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Aerial Vision-Based Model Of Urbanism

EL HADI JAZAIRY
University of Michigan

1. MEANING AND AGENCY OF AERIAL VISION

1.1 Meaning of Vision

1.1.1 Ocular and Imaginative Vision

First, the word “vision” encapsulates essentially
two connotations: the act of registering information
(which is a visual function), and the act of imagin-
ing realities (which relates to the sense of anticipa-
tion and is a pro-active response). These two nu-
ances are difficult to dissociate in practice; they are
in a dialectical relationship. The process of vision is
thus a dynamic that encompasses visualizing (see-
ing things), understanding (asking why things are
that way), and finally recombining the visualized ele-
ments (asking why not, i.e. a process of re-vision).

Roland Barthes explains that photographs “for all
their abstraction, have an oddly constitutive power
in the shaping of reality and the perceiving of place
and time.”* The photographic image of a place has
the ability to reconfigure the features of that place.
As an example, the emergence of the photographic
theme of the ‘nocturne' at the end of the 19th cen-
tury has popularized a certain type of lighting and
atmosphere and led to the emergence of a new
spatial aesthetic out of ‘clair-obscures’ and neon
lightings in the streets of New York.

1.1.2 Totality and Fragment of Vision

Second, vision implies a vantage point, an ob-
server, and an object of vision. There is an infinite
stream of vantage points and perspectives for any
given object. Seeing the totality of one thing is im-
possible. Vision implies a choice of viewing angle.
It is therefore always partial. The act of viewing,
through the choice of a given vantage point, im-

plies the exclusion of other possible perspectives.
The choice of a viewing angle is thus a decision to
discard all others. Thus viewing an object is re-
ally viewing some of its features while overlooking,
ignoring or obfuscating some other features of the
whole object (Figure 1).

1.1.3 Cultural Meaning of Vision

Third, the process of vision is part of a social and
cultural context. It belongs to a visual language; it
is a cultural construct. There are various ways of
seeing the same thing from the same perspective.
Vision implies the act of registering and anticipat-
ing between a subject and an object. It is part of
subjective codes of vision. In fact, Denis Cosgrove
reminds us: “how a particular people view, value,
and act upon the land is in large part structured
through their codes, conventions, and schemata of
representation - their cultural images.”> A single
and same image has numerous possible interpre-
tations for different subjects. An image exists for
a specific public through a number of conditions of
production, circulation, and reception.

According to Denis Cosgrove: “there are ‘ways of
seeing’ that vary with individuals, genders, cul-
tures, and so on; and there are histories and his-
torical geographies of seeing”. Human cognitive
and emotional relationships to the world operate,
but not exclusively, through the sense of sight.
The relationship between vision and knowledge
varies according to cultures and civilizations. In
the western tradition, the visual object has been
strongly related to knowledge. Hence Saint Thom-
as’ assertion: “One has to see in order to believe”
became a creed. The epistemology of vision in
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western tradition was related to particular forms of
power in capitalism or in imperialism.*

The distrust of vision at the end of the 20th century
is rooted in a number of theoretical disagreements.
“Second-wave feminism and post-colonial theory
in the 1980s and 1990s argued that the dominant
ways of seeing that had emerged with cognitive
theories in the West since Enlightenment and their
relationship with representation in painting, pho-
tography, and moving pictures (as well as with car-
tography), were phallocentric, colonialist and had
ulterior motivations. ‘The gaze’, as this mode of
seeing and its related forms of representation were
termed, was described as inescapably voyeuristic,
domineering and exploitative.”

Vision in non-western cultures such as Sufi tradi-
tion has been associated with incompleteness. For
Sufi thinkers, the world is mainly invisible (batin),
and the visible part of it (dhahir) is only a small
fragment of it. This is at the origin of Islam’s icono-
clasm, where the unseen and the unthought lie at
the center of the vision of the world.

