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Structures

By Eric Herman
Editor

Monuments in Water

Eric Herman — 714.449-1996

Associate Editor
Throughout recorded history, great societies have built monuments to celebrate their victories, commemorate their tragedies and express their guiding
ideals. To this day, we continue to create monuments to remind us of the sacrifices and achievements others have made to forge the world in which we live.
Monuments inspire courage, fortitude, inventiveness, wisdom and compassion.
They serve as emblems that provoke us to meaningful reflection, appreciation,
meditation and hope.
To be sure, monuments come in all shapes and sizes – from the imposing Taj
Mahal to Maya Lin’s intimate Vietnam War Memorial – but most can be placed in
one of two basic categories: They are structures that commemorate a person, event
or idea, or they are places preserved for their beauty, artistry or historic significance.
In both categories, we find monuments that make inspired use of broad sets of
aesthetic ideas and artistic influences. We see the use of sculpture, painting, architecture, lighting, stonework, landscaping, inscription – and, in so many cases, the
wondrous presence of still and/or moving water.
It is in monuments, in fact, that water assumes some of its greatest shapes. No
matter the scope, type or scale of the monument, water’s reflective qualities, compelling sounds and ever-changing appearance lend interest and meaning across a
huge (and perhaps even infinite) spectrum of design concepts.
Given this potential for aquatic monumentality, we decided for our special Third
Anniversary Issue to explore some of the most elevated and inventive applications
of the watershaping arts to be found anywhere on the planet:
q Our journey begins in the heartland of America with a stop in Kansas City,
the self-styled (and legitimately so) “City of Fountains.” In this feature, watershape
consultant Curt Straub describes the city’s use of fountains as landmarks that both
beautify the urban environment and lend the place much of its civic identity.
q Next,we head west to a spot near WaterShapes’home base in Southern California:
The Getty Center. Here, publisher Jim McCloskey guides an imaginative tour of
this spectacular facility, where water is used in various creative and inspirational
ways to make distinctive artistic and symbolic statements.
q That piece is followed by an insightful discussion by watershaper and WaterShapes
columnist David Tisherman of one of his favorite places: Frank Lloyd Wright’s
Fallingwater in Mill Run, Pa. Here, Tisherman explains how water, architecture and
nature come together to create an awesome treasure of American architecture.
There are more examples of watershapes we had originally planned to include in
this package, but they all proved so detailed that space would not allow us to cover
them all with the depth we saw as necessary. So after much consideration, we decided to split the package in two – and you’ll be treated to appreciations of three additional “Monuments of Watershaping” in our January 2002 issue.
Preparing these articles for print has been an exciting process, and we think you’ll
enjoy the pictorial journey we’ve invited you to take with us. We also hope you’ll be
inspired to hit the road to see some of these places and watershapes for yourselves.
They’re all available for public viewing and represent work at a caliber that has
made those who have written about them proud and happy to line up behind this
simple statement: It is truly fantastic to work in a business capable of bringing
this much wonder, joy and beauty to the world.
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1987 until 1996 was editor and associate publisher
of a leading publication for the pool and spa industry. Through the years, he has started or guided the start of eight scientific and technical trade
magazines, including Architectural Lighting,
Professional Refinishing and WaterShapes.

est possible standards of design, engineering and
construction. He has degrees and credentials in
industrial design, scientific illustration and architectural drawing from Harvard University and
Art Center School of Design and has taught architectural rendering and presentation at UCLA.
An award-winning designer, he serves as an industry expert for California’s Contractor State
License Board and has been a member of NSPI’s
Builders Council since 1994. Tisherman is a cofounder of and principal instructor for the
Genesis 3 Design Group.

David Tisherman owns and operates David
Tisherman’s Visuals in Manhattan Beach, Calif.
A designer and builder of high-end custom swimming pools since 1979, he is widely known in the
pool and spa industry as an advocate for the high-
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Aqua Culture

By Brian Van Bower

Clients are looking for more choices when it comes
to selecting materials for their projects. In fact, I’d
say that materials – more than any other element
in watershape design and construction – enable
both watershaper and client to elevate even the
simplest of projects.

Material Issues
ately I’ve been finding myself in what seems like a fairly unique position:
On the one hand, I work as a design consultant for architects and as a
designer for high-end customers; on the other, I work as a builder executing the designs that customers and their architects choose.
In this dual capacity, I’ve been able to gather a tremendous amount of input from construction clients and transfer it in one form or another as a consultant. I also have had the opportunity of seeing how decisions made in the
design process play out during the construction process.
Seeing both sides has led me to certain conclusions, chief among them being that clients are looking for more choices when it comes to selecting materials for their projects. In fact, I’d say that materials – more than any other
element in watershape design and construction – enable both watershaper
and client to elevate even the simplest of projects.

