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Collaboration or Marginalization?  
A Comparison of Large Firm Corporate Landscape Architecture Practice in Mid- 
and Post-Twentieth Century 

 

Three main forces came together in the 1950s that brought about changes in the 

collaborative working relationships of the design professions. The rise of the Modernist 

movement, curriculum changes at the Harvard Graduate School of Design, and the 

economic boom of post-war America, together, led (for some) designers and planners 

to seek collaboration. In some quarters, the multi-faceted profession of landscape 

architecture thrived in this environment. But not always. And perhaps the collaborative 

success stories of some only amplified the marginalization of others. This paper 

attempts to look at factors in the profession that led to this change as well as compare 

the self-examination of the state of the landscape architecture profession at that time, 

with the current state of the profession.  

 

While Modernism as an aesthetic began in the twenties and thirties (and there are 

arguments as to its origin, whether in the United States or Europe), it’s fair to say that 

the manifestation of Modernism in the design and planning professions was made 

possible by the postwar economic boom. With it, according to Dorothee Imbert of the 

Graduate School of Design, came an imperative that “landscape design be conceived 

in conjunction with architecture.” “Modernist landscape designers sought to expand the 

profession toward planning, to create a dialogue with art and architecture, and to 

establish a practice with a theoretical basis and a social agenda--issues of renewed 

relevance in all the design fields today.” (Imbert 80) 

 

Harvard’s Graduate School of Design (GSD) was and continues to be a leader in 

design education. Its teaching styles and curriculum have always been closely watched 

by other schools of design across the country. Anthony Alfonsin’s book, The Struggle 

for Modernism, closely follows the entire history of the GSD. Alfonsin reports that “In 

the fall of 1945 the GSD responded to post-war conditions and the needs of its 

incoming students by finally implementing the changes in structure and curriculum that 
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had been gestating since Dean Hudnut’s arrival in 1936. The GSD’s program for 

training a modern practitioner of architecture, landscape architecture, or city and 

regional planning became classically elegant in its simplicity.” “Future architects, 

landscape architects, and planners once again shared a common training, just as they 

had under Langford Warren at the turn of the century.” (196) The focus was on the 

professions’ “‘demonstrated capacity to serve people.’” (206) 

 

There was a problem for landscape architects, however. Architecture students 

outnumbered landscape architecture students by 9 to 1. (199) While the landscape 

architecture department was shrinking, the planning department thrived under new 

department head Holmes Perkins. Because of the war, he felt that the growth of cities 

had been neglected and that sprawl had to be controlled. He sought to address these 

societal issues through the education of future planners. (200-201) 

 

GSD students between 1945-50 created a huge impact in the fields of architecture, 

landscape architecture and planning, became a who’s who of the fields and created a 

ripple effect through the country as many of them taught across the country. In 

landscape architecture, academic work veered away from the typical private estate and 

was now quite varied to include housing, recreation and institutional campuses. (204) 

 

The story of Hideo Sasaki and the Sasaki firm exemplifies one of the great success 

stories of the joint ideals of collaboration, Modernism and the rise of the large design 

firm in postwar America. “‘He was calling for a need for more contemporary design and 

collaboration at a time when landscape architecture was still caught up in the Beaux-

Arts…’ ‘He wanted people to understand the human needs and natural forces that were 

working on the landscape.’” (Raver) 

 

When Sasaki was an undergraduate at Illinois, he was frustrated with the lack of 

training in the modern movement. To his surprise, he was in the same situation upon 

accepting a scholarship to Harvard. Although the departments were together, the 

teaching was still traditional. Sasaki, spent a great deal of time helping architecture 
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students with their charrettes and became an asset to his fellow students after 

graduation. (Raver 71) Sasaki began his own firm in 1953, as a means of putting into 

practice the interdisciplinary collaboration between design and planning.” (Alfonsin 230) 

 

