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Drawing the Place’s Soul.
Designing the Representation 
Experience in the Schist 
Villages 
Graça Magalhães 
University of Aveiro, Department of Communication and Art

Keywords
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Abstract
In this paper we will discuss the question of landscape representation as a cross-
ing between art and design as from the project Drawing the Place’s Soul. Under-
lying the project is the idea – that serves as an argument for landscape rep-
resentation – of ​​drawing as a visual language and as project’s matter (medium). In 
the field of Visual Studies, images and, in this case, drawing are an unavoidable 
presence of the 21st century, as an iconographic bond, politically participative in 
the ethical valorization of people and territories. The choice of the medium (draw-
ing) promotes craft as a bodily action, also deeply associated with the landscape. 
Methodologically, it was sought that the experience, free of constraints, would be 
able to provide information for the internal evaluation of the territories and for the 
way they are disclosed. The initial experiment was carried out in three territorially 
and circumstantially differentiated villages (whose territory is deeply deserted 
and which, in summer 2017, was hit by violent forest fires) and will be presented 
and analyzed here from a perspective that sees landscape as a purpose for the 
interception of art and design through the practice of drawing.
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es 1. Introduction
Firstly, we will use the polysemy of the concept of landscape 
that derives from the fact that the term refers to the represen-
tation made from the perception of space and, simultaneously, 
to the territory itself, through its present and past artifacts. 
Such polysemy also refers to the action of representing (draw-
ing) from two different perspectives: the contemplative and 
individual nature of the designer’s perception makes repre-
sentation an artistic tool as an alternative to a coded repre-
sentation which describes morphological and environmental 
features. These two ways of seeing the territory are naturally 
differentiated and, consequently, they imply different commu-
nication systems, showing, over time, formally and politically, 
the divergent and conflicting character of the representation.

The question posed here reflects on the practice of drawing, 
originally associated with the artistic and on how it is bended 
in the design project. This question is approached as from 
the project Drawing the Place’s Soul, considering the idea of 
landscape representation as a crossing between art and de-
sign. The experiment took place during the summer of 2018 
in three villages of a vast territory in the interior of Central 
Portugal and was carried out mainly as fieldwork in Schist 
Villages (Aldeias do Xisto), a project, in turn, proposed as 
part of the design work developed and funded by the Agency 
for the Touristic Development of Schist Villages [ADXTUR] 
for the promotion and dissemination of the villages.

Drawing was the chosen medium within the field of Visual 
Studies and, therefore, inscribing image as an unavoidable 
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presence of the 21st century, assuming an iconographic bond, 
politically participative in the ethical valorization of people 
and territories.

The experience was initially implemented in 3 villages: Janei-
ro de Cima (Zêzere); Ferraria de São João (Serra da Lousã) e 
Aldeia das Dez (Serra do Açor) and counted with the presence 
of six designers, two people who took care of the documenta-
tion (photography and video), a coordinator and a supervisor 
in articulation with ADXTUR.

2. From the Name to the Landscape History
According to Carlo Tosco (2007), the name landscape (pais-
agem), connected to visual representation in general and to 
art in particular, has no common meaning, even among the 
languages of the same origin (Latin). The late medieval term 
paese, which extends to the Latin languages and from which 
the word landscape derives, used to denote a large expanse 
of land regardless of its territorial or legal limits. Therefore, 
landscape painting or drawing is not from the outset associat-
ed with the representation of territory but, above all, imposed 
as a means of perception of space. The term that identified the 
representation with particular artistic qualities – pittura di pae-
si – originates in the Renaissance, referenced in 1481 in Tusca-
ny, concerning Paolo Uccello’s painting1. However, the term as 
an artistic technical word is only clearly identified in France 
as a neologism of the word paysage and most likely comes 

1.	 Paolo Uccello as refered by Cristoforo Landino, in 1481: “buono compositore et vario, gran 
maestro d’animali et di paesi”16
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from Fontainebleau school2. What has been disseminated and 
accepted between the Romance languages ​​has no direct cor-
respondence in German or in English language once in those 
languages the designation endures in the use of compound 
words associated with the root land: landschaft or landscape.
Historically, the subjective representation of landscape was 
most of the times linked to the visual and literary arts, while 
the objective representation of landscape was related to legal 
and political planning and was determined by the scientific 
objectivity of the nineteenth century. If about the former we 
can say that it mimics and symbolizes reality, about the latter 
we say that it seeks the meaning (Fig. 1). 

