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Abstract

This thesis is a public aquatic center on a bridge that 

spans the Los Angeles River. Conventionally, riverfront 

promenades and bike paths run parallel to the water. 

Instead, I propose to locate the pools on a bridge over 

the river to connect existing and planned public parks on 

either side. Rather than providing a literal access to the 

river, I have used the bridge to offer new vantage points on 

it and incorporate the river into the city.  At the same time, 

the program – a pool and laundromat – offers a direct 

experience of water. This thesis suggests that public bath-

ing and swimming can provoke a new understanding of the 

city’s water as a shared resource, and along with that, a 

new form of collective social space for the city.
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In his 1971 book, Los Angeles: The Ar-
chitecture of Four Ecologies, Reyner 
Banham called the city an instant 
paradise – just add water. Banham 
recognized that the extensive water 
infrastructure in Southern California 
was precondition of the city’s very ex-
istence, and thought that technical in-
genuity would make the fake paradise 
viable. And no Garden of Eden is more 
artificial than a swimming pool, which 
has become a kind of unofficial symbol 
of Los Angeles. Pools manufacture lux-
ury out of concrete, water and sunshine 
– in this way they are analogous to the 
city itself. 

Recently, though, water scarcity seems 
to threaten the lifestyle of which the 
swimming pool is emblematic. In 2015, 
severe drought prompted the State of 

California to impose restrictions on do-
mestic water use.  For the first time in 
the state’s history, private individuals 
were asked to reduce their personal 
consumption. However, there is hope 
that as the sprawling and polycentric 
city of Los Angeles becomes denser, 
taller, and less dependent on cars, it 
can also remake its water infrastruc-
ture for future generations. In response 
to the drought, the city government has 
optimistically promoted the transition 
to soft path water infrastructure, which 
prioritizes stormwater capture and the 
replenishment of underground aqui-
fers.  

The 51-mile storm drain known as the 
Los Angeles River is the most import-
ant component of the city’s flood con-
trol infrastructure. The concretized 
channel has been managed by the 
Army Corps of Engineers since the for-
ties. Left to its own devices, the river 
was volatile. Very little water flowed 
through it most of the year, so when 
seasonal stormwaters came down from 
the mountains, the river was liable to 
dramatically change its course. Such 

Ed Ruscha, Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass, 1968. Lewis Baltz, New Industrial Parks Near Irvine, California, 1974.

Right: Buster Keaton with Viola 
Dana, c. 1919.

Lewis Baltz, The New Industrial 
Parks near Irvine, California, 1974.

Ed Ruscha, Nine Swimming Pools 
and A Broken Glass, 1968.
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unpredictability was unacceptable 
to the city’s property owners. After a 
few major floods in the first half of the 
twentieth century, the path of the river 
was fixed in concrete; it began to bear 
closer resemblance to a freeway than a 
river.  

For decades now, the blank concrete 
riverbed has been a kind of screen onto 
which activists, planners, and artists 
have projected visions of a new city.  
Multiple constituencies are working 
to promote their competing agendas: 
reconstruct a river habitat for wildlife, 
convert the channel to more sustain-
able infrastructure, provide space for 
recreation, and, less benevolently, ac-
celerate the gentrification of east side 
neighborhoods. Recently, funding at 
federal, state, and municipal levels has 
started to realize some of these river-
front projects – much of it on former-
ly industrial parcels purchased by the 
city. But the promise of a terraced, nat-

Above: Los Angeles River at Broad-
way, 2001; Rendering from the LA 
River Masterplan, 2007

Opposite: Path of the Los Angeles 
River north of downtown, with de-
velopment sites noted in the Los 
Angeles River masterplan. 
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ural riverbed is unlikely to be realized in 
full. The Los Angeles River is dry most 
of the year and prone to flash floods, 
so the public occupying the riverbed di-
rectly is a liability. The channel still has 
flood control work to do, which means 
that only certain sections of the river 
will be terraced and naturalized in this 
way.  

My project is sited near these real-
ized and planned proposals to create 
parks along the river, but at the same 
time it demonstrates the limitations 
of the riverfront as open public space. 
Freight and commuter rail lines still run 
on both sides of the river. Most of the 
existing buildings sit facing away from 
the river, not toward it. 

Conventionally, riverfront promenades 
and bike paths run parallel to the wa-
ter. Instead, I propose to locate the 
pools on a bridge that crosses the riv-
er, connecting the existing and planned 
public parks. 

Instead of literal access at ground lev-
el, the bridge frames views of the riv-
er. At the same time, the program – a 
public aquatic center and laundromat 
– offers a direct experience of water. 
This thesis suggests that public bath-
ing and swimming can provoke a new 
understanding of the city’s water as a 
shared resource, and along with that, a 

The rules at Marsh Park, 2016. 
Fires, barbecue, swimming, mar-
tinis, dogs, and smoking are all 
prohibited. Photograph by author.

N BROADWAY

N SPRING ST

ALBION 
RIVERSIDE 

PARK

DOWNEY REC
CENTER

LOS ANGELES STATE
HISTORIC PARK

ELYSIAN PARK

AURORA ST

AVE 18

Top: Path of the Los Angeles River north of downtown, with de-
velopment sites noted in the Los Angeles River masterplan. The 
stretch of river above the dotted line is the Glendale Narrows.
 
Bottom: Site of proposal, with adjacent parks in yellow. 
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Public Pools in Los Angeles
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new form of collective social space for 
the city. 
The history of pools as collective ur-
ban spaces is a long one. The Imperial 
Roman baths were theatrical, intri-
cate interiors, with the different pools 
– frigidarium, tepidarium, caldarium 
– arranged as a sequence of vaulted 
chambers along the axis of symmetry. 

Modern pool builders would look to the 
Roman bath for a way to invest the pool 
with civic grandeur and monumentality. 
The formal symmetry of the bath was 
appropriated as a functional symmetry 
in the modern pool. In the Astoria Pool 
in Queens, separate dressing rooms 
and showers for men and women are 
arranged symmetrically on either side 
of the entrance. But instead of the in-
tricate subdivision of an interior, here 
the three pools for diving, leisure, and 
wading appear as a figure in the land-
scape along the East River. In section, 
the pool choreographs the movement 
of swimmers down toward the water, 
the broad steps transforming the pool 
deck into a kind of theater. 

Aurelio Galfetti’s Bellinzona Pool takes 
this idea of the pool as a figure in the 
landscape even further, consolidating 
the dressing rooms underneath a foot-
bridge, with the pools arrayed on trans-
verse axes. The clear separation in sec-
tion between the pools on the ground 
and the dressing rooms above frames 
particular views between street, pools, 
and the landscape. 

This set of precedents has set up the 
formal terms for any pool to follow – 
symmetry, tension between long axes 

Plans from top: Baths of Diocle-
tian, 298–306; CE Astoria Pool, 
John Matthews Hatton, 1936; 
Bellinzona Pool, Aurelio Galfetti, 
1967.
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and transverse axes, composition of 
figures in a landscape versus a sub-
divided interior, the reconciliation of 
small ancillary program with the vast 
horizontal expanse of the pools them-
selves. They choreograph the move-
ment of human bodies around bodies 
of water. But these precedents demon-
strate that the social choreography of 
a pool is not reducible to individual ex-
perience and perception. The intricacy 
and grandeur of the Roman Bath, the 
mass spectacle of the New Deal-era 
pool, freeing up of the ground in the 
modernist pool – all these construct 
particular social dynamics. 

Within the architectural vocabulary 
suggested by these case studies, this 
thesis uses the architectural charac-
teristics of pools to anticipate the ur-
ban environment that Los Angeles will 
become. 

