Frontiers of Architectural Research 14 (2025) 510—524

b —rp Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
Higher :
Education _ _ o SOUTHEAST
Press journal homepage: www.keaipublishing.com/foar UNIVERSITY

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Landscape transparency: An approach to g
Check for
° ° ° ° ° ° gdatey
elucidating and harmonizing contradictions
in contemporary landscape design
3 3 *
Xiang Zhou, Xinyu Wu
Department of Architecture, Southeast University, Nanjing 210096, China
Received 31 March 2024; received in revised form 7 July 2024; accepted 30 July 2024
KEYWORDS Abstract The concept of "transparency” has evolved from a spatial aesthetic to a spatial
Transparency; property that describes the underlying organization of things and derives its “contradiction”
Modernity; from the combination of “orderliness” and “polysemy”. This contradiction arises from the
Contradiction; unity of opposites between synchrony and diachrony in modernity—where the rational logic
Graphic language; of synchrony pursues “orderliness”, while the concept of mobility in diachrony is oriented to-
Landscape wards “polysemy”. The path to linguistic transparency can be summarized in three dimensions:

distortion of morpheme, recomposition of phraseme, and double-entendre of semanteme. Due
to the shared symbolic meaning between language and graphics, the framework of graphic lan-
guage can be employed to analyze the evolution and variation of transparency’s essential
feature across painting, architecture, and landscape. Landscape transparency shares common-
alities with painting and architecture regarding morphemes, phraseme, and semanteme; how-
ever, as landscape expands in scope, its transparent representations exhibit gradual synthesis
and complexity. The synthesis and complexity can be decomposed into three unique endoge-
nous contradictions within landscapes: “dynamic growth”, “multiscale nesting”, and “spatio-
temporal overlapping”. These characteristics have led to the expanded expression of land-
scape transparency that differs from painting and architecture on three levels: morpheme us-
age, phraseme construction, and semanteme interpretation. Consequently, this breakthrough
transcends geometric two-dimensional compositions and three-dimensional spatial organiza-
tions, enabling future-oriented landscape design to embrace pluralism and inter-adaptability.
© 2024 The Author(s). Publishing services by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of Higher Education Press
and KeAi. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: 01012427@seu.edu.cn (X. Wu).
Peer review under the responsibility of Southeast University.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foar.2024.07.012
2095-2635/© 2024 The Author(s). Publishing services by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of Higher Education Press and KeAi. This is an open access
article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:01012427@seu.edu.cn
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.foar.2024.07.012&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foar.2024.07.012
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/20952635
www.keaipublishing.com/foar
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foar.2024.07.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foar.2024.07.012

Frontiers of Architectural Research 14 (2025) 510—524

1. Introduction
1.1. Modernity and transparency

Transparency, an essential theory for elaborating
complexity and contradiction in design, emerged alongside
the modernist art movement. It is also considered an
aesthetic property that embodies the formal characteris-
tics of mutual penetration without destruction in visual
perception among graphics (Rosales, 2022). The emergence
of this theory liberated traditional Western painting from
simplistic visual imitation and represented a significant step
towards modernity in Western art. In 1956, architectural
theorists Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky co-authored the
article Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal. The article
extended the property of transparency to the field of ar-
chitecture by dividing it into two states: “literal trans-
parency” representing the ontological properties and
“phenomenal transparency” reflecting the spatial
organization.

This paper discusses “phenomenal transparency”, a
philosophy of the relationship that combines “orderliness”
and “polysemy”, which is homologically coupled with the
contradictory features of synchrony and diachrony con-
tained in “modernity”. On the one hand, the synchrony of
modernity is represented in its tendency to classify society
with rationalization, and the rational pursuit of trans-
parency for formal orderliness responds to this demand in
the field of visual art. On the other hand, the hybridity and
polysemy of “transparency” are also derived from the
diachrony of modernity in pursuit of subjective and flowing
aesthetic concepts.

The post-modernist architect Robert Venturi mentioned
in his book Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture
that because of the concentrating poetic effect of uncer-
tainty, contradictory features with complexity are pro-
duced. Therefore, he emphasizes that “it must embody the
difficult unity of inclusion rather than the easy unity of
exclusion” (Venturi, 1977). In this context, the term
“transparency” has a philosophical connotation that con-
tributes to this dialectical reflection. It provides insights
into the resolution of complex and contradictory issues in
architecture. Architect Bernhard Hoesli attempted to
extend transparency from an analytical theory used to
comment on modern architectural forms to a practical
method used to instruct modern architectural design (Rowe
and Slutzky, 1997). Such transition will liberate the devel-
opment of modernist architecture from the shackles of the
so-called “international style”.

1.2. Evolution of transparency and connotation of
landscape

From the multipoint composition of Paul Cézanne’s Mont
Saint-Victor to the overlapping grids and blurred depths of
Pablo Picasso’s Clarinetist, from the contradiction between
axes and stratifications of The League of Nations Building
competition scheme designed by Le Corbusier, to the
penetrating interspace of Mies Van der Rohe’s German
Pavilion, transparency is derived from painting and devel-
oped in architecture. When Dan Kiley, inspired by the

flowing space of the brick house in the village of Mies,
discretely arranged the hedges and plants in the garden as
walls and columns, the transparent area in the landscape
was created. The aforementioned samples demonstrate
that transparency evolution follows the process of paint-
ing—architecture-landscape (Fig. 1). This succession is
closely related with the commonality of the three in visual
representation: The graphic combination in paintings and
the planar layout of architecture and landscape can both be
abstracted as the positional relationship of two-
dimensional elements. Among them, by simulating three-
dimensional visual features including elements in fore-
ground, middle ground and background, paintings can
present depth similar to the spaces of architecture and
landscape. Architecture and landscape can also create the
illusion of depth compression through measures such as
sight guidance and parallel perspective, generating a
“picturesque” two-dimensional aesthetic experience. Be-
tween architecture and landscape, architecture can blur its
boundary with the landscape by windows, openings, and
corridors, thereby creating the fluidity of internal and
external spaces. Moreover, the small-scale architecture
used for highlighting scenes in English landscape garden can
also serve as an independent element to participate in the
composition of the overall environment, such as the 40
Folies designed by Bernard Tschum in La Villette Park
(Fig. 2).

