
Wet City - Dry City
 [ Hydrology Research Center for l.a. ]
Regarding water, steel and Los Angeles:

The Sepulveda Dam is an icon of the San Fernando Valley, built in 1941 by the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers in the aftermath of the Great Depression.  It was built along the Los Angeles River to control 
floods that threatened to devastate the newly developed “Valley”, a primordial exercise of what would 
become suburbia, forever changing the American city.

At this site water and its presence as urban infrastructure combine with two of the most transited 
freeways in the world.  There is a juxtaposition of the potential flood and the steel and rubber of the 
101 and 405 freeways.  The site contains two infrastructures that are by all counts defining moments of 
the San Fernando Valley. 

L.A. has always been a city of extremes and the dichotomy of drought vs. flood reminds that our land 
was once a desert. Hydrology is at the center of the Valley’s identity and our proposal for a place for 
its study builds on the narrative of absence/excess, perching itself atop of the Sepulveda Dam like a ship 
left dry aground by a receding sea.  The center’s sole purpose to educate people about water 
conservation and remind the citizens of the Valley of the potential flood that will liberate the 
building-vessel once again from its dry mooring.
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The building is an icon at 65 MPH
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The building survives the flood by becoming a vessel

An object is introduced into 
an existing landscape

In the time of flood the 
object becomes buoyant

As the flood continues the 
object gets relocated

The object becomes a vessel 
stuck on a bridge

The L.A. river flows under the busiest
freeway intersection in California

The Sepulveda Dam controls the 
L.A. river and protects the city

WetlandsL.A. River

Spillway

405
101



Sub-Frame

Main-Frame

Support Columns

Vertical Circulation

Programable 
Space

glazing

Skin Frame
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The building FLOATS due to dual caliber steel frames

Multiple systems come together in layers

Load is distributed through branching

18” x 11” Wide flange frame at 30’ O.C.

Panels will rust over time eventually 
giving the building an orange patina to 
compliment the sky and water.

2” x 6” Steel tubing at 6’ 0.C. is used to 
give the skin and glazing rigidity.

Glass is used as a transparent wall to 
maintain a constant connection to the 
landscape.

12” x 8” Wide flange frame at 6’ O.C. 
supports floor slabs.

1 - 18” Steel pipe

2 - 2” Dia. thru bolts

3 - 1” Gusset plate

4 - 1” Welded baseplate

5 - 3’ Steel pipe 

1 - 10’ x 10‘ Glass panel

2 - 1/4” Silicone bead

3 - 1/4“ Steel angle

4 - 10’ x 10‘ Cor-Ten Panel

5 - 18” Steel pipe

6 - 2” x 6” - Steel tubing

7 - 12” x 8” Wide flange
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3’ Dia. pipe columns transfer vertical 
loads to the ground.
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705.1’ NGVD - HISTORIC 
MAX. FLOOD 1990

PRIVATE

The siting is chosen based on the 
highest elevation on the site.  
This is done in an effort to 
elevate the building and avoid 
contact with moister.  The build-
ing is split programmatically into 
private and public.  Proportions 
are appropriated by square foot-
age requirements.

Site forces are applied to the 
massing and begin to shape the 
gesture.

The private and public are bifur-
cated by a zone of circulation.  
The zone is a direct projection of 
the circulation of the dam.  A 
formal gesture is created.
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The building floats above the dam

The hanging lecture space creates a dynamic relationship with the museum

A narrative FORMS between dam and building
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The use of steel allows the hull-shaped form to dissociate itself from the heavy concrete dam by elevat-
ing itself above it, emphasizing the contrast between light and heavy, permanent and ephemeral, wet and 
dry. The proposal’s formal and structural autonomy identify it as an object on the urban landscape, 
offering slow-moving freeway commuters a reminder of how prescient water is to our local culture.  The 
Hydrology Research Center becomes a place-keeper for a history yet to be written in a place where 
memory is short, water is scarce and where a building’s connection to the ground is only as determined 
as the inevitability of the flood to come.

The private and public are bifurcated by a zone of 
circulation.  The zone is a direct projection of the 
circulation of the dam.  A formal gesture is 
created.

Observation Deck / 
Cafe
3,000 SF

Lecture Space
1,000 SF

Museum Space
25,000 SF

Procession / Circulation

Wetlands

L.A. River

Spillway

Equipment Room
10,000 SF

Offices / Labs
35,000 SF

The Hydrology Research Center for L.A. 

calls for 75,000 SF of usable program.  
The program is comprised mostly of private 
research space.  The public program is 
comprised of a museum and lecture space.  
The cafe, observation and circulation mediate 
public and private.

Bathrooms
1,000 SF

An axial procession DIVIDES public and private
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Observation deck interrupts the grid Program relates to the dam