L

Opening Up
Increasing these options is a two-step process: First,you have to educate yourself with respect to what’s available out there – and there’s no shortcut around
doing your homework and accepting the fact that you sometimes must do a lot
10

of digging to get the information you need.
Second (and the topic of this particular discussion) is the need to use what you discover and
communicate it to your clients. This may sound
incredibly simple, but I’ve come to find in talking to all sorts of people in this business that
communicating materials options is a bigger
challenge than I would have thought.
The sad fact is that, as an industry – and especially the old-line pool and spa industry – we
have been extremely slow to add new types of
materials to our bags of tricks.
I remember a time when tile selections, for example, were all made for us by a relatively small
handful of suppliers who carried a pretty narrow range of what were known as “swimming
pool tiles” that didn’t reflect at all the expansive
world of available tiles. Their vision was limited, and so, as a consequence, was ours. And the
tile folks weren’t alone, because I could say the
same thing about suppliers of coping, decking
and interior surface materials.
As I grew as a watershaper, and especially as
I became more involved in design work, I began
to run into people who had worked with unusual materials (unusual to me and most pool
people I knew, anyway) such as granite, tumbled
marble, irregular stone and all sorts of different products from around the world. It didn’t
take long to recognize that I had been working
with an extremely limited palette.
And when I began offering these newly discovered options to my clients, I soon discovered
just how excited they could become about certain options.
Invariably, I found the things that they really
liked were those things they hadn’t been shown
by other contractors. And it hit me: Offering
WATERsHAPES 䡠 NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2001

Aqua Culture
this broader set of material options was
a way to make my prospects happy, distinguish me from the competition, add
value to the work and add distinction to
the finished product.
Even in situations where clients stayed
with more-familiar material selections,
the simple task of making other things
available had value in that my customers
had choices and were satisfied that they

I
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had seen a range of materials in making
their selections.

Pondering Pebbles
Just about the best case I can make for
broadening the range of options clients
are offered has to do with pebble or exposed-aggregate finishes.
We’ve all seen pebble surfaces,and it’s no
secret that they’ve caught on to become
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among the most popular surface options
going these days. I can remember just a few
years ago, however, when that was not the
case: Lots of people even scoffed at pebbles, saying the surface was too exotic, too
expensive and too difficult to install.More
important,the doubters thought there was
no way that their clients would go for something so alien in appearance and texture.
Today, many of those same designers
and contractors offer pebble surfaces.
The key here is that even when the
client opts for regular plaster, it’s empowering for both contractor and client
to weigh the option. And the fact is we’re
still seeing the effects of a real revolution
in pool finishes, one that has stepped well
beyond white plaster and even pebbles to
encompass polished aggregate finishes
and new options when it comes to colors
in plaster, pebbles and even pool paints.
Clearly, suppliers have moved toward
greater diversity and options as consumer
demand for a broader range of quality
products has increased.
I learned my first lesson in the materials-option game many years ago, when I
began offering an all-tile option to my
prospects. Mind you,this was several years
back when a far larger number of my
clients were in the middle class than is the
case now. At the time, people in the industry told me I was crazy because, after
all,there was no way regular working folks
would pony up the money for all that tile.
Much to my satisfaction, however, a
good number of my mid-range clients
did opt for all-tile pools. Had they never been given the option, I’m sure they
would have been happy with a lesser finish – but when given the choice, somehow they found the money. The tile surface was something that inspired them,
and they decided it was worth the extra
money to have something special.
The point behind all of this is that it’s
virtually impossible for me or anyone else
to make value judgments for other people
– which is exactly what we do when we
limit the range of materials we offer.

Whose Choice?
Water Feature Solutions

Visit us at Booth 14 58

www.crystalfountains.com

How can we possibly know what our
prospects are willing to buy until we present them with their choices? To be sure,
not many of mine have gone the all-tile

Circle 18 on Postage Free Card
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A similar situation arose with clients in
upstate New York who wanted their pool
and deck to reflect and complement the
architecture of their home. They, too, had
talked with local pool companies who had
refused to show them anything other than
a few extremely ordinary tile options,
none of which did the trick. And when
the clients had pressed for more options,
the contractors begged off, saying that

other materials were too expensive and
too hard to work with.
Again,the clients reached me via referral
and were anxious to see material samples.
I packaged up a set of samples and sent
them off, and they ended up selecting a
beautiful tumbled verde marble – expensive and a bit more difficult to install,but a
great look with which the clients are thrilled.
In these two cases and many more I

could share, clients ultimately came to regard me in a much different light than the
other people they had encountered. And
all I really had done was accommodate
their desire to have lots of materials options from which to choose. The only difference between me and the others was
that I was interested in exploring a greater
range of possibilities.

At All Levels
I am convinced through my own experience and many, many conversations
with other designers and builders that
what I’ve discussed here is much more
than a high-end thing.
Sure, the issues sort themselves out
more cleanly when budgets are large, but
what we’ve covered here reaches to every
level of the watershaping trades. It’s absolutely an area where mid-range and even
lower-end homeowners can elevate their
projects in terms of value and aesthetics.
(I’d also argue that the same ideas apply
to hydraulic design and equipment selection just as well!)
The simple truth is that you don’t have
to be a zillionaire to appreciate beautiful
things. That in mind, it makes sense to
offer all prospects a range of material options – and let them decide for themselves
what’s too expensive or too exotic.
My informed suspicion is that if all watershape prospects were presented with a
full range of materials,a great many would
make surprising choices. More important,
the beauty of the finished products and the
satisfaction these clients would derive from
them will be enhanced tremendously.
And if they do opt for bullnose coping,
blue floral tile and white plaster, well, at
least you can rest assured that you’ve determined what your clients really want
– not just what they’re settling for because
they haven’t seen anything else! WS
Brian Van Bower runs Aquatic Consultants
and is a partner in Van Bower & Wiren, a
pool-construction firm in Miami. He is also
a co-founder of Genesis 3, A Design Group;
dedicated to top-of-the-line performance in
aquatic design and construction, this organization conducts schools for like-minded pool
designers and builders. He can be reached
at bvanbower@aol.com.
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Natural Companions

