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"Look at all the watergazers~ ., •. These are all landsmen; of weekdays 

pent up in lath and plaster -- tied to counter's, nailed to benches, 

clinched to desks •••• 

"Nothing will content them but the extremist limit of the land: 

loitering under the shady lee of yonder warehouses will not suffice. 

No. They must get just as nigh in the water as they possibly can 

without falling in •••.• 

"There is magic in it. Let the most absent minded of men be plunged in 

his deepest reveries - stand that man on his legs, set his feet a-going, 

and he will infallibly lead you to water, if water there be in all that 

region ••••• Yes, as everyone knows, meditation and water are wedded 

for ever. • ••• 

"It is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life: and this is the 

key to it allo" (Herman Melville) 



Detail: Transformation of the Plan 
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Alexandria, by virtue of its proximity to the Potomac River, has the 

great fortune of existing in an exciting and special placeo Unfortu-

nately, the city has grown to be independent of the river and one 

finds that the two hardly seem to meeto The buildings and major portion 

of land along the water's edge create an incontinent barrier between 

river and land. The waterfront is inaccessible except for Founder's 

Park which is flat and dullo 

The focus of this work is to make the water's edge the celebration of 

water meeting land. The waterfront will be a place to go where the 

river offers itself to the city and the city reciprocates the giving. 

By exploiting the natural tension which exists between land and water, 

river and city, the water's edge will be enhanced and articulated. The 

two opposing elements will play together and a new edge will be created. 

The site is situated adjacent to Founder's Park which lies at the 

northern-most end of the active part of the Old Town Alexandria water-

front. It marks a beginning and an end. The project, a waterpark, is 

a collage of architectural and landscape elements which articulate the 

water's edge and create a meshing of dualitieso It acts as a transi-

tional link between town/land and river/water. It adds to both the 

river and the city by tying the two together. 
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In keeping with the idea of celebration, the purpose of the waterpark 

is joyous while it provides an opportunity to view and experience the 

relationship of land and water. The water's edge is the threshold and 

the "threshold is the place to pause". (Goethe) The river is seen as 

a source of inspiration, the waterpark a place of peace and enjoyment. 

It is a "spiritual center for the masses" and for the individual. 

(Gropius). 

The waterpark bridges water and land, and being a sensitive collage of 

both, reminds one that this is the place where water meets land. A 

successfull combining of contradictions is necessary for completion. 

The condition of juxtaposed dualities create one whole, a rhythm of 

the manmade and the natural coexisting. 
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The Water's Edge: Water meeting Land, River meeting City 
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The organizing concept of the project centers on the transition between 

two 11 opposing deserts 11 , water and land. (Calvino) Water is reminiscent 

of the mysterious and natural. The land is representative of the sub-

stantial and filled with manmade objects. A related duality inherent 

in this project is that of the river and the city. The river is flow-

ing, even, and rhythmic - subject to natural phenomenao The whole of 

the river is constantly in flux while the city changes slowly over time. 

In the city people and vehicles are constantly in motion within the 

static structure of the streets but its fabric changes slowly as 

buildings go up and come downo 
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The form of the waterpark is derived from the edge or border between 

water and land o The concept has been developed by exploring the 

following ways of interpreting the water.'s edge: transitions, edges, 

between, dualities, links, and separations o 

A meshing of the opposing elements was a basis for the design o It was 

derived from overlaying the natural · compass grid on the Alexandria city 
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grid and the transformation of existing links along the waterfront be-

tween water and land. The architectural elements are links between op-

posing elements. They are both structuring and fragmenting devices. 

A series of edges inbetween what is exclusively river or land enable 

the transition to take place over time and spaceo By accenting the 

duality, one is made aware of land meeting water, river rreeting city 

and the nature of each. 

The park captures part of the river as the land extends itself out into 

the river. The architectural elements are in part above water, in the 

water, above ground, on the ground, and cross the edge. Hence, the 

elements stretch over land and water with qualities of both yet the 

certainty of neither. Because of this, one constantly feels compelled 

to ask is this land or water? Yet the visitor will never be sureo 

The tension created by the juxtaposition and the fragmentation of 

elements echo the tension between land and watera As the land is 

fragmented by the water, so too are the architectural elements, each in 

itself and in the plan as a wholea The architectural elements fade in 

and out against a strong axis. In opposition to fragmentation is the 

structuring of water as it goes beyond its natural edgeo 
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Trans format. rnn of th e Alexandria Wat erfront 
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Mapping of the Water's Edge and Imaginary Continuation of Street 
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A Zone of Transition 

Between Land and Water along the Alexandria Waterfront 
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A Zone of Transition 
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Creation of the Transition Zone 

through the Overlapping of the Water's Edge and the Rigid Urban Grid 
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Creation of the Transition Zone 

through the Overlapping of the Water's Edge and the Rigid Urban Grid 

# 2 
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Creation of the Transition Zone 

through the Overlapping of the Water's Edge and the Rigid Urban Grid 

# 3 
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A Transitional Zone between Water and Land 
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Trans formations: Piers and Docks 

Viewed as Links between Land and Water 
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Preliminary Diagram of Elements within Park 
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Preliminary Diagram of Elements within Park 

# 2 
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Conceptual Sketch of the Relationship between Alexandria, 

Washington, the Potomac River, and the Waterpark 

21 



,. 

,, ' 
/ .. 

