TOURS . EVENTS . MODERNISM
Thanks to everyone who attended 'Remember the Civic
& Led Zeppelin Played Here' on August 2nd and to the
event's sponsors, SMPC Archite cts , Realtor Talia
Fre e d man & Asso ciate s , and Cho co late Dud e . If
you couldn't be there but were curious what we had to
say, we've digitized the article ab o ut the Civic
Aud ito rium p rinte d in the e ve nt p ro g ram .
Neither Ethan nor I ever had the opportunity to
experience the auditorium in person, but we feel that
understanding the factors that resulted in its loss (as well
as what the project meant for the city) can help us in the
full scope of Modern Albuquerque's work. And that
includes the preservation of still-standing mid-century
structures.
- The a Have r
FIRST UNITARIAN CHURCH SOCIAL HALL UNDERGOING RENOVATION
The former sanctuary at the First
Unitarian Church o f
Alb uq ue rq ue is entering its next
phase with an ongoing renovation
led by the architectural firm Mulle n
He lle r . Its original design dates to
the fall of 1963, when the church
employed architect Harvey
Hoshour to envision a new
auditorium. Like other area
churches that opened in the postwar period, the First Unitarian's
congregation on the corner of
Carlisle and Comanche outgrew its
available space.
To create visual continuity with the existing Unitarian buildings, Hoshour matched the color of the
brick masonry, but from there, his design took on new form. The plans for the auditorium called
for a third of the total area to be constructed from heat-absorbing glass. Hoshour selected these
glass panes to allow for complete freedom of space and integration with the site and noted that
"the auditorium was intended to encourage religious thought beyond the limits of the building
itself." The spacious new sanctuary (described in the Albuquerque Journal as 'unorthodox') was
used for the first time by the church in January 1965.

In an article p rinte d the fo llo wing ye ar in Ne w
Me xico Archite ct, Hoshour wrote, "the entirely
open interior space offers a universal sense of
freedom in worship and in no way dictates the
finality of religion sought in other religious
structures." Even the seating inside the sanctuary
was impermanent; rather than pews, the
congregation sat on stackable chairs which could
be reconfigured. The column-free nature of the
structure maximized its flexibility. This Mie sian
approach was not surprising, given that Hoshour
not only found inspiration in master modernist Mies
van der Rohe's ideas, but had briefly worked for
Mies' architectural firm in Chicago. The exterior of the sanctuary evokes Mies' Crown Hall.
Interestingly, while studying architecture in 1955, Hoshour had proposed a Unitarian Church in
Albuquerque for his master's thesis (a proposal now housed in the Hoshour papers at the
University of New Mexico's Center for Southwest Research).
Architect Doug Heller describes Mullen Heller's approach to the renovation, "as respectful as
possible (of Hoshour's vision)." The renovation of the structure is the third project the firm has
undertaken with First Unitarian, the first being a master plan for the campus in 2009, followed by
the design and construction of a ne w sanctuary adjacent to the Hoshour building in 2011, which
adjoined the older building at its north elevation. Heller acknowledged that the new building was
designed to complement the Hoshour hall, not to stand alone. The former sanctuary has since
been used by the church as social hall. Much of its $1.2 million renovation budget will be put into
new infrastructure. Among the updates being made are new, ADA-compliant bathrooms and the
installation of a refrigerated air-conditioning system. Despite the use of heat-absorbing glass, the
building previously required four swamp coolers, each, "the size of a Volkswagen Beetle",
church member Steve Phillips explained. Also undetectable at eye-level was a slight bowing of
the roof towards a central channel. The roof will be replaced during the renovation.
Inside, a glass-walled conference room will
preserve the openness of the interior, while
also adding needed meeting space. Phillips
described a set of full-height curtains that had
been installed to baffle sound but, predictably,
they were significantly damaged by the sunlight
entering the structure. In this respectful update,
more attention will be paid to the acoustics,
removing the need for fabric panels that would
also diffuse the natural light allowed in by the
glass. And in a subtle nod to the building's
religious purpose, ringed 'halo' pendant lights
will be installed in the ceiling.
Before opening his own practice in Albuquerque, architect Harvey Hoshour worked with architect
and designer Alexander Girard in Santa Fe. For the church, Girard was commissioned to design
and construct an altar screen depicting symbols of the major religions of the world, representing
the inclusiveness of the Unitarian congregation. It is the largest Girard work in a private collection,
fashioned from wood salvaged from the Jemez Mountains. Made up of 5,000 pieces, the altar
screen which had been the focal point of the social hall was relocated piece by piece to the new
sanctuary following that structure's completion. It can be viewed in this Co lo re s sp e cial . The
screen's curve is echoed in the entry to the new sanctuary designed by Mullen Heller. In its

original place, the curved wall that held the Girard work has been demolished, and new terrazzo
flooring will be laid in the area where the wall and stage once stood. Phillips explained that the
slight color difference between the new and old terrazzo will allude to the change, and create a
conversation point for long-time church members.
With the wall gone, the focal
point of the building will become
the certified wildlife area visible
immediately beyond the eastfacing wall, which is being
upgraded with all-new doublepane glass. The First Unitarian
congregation places a value on
environmental sustainability.
Both the social hall and new
sanctuary are equipped with
photovoltaic panels that
generate enough power for all
their electrical needs and the 2011 sanctuary received LEED Platinum certification. The new
glazing will also make the mid-century building more energy efficient.
"Good architecture supports conversations," Phillips asserted, and we're grateful to both Doug
Heller and Mr. Phillips for entertaining our interest in this project. The renovation is projected to
be completed in November.
Thanks to M ullen Heller and the First Unitarian Church for sharing photographs two and three and AIA Albuquerque for
arranging for us to receive and digitize the marketing portfolio from Hoshour's office that featured the final image of the
newly completed structure. Second photo, left to right: Roland Fischer (Unitarian President), Harvey Hoshour, James
Wilkes (M inister).

UPCOMING EVENTS

OCTOBER 19: Modern Albuquerque is excited to partner with the Alb uq ue rq ue Muse um ,
Base me nt Films , Alb uq ue rq ue Histo rical So cie ty , and Histo ric Alb uq ue rq ue Inc. to
present Ho me Mo vie Day at the Albuquerque Main Public Library.
Does the idea of seeing what home movies are hiding in Albuquerque's private collections

interest you? We're now recruiting volunteers for this free community event! We need your help to
manage the flow of footage from attendees, to evaluators, to projectionists, and back. And that
footage could be anything!
Volunteer shifts are three hours and include a digital orientation the week of the event. If you're
interested in signing up, please let us know how best to reach you and whether you'd be
available in the late morning, early afternoon, or mid-afternoon.
SIGN UP TO VOLUNTEER or LEARN M ORE!

ALEXANDER GIRARD EXHIBIT AT
MUSEUM OF INTERNATIONAL
FOLK ART
We took a break from the Albuquerque heat
last week to visit the Muse um o f
Inte rnatio nal Fo lk Art in Santa Fe, where
Ale xand e r Girard : A De sig ne r's
Unive rse , is currently on exhibit. Organized
by the Vitra Design Museum, the traveling
exhibition is the first retrospective of the iconic
designer's work. We especially enjoyed one
of the design elements that sits just outside the
exhibit: a seating area modeled after the
famous conversation pit of the Mille r Ho use .
While 'A Designer's Universe' closes October
27th, the Girard-designed 'Multiple Visions'
exhibition, which features Girard's own
extensive and inspirational folk art collection, is
on view in a long-term installation in the
museum's Girard wing.
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