
UNKNOWN FUTURES LAS VEGAS
Landscape Strategy, Design Typologies and Design Speculation 

ROSSI-MASTRACCI, JESSICA 
University of Minnesota; mailto:jlrossi@umn.edu 

1 ABSTRACT 

In Landscape Architecture, typological studies can be used to catalogue existing conditions and 
design responses; generate project-specific, combinable “kit-of-parts”; and/or index formal 
strategies within a specific category or functional categorization (Deming and Swaffield, 2011; 
Condon, 1994; Moneo, 1978). As a tool for both analysis and idea generation, typologies can help 
bridge the research and site design phases, as it allows us to understand large, complex sites 
through typical components, conditions, or forms. This approach can be used to speculate on 
future scenarios and outcomes, showing how a territorial design strategy lands on, modifies, or 
reconfigures the landscape, and allows for quick and iterative tests before diving into detailed site 
designs.  

To test typologies and the typological catalogue as a format for design experimentation and idea 
generation, the author ran a 2nd and 3rd year Master of Landscape Architecture design studio at 
the University of Minnesota. The studio brief charged students with developing innovative urban 
and landscape forms that address future uncertainties due to climate change in the rapidly growing 
and sprawling desert city of Las Vegas, NV. Students worked between multiple scales throughout 
the semester - rather than narrowing down in scale linearly, assignments prompted students to 
consider at least two scales simultaneously. Considering future impacts of climate change and 
urban growth, students generated new urban and landscape typologies that addressed water 
scarcity and flooding, proposed new forms of desert urbanism, responded to a changing climate, 
and embraced unpredictability.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In the landscape architecture studio, designers work across multiple scales, from the territorial, 
regional, site-specific, to the detail. We must consider both how a site design performs with a highly crafted 
and resolved consideration of details and materiality, as well as how design decisions impact a larger 
context and framework of landscape systems, culture, and history. Students are introduced to this concept 
early in design studios, with much time spent on grasping basic concepts and building complexity within 
design proposals. The challenge for students, often times, is two-fold - how to quickly learn to develop 
complex design strategies that operate at multiple scales, and how to successfully navigate the shifting 
scales when moving from a large scale research and analysis to site design? 

This paper argues that in order to explore complex design relationships and physical manifestations 
of larger planning moves, many of which are difficult to spatialize and visualize, as well as experimenting 
with design form, function, and landscape performance, using typological cataloguing provides a useful 
working format. Designers are able analyze typical conditions, categorize and classify, to comprehensively 
understand a range of design interventions which may occur many times throughout a territory or region. 
Using a drawing standardized format and scale, such as axon or plan, designers can test and iterate on 
design ideas through modifying the typology within a predetermined frame or extents, rather than 
developing an entire new unique drawing. With the goal of creating a diverse and varied catalogue, a 
designer can quickly generate multiple ideas, without needing to yet determine fitness or suitability of a 
version to a particular site or context. With this, designers can work quickly and iteratively, to ideate and 
investigate ideas through drawing and making. The resulting catalogue of strategies can be adapted, 
combined, or modified to become the beginnings of a site design and incorporate site-specific information 
such as topography, access, and adjacencies. An iterative working method encourages non-traditional 
proposals, as being able to work quickly and ideate gives space to be bold, speculative, and “out there,” 
even more pressing when considering design responses to climate change, environmental equity, and the 
global health crises.  

To test using typologies and typological cataloguing as a format for design experimentation and 
idea generation, the author ran a 2nd and 3rd year graduate landscape architecture design studio with MLA 
students at the University of Minnesota. The studio brief charged students with developing innovative urban 
and landscape forms that address future uncertainties due to climate change in the rapidly growing and 
sprawling desert city of Las Vegas, NV. Students worked between multiple scales throughout the semester - 
rather than narrowing down in scale linearly, assignments prompted students to consider at least two scales 
simultaneously. Considering future impacts of climate change and urban growth, students generated urban 
and landscape typologies that addressed water scarcity and flooding, proposed new forms of desert 
urbanism, responded to a changing climate, and embraced unpredictability.  