Sasaki started at SOM in site planning working on extremely large-scale projects, such 

as Oak Ridge and soon left to work on housing projects with a smaller firm. He then 

went back to Illinois and substantially changed the way landscape architecture was 

taught through analysis, materials and interdepartmental curriculum. Ten years after 

graduating from Harvard, Sasaki then brought this new form of teaching landscape 

architecture there. (Alfonsin 230) Sasaki not only brought in lecturers from across 

disciplines, he also developed a symbiotic relationship between his students and his 

firm, with much interchange of firm work and designers and students. (Raver 75) [The 

SWA group, which came out of Sasaki, still interacts with students in much the same 

way. (Callaway 17).] In fact, the resources and support from Sasaki may very well have 

saved the department. (Walker 26)  

  

“In developing our office, I decided very early not to develop a one-man office of a 

limited-practice office. So we opened an office that was multi-disciplined. Others were 

much better than I was in [some] areas, so we worked together...no one individual in 

our office could say. ‘I did it, That’s my project.’ it was always a joint project.” (Raver 

75) Peter Walker, who joined Sasaki later, attributes the formation of the corporate 

office, beginning with Sasaki, not to the Bauhaus, as is widely assumed, but to an older 

model from the twenties, when firms such as the Olmsted Brothers “embraced diverse 

and contradictory issues, such as traffic engineering, master planning, urban design 

and conservation, but with a decidedly and continuous social and humanistics and 

cultural determinism.” (Miller 76) 

 

Sasaki said “There were good architecture firms and good engineering firms and there 

were good landscape firms. But there were no firms that combined all these things. We 

should work in the middle area. “ (Raver 96) 
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Not everyone agreed. The post-war story of one of the major American architectural 

firms is outlined in the introduction of the book “Architecture of Skidmore, Owing & 

Merrill, 1950-1962” by architectural historian Henry Russell Hitchcock. While the firm 

started in the thirties, the end of the war brought its practice to a new national level with 

a larger size and several government commissions. (8-9) This growth in government 

business in turn brought larger and larger commissions, such as the famed Lever 

Brothers building, Chase Manhattan Bank, New York International Airport, and a whole 

series of banks and corporate headquarters and campuses. These projects obviously 

required landscape architects. Not until almost the end of the SOM history does 

Hitchcock reveal that SOM indeed has “trained staff landscape architects,” but also has 

employed “distinguished outside consultants as Church, Kiley, Noguchi and Sasaki.” 

(12) The usefulness of planners is only mentioned whereas “Planners today first create 

voids in existing cities by clearing vast areas,” which SOM can then “fill up” with “many 

of the most important and useful architectural ingredients of later 20th-century city.” 

(13) While this perhaps unwitting condemnation of planners (pun intended) during that 

time may be partially justified, surely the overarching superior tone of the entire book 

lends credence to the conclusion that SOM did not value collaboration with landscape 

architects and planners on an equal footing.  

 

University campuses were late to the game when it came to Modernism, sticking with 

traditional architecture until after the war. (Turner 251) The rise of Modernism and 

returning veterans brought forth a boom of campus building and needed campus 

planning. Interestingly enough, in opposition to the traditional unified campus plan, 

GSD’s Dean Hudnut was of the opinion that new campus buildings did not need to 

respond to existing buildings, saying “‘Let no building depend for its character upon its 

relation to another…” (Turner 260). This may have precluded the value of the work of 

landscape architects, but by the 1960s, campus planners were finally focused on 

circulation. (Turner 271) (This earlier disregard for unification brought a great deal of 

planning work to later landscape architects who were called upon to bring together an 

array of disjointed buildings through landscape design.) (Bennett) 
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In 1956, the president of the American Institute of Planners, Walter H. Blucher, 

published a scathing commentary directly to landscape architects in Landscape 

Architecture magazine. “Shaping the Modern World: Our Contribution of Landscape 

Architecture and Planning” sets the scene with the threat of the atomic bomb, 

unmitigated suburban sprawl and projections of a booming population. Landscape 

architect graduates are not up to the task. “It seems to me that most students coming 

out of the schools are competent to do only pretty pedestrian work.” (277) In an 

examination he gave for a  land planning position (given to all types of planning and 

design candidates) only two did not fail miserably--those who were trained in Europe. 

