agricultural fields, we can 
distinguish, in the Oltenia Subcarpathian depressions 
the following types of agricultural landscapes:

The agricultural landscape of closed cultivated 
fields – is usually located on the terraces, in 
depressions and on the slopes. The fields are 
bounded by embankments or fences of twigs and 
have various sizes connected to the extension of 
familial properties. There are usually present in the 
contact area of the hills with the plain, where the 
arable lands represent 30% of their agricultural 
surface (Fig. 3). It is best represented on the 
territory of the Muşeteşti commune. There are 
predominant the single houses, with an intense 
fragmentation of the lands.

The compact pomiculture landscape denotes the 
presence of orchards on extended surfaces in the 
Oltenia depressions, especially in Vâlcea county 
(Tomşani commune – 15% pomiculture terains) 
and on the Olt-Gilort watersheds. Favorable 
natural conditions are conferred by the south-east 
exposure of the sides, by the presence of fertile soils 
and the shelter microclimatic conditions offered by the 
Meridionali mountain range, which border the 
depressions in the north, but also by the existence of 
some deep valleys which are draining the depressions.

The discontinuous pomiculture-viticulture 
landscape gathers small parcels with vineyards and 
fruit trees, associated to the agricultural lands from 
the single houses. This type of landscape generally 
overlaps on the area of the mixed agricultural 
landscape and characterizes those communes 
which structure of land use is under 10% for 
vineyards and orchards.

Fig. 3. The territorial distribution of the agricultural 
landscapes of cultivated fields

The agro-pastoral hilly landscape. It is present 
at altitudes ranging between 500-700 m, where 
there are extended surfaces with pastures, natural 
grasslands and where there are organized 
temporary settlements destined for breeding. The 
agro-pastoral landscape is better represented in the 
Gorjului Subcarpathians, where on certain areas 
the terrains covered with pastures occupy between 
60-80% and even over 80% from the total 
agricultural land (Fig. 4). It is important to mention 
the fact that the Subcarpathians are crossed by 
numerous roads for transhumant shepherds.

Fig. 4. Territorial distribution of agro-pastoral 
hilly type landscapes

The grazing in the mountainous area of Oltenia 
is pointed out by two concentration poles for this 
kind of activity, Novaci and Vaideeni. The 
shepherds from these areas, especially the ones 
from Vaideeni, have been practicing the 
transhumance from ancient times. During the 
summer they were going with the herds up in the 
mountain to the Obârşia Lotrului and during the 
winter they were descending in the meadow of the 
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Danube, up to the Dobrudja Piedmont. During the 
XIXth century there was a road for the 
transhumance of the sheeps, parallel with the 
Cerna of the Olteţ, and in the mountainous area 
there were numerous sheepfolds, their names being 
same as the ones of the heights they were located 
on (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5. Road for the transhumance of the sheep from 
Vaideeni

The mixed agricultural landscape is extended 
on large surfaces, in each of the three 
subcarpathian groups and combines associated 
agricultural spaces (arable, pastures, vineyards-
orchards), a puzzle structure according to the 
variety of the environmental conditions. 

The forest landscape. The forests occupy 26,7% 
from the national territory and are not uniformly 
distributed in the territory. According to some 
elaborated studies concerning the growing stock, in 
Romanian there are large surfaces of degraded 
lands, about 7 million hectares. Large surfaces of 
degraded terrains are found in the subcarpathian 
hilly region (The Muntenia Subcarpathians, the 
Moldavia Subcarpathians) and in the plateau (the
Getic Plateau, the Transylvania Plateau, the 
Moldavia Plateau and the Dobrudja Plateau). 

In the conditions of a passing from the natural 
economy to the industrial one (siècles XIX-XX), 
there took place essential modifications in the 
forest domain, both in the structure, in the 
composition of the tree species, as well as, by the 
pronounced reduction of the forest surfaces. A 
great importance in the rehabilitation of forest 
landscapes is reforestation, a high problem in the 
areas with big surfaces deforested.

The growing stock of the Subcarpathians is 
extended on approximate 28 percent from the total 

surface of the area. The forest landscape is best 
represented in the Oltenia Subcarpathian 
depressions (Fig. 6), at the level of the Costeşti 
(77.9 percent forests from the total surface) and the
Muşeteşti communes (66 percent forests from the 
total surface). 

