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Switching betwween renovating fragile historic adobes and con-
structing cutting-cdge, new contemporary homes may sound a
litle difficult, but Joel Muller, owncr and President of Santa Fe's
“Tent Rock, Inc., loves a challenge. “Its what keeps me going, I love.

that this profession is never stagnant and that ey
solie new problems,” he says. Solving problems and stretching his
horizons as a builder are what Muller does best.

y day we get to

“Tent Rock builds and restores many different kinds of homes,

depth knowledge and the readiness to try new techniques. Some
of those challenges include renovating Georgia O'Keefe's house
at Ghost Ranch, constructing new homes for chemically sensitive
buyers and simply putting together a stylish, high-quality small
house on a limited budget. Whatever the project, Muller and his
team at Tent Rock are ready to take it on.

For Muller, building is both an art and a craft, and he has a long

&

history of bringing the two together. A New York native, he grew
i i farchliiee

i y family
and grandmother who was a sculptor. It was a slightly eclectic
childhood; for seven years young Muller and his parents lived on a
wooden sailboat. During that time, his father taught him to work
with tools and to appreciate the clean lincs of a well-constructed
boat. *1 gained an acsthetic cye, and I also learned to enjoy the
process of working with my hands,” he says.

When Muller came to Santa Fe as a 20-year-old art student,
he started working construction. He was already a skilled wood-
worker and it seemed like a good thing to do temporarily as a
way to support his art, “What I found was that building slowly
became my art form,” he says. Muller worked his way up the
ranks of the industry, first starting the firm Cooke and Muller
Builders with a partner, then dissolving that company to open
“Tent Rock in 1993







) g
. ST £ z

- d PR NS
William Penhallow Henderson adobe on the east side of Santa Fe. The Henderson home is now being restored by Joel Muller.

Muller named the company after the Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks
National Monument south of Santa Fe, where he has gone hiking
for years. Clustered in the park are distinctive tent rocks, conical
spircs of rock formed by erosion. For Muller, these teepee-like

a he qualitics he aims for withhis

houses. Like the homes that Muller builds, they are

of Georgia O’Keefe's home in Ghost Ranch, undertaken on be-
half of the Georgia O'Keefe Foundation. “The house was in a sad
state of repair, but it was an incredible setting, It was a privilege
to bring the house back to what it once was,” Muller explains. A
board member of the Historic Santa Fe Foundation, Muller ap-

work withade

connected to the land and history of New Mesico.

One thing that s unique about Tent Rock is that many of the
building crafts are done in house. At a time when most builders
are moving away from this comprehensive model, Tent Rock
continues to have its own woodshop, welders and masons. “When
we arc handling the specialized, niche projects, it helps us to have
aready-made crew so clients don't need to hire a whole string of
disconnected people,” Muller explains

This all came into play in the recent restoration of the historic
William Penhallow Henderson adobe on the cast side of Santa Fe.
Henderson, a 1920s painter and major figure in the Santa Fe artistic
circles of the time, was instrumental in the Pucblo Revival. In or-
der to restore Henderson's own Pucblo Revival home, Tent Rock
utilized the whole spectrum of its abilities. Woodworkers ereated

new windows to replace the rotten frames, masons restored the

crintendent

igs experience
in historical adob

the process. The

and care were applied to another historic project, the restoration

P i prespect for Santa Fe's unique
architectural tradition.

That is not all he does, however. Muller and Tent Rock also

specialize in contemporary homes that embrace the latest innova-
tions in materials, construction and design. While the historical
and contemporary homes might scem like polar opposites, Muller
findsa thread of continuity to connect them. “Southwestern styles
have continued to evolve organically, and the best contemporary
homes in Santa Fe are rooted in historical styles. In order to really
build a good contemporary house, you need to know the tradition
youare working in,” he explains. Rather than looking dated a few
decades in the future, designs that are rooted in tradition will
continue to be beautiful and timely.

While Tent Rock builds in 2 wide range of styles, it is par-
ticularly known for contemporary homes with simple lines and

quality materials. Aesthetically, Muller tends toward a minimalist

style, unencumbered by superfluous details. “What I strive for is
the fecling you get when you walk into an Indian Pucblo and see

the sparse space that explodes into life when there’s a dance and



The recently restored Henderson home guesthouse

music. The human clement is what brings it to life, not some cx.

altisa

trancous architectural embellishment,” he explains. The

warm, inviting home. In even the most contemporar,

of designs,
Muller allows the lines to undulate a litle and the colors to create

a softer touch, taki

ut what Muller calls the “techno edge” of
contemporary architecture.
Onerecent design captures the relaxing,
peaceful, yet playful character that Muller
aims for. While it has a view, the house is
internally focused. The centerpiece of the
homeisascries of interior courtyards. The
main one has a pond, while the bedroom
courtyard has its own outdoor shower

shielded with a horizontal screen. It feels

both whimsical and private. *1 sce it as
a place you can enjoy your serenity first
thing in the morning or at the end of your
day” Muller explains. When it s time to
entertain, these same private spaces open
up andallow guests to circulate, providing
astunning backdrop for a party. Tent Rock
inaugurated the house with a celcbration
and, Muller recalls with a smile, “it is a

darn good party house!”

