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Back on March 17, the World Wildlife Fund released a report on the profound
level of environmental damage that’s been done to some of the world’s most icon-
ic rivers. The news about the Nile, Danube, Yangtze, Ganges, La Plata and Rio
Grande rivers is indeed grim: All are so severely polluted that they’re in immedi-
ate danger of losing most or all of their plant and animal species.

As a rule, I don’t bring up current events in this column, but I can’t help seeing
the meticulous work watershapers do in managing artificial bodies of water and
in restoring wetlands and watersheds and thinking there may yet be hope for these
wild waterways.

The World Wildlife Fund reports that, overall, more than 2,000 of the 10,000
most common freshwater species of fish are in danger of vanishing completely
within the next 10 to 25 years. The environmental implications of extinctions at
that level are so broad that they defy description: Even if the projections are
dramatically out of whack, even if just a fraction of what the experts are predict-
ing actually comes to pass, the blow to the environment – and perhaps humani-
ty itself – is simply devastating.

The forces driving the deterioration of our world’s most renowned waterways
are all-too-familiar: dramatic population growth, chemical/nutrient runoff from
agriculture, the dumping of industrial waste,global warming, lack of environmental
oversight and diversion of river flows. In that last case, the World Wildlife Fund re-
ports that, of the world’s 177 longest rivers, only 21 now flow from source to sea
unimpeded by dams or other diversions.

Leaving aside the ethical imperatives behind environmental preservation, the
practical fact is that these massive bodies of fresh water are absolutely critical to lo-
cal populations and economies. They are a source of food, potable water, recre-
ation, transportation, energy and irrigation. If these rivers continue on their cur-
rent downward spiral and/or die completely, it’s not hard to see that the disruptions
to local, national and global economies and standards of living will be profound
and enduring.

I’m not the sort who indulges every apocalyptic prediction that comes along;
in fact, I’m the first to say that those who approach such reports with skepticism
may have cause to question findings in some cases – but not here. What the World
Wildlife Fund is reporting is an update on long-term, ongoing monitoring of de-
teriorating waterway conditions and is therefore hard to dispute.

The upside in all of this is that there are many cases in which sound environ-
mental stewardship has brought dying waterways back from the brink – think Lake
Michigan, Boston Harbor, the Cuyahoga River and lengthy portions of the
Mississippi. With concerted action, there’s obvious hope.

As an industry dedicated to creating wonderful artificial bodies of water, I think
it’s incumbent upon us who love water and make our livings from it to be aware of
the bigger picture and, as they say,“think globally and act locally” when it is ap-
propriate and possible.

The first step, as always, is simply being informed. The rest is up to each of us –
and it seems to me that watershapers have just the sorts of skills and insights that
might come in handy down by the river.

WATERsHAPES �JUNE 20076

By Eric Herman

structures

Troubled Waters



Circle  4 on Postage Free Card



WATERsHAPES �JUNE 20078

Charles Wise is president and founder of
Wise Pool Company in Houston. A Texas na-
tive, he has been designing and building high-
end residential pools, spas and waterfeatures
since 1970, winning more than 100 design
awards in the process. His firm has also been
honored with the Houston Chamber and
Community College small business awards as
well as the Better Business Bureau’s Torch of
Excellence award for small construction compa-
nies. Wise runs the firm with his wife Merry, the
company’s vice president and a well-known in-
dustry veteran in her own right. Charles Wise
has two stepsons, a daughter and two grandchil-
dren; stepson Brock Stapper is carrying on the
family tradition of designing and building
award-winning watershapes, having recently
won his first gold medal in the Association of
Pool & Spa Professionals’ design competition.

Alan Hochman is a stone sculptor with stu-
dios in Cave Creek, Ariz., and Fallbrook, Calif.
A native Californian, Hochman’s first careers
were in the high tech industry, where he
worked as a computer scientist and then as a
marketing consultant. He began trying his
hand at stone sculpture as a hobby in the mid-
1990s and soon found himself fully immersed
in learning all about it. By 1999, he completed
his transition to his third career, becoming a
full-time artist and building his first studio in
Arizona. Working almost entirely on commis-
sion, he has provided his unique brand of con-
temporary sculpture to scores of residential,
commercial and public clients throughout the
United States. He can be reached at
www.stoneandwater.com

Mark Holden is a landscape architect, con-

June’s Writers
in this issue
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tractor, writer and educator specializing in wa-
tershapes and their environments. He has
been designing and building watershapes for
more than 15 years and currently owns several
companies, including Fullerton, Calif.-based
Holdenwater, which focuses on his passion for
water. His own businesses combine his inter-
ests in architecture and construction, and he
believes firmly that it is important to restore
the age of Master Builders and thereby elevate
the standards in both trades. One way he fur-
thers that goal is as an instructor for Genesis 3
Design Schools and also as an instructor in
landscape architecture at California State
Polytechnic University in Pomona and for Cal
Poly’s Italy Program. He can be reached at
mark@waterarchitecture.com.

Jim Robinson is president and founder of
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Interested in writing for WaterShapes on design, engineering or 
construction topics? Contact Eric Herman at (949) 494-4533!
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Daichi Landscape, a Eugene, Ore.-based de-
sign/construction firm specializing in
Japanese gardens. He has worked in the land-
scape industry since 1975, when he and his fa-
ther started a maintenance firm immediately
after he graduated from high school. He then
studied landscape design and construction at
Portland Community College for two years
and, in 1980, apprenticed himself to Japanese
garden master Hoichi Kurisu, with whom he
worked and studied for 10 years. In 1989, he
entered the landscape architecture program at
the University of Oregon and later was an ex-
change student at Waseda University in
Tokyo. In 1996, Robinson founded Daichi
Landscape, which now provides highly
stylized gardens, watershapes and sculptures
influenced by the traditions of Japanese gar-
dening, culture and art.
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e knew it had to happen. After several years of superheated growth,
some sectors of the watershaping market are now slowing down – in

some areas, dramatically so.
In my travels and through dozens of conversations with watershapers and

their suppliers during the past several months, I’ve been hearing consistent-
ly that the volume-oriented, price-driven end of the market has been hit par-
ticularly hard – off somewhere between 30 and 60 percent in some areas.

That’s a big number no matter which end of the spectrum is closer to the
truth. It represents an enormous change from the extreme demand that most
all of us were experiencing just a year ago. So now, a great many firms that
were once flush with work are now suffering, in some cases to the point where
their businesses are being threatened.

Among upper-mid-range and high-end firms, however, I have yet to hear
of such declines. In fact, as has been the case for the past several years, the wa-
tershapers who’ve fully embraced an orientation toward design, quality and
artistry are as busy as ever.

It’s a tale of two industries, and it’s so for plenty of reasons worth discussing.

what’s up
You don’t have to be an economist to recog-

nize that something serious is happening. The
housing market has slowed,prices have fallen in
many markets, new housing starts are way off,
interest rates have risen, sales of existing homes
have stalled and refinancing,once white-hot,has
plummeted to a fraction of the levels it was
achieving just a short time ago.

The result is that a great many people who
once had equity and therefore the capital need-
ed for home improvements are no longer flush
with cash and are not looking to buy watershapes
– or any other significant home improvements,
for that matter. And the situation isn’t likely to
improve anytime soon.

The brutal truth is that too many consumers
overextended themselves. Now,with home prices
dropping and interest rates rising,many are strug-
gling to make ends meet. This means that huge
numbers of homeowners who once would’ve
looked to amenities such as swimming pools,wa-
tergardens and elaborate landscape treatments
to increase the value of their properties have fall-
en out of the ranks of our potential clients.

Personally, I blame both homeowners and the
lending institutions that went after them know-
ing how completely they’d be exposed during
a downturn. We all know the real estate market
is subject to ups and downs,and the fact that it’s
been more than 15 years since the last time hous-
ing went south on us didn’t change that basic
economic fact of life.

Consumers are at least as culpable as the fi-
nancial institutions that have fed their addictions.
As I see it, there’s a misguided ethos in our cul-
ture that says that all of us are entitled to every
kind of luxury imaginable so long as we own real
estate. Just a year ago, in fact, you didn’t have to
be wealthy to have everything you ever wanted,
from expensive cars to the latest plasma televi-

By Brian Van Bower
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sions: You just needed to own a house and
watch its value appreciate.

Just how bad things might get is any-
one’s guess. There’s all sorts of prognos-
tication being offered these days, howev-
er, and most experts seem to agree that
we’re currently on the front end of this
cooling off period – and none know for
certain when the next upswing will start.

a cosmic bind
From a business standpoint, it’s safe to

assume that things are going to be slow
for at least a year or two,maybe more. Just
as the market became cyclically hot af-
ter 1992, better times will return – but in
the meantime, we all need to determine
where we stand and what we need to do
to make it through to that brighter future.

As I mentioned above,so far the down-
turn seems to be affecting only the mid-
dle and lower ranges of the watershaping
market. As those households go, so goes
the volume market. Will things slide so
far that even high-end clients will pull
back?  At this juncture, that doesn’t seem
to be happening – and we all should re-
member that it didn’t happen to any great
degree when things were at their dark-
est in the early 1990s.

The whole situation is, of course, bru-
tally ironic: I can’t count the number of
clients who’ve told me that,when they start-
ed looking last year for someone to design
and build a watershape for them,they could
barely get a return phone call let alone find
anyone willing to take on their jobs.

What strikes me about that memory of
once-searing demand is that the work of a
great many companies pretty much echoed
the shortsightedness of the market itself –
that is,even firms doing what might be clas-
sified as substandard work didn’t have to
try at all to drum up more business than
they could handle. Just as the decline of the
real-estate market has been driven by what
I see as short-term thinking on the part of
consumers and financial institutions, so,
too,the volume builders have been caught
by their lack of forethought and planning
for an always-uncertain future.

This isn’t a blanket indictment: I know
for a fact that many volume-oriented wa-
tershaping operations are professional
and do a creditable job of creating af-
fordable products for a predominantly
middle-class clientele. That doesn’t alter
the fact, however, that all of these com-
panies – good and bad,reputable and de-
plorable – are now feeling pressure they
couldn’t even imagine a year ago.

In considering what to do about it,there
are no easy answers.First,we have to look
at what we know for certain: The clients
still available are those who were in stable
financial positions and have what might be
called real wealth rather than wealth on pa-
per. In referring to wealth,however,I don’t
mean the uber-clients who own their own
islands and private jets; instead,I mean peo-
ple who haven’t mortgaged their homes for
every penny they once were worth and have
amassed assets that insulate them from gen-
eral downturns in the economy.
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This is why the custom,high-end mar-
ket is still rolling along at very nearly the
same level it was last summer and I’ve yet
to hear any worrisome complaints from
high-end watershapers. Just as I’m de-
scribing conditions on two levels of a sin-
gle industry, it’s as if we’re looking at
clients existing in two completely sepa-
rate economic realities – one occupied by

those who were positioned to be relatively
unaffected by fluctuating real estate
trends, and another by those for whom
the clock was ticking.

more from less
Assuming we all know it’s impossible

to conjure clients from thin air, the most
reasonable course is to consider how to

make headway with those who are still
in the market. And there’s no time like
the present to start thinking about what
that means.

To thrive in a market such as this one,
it’s clear that change will be required of a
large number of businesses and practi-
tioners. Without question, those firms
that set their sights on the high-end mar-
ket long ago are prepared for leaner times
and will be able to do a better job of rid-
ing the waves of change. Those that aren’t
there at this point need to change rapid-
ly – and the sooner you make the most
important of these adjustments, the bet-
ter your chances of success will be.

What does that mean in more specif-
ic terms? 

First, I believe one of the areas in which
a great many firms can make a substantial,
effective and feasible change is by shifting
the focus of their work to cover a broad-
er range of exterior elements. For a long
time, most firms in the volume business
have provided only a swimming pool or a
pond and nothing else, leaving the associ-
ated hardscape and features to others.

As has been suggested for years in
WaterShapes and elsewhere, there are
tremendous advantages to broadening
what you do to encompass elements such
as decks, shade structures, outdoor
kitchens,outdoor dining areas, landscape
lighting, greenscapes, fire features and
even exterior sound and television sys-
tems. In basic terms, this means instead
of leaving potential work for others to
grab, you need to bring those elements
into your scope of work.

Second and certainly related to that first
point, those who want to make the tran-
sition from low-end to high-end or make
the most of what’s left in the middle need
to get educated when it comes to design
and creating integrated spaces that re-
spond to a site, its architecture and the
clients’ needs. To be sure, learning what
design is all about and developing legit-
imate skills isn’t an overnight process,but
none of the people I know who are wor-
thy of being called designers are hurting
for work these days – far from it.

Third, you may need to broaden your
scope and diversify: If you’re into pools
and spas, you should think about getting
into ponds and streams or fountains –
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which in turn means you’ll need to learn
to communicate differently about what
services you provide. And of course, this
third point relates back to the first two: In
all cases, your aim should be to gain a
greater understanding of the integrated
nature of overall exterior environments.

spreading joy
Look at it this way: If custom, higher-

end work represents the stable slice of the
market, then it only makes sense to move
yourself in that direction. It doesn’t mean
you’ll be able to walk in and land six-fig-
ure projects: There’s plenty of hard work
involved in elevating your game to that lev-
el, and above all, there’s an essential focus
on creating clusters of satisfied clients in
whatever you do,for whatever price range.

Make no mistake: Succeeding in custom
work has never been about price or the con-
cept of not wanting to leave any money on
the table. It’s always about appropriate de-
signs, styles, materials and details for spe-
cific settings and clients. This isn’t about

selling bells and whistles. Instead, it has
to do with doing more in the backyards of
fewer clients and making them exceeding-
ly happy with your total effort and output.

The key here is creating satisfied, even
ecstatic clients, because referrals and the
future business they represent are what
you’re pursuing on this level. Indeed,per-
haps the greatest common characteristic
of companies doing best in today’s mar-
ket is that they largely work off of referrals.

As has been said time and again in this
column and by many other voices in this
magazine and elsewhere,there’s no greater
marketing tool than a happy client. It’s no
secret that volume builders do not tend to
score high on this scale. When business
was booming, this didn’t seem like an is-
sue. Now, however, a lack of concern on
this front might lead that side of the in-
dustry to a shakeout the likes of which we
haven’t seen since 1990 and 1991.

Some degree of sorting out is,of course,
inevitable in a downturn,and some com-
panies will shrink or disappear altogeth-

er. It’s my belief that firms doing a reli-
able, good-quality job throughout their
sales, design and construction processes
– that is,companies that don’t leave clients
with bad tastes in their mouths – will be
those that can ride the waves of change far
more effectively than those that rely on
mass marketing or,even worse,rock-bot-
tom prices to keep the phones ringing.

