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ABSTRACT

In the education of Landscape Architecture, the
way we view and depict a natural site is defined
by the way we observe and express it. This paper
starts with a comparison between the perspective
and approach of traditional painting types (the
realistic sketch, design sketch, and landscape
painting) and those in Landscape Architecture.
All of them involve observation (viewing) and
expression (drawing) of natural beings and
phenomena, where traditional paintings are in the
pursuit of honest depiction of the forms or shapes.
While in Landscape Architecture it emphasizes
understanding and representing the evolutions
and the complicated intrinsic relations of the
authentic sites — in other words, to represent the
nature of reality.

To be on-site, the use of body movement, and
the evolutions and correlations of natural beings
are the three most important principles to the
observation and representation in Landscape
Architecture. Combining with two cases in
teaching and practice, this paper elaborates how
to develop abstract forms and design concepts
from the observation of authentic sites and how
the trans-scaled reflection on the correlations
about the sites can inspire a site-scaled design,
providing references for the education and
practice of Landscape Architecture in China.
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The design sketch
mentioned in this paper
mainly refers to that
taught in academies

of fine arts, with which
the author is the most
familiar. However, it has
also been adopted for
long in the fundamental
studios of Architecture
and Landscape
Architecture majors in
many other colleges
and universities in
China until now.
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1 Introduction

It is a shared knowledge among teachers in academies of
fine arts that how a painter observes determines how he or
she paints'"!. Related disciplines all have explored how to
teach students observation approaches through pencil sketch
training to learn how to depict objects in their foundation
years. In the fundamental studios of Landscape Architecture,
teachers especially have two primary tasks: 1) to explore the
relationship between painting and design, and encourage
and inspire students to think about it with proper teaching
methods; and 2) to equip them with the capability to transform
their understanding of an authentic site into design ideas
through observation and representation.

Starting with a comparison between the approaches of
observation and expression of different painting types — the
design sketch taught in academies of fine arts in the mid-1990s”,
the traditional realistic sketch, and the landscape painting — this
paper discusses the principles of observation and expression in
Landscape Architecture, and then combines them with two cases
to demonstrate their application in the education and design
practice of Landscape Architecture specifically.

2 Observation and Expression in Painting

Insights into the evolution of observation and expression
help clarify the relationship between painting and landscape
design. According to the author’s own experiences from
learning how to draw light and shade sketches in the early
1990s to teaching at a Landscape Architecture department
today, such an evolution can be articulated from three folds,
namely the traditional realistic sketch (that begins with the
light and shade sketch training), design sketch (also called
“structure sketch” based on the process of depicting objects),
and landscape painting in both eastern and western styles.

Traditional realistic sketch focuses on depicting the visible
parts of objects, i.e., the external forms and the proportion
of components, which are acquired through a holistic
measurement and profiling and depicted by drawing with light
and shadow. For example, students are trained to study and
draw the geometrical features of a head sculpture (Fig. 1). Design
sketch goes further from depicting visible external shapes to
invisible internal structures by using paralleling lines, section
lines, and other auxiliary lines (Fig. 2). Such a method lies in
the concept that natural beings’ external forms are defined by
their nature”. That is saying, one purpose of the observation
of natural beings’ structure is to learn and abstract forms
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3. The "Glass Pavilion” in
Cologne, Germany by
Bruno Taut

4. Landschaft mit Moses
und dem brennenden
Dornbusch (1664),
collected in Staatliche
Museen zu Berlin.

from them. For example, the book From Sketch to Design
exemplifies the arch of the “Glass Pavilion” in Cologne,
Germany designed by Bruno Taut (Fig. 3), which is composed
of prismatic units as a manifestation of organic natural
growth. Despite of the loss of the original functions and
shapes, it is still an abstraction from the nature.”

Be it the traditional realistic sketch that highlights the
“tracing of external forms” or the design sketch that focuses
on “discomposing internal structures and processes,” they both
follow the same principle: to honestly draw an object as much
as possible through a holistic measurement and profiling".
Landscape painting, alternatively, accentuates different
methods in observation and expression of objects.