1.1.4 Parameters of Vision

Fourth, vision can become parametric. A computer
can translate objectively into a 1/0 language a pho-
tographic image, the bias of the observer lying in the
selection of the angle of the said image. This is part
of computational vision. Scientific imagery works
on parametric/computational vision. For example,
photogrammetry is a technology to get information
of an object by photon media, which is recorded on
a film or electronic sensor. The information will be
registered after digital interpretation of the object.

1.2 Specificities of Aerial Vision

1.2.1 Aerial Vision among other Forms of
Representation

The writer Louis Marin who describes the different
modes of representation of the city since the 16th
century draws a distinction between “the utopic
representation and two other types of images: the
panorama and the map. The panorama is an el-
evation, a frontal view: the viewer is fixed to one
spot on the ground, the city is seen as a horizon
in the distance, but only the buildings in the fore-
ground can be seen, the others remain hidden. In
the flat plan, the whole city is ‘given as a whole si-
multaneously’, but purely as a surface structure, a
geometric diagram.”® The map’s flat image shows

a vertical view of the city, but there is no living eye
that could see this “view” (except birds). Strictly
speaking, there is no “view,” and there is no “city.”
The fact that everything is visible gives away the
fact that in truth the so-called “city” is purely a
drawn space. One cannot live in a city and truly
see it. One can only see a map thereof.

The utopic representation lies between the map
and the panorama. The bird’s eye view shows a
complete image of the city but from a single view-
point. It is a positioned view, from which point the
city seems completely displayed, hiding nothing. A
possible view in one sense, and yet also an impos-
sible one, for no one would be able to occupy this
total viewpoint for a long time to come: “"One can
see all. But the eye placed at this point occupies
a place that is an ‘other’ point of view: it is in fact
impossible to occupy this space. It is a point of
space where no man can see: a no-place not out-
side space but nowhere, utopic.”” The aerial view
image has emerged first as a utopic vision.

James Corner explains that the power of the aerial
image lies less in its descriptive than in its con-
ditioning capacity (how one sees and acts within
the built-up environment). He says “like other
instruments and methods of representation, the
aerial view reflects and constructs the world; it has
enormous landscape agency, in real and imaginary
ways.”® Over time, different people see the same
world in radically different ways; this development
originates more from the ways and means of see-
ing and acting than from the inherent evolution of
the world. The process of description and projec-
tion imply taking a particular viewpoint - both spa-
tial and rhetorical - that not only reflects a given
reality but is also productive of one. Furthermore,
the adoption of a viewpoint in representation is
never neutral or without agency and effect. Rath-
er, representations are “projections, renderings of
reality that are drawn from and thrown onto, the
world. Moreover, the history of painting, literature,
and cartography has shown us that a mirror copy
of the world, or a description that is so precise and
truthful as to be identical to the object it describes
is simply an impossible illusion and that the onto-
logical presence of representation itself is unavoid-
able.” Thus, new instruments of vision have char-
acteristics and specificities (scale, position, and
type of observation), and these views are codified
as any new language.
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1.2.2 Synthetic Vision: Abstract,
Diagrammatic and Dimensional

Ernest Hemingway describes his impression in-
side an airplane: “"We headed almost straight east
of Paris and the ground began to flatten out be-
neath us. It looked cut into brown squares, yel-
low squares, green squares, and big flat blotches
of green where there was a forest. I began to un-
derstand cubist painting.”t®

The views from above show geometric shapes put
in relation with each other. They express a func-
tional relation between things. Everything is there,
but oddly is unrecognizable. The view has hidden
what we usually perceive from things, their fron-
tal appearance. The view has abstracted the ob-
jects to retain their dimensions and relationships.
“Gutkind believed that such a view encourages
synthetic rather than analytic thought: everything
falls into a true perspective, even man himself,
as an integral part of the whole.”** James Corner
notes that “from above the various relationships
amongst physical dimensions, human activities,
natural forces, and cultural values can be seen to
be as orderly, productive, and sophisticated as they
are brutal and errant.”*?

