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full circle

architect barry berkus is returning to his first love: desien for design's sake.

by: s.claire conroy g Wik en.. &8

When a publisher approached Barry Berkus several vears ago with the opportunity 1o immortalize his 40 years of
architectural achievement in a book, he could barely suppress a yawn. Sure, he's duly proud of his accomplishmenis
and he cartainly has a healthy appetile for recognition, Bul for someone who thrives on new challenges, a passive
portfalio of greatest hits just didn mowe his muse. So, Berkus, who knows how o woo a dient o his way of thinking,
countered with another, more ambitous idea; What about a meditation on the nature of creativity?

Architecture/frl, Parallels/Connections, published by images House, comes 1o booksiores and Internet sites in March,
For Berkus, 8 dominant force in preduction housing and a leading collecior of contemparary art, ifs an intellectual
aulobiography of sorts, Facing the ways in which each experience has informed another in his career. What he doesn'
address in the book is how each has accounted for some of his greatest gains and mos! devastating losses, both
professionally and personally. Although he acknowledges the past, he doesn care to linger there. He'd much rather set
his sights on the ncad ahead.

The Wizard Of ideas

Noteveryone loves Barkus® architectura. i's nol for the faint of hearl. Thare's nothing dainty or relicent aboaut it Ifs chunky
and muscular-plunkad inlo place with bald strokes of hubris xmpaned by humor. it lakes nsks: il makes guesses
about the future and how our lifestdes might change. It experments with materials and forms, It reinvents the wheel at
evary turn. Even if you dont admire the culcome, you can't deny the wgorous life force it projects.

This combination of verve and nere accounts for why many who know the man and his work consider Berkus a genius.
He's the ons magaanes, manufacturers, and builders call when they want o @ackike something in housing that's newer
been done. His ability not only io make connections bebween an and architeciure, but 1o synthesize all he's absorbed
from his esdensive trawels, the books, newspapers, and magazdnes he reads, the talenied people he knows, into
ariginal and ofen important ideas abouwt housing is largely responsible for his acclaim. Those ideas hawe resulted in
many notable accomplishments for him and others, but theyve also inspired Berkus o reach for a few stars just beyond
his grasp.

He claims a number of impressive firsts for his rTsumT; the first natonal architecture firm specializng in housing, the
firstinternational howsing firm, and the first housing firm to go public. s a remendous trio of successas.

Unforfunately, something else has come o Berkus in threes: bankrupicy. The disappointments might hawe caused
lesser spirts to give up the ghost, but that indomitable life force just assimilates the lessons learmed and comes up
with a new trajectony for the future, a new star io steer by, Indeed, his lalest path may be the best Pared down fo the
egsentials, a design practice that takes plans only throwgh the conceptual stage, he's come full circle 1o what he cares
about moast the arl of ideas.

& Quick Draw

The child of a mather ha describes as "brilliant and creative™ and a father who was "criical and conserative.” Berkus
encountered professional success almost from the moment he put pencil to paper. Bom in 1935 and raised in
Pasadena, Calif, he grew up admiring firsthand the Southern Califomia work of Greene and Greene, Frank Lioyd
Wright, and the Case Study Modemists . However, when he first began college at the Uniersity of Southerm California,
Santa Barbara, his father's practical side ruled his course of study. He majored in economics, Somewhare along the
weay, Berkus tock a hard, right-braim tum into design and transfemed to the architectura school at the University of
Southearn Califarnia, Los Angeles_ “Architecture was a snap decision,” he says, "but ane Me never ante regratbed "

Warking part-time in the offices of the housing firm L.C. Major while finishing school ignited his pagsion for residential
archileciure and hened a skill thal confributed greatly 1o his prospenty, * leamed how o draw quickly.” he explains. =1

drew houses in 40 hours " Berkus' speed and talent so impressed Major he offered him the Southem California office
when he was just 21. Berkus starked his own firm instead, with parner Donald Haskin. A y=ar later he was flying sofo.