Landscape, the research object in this paper, as a
comprehensive system with multi-level characteristics and
complex structure, serves not only as the material carrier
of energy circulation in ecosystem, but also as the source of
information for social and cultural communication. In
comparison to the two-dimensional layout of painting and
the three-dimensional spatial form of architecture, the
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structural connotation of landscape is more dynamic and
diverse. In the chapter on “Landscape Architecture” in
Encyclopedia of China: Architecture, Gardening, and Urban
Planning, Wang (2006) summarized landscape into three
levels: traditional gardening, urban landscaping and land-
scape planning. Consequently, the concept of landscape
includes gardening art focusing on aesthetic value, urban
green space construction emphasizing social value and
ecological benefits, as well as macro-regional scale land-
scape system planning issues. Based on it, this paper cat-
egorizes landscapes into three levels: 1) traditional
landscapes with physical boundaries and internal and
external connections blocked by walls, examples include
Chinese and Western classical gardens, parks for recreation
and botanical gardens, etc.; 2) urban green spaces without
clear physical boundaries and integrated into the urban
fabric, such as large-scale urban green spaces and green-
ways; 3) macro-regional scale landscape systems. These
three levels do not necessarily complement or contain each
other. When gardening activities involve the coordinating
two or more subsystems, the concept of “integrated
design” arises. In large-scale regional landscape planning,
an aesthetic approach to visual management includes spe-
cific and subtle design considerations. Therefore, the par-
adoxical embodiment of transparency in contemporary
landscape design results in varying interpretations and ap-
plications depending on the landscape’s type and scale
(Fig. 3).

1.3. Research question: what is landscape
transparency?

Currently, research on transparency is primarily focused on
the fields of painting and architecture. The former is con-
cerned mainly with the artistic representation of trans-
parency in painting and its application as a painting
technique (Chen, 2010). The latter, not only considers
transparency as a method of analyzing the organization of
space in architecture (Apostolou, 2016), but also uses it as a

design methodological tool to articulate specific ways of
shaping space (Liu et al., 2019). Furthermore, numerous
studies have analyzed the concepts proposed in Trans-
parency from a theoretical standpoint, in order to expand
its connotation and express contemporary reflections (Jin,
2020). Regarding transparency studies in the field of land-
scape design, there are few relevant works due to the
absence of a systematic approach to transparency issues.
Only limited studies have explored methods of spatial or-
ganization using traditional gardens as objects (Shi and
Xiang, 2015), or have established a perspective for the
comprehension of landscape spaces based on research in
architecture (Zhao et al., 2021). Therefore, as an important
medium and design strategy to address complexity and
contradiction, can “transparency” provide a unique theo-
retical perspective to understand the more comprehensive
and complex connotation of modern landscape design, as it
explains the contradiction in painting and architecture? And
can this perspective transcend the simplistic representa-
tion of material forms in landscape design and explore the
structural connotations, design strategies, and practicing
logics at multiple levels?

This paper holds that it is not straightforward to syn-
thesize existing research on “transparency” and apply it in
a comprehensive way to the paradoxical analysis of land-
scapes—"transparency” in painting is limited to two-
dimensional spaces, while in architecture is confined to
three-dimensional spaces with specific boundaries. There-
fore, the classical theory of “transparency” appears to have
limitations in its applicability to the landscape domain,
especially for landscapes without concrete boundaries or
involving large-scale planning. This paper aims to address
two levels of inquiry: (1) Whether it is possible to move
beyond the traditional discussion of spatial organization or
a single object of analysis in the study of transparency, and
to establish a set of research frameworks at the level of the
relational philosophy that adopts a consistent analytical
language, so as to establish a research framework that al-
lows for horizontal analogical analysis and equal
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translations in the transparency analysis of paintings, ar-
chitecture, and landscapes. (2) Further analysis using the
above research framework: What are the limitations and
extensions of the theories when transparency is extended
from the field of painting and architecture to the wider
landscape, and when it is confronted with more extensive
and complicated contradictions (Fig. 4)?

2. Literature review

According to philosopher Georg Hegel, the term “modern”
not only carries chronological significance but also con-
notes the superiority of the current era compared to the
"ancient” era (Wang, 2023). "Modernity” refers to the
state and degree of being “modern” and, encompassing
social modernity and aesthetic modernity (Wang, 2017).
According to sociologist Max Weber, modern society is
intrinsically associated with rationalism (Jurgen, 1990). To
achieve “modernity”, rationalized principles must be
implemented across all social fields, allowing society to be
separated into different sections, but to cooperate with
each other based on the characteristics from each field
(Wang, 2017). Charles Baudelaire, a pioneer of symbolic
poetry, believed that half of modernity consists of tran-
sitional, transient, and accidental characteristics of art,
while the other half is embodied in eternity and invari-
ability (Acquisto, 2022), reflecting modern “instant
beauty” and illustrating the changeable spiritual experi-
ence resulting from modern social reform. This enduring
characteristic embodies the sublation and reflexivity
resulting from the interplay between tradition and inno-
vation, thereby encapsulating the "“diachrony of moder-
nity”. Thus, it can be seen that synchrony and diachrony of
modernity constitute two opposing yet homologous as-
pects: the rationalized classification orientation in syn-
chrony, and the spirit of seeking innovation in diachrony.

Both aspects give rise to the contradiction of regulariza-
tion and differentiation in modernity. This contradiction is
linked to the concept of “transparency” in both reality and
connotation—on the one hand, the dual demands of
"modernity” in society and aesthetics serve as an impetus
for modern art to create "transparency” and its theori-
zation; on the other hand, the core contradiction of
transparency itself exists in the intertextual relationship
between orderliness and polysemy, much like that found
within “modernity”.

