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Re: Letter of Nomination: Michael Van Valkenburgh 

 
Dear Executive Committee Members: 

 

I am honored to present the nomination for Michael Van Valkenburgh, 

Principal of Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates and Charles Eliot Professor 

at Harvard, to receive the distinguished ASLA Design Medal. I have been a 

teaching colleague of Van Valkenburgh's for twenty-one years at Harvard and 

have known him personally for thirty years. I know the work and the firm from 

every possible angle. It is my distinct pleasure to outline a few of Van 

Valkenburgh’s remarkable achievements and his enormous contributions to 

the discipline of landscape architecture. 

  

I would like to begin by citing a few key remarks from letters written in 

support of this nomination. Another distinguished colleague at Harvard’s 

Graduate School of Design, Carl Steinitz Hon. ASLA, mentions that while Van 

Valkenburgh’s academic excellence is itself worthy of distinction, his 

accomplishments in winning and executing some of North America’s “most 

prestigious commissions”—including Pennsylvania Avenue at the White 

House, Toronto’s Lower Don waterfront, and Harvard Yard—are greater proof 

of his worthiness for this honor. UC Berkeley Professor Linda Jewell FASLA 

writes of the critical role his “commitment to social inclusiveness and daily 

life of users” brings to the field by example. Rich Haag FASLA observes that 

his “knowledge and understanding of the primacy of plants in landscape 

architecture design is unrivaled.” Adrian Benepe, Hon. ASLA, Commissioner 

of Parks in New York City, speaks to the environmental agenda of Van 

Valkenburgh’s “majestic vision” for Brooklyn Bridge Park, which recuperates 

the East River’s “once-crumbling infrastructure to create saltwater marshes 

and bring people to the waterfront.” And historian Ethan Carr from the 

University of Virginia recognizes Van Valkenburgh’s practice as marked by an 

insistence on “making his firm a place where the most difficult, potentially 

contentious, and interesting issues of the American landscape are not only 

discussed, but are resolved in remarkable built work.” 
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It may be clear from these esteemed writers, or from the intellectual depth of 

the publications that feature Van Valkenburgh or his works, that he stands out 

among the most notable of practitioners of his generation and beyond. In my 

view, Van Valkenburgh has helped catalyze significant changes in disciplinary 

practice through his work and has been influential, for more than thirty years, 

to generations of students, landscape architects, and others who practice in 

allied professional fields. I believe landscape architecture's current 

renaissance in North American cities and internationally—no one can deny 

this phenomenon—would not be the same without the legacy and influence 

of this teacher and practitioner. Van Valkenburgh has been a key voice in 

framing a vociferous multi-tiered argument for the intellectual, artistic, 

economic, and social capacity of landscape architecture to embody significant 

relevance to culture. Because he is tireless and insatiable—more than anyone 

I know—it is clear to me that he is not showing signs of wearying. The ASLA 

Design Medal would be an appropriate endorsement of his efficacy and his 

great work. 

 

One measure of this combination of tirelessness ambition and remarkable 

success: the ASLA Professional Awards Program, perhaps our best vehicle for 

peer evaluation. Van Valkenburgh’s firm has been honored 26 times since 

1982 (in addition to many chapter awards in New York and Boston). That 

record—26 awards in 29 years— is amazing. Though I was unable to confirm 

it, few if any other firms have received that much recognition for design 

projects, research, and communications efforts from our own Society. 

 

Van Valkenburgh stands alongside the many well-known North American 

landscape architects whose practices have been motivated by lifelong 

dedication to elevating the experience of material qualities of the landscape, 

and redefining what the landscape offers for human expression and for 

environmental rescue. The variety of his commissions, the scope of his 

practice, the urgent call of his artistry, and his enormous commitment to 

teaching place him among others of incredible achievement—I am thinking 

here of designers such as Warren Manning, Fletcher Steele, Frank Waugh, 

Jens Jensen, Dan Kiley, James Rose, Bob Royston, Emmet Wemple, Ed Bye, 

Jim Van Sweden, or Ed Blake. As far back as the early 1980s, Van Valkenburgh 

merged a farm-bred love of cultivation, ecology, and seasonality with an 

informed knowledge of professional culture and artistic practice. He was 

driven to get his thinking into print for broad consumption. I have always 

been convinced that he is driven by multiple objectives: his devotion to his 

clients’ ambitions and his own potential legacy are important to him and 

never obscured; but the dedication to advancement of his chosen discipline is 
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inextricably part of every activity and each commitment. In the way he drew 

attention to his own creative activities and critical studies in the early years, he 

had the audacity and ambition to see himself operating in the tradition of 

Fletcher Steele or Garrett Eckbo—thought leaders of their time, developing 

arguments for the discipline to grab hold of and exploit, and using their 

commissions as a kind of demonstrable testing ground for ideas and 

elaborations. As a young teacher, Van Valkenburgh drew, he wrote, he curated 

exhibitions, published on historical figures, built gardens, promoted student 

work, and published the work of practitioners he admired alongside his own 

work. Remember: this was a time when we still had very few published works 

on landscape architecture’s design history; other than self-authored books by 

Eckbo, Halprin, Rose, Lynch, and McHarg and a few others, we had no 

notable scholarly monographs on our major North American practitioners, 

even Kiley. Landscape Architecture Magazine itself published, in those days, 

very little reflection on the content of built works. Van Valkenburgh’s aim was 

to help bring about a great change—he saw it coming and helped catalyze it. 

