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ABSTRACT

This interview centers on the relationship between human and nature,
and the philosophy of architectural design and criticism. Qiuye Jin, the
interviewee, believes that design criticism needs to reflect a complete life
consciousness, which should not rigidly adhere to certain literary forms;
a critique expresses the critic’s philosophy and critical thinking based
on his / her historical knowledge and own understanding of time. Jin also
believes that a good architect can go beyond words, whose design work is
visually constructed and conducted, and can speak itself.
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The hall of the Brazilian
Student Apartment of
Cité Universitaire de
Paris, designed by Le
Corbusier. The photo
shows the continuous
floor and roof, and

the changing beauty

of light and shade.

In his later years, Le
Corbusier explored the
relationship between
human body and
architecture, and how
the experience learned
from nature can be
expressed through
modern architecture
design.
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@  Foreign body sensation
refers to human's
overall feeling and
impression on the
physical world which is
caused by abstraction
and de-naturalization
of the contemporary
artificial environment.
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How do you understand the relationship
between architecture and landscape, and
the one between human and nature?

Qiuye JIN (JIN hereafter): It is
a big question. How we understand
the relationship between architecture
and landscape depends on how we
understand the relationship between
human and nature. On one hand, what
distinguishes human beings from other
species is we can use tools. Basically,
humans’ communication is with the aid
of tools, such as glasses and lenses. It is
safe to say that the human history is also
a history of the instrumentalization of
human’s organs. On the other hand, the
two-way exchange between machine and
human has been increasingly intensive
while the boundary is getting faded. Now
artificial intelligence has been applied
in many man-made instruments and
machines, which are designed with more
and more human qualities and behaviors,
including perception and reaction. The
gap between human and the physical
world is bridging.

In most traditional cultures of Eastern
countries, architecture and landscape
are a kind of extension of human body,
through which human connects with
nature, layer by layer. From doors and
windows that people can see outside
scenery and natural landscape paintings
or miniature trees that people can enjoy
indoor, to backyards or gardens, then to
rivers and mountains, each of the layers

represents the direct communication
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between human and nature, also implying
the communication through cultural
symbols, through human bodies, and
through perception and consciousness.
Humans shape architecture, and
architecture shapes the extended layers
of human body. As architecture acts as
a medium of connecting human with
nature, what architects actually do is to
establish a bridge between human and
the physical world.

Then it comes to one of the
essential questions: What is nature?
Philosophically, nature is the circulation
of creation and transformation, and
the laws of operation and change. The
ancient slash-and-burn agricultural
practice is more natural than the
traditional handicraft techniques, but
today’s reminiscence is only about
celebrating handicraft skills. We have
to admit that present-day tools and
machines are cold and dull, and this

»© reveals that

“foreign body sensation
the development of tools and machines is
in a juvenile level. I believe that they will
evolve into a sort of creature by natural
selection, just like human body. Sooner
or later, they will become direct extensive

parts of human body, which is inevitable.

In your opinion, what are the
similarities and differences between
landscape review and architectural
review?

JIN: Architecture is about physical
building, which would disappear



eventually. But words remain. I do

not think that architectural review is

a special subfield of criticism; instead,
architectural review stems from
architectural professionals’ serious

work of organizing their thoughts into
theoretical words. Everyone has opinions,
but not always every opinion is a review.
Only if an opinion or a thought is
reasonably organized into communicable
expression, it is a review. However, it

is not to say that organized reviews are
definitely better than oral comments.

For example, the new CCTV building in
Beijing is figuratively described as “the
giant boxer shorts,” which I think is
impressively brilliant and vivid — street
folks may be good at picking nicknames.

So review is not an extraordinary thing.

What qualities do you think a good
architectural review or critique should
have?

JIN: In the article On the Genre of
Architectural Criticism'"! published in
the Architecture Journal, I argued that
a good architectural critique should
have clear viewpoints, lucid and literary
writing, and no clichés or stereotype
genres. Critique is a kind of article,
though I do not think the writing skill
can be taught or trained. A critic should
have keen sensibility and good writing
talent. Quite a few recent architectural
critiques are too rational which lucubrate
and dismember every viewpoint into

rigid profiling and segmented argument,
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ignoring the holistic expression of the
article. I think that a good critique needs
to reflect a complete life consciousness,
the philosophy and critical thinking of
the critic, and, the most importantly,
true sentiments.

Time is the real critic — there had
been countless species on the Earth,
but only a few remain over time. Like
human’s ability of winnowing irrelevant
information, anything that spreads
is, and will be, tested by time which
winnows all the things that without
vitality.

Once you argued that criticism
in a way is based on recognition and
critics should make their efforts on good
works"”. In your opinion, what qualities
should a good work have?

JIN: I quoted that from Canran
Huang, a great poet and translator.
Besides showing recognition on good
works, criticism is also to criticize
the works that are widely received or
thought highly of — I mean critical
argument, rather than intentional
attack. A lot of bad works appear with
an attracting package, and one of the
most important yet difficult parts of
criticism is to identify the bad works,
expound the reasons, and let the public
know.

Although there are a plenty of
standards to evaluate what good work
is, historically, they all regard the same
qualities as important. In China, when

it comes to poem, we would think of
some great poets, such as Li Bai (701-
762), Du Fu (712-770), Bai Juyi (772-
846), and Su Shi (1037-1101), the
giants in Chinese literature who defined
poetry and what we think of poetry.
Each artistic profession’s development
never lacks the contribution from
poets and philosophers, say, poets
enrich our language as forwards and
philosophers ascend our thinking as
guards. Therefore, the philosophies and
thoughts of good poets, good artists,
or good critics need to be generated

in a certain macro-historical context.
A good work lives and glitters over
time, and becomes a new standard

of good for the future works; also, a
good architect’s philosophy germinates
and nourishes from the architectural
history. Thus, a critique expresses

the ctitic’s philosophy based on one’s
historical knowledge and his / her own
understanding of time.

