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he allure of :_']f:gﬂnl: earthen ar-
chitecture can be liﬁ:—chunging.
At least thar was the case for ur-
bane New Yorker Simone Swan,
who in the 1970s became fascinared

with the ideas and designs ot renowned |
Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy, Then
the 40-something executive head of the

Houston-based Menil Foundation, Swan
moved w Cairo to study with Fathy. She
became his most passionate advocate,
and transplanted his adobe designs to the
Southwestern United Scates.

Fathy's quest was to provide comfort-
able and affordable housing for ordinary
Egyptians. In pursuing that goal, he re-
vived the traditional practice of building

domes and vaulss from sun-dried earth
blocks. or adobes. By cmu]ating ancient
construction techn Iques and literal l}-‘ uﬁng
the earth beneath his feet, Fathy designed
beautiful, climate-appropriate buildings
in the treeless Egyptian landscape. The
harmonious proportions and intricare de-
tailing transformed earth-block strucrures
into simple yet sublime architecture,

The secrets of Near Eastern and North
African domed, arched and vaulted archi-
tecture had nearly been lost to history, but
Fathy managed to locate builders who had
not lost the skill of constructing Nubian
catenary vaults that do not require wooden
form work to support the construction.,
Fathy's designs integrated natural cooling
strategies, and he applied his art to homes,
schools and communiry buildings, includ-
ing mosques and marketplaces. His de-
-.':igl'lﬁi Were U-EEN.'I rhmugz,h:::llr entire COWETIS,
such as Baris and New Gourna in Egypr.

Aftter Fathy's death in 1989, Simone
Swan created a unigue home and reaching
center in Presidio, Texas, o demonstrate
and showcase his building rechniques.
Adapring architecrural ideas developed
along the Nile River, Swan began creat-




ing a desert compound where adobe was
also rraditional —in the Big Bend country
where the Rio Grande River separates the
United States and Mexico.

['he adobe tradition in the Southwest
requires beams, or vigas, to support a
flat roof. Burt the big trees along the Rio
Grande have long since been harvested,
s0 any timber used in construction has to
be imported. Swan used her new build-
ing to demonstrate the benefits of Nubian
vaults, which do not depend on a wooden
structure. The adobe brick material is laid
in 2 mud mortar, from the foundation w
the top of the arch. The material performs
the functions of wall, ceiling, structure and
body of the home.

Summertime in the Chihuahoan Desert
sees temperatures consistently rise above
100 d:gn':.::i Fuhirenhcit— thus cooling
strategies are key to comfort. Ventilaton
near the top of the @ll vault form allows
hot air to escape, displaced by cooler air
drawn in from the north side of the build-
il'Lg_ i'-'.lth].-' understood that |'.|L|'I|1.l1r:|.:;‘, ori-
entation and ormament could reduce heat

At Adobe Alliance workshops, students learn
how to build adobe structures. Simone Swan
is pictured at right. Project manager Maria
lesus Jimenez is shown above (top right).
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Swan's home is located
on the fringe of the
Chihuahuan Desert in
Presidio, Texas.

gain by creating shade at
the hottest times of the
day. He was a master of
form and function, de-
signing architecturally
beautiful openings 1o
capture cooling breczes,
and directing the air currents through
the interior to Hush out the warm air.
The properties of the adobe structure
itself —the thermal mass and perme-
ability of carth— moderate the wide
temperature swings of the desert,
Farthen materials create living envi-
ronments that need w breadie (vendilae)
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uilding Philosoph
Fathy's mission was to design and build earth dwellings in harmony with the !-t:rt.z%’;umate:
environment and tradition. This builder's matenial 1s available free, ready to be dug. then
perhaps enhanced with sand or clay. If you make a mistake, you scoop it out or trowel It oft
and re-apply. Follow its known properties, and you are free to build a solid foundation of
structurally strong walls with waterproof skin.
For the roofs of smaller earth brick, we follow consecrated mathematical formulas so
archaic they are universal, hence also contemporary. A Mubian vault rises course by course
on top of a wall while leaning against a higher back wall according to given measurements.
Even distribution of the weight ensures structural solidity.
In design, climate and cosmes triumph. The sun is kept out at certain hours and seasons,
heartily invited in at others. The moon is honored with a window to the east or a skylight.
Within the Adobe Alliance, the dictates of earth define our gestures, our program and
policy. Artistic impulses appear now and then, such as the lightning pattern formed with
mud bricks by the mason, or an impulse to sculpt a tortoise on a balustrade. We submit with
a certain reverence to the laws of earth, mindful of its purity, its forgiveness and promise.
— Simone Swan, Adobe Alliance (www.adobealliance.org)

