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American landscape architecture in the 1980s was only hesitant-
ly emerging from a grasp by ecology that had seriously damp-
ened aspirations for landscape design as a creative enterprise.
While science and art comprise the two components of the dis-
cipline and profession, for over a decade science had prevailed.
Due in large part to the influence of lan McHarg’s epochal book
Design with Nature, first published in 1969, landscape practice
privileged planning over invention, and analysis over creativity.
When Martha Schwartz entered the scene around the middle of
the decade, her work landed like an aerial bomb that blasted the
greenery still being planted in the “naturalistic” clumps so dear
to those following in the tradition of Frederick Law Olmsted.

It may have been her background in art rather than horticul-
ture, or perhaps her wayward personality, but from the earliest
published project—a garden limned with bagels, of all things—
Schwartz’s ideas drove a wedge into the profession’s compla-
cency. Against her personal claims of legitimacy for this small
work, a flood of retorts asserted that: “This (i.e. bagels in a line)
was not landscape architecture.” But perhaps soon thereafter,
each of the disclaimers was forced to pause for a moment and
consider: “Well then, just what is landscape architecture?” At
the very least, her instigating any reconsiderations of practice
constituted a significant contribution to landscape architecture
in the United States and, to some degree, even abroad.

From the start Schwartz’s practice has straddled the fine line
between art and environmental design—not that the two ap-
proaches should be, in any way, incompatible. In most cases,
of course, an address of program, site and climate immediately
qualifies the project as “design”. But a certain errant attitude
toward form and space, her rejection of naturalism, and a re-
sourceful investigation and use of materials, nudge the meter
closer to art practice. In Schwartz’s own mind, the two were
neither independent nor oppositional.
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The 1980s work was colored by a plethora of instant landscapes
that accompanied instant developments, at times for housing,
more often for commerce. The golden frogs in the Rio Shopping
Center in Atlanta, Georgia, drew upon the elements of the Amer-
ican vernacular landscape but elevated them to higher aesthetic
provinces through their arrangement in a grid—an ordering that
was so much a hallmark of minimalism in art and modernism in
architecture.

Using mirrored gazing balls and other common elements from
the American backyard, the ugly and ordinary—as described

by the architect Robert Venturi—became the elegant and ex-
traordinary in their new contexts and structure. Again, criticism
attacked the playfulness and outré nature of Schwartz’s work.
The claims that this was not landscape architecture. Over time,
however, the arguments weakened considerably and in time
almost disappeared.

Seen from a position beyond the drafting room, the early partner-
ships—first with Peter Walker, and later Ken Smith and David
Meyer—were mutually influential and times of fecund exchange.
The Schwartz-Walker landscapes were strictly ordered, often
structured by grids and fields of lines yet energized by a certain
playfulness. The Linear Marina Park in San Diego, California,
joined the railroad beds, avenue, and pedestrian ways within

a greater “serape” pattern—in effect, reconfiguring the infra-
structure as a vital element of the design. The exchanges with
Ken Smith, one might suggest, reinforced the pop nature of the
office’s production, with David Meyer keeping things in check
and contributing to the materiality and detailing of the realized
projects. Their collaboration on the Yorkville Park in Toronto
demonstrated a capability for addressing—simultaneously—art,
locale, and behavior. Schwartz left those associations behind
and moved on, opening her own office, first in Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, and lastly in London.

Reviewing the impressive portfolio of realized projects one
observes a fascination with synthetic as well as living materials.
One would venture, however, that to Schwartz the question is
not a reliance on any single material or medium, but instead a
concentration on the idea behind the design and the ultimate
perception of the landscape as realized. Each medium has its
values, each its effect. But only rarely, if ever, has any design
been based on plants of some characteristic species, as works
by landscape architects deeply rooted in horticulture might. In-
stead, like Dostoevsky, she believes that “punishment should fit
the crime.” What is appropriate? What is most effective? What
feels right? Perhaps Martha Schwartz Partner (MSP)’s most
brilliant use of plants is found at the landscape that surrounds—
and mounts—the Swiss Re offices in Munich, Germany. Here

the design intermixes plants and minerals in a series of themed
gardens that carpet the understory of the building on four sides,
each articulated with varied colors in planting and rocks—culmi-
nating in the vines that climb the facades of the buildings and lit-
erally root the architecture in the landscape. Each stripe is made
up of a single plant species or inert mineral such as crushed
colored glass or gravel. Through the seasons each of the quad-
rants rises to prominence. In the red quadrant, as the office
describes it: “the Euonymus elates is a blaze of red in autumn,

