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ABSTRACT

With an intention to criticize the poor development
of criticism in the discipline of Landscape
Architecture, this paper will discuss six aspects

of this topic: some theoretical speculations on
landscape and criticism, historical investigations
on its deficiency, a simulative panel of concrete
landscape design criticism, various landscape
criticism in different fields, three operations of
criticism on landscape design, and the role what
critics ought to play in this profession. The paper
attempts to build a context that helps enhance
professionals’” understanding of landscape
criticism, which has been neglected in Landscape
Architecture for decades, arguing that the
interaction between landscape and criticism might
stimulate the cultural imaginations of landscape,
increase the social effect by landscape spaces, and
partly promote the practical level of Landscape
Architecture.
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In this article, the both
Chinese terms "£M"
and "X &" are translated
as “landscape.” The
cultural and genealogical
difference between the
two terms is discussed
in the Ref. [9]~[11]. In
Chinese, the discipline
Landscape Architecture
is translated as "R = HE
#RZ." Source: Ref. [12].
2 In Western philosophical
context, the term
“transcendence” means
that, to a given matter,
there is as obvious
separation between
appearance and
existence and a binary
opposition between the
object and subject, which
has shaped people’s basic
cultural understanding

of landscape. However,

it is largely divergent
from Chinese landscape
philosophy and culture.
Although sinologists
often debate — for
example, Roger Ames
argued that there

is no transcendent
consciousness in ancient
Chinese ideas, while

Yu Ying-shih believing
that, different from the
outward transcendence
in Western philosophies,
there is a kind of inward
transcendence in ancient
Chinese culture — they
share a same opinion
that, in Chinese culture,
landscape is never a
dualism entity, and
natural landscapes are
regarded as an aesthetic
empathy which is a
complex of object and
subject. Source:

Ref. [3]-[5].
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Landscape is the
working material

for landscape
professionals, who
have developed various
concepts with an
intention to distinguish
the disciplinary territory
from others and to earn
recognition for their
professional status.
Quite often landscape
theory and practice
disconnect each other
since the professional
are inundated with

S0 new concepts,
adopted or invented,
and multifarious design
materials. The struggle
of theory building and
technique exploration
become one of the
biggest obstacles to
the development

of Landscape
Architecture.
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Heroic Landscape with
Rainbow (1824), by
Joseph Anton Koch.
The Small Flying
Rainbow, Thirty-one
Scrolls of Humble
Administrator's Garden,
by Zhengming Wen,
1533. Source: Ref. [108].

— © Metropolitan Museum of Art

009

Criticism, in fact, means to catch the historical scent of
phenomena, put them through the sieve of strict evaluations, show
their mystifications, values, contradictions, and internal dialectics
and explode their entire charge of meanings'".

From now on, a more devoted will is needed to revitalize
the silhouette of art and landscape, and recover their past glory,
because they both have interrupted and detached away from
the ordinary life with prosaic narration and the instinct of eyes,
which made them become the projects of planning, celebration,
guidance, supervision and norm, and to be managed by landscape

architects™.

1 Speculations on Landscape and Criticism

The most intriguing and confusing facet of landscape® lies not
only in its binary transcendence of appearance and existence*™"!
(Fig. 1), but also in its complex relationships between subject and
object, or inside and outside® — the evolution of the concept
of landscape in modern Europe demonstrates that subject is
regarded as a counterpart of the objective evolution of science,
and landscape is visually and partially perceived, which is
essentially different from the ancient Chinese ideas of
landscapes'”! (Fig. 2). However, landscape has been suspended
by those conflicting theoretical strengths for a long time. The
metaphor proposed by Bertrand Russell to explain the relationship
between philosophy and philosophers can be employed here to
recognize the appearance and existence of landscape: landscape is
like an enthusiastic lady hallmarked with a cold aspect, who might
only be touched by combination of both rational and emotional
mind"™. This derivative metaphor implies that the relationship
between appearance and existence, and object and subject could
only be interpreted and perceived by means of critical thinking
and criticism. Landscape architects keep making efforts to learn
from other fields and inventing concepts in order to explore the
core of the discipline and the way of disciplinary independence,
but, inevitably, they might bog down in the gap between theory
(metaphysic) and practice (technique)®. Considering all these
dilemmas, this paper explores a way — in form of thinking,
approach, or activity (for example, criticism) — to generate an
effective dialog between landscape and landscape architect, and to
stimulate landscape architects’ insight, as well as imagination and
creativity in design practices”™"?,

Although the theoretical studies in Landscape Architecture are
usually regarded as superficial, fragmented, or uncritical efforts in
the last two decades, an undeniable fact is that those explorations
have extensively and substantively been intensified by virtue of
landscape criticism, including the research on landscape process,
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dynamic, indeterminacy, and uncertainty'*""’, For instance, @

landscape urbanism, which criticizes the aesthetic picturesqueness,

scientific instrumentality and the related knowledge on

hierarchy, attempts to make the criticism historically legitimate ®

in the academic field and realistically valid in responding to

contemporary urban crisis by integrating the demands of post-

industrial cities with theoretical speculations'"®. The theories of

landscape urbanism have received as much criticism as praise.