Muller's design philosophy s to bring the outside in and the inside
out. Tent Rock homes are often characterized by trellises, portals
and courtyards. “The best houses are places that blur the line be

tweenindoors and outdoors, that encourage you to expand outside
without even really noticing it,” Muller belicves. No wonder Tent

Rock homes have won three awards in the Parade of Homes: Best

Henderson guesthouse kitchen




Craftsmanship, Best Outdoor Living Space and Overall Character.
The American Institute of Architects also granted an award for
Zen Garden, a home that Tent Rock bult in collaboration with
Spears Architceture.

Compared to more traditional Pueblo-style homes, contem-
porary designs demand a higher level of craftsmanship with no

room for error. “Everyth

g comes together just so, and small

errors become more glaring,” Muller says. For that reason, clients
building contemporary homes must scarch out a company, like
Tent Rock, with extensive experience in precision building, Tent

Rock:

sists. For example, Tent Rock was

doing business,” Muller

carly adopter of E-Crete, an autoclaved acrated concrete block
that is stacked and plastered like adobe. Like adobe, it also helps

reducir

maintain a constant internal temperat

s fun 10 always be looki

air conditioning and heating

new and healthier ways of building,” Muller says.
Indeed, wherever Muller gocs, he sces new sourees of inspira-
tion. On a recent visit to Bhutan and Nepal, he watched workers

build and renovate rammed earth homes using ancient tools and

procedures. “It’s a joy to sce how those very low-tech construc-

tion tech

generally have decades
of expericnce building in Santa Fe. They are also experts in using
new materials and techniques, something that Muller relishes
“The neat thing about building in Santa Fe s that it is like an
incubator for new ideas in building. Builders and architects all

bring in new ideas and feed off each other. It's a fascinating meld.

ing of innovations,”says Muller. He relishes this creative interplay
and the heightened awareness that comes with it. “I don't think
T would want to be building if 1 weren't constantly learning and
devcloping better ways to do things,” he adds. Clients, t00, come
from all parts of the country with their own ideas o add to the
mis, stimulating further innovations.

Green construction is one realm where Tent Rock has worked

alongside the clients to find new materials and techniques. “We

are tuned into new technologies; that’s built into our way of

ques are still used with so much skill” he reports. “It’s
always nice 10 be exposed to other cultures” building styles and
techniques, and all that knowledge somehow gets incorporated
into the next projects that 'm working on.”

For 2009, Muller has a new challenge for Tent Rock: building
smaller houses with the same features and quality as the high-end
homes they typically construct, Tent Rock is onc of the builders
involved in Oshara Village, a sustainable New Urbanist commu

nity. “The economy of scaling a project down s difficult, but our

architect did a fantastic job,” Muller reports.
Historical or contemporary, large or small, Muller believes

that each home is a collaboration between Tent Rock, the

architects and the clients. *I really enjoy having that threc-way
input because it makes a project so much better. This is a team

effort and everyone needs to be on board,” he says. According to




Mauller, good communication with clients

ity. “It is important that they

top pr

can

get their ideas across and that they

understand what the builder is doing

believes. “In order to succeed at this, a

builder has to be

ble to [be] flexible and
listen to what the clients are looking for,
and also be willing to be flexible in order
10 reach that common goal.”

In fact, Muller insists tha

tor that clients should look fo
s not cost, lists of subcontractors or even
erafismanship — it's trust. “Before you
even start a project, you need to get to
know each other and develop trust,” he in-

sists, “If that’s not there, the whole project

will be stilted.” One measure of Muller's

successis notonly the number of repeat and

referral clients, but the number of clients

who are now genuine friends ‘micromanage his employees. Instead, he tries o allow his employees

The focus on trust also extends to Muller’s relation- o think throt

problems on their own and trusts they will make

ship with employees and subcontractors. Muller docs not  good decisions. “I'm not heavy handed. I encourage my employees




10 do things because I know they can handle it, and, in the end, we

willall be proud of what we have accomplished,” he says.

Tent Rock now has about 25 employees, including Office
Manager Molly White and sup
Walden, John Eddy and Mauricio Sanez. A year ago, Joe Keleman

ndents Paul Hart, Hank

working up the ranks from laborers to superintendents, “IUs fun
10 watch people step up to the platc and be part of the team,”
Muller reflects. While he has helped these employees to develop
their skills, he insists that it is not one sided. “They've taught me

things and brought me along, too,” he says. “The

alty among the

came o assist Muller with project
blood and enth helpsustok

“Having new
p the ball rolling,”says Muller.
Many of the other employes have worked with Muller for years,
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I workers is heartwarming o scc.

That kind of loyalty creates a strong company with a shared
commitment to constantly improving the homes they build. For
Muller and his team at Tent Rock, every

rings new challenges and new op

to expand their knowledge and

build better homes. m
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Creating a better way
Tent Rock Inc.

1 Ceramic Court
Santa Fe, NM 87508

Tel: (505) 474-9188
E-mail: tentrk@gmail.com



	SCN_0004-1
	SCN_0004-2
	SCN_0004-3
	SCN_0004-4
	SCN_0004-5
	SCN_0004-6
	SCN_0004-7
	SCN_0004-8

