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It is well-known that the power of 
Lawrence Halprin’s work lay in his 
ability to imbue his nature-inspired 

spatial sequences into abstracted com-
positions, replete with an experiential 
realism of their original natural forms. 
It can be said that his work “draws out 
the essence” of natural landscapes and 
adapts them in private, public and natu-
ral contexts. How did Halprin get him-
self to do this?
 
The answer lies in his confession that 
he “loved to sketch and he just drew and 
didn’t sit around thinking if it was good or 
bad”. 1 His schooling at Harvard (1942-
43) under Christopher Tunnard, Wal-
ter Gropius, Marcel Breuer, Laszlo 
Moholy-Nagy and the Bauhaus ideas 
of social change and the creative pro-
cess profoundly influenced Halprin’s 
approach to drawing. “The Bauhaus 
Masters didn’t teach drafting. They taught 
drawing. They didn’t teach how to design 
a stage. They got you up on stage, acting 
and drawing”.2 Extrapolations of this 
statement can be read between the lines 
in his sketches – a window into his crea-
tive journey as a landscape architect.

Sriganesh Rajendran

Sketches and line drawings are gener-
ally regarded as the recording of a ‘mo-
ment’ with the emphasis on capturing 
some essence of what lies before one’s 
eyes. They are also seen as a tool for 
“walking around” with the question 
or problem at hand, quickly recording 
the range of possible solutions. By ex-
tension, sketchbooks are an intimate, 
behind-the-scenes compendium of re-
minders, references and inspirations.

Halprin’s sketches are untouched by 
geometry and perspective, akin to pre-
historic man’s renderings of landscape 
events in cave paintings. Sketches 
were Halprin’s preferred medium of 
capturing his observations and view-
points about land and landscape in 
an intuitive way, trying to capture the 
“here-and-now” in some, and explor-
ing patterns and rhythm in others. 
Many of his sketches allow a peek into 
his imagination regarding how natural 
and man-made processes can work to-
gether to produce the environments we 
inhabit. He talked to himself through 
his sketches, recording his gut-feel and 
opinion about his interventions.
 

“Drawing Out” 
the LanDscape:
The skeTches of 
Lawrence haLprin

Study of waves and rocks. Courtesy: Adit Pal

High Sierra meadowland with stream running 
through. Source: http://halprinconservancy.org 

Sea Ranch Eco Shore. Courtesy: Adit Pal
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For Halprin, sketches had a great de-
gree of clarity due to their self-drawn 
nature and were “an internal form of 
making decisions”.3 By choosing to 
annotate the sketches with brief com-
ments or key words, he ended up en-
riching the recording, allowing for 
recall, even after a long period of time. 
This would have proved helpful es-
pecially in artistic challenges like his 
renowned urban fountain plazas, long 
drawn-out projects such as the Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt Memorial and the 
work done in the holy city of Jerusalem. 
If his own personality is removed from 
the picture, it is likely that these sketch-
es gave Halprin’s works much of their 
cohesion and relevance. Two seem-
ingly unrelated projects — Sea Ranch 
and Lovejoy Plaza — show the prowess 
of his observation and abstract thinking 
distilled into his sketches. They come 
together and underscore the basis of 
his interventions in places with differ-
ent scales and contexts.

The Sea Ranch sketches emphasize the 
settings, identifying and “naming” vari-
ous rock formations scattered around 
the area in allusion to their shape, sil-
houette or occurrence. The names in 
turn allude to functions (performanc-
es) Halprin saw them most suited for, 
such as the Ryo-anji cluster being a 
place for contemplation like its Japa-
nese counterpart. The abstract sea of 
raked gravel and the symbolic rocks at 

Ryo-anji find analogues at Sea Ranch 
and in Halprin’s sketchbook. “The ocean 
is very quiet today and the water current 
patterns are much like the Ryoanji sand 
rakings”. 4

 
Elsewhere, a tunnel through the rocks 
was assigned as a place for birth rituals, 
symbolically linking passage through 
the tunnel as emergence from the 
womb. While formations named Castle 

rock, Lion rock, Performance rock and 
others such became anchors of human 
activity, specific coves and rock clus-
ters named after mussels, gulls, seals 
and other biological lifeform implied a 
zone of no human trespass. The acclaim 
that came Halpin’s way for Sea Ranch 
undoubtedly found its roots in some 
intimate ‘connect’ he established with 
the landscape.

Sea Ranch, California — the landscape setting.
Source: www.californiahomedesign.com

Sea Ranch cliffside, California.
Source: http://exprepairs.tumblr.com/post/16179437907
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In the much smaller urban setting for 
the Lovejoy Plaza, Halprin’s approach 
centred on creating a long sequence of 
open spaces comprising of parks, prom-
enades and plazas as nodes. His study 

sketches for the design focused on the 
youth stage of the Columbia river’s suc-
cessional form change apart from water 
pools and rock faces in the High Sierra 
mountains. Discerning patterns of wa-
ter flow, fall, eddies, collection overflow 

and sounds, Halprin attempted 
to “bring into the heart of down-
town activities which related in a 
very real way the environment of 
the Portland area – the Colum-
bia river, the Cascade mountains, 
the streams, mountain meadows... 
symbolic elements ... very much a 
part of (the) Portlander’s psyche”.5

 
Halprin’s emphasis on observa-
tion and contemplation through 
sketching is worthy of examina-
tion at a time when such immer-
sion into site and place, is more 
the exception than the norm. 
Seen through his sketches, Hal-
prin’s lifelong tryst with the land-
scapes, presciently harks to W. H. 
Davies’s lament that we do not 
have time to stand and stare. It 
leaves us to ponder on the truth 
that works of real relevance and 
meaning emanate from a lifetime 
of preparation and study.

What Lawrence Halprin wrote 
to himself in-between his sketch-
es is worth reflecting upon even 
today.

“In my searches and through these 
sketches I have tried to probe the 

basic elements- the beginnings of how 
form arises…the biological and ecological 
origin of things so as to establish a founda-
tion for design and human form-making 
which would have an inherent rightness.

I have looked for how things arise and 
develop in Nature as a guidepost NOT 
to copy what is there so much as to under-
stand the processes by which things occur. 
I feel that if I can grasp the inherent pro-
cesses of natural form making that this 
understanding will serve to guide me in 
my designing to valid and human-orient-
ed in any and all contexts and situations- 
in the landscape of gardens or cities-of 
transportation systems or new human 
settlements”. 6

Author’s Note of Thanks
Lawrence Halprin’s sketches, cut out 
from “The Sketchbooks of Lawrence 
Halprin”, were encountered as framed 
paintings in the house of Architect 
Hussain Varawalla. The residue of his 
copy remains a very cherished and 
treasured gift.
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www.halprinconservancy.org Landscape architect Sriganesh Rajendran can be reached at landspace@gmail.com

Ecology of Form — The “occurence” of the Portland Fountains in 
the natural progression. Source: http://halprinconservancy.org
 
Lovejoy Fountain — Notes
Source: http://halprinconservancy.org
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