
This paper presents work from a paired, undergraduate design studio and digital 
representation class in landscape architecture conducted in fall 2018 at Cal Poly San Luis 
Obispo, in which students experimented with a film camera to explore representation and
visualization techniques as part of the early stages of the design process. Film 
photography was used to capture landscape qualities, and to contrast and highlight 
traditional photographic methods with the current, widespread use of the smartphone, for
photographic documentation. This paper interprets student work and identifies successes 
and challenges of using the film method, both for students and for studio instructors.
Results make the case for the relevance of film photography during the site analysis phase 
and identify ways of seeing and framing the landscape that have been replaced and 
substituted by the prevalence of digital photography, in particular smartphone 
photography. The authors also found that while photography is a valuable observation and 
recording tool, its use as a strategy has radically changed smartphone photography.
Photos are no longer solely associated with the purely visual or fine arts, and the camera 
and the image become extensions of the memory and thinking processes, as we rely more 
on captured images to recall key information, details, data and moments. Future discussion 
points include: what are future opportunities for photography in landscape architecture 
then? what are the opportunities for photography in landscape architecture 
education? how should smartphone photography be used in design studios?
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Each time I took a photo, I reflected on the previous ones I had taken and made 
sure that I avoided taking more than one photo of the same object or view. I 
think that it is interesting that all the photos can somewhat be merged together 
because similar colors and textures overlap amongst them. 

Student Isabelle Bertolas

Only having 12 opportunities to capture the essence of the place, I became 
hyper-aware of what moments, views, and spaces captivated me. Not knowing 
how the pictures would turn out, it forced me to put all my trust my existing 
artistic and photographic ability.

Student Elizabeth Walinder

Traditional media puts the photographer under grave attention to take the best 
shot, as perceived through the lens only, while feeling a certain uncertainty of 
what the images will actually render.

Student Ioanna Bruno



Upon receiving the printed images, I was able to organize the photos by how I 
framed certain views. I found the similarities striking…. Upon completing this 
extensive, unorthodox site analysis, I found that I learned many things about 
not only the site, but about myself as a designer. Beginning with site exploration 
with a disposable camera and sketch paper, I would say that was the most 
comfortable part of our site analysis.

Student Elizabeth Walinder



The first exercise was typical in that it utilized photography, but unique in the 
fact that the number of photos taken was restricted, and because there was no 
post-production work required.

Student Zoe Kulli
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