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Hargreaves Associates parlayed clear, minimal 

interventions at the site, necessitated by a small budget, 

into a transformative landscape experience, open to 

environmental process. Carved inlets allowed water to 

come into the site as a tidal event. This shaping of the 

land allows the action of the tides to continually shape the 

form of the site. Coordinating with ecological processes 

led to cultivating native plant communities. At Candlestick 

Park the design approach rooted in phenomenological 

leads to simultaneously working with large-scale 

environmental processes.

The break from modernist formalism came to full fruition 

with Byxbee Park. Like Candlestick Park, Hargreaves 

Associates used a site-generated approach, organizing 

the design around specific moments of exploration on the 

site. Hargreaves Associates collaborated with 2 artists – 

Peter Richards and Michael Oppenheimer in the design of 

the site. In a similar process to the exploratory phase of 

Candlestick Park, the designers visited the site to sense its 

opportunities, developing the inherent qualities of the site 

into a series of key design moves. 

 EARLY DAYS 

The early works of Hargreaves Associates are benchmark 

projects, creating identity for a young firm and in raw, 

powerful design moves, generating strategies that would 

provide structure for the future work of the firm. These early 

projects were testing grounds for new ideas that chiefly 

looked for new ways to imagine landscape architecture 

beyond the purely formal compositions of modernism, the 

prevailing practice at the time. The firm looked to the site – 

its histories, ecological processes and visceral phenomena 

– to lead to the development of narrative and form. This 

narrative based strategy and its elemental material palette 

worked to create new vocabularies for public space. 

When Hargreaves Associates launched their practice in 

1983, conversations in contemporary art and architecture 

created a widening discourse moving away from 

modernism. In architecture, post-modernism struggled to 

find design language that referenced historical specificity, 

and a loosening of the formal strategies of international  

style modernism. Hargreaves Associates also looked to  

art, whose discourse around site specificity and earthworks, 

provided touchstone ideas for new design constructions  

of site. The work of Robert Irwin , particularly his writing on  

site specificity in sculpture, prompted Hargreaves to look  

at strategies that are generated from the conditions  

of the site itself, rather than superimposing an independent 

idea onto a landscape. The earthworks artists Robert 

Smithson, Michael Heizer, and Walter De Maria inspired 

Hargreaves Associates to shift their understanding of the 

materials of landscape away from ornamental plantings  

and towards the elemental - earth, sky, water and 

environmental phenomena. 

The firm began working on Plaza Park (since renamed 

Park de Cesar Chavez) in 1986 in San Jose, California. 

The historic plaza was established by the Spanish as 

town square in 1797 when, after twenty years on the 

banks of the Guadalupe River, artesian wells were found 

at this new location. The plaza played in an important 

role in the history of California as the seat for the state 

government from 1849 to 1851. Currently the plaza 

is the home of several of San Jose’s civic and cultural 

institutions including the City Government, San Jose 

Museum of Art, and the Tech Museum of Innovation. 

With the growth of the computing industries and the 

development of San Jose as the capitol of Silicon Valley  

in the 1980’s, redevelopment of Plaza Park was initiated 

as the centerpiece of a downtown rejuvenation strategy.

This early project demonstrated a narrative-driven 

design strategy, rejecting modernist tenets of resolved 

plan-oriented compositions. Readings of history, and 

specifically the historic role of water on the site, provide 

the structural organization of the park – its overall layout, 

circulation, features and materiality. The design references 

the history of water in the semi-arid area – the Spanish 

settlement of the city and region, and the development 

and disappearance of agriculture in the region. The 

artesian wells on site made agriculture possible through 

irrigation. The irrigation of the Santa Clara Valley changed 

the figure of the land permanently, creating a cultivated 

landscape of fruit and almond trees. Hargreaves 

Associates present these histories overlaid with the  

new industry of technologies of Silicon Valley.