a field of bulbs blooms with a dazzling red in the spring, and
shrubs provide red berries in winter.” Of the landscapes relying
more completely on synthetic materials, Plexiglas appeared to
great effect in the landscape for the Kitagata housing estate in
Gifu, Japan, completed in 2000. All the housing blocks were de-
signed by women, as well as the landscape. The central pavilions
sheathed in polychrome acrylic lent splashes of nuanced color
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to the grey and silver housing units and filtered brilliantly tinted
light to those seeking refuge and pleasure within the pavilions.
While synthetic products played a key role, living materials com-
pleted the palette that added color and life to an otherwise gray
architectural ensemble.

Throughout her career Schwartz has continued to simultaneous-
ly wage war on at least three fronts. First, was her campaign to
operate as an artist as well as landscape architect. In a profes-
sion increasingly dominated by science, analysis, and academic
research she has staunchly maintained a position rooted in cre-
ative response. As an educator and lecturer, she has considered
both process and product but has stressed the importance of
what we ultimately experience in actuality, emotionally and psy-
chologically. The invention, manipulation, and play with forms,
color and materials, has remained a central interest.

Then there was her identity and stance as a woman. In the early
decades of the twentieth century, a number of notable women
maintained active and significant practices in landscape archi-
tecture, although their number to some degree dwindled during
the war years. In the decades that followed, as the organization
of landscape offices turned from the sole practitioner or part-
nership to those more corporately structured, the individuality,

if not presence, of women diminished. Without doubt, in the
United States several outstanding practices are centered on
women, while other women serve as associates or partners in
larger offices. However, few (if any of them) have maintained an
equally high profile as Martha Schwartz, although they may have
actually realized more landscapes. Schwartz’s battles securing
tenure at Harvard also illustrate the residual attitudes still affect-
ing women in landscape architecture, and testify to her resolve
and willingness to tackle the establishment when required. This
may be one of the reasons she has been successful in executing
projects in China and other countries. She has also remained
the eternal provocateur, first as an enfant terrible, and now as a
terrible, as the French say, “of certain older age”.

Over time the approach, sophistication, and scale of the com-
missions have all increased. In some ways the earliest work,
more art oriented, applied ideas to the site in a gut response
executed with a certain aesthetic independence. Later works,

in contrast, have drawn more from the site, transforming the
pre-existing conditions into a new landscape that responds to
the stipulations of the design brief. Maturity has set in. MSP
projects of the 1990s, like Exchange Square in Manchester,
England, demonstrate the ability of landscape architecture to re-
invigorate a site fallen into decline, in this case one tainted by an
act of terrorism. Yet in other places, often in other lands, the site
lay as a vast plane—not exactly a tabula rasa, of course, given
the existing soil, topography, and climate, but with few outstand-
ing features upon which to hang a design. In these instances a
formal statement becomes more valid and the structure more
prominent. In some urban projects a matrix of greenery and
paving may join—and to some degree soften—a set of high-rises
despite the limitations of a landscape constructed on a concrete
slab. The plaza fronting the courthouse in Minneapolis, Minneso-
ta, referred more specifically to the state’s landscape, using the
trunks of native trees as seating and mound-forms suggestive
of the drumlins of Minnesota’s glacial landscape. In the first
instance, the approach was more architectural, more applied to
the world of construction, more polite and more reliant on geom-
etry. The allusions were specific and local, The transformation of
natural or architectural references into new forms is key; there
has never been any attempt to replicate a “natural” landscape.
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The dimensions of many projects have grown exponentially over
time. When one compares tiny works like the early Splice or
Bagel gardens with expansive waterfront schemes and housing
developments for hundreds of thousands of inhabitants, the
nature of the differences and the differences in their natures
become evident. One now witnesses in the designs a greater
acknowledgment and understanding of the panoply of conditions
that shape a landscape and the knowledge necessary to ad-
dress the full range of design considerations. While the work of
MSP today always maintains a noticeable identity. The complex
network of factors that comprise today’s landscape practice
enriches rather than diminishes the resulting landscape. Con-
sultants are required; the process is more complicated and more
collaborative. While on some projects the architecture seems to
lead, the landscape integrates buildings with the greater habit-
able environment of which the buildings are only a part. It is no
wonder that many, if not most, of these larger works are located
in China. The population is immense; the economy offers the fi-
nancial means; the lands is available, as is the will to look toward
the future rather than return to the past. These conditions have
provided a situation open to creativity and innovation, in form
and space as well as method. Given the vast differences in scale,
economic resources, location, and time frame the question is:
How can a landscape architect maintain a consistent stance
from art installations to town plans?

