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“Landscape Labs 
of the world, unite! 
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to sitework and spatial ecology”
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Urban woods currently emerge as a category of urban 
open space to proffer sustainability efforts for the 
urbanising planet under the regime of climate change. 
So far slipping the radar of specialists of urban trans-
formation, urban woods have been studied in single 
experiments by landscape architects and urban forest-
ers around the world, but rarely in a joint effort and 
over long time spans. 

The Alnarp Landscape Laboratory, initiated over 
thirty years ago by Roland Gustavsson at the Swedish 
University of Agricultural Sciences’ Alnarp Campus, 
Malmö, constitutes a pioneer of this collaborative en-
deavour, combining long-term scientific and hands-on 
designerly projects, academic education and citizen 
participation, yielding insight for new urban planning 
practices and transdisciplinary research models. 

For the first time this richly illustrated and academi-
cally founded book shows to an international audience 
of urban actors – be they public or private authorities, 
practitioners, researchers, teachers, students – how 
the experimental urban wood in the Alnarp Landscape 
Laboratory has contributed to generate knowledge 
about an ecologically beneficial, economically viable 
and socially robust typology of urban open space. 
Readers will appreciate to immerse into the atmos-
pheres of the urban wood along its thirty-year-long 
development, its seasonal appearances, its interaction 
with various user groups. 

The authors of this book share key principles for the 
design and creative management of urban woods, in-
cluding tools and techniques for conceiving, monitor-
ing, teaching, researching and cocreating – a literature 
complement for those who study the Lab on-site, and 
a source of inspiration and guidance for all those who 
aim to engage in similar projects and processes. 

An introduction to 

WOODS GO URBAN
A unique publication on the 
Alnarp Landscape Laboratory 
Approach
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“Diving in that lovely interplay 
of branch work, leaves and light 
I could feel not only the scientific interest 
in the landscape but also a wonderful 
spirit rendering that the artificial nature 
of the place has been created 
by curiosity, passion and empathy”
Frank Lohrberg, Professor of Landscape Architecture, 
RWTH University Aachen, Germany

“At Copenhagen City our current 
planning and building project 
of the new Byskoven City Forest 
has been heavily inspired by 
the Alnarp Landscape Laboratory”
Jens Ole Juul, Urban Projects Office, Copenhagen Municipality

6  Landscape Laboratory 7



Teaching under 
the sky
Allan Gunnarsson
with Stefan Darlan Boris,  
Roland Gustavsson, Petra Thorpert, 
Björn Wiström, Anders Busse Nielsen

A Laboratory 
for many 
Hanna Fors
with Stefan Darlan Boris,  
Helena Mellqvist, Anders Busse 
Nielsen, Roland Gustavsson

outlook
Towards 
transdisciplinarity
by Lisa Diedrich

Bibliography
Contributors
Imprint

Introduction
Why urban woods 
now
by Anders Busse Nielsen,  
Lisa Diedrich

The making of the 
Landscape Lab 
Anders Busse Nielsen
with Roland Gustavsson and  
Björn Wiström

Pioneers
Inspirations, Creations, 
Generations

Places
Alnarp 
– the urban campus lab 
Snogeholm 
– the wood in the wood
Sletten 
– taking the garden to the woods

Starting 
Profile diagrams
Anders Busse Nielsen
with Roland Gustavsson and  
Björn Wiström

Developing 
Vegetation 
structure 
Roland Gustavsson
with Björn Wiström and  
Anders Busse Nielsen

Understanding 
To design a 
landscape 
laboratory 
Roland Gustavsson
with Anders Busse Nielsen, Björn 
Wiström, Anders Folkesson

From design 
to creative 
management 
Björn Wiström
with Roland Gustavsson, Anders Busse 
Nielsen, Allan Gunnarsson,
 Dana Hladíková, Jan Šesták

Including the 
horticultural profile 
Henrik Sjöman
with Allan Gunnarsson, Björn Wiström, 
Roland Gustavsson

inside woods go urban 
the Table of Contents

8  Landscape Laboratory 9



10  Landscape Laboratory 11



12  Landscape Laboratory 13



14  Landscape Laboratory 15



16  Landscape Laboratory 17



18  Landscape Laboratory 19



20  Landscape Laboratory 21



22  Landscape Laboratory 23



24  Landscape Laboratory 25



26  Landscape Laboratory 27



28  Landscape Laboratory 29



“The experiments with woodlands 
led by the Alnarp Landscape Lab 
are what I have always wanted to do: 
variations on textures and densities, 
dialogue between geometrical order and 
measured randomness, play with time 
alterations, composition of a forest 
en miniature …”
Michel Desvigne, MDP Landscape Architects, Paris, France

