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*For most North Americans, landscape is mere scenery. Most think landscape architecture is a kind of
exterior decoration and do not recognize its importance to society. Perhaps this ignorance should come as no
surprise, since modem English dictionaries define landscape as a static scene of fields, hills, and forests,

a portion of land that the eye can comprehend in a single view.” But landscape is not a mere visible

surface or passive backdrop to human theater.

*Landscape associates a place with all who dwell there, past and present. The Danish word landskab,
the German landschaft, and Old English landscipe corbine two roots. “ Land” means both a place and the people
living there (earth, country, nation). Skabe and schaffen mean “ to shape” ; suffixes -skab and -schaft, as in
the English “ -ship,” also mean association, partnership. Still strong in Nordic languages, these original

meanings have all but disappeared from English.
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*Landscape in its original sense ? the mutual shaping of people and place ? encompasses both the
population of a place and its physical features: its topography, water flow, and plant life; its
infrastructure of streets and sewers; its land uses, buildings, and open spaces. The urban landscape is shaped
by rain, plants and animals, human hands and minds. Rain falls, carving valleys and soaking soil. People mold
landscape with hands, tools, and machines, through law, public policy, the investing and withholding of
capital, and other actions undertaken hundreds or thousands of miles away. The processes that shape landscape
operate at different scales of space and time: from the local to the national, from the ephemeral to the

enduring.

*To restore an urban landscape requires an understanding of how it came to be, how it evolved,
through what processes, when, and which of 1ts features have had a sustained impact on their surroundings. To
do so is difficult without the capacity to understand landscape as more than static scenery. The words

environment and place, which are comonly used to replace landscape in twentieth-century English, are

inadequate substitutes, for they refer to surroundings or location and omit people. Landscape connotes a sense

of the purposefully shaped, the sensual and aesthetic, the embeddedness in culture. To see landscape only as
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scenery is to emphasize appearance over habitability and to conceal what is hidden from view, the deep context

underlying the surface.

*Language can be dangerous. Words can conceal meaning and make people blind. Take the word nature.
It is comon for North Arericans to use the word as If it meant the same thing to everyone. But nature is an
idea over which there is much disagreement and for which many cultures have no single term. Is nature a sacred
entity where humans are one with all living creatures, or a wildemess requiring protection from humans? Are
natural phenomena, like trees and wind, animated by gods, or is nature merely a bunch of resources for human
use? Is nature a web of life-sustaining processes that connects everything in the physical and biological
worlds including humans? These and other ideas of nature coexist. They influence whether people think cities
are part of the natural world and how they shape them. Someone who assumes that the city has destroyed
“ nature” is not likely to see the effects of the natural processes that still shape its landscape; another
who believes that the city has degraded “ nature” is apt to see only pollution. Such perspectives have made

invisible some of our profession’ s greatest achieverents, and have even led to their destruction.



*Boston”s Fens and Riverway were daring experiments of engineering, ecology, landscape design, and
city planning. Conceived by Frederick Law Olmsted, the great American landscape architect, and built in the
1880s and 1890s, these projects were designed to purify water and protect the city from floods. The Fens and
Riverway also incorporated a sewer, paths, a parkway, and a streetcar line, which formed a skeleton that
structured the growing city. *These projects erbodied the principle that George Perkins Marsh had stated in
Man and Nature, his influential book of 1864: “ In reclaiming...lands laid waste by human improvidence...the
task to become a co-worker with nature in the reconstruction of the damaged fabric.” Today these works are
admired for their scenery, but most people cannot conceive that they were designed and built. And the Fens no
longer serves its original purpose of stormwater detention: when the tunnels were dug for the Boston subway in
the early 1900s, the dirt was dumped there. Why were Olmsted™s landmark achievements in the Fens and Riverway
forgotten? Wy were parts destroyed? Because the common notion of nature as an entity as separate from the
city, and even opposed to it, gradually erased the memory of Fens and Riverway as artful, deliberate

reconstructions of landscapes laid waste by human occupation.
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Language has conseguences. And language is more than words. Landscape itself is a form of language,

and the language of landscape is a powerful tool. When Olmsted looked at polluted tidal flats and creek, he
read the natural processes at work and saw opportunities to address many human needs. WWhen he shaped the urban
landscape, he expressed ideas: of nature as a web of processes; about the social role of parks in a democracy.
A person literate in landscape, like Olmsted, sees significance where an illiterate person notes nothing.

