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Abstract: Iconic architecture and landscape architecture are most often understood through photo-
graphic media that mediates between the idea and the reality for those learning to design. The drastic
lockdown responses to COVID-19 and the limitations on local and international travel highlighted
the importance of the visual and the potential of the virtual. However, visual media can also be
understood as systems that go far beyond a strict representation of an object. In this climate where
publicity, politics, and perception play ever more crucial roles, representations of iconic architecture
and landscapes increasingly blur the boundaries between the imaginary and the tangible. This
paper examines the experience of iconic architecture and landscape in four iconic European cities
(Paris, Barcelona, Seville, and Lisbon) as seen through the eyes of fifty postgraduate architecture,
interior architecture, and landscape architecture students from New Zealand. It compares their
understanding of a building or landscape from its photographic image before engaging with the
physical reality. Students were asked to first identify iconic architecture and landscape, then closely
analyze and document the essential qualities which established its pre-eminence. A subsequent
visit to each of the places provided the opportunity for comparison and the testing of the realities
and fictions of the icons themselves. Our research finds that today’s architecture students are savvy
and sophisticated consumers of technology. It also presents FABRIC, a conceptual framework that
offers additional scaffolding for educating design students through experiential learning in a time of
travel restrictions.

Keywords: COVID-19; pandemic; iconic; travel restriction; photography; physical object; experiential
learning; field trips; architecture; interior architecture; landscape architecture

1. Introduction

Throughout history, architectural icons have exemplified the aspirations and values
of society. However, in the past few decades, iconic and spectacular architecture and
landscape architecture have been used to proliferate and fuel urban economic competition
within a globalised culture industry [1]. The term iconic has been defined by two central
characteristics [2]. First, it must be famous. Second, it must be imbued with meaning that
is both symbolic for a culture and/or a time and is worthy of presenting beautifully what is
being represented [1,3]. From an architectural perspective, buildings have been understood
to symbolise good taste, power, and status through the attention paid to the identity of the
architect [4]. Iconic architects and landscape architects are those who design architecture
and landscape architecture that is unique and unreproducible, and which contributes to
their global brand expressed in leading cities throughout the world. Julier [5] describes
the ‘hard branding’ of cultural institutions, including new museums, arts complexes, and
theatres that are frequently assigned an iconic status. Similarly, Koolhaas observes that
shopping is the number one tourist activity, and concludes that retail is the “single most
influential force on the shape of the modern city” [6]. In this way, an architectural project
can be seen as both a product and a media representing a city, a client, a place, or even
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a real estate product to market [7]. Most recently, with the chaos of a global pandemic,
climate change, political outcry, and strained mental health, our relationship with iconic
architecture and landscape architecture is undergoing change as it seeks to forge a new
language for a society in search of a new identity.

In response to the restrictions imposed by COVID-19 and for architectural educa-
tion around the globe, the requirements of social distancing and travel restrictions have
moved lectures, studio work, presentations, discussions, and final design reviews to virtual
classrooms and meeting rooms using various platforms supporting the virtual meeting
environment. Virtual site visits are offered as potential replacements for physical expe-
rience. This research asks what are the necessary tools to understand architectural and
landscape icons in a time of travel restrictions. To understand the implications of virtual
site visits, we examine the experience of iconic architecture and landscape architecture in
four iconic European cities (Paris, Barcelona, Seville and Lisbon) as seen through the eyes
of fifty undergraduate and postgraduate architecture, interior architecture and landscape
architecture students from New Zealand. This paper compares their understanding of a
building, interior or landscape from its ‘virtual’ photographic image prior to their visit
with their understanding following engagement with the physical reality. It seeks to un-
cover the scaffolding necessary for experiential learning in a mixed-mode architectural
education environment.

2. Literature Review

While the term ‘iconic’ generally signifies a building’s particular ability to produce a
memorable image, i.e., its ‘imageability’ [8], such images are usually photographic and part
of a series of ephemeral impressions in our digital age in an ever-expanding universe [9].
While the notion of iconicism is comprehensible and straightforward for everyone, for
those in the architectural disciplines, including landscape and interior architecture, iconic
architecture is more commonly established by its relationship with the photograph and the
digital model, where computer visualisation is used to see what is often unseen [10].

Architectural designers use photography in a variety of ways. First, they use it as
visual surveying, recording, or documenting to convey as much information on an icon
as possible. Second, illustrative photography documents aspects of the icon in a careful
artistically composed form. Third, picture photography is employed where the primary
concern is to tell the iconic narrative of the object and to get closer to the designer’s
perception of space [11]. The architectural photograph, by its nature, prioritises sight
above all of our other senses. Nevertheless, since the experience of an icon is not limited
to vision, photography limits the knowledge of the observer to a single focus due to the
choice of angles and framing, which makes that view more apparent and comprehensible
at the expense of the entire whole [12,13]. A photograph can be held in the hands of the
observer and contemplated in solitude where the viewer is distanced from the subject and
independent of place [14,15].