There have long been two main genres in landscape
painting in terms of approaches of observation and expression:
realism (by in-position viewing and represented by western
landscape paintings) and freehand (by moving viewing and
represented by Chinese landscape paintings). The realism
expresses what the painters observe at a particular moment
and a particular site as detailed as possible, which is still
an act of honest drawing, just like the traditional realistic
sketch (Fig. 4), and praises verisimilitude, illustrated by the
competition on painting skills between ancient Greek painters
Zeuxis and Parrhasius by painting grapes and curtains in an
extremely realistic way'*.

In contrast, the freehand embraces the expression of the
painters’ observation and perception of natural landscapes

by integrating their memories and personal interpretation
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into drawings. A good example is the Three-Distance Theory,
first employed by Guo Xi, a great painter in Song Dynasty.
Guo believed that a natural scene can be viewed and depicted
in three perspectives of distances, namely High Distance
Perspective (viewing by looking up), Far / Deep Distance
Perspective (viewing by looking beyond), and Level Distance
Perspective (viewing by looking afar).”"”' In his masterpiece,
Early Spring, Guo integrated the three perspectives in one
frame (Fig. 5). The multiplicity of perspectives makes abstract
landscape painting itself strikingly different from the former
three, whose expression form, however, was considered still a
depiction of external shapes with methods of collage and re-

arrangement of different scenes.

3 The Observation and Expression in Landscape
Architecture

What are depicted in the above painting types are absolutely
natural objects and phenomena. However, landscapes, as a
kind of medium with rich connotation in the phenomenology
context'® are considered and expressed quite differently in
Landscape Architecture: Instead of simply replicating natural
shapes or forms, landscape observation and expression aims at
exploring and visualizing the meaning of invisible connections
in the sites'”’, which requires proper methods and approaches.
The paper will elaborate on the observation and expression in
Landscape Architecture from three perspectives.

3.1 To be On-Site

For landscape observation, to be on-site is necessitated.
Nowadays, thanks to the advance of information technology,
designers have access to acquiring site information, including
elevation data, satellite images, and vegetation maps, without
field visits. However, in Landscape Architecture, site visit is
irreplaceable because designers’ individual experience and
cultural background result in a variety of perception and
reading of a same authentic site.

The on-site observation of a landscape is determined by its
spatiality, temporality, and materiality, which are articulated
specifically by James Corner, the former chair of Department
of Landscape Architecture, University of Pennsylvania, in his
paper Representation and Landscape: Drawing and Making
in the Landscape Medium. Spatiality refers to that the
understanding of a landscape should go beyond a static scenery
of a particular location from a particular perspective; the site
should be perceived and experienced at different levels and
from different perspectives. Temporality requires designers to
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view the landscapes at different moments and in varied contexts.
The materiality means that the abundance and complexity of the
material composition of a landscape can only be comprehended
with the observers’ on-site perceptions and feelings.'®' Therefore,
such on-site observation cannot be replaced with off-site
information searching and data analyses."”

Besides visual perception, observers can also trace and
learn the unique auditory, olfactory, and tactile features of
the landscape’s materiality — for instance, the fragrance of
the plants and the smell of soil or even the sunshine — when
they are walking around or climbing up and down on the site.
Such experience would then leave the observers a memory and
impression of the landscape scenes and arouse their strong
emotions, as what Yi-Fu Tuan, an American anthropogeographer,
stated”. Therefore, on-site observation is an act requiring multi-

sensory approaches.

3.2 Observation through Body Movement

Second, body movements should be emphasized in on-site
observation. In drawing a traditional realistic sketch or a design
sketch, the only sensorial connection between the observer and
the object relies on “viewing,” because the observer is outside of
what he / she is watching. However, the on-site observation in
Landscape Architecture means that the observer is surrounded
by or part of the object (the landscape). It contributes to two-
fold significance as following.

3.2.1 The Continuity and Sequence of Observation
Observation through body movement should be continuous
and sequential in order to generate a dynamic sequence of
landscape perceptions, which has been discussed widely in
the academia. In his lecture “The Law of Meander,” David
Leatherbarrow, an architectural history theorist and professor
of University of Pennsylvania, underpinned that the “variety” of
picturesque traditional gardens that has greatly influenced the
spatial design in modern Architecture refers to the sequential
appearance of a series of scenes in the gardens, just like
“acts or events on stage in a dramatic performance”"’, It is
exactly perceived when people are moving continuously and
sequentially throughout a picturesque garden; the “three kinds
of movements” in gardens and other designed landscapes,
namely “the procession or ritual, the stroll, and the ramble,”"""!
put forward by the famous garden historian John Dixon Hunt,
also elaborate how people experience the garden sceneries
during continuous movements. As gardens are replications of
natural landscapes, such movements also are required for the
observation of natural sites. To some extent, this also finds
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resonance with the “moving-viewing” approach adopted by
Chinese landscape painters (Fig. 6).