The making 
of the 

landscape 
lab

Anders Busse Nielsen 

with 
Roland Gustavsson 
Björn Wiström
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The first time the concept of landscape laboratory was mentioned at 
the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences in Alnarp was in a 
conference in 1978. The conference was future directed and brought 
attention to new international concepts for the parks and urban green 
of tomorrow. Roland Gustavsson described the idea of a landscape 
laboratory with a reference to a landscape laboratory in California, 
USA, which was never fully realized. After the presentation Mårten 
Carlsson, the Vice Chancellor of the Swedish University of Agricul-
tural Sciences suddenly entered Roland Gustavssons ’ room, and said: 
“When you were speaking of landscape laboratory today, I am pretty 
sure that you don´t really understand how big it can be become”. 
Beginning with this conference, the laboratory thinking has step by 
step been integrated as part of the campus landscape in a dialogue 
with the natural and cultural legacy of the place. 

Today the Landscape Laboratory at the Alnarp campus of the Swed-
ish University of Agricultural Sciences is an essential part of the 
campus’ green infrastructure. Located right at the doorstep of the 
indoor studios, lecture halls, offices and, not the least, laboratories 
with pipettes, petri dishes, microscopes etc., it is a full-scale platform 
for research, demonstration and teaching,  many other universities 
lack and admire. Furthermore, as the Alnarp campus is nestled in a 
area of agricultural fields between the suburbs of Malmö and Lund 
and close to the strait between Denmark and Sweden - almost within 
viewing distance of Denmark’s capital, Copenhagen - the Landscape 
Laboratory acts as a green core in the otherwise chaotic urban fringe 
landscape, and as such constitutes an important part of the green 
infrastructure in this urbanised region.

The chapters that follow will discuss some of the issues that were 
raised  as part of the landscape laboratories. Some issues were 
important at the beginning, some arose later, some were present 
throughout, and some new ones are being raised today. While Roland 
Gustavsson was the leading force throughout these years, the his-
tory of the landscape laboratories is the history of a team’s work. The 
group changed over time, some older members retired, some younger 
teachers and students joined, some people were supportive in the 
background and others involved day to day - yet the team retained its 
coherence, keeping the adventure of the landscape laboratory con-
cept as its focus. Each chapter is written not by one author but by a 
group, each different and made of those most closely involved in the 
discussed theme. The role of some of those involved is mentioned 
when relevant.   

In this first chapter, we will discuss some of the issues that set the 
framework at the beginning or very early on in the development of 
the Landscape Laboratory in Alnarp, and of course, issues that have 
become the hallmark of the landscape laboratory approach. Some of 
these points will be further developed in the following chapters.  

Landscape and Laboratory
The landscape cannot be moved to a laboratory for study. Rather the 
laboratory thinking needs to be conveyed to the landscape. “Land-
scape laboratory” is a new concept that combines in one and the same 
location what is unique (the specific landscape) and the possibility to 
engage in long-term experiments studies of specific environmental 
issues (the laboratory thinking). And it is a laboratory that integrates 
the individualized and aesthetic dimension of a landscape architec-
tural approach. 

The landscape laboratory has literally become “a space deliberately 
created to speed up or slow down the process of nature”, as land-
scape in general was defined in 1984 by one of the founding fathers 
of American Landscape studies, John Brinckerhoff Jackson. Inter-
national experts continue to consider this definition of landscape 
innovative even today. That is not the least because it focuses on the 
actions of making landscapes in time and space. It is such actions 
that are invented and researched in Alnarp. It is adapted to explore 
urban woodlands, since, in contrast with forestry field trial station 
or nature reserves, it combines complementary research in ecologi-
cal quality and aesthetics. While field trial stations often focus on 
providing empirically substantiated evidence of statistically valid 
statement, the landscape laboratory gives room to in-depth studies of 
the site-specific and the context as a way to identify innovative new 
concepts and ‘prototypes’. 

Some general principles
The woodland landscape in the landscape laboratory does not stand 
in opposition to forestry, the open countryside or park and other 
types of urban green spaces. Rather, the terms ‘wood’ and ‘woodland’ 
are used in the widest sense, including park styles, the farmer´s 
dense woods of coppice, or the open woodlands of grazing which were 
important parts of the landscape in earlier centuries. And it includes 
brand new and innovative small scale landscapes combining a variety 
of design and management intensities, so that the Landscape labora-
tory can be a showcase for woods in an urbanized society. 
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The aim of the landscape laboratory is to be a conservatory as well 
as a laboratory. Our focus is on conserving as much as creating land-
scapes, in actions where design is not separated from management.

