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City-making Based on Landscape Infrastructure
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Abstract
Landscape structures the new parts of the expanding city and new
forms of city-life. “Landscape Infrastructure” invokes the social
and cultural elements as part of the equation, and physically and
operationally demonstrates its potential of city-making. This interview
explores the relation between landscape and infrastructure, how the
landscape design integrates into the urban-scale infrastructure, and the
way for Chinese landscape architects to engage into the urban design
process.
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How do you understand the relation between landscape and

infrastructure in the current context of highly infrastructural

cities?

Chris REED (REED hereafter): | came to landscape through
urbanism and city-making. In studying 19th-century cities in
particular, it became clear to me that landscape could perform

what we now know to be infrastructural roles, organizing urban
and environmental functions — including but not limited to open
space — while structuring new parts of the expanding city, and new
forms of city-life. In 19th-century America, in particular, landscape
took on roles in public health, water quality, social reform,
environmental and economic development initiatives — it became
the de facto way to re-make and extend cities. And it did this in an
integrated way — not landscape as a green palliative (or apology)
for urban infrastructures, but as a hybridized entity that performed
multiple social, functional, and environmental roles simultaneously.
It is this integrated hybridization of landscape and infrastructure

(and, by extension, of city-making) that we are recovering.

How do you think of the relation and the differences between “Green

Infrastructure” and “Landscape Infrastructure”?

REED: “Green infrastructure” is a good starting point. It includes
stormwater and rain gardens, treatment wetlands, even storm surge
landscapes. Green infrastructure projects have been responsible for
helping to improve water quality, and the environmental quality

of urban environments; this is good. But it tends to lack a social

dimension. “Landscape infrastructure”, on the other hand, invokes

the social and cultural elements as part of the equation, it takes
the position that these components of the project of urbanism
are as important as the functional and the environmental. It also

moves beyond the smaller-scale kinds of green infrastructure
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1. Landscape as multi-functional infrastructure and urban framework, Detroit Future City. ©
Stoss

2. Stormwater lake and urban ecology park, Detroit Future City. © Stoss
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improvements that have become standard practice in many parts of
Europe, North America, and Asia. Landscape infrastructure takes
back the organizing force and potential of city-making, physically
and operationally. Two examples:

Stoss was recently involved in a collaborative effort to re-make
the City of Detroit for the next 50 years. Detroit, of course, is a city
that has been deindustrialized and depopulated over the last few
decades, leaving significant chunks of vacant land and building, and
a whole series of social justice, public health, and environmental
problems in its wake. While these conditions are often considered in
a negative light, we saw them as embedding a huge opportunity to
re-think the physical and operational city using landscape as a key
organizer. In this sense, landscape is thought of in many productive
ways: as organizing infrastructure; as habitat; as a food and energy
producer; as a place for cultural activities; as a locus for large-
scale air and water cleansing forests and wetlands; as a territory for
research and experimentation; as a job training center; as a sponsor
of social life; as a basis for new kinds of green neighborhoods. With
this, the city can transform itself physically into a vibrant new kind
of productive green city, a form and image that many world-class
cities long to have but cannot achieve due to lack of space. But the
city also transforms itself operationally, linking food production to
food processing and distribution networks; re-networking the city
from a transit, open space, and ecological standpoint; and tying
new land uses to a cost-to-serve model so that the city becomes
economically and environmentally sustainable in the long term.
This goes far beyond the largely remedial intentions of a typical
green infrastructure project to something more comprehensive and
that operates at multiple scales of time and space.

At Harvard’s Graduate School of Design, | coordinate and teach
a core studio for landscape architects on city-making. I think it is
significant that the department recognizes that large-scale landscape
infrastructure and landscape-based urbanism projects are again
at the center of the work of landscape architects. Here, we look
at productive landscapes and ecologies — whether aquaculture,
silviculture, water cleansing, or storm surge / flood accommodation,
for instance — as both formative to and integrated with new urban
fabrics. This is a significant change in thinking: Older cities tended
to erase dynamic environmental conditions, like floodplains along

rivers and wetlands along oceans or bays, leaving landscape to

be the leftover place; even more contemporary approaches favor
abandoning these areas, erasing human occupation in favor of
ecological accommodation. Our approach in the Harvard studio

is different: We think about productive landscapes and ecologies

as integral to the city, as a daily part of the life of a place.
Consequently we look to develop ways in which human occupation
and dynamic ecologies can sit side by side, or overlaid on top of
one another — allowing for productive reverberations between and

among what had previously been thought of as distinct territories.