2 METHOD // TYPOLOGIES AS A WORKING METHOD

Much has been written about typologies, and their use in architecture, urban design, landscape 
architecture, theory and ecology (Crewe & Forsyth, 2003). “Typologies” have been used to describe and 
classify forms, schools of thought, styles, and groups of objects characterized by the same formal structure 
(Moneo,1978; Crewe & Forsyth, 2003). As designers, we often intuitively work in this way, developing 
typical design responses that can be adapted using specific site considerations. For instance, a typology of 
built designed landscapes may include a clearing, allee, orchard, street, square, and yard (Condon, 1994, 
80). They are forms with conventions, established through historical use and precedent, with a 
standardization of scale, materiality, planting form, and dimensions. It is not yet a “site design” until other 
aspects are considered, such as topography, access, physical adjacencies, users and program, climate, 
location of utilities, and soil conditions.  

Deming and Swaffield’s definition in Landscape Architectural Research: Inquiry, Strategy, Design 
(2011) is effective to frame typologies as a method of inquiry and research:   

“a taxonomic classification scheme applied comprehensively to entire categories of 
phenomena such as site conditions, forms, or concepts, the principles or performances that 
underlay the phenomena become part of a theory of classification… Studies of patterns and 
precedents (whether historic, organic, industrial or otherwise) may make valuable 
contributions to typologies of form, shape, structure, arrangement, association, materials, 
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construction technique - in short, if it can be named, it can be typed” (133-134). 
 
Typological studies in landscape architecture can be used to catalogue existing conditions 

and design responses; generate project-specific, combinable “kit-of-parts” useful for analysis or 
prototyping; and/or index formal strategies within a specific category or functional categorization. As 
a working method, using typologies gives us a framework to classify or understand phenomena 
categorically, define a set of similarities or differences, and test theories about groupings.   

Inherent in this work is using a classification strategy or scheme, where the investigation 
collects, organizes, and catalogues through drawing, measuring, and documenting. This uses site 
data and original, subjective data; cataloguing or organizing the collection based on categories; and 
weighing site information along certain categorical parameters and priorities. Designers can identify 
qualities and characteristics of built conditions, described through diagramming, and establish 
patterns of association that relate design elements across scales (Deming and Swaffield, 2011). In 
addition, this format can be applied to design interventions, creating a catalogue of formal design 
responses categorized, organized, and understood through individual moments (see Figure 1). 
These typical moments, organized within a series, emphasizes the relationship among elements that 
define a whole (Moneo, 1978).  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Typological catalogue of existing conditions and design interventions along the flood 
control channels. Student work by Tyler Smith and Nikolai Fjelstad De Santiago (2019). 

Current examples of typological catalogues include Dutch water infrastructure organized by 
scale (Pleijster, 2014), where the work describes the range of and relationship between traditional 
land-based and engineering responses to control water and flooding in the Netherlands. The 
responses include programmatic adjacencies, demonstrating how a typology may adapt or be 
modified in response to adjacent uses, such as residential or open space. In “Coding Flux,” Fadi 
Mausad organizes speculative landscape architectural and infrastructural form, organized by 
permanence and performance. Masaud takes a typical landform, such as a berm, and iterates to 
describe how a particular landscape typology may be modified or adapted for specific conditions – in 
this instance, dynamic to permanent – by changing form, materiality, programmatic uses, and scale 
(2017). Describing typical adjacencies and relationships, the project “Urban Metabolism” uses 
typologies to describe a series of typical conditions and landscape interventions. These axons are 
siteless, investigating material flows, energy infrastructure, transportation, and development 
typologies as part of a larger urban strategy proposal for re-using byproducts of energy extraction in 
Rotterdam (FABRICations, 2014). 

The knowledge gap, which this paper and design studio sought to address, is in articulating 
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how and why typologies and typological catalogues can be valuable working formats to encourage 
design experimentation and formal explorations. As well, a gap exists in articulating how designers 
can quickly and comprehensively explore design implications and physical manifestations of large-
scale urban and ecological planning moves, including visualizing designing for impacts of climate 
change and resilience.  

In this studio, students used axon to quickly iterate and speculate on design proposals. The 
working process took advantage of axon as a drawing format by jumping straight into three-
dimensional modeling to scale, rather than sketching concept ideas in plan. As well, the format gave 
students the freedom to speculate – there was enough site context to make a design “real” without 
the over-complexity and restrictions of a site design. This method encourages large-scale and 
systems thinking, where a formal design move may happen many times within an urban territory, 
providing a format to understand large-scale implications to urban and landscape systems, as well 
as formal exploration and design innovation. Moving out of an academic context, this thinking is 
applicable for design professionals to explore innovative designs and forms, work iteratively, and 
visualize physical manifestations of larger urban planning policies and proposals, a skill our 
profession excels in. 

