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INTRODUCTION

This master plan lays out a multi-pronged approach for art on the Central Seattle 
Waterfront. The plan considers the history of the site as a working waterfront, the 
physical conditions of its location along the shores of Elliott Bay, and its role as 
part of Seattle’s evolving urban and cultural landscape. 

First and foremost, this plan anchors the waterfront art program in the overall 
Framework Plan for Waterfront Seattle. Based on a detailed site analysis of the 
Central Waterfront, the Framework Plan outlines a vision that allows design and 
art to work together to reveal and develop the unique character and identity of 
this site. While the Design drafts strategies for reconnecting downtown Seattle to 
Elliott Bay physically, the Art Plan develops a program that will engage artists and 
the public in reconnecting Seattle to Elliott Bay culturally.

The design and construction of the Central Waterfront will span decades, 
beginning with the Elliott Bay Seawall Replacement project in late 2013. The 
seawall will be built in phases and on a seasonal schedule over a period of three 
years. The viaduct demolition and Battery Street Tunnel decommissioning will 
follow the seawall construction, and those projects will in turn be followed by the 
construction of Alaskan Way and Elliott Avenue. Finally, the waterfront promenade 
and the various projects outlined in the Framework Plan and Concept Design 
reports will be built.  Construction of the waterfront promenade is scheduled 
for completion around 2019. The construction schedule for the other projects 
remains undetermined.

Due to the extended timeframe, it is important for the Art Plan to prepare for the 
coming years of phased construction on the Central  Seattle Waterfront, similar 
to a play staged in several acts, with different sets, backdrops, and conditions. 
Anticipating the inevitable changes that will occur locally and globally over the next 
ten years, this Art Plan aims to be flexible and responsive, articulating an overall 
vision and program for presenting art on the waterfront over time. Although the 
site will change and develop year-to-year, this plan makes it possible for art to 
be physically and conceptually integrated into the design of each phase. The art 
program must evolve hand in hand with the design.

The Concept Design for the waterfront outlines continuous elements that extend 
the length of the waterfront, ranging from the continuous waterfront promenade 
to the running thematic element of tidelines. The Design also identifies places 
along the waterfront that link it directly to adjacent and distinct neighborhoods 
via east-west connections. Art should address the large scale of the waterfront’s 
continuous elements and contribute to the understanding of narrative along the 
waterfront. It should draw connections between the waterfront and its adjacent 
neighborhoods through landmark works, projects, and events that connect a 
constellation of sites, and through active engagement with the public. From the 
physical infrastructure of the site to the ephemeral realities of the Bay itself, 
the Art Plan both responds to and helps define the future of the waterfront 
through early commissions that are part of the design process, and long-term 
programmatic opportunities to be executed long after design work is complete. 
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INTRODUCTION/
CONTINUED

In addition to anchoring art in the geography and design of the waterfront, this 
plan acts as an advocate for artists of all backgrounds to be directly involved in the 
evolution of the waterfront. There is no site in Seattle more connected to a history 
of making, exchanging, and exploring than this. This plan seeks to identify existing 
opportunities for artist engagement, and to propose new and future possibilities 
for both artists and audiences. These opportunities are diverse and geographically 
wide-reaching, inviting artists to research and reflect on the site and ultimately 
facilitating the continuous involvement of artists on the waterfront over time. 

An articulated curatorial vision and process is key to ensuring the involvement of 
artists from the outset and throughout the extended period of design. This vision 
should run through each commission, project, and event on the site in order to 
establish a clear identity for the cultural program. This framework will create a 
legacy of artistic exchange and artist advocacy, placing art and ideas at the very 
core of the waterfront’s identity. The curatorial model for the waterfront will be 
flexible and always of its time, starting modestly and evolving in concert with the 
site and its resources to provide the maximum number of opportunities for the 
presentation and production of groundbreaking art. 

Lastly, this plan outlines specific projects and programs that can begin shortly 
after it is adopted and well before any construction has begun. These range from 
large-scale Core Commissions, tied directly to the infrastructure of the waterfront 
design, to ongoing cultural programming that addresses the conditions of the 
waterfront and further develops the dialog around art and artistic production 
as part of the waterfront’s future. These projects will be administered by city 
agencies, institutional partnerships, and eventually through an independent 
programming body on the waterfront. 

The key to the success of these projects is the support of not just one body, but 
many—the city, cultural organizations and institutions, neighborhood groups, 
artists, and the public at large. No successful program of this magnitude is built 
on one pillar. For this program and its individual parts to succeed, the Working 
Plan for Art on the Central Seattle Waterfront must be embraced by the people of 
Seattle and the artists and audiences that will work collaboratively to articulate 
its many experiences. Therefore, the final timeline outlines a plan of action for 
integrating the population of the city into the implementation of the Art Plan from 
the outset.  In this way, we aim to make this an art program that is not simply a 
reflection of the waterfront, but the key element that defines its character. 
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The Central Seattle Waterfront has long been a site of industry, exploration, 
and exchange. It is the place where Seattle began, and now the waterfront is 
poised to again be at the center of city life. As part of the larger Elliott Bay 
waterfront, it is a connector that links old and new, natural and manmade, and 
the physical with the poetic. A site of great economic, geological, ecological, 
and cultural complexity, the waterfront can serve as a rich resource and site 
for art and cultural expression. The incorporation of art will in turn encourage 
activity, production, and engagement, contributing to the development of new 
narratives about and encounters with the waterfront. As the design of the new 
waterfront is realized, art and culture will add layers of complexity, stimulation, 
and argumentation. 
 
The art team has worked closely with the design team from the outset, and 
through this relationship an “art intelligence” is integrated into each aspect of 
the design. Together, the teams’ shared goal is to ensure that art is physically 
integrated into the waterfront as it is redeveloped and that artists are provided 
with the space and infrastructure they need to produce their work. Public 
projects will negotiate connections between new and old on the site. Some will 
become landmarks, contributing to the identity, texture, and image of regions 
within the plan and suggesting links between these regions. Other projects will 
be dedicated to engaging the public in the development of a new cultural identity 
on the waterfront through artistic expression. The art team is committed to the 
idea that art does not merely respond to place, but is essential in producing a 
sense of place.
 
The central goal of the design team is to reconnect the city with its waterfront. To 
this end, the Bay Ring has been proposed as a new center of the city and region. 
The Art Plan will extend these links beyond the shoreline limit and beyond the 
physical, creating new cultural connections between the city and the rest of the 
world. Waterfront Seattle is proposed not as a singular place, but instead as 
a series of neighborhoods that draw from and connect to the existing upland 
communities—those areas that are currently separated from the shoreline by 
the Alaskan Way Viaduct.

The Art Plan considers Waterfront Seattle not strictly a design project or 
redevelopment, but as a process by which the city will be transformed over 
time, bringing together the site’s history, its present condition, and its future 
identity. This vision for the waterfront, like the site’s future, must extend long 
after the last brick has been laid and construction for the new waterfront has 
been completed. To this end, the Art Plan includes suggestions for artworks that 
will be physically integrated into each phase of design and construction. It also 
calls for projects of continuing engagement and production on the waterfront 
that can start immediately. This plan asserts that a thriving waterfront will 
continue to be a working waterfront, but one where the work will be largely 
cultural—comprising temporary projects, residencies, performances, lectures, 
and education programs. The core conceptual values that run throughout this 
plan include:

VISION

ECOLOGY, ECONOMY, COMMUNITY
A WORKING WATERFRONT
THE WATERFRONT AS CULTURAL THINK TANK
THE SITE AS SOURCE  
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Arts and culture on the waterfront will engage three broad, interconnected 
subjects that underpin the history and future of the site. Ecological aspects 
of the waterfront which were destroyed or suppressed by the current seawall 
and its firm separation of the city from the water will reemerge on the new 
waterfront. The economies of trade, food production, resource extraction, and 
tourism which contribute to the current form of the waterfront will continue 
to play strong roles in shaping the future waterfront. Communities separated 
from the waterfront by the viaduct will re-emerge from its shadow, with new 
frontages on the Elliott Bay waterfront. Art and culture are a means by which 
these three systems will interact, rediscovering and reshaping one another and 
providing fruitful territory for exploring the meanings, histories, and uses of 
the waterfront.

