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In between keeping up the entrepreneuri-
al routines of a design office and the soli-
tary moments of doubt, there are times at 
which one is certain about a righteous con-
tribution to a planet full of landscapes. The 
young pack at LoLA frequently debates 
and questions the standards and norms 
of landscape design. They are especially 
roused by the subject of Lost Landscapes, 
as expressed in the name of their firm. Lost 
landscapes can be defined as places 
where humans are deliberately estranged, 
teased into new performances in opposition 
to the unfamiliar conditions of unknown set-
tings. Within landscape theory a lost land-
scape would be related to ‘affordances’ 1 
and ‘embodiment’ 2. Affordances are bio-
logical incentives for interaction between 
environments and humans. embodiment is 
a relatively new field of argumentation to 
allow physical interactions to influence the 
conceptual idea of landscapes. Many land-
scape types that could provide embodied 
affordances have become lost because 
they have become extinct, rare or com-
moditized. In all honestly the cause of this 
extinction is partly due to the efforts of the 
very design community that landscape ar-
chitects are part of. 
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Design is by principle either an act of com-
modification for places that lack comfort, 
or an act of optimization for processes that 
otherwise would not function prosperously. 
For example, the wildernesses of this world 
are at first tamed to become accessible 
and then commodified to become places 
for recreation. The production of clean 
water has been optimized to allow massive 
pollution to be treated much faster than 
natural systems could manage. Without 
design the current level of hygiene and at-
tractiveness, and the tempo of everyday 
urban life would not be possible. At the 
same time it is typical for landscape design-
ers, compared to other sorts of designers, 
to give into the call of the primordial. The 
distant call of lost landscapes is however 
contrary to most stylistic preferences that 
allow a designer to become adored. If style 
is like an elaborate dress that hides the 
contours of the real body underneath, then 
lost landscapes are like naked bodies that 
reveal anatomy and muscle and bone struc-
tures just as ancient Greek statues did. 
Dresses would only cover up what in fact 
needs emphasis: the development of wear 
and physical strain on living tissue.

Here arises a catch-22 situation for the 
landscape designer. such a situation is well 
described in Joseph Heller’s 1961 novel 
about a soldier that is feigning madness 
to avoid dangerous combat missions. The 
tragedy is that the sincerity of his acting 
mad is discovered as an act of sanity and 
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thus he is stuck in a situation in which 
he is neither insane nor sane. stuck in a 
vicious circle of his own actions and inten-
tions: catch-22. The catch-22 in landscape 
design is that designers use their style as 
a means to cover up what the real danger-
ous mission is in landscapes: the (every-
day) sublime as was described by edmund 
Burke 3. The sublime aspects of nature 
experiences nurture a sense of primordi-
al survival and essential human capacity to 
creatively deal with the realistic conditions 
on Planet Landscape. To live as sturdy as 
a spartan and to ‘live deep and suck out 
all the marrow of life’ 4. Design should not 
make consumers lame by suggesting they 
ignore their own creative senses. And yet 
this is what landscape designers typically 
do professionally:  they fake innocent land-
scapes with their stylistic designs. Their 
intentional fake is however not considered 
madness but a sincere commodity. 

Landscape designers occasionally wake 
up and realize that they would rather not 
design for a specific type of experience 
that only makes them tricksters achiev-
ing a desirable fantasy. They also know 
that landscapes are not the property of 
humans, like buildings are. Landscapes are 
the ‘oceanic’ places 5 where conceptual 
ideas are born out of sheer human creativ-
ity. In this respect landscape design differs 
from architecture and product development 
that seek to invent new skins for a body 
that did not exist before. In contrast to this, 
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landscape design is all about adding to or 
changing an already existing body. existing 
forms of earth, water, flora and fauna and 
human rituals can be studied in their former 
types of embodiment. In other words, land-
scapes may occasionally wear dresses, but 
in their continuity they are more aptly under-
stood in their nakedness. every landscape 
is in some way a lost landscape. Instead of 
landscape design one could better refer to 
landscape re-design.

Lost landscapes can perhaps best be un-
derstood by a fairytale of H.C. Andersen, 
The emperor’s New Clothes. Two schem-
ing weavers create an invisible suit for 
the emperor and explain that those who 
are unfit or hopelessly stupid will not be 
able see it when he wears it. Through the 
actions of the weavers, the emperor and 
the audience are forced under the spell of 
style. The metaphor with respect to land-
scape would be that only those trained in 
interpreting style and its spellbinding power 
will be able to see the dress that landscape 
wears.  In the story there is a third perspec-
tive offered from the young and ignorant 
child that dares to cry out that the emperor 
is naked and wears no clothes at all. A true 
observation that temporarily breaks the 
spell. There are two lessons to be learned 
from the observation of the child. one is 
that an awakened landscape designer dis-
covers that he does not have to design 
physically if he can convince the consum-
ers that the best design is not out there, 
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but inside the perception of the audience. 
In that case he loses his design job and 
becomes a tour guide that explains about 
the existing embodiment of landscapes. 
Many landscape designers seriously con-
sider this at times during their careers and 
are often welcomed to do so by ecologists 
that are convinced such is the only right-
eous way for landscapes to exist. 

The other lesson is that the invisible suit 
is indeed a metaphor for a madness that 
has already been encrypted within society. 
Like any other business, landscape design 
must succumb to the demands of an in-
creasingly mollified consumer crowd. But 
like any child, every landscape designer 
knows how one roams through woodland 
in search of its mysteries and homely clear-
ings. such an archetypical child can both 
create and destroy fantasies by an embod-
ied interaction with the landscape itself. 
This physical type of sublime is exactly op-
posite to the position of the mainstream 
audience of designed landscapes. They 
cannot alter the designed landscapes 
that are created for them. They merely sit, 
walk and watch. And in this passivity lies 
the greatest paradox for the design of lost 
landscapes. Designers such as the young 
wolves from LoLA intend to induce a set of 
embodied affordances that could potentially 
undo their design. In the long run their land-
scapes might not exist anymore because 
of the cascade of interventions that have 
taken place by a crowd that has made 

adjustments to their designs. A design-
er then only designs for an initial intrigue 
in order to allow the archetypical child to 
enact: a fading type of design by a growing 
embodiment. I believe that the child in the 
fairytale would rather have seen a real phys-
ical piece of clothing. Not because of the 
temporary parade it was intended for, but 
for future involvement and personal devel-
opment. To imagine wearing that exact suit 
and perhaps crudely alter or cherish it. To 
be able to steal it because there is only one 
original - a sense of authenticity - and not a 
multitude of copies in the minds of people. 

Both described types of lost landscapes 
exist. one that is an ecological body that 
needs no unnecessary dress and the other 
whose dress will become dirty and ravished 
as humans enact with it. When looking 
closely at the work of LoLA you can distin-
guish both types and this is why I admire 
their work. In between the stylistic display 
they throw at you as necessarily greasy en-
trepreneurs, you can distinguish a deeper 
desire to either refrain from style completely 
or to offer style only as a means to gener-
ate the typical insubordinate interaction that 
creates landscapes. Good Hunting!
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