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L IvINg waters
a museum without walls
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a LIvINg LabOratOry exPlore curated Paths for art, science, technology, and urban 
ecology in a “museum without walls”

a museum without walls  The revitalized gardens become an outdoor laboratory for urban ecology.

the water gardens   The southwest portion of the site relaxes into a natural playscape with an ascending canopy walk. 

A CuRAtED WAtER’S EDGE   by envisioning the 
garden’s cultural ecosystem through the lens of 
green infrastructure, the site becomes a unique 
addition to the larger environmental network of 
the national mall. extending the rich programs and 
institutions of art, science, technology, and history 
that line the mall, a new “museum without walls” 
becomes a laboratory for urban ecology. a living 
and visible sustainable approach to the site presents 
a new sustainable model for the mall, the city, and 
the nation.
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           “living machine”

Recycle waste water to produce 
non-potable water supply for toilet 
flushing and irrigation

           efficient systems

Utilize ground source heat pumps, 
radiant flooring, and daylight 
harvesting to reduce energy 
consumption

           landscaPe

Remediate soil to improve vegetal 
health and storm water infiltration; 
utilize native planting to promote 
biodiversity; remediate pond to 
limit waterfowl; a living green 
roof integrates architecture and 
landscape

            water management

Harvest storm water from roofs and 
adjacent sites for toilet flushing, 
irrigation, and pond remediation
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engage the site with a year-round Program of events, 
Performances, and activitiesa destINatION fOr aLL seasONs

a recreational waterscaPe   The pond is programmed year-round with recreational activity.

the water table   A new setting for special events overlooks the water’s edge, framing dramatic views of the Washington Monument.

An ACtivE SEttinG FOR ALL tYPES OF uSE    
a series of interlaced pavilions create dining rooms 
that hover over the water’s edge, bringing new active 
programming to this unique landscape. an informal 
café spills outdoors in the warm weather, presenting 
a hybrid food service, retail, and information 
exhibition experience. the water table provides a 
formal dining experience, embracing the outdoor 
landscape and creating a new indoor/outdoor venue 
for special events. a living museum and research 
center emerges from the topographies of the site.
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a curated network of use: learning, recreation, and relaxation
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             exterior enclosure

Building overhangs create shade; 
high-performance exterior enclosure 
minimizes heat gain and loss

            natural ventilation

Passive cross ventilation is maximized 
with operable windows and narrow 
floor plates; the undulating roof rises 
to capture prevailing breezes

             environmental and 
           human quality

Landscape berms provide informal 
seating for outdoor concerts; visitor 
amenities are added to the Mall; a 
comfortable lighting environment  
enhances safety and security while 
maintaining target light levels

           outdoor  comfort

Exterior landscape mediates 
summer solar heat gain and shields 
winter winds; water features 
enable evaporative cooling; seating 
terraces capitalize on natural 
breezes
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           renewable energy

Photovoltaic panels generate solar 
energy; solar evacuated tubes heat 
water for lavatory sinks and kitchens
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awakeN a sLeepINg beauty
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reveal the dynamic flux of living systems through the 
revitalized pond and landscapesdIscOvered ecOLOgY

an active water’s edge   The café, upper water terrace, and amphitheater open to a new urban oasis.

A LAYERED APPROACH   through an evolution 
of movements—disengaging from of the urban 
edge, loosening into the landscape, and relaxing 
over a dramatic water’s edge—the site becomes an 
animated, yet serene, oasis. Braided pathways provide 
a continuous journey: converging and diverging 
along the water’s edge and wandering through a 
rejuvenated shoreline ecology. education, history, 
art, and ecology find a new public setting and engage 
a national audience. with a path as a gallery, Living 
Waters creates a new form of curated experience 
and a constantly changing learning landscape.
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the design restores a healthy and dynamic relationship Between land and water, culture and exchange
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COnStitutiOn AvEnuE

LOCKKEEPER’S HOuSE (viSitOR 

inFORMAtiOn,   BiKE SHARE) 

