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S.F.’s top 10 towers of the
21st century may
surprise you
Our architecture critic oers his look at the best tall buildings that have sprouted since  — from
cultured to controversial.

BY JOHN KING | MARCH ,  | UPDATED: MARCH ,  : PM

No aspect of San Francisco has changed more profoundly during this young
century than the skyline, that agglomeration of towers that once stopped at
Market Street but now spreads south to the Bay Bridge and beyond.

So with downtown in precarious limbo and construction cranes largely absent
from the scene, 2023 is a good time to take stock and offer my subjective list of the
city’s 10 best towers since 2000.

The 21st century crop is mostly clad in glass, unlike the tactile terracotta
skyscrapers from the 1920s that are proud to push high and scrape the sky. Or the
boxy high-rises from the 1960s through the 1990s that bunch together in the
traditional Financial District and too often resemble cartons of office space. Our
newcomers — roughly 30 in all — also have a wider range of heights and are as
likely to hold housing as offices.
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Like them or not, they’re here to stay, and deserve a close look for lessons that
should be applied when the next wave looms. In compiling this list, I found
myself leaning toward towers that contribute to the larger context, rather than
offer refined variations of sleek glass. You might prefer art to impact — or wish
that they all would disappear.

In chronological order:

560 Mission St.

De Young Museum

San Francisco Federal
Building

Arterra

Solaire

Salesforce Tower

560 Mission St.
560 Mission St.

This tower seemed anachronistic when it debuted, an exercise in bespoke modernism during a
time when many architects were still taking their cues from more traditional styles. The Darth
Vader-ish darkness during construction was grim.

Then the lights flicked on and the elegance of architect Cesar Pelli’s vision came into focus: not
a dark cube but a luminous lamp, enlivened by such details as the delicate metal filigree that
traces and tightens the skin. (Pelli, onetime dean of the Yale School of Architecture, cited the
glass curtain wall of Willis Polk’s Hallidie Building at 150 Sutter St. from 1917 as an inspiration).

Add one of Mission Street’s most inviting and comfortable public plazas, and a suave skin of
gray-green glass, and the result is both urbane and timeless — a bar that too few local towers
since then have reached.

HEIGHT: 31 stories, 420 feet ARCHITECT: Pelli Clarke Pelli DATE COMPLETED: 2002

RELATED: Read John King's obituary of Cesar Pelli — whose firm also designed Salesforce Tower
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De Young Museum
50 Hagiwara Tea Garden Drive

Neither commercial nor residential, this skyline-scaled work of art was fought with tenacious
bitterness by supposed defenders of Golden Gate Park. A contorted 15-story tower clad in a
copper mesh? Scandalous!

Spoiler alert: The renowned Swiss architects Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron were right.

The audacity of placing a sculptural abstraction atop the aircraft carrier-like girth of the
museum pays off by signaling the museum and the park’s Music Concourse from afar with
surprising intrigue. From one perspective, the form is billboard blunt. From another, it is a
sinuous twisting shaft. Best of all? That glass pavilion free to the public, offering all of us
privileged views that are even better than promised.

HEIGHT: 144 feet ARCHITECT: Herzog & de Meuron with Fong & Chan DATE COMPLETED: 2005

RELATED: Read John King's riff on the unusual tower

ADVERTISEMENT

San Francisco Federal Building
90 7th St. San Francisco

I had second thoughts about including this broad swashbuckling shaft, because it falls short on
the ground: The naively aspirational plaza at Seventh and Mission streets assumed that
decomposed granite and a bunker-like café would be enough to conjure up a friendly
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neighborhood plaza in a long-troubled part of town. No such luck, as last year’s fenced-off total
remake fencing shows.

That said, the energetic rippling drama of the southern facade’s metal veil — intended to cool
the naturally ventilated tower — endures after 15 years. The glass wall and opaque vertical
sunshades that parallel Market Street are captivating. As for the three-story public room that
punches through the center of the slab to offer views both north and south, there’s no vantage
point like it.

Flawed? Yes. But uniquely powerful, too.

HEIGHT: 18 stories, 234 feet ARCHITECT: Morphosis with Smith Group DATE COMPLETED: 2007

RELATED: Read John King's 2017 reappraisal of the complex

Jessica Christian/The Chronicle

Arterra
300 Berry St.

The 21st century neighborhood of Mission Bay gets a bad architectural rap. Blame first
impressions, in part: The initial crop of buildings near the northern entrance of Fourth and King
streets arrived on the scene a lunkish, uninspired thud that has not improved with age.

Things might have been different if the first batch instead had placed this squat but jaunty
midrise tower at the high-visibility corner. Crisp and bright, clad in metal panels that back then
were a departure from the norm, it’s buoyant without feeling boilerplate. The key is that the
designers kept things simple, realizing that a cube can be uplifting when wrapped in blue and
orange against vivid white.

Colorful restraint may seem like an oxymoron. Here, it works just fine.

HEIGHT: 16 stories, 205 feet ARCHITECT: Kwan Henmi DATE COMPLETED: 2008

RELATED: Read John King's 2008 review
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Solaire
299 Fremont St.

It’s easy to miss this residential high-rise amid all the others the dozen others that have risen
along Folsom Street in recent years, and that’s by design. City planners used zoning to “shape”
the southern skyline with peaks and valleys. This tower — half the height of its neighbors to the
north and west — serves as a relative low point.

But cities need good buildings at every scale and by that standard, Solaire stands tall. A few big
moves break up the scale, such as the stack of three-story communal terraces that run up the
side of the tower that faces the bay. The façade of opaque white glass has a foggy, San
Francisco-appropriate sheen.