The dynamics of our business point us
in a clear direction: First, if you have been
among those who focus on leaving clients
smiling and proud of their new water-
shapes, it’s time to do whatever you can
to lift your game and legitimately, sin-
cerely do what it takes to satisfy them. If
you can’t get this simple message, then I
wish you well in finding a new career.

Second,working with higher-end,more
sophisticated clients and making them
happy effectively puts an end to compet-
ing on price. This will be a real challenge
to those who don’t know how to do it any
other way, but as you’ll see in a moment,
it’s yet another recipe for disaster.
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don’t go there
If you’ve read through all of this and

are in a grand enough state of denial to
think you can brass your way through the
current market situation – and if you see
cutting prices as being just the ticket –
think again: When you lower prices in a
down market to keep business rolling
along, you’ve given yourself over to the
notion that it’s acceptable to make less
money off each of a diminishing num-
ber of projects. If that isn’t illogical, I don’t
know what is.

And not only is it illogical, it’s also des-
perate and a sure path to business failure.
Instead,you need to head in the other di-
rection, seek out clients who are still
around, do more for them at a level of
quality and design excellence that makes
them happy and turn their referrals to
prosperous friends and business associ-
ates into even more business and prob-
ably to greater profitability than you ever
saw when you were grinding out projects
by the bucketload.

None of this is new advice. It’s some-
thing I’ve discussed in WaterShapes from
the very beginning and is also a key thread
unifying the approach my partners and I
have taken with Genesis 3. Personally, I’ve
never understood why anyone would re-
sist an approach that leads to larger,more
profitable, more interesting projects as
well as to greater stature within the in-
dustry and, more important, among
prospective clients.

The bottom line is that it’s just more
fun to work this way. Now that economic
pressures are forcing the vulnerable
fringes of our industry to wake up and
face an uncertain future, it appears that
a quality-first approach is not only the
wise option, it’s also starting to look like
the only option.
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Brian Van Bower runs Aquatic Consultants,
a design firm based in Miami, Fla., and is a
co- founder of the Genesis 3 Design Group;
dedicated to top-of-the-line performance in
aquatic design and construction, this orga-
nization conducts schools for like-minded pool
designers and builders.  He can be reached
at bvanbower@aol.com.  
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ecently, much has been written and discussed in our local Los Angeles
media – newspapers, magazines, television – about an influx of archi-

tectural styles to our area that “just don’t fit in” and are generally thought of
as being a blight on our collective landscape.

This isn’t anything new, of course. I recall similar dustups in the 1970s and
’80s when the stylistic serenity of old, established neighborhoods was being
disrupted by the insertion of ultra-modern and post-modern structures among
the ranch houses, Spanish Colonial casitas and Craftsman-style bungalows
that dominated the terrain.

The latest clamor has arisen because of the arrival in our fair city of a large
and prospering Middle Eastern population that has brought along with it a
distinctive style of architecture with which long-time Angelenos aren’t famil-
iar – and for which some have been quite vocal in declaring their disdain.

This sort of uproar is, of course, not unexpected: It would almost be more
unusual if people didn’t reject this unfamiliar look and instead sat quietly as
changes occurred in their neighborhoods. Personally, I’m an aficionado of
architecture and exterior styles, so I keep an open mind – but this latest wave
features very large homes without much (if any) landscaping and has chal-
lenged even my tolerant spirit.

an open mind
My meditations here were prompted by an

article that appeared in the Los Angeles Times
Magazine a short while ago. In analyzing the
substance and style of what are commonly re-
ferred to as “Persian Palaces” – a term I find
derogatory and so will not use further – the text
explored some basic characteristics and thought
processes behind Middle Eastern architecture
and landscaping.

I read the entire article with great interest and
reinforced my awareness that there are many
distinctive styles operating under the umbrel-
la term “Middle Eastern” – so many that gen-
eralizations are hard to make. Whatever the
specific features being considered, it was made
clear in the article (and in letters to the editor
later on) that a lot of people don’t like what they
see cropping up in Beverly Hills – the geo-
graphic focus of the article.

Why is this style so jarring to so many people?
Why is it that they seem universally to have
turned their heads in resoundingly negative re-
actions?  Why does this Middle Eastern style,
more than almost any other style I’ve encoun-
tered, strike them as being so awesomely inap-
propriate for our cultural scene?

I think the answer is actually quite simple,al-
though not readily apparent – and it has to do
with how we in the Western world think about
the relationship of architecture and landscape
by comparison to Middle Eastern cultures. In
fact, by the time I was finished reading the arti-
cle and rolling through my own observations,
I had gained a new awareness of why these res-
idences are the way they are.

In essence, the style is characterized by con-
siderable levels of ornate detailing and places

By Stephanie Rose
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the ultimate premiums on allowing the
façade of the home to be quite prominent
and on enabling as much light as possi-
ble to reach the home’s interior. Thus,
planting is kept to a minimum.

Homes with those two characteristics
provide their owners with tremendous
pride – much more so than a beautifully
tailored landscape ever would. And of
course this reflects a cultural background
based on life in hot, arid climates – a not-
so-minor detail that has attracted many of
these immigrants to the Los Angeles area.

What isn’t considered,of course, is that
Westerners have fixed it in mind that Los
Angeles has a Mediterranean climate,not
a desert climate, and assume that lush
landscapes should be the rule. Where the
newcomers want light and warmth, long-
time residents crave shade and relief from
warmth. It all began making sense to me.

balancing acts
For all that, there’s still a problem for

me here – a struggle with my belief that
architecture and landscapes need to work
with their surroundings rather than stand
in denial of them.

My objection isn’t that this influx of
Middle Eastern styles obliterates or ignores
given topographies or surroundings so
much that it leads us down a path that pro-
motes less green in our environment. I’m
not a tree hugger in the conventional sense,
but I do believe we all benefit when there’s
as much green as possible around us.
Especially in a smoggy place such as Los
Angeles,it’s a scientific fact that green is good.

Just the same,I’m not proposing doing

away with any style of architecture that
the majority of us don’t like. On the con-
trary, I’m suggesting that we need to em-
brace new styles and the introduction of
distinctive styles from established cultures.

While I’m comfortable with architec-
ture that blends into its surrounding en-
vironment and landscaping,I’ve long been
aware of plant-free approaches to archi-
tecture that have nothing to do with the
Middle East: This is an architecture that’s
made to be confrontational and jarring to
common sensibilities, as with Frank
Gehry’s homes with their corrugated-met-
al exteriors and chain-link detailing.

For the most part, however, I believe
that architecture works best when it works
with rather than in opposition to its sur-
roundings. When you go to a tropical re-
sort, for instance, the buildings tend to
hug the ground and let you feel like you’re
living in the surrounding environment.
If that same resort were 25 stories tall and
you were on a top floor,you wouldn’t get
the same feel for the place and might have
less of a connection to the place.

In that light, the argument goes that if
something doesn’t feel right,perhaps we as
architects and landshapers should consid-
er whether we are doing the environment
a disservice. What,after all, are our goals?  

Speaking for myself, I always prefer to
create settings that blend architecture and
landscaping in ways that soothe observers,
but even so, I am aware that each client
perceives things differently. Thus, I sep-
arate personal preference from profes-
sional need and am determined to keep
an open mind in accepting the fact that
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natural companions

Homes like this one, with
its imposing façade and
minimal landscaping, are
increasingly common in
Los Angeles neighbor-
hoods and tend to stand
out among the more
conventional architec-
tures and fuller land-
scapes that surround
them. But does the fact
that this style is unusual
really make it wrong?



took the clients into consideration and
delivered precisely what they wanted by
way of a landscape.

I still believe it’s a good idea to guide
clients to design and build something
that blends into the surrounding neigh-
borhood, but now I’m trying to see pos-
sibilities in new approaches to ingrained
ideas. WS

what appeals to one person and is sooth-
ing to that person may not soothe or ap-
peal to the next person.

And this holds true whether it’s a de-
constructed Gehry or a landscape-free
Middle Eastern mansion. Neither may
be to my taste personally, but if it’s what
a client wants, the client is entitled to the
final word. (Also, keep in mind that in
these instances, nobody’s forcing you to
work with a particular client.)

finding a path
This is why we’re surrounded by a uni-

verse of styles and variations on each: All
of us have different ideas about what is
appealing. As with menus in restaurants,
we all like having choices!

As watershapers and landshapers, we
must always be aware of those differences
and be clear when designing and installing
environments exactly whose interests
we’re serving. Are we working with our
preferences?  Or are we serving our clients’
needs, interests and tastes to the best of
our abilities?

To my way of thinking,the goal of good
landscape design will always be to fuse land
and architecture,but I keep doubling back
to something I’ve said time and again in
these pages: You need to know your clients
and be clear about what’s important to
them. Moreover, just because a landscape
style (even a plant-free one) doesn’t ap-
peal to you, that doesn’t necessarily make
it wrong.

If we try to understand what is impor-
tant to each client,we have a better chance
of developing successful landscapes. No,
we can’t please all of the people all of the
time,but we can please most of our clients
(if not always their neighbors) if we ap-
proach our work with an open mind and
a cooperatively creative spirit. Yes,we can
help them understand what they’re doing
and the fact that some may take issue with
their choices,but ultimately, the decisions
are theirs.

Now I find myself looking at build-
ings and styles that up until now just
seemed “wrong”to me on some level and
consider whom they were designed to
please and their cultural background,
wants, needs and desires. I don’t always
end up liking what I see, but I wonder if
there wasn’t some astute designer who
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Stephanie Rose runs Stephanie Rose
Landscape Design in Encino, Calif.  A special-
ist in residential garden design, her projects of-
ten include collaboration with custom pool
builders. Stephanie is also an instructor on land-
scape design for the Genesis 3 Design Group.
If you have a specific question about land-
scaping (or simply want to exchange ideas),
e-mail her at sroseld@earthlink.net. 



n the last several of these “Details,” I’ve covered what happens in my pro-
jects before construction begins. Now we’re ready to shift gears and look

at what happens on site – the place where design and execution meet.
Before we look at the way I build things,however, I want to take a hard look

at common practices in the field. What I write here may seem harsh, but it’s
not intended that way: To establish a baseline for doing things in what I would
term the right way, I need to point to practices in our industry – particular-
ly the pool/spa sector – that cause problems for all of us who want to take the
high road and do right by our clients.

Please be clear that these deficiencies aren’t common to everyone who builds
pools. Indeed,the past decade has seen lots of watershapers step up and approach
the work with skill and dignity. To illustrate a point,however,I’m going to paint
a realistic picture of just how bad things can (and still do) get out there in the real
world: Let’s call it a corrective suggestion rather than a wholesale indictment.

As I see it, all of our problems stem from two key factors: First, in far too
many companies, the people who do the selling haven’t the slightest clue what
construction is all about. They focus entirely on getting a client to sign on the
bottom line and give no thought to what’s going to happen when the project
is actually being built.

Second, in too many cases there’s an almost complete lack of expert field
supervision during construction. In my view, this is inexcusable. In Los
Angeles County, for example, the contractor is the expert of record on site.
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He or she makes all the calls on what’s needed,
brings in geologists and soils specialists and works
with engineers. When things go wrong,he or she
isn’t the only one who can shut down the site –
government officials can do it, too – but he or she
is the only one who can reopen it when what-
ever caused the delay has been addressed.

How can this level of oversight be exercised by
someone who’s never there?  This is the worst
sort of passing the buck.

‘pool guy’ mentality
When you combine these two deficiencies –

as a large number of operations do – you have a
situation in which projects aren’t sold with any
view to the technical realities of construction – and
then the process that ensues moves forward in a
freeform,haphazard way without expert oversight.

It’s sad, but all too often, it’s true.
If we as an industry were to confront and re-

solve just those two issues, there would be almost
no limit to the great things we could achieve.

That potential is evident when you look at the
growing number of firms that do things the right
way. What we see in these operations is a virtual
explosion of design creativity and reliably installed
systems: The output is more artistic, the struc-
tures are more durable and the mechanical and
control systems perform well and are easily ser-
viced. What’s more,these companies aren’t being
sued, experience less stress, have more fun, make
more money and create boundlessly happy clients.

With companies on the flip side of the coin,
however, the exact opposite can and does prevail.
Designs tend to be weak and uninspired, the ves-
sels can and do fail, systems are plagued by prob-
lem after problem – and the operations exist in
a defensive crouch, doing little beyond trying
to avoid the liability that sprouts from basic in-

By David Tisherman
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If we as an industry were to
confront and address just two
key deficiencies, there would 

be almost no limit to the great
things we could achieve.

Expert Oversight

I
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competence or indifference.
If you ask me, that’s a rotten way to do

business – the perfect expression of what
I call the “pool guy” mentality. This in-
adequate mindset can be traced to the in-
dustry’s origins, when pool contractors
were seen as being a slight cut above pur-
veyors of aluminum siding. The idea was
(and in some cases still is) to get in and
out as quickly as possible, provide prod-
ucts as cheaply as the market will bear,
collect the money and never look back.

In my case,I took that standard and did
just the opposite. As I see it,we work with
clients to provide them with beauty, art
and luxury. The thought that this service
is being performed by people who don’t
know the first thing about design or con-
struction is, to me, completely discon-
nected from the mission of watershaping.

On that level, it’s all about standards –
not building department standards or in-
dustry standards, but instead personal
standards that are established, observed
and maintained by companies that place

value on quality.
High personal standards aren’t being

maintained when a company has two or
three “field supervisors”who drive around
and do little more than check to see that
crews are working. Those crews have
been left with “designs”and sets of“plans”
generated by salespeople with little or no
experience in construction, let alone any
sort of design background.

These plans can be filled with inade-
quacies – oversized pumps or undersized
plumbing, for example – because poorly
trained salespeople are all about dollars
and revenue rather than about what’s best
for the site or the client. They have no idea
what’s underneath the lawn, either, and
all too often fail to mention that soils con-
ditions might make a $40,000 pool cost
three or four times that much.

Scrutinizing these designs and plans is
the sort of role in which an experienced,
honest-to-goodness field supervisor can
prove invaluable: If he or she sees that a
salesperson’s or draftsperson’s plans call

for a two-horsepower pump on two-inch
lines, for example, he or she can advise
the contractor or the company owner of
the deficiency and the project may have
some hope of success.

Supervision is a constant need, not a
casual, occasional activity. The perils of
unqualified salespeople working with ab-
sentee field supervisors shows most clear-
ly at the gunite or shotcrete stage, where
improvisations by the excavator, the
plumbers, the steel subcontractor or the
applicators can result in shells that are im-
properly sized, positioned in the wrong
place, too short, too tall, too shallow, too
deep – all calamities that can be overcome
if roles are properly defined, salespeople
are well-informed and field supervisors
do more than drive from site to site to site.

