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The Seaholm Intake Structure De-
sign Competition project was a col-
laboration between Vista Planning 
& Design, Taniguchi Architects, 
and three other consultants. Vista 
Planning was the only landscape 
architect and planner on the team 
among four architects, a architec-
tural historian, and a water resourc-
es civil engineer. 

Vista’s responsibility was devel-
oping a site plan concept that 
addressed the many facetted and 
complex site features in the urban 
context. This site is the last piece 
in the downtown Seaholm  District 
and focused on the 1950s historic 
intake structure that sits on Lady 
Bird Lake. 

Among the features of Vista’s con-
cepts are the braided over-water 
boardwalk complex, a constructed 
beach area for families, boardwalks 
under the shade of heritage canopy 
trees that prevented compaction of 
the root zones, main entry plazas, 
and a roof garden with a variety of 
retractible shade elements. Con-
necting the site to Seaholm was a 
repurposed pavilion that provided 
a overlook folly and a subterrainian 
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The Seaholm Intake building location can be viewed as 
a symbolic anchor to earth and identity of the community 
of Austin to water, the source of life. Early-American 
migrant groups were instructed by their Gods to look 
for special auspicious features in the landscape that 
would spiritually anchor them to the earth and establish 
a link to the source of life itself: precious water. 

Portals of the earth such as mountain clefts, cervices, 
caves and canyons penetrate the earth’s crust and lead 
eventually, to the life generating liquid of sustenance. 
The Seaholm intake structure site reflects uncanny 
similarity to the early American’s quest for auspicious 
landscapes that signify a link to water.   

The Intake buildings (A & B) create a cleft or portal 
on the river bank landscape. The Seaholm cleft aligns 
directly across the river (Lady Bird Lake) with the summit 
of “Texas Hill” that was artificially created and on its 
surface a mosaic tile map of Texas was emblazoned.  
Strategically located, Austin is centered on the map 
at the top of the artificial hill and aligns directly across 
Town Lake, with Seaholm’s cleft, establishing a visual 
primal link between North and South Austin.

As mountains in the ancient landscape, Seaholm 
provides the vertical passageway from the earthly 
plane of everyday life to the lofty heavens and cosmos 
at the sky level; to deep down into the bowels of 
the earth and into the Primordial Sea of the watery 
underworld. With ramped passage ways within the 
building and imbedded in the surrounding outdoor 
landscape, Seaholm offers the visitor an experiental 
artistic journey into the three realms of nature: Sky, 
Earth and Water.  Seaholm in effect becomes Austin’s 
WATER MOUNTAIN.

From the street terrestrial level one can arrive at the sky level by 
the way of interior and exterior ramps or even the glass elevator. 
During this ascending journey the traveler will experience 
through artistic representation, various levels of the sky realm. 
Culminating on the roof deck of Seaholm, the sky level, offers 
the voyager a myriad of viewing pleasures and activities.  

With an uninterrupted expansive view to the Southern skyline, 
and the movements of stars, it is at this level that we see human 
ingenuity. From solar panels that produce energy; to collecting 
rainwater; to harnessing the wind and breezes; to providing 
a cooling shade. It is from this vantage point that one can 
experience and observe the liminality created when the edge of 
the realm of the sky meets the realm of the earth and sky realm 
meets the surface of the water realm. 

Austin’s own mascot, the bat, plays an extremely important 
role not only as a beneficial to control mosquito populations but 
as a flying creature that comes to life at the moment of magic 
transition between two worlds, as day turns into night. Of special 
significance in the animal world gliding about Austin skies is a 
creature able to move in all three mediums sky, earth and water, 
the ubiquitous duck.   

From the terrestrial earthly plane, one begins to descend into 
the underworld by embarking on interior and exterior ramp 
pathways or in the glass elevator. When approaching Seaholm 
from the street level, one enters a canyon formed between the 
walls of the two new parallel support structures and arriving at the 
crevice between Seaholm’s two original waterfront structures. 

The pathway from the street extended ramp that carries you 
over artistic re-creations of the 42” pipes that once fed cooling 
water to the power plant. The traveler punctures the massive 
concrete walls to find themselves in the inner belly of the intake 
structure. The voyager experiences the mass of the earth when 
traversing and contemplating the interior; art reflecting the earth 
depths and the creatures and spirits that inhabit the earth’s 
interior as well as sounds, and scents reinforce the reality of this 
experience. 

Many creatures of Austin’s natural habitat have the ability to 
penetrate the earth’s surface including many insects, reptiles 
and even some mammals, including of course the prehistoric 
looking symbol of Texas, the armadillo.  

After traversing the seemingly treacherous levels of the 
underworld, one reaches the surface of the Water Realm, the 
source of all life. One feels the breathtaking sensation of being 
suspended into a vacuum over the watery underworld below. 
Inhabited by water spirits and deities; and all sorts of marine 
creatures from shells to fish to plant life at the water surface and 
below, one is reminded of the primordial origins of our beloved 
planet. 

The ability to experience the intrinsic power of water; and the 
magic of moving through this medium, by all types of assorted 
aquatic vessels and floating platforms, one can appreciate the 
sensation of this life giving liquid reality. 

