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Preface:
Restoring Landscape Design as An Art

Where is landscape design heading in this era of globalization? Does it still follow
the domain of ecological engineering along the lines prescribed by Ian McHarg (1920-
2001) and the ASLA? Or, does it grope for new directions, new senses of purpose and
new aesthetics?

Since the establishment of Landscape Architecture as a discipline in Harvard at
the turn of the 20th-century, more and more countries and universities have developed
departments of landscape design and studies. This is not only a result of international
exchange and modern education, but also responses to shared global issues, such as
environment and sustainability. New age designers—many with training other than
landscape architecture, others (like the Chinese and Asian designers) with a rich
heritage of engagement with landscape—have continued to test new grounds and to
redefine the field. To explore and present a few of such new directions is the goal of
this book.

The idea surfaced during the course of writing a bi-monthly bilingual column of
“Contemporary Landscape Criticism” at the request of the journal of L4 China (Peking
University). In 2009 and 2010, 12 issues of the column have been published in two
series—first, a review series on built projects; and second, an interview series with 6
selected landscape designers and artists from China, Europe and the USA, which is
presented here in this book with one addition. @ At first sight, these 7 designers—Yu
Kongjian, Diana Balmori, Bernard Lassus, Patricia Johanson, Erik Dhont, Maya Lin
and Paolo Biirgi—are extremely different from one another, and the works themselves
are as varied as their perspectives and approaches. And yet, as one re-reads their
words, one senses a deeper commonality. This is not only a shared effort to disentangle

themselves from the taken-for-granted furrows of business-oriented design, but also a

@ The one added interview by me with Maya Lin was originally published in a different Chi-
nese design journal: Feng jing yuan lin (2010.01): 16-43.



will to restore landscape design as a meaningful art in contemporary societies.

In the West, landscape design was born out of serendipity when William Kent
(1685-1748), an artist trained in academic history painting, was called upon by Richard
Boyle (1694-1753), 3" Earl of Burlington, to design the gardens of Chiswick in the
1730s. This is the time when Kent “leapt the fence”, and engaged an art revolution that
led from garden into landscape. ® Since then landscape design moved away from an
artistic evocation of Arcadia, to various representations of the picturesque nature during
the late-18th, the 19th- and the early-20th century. With Ian McHarg, in the post-WWII
era, it moved further away from the visual arts to ecology. It was also in this same
period, at the turn of the 1970s two and a half centuries after William Kent, that a few
artists again showed great interest in exploring landscape as an art medium—one might
mention the New Arcadians in Great Britain with Ian Hamilton Finlay (1925-2006) and
Andy Goldsworthy (1956- ), the Situationist International with Louis G. Le Roy (1924- )
in the Netherlands, and initiator of the Earthwork movement Robert Smithson (1938-
1973) in the USA. However, none of them made a serious attempt at redefining the
field of landscape design as a whole.

For new directions, one has to turn to the selection of landscape designers and
artists presented in this book to find figures whose work aim at restoring landscape
design as an art, at the same time to give it a new sense of purpose and new
aesthetics. ® Several of them went through a serendipitous experience that led from the

visual arts to landscape design. Bernard Lassus’ survey of the use of color in vernacular

@ Horace Walpole’s (1717-1797) words in praise of William Kent (1685-1748) are well worth
quoting again: “He leapt the fence and saw that all nature was a garden. He felt the deli-
cious contrast of hill and valley changing imperceptibly into each other, tasted the beauty
of the gentle swell, or concave swoop, and remarked how loose groves crowded an easy
eminence with happy ornament.”

@ This is far from an exhaustive list, since many other designers have also contributed to this
development. Yet the diversity of these contributors demonstrates the breadth and depth
of the renewal taking place at present. Due to the size of this book, | regret that | cannot
include a few more designers whose works | admire and have reviewed: Stig Andersson
(Demark), Fernando Chacel (Brazil), Andy Cao (Vietnam-US), Yoshio Nakamura (Japan),
and Mohammad Shaheer (India).



architecture in Corsica, Patricia Johanson’s creation of a painted outdoor sculpture
in upper state New York, Maya Lin’s design for the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in
Washington DC, all offer a case in point. Starting from different artistic perspectives,
they all saw the potential offered by landscape as a domain of creative art. At the
same time, Yu Kongjian, Diana Balmori, Eric Dhont and Paolo Biirgi all with training
in design were discovering the value of the arts for significant breakthrough in their
own works. Of course, each of these interviewees had different arts as references-
painting, sculpture, kinetic art, light painting, abstract art, earthworks, graphic design,
installations, dance, music, just to name a few. The list would be extended had we
introduced more contemporary artists and landscape designers. It provides a rich
encouragement for contemporary 4andscape designers who would like to turn for
inspiration to the arts.

