
an important avenue, with Cantrell and Holzman, along with myself and 
Heike Rahmann, using the design studio for exploring and thinking about 
digital practice. This exposure is vital for understanding software poten-
tials and limitations, new iterative processes and feedback loops, along 
with the shift from implicit to explicit design processes that is a defining 
attribute of parametric modelling. To critique a digital design practice is 
to critique the design process_its formation, the establishment of param-
eters, observations, conclusions, and the quality of the data.
Looking to topics for future focus, a comprehensive engagement with Big 
Data is a must. Big Data is understood as rapidly evolving data sets, often 
generated in real-time, and characterized by variety, velocity, and volume.11 
Collected through technological innovation such as remote sensing and 
the Internet, Big Data is available in a range of media (including statistics, 
texts, and images) and most significantly is unfiltered. Viewed as a major 
‘disruptive innovation’, this unprecedented volume of information is shift-
ing epistemologies in all disciplines. For a site-specific discipline such as 
landscape architecture, the implications and potentials of Big Data deserve 
the same amount of critical attention as mapping was afforded in the 1990s. 

Big Data is just one area where landscape architecture can make a crit-
ical contribution to the rapidly unfolding technological developments 
shaping society, practice, and knowledge. There is much important work 
to be done_both in understanding the ramifications (and potentials) of 
technology for our own discipline and contributing our distinctive per-
spective on broader technologically centred debates. Ideally, in another 
two years, it would be fantastic to see the book Digital Culture in Landscape 
Architecture sitting alongside Antoine Picons’s Digital Culture in Architecture 
on a designer’s bookshelf (whether virtual or physical). This book would 
not be focused on representation, but would instead extend the theory 
and critique of digital practice established so clearly by Picon in 2010 into 
a wider ecologically and socially centred terrain. 
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the themes of Forming, Spatial Practices, Material Matters, Language, and 
Systems Logic to structure a theoretical terrain relevant to landscape archi-
tecture design. Herrington introduces some key technological concepts 
including cybernetics, cyborgs, actor-network theory, and to a lesser extent 
parametric design. For instance, she highlights the influence of Norbert 
Wiener (a mathematician who advanced theoretical understandings of 
cybernetics during the First World War) on McHarg’s understanding of 
change and control in ecological systems. However, Herrington’s engage-
ment with parametric modelling is surprisingly weak, offering no mention 
of influential architecture theorists such as Lynn and Eisenman, who pro-
vided important foundations for understanding a parametric design process.

This oversight highlights two important issues in developing a produc-
tive critique of digital practice. First, it is vital to insert landscape archi-
tecture into a longer theoretical and technical history relating to digital 
culture, technologies, and design. For instance, my book Landscape Archi-
tecture and Digital Technologies: Re-Conceptualising Design and Making, co-
authored with Heike Rahmann, involved considerable research, contex-
tualizing an emerging digital practice of landscape architecture within a 
history of technology crossing architecture, computer science, manufac-
turing, engineering, aeronautics, and animation.10 This research revealed 
the dynamic intertwining of software and hardware advancements with 
theoretical thinking, influential design precedents and significant research 
outcomes. A snap shot of this story is shown in Figure 1.

Second, it is important for theorists and critics to have some engage-
ment with new technologies and emerging design methodologies_through 
studio teaching or reflective discussions with designers. Karen M’Closkey 
and Keith VanDerSys through their practice PEG office of landscape + archi-
tecture, along with their studio teaching at Penn Design, build their criti-
cal observations through direct experience of a digital design practice. For 
academics without their own practice, design studio teaching provides 
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Blanchett starred. Directed by her husband, Andrew Upton, it was a rein-
terpretation of Chekov’s ‘The Present’. It was truly awful. But, because of 
‘Cate’ the audience rose to their feet for no less than three ovations. The 
next day, to his credit, critic Rex Reed pronounced it ‘the worst play ever 
to hit Broadway’ and argued why.1 My point is that landscape architec-
ture has some Cates, but it has no Rex. And because of this we tend to all 
speak to ourselves in mutually reinforcing ways, retreating into sophistry 
in the academy or the shameless hyperbole of marketing in the profession. 