In Landscape Architecture, the goal of observation and
expression is to discover and present not only the forms and
appearances, but also the internal relations of factors leading to
natural phenomena, which often rely on tracing the clues from
the continuous features on the site. For instance, to find out why
there are dead, young, and mud-covered leaves on the ground,
one has to move around to make a series of comparisons and
analyses of all the factors that might result in such situations of
leaves (e.g., light condition or tree ages). Then, the cause, either
the dense canopy that blocks the sunshine for smaller trees
or just a seasonal natural phenomenon, can be figured out. It
is obvious that random observations can little help designers

explore the internal factors and relations of natural beings.

3.2.2 Field Investigation in Observation

Landscape observation also requires field investigation
to accurately and holistically profile a site by studying its
environmental, societal, and cultural factors and conditions,
such as slope grade and aspect, folk tradition, and the regional
socio-economic context; besides, in-depth exploration is needed
to collect information that cannot be acquired by “seeing” and
requires a further measurement or evaluation, such as the crop
farming patterns and air quality. The observers should also assess
the site features by simulating users’ behaviors and activities on
the site — for instance, the best slope grade range for walking

comfort; the best antiskid materials on the ground surface. Such
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field investigations were first employed for military purposes,
when the scouts investigated natural morphologies (e.g.,
mountains and rivers) and manmade structures (e.g., bridges
and roads) to assess the environmental and traffic conditions
of marching routes."" Such investigation help observers
generate both the objective knowledge and subjective
understandings of the site, covering not only the natural
beings but also human activities and perceptions.

These field investigation processes realize an integration
of natural objects with the observers’ individual perception
and personal interests and experience, giving birth to unique
interpretations rather than data replication — this is the charm
of the artistry that landscape architecture has and the variety of

possibilities that landscape architecture brings.

3.3 Representation as Expression

In Landscape Architecture, the expression of landscapes
focuses on exploring the intrinsic logics and rules that affect and
generate the “shape” of natural beings, including the temporal-
spatial evolution of a site and the inter-relations among all

components in the system.

3.3.1 From Form Expression towards Process Representation

Therefore, a transition of the goal of expression from the
traditional realistic sketch to design sketch then to Landscape
Architecture can be seen from accurately depicting the image of
objects, to decomposing the internal structures for interpreting
the external forms better, and then to representing the essences
of natural beings on the site, which is expected to reveal the
interactions among all kinds of factors on the sites and the
formation processes of the observed objects and phenomena.
The process representation lays a foundation for the following
design practices.

Notably, the “processes” expressed in both the design sketch
and landscape design differ from each other in essence. The
former refers to how the observers decompose the internal
structures of static objects without considering the impact
of external factors. In the latter, landscape is a living and
participatory entity shaped by a great number of interrelated
factors. One example of this kind of process representation is
the proposal of Downsview Park in Toronto, Canada by James
Corner Field Operations. It visualized the changes of the site in
the upcoming two decades, including the specific construction
in each construction phase and the corresponding management
measures, as well as the possible impacts on local animals
and plants (Fig. 7). Instead of showing a beautiful defined
vision about the site, the proposal attempted to manifest and
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interpret how the vision and designed scenarios will evolve
over time under all kinds of human and natural impacts, such
as deforestation and reclamation, as well as sunshine, wind,

rainfall, and floods.

3.3.2 Representation of Relations

Meanwhile, the interactions among the external factors
also support the connections between all the natural beings
on the site, which should be part of the representation of
landscapes. According to Alexander von Humboldt, a German
natural scientist and the founder of the modern Climatology,
Phytogeography, and Geophysics, nature is an organic unity
moved and animated by inner forces, rather than ossified
combinations. He was more interested in the correlations than
isolated discoveries when exploring an unknown site, holding
that individual phenomenon is of no significance unless being
correlated to the whole.”' His ideas on the internal relations and
the unity of nature are typically elaborated in the well-known
Naturgemailde (Fig. 8).
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In this drawing, Humboldt tried to establish the
connections among things at a same altitude: he depicted
the transects of the Chimborazo Peak and the Cotopaxi in
Ecuador, South America and correlated the visible and invisible
information of the natural beings at the same altitude with
descriptions and data: He displayed different types of detailed
information in the lists on both sides of the drawing as
references. One can first select an altitude from the list in left
and find out the corresponding data and descriptions such as
the temperature, humidity, air pressure, and flora and fauna."”