1.2.3 Metric Vision

The introduction of measurement into the land-
scape has radically changed our relation to our en-
vironment, as explained in Charles Waldheim’s The
Recovery of the Landscape:'® the metric replaces
the scenic. James Corner and Alex McNeal explain
their aerial journey into America: “our attention fi-
nally settled upon the topic of measure, particularly
the relationship between how measures employed
in seeing the world affect actions taken within it
and how particular kinds of reality are then con-
structed. The photographs alone soon proved to be
insufficient representations with regard to this new
focus. Instead the map, with its reference to scale
and synoptic mode of representation, increasingly
assumed new levels of significance for us.”**

The interrelationship of numerical, instrumental,
and ethical dimensions of measures taken across a
landscape, forms the basis of metric vision. “The
American landscape is herein presented as a dense-
ly measured construction site made up of survey
lines, clearings, highways, railroads, hedgerows,
fields, canals, levees, dams, buildings, towns, and
other spacing’s, constructs and marks that secure

settlement and enable human occupation of land.
Consequently, the way a particular landscape looks
is considered inseparable from, and integral to, the
day-to-day activities and values of its occupants.”>
Thus the quantitative measures of land have a
threefold nature: they are the guide, the outcome,
and the gauge of cultural activity and meaning.

1.3 Agency of Aerial Vision

1.3.1 Aerial Reconnaissance and Survey
There is no innocent eye. As James Corner comes
to realize, reality is always read and written with
prejudice, and maps are therefore susceptible to
ideology and the abuse of power.'® Powerfully ef-
fective symbolic and semantic effects of represen-
tation are found in the propaganda maps of irre-
dentist regimes, which present national territories
in ways that were topographically incorrect in or-
der to promote and control the imagination of the
populace. Also, in the area of tourism, maps of
national parks, tourist areas, and commercial dis-
tricts precipitate forms of perception that serve the
interests of those who commission the map. Like-
wise, aerial representations have enabled a new
awareness of regional and global ecologies, insti-
gated the planning and large scale settlement of
land, and affected the imaginations of millions of
people who now live in, and act upon, the Planet.

1.3.2 Aerial Vision and Design

Introductions of new modes of representation have
profound impacts on the way space is designed.
James Corner explains: “The development of picto-
rial perspective during the 16th century, for exam-
ple, profoundly influenced the depiction of space
as well as its subsequent design and construction.
The gardens at Versailles exemplify perspectival
practice, embodying a shift in spatial and aesthetic
sensibility and at the same time symbolizing the
new regal power of 17th-century France together
with the development of Enlightenment science.”*”

Similarly, Adnan Morshed highlights the influence of
the aerial view on the design of cities in Le Cor-
busier’s projects (Figure 2). “The early 20th-cen-
tury invention of the airplane brought on a cultural
euphoria that influenced the works and writings of
urbanists, architects, artists, and science-fiction
writers during the 1920s and 1930s. Le Corbusier’s
urban design for Rio de Janeiro - which he sketched,
so he claimed, from an airplane - offers a visual
basis to study how the aesthetic experience of flight
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Le Corbusier, Rio de Janero, Brazil (1931)

Figure 2. Le Corbusier’s Megaforms as urban landscapes.

was translated spatially, visually, and politically into
his design of the future city.”*® Through the aerial
‘discovery’ of the geography of South America, Le
Corbusier understood that there was a new empow-
erment in the act of looking from above, which pro-
foundly influenced his design interventions.