3 OBJECTIVE 

The larger objective of the studio was to think speculatively about landscape architecture, work 
within large scale landscape systems, and develop design strategies at multiple scales. As the effects of 
climate change are felt more deeply across society, landscape architectural projects must respond to these 
new complexities as well as anticipate future uncertainties. Designers are asked to work with different kinds 
of information at a range of physical and temporal scales, including at the scale of territorial landscape 
systems. Working at large and complex scales is challenging even for experienced designers, where it is 
difficult to evaluate the impacts of design decisions, and often overwhelming with the amount of information 
and data able to be generated through GIS and other sources. 

Using typologies as a working method, designers can isolate typical moments within large systems, 
which may happen multiple times throughout a space, city, region, or territory. These moments are both 
site-located and site-less, generic yet specific in responding to a set of challenges or concerns. Through 
creating a system to categorize, organize, and simplify a range of conditions within a field, designers can 
understand similarities and differences within sites in isolation, such as landscape, urban or infrastructure 
types, adjacencies, scales, and construction methods. Breaking down large scale landscapes creates 
digestible pieces to understand complex systems through a series of pieces or components, isolates 
conditions for studying, and can bridge large scale research and site design. Similar to Christopher 
Marcinkoski’s "Chunking," where the author describes using axon "chunks" as a working method to 
understand complex sites in discrete smaller pieces, describing adjacencies, differences, and landscape 
processes without designing the entire site or becoming overwhelmed with an unlimited set of conditions 
(Amoroso, Nadia. ed., 2015).  

Using the same framework and classification method for both, we are able to assemble a catalogue 
of existing and proposed design typologies. Developing a proposed design catalogue, as a whole, shows 
how a large scale design strategy lands on, modifies, or reconfigures the landscape, and allows for quick 
and iterative tests using a set of typical conditions. Typologies can be thought of as “the frame within which 
change operates,” exploring (formal) changes, adjacencies, and relationships (Moneo, 1978). The quick 
iterative approach can build variety, be speculative, and generate bold designs - developing 30 iterative 
design ideas, rather than a single design, leaves room for experimentation and design testing. It also very 
quickly establishes a graphic and formal language for a project and describes a design intent clearly (Crewe 
& Forsyth, 2003). By creating a set of design ideas described in the same way, such as section, axon, 
and/or plan, it gives a simple frame to quickly understand and compare design moves.  

Designers then can use the work developed through these isolated design components when 
moving to the site scale. At this point in the design process, many pieces of a design idea have been 
articulated, including a conceptual framework, a formal design language, and a graphic language, so 
designers are not starting from “zero” when approaching a smaller scale design. Designers can transform, 
overlap, stack, thicken, and combine to build complexity and respond to site-specific conditions (Moneo, 
1978). With this method, designers understand how their site design fits into a larger framework and how 
design decisions stack and carry through a larger scale, understanding implications at a regional watershed 
scale or measurable impacts to the urban heat island effect, for example. 
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With regional or territorial mapping using GIS, designers are able to identify where and at what 
frequency certain landscape types occur, building off of suitability analysis and overlay methods to 
determine the “fitness” of a specific program for a particular area (Steiner, 2000). With this as a framework, 
designers are able to quantify, for example, the amount of hardscape within a territory, then measure urban 
runoff if that amount of hardscape was reduced by 40%, as well as provide a range of design strategies that 
achieve these goals. This method merges scales and tasks typically reserved for urban planners with the 
formal, spatial, and ecological strategies of landscape architects. 

 
 

4 STUDIO FORMAT 

The studio integrated 2nd and 3rd year MLA students in a “Vertical Studio” series at the University 
of Minnesota and was one of three option studios for students to select based on site, brief, and studio 
approach. All three Vertical Studios worked at multiple scales; investigated landscape systems across 
scales and developed a deeper understanding of at least one; addressed climate change, adaptation, 
resilience, and/or emerging technologies; and emphasized an iterative working structure.  

