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Charles WALDHEIM [Professor and Chair, Department of Landscape Architecture, Harvard Graduate School of Design]

Abstract -

The critique launched by landscape urbanism has much to do with urban design’s perceived inability. Landscape urbanism

has come to stand for an alternative to offer a culturally leavened, ecologically literate, and economically viable model

for contemporary urbanization. This essay offers one potential counter-history as a narrative to illuminate the present

predicament of urban design. In so doing, it proposes a potential recuperation of at least one strand of Modernist planning,

the one in which landscape offered the medium of urban, economic, and social order.

Key words -
Landscape Urbanism; Urban Design; 1956

Landscape urbanism has emerged over the past decade
as a critique of the disciplinary and professional
commitments of traditional urban design and an
alternative to “New Urbanism.” The critique launched
by landscape urbanism has much to do with urban
design’s perceived inability to come to terms with
the rapid pace of urban change and the essentially
horizontal character of contemporary automobile-
based urbanization across North America and much
of Western Europe. It equally has to do with the
inability of traditional urban design strategies to cope
with the environmental conditions left in the wake of
deindustrialization, increased calls for an ecologically
informed urbanism, and the ongoing ascendancy of
design culture as an aspect of urban development.
The emerging discourse of landscape urbanism
as chronicled in this book and other venues sheds
interesting light on the ultimately abandoned proposal
that urban design might have originally been housed
in landscape architecture at Harvard. One reading
of José Luis Sert’s original formulation for urban
design at Harvard is that he wanted to provide a
transdisciplinary space within the academy. But urban
design has yet to fulfill its potential as an intersection
of the design disciplines engaging with the built
environment. In the wake of that unfulfilled potential,
landscape urbanism has proposed a critical and
historically informed rereading of the environmental
and social aspirations of Modernist planning and
its most successful models. This essay offers one
potential counter-history as a narrative to illuminate
the present predicament of urban design. In so
doing, it proposes a potential recuperation of at least
one strand of Modernist planning, the one in which
landscape offered the medium of urban, economic,
and social order.

Among the many noteworthy contributions on the
origins of urban design, Eric Mumford’s location of
urban design in the wake of CIAM is due particular
mention, since it extends knowledge on that topic
of international significance for architects, urbanists,
and academics across disciplines. Mumford'’s history
provides useful background for several of the more
contemporary accounts, including Alex Krieger's
thorough overview of the field as a contemporary
professional concern. Krieger's essay recounts Sert’s
multiple motives in formulating the field and reminds
readers of the innumerable questions raised at the
Harvard conferences on the potential relationships
within and between the various design disciplines
with respect to the city. Among those questions was
the contentious one about the appropriate role for
landscape within urban design, a topic of no small
import today and of central significance to the origins
of urban design as articulated at Harvard in 1956.

1956 was also the year that one of North America’s
most successful Modernist planning projects was
commissioned: Detroit’s Lafayette Park urban renewal,
the results of the “Detroit Plan”. That plan, and the
project it promulgated, offers an alternative history
of city-making at mid-century, one emerging from an
understanding of urban form as shaped by landscape.
Lafayette Park did not benefit from the efflorescence
of academic attention that would come to be known
as urban design. Rather it accrued from the site-
specific application of long-standing theories of city
planning as formulated by Ludwig Hilberseimer.
Hilberseimer and his colleagues Mies van der Rohe
and Alfred Caldwell conspired with Chicago developer
Herbert Greenwald to produce a model of economic,
ecological, and social sustainability in the context
of Detroit’s long-planned obsolescence and ultimate

entropic decay. Hilberseimer’s planning project for
Lafayette Park offers an example of physical planning
still concerned with the spatial and formal aspects of
city-making, one not yet in need of the nascent supra-
disciplinary formation called urban design. The project’s
spatial organization was based on Hilberseimer’s proto-
ecological planning constructs in The New Regional
Pattern. This publication articulated a new spatial order
commensurate with the economic, ecological, and
social conditions of North American urbanism.
Hilberseimer’s proposal called for an ecologically
progressive, socially engaged, yet culturally leavened
practice of city building in which landscape afforded the
medium of urban order for the coming decentralization
of United States cities. Lafayette Park represents
Hilberseimer’s only built planning project and illustrates
an alternative history in which landscape emerges as
the primary determinate of urban order. Hilberseimer’s
plan and its explicit vision of a mixed-race, mixed-
class future for the American city replaced the plan
previously executed by a team including Hideo Sasaki
and Victor Gruen, two participants in the Harvard
urban design conferences.

