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The installation of “Plant’s-Eye Views of Taipei”
is the result of an international workshop that
took place in Taipei in summer 2018, organized
as part of the 2018 Taipei Biennial. Under the
direction of two participating artists, and with
the help from ecologists and videographers,
university students from the Asia-Pacific region
each imagined themselves as a particular plant.
Students began by examining the physiology

of selected plants to better understand their
characteristics and life histories, as well as their
adaptive features and ecosystem behaviors. In
viewing themselves as plants, students were able
to see Taipei through a new lens as a place co-
produced by the city’s urban flora and human
communities. The installation including scaffolds,
sketches, and films was exhibited at the Taipei
Fine Arts Museum to explore different ways
through which plants view the city, as well as
notions of anthropomorphism, phytomorphism,
and phototropism.
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"Plant’s-Eye Views of

201881t WNFRS RIE Taipei" was exhibited at
o (FAZRENESE the 2018 Taipei Biennial.
HppER, ZXRMR= There was a dialogue
BEEREN=E T between two primary
AT —FHSSE components of the

2. FERMNETEHHRRAN installation — scaffolds
THREeImNRmHES and sketches in the
RIS exhibition space at Taipei
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Participants in the
international workshop
explored Taipei's urban
ecology and its flora.

By studying and drawing
of the plants, participants
transformed into different
plant species.

4. The film exercise provided
an opportunity for
participants to observe
and document a plant's-
eye view of Taipei.
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. The scaffolds reflect

a structure of
phototropism.
Layouts of 3 scaffolds
and 15 screens

. The sketches present

plant illustrations
within the context of
their habitats and the
urban environment.
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(2 Ashort trailer of films
from the exhibition can
be viewed here: https://
youtu.be/aMOVfUjMTHY.

SRS / RREIRE

Bischofia javanica Ipomoea cairica

1 If Plants Had Vision, How Would They View the City?

Plants are also inhabitants of the city. They occupy urban spaces
and systems in manners that are both intended and unintended.
More than just green ornaments, plants contribute to the
functioning of a city through photosynthesis and the reduction
of heat island effect. For many urban residents, plants may also
play a spiritual and cultural role in everyday life. However,
urban plants, like human settlers, also have life histories of
their own. Some plants may come from afar and become street
trees or ornamental plants in cities. Others may be perceived as
weeds, surviving in the cracks of concrete jungles. In a fast-paced
city of today, plants may be bystanders or participants, utilizing,
adapting to, and shaping the everyday urban environments.
“Plant’s-Eye Views of Taipei” was exhibited at the 2018
Taipei Biennial (Fig. 1)*. In response to the Biennial’s theme of
“post-nature,” this project attempted to revisit the city from
the perspective of urban plants: if “nature” represents human
imagination and an anthropocentric view of the biological
environment, “post-nature” represents a departure from a
unidirectional gaze and offers a critical view of these forms of
“nature.” The exhibition work was based on an international
workshop held at the Treasure Hill Artist Village in the summer
of 2018. Under our direction and with help from ecologists and

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

153

Ficus septica

film-makers, university students across the Asia-Pacific region
each imagined themselves as a plant species, starting with a
study of its physiology and habitat to explore a plant’s-eye view
of Taipei. We envisioned a dystopian yet exhilarating scenario
where an increasingly artificial landscape is catalyzed by climate
change and heat island effect, urban plants begin to mutate
and produce vision. Seeing the world through the plants’ eyes
allows us to perceive the world beyond the experiences that

we take for granted.

2 International Workshop: Treasure Hill x Gongguan

On the first day of the international workshop, we led the
participants to explore the ecology and plants of Taipei’s urban
fringe in Treasure Hill and the Gongguan neighborhood with
help of an ecologist and botanist (Fig. 2). While learning about
the history of the Taipei Basin, each participant simultaneously
selected one plant species for an in-depth observation of the
interaction between their habitat and the urban environment.
Returning to the workshop, participants began to research
their selected plant species, focusing on their physiological
characteristics, habitats, and life cycles — including their
migratory histories — as a basis for films in the next phase. A

brief session on landscape representation in the next morning
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prepared participants to use drawings as a basis to explore
and document characteristics and habitats of individual plants.
Based on this new found understanding of individual plants,
participants began to envision possible ways that the plants
might view the city and to develop a conceptual approach for

their films.

