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ABSTRACT

To stand on the banks of any river is to stand at the edge of two disparate  
temporal horizons, human and geologic, colliding in a single moment. Spring 
flooding regularly occurs in the plain along the Assiniboine River’s low-lying 
terminus in eastern Manitoba as the river attempts to accommodate snowmelt 
drained from the vast central plains territory of North America. The annual 
insensitive response to the changing state of the river is a physical expression of 
competing understandings of time made manifest in the landscape. Insensitive 
reactions to flooding in this largely agricultural territory have resulted in 
impositions on the land that ignore integral relationships and moreover the 
inescapable geologic agency of the land.

Can the consideration of time shift our understanding of flooding in the prairie 
context? How can the conversation of flooding be refocused to understanding, 
as opposed to control? How can a deep sense of time be expressed in our 
reaction to the design of the land? 

Shifting to thinking of a time-sensitive response to flooding, I aim to construct a 
hybrid cartography that addresses the complex relationship between observer 
and understanding fundamental to relevant critical projects in the landscape.  
This approach aims to understand the geographic and temporal context to 
reveal deep synchronicities ignored by rational approaches to both fluvial 
engineering and design. The desired result is a reflective cartographic hybrid 
that grounds the discussion of flooding firmly in the disparate temporal layers 
of the territory.
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figure 01  sketch of the document outline on 
sticky notes. the notes allowed me to move 
quickly, arranging and re-arranging ideas, 
exploring how ideas and concepts related to 
one another. 
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FIRST FRAME: PROLOGUE 

This project began with a series of site visits, and correspondence with architect 
and paysagiste Eunate Torres-Modrego. I first encountered Torres-Modrego’s 
work at the European Council of Landscape Architecture Schools (ECLAS) 
Conference in 2008, and was inspired by the montage of ideas, maps, images 
and filmic sketches she presented that day. According to Torres-Modrego and 
her collaborative partner, Sandra Parvu, their research “...involved students in a 
series of experiments encompassing cinematic working processes that strived 
to open landscape architecture research to a larger spectrum of representation 
tools” (Parvu & Torres-Modrego, 2008, p. 267). I felt the cinematic working 
techniques she presented, such as the process of montaging and storyboarding 
images, applied so clearly to landscape architecture research. 

Parvu and Torres-Modrego were students at the Postgraduate Landscape & 
Architecture Program at the Institute of Architecture, University of Geneva, 
Switzerland [Institut d’Architecture de l’Université de Genève], and later 
were instructors at the same institution. At the Institute of Architecture at 
the University of Geneva, Descombes brought together a multi-disciplinary 
group of educators including architects and paysagiste Alexandre Chemetoff, 
philosophers (Andre Corboz, Sébastien Marot, and Gilles Tiberghien), and 
paysagistes (Michel Corajoud and Christine Dalnoky), to subvert the typical 
approach to design education. A site was placed firmly at the center of all 
pedagogic experiences. 

I think of this first meeting with Eunate as the frame one of this project, and as 
the beginning of an important conversation in landscape architecture research. 

I asked Eunate to act as external examiner of this graduate practicum project 
in the summer of 2012. She generously agreed and invited me to her studio 
to spend a week in the fall of that same year. We continued correspondence 
via email and Skype. Our on-going  correspondence is a meta-narrative to this 
project. 

After her presentation a 

fellow student and I asked 

about (what we considered 

to be) the unconventional 

approach to landscape 

architecture research Eunate 

presented that day. We 

asked, How do you choose 

the sites that you work? In 

the conference proceedings 

Parvu and Torres-Modrego 

elaborated on their response 

to our question (Note: their 

submission to the conference 

proceedings consists of a two 

part discussion between Parvu 

(S) and Torres-Modrego (E)),

“S: Scale is critical in the our 

choice of sites. Maybe more 

important is the vision of 

the territory as a palimpsest 

developed by André Corboz. 

For him, the territory is like 

a manuscript whose surface 

is constantly recycled and 

upon which each period has 

scraped and left traces of its 

activities. The sedimentation 

of these periods that have 

been successively erased 

and replaced in time 

produces the image of a 

multi-layered ground” 

(Parvu & Torres-Modrego, 

2008, p.270).
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figure 02  on site in the early spring. high 
waters have just drained away from the land 
adjacent to the river. the once sponge-like 
soil is dry and porous. 
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figure 03  sketching initial project thoughts 
on a blackboard the studio in winnipeg. 
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THE NEXT FRAME: INTRODUCTION

I visited a site along the Assiniboine River not far from the Forks, the place 
where the Assiniboine converges with the Red River, in the prairie city of 
Winnipeg. This experience on site drew my attention to the river. Each time 
I walked the site the river was in a completely different state, which in turn, 
evoked a completely new set of memories, ideas and layers in my thinking.

A project for the land is a spatial response to found or observed conditions. 

I am interested in the questions that are asked and moreover the ideology with 
which we approach tasks as designers. Our approach affects the way problems 
are framed, and in turn, limits or opens up solutions. 

I am passionate about how we understand our work as landscape architects 
and students of landscape architecture; how we see; how we frame problems 
and translate ideas into projects for the land. An ethos is the underlying 
attitude, which permeates all aspects of an approach. Landscape architects are 
uniquely educated to see, understand, and represent the land. We are taught 
shifting scales, to read sites and represent connections beyond what might be 
immediately obvious. This ethos belies all aspects of our work.

In my work I am interested in largely process-based, as opposed to goal-
oriented, approaches to landscape design. I am further interested in a particular 
subset of that body of research: an approach derived from Michel Corajoud 
and Alexandre Chemetoff, among others, who do not believe in a particular 
method for process-based landscape design, but instead insist students 
develop their own way of working. 

In visiting the site over a number of months it became clear that rivers evoke 
a sense of time in a way that is unignorable to me. While the river’s changes, 
year after year, might be obvious to the human on the ground (or on the site), 
rivers are integral parts of much larger systems - watersheds, drainage basins - 
landscape features that extend in physical and temporal scale well beyond the 
scale of the human. 

The design of the land can be shaped by long-term thinking. 

What if we were to think of time at the scale of a river? What would that 
mean? How would that shift our perception of time?
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Atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen coined the term Anthropocene to describe 
the current epoch, one where human activity has shaped the geological and 
ecological condition of the earth in such a way that it marks a distinction from 
the previous epoch, the Holocene (2000). Crutzen cites the prolific human 
population increase over the past three centuries, the increased population of 
cattle, the tenfold increase in urbanization, the rapid release of sulfur dioxide 
from the burning of fossil fuels, the transformation of roughly half of the earth’s 
land surface by human action, and numerous other examples, as evidence of 
mankind’s central role in shifting the earth into a new epoch (2000, p. 17). He 
explains, 

Considering these and many other major and still growing impacts 
of human activities on earth and atmosphere, and at all, including 
global, scales, it seems to us more appropriate to emphasize the 
central role of mankind (sic) in geology and ecology by proposing 
to use the term “anthropocene” for the current geological epoch. 
(2000, p. 17)

Similarly, futurist Stewart Brand puts forward the notion of two coexisting views 
of time: the wide view and the long view. The wide view sees events as mostly 
influenced by what is happening in the immediate now whereas the long view 
sees events as part of a deep flowing process. 

The wide view is on the scale of election cycles or fiscal years, which bear no 
relation to the slow pace of ecological and climatic cycles. Brand cites global 
warming, arguably the most contentious and important issue of our time, as one 
of the issues that has been allowed to accelerate under a wide view-dominant 
culture. Year to year its affects are not compelling, but seen through the lens 
of the long view its affects are much more convincing, “enormous, inexorable 
power is in the long trends, but we cannot measure them or even notice them 
without doing extremely patient science” (Brand, 1999, p. 138).

Thinking of the scale of the long view, or the long now, shifts our perception 
of everything. 

I believe that the design, planning and management of the land on the prairies 
requires a new approach, a new myth, so long as myth is understood not as a 
type of fiction but describes our largest sense of what is going on.
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FRAME THREE: SITE

“One does not impose, but rather exposes the site”
Robert Smithson (1996, p. 60)



18

the long now: re-framing prairie rivers



19

figure 04  red river april 2014

WINNIPEG

In the spring of each year, a fluctuating volume of snowmelt, precipitation and 
run-off drains from the vast central plains of Canada, and the north-central 
United States, to the city of Winnipeg. The city is situated at the juncture 
of two rivers, the Assiniboine and the Red. Collectively these prairie rivers 
are responsible for draining the entire southern portion of the Nelson River 
watershed, draining a combined 85,500 square kilometers of land (Armstrong, 
2005; Leitch & Krenz, 2003). 

In some years the seasonal volume goes unnoticed, neatly accommodated 
within the existing fluvial infrastructure, however, in other years, snowmelt, 
precipitation and run-off breach the banks of streams, rivers and lakes resulting 
in overland flooding. 

Drainage of the Nelson River basin each spring is a dynamic process. A number 
of climate-dependent factors including overall seasonal temperatures, depth 
of snowpack and the occurrence of early spring rains determine whether 
snowmelt, precipitation and run-off can be neatly accommodated within the 
existing system of hydrologic infrastructure. The existing hydrologic system of 
the Nelson River watershed is a complex matrix of lakes, rivers and streams 
combined with human disturbances such as reservoirs, dams, dykes, drainage 
ditches, emergency canals, and hydroelectric dams.

On a broader scale, the rivers are vital waterways in the larger Hudson Bay 
drainage basin, which empties significant portions of the province of Manitoba  
in addition to large portions of Alberta, Saskatchewan, Ontario, Quebec, 
Nunavut, North Dakota and Minnesota. Geologists describe the region as one 
of the flattest in the world, with an average land gradient of one-half meter 
(Thorliefson, 2015). 
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figure 05  satellite image of 
northwestern north america, 
showing the majority of the 
hudson bay drainage basin, 2013
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figure 06  rivers of the hudson 
bay drainage basin.

0 500 km
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figure 07  view of red river, 
2013
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THE FLOOD FIGHT

In Winnipeg, and many other parts of the Province, the spring is colloquially and 
officially referred to as Flood Fighting season (Manitoba Conservation, 2003 & 
2015). As a strategy for water management, the Flood Fight involves two main 
components: infrastructure including reservoirs, bypass channels, and earthen 
dykes; and predictive and operational forecasting. Flood infrastructure was 
largely constructed after 1950, when a particularly devastating flood hit the Red 
River Valley and the city of Winnipeg (Manitoba Conservation, 2015). Predictive 
and operational forecasts take into account measurement of various aspects 
of the physical environment every season, including soil moisture at freeze 
up, water levels, stream flows, lake levels, and winter precipitation (Province 
of Manitoba, 2003). Predictive stream flow models used by the Province are 
based off a seven-year stream flow simulation study that was undertaken in the 
1980’s (Environment Canada, 2014). 

Preparation for the Flood Fight begins early in the calendar year, when the 
Provincial Flood Forecaster publicly announces the predicted magnitude of 
runoff and snowmelt residents can expect in the spring based off predictive 

models. The announcement often forewarns certain areas, which 
may experience flood-like conditions during a given springtime 
period. These predictions are regularly updated and amended 
throughout the late winter and early spring to take into account 
changing localized climatic conditions. As in other years Manitoba’s 
flood forecast centre updated the potential for flooding in the 
spring of 2016, “...the spring melt has been boosted by the mild 
temperatures and the Red River crest is already on the way” 
(CBC News, 17 March 2016). In years with high waters, flood 
infrastructure is employed to mitigate damages to people and 
property.

I believe that as an epithet, the Flood Fight captures the underlying dominant 
attitude towards the land. The phrase is unapologetically anthropocentric. Its 
repetition, season after season, overtly influences the feeling that flooding is 
something the environment is doing to us (not vice versa). Our role to resist 
what our environment is subjecting us to and justifying our action, no matter 
how drastic or ill-suited to the agency of the land. Its place in the lexicon inhibits 
our ability to develop a more conscious relationship with the land.

its place in the 
lexicon inhibits 
our ability 
to develop a 
more conscious 
relationship 
with the land.
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ON SITE: CREEK & RIVER WALK I

Omand Park
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada
Late October. Morning.

I chose to begin my project on a site where Omand’s Creek converges with the 
Assiniboine River.

Traces of past water levels are subtly imprinted all over, in gradients on 
trunks of trees; in impressions on the soil up the riverbank; and, in the 
exposed root systems of the riparian tress, which hang in air and illustrate 
the erosional power of the water. The river has eroded the earth that once 
held the tree root structure stable and deposited it downstream.

The flowing water of the creek and rivers catches and reflects the light of the 
summer sun, combining with the Assiniboine River, and flowing eastward 
towards its confluence with the Red River.

left  figure 08  message board 
at entrance board to omand park

top right  figure 09  omand park 
adjacent to the assiniboine 
river

bottom right  Figure 10  path 
alongside omand’s creek
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figure 11  view of omand’s 
creek looking south
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What is the age of this river?

How long did the river take to establish to its current state? 
What is the length of time since the North American glaciers 
melted? How does that impact the land? 

Rivers have a tense relationship with the city of Winnipeg 
and with the broader territory. Although the river lies low 
and peaceful in its channel today, in the spring and fall of 
last year the river was swollen with snow-melt and runoff. 
Flowing water filled the full river channel and expanded into 
adjacent land.

The footbridge that spans the Assiniboine River adjacent to a 
derelict, but still operational rail bridge, is a peaceful place 
to view the river. It is hidden from vehicular traffic and only 
rarely interrupted by crossing trains.

From the prospect on the footbridge, about ten meters above 
the river, the organization of the city immediately adjacent 
to the river channel is visible. Houses dot the riverbank. 
Their accompanying fences mark the line of each private 

parcel, indicating the imaginary boundary between public and private. The 
landform of the river and vegetation ignore these boundaries, fluidly moving 
throughout the river channel, operating on their own logic.

I am in my late twenties. I began a degree in landscape architecture two 
years ago. The first year I spent in Sweden on exchange. Since returning 
I wonder a lot about the state of land in Canada. With many climatic 
similarities between the two countries the comparison comes naturally. There 
are distinct differences between how the land is understood in Sweden, a 

figure 12  omand’s creek
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Figure 13  site along the 
assiniboine river, shown in 
context within a portion of 
the city of winnipeg
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Figure 14  assiniboine river 
flowing east towards the forks
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basic example being the concept of allemansrätten, which loosely translates 
to ‘everyone’s right to the land’. Although individual parcels of land can be 
owned privately, allemansrätten allows all people the right to use the land 
for walking, exercise and to collect naturally occurring sources of food. This 
indisputable access to the land comes with a collective responsibility for its 
planning and management over time. 

Alluvial islands rise up from the murky water in the middle of the river 
channel in the wake of the bridge supports. They have a distinct form, almost 
triangular, shaped by seasons of moving water.

After finishing my coursework, I remember walking on the site and thinking 
that I finally began my practicum, not realizing that it had already began, 
long before I was conscious of it starting.

