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Abstract

An overview of the development of picturesque aesthetics in the late
1800s, particularly its influence upon urban planning and architectural
design in the 20th century, will shed light on our understanding of the
interaction and connection of landscape architecture, architecture and
urban design disciplines in the development of modern architecture;
further, it will drive us to rethink the significance of landscape architecture
in the contemporary study and construction of built environment.
The developing history of picturesque aesthetics in the 20th century
has witnessed the interaction among the disciplines of urban design,
architecture and landscape architecture. It will further inspire us to think
“crossing boundaries” between different disciplines on the variety of new
issues associated with the living environment of human beings.
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Landscape Architecture Frontiers

Picturesque, a very important concept in western aesthetics, has
influenced not only on landscape painting, but also garden and
landscape design, and even architectural and urban design. Currently,
landscape architecture, architecture and urban planning are three
separate departments in most architectural schools in China, each has
its marked boundary. However, an overview of the development of
picturesque aesthetics in the late 1800s, particularly its influence upon
urban planning and architectural design in the 20th century, will shed
light on our understanding of the interaction and connection of the
three disciplines in the development of modern architecture; further, it
will drive us to rethink the significance of landscape architecture in the
contemporary study.

Picturesque aesthetics emphasizes values of roughness, complexity,
broken surface and ruggedness. In the history of its emergence, William
Gilpin (1724-1804) must not be ignored. From 1768 to 1776, Gilpin had
been travelling in England for many years, recording his observations
with watercolors and inks.!"! According to the Historical Dictionary of
Romantic Art and Architecture, edited by Allison Lee Palmer, “Gilpin
began to write about aesthetics, mainly focusing on landscape painting
and the idea of the picturesque, which became popular among romantic
painters and architects... Gilpin’s work Essay on Prints, published in
1768, is where we find the original definition of this term. To Gilpin,
the picturesque often dealt with textures in an image that focused on a
rough or broken building surface, or an intricate line of the land rather
than a smoothly polished appearance.””

Another important theorist in the history of picturesque aesthetics
development is Sir Uvedale Price (1747-1829). In his essay On the
Picturesque, Price took the word “picturesque” as an alternative to
the categories of the beautiful and the sublime. Defined by Edmund
Burke, the Irish politician and philosopher, in his book A Philosophical
Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
published in 1756, the beautiful refers to the feelings people acquire
at the sight of smooth, even and delicate things, while the sublime
refers to the great, awesome and horrifying. Picturesque to Price is
between the two concepts of rejecting the beautiful and its favor of
classics, and refusing the sublime and its infatuation with splendor. As
a result, picturesque aesthetics praises the irregularity and roughness
of landscape while at the same time limits such irregularity within a
safe range through painting methods, avoiding any sense of threat or

oppression caused by nature.”’

Since the 1900s, picturesque aesthetics had played an active role
in the development of modernist architecture. In his book Changing
Ideals in Modern Architecture, Peter Collins put aside a whole chapter
discussing the influence of the picturesque idea on modern architecture.
To him, such influence can be found in breaking away from the
proportion, symmetry and other architectural principles of classicalism
and then the Palladianism, as well as encouraging the irregular and free
composition. He commented, “in the eighteenth century asymmetry was
considered as having nothing to do with beauty, but as having relevance
only to the picturesque, (in the nineteenth century) it was eventually
regarded by many as an established principle of composition, and hence
accepted unquestioningly as one of the basic rules of art... the most
perspicacious theorists were not slow to realize the potential advantages
stemming from such freely designed shapes. Uvedale Price had early
remarked on the fact that by simply insisting that window should face
the best view, one could inspire an architect inventing a number of
picturesque forms and combinations which might never have occurred
to him. Repton went even further, and pointed out that irregularity
is not only eminently pictorial, but often the handiest manner of
accommodating a variety of sizes and shapes for rooms, and permitting
additions with greater grace. Utility and picturesqueness thus is great
measure coincided, to such an extent that for the next century it proved

almost impossible to distinguish between the two.”!
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1. B - ZEZNTHESVUNDN: $BRF. (EARE: Gordon Cullen,
The Concise Townscape, p.17 )

2. BERENNBTHETHE: TE S LERNEYMENRRE T HANEF
AT, (B KIR: Nikolaus Pevsner, The Englishness of English
Art, p.95)

1. The analysis of street landscape: Serial vision (Source: Gordon Cullen, The
Concise Townscape, p.17)

2. Applied the Picturesque theory in city: relaxed shoppers in the square and
preserved trees, Stevenage. (Source: Nikolaus Pevsner, The Englishness
of English Art, p.95)
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3. EESFFEREAFEY EREEAE (1953) © Alison and Peter Smithson
3.  The proposal for the expansion of the University of Sheffield in England.
(1953) © Alison and Peter Smithson
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Landscape Architecture Frontiers

Entering the 1940s, the British modernist architects started to
seek an alternative approach in light of picturesque aesthetics to
modern architecture and urban design, which was dominated by the
“International Style”. Sir Nikolaus Pevsner (1902-1983), a well-
known historian of art and architecture as well as the chief editor of
Architectural Review, and the other members of the editorial board of
the journal were the main advocates.