And this situation isn’t much improved
in operations in which salespeople are
supported by production designers who
crank out plan documents based on stan-
dard templates and details. These doc-
uments take no account of soils, hy-
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draulics or materials, and once these de-
signers hand off their “plans” to permit
runners, they’re finished: All they do now,
if they think about it at all, is hope that
things will work out well enough so they’ll
get paid rather than sued when the pro-
ject is complete.

looking for problems
Is the above an exaggeration?  I would

hope so,but my observations through the
past 25 years tell me otherwise. The plain
truth is that the industry has its dark pock-
ets: Although I’d be happy to sing a dif-
ferent tune, this is the one I’m stuck with
– and writing this grim depiction is one
of the few ways I have to provoke change.

To drive the point home in specific
terms, let’s stick with the abovementioned
issues of hydraulics and soils.

It completely blows my mind these days
to see projects going in with small pipes
and big pumps. There’s just no excuse for
that: Information about hydraulic effi-
ciency abounds in the industry today,and

I have no idea at all how or why so many
companies simply choose to ignore it.

It’s sad, but all I can think is that these
companies are still selling pools with the
bigger-is-better mentality most forward-
thinking companies abandoned years
ago. After all, a two-horsepower pump
can be made to seem bigger and there-
fore better than a half-horsepower pump,
and to keep job costs down after selling
a more expensive pump, they install it on
two-inch (or even worse,one-and-a-half-
inch) plumbing.

Think about that: We live at a time when
energy efficiency is becoming a crucial so-
cietal issue, but instead of embracing it as
a core value,many pool guys stick with the
old way of doing things. The simple fact
is that improper hydraulic design wastes
money and energy; moreover, improp-
erly designed and installed systems almost
always require more repair and mainte-
nance – and they’re usually noisy as well.

It makes me ill knowing that it’s so easy
to do things the right way – and that do-

ing so doesn’t even drive up the cost of
the job to any significant extent.

Look at it this way: If we’re really in the
business of moving water, then at a mini-
mum we should all be smart enough to un-
derstand the basic principles behind how
water flows through pipes and how to make
things work as efficiently and reliably as
possible. And this is not new information.
In fact, this idea has been covered to death
in this magazine and in seminar rooms for
years, thousands of times over.

And yet – right now, as you read this
sentence – there are pools and spas being
installed with hydraulic systems that are
fundamentally unsound.

in the dirt
The issue of soils carries the same

weight. As with hydraulics, this is an area
where there really should be no question
about the expertise of the contractor, yet
as I’ve mentioned in these pages before,
many contractors seem to operate as
though they have no responsibility to build
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in accordance with a site’s soil conditions.
To me, that’s an outrageous assertion.

Setting aside the need for professional
soils reports for the moment, let’s take a
look at the issue from the practical per-
spective of job-site management: When
you build structures that require signifi-
cant excavation of the ground (as with
most any swimming pool), there are go-
ing to be surprises – not on every project,
of course,but on enough of them to make
assuming a hazardous exercise.

I hold fast to the idea that,although wa-
tershapers do not need to be geologists,
when we are charged with managing and
supervising a construction process, we
should know enough to recognize the
clear signs that we’ve run into unexpect-
ed conditions.

It’s not unusual, for example, to dig the
hole for a pool and find two distinctly dif-
ferent soil types. This is a red flag,of course:
When you have a structure installed in two
or more types of soil and the substructure
of the shell isn’t designed to accommodate
their potentially different rates of settle-
ment or withstand the stresses of ground
movement, failure will be the eventual re-
sult. The pool will crack or shift positions
and destroy or separate from surrounding
decks,mangle plumbing runs and turn an
otherwise satisfactory project into a total,
gut-wrenching mess.

What happens with companies using
supervisors who are not up to speed with
these issues is that they move blindly for-
ward, ignore the situation and move on
to complete the plumbing,hang the steel

and gunite or shotcrete the shell as though
there’s no problem.

If the contractor is lucky, a smart in-
spector might catch the problem and
demand a soils report or some form of
appropriate structural change. At that
point, the inspector might have the
builder remove the steel and the plumb-
ing and install a footing or pile – there-
by stopping a project in its tracks, hit-
ting clients with substantial new costs
(at least tens of thousands of dollars and
often much more) at a point where their
property is already ripped apart and
creating a general atmosphere of dis-
trust, anger and, in many cases, an in-
clination toward litigation.

Put yourself in a client’s shoes for a mo-
ment: How would you feel if you were
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misplaced emphasis

Every year and in some cases sever-
al times each year, large companies
(and even some small ones) in the wa-
tershaping industry pull all their sales-
people out of the field and sit them
down for inspirational speeches and
seminars intended to help them sell
more and make themselves and their
employers more money.

There’s nothing particularly wrong
with that (although I believe it builds the
wrong attitudes into some of these op-
erations), but I have a simple sugges-
tion that might help alleviate some of
the problems highlighted in the ac-
companying text.

Why don’t each of these companies
use these opportunities to help their sales
staffs understand the practicalities of the
products they’re selling?  Why don’t they
use part of that “educational” time to
bring the sales staff face to face with field
personnel who end up trying to build
what the salespeople have sold? 

As I see it, an educated sales force is of
tremendous value – and so is a measure
of transparency between the sales and
construction sides of the business.  Who
knows?  The whole situation might im-
prove with this simple addition to the
agenda.

– D.T.

When I arrived at the property, the view was sublime, but the ‘backyard’ space was essentially
unusable – a steep slope with little to offer.  

Now that construction is com-
plete, my clients come home
to an entirely different vista,
with an elegant pool and spa
in the foreground inviting them
and their guests out to enjoy
an even broader view of the
city’s lights from the new deck.
In the next several issues, I’ll de-
scribe every step of the process
by which this watershape was
built, from site preparation
through to application of fin-
ishing touches.



to learn,after your backyard has been de-
stroyed and you’ve lost a serviceable lawn,
irrigation system, landscape lighting and
more, that the soil under that lawn was
unsuitable for ordinary construction and
that it will cost you $15,000 to $25,000
even to get back to where you were be-
fore excavation began?  And how angry
would you be to learn that if your con-
tractor had done the right thing and re-
quired a $4,000 or $5,000 soils report,
you could’ve made the call either to ex-
pand the budget or nix the project before
a blade of grass was bent?  

Ironically, official intervention in pro-
jects draws complaints from watershapers,
but in my view, smart inspectors are
sometimes all that’s standing between
contractors and certain project failure,
whether the breakdown takes five months
or five years. When this happens, of
course,everyone scratches their heads and
says, “Oh dear, it must be earth move-
ment.” There’s no other way to describe
this situation: It’s a travesty! 

a call to ignorance
Some of you reading this may accuse

me of overstating the problem or exag-
gerating to make a point, and others
might say that the situation has improved
to a degree that my comments are now
out of line. If either of those counter-
points is valid in your area, my hat’s off
to you – but I’d argue that exceptions
don’t diminish the basic point that too
many watershapers, particularly in the
pool industry, operate on slippery moral
slopes when it comes to soils reports and
engineered responses to soil conditions.

To this day,I pick up trade magazines and
see classified ads from contractors that read
something like this: “Field supervisors and
sales professionals needed. Will train in three
weeks.” These are the firms that put ill-in-
formed supervisors in the field and igno-
rant salespeople in living rooms – and more-
over, they have no expectation that
salespeople and supervisors will ever com-
municate with each other on any level.

Those who own and run these com-

panies are archetypal “pool guys,”and they
continue to give our entire industry a col-
lective black eye. And lots of them don’t
care so long as the jobs keep moving along
and the problems don’t get so bad that
they cut too deeply into the bottom line.

What’s left out of these calculations is
what happens with clients who are left in
the lurch by these poor players. Sticking
with soils issues and hydraulics as exam-
ples, these are the clients who will be stuck
with systems that are excessively noisy,
waste energy,cost a bundle to operate and
experience steady strings of visits from
service technicians who try to make silk
purses from sow’s ears. And all too often,
these are clients who, at some point, will
be informed by those technicians that
their shells have cracked or moved with
disastrous effects.

These are ugly scenarios that play out
too often in markets around the country.

At best, the clients will come away with
negative attitudes about owning water-
shapes, and you can bet they won’t be shy
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about sharing their insights with more of
their friends than our most satisfied clients
ever will. At worst,these clients will pursue
litigation,always resentful that instead of re-
laxing in luxury by a pool,they’re spending
their time in courtrooms seeking compen-
sation and revenge for jobs poorly done.

To watershapers who cut corners or de-
liberately ignore soils conditions and hy-
draulic efficiency – and then make ex-
cuses when things go terribly wrong – I
pose this simple question: How would
you feel if the roles were reversed and you
were the one spending thousands upon
thousands of dollars for the privilege of
wallowing in anger and frustration?  

The answer is obvious, so why on earth
are self-styled “professionals” in our in-
dustry willing to do that to others?   

the simplest concerns
I could go on to construction issues be-

yond soils conditions and hydraulics,but
I think you get my point.

When we go onto someone’s prop-

erty and install a swimming pool or
some other type of watershape, it’s a ter-
ribly intrusive process. We rip up the
yard, make lots of noise, impede access
to driveways, disturb neighbors – and it
all runs on for a period in which the
client experiences what can best be de-
scribed as chaos at first hand. From my
perspective, skillful project management
and supervision are all about minimiz-
ing the effects of these disruptions.

It all starts with thoughtful, detailed,
well-informed communication: Clients
need to know what they’re in for, how it
all will be managed and how long it’s go-
ing to take – and then it’s up to us to meet
those expectations.

But even in the simplest ways, I’ve seen
projects where the fundamentals are seem-
ingly ignored. This one kills me: I’ve been
on many sites where there’s no portable
toilet for workers. Not to put too fine a
point on it, but when you have crews on
site for eight or more hours a day, if they
don’t have a place to go, they have no

choice but to find places to relieve them-
selves (discretely, one would hope).

Reverse roles again and imagine this is
your backyard filled with strangers using
your bushes as lavatories. I wouldn’t want
my wife or children seeing that or even sus-
pecting it might be happening. And just
as bad are those situations in which a por-
ta-potty appears on site but is dropped
without thought in front of, say,a kitchen
window or a neighbor’s kitchen window.

This may seem a minor detail,but I guar-
antee you that as weeks and months pass,
items such as this become major issues for
clients. Think parking for crew vehicles,
for example,or access to the yard,materi-
als storage,site clean up,standards for crew
behavior and protecting a home from dust,
debris and incidental damage: Too often
these issues are ignored or addressed casu-
ally. They may or may not ever become is-
sues,but in my view and,believe me,in the
view of every single one of my clients,these
things should be considered and discussed
before you disturb a single blade of grass
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on the property.
And don’t get me started on contractors

who leave it to clients to wet down shells
to ensure proper curing. I consider this ut-
terly inappropriate and unprofessional: A
few clients may be involved enough not to
mind,but what happens if they don’t fol-
low through as asked?  The solution is sim-
ple: Either rig up a soaker system with a
timer,or send someone to the site as need-
ed to get the job done properly!  

The key is that none of these issues re-
quires an advanced degree in anything
other than common sense: It’s all about
accommodating clients’needs and doing
your work courteously and properly.

not that tough
In my own operation, what I do on site

is basically the opposite of what I’ve been
describing here. There is no separation at
all between sales, design and supervision;
all projects are designed with proper hy-
draulics and with full knowledge of soil con-
ditions;and I inspect every site and conduct

pre-construction meetings to cover every
detail of on-site performance with all crews.

As is true in any endeavor that re-
quires expertise, education is the key.
That’s a familiar refrain, but it’s the only
way that anyone, no matter how natively
intelligent, can truly understand what
it is to be a true designer or know the
ropes about project supervision and job-
site management.

You can find this education in the class-
room, or you can get it through experi-
ence – and most of us need and benefit
from both. Of course, I’m probably
preaching to the choir, as those of you
who read WaterShapes and my columns
already know all this – a fact reflected in
the full classrooms at trade shows and
at our Genesis 3 events.

As always, the first step toward im-
provement is recognition of deficiencies
and a conscious decision to set yourself
on a better path. If you do so and incor-
porate in some measure the approach to
construction I will lay out in the next sev-

eral issues of this magazine,my suspicion
is that your work will get better and bet-
ter, you’ll make more money and you’ll
live with fewer hassles. The work will be
more fun,you’ll derive more personal sat-
isfaction from what you do,you’ll stay out
of court and you’ll find yourself with a
stable of happier clients.

If you don’t see it as being worth the ef-
fort of learning to do things the right way,
do yourself and the watershaping indus-
try a favor: Ever consider finding anoth-
er line of work?
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David Tisherman is the principal in two
design/construction firms:  David Tisherman’s
Visuals of Manhattan Beach, Calif., and
Liquid Design of Cherry Hill, N.J.  He is also
co-founder and principal instructor for
Genesis 3, A Design Group, which offers ed-
ucation aimed at top-of-the-line performance
in aquatic design and construction. He can
be reached at tisherman@verizon.net
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When people ask me what I do for a living, I like to tell them
I’m a Texas-style maverick in the world of watershaping.

That’s a lighthearted way of characterizing what I do, but it
speaks the truth when it comes to describing what I think this
industry is really all about. Indeed, I see the best watershap-
ing as being defined by a pioneer spirit and an appetite for in-
novation – a drive and hunger that convincingly overcome
the all-too-common fear of trying new ideas, technologies
and approaches.

In my 37 years in the business, in fact, I’ve seen the process
of shaping water change radically from what I witnessed when
I started out in the 1970s. All those years of change and ex-
perience have helped me look at the art of watershaping in
new ways: As have many other opened-minded artists in this
business, I’ve embraced the value of combining the unique,
beautiful appearance of any given project with an engineer-
ing expertise that makes the systems function properly and
reliably in the real world.

As one of those who have designed and built pools from
start to finish with my own hands, I’ve learned what I know
not in the classroom, but rather by understanding from di-
rect observation how water functions, the value of great ma-
terials and the latest in modern technologies. I’m also pro-
foundly sensitive to what a site tells me; heck, I even take

Charles Wise is a Houston-based watershaper with
ambitions as large as the Lone Star State.  Through a
career spanning nearly four decades in pool design
and construction, he’s done all he can to stay at the
leading edge when it comes to technical innovation
and aesthetic appeal – a strategy he discusses here
while offering a bit of homespun philosophy and the
perspectives of one who has been at the forefront as
watershaping has evolved into an art form.

Pioneer 
Pride

By Charles Wise



the way the prevailing winds blow into
account in designing my pools.

When I think about the past, present
and future of my industry, I always hope
that future generations of watershapers
will embrace this combination of prac-
tical experience tempered by curiosity
and the vision it takes to expand capa-
bilities and continually strive for excel-
lence and innovation.

