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Abstract: Contemporary landscape architecture lacks a systematic way of classifying and discussing design projects
according to their underlying design philosophies as well as the forms they take. This paper presents a provisional
taxonomy of contemporary landscape architecture through the use of 11 genres. These genres are as follows; Genius
loci, lconoclasm, Spectacle, Cyborgs, Digital Natures, Indeterminism, Caretaking, Activism, Resilience, Landscape
Urbanism and Big Plans. The purpose of this is not to try and organize all the types of work landscape architects do
into definitive categories, rather, it is to highlight types of work with certain identifiable characteristics that the author
believes to be important, not only for a given project but for the discipline of landscape architecture in the 21st century
more broadly. Each genre is therefore formulated as a potential linguistic tool to help shape further discussion of
contemporary design and also as a way of identifying certain themes which designers might self-consciously seek to
further develop in their creative work into the future. In this sense the genres are beginnings not ends.
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choregraph the visitor experience
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The High-Line by James Corner Field Operations snaking its way through the Manhattan grid
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Whereas the diversity of aesthetic practices
in art and architecture since the late nineteenth
century is organized and periodically reshuffled into
certain genres, this is not the case in the discipline
of landscape architecture!”. Although every survey
course taught in every design school must in some
way attempt to logically organize the canon, due
to a lack of publication on the topic, there is no

working taxonomy of modern or contemporary

PV By taxonomy I don’t

landscape architecture
mean a typological differentiation of project
types, such as park or plaza; I mean different
genres, literally defined as categories of “artistic
composition, as in music or literature, characterized
by similarities in form, style, or subject matter”".

The absence of an agreed landscape
architectural taxonomy of genres reflects a relative
lack of academic analysis and design critique within
the discipline. It also reflects the fact that practitioners
generally don’t articulate their work in categorical
aesthetic terms. But if it is true that the discipline
of landscape architecture is as diverse and broad as
is often anecdotally declared, then it is problematic
that there exists no systematic way to discuss this
breadth and diversity. Notwithstanding that they can
be reductive and constraining, taxonomies do help
to structure discourse, which in turn shapes practice,
establishing a feedback loop between theory and
praxis through which a discipline evolves and matures.

Upon attempting the thought experiment of
organizing contemporary landscape architecture
into a reasonable taxonomy, I was surprised to find
that at least eleven genres fairly quickly emerged
and seemed to bear scrutiny. Of course, anyone
can try this experiment and no doubt we would
all do it somewhat differently, but here, in the
order that they will be discussed in this essay, are
the eleven I arrived at: Genius loci, Iconoclasm,
Spectacle, Cyborgs, Digital Natures, Indeterminism,
Caretaking, Activism, Resilience, Landscape
Urbanism and Big Plans. For each, I will offer brief
commentary and some exemplars.

These genres are not intended to cover
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everything landscape architects do, rather they
gather and organize an array of work; a set of
practices, methods and related aesthetics that I
currently believe hold the most important and
pertinent seeds for the profession now and

@
M T hasten to also

into the foreseeable future
add that this is not a taxonomy as one finds in
the natural sciences, that is; there is no single
organizational determinant that cuts across all the
specimens. Designs are not specimens and nor is
the interpretation of design able to be reduced
to molecular or genetic characteristics. Whilst the
genres presented here do serve to gather projects
that arguably share “form, style, or subject matter”
they also reflect the authot’s subjectivity, intuition,
and (limited) knowledge. The genres are also fuzzy
at their edges and the projects that constitute
them could in many cases just as easily be filed
under others, or sit across several genres. Indeed,
perhaps the really ‘good’ landscape architectural
project must always relate to more than any one
genre. The point of this exercise is not to ‘get
it right” or create a rigid and encyclopedic filing
system for a discipline; it is to find some common
themes amongst what is currently a field of
isolated fragments, and in so doing help shape
our understanding of contemporary landscape
architecture as more than merely the sum of its

parts. In short, taxonomies are good to think with.

1 Genius Loci

Genius loci became the wellspring of the
English picturesque when, in his 1731 Epistle to
Lord Butlington, Alexander Pope urged designers
to “Consult the Genius of the Place in all™. Pope’s
exhortation was resurrected with a vengeance some
three centuries later when, in the latter half of the
twentieth century, lan McHarg developed his theory
of ‘Design With Nature’ (1969), Christian Norberg
Shulz published his place-based phenomenology
(1979) and Kenneth Frampton argued for critical
regionalism (1983)". Consecutively, all three reacted

against the placelessness of architectural modernism

and the global specter of generic suburban sprawl.
For McHarg, Shulz and Frampton the tensions
between modernity and tradition and between
development and ecology could be reconciled in the
poetic and rational act of design.

Referring to genius loci as “a sense of place”
Australian historian and critic George Seddon
argued that if a design paid attention to the local
geology, soil, plants, hydrology and culture then
such reconciliation was virtually guaranteed”. It is
common for landscape architects to justify their
designs as manifesting either genius loci or a sense
of place — the latter a scientifically rationalized
version of the former. Since the mid-20th century,
if not the early 18th, landscape architecture’s raison
d’etre has been that it can synchronize modern
development with the specificities of place and that
this is foundational to the establishment of healthy
identity for both individuals and communities.
However, since correctly interpreting something as
complex as place, let alone capturing spirit, can never
be proven or disproven, landscape architecture’s
fundamental theoretical foundation is not only self-
serving but goes largely unexamined. It is left then
to the individual designer to situate their design
philosophy and their design work somewhere along
a wide spectrum; one that upholds a faith that place
based identity can be promulgated through design
at one end, or rejects genius loci as essentialist
superstition at the other. Two projects which sit at
these respective ends of the spectrum are Cap des
Creus in Catalunya by Estudio Marti Franch, and
Superkilen in Copenhagen by Topotek 1, Superflex
and BIG.