2.	 The term appears in 1549 in Robert Estienne’s dictionary.16
3
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Figure 1. J. B. Fischer von Erlach, The Mount Athos monument of Dinocrates to Alexander the Great (A 
Plan of Civil and Historical Architecture), 1721, engraving.
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As presented by Jorge Gaspar (2001), referring to Giuseppe 
Dematteis, from the point of view of geography, this dichot-
omy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, saw landscape 
from two fundamental trends:

1.	 the landscape as a symbol, i.e., as a set of signs to be inter-
preted;

2.	 the landscape as a model, i.e., as a rational construction 
that explains the external reality.

In the first case, the visual representation is driven from the 
symbol to the subject of the representation. In the second 
case, it is constructed from the representation model that 
seeks the object. As Martin Warnke points out: 

The politicization of landscape moods obviously began when 

painting had discovered landscape as landscape per se. As the 

technique of the “atmospheric landscape” was developed in Ven-

ice, it was here that landscape was first endowed with qualities 

that made it possible not only to construe, but to experience the 

meaning of a Picture (Warnke, 1994, p. 16).

Starting from the Modern Age, the landscape associated with 
the figurative arts is usually related to the aesthetic of the sub-
lime. In the Romantic period, the landscape will approach the 
idea of spirit of the people through its geographical – territori-
al and environmental – condition. Also the spirit of the place 
(Geist des Ortes) had its great moment in late 18th century 
Germany, where the first romantics announced their encoun-
ter with nature through the combination of art and science. 16
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Landschaft is the core theme of Naturphilosophie. The tran-
sition from the artistic (aesthetic) concept of landscape to the 
scientific domain occurs with the pioneer of geography - Al-
exander Humboldt.

Humboldt presented a new way of perceiving the natural world 

to the European bourgeoisie. (...) The German geographer thus 

founded the new approach to the “objective” dimension of the 

landscape: the contemplation of nature was no longer a poetic 

pastime, but the first step towards a scientific understanding of 

the cosmos (Tosco, 2007, p. 42).

Thus the pioneer of the historical understanding of the con-
cept of landscape as a field of historiographical investigation 
is Jacob Burckhardt. As a Renaissance scholar, Burckhardt 
returns to the joint dimension of man and nature.  
	
3. Survival of the Form
For Tosco (2007), Joachim Ritter (Cassirer’s student) had the 
merit of bringing the concept of landscape back to its aesthet-
ic dimension by giving particular attention to the symbolic as-
pects of culture and narrowing the relationship between man 
and nature. In Tosco’s interpretation - based on Ritter - from 
the point of view of art, nature becomes landscape (image) 
when contemplation is transformed into aesthetic enjoyment, 
offering the world a fairer approach to nature and individu-
alizing an aesthetic relationship with it. The role of art in the 
development of the idea of ​​landscape is modernist in that it 
defines figurative arts and, in particular, painting, as the true 
space of creation, conducting our perception for the aesthetic 16
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contemplation of nature. We intend to consider the concept 
involved with different areas – from geography to biology, 
from history to ethnography, from art to anthropology. In 
particular, we seek the idea of landscape image as a privi-
leged tool for the valorization of the territory, which implies 
representation as a strategic factor for communication. Thus, 
landscape is both design and History (Fig. 2). 

More important than looking at the territory and the commu-
nity is being in the territory with the community, so that the 
representation becomes present-image, making the invisible 
visible, revealing rather than showing.
Nowadays we speak about the programmatic status of places 
for establishing invariables structures and the rules of trans-
formation of a territory, respecting and appreciating the local 
identity. The sensibility is taking on a new scientific dignity. 
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Figure 2. Paul Klee, The war that devastates the land, 1914, ink on paper.
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The environment is not only a question of economic and legal 
forces trying to balance an ecosystem, but it is also a source 
of stimuli for the populations that are of great value in defin-
ing the quality of the place.