2.1. "Modernity” as a atalyst to “transparency”

On a practical level, modern society is characterized by a
synchronic tendency to pursue rationalized rules and by a
diachronic turbulence in which social contradictions
become increasingly pronounced. Therefore, under the
principles of social rationalization in synchrony, different
subject fields move towards separation and construct their
own rational criteria. In the field of architecture,
modernism emerged in the late 19th century, and persisted
until the mid-20th century, during which there was still a
lack of an established discourse system for understanding,
describing, and critiquing modern architecture. At that
time, Harvard University’s education system, influenced by
the Bauhaus system, continued to prioritize nurturing stu-
dents’ artistic talents over training them as experts through
technical research or phenomenon analysis (Zeng, 2015). In
response to architecture’s inherent demand for specific
principles and fundamental knowledge, Colin Rowe and
Robert Slutzky completed the article Transparency in 1955
and proposed the idea that “form follows form”. According
to their perspective, form should be an active design
method rather than merely serving function. Therefore,
transparency became a tool for rational analysis applied to
architecture.

Object Transparency
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Simultaneously, the turbulent characteristics of diach-
rony are manifested in the increasingly prominent social
contradictions. The influx of population and capital results
in a diverse urban population and rapid city expansion,
leading to inevitable conflicts such as environmental con-
struction disputes, clashes of community culture, and
friction between new and old urban development. Howev-
er, modernist architecture trapped in the mold of func-
tionalism had become a rigid style, which couldn’t respond
to multiple contradictions of the reality. Philosopher The-
odor Adorno believed that the art’s modernity should
elucidate the contradiction of reality rather than reproduce
the false representation of reality (Hu, 2014). Similarly,
architecture should appeal or display realistic contradic-
tions for correct internalization. Rowe and Slutzky (1997)
had concluded generality from cubist paintings and Le
Corbusier’s architecture, to find an architectural theoret-
ical perspective that can address the complexity and
contradiction of modern society. They believed trans-
parency is a valuable quality, because it is “not mutually
exclusive, but willing to embrace the complexity and
contradiction”. Above all, polysemy provides a method for
positive representation of contradiction.

In summary, the escalation of societal contradictions has
partially driven efforts to rationalize norms, and the
interaction between theoretical trends and social contra-
dictions in both synchronic and diachronic states has served
as a catalyst for the emergence of transparency theory.

2.2. "Modernity” as the theoretical connotation of
“transparency”

On a theoretical level, modernity and transparency are
coupled in two ways. Firstly, the orderliness of trans-
parency reflects the rational combination of the logical and
psychological relationship between components in the
system, as emphasized by the synchronic state (Saussure,
2011). Secondly, polysemy provides individuals with a
spiritual experience of fluidity and freedom terms of the
aesthetics of the diachronic state.

Starting with the synchronic connotation of “moder-
nity”, architectural rationality should embody a kind of
analyzable and understandable order in form to achieve
formal autonomy (Rowe and Slutzky, 1997). In relation to
“transparency”, the hierarchical structure produced by
mental suggestion serves as the foundation for such an
order. For instance, Le Corbusier’s Gachet Villa reflects the
overall logical and psychological relationship between the
components through the banded interface parallel to the

Another individual
interface implied by
walls behind roof
garden and the
penhouse

B interface suggested by ; N

the receding fa qade

and the free wall on
the roof

(@)

Fig. 5
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facade, suggested by the receding facade of the ground
floor and the free wall on the roof. The aesthetic category
evoked by diachronic instant expression is deeply reflected
in cubist painting art. Modernist painters like Cezanne,
Picasso, Braque abandoned traditional perspective laws to
explore a fluid world based on human subjectivity. For
example, viewing Cezanne’s Mont Saint-Victor or Baque’s
the Portuguese requires viewers’ eyes to move repeatedly
between different elements in order to gain a compre-
hensive impression from broken blocks of color and inter-
woven grids (Fig. 5). The elements within these paintings
intersperse and overlap to “form larger, fluid forms, thus
giving rise to cubism with multiple meanings” (Rowe and
Slutzky, 1997). This is where “polysemy” originates from
within transparency.

It is evident that “transparency” is a paradoxical quality
with connotations of modernity, combining orderliness and
polysemy. The systems originate from a cognition of order,
where independent parts are assembled into entirety by
the brain. And this stable order is disrupted by overlaps and
alternations, forming numerous ambiguous, unclear and
interpenetrating polysemy space. Conversely, overlapping
systems compete for shared parts to maintain their integ-
rity, creating “spatial dilemmas” and infinite dynamic
interpretation. Therefore, it can be seen that orderliness is
the precondition of polysemy. If the form is too varied to
clearly identify within a legible frame of reference, the
perceptual tension of scattered elements coming close to
form gestalt will disappear.

In summary, transparency extends beyond the purely
compositional level as a philosophical concept. When
examining its evolution through “painting-architecture-
landscape”, is there a new analytical language that places
them in the same set of coordinates constructed by the
philosophy of relationship to facilitate equal dialogues and
horizontal categories among them (Fig. 6)?

3. Methodology

To clarify that transparency is "an inherent quality of or-
ganization” (Rowe and Slutzky, 1997), Transparency para-
phrases artist Moholy Nag’s commentary on James Joyce’s
literary work, where language forms interlocked units by an
ingenious transparency of relationships (Laszlo, 1969). This
suggests that words, as an abstract means of expression
have the potential to achieve what visual artist Gyorgy
Kepes calls “transparency”, which involves “mutual pene-
tration but no destruction”. Essentially, language and
writing serve as symbolic representations of objective

(a) Stratifications of Gachet Villa present transparency, (b) Cezanne’s Mont Saint-Victor and Bque’s the Portuguese.
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matter and are tools for communication and orientation
rooted in the connection between human perception and
the external world (Norbert, 2009). Words essentially
function as symbols representing phonetic information
about things. Various art forms such as painting, architec-
ture, and landscape, rely on visual perception to achieve
aesthetic expression through the combination of basic
shapes. Similarly, language arranges words to form rich
meaning in sentences and paragraphs. Additionally, both
"graphics” and “language” rely on cultural schemas and
subjective experiences for their symbolic expressions.
Their relationship triggers psychological empathy so that
their paths towards achieve “transparency” are analogous
to each other. Based on this understanding, this paragraph
aims to establish a research framework for the analogy of
“painting—architecture-landscape” by utilizing linguistic
theories from a relational philosophical level of graphic
language, so as to further explore the continuity, limita-
tions and extension of landscape transparency.

