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1. As being a part of your research as well as an actual 
concern, how would you see the position of women evolving 
in the architecture field? Can we find any visible 
influence in your current work related to your study held 
over female landscape architects in modernism? 
 
SD 
In both architecture and landscape architecture, the contributions by women have for a 
long time been overlooked, and, they are still overlooked, although more women are 
now active in design and lead successful design offices. There are many steps we can 
and have begun to take to rectify this situation. One step starts in the academy, and 
entails teaching and writing histories which include all genders. Another step which, 
however, also regards many other professions, relates to the working conditions and 
culture which need to accommodate the needs of all genders in the workplace, 
including equal pay, opportunities for childcare, and so forth. 
Here below is what I answered in preparation of a conference run by a student group 
called “Women in Design” a couple of years ago. Panelists ultimately discussed 
relationship between teaching, and the state of affairs with regards to female 
(in)equality in design practice. 
 
First Provocation: What is academia’s relationship to and influence on practice? 
What values are passed between academia and practice? How are pedagogies 
influenced by identity? 
[SD] “The biographies of the people whose work is discussed in courses is important as 
they belong to the cultural, social, and political context of the respective work. This 
context and the biographies shape the work, and the work shapes its context and the 
biographies. As a landscape historian (also trained as a landscape architect) I do not 
have any doubts about this, and it is important to acknowledge this in our teaching. In 
landscape history there are many examples of well-known (and lesser-known) figures 
taking advantage of power regimes, for example, complying with and even promoting 
(through their work and activities) Nazi ideology and/or xenophobic sentiment, for 
example. Interestingly, the work of many landscape architects who worked for the Nazi 
regime in Germany and who in some instances were also party members (male and 
female), after WWII was hailed even by their colleagues in Britain and other countries 
as exemplary. The British colleagues simply did not see or chose not to see the 
ideological implications of the work. I think that it is possible and, in fact, important to 
discuss the qualities of the work of designers/planners while at the same time pointing 
out the complexities of their individual characters and lives. These as well as their 
social, political, and cultural contexts invariably also impact any kind of design 
production. Discussing, analyzing, and interpreting the work of designers is not about 
creating hagiographies, it is about explaining this work and expressing ideas about it. It 
is unquestionable that design histories have to be revised and rewritten to include 
figures and entire constellations of figures (like female landscape architects, for 



example). The question that I often ask myself is in how far it is enough to revise and, 
for example, offer courses that present an equal amount of work by 
female/underrepresented and male designers; in how far do we still need special 
sessions, let’s say, on the role of female designers? Over the course of my teaching 
career I have come to be able to offer what I hope is now a balanced representation. 
But while this has been my aspiration: is this “normalization” enough? It appears we still 
need extra courses that address gender issues, power relationships.” 
 
Third Provocation: In how pedagogy is currently structured/formulated, is there a 
way that marginalized identities can influence that pedagogy? What can students, 
faculty, and administrators do individually or in tandem to transform design 
pedagogy? What are the (necessary) systemic conflicts to a more inclusive 
pedagogy? 
[SD] We need more excellent and inclusive scholarship and design criticism that 
addresses an audience consisting of practitioners, a broad public, and other scholars. 
While this may be less of an issue in architecture, in landscape architecture, one of the 
central issues we face is that landscape history is not recognized as an independent 
discipline. It is considered a support discipline. And, yes, it can be and has to be in a 
design school. But it is more than that, and it has to be more because only in this way 
can it adequately serve the profession. Designers need to recognize that to develop a 
robust profession the necessary foundations need to be produced. This means that 
landscape architecture needs to be recognized as a field that has a history with 
incredible depth and breadth. It is upon the experts to deliver this knowledge and it is 
upon those who use this knowledge to recognize that expertise. 
 
2. In your book, you talk about the relationship between 
street trees and politics. While street trees can be seen 
in countries with the traditionally powerful central 
government( France, Prussia, Duchy of Savoy, US), it is 
not that common in Italian city-states whose fabric is 
formed by bottom-up interaction instead of top-down 
planning. Do you think it is a disadvantage or advantage 
in terms of ecology? 
 
SD 
Street trees were begun to be planted systematically in Italian cities within a similar 
time frame as in other countries, such as the German Empire (following Second 
Empire Paris), in the last decades of the nineteenth century and in the early twentieth 
century. Your assumption that strong (perhaps rather than central) governments play 
an important role in comprehensive street tree planting initiatives is correct and is 
something that also shows in the book. In the US where governments have played a 
lesser role in procuring public infrastructures, systematic street tree planting has from 
the beginning very much been a private-public affair. In Prussia, and in extension, in 
Berlin, in the late nineteenth century, the public government took over street tree 



planting. It did not allow and still does not allow the public “to mess” with the trees! 
The only thing citizens are allowed to do in hot summers is water the trees. For some 
decades now they have also been allowed to adopt (i.e. to garden) a tree pit, but only 
after requesting a permit and only if they adhere to the rules for tending to this pit 
which are determined by the district departments of gardens. In contrast, in the US, 
citizens can take classes and become certified “citizen pruners,” and help the 
departments of parks and recreation in caring for trees. In this way work is outsourced 
to volunteers, but as you can imagine this can also effect the quality of the work 
which is not rigorously controlled and ends up being below standard and haphazard. 
 
