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ABSTRACT

“From nature to nature” is the major goal of landscape design. The former is the idea of nature, i.e.,
landscape architects regard nature as the archetype of design; the latter is the experience of nature, i.e.,
landscape architects hope people can perceive the natural atmosphere through designed landscape.

In this sense, the transformation from idea to experience of nature refers to the process of landscape
design, which materializes landscape. According to this, this article focuses on the following topics: 1)
what role does nature play as the origin of the landscape design theory; 2) how does nature as an idea
promote form-giving in landscape design; and 3) what aesthetic experience does designed landscape
create. This article draws on two influential landscape architects, Xiaoxiang Sun and Lawrence

Halprin, and analyzes their theories and works from the perspective of comparative culture, including
the idea of nature and its representation, the inherent mechanism of form-giving in landscape design,
and the experience created by designed landscape. It aims to explore the intellectual potentials for
contemporary landscape architecture theory through comparing the discrepancies and similarities of the
two masters’ paths of landscape design.
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“... it is the necessity of sustaining nature as source of
life, milieu, teacher, sanctum, challenge and, most of all, of
rediscovering nature’s corollary of the unknown in the self,

the source of meaning. ~itz]

1 Enigmatic Encounter

Xiaoxiang Sun (1921-2018, China) and Lawrence Halprin
(1916-2009, USA) were two great landscape architects of the
20th century in the East and the West. The geographical and social
disparities formed a seemingly unbridgeable cultural gap between
the two masters. In their landscape design projects, one can easily
distinguish Huagangguanyu Park in Hangzhou, China from Lovejoy
Fountain Park in Portland, USA. However, the charm of the world
lies in chance encounters, just as differences always accompany
similarities. When we lift the veil of their works, differences are
obvious, but multiple overlaps even similarities are also palpable.

In terms of temperament, theoretical accomplishment, career
paths, and attitudes towards the discipline, Sun and Halprin share
a high degree of similarity. First, both of them showed critical
thinking, keen creativity, used sharp and even harsh words in their

@BIY Second, they understood and enjoyed

works and behaviors
the inner logic of the traditional cultures. They all started their
careers from Horticulture with love of art, and then adopted art as
the way to landscaping®[5]. Also, these two masters both claimed
that Landscape Architecture is a comprehensive discipline, and Sun
once put forward the great idea of “Earthscape Planning.”'
Regarding their reflections on landscape design, Sun and
Halprin also realized an intellectual encounter in the Greek
academic journal Ekistics®"". In 1988, Haplin published Nature
into Landscape into Art'®, presenting in-depth his landscape design
philosophy. In 1994, Sun published The City Should be Rich in
the Pleasures of Wild Nature—A Traditional Aesthetic Concept of
China for Urban Planning with his lifelong philosophy of landscape

I Thus, the inner logic of landscape design from both

design
the East and the West emerged in this ideological convergence
platform. These two essential theoretical self-explanatory papers
addressed similar topics: 1) what role does nature play as the origin
of the landscape design theory; 2) how does nature as and idea
promote form-giving in landscape design; and 3) what aesthetic
experience does designed landscape create. Hence, it is obvious
that Sun and Halprin focused on the same design procedure: the
idea of nature and its representation, the form-giving in landscape
design, and the experience created by designed landscape, which

constitute the main contents of this study. Lastly, the two masters’
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theories resonated in cultural dissemination and communication.
Rooted in Chinese culture, Sun embraced Western philosophies and
theories®; while Halprin, who grew and lived in Western culture,
was also deeply influenced by Chinese culture. Therefore, the
encounter of their thoughts stimulates greater cultural potential.

Landscape architects often start design from the idea of nature.
However, it still remains unclear what is the idea of nature that
most projects follow. Everyone discusses nature, but few can
clarify nature and comprehensively demonstrate the idea that they
believe in. Therefore, this article reviews the practices of Sun and
Halprin from a cross-cultural perspective, and analyzes the obvious
differences and hidden similarities between the two masters. This
article also attempts to clarify the mechanisms and principles of
landscaping on key topics, from concept design and representation
(ideas and representation of nature) to topography and structure
(form-giving in landscape design), then to aesthetic perception
(experience aroused by the landscape).

