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What is your best definition of Landscape
Urbanism?

| define landscape urbanism broadly as the
combination of landscape architecture and
urban design through interweaving ecological,
building, and cultural systems. This concept has
been around a very long time - shaping places
with an eye toward integrating natural settings,
structures, and the traditions of a place. It was
prevalent during pre-industrial times with, for
instance, Asian geomancy (or feng shui) and
Vedic architecture. And it then emerged
sporadically during the industrial and post-
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industrial periods with the garden city, the
Regional Planning Association of America, the
British townscape movement, landscape
ecology, urban ecology, biomimicry, and others.
As the building enterprise expanded in scope
and complexity over the last century, however,
we divided labor into architecture, landscape
architecture, planning, and urban design.
While it had grown essential to specialize,
there was an unfortunate lack of collaboration
among these fields, indeed at times, even a
competition. Many of the problems in our built

environment over the last century can be
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attributed to this lack of collaboration. When
people are brainstorming with one another,
bringing their various areas of expertise to the
table, and synthesizing them, we produce
better outcomes. But when we start having
turf wars, that does not happen.

Many realized this problem and have been
working to correct it by bringing the disciplines
and professions back together in a beneficial
way, particularly since the 1990s. | describe
these efforts collectively as “restorative
urbanism” . Restorative urbanism engages in

co-creation, ensuring we recognize cultural
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and historical traditions as well as ecological
systems, local communities, and other existing
assets, including work done previously in a
particular place and related practices
elsewhere around the globe. Co-creation, or
creating together, translates into professional
collaboration, working with stakeholders, and
recognizing context—historic, social, political,
economic, and geographical—as well as
contemporary best practices. In this way,
restorative urbanism builds upon given assets
of any particular place, rather than presume a
tabula rasa. It begins with these givens—or
gifts—rather than with problems and deficits.

Landscape urbanism would figure within the
restorative urbanism efforts when it
recognizes existing strengths and important
traditions and when it engages communities. It
would not demonstrate restorative urbanism,
however, when it attempts to supplant
architecture and urban design or ascribes

priority to site and form over program.
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Tell us about academic movement or
practical applications of Landscape
Urbanism in the U.S.

Since the western landscape of the US is very
dominant, with grand mountains and some
extreme desert climates, a consideration of
the environment has long been important for
good urban design, while the eastern US has
been less challenging environmentally. As a
result, | find there is more humility amongst
designers in the west, along with a deep
awareness that our interventions should honor
the majestic landscape in which we live.
Thanks to the widespread concern for
sustainability, architecture curricula
nationwide have been integrating issues
regarding landscape and ecology into
architecture and urbanism curricula. For
example, at the University of Utah, we
renamed our undergraduate Urban Planning
degree Urban Ecology and introduced more

courses in ecological design, environmental
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planning, systems dynamics, and ecosystems
studies. Several years ago, | reviewed the
broad tendency within contemporary urban
design to draw inspiration from natural
systems in an article titled “The New Design
with Nature”, since this work builds upon the
important contributions of lan McHarg.

What do you think about strengths and
weaknesses of Landscape Urbanism?

For theorists and practitioners, | think
landscape urbanism holds tremendous appeal
because it addresses pressing contemporary
concerns about reconciling the natural and
built environments as well as the many post-
industrial sites that were regarded as “no man's
lands.” Landscape urbanism has been very
successful in bringing more attention to the
need to integrate landscape and urbanism.
While that integration had been commonplace
in the past, the two diverged, and landscape

urbanism has contributed to a welcome
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rapprochement with a distinctly 21st-century
interpretation and application. Another strength
of landscape urbanism has been the emphasis on
process and operating on all scales
simultaneously. In addition, landscape urbanism
has contributed to the creative reclamation of
brownfields and significantly increased attention,
atall levels, toimproving these sites.