This studio brief charged students with developing innovative urban and landscape forms that 
address water scarcity, future changes due to climate change, in a rapidly growing desert city. Lectures and 
assignments guiding students to consider two or more scales simultaneously, mirroring how projects in 
professional practice happens, rather than a more typical studio structure where students move from one 
scale to another in a linear fashion (either large to small, or small to large). The studio was organized as an 
open studio, with multiple methods and venues to encourage collaboration, provide critical feedback, and 
share information, work and research among students. The working process heavily engaged Rhinoceros 
6.0, Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Photoshop, and iterative physical model making, working primarily through 
technical axon and perspective. 

Students visited Las Vegas, Nevada, for a week at the beginning of the semester to meet with 
University of Nevada-Las Vegas Landscape Architecture students and faculty, residents, ecologists, 
planners, hydrologists, and Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA) representatives and visit sites of 
interest. They collected research on site through documenting site impressions, taking photographs, 
recording sounds, documenting smells, and cataloging materials and textures. During the trip, students 
presented preliminary design work and concepts for feedback to multiple local stakeholders. 

 
4.1 Context 

 
The largest challenge in Las Vegas is water - both too much and too little. Located in the Mojave 

Desert, Las Vegas has limited local water sources and relies on the Colorado River water infrastructure to 
provide 90% of its water. This water begins as rain and snowmelt in the Rocky Mountains and imported 
thousands of miles away through a series of water channels, reservoirs (including nearby Lake Mead), and 
aqueducts, ultimately distributed to approximately 40 million people across seven western states and the 
country of Mexico (Mulroy, ed. 2017). 

Water in Las Vegas is distributed through a complex and energy-intensive system managed by the 
SNWA who extracts and pumps from Lake Mead, cleans and distributes to residents, and treats recovered 
wastewater to return to Lake Mead (SNWA, n.d.). The SNWA receives “return flow credits” for this 
recovered water which allows for additional extraction. Locally, however, more than 60% of water is used as 
irrigation and considered “lost” from the system due to runoff, evaporation, and over-irrigation. As a result, 
the primary focus from regional planning and SNWA is on domestic water efficiency, including replacing 
lawn and tropical planting with drought-tolerant vegetation. The burden of water conservation falling 
disproportionately on the residents, with the Strip and tourist amenities spared from such drastic cuts. 

It rains an average of 20 days a year, however when it does, it floods quickly and dangerously, due 
to the high level of man-made and natural impervious surfaces. In response, the Clark County Flood 
Control District has spent $1.9 billion since 1991 to construct flood control channels and detention basins 
within the urban fabric to move water quickly out of the city and down the watershed to Lake Mead (see 
Figure 2). There continues to be more built more today as the city sprawls outward (Michor, 2019). As well, 
with a lack of comprehensive city planning, many developers have built within natural washes, interrupting 
historic water flows, producing more flooding, and increasing the need for additional infrastructure. This 
mapping and research highlighted the fragility of the regional water infrastructure system as minor flooding 
causes destructive flooding and loss of life (Rossi-Mastracci, 2020).  

March 18-21, 2020 (canceled due to COVID-19)

169



Impacts of climate change are felt acutely in the region, with the number of days per year above 
100° F increasing and overall precipitation decreasing. Due to increased demand from rapid population and 
urban growth in the region, more pressures have been placed on a diminishing supply. This will potentially 
dramatically affect both Las Vegas and the larger the Colorado River Watershed, including those locally 
who rely on water for residential use and globally who benefit from agricultural exports (Groves, et. al, 
2013). While this could seem dire, the studio approached this changing reality with optimism, generating 
new urban and landscape typologies that addressed water scarcity and flooding, proposed an adaptable 
desert urbanism, responded to a changing climate, and embraced unpredictability.  

Figure 2.  Water systems across scales and systems. Work by the author, Erin Schregardus, Sonali 
Devarajan, Christopher Ototo, Sheng Dong, and Tyler Smith (2019). 

4.2 Studio process 

The overall goal of each assignment was to understand impacts of climate change on water scarcity 
and flooding, regional landscape systems, and urbanism, and develop design strategies to create adaptive 
landscape frameworks. Each assignment encompassed multiple scales (territorial, regional, and site) to 
varying degrees. As a prompt, the studio asked the larger question: How can Las Vegas’ DNA as a place 
that embraces speculation, takes chances, and attracts people from all over inform a new form of urbanism 
for arid cities? 