To me, the answer has been a consistent use of abstraction. Ab-
straction, because of its simplification or distance from specific
reference, is often considered as a quality divorced from reality.
This is not the case, at least not historically. The origin of the
word derives from the Latin term “to draw from”. One begins
with the conditions of a particular situation and from it one
draws what is key, what is pertinent, what needs to be reformed,
reshaped, or at times intensified. For example, one may abstract
topography or vegetal forms as a basis for patterns and order.
From the existing conditions one devises an approach, albeit
incorporating an existing design vocabulary that is personal and
particular. One draws from and applies to, and by this manner
Schwartz’s design vocabulary, while to some degree consistent,
has continued to evolve—at times applying a choppy biomorphic
line we might call “bio-cubic”, or smooth curves that suggest
flows; or forms more staid where the situation, normally urban,
calls for restraint.

Quite unusually for most landscape architects, Schwartz’s prac-
tice still embraces both the macro and micro scales, with pro-
jects that range from large scale site planning to the diminutive
art installation, several of which have been collaborations with
Allison Dailey. Outstanding among these is “City and Nature”,

a perceptual labyrinth for a garden show in Xi’an China which
manipulated physical passage with visual enigmas that result
from periodic shifts in transparency and reflection. The materi-
als were vernacular and timeless: grey brick, willows, one-way
mirrors, and bronze bells. If the materials were common, the con-
figuration was radical. Here the artist also served as perceptual
psychologist and social scientist, not to mention a wizard who
conjured surprise and delight. Where public art is often an alien
artifact inserted into a place, landscapes such as these become
new things characterized by an inextricable link with the site and
insights into human behavior often lacking in work by artists less
familiar with public space.

Martha Schwartz has noted that when she entered graduate
landscape studies at Harvard she was told that art and land-
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scape do not mix; that “good” landscape should appear natural,
as if untouched by human hands; that ecology produces its own
forms and lacks an aesthetic; that one must choose: be an artist
or make viable landscapes as a landscape architect. You can’t
have both. Through thirty years of practice, she and her collabo-
rators—in what she called her “gypsy” practice, with the location
of its offices shifting over time—have confronted and all but ne-
gated those precepts. The work always possesses an identifiable
form; it is not nature as it was. Landscapes rooted in ecology
can have an aesthetic; a new landscape must understand natural
processes but has no requirement to mimic natural forms. That
design and its realization can actually ameliorate a troubled
situation. And most of all, that while supporting both natural and
human existence, “good” landscape can also delight. And she
has even dared to propose, as a desirable goal, the pursuit of
that elusive and much derided word, beauty.

Marc Treib
Professor of Architecture Emeritus
University of California, Berkeley
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This is an important book for our practice. It represents a
compendium of work that spans from 1979 to our most recent
projects: a period of over thirty years. During what has been a
significant period for me, the profession of landscape architec-
ture has also undergone a metamorphosis that | could never
anticipated and one which continues to transform in response to
global realities.

As landscape architecture engages with this world as a place

of accelerating change, my activities have been propelled on

a continuous journey into unchartered waters and on a trajec-
tory that constantly requires adaptation and new responses.
Through my landscape practice, | engaged with this world of
wonder and adapted to its alterations with a studio model that,
like a dandelion seed, floats along the currents of the wind. In
this sense, our office has travelled from place-to-place, touching
down as we re-established ourselves at various points in time
and in consecutive locales. Boston was the first location founded
upon my earliest work; building art installations as manifestos
that challenged traditional landscape architectural conventions.
New York followed, where the first commission by Arquitectonica
determined the focus of work for a “real” project. In San Francis-
co, subsequently, we continued to do small but highly imaginable
landscapes, working with developers on extremely tight budgets,
who, nonetheless, wanted to do interesting work. It was in Cali-
fornia that our first international commission was won and work
in Japan opened up to us.