ECOLOGY, ECONOMY, COMMUNITY

A WORKING WATERFRONT

A port of production, the Seattle Waterfront has always been a home to workers 
in a variety of fields. From longshormen, engineers, ship captains, shopkeepers 
and food purveyors, labor is the heart of Seattle’s Central Waterfront. In more 
recent years, scientists, urban planners, and those in the tourism industry have 
also become part of the identity of this working waterfront. The cultural program 
for the waterfront needs to not only reflect this history, but become part of its 
timeline. By inviting artists to take residence on the waterfront, and develop 
projects directly on site, artists are able to work alongside their waterfront 
colleagues from other fields. This acknowledges that one of the city’s most 
dynamic and valued workforces is comprised of  cultural producers and visual 
artists. Artmaking is very much part of the future of this working waterfront. 
The experience of working every day, at the location for which your work will 
be received, is incomparable. For this reason the working waterfront of Seattle 
will continue to be that, with artists providing a new, leading voice among its 
landscape of workers.  
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As a working port, the waterfront is an inspiring series of sites with layered 
histories and communities. The inherently cross-disciplinary port of exchange 
provides a platform for a curatorial model that privileges bold ideas, thoughtful 
reflection, and in-depth investment by artists in the site and with the public that 
engages with that site. The Art Plan envisions the waterfront as a cultural think 
tank—a place where new ideas are incubated, theories tested, projects solidified 
and constructed, and new partnerships developed that will span disciplines, 
timelines, and audiences. 

The waterfront’s curatorial vision should reflect the site’s rich past, its current 
realities, and its immense possibilities. By exploring environmental issues 
related to the seawall, documenting the shift in the city’s core pathways with the 
demolition of the viaduct, and examining the relationship between markets and 
food systems in the region, the waterfront can become a laboratory for cultural 
production. By imagining this stretch of land as a think tank, art will continuously 
influence the design, uses, and public experience of the waterfront.

THE WATERFRONT AS CULTURAL THINK TANK
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The Central Seattle Waterfront is a site in flux, with areas of great stability, such 
as the historic piers, alongside areas that will undergo rapid transformation 
with the removal of the viaduct. The Central Waterfront will undergo a physical 
transformation that will span many years and will see several discrete projects 
realized at different times, mapping out different landscapes. First the seawall 
replacement project will be executed, then the the viaduct will be removed, 
followed by the construction of new streets, the promenade, and the Overlook 
Walk.  As these phases of construction unfold, art projects can be used to fore-
shadow the transformation at various sites along the waterfront, echoing the 
city’s long history of ghostly, unrealized visions of a future Seattle.

The design of the Core Projects will be closely related to the Concept Design. 
As the Port offers a rich model of openness, exchange, and connection across 
distances, the Elliott Bay waterfront’s physical and social history gives us a 
model for thinking about rapid and unpredictable change. A port is both local 
and international, and any port is both a universal model and a specific expres-
sion of the city it serves. In order to consider this site in context, the Art Plan 
approaches it through the overlapping lenses of history, geography, ecology, and 
economy. These lenses can serve as points of entry for projects on the water-
front, or undergird the conversations around the waterfront as it undergoes its 
latest set of transitions. Here are a selection of lenses that inform the Art Plan:  

THE SITE AS SOURCE

THE LITTLE CROSSING-OVER PLACE
PLACE NAMES  
MOON THE TRANSFORMER
HIGH AND LOW
SKID ROAD
BALLAST ISLAND
TIDELINES
SALISH SEA
LITTORAL
UNDERGROUND
THE TRIGGERING TOWN
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PLACE NAMES

“…every indigenous name on the land im-
plies that you are here in this place and not 
in another. They are part of how you know 
you are not in New York or New Orleans, 
London or Los Angeles. They are what we 
expect from Seattle. They are stories about 
place.” — Coll Thrush, Native Seattle

Language and place are strongly linked. 
Names are connections to the narratives 
that we use to build a sense of place. The 
local names for water and the land along-
side it are marvels of economy, describing 
general conditions (Salt Water, Sour Wa-
ter), useful characteristics (Serviceberry, 
Rids the Cold), navigational characteristics 
(Lift It Over), potential problems (Capsized, 
Bad Bank), or spiritual significance (Hand 
Causing Ill Will, Wealth Spirit). 

As European explorers entered the scene, 
they overlaid new names, often their 
own (Puget Sound, Elliott Bay). But their 
names have interesting connections to the 
thematics of the original ones. Naviga-
tional difficulties gave rise to wonderfully 
pessimistic names like Point No Point, 
Deception Pass, and Cape Disappointment. 
New placenames also could preserve the 
proper names of earlier inhabitants—Seat-
tle after Chief Sealth as a prime example—
or the bands who lived in the region, like 
the Duwamish River. This rich profusion of 
multiple names gives us a sense of the im-
portance of sites, their changes over time, 
the persistence of specific memories, and 
local issues both practical and spiritual.  

MOON THE TRANSFORMER

The Creator figure shared by many Salish 
bands, Moon, was a traveler and, as his 
longer name indicates, a creator and 
destroyer, moving across the landscape 
transforming people into animals, cre-
ating the rivers and giving them their 
names, inventing the plants and salmon 
that supported the bands living alongside 
them, and lastly bringing the light of day 
and darkness of night as he returned to the 
heavens with his brother Sun. The theme 
of creation and transformation of existing 
places and people is of obvious interest to 
a location that throughout its history has 
been acted upon by powerful natural forc-
es, and in the 20th century was repeatedly 
transformed to serve economic needs. The 
current plans for the waterfront should be 
thought of in this context: a new iteration 
of a site which has never known stasis, but 
has always been subject to powerful forces 
of transformation.

THE LITTLE CROSSING-OVER PLACE

Mapped by the historian Coll Thrush in his 
book Native Seattle, the Little Crossing-
Over Place was the site of the Denny 
Party’s permanent homestead, established 
in 1852 near a ruined longhouse, and later 
renamed Seattle. A small portage, the 
Crossing-Over Place connected Elliott Bay 
with a lagoon where King Street Station 
now stands. The site was chosen by the 
Denny Party for its proximity to the harbor, 
abundance of nearby timber, and the fresh-
water stream that ran to the Bay down the 
future Yesler Way—each key to the site’s 
use as a port for exporting lumber.

SKID ROAD

Yesler Way’s origins as a skid road—a track 
made of logs laid transversely on which 
freshly cut timber is hauled to shore—sug-
gests something interesting about the 
relationships between form and process. 
The process is a circular one—logs were 
cut down to make a road on which newly cut 
logs were then transported; the town’s main 
road was constructed from the very engine 
of its new economy. Skid Road emerged as 
the center of town, and later as Mill Street, 
divided the town socially, racially, and 
economically. The road’s three names—one 
for the activity, one for the site of labor, and 
finally one for the mill owner—constitute 
three ways of telling history.

BALLAST ISLAND

A fast-growing artificial island rose at what 
is now the foot of Pier 48, composed of 
rubble dumped by ships coming from San 
Francisco, Honolulu, Sydney, or Manila 
to make room for cargoes of timber. The 
Island was one of the few places in town, 
according to Thrush, where large numbers 
of natives were allowed to gather (inhab-
ited in 1893 by Duwamish whose houses on 
the shore of West Seattle had been burned 
down by white settlers, then by seasonal 
workers during the hop harvest, and by 
Duwamish and other tribal members who 
came to trade). A strange sort of tourist 
attraction, Ballast Island ultimately joined 
the mainland as the shoreline extended 
out to embrace it, and a marker points out 
its site at Alaskan Way and Washington. 
Seattle’s waterfront is thus literally both 
local and international, comprised of earth 
and rock sluiced down the side of Denny 
Hill mixed with that of port cities around 
the Pacific.

HIGH AND LOW

The waterfront embraces all varieties of arts 
and culture, from amusement park attrac-
tions to major works of outdoor and public 
sculpture, from novelty souvenirs to modern 
furniture, graffiti artists to architecture firms. 
Nirvana played a concert at Pier 48 at the 
peak of their fame, and Artis the Spoonman 
busked in near-obscurity for decades at the 
Pike Place Market. Art on the waterfront 
should seek to retain this all-embracing 
spirit.
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TIDELINES

The shoreline of Seattle is a fabrication, 
built out with infill from San Francisco, 
Manila and Sydney, the sluicing of Denny 
Hill into the bay, the pilings for finger piers, 
and the mostly timber seawall that holds it 
all together. In remaking this shoreline, the 
Waterfront Seattle project will restructure 
the seawall and the connections between 
land and water. This rebuilding will both 
shore up the failing seawall and restore the 
Seattle shoreline as habitat for the teeming 
life of the bay and a passage for the migra-
tory salmon that pass along its shores on 
their way to sea.

SALISH SEA

An old-sounding name of recent coin-
age, “Salish Sea” is a term that refers to 
an entire network of inland sea passages 
including the Georgia Strait, the Strait of 
Juan de Fuca, and Puget Sound. (Elliott Bay 
and its openings into Puget Sound were 
simply called “Salt Water” locally, before 
getting their modern names from British 
explorers.) The new name, derived from a 
word applied broadly to the peoples who 
first settled alongside the sea and used its 
waterways as trade routes, stresses the 
ecological interconnections between the 
bodies of water that compose this vast sea.

LITTORAL

Elliott Bay is one of the world’s only bio-
diversity hot spots within an urban center. 
It boasts 234 species of fish, 105 crab and 
shrimp species, 26 marine mammals and 
100 marine bird species. Despite the im-
pact of decades of urban and agricultural 
development, extensive logging, and com-
mercial fishing, the Bay and Puget Sound 
remain wondrous reserves of life. Sev-
ered connections between habitat zones 
(aquatic, intertidal, riparian, upland) will be 
restored by the new seawall and empha-
sized on the new waterfront.