This study aims to analyze the works and ideas of Sun and
Halprin, retrospectively interpret and construct the design theories
of Sun and Halprin, and revisit their design wisdom. It can provide a
design paradigm for the industry and in-depth academic discussion
about the unrevealed essence of landscape design process. This
article also encourages landscape architects to bring the focus
back on the cultural dimension of design, thus to break limit of the

(D Peter Walker, an American landscape architect, once recalled that Halprin was
quite prickly, critical, and direct. Sun also tended to be strongly critical, strict, and
misanthropic, who used to write that “I can't tolerate the injustice in the world, but
what can | do without a sword? If | was an angry tiger, | would pounce on the devil
with my talons and fangs!” (Source: Refs. [3][4]).

@ Halprin was admitted to the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, Cornell
University (USA) in 1935, and received Bachelor of Science in Plant Science in
1939. He started working as a research assistant at the University of Wisconsin
(USA] at the same year, studying agriculture and horticultural plants. Sun entered
the Department of Agronomy in the College of Agriculture at Longquan
Campus, Zhejiang University (China) in 1942, and then went to the Department
of Horticulture at Zhejiang University in 1944, majoring in landscaping (Source:
Ref. [5]).

3 In 1955, Ekistics journal was launched with Mary Jaqueline Tyrwhitt (1905-1983) as
the editor-in-chief, and it ceased publication in 2007. This journal mainly focused
on human settlements, including architecture, landscape architecture, urban and
rural studies, from diverse and international perspectives. Interestingly, the journal
also profoundly influenced the theoretical construction and dissemination of this
discipline in China: first, the Science of Human Settlements founded by Liangyong
Wu, an academician at the Chinese Academy of Engineering, has been deeply
influenced by studies on Ekistics journal; second, the journal also introduced this
discipline’s development in China in 1987 in a special issue (Source: Ref. [7]).

@ Sun enjoyed reading the works of Kant a lot, and he once cited Kant’s core concept
of “thing-in-itself” in his paper (Source: Ref. [4]).



nature-dominated design of positivism, and have more poetic and
imaginative understanding of nature. Therefore, it can appeal for
greater voice and influence of aesthetic discourse, and promote the
emergence of new theoretical views of landscape design.

2 Different Ideas of Design

Every landscape architect is facing the unavoidable question of
what ideas should be adopted to start design. Although problem-
solving is the primary task of design, thoughts, ideas, theories,
and concepts are also significant due to the inherent in the nature
of landscape design. Ideas originate from thoughts, which can
originate from literary and artistic, politics and religion, certainly
more likely from the natural world®® 1p landscape design,
there is no vocabulary more charming than “nature.” Nature is both
mysterious and ready-hand, as a medium and a purpose, a memory
and a revelation, and an incarnation and a spirit; nature constitutes
the elements of landscape, and is also embodied in landscape
forms....

The idea of nature is so important and complex. Landscape
architects must study the corresponding ideas when learning from
nature, in other words, they need to choose the idea they believe
for legitimate concept—this is the key to start design. Yet nature is
not the only place to begin, and it is important to realize that other
multiple factors can also initiate design. However, Sun and Halprin
both began their journey from the ideas of nature.

Halprin's idea of nature was not learnt from theoretical texts
alone, but closely related to his life experiences. In 1955, the project
management and financial problems of the firm brought great
pressure, and made him nearly collapse. Nervousness, anxiety,
insomnia, tremors, and other symptoms followed, so Halprin took a
trip in nature and unexpectedly relieved the stress:

“Psychologically, that trip [...] helped me enormously.
| was able to put aside my daily worries in a stress-
free environment and use up nervous energy hiking and
climbing [...] The Sierra experiences, however, provided
much more than an emotional refuge. The powerful yet
refined order of nature opened up a vast aesthetic territory
that transformed my basic approach to design [...] |
witnessed the natural elements at work and made sketches
of the lessons they presented in order to internalize
them. In those magnificent surroundings | felt open and
vulnerable. | became sensitized to nature on a very deep

level....”"