The concurrent historical alignment of these two
contrasting events affords a potential alternative
history for what came to be urban design. This is true
even if we do not recall that Mies was approached
about the leadership of architecture at Harvard prior
to the appointment of Gropius. The history of urban
design as recounted here would be a very different
one had Mies and Hilberseimer chosen to spend their
academic exile in Cambridge instead of on the south
side of Chicago . . . but I digress.

Of course all these histories—the authorized one
published here, my brief counter-history, and all the
potential unwritten alternatives—have everything to do
with positioning urban design in the current debates.
The discourse around urban design at fifty conflates at
least three potentially distinct subject matters.

First are those accounts and arguments describing
the city as an object of empirical observation and
historical inquiry. This includes the construction of
contemporary accounts of urbanization as well as
various urban histories. Here Peter Rowe’s approach to
urban design—grounded in the empirical observation
of urbanization and its various epi-phenomena,
augmented by serious historical scholarship—is
particularly relevant. Other essays take as their point of
departure the professional practice of urban design and
the gamut of instrumentalized practices evidenced by a
range of professionals from planners and policymakers
through the design disciplines. This subject matter
affords the normative ground for most of the material.
Also present are a few contributions focused on urban
design as an academic discipline or pedagogical
subject.

The roundtable discussion moderated by Harvard
Design Magazine editor William Saunders provides
an overview to a shorthand subset of the various
positions available for urban design within architectural
education and design culture but necessarily conflates

discussions of urban design across a broad spectrum
of issues and agendas. Perhaps this conflation (and the
occasional confusion it affords) is inevitable, yet my
suspicion is that it is a format inherited from the origins
of the field and the 1956 conference itself.

One particularly enduring aspect of urban design’s
formation evident here is the ongoing investment
within its discourse to traditional definitions of well
defended disciplinary boundaries. This is particularly
revealing for contemporary readers, since it contrasts
markedly with recent tendencies toward a cross-
disciplinarity within design education and professional
practice in North America. Several design schools
have recently dissolved departmental distinctions
between architecture and landscape architecture,
while others have launched specifically combined
degree offerings or mixed enroliment course offerings.
This shift toward shared knowledge and collaborative
educational experience has come partly in response to
the increasingly complex inter- and multi-disciplinary
context of professional practice®. And those practices
have undoubtedly been shaped in response to
the challenges and opportunities attendant on the
contemporary metropolitan condition.

From this perspective, these proceedings and the recent
discourse around urban design’s histories and futures
read as ambivalent toward the project of disciplinary
despecialization found in so many leading schools of
design. Cities and the academic subjects they sponsor
rarely respect traditional disciplinary boundaries. In this
respect, the design disciplines should not expect to be
an exception, and many leading designers have called
recently for a renewed transdisciplinarity between the
design disciplines®. On this topic Farshid Moussavi's
call for greater interdisciplinarity and fluidity of identity
within and between the design disciplines is timely and
intelligent.

The tendency has emerged within discussions of urban
design to invoke an explicitly ethical or moral position,
often to bolster support or claim a broad mandate for a
specific point of view. Since architecture and landscape
architecture have come to be increasingly driven by
celebrity culture, the cultural capital it trades in, and
the fetishized commodities it produces, urban design
seems to have internalized a host of responsibilities
and concerns historically housed within the professional
practices themselves. The role of urban design as
a conscience for the design disciplines is a perhaps
predictable outcome, but it has the effect of charging
many of the discussions surrounding urban design with
multiple moral imperatives.

Most often these considerations are invoked around
social and environmental subjects, asserting the
responsibility of the design professional to consider
and care for an increasingly hard-to-define set of
publics. In the context of sustainability, these publics
have been extended to include future generations of
mobile global consumers, and the effect has been to
render urban design as a moral high-ground within an
increasingly instrumentalized and bottom-line-driven
global economy of and for design. Thus one available
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reading of urban design today is that rather than
offering the super-disciplinary platform for “urban-
minded” architects and landscape architects envisioned
by Sert, it affords a space for disciplinary subjects
marginalized in the mainstream discourse of those
fields. This recommends a reading of urban design as
a super-disciplinary super-ego for subjects otherwise
sublimated within the design professions.

Another more optimistic reading of the assembled
material is available based on a point of general
consensus. Urban design as an ongoing concern
continues to enjoy a privileged academic authority
and access to the empirical description of the built
environment as a formal, cultural, or historical construct.
This is no small strategic asset and should not be
confused with planning’s longstanding commitment
to the description of policy, procedure, and public
opinion. Rather, the historically literate empirical
description of urban conditions and the best exemplars
of built form are among the firmest foundations for
the reconsideration of urban design as an ongoing
concern. This admittedly modest circumference for the
field could comfortably encompass Rodolfo Machado’s
reasoned and articulate call for “received wisdom”
within the specific knowledge base of various design
disciplines while equally accommodating Margaret
Crawford’s call for “everyday urbanism” and its implicit
expectations of social justice through equitable
description of urban community, identity, and lived
experience.