We want to convey that the landscape laboratory delivers evidence 
that these two cannot be separated but come together in a new un-
derstanding of ‘evolutionary’ design. In conventional design pro-
cesses, design and management often are divided between people as 
well as divided in time. Designers draw a comprehensive plan before 
construction or implementation starts. After completion the area is 
handed over to the management staff with instructions for ‘main-
tenance’; that means ‘maintain’ something.   This linear and static 
approach, where design and management are separated, has made a 
desire to ‘press the fast-forward button’ dominant in the urban open 
space agenda. People today desire outdoor environments that are 
‘finished’ as soon as possible. While this is not a new phenomenon the 
capaticty and phot-realism of contemporary architectural renderings 
and construction technologies probably enhanced the illusion of sud-
den ‘maturity’ that makes it seem as possible.  
As will be unfolded in the following chapters, we developed in the 
landscape laboratories an evolutionary approach that takes a clear 
position against this design approach. For us, the making of urban 
woods – understood in the widest sense - is an evolutionary process, 
where design is not separated from management: management does 
not simply follow design. Rather we consider it as design put into a 
time continuum. After all, plant communities evolve in a time con-
tinuum, one generation of trees grow up the next follows, or several 
generations living side by side together. 
Such an approach allowed us to focus on the advantages of “new-
born” and “teenage” woods and explore the young and intermediate 
phases as ‘phases of opportunities’ rather than ‘phases of waiting’ for 
the trees to mature – or, indeed, for the entire design to mature. 

Time-based approaches to design are certainly also found in con-
temporary landscape architecture (e.g. Grosse-Bächle 2005, Kereval 
2017). For example, the internationally known French landscape 
architect Michel Desvigne’s projects are often characterized by ‘the 
power of abundance’, achieved by vast vegetal structures made of 
densely planted trees, emphasizing the early phase and highlighting 
successive phases through the coexistence of concentrated, con-
densed stages of development (Tiberghien, G.A., Corner, J., 2008). The 
landscape laboratory adds to the work of such skilled practitioners 
as a 1:1 platform, where aspects of vegetation design and manage-
ment of principle interest are highlighted, developed, documented 
and opened up for discussion through situated and design-oriented 
interactions. In this way, the Alnarp landscape laboratory and the 

others in the Scandinavian network of landscape laboratories, have a 
crucial role to play as didactic arenas, which allow for a reflexive land-
scape approach that – contrary to a normative approach – includes 
the subject (i.e. the researcher, teacher and student) as active agents 
in practice-oriented learning-by-doing processes. These learning pro-
cesses focus on an improved understanding of the traditional design 
and management practices that have served us for decades, in com-
bination with test of innovative and brand new concepts, respect-
ing and giving place for the unpredictable. The learning-by-doing 
approach also means that the landscape laboratory is dependent on 
“thick descriptions”, so there are - together with the embodied and 
personalized knowledge of us “insiders” - facts and stories to be told; 
many of which we tell in this book.

Roots
References to the concept of landscape laboratory can be traced all 
the way down to the Humboldt brothers. Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
(1767 – 1835), who is often called the father of modern pedagogy, 
introduced the two academic words “laboratory” and “seminar”. As 
the founder of the first university in Berlin that now bears his name, 
he was concerned about the lack of contact and interaction between 
different scientific disciplines. His brother Alexander von Humboldt 
was one of the first practitioners of what was to become biogeogra-
phy. Like Carl von Linné in Sweden, he was interested in the indig-
enous (local and regional) world, as well as the exotic one. Similarly to 
his brother, he sought to unify diverse branches of scientific knowl-
edge and culture. 
These ideas suit very well the idea of a landscape laboratory within 
the globalized society of today. The Humboldt brothers may not have 
been thinking in particular of outdoor laboratories, but, no doubt, the 
landscape laboratory is an outdoor arena where different disciplines 
meet. We see it as both a biophysical entity and a cultural phenom-
enon in the meeting between disciplines, research and practice, 
general and contextual knowledge. 

The pre-history 
The dynamic interplay between natural processes and designed man-
agement interventions that is so characteristic for the landscape lab-
oratory was developed through years of preparatory studies, where 
important experiences were gained for the then young research team. 

