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ABSTRACT

Traditional design education and training in China,
including Environmental Art and Landscape
Architecture, is essentially grafted from methods
of architectural painting. The time has come to re-
examine and reflect that is it appropriate to borrow
teaching methods directly from Architecture and
are there other methods that are developed from
the intrinsic qualities of Landscape Architecture
and can be used for disciplinary teaching? This
article introduces a set of methods of terrain-
based field investigation and site documentation,
including outlining, mapping, representation,

and intervention, which were developed by the
author for a design studio in the Department of
Landscape Architecture, School of Architecture

at the China Academy of Art. The perception

of landscape through multiple senses and the
exploration on the unseen causes of appearance,
as well as the relationships and connections within
the terrain, are emphasized in such training.
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1 Introduction

In November 2015, at a seminar on design methodologies at
Southeast University, Gu Daqing, professor of The Chinese
University of Hong Kong, said: “The architectural education
I received at Southeast University from the late 1970s to the
early 1980s was purely concentrated on the painting method.
We spent a lot of time on learning drawing and rendering
techniques in the first year, but had no idea how could these
techniques be used in architectural design.”""' The traditional
teaching methods of Chinese Architecture based on painting
was introduced by Chinese architectural pioneers at universities
(such as Northeastern University ) who graduated from the
University of Pennsylvania (UPenn hereafter) from the 1920s
to the 1930s". These methods had further been grafted and
adopted in the education of other design disciplines including
Landscape Architecture and Environmental Art. Today, it
becomes important to ask whether Landscape Architecture
should develop its own methods for essential capability
education and training?

Over the past seven years, the author has developed
a terrain-based Landscape Architecture course for field
investigation and site documentation at the Department of
Landscape Architecture, School of Architecture, China Academy
of Art. This course was stemmed from the author’s experience
as a student at the UPenn from 2004 to 2007 and altered to
the current curriculum of the Department. Unlike knowledge
imparting through indoor classrooms, this course teaches
students to walk, observe, and survey in real landscapes, and
to explore the landscape through new methods of recording
and representation of a given terrain (Fig. 1, 2). During the 10-
week studio, students were expected to use all their senses —
sight, smell, and sound — to notice and represent relationships
and connections between things in the landscape, be it seen or
unseen.

The paper interprets the intrinsic characteristics of
Landscape Architecture and highlights the importance of
perception to landscape design, and then introduces a set of
methods of authentic terrain-based field investigation and site
documentation, including outlining, mapping, representation,

and intervention.

2 Three Characteristics of Landscape

Site data is readily available without ever leaving a
computer. Why then is going to a site in person needed? In the

1992 essay “Representation and Landscape,” James Corner
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wrote, “landscape is a kind of medium which has extremely rich
connotation in the sense level and phenomenology context...
nothing can replace or equate to the direct experience that

the body obtains in these places, let alone only a picture.” For
Corner, a landscape is defined by three characteristics: spatiality,
timeliness, and materiality. These characteristics make landscape

design different from other forms of replicable art"!,

2.1 The Spatiality of Landscape

Landscape is everywhere. The spatial experience of a
landscape reflects personal sensory experience of one’s body,
rather than the visual form what it presents. This is in line with
Corner’s position that the landscape is not just a painting from
a single view, but a space deeply shaped by humans’ long-time
living-upon activities'*!. Similarly, perceptual phenomenologist
Maurice Merleau-Ponty has noted that perception and experience

. . 5
comes from the body movement in space and environment"’,

2.2 The Timeliness of Landscape

Landscapes evolve over time. Just as a landscape cannot be
spatially stripped into a single visual dimension, nor being in
time. Knowledge of sites and places is obtained through long-
term accumulation of various fragmented events”. This timeliness
means that landscapes need to be read repeatedly, and in different

times, weather conditions, and movements.

2.3 The Materiality of Landscape

The complexity of the landscape comes from its composition
as a physical medium composed of a variety of material elements.
Corner emphasized, “matter is the raw, brutish stuff from which
things are made... materiality is the quality of being material and
is best understood through the tactile and bodily perception of
things.” V!

Establishing a connection between physical perception and
materiality through seeing, hearing, smelling, and touching
real landscapes is the key to reading a landscape. For example,
students are often asked to touch trees or leaves or to smell soils
to have an impressive perception of the tangible details on the
site — visual “viewing” is an important but not the only way to
reading sites. Landscape Architecture educators need to create
teaching methods that encourage multiple senses and experiences

of landscape terrains through pedagogical innovation.