(277) Blucher’s commentary decries the news that some landscape architecture 

schools may close; instead, he declares that the profession is critical, but urges a 

radical shift in curriculum to train “city planning designers.” (278) He closes his call for 

action thus: “I think that much can be done to improve the world we live in, and I think 

that the two professions of landscape architecture and planning can contribute more to 

that better world than any other two professions.” (279) 

 

In a Landscape Design article published in 1960 called “The Organization Men,” the 

author advocates collaboration, offering “For the best design is achieved by architects 

and landscape architects working together, each adding his own special talents to the 

solution of the problem at hand.” He goes on to advocate a completely integrated staff 

of architects, landscape architects and engineers. (Notice, he did not mention the 

planners.) 

 

A 1960 editorial published in in Landscape Architecture included in its points to “secure 

good community appearance,” these two recommendations: “The joining together of 

the professional bodies at the top level to take a firm stand on community appearance. 

This has just been started in Britain;” and, “The design organization should be a 

comprehensive one with engineer, architects and landscape architect as partners.” 

(Hackett 219) (Again, the planner is not mentioned.)  

 



	   6	  

Some interesting excerpts from a 1962 Landscape Architecture proceedings of an 

ASLA discussion showed dismay by the profession of its current state: “We should be 

aware of the move by the AIA to grab back what they have lost, when it comes to 

carrying all of design. Then perhaps we’d be willing to stand up and fight back; perhaps 

we’d stop being apathetic, get excited, and do things...What we need at the present 

time is to be scared.” (25) A pep talk and prescription follows: “The future of landscape 

architecture is unlimited...We need more landscape architects thinking, talking, writing, 

and doing...concerned with the larger environment...It is important for us to seek 

aggressively larger commissions. It is not enough to be the willing servants of other 

masters; we must learn to be masters ourselves.” (26) “Either they [landscape 

architects] lead or they are going to be left on the margins of modern civilization. 

Leading means that they must produce a new image of the territory, capable of 

persuading, of fascinating town planners, architects, and public opinion. (26) [This 

sentiment is not so different than the one heard at state AIA chapter meetings in 2013 

and reported on from national AIA meetings.]  

 

Similar concerns in the same issue were expressed in a printed summary of the final 

address of the conference of the International Federation of Landscape Architects at 

Haifa, July, 1962. In the address, IFLA president Sidney Shurcliff laments the minor 

role accorded to landscape architects on design teams. Shurcliff lists several concerns: 

the encroachment of the engineering profession over the placement of highways; the 

tendency of planners as a group to marginalize the work of landscape architects; and 

the 1961 AIA president’s official over- reaching statement essentially calling for a 

“gigantic raid on the territory previously the domain of the landscape architects and 

planners” (despite the collaborative nature of several of the large firms). (28) What 

follows is a discussion about the “Omnitect” who would rise out of the field being 

trained in “landscape comprehension.” (29) In a disheartening conclusion. Shurcliff 

urges his fellow landscape architects to first strive for excellence in all the areas in 

which landscape architects currently practice: “When and if we can clearly demonstrate 

our superiority in our present activities, and only then, is the time to begin broadening. 

Only then will others know our record and begin to recommend us for expanded 
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activities.” (30) This sad, shortsighted point of view ignores the work of Hideo Sasaki 

and his colleagues (perhaps Shurcliff thought him an anomaly not worth mentioning?) 

and displays a serious lack of leadership and confidence in the profession. What if, in 

1962, Shurcliff had instead urged those landscape architects with the talent to do so to 

become, in fact, “omnitects?” To use their skills and problem-solving to take the design 

profession by storm and push aside the ever present inferiority complex that plagues 

the profession? 

 

Less than a decade later, Ian McHarg’s 1969 book, “Design with Nature,” changed the 

practice of landscape architecture. “Its appearance brought a new consciousness of 

scope and method to the practice of landscape design as a creative enterprise. 

Analysis supplanted formal creative search as landscape practice expanded to meet 

rapidly increasing environmental challenges.” (Treib 24) Though a few great landscape 

architecture firms like Sasaki and its “offspring” continued, this is when an apparent 

splintering of the profession took place. Ecology became paramount, science became 

more important, and the profession became more technical. The successful firm 

Andropogon Associates came out of this movement and still embraces its tenets. 

