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The Long and Winding Path

Kathryn Gustafson Re-Shapes Landscape Architecture
Aaron Betsky

It is not about flowers. It is not about emptiness. It is about
shape. Kathryn Gustafson and her various collaborators on
two continents bring landscape architecture back to its most
basic act: that of shaping the land. That does not mean that
she does not use plants and planting, nor that she ignores the
sequencing of open space that is so essential to the success
of the designed landscape. It is just that the plants never
dominate, while the abstract volume is never left alone. In every
design, there is a shape: a bulge, a curve, a splay, a rise or just
a gate that defines the landscape as having a substance all its
own. For Kathryn Gustafson, landscape is a physical material
that she molds in order to reveal something about the place,
add something new, and blend nature and invention into a
seamless whole. In so doing, she allows stories about the land
and our intervention in that base material on which we have
erected our artifices to be revealed.

Gustafson's work would not be possible if it were not for the
changed nature of landscape architecture, however. It is not
just that she has invented a new way of treating the landscape,
but that she has drawn on recent innovations in the discipline
and has exploited the expanded field on which it operates.
The sites and scales of the designed landscape have become
vastly larger, but so have the situations in which clients deem it
appropriate to ask landscape architects to operate. There is no
limit to where this can lead:"If there s sky, it's mine," Gustafson
is fond of saying.

While Gustafson's work does offer a particular and defined
experience, it is never a hortus conclusus or even a bounded
garden in any traditional sense. The traditional notion of
landscape architecture restricts the operation of the designer
to a defined and demarcated field, hemmed in by walls and
fences. If there is a wider vista, that is, significantly, a "borrowed
landscape," whether in the Japanese tradition of a sequence
of scales moving from the miniature trees within the garden
to the "real" trees beyond that, or in the English park tradition
of agricultural land that is used to continue vistas. In the end,
ownership and use patterns restrict the realm of landscape
architecture.

By contrast, the more formal, Italian and French, tradition
in landscape architecture remains resolutely enclosed within
its own geometry. The aim there is to make a complete space
that conforms to an abstract notion of order laid on the land
with little or no regard for the particularities of place. Here the
garden is an alternative to the real world, in which every plant
or flower can have a particular significance, the climate itself
is sometimes altered, and there are no direct references to the
world beyond the pleasant outdoor realm. What both traditions
have in common is their treatment of the garden or designed
landscape as an isolated artefact. Even with the expansion
of what had been a private pursuit interior to the realm of
the wealthy owner of a palace or country retreat into public
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parks and open spaces in the late 18th and 19th centuries,
the space of the designed landscape remained a defined and
enclosed one. The walls around Central Park in New York and
the London squares, but also the radical difference almost all
designed exterior spaces enacted between their areas and their
surroundings, continued the notion that landscape architecture
makes an artificial fantasy interior with natural means. The
fusion of many of the traditions of both romantic and rational
design in modernist landscape architecture only reinforced
this sense of controlled fantasy, replacing flowing forms with
floating planes and rigid geometries with a collage aesthetic of
overlapping fragments.

There are, of course, other traditions evident in landscape
architecture, but they are ones that have been recognized only
recently. Again, these can be divided roughly into two kinds,
one of which sees the landscape as a more rational domain,
while the other sees it as a romantic escape. However, both
are tied in fundamental ways to that which is not visible in the
landscape, but connects it to much larger physical and social
structures. This secret history of landscape architecture would
contrast the planning, building and expression of infrastructural
elements with the discovery of existing landscapes as a form
of landscape architecture. It is, in other words, the domain of
engineers on the one hand, and the flaneur, voyager, vagabond
or tourist on the other.

In the former tradition, the landscape comes into being
as a designed entity by the intersection of a built extrusion
of the artificial world of the city with what we can, perhaps
only retroactively, call nature. The line of the aqueduct, the
road, the canal or, later, the train tracks, the march of high
tension electricity pylons and the engineering works that bring
fresh water into the city and sewage out, all have a clear and
sculptural form that does not so much create an environment
as it allows us to measure, put into perspective and come
to a clear relationship with what is otherwise just endless
and undifferentiated land. Though these pieces were rarely
designed to create a pleasing rhythm or appearance (at least
until the early 19th century), they had an effect that can only be
called aesthetic. By providing a point of perspective, a frame or
a line of reference, they allowed nature to become a picture that
could be enjoyed.

With the tearing down of city walls and defensive works, this
infrastructure entered into the city, at times taking on the task of
making space as well as providing a service. Such was certainly
the case, for instance, in the integrated design of roads, canals,
sewage systems and metropolitan railroad tracks in Vienna,
under the direction of Otto Wagner and, twenty years later, in
Chicago, at the instigation of Daniel Burnham.