Each time my mind wanders I follow the thought but try to bring my mind 
back to the now, to the present experience. I try not to jump ahead and 
mentally re-organize the site but just to be on the site.

Figure 15  looking down at 
alluvial islands formed in the 
wake of the bridge supports, 
assiniboine river.
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SITE THINKING

A site is a place of time and change.

It is the point of origin for a landscape project. It is a place where the specificities 
of the land can be observed. Intensive observation of common everyday 
experience can lead to new discoveries. Attention the specificities of place, the 
subtle details of the world which are often overlooked, can reveal aspects of 
the everyday world that would otherwise be ignored.

A site is a series of relationships that have co-evolved together over time. 
These relationships can be thought of like an on-going conversation. The point 
at which I arrived on site is not the beginning of this narrative, but merely a 
moment in its on-going progression.

Landscape philosopher Sébastien Marot describes the site as more than the 
physical location for a project, or landing ground for a design. He says, “the 
specifics of site and location is the reason and raw materials for projects, whose 
development is derived from the very fabric of the site’s territory” (1997, p. 7). 

I visited the site in an open way, without a predetermined notion of what the  
project might be. This action is a pivotal aspect of the design process. Swiss 
architect and paysagiste Georges Descombes says that a “project [is] not 
something to be brought to the site, but [is] already there inscribe[d] in the 
territory, its forms and history” (Descombes as cited in Parvu & Torres-Modrego 
2007, p. 20). Similarly, landscape philosopher Gilles Tiberghien contends “the 
project” must be thought of differently than a simple technical execution of 
pre-determined stages of work. The plan cannot be simply ‘project-ed’ onto a 
surface because it is not a neutral plane but a composition of dynamic strata. 
Each stratum has unique material and relational properties and behaves 
differently depending each on context and situation.

My experience on site immediately drew my attention to the river, and the 
unique situation of a city situated at the convergence of two rivers. The creek 
and river meander and flow towards the Forks. I have lived in Manitoba 
most of my life, and as a result of this familiarity, I took for granted many of 
the qualities that now, as a student of landscape architecture, I consider to 
be significant about the region. 
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MANITOBA WATER STRATEGY

The Manitoba Water Strategy (2003) is the current, comprehensive policy 
document for water management in the Province. The Strategy points to the 
overall complexity of water issues as justification for establishing a comprehensive 
water strategy for Manitoba. It is comprised of three main components: an 
introduction of contemporary water concerns in the Province; a discussion of 
the six interrelated policy areas addressed by the Strategy; and presentation 
of the preferred framework for implementation of Manitoba’s Water Strategy 
(2003, p. 2). The main sections of the Strategy will be summarized below.

The Strategy acknowledges and explains a selection of contemporary water 
concerns in the Province, including the significant amount of water and 
accompanying nutrients that drain here from outside the Province; nutrient 
loading on Lake Winnipeg, which is believed to cause algae blooms that affect 
aquatic habitat and recreation; enhanced drainage resulting industrialized 
farming practices; seasonal overland flooding; flooding resulting from 
hydroelectric development; and, intermittent drought conditions resulting 
from climatic changes. Further, the Strategy acknowledges the dynamic nature 
of water issues in general: 

Over time, the use of water has changed and will continue to 
change, as will the pressures placed upon the resource. An 
increasing population and accompanying development, increased 
industrial demands, technological changes, increased pollution, 
and climatic changes have all had an effect on the resource. 
Pressures will continually increase and change, therefore we must 
take a long-sighted and flexible approach to water management 
and ensure that we approach decision making in the context of 
the whole watershed.
(Manitoba Conservation, 2003, p. 7)

The second section identifies six interrelated policy areas that are specifically 
addressed by the Strategy. The stated policy areas are: water quality; 
conservation; use and allocation; water supply; flooding; and, drainage. Each 
policy area has an individual mission statement followed by bullet points of 
contemporary issues, actions that are currently underway, and future initiatives. 

The final section of the document describes the framework for implementing 
the Strategy. The Strategy prioritizes the development of integrated watershed 
management planning within the Province (2003, p. 9). According to the Province 
of Manitoba, “Integrated watershed management planning is a cooperative 
effort by watershed residents, government and other stakeholders to create a 
long term plan to manage land, water and related resources on a watershed 
basis” (Manitoba Municipal Government, n/d). The Strategy proposes the 
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development of Province-
wide benchmarks through the 
implementation of guidelines, 
policies and legislation in the six 
policy areas mentioned above. 

Despite its goals of long-sighted 
and flexible approaches to water 
management, the Manitoba 
Water Strategy appears to assume 
that complex water problems can 
be solved through many of the 
same strategies that were used 
in the past: the implementation 
of updated policies, guidelines, 
legislation, and through the 
development of integrated 
watershed management planning 
processes. The document fails to 

mention, however, that past policies, legislation, and engineered solutions 
have contributed to and in some cases compounded our contemporary water 
issues.

Historical geographer Shannon Stunden Bower has meticulously reported 
on the actions at all levels of government from the British North America Act 
onward that have contributed to the complex water situation in the Province 
today (2007; 2011; 2012). For example, The Drainage Act of 1880 authorized a 
survey of wet areas, which allowed the drainage of nine large wetland areas for 
agriculture (Stunden Bower, 2012, p. 26). At the time the federal government 
was interested in rapidly settling the Province, and provided incentives for 
Provinces to drain wet areas, which would allow the land to be re-purposed for 
agriculture. Wetlands that were drained under this legislation were important 
elements within the ecosystem, which stored and filtered water during times 
when the region was draining large volumes of water. The Drainage Act also 
authorized the construction of drainage ditches by rural municipalities. By 
1881, 200 miles of ditches had been constructed (Leitch & Krenz, 2013, p.  
18). Ditches allowed for farmers to speed up the rate at which water runs off 
their agricultural sections, and enter the hydrologic system. This one piece 
of legislation, intended to assist in the rapid settlement of the land, largely 
ignored the function and agency of the land, and has arguably contributed to 
many of the contemporary water issues the Manitoba Water Strategy intends 
to address. Although this is just one example, the running narrative of Stunden 
Bower’s work is that the land and rivers in the Province of Manitoba have 
historically been modified to serve the needs of the immediate present or the 
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figure 17  hudson bay drainage 
basin. rivers of the hudson bay 
drainage basin shown in black
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wide now, with little foresight for how changes fit into a much broader narrative.

Overall, the Manitoba Water Strategy frames many of the existing conditions 
of the land and water as problems to be solved. For example in a discussion of 
the flooding policy area, the document states, “These policies primarily seek to 
reduce damages and human suffering caused by flooding, through the control 
of development in flood prone areas and the exploration of economically viable 
measures to reduce flood damages” (2013, p. 16). Although this is a short 
statement from a longer policy, the policy direction is clear. It acknowledges 
that some areas are more flood-prone than others but the overall policy 
direction is towards minimizing the anthropocentric costs to flooding. There 
is little acknowledgement of the underlying agency of land, or the necessity 
and value of flooding in some area. This policy is framed as a firm solution, 
without acknowledgment of the dynamic, even indeterminate nature of the 
water system. 

WATER CRISIS

Overland flooding is one of a number of issues climate scientist Robert Sanford 
cites in his essay,  “An Unexpected Water Crisis” published in the Literary 
Review of Canada in support of his claim that Canada, specifically southern 
Manitoba, is facing a looming water crisis (2012). Sanford, who is the EPCOR 
Chair of the Canadian Partnership Initiative in support of the United Nations 
Water for Life Decade, notes that despite Canada’s abundance of freshwater, 
immense land area, and sparse population, there are a number of present-day 
land use activities and unregulated practices that, in combination with rising 
global temperatures, have drastically altered the rate at which water moves 
through the hydrologic cycle. He points to widespread industrial agricultural 
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land uses, aging hydrological infrastructure and unregulated contaminants 
entering the water system as issues that could negatively impact the present-
day water system. If climactic conditions were to stay the same, Sanford argues, 
none of the pressures he cites would be particularly devastating. However, 
in combination with rising global temperatures Canada could be facing an 
irreversible water crisis.

Initially, Sanford thought his crisis predictions would be most visible in Canada’s 
Northern Territories. He looked to loss of permafrost, snowpack and snow-
cover as evidence of the effects of rising global temperatures. When he 
entered Manitoba on a speaking tour, however, he recognized that the region 
was changing even faster than in the Arctic:

According to some experts, the region of southern Manitoba, 
in particular, appeared to be approaching- or perhaps had even 
passed over an invisible threshold into- a new hydro-climatic state 
that residents had been unable to cope with, let alone adapt to”. 
(Sanford, 2012, p. 12)

Sanford centers his crisis predictions on the Lake Winnipeg Basin, which includes 
the Red and Assiniboine Watersheds along with four others: Saskatchewan 
River; Lake Manitoba; Lake Winnipeg; and, Winnipeg River. The Lake Winnipeg 
Basin drains approximately one million square kilometers that extends over four 
Canadian provinces and four American states. Sanford cites the algal blooms 
in south basin of Lake Winnipeg as the first evidence of a crisis. It is widely 
believed that the algal blooms are the result of accelerated nutrient enrichment, 
namely nitrogen and phosphorous, entering Lake Winnipeg (Manitoba 
Conservation, 2011). The State of the Lake Report 1999 – 2007 (2011), which 
was jointly released by Environment Canada and Manitoba Water Stewardship, 
acknowledged that nutrient enrichment of Lake Winnipeg is a serious issue. 
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The Report aimed to systematically synthesize disparate existing research and 
monitoring of nutrient enrichment of Lake Winnipeg. Algal blooms inhibit light 
penetration and oxygen absorption, which is a state called eutrophication. The 
specific physical and climatic conditions of the south basin of Lake Winnipeg 
encourage the formation of cyanobacteria (Environment Canada & Manitoba 
Water Stewardship, 2011, p. 7). Sanford notes, “cyanobacteria, [is] a form of 
blue-green algae that can produce toxins in such concentrations that they 
can poison and even kill animals and people” (Sanford, 2012, p. 12). The 
compounding issues Sanford cites lead him to declare Lake Winnipeg the most 
ecologically compromised lake in the world.

Spring overland flooding, which has arguably increased with land drainage from 
industrial agriculture, has further contributed to Lake Winnipeg’s ecologically 
compromised state. Sanford notes that overland flooding, “flushes the nitrogen 
and phosphorus contained in livestock and wildlife feces and farm fertilizers 
from the land surface into Lake Winnipeg” (2012, p. 12). Under The Drainage 
Act of 1890, nine large wetlands in the area around Winnipeg were drained for 
agricultural land uses (Stunden Bower, 2012). Surface wetlands perform vital 
ecosystem functions of storing water, and slowing the release into waterways. 
They also filter phosphorous. How might a landscape architect approach the 
issues that arise from investigating the prairies?

Even more urgent than the Southern Manitoba examples Sanford describes 
to illustrate a system in crisis is the overall loss of hydrologic stability.  Sanford 
points to the report, “Global Change and Extreme Hydrology: Testing Wisdom” 
(2011) published by the National Research Council in the United States, which 
summarized the findings of the workshop of the same name. “The workshop’s 
purpose was to probe the conventional wisdom that as the climate warms 
there will be an “acceleration” of the hydrologic cycle that will translate into 
potentially more frequent and severe floods and droughts” (2011, p. 1). Of the 
finding presented in this report, Sanford’s article focuses on the loss of what 
hydrologists call stationarity. Stationarity is, “the idea that hydrologic systems 
fluctuate in an unchanging envelope of variability” (2011, p. 8). According to 
Sanford, “the report observes that predictions related to major hydrological 
extremes are currently based on stationarity, but observations now demonstrate 
that notion is no longer a valid assumption” (Sanford, 2012, p. 13).
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figure 22  tracing of the 
assiniboine and red rivers as 
they drain through winnipeg to 
lake winnipeg, and eventually 
to hudson bay.
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left figure 23  synchronic analysis of project abstract
top right figure 24  sketching project ideas
bottom right Figure 25  assiniboine and red rivers
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BLACKBOARD

Like the land, the blackboard is a palimpsest. On the blackboard ideas, 
reflections, maps and sketches can collect in the studio over time. Ideas can be 
maintained or erased leaving only traces of their emergence. 

After visiting the site, I mapped the Assiniboine and Red Rivers on 
the blackboard in my studio, extending the rivers roughly as far as the 
administrative boundaries of the city of Winnipeg. Simultaneously, I recorded 
a series questions that emerged from the site visits on the blackboard. 
Questions emerge at all stages of the design process. Writing and arranging 
them in this way helped me to arrange my thoughts. I wrote all the questions 
that came to mind.

In this series of questions I recognize an uneasiness with the scale of the 
prairie territory. In my mind I want to put a frame around the land and 
think, ‘this is inside the project area, and the rest is outside’. But as soon 
as I do that I recognize a problem. In landscape everything is connected. By 
putting a frame around something it means including a set of conditions and 
not including what is outside the frame. But I cannot deal with everything, 
it is too much information. When I think about the rivers this problem is 
magnified because water connects the entire continent. What happens to the 
glaciers in the Rockies has an impact on the runoff to the watersheds that 
drain to the Assiniboine and invariably out to Hudson Bay So what to do? 
Set a boundary and acknowledge the fact that it is all connected? 

Landscape philosopher 

Sébastien Marot 

argues the palimpsest 

is a good analogy, but 

poor metaphor for the 

land, as we no longer 

use palimpsests in our 

daily life (The Harvard 

Graduate School of 

Design, 2010; Rice School 

of Architecture, 2013).

“We are usually expected 

to ‘answer questions’ in 

our Masters years, even 

more after graduating… 

the idea of presenting 

“a script in form of 

new questions” is very 

interesting… “ (Torres-

Modrego personal 

correspondence 

November 22, 2012)

“The opportunities to ask 

questions must be fought 

for by the investigator, 

either because the 

interviewee is evasive, 

or by reversal of roles 

the interviewer becomes 

the interviewee, because 

the interviewee dissolves 

into the questions” 

(Berenz, 2004, p.168).
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Questions for a Foreign Territory 2 November 2012

figure 26  questions sketched 
post site visit
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Questions for a Foreign Territory 2 November 2012
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PRAIRIE RIVERS

Rivers are expressions of time. 

A river forms over the course of many thousands of years and in that time 
develops a distinct relationship with the land. If we think about the millennia 
of fluvial formation against the hundreds of years since the vast resettlement 
of the land, the speed and amount of change we have induced is almost 
unimaginable. 

Professor of Landscape Architecture and Environmental Planning Matt Kondolf 
is certain that rivers have a personality suggesting that “forms and habits 
determined by their geologic setting, their flow regime- those season and year-
to-year patterns of flood and dry season low flows (2009, p. 106). 

figure 27  sketches of assiniboine river
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If we were to describe the Assiniboine River, what adjectives would we use? 
Lazy? Aggressive? Unpredictable?