This kind of “gypsy” practice continued when | returned to Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, in 1992 to begin teaching at the Harvard
Graduate School of Design, where | still teach today. It was at
this point we also became more involved with public work in the
USA, as well as in Europe, because they were demonstrating
more interest in the existence of a “public ream”. This was a
concept and a commitment that America had yet to embrace.
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Thus, due to the popularity of our plaza in Manchester in 1996,
we were drawn to Europe where there was greater receptivity to
the value of public space and we were able to locate a fledg-
ling office in London 2005. The move to London meant we were
closer to the European community, where mayors were aware

of the value that public realm landscape contributed to keeping
their cities competitive. Furthermore, investment in public space
was very much part of an urban culture that accepted design
and art in the landscape as fully compatible. Equally exciting and
inspiring was the fact that the Europeans, in comparison to the
US, were far more advanced in environmentalism, to the point
where they had moved to the scale of “healthy” cities whereas in
the US they had just begun to become interested in green roofs.
This conducive atmosphere provided opportunities to work and
learn in a more environmentally aware culture that also had a
long urban history: it was like being in heaven for me. The prox-
imity of London to Europe and the Middle East, plus the fact that
London was becoming an international financial hub that drew
top professionals and clients to propose work on foreign soils
also benefited us. As a result, we worked heavily in Europe and
the Middle East from 2004 to 2009.

We now find ourselves working prolifically in China which has
many challenges and affords many new stimulating opportuni-
ties. We encounter the transformation that China is undergoing
at every turn and some of the dystopic tendencies as well. Yet
China produces such rapid learners that they will soon be a
source of global leadership in climate change and environmental
legislation. Their people are open to new ideas and unafraid of
change making China a place of cultural and youthful vitality

as well as ambition. As landscape architects, in this large new
market, there is a phenomenal opportunity for us to help bring
more environmentally friendly, pedestrian-based city planning
into the awareness of the development community, making it a
great time and place for the profession of landscape architec-
ture. To complement our work in China, we have a small office in
Shanghai that helps us to translate the Chinese culture and to
get our work built. So, our gypsy practice continues to wander
around the globe into new areas across the world to serve those
who call on us to do what we do: design iconic and sustainable
landscapes that people love, interact with and that will create
value at many levels.

My personal background started with knowing nothing about the
profession when | randomly decided to attend graduate school
in landscape architecture in 1974 after spending my childhood
and undergraduate years in art schools. My reason for choosing
landscape architecture was unsophisticated except that | knew

I wanted to learn how to build big art. | was an avid follower of
the “Earth Works” artists who came into the art-world spotlight
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. | was enamoured with artists
such as Michael Heizer, Richard Long, Walter de Maria and Carl
Andre who created works that went outside the gallery and were
built in landscapes of America’s southwest. They were heroic
works integrated and resonating with the landscapes in which
they were situated. They were also bell-weathers of the explod-
ing environmental movement making us aware of the beauty

of these landscapes by allowing us to see it through a new

and contemporary lens. This was also the first time that “site
specific art” entered our vocabulary. | knew | wanted to do art
that interacted with a specific site and use the urban context
for artistic exploration. | considered that entering landscape
architecture was a reasonable way to explore these ideas but |
quickly surmised that myself and one other person were the only
two with a background in fine arts in our class of thirty. In that
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first year of graduate school, | was taught five important things
that deeply influenced my subsequent position in the field:

(1) A “good” landscape was a landscape that did not show the
hand of man;

(2) There is no connection between art and landscape;

(3) There is no connection between having an environmental
agenda and making art: one had to choose between the two;
(4) If you are part of building, you are also part of the problem;
(5) Ecology does have an aesthetic.

| did not agree with any of these “important” statements, in fact
| have spent the last thirty plus years using these preconceived
ideas about what a landscape “should” be as a spring-board
for the work that we do in our practice. | have approached the
field from an artist’s stance and to question, and subvert the
status-quo to arrive at new propositions. | see the landscape as
an artist’s medium, with a set of materials to work with; earth,
water, sky and living plants, as well as any other materials that
are necessary for self-expression. With these materials and a
good imagination, landscape architecture can be a cultural art
form like sculpture, painting, dance or architecture.

An environmental ethos that underpins any landscape work and
makes it a function is included within this idea of the artist’s
medium as well that a built landscape must engage with and
embrace people as part of its role: it is not a static device.

