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DATE:  May 28, 2014 
 

TO: Architectural Review Committee of the Historic Preservation 
Commission 

 

FROM:  Allison Vanderslice, Preservation Planner, (415) 575-9075    
 
REVIEWED BY: Tim Frye, Preservation Coordinator, (415) 575-6822 

 

RE:   Review and Comment at June 4, 2014 Hearing 
LightRail Installation - Path of Gold Light Standards along  
Market Street from The Embarcadero to Van Ness Avenue 
Case No. 2014.0794A 

 
 
 

 
BACKGROUND 

The Planning Department (Department) has requested review and comment before the 
Architectural Review Committee (ARC) regarding the proposed installation of metal utility 
boxes on the Path of Gold Light Standards (POG) – Landmark No. 200, which is listed in 
Appendix A of Article 10 of the San Francisco Planning Code. The proposed utility boxes will 
function as LED driver enclosures for the LightRail light art installation project, which will 
continue through 2018. The current design suspends the LED tubes from the MUNI overhead 
catenary system and proposes to install the utility boxes on the POG poles. Per Article 10 of the 
Planning Code, the proposal will require approval of a Certificate of Appropriateness (CofA) 
by the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC). Before completing the CofA review, the 
Department is seeking comments from the ARC in order to guide staff’s evaluation and 
recommendations.  

 
PROPERTY DESCRIPTION 
 

The 327 Path of Gold light standards running from 1 Market Street to 2490 Market Street 
(ending between Castro and Collingwood streets) were designated City Landmark No. 200 in 
1991. The 1991 POG Landmark Case Report summarizes the history and significance of the 
POG: 
 

The 327 handsome Path of Gold street light standards are a significant legacy from 
the City Beautiful movement of the early 20th century, which also gives us the Civic 
Center. They have long been the public’s favorite street furniture, and their 



 

 
 

 
                                                                                                                                                                2 

 
 

distinctive color and pattern of light identify Market Street from distant view points. 
The “Winning of the West” bases by outstanding SF sculptor Arthur Putnam feature 
three bands of historical subjects:  ox‐drawn covered wagons  with  weary  pioneer  
and  dog,  seated  pumas (mountain lions) looking down at a scared jackrabbit and 
overlooked by an Indian head, and alternating prospectors and mountain Indians.  
Willis Polk designed the ensemble of the base and pole in 1908 for United Railways’ 
trolley poles‐with‐street‐lights. The City had required the company to provide 
“highly ornamental” poles, plus lamps upon them and electricity for them, as the 
price for permitting the much opposed over head trolley wires… The tops were 
designed in 1916 by sculptor Leo Lentelli and engineer Walter D’Arcy  Ryan,  whose  
lighting  designs  for  the  Panama Pacific International Exposition of 1915 had 
inspired emulation on the City’s principle thoroughfare. The 1916 installation, from 
the Ferry Building to Seventh Street, was a cooperative effort by the Down Town 
Association, Market Street merchants and property owners, the Pacific Gas & Electric 
and United Railroads…  Path of Gold tops were added to the Winning the West 
bases from Seventh to Valencia in the mid‐1920s. 

The POG Landmark Case Report further states that the light standards from Embarcadero to 
Valencia Street were replaced with replicas cast from the originals in the 1970s. The original 
standards (bases date to 1908 and tops date to 1916-c.1925) were installed in 1983 from Valencia 
to Castro streets. Identified character-defining features are the tripartite top and triple globes, 
sculptural detailing in the “Winning the West” naturalistic base panels, the light standard’s 
color, and the height of the lights standards. 
 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The proposed project is to install a subway-responsive LED light installation for 2.1 miles 
along Market Street from The Embarcadero to Van Ness Avenue. The light installation consists 
of LED light tubes suspended from the MUNI overhead catenary system. In order to power 
and control the LED tubes, the project proposes to install utility boxes to house the LED drivers 
on 83 of 194 POG poles between The Embarcadero and Van Ness Avenue. The boxes are 
designed to match the profile of the light pole and are proposed to be 11.5” wide, 40” high, and 
8” deep. The boxes are proposed to be metal and will be painted to match the poles. The 
project proposes to drill a 3/4" hole into the pole to run wiring through the interior of the pole 
and out to the box. The hole will be refilled and repainted as part of the removal of the 
installation. The project proposes to help with the upkeep and maintenance of the POG 
including upgrading the wiring to the poles and removing leftover banner materials. The 
project team also proposes to conduct a conditions assessment of the POG to help DPW in their 
ongoing maintenance of the POG. 

