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HOUSE GUEST

ooking back, it seems
inevitable that Andra
Birkerts would find a
career in design. Her
father is architect Gun-
nar Birkerts, a disciple
of bullding and furniture
icon Eero Saarinen and a noted Modernist
practitioner in his own right. “Every week-
end, we’d drive around to building sites,”
Birkerts recalls of her childhood days in sub-
urban Detroit. “I’d hang around my ded’s
office and he would explain things. That’s
how my first level of education happened.”

Her penchant for interior design
emerged early: “I would rearrange my room
every Sunday,” says the principal of Andra
Birkerts Design in Wellesley, Massachu-
setts. “And when my parents were away, I
would paint one of the bathrooms a differ-
ent eolor.” By high school, however, she had
turned her focus to painting, At the Uni-
versity of Michigan, she studied art history
and earned a bachelor of fine arts degree,
As apostgrad, she got wind that Nova Sco-
tia College of Art & Design in Halifax was,
she says, “the hot art school. It was a very
unusual place with very progressive art and
polities, There, painting with a brush was
considered uncool.” So she moved to site-
specific art. “The idea was to make people
hyper-aware of the space they were in.”

All of this was good she thought as
she earned her master’s degree in paint-
Ing, “but,” she asked, ®is it based in real-
fty?” She didn’t know it then, but what she
had learned and experienced was form-
ing the foundation of her design oceuvre.
The eareer gods must have been guiding
her when she left Halifax headed for New
York and stopped in Boston to visit her
brother. She ended up reconnecting with
an old friend who was working at Arrow-
street Architecture & Design in Cambridge,
Massachusetts (the firm is now located in
Boston), where Birkerts took a job as an
office helper.

“There were people there from MIT
with an artisan approach to solutions,” she
says. Soon the firm’ architects, such as the
Iate Rosemary Grimshaw, James Betch-
elor, and John R. Myer, who was dean of
the School of Architecture at Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology, began to




BIRKERTS ARRANGES HER collections of model
houses in ever-changing collage tableawx that
combine objects, art, and found pieces. From
top to bottom: “type” houses from a variety of
sources; a house, found in Amsterdam, in front
of a stone-and-type collage by Michigan artist
Glen Michaels; and a series of chalk buildings
by New York artist Matt Austin.

notice Birkerts’s design skills and became
her mentors. “Jack Myer pulled me into
some of his projects — I worked on the
color schemes for the Massachusetts State
Archives Building, for example. And Jim
Batchelor always steered me in the direc-
tion of my talents. Sometimes with leaps
offaith,” she says with a laugh.

Eventually Grimshaw started her own
firm, Linea 5 Inc., and asked Birkerts to
Jjoin as a founding partner in charge of the
interiors department. “It was a lot more
responsibility,” says Birkerts, “and I really
had to work out my methods.”
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BIRKERTS RELAXES 1N her living room with Ziggy,
the family's Irish terrier.
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designnewengland com NEW ENGLAND son, Owen [now 25].” Daughter Olivia,

now 21, followed. “I started to get word-
of-mouth calls and doing work on my own.
The work was steady enough to meke it a
real business.”

AWARD WINNING In the late 1980s, she moved her office
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with the growing demands of the business.
“That was mind-boggling,” she says with a
chuckle, noting she has now expanded to
a flve-person staff, including her husband,
who brought his experlence in business and
finance to the table. “Someone once told
me,” she says, “to do what you do best and
| metsomeone todotherest.”

'What Birkerts does best is designrooms
that are sophisticated yet playful, clean and
modern yet warm and inviting, “Growing up
in a house with an open plan and everything
built-in means that part of me is always look-
ingfor coziness,” she says. “And there should
always be an unexpected surprise, a magical
element in every project.”

Her own house, also in Wellesley, is
a 1920s Arts and Crafts style that she and
Footer bought flve years ago. “We were
‘downsizing,'” she says, “but after Hving
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adding a master suite in & Modern wing,
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‘When it is finished, the exterlor of the
house will be & traditional/contemporary
mix, just like the interiors Birkerts favors,
“There is no style that I make happen
again and again,” she says. “It relates back
to the site-specific art. Every house has a
secret layer of Interest, and my job is find-
ing a way to reveal it, It is like a puzzle to
find out who are the people who live here.
‘What are they like? And then to create an
amazing stew of solutions that will all add
up to more than the sum of its parts.”
Some people are reluctant to take
risks, she says, and there is a certain ele-
ment of psychology to coaxing them out
of their safe 2zone. “But they usually have
some level of fantasy,” she says, “and you
need to scope out how far they are willing
to bend. What I love to hear a client say is
‘I would have never thought to dothat.’” @&

Andra Birkerts's design work can be seen on
our blog designnewengland.com/blog and

in our July/August 2011 and 2014 issues at
designnewengland.com. Andra Birkerts Design,
Wellesley, MA, 781-235-7073; andrabdesign.
com.
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