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full circle

barry berkus returns
to his first love:
design for design’s sake
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architect barry berkus once helmed the largest production

housing firm in the country, but now he's turning back

to his first love: design for design’s sake.

full circ

by s. claire conroy

Alpeandar VarbkoR Courtesy Barry A, Béikus, AlA
In his design for the Rokko House in Kéba, Japan,
Barkus exporied his signature soaring stair and the
American home office,
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in designing buildings, i often return
to the circle for the sense of stability,

security, and closure it provides.
—barry a. berkus, aia,
from architecture/art, parallels/connections

hen a publisher approached Barry Berkus
several vears ago with the opportunity 1o
immortalize his 40 vears of architectural
achievement in a book, he could barely
suppress a yawn. Sure, he’s duly proud of his accom-
plishments and he certainly has a healthy appetite for
recognition. But for someone who thrives on new chal-
lenges, a passive portfolio of greatest hits just didn’t
move his muse. So, Berkus, who knows how to woo a
client 1o his way of thinking, countered with another,
more ambitious idea: What about a meditation on the
nature of creativity?

ArchitecturesArt, Parallels/Connections, published by
Images House, comes to bookstores and Internet sites
in March. For Berkus, a dominant force in production
housing and a leading collector of contemporary art, it's
an intellectual autobiography of soris, tracing the ways
in which each experience has informed another in his
career. What he doesn’t address in the book 1s how each
has accounted for some of his greatest gains and most
devastating losses, both professionally and personally.
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1990
Berkus, who maintained an office in Japan
designed thelRokko demaonstration house #or

itha first Kobe Internat joma Fair. Built by
)cased Amencan

the Daihlo Corp., it ¢
Rroducts and Weslarn design




Although he acknowledges
the past, he doesn 't care 1o
linger there. He'd much
rather set his sights on the
road ahead.

the wizard

of ideas

Not everyone loves
Berkus® architecture.

It's not for the faint of
heart. There's nothing
dainty or reticent about it.
It’s chunky and muscu-
lar—plunked into place
with bold strokes of hubris
tempered by humor. It
takes risks: it makes
guesses about the future
and how our lifestvles
might change. It experi-
ments with materials and
forms. It reinvents the
wheel at every turn. Even
if vou don’t admire the
outcome, you can’t deny
the vigorous life force it
projects.

This combination of
verve and nérve accounts
for why many who know
the man and s work
consider Berkus a genius.
He's the one magazines.
manufacturers, and
builders call when they
want to tackle something
in housing that’s never
been done, His ability not
only to make connections
between ant and architec-
ture, but 1o synthesize all
he's absorbed from his

extensive travels, the
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“ .. what | hoped to do as an architect:

define and sculpt space with a fresh viewpoint

and a very human attitude.”

books, newspapers, and
magazines he reads, the
talented people he knows,
into original and often
important ideas about
housing 1s largely respon-
sible for his acclaim.
Those ideas have resulted
in many notable accom-
plishments for him and
others, but they've also
inspired Berkus to reach
for a few stars just beyond
his grasp.

He claims a number of
impressive firsts for s
résumé: the first national
architecture firm special-
izing in housing, the first
international housing firm,
and the first housing firm
to go public. It's a tremen-
dous trio of successes.

Unfortunately, some-
thing ¢lse has come 1o
Berkus in threes: bank-
rupicy. The disappoint-
ments might have caused
lesser spirits to give up
the ghost, but that indoma-
table life force just assi-
milates the lessons learned
and comes up with a new
trajectory for the future,

a new star 1o steer by,
Indeed, his latest path
may be the best. Pared
down to the essentials, a
design practice that takes
plans only through the
conceptual stage, he's
come full circle to what
he cares about most: the

art of ideas,

january 2000

from architecturasart

Paler Malinows ki Courbesy Bamy A Barkud
Woodleigh, the house Berkus designed for his tamily in La Canada, Calif.. has just been

resiorad by its currant owners
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Courtosy Bany A. Badkis, AlA
Harbor View, in Newport Beach, Calil., was an early foray into zoned
living plans, The houses, commissionad by The Bran Co., sold for
around $29 000 then; some now fop 51 million
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Countesy Barry A. Berkus

Berkus' demonstration house HMX-1, dezignead
for builder Roger Halloway and built on the NAHB
fioor, experimented with the idea of “tandem™ cwn-
ership. To accommodate two unrelated people liv-
ing in ona housa, the plan had two masier suites.

a quick draw

The child of a mother he
describes as “brilliant and
creative” and a father who
was “critical and conser-
vative,” Berkus encountered
professional success almost
from the moméent he put
pencil to paper. Bom in
1935 and raised in Pasa-
dena, Calif., he grew up
admiring firsthand the
Southern California work of
Greene and Greene, Frank
Lloyd Wnght, and the Case
Study Modernists. How-
ever, when he first began
college at the University of
Southern California, Santa
Barbara, his father's practi-
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cal side ruled his course of
study: He majored in eco-
nomics. Somewhere along

the way, Berkus took a hard,

right-brain tum into design
and transferred to the archi-
tecture school at the Umiver-
sity of Southern California,
Los Angeles. “Architecture
was a snap decision,” hé
says, “but one I've never
once regretted.”

