
Seattle’s urban fabric was indelibly 
shaped by its Progressive Era ori-
gins. In the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, the city’s topography, hydrology and 
transportation networks were redrawn to facil-
itate commerce and civic pride—as well as the 
health, and even the morality, of its citizens.1  

The great carving out of a city according to the 
logic of infrastructure—whether waterway, 
railroad, sewer line or boulevard—was a pow-
erful gesture of urban design that would not be 
matched in the city for decades. In the mean-
time, the rest of Seattle’s built environment was 
allowed to develop haphazardly, likened by one 
1914 observer to “a tousled, unmade bed.”2 

Development was driven by expedience: 
Roads were routed from points A to B. Buildings 
were constructed according to need and based on 
pattern books or stock plans—especially in the 
earliest years, when professional architectural 
services could not be obtained locally. During 
its first half century of development, Seattle’s 
designed spaces—both landscape and architec-
ture—largely emulated the stylistic trends of the 
East.3 The city seemed to have no need to assert a 
unique design identity.

To Better Fit a Way of Life
With few exceptions, little original design 
work was undertaken in the region until the 
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ABOvE: Richard Haag helped Seattleites see their gas plant in a new light.  
(Rendering by Richard Haag Associates, 1973; Seattle Municipal Archives, 76263) 

OppOSiTE: The influence of Japanese architecture and the use of local materials, especially wood,  
characterize the work of Northwest Modernists, including Paul Thiry, who completed the Brownell House in 1955.  

(University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections)
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mid-20th century,4 when a vanguard group 
of young architects put the Northwest on the 
map for the first time. This group, mostly 
native Northwesterners, had trained at the 
University of Washington under the architect 
Lionel Pries. They included the architects Paul 
Thiry, Paul Hayden Kirk, Wendell Lovett, Victor 
Steinbrueck, Fred Bassetti, Gene Zema, Ralph 
Anderson and Roland Terry, among others. 

Their body of work—small in scale, sensi-
tive to topography and aspect, expressive of 
structure, and reliant on abundant regional 
materials (especially wood)—came to be known 
as Northwest Modernism, or the Northwest 
School of Modernism.5 Under the tutelage 
of Pries and the early leadership of Thiry, the 
Northwest School provided a distinctly regional 
answer to International Modernism that would 
shape design in Seattle for decades to come. 

As Thiry described it, Northwest modernists 
sought to create: 

…a building that would better fit a way of 
life, that would fit the land, exploit the vast 
panoramas of waterways and mountains 
that make the Northwest, that would enliven 
the gray days of winter and share the exterior 
country in summer: Buildings that would be 

flexible and adaptable to an infinite variety of 
situations: buildings that would shed the rain, 
take it away from the walls, yet permit the sun 
to infiltrate the interior.6 

In other words, these were designs that 
engaged both nature and function—buildings 
that aesthetically expressed Seattle’s unique 
relationship to its environment. At last, here 
was a design idiom that could be considered 
distinctly regional. To practically adapt to the 
steep sites prevalent in the area, many of these 
buildings were constructed on piers in a post-
and-beam style that echoed traditional Coast 
Salish longhouse construction techniques, as 
well as the Japanese architectural tradition, 
which had influenced several Northwest School 
practitioners—notably Thiry, Kirk and Zema.7  
The pier construction required less excavation 
on challenging slopes and also allowed water to 
run underneath the structure. 

The regional fascination with function 
emerges in the clarity of structural expres-
sion that is found in these buildings. Here 
the pragmatism of construction informs the 
aesthetic: For example, the 6/12 roof pitch that 
is so prevalent in these buildings is optimal for 
removing rainwater.8 

Significantly, Northwest Modernism was 
applied only to smaller-scale buildings— 
primarily residences, as well as smaller office 
buildings and churches. This reflected a contin-
ued regional ambivalence about urbanism. (See 
Part 1 of “Reluctant City” in the Spring 2016 
“Bulletin” for a discussion of the origins of this 
ambivalence.) This urban reluctance is also 
illustrated by the deeply wooded, suburban sites 
typically selected for residential examples of 
the Northwest School. In communities such as 
Hilltop, just south of Bellevue, the success of the 
design was measured by how effectively the build-
ing was hidden in the second-growth forest.9

