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Abstract ...
One of the biggest challenges to the eco-city is a lack of cultural cohesion among
non-designers. In particular, without a shared awareness and heightened value
of ecology, long-term design-driven sustainable practice remains out of reach. To
support successful eco-centric design, landscape architects must not only educate
the general public, but must also make ecological issues relevant and accessible to
non-designers.

The cornerstone of my creative practice is communicating ecological issues with
a imaginative combination of art and design in order to fill the gap left by traditional
landscape visualization techniques. My “artistic” graphic communication approach
is an adaptation of many conventional landscape communication tools such as the
diagram, map, model and perspective rendering. The power of this creative approach
is evident in my recent project “The Forman Watercolor Diagrams”, in which | re-
present Richard T. T. Forman’s seminal landscape ecology diagrams. By employing
an evocative combination of old and new media, the visualization of specialized

landscape knowledge is not only accessible, but also inspirational.
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Ecology; Graphic Communication; Visualization; Creative Process; Practice
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Landscape Ecology

D. Buckley
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Massachusetts’ Premier Ecological Engineer
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Combine select mapping conventions with culturally
loaded images
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American Bison
Distribution & Population
&

Pre-Columbian Population: 60 Million
1889 Populaton: 831

Range as of 1889

1 Scholarly Press, 200
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% Pre-Columbian Range % Range as of 1870

5 Andrew C. The e Bison:
e, . Johns Hoj Press, 2003.

BXX Local Extermination s el

Bison: An Encironmental History, 1750-1920. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001,

Distribution of public bison herds in contiguous U.S. as of 2003.
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T West and Its Disappearing Water.

urce: Reisner, Mare. Cadillac Desert: The American

Distress Points.
Ogallala Aquifier

Major River
Largest Federally
Irrigated Area

State Lines

Big Cities

ECOLOGICAL DISTRESS MAP

Hydroscape, Circa 2014
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Declining water quantity and quality will be America’s insidious environmental challenge in the 21st century. The nation’s population and agriculture depend on it. The country’s stressed waterscape presents
unprecedented ecological, financial and political conflicts. The great rivers of the West have all been dammed, diverted and dirtied and have created a number of ecological distress points throughout the country’s
macro-scale hydrological system. The Midwest faces an even more pressing issue as the Ogallala Aquifer, which supplies water to 28% of the nation’s agriculture is predicted to be depleted by the end of this Century.
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One of the most critical obstacles to
meaningful ecological design is a lack of
cultural cohesion among non-designers.
In particular, without a shared ecological
awareness and heightened value of ecology,
long-term design-driven sustainable practice
remains out of reach. That being said, in order
to produce successful eco-centric design,
landscape architects must be educators. The
designer’s role as an educator is certainly
nothing new. However, I would argue that
how we educate is worthy of critical review
and consequently demands the development
of new communication approaches.

In service of education and ultimately
the adoption of sound ecological practice,
we must make ecological issues culturally
relevant and accessible to the general
population. There are a number of ways to
address the inaccessibility of ecological-based
design, but let us address the issue of graphic
communication. Our traditional graphic
communication language serves landscape
architects well when communicating
ecological-design ideas with like-minded
allied professionals. Still, most self-aware
design professionals admit that we often
fall into a jargon trap when communicating
with the general public. Our specialized

vocabulary sounds like a foreign language to

(a) Natural processes

(b) Planned d

those outside the design field.

So, we often adjust our rhetoric to the
audience and adapt our language accordingly.
Surprisingly, as a profession we often
fail to adjust our graphic communication
accordingly. The fact is most conventional
design drawings fall flat on an audience of
non-designers. Our typical drawings do a
fine job communicating spatial relationships,
simplified processes and important networks.
Still, more often than not, conventional
drawings fail to deliver emotional power.
Frankly, they are not inspirational. They
are not remarkable. They are not culturally
relevant. To our detriment, as a profession we
often eschew the power of cultural nuance in
favor of a sterile clarity when communicating
ecological design intents.

The cornerstone of my creative practice
is communicating ecological issues with a
imaginative combination of art and design
in order to fill the gap left by traditional
landscape architecture visualization
techniques. My “artistic” graphic communi-
cation approach is an adaptation of many
conventional landscape architecture
communication tools such as the parti
diagram, spatial map, 3D model and scenic
perspective rendering. I often describe my

graphic communication style as a “graphic

®)

1Y <
BT

adaptation”. To borrow a term from ecology,
the visualization is “adaptive” in that it has the
capacity to adjust to changing environments
or cultural circumstances. I intentionally
make an effort to create drawings with an
emotional edge by employing a creative mix
of beauty, humor and pop-culture references
and imagery as creative tropes.