Rivers expected to drain this enormous territory cut a shallow meandering path 
on top of “Manitoba gumbo” soil, consisting of silt and clay, which does not 
absorb high amounts of precipitation (Passfield, 2002). Climatic factors also play 
an important role in our vulnerability to floods, which include runoff from annual 
snowmelt and spring precipitation. As with many Canadian rivers, “natural 

levees are absent or have very low relief, being 
visible only along certain meandering streams 
or on some deltas during times of flooding 
(Mollard, 1984, p. 85). In seasons where runoff is 
high, the shallow rivers expand their banks. With 
these vulnerabilities, a flood is a near certainty 
in the lakebed of pro-glacial Lake Agassiz. The 
timing of the melt and amount of precipitation 
determines whether a flood will go unnoticed or 
become a colossal event.

When we think about rivers, what do we think 
of? Just the flowing water? Or do we consider 
the entire depression of land, the edge, the 
banks, the riverbed? Or do we consider the 
entire watershed?

“Manitoba Gumbo” is the 

nickname for the general 

soil type of the Red River 

Valley,  which consists 

mainly of silt and clay and 

does not absorb high 

amounts of precipitation.

figure 28  geomorphic 
diagrams of fluvial erosion 
and deposition (adapted from 
mollard, 1986, p. 85)
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THE LAND

How we act, and the questions we ask are influenced by our perception of 
time. At present, proposed solutions to flooding largely are framed through an 
anthropocentric understanding of time. An anthropocentric understanding of 
time measures events in single orbits of the earth around the sun, in months, in 
years, and in measures that fit neatly into the human life and human life-span. 

The land including the lakes and rivers, however, operate at considerably slower 
measure of time. The land operates on the scale of geologic time. Geologic time 
is the time of earth systems, millennia or mega-annum of years, or hundreds 
human lifetimes. If we shift our perception of time from anthropocentric to 
geologic a entirely new set of possibilities emerges. 

What if we framed the rivers through a geologic sense of time?

The land is a richly layered construction of ideas, poetics, projections and 
processes. In “The Land as Palimpsest” (1983), architectural theorist André 
Corboz describes the land as a richly layered composition. He uses the 
metaphor of the palimpsest to describe the way the land becomes layered 
with traces of past uses over time. Before the ubiquity of paper, a palimpsest 
was a valuable writing surface, sometimes a stone plinth or a leaf. Instead of 
being discarded after a single use, it was instead erased and new ideas scribed 
overtop. Like the land, the result was a surface with numerous layers – faint 
traces of old ideas and recent ideas more clearly visible. The palimpsest was 
a convergence of past ideas simultaneously visible with the present. Corboz 
contends the land can be read as a similarly layered composition, not static 
over time, but constantly  recycled by both physiographic and cultural changes.

Changing our perception of time from anthropocentric to geologic completely 
shifts understanding of the land. The project becomes not is not what to design, 
but how to adapt to the physical and temporal rhythms of the river.

Previous to my design education I assumed I believed that landscape was a 
‘universal category’ - everyone understood it in the same way. However, as a 
student at the University of Manitoba I was absorbed into a community of 
people who critically research and discuss landscape, I became acutely aware 
of the varied perspectives, ways of seeing and understanding landscape.  
As French architect and paysagiste Alexandre Chemeteoff explains to an 
interviewer,  “Landscape inspires and transforms the idea of a project. It is 
another way of considering an expanse and its development, which consists 
in re-aligning initiatives, and in transforming them into a project” (Lavalou, 
1996, p. 62).

“...‘I am designing 

a landscape’ is a 

meaningless statement”

- Alexandre Chemetoff

(Lavalou, 1996, p.62)
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Landscape philosopher Sébastien Marot contends, “Landscape can be taken as 
a value in itself, it can be presented as emblematic of what makes a given area 
special” (Marot, 1997, p. 7). This approach understands the land in two related 
ways: (1) that the land is a common good; and, (2) the land is a process, not a 
product. As an overall strategy, it might present evidence for us as inhabitants 
to continuously re-evaluate our relationship with the land.

PROCESS

I think a lot about what a project is and how it contributes to the discipline 
as a whole, or whether it does at all. Through design school I feel as if I 
have seen so many variations of the same project, arranged similarly on a 
similar sized board. It is both the notion of the project and the way that it is 
represented that bothers me. As a student of landscape architecture I found 
that I was frequently tasked with dealing with complex issues that are far 
too complicated to be resolved neatly on a board. What if everyone put their 
candid thoughts on their boards, their process, as opposed to what could be 
considered a finished project. Projects for the land are never finished. 

REPRESENTATION & MAPPING

Representation is a way of showing how we sense and experience the world. 
We sense reality through experience. Representation in landscape architecture 
often uses, ‘snap-shot’ views of space, using drawing conventions derived from 
building architecture. The narrative of land is often more complex than can be 
afforded by static views and conventions derived from building architecture, 
which is most often focused on the building as an object. Landscape architects 
can utilize different techniques of representing space.

Mapping is one technique of representing space. It is an active process and 
requires selectively including and excluding data, drawing out relationships that 
might not be physically observed. Mapping lends itself well to the practice of 
landscape architecture as landscape is a layered construction of ideas, forces, 
poetics and projections. 
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FRAME THREE: SHIFT

“The rationalist sees only the details and never the whole”
Robert Smithson (1996, p. 52)
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Dear Trent,
 
I have decided to join your examination committee as External examiner. It 
will be a real pleasure to contribute and support your work and be part of 
your extraordinary team with Marcy and Ralph Stern. Thank you all.
 
Please find attached the article Forget the “project”: A discussion to 
the discussion following teaching cinematic experiments in Landscape 
Architecture and beyond (Parvu & Torres-Modrego, 2008).  As you will 
see, the text is a three-layered conversation composed of an edited version 
of the one-month conversations between Sandra and I, the transcript of the 
discussion in Alnarp with the audience (including you) and approximate 
quotations of theorists that although physically absent, actively participated 
with their writings in this debate.
 
After reading your last email I thought that you could become now the 
landscape architect that can bring answers to questions that nobody is able to 
ask (see Bernadette Blanchon’s comment on Page 270 of the attached article).
 
I’m installing your work in one of the blackboards of my studio. If you 
are including the long distance dialogues with Marcy and Ralph as part 
of the project I could join your working process mapping our chalkboard 
conversations.

Do you remember the end of the “Stalkscapes” presentation in Winnipeg? 
(Torres-Modrego, 2011). Michel Corajoud used to say that the conversation 
has already started once we arrive on Site and will continue when we leave….
 
I understood that what is important for you is also the Site, and that you 
are working without a brief but, I have the feeling that there is something 
missing… I think it’s now time for me to re- formulate the question you asked 
me in Sweden: But, how do you choose the sites were you work? (See question 
and page 269). 
 
You are now re-emerging as the fourth-layer of the text, the student in a 
state of effervescence that will activate our ongoing conversations. Are you 
ready? Remember that Jean-Luc Godard used to say, “It is easy to work, 
the difficult thing is to get ready for it”. As Sandra says (on page 268 of the 
attached article), I think that preparation becomes so important that what 
comes after is only a consequence of it and provided we prepare well, the work 
is already determined by the process that precedes it. You will now help us 
to take these ideas further. This simultaneous reading and responding to the 
site will become our simultaneous push and hold process (Elizabeth Meyer 
page 270).”
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You now have the choice of your site, choice of concerns, the image of your 
studio, the scale of your working table, the measures of your blackboard, 
getting ready to apprehend and intervene on your territory, the fabrication of 
representation tools and working processes, the inclusion of moving images.
If you are the fourth layer of the text, Trent, what would you say? What would 
you add to this debate? How would you start writing page 272?
 
At times we also escape the site (E. Meyer page 271). We can find a way 
of capturing our exchanges in the distance but now that you have become 
the student that will take me to your Site I have the need to bring you to 
my studio and continue our conversations facing the same blackboard and 
thinking with our hands sitting on the same table. 
 

Take your time,
Un abrazo,
Eunate 
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PAYSAGISTE

Is there a difference between a landscape architect and paysagiste?

Eunate Torres-Modrego was a student of Georges Descombes at the 
Postgraduate Landscape & Architecture Program at the Institute of Architecture, 
University of Geneva, Switzerland from 1999 to 2003. She was an instructor 
at the same institution from 2003 to 2008. At the Institute of Architecture at 
the University of Geneva [Institut d’Architecture de l’Université de Genève], 
Descombes brought together a multi-disciplinary group of educators including 
architect and paysagiste Alexandre Chemetoff, philosophers (Andre Corboz,  
Sébastien Marot, and Gilles Tiberghien), and paysagistes (Michel Corajoud and 
Christine Dalnoky), to subvert the typical approach to design education.

It is often assumed that the profession of landscape architect and paysagiste 
are counterparts of the same profession, simply operating in English and French 
contexts. Generalizing landscape architect and paysagiste presents a problem 
because there are fundamental differences in way the land is understood, 
which transcend individual approaches. In An Introduction to Landscape British 
geographer Peter Howard explains the French word for landscape, paysage, 
from which the discipline of paysagiste is derived, is closely connected to both 
pays (country) and paysan (small-scale farmer) (2011, p. 65).The paysan is the 
steward of the land, with a deep understanding of the region they cultivate. 
Similarly, paysagiste Phillipe Coignet notes, “in French culture, the landscape 
is often expressed in terms of personal relationship with place rather than a 
territory to conquer” (2003a, p. 94).

The development of the current approach of the paysagiste in landscape 
design in France began in 1973, with the reformulation of the former School 
of Horticulture [École d’Horticulture] into the National Superior School of 
Landscape [École National Supérieure du Paysage] (ENSP) under the direction 
of Michel Corajoud and Alexandre Chemetoff (Delluc, 1997, p. 11; Tiberghien, 
2003, p. 305). At the time, paysagistes were highly critical of the design of 
the suburban new cities, the villes nouvelles, which were being constructed 
on the edges of densely populated cities to deal with a growing population 
(Tiberghien, 2003, p. 307). Although the original intent of the new cities was 
to create high quality spaces, the spatial condition of the new cities lacked 
character or any connection to the land. Landscape was understood as an 
optional ingredient, an afterthought. Paysagistes argued that landscape should 
be the first thing taken into consideration in the construction of the new cities, 
and this process originates from one location: the site. 

The radical new program taught at the National Superior School of Landscape 
challenged the notion that landscape design is a purely decorative art. The 
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instructors insisted that real sites with real conditions be the subjects of all 
pedagogic experiences. Paysagistes trained at the ESNP were trained to 
observe sites, understand landscape process and understand the relationship 
between site and territory at multiple scales.

In explanation of the execution of the program taught at the ESNP, former 
Head Christophe Girot distinguished between two distinct models for design 
education: one that provides a strict method for students to follow, and 
alternatively, one that insists student develop their own way of identifying and 
determining their projects, and more broadly, their own way of working (1996). 
Girot contends, “it is most important for to train our students to open their 
minds and think for themselves, rather than push them to confirm to a single 
scientific methodology” (1996, p. 24). Girot believes that it is the responsibility 
of landscape design education and educators to train students in a way that 
will serve them into the future. Design trends or methods tend to come in and 
out of fashion, and so pedagogic models based on a single method can do 
a disservice to students. Girot acknowledges that students maybe be more 
comfortable learning and executing a predetermined method, but over the 
long term it is far more beneficial for students to establish a way of working for 
themselves; their own way of defining problems and determining an approach 
to see their work through to a conclusion.

Girot asserts that the model of landscape design education he advocates relies 
on three main ingredients: (1) the student, who brings a particular worldview 
based on their personal experience; (2) the pedagogic method taught at the 
institution the student attends, and (3) the material and spatial world (1996, p. 
24). In this pedagogic model, the onus is not on the institution or educator to 
establish and deliver the material for the student to interpret and solve, but 
each of the three ingredients holds equal weight. The student must bring her 
or his own ideas, personal experience, passions and interest. The educator’s 
role, then, is to ask questions that might induce critical reflection, uncover 
latent assumptions, and assist the student in framing a project.

There is a precondition in the phenomenological aspect of the approach 
of the paysagiste, which is based on the notion that the land is a complex 
bearer of memory (Delluc, 1997, p. 11). Site visits are necessary to observe and 
understand the specificities of the soil and other subtitles of the land, which 
are comprehensible through maps or images. Relating this element to larger 
scales, both physically and temporally, is perhaps the most important aspect of 
this element. Compelling questions emerge once a physical trace is observed 
and expanded: What does this trace mean? What is its relationship to larger 
scales? How does this situate within the on-going narrative of a site? These 
subtle features of a site can become interpreted into an overall approach to the 
entire motivation for a project. 

Christophe Girot was 

born in Paris, France 

in 1957. He received a 

Bachelor of Science in 

Environmental Science 

and Management from the 

University of California, 

Davis (1981), a Masters of 

Architecture (1986), and  

a Masters of Landscape 

Architecture (1988) 

both  from the University 

of California, Berkeley 

((ETH Zurich, 2012). 
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PAYSAGISTES AND TIME

Shifting temporal frames is a main consideration in the practice of French 
landscape architecture. While Brand uses the notion of the Long Now as a 
temporal frame to shift perception beyond the immediacy of the now, the 
French practice of landscape architecture commonly use durations associated 
with landscape, such as the formation of rivers or lakes, or the draining of 
glacial lakes. 

Paysagistes rarely discuss their work as ‘designing’ the land. Instead their 
actions and efforts are discussed as ‘revealing’, ‘recomposing’, ‘recycling’ or 
‘amplifying’ directed towards revealing and amplifying what already exists on 
site.

As an example of the work the working of approach of the paysagiste, architect 
and paysagiste Georges Descombes has had a long engagement with the 
landscape of Geneva, Switzerland. He admits that his overall approach is often 
seen as a failure to propose a change. He instead suggests that his approach 
reflects “a will to find the right moves of an intervention, however radical or 
strong such an intervention might be” (Lopez et al., 2012).

Descombes is well known for his work in the Geneva suburb of Lancy, Switzerland 
and with the Voie Swiss [The Swiss Way]. Descombes framed each project as an 
engagement with the long-term history of the sites, and in so doing revealing 
hidden elements of the land. In Lancy Descombes conceived of the project 
as a stitching together of historical elements of a site. Past ‘imperfect logic’, 
as Descombes refers to it, caused a small valley to landslide inward, which 
covered a small stream (Descombes, 2009, p. 123). In subsequent years a 
road was built overtop of the landslide and the stream’s path was reduced 
to a mere culvert. Descombes proposed a tunnel-bridge, which would allow 
pedestrians to cross beneath the roadway, weaving together green space on 
each side. It was a tunnel in the sense that it allowed pedestrians to cross 
beneath the roadway, and a bridge, as a secondary steel structure was placed 
inside the tunnel, raising the pedestrian pathway up slightly so water could flow 
beneath (Descombes, 2009, p. 123). This thoughtful and subtle construction is 
characteristic of Descombes’ approach. A line of desire connecting two spaces 
is a simple gesture, but the thoughtful alignment of well-considered elements 
uncovered the previously hidden history of the site and territory.