Working pari-time in the
offices of the housing firm
L.C. Major while finishing
school 1gnited his passion
for residential architecture
and honed a skill that con-
tributed greatly to his pros-
perity. I learned how to

‘one of my deepest motivations is
to extend what | have learned in
custom residences toward improving ...

production-built housing."—from architecture/art

Iﬁ'.‘"ﬂ

Along with his production work for bullders
and his custom designs, Berkus has always
tinkerad with new ways of building afford-
able housing. He believes modular housing
offers the best opportunities for innovation.

iy

Courtagy Barny A Badous

draw quickly,” he explains.

*] drew houses in 40 hours,”

Berkus' speed and talent so
impressed Major he offered
him the Southern California
office when he was just

21. Berkus staned his own
firm instead, with partner
Donald Haskin. A year later
he was flying solo.

Also at 21, he married
Gail Hanks, whom he had
met in high school. By
25, he had three children,
Jeffrey, Carey, and Steven,
and his own design firm,
specializing in production
housing. It was exactly
what he wanted to do, but
he knew he was jeopardiz-
ing his reputation among
his peers.

“When we started,
housing was looked down
upon,” he recalls, *1 lead
a design panel at the Na-
tional Association of Home
Builders, but I couldn’t do
one at the American Insti-
tute of Architects. Not until
Sea Ranch, Reston, Colum-
bia, West Lake, Irvine,
Hilton Head did people

Robby MillerCourtesy Bamy A. Barkus, AlA

Anothar demonstration housa,
designed for the Asphalt Association,
dlso explored dual ownership. Here,
a loft within the public room creates
a zone of privacy.

become interested in hous-
ing. They became interest-
ed in making a place.”

Not only did many archi-
tects consider housing be-
neath them, they were also
convinced they couldn't
make a living at it. But
Berkus' prodigious ability
o produce plans turned the
odds in his favor. “Housing
as a product has to move on
and off the boards quickly
because it doesn't pay very
well,” he says.

The boards at Barry A.
Berkus, AlA, were smoking
by the late 1960s and pro-
duction housing felt the
heat. Walls came tumbling
down between public
rooms, entry halls began to
soar, and master bedrooms
swelled into suites, “We
made a conscious decision
to bring volume and spa-
ciousness to builder hous-
es." he says. “Floor plans
of the 19505 were so rigid.”

He pushed for more
open and flexible floor
plans, reflecting the ways
in which families and

residential architect / january 2000
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lifestyles were changing.
His design for the 1968
development of Harbor
View, in Newport Beach,
Calif.. was a big hit, “The
houses had a room in back
of the garage that could be
a playroom, office, or in-
law suite. And it was all
built on 60-foot lots—a
breakthrough at the time,”
he says. “Those houses sold
for $29,000; today, they go
for 5750,000 to 51 mil-
lion.” The “bonus room™ is
now a fixture of builder
houses everywhere,

On the strength of
projects like Harbor View,
Berkus' renown, and conse-
quently his business, grew
beyond even his seemingly
boundless imagination. At
its height, his firm had more
than 200 architects, and
satellite offices in San Fran-
cisco, New York, Chicago,
Washington, Atlanta, Mi-
ami, Tokyo, and Kuala Lum-
pur. Berkus was planning
houses, communities, and
lowns across the country; he
was designing high-end,

one-of-a-kind custom homes
for big-name clients; he was
teaching the Japanese how
to design and build quick,
efficient production hous-
ing: and he was working
with UCLA's School of
Planning on an affordable,
modular housing project.
He was invited 1o speak at
housing events everywhere,
and each time he did, he
picked up another job.
Meanwhile, he had
moved his family from
smog-choked Los Angeles
to Santa Barbara, purchased
22 acres of cliff overlook-
ing the Pacific Ocean, and
built his own Shangri-la—
a dream house, art gallery,
and equesirian compound
in a development called
Hope Ranch. He thought he

was in heaven.

paradise lost

The bigger they are, the
harder they fall. With his
now public firm deep into
so many markets and his
entrepreneurial deals struck
on the nisky side, Berkus
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Conran G-:-hln;r-:-t-tmngs-.l Barry 4. Barkus, ALS
The Suntronic House, bullt by the Copper Development Association, introduced

one of the earliest spa bathrooms, with a fireplace and a large jetted tub. Berkus
pioneered “big lifestyle” in master suites, an idea that trickled down from his work

solar systems into his design,

was particularly vulnerable
to an economic lurch. “The
il Crisis ook me out,” he
says, succinctly. “All our
clients went broke.”

