
THE NOVEL COURTYARD
 A studio in planting, representation, and the transformation of a deprogrammed landscape

Untilled (Liegender Feauenakt), Pierre Huyghe, 2012.

STUDIO OVERVIEW

What happens when a landscape designed for a very specific purpose is interrupted? 
 
This studio explores planting design as a creative and cultural practice, using representation as a means of 
discovering—not simply communicating—landscape ideas. We will work with the messy realities of urban 
sites: spontaneous vegetation, damaged infrastructure, deferred maintenance, competing histories, and 
spaces whose intended programs have become uncertain or obsolete. 
 
The studio has two parts. The first investigates drawing, collage, physical modelling, colour, and composition 
to disrupt normative approaches to representation and cultivate individual creative processes. The second 
brings these experiments into the field, asking students to apply them to a site in East Vancouver. 
 
In the summer of 2022, a sinkhole opened at the edge of the tennis courts at Strathcona Park. Beneath the 
courts lies drainage infrastructure, itself situated over the former site of a garbage dump that operated until the 
1940s. Following the collapse, the City repaired the sinkhole and partially dismantled the adjacent courts. The 
work was left unfinished. In the spaces opened by this interruption, ruderal vegetation has emerged, while the 
geometry of the court persists despite the suspension of its intended use. 
 
The tennis court site is both banal and strange: a highly programmed landscape that has become unresolved. 
Rather than treating this condition as a problem to be fixed, the studio considers it an opportunity for 
speculation.
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PRINCIPLES & THEMES

The studio is guided by three principles:

 01 — EXACTITUDE IS NOT TRUTH

Representation is an act of selection. What we choose to emphasize, omit, distort, or transform shapes how 
a landscape is understood. Representation is therefore not simply a record of a place, but a creative position 
toward it.

02 — MAKING IS AN ACT OF UNDERSTANDING

Making is a means of entering a problem rather than analyzing it from a distance. Through drawing, modelling, 
collage, and building, we inhabit uncertainty, allowing ideas to emerge, shift, and develop through the act of 
making

03 — LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE IS AN ACT OF AUTHORSHIP

To design a landscape is to make choices about what is emphasized, suppressed, revealed, cultivated, 
remembered, and allowed to emerge. Our authorship is always partial, situated, and entangled with processes 
beyond our control.

These principles will be explored through contemporary discourse surrounding ‘Ruderal Aesthetics’. Ruderal 
landscapes offer an opportunity to reconsider neglected urban ecologies not simply as ecological 
phenomena, but as material for artistic, architectural, and cultural thought1. Additional readings will 
introduce students to ideas surrounding the Third Landscape2, atmosphere, choreography, the sublime, garden-
making, and authorship, providing different lenses through which to enact thinking and making between designed 
and emergent landscapes.

STUDIO FORMAT & CULTURE

The studio will operate through a series of design prompts accompanied by readings. Rather than moving 
immediately toward a single resolved project, students will build a personal repertoire of representational and 
design techniques through repeated experimentation.

We will work through collage, physical modelling, drawing, and site observation at multiple scales.

The site will be investigated through walking, sketching, mapping, collecting, observing, and recording. Students 
will be encouraged to attend not only to what is visibly present, but also to movement, sound, colour, texture, 
atmosphere, seasonality, maintenance, growth, decay, and change.

Work in progress will be reviewed and discussed collaboratively. The studio will cultivate a culture of shared 
support in which we are invested in one another's development and understand critique as a form of collective 
learning.

The exercises will ultimately build toward a collective spatial proposition. Students will first develop individual 
responses to the site, before bringing them into conversation with one another. Rather than assigning each 
student a discrete portion of the site or seeking consensus, the collective project will ask how individual ideas 
might coexist, overlap, interrupt, or transform one another. Students will need to relinquish some control over 
how their work ultimately operates within the larger landscape, negotiating adjacency, continuity, movement, 
thresholds, material relationships, and shared conditions. The aim is not to predetermine a single outcome, but to 
allow the collective landscape to emerge through negotiation, encounter, and discovery.
1	 Sarah Cowles, “Ruderal Aesthetics,” Journal of Landscape Architecture.
2	 Gilles Clément, Manifesto of the Third Landscape (2004).
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PART 1 | COMPOSITION + TRANSLATION
6 WEEKS · INDIVIDUAL WORK

Students will select from a series of provided artworks and translate their formal, spatial, chromatic, material, or 
compositional logics into a series of drawings and physical models at varied scales. 
 
Rather than reproducing the selected works, students will extract and transform their underlying strategies. 
These exercises will use colour, composition, rhythm, layering, scale, repetition, and abstraction as ways 
of thinking about planting as an assemblage—one governed by growth, dormancy, movement, succession, 
seasonal change, and indeterminacy. 
 
The objective is to discover how representation itself can become a generative design instrument and to develop 
an individual creative process that can be carried into Part 2.

PART 2 | INHABITING THE SITE
7 WEEKS · INDIVIDUAL + COLLECTIVE WORK

Students will investigate the Strathcona Park tennis courts and context through walking, sketching, mapping, 
observation, and material investigation. Attention will be given to spontaneous vegetation, infrastructure, 
movement, atmosphere, maintenance, history, and change. 
 
The representational techniques developed in Part 1 will be reworked in response to the site, becoming tools for 
speculation rather than description. 
 
Working individually and collectively, students will develop a new garden for the site: not a restoration of what was, 
nor a blank slate, but a novel court yard composed from what is already there, what has been interrupted, and 
what might yet emerge. The garden carries with it a particular relationship to authorship: it is made through acts of 
intention and care, yet its development is always contingent upon processes beyond the designer’s control.

ABOUT THE INSTRUCTOR

Kalli Niedoba is a registered landscape architect. Her practice focuses primarily on residential garden design, with 
a creative background spanning art writing, large-scale sculpture, and installation.