By Stephanie rose

Materials of construction are as varied as the shapes
and sizes of the containers and accessories themselves.
From concrete, wood and lightweight composites to
mixed materials, glass and other creative
options, the sky really is the limit.

Container Style

L

ast month, we dug into the use of containers and accessories in garden designs and discussed ways in which they
add interest, depth and dimension to almost any setting.
This time, we’ll get more specific and look at ways in which
the same containers and accessories can be adapted to fit a particular environment – and used with various design styles.
To do so, let’s start with long, rectangular pools (15 by 40 feet),
place them in the yards of clients with different desires and see
how we can blend planters into several popular styles.
K Contemporary: If you have a very contemporary setting
with no planting beds, containers can be used to create a backdrop
behind the pool. Planting them with grasses or other linear foliage (such as Agapanthus, Irises or Fescue) will soften the containers slightly while adding interest to an otherwise sterile design.
I would avoid adding color or soft-textured foliage in this setting: It could become a focal point and might end up detracting from the contemporary nature of the environment.

18

K Cottage: With a cottage garden, a rectangular pool
would need considerable softening. To do so, you could
place pots and containers in front of and behind the pool
or in planter beds – or wherever you might need to break
up lines from the watershape or other design elements.
In this landscape, using a variety of plants – particularly
those with medium textures (including Lavenders, Roses
and various annuals) – can work well to tie all the elements
of the yard together and soften the linear nature of the pool.
K Tropical: Large-leaf plants work well to soften a linear watershape. In this case, unusual pots (and especially
large ones that aren’t overwhelmed by the large-leaf plants)
can be strategically placed throughout a yard.
One approach would be to create a “jungle”look by softening up the front corners of the watershape with large containers underplanted by smaller containers – all filled with
tropical-style plants such as Birds of Paradise, Cast Iron
Plants or Agapanthus.
As this demonstrates,planter beds can be designed into any
setting’s style – and the use of containers is an easy and inexpensive way to add further interest, depth and dimension by
creating new lines or softening up hard ones as needed. And
remember: Containers are mobile, so if you or your clients
don’t like the spots you’ve chosen, most are easily moved to
a better location. (It’s not quite as easy to move a planter bed.)
It’s also true that the plants within a container are easily
changed. If they grow out of balance or a color change is
needed, it’s a simple matter to bring in new plants and give
the scene a whole new look, no matter which style you have.

Making Choices
As a designer, you have many choices when it comes to
containers and plants.
Materials of construction, for example, are as varied as
the shapes and sizes of the containers and accessories themselves. From concrete, wood and lightweight composites
to mixed materials, glass and other creative options, the sky
really is the limit.
In one “Surprise Gardener” episode (as discussed in my
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How good do you want to be?
Genesis 3 Advanced-Level Drawing School
Join Genesis 3 co-founder and principal instructor David Tisherman for an intensive, week-long,
college-level course that will show participants
what it really takes to develop top-flight drawing
and presentation skills.

March 10-16, 2002
Arizona State University
Phoenix, Arizona
Genesis Professional
Drawing School
Open to the first 30 applicants,
the school will cover rendered
flat plans in multiple presentation
formats, markers, vegetation,
surface materials, water effects,
elevations and color perspective
rendering. Developed at the
request of graduates of Genesis
3’s Level I and Level II schools,
this brand-new program is based
on professional-level drawing
courses Tisherman taught at
UCLA for 12 years. He’ll introduce students to the tools, media
and techniques used by architects
and engineers to develop beautiful, persuasive presentations –
and communicate clearly with
clients and subcontractors at the
job site.
Cost (including all drawing
materials and media): $5,950.00

For more information, contact the Genesis 3
office, toll-free, at (877) 513-5800
— or visit our website: www.genesis3.com
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Do you want to be the best?
Genesis 3 Schedule, Winter 2002
This winter, David Tisherman, Skip Phillips
and Brian Van Bower are hosting two very
special Genesis 3 events: The group’s firstever Pond School and the latest in the series
of increasingly popular Level I Schools.

January 17-20, 2002
Miami, Florida
Genesis Pond School
An in-depth exploration of the art and science
of pond design, this program begins with an
inspirational look at history by renowned
designer Anthony Archer-Wills before moving
on to discussions of practical issues of
ecosystem management and biological
filtration led by David Duensing of Pond Supplies
of America. Open to all applicants,
the course also features presentations on plants,
water quality and the care and feeding of fish.