EARLY DAYS 
LIZ CAMPBELL KELLY
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Rather than create site-specific interventions at the 

Guadalupe River, Hargreaves Associates designed a system 

that when deployed, creates a park, integrating natural 

systems with recreation, open-ended to the flows  

of the River.

These early projects were opportunities for the firm to test 

new ideas, and they formed a foundation for future work. 

In the most general way they represented a break from the 

design strategies of modernism that landscape architects 

were practicing since the landmark work of Thomas Church 

and Garrett Eckbo. Hargreaves Associates was interested 

in moving away from resolved plan-oriented composition 

and the objectification of site analysis. Through these early 

projects, Hargreaves Associates emphasized open-ended 

compositions and altogether turned their attentions to new 

constructions of site-specificity, through ecological process, 

environmental phenomena and cultural/historical readings. 

The work of Hargreaves Associates in the 1980s and 

early 1990s created a language for landscape architecture 

to shift away from modernism into a new era of landscape 

architecture. Hargreaves Associates provided a new 

focus on site-specificity, and new vocabularies of the 

material of landscape itself. Process, environmental 

phenomena and earthwork emerged as new materials 

to be designed in order to create significant works 

of landscape architecture. This new approach was 

also able to incorporate the design methodologies 

put forth by Ian McHarg in 1969 with his major work, 

Design With Nature. McHarg influenced the field by 

emphasizing interdisciplinary analysis and advocating for 

environmentally sensitive planning practices. Though the 

field struggled with ways to integrate aesthetic concerns 

with this methodology, Hargreaves Associates was able  

to put forth ecologically integrated, rigorously designed 

built landscapes that carry the deep emotional power to 

reveal the connections between nature and culture.

EARLY DAYS:  
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Byxbee Park was a capped landfill, limiting the possibility 

of shaping the land significantly. Within the overall 

topography the design team created small earthwork 

interventions – the hillocks, the field of poles, chevron 

berms, and railroad tie terraces. The series of earthwork 

constructions guide movement across the site, a 

contemporary formulation of the picturesque – the 

landscape understood through movement. 

While the site interventions suggest movement,  

they also speak to the site itself. 

The grid of telephone poles that mark a shifting 

elevations against the ground, and originate as a 

reference to the infrastructural landscape of power 

lines in the area. As the landfill elements beneath the 

poles break down, the ground will shift and the poles 

will reflect the changing conditions under ground. The 

total effect of the poles is as a device for understanding 

landform, creating a reference of the constantly  

shifting landscape.

The landscape interventions provide context for the site. 

The chevrons composed of jersey barriers – construction 

debris that composes the landfill below – mark the flight 

path to the Palo Alto airport, creating a landscape that 

responds to the sky. As the planes fly overhead, one 

begins to imagine what the site would look like from the 

aerial perspective.

The site suggests a playful understanding site and 

landscape architecture. With an open program, the 

Byxbee Park is a destination for itself, a place to 

experience a joyful landscape, artful manipulations  

of the material of earth, sky and perception itself.

Guadalupe River Park, in San Jose, integrates a linear 

riverfront park cutting through the middle of downtown 

with a comprehensive flood control infrastructure project. 

The site-generated design strategy rigorously engages 

natural systems and ecological process within the park, 

the flow of the Guadalupe River providing an underlying 

structure to the design.

As a consequence of Silicon Valley development, San 

Jose faced a huge increase in storm events that flooded 

the streets of downtown. In order to eliminate downtown 

flash flooding, the Army Corps of Engineers proposed 20’ 

concrete flood walls to move the water quickly through 

downtown. If this had been pursued, the resulting fast 

moving water would not allow stormwater to infiltrate on 

site, exacerbating larger stormwater management issues 

created by the new growth of the city. Fortunately, the city 

of San Jose resisted cutting itself off from the historic river, 

and Hargreaves Associates was hired to create a park 

along three miles of river and to work with the Army Corps 

to solve the flood control problems. 

