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Mohsen Mostafavi, an architect and educator, is the dean of the Harvard Graduate School of Design, who
was the Chairman of the Architectural Association School of Architecture in London. He is prestigious in
worldwide architecture and landscape architecture fields while the works and theories have been highly
praised by the professionals, such as Surface Architecture (2002), and Landscape Urbanism: A Manual for the
Machinic Landscape (2004).

This March, the city still presented its winter sense by a heavy snow to welcome the guests from the lands
beyond the ocean. Mohsen and his assistant visited the Peking University and the GSLA (Graduate School of
Landscape Architecture) accompanied by the dean of GSLA, Professor Kongjian Yu in the later of the 14th,
as well as communicated with the students and media. And his trip of Beijing was ended by a wonderful and
passionate lecture of the Ecological Urbanism.
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4. . 1960~1970

1. Mohsen Mostafavi lectured at the Sunshine Hall, Yingjie
Communication Center, Peking University

2. Landscape of salt site

3. The concept of cultivating plants to grow vertically from
Patrick Blanc, creating "green walls" that operates between
landscape and architecture

4. Jean Renaudie developed the anonymous high-rise block
social housing based on a dense organic arrangement of
building clusters in the 1960s and 1970s, with complex
geometric pattern terraces and gardens.
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5. Experiencing landscape of "Weak Thoughts"

6. The blurred articulation between the inside and outside
7-8. Mobile urban infrastructure
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A lecture from Mohsen Mostafavi in Peking University

Time: 19:00, March 14th, 2010

Location: Sunshine Hall, Yingjie Communication Center, Peking University

Presider: Professor Kongjian YU

Presented by: LA China (www.landscape.cn), Landscape Architecture China

(Kongjian YU: Mohsen Mostafavi is one of the major
initiators and motivators of Landscape Urbanism, which is
developed into Ecological Urbanism.)

Thank you very much for being here in this snowy
weather. | hope that this is more a discussion than a
lecture on the topic of ecological urbanism.

At the Harvard Graduate School of Design, we are
very interested in what is happening in China. This
semester, we have three studios based in different
locations—one working on architectural issues, the
other ones on urban design in Beijing, focusing on
landscape urbanism. Your country is going through
rapid urbanization at a scale that makes it impossible
to use the conventional models of planning and
landscape. One has to use this incredible opportunity
to think about the potential ways of dealing with both
large- and small-scale development.

I will begin my talk by sharing three stories with
you. All are from a single issue of the Guardian
newspaper, published in England. The first story,
written by Canadian journalist Naomi Klein, explored
the connections between the invasion of Iraq and the
oil boom in Alberta, Canada, giving a glimpse of a
large territory being laid to waste in the search for oil.
The processes involved in turning tar sands into crude
oil are both complex and costly; one method involves
open-cast mining. For this, great forests have to be
leveled and the topsoil removed before huge, specially
designed machines dig out the bitumen. The tar is then

chemically diluted and spun around until the oil rises to
the top. The waste products are dumped in ponds that
are larger than the region’s natural lakes.

The second story is about a successful businessman in
Mumbai who was building an elaborate 60-story home
for himself, his mother, his wife, and his son. This
enormous “house” raises the question: is there such
a thing as our “individual share” of the resources that
our cities have to offer? What are the guidelines for
evaluating the impact of a building on the city, not just
in terms of its aesthetic appearance but also in relation
to its ethical performance?

The third story is about a movie based on the true
account of a psychologist in Liverpool, England,
who developed a series of small agricultural plots in
the center of the city for immigrants suffering from
dislocation and trauma. The story of these allotments
is not simply limited to the lives of the refugees but
is in turn entangled with the local community—with
the tensions and conflicts between people of diverse
cultural and ethnic backgrounds. In tending to their
vegetables on the plots, alongside their neighbors, the
participants constructed a collaborative and productive
ground for communication and integration.

These three stories are all facets of the multiple
realities that our individual and group actions shape
in the context of the contemporary urban domain.
They relate to the argument of the philosopher Félix
Guattari in The Three Ecologies. In this profound yet
concise manifestation of a holistic approach to our
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understanding of ecological issues, he identifies three
ecological “registers”: environment, social relations,
and human subjectivity. The interplay of these registers
informs our thinking about ecological urbanism.