Sections from top: Baths of Dio-
cletian, 298–306; CE Astoria Pool, 
John Matthews Hatton, 1936; 
Bellinzona Pool, Aurelio Galfetti, 
1967.
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i. First, the bridge establishes a datum 
at the height required for the trains to 
pass below. 

ii. The pools are arranged with respect 
to this line: the lap pool sitting on the 
ground to the west, the diving pool dug 
into the ground on the east side, and 
the shallow leisure and wading pools 
on the bridge itself, above the river. 

iii. The structure of the bridge divides 
this bar into thirds. 

iv. The supports at either end are per-
pendicular to the street, while the mid-
dle three piers align to the river.

v. The programmatic parts are arranged 
symmetrically: lap pool, public space, 
dressing rooms, recreation and wading 
pools, dressing rooms, diving pool. 

vi. Instead of a singular procession 
down to the water, the circulation here 
doubles back on itself and moves up 
and down along the bridge. 

vii. The pedestrian route runs along 
the southern edge, coming up from the 
sidewalk on the east side. 

i.

ii.

iii.

iv.

v.

vi.

vii.
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The path taken by the swimmers alter-
nates between the fixed, defined paths 
of the ramps and more loosely defined 
zones. The west entry is a hairpin ramp, 
which brings people up into the middle 
of the building, with the lap pool on the 
left and entry to the dressing rooms on 
the right. At the top of the ramp, the 
view opens onto the Broadway Bridge 
and Elysian Park, meeting the path that 
the swimmers take on their way from 
the dressing room to the lap pool. 
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On the east end of the bridge, the pe-
destrian route is again brought in close 
proximity to the path from changing 
room to diving pool. Leaving the chang-
ing room, the swimmer has a view of 
the public entry ramp, and park and 
city beyond.
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In place of gender-segregated locker 
rooms, the ancillary program is a large, 
open room. Individual dressing rooms, 
each containing a shower, are consol-
idated into blocks of eight dressing 
rooms. These blocks are arrayed to 
define a series of smaller spaces that 
open onto one another diagonally, de-
fining more intimate zones while the 
structural grid overhead maintains 
the sense of an open public space. 
The swimmers filter through this area 
– which is open to anyone – and enter 
a really private space only when they 
close the door of the individual chang-
ing room and shower. 
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If the destination is the wading and lei-
sure pools, the swimmer emerges on 
the top deck in the middle again, with 
pools to either side. The swimmer is 
facing the people coming up the op-
posite ramp. Arriving on the scene like 
this, the swimmer has gone from the 
close-range encounters of the dressing 
rooms to seeing others from a long dis-
tance away. Arriving on this long axis, 
the deep guardrails create the sense of 
a protected enclosure. Along the trans-
verse axes, the views open up to the 
city.  
The surface of the pool deck is just 
about level with the spring street bridge 
to the south. On the north side, there is 
the view of the river and Elysian park. 
On this transverse, north-south axis, 
the swimmer is suspended in the air at 
street level, immersed in the city. 
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The wading and leisure pools are 
cleaned with a biofiltration system, 
which can fit in the shallow tray that 
rests on the concrete trusses, without 
the need for a full-height mechani-
cal room. And so the swimming pools 
and their planted regeneration ponds 
become a double of the dry, concrete 
riverbed below. The bridge offers new 
vantage points on the river, incorporat-
ing it into the city instead of treating it 
as an idyllic landscape. 

Axonometric view of the bridge, 
showing circulation elements, in-
ternal circulation, public circula-
tion, and structure. 
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  Walk Don’t Run is closer to documentary than fiction. I prefer to 

use the term documentary rather than designate the project as realist; real-

ism is an imprecise and vaguely moral claim, while documentary suggests 

an active set of practices and aesthetic conventions. Walk Don’t Run is not 

realist in the colloquial sense of gritty or ascetic, nor engaged in a realism of 

truth or place-making, nor is it a mimetic realism that formally references 

contextual models. It uses design as a heuristic device, or as a way to pose 

questions, instead of treating the project as the outcome or synthesis of re-

search. By locating a set of pools with various relationships to land – on the 

ground, in the ground, in the air – Walk Don’t Run attempts to play out the 

tension between a documentary framing of the river and the creation of an 

idealized new ground above it. 

 One way to understand the intentions of this project is through the 

documentary photographer Allan Sekula’s sustained relationship with the 

work of Frank Gehry. Sekula has photographed the Guggenheim Bilbao 

and chronicled the construction of the Walt Disney Concert Hall. In Seku-

la’s 1995 book, Fish Story, an image of an oil tanker docked in San Diego 

harbor is paired with an image of a conference room designed by Gehry in 

the shape of a fish. The metal hull of the ship and the metal hull of Geh-

ry’s fish are presented one after the other, photographed from comparable 

perspectives. The ship is floating in maritime space like the fish is floating 

in gallery space. The room-sized fish plays with scale, and the photographs 

extend that play by scaling it up again to the size of a ship. Gehry’s work is 

shot through with nautical metaphors; Sekula’s pointed pairing of the two 

images drags Gehry’s conceptual appropriation of the fish body back into 

the sea. 

 In “Los Angeles: The Graveyard of Documentary,” Sekula lists the 

aspects of the city that make social realism “impossible” – among others, its 

ideology of self-improvement, its culture of leisure, its horizontality, and its 

climate. In other words, Los Angeles is too artificial, too relaxed, too spread 

out, and too sunny for someone like Walker Evans. The list is a provocation; 

Documentary and Duration

Allan Sekula, “The rechristened Exxon Valdez awaiting sea trials 
after repairs. National Steel and Shipbuilding Company. San 
Diego Harbor. August 1990.” and “ ‘Lead Fish’. Variant of a Con-
ference Room Designed for the Chiat/Day Advertising Agency. 
Architect: Frank Gehry. Installation at the Museum of Contem-
porary Art, Los Angeles. May 1988.” Fish Story, 18–19. 
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Sekula is a documentary photographer commenting on the impossibility of 

documentary. By pointing to the very features of the city that seem to defy 

representation, he is also pointing out a set of aesthetic conventions in doc-

umentary photography. Sekula’s documentary is not a passive depiction of 

a photographic truth, but is posited a way to challenge the subjectivism of 

contemporary art photography: “There used to be a myth that photographs 

told the truth. Now there is a myth that they don’t.”1  To this end, he freely 

employs multiple conventions of documentary and links his images narra-

tively and dialectically. Sekula’s realism is contingent – that is, it self-con-

sciously relies upon its proximity to other images and relation to established 

visual and rhetorical conventions to be understood.

 This approach allows Sekula to interpret Gehry not as an individ-

ual architectural visionary, but as an actor in the urban transformations of 

Los Angeles. On the topic of the formal virtuosity of the Disney Concert 

Hall, Sekula references a 1939 novel Ask the Dust, in which the protagonist 

survives only on free oranges: “A sickening surplus toxifies the very sym-

bol of California’s invigorating bounty. I think Gehry’s aggressiveness as an 

architect is encoded in that manner…Los Angeles is a city of sunshine and 

bright reflective surfaces, so let’s give people more. Let’s give people more 

oranges.”2 Sekula is not an architecture critic, but his reading of Gehry in an 

encoded cultural field is nonetheless a very valuable one because it breaks 

the tautology of a purely formal interpretation of the work. The Disney 

Concert Hall is not just set of baroque geometric operations, or an indexical 

registration of its physical context, but a dialogue with its cultural context.  

 Sekula’s critique is polemical, and he is generally dismissive of the 

capacity of planners and architects to overcome powerful economic inter-

ests. His position toward architecture is that of an outsider and sometimes 

antagonist. Many aspects of Sekula’s work are so rooted in photography and 

the history of photography that it is difficult to imagine them being directly 

carried over to any other medium. Nevertheless, Walk Don’t Run attempts 

to deploy this narrative sensibility, which relies on doubling and seriality, in 

Documentary and Duration

architectural design. It is skeptical of visionary proposals that present them-

selves as seamless and monotone fantasies. Instead, it recombines disparate 

cultural pieces – pool, bridge, river, laundromat – into a new architectural 

whole. The design is not used as a proof of concept, to make an imagined 

world appear viable. Instead, architecture is posed as documentary, a way to 

frame and represent the world in a new way.   