If you will excuse the pun, Cap des Creus
by Estudio Marti Franch (EMF) is a work of pure
genius. On the coast of Catalunya just north of
Barcelona, Cap des Creus is known to most through
the iconic landscape paintings of Salvador Dali, the
region’s most famous resident (Fig. 1). Until EMF
carefully removed it, the cape was dominated by a
sprawling Club Med resort. The new Cap des Creus

landscape is one made largely by the subtraction,
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rather than addition of design. Whilst returning
the site to its ‘natural’ visual quality, Franch also
retains certain traces of the resort as a legitimate
layer of the site’s palimpsest and new pathways
woven actoss the topography bring visitors into
a heightened level of intimacy with the site’s
geomorphology. If there are spirits in this place,
then with forensic precision, EMF has conjured
them back to the surface.

It is harder however to find and express the
authenticity of genius loci through addition than
subtraction, and especially so in landscapes already
disfigured beyond recognition. It is little wonder
then that instead of producing radical difference as
place-based approaches by definition should, the
resurgence of genius loci in the late 20th century
has for the most part been diluted into superficial
post-modern development thinly decorated with
unconvincing tokens of local culture and ecology.
Although it began as a necessary correction of
modernism’s violence towards place, the desire for
design to fit seamlessly into its context also led,
logically, to the aesthetic dead-end of invisibility for
the landscape architectural project. Moreover, whilst
the landscape architectural project will always be well
advised to be site specific, in the face of emerging
global culture for design to delimit its reach to only a
local sense of place would seem myopic.

A project that attempts to negotiate the
tension between local and global senses of place
is Superkilen, a park and plaza in the suburbs of
Copenhagen (Fig. 2) by Topotek 1, Superflex and
BIG. Instead of plumbing the historical depths of
the site’s natural and cultural history, Superkilen is
a bold and intentionally surficial expression of the
surrounding neighborhoods’ contemporary cultural
diversity. Superkilen is a cacophonous agora of
patterned concrete in which icons of numerous
different religions and homelands float somewhat
awkwardly together!"”. These icons subvert any
homogenous notion of Danish national identity
and affirm the neighborhood’s multiculturalism.

Whereas most landscape design explicitly secks
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social and ecological harmony, Martin Rein-Cano
of Topotek 1 admits to encouraging programmatic,
spatial and symbolic discordance in his designs'""".
Superkilen is significant in the design discourse of
place because it manifests a global sense of the
local and by ignoring the chthonic mystique of
genius loci it is able to connect instead with the
“messy vitality” of the quotidian'?.

Genius loci runs deepest in our memories
of place. The challenge for design however is that
whilst memory is radically personal, the public
space in which landscape architects typically work
is not. The landscape architect thus has to serve
as an augur of sorts, navigating the aesthetic
risk of inauthenticity that such a role inevitably
entails. The designer’s role, as Frampton always
insisted, is to give credence to tradition without
resorting to faux heritage, or sentimentality. At
best, tradition lives on, not through the slavish
repetition of bygone stories and styles but through
contemporary reinterpretation. This for example,
is strongly evidenced in the Pritzker Prize winning
architectural work of Wang Shu and in landscape
architecture of YuFan Zhu in China.

Where the cloud of issues entailed by genius

loci becomes thickest is where landscape architects

work in association with indigenous communities
whose relationship with place is both deeply
mnemonic and simultaneously quotidian. Here
the designer is situated as an ethnographer and
anthropologist attempting to not only understand
deep traditions to which they are foreign but
also negotiate how those traditions intersect with
modernity in the present, and the future. The work
of Greg Grabasch, an Australian landscape architect
who has devoted his career to understanding and
serving indigenous Australians’ is exemplary here E
So too is emerging work from Dane Catlson who
spends his time working with villages in Nepal!”.
So complex and important is this work that it would
be best served by an additional genre, headlined
perhaps as ‘Post-colonial” but for now the broader

rubric of genius loci serves this essay’s purpose.

2 Iconoclasm

The revolt against what some foresaw as the
aesthetic dead-end of contextualism, came in the
somewhat unexpected form of sixty-four bagels laid
out in the front yard of a Boston townhouse in 1979
by the landscape architect Martha Schwartz. The Bagel
Garden is more a belated piece of Pop Art than it is

iconoclastic, but by at least breaking the rules of the



gardenesque, it helped liberate others such as Ken
Smith, Claude Cormier and Vladimir Sitta who followed.

Unlike in art where iconoclasm is almost
(paradoxically) routine, works which by definition
“ ‘attack’ or assertively ‘reject’ cherished beliefs and
institutions or established values and practices” are
exceedingly rare in landscape architecture" Superkilen
by Topotek 1, BIG, and Superflex previously discussed
might qualify as iconoclastic, as would the Garden of
Australian Dreams at the National Museum of Australia
by Room 4.1.3, opened in 2001 (Fig, 3)"™. In addition
to using unorthodox materials and forms, the latter
is particularly iconoclastic because contrary to most
gardens it explicitly rejects any direct representation
of ‘nature’. Instead, the Garden of Australian Dreams
only includes references to other representations
of landscape such as maps, paintings and texts.
Furthermore, these references were selected for their
socio-political pertinence as symbols in Australia’s
history of race relations and contemporaneous
debates about national identity. Consequently, as
iconoclastic works should, the design of the Garden
of Australian Dreams created controversy both within
and beyond the design community, so much so that
its critics called for the design’s demolition and the
Australian government conducted formal reviews into
the design’s meaning"”.