COnStitutiOn PLAZA / DROP-OFF 

ALL-WEAtHER REFLECtinG POOL 
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CAFÉ 
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COnCESSiOn GiFt SHOP  

WELCOME CEntER (viSitOR  

inFORMAtiOn / RESt AREA) 

EQuiPMEnt REntAL 
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REStAuRAnt / BAR: tHE WAtER tABLE 

(EvEntS SPACE On MEZZAninE ABOvE) 

MEMORiAL tO tHE 56 SiGnERS OF tHE 

DECLARAtiOn On inDEPEnDEnCE 

OutDOOR LAB: tHE WAtER ARCHivE 

(RESEARCH, EXHiBitiOn, EDuCAtiOn) 
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 “LivinG MACHinE” WAtER tREAtMEnt 

PLAntinG  

WEtLAnD / LittORAL ZOnE 
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CAnOPY WALK 
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FLOAtinG StAGE BARGE 

OutDOOR SEAtinG AMPHitHEAtER  
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tEMPORARY EvEntS
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rejuvenate the site with indoor and outdoor activities 
at the intersection of the city and the mallaN OasIs IN the cItY

pavilion promenade   Indoor and outdoor dining and waterfront recreation are free to wander and overlap.

illuminated histories   The café canopy and the historic Lockkeeper’s House form a new gateway to Constitution Gardens with views beyond to the Lincoln Memorial. a framed approach   At the intersection of 18th Street and Constitution Avenue, pavilions and landscape welcome visitors to the garden.
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an urBan expression relaxes at the water’s edge to create seamless connections Between networks of paths and destinations

+ =

Constitution Gardens is an oasis in the city, 
a sleeping beauty between the urban edge 
of Washington, D.C. and the monumental 
landscape of the National Mall. The renewed 
Constitution Gardens creates a “museum 
without walls,” a model for integrating 
social activity and green infrastructure 
into our national cultural landscape.  
 
while the formal grace of the pool and pathways are evident, the 
gardens remain a static icon unable to sustain the health of the water 
at their center or draw visitors to their banks. like many bodies of 
water in monumental washington, the pond is symbolic, yet lifeless.  
the rejuvenation of constitution gardens begins with the 
center, where the pond is transformed to offer reflection, 

but also reveal new insights. our design reframes the original 
vision for the pond and paths by introducing a new ecological 
infrastructure. it brings the health of the water and surrounding 
landscape into balance and introduces a new collection of 
indoor and outdoor ecologically vibrant destinations. together, 
they transform the gardens from picturesque to performative. 
 
the design focuses the architectural destinations to the north, 
extending the city into the garden. a network of pond walks 
relinks the memorial to the 56 signers of the declaration of 
independence  to the visitor experience, and to settings for dining, 
cultural events, art, performance, recreation, and inspiration. 
new intimate settings including a café, visitor services and boat 
rentals, a restaurant, and a natural amphitheater are strategically 
positioned to capture views to the washington monument and 
the lincoln memorial. at the western edge of this collection of 
pavilions, a new living laboratory extends the smithsonian axis 
of museums into an indoor/outdoor world of discovery. this new 
educational landscape extends the rich programs of art, science, 

technology, and history that line the mall into constitution 
gardens to create a new outdoor laboratory for urban ecology.  
these pavilions frame urban gateways to the north side of the 
site, while the south side offers the surprise of pathways that stray 
from the water’s edge and wander into new wetlands, or ascend 
into the tree canopy. composed of linked forms that appear and 
disappear, terrace down to the water, and change shape as the 
visitor moves around them, the new buildings and network of paths 
create a cinematic sequence of views into and through the gardens.  
 
constitution gardens will become a dynamic and sustainable 
urban park, an outdoor museum with extended hours and seasons. 
new experiences playfully unfold on the water’s edge, capturing 
southern breezes in the summer and framing a year-round view 
of the washington monument. the design of the pavilions and 
outdoor settings bring into focus the reciprocity of landscape, 
public life, and ecology. living waters will be a prototype for a 
regenerative vision for the national mall, presenting a new type 
of urban national park in the heart of our nation’s capital.