The importance given to the representation of the territory 
of the Schist Villages, through the project Drawing the Place’s 
Soul was promoted by ADXTUR not only as an intentional 
way of perceiving the territory, but also as a means to give 
back to the territory and their communities images in which 
they recognize each other. The general assumptions of the 
project were the following:

1.	 the idea of an environmental image implicit in the terri-
tory’s representation that would be determinant for the 
self-esteem of people and places, whose perception is no 
longer individual, but a collective phenomenon, subordi-
nated to the appreciation of the group, where the collective 
image fits into the collective behavioral framework;

2.	 the importance attributed to the symbolic aspects of 
the places as they contribute to the analytical process of 
self-representation, where individuals recognize them-
selves as spectators and actors, feeling themselves inte-
grated within the images of representation;

3.	 to fill the place’s meaning through the representation of 
their artifacts that are a representative identity value for 
the populations.

In this case, the designer is an agent in the territory. It’s all 
about a plural thinking of the landscape as a cultural phenom-16
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enon. We argue for a representation of an inductive geogra-
phy that starts with participation rather than previous rational 
argumentation. Concerning the models available, they are the 
phenomena themselves experienced in loco. In the experience 
carried out in Schist Villages, the idea of ​​landscape encom-
passes the experience of perceiving and acting, deduced from 
the territory and transformed into drawing.

4. Rhetoric of Images
The rhetoric of images has always been connected to the idea 
of territory and has been gathering connected knowledge. 
In the Renaissance, with the improvement of instruments and 
technical knowledge, the representation of the territory began to 
include illuminating artists and painters. The visual images of 
the territory were refined in connection with the identification 
and recognition of the territory but also with the strategies of 
power that sometimes manipulate those same images (Fig. 3).3

Nowadays visual images from the territory have a double 
provenance: technical-scientific, as data that, according to 
operative codes and conventions, answers to the geographical 
description with a certain degree of abstraction, and images 
that result from the proximity to the subject of representa-
tion. The first type of images uses rational understanding as a 
graphic tool, the second uses accidental perception to reach a 
sensitive understanding.

3.	 The World Map of Miller Atlas shows the oceans surrounded by continents and spread the idea 
of an impossible maritime connection between Occident and Orient as the first circumnavigation 
made by Fernão de Magalhães. Thus this map gives an example of graphic expression as a tool for 
geopolitics manipulation.
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According to Joan Torelló (2015), this contradiction is com-
bined in the interpretation of the term chorography: the de-
scription of a particular territory, linked to art. Chorography 
would have its origins in the 16th and 17th centuries (as well as 
the landscape image) in regional narratives based on histori-
cal places and its witness value relied on the chorographer in 
situ. According to the author, chorography, through its urban 
views (drawn or engraved), would bring to the geography 
more intuitive conditions to decipher the territory. 
These images were of great importance for the iconography 
and symbology of sovereign power. Your power was assert-
ed both through commission (commissioner) and also by the 
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Figure 3. Lopo Homem, Pedro Reinel, Jorge Reinal (cartographer), António de Holanda (painter illumi-
nator), Atlas Miller World Map, 1519, Paris National Library
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status of the maker (the artists replace the artisans or the 
cartographer painters). If the difference between technical 
and artistic image may seem consensual today, it was made at 
the expense of the abstraction degree that the deciphering of 
knowledge requires.
According to Denis Cosgrove (1989) the development of rep-
resentation goes hand in hand with the concept of landscape of 
the 16th and 17th centuries, sharing the visual attention given 
to the territory as opposed to the scientific aspect of the map.