 
3. When, in your opinion, was the turning point in 
history when people realized that urban forestry was a 
tool of urban planning? How did it change the way the 
relationship between core and periphery is perceived and 
designed?	
	
SD 
This depends on what we consider to be “urban forestry.” If we consider the (non-
systematic and non-comprehensive) planting of trees along streets, and the creation of 
squares and parks a component of urban forestry, then this began in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries in many European cities but also in some of the colonial cities 
which were established beginning in the 17th century in the New World, for example. 
If we consider the planting of sixteenth-century fortifications and walls surrounding 
cities like Lucca as a forerunner of what especially in the 1960s began to be called 
urban forestry, then obviously, the early modern period was a first turning point. From 
this moment onwards, again and again, people realized that trees in cities were a 
resource just like trees growing in the forests outside cities. The walls of some Italian 
cities were planted with fast-growing poplars because in times of siege they could be 
used as firewood. Trees also helped to fortify the earthworks through their roots. 
Since the nineteenth century, trees, of course, have also been considered especially as 
providers of a healthy climate, and urban planning paradigms, like the garden city, the 
forest city, the city landscape, and the dispersed city have been developed which have 
variously worked with greenbelts, “towers in the park,” decentralization, etc.	
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1)In architectural, social and cultural terms, how do the 
two metropolises of New York and Berlin differ from 
landscape design? And what are the approaches and 
guidelines that an architect has to follow when designing 



the urban landscape? 
 
SD 
An important difference is how land is managed and owned. This also has an impact 
on how land is designed and used, and on who designs public open space in these 
cities. Speaking in very general terms, you probably find more private land and what 
is called privately-owned public space in NYC than in Berlin where the urban 
government has retained more influence over the design and use of the city’s public 
space. This is, however, changing at a relatively fast pace, as urban budgets for public 
infrastructure is waning. Berlin, as many other European cities and countries, has a 
lively design competition culture. Design competitions are not as common in the US. 
 
 
 
2) how does the design of green spaces within a city 
affect citizens' civil rights? 
Nowadays, Is the moral question that arises from the 
presence or absence of vegetation in cities still widely 
debated ? 
 
SD 
Open space in many cities is unevenly distributed, and we know that very often 
wealthier neighborhoods have parks, street trees, gardens, etc., whereas poorer 
neighborhoods lack these amenities. Many cities in the US have finally recognized 
this problem and are seeking to address it. Social scientists have also established that 
there is less crime on streets and in neighborhoods with, especially old, trees, and that 
people generally consider streets with trees to be safer environments as long as trees 
do not obstruct vision. You can read more on this on various pages of Seeing Trees, 
for example pp. 116-118. 
 
 
 
3) how has the current landscape design changed in the 
face of climate change and the needs of ever-developing 
metropolises? Have there been technological changes in 
urban landscape design? 
 
SD 
This is a very broad question. If we stay with the phenomenon of street tree planting, 
then you can see that in the last 15 years with the increasing recognition of climate 
change, many cities around the world have set themselves quite aggressive planting 



goals. In some cases, cities have tried to improve trees’ living conditions which means 
that technologies are being used to enhance tree planting and care. However, all in all, 
I would say that too little is being done on this front. We could do better! 
 
4) the creation of large green areas within cities, such 
as public parks, often benefits citizens' health, but 
unfortunately it also turns into unsafe places used by 
city crime. What can be the right measures in the design 
of green spaces in order to create safe places that are 
always accessible to citizens? 
 
SD 
This is a question that needs to be answered on an individual basis. What works for 
one location may not work for another as the challenges are usually very site-specific, 
and people’s reactions will differ from place to place and context to context. 
Designers should use their creativity to address these issues and be aware that what 
for some may appear safe, for others may not appear to be safe. Listening to the 
people who will use the space is crucial. It is my opinion that there are ways to design 
for pluralism without compromising design quality. This is a great challenge to take 
on! Just think of the many tools that designers have at their disposal: the various 
atmospheres that can be created through different plantings, color schemes, 
light/shade; seating opportunities; space for active and passive recreation… As a 
designer you, however, also have to make difficult choices, and it is often impossible 
to meet everybody’s expectations. Many problems cannot be solved by design alone, 
but design can be a means and method to improve upon conditions and bring things to 
people’s attention. In this way design can also be a form of activism. 
 
 
 
5) Regarding the great work done by women in the 1960s to 
increase and implement the amount of green areas in 
cities, what were the tangible benefits of their 
struggles and how did they change the way they design the 
landscape today?	
 
SD 
Women often led planting and greening initiatives in cities. In NYC, for example, 
Hattie Carthan’s initiative to plant trees along streets in her neighborhood and save a 
Southern Magnolia (which is very rare in this climate zone) led to tree planting and 
the protection of this particular tree, which still exists. A community garden was built 
in her name and also still exists. Many citizens in Carthan’s neighborhood profited 
from these initiatives which also brought the neighbors together around common 



concerns. Women also lobbied and collected money to sponsor open space design/tree 
planting/and parks. Professional female designers worked on all kinds of design on all 
scales. Like their male peers, they very actively contributed to all design tasks at hand, 
regardless of whether these were commissions on the house-, neighborhood-, city-, or 
regional-planning scale. This was a step in their trajectory towards becoming more 
fully recognized as designers by the public at large as well as by their male 
colleagues. Again, this is a question which can really only be properly answered on a 
case by case basis. 