 To explain the attitude toward documentary that this thesis advanc-

es, it is useful to refer to a short piece on the work of Hans Haacke by Yves-

Alain Bois, called the “The Antidote.” Bois interprets Haacke’s work as a 

kind of counter-reading of the circumstances of its making – in Haacke’s 

case, corporate sponsorship of the arts through the Cartier Foundation: “I’m 

referring to context-specificity, a quality of Haacke’s work which has struck 

most commentators. It is the nature of the antidote that it be specific. Myri-

ads of children’s stories draw their suspense from a lost or closely kept secret 

for the fabrication of a precise counter-poison: nothing could be more 

pointed, less general than an antidote.”3 Of course, context-specificity has 

its own meaning in architectural discourse that is quite separate from its 

use in art. A sensitivity to context in architecture is usually interpreted as 

deferential; a sensitivity to context in Haacke’s sculpture is pointed and ag-

gressive. To put it another way, context-specificity in architecture is typically 

understood as an end in itself. Bois is suggesting something a bit different 

– context-specificity as a means to an end. 

 In his essay, Bois refers to a 1934 text by Bertolt Brecht, “On 

the Restoration of Truth,”4 in which Brecht undertakes a point-by-point 

counter-reading of fascist propaganda to expose its artifice. Each sentence is 

amended to produce an alternate narrative. Bois summarizes the procedure 

thus: “When one has to swim against a tide of tacky rhetorical treacle, there 

are not many ways to save oneself. Brecht’s proposed procedure is to create 

an antidote of even greater stickiness than the original glue, thus opposing 

a rigorously adhering word-for-word gloss to the viscous primary text.”5 As 

Bois points out, this process demands a sticky engagement with the offend-
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ing rhetoric. This process is more like chemistry than physics – instead of 

opposing its force with an equal and opposite counter-argument, a chemi-

cal reaction dissolves ideology at a molecular level. 

 Likewise, Walk Don’t Run adheres closely to the rhetoric employed 

by the river revitalization boosters. The doubling of the river as a bridge can 

only be understood as rhetorical, context-dependent gestures. In answer to 

calls for green “linkages” between neighborhoods, the bridge makes literal 

connection between neighborhoods across the river. By using biofiltration 

for the wading and leisure pools, the project modifies the desire to “restore 

river habitats” through a highly artificial use of planting. It qualifies the 

touristic gaze of the river colonists with a stereotypically Los Angeles pro-

gram, the swimming pool. The gentrifying effects of a new public amenity, 

and the exclusive focus on the leisure value of water, are undercut by the 

inclusion of a laundromat on the west side of the bridge. These interven-

tions recall Sekula’s doubling of Gehry’s fish-shaped conference room as an 

oil tanker – a literal extension of the logic of river development that turns 

it on its head. 

 Brecht suggested that his counter-reading could then be interpret-

ed in reverse, to expose the propagandistic mechanisms of fascism: “Then 

one sees what sort of a man he is, which class he belongs to, which task this 

class has taken on itself to solve, and how it is solving it.”6  Bois, approaching 

Brecht through Roland Barthes, does not understand the method as Brecht 

himself did – as a means of exposing class struggle. I would suggest that 

the correctness or moral authority of this approach is somewhat beside the 

point. I am less interested in evaluating the critical capacity of this method 

quantitatively – whether it is more or less critical than another tactic – than 

in considering the qualitative form of critique and its usefulness in archi-

tecture. Because it accepts a rhetorical structure that is already in place, the 

Brechtian counter-reading demands a sustained engagement with a text 

over time. The method has inherent duration. 

Documentary and Duration

A sequence of sections through 
Walk Don’t Run. 
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 This recognition of time is the aspect of Brecht’s method that is 

most relevant to architecture. Many contemporary architects claim that they 

are dealing in fictional narrative. However, they approach fiction in a way 

that prevents meaning or experiences from unfolding temporally. They re-

sort to monotone renditions of fairy tales and science fiction, and therefore 

tend to evoke a general mood of fantasy more than an actual narrative arc. 

They effectively remove a work of architecture from its historical context 

in order to produce a fictional consistency internal to the work. A doc-

umentary approach, or a counter-reading of context, offers much richer 

possibilities for an architecture to modulate experience in time.

 Walk Don’t Run is deliberately presented in two modes of per-

spectival rendering: textured color images depicting groups of people, and 

lucid greyscale collages depicting one or two individuals. On one level these 

two forms of representation stand in for the positioning of the individual in 

the collective that is inherent to any public architecture. But the two types 

are also asynchronous – a reminder that perception is fragmented by time. 

Walk Don’t Run is less interested in the pool program itself as a form of 

public leisure than in breaking the program into stages where the individual 

swimmer’s relationships with the city and other people are constantly rene-

gotiated. 

 In Walk Don’t Run, the sequence of movement embedded in the 

program – the swimmer’s path through the dressing room to the pool deck 

– amplifies the durational aspect of architecture. This procession introduces 

the possibility of a prolonged engagement with the contingencies of the 

street and the river. This layering of meaning over time plays out clearly on 

the deck of the central leisure and wading pools, where the railings create 

a sense of enclosure along the long axis of the pool deck, while the trans-

verse axis opens up views of the city. This produces an oscillation over time 

between an internally-focused, protected public amenity and a public space 

with a strong relationship to the street. 

 The oscillation is related to what Colin Rowe calls the “elaborate 

divorce of physical reality and optical impression,”7 or the dislocation of the 

subject at Le Corbusier’s La Tourette.  Rowe describes La Tourette as a kind 

of dialectic between the universal and the particular. The work is compo-

sitionally a whole, but the visitor’s perception is fragmented into frequent-

ly contradictory impressions. Rowe’s writing is constantly circling around 

conceptual and perceptual readings of architecture, and this dichotomy has 

been a commonplace of architectural discourse ever since. It is intimately 

related to an idea of architecture as a sort of language or syntax. A concep-

tual architectural language might be intellectually decipherable even if it is 

not decipherable as a spatial experience; there is an arbitrary relationship 

between subjective experience and architectural concept. They are irrecon-

cilable modes of understanding, and the work of architecture is an unstable 

object between the two. 

 Rowe’s essay articulates a part-to-whole relationship in which the 

parts only ephemerally come together to produce a coherent whole. This 

opens the work up to empirical investigation, without leaving its formal 

and conceptual order behind. Walk Don’t Run attempts to exaggerate this 

difference in its overdetermined circulation paths, which stage encounters 

between the swimmer and the city, as well as between the swimmer and 

other swimmers. Synchronically, the plan view reveals a compositional logic 

of self-similar parts. Experienced in motion, Walk Don’t Run produces a 

set of encounters, the meaning of which is contingent on the immediate 

context. These incursions of the real is what makes the project documen-

tary rather than fiction. The architecture becomes a device for interpreting 

public life in the city. 
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Artificial Waters

Notes

1. Allan Sekula, “Los Angeles: Graveyard of Documentary” in Edward Dimendberg, ed. 
Facing the Music: Documenting the Walt Disney Concert Hall and the Redevelopment of Downtown 
Los Angeles. (Valencia, CA: East of Borneo Books, 2015): 174.
2. Allan Sekula, Facing the Music, 197–8.
3. Yves-Alain Bois, “The Antidote” October 39 (Winter 1986): 132.
4. Translated as “On Restoring the Truth” Brecht on Art & Politics, Tom Kuhn and Steve 
Giles, eds. London: Methuen, 2003. 133–140.
5. Bois, 130.
6. Brecht, 139.
7. Colin Rowe, “La Tourette” in Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and Other Essays (Cam-
bridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 1982), 189.
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 In 1976, someone shot an arrow with a stick of dynamite attached 

to it into the William Mulholland Memorial Fountain on Los Feliz Boule-

vard and Riverside Drive.8 This was an apparent attempt at vandalism in an 

ongoing war over water rights between the city of Los Angeles and Owens 

Valley. The fountain was dedicated to Mulholland, the engineer responsible 

for the construction of the Los Angeles Aqueduct in 1913. By directing 

water to the city from the Owens Valley over 200 miles away, this massive 

infrastructural project anticipated and fueled the city’s explosive growth in 

the 1920s. At the same time, it had devastated the Owens Valley landowners 

who hoped to use their land for ranching and agriculture. The attack was 

ineffective – when the arrow hit its target, the water in the fountain extin-

guished the dynamite.