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, s pecaliang in prodecton housing. Itwas exacty whal he wanbed 1o do, bul he knew
he was jeopardizing his reputation among his peers,

“When we stared, housing was looked down upon,” he recalls, "l lead a design panel al the Mational Association of
Home Builders, but | couldn't do one ai the American Insfitute of Architects. Mot unitl Sea Ranch, Reston, Columbia,
Wesl Lake, Indne, Hilton Head did people bacoma internssted in housing. They bacame inlerested in making a place.”

Mot only did many architects consider housing beneath them, theywere also comanced thay couldn't make a living at it
Bul Berkus' prodigious ability to produce plans turned the odds in his favor. "Housing as a product has o mowe on and
off the boards quickly because it doesn® pay very well,” ha says.

The boards al Barry A Berkus, AlA were smoking by the late 19605 and production housing felt the heat Walls came
tumbling down bebwean public rooms, entry halls began o soar, and masier bedrooms swelled into suites. "We made
a conscious decision to bring volume and spaciousness 1o builder houses,” he says. “Floor plans of the 19508 were so



rigid.”
Hi pushad for more opaen and flexdble floor plans, reflacling the ways in which families and ldes bdes wane changing

His design for the 1968 dewelopment of Harbor View, in Hewpon BEeach, Calil, was & big hit. "The houses had a rodm in
back of the garage that could be a playreem, office, or in-law suile. And it was all built on 80-foot iots—a breakthrough ai

the ime.” be says, "Those houses sold for 520,000, foday, they go for 3750,000 fo 31 million” The "bonus rpom” is now
a fidure of builder hauses evanwherns,

On e sirength of projects like Harbar \iew, Barkus' rendwn, and cansequently his business, grew beymnd ewn his
seemingly boundless imagination. A its haight, his firm had more than 200 architects, and satellite officas in San
Francisco, New Yark, Chicago, Washinglon, Allanta, Mami, Tokyo, and Kuala Lumpur. Berkus was planning houwses,
communites, and fowns acress the country;, he was designing high-end, one-of-a-kind custom homes for big-name
clignts; he was teaching the Japanese how fo design and build quick, efficient praduction howsing, and he was working
with LCLAS School of Planning on an affardable, medular housing project. He was imdled to speak at housing events
everywhens, and each time he did, he picked up anothar job,

Meanwhile, he had moved his family from smog-choked Los Angeles to Santa Barkara, purchased 22 acres of ciff
overlgoking the Pacific Ooean, and built his own Shangn-la-a dream house, art gallery, and equestian compound ina
denelopment called Hope Ranch. He thaught he was in heavan.

Paradise Lost

The bigger they ane, the hardar they tall. With his now public irm deep inte 50 many markets and his enfreprensurial
dials sbruck on thi risky side, Berkus was particulary valnerable o an ecanamie lurch, “The Oil Crsis bok me aul” he
says, succincy. "Ml our clents went broke ”

He sald the G and, with i1, the abilily to praclice under his awn name. Ater elghtlyeas at idylic Hope Ranch, he was
forcad to sell fhe home he and his family loved 5o dearly, With the procesds, he parchased the nght b use his name for
business puiposes again "Shangit-La for my name--nol a bad deal " he says .

He mecouped and went on fo design some of his bestwork in both production and custom housing, and he
accumulaled a bong It of “idea howses™ lor magazdnes and building malerial manulachurers. His builder houses
brought high living and wide chologs o middie-income buyers. "4 ked of the forms and ieas | had doing custom homes
made their way back 1o the production house,” he says. In his producion work, Berkus pionesred siling reams in
masier bedrooms and fireplaces in master baths, double master swiles. loft spaces, and home offices. And he
conbinwed o draw mone adaptable loor plang, like the flexdble modules in the high-density lownhouses o Tanglewood,
in Cemios, Calll in 1979 no lob was locked into any one plan,

In ather projects, his ned Toar plans gave one side of e house o parents and the ather o childen, with @ wide open
middla in which to reunite. “We thowght the way 1o bring the famiby logether was to ramove walls * Today, neady every
new howse has a “amily rpem .

