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FU-TUNG CHENG, A MASTER OF CONCRETE AND DESIGN, 
AGAIN TEAMS UP WITH A CLIENT FOR A PLAYFUL 

TIBURON HOUSE THAT FLOWS DOWN A HILL 
AS EASILY AS IT RENEWS OLD ASSOCIATIONS.   

BY EVA HAGBERG FISHER
PHOTOGRAPHS BY TIM MALONEY

MAKING
PEACE

An abstract, fractal geometric relief 
is sculpted into the concrete walls 

as a reference to both art deco 
wall reliefs and the architect Carlo 
Scarpa. The elliptical opening was 

positioned so that the owners could 
keep an “eye” on their children.
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FU -T U N G  C H E N G  I S N ’ T  in a hurry. The mainstay 
contributor to the East Bay design world, whose 
storefront office on San Pablo Avenue has been a 
hub of studies in concrete and a variety of design 
modes, is happy to talk about the musician David 

Byrne, the CIA’s penchant for recruiting at UC Berkeley when 
he was graduating in 1971, and his recent discovery of the work 
of Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama. It’s a languid approach to 
an interview that, 20 minutes in, has yet to address his most 
recent project, a house in Tiburon that trips down a hillside 
and works as a study in reflective planes and multiple forms of 
concrete, and it gets at least one writer fascinated about what, 
exactly, this designer is expressing with his work. 

This wasn’t the first encounter for architect and client. 
Cheng worked with the client, a builder/developer, 15 years ago, 
in another lifetime for both of them. That time, personal and 
professional issues affected the relationship, leading to a long 
hiatus during which Cheng continued to explore his architectural 
relationship to concrete, and the client went about his life. Cheng 
didn’t think he was likely to find himself in the same river twice. 

That was until three or four years ago, when the phone rang. 
The client had mellowed and was interested in having Cheng 
work on some interiors for his own home. Why only interiors? 
“I don’t trust your architecture,” the client said. (He might not 
have mellowed that much.) So Cheng made him an offer: he 
would work on retainer, design a house, and if the client didn’t 
like it, fine — they’d walk away peacefully. 

Tripping down a Tiburon hillside, the house is a study in 
solid and void, opacity and transparency. Rich reddish 

concrete contrasts with windows and other concrete 
treatments to produce a variety of formal relationships 

among materials. Carlo Scarpa’s influence is felt in 
entryway details like the tapered treads in the staircase.
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Background: Japanese ash cabinets 
support a custom-cast Cheng Design 
Geocrete concrete countertop. Open 

aluminum shelves bridge wall-hung Sen 
cabinets. Foreground: With the Golden 

Gate Bridge visible on the horizon, a 
custom stainless steel sink and solid wood 

countertop are fully integrated with the 
site-cast concrete island walls.

      THE INTERIOR  IS A STUDY 
                   IN WHAT CONCRETE CAN BE, 
AND THE MATERIAL  
         SHOWS UP EVERY WHERE.
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Top left: This lightweight 
sink was molded and 
produced in Cheng’s 
shop. Top right: Concrete 
is everywhere inside the 
home. Drama is added 
to a long hallway where 
concrete walls contain 
apertures backed with 
colorful polyurethane casts.

Cheng wasn’t surprised when the client loved the first 
design he offered — the one they ended up going with. 
“There was a rationale behind the layering that he liked,” 
Cheng says, referring to the multiple types and colors and 
forms of concrete that he introduced for the house. Cheng 
isn’t a trained architect but a craftsman, someone who 
came up through the world of carpentry. A keen attention 
to the texture of details and walls, combined with an icon-
oclastic approach to spatial layout and siting, accounts for 
his somewhat outsider status. 

That doesn’t mean Cheng doesn’t know about architec-
ture, though. He references Frank Lloyd Wright in discussing 
the compression and expansion and sense of rhythm that his 

firm introduced into the house through the judicious use of 
hallways and parallel concrete walls, as well as the Italian 
architect Carlo Scarpa, whose influence he sees in the front 
entrance and the way that orange and red and gray concrete 
seem to converse with each other. The Scarpa reference partic-
ularly comes through in the sequence of entry forms — tapered 
treads in the staircase, a warm adobe-colored wall — and the 
relationship between ground, pond and house. “You’re pro-
gressing upwards and there are these textures, and part of a 
rock or a tree,” Cheng says. “It was like a rock canyon.”

The interior is a study in what concrete can be, and 
the material shows up everywhere. A long entrance hall-
way is pockmarked with apertures that are backed with a 

polyurethane cast, a glowing material that would fit right 
into a Jurassic Park set. 

“It looks like a solid piece of amber that has a bug pre-
served in it for a billion years,” Cheng says. “But it’s not; 
it’s lodged into a negative space there.” The effect is that 
of a niche of concrete art in relief. Those translucent aper-
tures contrast with completely transparent ones, like the 
eye-shaped cut made into the concrete wall that encloses 
the kitchen — “so he can keep an eye on the kids,” Cheng 
says, not entirely joking. Playfulness abounds: in the main 
bathroom, the sink isn’t just a sink; it’s “a lightweight fiber-
reinforced [piece of] concrete that is sculpted and molded” 
and produced in Cheng’s shop. 

Why this love for concrete? “In the 19th century, con-
crete was considered this miracle liquid stone,” Cheng says. 
His reverence for the different forms the material can take 
comes through in conversation, and his interest in a mate-
rial that can change texture, strength and appearance 
makes sense in context of the rest of his interests. 

“I have references to Scarpa, and in my own art back-
ground, to organic geological things,” he says. “I’ve merged 
them to create tableaux.” 

It’s an approach to the world that puts the first wide-
ranging 20 minutes of our conversation into context. It’s 
clear that Cheng’s eyes are open, and he’s excited to show 
the world what he sees. m