He sold the firm and,
with it, the ability 1o prac-
tice under his own name.
After erght years at idyllic
Hope Ranch, he was forced
to sell the home he and s
family loved so dearly. With
the proceeds, he purchased
the right to use his name for
business purposes again,
“Shangn-la for my name—
not a bad deal,” he says.

He recouped and went
on to design some of his
best work in both produc-
tion and custom housing,
and he accumulated a long
résumé of “idea houses™ for
magazines and building
material manufacturers. His
builder houses brought high
living and wide choices to
middle-income buyers. “A
lot of the forms and ideas |
had doing custom homes
made their way back to the
production house,” he savs,
In his production work,

Berkus pioneered sitting
rooms in master bedrooms
and fireplaces in master
baths, double master suites,
loft spaces, and home
offices. And he continued
to draw more adaptable
floor plans, like the flexible
modules in the high-density
townhouses at Tanglewood,
in Cerritos, Calif,, in 1979
—no lot was locked into
any one plan.

In ather projects, his
zoned floor plans gave one
side of the house to parents
and the other to children,
with a wide open middle
in which to reumte. *“We
thought the way to bring
the family together was to
remove walls." Today, near-
Iy every new house has a
“family room.”

The sheer ubiquity of his
name on plans across the
country caused his next
business failure. “In 1972,
Ralph Nader began talking
about how people should
be guaranteed defect-free
housing. So, altorneys
began going to homeown-

www.residentialarchitect.com

Canran GekinghorstCourtesy Barny A,
In addition o a copper roof and copper pipas, the Suntronic House
also employed a number of cutling-edge technologies of the day,
including solar power. Berkus integrated 13 or so active and passive

Barkus, ALL
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full circle

“the structures that we live in have a great influence

over our lives—they construct the patterns through which

we see the world."—irom architecturesart

Fiobb Mller'Couriesy Bamry A Barious, AL
Berkus playad an instrumantal role in the devalopmant of Irvine, Calif.,, an early
planned community, Turtle Rock Highlands, in Irvine, designed on cul de sacs
argund a greenbel, is “still one of the best plans in the country” says the architect.

Robb MillenCourtesy Barry A Berous, AlA
In his custom work, Berkus wants his houses 1o Sell a story” Villa Lucia, in the
Santa Barbara hills, suggests an ltalian homesiead thal grew over time to match
the family’s increasing prosperity.

i 1.
gr‘: the b-::-a rds|
Courtasy Berioes Design Shadsg
The Chapala Lofts proposal hopes to bring maore life 10 downtown Santa
Barbara. Berkus believes infill projects represent some of the best opporiunities
for architects in the Coming years,
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ers’ associations and en-
couraging hugation. That
litigation grew through the
"B0s.” he explains. “We
had done more housing
than anyone in the coun-
try. We ended up spending
$30,000 to 70,000 a
month defending our-
selves, on top of 320,000 a
month in insurance, and a
S100,000 deductible.”

On the heels of that hit
came yel anothér. The
savings-and-loan crisis
causéd a tax-law change,
and several loans Berkus
had cosigned for famly
members were suddenly
called in. He lost some of
his favorite works of art in
the aftermath,

back to basics
His twin companies, B3
and Berkus Design Swdio,
now number 32 architects.
He occupies office space
on an old college campus
on a hillside overlooking
the city of Santa Barbara
and the ocean beyond. And
there's plenty of impressive
work on the boards.