From 1987-1991 Descombes headed a team responsible for a two-kilometer 
section of the Swiss Way near the city of Geneva. The idea of the Swiss Way, 
a 35-kilometer path around Lake Uri, which would commemorate 700 years 
of Swiss Confederation, was conceived by Peter Lanz and Stefan Rotzlers as 
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a counterpoint to more opulent projects being constructed to mark the same 
anniversary (Descombes, 1999, p. 81). Descombes collaborated with Richard 
Long, Carmen Perrin, and Max Neuhaus. After a long period of analysis, and 
many walks on the site, the group led by Descombes decided on their working 
attitude: “We would never add anything which had not been there before, 
instead, we would intensify these elements and their effects” (Descombes, 
2009, p. 128). Historic maps of the region showed a Napoleonic road. Inspired 
by this discovery, the team lead by Descombes proposed unearthing this 
ancient path, making only subtle modifications to the land where absolutely 
necessary. 

On the many walks on the site, Descombes and his collaborators observed 
glacial erratics, which are boulders deposited by the melting of ice sheets at 
the end of the last ice age. Carmen Perrin commissioned the cleaning of the 
boulders, removing grass, lichen and moss, which revealed their underlying 
white granite (Descombes, 1999, p. 84). This procedure fit perfectly with their 
working attitude and is illustrative of one way hidden elements are subtly 
revealed in the practice of French landscape architecture. Nothing ‘new’ was 
added to the site. What already existed was intensified. In reflecting on the 
overall attitude of the project Descombes says, 

To design for sites with this principle in mind is to perform an 
action that allows for reflection on totally ordinary matters – a shift 
in sensibility. Perhaps the matters that are not noticed are those 
that are essential. 
(Descombes, 1999, p. 85).

What can be gleaned from experience on-site? What is the narrative already 
in-progress? What are the existing relationships? 
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EXPERIENCING THEORY: ATELIER DE PAISAJE

Atelier de Paisaje is a landscape studio located on the Bay of Biscay in Gexto, 
Spain. The studio occupies the main floor of Eunate Torres-Modrego’s childhood 
home, which she affectionately refers to as The Cliffs House. 

A blackboard covers one entire wall of Eunate’s studio. To install my work 
in the studio, I erased blackboard sketches made by Estonian students who 
studied in at Atelier de Paisaje immediately before me. I drew the same eight-
by-eight square grid in white chalk. I sketched the gestures of the Red and 
Assiniboine Rivers as they flow through the city of Winnipeg. Omitting all other 
details of the city, the white-chalk representation of the rivers against the dark 
background made their gesture on the land more obvious. The Assiniboine, 
which flows from west to east, cuts an east path across the land. In comparison, 
the larger Red River, which flows south to north, has a much wider meandering 
path. Sinuous forms characterize each river’s gesture on the land.

I reintroduced Eunate to Winnipeg with site images, maps, sketches and 
subjective reflections of my experience on site along the Assiniboine River. 
Eunate participated in a conference in Winnipeg in 2010 but it was important 
to provide my understanding of the place. We discussed the Manitoba Water 
Strategy (2013) and the Flood Fight. I brought a copy of Guy Maddin’s film 
My Winnipeg (2007) to help illustrate one particular nuance of Winnipeg that 
shaped my thinking. 

My Winnipeg is a semi-autobiographical “docu-fanastia” of Maddin’s life in 
Winnipeg, constructed with stylized re-enactments of his childhood experiences 
and myths about the city. Maddin narrates the film, and one particular refrain 
repeated throughout the film, “snowy, sleepwalking Winnipeg”, summarized 
a quality I wanted to express to Eunate. In his voice-over narration Maddin 
claims that Winnipeg has ten times the number of sleepwalkers of any other 
city. While this assertion may be fictitious, I believe Maddin unearthed an 
undertone that belies Winnipeg and Winnipeggers, and an assertion that I 
would expand to the rest of Manitoba. I believe the sleepwalking Maddin is 
referring to may be about the way things are allowed to occur in the Province, 
such as flooding or potholes in the road or the state of Lake Winnipeg, and are 
only reluctantly recognized as problems. People are content to go about their 
lives, sleepwalking, knowing that these problems exist, and so long as their 
daily lives are not affected or disrupted, nothing is done. Pro-activity is not 
treated as a virtue. 

How do you work? How does Eunate work? Are the outcomes of her work 
different than typical design projects? 
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top left  figure 29  eunate’s collection of video-recorded of presentations
top right figure 30  view of the table top at atelier de paisaje
bottom figure 31  viewing a video-recorded presentation by michel desvigne
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Figure 31 View of Atelier de Paisaje with the 
Assiniboine and Red Rivers sketched on the 
background blackboard.
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Moving the blackboard, Eunate questioned the frame of the map and asked  
number of questions: 
Why had I stopped the map of the rivers at the administrative boundaries of 
the city?
How did I select the scale of this map? 
What purpose do these boundaries serve in understanding the rivers? Do the 
rivers not pass further? Where do they originate? 

Figure 33  detail of the Assiniboine and Red 
Rivers sketched on the blackboard.
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Eunate showed me a publication by paysagiste Michel Desvigne and philosopher 
Gilles Tiberghien entitled Jardins Élémentaires [Elementary Gardens] (1988). 
The publication was the result a research project conducted by Desvigne 
during his residency at the Villa Medici in Rome. Desvigne, and his then 
collaborative partner Christine Dalnoky, were the first landscape designers to 
win the competition held by the Academie de France in Rome  (Delluc, 1997, p. 
12). Desvigne was trained as a paysagiste at the École Nationale Supérieure du 
Paysage in Versailles under Michel Corajoud. He is a former partner at Desvigne 
& Dalnoky, and the current principal at MDP Michel Desvigne Paysagiste. 
He was the 2011 recipient of the Grand Prix de l’urbanisme [Urban Planning 
Grand Prize] awarded by the French Ministry for Ecology, Energy, Sustainable 
Development and Planning for his work using landscape to recompose vast 
territories (Desvigne 2012). 

In Jardins Élémentaires [Elementary Gardens] Desvigne began by observing 
islets formed by alluvial sedimentation in a streambed in Norway. First using 
a  large-scale satellite image, Desvigne showed the connection between the 
alluvial deposits observed on site in context of its much wider geography. To 
add a scale to the otherwise abstract satellite image he laid an eight-by-eight 
grid over the satellite image. By doing so he transformed the satellite image 
from abstract space to measured land, from land to landscape. Desvigne then 
traced the image, marking only surfaces of water. In this tracing one could 
clearly see the relationship between land and water in the image. Desvigne 
continued in this manner, with increasingly smaller scales, each time added 
the eight-by-eight scaled grid and pulling the water layer from the background 
image. 

REFLECTION: LAND II

Although endless transformation of the land may be too large, or too slow 
for it to register upon human perception, the land continues to change. Any 
proposal, no matter how grand or resilient, will undergo some sort of change 
with the land. This is why we must consider the land within a longer scale of 
time. Humans have only been on this planet for roughly 10,000 years and so 
thinking in timescale, longer than recorded history, could lead to paralysis, 
or an excuse not to act, but what I believe it means is to consider what is being 
proposed not as a finished product but as neither the beginning or end of a 
place, but a continuation of what already exists.

A project for the land does not necessarily have to fit into a linear design 
process because it does not accept or start from the assumption that the goal 
of each project is for a site to undergo a transformation, after a process of 
analysis and design. I do not have to conceive of my work within a project 
timeline. Eunate and her collaborative partner Sandra Parvu contend 
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figure 33 Beginning a large-
scale sketch of the vast 
central plains
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that working in a heuristic way, “implies a project, a landscape project in 
particular, is something that cannot possibly be completed” (Parvu and 
Torres-Modrego, 2007, p. 20). And that more important than any elements 
that might be proposed is the attitude with which those decisions are made. 
I believe this is the overall approach, which is rooted in the pedagogic model 
advocated by Descombes at the IAUG.

SHIFT IN PERSPECTIVE 

Urdaibai Biosphere Reservation
Biscay, Basque Country, Spain
Late Summer. Midday.  

Enneko navigates the winding road. The road hugs the side of costal 
mountains, in and out, following the slope of the mountain. On the last curve 
the estuary opens up in front of us, framed perfectly by steep mountains 
on each side. The blue horizon of the Atlantic Ocean comes in and out of 
view. It is one of those perfect late summer days, just after midday. It is hot 
but not scorching. The Urdaibai estuary, a salt marsh, lies at the bottom 
of the valley. It is low tide. The sand bars and low plants are just visible. I 
remember a similar experience when I lived on the west coast of Nova Scotia 
for a few months. The tide would come in and out each day. At low tide the 
bed of creeks and rivers would be exposed, and with high tide the same spaces 
would be completely submerged.

Enneko parks the truck behind a small restaurant near the mouth of the 
estuary. Enneko, Eunate, and the two other friends who have joined us stop 
in to the restaurant for some pintxos before our excursion. I cannot take my 
eyes off the coast. This happens each time I see large bodies of water like this. 

After our snack of calamari and beer we unload our paddleboards and put 
on wet suits. It is a short walk carrying the paddleboards from the truck to 
the sand bar near the mouth of the estuary. We put our boards in the water. 
It is warm, by my standards at least. We lay flat on our boards and use our 
hands to paddle out to meet the tide. As the tide surges we stand, rather 
shakily, on our boards and take a first few nervous passes at the water with 
our tall paddles. Eunate and Enneko quickly move ahead of the three rookies. 
They have been here before, and affectionately refer to Urdaibai as paradise. 
I can see why. The paddleboard allows for such a unique view of the estuary 
and the steep mountains surrounding. It is different than a boat, where you 
would be sitting. On the paddleboard I am completely upright, able to see 
things I otherwise would not be able. I can see farther ahead, towards the 
more marshy area, which is comparatively thicker with vegetation. I can see 

figure 35 map showing start 
and finish of paddleboard 
excursion at the urdabai 
biosphere reserve
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Bay of Biscay

start

finish
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Figure 35  Montage of paddleboard excursion at 
urdaibai (Photographs by eunate torres-modrego)

farther behind, when I gain the confidence to plant my feet on the board, stop 
paddling, and turn my body to look back and see where the estuary meets the 
Bay of Biscay. 

The relationship between the Bay and the salt marsh is incredible, likely 
developed over thousands of years. Water from the Bay rushes in with the 
tidal movements and the salt marsh is flexible enough to handle a daily 
inundation of water. On the paddleboard, the tidal changes made me think 
about the prairie rivers. This estuary and the human settlement around it 
was planned around the daily transition of water. Land use allows for its 
daily movement. I think the tide’s transition is more certain and its spatial 
extents more obvious within the viewable human horizon. It occurs on a daily 
basis and so it is unignorable. However this is not the case with prairie rivers. 
The transition of water is seasons apart. The spatial extents are not obvious, 
not shown on the land as obvious as the daily transition of the tide. The 
transition of the prairie rivers does not easily fit within a human horizon. 

The two friends and I trail behind Enneko and Eunate, who stop at certain 
points during the paddle to show us their favorite features of the marsh. 
We follow the distinct meandering path through the salt marsh, the same 
path as the water. Each tidal surge pushes us slightly forward and with 
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experience the paddle becomes more useful.
After eight kilometers of paddling I see Enneko off his paddle-board and 
loading his equipment back onto his truck. His friend drove the truck to meet 
us at the end of the excursion. I am the last to arrive at the truck, happy 
and tired. We load back into Enneko’s truck and drive up a steep road to 
Enneko’s apartment on the top of the mountain. He has a fantastic view from 
the roof of his building. We take the fire escape up to the roof just in time 
to see the full tide rush in. It is distinctly more aggressive than the dusk 
tide that carried us through the estuary. For the first moments no one talks, 
we just stand and watch the tide surge with awe. The sand bars where we 
loaded our paddle boards and began our excursion have disappeared under 
the water. The vegetation and meandering path have completely submerged 

Figure 37  enneko’s rooftop 
overlooking urdaibai



73

with the rushing water. Timed perfectly by Enneko and Eunate, we were able 
to experience the salt marsh in the short window when the water was deep 
enough to paddle but not so deep as to submerge all the features. 

What if we were to think of time at the scale of a river? What would that mean? 
How would that shift our perception of time? What would the Assiniboine 
and the Red look like if they had not been manipulated by us?
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16

3 Million Years Ago 30,000 to 10,000 Years Ago Present

Overview of  Geologic Events. 
(Chronostostraigraphy after Gradstein et al. 
2004). Retrieved from http://cpgeosystems.
com/hist_by_period.html

THE LONG NOW

Thinking with time helps to move focus from objects to relations between 
objects, and how these relations form into complex systems of interactions 
such as the intensities, rhythms, durations and repetitions that connect to larger 
scales of inquiry. Humans have difficultly perceiving scales beyond what fits 
neatly into our anthropocentric understanding of time. Thinking in extended 
time-scales can strengthen our understanding of the land.

In Clock of the Long Now (1999) Futurist author Stewart Brand argues that we 
should significantly extend the notion of the Now. He defines the Long Now 
as thinking ten thousand years in the future and ten thousand years in the past 
(2010, p. 23). Why ten thousand years? It is roughly the duration of human 
existence on earth. He characterizes the interglacial period of the last 10,000 
years, the period of agriculture, urbanization, and industrialization as a “long 
summer” where the earth’s gentle temperature allowed these activities not 
only to occur but also to flourish (2010). Although summer is often thought of 
as the annual slice of warmth between spring and fall, Brand’s characterization 
re-contextualizes the entire ten millennia of human existence on earth as a 
mere season between glacial winters.

For Brand, however, the specific measure of ten thousand years is not the main 
objective of the Long Now. It could be one million years in the future and one 
million years in the past. For Brand thinking on the scale of the Long Now 
is about shifting the temporal frame beyond the immediacy of the present. 
Extended time-scales re-contextualize how we think about the world, and 
perhaps more importantly, how we understand ourselves within it. If we make 
all decisions based on what is best for today or tomorrow, or next year or even 
the next ten years we run the risk of missing the broader narrative. We run the 

Figure 38  montage of the ice sheet melting 
over north america
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Figure 38  thinking through 
drawing at atelier de paisaje

risk of missing the context. If we put all our efforts towards managing what we 
assume to be a system with a static baseline, what happens when that baseline 
is upset? This has as much do to with how we see and how we understand the 
world as it does to any sort of hydrologic management.
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Figure 39  “Retreat of 
Wisconsin and recent ice in 
North America: Speculative 
ice-marginal positions during 
recession of last ice sheet 
complex”(1969) prepared by the 
geological survey of canada.
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Figure 41  process drawing of the modis satellite image on a 
blackboard in my winnipeg studio. the scale of this drawing is 
significant, showing the vast drainage basin of the hudson bay. 
winnipeg is located at one of the lowest points of the drawing, 
just south of lake winnipeg, which can be seen outlined on the 
right side of the drawing.