February 13-17
Morro Bay, California
Genesis Level I School
The flagship school in the Genesis 3 program, this
school focuses on design, engineering and construction of watershapes, drawing techniques and
the Genesis 3 philosophy. Open to all applicants,
this is the access point to advanced Genesis Family
programs and demonstrates what it takes to operate
at the highest level of expertise – including up-close
and personal familiarity with the lifestyles of highend clients.

For more information, contact the Genesis 3 office, toll-free, at (877) 513-5800
— or visit our website: www.genesis3.com
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Tisherman: Detail 12

By David Tisherman

When it comes to designing and building,
the person with the pencil has the power.
That’s true among architects, landscape
architects, interior designers, industrial
designers and others who clearly and
deliberately shape our environments.
minded career marked by serious independent study.

It’s Fundamental

The Power of the Pencil

P

eople who know me are aware of the fact that I can be quite outspoken. They
know I’ve been extremely critical of the pool and spa industry and have made
it my crusade to argue that, as an industry, we need to elevate our game. My
particular concern lately has to do with the areas of design and presentation.
Before I get started, please note that what I’m about to say is directed mainly to
readers who come to WaterShapes through what is traditionally labeled as the pool
and spa industry. (To be sure, this information should also be of interest to those
of you who come to watershaping from the landscape industry because it spells
“opportunity”in big, bold letters, but you aren’t the focus here for reasons that will
become apparent.)
Here’s the unvarnished truth: No more than a hundred pool builders
out there can legitimately call themselves designers (and that may be overshooting by a couple dozen), while only a handful design at the very highest level. Almost always, the difference between these top-level designers and
the rest of the pack is formal education in art and design as well as an open-

24

Let me talk about my own experience to
illustrate what I mean. I have an edge over
just about everyone in the business because
I have been educated in formal ways in
which others have not. I have a further advantage in that I’ve taught college-level
courses in drawing and design and was
good enough at it that I was named teacher
of the year at UCLA in 1988.
I won’t belabor the point with a full list
of credentials, but the simple fact is that
developing true design skills requires a
long-term (and almost certainly a lifelong)
commitment to education. There simply
are no shortcuts – and that’s a tough pill
to swallow in an industry that historically has ignored the importance of educating its members in skills they truly need.
I put it this way: When it comes to designing and building, the person with the
pencil has the power. That’s true among
architects, landscape architects, interior
designers, industrial designers and others
who clearly and deliberately shape our environments. The problem with the pool
industry is its widely held perception that
a pencil is all you need to declare yourself a designer!
Sure, some of you draw well enough to
impress yourself and even pull in a client
or two or ten – but until you acquaint
yourself with the true power of the pencil
and get serious about what it is to be a deWATERsHAPES 䡠 NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2001

focus of a Genesis drawing school we’ll
be conducting at Arizona State University
in March 2002.
One of the things I enjoy most about
teaching is that it gives me as much of
an opportunity to learn from my students as they have to learn from me. I
love to sit down with others and compare drawings, point by point. I’m often critical of what I see (and am not
known for pulling punches), but where
there’s merit, I get excited.
This is what real designers do: They
learn from each other. They spend time
studying and discussing the masters and
then take that knowledge and apply it to
new situations. And the best vehicle for
communicating at this level is almost always pencil and paper – the designer’s indispensable tools.

Before I continue, let me emphasize a
point I made up front: This discussion
isn’t about those of you who have been
formally educated in the landscape trades
and who read this magazine because of
our common bond with water. Many of
you do have extensive backgrounds in design theory, art history and presentation
skills. And I’m well aware through my
discussions with some of you that you,

too, are aware of the huge gaps in the pool
and spa industry’s bootstrap approach to
design education (and see wonderful opportunities as a result).
You see us as folks who just can’t shake
the “pool guy”image – a broad brush and
an unfair generalization,but an easy image
with which to saddle the only construction
trade I know of that offers its practitioners
nothing by way of formal education.

Dead Architects
I’m sure many of you have heard my
story about an industry gathering in
Phoenix during which I asked a group
of fellow builders if any of them had
visited Taliesin West while we were in
town.
I was disappointed to meet with silence – with the single exception of a
friend of mine who was versed enough
in Frank Lloyd Wright’s work to recognize the name of the great man’s western design studio.
After I explained what it was and
how important a place it had been in
educating a generation of famous designers who followed Wright, I was
floored by the comment of someone
who should have known better, who
said: “Who cares about him? He’s
dead.”
I could write a book about that ludicrous response, but let me boil it
down to a sentence: You need to care
about the pioneers and practitioners
of modern design because they matter to your clients and, know it or not,
shape just about everything you do.

– D.T.
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Shaped in

the Heartland

By Curt Straub

32

Photo courtesy City of Fountains Foundation, Kansas City, Mo.

Encompassing a wide spectrum of artistic styles
and making statements that range from the modest to the magnificent, the fountains of Kansas City
are so tightly woven into the urban fabric that the
town is justly known as ‘The City of Fountains.’
Here, watershaper and Kansas City resident Curt
Straub pays tribute to a tradition of fountain-craft
that has shaped so many public spaces of his city
– and defined a community’s pride.