 
STAFF ANALYSIS 

Staff has met with the Project Sponsor to resolve issues regarding design, installation, 
maintenance and removal of the proposed LightRail installation. There are several components 
of the proposed project that the Department seeks the advice of the ARC. The Department 
would like the ARC to consider the following information: 
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Utility Box Design: 
 

The Department has worked with the Sponsor to review various options in regard to size, 
placement, and design of the utility boxes. The Sponsor proposes to install utility boxes that 
will match the POG in color and are roughly the same width as the POG pole in order to 
minimize visual impact. The boxes will be placed directly below the MUNI line connection 
and will not directly interfere with the character-defining bases or tripartite tops.  
 
The Department finds the utility box location and design unresolved and in conflict with the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards. While the proposed utility boxes are simple metal boxes 
with a utilitarian design, the Department finds they are not compatible with the stylized 
POG standards.  In addition, the overall number of utility boxes installed on the exterior of 
the POG standards (83) will result in a cumulative visual change to a significant portion of 
the POG from the Embarcadero to Van Ness Avenue.   

 
Recommendation: 

1. While the design of the utility box aims to recede from view, the utilitarian and strictly 
rectangular design is visually jarring in contrast with the ornate lamp poles.  Staff 
recommends that the LED driver be housed inside the hollow POG pole or base, reducing 
the need for an external box. 

2. If there are no reasonable means to house the LED driver within the hollow POG pole or 
base, staff recommends that the sponsor provide a more integrated and compatibly 
designed utility box. The Sponsor might consider shaping or beveling the edges and 
corners of the box, or using other methods to significantly reduce its profile. The Sponsor 
may also propose a design that integrates more specifically with the POG and the theme of 
the LightRail installation.  
 

 
 

Installation of Utility Boxes: 

The Sponsor proposes to use metal clamps to attach the utility boxes around the POG poles. In 
the past there have been issues related to deterioration and corrosion through the use of metal 
fasteners on the POG. Unless properly installed, the metal fasteners may lead to water 
collection and eventual damage and corrosion to the POG poles and its finish. Further design 
work is necessary to ensure that the attachments and the box itself will not damage the pole 
and will not result in further deterioration. 
  
Recommendation: 
 

3. The Department recommends the Sponsor specify protective measures, such as the 
installation of a protective material, in order to protect the POG from potential damage 
and/or corrosion caused by the clamp and utility box.  

 
 

Conditions Assessment and Maintenance Plan: 
The project team proposes to upgrade the interior wiring of the POG, to remove left-over 
banner materials currently attached to the POG, and to undertake an existing conditions 
survey of the POG poles. The Department supports the project team in undertaking a 
Conditions Assessment of the POG.  
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Recommendation: 
 

4. The Department further recommends that the project team work with DPW and the 
Planning Department to develop a plan to ensure that the installation minimizes damage 
and that the POG system is appropriately maintained during the proposed five-year 
LightRail installation period. At a minimum the plan should include periodic assessment 
of the installation and a plan for repairing and addressing regular maintenance, 
vandalism, damage and/or corrosion. The plan should also include staffing responsibilities 
and contact information for those responsible for the maintenance plan.  
 

Removal of the LightRail Installation: 

As proposed with the installation of the 11.5” wide, 40” high, and 8” deep external utility 
boxes, the project proposes to drill a ¾” hole in the POG pole to run wires to connect to the 
utility boxes. The Department understands that hole will be filled in and repaired at the end of 
the installation. The Department further understands that the installation is designed to be 
reversible and to cause limited alterations to the POG.   
  
Recommendation: 
 

5. The Department recommends that Sponsor prepare a repair detail for filling and repairing 
the ¾” hole drilled in the historic pole.  

6. The Department also recommends that the Sponsor’s plan anticipate additional repair and 
restoration, including repainting of the POG, following the removal of the LightRail 
installation. 

 
 
REQUESTED ACTION 
 

Specifically, the Department seeks comments on: 
 

 
• The project concerns raised by staff; and, 
• The project recommendations proposed by staff. 
 
