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Julia Nicole Watson is an Australian landscape designer 
exploring the intersection of ecology, culture and conservation. 
She is founder of Studio Rede (pronounced reed), a 
landscape collaborative using design as an agent for creative 
ecological change. As an assistant professor in the School of 
Architecture at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, she instructs 
design studios and seminars on bio-cultural landscape 
architecture. The focus of her research is traditional ecological 
knowledge, biologically inspired design and the ecosystem 

adaptations and ecological mimicry of ecosystem dwellers.   
 
Julia has a Master in Landscape Architecture from Harvard University and several 
design degrees from both University of Queensland and Queensland University of 
Technology. Following her graduation from Harvard in 2008 with distinction and the 
highest honors of the landscape department she entered academia. She has since 
taught design studios and eco-technology seminars at Harvard University, 
Columbia University and RPI.  
 
With over ten years professional experience, she has also practiced in the USA, 
Spain, the UK and Australia. Julia is a recipient of the Robert S. Brown ’52 Faculty 
Fellowship from RPI, the Charles Eliot Fellowship from Harvard, an Olmsted Fellow 
and recipient of the American Institute of Landscape Architects Design Award. She 
is co-author with Steve Lansing, of the book, “Guide to Bali’s UNESCO World 
Heritage”. In consultation with a working group, she is presently adapting the 
Guidebook into a prototype for interactive educational environments. This new 
eGuidebook will revolutionize the ability for designers to collaborate with remote 
communities and for those communities to control accessibility of visitors to their 
territories.  
 
Landscape Architecture without Landscape Architects: Uncovering the 
Ecological Innovations of Our Ecosystem Dwellers 
 
The vernacular of the world’s traditional and indigenous peoples has historically 
inspired innovation in the field of architecture. However, so far there has been 
minimal impact on the field of landscape architecture. Meanwhile conservation 
biologists such as Mark Dowie1 and Mac Chapin have begun to document a 
powerful critique from anthropologists, who identify that “indigenous peoples live in 
most of the ecosystems that conservationists are so anxious to protect.”2 Moreover, 
“they are responsible for the relatively intact state of these ecosystems.”3 
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Ecologists such as Fikret Berkes’ go further suggesting that indigenous peoples 
have not simply been preserving, but catalytically increasing ecosystem 
biodiversity, through subtle modifications and ecological mimicry, for millennia.4  
 
The following essay migrates this bio-cultural model of conservation into the design 
field offering the Subak Cultural Landscapes of Bali as a case study. From this 
exploration, alternatives for recoupling culture and nature are explored through 
studies of Traditional and Indigenous cultural landscapes. These coupled human-
natural systems display a tendency for complex adaptation as system 
morphologies diversify based upon local biophysical conditions. Through sacred 
cosmological systems and traditional knowledge, ecosystem service conservation 
works synergistically with ecological infrastructural modification, to increase human 
wellbeing using interspecies biodiversity through local adaptation.  
 
As for the vernacular, the neglected practices of indigenous peoples have the 
potential to contribute to the field of landscape architecture. In 1964, Bernard 
Rudofksy accounted that the vernacular remains unnoticed, being overshadowed 
by our western fixation on the higher arts, coupled by a lack of documentation of 
these vernacular practices.5 From his publication, Architecture Without Architects 
emerged a new fascination with non-pedigreed architecture. A similar migration 
seems unquestionably relevant in the contemporary discourse of landscape 
architecture.   
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