Kansas City,Missouri,proudly calls itself“The
City of Fountains,” and it comes by the title legitimately. In fact, more than 150 public fountains grace its plazas,boulevards,parks and public buildings, and the community has long held
to a tradition of creative use of moving water and
sculpture in developing its public spaces.
As a resident of the city, I get a sense of civic
history and our collective self-image as I look
at these fountains. As a watershaper, I take
additional pride in the variety of forms and
styles I see and in the course of technological
development that has lifted fountains to new
heights of aesthetic and functioning glory. It’s
basically a living museum of the art of fountain-making.
It has helped that, throughout the city’s history, civic and commercial leaders have placed
both the development of public and private
lands’ use of decorative water high on their list
of priorities. In doing so, these individuals succeeded in fostering a culture of fountain-craft
that has given us a dazzling array of public watershapes – and many of our most treasured
points of civic identity and pride.

This sprawling fountain, built for Barney Allis Plaza
in 1985, features numerous vertical plumes and
soothing cascades. A modern symbol of civic pride,
the fountain is surrounded by downtown hotels, the
city’s music hall and its convention/expo center.

WATERsHAPES  NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2001
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A

Kansas City’s fountains have become focal points – accents to a vibrant nightlife and gathering places for kids of all ages. The fountains on Brush
Creek, set up adjacent to The Plaza shopping area, float on a natural waterway and send dramatic geysers into the air (A), while Crown Center
Square’s interactive dry-deck fountain, with 49 nozzles spaced over 2,000 square feet – is a magnet for kids who want to beat the heat (B).

Photos by Bill Williams

B
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from the core of the city along the four
main compass points. The plan called for
extensive development of the rugged river-bluff terrain and for creating destinations within the city in the place of blighted wastelands. It also set aside large tracts
of land for public use and included plans
for many public waterfeatures.

MAKING THEIR MARK
Although controversial at the time,
Kessler and Meyer’s 1893 plan drew strong
support from newspaper publisher
William Rockhill Nelson and prominent
attorney Delbert J. Haff.
These four men, although they came
from different backgrounds, shared a vi-

C

Photo by Bill Williams

People who live here have long appreciated the natural beauty of the region’s
rolling hills, the thriving banks of the Kaw
and Missouri rivers and the limestone
bluffs upon which the city was built.
From the start, Kansas City has been
blessed by decisions to use water to adorn
its public spaces – a tradition that began
more than a century ago but which has
blossomed in the past 50 years into something truly meaningful and dynamic.
Some fountains serve to commemorate historic events, celebrate public figures or honor local heroes. Others are
there simply for beauty’s sake. Together,
these works of public art provide the citizens of Kansas City with places to gather, reflect and celebrate. They give the city
its identity while adding luster to the fabric of our urban tapestry.
In many ways, in fact, the fountains of
Kansas City represent the extreme potential residing in the art of watershaping
to beautify and define the environments
we create for ourselves.
As is true of many other great cities where
fountains are found, Kansas City’s first
fountains were used to provide drinking
water and to cool the air in the heat of summer. Natural springs were the source for
these original fountains: Surging from fissures in the limestone rock, the water was
captured in large basins to satisfy the thirst
of townspeople and their beasts of burden.
Kansas City experienced tremendous
growth in the middle decades of the 19th
Century, when the population grew from
4,000 in 1865 to 60,000 by 1880 and made
this one of the largest cities west of the
Mississippi. With sudden growth came an
acute need to develop an infrastructure,and
as part of its potable water system, the city
installed hundreds of drinking fountains.
The city also was fortunate at that time
to have civic leaders who favored the development of parklands. As early as
1875, developers provided fountains in
a handful of parks; within 20 years, a
city-wide plan emerged that called for
mass-scale development of parklands,
roads and fountains.
In 1893, landscape architect George E.
Kessler and business leader August R.
Meyer outlined a system of city parks to
be connected by boulevards emanating

D
Photo courtesy City of Fountains Foundation, Kansas City, Mo.
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The fountains of Kansas City can be overtly monumental, too, as is the case with
the fountain at Meyer Circle (1924), which features sculptures imported from Venice,
Italy (C); and the Northland Fountain, which was built in 1983 as the culmination
of a major community effort (D).
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sion of a city laced with beautiful parklands that were to
include a number of fountains, ponds and lakes. The debate over the costly plan raged for nearly a decade, but
shortly after the turn of the last century, the citizens of
Kansas City voted 10 to 1 in favor of the plan.
This decision would set the tone and establish a culture of creating beautiful public areas that would guide the
development of the city straight through the 20th Century.
Growth accelerated through the early years of this period largely through the efforts of one man – developer Jesse
Clyde Nichols, who began building homes in Kansas City’s
burgeoning neighborhoods in 1905. He single-handedly created large residential areas and,in 1907,set up a 10-acre subdivision that incorporated portions of Kessler’s original plan.
The key,as history has shown,was Nichols’desire to keep
various of his developments connected with others. So he
built broad boulevards and dotted them with plazas that
featured fountains and statuary and, by 1922, undertook
construction of the shopping district known as Country
Club Plaza, which became a major cultural and economic
hub for the city. This area featured Spanish styling and dozens
of fountains and sculptures.
In the decades that followed, fountains were almost always part of the plans of any developers who wanted to
gain public acceptance for their ideas. Before long,it seemed
36

Sculpture has long been featured as
part of the city’s fountains. The Kansas
City Firefighters Memorial, dedicated
in 1991, features a striking bronze
sculpture by artist Tom Corbin (E).
Dedicated in 1960, the J.C. Nichols
Memorial Fountain celebrates the
achievement of a civic visionary and
features dramatic rearing horses
sculpted in bronze by Henri L. Greber
(F and G). Completed in 2000, the
Kauffman Memorial Garden features
several fountains, perhaps the most
exquisite in all of Kansas City. One
fountain features dancing girls sculpted by artist Tom Corbin (H).

