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Scale and Scope
Our practice started right away with urban projects 
where we were engaging the public realm, and we were 
interested in paying attention to details and the design 
process. The more it goes, the more we are integrated 
within the master planning and with the architecture and 
with the urban planners and urban designers. Everything 
is blurred more and more, and it gets bigger and more 
complex, but I think it makes a very healthy
methodology. 

Approach
Each project has its own approach that is interested in 
history, but not in the sense of duplicating history. It’s 
interested in creating something that always has a 
personality and its own story, as well as trying to be 
extremely contextually fitting. There is no recipe, per se. 
Each project has its own sense of place and intensity. 
In certain cases, we bring tension by blurring ideas 
together and creating new types. In others, we reveal 
aspects by not covering them. And that’s done some
times by highlighting the contrast between two realities. 
And also bringing a kind of playfulness to places that 
connect them very strongly to their context.  It is always 
ideadriven.

Tools
Of course, we have taken into our practice the notion 
of color. We realized early on that color is actually 
extremely loaded, and we challenge that aspect within 
each project. I like to challenge preconceived ideas of 
color. For example, a swimming pool is always blue and 
a school bus for children is always yellow, right? It’s 
challenging those conventions and sometimes tipping 
them. It’s amazing when you open up that possibility 
and try to bring a kind of magical element within it. 
When you start playing with this, you realize how much 
potential it has.
 But the notion of mood and character precedes this, 
and somehow to define the persona of the project and 
then the materiality of the place comes very quickly: 
the mood, the character, and the kind of ambience that 
make the experience. It’s all based on experience. And 
the way that you build experience is by being able to 

create something that when a person is in it, they are 
able to describe it. It has a spatial quality with the notion 
of fore ground, middle ground, and background, and 
then, by how you juxtapose these, you can create a 
series of moods. As you walk through a park or through 
a city, that kind of ambience is evident, and that helps 
quite a bit to define what you’re going to do. That’s why 
I don’t think we can work in this middle landscape, in the 
suburban world where everything is the same. There is 
no notion of experience; it has no personality. I don’t 
know where to start.

Everything has a possibility  
to be reinvented. And it is  
a fantastic possibility.

Challenges 
I think the more constraints you have, the better. 
The more difficult, the better it gets. But now, I would 
say the main challenge is that the bigger the world gets, 
the more we are working with bigger firms. It seems that 
we always have to fight for everything, every idea, to 
prevent it from getting flatter and flatter. It’s amazing 
how things get flattened. You could be in a room with 
twentyfive people, and 90% of them are there just to 
flatten the idea.
 How do you fight for your own ground and sense of 
identity? How do you protect it? And how do you feed 
it? That’s a big battle.
 We should be more forceful about what we believe 
in. The only thing we have to do is to push and to be 
very honest, bold, articulate, and smart. Everything has 
a possibility to be reinvented. And it is a fantastic pos
sibility. So it’s a positive attitude and being strategic, 
intelligent, and respectful. I think there’s room. I have 
hope, total hope. 

Claude Cormier + assoCiés
Founded 1995, Montreal, Canada
Interview with Claude Cormier
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Claude Cormier + Associés, Pink 
Balls, installation for Montreal’s 
Aire Libre festival, Sainte-
Catherine Street East, Montreal, 
Quebec, Canada, 2011. Photo: 
Marc Cramer
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Founded 2006, Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
Interview with Ronald and Erik Rietveld

Rietveld landscape 

Rietveld Landscape with 
Atelier de Lyon, Bunker 599, 
Diefdijk, The Netherlands, 2010. 
Courtesy Rietveld Landscape
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Scale and Scope
We work at a lot of different scales. For example, for 
one project, Vacant NL, we have been studying vacant 
buildings across the Netherlands and using them to 
advance the innovation agenda of the Netherlands. It’s 
a kind of politically driven project. But another project, 
Bunker 599, is at a completely different scale. It’s on the 
scale of a point in the landscape. But even though it’s 
a small intervention, it tells something about a bigger 
system.

Approach
It’s what we keep asking ourselves over and over 
again. It’s always about fascination, of course, in the 
first instance. And then there is often a given task or 
a program, but we look at how those can contribute 
to the relevant questions for society today. We are 
searching for the biggest problem and then finding the 
most radical solution. That’s really important because 
otherwise nothing happens.
 Given the contemporary complexity of cities and 
landscape and society, urgent societal tasks call for an 
integral and multidisciplinary approach. We characterize 
our context-sensitive approach as making ‘strategic 
interventions’ or carefully designed interventions in 
the city or landscape that use the forces of exist ing 
developments and processes to set desired develop-
ments in motion. That’s the general thought, and 
it works in our projects most powerfully if they are 
connected to larger societal issues.
 We think that if landscape architecture and 
archi tects in general really want to make a relevant 
contribution to the big problems that society is facing 
today it’s necessary to go into alliances, and that’s 
what we do in our office, with researchers, interested 
parties, and specialists. 
 And so the role of the landscape architect—or the 
architect—is to integrate the relevant knowledge of 
the team and all the different ingredients at different 
scale levels, and then translate that into strategic 
interventions. That’s when you’ll need to use, of course, 
a broad set of design skills, and so it’s important that 
you know what you’re good at and what you can 
translate into a design.

