





SPACES TO THRIVE

A conversation with Mary Ann Schicketanz of
Carver+Schicketanz on what the design firm is
after, and why architecture is the kingdom
of comfort.

In between bites at a restaurant in the recently
resurrected Mint Plaza in San Francisco, architect
Mary Ann Schicketanz describes her firm’s goals:
“We want to create spaces that people can thrive in.
Architecture as an art object does not interest me.” Her
gracious accent reveals her biographical and cultural
origins: an Austrian native with European training in
engineering and architecture, she heads a thriving
practice in Carmel in partnership with Rob Carver.
“We are the product of our upbringing,” she continues.
“1 grew up in a simple and hearty environment, no
frills really, with people around me wearing tailored
clothes. Tt was all about the fit. There I developed a
keen sense and knowledge of materials; it is from

such knowledge that I draw on now for our work.”

Prominent British architectural critic Martin Pawley
once began a book review by writing that whenever
he hears the world “culture” he reaches for his
revolver. Schicketanz’s definition hardly elicits such
reactions when invoking that term. On the contrary,
she states, “Culture is in all aspects of daily life. All
of us are exposed to space daily. And the density of
the European city is rich with little urban voids and
nested spaces that shape our design sensibility and
appreciation. The sparse nature of suburbia inevitably
yields a very different knowledge.” The sensorial
aspect of design becomes central in space-making for
Schicketanz. “This concept plays out very much in
our approach!” she exclaims. “How you experience
it and whether it comforts you or not are two key

concerns for us.”

Having a firm in Carmel brings about personal and
professional rewards, but poses its own challenges at
the same time. “We promote contemporary work. The
gorgeous landscape of the area is the driver for our
architectural forms. And we listen to the local vernacular.
However, this is hard in a place with such command-
ing natural scenery, but little history of its own, not
to mention the logistics of having access to staff

resources and benefiting from intellectual exchanges.”
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Their interiors take complete advantage of the pan-
oramic views. Typically the roofs of their residences
are enmeshed in the landscape and conceived as a
shelter enclosed with floor-to-ceiling glass. “We make
a conscious decision about it,” says Schicketanz.
“A view as a picture versus a view as another surface

of the house? We typically choose the latter.”

Schicketanz describes how she begins each design
venture: “Before doing something you must have a
strong idea. Having a robust concept first will inform
all subsequent decisions.” And, within this outlook,
what is her definition of function? “Function is the
comfort of the individual,” Schicketanz responds.
“The user informs the space. We are cager to help
our clients, rather than educate them on how they
are supposed to live in their homes.” More recently,
the firm has worked on the remodeling of landmark

mid-century modern homes. “We just finished

restoring the residence of Philip Johnson. On the

boards, we have a home designed by William
Wurster in Carmel, with additions by Bill Turnbull
and William Shaw. She adds, “Currently they are
poorly connected. You don’t know where Wurster
stops and Turnbull starts. We are rethinking the
connectors between the pieces. We want to respect

the personalities of the various parts.”

Pierluigi Serraino is an architect and author in the San
Francisco Bay Area. He holds degrees from the Universita’
degli Studi di Roma “La Sapienza,” the Southern California
Institute of Architecture (SCI-Arc) in Los Angeles, and
University of California Los Angeles. He is a Ph.D. candidate
at UC Berkeley at the College of Environmental Design. His
projects and articles have appeared in Architecrural Record,
Architectural Design, Hunch, ACADIA, Case d’Abirtare,
and Modernism Magazine, among others. He is the author
of several books, including Modernism Rediscovered
(Taschen, 2000) and NorCalMod (Chronicle Books, 2006).

1, 3 & 5 Big Sur residence built by Kipp Stewart and previously
owned by Philip Johnson and David Whitney. The current owners
have gently remodeled the home to showcase their art collection
and the breathtaking views. Photos by Robert Canfield.

2 Mary Ann Schicketanz. Photo by Douglas Stakeley.

4 Tucked away in a narrow ridge overlooking Pfeiffer Beach, this
Big Sur residence has minimal visual impact with a green roof,
underground garage and utility areas.