Hubert de Cronin Hastings, the proprietor of Architectural Review
as well as one of the chief editors, was the first one to advocate “street-
picturesque”. He wrote in the Editor’s Note of the February issue in
1944 of the journal “What we really need to do now, (is) to resurrect
the true theory of the Picturesque and apply a point of view already
existing to a field in which it has not been consciously applied before:
the city.”™

In December 1949, Hastings published an article titled “Townscape”
in Architectural Review under the pseudonym of Ivor de Wolfe. He
considered Le Corbusier’s rationalism and Frank Lloyd Wright’s
organic architecture and urban design as two branches of functionalism,
asserting the townscape movement was between these ideas, and a
method that could replace both concepts.”

The American landscape architects William M. Whistler and David
Reed said: “This civic design orientation was given a further refinement
by Ivor de Wolfe who labels townscape as a visual art of town planning
that is a contemporary extension of the English picturesque school
of landscape design. Wolfe sees the emergence of townscape as a
new radical tradition in architecture in that it breaks with the modem
movement by emphasizing ‘character’ and significant differentiation.
Also important to early development of townscape is Gordon Cullen's
Townscape Casebook which accompanies Wolfe's article. Through a
series of descriptive headings including ‘The Eye as Fan-dancer’ and
‘The Eye as Articulator’, Cullen illustrates how the eye might be used
by this new visual planner in seeing the physical environment as an
‘art of the Ensemble’. Thus, by the early 1950s townscape has come to
mean a theme of urban design which emphasizes the visual perception
of the environment. The assumption that is made at this time (similar
to the contemporary assumptions about planning) is that this visual
perception and consequent ‘improving’ can be accomplished in an
objective manner through an understanding of the emotional effects
created by the juxtaposition of physical elements of the environment.”"”

Gordon Gullen, mentioned by Whistler and Reed, was the art editor

of Architectural Review. Cullen’s analysis of townscape is based on
daily experience and visual perception, his work promoted townscape
to be one of the methods of urban design.

Pevsner advocated precise modernist architecture in his early years,
but he shifted to the less strict composition method in the early 1950s.
In his lecture series "The Englishness of English Art" in 1955, he
claimed the irregularity of the picturesque was the essence of English
culture.™ These lectures were published in his book with the same
title in 1956. Pevsner noted: “Planning is of course largely a matter
of economics, sociology, traffic engineering, and so on, but it is also
a visual matter, and if in the end the city centre or new town is not
visually satisfactory — not only in its buildings but as an urban whole
— it is a failure... If English planners forget about the straight axes
and the artificially symmetrical facades of the academy, and design
functionally and Englishly, they will succeed.”™

After Pevsner’s death, John MacArthur, professor at the University
of Queensland, Australia and Ph.D. candidate Mathew Aitchison edited
Pevsner's notes on townscape, and published Visual Planning and the
Picturesque. In this book, they said “with recourse to Pevsner’s notes,
it is possible to track his attempts to locate the origins and outcomes
of picturesque ‘principles’, as he referred to them, principles including
intricacy, surprise, impropriety, variety, contrast, piquancy, incongruity,

roughness, sudden variation and irregularity.”"”
g > g

The New Brutalist architecture, emerging in the 1950s, emphasizes
the memorability of topology and image, the originality of materials, and
the clarity of structure, somehow coinciding with the picturesque idea.
Pevsner’s student Reyner Banham, a well-known architectural historian,
was what John MacArthur called “one of the leading lights” of those
“dissident” artists against modernism and formalism. These artists
were concerned with how much painting could get rid of form, while
at the same time, they opposed the idea of considering art as something
outside and beyond the daily life, and believed in the parallel of life
and art.""'"! In his important paper “New Brutalism”, Banham pointed

out that the expansion proposal of the University of Sheffield by Mr.

WISIONLI) PUB MIIA




Volume 1/ Issue 1/ February 2013

HEFEX) —3h, “BR” B—MEOME . XMESSE it
FPRLE DA E, AR ARGl B2 bR e o

2 SEBEINA, HF SRR S, PRGN A T I R B S
% g 3k S fift FE R ST 40 A i) i o (L SRR AR A
Mﬁmﬁilﬁm%ﬁﬁﬁmﬂﬁ%ﬁ§o%u%ﬁ:“Em%
N5 MO T 25 G W T . e FDRLRE BB A M R T FEAE N
ARG, R 3 R, SRR TR S 4EikoR - 3
ST R RRE E SO 2RI 2410, X
KﬂM%%%%&KW%M@,Hmﬁﬁmﬁ%ﬁﬁ%ﬁ+ﬁ%
o5, TFE, %W%TH?Eﬁmmﬁo%% EE S,
RORHLET 32 R RN SE . HH A, 4525 A 1 AR
ﬁo”m(ﬁﬁiﬁmﬁﬁxm%¢¢,m%iﬁ¢%“ﬁﬁi

SCRRRRE” Bk T M SR MR A — k1)