In lieu of other examples of iconoclastic built
works, the recent international competition hosted
by LA+ Interdisciplinary Journal of Landscape
architecture (LA+ Iconoclast) which asked entrants
to redesign Central Park is also a case in point”,
No designed landscape is more iconic than Central
Park. Not only is it upheld as a masterpiece by
the profession, no designed landscape does more
to (problematically) reinforce the stereotype of
landscape as ‘natural’ in the public imagination.

The rationale for this competition’s focus on
Central Park was to see what would happen when
the paradisiacal, pastoral and ecological aesthetic
baggage that Central Park represents and that
landscape architecture is so heavily burdened with,

was momentarily relinquished. In response, many
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of the entries tried to use technology to make
the new Central Park more ecological and more
democratic than the original — in other words, they
tried to enhance the existing quality of the icon,
rather than challenge its fundamental character.
When entrants did “attack” the original, it was
generally erased and replaced with melodramatic,
apocalyptic and dystopian imagery(Fig. 4) @ The
preponderance of such imagery provides an
insight into the zeitgeist, and yet, while there might
necessatily be violence in the iconoclastic act, for
it to be more than histrionics and lead to new
aesthetics, iconoclasm requires not only an attack,
but also an expose of the status quo; in a word
deconstruction, not just destruction.

The question asked by the LA+ Iconoclast
competition is whether, at the dawn of the
Anthropocene, a new landscape aesthetic will
emerge to replace the hegemony of pastoral and
picturesque scenery? Going by the 193 entries in
the competition the answer, at least in photoshop,

5

is a definitive yes .

3 The Spectacle

Whereas the city for Olmsted was demoralizing
and unhealthy, and for McHarg it was “God’s
junkyard”, some landscape architects have more
recently realized there is aesthetic pleasure in the
theatre of the city@. A brief history the spectacle in
recent landscape architecture would include, among
others, the 1996 redesign of the Shouwburgplein
in Rotterdam by West 8, Federation Square in
Melbourne by Karres en Brands, the Palais Royale in
Paris by Daniel Buren and end in the current capital
of the spectacular, Manhattan.

Whereas at the Shouwburgplein it is the large
kinetic lights adjacent to the square which create
the spectacle, at Federation Square it is the ground
plane cranked up against the backdrop of angular
architecture. Both succeed by dramatically activating
and framing multifunctional event spaces which

are not only places to see, but places to see from.

Landscapes of spectacle are in this sense both stage

and stage set, and none more so than Daniel Buren’s
treatment of the Palais Royale in Paris (Fig. 5) with
a finely crafted grid of black and white columns.
Visitors entering the space are almost immediately
transformed into actors on a stage as they interact
with the columns and pose for photographs. Indeed,
many appear to go to great effort to dress for the
occasion, posing for photographs as if they were
models in a high-end fashion shoot. Equally, when
devoid of people altogether, the juxtaposition of
Buren’s columns with the architectural heritage of
the surrounding Palais, reminds us that the spectacle
can be both bold and beautiful. The spectacle
needn’t resorting to the gauche gimmickry of
advertising, or capitulate to the branding that neo-
liberal urban development now routinely requires.

Taking its cue from the promenade plantee
in Paris, New York City’s High Line has turned
old infrastructure into a magnetic catwalk that
appropriates Manhattan as its backdrop (Fig. 0). In
addition to watching the constant parade of people,
from the High Line people also watch Manhattan
backstage, and it is the carefully curated elasticity
of these visual sensations that makes it the world’s
most visited work of contemporary landscape
architecture. It also requires that the High Line be
socially and aesthetically controlled—not to say
policed—to such a degree that it raises questions
of its ultimate authenticity and value as a model of
contemporary public space.

Whereas landscape architecture is often
called upon to disguise and soften the excesses of
architecture and engineering, the High Line has
shown clients and other designers the potential of
landscape itself to headline an act. Consequently, the
spectacle is now a powerful resource for designers
to turn to their own advantage but so too it is also
something of a Faustian bargain. For example,
designed by Thomas Heatherwick, the immanent ‘Pier
55 project in the Hudson River stretches the spectacle
of landscape toward breaking point (Fig, 7) . On the
one hand Manhattan needs more public space, on

the other, the image of a park propped up on a grid
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of giant golf tees in the midst of the Hudson river
is the kind of folly that only its patron, the media
mogul Barry Diller, could afford to take seriously.
Whether the landscape architects, Mathews Nielsen
(MNLA) can build a viable landscape in such extreme

circumstances remains to be seen.

4 Cyborgs

From a landscape architectural perspective,
one of the most memorable things the feminist
scholar Donna Haraway ever said was that “the
cyborg would not recognize the Garden of Eden; it
is not made of mud and cannot dream of returning
to dust"™”. Born of technology, the appearance
of the cybernetic-organism in the latter half
of the twentieth century challenged established
conceptions of natural bodies and their inviolability.
The cyborg is now a fitting metaphor for the entire
planet where the ecosystem, telecommunications
and infrastructure are interwoven into a new hybrid
of those old stalwarts, ‘culture’ and ‘nature’.

The aesthetic of the cyborg depends upon
the conflation of the natural and the unnatural:
the mutant growth within a ‘normal’ body in the
case of the infamous “Vacanti Mouse’ or the skin
pulled back to reveal cybernetic neurology as in the
case of the Terminator (Fig, 8) @ While one could
argue that every work of landscape architecture is
a cyborg, the intentional interplay between surface
and substrate that reveals the cyborg’s identity
is something underdeveloped in contemporary
landscape aaesthetics. The role of technology in
landscape architecture is generally, simply buried.

It is fitting that the LA River, the backdrop
for some of the Terminator’s most memorable
scenes, is one of the most challenging landscape
architectural projects being undertaken anywhere
today. Here, Laurie Olin and Frank Gehry, building
on the dogged activism of landscape architect
Mia Lehrer, are now forming the constituencies
it will take to weave a new blue and green lifeline
through LA’s concrete corpse@). The project is

not yet designed and the question we can ask in
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advance is to what degree this cyborg should recall
the ‘natural’, if at all. Should the cyborg’s surface
represent its substrate or is the surface free to
appear in any way it wants?

