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STORy by DAVID R. MACAULAy

A MODULAR, MOvAbLe “PAvILION IN THe PARk” SeTS THe SUSTAINAbLe TONe 
FOR A Re-eMeRGING SeATTLe LAkeFRONT NeIGHbORHOOD

South Lake Union 
Discovery Center: 
Here TODAy, A GreeN TOMOrrOW

ON ThE MOVE: Once its mission is complete, the sales/community center will be 
completely disassembled and relocated to another, nearby site in 20- by 60-foot sections.
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POrTABiliTy. 
reAsseMBly. 
ADAPTiVe reuse. 
A temporary, demountable building may represent the 
highest form of  sustainability. A place for people that sits 
lightly on the land and serves as a showcase for sustain-
able design – those objectives and more were achieved in 
Seattle’s South Lake Union Discovery Center.

Completed in March 2005, this modular, 11,100-square-
foot  “pavilion in the park” was designed to be separated, 
moved, reassembled and reused in future locations. Thanks 
to its innovative design and construction, this project was 
honored as an AIA Committee on the Environment Top 
Ten Green Project for 2008, as well as 2007 winner of  
the Lifecycle Building Challenge, a competition that rec-
ognizes high-performance buildings designed to facilitate 
adaptability and materials reuse.

The SLU Discovery Center has quickly become the cen-
terpiece of  a 60-acre, mixed-use redevelopment led by 
Vulcan, Inc. to transform South Lake Union into a sus-
tainable community. This urban neighborhood, adjacent 

to downtown Seattle, is filled with unique architecture of  
the working 1920s: warehouses built for manufacturing, 
storage and service. Buildings typically feature post and 
beam construction, with excellent examples of  terra cotta 
and ornate brick patterns. Today, within sight of  the lake-
front, the area is also home to research centers, colleges, 
urban lofts and parks.

Located at the busy corner of  Westlake and Denny, the 
Discovery Center serves as both a community space and 
sales center. In the middle of  the building, potential buy-
ers can see mockups of  the newest residential units while 
visitors tour exhibits of  the neighborhood’s history and 
visualize plans for its ultimate buildout. As a benefit to 
residents, the center also becomes a place for receptions, 
private meetings and community events. The center rests 
on the eastern edge of  a full-block urban park, a gift to the 
City of  Seattle for the next 10 years until the site is fully 
developed, featuring a soccer field and basketball court.

THe PARADIGM, SHIFTeD
Vulcan selected Seattle’s Miller|Hull Partnership, LLP 
to lead the design of  this pavilion. Since establishing the 
practice in 1977, principals David Miller and Robert Hull 
have gained a reputation for public architecture: commu-
nity centers, city halls, branch libraries, and private schools. 
“But equal to that, we’ve tried to make all of  our build-
ings environmentally responsible,” says Miller. “It’s been 

SUSTAINAbLE CENTER: The SLU Discovery 
Center is located in the midst of an emerging 
neighborhood of residential communities, 
offices, and nearby private schools.
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part of  our DNA.” Among their most notable projects 
are the Seattle Center Fisher Pavilion and the Conibear 
Shellhouse Renovation & Addition (rowing facility) at the 
University of  Washington.

With Miller|Hull and the rest of  the SLU project team in 
place by 2004, the client made clear their plans for the new 
pavilion: the building would need to be moved eventually 
to a nearby site and resume its primary role as a sales, infor-
mation and community space. Sales centers for residential 
developments like this typically have very short lifespans, 
since they disappear after construction is complete and the 
units sold. The modular nature of  the project, therefore, 
would allow it to serve for a much longer period of  time.

The idea of  a portable building struck Miller as a “very 
unusual request from an owner”:

“In fact, in my 35 years of  practice, this was the first 
time I’d ever been asked to design a building that could 
be moved to another site. Often, we think we can de-
sign a building that could be expanded, taken apart and 

reconfigured – but never totally disconnected from its 
site and moved elsewhere and reassembled. So that was 
a great challenge. Immediately, we knew that we had 
something we could build a conceptual idea around 
that would be unique, while making a point about how 
a building typically thought of  as temporary…with a 
five-year lifespan…could be extended out to become 
a 50- or 75-year building.”

A MODULAR SOLUTION
Miller and his team explored a series of  alternatives, start-
ing with the idea of  trailerable units that could be ganged 
together. The general contractor, GLY Construction of  
Bellevue, offered vital input early in the process. Together, 
they realized the constraints of  the trailer module “was 
holding us back,” he notes, “so we started looking at this 
idea of  a modular structure that could be taken apart in 
sections.” Finally, they arrived at a solution. Relying on 
prefab pattern language and a 45-by-110-foot maximum 
module spec from a local building mover, the design team 
devised a modular system of  four structural bays each 
formed by a hoop of  custom steel components.