F
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The city boasts several
distinctive and unusual
fountains, including the
Seville Light – an exact
replica executed by sculptor Bernard Zuckerman
of an original located in
the plaza near the Giralda
Tower in Seville, Spain (I)
– and Spirit of Freedom,
sculpted by Richard Hunt
to celebrate the contributions of Kansas City’s
African-American community (J).

Photo by Bill Williams
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Draped across a mountaintop overlooking Los Angeles, the Getty Center
is truly monumental. But if you can wrest your attention from the outsized galleries and imposing offices and endure the always-large population of visitors,
you find yourself in spaces uniquely moderated and defined by the use of
water – as decoration, as diversion and as counterbalance to the gleaming,
hard-edged structures that sur- By

40

Jim McCloskey
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The Getty Center is a true multi-media experience: imposing architecture, lots of people, incredible materials of
construction, amazing views, diverse spaces, rich and varied sounds – and it’s mostly all a bonus, because none of
this has much to do with the Los Angeles center’s core functions as museum and research institution.
Designed by architect Richard Meier, the 750-acre campus is dominated by enormous structures wrapped in
travertine, glass and enameled aluminum. It’s all a bit cold
(maybe time will soften the sharper edges and reduce the
glare), but the smaller spaces in between the angular build-

ings will always make warm impressions, including Meier’s
compact watershapes, fountains and reflecting pools; the
gardens by landscape architect Laurie Olin; and, in particular, the central garden and watershapes created by artist
Robert Irwin.
There are enough creative uses of water here to make the
Getty Center a worthwhile stop for any watershape designer
or builder – and the Mother Lode for those motivated to
explore ways of using water’s full range of sounds and its
sheer visual energy to bring comfort and intimacy (as well
as rich, artistic symbolism) to spaces large and small.
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In Approaching
the center, you get an immediate visual and auditory reward:
Off to the left of a grand entry stairway stands a line of a dozen
or so vertical jets of water framed in arches of carefully trimmed
greenery.
In what is otherwise an austere, gleaming modernist space,
the framed jets offer a warm classical reference – a use of a familiar stylistic vocabulary that puts visitors at ease even if they
aren’t conscious of the watershape’s references to the Alhambra
in Spain or the Villa d’Este in Italy.
Around the corner on the stairway is a modernist version
of a Renaissance water chain, falling from the top level all the
way along the left side of the stairs and flowing around the
corner to the greenery-arched jets just mentioned. It’s a source
of aural comfort in a noisy, busy space – although I wish the
safety railing could come down and let it be more of a visual
(and photogenic) treat as well.
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The courtyard
of the main gallery complex offers another
evocation of Renaissance Italy in the long reflecting pool lined on one side by Mexican
Cypress trees. This time, water jets reach gracefully across the pool, their arcs and splashes
serving to cool the air for visitors seated at café
tables or walking through the plaza.
There’s also a trapezoidal reflecting pool
that wraps snugly around the entrance to
one of the galleries. The fountain/sculpture
at the pool’s leading edge is a bit ungainly,
with large jets of water rising artificially (and
awkwardly) among and above large, rough
boulders. But taken here in contrast with the
carefully shaped travertine found just about
everywhere else on the campus, the boulders
and jets make a knowing statement about
our shaping of the environment that is echoed
again and again in spots all over the Getty
Center.
As for the reflecting pool itself, the floating pads (seen on pages 40 and 41) seem to
have been intended as a walkway between
galleries. Unfortunately, safety concerns appear to have struck once again, mandating
the placement of benches to keep people
from experiencing the water in more intimate
and encompassing proximity. In my mind’s
eye, however, I prefer to see this pathway
as I think it might have been.
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just outside
the gallery complex, you encounter
a round, polished, turret-like structure. When you peer into the turret, you see a tiny pool of water that
wells up in a central cylinder and
overflows down an incline into a
thin, elevated gutter that runs the
length of a very long, narrow space.
At the far end of this austere form,
the water drops down another
ramp into a larger bowl with a hole
in its center into which the upwelling water eventually and very
gradually flows. This isn’t the end
of the experience: Rather, it’s a window that invites you to a scene that
unfolds below.

