
Historic Resource REVIEW 

Record No.: 2025-006780HRR  
Project Address: REC & PARK: Vaillancourt Fountain 
Zoning: P (PUBLIC) Zoning District 

OS Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0202/015
Staff Contact: Michelle Langlie - 628-652-7410 

Michelle.Langlie@sfgov.org

PART I: HISTORIC RESOURCE IDENTIFICATION 

PROJECT SPONSOR SUBMITTAL 

To assist in the evaluation of the proposed project, the Project Sponsor has submitted a: 

☒ Consultant-Prepared Historic Resource Review Report
Prepared by: Page & Turnbull,  Vaillancourt Fountain Historic Resources Review (HRR) Report (May 15,
2025)

Staff consensus with Consultant’s report:        ☒ Agree    ☐ Disagree

Additional Comments: Planning Staff concurs with Historic Resource Review provided by Page & 
Turnbull. Please see the Project Evaluation section of this document.  

☒ Historic Resource Review Application, prepared by: Eoanna Goodwin, Recreation and Park
Department,  July 22, 2025

PROPERTY DESCRIPTION 

Neighborhood: Financial District 
Location: Northeast corner of the Embarcadero Plaza (Halprin, Ciampi, Bolles, 1972) 
Date of Construction:  1971 
Material: Precast Concrete Hollow Core Boxes, Structural Steel Tubes, High-Tension Non-Corrosive Alloy Steel 
Artist:  Armand Vaillancourt 
Owner: City and County of San Francisco (San Francisco Arts Commission Accession No. 1971.46) 



 

 

EXISTING PROPERTY PHOTOS / CURRENT CONDITIONS 

 
Sources: Page & Turnbull, February 2025 

 

PRE-EXISTING HISTORIC RATING / SURVEY 

☐  Category A – Known Historic Resource, per:            
☒  Category B – Age Eligible/Historic Status Unknown  
☐  Category C – Not Age Eligible / No Historic Resource Present, per:       _______ 

 
Adjacent or Nearby Historic Resources: ☒ Yes    ☐ No 
 

CEQA HISTORICAL RESOURCE(S) EVALUATION 

Step A: Significance 

Individual Significance  Historic District / Context Significance  

Property is individually eligible for inclusion in a 
California Register under one or more of the following 
Criteria: 
 
Criterion 1 - Event: ☒ Yes   ☐ No  
Criterion 2 - Persons: ☐ Yes   ☒ No  
Criterion 3 - Design: ☒ Yes   ☐ No  
Criterion 4 - Info. Potential: ☐ Yes   ☒ No 
 
Period of Significance:  1971 

Property is eligible for inclusion in a California Register 
Historic District/Context under one or more of the 
following Criteria: 
 
Criterion 1 - Event: ☐ Yes   ☒ No  
Criterion 2 - Persons: ☐ Yes   ☒ No  
Criterion 3 - Design: ☒ Yes   ☐ No  
Criterion 4 - Info. Potential: ☐ Yes   ☒ No 
 
Period of Significance:  1979 
☒ Contributor    ☐ Non-Contributor    ☐ N/A 
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Analysis: The following analysis is primarily excerpted from the consultant report prepared by Page & Turnbull 
entitled: Vaillancourt Fountain Historic Resources Review (HRR) Report, (May 2025). 
 
Planning staff concurs with Page & Turnbull’s determination that the Vaillancourt Foundation is individually eligible 
for listing as a landscape feature in the National Register of Historic Places (National Register) and California Register 
of Historical Resources (CRHR) under Criterion 1 (Events) and Criterion 3 (Design), and as a contributor to the Market 
Street Cultural Landscape District. 
 
As detailed in the Historic Resources Report, Part I (“HRR,” dated May 15, 2025), and information accessed by the 
Planning Department, the subject resource was designed by Canadian sculptor Armand Vaillancourt through an 
invited design competition with entries from five internationally renowned sculptors and was completed in 1971. 
Most commonly known as Vaillancourt Fountain, the fountain is sometimes called the “Grand Fountain,” 
“Embarcadero Fountain,” or “Québec Libre!” and is located at the northwest corner of Embarcadero Plaza in San 
Francisco’s Financial District. Embarcadero Plaza is an irregularly shaped 89,118-square-foot parcel at the northwest 
corner of The Embarcadero and Market Street, between the Ferry Plaza and The Embarcadero Center. A public city 
park maintained by the Recreation and Park Department, Embarcadero Plaza was designed by landscape architect 
Lawrence Halprin in a joint venture with architects Mario Ciampi and John Savage Bolles and fully completed in 1972 
and served as a terminus for Halprin’s Market Street redesign and continued the brick material palette. The 
surrounding blocks feature Sue Bierman Park to the north; Harry Bridges Plaza, the Ferry Building and piers along 
The Embarcadero to the east; early twentieth century multi-story commercial buildings to the south; and the 
Embarcadero Center (1971-1981) and Hyatt Regency Hotel (1973) to the west. This location within Embarcadero 
Plaza was chosen specifically due to the curved ramps of the then existing Embarcadero Freeway. Vaillancourt 
Fountain has an irregularly shaped concrete pool with an abstract sculptural water feature. The fountain is 
constructed out of 101 precast light-weight concrete hollow core boxes, each of which is approximately five feet 
square and 11 feet long. The concrete has a rough, unfinished texture. A rear wall is composed of 37 of the concrete 
elements and the remaining elements are arranged in various projecting configurations and are welded together and 
have a steel structural framework within. The fountain was designed to have water come out of 14 different 
channels, as well as to spill up and over its back wall. Square concrete “lily pad” steppingstones create a pedestrian 
path through and under the fountain arms, and two metal stairs at the back wall allow access on top of the fountain. 
An underground vault with mechanical and electrical equipment is located behind the north wall of the fountain.  
 