The long now of the prairies began with the 
continental ice sheets, or glacier, that once covered 
North America. It is estimated that 30% of the earth’s 
water was held up in the glacier that covered the 
vast majority of present-day North America (Teller, 
1983). The glacier’s slow retreat over the next five 
thousand millennia sculpted the top layer of the 
present prairie landscape, depositing debris once 
held up in its mass and simultaneously forming river 
channels to accommodate the large amounts of 
draining waters. 

Images can change the way we think about the land. 
The chalk drawing I began in Spain (and continued 
back in Canada) so clearly shows so many of the 
underlying characteristics of the land: the soft, 
clayey soils of the interior plains which are framed by 
the Rocky Mountains to the west, Canadian Shield 
on the east, and tundra and Arctic to the north. The 
great plains are stark white from the snow cover, and 
the major waterways, which drain the vast expanse 
of land, are subtly delineated. The big lakes (Lake 
Winnipeg, Lake Manitoba, Lake Athabasca, and 
Great Slave Lake) of the territory are snow covered 
and white, and with this image one can see how 
they are strung together across a line that begins at 
Lake Winnipeg and travels northwest towards Great 
Slave Lake.
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Figure 42  examining the satellite image while 
transferring it to the blackboard using the 
eight-by-eight grid as reference
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top right figure 43  detail of the outline of lake winnipeg on 
the blackboard. lake winnipeg is a point of reference on this 
drawing. 

Bottom Right Figure 44  Detail of the upper assiniboine river 
as it passes across the escarpment.
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Figure 45  Detail of the map, “retreat of 
Wisconsin and recent ice in North America: 
Speculative ice-marginal positions during 
recession of last ice sheet complex”(1969) 
prepared by the geological survey of canada.
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While transferring the MODIS satellite image, first on the blackboard at the 
Atelier de Paisaje and then on the blackboard in my studio in Winnipeg, I 
thought about the glacier that once covered the vast majority of North 
America. It had such an incredibly weight on the territory, both physically and 
temporally. It did not melt all at once but in successional stages, as shown in 
the map, “Retreat of Wisconsin and recent ice in North America: Speculative 
ice-marginal positions during recession of last ice sheet complex”. In our daily 
lives I do not believe we think of the land before as post-glacial, it is just the 
land. But the land has not always been like this. This period is a mere heartbeat 
in the long life of the land. The project of the prairies of began millennia ago.

What if we persistently referred to the land as post-glacial? Would that affect 
how we think of it? Would that affect our decisions surrounding its design?

Present-day river system established on the outwash (sand and gravel deposits) 
of the melting approximately eleven thousand years ago. 
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Figure 46  Maximum Extent 
and Major Features of Lake 
Agassiz. prepared by the 
Geological Association of 
Canada, 1983.
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GLACIAL LAKE AGASSIZ

In subsequent millennia earth’s temperature slowly rose, which caused the ice 
sheets covering North American to melt. A large pro-glacial lake formed during 
this interglacial period, now referred to as Lake Agassiz (Teller, 1984,p. 49).

According to Mollard, the region of southern Manitoba contains two distinct 
geomorphic characters, which can be divided into ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ (1984). 
The Manitoba Escarpment is the geomorphic feature, which distinguishes the 
two. The Escarpment corresponds to the edge of former glacial Lake Agassiz. 
The upper channel is characteristic of a wide and deep valley whereas the 
lower is flatter portion, consisting of a “scrolled floodplain, and in the swale 
between abandoned point bar ridges, sand is covered by surficial mantle of 
over bank silt and clay” (Mollard, 1984, p. 88) 

Figure 47  omand’s park, April 
2014. the assiniboine river 
has expanded its low winter 
path on the land.
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Figure 48  satellite image sketched in chalk 
on the blackboard in the winnipeg studio. 
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The area of the province most severely hit with chronic floods 
from wet conditions was along the Assiniboine River below of the 
escarpment. These lands are at the bottom of the “soup bowl”, 
corresponding almost exactly to the extents of former glacial 
Lake Agassiz. This portion of the province accepts an incredible 
amount of excess waters from all surrounding areas, draining 
approximately 1 million square kilometers of land area (Sanford, 
2012, p. 2).

The eventual draining of Lake Agassiz left a rich lakebed of till 
in its absence. Since that time the land has undergone, and 
continues to undergo endless transformation, both natural and 
human-influenced.
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Figure 49  Large scale showing glacial 
landform created by the draining of Lake 
Agassiz
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ISOSTATIC REBOUND

Over the expanse of the prairie territory, the sub-recent glacial period occurred 
during the Pleistocene, an epoch within the Quaternary period with the last 
major glacial event occurring in the Wisconsian era roughly 13,000 years ago 
(Teller, 1984). While we can recite the names given to these periods, it does 
not put into perspective the extended periods of time periods they represent. 
If a human lifespan is roughly 75 years ago then thirteen thousand years ago is 
more than 173 lifetimes ago. 

Due to the weight of the enormous continental ice sheet during the period of 
glaciation, the weight of the mass caused the supporting bedrock to compress 
(Teller, 1983, p. 43). Earth scientists estimate the continental ice sheet to be 
as thick as 2100 meters over the bedrock, and for every three meters of ice, 
scientists estimate the bedrock compressed one meter. 

Geologist Harvey Thorliefson contends that Lake Winnipeg has been slowly 
expanding for the last 8000 years. He says, “there is no “natural” level for Lake 
Winnipeg that has now been perturbed by human interference. The natural 
state of this lake is for it to constantly expand, at least for another few thousand 
more years” (Thorliefson, 2015, p. 3). He believes that this perpetual expansion 
is due to glacial uplift, also referred to as isostatic rebound, as opposed human 
interference 

Figure 50  Paleographic reconstruction of Lake 
Winnipeg from 7600 BP to Present day
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Spring overland flooding has long been understood through a 
wide-view temporal frame. However, shifting to long view thinking 
transforms the idea of a project for the land. From the position of 
the long now our actions can be read not as a beginning, but as 
part of a vast continuity of changes. In the design and planning 
of the land we are never starting with a blank slate, but with sites 
and territories that are richly layered.

By their size and gesture, rivers are an invitation to larger scales 
of landscape and in this way, the site breathes outside its parcel. 
To stand on the edge of a river is to stand at the edge of two 
disparate temporal horizons, human and geologic, colliding in a 
single second.
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FRAME FOUR: PROJECTION

“A process just is a real object, but one that occupies higher dimension than 
objects than to which we are accustomed” 
(Morton, 2013, p. 70)
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Figure 51  observing and 
recording the assiniboine 
river in the early winter of 
2012
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left figure 52  omand’s creek 
as it meets the assiniboine 
river

top right figure 53  water 
running beneath a fresh layer 
of ice on the creek

bottom right figure 54  
stepping into the creek
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Figure 55  View of the assiniboine river two 
weeks apart
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SITE VISIT III

Omand’s Creek at the Assiniboine River
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada
Early November. Morning.

A few weeks later, conditions in Winnipeg have completely shifted – snow has 
fallen and the temperature has dropped significantly. The days are shorter 
and nights much longer. It is the beginning of winter. 

Returning to the site, I experience a completely different creek and river. A 
blanket of snow covers the ground, collected on trees and on top of the rocks 
of the creek. The creek is slowly freezing up and the movement of water has 
slowed significantly.

Snow has a way of editing out the details of landscape by covering the 
landform with a blanket of white. Contrast between the lightness of snow 
and darkness of other elements is exaggerated. Individual trees become more 
visible, the darker, more abrupt cut edge of the creek is more readily apparent.

Moving towards the river the ground at my feet has lost its softness. Its hard, 
the cracks more defined and rigid. Freshly fallen snow lines the creek at 
creek. Snow lines the edges, moving water maintains a path in the middle. 
There is a rock in the path of the water. It is collecting snow in its wake as 
flowing water moves around it, just like the alluvial island in the larger 
River.

Standing on the banks of the Assiniboine River a mere week later from the 
initial visit, I experience and observe a completely different river than days 
before. I remember reading a passage in an article by professor of landscape 
architecture and environmental planning Matt Kondolf, “you can never step 
into the same river twice, for the second time is not the same river” (Kondolf 
quoting Heraclitus, 2009, p. 105) that resonates here. Like most people of the 
prairies, I approach this river with a sense of hesitation. 

Like the creek, the Assiniboine River is beginning to freeze. The edges show 
signs of freezing first. The alluvial islands are beginning to accumulate snow. 
The river’s comparatively shallow edged edges still show fluid movement of 
water and ice. 
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DO YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN? TRANSCRIPT OF A 
CONVERSATION

12h Bay of Biscay, Spain (Central European Standard Time)
6h Winnipeg, Canada (Central Standard Time

Summary
This is the transcript of a 95 minute conversation between Eunate Torres-
Modrego (ETM) and Trent Workman (TW). Torres-Modrego is the external 
examiner on Workman’s graduate practicum project in landscape architecture, 
along with Marcella (Marcy) Eaton and Ralph Stern. Torres-Modrego and 
Workman hold across-continental conversation about a recent draft of the 
project.

ETM You’ve started research, and sometimes I think the three of us expect 
so much. And so I’m looking forward to what Ralph and Marcy are telling you. 
But I feel we are expecting like a real PhD, and you have started a research that 
may need to continue for five years and suddenly I stop and I say this is not a 
PhD, this is a graduate practicum. I think you’ve already done more than one 
practicum in your work. So maybe we really have to concentrate in how to stop 
it and find the real form that captures all the complexity of the work. Because I 
really feel that what you’ve done - everything is there. But, I’m not sure that the 
form you’re presenting it in really reveals all your work and all the extraordinary 
images and maps.

TW  I know exactly what you mean and when you wrote in your October 
29, 2013 e-mail that ‘the choice of the form of the presentation should intend 
to introduce the reader to the working attitude’ - I think that is very important. 
But sorry I didn’t mean to interrupt.

ETM Sorry I’m having dog problems, one second.

TW  That paragraph that you wrote is very good, in helping me focus on not 
misplacing the purpose.

ETM  After reading, I have a list of things I wanted to tell you for this first 
conversation, so, should we start with the list?

TW  Yeah, let’s do that.
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ETM  And then, remind me, because it’s very important for me to hear what 
are the comments being made my Ralph and Marcy, OK?

TW  Sure.

ETM  Ok, so my first comment is my first impression, when starting to read 
the lecture of the document and even just looking at it as an object is that I 
didn’t... your maps or images or drawings weren’t at the centre of the work. I 
think it’s more mise-en-scène [the arrangement of scenery and stage properties 
in a play] or mis-en-place [the preparation of dishes and ingredients before the 
service]. I feel that you organized the - it’s not that you choose to present the 
work as a document, a text, in paper - but I feel its more organized as a more 
traditional...how do you say in English when... when we were in Geneva we 
had a diploma, there were, it’s more the traditional way of presenting an ecop 
d’intent.

TW  Like a paper or a...

ETM Like the typical work of a student presenting a like a building, where 
he starts off. So I felt it was more organized in that way. And normally, even in 
publications, the text is the most important thing and images accompany the 
text. And you always feel that the images, well, they can be there but instead 
of that image it could be any image.
[Marcella: This is interesting because I almost feel like the images before this 
are stuck at the back like a cookbook from the fifties with a wack of images in 
the middle... what if these were a meta-narrative throughout].
They’re just there to make the text a little bit more. And I felt this also in your 
work and I really think you should now stop everything and just concentrate 
in making/imaging that the text is the images and the images is the text. The 
images are the text.

TW  I know exactly what you mean. Because the text I fought with for 
months. I was working with them separately, because I was I looking at images 
and typing, and looking at images and writing and then when they came 
together it didn’t necessarily correspond. And so you suggest working in the 
opposite. Work with the text...

ETM As if the text accompanies the image. So imagine you have to build a 
script. Because I really like how you start in the beginning with your ‘Notes from
the Field’ and you are on-site trying to compress everything, but to me the text 
and the images are really I reverse. So more or less you have the text in the left 
and the images on the right. I think more images, even more maps, should be 
in double page. And text should adapt to the images.
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TW  Text should adapt to the images, ok.

ETM  Because in most... there is a part where it starts working in this way. 
But when we arrive to maps, I know the maps are huge, we really don’t enter 
your drawings, and they’re very small. Like a tiny thing we don’t spend any time 
looking at them.

TW  I know what you mean.

ETM  But I think I completely understand the moment you’re in with the 
work. You have everything on top of your table and you’ve been working so 
hard and been so inspired that you make the first round of how you put things 
together so I think now is the moment...

TW Yes, I said this to Marcy yesterday that I needed to send this away so 
have something to discuss, but I know that this isn’t “it”.

ETM  That’s why I’m not very worried in being very critical, because I feel, 
even when I was working this way you just put together everything you have, 
maybe in a hurry because you have to send it. Now that we have this we all start 
working. In that way this is working very well.

TW I think I should say this - that throughout, even in the short time that I 
was intensively working to put this together, it never occurred to me to stop. 
Do you know what I mean? Is that I never imagined that at some point, I would 
stop and reflect on what I’ve done. 
[Marcella: This should be pulled out as a meta-comment].
Because I feel in this way of working you’re just constantly moving as you go 
and it’s tough to find a spot where you say ‘this part is finished’ and now it’s 
time to organize it into a way. And so now I think I say, ‘Ok, this has to be the 
end, not anything to do with the project just because of life and such’. Does 
that make sense?

ETM Yes, that’s that thing - in other cases with a document like this, the 
difference was that the student really felt that this was the final document so I 
was like, ‘No, No! You have to make it again’, and with you I feel this is OK but 
it’s the beginning of a new final document and I’m really not worried at all. I 
know that you knew what I was going to tell you. But I feel this is going really 
well, because if I was to receive the real final document, maybe... it’s like if you 
receive a film with all the frames... what I found interesting about working with 
the word frame. You sent us all your frames, but not the final montage. Now, 
when you start with the final montage I can say, ‘hey, you forgot this frame; 
what happened to this one’. I think it’s very interesting how it’s going on. So the 
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summary of the first comment is - trying working with... at the centre of your 
research are your images and mostly your big big maps. two double pages. 
And just tell the story of your maps.

TW  Ok.

ETM  And, let’s see... Then, there was a moment when I felt that there were 
two types of research in one, and that you were trying to be in both of them. 
I think on one hand there was like you were trying... you were researching an 
alternative attitude and you were doing the thing with the site at the centre of 
the research and the project emerges [inaudible] and bringing in Descombes, 
Corajoud... and you were trying to push ideas further, and also bringing in the 
letter from students from Corajoud and editing or writing like a new manifest. 
OK..