When | established the landscape urbanism program
in London, it was hard to say how the relationship
between landscape and urbanism would produce
new models. So part of the work has to do with the
establishment of a new kind of ground for these
investigations. You can think about the city as a
productive landscape—for example, an orchard, a
garden for food—that can also be a public space. This is
one solution to the tension between agricultural territory
and urban territory that creates a new form of space.
Patrick Blanc and others have developed the concept
of cultivating plants to grow vertically, creating
“green walls” that operate between landscape and
architecture. How can we take other daily elements of
the city, especially the infrastructure, and turn those
into new kinds of productive landscapes, with a new
kind of aesthetics? Can we make something out of the
things that we throw away? Many people collect cans,
and the collection of cans can actually become a site
of opportunity for a new kind of landscape in the city.
Another example: when we have snow, we use of a
lot of salt on the roads; one project is focusing on how
to transform the site where the salt is produced into a
place that people can visit—a new park and landscape.
In a more theoretical realm, a series of projects by
Italian architect and artist Andrea Branzi operate
between the territory of agriculture and artistic
practices, as framed in terms of urban practice. Branzi
speaks about the concept of “weak urbanism”, an idea
inspired by Italian philosopher Gianni Vattimo, who
writes about “weak thoughts”. “Weak urbanism” does
not mean that we are being weak—it's about deploying
something that is deliberately not strong. A key feature
of this type of urbanism is its capacity to be reversible,
evolving, and provisory. These qualities are necessary
in response to the changing needs of a society in a
state of constant reorganization.

In China you have many kinds of urban infrastructure that
are mobile or transformable, unlike conventional fixed
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infrastructure. What | would like to claim is that the
ecological urbanism we talk about works at multiple
scales of the city and often involves mobility. There
are numerous examples of the relationships among
movement, the architectural interior, and the question
of ecology. UN Studio’s project for Mercedes-Benz, for
instance, explores movement and also the articulation
of the relationship between the inside and outside. It
considers the atmosphere of the inside—how it feels,
instead of thinking only about what the building looks like.
This relationship can have implications for society. For
example, French architect Jean Renaudie developed an
architecture of social housing in the 1960s and 1970s
that instead of the typical, anonymous high-rise block
was based on a dense, organic arrangement of building
clusters. These buildings present a visionary departure
from prevailing modernist ideas. Renaudie designed
his buildings according to a complex geometric pattern
that placed as much emphasis on the outdoor areas—
the terraces and gardens between apartments—as it
did on the apartments themselves.

At first, such novel care and attention to the design
of low-income housing was criticized by potential
inhabitants, who argued that Renaudie’s design was
not in keeping with the ethos of the working class.
Today the buildings represent a desirable community
of mixed-income residences. The buildings themselves
are also one of the best examples of the use of nature
in a high-rise context. Their organizational structure
demonstrates the benefits of the flexibility and diversity
of relations between the inside and the outside as well
as their inseparability from politics.

My final point has to do with sensing the city. Part
of this goes back to the idea of physical and virtual:
today we are using mobile phones, the web, etc.,
and this communication technology has an impact on
the physical environment of the city. So part of our
responsibility, part of the idea of ecological urbanism, is
to explore the potential generated by these elements.
Sissel Tolaas is an artist and smell researcher who did
an interesting documentation of the smells of Mexico
City. Instead of seeing this city, she wondered, can
you experience it through its smells? She collected and
categorized smells from locations throughout the city,
which she shares with people in exhibitions such as the
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one we hosted at the GSD. The importance of analysis
of this kind is to challenge the dominance of the visual
by considering other ways of experiencing the city.

At the beginning, | mentioned three stories that
highlighted issues of the environment, society, and
subjectivity. | hope my remarks have demonstrated
that if we are to think about ecological urbanism, we
need to consider all three dimensions. Many of the
given examples and approaches were explored at a
conference held a year ago at the GSD on the topic of
ecological urbanism, which relies on this idea of new
subjectivity and is also a spontaneous and aesthetic
practice. When we began to design new forms of
urbanism, new forms of landscape, it is not enough
to be just more ecological with the use of resources—
we must imagine new landscapes and new urban
environments.

