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SECTION THROUGH PATTERE

area (sf) area (ac) % C
soft1900000 43.618 0.790021 0.075
hard 505000 11.5932 0.209979 0.9

totals 2405000 55.2112 1 0.248233

2 YR 5 YR 25 YR 50 YR 100 YR
Qpeak (cfs)1 22.63 28.3 38.33 42.96 47.45
V (cf)1 70615 88297 119574 134037 148055

1 Qpeak and V developed using Hydraflow

2 YR 5 YR 25 YR 50 YR 100 YR
depth (ft) 3.5 3.5 3.5 3.5 3.5
surface area (sf) 20176 25228 34164 38296 42301
width (ft) 45 50 58 62 65
length (ft) 449 502 584 619 650

2 Dimensions are preliminary and are only intended for determining rough footprints.
Assume a L:W ratio of 10:1
Assume 6 7 day detention time

Wetland Dimensions2

description
lawn, sandy, 2% slope

concrete

SPEAKING WAVES

A microphone gathers speech signals 
from visitors to the pool edge and 
transmits them to a processing unit 
beneath the stone pavers. This unit 
translates the live-recorded speech into 
a pattern of wave modulations in the 
surface of the water by controlling the 
mechanical oscillation of a spherical 
element mounted in a cavity under the 
cantilevered pool edge. 
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ENTRANCE LOBBY
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WATER FILTRATION ON SURFACE
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WETLAND PARTERRE GARDEN VIEW

CONGRESSIONAL YOUTH AWARD PARK VIEW VIEW FROM CAPITOL BUILDING

BOTANICAL PARTERRE GARDEN

REFLECTION POOL VIEW

SITE AERIAL VIEW

CATCHMENT BASIN 2.4 MILLION SQ. FT.

2-YEAR STORM = 3” / 24 HRS 
3.7 MILLION GALLONS

EXISTING CONDITION

Union Square is an island, isolated by tra�c and spatially 
homogeneous.

ADOPT PLANNING PRINCIPLES OF CONTEXT

Existing axes and symmetries remain dominant on the 
site; the formal language of paths are adopted from the 
precedent set by the Olmstead design; the massing for the 
Learning Center matches intention of original L’Enfant plan; 
the general location and size of re�ecting pool is upheld.

EXTEND SITE AXES INTO UNION SQUARE

Tree alleys from National Mall are brought up toward Capitol 
Hill, and from Capitol Hill down along Pennsylvania and 
Maryland Avenues.

NEW PERIMETER

A new, hardened perimeter is established around the site 
edge and excludes all automobile tra�c with the exception 
of tourist buses which enter through a single controlled 
point onto Maryland avenue - and ceremonial processions 
up Pennsylvania Avenue.

EXPAND SITE AREA

To create a distinct new Capitol precinct, Union Square 
is extended into the adjacent spaces to the North and 
South. This suggests a Union Square coordinated in future 
development with the Congressional Award Youth Park and 
the Botanical Garden.

EXTEND GARDENS INTO UNION SQUARE

The Botanical Garden and Congressional Award Youth Park 
are extended into the civic space of the square.

CREATE A DIVERSITY OF SCALES

This project a�rms the monumental scale of the National 
Mall with a central, large, and open civic space. This space 
is marked by a shallow re�ecting pool incorporated into the 
plaza paving that, when drained, extends the occupiable 
surface of the plaza all the way to the grant monument. 
More intimate shaded zones are introduced as a foil to this 
monumentality to create places of respite by extending the 
educational and environmental aspects of the north and 
south edges of the site into Union Square.
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PARTERRE
GARDEN

CIVIC PLAZA

BOTANICAL
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CONGRESSIONAL
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GARDEN

WITNESS TREE TRAINING PROGRAM

By planting young trees near the wiser witness trees, their 
experience may be shared as a kind of natural hertiage that 
will survive the witness tree by living on in the younger. 

WATER CYCLE DIAGRAM

REFLECTION POOL FILLED

REFLECTION POOL EMPTIED AND OCCUPIABLE

WETLAND FILTRATION

Stormwater runo� from the Capitol 
Grounds is collected in a catchment 
basin, �ltered by an engineered natural 
landscape to supply water to the 
re�ecting pool. 
 The catchment area is the area 
that contributes stormwater to the 
wetland. General assumptions have 
been made about characteristics of 
the catchment area – particularly, that 
a portion of all the stormwater for the 

This project for the redesign of Union Square incorporates the rich architectural 
legacies, natural ecologies, civic vitality, and political centrality of Washington 
D.C. into a new synthesis: a truly urban landscape that embodies and broadcasts 
a future-minded sensitivity toward the shared space of our political and natural 
worlds. Here, design innovation extends the proud tradition of the site, as multiple 
voices are brought to bear in engaging new formations. 

FUTURE HISTORIES
Planning principles of the Enlightenment (speci�cally of the French Royal Academy) 
dominate the urban experience of the District of Columbia. The L’Enfant plan 
establishes Beaux-Arts axiality, symmetry, and monumentality as the tools for 
building an aspirational young democracy; two centuries later the McMillan plan 
rea�rms these values, but with a character marked by a new inheritance of the 
English picturesque style. In this way already a certain hybridity of intentions is at 
play on the site: French formality and English ‘informality’ comingle and inform each 
other. 

Both of these elements conspire to oppress a third, more natural presence in the 
landscape: a rich wetland ecology. Albeit forgotten, the Tiber creek once passed 
across the site and still today moves under it. 