Drawings, photography, and digital technology are essential to establishing the
iconic status of buildings, interiors, or landscapes [16]. The drastic lockdown responses
to COVID-19 and the limitations on local and international travel eliminated the field
trip/excursion/site visit as a learning opportunity and highlighted the importance of the
visual. However, these images are anything but ‘present’, ‘corporeal’, or three-dimensional
(that is, ‘iconic’ in the word’s original sense). Instead, they borrow their iconicity from
their ability to multiply infinitely while at the same time retaining their memorability [17].
The power of the image in producing iconicity affects how people give credence to the
building and landscapes and, in some cases, the architects they represent. Iconicity works
and persists since the buildings, interiors, and landscapes express both symbolic and
aesthetic values.

To take a photograph is to decontextualise the object from its physical adjacencies and
the societal circumstances in which it is framed [18,19]. Buildings, interiors, and landscapes
of different scales and types are portrayed side by side in publications, reconfigured in new
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visual relationships, where any meaning that is not inherent in the image itself or in the
actions or objects it portrays is lost. In the real world, meanings are defined by the context
and the discourse in which they are framed [20,21]. Schumacher argues “the worst offence of
architectural photography, however, is its ability to make terrible buildings look good, photographing
a building out of context truly tells a lie’. The images people see of buildings and spaces often do
not prepare them for the emotional, in some cases described as spiritual, impact of direct experience.
The idea and representation of buildings can be much better than the physical building.” [3]. A
photograph thereby becomes an interpretation that is never a truly objective description of
an icon [15], which leads to the importance of experience for a learning environment.

Much has been written on the importance of experience for student engagement
and learning through field trips [22–25]. For those in the architectural disciplines, site
visits, excursions and field trips are essential for forming professionals who can respond
appropriately when confronted with making places through planning and design. Field
trips to significant architecture and landscape architecture also allows students to explore
the application of the theoretical principles in practice and meet professionals who can
explain their designs and answer questions. Kolb’s experiential learning theory supports
the belief that learning is a process whereby knowledge is created through the transfor-
mation of experience. An important feature of Kolb’s theory is that it offers a wide range
of experience definitions, from those that involve using our senses, to those that involve
abstract thinking using logic and reasoning [26]. Empirical studies support the notion
that it is concrete experience that leads to the greatest degree of individual learning [27].
Klein [28] suggests that mere transmission of information does not guarantee reception
and that students must be an active party with the information. Experiential learning
theories emphasise the importance of the participants learning by doing but then reflecting
on the experience [23,29,30]. Learning occurs as the participants interact and assimilate
new information into that which they already know [31].

One problem with iconic architecture is that the experiences of the building, landscape,
interior are often staged by tourism suppliers in such a way that they never obtain an
authentic experience. Mehmet et al. [32] found that the dimensions of education and
entertainment do not affect satisfaction; however, aesthetics, and escapism do. Pine and
Gilmore’s [33] model of the four dimensions of experience offers a valuable framework for
understanding student preferences. According to them, the richest experiences are those
that combine feeling, learning, being, and doing. The outdoor experience allows students
to see their landscape/building/interior in context and better understand the associated
landscape [34]. Krakowka [24] adopts the Kolb framework to explain the importance
of fieldtrips to the teaching of geography, aligning Kolb’s four learning stages with four
examples for geography. This study suggests that modifying these frameworks can offer a
valuable tool for architecture students researching the built environment.

3. Materials and Methods

Using an opportunistic sampling method, four iconic European cities (Paris, Barcelona,
Seville and Lisbon) were selected due to their ease of access, affordability, and climate
(Figure 1). From an International Field Study course, running from November 2019 to
February 2020, 50 New Zealand students from architecture (22), landscape architecture
(17), and interior architecture (11) participated in this research as part of their study
(Figure 2). First, students were asked to research, in groups, the context and culture of
each city and then identify iconic architecture and landscapes from the late 20th century
to the present (Table 1). Iconic buildings, landscapes, and interiors were identified from
recent architectural publications (Platform, ARQ, Mark, Topos, etc.) and websites (such
as ArchDaily, Dezeen, Landezine, Land8, etc.). From this list, they each selected one
building/landscape/interior from each city. The second assignment involved analysing
and documenting the essential qualities that established these buildings/landscapes and
interiors pre-eminence (Table 1). Their written analysis served as an information guide,
which students presented when the building/landscape/interior was visited. As each
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city was visited, the groups reported on the overall context of the city and its cultural
highlights. Groups were divided by discipline and buildings/landscapes/interiors were
presented and discussed in situ. The visits provided the opportunity for close analysis as
students photographed key elements of the building/landscape/interior and the chance to
discuss the importance of authentic context as well as the realities and fictions of the icons
themselves. A summary of the student learning process is provided in Figure 3.
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Table 1. Breakdown of assignments.

Assignment 1 Assignment 2 Assignment 3 Assignment 4

15% of grade 30% of grade 30% of grade 25% of grade
Group work Individual work Individual work Individual work

Context and culture of
each city

Analysis and understanding
through photos and drawings

Experiencing the
building/interior/landscape

Final submission, including
reflection and introspection as

well as new design possibilities

Shortly after introducing and viewing their building/landscape/interior, the present-
ing student was asked to complete their third assignment, which included an eight-point
questionnaire (Tables 1 and 2). The questionnaire asked students to compare their pre-trip
research with their actual visit and had to be submitted by the end of the day of the visit
itself. The questions aimed to capture student’s initial reaction, their emotional and physio-
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logical response, their experience with others and their overall understanding of the iconic
element. Following reflection and introspection, they documented both the tangible and
intangible elements of their experience in their final assignment (Table 1). The assignment
also identified new possibilities and opportunities for future design and was due four
weeks after the field trip was completed.
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Table 2. Survey questions.