[ Interlocution

Q1: Could you compare the two concepts, the low-
carbon city and ecological urbanism?

Mohsen Mostafavi: The concept of “low-carbon city”
obviously places emphasis on the reduction of carbon,
with success registered solely in quantitative terms.
| am for the reduction of carbon, of course, but
ecological urbanism is less about counting something
and more related to qualitative assessments, to the
daily experience of the city.

Q2: You have mentioned issues such as sustainable
architecture and technology, and we all know that the
governance of the city tends to focus on such micro
issues, rather than the urbanization of the city as a
whole.

Mohsen Mostafavi: That's partly why we made the
book Ecological Urbanism. There are metrics for the
sustainability of buildings, but you have very few
measurements for the sustainability of the entire urban
environment. People desire growth, people desire
development, people desire betterment, but urban
expansion should be considered in the context of
sustainability. The challenge is what we can learn from
this expansion, how we can avoid damage. Part of

our responsibility as citizens is to work together, to be
politically engaged, to work with our leaders, to create
different bases of urban development. One difficulty
is that if they are to do things in a more ecological or
more sustainable fashion, there is often more expense.
People are beginning to realize that you may need to
spend more money to produce greater sustainability.

Q3: Your examples are all from outside of China. What
do you think of projects such as the Bird’s Nest or the
CCTV Building? Since some people criticize them and
others praise them, I'd like to know your opinion.
Mohsen Mostafavi: | think that the Bird’s Nest and
the CCTV Building are both examples of projects that
are about the expense. With the engineering of these
massy buildings, there’s also something happening
with the materials, just in terms of the idea of the
structure—it's about the aesthetics, and it can be very
beautiful. But at the same time, | think the question
we have to ask ourselves is: when will something be
enough, when will we be happy with having less? |
think those projects raised a critical issue, because part
of their approach is about their very possibility. In the
context of this discussion of ecological urbanism, the
idea of using fewer resources but producing beautiful
things needs to be thought about more.

In China, I think the challenge is one of not relying too
heavily on Western knowledge, but to respond to your
own culture to realize development, to see progress.
The dynamic between tradition and modernization is
something for which we don’t have a solution; we have
to think more about different kinds of environments,
and that is something | hope you're working on. It is up
to your generation to develop this idea in the future.

9-10.

11 13.

12.

9-10. Sissel Tolaas with her interesting documentation of the
Smells of Mexico City, She collected and categorized smells
from locations throughout the city.

11, 13. Mohsen Mostafavi visited GSLA

12. Mohsen Mostafavi communicated with the GSLA students
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Interlocution with
Mohsen Mostafavi

Time: 16:00, March 14th, 2010

Location: Room 505, Innovation Center, Peking
University Science Park

Presider: Professor Kongjian YU

Participants: Professors and students of GSLA, media

(] Prologue

Mohsen Mostafavi (Mohsen for short as follows): It
has been a great pleasure to be here today, to see
how you are working and doing research in this office
and also in the university. Based on the many exciting
things | have seen, it’s clear that a new kind of
investigation is going on.

At the Graduate School of Design at Harvard, we are
also trying to have a mode of education that is really
speculative, that is very experimental; at the same
time, it's thinking about a new way of engaging with
society as well as being innovative in the kind of work
that one does. Planning for the future is critical, and
this is part of the reason why we are interested in
collaborating with universities in China, with people
who are doing research, because obviously this is a
nation where there is a great deal of work that’s being
done very fast, producing a lot of exciting possibilities.

At the GSD we have a number of different areas,
with people working on architecture, landscape
architecture, and urban planning and design. Today,
when you look at these disciplines, each has its own
history; and part of the challenge that we've faced is
how we can advance these disciplines. At the same
time, we find that there are many promising works,
many innovations, that interface with these disciplines.
So on one hand, you have to move forward with these
disciplines, and on the other hand, you have to think
about the reciprocities or the connections between
them. It creates an interesting situation, because you
can't make everything a kind of fusion—not everything
can be based on cooperation. When you look at
architectural projects related to landscape, there’s also
something about their quality as architecture. It is a
challenge to promote disciplinary advancement while
also devising new forms of collaborative engagement.