 In the origin myths of Los Angeles, the aqueduct stands in for the 

city’s corruption. In a chapter titled “Rape of the Owens Valley” Morrow 

Mayo’s 1933 book Los Angeles valorized the Owens Valley ranchers – who 

had subjugated the Paiute who had originally irrigated the valley for cul-

tivation – as authentic pioneer settlers whose idyllic farmlands were being 

destroyed by the thirsty metropolis. Roman Polanski’s Chinatown (1974) has 

ingrained a vague suspicion of the city’s water system deep into its cultural 

imaginary. Polanski’s fictionalized account plays on the accusation that Mul-

holland and other city officials fabricated a drought to frighten citizens into 

supporting their massive public works project. Mulholland did exaggerate 

the threat of a coming drought while campaigning for the 1905 and 1907 

bond issues, but it is unlikely that anyone actually manipulated the city’s wa-

ter supply as the film depicts.  Historically, a group of real estate speculators, 

who had parceled out the land in the San Fernando Valley among them-

selves, held a great deal of influence in the city and profited enormously 

from the aqueduct’s development. 

 These accusations of conspiracy by the San Fernando Land Syn-

dicate were first leveraged by the left in Los Angeles as the aqueduct was 

being funded and built. The mayoral election of 1911, which Job Harriman 

Walter S. Clayberg, William Mul-
holland Memorial Fountain, Los 
Angeles, 1940. Los Angeles Public 
Library  – Security Pacific Nation-
al Bank Collection.
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nearly won as a candidate from the Socialist Democratic Party of America, 

saw the nearly-completed aqueduct as a wedge issue. Though the works 

were almost complete at the time of his candidacy, Harriman pledged that 

the syndicate wouldn’t see a drop of the aqueduct’s water. At the time, the 

aqueduct was seen as a move to consolidate power and control over re-

sources in the hands of the city’s conservative elite, at the expense of the 

workers.9 Socialist newspapers propagated a false claim that the water from 

the aqueduct was unsafe to drink and vociferously opposed its construction. 

The conservative, anti-union Los Angeles Times, run by Harrison Gray Otis, 

unabashedly promoted the aqueduct project. Otis, who usually opposed any 

kind of municipal investment, was himself a member of the syndicate.  

 The development of water infrastructure in Los Angeles is insep-

arable from the development of real estate. Artificial bodies of water are 

conspicuously exploited in real estate speculation. The lake at MacArthur 

Park, for example, was transformed from a swampy water body into a scenic 

amenity in order to enhance the desirability of adjacent properties. Echo 

Park Lake – originally Reservoir No. 4 of the Los Angeles Canal and Res-

ervoir Company – was handed over to the city in 1891. In the subsequent 

decade, the former reservoir, which had been used industrially to power 

mills downtown, was converted to recreational and flood control uses for 

the upscale streetcar suburb. Venice was established as the seaside resort at-

traction Venice of America by Abbot Kinney in 1905. Its canals, marketed 

as reproductions of the canals of Venice, Italy, were dug to drain the existing 

marshes. This history suggests that any response to the ongoing water crisis, 

such as a shift from the massive infrastructural works like the Los Angeles 

Aqueduct to soft-path water control systems, will be more than purely tech-

nical improvements to infrastructure. 

 Southern California’s water wars have outlived Mulholland by 

a century. In 1976, the year the arrow was shot into the fountain, Inyo 

County petitioned the courts to stop the city from pumping water out of 

the Owens Valley, arguing that the increased dust and decreased water table 

Artificial Waters

Map of the Los Angeles Aqueduct and Adjacent Territory, United 
States Geological Survey, October 1908. From the University of 
California, Department of Geology. 
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posed a health hazard to residents. The court ruled that Los Angeles could 

not justify pumping more water from Inyo County becasue had not im-

plemented an effective water conservation program. It would not allow the 

city to continue until it lowered its water consumption rates, though these 

were already the lowest per capita in the region. On May 12, 1977 the Los 

Angeles City Council instituted mandatory water rationing in the city. This 

conservation effort was immediately taken by some Angelenos as a threat 

to their very way of life. Writing in the Los Angeles Times, Remi Nadeau 

argued that any reduction in water use, even for apparently trivial amenities 

like lawns and swimming pools, would constitute a “cultural decline in the 

Toynbeean sense.”10 Water scarcity has always been posed as an existential 

threat to the city; in Los Angeles, the most optimistic attempts at resource 

management are always shadowed by the specter of the city’s perceived 

ecological illegitimacy.  

 Power struggles over water between rural agricultural interests and 

urban areas are a recurring theme in the state’s politics. California’s compli-

cated water system reflects its history. Cities established as Spanish colonies, 

including Los Angeles, operated under so-called pueblo rights, which main-

tained water as a resource held in common. Miners of the state’s mid-nine-

teenth century gold rush, who often built waterways to transport water far 

from its natural source, adopted an appropriative system, which gave water 

rights to the first to stake a claim. With its statehood, California adopted a 

principle of riparian water rights derived from English common law, mean-

ing that the right to use the water is granted to the owner of the land adja-

cent to it. The state did not attempt to limit these riparian and appropriative 

systems until 1928, when it amended Article X of the state constitution to 

assert that water should be put to “reasonable and beneficial use…in the 

interest of the people and for the public welfare.” Agriculture, domestic use, 

conservation, and recreation have all been considered beneficial uses under 

the law. These laws, however, only applied to surface water; in most parts 

of the state, groundwater pumping remained entirely unregulated until the 

2015 drought.

 Today, as climate change is expected to cause more frequent peri-

ods of drought, the long-standing competition for water resources between MacArthur Park Lake 1 by User: Downtowngal / Wikimedia 
Commons / CC-BY-SA-3.0
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Notes

8. William L. Karhl, Water and Power: The Conflict Over Los Angeles’ Water Supply in the Owens 
Valley. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 426.
9.  This association between the aqueduct and class struggle is echoed by more contem-
porary critics as well: “Within twenty years a Bismarckian municipal will – manifest in 
both public works and private monopoly – had created the world’s biggest manmade port, 
aqueduct, and inter-urban electric railroad system. The same iron will, as we have seen, also 
smashed the labor movement in Los Angeles with the aim of giving the Otis-organized 
Merchants and Manufacturers Association a competitive advantage over their regional 
rivals in union citadel San Francisco.” Mike Davis, City of Quartz. (London and New York: 
Verso, 1990): 113.
10. Kahrl, 422
11. Adam Nagourney, “Stormwater, Long a Nuisance, May Be a Parched California’s Salva-
tion” New York Times, February 19, 2016, accessed March 6, 2016.

the state’s rural agricultural interests and metropolitan growth has come 

into the foreground once again. On April 1, 2015 Governor Jerry Brown 

declared a State of Emergency in response to worsening drought condi-

tions. It was the first time that the state government had placed restrictions 

on domestic water use. However, rather than manipulating fears about wa-

ter scarcity and an impending collapse of civilization, water conservation 

is being optimistically leveraged as a powerful argument for urban density. 

Throughout the crisis Mayor Eric Garcetti remained remarkably sanguine 

about the city’s future, characterizing the California water crisis as a “Mull-

holand moment” – a chance to remake the city’s infrastructure with pro-

found and far-reaching effects on the urban environment.11 The move to 

refashion Los Angeles’s stormwater infrastructure to recapture and recycle 

that water could attach itself to a different kind of urbanism than Los Ange-

les has yet seen.
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Lewis MacAdams, Pat Patterson, and Roger Wong, “Friends of 
the Los Angeles River” performance, Wallenboyd Theater, Los 
Angeles, 1986. UCLA Library Special Collections, Friends of the 
Los Angeles River Records.

Paint It Blue

 Friends of the Los Angeles River (FoLAR) is now a well-estab-

lished nonprofit organization, but its beginnings were surprisingly humble. 

Poet Lewis MacAdams founded the group with an eponymous piece of per-

formance art at the Wallenboyd Theater, commissioned by the Museum of 

Contemporary Art in 1985. MacAdams was intrigued by the forgotten river 

underneath the engineered flood control channel. After obtaining consent 

from the river spirits to advocate for it, MacAdams painted himself green, 

delivered a monologue as William Mulholland, and imitated the sounds 

made by native animal species. With the proceeds from this performance, 

MacAdams printed up some bumper stickers and started a movement. 