4. Drawing the Place’s Soul
Drawing the Place’s Soul is a project that uses drawing as an 
image (result) and instrument and seeks, primarily, to con-
tribute to the cultural enhancement and, consequently, to the 
communication and dissemination of Schist Villages. Drawing 
is proposed as the subject matter for landscape representation: 
the territory and the communities. The chosen method was 
freehand drawing seen as the prosaic action of the gesture in 
the conduction of manual instruments, an action deeply asso-
ciated with nature and landscape.
It was sought that the images would function not only as sim-
ulacrum, but as ‘present-images’ committed to an ancient time 
that characterizes both nature and drawing. To this end, ex-
perience was considered implicit the balanced between per-
ception and meaning, knowledge and curiosity, interest and 
confrontation, reflection and closeness, conjugation and dis-
tance, and many other attributes that are, by nature, the matter 
of drawing. Thus, the result was to be born from the proximity 
with the territory and the people and, therefore, would involve 
the subjects and the models of the representation.17
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The choice of drawing as medium has as its principle the 
valorization of the body.  Drawing embodies the condition of 
becoming an agent of feeling and acting. Drawing is therefore 
an action (to be drawing) but images are beyond the degree of 
being. According to Francisco de Holanda’s definition4, “draw-
ing imagines what it isn’t so that it be and it will be”. 
In our proposal, the transition from to be to being represents 
the importance given to the place implied in being, in a con-
tinuous renewal of the time of to be. For Francisco de Holan-
da, images are when they exist materially or in the mind. 

4.	  Painter, illuminator, architect, designer, essayist, historian, 1517-1585.17
1
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Figure 4. Eliane Beytrison, Aldeia das Dez, Drawing the Place’s Soul Project, 2108, 410x3000mm, ink 
on paper.
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Through the experience of drawing, images happen and inter-
act with what is external to them; they are engaged with the 
material place, continually renewing their origin that ema-
nates from the landscape (Fig. 4-5).

The project has been accepted by the Agency for the Touristic 
Development of Schist Villages [ADXTUR] as a propaedeutic 
experiment to get indicators to build a project for all of the 
37 Schist Villages. This experiment is part of a design project 
(under construction) that aims to promote villages through the 
itinerancy in the territory, disseminating the experience with 
manual skills.17
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Figure 5.Marco Mendes, Aldeia das Dez* (Carlos Castanheira), Drawing the Place’s Soul Project, 2018, 
297x210mm, pen and ink on paper.
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The main condition for the experience was the ADXTUR’s 
disposal to bring designers to the villages, offering a stimulus 
for the representation.  Images are a result of the empathy, 
comprehension and generosity of the people. In return it was 
expected that those images would contribute to the acknowl-
edgment and esteem of the people and of the territory. 
Beyond this, it was expected that the images would ‘migrate’ 
to other media and advertising supports of ADXTUR.

The aim was a constraint-free experience and methodolog-
ically able to give information for the internal evaluation of 
the territories and to understand how they might be commu-
nicated and disseminated. The experience carried out mainly 
served to evaluate its continuity within an extended design 
project that aims to promote the territory of the Schist Villag-
es through the recognition of its inhabitants as a main condi-
tion for the ‘survival’ of the places. Therefore, in this expe-
rience, drawing did not serve to document the villages but to 
reveal the people’s self-esteem and to promote their desire of 
sharing self experience. 
The choice of villages was based on the particular circum-
stance to which they were submitted during the forest fires in 
2017: Ferraria de São João, where fire circumscribed the vil-
lage; Aldeia das Dez, which burned in its entirety and Janeiro 
de Cima, which wasn’t hit by fire. In addition, the choice also 
refers to the landscape and social diversity of each of the 
villages.
Six designers (two per village) have in residence with a coor-
dinator who provided logistical control of fieldwork and two 
persons who took care of the project documentation. 17
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Figure 6. Miguel Jacques, Janeiro de Cima, Drawing the Place’s Soul Project, 2018, 210x297mm, 2018, 
210x29mm, black ink on paper.
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Figure 7. Rodrigo Queirós, Vista Rio1_ Janeiro de Cima, Drawing the Place’s Soul Project, 2018, 
500x620mm, crayon pencil on paper.
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The documentation was made by video and photo. This ma-
terial was later edited and used as documentation and archive 
for discussing (critical domain) and dissemination of Schist 
Villages.
Each designer was required to submit 6 print-ready images. 
The work was individual (however, open to a joint and ‘di-
alogical’ development). Designers were able to continue to 
draw after the village’s residence as the final work was not 
confined to the fieldwork.
The chosen designers all present differentiated expressions 
because, despite being a common narrative, it was thought 
that different expressions would be an added value for the ap-
preciation of artifacts, people and territory. It was also crucial 
for the designers to be close to and contaminated by the places 
and their inhabitants (embodying the relationship between 
symbolic value and communication). Thus, guidelines were 
minimized, especially during fieldwork. However, informa-
tion about the motivation of the experience was provided to 
the designers as well as information about the different places 
regard the forest fires (Fig. 6-7).

