by Ana Maria Torres

A Conversation with Diana Balmori
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Diana Balmori’s work is about the relationship between architec-
ture and the urban environment. She feels that landscape de-
sign can only be of significance to architecture and to urban de-
velopment as something that defines space. Itis all a question of
relative scale.

Her focus in the work she has done over the years is on per-
spective and the relationship of the elements. The theme that
constantly appears in her landscape design is the question of
scale: How to move from the gigantic scale of a skyscraper to
pedestrian level;, how to create intimacy, places where you can
forget the city, where the city almost disappears; to create, as in
the theater, the sense of illusion, the sense of vastness, silence,
lighting, color through the seasons; the concept that Nature is
not necessarily just grass and trees.

AMT: Would you explain the role that some of these elements such as
scale, 1llusion, and light play in your work?

DB: 1 think there are two i1ssues that interest me about scale. One 1s
the relationship between very large buildings and the very small public
spaces at their feet. This means trying in some way to create a figure
that 1s not dependent on a large building but that concentrates the
space, the exterior space, 1n and of itself. The other issue that inter-
ests me 1s the fact that things change very much in character when they
are under a roof or outside under the sky. Colors, scale, and texture
change tfrom outside to inside. The design rules change, and you have
to be incredibly proficient in the management of scale to be able to
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create a successtul place outside, by a building.

Undoubtedly 1n all these 1ssues of scale, there 1s the need to work
with 1llusion. Very few times do you have any way of altering the
spaces you’'re assigned, making them bigger or smaller: you’re as-
signed a certain amount of space and that’s all you can work with. So
the most powerful tool that you have to work with is illusion, and you
can work with it by precisely bringing down the scale of things or
blowing up the scale of things. You change the relationship between
the space and the objects that are in i1it. The 1llusion can be one of
darkness, of lightness, of enormity, of intimacy, but it is mood, color,
texture, and scale that are the tools of 1llusion.

The relationship of landscape to buildings requires consideration
of all these factors. The space around buildings should be
treated in a way that makes the space meaningful and the land-
scape should include more than just “trees” as objects. The ur-
ban and open space design defines space, in some cases it be-
comes an art process of creating a sculptural space. The rela-
tionship of the architect to the landscape designer should be re-
considered on this basis. The landscape designer is not merely
a decorator of the urban situation but a serious collaborator with
the architect in the creation of significant space.

AMT: Can you see both professions working on this basis?
DB: This is a very peculiar moment in the arts. I think that the differ-
ent disciplines are beginning to overlap. The lines that were extremely
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well defined in the last twenty-five years are now becoming sort of
hazy, and there’s crossing over among the different disciplines; in a
way it’s a redefinition of tasks. If I have to choose one profession to
which I feel most akin, it’s that of the sculptor: sculpture 1n the sense
of shaping and molding a space. It is not a space that 1s dominated by
the creation of rigid modules with a roof, as in architecture. The shap-
ing of the space is more fluid, more sculptural. Of course, there are
sculptural spaces in architecture; there are grand sculptural spaces.
The architect is called on to be a sculptor too. The shaping of exterior
space is not putting a series of plants in one space, but rather giving it
form. Using plants is one aspect of the profession’s work. I think that
this crossing over is very healthy and should occur, and that it needs to
have different ways of expressing itself. It cannot grow just under the
notion of adorning the exterior of a building.

In her work Diana Balmori breaks the obsession Western civiliza-
tion has with progress, which has never left much room for the
dignity of the present moment. You might say that her approach
comes partly from her experience of Japan. The Japanese have
developed over the centuries a heightened understanding of the
concept of time: the concept of the value of an instant and of
perfection coexisting in the
different aspects of each
daily situation.

AMT: How does the evolu-
tion over time become 1mpor-
tant for your design?

DB: Undoubtedly, working in
Japan has influenced me 1n
that direction, because of the
dimension of time applied to
everything. It works in two
different ways. One is that all
of the elements that a land-
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scaper works with, living elements, are subject to time. The work
needs at least two or three years to begin to have something of the
image that one wants to obtain; it will never be a fixed image; there
will be constant change. Therefore it will have to be conceived as a
moving set of pictures, more like a movie than a perspective done in
colors of a certain condition.

The other one is the sense of everything being transitory, and
working with the culture of time. It’s very difficult to grasp and to
explain how important it is to work with that sense of the transitory
aspect of something. In a way it puts much more into the present be-
cause you realize that this precise moment is the only reality that we
have, and that whatever we call the future — even if it’s ten minutes
from now — is totally illusory, and it may be totally different from
what our illusion about it is. So it grounds you much more 1n the
present than the past and the future. Your only chance of doing any-
thing and being anything is to be in the precise moment, which 1s the
present. All the rest is unimportant.

Architects feel a little quilty about their attitude toward landscape
and urban design. Of course they want to have some flowers

and trees, and they have the attitude that “there’s a little spot
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here, so why don’t you give
us some plants to put
here?” This attitude is en-
tirely contrary to what Diana
Balmori’s work is about.
There are many ways Diana
Balmori approaches a
landscape and urban de-
sign problem.

| think Diana Balmori
found the idea of sculpting
the earth to be one of the
best solutions for her public
designs for linear parks.
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The basic concept is that the ground around and underneath build-
Ings need not be merely flat space: it can be sculpted. On the other
hand, a lot of architects think that they are the landscape designers
themselves, they don’t want another landscape designer around.