3 A Four-Stage Landscape Design Studio

Repeatedly walking, reading, and reflection could help us

perceive and experience landscape at a body scale. Through four
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continuous stages of outlining, mapping, representation, and
intervention, the studio exposes possibilities by quarrying site
information to inform design interventions.

The course site was in Meijiawu, Hangzhou. The site consists
of two 30- and 70-meter-high tea growing hills and an east-
west spillway spanning 300 meters in the middle. The site also
contains natural woodlands and constructed tea fields and
villages (Fig. 3, 4). The class of 30 students was divided into
10 groups, with three students in each group. The course was
conducted in combination with individual and group work.

3.1 Site Outlining

Site outlining responds to initial intuition and impression of
a given terrain. As one of the significant ways to connect with
the unknown or unseen, walking in design disciplines means
something fundamentally different from sighting or touring.

The studio divides this outlining stage into two parts: the
first includes three tasks of text description, sketching, and
photography; the second is to collage what is found or recorded
in the first part.

The first task requires each student to outline their personal
response to the site using text, which immediately reflects
differences in the interest and focus of each person. The second
task, emphasizing motion and continuity, asks students to find a
path on the site, and to draw ten continuous AS-sized sketches
about ten evenly spaced nodes using charcoal bars. The sketches
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should be drawn within three minutes (Fig. 5). The limitation on
drawing tools, paper, and time helps students quickly capture the
overall atmosphere of the site while freeing them from the site
details. The third task is to record the site through photography,
which requires students to take one realistic photo of the sky
(upper), eye level (central), and ground (bottom) and to repeat
this for 10 groups of pictures, resulting in 30 total site photos
(Fig. 6); students are then asked to continuously take photos

of interesting characteristic and subjects in the site, including
measured aspects like boundaries of the site, and material
qualities like vegetations on the site, or the relationship between
stones and water (Fig. 7).

The text, sketches, and photographs in the first part have
some similarities with the usual site reconnaissance, but the
second part of the training based on the materials of the
first part is why the studio is significantly different from the
traditional one. This basic training is necessary for students to
switch from painting to design.

For the second part of the exercise, the students are
required to collage a series of rectangular strip pictures at
110 cm x 15 cm using the photographs taken in the first
part. Students are expected to work on specific topics, such as
boundaries or light. As part of this activity, students are expected
to translate their thinking into abstract forms through color
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strips, black and white images, ruler and compass drawings,
and 3D strips (Fig. 8, 9). During this process of refinement,
images of the site are translated into site characteristics that
are extracted and analyzed, and reconfigured into new imaged
forms. The process is to link representation and unseen

causes to inspire students to associate natural processes with
material forces such as weather, human interventions, and
economy. Therefore, the process is not intended to display all
site elements with photographs but to examine sites and the
internal and external factors that generate forms.

3.2 Site Mapping

Site outlining provides a partial understanding of the site
derived from one person’s intuition, and only parts of site are
included. Thus, a more complete site reading to cover the entire
site is still needed.

In the stage of site mapping, students are expected to
familiarize themselves with the site through triangulation.
Unlike measuring methods that rely on digital instruments, this
form of mapping requires students to survey and map using
only traditional tools like rope, ruler, pencil, or compass. This
method combines personal experiences of moving across the
site with measured site characteristics. Together, this deepens
students’ understanding of the terrain’s identity and culture by
detecting geographic and humanistic information.'

The on-site mapping work can be divided into two steps.
The first is triangulation where covers a terrain about 4,000 m*
and each group is expected to conduct on-site surveying (by two
students) and drawing (by one student). The second is recording
and analyzing the site information using point-and-line graphic
language derived from the ruler-and-compass drawings in the
first step.
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Once the first triangle in the triangular network is established
correctly, the entire site can be surveyed in a similar fashion.
The specific steps include: selecting two prominent elements
on the site (such as a tree and a stone) and recording them as
points A and B. These two points are then connected to form a
base line that is then measured and marked on the paper. The
third point is selected and its distance to point A and B are
measured, in order to find the intersection by drawing arcs to
obtain the first triangle. The key to the entire mapping process
is to record each piece of measurement data and to name target
points. Through in-person walking and measuring, students can
better understand the distance and scale, and can experience
the contact between the body and the different landforms and
materials on the site. Important landscape features such as large
stones, big trees, and crossings can be marked as target points.
Some labeled names reflect students’ intuitive perception of the
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site, such as “big crooked tree,” “tile earth-retaining wall,” and
“big stone (hillside entrance)” (Fig. 10).