nspired by Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy (right).

and perspire (transpire} to be h:::llr.h].*.
When finished with an earth or lime plas-
ter, earthen walls allow moisture to move
harmlessly through the wall system, cre-
aring a cooling effect, much in the same
way that sweat cools 2 human baody.
Swan's home contains key elements
of Fathy's designs— the arched shapes,

an inner courtyard,
wind-catchers and oth-
er natural ventilation
strategies. The house is
also pnwcrc:d h:.-' renew-
able energy, running on
electricity generated by
photoveltaic panels and
a wind turbine.
Through her non-
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profit organiztion, the
Adobe Alliance (www
adobealliance.org), Swan hosts educa-
tional workshops on both sides of the
LI.S.-Mexico border, building homes
withour lumber and using traditional
adobes to create unconventional shapes.

[n Swan’s very first class, a hard-work-
ing local woman stood outr. Maria Jesus
Jimener was skilled with adobe, and
she quickly grasped the craft of build-
ing adobe vaults and domes, "Jesusita”
has been Simone’s principal artisan and
workshop instructor ever since. While
adobe construction is labor-intensive,
a skilled building team can move re-
markably quickly. Swan and her artisan
crew adopred Fathy's dome- and vaule-
building rechniques, and adapted them
to local marerials— for instance, adding
gelatinous cactus juice to stabilize plaster
and creating shade with ocotillo stalks (a
tall, spiny desert bush),

Adobe bricks utilize abundant and
free local materials, and the lofty arch
can shelter a comforwable living space,
In his writing, and in his many endur-
ing buildings, Hassan Fathy's ideas and
designs for an “architecture for the peo-
ple” remain inspirational today. So is the
work of designer and teacher Simone
Swan, which offers a model of afford-
able, sustainable and beauritul struc-
ture, appropriate for desere climates the

world over, %

Catherine Wanek is a writer and
photographer specializing iIn
natural building techniques. Her
books include The New Straw
Bale Home and the forthcoming
The Hybrid House.



About Swan's Adobe House

The east patio 1s a comfortable place for dining in the summer and
eating breakfast in the winter, while the west patio invites one into the
noon shade during the summer, An east porthole near the head of a
built-in adobe bed allows one to greet the sunrise

The two courtyards provide natural ventilation. Predawn temperatures
pave the courtyards with colder air; heat formed on the walls creates
eddies, which stirs the colder air. At this moment, the coolness enters
the house through opened windows, which are closed when the sun's
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heat appears. Here in Presidio, Texas, on this fringe of the Chihuahuan
Desart, we have temperatures of up to 120 degrees Fahrenheit.

| favar the 2-foot-wide floor-to-ceiling windows, which tend to keep
out the sun's glare while, as you walk by, you glance out at eight tiers
of blue sierras to the south in Mexico. Some windows are aligned so as
to see through the room, through the patio and through a room on the
other side.

The space appears magically vast where the Great Hall (10 feet by
50 feet and 16-feet high) meeats two 14-foot-high vaults at night angles:
the living room vault, 10 feat by 21 feet, and the dining-kitchen vault,
also 10-feet wide but 23-feet long. New visitors enter gasping at the
unexpected spaciousness, which is amusing when you consider that
each room is humbly 10-feet wide. They are welcomed onto adobse
flooes that are comfortably soft fo tread.

Simone Swan

Simone Swan's home and teaching center in Presidio, Texas, was built
using natural building techniques suited to a2 desert environment.
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