The observation of such dynamic interplay started through a very 
personal process. Ove Gustavsson, Roland’s father, was the head of 
the only regional forestry school located in the mixed broad-leaved 
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forests zone of Sweden, in Sjöarp, Blekinge. As the head of the school 
for more than fifty years, he systematically annotated the stages and 
management operations in the forest from the 1930s right up to the 
1980s. In his doctoral work (Gustavsson 1986), Roland Gustvasson 
had the opportunity to gain a deep understanding of woodland stand 
structures and their dynamics by following the tracks and notes of 
his father. But he did more than reconstructing. He started to draw 
profile diagrams that rendered the the spatial aspects of vegetation 
structure visible as a method to link the theoretical fields of forestry, 
ecology and landscape architecture. As will be unfolded in chapter 
2, Roland Gustavsson d drew the first profile diagram in one of his 
childhood forests during the spring of 1974. During the years we have 
teamed up with Roland Gustavsson to measure, draw, map, photo-
graphing, and conduct interviews in many other landscapes. The pro-
file diagram methods been key to widen our understanding of wooded 
landscapes in different phases of development, from wilderness, 
granite forests, groves, hedges, wooded meadow types, and grazed 
landscapes with their coppices and open woodland types, to parks, 
arboreta, buffer zones along traffic roads, and play areas within cities. 
We have not only visited the reference landscapes. The actions on site 
has been the means to make them personal and embodied landscapes 
as much as they have been means to document and to disseminate 
the ideas in articles, reports and books. Many have become important 
reference landscapes for the Landscape Laboratory.

Using the profile diagrams, Roland Gustavsson developed a structur-
al approach where woodland stands – understood in the widest sense 
– were classified into different structural types based on the vertical 
and horizontal distribution of tree crowns and species. As will be de-
scribed in chapter 3, the structural approach acted as a ‘translator’ be-
tween ecology, architecture and forestry; between analyzing, propos-
ing and prototyping; and between moments in time and development 
over time. The structural approach opened up possibilities to identify 
different types of woodland stands as alternative ‘prototypes’ to the 
even-aged monoculture plantations that prevailed in forestry as well 
as urban green spaces during the late modernism.

Funding from Swedish research councils made it possible to test 
the prototypes in collaboration with - in particular - South and Mid-
Swedish park departments and landscape architectural offices. In 
these intervention studies the aim was to identify interesting new 
approaches in a site specific context and then take the lead in evalua-
tion. During eight years from the late 1970s to the early 1980s wooded 
areas planted in parks, housing areas, traffic green and city nature 
were part of these intervention studies. From these experiences - 
successes as well as failures - grew a strong wish to build up a home 

Roland identified a transect from the western to the eastern edge of Gulsippslunden that cap-
tured the structural differences from complex and species-rich to simple and species poor, and, 
moreover, including  an old remarkable Quercus robur. This particular Quercus had been border-
ing a former glade for hay making where people celebrated the arrival of spring as a ceremony. 
In 1982 the coverage of foliage and its distribution across the tree layer, lower tree layer, middle 
layer and shrub layer were mapped in a 12,5 meter wide transect. The profile diagram establish 
a vertical section of the two meters along the transects centerline. Dotted lines indicate dead 
branches, providing essential information in judging vitality and predicting crown architecture. 
Profile and crown projection by Roland Gustavsson (Gustavsson 1986)
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arena, a landscape laboratory. 

The timing was right
As a concept and project, Alnarp Landscape Laboratory was well 
timed, with multiple-use forestry theories that gained footing in the 
Scandinavian countries during the 1970s and 1980s, as a way to bridge 
the gap between the culture of rural and urban values and people 
(Hytönen (ed.) 1995). It was also well timed with the growing aware-
ness of biodiversity concerns in the agricultural sector, being part of 
an increasing environmental interest of ecologically sound landscape 
design and management. Ian McHarg’s famous book Design by Na-
ture from 1969, is by many considered a farewell to modernism and its 
green spaces with large interspatial areas of lawns and wooded areas 
with low structural and species diversity. At the end of the 1970s ideas 
for ‘ecological approaches to landscape design’ and nature-like planta-
tions gained momentum among practitioners and academics in many 
North European countries, like Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, 
Sweden and the UK (Forbes et al. 1997, Ruff 2002 Thompson 1998, 
Tregay 1986). 

For several years, Roland Gustavsson was working part-time for the 
Swedish Forest Agency, giving seminars on aesthetics and design 
methods together with Torleif Ingelög, the founder of the new depart-
ment of flora and fauna at the Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences. The courses and seminars were developed into a book “The 
New Landscape”, (Gustavsson & Ingelög 1994). In this book many of 
the concepts that were detected and tested as prototypes in the land-
scape laboratories (see also chapter 4) were proposed. The potential to 
contribute to ‘building up’ these knowledge fields further, opened up 
for national, regional and university support and funding to initiate 
the Landscape Laboratory in Alnarp.