Tools
Our approach often takes advantage of those landscape 
processes that are already going on. If you look at 
a project like Deltaworks 2.0, it’s about how design 
anticipates floods and can organize a whole new urban 
area today and make new emptiness. In the 21st century 
we build everywhere, but we’re trying to make a new 
emptiness, an urban emptiness in-between cities. In 
that sense, you are making use of a natural force to 
create a new kind of landscape and also the necessity 
for it. So it’s always a search for a relevant question to 
do something, to come up with an intervention. But 
we always try to do this as minimally as possible—not 
to give too much form. In our opinion, designing is not 
about form; it’s about organizing, giving energy to a 
place, and using available ingredients. That can be the 
energy of people; it can be a natural force. So in general 
you can say it’s always a search for relevance.

We are searching for the 
biggest problem and then 
finding the most radical 
solution. That’s really 

important because otherwise 
nothing happens.

Challenges 
It’s always about designing for people, of course. It’s 
about the way people use a certain kind of space and 
about trying to create a new kind of public domain—
that’s really important. And we think that doesn’t 
happen too much in general, because lots of designers 
are just designing because they like a certain kind of 
form, or they have not asked really basic and relevant 
questions about how something is going to be used 
by the community. Our fascination is always in the way 
people can use a kind of space.

Future Challenges and Opportunities
One of the important issues in landscape architecture 
is the inner city, where landscape architects have more 
and more influence. And if they still want to contribute 
to this in the future, it’s very important that they get 
really interested in the way a city functions today. The 
public domain is what we are talking about. The public 
domain and social cohesion in the public domain is really 
important. And that’s something completely different, in 
our opinion, than just designing outdoor space.
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Scale and Scope
One thing we have done from the start is to go after 
limited design competitions, at the national and 
international level, that would allow us to take on the 
complexity, scale, and challenge of the work that we 
really wanted to do—complicated urban problems that 
dealt with infrastructure, denuded ecologies, ripped up 
sections of urban fabric, those sorts of things.
 The practice now has an incredible range of projects, 
from designing a plaza that’s an acre and a half on 
top of a tunnel infrastructure at the heart of Harvard 
University, where the issues are on a complex and 
detailed scale, all the way up to collaborating on a team 
of planners and designers that is looking at 139 square 
miles around the city of Detroit, with the question 
of how to reshape that city, to rework how that city 
operates for the next twenty to sixty years. There are 
also a number of projects of scales and complexities in 
between. Those two examples are quite stark in their 
contrast, but they go to the heart of where I want the 
practice to be.
 Even at the small scale we’re taking on issues of 
infrastructure, ecologies, environmental systems, and 
social dynamics that extend far beyond the site that 
we’re looking at. Although they’re small, they’re still 
caught up within these larger currents. And then the 
larger scale gets really at the questions of urbanism  
and landscape.

Approach
As I was learning the practice, I saw landscape being 
driven by issues of art history and of art culture, particu
larly in the 20th century. When I attended graduate 
school at Penn, the program was rooted in Ian McHarg’s 
regional planning methodology and his questions of 
how urban or metropolitan developments might situate 
themselves in relationship to natural systems. And so 
all of a sudden there was this vastly different scale of 
operations that was possible.
  I studied with James Corner who was extending that 
work and also taking it in a different direction, really 
look ing at cities, looking at multiple social systems, 
look ing at the remnants of former economic bases of 
industrial production, that sort of thing.  

And all of a sudden for me the field of landscape opened 
up to an understanding that we could be working with  
a set of systems that operated at a very large scale and 
yet had impact on the ground in very specific and 
detailed ways. 
 The idea that we operate primarily in these two 
realms simultaneously—large system scale and detailed 
design scale—is very important, but also that issues  
of infrastructure, ecology, environmental systems,  
and openended systems could really be the heart of 
land  scape practices moving forward. So it’s there that 
we began.

Even at the small scale  
we’re taking on issues of
infrastructure, ecologies, 
environmental systems, and
social dynamics that extend 
far beyond the site that

we’re looking at. 

Tools
I will use the example of a competition project in 
Toronto at the Lower Don Lands where there were 
questions of how to reinaugerate the dynamics of  
a river that had been channelized and abused for many 
decades. We looked at how the piece of the river we 
were dealing with fit into a set of larger systems, but 
also how those systems could be adapted as they  
met urbanized conditions both in our site and as they 
approached our site. And so for us it became the 
question, how can we set up the right set of relation
ships and the right set of conditions so that at the larger 
scale these things operate in the way that they need to? 
But then at the detail scale, how can we create a set of 
design details and physical forms that will allow these 
things to develop?

Founded 2000, Boston, USA
Interview with Chris Reed
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 I think landscape architects bring a lot to the table. 
We’re trained as designers, just like architects. In some 
ways we’re trained as planners and regional planners, 
understanding the largerscale systems. I’d say it’s 
primarily those two extreme scales that set us apart.  
I don’t see architects looking at the largerscale systems, 
and I don’t see planners looking at the detailscale issues. 

