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Kelly Reed, Masters of Landscape Architecture Candidate 2011

Location: 
Investigation will focus on two dynamic geothermal towns in southwest Iceland: Heimaey and Hvergerdi. 

Purpose: 
Research aims to address the larger questions: what methods are successful in Iceland’s geothermal infrastructure 
and how might landscape architects aid in the improvement and renovation of urban infrastructure in socially, 
ecologically, and economically relevant ways? Through qualitative and quantitative documentation at multiple scales, 
this investigation will provide insights into geothermal landscapes, and more generally, infrastructure as place-maker, 
form-giver, ecological supporter, and connective tissue. Research also incorporates participation and exploration of 
education in an international design school: The Iceland Academy of the Arts.

Time and Duration:
3 months : August 8th - October 13th

Major Budget Categories + Amounts: 
Accommodation:   3,090
Airfare:         500
Food:     2,100
Supplies:          815
Transportation:    1,245
Miscellaneous:         250 
Total               $8,000

Primary Methods of Documentation:
Analytical hand drawing (axions, sections, perspectives, plans), fl ow diagramming, superimposed historical and current 
urban infrastructure mappings, digital photography and montage, 3-d modeling - both computer and hand, analytical 
microclimate graphs and analysis, interviews with town residents and offi cials.

Primary Products:
Urban scale geothermal mappings of Heimaey and Hveragerði.
Personal scale investigations of niches within the larger infrastructure system resulting in thermal charts and fl ows, 
material investigations and mappings, and analytical hand drawing and photo montages to convey these spaces.
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Abstract
What methods are successful in Iceland’s geothermal infrastructure and how can landscape architects use  this 
knowledge when improving and renovating other urban infrastructure in socially, ecologically, and economically 
relevant ways? Through qualitative and quantitative documentation at multiple scales, this investigation will provide 
insights into geothermal landscapes, and more generally, infrastructure as place-maker, form-giver, ecological 
supporter, and connective tissue.

Defi nition and Concept 
This study will focus on landscapes of power.  I defi ne landscapes of power as both landscapes that physically transport 
power, as well as landscapes that derive power from a community’s social, political or economic structure.  The duality 
in the defi nition of landscapes of power is both intentional and important to understand the narrative within which this 
powerful landscape exists.

This study seeks to fi ll a current gap in landscape theory and practice by applying theoretical work in the examination 
of site-specifi c case studies of geothermal infrastructure.

For this research I am starting from James Corner’s interpretation of landscape as described in the book Recovering 

Landscapes. Corner emphasizes landscape as verb, as process or activity. He states, “Landscape may still embrace 
naturalistic and phenomenological experience but its full effi cacy is extended to that of a synthetic and strategic 
art form, one that aligns diverse and competing forces (social constituencies, political desires, ecological processes, 
program demands, etc.) into newly liberating and interactive alliances.” (Corner, 1999, p.2)  Also essential is the notion 
of landscape as layers of changing and active histories, “landscape is not given but made and remade; it is an 
inheritance that demands to be recovered, cultivated, and projected towards new ends.” (Corner, 1999, p.12) 
 

Overview 
As the only habitable moment along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, with a strong history of utilizing its geologically exceptional 
characteristics in practical and provocative ways. Iceland provides a unique area to study for its location on the 
seam of the American and Eurasian tectonic plates. The rifting of these plates leads to earthquakes, volcanic activity, 
and growth of landmass, a terrain in constant state of volcanic and geologic fl ux. The resulting geothermal energy is 
harnessed to provide around 85% of all household heat, 25% of the country’s electricity generation, and accounts for 
almost two thirds of the primary energy consumption.

This infrastructure conveys energy visually through the landscape. Current day towns and communities operate within 
these typologies of complex piped frameworks, geothermal wells, and hot spots that transform a basic necessity 
into town forms and spaces which are unique. Honing in on geothermal infrastructure and the natural dynamics 
of Icelandic ground, exotic to my current experiences, will allow fresh interpretations and examinations to identify 
innovations, nuances, and opportunities within landscapes of power.

Questions I will address through this research are:

     What qualities, processes + organization does geothermal infrastructure bring to cultural habitation?
     How is ground modifi ed in relation to geothermal energy and for what purpose?
     How do Icelandic communities conceive of their geothermal system?
     How are by-products of geothermal infrastructure reused?
     What qualities characterize a successful place along this network?



Signifi cance
Iceland’s geothermal infrastructure, while particular to its own ground, provides an opportunity to study and learn from 
another country’s practices. I hope to leverage fi ndings from this study to apply transferable concepts and methods as we 
work through failing infrastructures around the world, where utilization of landscapes of power will be critical.

Currently much of the infrastructure in the United States is abandoned, obsolete, or failing. President Obama recently 
stated, “Our infrastructure is woefully ineffi cient and it is outdated. For years, we have deferred tough decisions, and 
today, our aging system of highways and byways, air routes and rail lines hinder our economic growth.” Political energy is 
currently being invested to reinvigorate our “crumbling infrastructure”. We must be prepared to participate in the design of 
these sensitive spaces, in order to create multifunctional, ecologically sensitive, and socially contributing networks. 

