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Emerging versus planned urban landscapes
The emerging phenomenon of a new type of complex urban landscape on 
the fringe of Asian mega-cities has been described by numerous schol-
ars (Yokohari et al. 2000; Friedman 2005, Read 2005). Most of them are re-
ferring to Ginsburg (Ginsburg 1990) and McGee (McGee 1991) as the first 
to describe the special characteristics of ‘rural urbanisation’ or ‘rurban-
isation’ in Indonesia and other Asian countries. The spatial characteris-
tics of this kind of urban landscape, although related to the phenomenon 
termed ‘Zwischenstadt’ (Sieverts 1997) or ‘Splintering Urbanism’ (Gra-
ham and Marvin 2002) in Western cities, are considered distinctively Asian. 
They are characterised by an intense and seemingly chaotic mixture of 
different micro-scaled agricultural and non-agricultural land uses that 
can be found in most of today’s well-developed economic regions, espe-
cially around the central cities and stretching along infrastructure corri-
dors between larger city cores. Generated from dynamic relations, these 
territories are the physical expressions of social processes and economic 
flows, ordered as a diverse patchwork of parallel operations. They rest on 
an emergent dynamic of multiple interrelated actors with individual mo-
tives, operating in modular ways in an open-ended process (Fig. 1).

These kinds of self-organizing and complex urban landscapes are typ-
ical of chaotic land use by modern urban and landscape planning, as the 
expression of unorganised and unpredictable urban sprawl. The concept 
of clearly separating urban areas from surrounding rural areas is a funda-
mental concept of modern Western urban planning theory as adapted by 

most Asian countries (Yokohari et al. 2000). The Western concept of a land 
use planning system by zoning was introduced to guide urban expansion 
by clearly separating designated urbanisation promotion areas from sur-
rounding urbanisation control areas. As the cities grew and their urban 
structure became more and more dense, in the early days of the modern 
planning movement planners initially used urban parks and green open 
spaces within the urbanisation promotion areas as recreation and public 
health amenities. As cities expanded even further, planners promoted the 
creation of green open spaces, preferably in the shape of ‘green belts’ sur-
rounding the urbanisation promotion areas, to restrict the disordered ex-
pansion of urban areas into surrounding rural landscapes. This model of 
land use and greenspace planning has long been applied in Europe and 
the United States, and subsequently adopted by Asian countries includ-
ing China and the city of Beijing.   

Beijing’s master planning overtaken by reality
Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, Bei-
jing has become one of the largest and most rapidly developing cities in 
the world. It is hard to believe that in the preceding 500 years the city had 
seen hardly any dramatic change to its urban outline and main frame-
work, with the urban built up area covering around 62.5 km2 from the 
Ming Dynasty around 1420 (Gan 199:359) to the foundation of the People’s 
Republic (Deng et. al. 2004:227). Since then, fast population growth and the 

Figure 1  Location of the Floodscape projects  
(NW Europe section of Interreg III shaded) 

Figure 1  Contrasting, interesting and confusing patterns of Beijing’s urban fringe in 
Cuigezhuang County – a prototype territory of self-organising and complex urban 
landscapes situated in the projected second green belt of Beijing.

agriculture company

urban street village palais de fortune

construction workers

art exhibition space

new village
contriction
sites

electricity 
        distribution

drinking waterdrinking water golf course

traditional 
village superhighway densified village

farming entertainment

fish ponds

transporthome orchardbilliard parlour

jola-6.indd   31 23.10.2008   15:53:21 Uhr



68 Journal of Landscape Architecture / autumn 2008

Julian Raxworthy

Sandstone and Rust: 
Designing the Qualities of Sydney Harbour  

Landscape architecture is built from place. What place is depends how one reads a site, which then determines 

what qualities are engaged with, and how they are engaged with, by design. Sydney Harbour is one of the most 

celebrated and distinctive harbours in the world. The qualities of the indigenous, pre-European landscape 

have been referred to regularly in the history of Australian landscape architecture as a source of inspiration 

for a truly Australian language of landscape design. A range of different models of such an Australian language 

have been proposed and tested on landscape design sites on Sydney Harbour, models that are in a discourse 

both with the specific landscape and with local landscape architecture theory and practice, particularly in re-

lation to ideas of ‘appropriateness’ in Australian landscape architecture. This essay examines arguments from 

the 1970s that proposed a ‘palette’ approach to appropriateness, along with a key project from that period, 

Long Nose Point Park, that demonstrates this approach. The essay will then discuss three recent projects on 

the Harbour and demonstrate that these projects transcend the ‘palette’ approach by engaging with specific 

relationships on their sites (a ‘relationships’ approach) that are tied to the cultural occupation of Sydney Har-

bour. Along the way, the reader will be introduced to the key figures and history of landscape architecture in 

Australia, and to the geography of Sydney Harbour with its various ecologies and milieus. 