Halprin found a new world in nature—a world that promotes
the physical and mental health, as well as a strong mind. Moreover,
his bonds with nature also existed in his childhood memories,
life experiences, and insights from daily life, all of which shaped
Halprin’s unique idea of nature. In his childhood, there was a small
forest near Halprin's home, from which he realized that nature
is the purest reality in the world. The religious background of
Halplin’s family had a great influence on him®®", Thereby, he tried
to understand myths and religions from the perspective of nature—
nature can be both gentle and kind, as well as furious and hideous.
Myth acts as a medium for negotiation when people communicating
with nature, making people not only respect, but also fear of
nature'®. In the ensuing socio-cultural evolution, religion evolved
from myth, from which art derived various types (i.e., gardening and
landscaping). Thus in Halprin’s view, the idea of nature is embedded
in the transition from myths to religions to art. He also analogized
nature as the mother of humans, who should view nature as a child
views its mother, hence, he put nature in an incomparably exalted
position.

According to cultural substitution and experiential equivalence,
the idea of “nature into landscape into art” proposed by Halprin
can be understood as that the qualities of nature can be transferred
to landscape design practices under the hierarchy of “nature-
myth-religion-art-gardening-landscaping.” Then, what are the
qualities of nature that fascinated Halprin so much? Firstly, nature
is non-threatening and hidden safe, providing shelters and havens
from miseries. Secondly, nature possesses the sense of whole,
empowering people in nature with inner clarity and self-sufficiency.
Thirdly, nature is a unity, to which biotic and abiotic systems all
belong. Moreover, nature has non-judgement value, i.e., people are
able to define themselves in nature, without being constrained by
red tape. Entering nature is being free, just like the dream world
depicted by Zhuangzi and Thoreau.'” Thus, Halprin applied nature
as the archetype for landscape design.

In contrast, Sun’s idea of nature belongs to a different
discourse: a lyrical aesthetic mechanism shared by Chinese
philosophers, literati, poets, garden designers, and musicians.

(® Art, culture, society, politics, and religion all rooted from nature. There are diverse
ideas of nature, with its own history of discourse. According to the statistics, there
are more than 200 ideas of nature (Source: Ref. [9]).

© Apart from the weekly journey to church, his experience in the Holy City was also
unforgettable: the wheat fields, morning sunlight, sky, bees, and clouds formed the
quiet landscape in suburbs of Jerusalem (Source: Ref. [9]).
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Similar to Halprin, Sun adopted history genealogy to illustrate the
relationship between human and nature. Facing the ferocious and
hideous nature, the fear and submissive gesture of the forefathers
completely surpassed the aesthetic needs. People who struggle to
survive would get great pleasure, when they got the opportunity
to remake nature because of the wildness, disorder, and chaos of
the nature. In ancient civilizations, the primitive understanding of
nature was established upon a dual dialectical logic: in terms of
physical construction, people control the small-scale spatial order
to situate it in the infinite nature; as for spiritual activities, people
desperately be grateful to nature, eager for self-confidence, and
consolidate hope when facing with the harsh and fierce nature.”

However, unlike Halprin’s idea of nature, Sun tended to believe
Social Darwinism. Specifically, he classified the relationship between
man and nature in stages, namely “object-subject confrontation,”
“object-subject comparison,” and “object-subject harmony,” as
ideas of nature that evolve from the primitive to the advanced'.
Therefore, as the two masters understood nature differently, it
was inevitable that they would head towards greatly different
landscape design procedures. Sun initiatively abandoned the dual
dialectical relationship of “object-subject confrontation,” then took
“object-subject comparison” and “object-subject harmony” as the
standards for landscape design procedure. Halprin, however, with
an ahistorical, transcendental attitude, tried to apply the primitive
idea of nature as a conceptual starting point for landscape design.