I'm interested in the resulting idea of transdisciplinary
practices where, as a result of this proximity and
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cooperation, you actually discover innovation.
Because it's across different fields, it's not one thing
or another, but it produces new forms of innovation as
a result of the interchange or interactivity that reveals
new conditions. So we are trying to set up that kind
of situation within the context of the school, which
means that for the past few years, the way we deal
with teaching is changing. And part of the challenge
for all of us who are involved is the question of how
to organize the structure of the school to produce
new forms of knowledge, new forms of innovation.

At Harvard, our students are becoming more and
more interested in the question of social engagement,
in the way in which what they are doing in the school
also relates to something outside of the school.
How can you be in the school but, with the same
work, have some impact on societal conditions? It
also works in the opposite way: how can societal
engagement actually impact the nature of research
and pedagogy?

Many years ago, there was a lot of emphasis on, let’s
say, signature practices. People were very interested
in the work of individual architects. I think it is
still true to some degree for individual landscape
architects, but today many people are thinking more
broadly, not just about this question of signature
practices”, but also about the way in which people
are engaging with the societal situation and how that
forms new possibilities for individual practice.

Within the history of urban planning—after the Second
World War in Europe, for example—there has been a
lot of emphasis on the notion of the social good, but
we are now thinking of a different conception of the
idea of social. We are therefore trying to add to the
GSD technically to address the topics that we feel are
going to be very important. We will discuss one of
them this afternoon: ecological urbanism. Basically,
we need to think in a new way about the future of
our cities; we need to come up with new forms of
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practice, new ideas in design, that are a result of,
again, a kind of transdisciplinary practice. This is the
relationship between ecology and urbanism, which |
hope we are going to discuss a little bit later.

] Interlocution

Q1: If you could go back to the days at the
Architectural Association when you were a student,
what kind of training do you think is the most
important for you and how would you choose your
research range?

Mohsen: | was a student during the 1970s, and
so most of you were not yet born. It was a very
interesting time in Europe, because it was a period
when there was almost no building, and much of the
work of the good schools was focused on what was
called “paper architecture.” That meant, before the days
of computers, we were all drawing and working with
paper, and these works were not going to be built.

In knowing from the beginning that you were doing
work that was not going to be built, you were also in
some ways relieved, if you like, of responsibility for
the construction of the building. This was seen as
an experiment, as a way to be innovative, because
you were not simply thinking about the practicality of
things, and you could really do something that was
inspired, a little bit more utopian. During that period,
| saw a lot of work that was more focused on this
kind of experimentation. That’s harder to do now.

What was also exciting for me at the time was that we
worked with some of the first versions of computers,
with people who were interested in this area called
cybernetics. | don’'t know if you've heard about it, but
this is also the relationship between computation and
design thinking.

And then also in the 1970s, there was a lot of
emphasis on the city. | become more interested in
the study of the relationship between landscape or
garden design and urban design.

Today there are a lot of opportunities for building,
and one of the ways in which it is possible to
create innovation is by knowing about the potential
realities of construction and almost using those as a
form of innovation—developing some experiments,
prototypes, investigations. So | think that in different
times, you can do different things. They can be just
as exciting and create opportunities.

Q2: From your perspective, what is the relationship
between academic research and practical work in
landscape urbanism and ecological urbanism?

Mohsen: In some ways, you could say that the

evolution of the discussion of landscape urbanism is
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related to a critique of planning. When you dealing
with landscape, there is a sensitivity to environment,
to time, and to the relationship between time and
space. | think that when we were dealing with the
city, with planning, it hasn’'t always been as sensitive
as landscape study has been.

So landscape urbanism tried to bring some of
the sensibilities and methodologies of landscape
architecture into urban design or urban planning
practice. This is evident, for example, in a country like
France, where many of the urban planning projects
are been done by landscape architects, who are doing
the master planning by looking at large-scale territory.