In the 1980s, Peter Walker had already responded to the arts somewhat earlier
than this group of designers. We should neither overlook Walker’s contribution,
nor confuse it with the present developments in this field. To the radical turn of
landscape architecture away from the visual art towards environmental planning,
Walker opposed a formalist attitude. He advocated designs that impose a formal
identity upon a place, asserting flatness and repetition of the pattern. His was a
very powerful idea, which, contrary to all previous garden art, did not rest on
the development of a stylistic vocabulary but invited designers to invent a new
vocabulary of the landscape. It reminds of Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959)
insistence on creating a specific architecture and sculpture vocabulary for each of
his Usonian houses. Walker’s assertion of flatness and repetition of patterns on a
landscaping unit provided him with a background on which to introduce further
works of art reminiscent of earthworks, in a way that parallels the parterres and
water basins decorated with statues by the French 17th-century garden designer Le
Noétre (1613-1700) at Chantilly. ® A most important aspect of his doctrine however

@ Peter Walker himself has often explained how he has been inspired by a visit to Chantilly
with a group of students, at a time when he was groping to find a translation of American
contemporary art of the 1960s and 1970s into landscape architecture.



is deeply indebted to Clement Greenberg’s (1909-1994) call for flatness in modernist
painting against three-dimensional illusion, in defense of the specificity of canvas
painting along the lines established by Heinrich Wolfflin (1864-1945) in the history
of painting. Such formalist attitude aims at discovering the essence of art abstracted

from human artistic inventions.

The claims of the landscape designers and artists in this book are of a very
different sort:

Beyond Formalism: Design for New Experiences of Nature

To the contrary of Walker, the landscape designers presented here all insist
on producing an art that comes into being through interaction with its users, an art
that derives its qualities from the diversity of responses and experiences it affords
to its audience. Their art is deeply concerned about the alienation of humans
from nature. Yet it is not a remedial art, but an art that aims at new experiences of
nature and at stimulating new cultural attitudes—which is certainly demonstrated
by Yu Kongjian in a most strong and provocative way, and by Maya Lin in her
memorials. There are very different ways of addressing human experience, and
these artists each are exploring them from various ends. Maya Lin for instance
remarks about her works that “Photographs never convey the idea of the work. You
have to experience these works to understand them.” And she likens the experience
of her work to a reading of personal memories, “a complicated and physically
emotional act.” This implies that this new art is about triggering a response which
she, as the artist, cannot anticipate. Patricia Johanson and Diana Balmori see the
work they design on a site as an initiator towards an “engagement with nature”,
to borrow the term coined by aesthetician Arnold Berleant. Thus they claim
that their art is about creating a new experience of nature by framing people’s
capacity to imagine themselves as part of the great chain of living beings. Bernard
Lassus, Paolo Biirgi and Eric Dhont also expect their works to suggest personal
emotions, perceptions and understandings which go beyond any intention attached
to particular objects in their design. This is an art of landscape that aims for the
audience to experience an epiphany of nature. Biirgi puts it: “I wanted to remind

people that there is something beyond what we see, to make them a little bit more



curious and willing to ask ‘what is hidden beyond the horizon’.” Thus it is not the
unique essence contained in the form or composition that makes the landscape a
work of art, but the variety of experiences that it procures to different people. This
is a major philosophical shift from essence to experience, that brings this new art
of landscape closer to Chinese philosophy.

The new art of landscape is an art of framing. Instead of offering representations
of some imagined or ideal landscape, or trying to propose a form that would be
appreciated for its own composition, these contemporary creators of a new landscape
art aim at directing attention to nature, beyond the objects that they design. Such is
the case in Yu Kongjian’s Bubble Garden and in all works by Patricia Johanson. They
avoid imposing an object or a meaning to their audience, and they seek to create a
level of sensorial complexity as large as possible. Maya Lin, following a path already
trodden by Ian Hamilton Finlay, insists that reading is the 6" sense, and that it gains
in emotional intensity when conjoined with the other senses. So there is something
elusive and mysterious about her work since it explores the edge of perception, it
demands to look beyond the object and the situation, to engage in some deeper and
personal exploration. Other landscape creators adopt other ways of framing the mind of
their visitors, of luring them into a pleasurable experiencé, and leading them to ponder
about a sudden experience they had not anticipated to which this pleasure leads them.
Only then, in 2 moment of pondering what lies beyond their immediate perception, do
they reach a full experience of this art. Thus this art only exists thru personal reception,
but it is also always about something more focused than puzzlement. It frames human
imagination in order to re-awaken humans to the presence of nature, to invite them
to dream and exchange their dreams about a new compact between humans and non-

humans.

An Expended Domain of Creation: the City and All Infrastructures

Contrary to the elitism of much contemporary art created for museums and critics,
this new art addresses the public at large and aims at transforming the everyday life
experience of nature by groups of people. Hence, it aims at transforming the living
world, at making nature an object of new wonder wherever human being congregate

and dwell. This sets an interesting array of challenges for landscape designers. Since