B 1204240400 R WIE S, L2042 504F
PR R 3 SO #EAR, 1R D8 A X L i S A L A
PEL AR, DR RUR BN M AL, AE20 40 604F4K
ZJa, W E) TR SCERFIEMA - B DET
M, EEESCE RSN E M ST E AR, ZTCkEN],
T ST DG A T S S ] L A 15 X 3 B A5 e 28 ) TR 5
FSOUCAR Y I JESRBE AT 4, 201H 40 i 35 362 K R 11 7
SOULUE T T SRR W AR R B g TR R T
AT THT AT N 28 A= A7 P 355 1) o Rl 7 [ R0 pof 2 A7 24 B D) < 5 k3
5O,

REFERENCES

[1]  MacArthur, J. (2007). The Picturesque: Architecture, Disgust and Other Irregularities (p.4). London
and New York: Routledge.

[2] Palmer, A. L.(2008). Historical Dictionary of Romantic Art and Architecture (p.105). Lanham, Md:
Scarecrow Press.

[3] Warnapala, K. C. P.(2011). A Contested Sight / site: British Constructions of Ceylon in Visual and
Literary Texts, 1850-1910 (p.142). Charleston, SC: BiblioBazaar, LLC.

[4] Collins, P. (1998). Changing Ideals in Modern Architecture, 1750-1950 (2rd ed.,P.56-58). Montreal:
McGill University Press.

[5]1 Vidler, A. (2012). Troubles in Theory Part 2: Picturesque to Postmodernism. Architectural Review, 1,
80.

[6] De Wolfe, 1.(1949): Townscape: A Plea for an English Visual Philosophy Founded on the True Rock
of Sir Uvedale Price. Architectural Review, 106, no. 636, pp.355-362.

[71  Whistler, W. M., & Reed, D. (1977). Townscape as a Philosophy of Urban Design. Council of
Planning Libraries Exchange Bibliography, no. 1342. Retrieved February, 2013, from http:/www.
rudi.net/books/13105.

[8] Frampton, K. (1992). Modern Architecture: A Critical History (3rd ed., p.262). London: Thames and
Hudson.

[9] Pevsner, N. (1978). The Englishness of English Art (pp.185-188.). New York: Penguin Books Ltd.

[10] MacArthur, J., & Aitchison, M. (2010). Pevsner’s Townscape. In Pevsner, N., M. Aitchison, (ed.)
Visual Planning and the Picturesque (p.22). Los Angeles, CA: Getty research Institute.

[11] MacArthur, J. (2000). Brutalism, ugliness and the picturesque object. Formulation Fabrication —
The Architecture of History: Proceedings of the Seventeenth Annual Conference of the Society of
Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand (p.260, pp.259-66). Wellington.

[12] Banham, R. (1955, December). The New Brutalism. Architectural Review (p.361).

[13] MacArthur, J. (2007). The Picturesque: Architecture, Disgust and Other Irregularities (p.106) London
and New York: Routledge.

and Mrs. Smithson reflected a new method of composition that used
the rules of topology to replace the architectural principles of geometric
composition of the past. He commented that, “on examination it can be
shown to have a composition, but based not on the elementary rule-and-
compass geometry which underlies most architectural composition, so
much as an intuitive sense of topology.” Banham defined new brutalist
architecture as 1) Memorability as an Image, 2) Clear Exhibition of
Struction, and 3) Valuation of Materials as Found"?. In his paper
“New Brutalism” image is a core concept, meaning the “standards that
have visual values but are not necessarily in accordance with classic
aesthetics.”

MacArthur believes that it was a divergence of historical conception
for Banham to avoid using Pevsner’s key word “picturesque”,
when discussing Brutalism. However, he believes that there was an
inseparable connection between the two concepts. He said, “In its
sceno graphic aspects and integration with the topography, its use
of rustic textured materials, in its coherence as image as opposed to
form, Brutalism is picturesque. If we look at Uvedale Price’s original
definition of the qualities of picturesque objects being varied and
intricate, what this means is that the object is irregular so as to provide
different view points, and that it is intricate in the sense of having a
complex surface. This again, limits the apprehension of form. Most of
all, the picturesque and Brutalism share a fascination for the ordinary,
every day and ugly, for things that disquieten aesthetic norms.”"'"? (But
in MacArthur's later publication, he changed the expression "Brutalism
is Picturesque" into "Brutalism is a development of Picturesque". ")

Apart from the “townscape movement” in the 1940s and the
“Brutalist” architecture in the 1950s, the picturesque aesthetics, with its
emphasis on visual complexity, diversity, in hormony, roughness and
irregularity, have influenced the post-modernist architect Colin Rowe’s
idea of “Collage City” and even Robert Venturi’s understanding of
the complexity and contradiction of architecture. Undoubtedly, these
discussions on urban and architectural issues are closely linked to
human’s pursuing the ultimate visual effects of built environment and
the “picture squeness” of landscape effects. The developing history of
picturesque aesthetics in the 20th century has witnessed the interaction
among city, architecture and landscape discipline. It will further inspire
us to think “crossing boundaries” and across the disciplines on the
variety of new issues associated with the living environment of human

beings.