There is also a very long historical connection
between garden design and urban design, going back
to the sixteenth century. | was personally researching
the period called the Counter-Reformation at the
end of the sixteenth century. At that time, you have
a number of leaders of the Catholic Church, for
example, who are developing gardens, private villas
with gardens, and these gardens become the sites of
experimentation. | did research about one particular
cardinal who became Pope Sixtus V (1585 to 1590).
When he became pope, he transformed the city of
Rome in ways influenced by what he had done in his
own garden. So at this moment, during the Counter-
Reformation, you see a period where ideas of garden
design have a direct impact on urban design and
urban development.

So landscape urbanism is actually a kind of revision
of the tradition that goes back to the sixteenth
century—it’s not new. When | established the
graduate program in London, I tried to do something
a little bit different, which is to say that this is an
urbanism program, not a landscape program. An
urbanism program shows the impact of landscape on
urbanism. Therefore it is not just about the position
of landscape and urbanism, not about making the
city full of parks or green spaces, but about what we
can develop as a methodology for urbanism. These
ideas developed within the academy are influenced
by something that has happened before. But then the
academy transforms those things and it goes back
to practice, in the sense that contemporary practice
is now rediscovering a new way of thinking about
the urban. Although the tradition has been there, it's
been rediscovered in a new way.

Q3: Why did you choose Professor Kongjian Yu as a
visiting professor at Harvard, and could you please
introduce the education system of the GSD? Is there
any difference from any other university, such as
Cornell or the AA?

Mohsen: 1 think the work that professor Yu is doing
is very unusual. [professor Yu laughs] He is one of
the few people who has a sense of contemporary
practice as a holistic formal practice—it's looking at

things together, simultaneously. When 1 did research
about landscape urbanism and we published a book,
I wrote that one of the things that is, for me, very
interesting—and I'm going to mention it tonight—is
the concept of the maintenance of landscapes. In
the United States and Europe, there is the tradition
of many small parks, which are looked after by the
city governments, who do maintenance of trees
and this kind of thing. But we have never placed
enough emphasis on the possibilities of thinking that
the landscape and its relationship to the urban, at
that scale, is not like a park that is maintained and
controlled by the city government.

To me, this notion of maintenance-free landscape
is very interesting. In terms of contemporary
landscape architects, | think Yu is using this idea of
the maintenance of landscape in the most concise
and clear way, and he has really created something,
with his own specific way of producing landscape. He
combines this with research about urbanization and
urban development, and not thinking of landscape
only as a garden or a traditional landscape, but
thinking about landscape as territory and with regard
to infrastructure, big systems of water management,
highways—these kinds of things. It's an unusual
talent to have that; most of the focus of landscape
architecture in America is actually on smaller territory.
Some people do very beautiful things, but it's at a
different scale that deals with different, more subtle
problems.

He has also created a team, and this teamwork
makes a different kind of knowledge available.
This goes back to the question about teaching and
practical things; in a different approach for us, we
are arranging studios with not just one professor
teaching, but more and more it's a team of people
with different kinds of experience. Not everyone has
to do the same thing—one person is good at this,
another person is at good at something else, and then
it's how this group comes together to create a new
structure for pedagogy. We call this integrated design
practice. We try to do that not only with landscape
and urban issues, but also when we are dealing with
architecture—having teams of people with different
kinds of experience who think in more holistic ways
about how we address issues of design today.

AA and Cornell both have undergraduate schools,
although recently they have placed emphasis on their
graduate education. At Harvard we are a graduate
school, and therefore the dynamic is very different.
We are part of the leading university in terms of
research, which makes a huge difference. In London,
you only deal with architecture; this can be good in
some ways, but on the other hand, you don’t have
the connection with landscape, with urban planning
and design, with engineering; you don’t have the
connection with biomedical research, with law, with
governance.