Initial Experience

1. Please describe your experience with your building/interior/landscape?
2. What aspects stand out for you?
3. What were the differences between the real and the photographed?

Effect of emotion and the body

4. How did the experience emotionally affect you?
5. What senses were activated when you visited the site?
6. What bodily changes or states were you aware of at the time?

Influence of the experience of others

7. How were you affected by the experience of others?

New understanding

8. Did your understanding changed after the visit?
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All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed using interpretative phe-
nomenological analytic techniques [35,36]. This method permits the researchers to explore
and extract meaningful inferences based on personal worlds, emphasising hermeneutics,
experience, and in-depth analysis. The IPA coding identifies themes and super-themes
while observing context, language used, and content [37,38]. Students and locations were
de-identified, then grouped by discipline. From the coding, key themes were extracted
adopting an inductive approach and representative quotes were selected, question by
question. From the themes generated, the number of comments per theme was calculated
and converted into percentages so as to show the significance of the comment. This was
then evaluated against the literature to develop a conceptual framework for experiential
learning by those designing the built environment.

4. Results

The questionnaire focused on comparing the visited icon with the student research,
including photography, context, and data. Questions were loosely grouped in four cate-
gories: (1) initial reaction to the building, including stand out features and their reflections
on the differences between the real and the photograph; (2) reflection and introspection
relating to the effect of the building on them, the senses engaged and any bodily changes
or states; (3) the influence of the experiences of others; and (4) their conclusions leading to
new understandings and knowledge that could be taken into future design work.

Overall, common themes that arose across all answers were scale (big and small),
the experience of space, which merges with the idea of embodiment and sensory feeling,
and the addition of physiological effects and visual aesthetics (Table 3). The three-way
interplay between researching a site from afar, visiting the site, and then photographing it
intensified these themes. Unlike other themes, aesthetics was described in both positive
and negative ways; students were very detailed about whether their site was beautiful
or very unappealing, and these comments have an interesting interaction with optical
vision and other senses such as smell, hearing, and touch. Students felt either overwhelm-
ing disappointment or intensive satisfaction when visiting the site rather than having a
neutral reaction.

Table 3. Student quotes about initial experiences by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture
“When I arrived at the building, I felt a huge amount of emotion due to the scale of the building. It was powerful
and overwhelming. Walking up the steps took effort and made the journey significant. This gave a feeling of
achievement at the top, helping to reinforce the significance of the arc, celebrating human achievement.”

Landscape
Architecture

“It was apparent that the human scale had not been considered as the site seemed vast and the buildings were
overwhelmingly large and towered over us. Overall I would say my experience was underwhelming
and disorienting”

Interior
Architecture

“The beauty of the undulating gold ceiling is disrupted by a mass of ugly ceiling lights, something that should
have been considering when the building was being designed.”

When students were asked to describe their initial experience of their building/landscape/
interior, four main themes emerged: the impact of scale 28.5%, the power of aesthet-
ics/beauty 22.8%, the sense of cohesion 19% and, finally, the sensory impact 12.3%.

Differences were noted by discipline when reviewing first impression comments
(Table 4). For example, comments regarding cohesion/complexity were predominantly
made by students from architecture and landscape architecture, whereas interior architec-
ture students were more likely to report on sensory experience.



Architecture 2021, 1 105

Table 4. Examples of disciplinary differences.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture “ . . . the flow of the gallery was easy to follow and the architect’s idea of never having to cross one space more
than once in my opinion was successful and this was the case for me.”

Landscape
Architecture

“The materials used on the ground were textured and interested which drew my eyes to the ground whilst the
slatted metal pergola structure drew my eyes upwards creating a good balance.”

Interior
Architecture

“The (church) provided a surprisingly warm atmosphere, despite the use of an industrial material palette. The
lighting, both ambient and natural was cleverly used to direct the viewer through the space. The design of the
interior spaces was very thoughtfully considered in regards to spatial hierarchy, and how the church would be
inhabited. The detailing of each element was most impressive and made the final design thoroughly coherent.”

When asked to analyse the pre-trip research and photographs against the experience
of the visit, student comments could be grouped into four main categories: differences in
scale (39.8%), complexity in details (24.2%) differences in aesthetics/appearance (18.4%),
and differences related to maintenance (17.4%). The most significant difference between
the studied photographs and the actual building/landscape/interior was that of scale
(including interior volume). The spaces were portrayed as either much larger or much
smaller than the experience garnered from the visit. Architecture and landscape architecture
students made the majority of the comments regarding scale, whereas interior architecture
students were more likely to comment on the aesthetics and details (Table 5). A similar
question asked what aspects, dimensions, etc., stood out. Here, the impact of the building
scale (32%) was equal to that of the building details and their complexity (32%). Following
this was ‘other’ (24.3%), which mainly focussed on elements extraneous to the architecture,
followed by lighting (11.5%).