3.1. Language transparency

“In a language-state everything is based on relations.”
(Saussure, 1959). On the one hand, language itself em-
bodies the connection between sound image and concept,
as well as the correlation between the “signified” and
“signifier” of linguistic symbols. The “signified” represents
the phonetic image of the language, known as its “mate-
rial” presentation, while the “signifier” represents the
concept of the language, referred to as semantics
(Saussure, 1959). When language is expressed through
words, the “signified” object encompasses visual image of
words. These visual representations also rely on a network
of “relations”. Words form syntactic structures through
grammatical connections and serve as carriers of meaning
with specific structural features. Words themselves can be
seen as the relational products derived from smaller units
of meaning such as root words. Rowe and Slutzky (1997)
attribute James Joyce’s creation of linguistic trans-
parency in various relations between “signified” and
“signifier” mentioned above to three methods: “distor-
tion”, “recomposition”, and “double-entendre”. *Distor-
tion” is extensively used in the book Finnegan’s Wake.
*Joyce’s manifolded word agglutinations appear to be
similar to the industrial process of assemblage by bolts,
rivets and screws.” For example, he speaks about the
“panaroma of all flores of speaches”, where “panaroma” is
a combination of “panorama” and “aroma”, and

516

“speaches” is a combination of “peaches” and "species”;
thus, the chain unit has a hybridized meaning. It is the
approach to the practical task of building up a complete-
ness from interlocked units by an ingenious transparency of
relationships (Laszlo, 1969). *Recomposition” is usually
reflected in the overall textual process. As in Ulysses,
“there isn’t any punctuation to impede the widening and
ascending spiral of meaning. The meaning is depending
upon where the listener put the commas, semicolons and
periods.” (Laszlo, 1969). It is about overcoming the
reader’s “convention of continuing thought” by uncon-
sciously extracting and reorganizing seemingly contradic-
tory words in a sentence like understanding the abstract
forms in Cézanne’s and Picasso’s paintings, in which the
structure is superficially broken up but sensitively touches
on a more precise expression. “Double entendre is the use
of puns to create the poetic effect of ambiguous multiple
meanings and metaphors, such as in Finnegan’s Wake,
where James Joyce often completes sentences in three
languages: English, German, and Hungarian. Such as “takes
a szumbath for his weekend and wassarnap for his
refreksment”, where the “szumbath” is a pun of “sunbath”
in English and “szombat” in Hungarian (which means Sat-
urday). It’s the reference to sunbathing and also a meta-
phor echoing “weekend” in the sentence. And “wassarnap”
is also a pun on the German words “wasser” (water) and
“nap”, which means "a nap in the water”. Meanwhile, the
Hungarian word for “Sunday”, “vasarnap”, has a similar
form to “wassarnap”. The Hungarian word “nap” is also
used to refer to "day” and “sunshine”, while the English
words “bath” and “wasser” (water) have psychologically
similar meanings. Thus, the puns “szumbath” and "was-
sarnap” not only form an elegant intertextual relationship
in terms of phrase structure, but also share a sense of vague
proximity and a common metaphorical central meaning
(Laszlo, 1969) (Fig. 7).

Slembath _____________________ szombat
sunbath
\\ / (%
X
Waternap
wassarnap vasarnap i
Fig. 7 Double-entendre in Joyce’s work.
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Although the above three paths illustrate the realization
of the contradiction of linguistic transparency from
different perspectives, the three are often interdependent
rather than complementary. Among them, the object of
“distortion” is the unit element, whereas the object of
“recomposition” is the structure as a whole, but both
emphasize the formal interpenetration and mutual adhe-
sion of external representations from the perspective of the
“signified” of linguistic symbols. In this paper, the term
“morpheme” is utilized to denote a fundamental unit,
emphasizing its role as an essential component of a whole,
while the term “phraseme” is employed to refer to an in-
tegrated entity characterized by a specific logical pattern
in its structure. Given that the constituent elements of
collage lack clear boundaries, they may manifest as either
"words” which combine to form a phrase, or as “phrases”,
which combine to form a paragraph; in the former case, the
“morpheme” is the word, whereas in the latter case it is
the phrase. Furthermore, it should be noted that word it-
self may also be a combination of roots, even syllables, or
other smaller units of meaning. The concept of “double-
entendre” indicates achieving transparency at the “signi-
fier” level of language’s signifier and serves to signify
mental perception which this paper refers to as “sem-
anteme”, thereby accompanying the process of realizing
transparency from the above two perspectives. To sum-
marize, this paper presents an analytical framework for
linguistic transparency primarily encompassing three
levels: distortion of morphemes, recomposition of phra-
seme, and double-entendre of semanteme (Fig. 8).