When you doing this kind of graduate work, this
kind of investigation is really impossible to do world-
ranking research if you do not have the possibility of
connecting to multiple platforms of knowledge that
are available in those other fields. If you believe, as I
do, that design must now be systematically connected
to research, then you need to have the connection
with other aspects of a research university that
allow you to have genuine laboratories for innovative
investigations into different fields, along with a library,
exhibitions, publications, and things like this.

The other thing that makes Harvard unique is that the
students are extraordinary, and we also have amazing
faculty coming from all over the world, who are doing
important research.

I've enjoyed all of these schools at different
moments, for different things; you try to work with
the limitations you have and create new kinds of
possibilities. You always want what you doing now to
be the most exciting part of what your life is about,
rather than thinking that in the past it was better.
[Professor Yu: So the most important thing for you
is passion?] Yes. If you don’t have that sense of
excitement, you shouldn’t do this kind of job. Because
it's very important that you have the enthusiasm to
continue this kind of work, to find new situations,
new possibilities. A lot of the work we do is about
inspiring other people, and if you feel you don't have
the energy, the intellectual condition, to inspire other
people, you shouldn’t be doing it.

Q4: If some cities or areas suffer from sandstorms or
are too dry for many plants to grow, can landscape
urbanism still be used to deal with their environmental
problems?

Mohsen: There are many parts of the world that are
very dry and have little vegetation, but they still have
beautiful landscapes. I don't think we should define
landscape always with the emphasis on green—we
could think about landscape in terms of the beauty of
the territory more broadly, and not always connected
to “green.” People in the desert see a great deal of
beauty in particular plants that can grow only in the
desert, or they appreciate the other materials of the
surface. There are many different ways that you can
transform those things. | think it's not so much a
question of landscape urbanism; it's more a question
of how you become sensitive to the little things that
matter in landscape: coloration, tonality, differences
between day and night, the way that places can be lit.

Something that we don’t pay enough attention to is
the ephemeral aspect of landscape—things are not
there consistently, not there permanently. So if in the
morning the light reveals the surface in a certain way,
and in the afternoon it hits it in another particular
way, the differentiation between morning light and
afternoon light could itself be the way you frame the
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variation. It's how artists work. Artists pay a lot of
attention to these qualities. I'm interested in a related
notion of the production of new kinds of sensibilities.

Q5: As you mentioned yesterday, the GSD has
engaged in many studios all over the world, so what
is the most challenging thing when you try to practice
your idea of ecological urbanism?

Mohsen: Well, we do a lot of studios, as you've said,
and they have varied inspirations. Ecological urbanism
is relatively new, although we have many studios that
deal with the city, with questions of ecology, and with
questions of sustainability. So they have existed in
the past and they have worked. | think the hardest
thing is the question of the articulation of what | was
just saying—this new sensibility, this new model of
design practice, of artistic practice, which means that
the studios have to work with where the combination
of ecology and urbanism produces something slightly
different from the conventional operations.

The conventional operations just to do sustainability,
or energy reduction, and all of those things matter.
But a new approach has to do with the concept of
urban choreography, in which you see a city as being
in some ways like a theater, where the directors try to
produce a play with actors, a story, music; they have
to make sure the stage, the bodies of the actors, the
clothes, the performance, all of these situations come
together. In the city, in some ways, we also have to
face this kind of situation, where we are thinking
about the choreography of the urban scene.

In terms of the way that we working in schools,
it's easier for us to pay attention to the physical
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environment. But what we have not focused on so
much is the relationship between the actors—the
people who are participating in the scene, and the
space. So a lot of what we want to do with ecological
urbanism is not just simply the idea of new design,
but also new forms of participation, different models
of people being active, contributing to the life of
the city. And that needs to come as part of the
studios, which is a hard thing to do, because the
time you have for studios is normally focused on the
production of the design. We get very good at design,
but we need to get very good at governance, at
understanding how cities run; we need to think about
the way that people participate and live the life of the
city. B

NOTE

(DSignature Practice was a mediagenic, mesomorphic form
of design. It was a product in which cosmetics mattered
most and design's first order was style and surface. It was
architecture for The Art of the Deal. [Kay, Jane Holtz, January,
1990, Architecture (development of signature architecture in
the 1980s) ]
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