One project where the tropes of the cyborg
can be seen at the surface is Singapore’s ‘Gardens
by the Bay-in particular it’s so called ‘Supertrees’-
designed by Grant Associates (Fig. 9). Here, per
Haraway, the cyborg is the garden, one which flaunts
its technological nature”. In their book Landscape
Architecture and Digital Technologies Jillian Wallis and
Heike Rahmann also claim that the Supertrees offer
some significant technical innovations regarding energy
flows and thermal comfort™, This performative aspect
matters, because a cyborg without enhanced powers
of one kind or another would be merely a folly, or a
corpse. For example, Rich Haag’s Gasworks Park and
Peter Latz” Duisburg Nord are not cyborgs, they are
beautiful corpses. Now expired, and familial to us these
old monsters are laid to rest in their own landscaped
cemeteries so we can visit them on Sundays. On the
contrary, Latz’s more recent work at the Ariel Sharon
Parc, a 2 000 hm” landfill site south of Tel-aviv where
the design makes evident the ongoing process of
treating the site’s toxicity, is, at least for now, a living,
breathing cyborg,

Although the cyborg is spliced with flesh
and earth, its Cartesian dream (or nightmare) is
independence from the limitations of terrestrial
nature altogether. Whilst this would seem to be the

very antithesis of landscape architecture, when one

considers a lineage from aristocratic orangeries to
twentieth century experiments such as Walt Disney’s
EPCOT and the Biosphere II project in Arizona, it is
possible to trace a latent fascination with the creation
of landscapes as closed systems detached from the
broader ecosystem(Fig. 10). The destiny of this
cyborgian inclination will be gardens in space stations
and ultimately on other planets. The best we can
currently do in this regard is a terrarium the size of a
suitcase on the International Space Station, hooked up
to 180 sensors streaming data back to NASA 2

Back on earth however, the dream of off-planet
colonization has been most recently reenergized by the
Vice President of the UAE, Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid who has commissioned the atrchitects BIG to
design “Mars Science City’, a 17.5 hm’ compound of 5
geodesic domes designed to simulate conditions on Mars.
This second major attempt at creating a self-sustaining
closed ecosystem is being touted as “the world’s most
sophisticated building” conveniently forgetting that
the first, Biosphere 11, ended in abject failure and was
listed by TIME magazine as one the worst ideas of the

twentieth century®”".

On one level TIME magazine
is right, but on another Biosphere II failure to create a

closed self-sustaining ecosystem was prescient.

5 Digital Natures

Now, some 30 years or so since digital
technology began replacing hand drawing in design
practice, key differences between how the related

fields of architecture and landscape architecture are
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utilizing such technology are beginning to emerge.
Whereas architecture is preoccupied with how
algorithms can generate novel form, landscape
architecture is increasingly concerned with simulating
real environmental conditions in order to guide design
decisions that impact those conditions. There are two
aspects to this. The first is the ability to create or ‘mine’
one’s own data instead of just passively receiving it
from an authority, and the second is the increasing
capacity to model complex, chaotic systems such as
hydrology, ecosystems, cities and ultimately the earth
system in the fourth, not just the third, dimension. It
is early days in the emergence of the genre of Digital
natures, but the work of academic practitioners
such as Keith VanDerSys, Karen M’Closkey, Bradley
Cantrell, Justine Holzman, Sean Burkholder and Brian
Davis - all of whom are modelling fluvial landscapes,
is promising™ >’ o

The work Burkholder and Davis are doing
is important for its use of digital simulations but
also for its emphasis on materiality. Landscape
architecture has a deep affinity with the materiality
of the earth and many of its leading practitioners,
pride themselves on their knowledge of, and ability to
mold organic materials. In the fine art of landscape
architecture, the ideal is to make materials to do for
landscape what poetry does for language. Burkholder
and Davis, however, prefer shit to gold. Picking up
where Smithson left off when he wandered the
industrial ruins of Passaic in New Jersey Burkholder

and Davis’s subject is the flow of industrial sediment.
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Their Healthy Port Futures project commissioned
by the US Army Corps of Engineers foregrounds
digital modelling to predict sediment flows in the
world’s largest inland water body-the Great Lakes of
the USA and Canada. The project centers on creating
simulations to show how instead of being treated as a
useless waste product, sediment can be redirected so
as to create new landscapes of ecological and social
value. Importantly, Burkholder and Davis are muscling
their way into territory hitherto completely dominated
by engineers and building trust in a butreaucracy that
shapes the working landscapes of North America.

Although entirely the work of engineering
a remarkable example of ‘digital nature’ is the
so called ‘Sand Motor’ constructed in 2011 off
the coast of the Netherlands (Fig. 11)*1 ?. The
Sand Motor is a novel approach to coastline
protection in which sand is dumped on the beach
at a strategic location so that the littoral drift
steadily redistributes the material further along the
coast. This could only be done through predictive
modelling of the coastal system. Absent recent
advancements in computing power, such analysis
would have been previously prohibitive but now,
not only could the Sand Motor’s behavior be
accurately predicted before it was built, it is also
continually monitored-establishing a feedback loop
between the digital and the real.

The Sand Motor marks a new technological
and predictive level of human engagement with the
environment, one that will expand in both macro
and micro scales as this century unfolds. Even
if unintentionally, the sand motor is also highly
aesthetic, something Smithson might have dreamt
of. One can also imagine a scene where Professor
Marcel Stive, the overseeing engineer to the Sand
Motor’s research team, now replaces Caspar David
Friedrich’s ‘Monk by the Sea’, not to contemplate

God’s awesome creation, but rather ours (Fig. 12).

