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Editor’s Note: We invited Paul Weiner to write a series of articles addressing alternative approaches to residential design and construction and the importance of place. Our cooperative intention in bringing this series to the readership of The Awareness Journal is to define a vision and, hopefully, begin a dialogue for “appropriate” residential design in the desert. This is the first in a series of articles, and we invite our readers to send us their questions and concerns about the topics presented here.


Amongst a small but important sector of our society, anything “green” or “alternative” is in vogue or at least gaining a great deal of attention. For some, deep appreciation and even reverence of natural cycles has been a way of life and a substantial commitment for some time. For many years I have been involved in so called “alternative building and energy systems and design.” Since 1990 I have been building most specifically in Strawbale, Rammed Earth, Adobe, Concrete, Salvaged and Recycled Steel, Native Stone and more recently have added Ener-grid or Rastra block (which is a composite material made from recycled Styrofoam and cement slurry) to my palette of preferred materials.


Our discussion in these articles will address, in several parts:

1. What is important about our region and what are the unique attributes which effect the design of complete and conscious living environments. Why are we touched by certain places and not others. What is missing in the traditional (post 1950) model of builder/developer design/Build.

2. Important Criteria for “Sustainable,” regionally responsive design and development of a disciplined check list for designing and building a home, evaluating a pre-existing home for purchase or retrofitting the home you currently live in.

3. How to implement this strategy on your own or with the partial or full-on assistance of design and building professionals.

During the course of this ongoing discussion I will attempt to define the value and benefits accrued when one chooses to use specific “alternative” building materials and systems such as Strawbale, Rammed Earth, Rastra, salvaged materials, solar water heating and space heating, permacultural design, water harvesting, and grey water usage. In addition, all discussions will be accompanied by cost information to help the reader more fully assess the appropriateness of different approaches towards residential design and construction in Tucson and southeastern Arizona.

But before we move into specifics I’d like to take some time to build a solid foundation here.

We’re all living in a time when all we have done and the way we’ve done it is being questioned. Has our past approach served us well? Or has it limited us? Has our “way” been healthy for ourselves, for others and for our living habitat, the Earth? Or have we fouled our nest irreparably and stripped our lives of real time and genuine space? The good news is that we’re asking the questions and hopefully, in an honest enough way to accept responsibility for changing the things that need changing in the name of “right living.”

We all want love in our lives, we all strive for peace in our surround – we want to feel complete and balanced in the way we live. We need to be mindful of all we do and the inevitable, but often overlooked, connections amongst our acts.

Being mindful of one’s daily existence is a personal growth choice we all have the right to make or not. Regarding our built environment, a mindful approach requires knowledge, experience, time and money. From a builder’s perspective, the availability of time and money impacts the feel of our micro and macro environments – and therefore our lives – more than any other variable. In the recent past home builders have been primarily concerned about what “The Market” wants. The “market factor” has completely controlled what production builders, speculative small custom builders and even, to some extent, what privately commissioned custom builders build for their market or client. Formulas of the past are out-dated and many of us in the industry are asking questions.

The banks look at size and neighborhood for their appraisals and completely disregard the materials used or the contextual impact of a structure as they assess value. Every force in the market pushes the builder/developer to formularize their product so as to find economies of process and scale. It’s no doubt that we don’t like what we see out there. The building cannot begin to address our personal needs and interest; they exist not to accommodate conscious living in a changing context but, instead, are the final solution/product of an “arms length” business which survives on very small margins.

We must personally take responsibility to improve our living options.

We cannot function independent of our bodies or the ground we walk on and cultivate, the air we breathe, the water we drink, the food we eat, and the sun which allows the entire cycle to perpetuate. If we are cut off from any of these elements completely we will die. If we are cut off from these elements partially, we partially die. The “traditional” builder model cuts us off.

If we simply look at the natural system operating around us, we are provided with endless opportunities to design and build in a way that embraces our place in nature. And yet beyond mere contextual response and functional utility lies the realm of comfort, creativity and vision from which springs the opportunity of full human potential, both in individual achievement and, ultimately, as the individual merges with family and community.

This is the realm of architecture in residential building – a beginning point, the creation of order, comfort, opportunity and growth.

Desert Architecture.

A response to our environment.


Architects, environmental designers and artists concern themselves with context. The Sonoran desert context is word-defyingly beautiful. Magic, mystical, vast, harsh, sweet, subtle, fragile, vulnerable are some of the words that come to mind. Subtle qualities of light and landscape texture, climatic extremes, vast and distant views and sun angles, subtle and extreme combinations of stone, water, sunlight, blue skies and desert growth. All that defines the God-given attributes of this desert we live in must be considered when designing and building shelter if we are to fully embrace our experience here while honoring the subtleties of this special place.


Rules can be established which help to ensure that our context is honored. To disregard these rules would be the equivalent of denying your body the subtle yet crucial trace minerals that are required for optimal daily functioning. Indeed, if we disregard context and the imperatives of our region we cannot possibly build shelter as refuge or as a place for the soul.


What makes a place one for the soul? Look inside, look around you. Many of the earlier, remaining structures in Tucson and the surrounding desert incorporate materials, in their natural state, from the Earth. These, I believe, are the structures that speak to us. We feel timeless, kindred, subliminal connection with the organic elements, which make up these structures. We all know them when we see and feel them. Why do these buildings speak to us, why do we listen, why are we interested? The adobes of Convent street, the double bricks of West University, the bungalows of Armory Park and Sam Hughes, countless southern Arizona ranch houses and indigenous rural structures. These structures are genuinely representative of their time, place and function. They are simple, functional, solid and real. They are subsequently very beautiful.


When the materials we see are in their natural state, placed by focused human intention rather then programmed machines, we perceive their authenticity and this speaks to our visceral need to connect with the Earth.


The most meaningful design is not only simple in its perceived final state, but also in its process of construction. I have done a great deal of complicated design and construction in my practice and, in questioning my own process, I have come to believe that what makes sense to the builder should be the rule for the designer. The designer/artist’s gift is most ideally shared in the realm of proportion, craft, color, lighting, spatial relationship, energy, flow, pattern development and relationship to the context of the site. In addition, the designer/architect of a living environment must seriously consider the home as a living support system for human comfort and growth. A building’s material composition can reflect our own organic nature; so, too, can the buildings’ operating system (i.e. Evaporative cooling, natural ventilation, natural shading).


Dwelling takes place within and around a built, conditioned shelter. We live in our homes and on the land that surrounds them.


In the next article we will begin to develop a check list for design of the complete living environment. We will begin with a discussion of alternative building envelope materials, move through support systems, and ultimately into site and landscape considerations.
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