
concept 2 - CISTERNS

Concept TWO relates to the system of underground cisterns built throughout San Francisco.
 

The San Francisco Fire Department can draft from these cisterns in the event of major damage to the water distribution system of the 
Department of Water & Power and the Fire Department’s Auxiliary High Pressure Water Supply System. 
172 cisterns are strategically located throughout the city with a total storage capacity of approximately 11 million gallons of water. The 
cisterns have been built since the late 19th century, and continue to be built today.
 

Most of the cisterns are marked in the street by a ring of brick pavers. There is a wide range of interpretations by the general public of 
what these brick paver rings might signify, ranging from alien landing sites, archeological sites to streetcar turnarounds. 
One might say that the rings have become public art in their own right as they appear randomly at streets and street corners.
 

At the time of the 1906 earthquake two brick factories existed in San Francisco. 
Bay City Brick Company was located at the foot of Twin peaks and, the San Francisco Brick Company was located at States Street. 
Additionally several brick warehouses existed on the wharfs of Channel Street. After the Great Fire buildings in San Francisco were 
increasingly built from brick so they would be more resilient to potential fires. The old Fire Station in close proximity to our site was built 
in 1928 and is one such example.



In our proposal we are playing with the shape, material and dimensions of a typical 
brick cistern to help viewers visualize this hidden, urban infrastructure.
Older cisterns were typically built into the ground as brick  cylinders with a diam-
eter of 32 feet. They were about 15 feet deep to hold 75,000 gallons of water. 
We propose to transform segments of a cistern into sculptural elements inhabiting 
the landscaped area along Mission Rock Street. Some segments are at sitting 
height, while others become bent walls that can exhibit information and tell stories 
relating to the cistern system.  
Additionally, brick paver rings will be integrated into the sidewalk along Mission 
Rock Street, folding up furthermore onto the facades of the public safety building. 
The installation at the facade can be made from shallow terra-cotta tiles set flush 
into the building facade. 



Topics that need to be explored further are:

 - Develop narratives to be showcased at the brick  
 sculptures
 - Investigate the possibility of integrating shallow  
 terra-cotta tiles (±1/2” thick) flush into the facade  
 and side walk
 - Consult with engineering / blast consultant and  
 brick mason to design brick structures.