/ 

~ 
I 

--·----

A Study of Spaces formed by Architectural Elements within the Park 
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Diagram of major axis and repetitive rel,ationship of land and water 
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Preliminary Study of Juxtaposition of Architectural Elements 
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The park is organized by two perpendicular axes; the primary axis 

running east-west from city to river. Throughout the park architectural 

elements are fragmented. Continuous lines from one element to another 

are suggested but do not actually existo 

25 



) .t 

Plan of the Park 
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Moving from the street, through the adjoining wall and parallel row of 

trees, the visitor comes to one of three linearly arranged ~lements: 

the playground, the water plaza, and the garden . ff6 points of entry to 

the park, they are heavily dependent on the influence of the city and 

the manmade. 
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The Water Plaza is a starting 

point directly connected to water 

and to the other elements. A 

square pool at the end of the per-

pendicular canal, the Water Plaza 

is comprised of large . stepping 

stones fanning a pattern similar 

to a city grid o The stones are 

progressively more distorted as 

they near the canal. The water 

dictates feeling and movement by 

intruding on the walking pieces as 

they become further apart . The 

visitor can sense the meshing and 

pulling of water and land simply 

by jumping to a distant stone to 

sit awhile and stick his feet in 

the water . • 

" 



r-- -- ----

Proceeding from the water plaza towards the river the visitor finds him-

self on a path which crosses three canals. The canals, shallow and re-

fleeting at the edges, are deep and fast-flowing towards the center 

The path is well defined over water but disappears on the land o The 
• perpendicular canal disappears where it intersects with the three other 

canals. The repetition of land-water-land-water-land-water causes the 

visitor to wonder again is this land or water . 
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Along this path is a grouping of columns continually washed over by 

water. The columns are situated at the intersection of the north-

south cross axis. Here one can deviate from the path to go to the 

Point of Departure or the amphitheater. These elements balance each 

other, having similar forms in reverseo The Point of Departure termi-

nates the long strip of land out in the water. To proceed further in 

this direction, which one can do, the visitor must go by boato 
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Most of the park encourages wandering, but people are gathered together 

for a single purpose in the amphitheater . The amphitheater, because of 

its position and size, is connected to all other elements in Gthe plan. 

It is connected to the city by its meandering path w~ich ties it to the 

garden and to the three canals by its position in relation to them, and 

as an end point to the cross axis. 
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It is balanced with the plan on its straight side by a triangular 

space, framed on river and canal side by a low wall. From the low wall 

to a backstage wall, an earth berm covers small underground rooms lit 

by skylight. Water is here, too, flowing from the river to the stageo 
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If the visitor has not been diverted where the columns stand, he reaches 

the end of the structured sequence of land and water and passes through 

the Gate, a series of wallso The Gate marks the nearing of the river 

and a passing to a special type of engagement with the watero Here, one 

is on an island which provides more than three different ways of viewing 

the river. The gate and two high walls create a narrow view of the 

river. The walls act as two cliffs extending out into the water, form-

ing a small, quiet cove. It forms a straight sight line from land to 

river or river to land. 

One of the walls which extend out into the river is the wall with the 

suspended bridgeo Perhaps more adventurous people will want to go 

directly to this wallo This wall contains a walkway below the bridgeo 

The walkway is close to the water when it emerges from the wall and 

extends out through the columns. Other architectural elements on the 

water's edge radiate out from this wall and back towards the cityo 

Usually, 11 the bridge is the opposite of the gulf, the abyss, the 

precipice, of division, separation and tearing apart. 11 (Abitare) In 

actuality, this bridge within wall and columns, reinforces the separa-

tion between land and watero At the same time, though one cannot touch 

it, it provides the feeling of being out in the river. 
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11 Generally the bridge is an advantage; it stands for a better relation-

ship with the environment, particularly where water is the predominant 

feature ••• The bridge, as a symbol and in myths, is thus a message of 

peace, hope, and prosperity, besides signalling the dominion over 

waters. It is an agreement to permit closer union. 11 (Abitare) 

One can also ascend the long stair in the wall which fonns the other 

boundary for the coveo This wall is cut along the stair on the south 

side enabling the visitor to view the city and down river as he climbs 

to the top and a view of the wholeo This wall runs along the city grid 

axis. 

One more element stands on the island: the paviliono The pavilion sits 

on the water's edge - quiet and sheltered. One can walk into the pa-

vilion and down the stairs to the watero By its position in the plan, 

it is tied to the other elements along the water's edgeo 
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Details of the Wall with Suspended Bridge 
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Details of Pavilion 
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~~onornetric of tne park 
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The vJaterpark in Alexandria 
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The unique composition of the waterpark reconciles the apparent contra-

diction between water and lando By exploiting the novelty of their 

characteristics the waterfront becomes a structured whole. The delicate 

balance between architectural elements in the park create a tension 

which echoes the subtleties and contradictions existing in the rela-

tionship between land and watero The sensitive fragmentation of the 

architectural elements emulate the breakdown of land by watero The 

placement of landscape elements complement the architectural elements 

and with the water complete the whole rhythmic compositiono 

The visitor to the waterpark is left with a greater understanding of 

the relationship between land and water. From the stepping stones in 

the water plaza and the artificial pond to the long canals to the gate 

and then the river itself the water is experienced in a progressive 

fashion. The visitor touches it or views it from varying distances. 

He looks over it and at it, down river, up river and back to the city 

from where he has come. 
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CELEBRATION OF THE EDGE 

OLD TOWN ALEXANDRIA WATERFRONT 

ALEXANDRIA, VIRGINIA 

A COLLAGE OF ARCHITECTURAL AND LANDSCAPE ELEMENTS 

ENGAGED IN THE TRANSITION FROM LAND TO WATER 

by 

Melanie Susan Marshall 

(ABSTRACT) 

The edge of the Potomac river at Founder's Park in Old Town Alexandria 

provides a site where visitors can acknowledge the river and the city. 

A transitional zone has been developed here through the exploration of 

dualities. The concept of water meeting land is translated in the 

fragmentation and juxtaposition of architectural and landscape elements 

on the site. 
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