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Task Force members touched on many subjects at the Mar 15 meeting.  One aspect of 
the discussion has been about adding improvements to Centennial Plaza in front of City 
Hall.  I would caution you to remember one thing: the view from the west into the 
courtyard of City Hall. This striking view through the arched entrance is dominated by 
the sculptural form of the fountain in the center of the courtyard, leading us into the 
courtyard space, the garden center of Pasadena.  From this small arched opening, 
framed by the arched entry to the courtyard, the arched form expands and grows 
upward, repeating itself in the entrance arcade, the layers of arches beneath the dome, 
the curved form of the dome itself and finally in the cupola that crowns the dome.  This 
is a dramatic progression both into the courtyard and upward, intentionally so, and it is 
crucial not to spoil it. 
 

 
View through City Hall into the courtyard with the fountain as silhouette. Note 
dramatic progression of arches upward from this space, also echoed by the corner 
cupolas. 
 
Cultural Landscape Report: I would urge you to recommend the completion of a 
Cultural Landscape Report before engaging a landscape architect/urban design firm.  A 
Cultural Landscape Report should provide the foundation for restoration or new 
improvements in the Civic Center.  It should cover the entire National Register District 



 

with the view toward providing greater definition to the District by linking all the 
contributing elements together, perhaps with landscape elements and uniform designed 
street lights as originally intended. 
 
Pasadena Civic Center as a Pedestrian Space: You have talked about enhancing 
the pedestrian experience, and one member suggested a double allee of trees along 
Garfield across from City Hall.  I used to walk to work at City Hall through the allee of 
trees along Holly, which provided welcome shade in our hot climate. Such allees were 
envisioned in the Bennett Plan, and they extended north on both sides of Garfield to the 
Library and south lining Garfield to the Civic Auditorium. They were pollarded, formally 
clipped linden trees, as in Paris. But we are in California, and we can certainly find large 
canopy trees that will satisfy our need for shade and provide the dramatic approaches to 
City Hall, the Library and the Civic Auditorium that were envisioned and that once 
existed.  The north extension of Garfield has been disrupted by the Courts plantings and 
by the landscaping on the block of the Hale Building, but this plan could still be 
achieved by cooperating with the County to achieve a uniform design. To the south, 
Garfield narrows and there is the problem of the mall.  However, I believe that canopy 
trees planted in an alternating pattern on both sides of the sidewalk along the Post 
Office and the bank building (perhaps in sidewalk pop-outs) could enhance the street’s 
role as the axis leading to the Civic Auditorium.  The mall space could be improved by 
adding large trees in planters lined up flanking the axis and doing away with the clutter 
in the central space.  Non-deciduous trees would be best for reliable shade protection 
even on hot winter days. 
 

 



 

Canopy trees for shade and contrast provide a dramatic approach to City Hall, 1950’s 

 
Garfield Avenue leading to the Civic Auditorium. Note street trees lining the street and 
the opening provided by the two parks facing the Auditorium at Green Street. 
 
The “Plaza Problem:” You have discussed the plaza in front of City Hall as too large 
and confusing for the motorist. I would say that the reaction to the space is conditioned 
by our experiences of what is “normal”, namely a grid of straight streets crossing each 
other.  In this standard arrangement, any large open space or large building, for that 
matter, is always passed by at the side, and never encountered as a destination, a 
situation that Bennett specifically mentions as what he intends to rectify in his plan. 
Here the confusion of the motorist actually slows down traffic. Everywhere else, traffic is 
guided by white lines and yellow lines, carefully choreographing the movement of 
vehicles. Here is an open space where that does not occur (except for the demarcation of 
pedestrian crossings north and south of the Plaza), and that should be celebrated. The 
space in front of City Hall was designed to be proportional to the scale of the building; 
squeezing up the space or installing additional features would only serve to crowd City 
Hall and detract from its monumentality. It is a grand celebratory open space emulating 
those facing major European landmarks, which often have a differentiated paving 
surface, which could be tried here. The pedestrian experience can be improved by 
adding double rows of shade trees along the sidewalks of Garfield and Holly, redefining 
the axes of the Bennett Plan. 
 



 

 
Aerial perspective of the Civic Center showing tree-shaded sidewalks and small parks 
facing Civic Auditorium.  
 
