
Architect of the month 
3600 experience

Former film-maker Jonathan Feldman became so interested 

in how spaces and experiences work together that he 

changed careers and now heads up an architecture firm with 

partners Chris Kurrle, Taisuke Ikegami and Steven Stept
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“SPENDING TIME ABROAD EVERY YEAR IN ANOTHER CULTURE HAD A LASTING IMPRESSION” 



Surf House in Santa Cruz, “brings a polished 
bohemian feel right up to the edge of one 
of the state’s best surf breaks. The clients 
were well-versed on the nuances of the site 
and dreamt of a home that fit naturally and 
sustainably into its beachy, eclectic locale. 
Monterey Cypress acts as a focal point of 
the home’s design – the exterior is clad with 
board and batten slats, setting up an exterior 
and interior palette present throughout the 
home. Waste in the milling process and trunk 
use was minimised by holistically integrating 
every level of wood grade into the design”

“LANDSCAPE PLAYS A HUGE ROLE IN OUR 
RESIDENTIAL DESIGNS. AT THE ONSET OF EACH 
PROJECT, OUR CENTRAL, PROJECT-DEFINING 
VISION IS SPECIFICALLY ATTUNED TO SITE” 
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The Sanctuary, designed as an urban 
oasis, pairs each interior space with 
its own landscape moment, allowing 
the architecture and surroundings to 
flow into each other. The structure 
floats on piers, forcing the building to 
participate in a dialogue with the trees 
on site while protecting the roots. 
The floor plate projects beyond the 
building envelope and dissolves into 
balconies to blur the sense of indoor 
and outdoor while at the same time 
lifting the building up from the ground. 
Even the driveway is constructed out 
of floating concrete structural slabs 
supported on piers to minimise the 
impact on the heritage oak tree
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“WITHIN THE NEXT DECADE OR SO WE EXPECT MOST 
NEW RESIDENTIAL HOMES TO BE NET ZERO. THEY WILL 
BECOME MORE LIKE TOOLS IN OUR DAILY LIVES”



FAVOURITE BOOK?
The Lord of the Rings  
by J.R.R. Tolkien and
The House of Spirits  
by Isabel Allende

FAVOURITE FILM?
The Matrix

FAVOURITE COFFEE 
HOUSE?  Piqueo’s - 
a small Peruvian 
in my neighbourhood

FAVOURITE CITY?
Istanbul

FAVOURITE MUSIC?
Most of it

YOUR FAVOURITE  
ARCHITECTS?
Too many, but I’ll list 
some California ones.
Craig Ellwood
Julia Morgan
Paul R. Williams

FAVOURITE ARTISTS?  
Clyfford Still
Amanda Gorman
Battista Farina

FAVOURITE FOOD?
BBQ

typologies outside of residential including 
commercial and hospitality and have added 
interior design to our scope of services.

How would you describe the 
atmosphere of the Feldman office? 
Feldman Architecture is made up of 
talented individuals who are all committed 
to creating beautiful, meaningful work. 
Together we aim to further our shared 
passions of design, innovation, 
sustainability, and collaboration.

How do you start a new project?
We begin each project with a series of 
in-depth workshops, charrettes and 
conversations, identifying specific goals 
and constraints. These initial sessions  
play a critical role in laying the groundwork 
for lasting relationships between ourselves 
and our clients. We approach design  
as a dialogue between our clients,  
our collaborators, and the site –  
collectively defining a clear and  
compelling focus. We always make  
sure to engage our collaborators at the 
beginning of each project, tapping into the 
collective strength of our skill sets.

What part does the landscape play  
in your work? Landscape plays a huge 
role in our residential designs. At the onset 
of each project, our central, project-defining 
vision is specifically attuned to the site.  
We love working with sites that have 
challenging or interesting constraints. 

Do you prefer working on 
residential or commercial projects? 
Why is this? I love residential work – 
the sensitivity and responsiveness that 
comes with placing a home on a site 
is a satisfying challenge. I also love 
collaborating with landscape architects 
and interior designers, all working 
together towards a focused vision. 
This happens with other typologies, 
but not to the same degree as residential.

If you lost inspiration, where 
would you go to find ideas? 
10 minutes on Instagram can fix 
any architectural inspiration loss!

philosophies and sensibilities were  
heavily influenced by these California 
Masters. While I never met Esherick, 
Moore or Turnbull, through Bernardo  
I know they have all shaped how  
I see and practice architecture.

What is your proudest achievement 
to date? I wouldn’t say I have a single 
achievement that stands out. I mostly 
appreciate wrapping up projects and 
witnessing families occupy their new 
spaces. No matter how big or small  
the project, the impact of the change  
is always significant. I deeply enjoy  
helping our clients realise their vision and 
handing off the culmination of a large 
collaborative effort. Seeing our clients 
appreciate every detail brings me joy.