The shear ublquity of his name on plans across the couniry caused his ned business filure. “in 1972, Ralph Mader
began talking aboul how people should be guaraniesd defeci-free housing. 5o, aloimeys began going o homeowners”
associations and encouraging liigaion. That litigation grew through the 80s." he explains. “We had done more housing
than anyane in the country. We ended up spending $50,000 o 570,000 a month defending ourselves, on top of 520,000
amonth ininsurance, and a $100,000 deductible ®

On the heels of that hit came yet another. The savngs-and-loan cisis caused a tax-law change, and several loans
Berkus had cosigned for family members were suddenly called in. He lost some of his favorite works of art in the
aflermath

Back to Basics

His twin companies, B3 and Barkus Design Stedio, now number 32 anchitects. He occuples office space an an old
collage campus on a hillside owrooking the city of Santa Barbara and the ocean beyond, And there's plenty of
impressive wodk on e boards,

B3, which Berkus holds in partnership with Danad Van Hoy, Tom Greer, Arhur Sturz, and Thom Mclbahon, is blasting
through a wide range of plans, from a mixed-use resdential project in Los Angeles® Playa Vista development o a town
plan for Hewiown, Conn. Berous Design Studio handles his custom home and pro bono projects, incheding a howse in
Beg Haen, Calid., he thinks will be his best custom work yeland a new complex for the Santa Barbara Botanic Garden
that's very close to his heart

Uniike Frank Liowd Wright, known for a few business setbacks of his own, Berkus has never had much problem
generating clients. His greganous nakme and compalling visions make him a rainmaker of the Erst order, And 50,
tentatively but eptimisteally, he believes he's back an track, He's hired an in-house lawyer to sweep up the last of the
lawswits, reducing his menthly insurance premiums from $20,000 to bess than $5.000. And 1o limit his Rability for the
future, he dosn do warking drawings on anything but the cusiom homes.

Hir fppls he's learned some important lessons, and yol. to a cerain exent, he's really just a casualty of his own
BUCCRES . “You know, the signatune architects don't do that many buildings. The risk they'ne taking isnl going to be
repeated,” he explains, "Houwsing archilects are creating a much bigger fabric and taking a much bigger nisk.”

Of course, Ire without at least some nsk doesnt appeal o Barkus. He still mountain bekes an hour and a hall up e
steap hills around Santa Barbara each weskand, just o the 12-minute downhill fy. Bul the professional risks he soaks
now ane creative ones_In his cuslom hames, he aspifes 1o come as cose o fne an as he can, like hose signatune
architects. (He especially admires Frank Gahry.} 8nd in his production homes, he's pushing o give owners ewn mone
freedom and Beglility, in his design for 1997's Home of the Fulure, cos ponsonred by our ister publication, Buibder
magazne, he developed his most adaptable ficor plan fo date. in it, mowable intenor walls allow homeowners io
change the layoul of reoms at will, and mobile madules enable them io add new rooms when needed.

As always, the ideas just keep coming. He's waryinlerested in bringing housing back info the city. He has several in-city
loft and mied-use projects an the baards fight now, and he inkends 1o walk the wakk himsel! Hes purchased a lear-
denwn kot in dosntown Santa Barbara where hi plans to design an infill home for himsalf and his wits. Ha's looking for a
sense of community, Bul hé wants the real thing

And 50, fo anyone whall lsten, he's also speaking out against what he calls the cull of Mew Urbanism. He balieves the
pasican sene as 3 usehd springboard o new ideas bul nol a vable iown plan. Mew Urbanism doesn res pand 1o
today's needs. Porches were great when paople had to sit outside for breezes before we had air-conditioning, bul no
ane is sifting oulon those porches now,” he says. "I's a great wake-up call, b it has nothing to do with the way we live
ioday. There's & lof more 1o thinking abowl how we live than the geometry of streat and housa.®
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