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SFMOMA AND SFPL’S TAKE PART PROGRAM DISPLAYS WPA-CREATED 

SCALE MODEL OF SAN FRANCISCO SEEN FOR THE FIRST TIME IN 75 YEARS 

AT LIBRARY BRANCHES FROM JANUARY–MARCH 2019 
 

Artist Duo Bik Van der Pol’s Commission Reimagines San Francisco through 

over 100 Complementary Programs at San Francisco Public Library Branches 

throughout the City 
 

 
The J1 piece of the WPA scale model of San Francisco, 2018; photo: Beth LaBerge 

 
SAN FRANCISCO, CA (January 23, 2019)—The city of San Francisco is constantly changing and evolving, 

from its genesis as the country’s leading gold rush destination to its current status as the technology 

and information center of the world. Yet as the city increasingly becomes a hub for global capital, 

access to city services, infrastructure and housing has drastically diminished for many people. Notions 

of civic participation and inclusion in San Francisco have also undergone profound changes, prompting 

questions around how to make and protect space for living. 
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Take Part, a commission by the artist team Bik Van der Pol, and part of the Public Knowledge 

partnership between the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) and the San Francisco 

Public Library (SFPL), seeks to create a shared public vision of the city by anchoring discussions about 

its past, present and future, as well as its challenges and opportunities, to a tangible object—a 

thousand-square-foot scale model of the city of San Francisco built in the late 1930s. Sections of the 

model will be displayed at the 27 branches of the SFPL, the Main Library and at SFMOMA’s Public 

Knowledge Library at the museum.  

 

“The model aims to create a theatrical platform where people gather with their questions and 

concerns; not to oppress but to empower, to collectively become something bigger, eventually. To 

leverage ‘publicness’ to more publicness,” explained artists Liesbeth Bik and Jos van der Pol. 

  

Each branch will display the section of the model representing its neighborhood and collectively 

present over 100 programs for all ages offering new insight, discussion and creativity over the course 

of two months beginning January 25 through March 25, 2019. Artists Bik Van der Pol learned about the 

model during a research trip to San Francisco, then began to explore using it as a basis for a larger 

project about civic imagination. This project is consistent with their global approach to understand 

social relationships, bring light to hidden stories and resources and make those stories more public. 

 

“We’re looking forward to robust discussions about the model at each branch library,” said Michael 

Lambert, Acting City Librarian. “Take Part is an amazing opportunity for people to connect with their 

neighbors, reflect on San Francisco’s history and learn even more about their community.” 

 

ABOUT THE MODEL 

 

The model, a detailed wooden replica of the city of San Francisco at a scale of one inch to one hundred 

feet, was built by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the late 1930s as part of the New Deal. 

A passion project of noted San Francisco architect Timothy Pflueger, the model took two years to 

build and was created as a city planning tool, a tourist attraction and for education purposes. Fully 

assembled, it is 41 x 37 feet with a total area of more than one thousand square feet. The model has 

not been on public view in its entirety since 1942.  

 

Each city “block” was created for the model as a literal wooden block that can be lifted out, allowing 

for hands-on interaction with the city, and making the model easy to update as the city changed. The 

model is one of several city scale models made in the U.S., the most famous of which is the Panorama 

of the City of New York made for the 1964 World’s Fair, and now part of the collection and on display 

at the Queens Museum. 

 

In 1939, the model was first displayed in partial sections in the Golden Gate International Exposition on 

Treasure Island. It was one of many WPA projects in the Bay Area at that time, including the Golden 

Gate Bridge, the San Francisco Airport, the Caldecott Tunnel, the San Francisco Zoo and Treasure 

Island.  

 

In 1942, after its display at the Golden Gate International Exposition and at San Francisco City Hall, the 

model was packed away. In the 1960s, the model was moved to the University of California, Berkeley, 

where the downtown portion was used as an urban planning tool by the Environmental Simulation 

Laboratory to study how that neighborhood could be developed without sacrificing the character of 

the city. The rest of the model, comprising roughly two-thirds of the city (primarily the western and 
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southern neighborhoods) was placed in storage, where it remained until SFMOMA approached UC 

Berkeley about this project. A partnership between SFMOMA, SFPL, UC Berkeley faculty and artists Bik 

Van der Pol initiated the largest public display of 70 pieces of the model in over 75 years. 

 

During the summer of 2018, the 6,000 blocks of the model were cleaned and assessed neighborhood 

by neighborhood by a team of SFMOMA staff and volunteers. A series of meetings between librarians 

and community stakeholders generated a plan to utilize the model for civic engagement by displaying 

it in all the branches of the SFPL. Each neighborhood will be on display in its corresponding library, 

including the 27 neighborhood branches, the Main Library and the Public Knowledge Library at 

SFMOMA, located in the Koret Education Center in the museum’s free space. 

 

Click here to see cartographer David Rumsey’s digital composite of the model and its neighborhoods. 

 

TAKE PART PROGRAMMING 

 

Over 100 events and programs relating to the model and San Francisco have been developed 

according to each neighborhood’s interests. They focus on key themes broadly relating to civic 

participation. Model sections will be used by participants to learn about the city’s hidden past and 

stimulate discussions about the city’s neighborhoods. Activities for a range of ages will include site-

specific storytelling, town hall discussions, history nights, virtual tours, neighborhood walks, bike 

rides, mapmaking and more. Click here for a complete link to all Take Part programming.  

 

Sample programs include: 

 

Build It LEGO City, West Portal Branch, January 26, 3 p.m. 

Engineering Marvels of the WPA, Marina Branch, January 26, 11 a.m. 

Community Building Blocks: The Past and Future of Organizing, Richmond Branch, February 6, 6 p.m. 

Mapping Our Memories, Western Addition Branch, February 9, 11 a.m. 