6 Indeterminism
In 1969, the year lan McHarg published

‘Design with Nature’, Robert Smithson poured glue,

concrete and asphalt down slopes in Vancouver,

Chicago and Rome®”

. Whereas time’s expression
in indeterminate geological processes was
celebrated by the earth art movement Smithson
briefly spearheaded, for McHarg, indeterminacy
in the form of natural hazards, was something
to be avoided by rational land-use planning. The
acceptance of indeterminacy in both the arts and
sciences as a productive aspect of nature has its
roots in the cultural shock of quantum physics in
the early twentieth century and sometime later the
mathematics of chaos theory which crystallized
in popular culture as the fractal psychedelia of the
Mandelbrot set (Fig. 13). Indeterminism-nature’s
inbuilt randomness-is not disorder, it is a pathway to
new forms of order.

In design culture it was OMA entry in the
Parc De La Villette design competition of 1984
that first championed indeterminacy as a welcome
agent of, rather than a threat, to design®. With an
attendant aesthetic of incompletion, indeterminacy
then dominated the finalists’ entries in the 1999
Downsview Park design competition in Toronto.
All of the finalists, one of whom was OMA, all
approached the problem of designing a major public
landscape by focusing on setting initial conditions
instead of representing a final form™. Three years
later, indeterminacy materialized as a design method
when James Corner Field Operations (JCFO) won the
Freshkills design competition with a flexible thirty-
year plan for the reformation of the world’s largest
landfill on Staten Island in New York City. Couched
in terms of an open landscape laboratory, at Freshkills
2 200 hm’ of the world’s most toxic terrain is being
restored through trial and error. That these techniques
have on occasion failed is just part and parcel of the
project’s indeterminate, experimental nature™.

Notably, as opposed to the profession’s
proclivity for lavish eco-arcadian renderings, the
original renders for Freshkills by JCFO showed a
certain aesthetic restraint. That is, the imagery of
the future Freshkills parkland reflected what could

honestly be expected the site’s injured, low budget
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ecology. As a design concept and now as a place,
Freshkills is a mirror to our world of conspicuous
consumption, a monument to the depleted landscapes
of the Anthropocene and a stark reminder of how
difficult it is to breathe life back into them.

Whilst open to the indeterminate, the landscape
of Freshkills is nonetheless expected to accrue life
through succession (Fig, 14). In that sense, the arrow
of time at Freshkills is still linear. A more radical
proposition, something more akin to Smithson
turning the history of sculpture on its head with his
pour-downs, is the renaturation of the Aire River
near Geneva by Group Superpositions, including
Swiss landscape architect Georges Descombes and
Atelier Descombes Rampini (Fig, 15)®". Here the
river is partially rerouted through a field of lozenge-
shaped earth works intended to dissolve through
erosion and reconfigure themselves over time with
the flow of the water. Here the ecological aesthetic
of the project teeters between ‘going with the
flow” on the one hand and resisting it on the other.
Whereas at Freshkills the design is expected to
build a healthier ecosystem, the power of the Aire
River project is that it is simultaneously constructing
and deconstructing itself. Embedded within
Superpositions” Aire River, there are also small poetic
references to both Rousseau and Poussin (a cherry
tree and ruins respectively), which, when taken in
the context of the whole design, suggests perhaps
that if recourse to Arcadian aesthetics is untenable,

then the spirit of romanticism lives on nonetheless.

7 Caretaking

In his recent book Overgrown: Practices
Between Landscape Architecture and Gardening
Julian Raxworthy focuses attention on ways in which
landscapes are curated over time through practices of
maintenance™. Not only does this dilate the time of
design, it radically enhances its precision and nuance.
Embedded more deeply in a place and functioning in
a manner akin to a caretaker, this approach also shifts
landscape architecture from a service industry wedded

to fast-tracked urban development, to a practice
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of iterative land stewardship. Readers can refer to
Raxworthy’s exploration of gardens by renowned
designers such as Roberto Burle Marx, Dan Kiley and
Sven-Ingvar Andersson, but here I am proposing two
others; the first is Dennis Scott’s work on Waiheke
Island in New Zealand and the second is Dan Janzen
and Winnie Hallwach’s Guanacaste Conservation Atrea
in Costa Rica. These projects are especially significant
because they expand beyond the idiosyncrasies of
gardens to larger scale conservation agendas.

While New Zealand enjoys wotldwide fame for
being ‘clean and green’, the reality is different. New
Zealand’s landscape appears green, but it has suffered
massive deforestation and loss of biodiversity over
the past few centuries at the hands of both the Maori
and Europeans. In spite of this, for the last thirty years,
landscape architect Dennis Scott has worked with the
community and the bureaucracy to nurture what was a
degraded monocultural landscape on Waiheke Island at
the peti-urban edge of Auckland back to health (Fig. 16)™.

Using McHargian suitability analysis, areas
of land that have critical sensitivity such as steep
unstable slopes, riparian zones, wetlands, remnant
indigenous bush areas and cultural features such as
archaeological sites were first identified and mapped.
These areas were then used to anchor a matrix of
land set aside for management-what Scott refers to
as “landscape commons”-interwoven with private
property. To date, more than 1.3 million plants have
been cultivated over 430 hm” of this land to mitigate
soil erosion and reinstate biodiversity, making it the
largest such project in New Zealand and a model for
the nation’s ecological restoration.

Similarly, partners Dan Janzen and Winnie
Hallwachs-both biologists from the University
of Pennsylvania-have devoted their lives since
1985 to enhancing, managing and monitoring the
biodiversity of the 165 000 hm’ landscape known
as the Area de’ Conservacién Guanacaste on the
northern coast of Costa Rica. Through negotiation
on site, and fund raising internationally, Janzen and
Hallwachs have literally grown this major national

park from scratch® . In addition to its biological
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achievements, the project is also important for
its social engagement and incorporation of local
communities in the monitoring and management
of the park.