Table 5. Student quotes comparing expectation to experience by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture

“The real building was smaller than I had pictured. Perhaps due to the artwork/facade, I had imagined the
building on a greater scale. The building in person was far humbler than I had read it in photographs . . . . the
photographed building could not give a clear understanding of the way the space would feel and operate. This
could only be felt by being in the space.”

Landscape
Architecture

“All the photos were from above showing the park standing out in the middle of the surrounding cars. It is an
elevated shot, trying to show it as an emerging haven working the centre of bustling streets. In reality, there was
no imagery that gave off the ground experience.”

Architecture

“The photographed building gave the impression that the exterior was completely wrapped with the hexagonal
facade, but in reality, there was really only one feature wall. A major reason they won the design competition
was for the reflective river aspect, however I struggled to see how this was possible due to large trees and the
distance between the building and the river.”

Many students found that the visited building/landscape/interior’s aesthetic qualities
were not easily captured through photography (Table 6).

Table 6. Student comments about the influence of photography by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture
“The colours are a lot darker than they seem and the building feels a lot more like a massive heavy paperweight
than a floating cube. The renders of the building are very deceptive and do not show how the building is
actually going to look.”

Landscape
Architecture

“ . . . the site seemed to be tacky with the objects chosen (water features etc) but once they were in the sun and
surrounding space they fitted in really nicely with bold colours and the playfulness of water.”

Interior
Architecture

“The photos of the building couldn’t possibly capture how the light worked in the space, the design of the
screens created beautiful patterns on the walls that seemed almost 3D in their shadows.”

Many students were surprised about the change of context from that in the pho-
tographs (Table 7).
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Table 7. Student quotes discussing the impact of context by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture
“The photographs were very similar; however, a lot of the photographs were taken at night when the LED lights
were on projecting images of colour on the facade. I returned to the building at night and found that just like the
mechanical louvres the lights were not working.”

Landscape
Architecture

“The photos showed a clean, manicured design, [but] it was very clear when going to the site that no upkeep
had been performed over its duration. Small details of damage could be seen such as the colours fading, or
being scratched off, as well and weeds had formed in large patches. Although these were minor problems, they
create a dramatic effect that this area was not well looked after, and therefore not cared for by the council.”

Interior
Architecture

“The images were obviously photoshopped to some extent as . . . the exterior colouring was less bold than I had
thought it would be. The interior experience was completely different to the images because of the importance
of how light is used in the spaces, and how it creates a very 360-degree experience.”

Architecture “Almost all photos of the building are of the distinctive roof, where in person the roof can barely be seen.”

The question of emotional effect is raised when we compare a static image with a
piece of architecture or landscape architecture which is experienced by the body (Table 8).
Following on from their initial experience, students were then asked to examine the
senses that had been activated, namely sight 42.9%, sound 24.8%, touch/haptic 23.7%, and
smell 8.4%.

Table 8. Student comments regarding sensory activation by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture “Touch and sight were the major senses [engaged] as the walls of the addition seemed to be floating . . . at
around hip height and creating intrigue for the user to bend down and peer through the gaps

Landscape
Architecture

“The design sits on both sides of a main 4-lane road. The pavement [has] large cobbles, so as the cars move
across it, it is uncomfortable for the car and loud to any pedestrians. However, as you move towards the water’s
edge of the site, lying down on the steps you become lower than the road and the sound of the cars seems less
noisy and [you hear] the sound of the estuary.”

Interior
Architecture

“There was a lot of acoustic treatment on the walls which played a huge part in the way we experienced the
interior. It was almost silent which was interesting considering bathrooms are thought to be loud.”

Architecture “The mossy smell of the wetland surrounding the building gave the experience a natural touch.”
Landscape
Architecture “The sea air was fresh and salty and added to the experience, reminding you of its location.”

Certain elements stood out for students, dominating their initial experience. In
particular, elements that could only be captured by the close investigation possible in a site
visit (Table 9).

Table 9. Student comments regarding outstanding elements by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture “A small design detail that had huge impact was the black mirrored ceiling feature over top of the most delicate
mosaic tiles, the mirror allows the public to view and inspect the tiles without disturbing them.”

Landscape
Architecture

“There was a strong disconnection between the size of the plaza and the size of the buildings . . . . The vast plaza
also removes any sense of the human scale in the design, making people feel lost and unsure of what they
should be doing in the site.”

Architecture

“The way in which the facade created different images from different angles stood out as an interesting part of
the building. Up close the texture of the pre-cast panels resemble QR codes which read as texture from a
distance. This is interesting as the primary message—the themes of overwhelming information and technology
(up close panels) and the way they affect us, and we as human interact with them (far away).”

