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Richard Haag: A Lover of Nature
Luca Maria Francesco Fabris

Richard Haag’s strength as both a man and a
designer lies in his independence of thought.
His wide smile is as open as his enquiring
mind; his eyes, always a-gleam with the light
of discovery, reflect an intelligence that is both
magnanimous and perceptive. Perhaps anaec-
dote is the best way of encapsulating the per-
sonality of this giant of landscape architec-
ture. The first time he took me round his most
famous work — the Gas Works Park in Seattle
- silence prevailed over words and explana-
tions. Throughout the walk, Haag seemed
much more interested in the research that had
led me to get to know his work than in talking
about his own modus operandi as a famous
teacher and architect. It took me a little time
to see that | was being given not an oppor-
tunity to hear a method described but rather
the chance to absorb the essence of a project
and of the manner in which it had been put
into effect. Experience here conveyed theory.
If 1 looked beyond the mere visible, 1 could
understand the mechanics behind things, and
from that | could then ‘abstract’ the natural
metaphysics which inspired such work.

How much of this was already part of the
young kid from Kentucky, whose father had
been a plant nursery owner and developer
of plant hybrids? True, Haag'’s relationship
with Nature must have matured over the
years, through his own attempts to under-
stand the rhythms and characteristics of the
natural world. However, | am sure that this
reverence and respect for the cycle of Nature
was something that the young man was born
with; the long period of study he spent in — a
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still somewhat mysterious — Japan soon after
the Second world War would simply develop
this innate aspect of his character.

His own personal interpretation of the Japa-
nese art of landscape is one of the key fea-
tures of Richard Haag’s work. Sometimes the
influence is explicit, sometimes it remains
more concealed. The two greatest achieve-
ments of his oeuvre — the Gas Works Park
and the Bloedel Reserve — are perfect exam-
ples of how that specific art of landscape
can be transposed. Located on a peninsula
that juts into Union Lake, the first of these
projects comprises a massive expanse of
grass, gentle rising and falling to become the
perfect setting for the bare machinery of a
gas plant — just as the moss (a symbol of the
ocean) frames the silent stones in the Zen
garden of the Ryoanji Temple (Kyoto). And in
the Bloedel Reserve, more than the Garden
of Planes (now unfortunately disfigured), the
Moss Garden exemplifies the naturalness of
the very earliest gardens; death (slowly de-
caying tree trunks) here coexists with life (in-
numerable flowers nestling amidst the damp
moss), and this juxtaposition links the appa-
rently disordered landscape with the classi-
cal image of the Eastern garden.

In each case, Haag intervenes through rede-
fining continuity. The boundary of the Gas
Works Park is not the water around it but the
horizon beyond; the ever-changing skyline
of Seattle itself becomes part of the whole
design. And on Bainbridge Island, the appa-
rently limitless Bloedel Reserve obliges one
to look inwards, to reflect upon the present
relation between humankind and Nature.
The only person to have twice received the
President’s Award for Design Excellence —
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the highest accolade of the American As-
sociation of Landscape Architects — Richard
Haag was in 1964 also the founder of the
Landscape Architecture Department at the
University of Washington in Seattle, where
he had been working since 1958. Ever since
his own graduation from Harvard, his own
career — which began in California — has re-
vealed the interaction of these two aspects
of his professional activity. And the result of
this dynamic osmosis has been not only the
establishment of a School — a veritable com-
munity — of ‘landscapers’, but also a range of
projects that have helped to define the very
appearance of the ‘Emerald City’ overlook-
ing Puget Sound.

Public spaces as designed by Haag are spac-
es to be lived in; they are veritable parts of
city life, with the vegetable and the mine-
ral interacting in a dialogue of light, colour
and surface. Very often, powerful tectonics
serve to make the landscape itself into ar-
chitecture. In every project, the space crea-
ted absorbs the temporal rhythms of Nature
- of growth, flowering and repose — to make
them its own. This means that each project
withstands time by maturing with it, without
this process leading to the loss or blurring of
the intention behind each individual detail.

