
The year 2022 marks the bicentennial 
of the birth of Frederick Law 
Olmsted—landscape architect, 
journalist, social reformer, and 
creative genius who transformed 
the American landscape. During his 
life, Olmsted completed hundreds 
of landscape projects ranging from 
parks, parkways, and institutional 
campuses to urban and suburban 
areas and planned communities. 
While his physical landscapes are 
remarkable, the values behind 
them are equally important. Olmsted believed that parks 
and landscapes are essential public spaces, belonging to 
all Americans. His democratic vision of public parks, and his 
insistence that human health and civic engagement depend 
on them, resonate more than ever today.

The Oak Spring Garden Foundation, in partnership with the National 
Association for Olmsted Parks and Olmsted 200, is proud to celebrate 
Olmsted’s birth with this exhibition, which focuses on Olmsted’s life story, his 
major landscape commissions, and their relevance for contemporary society. 
Also highlighted is Olmsted’s trailblazing philosophy about the natural world 
and how to shape it for public benefit.

FREDERICK LAW OLMSTED: 
LANDSCAPES FOR THE 
PUBLIC GOOD



After trying his hand at various occupations, 
Olmsted realized that he wanted “to make myself 
useful in the world…to help to advance the condition 
of Society.” Fired up, he wrote to his friend Charles 
Brace, “There’s a great work wants doing in this 
our generation, Charley, let us off jacket and go 
about it.” For Olmsted, that great work became 
providing landscapes to enhance people’s health and 
recreation. Olmsted’s belief, taken from America’s 
first landscape authority, Andrew Jackson Downing, 
was that equal access to green space would 
manifest the country’s democratic principles and 
educate its citizens. 

Olmsted agreed with Downing that well-designed parks could be 
powerful in improving everyday lives. Before his untimely death 
in 1852, Downing had advocated for a sizable green space for all 
New Yorkers to use. Olmsted helped realize this goal by designing 
Central Park, as well as parks in many other American cities.

ADVOCATING FOR 
A DEMOCRATIC 

SOCIETY



Olmsted’s commitment to the public good is 
evident in Central Park, an 843-acre oasis in 
the heart of Manhattan. He and Calvert Vaux, 
a British-educated architect and landscape 
designer, envisioned a people’s park, for the 
pleasure of “the poor and the rich, the young 
and the old.” Olmsted understood the ability 
of nature and scenic views to counteract urban 
ills and promote recreation. His persistence 
overcame city leaders’ continuing schemes to fill 
the park with buildings and commercial activities. 
Central Park was to be Manhattan’s lungs, 
providing fresh air and green space for all.

In 1858 Olmsted and Vaux won the design competition 
for Central Park, which became the first landscaped 
public park in the United States. Their plan, called 
Greensward, integrated naturalistic and formal settings 
with architectural and recreational features, such as a 
pedestrian mall, water terrace, and lake for boating and 
ice-skating.

CENTRAL PARK:
PLANNING A 

DEMOCRATIC 
LANDSCAPE



For Olmsted, the natural world was essential to 
maintaining well-being and renewing health, a 
discovery he made through personal experience. 
Exhausted and undernourished after a yearlong 
stint on a merchant ship to China, Olmsted 
recuperated with long walks in the woods. He 
found further validation of nature’s healing power 
in the work of Swiss physician and philosopher 
Johann Georg Zimmermann. Zimmermann’s 
Solitude Considered promoted rural pursuits and 
scenery to heal malaise and melancholy, as an 
antidote to the ills of urban living. 

Olmsted drew on the healing power of 
nature in designing parks as well as hospital 
grounds for mentally ill patients. He believed 
that tranquil landscapes and pathways in 
nature had an unconscious calming influence 
on patients’ mental health and relieved the 
anxiety of urban life.

HEALING POWER 
OF LANDSCAPE



In the 1850s, Olmsted 
traveled through the 
American South as 
a correspondent for 
the New York Times. 
Galvanized by what 
he saw, he published 
a book, A Journey in 
the Seaboard Slave 
States (1856), to 
expose the injustice and 
economic bankruptcy 

of slavery. Harriet Beecher Stowe called it “the 
most thorough exposé of the economical view of 
this subject which ever appeared.” British novelist 
Charles Dickens lauded Olmsted’s accounts for 
their accuracy and careful reflection. Just before 
the American Civil War broke out, Olmsted 
published The Cotton Kingdom (1861), which he 
hoped would influence British public opinion along 
pro-Northern lines. 