3.2. Graphic language as the methodology

When discussing transparency as an organizing principle of
a visual language, morphemes are utilized to represent the

signified

Language :
signifier i
semantics

Path of transparency

the "material" presentation| ! “R e e :
—— “Recomposition t:>:

“Double—entendre”:{)

formal elements that constitute the whole, such as the
point, line, block elements on a two-dimensional surface,
or architectural features such as doors, windows, columns,
and walls in three-dimensional structures, or trees, struc-
tures, roads, water bodies in landscape spaces. Similarly,
“morphemes” can present as distinct entities under varying
scale perspectives (Fig. 9). For instance, the dot matrix in a
painting can either be construed as an aggregation of
multiple dot morphemes or regarded as an entire block
morpheme. A room within a building can be perceived as a
collection of multiple wall morphemes or seen as one vol-
ume morpheme. The road network within a landscape can
be the interweaving of multiple linear morphemes or be
considered as a complete reticular graphic morpheme.
Furthermore, when examined in terms of the morphemes of
architectures and landscapes from the perspective of
planar layout, the elements can be abstracted as points,
lines and planes by borrowing the logic of paintings. In the
environment formed by both architectures and landscapes,
when a building serves as the observational object, the
external landscape space penetrating through the windows
can become a component of the morphemes within the
building. Nevertheless, when the landscape is taken as the
observational object, the building can function as a com-
plete entity and constitute a morpheme within the envi-
ronment. Morpheme contradiction is manifested through
the heterogeneous elements within the entirety, resulting
in an unstable visual effect with a sense of conflict, brought
about by positional relationships such as intercollege,
overlapping, embedding, torsion. This instability arises
from the uncertainty surrounding the ownership of shared
parts. For example, in a compact composition of two
overlapping areas, if one piece’s continuous edge is clearly
identified compared to the notched edge of another piece
then the priority is evident. However if both edges are
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"Mophemes” can present as distinct entities under varying scale perspectives.
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complete then no clear priority exists and attribution of
overlapping positions becomes unstable. In Gris’s painting,
the tablecloth in the foreground and the square in the
background seem to share the same body, while the hole in
the penholder on the right also seems to be the guitar head.
Because the object boundaries are ambiguous and the
front-back relationship is indefinite, all the figures in the
picture are scrambling to compress in the shallow space. As
a result, it is impossible to find out its real depth.

The concept of “phraseme” arises from the integration
of fragmented morphemes within a coherent structure.
According to Gestalt psychology, visual perception tends
to identify regular patterns. Psychologist Rudolf Aenheim
suggested that human brain instinctively simplifies com-
plex stimuli by perceiving them as the most basic shapes
(Rudolf, 2004). This implies that the human brain has an
innate tendency to connect the chaotic things together
and simplify them. For example, in Le Corbusier’s Still
Life, the two-dimensional formal organization can be
interpreted as stratifications of varying depths, repre-
senting an attempt by perception to establish clear posi-
tions for each element (Fig. 10). However, these tree-
dimensional layers are metaphorical in a two-
dimensional space, resulting in ambiguous positioning of
individual forms. The circle on the left, for example, could
belong to three different stratifications and serves as a
significant compositional element in each one. Its partic-
ipation in the new stratification inevitably disrupts the old
one it was part of, leading to polysemy of semanteme.
These stratifications serve as means through which space

—
B

A A

One of patterns identified with continuous edge
rather than the other with the broken edge: the
priority is clearly identifiable

Both edges are complete, priority no
longer exists: overlapping position’s
attribution won’t be stable

(a)

| the tablecloth
and the
square seem
to share the
| same body

Concurrent part

(b)

Stratifications in
different depths

(c)

Fig. 10  (a) Priority of overlapping areas; (b) Gris’s painting;
(c) Le Corbusier’s painting of StillLife.
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is constructed and articulated with substantial trans-
parency (Rowe and Slutzky, 1997).

And expression of semanteme is an interactive process
between interpreting images and perceiving individuals,
relying on subjective experience and empathetic con-
sciousness. According to Hegel, the essence of empathetic
consciousness lies in the unity of opposites, where space
and time are both continuous and intermittent (Zhao et al.,
2021). The physical representation of images may be frag-
mented in nature, but the perceptual gestalt tendency
promotes recombination of these fractured elements.
While both phraseme recomposition and semanteme
double-entendre are both based on conscious activity, the
difference lies in the fact that mental psychological ten-
dency of phraseme stratification is to classify and recom-
bine the fragmented heterogeneous material elements,
resulting in a logic order dependent on three-dimension
structure; whereas the semanteme transparency extends
beyond this three-dimensional material gestalt towards to
multidimensional facets such as “emotion is born from
environment”, combining subjective experiences with
perceptual characteristics derived from fragmented
graphical elements, to create the emotion-driven psycho-
logical similarity (Liu and Jiao, 2020). This can be likened to
narrative understanding triggered by montage view. The
psychological gestalt of semanteme transparency is an ab-
stract gestalt for “event”. For example, in Chinese classical
gardens, spaces permeate each other with endless layers.
When visitors attempt to construct integrated space-time
impression, there will be artistic emotional projection
and philosophical realization arising from the inter-
promotion of void and solid. To summarize, the “distortion
of morpheme”, the “recomposition of phraseme”, and the
“double-entendre of semanteme”, are three different
levels of contradictory connotations that progress step by
step. Therefore, the feature of graphic language trans-
parency discusses not only spatial relationships and visi-
bility in visual perception, but also the conceptual sense of
space and deep association of order (Jin, 2020).

4. Analysis

This paragraph analyses the representations and connota-
tions of transparency in painting and architecture using the
logical framework of “Morpheme-Phraseme-Semanteme”;
and it explores their continuity in the landscape.

4.1. Transparency in paint

The medium of painting is the canvas, and the morpheme
contradiction of painting is reflected in the dynamics
arising from two-dimensional graphical ambiguity. In Gri-
ce’s Still Life, intact forms are interspersed with diagonal
blocks of color in a collage, and the edges of the dislocated
blocks reinforce the diagonal structure through a relation-
ship of counterpoint, giving it a repetitive texture with a
transparent quality, like “some sort of corrugated shallow
space” (Rowe and Slutzky, 1997). The contradiction of
stratifications in phraseme originates from the eye’s
attempt to generalize stratifications of depths that do not
exist in the two-dimensional canvas. For example, Fernand



Frontiers of Architectural Research 14 (2025) 510—524

Leger’s Three Faces represents the stratified structure with
unclear depth *“through an interrupted checkerboard
pattern stimulated by color, proximity, and discrete su-
perimposition” (Rowe and Slutzky, 1997). The black and
white blocks of color are used as a backdrop for each other,
and the repetition of the human figure gives a hint of depth
to the image. The contradiction of semanteme is repre-
sented by the gestalt into the space of the scene. Take
Guernica by Picasso as an example, fragmented patterns
collaged on a two-dimensional canvas, induces conscious-
ness reconstruction emphasizing narrative attributes via
dissociated but overlapping composition depicting war
scenes.

