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Prelude

Upon descent to Albuquerque Sunport (as they call their airport), my expectations of the American check-
erboard grid-city were not disappointed. It was my first time seeing the dead-straight, illuminated streets 
in real life. It looked exactly like a sketch from my Roman history book back in high school. Once more I 
was reminded that the old Roman tradition of centuriation, a taming of newly gained colonial land, has 
been living on two thousand years later in the USA. 

As an architecture student from Switzerland, I had many expectations for the United States of Ame- 
rica – be it the culture, the landscape, or the architecture. In particular, my exposure to North American 
architecture has been by way of examples designed by European expatriates. This architecture is easy to 
understand and approachable for the “European eye” since it shares so many European ideas and values. 
On the one hand, the architecture is familiar, but the land it is built on is not. In my opinion, the strongest 
association of that phenomenon was with the desert area of the Four Corners region.

My imaginations have been highly influenced by European media. Be it teenage memories of Italo- 
westerns or desert fantasies such as Italian architect Paolo Soleri’s Arcosanti. For a long time, my percep-
tion of “desert architecture” was that of a sculpture; architecture that is free from boundaries and can stand 
in the desert by itself. The classical tabula rasa imaginary, with strong forms and extraterrestrial beauty.

A twist of my perception of the desert was a visit to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Yodoko guesthouse in Kobe. 
Being aware of his influence by Japanese architecture, I was all the more astonished about the solid planar 
volumetry with a sandy texture to it as well as his formulation of the accessible rooftop landscape. These 
didn’t seem like typical Japanese elements or related to the Japanese colorfulness and nature that I have 
experienced before. This architecture became what I associated with a desert from then on.

While approaching the desert of the Four Corners region, I have been reading the book Undermining 
(2014) by Lucy Lippard. Lippard is an American art historian, curator and activist who lived for 20 years 
in the small village of Galisteo, New Mexico. Inspired by the many surrounding gravel pits and extractive 
industries such as mining and fracking, she introduces artists dealing with the current situation of land 
and water use and its rights. Among them were many Native American artists who thematize in their 
work the detrimental extent of these industries on their culture, sacred sites and land. Instantly, I wanted 
to learn more about the indigenous cultures in the Four Corners region and was wondering if architects 
also respond to the intricate situation on Native lands.

Undermining had an intense impact on me. My perspective shifted away from the well-known Euro-
pean-based fantasy relationship of the desert and its architecture. The tabula rasa concept and its often in 
Western discourses1 by etymology justified raison d’être, has an immanent undertone of colonialism. The 
Latin word “deserere” (to abandon), was used in “terra deserta” which the Romans called the area south 
of their colony Carthage. Whenever the discussion about the desert as a deserted, abandoned, empty and 
therefore blank place is made, I become once more aware of the colonialist tabula rasa approach. Much 
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more I wanted to shift my perspective to the contemporary architecture practice that supports and helps 
Native communities. 

But still, I could not forget about my former imaginations of the desert and felt eager to travel there. I 
wanted to see the landscape and architectures by Frank Lloyd Wright and Paolo Soleri that I was initially 
interested in. I was curious what architects can learn from indigenous architecture and what the limits of 
my own education are, when applied in another culture. Also, I wanted to observe my reactions when I 
reach Taliesin West and Arcosanti at the end of my trip. The architectural practice on indigenous lands in 
the Four Corners region was a completely new field to me and I arrived in Albuquerque, excited to learn 
more.
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Introduction to Indigenous Architecture

Before traveling to the USA and talking to local architects, I had been researching indigenous architecture. 
What does it exactly mean? Is there a theory? And who can make indigenous architecture?

Over the course of my research, I encountered the terms of Indigenous Design and Indigenous Plan-
ning several times. In the following, I will attempt to briefly characterize indigenous architecture as the 
discipline that, from my perspective, encompasses both design and planning.

First of all, indigenous architecture is not new. Native communities around the world have designing 
and planning traditions with practices reaching back long before colonialism.2 But only recently, since the 
early 1990s, indigenous planning has been institutionalized and “recognized as an instrument for positive 
community change.”3 In 1992, students from communities of color at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology’s Community Fellows Program, laid the foundations for establishing a theory of Indigenous Plan-
ning. The students wished to take the destiny of their communities into their own hands, since prevailing 
Western concepts left aside their knowledge and culture. They framed the term Indigenous Planning. The 
voice of the community should be empowered and be the center point of view in a long-term planning 
process. The planner (and architect) takes the role of a “teacher/learner/enabler who passes on skills.”4

In his 2013 essay “Theorizing Indigenous Planning”, Hirini Matunga, Professor of Maori and Indige-
nous Development at the Lincoln University of New Zealand, revisited the power of indigenous planning 
and design as a tool to help the communities and face the disempowerment caused by mainstream plan-
ning. Matunga writes “if Indigenous peoples were planned into oppression, equally they can be planned 
out of it.”5 At the same time, he emphasizes that the word planning in itself “is also an imperial scholarly 
discipline and colonial practice located in the West. Planning as an activity though isn’t owned by the 
West.”6

Matunga’s essay was published in the book Reclaiming Indigenous Planning (2013) edited by Ryan 
Walker, Theodore Jojola and David Natcher, which contains contributions of authors from Canada, the 
United States, Australia and New Zealand. Among the contributors, Theodore Jojola’s essay “Indigenous 
Planning: Towards a Seven Generations Model” caught my interest in particular, since he refers to exam-
ples from cultures located in New Mexico. Jojola, founder and director of the Indigenous Design + Plan-
ning Institute and Professor in the Community and Regional Planning Program at the University of New 
Mexico, is himself a member of Isleta Pueblo. After reading the essays by Matunga and Jojola, five key 
points seemed crucial to me for the understanding of indigenous architecture.