There is a certain similarity between the primitive perceptions
of nature in the East and the West, that is, the pressure from
nature makes people hard to survive, causing the fear of nature
entangled with gratitude. Interestingly, that for Sigmund Freud
and Jacques Lacan, the repression of desire distorts the mind, but
for Gilles Deleuze, the repression of desire can evoke the creative
agencies."!! From this perspective, the Western understanding
of nature seems to be more Lacanian, while the Eastern is more
Deleuzian. The Western world has completely subverted the
power relationship between nature and humans since the eras of
Renaissance and Enlightenment, for they have tried to separate,
overcome, and destroy nature. In contrast, the Chinese advocated
transforming repressed desires into motivation, reconciling with
nature, integrating into nature, and becoming nature in more than
2,000-year cultural history[lz]. Thus, “follows the laws of nature” and
“the unity of human and nature” became the basic law of Chinese
art?®, On this basis, Sun proposed the Three-Conception Theory
(life conception, picturesque conception, artistic conception)™?,
presenting the idea of nature with multiple values.

In Three-Conception Theory, the life conception emphasizes
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realism, creating functional shelters while shaping the authentic
and vibrant natural world. Thus it combines the beauty of nature
with the beauty of life. The picturesque conception transcends the
realism of the life conception through extraordinary skills (such as
selection, generalization, extraction, and refinement). It forms the
gardens as spatio-temporal entity exhibiting priority, correlation,
diversity, and unity according to the painting theory. The artistic
conception exceeds the above two, presenting the romanticism of
“embedding emotions in scenery and expressing feelings inspired
by landscape.” The created beauty surpasses that of life and nature,
as well as time and space, generating the ideal beauty highly
integrated the individual and the whole. Meanwhile, these three
conceptions are not insulated from each other independently, but
are interpenetrating."”

Based on the Three-Conception Theory and using “garden” as
an archetype, Sun formed a self-contained principle of landscape
design, from gardens to garden cities, and to landscapes, regions,
and the Earth—a transcendental motivation between wilderness
and society"”. While wild nature can provide pleasure, unlimited
proximity to the wilderness can overshadow artistic creativity.
Although the power of artificiality holds great potential,
overemphasizing on artificial construction will diminish the well-
being that nature can bring. Therefore, in designing gardens, cities,
and landscapes, Sun advocated an integration of the pleasure by
wild nature and the creativity of artificial art’”. The beauty of nature
alone cannot achieve the ultimate in aesthetics, so as to that of art.
Only by combining them, can we create a realm of perfection and
beauty, which is both the idea of nature Sun held and the principle
of his landscape design practices.

3 The Ambiguous Representations

Diane Menzies, the past President of International Federation of
Landscape Architects (IFLA) once mentioned:

“When young students have asked me whether
sketching and painting are important, and would it not
be preferable to design solely with a computer, [ am
reminded of the example Professor Sun has set. Other

(D Even for music, the natural sounds of the wind, the valley, and the rain beating on
leaves of banana trees are enjoyed more than the artificial sounds. Therefore, the
“Eight Tone Scale” in the Jichang Garden in Wuxi and the “Soundscape of Ravine in
the Valley” in the Yuyuan in Shanghai all refer to the natural music (Source: Ref. [2]).



leaders in landscape architecture in the USA also argue
the importance of freehand sketching and design such as

Professor Lawrence Halprin. ™

Menzies’s point once again shows the marvelous encounter
between the two masters, which is not a meeting face to face, but a
remote gaze of their thoughts. More importantly, Menzies inidcated
that both Sun and Halprin excelled in representing nature with
sketches or paintings.