However, most of the critical activities miss the point, might

being resulted from the critics fail to realize that landscape is

a complicated entity of both being a physical environment to

be experienced in a bottom-up way and a concept based on

intellectual thinkings while emphasizing top-down holism"”.. It has

revealed that the dimensions of landscape between being physical

and conceptual is always intertwined and irreconcilable.
Landscape is ubiquitous in the vision and tangible in tactile

sense. Compared to these tangible natural phenomena, such

as rain, fog, and wind, the concept and meaning of landscape,

however, are not easy to be fathomed"*"*'!. In a landscape, the ®

subject might simultaneously observe and be observed®??, being

not only part of the landscape, but also a part of landscape — that

means a landscape can be understood as a synthesis of both subject

and an object™. It implies that we actively conceive a landscape in

our minds and passively constitute it in a physical way at the same

time — though a landscape can be owned as a property, it only

lives as poetic imaginations. Landscape is a place to experience

and live, and always immerses a kind of mysterious quality that

could invoke a sense of Déja vu. Landscape is physically tangible

while ideologically impalpable, if regardless of the philosophical

discourse of presentationism. The visibility and the invisibility, or

the explicitness and the implicitness together form a precondition

for dispelling confusion on landscape — Similarly, cultural

critic Fredric Jameson expounded that architecture is also a

combination of phenomenology (being tangible) and ideology

24 . ..
4 _ However, this core characteristic of

(being conceived)
landscape has been long-time ignored by the professionals that,

in turn, has resulted in an impediment for people to comprehend
contemporary landscape. In other words, the cognitive paradox in
landscape has trapped the discipline itself down that can largely be
eliminated by activities of criticism®212¢!,

What one of most interesting things is that this similar paradox
parallels in criticism too. Criticism is an activity to reveal the truth
of knowledge hidden behind the themes. To criticize is not to state
well-known facts, but to probe, combine, organize, screen, rectify,
and test the specific texts, images, symbols, spaces, and other
relevant materials”®”. It is not only a theory-building approach

based on knowledge, but also transcends those written texts>*,

VOLUME 5/ ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2017

BETZH (HE) f
e “RIEEHEE
Rz, BERRHOAES
LER 7 REE
(221,

TAFER? ZEAR

FRODEHRY, “F
BERETIRZHHFR

TRZ TR B R
Bt ERET; Fit
NEILARIZS, ©
M= EMTTRNAER
BEWRBFZRE, A
BURRRIRZE, F
REAREHEHEWNG
MR, HRBM
ZROTNURET
Efle " W&%E XM
(25,

Quoted from the poem
Part of Article, by Zhilin
Bian, "When you are
standing on a bridge to
look at the landscape,
and there is still a man
who is standing on the
tower to look at you."
Source: Ref. [22].
What is a paradox?
Jean-Luc Marion
argued that the
paradox is born from
the intervention of
invisible in the visible...
in thought but also in
sense; people might
puzzle, surprise,

or be shocked... far
from being satisfied,
neither physically nor
mentally... fulfilling

or satiating them...
instead, being injured
because of the visibility.
Source: Ref. [25].
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For example, in the
field of architecture,
architect Aldo Rossi's
study on autonomous
typology and Venturi's
hypothesis on the
recovery of meaning by
the means of historical
eclecticism can both
be considered as
criticism. In the field
of philosophical and
cultural theory, the
criticism knowledge
contributed by
Lyotard, such as the
difference, diversity,
and incompatibility

of criticism, is built
thanks to the virtue of
criticizing the meta-
narrative known

from the age of
enlightenment. Source:
Ref. [311[32].
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Monument to Rosa
Luxemburg, by EL
Lissitzky (1919 ~ 1921).
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In the meanwhile, criticism also means to destruct the initial
system and further reconstruct a new order. The avant-garde
declaration advocated by Theo van Doesburg alleges that man
must constantly destroy himself in order to construct himself all
over again, which indicates the particular connotation of criticism.
Architectural historian Manfredo Tafuri also argued that criticism
starts with the destruction of the original structure'®”, The Avant-
Garde Movement has prevailed for a long period because of its
standpoint as a counter to the corresponding historical foundation,
and failed due to the loss of intrinsic motivations incited by
original criticism after its complicity with capitalism, which has
buried itself into the history”. Inevitably, criticism has been
essentially influenced by the unfathomable hand of history. The
effectiveness of criticism emerges from historical contextures and
is finally effaced in this historical process: when a criticism loses its
creativity, it would fade out in the history and become the target
of a new round of criticism®*"*?, In this circumstance, criticism
needs to explore the invisible truth hidden in the historical process
by destructing the preexisting order, and to build an alternative
discourse in historical genealogy (Fig. 3).

Paradoxical condition exists both in landscape and criticism,
but they are in different manifested forms. The former is about
disclosing the invisible concepts hidden in the visible realities, while
the latter is about generalizing the invisible concepts from the
visible facts. The former is an obstacle for decoding landscape, and
the latter offers a contrary thinking, which could equip potentials
to dismantle the opaque of landscape. This paper hypothesizes that
landscape criticism is an intertwined complex of the visible and
the invisible, an approach to unveil the puzzle of landscape, and a
means to enhance people’s cognition to landscape. Words, images,
and physical spaces all provide an operative way and a starting
point to conduct landscape criticism. Before elaborating those
operations and related discussions, a detailed investigation on the
deficiency of landscape criticism is necessary in this essay.