4.2. Transparency in architecture

The three-dimensional morpheme in architecture encom-
passes both spatially occupying entities and space formed
by entities. The interwoven entities and permeating areas
imply mutual interaction. This results in a complex dynamic
of morpheme transparency caused by distinct interlaced
space. For instance, in Villa Carthage designed by Le Cor-
busier, spaces are limited by walls and floors in the section,
suggesting a tremendous interlaced relationship in both
horizontal and vertical directions. Simultaneously, the
longitudinal nested patterns consisting of glass and walls on
the facade align with this relationship, creating an inter-
metaphor of transparency between the patterns of the
facade and interior space. In the phraseme, the logic of
stratifications in architecture is expanded from two-
dimension to three-dimension in contrast to painting. The
stratifications are not confined to longitudinal layer space
but rather represent an intelligible structure where same-
dimensional morphemes are regularized into respective
order. John Hejduk’s diamond house exemplifies this with
walls organized along two sets of interlaced axes.
Furthermore, architectural contradiction of semanteme is
embodied through fragmented scenes becoming gestalt
into the comprehensive event. For example, at the Berlin
Jewish Memorial where dissociated narrative spaces con-
nected by three sequent lines transform into the gestalt of

Morpheme

Dynamics of ambiguous patterns

<
Z
=
£

Phraseme

scattered historical information in consciousness. It is re-
flected in space, consequently forming coherent experi-
ences. Time endows the space meaning of recombination
(Tang, 2021), so as to awaken viewer’s transparent,
comprehensive understanding of the “event” that the Jews
suffered from trauma for hundred years (Fig. 11).

4.3. Transparency in landscape

The characterization of transparency in painting and ar-
chitecture, used to explain landscape transparency, is
mostly founded in the creation of small to medium scales
and artificial spaces. The landscape layout can utilize the
two-dimensional transparency of painting, as seen in the
overlapping composition of Bonet Square’s Road network
and square pool. Here, the three pattern elements of
water, lawn, and road are intertwined to create an
ambiguous relationship between the foreground and back-
ground of the map. The use of plastic spatial weaving in
architecture can also be observed in traditional gardens,
such as classical Chinese gardens. In these gardens, there is
a penetration in the partition, creating a spatial relation-
ship between reality and imagination. And in the spatial
“folds” of the tragic poets’ house, connected by the
courtyards of the patios, as Cobb interprets, also exhibit
this quality of transparency (Le Corbusier, 1985). In the
phraseme, Lavallette Park’s deconstruction and combina-
tion of the “point-line-surface” system reflects the trans-
parent hierarchical structures breaking down into each
other, both in two-dimensional and three-dimensional
compositions. In the semanteme, architectural trans-
parency is reflected in narrative landscape space organi-
zation. For example, Qinghai Atomic City’s Qing Yang Forest
organizes monumental space along linear paths to com-
plete China’s independent development epic of hydrogen
bomb and atomic bomb in the serialization of fragmentary
narrative space (Fig. 12).

However, some landscape environments that do not
adhere to the principles of painting and architectural
transparency still exhibit spaces of “transparency” char-
acterized by “mutual penetration but no destruction in
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b. Fernand Leger’s Three Faces
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Expression of transparency in painting and architecture.
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LANDSCAPE
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Two-dimensional transparency of painting:

The landscape layout can utilize the two-dimensional
transparency of painting
a. Bonet Square

Three-dimensional plastic transparency of architecture:
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S

c. Chinese traditional gardens

The use of plastic spatial weaving in architecture can be seen
in traditional gardens

Deconstruction and combination of the "Point-Line-Surface’
reflects the transparent nature both in the two-dimensional
and the three-dimensional composition.

Semanteme
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space is
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complete the
L epic story

e. Qinghai Atomic City's Qing Yang Forest

Fig. 12 The characterization of transparency in painting and architecture.

visual perception”. For example, the North Duisburg Park
seamlessly integrates natural ecological elements with
dilapidated factory structures, resulting in a rich sensory
experience arising from juxtaposition of seemingly con-
flicting tendencies of “industrialization” and “ecologisa-
tion”, thus achieving polysemy. This path is akin to that of
painting and architecture, where heterogeneous elements
coexist and give rise to intriguing perceptions. The primary
departure from painting and architecture lies in the manner
in which ’orderliness’ is attained. In Duisburg Park, auton-
omous integrity of systems is not achieved through rigid
geometrical compositional principles. Instead, a more
organic organization is employed by integrating vegetation
and water systems into the background. The abandoned
industrial buildings are also harmoniously integrated with
each other, forming a highly recognizable spatial system
based on the original factory structure. In certain cases,
the structural composition and organization of transparent
landscape’s “orderliness” may be even more free-form,
presenting itself as a mere clue that relies on deeper as-
sociations for the final transparent completion. For
instance, Katowice’s cityscape comprises five distinct
landscape layers superimposed on each other from pre-
1922 to the post-socialist period. These ruins scattered
throughout the city provide viewers with a clear
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understanding of historically stratified spatial metaphors
generated by spatial and temporal processes through their
visibility to each other (Fig. 13). From this perspective, it
becomes evident that when confronted with an integrated
and complex landscape space, it is challenging to fully
explain transparent representations using principles
derived solely from painting or architecture at all lev-
els—morpheme, phraseme and semanteme. Furthermore,
simple compositional principles lose their effectiveness
within organically organized natural environments or com-
plex macro-scale systems. So how can we analyze the
complex landscape environments effectively so as to gain a
better insight into their unique internal contradictions
compared to other art forms while expanding the concept
of “transparency” across wider ranges and scales of land-
scape space?

