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Mr. Berkus was born in Los Angeles, CA. After attending the University of
Southern California, Mr. Berkus founded B3 Architects (Berkus Design Studio)
when he was 21 years old. His work spans from resort and community master
planning to commercial projects and residential design. He has received many
awards and much recognition in the area of design, as well as his contributions to
society.
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Barry A. Berkus has remained on the fore-
front of design in the United States and
abroad for over 45 years. His firm has been
involved in a wide range of projects, in-
cluding resort and master plan communi-
ties, urban infill, commercial and
institutional projects and residential
design. His firm has also received more
than 450 design and planning awards at
West Coast regional and national competi-
tions. Mr. Berkus was also named one of
the ten most significant figures of 20th
century residential architecture by Resi-
dential Architect. Today, he remains actively
involved in all projects, nationally and in-
ternationally. In this interview, Mr. Berkus
spoke on the challenges related to urban
development, and shared his views on
what constitutes ideal housing.

To begin with, please tell us about housing con-
ditions in the United States.

In the United States, the first major change in
housing came right after World War II. Young sol-
diers who came back home from the war wanted
to have a family, so builders had to supply many
houses. Also, automobile ownership greatly in-
creased after the war. Many highways were built
connecting the city center to suburbs, which made
it easier to commute longer distances from home
to office. People wanted to have a house in a lush
suburban area, to get away from the hustle and
bustle of downtown. This led to the development
of large-scale residential communities outside the
city. But most of these developments were
automobile-dominated communities with ticky-
tacky housing designs thatlooked like boxes lined

up in rows. (photo 1)

Luxurious residential areas were also devel-
oped as a symbol of the American dream. Each
resident had a large plot of land and lived at a dis-
tance from neighbors. However, this weakened
neighborhood ties. Homes were isolated from
each other, and they often became targets for
crime.

In the 1970s, so-called “gated communities”
were built to ensure family security, with strictly
controlled entrances and a closed perimeter of
walls and fences. Based on the lessons and reflec-
tions from these past developments, the concept
of “New Urbanism” was born. New Urbanism is
adesign theory and movement thataims atthe cre-
ation of a walkable, mixed-use community where
stores, schools and other essential functions are
located within a quarter mile (approx.400 meters)
from all residences, or about a 5-minute walk.
The idea is to strengthen the relationship between
neighbors by increasing the community’s density,
so as toraise the entire community’s level of secu-
rity.

Promoting urban design on a human scale,
both physically and emotionally

Do you also support the New Urbanism move-
ment?

For each project I'm involved in, I always try
to incorporate human scale into design, or create
designs that take into account the emotional state
orbehaviors of people. In that sense, my approach
may be close to New Urbanism. But New Urban-
ism believes that people’s houses should be lo-
cated on streets, so you can see everything in the
neighborhood. But I put top priority on gardens.

I believe the quietness of gardens is more impor-
tant and everybody should be living adjacent to
gardens.

Today, life moves very fast because of comput-
ers, smartphones, etc. A house’s responsibility is
to help slow you down and make you comfortable.
It’s important to create serenity and peace with a
master plan. When you talk about human scale,
you have to consider emotional scale as well as
physical scale. Emotional context is important.
And there lies the key to the value of gardens,
parks and landscapes. We used to safeguard our
family’s lives with fences and walls. From now
on, we need to use the landscape to protect our
mind and body.

Prerequisite: all residences on gardens

Could you be more specific about the term
“human scale”?

In my plan, all residences face gardens. The
garden could be a spacious one or a smaller, more
intimate one. Living on a garden means you can
bring sunlight, air and nature into your home, and
savor the green landscape. Children’s safety must
also be taken into consideration. As such, we must
plan a pedestrian-priority community by keeping
cars and pedestrians apart from each other.