On the ground, townhouses along Clementina Street to the north turn that short alley into an
urbane pedestrian mews. If our high-rise ’hood eventually develops a neighborly feel, Solaire
will be a key part of the reason why.

HEIGHT: 32 stories, 300 feet ARCHITECT: SCB DATE COMPLETED: 2016

RELATED: Read John King's 2016 piece on Rincon Hill
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Salesforce Tower
415 Mission St.

Everyone knows this one. Not everyone likes the height and girth. Nor does it help that the Bay
Area’s tallest building lacks the audacious oddness of the previous skyline topper — the
Transamerica Pyramid.

But even if Salesforce Tower makes you wince, the masterfully precise design and the stylish
execution deserve your respect.

What looks like a glassy shaft from afar is nuanced up-close, such as the angled sunshades that
circle the form and emerge from a metal mullions above each level of the tower. This
scaffolding-like element adds horizontality to a tower that otherwise would be relentlessly
vertical. The layered depth also brings a human scale, a civil gesture that standard glass shafts
shrug off without care.

The best tall buildings respond not just to the skyline, but to their surroundings. Salesforce
Tower does this, with self-effacing style.

HEIGHT: 61 stories, 1070 feet ARCHITECT: Pelli Clarke Pelli DATE COMPLETED: 2018

RELATED: Read John King’s review of Salesforce Tower

181 Fremont St.
181 Fremont St.

In an era when urban towers can seem oddly weightless, more suited to computer renderings
than real life, the upward vigor of this tapered angular shaft is refreshing. Huge diagonal beams
slice up from the corners, cut back in and then continue toward the heavens to culminate in a
50-foot-tall spire’s final jab.

The visual flash of silvery metal is all the more satisfying because it is rooted in structural needs:
The thick diagonal strokes form the exoskeleton that holds the building’s weight, locks it into the
ground and gives added seismic protection. The break two-thirds of the way upward serves a
purpose, too: It helps reduce aerodynamic tension on the shaft while providing an ultra-luxe
aerie for the residents above (office space is below).

San Francisco’s third tallest tower looks nothing the city's streamlined shafts from the 1920s, but
it exudes the same soaring spirit. They were skyscrapers with verve — and 181 Fremont is, too.

HEIGHT: 56 stories, 802 feet ARCHITECT: Heller Manus DATE COMPLETED: 2018

RELATED: Read John King's review of 181 Fremont here.
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Mira
280 Spear St.

No matter your perspective, this 39-story stack of what architect Jeanne Gang calls “migratory
bays” is guaranteed to catch your eye.

From the Embarcadero or down Folsom Street, you get the statuesque ripple of tightly wound,
white metal bays that form a flat-topped corkscrew, its whipsawed curves and slivers turning
the surrounding towers into backdrops. Look up from the sidewalk, and a frozen cubist waterfall
is on display.

What keeps this being gimmicky is that Gang and her firm understand the importance of well-
crafted architecture that respects materiality. The metal bays, for example, are constructed so
as to include as few seams as possible, which minimizes the rainwater runoff that can stain
facades.Last but not least, the retail spaces along Folsom Street are compelling. They’re even
filling up with tenants. These days, that's a rare sign of life.

HEIGHT: 39 stories, 427 feet ARCHITECT: Studio Gang DATE COMPLETED: 2020

RELATED: Read John King's review of Mira
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Fifteen Fifty
1550 Mission St.

This residential high-rise at the unlikely corner of Mission Street and South Van Ness Avenue has
a fresh handsome presence. It also shows how architecture and urban design can overlap.

The rounded shaft that emerges from the base is quietly ambitious, clad in a cloak of white,
precast concrete with windows adding syncopation as they shift back and forth from floor to
floor. The cloak pulls back at the southwest corner to reveal diagonal tiers of sleek glass.

Nor is this an isolated look-at-me tower — an adjacent 16-story office building for city workers
also was designed by Skidmore Owings & Merrill and developed by Related California. The two
structures frame a deep plaza that can be entered from both streets, an early gathering place
for what planners envision as a new high-rise neighborhood. At Mission and 11th streets, the
clock tower and front facade of a 1927 Coca Cola bottling plant was preserved.

Building community is easier said than done — but this is an impressive start.

HEIGHT: 39 stories, 396 feet ARCHITECT: Skidmore Owings & Merrill DATE COMPLETED: 2020

RELATED: Read John King's piece on the plans for the area around Fifteen Fifty
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The Canyon
1023 3rd St.

It’s risky, if not downright foolhardy, to include an unfinished building on a best-of list. Such
presumption is best avoided.

But self-imposed rules are made to be broken, and it’s exciting to see this complex take shape
with its jagged red precast-concrete forms angling upward from a central clearing (hence the
marketing name) The chipped-cube profile facing China Basin demonstrates contemporary
architecture’s eagerness to shatter the traditional box; what counts here is the discipline with
which the Dutch firm MVRDV creates something that feels substantial, not just trendy.

At the all-important ground level, the landscaped plaza now being installed along China Basin
is, like Canyon, part of the first phase of the Mission Rock development being done jointly by
Tishman Speyer and the Giants. The tower should open this summer; already, the near-finished
product radiates a confident vigor you don’t often see.

HEIGHT: 23 stories, 240 feet ARCHITECT: MVRDV with Perry Architects TARGET DATE: 2023

RELATED: Read John King's piece on Mission Creek's first phase
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