Students began by working in small groups to understand “Water in the West” at multiple scales. 
One group studied at the Territorial (Colorado River) scale and how water policy and climate change 
projections impact water availability in Nevada and Las Vegas. Another looked at the Regional (Las Vegas 
Metro/Clark County) scale to understand the drinking water and flood control systems. The third group dove 
into the detail scale, understanding the role of materials, assemblies, and vegetation in the water system. 
This work created a database of research for students to draw upon throughout the semester. 

The following project, “Research + Gathering,” integrated research work with developing a 
conceptual framework that the students would operate under throughout the semester. Students were 
initially paired based on complementary research proposals, then worked to synthesize and expand ideas. 
Each pair developed a set of research drawings and diagrams to support their larger conceptual framework 
with collected data, GIS map layers, aerials, historic photographs, and site impressions from their trip to Las 
Vegas. Upon returning to studio, students worked to clarify their conceptual framework, determine their 
largest scale (either the regional/Clark County scale or territorial/Colorado River watershed scale), and 
identify pertinent landscape systems such as public space, ecology, hydrology, and urban form. Using their 
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gathered data, students identified a range of site types or conditions based on their self-determined 
parameters, and organized under some framework, such as site categories, similarities, a catalogue of 
conditions, or a kit of parts, setting the stage for typological cataloging explored in further assignments. 

Students were then given a definition of typologies, as described in this paper previously, and 
shown example typological catalogues: landforms organized by formal moves (work by the author), Dutch 
water infrastructure organized by scale and form (Pleijster, 2014 and Prominski, 2012), landscape 
architectural and infrastructural form organized by permanence and performance (Masuad, 2017), and 
proposed adjacencies and spatial relationships (FABRICations, 2014). We discussed how an iterative 
design process and drawing format could facilitate idea generation and multiplicity of ideas, and how to 
adapt previous thinking and research on typologies to our design studio. As well, students read articles on 
landscape strategy (Corner, 2004 and Allen, 2012) to understand methods of approaching large scale 
design through a flexible framework plan or diagram, rather than a traditional site plan, allowing for 
ephemerality, function stacking, and adaptation at the regional scale. Further readings and discussions 
focused on how to develop a large scale design and typical components that encompassed a range of site 
conditions, scales, and adjacencies. Through this, students were able to combine their own definition and 
working knowledge of typologies and strategy, generated from the previous assignments, with readings, 
lectures, definitions, and examples provided to them. They were also prompted to develop adaptive and 
flexible design strategies, rather than fixed, permanent, or static designs. 

Students developed their typological catalogue, using the sites determined previously in “Research 
+ Gathering.” They each selected a typology to investigate, drawing the existing condition in axon in high
detail and documenting materials, assemblies, dimensions, water flow, and other phenomena. The typology
was limited to a piece of hard infrastructure, such as walls, concrete stormwater channels, roads, and
parking lots. To explore design modifications, students worked iteratively through physical models,
implementing action words such as deconstruct, bury, transform, grow, or remove in their transformations
(see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Iterative model making - deconstructing the concrete stormwater channel. 
Student work by Tyler Smith (2019). 

They then selected one model or action, or a combination of multiple, to develop further through 
drawing and digital modeling: in technical axon, exploring scale, materiality, and details using Rhinoceros 
6.0, Adobe Illustrator; and in perspective, exploring the experiential and performative characteristics, using 
Rhinoceros 6.0, Adobe Illustrator, and Adobe Photoshop. Students used annotations, text, dimensions, and 
icons to diagram landscape performance, describe landscape change, and document ephemerality and 
landscape processes. Students then developed existing and proposed typological catalogues in axon, with 
emphasis on digital modeling and drawing (see Figure 1). There was no set number, but this needed to 
encompass the range of conditions identified previously - more conditions necessitated using a 
representation style that allowed students to work quickly and iteratively, where fewer conditions 
encouraged students to develop each in greater detail. Design development initially focused on formal 
responses that used landscape moves as the primary organizer for space, rather than simply placing an 
object or locating programs, such as a material and assembly change, topography, and planting. As 
students worked, this expanded to include the design and placement of site furnishings, structures, and 
architecture. 