Continued on page 46
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Leaving the
upper terrace, you emerge into a space where the water from the turret eventually flows
down along the rough walls of a droplet-shaped niche and into a large catch basin.
As you absorb impressions from this unusual and unexpected scene, you hear water
flowing in the space opposite the basin.
This is where Robert Irwin begins to work symbolic magic and the serious watershaping
begins: Opposite the suggested watershed of the droplet-shape niche – and perhaps
built upon the mere trickle of liquid from above? – a stream now begins flowing in earnest.
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The stream
becomes a swift, shallow river as it bisects the zigzag
garden and then ends with a whoosh, crashing down
a stepped spillway into a maze of tautly manicured
hedges. It completes the imagery of human control
of the environment in the most elegant of terms – a
sculpted basin on a hilltop overlooking the architectural sprawl of the Los Angeles Basin below.
To get close and enjoy the basin itself, you must follow another zigzag path, this one curved rather than
linear – but this time, the transit takes place in bright,
open daylight rather than in the cool shadows of the
trees (as occurs upstream, closer to the wellspring).
Irwin adds a final element of control here, using a
set of standing stones at the foot of the cascade to slow
the water and attenuate its flow as it moves into the
garden maze. As you watch the cascade spread out
in tiny, almost indiscernible ripples, it’s difficult to avoid
thinking about the trickle out of the well on the upper
plaza and how water moves through the system to
create variously compelling effects of sight and sound.
It’s a magnificent, three-part composition – and the
most engaging of the must-see features of this new
Los Angeles landmark. WS
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Amazing Grace
By David Tisherman

It’s one of the most famous buildings in the world, but few people know
that Frank Lloyd Wright designed Fallingwater in a matter of hours.
In 1935, when Wright first received the commission to design and build a
vacation home for Pittsburgh retail tycoon Edgar J. Kaufman and his family
in Mill Run, Pa., he didn’t get to the project right away. After several months
of preliminary discussions and delays, Kaufman decided to force the issue,
telephoning the architect and saying that he was going to visit Wright’s studio to see what had been done.
It was at that point Wright decided he’d better design the house. He had
a weekend.
The construction process was no more direct, but it took longer. Work began in 1936 and was completed by 1939 in a series of costly fits and starts. The
project was originally set to cost in the neighborhood of $40,000, but the final tally rose to nearly ten times that amount – not inconsiderable in postDepression America.
The result of the dramatic (and, at times, traumatic) process of design and
construction is nothing less than one of the greatest achievements in American
architecture, a work so compelling that it never stops challenging us to comprehend and embrace the lessons and wisdom it embodies.

Dramatic Deviations
Although scholars and designers have long regarded Fallingwater as a quintessential example of “organic” architecture – the philosophy of design most
closely associated with Wright’s legacy – the project in many ways defies Wright’s
own convictions and conventions.
The house, for instance, ended up situated opposite the place Kaufman and
Wright initially thought it should be – at a spot on the other side of the river,
overlooking the waterfall. That approach would have been completely con-
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Photos courtesy Western Pennsylvania Conservancy

Fallingwater is one of the world’s most photographed and studied
residences: Frank Lloyd Wright’s sublime and inspired interweaving
of architecture, forest and water has a grandeur that has never been
matched in the more than six decades since its completion. Here,
watershape designer and Wright enthusiast David Tisherman salutes
this remarkable achievement and the man who redefined architecture for the 20th Century – and beyond.
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A

sistent with the precepts of organic architecture.
Wright, however, chose to do otherwise: He moved the home
to the other side of the river and incorporated it into the river itself, a radical idea even for an architect of Wright’s stature and reputation for innovation. And it turned out to be an historic choice:
I’m convinced that had he stuck with the original plan and built
the home adjacent to the river, Fallingwater would never have
become so well known, admired or beloved.
What’s so remarkable about this project to my mind is that it represents a master architect working completely outside the box. He
looked well beyond what made sense,even from his own philosophical
and practical perspectives. It was with good reason that many of

Fallingwater has two dramatic entrances, both of which incorporate water.
One takes you through a conventional doorway (A), where you encounter
a statue, the rock outcropping on which it sits and a small flow that seems
to issue from the outside, seeping through the walls and into the space.
The other, which isn’t used by visitors today but must have been used by
the Kaufman family and their friends (B), can only be accessed by wading through the river to a landing that literally floats over the water.

B
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The lessons to contemporary designers and builders are clear and compelling: When you give proper attention to materials and forms, you do a
great service to the work and the client. For his part, Wright always worked
to create an environment that enhanced the surroundings and that, in turn,
was complemented by the greater environment.
This is not an easy thing to do – and he did it over and over again, in a
variety of settings with a variety of structures.
Today, we see organic architecture all around us in the work of scores of
designers who learned from Wright and have applied his ideas in their own
ways. But because Wright was so creative in works such as Fallingwater,
the Unity Church, the Guggenheim Museum and the Imperial Hotel, to
name a few, he stands apart from those who followed in his footsteps.
Although there will never be anyone like him, following his example lends
great quality and strength to the work of those who embrace his ideas. We see
his influence, but his work is unique to him. We cannot replicate him, but we
certainly can allow his genius to inform our own creativity.