A secondary question asked about awareness of bodily changes or states, which was
followed by a question regarding the emotional impact of the building/landscape/interior
(Table 10). The first question posed some problems for the students, most (33.3%) reported
on temperature or their emotional response (21%), and feelings such as excitement, or
calmness/relaxation and their sensory experience (5%).
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Table 10. Student experiences of bodily changes by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture
“I noticed that the rooms facing the sun were incredibly hot and actually didn’t feel as small as they had
appeared in images. The central auditorium however was a cool, comfortable temperature and quite calming.
The entire building was much warmer than outside.”

Architecture “The only bodily change that I was aware of when visiting my building was a sense of calmness which in my
opinion is a result of the appropriate scale, proportions, colour and lighting creating a peaceful mood.”

Finally, when asked how the experience emotionally affected the students there were
mixed emotions, 43.5% of the students had an overall positive experience, while 56.5% felt
disappointment when confronted with the reality (Table 11).

Table 11. Student quotes about emotional impact by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture
“I felt excited and intrigued and was pleasantly surprised in the crisp, cleanliness I felt within the building.
Crisp white usually feels clinical or sanitary, however with the clean finishing, irregular windows, shadows,
perforations and forms I felt like I was in a piece of art”

Landscape
Architecture

“The transition as you enter the park from the urban area was refreshing and made me slow down and enjoy the
space. From walking through densely urbanised areas to suddenly be enclosed by such lush vegetation was
really overwhelming and could imagine this to be a place of reflection or retreat from urban life”

Interior
Architecture

“I was in awe of the building. It was incredibly beautiful and made me think about how craftsmanship is so
lacking in architecture today.”

Interior
Architecture

“I was expecting to feel somewhat upset by such a drastic design change from the surrounding classical beauty
of the Museum. I was surprised to find the new structure fit into the space with much less intrusion and contrast
than I expected. I was surprisingly impressed by the building.”

COVID requirements for social distancing and the experience of visiting a build-
ing/landscape/interior with others can affect the experience of place and space. Students
were asked about how the experience of others impacted their own experience. Four
themes emerged from the analysis: enhanced enjoyment (38.1%), developed understand-
ing (36.8%), distraction (15.7%), and other (9.2%). Of these, 75% of students felt that the
presence of similar others enhanced their experience of the icon through a shared emo-
tional experience, followed by a sharing of intellectual ideas. Negative experiences were
associated with either disinterest by colleagues, by the distraction of other tourists, or a
difference of opinion (Table 12).

Table 12. Student comments about the impact of others on their experience by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture

“Everyone else was in awe as it was their first time seeing the building, there was a sense of urgency to explore
which made the design more exciting . . . being amongst so many eager photographers inspired me to put in a
large effort into the photography . . . The others who were with me seemed to share my enthusiasm for the
design, making the entire journey more exciting and intriguing.”

Landscape
Architecture

“Discovering the different elements, you were drawn to the excitement of others as they found new things to
play with . . . it was almost contagious.”

Interior
Architecture “The ‘wow’ reactions continued through everyone as new aspects were found and shared with each other.”

Once the initial excitement wore off and students started to engage with the compo-
nents of the architecture, the group experience heightened their understanding (Table 13).
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Table 13. Student evaluative comments after group discussion by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture
“The group made me more excited but also much more critical than if I had been by myself through their
questions and comments . . . Others provoked me to notice things I wouldn’t have otherwise such as the feel of
some materials and carefully thought construction details.”

Landscape
Architecture

“Different students in the group noticed different aspects and focused on different scales of the site allowing us
to stitch together a very holistic understanding of the site overall.”

Interior
Architecture

“It was exciting to see everyone pointing out different design features and learning that each had been
considered and was there for a reason.”

However, not all experiences with a group were positive (Table 14).

Table 14. Student quotes regarding negative aspects of others by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture “The tourists were annoying as they interfered so much, but they will always be there so it cannot be helped.”

Landscape
Architecture

“I felt overwhelmed in the main entrance due to the amount of people. I felt I was not engaging as much to the
design more worrying about my surroundings but when finding areas that people were no longer there, I was
able to appreciate the design more.”

When asked if their understanding of the building/interior/landscape changed after
their visit, the students overwhelmingly (80.5%) reported a change from what they had
gleaned from photographs (Table 15).

Table 15. Student comments about changes of understanding by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture “Yes. Through images, one cannot truly get the feeling or understanding of weightlessness that the building
creates in its interior.”

Landscape
Architecture

“I didn’t expect the spaces to flow so well together considering the diversity of detail, palette and spatial
configuration.”

Architecture “The genius of the acoustics (such as the perfection of the main auditorium and the sound isolation through the
opposing corrugations of the glass) was absolutely incredible.”

Landscape
Architecture

“The connection between built and natural was so seamless that it seemed the vegetation was inside the
building even though it was its reflection.”

Interior
Architecture

“Visiting the site allowed me to gain an understanding of the changing atmosphere. This is due to the use of
both ambient and natural light, and the way that lighting has been thoughtfully placed.”

Students also learned how photographs can lie (Table 16).

Table 16. Student comments about the dangers of learning from photographs by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture
“The photographs produce an understanding that this is a very large space. But in reality, it’s not. The courtyard
has created this effect. The circular ceramic tubes held by a steel structure covering the entire courtyard creates a
visual illusion of a larger space than in reality. This has been done well in efforts to enlarge the site.”