On the Move
My company, Wise Pools of Conroe,

Texas, had humble beginnings, but I’ve
always believed that our work speaks for
itself – especially in recent years.

It took time, but our firm has steadi-
ly gained respect, and we’ve long been
proud of the fact that we’ve often been
recognized with industry awards. That
process was capped by our winning the
Chairman’s Award in the Association of
Pool & Spa Professionals’ International

Design Competition for a gold-medal-
winning residential pool in the engi-
neering and technical category.

I bring this project up here because I
believe every artist should strive to create
work that represents his or her very best.
And I’m determined not to rest on my
laurels: I have projects on the horizon
that are even more exciting.

To get to this point, I spent long, hot
days in lots of holes,personally handling
much of the most backbreaking labor
myself. Although age and the necessi-
ties of running a now-large company
keep me largely on the sidelines, I still
love being on the job site as the princi-
pal interpreter of my own designs.

I am particularly happy when a pro-
ject offers me the challenge of solving
difficult problems with water and creat-
ing effects that are new,beautiful and ex-
citing for my clients. Many of my fa-
vorites have been developed for large,

multi-generational family estates, and
my greatest hope is that, 100 years or
more from now, people will still be us-
ing and admiring my work in these mag-
nificent settings.

I know I’m not alone in thinking and
feeling this way about what I do. In fact,
I believe every single watershaper has
the potential to approach the work in
this way and that those with the right
kind of energetic spirit can come away
from the watershaping experience with
soul-satisfying levels of pride, public
recognition and, best of all, esteem
among clients.

And you don’t have to have been at
it for four decades to recognize that
swimming pools and all forms of wa-
tershapes have changed a lot through the
years. Back in the ’70s, I was a pool
builder; today,I consider myself a “sculp-
tor in water”and see mine as a medium
in which water and concrete work in
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broader environments that include fab-
ulous tile, rockwork, decking, lighting,
mist and even fire.

Along the way, I have sought out and
been among the first to exploit new tech-
nologies, from those intended to stream-
line office operations to those that au-
tomate the bidding and design processes.
I’ve even fostered development of a cus-
tomized water-analysis program for our
retail operation that is still far ahead of
what is available from suppliers today.

The Arduous Art
It’s not enough,however, to push past

the limits of the state of the art unless
you keep at least one foot on the ground.

Many years ago, I was taught that life
lesson by the experience of demolishing
a pool that had originally been built by
J.V.McNeme,the grandfather of the pool
business in Houston and an industry-
wide icon in his day. The pool was at a
Girl Scout campground in our area,and
we’d been called in to design and build
a much larger pool with modern, state-
of-the art equipment.

Before demolition began in earnest, I
carefully chiseled out the two brass
McNeme Pools nameplates that had
been set on the top steps; I then invited
Mr.McNeme over and hosted a little cer-
emony in which I presented one of the
plates to him. (I kept the other in trib-
ute to his place in our history.) 

I was purchasing all the equipment for
the new project from his distribution
firm,so he was glad to see things evolve.
As the project moved forward, howev-
er, I recognized that I didn’t want to see
my own hard work being demolished
someday – and ever since that day my
goal has been to make pools so advanced
and well-built that they will be enjoyed
by many future generations.

To my mind, the only way to achieve
that kind of longevity is to be intimate-
ly involved in every step of a project. As
a result, I am doggedly engaged in on-
site construction management and
maintain the highest possible standards
for every project, from the simplest to
the most complex.

I do so to be fair to my clients,who’ve
come to see today’s pools as extensions
of their living spaces and as outdoor
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MANY STYLES: From the freewheeling and playful to the formal and traditional, we always work
within the context of the site and its architecture as well as in accordance with our clients’ desires.
When coupled with our determination to build systems that will reliably stand the tests of time, these
are watershapes that will serve their families for generations to come.



rooms rather than as add-ons bearing no relationship to the
rest of the property or its design. Through the years, I’ve learned
how to create bodies of water that work seamlessly as parts of
homes and sites,weaving them carefully into integrated wholes.

My inspiration in this comes from observation of great de-
signs of water elements found all around the world in homes
and public spaces as well as from my sense of the way nature
interacts with built spaces over time. My eyes are always open
to this sort of insight: I never know when I will see something
that will spark my imagination and lead to a level of creativity
that will take an upcoming project to the next level of design
sophistication and excellence.

In other words, based on my experience, watershapers do
well to dig into the world around them, finding inspiration and
ideas and looking to grapple with their working lives with rest-
less spirits.

High Minded
Rather than that kind of inspirational testimony being sim-

ply a matter of rhetoric, I see it as the essence of practical ap-
plication: We should all be constantly evolving, from the ways
we work with the practical details of construction and instal-
lation to our implementation of the sorts of esoteric design
possibilities that emerge in our increasingly complex projects.

I’ll get specific: When I first began to design and build pools
in the early ’70s, I noticed that the commercial pools I’d worked
on all had built-in overflow systems that I never saw in resi-
dential pools. I liked the function served by the overflows,how-
ever, so I was probably the first watershaper in the Houston area
to incorporate these simple systems into residential pools.

It just made sense to me: We regularly get torrential rains
here, and without this feature, pools would fill up, fail to skim
properly and even flood, creating maintenance headaches in-
volved in getting the water back to a workable level. That ba-
sic overflow innovation solved the problem, and so it’s now a
standard feature on all home pools built in our area.

Another example: On most of my residential pools, I no-
ticed early on that there was just one skimmer,basically because
that was the way it had always been done. I wasn’t satisfied and
began adding a second skimmer on the opposite side of the
pool, also placing the return inlets in ways that encouraged
proper surface flow to aid in skimming. This ultimately led
to development of our “Wiseclean” circulation system – a big
step toward creating more maintenance-free pools.

We further refined this plumbing concept by notching the
pool beam down to create a shelf onto which we set our plumb-
ing lines, thereby minimizing the use of 90-degree fittings and
other flow-restricting patterns in our hydraulic systems. And
because the plumbing is encased in the gunite shell, it is also
much less likely to break as a result of any movement or settling
of the pool, should either one occur.

I also was among the pioneers in computerizing my business.
I’d been a good draftsman ever since pursuing a great program
in my high-school days,but I never settle for the status quo and
have come to find great value in computerized bid-management
and AutoCAD programs. It would have been easy to keep us-

ing pencil and paper,but there’s no denying the advantages we’ve
seen in automating these processes.

We even found ourselves designing electronic control sys-
tems for pools long before manufacturers made such tech-
nology widely available. Our systems included waterproof hous-
ings, wireless modules and handheld remotes way before these
became off-the-shelf items.

Close Observation
Again, those kinds of innovations were possible because

we are always assessing and reassessing every detail of the wa-
tershape environment. As satisfying as these technical details
can be, however, we have even more creative fun when it
comes to applying that same level of energy to the aesthetics
of our watershapes.

Many of these innovations have extended from simple ob-
servation of the ways in which people react to our work. Like
many firms, for example, we jumped on the vanishing-edge
bandwagon when they became popular, and we changed our
approach to them when we noticed an interesting response to
these designs.

It all had to do with the fact that some of these pools were
built overlooking golf courses. In visiting these sites after our
work was done, I couldn’t help noticing that golfers would stop
to enjoy the sight and sound of the water cascading over edges
and into catch basins.

Not long thereafter, we were given the opportunity to create
a special pool for a local Showcase of Homes and the site was
perfect for trying a reverse vanishing-edge system in which the
water flowed toward the home instead of away from it. I placed
the spa below the cascade,conjuring a multi-level symphony of
water, sight and sound.

When the public toured this showcase home, the tendency
was to step in and stop almost immediately to enjoy the view
of the water flowing toward the big windows overlooking the
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pool. And this was especially true at night,when fiberoptic light-
ing made the water glow. These soothing visuals and sounds
created new sensory experiences for people attuned to standard
pools (and typical vanishing-edge systems).

A big factor fostering my desire to innovate and develop true
design solutions for particular sites extends from my travels
around the world. From the classic Moorish gardens of the
Alhambra in Spain to the amazing resort pools of Hawaii, the
unique, compelling use of water always excites me and stirs my
creative juices. These sites have always encouraged me to think
about the way the flow of water influences its environment and
have also led me to explore the use of such elements as fog and
fire in select projects.

Indeed,nowadays I often consider the use of fire effects in nat-
ural-rock waterfalls as well as in poolside fire pits. And one thing
always leads to another – in this case pushing me to develop fire
features atop formal columns rigged with scuppers for dramat-
ic fire-on-water effects. This is a detail I adopted for a second
Showcase of Homes project – another true showstopper.

Combined Effects
At the same time we’ve focused on computers and aesthetic

progress in our work, we’ve also evaluated basic pool systems
and keep looking for ways to apply technical expertise in sup-
port of our aesthetic sensibilities.

Back in the early days of our business, for example, we be-
came one of the first companies anywhere to work with
Diamond Shamrock in trying out a saltwater chlorination sys-
tem – the precursor of the salt systems in such wide use today.

After a time in which we’d used the product on several
pools, the fact that we were pioneering its use led to our be-
ing referred for a large, elaborate all-tile pool in Houston’s
exclusive River Oaks development. The owners had become
attached to the special feel they’d experienced in the saltwa-
ter pools of Europe and chose us for their project both for

our aesthetic credentials as well as our special expertise in
this technology.

We’ve also deliberately been pursuing effective, efficient ap-
proaches in the field of wetted-edge or perimeter-overflow
pools. At first, we worked with suppliers of gutter systems that
could be applied for the purpose, but some of their deficien-
cies led us to develop our own system in which we gunite the
plumbing into the beam of the pool itself – a technique that has
since been adopted by scores of other firms.

This year,we took yet another step in our design progression
with the award-winning project I mentioned at the begin-
ning of this article.

This pool is the crowning touch for a multimillion-dollar
home reconstruction project, and executing it took more than
four years from design phase to completion. Along the way,we
used absolutely the best of everything in all aspects of design,
materials and construction, and the outcome is wholly unique
and exhilarating.

For starters, the area for the pool was excavated to twelve feet
below the natural grade – and then the vessel itself was carved
into this sunken area, supported by eight-foot-deep belled piers
and 18-inch-wide by 24-inch-deep grade beams, all for an-
choring and stabilizing the pool and establishing the necessary
substructure. Then the pool was stubbed out for plumbing and
oversized steel fabrication was begun.

The beam around the top of the pool is 24 inches wide to
support two-foot-wide by four-and-a-half-inch-thick precut
limestone coping. The vessel’s walls and floor are 12 inches
thick and are reinforced with a double curtain of #5 rebar set
at 12 inches on center both ways.
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MANY MOODS: Our clients these days are seeing spaces in their yards
as outdoor rooms – as literal extensions of their living quarters – so we
focus our efforts on making them a seamless part of the home at all
times of the day.  It’s all about managing mood and atmosphere and
making these spaces as attractive after dark as they are during the day.



Big Doings
The quality that went into fabricating the substructure and

vessel also went into designing this pool’s all-custom hydraulic
system. Water is skimmed through a specially designed over-
flow trough we concealed in the shallow end’s wall, and all wall
and floor-cleaner fittings as well as the drain covers were cus-
tom made in emerald green to match the tile.

Inside the pool,65,000 two-inch-square,emerald-green glass
tiles that arrived as individual, tissue-wrapped pieces were set
one by one using epoxy – a process that took more than five
months in covering the complete interior of the pool.

The result is a vision of formal elegance surrounded by pre-
cut,24-inch-square pieces of Pennsylvania greenstone decking
on multiple levels, with custom-made, leaf-design fountain
spouts set up to match the home’s ornamentation. The site also
features an outdoor grass-terraced theater at one end, comple-
mented by formal gardens. Completing the project was a ter-
rific team effort led by a fine landscape architectural firm.

The pool is heated with four geothermally driven water-to-
water heat pumps with a gas-heat backup, and the overall sys-
tem is managed by a One-Touch computerized control system
(Jandy Pool Products, Petaluma, Calif.) integrated with the
home’s own automation system to control all features includ-
ing the pool equipment, lighting, fountains and spa features.

Among the challenges of constructing this one-of-a-kind be-
low-grade pool had to do with the huge rainstorms we get
annually in the Houston area. These monsoonal torrents made
the occasional mess of things, but we always maintained our
focus on producing unique results with the pool as well as the
entry fountain,a secluded spa,a party kitchen,dressing rooms,
a sound system and the sub-grade entertainment area.

From the start, the idea was to create one of the world’s great-
est pool settings, and I am proud to have been a part of mak-
ing it a reality.

Through this project and a great many others,I’ve learned that
imagination pays big dividends in the watershaping realm – and
that sometimes this means thinking way beyond the practical
confines of where the state of the art might be at any given time.

Back in the 1980s, for instance,when NASA was talking about
setting up a base on the moon, I had serious thoughts of help-
ing build a pool there, my belief being that the resistance of-
fered by water exercise would be an ideal way for astronauts
to maintain muscle mass and tone in a weightless environment.

I know now that I’ll probably never see waterfalls and foun-
tains perform on the moon,so I satisfy myself with earthbound
settings and on scoping out new opportunities that emerge
every day. Some doubtless will flow my way, and I’m deter-
mined to answer the call.

If you ask me, that’s what being a maverick is all about! 
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MANY FUNCTIONS: In some of our larger projects, our responsibili-
ties in design and construction extend well past the usual pool and spa
– as in this case, where we installed architectural fountains in addi-
tion to sculpting a multi-level, complexly geometric pool and spa.
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When people ask me how long it takes to create one of my sculptures, I sometimes like to an-
swer,“My whole life.”

I’ve always loved art and started collecting it while still in high school, but I never imagined in
those formative years that I’d become an artist myself. After all, I have no formal training, and
to this day I can’t draw – not well, at any rate.

My first career was as a computer programmer, my second as a marketing consultant – both
distinctly sedentary occupations that led me to seek something physical to do in my spare time.
For whatever reason, I decided to try my hand at sculpting stone, crafting a few rough pieces
and taking pleasure mostly from the hard work they involved.

Right from the start, however, people responded to my pieces in positive ways, so I soon found
myself with the serious hobby of generating commissioned works of art. It took several years,but
gradually I found myself doing more pieces of increasing sophistication – and did so while teach-
ing myself how to sculpt, reading and re-reading books on stone carving and working largely by
trial and error.

Eventually, I came to a point where I decided to make a complete transition and declared my-
self a sculptor on a full-time basis. By 1999,I’d built a studio in Cave Creek, just outside of Scottsdale,
Ariz., where I still spend time designing and sculpting works that could loosely be termed “mod-
ern”or “contemporary”– and all of which draw on the raw power and beauty of natural stone.