Those public spaces that are not parks or squares, but roads
or other linear interruptions of the city grid that also serve aims
such as transportation, took on a quality that combined the
heroic and no-nonsense scale of engineering projects with
the tradition of differentiating public space so that it would be
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recognizable. In the 20th century, this engineering aesthetic
reached its apotheosis in the non-urbanized landscape as the
tendrils of the city took the shape of gigantic dams, levees,
bridges and tunnels. Here, for the first time, infrastructure took
on a consciously designed shape, a sculptural presence that
provided a stock of symbolic imagery. Landscape architects and
thinkers such as lan McHarg then posited this as the discipline's
central task.

One could equally well argue that it was not so much that
infrastructure became more designed (though this certainly has
been the case in an almost unbroken line leading towards more
and more self-conscious design for the last two centuries), but
that what we think of as a designed landscape has changed.
Once artists and writers were confronted with the modern
metropolis in the 19th century and once they, moreover,
realized that it could not in the end be tamed, they began to
find beauty exactly in its uncontrollable force, as well as in our
heroic confrontation with its immeasurable scale. The fact that
infrastructure was so ignorant of its effect on the land or the
city, and offered an at times absurd alternative to the measured
and comprehensible orders of the visual field, made it a sublime
alternative.

We tend to think of such landscape forms as existing outside
of the city, but the urban environment also took on sublime
qualities, at least for artists. Soon it was exactly the messy, the
dark and the huge that fascinated painters in Paris and writers
in London. The train station sheds of which the Impressionists
were so fond, the dark alleys where the life of the city happens
in the works of Dickens and the Russian novelists, and the
undetermined suburban realm where Henry James's or
Theodore Dreiser's characters move offer quite literally different
vistas. They are places where the land is formed by an almost
incomprehensibly wide array of forces, many of them of a
technological kind that are seen as beautiful exactly because
they are so varied and beyond our understanding.

What is essential here is that it is only the narrative of
exploration, the continuous experience of the viewer or reader,
and the fragmentary nature of such spaces that makes them
into what | would insist on calling a form of designed landscape.
By describing what otherwise is not noticed, the artist turns
what is as unformed as nature into a coherent environment
with its own features and logic. The difference is that this
realm is not isolated from the world around it, but embedded
in it, appearing outside of the narrative only as isolated and
meaningless fragments. The heroic and sculptural forces that
had been posed in the landscape here dissolve into the city,
leaving it to the user, if she or he is alert enough, to uncover
that landscape through the markers it leaves behind.

This is not to say that such embedded or virtual landscapes
exist only in the darkest reaches of the city. They are also the
picturesque and linear worlds described by the green lines next
to major roads on tourist maps, the vistas of the American West
that shape the western or "oater", and the routes that describe
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a connection between places of either secular or religious
tourism. Such virtual landscapes have deep roots in the worlds
of vagabonds, travelers and pilgrims, who created a coherence
not just in their tales, but also in marks on trees and heaps
of stone along the road, but, as J. B. Jackson was fond of
pointing out, it was not until mobility intersected with aesthetic
appreciation in the middle-class culture of the 19th century that
it really can be called a coherent, if often latent, landscape.

Lately, the continuous landscapes of the engineer and the
vagabond have tended to approach each other in the design,
for instance, of freeways that try to answer to both the call for
efficiency and aesthetic pleasure (as in Lawrence Halprin's
designs for the 1-280 in California), but also in art-making
practices that either document the most engineered landscape
(think, for instance, of the photographs of Andreas Gursky or
Richard Misrack), or that literally install themselves as lines in
the landscape, as in the work of Christo and Jeanne-Claude,
Robert Smithson or Richard Serra. This is where all the
landscape traditions come together, as Rosalind Krauss pointed
out thirty years ago: as artworks in the expanded field.

| would argue that Kathryn Gustafson, along with a few of
her contemporaries in both the United States and Europe, has
assimilated all four of these traditions (romantic and rational
landscape design; engineered infrastructure and narrative
exploration), as well as their confluence in certain forms of art,
and transformed them back into a form of landscape design
that defines itself as distinct and focused, but not isolated and
compelling. It is landscape architecture as a way of making a
space that makes us aware of the land and our shaping of it.