Under the Sky

Introduction and Orientation
Sydney Harbour is the Australian landscape that figures most 
strongly in the international imagination, with such features 
as J.J.C. Bradfield’s Sydney Harbour Bridge from 1932, and 
more recently Jørn Utzon’s Sydney Opera House from 1973. 
However, while these are features of the Harbour they are es-
sentially objects, made visible by their setting in a seeming-
ly harmonious blend of urban development amongst park-
land on the water’s edge. A map of Sydney Harbour resembles 

a labyrinth of fractal intricacy (Fig. 1). This is due to erosion of 
the Hawkesbury Sandstone on which much of Sydney is built, 
the geology creating “steep hills, long narrow ridges and deep 
rocky valleys” (Benson & Howell 1990: 9). Dry flora on the ridge 
tops or the hot north- or west-facing slopes demonstrates of 
surprising diversity of plants that are adapted to leached soils 
with little nutrients, particularly phosphorous, such as trees 
from the Myrtaceace family such as Scribbly Gum, Eucalyp-

Figure 1  Location map of projects discussed in Sydney Harbour: 1 Shipwreck Lookout, 2 Yurulbin Park, 3 Glebe Foreshore, 4 Former BP Site
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Figure 2 left  Detail of bark of Ango-
phera costata, on hot slopes. 

Figure 3 right  Indicative photograph 
of characteristic wet gully vegeta-
tion on Sydney Harbour

tus haemestoma, and the sculptural Angophera costata with 
its contorted, smooth orange branches (Fig. 2), a tree that is 
indelibly associated with Sydney, as well as members of the 
Proteaceae family such as Banksia serrata (Benson & Howell 
1990: 24). In contrast to this dryness, where sediment accumu-
lates in the bottoms of deep gullies and on south facing slopes, 
lush, rainforest-like vegetation with dark leaves flourishes 
(Fig. 3), including such species as Lilly Pilly, Acmena smith-
ii, or Coachwood, Ceratopetalum apetalum. This combina-
tion of grey-yellow ridges alternating with dark green gullies 
is a key quality of the Harbour, recognized from the begin-
nings of white settlement in Australia by First Fleet Official 
Watkin Tench: “The general face of the country is certain-
ly pleasing, being diversified with gentle ascents, and little 
winding vallies, covered for the most part by large spreading 
trees, which afford a succession of leaves in all seasons” (Clarke 
1962: 46). Sydney Harbour has become a bountiful home for 
the invading population, as it presumably was for the origi-
nal Aboriginal inhabitants for more than 40,000 years. Inside 
the Heads that separate it from the Pacific Ocean, the Harbour 
is commonly divided into the North Shore, opposite the Op-
era House, and the Eastern Suburbs, which lie on the south 
shore of the Harbour, spreading eastward to the beaches along 
the Pacific coast. Because the North Shore was separated for 
so long from the South before construction of Sydney Har-
bour Bridge in 1932, it retains more of its remnant bushland 
as a fringe on the water’s edge, and sites with dirtier, more in-
dustrial land-uses have also remained untouched, separated 
from the main colony on the South Shore. Sydney Harbour is 
an eminently suitable city in which to investigate what might 
constitute an ‘appropriate’ landscape architecture for Austral-
ia, considering that it was the city in which Australia’s pre-
eminent landscape practitioner Bruce Mackenzie developed 
and then tested theories on this question. To consider what 
an ‘appropriate’ language for Australian landscape architec-
ture might be necessitates balancing the qualities of specific 

sites, at an endemic level, against broader, cultural approaches 
to regional or national issues. This essay considers two related 
dimensions of this question – of balancing the projection of 
larger questions of national identity in Australian landscape 
architecture against engaging with site-specific qualities, sug-
gesting that these two approaches are sequential conceptu-
al thresholds that landscape architecture projects on Sydney 
Harbour have crossed. The first approach, which deals with 
the larger questions of appropriate national landscape identi-
ty, is associated with the work of Mackenzie, both in his 1970s 
theory and in Yurulbin Park, which will be discussed. This ap-
proach is referred to as a ‘palette approach’, because it seeks to 
address Australian-ness through the use of local materials as 
a sign of specific engagement with place, a ‘natural’ approach 
that looked to the pre-existing flora and materials. This ap-
proach was influential, and diverged from colonial projection, 
but ultimately yielded a rhetoric of specificity rather than site-
specific projects. The second approach, or threshold, discussed 
here concerns a more recent ‘relationship approach’ that de-
veloped after the 1995 ‘Big Sky’ conference, which created a 
new schema for engaging with sites in Sydney Harbour, one 
that merged culture and nature rather than focusing on the 
native as Mackenzie had. The ‘relationship approach’ makes 
design decisions relating to designed organisation of sites and 
how people move through them, thus engaging users with 
specific, hybrid site histories. Three projects that have used 
this approach over the last 10 years, BP Park, Shipwreck Look-
out, and Glebe Foreshore Walk, are discussed here. The thesis 
is that both these approaches are used to varying degrees in 
all the projects, and that it was necessary for Australian land-
scape architecture to move through the ‘palette’ approach to 
reach the more sophisticated but associated ‘relationship’ ap-
proach. In the process the reader will be introduced to the key 
figures and history of landscape architecture in Australia, and 
introduced along the way to the geography of Sydney Harbour 
with its various ecologies and milieus.
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