After and for the remainder of the semester, students both zoomed back out - to think strategically 
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about design within large scale landscape systems; and zoomed in - to select a site and work through 
detailed site design. Their catalogues gave students beginning point for their site design, where forms could 
be combined, modified, or adapted to respond to specific site conditions and constraints.  

 
5 OUTCOMES

 
5.1 What worked well? 

 
All students, to a certain extent, were able to use the process of generating a typological catalogue 

to experiment with representational techniques, adaptable landscape and urban forms, and integrating 
landscape processes and change into their designs. The most comprehensive (in terms of integrating the 
above aspects as well as getting further into detail design) projects were able to leverage the use of 
typologies in developing their design strategy at multiple scales, generate typologies that encompassed the 
range of site conditions and designed with site specificity, and operate on multiple landscape systems such 
as water, ecology, and transportation. This set students up to use typologies as a beginning point for site 
design, and develop, adapt, reconfigure, combine, or thicken, generating unexpected and unconventional 
designs. 

One pair proposed a decentralized water infrastructure, with a redesign of typical details to support 
a large-scale policy shift to local water collection, use, and distribution determined by regional watersheds. 
They produced a large conceptual framework that worked at multiple scales, designed components at each, 
and articulated complex relationships clearly through consistent and layered graphics. They leveraged 
typologies to explore potential futures and a re-organization of urban forms through a kit of parts, testing 
ways of configuration and scalability of the system. Through their work, the students demonstrated an 
understanding of the relationship between a broad range of typologies and site-specific designs, further 
articulating materials, detail assemblies, and site performance (see Figure 5).  

Another student developed a series of typical sites and with design responses for each, then 
worked to advance them further as site-specific designs adapted to site conditions, connections and 
adjacencies. They began to explore what the components or typical “moves” were and what was happening 
in between these specific moments. As an exploration of a series of sites, the project was successful in 
creating site designs that responded to specific conditions, typological designs, and a kit-of-parts that could 
work along the entire length of their chosen flood control channel (see Figure 4). The proposal incorporated 
previous studies of deconstructing the flood control walls lining the stormwater channel and using 
landscape moves to create (floodable) connections and public space across and within the channel 
corridor.  

 
 

Figure 4. Typical sites and adjacencies of residential neighborhoods and the stormwater channel. 
Student work by Yungui Cai (2019). 

 
As well, the studio projects as a whole had clear and grounded conceptual frameworks and were 

well articulated graphically, using diagramming, labeling, technical precision, and dimensions to describe 
both the existing condition and design modifications. In the course, there was a strong emphasis on a 
technical exploration through developing measured axons in Rhinoceros and Adobe Illustrator to 
understand forms and infrastructures then think about modifications, giving work a level of grounding and 
precision. Students experimented with both physical modeling techniques and hybrid drawing to describe 
landscape change, site processes, quantifiable data, and project future scenarios (see Figure 5).  

Projects ranged from reimagining detention basins as tourism and spectacle, deconstructing walls 
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to create floodable public space and pedestrian connections in the channel corridors, reconceiving the 
urban fabric as an ecological bird corridor, reducing impermeability in streetscapes and parking lots to 
capture urban runoff, and rethinking the water infrastructure and urban framework to reduce dependence 
on the Colorado River. Students were also able to scale up and articulate the impact of their design at their 
largest scale: quantifying the impacts of increasing permeability on all of the urban streets and parking 
areas in Clark County; designing public space and breaking barriers in all of the stormwater channels; and 
locating specific programs and spectacles in all of the 50 largest detention basins.  

 

 
Figure 5. Proposing a new decentralized water infrastructure and development – technical axon.  

Student work by Erin Schregardus and Sonali Devarajan (2019) 
 

 
Figure 6. Proposing a new decentralized water infrastructure and development – speculative collage. 

Student work by Erin Schregardus and Sonali Devarajan (2019) 
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5.2 What did not work well or should be improved? 

The main challenge for some students was moving their typologies forward and developing the 
work into a detailed site design(s). This can be summarized in four main overarching challenges and 
difficulties - differentiating between a site design and a typological design; moving between scales and 
representing design moves differently at each; developing typologies that address the range of unique 
conditions and respond accordingly; and using typologies to speculate on new landscape form and change. 
Rather than suggest solutions or improvements to the course or teaching methodology, which there of 
course are many, each challenge poses a series of questions – many of which are larger than one design 
studio and I argue need to be addressed by our profession and educational frameworks as a whole. 

