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ARCHITECT BEVERLEY SPEARS MIXES
BOLD IDEAS WITH CLASSIC DESIGN
TO CREATE GREAT, LIVABLE SPACES

Only natural: This cast-pumice
house on Oid Santa Fe Trail
pairs conte mporary lines with
traditional «lements, plus, the
elegant and cco-lriendly hallway
provides pas:ive solar gain.
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Soodpoma . T T

everley Spears was not impressed wich her

first view of Santa Fe. It was high noon in
July 1974 and she was riding Shucelejack.,
coming into town on Cerrillos Road
Expecting something like Santa Barbara,
California, where she'd been living—cool
white stucco, lovely wrought  iron,
r1'|-:'-III|-.J|'\ ol ’llt';'.{'r\. .||'||:‘. .|_\<'.|-.:1I|:I1_' o=

rains—ifrom her bus window she siw

inscead a morcley, sun-blasted strecch of

stores and houses with nary a charm in sigh

But Spears, ar 29, was up for adventure and not easily pur off
She rucked her judgment away and spent her first week walking
around downrown. The dullness of her initial impression quickly
dissolved. In its place, she tound “exonic” adobe buildings that
seemed imbued wich a spirie of history and place, She encountened
native plants that were new to her—things like snakeweed,
Indian rice grass, and yucca, which were
completely foreign to a child of che p and right
Midwest who'd lived in New Orleans and
Philadelphia. Yer she understood, perhaps i ¥ steel roof
intuitively ar firse, char Santa Fe was a place
where her love of landscape, aesthetics, a vironment a
relaxed armosphere, and a nch sense of T witt
archirecture could happily intersect

She was righe. In the 30-plus years since do ft

that first bus nide, Spears has become one I her

56 OCTOBER 2005






of New Mexicos most respected archivects, head-
ing what is now a nine-person firm with more than
i institutional projects ther company landed the
coneract for Santa Fe's new civic center) and dozens
of homes in its portfolie. Since its inception in
1981, Spears Architecrs has eamed numerous
accolades, including a Merie Award from the
Western Mountun Region of the American
Institute of Archirects {for the Fondell-Picascia
House). It's been showered with ar least a dozen
awards from the AIAS New Mexico and Sanra Fe
chaprers. And ina compe-

tition sponsored by the Lirft, the bold portal «
AlA and Swmwer magazine, 1 local bullding, whe
the group ok home canales are part of the
a 19992000 Western  water catchment systen
Homes Merie Award for  right top and bottom, the
best design in homes amy Blutt House, with
throughour the West (for wilted celling made
the Pedregal House), I hemlock strips ar
“She's very sensitive to wcoustical insulation

the needs of the client,’

says Donna Quasthoff, a retired archicect from Santa Fe and former New Mexico stare archicect
“She's also been very active in histonc building and preservanion.” Quasthoff chinks so highly of
Spears char in 2002 she nominated her for membership in che preseigious AIA College of Fellows.
Each year, abour 7% new architecrs nationwide are voted into the honorary organization, which
counts John Gaw Meem as one of its members. Submirring an extensive portfolio, Spears was

accepred in the Design category, rmk:ng her place among abour 10 ALA fellows in the state—ol

whom only two are women
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Built to Last

“The great thing about [che ALA fel-
lowship] is that once you've gor ir,
you've got it—you don't have to con-
rinue o prove yourself,” Spears says,
relaxing in a contemporary steel rock-
ing chair in her company's office, a
small remodeled adobe house on
Pacheco Streer, beside the crain tracks,
“I've enjoyed it tremendously, It's a
great feeling to have chat acknowledg-
ment from my colleagues.”