Moreover, Humboldt examined the distribution of plants
at a broader scale to correlate plant communities with the
physical world and human activities. In his work Essay on
the Geography of Plants, published in 1806, Humboldt stated
that the crop, vegetable, and fruit species travelled along with
humans’ migration and settlement in history, increasingly

expanding the distribution of plant species and changing the
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The Naturgemélde
(1806) painted by
Alexander von
Humboldt expresses a
transect of the Atlantic
Ocean, the South End of
South America, and the
Pacific Ocean.
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global landscape. Considering that many wars on the world
were about the fighting for the limited agricultural resources
and products on earth, Humboldt also correlated plant
species’ distribution with the political episodes and economic
developments in human history."” With such reflections on the
trans-scaled relations of natural sites, Humboldt innovatively
expanded his study scope to the correlations and interactions
between flora and fauna with the conditions of their natural
environment (e.g., temperature, humidity) and socio-economic
contexts (e.g., human migration, wars).

Notably, another famous transection drawing, the “Valley
Section” by the Scottish urban planner Patrick Geddes in 1903,
presents various landscape types observed, from the peak to the
lakes in the foothill and correlates them to different occupations
of local residents (Fig. 9), highlighting the relationships among
human, work, and places'"’. Human activities were examined
more specifically in Geddes’ work, at a local scale though. While,
Humboldt’s findings employed a trans-scaled perspective to map
such relationships by examining the landscapes in a regional or

global context.

4 From Site Observation to Design Representation

As above, the author exemplifies that on-site observation
based on body movement and multi-sensory perception and
the landscape representation dissecting the nature and internal
relations of natural beings can help Landscape Architecture
students not only learn the connection and causality between
on-site observation and landscape representation, as well as
the correlations between all sorts of creatures, but also master
the methods and skills of how to extract and develop a design
concept from such a process of observation and representation.
Two cases are illustrated in the following text to elaborate how
observation and representation are employed and performed in
the teaching and design practice of Landscape Architecture.
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4.1 Developing Abstract Design Languages from Physical Sites

In the fundamental studio of the Department of Landscape
Architecture of the School of Architecture, China Academy of Art,
the author teaches students about how to observe and analyze
natural phenomena on an authentic site and then abstract and
represent them as design languages. The process consists of four
phases as following, and students are asked to record each of
them in a form of a stripe image / model at 1,100 mm x 150 mm
(Fig. 10, 11).

First, students need to observe the sites and take one of the
observed natural phenomena as his / her study topic. Then, he or
she takes a series of colored photos to form the first collage strip. For
instance, student Li Le noticed that there were a number of stones in
different sizes scattered on the rough ground, then discovered that
it was caused by water flow scouring. Therefore, she studied the
interactions between stones and water flows as her interest.

However, in colored photos, the characteristics of materials on
the ground is usually too rich and complicated to easily identify
the elements that should be included under the study theme.
Students need to transform the photos into black-white ones:
through screening, clip, re-arrangement, and grayscale adjustment,
the second black-white collage strip can be created. In doing so, Li
eliminated the leaves and mud on the ground so as to highlight the
shapes and textures of the stones and water flow traces.
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The colored photo
collage strip, black-
white photo collage
strip, geometric
drawing sketch strip,
and 3D model strip
(from top to down)
made by student Li Le.

. Student LiLe

represented the varied
stones, water flows, and
the related factors on
the site with geometric
drawing sketch strips
by ruler-compass
drawing.
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In the third step, students are asked to record and visualize
the relations between the themed landscape elements with other
factors on the site in a form of geometric drawing sketches
with the vegetable parchments and fine point pens (Fig. 11).