 Total concretization of the river might now appear heavy-handed, 

but the project was only initiated after half a century of failed flood control 

efforts. Before its channelization, the Los Angeles River was a threat. Before 

1825, the river flowed west into Santa Monica Bay – the flooding that year 

was violent enough to shift the course of the river over ten miles south, 

into San Pedro Bay. Floods in 1919 and 1934 were also catastrophic. Private 

landowners often diverted flood waters onto a neighbor’s property to pro-

tect their own.13 When the Army Corps of Engineers channelized the river, 

they protected property owners across the city, and created a north-south 

infrastructural spine between downtown and the harbor. Trains ran along-

side the river, while factories and warehouses cropped up along its edge. 

 In the eighties, the Los Angeles River was a punchline – one local 

politician proposed painting it blue so that people would know it was there. 

Though it wasn’t exactly an inviting space, the river was hardly a cultural 

wasteland. The river was traversed by historic bridges designed by Merrill 

Butler in the twenties and thirties. Countless muralists and graffiti artists 

had made use of its concrete surface. Cinematographers had made good use 

of the riverbed’s distinctive geometry – it was where John Connor fled the 

T-1000 in Terminator 2. But it took an idealist like MacAdams to see the riv-

er, not as an impressive piece of infrastructure, but as an ecological treasure. 

Over the past thirty years, many groups and individuals have been lobbying 

to transform the river into a public park. 

Graffiti on the Los Angeles River, photographer and date un-
known. UCLA Library Special Collections, Friends of the Los 
Angeles River Records.
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 Proponents of this vision of a green spine connecting the city will 

often refer to an unrealized 1930 plan for Los Angeles by Frederick Law 

Olmsted Jr. and Harland Bartholomew. Their plan was to mitigate floods 

by creating a 17.6-mile green belt along the river. It would have cost seven 

times the city’s annual budget, and most of that money would have been 

spent in land acquisition because development had been permitted right up 

to the river’s edge. During the Great Depression, the labor-intensive 1935 

Army Corps plan to channelize the river was ultimately the more attractive 

option.14 Still, for many, the Olmsted/Bartholomew plan signifies a missed 

opportunity for Los Angeles to become an authentic city where rapacious 

development interests could at least occasionally be curbed by civic values. 

 Today, as drought becomes a more persistent concern, the fact that 

the channel sends storm runoff directly into the ocean is seen as a missed 

opportunity. By augmenting the river channel with soft-bottomed catch-

ment basins, more of that water could be allowed to filter back through the 

soil into the aquifer. The river’s advocates scored a significant victory in May 

2016, when the city council approved a $1 billion restoration of an 11-mile 

stretch of the river known as the Glendale Narrows. This area of the river 

near Elysian Park does not have a concrete bottom, so plants and wildlife 

have already established themselves there. The Army Corps plans to terrace 

the sides of the river as well and transform it into a park. 

 But the restoration of the Los Angeles River isn’t just for steelhead 

trout; mid-rise condominium buildings flourish in this habitat as well. To-

day, the Los Angeles River is central to the project of eastside gentrification. 

There is a danger that organizations like the Southeast Asian Communi-

ty Alliance (SAECA) and the Mothers of East Los Angeles (MELA), who 

have campaigned for environment improvements in neighborhoods along 

the river for decades, will be shoved aside by newcomers with deep pock-

ets. Groups of artists, planners, and academics like the nonprofit Project 51 

project a vision of an urban playground in place of a social justice mission. 

As creative industries move eastward and inward, these “riverly” urban col-

Paint It Blue

Official photograph of Mayor Eric 
Garcetti kayaking on the Los An-
geles River, c. 2014. For a time, this 
image greeted visitors to LAX. 

Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. and 
Harland Bartholomew, Plan for Los 
Angeles, 1930.
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center, but on the west side.15 Frank Gehry’s involvement in the project 

was initially controversial precisely because he expressed an appreciation for 

the stark, vast concrete of the riverbed. Some took Gehry’s involvement as 

a positive sign that the city was finally taking the river seriously; others saw 

an activist movement being co-opted by a celebrity.16

 Those who only recognize Gehry as the virtuosic designer of 

beautiful objects fear that the Los Angeles River is in for the bent metal 

treatment. Phase 1 of the project, however, gives no indication that Gehry 

will produce a typical architectural work or master plan for the river. Gehry 

Partners, OLIN, and Geosyntec have created the Los Angeles River Index, 

a website to present data on the hydrological, ecological, social, and eco-

nomic performance of the river. It is essentially a series of GIS maps with 

information and maps that correspond to a broad range of good intentions: 

Flood Risk Management, Water Recharge, Water Quality, Greenhouse Gas-

es, Ecology and Habitat, Open Space and Parks, Public Health and Social 

Equity, Transportation, and Programming. Intended as a way to structure 

public discussion, the site presents the metrics and approaches that are being 

used to study each of these issues. The index is a statement of purpose, and 

there is little in it yet that might raise either objections or interest. 

 With a company called Trimble, the project’s authors are assem-

bling a LiDAR scan of the entire length of the river and its adjacent prop-

erties. This data will be made public as part of a “toolset,” inviting proposals 

from any party who knows their way around a BIM file. The LiDAR scan 

promises a democratic, egalitarian access to knowledge. The whole river at 

1:1 scale; its virtual double. And at the same time, it is there to invite spec-

ulation and intervention. The effervescent colored dots of the scan are in-

dexical marks – their aesthetic appeal is incidental. The LiDAR scan aspires 

to completeness. It captures the individual weeds that have found a grasp 

in its sloping concrete banks and the slouching power lines overhead. This 

exhaustive attention to particularities seems to force any potential design-

er into a kind of radical nominalism – any project for the river is already 

onists distinguish themselves from the westside cultural elite by claiming 

to be more civically engaged.  This civic engagement tends to take the 

form of a kind of tourism. Living well in Los Angeles today means being a 

connoisseur of the city’s diverse cultural offerings – urbanity is consumed 

or patronized rather than lived. In Los Angeles, as elsewhere, infrastructural 

landscapes are being recuperated as scenic amenities. 

 The discrepancies between the renderings of a terraced park in the 

Los Angeles River Revitalization Master Plan and the proposals for specific 

sites are striking. The process began with the Los Angeles River Greenway 

Trial and several pocket parks, with ambitions to make use of large formerly 

industrial sites like former rail switching facilities Taylor Yards and Piggy-

back Yards. Landscaped with drought-resistant plants, the overall coloration 

of the parks is, for most of the year, decidedly more yellow than green. Few 

of the parks that have been developed with funding related to the Los An-

geles River have actually provided any direct public access to the river itself. 

For the most part, interventions are limited to jogging and biking paths 

along the river’s edge and a few landing spots for kayaks. The former site 

of the Albion Dairy had grant funding from the state to transform it into a 

park by 2016. Extensive soil remediation was required, delaying the project 

by a few years. Proposals for the park included bioswales and stormwater 

retention ponds, but not public access to the river. 

 The city’s plans for the Los Angeles River demonstrate that gentri-

fication is not an inevitable or spontaneous urban process – it is instigated 

by private developers and funding from all levels of government. But these 

efforts are not a seamless conspiracy; the various groups looking to trans-

form the river have competing agendas. Frank Gehry is one of the most 

controversial participants in this process. His office had been working pro 

bono on a master plan for up to a year before his involvement was publicly 

disclosed. Gehry has been a somewhat reluctant participant in the eastward 

shift of the city’s cultural elite – the architect’s preferred site for the Walt 

Disney Concert Hall (1989–2003) was not in downtown’s anemic civic 
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posed as one of restoration or preservation. Urban renewal had to envision 

a city cleared of all occupation, a tabula rasa on which the universal space of 

modernist architecture could be shaped. LiDAR almost makes this kind of 

abstraction impossible. What kind of ground is being prepared here? 

 The extent to which this democratization of information becomes 

relevant knowledge for the transformation of the Los Angeles River re-

mains to be seen. The Phase 2 toolset also promises a kit of parts “to be used 

along the entire 51mile [sic] length of the river. The kit of parts will iden-

tify potential interventions with various options for each.” The typification 

proposed by the kit of parts appears to be a corrective to the nominalism of 

the LiDAR scan – or it may just be an empty gesture toward participatory 

design. 