Unfortunately, far too much of urban design’s relatively
modest resources and attention have been directed in
recent years toward arguably marginal concerns that
read as increasingly vulnerable in contemporary urban
culture. Among these, I will focus on three of the
clearest and most vulnerable.

First, by far the most problematic aspect of urban
design in recent years has been its tendency to be
accommodating to the reactionary cultural politics
and nostalgic sentiment of “New Urbanism.” While
leading design schools have tacked smartly in recent
years to put some distance between themselves and
the worst of this 19th-century pattern-making, far
too much of urban design practice apologizes for it
by blessing its urban tenants at the expense of its
architectonic aspirations. This most often comes in
the form of overstating the environmental and social
benefits of urban density while acknowledging the
relative autonomy of architectural form. I would argue
that urban design ought to concentrate less attention
on mythic images of a lost golden age of density and
more attention on the urban conditions where most of
us live and work.

Second, far too much of the main body of mainstream
urban design practice has been concerned with
the crafting of “look and feel” of environments for
destination consumption by the wealthy. About the
ongoing consolidation of Manhattan as an enclave
of wealth and privilege (largely facilitated through
the best recent examples of urban design), New
York Mayor Michael Bloomberg recently referred in
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a policy speech to New York as “a high-end product,
maybe even a luxury product®.” I would second
Michael Sorkin’s call for urban design to move beyond
its implicit bias in favor of Manhattanism and its
predisposition toward density and elitist enclaves
explicitly understood as furnishings for luxury lifestyle.
Finally, urban design’s historic role of interlocutor
between the design disciplines and planning has
been too invested in public policy and process as a
surrogate for the social. While the recent recuperation
of urban planning within schools of design has been
an important and long overdue correction, it has the
potential to overcompensate. The danger here is not
that design will be swamped with literate and topical
scholarship on cities, but that planning programs and
their faculties run the risk of reconstructing themselves
as insular enterprises concerned with public policy and
urban jurisprudence to the exclusion of design and
contemporary culture.

The most immediate and problematic dimension of
this historical overcorrection has been an antagonism
between design culture and public process as a
surrogate for the construction of a more legitimately
social position within urban planning or the design
fields. In lieu of endless public consultation as a form
of postmodern urban therapy, I would argue for a
reconsideration of the broad middle-class mandate
of mid-century Modernism. While a recuperation
of Hilberseimer or other protagonists in Modernist
urbanism is not without its challenges, the potential
benefit is a precedent for an ecologically informed and
socially activist practice reconcilable with high status
design culture. The very fact that Hilberseimer built
precisely one planning project in his career is testament
to the difficulty of this model, but equally points
to its viability and efficacy. As we have collectively
abandoned Modernist urbanism, we have lost access
to the only brief moment in American history in which
socially progressive, ecologically informed planning
practice was available.

This brings me back to Lafayette Park and that other
'56, the year which evidenced the best laid plans of the
New Deal and the American welfare state. Among the
successes of Lafayette Park was that it could imagine
a mixed-class, mixed-race future for American cities
precisely at the moment that most Americans were
beginning to leave the city in favor of the suburbs.
Ultimately, this is the promise, as yet unfulfilled,
of urban design as described in 1956. If it were to
recommit its resources to the historically informed,
empirical description of urban form and its epi-
phenomena, urban design would find ample evidence
in the way that most Americans live and work.

Much of what constitutes urban design culture is
produced in a thin band of urban density between
Philadelphia and Cambridge, while most Americans
live in suburban settings of decreasing density across
fly-over country. The centrality of this dilemma for
contemporary reconsideration of urban design is
attested to by the no less than three competing and
occasionally contradictory book reviews of Robert
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Bruegmann’s controversial Sprawl: A Compact History
that appear in the same HDM issue (although on-
line only) where these essays first appeared. The
relative lack of consensus on the value of Bruegmann’s
empirical analysis for urban design and the implicit
threat that it represents to the urban design discourse
as presently constructed are evident in the reception
of Bruegmann’s work in HDM and available for all to
interpret.