With weathered, wide-board floors
and” deep-ser windows framing fruit
trees, the office iself reflects key ele-
ments in her company's avowed design
approach: Creare welcoming spaces
composed of simple,  regionally
inspin_-d forms, enlivened by narural
light, providing strong connections
with the surrounding landscape, and
buile of environmentally friendly mare-
rials designed to last—rchen build on
those concepts and, most imporant,
have a good time deing ic. This last
proviso can be deduced from che colar-
ful wooden toy train and blocks on a
shelf in the entry/conference. room.
“Yes, we play with them sometimes,”
the 60-year-old architect admits with a
wide grin.

Growing up in Indianapolis the
daughter of an acronautical engineer
and a mother who'd studied fashion
design, Spears was a quier child who
loved to draw. Bur, she quickly adds,
“I was never one of those kids always
drawing floor plans. 1 drew horses and
people,” Seill, a nascent interest in
architecture was “floating  around.”
She spent her junior year of college in
Paris, where this interest began to
grow. “Being in Europe and studying
the art and architecture really inspired
me,” she says in her warm, straight-
forward manner. “They have an atti-
tude abour che built environment

there, of building for centuries, of

building something beauriful and
solid and uncompromised.”

Back at Tulane University, in
Louisiana, where Spears was majoring
in philosophy—and not looking for an
MLR.S. degree—ir was time to choose o
career. She'd narrowed it down to com-
puter programming or architecture,
Computers almost won,

Built to Last

Spears’s first inguiry into graduate
3fl'|"t('(.r|.| e progriims Wis (o Princeton.
She received a quick response: The
school did not accept women. She was
shocked, and not for the last time,

She enrolled in the University of

Pennsylvania, only to encounter male
professors who sometimes took conde-
scending attitudes toward the female
architecture students, At the same
tme, going from provincial New
Orleans to the Northeast during the
radical late 1960s was a simultaneous
culrure shock. "1t was a struggle. I was
# hard program,” Spears says of her
graduare studies in Philadelphia. 1
didn’t immediacely fall in love wich ic.”

She carned her degree, then headed
to Santa Barbara, where a friend lived.
Yer with the economy in a slump,
her struggles weren't over. "1 went
through every architect in the phone
book and didn't find a job. I went
through every landscape archirect in
the book—no job,” she recounts. So
she decided to ger hands-on experience
in construction while waiting for an
opening. She applied for a permit to
become an electrician’s apprentice and
was turned down—for being a woman,
“We don't think you're serious,” she
was told.

When she rolled into Santa Fe a few
years later, one of the first places Spears
looked for work was with archirect
Philippe Register. 1 wasn't smart
enough to hire her,” Register remem-
bers with a chuckle. Of present-day
Spears, he says, “l admire her work.
'Good wste’ 15 a phrse that comes
to mind. She designs spaces thar are
comfortable to the eve.” This, for
Spears, s an inrentional effect, and
comes in part from her use of simplified
regional architectural elements given a
slight contemporary rwist.

The Pedregal House, for 4.':{,1m;'||{-,
won praise for the archirects “subrle
melding of old and new New Mexico.”
In particular, the judges pointed to the
home's deep north portal—with its floor
of randomly placed red and black bricks,
the low ruiling o retain views at chair
level, subtly notched posts, and large end
fireplace—as an exceptional ourdoor liv-
ing space with regional authenticity,

Part of history: The Plaza stage, with

its subdued, weathered copper raof

"We want our homes to read with a
clean, simple, almost minimalise feeling,
vet we want the historical richness of
things like hand-plastered walls and
woaden floors, to make reference 1o the
place the building is in,” Spears observes,
"So it's fun to chink of architecture as

incorporating both of those aspects. |
think it makes the houses feel very
comfortable o be in; it makes them
welcoming and serene and beauniful.”