2 The Absence of Landscape Criticism

Although landscape criticism had, and still has been in an
undeveloped predicament overall, it cannot be denied that there
are a small number of criticism activities in the field of Landscape
Architecture. The criticism on the ideological contemplation,
formalism and picturesqueness of landscape has greatly influenced
on the theoretical development and practical exploration in the
past decades. For example, almost all the revolutions in Western
modern Landscape Architecture started with criticizing picturesque
aesthetics, some of which were from modernism against its static

composition in the 1930s, from environmentalists against its
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sublime emotion in the 1960s and 1970s, and from landscape
urbanists against the ameliorative, nostalgic and idyllic scenery at

33

the beginning of the 21st century". Similar critical consciousness

and activities have also gleamed in modern development of

13456 Nevertheless, when we

Landscape Architecture in China
shift our focus from those individual events onto the whole
spectrum of the discipline, we cannot be very sanguine about
landscape criticism, since landscape criticism has never been an
independent subdiscipline and critical thinking has also been
lacked for a long time in this very field. Landscape architects and
landscape theorists rarely speculate possibilities and objectives of
landscape criticism, nor re-examine their topics and genres. Self-
reflection is also largely absented in the field.

The reason of the deficiency for landscape criticism should,
and has to, be understood by clarifying the complicated
relationship among history, theory, practice, and criticism.
Although there are some radical arguments that history could
be nothing to do with criticism, or design practice can also be

37
57 whereas

completely detached from its surrounding milieu
generally speaking, those four facets usually interplay with
each other in other domains, for instance, architecture, art
and literature”", In this circumstance, the inadequacy of
methodologies and substantial insights in landscape history'*”!
411 the shallow and fragmented theoretical studies of

P91 and the lack of creative practices have all

landscape
together resulted in the deficiency of landscape criticism. At the
same time, the theoretical system of Landscape Architecture is
mostly built by adopting knowledge and ideas from other related
disciplines without any critical reflections'*®!.

The underdevelopment of landscape criticism cannot be
simply ascribed to its historical course, because the frustration
resulted from our long-term neglect and incomprehension on
landscape criticism could also deprive from the recognizant
misunderstands in the field of landscape architecture. On one
hand, there are two types of landscape criticism, including design
criticism (on practice) and interpretation criticism (on textural
hermeneutic), though their operational mechanisms are hard to
differentiate. Criticism on landscape design emphasizes those
built environment designed for construction in a short term,
while the interpretation criticism refers to the productive and
collective landscape with a lengthy period. And people are often
caught into a kind of confused situation towards these two
types of criticism. On the other hand, quite a lot of knowledge
about landscape stemmed from criticisms on modernist painting,
photography, films, literature and historical landscape has not
been widely shared and assimilated in the field of Landscape
Architecture, resulting in the lack of thought-provoking ideas, nor
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The poor conversion
from historical research
into critical theory is
considered as one of the
main reasons for the
weakness of landscape
design theory. For
example, some theories
of modern architecture
are derived from the
historical writing and
historiography. Source:
Ref. [42].
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Critical activities
include the relevant
discussions on the
methodology of
landscape criticism,
source: Ref. [47]. some
studies attempt to
define and categorize
the theoretical
framework of landscape
criticism, source: Ref.
[48]. Furthermore,

in the past decade
major publications in
China's Landscape
Architecture, including
Chinese Landscape
Architecture,
Landscape
Architecture, and
Landscape Architecture
Frontiers, have showed
their increasing
interest in the issue of
landscape criticism.
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critical efforts. This is why the discourse of landscape criticism
is prevailed with clichés and cultural speculation of landscape is
also poorly developed in Landscape Architecture.

The awakening from long-term deficiency, coupled with
the urgent demands in contemporary context, would stimulate
the reproduction of discourse on landscape criticism, which is
not only required for the professional practice and intellectual
exploration, but also desired by the social culture and aesthetics.
In fact, individual critical activities have never stopped in
contemporary China, and the related theoretical framework of
landscape criticism has started to be built in recent years®**8!, And
in the Western academia, the basic consciousness of landscape
criticism has been widely received in landscape architecture,
however, it is argued that criticism is still a young research field
in Landscape Architecture'®”. In other words, some attempts
on theoretical framework of landscape criticism have gradually
emerged in China, while the concrete and detailed criticism
on specific landscape design does not spring out to landscape
architecture. Critical studies on landscape can be commonly
found in other disciplines in English world, but few of them
center on the establishment of a holistic theoretical framework"",
and the thriving of landscape criticism has also been significantly
impeded "', Herein, it is necessary to comprehend the absence
of landscape criticism by regarding history, theory, practice,
and criticism as a whole synthesis, which helps us eliminate the
limitation of single causality and promises a dynamic future of

the relevant theoretical development.
3 A Simulative Panel of Criticism on Landscape Design