Notes

13. It took federal authority to finally tame the river, a fact that does not fit very well in 
Reyner Banham’s portrait of the city’s democratic cultural ecology. 
14. Blake Gumprecht, The Los Angeles River: Its Life, Death, and Possible Rebirth. (Baltimore 
and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 269.
15. For the prehistory of these eastside-westside dynamics, see Mike Davis, “Power Lines” 
in City of Quartz. (London and New York: Verso, 1990): 101-149.
16. Gehry’s impolitic – if personally satisfying – public statement that his critics “need to 
grow up” actually seems to have quieted their opposition. 

Pool Architecture
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 Though the bath is an ancient architectural type, the public swim-

ming pool is a modern phenomenon. In the United States, the invention 

of public pools is associated with Progressive Era reform movements in the 

industrial slums of cities like St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and Milwaukee. Appalled 

at the lack of hygiene among workers living in tenements without running 

water, reformers promoted public baths as a way to ensure physical and 

moral cleanliness. As germs became more widely understood to cause dis-

eases like polio, cholera, and typhoid fever, separate showers were added and 

the pools themselves grew into spaces for recreation rather than washing. 

 In 1910, New York City alderman John Purroy Mitchel proposed 

building a public swimming pool in Central Park. The park’s elite users, 

however, vehemently opposed the plan. A New York Times editorial suggest-

ed that the pool should be constructed underneath the Queensboro Bridge 

instead.17 Banished from the pastoral idyll of Olmsted and Vaux, the public 

pool became identified with the landscapes of urban infrastructure. Efforts 

to make swimming pools appear natural are the exceptions that prove the 

rule; the typical public pool today bears a closer resemblance to a warehouse 

than to a pond. 

 In 1936, New York City, under the leadership of Mayor Fiorello 

La Guardia and Parks Commissioner Robert Moses, opened eleven heated, 

outdoor public swimming pools in one summer. Much of this work was 

funded by the federal government through the Works Progress Adminis-

tration; organized leisure time was seen as a democratic and economically 

sound public investment.18 Public recreation facilities would be a whole-

some antidote to the boredom of widespread unemployment. These sim-

ple, open-air pools, which Lewis Mumford praised as a “sound vernacular 

modern architecture”19 were elevated by the symmetry and civic grandeur 

of Beaux-Arts planning. The pool mechanical systems and construction de-

tails were standardized, while the architectural expression of each park was 

unique.20 Moses’s standardized set of pools constituted an infrastructure of 

mass leisure. 

Pool ArchitecturePool Architecture

Astoria Park Pool, Queens. Architect John Mathews Hatton, 1936.
Photograph dated August 20, 1936. New York City Department of 
Parks and Recreation Photoarchive.

Voting at Echo Park Deep Pool, photograph by Brian van der 
Brug for the Los Angeles Times, November 6, 2012.
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 Pools became highly volatile sites in the efforts to desegregate pub-

lic institutions. They provoked racist fears about hygiene and sexual pro-

priety; they were also attractive enough as amenities that many courageous 

individuals would risk mob violence for the privilege of enjoying them. 

Many towns, including Warren, Ohio and Montgomery, West Virginia sim-

ply closed their pools or leased them to private operators rather than open 

them to African Americans. In 1949, an attempt to desegregate the pool at 

Fairgrounds Park in St. Louis set off two days of violence by white rioters. 

The integrated pool only reopened one year later after a federal court or-

der, and then only with boys and girls allowed to swim on alternate days.21 

In some cases, city officials supported integration but, because many white 

people avoided desegregated pools, they could no longer recoup their man-

agement expenses in entrance fees and shut them down entirely. 

 Suburbanization, desegregation, and new pool shell construction 

technology coincided to produce a boom in private swimming pool con-

struction during the fifties and sixties. Investment in backyard pools and 

private swim clubs outstripped investment in public pools. After a period 

of relative neglect, urban public pools are enjoying increasing popularity. 

McCarren Park Pool in Brooklyn was closed for over two decades be-

tween 1984 and 2008, briefly serving as an outdoor concert venue during 

Williamsburg’s gentrifying heyday. The state of public pools is a measure 

of investment in social well-being. Pools are more than just neighborhood 

hangouts – they comprise a public infrastructure for leisure.  

 The connection between pools and infrastructure has ancient prec-

edent. The water of the imperial Roman baths was supplied from the aq-

ueduct and ran continuously.22 The baths were a primary consumer of the 

city’s water resources. According to Vitruvius, the city’s water supply was 

to be divided three ways: one pipe for public fountains, one for the public 

baths, and one for private uses: “This is to be managed that the water for 

public use may never be deficient…I have made this division in order that 

the rent which is collected from private individuals who are supplied with Hansen Dam Aquatic Center, 2016. 
Photograph by author. 
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water, may be applied by collectors to the maintenance of the aqueduct.”23  

Frontinus presents a far messier picture of ancient Roman water manage-

ment, describing politics, construction error, and fraud. He also emphasizes 

the cultural importance of public bathing facilities, which were entitled to 

greater privileges than other water licenses.24 At the same time, he laments 

the wastefulness of the best water sources being used in the bath: “We have 

found even Marcia, so charming in its brilliancy and coldness, serving baths, 

fullers, and even purposes too vile mention.”25

 This link between water management and bathing can inform 

contemporary public pools. In Los Angeles today, where fears about water 

scarcity make pools seems like unaffordable luxuries, linking the pool to 

the water system can be a way to create a culture around water conserva-

tion. Despite the popular visibility of celebrity pool parties at luxurious 

Malibu mansions, Los Angeles has an excellent public pool system.26 Con-

sistent with Los Angeles’s polycentric urban form, its pools are maintained 

by multiple and overlapping local authorities – the city of Los Angeles, Los 

Angeles County, and 54 other individual municipalities within the county. 

These pools are also functionally dispersed – some cater more to families 

with children, others to adult lap swimmers, and some are operated in asso-

ciation with Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) to serve school 

swim teams as well as the surrounding community. The Los Angeles County 

Department of Parks and Recreation manages the majority of pools in un-

derserved and unincorporated areas in within the county, while the City of 

Los Angeles Aquatics Division manages older facilities.   

 As much it is a democratic social proposition, a public swimming 

pool is also a technical instrument, a machine which must hygienically con-

tain the fluid dynamics of water and of society. The mechanical systems, op-

erational management, and the more conventionally architectural and sym-

bolic features of the pool are all parts in this machine. The radical freedom 
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promised by the vast horizontal expanse of the pool is only made possible 

by a highly choreographed and controlled system of entry, undressing, and 

showering. This entry sequence is a precise and explicit management device.

 Because Los Angeles operates a range of facilities from different 

time periods, the locker room and entry sequence varies from pool to pool.

While hygiene, cleaning, and lifeguarding procedures are uniformly main-

tained, there seems to be a measure of flexibility in how the social dynam-

ics of pool access are managed. The most common set up, however, is for 

gender-segregated locker rooms separated by a central office. The swimmer 

places their street clothes in a green mesh bag and hands it over to an at-

tendant in exchange for a numbered pin which can be worn while swim-

ming. This clothing check area is always organized to prevent any visual 

connection between men’s and women’s locker rooms. The attendant is an 

instrument of surveillance whose presence reinforces the public nature of 

the locker room in a way that a system of temporary lockers would not. 

The use of cell phones and cameras – private viewing devices which would 

undermine the implicit optical hierarchy of the pool in which attendants 

and lifeguards occupy privileged vantage points – is typically prohibited. 

 The LA Swim Stadium, a former Olympic venue, first sorts the 

swimmers by gender, and then sorts them again by age – there are sep-

arate locker rooms for men, women, boys, and girls. These fine-grained 

identity distinctions and labyrinthine locker room arrangements make for a 

much more stilted and atomized swimming experience, more appropriate 

for an athlete or swim team. The family- and recreation-oriented Hansen 

Dam aquatic center has only individually accessible restrooms and changing 

rooms with open air showers, allowing parents to stay with children of an-

other gender. This makes the entry sequence to Hansen Dam far more casu-

al and relaxed, and contributes to a markedly more convivial atmosphere in 

the pool itself. Gender-segregated locker rooms are convenient for athletes 
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and sports teams, but cause problems for single parents and other caregivers. 