Working with a client who speaks
the same aesthetic language 15 a special
treac for Spears, who singles out the
award-winning Old Santa Fe Trail
House as an example of this kind of rela-
tionship. (To protect the privacy of her
clients, Spears often refers to projects by
their general location.) At the time,
Spears was interested in the Islamic-
inspired, decorated wrteonads cellings
somenimes seen in Mexico, She pro-
posed painted boards berween the
beams in some rooms, creating ceillings
with chevron or zigeag paccerns. The
clients loved the idea; one of them, an
artist, did the painting herself,

Orther aspeces of the Old Santa Fe
Trail House highlight important
design elements for Spears. Visual
interest and spacial richness are reflect-
ed in varying ceiling heighrs, slightly
different levels within the house, and
rooms not uniformly  proportioned
And as always, Spears finds ways to
connect the inside with the ourside,
through windows, portals, dowirs into
courtyards and garden spaces, and
garden walls with openings—all
working together to provide links
verween wne oome and the vista
beyond. (Being a registered landscape
architect helps.)
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Built to Last

Spears also makes every efforr o
create buildings that are as environ-
mentally friendly as possible, Her firm
15 u member of the US. Green Building
Council, which designs according to
Leadership in Energy and Environ-
mental Design (LEED) principles.
Water cacchment and reuse systems,
energy Conservation provisions, and
sustainable marterials such as adobe,
straw bale, and Rasera da structurl block
made of recycled Styrofoam and con-
crete) are incorporited to make as gentle
an environmental impact as possible,

In what she calls the Tesugue House,
green building elements include two-
foot-thick walls of “unamended” adobe,
a pure-mud mixeure that contains no
asphale emulsion, 0 common additive
that reduces adobe's narural “breathing”
qualiries. In this case, both the interior
and exterior walls were also finished
with a pure mud plaseer; a stone base
and wide roof overhangs protece the
exterior walls,

Yer the home posed a challenge thar
was solved by distincely modern eechnol-
oy, The client waneed a pitched-roof
house tucked as unobrrusively as possi-
ble against a pifion-covered hill. In the
search for a nonshiny roofing material,
wood shingles were ruled out because of
fire danger. Instead Spears chose Corren
self-weathering, corrugated steel. As
this roaf ages, the rust, rather than flak-
ing off like most steel, forms a stable,
protective coating. “One of the greac
things abour architecture 15 thar it's
always changing—marterials change,
styles change, codes change—so you're
always learning,” Spears acknowledges.

Much of what is at the heart of
Spears’s design philosophy can be
found in her conception of Santa Fe's
new downtown civie center. In April,
Spears Archirecs, along with Fentress
Bradburn Architects, of Denver, won
the contract to design the new facilicy.
The two companies will work together
on every stage of the process, with
Feneress Bradburn bringing its exper-
LISE 10 NUMETDUS CIVIC-CENTEr Projects
and underground parking structures,
As a longtime Santa Fean, Spears
emphasizes the need o develop a space
that will suir the city well in every

respect, The 72,000-square-foot center,
to be built on the same site as the
Sweeney Convention Center, will
incorporate natural lighe in virtually
all its public rooms, a courtyard, five
fireplaces, und roof decks. Look for the
new building ro be completed in late
spring 2047,

On a smaller scale, Spears has
already made a significant coneribu-
tion to the community’s public life
through her design of the Plaza stage,
officially unveiled July 4, 2004, With
its large performance space and nar-
row, dark steel columns, designed to
blend in with the surrounding trees,
it's a project she is especially pleased
with, as are the Santa Fe Hisworic
Design Review Board and the private
citizens who funded it

In fact, every building Spears and
her firm designs, whether public or
private, can be thought of as a perfor-
mance space as well as o work of art,
“Architecture should be a backdrop
for life, for people’s furnishings and
gctivities, so in some ways it’s almost
like a stage. It needs to be simple to
best accommodate whatever 1s put into
it,” she muses. “[ do think archirecrure
is a very important art form. It's an arc
vou can enter and be surrounded by—
and hopefully it's going o last decades,
if not centuries,” S

Samta Fe writer Gusste Fawntleroy covers art
ancd ather subjects for mational, vegional, and
local publications. Her latest book, Shelver
from the Storm: The Photography of
Kirk Gittings, rells the story of an
Albuguergue-based architectural and land-
scupe platographer.



