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Location, Location, Location
Whether you’re exploring the colors of San Francisco Bay from the outdoor pier, tracking the 

ship traffi  c or layering historic maps while looking at the city skyline from the glass-walled Fisher 
Bay Observatory Gallery, or admiring the Bay Bridge while dining in Roberta Keller’s SEAGLASS 

restaurant, the Exploratorium takes full advantage of its beautiful nine-acre site on Pier 15.
Centrally located and easy to reach, the new Exploratorium feels much more a part of the city and 

the Bay Area. New exhibits emphasize Bay Area ecology, meteorology, biology and more.

5 Reasons             to Visit the New

By Janine DeFao

expl          ratorium®

Obscura Digital’s “Emergence” 
transforms the historic façade 
of Pier 15 into a visual odyssey 
through projected biological 
and physical wonders. This 
unique installation heralded 
the April 17 and 18 opening.

If you thought you knew the Exploratorium – San Francisco’s iconic 
hands-on science museum – think again. Aft er more than 40 years 
of groundbreaking work inspiring children, educators and science 

museums throughout the world from its longtime home near the Palace 
of Fine Arts, the Exploratorium has been reborn in a new $300 million 
location that opened April 17 on the downtown San Francisco waterfront.

While the Exploratorium for years may have seemed to be looking 
inward    – exploring perception, the mind, physics and more in its dark, 
windowless space stuff ed with discoveries waiting to be made – its stunning 
new location looks outward through soaring glass windows, seeking to 
make connections to the bay and the city.

“Th e (old) place was a bit dark, a bit dusty and a litt le isolated,” says 
Executive Director Dennis Bartels. Now, the Exploratorium is located “on 
the front porch of San Francisco, a city we love so much.”

With three times as much space, the new Exploratorium off ers 600 
exhibits, 150 of them new, including 25 large outdoor installations in a 
1.5-acre area that will always be free and open to the public. 

Here are fi ve reasons you’ll want to visit  – but expect crowds in the 
beginning, and plan ahead by buying timed tickets in advance online.
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At left, “Plankton 
Populations” is a 
table-sized interactive 
display created in 

collaboration with MIT 
and the UC Davis Center 

for Visualization.

Above, view of the new 
Exploratorium at Pier 15 

and Bay Observatory 
Building from the East.

At right, “Camera 
Obscura Cart” (aka 
“The Rickshaw 
Obscura”) playfully
invites visitors to 
have a different kind 
of “site-seeing” view of 
the waterfront.

New Exhibits
In addition to its new emphasis on the environment of the Bay 

Area, the Exploratorium also has expanded its exhibits on human 
behavior in the Osher West Gallery, where visitors can play “Team 
Pac Man” or experience the Prisoner’s Dilemma with the two-person 
“Trust Fountain,” at which partners can give each other a sip or squirt.

Th e expanded Tinkering Studio in the South Gallery is sure to be a popular 
stop. Visitors can build, invent and “hack” through changing projects. Current 
projects focus on building simple circuits to create “scribbling machines” and 
creating aerodynamic paper sculptures to take fl ight over a “wind table.”

“Th e idea in the Tinkering Studio is loose parts and lots of mess … and we 
always want to pair it with something weird,” says co-curator Karen Wilkinson. 

“We believe in lett ing people fi gure stuff  out for themselves,” she adds. “Failure 
and frustration … are central to innovation.”

Two of the museum’s show-stoppers also reside in the South Gallery: the 
“Tinkerer’s Clock” with exposed mechanisms that comes to life on the hour 
and “Rolling Th rough the Bay,” a mindboggling model of San Francisco that’s 
made with 100,000 toothpicks and Elmer’s Glue that the produce manager of 
Wilkinson’s Marin grocery store spent 37 years creating. Ping-pong balls roll 
through various routes past city landmarks.

In the East Gallery, visitors can explore life from small – such as mouse stem 
cells or the phytoplankton coloring the “Algae Chandelier” – to big in “Th e Tree 
Experience,” created from a majestic 330-year-old Douglas fi r.