First, collective inclusion of the community for decision making during the whole design process, 
is a central approach of indigenous architecture practices. Matunga explains, that “Indigenous planning 
requires that it be done in/at the place with the people of that place.” and that “[…] it is critical that Indig-
enous peoples define the word “plan” for themselves.”7 Jojola explains the concept of collectivity further 
by reference to Pueblo Bonito, a structure built by the Anasazi, the ancestors of today’s Pueblo peoples, in 
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Chaco Canyon, New Mexico around 1120-1250 AD.  The structure has found its expression by the many 
embodiments of the Anasazi’s spiritual worldview. This was only possible due to the “[…] collective vision 
that was more profound than any individual’s design.”8 Structures such as Pueblo Bonito and its neighbor-
ing buildings in Chaco Canyon were built over a long period of time. Its construction took about 130 years, 
meaning that approximately seven generations must have been involved in its planning and building pro-
cess. This brings us to the next important factor in indigenous architecture.

The second key point implies that the planning and designing approach is a long-term process. Plan-
ning means to embrace several generations from the past to the future. As Jojola states, did the initiators 
who started the structures of Pueblo Bonito, never expect to complete it during their lifetime.9 From the 
beginning, it was a process that includes the preceding and following generations. Therefore, it is critical 
also nowadays to include and carefully understand the past in order to build a meaningful future. This is 
what Jojola introduces with the Seven Generation Model: the planning and design process spans a bridge 
from the generation of the great-grandparents to the great-grandchildren. 

Clearly, a third aspect of indigenous architecture is the work in progress. It never evolves out of a fi-
nalized and predetermined plan. Much more it is a “piecemeal, tentative, and exploratory”10 process. To 
me, the three adjectives sound very unfamiliar to most Western conceptions, where planners and architects 
have usually a clear vision on how life should behave in their structures. Often, it is striven after a precise 
and outright plan – with one unequivocal author: the ingenious architect. Now, of course when it comes 
to contemporary architecture practices, there are individual architects, who have to deal with designing 
buildings, take care of legal requirements and be part of the political and economic system established in 
the country they are working in. 

The fourth key point illuminates the role of the architect in indigenous architecture. To begin, it is im-
portant to clarify who can do indigenous architecture. According to Hirini Matunga, everyone, regardless 
of having a personal indigenous background or not, can do indigenous architecture. Important is that the 
architect has a genuine interest and commitment to the respective community and is well skilled with the 
tools that indigenous architecture provides. He even underlines that it is essential “to navigate the parallel 
planning worlds of Indigeneity and colonialism.”11 The architect acts as a facilitator in the design process. 
The decisions and architectural elements originate from the community and their culture, so that the de-
sign process “is not driven by artistic and heuristic imperatives” but is “an orchestration of public engage-
ment that gives voice and clarity in the built form.”12 I became aware of the fact that the mastermind art-
ist-architect is a deeply European-based concept, which is still nurturing a lot of young architects. Having 
an own signature style and standing out from others, is considered a major endeavor for many Western 
architects and prospective architects. But when it comes to be confronted with another culture, “unwitting 
outsiders […] make the wrong judgments by imposing their own cultural values on others.”13 Instead, the 
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cultural values can only be given from the Native community. 
Thus, the fifth key point is the culture itself. The recovery of the knowledge in the culture is an import-

ant factor: unique worldviews, the hidden or almost forgotten stories, Native place names and language.14 

The built structure incorporates design elements from this cultural knowledge and expresses through them 
a narrative of the community, which is influential on the cultural identity of the building and the people’s 
identification with it. In opposite to Western mainstream architecture, which is often evaluated by style, 
form and function, indigenous architecture is evaluated by cultural meaning.15

Having approached the major tools and theory of indigenous architecture, I was eager to see how the 
realized buildings look like. How is the cultural narrative implemented? How does indigenous planning 
and design work out in practice and how close do the architects stay to its conception? 
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Before starting to learn how contemporary architects approach and support Native communities with 
architecture, it is important to understand that not too long ago this would not have been possible. In the 
following section, I will give a short historical overview, based on the book New Architecture on Indigenous 
Lands16 by Joy Monice Malnar and Frank Vodvarka, on the development of the real estate, building, and 
housing situation for indigenous people in the United States of America, specifically, the dominant cul-
ture’s unabashed attempt to “tame” indigenous people and their culture.

When reservations were established in the early 19th century, the land which Native Americans were 
assigned to was firstly given them as a whole. Traditionally, land was communal and the tribes did not 
have any private property or even states, unlike in Europe. But this communal land tradition would soon 
be changed. 

The General Allotment Act (or Dawes Act) of 1887 had the goal to “civilize” the land after a European 
model: private property. Reservation land has been parceled into smaller pieces and assigned to individual 
members of the tribe. The intention behind that was to split up the land, so that the indigenous people 
would lose more and more of their assigned land. Many Native Americans did not know the concept of 
private land and in their lack of knowledge or also poverty, sold their parcel to the settlers. Within this 
process, many tribes lost a massive part of their lands. I can point out that this is still happening, as Lucy 
Lippard outlined in Undermining. It is no longer the land itself, but water rights, fossil resources and min-
erals that are exploited from indigenous lands.

Finally, 47 years later, a change happened in 1934 with the Indian Reorganization Act. The General Al-
lotment Act has been abandoned and the reservations have been allowed to form their own governments.