Union Square, thus, is not only at the foot of the monumental Capitol building and 
at the intersection of the three perhaps most important axes of the city – but is also 
constructed atop an historic marsh. In this way it is a true fulcrum, deeply situated 
in a mutual dependence with the elements comprising its larger urban and natural 
contexts. The importance of Union Square is that as much as it is conditioned by its 
surrounds, it is equally and conversely in�uential on them. 

It is with full mindfulness of the delicate nature of future histories that this proposal 
takes as its starting point the radical and complete adoption of the design values of 
previous visions for the site - and plays them o� a renewed expression and utilization 
of the long-oppressed natural systems of the site. The result is a project that publicly 
demonstrates the sustainable integration of national and natural interests.

GARDENS
From the early Botanical Garden that graced what is now Union Square to the 
Smithsonian complex and Olmstead’s Capital plan of the landscape, the garden 
scale has provided respite from the ceremonial Beaux Arts axiality. 

The new design for Union Square features three new gardens. The Congressional 
Award Youth Park and constructed wetland garden is a performance-based 
landscape that captures storm water runo� from Capital Hill, �ltering and cleaning 
through bioremediation and display. The scale is sampled from neighboring wetlands 
to produce a landscape that relates in full-scale to its context.  Native �ora and a 
dendritic topography measure and formalize surface �ows.  

The Wetland Parterre Garden lies within the �at extent of the northern precinct of 
Union Square. It provides an intimate experience to witness the performance of the 
natural hydraulic cycle. The Youth Learning Center’s constructed wetland connect 
feeds the parterres and o�er a dynamic relationship between upland and marsh.  
The parterres rise up to support trees and turf areas whereas when they cut into 
the ground plane they expose the water below.

The National Botanical Garden’s northern edge is breached to open up onto Union 
Square as the Botanical Parterre Garden. The planting parterres are sampled from 
the existing garden and inverted out onto Union Square.  Instead of walking around 
them, you can walk inside them.  The formal parterres are rendered with native shrubs 
and groundcover, giving them the appearance of informality and wildness.  They 
o�er respite from the empty space of sky and water, while o�ering an experience 
botanical and horticultural pedagogy.

HYDROLOGY
Water carries two important narratives through the site: one ecological and one 
symbolic – and integrates them into a distinctive whole.

Water is a primary element of the natural history of the site, which like much of 
the city is an arti�cial construction atop a native wetlands. Beginning with the 
observation that extreme volumes of storm runo� from the Capitol grounds could be 
put to use as a supply for needs established by the re�ecting pool on Union Square, 
this proposal recoups the natural e�ciency of the wetlands as an engine for water 
puri�cation. Reintroducing performative wetlands to the urban ecology of the site 
achieves a naturally low-maintenance sustainability – and also neatly structures 
the program of ecological learning and stewardship planned for the northern site 
around the demonstration of this actually functioning full-scale landscape.  

Water is also central to the symbolic identity of the site as a projection and 
re�ection of the image of the Capitol. The relatively recent introduction of the 
existing re�ecting pool, though in part this pool is a ful�llment of the vision of the 
McMillan Plan, it cultivates the iconicity of the Capitol building in an age already 
self-conscious of the reliance of politics on media spectacle.

SPEECH, ICONICITY, REFLECTION

The McMillan plan a�rms with optimism characteristic of the City-Beautiful 
movement that the potential to inspire social good and civic engagement inheres 
in classical architecture and planning. The National Mall is the centerpiece of 
this argument and the plan alike and remains today emblematic of democratic 
participation through exercise of the given freedom of speech.

Free speech is the germ of public discourse on politics and is the engine of political 
history. In the most vital moments of democracy, free speech becomes, above and 
beyond a right, a collectively held obligation. Our bicameral legislature is founded 
on the principle and practice of deliberation. It is in the chambers of the Senate and 
the House of Representatives that speech is written into law and government – and 
it is on the National Mall that 

This project is to engage the surface of the pool as a liquid medium for the 
visualization of the political process.

Free, live speech is recorded and broadcast live as a series of waveforms in the pool 
by a simple oscillating device at the pool edge. Live recording of proceedings in 
both Houses of Congress are represented in the pool surface, on the Northern and 
Southern ends of the east pool edge, per their relative locations in the Capitol building. 
This allows visitors to witness democracy in active deliberation. Microphones on 
the western edge of the pool are available to the public, whose voice adds another 
layer of interpretation, and opinion, to the surface of the conversation.

Further, historically important speeches from concerned citizens and career 
politicians will be broadcasted when the Houses of Congress are out of session. 
These would be discreetly audible via loudspeakers integrated into site furnishings 
in a robust and vandal-proof way.

‘Constructive interference’ is o�ered as a metaphor for deliberation, where the 
intersection of multiple voices-as-waves creates complex and unanticipated new 
images of government. Here, re�ection becomes thematic – both literally as the 
inverted doubling of the capitol building’s image in the pool and metaphorically 
as the perpetual evolution of self-awareness - and becomes a solemn invitation to 
participate in the visuality of political space.
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entire catchment can be routed to the 
wetland in some manner (either with 
minor realignments within the existing 
storm drain system or a by constructing 
a new storm drain pipe system).
 Swales direct storm water from 
other portions of the project site to the 
wetland. Prior to entering the wetland, 
storm water is screened for large debris 
and passes through a grit chamber to 
remove larger suspended solids. The 
wetland removes �ner particles.

 At the end of a 6 to 7 day 
detention period, storm water exits the 
wetland to pass through a multimedia 
�lter and a UV disinfection system. 
Once disinfected, the storm water is 
pumped to the re�ecting pool, with 
any excess routed to an over�ow that 
discharges into the city storm drain 
system. The re�ecting pool would need 
to remain connected to the city water 
system for supply during dry periods or 
other emergency situations.  


