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Desert Oasis

Flatness and endless sprawl, the grid mapped out on the

land prohibiting any understanding of what lies beneath.

Suburbia blankets the sand, perpetuating the grid with

artificial pockets of life - or Is it lifestyle? It is this lifestyle

that generates the air-conditioned households, the luxuri-

ous cars, and the green golf courses in the midst of what

should be the most inclement and inhibiting environment.

In the distance, thousands of wind turbines spin away, fu-

elling the human need to defy nature. With few exceptions,

desert architecture has negated context, has negated its

ability to transform and adapt according to local needs

and parameters. What lies beneath should be interpreted

as "context," as a dynamic ecological matrix that affects

architecture, planning, and form. What lies beneath should

affect what exists above; it should foster an adaptive and

hybrid environment that enables the disparate needs of

humans to coexist.

This project investigates the possibilities of a fully con-

textual architecture, one that exists as part of a given set

of parameters and is simultaneously a product of them.

It explores the potential of context to be a generative pa-

rameter for the development of an inhabitable region in

the desert. The site of the Californian desert becomes a

fertile landscape to be reaped for its ability to cultivate a

desert oasis.

Oasis: "A fertile tract of land ttiat occurs in a desert wherever a

perennial supply of water is available.
"'

Context IS interpreted as the multitude of forces that act

on a site from its surroundings and its ground. A dynamic

geological matrix is created, one that defines the param
eters to which a desert settlement has to be adapted and

transformed. An underlying geological system of forces is

defined, one that supercedes the standard logic of subur-

ban development and allows for its remterpretation.

1 Sand Studies and 2 (opposite) Hazard Mapping
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3 Mapping the Suburban Grid (above) and 4 Sand Dune Formation System (below)

DUNE FORMATION
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The site is located to the north of Palm Springs in an

area soon to be developed into another suburb for young

getaway seekers and retirees. Straddling the San Andreas

fault line, and located on the Whitewater River flood plain,

this geologically charged site is located in one of the larg-

est wind fields in North America. The hazard mapping

diagram (Figure 2) generates a new zoning plan that is

directly related to the contextual phenomena of the site:

the fault lines, flood planes, ground condition etc. It begins

to lay out the boundaries of a new territory to be inhabited

by the desert oasis, a territory that is marked out by an

optimal set of contextual conditions.

The Windy Point wind farm is "consistently the windiest

point in North America."^ Four thousand turbines produce

805 KWh of energy in order to power 120,000 households

a year, essentially the whole of the Coachella Valley. Ac-

cording to environmental data (Figure 4), they produce the

equivalent of 1.8 million barrels of oil per year ($40 mil-

lion of energy) and save 1,500,000 acres of forest land.

This wind farm occupies an area of 21,055 acres, yet it

consumes only 1,053 acres. The remaining 20,002 acres

remain undeveloped. This project occupies the underuti-

lized area beneath the wind field, reclaiming the land and

proposing a techno/natural oasis that will coexist with the

energy source and reap the site's latent energies in order

to produce a "habitat," an "oasis."

Through a process of analyzing the forces and parameters

affecting the site, the notion of context is transformed into

a dynamic matrix capable of influencing the organization

of an urban settlement. This multidimensional diagram

encompasses a complex set of ecological movements and

patterns that are site-specific: weather, water, sun, air, fault

lines, and sand. This proposal explores the possibility of

a fully adaptive organization capable of addressing these

multi-scalar phenomena; it conceives of a transformable

environment able to optimally locate itself and grow ac

cording to a given set of parameters defined by context

Water in the standard oasis is translated here into energy,

wind, movement, sun and sand. The design process trans

forms itself into a complex negotiation between all param
eters that affect the site.

The project is a windbreaker, a barrier in the landscape

that filters sand and wind. The oasis is generated like a

sand dune: shaped, located, and moved according to exist-

ing forces (Figure 1). A new inhabitable region is generated

behind the protective boundary. The windbreaker locates

itself on a desert flood plane, allowing a fertile tract of

land to seasonally develop. It is a permeable barrier per-

mitting the coexistence of the desert sand with the oasis.

Synthesis: "...something different, much more complex but

more natural. It is the relationship between an element and the

system to which it belongs. "-'

In the midst of one of the newest suburban sprawls in the

Coachella Valley, it is impossible to ignore the economic

forces and the current direction of certain financially vi-

able developments in the area. The idyllic and artificial

landscapes sought by local developers prove to be a strong

opposition. This methodology explores these forces at their

systemic level and assimilates them as powerful contex-

tual components that affect the program of the oasis. The

distinction that the grid lays down between the artificial

and the natural is broken down by introducing a mediator

in the form of an oasis, offering a different interpretation

of suburbia (Figure 3), one that is dependent on context,

the movement of sand, the prevailing wind, and the loca-

tion of water This proposal explores the technological, the

natural, and the suburban as "petri sets" (Figure 8). They

become distinct sets of information to be recombmed and

reconfigured - ultimately to be tested against each other

and grafted onto one another A new productive "synthesis"

IS explored, one that addresses the possibility of a hybrid

condition to exist as a result of a complex set of systems

interacting and affecting one another.

A new narrative emerges that describes the process of

development of this oasis. This narrative becomes the

methodology itself. It starts with the location of the wind-

breakers in the wind field (Figure 5). Protected areas are

developed behind these barriers and according to the lo-

cal conditions of windy and still, wet and dry, south- and

north-facing, the petri sets are mapped on the landscape.

Seasonal pools, a golf course, housing lots, solar fields,

paths, and transportation routes are located on the desert

landscape. This organization continues to grow until the

extent of protected landscape is diminished (Figure 6).

The environment developed behind the windbreaker is a

hybrid environment, one that mediates the different com-

ponents of suburban living, technology, and nature, allow-

ing for a simultaneous coexistence of all distinct elements.

The living environment becomes interlaced with the energy

field (Figure 7). The artificiality of desert suburbia is still

retained, but the elements that constitute it are hybridized

with those of the more techno/natural environment of the

wind farm, the solar field, and the desert sand (Figure 9).

Meshworks: "Unplanned and planned cities are concrete

instances of a more general distinction: self organized mesh-

works of diverse elements, versus hierarchies of uniform ele-

ments.
"*
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The emergent pattern allows for a degree of inhabitation

and a type of programming that are unique to each en-

vironment that is generated. A new type of "vernacular"

emerges - one that is responsive and adaptive to the local

environment and becomes part of the ecological matrix

from which it evolves. Context is reinterpreted as a matrix;

a "meshwork." This meshwork of parameters and forces

generates a pattern that develops and transforms in time

according to the dynamics of each site. Boundaries are

blurred between the technological and the natural, the

man-made and the artificial, the artificial and the me-

chanic. The desert oasis is capable of being artificial in

its development, natural in its adaptability, man-made in

terms of its technology - yet fully contextualized.
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5 Desert Oasis: Phasing
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6 Desert Oasis: Exploded Axonimetric
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SUBURBAN PETRI SETS
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7 Wind + Sun + Water + Green (top) and 8 Suburban Petri Dishes
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9 Desert Oasis; Marking the Ground
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