In terms of comparative philosophy, Chinese knowledge
system focuses less on defining something as a precise
conception”, Instead of defining or dissecting criticism on
landscape design, this paper demonstrates the operation of
landscape criticism through a criticizing scenario which imitates
a dialogue among different critics on a concrete landscape project
— the courtyard design of Suzhou Museum, by Ieoh Ming Pe.
Beyond the scales of time and space, this simulation intends to
gather a panel of various perspectives (Fig. 4). All the critics in
this dialogue existed in the intellectual history whose original
arguments are essentially remained with slight modifications or
grafts for an explicit expression of the viewpoints. This dialogue
is set with three premises: 1) the credibility and independency of
each argument is guaranteed; 2) all of the critics have visited the
courtyard of Suzhou Museum; and 3), the dialogue is to inspire
and present diverse opinions, rather than seeking a common

understanding.
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4. Onthe simulation
of criticism on the
courtyard design of
Suzhou Museum.

0 #EBER

Critic A primarily breaks the silence, and speaks that “I have no
interest in design, but I firmly believe that every incisive comment
should not be escaped from the rational judgement. Saying, in order
to be a tenable argument, every view (criticism as an outcome)
towards this garden design should be constantly criticized by the
critical thinking.”"”!

Critic B seconds that “I totally agree with Critic A on the basis
that we also need to have a clear awareness of the instrumental
function, the spirit of resistance, and the interactive effectiveness
of a critical activity before carrying it out. Regardless of the design
itself, the criticism should be regarded as a tool to uncover the
unknown truth.”’"

Critic C, who is inspired by the first two speakers, points out
that “The criticism on landscape design needs to be examined from
the four aspects of space, universe, designer, and user (or visitor).
There is no doubt that the space should be the core of the whole

criticism...”"

VOLUME 5/ ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2017
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Critic D interrupts and declaims that “Let us stop talking
about these enigmatic things, could we pay our attention to some
concrete comments about this garden?” He obviously loses his
patience, and continues to say: “Specifically, this piece of work
means nothing to me from the very beginning. The form and
structure of the garden shows an ambiguously symbolic image,
which, on the one hand, strongly reveals historical sentiments
and on the other hand, also indicates an ironic zeitgeist. Those
fragmented symbols were designed to represent a progressive
and continuous transition from the past towards the future,
however, in my eyes, they are nothing but layers of ruins with
simultaneous juxtaposition of past, present and future.””®

At that moment, Critic E argues in an indignant tone: “In
my opinion, the zigzag bridge in the courtyard is very attractive,
which resembles the Nine-Zigzag Bridge in Yu Garden in
Shanghai, as a metaphor for the historic correlation of traditional
Chinese gardens. To me, it is definitely an excellent design and I
was deeply touched by this symbolic form.”"”!

The terms, such as history, metaphor, and symbol, have
provoked Critics F and G’s nerve, who dispute, disregarding the
conversation context, that “By merging its historical inheritance
and cultural reconstruction, the garden can be seen as an avant-
gardism effort which bridges the gap between traditional garden
and contemporary landscape with an ingeniously implicit design.
In this vein, I believe that this design is of great value.”""

With a strong disagreement, Critic H clamors that “History
(or metaphor) has nothing to do with the criticism on landscape
design; design criticism depends upon the knowledge of form,
color, and spatial layout of the courtyard, rather than on life
experience, historical information, memory or metaphors.”"” His
argument is echoed by Critic J, who explains that “Aesthetically,
the garden needs to be commented by visiting it, and our
evaluation would be generated from the immediate intuition. It
cannot be denied that everyone’s aesthetic preference partly varies
and matters on rest with individual taste, however, I do believe
that the aesthetic verdict is neither a result of contemplation nor
a reflective thinking on history.”!*”!

Critic K beings with a sarcasm, “Brilliant arguments!
However, all of you missed a key point that the legitimation
of the criticism on landscape design is not only based on the
externally theoretical framework, but also on internally real life
experience. The architectural form of the Suzhou Museum was
designed for mobility, which unavoidably would detach visitors’
bodily experiences from their ordinary life. The courtyard
looks like lifeless and uninviting; it fails to provide any memory
experience of spatial and temporal changes.”'®"!

Critic L continues to criticize the design that “Seemingly the
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enclosure and unfolding of the whole garden was designed
with a strict logic, and there is no permeability and interaction
between the inside and the outside, which could be seen from
the layout of rockery and white walls with the trees in the
surrounding. With less poetry or cultural imagination, the
spatial design shows a pure geometric choreography and a sense
of mutual exclusion where I could hardly feel tranquility.”'**
All the critics start to engage into the debate, and arguments
include “The rockery located between the bank of pond and the
enclosed wall of courtyard was designed under the principles
of traditional Chinese landscape painting — three types of
farness: in height, in depth, and in distance — which also
reveals the essential distinction between static painting and
dynamic space.”®” “The design draws a picture of Utopia that
represses the possibility of unexpected or potential events.”®
And, “the geometrical and hard form of the museum disturbs

the ambiguity and vagueness of spatial atmosphere in the

P
2l

whole garden.”® This fierce discussion continues without that
anyone could be convinced by others. All of a sudden, Critic M
concludes that “Essentially, the understanding of landscape is
built on the ineluctable gap of parallax, which varies due to the
different educational background, life experience, and cultural
preference of the commentators. Without this dialectical
thinking, even more radical debates would not shed light on
the essential interpretation on this garden by criticism.”** The
conversation ends up in the way of absolute silence, though
some critics still want to finish their speeches.

