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The notion of wilderness can be found
in multiple cultures, however, it is
referring to the American concept
here as it became instrumental for
environmental and conservation
policies. The American wilderness,
led by Euro-Americans, understood
as virginal land to be domesticated,
legitimizing the land ownership while
neglecting the indigenous people
(Source: Ref. [1]).

https://doi.org/10.15302/J-LAF-1-050030
IKZFERF1E] RECEIVED DATE | 2021-02-22

132

REHZES | TU98L
EMFIRAS | C

VOLUME 9/ ISSUE 1/ FEBRUARY 2021



EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

Cultivating the Urban Wilderness

COLUMN HOST
Taro Zheming CAI

PhD Student, John H. Daniels Faculty of Architecture, Landscape, and Design at University of Toronto

Wilderness evokes a collective imagination
of the pristine nature independently of
urbanization activities. The emergence of the
idea in North America is considered an artifact
of colonialism™", Nonetheless, the term
“wilderness” has become a useful and popular
semantic tool evoking symbolic meanings. As
such, “urban wilderness,” a term of paradoxical
juxtaposition, demonstrates both opportunities
and challenges for landscape architects. On
the one hand, urban wilderness illustrates the
public awe of the uncultivated landscape in
the city—promoting a particular image and
appreciation of the rich and resilient urban
ecology—shedding light on often overlooked
native species and their ecological performance.
On the other hand, the urban wilderness is a
challenging conception of nature and requires
an epistemological reorientation toward urban
landscape—it is hard to be part of the urban
ecosystem when considering urban landscape a
mere green backdrop or mastery of nature.
Urban wilderness is both imaginary and
performative. In the context of climate change
and environmental crisis, we need to articulate
the performative aspect of urban ecology
by acknowledging wildness. In the realm
of ecological restoration, wildness can be
defined through nonhuman autonomy. Such
autonomy implies ecological processes that
are not willed in an anthropocentric sense but
occur spontaneously. Similarly, in his concept
of the “third landscape” (le tiers paysage),
Gilles Clément articulates this autonomy as a
“biological intelligence,” which has an “aptitude

o o 3 o
for constant reinvention”"!. However, this
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notion of autonomy is conceptually tricky in the
urban realm: the binary of human and nature
seems even more distinguished in the designed
urban landscape. How can landscape design
visualize and represent urban ecology on a
social level? The following two articles provide
alternative approaches through the practice that
embraces public participation and embodied
experiences, demonstrating social and ecological
values.

In Art and Ecology at the Edge of Osaka,
Japan, Patrick M. Lydon and Suhee Kang share
two projects from their ecological art and media
studio, City as Nature, exhibiting art projects
that bring together nature and the community.
City as Nature promotes the public’s awareness
and respect of nature. Through a series
of workshops and festivals, it focuses on
cultivating positive human relationships with
the ecosystem. Programs from City as Nature,
including the soil workshop, weed foraging, and
an interdisciplinary festival on water, not only
bring the community together but also make the
natural phenomena and processes legible and
interactive. These programs help participants
recognize humans as ecological beings and part
of the ecosystem. There is an excellent sense of
embodiment in Lydon and Kang’s practice, and
the embodiment is essential in the process of
“rewilding minds” and building relationships
with nature.

In Invoking the Wild, Nancy Seaton shares
work from Future Green Studio, a landscape
firm based in Brooklyn, New York, revealing
their studies on spontaneous urban plants (SUP)

and the critical role of research in their design
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practice. Situated in urban ecology studies,
these SUP projects offer a different mode of
research. The research investigation, including
walks of observation, identification, species
documentation, and representation (such as the
spray-paint frames on the sidewalk and the use
of social media applications), is an interactive
process that engages participants beyond the
office. The research facilitates knowledge of
plants’ habitats and their ecological performative
benefits in extreme urban conditions which
often are common site constraints for urban
landscape projects, advancing the performance
of designed landscape. Additionally, Future
Green Studio’s research—design practice
suggests an active process of experiencing and
understanding urban ecology in the discipline
and beyond.

Two distinct practices demonstrate
alternative approaches in cultivating a social
understanding of urban ecology and ecological
performance through an interactive act of
learning and doing, instead of mere texts and
images. Both practices propose attentiveness
and embodiment in cultivating a resilient urban
future—cultivating the urban landscape is to ask

the landscape to cultivate us.
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