ATTACHMENTS 
 

• Path of Gold Landmark Designation 
• Path of Gold Light Standard Map  
• Project Sponsor architectural plans, May 2014 
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Presenters:
Ben Davis, Founder of Illuminate the Arts
George Zisiadis and Stefano Corazza, LightRail Artists
Brady Nadell, Engineer at Parsons Brinckerhoff

Project Overview
LightRail is the world’s first subway-responsive light sculpture, illuminating two miles along San Francisco’s Market Street, from Van Ness Avenue to The Embarcadero. It is being presented by Illuminate the 
Arts, the organization that produced THE BAY LIGHTS.

By beautifully visualizing the real-time movement of underground trains, LightRail will transform San Francisco’s preeminent thoroughfare--our Champs-Elysées-- into a scene of wonder and awe for mil-
lions of people, re-establishing Market Street as a place of destination rather than a mere route of passage. The installation will visually connect Market Street’s long-fragmented communities and further 
fuel efforts aiming to revitalize Market Street--while reinforcing the corridor’s historic creative essence. The artwork will be temporary--lasting only through 2018, the year Market Street is slated to be 
reconfigured to better serve and inspire our city’s residents and visitors for generations to come. 

In a contemporary nod to Market Street’s history of purposeful and beautiful illumination, LightRail mirrors the historic intention of the Path of Gold lights which created vibrancy through illumination 
more than a century ago. The Path of Gold lights have always served a dual purpose--delivering an inspiring and attractive aesthetic experience while fulfilling the utilitarian task of supporting the overhead 
catenary system of the electrified Market Street trolley line. 

Project Status
After a year of exploring a wide range of  possible design solutions, LightRail is in its final planning stage. It has received explicit support from the Mayor’s Office, the SF Arts Commission, SFDPW, SFMTA, 
SFPUC and the business and creative community. Parsons Brinckerhoff, one the world’s leading engineering firms, and the designers of THE BAY LIGHTS, have created the project’s technical design.

The installation consists of LED light tubes suspended from the MUNI overhead catenary system (OSC). The installation, a rail of energy-efficient LED lights that travel 2.1 miles up and down the length of 
Market Street, from One Market to Van Ness, sips power from components contained in small boxes mounted onto 83 of the 194 Path of Gold (POG) poles just below the lights. The entire installation is 
temporary and reversible.  A 3/4” hole must be drilled into the pole near the box to run wiring from underground. This small hole will be refilled and repainted following the installation.

The team recognizes the poles’ historical and aesthetic importance and has done everything possible to create as minimal visual impact as possible. The original design suspended the light tubes from can-
tilevered arms anchored into the POG poles. The team figured out how to not burden the poles and suspend the tubes directly from the OSC instead.  After receiving feedback from Tim Frye, the team 
reworked the electrical design of the installation to reduce and elongate the box size from 20”w x 24” H x 8” D to 11.5” W x 40” H x 8” D to best match the shape of the pole. The boxes will be painted 
identically to the poles. With pedestrians focused on the moving light beams, the boxes will recede into the overall urban background.

The installation will be an opportunity to benefit the POG poles overall. The interior wiring will be upgraded free-of-charge to the city. Leftover materials from banners will be removed free-of-charge 
by the installation team. The team will also conduct a survey of the existing state of the poles to help the commission and the DPW in their ongoing maintenance efforts--setting the stage for the Path of 
Gold’s return to health and civic attention in 2018. In order for LightRail to be realized, it seeks the Historic Preservation Commission’s affirmative support. 
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Project Rendering
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Technical Plans

Note: Shown for scale only. Actual box placemenet will be just underneath POG lights, where catenary cable meets pole. 
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Technical Plans

Box Dimensions: 11.5”  W x 40” H x 8” D



LightRail
SF Historic Preservation Committee
Architectural Review Committee
May 21, 2014  |  11am 

Project Evolution

Original Design:  Suspending light tubes from cantilevered arms anchored on POG poles. Current Design: Suspending light tubes directly from MUNI catenary system.
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Project Evolution

Initial Box Design: 20” W x 24” H x 8” D Current Box Design: 11.5” W x 40” H x 8” D
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Project Evolution - Closeups

Initial Box Design: 20” W x 24” H x 8” D Current Box Design: 11.5” W x 40” H x 8” D
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Alternate Investigations of Box Placement. 
Deemed Less Desirable. 
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