We cannot evaluate this imaginative dialogue with a
right-or-wrong and dichotomous thinking. In this panel, the
conversation is to outline a profile of criticism on a concrete
landscape design and to demonstrate some detailed operations.
First, genuine knowledge offers us multiple possibilities to
interpret and understand it, which means different standing
points would result in different critical thoughts on landscape
design, theoretically and practically. Again, the disputation
is not to seek for some unique or exclusive answers, but to
provide an opportunity to explore diverse knowledge, which
is one of the primary preconditions of landscape criticism'®’’,
Secondly, the theoretical ground, practical significance, and
evaluation criterion should be clarified in order to avoid
meaningless contention. Thirdly, one of the objectives of
criticism on landscape is to enhance people’s cognition on
specific design and to excavate its potential dimensions. In
addition, critics need to prudently choose their standing points,
carefully organize the structure of their critical statements, and
maintain the effectiveness of criticism towards the serious issues

of our times'®.
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This view is derived
from the lecture given
by Rong Zhou, professor
in the School of
Architecture, Tsinghua
University, rehearsed
with the author’s words.
This view is derived
from the conversation
between the author

and Stanislaus Fung,
professor in the School
of Architecture, The
Chinese University of
Hong Kong, when they
were visiting the Suzhou
Museum in 2015.
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4 Dimensions of Criticism on Landscape and the Related
Representation

The above statements have tried to demonstrate the
relationship between landscape design and detailed criticizing
activity. This section attempts to clarify the complicated
relationship between landscape, as a readable text in a broader
meaning, and criticism. Metaphysically, the arguments that
explore landscape is whether a real entity or not, or landscape
is a kind of appearance or illusion, have been one of the
substantial disputes between metaphysics and postmodernism.
The former is developed on the hypothesis that there is always an
ontological reality constituting and transcending the appearance
of a landscape, while the latter contending that “everything is
an image... there is no ontological realities hiding within, nor

?7 ITmmanuel Kant’s view that the

mystification to be unveiled.
thing-it-self results in our inabilities in cognizing the world has

further conformed the postmodernism of landscape and considers
it as a kind of constructivism. In constructivism, the universe and
our knowing are organized and constructed by written languages,

%1 implying that landscape

discourses, or scientific interventions
is also organized and constructed with specific thoughts and
methods. Thus, to interpret landscape is not — or impossibly —
to respond to the ontological issues; instead, it can provide some
theoretical models for deeper understanding of landscape by
criticism.

For instance, the ideological criticism on built landscape
proposed by Denis Cosgrove offers two trajectories of critical
thinking. On one hand, “landscape seems less like a palimpsest
whose ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ meaning can somehow be recovered
with the correct techniques, theories, or ideologies, than a
flicking text displayed on the word-processor screen whose
meaning can be created, extended, altered, elaborated, and
finally obliterated by the merest touch of a button.”*"" From
the perspective of postmodernism, landscape no longer means
a stable system, which has radically criticized and completely
reversed the interpretation of landscape in a modernist sense that
celebrates grand narrative, one-fold truth, and stable meaning.
On the other hand, Cosgrove also considered landscape “as a
construction, a composition of that world. Landscape is a way
of seeing the world... within a progressive debate about society
and culture” and “an ideological concept” from a perspective
of Marxism'”"!. Its conceptual rebellion against picturesque
aesthetics was an active criticism towards the preconceived idea
until the 1980s. As Cosgrove reviewed his own monograph
twenty years later, he said that: “my original aim was to extend
the scope of landscape beyond a prevailing narrow focus on
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design and taste, and to broaden the connotation of landscape
itself.”"”? It is interesting that Cosgrove’s inspiring conclusion on
the history of European landscape can be borrowed as a critical
reflection on the development of Landscape Architecture. In
other words, those two different types of landscape design do
not never intersect; they interact in a subtle way. Ironically, one
of most potential treasure-houses for design criticism is exactly
offered by the theoretical narrations that are seemingly unrelated
and independent with Landscape Architecture.

Modernity wears twofold masks. Intellectuals in the 19th
century, such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Karl Marx,
had studied modern society and culture under a background
of crises and opportunities; in the 20th century, Marx Weber
and Georg Simmel inclined to deny the positive significance
of modern technology and industry. Those criticisms towards
modernity became one of the most prevailing ideologies in the

71 and transited into the fields of Architecture

early 20th century'
and Landscape Architecture until the middle of the 20th century,
towards the notions of Utopia, homogeneity, hierarchy, and
other thoughts dominating in the construction of physical

space. Then, phenomenology and critical regionalism emerged

as a critical force on rationalism and scientism. Among them,
vernacular landscape advocated by John Brinckerhoff Jackson
straightforward opposed the aesthetics of pure geometrical forms
with resource to historicism, contextualism, and regionalism'™*,
Although it cannot be denied that Jackson’s landscape study
showed a tendency of non-theoretical speculation, by bringing the
individual experience back to interpretive structure of landscape
and emphasizing the sense of place””, his writings directly
invoked the phenomenological study of landscape criticism in

. .17
American academia!™®

, and greatly promoted the substantive
re-exploration in Landscape Architecture””"*!, Similar with
Cosgrove’s achievement, Jackson’s academic contribution also
provided an operative reference for landscape criticism.

