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« A Pioneer Woman Landscape Architect in Canada

OBV by 2 1R

« Winner of National Award by Canadian Society of Landscape

Architecture

+ Former President of Canadian Society of Landscape Architecture

+ Winner of the Order of Canada
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From my 11th year onward | had only one goal,
to become a Landscape Architect to design out-
door spaces for the enjoyment of all in our urban

environment. Growing up in a garden with large trees
and flowers, I learned to love and tend plants under
the guidance of my mother, a horticulturist. In order
to prepare for my chosen profession | went to Smith
College in Northampton, Massachusetts, to learn about
History, Art, Architecture and Nature. A few years
later I received the Professional Degree of Bachelor
of Landscape Architecture from Harvard University
Graduate School of Design.

In 1953 I came to Vancouver, B.C. Canada from the
United States with Peter, my husband an architect and
city planner, and fellow Harvard graduate. Canada
was a new and beautiful country with untouched
open spaces, limitless potentials and challenges for
my profession. Over the past 60 years | have been
involved as Landscape Architect in a wide range of
projects with noted internationally acclaimed architects
and public agencies in Canada and the U.S.A. All
projects are based on design concepts and studies of
social cultural and physical features of a given site. To
each project | attempt to bring the mastery of the art
and the science of sustainable development, as well as
the ability to work creatively as a member of the team
with architects and engineers in relating the finite form
of the building to the site.

My career began in Philadelphia, working for Architects
Louis 1. Kahn, Oscar Stonorov and Landscape Architect
Dan Kiley.

Since 1974, | have worked with the late Arthur Erickson
(graduate of McGill School of Architecture), beginning
with the 3-block Provincial Government Office
and Courthouse Complex called Robson Square in
Vancouver, an accessible rooftop garden called an oasis
in the city. Other Arthur Erickson Architect's projects
include The Museum of Anthropology, U.B.C. (1976)
and the Canadian Chancery, Washington, D.C. (1989).
The Museum of Anthropology features open meadows
and the utilization of plant material based on studies of
Ethnobotany. The Canadian Chancery, Washington, D.C.
features hanging gardens with trees and roses. This
project was awarded the National Landscape Award
presented by the First Lady at the White House.

Since 1983 | have collaborated with Moshe Safdie
Architects on the National Gallery of Canada in
Ottawa (1983-1988) which received a National Award
by the Canadian Society of Landscape Architects. In
Vancouver we won the design competition for the
Vancouver Public Library (1992-1995). This building
has the state-of-the-art of an inaccessible green roof
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1. . . © Judy Oberlander

© Elisabeth Whitelaw

© H. Peter Oberlander

demonstrating slow stormwater runoff as well reducing
the heat island effect.

In 1991, | was commissioned to collaborate with
the architects Gino Pin, Matsuzaki Wright for the
landscape of the Northwest Territories Legislative
Assembly Building in Yellowknife. The site was restored
with native plant material. In 1992 Matsuzaki/Wright
Architects asked me to collaborate on the C. K. Choi
Building, Institute of Asian Research, University of
British Columbia. This building does not connect to
the storm sewer or sanitary sewer and has been
recognized as one of the top 10 green buildings in
North America by the American Institute of Architects.
2000 work started on the New York Times Headquarters
with architect Renzo Piano. The landscape design
was carried out with H. M. White Site Architects of
New York. Microclimatic studies where undertaken to
determine the location of fifty foot tall Birch trees in
the 70-foot square courtyard garden.

As President of the Canadian Society of Landscape
Architects (1986~1987) | urged the federal government
to declare South Moresby Island a National Park. As
Environmental Chairman (1987~1988) of the Canadian
Society of Landscape Architects | worked on raising the
awareness level in the profession towards achieving
sustainable development vis a vis our deteriorating
environment.

Earlier work included leadership in local community
projects, especially in the field of adventure and
creative playgrounds. The play area designed for The
Children's Creative Center at the Canadian Federal
Pavilion at Expo 67 in Montreal inspired by my three
children became the catalyst for a new direction of
children's play across Canada. Subsequently, | became
a member of the National Task Force on Children's
Play of the Canadian Council on Children and Youth,

. Cornelia Hahn Oberlander © Judy Oberlander
. Cornelia making demonstration roof gardens with children.