There is an important strain in Gustafson's work that is purely
sculptural. This is most evident in her earliest large-scale work,
such as the "Meeting Point" project in Morbras, of 1986, and her
various landscapes for corporate clients such as Shell during
that same period in France. In Morbras, the infrastructural
intervention in the landscape (a new reservoir) becomes the
opportunity for creating an undulating and sensual shape out
of closely cropped grass-covered mounds. Bringing to mind
the work landscape architects such as George Hargreaves
were producing at the time, it also echoes in Gustafson's own
work, as in the recent project for a highway entry into the city of
Marseille. Here the work is almost completely abstract, and also
closely aligned with the making of lines in the landscape. These
lines become independent forms without removing themselves
from the scene. At times, Gustafson even makes infrastructure
itself, as she did in designing the bridge at the Costa Mesa
shopping mall and in the EDF pylons for the French electricity
company.

The opposite tendency in Gustafson's work is to create a
narrative that flows through the existing landscape. Moments
that are fragments of traditional garden and park typologies,
such as herb gardens, fountains and shaped fields or gazons,
are strung together along paths that both use and quite often
accentuate topographical site differences. Here her works share

MEW, MEHAILTFEARSMZ I, BRNGEHEXFEE
BEMIZEAGHIZITRASN, Gl EFESZ N
YO R R BIZ T RN A E B A R REDFSR B HIZ T

HHIE AR ERPEE—MERWIZIT AR, BIERER
FTRFEHNSERZH, (bt FEEHS ENEES2ENS
¥, flnERRE. AIBRAXEER S Gazons, #H—Li
INRERTE—RE, IXUE/NERBER] HRER, thit— SHEET
WHRAARRE., EXE, wiERE—EREE L5Yves Brunier
FERTHRNREAR, HHEXFERPX—SZHRES
ESE R A TR 7 R E S R — BRI RHEE EER ELHAD
E, BZHREART, diiBXFTEXI2EBET—1MRE
BERNZF— “REHENRE” . IALENENAEE
NEE— N EEBREANAOCRENEZT, 0 “KEHEEL”
“SHE—IRERT" . HEEXFGHESEINR, FiLsk
%%ﬁﬁ%%,%k&%%ﬁﬁZﬂ%i XK, XEB
TR BEZ R | T FE M, BETHIINRNERKTfEE
MBI, XERIZiITHERAHRINNES, EtEH
ERPREHMPRERS| T —LLitiFE, FERAGEHH
BXFAHBHATINEETUE—ITRBOEBERNSWHE, mER
HERTENEENEBNTER.

XM MEREREGHMAIIEE, RELENEN
THRETEHNEN, AR —ERXRRMEXEANEREAE
FrR5|, XEHSEETHRNNZE, B TRRMEMTE
FXEHERATUBEANBZHNEENEY ., EXFEKXSH
BERINAREER2001FEAHIHE LMK ZERIEWIER
SHERMSEN /MG, X “BTRESEN" BREMN—0. —F¥%
W2 L R NEES| S M EMNEEERHFEEMF, MMk
AMITRBRXBREMRE, BS5XKEHKZSHEBM R HIE
BAXUE, {ERENSE T ERAEIX A,

HHERZ KL FR TREANMRAGENEERZNE
H/NE, BREREXFAMTRESE—NHFRP, AoHEH
BXAMTESEMEETNRFBIEES. BENTEHHE
HIMAE S ETIE R FR2003FE AR - BF #EMcCaw HallfE
REFERERERMNIEITH, EXMEITF, BRESEK
T—IEREES, ARSI HEME THE, BIHEFE, E
HRATEREZN—ES . L RIFTRITHRESE — A ER
AEE, F—FEESUTEN, FEUTH TEMHEUNAE
HESE, XEFEMEREZMNTFHFRERS ., FntE
E2004FETELAEFEAMEN—E 5. U—EXEFEEAE
Ze, —&KKHXESISEAMIER—PANEKE, EEFHA
m—h—FRHZFEEEY, i“ﬁ%ﬂmﬁﬁ%ﬁ%mﬁﬁﬁ
8 - RUEX—EBDEEN, XEARSA—FEZINZTEE
KeyRE, EEWZiIHA#EM IR ERHENDE; —F
IR E A TR A E RS A —E,