Alnarp landscape laboratory was actually not the first of its kind in 
Sweden, but it was the first to become a success. During the years 
following the Second World War, where Sweden experienced a first 
wave of urbanisation, the landscape architect Sven Hermelin, at the 
time the main teacher of landscape architecture at Alnarp, and Folke 
Thörn, forester and the first ‘mega-star’ in orienteering in Sweden, 
came up with the idea of a multidisciplinary landscape laboratory, 
which they even called “landscape laboratory” (Andersson 2000). 
They chose a site in Järna, south of Stockholm, a place known for 
its school in anthroposophical architecture by Steiner and Waldorf 
pedagogy. It also happened to be the place where one of the upcom-
ing landscape architects, Magnus Johnson, who was inspired by the 
concept of plant communities and had coined the term “wild flora” for 

domestic gardening, was living and had just started a nursery. Mag-
nus also supported the landscape laboratory. However, after only ten 
years, the landscape laboratory was closed down. Maybe the failure of 
the Californian and Järna landscape laboratories refer to other time 
perspectives: it takes time before ideas settle in society, and thus tim-
ing is important for their acceptation and success.  

Step by step
When the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU) decided 
to implement the landscape laboratory concept, landscape architec-
ture and planning were given the key role, but the involvement of 
other disciplines such as agriculture, forestry, horticulture, art, and 
ecology was equally important in a common search for innovative ap-
proaches. Hans Lindén, the director of the Landscape department of 
the university challenged the original team to “Start small, and con-
vince us. If you follow my advice I am sure it will become very large.” 
And that is how it became. Alnarp Landscape Laboratory has come 
into being in steps, and indeed the step-wise development in space 
and time has helped in developing a clear spatial frame for focus-
ing each step on different typologies or ‘urban woods’, each of which 
has responded to local and often very tangible needs. Today, thanks 
to this step-wise development, visitors can experience ‘travelling in 
time’ when walking from the old campus park into the different parts 
of the Landscape Laboratory with varying age.

Step 1: Windbreak and filter plantations with interior 
Klaus Vollbrecht Park was established in 1981, named after the head 
of the management unit for the old campus park and its arboretum. 
Being a practical man, he was inspired by the structural approach, 
and when a new campus district with indoor laboratories and lecture 
halls needed a landscape frame and shelter against the persistent and 
often strong western winds from strait, he approached Roland Gus-
tavsson. Roland used the opportunity to expand the shelter planting 
into a woodland belt where it would be possible to study nurse tree 
species’ potentials for rendering spatial, structural and morpho-
logical qualities during the young phases of development. Further-
more, the idea was to propose a woodland belt that was not only to 
be observed from outside, but would invite people inside. The idea 
of offering interior room for recreation motivated successive design 
interventions, combining woodland gardens along an interior path 
within the ‘wild’ frame. As such, Klaus Vollbrecht Park demonstrates 
and stimulate discussion about the potential of inviting citizens into 
the thousands of kilometres windbreak and filter plantations found 
in city context
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Alnarp – the urban campus lab 

Tor Nitzelius 

Klaus Vollbrecht

Alnarp Västerskog
northern part

Alnarp Västerskog
southern part

Rail road

Programme 
Campus woodland as 
test site for composition 
and evolution of urban 
woodlands and for 
outdoor pedagogy 

Location 
Alnarp Campus, 
Swedish University of 
Agricultural Sciences 
(SLU), situated between 
Malmö and Lund in the 
Öresund metropolitan 
region

Commissioned by 
Swedish University of 
Agricultural Sciences 
(SLU)
Founder and main 
designer 1985-2014 
Roland Gustavsson

Masterplan 
Anders Folkesson

Plant designers 1985-2014 
Roland Gustavsson, 
Kenneth Lorentzon, 
Magnus Svensson and 
Henrik Sjöman 

Coordinators since 
2005-2014 
Anders Busse Nielsen

since 2014-2018
Allan Gunnarson

since autumn 2018 
Björn Wiström

Manager since 2008 
Erik Svensson 

Collaborators 
Björn Wiström, Hanna 
Fors, Emma Holmström, 
Jitka Svensson, Dana 
Hvladikova, Jan Sestak, 
Linn Gustavsson, 
Fredrik Stridh, and 
other researchers of the 
Swedish University of 
Agricultural
Sciences (SLU), many 
students

Supported by 
SLU strategic funds; 
regional environment 
grants; grants of 
different Swedish 

research councils 
(Byggforskningsrådet, 
Formas)

Area 
40 ha

Design 
since 1978, ongoing

Implementation since 
1978, ongoing (Klaus 
Vollbrecht Park 1983;  
Tor Nitzelius Park 1985; 
Västerskog 1993-1994 
and 1998)

