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The following terms are those used in the National Register program to categorize and discuss landscapes. Most are taken from the National Historic Preservation Act, the NHPA regulations, and the National Register bulletins, with the source noted.

Archeological district.  A significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of sites important in history or prehistory (How to Complete the National Register Registration Form, Appendix IV, p. 1).

Cultural resource.  Building, site, structure, object, or district evaluated as having significance in prehistory or history. (From How to Complete the National Register Registration Form, Appendix IV, p. 1. Please note: the word “prehistoric” is quoted from the definition in the bulletin. Today, “precontact archeology” is preferred.)

Culture.  The traditions, beliefs, practices, lifeways, arts, crafts, and social institutions of any community, be it an Indian tribe, a local ethnic group, or the people of the national as a whole. (Guidelines for Evaluation and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties, p. 1)

Designed historic landscape.  A landscape that has significance as a design or work of art; was consciously designed and laid out by a master gardener, landscape architect, architect, or horticulturalist to a design principle, or an owner or other amateur using a recognized style or tradition in response or reaction to a recognized style or tradition; has a historical association with a significant person, trend, event, etc. in landscape gardening or landscape architecture; or a significant relationship to the theory or practice of landscape architecture (How to Evaluate and Nominate Designed Historic Landscapes, p. 2)

Historic district.  A district is a geographically definable area, urban or rural, possessing a significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of sites, buildings, structures, or objects united by past events or aesthetically by plan or physical development. A district may also comprise individual elements separated geographically but linked by association or history (36 CFR60.3(d)). Examples include college campuses, industrial complexes, rural villages, canal systems, irrigation systems, large farms, ranches, estates or plantations, transportation networks, and large landscaped parks (How To . . . , p. 15).

Historic property or historic resource.  Any prehistoric or historic district, site, building, structure, or object included in, or eligible for inclusion on the National Register. (Title III, Section 301, 16 U.S.C. 470w). 

District.  A district is a geographically definable area, urban or rural, possessing a significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of sites, buildings, structures, or objects united by past events or aesthetically by plan or physical development. A district may also comprise individual elements separated geographically but linked by association or history (36 CFR60.3(d)). Examples include college campuses, industrial complexes, rural villages, canal systems, irrigation systems, large farms, ranches, estates or plantations, transportation networks, and large landscaped parks (How To . . . , p. 15).

Site.  A site is the location of a significant event, a prehistoric or historic occupation or activity, or a building or structure whether standing, ruined, or vanished, where the location itself maintains historical or archeological value regardless of the value of any existing structure (36 CFR 60.3 (l)) Sites include gardens, grounds, battlefields, ruins of historic buildings and structures, campsites, sites of treaty signings, trails, areas of land, cemeteries, designed landscapes, and natural features, such as springs and rock formations, and land areas having cultural significance (How To….p. l 5).

Building.  A building is a structure created to shelter any form of human activity, such as a house, barn, church, hotel, or similar structure. Building may refer to a historically related complex such as a courthouse and jail or a house and barn. (36 CFR 60.3(a))

Structure.   A structure is a work made up of interdependent and interrelated parts in a definite pattern of organization. Constructed by man, it is often an engineering project large in scale. (36 CFR 36.3(p))  Landscape examples include canals, dames, roadways, railroad grades, mounds, cairns, systems of roadways and paths, and gazebos (How To, p. 15)
Object.  An object is a material thing of functional, aesthetic, cultural, historical or scientific value that may be, by nature or design, movable yet related to a specific setting or environment. (36 CFR 60.3(j)) Landscape-related objects include sculpture, monuments, boundary markers, statuary, and fountains (How To . . ., p. 15).

Historic residential suburb.  A geographic area, usually located outside the central city, that was historically connected to the city by one or more modes of transportation; subdivided and developed primarily for residential use according to a plan; and possessing a significant concentration, linkage, and continuity of dwellings on small parcels of land, roads and streets, utilities, and community facilities. (Historic Residential Suburbs, Guidelines for Evaluation and Documentation for the National Register to Historic Places, p. 4)

Landscape characteristics.  Tangible evidence of the activities and habits of the people who occupied, developed, used, and shaped the land to serve human needs; they may reflect the beliefs, attitudes, traditions, and values of these people. . . Landscape characteristics may reflect natural or cultural processes that have been instrumental in shaping the land, or physical components that are evident on the land (Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Rural Historic Landscapes, p. 3). Four categories of processes and seven categories of physical components are identified in the National Register bulletin.

Landscape archeology.  The examination of land or landscape characteristics, such as walls, road remnants, trail ruts, foundations, and refuse sites, to obtain information important to an understanding of historic or prehistoric activities. (See Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Rural Historic Landscapes, p. 19, for a more thorough explanation).                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Mining landscapes.  Evoke images of time, place, and historical patterns associated with past mining epochs. Mining landscapes might include ravaged landscapes denuded by nineteenth century hydraulic mining in the Mother Lode region of California, barren strip-mining landscapes of West Virginia, gaping holes in the earth, dredging landscapes in Alaska characterized by mounded tailing piles lining great stretches of creek and river beds. (Guidelines for Identifying, Evaluating, and Registering Historic Mining Properties, p. 13-14)  Note:  mining landscapes may contain significant archeological remains and they may be active landscapes, still being mined.