The 1989 Loma Prieta Earthquake severely damaged the double-decker Embarcadero Freeway, and it was ultimately 
demolished in 1991. The fountain itself was undamaged. The first major alteration of the fountain was the addition of 
metal guardrails along the north and east walls as part of a larger remodel of Embarcadero Plaza from 1998-2001. In 
2008, chain-link fencing was installed behind the fountain, around former air intake vents. Numerous repairs have 
been made to maintain the fountain and its mechanical system over the years, beginning as early as 1978. There is 
also a history of the fountain’s water being turned off periodically due to drought or to conserve resources, first 
occurring in 1988, again from 2001-2004 and lastly from 2014-2017. By 2024, the pump mechanisms for the fountain 
failed, with internal components damaged beyond repair. As such, the fountain was drained, and moveable planters 
were added around the empty pool. 
 
Department staff concur with the HRR’s determination that the Vaillancourt Fountain is individually eligible for 
listing in the in the National Register of Historic Places (National Register) and California Register of Historical 
Resources (CRHR) under Criterion 1/A (Events) for its association with the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency’s 
public art program. The Vaillancourt Fountain and Embarcadero Plaza were funded and constructed as part of the 
Golden Gateway redevelopment project (officially, Embarcadero-Lower Market Project Area E-1), under the auspices 
of the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency (SFRA); this and other post-World War II-era urban renewal projects 
under SFRA were significantly reshaping San Francisco. Part of SFRA’s transformation of downtown to a mixed-use 
district with Modernist high-rises included public open space and art, and the fountain was commissioned as one of 
SFRA’s three highly-publicized design competitions for public artwork in the 1960s. Private developers were required 
by SFRA to commit a percentage of construction costs to publicly accessible art—leading to an unprecedented, 
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massive investment in Modernist, non-figurative and abstract expressionist art in San Francisco public space in the 
Embarcadero Center, the Golden Gateway mixed use residential complex (the Gateway), Maritime Plaza, Sydney 
Walton Square, as well as in city-owned portions of redevelopment areas such as Embarcadero Plaza. As the result of 
one of three juried design competitions run by SRRA in the 1960s for site-specific public art, Vaillancourt Fountain is 
significant as a distinctive example of the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency’s commitment to public art and 
leadership in establishing a model public art program, with a period of significance of 1971. 

The Vaillancourt Fountain is also associated with its designer, sculptor Armand Vaillancourt, but this association is 
more appropriately conveyed under Criterion 3 (Design). Other figures associated with Embarcadero Plaza and the 
Golden Gateway redevelopment project, including Lawrence Halprin and Justin Herman, are not specifically 
associated with the fountain such that it would be eligible under Criterion B/2 (Persons). As such, Department staff 
find that the fountain is not significant under Criterion 2 (Persons). 

Department staff concurs with the determination that the Vaillancourt Fountain appears to be eligible for the 
National Register and California Register under Criterion 3 (Design) as a distinctive example of a late twentieth 
century monumental and participatory urban fountain that expresses the characteristics of the Abstract 
Expressionist movement in sculpture and Brutalist movement in architecture. Part of the San Francisco Civic Art 
Collection, the fountain is sculptor Armand Vaillancourt’s largest and most well-known works of sculpture, while also 
being recognized as a site-specific feature of the urban built environment. Recognized as a work of art as well as a 
feature of the built urban environment, the Vaillancourt Fountain is a site-specific response to the freeway and 
surrounding high-rise development, designed to be oriented towards the Embarcadero Plaza to dampen the nose of 
the freeway. Water cascading into the pool and the metal stairs allowed for public interaction with all sides of the 
fountain. The exposed, rough concrete finish chosen for the fountain responds to the urban context of the 
surrounding construction and embodies characteristics of Brutalist design, as exhibited in monumental urban plaza 
fountains of the late twentieth century. 