Budget N/A
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Tor Nitzelius Park, planted in 1984-1985, also took advantages of the 
need for a new woodland belt. This time it was the arrival of the Dutch 
elm disease that became a strong motive for new plantings. The die-
back of elms gradually made smaller and bigger scars and openings 
in the old shelter planting along the western rims of the campus park, 
exposing the valuable collection of trees and shrubs to the persistent 
western winds. Again Roland Gustavsson turned it into an opportu-
nity to create a lab and to add a new recreational area to the campus. 
Named after the most famous Swedish dendrologist, who introduced 
numerous exotic trees and shrubs to Sweden and advocated their 
use, the design for Tor Nitzelius Park re-invented the arboretum as a 
concept, turning it into a ‘woodland park’. Exotic species traditionally 
used as solitary ornamentals were planted in woodland systems in-
spired by their native habitats. All main structural types of woodland 
stands were planted side by side to facilitate comparison between 
native and exotic species and across a ‘complexity ladder’ of mono-
cultures, simple mixtures of 2-4 species and complex species rich 
mixtures. This basic structure has gradually been enriched by selec-
tive thinning and adding to the understory and introduction of true 
woodland field layers. These new waves of plantings focused again on 
both exotics and natives side by side, in the spirit of Tor Nitzelius.

Step 2:  Addressing urban fringe afforestation - Alnarp’s Västerskog
In the 1980s, there was a growing concern about the massive overpro-
duction of agricultural products in Europe, and an increasing aware-
ness of the environmental effects of intensive agriculture. Affores-
tation was voiced as a mean to tackle these issues, especially in the 
forest-poor and intensively farmed North-western European coun-
tries, including the southern tip of Sweden where Alnarp is located. 
At the same time there was a growing recognition of multiple use 
forestry. Afforestation in the proximity of urban areas soon became a 
clear and consistent political priority, due to the added values of rec-
reational areas for the increasing urban societies and enhanced na-
ture values (e.g. Kirkebæk 2002, Nielsen and Jensen 2007).  Alnarp’s 
Västerskog (“western wood” in Swedish) came into being in response 
to these emerging political concerns, with a focus on multiple-use 
afforestation in the urban fringe context. It was established in two 
steps, 1994 and 1998, and expanded the landscape laboratory into the 
university’s agricultural fields on the western side of the railway. 

Step 3: Species from Far East - Magnolia woodland and China Field
The most recent addition to the Landscape Laboratory is the Magno-
lia woodland. The plants grown are crossings made by members of the 
Magnolia group, using among other material from their ventures in 
Central China, one of the regions in the world with the richest vari-
ety of tree species. In Scandinavia Magnolias are generally used as 

solitaries, placed as focal points in parks and gardens. In Alnarp the 
use of Magnolias was turned into a new physical format that mimics 
the natural habitat of Magnolias. A woodland where they are planted 
together as a herd with sheltering nurse trees of Larix and for the long 
run, Metasequoia and Quercus as stabilizing standards. It is the larg-
est and the most genetically diverse Magnolia plantation in Sweden. 
The China Field is also planted with specimens grown from seeds col-
lected by the group on their ventures to central China. Among these 
are species not yet tested in Scandinavia as well as new genotypes of 
known species. Some of these might be useful in the future changed 
climate or simply because of ornamental values – which in fact has 
been the main driver for past plant hunters. 

The Magnolia woodland and the China Field lie on both sides of the 
access road to the campus. The road is framed by an experimental 
avenue planting.  The design is a full-scale test of alternatives to the 
classical formal avenue, which is vulnerable. In Alnarp the avenue 
is formal while at the same time informal, regular and irregular. The 
one side was planted in 1990 as a formal line of Fraxinus excelsior 
with spacing decreasing from 12 to 6 and finally 3 meters as the road 
approaches the campus. The other side was planted in 2002 with 
Quercus robur in ponctuating tree clumps with a hedge of Carpinus 
betulus to emphasize the linearity of the space. Its simultaneously 
regular and irregular spatial composition makes the allée very adapt-
able and resilient.     

A network of Scandinavian landscape 
laboratories
Alnarp Landscape Laboratory created interest, which led to the estab-
lishment of two other Scandinavian landscape laboratories. The focus 
for this first generation of landscape laboratories in Scandinavia is 
the urban-rural fringe situations, where rapid land-use changes too 
often result in chaotic mixtures that can be aptly called classic non-
places that lack identity (Gant, 2011). The three landscape laborato-
ries represent different situations along the urban-rural gradient, giv-
ing each of them their own context and identity. Parallel their design 
has overlaps that allows for repetitions and comparisons.