1937 followed the Housing Act, which in theory made tribes eligible for loans to develop public hous-
ing on their land. Though in fact, until the 1960s no one made use of this, because the United States Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) would only deal with the Indian Housing Authority, which 
has been established only in 1961. The houses provided by HUD during the 1960s and 1970s were of very 
poor quality. Usually they were located in places with no roads and had no plumbing or proper insulation. 
The HUD requirements were not appropriate by any means, since they required a 50-year lease term and 
a typical single-family house typology. This encouraged sprawl and disconnection between large families 
and therefore between the whole community. Once more it has become clear to me how much power ar-
chitecture holds to weaken communities. But vice versa, it also holds the potential to strengthen them.

A big success came in 1996 with the Native American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Act 
(NAHASDA). It enabled the tribes to choose their own planning and architects in order to build architec-
ture tailored to their needs. Each tribe could have their own Housing Authority to deal with HUD about 
now more appropriate requirements. By this act, Native lands experienced an architectural renaissance, 
making it possible for architecture offices to work with Native communities. Although funding stays diffi-
cult, the path for appropriate design was cleared.

A Long Way
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The Practice of Indigenous Architecture

Arriving in Albuquerque, I was very nervous and did not know what to expect. I was curious how I, given 
my educational and cultural background, would react when being exposed to the ideas and architecture I 
was going to encounter.

During the first four days of my three-week journey through the Southwest, I had the luck to meet 
with local architects in Albuquerque and Santa Fe and visit some of their projects in New Mexico. These 
people are definitely the pivotal elements of my work. They gave me the chance to approach and learn 
about their cultures, to comprehend new relations, to position myself and my background in a new way, 
and to make me see architecture a little differently as before I started my journey. But first of all, they were 
extremely kind and warm people, which from my impression, is conveyed through their architecture as 
well.

There are four protagonists of my research when traveling to the Four Corners region. I visited the 
office Suina Design and Architects in Albuquerque, and had an impressive first talk about indigenous 
architecture practices with the owner Elizabeth Suina. Based on the detailed interview, I will discuss the 
main points of our talk and write about my experiences when visiting some of her office’s projects. The 
next interview was a rather short one. I had the chance to talk with Theodore Jojola, director of the Indige-
nous Design and Planning Institute at the University of New Mexico. Jojola told me how the institute helps 
communities and gave me insight into the subtleness of indigenous architecture. I also had the chance to 
talk to two architects of Santa-Fe based Atkin Olshin Schade Architects. Miriam Diddy and Garron Yepa 
showed me a lot about the practical work with Native communities and the application of indigenous 
design in larger projects. The last interview was with four architects of the Indigenous Design Studio + 
Architecture based in Albuquerque. The young office has so far only realized a few projects, which I unfor-
tunately was not able to visit. Tamarah Begay, Geraldene Blackgoat, Jan Tifrea and Theodore Edaakie gave 
me a valuable insight into their working atmosphere and their perceptions about indigenous architecture. 
Due to the length of the interviews and available audio recordings, the length, focus and level of detail will 
differ between the following sections.

Elizabeth Suina – Suina Design + Architecture, Albuquerque17

Elizabeth Suina, member of Cochiti Pueblo, became the owner of her architecture firm in 2016 and is 
based in Albuquerque, New Mexico. She studied at the University of New Mexico and has also co-hosted 
a design studio at UNM on the Mainstreet project for the Zuni community. She is proud to call her office 
a 100% Native American Women Owned firm. Currently they are a team of five people. Suina Design + 
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Architecture’s clients are about half federal state agencies and half Native communities. From the very 
beginning of her work as an architect, Suina wanted to serve and support Native communities, since they 
are still an underserved population as far as architecture services go.

Before having seen any of her projects I asked Suina about if she follows the theoretical outline of what 
is called indigenous planning and design or if she has her own key strategies when it comes to designing. 
“I think it’s probably a mixture. I know Ted (Theodore Jojola) has some key strategies to planning with 
Native communities, but kind of my key strategy is being a good listener. […] a lot of times they tell you 
what they want, but not what they need. So you have to keep digging and digging to get what it is that 
they need. […] so being a good listener is really key,“ Suina said.

By being a good listener the community retains a voice, which is key for a close collaboration. Suina 
emphasizes that she is “[…] giving them what they need. Not trying to be this extravagant designer or 
architect and making something that’s […] a little over the top or flamboyant.” Rather it is important, she 
told me, to “really do functional design, functional aesthetics, that blend with the site and the environ-
ment” and “design for the vernacular architecture that’s there.” I understand designing for the vernacular 
architecture as paying respect to the vernacular values, which corresponds to what I have been learning 
about indigenous architecture in theory: the future can only be built by carefully understanding and im-
plying the past.

Suina is well aware of the fact that many architects impose their own values on Native communities. 
“You know, that’s kind of one of my pet peeves with other architects that work with Native communities. 
They’ll work with the Native community but they won’t change the design to meet or to blend in. They 
just take one of their other designs, like for a city or somewhere else, and just put it there.”

We also discussed my culture’s approach to imply authorship in architecture. I told her that architects 
tend to develop their own style and signature to be recognized. That could further be a reason for impos-
ing of own values happens so often in Western mainstream design. Suina’s approach definitely did not fo-
cus on a style or signature. Suina promptly replied: “The reason why it is different is because I am not the 
typical architect. I don’t have an ego and I don’t have the need to develop a style or to be able to have my 
name on the building. The way I look at it is, once a project is designed and constructed, it belongs to that 
community. It’s not mine. It’s their design. When you have gone through the planning and community 
meetings and reviews, you’re creating that project for them. It’s coming out of their esthetics, their needs, 
their culture and their vocabulary. It’s not mine.”

This immediately made me realize something I have always sensed during the introduction research, 
but never could express in words so far. But hearing Suina it became clear to me: the prevailing Western 
architecture practice is a very egoistic one.