Landscape
Architecture

“Many of the photos used to showcase the site were aerial to show the best angle of the design. For this reason, I
failed to realise the lack of consideration given to detail and components at the human scale. The aerial images
showed a holistically structured and well considered design whereas the actual experience of the site consisted
of a lot of spaces called gardens that are very odd and contain random, unidentifiable elements and half of the
site is concealed behind large buildings so you are constantly getting lost in the vastness of the site.”

Interior
Architecture

“My understanding of lighting changed. I learned a few more techniques to use with lighting to create
atmosphere and different effects.”
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5. Discussion

The primary sources of information in architecture schools come from online resources,
which contain visual images and picture-dominated books and periodicals. COVID im-
peratives for staying at home, combined with the closure of libraries, bookstores, and
government offices, limited information gathering to online sources, where images are
tampered with through fragmented, cropped, framed and touched up versions of the build-
ings/interiors and landscapes (Figure 4). For these reasons, teaching context, including
how cities use icons for branding, is particularly crucial. Students need to understand the
limitations of their sources and why architectural images may be deliberately misrepre-
sented. As the context is laden with meaning, knowledge of the global setting also needs to
be acknowledged in current times of globalisation. Contextualising, or FINDING, is an es-
sential first step for architecture, interior architecture, and landscape architecture students.
This is an additional step to that proposed by Kolb [23] and modified by Krakowka [24].
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Once students understood the implications of context, they then had to examine
the range of ‘potential’ iconic buildings/landscapes/interiors to identify those worthy
of further investigation (Figure 5). Krakowka [24] proposes planning as the first step of
understanding, wherein, for geography this involves looking at maps, researching the
area of the field trip, planning the route, etc., and for Kolb [23] it is active experimentation.
At this stage, much valuable information can be obtained from online resources. Aerial
photography, building and interior images and plans can provide much detail about a
building and show overlooked, invisible or inaccessible parts. This investigation process
aligns with traditional delivery, which is primarily in a lecture or studio format supple-
mented with online investigation. ASSIMILATING information at this stage is important
in order for students to complete their initial assessment which then they will compare
to the ‘real’ during the site visit. This step also provides a sense of anticipation, thereby
engaging with emotion.

Architecture 2021, 1, FOR PEER REVIEW 14 
 

 

for students to complete their initial assessment which then they will compare to the ‘real’ 
during the site visit. This step also provides a sense of anticipation, thereby engaging with 
emotion. 

 
Figure 5. Example of student work produced in the second step (Assimilating) of the FABRIC frame-
work. 

While some education activities were successfully replaced virtually during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, many activities were affected by the measures taken to limit the 
spread of the disease. Community events, exhibitions, and activities were cancelled or 
postponed. Site visits and field trips were not possible and their virtual replacement often 
encountered constraints, with access to equipment and the difficulty in collecting on-site 
material to prepare a virtual tour [39]. This eliminated the opportunity for physically BE-
ING in the space. Studying space physically benefits multi-sensory experience, thus in-
creasing the understanding of the way space is arranged. This critical step of experiential 
learning aligns with ‘concrete experience’ as noted by Kolb and ‘DO’ as modified by Kra-
kowka. 

Without the physical experience of architecture, it is easy to underestimate the extent 
of this deficiency for our perception and understanding [40]. Students found that either 
the building, interior or landscape in question did not perform to the image built up or 
read from the photographs, or that the building, interior or landscape added no more to 
the experience that the photograph gave (Tables 3 and 11). While many would expect a 
photograph to be a ‘virtual twin’ of the physical building/interior/landscape, the inci-
dences of digital alterations to enhance desirability, the curated selection of photographic 
images to show only selected spaces, and the ageing of the building/interior/landscape 
over time, all contributed to the lack of authenticity. 

“The prettier lies—the greater the seduction—the essential narrowing of architecture to 
an image may be part of its eternal hopeless political promise’ …“High profile buildings 
become a laboratory of invested meaning and naturally disappointment.” [41] 
Many of our students experienced the feeling of arriving at a building, interior or 

landscape, well known or not and being disappointed (Table 17). 

Figure 5. Example of student work produced in the second step (Assimilating) of the FABRIC framework.

While some education activities were successfully replaced virtually during the
COVID-19 pandemic, many activities were affected by the measures taken to limit the
spread of the disease. Community events, exhibitions, and activities were cancelled or
postponed. Site visits and field trips were not possible and their virtual replacement often
encountered constraints, with access to equipment and the difficulty in collecting on-site
material to prepare a virtual tour [39]. This eliminated the opportunity for physically
BEING in the space. Studying space physically benefits multi-sensory experience, thus
increasing the understanding of the way space is arranged. This critical step of experi-
ential learning aligns with ‘concrete experience’ as noted by Kolb and ‘DO’ as modified
by Krakowka.

Without the physical experience of architecture, it is easy to underestimate the extent
of this deficiency for our perception and understanding [40]. Students found that either the
building, interior or landscape in question did not perform to the image built up or read
from the photographs, or that the building, interior or landscape added no more to the
experience that the photograph gave (Tables 3 and 11). While many would expect a photo-
graph to be a ‘virtual twin’ of the physical building/interior/landscape, the incidences of
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digital alterations to enhance desirability, the curated selection of photographic images to
show only selected spaces, and the ageing of the building/interior/landscape over time,
all contributed to the lack of authenticity.

