
Five Artists at NOAA

A guide to the
shoreline walk



The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) was established as
a Federal Agency under the Department of Commerce in 1970 as a central source for
collecting environmental information, for expanding effective and rational use of ocean
resources, and for monitoring and predicting conditions in the atmosphere, oceans and
space. Facilities at the NOAA Western Regional Center house environmental and fishery
research laboratories, administrative offices, a weather forecasting office, nautical
charting activities, an ocean services center, an auditorium, shops and storage. A vessel
staging pier provides temporary berthing for NOAA's oceanographic and fishery
research fleet.

Development of the Western Regional Center has been carried out in keeping with
the agency's environmental concerns. The four new administration and research
buildings step back along the shoreline and are partially screened by landscaped berms.
The landscape plan integrates the buildings with the site, much of which has been
returned to a natural appearance. Rolling expanses of field grasses offer changing vistas
of the lake and shoreline, which preserves a natural habitat for waterfowl. Open
meadows to the south meet the city's Warren G. Magnuson Park.

Early in the planning, NOAA set aside funds to establish an artwork program with
the development of the Western Regional Center. This decision was consistent with
Federal policy, and a commitment to public enjoyment of the site. In the Spring of 1981,
a panel was convened by the Seattle Arts Commission and the National Endowment for
the Arts to select artists for the project. Five artists, all sculptors, were chosen: Siah
Armajani, Scott Burton, Douglas Hollis, Martin Puryear and George Trakas. While their
individual styles were diverse, they shared an interest in drawing people into
participation with their work and an ability to work in harmony with the environment.

The five artists worked together and with landscape architects and NOAA staff to plan
the integration of sculpture, architecture and landscape at the 114-acre site. Over the
year they visited several times to discuss plans and exchange information with members
of the surrounding community. Together they agreed to approach the site as a whole
experience, taking into account not just its geography but people's use of it as well.

The artworks·form a walk in the landscape, a series of events linked by pathways.
They mark natural gathering places, where use of the site by the employees and public
is greatest. The works by Armajani, Burton, Hollis and Trakas form a procession of
experiences along the shoreline between the viewpoint north of the Operations Building
and the entry to the site at Magnuson Park. Balancing this array, on the knoll overlooking
the northern shoreline, is Puryear's singular and contemplative "object-place."

The five works extend traditional ideas of sculpture and its relationship to the
environment. Rather than representing the human figure, they suggest or imply it by
inviting active participation. The sculptural exp~rience is expanded beyond the visual
to include hearing, touch and the body's kinesthetic sense. In each case, our perception
of the work is completed by entering the space it creates.

Each work is site-specific, a direct and unique response to its situation. In different
ways each incorporates or takes cues from natural features of the landscape -land
contours, the shoreline, the play of wind - and elements of the master site plan - bridges,
viewpoints, pathways. They accommodate people's activities and enhance public use
of the site. They also offer to enlarge our experience of the place, and reflect NOAA's
continuing inquiry into the relationship between man and the environment.
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