Misreading or failing to see significant features of the urban landscape can have terrible conseguences.



*The Mill Creek neighborhood of Philadelphia, where I have worked since 1986, is an example of such
consequences. The neighborhood was laid waste by the flow of water and capital and the violence of
redevelopment and neglect. The single feature of its landscape that has had the most devastating effect is the
least recognized: the floodplain of the creek itself and the hydrological processes that continue to shape it.
*Buried in a sewer in the 1880s, its floodplain filled in and built upon, the Mill Creek still drains the
rainwater and carries all the wastes from half of West Philadelphia and from suburbs upstream. *For more than
sixty years, the creek has undermined buildings and streets, and created many blocks of vacant land.

1986

1880

*The correlation of a buried creek with deteriorated buildings and vacant lands in poor, inner-city
neighborhoods is not unique to Philadelphia; similar situations are found in Boston, New York, St. Louis, and
many other Arerican cities. Harsh socio-economic conditions are exacerbated by health and safety hazards posed
by a high water table and unstable ground. When human law and social practice ignore natural processes, it is

often the poor who pay the price.



*To read this landscape is to see what is not immediately visible: water underground in the cracks
of a building s foundation, the slumps in pavement. To read landscape is also to anticipate the possible, to
envision, choose, and shape the future: to see, for example, the connections between buried stream, vacant
land, and polluted river, and to imagine rebuilding a comunity while purifying its water. The buried
Tloodplain should be managed as part of a broad approach to planning the city’ s watersheds. Reducing the
anount of rainwater entering the Mill Creek sewer, for example, would contribute to the solution of another

problem downstream in the Schuylkill River.

Burying streams like those in Boston and Philladelphia, and tuming them into pipes carrying both
rainwater and sewage, created combined sewer overflows. After a heavy rain, so much stormwvater comes off the
streets and floas into the sewer ? mixing with all the wastewater from homes and businesses ? that untreated
sewage overflows directly into the river, which is the source of the city’ s drinking water. *ihy not collect
and hold rainwater on vacant blocks in the buried floodplain in order to reduce combined sewer overflons? It

is not feasible to bring the creek back above ground, but its presence as a green ribbon of parks and play
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fields would recall the creek, restore water quality in the river, and provide local open space. When |
proposed this idea to the Philadelphia City Planning Commission in 1987, it was not a radical proposal, but an

application of a well-accepted principle of watershed planning to an urban watershed.

But, when the City’ s Plan for West Philadelphia was published in 1994, it failed to mention the
buried floodplain and the hazards it posed. Confronted with this failure, | began to understand that it
stemmed from a form of illiteracy ? an inability on the part of public officials, developers, and even Mill
Creek residents themselves to read the landscape. *1 decided to organize my teaching and research to address
these failures. In 1994 my students and I began a program with a school in the Mill Creek neighborhood. The
school is next to the buried floodplain of Mill Creek, surrounded by many vacant blocks. The program had four
parts: teaching the children (who were 10-13 years old) to read their landscape, to propose landscape change,
to build landscape improvements, and to document their accomplishments. By working with children and their
teachers, | hoped to reach the adult population too. What began as a comunity-based, environmental education
program organized around the urban watershed, grew into a program on landscape literacy and comunity
developrent. In the process, | learmed that the consequences of landscape illiteracy are far greater than |
had imagined.
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*My students used historical texts, maps, and photographs to teach the children about the history of
their neighborhood. To help the children draw out meanings from these documents, they posed a succession of
questions. By breaking up big questions into smaller gquestions to which the children could find answers, my
students led them to develop a hypothesis and then to look for further evidence. Only after the children had
identified potential explanations for what they observed, did my students give them more information. The idea
wes to encourage the children to look for significant detail, to frame questions, and to reason out possible
answers. The goal was to enable them to transfer this process of reading historical documents to the reading

of their landscape, which is itself a kind of historical document.



*Landscape literacy entails more than reading, it means shaping landscape also. Each child wrote and
illustrated a proposal for how the creek might be transformed from a liability into a neighborhood asset. The

essays and drawings were published at the end of the school year in a booklet and a website.

