Giant camera at Cliff House in danger

By Carol Pogash
Examiner Staff Writer

No doubt Leonardo da Vinel would
not approve

The sclentist-artist who is believed
to have invented the camera obscura,
forerunner to the camera, would want
one of the few remaining examples of
his invention, which sits a1 the base of
the CH{I House In San Francisco, 1o
survive,

Bul then Leonardo da Vined didn
know about the masier plan for the
Golden Gate National Recreation Area
which calls for eliminating the current
Carfera Obscura because the primary
value of the site on which it sits s as
"an overlook with seating for those
who come only 1o enjoy the view. In
conjunction with this, structures in the
vicinity that do not fit into the histor}
cal setting will be removed

The funny vellow building
shaped like a hox camers, with fat
black knobs on its walls — does not fit

in with the US. government's sense of
history, beauty or importance.

The Camera Obscurn — which
bears a come-on that reads: “Now
Open. What is 17" — has been by the
ocean for a mere 30 vears. Thit & not
long enough, by most accounts, 10 be
considered historical, and certainly not
by the standards of Leonurdo da Ving,
who died In 1518

“This is one of the more spectacilar
views” sald o GGNRA official, snd “it
does not need to be cluttered up by an
ugly vellow box.”

“It Is one of the mest visited areas of
The City,” sald acting GGNRA Super-
intendent Jack Davis. But the camora
he says, 1 not a popular nitraction,

Indeed, the boxy building s not
beautiful. But for the visitor who
plunks down 50 cems, the view from
the lirge sloping dish on the inside is as
magnificent, mayhe mare 5o, than the
spectacular one it mirrors on the o
shidee.

The Camera Obscura captures light

through & 46<degree angle mirror and
two lenses, 10 reflect the S60degree
view of ocean, rocks and land onto o
large parabolic disc in a darkened
roam,
While some historians contend that
Leonardo da Vinel invented the cam-
era obseura, others believe it was creat-
ed in the 11th century and only de
seribed in his manuscripis

The camera hecame popular with
astronomers and  IMhocentury artists
anxious 1o capture realistic pictures of
skies and landscape. Malian painters
often carrted sedan chatrs, went and
camera into the countrvside 10 wpce
copies of seenes

Its devoted San Francisco care
wker, David Warren, gives the scientif
I¢ explanation for the camera and then
one that deseribes whit the viewer
sees "It's magic, It makes things clesr
to you.”

If 1t hadn't been for the Kube Gold

berg box camera bullding, which
seems better sulted to selling footdong
hot dogs, the Camera Obscura mighn
have been left alone

But then the US. government
hought the CHf House and the area
became part of the national park sys
em.

The funny vellow box was deetmed
officlally inappropriate by the Nationa!
Park Service al the heginning of the
yeur, and a permit was dented If thers
I5 ro reprieve, 0 will be closed and
carted away aner Ol 13

Frank Boerger, chabrman of the
citizens advisory commission 1o 1w
Golden Gare Nutiopal Revrestion Arey
has not seeh the camoera from the
inside and says he has “no precon
codved ddess” about whar should by
done

But he adds. 1 think Iv is fair 10 s
the bullding does intrude selfl into the
landscape there.”

Outside the Camers Obscura, Zalo
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The funny box-like building, above, out at the Cliff House contains

8 camera obscura as designed

by Leonardo da Vinci. It lakes

pictures of Seal Rocks and reflects those images inside the
buliding, as at left. Now this rare atiraction is in danger of being

closed down and carled away

of total obscurity

phus Californianus, better Known s
the California sea hons, and the Steller
Sea Lions, with whom they share
lounging rights, bark and honk from
Seal Rocks. Bluebloek cormorants
pamper themselves in the sun. Bl
soming purple succulens bhug The
chffs. And tourisis pop quarters iiio
quitk-eyed telescopes 1o elimpse [1e on
the: rocks

For Worren, who ol 14 ran owuy
from his Havward howwe 10 fein o
varnival, Camuora Obseuard s worth
Fighting for

After cHmbing down Toomm the W
ret. still grasping the esentinl Windex
doy Just week, Woarren talked
about his dedication w Laosirdo da
Vincd's camers B the s He l'\lﬂ b
that because the camera diws nol
make enough o o grossd
F4.000 lnst vour he wirks s a volun
T

Béfore he came 1o Umers Dbseura
Warren sold vacutm clesters and en

one

evelopedins door 1o divir. Brian Fewer
Jr, who ulso voluntesrs, used o opor
ale the merry-go-round at Plaviand @
the Beach. And Donald Goodwin, an
nther camers volunteer, used 1o e an
upple picker

Wiarren and friends may he drvgi
mers, trving o suve o boiding tha
cant pay o Bt thes lund
perseverod, pushing hard enoigh 1o
win a secand chanee of sorts

Resently, sive Wirpen: “Mavor Al
oo and his o wife came throgeh
And, like many others. e sad thas
signed . Warten's petition to save the
camers from obsauey

B the Camera Obsourn bus sy
so-olweure for o lone thid mnay San
Franciscuns
where i1 s

One morning this week e
visitor who knew whit 4 canweta ol
SCUra wis wits u tourist from Ialy, wih
explained that he hadd Deen et
about it in school

sl
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