Both ideological and phenomenological criticism, two major
trends of landscape studies, are established upon the basis
of critical thinking and criticism, and share a same research
interest: Is the subject present or absent in a landscape? In the
discourse of New Realism, if we understand the world as a
landscape, it can be concluded as what German philosopher
Markus Gabriel argued, “the landscape (world) does not exist
entails that everything else exists... everything exists except one
thing, landscape (world).” In this sense, criticism might offer
us a new possible way to interpret landscape. First, ideological
study excludes subject’s intervention in landscape, while
phenomenological study focusing on subject’s experience and
engagement. In New Realism, subject is a part of landscape,
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which co-exists and interacts with, as well as be independent of,
the object. Secondly, landscape is not an entity consisting of a
series of components, though according to Kant’s agnosticism
that a landscape does not exist on the whole — concrete
landscape does exist, such as green spaces on street and paths in
a park. Those ubiquitously landscapes are able to be endorsed for
their own meanings by means of “landscape as it is in itself.”"””

According to the inner critique of new realism, one of the
potential consequences is that landscape as a whole does not
necessarily have a permanent reference and a meaning system,
in the meanwhile, the existence and significance of landscape
as a series of physical components could never be denied in a
theoretical perspective. It might help interpretations of landscape
avoid to fall into the thinking traps of both totalization
and deconstructivism. Besides, new realism could hint some
potentials of Landscape Architecture in the future: if Landscape
Architecture peels off its representation and returns to itself per
se, what could be expected from a further understanding on
landscape experience? Perhaps, we could obtain some inspiring
reflections referring to the object-oriented-ontology™®”, or
explore further in the dimensions of autonomy and resistance of
landscape.

Landscape criticism not only occurs in its own domain of
knowledge, but also serves as an instrumental functionality on
external systems, such as visual art, photography, literature,
movie, and philosophy. In William John Mitchell’s words,
“landscape is not only an art but also a medium... in which
all cultures could be found.”®" Here, landscape acts as a prism
to refract the thoughts and ideas in other related fields. For
example, two types of photograph of natural landscapes, taken
by American landscape photographers Carleton Watkins and
Timothy O’Sullivan in the second half of the 19th century, were
compared to address the ontological issue that photography
in nature is a visual medium. In the photographs taken by
Watkins, the landscape in western America is full of imagination,
metaphor, and rhetoric, inviting people to gaze, to step in
and to immerse in the scenery, or even exploit the land; those
adventurous photographs taken by O’Sullivan show a strong
exclusive sense that discourage the dialogue between viewers
and the photos'®”. This comparative study not only offers us
the knowledge of natural landscapes in western America, but
also puts forward a key question: does photography refer to
an art of aesthetic imagination, or a medium for truthfully and
scientifically documenting?

Rosalind Krauss interpreted Sullivan’s photos through an
alternative way: she compared a landscape photograph taken
in 1868 with a lithographic copy produced for a publication in
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1875 (Fig. 5, 6), and said: “they belong, instead, to two separate
domains of culture, they assume different expectations in the user
of the image, they convey two distinct kinds of knowledge... as
members of two different discourses.”® Krauss further pointed
out that the same natural landscape was represented far differently
that provide two spatial perceptions: one showed a landscape with
layers in distance, and the other displayed a flat, horizontal, and
compressed space. The difference hit the core agenda of painting
art — the ontology and legitimacy of modernism painting!®*"**,

It is commonly seen that landscape has been refered as a tool for
cultural analysis in different disciplines of humanity. For example,
through the lenses of radical Marxism, Disneyland is a dazzling
grotesque of modern consumerism and capitalism, which mirrors
the limp of social ideology, structure, and cultures™®'. Karatani
Kojin reconsidered the origin of modernity in the nation through a
re-examination on Soseki Natsume’s words about Japan’s natural

landscape'™”..

5 Landscape Criticism Operations

Besides knowing what fields that landscape criticism could be
applied in and how landscape criticism could help enhance people’s
awareness of landscape, it also requires us to learn the operations of
landscape criticism®.

It is widely considered that landscape criticism is more like a job
of critics and writers, rather than designers. But, in fact, designers
and criticism are closely boned and intertwined; furthermore,
design activity and critical activity would re-establish a mutualism
relation to break down theoretical and practical obstructions. First
of all, all the discussion is based on a hypothesis that acknowledges

the substance of critical landscape®. If the critical landscape still

©~ © Prints and Photographs Division, the United States Library of Congress
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remains under-examined, the design activity possibly offers an
alternative way to operate landscape criticism, regardless of its
theoretical construction. Etymologically, the word Design comes
from the term Disegno in Italian, meaning drawing lines on a
sketch or the conceptual ideas before drawing®”. In this sense,
criticism on design could range from conceptual design, text
writing, conversation, drawings, physical space-making and
experience to literary and visual documents on built projects.
Landscape criticism would not be taken granted for the job of
critics, landscape architects could, and should, operate criticism
in forms of writing, drawing / image, or physical construction
to explore the possibilities for promoting critical thinking on
landscape designs.