In describing his life’s work, Janzen uses the
metaphor of the garden as opposed to wilderness
because it shifts the conceptual frame of wildlands out
of what he refers to as “exclusion unto extinction”,
and places it into the sphere of domesticity (oikology)
and work"""?, Wildland “gardenification”, as he
refers to it, involves “fencing, planting, fertilizing,
tilling and weeding ... bioremediation, reforestation,
afforestation, fire control, proscribed burning, crowd
control, biological control, reintroduction, mitigation
and much more”PPP,

Janzen and Hallwach’s garden epitomizes the
end of a certain scientific and romantic idealization of
wilderness as inherently inclined toward equilibrium
and best kept free of humans. In this way it is both a
model for actively managing existing protected areas
as well as for how we might create new conservation
areas within the thoroughly humanized landscapes
of the Anthropocene. Janzen is first and foremost a
biologist and has no ulterior aesthetic intention, but he
has described his work as “a de facto act of landscape

architecture”, an anti-aesthetic perhaps™.

8 Activism

In a similar vein to that of the Caretaker,
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an Activist mode of practice also challenges and
expands the convention of the landscape architect
as a relatively passive service provider. Generally
speaking, the activist is someone who not only
launches a political critique concerning issues of
social and ecological justice, but takes the initiative
to do something practical about it. In landscape
architectural terms this means translating virtuous
intentions into spatial practices and/or transferting
and demystifying professional knowledge so as
to empower communities. While activist working
methods take a variety of forms, they typically include
self-initiating projects, building constituencies, and
working with the non-profit and academic sector as a
well as bureaucracies and private enterprise.

Among the many who maintain practices of
activism, Anne Spirn stands out for her work with
the Mill Creek community, a poor neighborhood in
West Philadelphia®. Here Spirn has worked with
the community intermittently over a thirty-year
period, building what she refers to as ‘landscape
literacy” amongst the residents. Spirn believes
communities can find solidarity and identity in
their shared landscape which in turn has wide-
ranging health benefits. In the case of Mill Creek,
this belief provoked the partial day-lighting of the
area’s drainage patterns as a catalyst for creating
public space. As an academic, Spirn has used this

situated practice to develop her own method of
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ethnographic engagement and to inspire others.
Indeed, Philadelphia’s current Green Plan which
couples storm water management with public space
and urban blight at a whole-of-city scale is traceable
to Spirn’s original grass roots influence.

There are innumerable additional examples of
landscape architects working outside the spot-lights
of design culture who place social good before
fame and fortune. For example, Lois Brink, the
chief strategist of the Big Sandbox and founder of
‘Learning Landscapes’, specializes in designing public
school yards in Philadelphia and Denver® . Higher
profile designers such as Kate Orff (SCAPE)"
and the architects at MASS also pride themselves
on authentic community engagement and are able
to form constituencies that enable projects outside
of real estate financing to break ground@. Whereas
SCAPE is a commercial practice, MASS is a not-
for-profit practice focusing on work in Africa:
both command respect as role models of ethical
and innovative practice and both are breaking the
stereotype that deep engagement with community

means abdication of aesthetic intentionality.

9 Resilience

Activism is increasingly connected to practices
of building resilience in both communities and
ecosystems vulnerable to the negative impacts of
climate change. The word ‘resilience’ headlines
a paradigm shift. A shift from grey to green
infrastructure, from centralized to decentralized
systems, from engineering bulkheads to so called
“nature-based solutions” (Fig. 17)"”. But what is
perhaps most important, and problematic, is that
resilience also heralds a shift away from the equilibrium
of sustainability. Whilst a critique of sustainability’s
emphasis on equilibrium between nature and culture
is long overdue, its overarching aim of mitigating the
environmental crisis through ubiquitous socio-political
change should not be abandoned for resilience’s new
narrative of adaptation. If mitigation is abandoned
for adaptation then resilience is at best palliative and

at worst complicit in preserving the very systems that

created the risk in the first place. That said, resilience
is also realistic and grounds sustainability’s utopian
tendencies in the here and now of communities
experiencing deleterious environmental change. At
best, resilience is not antithetical to, but nested within
the meta-discourse of sustainability.

Resilience in the face of climate change is a
global issue taking many forms, but we can turn to the
East coast of the United States where a distinct body
of work is now incubating which puts a premium
on using landscape as the medium of protection
from, and absorption of, flood waters. The poster
child for such coastal resilience projects or so-called
‘nature-based strategies’ is the hypothetical project
titled ‘New Urban Ground’ by Susannah Drake
of DLANDstudio along with Adam Yarinsky and
Stephen Cassell of the Architecture Research Office
(ARO). Their concept of protecting the southern
tip of Manhattan against flooding with a skirt of
wetlands was commissioned for the Rising Waters
exhibition curated by Barry Bergdoll at the Museum
of Modern Art in 2010P"® . This approach to issues
of sea level rise was furthered by the recent Hurricane
Sandy Design Competition conducted under the aegis
of the Rockefeller ‘Rebuild By Design” program and
the supplementary ‘Structures of Coastal Resilience’
in which landscape architects generally assumed lead
roles in directing the case study projects”™ © .

As it has played out, the DLANDstudio
and ARO nature-based strategy for buffering
Manhattan has now morphed into something
known as the ‘Big U’ led by the architects BIG
landscape architects Mathews Nielson (MNLA)
and the Dutch resilience planner Matthijs Bouw™.
DLANDstudio’s dissolution of the coast line into
a liminal zone of wetlands has now congealed into
eight miles of earthworks and public space doubling
as a storm surge barrier wrapping around the
southern tip of Manhattan. In conversation, critics
find it disappointing that the naturalistic (ecological)
aesthetic of the DLANDstudio project has been
evidently abandoned, but what they forget is that the

seemingly ‘natural’ approach of the DLANDstudio
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proposal was itself also predicated on lifting the land
up six feet to deal with storm surge.

