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ABSTRACT

In this article, Professor Julia Czerniak shares her opinions and

— 19 20 experiences on landscape design criticism. Generally, she writes three
types of criticism, including setting up disciplinary frameworks to examine
designer’s drawings or built artifacts, writing through design projects to
think about design at large, and writing to project design into a space of less
[2) constraint. From her point of view, writing criticism is to invoke valuable
disciplinary knowledge. Professor Czerniak will further focus on curating
an exhibition and publishing a special issue to explore more possibilities in
B- landscape design criticism.
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As a landscape design critic, WHAT
doIdo?

I have to begin with a question
I often hear, which is: “There is not
criticism in landscape, is there?”

Which of course we know the
answer is a resounding “YES.” I have
always been fascinated by landscape
writers. Most people think of Frederick
Law Olmsted as just a designer, but
he was also an amazing social critic.
Although he is most commonly known
for his design contributions to emerging
19th and early 20th century cities
in the form of parks, in books such
as Walks and Talks of an American
Farmer (1852)"" and A Journey through
Texas (1857)* he was a keen observer
and commentator on the land and the
lifestyles it sponsored.

In his landscape writings, cultural
geographer John B. Jackson raised
questions and presented controversial
statements in reference to humans and
their role in shaping the land. Elizabeth
Meyer is probably the most likely person
to come to mind of a contemporary
writer of landscape design criticism. Her
writings provocatively question norms
and assumptions about our perception
and use of the land. But I also love
reading so many others, such as Robert
Somol, Jeremy Foster, Denise Hoffman
Brandt, Richard Weller, Michael Jakob,

Alice Twemlow, Sebastian Marot, Anita
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Berrizbeitia and others. They inspire me.

So what do I do? I write about built
and unbuilt landscape design projects
at multiple scales. I write different
kinds of criticism, depending on the
circumstance. Sometimes I write by
setting up disciplinary frameworks
in which I examine designer’s work
(drawings and / or built artifacts). More
often, however, I write through — not
about — the design projects of others as
a way to think about design at large.

I am both an architect and landscape
architect and think of myself as a
designer that writes, so criticism for me
in all cases is a form of design research,
both the “word” and the “line” are
forms of representation to develop

projects and express thoughts.

WHY do I write?

I write to invoke what I find to be
valuable disciplinary knowledge and
because I would like to impart to others
a conceptual rigor important to the
field. T also write because I believe in
public discourse; that we have a shared
knowledge base. I write because I really
do believe — despite social media and
shrinking attention spans — that we still

read. Mostly I write to imagine.

WHO do I write for?

I write to participate in the discipline.
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So I write for whoever is willing to
engage. I write for myself, my colleagues,
for the next generation of landscape
architects and others interested in the
designed landscape. More and more,

I am less interested in talking to my
peers through writing, and aspire to
reach more general audiences as a way
to enhance the cultural understanding
of what designers do and how it brings
added value to our environments. It is
also important to reach leaders, policy
makers, funders and donors and all
those that support our projects and can

make them happen.

HOW do I work?

Well this is related to why I write, so
I can give three brief examples — each a
form of what I do — that can perhaps
contribute to the conversation of what
landscape criticism is and can be.

The first thing I do is write criticism
by setting up larger disciplinary
frameworks in which I examine
designer’s work (drawings and / or
built artifacts). So in essays such as
Challenging the Pictorial: Recent
Landscape Practice” I used the pervasive
techniques and attitudes that define
and delimit landscape’s pictorialization,
including the early force of the 18th
century English landscape garden, as a
framework then to read three books —

Taking Measures across the American



Landscape', Adriann Geuze: West 8
Landscape Architecture” and Hargreaves
Landscape Works'.

This piece, I hope, contributed to
a discussion we were all having and
work we were doing that was unwilling
to affirm pictorial limits and embrace,
instead, an alternative view of nature.
This collective disciplinary discussion
eventually led to landscape urbanism.

The second way I work is to write
criticism through, not about, the design
projects of others as a way to think
about design at large. More specifically,
the concepts and strategies I both find
in and bring to a design project not
only reframes it, but opens up ways to
extend what is already present to other
circumstances.

So in my chapter Agency by Design in
Hargreaves book Hargreaves: The Achemy
of Landscape Architecture”’, I looked at
ways urban parks are catalysts — agents
that accelerate change or recovery —
to the development and redevelopment
of cities. “Agency” here suggests a shift
in landscape’s perceived passive role (as
previously described), supplemented now
by design strategies that set in motion,
even accelerate, positive change in the
decaying cities in which they are located.
Hargreaves Associates projects are often
built in a context of complex politics and
tough economics, and I looked at ways
that parks help to change distressed de-

industrialized environments.
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What I found was that, across
scale, by foregrounding connectivity,
impassioned use, and strong identity, these
parks transform not only their physical
environments but also the economic and
social realities of the city. This sort of
writing for me is not about getting it “right”
nor was it about purposeful misreading.
It was about reading a body of work
differently, seeing potentials that were
perhaps unintended effects, and naming
a set of operations and strategies and in
doing so, putting them in the world as
another form of the project that has a sort
of autonomy. It is about looking at what
it is simultaneously with what it can be.