Language is often questioned and rejected in modernism
arts as an enemy of imagination. German art historian Heinrich
Wolfflin argued that “if it were possible to express in words
the deepest content... all buildings... could have remained
unbuilt, unfashioned, or unpainted.””" Such viewpoint, on one
hand, admits that there are two operational types of landscape
criticism, while implying that writing, as one of the two, fails to
represent a criticism thoroughly, on the other hand. However,
almost all of the criticism on Landscape Architecture were
completed by writings in the past. For example, in modernism
landscape design, most criticisms challenging the predominant
discourses put forward controversies, such as symmetrical
form with spatial mobility, and decoration with function,
whose writing style and strategy still have a great influence on
contemporary design criticisms. Although the territory of critical
writing has been largely expended, only few scholars could be
aware of the internal coherence between terms, writing logic,
and phraseology””. That is to say that writings on landscape,
including the texts themselves, could serve as an operational
instrumentality for criticism on landscape design.

As important as writing, visual image is also a medium of
landscape representation. Similar to architecture, visual image
is key to the profession of landscape design, and related graphic
drawing and producing has significantly influenced on the
development of Landscape Architecture. However, in the field of
Landscape Architecture in China, graphic drawing is only applied
in responding to the issues in physical construction, rather
than critical thinking on concepts, shackling the creativity and
potential of landscape drawing'”’'. Visual image, drawing here it
is, could be simply understood as a tool to express design ideas,
concepts, or construction details; it also acts as a creative agency

PP For landscape

to inspire and improve landscape design
architect James Corner, the creativity of landscape drawing

would drive the future development of landscape design through



representational techniques and cultural imagination”*””),

The graphic sketches drawn by landscape architect Laurie Olin
often reflect his consideration on landscape criticism. As shown
in Figure 7, poppies in the foreground and a wheat field in the
background are juxtaposed, which describes the inconsistency in
visual and haptic senses. Olin employed a double-focus layout to
engender the spatial layers in distance. If we look at the poppies
el first, then move to the wheat field, the sense would be further

strengthened™, and the dialectical relationship between visual
and haptic sensation would be intensified. The viewers’ experience
would constantly change in the switch of watching objects. Olin
used a literary and phenomenological approach to observe and
(99] portray the landscapes at hand and in distance.
Image includes drawings, diagrams, and maps"””. Mapping, for
example, as a means of planning, presents the possibilities of a site
o0 through site locating, data screening, and relation building. Prior
to landscape formation, mapping is also a process of exploration,
discovery, and enablement of possibilities''*”. In this sense,
landscape image has a potential to stimulate criticism. Landscape
architects need to explore and make the best of the potentials of
creativity concealed in the visual images.
If we put the creativity of image on design aside and focus
on the critical speculations on landscape, then the drawing
Landscript (Fig. 8), created by artist Bing Xu, as well as the
exhibition (Fig. 9) by Joseph Kosuth, could be reviewed as cases
re-examining the relationship between landscape and media in
terms of representation and inspiring people’s critical thinking on
the relationships between text, image, and landscape!'’"". Richard
Weller produced a series of photomontages (Fig. 10) that also
show his critical thinking on the essence of landscape, suggesting
a controversy that what is the intrinsic quality of landscape? Is
it the surreal, metaphoric, or poetic imagination (the figure of
Dali in the left bottom) or the scientific or honest knowledge
(the geological map in the top left)? Furthermore, the slogan at
the bottom of the image — “this is not a landscape,” in a style of
René Magritte — triggers the seeking for the answer of what the
reality of a landscape is in terms of representation. Reflections
on the authenticity of landscape exists in words, images, and
physical space, separately or together. This photomontage allows
for conceptual speculations and provides operative possibilities for
landscape criticism'"*,

Besides writing and visual image, landscape criticism could
also be represented in a way of space-making, though built
landscapes, to a great extent, could not equip with critical meaning
without challenging concepts or creative drawings. In his early
work The Manhattan Transcripts, Bernard Tschumi employed

~3 © Laurie Olin

2208 PizDuss: Clash Cara,

a series of images of montage to express his architectural ideas

022 VOLUME 5/ ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2017



SRS /18X

FE-BMETHIH (KiE
558 ) (L5rE.
20084 )

HKEHIN (RESE)
(Ze:hIBdiE]; 20014F )
ABX-HNFHTHRE:
(—R5=8EHF)
(RYESE: 1965% )
BIEE N B AT
EROBFRA, MK
‘BF FRHEPNE
SR SARB S o
BEE- 558 %
BEHEAHNRATR
h (Gl{ERSE: 2001
F£). BRkE: 2%
k1111,

Timeless and Tranquil
(2008), by Laurie Olin.
Landscript (2001), by
Bing Xu.