Li’s sketches revealed that the varied conditions of stones
resulted from a combined impact of stone sizes and locations,
the magnitude and direction of water flows, etc. Her findings
included that ponding water caused little erosion of the stones,
while floodwater during rainy seasons eroded the stones heavily
and can rush them away; the larger the stone was, the more
difficult it was moved when being washed out or stepped; and
the stones in the middle of path were more likely to be disturbed
by passers-by. In this way, the impacts of terrain, runoff, weather,
and human activities on the site was gradually visualized by
analyzing the interactions between the stones and water flows.

Based on the geometric drawing sketches, students are
asked to abstract the spatial features of the themed landscape
elements and their relations with the natural factors and human
interventions, and represent them in a 3D model strip. In her
model, Li represented the elevation variation of the site with
paper folding and cutting with a special focus on the diverse
states of the stones: for example, the humps represent the larger
stones and the depressions refer to those submerged by the
water, partly or totally.

Starting with an on-site observation, students are encouraged
to develop individual perceptions and study a natural phenomenon
in their interests to explore the mechanisms and rules behind them.
With collages, sketches, and models, the progressive discoveries
during the exploration that manifests the relationships and
similarities that were previously unsuspected'””' correlate the specific
phenomena in reality with the abstract concepts and forms, which

is fundamental to the following design process.

4.2 From Local to Global

Moreover, the observation and representation of landscape
relations on a site can correlate with regional- or global-scaled
landscapes. The Barcelona Botanic Garden opened in 1999 is a
classic example: Taking the Mediterranean Climate of Barcelona
as a clue, the landscape designer Bet Figueras introduced
representative plants from other countries and regions with
the same climate, such as Australia, South Africa, California in
the United States, and Chile, into one garden. While displaying
the diversity of plants, the garden creates the unique and
harmonious charm (Fig. 12, 13). These adaptive exotic plants
can also save the maintenance costs.

It is worth noting that a similar correlation has been
discovered by Humboldt far earlier in his expedition to the
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Americas from 1799 to 1804: The moss he found in the Andes 12.

reminded him of another plant species in the forests in northern

Germany. The azalea-liked bushes in the mountains near

Caracas, Venezuela looked similar to a tree species found in the 12.

Alps in Switzerland. He also compared the pines, cypresses, and
oaks in Mexico with those he observed in Canada."” Inspired
by such findings in vegetation, climate, and geology, Humboldt
came up with the concept of “plant communities,” which leads to
a new plant taxonomy method based on the global distributions
of plant species, instead of biological characterlistics, laying a
foundation for the modern Phytogeography. The design of the
Barcelona Botanic Garden perfectly exemplifies that a trans-
scaled thinking and reflection can provide strong support to site-

scaled landscape design practice.

5 Conclusion

In Landscape Architecture, all knowledge about the
sites comes from observation and graphic representation is
significant in fostering and developing design creativity. Instead

of depicting “what a natural being looks like” by seeing, such a

Mediterranean Climate it+issiz

1. A Mediterranean climate is a climate that resembles those of the lands
bordering the Mediterranean Sea, a climate has sunny, hot, dry summers and
rainy winters. These climates generally occur on the western coasts of
continental landmasses, roughly between the latitudes of 30° and 45° north and
south of the equator.

2. The theme of plant collections in Barcelona Botanic Garden.
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1. The classification of things according to their characteristics.
2. One way to divide plants into groups in Botanic Garden.
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process of observation and expression is to represent “why it
looks like this” by knowing, through a dynamic exploration
that tries to reveal the changes of natural things in different
time periods and by different external factors. In other words,
what landscape architects need to observe is all impact forces
impacting a natural being’s evolution, rather than its form;
what they need to represent is the perception and understanding
of it, rather than its appearance.'®’ The author thus holds that
1) the essence of landscape observation relies on on-site visits,
combined with multi-sensory perception during continuous
body movements, and 2) the exploration of thing’s nature,

as well as the correlations between things, helps landscape
architects open design thinking and horizon, providing

them with more scientific supports (including the rules and
logics of natural processes and phenomena) that inform and
improve landscape design practice. Meanwhile, to respond

the two primary tasks in fundamental education of Landscape
Architecture — 1) to explore the relationship between painting
and design, and encourage and inspire students to think about
it with proper teaching methods; and 2) to equip them with
the capability to transform their understanding of an authentic
site into design ideas through observation and expression —
this observation and representation demonstrates itself as a
powerful tool for experimental design. LAF
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