© Elisabeth Whitelaw

. Jim Everett Park, Vancouver(credit by the late Dr. H. Peter

Oberlander) © H. Peter Oberlander

developing guidelines for Children's play environments.
At the present time this office is involved with projects
in the Canadian arctic such as a school in Inuvik
Latitude 68 from kindergarten to grade 12 featuring
areas with ecological planting used in the life style
of the northern people. Other projects include the
reworking of Robson Square for the Vancouver Winter
Olympics 2010 yet paying homage to the original
design as well as an addition to the Museum of
Anthropology, U.B.C. l

Quotations

The words of the Governor General in presenting the Order of
Canada 1990:

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander. “Canada’s premier landscape
architect, she is known for integrating her designs in the overall
architectural project with the natural environment, yet always
adding a unique new vision and dimension. Her expert technical
knowledge is coupled with her concern for expressing cultural,
social and environmental concepts in her work and is reflected
in her many projects for the young, the old, and for the public at
large.”

The words of the Governor General when promoting Cornelia
Hahn Oberlander to the Officer of the Order of Canada 2009:
“For her influence and contributions as a landscape architect who
sets new standards of excellence through her environmentally
responsible landscape designs”.

“When it comes to environmental responsibility, sustainability
and ecological spirit, Cornelia Hahn Oberlander is a pioneer.
For decades, and long before others, she has not only looked at
the aesthetic side of her work, but also at its ecological aspects.
These include energy-saving installations, rainwater use, water
purification, use of recycled materials and the benefits of green
roofs, especially in urban settings.” "’

NOTES

(DCordula Hamann. The Mackenzie River Reflects the Berlin
Sky. Picturing Landscape Architecture: Projects of Cornelia
Hahn Oberlander as seen by Etta Gerdes. Topos, Callwey
Verlag, Munchen, Germany 2006: 72
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LAC: Do you mind if others describe your work
as being “feminine”?

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: My work has never
been described as being feminine. On all my projects |
use a minimalist approach to design, following studies
of basic design at Harvard which dealt with textures,
colour and forms based on the teachings of the
Bauhaus.

LAC: What are the worst difficulties you have
met throughout your professional life? And how
did you overcome them?
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Hahn Oberlander | Interview

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: My profession has
taught me to practice with Patience, Persistence,
Politeness, Professionalism and Passion. With these 5
P’s I have been able to hurdle all difficulties and many
tough meetings.

LAC: What is the most important ability for
a landscape architect? In your opinion, what
are advantages and disadvantages of female
landscape architects?

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: There are no ad-
vantages or disadvantages for well educated female

landscape architects who can sit at the table with men
in full confidence.

LAC: Do you think there is any female landscape
architect who is as influential as Olmsted? Why?
Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: For females the
profession is young and very broad. Female landscape
architects today practice in many diverse areas and
have not yet attained the stature of Olmsted.

LAC: Which landscape architect or which project
has influenced you the most?

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: The landscape architects
who have influenced me the most are James Rose,
Dan Kiley and Garret Ekbo.

LAC: How would you evaluate the current
situation of female landscape architects in
Canada (their ratio, influence, recognition of
their work, etc.)?

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: Female landscape
architects are coming to the forefront with many
awards. This is a great step in the right direction.

LAC: As female landscape architects are in-
creasing, how do you view the future of them in
the field of landscape architecture?

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: | greet a future wherein
there are many new female landscape architects. |
think in Canada they will have a promising future by
the nature of training at the various excellent university
programs.

LAC: Could you provide some advice and sug-
gestions to students in landscape architecture?
Cornelia Hahn Oberlander: My advice is to learn,
research, study history and art, and be prepared to
join the profession as a contributing member, as well
as to work in collaboration with other disciplines. Il

= Special thanks to Elisabeth Whithelaw for her help with the
interview
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Masterworks
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&it&1E: BHERenzo Piano Building Workshop ( 2%
®it) , Yi¥9Fox and Fowle Architects (&
kit ) , RFECornelia Hahn Oberlander
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White Site Architects ( ¥ i&it ) , Robert
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1. © H.M. White Site Architects
New York

1. Courtyard with Birch Trees from above © H.M. White Site
Architects  New York
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New York Times Headquarters Courtyard
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Imagine walking along New York City’s 8th Avenue
and 41st street and passing a 70-foot square
courtyard garden with a carpet of green moss and
fifty foot tall Birch trees. It is indeed a garden to
inspire contemplation, stimulate our senses and
generate a stronger connection to nature.