Based upon a review of information in the Planning Department’s records, the subject complex is not significant 
under Criterion 4 since this criterion typically applies to rare construction types when involving the built 
environment. The subject fountain, while a distinctive example of site-specific modern art, is not an example of a 
rare construction type. Assessment of archaeological sensitivity is undertaken through the Department’s Preliminary 
Archaeological review process and is outside the scope of this analysis. 

The 2019 Better Market Street Environmental Impact Report (EIR) determined that the Market Street Cultural 
Landscape District has significance under Criterion 1 (Events) and Criterion 3 (Design).  As part of this review, a 
Cultural Landscape Evaluation (ICF 2016) evaluated a Market Street Cultural Landscape District and various potential 
individual resources, including Embarcadero Plaza.  Embarcadero Plaza was evaluated in State Department of Parks 
and Recreation (DPR) 523 survey forms both individually and as part of a potential historic district. Embarcadero 
Plaza was found to be individually significant under National Register and California Register Criterion C/3 as a 
significant work of Modernist landscape architecture by landscape architect of merit Lawrence Halprin. Additionally, 
Embarcadero Plaza was found to contribute to a National Register- and California Register-eligible Market Street 
Cultural Landscape District, and that “features of the plaza that do retain integrity contribute as components to the 
integrity of the Market Street cultural landscape.” Therefore, it was determined (and Planning staff concurs) that the 
Embarcadero Plaza is a contributing property to the Market Street Cultural Landscape District, and Vaillancourt 
Fountain is an intact, contributing landscape feature within the District.  
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Step B: Integrity 

The subject property has retained or lacks integrity from the period of significance noted in Step A: 

Location: ☒ Retains ☐ Lacks  
Association: ☒ Retains ☐ Lacks 
Design:  ☒ Retains ☐ Lacks 
Workmanship: ☒ Retains ☐ Lacks 

Setting: ☐ Retains ☒ Lacks 
Feeling: ☒ Retains ☐ Lacks 
Materials: ☒ Retains ☐ Lacks 

Analysis: 
The Market Street Cultural Landscape was determined in the 2019 Better Market Street Environmental Impact Report 
(EIR) to retain sufficient historical integrity to convey significance under Criterion 1 and 3.  
 
As part of the 2019 Better Market Street Environmental Impact Report (EIR), it was determined that the Embarcadero 
Plaza lacked sufficient historic integrity for individual eligibility, though it also determined that contributing features, 
including the Fountain, in turn were determined to be contributing features of the Market Street Cultural Landscape 
District.  
 
In order to be determined eligible for the CRHR, the subject landscape feature must be found to retain sufficient 
integrity to convey its historic significance under Criterion 1 and 3. Planning staff concurs with the consultant 
report’s finding that the Fountain retains all aspects of integrity except setting. Despite the diminishment of integrity 
of setting due to the removal of the Embarcadero Freeway, Vaillancourt Fountain retains all other aspects of integrity 
and retains overall historic integrity to convey its significance under Criterion 1 and 3.  
 
Planning staff concurs that the Vaillancourt Foutain retains integrity and is a historic resource individually eligible for 
the National Register and CRHR under Criterion 1 and 3, and as a contributing landscape feature of the Better Market 
Street Cultural District. 

 

Step C: Character Defining Features 

The character-defining features of the subject property include the following:  

 Siting within Embarcadero Plaza 
 Angular, irregular shaped concrete pool with stepped outer ledge 
 Square, concrete “lily pad” path through the fountain 
 Configuration and assemblage of multiple square, pre-cast concrete hollow core “arms” at various 

projecting angles with fourteen channels for water 
 Precast-concrete panel hollow wall along the north and east sides, with narrow water collection pool 
 Exposed, rough texture of the pre-cast concrete elements 
 Visible metal bolts 
 Two metal stairs accessing pedestrian viewing platforms with metal railings. 

 

CEQA HISTORIC RESOURCE DETERMINATION 

☒ Individually-eligible Historical Resource Present  
☒ Contributor to an eligible Historical District / Contextual Resource Present  
☐ Non-Contributor to an eligible Historic District / Context / Cultural District 
☐ No Historical Resource Present 
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NEXT STEPS 

☒ Project Evaluation Required 
☐ Categorically Exempt, consult: 
☐ Current Planner 

Historic Resource Identification: Principal Preservation Planner Review 

 
Signature:         Date: 10/29/2025 
  

Rich Sucre, Deputy Director of Current Planning Division 
Historic Preservation Team Lead 

 
CC: Michelle Langlie, Senior Preservation Planner 
 District 3 Team, Current Planning Division 

 

HRR ATTACHMENTS: 

☒  Consultant-Prepared HRR report, dated: May 15, 2025 
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