One of her projects I have visited, reminded me a lot of what Suina told me.18 It is the Senior Health 
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Center in Cochiti, New Mexico. The building is approached from a small street. In front of the building are 
parking lots and the main entrance is set back in the volume. I considered the front façade as very unob-
trusive for being a main entrance façade. Apart from the deep-red prominent rain gutters, the windows, 
entrance door and the canopy were very subtle and plain. Unfortunately, the Health Center was closed the 
day I visited. I walked around the building and was totally surprised when coming to the alleged backside 
of the building. I immediately realized that this façade is the actual main façade. Although tucked away 
behind greenery and the fact that no person was around, the space behind the building radiated liveliness. 
There were a playground, benches and the red rain gutters were joined by three red canopies. The cano-
pies were a playful construction of steel cables and corrugated metal sheets in that same deep-red color. 
The canopies were a very small intervention but had an important impact on the atmosphere: the spaced 
tucked away behind the building was very welcoming and gentle. It felt truly like a space for the people. 
A space for waiting, meeting, playing and interacting. This is not what you want to do at the parking lots, 
although there, the building is seen from the most people passing by there. But it is not about making the 
building stand out from the street and entrance façade. It is about being a welcoming building for the peo-
ple it is made for.

Another important part of indigenous architecture is the cultural meaning and identity. I wanted to 
find out how Suina is incorporating this into her approach and projects. According to Suina, in order to 
express identity with a building it is crucial to understand the different meanings used in vernacular ar-
chitecture. As examples, she explained to me that in Navajo culture, the entrance of a building is always 
in the east where the sun is rising and people would do their morning prayers. She also went into further 
detail about roof typologies. The Pueblo cultures traditionally had multistoried buildings with flat roofs. 
The Apache tribe, having lived in a forest area with severe winters and a lot of snow would have used 
a Teepee, translated to high pitched roofs in contemporary architecture. Therefore, using a flat roof for a 

1 Senior Health Center, Cochiti, NM. Front façade. 2 Senior Health Center, Cochiti, NM. Back façade.
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building for the Apache people would not be a sensitive decision. To me this all made sense, but still felt 
as if expressing identity then would be a rather formal aspect. I was asking Suina if identity would then 
merely be transmitted by forms or patterns. She told me that if a symbol or pattern is used, it must come 
from the community, and never from herself. It is not something thrown on the building, but if used, has to 
evolve from a story important to the community. 

Suina introduced me to one of her projects, that was dealing with exactly this issue. The Haak’u Learn-
ing Center is a school for 3-6 years old children from low-income families, located in the Pueblo of Acoma, 
about 60 miles west of Albuquerque. The school tells the origin story of how the children were saved 
during a war that the adults of the Pueblo were having. A turtle came and took all the children on its back 
and was heading with them to sacred Mount Taylor north of Acoma. Suina showed me the school from 
google earth. My first thoughts were ultimately judging. Why would an architect do something as formal 
as translating a story about a turtle into a turtle shaped building? I expected something much subtler, after 
listening to Suina telling me to use patterns only when evolving through a tribe’s stories. The head and 
feet of the turtle are low walls enclosing playgrounds. So at every corner of the classrooms there will be 
different playgrounds available. The “turtle” is facing exactly north, heading to Mount Tailor and from the 
classrooms the sacred mountain is visible through picture windows.

I couldn’t wait to visit the school and hoped for being allowed to enter it. I actually visited Acoma 
after I had visited the other Pueblos closer to Albuquerque. Therefore, I gained a lot more confidence on 
talking to people and asking for allowance of photographing. Since in every travel guide was written, not 
to take pictures on tribal land, I was quite intimidated and unfortunately did not bring out my camera 
when visiting the other works of Suina. I really regret my shyness at this point, since most people were 
very friendly and let me take photographs after telling them about my independent elective thesis. Inter-
estingly, it was never on tribal land, but at the very touristic Grand Canyon, I was rejected to take pictures, 
where I wanted to photograph Mary Colter’s Hopi House.

The Haak’u Learning Center is located north of the old Pueblo of Acoma in a little suburb. There were 
some other schools, an elementary and high school I believe, and some administration buildings. I actually 
felt a little nervous when getting out of the car. I was afraid of not being able to go inside the school. When 

3 Haak’u Learning 
Center, Acoma, NM. 
Satellite view.



12

I opened the front door, there was a woman at the entrance desk welcoming me with: “I have already seen 
you walking on the parking lot. It seems you didn’t find the entrance.” Well, apparently my feeling of be-
ing lost and nervous was obvious. I explained her about the reason of visiting the school. I was very glad 
when the women called the person in charge for the building and told me to fill in my name to the visitor’s 
list. 

An older man entered from one of the office doors and welcomed me cordially. I had the impression 
that he was very motivated to show the school to a student from Switzerland. I was allowed to take as 
many pictures as I wanted, which I appreciated a lot. The guide showed me every corner of the building 
from inside the walls and even one classroom for kindergarten-aged children. The other classrooms were 
unfortunately busy with classes at the time I visited. He also gave extra information about the culture of 
Acoma and their clan system with its names. I was very happy about having the possibility to get such an 
insight to the Acoma culture.

While walking through the building and listening to the stories of the proud guide I felt how appre-
ciated this new school is. And I had to admit, that the building design was not formal at all. Again, I was 
deceived by the aerial satellite view, which is such an unnatural view and as a human, only possible to see 
when relying on the hubris of taming technologies. I felt debunked. Another interpretation crossing my 
mind was, that the turtle was not an obvious form. It was almost like a hidden form, since at no point in-
side the building or courtyard you could see the whole shape. Only people that knew about the turtle sto-
ry could grasp that the school itself is a turtle. So either you have the cultural sensibility and knowledge, 
or you have to rely on dominating Western satellites. 

Suina’s work showed me in a powerful way how limiting the Western visual thinking can be.

