
T
here are things about her South-
ern roots that Rebecca Wurz-
burger finds herself enjoying 
these days, even though as a 

young woman she was ready to escape to a 
better life—things like changing her bed-
spread to correspond with the seasons, and 
the dark-green velvet curtains in her home 
office. Then there’s the Southern sense of 
humor and vestiges of an old-fashioned 
culture of politeness and civility, which 
she appreciates. And despite any hypoc-
risy she witnessed growing up in Tupelo, 
Mississippi, and small towns in Arkansas, 
the underlying Southern Baptist desire  
to make a difference in the world has 
embedded itself in her heart. That call to 
social justice has manifested itself over the 
years in her political and volunteer efforts, 
which span the gamut from affordable 
housing and economic and educational 
opportunity to environmental issues and 
women in leadership.

In the past few years Wurzburger has 
stepped out of the nonstop whirlwind 
that defined her public life for 12 years, 
during which she was a Santa Fe city 
councilor, mayor pro tem, and a member 
of numerous community-related boards. 
Now she has the time to focus once more 
on her 35-year, award-winning career as 
a licensed contractor and developer, help-
ing others create their own version of the 
beauty that surrounds her each day. As she 
does, she finds herself reflecting on the 
things that add up to make a space spe-
cial and contribute to a genuine sense of 
home—something she never experienced 
while growing up.

A distinguishing feature of Wurzburg-
er’s current home, built in 2001, is a wide, 
curving, glass-walled corridor that runs 
the length of the house, as if to embrace 
the view of the Sun and Moon mountains 
east of Santa Fe. This design feature was 
replicated from her previous Santa Fe 
home, also designed by her former hus-
band, architect Peter Wurzburger, after 
the family moved from Los Angeles in 
1992. The space blends contemporary and 
traditional elements, creating a “very cen-
tering and open experience,” she says. A 
thick, Anasazi-style stacked-stone wall on 
the corridor’s inside curve contributes a 
timeless feeling of solidity that contrasts 
with the wall of glass. Against these win-
dows, sunlight illuminates the Rose Chair, 
a modern sculptural chair of red powder-
coated, hand-etched aluminum from Rand 
Marco Studios. 

Wurzburger did the interior design for 
the home in her own inimitable style. In 
the dining room she painted the ceiling 
a rich, deep blue, inspired by a ceiling 
in King Ludwig II’s Bavarian castle. She 
holds formal dinner parties here at a cir-
cular mahogany table, just the right size 
for conversation, and flickering light from 
mirrored wall candles enhances the blue 
of the silk-covered ballroom chairs. “It’s a 
winter room,” she says. 

In warm weather she loves to eat on the 
portal, serving her specialty brunch of 
chile relleno soufflé to friends under the 
patterns of shadow and sun produced by a 
slatted-wood roof. 

Wurzburger’s office is another of her 
favorite rooms, one that glows from cus-

tom-plaster walls of soft gold mottled  
with grays. Over the fireplace is one of 
her most treasured objects, a painting 
of a woman holding a candle by French 
artist Henri Alberti. Among the other art-
work collected over the years are antique 
Chinese textiles purchased from her best 
friend, the late Mark Navarro, and ceram-
ics from the South Korean city of Icheon. 
Known for its fine porcelain, Icheon is one 
of the places Wurzburger visited as part of 
the Creative Cities initiative she champi-
oned as a city councilor.

Gazing at these pieces, Wurzburger is 
reminded of how far she has come. In 
childhood the only semblance of fine art 
in her home was a $2 print of the endlessly 
reproduced Pinkie and The Blue Boy paint-
ings from the 1700s in a plastic frame. 
Her family moved so frequently between 
Mississippi and Arkansas that she really 
only remembers one of their homes. It 
was a modest house by a river in the small 
Arkansas town of Marked Tree, and it 
represented a brief happy period of rela-
tive normalcy in Wurzburger’s early life. 
She has fond memories of her father fish-
ing and frying up the catch, Bible classes 
under a tree, and playing dress-up with her 
sisters in their mother’s clothes. But the 
illusion of stability didn’t last.

Wurzburger’s father was a John Deere 
tractor salesman and an alcoholic. Rebecca 
adored him when he was at home and 
sober, but he left when she was young. Nei-
ther of her parents went to school beyond 
eighth grade. After her father moved out, 
her mother sold pots and pans door-to-
door for a while, taking Rebecca with her 
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In the entryway, strong 
contemporary lines are offset 
by Anasazi-inspired stonework. 
The kimono-like tapestry 
incorporates recycled fabric 
from the film Blade Runner, 
and was made by its  
costume designer.
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as she collected weekly 50-cent payments 
from equally poor housewives who bought 
the cookware on an installment plan. The 
sole supporter of three daughters, her 
mother later became licensed to sell insur-
ance, but there were still evictions from 
rental houses, sometimes two or more in 
one year.