MATERIALS WITh RECyCLED CONTENT  
All structural steel utilizes a minimum of 90 percent recycled steel content•	
high fly-ash content concrete was used with the highest reasonable fly-ash ratio (50 percent at footings and •	
piers, 30 percent at exposed slabs)
Recycled concrete rubble (500 cubic yards) was used as the sub-grade base at the parking area•	
Trex® decking was used at all exterior decking areas•	
Other finish materials with recycled content include the carpeting, GWb, Marmoleum® flooring, and the Arm-•	
strong® ceiling tile

ENVIRONMENTALLy-RESPONSIbLE MATERIALS  
OSb sheathing and LSL blocking was utilized throughout the project as the roof sheathing system•	
OSb panels were used at the exhibit and display kiosks•	
Glued-laminated wood purlins were used for the roof structure•	

“I’m most proud of the way the Discovery Center responds to 
its program. For us, the program should represent the key 
issues you extract from the client’s aspirations and unique 
requirements, and the site ecology that exists. What can you learn 
from those to develop a strong concept? Sometimes it’s a huge 
struggle, and we don’t get the big breakthrough…but on this one, 
we were able to do that.”

— DAVID MILLER, PRINCIPAL AND LEAD DESIGNER, ThE MILLER|hULL 
PARTNERShIP
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Vulcan had a second major request for the building as well: 
that its design clearly express Pacific Northwest Region-
alism. While Miller|Hull’s previous body of  work didn’t 
include many multi-family residential or large office build-
ing projects, the firm was quite familiar with this style; in 
fact, Miller was just starting to write his book, Toward a 
New Regionalism: Environmental Architecture in the Pa-
cific Northwest (University of  Washington Press, 2005) at 
the time. “What is unique to residential and small clinics 
and office buildings done in late 1950s and 1960s around 
Seattle were these light on the land, wood-frame post-and-
beam, very transparent/very breatheable buildings,” he 
points out.

DeSIGN FOR ADAPTAbILITy
The Discovery Center’s primary program requirement was 
to create a building and core with an adaptable interior 
exhibit space. The space could then be reconfigured and 
reused for the presentation of  multiple residential neigh-
borhoods throughout South Lake Union over a number 
of  years. This flexibility has made it possible for the ex-
hibit space to be re-fitted since its initial construction so 
the developer could present a new series of  residential 
communities coming on-line.

In addition to creating a flexible interior space, the build-
ing itself  is demountable. The building envelope effec-
tively incorporates three disconnect joints to break the 
structure into four equal modules (each 40 feet in width 

and 73 feet in length). Each modular assembly is then 
capable of  being moved to a new location in the future, 
reconnected, and reused – either in its current capacity 
or as an adaptive reuse project. All interior and exterior 
finishes and assemblies have a joint at this break point, 
covered by a removable plate, cap, or coping to suit each 
surface or location. 

The building’s demountable features are visible inside the 
center through use of  narrow aluminum closure plates 
on the floor and wall surfaces where they cross the dis-
connect joints. Barrier-free access to the main entrance 
and the catering kitchen is maintained through gangway 
ramps with integrated hinged joints, allowing the ramps 
to adapt to the topography of  future building locations. 
The linear service bar component, housing the service 
functions of  the pavilion, faces the park and is clad with 
softer wood materials and colors to blend in with the 
adjacent park. Expansive floor-to-ceiling glass along the 
street facade also opens the interior of  the building to 
the sidewalk and streetscape, inviting pedestrians to visit 
the free exhibits inside. The wood roof  structure canti-
levers over the steel frame to provide a broad eave and 
protection from the elements.

SUSTAINAbLe SHOwcASe
Through close collaboration with Vulcan, which has long 
demonstrated a commitment to sustainable design prac-
tices, Miller and his team were able to incorporate wide 
ranging environmental strategies into the project. These 

[RIGhT] TEMPORARy hOME: Today 
at the corner of Westlake and 
Denny, the Center sits light on the 
land – atop short concrete piers, 
ensuring that the sloping terrain 
and vegetation underneath are not 
disturbed.

[FAR RIGhT] EXhIbIT SPACE: 
Inviting and light-filled, the 
Discovery Center draws visitors 
to displays of the area’s past and 
a model of plans for the future of 
South Lake Union. Interior materials 
feature more than 80 percent 
recycled content within a raw, 
industrial, high-tech envelope.
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included: off-site prefabrication for greater construction 
efficiencies, daylighting, storm water management with 
on-site bio-retention swales, and recycled and environ-
mentally-responsible building materials. 

THe SITe

The center takes a minimalist approach to the 
79,290-square-foot lot. Its structure sits lightly on the 
land, preserving the gently sloping terrain atop short 
concrete piers. Building edges are cantilevered, allowing 
the grade and vegetation to run uninterrupted beneath.