Our living behaviour, psychology, culture and society must be
included as part of any comprehensive idea of urban ecology

if we are to produce sustainability. This idea is reflected in the
dialectic between man (bad) and nature (good) as an old one;
but when played out within the realm of “landscape” it becomes
even more fuelled by our own distinct images and mythologies
held by individual cultures, many of which clash fiercely when
confronted with the facts of our rapid urbanization. Without clari-
ty that we construct the landscapes and the nature in which we
live, that they are produced, then landscape will continue to be
trivialized to perform as romantic remnants of a beloved image
about which we fantasize but in reality has no resemblance to
the actual environments in which we work and live. These fan-
tasies of nature, that we carry close to us, like a beloved teddy
bear, prevent us from acting realistically and strategically. This
only deepens the crisis in which we appear powerless to stop
the environmental and visual degradation that has become our
world in the 21st century.

The importance of this environmental effort is tandem with

the realization that we all live within limited resources and the
profession has expanded greatly within the last 30 years in
response. We are the green profession, par excellence, so our
voices are louder and our skill sets are needed now more than
ever. We are making progress in helping people to understand
that we must go beyond the garden to understand the urban
landscape as a functioning and muliti-layered system that un-
derpins the building of cities. Human health and a good quality
of life for people results from these healthy and environmentally
functional landscapes especially as cities densify that allow for
more efficiencies of resources making the man-made islands
(cities) more desirable.

Living in cities also allows for more effciencies of resources,
so the conundrum exists: how do we assist people living on
dense, man-made islands (cities) to live in a way that is most
environmentally friendly, low-carbon and creates a high quality
of life? The answer is to build cities that are based on sound
ecological planning and to design these cities for people.
Without putting these two goals foremost and together, we can
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never reach global sustainability. There are simply too many
people living in urban environments to neglect the human part
within the sustainability equation. For optimum effectiveness,
cities plans must be on an environmentally based master plan
where low-carbon/renewable energy goal along with the creation
of environments where human scale, needs and communities
are created. Uses must be intermingled to lessen the pressure
on transport. In other words, people must come before traffic
planning.

Within the texture and scale of a city, we must go back to those
environments that are nurturing to our human needs and behav-
iors. The neighborhood is a walkable domain where it is possible
to shop, make important social connections, and walk or bicycle
to work instead of being isolated in towers and dependent upon
cars. People should be able to easily and safely cross roads and
not be overwhelmed by the speed, noise and pollution of cars.
Neighbourhoods are connected to other neighbourhoods and
districts with tree-lined pedestrian-scaled sidewalks and bike-
lanes, which in turn, t into a larger environ- mental framework
and infrastructure. Important for their quality of life, people need
to shelter and delight from the stresses of city life within mul-
tiple green and open spaces. Lastly, people strive to nd beauty
within their lives. All of these characteristics will help to create
healthy cities where people will choose to live. A well-design,
landscape-driven master plan is our biggest hope of creating
this kind of sustainable environment.

In Landscapes for People, written by Garrett Eckbo in 1950,
Eckbo focused on the relationship between creativity in the land-
scape and social interactivity, a topic that has been left out the
recent discourse in landscape architecture. In our desire

to expand beyond the site-scale and deal with landscapes at

an urban scale, we seem to have lost sight of the human scale
and the value we can create through the connections we make
between each other through the emotional content expressed

in art and design. Garret Eckbo and Lawrence Halprin, two of
our founding fathers of the modern profession of landscape ar-
chitecture, were humanists. They understood that we must keep
our focus on people while living in balance with nature,

and create places that will be loved, embraced and of cultural
importance. This debate has evolved due to the expansion of the
breadth of our profession. We should, theoretically, be capable
of designing at all scales. However, while we must deal with
urbanism at a larger scale and should learn to integrate informa-
tion and form multi-layered strategies to solve complex urban
issues. We must not forgo the importance of physical design at
the human scale. At this scale human expression will be found
and care about detail, all of which will broadcast quality to the
user. People will see whether care has been taken to create a
place. This, in turn, will be absorbed in one’s esteem and iden-
tity. This all happens at a human scale, and people will know if
the site has been designed with respect, humor and individuality.
At the human scale a design can tell a story, create meaning,
connection and create value to the people who come in contact
with a space. Without a design that people value, we cannot
achieve sustainability.

Quality design is essential to creating an environment that
people will respond to. Art is the foundation for all design. Art-
ists are the researchers of the visual realm and reflect what is
immediate and topical in any culture. Design and art are in close
conversation and are capable of expressing ideas and a means
of communicating on an intellectual and emotional level. Howev-
er, it is through our emotions that we most strongly connect to