Wurzburger was able to leave that life 
behind via a partial scholarship to Wash-
ington University in St. Louis, Missouri, 
aided by a financial gift from a woman 
in her church. She worked to pay her way 
while earning a bachelor’s degree in liberal 
arts and a master’s in social work, during 
which time she met Peter. She later earned 
a master’s and PhD in public adminis-
tration from the University of Southern 
California in Los Angeles. Her first job in 
LA was as a criminal justice planner for 
the Regional Criminal Justice Planning 
Authority. This led to ten years as director 
of an innovative program in criminal jus-
tice planning and emerging issues analy-

sis that became a national model.
Wurzburger’s entrance into the world 

of building and developing began when 
she and Peter built their first home and 
a rental property, both in Los Angeles. In 
the late 1980s she convinced him to buy 
a small property on which he designed 
a five-unit development of single-family 
homes for first-time homebuyers. Rebecca 
managed the construction. When the first 
unit was built and sold in just three and 
a half months, she was hooked. After the 
project was completed, she shifted her 
interest to buying, renovating, and selling 
homes in downtown LA’s now-gentrified 
Silver Lake neighborhood. In the process, 
she learned more about the financial side 
of contracting, building under strict time 
pressures to get homes to market, and 
effectively managing male subcontractors. 
It was the start of a construction manage-
ment career that continued in Santa Fe, 
where a personal point of pride was co-
founding Habitat for Humanity’s Women 

Build program at Casa de Escudero, de-
signed by the late Alfred von Bachmayr.

 Because she has found herself excelling 
in fields traditionally dominated by men, 
Wurzburger actively encourages and sup-
ports women in politics and civic life. After 
years on the local boards of such organiza-
tions as Habitat for Humanity, Corner-
stones, and the Santa Fe Community Col-
lege Foundation, she is currently involved 
with the nonprofit Emerge New Mexico, 
aimed at helping women get elected to 
public office in the state. “I’m making it a 
priority to engage with and mentor young 
people, especially young women,” she says.

Opposite: Everything in the Wurzburger home 
is designed to project serenity, from the subtle 
pink cast in the white plaster walls to the owner’s 
collection of South Korean ceramic art. 

Above: Blue and red powder-coated, hand-etched 
aluminum chairs from Rand Marco Studios provide 
a bright pop of color along a curved corridor. 
Running the length of the home, the glass-wall 
corridor creates a strong visual connection between 
indoors and the native grass meadow  
with wildflowers outside.
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Wurzberger created a romantic respite 
in her master bedroom suite, mixing 
old and new against the shade of 
shimmering aspens and expansive 
views of the Jemez Mountains to the 
west. The antique American bed and 
mirror and antique Chinese chairs mix 
it up with a 200-year-old Chinese prayer 
shawl on the wall purchased from the 
late Marc Navarro, her friend and design 
collaborator for more than 40 years.
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A new friend, whom Wurzburger met 
through the New Mexico chapter of the 
International Women’s Forum, recently 
came for tea at her house. As soon as 
the woman walked in, she turned to her 
host and said, “You love beauty, don’t 
you?” The statement came almost as a 
revelation to Wurzburger, who has finally 
arranged her life in ways that allow her to 
spend more time at home. “I do love the 
beauty of my home,” she says. “I want to 
embrace what it means to me. My house 
reinforces my choice not to live a chaotic 

life. It gives me the space for quiet ref lec-
tion and rejuvenation.”

That doesn’t mean she’s slowing down 
in a languorous Southern sense. “I’m still 
a type A,” she says, smiling. But it seems 
the beauty of her home is teaching her a 
more relaxed way of being type A. As an 
avid reader and dedicated fan of the Lannan 
Foundation’s reading and lecture series, she 
enjoys early-morning reading to the sound 
of birdsong coming from the aspens outside 
her window. She sometimes eats breakfast 
at the ironwork table and chairs in the tiny 
garden facing Atalaya Mountain, and fre-
quently hikes its paths. She has more time 
now to reconnect with old friends, make 
new friends, and visit her grown children—
Morgan and his wife, Karen, in Paris, and 
Riana and her Australian husband, Mat-
thew, in Portland, Oregon.

Wurzburger’s shift away from politics 
also has meant a return to building, mak-

ing herself and her years of experience 
available for residential and commercial 
new construction, renovations, and his-
toric preservation. In 2016 she received the 
City of Santa Fe’s Historic Preservation 
Award for a renovation that joined two his-
toric eastside properties through the use of 
a contemporary glass-walled addition. She 
approaches the work not only with a keen 
professional eye, but also a personal under-
standing of the importance of providing 
value for money spent. 

Likewise, Wurzburger’s own past, along 
with her work with Habitat for Humanity, 
underscore her profound appreciation for a 
home that is fully her own. “For me, home 
really defines a safe place that cannot be 
taken away,” she says. “Every day, no mat-
ter where in this house I am, when I walk 
through the beauty of the spaces, I just feel 
so blessed. Mine is truly a home inspired 
by the special place that is Santa Fe.” R
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Above: Wurzburger loves hosting brunches on  
the portal, where guests dine in the shifting light 
and shadow from a slatted-wood roof. 

Opposite: The dining room offers a more  
intimate, formal, Old World feeling with its rich 
blue vaulted ceiling, pin lights, candle sconces, 
and silk-covered chairs. The round mahogany 
dining table was custom-designed by Wurzburger 
and local wood craftsman Abram Mills.
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