B3, which Berkus holds
in partnershap with David
Van Hoy, Tom Greer,
Arthur Sturz, and Thom
McMahon, is blasting
through a wide range of
plans, from a mixed-use
residential project in Los
Angeles’ Playa Vista
development to a town
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1985
Berkus considefsil he Paviho
_in Scoltsdale, AR . one of |
mosl suctassiul Projects of tf
19806 BUll by Felkar Developme
the mediurm-dansity plin ogan
duplex and triphex wnits along
picluresgue waterwigs

Rabh ey Tourlesy Basry A Hedki
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Berkus' addition to'a Case Sludy house by Charles and Ray
Eames bows o The or :|_'|:|'|.;'1| srtoul 5-.|,‘|w:|}1.'|.'|r“||;; Iy it .I'i.|=|l-l}|_ll;_]|'l
hi Wiorks in Ay E.I:g,.'lt_"._‘?._ |r'||:l.||:!||'|_'| Canta Barbara's mandated
Spanish Colonial, Berkus thinks of himself as a Modernist

mesy B Achalects



“connecting the human experience
to a structure is a marriage of

art and science.”"—from architecture’ari

plan for Newtown, Conn.
Berkus Design Studio
handles his custom home
and pro bono projects,
including a house in Big
Horn, Calif,, he thinks
will be his best custom
work yet and a new com-
plex for the Santa Barbara
Botanic Garden that's
very ¢lose to his heart,
Unlike Frank Llovd
Wright, known for a few
business setbacks of his
own, Berkus has never
had much problem gener-

Hig sa-callad “Mad Pads” are the lalest leration of
Berkus' modular affordable housing designs, Here,
owners can add rooms as their needs require and
thair finances allow. The units can also serve as

ating chents. His gregari-
ous nature and compelling
visions make him a rain-
maker of the first order,
And so, tentatively but
optimisucally. he believes
he's back on track. He's
hired an in-house lawyer
1o sweep up the last of the
lawsuits, reducing his
monthly insurance premi-
ums from 20,000 to less
than 55,000, And to limt
his liability for the future.
he doesn’t do working
drawings on anything but
the custom homes.

He feels he's leamed
some important lessons,
and yet, 1o a certain
extent, he's really just a
casualty of his own suc-
cess. “You know, the sig-
nature architects don't do
that many buildings. The
risk they're taking isn't
soing to be repeated.” he
explains. “Housing archi-

www . réesidentialarchitecl.com

amergency disaster housing

tects are creating a much
bigger fabric and taking a
much bigger risk.”

Of course. life without
at least some risk doesn’t
appeal to Berkus, He sull
mountain bikes an hour
and a half up the steep
hills around Santa Barbara
each weekend, just for the
| 2-minute downhall flv.
But the professional nsks
he seeks now are creative
ones. In his custom homes,
he aspires 1o come as close
to fine art as he can. like
those signature architects.
(He especially admires
Frank Gehry.) And in his
production homes, he's
pushing to give owners
even more freedom and
flexibility. In his design for
1997°s Home of the Fu-
ture, cosponsored by our



§on the boards

Courlesy Bearkus Desagn SwEo

His design for a custom home in Big Horn, Calif., plays with concealment and exposura of form (above). On site at
a custom home near Santa Barbara, Berkus (below) says, “| think you get batter as you get older. Your vision gets

Clearer and you build on your mistakes.”

Mark Rodart Habdpsar

“truly original work involves
a rethinking of familiar
traditions in a way that is
meaningful to people

in the present.”—irom architecturerart

5-3 weww.rgsidaentlialarechitecl. com

sister publhication, BUILDER
magazine, he developed
his most adaptable floor
plan to date. In it, movable
interior walls allow home-
owners to change the lay-
out of rooms at will, and
mobile modules enable
th‘.'I'I'I [y I.I.lj'l.,l W FOOIms
when needed.

As always, the ideas
just keep coming. He's
very interested in bringing
housing back into the city.
He has several in-city loft
and mixed-use projects on
the boards nght now, and
he intends o walk the
walk himself: He's pur-
chased a tear-down lot in
downtown Santa Barbara
where he plans o design
an infill home for himself
and his wife, He's looking
for a sense of community,
but he wants the real thing.

And so, to anyone
whao'll listen, he's also
speaking out against what
he calls the cult of New
Urbanism. He believes the

past can serve as a useful
springboard to new wdeas
but not a viable town plan.
“New Urbanism doesn’t
respond to today’s needs.
Porches were great when
people had 1o sit outside
tor breezes before we had
air-conditioning, but no
one 1% sitting out on those
porches now,” he says.
“It’s a great wake-up call,
but it has nothing to do
with the way we live
today, There's a lot more
to thinking aboul how we
live than the geometry of
street and house.”

For Berkus, thinking
outside the grid comes
naturally. And so does
the task of reinvention:
“Everything has to fall
apart s0 You ¢an come
up for air.

“Residential architec-
ture 15 aboul romance,
learning, fulfillment of
a journey,” he says, "l
should never be below
you to do housing.” ra
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