For a less naturalistic aesthetic of resistance
against flooding, we can always turn to the
Dutch. In this case, however, it is not to the coast
that we look to, but the inland river system that
subdivides the nation. Based on a 2002 study
which determined that the carrying capacity of the
Rhine River needed to be expanded, the so called
‘Room for the River’ project was developed as a
coordinated and integrated collection of thirty-
four projects located along rivers throughout the
Netherlands. Through dike improvement, dike
relocation, flood channels, water storage, groyne
lowering, depoldering, floodplain excavation,
riverbed excavation and removal of obstacles, the
overarching goal for the project was to increase
the nation’s riparian carrying capacity. In addition
to the pragmatism of national water management,
the project also explicitly set about creating public
amenity and making a “more attractive river

landscape”, whatever that might mean™.

10 Landscape Urbanism

Landscape urbanism is a theoretical movement
within landscape architecture that secks to replace
the building block with landscape as the fundamental
organizing device of the contemporary city. In doing
so, landscape urbanism also has the intention and to
some degree has had the effect of elevating both the
discipline and profession of landscape architecture
in the hierarchy of how cities are shaped™".

By reappraising the city through the lens
of landscape, landscape urbanism asks what an
ecological conceptualization of the city might
be and how it might practically work. Seeking
deeper structural change than greenwashing the
existing systems of the city, the answer has — for
two reasons- proven to be no simple thing. First,
landscape urbanists tend to argue that the boundary
of what is meant by ‘the city’ is now of planetary
proportion, and second; ecological vision concerns

‘seeing’ what Harvard ecologist Richard Forman
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refers to as the “invisibles” of ecological flows
and relationships™. An ecological vision of the
city then must not only draw spatial connections
between the sources and the sinks of the city, it
must also draw those connections in time; and not
just human time, earth system time. Given this, it
is little wonder that to date landscape urbanism has
struggled to find more than rhetorical form.

Its vagaries notwithstanding landscape urbanism
has nonetheless been associated a range of projects.
For example, OMA’s hypothetical Parc de la
Villette, eatly renders of Zaha Hadid’s One North
research campus in Singapore, the High-line and
Qianhai water city in the Pear]l River Delta by
JCFO, and the Lower Dons in Toronto by Stoss
have all at times been invoked as landscape urbanist
works. And while they each have relevant attributes,
none of them have been able to fully satisfy the
theory of an urbanism borne of landscape.

If not the whole city, then landscape urbanism
might be well advised to shift its focus to the peri-urban
and the city’s regional territories where landscape is the
dominant medium and where the ecosystem is most
threatened by urbanization. This focus is relevant to all
cities but particularly in the developing world where rapid
urban growth is sprawling into remnant habitat'™, There
are few models or good examples of peri-utban planning,
In the developed world, one example is Barcelona
where, building on foundational analysis and scenario
modelling by Richard Forman, the city has developed
a comprehensive, regional, landscape structure plan (Pla
territorial metropolita de Barcelona, Fig, 18)**. In the
developing world, we can also turn to the work of
David Gouverneur whose method of ‘landscape
armatures’ seeks to direct the growth of informal
settlements in the peri-urban zones of rapidly

growing, unregulated cities"*".

11 Big Plans

The Pla territorial metropolita de Barcelona is
a work of peri-urban landscape urbanism but since
it places an emphasis on securing conservation

lands at a regional scale it is also an example of

what I am referring to here as the genre of Big
Plans. By Big Plans I mean large scale planning
projects which anticipate urban growth and land
use changes whilst attempting to secure landscape
connectivity suited to biodiversity migration in the
face of climate change.

The aim of forming large-scale contiguous
tracts of habitat is written into the Convention of
Biological Diversity (CBD), to which 196 nations are
signatory. The Convention also sets targets for global
protected area"’. Currently, 15.4% of the earth’s
terrestrial surface is under some form of protection.
The 2020 CBD target is 17%. On the face of it, 1.6%
of the earth’s terrestrial surface might not seem like
much, but it equates to neatly 700 000 Central Parks,
which, when put end to end would form a landscape
corridor that runs seventy times around the planet.

In addition to protected area targets the CBD
also stipulates that protected lands must be both
representative and connected. Respectively, this
means that the 17% target should be distributed
through the world’s 867 ecoregions so as to be
“representative” of this biodiversity and that the
current array of isolated fragments of protected
areas need to be “connected” to enable species
movement. Taken together these quantitative
and qualitative aims imply the creation of green
infrastructure on a planetary scale, and the planning
and design of this network is work landscape
architects should be involved in.

Two prominent connectivity projects are
the Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative
(Y2Y) reaching from Canada to the USA and the so
called ‘Great Green Wall’ reaching across the entire
Affrican sub-continent. Founded in 1993, the Y2Y
aims to amalgamate and secure over half a million
square miles of land running 3 200 km along
America’s northwestern and Canada’s southwestern
mountainous spine  (Fig. 19). In its effort to
connect habitat across this vast region of different
land uses, the Y2Y works with and supports
over three hundred different organizations, First

Nations, private land owners, and government



entities. Landscape architects have not yet been
engaged with the massive scale of this conservation
planning, but they have been involved in the details
of wildlife crossings that forge connectivity at
crucial impasses. For example, Banff National Park
which is a part of the Y2Y has to date put in six
animal overpasses and thirty-cight underpasses'™”

More ambitious yet is the Great Green Wall
(GGW)-formally known as the Great Green Wall of
the Sahara and Sahel Initiative (GGWSSI, Fig, 20)**.
Spanning approximately eight thousand kilometers
from Senegal to Djibouti, the fifteen kilometer
deep greenbelt aims to restore degraded lands at
the forefront of the encroaching desert to combat
desertification. The idea of a wall of trees at the edge
of the Sahara and the semi-arid belt of the Sahel
was originally proposed in the 1950s, revisited in the
1980s, and again in 2002 by then-President Olusegun
Obasanjo of Nigeria. However, it was not until 2007
that the governing bodies, comprised of twenty
nations, endorsed the idea and began to undertake
the project. The Great Green Wall has evolved over
this time from a monoculture of trees to a complex
mosaic of grass roots initiatives tuned to local cultures
and degraded ecologies.