EEMFLAENENBIRELBERE—ENEK, E/LF
FrELHEXARERPEEAEEETENERK, kK&
AHEFEEN L, LERFHNHFPHNRBZE, KERT—
BEZEAMPLES “BE” ; K5NEHEMNN, E5ET
BEIR, TESARAEIERIEEEHE HARAE; KSR E
BR, BEIHHNEE, RE, KEA—EBRER, KRALEER
B—iEMII =W, LS R RIEKIEAD B EEERNE



a common language, to a certain extent, with those of Yves
Brunier. The prototype within Gustafson's work for this approach
is the elaborate park on a steep slope in Terrasson, France,
which she called in the competition scheme, appropriately
enough, "Fragments of the History of Gardens". The various
elements of the park themselves have evocative names such as
"Axis of the Wind" and "Ephemeral Tracings", as if Gustafson
was trying to sing alive the mute earth through her arcs and
mono-cultural beds placed between patches of dense forest.
Here the designer's sculptural tendencies become literal and
take the shape of elements such as a steel weather vane and a
gold anodized aluminum loop cutting through the forest. These
are also the least successful parts of the design, and seem
somewhat jarring when they reappear in later work as well. It
is as if Gustafson cannot satisfy herself with the making of a
sculptural narrative with landscape, and instead uses elements
that make that story explicit.

These independent works of art have another function,
however, and that is to make the invisible apparent. Gustafson
has long been fascinated by the unseen forces that shape
our experience of place, and uses her weather vanes and
other tracing devices to make these elements visible. She did
this with particular success in the installation she created for
the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 2001, as part of
the "Revelatory Landscapes" exhibition. Here the usual path
winding up the side of the hill led visitors to wind chimes and
metal spinners that made them aware of the strong wind on
the site. Sheltering chairs built out of the same material used
to house drainage culverts let those visitors shelter from that
strong force.

Gustafson keeps going back and forth between her
undulating landforms and her winding, narrative paths, at times
combining the two in one plan or tying them together with
ennobled bits of infrastructure. She used the latter strategy in
the elaborate 2003 design for the covered Marion Oliver McCaw
Hall courtyard, where the architecture itself becomes a pergola-
like grid and the lights of the stage inside are pulled outside
and abstracted into environmental elements. The sculptural
attitude towards the land, on the other hand, dominates but
is also fragmented and turned into a collection of discreet
landscape fragments in the Chicago Lurie Garden, part of the
larger Millennium Park development of 2004. Here a large
green hedge provides a frame that partially encloses the site
and leads to a long boardwalk over an artificial body of water,
which in turn is edged by a patchwork of different perennials
Gustafson chose in collaboration with Piet Oudolf. There is
a strong sense of a heroic, autonomous object made out of
land, and yet the park also dissolves into a series of episodic
fragments.

What ultimately ties the Chicago park together, and what
forms the binding and focusing element in almost all of
Gustafson's work, is water. It was there as the focus in Morbras,
but it was also there in Terrasson, forming a continual line or
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"seam" that wound itself down the slope in counterpoint to the
path, creating moments of encounter that were purely sensual,
but also directly tied to the land and its needs, before turning
into fountains that formed an autonomous element at the base
of the park. When Gustafson uses water as infrastructure and
narrative seam, as part of the scene and as independent (but
ephemeral) object, her work has its strongest coherence.

Such is certainly the case in what is her finest achievement
to date, the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fountain in
London, completed in 2004. Gustafson and Porter cleared out
the English landscape park, abstracted it into her undulating
and rhythmic grass mounds, and then intersected that sculptural
base with an object that is itself a piece of infrastructure
turned in on itself to become sculpture. The oval shape curves
continually as it slides down the hill, taking the water with it and
allowing that malleable material to take on a variety of different
characteristics as it encounters various episodes, induced by
a different treatment of the stone as well as by the hill's slope,
along its journey to the adjacent lake. It is possible to read the
Memorial as an evocation of the Princess's life, but one can
also see it as a revelation of that fragment of the hilly British
landscape, with its rills and creeks tending towards the Thames;
a movement that is today only visible as a string of parks
reaching north and west from London's old governmental core.
Or one can see the Memorial as a completely abstract element
that tells a story only about slope, water, shape and sequence,
making one aware of the essential sensuality of all that we
remake through our artifice.

Gustafson's work is not always this refined, and she does not
always have the chance to make a work that is this laden with
potential meaning and association, but she has a remarkable
ability to exploit any given site for its sculptural and narrative
potential. From the Westergasfabriek Culture Park, a public park
on the site of a former gas works in Amsterdam, where from
1996 on she used a fragmentary excavation and preservation
of the industrial heritage (the gas works themselves) to evoke
the history of the site 'and focus the discreet episodes along
the diagonal path seaming the sculptural lawn meant as
seating area for audiences listening to outdoor concerts, to
her recent designs for the Garden of Forgiveness in Beirut,
where the Roman geometry of cardo and decumanus cut
through a seemingly rigorous sequence of strips of planting
that themselves are cut to reveal archaeological fragments,
Gustafson is working around the world to uncover the hidden
potential of any site. At the same time, she is, in projects such
as the 2000 garden of the Rose Planetarium in New York,
making some of the grandest and most self-confident pieces of
land sculpture our culture has seen.