4 Haak’u Learning Center, Acoma, NM. Gardening area 
in one of the rounded walls.

5 Haak’u Learning Center, Acoma, NM. Per-
gola surrounding courtyard with view axes.

6 Haak’u Learning Center, Acoma, NM. 
Adult’s and children’s doors.
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Theodore Jojola – Indigenous Design and Planning Institute, University of New Mexico19

Theodore Jojola is the founder and director of the Indigenous Design and Planning Institute (iD+Pi) at the 
University of New Mexico in Albuquerque. The institute is attached to the UNM’s School of Architecture 
and Planning. Jojola established the institute in 2011 and successfully could create space for indigenous 
architecture in an academic institution. Besides the teaching of students, the institute also provides plan-
ning resources and expertise to support projects of tribal communities in New Mexico and other regions in 
the Southwest.20

I met Prof. Jojola in the iD+Pi’s office at UNM. Before our meeting I was kindly offered to look through 
dossiers of iD+Pi’s projects. They supported the Navajo tribe and several Pueblo tribes mainly in New 
Mexico and Arizona. Having the unique chance of talking to Theodore Jojola, the author of the theoretical 
essays I have studied previously, I was eager to learn about how collective collaboration with the commu-
nity is working in practice. Jojola explained that to start a collaboration, it is important that the community 
is committed in the process. Otherwise the iD+Pi will not accept the commission. The implementation 
though, is always done by the community. The iD+Pi instead provides analyses and conceptual develop-
ment and gives this back to the community leaders. The end is always open. They do not impose a final 
plan for realization. 

An example for intensive collaboration with the community, can be given in the case of the Red Lake 
Chapter House in Navajo, New Mexico. There are many chapter houses in the Navajo Nation, which are 
an important meeting and gathering place for the community members. In 2016, the community of Red 
Lake asked for design guidelines for a new chapter house. The iD+Pi project team created three focus 
groups – women, elders and veterans, and the youth – which were asked to participate in activities such as 
drawing a map of the new chapter house, drawing a community sign, and writing down what they dislike 
about the old house and what they want in the new building. From these contributions, the project team 
could analyze and evaluate important factors that should be implemented in the design guideline.21

I was astonished about how closely the project team worked with the community members. Gathering 
information about a new site in such a collective way is certainly time consuming and I can imagine, it 
only works with a genuine commitment. Also, it requires to openly accept the community’s thoughts and 
to put one’s own values aside. This is exactly what I felt when thinking back to the talk I had with Eliza-
beth Suina. With such an approach of letting the community define their plan, the architects must under-
stand that it is not their building, but the building of the community.

Another form of community involvement was applied in the Cochiti Plaza Restoration project. The 
iD+Pi project team wanted to mobilize the youth to know about their desires for the new plaza. Jojola 
explained that it is difficult to engage parents to talk to the youth, so the iD+Pi initiated a Keres Language 
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Group women

[...], a woman drew a sign that depicted 
a place where community members 
could shop, recreate, live, and possibly 
have employment, all at the local level. 
Moreover, the community members 
would have a nice road, sidewalks, 
and street lights that work, in order to 
provide safe driving and walking condi-
tions. […]

Group elders and veterans

[...], the elder thought about how the 
new chapter house might have various 
spaces that would support a conference 
room, Veteran’s center, café, fitness center, 
weight room or feed store, a kitchen, and 
an outdoor patio area. The same drawing 
says the building would be surrounded by 
three parking lots complete with sidewalks 
and landscaping.

Group youth

Overall, the youth drew about live-
stock, water, the natural landscape, ag-
riculture, and keeping the place clean. 
The children drew Fuzzy, Mountain, 
the sun, and Frog Rock because nature 
is what captivates those who drive 
through the community. Also, it is in 
nature, the children are always playing. 
It was important to the children that 
the signs they drew welcomed every-
one.

7 The following chart shows an excerpt from the Red Lake Chapter House project dossier to illustrate how the iD+Pi is analyzing the drawings.
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Workshop about architecture. Keres is the language spoken by Cochiti people. In the workshop, traditional 
terms for architectural elements such as door or window were rediscovered. Sometimes even the teachers 
did not know these words anymore because the English or Spanish terms have replaced them. The Keres 
words for these architectural elements express the worldview of the Cochiti culture. Discovering the lost 
language of architecture is a key to meaningful planning and design. Further, he told me that language is a 
very important factor of the cultural identity; small actions, such as giving the projects Native names and 
not numbers can bring identity to the community.

I slowly became aware of how architecture can work as a tool for cultural identity formation. Jojola 
told me about the project in Ysleta del Sur Pueblo, which was one of the pivotal points for me to under-
stand the subtleness of cultural identity in architecture. The Pueblo of Ysleta del Sur, located in El Paso, 
Texas, contacted iD+Pi in 2012 to help them developing a cultural plan, since they worried about loss of 
cultural identity due to urbanization and fragmentation of their land. Students and faculty staff at iD+Pi 
analyzed and mapped the conditions, and in an Urban Design Studio, students worked on a master plan 
proposal for the Pueblo.22 Jojola pointed out that this project was all about place-making. It is important to 
know when you arrive in a special place. And certainly, people behave differently when knowing to be in a 
special place.

I remember an anecdote by Theodore Jojola about an example of the “special place” in Ysleta del Sur. 
He referred to the old tradition of foot races, a kind of relay race with a length of 4 kilometers between 
two clans. According to the tradition, the loser had his hair pulled, but in compensation for his loss, the 
winner’s family had to reward him. The race track became a symbol of hope that a negative event can 
have a positive effect and losing might not be always bad.23 When Theodore Jojola told me the story, I did 
not understand how this tradition now is expressed by architecture. I expected some major architectural 
designs along that track or its transformation to a park or the like. Jojola had to explicitly explain me that 
nowadays this track is just a street. I realized that identity formation can happen very subtly, almost hid-
den to an outsider like myself. To outsiders it might appear just like a normal street, but for the community 
this street is a meaningful place and a symbol of the tradition. The exclusiveness of collective knowledge 
makes this place special and fosters the identity.