TW So that’s one part

ETM  Yes, and the other part... as we all have been trained. Like if it was 
but we are always trained, as you know, as landscape architects are supposed 
to. How we make a project, a publication of a transformation of a site - the 
approach we try to escape. We always have nightmares or feel even bad, 
working for a year and we haven’t started designing... OK? You were trapped 
- yes, I understand myself and I have some references that are supporting me 
and I have a map, and I have Descombes but when I have all the public, and 
all my friends, and all the students at the university waiting for me to design 
something...

TW Yes...yes.

ETM So you have this first manifest trapped in the other way. And you were 
thinking both ways at the same time and not wanting to stop any of them. And 
then you at one moment trying to be more provocative in presenting your 
process and your choice. That’s what I thought when I was reading your text.

TW Yeah, I know what you mean.

ETM I think you know about it because was you that was having the 
nightmares.

TW Of course, Yeah

ETM Maybe you knew exactly what you were doing and you found all the 
references that could support you but on the other hand the ideas were a bit 
abstract and very far away. And in your real world you had



104

the long now: re-framing prairie rivers

many people asking, what are you doing?

TW Yes, you know exactly what what’s going on, so...

ETM So... in that case, well, you know I did exactly the same thing when I 
was an architecture student. I had to make the radical choice. But I think your 
case shouldn’t be that radical because the context was very different. I thought, 
I will make my drawings talk in a different language so you understand why I 
worked this way.

TW I will make my drawings...

ETM In the second option, the one where everybody is waiting for [the 
design].... I think now... it’s like now...Well the first option is you want to make 
a manifest. You want to make the new alternative to landscape. You want to 
make the new landscape text that is going to [inaudible]... And the second 
one, I think you’re also doing it, but maybe you haven’t found the references 
to support it. Because, here is what I think... if you find a support in words like 
Plan Paysage or Atlas. Did we ever speak about Atlas du Territoire Genevoise?

TW No, I don’t think so...

ETM Yes, that’s what I was thinking yesterday, and I don’t know why. And you 
know Alain Léveillé...

TW He made the map of Geneva?

ETM He made a book, and several maps called Atlas du Territoire Genevoise.

TW Would you be able to type that for me? But I think you’re exactly right 
with the two… the two ways of thinking that are present in the work. And its 
exactly how you described it, how you feel like people are wondering what the 
design is and so I start researching to understand the conventions...
[Marcella: This should be pulled out] 
or make it clear that I understand the conventions but then that distracts from 
the other... the alternative attitude. Do you know what I mean? And it takes 
time, valuable time, away from describing and being strong about the manifest. 
Do you know what I mean? Because it kind of ... I think it’s a weak position on 
both. And so when I was...I think there’s larger sections of the more technical 
writing that belong in a different project. Do you know what I mean?

ETM That’s what I was thinking until I finished the text. I was thinking we will 
have to talk and I would tell him, ‘you will have to make the choice and be sure 
of what you want to do. Or you choose 1 or you choose 2 and you push it’.
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TW Choose 1 or choose 2... Choose 1, Choose 1, I choose 1.

ETM No, no because at the end, that was really surprising, even myself, that 
I thought that everything together made sense. And the problem was that you 
were not, maybe, developing the reference that could give a title and a name 
to the project that you were really doing.

How can I explain? Imagine, what I just sent you - Alain Léveillé spent most 
of his life in Geneva, maybe more than 30 years (hand)working with one main 
project that is Atlas du Territoire Genevoise (http://www.ge.ch/patrimoine/
sms/recensementdocumentation.asp). One essential project. The project was 
very simple, it is exactly what you are doing. You are doing such as simple thing 
that you are incapable of describing it.
[Marcella: Pull this out,  or not. The ‘ugly things’ is so great.]

But an essential thing that no one does, they just make ugly things. So he just 
[inaudible] remapped the cartography [of Geneva] since Napoleonic times and 
the other one was the extra one [map] and superimposed them together. And 
students just designed the permanence and the changes. From the Napoleonic 
times to current times. The Atlas was supported by a very big book. And telling 
the story of the territory at the larger scale and its exactly what you’re doing. 
But, he presented as a project was 2 huge maps, and the title was the Atlas du 
Territoire Genevoise. And these maps, in Geneva, and that’s where we got the 
idea of the Plan Paysage. In the support for everyone was the territory. All the 
architecture studios has one. In the town hall one, all the landscape people had 
one, all the universities had one.

TW I see, Ok

ETM But the choice of how he presented it was very important - two huge 
maps that were public and a very big book that accompanied the map. But 
the book [[Léveillé, Alain. (2003) Projects d’urbanisme pour Geneve 1986-
2001. Georg: Geneva] http://livre.fnac.com/a1409401/Anne-Leveille-Projets-
d-urbanisme-pour-Geneve] had no sense without the maps. So that’s what I’m 
trying to tell you, that everything you’re writing has to be there but the project 
is still not there. Ok? So you take this as a reference, and also, the idea ... 
that we’re creating a Plan Paysage which is exactly what you’re doing working 
in Winnipeg, with a small frame trying to see how… and this is where your 
project... in the end you have two rivers, it’s like in Geneva. In Geneva we have 
the confluence and you have the Forks.

TW Yes.
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ETM And for years they have a problem. And everyone with the frame of 
Winnipeg is trying to resolve the flood designing... its like we design a bridge... 
you have to find a word because I didn’t know what it meant...

TW Which one?

ETM The word framework... it was very interesting because its like when 
you open your head, and you bleed, [inaudible]... it was also described as 
a tabulation. And so I think it really matters, that attitude of designing like 
Descombes...that what we do is more important than what is there... it’s really 
a radical way of living with floods.
[Marcella: Have you restated this in your reflections? You talk about this all the 
time. It is restating something obvious but not obvious to all.]
And your project is so simple ... I like how you’ve been working with the word 
‘frame’ but you should really be more radical with ‘frame’. It should frame all 
of your project. 

Because in the end you’re just re-framing ... and following this attitude that you 
were supporting with our work, with Descombes and with Corajoud that he 
said you have to go out to the limit and go back and forth with space. So if you 
change the frame, and you start drawing all the territory, you are re-emerging. 
And instead of drawing lines, bridges, you start drawing other parts... meanders, 
surfaces of water - that’s your project - you’re just like teaching the people of 
the future how to be with floods. You’re creating a [inaudible] to look how... 
So the Plan Paysage was exactly that - to create a support, and that support is 
meant to be in all the studios, in all the town halls, so that next time they need 
to find a solution for the flood they use your maps and they have to use them 
as layer zero. Your maps will be layer zero... no really, with your maps they will 
have to look as see there is a meander, and here is a surface of water and a 
plan of everything. It’s a way to make them to be not be able to draw lines and 
bridges where they cannot. So I think that’s your project, it’s always been there.

TW It’s so ...and you’re exactly right. And as soon as I handed this in draft 
[submitted to Eunate Torres-Modrego, Dr Eaton and Ralph Stern] I was reading 
I don’t know what it was, a news article or something, and they said my project 
in a sentence. Like the whole project was a sentence in the article. And it took 
me that long [to understand that] what they’ve [the authors] summarized it in 
a sentence but I think it needs a whole project ... Do you know what I mean? 
I was talking about this yesterday. Ralph has been asking about the narrative 
of the project - what’s the story? That’s his question for me. And so Marcy was 
trying to help me think through the narrative. And she asked me who the main 
character was, and I think scale is the main character. Rivers are a part of it but 
scale is the main character. Does that make sense?
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ETM Yea, I’m taking notes. Because listening to your thoughts and Marcy’s 
help me organize my thoughts because now after yesterday, I spent like so 
many hours in one day, I’m really in a state of effervescence. So Marcy asked 
you who the main character was and she said scale.

TW No, she asked me who the main character of the story was and I said 
scale.

ETM And I think, because I asked myself the same question yesterday, and I 
think the main character is - how to frame the scale.

TW How to frame the scale.

ETM Because when I started to read the document, I found the word frame, 
and it was really unexpected. And I really like that frame is ‘to create a concept, 
a plan, or a system’. And when I went back to the beginning I told myself when 
we were creating the Plan Paysage, that we took like 3 years to be able to give 
a title to what we’re doing and we were a little bit like you - working for three 
years, drawing and being outside, and making maps - we didn’t know what we 
were doing. And suddenly one day we said ‘we’re doing a Plan Paysage!’. And 
everything made sense. A plan paysage is meant to be a support for planners 
and other people working in Geneva. 
[Marcella: This needs to be pulled out as a meta text.]
And I think you’re exactly in that moment. And when I saw that frame is to 
create a concept, a plan or a system, I thought you nearly have it, but there is 
something missing to really explain that framing the scales, the choice how you 
scale the frame proceeded the plan.

TW And I was telling Marcy that there were many small decisions that 
lead to the frame that are missing from the document. That are missing, that 
I haven’t said. The way that each map is framed is very specific, and I haven’t 
been specific about how I’ve described it.

ETM Exactly. And that’s why when you re-start building the book, or whatever 
you want to call it, maps are at the centre of the discussion. The discussion is 
always - Why have this map been framed like that? And you should write for 
each image one or two lines describing why you choose you do everything like 
that. Because the most interesting thing of your work are the images. And you 
should show people who haven’t got the idea what it takes to create them, how 
you make them and why you are working in this way. Because, if not, we get 
your document and we have the impression that you got the maps from books.

TW I know what you mean, like they’re from somewhere else, but no, I 
made them. 
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[Marcella: And have you made this clear even with emphasis in the work?]

ETM Yeah, and that’s exactly your project. You made them. It is yours. And 
that’s really unique.

TW And sometimes when you do something all the time you forget that 
other people don’t do that.

ETM Exactly, you are the first person who works this way. And has the ability 
of representing all the ideas in maps. And this is exactly the thrust of your work.

TW Ok, and I found I was getting too wrapped up in other people’s work. 
And being impatient that my work, I wasn’t able to frame like Michel Desvigne 
or talk about rivers like [Georges] Descombes but I have to remember that 
I’m 27 and this is years and years of them practicing this and so I can’t be too 
impatient with this. This is something that develops over time.

ETM Yes, it’s the beginning of a project that will, that for me, makes sense 
but for you will probably make sense in ten years. But you really have to settle 
the bases so the manifest is already there. Maybe you know you will continue it 
in one way or another.

TW Yeah I have to remember to frame the conversation at the presentation 
so everyone knows exactly what I’ve been working on.

ETM And the real force is that, not only - that is why in these last moments 
I’ve been insisting on research by design - that not only you’ve decided to 
research with your hands using references from others but you were capable 
of finding the good references and the people that can support an attitude 
is accompanying your research by design. And you can call it whatever - the 
alternative attitude to landscape - and that you were redrawing the attitude 
through the images. It’s not only that you were saying ‘ok, I’ll take this image 
from Descombes and I’ll take this quote but you were redrawing your own 
images trying to understand how these people were working. Do you know 
what I mean?

TW Yes, and I think that’s why the text is so difficult - because I don’t want 
to just steal quotes - do you know what I mean? Like borrow, I don’t want to 
borrow them. You have to make them your own.

ETM But in your images, which are really in the background of the text, 
you are demonstrating: you came here [to the Bay of Biscay] and I work with 
blackboards, and I work with blackboards because in Geneva we were working 
with blackboards and you could have just come and took a photo of the 
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blackboard and show it but it’s really interesting that you go back  home and 
you create your own blackboard and in your own blackboard you frame your 
own drawing with your own hand. You are really thinking through drawing and 
that is very important. Because nobody does this, really.

I still haven’t met a landscape architecture student who has an attitude to make 
a real research through design. This is what I remember about Descombes 
as a teacher. Most researchers I have met work with words. They think with 
quotes, texts and fabricate books. The philosophers working with us in Geneva 
Sébastien Marot, Gilles Tiberghien, Jean-Marc Besse inspired students, they 
really helped them all develop a theoretical framework for their projects. But 
Descombes, I remember he would say: “I search in my drawing as one searches 
for words. Drawing is a way of seeing... Even when things are going badly I still 
draw. It’s “The Quiet Work of Drawing”...

TW Yeah?

ETM I find it important being an architect or a landscape architect but not a 
landscape architect designer. That’s the thing I think is not right in universities. 
They force you to have the brilliant idea and put it on top of your site. It’s that 
they have to teach students to be capable of thinking hands and that’s what’s 
your research is about.

TW And I don’t think this came through, but, because I’m less at school 
now, I think in the third section ‘the lazy river’ there’s a picture of 3 panels and 
those are... I made blackboards that I could take with me. And so those are the 
32 inches square. Because I couldn’t have my blackboard anymore at school so 
I have those ones that will come with me to the presentation. So I can work at 
my studio at home and come with my blackboards.

ETM Ok. So all these things we really don’t feel them while reading.

TW Yeah, I could tell that. Because they just look like images but they’re 
quite large, and they’re drawn to scale of the territory.

ETM So I really think you have a good thing in all the... because... in one 
moment I was worried you went too much like an artwork and you started like 
making a performance with blackboards and drawing that people would just 
say ‘OK’ - that happened to me a lot of times [people would say] ‘Ok, yes you 
can make very nice images and maps but you’re like an artist’. But the fact that 
you have Marcy, you have Ralph, you have me and now that you’re working 
in a real landscape firm I think you really have all to demonstrate that you are 
presenting everything. That there are no missing pieces. That you there really 
is a project there and that you were able to create the maps and even have 
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a... because people can make a very good project but you are even are having 
an attitude that you are pushing further and through your maps and in your 
conclusions you were write the letter to students and a short manifest that is 
emerging from your drawings supported by this attitude. Do you think you’re 
capable of doing this?

TW I think as long as I don’t try to complicate it. If I can keep it to... I think, 
yeah, I just have to be confident with what I’m doing. And not try to make it a 
typical design project.

ETM  [inaudible]... The first question - how do you think you can work... 
[inaudible]... because the most difficult thing in the end is to draw a schema. 
And I took a very long time yesterday, until late, only trying to redraw your 
index. So I got all your text...well next day with the camera I will show you. 
Because I have it here in a double page. Here are my notes from the field.. and 
then 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 [inaudible] the dead glacier but then lots of surprises that 
were not in the index.

TW Ah yes, yep.

ETM And then you have subsection 2.2 Descombes, subsection 2.3 
Le Paysagiste. So what I did was I forgot your index and I made a new one 
following your text, and if you do that exercise, do you have it or no?

TW Yes I do.

ETM Well if you do it you will see that you really have to think how you’re 
organizing all the work. And if you do the same exercise with all your maps. So I 
thought that your index - I’m just giving you ideas - you’ll see how you’ll organize 
it. That your index should be built,... so imagine the Map One [inaudible] so 
maybe this map is the title. Imagine it’s Notes from the Field two points and 
the map but they have to have relation between the text and title, and the title 
that is emerging from your maps. It’s not just a title because of a title.