People will gather to sing, contemplate, meditate, and dance- 
basked in the green glow of the lake. It is the art, sounds and 
music that reinforces the voyagers experience into this watery 
realm.
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“The Flute” - artistic 
installation of perforated 
pipes that distribute sound 
(music, singing, etc.) out over 
Ladybird Lake as well as filling 
the intake facility with the 
sounds of the lake and our 
natural world.

Sub-basement level could be 
de-watered and become a 
profound space for reflection, 
quiet reverence for the water 
beyond. While the glazing material 
wouldn’t provide a clear view of the 
water and creatures, it would be 
transparent enough to provide a 
watery glow from the sunlight and 
underwater lighting.

The 100-year flood plain codes 
and life-safety issues would be 
addressed by “sealing” the entire 
structure below that elevation and 
providing proper egress should 
such an event occur. However, 
if occupying the sub-basement 
proves to be prohibited after all of 
the codes have been addressed 
the singing chamber can be above 
the water with a glass floor. By 
adding lighting in the lake below, 
a green glow would permeate and 
dance in the space.

The perforated pipes and penetrations 
high in the concrete walls would allow 
the cool breezes that naturally come 
off the lake to circulate throughout 
the open-air Intake Building. These 5 
stacks rise up into the ground level at 
varying heights and sizes to blow air 
on the hot runners taking a break. The 
shapes and heights can be designed 
to provide seating opportunities.

The pipes that originally supplied 
water to the larger Seaholm plant 
could be perforated to allow the cool, 
shaded temperatures in the North to 
seep into the space as part an Art in 
Public Places installation.

An ADA accessible ramp allows for an inspiring 
and educational journey through the depths 
and spaces of the facility. First carrying visitors 
over the pipes that once fed water to the power 
plant underneath Cesar Chavez, allowing a 
glimpse of the historic function of this building. 
Above the level of the100-year floodplain a 
landing penetrates the concrete wall allowing 
a visitor access which is another reverence 
for water and our interaction with this natural 
resource. The ramp continues through water 
consumption and recycling displays, interactive 
games and opportunities for large art pieces 
dedicated to all things water.

Photovoltaic arrays will provide energy 
for on-site use.

“Funnels” that collect rainwater that is 
filtered and used for on-site gardens, 
green roof and water features. (Water 
features only display after a rain event). 
Water is transfered through columns, 
whose form is reminiscent of the 
Seaholm power plant stacks.

Gantry crane that was original to 
the structure could be re-furbished 
to transport large art pieces and 
displays into the depths of the 
open-air gallery, resembling its 
historic function.

Shade structures carefully 
engineered to preserve the 
historic structure can be mounted 
on simple light posts. They can be 
added or removed depending on 
the needs, season and weather. 

The rooftop use will resemble that 
of the Zilker Clubhouse. It will be 
simple and open for reservations 
for private functions, fundraisers 
and weddings.

The South facade of the 
Intake Facility will be retored 
and architecturally preserved 
in its original state. The only 
intervention would be five 
punctures, above the 100-year 
flood plain elevation, that  would 
allow the flute pipes to draw in 
cool air from the lake. These 
penetrations in the south facade 
therefore would provide passive 
cooling as well as emmit sound 
across the lake.

Office space for the Parks 
Department, retail, bike rental 
and restroom facilities will be 
located in the front entry to the 
building. 

All new buildings, elevator and 
rain-catchment funnels will 
be built at a distance from the 
building and will respect the 
root-lines of the surrounding 
Heritage Trees.

Green roofs and a low-lying 
modern structure would allow 
the historic North facade to be 
seen as it originally was built. 
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All new buildings, elevator and rain-
catchment funnels will be built at a 
distance from the historic building 
and will respect the root-lines of the 
surrounding Heritage Trees. The 
elevator allows passage to the roof, 
ground level as well as the gallery 
entry level via open-air platforms.

Social deck on piers, 
protecting natural steep 
slope and root bed of 
Heritage trees

Computerized graphic 
water wall to display text 
and graphics. Only on 
display after rain events 
using captured and filtered 
water from rooftop and 
funnels.

As overhead power lines 
prohibit continuous occupancy 
this space may be useful for 
temporary flex space such 
as catering and bike storage. 
The historic pump structures 
to remain to be on display. 
Another use could be open-air 
gallery or meditative space.

Cisterns in lower sub-basement 
levels of building A&B has a 
total storage volume of 146,000 
gallons, which is more than the 
roof could capture during an 
average year (117,500 gallons 
approx.) and is more than 
enough to contain rainfall from 
our wettest month of May.

“THE FLUTE” “THE FLUTE” MODIFIED PASSIVE AIR FLOW

RAMP TO THE UNDERWORLD

NORTH ELEVATION

AERIAL VIEW

“THE BEACH”

OFFICE AND RESTROOM PLAN - AT GRADE

SECTION LOOKING EAST

WATER CONNECTOR - SEAHOLM DISTRICT AND AUDITORIUM

MOUNTAIN 
CONNECTION

WATER USE DIAGRAM PEOPLE FLOW DIAGRAM

rain and storm water run-off collected
water to solar aquatics and mechanical filtration

filtered water to restrooms, gardens and water feature

green – pedestrian - slow traffic

blue – higher speed trail

pink – water craft

DISTRICT PATHWAYS DIAGRAM

passage for bikes and pedestrians. 

In addition to the site plan concept, Vista contributed greatly with the 
overall conceptual theory being grounded in a celebration of water and 
the overall graphics presented below with hand sketch and photoshop 
graphics.


