Computer-aided field sketching 

Bob Moore

Interpreting landscape in the field can be assisted by explanatory visual materials: typically maps. Problems frequently encountered are view orientation and scale, identification of key features for selective analysis and associating them with the map. Recording the view as a field sketch enables students to observe purposefully, indeed to take time to analyse and contemplate the landscape. There is a long tradition of field sketching in geography and cognate fields as a means of scientific abstraction. In fact sketches can be drawn displaying an economy of line which aids understanding. Some of the most noteworthy protagonists of the art (Hutchings, 1960, Lobeck, 1939, Wainwright, 2003) distil the landscape complexity into an elegant simplicity from which the human brain reconstructs the 3D visualisation and completes the ‘closure’.

Whelan and Visvalingam (2002) have investigated the value of artistic methods of relief representation based on digital terrain models. Modelling the landscape as a series of projected profiles, the software identifies and emphasises significant breaks of slope and generalised lines of curvature to produce ‘formulated silhouettes’. These often correspond to the ‘formlines’ that many artists use as the framework for a sketch. More importantly they relate to significant geomorphological and geological elements which are fundamental to an interpretation of the landscape.

Developing from previous research of tracing formlines on terrain models, draped with satellite images or photographs, as a means of engaging students with the advantages of marrying traditional field sketching with computer technology (Moore, 2004), it has been found that edge detection routines (common in image processing software, but also in graphic design programs) can simulate the formulated silhouettes on perspective views of the terrain. The procedure is simple but quite effective. An observer’s location is determined, a model view is generated, the edges are found and the print-out is taken into the field to provide a base for the field sketch.

For those students generally reluctant to attempt ‘artistic’ drawings, this base obviates the need for initial picture framing and composition, scaling and estimating the proportions. Generally it is hoped that such an aid will develop spatial skills essential to underpin a full comprehension the landscape.
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Figs 1-6 Terrain models generated from OS Panorama data (Stroud area, SO 80) using Erdas Imagine. Formlines extracted using edge detection routines.
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Fig 7 A PaintShopPro rendering of a field sketch superimposed on the computerised formlines (principally the distant horizon and the main scarp of Cooper's Hill, near Gloucester). Some vertical exaggeration has been applied.
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Fig 8 Photograph of approximately the same scene.