One and Three Chairs
(1965), by Joseph
Kosuth. Mounted
photograph of a

chair, and mounted
photographic
enlargement of the
dictionary definition of
“chair.”
Photomontage (2001),
by Richard Weller and
Tom Griffiths. Source:
Ref. [111].

[101]

10

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / PAPERS

[102)

[103]

00 © Harvard Art Museums /Arthur M. Sackler Museum

023

~0 © Joseph Kosuth

related to programmatic organization of space, event, and
mobility. In La Villette Park, Tschumi continued to explore the
relationship between image sequential and real experience during
movement by naming a parkway “Movie Strip” where visitors
could experience a montage of sequences and frames of landscape.
Instead of advocating abstract formal autonomy or historical
sentiments of post-modernism, Tschumi attempted to employ

a new architectural philosophy with programs, activities, and
events''”!, For example, it is widely assumed in modernism that
one specific architectural space can only be used for one simple
purpose; Tschumi’s design challenged this correlation, making
space and places with mixed functions — if a church could also
accommodate activities like playing bowling, then the church
becomes a mixed-program place — in so, various layers of nodes,
strips, and zones were superimposed and organized in the park,
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which created an alternative, sophisticated, and hybrid landscape
with mixed functions and allowed for dynamic possibilities of
spatial uses and experiences''**. This case demonstrated that how
the three operation ways of landscape criticism — writing, visual
image, and physical construction — play their roles, intensively
or comprehensively, in the conceptual design, representative
techniques, and construction of La Villette Park.

6 Conclusions

Landscape criticism is sort of historically theoretical activity
constructed by means of the shuttle of past and present, which
focuses on topics of concrete design, landscape heritages and
represented landscapes. This paper discusses five main contents,
which have implicitly emphasized the relationship among
landscape history, theory, design and criticism on the one hand,
and also explained explicitly various dimensions of landscape
criticism.

Serious landscape criticism could never be completed in a single
mode of thinking. On one hand, logical reasoning is required when
examining and processing the landscape materials, components,
structure, forms, space, functions, atmosphere, perception, image,
social recognition, and cultural preference. Critics painstakingly
extract valuable facts concealed in the superficial mass step by step
to form some reasonable viewpoints. On the other hand, landscape
criticism is also a kind of selfless activity that means critics cannot
express insightful views without immersing themselves into the
landscape materials and obtaining sensational and emotional
experience. Meanwhile, those unspeakable shocking moments
could stir particular insights and convincing viewpoints in the state
of sensibility. As scholars often debate on the priority between
rationality and sensibility, this paper proposes that the interactive
relationship between these two can be seen as both the starting
point, and the process of landscape criticism''”’".

No matter how sensibility or rationality could influence on
landscape criticism, one thing is for sure that is an intellectual
activity with multi-dimension thinking. To Compose one piece of
criticism, sometimes critics usually feel confusing and frustrated
in the process, and sometimes inspired and promising, just like
running through a maze. The mixed feeling drives critics to refresh
memories, to imagine, and to criticize. Ironically, it is highly likely
that it is a maze without any exits, and critics might be lost in the
dizziness. But, this depressing dilemma cannot be an excuse that
we give up the exploration in landscape criticism''*,

To overcome the plight and to promote the development
of landscape criticism cannot simply reply on the operation

activities; critics’ inner responsibility and the sense of mission
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to rouse people’s emotions about landscape and their interests

to appreciate landscapes are also vital to the promotion of
landscape criticism. The dramatic changes in social structure and
cultural patterns have caused a huge limp in terms of how people
understand, recognize, and appreciate landscape. For critics, it

is also important to help people rebuild their understanding on
landscape — one of the public misconceptions is that landscape
is a profession of planting trees. Meanwhile, we need to be clear
that if we consider the discourse of landscape criticism could be
expended to all the areas of philosophy concept and physical
reality on the world, then landscape criticism would lose its
significance. So critics need to take their targeting territory
carefully and seriously, avoiding in vain or fuss.

On one hand, criticism has to be detached from the original
contexture of the design, and critical thinking and perspicacity
is necessary for critics to examine historical, social, and cultural
values in the aberrant world. Critics, in Giorgio Agamben’s
words, act their role of Contemporary, keeping a distance with
their own times yet basing upon it. On the other hand, if we step
back and ponder the activity of landscape criticism with critical
thinking, we would find that we still confuse about whether
criticism is an institutionalized discourse or not? Has it reshaped
our minds? Do we need to be unorthodox all the time?... In
fact, immoderate, blind attacks are not criticism. The threshold
of triggering its own crisis of landscape criticism emphasizes
more on the activity itself rather than effect!"””. Landscape
criticism aims at educating and encouraging people to discover,
experience, and comprehend the potentials of landscape, and
to take landscape as a part of our life. In this sense, criticism
offers a greater significance as a gesture or a tool, instead of a
constructive activity, in Landscape Architecture. In this paper, the
discussion on the possibilities of landscape drives at defending
the necessity of landscape criticism, through which criticism
becomes a creative agent. Saying, landscape criticism is also a
landscape. LAF
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