THE TRIGGERING TOWN

When thinking of art and the waterfront, one 
can start with Richard Hugo, Seattle’s great 
poet, whose work addresses with particular 
focus the unlovely, often unloved aspects of 
Seattle’s industrial shorelines. (His auto-
biography is titled The Real West Marginal 
Way, after the road running alongside the 
heavily industrialized Duwamish River, 
which feeds into Elliott Bay.)
 
Hugo’s collection of essays on writing poet-
ry, The Triggering Town, should inform and 
supplement this Art Plan for the waterfront.  
Hugo wrote intelligently about the relation-
ship between art and the redevelopment of 
cities, as if anticipating the increasing links 
between the two activities. He recognized 
art’s ability to announce the new, ameliorate 
the destructive, and in the best cases, to 
complicate a site in a productive and provoc-
ative way. “One problem for modern poets is 
the wholesale changes in what we see—the 
tearing down of buildings, the development 
of new housing, the accelerated rate of loss 
of all things that can serve as visual check-
points and sources of stability,” he writes in 
his essay “Statements of Faith.” Poems—
and by extension, artworks—can become a 
response to the loss of the familiar. 
 
A thoughtful redevelopment unavoidably 
destroys and preserves, making new things 
appear amidst the old. Art can work in 
parallel with these processes. It should not 
merely preserve, or represent (the past or 
the future), but interact amid the systems, 
peoples, geographies, economies, and ecol-
ogies of its site. On a site as complex as the 
Seattle Waterfront, art must do more than 
symbolize or represent these processes. It 
must sincerely engage them over time.

UNDERGROUND

The waterfront will be reopened and recon-
nected to the rest of the city after the removal 
of the Alaskan Way Viaduct. Some of the 
traffic which used the viaduct will be diverted 
to a new tunnel running under downtown, 
with an entrance to the south of the central 
waterfront. The waterfront itself is loaded 
with underground services: steam tunnels, 
major power lines, a railroad tunnel, water 
mains and pipes taking storm water and 
treated sewage out to the bay. These various 
conduits for cars, power, water, freight, and 
heat can be unearthed, revealed, traced, or 
documented through art.
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III  
THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE WATERFRONT

 



17

THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE WATERFRONT

Art is essential to understanding, experiencing, and interpreting the environment 
around us. Artists use their particular point of view to create forms and experiences 
that can be shared with the public at a variety of levels. In this way, their work 
helps to concentrate, intensify, and recount the experiences and meanings people 
derive from a place.

Geography serves as the basis for understanding the context of the waterfront and 
its various physical components. The unique geography of the Seattle Waterfront 
will be a rich source of inspiration for a range of projects, and there are numerous 
opportunities for embedding art and the process of artistic production into the 
waterfront as it transforms over time. The waterfront will not be developed all 
at once, but in bits and pieces, starting with the seawall. However, each project 
developed on the waterfront, whether temporary or permanent, must be viewed in 
the context of the whole and must be related to the overall vision for the site. This 
includes existing works of public art on the waterfront, which must be considered 
and integrated into the new plans for the waterfront as they develop.  

Envisioning art as part of the very geography of the waterfront—in advance of 
any artwork being made—requires a great leap of faith. Until works have been 
installed on the waterfront, or until artists are working on commissions and 
cultural programming, this joining together of places to create a framework 
for artistic production and experience will require trust in the vision of the art 
program and a collective act of will on the part of the city, its agents, and citizens 
to implement the plan’s many parts. Imagination and focused determination will 
together create the construct in which place, geography, ideas, and practice can 
be fused together. This Art Plan frames geography through the following 
entry points: 

360–DEGREE CITY
A CONSTELLATION OF SITES
NAVIGATION AND WAYFINDING
MAPPING THE WATERFRONT
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The term “360–Degree City” is a neologism used to describe sea cities which do 
not rely solely upon the land mass at their backs for trade, cultural influence, and 
economic development. Ports open cities to the sea and in turn to trade, cultural, 
and material influence, and the effect of continuous exchange. These sites serve 
as conduits between the land and that which comes from elsewhere. They tend 
therefore to be open in atmosphere and character, and have an ability to grow and 
change.  

In 2008, the United Kingdom’s Commission for Architecture and the Built 
Environment  started a program called Sea Change, aiming to help regeneration 
in coastal areas through targeted investment in culture and heritage. Out of this 
program emerged a way of thinking about coastal cities that is useful in describing 
Seattle and its relationship to its environs. The concept of the 360–Degree City 
helps to illustrate why Seattle’s conditions are conducive to the making of art that 
thrives on the city’s status as a port, conduit, and agent of change. 

Seattle is one of the United States’ most vital ports, and is a prime example of 
the 360–Degree City—it looks out as well as in. The Elliott Bay waterfront draws 
in influence and input, and at the same time remains centered on its circular 
body of water, anchored in its authenticity. The 360–Degree City creates the ideal 
conditions for strengthening connections internally, within the city, as well as 
externally, to the surrounding areas and beyond.

Today, the viaduct serves the city from Elliott Bay but interrupts its function as 
a 360–Degree City. The demolition of the viaduct will create opportunities for 
restoring the connection between downtown Seattle, its waterfront, and Puget 
Sound. The Art Plan proposes to extend these connections in all directions beyond 
the edge of the Elliott Bay Seawall, and reorient Seattle around Elliott Bay to make 
it, once again, a dynamic 360–Degree City. The reach of 360–Degree City is not 
planar, it’s multidimensional, and the connections that can be made between the 
city and its environs are multiple. The 360–Degree City has a sphere of influence 
and  connection.

The reach of the waterfront redesign extends beyond the defined borders of the 
project, all around Elliott Bay, to form a Bay Ring. The shape of the Bay suggests 
a fluidity that the streets of the city do not. It offers flexibility in the ways the 
waterfront might connect with other parts of the Puget Sound region and the 
world beyond. Informed by the function of the Port, points around the Sound 
could be linked by the presence of art or art programs in the wider Seattle area, 
vibrating out regionally, nationally, and internationally. The streets, on the other 
hand, rigidly define the corridors through which the waterfront can be woven back 
into the urban fabric. At the same time, they present opportunities for mapping, 
wayfinding, and interpretation that can form a narrative translated publicly 
through artistic engagement.

The waterfront Concept Design, as described in the rest of this report, aims 
to develop a landscape where  the patterns and textures of the water’s edge 
are integrated and woven  into the hard materials and plantings of the central 
waterfront and expressed through the seawall, the railing, the piers, the slips, the 
promenade, and the street, and tied into the urban fabric through the east side.

360–DEGREE CITY
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A CONSTELLATION OF SITES

The idea of a “constellation of sites” suggests constituent geographical sites 
that add up to a larger organizational idea. The design of the waterfront weaves 
art opportunities with location, function, materiality, narrative, and experience 
to create an alternative mapping of Seattle as an urban space. Artists will be 
encouraged to consider their projects in the greater context of the waterfront, the 
design, and vision of the Working Plan for Art on the Central Seattle Waterfront. 
As the sites develop, opportunities for the reorientation of the city toward the 
waterfront will also emerge. 

Thinking about the waterfront as a “constellation” creates opportunities for 
artists and curators to embark on projects that connect artworks, audiences, 
and locations to each other as well as to the waterfront and the design concepts. 
Those administering the program, curating its various parts, and the artists 
whose voices will define new experiences for audiences, will be able to touch on 
the larger themes of the waterfront and create dialogues between neighboring 
artworks and physical aspects of the waterfront. Imagine an experiential audio 
tour of Seattle’s Central Waterfront created by a sound artist, or a long-term 
series of ephemeral projects and performances that link areas of the waterfront 
both physically and conceptually.  

The process of connecting and reconnecting different parts of the waterfront’s 
cultural program will create endless possibilities for journeys to and from 
the waterfront as well as to and from artworks. Together with the evolution of 
ideas through discussions and an array of events, those journeys can be seen 
as individual narratives. With the documentation of these narratives, the city 
will develop a navigable record of creative influences on the waterfront, while at 
the same time the “constellations” will reveal a different idea of wayfinding at 
various scales. 

 

Right: The potential exists for the creation 
of a linked matrix of art and event sites 
that may underpin and stimulate the 
concept of wayfinding, place, and identity 
within the city.
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NAVIGATION AND WAYFINDING

Wayfinding, as it is intended to be developed under the Working Plan for Art on 
the Central Seattle Waterfront, contributes to the means by which place and 
placefulness are defined and designed into the site. A wayfinding identity already 
exists downtown through color-coded signage, and the new waterfront wayfinding 
landscape will contribute to this navigation through a variety of new modes. 
Wayfinding need not simply be signage, though the development of clear and 
legible systems of orientation is critical to the process by which new environments 
come into being and are made navigable. Wayfinding on the waterfront offers a rich 
set of possibilities in terms of design, synthesis, and mark making, and the urban 
narratives that evolve as people make their way to and through environments.