In the plan that I developed in 2000 (fig. 1),
all streets face parks and all residences are next
to gardens. Houses are located along the extended
line of streets leading out of the city’s commercial
center. This placement was inspired by the won-
derful example of Japanese gardens. I learned a
lot from Japanese gardens. In Japanese gardens,
the paths meander through the gardens, creating
a highly “cyclic” space. I want to create a town
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that shows you the changing face of the landscape
as you stroll through it, and a town that makes
your spirit quiet and gives you a chance to be
peaceful.

Pedestrians and cars must be clearly
separated

We heard that you have also been involved in
the Celebration, Florida project.

That’sright. Butbefore that,I had some experi-
ence in master planning of a community. For in-
stance, I worked for the EuroDisney project at the
request of the Walt Disney Company. This is how
I came to take part in the development of Celebra-
tion. In the 1980s, I worked with Jaquelin T.
Robertson first, making its master plan, and later
Robert A.M. Stern joined the effort.

Celebration is often considered to be a typical
example of Traditional Neighborhood Develop-
ment (TND). The underlying idea of TND is
almost the same as New Urbanism. When I was
working for the Celebration master planning, I in-
sisted on including more parks and gardens, and
the need to more clearly separate cars from pedes-
trians. But the plan they ended up choosing was
not mine. In Celebration, cars travel both on the
front streets and back arrays, so I don’t think we
canreally call it a pedestrian-priority community,
although it is well-furnished with sidewalks.

Great towns can maintain their value
over the years

Is there any way to prevent land values from
deteriorating?
To develop a town with high value, you have

to make it a special place. That’s very impor-
tant. The special place comes from living in a
place different from other places in the commu-
nity, like a dedicated park or a relaxing waterfront
space. Unlike Japanese people, Americans have
a high regard for waterfront environments in a
residential area. So ponds, lakes and gardens help
create value, making the town a place that people
want to visit because it’s a special place they like
tolive in and has beauty. Americans covet a water-
front environment probably because our land
mass is so large and in most areas, we are not
facing the water.

Making the most of what | learned from
Japan about community development—
connecting with nature

Would you tell us about the project you are
working on right now?

I’m currently working on the Playa Vista proj-
ectin Los Angeles, CA.It’s abrand new, big com-
munity being constructed on the former site of
the Hughes Aircraft Company, which was
founded by aviation giant Howard Hughes. The
first phase of development was completed in
2007, and the second phase has just started. As
shown in a part of my plan (fig. 2), Playa Vista
has much higher density than Celebration—17-
100 houses per acre, compared to Celebration’s
five houses per acre. Even so, it is planned to
ensure comfortable living for residents. For ex-
ample, houses are laid out in aboomerang-shaped
arrangement, so nobody feels like they are being
watched, and people can maintain their privacy.
Houses are all on small parks. Gardens are on the
front and cars come to the back. So everyone has

a view of a garden from their front porch. Pe-
destrians and cars are clearly separated from each
other. Another point that is unique for American
housing is that houses are laid out to get sunlight
fromthe south.Incorporating the conceptof direc-
tion into housing is one of many things I learned
from Japan—having a close connection to nature.

We should design and plan the land and the
houses at the same time

Could you tellus how you relate housing design
to community development?

InPlaya Vista,mosthomes are 2x6 wood frame
houses and each neighborhood is designed in a
single architectural style. But we sometimes in-
tentionally have a different design next door, in
order to avoid becoming too repetitive. So we
have uniformity and balance in each
neighborhood’s landscape, without making it
look too much the same everywhere. It’s nice to
bring in architecture that makes you feel like the
house you live in is special.

Ithink urban development and house construc-
tion should progress in parallel. If each owner of
a plot randomly designs and builds a house on
his/herown, there will be no way to create aspecial
town. Placement of gardens and green areas, and
the entire landscape design including houses, is
a vital part of maintaining physical and mental
health. And it provides safety and peace of mind
to people who live in the community. This, I be-
lieve, would be very similar to the old way of
living in Japan.

Thank you very much.
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