What has been your favourite project 
to work on and why? As a project type,  
I most enjoy single family homes. I 
appreciate the intimate and personal 
nature of these types of projects. Surf 
House, completed last year, was very 
special. It was the second home I had 
completed for this family. The holistic 
approach to how we used the wood in this 
home was unique and the project also 
afforded me the opportunity to execute on 
an entire family of wood details I had been 
refining for a handful of years. The home’s 
location on a prominent bluff overlooking 
the Pacific is stunning and every 
collaborator on the team elevated to the 
project in exciting and unexpected ways.
 
How has the studio changed over 
time? When I started at FA in 2011, we 
were nine people. Today, we’re close to 30, 
which is on the larger side for an office that 
focuses mostly on single family homes. 
Everything about the company has 
matured, from defining bigger picture 
items like our mission statement, to 
operations, our design processes and our 
deliverables. We’ve retained a very strong 
office culture fostered by the continued 
growth of leadership within the company 
and a real focus on professional 
development at every level within the 
studio. We’ve also been able to explore 

How old were you when you decided 
to become an architect? What 
inspired this? At 17, when I started 
thinking about college and what I wanted 
to study. Coincidentally, at the time there 
were already eight other architects in my 
family, so maybe subconsciously the 
decision was already made. 

What are your greatest influences?
My greatest influences are my mum, my 
Chilean heritage and my mentor, Bernardo 
Urquieta – a Chilean architect whom I 
worked for in San Francisco for 15 years.

In what way do they manifest in your 
work today? My mom was an art teacher 
and continually exposed me to the arts.  
She provided opportunities for me to 
explore and pushed me in directions I  
often didn’t want to go. Haha, like every 
mum does! Although I was born in the US 
and have always lived here, I spent most 
summers growing up in Chile visiting 
family. Spending that time abroad every 
year in another culture had a lasting 
impression and shaped my personality 
and sensibilities. It strengthened my 
affinity for landscapes and the outdoors, 
sharpened my sensitivity to site and 
broadened my perspective on lifestyles, 
specifically around residential living.  
My mentor Bernardo worked with  
Joseph Esherick, Charles Moore, and 
William Turnbull.  His design processes, 
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“I CAME TO APPRECIATE HOW MOVEMENT 
THROUGH SPACE TELLS A STORY”” 
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What is it about architecture that 
excites you? I enjoy being able to take a 
complex project from concept to a final, 
executed product and the responsive and 
collaborative nature of that process.

Is sustainability a consideration 
during the design process?
It is a big consideration – and something 
we as a studio have always prioritised and 
invested in. At each project’s inception  
we outline climate action goals that are 
developed and carried out through each 
phase of the construction and design 
process. Our team is committed to 
forward-thinking, sustainable building 
science and we strive to continuously 
educate ourselves, our clients and our 
collaborators about industry best practices.

What do you think houses will look 
like 50 years from now? A lot more 
complex – energy use is going to really start 
to change how buildings are required to 

perform, operationally as well as the 
embedded energy it takes to construct 
them. Within the next decade or so, we 
expect most new residential homes to be 
net zero along with new, innovative 
materials and systems to support this goal.  
50 years from now, I would envision 
homes will have entirely new materials 
and/or construction methods for their 
structural systems. Homes will be 
entirely controlled by AI and will adapt 
to each unique individual that occupies 
a space, prioritising individual comfort 
in every space. They will become 
more like tools in our daily lives.

What piece of advice would 
you give to budding architects? 
Architecture takes a lifetime to master, seek 
the challenges, the uncomfortable and 
always question what you’re doing.

feldmanarchitecture.com

 

I
t may be considered unusual for early twentieth century 
architects to want to connect homes with nature;  
this is a modern concept afforded resonance by new 
technologies. In fact, designers of the past would 
probably have seen their task as to separate us from  
the elements. Homes were there to protect us, right? But 
look to influences like Joseph Esherick’s Bermak House 
with it’s simultaneous cocooning and celebration of the 
natural world as the clear inception point of the design, 
and you can see this is not always the case. During his 

first years as an architect, Feldman partner Chris Kurrle  
was mentored by Bernardo Urquieta and it’s clear to see  
his experiential methods and meticulous attention to detail 
have rubbed off. With such esteemed footsteps to follow  
in, you might think there would be an inherent pretension 
in Feldman Architecture’s work, but this is clearly not so; 
there is no hint of showing off here. Each project is unique, 
driven by a desire to deliver joy to each individual client. 
Collaboration is at the very heart of what this practice  
does – the personalities of impending occupiers are woven  
into the fabric of their buildings. “Understated modern 
aesthetic” are words we hear bandied about a lot. At this 
firm they truly appear to stand for something, yet where the 
influence of Kurrle’s mentors’ can clearly be seen, Jonathan 
Feldman’s background in the California film industry has 
given the studio an unusual perspective. “In particular,  
I came to appreciate how movement through space tells  
a story, and by thoughtfully choreographing that sequence,  
I can help to define how people see and experience the 
world,” he explains. Seeking a more direct connection to 
shaping the experience of space, Feldman himself shifted 
his career to architecture, earning a Master of Architecture 
degree from the University of Oregon; a program noted  
for its focus on sustainable design. Here Chris Kurrle 
discusses their processes and vision for the future. 