In this example, Hargreaves Associates
projects provided, most significantly for
me, a platform to speculate on the identity
of landscape works. Parks as agents
in urban revitalization require strong
identities to make them distinct from
their contexts and generate use, publicity,
and revenue. When designing parks,
Hargreaves Associates are less concerned
with their park’s image (the immediacy
of its look) than with its identity (its
distinguishing character that accrues over
time), evident through form (organization,
shape, and size), relationship to site
(physically and referentially), and
relationship between the temporal and the
permanent.

At Louisville Waterfront Park in
Kentucky, what the designers refer to as

“pulling the open space of the river into

the city” — and not simply extending the
city grid to it — sets up the framework for
the park’s powerful identity based on how
a landscape both appears and performs.
The interlocking of land and water at
different scales through “inlets,” which
appear as an abstraction of a local stream
network that drains into metropolitan
Louisville, provides a stage for visitors to
interact with river processes. The primary
one, called the Harbor Inlet, allows
watercraft to dock and thereby signals

the return of once thriving river-related
activity to the downtown core.

What I found more interesting,
however, is the smaller inlet to the south.
Years after the park’s completion, this
inlet has become a wetland and a favorite
place for birding, an evolution dependent
on the flows of the Ohio River, silt infill,
and emergent plant communities. It also
suggests strategies for park design where
landscape is both representational (it
refers to river forms and past activities)
and performative (it actually changes by
engaging river processes). In this way,
Louisville Riverfront Park is a powerful
example of a park’s identity being
constituted by stable and meaningful
references that are also responsive to
the fluxes of the landscape medium. We
can generalize this example and use it
to imagine other landscapes. This is the
power of words.

The third thing I do is to write

criticism to extend and project design

VOLUME 5/ ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2017



SRS/ We5ire

into a space of less constraint. In this
case design work, of which I am a

part, comes first in the messy space of
the public sector, conservative funding
streams, and shifting leadership. I can
make better sense of what we are doing
by writing about it.

So in my essay Accumulations'™, I
use what urban theorist Roger Sherman
calls Radical Incrementalism, what
he describes as a design strategy “that
utilizes accumulation as a means of
producing character and identity” across
an urban field in lieu of masterplanning
as a way to conceptualize, discuss, and
advance our urban design strategy for a
two-mile transportation corridor / urban
design project we were then working
on in Syracuse, New York called the
Connective Corridor. He describes
how this strategy can promote the use
of norms and as a means of creating
imageability and building strong identity
and coherence across an urban field.

So I asked in this essay, what about the
coherence of accumulate color itself?

In a city like Syracuse New York where
growth is not an option, it seemed
accumulation of color (of elements like
paving, furnishing, lighting and signage)
is a viable and potent strategy for
positive change.

Writing this way tries to make sense
of something we were already doing, as
well as to reinforce a decision armature

for the future.
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What is next, what am I working on?

Well, two things. I am the chief
curator of an international conference
scheduled for next fall called Designing
Water, co-sponsored by Longwood
Gardens and the American Academy in
Rome. The idea is to gather experts in
garden design and history, landscape
architecture, architecture and urban
design, as well as geography, ecology
and hydrology to advance concepts of
and strategies for designing water from
the scale of a singular garden feature
to integrated regional systems. Because
I think water is the most compelling
and consequential design matter of the
21st century! Not just a life source or a
source of beauty, water has crucial social,
cultural and symbolic functions and plays
an essential role in all living systems.

Yet the urgent issues surrounding water
are alarming, from drought to flooding
to contamination. The topic needs our
concentrated attention.

I am also guest-editing a special
issue of JoLA (Journal of European
Landscape Criticism) on — you guessed
it! — landscape design criticism. I think
the editors and I have come up with an
interesting structure for the issue. In
addition to the call for project reviews,
we are inviting a number of critical voices
to produce a one-page spread of text that
addresses their read of forms of landscape

architecture design criticism (what it is)
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the effects it has (why it matters), as well
as how it is done. These articles might
focus on the use of specific disciplinary,
philosophical or professional
frameworks, or explore different modes
of writing. They might also be focused
on what is happening today, what might
happen, or conversely, be retrospective.
In addition to these short essays,
which I theme “Thinking It,” there will
be a number of texts examining built
projects that are about reuse. These
authors will not only frame “landscapes
of reuse” in fresh ways, the intention is
that they will make their interpretative
frameworks explicit. I call this section
of the journal “Doing It.” The Thinking
Eye and Book Review sections will also
explore the theme. I cannot tell you the
contributors; it will ruin the surprise.

But they are great. Stay tuned! LAF
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