The advent of flight ushered in new kinds of visual
and spatial perceptions that went beyond the tradi-
tional bird’s-eye views of the post-Renaissance era.
“It posed a set of theoretical questions for urban
designers: What is the implication of an aerial view-
point on our perception of an object? How does
our mental image of cities and geographies change
when we look at them from above? How does the
particular mode of looking from above affect de-
sign strategies?”'® Le Corbusier sketched his design
when he had “gone up in a plane for observation
and glided like a bird over all the bays.”*® But he
did more than just observe: “In the plane, I had my
sketchbook, and as everything became clear to me,
I sketched . . . the ideas of modern planning.”*®

Le Corbusier’s first flight was in 1928, only a year
after Lindbergh’s flight across the Atlantic, but it
was his flying over South America in 1929 that pro-
vided him with the opportunity of truly internalizing
the aerial experience in his thinking. Upon arrival
in Buenos Aires, Le Corbusier met Antoine de Saint-
Exupéry, the famous writer, pilot, and operations
manager of the pioneering French Compagnie Gé-
nerale Aéropostale that had established a number
of aerial routes within the continent. Aéropostale
invited Le Corbusier to participate in a number of
inaugural passenger flights over the delta of the
Parana, the estuary of the Rio de la Plata, the Pam-
pas, Buenos Aires, Asuncion, Montevideo, Sao Pau-
lo, and Rio de Janeiro. Saint-Exupéry described the
exploration of a “new geography from above” in his
important literary works of the time: Vol de Nuit
(Night Flight, 1931) and Terre des Hommes (Wind,
Sand and Stars, 1939).%°

In Aircraft, Le Corbusier described his own reac-
tions to flight: “The airplane, in the sky, carries our
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hearts above mediocre things. The airplane has
given us the bird’s-eye view. When the eye sees
clearly, the mind makes a clear decision.”?t Al-
though the airplane has today become common-
place, in the early twentieth-century flight had a
profound impact on popular imagination, as well as
on intellectuals and artists. Filippo Thomaso Mari-
netti, Robert Delaunay, Guillaume Apollinaire, Ka-
simir Malevich, and Laszlé6 Moholy-Nagy, internal-
ized aerial themes into their search for new spatial
dynamics. Le Corbusier’s Aircraft belonged to this
evolving “genre” of aerial discourse. For Le Cor-
busier, the airplane filled two modernist ambitions:
firstly, to promote the idea of a new age based on
machine aesthetics, and secondly, to view a hith-
erto unseen world from a high point as through the
eyes of the dieu voyeur. Le Corbusier was elated by
the idea of flying and seeing the world from above.
In a chapter in Towards a New Architecture (1925),
entitled “Airplanes,” Le Corbusier shows his doubly
operative gaze: looking at the airplane, but also
looking from it.?> In the first image in the book, he
looks at the airplane as a modern aesthetic object;
in the second, he gazes down from the airplane’s
cockpit at an otherwise unseen geography.

A new ‘scale of greatness’ is revealed with aerial
view extending the relations between the city and
the landscape. In South America, Le Corbusier
developed urban design ideas not only for Rio de
Janeiro, Montevideo, Sdo Paulo, and Buenos Aires.
The Cartesian perception of space of his earlier work
was now replaced by the linear distribution of the
viaduct that would appear again in his 1931 project,
the “Plan Obus” for Algiers. In Algeria, Le Corbusier
also took part in @ number of aerial expeditions, his
pilot friend Durafour flying him to the country’s des-
ert cities of the M’Zab region. “From the airplane,
I was able to discover the principle of the towns of
the M’Zab. The airplane had revealed everything to
us, and what it had revealed provided a great les-
son. For one day soon, the implication of the bird’s
eye view, that nobility, grandeur and style should be
brought into the plan of our cities, will be a fact. A
new scale of greatness will impel the architecture of
the city and the scope of its undertakings.”?3

Le Corbusier’s designs for South America and Algeria
showed how the symbolism and experience of flight
were translated spatially, visually, and politically into
the city of the future. “Rather than simply proposing
the trajectory of future urban planning, the Corbu-

sian projects combined the very nature of seeing,
and eventually of spatial organization, with a com-
plex amalgam of geographical, technological, and
moral questions stemming from aerial themes.”?*