Projects in more urban settings include 
the UW Faculty Club, completed in 1960 and 
designed by Paul Hayden Kirk and Victor 
Steinbrueck. Considered one of the best 
examples of Northwest Modernism applied at 
the institutional scale,10 it nevertheless relies on 



organizing the building in residen-
tial-scale spaces devoted to diverse 
functions. Minimal ground distur-
bance was needed to construct the 
building’s foundations, and most of 
the mature evergreen trees on the site 
were preserved.

The Magnolia Branch Library, also 
designed by Kirk and completed in 
1964, is a particularly poetic expres-
sion of Northwest Modernism: The 
building also displays a reverence for 
residential-scale detail and is nestled 
in vegetation. Embracing a madrona 
tree extant on the site, Kirk’s design 
emphasized wood with open beams and 
cedar siding. One of the library’s first 
and youngest visitors is said to have 
quipped that the building was more 
appropriately a “tree library” than a 
“branch library.”11 Enormous windows 
made the space feel suspended in a 
surrounding native woodland garden, 
designed by landscape architect 
Richard Haag. 

A City Comes of Age
Haag himself is a pivotal figure for 
Seattle design, having almost single-
handedly facilitated the leap from a regional—but 
decidedly anti-urban—architectural approach 
to one that finally celebrated Seattle’s civic and 
urban life. Haag arrived in Seattle in 1958, when 
hired by the University of Washington to start 
a new program in landscape architecture. The 
son of a Kentucky nurseryman, he had trained 
as a landscape architect and lived in Japan for 
two years, where he studied its vernacular land-
scapes as a Fulbright Fellow. In Seattle, Haag 
would maintain both an active practice and an 
enthusiastic teaching career, influencing the 
city’s perception of its public space and inspir-
ing a prominent new generation of landscape 

architects—including Grant Jones and Laurie 
Olin—who cut their teeth in his studios.12 

Haag was the right person for the right job 
at the right time, as University of Washington 
Professor Thaïsa Way demonstrates in her 
recent monograph on Haag’s work, “The 
Landscape Architecture of Richard Haag: From 
Modern Space to Urban Ecological Design.” 
Haag’s early exposure to botany and horticul-
ture, and his extensive travels with mentors such 
as Stanley White and Hideo Sasaski, encouraged 
an interest in experimentation and an empirical 
approach to design that would support both his 
work and that of his students.13 His first decades 
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TOp: Ralph Anderson’s Ballard residence on Mercer Island, 1961. Anderson integrated both the exterior and interior of the house 
with mature conifers retained on the site. (University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections) 

BOTTOM: The Magnolia Branch Library, designed by Paul Hayden Kirk, 1964. (Photo by Joe Mabel/Wikimedia Commons)



in Seattle were marked by a collective new inter-
est in urbanism. For perhaps the first time, 
Seattle was embracing its identity as a city: This 
coincided with the environmental movement’s 
shift in focus from wilderness to the city, as 
well as an increasing awareness of ecology and 
environmental justice issues. 

Indeed, Seattle’s urban activism in the 
early 1970s is considered instrumental in the 
birth of the urban environmental movement.14  
Grassroots efforts in urban preservation—for 
example, saving Pike Place Market and Pioneer 
Square through the establishment of historic 
districts—reflect a rising awareness of Seattle’s 
existing urban fabric and a resistance of conven-
tional urban renewal practices. This movement 
was largely led by designers, including Haag’s 
colleagues and collaborators, the architects Fred 
Bassetti and Victor Steinbrueck. Investments in 
Seattle’s civic spaces, including Haag’s projects 
at Victor Steinbrueck Park and Gas Works Park, 
were further buoyed by emerging local and 
federal grant programs.15 

Haag fully embraced the political aspects 
of landscape architecture and would apply 
the public advocacy lessons learned from the 
market campaign to advocate for his vision 
for an abandoned gas plant at the northern tip 
of Lake Union. Haag’s transformation of Gas 
Works Park in the 1970s set a worldwide prece-
dent for postindustrial landscape remediation. 
It was also a watershed moment for the history 
of urban design in Seattle. For the first time, 
Seattle’s relationship with its natural context, 
and its industrial past, was expressed aestheti-
cally and experientially in a design that honored 
both. Moreover, Haag layered social and civic 
functions into the site, in addition to allowing for 
ecological and recreational performance. 

