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Laura Massino Smith was studying 
design at New York’s Fashion Institute 
of Technology when a course in 
historic preservation inspired an 
unexpected pivot in her career path. 
Aft er moving to Los Angeles and 
becoming fascinated with the city’s 
storied structures, she founded 
Architecture Tours L.A., which off ers 
daily guided adventures through 
multiple neighborhoods.   
 Walt Disney Concert Hall, 
Hollyhock House, and the Witch’s 
House are some of the most 
acclaimed stops on her L.A. tours 
(and surefi re crowd pleasers), but 
Smith also loves to highlight lesser-
known spots. Here are fi ve of her 
favorites across California.
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SMITH SHARES HER FAVORITES  

1 HOTEL DEL 

CORONADO

CORONADO

“This is one of the 

most striking examples 

of Victorian-era 

architecture on the 

West Coast,” Smith says. 

“When you visit, it’s like 

taking a step back in 

time.” Opened in 1888 

as a seaside resort for 

the rich and famous—

guests included several 

U.S. presidents and 

silent fi lm star Charlie 

Chaplin—“The Del” 

features a distinctive red 

roof and a pointed dome, 

plus spectacular towers, 

turrets, and stained-

glass windows. 

2 MARIN COUNTY 

CIVIC CENTER

SAN RAFAEL

Designed by Frank Lloyd 

Wright and fi rst opened 

in 1962, the working Civic 

Center is famous for its 

striking turquoise roof, 

scalloped balconies, and 

pink stucco walls. Smith 

especially appreciates 

the structure’s human 

scale. “It was designed 

for all people and 

[to be] accessible to 

all,” she says.

3 SUNSET TOWER

HOTEL

LOS ANGELES

“This is one of the best 

examples of Art Deco 

architecture in Los 

Angeles,” Smith says. 

Designed in 1929 as 

apartments, Sunset 

Tower once counted 

John Wayne, Marilyn 

Monroe, and Frank 

Sinatra among its 

tenants. Smith loves its 

decorative elements, 

which include chevron 

patterns and images of 

airplanes, pagodas, and 

even a zeppelin.

4 HERALD

EXAMINER 

BUILDING

LOS ANGELES

After the Herald 

Examiner newspaper 

folded in 1989, its 

headquarters sat empty 

for years until the Los 

Angeles Conservancy 

stepped in to save it. 

Designed for newspaper 

magnate William 

Randolph Hearst by 

Julia Morgan, the 

state’s fi rst licensed 

female architect, the 

1914 Mission Revival 

building features arched 

windows and Moorish-

style mosaic domes. 

Now home to a branch of 

Arizona State University, 

Smith says, “The building 

is an excellent example 

of adaptive reuse.” 

5
FREY HOUSE II

PALM SPRINGS

Albert Frey designed 

this midcentury modern 

marvel—now owned by 

the Palm Springs Art 

Museum—as his second 

home. Built on the 

side of a mountain, the 

house showcases 

breathtaking, panoramic 

views of the desert fl oor 

through large panes of 

glass. “Its beauty lies 

in the simplicity of the 

design,” Smith says. “It 

allows nature to take 

center stage.”

Marin County Civic Center
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