Among those threats is the increasingly clear sense
that urban design has largely abandoned its original
aspiration to articulate urban order for the places
where most North Americans live and work. Given
the fact that many European cities are increasingly
emulating the economic and spatial characteristics
of North American cities, this is an issue of no
small relevance to discussions of urban design
internationally, particularly since so much of the history
of urban design has been focused on the importation
of European models of urbanity into North American
cities.

It is in the contexts of urban design’s as yet unrealized
promise and potential that landscape urbanism has
emerged in the past decade. Landscape urbanism has
come to stand for an alternative within the broad base
of urban design historically defined. Incorporating
continuity with the aspirations of an ecologically
informed planning practice, landscape urbanism
has been equally informed by high design culture,
contemporary modes of urban development, and
the complexity of public-private partnerships. Julia
Czerniak’s account of landscape architecture’s recent
shift of concerns “from appearance to performance”
says much about this potential. Equally, her invocation
in these pages of Sebastian Marot’s work is equally
deserving of mention. Marot has recently formulated a
coherent theoretical framework to correlate landscape
urbanism with contemporary architectural culture®.
Marot’s paired theories of “suburbanism” and
“superurbanism” promise a potential reconciliation
of urban design’s historical estrangement from
architectural culture. Marot formulated superurbanism
to account for contemporary architectural culture’s
interest in hyper-programmed architectural
interventions as a substitute or surrogate for the
traditional mix and diversity of urban milieus. He
articulated suburbanism to describe an essentially
landscape urbanist practice of design in the context
of decreasing density. In between the sub- and the
super-, everyday urbanism persists as an irreducible
(and ultimately undesignable) subtext of lived
experience. Similarly, landscape urbanists have argued
that the economic and ecological contexts in which
most North Americans live ought to inform our models
and methods of urban design and have developed
a menu of modes suitable for working in suburban,
exurban, and rapidly urbanizing contexts.

It would certainly be fair to say, as Rodolfo Machado
does in these pages, that “the form produced by
landscape urbanism has not yet fully arrived.” It would
be equally fair to say that landscape urbanism remains

the most promising alternative available to urban
design’s formation for the coming decades. This is in
no small part due to the fact that landscape urbanism
offers a culturally leavened, ecologically literate,
and economically viable model for contemporary
urbanization as an alternative to urban design’s
ongoing nostalgia for traditional urban forms. The
clearest evidence of this is the fact the number
of internationally prominent landscape architects
are retained as lead designers of large scale urban
development proposals in which landscape offers
ecological function, cultural authority, and brand
identity. Among these examples of landscape urbanists
one could site the practices of James Corner/Field
Operations and Adriaan Geuze/West 8 as exemplary.
Field Operation’s projects for the redevelopment of the
Delaware River Waterfront in Philadelphia and Eastern
Darling Harbor in Sydney are indicative of this line of
work, as are West 8's projects for the Inner Harbor
in Amsterdam and their recent projects for Toronto’s
Central Waterfront.

It is no coincidence that landscape urbanism has
emerged as the most robust and fully formed critique
of urban design precisely at the moment when
European models of urban density, centrality, and
legibility of urban form appear increasingly remote and
when most of us live and work in environments more
suburban than urban, more vegetal than architectonic,
more infrastructural than enclosed. In these contexts,
landscape urbanism offers both model and medium
for the renewal of urban design as a relevant concern
over the coming half century and in advance of the
next '56. W

NOTES

(DAn earlier version of this article was published in Urban
Design, ed. Alex Krieger and William S. Saunders (Minneapolis:
Univ. of Minnesota Press, 2009), 227~236.

@Many design schools in North America have recently revised
their disciplinary structures or launched new programs to
effectively house programs in landscape architecture without
departmental distinctions between the disciplines of architecture,
landscape architecture, and urban design. Among these are
the University of Virginia, the University of Toronto, and the
University of Texas at Austin.

(3)Over the past decade a number of design schools have
articulated explicitly multi-disciplinary degree streams,
concurrent degree programs, certificate programs, or inter-
disciplinary coursework within and between architecture,
landscape architecture, and urban design. Among these are the
University of Pennsylvania, the University of Virginia, and the
University of Toronto.

@Michael Bloomberg, Mayor of New York, economic policy
speech, January 2003. The full quote is available at http://
www.manhattan-institute.org/html/cr_47.htm, accessed April
7, 2007: “If New York City is a business, it isn't Wal-Mart—it
isn't trying to be the lowest-priced product in the market. It's
a high-end product, maybe even a luxury product. New York
offers tremendous value, but only for those companies able to
capitalize on it.”

(©Sebastien Marot, Suburbanism and the Art of Memory (London:
The Architectural Association, 2003).