“The prettier lies—the greater the seduction—the essential narrowing of architecture to
an image may be part of its eternal hopeless political promise’ . . . “High profile buildings
become a laboratory of invested meaning and naturally disappointment.” [41]

Many of our students experienced the feeling of arriving at a building, interior or landscape,
well known or not and being disappointed (Table 17).

Table 17. Student quotes by discipline.

Discipline Student Comments

Architecture “After I saw the real building, I felt rather disappointed. It’s an extraordinary site and the architecture doesn’t
complement it. The architecture hides the site instead of showcasing it.”

Landscape
Architecture

“The surrounding buildings had brighter colours and were very joyous and interesting, but the park itself made
me feel alone and unwanted in the site. While the original idea was to create a space that celebrated the
separation from the city, the actual site made the pedestrian feel unwanted and discarded.”

Our research found that when students visited their building/interior/landscape,
they were now able to effectively ‘receive’ the information gathered as they compared their
expectations with their experience. This action of thinking profoundly and reflectively is
directly aligned with Step 3 from Kolb and Krakowka’s frameworks.

Our students engaged with internalised critical theory REFLECTING on their build-
ings (Figure 6). Much of the learning experience was heightened by being physically
located in the space, promoting social encounters and active participation of body and
senses [42]. Students reported that scale, complexity, aesthetics, and sensory experience
deepened the engagement with the physical icon. Moreover, the scale was reported as
the most significant difference in the experience of the icon through photography when
compared with the real experience. Scale is the projective size of a place relative to the
human body and plays an important role when experiencing a place [43]. It is through
scale that people perceive the relationships between objects, and establish a mind-map that
defines the way in which their body acts.

For landscape architecture students, issues related to climate and temperature were
mentioned as the most predominant difference. For example, landscape architecture
students visited the sites in late autumn/early winter, while most photographs represented
sites in optimal summer conditions. The temporal difference in experience between the
real and the photograph directly affects the experience of a place and its vegetation. This
difference did not affect students in architecture or interior architecture in the same way.
For landscape architecture students, it is through the spatial and climatic conditions of a
place that social desires and emotions are conditioned [44].

Next, INTROSPECTING involved the close examination of emotional response, the
experience of buildings/landscapes/interiors and the abstraction of intangible concepts,
themes and ideas. Many have theorised about the importance of introspection and phe-
nomenology and have suggested that if architecture or landscape architecture is predicated
on a bodily experience, we are in the realm of ‘atmosphere’ [17,45–48]. Recalling the experi-
ence of immersion in architectural space is deemed to disturb or even inhibit its perception
as an image [17]. Regarding Kolb and Krakowka’s frameworks, this step (Introspecting)
is labelled as Abstract Conceptualisation (Kolb) or THINK (Krakowka). However, while
aligned with Kolb, it is separate from the definition of THINK (Krakowka), which is of
particular importance for design students.

A final step for our architecture students was CONCLUDING, to end their exami-
nation of the iconic object and consider how their understanding of architecture, interior
architecture and landscape architecture had changed and how they might then take what
they had learned into future design. This is an additional step to Kolb and Krakowka. On
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completion, architecture students are expected to use their experience to develop new ideas
and apply this critical thinking process within the context of producing a well-reasoned
architectural project [49]. With foundations in experiential learning, these processes pro-
vide evidence that real-world experiences can offer opportunities to test, trial, revise and
develop a student’s subject knowledge. Direct experience was a crucial component of
their understanding.
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The activities associated with field trips permit students to engage with the core fabric
of buildings, interiors and landscapes and understand the tangible and intangible values
that form such fabric. The staged process allowed students to reflect on the values that
underpin an experience and associate those with ideas, places and themes. In addition,
such experience and emotional response allowed students to fully comprehend the design
output and extrapolate concepts and ideas into a coherent design framework for future use.
FABRIC (finding, assimilating, being, reflecting, introspecting, and concluding) can provide
a framework for enhanced experiential learning for those in the architecture professions,
containing both tangible and intangible values (Table 18).

The potential long-term impact of the pandemic on architecture, landscape architec-
ture, and interior architecture is the subject of ongoing discussion [50]. Many new tools and
techniques have been developed and adopted for teaching online and there is an ongoing
development of virtual technologies to try to augment the loss due to restrictions on site
visits, etc. Virtual field trips have been found to solve many of the issues associated with
taking students on excursions, such as the cost, the unsustainability of travel, and the
disruption to student course schedules [48–53]. Further, advocates of virtual field trips
point out the advantages of engagement from reviewers, critics, and jurors from across the
country and from abroad [39].

Virtual travel can take students to places that would not be possible in person – hey
can go beyond reality [32]. As with photography, advanced technologies can give advanced
results including sharper colours, better lighting performance, changes to scale, not to
mention increased aesthetic pleasure and seduction, all of which can lead to illusionary
results and the potential to serve a broader agenda. For these reasons, the experience of
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physical space is still essential for architectural education. It is still impossible to match the
experience of walking as a means for understanding a place and engaging with its smells,
feel, and atmosphere, which are all impossible to replicate authentically.

