
Verner  Johnson MUSEUM ARCHITECTS & PLANNERS

Mid-America Center
Hot Springs, Arkansas

Role: Design Architect for New Museum

Program: Interactive science exhibits, changing 
exhibits, aquarium exhibits, outdoor exhibits, lobby, 
classrooms, museum shop, cafe, exhibit support, 
offices and other support areas. 

Building Area: 65,000 sf

Status: Opened in 1979

Description: The Mid-America Center was 
conceived as a vast carnival of information, 
demonstrations, games, and devices, all of which 
are derived from the ideas of nature, energy, life, 
and man. Located on a heavily wooded 21-acre 
site, the Center created to be a totally integrated 
indoor-outdoor experience. 

From the time visitors leave their cars in the parking 
lot and walk down a winding path through the 
woods, and before they catch even a glimpse of 
the building, which appears to have sprung out of 
the wilderness, they can hear the sound of water 
rushing over small falls and into shallow pools. This 
is the sound of the water system which runs down 
the middle of the site and divides the building into 
two sections. Although the entire water system 
appears to be totally natural, it has been reinforced 
and developed utilizing a pumping system and a 
newly created pond at the south end of the site. A 
glass-enclosed bridge connecting the two sections 
of the building affords delightful views of the pools, 
waterfalls, wildflowers, and Magic Mountain in the 
distance. 

A heavily filtered 30,000-gallon outdoor fresh 
water aquarium is located adjacent to the north 
wall of the building. Glass walls on the building 
lower level allow visitors to view plants and animals 
under water. The wooded site, which incorporates 
nature, trails and exhibits relating to the sun, water, 
earth, and wind, is also used for outdoor crafts fairs 
and demonstrations during summer months. 

Inside the building the exhibits are organized into 
a sequence of perception, life, energy, and matter, 
although visitors often choose to follow their own 
paths. The various levels of the main exhibition area 
are connected by both ramps and stairs which are 
incorporated into the exhibition sequence. This 
design approach gives museum visitors a full view 
of what they have already seen and what is yet to 
come. 


