practice

Gobster, Paul H. 2002. Ervin Zube and landscape

architecture. Landscape Architecture. 92(8): 62, 64-65, 92-

93.

Ervin Zube
and Landscape
Architecture

By PauL H, GOBSTER, ASLA

s he grew in his knowledge about
Athe landscape through his in-

volvement in it as a person, stu-
dent, practitioner, teacher, program
director, and researcher, Ervin Zube’s ideas
about what landscape architecture is and
should be continually evolved. He was a
prolific writer whose publications span a
broad range of audiences, and his contri-
butions to Landscape Architecture are in-
sightful—not only because they capture
the growth of a scholar over a period of
four decades, but also because in them
Zube speaks directly to fellow landscape
architects about the need and possibilities
of growing the profession through the
generation of its own knowledge base.
This joint evolution of scholar and profes-
sion can be traced through the pages of
LAM and related publications.

Studying landscape architecture at the
University of Wisconsin—-Madison (1949~
1954) and at the Harvard Graduate School
of Design (1957-1959), and later in land-
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met Erv Zube in. 1970 at Clark University where he was a doctoral student in geography.
I served as outside member of Erv’s dissertation committee. | was immediately im-
pressed by his breadth of knowledge and by what a quick study he was. He had picked up
a mastery of the rationale of psychometric measurement and how it might apply to obsery-
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managed to combine empirical research and design, policy enwmnmeﬂtal [ psychologist,
making and practice, planning of future environments, and Uniirrsity. of Galifornia,
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Zube’s articles for LAM included a

piece in January 1966 on Wisconsin’s
taconite mining areas, where Zube pro-
posed that open-pit mines (A) be trans-
formed into postmining landscapes such
as (B). Zube thought that new landforms
could be designed based on the materi-
als from which they are made, as shown
in “landform resources,” below. All the
sketches are Zube’s own.
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scape architectural practice and teach-
ing at Madison (1961-1964), Berkeley,
California (1964—1965), and Ambherst,
Massachusetts (1965-1972), Zube
learned about and contributed to the
profession during a critical period.
Through the work of lan McHarg,
Philip Lewis, Burton Litton, Julius
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Fabos, and others, landscape architecture
was growing from a focus on the artful
arrangement of form in small-scale design
and master planning to encompass a wide
range of concerns about large-scale regions.
Zube placed himself in the heart of this
change. In “A New Technology for
Taconite Badlands,” his first article for

LAM (June 1966), Zube explored the
prospects of open pit mining operations
planned for Wisconsin’s Lake Superior

south shore region, and through sketches
and analysis called for “the creation of a new
dynamic landscape” that relates to the form
and scale of the region. In “Scenery as a
Natural Resource” (LAM, January 1973),
he described his efforts in the North At-
lantic Regional Water Resources Study to
map the visual and cultural resources of a
167,000-square-mile region using land-
form and land use data. Both articles show
how Zube’s concern as a landscape archi-
tect with form and aesthetics is translated
to large-scale regions and issues. They also
reveal Zube’s emerging concern for the pol-
icy aspects of landscape architecture, calling
for the adoption of systematic planning and
design procedures to ensure scenic resource
protection alongside more traditionally
considered landscape values.

While his work was helping to advance
the profession, Zube saw a key element
missing that limited his scholarship: the
study of people. His research to date had
cast Zube in the traditional role of land-
scape-architect-as-expert who identifies
and evaluates aesthetic value in the land-
scape. But his life experience—aided in
part by his association at Berkeley with J.
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B. Jackson—had taught him that land-
scapes are defined as much perceptually
and culturally as they are physically. To ad-
dress this, he made the unconventional ca-
reer move as professor and head of the
Department of Landscape Architecture
and Regional Planning at the University
of Massachusetts to return to school and
pursue a PhD in geography at Clark Uni-
versity (1970-1972). There he studied en-
vironmental psychology, examining how
people perceive the aesthetic quality of
landscapes, what aspects of landscapes are
linked with beauty and related values, and
how perceptions differ across individuals
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and groups. These issues were taken up in
“Rating Everyday Landscapes of the
Northeastern U.S.” (July 1973), a summa-
ry of his dissertation research that one of his
committee members, environmental psy-
chologist Kenneth Craik, still finds “unri-
valled in scope and scientific soundness.”
Following his PhD work, Zube direct-
ed a series of interdisciplinary projects at
the Institute for Man and Environment at
UMass (1972-1977) and the School of
Renewable Natural Resources at the Uni-
versity of Arizona (1977-1983) that
quickly established him as a leader in the
growing area of landscape perception as-
sessment. Through collaborative relation-
ships with diverse students and colleagues,
Zube explored the rich cross-fertilization
of ideas that resulted, producing a num-
ber of acclaimed books and other publica-
tions on landscape assessment, design
evaluation, and environment-behavior
studies. But while seeing the benefits of
interdisciplinary collaboration, as a land-
scape architect Zube also lamented how
the field was increasingly being built on
knowledge from other professions. In
“The Roots of Future Innovation: Re-