Do the infrastructural functions of landscape architecture projects

depend on the scales or sizes of the projects? How do you think

of the design giving infrastructural functions (such as rain water

collection, flood draining) and their effects in small-scale projects?

REED: Large-scale, complex urban and metropolitan projects
are perhaps the best for being able to integrate and demonstrate
principles of hybridization, multifunctionality, even flexibility and
adaptability — key ideas in understanding how projects, whether
ecosystems or cities, evolve over long time periods. But we also
believe smaller-scale projects can be positioned relative to these
larger-scale geographical, ecological, infrastructural, and social-
cultural systems as well, just in more focused and limited ways.

At Erie Plaza in Milwaukee, we developed a hybrid surface that
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Hybrid hydrologies, Erie Street Plaza, Milwaukee, USA. © Stoss
Erie Street Plaza, Milwaukee, USA © John December
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The Plaza, site infrastructure and facilities. Harvard University, Massachusetts, USA. © Stoss
The Plaza, Harvard University, Massachusetts, USA. © Stoss
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would accommodate both water infiltration and social activities; by
lowering the grade near the water and cutting slots into an existing
bulkhead wall, we were able to both re-establish a native marsh
behind the protection of the bulkhead and allow for river and lake
inundation during flooding events and high water cycles. In doing
s0, the space takes on a life of its own — one characterized by both
fluctuations in social activity (at the local scale) and choreographies
of water that tap into much larger environmental cycles. This kind
of positioning allows people to participate in broader systems and

cycles in a localized, very experiential way.

Taking your newly completed project “The Plaza at Harvard” as

an example, could you please interpret how the landscape design

integrates into the urban-scale infrastructure?

REED: This project lies atop a roadway tunnel at the center

of Harvard’s campus in Cambridge, Massachusetts. It is also
surrounded and underlain by a maze of city and university utilities
— so it is very much a piece of urban infrastructure first, a social
space second. But the existing condition refused to acknowledge
this — it simply extended the lawn panels and asphalt paths of
historic Harvard Yard across the tunnel; it also did not accommodate
well social uses — and was not equipped to handle some of the
bigger crowds it saw during larger events. Consequently, it was a
forlorn, muddy, and underutilized space.

The new plaza changes all that. It transforms this crossroads
into a new social hub for the university, a new hangout and event
space for social interaction and performance. The elements are very
simple: custom concrete pavers, custom benches, movable tables
and chairs, and a grove along the edge. But the plaza is designed
and equipped to accommodate a wide range of events and activities
that will activate it day and night, all the year through: Farmers’
markets, art fairs, movie nights, musical and dance performances,
student activities, formal dinners, etc. In fact, the plaza is equipped
to be plug and play: integrated tent foundations, water and utility
hook-ups, dimmable lighting all make render the simple-looking
plaza as a sophisticated piece of civic infrastructure.

But the space is also designed to accommodate everyday. To
this end, custom-designed benches are shaped to accommodate

different body types or different sitting and lounging arrangements:

Up straight, reclined, lounging, cuddling, etc. They encourage social
interaction, as do the movable chairs, which can be set up in open
sunny areas, next to the benches, or in the shady grove. Choice and
flexibility is paramount, and the space is designed accordingly.

In all, the plaza forms a new threshold between historic
Harvard Yard and the university’s vibrant and expanding North
Campus, and it does so explicitly: the light plaza surface re-iterates
the tunnel below and sets itself off visually and materially from
its surroundings. Strategic cuts in the endwalls of the plaza offer
glimpses to the roadway infrastructure below — again a nod to this

space’s important role as a new multifunctional urban infrastructure.

Develop cities that work with environmental
dynamics, not against them — and utilize landscape

as both armature and guiding force. This is true in the
context of rapid Chinese urbanization.

In the process of rapid urbanization in China, many people are

opposing it and calling to “avoid following the wrong way that

USA took 20 years ago”. As an experienced practicing landscape

architect, could you please give some suggestions to Chinese

designers that how to engage into the design process?

REED: | think the opportunities ahead are clear: Develop cities that
work with environmental dynamics, not against them — and utilize
landscape as both armature and guiding force. This is true whether
working in the context of rapid Chinese and Asian urbanization

or in the slower-paced transformation of former industrial cities
around the world. In this sense, practicing landscape architects,

and those studying to be practicing designers, are in many ways
best positioned to become the urbanists for the next century. They
are able to work at multiple scales simultaneously, and they are
capable of dealing with flux conditions and long timelines — these
are fundamental to the project of the contemporary city. My hope is
to become more involved in work around the work — especially in

China — to help guide and inform these changes. LAF
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