My exploration of communicating
landscape related issues with an experimental
combination of art and design began while
pursuing a master degree of Landscape
Architecture at Harvard University Graduate
School of Design. By the end of my studies,
I made it a practice to create one powerful
image as the first and final slide of my
powerpoint presentations for my studio work.
The image was intentionally designed to be
a provocation related to the design thesis
of the project. For example, for my Boston
Botany Bay studio with Eelco Hoffman I
reconfigured my GIS-derived mapping work
to make a statement image about the Boston
Harbor Islands landscape; a rare collection
of submerged drumlin landforms offering 34
distinct island-ecology case studies (Fig. 1).
The abstract mapping positioned the islands
as both unique human experiences and
elements of a larger biogeographic system and

set up the foundation for my design proposal.
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After graduation, I continued these
graphic experiments and developed an
ongoing series of work entitled “NTS Maps”.
This series of “not-to-scale” maps is where
I really began pushing my adaptation of
traditional landscape architecture graphic
communication. I initially created my NTS
Maps as hybrid of art, design and science. In
time the NTS maps developed into a cyborg
of objective data and emotional subjectivity.
In many ways these maps represented the
co-existence of paradoxical views and this
produced interesting results. The NTS map
series were not constrained by the rules of
cartography convention and this freedom
effectively promoted creativity and ingenuity
in the graphic communication.

The map’s accessibility has always been
of great interest to me as both an artist and
a designer of the built environment. In part
because maps, a high-impact communication
tool is culturally relevant and meaningful to
a broad cross section of people. I found maps
to be a user-friendly device for introducing
complex ecological and landscape issues,
such as the beavers role in shaping my local
landscape of Massachusetts (Fig. 2) or the
vernacular feedback loop between landscape,

material culture and regional identity (Fig. 3).

Livestock learn locations of: Boundaries

‘Water
Suitable forage
Escape routes
Escape cover
Dense shrubs

Different vegetation patches

Distance from
windbreak (h)

By combining select mapping conventions
with culturally loaded images, patterns and
graphic treatments these representations
packed an emotional punch with a deliberate
cultural hook.

I do not forsake well-documented
research and spatial data in favor of emotional
impact. In time I learned to employ emotional
impact to underscore the significance of the
data. For example, in a recent research project
focused on America’s conflicted relationship
with its natural resources, I set aside the
popular narrative of inflated romance and
violence associated with young America’s
western frontier experience for a narrative
that instead positioned the “Wild West” in
terms of regional landscape ecology. The
exhibition’s research-based work included
maps, drawings, and fine art prints to illustrate
species extinction, resource scarcity, chronic
landscape disturbances, and the destruction
of critical ecological systems within the
contiguous United States. Although the
graphic communication approach is laden
with pop culture references and creative
twists on traditional landscape architecture
drawings, the message is no less informed
and the spatial data no less accurate. I merely

teased out the ecological issues with powerful

Upwind zone

Quiet zone Wake zone

10

imagery to make a stronger impression on
an audience of non-designers. Two popular
examples include the Bison Extermination
Map (Fig. 4) and Ecological Distress Map
(Fig. 5).

Communicating knowledge to the general
population is not limited to illustrative
drawings. I am currently exploring small site-
specific installations to visualize landscape
knowledge as part of my year-long artist
residency with Trifecta Editions. As a research
study, I have charged myself to use low-
impact, light-touch landscape installations to
communicate woodland ecology concepts.
For example, how can one communicate the
ecological value of a standing dead tree?
One could certainly employ the classic
“food network” diagram to communicate the
resource value of the snag. Instead, I created
the Snack Stand installation to highlight the

ecological significance of the tree as a food

7. SMARERFEMZEER.

8. WHPFAEMNEER.

9. RWHEBHMMINMXB=EEE

10. REXEZ=SHRS

7.  Spatial patterns produced by three groups of processes.

8. Distinctive windbreak patterns around pastures.

9. Key spatial variables affecting movement and usage by
livestock

10. Zones with altered airflow caused by a windbreak
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source for both insects and birds alike. With
a campy nod to the American summer snack
shack, I embody the ecological concept
with a simple, humorous three-dimensional
representation (Fig. 6).

The power of this creative approach
is not limited to culturally loaded imagery
and representational witticism. In my recent
project “Forman Watercolor Diagrams,” 1
reinterpret Richard Forman’s simple black
and white landscape ecology diagrams
with an understated mix of ink, water color
paint, and digital type layout. By employing
an evocative combination of old and new
media, my visualization approach strived for
a simple, beautiful, engaging representation.
The goal was to present this specialized
landscape knowledge in a more accessible
fashion in order to inspire the initiated to
learn more about landscape ecology.

Like many landscape architects of
my generation, Richard Forman was my
introduction to landscape ecology. I was
fortunate to study under Professor Forman
while at Harvard University. Before enrolling
in Forman’s landscape ecology class I knew
next to nothing on the subject. Lacking
the fundamentals, I appreciated Forman’s

educational approach; he would introduce

(a) Soil texture triangle.