rv was someone who could communicate easily with a wide range of people. He did not
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search and Theory” (November 1980),
Zube spoke critically to landscape archi-
tects on how the profession’s lack of em-
phasis on research was hindering its
growth compared to allied fields: “In my
opinion, the profession has been seriously
remiss in...view[ing] the generation of
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that knowledge base as primarily some-
one else’s responsibility...other disciplines
are not likely to address the how and why
questions that are most useful to the pro-
fession and the kinds of questions that ex-
pand the boundaries of the profession
rather than defend (Continued on Page 92)
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(Continued from Page 65) already archaic
and restricting boundaries.”

Despite his flair for program manage-
ment and leadership, it was this passion
for seeking endogenous knowledge that
led Zube to return to his personal research
during the last part of his career as a pro-
fessor of landscape architecture in the
School of Renewable Natural Resources
at Arizona (1983-1998). His influential
synthesis of 20 years of landscape percep-
tion research, done with James Sell and
Jonathan Taylor and summarized in
“Landscape Perception: Research, Appli-
cation and Theory” (January 1982), won
an ASLA honor award for research, and for
many in the field (myself included), it set
the agenda for what next steps needed to
be taken. As part of the evolution in the
field, Zube saw a need to move from de-
scriptive and quantitative appraisals of
scenic quality to deeper analyses about
landscape values. In some ways this wasa
return to the beginnings of his work with
J. B. Jackson in the 1960s, but one that
was informed by the methodological rig-
or and experience of everything that he
had done since. In “A Cultivated Dislike
for the Egyptian Desert” (November/De-
cember 1983), he examined the apparent
cultural apathy for the desert landscape
among Egyptian natural scientists he was
consulting with as a factor hindering the
protection of significant natural and cul-
tural sites in that country. In “Arizona
Survey Reveals Anti-Development Atti-
tude,” written with Charles Law and Ed-
win Carpenter (November/December
1984), the researchers found that along
with substantial land use and population
change in the state there had been a de-
cided shift in residents’ values away from
development and commodity production
and toward non-commodity values such
as wildlife and recreation. And in his last
feature article for LAM, “The Advance of
Ecology” (March/April 1986), Zube
summarized the contributions of land-
scape architects who during the previous
century worked to incorporate ecological
thinking into landscape architectural
practice.

Looking at these later studies along
with subsequent articles he wrote for
ASLA’s Landscape/Land Use Planning
newsletter, one sees demonstrated the



breadth of knowledge Zube felt was
needed to understand and deal with
problems in landscape architecture.
There is still a primary concern for the
artful arrangement of physical form, but
it is addressed through an informed base
of knowledge in natural systems at re-
gional as well as local scales, a sensitivi-
ty to individual and cultural preferences
and values, an acquired sense of the re-
gion and its inhabitants, an eye toward
public policy implications, and the wis-
dom and perspective of history. As these
things helped to form Ervin Zube as a
scholar, he in turn sought to incorporate
them into the landscape architecture
profession. Through his writings and
involvement on councils and task forces,
Zube remained active through the years
in attempting to infuse research into
landscape architectural education and
practice, and received numerous awards
and recognition from ASLA and from
the Landscape Architecture Foundation
for his long-term contributions. In see-
ing the profession grow to incorporate
the components of knowledge acquisi-
tion and dissemination, one senses that
Zube took a measure of personal pride
in those achievements. In “The Evolu-
tion of a Profession” (Landscape and Ur-
ban Planning, 1998), written nearly two
decades after his “Roots of Future Inno-
vation” critique and one of the last arti-
cles he would publish, Zube wrote
about recent progress in landscape ar-
chitecture: “The changes that have been
discussed have been significant and are
reflected in the increasing scale, com-
plexity, and/or diversity of projects un-
dertaken by landscape architects... There
are currently examples of landscape ar-
chitecture programs that have been in-
volved in research for more than a
quarter century, and there now exist sig-
nificant research and scholarly journals
that address the needs of the profes-
sion.... This provides further confir-
mation of landscape architecture as a
profession and an applied art. Prospects
for the future are very promising.” LA

Paul H. Gobster, ASLA, is a research social
scientist with the USDA Forest Service North
Central Research Station in Chicago. The
contributions of James F. Palmer, ASLA, and
Joseph P. Crystal, FASLA, 1o this article are
gratefully acknowledged.
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