Several factors led to the creation of a design strategy 

that proposed a limited number of design solutions that 

would respond to specific local conditions. At three linear 

miles, the sheer size of the park resisted a varied, detailed 

design of each precise moment of the park. Also, the 

flood control measures required advanced fluid dynamics 

and flood modeling that would treat the site as a whole. 

Rather than design specific moments of the project, 

Hargreaves Associates designed a strategy that layers the 

technical needs of the river stormwater functions with a 

circulation system, materiality system and riparian planting 

system. This strategy treats the Guadalupe River as an 

underlay, with the designed overlay elements responding 

systematically to local conditions . 

Hargreaves Associates worked closely with the Army 

Corps of Engineers to build a fluid dynamic model to 

test design strategies. In general, Hargreaves Associates 

had two conflicting goals – to keep the river as natural 

as possible, having as much of the water infiltrate and 

recharge, and to channelize the river, moving the water 

through downtown areas as quickly as possible. To 

accommodate these two opposing goals, Hargreaves 

Associates designed combinations of smooth and rough 

areas, manipulating the speed of the water as it passed 

through key areas. The project begins on the outskirts of 

the city, a low-density industrial area near the airport. In 

these areas the river is kept naturalized with little if any 

intervention. The park in this area is an open trail, used 

EARLY DAYS:  
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At Plaza Park, narrative strands of the park are spatially 

juxtaposed to deepen the sense of history and connection 

on the site. The historical content of the site constructs a 

palimpsest, transformed into material through fountains, 

lights, promenades, and groves of jacaranda trees. By 

juxtaposing the past and future through the built material 

of the park, Hargreaves Associates is able to speak to 

the shifting socio-economic conditions of San Jose, as 

well as to look to the future possibilities of the city. As 

site elements take on a narrative component, referencing 

different aspects of the history of the site, this approach 

differentiates itself from a modernist approach, which would 

use sculptural elements metaphorically, but would typically 

translate site references into object oriented abstraction, 

rather than a deepening of the connections to the site’s 

overall structure.

Hargreaves Associates pursued further breaks from 

modernist design strategies at Candlestick Park, on a windy 

site on the San Francisco Bay. Hargreaves Associates 

teamed with artists Mark Mack and Doug Hollis to work on 

this twenty-acre bay side project. Rich with environmental 

phenomena and low on budget, the project called for an 

experimental approach. At Candlestick Park the focus of 

the narrative of the design shifted away from history and 

towards environmental ephemeral experience and process. 

Hargreaves Associates deployed large-scale earthworks to 

create powerful landscape experience where the designed 

site would change over time, open to the natural processes 

of the extreme environmental conditions. The design team 

created landforms that worked to both organize how one 

would walk the site, and how the site could interact with 

larger environmental processes. 
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At the crossroads of the park an interactive fountain brings 

water to the surface, a metaphor for water on the site. 

Like the historic artesian wells, the fountains surge and 

then disappear into fog. The disappearance of the water 

references the loss of water and decline of agriculture in  

the valley. A grid of lights overlaid on the fountain illuminates 

the feature at night and symbolizes of the role of technology 

in Silicon Valley. This area became a nexus for the site, a 

natural gathering place for local families to enjoy an urban 

beach in the middle of the city. 

The major circulation axis of the site, a central promenade 

marks the historic Monterey Highway, which connected 

Monterrey and San Francisco. Along this circulation path 

a grove of jacaranda trees references the fruiting trees that 

used to contour the entire Santa Clara Valley. Hargreaves 

Associates preserved a collection of mature California trees 

at the northern edge of the site – Redwoods, California 

Sycamores and Palm trees. These trees link the plaza to  

its past uses and existing structure, further constructing  

the palimpsest of the site. 