This stage results in simple landform mapping and provides
data acquisition and deepened relationship with nature!”.
Using dots and lines for site vegetation, materials, and other
information, students abstract their mapping by adding layer-
by-layer information with rulers and compasses (Fig. 11).
Different from traditional landscape painting methods that
simply concentrate on portraying physical forms, this site
information overlaying process follows a rigorous fashion
and is rooted in scientific design deduction. It encourages
students to think about relationships between the spatial
distribution and the hidden causes of the terrain. By asking
questions like would the growth of same tree species planted
at different spots of the site vary, and, would the distribution
of light, soil, air, and other factors vary on the site, site
information is translated into a point-and-line graphic to
reveal the inner workings of the site. Besides, this exploration
also involves social, cultural, and economic factors. David
Leatherbarrow, architectural historian and thinker from
UPenn, has written that the “aim of the representation, then,
is to discover relationships and affinities that were previously

unsuspected.”!”!

3.3 Site Representation

The abstraction of the site into points and lines
communicates the variety of vegetation, material, landform,
and space on the surfaces of the site. But, Landscape
Architecture is also expected to explore the relationship
between ground and subterranean, as well as the hidden
logics.

For the third phase, the section is introduced as a means
of exploring the site from the ground to the subterranean,
from the site itself to its nested settings at a broader terrain
scale. Unlike the architectural section, the landscape section
considers how the site is linked to its larger context and how
the site reflects temporal processes. It covers a range of varied
scales, from a single tree to a city to the global. In addition
to natural landscape elements, the landscape section is also
associated with political, economic, cultural, and social
factors. Alexander von Humboldt painted the first landscape
section in 1793 (Fig. 12) and Patrick Geddes drew the Valley
Section in 1905 that linked people, work, and place (Fig. 13).
In the 1960s, Ian McHarg used the dynamic changes of sand
dunes to study regional landscape systems in Design with
Nature". These explorations connecting the ground with the
underground and switching static focus to dynamic study, all
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reflect the intrinsic quality and working mechanism of landscape
elements. For example, students are encouraged to explore

the dynamic changes between the visible vegetation with the
underground root system or soil layers.

In addition to a large cross section, the studio requires
students to draw five longitudinal sections that intersect with the
cross section (Fig. 14). Students are required to determine the
five longitudinal sections (including their position and direction)
based on site characteristics. The longitudinal sections do not
need to be spaced evenly, but must reflect the diversity of the
site. Like the triangulation drawing, the sectional information
should be overlaid layer-by-layer to form an abstract point-and-

line graphic languages.

3.4 Site Intervention

In the final stage of the entire training, site intervention
drawings summarize the previous three stages. Through site
outlining, mapping, and representation, the students have
completed upwards of thirty trips around the site and have
experienced the landscape at different times of day and in
different weather conditions. The students integrate their site

understanding to propose design concepts in accordance with
[10]

the terrain’s characteristics.
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The design requires students to design a path based on their
experience and understanding, observation, and discovery of the
site, and focus on shaping the spatial experience of path users
crossing the site through views, touch, and feel (Fig. 15).

Students are asked to further consider the relationship
between people, site, life and production, events, and other
factors, and put forward a design strategy suitable for a wider
range of local and regional uses. It promotes a systematic
thinking that helps students grasp interdisciplinary knowledge
to inform and support landscape design.

4 Conclusion

Through such stages, students learn to experience site with
multiple sensory methods beyond viewing, and are trained to
focus on giving expression to common landscape relationships
by translating their thinking across varied scales.

The article describes a set of methods of terrain-based field
investigation and site documentation adopted from UPenn.
What UPenn Prof. Anuradha Mathur stated about this approach
was that “the greatest achievement of the program was not in
any concrete position, method, or formulation, but a belief in
landscape architecture as open and dynamic inquiry.”"""! The
approach introduced in this article opens up a creative platform
grounded in process rather than result. Chinese Landscape
Architecture education should continue to adopt this method
and test it with actual sites in China. LAF
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