After discussing the idea of nature, it is meaningful to explore
the imagery representation of nature for the following aspects. First,
representation is an indispensable tool for landscape architects
expanding the creative power. Since landscape architects are known
to design on two-dimensional images rather than directly design
with three-dimensional spaces, representation is necessary step
for design. Second, representation is not descriptive rehearsal of
nature, but analytical creation!". If the idea of nature is regarded as
the primary reflection when landscape architects processing nature,
the representation belongs to the secondary reflection. Third,
whether it maintains a resemblance to the idea of nature or holds
a different insight, the representation of nature is more conducive
to develop more manageable configurations and forms. Last, more
critically, the representation is of direct relevance to the subsequent
landscape design, and shares the same theoretical logic with form-
giving.

Shortly, representation is far from a simple drawing, but can
promote the motivation of landscape design—representation is
a procedure and an effect, an activity and an idea, a tool and a
purpose, a process and a goal.... Thus, the representational images
carry multiple meanings in landscape architects’ hand.

If we compare the representations of nature by Sun with those
by Halprin at this point, the differences are self-evident. However,
they are not as different as they seem. At the first glance, one is
Shanshui painting (Chinese landscape painting) and the other is
sketch, which seem to be totally unrelated. On further inspection,
there is some commonality between them, with the mountain
structures appearing to have topological relation. Upon closer
examination, the lines of Halprin’s sketch bear obvious traces of
wrinkle method, which is a distinctive feature of Chinese painting.
[t is possible that the similarity between the two great landscape
architects’ representations stems from Halprin’s keen interest in
Chinese philosophy and culture.

In fact, Halprin knew well about Chinese culture, gardens, and
cities. Early in Halprin's practice, Thomas Church, an authority on
the California School, gifted him a book on Chinese gardens, which
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unlocked the door to the Orient wisdom for Halprin.””’ Halprin
used to study the Forbidden City in Beijing""®. He also admired
the thoughts in I Ching (Book of Changes)""”), and was obsessed
with the foreword to the English version of I Ching written by Carl
Jung, a renowned psychologist. Anna Halprin (Halprin’s wife), a
pioneering dancer and artist, was fascinated by Eastern culture in
the 1950s and explored Zen and Chinese thoughts, which influenced
Halprin’s design theories continually®. However, the fact is hard
to be explained with the superficial similarities or coincidental
correlations. It requires in-depth cultural discrimination of their
history respectively.

Given that it is difficult to capture the essence of Sun and
Halprin’s thoughts through similarities, the focus needs to shift from
the direct differences in the drawings and the indirect similarities
in the structures and forms of the drawings to the fundamental
differences of their thoughts. On the basis of the different ideas
of nature, their inner logics of representation of nature and form-
giving are both distinct from each other—Sun’s drawings exhibit
the instantaneous emphatic world, while Halprin’s present the
eternal abstracted world.

4 Two Paths of Form-giving: Empathy and
Abstraction

Although Sun and Halprin share similarities in the lines and
structures of drawings, the former’s depicting of nature rooted
in the theory of empathy, while the latter’s work was established
upon the theory of abstraction. Therefore, empathy and abstraction
are not only two paths to understanding their works of nature
representation, but also the keywords for examining design
theories. Overall, Sun’s theory of landscape design can be seen as a
self-autonomous system with a clear and interlocked hierarchical
network, and, regarding the inner mechanism of form-giving
of landscape design, Sun’s ideas can be understood through his

answers to the following questions'?.

Q: How to deal with nature with existing ideas?

Sun: Use the law of art! Simply mimicking nature is
not desirable; alternatively, we need to find another way—
leveraging the artist’s creativity.

Q: What does the artist’s creativity refer to?

Sun: High generalization and extraction of nature!

Q: What do you mean by the method of generalizing and
extracting nature?

Sun: Taking the painting theory!
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Q: Why can painting theory guide gardening?

Sun: There are similarities between different Chinese
art theories. Painting theory is well established, and most
Chinese literati gardeners were/are also painters.

Q: Are there any difference between painting and
gardening?

Sun: Painting is an art of space, and gardening is a
combined art form of time and space. They share the same
theoretical basis but have different media!