Olmsted left his post as superintendent of Central Park to 
aid the war effort. From 1861 to 1863, he served as general 
secretary of the US Sanitary Commission, a forerunner of 
the Red Cross that supported Union troops. He considered 
it his patriotic duty to improve soldiers’ welfare. Olmsted 
lobbied Congress for funds to build modern hospitals, 
organized an efficient system for distributing supplies, 
outfitted ships as floating hospitals, and promoted fresh 
vegetables for soldiers’ rations. Operating tirelessly 
near the front lines of the Peninsula Campaign outside 
Richmond, Virginia, Olmsted improved supplies and 
sanitation to benefit the health of soldiers.

LANDSCAPES OF 
SLAVERY & WAR



Overworked and frustrated by the bureaucracy of 
the US Sanitary Commission, Olmsted resigned to 
become superintendent of the Mariposa mines in 
the Sierra Nevada. While in California, he headed 
a commission to plan for the use and protection of 
the Yosemite Valley and Mariposa Big Tree Grove. 
Olmsted was awed by Yosemite’s dramatic, ever-
changing landscape and its verdant meadows, 
towering granite cliffs, and sublime cascades. The 
stately sequoias of the Mariposa Big Tree Grove 
were a wonder unto themselves. Olmsted pictured 
them as “distinguished strangers who have come 
down to us from another world.”

PRESERVING 
YOSEMITE FOR THE 
AMERICAN PEOPLE

Olmsted’s Yosemite commission report of 1865 established 
guidelines for Yosemite’s designation in 1890 as the United 
States’ second national park, and the creation of the national 
parks in general. While writing the report, Olmsted honed his 
vision for preserving landscapes of extraordinary beauty for 
public enjoyment.



Beginning in 1888, 
Olmsted realized his vision 
of a private landscape 
as a sustainable and 
environmentally sound 
enterprise. He viewed 
Biltmore—George 
Washington Vanderbilt’s 
estate near Asheville, 
North Carolina—as a prime 

opportunity to plan for the public good: “a private 
work of very rare public interest in many ways.” 
Olmsted convinced Vanderbilt to invest in additional 
tracts of forest in order to establish a national 
model for scientific forestry, and he tasked Gifford 
Pinchot—later first head of the US Forest Service—
with supervising the undertaking. The project 
brought about the Biltmore Forest School, founded 
in 1898, while eighty thousand acres of the estate 
became the Pisgah National Forest in 1916.

Olmsted poured 
his expertise 
into designing 
Biltmore’s grounds, a 
monumental setting 
with an extensive 
natural reserve and 

an imposing château designed by architect Richard Morris Hunt. 
He blended formal gardens with varied, naturalistic vistas and a 
three-mile-long, sinuous approach to the house. Biltmore was 
Olmsted’s final great project and remains a testament to his 
enduring vision.

BILTMORE ESTATE: 
PRIVATE LANDSCAPE, 

PUBLIC GOOD



Nearly two centuries 
ago, Frederick Law 
Olmsted tackled critical 
social and environmental 
challenges: disease, 
pollution, and deep 
social, racial, and 
economic divisions. 
These were profound 
concerns in the late 
nineteenth century, 
just as they are today. 
Olmsted understood 
the powerful connection 
between thoughtful 
landscape design and 
solutions to these 
pressing societal problems. And his prescriptions—
democratic spaces, healthful connections to nature, 
and sustainable landscapes—remain vital in addressing 
the similar challenges that we face today.

In the face of a pandemic, Olmsted’s parks and places have proved 
more important than ever and his visionary designs have endured 
because of generations of dedicated stewardship. We invite you to 
join Olmsted 200, the bicentennial campaign, to help us sustain and 
reimagine these essential public spaces. If you live near an Olmsted-
designed park, consider how you might help. Check out ideas at 
Olmsted200.org.

OLMSTED’S 
ENDURING LEGACY
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