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REPRESENTATION AS A PROCESS OF MEDIATION

COLUMN HOST

LU Xiaoxuan
Assistant Professor of Landscape Architecture at the University of Hong Kong

The idea of landscape defies a specific and all-embracing definition.
Contemporary discourses predominantly interpret it in cognitive terms,
understood as perceived by our physical senses and in terms of cultural
conventions. The communication of both kinds of understanding requires
some process of mediation, either physically by means of an image or a model
for example, or consciously by means of classification or description. Visual
representation has long been landscape architecture’s primary process of
mediation within which ever-changing perceptions of the environment inspire
new methods of representation. It in turn gives rise to innovative interventions

on the physical landscape.

Up until the end of the 18th century, the use of plans and bird’s-eye views to
communicate how landscape design imposed its artificial order on nature was
questioned by Sir Uvedale Price who argued that nature could well provide

its own picturesque beauty without human meddling or interference. This
revolutionary insight inspired Humphry Repton’s celebrated eye-level “before
and after” illustrations depicting an ideal harmony between natural and human
elements and processes, which remains a primary means of landscape design

representation to this day.

The 20th century was not without its own revolutionary redefinitions of the
conventions that determine how we perceive, represent, and impose design
interventions on the landscape. The map-overlay method was a key technique
proposed by lan McHarg who advocated an ecologically orientated design
process in harmony with nature. Collage is a technique fundamental to the
work of Adriaan Geuze and West 8 Urban Design & Landscape Architecture
celebrating the beauty of the ordinary and blurring the boundary between the
mundane and the mysticism of nature. Rem Koolhaas and OMA’s generative
diagrams, in which both vegetative and architectural elements are in the service
of programs, explain, explore, and seduce the observer. Collectively, these
ways of perceiving landscape stimulate new vocabularies of history, place, and

ecology within landscape architecture.

More recently, the mushrooming of advances in digital technology not

only is transforming the traditional design process of observation, visual
representation, analysis, interpretation, and intervention, but necessitates much
more sophisticated critical reflection on the state of the environment, human
subjectivity and enterprise, and the inextricable entanglement of all these
factors. Two projects in this issue explore the role of landscape representation as
a mediation process linking perception and intervention thereby enabling new

types of interaction between humanity and environment.

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

In fchni: Devices for a Joyful Architecture, Isabella Ong from The Bartlett
School of Architecture, University College London, shares the key ideas and
processes behind the development of ichni, “choreographic devices” that
explore how complex, unpredictable movements can emerge in a playable
physical-virtual system. Ichni consists of a collection of simple geometrical
sculptures, where performers engage in various ways, pulling, pushing,

and grabbing. Sensors embedded within the sculptures record participants’
movements and capture them as data points. These are translated into
geometrical visualizations and particle movements which are projected back
into the environment that in turn stimulate the body to respond. The system
enables interaction between physical and digital, and is a critique if not a rebuke
of many traditional landscape spaces that hardly ask the user anything and give

little in the way of delight and joy.

In Curated Viewshed: Landscape Planning and Design of the Mount Kumgang
International Tourist Zone on the Korean Peninsula, Li Yuhan, master of
Landscape Architecture of Faculty of Architecture, the University of Hong
Kong, explores the use of GIS-based viewshed analysis and traditional Korean
landscape painting in a landscape planning project that aims to improve

the visibility of scenic views of Mount Kumgang from both sides of the
Demilitarized Zone. Mount Kumgang is an icon of cultural identity of this region
replete with historical legend, political symbolism, and flush natural beauty. The
Mount Kumgang International Tourist Zone has remained largely inaccessible

to visitors in the middle of the 19 century. Li identifies 16 overlooking points
located in DPRK and ROK, and proposes the establishment of carefully curated
viewsheds by means of strategic removal and replanting of tree cover within the
border region in order to establish visual connections between the two countries.
Eye-level perspectives are inspired by Korean artist Jeong Seon (1676—-1759)
partly to overcome the problem of the deficiency of data and existing visual
documentation and partly to enable people to image the site and experience the

culture and emotion behind it at the same time.

Despite their wildly divergent sculptural and territorial scales, both projects
explore the potential of visual representation beyond just the communication of
a static final design outcome. In both cases, landscape representation serves as
a mediation process that arbitrates between perception of and intervention on
the landscape, and draws on a physical reality that nourishes an iterative design
process. While relying largely on the power of automation and computation,
both projects integrate human agency within advanced technical systems, one
by appealing to our desire for joy and physicality, and one to our instincts for

nostalgia, culture, and identity.
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