There are many opportunities for the creation of routes in and around the 
waterfront. These routes would be delineated to encompass the constellation of 
sites identified in the Art Plan, connecting existing artworks, potential sites, and 
newly-commissioned Core, temporary, and ongoing series-based projects. New 
wayfinding elements might carry fixed point, route, and destination information. 
This system could be deployed across the city as an early manifestation of the Art 
Plan in action , connecting new sites and potential sites with existing artworks and 
embedding them into the fabric of the city. Even a relatively rudimentary wayfinding 
system will grow over time in richness, meaning, and information, particularly as 
it is migrated onto digital platforms. This would allow those outside Seattle to see 
and participate in the act of finding their way across the city, connecting artworks, 
sites, and ideas to form new matrices of travel and art-viewing. 
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MAPPING THE WATERFRONT

By anchoring the plan in the site’s geography, mapping (in its many forms) 
becomes an important conceptual tool. Below are descriptions of mapped 
sites on the waterfront that are of particular importance to the designers and 
the art team. These descriptions outline possibilities for connections between 
site, community, and design as it relates to the Waterfront Art Plan. In the Core 
Commissions section of this plan, we have laid out specific commissioning 
models for a select group of sites. In addition to those locations, the following 
sites should be considered for various scales of commissioning and ongoing 
curatorial programming. 

PIONEER SQUARE
HISTORIC PIERS
UNION STREET WATERFRONT
AQUARIUM PLAZA
PIER 62/63
OVERLOOK WALK
BELLTOWN BLUFF
EAST-WEST STREETS

ADDITIONAL FRAMEWORK SITES:
BELL HARBOR BOARDWALK
PIER 48
COLMAN DOCK
NORTH END CONNECTIONS 
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Pioneer Square, founded by settlers in 1852, was once the heart of the city and 
was the site of major historical events related to the growth of Seattle and its 
waterfront. From Yesler’s Mill to the Washington Street Boat landing, and from the 
development of Ballast Island to confrontations between different ethnic groups 
over land and work, there are endless sites and stories for artists to unearth and 
interpret. The removal of the viaduct will reveal hidden surfaces, including a long, 
low façade of 19th and 20th century buildings that will alter the visual makeup of 
Pioneer Square from both water and land. The design proposes the creation of a 
beach that will reveal the ebb and flow of the tides along it. As part of the seawall 
project, natural beach ecologies will be created through planting of native flora and 
placing of boulders that evoke glacial deposition along the waterfront promenade. 
The Washington Street boat landing will be restored and returned to its current site 
on Washington Street. Alaskan Way is wide at this end of the waterfront, but there is 
also a wide median that could provide a site for artistic intervention.

PIONEER SQUARE
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Seattle’s historic piers create an atmosphere of entertainment, food, and fun along 
the waterfront and provide many opportunities for art interventions. The ends of the 
piers could be repurposed as exhibition spaces, or the existing vernacular of kiosks 
and shops could be expanded to include art events and installations. The space 
between the piers will be redesigned to reorient and re-center the water between 
them, offering small public plazas that can host small-scale performances and 
art events. This part of the waterfront is where the Tideline promenade is most 
developed, with furnishings, plants, storm water, lighting, and signage all brought 
together to express tides, change, ebb and flow, scores, and markings.  

The tidelines mark time, the sun and moon cycles, seasons (“King Tides” in 
winter), tidal datums, and sea level trends. The waterfront design team is working 
to integrate both horizontal and vertical registrations of the tides into the design 
of the waterfront, and will mark common effects of the tides such as deposition, 
coloration of surfaces, and response to topographical changes.

HISTORIC PIERS
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The Union Street Pier will become an arena for gatherings and entertainment of 
all kinds. It will present opportunities to commission and install art or conduct art 
projects that run over time. It will also provide context for the development of new 
narratives for the waterfront or the archiving of the waterfront in its various states 
of use. A water feature will be integrated into the plaza, and allow for changing 
conditions of fog, water, and dryness to echo or offset the weather. The Seattle 
Aquarium exhibits can be viewed from here. The design allows for a canoe and 
kayak launch on the edge of the overlook. 

UNION STREET WATERFRONT
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The Seattle Aquarium is an existing family draw to the central part  of the 
waterfront. Art projects in and around the Aquarium will provide an extraordinary 
opportunity for artists to engage in collaborations with other trades. In front of 
the aquarium, the new Elliott Bay seawall will be revealed. The Elliott Bay Seawall 
design team is working to help restore the area around the seawall and create a 
more bio-positive environment. The desire to promote and display marine life at 
the actual site itself could be a great source of inspiration to artists. 

AQUARIUM PLAZA
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Pier 62/63 is currently an open pier. It served as a concert venue in the past, and 
the city would like to use it again for art programming and events. The shape of 
the pier will be reworked to align with a new Overlook Walk that will link it to the 
Pike Place Market up the hill. It will include a grandstand that will allow views 
south over the water, a kayak launch to the north that will link it to Bell Harbor, a 
skating rink, and furnishings. 

PIER 62/63
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The Overlook Walk will link Pier 62/63 and the Aquarium on the waterfront to 
the Pike Place Market up the hill by bridging over Alaskan Way and providing 
elevated views of Elliott Bay. It will include grand steps overlooking Pier 62/63, 
as well as a folding promenade from the Pike Place Market to the waterfront with 
seating, plantings, and views all around. There will be multiple opportunities here 
to create art related to the Market, the Train Overlook, the Play Course, the South 
Overlook, the Amphitheatre Steps and the Fix-Madore Plaza, as well as through 
all the landscape elements and related buildings. In addition, the Overlook Walk 
acts as a gateway to and from the waterfront, since Alaskan Way and Elliott Way 
converge at this location and are framed by it.

OVERLOOK WALK

3rd Ave

2nd Ave

1st Ave

Western Ave

Elliott Ave

3rd Ave

Post Alley

2nd Ave

1st Ave

Western Ave

S Jackson St

S M
ain St

S King St

S W
ashington St

Yesler W
ay

P
ike St

Stew
art St

P
ine St

Lenora St

B
lanchard St

B
ell St

B
attery St

W
all  St

Vine  St

C
edar  St

C
lay  St

B
road St

Virginia St

U
nion St

U
niversity St

Seneca St

M
adison St

M
arion St

C
olum

bia St

C
herry St

Jam
es St

Spring St

to Seattle Center

S Jackson St

S M
ain St

S King St

S W
ashington St

Yesler W
ay

P
ike St

Stew
art St

P
ine St

Lenora St

B
lanchard St

B
ell St

B
attery St

W
all  St

Vine  St

C
edar  St

C
lay  St

Broad St

Virginia St

U
nion St

U
niversity St

Seneca St

M
adison St

M
arion St

C
olum

bia St

C
herry St

Jam
es St

Spring St

3rd Ave

2nd Ave

1st Ave

Western Ave

Elliott Ave

3rd Ave

2nd Ave

Western Ave

1st Ave

+
+

+



32

+

 

Belltown Bluff comprises a number of discrete sites connected by Elliott 
Avenue in response to the topography of the site. The opportunities for coherent 
programming across the bluff are limited, but there are a number of places where 
new perspectives on the waterfront emerge, and these lend themselves to artist 
interventions. Garage facades and the back of the condominium buildings, which 
will be in full view from the train overlook, present great surfaces for projections 
and ephemeral art. The Blanchard Street overlook and its views of Elliott Bay 
between tall buildings provide another opportunity for artistic intervention. New 
building sites identified in Belltown could be devoted to artist studios or live/work 
spaces. The Belltown public garden is another potential art site.

