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The huge levee built by US Army Corp protecting
New Orleans, USA was destroyed by Hurricane
Katrina in 2005. Living in a city protected by solid
flood control construction, many urban residents
had forgotten their vulnerability of living under
the water level of Mississippi River. Unexpectedly,
the levee broke and inundated 85% of the urban
street grid, taking at least 1,833 lives. Most of the

stricken areas are in ruins.
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/ Disaster Landscapes: Balancing Beauty and Fear

Chief Editor / Kongjian Yu

It is shocking that the recent Ludian earthquake in Yunnan
province caused a death toll of 617 persons as of press time.
Every year it seems the earth is suffering from more frequent,
and more damaging, natural catastrophes. From the Tsunami
in southeastern Asia that rendered tranquil beach heavens into
horrifying landscapes of debris, and within hours devoured
the lives of 300,000 tourists and residents ten years ago. To
Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, USA that took 1,833 lives
and caused more than 100 billion US dollars of damages
in 2005. The earthquake that buried near 70,000 lives in
Wenchuan, Sichuan province, China in 2008. The 286
people who died and the 68 billion lost by Hurricane
Sandy in 2012.... Moreover, tragic events happen around
us everyday. In 2012, 77 people drowned in the street
and suburban rivers of Beijing. Drought causes drinking
water and irrigation shortages in the local Henan province.
Flooding frequently victimizes the southern Chinese cities.
Our ecthereal landscapes, mountains and rivers, beaches and
forests, prairies and farmlands, streets and plazas, can turn
into horrifying landscapes of damage, debris, and death in
a flash. In response, we blame nature for its relentlessness,
complain about climate change, and impute the flood that
happens once a hundred years.

In our current over designed world we can understand
most natural disasters as man-made calamities. Here we must
break down several concepts: Hazard, Risk, Vulnerability, and
Disaster. A degree of jeopardy is always embedded in nature.
Landscape of Fear, a masterpiece of Yi-fu Tuan, discusses the
perils of space, the sensation and culture of human beings. The
landscape of fear accompanies and facilitates the evolution and
development of human society. In our relationship with the
forests, swamps, the ocean, rivers, prairies, wildness, mountains
and ponds there is always a hidden risk, an endangerment of
human life. Societal physical structure and cultural wisdom
evolves and develops in response to the process of experiencing
and dealing with situations of hidden risk. We learned how
to take advantages of opportunities and avoid risks from the
landscape. We develop technology and artistry, engineering and
social organization, to commensurate risk. Human beings have
achieved so much in the process of becoming the dominant
living creature. As a consequence, in our eyes, the perilous
and horrifying aspects of landscape also contain a sublime
feature. According to the definition of sublime by Edmund

Burke, sublimity is proportionate to the level of scariness and

dangerousness: the more dangerous the landscape, the more
magnificent. Therefore, even though perilous, landscapes such
as the steep cliff, the surging ocean and rivers, the vast wetland,
even the mysterious beauty of forests are poetic and desirable.
So why can such breathtaking landscapes turn disastrous in
a moment and devour human lives and properties? Why do
we continue to fail to practice instincts inherited from our
ancestors’ collective experiences and cultural wisdom to adjust
our relationship to these perilous landscapes? Either voracity
or parochial views make the victim and society ignore potential
dangers and vulnerability in front of the landscape.

Taking the example of flood in China. According to
research by Peking University, normally flooding only
inundates 0.8% of the national territorial area even in the
absence of anti-flood structures. In extreme weather events,
the inundation area increases to 6.2% of the national territorial
area. Therefore, if property was properly sited and land reserves
established, the flood will no longer be an annual disaster,
but a view and designed to be experience and celebrated like
the grand tide of Tsientang River every August 18th (Luna
calendar). This annual event of unspeakable beauty resembles
that of lion raring in African wilderness. Sadly, our general lack
of respect for natural forces leaves no safe distance between the
raring wild lion and us.

Over the course of history, across generations, our
ancestors have accumulated a system of knowledge based
in past experiences and wisdom regarding the selection of
housing sites, construction of infrastructure, farming and
irrigation practices, and general rules of planning, engineering
and technology, as well as emergency social organizations.
The industrial revolution brought us powerful technologies to
combat disasters, as well as arrogance to despise natural forces.
Not only have we forgotten the wisdom to respect natural
forces and therefore lower risks by intrinsically following the
patterns of natures, but also our social and residential spaces
have become extremely vulnerable due to an over dependence
on grey infrastructure. For example, flood security relies on
concrete dams, urban water security depends on fragile man-
made channels. Eventually, just like other spaces of natural
grandeur, the magnificent artificially engineered landscape,
the world’s large dams, China’s cross-regional water diversion
projects, and levees that can resist flood happening once in a
thousand years, will shatter from arrogance and vulnerability

(Translated by Connie CHEN and Sara JACOBS).



