
T he 1975 opening of Gas Works Park 
was a defining moment for Seattle’s 
relationship to its civic landscape. 

Almost 125 years after its founding, the city was 
finally ready for an overt celebration of its urban 
identity—in the design of a park that hon-
ored both its natural setting and its unforgiving 
industrial past. Yet in the recent projects mush-
rooming across town, it is hard to find the legacy 
of Richard Haag’s achievements at Gas Works, 
or to detect traces of the sensitive, small-scale 
insertions of Northwest Modernist architects 
like Paul Thiry and Paul Hayden Kirk. Unlike 
these nuanced responses to climate, function 
and history (described in Part 2 of this account), 
most of the buildings and landscapes emerging 
around the city are shaping a strong sense of 
placelessness. 

Entire neighborhoods, such as South Lake 
Union, are appearing almost overnight—chang-
ing the horizon, the climate, the very scale and 
pattern of the city, and the movement of people, 
water, sunlight and wind therein. Although 

some of the former industrial façades have been 
retained to front the glossy ground floors of new 
buildings, they stand only one layer of brick or so 
thick, like a stage set that commodifies—rather 
than integrates—the laundry or the automo-
bile factory that came before. These are in effect 
company towns of the digital era, dropped into 
the center of an already existing city: Food, 
amenities and outdoor gathering spaces are 
insulated, intended for those inside and not for a 
full spectrum of urban participants.  

Such wholesale rebuilding rivals the changes 
wrought in the city by late 19th-century engineers 
and developers during its first boom period. 
Like early attempts to remake the face of Seattle 
(as recounted in Part 1), most of the current 
reconstruction efforts are heedless of what 
came before. Within this shifting context, it is 
especially valuable to recognize those landscape 
and building designs that are genuine to place. 
In the years since Gas Works, a small canon of 
projects has continued to explore and express a 
reconciliation between Seattle’s urban character 
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and its persistent self-image as an outpost at the 
edge of the wilderness. The projects discussed 
below are heir to the urban ecological design 
approach pioneered by Haag and authentically 
address Seattle’s complex relationship with its 
natural setting, its infrastructure, and its identity 
as a city.

Water and Watersheds
When looking for the quintessential Seattle, it is 
always wise to follow the water. The city works as 
it does due to a constant reshaping of its water 
courses and soggy verges—to support subsis-
tence, transportation and commerce. Much of 
this manipulation is unseen, however, mirrored 
in an underground network of pipes that mar-
shal the movement of water around the isthmus. 
For this constructed hydrology of storm sewers, 
sewers and waterlines, we can thank R. H. 
Thomson and his cohort of hill-leveling, chan-
nel-cutting, shoreline-filling engineers.  For the 
increasingly popular decision to release storm 
water from these pipes—to make it visible as it 

travels through the landscape—we might credit 
Richard Haag and his ilk.

In the decades since Haag developed his 
storm water plan for Gas Works Park, storm 
water conveyance and detention have come to 
play an increasingly prominent role in design 
everywhere. The Pacific Northwest—especially 
Portland and Seattle—has become a national 
leader in green storm water infrastructure, and 
future landscape historians will likely look back 
on these developments and consider them a 
crucial regional contribution to the field. 

Seattle is in many ways the ideal testing 
ground for new solutions to manage urban 
runoff. Its abundant rainfall, close proximity of 
sensitive bodies of water, and strong environ-
mental ethic—as well as the obsession with 
function and infrastructure that have historically 
characterized its development—all contrib-
ute to a design and planning atmosphere that is 
ever more willing to redefine municipal utili-
ties as systems that can be beautiful as well as 
utilitarian. Residents of Seattle’s Belltown neigh-
borhood, for example, enjoy the work of artist 
Buster Simpson, whose whimsical composi-
tions call attention to urban runoff. Seattleites in 
other neighborhoods encounter thickly planted 
bioswales that slow and clean storm water, such 
as those created by the Street Edge Alternatives 
Project, or SEA Streets, piloted by Seattle Public 
Utilities in North Seattle. Projects such as the 
natural drainage system at High Point, integrated 
into a 34-block, mixed-income housing devel-
opment, address environmental justice and civic 
responsibility as well as ecological health. 

The Cedar River Watershed Education Center
As early as 1991, examples of what is now called 
“eco-revelatory design”1 were explored by firms 
such as Seattle’s Jones & Jones in projects like 
the Cedar River Watershed Education Center. 
Although located 30 miles outside the city limits, 
the watershed education center has been likened 
to an umbilical cord that supports Seattle’s very 
existence.2 Indeed we are one of the only cities 
in the country with a water source that does 
not require filtration. R. H. Thomson himself 

The Ballard Library honors the  
neighborhood’s maritime heritage while  

embracing future change and urban growth.  
(Photo by Nic Lehoux) 



recognized the vital resource of the Cedar River 
watershed, and he was instrumental in setting it 
aside in 1901. 

The idea for a watershed education center 
emerged in 1988, as part of legislation to better 
protect the 90,000-acre drainage and promote 
education.3 The five-acre complex of buildings 
and landscape together mimic the function of a 
watershed, while inspiring human engagement. 
The configuration of the site—including the 
scale of the five buildings and their arrangement 
with connecting courtyards—refers to its past 
as an early 20th-century settlement along the 
Milwaukee Railroad corridor. 