Sculptor Alan Hochman has carved out a unique niche
for himself by using the visual drama of natural
stone and combining it with subtle flows of water.
These works of sublime beauty and expressiveness
draw inspiration from nature, eastern philosophy
and a lifetime of study, but he carefully tailors each
piece to suit a specific site and the needs of clients
who share his passion for sculptures that play with
contrasts and even contradictions. 
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Senses of Wonder
I’ve heard it said that all sculpture is in one way or another

about the human form.Although what I do can’t be called “rep-
resentational” in the usual sense of the term, what I do is
nonetheless about the human experience and the way art in-
fluences people, the spaces they’re in and the way they inter-
act with their broader surroundings.

What I like most about sculpture compared to any other art
form is that it is three-dimensional, so it creates a very different
set of experiences for viewers than does art, for instance, that
hangs on a wall. That’s not to diminish what painters accom-
plish by any means, but with sculpture there’s an immediacy to
the experience that emerges when a piece is well-placed in a land-
scape or an interior space: You can walk around it, touch it and,
in the case of a fountain with moving water, you can hear it.

Most often, sculptures define their spaces by creating focal
points and destinations. With mine, I additionally try to create
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I sometimes cut large slabs with curving lines and then arrange the re-
sulting pieces relative to one another in ways that highlight either a con-
trast or continuity in the material.  The flowing water brings the grain
and its colors forward – or, in cases where the grain is less pronounced,
lends a shimmering texture to otherwise flat, smooth surfaces.



stone images that work in harmony with nature and the archi-
tecture of the home,office or adjacent structures as well as the in-
terests and personalities of my patrons. In that sense, these are
works that are not separate or removed from their surroundings,
but are instead very much a part of them.

This is why I work almost exclusively on commission: If I don’t
know the client or the space in which a sculpture is to be placed,
I cannot strike up those harmonies in any meaningful way.

At the same time, I do have a certain approach I follow: I’m
always excited by the idea of creating pieces that embody cer-
tain types of contradictions, puzzles and surprises and enjoy
giving viewers a sense of wonder at how a given piece was made.
(I love it when I hear them exclaim, “How did he do that?)
Moreover, I try to set up juxtapositions in all my sculptures that
are designed both to captivate and intrigue.

Some of my larger pieces, for example, seem to balance on a
pinpoint even though they obviously weigh thousands of
pounds. I’ll also cut a slab of stone with curved lines so that the
veining creates visual continuity between pieces in ways that
can be truly surprising. I also create works in which extreme-
ly polished surfaces abut untouched natural or carved rough
surfaces,and there are some extremely large sculptures that have
voids, portals or windows cut into them or that feature sharply
contrasting colors.

Water is another key to my work on large and small fountains
as well as what I call my “Zen pools,” in which water provides
a constant source of contrast and the sounds it makes interact

with and animate the solid,unchanging shape of the stone while
enhancing sensations of color and texture.

One of Three
As is true of many artists who celebrate natural forms and

materials, I’ve always been inspired by nature.
I currently live in the desert, which in this area isn’t barren at

all but is actually filled with a surprising volume of plant and an-
imal species. My studio is located above an arroyo, and when
the rains come, there’s a wonderful, fleeting drama that occurs
when the ditch fills with torrents of flowing water and then quick-
ly returns to its usual dry, empty state.

In the past, I found similar inspiration living near the Pacific
Ocean. I lived for a time on the coast just beyond San Luis
Obispo, Calif., with easy access to the whole central California
coast, and also lived for a while farther south in Santa Monica.

WATERsHAPES � JUNE 2007 45

There’s wonderful playfulness in the concept of cutting ‘windows’ in
large slabs of stone:  It’s unexpected, incongruous and creates the op-
portunity to use small flows of water to lend intense, surprising dimen-
sionality to monolithic surfaces. 



It was there that I developed a profound appreciation for the
vast drama of the sea – and, after announcing my intention of
moving to Arizona, heard friends register their shock that I
would consider such a move since the ocean seemed so much
a part of my work.

To me,however, the ocean and the desert provide similar ex-
periences in that both are connected to vast expanses of air and
space, both always changing but in extraordinarily different
ways and time frames.

At present, I’m in the process of opening a second studio in
north San Diego County in Fallbrook, Calif., where I’m simi-
larly taken by the wonderful topography of rolling hills and
deep canyons and their proximity to the ocean. In short, I’m
happy wherever I find a connection to nature. Even though I
don’t draw literal “artistic” inspiration from being in natural
spaces – that is, I don’t mimic nature – I find that natural sur-
roundings always energize and propel me in my work.

I believe this love of nature shows through in every piece
I’ve ever done. It’s at a point where I regard the creative process
as one of unleashing forms hidden in the stone – so much so
that there are three participants in my work: There’s the stone
itself to dictate the artistic moves I make; there are the tools I use
to work it; and there’s me, lending thought, strength and sinew
to the process.

My goal in resolving this triad is to get out of the way and let
the stone and tools do most of the communicating as an in-
tuitive process unfolds. This is why I have difficulty expressing
how specific design ideas come to me: I’m fully comfortable
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Singly or in groups, the totem-like qualities of
stone pillars are always intriguing, but I must
say that the process of drilling through their
lengths to set up the water flows I almost al-
ways include is challenging work.  The danc-
ing surfaces that result, however, make it worth
the effort.

A Creative Space
I’m quite proud of my studio in Scottsdale, Ariz., which I con-

sider to be a work of sculptural art all on its own.  
The building features split-stone construction, a curvilinear shape

and beautiful hammered-copper doors.  The back of the build-
ing features hammered-copper accordion doors that open com-
pletely to the desert air and scenery.  

It was important to me to have a place to go every single day
that would be both fun and inspiring, so I took the time and made
the effort (and investment) to shape a building that is both visu-
ally interesting and ecologically sound.  It was situated in such a
way that, during construction, we disturbed as little of the nat-
ural landscape as possible – a fact that often frustrated my stone-
mason, who had to work too often in close quarters with prick-
ly desert plants. 

The structure sits under a beautiful ironwood tree with a view
of the mountains to the north and a horse ranch to the south.
I’m surrounded by a wonderful variety of life that always makes
me feel right at home in the presence of the beautiful flora and
fauna.  It’s so inspiring a place that I named it El Taller del Alma:
“The Workshop of the Soul.”

– A.H.
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knowing that what I do is fueled by ex-
perience and my subconscious appreci-
ation of forms, textures and the materi-
als themselves.

I’m also a devotee of eastern philoso-
phies and the way those traditions see
no separation between the human spir-
it, nature and the rest of the universe.
My works aren’t literal, iconic represen-
tations of anything along those lines,but
I draw on that connectedness and find
that it constantly guides me.

Groundings
Sometimes, when I listen to the way

artists – myself included – talk about
their work, I recognize that it can all start
to sound like well-considered nonsense.
To me, however, any philosophical or
spiritual underpinnings are not the sub-
stance of the work, but are instead part
of the method, the sheer practicality of
the way I create my sculptures and con-
nect them to their settings.

And there are other practicalities in
what I do that are quite imposing. First
off, stone is generally heavy stuff, and
working with it can be phenomenally

demanding in a physical way. Among
the first things I consider in a design is
how I’m going to move the raw stone
and how it will be lifted, transported and
installed when I’m done. (Working with
high-speed saws, chisels and grinding
tools is no walk in the park, either.)  I’m
also aware that making a living as an
artist leaves little room for self-indul-
gence: I must be constantly mindful that
people need to enjoy looking at what I
produce and that some of them need to
find value enough in what they see to
pay for it with their hard-earned dollars.

It’s a wonderful business, but it’s def-
initely a business just the same.

As mentioned above,I’m unlike many
other artists in that I prefer to work on
site-specific commissions for specific
clients looking for something that will fit
into their homes or places of business. I
do some public works as well,but those,
too, are always tied to sites and contexts,
taking into account architecture, color
schemes and the personalities and desires
of the clients. These are processes that
hold me tightly to a grounded,real-world,

completely open approach to what I do.
As I also mentioned at the start, I don’t

draw very well, so using my background
in computer technology, I develop my
designs as three-dimensional computer
images based on careful site surveys and
detailed discussions with the clients. I
choose the stone type,whether it’s traver-
tine, onyx, marble, soapstone or some
other material,based on the color palette,
veining and the type of visual effect we’re
trying to achieve.

A lot of the stone I use comes from
quarries situated near Albuquerque,
N.M. Finding just the right raw piece is
a constant challenge,and I spend a great
deal of time looking for one that has the
right “personality” for a given project.
In particular, the travertine I often use
offers tremendous variations in color,
grain and veining in a way that can make
it resemble petrified wood.

Once a selection is made,balancing the
needs of water flow and its design with
the desire to release the beauty of the
stone is both the biggest challenge and
most satisfying aspect of this type of

I often let stone speak for itself, but in some cases for certain clients in certain settings, I will
work the surface of the stone in various ways to create specific looks and sculptural effects.  In the
case of the paired pillars, the impression is also celestial:  They are arranged in the space so the
sun rises between them twice a year on the solstices.
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sculpting. It’s an interplay that is controlled and planned – yet
at the same time, it’s not entirely predictable. Sometimes, for
example, a chunk will break off unexpectedly. I never attempt
to reattach those pieces, but I will often use those incidental
cleavages as part of the finished piece.

When it all comes together, I have the sense that the result is
as much a work of nature and circumstance as it is the prod-
uct of my handiwork.

Fluid Motions
Almost all of my pieces include water, typically as a low-vol-

ume flow emerging from the top that trickles and sheets down
the sides. Some of my pieces stand in small reflecting pools
into which the water flows; others are placed in basins filled
with stone, so the water is really only evident on the surfaces
of the sculpture itself.

Quite recently, I’ve designed several pieces that have been in-
stalled directly in swimming pools – settings that give these
pieces dramatic and entirely different sorts of interactive qual-
ities and leave me with interesting sets of technical challenges
in marrying heavy stone with pool structures.

In all cases, combining stone with water lends these works a
vitality and tranquility that simply cannot be achieved with
dry sculptures. Although I have done a very small number of
waterless works, my preference is always to use moving water
to capture attention and draw the viewer close to a piece with
its delicate sounds and almost hypnotic interplay with light.

The hydraulic systems for these sculptures are quite simple
and seldom involve more than a single valve, but they do re-
quire care in the execution. Typically, I get involved in core
drilling from top to bottom – several feet in most cases – and
the goal is almost invariably to accommodate a tiny flow that
starts as a mere bubble at the top that breaks to dress the stone
in a thin sheet of water.

Many of my pieces have been commissioned for arid set-
tings, and I love the contrast of water and stone in a desert.
There’s nothing new in thinking this way or exploiting the con-
trast, of course. After all, Middle Eastern artists and cultures
have been taking advantage of exactly this juxtaposition for
centuries.

And it’s no small point of pride that the gentle flow of water
across my sculptures is less subject to evaporative water loss
than are standard,multi-tiered, roughly flowing fountains and
cascades. In fact, the losses with my pieces are roughly equiv-
alent to what you’d encounter with a low-flow drip-irriga-
tion emitter.

Visual Celebrations
Among the great joys of what I do is the opportunity my

work gives me to collaborate with truly fascinating people.
Most who choose to spend their money on my sculptures are
already art collectors and are in their own ways creative and
thoughtful people. I’ve also had the pleasure of working with
some wonderful architects, landscape architects and designers
as well as pool designers and contractors.

I’m sure I’m like many other artists in that my greatest joy

comes from seeing a sculpture installed and knowing that it
brings my clients pleasure.

Even before that, however, there’s a terrific feeling of antici-
pation when I get to the point where I finally stand a new piece
upright in the studio and turn on the water for the first time: All
the planning and hard work begins to pay off at this point, and
it only gets better when a piece is installed and my clients and I
finally get to see how it fits within the setting.

For me, the highest compliment I get is when my clients have
receptions or parties to welcome and celebrate the presence of
a sculpture as a new addition to their homes. Although there
was a time I never could have imagined being an artist,no words
can describe how happy it makes me to hear of my clients’ in-
clination to share what I’ve done with others.
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I take special joy in in-
stalling my pieces inside
pools.  These projects (in-
cluding the one seen on
the opening pages of this
feature) bring all sorts of
special challenges of a
technical nature, but the
level of interaction en-
couraged in these settings
is unmatched and lends
special drama and a sense
of ‘audience participation’
to the results.  
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It’s true for any subject that it’s basi-
cally impossible to teach and learn about
a topic unless there’s a shared set of terms
that everyone understands and can agree
about what they mean. I’ve thought
about that fact a lot in developing a
course for university students about wa-
tershaping, or what I’m most often call-
ing “water architecture” these days.

With watershaping as a subject, that
sounds simple enough. After all, we all
know the meaning of“swimming pool,”
“fountain”and “pond.” Or do we?

I’m not so sure anymore. When I
started breaking down our vocabulary
for classroom use, I quickly recognized
that the meanings of the words we use
are anything but clear. Indeed, the more
I dug into this seemingly simple phase
of curriculum development, the murki-
er things became.

The difficulty I ran into was this: Once
I moved past the most rudimentary sets
of terms and definitions and looked
closely at the language we use to describe

what we produce, it became painfully
obvious to me that our industry has been
moving along for years without any clear,
unambiguous descriptors.

To show what I mean, let’s look at
some of our most commonly used terms
and pull them apart under the light of
the vast variability they encompass. In
doing so, I hope to shed a broader light
on a subliminal challenge that faces us
whenever we choose to call a system by
one term or another.

MATTERS OF LIABILITY   
In all my years of creating a broad

range of watershapes, I’ve come to see
that if there’s one area in which terms
matter the most, it has to do with how a
given vessel reflects the level of legal and
financial liability incurred in designing
and constructing it.

Consider, for example, the terms “res-
idential” and “commercial” – words so
commonly used and presumably so well
understood that we rarely give them a

second thought. But when you step
back and consider those terms in the
context of code requirements they car-
ry with them, the scene becomes almost
instantly murky.

We know as a rule that “residential”in-
stallations are licensed and inspected by
local building departments; similarly,we
expect health departments to regulate
“commercial” installations. Certainly,
codes vary from place to place,but over-
all (in terms of definitions, anyway),
everything seems clear enough – until,
that is,you factor in the variations of sys-
tem types and locations as they crop up
in the real world.

Here’s a simple example of this phe-
nomenon: Our firm recently performed
design work on a small fountain that
fronts high-density, residential loft prop-
erties on a busy street. It’s inside the
property line, but there is no barrier be-
tween the vessel and pedestrians walk-
ing by on the sidewalk. It’s technically
“residential” and is less than 18 inches

In teaching his college-level students
the arts and crafts of watershaping,
instructor and long-time water-
shaper Mark Holden has run into a
surprising challenge in helping them
understand the terms the industry
uses to describe the various sys-
tems and features encompassed
by differing sorts of watershapes.
Here, he pulls apart the lexicon and
offers an intimate look at why the
words we use get tricky when ap-
plied to real-world situations.  