TW Right,

ETM For example you have a the subsection, ‘Descombes’... Descombes, 
but why?

TW  Descombes... but why?

ETM Because anyone can use Descombes as a subsection title, but for me 
its not just a name, it’s more that you’re using Descombes to represent an 
attitude. I think there may be a better title to describe the attitude that interests 
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you.

TW Right, right - so maybe the titles [in this draft] are not necessarily 
reflective of what the text is?

ETM Right. So the first thing I did with your document was read the Contents 
and the Conclusion. And really, to be honest, I didn’t feel anything of what I 
knew what your work was.

TW Yeah, I understand.

ETM So, for example, a title that I think is good is ‘Notes from the Field’. But 
maybe, you decide you to make subsection 1.1 On-Site -Notes from the Field. 
So, you are choosing to be on site, and choosing to be there, and transcribing 
a diary of notes from the field. So the three or four points you choose really 
have to tell the story. 
[Marcella: This makes me think that in your site stuff you should have the factual 
quote of how much time people spend indoors?]
For example subsection 01, you decide to go outside and you describe what 
you’re experiencing outside; subsection 02, through mapping you decide to 
frame the site differently so you should talk about that. 03, 04 you decide to 
support your work through an alternative attitude and through design. So you 
should talk about... you know what I mean?

TW Yeah I think that’s been the hardest part, seeing how this all could fit 
together. And so, I think this is very helpful.

ETM My real advice now is OK, stop and take a blackboard or a big paper 
and drawing with words, a schema.

TW Draw with words.

ETM Like 1, 2, 3...1.1, 1.2 and all your important key words should be there.

TW And the references don’t necessarily have to be in the title, but more 
of the intent of the references?

ETM Well yeah they can be there, maybe entre [between] parênthesis, how 
do you say that?

TW Entre parênthesis, that’s right.

ETM Yeah, maybe, if a person is really important like Descombes or whoever. 
But I feel it’s more than a person, well I feel like you were researching more than 
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a person, no?

TW Yeah, yeah..

ETM You were researching an attitude. So its more... for example.. Here, you 
do it very well when you say, ‘2.2 Conversation in Progress’. Maybe Corajoud 
is entre parenthesis. But what you really wanted to talk about with Corajoud is 
conversation in progress. Because of Corajoud you can talk of many things and 
then for example, ‘Exit to Return’ when you talk about your experience here 
also it’s also interesting to see why you were interested in coming here.

TW Yes.

ETM Ok? And remember you can have title and subtitle. And imagine if 
title is to the left, of your drawing and subtitle is to the left. So maybe you can 
choose, whether to the right or to the left, but one of the type should be the 
concept that emerged from the maps, or your images. So as I told you - on 
the left ‘On Site’ and on the right ‘Notes from the Field’. So we are aboard a 
chapter but we can read and see your ‘Notes from the Field. And maybe next 
chapter you talk about maps and you are ready to start the chapter where we 
are ready to discover your maps. And I think that’s all.

TW Yeah... well I think there’s more but that’s maybe good for now!

ETM That’s what I mean, because we’re not going to know.

TW But if you think of anything else please let me know. I’m really happy 
you made time to read the work and understand
where it is in the process of things.

ETM Yes but is this really helping you or...

TW Yeah, well I met with Marcy yesterday and I have some pages of notes 
I will look through from everyone, and like everything else I have to decide my 
position, you know? I think it’s good because I felt like I was doing this alone 
a little bit and so it’s been helpful - the emails, and the words - just to help me 
stay on track.

ETM Yeah, now we’re all pestering at the same time and maybe you’re 
having psychosis.

TW I mean its good, I just have to be confident with my decisions.

ETM And maybe my last question is, can you summarize in a title or small 



113

phrase. So maybe to finish, yesterday also, no I’m just telling you secrets of 
working [inaudible] like tricks... I always draw. I’ve also been thinking through 
drawing. So yesterday, I drew and I don’t maybe I’ll take a photo and I’ll send 
you to explain it, I wanted to show it to you with the camera. But I drew a little 
schematic, of the big schema. So listen, just one minute and maybe you can try 
to reprint, of what I thought you were trying to do from the very beginning, from 
the first minute - to help you organize your ideas. I thought, in the inner circle 
there is a site, Ok? Because you decided from the very beginning from the time 
you were here that the site was at the very centre and it was the most important 
thing. For a site you chose a river, you could have chosen another thing but it 
was river. OK, then... that decision to have the site at the centre reflected an 
attitude that was also [inaudible]. So, the attitude is like going around it, like 
the moon around the sun, and also in the drawings, you know? So you have 
the site in the centre and then a circle of attitude going around. And in that 
circle of attitude, let’s call it ‘attitude of paysage’, you have Corajoud, you have 
Descombes, you have the work with me here and they’re all moving around 
that circle. There is like a, what’s the word for that? Imagine you have a line that 
goes out from the site, it’s the universe, because your project is supposed to 
emerge from the site. So in that time you are thinking about design, thinking 
about the project coming from the site. And you decide to act in the site with 
your images and mapping, frames. And that is a line that goes inside the site 
and can organize the framing.

TW Ok...

ETM  So if you put a very big circle around everything. What I think is the only 
missing piece is to find a title - a plan paysage, or atlas, or framing maps - and 
together, with the new manifest that is based on your maps and is supported 
by the conversation and the working method that explains all your work.

TW So, just so we go over this, so in the middle of the circle, I have the site. 
And then in the next circle we have the attitude that goes around the site, and 
then with Corajoud, Descombes and the work I did at the studio and then there 
is a line... 

ETM It’s a line with an arrow at the end, a dart. I’m saying dart because it’s 
the site with a dart to the outside.

TW OK I see what you mean.

ETM  It’s important because you see this way of working.

TW So then the dart points to the project and decision to act on the site 
with maps and images.
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ETM Yeah that is the dart in the other sense - what you’re trying, like a 
photographer that talks with images, or a scientist who puts liquids in his tube 
to make the experiment - you’re using the site as if you were a scientist with the 
tube.

TW So it’s the testing ground, or the testing tube.

ETM  Exactly so the dart to the site means that you’re trying to make all 
things emerge from site. So you’re acting on the site with your representation. 
The most important thing is you are fabricating your own way of framing and 
mapping and drawing and researching to work the site, to make the site 
emerge. Do you know what I mean?

TW Yes, yep.

ETM  And to help you do that you have some circles to go from the site to 
support your work.

TW Yes, I know exactly what you mean. I sometimes forget to draw, but 
when you see it, you don’t have to read. Yea, I know exactly what you mean.

ETM I’m insisting in this because I think its very useful. And I think you’ve 
written so much but you really have to start drawing again.

TW To reconnect.

ETM OK?

TW  Ok.

ETM I don’t want to drive you crazy. But at 6 yesterday I was worried. I was 
like ‘he has to make a choice...number 1 or number 2.. and suddenly at 12 at 
night I was like no, everything is there he just has to draw the right schema.

TW And that’s why... Yea... I know what you mean - it all fits but it has to be 
told in a way.

ETM And don’t forget what circle is in the middle and what circle is a satellite. 
And what your intentions were from the very beginning - which was to draw 
and map. OK? And the line from the site to the universe is a manifest. A small 
manifest that really goes in what Ralph is asking - how does your work fit on 
a larger context? Writing the beginning of a new story, for everything.. for a 
landscape attitude, for a way of teaching, for approaching a site...
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TW Yes, Ok. And so, it’s very very clear.

ETM If already the titles in the index reflect your main idea, and then each 
time you have each chapter you write a mini-conclusion of each chapter then 
the manifest at the end should be done, you just have to put everything 
together.

TW Ok, oh my gosh.

ETM It was more intense than what I expected. Whenever you feel, or you 
think you have the schema we will discuss. I will really like to exchange schema 
of the index and the conclusions. I think it’s a good way of working. Because 
today we’ve talked for more than an hour. Your head is full. Ok so I don’t want 
to fill your head any more. On Monday the 11 of November I will receive your 
schema and we will talk again.

TW That sounds good.

ETM And forget now about writing and just work with your images.

TW I think that’s good advice, and I will do that. Thank you very much for 
you time.

ETM Thank you and we’ll talk soon. You really have to write a manifest for 
students. Think about who you are referring to – to students. That’s why I like 
the Corajoud letter, because it’s a letter to students. So you’re writing a manifest 
to who – to politicians, teachers, planners – to who?

TW I’ll have to think about that and it will be in the schema.

ETM I think, for the moment, it’s for students. Because it’s a way the project 
question has given you nightmares, and many students go through that, and 
that’s when they start designing whatever.

TW  Do you think that’s a good way to start it?

ETM The manifesto?

TW Where is the project?

ETM  I think maybe, yes. It might be a good way of getting into the text.

TW Instead of ignoring the question, it’s a direct acknowledgement that 
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this question lingers.

ETM I think that’s the start of being more radical. By putting the question 
immediately on the table you are demonstrating a very extended mapping 
work, an atlas. 
[Marcella: Exactly].
I think I will give you the last reference. Because when I was an architecture 
student in my diploma and I was working with the industrial river in Bilbao. And 
in the end, my project was to propose an alternative to what they were doing. 
And what they were doing was erasing everything. And so my project was to 
build maps, I didn’t call it an Atlas or Plan Paysage because that was before 
the Programme [at IAUG]. And I called it Recycling Bilbao for an Alternative 
Plan, more or less. And the project was recycling maps. And no one asked me 
where the project was. You are constructing an alternative to an attitude. You 
are proposing a new way of understanding floods. A framework for planners.

TW Ok.

ETM Ok, we will see the week of the 11th. And don’t get lost because 
everything is there.

Conversation to be continued...
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river walks....
are very specific 
types of walks

PRACTICUM IN PROGRESS

It is Sunday, January 25, just after one in the afternoon. I am walking along 
the Assiniboine River in Munson Park. Marcy has asked us to do a short 
video of our practicum progress up to date. 

I have found that I am more successful with these types of things when I am 
out walking so I often come to the river, the Assiniboine River or the Red 
River to do what I call river walks. I know it seems quit simple to 
put those two words together but it really resonated with me when 
I did because it is a very specific type of walking. I usually have 
some way of recording my voice, because in the winter it is too cold 
to write, but I do bring a little sketchbook that fits in my pocket. I 
guess it is very simple. I walk, observe, and reflect on what I am 
seeing. I know those are very obvious, very simple things that we do 
as landscape architects but I have begun to recognize that not every 
design profession does this. Not everyone who makes decisions regarding 
how the land is managed or planned walk in the landscape. As a landscape 
architecture student I think that it is a very important role that we can have 
in the future of the river, how it is understood, and the overall attitudes that 
go into shaping it.

Today I am walking along the Assiniboine. I am in Munson Park, which is 
off of Wellington Avenue in Winnipeg. It is January. It says its -10 Celsius 
but it feels like -2. It is so nice out today. I am walking with no long-johns 
on for the first time in a while and that is a good feeling. The sun is out and 
casting a very light shadow on things. The river is under a thick layer of ice 
so I cannot hear it at all. But what I can hear is the birds. They are so loud. 
They must be enjoying the warmth.
 
I am standing on one of the upper terraces of the river. It is so calm here. The 
river is really low in its channel. You cannot see the water at all but you can 
see the traces of it, carved all along the bank, and on the sides of the trees. 
Some of the trees are discolored, and really light on the bottom, which makes 
me think that water has caused the discoloration. There is lots of deadwood. 
Some I suspect would be from high water, but others look like the result of 
beavers. I have not seen any beavers here today, or ever in fact, but maybe 
they come out at night.
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Figure 56  video stills of that accompany the 
text shown on right. 
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Figure 57  view of the 
assiniboine river looking 
east, spring 2014.
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REFLECTION

I am struggling to put all my ideas together in conjunction with the comments 
and criticism I have received from my committee members. I can tell from 
the nature of their comments they really are supportive, and want to see my 
ideas come to fruition. I usually come to them in a panic, but they are calm. 
It is strange in a way, because I always feel like I do not have a project, that 
all my ideas put together do not amount to a landscape project, especially 
a landscape architecture practicum. However, when I talk to them they are 
calm. It is as if they can see the patterns of my thoughts much better than I 
can. I get the sense that they are calm because they know it is all there. It is 
just a matter of convincing me that there is a project in my work. 

From the outset I have been intent to subvert the form of a typical landscape 
architecture project. I still find myself judging my own work against that 
typical form. Where are the plans? Where are the sections? What I am going 
to propose for this site? But that is just the problem. If we persistently insist 
that every project must begin, finish and end within the bounds of a project 
timeline we run the risk of seeing the bigger picture, the larger narrative 
going on. The river operates on a much larger scale than project timelines. 
Decisions related to its planning, management and design must be judged 
against the time of the river, not a human timeline.  

THE LONG TERM PROJECT

Landscape architects, especially those attuned to understanding landscape 
process are well positioned to provide modest, yet effective, ways of re-
imagining large territories. In the French practice of landscape architecture, 
emphasis is not on the large gesture or the iconic structure, but is much more 
modest, a deep reading of what already exists. 

Long-term thinking can shape the design of the land. Hasty attention spans, 
decisions and actions are considered against election cycles and the urgency 
of the present. 

The ethic with which we approach tasks affects the way problems are framed, 
and in turn, limits or opens up solutions. Landscape is an ethos for approaching 
the territory. It sees all space of a territory as an interconnected space of 
relationship, as landscape.
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PAYSAGISTES

Critics of this approach to landscape design suggest that it can amount to dead 
reckoning, leaving the student to orient themselves and chart their own course, 
leaving the possibility that the student might neglect disciplinary conventions. 
To this sort of criticism Girot says, “[t]his mode does not exclude all the 
knowledge and know-how that the teacher brings. But it is always ultimately 
up to the student to make his or her own choice” (1996, p.26). Further, the 
arguments used to criticize this approach are exactly the arguments used by 
proponents of this approach to support its use. By orienting himself or herself 
the student must evaluate their own position and values, frame a problem and 
determine the best way of seeing it through. The shape of the project is not 
predetermined by convention, but is established as an individual response to 
a situation.

In the article, “Stewardship and the Landscape Profession”, Robert A. Scarfo 
contends that landscape architects hold a largely romanticized understanding of 
their role as stewards of the land, which clouds their contemporary stewardship 
responsibilities (1988, p.60). He argues that in order for landscape architects to 
contribute to society as stewards of the land, the contemporary role requires 
definition and clarification. Scarfo conducted a broad historical analysis, from 
about 700 A.D. to present, of the role and level of interaction with the land 
among the ‘landscape profession’. Through his analysis he identified four 
distinct modes of stewardship: immediate; transitional; separate; and external. 
The order of the modes he presents is reflective of the level of personal, daily 
interaction with the land - the immediate steward having the most whereas the 
external steward having the least. 
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THE LAND

Everyone is responsible for the land. We, as inhabitants of the earth have a 
collective responsibility for its planning, its design, and its management. The 
land is a reflection of humanity just as we are a reflection of it. I think this arises 
time and again in design projects, proposals and even in the environmental 
review of projects. I am thinking of the Clean Environment Commission review 
of the Lake Winnipeg Regulation – the narrower the mandate of the review 
is the less data that needs to be considered. I believe it is up to landscape 
architects to emphasize this connection. We are to insist for projects to be 
considered broadly, and centered in a geographic scale and geologic duration.