How was the design for this unique courtyard for the
New York Times Headquarters building conceived?
It began as part with the building architect Renzo
Piano’s vision to create a central courtyard that
is visible from all of its four sides through the
transparency of the architecture. This courtyard
serves as a viewing garden and as a noticeable stark
contrast to the structured hard and gritty surfaces of
New York City’s west side. HM White Site Architects
and Cornelia Hahn Oberlander Landscape Architect
were retained to fulfill the vision and to make it
work. Both Hank White and Cornelia Oberlander
recognized that the courtyard’s size and its urban
context posed challenging growing conditions in
fulfilling the architect’s design aspirations as well
as bringing users of the building into contact with
nature.

This garden design would not have evolved to
reveal the design solutions without the insight and
guidance of Ekistics’ microclimatic studies. The
design team was able to confidently select the
preferred species of Birches from a local New Jersey
nursery. This courtyard design is a kind landscape
simulating the Hudson River Valley viewed from the
streets of New York.

N

w

‘ PRACTICE

© H.M. White Site Architects, New York
© H M White Site Architects, New York
© H.M. White Site

Architects, New York

Courtyard with Birch Trees Building © H.M. White Site
Architects, New York

. Plan view of the courtyard. © H.M. White Site Architects,

New York
New York Times Courtyard with Birch Trees. © H.M. White
Site Architects, New York
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© Elisabeth Whitelaw
5. Haida House with Totem Poles at Shell and
Shingle Beaches © Elisabeth Whitelaw
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Masterworks | Museum Of Anthropology, University Of British Columbia
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© Elisabeth Whitelay
6. Museum ofAmhropoIogy with ond_ ©.Elisab

Museum of Anthropology resembles a longhouse and
is situated on a promontory overlooking the Straight of
Georgia and the North Shore mountains. The totems
in the Great Hall stand overlooking the ocean as they
once did long ago in the coastal communities of the
Queen Charlotte Islands. The building together with
the landscape creates a total environment.

The Landscape Architect was challenged to conceptualize
a landscape which totally integrates nature and
structure, with meadows and mounds seeded with
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indigenous grasses and wild flowers found in the
habitation of our native people. The plant material is
based on ethno-botanical research, the plants used by
our native people for food and medicines.

Vancouver residents as well as visitors to the city make
the meadows a destination for outings. The setting is
a wonderful venue for native dances, totem pole raising
and other festivities connected with the program of the
museum. [l
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Legislative Assembly
Building & Capital Site
Yellowknife, Northwest
Territories
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Landscape Architect
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7. © Pin/Taylor Architects, Yellowknife, NWT
7. Arial View of Legislative Assembly Building, Yellowknife © Pin/Taylor Architects, Yellowknife, NWT
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The Northwest Territories Legislative Assembly
Building was designed and built nearly 100 years
after other capital buildings in Canada, in the harsh,
remote land in Canada’s North. The site for the
Legislative Assembly Building was carefully chosen to
reflect the beauty of the landscape, emphasizing the
architecture’s harmonious relationships to rock out-
croppings, the peat bog and the lakeside location. The
landscape architect researched new techniques for the
North where permafrost is a constant condition of the
soil and where there are no nurseries to obtain plant
material. Seed and plants were gathered from the site
to be grown in Vancouver and then returned to the
North when the building was complete. This plant
material is genetically true to the North and therefore
has flourished in the landscape of the Capital Site.
The concept for the building and its relationship to
its surroundings was based on the approach of ‘least
intervention'. A sensitive attitude toward the land is well
described by Barry Lopez in his book Arctic Dreams: "I
listen that’s all. 1 listen to what the land is saying. |
walk around in it and strain my senses in appreciation
of it for a long time before I, myself, ever speak a
word. Entered in this manner the land will open up.”
Where the building, roads and parking lot were
located, mats of peat were cut and rolled out to mend
construction scars when the project was finished.
The inherent beauty of the landscape was preserved
and restored. W
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