Q: Which aspect of painting theory is most applicable to
gardening?

Sun: Arrangement, as composition for music and layout
for gardening!

Q: What is the layout in gardening?

Sun: Prioritizing landscape layout, then setting the axial
system, creating opposite sceneries and framed sceneries,
and finally defining the dynamic sequence of the garden!

Sun’s landscaping focuses on structural layout, rather than shape
or figure. It does not deny the importance of shape; in Sun’s eyes,
it matters an order of priority. From the structure of mountains,
water bodies, and islands in the topographical design, to the non-
axial topological relations between the inside and the outside of
buildings and the visual relationship between the inside and the
outside of the garden, and finally to sculpting the formal details by
integrating pillars, attractions, routes, space, and structures of the
whole garden into a continuous spatio-temporal system that can
be dynamically roamed"”.. The archetype of highly summarized
and extracted natural elements is mainly developed from natural
landscapes, as well as the visiting experience, which is the essence
of Sun’s empathy theory of landscaping.

Baihua Zong’s Conception Theory can provide a strong
explanative perspective to Sun’s ideas. Zong categorized Chinese
aesthetic mood into three realms, namely form, landscape, and
feeling”. Form refers to the harmony of structure and characters
(e.g., color, rhythm, proportion)—as what Sun described as the
beauty of nature—and also reflects a “life conception” as visible
space. Landscape refers to a sort of “picturesque conception” that is
a highly refined artistic depiction process to express the emotions
for the creation. Feeling, as a spiritual value, is the deepest realm
of the universe and the life, i.e., “artistic conception” defined by
Sun. Zong’s Conception Theory is developed from the concept of
“depth”®", and Sun’s Three-Conception Theory also coincides with
the aesthetic paradigm of “depth,” where empathy sparkles in the
realm of feeling.
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Although Sun did not summarize his theories or methods of
landscaping with explicit terms, the author believes the term
“empathy” is appropriate. The theory of empathy was proposed by
German aesthetician Theodor Lipps, who suggested that empathy
would cause the subject to infuse his or her own life into the
natural object””. In his theory of empathy, Wilhelm Worringer held
that empathy can only be aroused when one get close and prefect
pantheistical connection with the external world®®., Under the
influence of German aestheticians and centering on the Chinese
aesthetic mechanism, Sun explicitly stated that poets and artists
often anthropomorphize aesthetic objects through empathy'*.
Empathy stems from cultural intelligence; a self-imagination
requires the designer’s comprehending of the basic spirit behind
the structure of Chinese landscape. Therefore, from nature to
artistic generalization and to spatial layout and concrete form, Sun
suggested that the natural archetype of space should be readable
and understandable to stimulate strong emotions.

The form-giving mechanism used by Halprin, however, is
completely different.

Q: What is the most primitive incarnation?

Halprin: Nature!

Q: Why can natural experience be transferred into
landscape design?

Halprin: Employing the theory as experiential
equivalent, and forms as carriers.

Q: How to understand the forms as carriers?

Halprin: When the form conforms with the “archetype,”
natural information can be effectively imprinted into it.

Q: What is the archetype?

Halprin: An archetype comes from the common good of
collective unconscious, i.e., a state in which everyone can
temporarily abandon his or her identity and value common
needs.

Q: What is the original archetype of nature?

Halprin: The simplicity and strength of natural
elements are the most intuitive and intrinsic language of
form"™".

Q: What is the form of simplicity and strength?

Halprin: Lines!

Q: What is your theory of form-giving?

Halprin: Abstraction.

Therefore, Halprin grasped the eternal form of nature in the
most concise linear language through collective experience with



archetypal values. On the one hand, he abstracted and represented
nature with geometric lines; on the other hand, he wanted the
visitors to have the collective unconscious primitive experience of
mankind. The most impressive element of Lovejoy Fountain Park
is undoubtedly the irregularly distributed zigzag lines, which is
Halprin’s abstract expression both of the contours of the natural
terrain and of the natural mountain outlines making one as if
entering a valley. In this sense, the form of such contours can be
seen as an artistically abstracted timeless archetype.

