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Water Planet ready to open at Academy
Wednesday, September 10, 2008
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Water is life: Water Planet, one of the many thrilling displays in the new Academy of
Sciences in Golden Gate Park, opens in a few weeks, but its enormous two-story tanks
inspired by the Monterey Bay Aquarium are already brimming with fish.

Thinc, a New York design company responsible for the
experimental holding tanks at the downtown site
where the fish were stored for four years, designed all
the academy's displays. Thinc principal and former
scuba-diving instructor Tom Hennes worked closely
with academy scientists to create authentic habitats.

Joe MacDonald, of New York architecture and
design firm Urban A&O, designed fiberglass cases to
resemble waves for some of the Water Planet tanks.
They are used as backdrops for audiovisual shows and

films. During film projections, MacDonald's dynamic cases - made by an auto-body shop
in Southern California - look like a churning, racing ocean. When the lights are dimmed
and images of kelp and underwater life are projected onto the cases, viewers get the
feeling of being fully submerged.

Between shows, the complex, interlocked cases have 39 large and small apertures that
open when touched to reveal live displays in the tanks.

MacDonald said the designers used a complex computer-aided three-dimensional
interactive application to do that. "It is used to design airplanes, and Frank Gehry used
it to refine his design for the Disney Concert Hall."

The tanks themselves are experimental, too. "We used some of the ideas we explored at
the temporary facilities," Hennes said. "We realized that we could grow coral here to
create authentic habitats for the animals." The largest tank at the temporary academy
was the reef tank, and the final 28-foot-high version in the park is the tallest in the
world.

Speaking of elaborate tanks, architect Olle Lundberg reports that his plan for the
academy's two restaurants will include one in each. The upstairs spot will have an
extra-long aquarium on a central table; the lower floor will have a 60-foot-long pool for
fish; a moss wall that lines the two-story staircase connecting the two floors will
complete the mini ecosystem. And yes, chefs Charles Phan and Loretta Keller will
serve fish, but not from either tank.

Meanwhile, artist Catherine Wagner is collating hundreds of images of sea life and
creating a kind of hieroglyphic language that uses the images as symbols to convey
abstract ideas. Her work will be on display when the academy opens Sept. 27.

More water connections: Designer Yves Béhar's tetrapod-shaped bottle for
fortified Y water for children can be used as a Lego kit when the water is gone. A set of
colored drinks labeled Brain, Bone, Muscle and Immune comes with extra rubber rings
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that help to hold the empty bottles together.

Water is time: The Bedol Water Clock, a digital timepiece, is clearly green because just
a little bit of salt added to water in its plastic container helps to power it.

"An organic chemistry person would get it," says Mark Bedol, the entrepreneur who
found the clock design in China and decided to market it in the United States. "It is new
even in China. The technology involves a microchip that gets activated by electrolytes
formed in the water." A built-in electrode absorbs energy from the electrolytes to
transmit very low-voltage power to the clock for two weeks at a time. $16 plus shipping
from www.bedolwhatsnext.com.

Color therapy: When Frank Lloyd Wright embraced the House Beautiful
movement with a magazine he designed in 1896, he could not have predicted that the
publication, now called House Beautiful, would last for 112 years, mirroring the tastes of
its editors and the times.

Editor in Chief Stephen Drucker advocated the use of color in design when he took
charge three years ago. "Every month we ask a dozen interior designers to pick a paint
color by brand, number and name. It is hard to get a paint color right, and readers get
the benefit of their expertise," Drucker said. This month's issue is dedicated to Drucker's
favorite color: green. Based on his ideas, House Beautiful has also launched a series of
color seminars called Color Institute, where key designers speak to Drucker about their
color techniques and secrets. The show's on the move: Washington, D.C., in March,
Chicago in May and in the Bay Area today at the San Francisco Design Center, with two
of the Bay Area's most accomplished interior designers, Suzanne Tucker and Paul
Wiseman.

Art in the park: On Tuesday, amid the Piazzoni murals at the de Young Museum, was
a preview of works by several artisans who will be showcased Nov. 21-22 at the
museum's Holiday Artisan Fair 2008. Artists include Matt Dick of Tsurukichi, whose
hands are perpetually blue from the indigo dye he uses to make Tsuru- kichi's exclusive
fabrics.

Beats headphones: Ammunition, a San Francisco industrial design company founded
by Robert Brunner, the former Apple design director and Pentagram partner, just
released the Beats headphone, in partnership with hip-hop producer Dr. Dre. It plugs
into iPhones, BlackBerrys and other portable music devices.

They've got the competition beat with high-definition sound and Beats' beautiful red and
black box, which contains its egg-shaped black zippered case - a packaging winner. At
$350, the hinged headphones (which require eco-unfriendly AAA batteries), with a
glossy, wide headband and sound-isolating ear muffs, are not for budget listeners. But,
for its jewel-like production excellence, this collaboration between Brunner, Dr. Dre and
Jimmy Iovine, the chairman of Interscope Records and former sound engineer for
none other than John Lennon and Bruce Springsteen, has us all ears.
www.beatsbydrdre.com.

Zahid Sardar is The Chronicle's design editor. E-mail your tips for Design Beat to
zsardar@sfchronicle.com.
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