It seems as “hidden knowledge” is a strong component of indigenous architecture and important to 
protect the identity and cohesion of the community. I encountered hidden knowledge as protection also 
in two of Lucy Lippard’s takes on tourism in Native lands. She writes “’culture’ is an acknowledged mon-
ey-maker […]. The ‘mystery’ of the Chaco Culture National Historic Park’s thousand-year-old ruins are 
southwestern archaeology’s favorite conundrum, still wide open to interpretation, though its isolation 
deprives it, or saves it, from the hordes that visit Mesa Verde in southwestern Colorado.”24 Further Lip-
pard refers to a story told in the Navajo community: “each time a group of white men arrived, the Navajos 
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asked: What are you looking for? In the 1920s the answer was oil; in the late ‘30s and early ‘40s, it was va-
nadium; in the ‘50s through the ‘70s, it was uranium. In the ‘90s it is spirituality.” The culture of many in-
digenous communities has become a commodity for the Western consumer. In my opinion, the exclusive-
ness and subtleness of the “hidden knowledge” therefore becomes crucial to resist colonialist consumption 
and maintain an intact cultural identity.

Now when working with a community with another culture, Jojola told me that in order to have a suc-
cessful dialogue, you must have knowledge about your own culture. It is always a reciprocal relationship. 
He made me realize how important it is, in architecture or in any field of interaction with other people, to 
stay self-reflective and open. In my mind, being self-reflective and open sounded natural and self-evident. 
But shockingly I realized how many Western architecture concepts do neglect this stance towards other 
cultures.

Miriam Diddy, Garron Yepa – AOS Architects, Santa Fe25

Atkin Olshin Schade Architects are working across the United States with offices in Philadelphia and Santa 
Fe. The Santa Fe office works with many Native communities on housing projects and cultural preserva-
tion plans. Currently there are working five people. Shawn Evans, the principal in charge of the Santa Fe 
branch, led the project for the rehabilitation of the historic center Owe’neh Bupingeh in Ohkay Owingeh 
Pueblo. Besides the project in Ohkay Owingeh, the office worked also on housing projects in the Mescalero 
Apache community and Kewa Pueblo.

Miriam Diddy, with Navajo and Hopi background and Garron Yepa, with Navajo and Jemez Pueblo 
background, are working for AOS since 2015 and 2013. Because of their own heritage, they are happy to 
work at AOS in order to help and plan for other Native communities. Miriam Diddy studied Environmen-
tal Planning and Design and focuses on the planning aspect in AOS’s projects. She mentioned that she is 
doing a lot of mapping to make conditions readable. Doing indigenous planning and design, also for AOS 
architects, the close collaboration and interaction with the tribes are an essential part of their practice. Gar-
ron Yepa explained that they are “pretty heavily involved in the community meetings. We present the data 
we have and showing it to the community. […] a lot of times we are laying out a frame work for communi-
ty discussions.” So at first, the architects present an analysis of what’s already there, to help the communi-
ty understand better what they need.

Yepa continued “we are getting their input and their response and their reactions. And then we sit 
back and use our eyes and ears to record as much as we can.” But he also pointed out that “it’s one of these 
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things, where for example my community (Jemez Pueblo) specifically does not want any of the language 
written ever. It’s just a stance that they have, in terms of being the ownership of that knowledge. We are 
cognizant about that. In a lot of the Pueblo communities especially, there are concerns about publishing 
things. We were aware that we ask every time, if there’s a photo or recording opportunity. So, there are a 
couple of parallels of that the community wants to have their own voice, but also, they want their voice 
to be within the community and kept private. We feel honored every time we were asked to be a part of 
that.” I became aware that there is a very delicate line between keeping the “hidden knowledge” for iden-
tity protection and sharing information with architects. All the more I realized that the difficult task of the 
architect as a facilitator is to transform the knowledge she or he received from the tribe into architecture 
that subtly comprises and preserves the knowledge again and gives it back to the community.

Another point, especially when working in a preservation project or in a historical site, is to under-
stand the standards of each respective community. Miriam Diddy pointed towards each tribe’s own defi-
nition of what is considered as historical. “The council of the community determines what time period is 
considered as historical to them.” Also, the historic boundary is defined by them. Usually national stan-
dards of preservation do not apply for the communities. Diddy added, “it’s not the same for each commu-
nity. They pick their own standards for what they want.”

The community decisions actually go as far as to designing details such as window frames or ma-
terial finishes. Yepa told me that the collaboration with the community contains a lot of going through 
historical images in order to understand what was present in the past and what’s functional today. But at 
the same time, the communities are continuously occupied, so it is important to their office to make them 
inhabitable and provide the luxuries of current day as well as keeping the historic connection. As much it 
is important to follow the communities’ standards, it is important to keep in mind the connection between 
current national standards. The office’s principal Shawn Evans who has worked closely with the Ohkay 
Owingeh community is especially “good at understanding federal preservation standards”, Yepa said. It is 
one of the office’s expertise to navigate between tribal and federal channels. This is important because a lot 
of the funding still comes from federal agencies.

In the case of Ohkay Owingeh though, the funding was a little bit different. Ohkay Owingeh lies about 
40 km north of Santa Fe. Unique for the heart of the Pueblo are the two parallel squares seamed with tradi-
tional adobe structures oriented from east to west. By having the layout with rows of houses and squares, 
every house will get enough sunlight and won’t be covered by the next row.

