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office in Tehran. After the Shah of Iran fell in 1979, the Pardisan project was halted, and the
office in Tehran was closed. The firm had incurred substantial debts and was unable to
collect unpaid fees from the new government. McHarg was forced to resign.“When | lost
my office,” he said recently, “ecological planning lost one of its greatest practitioners.”s!

Critical Reaction and Legacy

For eighteen years, the creative tension between theory as developed at Penn and
practice as pursued at McHarg’s firm led to innovations in method.When McHarg’s prac-
tice ended, his ideas and methods, as he articulated them, ossified. But the issues they raise
and the challenges they pose are part of his legacy, and they continue to be worked out by
others. Can science be the sole, or even the principal, source of authority for landscape
design? Are natural and vernacular landscapes the sole standard of beauty? What is ecologi-
cal design? What are its methods and historical precedents? And what about the city? What
could urban ecological design be? These questions have been answered variously and still
provoke debate, argued in verbal texts and in built projects and speculative proposals.

In the 1960s and 1970s, McHarg’s charismatic personality and polemical language
captured the attention of the profession and public and persuaded a large following to
accept ideas that had also been explored by others. Years later, many innovations once seen
as radical are now common practice. The legacy of polemics has a less positive side, how-
ever.® The claim that science is the only defensible authority for landscape design has pro-
voked equally dogmatic reactions from those who see landscape architecture as an art
form.** When McHarg calls ecology “not only an explanation, but also a command,” he
conflates ecology as a science (a way of describing the world), ecology as a cause (a mandate
for moral action), and ecology as an aesthetic (a norm for beauty). It is important to distin-
guish the insights ecology yields as a description of the world, on the one hand, from how
these insights have served as a source of prescriptive principles and aesthetic values, on the
other.

McHarg emphasized invention over precedent. For the most part, the curriculum in
landscape architecture at Penn from the 1960s through the 1970s was ahistorical, offering
no introduction to, or comparison among, alternative approaches to landscape design and

8 McHarg, personal communication, 1998. When Narendra Juneja died a few years later, McHarg also
lost his closest colleague in practice and teaching.
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planning.®® McHarg’s claim to have invented the overlay method provoked Carl Steinitz,
Paul Parker, and Lawrie Jordan to research the use of overlays as a planning method in the
twentieth century, an original contribution to the literature, as was Steinitz’s earlier com-
parative study of McHarg, Phil Lewis, and Angus Hill.%

“But, you say, all this may be very fine but landscape architects are finally designers—
when will you speak to ecology and design?”®” Thus McHarg acknowledged, in 1967, the
question repeatedly posed to him by his students. By the mid-1970s, ecological design was
an integral part of the landscape architecture curriculum at Penn, but, despite a few cases
and persistent efforts to secure commissions, it was not practiced in the office. Much of the
impetus for exploring ecological design came from McHarg’s students, and some produced
work that influenced projects at his firm, such as the investigation of stormwater manage-
ment and design by Toby Tourbier and Richard Westmacott in the late 1960s, which in-
spired design solutions at Woodlands. Michael Hough’s book of 1985, City Form and Natu-
ral Process, and my own of 1984, The Granite Garden: Urban Nature and Human Design,
brought together ecological planning and design. Both were sympathetic to McHarg’s ap-
proach but critical of his pessimism toward and neglect of cities.

The Landscape Development Plan for the University of Pennsylvania in 1977, an
exploration of ecological design in the context of an urban campus, is a good example of a
project informed by McHarg’s teachings and carried out by his former students and col-
leagues. Peter Shepheard, Laurie Olin, Robert Hanna, Narendra Juneja, Carol Franklin,and
Leslie Sauer, all faculty of Penn’s Department of Landscape Architecture and Regional
Planning, worked together with Colin Franklin and Rolf Sauer. Conceived as an instru-
ment of growth and change, the plan gave priority to the history and identity of the cam-
pus, the university’s prospective growth, and the needs of its inhabitants, human and non-
human.® Carol and Colin Franklin, Leslie Sauer, and Narendra Juneja had all worked on
Pardisan at WMRT. The last three were also responsible for most of the conceptual work
on Woodlands, and in certain respects, the Penn plan represented the implementation of
adaptive design strategies they developed for Woodlands.
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