Water moves through the complex playfully 
and artistically, as it is filtered by the landscape. 
Arriving visitors—including school groups, 
tourists and outdoor enthusiasts—are greeted 
with a stream. Following the stream offers a 
variety of experiences: enclosed and open, loud 
and quiet. The structures, too, are integrated 
into the landscape as water recipients: absorb-
ing rainwater on green roofs, funneling it into 
cisterns, and rhythmically channeling it into a 
clearing filled with rain drums. Through a multi-
sensory experience, this project acknowledges 
Seattle as a city with infrastructural demands, 
while connecting it in a very tangible way to the 
natural landscape that supports it. The educa-
tional component fosters both civic responsibility 
and environmental stewardship. 

Public Resource
We ask a lot of our landscapes today. More than 
ever before, we expect our designed spaces to 
achieve multiple functions: They must per-
form ecologically—cleaning and slowing water, 
providing habitat, and creating favorable 
microclimates. They must perform socially—
providing public amenities such as food, respite, 
and beauty. And they must educate—teaching us 
about our connections to the environment. This 
emphasis on performance in diverse domains 
is a key tenet of current design education and 
practice. 

The Watershed Education Center is a fine 
illustration of this new direction in urban design. 
Another recent project, the Ballard Branch of the 
Seattle Public Library, also integrates building 
and landscape to support the systems and needs 
of the city and its inhabitants. 

The Ballard Library and Neighborhood Center
The Seattle library system in and of itself is a 
model for democratic urban design. The largest 
branch library in the city, the Ballard Library and 
Neighborhood Center, was completed in May 
2005 and designed by Bohlin Cywinski Jackson, 
architects, and Swift Company, landscape archi-
tects. From the outset the community was heavily 
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TOP: Rain drums at the Cedar River Watershed Education Center playfully connect visitors to the water cycle  
and the importance of the watershed. (Photo by Erik Stuhaug. Seattle Municipal Archives, 134556)

BOTTOM: Photovoltaic arrays and drought-tolerant plantings on the roof of the Ballard Library and Neighborhood Center. 
(Photo by Nic Lehoux)

OPPOSiTE: Periscopes allow visitors to the Ballard Library to see what’s happening on the building’s green roof.  
(Courtesy of Bohlin Cywinski Jackson)



involved and wanted this to be more than a place 
to store and circulate books.4  The new library 
was envisioned as a social and physical hub, a 
catalyst in a new municipal plan for Ballard that 
includes additional parks, public art, museums, 
and eventually a light rail station. 

The architects embraced dual goals of 
sustainability and education and wanted the 
public to be able to see and understand how the 
building works.5 This included an improvement 
in storm water infiltration, increased habitat, and 
the generation of electricity. The building’s form 
is inspired by an upturned boat hull—referring 
to Ballard’s maritime heritage—while its modest 
scale, and its interface with the sidewalk, are 
reminiscent of Northwest Modernism. Inspired 
by a deep front porch, the entrance provides 
seating and allows for public interaction.

Extensive daylighting studies informed the 
aspect and size of the windows, while 17 photo-
voltaic arrays are located on the roof. Members 
of the public can easily track electricity produced 
onsite thanks to a large sundial and meters 
located inside the building, on the windowsills of 
the children’s section. 

The great sweep of the roof suggests a new 
urban landform and is planted with native grasses 
and sedums that absorb stormwater, provide 
habitat, and reduce the urban heat-island 
effect. Before construction, the site—originally 
a parking lot and a bank—was entirely covered by 
hardscape. Thanks to the green roof and planting 
beds, now only 20 percent of the site is covered 
by impervious surfaces. Any spare rainwater 
not absorbed by the roof, is stored and used for 
irrigation. However, the plants are deliberately 
selected for drought-tolerance and their ability to 
thrive in a four-inch-deep substrate. The infor-
mal, scattered planting pattern makes it seem as 
if the sedums and grasses have emerged from 
windborne seeds.6

Unlike many other green roofs, this one can 
be viewed up close by library visitors through 
an observation deck, and also through a clever 
series of periscopes located inside the library 
and sited at heights appropriate for both children 
and adults. Even the Olympics can be glimpsed 

beyond this constructed prairie. The library 
rounds out its comprehensive list of public 
amenities by including a Neighborhood Service 
Center. These satellite city halls are an important 
resource for civic services and information.

A New Topography
The Ballard Public Library proposes a change 
in perspective, challenging presumptions about 
what it means to be a building, roofline, land-
form and library. A near contemporary project 
on Elliott Bay embraces this approach even more 
vigorously, offering yet another study in earth 
shaping to the city canon of super-sized topo-
graphical revisions.