The next highlight of the workshop was filming. Equipped
with a filming tutorial on the day three, participants began their
creative process of filming a “plant’s-eye view.” Over the course
of a day-and-a-half, we held a preliminary screening session for
feedback and suggestions from instructors and a professional
filmmaker. The last two days of the workshop focused on the
production and presentations, including both the drawings of
plants and the films representing plant’s-eye views of Taipei (Fig.
3,4)%. Invited experts, scholars, artists, and the curatorial team
from Taipei Fine Arts Museum took part in the comments and

critiques on the final day.

3 Exhibition Installation: Scaffolds x Sketches

The installation design of the exhibited work has two
primary components: scaffolds and sketches — one is spatial
while the other is planar. The scaffolds represented the various
perspectives of plants through video screens mounted on
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different parts of the structure, each representing a plant, that
is the work of each participant; the sketches presented the
participants’ illustrations of different plants within the context of
their habitats and environmental conditions in the city (Fig. 5 ~ 7).
In response to the anthropomorphism of plants in
the concept of “Plant’s-Eye Views of Taipei,” the design
of the scaffolds also attempted to represent the possible
phytomorphism of urban structures through phototropism —
with a site specific installation oriented towards a glass curtain
wall in the exhibition room. In addition, the formally irregular
but structurally ordered scaffolds consisted of galvanized steel
pipes with flexible joints with screens of different sizes mounted
at different heights. This expressed a “biological complexity” in
contrast to human rationality. The sketches, on the other hand,
juxtaposed plant illustrations against the urban environment
and habitat of the field along an imaginary transect throughout
the study site. Tilted plates are formally irregular but structurally
ordered, reflecting colliding perspectives and unfolding spatial
experiences of the urban environment (Fig. 8 ~ 10).
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The reimagination of

a plant's view in the
museum

The phototropic
structure and
complexity from steel
pipes with flexible
joints blur the boundary
between the “natural”
and "artificial,” and
destabilize the common
notion of "nature.”
Details of sketches:
urban environment and
plant habitats
Disregarding:
Roystonea regia
Confronting: Hibiscus
rosa-sinensis

Spying: Ipomoea cairica
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As we developed the layouts for the three scaffolds and
worked with the films, we found that the plant’s-eye views
documented in the workshop fell naturally into three main
categories: disregarding, confronting, and spying.

The films produced in the workshop yielded an interesting
and unexpected outcome in comparison to our original intent.
At the outset of the project, we hoped to see a different view
of the city from the perspective of plants, but the participants
truly embodied their chosen plants and most of them focused on
the survival instincts of plants instead. One subset of films in
particular showed almost a complete disregard to the obvious
environment of what we understand as the “city.” Here, our
intention seemed to be contradicted by these “plants” that do
not view the “city” as “we” do. We call this subset “disregarding”
(Fig. 11).

In another subset of films, we observed the opposite,
reflecting another situation that plants face in the city. In some
sense, plants inevitably have interactions with urban residents
within a constructed urban environment, and their presences
(or disappearances) are often the direct result of human action.
In this subset of films, “confrontation” was depicted through
a plant’s perspective of the city through hardship, force, and
even violence (Fig. 12). Some plants do not survive, while others
continue to adapt to reproduce, or even spread as resistance.

In the last subset of films, we observed yet another intriguing
phenomenon: through the unique urban locations that plants
occupy and their perspectives, our attention is drawn to scenes
and spaces that we often neglect as urban human inhabitants.
The vision of plants were like pinhole cameras hidden in the city.
Through the perspective of plants, we “spy” ourselves as if looking
through surveillance cameras on the street corner (Fig. 13).

These three collections of films reflected our observations
and interpretations of what “Plant’s-Eye Views of Taipei”
could be. They certainly do not represent all possibilities. With
diverse characteristics of urban plants and a wide variety of
urban habitats, there is bound to be other views of the city, and
consequently additional observations and interpretations. “Plant’s-
Eye Views of Taipei” as a whole, including the three collections
of films, symbolizes a starting point to develop alternative and
renewed perspectives of all living mechanisms in the city, and our
relationships with the urban environment. Viewing cities from
the perspective of plants represents a reversal of vision and gaze.
When we detach ourselves from an anthropocentric view and
see the city from the perspective of plants, we begin to blur the
boundaries between species, nature, and the artificial; we enter
the interstitial zone between “nature” and “post-nature” through
seeing and being seen by plants. LAF