A Civic Center for Human Activity: You have talked about enlivening the area and 
suggested introducing more events such as a farmers’ market, evening concerts and 
dinners.  These are all good ideas and can be built upon. Originally the Civic Center was 
active, with the two Y’s providing community activities and housing, exercise and 
swimming classes, as well as office space for non-profits, and small shops.  The YWCA 
building already has a dining room, with a vaulted ceiling and large windows that could 
become a restaurant space incorporating the adjacent courtyard and front terrace along 
Marengo. If the building were dedicated to civic uses, that space could be leased to a 
restaurant operation.  
 

 
Diners enjoying the YWCA courtyard and dining room in the 1940s 
 
Celebrate the Civic Center: You have suggested that the public should have access to 
the YWCA’s important interior spaces. I suggest that you consider promoting this for all 



 

buildings as a celebration of the Civic Center, including Robert Stern’s magnificent 
entrance hall to the Police Building, now closed; the beautiful Batchelder tile pool in the 
YMCA; City Hall tower; the Public Library, especially the Children’s Room with its 
fireplace mantel by sculptor Maud Daggett; the Civic Auditorium’s entrance and grand 
theatre within; as well as the principal interior spaces of the former police building, the 
American Legion Building, the Baptist and All Saints’ churches, the Turner and Stevens 
building, and the Maryland Apartments.  Not to be forgotten is the courtyard theme that 
pervades the Civic Center. A key component of the Y’s design is its courtyard; City Hall, 
the Library, the Baptist and All Saints churches all have courtyards, and there is the 
courtyard between the Hale and Police Buildings. These courtyards are assets to be 
recognized. These interior and courtyard spaces are key parts of our Civic Center and 
should be open to the people. 
 
New Access Points to the YWCA Building:  You have discussed providing access 
from the YW to Garfield to connect it to Civic Center Plaza.  This must be thought out 
carefully.  Any new entrance to the rear portion of the YW through the park has to 
consider the impact on the Robinson Memorial.  Pasadena now has several memorials 
to Jackie Robinson, but the one in the Civic Center, to both Jackie and Mack Robinson, 
is clearly of a higher order: it is in fact a superbly crafted work of art that also bears 
significant messages about racism and the struggle for civil rights incised directly into 
the surface of the sculptures for all to ponder.  It is also a silent memorial to John Van 
de Kamp, a key figure in the process of its creation, who felt very strongly that the 
memorial and its setting must be respected.  (Another possible access to the YW could 
also occur on Holly, which would reflect the YMCA entrance across the street, created in 
1926.) 
 

                     
YMCA 1910 by Arthur Benton YMCA 1926 remodel with addition by 

Marston, Van Pelt & Maybury includes 
Holly entrance and Batchelder pool  

 
The Approaches to City Hall:  An integral part of the experience of the Civic Center 
are the grounds that form the approaches to City Hall, flanking Holly Street and fronting 
on Garfield.   This park-like setting, an open space in front of and leading up to a grand 
building, provides a dramatic contrast to the massiveness of City Hall and allows the 
pedestrian at street level to progress toward the building and to see it as the view 
expands. This dramatic experience of contrast in size and scale is at the heart of Beaux 



 

Arts design. One can see only the central entries to the City Hall, the Auditorium and the 
Library from a distance, but as you progress toward them more is revealed until you 
finally get to the point where you can see the whole facade. This dramatic progression 
enhances the experience.  Bennett knew that and developed it with his plans for allées of 
trees, which obscure part of the buildings and then open up to reveal them. These green 
spaces have the same function as the lawns and tree-lined boulevards leading to the 
Capitol in Washington and the California State Capitol in Sacramento.  Whether 
entering the space from Holly Street or from Garfield, these open spaces are crucial to 
viewing City Hall, and to appreciating the fine architecture of the Post Office and the 
Hale Building, both designed to face Civic Center Plaza and to enrich it.   
 
To build here for short-term financial gain (which is the only apparent reason for such a 
project) is to strike at the very heart of the concept of Pasadena’s Civic Center. To 
landscape these grounds in a manner befitting their role since the buildings were built 
would say that this generation understands their importance and wishes to preserve the 
essential character of the Pasadena Civic Center for the future. 

 
Pasadena Civic Center 1931 
 


