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Figure 10  Cartographical interpretation of rooms and limits.

Figure 11  Spatial patterns of containment:limits as possible nodes of perceptual attraction.
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a	 Paths� b	 �Industrial

c	 Buildings d	 Plots�

e	 Farms� f	 �Total

Figure 12  Spatial distribution and tendency of concentration of the main elements that configure this landscape: paths, plots and 
buildings. doi:10.7480/spool.2016.1.1101.g1495

From discrete to dense mapping

However suggestive any one of these cartographic insights on its own might be, the cartographic approach 

to the activators of atmosphere can only make sense through the patterns of relations configured between 

them, as in the moment of their embodied experience. This crossing (Fig. 14), proposes a synthetic 

interpretation of this landscape concretized not in the form of discrete elements but through the manner 

that spatial patterns formed among elements of distinctive morphological configuration situate the body 
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within them. The cartography slides towards a type of dense notation, where the meaning of each variable 

depends both on its precise form and on the spatial relations established with the rest of the elements, 

forming fields of variable densities (Fig. 15). This cartographic interpretation can hardly stand for a ¨global¨, 

unique pattern of atmosphere throughout the site: In a certain manner, the interpretation of atmosphere 

returns the attention to the perception as situated in a specific atmospheric nest, without implying a static 

understanding of the landscape.

This passage from discrete to dense representation points to an interpretation of the landscape through 

overlapping atmospheric nests that maintain their integrity while participating in multiple narratives 

spatially distributed in a virtual synchrony throughout the landscape. Although each nest could be analyzed 

in depth as a unique landscape pattern, the particularity, and consequently the understanding, of its value 

is enhanced through the relationship with its surrounding patterns. If, at this point, we were to define the 

sense of understanding of the particular that this mapping puts forward, at this scale of work, this would 

rely precisely on the characterization of the landscape as patterns of relations between distinct atmospheric 

niches. Value, on the other hand, can be assigned in terms of the quality of the potential narratives 

configured through the embodied, dynamic, sequential experience of these patterns. Moreover, a specific, 

intentionally designed sequence could add value to this landscape. 

This analysis definitely questions the understanding of landscape as surface that can be divided into sharply 

defined sub-surfaces, or units more able to carry certain meanings or functional uses rather than others. 

On the contrary, it points to the proper meaning of landscape analysis as a vehicle for assessing how the 

territory can be transformed to re-orchestrate meanings and atmospheric intensities without sacrificing 

its specificity. In addition, this specificity cannot be revealed if we do not look into the complexity of the 

patterns of relations that form the structure of the landscape (Fig. 16).

Figure 13  Cartographical interpretation of the perceived complexity through geometry.
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Figure 14  Synthetic interpretation of the crossing between the cartographical interpretation of the activators of atmosphere. 
doi:10.7480/spool.2016.1.1101.g1495

Figure 15  Fields of variable densities of spatial relations between elements.
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Figure 16  Densities as differentiated patterns of relations.

Figure 17  Idem.
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Figure 18  Examples of the result of crossing of different scales (here: 1:50.000) and manual mapping

Figure 19  Examples of the result of crossing of different scales (here: 1:5.000) and manual mapping
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Distinctiveness thus is based not only on the discreteness of the landscape elements, but also on the 

multiple densities formed by the interaction between elements as perceived through their embodied 

experience (Fig. 17). Densities, representing differentiated atmospheres, not only help us move beyond the 

idea of a clearly distinguishable landscape unit, but also beyond the idea of difference, electiveness and 

singularity as criteria for value: All landscapes have atmosphere, although they differ in the manner that 

they do so. Certain collections of distinct intensities can be localized and identified geographically (Fig. 17). 

Patterns seem to have a structure that is denser in certain areas and seemingly looser in others. Does this 

mean that the atmosphere in these areas of low density is experienced by the body as faded or loose? 

Density must not be confused with the intensity of the experience. High density though could be interpreted 

as an indicator of an increased perceived complexity, based on the interaction of multiple landscape 

elements. On the other hand, low density could be linked with a higher grade of legibility. Nonetheless, this 

mapping does not directly reflect more or less valuable types of landscape units. Rather, it interprets some 

specific qualities of this landscape, based precisely on the relations configured between ¨atmospheric¨ 

densities, interrelated into a collage of multiple sequences of nesting patterns of atmosphere.

From scale to precision

In this interpretation of the landscape, the scale of the cartography interprets both the specificity of the 

form of the landscape elements with the necessary precision in order to reveal its significance to the 

embodied experience and the specificity of the spatial relations established between elements. By crossing 

data from databases of disparate scales (Fig. 18, 19), mapping data manually, these mappings seem to move 

beyond the typical cartographical constraints of precision in the scale of the territory towards the necessary 

precision in order to interpret the embodied experience of the landscape.

