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The return of landscape architecture as environmental discipline in the context of sustainable development
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1. Origins of the landscape architecture profession: rooted in collaboration and sustainable development
The term ‘landscape architecture’ was popularized after Fredrick Law Olmstead designed New
York Central Park in 1863. With a background in scientific farming, Olmstead saw the potential of
improving the productivity of a site through landscape architecture. He wrote to the Central Park
Commission president encouraging the park to operate as an urban forest laboratory, advocating
for collaboration with the forestry profession. These ideas were never acted upon, and his vision
was only realized in the 1890’s at Biltmore Estate. For this project, Olmstead collaborated with
Gifford Pinchot, considered the founding figure of the forest conservation profession in the US, on
the design and management of the estate to test the viability of resource management (Thoren,
2014: online). Biltmore Estate demonstrates how landscape architecture was based on
interdisciplinary collaboration and sustainable development at its onset, referring to the first
understanding of ‘landscape’ as perceived boundary of physical topography with specific
ecological characteristics.

2. Landscape as subject of art during the Modern era

During the rapid professionalization of various fields during the modern era, the once interlinked
fields of landscape architecture and forestry diverged (Thoren, 2014: online). Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe,
a prominent design theorist from the 20™ century, argued that landscape architecture followed in
the footsteps of modernist art theories by using it as an aesthetic pathfinder (Thompson, 2014:
25). This is because a landscape project takes time before it can be completed. Olmstead also
expressed this sentiment when explaining how the slow growth span of trees makes
experimentation difficult (Thoren, 2014: online). In comparison, an artwork can be completed in
much less time, and design experimentation happens at a much faster pace. Jellicoe’s theory
coincides with the 2" origin of the term ‘landscape’, describing nature as scenery or as the subject
of art, and exemplify how art theories was the basis for landscape design during the first half of
the 20" century.

3. Land Art and the resurgence of landscape architecture as environmental discipline

Land Art emerged in the 1960’s as a rejection of the commercialization of art and shifted towards
nature-based materials and landscape topography as art medium. This art movement is argued
to have had the greatest impact on the landscape architectural profession. One of the first projects
with a strong undertone of environmental awareness was Papago Park in Phoenix, a park design
focusing on the conservation of native landscape with integrated social activities. It is argued to
be one of the early successful collaborations between a land artist, Jody Pinto, and landscape
architect, Steve Martino. (Thompson, 2014: 69). This project demonstrates the resurgence of
landscape architecture’s roots in professional collaboration for the benefit of society and ecology,
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as demonstrated by Olmstead and Gifford at Biltmore Estate in the 1890’s. Land Art became
increasingly concerned with environmental issues and the same can be said for landscape
architecture. A 2015 study on the research trends of landscape architecture found that topics such
as ‘sustainability and green infrastructure’ and ‘participation and collaboration’ are trending
upwards (Cushing & Renata, 2015). The shift in understanding landscape as an ecological
discipline with social responsibility, rather than the design of scenic gardens, reflects the global
sense of urgency regarding issues of sustainability, which has been on the increase since the turn
of the 21° century.

4. The relevance of landscape architecture in the new global agenda of sustainable development
The World Summit of 2002 was an initiative to encourage global political commitment towards
sustainable development. The summit showcased the Moroka Dam Precinct Project, a
rehabilitation projects for a dam in Soweto, one of South Africa’s biggest townships. It was done
through the collaborative effort of South African based landscape architects, engineers, investors,
and members of the surrounding community. In the process of rehabilitating the dam and
integrating it with the surrounding wetlands, the project created employment opportunities for 210
local community members (IFLA, 2021: online). It demonstrates how landscape architecture can
contribute to sustainable development both on the social and ecological front, and reveals the
profession’s early roots in interdisciplinary collaboration, natural resource management and the
powerful impact it can have developing countries, where budgets for scenic public gardens and
parks are often limited. This paper has traced the philosophical shift from landscape as scenery
to landscape as critical tool in achieving sustainable development. It should be noted that this
paper does not discredit the powerful cultural implications of landscape as scenery. Instead, it
aims to highlight the relevance of the profession in the context of developing countries, where
budgets for the creation and upkeep of gardens and public parks are often limited.

5. Conclusion

The term ‘landscape’ has two origins, the first relating to a territory with associated topographical
and ecological characteristics, and the latter referring to the subject of art. The modernist era saw
landscape architecture as a profession following the theorical development of art. The emergence
of Land Art influenced the profession to become an environmental discipline and to rediscover its
roots in interdisciplinary collaboration. With an increased global prioritization of sustainable
development since the turn of the 21%' century, landscape architecture now finds itself as a
profession that can contribute to this new global agenda. This holds especially true in developing
countries, where issues of social and economic sustainability, and natural resource management
outweighs theories on landscape scenery. This paper concludes with the understanding that the
re-emergence of landscape architecture as a profession that is based on collaboration, natural
resource management and science, will play a critical role in the global effort to achieve
sustainable development in the 21°' century.
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