The second landscape laboratory was established at Snogeholm in 
1994, parallel to Alnarp’s Västerskog. It was located in the rural hin-
terland between the towns of Ystad and Sjöbo, in Southern Sweden. It 
explores the potential of afforestation in a formerly agricultural land, 
with plots planted with different species combination, and looks at 
the dynamics of strand structure over time and at the spatial poten-
tial of each combination.   
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Snogeholm – the wood in the wood

Snogeholm as seen from the air

Location 
Scania, Southern 
Sweden

Designers and coordina-
tors 
Roland Gustavsson, 
Pelle Gemmel, Anders 
Folkesson 

In collaboration with 
Southern Swedish For-
est Research Centre and 
the landscape depart-
ments at the Swedish 
University of Agricul-
tural Sciences and the 
Scanian Landscape 
Foundation
 
Commissioned by
 The region council of 
Scania and Swedish Uni-
versity of Agricultural 
Sciences 

Area 
30 hectares

Design period 
1993

Implementation period 
1993-1994

Laboration period 
Ongoing since 1994

67 different complexities 
of species within the tree 
stands and along the 
stands’ edges character-
ize Snogeholm.

Snogeholm’s landscape 
lab is a transformed crop 
field situated within a 
woodland area and offers 
a recreational hub in the 
otherwise predominantly 
agricultural landscape of 
Southern Scania. 
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Sletten – taking the garden to the woods Plan of Sletten’s 
landscape laboratory. 
The forest villages are 
surrounded by varied 
woodland plantings. The 
coloured fields corre-
spond to the 52 different 
vegetation types. 

Inspired by the allotment garden movement, another 
family at the Sletten landscape laboratory decided to 
create an enclosed garden in the forest and estab-
lished both a flower garden and a kitchen garden. This 
particular area is exemplary in the way many inhabitants 
of Sletten interact with the forest and eventually enter 
into a dialogue with each other and with the natural 
processes of the forest. 
Photo collage: Stefan Darlan Boris

Designer 
Roland Gustavsson

Location
Holstebro, Denmark 

Total area 
160 ha

Woodland area 
30 ha

Project start 
1999 (housing develop-
ment finished in 2004)

Commissioned by 
The Swedish University 
of Agricultural Sciences 
and Holstebro Munici-
pality 

Infrastructure design
 Carl-Aage Sørensen

Budget N/A
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The third landscape laboratory was established between 1999 and 
2004 at Sletten, a large new residential development in the town of 
Holstebro in Denmark. What distinguishes Sletten from the other 
landscape laboratories is the direct bonds to the city expansion, and 
in that connection, the direct relationship between new woodland 
and new housing units, and thus direct relationship with local resi-
dents. Today the Sletten Landscape Laboratory experiments with 
residents’ involvement in the ongoing shaping and management of 
the woodland. 

The landscape laboratory is far from the only approach and ‘tool’ 
we can use when striving to refine our understanding of the poten-
tials of woods, and how to use this creatively and wisely in our ur-
banized societies. However, we have learned that it is a useful one; 
both as a biophysical entity with a physical form, and as a phenom-
enon, a mindscape, to be experienced by us human beings. During 
all these years several hundred groups of professionals, students 
and researchers, from SLU, from Sweden, from Denmark and from 
other countries, have been guided in the landscape laboratories (e.g. 
Nielsen 2011). Our experience as guides and supervisors is that the 
landscape laboratory moves discussions away from how urban woods 
– in the widest sense -‘should look like’ to how they ‘could look like’ in 
the future. Similarly, from what the role of design and management 
‘should be’ to what they jointly ‘could mean’. These fundamental – and 
in fact time-independent – reflections were in fact the very reason 
why Roland Gustavsson introduced the idea of a landscape laboratory 
at the conference in 1978. 
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from 
the design to 

Creative  
Management

Björn Wiström
with 
Roland Gustavsson 
Anders Busse Nielsen 
Allan Gunnarsson 
Dana Hladíková 
Jan Šesták
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One of the most problematic things in contemporary practice of de-
sign and management of a landscape is the articulating of its features 
through development. Management often is reduced to an activity 
that occurs after the design has been established The absence of an 
active, creative management often leads to standardised, simplified 
landscape.  What could have become something special, articulated, 
rich in biodiversity and cultural identity, and developed into a most 
wonderful landscape when grown up, is too often already destroyed 
in the teenage phase’ These lines were wrtitten in 2002, at the time 
the landscape laboratory was well established, but could easily turn 
into another lean and anonymous teenage ‘wood’, searching for iden-
tity. Not having reached maturity, it was however also highly flexible 
and responsive to interventions, leaving a ‘creative window’ open. 
Rather than redrawing, design was stressed – in the management 
phase. 