Preparation
I submitted a similar proposal to the The Leifur Eiríksson Foundation, while I did not receive the award, I was selected as 
the alternate for this prestigious $25,000 scholarship. No landscape architect has ever received this award and as far as 
I am aware I am the only one who has submitted. I spent the previous semester researching Icelandic history, culture, 
traditions, systems and fl ows in an independent study with professor Nancy Takahasi. I also spent considerable time with 
Bill Sherman considering energy and system fl ows for this project. Through this work I came into contact with academia 
and professionals in both Iceland and the United States who are enthusiasts about design in Iceland. These contacts 
would continue to be invaluable throughout this research project. 

Before graduate school I was part of a team that carried out fi eld research on infrastructure systems for Terrence J. 
Dewane Landscape Architects, I worked on this project for over a year. The site documentation, organization, and 
observational skills I learned during this time would provide valuable insight for this study. I have also spent time, up to 3 
month periods, traveling Europe. My love of traveling and experiencing new places and cultures grows with every trip. 

Products + Process
Research will consist of a range of methods, including careful fi rst-hand analysis of contemporary and historic geothermal 
infrastructural networks and spaces. Analytical tools will include digital photography and montages, analytical hand 
drawing, fl ow diagramming, modeling - both computer and hand, and microclimate examinations. Conversations and 
interviews with town residents and offi cials will also provide insights into societal interpretations of the infrastructure system. 

I will create comprehensive mappings of Heimaey and Hveragerði which will examine and analyze geothermal 
infrastructure based on archival documentation (maps, photographs, narratives) and close readings of literary sources on 
infrastructural systems, settlement, growth, underlying geological conditions and social history of these towns. 

I will investigate the layers of space, materials, community, and phenomenological qualities associated with geothermal 
infrastructure at small scale sites which I fi nd especially intriguing in both towns. These investigations will consist of thermal 
charts and fl ows, material investigations and mappings, as well as analytical hand drawing and photo montages. The 
goal of the smaller scale place fi nding and documentation is to consider where these places are located within the 
larger net work and to distinguish successful characteristics which draw people to these specifi c sites. 

Through this process I will continue researching the existing body of theoretical frameworks on the topics of infrastructure, 
and microclimate in relation to landscape architecture’s role in creating multifunctional, ecologically sensitive, and 
socially contributing networks. At the end of this proposal I included a brief compilation of projects which are a sampling 
of the types of study tools and fi nal products I will develop through this research.
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Ring Road (832 miles) Research will begin by acclimation and contextualization to the culture, geology and 
environment by traveling the perimeter [approximately the size of Virginia].  Along this route I will document both historic 
and current geothermally signifi cant sites. In particular I will visit the historical sites of Thingviller and Snorrastofa as well 
as current geothermal power plants: Nesjavellir, Reykjanes, Hellisheidi, and Svartsengi.

Heimaey (4,500 inhabitants) is the only island in the Vestmannaeyjar archipelago that is populated. A volcanic eruption 
in 1973 obliterated over one-third of the town, but increased the size of the island by approximately twenty percent. A 
district heating system for the town was created using the thermal energy from the cooling lava fl ows.  

Hveragerði (1,700 inhabitants) is an inland town situated on an old volcanic magma chamber; the geothermal energy 
is harvested from the ground and used to create a thriving green house horticultural community. Earthquakes are 
frequent events in this town, although they are usually minor. The town center itself is a natural thermal area. 

Reykjavík ( 120,000 inhabitants) is the capital of Iceland. The IAA is located here as well as other contacts I have made. 
I will spend the majority of my time in Reykavík at the Academy gathering research, as well as compiling and analyzing 
data I gather in the fi eld. My time frame for this research is set to align with IAA’s semester schedule (Aug. 23 - Dec. 10). 
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Collaborations in Iceland

The Iceland Academy of the Arts has accepted me as a visiting scholar, which would allow access to the library and 
study space within their larger community. Throughout my time of study the Iceland Academy of the Arts in Reykjavík will 
provide a community and home base.  A week before visiting each town will be dedicated to Initial gathering of base 
material and research. Immersion into each town for two weeks will provide site specifi c details, documentation, and 
understanding which will then be more fully investigated, analyzed, and compiled in Reykjavík. 

Kristin Thorleifsdottir, a PH.D., MLA registered landscape architect, residing in Reykjavik will be a mentor, providing 
valuable insight, support, and a continuous discourse during my time in Iceland.

Sigrún Birgisdóttir, the director of Architecture at the Iceland Academy of Arts, will also provide guidance, and support 
through conversations during my time in Iceland. 

Halldór Eiriksson, a practicing Icelandic architect and UVA alum has agreed to meet with me and connect me with 
additional resources during my time in Iceland.