Many of your efforts are about
introducing Le Corbusier and Alvar
Aalto’s work into China and reviewing
their publications. Is your architectural
philosophy influenced by theirs? We
noticed that you introduced the book
Modern Man: The Life of Le Corbusier,
Architect of Tomorrow"' into China and
recently published its Chinese edition.
Is it your hope that those architectural
classics can be more widely and
profoundly studied by contemporary
architects?
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Vuoksenniska Church
in Imatra, Finland,
designed by Alvar Aalto.
The non-linear design
responds to Aalto’s
focus areas in his later
years: What is nature?
What is the limitation
of industrialization?
How can nature be
expressed by design
language?
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JIN: Many great architects in the
earlier 20th century felt puzzled and
put forward questions, and attempted
to answer with their own design, which
offered contemporary architects some
inspiring perspectives. Although then
they did not encountered some problems
of modern cities, such as air pollution,
Alvar Aalto did think a lot about the
relationship between human and nature
and the way for balance. Actually, his
questions were answered by both his
thinking and design already.

I position the book Modern Man:
The Life of Le Corbusier, Architect of
Tomorrow as a bestseller, because it is
very important for the public to know
the architect. In China, people know
Dali, Picasso, Tchaikovsky, and other
prominent modern artists, but few people
know Le Corbusier. Architects’ public
influence is still too small — actually
not many of them have the desire to
communicate with the public. I chose
and translated this biography because
of its high narrative. It talks about Le
Corbusier’s character and his social life,
even includes a psychological profile. All
the details of his life offer us another way
to understand his work. Le Corbusier
held that we should use minimal
materials to build the most exquisite
small spaces. He regarded houses as
personal belongings and extension
of human body, and emphasized the
relationship of temperance and beauty,
which is consistent with the idea of

natural and environmental protection



and I highly admire.

A good work needs to be created
with meaningful ideas that allows the
work to be understood and interpreted
variously by ordinary people, not only
by experts. A designer, as a person,
lives in the world, who perceives and is
affected, and reflects all the feelings into
the design, instead of concluding them
from the perspective of theory. A good
designer must be diligent in thinking and
highly sensitive to history, to personal
emotion, and to time changes; one’s
design should start from a question,
then explore and answer through
the work itself. Masterpieces often
reflect profound meaning and broad
implication. Nowadays the works by
Chinese architects increasingly focus on
the topics ranging from nature, history
and culture, to technology, showing their
rethinking on technology, individual
philosophy, social reality, as well as

tradition and innovation.

We found that architectural images
tend to focus on spatial design itself.
For instance, most typical architectural
photos spotlight on the mass, material
details, and spatial nodes of a building,
rarely showing how people live in or use
the space. However, in most landscape
graphic materials, spatial design is
demonstrated by how people use the
site. What is your comment on this
distinction?

JIN: It is smart to add people in
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graphic materials and it is a primitive yet

wonderful state of non-systematization
of knowledge. But why do not
architects do that? From an architect’s
viewpoint, architecture is a sort of
object, a show-case image; in most
cases, people are regarded as a kind of
background, sometimes being processed
as blurred or translucent figures in order
to not impact the purity of the building

itself, for example, to keep all walls clean.

I also found that most architects prefer
using cold tune and straight view line
when taking pictures of a building, since
they believe that cold tune and straight

lines mean cool and rational, which is a

kind of industrial rule in architecture
and what I called “instrumentalization
or dissection of aesthetics” in my

book Foreign Body Sensation'.
Instrumentalization or dissection of
aesthetics refers to an expression of
analytic thinking and a purely clean
state. I am afraid that this is a serious
problem in contemporary architectural
profession: architects forget how to
look at the world with their own eyes
and their aesthetics is largely influenced
by architectural images and models,
resulting in that their realistic design
becomes photo- or rendering-fashion
buildings.
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3. Theterrace entrance
of the Sdynatsalo Town
Hall, designed by Alvar
Aalto.

4. The living room of the
Aalto House
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What do you think of the popular
design waves of commercial landscape,
such as Neo Chinese-style and Art
Deco Style, in the current real estate
development?

JIN: Every age has its own
inclusiveness, no matter of the original
and the imitator, or the popular and
the inferior, they all exist and set off the
other. If there were fine art everywhere
and everyone was a master, then we do
not need criticism or art at all — a world
full of high art is the heaven, but also
the hell. I think we could make light of
these design waves, and there is no need

to criticize them, because they are not

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

culturally important to be considered in

criticism.

In your opinion, is there a necessity to
train designers’ literary competence and
enrich theoretical knowledge system to
foster their consciousness of independent
and critical thinking?

JIN: My teaching experience taught
me that a good architect’s work is from
visual to visual. One can turn useful
information from the physical world
into mental images, then visualizes them
in another space. Studying architectural
criticism and architectural theory does
not aim at training designers to think
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theoretically. In my design class, I ask
students to learn by watching, rather
than listening. Because language passes
secondhand information, and what a
designer really needs is to think visually
and dynamically. If a designer always
thinks about how to describe while
designing, his / her design will be
messed up.

Yet design also needs to be
described, because knowledge is spread
by language. Architects, in turn, have
words in their mind when thinking
about design problems. Our philosophy
and thoughts are built with words.
Language exploration expands our
imagination. The world is also built
with words, which is broader and much
more tremendous than what we have
known — luckily humans are expanding
its borders all the time. Although,
philosophically, everything in the human
world is a language, architects always
need to have the ability to transcend
the limits of words through their design
language. LAF
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