Over the Water
For watershape designers, Fallingwater has a special set of meanings, largely through its integral use of water. And it’s not only the dramatic proximity to the waterfall: There’s also a simple yet elegant swimming pool on the
upper deck that offers its own dramatic reflections of the surroundings.
In both cases,Wright worked around nature and with nature,accommodating it and thereby respecting and accentuating it. The fact that this particular
building literally straddles a river is remarkable and makes a fairly obvious statement: The structure doesn’t disrupt the waterfall; instead, it draws its visual
strength from it, largely by leaving it alone. The structure spreads over it, placing the visitor in intimate contact with nature at an array of key focal points.
I often make the point in my columns, articles, classes and client presentations that watershapes should be secondary, no more than respectful accents in their surroundings. To a large extent, I learned that principle from
Wright, who said that we are really nothing, that nature is what’s beautiful.
Too many designers – and far too many pool builders – believe you need
to wipe out everything that’s present in a design space and recreate the
setting from scratch. By contrast, Wright uses visual/structural elements
such as existing rocks and trees and harmonizes with natural forms, in a
sense co-opting the beauty of nature by drawing it within his design space.
In other words, the structure becomes part of the environment rather than
a form separate from it. This is a radical counterpoint from people who obliterate a setting to build within it. Wright teaches us that for all our ego and ingenuity, the work we do should be secondary.
Many of his own major influences encompass and reflect this central,organic
ideal. He was heavily influenced by Native American culture,for example,and
at Fallingwater, if you look carefully at details, you’ll see patterns in the posts
leading up the guesthouse that appear to be feathers or the fletches of an arrow.
He was awed and inspired by Native Americans’ ability to coexist peacefully with the grandeur, power and spirituality of the natural world. He was
amazed by the vastness of the North American prairie. He also studied the
art of Japanese gardeners and the way they replicated the complexity and variety of natural environments in contained spaces.
With a distinct and wildly creative flare that functioned even under
tremendous pressure, Wright encompassed all of these rich influences in
this astounding work of architectural art. To my eyes, Fallingwater is a
masterpiece because it is a creative innovation, yet at the same time makes
a statement that is true to the vision that design can provide a harmony
between man and nature. WS
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The upper deck, with its guesthouse and swimming pool, is the hidden treasure at
Fallingwater. The structures follow in simple ways the themes developed in the much
larger, cantilevered main building down the slope, but the pool serves a special purpose by bringing the experience of river-like reflections to all who stayed with the
Kaufmans. It also bears mentioning that the pool was sublimely integrated into the
space by virtue of the fact that it was originally a fill-and-draw vessel, to be filled for
use with fresh river water.
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Book Notes

Making Spectacles
or anyone designing decorative water,Fountains: Splash and
Spectacle is a wonderful and useful resource. This wonderfully illustrated anthology of essays on classic fountains (edited by Marilyn Symmes and published in 1998 by Rizzoli
International Publishing,New York) deftly encompasses the range
of fountain designs from antiquity to modern day.
From the modest Alhambra in Spain to Chicago’s dramatic Buckingham Memorial, Symmes and the book’s contributors weave together scores of detailed examples illustrated with
beautiful photos and, in many cases, supported by sets of plans,
drawings and diagrams used in creating some of the world’s
most beautiful and historic watershapes.
Rather than approach fountains in a purely chronological or
geographic context, the book is organized into eight chapters
covering groups of fountains based on their practical and thematic purposes. The roles of fountains in religious institutions

F
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By Mike Farley

and public spaces and for historic commemorations are examined, for example, as are fountains designed strictly for
pleasure and entertainment.
The titles of the chapters tell us much about the major
trends in fountain design. The first chapter,“Fountains as
Refreshments,” reaches back to the Roman Empire and
Moorish Spain to examine how fountains originated as sources
of public water. It traces this heritage through to the emergence of fountains in the Americas as sources of potable water for people and livestock through colonial times and subsequent westward expansion.
The next chapter, “Fountains As Metaphor,” shifts gears
completely as the writers delve into the early use of fountains
in places of worship from cathedrals to mosques and then
shifts over to secular expressions of power and water’s use in
conjunction with prominent public ministries and the residences of royalty and other heads of state.
The panorama of fountains discussed in this volume is
truly awesome. From great monuments such as the recently completed Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial Fountain
in Washington to the water spectacle in front of the Mirage
Hotel in Las Vegas, fountains are seen as a form of expression with the potential to create meditative and inspirational
spaces as well as scenes of spectacle and delight. There’s also
a lengthy discussion of the wonderful fountains of Kansas
City, Mo., which is known as the “City of Fountains.” (For
more on these fountains, see the pictorial beginning on page
32 of this issue.)
Along the way, the book does a marvelous job of tracing the lineage of fountain design and demonstrates by
example how an idea from one era or physical context can
be (and often is) neatly translated to another. There are
wonderful descriptions of grand design successes as well
as breathtaking failures, along with careful examinations
of astounding technical innovations, from the advent of
the hydraulic pump to the application of computers to
watershaping.
For my book-buying dollar, this volume offers a most useful history of fountain-craft – along with a treasure trove
of valuable ideas. WS

Mike Farley is a landscape architect with 20 years of experience
and is currently a design/project manager for Leisure Living Pools
of Frisco, Texas. He holds a degree in landscape architecture
from Texas Tech University and has worked as a watershaper in
both California and Texas.
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