MATeRIALS

Several factors drove the selection of  materials, includ-
ing durability, recycled content and environmental re-
sponsibility – as well as an ability to support the project’s 
demountable requirements. The structure is comprised 
of  four-sided steel bents, paired with bolted connec-
tions to free-span the interior gallery and exhibit space. 
Together with the use of  GLB wood purlins and OSB 
sheathing, this decision allowed for most of  the struc-
ture to be pre-fabricated off-site and complete the fin-
ishes within a controlled environment. The steel frames 
incorporate shop-welded rigid corner connections with 
splice plates and exposed bolted connections at the ver-
tical components of  the bents. All finish-painted frame 
components were then transported to the site, joisted 
into place, and spliced together quickly and efficiently.

The roof  framing system features glued-laminated 

beam purlins at 4-feet on center, spanning 20 feet from 
frame-to-frame; oriented-strand-board sheathing spans 
perpendicularly across the purlins without the need for 
any intermediate joist framing. Environmentally-re-
sponsible materials included: 500 cubic yards of  recy-
cled concrete used as sub-base at the parking area; con-
crete containing fly ash; composite decking planks with 
recycled content at exterior decking areas; paper-based 
countertops, partitions, and exhibit display casework; 
oriented-strand board and laminated-strand lumber; li-
noleum; and carpet with recycled content.

wATeR cONSeRvATION AND USe

The project utilizes a variety of  techniques to manage 
storm water runoff, with an emphasis on low-impact 
design strategies to slow and filter the water on site so 
no new detention tanks were necessary. In addition, 
high-efficiency toilets and waterless urinals reduce the 
project’s water use to just 45,000 gallons per year — a 
15 percent reduction in internal water use, compared 
with a typical building of  this type.

eNeRGy

Electrical, lighting and mechanical systems are each 
contained within the 40-foot modules for practical dis-
assembly and reassembly. The electrical system spans 
the entire building, but the main electrical conduit be-
low the floor incorporates a disconnect junction box 
beneath each of  the three separation joints so that 
only one electrical connection needs to be severed 
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and reestablished when the building is disassembled 
and moved. The building also utilizes air-source heat 
pumps for heating and cooling.

INDOOR eNvIRONMeNT

One of  the goals for the SLU Discovery Center was to 
create a building with abundant daylighting. East-facing, 
full-height glass fills the interior with comfortable, ambi-
ent daylight throughout the day. The glass façade slopes 
inward as it reaches the highest point of  the structure, 
while the exposed roof  above slopes down toward the 
west, allowing daylight to reach deep into the space.

NeXT LIFe
Has this project in any way changed Miller|Hull’s approach 
to design? “Yes,” responds David Miller. Modular build-
ing techniques may be applied to a new wetlands research 

DAve MAcAULAy  is author of integrated Design: Mithun (ecotone Publishing, 2008) and co-author 
of The ecological engineer: KeeN engineering (ecotone Publishing, 2005) and a contributor to AiA 
COTenotes, Greensource magazine, and other publications.

SLU DISCOVERy CENTER: JUST ThE FACTS

LOCATION:  Seattle
bUILDING TyPE(S):  Commercial office, Community/New 

construction/11,000 sq. feet
COMPLETED:  March 2005
ARChITECT:  The Miller | hull Partnership, Seattle
CLIENT/OWNER:  Vulcan Real Estate, Seattle
CONTRACTOR:  GLy Construction, bellevue
CONSULTANTS:  Magnusson Klemencic Associates, 

Seattle (civil and structural engineer); 
brumbaugh and Associates, Seattle 
(landscape architect); MICE North 
America, Phoenix (interiors); 
Candela, Seattle (lighting); Universal 
Mechanical, Mukilteo, Wash. 
(mechanical/plumbing contractor); 
Cochran Electric, Seattle (electrical 
contractor)

AWARDS AND RECOGNITION
 
2008 
AIA/COTE National Top Ten Green Projects 
Gold, best Pavilion, National Assoc. of home builders 
 
2007 
Lifecycle building Challenge, building Category 
Sustainable Design Award, boston Society of Arch’s.

and education center for Cascadia Community College in 
Bothell – the largest restored site in Washington, located 
right on campus. But instead of  moving the structure, its 
adaptable design will enable the building to add more bays 
as funding becomes available.

“We’re also exploring the idea of  less welding with steel 
and more bolted connections,” he adds. “This makes it 
easier to take a building apart and reconfigure it in the 
future, if  necessary, rather than having to break welds or 
grind up materials.”

Someday soon, on a quiet Sunday afternoon in South Lake 
Union, expect to see an entire building, separated into 20- 
by 60-foot sections – exhibits, offices, bathrooms, a cater-
ing kitchen, a conference room, a standing seam roof  – on 
trailers slowly moving down Westlake Avenue to a new 
location. Ready for reuse. Ready for its next life.
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