5. Discussion and conclusion
5.1. Distinctive paradox of landscape

Based on the previous analysis, the landscape encompasses
three levels: the garden landscape featuring a physical
boundary, the green space integrated into the urban fabric,
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Fig. 13
Source: Wei and Zhu (2019).

and the landscape system at the macro-regional level. As
the type and scale vary, there are disparities in the mani-
festation of its transparency. To explore the expansion
generated by these differences, it is necessary to first un-
derstand the paradoxical characteristics that distinguish
landscape from other art forms. Due to the differences in
forms and relying medium, painting, architecture, and
landscape have different degrees of embeddedness in the
environment. Architecture is limited by spatial scale and
constructed demands of functional centrality, so its utili-
zation of the external environment is finite. While the
spatial carrier scale of landscapes is more flexible. Both
built and natural environments tend to have a more direct
impact on their construction. This deep relationship with
the environment gives landscapes—whether traditional
gardens or green spaces or regional landscapes—the ability
to transform spatial scales, to integrate urban fabric into
environmental contexts and influence urban form through
dynamic ecological processes (Charles, 2006). Therefore,
unique paradoxical properties of landscapes can be sum-
marized in three aspects: dynamic growth, multi-scale
nesting, and space-time overlapping.

The dynamic growth of landscape morphemes is char-
acterized by their dynamic and unstable nature, which
gives rise to complex ecological effects such as succession
and enhancement in response to life periods or climate
change. This intrinsic property leads to the auto-
rhythmicity of landscape morphemes, where artificial in-
fluence can only modulate the process of succession but not
exert complete control over it. Additionally, it also con-
tributes to inherent instability. The concept of multi-scale
nesting indicates that the landscape functions as a complex
giant system with common logic. When the landscape is
embedded into the urban pattern, it forms a multi-scale
nested structure that is laminated and composite (Tan and
Chen, 2018). Within this structure, spatial patterns at
larger scales constrain those at medium and small scale.
For instance, detailed features disappear at a larger scale,
while structural information in entirety strengthens.
Furthermore, space-time overlapping illustrates that the
landscape environment encompasses multiple time-space
dimensions with strong external attributes such as history,
society, economy, and culture. According to landscape ur-
banism, the urban landscape represents a "time-space
process” (Zhai, 2010). Heritage theory further explains that
the urban landscape embodies a comprehensive super-
position of historical relics and development from different
periods (Zhou et al., 2022). Together these aspects

Existing material
information in
the environment
directly
constructs
morphemes
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Landscape that do not adhere to the above principles. (a) Landscape in Duisburg Park; (b) the cityscape of Katowice.

highlight the characteristic of "organic organization” that
distinguishes landscape from painting and architecture.
Therefore, the exploration of extended transparency in
landscape involves discussing how the “polysemy” and
“orderliness” of the three levels—"morpheme”, “phra-
seme”, and “semanteme"—can be organically balanced
within a more fluid, comprehensive and complex system. In
the subsequent section, we will further analyze the
expansion of landscape transparency using the analytical
framework of “morpheme-phraseme-semanteme”. We will
delve into how the unique characteristics of these three
types of landscapes give rise to distinctive expressions of
landscape transparency at each levels.

5.2. Landscape transparency of morpheme

In an organized organic landscape space, natural morpheme
integration leads to ambiguous spatial boundaries and
diversification. Landscape space is not always confined by
elements with strong geometric properties. Therefore, the
contradiction of morpheme transparency is mainly embodied
as flexible spatial penetration. For example, in the House of
Representatives Residence courtyard designed by Haji
Sasaki, the stones’ permeable corridor creates a flexible
space where grass and stone blend together and boundaries
are blurred. Based on it, dynamic changes in landscape
morphemes may lead to a flow of space resulting in originally
integrated scenes being separated or becoming more het-
erogeneous due to these dynamic changes. This transforms
the way spaces flexibly penetrate each other. Danish land-
scape architect Carl Sorensen’s “Music Garden” exemplifies
this concept through its use of beech hedges as the primary
landscape morpheme. In spring and summer, the densely
pruned hedgerows form green walls that create a series of
hermetic geometric “rooms”. The transparency within this
space primarily occurs through vertical openings in the tree
walls, presenting a hermetic series-wound structure of
phraseme with an explicit sense of sequence. During winter,
when leaves wither and fall off, only a skeleton of branches
remains with a strong vertical sense, transforming the
enclosure from an airtight green wall into a vague semi-
transparent interface, which changes the way of space
penetration.

And in landscape environments with nested scales,
phraseme structures in small scales may exist locally as
morphemes in large scales. Depending on the viewing scale,
flexible infiltration of morphemes can occur both in the
small natural spaces exemplified above and in large-scale
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landscape planning. For instance, at Xuanwu Lake in
Nanjing, landmarks act as morphemes with line-of-sight
penetration, enhancing visibility and aiding the viewer’s
comprehension of the urban structure. This creates a
transparent and flexible macro-scale penetration.

5.3. Landscape transparency of phraseme

The representation of contradictory phraseme in more in-
tegrated and complex landscape environments is primarily
characterized by the organic superposition of multidimen-
sional systems. That is, through a material organization
that presents the landscape’s heterogeneous elements in a
compressed manner (Wei, 2020), the originally discrete and
negative multi-dimensional information structure is reor-
ganized resulting in an explicit stratified logic. For
instance, James Corner’s design for the Domino Sugar
Factory in Brooklyn preserves the historic layers of indus-
trial buildings and machinery, creates a complete and
sequential layer of industrial heritage through corridors,
and forms a new layer and juxtaposition with the rede-
signed landscape layer.

Additionally, the ecological process of morpheme is
linked to spatial patterns of phraseme. The landscape
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structure is depicted as “a balance between spatial sub-
systems in a pediocratic state (Cui and Li, 2014). For
example, the ring of French sycamore planted outside the
Meiling Palace in Nanjing is connected to the road leading
to Sun Zhongshan Mausoleum. During autumn, their golden
color stands out against the mountain backdrop like a
pearl necklace. The dynamic changes in landscape phra-
seme structure along with periodic seasonal variations,
can contribute to the creation of unique space.