Table 18. FABRIC Conceptual Framework (adapted from [23,24]).

Kolb Krakowka Proposed Conceptual Framework Student Comments

FINDING
Understanding the context, overcoming tacit
knowledge of place

Active
Experimentation

PLAN
Looking at maps, researching the,
planning the route

ASSIMILATING
Selecting the icon and researching it

Concrete
Experience

DO
The field trip

BEING
Acting, discovering the site for the first time.
Visit the icon and experience it. It also
includes the experience of relating and
associating ideas, places, and themes.

See Tables 3, 5, 10
and 14

Reflective
Observation

OBSERVE
Reflecting on the field trip and
what was discovered

REFLECTING
The action of thinking profoundly and
reflecting on the experiences and what was
discovered during the field trip.

See Tables 4, 6, 9
and 13

Abstract
Conceptualisation

THINK
Using what was experienced in a
geographical framework.
Applying what was experienced
to learned concepts

INTROSPECTING
The examination of one’s emotional response
and experience of
buildings/landscapes/interiors and use that
to abstract out concepts, themes and ideas
into a coherent design framework

See Tables 7, 8, 11, 12
and 17

CONCLUDING
Applying found knowledge in a new
design setting

See Tables 15 and 16

The second outcome of travel restriction has been an increase in domestic tourism. The
restrictions on international travel have resulted in the substitution of international tourists
with domestic ones, which means that people are increasingly visiting tier-two cities and
searching for local icons of architecture and landscape architecture. Students enjoy field
trips, collaboration, and group comradery that help crystallise connections between theory
and reality and contribute to enhanced learning. As the density of iconography is reduced
in rural or semi-rural settings, more time is available for exploration and a more profound
overall experience. These spaces and places are available to students for direct experience,
and they also have the added potential of extrapolation. Combining the direct experience of
the local with techniques for understanding the global icon can optimise learning outcomes.
Emerging questions relate to how architecture should then be evaluated, which forces an
interrogation of the word ‘iconic’.

6. Conclusions

Iconic architecture, interior architecture, and landscape architecture are most often
understood through photographic media that mediate between the idea and the reality for
those learning to design. The drastic lockdown responses to COVID-19 and the limitations
on local and international travel highlighted the importance of the visual and the potential
of the virtual in understanding architecture. A close examination of iconicity also highlights
its relationship to capitalist interests and demonstrates how the visual media can also be
understood as a system that goes far beyond a strict representation of the object. In a
climate of ‘post truth’ where publicity, politics and perception play ever more crucial roles,
and representations of iconic architecture and landscapes increasingly blur the boundaries
between the imaginary and the tangible.
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This research compared the image of iconic architecture and landscape in four iconic
European cities (Paris, Barcelona, Seville and Lisbon) with the physical experience as seen
through the eyes of fifty undergraduate and postgraduate architecture, interior architecture
and landscape architecture students from New Zealand. It finds that today’s students are
savvy and sophisticated consumers of technology and that with appropriate scaffolding, a
meaningful alternative experience of buildings, interiors, and landscapes can be provided.
For example, students were able to access research in foreign languages using translation
software, construct 3D models based on 2D datasets, understand context based on GIS
(geographical information systems) modelling of solar, wind and water impacts, and iden-
tify photoshopped images. FABRIC is proposed as a conceptual framework for educating
design students through experiential learning in times of travel restriction. “We cannot allow
ourselves to return to a pre-pandemic ‘normality’ and continue to build the same type of buildings
or teach the same syllabi or instruct classes with the same teaching goals.” [54]. By adopting the
FABRIC framework, local architecture can be used as a model for understanding interna-
tional icons through the overarching themes of scale, the experience of space, embodiment
and sensory feeling, and visual aesthetics. While “architectural photography is just product
photography as no picture can ever successfully emulate the real and truly representation and
experience of architecture” [55], the use of this framework can help overcome the potential
risks for those in design disciplines, which have been exacerbated through virtual travel in
the face of travel restrictions.

We find that an expanded framework for experiential learning is necessary for students
researching the built environment, particularly one that emphasises the importance of
context, clearly separates the action of reflection from that of introspection, and concludes
with applying lessons learned in ongoing creative work. These steps form useful strategies
for extending students’ capabilities in thinking creatively as well as developing their
confidence. In the face of globalisation, where iconic architecture is a significant part of
the contemporary city, its image, and its identity, regional contexts for iconic architecture
are replaced by global contexts. Our research also foreshadows a renewed interest in
the local and more sub-urban centres for ease of access, for the slowing of experience,
and greater ‘authenticity’. A new attention to regionalism can create and sustain identity,
considering a more local contextual harmony that represents and respects the character of
that place. By using FABRIC as a tool to understanding architecture, interior architecture
and landscape directly in their local built environment, students not only learn about how
to understand the virtual experience of icons, but they gain a greater sense of stewardship
and appreciation for their local ‘place’, one that can foster a heightened responsibility for
their surroundings.
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