The students that had difficulty distinguishing between a site design and a typological design 
struggled with the process of moving from a site-less design strategy to a site-specific design. At the earlier 
stages, they were not able to determine a set of design interventions that could be built upon or combined. 
Typologies were not “generic” enough that allowed for exploration, combination, and thickening, yet they 
were not specific enough to describe nuances, connections, and adjacencies, and fell confusingly 
somewhere in between. While for many students, using typologies and typological catalogues was a useful 
framework to do this, what other methodologies can be developed or adapted that specifically address both 
territorial and site designs? 

Others stumbled with developing a design strategy that worked at multiple scales as well as 
articulating their design at each. At the furthest range, some students found it difficult to change scales, and 
balancing development of a large-scale strategy with a detailed design. One pair developed a good and 
highly relevant large concept, with very articulated details, but were not able to develop a typological scale 
that allowed for flexibility or adaptability at the site scale. They were also unable to zoom back out to the 
strategy scale and articulate how their design modified larger scale landscapes. What design process or 
framework can enable students (and designers) to understand implications of large scale designs as well as 
site specific and technical considerations? 

Some were not able to determine and categorize overall site characteristics, including why is one 
type of site is different than another, and how to use this as a basis for design. In developing their range of 
designs, they could not articulate why one typology was fundamentally different than another, nor describe 
what conditions they considered in their overall catalogue. This could have been bolstered by more 
thorough site analysis at the systems scale to ground the site design, however they, like many other 
students, struggled with compiling, sorting, and prioritizing data, often overwhelmed with quantity and 
unable to find quality GIS layers. What new methodology for site analysis needs to be developed – one that 
addresses the need for landscape architects to understand large scale systems at multiple scales and that 
is suitable for sorting or filtering the amount of data we presently find ourselves in? As well, how can this 
new or adapted methodology incorporate less traditional data, such as observed ephemerality, site 
impressions, and user-generated data? 

The format of the design exercises encouraged speculative design and formal exploration through 
iterative modelling and hybrid representation modes; however, for many, they were unable to move beyond 
typical landscape architectural forms and generic design responses. As new pressures are placed on urban 
areas and our landscape, we need to develop new modes of practice and forms that are site-specific and 
projective. How can we push landscape architecture as a discipline to develop new forms that anticipate 
future unknown conditions and embrace landscape change, generating adaptable forms and embracing 
landscape performance?  

6 CONCLUSION 

Using typologies as a working method is inherent to landscape architecture and working with large 
scale landscape systems. It is a method that many of us work with intuitively to classify and categorize 
formal design moves, programmatic elements, and theoretical frameworks. Pushed further, this design 
approach can be used to speculate on new landscape forms and future scenarios and outcomes, showing 
how a territorial design strategy lands on, modifies, or reconfigures the landscape, and allows for quick and 
iterative tests using a set of typical site conditions, before diving into detailed site designs.  

This process can generate design proposals that re-imagine the scope and realm of landscape 
architecture including integrating energy generation, proposing cultural and arts programming, spurring 
economic generation, improving air and water quality, and proposing adaptable landscape and urban forms. 
Innovative thinking is highly relevant as we urgently need to develop new landscape types that work at 
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multiple scales and address future uncertainties due to the overlapping present day crises of climate, 
health, and equity.  

Landscape architecture also needs to re-engage in planning scale and policy work, as we are 
trained to visualize design, planning, and policy implications, comprehensively engage with large scale 
systems, and understand how design decisions impact multiple scales. Our profession has the ability to 
create (and visualize!) adaptable urban and landscape forms that treat landscape as generative, create 
habitat for people and animals, address inequalities rather than perpetuate environmental injustice, and 
weave together multiple disciplines. We should be pushing our profession to respond more critically to these 
challenges and others, particularly in developing landscape and urban typologies that respond to climate 
and place and move the conversation in water scarce environments beyond low-flow fixtures and drought 
tolerant vegetation. As a whole, this studio and working process can serve as a case study to argue for the 
expanded role of landscape architecture in an age of uncertainty, and urgently presses us to develop design 
strategies that are more than “less bad” but intrinsically different, generative, and productive.  
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