Coming to
Terms

By Mark Holden

F u t u r e  C l a s s
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deep,so this system doesn’t need to meet
health department standards,and I sup-
pose most people would say that’s lucky
for us. Plus, it’s a fountain and is not in-
tended for human contact.

No problems here, right? 
Well, in this case at least, I would ar-

gue that relying on the basic meaning
of terms would be foolish in the ex-
treme. The fact is that just about every
public fountain ever built at some point
becomes “interactive”(another loaded
term I’ll tackle below) because there
are always going to be people who will
get into them, whether it’s teenagers
who enjoy challenging social bound-
aries or small children who just don’t
know any better. In other words, I
know as a matter of reality that the
John Q. Public is going to come in con-
tact with the water in this so-called “res-
idential” installation.

I know as well that if someone gets in-
jured or sick from exposure to unclean
water in this fountain, there’s a high
probability that the designers, builders
and service technicians will be hailed into
court right alongside the homeowners
and the homeowners’association. This
is everyone’s issue!

Committed to avoiding that fate and
based on experience, we designed our
system with elements common to com-
mercial swimming pools in so far as
turnover rate and chemical treatment
were concerned. And we did so despite
the fact that neither the city nor the
health department defined this installa-
tion as “public”or “commercial”because
of zoning and the location of the prop-
erty lines.

BREAKING DOWN
In just this one small example, we can

see how the terms “residential,”“com-
mercial,”and, in this case, even the word
“fountain” have absolutely no bearing
on the realities of the situation. Setting
aside the fact that most fountains reside
in an enormously gray area when it
comes to regulations and liability, in this
case we can’t even be clear about what
is and isn’t “residential”with respect to
design standards.

In other words, these terms are defined
by their situations and, in fact,have very

little objective meaning.
Some might argue that a situation

such as the one I described is not nor-
mal and that we can, in good faith, con-
tinue to rely on the terms “commercial”
and “residential” in describing what we
do. I’ll buy into the idea that when it
comes to backyard pools, we can make
a reasonable assumption that the word
“residential”actually does work in a ma-
jority of cases. A basic definition here
might be something like “a body of wa-
ter located on a privately owned prop-
erty where access is controlled by the
owner and use is limited to the imme-
diate family and close friends.”

That works up to a point, but con-
sider the ramifications of that narrow
meaning when a backyard pool is used
as a site for private swimming lessons.
In such a situation, dozens of people
(maybe more?) might be using a small,
residential-scale pool in a manifestly
“commercial”way. I would argue from
a simple liability perspective that such
an application falls under the umbrella
of commercial rather than residential
construction.

Granted, that’s a heretical notion:
Nobody wants health departments to
get involved in regulating backyard pools
or have anything to say about people
conducting swimming lessons at home.
Yet in such situations, one could rea-
sonably argue that by virtue of usage,
such pools are, in fact,“commercial”by
definition as they are a means of mak-
ing money.

The same is true of extremely high-
end “residential”installations where wild-
ly wealthy or famous owners routinely
host parties for hundreds of people. In
those circumstances, the same issues ap-
ply: The work may be officially “resi-
dential,” but in terms of liability expo-
sure,you’d better think “commercial”or
you’ll be exposing yourself in genuinely
frightening ways.

When it comes to the challenge of
teaching landscape architecture students
how to use these terms, I’m pushing the
idea that although there are some basic
definitions in use, it’s the application that
unfortunately sets the standard, not an
official definition around which all wa-
tershapers could rally.

In all my years of 
creating a broad
range of water-

shapes, I’ve come to
see that if there’s one

area in which terms
matter the most, it

has to do with how a
given vessel reflects
the level of legal and

financial liability 
incurred in designing
and constructing it.  



COMMERCIAL TERMS
Let’s briefly take this discussion of“commercial”versus “res-

idential” in yet another direction in which we’ll see another
spasm of imprecision: Consider for a moment the manufac-
turers of pumps, filters and other basic circulation components
who classify their wares as being either commercial or residen-
tial. They do this for obvious marketing purposes,and the dis-
tinctions are based more or less on the volumes of water given
components are capable of handling instead of on the specifics
of an application.

The problem in the real world is that there are always going
to be residential installations large enough that they will use
so-called “commercial” equipment and just as many small
commercial installations that will use “residential” compo-
nents. So even when it comes down to specifying circulation
components, the terms quickly lose any certainty of meaning.

With all that in mind, I’ve come to believe the term “com-
mercial” should actually be retired. If defining a “residential”
installation is subject to varying circumstances (as in my street-
side fountain), the spectrum of“commercial”pools is so broad
that the term becomes completely and utterly worthless.

Of course, elimination of the term is impractical because it’s
in such wide use. So, undaunted, I came up with a definition
for a commercial watershape installation that says,“A body of
water that will be used in some way by the public for the own-
er’s economic gain.”

As with the residential definition, the above sounds pretty
good – until, that is, you consider settings such as private health
clubs or exclusive resort properties or condominium develop-
ments. In all those situations, access to the water is supposed
to be monitored and controlled by property owners or home-
owners’ associations. Those places are anything but public, in
other words, but referring to them as “commercial” says ab-
solutely nothing with respect to bather load or actual usage.

Yes, they’ll be regulated by health departments in most cases,
but to me, that single factor should not be the sole determinant
when it comes to categorizing installations within our industry.
It’s the usage to which these vessels are put (rather than any of-
ficial designation) that determines liability and/or the nature of
system design.

It gets worse: These days, I sometimes hear the terms “semi-
commercial”or “semi-public”used to describe specific water-
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With several types of watershapes, the lines between ‘residential’ and ‘commercial’ are sometimes
blurred according to placement and probable use (or misuse).  By code, for example, fountains of
less than 18 inches in depth can be built with only marginal sanitizing and filtration systems (or none
at all).  But the fact of the matter is that people will come in contact with the water, which leads
some of us to meet or beat the pool codes when it comes to making these bodies of water safe for
non-approved bathers.
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shapes, and I suppose in the context of projects that are on pri-
vate properties owned by companies rather than individuals
there’s some sense to those terms. In application and usage,
however, they mean next to nothing.

PUBLIC AND INSTITUTIONAL
Adding spice to the discussion is the wonderfully slippery use

of the word “institutional,”which to some people means an in-
stallation that exists on a property such as a college campus. I
would argue instead that institutional pools are those for which
standards (typically dimensional and performance-related) are
set by organizations other than building or health departments
– mainly the plethora of organizations that deal with pools de-
signed for competition.

The nuances of requirements set forth by organizations
such as the International Olympic Committee, U.S. Olympics
and others are beyond my concern here – other than that
they help me illustrate the fact that projects designed to meet
those standards exist in all sorts of settings and have a range
of owners, from schools to municipalities and even the fed-
eral government.

In considering this term, is a pool at a dormitory on a college
campus that’s meant strictly for recreational use by students
called “institutional,”“semi-commercial” or “public”?  I sup-
pose it could be any or all of those things depending on how
you look at it. But what if it’s a really small pool at a tiny pri-
vate school owned by a church?  Then I suppose you could say
it’s “a commercial pool owned and operated by a private in-
stitution in a semi-public setting built using residential equip-

Often, watershape-related definitions are dictated by regulations.  Health
departments, for example, require safety signage, access to emergency
telephones and the specification of maximum bather occupancy for pub-
lic, commercial and community pools and spas.  But are bathers any less
safe in residential pools without these items?

Nobody wants public agencies to get involved where they aren’t already,
but it might be argued that there are certain high-use residential projects in
which following the authorities’ regulated tread and riser dimensions for
steps and even including stainless steel handrails and ladders might make
sense from a liability standpoint – another point at which conventional ‘de-
finitions’ simply aren’t adequate.  



ment but regulated by the local health department – maybe.”
When you break things down to that level, the usefulness

of the terminology is a laugh-out-loud proposition – except
for the fact that when we consider the potential of watershap-
ing as a distinct subject being taught as part of an accredited
university program, it becomes plain that, as an industry, even
the best among us can’t be absolutely certain of what we mean
when we use these common terms.

In the real world, this leaves us to use words tied to settings
and intended uses – but even then you’re left with the fact
that a number of terms in common usage simply do not work
adequately.

To drive that point home, here’s one more brain-twister:
What do you call a pool built for therapeutic purposes at a
non-profit facility for physically challenged people?  Is it “com-
mercial”or “semi-commercial”?  Well, not by any convenient
definition I know. Is it “institutional”?   Maybe. Is it some-
thing else that hasn’t appeared often enough to have attract-
ed a specialized descriptive term?  Almost certainly – and I can
hardly wait to add that one to my list.

GOING INTERACTIVE
Let’s take this discussion in yet another quirky direction and

consider the terms “interactive” and “decorative.” Although
they have no official or formal meaning, it would seem nat-
ural to say that an “interactive” body of water is one that is
designed for human contact and that a “decorative” body of
water exists purely for aesthetic enjoyment.

As with the more objective terms discussed above, on a
rudimentary level “interactive” and “decorative” both make
sense. But once again, as soon as you apply pressure and ul-
timately break them down in terms of applications related
to how these words are actually used, you enter another ter-
minological funhouse.

In fact,all swimming pools and spas could be said to be func-
tionally “interactive.” In fact, they could be said to be the most
interactive of all watershapes because they’re designed for com-
plete bodily immersion. Yet when we say “interactive,” that’s
not what anyone is referring to: Instead,we use the term to im-
pute that a system provides some form of human contact with
water by a means other than immersion.

Some water-oriented theme parks are probably the readi-
est examples of “interactive” facilities, along with the now-fa-
miliar leaping-jet fountains and settings that have so-called
“splash pads” that might themselves be defined as areas that
have waterpark-like features without being located in actual
waterparks.

In this context,we also could say that slides and diving boards
are “interactive”elements when they’re part of swimming pools,
even though those elements are seldom considered “interac-
tive”in common industry vernacular. On the other end of the
spectrum, a hydrotherapy spa in a hospital facility is distinct-
ly and intimately “interactive,” but I’ve never heard one de-
scribed that way.

Finally,of course, there’s the example I used at the top of this
discussion – that is, the unintentionally “interactive” body of
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Some health department rules might actually be helpful for much-used
backyard pools.  In lots of cases, for example, regulations require show-
ers around pools as well as restrooms and drinking fountains – all in quan-
tities tied to the surface area of bather-accessible water in a given area.
These items are never required on residential pools, but that fact alone
doesn’t make them bad ideas.  The same goes for filtration systems:  In
many areas, we must create ‘dry wells’ for discharging backwash water so
it ends up replenishing subterranean aquifers.  Does it necessarily make
sense to set up residential systems so all that water is sent into the mu-
nicipal sewer network? 



water – a catch-all phrase that could be
attached to just about every fountain that
has ever been built. (For that matter, if
there’s a watershape that’s ever been
made that isn’t touched by a human be-
ing at some point, I’ve yet to see it.) 

It is with watershapes described as
“decorative”that we come about as close
as we ever will to a definition with some
clarity. I define these installations as any
vessel meant to have visual appeal – the
one problem there being that, while
every backyard pool is meant to look
good, some of them clearly do not.

And so, even where we might expect
some relief, we get caught in yet anoth-
er loop of imprecision and amazing ver-
bal inadequacy.

MAKING SENSE
So what does the word “decorative”

actually mean to watershapers? 
Well, we can comfortably assert that

competition pools aren’t decorative be-
cause that’s not their primary purpose,
but these days,most of these projects in-
clude quite advanced aesthetic programs.
I suppose we might stipulate that pools
meant for training Navy Seals or astro-
nauts are not “decorative,”but such wa-
tershapes are so rare that it’s hard to base
any kind of definition on them.

Conversely, koi ponds, lakes and lots
of ponds and streams can be comfort-
ably defined as purely “decorative.” Yet
as we know, these days a great many of
these watershapes are also intended for
human contact or even swimming. And
honestly, I don’t know whether touch-
ing the water to feed a beautiful fish qual-
ifies as “interactivity”or not. If I had to
decide one way or the other, I probably
would say yes, that counts as interac-
tivity – but don’t chemically treat the wa-
ter the way you would a typical “inter-
active”body of water unless you want to
kill the fish! 

Again, we find ourselves left with
terms that really don’t stand up to
scrutiny when considered in light of
either common usage or real-world
applications.

What’s sort of intimidating about this
entire discussion is that the terms we’re
talking about here are the ones that ac-
tually have the clearest definitions. Our

lexicon gets even more absurdly im-
precise when we talk about distinctions
between, for example, “steps” and
“benches.”

There’s more: What’s the difference be-
tween a “waterfall”and a “cascade”?  Is a
spa’s “spillover”a type of “waterfall”?  By
what definition does a “pond”become a
“reflecting pond”?  Where do we draw the
line between “architectural”and “natural-
istic”?  Do we define a pool with a brim-
ming water level as a “perimeter-overflow,”
“slot overflow”or “deck-level”system?  Is
there any difference between a “beach en-
trance”and a “zero-depth entrance”?  What
constitutes the “shallow end”as opposed
to a “deep end”?  What do we mean when
we say “hot tub”or “spa”?

And, finally,of course,what the hell is
a “waterfeature”? 

I won’t belabor this point any longer
because the discussion could become ut-
terly ridiculous (if it hasn’t gotten there
already). The problem is that it would
be easy to dismiss the whole matter, ex-
cept for the fact that as an industry we
use these words every day to communi-
cate with clients about what they’re buy-
ing and with regulators and other pro-
fessionals around whom we’re designing
and building.

BEYOND HUMOR
When I stand up in front of my stu-

dents and try to make sense out of the
mass of terminology we currently en-
dure, the challenge, ironically I suppose,
is much more than a mere academic ex-
ercise. These young people are in their
chairs because of a genuine interest in
pursuing this field of endeavor, and
they’re looking to me as a distinguished
representative of our industry to say what
I mean and mean what I say.

Beyond mining the rich comic po-
tential of the subject here, all I can say is
that I’m going to keep trying and,I hope,
will someday succeed in provoking this
magazine or some industry entity into
coming up with a set of terms that will
stand up in the face of the permutations
and combinations of the watershapes we
produce. So far, however, I must report
that I’ve yet to run into anything that’s
even approximately definitive, let alone
authoritative enough to be persuasive.