Individual, gender neutral changing rooms not only accommodate gender 

non-conforming individuals, but also more accurately reflect the social real-

ities of many pool users – children, the elderly, and people with disabilities.  

 A public pool has to balance an often contradictory set of rela-

tionships. The apparent freedom of near-naked buoyancy is tempered by 

the surveillance of lifeguards and their insistence on the rules. The isolation 

of the locker room is countered by the exposure of being in public space. 

Spatially and architecturally, pools negotiate small-scale dressing rooms with 

very large bodies of water. They are materially ascetic, yet convey luxury 

and relaxation. These extremes produce a constant negotiation between the 

individual and the mass, where architecture produces the ground on which 

the ghost of a subject can momentarily emerge.  

Notes
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20. Gutman, “Equipping the Public Realm” 73.
21. Wiltse, 179.
22. Nielsen, Thermae et Balnea (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1990), 123.
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26. See Appendix A.
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plan with lockers:

plan with clothing check:

plan with individual rooms:
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80 81Appendix A: Los Angeles Public Pools Summary

City of Los Angeles, Parks and Recreation Department - Aquatics Division

County of Los Angeles, Department of Parks & Recreation

Los Angeles County operates 29 public 

swimming pools. 14 of these are located 

within the city of Los Angeles, and eight 

are located in unincorporated areas of the 

county. 

Most common pool shape
(23 of 55 pools)

Most common pool shape 
(10 of 29 pools)

The City of Los Angeles operates 56 

swimming pools. 15 of these are open 

year-round, and eight are indoor. Six are 

associated with the Los Angeles Unified 

School District, and 11 are equipped with 

lifts for people with disabilities. Seven are 

currently closed due to disrepair. 

Other Pools

54 of the 88 cities within Los Angeles 

County operate their own municipal 

swimming pools. In total, there are 77 

pools operated by cities other than the 

City of Los Angeles. Including coun-

ty-run pools, there are 162 public swim-

ming pools in Los Angeles. 
12521 S. Vermont Avenue, Los Angeles CA 90044

1400 E. 118th Street, Los Angeles CA 90059

5520 W. Avenue L-8, Quartz Hill CA 93534

7600 Graham Avenue, Los Angeles CA 90001

35548 N. 92nd Street East, Littlerock CA 93543

4021 E. First Street, Los Angeles CA 90063

13055 Clovis Avenue, Los Angeles CA 90059

13100 Hubbard Street, Sylmar CA 91342

8908 S. Maie Avenue, Los Angeles CA 90002

1126 N. Hazard Avenue, Los Angeles CA 90063

Helen Keller Park

George Washington Carver 
Park

George Lane Park

Franklin D. Roosevelt Park

Everett Martin Park

Eugene A. Obregon Park

Enterprise Park

El Cariso Community 
Regional Park

Col. Leon H. 
Washington Park

City Terrace Park

19700 S. Bloomfield Avenue, Cerritos CA 90701Cerritos Community 
Regional Park

31320 North Castaic Road, Castaic CA 91384Castaic Sports Complex

4914 E. Cesar Chavez Ave, Los Angeles CA 90022Belvedere Community 
Regional Park

570 S. Atlantic Boulevard Los Angeles CA 90022Atlantic Avenue Park

12603 S. Broadway Avenue Los Angeles CA 90061Athens Park

405 S. Santa Anita Avenue, Arcadia CA 91006Arcadia Community 
Regional Park

3353 Redondo Beach Blvd. Lawndale CA 90260Alondra Community 
Regional Park

Survey of pools managed by the County of Los Angeles 
Department of Parks and Recreation
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1500 E 109th St Los Angeles, CA 90059
Council District 15 Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 270   ADA access

8800 S Hoover St  Los Angeles, CA 90044
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 375  

1450 N. Avalon Blvd., Wilmington, CA 90744
Outdoor / Year Round Capacity: 225  ADA access

Council District 8

Council District 15
Banning Pool

Algin Sutton Pool

109th Street Pool

419 E 192nd Street, Carson CA 90746

30300 West Arlington Road, Val Verde CA 91384

1335 E. 103rd Street Los Angeles CA 90002

208 Park Ave. San Fernando CA 91340

3864 Whittier Boulevard, Los Angeles CA 90023

14812 Stanford Ave. Compton CA 90220

2291 E. 121st Street, Compton CA 90222

1244 E. 61st Street, Los Angeles CA 90001

3330 North Lincoln Ave. Altadena CA 91001

10828 S. Condon Ave. Lennox CA 90304

12040 Balboa Boulevard, Granada Hills CA 91344

Victoria Community 
Regional Park

Val Verde Community 
Regional Park

Ted Watkins Memorial Park

San Fernando Regional Pool

Ruben F. Salazar Park

Roy Campanella Park

Mona Park

Mary M. Bethune Park

Loma Alta Park

Lennox Park

Knollwood Pool

9651 S. Western Avenue, Los Angeles CA 90047Jesse Owens Community 
Regional Park

1933

County of Los Angeles Department of Parks and Recreation

1931

1979

Survey of pools managed by the City of Los Angeles 
Parks and Recreation Department – Aquatics Division

5001 Rodeo Rd., Los Angeles, CA 90016
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 184  

1357 E 22nd St Los Angeles, CA 90011
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 337  

2693 Motor Ave Los Angeles, CA 90064
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

8120  Vanalden Ave, Reseda, CA 91335
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 307  

3121 E Olympic Blvd Los Angeles, CA 90023
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 150  

1775 N Spring St Los Angeles, CA 90031
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 337

4526 W. Pico Blvd., Los Angeles, 90019
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 225   ADA access

1419 Colton St., Los Angeles, CA 90026
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 450  

1632 Bellevue Ave., Los Angeles CA 90026
Outdoor / Closed   Capacity: 180  

8851 Laurel Canyon Blvd,  Los Angeles CA 91352
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

7630 S. Towne Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90003
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 225   ADA access

3351 Gaffey San Pedro CA 90731
Outdoor / Closed   Capacity: 250  

3704 Verdugo Rd., Los Angeles, CA 90065
Outdoor / Year Round   Capacity: 450  

16730 Chatsworth St, Los Angeles, CA 91344
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

Council District 10

Council District 9

Council District 5

Council District 3

Costello Pool
Council District 14

Downey Pool
Council District 1

E.G. Roberts Pool
Council District 10

Echo Park Deep Pool
Council District 1

Echo Shallow Pool
Council District 1

Fernangeles Pool
Council District 6

Fremont High School
Council District 9

Gaffey Street Pool
Council District 15

Glassell Park Pool
Council District 1

Granada Hills
Council District 12

Cleveland High School

Cheviot Hills Pool

Central Pool

Celes King III Pool

City of Los Angeles Parks and Recreation Department – Aquatics Division

1962

1927

1949

1995

1950

1982

1912

1929

1978

1944

1930

1918

1979

1975

431 E 89th St, Los Angeles, CA 90003Green Meadows Pool
Council District 9 Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 250  

3401 Riverside Dr, Los Angeles, CA 90027
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 562  

11798 Foothill Blvd., Lakeview Terrace, CA 91342
Outdoor/Year Round Capacity: 3375 ADA access

Griffith Pool
Council District 4

Hansen Dam

1955

1927

Council District 71998
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18411 Victory Blvd., Reseda, CA 91335Reseda Park Pool
Council District 3 Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 337  

4721 Klamath St., Los Angeles, CA 90032
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 307  

10731 Laurel Canyon Blvd Los Angeles CA 91331
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

Richard Alatorre Pool

Ritchie Valens Pool

1221 Figueroa Pl,Los Angeles, CA 90744
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

6150 Piedmont Ave, Los Angeles, CA 90042
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 450  

1122 Cole Ave, Los Angeles, CA 90038
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 450   ADA access

12560 Filmore St., Pacoima, CA 91331
Outdoor / Year Round   Capacity: 279

6120 Denker Ave, Los Angeles, CA 90047
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360   ADA access

3980 Bill Robertson Lane, Los Angeles, CA 90037
Outdoor / Year Round Capacity: 657  ADA access

21817 Strathern St, Canoga Park, CA 91304
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

3501 Valley Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90031
Outdoor / Closed   Capacity: 360  

11655 Palms Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90066
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