“Le Corbusier’s aerial discovery of the law of the
meander created a broad framework for the repre-
sentation of, and intervention in, the territory. The
curving line that he drew from the airplane, ironi-
cally, became a 100-meter-high megastructure -
suggesting a tentative assimilation of Brazil’s im-
poverished sertad - a hovering megastructure that
negated the backlanders’ very concept of rooted-
ness in their own soil.”**

1.3.3 View from Outer Space

With the first images of the Earth from the Apollo
missions, it appears that humanity has reached a
perspective enabling it to act on Earth and its na-
ture as if it controlled it from ‘outside.” “The abil-
ity to see the world from above culminated in the
Apollo photograph of the spherical Earth, whole
and un-shadowed taken in 1972. Responses to
that image have stressed the unity of the global
vision coupled with the need for local sensitivity in
a globalized world.”?> Today, satellite technologies,
which offer “zooming” and “panning” navigation
capabilities, reinforce the concept of Earth as the
“object.” In fact, the interface of Google Earth at
log-on resembles the image of Earth taken by the
Apollo 17 mission.?®

The aerial view has this interesting zooming qual-
ity, it spans from the macro to the micro scale.
Mark Dorrian makes an analogy between the aerial
view and the microscope view. He explains: “in
contrast with the telescope, the microscope re-
quires that one gazes down in aerial fashion into
the eye-piece. Rather than being directed toward
a constellation of objects at variable distances from
the eye, the microscope is instead directed toward
a surface or screen, the flat slide within which the
prepared object of study is held. With the micro-
scope, the light that permits scrutiny does not radi-
ate from the object but rather (at least historically)
from above (the position of the observer) albeit
redirected to illuminate the slide from behind by
a mirror. This set-up reproduces the basic struc-
ture of the aerial view and it comes as no surprise
to find early aviators analogizing the view from an
aeroplane to that through a microscope.”?” Simi-
larly, of his experiences as a war pilot, Antoine de
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Saint-Exupéry wrote: “All I can see on the verti-
cal are curios from another age, beneath clear, un-
trembling glass. I lean over crystal frames in a
museum; I tower above a great sparkling pane, the
great pane of my cockpit. Below are men - proto-
zoa on a microscope slide — I am a scientist, and for
me their war is a laboratory experiment.”?®

This ‘geography from above’ empowers policy-mak-
ers and city planners through a feeling of control
putting the subject of vision under their spell and
making it submissive to their whims. Dubai has
embraced a re-vision of itself. Through this daring
process, it has materialized and experimented with
an aerial vision-based model of urbanism. Dubai’s
(re)vision of itself is simultaneously ocular and
imaginative, as it belongs to the sense of sight and
the sense of anticipation.

Dubai archipelago projects exemplify the three steps
of vision, as presented in the first part of this de-
velopment: visualizing (seeing things), understand-

R s

ing (asking why things are that way), and finally re-
combining (asking why not). As a result, the ‘Dubai
model” envisioned iconographic artificial island
projects (Burj Al Arab, Palm Jumeirah, Palm Jebel
Ali, Palm Deira) to freshen up the city aerial looks
through new tentacles and appendices in the hope of
putting the city on the tourist map (Figure 3).

2. THE CONSTRUCTION OF LAND AND
REPRESENTATION THROUGH SATELLITE
VIEWING

Strongly bound to cities, images are the instru-
ments through which subjects make sense of their
environment and transform it. Since 1999, Dubai
has been engaged in planning and building three
artificial island formations off its coast. Promot-
ed as the “largest man-made islands visible from
space,” the Palm islands are shaped as date palms
in their outline adding more than 520 kilometers of
reclaimed coastline to existing shores of approxi-
mately 72 kilometers.

