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The Conservatory measures two hundred and fifty feet wide and seventy-
five feet deep. It is constructed in three parts with the emphasis
concentrating on the center of the structure, suggestive of an old
tradition of Baroque focus. The main part of the building is an elongated
octagon topped with a dome; this is flanked on two sides with an 'L
shaped wing (east and west of the central space). The smaller rooms at
the end of each wing resemble the center room on the exterior in that they
each contain a modified gable window and a ''spire'!'. The foundations are
of brick, laid with several rows of stretchers topped by a single row of
headers directly beneath the wood superstructure. This superstructure is
. an ingenious 19th Century modification of extremely old, medieval tra-
\'ditions of wood arch construction, with iron bands and tle rods to inter-
\lock and extend arches over large spaces.
The multiple and rigid glass plates which form the basic character of the
building are cleverly lapped over each other like sh|ngles or tiles to
form a continuous down curving surface with non-curved materials. These
are set into the simple wood framework, and held together where necessary
by putty. A small percentage of the glass is tinted and forms a simple
band of color above the transparent walls.
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The style of the architectural detail is basically a mixture of later
Victorian Gothic and Italianate, which can be seen most clearly on the
exterior of. the building. In this ornamental melange, classical anthemia
emerge along with spiky quasi-Gothic finials, Some of the details are
closely related to then fashionable Eastlake patterns of turned and
faceted forms. The overall effect is of some delicately opulent Oriental
palace.

A glassed-in vestibule leads into the main rotunda, where rare palms from
tropical and semi-tropical countries are present. Some other plants
include giant Brazilian Philodendrons. The east wing contains ferns and
palms from the jungle countries. The last room of the east wing known as
the ""Pond Room', houses ferns, other small plants, and a small pool
stocked with goldfish, In the center room or hallway of the west wing,
semi-tropocal plants grow. Permanent plants include huge Bird of Paradise
clumps and a small orehid case. The last room of the west wing offers
rotating seasonal exhibits of potted, flowering plants. 1In the years that
the Conservatory has been in use, the arrangement in the rooms has changed
very little.
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The Conservatory is located north of Main Drive in San Francisco's Golden
Gate Park. It is situated above the lawns of the shallow Conservatory
Valley where formal flower beds bloom all year long. A broad flight of
stairs leads to the Conservatory, and these stairs are bound on either
side by two floral plaques; one plaque is a simple clock and the
used to greet conventions and honor holidays througout the yeayp
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This '"exquisitely anachronistic Victorian conservatory'' was constructe
between 1878 and 1879. The Conservatory is one of the largest in the
United States, covering 12,533 square feet. The great glass building was
the first municipal greenhouse in California and the first and most
impoFtatt-bui-lding in Golden Gate Park. 'Theé building's 33 tons of glass
are supported by a wood and iron framework and three tons of putty. The
Conservatory combines in a handsomely restrained manner the fantasy of
the Brighton Pavillion and the stately soaring majesty of a simple Gothic
church, all expressed in half-modern technical forms in a Baroque
silhouette.

The Conservatory utilizes fully the principles of assemblage and the
reuse of elements made possible by the early techniques of mass pro-
duction, and thus reflects not only the period of architecture in which
it was built, but also some proto-modern technical features.

Although constructed late in its period due to the death of James Lick,
the Conservatory actually was far advanced for the time, taking into
consideration the prefabrication of elements, the vast use of glass, and
its placement in a functional framework of great structural simplicity.

William Hammond Hall, planner of Golden Gate Park, had included the idea

"of a conservatory in his original concept and had chosen a site near the

northwest corner of the park known as Plateau Mound (renamed Mount Lick
in 1874). There was considerable opposition to a conservatory, however,
primarily on the basis of estimated cost. However, Hall helped engineer
an appropriations bill through the State Legislature in 1873, which
included funds for the Park and Conservatory (expenditures and responsi-
bility for Golden Gate Park were not placed under the JUflSdlCthﬂ of the
City until 1900).

Built by Lord and Burham, greenhouse manufacturers, at Irvington, New
York, upon order of San Francusco magnate . James Llck the building was
for that purpose. Lick had intended to have the structure erected on

his estate near San Jose, and there is evidence that he considered giving
it to the City of San Jose, but no actual construction was begun on the
project by the time of Lick's death in 1876.
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finally erect the structure at its current site.

The Conservatory was partly destroyed by fire in 1883, but was rebuilt
following year with the aid of $10,000 donated from Charles Cfocker.

The Golden Gate Park Conservatory has been designated a California
Registered Historic Landmark.
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The Conservatory, still in crates, was put up for sale by the executors of
James Lick's estate on behalf of the Society of California Pioneers. A
group of 27 prominent San Franciscans, including Charles Crocker, William
Alvord, William Franklin Whittier, James Irvin, Claus Spreckels and Leland
Stanford contributed equally to the purchase of the building and gave it to
the park. Lord and Burham, the original builders, were hired by the City to

the
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