Budget

Accommodation: 

apartment rental in Reykjavík   $750/month  x  3 months $2,250
camping during site visits              $20/night x 42 nights $   840       
           $3,090
Airfare: 
round trip plane ticket  $500  x 1     $500

Food: 
use apartment for cooking $150/week x 14 weeks $2,100

Supplies:
sketchbooks + paper         $  60
pens + pencils          $  30
kestrel weather meter         $  75  
kintrex thermal laser         $  50   
digital slr camera         $600
           $815
Transportation:
car rental   $550/week x 2 weeks $1,100
local transport (bus)      $    45
to Heimaey  + Hveragerði     $  100
        $1,245
Miscellaneous: 
entrance fees, ect.      $  250
        
TOTAL        $8,000



University of Virginia | Charlottesville, Virginia.  May 2011
School of Architecture, Masters in Landscape Architecture

Bates College | Lewiston, Maine.  May 2003
Bachelor of Arts; Major: Psychology, Minor: Sociology

International studies: University of Virginia  | Venito Region, Italy.  Summer 2010
Critical observation and documentation through hand diagrams, sketches and analytical drawings

Stephen Stimpson Assoc. Landscape Architects | Cambridge, MA.  Jan. 2011 
Externship: sustainable metrics research in preparation for the National Brownfi elds Conference

Anne Penniman Assoc. Landscape Architecture | Essex, CT.  July 2010 - Aug. 2010 
Internship: assisted in schematic design drawings and presentation for a small residential site
Reconfi gured a trail system and map for the town of Essex Conservation Area
Attended and participated in site meetings with clients and contractors

Research Assistant to Elizabeth K. Meyer |  UVA, Charlottesville, VA.  Aug. 2010 - April 2010
Digital conversion and organization of course materials for Theories of Modern Landscape

University of Virginia Offi ce of the Architects | Charlottesville, VA.  June 2010- Sept. 2010
Internship: created a vegetation and long-term maintenance plan for the University Cemetery   
Researched the University water management plan with attention to daylighting streams and   
rainwater systems to provide information and synthesis in the development of a television program

Swift & Co. Landscape Architects | Seattle, WA.  Jan. 2010
Externship: Responsible for research related to ecological integration in design

Terrence DeWan & Assoc. Landscape Architecture | Yarmouth, ME.  Dec. 2007 -  July 2008
Internship: Responsible for on-site research and organization of a large scale infrastructure project
Data collection, compilation, and presentation

Michael Boucher Landscape Architects |  Freeport, ME.  Sept. 2007 - July 2008
Internship/Adm. Assistant: conducted and presented project specifi c research, analysis
Responsible for various offi ce management activities

North Haven Builders | Island of North Haven, ME.  Fall 2005 - Winter 2006
Carpenter, part of a team of six skilled professionals
Worked on all aspects, from estimate preparation to building completion

Landfall Estate | North East Harbor, ME.  Summers,1996 - 2003
Estate Manager/Head Gardener, responsible for maintenance, development, and supervision 
Constructed updated garden plan, responsible for continuing work on the vision of the garden
Prepared Estate for multiple photo/video shoots, including Victory Garden” & “Architectural Digest”

Adobe suite,  AutoCad,  Drafting,  Drawing,  Model Making,  Rhino,  SketchUpProfi ciencies

Professional

Education
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2009 Studio | professor Jorge Sieweke

The evolution of ground stitching, making, and destruction was explored in New Orleans. Investigating technological
infrastructure, settlement patterns, and topography I proposed the city embrace the rich ecosystem created by allowing 
the ground to once again become saturated with water.
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2010 Studio | professor W.G. Clark 

Digging into the earth to reveal the embedded history of this site, a former slave plantation and African American trade
school, historic foundations become the organizing determinant. Excavating and reactivating foundations through an 
agricultural and building trade college, large moves are made though earthwork and tapping into natural resources. 
This project was done in collaboration with architecture student Chase Sparling-Beckley.
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2009 Studio | professor Nancy Takahashi 

Through plan, section, montage, and model I investigated the intricacies of a small patch of ground (2’ x 2’).
Examination at this intimate scope allowed an exploration of connections at the personal level of touch, smell, and
temporality which helped me see with fresh eyes the complexities and nuances of this terrain. This initial visceral 
investigation of ground served as research for the design project.
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2009 Earth Work | professor Jennifer Trompetter 

A project in grading, titled “Engaging the forest fl oor” is a proposed trail system which lead to a less explored and
heavily forested area of a historic garden site. Through a series of intentionally steep switchbacks that respond to the
presence of the stream and existing ground conditions, the viewer ascends the slope via a narrow path. Embedded in
the retaining wall are pockets of vegetation traditionally found on the forest fl oor. The vegetation is raised to intensify the 
viewer’s awareness of the forest fl oor. Two terraced landings direct views to the steep ascent, the river and park beyond.
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