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Reviving the Soul of Land — Criticism on Ocularism of Urban Landscape
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Abstract

The word “landscape”, as well as its meaning in the western history of
landscape, has something to do with the symbol of power. The word has
seemingly countless ties with “nature”, but both the original reference of
“landscape” and the landscape garden that rose later has the attentive
eye for power hidden inside. By analyzing the development history of
the word “landscape,” this paper will highlight the different concepts
of "landscape" between the eastern and the western world, and make
criticism of "ocularism" in current design of landscape.
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What is “landscape?” In a broad sense, it can mean a designed or
undisturbed natural site at any scale, while on the other hand, its
influence as an industry has gone beyond its initial sphere. Nowadays,
landscape has become a familiar cognitive paradigm, and people
rarely question it. However, an in-depth investigation of the meaning
of “landscape” in both English and Chinese context will be helpful to
greater understand the concept of landscape, and more profoundly, to
understand its meaning in human social life.

Literally the word “landscape” means “scape of land”. The first
half of the word indicates its connection with land, which seems to be
another name for nature. Another Chinese translation for the word is
“scenery”, which is first used in literature and art so as to express the
admiration of the nature. However, there exists remarkable differences
between scenery and nature because of “-scape”, the other root of the
word “landscape”. Originating from the tradition of Hebrew, “scape”

was first used to describe the splendor of King Solomon’s capital city,

Jerusalem!"!, with the palace as its center, distinguished from wilderness.

According to the duality of the concept of nature and human in western
philosophy, nature refers to the areas untouched by humans. As a result,
the mysterious and awful wilderness becomes a representative of the
nature. On the other hand, “landscape” refers to the spaces modified by
man, illustrating human’s ambition for controlling the earth.

Since its emergence in the Netherlands in the 16th century,
landscape painting has become an important style. Taking landscape
as a type of artistic object, a painter first needs to observe it with their
eyes, rendering the landscape as an image in the sharp eyes of the
artist. In the sense of “scenery”, scape is not only an external object,
but also closely connected with the sight, the sense we rely on most.
The meanings of ownership and transformation ability, once found in
the concept of landscape, have been replaced with a “purposeless” and
aesthetic meaning. Immanuel Kant, the German philosopher, took it

further to call it “purposiveness "

. Thus the concept of landscape is
not because of human’s subjective aim, but the conscious activity of the
subject aroused by forms of nature. Once again, “nature” has seemingly
entered the landscape.

The fashion of appreciating nature prevailed in almost every
corner of humanities and arts in the 18th century. During this period,
the concepts from Italian landscape painting, British romantic
poem, empiricist and neo-Platonist philosophy™ in various fields of

aesthetics, arts and spatial perception all aspired for the same ideal

1. BRHEBNRE, BIREE T EAERAETENENEREA.
1. An engraving of Kent, please notice the manor owner who is observing
through the telescope.

— the desire for natural beauty. Meanwhile, with much curiosity, the
Chinese gardens joined the view of the Europeans. The near-natural
taste of Chinese gardens immediately attracted the attentions of the

29

romantic British. “Nature hates straight lines,” “not smooth, but coarse,
and make it ‘picturesque’.” The British felt that this aesthetic of the
picturesque, found in the oriental world, was an exciting medium and
meeting point™ for their own culture. This style was extremely popular
throughout Europe in the 18th century, displaying its universal charm.

However, the British did not realize, when the perception of
“picturesque” was created via Chinese gardens, a sense of subjectivity
had been attached. The picturesque aesthetic experience originated
from the way of panoramic views by the only medium of vision. In the
opinion of Kant, the pleasure of enjoying “picturesque” in nature has
actually limited the experience with nature within a visual experience.
Yet is this to be our whole experience towards garden?

Chinese landscape painting (or the painting of mountains and
waters) is different from its western counterpart, and this understanding
of the visual sense is one of their important distinctions. Guo Xi, a
famous Chinese landscape painter living in the Northern Song Dynasty
(960-1127), had a brilliant remark on the feeling of appreciating
landscape, saying “(within it) to walk and to see is not as good as to
habitat and to ramble”.”" In other words, as for mountains and waters,
the function of viewing is far less important than habituating and
rambling. This sounds odd to the visual artists. However, it is such
theory that reflects the fundamental anti-ocularist tradition of Chinese
arts that are remarkably different from the vision-centered European

culture.
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Lao Tzu, the ancient Chinese philosopher, said “colors blind your
eyes” and “for your stomach not for eyes”. By saying so, he is refusing
to seek visual pleasure. Lao Tzu believed the best conformity to human
nature to give up luxuriant visual experience and return to the original
state of your heart. Chinese gardens are derived from the idea of the
Chinese landscape paintings, and Guo Xi’s principle of being “habitable
and ramblable” is the most important aesthetic concept of the gardens.
By livable and tourable, Guo Xi does not mean the common concept
of being livable to dwell and travel and tour in, rather he emphasizes
a type of holistic and integrated experience. By viewing a garden as a
visual object, one severs the experiential connection with the garden,
in the same way severing the body from the garden of life. This double
severing of culture and individual is the beginning of the 18th century
British gardeners” misunderstanding of Chinese gardens. When William
Chambers was viewing Chinese gardens with his own eyes, he probably
did not truely understand the meaning of landscape architectures
such as Yuanxiang Pavilion (Pavilion of Distant Scent) and Tingli
House (House of Listening Birds). Life is a holistic form, but human
experience has become fragmented in cities where things are organized
by division of work. In this context, garden provides a place for humans
to rediscover a holistic experience of life.