Landscape urbanism is less successful when it
fails to adequately address the larger context and
the purpose of design to support humanity and
strengthen our connection with the land. It can
be particularly disappointing when it neglects
social aspects of design—equity, access,
comfort, and well-being—and does not engage
communities or history. Another hurdle along the
path to success for landscape urbanism has
been the tendency to begin from the vantage
point of problem-finding, rather than asset-
finding. Instead of building upon the successes of
architecture, landscape architecture, planning,
and urban design, for instance, it has tended to
highlight their shortcomings, and thereby dismiss
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them entirely.

As an urbanist, | can speak to its critique of
planning and urban design that is actually only
leveled at one small part of these larger fields:
an old version of the New Urbanism. The
critique of the old New Urbanism is widely-
understood and the New Urbanism has evolved
accordingly by addressing issues regarding
style, sustainability, and more. My books
“Postmodern Urbanism (1995)" and “Integral
Urbanism (2006)" describe a much wider range
of urban design theory and practice, with a
spotlight on various ecological urbanisms.
Rather than dismiss planning and urban design
wholesale, landscape urbanism would be well
served by learning from, and building upon, their
many contributions such as agrarian urbanism
and urban design practices that derive
inspiration from existing natural and
constructed networks including contour lines,
wildlife corridors, wind corridors, waterways,
infrastructures, transit lines, flight paths,
pedestrian paths, property lines, utility lines, and
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lines of sight.

In sum, landscape urbanism holds great
appeal and promise as a welcome antidote to
much that ails our contemporary places. On
closer look, however, many have found the
theory of landscape urbanism to raise more
questions than it answers. And, in practice,
landscape urbanism has to-date produced
parks, no different from what landscape
architects were already designing. Landscape
urbanism could benefit from recognizing and
building upon existing strengths in
collaboration with all the design fields, as well
as by addressing social aspects of design and

engaging communities in a significant way.

Which projects that you know of do you
think best reflect the concept of Landscape
Urbanism, and why?

If we define landscape urbanism broadly to
include widespread efforts to bridge
landscape and urbanism, there are many

interesting projects that engage the physical
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environment as well as the life that takes place
within it, generating a self-adjusting feedback
mechanism that is capable of evolving
dynamically over time without the initial
designers. For instance, the canalscape
project for metropolitan Phoenix aims to
leverage that region’s vast network of canals,
originally built by the early inhabitants of the
region over a millennium ago, by creating vital
urban hubs where canals meet major streets.
This project re-envisions an underutilized, and
often maligned, infrastructure as a vibrant
public space around which mixed-use
development occurs, bringing prosperity
through urban and economic revitalization.

In the spirit of co-creation, | worked with 40
students and 2 other faculty members from 11
departments at two universities to engage

local communities and thoroughly survey past
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work related to the canals as well as best
practices of canal urbanism globally. We also
engaged the professional design communities
with a competition sponsored by the American
Institute of Architects that required teams
comprised of architects, landscape architects,
planners, and developers as well as
community engagement. We collectively
envisioned an array of possibilities for
canalscape and shared this work through a
publication, exhibition, and website
(www.canalscape.org). Canalscape has been
featured in 3 major editorials as well as
numerous other articles. It was awarded an
Arizona Humanities Council Grant, recognized
by the Mayor of Phoenix as a Green Phoenix
initiative, designated an Arizona Centennial
Legacy Project by the Arizona Governor's

Centennial Commission, and presented with an
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Arizona American Planning Association
Award. The project has taken on a life of its
own as several students continue to pursue
strands of this research for their masters’ and
doctoral theses, a civic organization has taken
it on as a focal project, and numerous actual

canalscapes are underway.

How would understanding of Landscape
Urbanism make a difference for landscape
architects to improve their everyday
practices?

If we define landscape urbanism broadly as
the integration of landscape with urbanism, it
would support productive collaborations
between landscape architects, urbanists, and
communities, thereby contributing to enhance
the vitality and vibrancy of places for all

people.
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