AMT: Can you discuss the importance of designed space?
DB: Due to the appearance of ecology in the sixties, there has been an
enormous philosophical movement toward making everything that’s
natural be considered the ultimate form that anything can take, and
that form is supposedly not given by any human hand but by this ab-
straction called “Nature.” I consider this an incredibly dangerous illu-
sion because Nature under various circumstances can create an enor-
mous variety of different forms, and the landscapes that are so-called
naturalistic are in fact humanly designed to look the way it is thought
that Nature would do 1t. Nature can do many things, and with human
intervention, it can take many different forms and still be called “natu-
ral.” So 1t’s an abdication of responsibility. The things that we con-
sider ‘naturalistic’ are actually a style, a style that comes from the
eighteenth century and has been copied until it’s the most boring
thing 1in the world. It’s a particular style revealing how the eighteenth
century thought that Nature organized things. We have a much more
complex 1dea of what Nature can do, but we are still attached to the
forms of the so-called naturalistic landscape. It is our obligation to
know that we are shaping the landscape whether we like it or not. Any
space that we work in, we are occupying, and therefore we need to act
as guides for natural processes to take place but with full responsibility
for the form that we get. To deny that is to deny that art exists.
Culture and Nature are intertwined and really one. We cannot see
them as separate anymore. We have to accept this fusion. It’s like a
person who has had a new organ put into his body. All of this i1s creat-
ing a different stage of human life on earth. And it is a transformation
of nature through culture, but it continues to be nature. But it’s a
transformed nature, transformed by culture.

We have a general idea of buildings and urban spaces as sort of
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symbolic objects, whether the architect and the landscape de-
signer are the same person or two people working in collabora-
tion. For instance, Frank Lloyd Wright buildings have a sense of
the space and work together with the site and with Nature.
Fallingwater House is one of the most famous examples of this
concept. Another example of this equilibrium between buildings
and open space can be found in Saarinen’s Cranbrook campus.
The use of the potential of the existing landscape enhances the
architecture through the use of perspective. However, | person-
ally would like to see a balanced relationship between buildings
and open space. But the necessary relationship would have to
be carefully negotiated between the architect and the landscape
or urban designer and the site. All parties appreciate that each
has something important to contribute.

AMT: Do you think the profession of landscape design is in need of
transtormation? How would you like to see it redefined?

DB: I think that it’s precisely this adaptation of a new concept of na-
ture and its fusion with culture that needs to affect the different arts.
The arts are particularly sensitive to any cultural changes, and I think
that this 1s a cultural change. It’s like an earthquake; it just changes
everything around. And so I think that we're in a moment in which all
the roots of things are being pulled up and a new symbiosis, or a new
composition of things takes place among the different fields.

I think that there are two things that landscape design needs to
flourish as an art. First of all, it needs to consider itself an art and to
function as an art. Second, it needs to take a theoretical stance vis-a-
vis the arts and vis-a-vis nature. Theoretical work is very important at
this time. It has to sort of mark up new territory for itself because the
territory where 1t 1s now 1s not functional anymore. Theoretical work
has to be done, and artistic work has to be done. Sometimes the two
fuse, and sometimes they do not. Landscape design has been working
more as an ornament 1n the worst sense of the word, an adornment or a
finishing touch to a space. It’s much more than that. It needs to grab a
hold of 1tself and of its own history and realize that it’s an art, as pow-
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erful as any of the other arts. It needs to fuse and take on some of the
best characteristics of the other arts, such as architecture and sculp-
ture, which I think are the two main ones. It has been allied to painting
for a very long time, particularly in the eighteenth century, but I think
that the connection to painting means much less today, and that the
connection to sculpture is secondary to that of architecture.

AMT: One important 1ssue that differentiates landscape trom sculp-
ture or any of the other arts 1s that its components die. How does that
atfect your design?

DB: Western culture in particular has tried to eliminate death from
being seen at all — people disappear into hospitals where they even-
tually die. Their deaths are not part of anybody’s life anymore, except
doctors’ lives, and no one else's. The landscape 1s also affected in the
sense that anything that’s even beginning to wilt 1s pulled out and cut
down. It 1s considered to be something terrible if a plant dies. There 1s
a false romantic view of cutting down a tree, when all living persons
must go through death and it must be accepted and admitted that a tree
may be too old and needs to be taken out of a landscape, and the same
with a shrub. There is a lack of acceptance of death in the landscape.
[t’s seen as a failure of some sort, when 1n fact, all living things have to
die. There i1s the constant death of plant material that will either be
replaced or will occupy more space by growing larger, causing some
other plant to die in order to make space. There will need to be a
regeneration, a constant regeneration of some sort. But that means the
acceptance of time. Time 1s a very difficult element to design with.
Everything 1s designed today for a fixed moment 1n time, as if you
could stop death.

Everything is always changing. As, Rem Koolhaas once said,
“‘We will arrange new and exhilarating human activities in unprec-
edented combinations.” Diana Balmori will be part of that trans-
formation.
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