Challenges 
The positive challenge of landscape is that no matter 
what you do something is going to change. Understand
ing that is critical because it can become very constrain
ing to you or it can become emancipating. If you start to 
think in that way, if you understand that you’re not fully 
in control of these things but that your role is a coordi
nator of systems or performances or trajectories, then 
you don’t have to fully dictate every single thing that’s 
going on. That’s the beauty of landscape. 

Future Challenges and Opportunities
I think the challenge is limited resources, whether they’re 
nonrenewable resources for production or energy, 
whether they’re food or water resources, or whether 
they’re economic resources. I think we need to engage  
in and lead these conversations that are happening.  
The nature of landscape can grow and change in that 
way so that we’re not just looked to for our ability to 
make a nice garden or park or streetscape.
 Another challenge is how we take on more 
fundamental issues of rapid urban growth, and here I’m 
thinking about places in Asia and in the Middle East. 
How is it that we can take on the challenges of emerging 
developments in places like Africa and South America, 
for instance? How is it that what we do can set a new 
tone for reimagining cities that have been abandoned 
in the wake of changes in industrial production and 
distribution? 
 In some ways these are all more essential roles for 
landscape than the role of simply creating nice spaces 
to inhabit. These are projects and challenges that take 
on more fundamental issues around the world.

Stoss, The Plaza at Harvard 
University, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. Exploded 
axonometric showing layered 
site infrastructures and 
performative surface. © Stoss 
Landscape Urbanism
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TopoTek 1
Founded 1996, Berlin, Germany

Interview with Martin Rein-Cano
Practice in partnership with Lorenz Dexler
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Scale and Scope
I must say, we are incredibly eclectic. We have been 
working on very different typologies and at very 
different scales. We never really specialized in a 
typology; we just follow the flow. And it is continual 
because no one can put us really in one box. People 
sometimes take us for the artist, sometimes for 
the urban designers, and other times for concept 
developers. Our not clear identity is something that 
we also cultivate to an extent.

Our profession is a 
border  line profession, 

and borders are interesting 
places. There are a lot of 
conflicts, a lot of things  

to discover.

Approach
Before I started my career in landscape architec
ture, I studied art history, and that’s how I discov
ered landscape architecture. I was fascinated by the 
art of landscape and how you can implement artistic 
methodologies into space and this idea of being an 
extremist and looking for ways of exaggerating to a 
point of provocation. It’s a very sensual approach, 
a very emotional approach, and even a very 
conceptual approach.
 Artists or artistic strategies are more radical in 
the end than any academic can be because there is 
also a personal aspect, and this, for me, is still a driving 
force—my inabilities and abilities and my personal 
desires and ambitions. In the beginning there is always 
a kind of feeling toward a place, toward a situation. 
It is nothing I can explain in the very beginning; the 
explanation comes mostly afterward. And this sensibility, 
I would say, is artistic. Concept follows form.

Tools
I like to think of the big choice of strategies and forms 
and materials that you can use, but I am not committed 
to one or the other. I also like the possibility of discover
ing things—you never know everything. And I’m 
constantly discovering new things and new ways of 
working. I do a lot of collaboration with architects, so I 
also learn their strategies of working, and sometimes 
I’m used to them, but many, many times I’m surprised by 
how differently you can approach things. 

 I like the possibility to have different weapons for 
different projects. If you compare it to being a doctor: 
if you have a headache, you need an aspirin. If you have 
cancer, you need chemotherapy. And as a good doctor 
you have to have all these different treatments and be 
trained to work in different places. 
 I’m very open when I choose my weapons. I don’t 
have to work under the canon of landscape architecture, 
which still works on the romantic idea of growing, 
dying, and flowering and this kind of eternal circle that 
we have been so fascinated by since romanticism. I’m 
a bit immune to these things because I don’t care if 
something is made out of plastic, or if it’s a painting or 
a tree, or if it’s whatever. 
 Landscape architecture has always been a pacifying 
profession. That is the reason I am so fond of Martha 
[Schwartz] because she was the first really angry woman 
in landscape architecture. She was the first to introduce 
conflict into the profession. And it was so necessary, 
and it was so important. And conflict, aesthetic conflict, 
is something I work with a lot. Not to solve conflicts but 
to cultivate them, to make them bearable.

Challenges 
The profession has a certain outoffocus thing, but I 
have always liked positions that were not clear. I live in 
Germany, but I’m not German. I like to be an artist, but 
I’m not. And I am a bit of an architect, but I’m a landscape 
architect. This inbetweenness, the borders of things, 
is interesting. Our profession is a borderline profession, 
and borders are interesting places. There are a lot 
of conflicts, a lot of things to discover; it’s constantly 
challenging. 
 And that is what I actually enjoy about the profes
sion. You can move with a certain amount of freedom. 
You can construct things. You can realize things. You 
can change reality in quite an intense way. So this 
combination is extremely enjoyable and challenging.

Topotek 1 with Bjarke Ingels  
Group and Superflex, Superkilen, 
Copenhagen, Denmark, 2012. 
Photo: Iwan Baan
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