Fig. 6. Repartiţia teritorială a peisajelor forestiere

The actual aspects of humanization of the forest 
domain are present in the landscape through the 
areas of forest exploitation, places of collection 
and wood processing, special roads for transport 
(forest roads and railways along the Bistriţa Vâlcii, 
the Olteţ, the Gilort valleys), but also by the 
industrial wood processing centers.

The types of rural landscapes determined by 
the interaction of human factors upon the 
environment reflect the natural degree of 
landscapes.

The dynamics in time and space of different 
forms of land use, expressed by the increase of the 
surface of agricultural lands, of the pastures or the 
reduction of forested surfaces, then the extension 
of human settlements, of the roads, of the surfaces 
affected by industrial activities, all these have an 
impact upon the environment changing it step by 
step in landscapes more or less humanized. 

The moderately humanized landscapes found 
all over the Subcarpathians of Oltenia, express a 
relative balance between the natural and human 
potential. They are characterized by the variety of 
land use methods and by the intensity of the areas 
of forest ecosystems. 

The strongly humanized landscapes appeared in 
connection to the development of industrial 
activities, especially the exploitation of subsoil 
resources (limestone–Bistriţa) and the 
hydrographic resources (Bumbeşti-Jiu).

The artificialization of landscapes by creating 
human ecosystems, as a result of excessive energy 
consumptions, when they exceed certain limits, 
they can become dangerous to the human society 
and to the nature.

*        *      *
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The social-economic process of durable 

development at the level of local communities is 
based on management strategies, generally aiming 
various landscapes, especially the agricultural 
ones. The economic value attributed to the 
landscape, as well as the interdependence between 
the local economic structures and the landscape 
carries a special interest in satisfying the social 
demands, in reduction the environment costs for 
landscape rehabilitation. In this respect we mention 
the major role held by a series of ampleness 
projects initiated at the European level, also 
applied in our country, with entire or partially 
external financing. 

Such a project initiated by SAPARD 
programme, aims the professional training for 
the development of competencies connected to 
the application of agricultural practices destined 
to protect the environment and to maintain the 
rural landscape. Among the objectives proposed 
in order to develop the rural economy (priority 
axis no 3) we mention the agro-environmental 
measures in accordance with the subject of rural 
landscapes: 
 The development of practical experience for 

the implementation of agricultural-
environment measure, at the administrative 
and local level, respectively at a farm level, 
according to the principles of Common 
Agricultural Policy, will speed up the process 
of harmonizing the laws that Romania is 
performing, as well as taking over the 
experience of EU member states.

 The Ministry of Waters, Forests and 
Environmental Protection already started the 
preparation of the legal context for the 
implementation of the agricultural-
environment measures, by approving the major 
elements of the law in this domain, as for 
example the Government Ordinance no 
34/1999 regarding the organic production and 
its certification.

 According to the provisions of art. 22 from 
the Council Regulation (CE) no 1257/1999, 
the measures for agricultural production 
destined to protect the environment and to 
maintain the rural specificity (agricultural-
environment) shall contribute to the 
multiplication of actions that fulfill the 
objectives according to the community 
policies regarding the agriculture and 
environment. Especially, the support offered 
by this measure will promote the application 
of pilot projects as an operational objective, 
aiming to convert to an organic agriculture, 
the protection of areas with a special 
biodiversity/natural importance and 

maintaining/improving the rural landscape or 
the one of the natural environment.
We also notice such an agricultural-

environment measure for the geographical space 
(the Oltenia Subcarpathian depressions) analyzed 
in the case study:
 Improving the quality of the environment 

(setting up an ecological transfer point for 
waste – on an emplacement located on the 
public property of the Măldăreşti City Hall, 
which will serve for the entire area, being 
easily accessed by all component settlements 
of the Horezu Depression: Slătioara, 
Vaideeni, Horezu, Tomşani, Măldăreşti, 
Costeşti. It is recommended fully perform the 
project, and all its components, because it is 
enclosed in a durable development strategy of 
the area, which provides the success and the 
feasibility of the investment.

In conclusion, we mention the presence within 
the Oltenia Subcarpathians depressions of several 
types of rural landscapes which dynamic and 
complex character outlines the permanent 
interaction between the components of the natural 
and human environment.

The structure and the territorial distribution of 
the types of rural landscapes, express the intense 
exploitation of the assembly of conditions offered 
by this geographical space.
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