(b) Wind (acolian)

coastal plain,
/ beach ridge

() Glacial "

ecological concepts in his lectures and then
lead the class on fieldtrips to demonstrate the
concepts in the landscape. All of Forman’s
classroom lectures were broken down
into discrete topics that were introduced
by a serious of diagrams presented on an
overhead projector. Forman’s diagrams
were very abstract but absolutely critical in
my understanding of the information; for
the diagrams were the introduction to the
subject matter. The diagrams were also my
entry into much of the course reading, which
was very dense and difficult to comprehend
without the aid of accompanying diagrams.
To understand the complex ideas and spatial
nature of the subject, the text was absolutely
necessary. Still, it was the diagrams that
made the material accessible. Forman was
well aware of the educational power of these
diagrams; he would quiz the class by asking
us to draw the diagrams from memory with
a brief description of the ecological principle
at hand. Not only was Forman reinforcing
the material, but he was also teaching us
to teach others with instructional graphic
communication.

In the winter of 2013 I was awarded
the Trifecta Editions Hibernaculum artist

residency. My creative focus for the residency

lake bed

wetland, playa

was to investigate alternative approaches to
visualizing landscape issues with an emphasis
on woodland ecology. In preparation for the
residency, I revisited my Forman coursework.
I began with my class notebook. The notebook
was actually more of a sketchbook; there
was always at least one diagram per page
amongst all the hurried notes. I also revisited
the course readings, including Forman’s Land
Mosaics: The Ecology Of Landscapes and
Regions (1995, Cambridge University Press).
As I flipped through the book, once again I
found myself drawn to the diagrams. Again,
it was the diagrams that made me stop and
delve into the text.

I have always had a love-hate relationship
with Forman’s diagrams. Especially those
diagrams found in Forman’s Land Mosaics
drawn by Amy Bartlett Wright. Although I
appreciated the simplicity of these black and
white diagrams, they always felt too technical

to me. The diagrams seemed too cold

1. @R K IKITUAR BT AR A = Fihdth (X A R 3] A4 £ B
Kilvo

12. 8MER ML bR

13. BREKFET

11. Distinctive particle sizes in three types of region
characterized by wind, glacial or water deposits.

12. Eight common boundary surfaces

13. The Forman Watercolor Diagrams
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considering the context of the material which
is focused on the dynamics of living systems.
I challenged myself to recreate these drawings
in a way that would be welcoming to someone
who was wholly unfamiliar with landscape
ecology. Could I alter the graphic design
approach to the point where I could engage
folks ranging from my young nephews to my
parent’s generation or any other uninitiated
person for that matter.

Through slight edits and the creation
of texture through watercolor and ink, I
attempted to add a level of humanism to these
otherwise abstract ecological concepts. |
selected watercolor as a media because I felt
it was a classic media that had a broad appeal.
I didn’t want to overcomplicate the diagrams,
so I decided on a limited color pallet of
greens and black. For some of the diagrams, I
essentially re-created a watercolor version of
the original (Fig. 7). For others, I significantly
edited the diagram (Fig. 8). Some of these
edits were made for clarity (Fig. 9), some
were made for graphic flare (Fig. 10), some
were made for humor (Fig. 11) and some were
made for the simple sake of beauty (Fig. 12).
I essentially tried to humanize the diagrams.

I shared these watercolor diagrams online
through a variety of social media in order to
gauge their accessibility. The diagrams were
enthusiastically received by both former
classmates and professional design colleagues.
Most of these designers were aware of
Forman’s work and seemed to appreciate the
fresh take on the work. Still, I was pleasantly
surprised by the response from people in
my network outside the field of design and
ecology. People not only “liked” and made
favorable comments on the diagrams, but
they wanted to know more about the ideas
behind the diagrams. Moreover, hyperlinks to
Forman’s publications were the most clicked
on links on the project web page. In my view

this graphic communication experiment was

a success because it engaged the general
population and inspired them to learn more
about the subject of landscape ecology.

It is said that landscape ecology plays out
on a regional scale, but that it occurs locally.
The same could be said of the adoption of
successful eco-centric design. Success may be
measured in terms of mainstream adoption,
but it occurs one individual at a time. In
practice, both our collective and individual
values shape our built environment. In
addition to our built-works, ecological
awareness is a powerful mechanism for
environmental change. Long-term sustainable
practice depends on a heightened ecological
awareness among non-designers. To that
end, the planet’s mounting ecological
challenges demand new education models and
communication methods.

I believe engaging graphic communication
is essential to fostering cultural cohesion
among non-designers. Based on my own
experience and experiments, the lesson
is clear: to make an impression, graphic
communication must be accessible,
informative and engaging. Making our graphic
communication remarkable and relevant
to popular culture in one way or another is
critical. Our graphic communication must
address the human element for which our
design efforts are intended to serve. There are
many ways to do so, but my most successful
efforts typically employ a combination of
humor, beauty with an undercurrent of pop
culture sensibility.

I agree with Paulo Freire, the late
Brazilian educator and philosopher, that
education is the most transformative value-
producing system in society. That being said
education is the most far-reaching investment
of our collective design effort as landscape
architects. An informed public with a shared
ecological awareness will be in a better

position to support long-term design-driven

sustainable practice. Moreover, an informed
public is in a position to become their own
empowered advocates and are more likely
to assume an active role in transforming their
built environment and support the vision of

sustainable environmental design.

NOTE

Find more of David Buckley Borden’s work at davidbuckleyborden.
com or follow his work on instagram @davidbuckleyborden