(Bennett) Other movements followed, and yes, the self-doubt of the profession never 

left. The indecisiveness that both plagues and benefits the profession remained.  

 

In jumping forward to “post-twentieth century,” it’s interesting to look at the make-up of 

the larger firms. The professional make up of Sasaki’s principals, true to its history, is 

fairly evenly divided among landscape architects, planners and architects. SOM, true 

also to its history, among its principals is 80% architects, about 10% engineers and just 

one landscape architect. WRT, founded in 1963 as Wallace McHarg Roberts and Todd, 

established itself from the outset as an interdisciplinary firm and continues today with 

five architects, three landscape architects and two planners among its principals.  

 

Interestingly, although Peter Walker came out of the mutli-disciplinary Sasaki firm as a 

partner, a quick look at his firm’s website reveals that all of the partners in his own quite 
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successful practice, PWP Landscape Architecture, are landscape architects (with the 

exception of the business managing partner).  

 

A recent trend, of course, is the subsummation of the design firm into these mega 

companies that offer construction, design, planning, engineering and project 

management. AECOM is a pervasive example. Among 29 people in leadership 

positions listed on its website, there were two planners, two landscape architects and 

and one architect; at least a few became leaders when the EDAW landscape 

architecture firm was acquired by AECOM. While AECOM boasts an $8 billion 

business, Jacobs is even larger (the largest in the world) at $11 billion. It too, along with 

Parsons Brinckerhoff has been acquiring design and planning firms. [While reviewing 

this, I couldn’t help wondering how different the professions would be if, like veterinary 

medicine, licensed professionals were required to be majority owners of practices.] 

 

A 2000 article published by Architectural Record, “The Other Side of the Fence: What 

Drives Landscape Architecture Now,” discusses the state of collaboration and the 

relationship of the profession with architecture. This includes the “dabbling” of 

architects into the landscape architects’ realm and the value landscape architects bring 

to the table, from the large concept down to technical details.  This dichotomy brings 

out some interesting points. Yes, landscape architects deal with technical and 

ecological detail, but the profession has also become more general, considering “the 

interrelationships of every element in every system,” in designing “‘total environments.’” 

Bennett notes “The idea of the landscape architect as a consummate generalist can be 

dangerous, potentially weakening the public perception of landscape architecture. 

Danger aside, on the ground we’re seeing the idea take hold and redefine the 

profession in entirely new ways.” (Civitas’s work is used as an example.) (Bennett) 

Contrary to some accounts, one source cited for this article, Bill Callaway, head of 

SWA, says that, due to the “hero-architect” mentality and the lack of cross-education, 

“the state of collaboration between architecture and landscape architecture is worse 

than it has ever been.” (Bennett) Here at the NC State College of Design, there have 

been efforts for years at cross-collaboration. Stringent curriculum requirements, 
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especially by NCARB, can make it more difficult, but I’ve seen definite progress on the 

part of the faculty in enabling interdisciplinary education when it is desired by the 

student. The joint degree with the UNC planning department was a major step forward. 

From my perspective, nothing has done more to advance cross-education among the 

disciplines than the voluntary ULI Hines competition, which includes landscape 

architecture, architecture, planning and business students. These teams get an in-

depth look at the values each discipline brings to the table, and they learn under 

pressure how to work together. (And imagine, this is replicated by teams all over the 

country!) These students will likely have a head start in the professional world. It would 

be interesting to follow these “ULI” students and gauge both their success and their 

eventual placement at cross-disciplinary firms. 

 

Bennett concludes his article with an interesting take. That is, that the ever increasing 

complexity of the profession makes it hard for others to understand. Hargreaves calls 

for a model cooperation, rather than collaboration “in which architects do their thing and 

landscape architects do theirs” “‘Clearly, architects look over the fence, see a rebirth in 

our profession, and see larger processes in what is called ‘placemaking.’ says 

Hargreaves. ‘But they will never be able to come to grips with that because architecture 

is always formal. Landscape architecture resists a formal solution.’” 