The mappings point towards an inter-scale approach, integrating two scales that are traditionally 

detached; the scale of the body and the scale of the territory, offering at least an alternative perspective 

to the traditional multi-scale approach. In the latter, the understanding of the landscape seems to follow 

a typical route: from big to small and vice versa, submitting the precision of the cartography to the 

¨size¨ of the territory analyzed. Consequently, in the scale of the territory, the characterization of the 

values tends towards descriptions of landscape types that most probably provide generic descriptions of  

landscape character. 

The projection of the embodied in the cartography on the other hand enhances an extended sense of the 

morphological analysis, landing the analytical eye on the perceptual ground of the landscape. Through 

this process, the cartography specifies, at local level, generic descriptions of the landscape that are 

inherently abstract and potentially trans-spatial: This dry-fed agricultural plain certainly shares various 

common elements with any other agricultural plain situated at similar geographic and atmospheric 

conditions. Nonetheless, its specificity is interpreted through the manner that the morphological 

attributes of these elements are concretized and interrelated on a particular site, as perceived through the 

embodied experience. 
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Conclusions

Cartographic exercises are more valuable for the arguments they endeavor to activate than for their finality 

as cartographic products in themselves. They are partial and selective, highlighting certain qualities of the 

landscape while overshadowing others, proposing a specific understanding of the particular:

The analytic attention balances between the quality of singular landscape elements and the relations 

configured among differentiated patterns of atmosphere. Affordances, spatial patterns of containment, 

and perceived complexity are proposed as complex variables to be interpreted through the cartography. 

This leads to the identification of potential nodes of activation of the perception and variable degrees of 

complexity and legibility of the landscape indicating the presence of particular places, inviting for their 

further characterization. In this process of approaching the particular at a scale of work that pretends 

to link landscape analysis with spatial planning, the mappings of atmosphere thus pave the way for the 

identification of intense experiential narratives, present or latent, to be configured through design, although 

not definitely delimiting precise units of distinct value.

Furthermore,  by tracing associations between the body and the territory, they propose an enrichment of the 

morphological analysis of the landscape: In a way, the mappings of atmosphere, based on the processing 

of common cartographic data and tools, specify through a two dimensional representation understandings 

retrieved through the embodied experience of the site, driving cartography towards a more situated, 

experiential reading of the landscape.
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Notes

[1]	 This approach to cartography forms no exception to the prevailing tendency towards ¨objective¨ approaches to spatial analysis, inher-
ited from modernist thinking and still profoundly influencing our understanding of space. Although postmodern critique traces the 
possibilities of alternative theoretical positions, advocating for more qualitative site-specific approaches (Harley,1989), the fact is that 
there is a lack of corresponding methodological tools of spatial analysis and design.
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[2]	 In Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture (1980), NorbergSchulz defines atmosphere as the manifestation of the 
character of place, where place stands for: “a totality made up of concrete things having material substance, shape, texture and 
colour. Together these things determine an ‘environmental character’ - or atmosphere - which is the essence of place.”(Norberg Schulz, 
1980:8).

[3]	 The author has participated, as member of the team of CRPPb (Centre of Landscape Research and Design of Barcelona integrated in 
the Department of Urbanism and Urban Planning, School of Architecture, Polytechnic University of Catalonia) in the drawing up of the 
Landscape Catalogue of Lerida.

[4]	 Werner Nohl (2001) proposes ¨the plain¨ as a new category of landscape aesthetics, considering the contemporary dynamics influenc-
ing agricultural landscapes:

	 Looking at the areas of intensive agricultural production and other modern land uses, which will characterize large parts of our land-
scape in the future, it might be useful to point to a fourth aesthetic category, relevant to landscape perception. In the following, the 
aesthetic quality of such areas will be called the ``plain’’. Today, these areas belong to the aesthetically most unattractive landscapes..…
In sum: plainness is a new visual experience, which is still waiting to be realized. (Nohl 2001:233)

[5]	 As far as the databases used for the elaboration of the cartography are concerned, apart from the 5.000 scale topographic layer and 
planimetric map, we would like to highlight the importance of the layer of the habitats (50,000 scale). Although the term habitat re-
fers mainly to an ecological function, it potentially offers accurate information about the quality of the morphological properties of the 
landscape. Furthermore, the linkage between atmospheric qualities derived from the morphological configuration of the habitats and 
the ecological perspective is of doubtless methodological interest. In terms of the software applied, the cartographic essays assume 
GIS for reinforcing a methodological process potentially shared through a commonly used cartography tool in the field of landscape 
architecture.
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