The Olympic Sculpture Park
In 1999 the Seattle Art Museum (SAM) pur-
chased an eight-and-a-half-acre site on 
the waterfront, in Belltown, to create a long-
dreamed-about outdoor sculpture park. For 
more than 60 years, this spot had been home 
to a UNOCAL oil storage and transfer facil-
ity, and when the operation closed in the 1990s, 
UNOCAL, together with the state, removed 
120,000 tons of contaminated soil. The plan was 
to sell the site to developers for condominium 
construction, however—thanks to an energetic 
fundraising campaign—SAM, in partnership 
with the Trust for Public Land, was able to pur-
chase the site for the $17 million asking price. 

Thence followed an international design 
competition, which was won by the New York 
architecture firm Weiss/Manfredi, with their 
zig-zag design, famously conceptualized using a 

Fall 2016   v  21 



business card sliced in a few key locations. The 
challenge was to connect the city’s urban edge to 
the waterfront, negotiating a 40-foot change in 
grade, as well as a busy arterial—Elliott Avenue—
and an active railway line, while simultaneously 
providing an integrated urban platform for the 
display of art. Salmon habitat also needed to be 
created at the shoreline, along with a new seawall.

The team developed “a new topography”7 

to mediate the grade difference and roadways, 
angling the Z to focus views in key directions: 
the Olympics to the west, Mount Rainier and 
the container cranes of the Port of Seattle to the 
south; and Puget Sound as a lively middle ground. 
To descend to the water, one passes through 
three symbolic Northwest landscapes: evergreen 
forest, deciduous forest, and aquatic shoreline 

vegetation with tidal terraces 
for salmon. Stormwater passing 
through and over the site is slowed 
and filtered before it reaches Elliott 
Bay. Here the transportation infra-
structure becomes a feature: The 
roadway and its cars, the railroad 
and its trains, and the Sound and 
its freighters become a dynamic 
part of the sculpture garden.

Sculpting and manipulating 
the shoreline edge evokes Seattle’s historical 
earth-shaping practices, including the filling in 
of tidelands to support industry in the city’s earli-
est years—industry that effectively prevented 
public access to the waterfront. Rather than 
perpetuating this practice, the angled descent 
reconnects the city to its shoreline. But it does so 
without obliterating the transportation networks 
that propelled early development, leaping over 
these past inscriptions in a way that keeps them 
very much alive.

Not quite landform, not quite architecture, 
not entirely city, not entirely infrastructure, 
not entirely nature: This project is more than 
anything a concurrence in which all the seams 
and connections are visible.8 What is key is that 
the park is not trying to escape the experience 
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ABOvE: The Olympic Sculpture Park proposes a new relationship for Seattle and its urban waterfront. (Photo by M. O. Stevens)

BELOW LEfT: The Space Needle becomes a borrowed piece of sculpture when seen through Alexander Calder’s “Eagle,” 
Olympic Sculpture Park. (Photo by Joe Mabel) 

BELOW RighT: Seattle Public Utilities’ Street Edge Alternatives Project (SEA Streets) conveys storm water through a series  
of planted swales in North Seattle. (Seattle Municipal Archives, 155521)



of the city. Instead it proposes a distinctly 
Northwest urbanism, combining a stunning 
natural setting and infrastructural lifeline with 
art, public space, and improved shoreline 
habitat for people and salmon alike. 

Though it falls short in revealing the site’s toxic 
industrial heritage, the Olympic Sculpture Park 
marks a pivotal milestone in Seattle landscape 
architecture. To return to Jonathan Raban’s 
complaint that urban design features have the 
tendency to look puny in comparison to Seattle’s 
setting—that “real cities . . . tend to flourish best 
on flat, or flattish, land that denies the citizen the 
chance to compare a cathedral with a living forest, 
or a skyscraper with a 15,000-foot mountain”9—
here, at last, is a design gesture that is substantial 
enough to engage with its majestic surroundings. 
Installations like Alexander Calder’s “Eagle” and 
Richard Serra’s “Wake” are consequential enough 
to complement the monumental borrowed 
sculpture of the background: the Olympics, Mt. 
Rainier, and even the 20-story cranes at the port, 
depending on where you look. 

Following Nature’s Outline
Emphasizing the visual—as Raban does in his 
critique—only tells part of the story, for as we’ve 
seen, Seattle’s landscape history is nothing if not 
a muscular multi-sensory interaction between 
land, water, wood and people. This includes the 

long-term cleaning of the soil at Gas Works Park; 
the ongoing education and advocacy required to 
protect a municipal watershed; the reimagin-
ing of a library as an active ecological and social 
agent; and a reconciliation with past city building 
practices that leaves space for future action. Will 
forthcoming efforts, including the long-labored-
over waterfront, embrace this heritage and carry 
it into the future? Only through a careful reading 
of the place and its participants...

Rather than uncovering an authen-
tic Northwest “style” of landscape design in 
Seattle, the projects highlighted in these pages 
suggest that it is more of an approach: one that 
is interested in how buildings and landscapes 
work, that reveals ecological and social systems 
and the city’s connection to its environment, 
and that expresses not only our present-day 
relationship to nature but also the way that 
relationship shaped the city—sometimes in 
violent and dramatic ways. This is an approach 
that honors distinctive local materials, plants, 
light conditions and weather patterns; one that 
is community-driven and democratic, and that 
increasingly celebrates the urban character of 
this great jumping-off place to nature. m

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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