Meanwhile, the nesting of morphemes in the composi-
tion is often associated with the nesting of phraseme
structure; at different scales of expression within the same
landscape system, contradictions in phraseme are estab-
lished through breaking in the explicit and implicit con-
version. For example, the High Line Park in New York
juxtaposes industrial remnants and modern landscapes on a
citywide macro scale, suggesting contradiction of multi-
dimensional organic stratifications. On a regional meso-
scale, the consistency between the linear walking system
formed by rail transit and the vertical green system reflects
contradictions in three-dimensional space. At a microscale
level of details, the nested composition of soft greenery
and hard pavement reflects contradictions in two-
dimensional composition.
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5.4. Landscape transparency of semanteme

The connotative richness of transparency semanteme in
landscapes expands into multiple dimensions due to space-
time overlapping. Landscape space is continually shaped by
the periodic succession of objective nature with historical
traces of past environments forming the foundation of
existing landscape. It represents an intermediate state
transitioning from one form to another within a dynamic
process (Li et al., 2022). Consequently, various natural and
artificial morphemes with different temporal characteristics
interpenetrate and form a unity of opposites, leading to the
consciousness of semantemes. As a result, there exists a
gestalt of heterogeneous elements left over from history that
promotes the perception of an ultimately periodic process.
This semanteme transparency is present in landscapes across
all types and scales, with its content expression depending on
the richness of different temporal morphemes in the land-
scape. For instance, consider the West Lake landscape in
Hangzhou, a natural lake before the Tang Dynasty that has
been dredged, constructed, and beautified through genera-
tions until the Qing Dynasty. The abundant landscape rem-
nants today are a consequence of historical stratifications’
evolution. By synthesizing these heterogeneous and frac-
tured historical relics, viewers can comprehend compre-
hensively and continuously perceive spatial evolutionary
processes within historical landscapes.

Furthermore, the dynamic growth of morpheme and
phraseme can prompt viewers to actively deconstruct
aesthetic objects, leading to the infiltration and variation
of consciousness space. For example, in the reconstruction
of post-industrial sites, the juxtaposition of green and
heritage systems is often utilized. The dynamic process of
natural morphemes strengthens the temporal expression of
“history and rebirth” in design. Landscape morphemes with
dynamic growth can promote the gestalt movement
perception, constructing a continuous path between his-
torical fragments with temporal differences.

Moreover, the relationship between different scales can
enhance each other’s semanteme transparency, resulting in
completeness. Consider the creation of a sequence of un-
even terraces and waterfalls in Portland Square abstractly
replicating the landscape of the Rocky Mountain region in
visual space. This evokes viewers’ perception of an entire
land under their feet while realizing a metaphor for small-
scale space representing large-scale landscapes (Fig. 14).

In summary, landscape transparency transcends the
constraints of two-dimensional painting composition and
three-dimensional architectural space composition. It ex-
tends to a multi-dimensional level based on the premise
that “polysemy” and “orderliness” are mutually expressive.
This generates diverse variations due to its three unique
contradictions: “dynamic growth”, “multi-scale nesting”,
and "space-time overlapping”, resulting in a diversified and
organic expression of landscape transparency.

6. Conclusion

The artist Joseph Albers once argued that “contradiction is
the source of art” (Venturi, 1977). Therefore, transparency
has become a powerful quality in modern society, stemming

523

from the relational aesthetics of contradiction that origi-
nates from modernity. This paper examines the fundamental
aspects of transparency from a linguistic perspective and
deconstructs architectural theory into three levels:
“morpheme”, “phraseme”, and “semanteme”, establishing
an analytical framework for parallel analogies and equal
translations between painting, architecture, and landscape.
Additionally, it aims to analyze the connotations and com-
monalities of transparency’s contradiction among the three
art forms. Furthermore, it seeks to analyze the essential
difference between landscape and other art forms with
changes in types and scales as well as the extension of
transparency promoted by such differences. In essence,
transparency is a systematic interpretation of spatial prop-
erties and organizational relationships. On the one hand, the
transparency of morphemes and phrasemes with a stronger
sense of geometry relies on the intuitive visual sensation
triggered by figurative space, making it applicable to the
creation of small-scale artificial landscape spaces. However,
as the spatial scale expands and dynamic elements and
environmental complexity increase, applying the laws of
composition in painting and architecture to the landscape
becomes challenging. Achieving transparency in morphemes
and phrasemes at this point tends to be organic, weakening
the sense of form but emphasizing the interpenetration of
space and stratified relationships between the systems. On
the other hand, landscape semantic transparency is not
limited by type or scale. It possesses multidimensional po-
tential for psychological gestalt that surpasses that of
painting and architecture. This paper discusses examples of
landscape transparency focusing on presenting transparency
features in certain landscape environments. This examples
can aid planners and designers in exploring potential sites
based on an analysis of contradictions to create “readable”
landscape spaces within well-ordered artificial environments
or extract orderliness from the mixed external
environments.

Contemporary landscape design is evolving to actively
address various explicit and implicit problems in human
environment development. With the rise of design trends
such as landscape urbanism and historic cityscapes, trans-
parency as an organizational relationship holds significant
potential in shaping the change and transformation of
contemporary landscape design. For instance, the
“coupling method” advocates for bridging the contradiction
between “heterogeneous” elements and “original” places
to a greatest extent in landscape design, aiming to coor-
dinate dynamic mutual adaptation processes among
ecological, spatial, social, cultural, and other systems
(Cheng et al., 2013). The diverse perceptions and innova-
tive solutions to contradictory problems offered by coupling
methods share common values with transparency—the
pursuit of being both opposing and complementary be-
tween orderliness and polysemy. Consequently, trans-
parency can serve as a dynamic tool for coordinating
environmental relations and reconciling landscape con-
flicts, through system superposition and morphological or-
ganization. This developmental background not only
establishes the groundwork for extending the value of
transparency but also presents opportunities and possibil-
ities for innovating landscape design paradigms during
current urbanization transitions.
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