In Ohkay Owingeh happened what in many Native communities have happened. Because of the sin-
gle-family HUD homes, intensively built during the 1960s and 1970s, many people left the historic core 

8 Owe’neh Bupingeh Preser-
vation, Ohkay Owingeh, NM. 
The two elongated plazas are 
surrounded by three rows of 
adobe structures.
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and spread out. The core did not develop anymore and its condition got worse. AOS Architects have been 
commissioned by the Pueblo’s housing authority to rehabilitate the historic core. The funding “started 
with a really small grant about 7500 dollars,” Diddy said. “First, they did these assessments where they 
had young students out in the field and they were teaching them how to assess space and conditions from 
good to severe, so they used that and did mapping of conditions and then they leveraged that over to sev-
eral millions.”

When I visited Ohkay Owingeh, my first contact point was the housing authority, since the historic 
core is closed to the public and it’s strictly forbidden to take photographs. To my surprise, the fundraiser 
in charge, Leslie Colley, took me on a tour through the center. She explained to me, that the project relies 
fully on private donations and funds. The restoration of the homes worked in several stages, and already 9 
million dollars have been raised. This is a longer and tougher process but gives them much more freedom 
to realize the close collaboration with the community. Colley also told me that in her opinion, the director 
of the Ohkay Owingeh housing authority, Tomasita Duran, is responsible for the success of that unique 
project. Duran was very keen on appropriate architecture and collective teamwork with the tribe, so she 
wanted AOS Architects to work with Ohkay Owingeh.

At the time of my visit, the project was still not fully completed and not all houses have been inhab-
ited yet, so I could not experience the full life that will take place in the squares in the future. But I was 
astonished about how the new buildings preserved the atmosphere of the square. They were as restrained 
to keep the focus on the square and did not distract from the traditional layout of the houses. 

Garron Yepa pointed out how the unusual fundraising has also influenced the design process in an 
exceptional way. “Because the funding was kind of spread out in these different ways, where it was serv-
ing to meeting and gathering input from the community all the way through design and construction. That 
allowed our office to spend different resources to dedicate to the input gathering stage, which you don’t 
really have the luxury in most of the projects. It really stretched out the predesign phase.” The community 
members themselves also were involved in the restoration process. Diddy told that “one initiative they 
had in the housing authority was that they wanted to reintroduce the mud plastering into the communi-
ty. They got workshops initiated and then they had brought in community members and had the home 

9 Owe’neh Bupingeh Preservation, 
Ohkay Owingeh, NM. Plaza.

10 Owe’neh Bupingeh Preservation, 
Ohkay Owingeh, NM. Newly renovated 
house.

11 Owe’neh Bupingeh Preservation, 
Ohkay Owingeh, NM. Interior.
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owners themselves to kind of relearn that traditional practices of mud plastering. Prior to that, most of the 
homes were adobe constructions. But then they were covered with cement stucco, that prevents the water 
to penetrate and let the building breath itself. So […] the adobe plaster had deteriorated to dust on the 
bottom. There just be this cement stucco holding up the wall and it be empty in between.” A common con-
dition for all Pueblos with adobe constructions, Yepa added.

A further project in a Pueblo community is the Wa-Di housing complex in Kewa (Santo Domingo). It’s 
a new 41 units low-income housing project with a majority of duplexes and triplexes located close to the 
old train station of Kewa Pueblo. Also when it comes to designing completely new buildings, AOS Ar-
chitects are oriented towards the traditional architecture of each respective community. Garron Yepa ex-
plained “in some of our projects like Santo Domingo, we did work with vernacular kind of existing home 
configuration and looked towards ways to modernizing it and making it work for the community. I think 
that that has been very successful. […] in a lot of times, […] a lot of people of the community and housing 
authority who we were interacting with, most commonly are familiar with certain characteristics in terms 
of materiality and spaces even.” Therefore, as he stated further, a lot of questions have already been an-
swered by the community itself right at the beginning, since the community already laid out a prototype 
of their vernacular architecture. The work added by the architects instead focuses on specific architectural 
elements such as wall thicknesses and possible openings due to load bearing questions, and bringing tra-
ditional esthetic concepts back to contemporary materials. 

About the designing of floorplans of the houses, Yepa mentioned “I think contemporary Pueblo life 
requires big open format plans […]. Overwhelmingly you would see the need for hosting events. These 
homes are used in so many different ways that you may not anticipate. A lot of times it’s done as gathering 
places where food is commonly present, but also they turn into shrines, they turn into celebrations, so you 
got to have some more public space.” Also in terms of the site plan, the community gives a lot of input, 
as planner Miriam Diddy explained. “One thing that the Pueblo wanted is that they wanted to go back to 
the shared wall. Before, a lot of low-income houses were detached. But here (Kewa) we have these shared 
spaces where multiple families live.” Also besides the social aspect, multiplex houses allow a better use of 
the site plan and compacting the services, Yepa added.

12 Wa-Di Housing, Kewa, NM. 
The buildings are east-west-
aligned and encompass a 
central circular plaza
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Another project in Kewa, where they incorporated traditional practices is the Kewa Safety complex. 
The building hosts the local police and fire department and is located at the Pueblo’s entry street. Miriam 
Diddy highlighted the elements that were developed from the traditional practices. “We took planning and 
design principles of cardinal directions into this design. […] one part of this design that we incorporated 
was having a visual skylight […] and then also incorporated traditional ladders.” Garron Yepa explained 
further that the ladder helps to create a higher overlook point that was also used traditionally to see visi-
tors or weather coming in at the main entry way of the Pueblo. “These are things that they (the Kewa com-
munity) felt were important. We, with Western perspectives, would not have provided for that.”