Until we do come up with some sort
of working vocabulary, I believe the best
we’ll be able to do is consider the appli-
cation first, then attach the terms that fit
the best. If we can’t fly to the moon, at
least we should put the horse in front of
the cart.
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In lots of cases, equipment sets for public pools are located indoors, both for aesthetics and noise
control.  This confronts the eager minds of my students with a simple question:  Doesn’t it seem
odd that in the residential realm, where there is generally a higher standard set for both aesthetics and
bother-free performance, that neither aesthetics nor noise are considered in the common practice of
placing residential equipment sets out in the open in side yards?
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of nature started with a rock collection I had as a
child: My fascination with the simple beauty of those small pieces

of stone hit me early in life and never left.
Several years later,my outlook was dramatically expand-
ed when a great uncle of mine paid to have a formal

Japanese garden built for his home in Boulder, Colo.
Ever since, I’ve had a profound appreciation of ar-

chetypal Japanese gardens and the way they celebrate
nature through landforms,rocks,plants and water.

By the time I was in high school, I had already
decided that my career was going to involve work-
ing outdoors, and from that time forward, my
prime interest was in bringing the techniques
and disciplines of Japanese gardens into the
greater American landscape both where I grew
up in the Pacific Northwest and elsewhere.

For 30 years now, I’ve worked as a landscape
artist in that region – for 15 years in Portland
and for the last 15 in Eugene, Ore. Although

many of my designs are not what you could de-
scribe as “Japanese gardens” per se, everything I

do is informed and influenced by those traditions.
I bear no grudge of any sort against the beauty of

gardens in the Western European tradition,but to my
mind,there’s nothing in landscape design that harmo-

nizes more seamlessly with nature than does a true
Japanese garden.

Master Studies
One of the fantastic things about this mode of design is that it

connects you to centuries of well-documented history and traditions
that have led to development of some of the world’s most refined and

beautiful spaces. Many are in Japan, of course, but they are also found in the
United States and elsewhere.
As is true of many who work in the realm of Japanese gardens, the masters who have gone be-

fore me have had a profound influence on what I do.
Without question,my greatest teacher is the renowned Japanese garden master Hoichi Kurisu,

with and for whom I worked for more than ten years. He showed me the spectrum of specific
details that go into creating whole gardens that exist in harmony with nature and the human
spirit. More to the point, he’s personally responsible for some of the most beautiful public and
private gardens found anywhere in the United States.

When you strive to work in this design tradition, the importance of having a great mentor can-
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For the past 30 years, landscape artist/architect
Jim Robinson has pursued his projects with a dis-
tinct focus on creating subtle and complex beauty.
Based on traditions of Japanese gardens, the re-
sulting sites range from the monumental to the
decidedly intimate – but in all cases, his approach
to the placement of plants, stone and water is di-
rected to establishing spaces that speak to visitors
with a timeless, sublime tranquility. 

My Love

By Jim Robinson

Influences
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not be overstated. I worked with him
from 1979 to 1989 out of his office in
Portland, Ore., and was privileged to be
a part of an array of projects of stunning
beauty throughout this country.

The way he patiently crafts these spaces
and their rocks, plants and watershapes
is still a constant source of inspiration for
me. As just one example, in Rockford,
Ill., he created the Anderson Garden,
which has been honored by a range of
experts as the best Japanese garden in the
country. It’s a space of supreme balance,
sublime beauty and magnificent subtle-
ty that must be experienced to be fully
understood.

To this day,when I’m designing a gar-
den I often ask myself, “What would
Kurisu do in this situation?” In many
cases, I’ve openly worked to echo his ap-
proaches in my own work: I always strive
to be original in what I do and to make
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‘It’s that very effort, that careful arrangement of available components, that makes everything come together in a

scene that simultaneously calms and energizes those who enter and move through the space.’



certain each project is true to its site and
my clients,but the work never strays too
far from the lessons he gave me.

Even today, I still work with him from
time to time. In fact, Kurisu and I col-
laborated not long ago on a lovely part
of a large garden project in Napa Valley.
We’ve also worked together on projects
in the Cayman Islands and throughout
the Northwest and elsewhere.

Transplantations
One of the many things I’ve learned

is that the principles of Japanese gar-
dening can be applied almost anywhere.
Yes, there are certain plant materials that
are more closely associated with the tra-
dition than others, but the overriding
approach to organizing spaces and the
elements within them can easily be trans-
lated to a variety of settings.
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‘In developing these spaces, we don’t try to copy nature; rather, we interpret nature and build an impression of it

that ultimately relates to the people who will move through the space.’

Continued on page 62



P

WATERsHAPES �JUNE 200760

Product
Information Card

Advertiser Index:

R
ea

d
er

 S
er

vi
ce

 N
u

m
b

er

44 A & B Aluminum and Brass Foundry (pg. 31)
(800) 733-4995 www.abfoundryonline.com
Advanced Aquaculture Systems (pg. 17)
(800) 994-7599 www.perma-bead.com

2 Air-O-Lator (pg. 66)
(800) 821-3177 www.airolator.com

59 AquaCal/Auto Pilot (pg. 12)
(800) 786-7751 www.teamhorner.com

3 Aquamatic Cover Systems (pg. 3)
(800) 262-4044 www.aquamatic.com

23 Aquascape (pg. 32, 33)
(866) 877-6637 www.pondemonium.org
Aquatic Access (pg. 69)
(800) 325-5438 www.aquaticaccess.com

118 Automated Fire & Water Effects (pg. 30)
(702) 655-4074 www.automatedfireandwater.com

60 Cactus Stone & Tile (pg. 11)
(800) 528-9445 www.cactustile.com

108 Chemilizer Products (pg. 15)
(800) 234-7211 www.chemilizer.com

8 Cover-Pools (pg. 27)
(800) 447-2838 www.coverpools.com

11 Coverstar (pg. 13)
(800) 617-7283 www.coverstar.com

66 Dolphin Waterslides (pg. 67)
(731) 632-1407 www.dolphinwaterslides.net

99 ECOmatic by Balboa Direct (pg. 17)
(888) 434-1940 www.balboadirect.com

46 Emperor Aquatics (pg. 24)
(610) 970-0440 www.emperoraquatics.com

122 Firestone Specialty Products (pg. 21)
(800) 428-4442 www.firestonesp.com/ws1

64 Fountains Unique (pg. 29)
(949) 305-7372 www.fountainsunique.com

62 Fresco Frames (pg. 30)
(888) 337-2637 www.frescoframes.com

16 Genesis 3 Schools (pg. 61)
(877) 513-5800 www.genesis3.com
Gilderfluke & Co. (pg. 17)
(800) 776-5972 www.gilderfluke.com

67 Grand Effects (pg. 26)
(949) 697-5270 www.grandeffectsinc.com

74 Great American Waterfall Co. (pg. 69)
(888) 683-0042 www.gawcinc.com

28 Haddonstone (pg. 20)
(856) 931-7011 www.haddonstone.com

41 Harmsco (pg. 69)
(800) 327-3248 www.harmsco.com

96 Jandy Pool Products (pg. 72)
(707) 776-8200 www.jandy.com

58 Lightstreams Glass Tile (pg. 71)
(650) 966-8375 www.lightstreamsglasstile.com

63 Macalite Equipment (pg. 25)
(877) 622-2548 www.macaliteequipment.com

109 National Plasterers Council (pg. 41)
(866) 483-4672 www.npconline.org

4 National Pool Tile (pg. 7)
(888) 411-8453 www.nptgonline.com

107 Pebble Technology (pg. 23)
(800) 937-5058 www.pebbletec.com

49 Pentair Water Pool & Spa (pg. 2)
(800) 374-4300 www.pentairpool.com

120 Recreonics (pg. 8)
(888) 428-7771 www.recreonics.com

51 Regal Plastics (pg. 66)
(800) 444-7755 www.regalplastic.com

76 RenoSys (pg. 68)
(800) 783-7005 www.renosys.com

35 Spray Force Mfg. (pg. 19)
(800) 824-8490 www.sprayforce.com

42 Standard Bronze (pg. 69)
(201) 339-1351 www.standardbronzeco.com
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NEW & EXPANDED!

Landscape Lighting
School

Sept. 30-Oct. 4, 2007
Troy, New York

Come spend five days and nights
with world-renowned lighting design-
er Janet Lennox Moyer and associates
to learn all about the art of lighting
exterior spaces.

Structured to familiarize partici-
pants with what’s needed to develop
and achieve a number of lighting
effects in their own projects, the
intensive program will include techni-
cal information and an introduction
to lighting-design concepts as well as
design workshops and five nights of
hands-on exploration of lighting tech-
niques.

The school will be held at Janet
Lennox Moyer’s all-new studio in Troy
— with convenient access via the air-
port in Albany, New York. Program
cost: $4,200 with hotel, $3,500 with-
out; meals and course materials
included.

Pool & Watershape 
Construction School
October 17-20, 2007

Boston, Massachusetts

In keeping with our mission of
advancing education on a global level,
we are pleased to offer our newly
expanded, three-day Genesis 3 Pool &
Watershape Construction School as
the latest component in our design-
certification program.

The school’s curriculum covers plan
review, excavation, layout, soil and
drainage, steel placement, plumbing,
utilities, gunite, tile and coping, decks
and drainage, remote controls, automa-
tion, plaster and start-up and includes
the Genesis 3 Edge Program as well as
a key roundtable discussion. All ses-
sions are taught by top-flight trades-
people, designers and engineers from
the watershaping industry and beyond.

For information on program cost
(including for four nights at the Hyatt
Harborside in Boston, meals and
course materials), visit our web site:
www.genesis3.com. (Spouses will be
welcome for an additional fee.)

AQUA Show/Genesis
3 Design Studio

November 12-16,
2007

Las Vegas, Nevada

Since 2004,Genesis 3 has participated
in an alliance with organizers of the
AQUA Show,held annually in Las Vegas.
For 2007,we will be expanding our edu-
cational role at the show  — now owned
by Hanley Wood — offering accredited,
20-hour programs in the elements of de-
sign,measured perspective and color the-
ory as well as two new 20-hour courses
being offered for the first time on archi-
tectural plan and section drawing and on
using markers as drawing tools.

In addition,shorter seminars and pre-
sentations will be offered by top instruc-
tors including Anthony Archer Wills,David
Duensing and Greg Andrews on topics
ranging from hydraulics and pond con-
struction to garden styles, landscape design
and fire and water effects.

New short courses this year will cov-
er the waterproofing of watershapes, the
art of creating world-class hardscape for
water environments and engineering re-
lated to the proper use of steel.There
will also be a new and expanded seminar
on water-in-transit systems.



In my case, I’m fortunate to do much
of my work in the Pacific Northwest,
which sits at roughly the same latitudes
as central Japan and shares many simi-
lar plant species as well as the dramatic
topography that’s such a key design ele-
ment. Here, for example, my working
life is made much easier by the abun-
dance of pine and fern species that thrive
in the natural environment.

Setting that advantage aside, howev-
er, the population here consists mostly
of people who have little or no familiar-
ity with Japanese gardens, which makes
it a challenge at times to foster an ap-
preciation of my approach among them.
Fortunately, however, these gardens
speak for themselves, and once they see
photographs of my past projects, the na-
ture of the work becomes clear: Clients
don’t need to know the first thing about
Japanese gardens to recognize their sim-
ple beauty, visual balance and existence
in harmony with nature.

How do these gardens convey this sense
so well on so many scales and in so many
settings?  I’ve read a great deal about them
and have heard many descriptions, and
it all seems to boil down to the designer’s
ability to enhance and magnify every de-
tail in the garden,from the smallest stone
to the largest tree,and show off each one
in the best possible way.

This is why I marvel at the creative
process of a master such as my friend
Kurisu: The level of patience required to
work and rework each element not just
as something on its own but also as part
of a dynamic, overarching composition
is nothing short of phenomenal. But it’s
that very effort, that careful arrangement
of available components, that makes
everything come together in a scene that
simultaneously calms and energizes those
who enter and move through the space.

You don’t need to know anything
about that exercise to absorb this brand
of beauty and gain an intuitive appre-
ciation for the composition of the space
around you. Best yet, in Japanese cul-
ture, this human participation – the im-
pressions each visitor develops and takes
away – is as much a part of the garden
as are the rocks, plants and watershapes.

Unlike many of the descriptions of
Japanese gardens that attribute such

qualities to an almost mystical dimen-
sion,I believe that the true power of these
spaces is due to a very grounded sense
of connection between the human mind
and senses, and the surroundings.

Stone by Stone
In developing these spaces, we don’t

try to copy nature; rather, we interpret
nature and build an impression of it that
ultimately relates to the people who will
move through the space.

What this means in practical terms is
that when I design or install a garden,my
crews and I are always thinking in very
specific terms about each and every ele-
ment contained within the space – about
every rock,plant or watershape and how
it will be viewed and what it will mean in
the greater context of the garden.

That may sound impossibly compli-
cated, but there’s a balance here that
brings things into focus with reasonable
speed. With experience and patience, it
gets to a point where you’re always think-
ing about both the overall view and feel-
ing and the way that every piece con-
tributes to that impression.

One of the keys to finding that balance
comes in the fact that everything in a
Japanese garden has a direction: The
views and the pathways are all designed
so that you’re either visually and/or phys-
ically led through the space. There’s a
constant sense of discovery, enjoyment
and fascination with the landscape’s
complexities, and the main aim is to
eliminate any sense of separation be-
tween the human experience and the
space that surrounds us.

This is why in a Japanese garden you
don’t try to show everything at once. In
maintaining a visitor’s sense of oneness
with nature, it’s helpful instead to sus-
tain variations of view and a subtle sense
of surprise. In the greatest gardens of
this type, the footpaths are carefully or-
chestrated to govern how one moves
through the space – where you speed up,
where you slow down and where you
stop. This can happen on a relatively
large scale over dozens of paces,or it can
take place within just a few feet.

This is achieved by the way we layer the
views,arrange varieties of textures and col-
ors and place stones within the garden. It’s
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Specific Methods
For all of the intuitive and even spiri-

tual qualities that pervade Japanese gar-

dens, our work is not that far removed

from the work of landscape designers

operating within other design traditions.

What we all do begins with the site and

visualizing how the existing landforms

and surrounding views can be used to

shape complex and layered compositions

of stone, plants and water.  

This is why I always spend time ob-

serving the setting at various times dur-

ing the day and taking pictures I can use

to revisit the space when I return to my

studio.  Using those images and recol-

lections, I create hand-drawn renderings

of the garden that help my clients see

what I’m seeing. 

The plant and stone palettes we

work with are almost always entirely

indigenous to the areas in which we

work – and in my primary sphere of ac-

tivity in the Pacific Northwest, I’m lucky

to have a wonderful selection of both.

I manage every detail I can, creating

the planting plans for many of my pro-

jects and often working at length with

clients to be sure they understand what

they’ll see once we’re finished. 

When we start working on site, the

process is a mix of following a basic de-

sign while also improvising somewhat as

we move forward.  The hardscape and

watershape structures always go in first,

of course, as the bones of the garden.

Once those elements are in place, we

move forward with the plants, exercising

tremendous care so their forms are best

revealed in the finished product. 