In addition to the form of contour, Halprin created the
archetypal experience of water cascading down a mountaintop
waterfall. He observed the factors that limit the speed of water
flow, the reasons of water curtain gets blocked, the droplets falling
from a height, and the overall atmosphere of the sounds and lights,
and even notated these natural phenomena'®. Halprin praised
the forms of water with various verbs, such as tumbling, jumping,
boiling, bubbling, emerging, swirling, and resting, and also
vitalized them with different onomatopoeia of water flows, such
as dripping and clanking. These natural shapes and phenomena
were abstracted into the most concise forms and transformed into
urban landscapes that echo one’s psychological emotions” as
such emotions can lead to the unconscious experience of human
forefathers in religion, art, dance, gardening, and landscaping.

5 Gaining the Experience of Nature Through
Different Paths

One of the primary purposes of landscape design is offering
enjoyment for visitors. Even though the current landscape ethic
has gradually excluded aesthetics, the experience will never
divorce from landscape design. Although the used approaches
vary, the aesthetic experiences in landscape designed by Sun and
Halprin converge.

In the Huagangguanyu Park, visitors can only decipher the
symbolic metaphors of the couplets if they understand the cultural
implications behind the spatial structure; otherwise, empathy
would hardly be aroused, not to mention aesthetic experience.
Sun expected visitors can be able to feel the landscape image of
the park through intellectual cultivation, and to gain the alienation
experience from themselves and the world. While, aesthetically,
Halprin hoped that visitors in Lovejoy Fountain Park could detach
themselves from the space, and eliminate the uncertainties of
things as well as the fragments of landscape that interfere with
the eternity, so as to achieve the purity of abstract forms'®, just as
Worringer’s words that:

“In the urge to abstraction the intensity of the self-
alienative impulse is incomparably greater and more
consistent. Here it is not characterized, as in the need for
empathy, by an urge to alienate oneself from individual
being, but as an urge to seek deliverance from the
fortuitousness of humanity as a whole, from the seeming
arbitrariness of organic existence in general, in the

contemplation of something necessary and irrefragable. ™’

Sun and Halprin held different ideas of nature and form-giving,
and obviously varied aesthetic mechanisms. However, interestingly,
they share some similarities in terms of the creation of aesthetic
experience. In other words, whether the lyrical aesthetic mechanism
of empathy or the emotional expression of abstractionism, the
consciousness and emotions that they had created would ultimately
converge, though the internal rationales are quite different.

First, regarding the aesthetics of landscape design, Sun

advocated to convey “love information”™

, while Halprin preferred
to conveying “happiness”?’. Either way, aesthetics is always closely
related with human’s deepest inherent emotional need. In this
sense, both of them tried their best to embody the universal values
of happiness, love, freedom, and goodness in landscape design,
and both of their aesthetic destinations end at the realm of nature.
In addition, the aesthetic theories of the two masters are also of
critical significance. When landscape design theorists at home

and abroad give the supremacy to ethical values, on the one hand,
people are less caring about aesthetics in landscape design, and on
the other hand, in some cases landscape ethics are equated with
eco-ethics taken for granted, which even step by step disintegrates
the aesthetic discourse of contemporary landscape design'*”.
Therefore, Sun and Halprin’s concerns for the experience can
precisely answer the current call of the industry to re-emphasize
the aesthetic needs.