Along the way, you can play the blues on lockers, view yourself in a giant mir-
ror or create a stop-motion animation fi lm and upload it to YouTube.

Free Outdoor Space
Key to this connectedness is the 

free Outdoor Gallery, where pass-
ersby can get an upside-down view 
from a ride in a “Camera Obscura 
Cart” rickshaw, listen to the sounds 
of the bay on the “Aeolian Harp” or 
clamber through a gyroid climbing 
structure. A small café is accessible 

from the space, which will 
also contain food carts 

and host outdoor events.
Th e 150-foot-long 

pedestrian “Fog Bridge,” 
a temporary work by 

Japanese artist Fujiko Nakaya, is 
sure to be a draw through its closing 
in mid-September. Using 1,000 
high-pressure nozzles, Nakaya’s 
work creates a dense, immersive fog 
through which visitors can walk.

“It’s very primal. It’s tactile,” 
she says. “You lose your orienta-
tion inside because you lose your 
vision.” While Nakaya has created 
fog sculptures throughout the 
world since 1970, she says she is 
particularly pleased to do so in San 
Francisco, where “everyone has 
such aff ection” for the fog.
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If You Go
 ■ Where: Pier 15 on the 
Embarcadero, at Green Street
 ■ When: 10 a.m.-5 p.m. Tue. 
and Thu.-Sun.; 10 a.m.-10 p.m. 
Wed.; 6-10 p.m. Thu. for ages 
18 and up.
Expecting large crowds, the 

Exploratorium suggests buying 
timed-entry tickets in advance, 
online though September. A lim-
ited number of general admission 
tickets will be available daily.

 ■ How: Located on the Muni F 
Market streetcar line. A 10- 
to 15-minute walk from the 
Embarcadero BART and Muni 
station and the Ferry Building. 
There is no Exploratorium park-
ing lot. Parking is available at 
on-street meters and nearby 
pay lots.
 ■ How much: Bay Area residents: 
$20 adults; $15 ages 6-17; 5 
and under free. Non-residents: 
$25 adults; $19 ages 6-17; 5 
and under free. Adult Thursday 
evenings: $15. Memberships 
available. Check website for 
fi ve annual free days, starting 
Sept. 29.
 ■ For more information: 
www.exploratorium.edu.
 ■ Explore at home: Download the 
Exploratorium’s free iPad apps, 
“Color Uncovered” and “Sound 
Uncovered,” on iTunes.

The Exploratorium’s After Dark is an adult 
program on Thursday evenings that mixes 
cocktails, conversation and adult-oriented 
programming in science and the arts.

It’s Not Just for Kids
Why should your kids have all the fun? Head to the Exploratorium 

on Th ursday nights from 6-10 p.m. for the adults-only Aft er Dark 
happy hour, where those 18 and over can mingle and explore (and 

even visit the cash bar.) Th e fi rst event, on May 2, will include behind-
the-scenes tours, live music, speakers and more.

Th e Exploratorium’s expanded focus on the arts, with a new Center for 
Art & Inquiry, may be of particular interest, and some new exhibits – par-
ticularly the “Changing Face of Normal,” which explores mental health, 
using the contents of patients’ suitcases found in a decommissioned mental 
institution  – may be more meaningful to an adult audience. 

“Th e mission of the Exploratorium is to change the way the world learns,” 
says George Cogan, board chairman. “It’s a place for people of all ages to 
nurture curiosity.” ■

Janine DeFao is an associate editor at Bay Area Parent.

5

Old Favorites
Of course, it wouldn’t be the 

Exploratorium without its long-
time favorites, many of which have 
found their way out of storage and 

into the new, larger space.
You can still catch your 

shadow, press your hand 
(or face) against a pin 
wall or drink from a toilet 

water fountain.
Th e famed Tactile Dome, 

scheduled to open in June, has 
been redesigned with more twists 
and turns to navigate in complete 
darkness, using only your sense 
of touch.
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