As study subject, the territory was considered through the 
following aspects:

•	 perception as operative program for representation;
•	 meeting point for phenomena (natural and human) and 

artifacts;
•	 closeness to multiple technical fields and aesthetics;
•	 sources of information (artifacts and people) for past and 

present knowledge;17
6
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•	 Observation and study of different geographies and envi-
ronments (particular, natural and anthropic phenomena 
that contribute to distinctive features of places);

•	  privilege of the local, the local-global admitting a part-
whole and whole-part relationship;

•	 adjusting the visibility of the artifacts with the invisibility 
of hidden stories (present and absent manifestations and 
traces).

Briefly, we tried to characterized he experience in the field of 
representation from the following aspects:

•	 involvement / identification – involvement of the design-
ers with the territory, seeking the iconographic identity of 
each of the villages;

•	 curiosity / perpetuation – recognizing the signs of each 
village, perpetuating the essence of the humanized nature 
of the places;

•	 experience / time – the experimental dimension was the 
main feature of this stage of the project as a model of rep-
resentation based on the time of perception and the mean-
ing of the place. 

Drawing was to be seen as a perceptive and cognitive subject, 
an action materialized in images and whose methodology was 
related to the fieldwork5, however, not restricted to it.

5.	 The designers had the possibility to continue their drawings, outside the fieldwork, in the stu-
dio).17
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Landscape drawing as a visual medium was identified as fol-
lows:

•	 favorite space for the representation of stories that rec-
oncile past and present and bring together what would be 
interrupted or discontinued; 

•	 confrontation ground where new proposals for representa-
tion appear.

6. Final considerations: notes for a subjectivization 
of the project
The experience of representation is founded in the production 
of village’s images while trying to make people feel repre-
sented in them. For each of the designers the encounter with 
the territory of the Schist Villages was a first experience, 
the strangeness was accepted as a voluntary act. Strangeness 
provided a sense of referential loss that found balance in rep-
resentation. The sense of loss summons images that emerge 
from the confrontation with the territory. To draw an un-
known place is also to admit a fictional action. The strange-
ness in the eye of the designer was revealed in the body of the 
representation. The perception of distance is simultaneous 
to the sense of what is adjacent. In this case, the representa-
tion mediates between the radical distance and the familiar 
proximity, uniting projected image and past life, bringing the 
narration of history closer to that of the ghosts of the past 
and the dreams of the future (Fig. 8- 9). Thus, representation 
is capable of evoking loss, placing itself on the edge of the 
paradoxical by the desire to represent the absent in images – 
figures in the silence of representation. 17
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Figure 8. Daniel Costa, Ferraria S. João, Drawing the Place’s Soul Project, 2018, 210x297mm, color pen 
on paper.
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In this case, the reality of the image will never be reducible to 
the story that was told. On the contrary, the image shows what 
is being lost in the subject of representation. It’s about the mag-
nificent encounter between what lasts in memory and what can 
be found in representation, making drawing a ‘present-image’, 
figuring the absent as the essence of representation.

Drawing the Place’s Soul was thus an experience that conju-
gates the verb to draw, as considered by Buci-Glucksmann as 
an action that refers to an ancestral ritualization practice that 
constitutes the passage from nature to culture through the tes-
tifying images. Ritualization inherent to the act of creation, 
as opposed to dogma, whose poetics disclose content through 
shape.
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Figure 9. Sofia Neto, Ferraria S. João, Drawing the Place’s Soul Project, digital drawing
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@Aiap_ita

Aiap CDPG, the Graphic Design 
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correspondence, photographs) 
help reconstruct the history  
of graphic design in Italy  
and support research and 
educational activities, as it is the 
CDGP’s intention to make these 
documents widely available.

Aiap
via A. Ponchielli, 3, Milano
aiap.it — aiap.it/cdpg
@Aiap_ita
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