Turning point
The small peninsula jutting into the north end 
of the lake—once known as Brown’s Point—
was industrialized beginning in 1906, when the 
Seattle Gas Light Company built a plant to con-
vert coal and oil into gas. This was despite the 
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recommendations of John C. 
Olmsted, who had advocated in 
1903 that the point be preserved 
as a park due to its stunning 
views. Later a tar refinery was 
also added to the point, the soil 
and groundwater of which had 
become extraordinarily toxic by 
the time the plant closed in 1956. 
At that juncture, Seattle—and, 
in particular, the neighborhood 
of Wallingford—had a very neg-
ative relationship with the plant, 
having received its clouds of 
black smoke for decades. 

Haag first became involved in 1962, when 
the city agreed to a 10-year purchase contract 
for the property, proposing to transform the 
heavily polluted site into a new public park. City 
leaders initially imagined scraping the landscape 
entirely clean: removing the towers and excavat-
ing and transporting thousands of cubic yards 
of polluted soil off-site. Instead Haag argued 
that the abandoned gas towers were what made 

the site unique, sacred—part of its genius loci.16 
Through an extensive public outreach campaign 
that engaged artists and student designers, he 
changed Seattle’s perception of its abandoned 
infrastructure: The community began to under-
stand the historic structures as sculpture, an 
art form that interacted with the landscape and 
celebrated Seattle’s unique industrial prowess 
and dramatic natural setting.17 
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ABOvE: View of the abandoned gas plant at the north end of Lake Union, 1966. (Seattle Municipal Archives, 29085) 

BELOW: Crowds gather on Kite Hill for a 4th of July celebration, 2015.  
(Photo by TIA International Photography; Seattle Municipal Archives, 177326)



Instead of removing the soil, Haag designed a 
landscape that would contain and clean the toxic 
ground over time. Remediating the soil where 
possible with beneficial bacteria and organic 
matter, Haag piled up the most contaminated 
soils and debris into a high cone. Capped with 
an 18-inch layer of clay and topsoil, the cone 
was designed to prevent water infiltration into 
its highly toxic core; the idea here was to prevent 
the movement of the toxins into the lake. Instead, 
the great mound—later called Kite Hill—was 
designed to shed water as efficiently as possible. 
The rest of the park was designed to channel 
storm water into gentle valleys, where it could 
infiltrate and support the bacteria remediating 
the soil. The function of the landscape therefore 
defined its form.18 

In addition to articulating the site’s ecologi-
cal function, Haag transformed existing 
structures to serve diverse members and needs 
of the community. The extant machinery in the 
exhauster-compressor building was painted 
in bright colors and converted to a children’s 
play barn. The boiler house was equipped with 

tables, grills and sinks intended to be used both 
by families and by the homeless.19 The civic and 
urban performance of the park was as much of a 
concern as its ecological function.

Viewed in the context of Seattle’s urban 
development, Gas Works emerges as a pivotal 
project that is rooted in the city’s history while 
setting the stage for its civic future. A powerful 
earth-moving gesture on par with those of R.H. 
Thomson—though an interesting inversion in the 
landform—Gas Works proposes an industrial, 
environmental and, especially, urban reconcili-
ation that emphasizes the human experience of 
this city.

This article was adapted from a lecture deliv-
ered to the Washington Chapter of the Association of 
Professional Landscape Designers on June 1, 2015. 
Part 3 will appear in our Fall 2016 issue and explore 
the legacy of Seattle’s design history through a selec-
tion of recent projects.

Betsy Anderson is a Seattle-based landscape 
architect for the National Park Service. She is 
also a member of the “Bulletin” Editorial Board.
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