Gustafson is, of course, not alone in her exploration of
infrastructure for its sculptural potential and the replacement of
traditional and bounded gardens by episodic fragments along
non-linear paths. Many other landscape architects are exploring
similar themes, and to a large extent this is also because of the
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situation in which they find themselves. More and more they
are asked to explore landscapes that are not a tabula rasa,
and in which their task is to uncover what was there before
as much as they have to invent something new—Duisburg
Nord Landscape Park, by Peter Latz, is only the most famous
example of a world-wide development. More and more they
also have to make open spaces that contain not just places
for relaxation and enjoyment, but are also integrated parts
of the urban or ex-urban infrastructure: new sewage plants
and artificial wetlands, rooftop gardens over newly built wings
and roads make up a very large percentage of their work. But
beyond these practical concerns, landscape architects also
have come to realize that their work by its very nature exists at
the intersection between infrastructure and exploration, rather
than as a bounded domain, and are designing their work as
such. Again, their reasons are pragmatic as much as they are
aesthetic, as landscapes function as much as education and
research and development for ecological concerns as they do
as places of escape and leisure.

Gustafson's ability to tie together these two aspects of
contemporary landscape architecture — the sculptural revealing
and abstraction of the land and the experimental narrative
formed of episodic collages of artificial elements of nature — and
to conceive them as coming out of deeper structures — both
literally, on the site, in the infrastructure, and metaphorically
— makes her work so effective and so pleasant. Landscape
architecture is indeed no longer just about flowers, nor is it
about emptiness, but it is about opening up a space in which
the artifice of our culture and its relationship to the land on
which we have erected it can become evident to our eyes and
our entire bodies, and we can go exploring this new hybrid
space of human activity.
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The Landscape Architecture of
Kathryn Gustafson and Partners

Jane Amidon
l.

Bringing into being a book on one's work is an involved task.
Much like designing and constructing a landscape, it entails
entwined processes of critical assessment, creative production
and extensive logistics. At what stage is it worth the effort to
undertake such a commitment? Toward the beginning of a career,
with hopes of gaining recognition and establishing a reputation?
At the close, as a definitive record of achievement? Or perhaps
somewhere in the middle is best, to document a life's work in
progress. For Kathryn Gustafson, this publication makes sense
right now, because if parallel efforts are peeled apart to be read
independently of one another, the trajectories of her career are
simultaneously embarking in new directions, entering into a
confident midpoint, and gaining a sense of maturity.

Short of replicating oneself in triplicate, how is this upending
of time's linear continuum — the primary arbiter of a career's
evolution — possible? In this case, it has to do with dual operating
modes of individual growth and professional development. After
graduating from the Ecole Nationale Supérieure du Paysage
in Versailles in 1979, Gustafson established a small design
practice in Paris. Her first public commissions came as a result
of transportation infrastructure programs generated by the
French government. As principal of the firm and often working in
association with landscape architect Sylvie Farges, Gustafson
produced widely published landscapes such as the Morbras
"Meeting Point" earth works (1986), Shell Headquarters (1991)
and L'Oréal research facility (1992). When the economy of
France changed and opportunities arose elsewhere, Gustafson
exited the firm and partnered with Neil Porter to form the London-
based Gustafson Porter office in 1997. Mary Bowman joined the
partnership in 2002. In 2000 a second partnership, Gustafson
Guthrie Nichol, opened in Seattle with partners Jennifer Guthrie
and Shannon Nichol.

In terms of professional productivity, at the writing of this essay,
landscapes implemented by Gustafson's first firm are mature
and are a highly legible representation of early concerns. At the
same time, important sites recently opened reveal new creative
directions shaped by the collaborative tactics of Gustafson Porter
(GP) and Gustafson Guthrie Nichol (GGN). Guided by a common
set of design principles, the projects of each office develop
in somewhat different directions depending on authorship,
contributing voices and local/continental contexts.

Aside from evolving partnerships that have produced
two distinct bodies of work (the mature and the emerging),
Gustafson's personal growth as an artist and landscape architect
can be considered to be at a midpoint. With a degree in fashion
design, gained in 1972 from The Fashion Institute of Technology
(New York) and a subsequent career change and diploma
from Versailles in 1979, crucial periods of creative interaction
with colleagues and mentors in the 1980s and 1990s deeply
influenced Gustafson. The formative impact of working with the
engineers Peter Rice and Henry Bardsley, architects lan Ritchie
and Bernard Tschumi, and sculptor Igor Mitoraj continues in
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