Precontact Archeology:  Studies of the archeological remains of indigenous American societies as they existed before substantial contact with Europeans and resulting written records.  The National Register promotes the use of the term “precontact,” rather than prehistory, unless directly quoting legislation, regulations, or other materials that use the term "prehistoric" or "prehistory." 

Property type. A group of properties defined by common physical and associative characteristics (How to Complete the National Register Registration Form, Appendix IV, p. 3).

Physical characteristics.  Visible or tangible attributes of a property, such as style, period, site or structural type, size, scale, proportions, design, architectural details, method of construction, sting, orientation, spatial arrangement or plan, materials, workmanship, artistry, and environmental relationships (How to Complete the National Register Multiple Property Documentation Form, p. 14).

Associative characteristics.  Attributes related to a property’s history, such as the property’s relationship to important activities,  persons, or events, including information such as dates, functions, role, cultural affiliations, relationship to important research topics, and the presence of natural features or resources that helped determine location  (How to Complete the National Register Multiple Property Documentation Form, p. 14).

Resource. Any building, structure, site, or object that is part of or constitutes a historic property (How to Complete the National Register Registration Form, Appendix IV, p. 3).

Rural historic landscape.  A geographical area that historically has been used by people, or shaped or modified by human activity, occupancy, or intervention, and that possesses a significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of areas of land use, vegetation, buildings and structures, roads and waterways, and natural features. (Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting Rural Historic Landscapes, p. 2)

Setting.  Quality of integrity applying to the physical environment of a historic property. (How to Complete the National Register Registration Form, Appendix IV, p. 3)

Traditional cultural property.  A property associated with traditional cultural practices or beliefs of a living community that (a) are rooted in that community’s history, and (b) are important in maintaining the continuing cultural identity of the community (Guidelines for Evaluation and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties, p. 1). Note: abbreviated as “TCP” and often called “traditional cultural place,” which the National Register finds acceptable.

Traditional cultural significance.  Significance of a historic property derived from the role the property plays in a community’s historically rooted beliefs, customs, and practices (Guidelines for Evaluation and Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties, p. 1).



Terms not Formally in Use by the NR
The National Register bulletins do not include definitions for these widely used terms, but as discussions of the NRLI continue, recommendations to incorporate these and other terms may become evident. The initiative may also recommend the exclusion of terms used in other programs but not useful to the National Register.

Cultural landscape—a geographic area, including both natural and cultural resources, including the wildlife or domestic animals therein, that has been influenced by or reflects human activity or was the background for an event or person significant in human history. (Robert Melnick, Cultural Landscapes: Rural Historic Districts in the National Park System, NPS, Park Historic Architecture Division, 1984, p. 66). Melnick’s publication helps explain why the NR used the term “rural historic districts” instead of “cultural landscapes”:

The term “cultural landscape” has been a part of the concept of the project from very early on.[footnoteRef:1] It seemed though, that this concept and term lacked the specific definition that was needed for this project. In the strictest sense, everything that surrounds us which is influenced or modified by people can be called the cultural landscape. To use the term “cultural landscape” meant that the National Park Service had to apply a new meaning to an accepted phrase. Eventually it became clear that we were addressing ourselves to a selection of landscapes which exist within many units of the National Park System that have special cultural values. This selection of cultural landscapes is now identified as “rural historic districts” to reflect their rural nature and the direct connections to the National Register process” (Melnick, p. 7). [1:  Note:  “the project” refers to Melnick’s development of a process and manual for identifying historic landscapes, cultural landscapes, or rural historic districts in the National Park System. Through the course of the project, he settled on the term “rural historic district,” which was absorbed the National Register program.] 


Since Melnick’s work for NPS in the 1980s, the term “cultural landscape,” long used by cultural geographers and others, has become widely integrated into historic preservation practice.

Ethnographic landscape.  A landscape containing a variety of natural and cultural resources that associated people define as heritage resources. Examples are contemporary settlements, sacred religious sites, and massive geological structures. Small plant communities, animals, subsistence and ceremonial grounds are often components. (The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for the Treatment of Cultural Landscapes, 1996)


(Historic) vernacular landscape—a landscape that evolved through use by the people whose activities or occupancy shaped it. Through social or cultural attitudes of an individual, a family, or a community, the landscape reflects the physical, biological, and cultural character of everyday lives. Function plays a significant role in vernacular landscapes. This can be a farm complex or a district of historic farmsteads along a river valley. Examples include rural historic districts and agricultural landscapes. (The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for the Treatment of Cultural Landscapes, 1996)
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