While the site references the past, it also looks to the 

future. Hargreaves created a festival plinth at the Southern 

part of the site. This particular area of the site had been 

used for drug deals that made the park unsafe for local 

residents. The addition of the plinth acted to reclaim that 

area for the local population. Transforming the use of the 

site, the plinth provides a stage for public musical and 

theatrical performances. 
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CULTURES AND WATER 
LIZ CAMPBELL KELLY

Hargreaves Associates’ early projects established a working 

methodology that drew out the narratives of landscape through 

the skilled manipulation of earth, water and vegetation. As the 

firm’s practice developed, the firm designed a series of parks  

on brownfields waterfront sites. The waterfront park has 

developed out of the patterns of global post-industrial economies 

– the decline of industrial waterfronts, the exodus of urban 

populations to the suburbs, and the subsequent development 

renaissance as cities have worked to bring people from the 

suburbs back into the urban core. In the last two decades, 

landscape architects have increasingly worked at the urban 

edges of our cities, rejuvenating post-industrial sites for public 

use and catalyzing core urban renewal. Working at the waterfront, 

Hargreaves Associates has developed a core body of work, 

exploring cultural narratives of water while developing techniques 

for creating successful performative public space with lasting 

impact on its larger communities. 
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nortem adhuisqua L. Oporaed aperfiribus, Cupeces co 

egera nonferi proximmorae es demei clut nerent. et nons 

omnihilicia vit. Us factum is recrimu ntercepse iae audefac

 EARLY DAYS:     EARLY DAYS:  

North Facing facade_John Gollings_

Amcorperit, conse enibh ent prat nit nulput 

nummy nonulput ilissequisi ex er sequisi. 

_Amcorperit, conse enibh ent prat nit 

nulput. nummy nonulput ilissequisi ex

by walkers and bikers commuting to downtown. As the river 

approaches more urbanized areas, a series of interventions 

structure the banks of the river and control the flow of the water. 

These techniques are also implemented around any crucial 

infrastructure, including the bridges that pass over the river 

about every 2-3 city blocks. 

A gradient of textured surfaces – from gabions, step gabions, 

smoother stone terracing, and in some areas concrete walls 

– is deployed across the site to control the flow of water. The 

depth and width of the River cavity also changes according to 

the desired flow of water.  Where water needs to move quickly, 

the riverbed becomes deeper and narrower. After the water 

passed these key areas, the width of the river increases with 

a rougher planted surface and greater area for infiltration. The 

result across the whole of the site is an undulating river bank 

condition, allowing the river to function as a whole while reacting 

to immediate conditions.  

Layered over the structure of the flood control measures is 

an ecological system of native, riparian plant species that 

withstand periodic inundation, and a circulation system that 

gives pedestrians access to the site and negotiates the terraced 

river banks. All site furnishings are flood resistant – lighting, 

benches, trash receptacles and handrails. These overlapping 

systems form a designed ecology of the river, which allows for 

the coexisting agendas of recreation, flood control, and plant 

community. These transition into the larger natural system of  

the Guadalupe River as a whole. 
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The designers were influenced by the works of the 

earthworks artists of the 1960s and 70s, including 

Smithson, Heizer, and de Maria. Through the earthworks 

artists Hargreaves Associates saw how landscape 

architecture could create a new kind of powerful, moving 

landscape experience by using the materials of the 

earth itself. Hargreaves Associates deployed earthworks 

techniques towards the specific ends of a public space, 

inherently oriented to form, function and program. The 

earthworks at Candlestick Park shape spatial experience 

and circulation while creating a moving, awe-inspiring 

landscape experience.

At Candestick Park, moving away from a plan 

based composition meant focusing on an individual 

phenomenological experience of the site. Over a series  

of visits to the site, the designers developed a way to  

view and experience the site through the visceral 

experience of the wind on the site. Arriving on the site,  

the designers would park at the edge and walk to the 

water with a strong wind at their backs. After many visits 

this experience developed into an idea to intensify the 

effect of this phenomenological sequence of the wind 

carrying the visitor to the water. The designers created 

a wind gate at the entry point. Walking through the wind 

gate leads to a large plane that gradually slopes to the 

water. Wind dunes flank the inclined plane, providing 

shelter from the wind after having the experience of  

being immersed in it.
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