 

“Profession in Peril: Take Two,” a published discussion at an ASLA conference, takes a 

look ahead at the profession. One interesting take is Peter Walker’s rumination about 

what would have happened if the landscape architecture profession had not allowed 

the planning profession to splinter off in the twenties: “We would have an articulate 

voice in every city hall and every state house in the United States.” (Miller 76) As 

mentioned previously, Walker credits Sasaki’s look back to the twenties in forming the 

corporate, multi-disciplinary firm of the fifties. He urges that landscape architects do not 

“throw the baby out with the bath” yet again, and instead, relate core values to the 

breadth of the profession as it stands. (Miller 77) One recommendation I had not seen 

mentioned elsewhere is to build the infrastructure of practice. The profession needs to 



	   10	  

build the practice of mid-sized firms in order to be able to take a greater role in society, 

build knowledge and bring in young professionals. (Miller 78) 

 

In a planning journal article examining the relationship between planning and 

landscape architecture, the author notes the close relationship between planners and 

landscape architects with much overlap of membership in professional associations. He 

says that “Landscape architects are frequently hired to do physical planning (urban 

design and environmental planning) because they may be better prepared than 

planning graduates.” He notes that several landscape architecture firms “lead urban 

design and environmental planning practice.” (Steiner 214) This 2011 article urges 

planners to learn more about design, architecture and landscape architecture. From the 

opposite side, Stanbury urged landscape architects to develop a greater connection 

with planners: “I find great value in working with people who are taught to think about 

process and who, in turn, place great value on working with people who have a sense 

of the dimension of the land and can have a perspective on design to match their 

interest in understanding problems from a strategic point of view.” (Miller 77) And 

Walker amusingly says that he enjoys telling architects “you are not my father; that I 

was not born from their family...” yet “the planners are our brothers. We come from the 

same root...it’s too bad we live in different cities.” (Miller 91) 

 

“An Apocalyptic Manifesto,” published in 2005 as part of Hohmann’s article 

“”Landscape Architecture: A terminal case?” laments “Landscape architects today are 

relegated to the sidelines. Architects still largely view landscape architects as mere 

helpmates to be ignored and abandoned when the economy is tight” (27) and “the 

fearful field of landscape architecture takes few risks and resists change” and “no one, 

not even landscape architects, knows what landscape architecture really is.” (28) The 

article’s intention was to bait, to stimulate conversation. Thoughtful responses to the 

manifesto include Gary Hildebrand: “the indeterminate nature of the field is a positive 

attribute, not a weakness.” (34); Elizabeth Meyers embraces change and expansion of 

the scope of her field, defining landscape architecture as “a cultural practice, not a 

professional practice” (40) and Peter Miller feels that the diverse profession is tied 
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together by its deeply held values of the environment and the human life. (40) Finally, 

Peter Walker sees great opportunity through the work of many offices such as his that 

enjoy public awareness, collaborative relationships and the opportunity to teach others 

and practice good design. (42) Years earlier, in the “Profession in Peril” discussion, he 

advocated defining the basics of the profession, the “starting point,” but not the limits. 

(Miller 78)  

 

I feel that Walker’s train of thought can be quite valuable to the profession and that 

many of today’s students will look to collaboration as a standard of practice. While that 

“chip on the shoulder” is ever present among many landscape architecture alumni, I 

have never detected it in a student (who had not yet practiced). While time will tell, this 

new(er) era of globalization may well be another chance, like that of the early 1900’s 

and that of the postwar modern era, to indeed seek new models of collaboration. The 

legacy of the Sasaki firm continues today in many forms and offshoots; WRT with 

Ignacio Bunster-Ossa designs beautiful environments that solve myriad environmental 

and social issues; while Civitas’ Mark Johnson takes on transformational projects, 

engaging communities and government and funding entities on a macroscale. As Peter 

Miller proclaims, “at no other time have landscape architects more needed than in the 

developing world today.” (Hohmann 41) And in the words of Elizabeth Meyer, “It’s time 

to stop whining and start practicing.” (Hohmann 40) 
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