BELLTOWN BLUFF  



EAST–WEST STREETS
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EAST–WEST STREETS
The east-west streets connect the Central Waterfront to important neighborhoods  
and existing art institutions within those neighborhoods. The improvements 
planned on some of the east-west streets—described in the Concept Design 
volume of this Report—will provide opportunities for linking art to specific 
neighborhoods east of the waterfront. South Main Street and South Washington 
Street link the waterfront to Pioneer Square;  Marion Street, Seneca Street and 
Union Street link it to West Edge and Downtown Seattle; Bell Street links it to 
Belltown. Finally, Broad street links the waterfront to Seattle Center. These 
streets could become sites of an artwork, or projects that reflect the larger 
themes in the design and lead people to and from the city’s art institutions and 
the waterfront. The range of perspectives, from elevated to ground level, could 
be dramatic in scale and experience, and should be considered for early core 
commissioning opportunitites. 
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FRAMEWORK SITE: BELL HARBOR BOARDWALK  

The Bell Harbor Boardwalk is a promenade that constitutes a programmable venue 
overlooking the calm waters of the marina at Bell Harbor. With its relationship to 
the Overlook Walk, the Bell Harbor Boardwalk could be programmed in a number 
of ways, or could provide artists with the opportunity to respond to its linearity, 
materiality, and proximity to the water.
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Pier 48 is a large, unused space that would present a range of opportunities 
for artist projects, if opened to the public. The views of the Bay and the Olympic 
Mountains are spectacular, as the axis along Main Street continues straight to the 
end of the Pier and on to the horizon.  At the same time, proximity to the Port of 
Seattle and its gigantic cranes, multicolored shipping containers, and commercial 
ships make this site an ideal one for telling stories of import and export, the local 
and the global, and Seattle’s relationship to the world beyond. Opportunities 
for events and performances are numerous, as the design creates a large 
amphitheater at the end of Pier 48. People will be able to gather for all manner 
of public events and performances, making the waterfront a major cultural draw 
for the city’s inhabitants and visitors to Downtown Seattle. The Pier also offers the 
opportunity for the curation and commissioning of art events, static installations, 
and experiences. The design proposes uncovering parts of the pier to reveal the 
pilings below. A new pier walk will show tidal changes registered on the pilings, 
as the light below the pier is reflected off the water’s surface. Art sites on Pier 
48 can draw on the pier’s axial connection to Main Street and Pioneer Square, 
rooting new artworks in the neighborhood’s existing art community as well as the 
International District. 

FRAMEWORK SITE: PIER 48
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Colman Dock was designed to be a beacon of the waterfront, with a large clock 
tower that was once aligned with Smith Tower, further inland. Today, the clock 
tower is gone, but Colman Dock remains the primary ferry connection between 
communities around Puget Sound and Downtown Seattle. The high volume of ferry 
passengers creates continuous passing trade and heavy footfall, which constitute 
good conditions for permanent artworks, as well as for a changing program of 
art and art events. The existing pedestrian Marion Street Bridge will be replaced 
and could be an opportunity to create a gateway to the waterfront. The street 
frontage will be sheltered from the weather by canopies and offers an opportunity 
for small art events and temporary exhibitions. 

FRAMEWORK SITE: COLMAN DOCK
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THE NORTH END
The North End is a linear site that links the Central Waterfront to the Olympic 
Sculpture Park. The Olympic Sculpture Park is and will remain one of the most 
important sites for art on the waterfront.  The North End also passes through Bell 
Harbor with all its marina and cruise ship activities. The North End terminates at 
Broad Street, where Lake-to-Bay Trail and the Bay Ring merge. Broad Street links 
the waterfront inland to Seattle Center—a hub of artistic production in Seattle. 
When the waterfront design is completed, the North End could become a place 
where art projects bring these relationships together and create connections 
between the waterfront and key cultural organizations in the area. 

FRAMEWORK SITE: THE NORTH END
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The waterfront is a unique, dynamic, and important site for Seattle and the region, 
and the art program based on its shores should match it in ambition. What a 
waterfront cultural program looks like will evolve along with the site, while 
remaining firmly anchored in vision of this Art Plan and the rich legacy of public 
art in Seattle. It is imperative that the cultural program on the waterfront be 
visionary in its curatorial approach, lean in its administration, and partnership-
driven. It must also have a diverse group of programs that includes permanent 
and temporary commissions, lectures and events, artist residencies, and 
publications. This will ensure that art on the waterfront responds not only to the 
conditions of the site, but also to the current landscape of artistic production 
nationally and internationally. By providing multiple programmatic platforms, the 
Art Plan ensures that artists and audiences will have a continued and evolving 
relationship with the site. 

For art on the waterfront to be both groundbreaking in the field and of its time 
and place, it must be guided by a confident vision, and paired with a robust 
administrative support system. The program should be artist-driven and 
audience-minded, and it should not prescribe a single working method for artists 
to adhere to, or for audiences to approach the site. Instead, the cultural program 
will present a multiplicity of opportunities for artists and the public to define new 
relationships to this place. The vision of this Art Plan is rooted in the principle that 
through the production of new art on the waterfront, discovery, innovation, and 
collaborative discourse become the daily dialog and identity of this place. The city 
should support the dedication of a focused cultural steward to oversee a program 
of this physical, conceptual, and monetary scale. 

In the immediate future, as Percent for Art funds guide commissioning on the site, 
the city should consider creating a new position to implement the plan’s vision, 
shepherd the curatorial vision and administrative needs for early core Percent for 
Art commissions, advise the city on cultural policy on the waterfront, and support 
events, residencies and ongoing artistic programming in the early years of the 
waterfront’s transformation. This new waterfront art manager will work closely 
with the design team and the cultural community of Seattle, and will act as the 
point person for a waterfront arts program within the city during planning and 
construction. 

As the waterfront moves forward, an independent cultural organization should 
take shape to support the realization of the long-term and ongoing goals outlined 
in this plan. An independent body can draw on local, national, and international 
partnerships, develop programs from a wide range of funding sources, provide a 
succinct public message for an evolving waterfront arts program, and support new 
cultural activity on the waterfront that continues long after the capital projects are 
completed. Working alongside the city and other waterfront constituencies, this 
organization can carry the torch of arts programming on the site for generations. 
 

A FRAMEWORK FOR ADMINISTERING THE CULTURAL 
VISION FOR THE WATERFRONT 
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This section contains proposals for early commissions to be realized under the 
City of Seattle Percent for Art Program, administered by the Seattle Office of Arts 
and Cultural Affairs. These proposals are intended as models for how future art 
commissions on the Seattle Waterfront might be realized. Particular focus is 
placed on the intersections of design, art, and place, on the ecology of Elliott Bay, 
and on the realities of a working port. In line with the working vision of the plan, 
several projects include calls for public talks, exhibitions of proposals, residencies, 
and other forms of exchange preceding or accompanying the commissioning and 
realization of art works for the site. The projects highlight and foster opportunities 
for artists to work with collaborators from other disciplines, and from significant 
institutions on the waterfront. The methodologies express a strong curatorial 
orientation, with the goal of  ensuring a focused, thoughtful, well-contextualized 
program that contributes to the identity of the Central Seattle Waterfront and 
the legacy of public art in Seattle. The new Central Seattle Waterfront should 
not merely be seen as a destination for art works but as an active site for the 
production of new art and ideas. 

CORE COMMISSIONS 
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Pier 62/63 is an iconic site on the Seattle Waterfront. It has been home to 
groundbreaking musical performances, events, and commissions of public 
artwork. The terminus of Pier 62/63 embodies the richness of the entire waterfront 
site, and its views, ecological features, and entertainment and recreational uses 
ensure an engaged and active audience. It offers a panoramic view of Seattle’s 
port operations at Harbor Island and on piers to the north, underscoring the 
various forms of global exchange supported on the waterfront. On the site of 
the historic industrial waterfront, Pier 62/63 facilitates an appreciation of the 
beauty of the aquatic environment when looking out, and the grandeur of the 
Seattle skyline when looking back to the city. This site is perhaps the premier 
location in the Waterfront Seattle design, and it necessitates a great work of 
global significance.

A sense of place is derived from many factors other than geography. In the same 
way that significant natural features, critical historical events, or past functions 
construct and solidify spatial identity, so too can works of art contribute to the 
identity of a place. Large-scale commissions have the extraordinary potential 
to be vital signposts. An ambitious commission is well within the scope of 
Waterfront Seattle, alongside artworks of a diverse variety of scales, budgets, 
durations, and media.

The commission will respond to the same conditions that all artwork on the 
waterfront must: sensitivity to the waterfront design, knowledge of the history 
and ecology of the site, and fluency in the concerns and interests of the Seattle 
community. The artist should be selected from an international list of significant, 
accomplished artists who can work at a civic scale. A long working relationship 
with the selected artist would bring them into frequent contact with students, the 
cultural community, and the public.

PIER 62/63

Early Estimated Budget  
• Design and Construction $750,000–1.25 
million  

Potential Partners
• Dependent on concept of project proposal

HIGH AND 
LOWECOLOGY, 

ECONOMY & COMMUNITY
WAYFINDING
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THE TIDELINE PROMENADE AND SEAWALL

Early Estimated Budget
• To draw from the seawall construction 
budget, with a range to be determined

Potential Partners
• The Seattle Aquarium
• Seattle area hatcheries
• National Fish Habitat Partnership
• The Nature Conservancy
• Natural Resources Defense Council
• The University of Washington School of 
Oceanography
• Pacific Science Center
• Woodland Park Zoo
• Audubon Society
• The Bullitt Foundation
• Sierra Club
• National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration
• Port of Seattle
• Scientists, students, and scholars

The Tideline Promenade extends 2.5 miles along the shores of Elliott Bay. It provides 
a unique pedestrian experience, contrasting the urban development of the city and 
the working industrial waterfront with spectacular views of big nature—mountains, 
islands, and the bay. The edge of the waterfront has moved significantly over the 
years and continues to shift to this day with the Elliott Bay Seawall Project. At the 
same time, the tides continually rise and fall about 11 feet, making this waterfront a 
dynamic land-water threshold.