The Great Green Wall is a work in progress.
It’s progress and that of numerous others like
it depends on synergies between top down
intragovernmental planning and bottom up micro-
initiatives linked to local culture. This complicated
dynamic could be aided and abetted if landscape
architects were to be involved.

Finally, a project that bears all the hallmarks of
top-down planning and is not yet met with bottom
up reaction, is the 2008 “National Ecological
Security Patterns” (NESP) for nothing less than the
whole of China developed by Turenscape and the
Peking University Graduate School of Landscape
Architecture”™. After a long process of research,
expert workshops and (McHargian) mapping, the
NESP shows where the land should be protected
and where development can take place with minimal

negative ecological impact.
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For a profession such as landscape architecture
with its declared mandate of planetary ecological
stewardship, the NESP’s method and scope represents
a remarkable breakthrough. However, coinciding
with President Xi’s 2013 declaration that China must
transition from a GDP civilization to an ecological
civilization, it also raises many questions-not least
of all whether plans done in the name of national
ecological health administered by a centralized,
totalitarian government will overrule local culture in
the same way that big infrastructure projects couched

in terms of the national interest previously have.

12 Conclusion

Within the limited space of an essay, the
discussion and examples of each genre offered
here is a beginning not an end. While many of the
projects cited within the eleven genres are already
well known within the landscape architectural canon,
the genres into which I have placed them are less
so. Using projects to build and discuss genres as I
have begun to do here, is important because it helps
identify characteristics and issues that are intrinsic
to the discipline. As groups of projects with shared
characteristics emerge, areas of epistemological
consolidation and clarity begin to appear. This also
circumscribes and draws attention to gaps in our
knowledge and understanding of contemporary
landscape architecture, raising questions which
research can broach and demarcating territory that

practice can move into.
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Notes:

@ In unpublished conference proceedings, Wageningen
University landscape academics Kevin Raaphorst and Sanda
Lenzholzer have attempted a taxonomy of design methods in
contemporary landscape architecture. For example, they organize
contemporary methods into categories such as blueprint
design, framework concept, incentive design approaches and
evolutionary approaches. This is useful but lacks the aesthetic

specificity | am seeking with the twelve genres discussed
here. See: References[2]. Perhaps the most sophisticated
attempt to organize the field according to design philosophies
is Susan Herrington’s book ‘Landscape Theory In Design’
(Routledge, 2017) in which she categorizes projects according
to what she believes to be their theoretical underpinnings. For
example, she arrives at categories such as illusionary space,
phenomenology, palimpsest, and contested space, some of
which could correlate to the eleven genres presented here.
(@ The challenge of organizing contemporary landscape architecture
into a taxonomy was prompted by and has benefited from working
with my colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania (Frederick
Steiner, Karen M'Closkey and William Fleming) where, over the last
twelve months we have worked to curate an exhibition and book
of contemporary landscape architecture to celebrate the fiftieth
anniversary of lan McHarg's Design with Nature. Several of the
projects discussed in this essay are also included in the exhibition of
twenty-five projects titled “Design with Nature Now" which launches
at the University of Pennsylvania in June 2019. See References[4].
@ See: http://udla.com.au/people/.

@ One entry by Fionn Byrne, which received an honorable
mention, did attempt to engage with the legacy of Olmsted's
aesthetic by regrowing the original trees of the park in an
evidently mutated form (See figure 5) .

® For a full documentation of this competition see LA+
Iconoclast, Issue #10.

® McHarg's reference to “God'’s junkyard” comes from Peter
Blake's book, God's Own Junkyard: The Planned Deterioration of
America’s Landscape (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1964).
@ The Vacanti mouse was so named after its creator Dr.
Charles A. Vacanti who conducted cartilage transplantation
experiments on lab mice in the 1990s. One mouse which
had what appeared to be a human ear transplanted into its
body shocked the world when images became public.

At the time of publication, no images of the Olin-Gehry
design for the LA River have been made public.

@ For more discussion of cyborg gardens see Richard Weller, “The
Terrarium: The Ultimate Design Experiment”, LA+ 10 (Fall 2019)

For Burkholder see References[27].

@ For a more thorough description see Jan Baltissen, “The Story
of the Sand Engine: The Turbulent Process of an Innovation within
Water Management from Various Perspectives,” 2016, https://
www.dezandmotor.nl/uploads/2017/12/sand-engine-booklet-
14072016-leesbestand-digitaal.pdf.

®@ See gdfcf.org

® See Thebigsandbox.org and Learninglandscapes.org
See Massdesigngroup.org.

® References[37]Published in conjunction with an exhibition
of the same title presented at The Museum of Modern Art,
March 24, 2010-October 11, 2010

See Structuresofcoastalresilience.org

@ For a fulsome description of the Y2Y project see Harvey Locke,
“Yellowstone to Yukon Connectivity,” in Connectivity Conservation
Management: A Global Guide, ed. Graeme L. Worboys, Wendy L.
Francis, and Michael Lockwood (London: Earthscan, 2010), 161-181.

Sources of Figures:
All sketches by Richard Weller.
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