5301 Tujunga Ave, Los Angeles, CA 91601
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 250  

10058 Reseda Blvd., Northridge, CA 91324
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360   ADA access

141 S Gardner St,Los Angeles, CA 90036
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

120 S Gless St, Los Angeles CA 90033
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 246  

560 N. Western Ave., San Pedro, CA 90732
Outdoor / Year Round   Capacity: 300  

Harbor Park Pool

Highland Park Pool

Hollywood Pool

Hubert Humphrey Pool

Jackie Tatum / Harvard

Expo / JCA Swim Stadium

Lanark Pool

Lincoln Pool

Mar Vista Pool

North Hollywood Pool

Northridge Pool

Pan Pacific Pool

Pecan Pool

Peck Park Pool

1930

City of Los Angeles Parks and Recreation Department – Aquatics Division

Council District 151955

Council District 11948

Council District 131950

Council District 71970

Council District 81939

Council District 81932

Council District 31959

Council District 11951

Council District 111959

Council District 41929

Council District 21959

Council District 41955

Council District 141962

Council District 151962

Council District 141999

Council District 71960

456 S. Mathews St., Los Angeles, CA 90033
Outdoor / Year Round   Capacity: 615  

1501 E 41st St, Los Angeles, CA 90011
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

601 Latimer Rd, Santa Monica, CA 90402
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 131  

8737 Kester Ave, Los Angeles, CA 91402
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

345 E 51st St, Los Angeles, CA 90011
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

1831 Stoner Ave,Los Angeles, CA 90025
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 264  

8123 Vineland Ave, Los Angeles, CA 91352
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 375  

13109 Borden Ave, Los Angeles, CA 91342
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 300  

6715 Laurelgrove Ave, Los Angeles, CA 91606
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

5720 2nd Ave, Los Angeles, CA 90043
Outdoor / Closed   Capacity: 360  

14201 Huston St., Van Nuys, CA 91403
Outdoor / Year Round   Capacity: 533  

2490 Walgrove Ave., Los Angeles, CA 90066
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 206  

10654 Irma Ave, Los Angeles, CA 91042
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

9100 Lincoln Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90045
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  

Roosevelt High School

Ross Snyder Pool

Rustic Canyon Pool

Sepulveda Pool

South Park Pool

Stoner Park Pool

Sun Valley Pool

Sylmar Pool

Valley Plaza Pool

Van Ness Pool

Van Nuys/Sherman Oaks

Venice High School

Verdugo Hills Pool

Westchester Pool

City of Los Angeles Parks and Recreation Department – Aquatics Division

Council District 141977

Council District 91978

Council District 111961

Council District 71959

Council District 91950

Council District 111931

Council District 61931

Council District 71962

Council District 21971

Council District 81959

Council District 21951

Council District 111961

Council District 21951

Council District 111961

Westwood Indoor Pool
1988

1350 Sepulveda Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90025
Indoor / Year Round   Capacity: 307  Council District 5

Woodland Hills Pool
1962

5858 Shoup Ave, Los Angeles, CA 91367
Outdoor / Closed   Capacity: 336  Council District 3

Yosemite Pool
1925

1840 Yosemite Dr, Los Angeles, CA 90041
Outdoor / Summer   Capacity: 360  Council District 14
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1912: Playground 
department constructs 
�rst wading pools

1914: City opens its �rst 
municipal swimming 
pool, Bethlehem Baths

1923: $1.5 million 
bond issue

2000: $2.1 billion state 
parks referendum

1946: $12 
million bond 
issue

1941: Army Corps of 
Engineers begins concretiza-
tion of the Los Angeles River

1943: State health board 
closes 10 miles of Los 
Angeles beaches after city 
sewage dumping causes 
disease outbreaks

1957: $39.5 million 
bond issue1928: St. Francis 

Dam Disaster

1980: Los Angeles River 
�oods in Long Beach

1988: Friends of the Los Angeles River 
organizes “River Through Downtown” 
conference 

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
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Appendix A: Timeline of City-Run Pools
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Recreation is the most important programmatic element of this school. Generous plat-
forms and exterior stairs wrap around the vertical classroom block. With so much horizon-
tal surface lifted off the ground, the building creates a new, dynamic terrain. The peripheral 
circulation and use of repetition indicate that the building was designed to be experienced 
in motion, not through static composition. 

Petersschule

Hannes Meyer and Hans Wittwer, 1926

Appendix B: Case Study

Astoria Park Pool

John Matthews Hatton, 1936

Appendix B: Case Study

Astoria Park Pool is one of the eleven pools built in New York by Robert Moses. It is 
situated along the East River in Queens, sloping down so that the pools are initially hidden 
behind the dressing rooms. From a central ticketing booth, men and women enter on ei-
ther end of the pool area through separate dressing rooms. Its vast, beach-entry pool affords 
views of the Robert F. Kenedy and Hell Gate Bridges. 
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Centenary Swimming Pools 

James Birrell, 1957-59

Appendix B: Case Study

The Centenary Pool in Brisbane site below the level of the street. Ramps lead up to a 
restaurant (now a gym) that overlooks the pools, and down into the changing rooms and 
pool area. Separate swimming, diving and wading pools are assymetrically arranged with a 
peripatetic sensibility on the open pool deck. 

Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism, University of São Paulo 

Vilanova Artigas and Carlos Cascaldi, 1961

Appendix B: Case Study

The FAUUSP is a split-level building stiched together by a set of wide, stacked ramps. The 
program areas look onto an open social space in the center. The interior space is wrapped 
in a concrete envelope that is lifted up on papery pillars to maintain the continuity of the 
ground plane. 
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Swimming Pool at Leça de Palmeira 

Alvaro Siza, 1966

Appendix B: Case Study

Siza’s pools are delicately inserted into the rocky coast of Portugal. The entry to the pool 
is choreographed to lose and gradually regain views of the horizon line. The visitor makes 
hairpin turns through the dressing room, proceeding toward the sea. This sequence culmi-
nates in an optical illusion that the pool edge is continuous with the ocean beyond. 

Bellinzona Public Swimming Pool 

Aurelio Galfetti, 1967

Appendix B: Case Study

At Bellinzona, the changing rooms are tucked under a pedestrian bridge that connects the 
town to the Ticino river. The pools are arranged on a generous, flat field below.  They are 
connected by smaller walkways that echo the main bridge. 
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Kunsthal Rotterdam 

OMA, 1986-91

Appendix B: Case Study

The ramps that cut through OMA’s Kunsthal in Rotterdam draw visitors from the street to 
a rooftop garden. The magnetic upward pull of the ramps is destasbilized by fleeting views 
across into adjacent program.

The campus of Inner City Arts assembles a diverse set of forms in and around a courtyard. 
The relationships between the different masses define room-like exterior spaces. Positive 
and negative space are figured somewhat equally. The crisp white surfaces sharply model 
the Southern California sunlight, casting  deep shadows throughout the day. 

Inner City Arts

Michael Maltzan, 2008

Appendix B: Case Study
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Medellín Aquatic Center 

Luis Callejas, Edgar Mazo, and Sebastian Mejia, 2008

Appendix B: Case Study

This aquatic center was built for competition as well as for recreational use, so its pools all 
have viewing stands and are designated for different water sports. The pools sit at different 
heights, and pathways are embedded into the artificial landscape. The visitor goes from a 
narrow concrete corridor only open to the sky to the horizontal expanse of the elevated 
pool deck. The multiplicity of paths around the pools create a sense of constant movement 
without hierarchical procession. 

Located on formerly industrial waterfront in Le Havre, this pool creates a pristine interior 
world within a mute perimeter. Large skylights define darker and lighter, more intimate 
and more social areas. Walkways on the upper floor bridge over the pools, defining separate 
zones while maintaining spatial continuity. Reflective white ceilings reinforce the sense of 
weightlessness. 

Les Bains des Docks

Jean Nouvel, 2009

Appendix B: Case Study
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