A culture of critique within a given discipline is the self-reflexive mech-
anism necessary for ensuring rigour. In the sciences, this is guaranteed 
through both the measured process of experiments designed to disprove 
assumptions and the strict refereeing of papers setting out the results. In 
the arts, however, notoriety and influence can be attained through more 
nebulous means and these are best tracked and vetted by the more jour-
nalistic and nimble art of written, polemical criticism. Criticism is not just 
broadcasting that you do or do not like something; good criticism evalu-
ates and makes sense of what a profession produces both in terms of the 
discipline’s own history and the wider world around it. Good criticism not 
only keeps pace with change, it can lead it. 

In the absence of our own internal culture of critique, the curious and 
thoughtful landscape architect turns to the humanities for inspiration. 
There they find the opposite problem_too much information and too 
much ponderous abstraction. For a politics of ecology and urbanism one 
can and should read Bateson, Levebre, Serres, Deleuze & Guattari, and more 
recently Morton, Latour and Bennett (among others), but in doing so one 
has to cling to the rim of theory’s vortex and ask how words translate into 
things. In her recent book Theory in Landscape Architecture, Susan Herrington 
admirably attempts to do this, but the connections she makes are often-
times tenuous.2 Perhaps theory will always be lost in, or transcended by, 
the relentless grind and realpolitik of the city. 

So what to do? The first is to open up space in school curricula so that 
the ‘art of criticism’ can be learned and then applied to the words, images, 
and designs that both the profession and the academy routinely produces. 
At least then we could start to discuss in greater depth if there can even be 
such a thing as ‘the critical landscape architectural project’ and what, at 
the dawn of the Anthropocene, such a thing might look like. 

As the myth of the avant-garde goes, the alienated individual is necessar-
ily critical of his or her cultural context, which in turn fuels the creation 
of utopian, or as the case may be, dystopian alternatives to the status quo. 
Design schools generally still enshrine this modernist ideal of the critical 
and creative designer as an agent of change, if no longer revolution. But 
saturated with information, laden with debt, and up against the inher-
ently conservative nature of professions, the majority of students will dis-
appoint their idealistic teachers. But before we simply criticize the students, 
the teachers need to also take some responsibility for romanticizing activ-
ism from within the relative comforts of the academy, and inadvertently or 
otherwise promoting their own forms of political and creative conformity.

Particularly worrying today is the fact that one can go from school to 
school (globally) and the work on the walls looks and sounds much the 
same. As it is in the profession, the creative work produced in the acad-
emy generally rests upon and is justified by an apparently self-evident 
set of politically correct virtues predominantly related to environmental-
ism and equity. These virtues are turned into form through a combina-
tion of textbook ecology, genius loci, technological optimism, and a seem-
ingly blind faith in design’s capacity to make the world better. Of course, 
landscape architecture is and should be a virtuous profession_but these 
virtues are now so institutionalized and so commercialized that they can 
have the inverse effect of nullifying intellectual and creative diversity and 
trivializing the very problems they purport to confront. 

To be fair, the issue here is not just with virtuous yet conservative stu-
dents, teachers, and practitioners. It also lies with landscape as a medium 
itself. Unlike literature, film, theatre, art, and architecture, as an expres-
sive medium, landscape is relatively mute. And when it does speak, it tends 
to do so in the dulcet tones of paradise and arcadia. In that these eclogues 
are all fundamentally opposed to the venal nature of the city, they can be 
considered ‘critical’ artistic tropes, but painted into the background they 
become little more than escape acts and end up serving the object of their 
original critique. And even if landscape architecture’s highest ideals of 
creating democratic public space and improving ecological flows are fore-
grounded,  the mind-numbing complexity of project delivery and the over-
whelming expectation that landscape please everyone ensures that what-
ever may have begun as subversion in the mind of the designer will end 
up as submission in the hands of the client. 

Despite our best efforts of late to infiltrate the city with much more than 
scenery, society still expects landscape to play certain well-established and 
soothing roles in the symbolic order of things. Landscape is garden, park, 
plaza, countryside, or wilderness, and now green infrastructure. These are 
variously considered beautiful, traditional, and ecological, but never critical. 
And yet, given the state of the world, perhaps landscape’s critical moment 
has arrived. If so, the question for the landscape architect so inclined is not 
so much what to say, but how to say it with such a dumb medium.

And this is where, in addition to critical designers, we also need design 
critics. Which reminds me: I recently saw a play on Broadway in which Cate 
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