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Lake Merritt formed naturally as a tidal lagoon with a 600’ inlet to the bay, surrounded by thousands of acres of wetland. Since the Ohlone inhabited its shores, 

the lagoon has been home to a huge variety of sea creatures, including seals and sea lions, otters, leopard sharks and bat rays. Not surprisingly, sightings of 

these charismatic mega-fauna gave rise to stories of sea monsters and mermaids, originating with the Ohlone and persisting into the mid-19th century, when the 
lagoon became too polluted with sewage to support much life. ‘Makkeweks’ is the Ohlone/Rumsen word for ‘sea monster’. 

 
The idea of ‘sea monster’ is common to all coastal cultures throughout history, persisting to contemporary times. Whether or not sightings have basis in fact, a 

sea monster is best understood as a kind of personification of the unknown, a poetic conjecture about the perennial mysteries of the Deep. Most often depicted 
as giant serpents, sea monsters are usually composite creatures of the imagination, borrowing traits from whatever species actually inhabit a particular body of 

water. In many ways, the persistence of sea monster sightings is an indication of a healthy marine environment, a folkloric interpretation of scientific evidence. 
 

As Lake Merritt is restored to its natural origins as a tidal, salt water lagoon, connecting to the Bay and to the sea beyond, one can anticipate a return of native 
marine wildlife. Our Makkeweks sculpture is an homage to Lake Merritt’s restoration and a harkening of the return of native fauna. Borrowing traits from the bat 

ray, leopard shark, pipe fish and goby, Makkeweks is a sea monster, perhaps as imagined by the Ohlone or by early European settlers, or by future generations 
upon glimpsing a mysterious fin or hump rising from the estuary.  

 
Sited in the Rain Garden of Snow Park, the sculpture will be cast in durable bronze with a sturdy interior stainless steel armature, measuring approximately 12’ 

long, 7’ wide and 4’ high. As the Rain Garden’s centerpiece, Makkeweks will be an unexpected discovery to pedestrians, attracting viewers from all directions on 
paths connecting to the Lake, the Promenade and the lower part of Snow Park. The sculpture also makes subtle reference to the history of Snow Park as the site 

of the original Oakland Zoo, where naturalist Henry Snow displayed the exotic trophies from his hunting expeditions in the 1920s. Snow Park has a robust history 
as a popular downtown destination; Makkeweks will help to revive this latent tradition, becoming a beloved icon by the shores of Lake Merritt. 

 
To help contextualize Makkeweks, the sculpture will be complemented by a series of photo-etched granite plates depicting marine life supported by tidal 

estuaries like Lake Merritt, both now and in the past.  Mounted on various concrete seating elements within close proximity to the sculpture, as well as along the 
seating walls ringing the plaza by the lake,  the 10” – 12” diameter granite plates will be surrounded by flush-mounted stainless steel rings with laser-etched 

text stating the creature’s common and Latin names, actual size, native or invasive/introduced and whether it currently lives in the lake or not. 
 

Our goal is for the Makkeweks sculpture to inspire the feelings of awe or wonder that accompany any encounter with the unknown. We believe these feelings are 

the foundation of all inquiry, and hope that by introducing people to the elements comprising a healthy marine ecosystem from multiple perspectives, we will 
redirect attention to the need for ongoing stewardship of Lake Merritt and its surroundings. Science works best in tandem with the imagination. 



Wowhaus will collaborate with Richard Bailey, Director of the Lake Merritt Institute, City staff and other experts to identify key species that should be represented 
in the artwork; the number of granite plates is yet to be determined.  Species that inhabited the lake in the past, some of which still live in the lake in the present 
include:  
 
Harbor seals 
striped bass 
smelt 
top smelt 
leopard shark 
stickleback 
gobies 
sculpins 
surf perch 
pipe fish 
salmon/steelhead 
salmanoids 
bat rays/skates 
halibut 
tubeworms 
mussels 
barnacles  
shrimp 
clams 
bryozoans 
sea squirts 
sea anemones 
comb jellies 
sponges 
sea slugs 
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