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cost and locaton, just how do built
forms contribute to the process of nor-
malizadon and the growth of civic cul-
ture that the authors otherwise so
exhaustively document? This formal
inattention leads to some odd juxtaposi-
dons of imagery, beginning with the
book’s cover. There, just below the
words “an All-American City,” is a mon-
tage belying those words and the
authors’ emphasis on a “normalized,”
non-Strip Las Vegas. The images are all
taken from the Strip. They include a
medieval castle, an Egyptian sphinx, and
two hotel towers with the words “Riv-
iera” and “Mirage” boldly displayed. If
this is meant to be ironigc, it is irony’s
only appearance here.

Another more banal yet nagging
questdon is why, if living in Las Vegas is
“like living anywhere else,” as the
authors repeatedly insist it is, one should
want to read, let alone write, a 300-page
book on the subject. Just as often the
book slams home the nodon that Las
Vegas is not at all like other cides. The
authors’ language becomes almost ludi-
crous at times, smacking of an “only-in-
Las Vegas” surreality. We are told, for
instance, of an “inumate” 417-room
Strip hotel, and of “the aura of romance
attached to [the] commercialized prac-
tice of marrying people with glitzy effi-
ciency” (46, 80). On numerous occasions
the book takes on the boosterish tone of
promotional literature. Las Vegas’s
incomparable “sexual mystique” is noted
(78), as are its unparalleled “pedestrian
delights” (88), its “visionary” planners
and “growing sense of civic life” (128),
the “architectural masterpiece[s]” that
are its new public buildings (169), and
the “outstanding young faculty” (includ-
ing, presumably, Dickens and Collins)
employed by its local university (189). At
odds with these highly subjective and
often unexplained claims is the book’s
unrelentngly dry tone. This manner of
expression may be due to the authors’
earnest and even laudable desire to take
seriously a place most commentators
have regarded as anything but serious.
But when coupled with the sometimes
turgid social science jargon (“the second

circuit of capital,” “corporate collateral
financing,” etc.), and the all-too-fre-
quent repedtion of statstics and descrip-
tive terms, it can make for less than
compelling reading.

Sall, despite its flaws, Las Vegas: The
Social Production of an All-American City
should serve as a valuable foundation for
future studies of that remarkable city.
Like Julie Nicoletta’s equally seminal
book, it provides a complex and densely
layered snapshot of a place all too often
taken at face value. Further, amid the
past decade’s barrage of literature on the
mounting placelessness of the new
American landscape, it is bracing to read
of localites struggling so vigorously over
aume to define and come to terms with
their idiosyncrasies.
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In the early 1860s, Calvert Vaux chided
Frederick Law Olmsted for abandoning
Central Park in its earliest stages of
development to manage a gold mine in
California. Vaux told Olmsted that he
had made a mistake leaving the field of
landscape architecture, which, Vaux
maintained, God had put him on earth
to practice. He also expressed his belief
that both he and Olmsted were under a
serious obligaton to the future of the
profession. As the winners of the Cen-
tral Park compeuton, they had been
placed in a special position to foster the
professionalization of landscape archi-

tecture. Vaux’s appeal to Olmsted’s con-
science eventually won the day and the
great man returned to New York in 1865
and to the profession that has since
become synonymous with his name.

While Olmsted is well known as
America’s great landscape designer
(though this story of his near abandon-
ment of the field is not), the many others
who came before and after him have not
been so well studied. Unual now, there has
been no comprehensive source book in
which one could find the stories of these
other men and women who helped
shaped America’s landscape. Pioneers of
American Landscape Design attempts to
change that by presendng the biogra-
phies of 160 people who played impor-
tant roles in forming the public and
private landscapes of our country. Over
100 researchers authored the individual
entries, presentng details of the subject’s
life, professional training, major projects,
and design philosophy. Each entry ends
with an annotated bibliography. The edi-
tors, Charles Birnbaum and Robin Kar-
son, interpreted their mission broadly to
include not only those who called them-
selves landscape architects, but also hor-
tdculturists, writers, teachers, and
designers. The enty for Guy Lowell, for
example, refers to him as “architect, land-
scape architect, educator, author” (230).
Others are “conservatonist,” “activist,”
“planner,” or “journalist.” In other
words, there is far more than waditonal
landscape architecture covered here.

The text is well illustrated with
ample photographs, plans, and drawings,
and most biographies are accompanied
by a portrait. The alphabetical format of
the biographical dictionary is logical and
makes the book easy to use, but it pre-
vents a historical overview. That is pro-
vided to some extent in Birnbaum’s
introducton, but it is more of a biblio-
graphic review of the field than a narra-
tve of its development.

While Central Park was the project
that started the American park move-
ment and inaugurated landscape archi-
tecture as a serious discipline, it was by
no means the first expression of land-
scape design in America. The editors
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By the mid twenueth century, a
wide range of engineers, planners,
authors, and educators shared responsi-
bility with landscape architects for shap-
ing America’s outdoor spaces. The
number of people involved in designing
the landscape grew considerably over the
previous decades. Proneers chronicles
many who were hired by public agencies
and private developers to lay out streets
and highways, grounds around public
and insututional buildings, military
installations, international expositions,
shopping centers, and residenual sub-
urbs. And while there is little critcal
analysis in these largely laudatory
biographies, one can sense the onset of
concerns about urban sprawl in a num-
ber of them.

Pioneers is itself an outgrowth of
several pioneering efforts begun in the
last decade to preserve and study
designed landscapes. The major impulse
came from preservatonists who asserted
that designed landscapes merited preser-
vaton on equal terms with architecrural
and historical landmarks. The CATA-
LOG of Landscape Records in the
United States, the Natonal Park Service
Historic Landscape Initatve, and the
American Library of Landscape History
started collecting informaton on his-
toric landscapes and their creators. The
book developed out of these worthy
endeavors, and in fact was antdcipated by
severa] earlier NPS publicatons. Given
the fact that these important data bases
exist, it is lamentable that no Web site
addresses are given anywhere in this
volume.

Sall, there is very little to be criacal
of in this fine book. Its usefulness as a ref-
erence tool and guide might have been
improved by an index rather than the list-
ing of sites open to the public that appears
at the end. The small color photographs,
which repeat black-and-white views
found elsewhere in the text, add little but
expense. But these are minor complaints.
The editors, Birnbaum of the Historic
Landscape Iniuauve and Karson of the
American Library of Landscape History,
and the small battalion of authors they
have assembled have done an admirable

job of balancing breadth with depth.
Their book marks a new level of scholar-
ship in a field that has long been a
stepchild of architectural history. We
await a full narraave history of landscape
architecture in America. But Pioneers of
American Landscape Design will be for
many years the authoritatuve source we
will turn to for essental informadon on
the men and women who molded so
much of America’s outdoor space.
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