The tides leave marks, or “tidelines,” visible everywhere: driftwood deposited on 
beaches, barnacles on pier pilings, and marine life on seawalls. The rhythm of the 
tides persists through the transformations of the waterfront and marks the relation-
ship between land and sea. Topography extends the tidelines upland along walls, 
steep slopes, steps, and terraces, creating patterns that mark changes in elevation. 
As horizontal deposition and vertical registration, the tidelines create a design vo-
cabulary that interlaces the waterfront with the ebb and flow of the tides to the west 
and the journeys uphill to the east, tying together the design over the entire length of 
the waterfront. The rhythm of the tidelines provides a meter for the organization of 
design elements such as paving, furnishings, plantings, and signage. 

The Elliott Bay Seawall team and the Waterfront Seattle team are working to help 
restore the waterfront and its seawall in ways that will create a more bio-positive en-
vironment. The seawall, with its connections to waterfront sites like Aquarium Plaza 
and its relationship to the tidelines theme that runs through Waterfront Seattle’s 
design, offers artists opportunities to participate in the conceptual framework and 
physical impact of the design of the waterfront itself. For this commission(s), an artist 
or artists will work alongside the seawall and waterfront design teams, embedded 
in the research and design process as the site plan develops. In a sense, the design 
issues already dictate many of the terms of the artwork, and a project about the sea-
wall will be related to listening, exploring, and responding to the site and its ecology 
and history.

Once an artist(s) is selected, they will work as an embedded member of the design 
teams over an extended period of time to realize a vision for the seawall and Tidelines 
design. Working in consultation with the seawall design team artist, the selected art-
ist will identify sites along the extent of the seawall, as well as related upland sites, 
for their own projects, as the seawall design team artist develops sites for other 
artworks. As embedded artists, they will also interface with the public throughout 
the project’s lifespan and contribute to the larger discussion of science and biodiver-
sity around the site. The Tideline Promenade/Seawall project will also contribute an 
enormous amount of research and documentation to the archive of the site and to the 
historical record of the waterfront’s transformation.

360–DEGREE CITY
BAY RING TIDELINES
LITTORAL  
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VIADUCT DEMOLITION

The demolition of the Alaskan Way Viaduct and reconstruction of the waterfront 
has fascinated a broad swath of the population. The scale of the destruction is 
awesome to imagine, as is the vast amount of people power that will be required 
in such a significant transformation of urban space. The public presence and 
enthusiasm around the initial dismantling of sections of the viaduct took many 
by surprise. What to do with the viaduct material is a question of great interest.

An open call for suggestions as to how to best use the viaduct debris will give space 
to this important public dialog and generate an exhibition project which could lead 
to new solutions. Proposals should address the viaduct as a site in transition, 
and reflect on ways the physical material of the viaduct demolition should 
be disposed of, archived, or transformed in some way in public space. Artists, 
architects, designers, or anyone with innovative ideas on the subject are welcome 
to generate proposals. While proposals can be practical and strive for realistic 
implementation, others might be purely discursive or even fantastical. A formal 
and structured proposal protocol would assure that the material is delivered in a 
format suitable for exhibition, including a textual component, renderings, and an 
option for a model. This project is meant to be extremely generous, good-natured, 
and even humorous in nature—an exercise in public brainstorming.  

The open call for ideas would result in an exhibition of proposals. The exhibition 
could be held in a civic gallery, other city-owned space, or at a partner institution. 
Proposals may lead to a commission, either through city funds or through other 
funding models and partnerships. However, the entire call and exhibition endeavor 
may not result in a viable project. This result would not be considered a failure.  

This exhibition and open call event has great promise as an early project and 
presents numerous partnership opportunities with media organizations and 
online forums. While the primary focus of the endeavor is a discursive, community-
building program, an inventive solution to use the viaduct rubble could feasibly 
develop from the process. 

Potential Partners
• CleanScapes
• Seattle Public Utilities
• Construction Materials Recycling 
Association

LITTLE CROSSING-OVER PLACE
MOON 
THE 
TRANSFORMER

BALLAST 
ISLAND
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The Overlook Walk creates a strong connection between downtown and the 
central waterfront, negotiating a vertical transition of some 100 feet via gently 
graded terraces. More than a pathway, the site is itself a destination, offering 
views, food and drink, and activities. Play areas are called for in the Concept 
Design, set on steeply graded areas along the Overlook Walk. The sites provide 
an excellent opportunity to rethink conventional play structures, and art provides 
historic examples that could inspire contemporary projects.

Japanese artist and landscape architect Isamu Noguchi designed several play 
structures for New York City between 1940 and 1964. His designs—which were 
never built—related to their setting in specific landscapes, drawing from his idea 
that “the frontiers of sculpture might open up by relating it to the land and to 
real walkable space.” Noguchi continued to pursue this approach in his sculptural 
landscape designs, while his ideas for play structures inspired a generation of 
post-war landscape architects. 

Since then, the imaginative possibilities of playground design have been little 
explored. The Overlook Walk offers an opportunity for productive collaborations 
between disciplines. Artists, educators, urbanists, psychologists, architects, and 
sociologists should explore the nature of play and of built environments that 
inspire and challenge children. Today, in part because of the growing models of 
art and social practice methodologies, there is a renewed enthusiasm for such 
collaborations.

This commission will proceed by first developing a colloquium on play and 
playgrounds. Experts in play and playground history as well as educators, 
playground designers, landscape architects, and artists will be invited to give 
presentations and participate in discussions. This could be organized through the 
Office of Arts and Cultural Affairs, or through the talk series proposed later in 
this plan, in collaboration with a partner waterfront institution. Integral to the 
conference would be a group of artists (four to six) invited to participate. This 
event would be open to the public, providing insight into the research stage of an 
art commission and providing an informed foundation for artists and audiences 
on the waterfront theme.

Artists will be given site tours and be provided with information on the site’s 
current framework by the design team. The selected artist or artist team will be 
expected to work closely with the design team in the Final Design phase of the 
waterfront development. Once an artist is selected, he will set up a protocol to 
work directly with the design team on the integration of his work into the site. 

The site will offer a set of potential play spaces of differing scales and locations, 
suitable for children of various ages. It is thus possible that a series of artist-
designed play spaces can emerge on the site.

OVERLOOK WALK (PLAYGROUND)

Early Estimated Budget
• Conference: $15,000
• Proposals: $15,000
• Design and Construction: $400,000  

Potential Partners
• Seattle Aquarium
• Seattle Art Museum
• The Children’s Museum
• Pacific Science Center
• Alliance for Childhood
• Ryther Child Center
• The Children’s Environments Research 
Group, Center for Human Environments, 
Graduate Center of the City University of New 
York
• Area schools
• Architecture firms/ A.I.A. Seattle
• Alliance for Childhood

THINK 
TANK

TIDELINES
SKID 
ROAD
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OVERLOOK WALK (GARDENS)

Plans for the Overlook Walk call for garden space of ample scale. This space, or 
a significant portion of it, could be a programmed garden in which artists develop 
new garden concepts for each growing season. The Overlook Walk’s proximity 
to the Pike Place Market, and the wide range of resources in the city related 
to horticulture, landscape design, and food production, make the site an ideal 
location for artist-driven garden projects. These projects might address issues 
including food production and its politics, technological and habitat issues, 
histories of landscape as an engine of social reform, and garden aesthetics and 
theory. 

Each year, a garden commission will be awarded and commissions will be 
selected from among a broad set of artists working on gardens, ecological issues, 
and food production. 

For early Overlook Walk garden commissions, a direct commissioning model 
should be implemented. The curatorial process should be led by the waterfront 
art manager, working with the design team, and potential partner organizations. 
This model is necessary to set up process protocols and garden infrastructure, 
and for artists to work directly with the design team to develop a flexible space 
for such commissions. Artists will also work directly with landscape architects 
and horticulture specialists. As the project anchors itself through these early 
commissions, it can evolve into focused public requests for proposals in later 
years. 

The production and maintenance of the garden program should be done in 
partnership with local gardening groups, students, others in the art community, 
and the general public. It will also be an ideal program for which to develop 
ongoing educational initiatives, inviting experts from across the fields of 
gardening, landscape design and history, and food production to participate in 
talks, tours, and classes. The garden program lends itself to the development of 
field guides, texts on the history of regional horticulture, and an online archive of 
projects and plant species. 

