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The First Hill Improvement Association  is working to improve 
the area under Interstate 5 between Cherry and James Streets. 
This important gateway to our community is drab and bleak, 
hardly a welcoming entrance for the thousands of drivers and 
pedestrians who pass through on a daily basis. 

We’ve received grant funding to install a mural on the columns 
in this area and are partnering with Urban Artworks, a local 
nonprofit that empowers youth through art.

After a broad community input and selection process, a final 
design has been selected: “Sunlight Over First Hill” by Nathan 
Watkins.



Nathan Watkins
Sunlight Over First Hill



CONCEPT: Sunlight Over First Hill

When I was asked to envision a gateway into First Hill, one immediate question arose: how does one visually capture that which 
makes First Hill so different from every other neighborhood? Having already put in so much thought into distilling the essence of 
First Hill in my research for designing its signal boxes, I was able to begin answering this question with a strong foothold. After 
many days of thought, I decided the most effective way to signal entry into First Hill to the largest amount of people would be to 
build from its common visual cues, amalgamating elements taken from places like the Italianate style brick architecture common 
in First Hill, the steepness of the streets, identifiable landmarks, a larger than average amount of greenery, and geographical 
bearings.

After deciding on a concept, I was then posed with the issue that beautifying these pillars presents: the images could not be 
distracting, but at the same time they must be eye-catching and beautiful. To address this paradox, I established that the pillar 
images must contain two coexisting experiences in one: to the drivers, they must be non-focal images, lacking detail or complexity 
but still creating a beautiful, pleasant, and welcoming visual atmosphere. To the pedestrians, however, they must allow for 
extended focus and visual exploration, necessitating a higher level of detail and complexity. After moving through countless 
sketches, I realized the solution to this problem was to design the images in a way in which the larger “coarse” details overpowered 
the smaller “fine” details, almost as if designing the composition in reverse. With this design, a driver passing these pillars will see 
an impression of the subject, but from a farther distance and a greater speed the color becomes the focal point and the actual 
subject matter becomes subdued. A pedestrian, on the other hand, will be nearer and move slow enough to see the detail of the 
subject matter, which at that distance will demand attention over the overarching swaths of color. Overall, this creates the effect 
of being eye-catching without actually needing to catch the eye.

In being so identifiably “First Hill”, the finished product of this design would in effect claim the underpass as explicit First Hill 
territory by absorbing the buffer zone between the neighborhood and downtown with a true product of its own culture.This 
design could represent no other area, and in being as such it is a powerful expression of the identity, character, and presence of 
First Hill.

























You can see more of Nathan’s work at 
his website.

https://www.nathanwatkinsdesign.com

https://www.nathanwatkinsdesign.com/
https://www.nathanwatkinsdesign.com/
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For comments or questions, please 
contact alex@firsthill.org

mailto:alex@firsthill.org


Thank you to our partners at 
Only in Seattle for making this 

project possible! 

http://www.onlyinseattle.org/