Figure 3. Aerial view of Palm Jumeirah from a helicopter, November 2008; courtesy of Nakheel.
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Both the construction on the ground and the
representation of these new iconic landforms are
made possible through high-resolution satellite
imagery technology, whether through a Differential
Global Positioning System (DGPS) for precisely
dropping sand and rock from the dredging boats,
or through virtual globe software such as Google
Earth for the visualization and global circulation
of Dubai’s promotional images. The gigantic iconic
interventions are made possible mainly through
the technology of satellite imaging. The GPS guides
both the ships that spray sand dredged from the
bottom of the Gulf as well as the cranes that lay the
breakwater rocks on the outer edge of the Palm’s
encircling crescent.

Combining images of sand, waterfronts and exotic
travel destinations as well as tax-free bonanzas, the
iconic landforms placed the city on the global tour-
ist network and real estate market. Being too vast
and stretched too far out into the sea, these islands
can hardly be encompassed from a single viewpoint
on the ground and its iconic form is best appreci-
ated via aerial or satellite views by a subject flying
above the city or surfing its web pages. Thus, the
image of the Palms takes primacy over its physical
appearance. The Palms, having been widely circu-
lated via the web are more visited and marketed in
the virtual than in the physical space. For the virtual
subject, the web-based Palm sales offices enable the
potential investor to visit the showcased properties
throughout the various island layouts. In the global

Warsacaaar

Tus Pasm frmes hue

Tus Vacraane

Figure 4. Satellite Image in 2007; courtesy of NASA, and Nakheel’s vision for the future of Dubai; courtesy of Belhane

Mapping.
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tourist industry, the Palm as logo brands the city as
an inviting destination. Blending the real and virtual,
the Palms portray a paradoxical relationship between
a material infrastructure, a virtual presence, and
physical repercussions of such an image on the fi-
nancial investments and tourism industry of the city.

The image and land of Dubai are constantly chang-
ing with the planning and implementation of the
different Palm projects: Palm Jumeirah, Palm Jebel
Ali and Palm Deira. Between an existing condition
and a projected vision, the city is reproducing its
first Palm Jumeirah island to attract more invest-
ments and visitors.

Stressing how subjects mentally organize their sen-
sory experiences, Kevin Lynch has highlighted reci-
procity between the production of urban images and
a frontal perception of the modern city. As urban
imagery is tightly linked to modes of visualization,
new media developments and particularly satellite
mapping are changing our image of the city and how
we perceive, experience and design it. As contrasted
with cities such as Boston described by Lynch for
their readability from the ground, Dubai lacks orien-
tation elements seen from such a perspective. GPS
and mapping software are not providing solutions
to the problem because of the speed of the con-
struction process. Streets are continuously created,
modified, extended preventing any reliable map-
ping revision. Using mobile communication technol-
ogy, people have developed alternative strategies to
navigate the city. While mobile telecommunication
today is still more efficient than visualizing media
like satellite images or mapping software, this situa-
tion is likely to change as the monopoly of real-time
visualizing media by the military is progressively
ending. Given the deep penetration of the mobile
telecommunication technologies, one can imagine
how real-time satellite viewing can create a revolu-
tion in our perception and navigation of the city.

Both as image and new land, I argue that the emer-
gence of Dubai on the map is related to satellite
technology, to the construction of artificial islands
and to a new urban strategy or model (Figure 4).
The Gulf is now the locus of a new regional rivalry
on the most iconic artificial islands where palms,
world maps, pearls, and sea horses compete to
get media attention. The sea as a frontier in the
Gulf region is starting to be invested and a whole
new urbanity is in the offing. The iconic landforms

bank on their simultaneous proximity and distance,
connectedness and detachment from the city, on
context and absence thereof. While these islands
are anchored to the mainland, close to shores, and
on shallow water, they present a critical distance
with the rest of the city, and take advantage of
the tension between the virtual and the real, be-
tween their cyber-presence and the tons of rocks
and sand that form their foundation into the sea.
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