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ABSTRACT

This interview focuses on landscape’s role of being a medium. Joan
Iverson Nassauer, the interviewee, believes that landscape architects
should make designs plausible and care about how landscape influences
people’s everyday life since landscape perception matters. Meanwhile, she
underscores that maintenance is key to the sustainability of a landscape
project. She further argues that both practice and research are important
to the discipline of landscape architecture, and design can be part of
science. Landscape architects’ capacity of imagination defines the power
and uniqueness of the discipline what allows landscape architecture to
change social relationships. As a co-editor-in-chief of Landscape and
Urban Planning, Nassauer believes that media need to serve more scholars
and practitioners and to encourage a broad communication with diverse
communication forms.
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WHEN MESSINESS IS A CHOICE

| IOAM IVERSON NASSAUER

MESSINESS:

COMMUNITY, CARE AND
COMPLEXITY IN SUSTAINABLE LANDSCAPES

1973 1986

IN TIMES AND
PLACES WHERE WE
ARE ACUTELY AWARE
OF OUR NEED

FOR COMMUNITY,
MESSINESS MAY BE
INTERPRETED AS
DISREGARD FOR
OTHERS...
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Community norms and expectations
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regandiess of whether they actually enter
o own it. In particular, those who live rear
2 massy landscape teel impinged upon by
itsappearante.

visible To look messy. something must be
both visible and disorderly, Wik visibiity

HIMPINGES..,
Heighborhoods are expected to look nest
5. rark of respect for neighbours.
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Joan Iverson
Nassauer's article
published in Landscape
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EXPERIENCE
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FEAR WHAT WE
DO NOT KNOW.
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Although published over twenty years

ago, your highly received paper Messy
Ecosystems, Orderly Frames'! is still
inspiring for contemporary landscape
architects, particularly the trenchant
arguments on the relationship of ecological
design and public culture. It states that
“ecological quality tends to look messy....
What is good may not look good, and

what looks good may not be good.... The
difference between the scientific concept of
ecology and the cultural concept of nature,
and the difference between function and
appearance, both demonstrate that applied
landscape ecology is essentially a design
problem. It requires the translation of
ecological patterns into cultural language. It
requires placing unfamiliar and frequently
undesirable forms inside familiar, attractive
packages.” Based on this argument, how
do you think marketability of landscape
architecture?

Joan Iverson NASSAUER (NASSAUER
hereafter): Landscape should, and
must, serve the needs of people, because
landscape is where we live. Landscape
architects make art to be used. Landscapes
perceived as aesthetically pleasing are more
likely to be appreciated and protected
overtime, regardless of their ecological
importance. This is why landscape
perception matters and why we should
make designs plausible and care about
how landscape affects people every day.
Meanwhile, designers need to anticipate
how a design can be well received by
people and be more marketable.

To build sustainability into landscape,
the designers’ conception of how to
maintain landscape and its ecological
functions, how to manage the material
and energy flows in the site, and who
maintains it, is fundamental to the
design — otherwise it is just a picture.
Ecosystem services in landscapes,
including support of biodiversity, carbon
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storage, removal of excess nutrients

and contaminants, and stormwater
management, are dynamic. Thus the issue
of maintenance is key to the sustainability
of a landscape project. If landscape
architects design something beautiful

and environmentally beneficial, but those
benefits require maintenance that will not
be provided, then the design is inherently
not sustainable and plausible. However,
quite often, the appearance of indigenous
ecosystems and wildlife habitats violates
cultural norms. Designing in ecosystem
services has to be done in a way that
clearly is consistent with cultural norms.
Without this attention to their cultural
norms, people will change the landscape
in ways that may or may not be consistent
with its ecological function. Therefore,
the philosophy behind recognizable
appearance is not only one of the respect
for society, but also a strategy for
marketability, because we need society to
help landscape be sustained overtime.

Practice and research are both critical
to the discipline of landscape architecture.
How do you consider the relationship
between practice and research?

NASSAUER: My thinking about
that has changed with time. In my
paper Bringing Science to Landscape
Architecture, published in 1985, I argued
that we could think about design as
inherent research. However, effective
interdisciplinary research requires new
norms. Without independent norms of
social or natural science methods to
evaluate the performance of the design,
it is difficult to learn enough from a
particular project to generalize to other
projects. We all learn from what we
do, but what we think we have learned
from one project may not actually give
us sufficient certainty to apply that
knowledge to another place. To consider



whether we can rely on what we think

we know, we need science — not just
design. Designers need a kind of planful
science-based approach to learn the most
about environmental and social systems
from our designs.

I once argued that in landscape
architecture, research may lack legitimacy if
scientific tools are considered too complex,
too prescriptive, too demanding of
resources, or not flexible enough to support
place-specific decisions”!. Now, I firmly
believe that design can be part of science.