Early Estimated Budget 
•$30,000 - 50,000 annually 

Potential Partners
• Northwest Horticulture Society
• The Seattle Parks Department 
• Seattle Tilth
• Seattle Parks Foundation
• The Bullitt Foundation
• University of Washington, Washington 
Park Arboretum and the Center for Urban 
Horticulture
• Forterra
• Weyerhaeuser
• Volunteer Park Conservancy
• Private and community gardens ECOLOGY, ECONOMY 

& COMMUNITY

LITTORAL
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OVERLOOK WALK (TRAIN OVERLOOK)

There are a number of sites identified in the Waterfront Seattle plan that provide 
opportunities for the development of interactive public spaces based around 
spectacular views. One such space is the BNSF Train Overlook on the Overlook 
Walk at the Elliot Avenue sidewalk, which allows for exciting views of the truly 
impressive rail traffic as it snakes through the heart of the city. As a site for art, 
the location lends itself to meditation on the importance of rail as characteristic 
of the working harbor and its labor history, while also reinforcing the notion of 
the harbor as a hub of global commerce and exchange. In order to consider such 
a complex topic, a project that incorporates a time-based experience could be 
appropriate. For this reason a sound work, social space, or time-based media 
project should be considered.

Five artists working in these areas should be selected to develop proposals for 
a social space for the Train Overlook on the Overlook Walk. A multi-commission 
program that could unfold on an annual or semi-annual basis might also be 
considered, depending on city resources and staffing capacity. This would allow 
for the realization of multiple approaches to the site, and an array of experiences 
for audiences. It also considers collaborations between artists of different 
media—for example, sound artists working alongside sculptors, or light artists 
working alongside sound artists. 

Early Estimated Budget 
• Proposals: $15,000
• Design and construction: 
$75,000 – $200,000 per project 

Potential Partners
• Seattle Art Museum
• Historians and scholars
• The music community
• The general public

ECOLOGY, ECONOMY 
& COMMUNITYWORKING 

WATERFRONT
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OVERLOOK WALK (UNDERPASS/GATEWAY)

One of the most challenging sites for a major art commission is the Overlook 
Walk Underpass. However, this site also has great potential for a wide variety of 
possible art forms and media, from sound or light works to projection, tile, and 
mural-scale painting. This site is located underneath the Overlook Walk, thereby 
protecting it from weather and allowing for more delicate artworks that might not 
be condusive to the elements of other outdoor locations. It is well lit, providing 
direct links to Building B to the east, that provides access to the upper levels 
and Pike Place Market, and Building C to the west, which will be occupied by 
the aquarium and aquarium-related activities. The Overlook Walk Underpass is 
thought of in the design as a gateway to and from the waterfront and Belltown, 
providing opportunities to approach the site from this gateway perspective, in a 
similar way to the Marion Street Bridge. 
 
For this project we suggest an open request for qualifications. Several artists 
should be selected and commissioned to make proposals for the site. The site 
profile should also include a discussion of the problems of maintenance and 
installation. The scale of the work encouraged should be significant and the 
project should approach the site as a totality.

The selected artist will be expected to work closely with the waterfront team to 
produce a work complementary to the overall goals of the Overlook Walk section of 
the Waterfront Seattle design. Since the site is a new one, and not obviously bound 
by the conditions that characterize the other core waterfront locations, casting a 
broad net could produce unexpected solutions for the underpass situation. 

Estimated Budget
• TBD: dependent on proposal selected and 
site funding available

Potential Partners
• Seattle Art Museum
• The music community
• The Experience Music Project

UNDERGROUND

LITTLE 
CROSSING-
OVER 
PLACE
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ONGOING CULTURAL PROGRAMMING

Although many projects are years away, there are numerous opportunities to 
engage artists and the people of Seattle immediately in art and culture on the 
waterfront site. Artists will be key participants in the waterfront’s present and 
future articulation. The programs recommended in this section can be as large or 
small as resources dictate, and they are flexible in their location, administration, 
and timelines. Projects should link together under a unified voice, yet make room 
for the inclusion of many perspectives. In many ways, these projects are not just 
anchors for an early program but the testing ground on which the waterfront art 
program will be refined and developed through public input from the people 
of Seattle. 

 



TEMPORARY PROJECTS

The waterfront will be an active site for the commissioning of temporary projects 
and performances. Given the ever-changing nature of the waterfront, temporary 
projects provide plentiful opportunities for new commissions, and present myriad 
possibilities for artists to respond directly to the site. Temporary commissions of 
all scales can shape an ongoing and engaged experience for audiences on the 
waterfront. These projects also create dynamic partnership opportunities with 
civic agencies, nonprofit groups, and community organizations. The waterfront 
art manager may produce a project directly, but will also act as a support to a city 
or institutional partner in the production of a project. 

These projects may include, but are not limited to:  

• physical commissions installed on a particular site or sites 
• sound, light, and video projects
• one-time and ongoing performances
• film screenings
• concerts and music events 
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TALKS

A lecture program provides the opportunity for artists, cultural producers, and 
audiences to have a direct relationship with each other. By bringing people 
together to discuss issues of artistic production around the waterfront, new ideas 
will develop, new partnerships will be made, and future projects will be fostered. 
Although a waterfront arts organization will not have a physical location for years, 
this plan proposes that a series of regularly-organized talks at off-site locations 
begin immediately. 

A discussion series can be low-resource yet high-impact, achieving broad 
reach through partnerships with other local institutions. Lecturers may include 
artists, curators, historians, scientists, arts administrators, city representatives, 
engineers, architects, and others, and should provide an in-depth look at the 
variety of issues facing the waterfront during this transformative moment in its 
history. These talks should also set the stage for growing partnerships locally, 
nationally, and internationally between the art program and other organizations.  

The artistic program for the waterfront should be a jumping-off point for 
discussion around cultural issues, developing ongoing events that keep the public 
engaged with the waterfront as a center for cultural production and exploration. 
Events are key in providing the context for commissions and residencies, and will 
provide an important forum for discussing the waterfront’s many layers during 
this pivotal moment in its history. These events can be both large and small, and 
can include artist discussions, lectures, film screenings, site tours, educational 
programs, festivals, food-based gatherings, and music and dance performances. 
It is critical that all of these events tie back to the waterfront as a site of ecology, 
economy, and community, as well as provide the public new ways to engage in the 
larger dialogue of this place. Events also provide an extraordinary opportunity 
for public, private, and institutional partnerships and should include artists as 
well as other cultural producers, scholars, and experts from the many fields that 
intersect at the waterfront.

 



RESIDENCY

The conceptual heart of the Working Plan for Art on the Central Seattle Waterfront 
is Seattle’s legacy as a working waterfront, and it is key that an art program on the 
waterfront reflects this history. Artists must be able to not only respond to the site, 
but also actively produce new work on the shores of Elliott Bay. Production will 
be the foundation of the waterfront art program, and waterfront artist residencies 
will be firmly rooted in this idea of  waterfront as think tank. They will give artists 
the opportunity to work directly with experts in other fields on the creation of 
new work, or the development of new ideas that expand on and transcend artists’ 
individual practices. By working with other disciplines, art has the power to 
directly engage in the larger cultural and political framework of Seattle. 

Beginning as a virtual research center during the period when the waterfront is 
in transition, the residency program will use the site as a springboard for artistic 
investigation. As the art program grows, a future waterfront arts organization 
can provide the space and the resources for all fields to come together, under 
the umbrella of art, to push the boundaries of how we think, live, and interact 
with each other. This independent programming body will work with artists to 
set up introductions, conversations, and opportunities for cross-disciplinary 
investigations. It will also act as a direct interface between the artist and the 
public, providing rich opportunities for waterfront audiences to be directly involved 
in the production of new work. 

In the future, the waterfront residency program should be firmly anchored on the 
waterfront in its own physical structure that will include production and research 
space for residents, exhibition and presentation space, and living space for 
residents from outside Seattle. However, the lack of physical space at this stage 
should not limit production from occurring on the waterfront right away. In fact, a 
residency program on the waterfront that is up-and-running during the transition 
period is key in providing artists’ voices on the site now, as the redevelopment of 
the waterfront progresses. 
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ARCHIVE AND PUBLICATION

As the waterfront approaches this pivotal moment in its history, there is an 
extraordinary opportunity for archiving the transformation of the site and 
reflecting on its past, present, and future. As an early project, this plan proposes 
the development of an archive for cultural production on the Central Seattle 
Waterfront. This archive will include information about artists, research materials 
from commissions and residencies, design information as it progresses in the 
coming years, documentation of events, lectures, and performances, film and 
video about the history of the site, and any other materials relevant to cultural 
history and life on the waterfront. The archiving process should start immediately, 
so as to record any information already in development. It can be small at the start, 
but will eventually grow into an extensive and valuable resource for the people of 
Seattle, future artists who may engage with the site, and scholars researching the 
waterfront. The archive should have both a physical and virtual presence, working 
toward an online access point with which the world can engage.  
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V
GOING FORWARD

 



The waterfront art program is just one element of the complex and ambitious 
waterfront redevelopment. What is most important is that all programs provide a 
vehicle for groundbreaking cultural production. In the introduction for the Seattle 
Department of Transportation (SDOT) art plan, developed during his residency in 
2005, Daniel Mihalyo quotes Jane Jacobs’ influential book The Death and Life of 
Great American Cities:

“The main thing governments must do to foster creativity is remove barriers 
to creative people….”