Second, from a cross-cultural perspective, Halprin had a certain
degree of self-consciousness and basic awareness of Chinese
ideology and culture. In fact, he was not the only foreign landscape
architect influenced by Chinese concepts of nature. American
landscape architect Patricia Johnson once said that she admires
Chinese ideas of nature, especially the non-anthropocentrism that is
very fascinating and persuasive®. Ian McHarg, the great master in
landscape planning, was also fascinated by the concept of “harmony

between human and nature”?*”

,and promoted it as an important
universal value and benefit in landscape design.
Where might the experience of landscape end up? “Life” may

be a less-argued yet core concept to this question. Although both
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Sun and Halprin had mentioned “life” and their works all embody
a strong vibrancy, they had not yet systematically constructed
aesthetic theories upon the philosophy of life. In the future,
landscape critics’ serious reconstruction and interpretation of
the experience of life in their landscape design will help establish
autonomous concepts of Landscape Architecture theory @Y,

In sum, Sun and Halprin meet at the same terminal of aesthetic
experience with a similar spiritual goal and overlaps in the concept

of the experience of life, their approaches differ though.

6 Perspectives

In Landscape Architecture discipline, Chinese scholars of
gardening and landscaping have gradually divided into two
schools: one is cultural conservatives, who insist on the creative
translation of local concepts of nature and construction activities
as appropriate paths for ideas, values, strategies, and methods; the
other is cultural radicals, who believe that the current Landscape
Architecture should fully embrace ecologism and act as “the savior”
of scientific enlightenment. On the one hand, the conservatives own
their mission of integrating the East and the West knowledge—both
historical and contemporary—however they seemingly look too
often inward and backward to explore external theories, tools, and
other possibilities, thus becoming more and more exclusive. The
radicals, on the other hand, take their mission to save the world and
entire humans, but who seemingly look too outward and forward
and see nature and ecology as rigid entities, either solving survival
problems with calculations and formulas or linguistically realizing
moral rhetoric, hindering the cultural and ideological evolution of
nature and ecology.®

The current Landscape Architecture profession seems
prosperous yet also faces with an unimaginable fading. It is
time to tear away the marketing rhetoric of self-deception to let
landscape design face up to the serious situations of the discipline,
the academia, and the profession. Where is the way out? We
can certainly dialectically criticize and preserve and then find a
third way. However, a viable way of practice is far more difficult
than a strategy on paper. In any case, one thing is indisputable—
the research, discernment, and discussion should return to the
ontology of landscape design. This means putting the academic
focus back on the work of landscape design, and empirical research,
humanistic historical research and criticism should all anchor on
design activities, where the works of the two masters in this article
are prefect examples.

The works and words of Sun and Halprin have the magic power
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to go through the time and irradiate the current dilemma. They have
spent their life-long wisdom to understand and interpret nature
with a theoretical framework, from experience to nature and from
nature to reason. They internalized and conceptualized nature.
On the one hand, they completely got rid of quantifying objective
nature; on the other hand, they abandoned the literary rhetorical
nature with the focus shifting from thinking and consciousness
towards form-giving design, so that rational tools and poetic spirits
can be dialectically introduced into the landscape. At the same time,
they hope that after the completion of designed landscape, people
can also re-enter the natural world by embodied experience—
for transcendent “attraction” or eternal “beauty”—which makes
one’s emotions and feelings keep vibrating. Due to such vibration
of aesthetics, the landscape will open a door to a free life that is
temporarily alienated from the reality.

Sun and Halprin, two well-deserved masters in Landscape
Architecture, came from the East and the West respectively,
who learned from the external cultures and gained prominent
achievements. The review of their significance to contemporary
landscape and the comparison of their works lead to a profound
dialogue between the eastern and western cultures: promoting
the spread of traditional Chinese ideologies into the West, while
witnessing the western cultural theories creatively fusing with
the Chinese discourse. Nowadays China’s landscape design works
that reflect the integration of the eastern and western cultures will
greatly contribute to the theoretical development in future.

The author has published two papers about the experience of life as an
autonomous concept in landscape architecture theory, who will put more efforts
to in-depth research on the systematic construction of life, especially focusing on
Sun’s works (Source: Refs. [30][31]).

(9 Even contemporary academic communities, for example, in Ecology and Physical
Geography no longer blindly regard nature as a binary alienated object, they still
view nature with conventional concepts (e.g., nature as a holistic, systematic, and
interconnected organism), which narrows nature into a confined monolithic notion
that is not seriously thought about.
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