If we include landscape design as part of
scientific knowledge creation, we have

a common link between the science and
practice of landscape change. This design
link is both a product and an activity",

What is the core competitiveness of
landscape architecture compared with other
disciplines?

NASSAUER: Landscape can be treated
both analytically and experientially. What
is so powerful is that landscape architects
know how to use imagination: we can
creatively imagine things that do not exist.
Sadly, I find that landscape architects
sometimes forget how special that ability is.
Unlike artists” pure romantic imagination,
landscape architects can imagine something
new based on evidence that gives our design
creditability. Not all landscape architects
DO this, but it is the greatest possibility
for ecological design, which can be a rich
area for landscape architects’ research.

For example, I have just begun a very
large transdisciplinary National Science
Foundation project which employs
high-tech environmental engineering in
urban landscapes. It is interesting that my
role, as a landscape design scientist, is to
explore how the work is going to affect
the everyday landscape of people and how
people are going to respond to landscape
changes possibly made by this technology.
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Landscape is the medium: lots of questions
in engineering, ecology, hydrology, and
geology, the possible effects on humans

and how humans are going to affect those
systems happen with the landscape. So,
that is the medium for our transdisciplinary
research.

One may reckon that imagination is not a
privilege of landscape architects — engineers
can imagine too! However, they imagine
in different ways: engineers are good at
thinking about precise relationships, while
landscape architects are good at thinking
about how to change societal relationships
with landscapes by design. When we
consider how a landscape is going to affect
people or be affected by people, we can use
our special talent of imagination.

What is your insight on the national
movement of ecological civilization

currently happening in China?

NASSAUER: The absolute amount
and pace of growth in urban population
and GDP in China now are far greater
than they were in the United States in
the 1970s, when American laws and
regulations based on environmental goals
were adopted. All of the laws, such as the
Clean Water Act and the Clean Air Act,
were introduced to slow things down to
allow for environmental implications to
be considered. Urban planners, engineers,
and landscape architects had to pause and
consider the impacts of what was proposed
as well as alternatives. Those laws were
so important because they created a way
of slowing down bad choices, and they
worked.

Hurrying and protecting are difficult
activities to put together. So far as I know,
in China, there is a very short time between
a new policy like Sponge City Construction
being adopted and projects being built.

It means that the planning phase and the

related coordination of many interventions
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are limited by an even shorter time. The
rapid construction without long-term
thinking could cause problems later.
Maybe now it is a good time to slow down
and think about how design can embody a
more complete sense of future implications

for people and the environment.

As a co-editor-in-chief of Landscape
and Urban Planning, a high-quality
scholarly journal in the field of landscape
architecture, how do you understand the
role that media plays in the communication
of the profession?

NASSAUER: [ started editing very
late in my career. I do it as a service
to young scholars all over the world,
beyond the United States, Europe, and
Australia, expecting everyone to be part
of the conversation and to be reliable
contributors to scholarship. Editing
the journal also contributes to my own
knowledge. I learn from reading hundreds
of submissions each year. Even those we
have to reject also teach me about cities
and other parts of the world, where I
would like to encourage young scholars to
elevate their work.

I also find that, to a scholarly journal,
to bridge the gap between research and
practice is very important. We have not yet
done this well in America. To compromise
the quality of research might undermine its
creditability. That is not a choice we want
to make. However, we want double-blind
peer-reviewed journals to be accessible
to practitioners — both by making the
content understandable and making
the journals themselves affordable for
practitioners.

Landscape and Urban Planning is a
very high-impact scholar journal, which
has been published since 1973, and the
entire journal as digital files can trace
back to 1986. The journal has published
thousands of scientific papers relating to
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design and planning but practitioners do
not have access to it. One of my greatest
personal goals for the next five years is

to make this knowledge accessible to
practitioners. Because there are so many
practitioners who want to know what is
the effective way that green spaces in the
city are planned; what is the effective shape
on reducing the urban heat island effect;
how can stormwater management improve
water quality and reduce flooding; can green
roofs improve urban habitats; what are

the benefits that people who live different
proximities can get from green space in
cities?

I am not certain that the way Landscape
and Urban Planning conveyed is always
understandable to practitioners. I noticed
that Landscape Architecture Frontiers is a
very visual document. I recently contributed
to Landscape Paysages'", a Canadian
landscape journal (Fig.1), which is also a
very visual document. I heard from many
practitioners soon after the article was
published — more than I got from some of
my papers that are highly cited all over the
world by scholars. Obviously, there is a real
gap between different communication forms.

In addition, doing more popular
writing is a wonderful opportunity for
senior scholars, who have demonstrated
their credibility in science, to reach people,
especially to reach different generations.

It is of great advantage to popularize
professional knowledge. LAF

NOTE

For more information about the author’s research, please visit her lab
website www.joan-nassauer.com.
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