There is a natural but subtle link between vision and power. The
European culture and arts are steeped in this framework. The desire for
power can be found in the splendid ancient Roman palaces on the top of
mountains, the Barogque geometric French gardens and even the British
landscape gardens. The latter seems difficult to understand, and yet if
one has seen the engravings of Kent, as well as the landscape paintings
of the painter John Constable, he can trace the images of aristocracy and
landlords in those picturesque landscapes. Undoubtedly, the owner’s
sense of pride in “owning” the beautiful landscape is actually hidden in
the landscape itself.

This desire for possession did not vanish with the development of
capitalist society. With a growingly urgent demand for landscape, the
visual desires are reflected in the development of ultra-high buildings.
The Eiffel Tower, as a grandeur at the World Expo in 1889 caused
controversies and concerns at that time. One of the concerns was about
the setting of observatory on the top of the tower: many people found
this visual experience “chilling”. The insightful French philosopher
Michel Foucault had been aware of the ubiquitous existence of

“supervision” and surveillance in society'. The vantage from high-rise

buildings showcases the control human visual power has on space at the
larger scale. In most people’s minds, New York, where the early clusters
of skyscrapers were built, is the model of western capitalism, created
by vibrant commerce. Walking in the streets of New York City, you can
find a forest of high buildings and glaring electronic screens, all trying
their best to catch the eyes of the passers-by. While people working on
the upper floors of those buildings look down on the city-dwellers, with

a mix of ambition and fear in their hearts.

While people working on the upper floors of those

buildings look down on the city-dwellers, with a mix
of ambition and fear in their hearts.

Apparently, modern Chinese people have, unconsciously,
taken on this imported idea, as seen in its rapid spread throughout

»[7] |S

the country. “An electrifying and crazy visual excessiveness
becoming omnipresent, and big Chinese cities are developing in the
direction towards New York City. As our cities become more and more
New York, they show their craze for commerce and money, which is
reflected particularly in this excessive chase for visual excitement.
The typical examples can be seen in the proud landmarks of each city.
Situated at near the center of power, the Beijing-based National Center
for the Performing Arts has a smooth geometric shape, glaring lights
and broad waterscape, all implying that the site is for people to “watch”.
Half of the total investment of RMB 3 billion is intangible but created
for visual purpose only. This pursuit of the visual serves to highlight the
disparity between this centre and the livelihoods of the common citizen.
For them, alienation, rather than inhabitation, has become the symbol
of these buildings to the people. And there are the landscapes in the
urban squares and parks, the products of the “panoramic” and pleasing
aesthetic, found in the center and the corners of cities. Large areas
of flowers and plants arranged into decorative patterns, inaccessible
waterscapes and fountains, patriotic public art which are coupled with
the slogan, “the spirit of the city”, are all projecting images of power.
Public space has become the guarantee of power instead of the site for
the expression of individuality.

It is comforting that some landscape architects are trying to veer
away from such depressing and swelling visual experience in the urban

areas. The well-known “pocket” Paley Park, designed by Robert Zion,
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offers place of rest for pedestrians walking through the forest of high
rise. The sound generated by falling waters covers up the noise of the
city, and trees at regular intervals, provide some screening and privacy.
The wire chairs and marble desks, though clumsy at first sight, convey
a sense of security without a sumptuous mask. The mushroom-shaped
ground tiles add a fresh and yet restrained look. Such place is where
you can look around without any purpose and enjoy a tranquil moment
inside the heart of a bustling city. In Shanghai, the groups of high

dense dazzling buildings represent the most modern New York-style
development, while the remaining China Pavilion reflects modern China
eager to prove its strength with the “crown” and “tripod”, the symbol

of imperial power in the ancient times. In contrast, the Houtan Park
nearby, with a low-profile and even wild taste, is the lasting strip for the
local citizens to enjoy a moment of reflection. The inflow from Huangpu
River, having already passed by the pools of industry, drops its load here,
running peacefully over the carefully arranged waterweed and pebbles,
and at last becoming a gentle stream, returning to its original state.

The desire for “vision” has deprived us of too many meanings of
human life, and undoubtedly, landscape, in this regard, has added fuel
to the fire. In the early 20th century, the US philosopher Ralph Waldo
Emerson had realized that the various parts of the landscape should
be combined into a habitable continuum, where living not only refers
to residential, but also refers to the all natural aspects linked to man.
Aesthetician Arnold Berleant emphasizes that cities need a home-like
design, which means the designed places must have a feeling of home.
This is at least one of the criteria for success™, and the feeling of home
should be without surveillance and away from the gaze of others. This
paper does not intend to refute the significance of vision as the main
source of aesthetic experience of landscape, but expects a return of
vision to the organic experience. Landscape is not born simply for

“scape”, but needs to return to the original soul of “land”. LAF
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