It’s important to note that this is not a

solo effort:  I’m a participant, but I work

with an experienced team of installers

who often contribute their own ideas to

the process.  Through the years, we’ve

come to an intuitive understanding of

our collective design mission, and I know

the results wouldn’t be the same without

their help.
– J.R.



largely a pursuit of asymmetrical balance on a level that penetrates
the consciousness of the visitor and affects his or her sense of the
space on an intuitive or in some cases a spiritual level. Japanese
gardens achieve this not by way of mysticism or mythology, but
by managing the visitor’s moment-by-moment experience.

The idea is that the visitor is not someone who is separated
from nature but is instead intimately part of it, simply by being
there and allowing his or her senses to take over.

Fluid Perceptions
To achieve this sort of sensory cascade for visitors, design-

ers of Japanese gardens follow certain principles – not hard,
fast rules, but governing insights that inform  specific design
decisions.

In placing stone in flatwork or in vertical elements such as re-
taining walls, for example,one always tries to avoid places where
four corners come together. In other words, any intersections
of stone should form “Y”shapes and not “X”shapes.

There’s also a general rule that five-sided flat stones work well
in decks, and considerable attention is paid to avoiding pieces
with even numbers of sides. Indeed, odd numbers are always
important in Japanese and other Asian cultures, and it’s par-
ticularly important where there are groupings of elements that
they come together as threes and other odd numbers.

But no such rules are absolute. With rock placement, for ex-
ample, there’s a general principle that dictates that the flat sur-
face of the rock is placed on top, but there are many situations
having to do with topography and the needs of the design that
can dictate otherwise.

Visual balance is achieved through asymmetrical arrange-
ments and curvilinear forms. This is distinctly different from
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‘There’s a constant sense of discovery, enjoyment and fascination with the

landscape’s complexities, and the main aim is to eliminate any sense of sep-

aration between the human experience and the space that surrounds us.’ 



formal Western gardens with their axi-
al and bilateral symmetries and geo-
metric squares and octagons driving
views and defining lines of sight. In our
work,we strive for balances that are sub-
tler and less easily dissected by way of
immediate visual perception.

Again, this is not achieved by direct-
ly copying nature, but instead by means
of representation. In Japanese gardens,
in other words, the hand of the garden-
er is seen and there’s full acknowledge-
ment that these are created spaces.

One of the most powerful elements
we have at our disposal in creating these
spaces is water. The idea is not neces-
sarily to give the impression that the
water is pre-existing and completely

natural; rather, these watershapes are
representative, in a realistic way, of bod-
ies that might be found in nature. This
is why, for example, water is sometimes
only suggested in these gardens in a
metaphorical sense by way of raked
beds of sand, swatches of grass or pat-
terns of rock that represent a stream or
cascade.

In other words, water doesn’t need to
be there at all to play its usual significant
role in a Japanese garden design.

Waterforms
In working with actual watershapes,

however, the Japanese gardener is using
one of the most powerful of all elements
in a composition. By nature, water al-

most always creates a sense of arrival,
sending a message that the visitor has
come to a special place where he or she
is expected to stop and contemplate
both the water and its surroundings.

This is true, of course, no matter the
garden style: Water has a profound ef-
fect on the human psyche, and in any
garden it can create near-hypnotic states
by, for instance, reflecting the sur-
rounding plant and stone material. In
that sense, water asks visitors to stop
and absorb their surroundings, which
cuts to the core of my mission as a pro-
fessional by enabling me to revitalize
people through their appreciation of
natural forms.

In doing so, the Japanese gardener
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exploits the tension that rises between
nature and the artificial world in the
juxtaposition of clearly manufactured
elements and those that are less obvi-
ously “designed.” By orchestrating the
experience – by, for example, bringing
a stone deck right up to the edge of a
creek – we create feelings of transition,
feelings of freedom from structure that
are immediately perceptible on a sub-
conscious level.

The goal here is always to create gar-
dens as places of repose, comfort and
even revitalization. When we achieve
that, I know we’ve lived up to the ex-
pectations of our clients and aligned our
efforts with tenets of the design tradi-
tion I hold so dear.
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‘By nature, water almost always

creates a sense of arrival, send-

ing a message that the visitor has

come to a special place where he

or she is expected to stop and

contemplate both the water and

its surroundings.’ 
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OF INTERESTOF INTEREST The following information has been provided to WaterShapes by product suppliers. To find out
how to contact these companies, look for the Product Information Card located on page 60.

STRUCTURE STUDIOS has added new pre-
sentation features to its Pool Studio software,
including new rendering tools that show
homeowners how a new watershape will look
during the day, at sunset and at night – com-
plete with dynamic shadows and illuminated

watershape and landscape lights.  The update also offers highly real-
istic water effects, materials and surfaces.  Structure Studios, Las
Vegas, NV.

Circle 135 on Reader Service Card

NNIIGGHHTTTTIIMMEE RREENNDDEERRIINNGGSS

PEM FOUNTAINS has released the 2007 edition of
its catalog.  Covering special equipment and parts
for waterfeatures, water displays and fountains, sec-
tions include information on water switches, jump-
ing and laminar jets, spray-apron modules, screen
jets and more.  Highlighted new products include
flow straighteners and flanges, stream jets, junc-
tion boxes and shallow niches.  PEM Fountains,
Richmond Hill, Ontario, Canada.

FFOOUUNNTTAAIINN CCAATTAALLOOGG

Circle 136 on Reader Service Card

Circle 138 on Reader Service Card

EON has introduced its Ultra line of decking, railing,
cladding and accessories.  Designed for low mainte-
nance, the materials have a wood-like appearance and
resist the elements as well as fading, cracking, split-
ting, rotting, mold and mildew.  Available in two colors
(chestnut and sandalwood), the product is easily in-
stalled using clips that ensure even spacing and a flaw-

less, fastener-free surface.  Eon, Toronto, Ontario, Canada.

DDEECCKKIINNGG SSYYSSTTEEMM

Circle 137 on Reader Service Card

22000077  CCAATTAALLOOGG

PENTAIR WATER POOL & SPA has released its
2007 product catalog.  The 768-page book con-
tains product descriptions and ordering informa-
tion for Pentair’s and Sta-Rite’s lines of residential
and commercial pumps, filters, heaters, clean-
ers, controls, lighting systems, replacement parts
and more.  For convenience, all of the same in-
formation is available on a compact disk.  Pentair
Water Pool & Spa, Sanford, NC.
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RUST-OLEUM has introduced Industrial Choice High
Output Inverted Marking Paint for excavation, landscape
and construction applications.  Designed to produce
bold, 2-to-3-inch-wide markings on a variety of sur-
faces, the product features a specially designed valve
that offers greater saturation than other site-marking

products while providing resistance against early fading and chalk-
ing.  Rust-Oleum, Vernon Hills, IL.

Circle 139 on Reader Service Card

SSIITTEE--MMAARRKKIINNGG PPAAIINNTT

DABMAR has released three new landscape fixtures:
LV131, a brass directional spotlight with a hood and
LV231, a directional spotlight without a hood – both of
which come with antique brass or bronze finishes; and
FG132, a fiberglass directional spotlight with a hood that
comes with black or bronze finishes.  Intended for low-
voltage applications, all come pre-wired with direct-burial cable.  Dabmar,
Oxnard, CA.

LLAANNDDSSCCAAPPEE LLIIGGHHTTIINNGG

Circle 140 on Reader Service Card

Circle 142 on Reader Service Card

CARDINAL POOL SYSTEMS offers a steel-panel wed-
ding-cake step for applications with inground vinyl-lin-
er pools.  Designed with full, sweeping curves, the easy-
to-install system can be designed and manufactured to
any size and any height and can be paired with addi-
tional inside-radius curves to create compelling archi-
tectural details usually attained only with gunite pools.
Cardinal Pool Systems, Schuylkill Haven, PA.

PPOOOOLL--SSTTEEPP SSYYSSTTEEMM

Circle 141 on Reader Service Card

RREESSEERRVVOOIIRR SSYYSSTTEEMM

AQUASCAPE has introduced the AquaBlox
Water Matrix.  Designed to replace 90 percent
of the gravel used in the reservoirs of pond-
less waterfall or wetland systems, the easy-
to-clean product has a convenient, load-bear-
ing top and holds 7 gallons of water per cubic
foot (compared to gravel’s 2 gallons) – an increased storage capaci-
ty that means smaller basins can support larger streams and water-
falls.  Aquascape, Batavia, IL.
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OF INTERESTOF INTEREST

BALBOA INSTRUMENTS offers the Poolux
control system.  The easy-to-install, easy-
to-use, completely wireless device manages
a comprehensive chemistry-automation sys-
tem that monitors pH, ORP and TDS levels
as well as filter pressure.  It also has a module that allows for control of
a pool system via the Internet – ideal for clients who are second home-
owners or frequent travelers.  Balboa Instruments, Tustin, CA.

Circle 144 on Reader Service Card

WWIIRREELLEESSSS PPOOOOLL CCOONNTTRROOLL

DECK-O-SEAL offers a two-part, polysulfide-
based joint sealant.  Ideal for sealing joints in
watershapes, the pourable, self-leveling prod-
uct comes in five colors and cures to form a firm,
resilient, tear-resistant rubber.  The seal has ex-
cellent recovery characteristics after extended
periods of compression or elongation; it also resists most chemi-
cals, all weather conditions and aging or shrinkage.  Deck-O-Seal,
Hampshire, IL.

Circle 146 on Reader Service Card

JJOOIINNTT SSEEAALLAANNTT

EASYPRO POND PRODUCTS offers a remote-con-
trol pond vacuum.  Intended to make quick work of
cleaning sludge, fish waste and other debris from
ponds, fountains and other watershapes, the unit is
designed for quiet operation, has a 9-1/2-gallon tank
capacity, comes with three vacuum heads and is pack-
aged with suction and discharge hoses, a mesh bag

and a 6-foot handle.  EasyPro Pond Products, Grant, MI.

PPOONNDD VVAACCUUUUMM

Circle 145 on Reader Service Card

FETCH-A-SKETCH.COM offers out-
door contractors the chance to make
first-class presentations using ren-
derings and perspectives created by

top designers.  The drawings – from full landscape designs to ren-
derings of individual features such as pools, ponds, waterfalls and
outdoor kitchens – are all ready for purchasing, downloading and
printing for use in winning presentations.  Fetch-A-Sketch.com,
Canoga Park, CA.

Circle 143 on Reader Service Card
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Need More
Information?

Use the Reader
Service Card!
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CATERPILLAR has introduced the D6K
track-type tractor.  Designed for high pro-
ductivity and performance from first cut to
finish grade, the unit comes standard with
a new hydrostatic drive train for smooth,

precise power; a durable undercarriage for stability; a comfortable
cab; and seat-mounted electro-hydraulic controls ready for easy
installation of the company’s AccuGrade grade-control system.
Caterpillar, Peoria, IL.

TTRRAACCKK--TTYYPPEE TTRRAACCTTOORR

Circle 147 on Reader Service Card

VERSA-LOK offers the Mosaic Retaining Wall
System.  Designed to provide a natural-look-
ing, environmentally sound landscaping so-
lution, the product features the company’s pin-
locking system, readily accommodates geogrid
soil reinforcement and can achieve heights of
50 feet or more for limitless design flexibility, high structural integri-
ty and easy installation as a random-patterned wall.  Versa-Lok,
Oakdale, MN.

RREETTAAIINNIINNGG WWAALLLL SSYYSSTTEEMM
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or a long time now, clients and prospects have been asking me about
exterior facilities that will enable them to cook, dine and entertain in

their backyards.
It’s been so prevalent, in fact, that I’ve mentioned the trend in this space on

a couple of occasions – noting once or twice my frustration about the lack
of books available for me to use in meeting the need. The sheer demand for
these features seems to have arrived several steps ahead of publishers’ being
able to put books on the shelves.

In the past year, however, that picture has changed. Just recently, in fact, I
picked up four books on the subject. There are others, but these struck me as
being particularly useful in filling the information gap:

� Outdoor Rooms, Fresh Air Kitchens and Living Areas by
Tina Skinner and Melissa Cardona (Schisser Publishing,
2006). This 144-page book offers a visual overview of de-
sign ideas for outdoor living areas. Filled with beautiful
images covering a range of styles, details and material
choices, it’s very much an “idea book”and has little by way
of technical or “how-to”guidance for those asked to de-
velop these spaces. Despite that, however, it’s a wonder-
ful source for design inspiration and includes a rich se-

lection of approaches to balconies, arbors, trellises, lanais, verandas and other
decorative spaces and structures.

� Fire Outdoors is another book from Skinner and
Cardona (Schisser Publishing,2006) and is similar in ap-
proach: The 128-page book deals with all manner of ex-
terior fire systems and is long on beautiful images but
short on text and solid technical information. Again, it’s
a wonderful idea book filled with images of fire rings,
fire pits, fireplaces, chimneys and a particularly interest-
ing set of wood-burning ovens – a terrific resource for
design meetings because it presents concepts that most

people haven’t yet seen and aren’t yet considering.

� The New Outdoor Kitchen by Deborah Krasner (Taunton
Press, 2007) is the true gem in this quartet: Her 230-page
book is quite simply the best resource I’ve seen so far
on outdoor kitchens and dining areas. The text includes
highly detailed case studies of outdoor facilities (owned
by professional chefs) and crosses a range of styles, con-
figurations and geographical settings. It includes every-

thing from sinks and beer taps to the debate
over charcoal and gas grills, and there’s a help-
fully thorough listing of suppliers. In addition
to beautiful photography and great ideas, the
author offers a fair measure of technical infor-
mation about the planning and execution of
these projects – and a checklist of specific is-
sues you need consider in designing and/or in-
stalling similar ones on your own.

� The Ultimate Outdoor Kitchen by Michelle
Kodis (Gibbs Smith Publisher, 2006) offers an-
other useful set of case studies covering a broad
range of styles and geographies. The 158-page
text neatly covers
technical consider-
ations, and I found
its plan views to be
particularly helpful.
In addition, for peo-
ple working in cold-
er climates, there’s a
detailed section on
winterizing outdoor cooking facilities and tak-
ing care of outdoor furnishings when the
weather turns cold.

Taken together, these books – all of them pub-
lished within the past 18 months – represent the
awakening of publishers to the fact that outdoor
living is an idea whose time has come. For those
of us charged with turning our clients’ desires
into real spaces, I am happy to know that I now
have these resources at my fingertips.

By Mike Farley

book notes

Outdoor Living

WS

Mike Farley is a landscape architect with more than
20 years of experience and is currently a design-
er/project manager for Claffey Pools in Southlake,
Texas.  A graduate of Genesis 3’s Level I Design School,
he holds a degree in landscape architecture from
Texas Tech University and has worked as a water-
shaper in both California and Texas.
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