In this spirit, the Art Plan seeks to provide as many vehicles as possible for artistic 
dialogue and production. The waterfront will become the center of a robust 
program that utilizes the resources of civic, nonprofit, and private partnerships 
to create the maximum number of opportunities for people in Seattle and beyond 
to experience the cultural richness of the Seattle Waterfront. This program is not 
possible without the dedication of many, and the Art Plan proposes that those 
responsible for its varied parts proceed in the following ways: 

GOING FORWARD

CITY AGENCIES

A FUTURE WATERFRONT ARTS 
ORGANIZATION AND NONPROFIT CULTURAL 
PARTNERS

OTHER POSSIBLE PARTNERS
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CITY AGENCIES

Long-term commissions include projects developed during the waterfront’s 
construction that will be integrated into the design of particular sites. These 
projects will be administered by the Office of Arts and Cultural Affairs, and funded 
through Percent for Art funds generated by capital projects of city departments, 
including SDOT, Parks, Seattle Public Utilities, and City Light.

Beyond the Core Projects proposed in section IV, the city may develop further 
permanent projects for the waterfront, and develop other programs (talks, 
residencies, events) as funding and Percent for Art conditions allow. The city 
should work in partnership with the design team, other organizations, and 
funders to support rich cultural activity on the waterfront.

City agencies can also support the development of cultural activity on the 
waterfront by considering the impact of zoning, housing funds, development of 
city land, and nightlife policies. The city should work with all partners to assure 
the new public spaces developed on the waterfront support the production of 
live performances, looking at technical, logistical, and safety issues required to 
support performers and audiences in the spaces devoted to such uses.

 



A FUTURE WATERFRONT ARTS ORGANIZATION AND NONPROFIT 
CULTURAL PARTNERS

The foundation laid by the waterfront art vision can also support the emergence 
of a new organization, one that will continue to present arts programming on 
the waterfront after construction is complete and Percent for Art Core Projects 
launched. This programming body should be curatorially focused in its mission, 
nimble in its administration, and adaptive to its current resources and landscape. 
Most importantly, it should always provide a means for artists and audiences to 
experience the waterfront through the lens of art.

Although the waterfront art program encompasses large programmatic goals, it 
need not be large in scale to realize its vision. Eventually, the art program will need 
to grow in size and independence in order to make it a sustainable organization 
that fosters art on the waterfront through commissions, events, and residencies. 
The waterfront art program will grow out of the design process—evolving into an 
independent model in the long term—and work with public, private, community, 
and nonprofit partners to realize a focused and ever-evolving program. This will 
allow a waterfront arts group to diversify its funding options, develop projects of 
varying scales, and reach the many audiences that engage with the site.

A waterfront arts organization will have the ability to partner with other 
organizations locally, nationally, and internationally. This will be key to its success, 
as partnerships are the backbone of successful public practice. The waterfront’s 
residency program, as well as its events and commissions, will certainly be 
produced in partnership with other organizations—allowing all parties to share 
economic, physical, personnel, and marketing resources to produce the most 
impactful projects possible.   

As a hub of cultural activity on the waterfront, the waterfront arts organization 
should regularly partner on cultural projects presented by other organizations. 
This will include projects on site, as well as lectures and events related to the 
waterfront offsite. Partnership opportunities may include:  

• Co-hosting lectures and events both on and off site
• Co-presenting commissions on site, including providing the infrastructure to 
support artists on the production of new work
• Incubating project development as a starting point for possible offsite 
exhibitions related to an artist’s work on the waterfront
• Co-producing publications
• Partnering with universities and schools on academic programs on site and 
in the classroom
• Partnering with organizations to provide production facilities and living 
quarters for waterfront artist residents
• Partnering with exhibition spaces to display parts of the waterfront’s art 
archive, and exhibit work about the waterfront and its history 
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OTHER POSSIBLE PARTNERS

In addition to working with its civic and nonprofit arts colleagues, the waterfront 
arts program can partner with community groups, schools, non-arts nonprofit 
organizations, and private entities. Through commissions, events, and artists 
residencies, a multiplicity of fields will engage in the defining of culture on the 
waterfront. Partnerships of all kinds allow artists to explore new ideas and provide 
the waterfront arts program with exposure to new audiences and participants.   
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VI
NEXT STEPS: 
WATERFRONT CULTURAL PROGRAMMING TIMELINE
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VI. NEXT STEPS: 
WATERFRONT CULTURAL PROGRAMMING TIMELINE

• Art plan adopted and next phase funding for arts planning proposed
• The city will begin a dedicated search for the role of waterfront art manager. The 
search should focus on individuals with a strong history of working with artists and 
overseeing the commissioning of artwork. 
• Early planning and fundraising begins for ongoing arts programming
• Seawall/Tidelines core project commission budget defined, and call for proposal 
organized 
• Short list for Pier 62/63 project developed
• Artist list for Overlook Walk playground project submitted for review, and short list 
selected to move forward with proposals
• First resident proposals solicited for early waterfront residencies

• Seawall construction begins
• Viaduct demolition project call for proposals drafted and announced
• Design team works with waterfront arts manager on integrating core commissions 
into the design
• Artist announced for Tidelines/Seawall project and begin design work with team 
through 2016
• Artist short list for Pier 62/63 presented for review and approval
• Conference on playgrounds held for Overlook Walk playground project
• Residency artist(s) selected and recommended to appropriate funding body for 
approval
• Waterfront archive set up as part of ongoing cultural programming
• Artist research/design begins on Pier 62/63 Project
• Artists develop proposals for Overlook Walk playground project and submit for 
review
• Talks series continues with new group of programs announced and launched
•  Artist selection for Overlook Walk playground project and project awarded
• Budget for Overlook Walk Underpass project assessed and open call drafted and 
announced
• Waterfront Artist Residency launched and first artist begins work on the waterfront
• Artist recommendations begin for next artist resident(s)  
• Final proposals received for viaduct demolition project and presented publicly online 
for public vote
• Final playground plan submitted by artist for approval, with public presentation of 
early proposal
• Design team art advisor(s) sets up protocols for Overlook Walk garden program 
commission(s)
• Overlook Walk Underpass proposals reviewed, and one selected for further 
development
• 2014 Waterfront Artist Residents selected 
 

• Strategic planning begins for the viability of an independent art organization starting 
2017
• Public exhibition of proposals from viaduct demolition project open call
• Final artist proposal submitted for approval on Pier 62/63 project
• Final design and bidding begins on Pier 62/63 project
• Construction of seawall
• Possible viaduct demolition project selected for development
• Overlook Walk playground project in design development through January 2016

2012 Milestones

2013 Milestones

2014 Milestones

 



• Short list of 5 artists or artist teams selected to develop proposals for Train Overlook 
on the Overlook Walk project 
• Train Overlook on the Overlook Walk project artist(s) selected to develop design
• Overlook Walk Underpass artist develops final design proposal with design team
• 2014 Waterfront Artist Residents announced and begin work
• 2015 Artist Residency proposals in development
• Talks series continues with new group of programs launched

• Advisory Committee assembled for future waterfront arts organization to guide 
strategic process
• Construction begins on Pier 62/63 project
• Construction of seawall
• List of artists submitted for the Overlook Walk garden program
• Train Overlook on the Overlook Walk project budgets and protocols set, and design 
work begins
• 2015 Waterfront Artist Residents announced and begin work
• 2016 Artist Residency proposals in development
• Talks series continues with new group of programs launched

• Fundraising begun for first operating year of a waterfront cultural organization
• Construction of seawall
• Final design of the Overlook Walk playground submitted to the city for review and 
final approval and construction
• Viaduct demolition and possible art commission launched
• First artists selected for the Overlook Walk garden program 
• Installation begins on Overlook Walk Underpass project as part of the site’s 
construction
• 2016 Waterfront Artist Residents announced and begin work
•  2017 Artist Residency proposals in development
• Talks series continues with new group of programs launched

• Independent organization launched to oversee the Waterfront Cultural Program, 
either as a 501(c)3 or as an arts arm of a larger organization or authority overseeing 
the waterfront. This organization will take over the administration of the talks program, 
waterfront artist residencies, and archive
• Capital campaign launched for permanent art building, and architect selected for 
design
• Core Commissions in construction, completed, and open to the public
 Seawall/Tidelines
 Pier 62/63
 Overlook Walk Playground
 Overlook Walk Underpass 
• Overlook Walk garden program launches in 2019, with new artists selected for 
additional growing season 
• Train Overlook on the Overlook Walk Project(s) construction in process
• New strategic plan launched for Waterfront art program in 2020

2015 Milestones

2016 Milestones

2017 – 2022 Goals

VI. NEXT STEPS: 
WATERFRONT CULTURAL PROGRAMMING TIMELINE/
CONTINUED
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