Mural Workshop for Kids with Precita Eyes, Mission Branch, February 9, 11 a.m. 

Genealogy & Family History Class, North Beach Branch, February 12, 6:15 p.m. 

Yes, I Live Here! Excelsior Branch, February 12, 6 p.m. 

What is a Map? Merced Branch, February 16, 2 p.m. 

Westwood Park: Building a Bungalow Neighborhood in San Francisco, Ingleside Branch, February 16, 1 

p.m. 

Vanished Waters: A History of San Francisco’s Mission Bay, Mission Bay Branch, February 20, 6 p.m. 

The Remarkable Forgotten Histories of San Francisco’s Glen Park, a Suburban District in the Heart of 

San Francisco, Glen Park Branch, February 21, 6 p.m. 

Hills, Sunlight, and Shadows: Decisions that Shape Downtown, SFMOMA Branch, February 21, 7 p.m. 

Make a West Portal Zine! West Portal Branch, February 24, 2 p.m. 

Intrigue and Art at the Expo – A Celebration of the 80th Anniversary of the Golden Gate International 

Exposition, Main Library, February 23, 2 p.m. 

City Guide Tour: Billionaire’s Row, Presidio Branch, February 23, 2 p.m. 

San Francisco’s 49-Mile Scenic Drive: A Virtual Tour, Ortega Branch, March 6, 7 p.m. 

 

In addition, free bicycle tours of the city led by Shaping San Francisco will include visits to six library 

branches and their model displays. Tours include: 

 

 South by Southeast, January 26 

https://www.davidrumsey.com/blog/2019/1/1/huge-san-francisco-1940-wooden-model-digitized
https://publicknowledge.sfmoma.org/events/categories/take-part/
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 Northward Including the Historic Shoreline, February 2 

 Go West: Over Hill and Dale, February 16 

 Northwestern Loop: From “Inside to Outside Lands and Back,” February 23 

 

ORGANIZATION + SUPPORT 

 

Public Knowledge is organized by the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in partnership with the 

San Francisco Public Library. The project has been made possible in part by a major grant from the 

National Endowment for the Humanities: Exploring the human endeavor. 

 

 
Unveiling of the scale model of San Francisco at City Hall, 1940; WPA, San Francisco Department of 

City Planning Records, San Francisco History Center; photo: San Francisco Public Library 

 

ABOUT PUBLIC KNOWLEDGE: TAKE PART 

 

Public Knowledge: Take Part was inspired by “Taking Part,” a community-planning workshop process 

created in the 1970s by Lawrence and Anna Halprin, a noted landscape architect and 

dancer/choreographer, respectively. The workshops encouraged “collective creativity,” or people 

working together in groups to solve complex problems. Collective creativity can be applied to a range 
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of interactions, including personal communications, city planning, education and community 

development.  

 

Take Part encourages collective creativity by sharing ideas and soliciting advice and knowledge from 

across layers of society. The project involves a multitude of voices in discussions, and invites 

participants from diverse backgrounds, skills and ages to infuse the model with their perspectives.  

 

ABOUT BIK VAN DER POL 

 

Bik Van der Pol is the collective name of the Dutch artist duo Liesbeth Bik and Jos Van der Pol, whose 

vision guides Take Part. Through a variety of forms including performance, publications, videos and 

projects, the artists explore how ideas and culture are made public and the conditions under which 

that takes place. Over the past 20 years, the artists have realized dozens of projects around the world 

examining a range of issues including air rights regulations in New York City (As Above So Below, 

2011), participatory democracy in Porto Alegre, Brazil (What If the Moon Were Just a Jump Away?, 

2013) and memorials to the 1980 uprising in Gwangju, Korea (How Does a Straight Line Feel?, 2016).  

 

Their projects have involved archives and collections as well as local histories and they typically 

facilitate dialogue among residents or participants. Through these conversations, the artists identify 

stories or relationships and make them visible. In Take Part, Bik Van der Pol aims to articulate how art 

can produce a public sphere and create space for speculation and imagination in and about San 

Francisco. The work here explores questions about public rights to space, changing communities and 

how we make decisions as a city. 

 

ABOUT PUBLIC KNOWLEDGE 

 

Public Knowledge is a collaboration between SFMOMA and the San Francisco Public Library that 

focuses on the changing city and knowledge in the digital age. It has four main components: a 

temporary branch of the SFPL inside SFMOMA with resources focusing on art, activism, technology, 

cities, culture and education; a series of public talks; artist commissions; and online publishing. Funded 

by a generous grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities, the program was co-curated 

by former SFMOMA curators Deena Chalabi and Dominic Willsdon. Tomoko Kanamitsu, interim head 

of Public Dialogue, serves as project director and the project manager is Stella Lochman, senior 

program associate of Public Dialogue. 
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SFMOMA staff cleaning the scale model of San Francisco, 2018; photo: Beth LaBerge 

 

WEBSITES + HASHTAGS 

 

http://www.TakepartSF.net 

https://publicknowledge.sfmoma.org 

sfpl.org/take-part 

www.bikvanderpol.net 

@publicknowledgesf 

#takepartsf 

 

MEDIA CONTACTS 

 

Jill Lynch, jlynch@sfmoma.org, 415.357.4172 

Clara Hatcher Baruth, chatcher@sfmoma.org, 415.357.4177 

Emma LeHocky, elehocky@sfmoma.org, 415.357.4170 

 

 
 

https://publicknowledge.sfmoma.org/
https://sfpl.org/index.php?pg=2001082301
http://www.bikvanderpol.net/
https://www.instagram.com/publicknowledgesf/
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/takepartsf/
mailto:jlynch@sfmoma.org
mailto:chatcher@sfmoma.org
mailto:elehocky@sfmoma.org