We must become familiar with the gestures of the river, develop and share 
knowledge of the sensual qualities inseparable from the experience of rivers. 
We must think of the flood, and every intermittent gesture, as a directive from 
the river. In its movement across the land the river is very explicitly telling us 
how it behaves. If we take the movement of the river seriously, it can show us 
how we might plan, organize and design our actions in reaction. 

In my work I have been interested in largely process-based, as opposed to 
goal-oriented, approaches to landscape design. I have been further interested 
in a particular subset of that body of research: an approach derived from 
Michel Corajoud and Alexandre Chemetoff, among others, who do not believe 
in a particular method for approaching process-based landscape design, 
but instead insist students develop their own way of working. The body 
of literature is intentionally mucky, filled with abstract descriptions and 
logical fallacies. And this is something I should have expected, the guys who 
insist students determine their own way of working are not going provide 
instructions for doing so. 
 
I became hung up on the red herring of the flood. I have a deep reaction to 
the images like the one on the right but if we are to take a process-based 
approach to water we must think of the flood, and every intermittent gesture, 
as a directive from the river. In its movement across the land the river is 
very explicitly telling us how it behaves. If we take the movement of the river 
seriously, it can show us how we might plan, organize and design our actions 
in reaction. 
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I am passionate about how we approach our work as landscape architects 
and students of landscape architecture; how we see and understand; how we 
frame problems and translate ideas into projects for the land. I believe that 
landscape architects are uniquely trained to see, understand, represent the 
land and thoughtfully adapt to the land. I think of adaptation as working 
with what already exists. We are educated to understand shifting scales, 
to read sites and represent connections beyond what might be immediately 
obvious. 

Had I gone to the site with a design or project in mind I might have missed 
what was actually there. The observation of the everyday condition provided 
the axiom for this project.

PRESENTATION

‘Where is the project’ is a common criticism of this alternative approach to 
landscape design. Designers are seasoned viewers of the common products 
resulting from more conventional approaches to design: plans, sections, the  
perspectives - the images that illustrate programmatic schemes, and this way 
of working intentionally works.

I presented my work in a different style: using the blackboard to visualize 
my thinking process and slides of projects ideas. Instead of presenting the 
typical products that result from more conventional approaches to design, I 
emphasized the images from my site visits, from my experience at Atelier de 
Paisaje and the ways that long term thinking might be applied to the design 
of the land. 
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Figure 57  blackboard to visualization of my thinking
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left Figure 59  Blackboard mapping of Red and Assiniboine 
rivers, process and slides of projects ideas
top & bottom right Figure 60 & 61  map of site experiences
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THE NEXT FRAME

I believe what can be done by the (future) landscape architect is to ask why 
instead of what, and advocate for an understanding, as fully as one can, what 
is happening ‘within’ the land before trying to ‘apply’ or ‘stitch’ a solution. 
We should not think of our work as the execution of something new, but a re-
cycling of what already exists. Architectural theorist André Corboz says, 

Every land is unique, when the need to “recycle”, to scrape clean 
once more (if possible with the greatest care) the ancient text 
where men (sic) have written across the irreplaceable surface of 
the soil, in order to make it available again so that it meets today’s 
needs before being torn away with in its turn.
(1983, p. 33). 

The duration of earth systems and large-scale change demand long-view 
thinking and for a group of people to challenge the notion that we known now 
what is the right thing for the next millennia.

How can we adopt this attitude towards the design of the land?

I think it means coming to terms with doubt and uncertainty. This way of working 
is an attitude of how we understand ourselves in the world, and by that I mean 
not in the centre. I think that people are really uncomfortable with doubt and 
uncertainty. The attitude with which Descombes approaches his work frames 
doubt in a way that opens up opportunities.

Figures 63 - 66  Video stills from practicum 
presentation, entitled “recomposing 
landscape”, held may 27 2014 at the faculty of 
architecture, university of manitoba.
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As mentioned previously, thinking with time helps to move focus from objects to 
relations between objects, and how these relations form into complex systems 
of interactions such as the intensities, rhythms, durations and repetitions that 
connect to larger scales of inquiry. Thinking on the scale of the long now was an 
initial shift in my perception. Long term thinking usurps the dominance of the 
present moment and forces one to shift into a timescale on that is at the scale 
of systems and cycles of earth.
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 Hull, QC: Canadian Government Publishing Centre. 
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Figure 33 (pg. 64) Detail of the Assiniboine and Red Rivers sketched on the blackboard 
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Figure 35 (pg. 69)  Map showing start and finish of paddleboard excursion at the  Urdabai   
   Biosphere Reserve
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Figure 36 (pg. 70-71) Montage of paddleboard excursion at Urdaibai (Photographs by Eunate Torres- 
   Modrego). 
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Figure 38 (pg. 74) Montage of the ice sheet melting over North America

 Blakey, R. (2004). Overview of Geologic Events. Chronostostraigraphy after Gradstein et al.  
 Accessed April 14, 2014 from http://cpgeosystems.com/hist_by_period.html 

Figure 39 (pg. 75) Thinking through drawing at Atelier de Paisaije 

Figure 40 (pg. 76-77) “Retreat of Wisconsin and recent ice in North America: Speculative ice-marginal  
   positions during recession of last ice sheet complex”(1969) prepared by the  
   Geological Survey of Canada

 Geological Survey of Canada [cartographer]. (1969). Retreat of Wisconsin and recent ice in North  
 America: Speculative ice-marginal positions during recession of last ice sheet complex [map].  
 1:5,000,000. Department of Energy, Mines and Resources.

Figure 41 (pg. 78-79) Process drawing of the MODIS satellite image on a blackboard in my Winnipeg  
   studio. The scale of this drawing is significant, showing the vast drainage basin  
   of the Hudson Bay. Winnipeg is located at one of the lowest points of the  
   drawing, just south of lake Winnipeg, which can be seen outlined on the right  
   side of the drawing.

Figure 42 (pg. 80) Examining the satellite image while transferring it to the blackboard using the  
   eight-by-eight grid as reference 

Figure 43 (pg. 81) Detail of the outline of Lake Winnipeg on the blackboard. Lake Winnipeg is a  
   point of reference on this drawing 

Figure 44 (pg. 82) Detail of the Upper Assiniboine River as it passes across the Escarpment
 
Figure 45 (pg. 82) Detail of the map, “Retreat of Wisconsin and recent ice in North   
   America: Speculative ice-marginal positions during recession of last ice sheet  
   complex”(1969) prepared by the Geological Survey of Canada

 Geological Survey of Canada [cartographer]. (1969). Retreat of Wisconsin and recent ice in North  
 America: Speculative ice-marginal positions during recession of last ice sheet complex [map].  
 1:5,000,000. Department of Energy, Mines and Resources. 

Figure 46 (pg. 84) Maximum extent of major features of Lake Agassiz. Prepared by the Geological  
   Association of Canada

 Teller, J. et al. (1983). Maximum Extent and Major Features of Lake Agassiz [map]. 1:3,000,000.  
 In: Geological Association of Canada. Special Paper 26. Ottawa, ON: Geological Association of  
 Canada.



145

Figure 47 (pg. 85) Omand’s park, April 2014. The Assiniboine River has expanded its low winter  
   path on the land 

Figure 48 (pg. 86-87) Satellite image sketched in chalk on the blackboard in the Winnipeg studio 

Figure 49 (pg. 88-89)   Large scale showing glacial landform created by the draining of Lake Agassiz 

Figure 50 (pg. 90-91) Paleographic reconstruction of Lake Winnipeg from 7600 BP to Present day.  
   Figure derived from:

 Matile, G. et al. (1996). Holocene evolution of the Manitoba great lakes region. Manitoba Energy  
 and Mines. Geological Service, Open File Report OF96-8, 1 sheet. 

Figure 51 (pg. 94) Observing and recording the Assiniboine River in the early winter of 2012 
 
Figure 52 (pg. 96) Omand’s Creek as it meets the Assiniboine River

Figure 53 (pg. 97) Water running beneath a fresh layer of ice on the creek
 
Figure 54 (pg. 97) Stepping into the creek
 
Figure 55 (pg. 98) View of the Assiniboine River two weeks apart 

Figure 56 (pg. 119) Video stills of that accompany the text shown on right

Figure 57 (pg. 120) View of the Assiniboine River looking east, Spring 2014 

Figure 58 (pg. 126-7)  Blackboard visualization of my thinking 

Figure 59 (pg. 128) Blackboard mapping of Red and Assiniboine rivers, process and slides of  
   projects ideas
 
Figure 60 (pg. 129) Map of site experiences 

Figure 61 (pg. 129)  Map of site experiences 

Figure 62 (pg. 130-1) Map of glacial Lake Agassiz superimposed on the territory surrounding Winnipeg
 
 Manitoba Conservation, Geomatics Branch. (no date provided). Seamless Hydrographic   
 polygons (cartographic shapefile hydrography_20k_py.shp). Surveyed at a scale of 1:20,000.
 
 Manitoba Science, Technology, Energy and Mines. (2006). Manitoba Geological Survey, Surficial  
 Geology Compilation Map Series (cartographic shapefile Geol_SurficialGeology_250k_MB).  
 Surveyed at a scale of 1:250,000.
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 Manitoba Conservation. (2006). Cultural Features. Subset of ‘Land Use’ polygon shapefiles  
 based  on LandsSAT Thematic Imagery (cartographic shapefiles lac_du_bonnet_2005.shp;  
 riverton_2006.shp; luc_woodbridge_2005.shp; luc_selkirk_2006.shp; and luc_winnipeg_2006. 
 shp). Surveyed at a scale of 1:50,000.

 Manitoba Conservation, Geomatics Branch. (2003). Section Grid. Compiled Data from 52  
 municipal shapefiles ‘sec_line_line.shp’. Surveyed at a scale of 1:50,000.

 Manitoba Conservation, Geomatics Branch. (2003). Quarter Section Grid. Compiled Data from  
 52 municipal shapefiles ‘qsec_line.shp’. Surveyed at a scale of 1:50,000.
 Manitoba Conservation, Geomatics Branch. (2003). Lot lines. Compiled Data from 30 municipal  
 shapefiles ‘lot_line_line.shp’. Surveyed at a scale of 1:50,000.

Figures 62 - 65 (pg. 132-3)  Video stills from practicum presentation, entitled 
   “Recomposing :Landscape”, held May 27 2014 at the Faculty of Architecture,  
   University of Manitoba.

Appendix A: Mapping

Figure 66 (pg. 149) Rivers of the Nelson River watershed

 Layer: NA_Watersheds_Level_I_Ocean_Drainage [computer file]. Montreal, QC. Centre for  
 Environmental Cooperation, 2010. Accessed February 13, 2015 from  Centre for Environmental  
 Cooperation Open Access Map File: http://www.cec.org/Page.asp?PageID=924&ContentID=2336.
 
 Manitoba Conservation, Geomatics Branch. (no date provided). Seamless Hydrographic   
 polygons (cartographic shapefile hydrography_20k_py.shp). Surveyed at a scale of 1:20,000.

Figure 67 (pg. 150) Bedrock Geology

 Manitoba Science, Technology, Energy and Mines. (2006). Manitoba Geological Survey,   
 Geological Provinces (cartographic shapefile geolprov.shp). Surveyed at a scale of 1:1,000,000.

Figure 68 (pg. 151) Surficial Geology

 Manitoba Science, Technology, Energy and Mines. (2006). Manitoba Geological Survey, Surficial  
 Geology Compilation Map Series (cartographic shapefile Geol_SurficialGeology_250k_MB).  
 Surveyed at a scale of 1:250,000.

Figure 69 (pg. 152) Surfaces of Water - Rivers, Lakes & Drains

 Manitoba Conservation, Geomatics Branch. (no date provided). Seamless Hydrographic   
 polygons (cartographic shapefile hydrography_20k_py.shp). Surveyed at a scale of 1:20,000.
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Figure 70 (pg 153) Land Cover

 Manitoba Conservation. (2006). Land Cover. Polygon shapefiles based on LandsSAT   
 Thematic Imagery (cartographic shapefiles lac_du_bonnet_2005.shp; riverton_2006.shp;   
 luc_woodbridge_2005.shp; luc_selkirk_2006.shp; and luc_winnipeg_2006.shp). Surveyed at a  
 scale of 1:50,000.

Figure 71 (pg. 154) Land Cover - Forests

 Manitoba Conservation. (2006). Land Cover. Subset of ‘Forest Cover’ polygon shapefiles   
 based on LandsSAT Thematic Imagery (cartographic shapefiles lac_du_bonnet_2005.shp;  
 riverton_2006.shp; luc_woodbridge_2005.shp; luc_selkirk_2006.shp; and luc_winnipeg_2006. 
 shp). Surveyed at a scale of 1:50,000.

Figure 72 (pg. 156) Red River Floods

 Manitoba Conservation, GeoManitoba. (May 4, 1997). Hydrography - 1997 Flood   
 [computer file]. Winnipeg, MB: Manitoba Remote Sensing Centre. Downloaded from Manitoba  
 Lands Initiative 15 March 2015 http://mli2.gov.mb.ca/water_resources/index_floods_all.html

 Manitoba Conservation, GeoManitoba. (April 16-19, 2009). Hydrography - 2009 Flood   
 [computer file]. Winnipeg, MB: Manitoba Remote Sensing Centre. Downloaded from Manitoba  
 Lands Initiative 15 March 2015 http://mli2.gov.mb.ca/water_resources/index_floods_all.html

 Manitoba Conservation, GeoManitoba. (April 5-7, 2011). Hydrography - 2011 Flood [computer  
 file] Winnipeg, MB: Manitoba Remote Sensing Centre. Downloaded from Manitoba Lands  
 Initiative 15 March 2015 http://mli2.gov.mb.ca/water_resources/index_floods_all.html

 Manitoba Conservation, Geomatics Branch. (no date provided). Seamless Hydrographic   
 polygons (cartographic shapefile hydrography_20k_py.shp). Surveyed at a scale of 1:20,000.
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APPENDIX A: MAPPING
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FIGURE 66: RIVERS OF THE NELSON RIVER WATERSHED
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FIGURE 67: BEDROCK GEOLOGY
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FIGURE 68: SURFICIAL GEOLOGY
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FIGURE 69: SURFACES OF WATER - RIVERS, LAKES & DRAINS
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FIGURE 70: LAND COVER
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FIGURE 71: LAND COVER - FORESTS
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FIGURE 72: RED RIVER FLOODS
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