He helped restore legitimacy to the small project as a place of rigorous 

exploration—and paved the way for generations of successive professionals 

who have collectively renewed the field’s commitment to the garden as a site 

of artistic expression, ethical action, and cultural relevance. 

 

Somewhat single-handedly, while doing this, he tossed convention on its head 

in the teaching of plant life to young designers in graduate school. A few 

skeptics dismissed his off-beat approach to teaching plants; but he inspired 

students and made them think like painters, or writers, or mathematicians, or 

composers. Abstraction, poetics, artifice, iteration, modeling, and illustration 

ruled; through these techniques, he privileged microclimates, plant 

associations, color, seasonality, and horticultural exuberance as the essential 

characteristics of a medium of expression. The significance of this should not 

be underestimated: a field that could be described at that time as full of 

reticence—even denial—regarding the importance of plants and craft and 

detail awakened to powerful new knowledge of its very material 

manifestations. There were many reasons for this dramatic shift, but no 

practitioner made a greater impact in this smaller scale terrain at a time when 

worldwide economic growth opened up enormous potential for the garden as 

a luxury commodity—or more crucially as an irrepressible aspect of the 

human condition. 

 

If these were the intellectual and educational roots of Van Valkenburgh’s 

practice in the 1980s, fomented on small commissions, speculative works and 

academic pursuits, he was yet to be tested on complex and complicated 

design commissions. Fast forward to the early nineties: With Mill Race Park, 



ASLA Design Medal  
Letter of Nomination- Michael Van Valkenburgh page 4 of 5 
 
 

in Columbus, Indiana, Van Valkenburgh launched a new scale for his firm with 

a project that reconciled a contemporary design language and a robust 

recreation program with the realities of recurrent flood plain inundation. 

Around the same time, he was the only American designer invited to compete 

for the redesign of portions of the Jardin des Tuileries in Paris. As sole 

proprietor of a relatively small firm in those days, he went on to complete 

works in Paris, Ontario, Seoul, Texas, Chicago, Pittsburgh, Charleston, and 

elsewhere. One looks back to these projects for lessons that are always 

specific to the place and time and the impulse of the project itself—they are 

always different, one to the next. Van Valkenburgh’s practice continued to 

evolve its ethos and to mount ever-greater ambitions. In the past decade, the 

firm has received notice for impressive commissions including the Harvard 

Yard Restoration, the Pennsylvania Avenue/White House project, the 

Alumnae Valley restoration at Wellesley College, and two of New York City’s 

most ambitious landscape projects in decades: the West Side’s Teardrop 

Park, with its massive rock sculpture that never fails to surprise or delight; 

and the Brooklyn Bridge Park, which profoundly alters New York’s relationship 

to the East River and which helped motivate some of the recycling and reuse 

aims in the city’s new long range plan for improved sustainability of its entire 

waterfront. 

 

In the past year, Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates has captured two of the 

most noteworthy and beguiling commissions anywhere. The differences and 

distinctions between these two immense prospects are significant in 

demonstrating the range of capacities this firm now demonstrates. The 

Jefferson National Expansion Memorial, in St. Louis, Missouri, which was 

singled out from among the last decade’s most compelling design team 

consortiums, revives a major national monument—the historic work of Eero 

Saarinen and Dan Kiley—and pushes the reach of the Gateway Arch clear 

across the Mississippi to East St. Louis. The project demonstrates landscape 

architecture’s capacity—today I would even say its mandate—to take on the 

lead role in all aspects of a massive recovery project in the post-industrial city: 

the environmental, architectural, engineering, economic and commercial, 

programmatic, ecological, and conservation components that define today’s 

urban culture. This project’s complexity may be measured in cost alone—

reports of a potential build-out estimated at half a billion dollars have made 

national press. 

 

The second recent international competition, awarded in January 2011, was 

captured by MVVA with HNTB and a team of biologists: the ARC Wildlife 

Bridge near Denver, Colorado. The project produces a series of adapted 

ecologies for a wildlife crossing over the West Vail Pass along US I-70.  
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The report of the jury on the HNTB/MVVA selection states that they were 

looking for a team that would reconcile “ecological integration, transportation 

improvement…educational value…wildlife conservation, highway safety, and 

design culture.” The jury held forward the expectation that the team would be 

“capable of making a national or international argument on behalf of this type 

of landscape infrastructure.” The announcement by the jury noted that the 

selected proposal “is not only eminently possible; it has the capacity to 

transform what we think of as possible.” High aims pushed even higher. 

 

The ASLA Design Medal, which is a great honor to bestow, recognizes 

designers who have produced a body of exceptional design work for a 

sustained period of at least ten years. With Michael Van Valkenburgh, 

“sustaining” doesn’t quite capture it. Instead we have an enterprising, 

unflagging, unstoppable artist/designer who has contributed enormously by 

building works that continue to bring eminence to his practice and to the field 

itself. 

 

Thank you for allowing me to make these comments. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Gary R. Hilderbrand FASLA FAAR 

Principal     

 

Adjunct Professor of Landscape Architecture 

Harvard Graduate School of Design 

 
