Haag's designs almost always use local va-
rieties of plant. Thus, his work has created
a new language of landscape as defined by
the species of vegetation indigenous to the
north-west Pacific coast of the USA. In his
plant nursery ay Everett (just to the north of
Seattle), he breeds the shrubs and trees that
are now recognised as his signature. Just as
in the Oriental art of garden design, it is not
originality or rarity that count but rather the
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layout of the design as a whole. True, em-
phasis is placed upon the role of plant life;
but Haag never loses sight of the fact that
the space must be functional, must meet the
needs of those who use it.

In his private garden designs, Haag interprets
the site itself by allowing it to respond to ‘in-
terference’; the plants are used to create set-
tings that blend with architecture at the same
time as they reflect the personality of the gar-
den’s owner. Space may be limited here, but
these designs reflect the theory and practice
that Haag has developed over the years.

The ‘Haag formula’ is to be found on a print-
ed sheet that is pinned to the wall in his small
studio in Seattle. What it says seems so obvi-
ous that one is left a little perplexed. Howe-
ver, like all obvious things, the ‘formula’ is very
difficult to put into practice, especially in the
field of design; for as it becomes increasingly
‘cultivated’, humankind seems to specialise
in complicating things, in increasing the en-
tropy of the created world. For his part, Haag
encapsulates the correct approach to design
in just six words: ‘Space — Scale — Circulation
— Earth — Water — Plants’, combining the gene-
rative power of Nature with the volitional
nature of all human activity (an activity that
all too often proves short-sightedly incapable
of seeing the whole, and so loses itself in the
dangerous magnificence of details).

Haag's landscape architecture has always
been the equivalent of environmental plan-
ning — not simply because it involves the ap-
plication of human technologies to the envi-
ronment but because it is predicated upon
a balance between Nature and technology.
Nothing is more difficult than recreating the
alchemy of the created world. Failure is often
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just a short step away, with experimentation
the only way forward; and it takes time — a
lot of time — to transform that experimenta-
tion into experience and thence into a model
for activity. Haag, for example, was the first
landscape architect to experiment with bio-
remediation — the use of natural techniques
for the reclamation of chemically polluted
terrain — and to envisage the redevelopment
of post-industrial sites as public urban spa-
ces. All of this began with the Gas Works Park
(Seattle) in 1969, and everything thereafter is
a consequence of those first steps.

Haag works at a drawing-table that is the per-
fect example of organised chaos. All around
it are brightly coloured post-its with pencil
jottings of words and ideas — short notes that
give a very precise idea of the man, the de-
signer and the artist. One among the many
that struck me was this warning by Voltaire:
“Don’t let the perfect become the enemy of
the good” — another clue that helps one to
understand the work of this great American
landscaper.

In all the years that he has been teaching
and working as a landscape architect, Rich-
ard Haag has never published a collection
of writings on his ideas regarding theory and
practice - ideas which he has, however, di-
scussed with great enthusiasm and generosity
in numerous lectures throughout the world.
Similarly, he has never gathered together all
of his projects and designs in a single cor-
pus; nor has he wanted anyone else to do so.
Combining texts and images, this monograph
is the first in the world to recount the history
of a studio — Richard Haag Associates — that
has and continues to have such influence not
only within the United States but wherever
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people have taken landscape architecture as
a key point of reference in their approach to
environmental planning. And the honour of
producing this monograph has fallen to me,
a European researcher and architect. It is a
sizeable responsibility - and an enormous
source of satisfaction.

Amongst the Haag Associates’ numerous
projects, this book covers 26 from a period
spanning more than 50 years. This half-cen-
tury of history is recounted using images and
photographs that are often being published
for the first time; clearly marked by the pas-
sage of time, numerous of these illustrations
were originally produced as working docu-
ments, as studies that were never intended
for publication. A private archive, now at
University of Washington, Seattle, Special
Collections Library, is thus being made pu-
blic, to become an instrument for use in a
very special kind of work: landscape archi-
tecture, which Richard Haag notes, with both
amusement and unshakeable confidence, “is
the only profession that embraces Nature as
a lover”.

Milan, July 2010