Emphasizing aesthetic issues 
Creativity is about aesthetics. But creativity is also about something 
more focused, like how to reach a 100% productivity for food or wood, 
or how to reach an optimum in species-richness of flora and fauna. 
These issues are important as part of a creative management process 
for the agricultural or forestry sector. But in the context of urban 
fringe the term creative management is used with a view of multiple 
interest.  Here the aesthetics is emphasized, with the focus on attrac-
tiveness, harmony and disharmony, vitality, rhythm, focus points and 
seasonal highpoints such as the outspring in the spring period, the 
flowering in the summer period, and the autumn colours. And here 
many other aspects are involved, such as readability, understanding 
and identity. A creative management emphasizing the aesthetics is 
about potentials for personal integration, involvement and engage-
ment, about symbolism and history, cultural roots, nostalgic, feelings 
of welcome, trust and security.

The birth of Creative management
At a certain moment the tree stands, the meadows and the small 
water bodies in the landscape laboratory had left their establishment 
phase and were on their way to an early teenager phase. It was time 
to open up the landscape with additional path systems and special 
places where the design eye became essential. The term creative 
management was introduced to demonstrate the value of field-based 
and hands-on practices where the dynamics of the plants themselves 
was used.
Young professionals of different professions, such as landscape 
architecture, art, horticulture, forestry, landscape engineering, and 

ecology were invited to a series of short-term projects. The university 
had in this period strategic money to stimulate new research areas, 
which resulted in a three years project (2004 – 2007) called Young 
professionals express themselves in a young landscape through crea-
tive management. Their task was to create places, micro-places and 
walks by articulating - often by carving out - spatial, structural and 
morphological qualities ‘hidden’ in the evolving vegetation. And they 
did that almost entirely by reduction, removal and sculpturing of veg-
etation, what is traditional seen as management operations, but now 
considered as acts of design and place making.  

Creating place and leaving room 
Creative management is also about where to intervene, where not and 
where to give strength to a place by surrounding it with no-places, or 
in between spaces. Where to be more conventional and economy-lead 
in traditional forest operations, as well as where to be more specific 
and place based. 

The creative manager is a composer that arches over the domain of 
different knowledge cultures, from the detailing of gardening to 
the rationality of forestry and the understanding of wilderness and 
natural processes of ecology. Whereas traditional management usu-
ally targets the stand, the nature type or the biotope as its manage-
ment unit, a creative management needs to work across scales. The 
interventions in the place are in close dialogue with the larger scale, 
and, parallel, find the details and the micro levels as part of the place. 
These are nestled within the rough script of the overall landscape 
design and the overall management, where the movement through 
the lab choreographed by the path systems sets the viewing lens that 
brings the different elements of the landscape together.

Framework for creative management in Alnarps Västerskog
In Alnarps Västerskog the creative management is composed as 
pearls on a neckless, the neckless being the path system. The varied 
length of passages is essential to the flow of experience, just as pas-
sages of crescendo and diminuendo are essential to a piece of music. 
The passages are provided by the matrix which is managed along 
classical forest principles, or by a wish to let it go into wilderness 
without management. Here focus is on the long-term development 
at stand level. So are most of the created places and walks, but some 
of them are there to illustrate qualities that are meant to be there for 
just short periods and then disappear and maybe be replaced by new 
qualities that are created..  

(..)
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Linn’s Place. Young artists 
and landscape architects 
express themselves in a 
younglandscape. A three 
years summertime project 
at Alnarp’s landscape 
laboratory 2004-2007.
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Linn Gustavsson 2004: 
‘I like travelling in the 
world, and every time I 
come home to Malmö I miss 
the mountain landscapes 
with their mountaintops, 

Linn´s place today. Sublime, framed by the 
beechhalls and their thousands of stems

steep slopes and terraces, 
in which people live and 
cultivate. I wish to create 
an illusion of these moun-
tain landscapes by making 
a miniature landscape at 

a chosen place here. And 
if people wish to interpret 
it differently it is fine 
for me.’
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The profile diagram of Gulsippslunden from 2009 is an example of the latest generation 
of profile diagrams. The level of detail has been developed so it capture the vegetation 
structure and parallel how individual meet each other; how close they get, how a next 
generation is linked in, and how it influences the growth pattern and form of specimens in 
different social positions. 

When Gustavsson made the first profile diagram in 1974, he did not imagine that eventually 
he would draw a profile where the magnificent Quercus robur had died. Yet in the early 
1990s it weakened and a few years later it died. Ten years later, it was on the ground. It 
tumbled down nicely right along the line of the profile. Since 1991 there has been no thin-
nings. From acting as a ‘moderator’ the middle layer of especially Fagus sylvatica and Acer 
platanoides has becoming dominant throughout the area in 2009, in 2009, pushing into the 
tree layer and reducing the structural and species richness. From being very exclusive and 
attractive Gulsippslunden is starting to become normal; normal with a strengthened touch 
of wilderness. So, is it too late to re-direct it through a management operation? No, certainly 
not, the system has proven to be surprisingly robust.  

Detailed profile diagram by Roland Gustavsson
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