*In 1999, the Philadelphia Water Department decided to build a project on vacant land near the
school, which will demonstrate how a storm-water detention facility to reduce combined sewer overflons can be
combined with a park and environmental study area for the school. The next year, the Water Department,
together with the Philadelphia Housing Auttority and the Philadelphia City Planning Commission, submitted a
successful proposal for $34.8 in federal grants in order to expand the demonstration project by incorporating
new housing with integrated stormwater management to reduce combined sewer. The City broke ground in August
2003 on a $110 million project.
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A year ago, 1 was confident that things were going well for Mill Creek. Then, in November 2004, I
learmed that the Philadelphia Streets Department had refused to grant a permit for the City s demonstration
project in Mill Creek. New houses will be built, but the program to integrate stormwater management was
abandoned. The urban desigrers hired by the city to prepare the plan chose not to oppose the decision, and
they did not alert those of us who might have protested more effectively.

2004 11

*Ten years ago, | thought that the worst consequence of landscape illiteracy was to produce
environmental injustice in the form of physical hazards to health and safety. The children in Mill Creek
taught me that there is an even greater injustice: to be ashamed of where one lives. To feel ashamed of one’ s
hame neighborhood saps self esteem and can engender a sense of blame and resignation. Before the children
learmed to read their landscape more fully, many believed that the poor conditions were the fault of those who
lived there. Leamning about how their landscape was shaped by natural, political, and economic processes that
were beyond the control of local residents gave them a sense of relief. *Once they gained the skill to read
the landscape and its history, they began to see their home in a more positive light and brimmed with ideas
for how it might be improved. *Secure in their knowledge, they challenged public officials and impressed them
with articulate proposals. To read and shape landscape is to leam and teach: to know the world, to express

ideas and to influence others.
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Verbal literacy ? the ability to read and write ? is comonly acknowledged as an essential skill for
the citizen to participate in a democratic society. Like verbal literacy, landscape literacy entails both
understanding the world and transforming it. One difference between verbal literacy and landscape literacy,
honever, is that many professionals responsible for planning, designing, and building the city are not
landscape literate. After six weeks'  study of local landscape history, the children were more literate than

many professionals, and some of their proposals were more astute.

To be literate is to recognize both the problems in a place and its resources, to understand how

they came about, by what means they are sustained, and how they are related. Such literacy should be a
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comerstone of urban planning and design. To plan prudently is to transform problems into opportunities and
liabilities into resources, and to intervene at an appropriate scale. To design wisely is to read ongoing
dialogues in a place, to distinguish enduring stories from ephemeral ones, and to imagine how to join the
conversation. Like literacy, urban planning and design are cultural practices that can either sene to

perpetuate the inequities of existing social structures or to enable and promote democratic change.

I an sorry to have spoken so much about failure today. Instead of showing wonderful examples of our
profession’ s achievements in North American cities, | have spoken of the conceptual and political obstacles
1o restoring the urban landscape. These obstacles have been much on my mind. Perhaps, here in Japan, you are

more fortunate.
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*The title of my 2001 Cosmos Address, “ One with Nature: On Landscape, Language, Empathy, and
Imagination,” was inspired by a quotation from Basho. The talk compared landscape to the Japanese tradition
of linked poetry and proposed that the open-ended, collective, creative process of renga or haikai offers a
model for how to shape human settlements in accord with natural processes. Imagine if every act of making
landscape, like each verse in renku, sought to reinforce the particular of time and place, to make connections
anong seemingly disparate things, to extend ongoing dialogues, and to inspire the next act. Imagine if each
act of shaping landscape were judged, not just by individual brilliance, but by the subtlety, intelligence,
and art of the response. Imagine it each environmental change were approached with the care and frame of mind
of the poet who considers what is there and seeks both to respond and to open up a new world.

2001

The meanings landscapes hold are not just metaphorical and metaphysical, but real, their messages
practical; understanding may spell survival or extinction. Losing, or failing to hear and read, the language
of landscape threatens body and spirit, for the pragmatic and the imaginative aspects of landscape language
have always coexisted. Recovering the concept of landscape as a mutual shaping of people and place and

renewing the language that holds life in place are urgent tasks.
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