Exactly this I felt, when I had the chance to visit the Kewa Safety complex. Luckily, an officer let me 
take a look also inside the building. When I firstly saw the room with the ladder, I did not understand why 
there is no normal stair to the upper level. Learning about the reason of the ladder, I realized that without 
the knowledge of the traditional high points and ladders, this room would have lacked its specific charac-
ter and idiosyncrasy. 

I was curious if Miriam Diddy and Garron Yepa evaluate their projects after the construction and 
how they measure the success and authenticity of a new building. “It’s an interesting perspective,” Yepa 
surprisingly countered to my question. “Because having grown up here, […] one direction is: I am from 
here and I helped design this project, of course it’s reflective of that. But then also being a trained designer, 
you want to see how it is used. […] Ohkay Owingeh is a great example in understanding the retention and 
how many people moved back and how many units are occupied. And the pride and care for your home 
and how well it’s been maintained. Those are identifiable, kind of, quantitative ways to understand that 
the community embraces and accepted the designs.” Miriam Diddy told me “in many of these communi-
ties the homes are really overcrowded and they’re living in not very contemporary conditions. Like severe 

13 Wa-Di Housing, Kewa, NM. The orientation of the buildings 
emphazises view points.

14 Wa-Di Housing, Kewa, NM. Duplex with shared wall and rain 
collectors.
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cases where two families living in a home, all the people sharing two bedrooms. One thing […] what I 
thought was really authentic was that when a little girl was leaving the housing authority and she got a 
key for one of the rental units in Santo Domingo. And that’s just inspiring. That was great, and that was 
authentic that makes me happy that they are going to live here […]. Not so much about the design, but 
they are going to grow up in a place and it’s their own.”

I thought what Miriam Diddy said was really essential to what I was trying to find out during the in-
terviews. The design itself does not really stand for the success or quality of a building. But the acceptance 
of the end-user does. 

15 Historic center of Acoma Pueblo, NM. The traditional ladders provide 
access to the roof and second floor.

16 Kewa Safety Complex, Kewa, NM. The ladder connects 
to the higher overlook-gallery.
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Tamarah Begay, Geraldene Blackgoat, Jan Tifrea, Theodore Edaakie – Indigenous Design Stu-
dio + Architecture, Albuquerque26

The last office I visited on my trip was Indigenous Design Studio + Architecture. It is yet a very young 
office founded only in 2012 by Navajo architect Tamarah Begay. Upon arrival at the office, I was welcomed 
by architect Geraldene Blackgoat, also a member of the Navajo community. She guided me to the meeting 
room, where to my surprise three more people were waiting. I felt deeply gladded about such a large num-
ber as four architects took their time to talk with me. The owner Tamarah Begay, Geraldene Blackgoat as 
well as architects Jan Tifrea, with Ojibwa, Potawatomie and Mohawk background and Theodore Edaakie, 
member of Isleta Pueblo and part Zuni, told me about their approach to design architecture.

For Indigenous Design Studio + Architecture’s planning and design practice, community involvement 
is the most important part. As the previous architects I talked to, also for them, to avoid imposing own val-
ues, but to carefully listen and develop the community’s ideas is key strategy. Theodore Edaakie explained 
that it is important to find the balance between what the community thinks they need, and what they re-
ally need. Therefore, the office works with providing several options to show and discuss with the tribes. 
Tamarah Begay added that often communities have innovative first ideas, but won’t take the next step to 
realize well-thought architecture. She continued, that many tribes have a misconception about architecture 
and would not care about the final built forms. So an important role of the architect becomes to educate the 
client by discussing the worked out options, and keeping the community involved until completion.

Geraldene Blackgoat, explained that in order to learn about what the community needs, it is essential 
to find out how the future inhabitants are going to use the building. This requires to ask the right ques-
tions. A lot of Western architects do not know how Native people are going to use their houses, since they 
are unfamiliar with the community’s culture and often do not ask questions. “We really try to ask them 
questions that they are not used to being asked. […] like what kind of ceremonial rituals do you guys 
have in your house or what type of storage do you need.” For example, she referred to a recent project 
of housing for the Hopi in Arizona. Even though the Hopi tribe is located right next to the Navajo tribe, 
a Hopi person would use their home completely different than a Navajo person. “They do a lot of things 
with corn, so (we were) thinking about that. They put their corn husks to dry on their roof. So that was 
something we took into consideration. So you have […] a low-slope roof making sure they can access their 
roofs. […] it’s about asking these question, that no one really will ask […] if you’re not Native American.” 

I wondered if being an office with only Native architects helps to feel less hesitant to ask such ques-
tions and connect faster with the community. All four architects unanimously nodded. Tamarah Begay 
added: “But we do have to prove ourselves too. It’s not easy to get the job.” “Especially as a wom-
en-owned firm”, Blackgoat amplified. They mentioned that tribes would not give extra preference to a 
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Native-owned business and they still have to go through the competition. Theodore Edaakie said that also 
because they are still a very young office and do not have a lot of built projects yet, they have to prove 
themselves. Geraldene Blackgoat stated that working with tribes is also more complex and therefore takes 
longer. It is a slow process.

I instantly felt dubious about the rapidness of quantitative project-production by some Western archi-
tecture firms. Once more the “slowness” underlines that doing indigenous architecture requires true com-
passion to help the community and putting aside the ego of collecting projects for your personal invento-
ry-list. Also within the office, the architects are dedicated to listen to all voices, which is a slower process 
than if just one architect makes the decision. Jan Tifrea explained: “Internally, evaluating our design is, that 
it’s constantly being refined. Everybody looks at the project and gives comments. Everybody has different 
expertise too, so we’re looking at it in different ways. And then we can integrate all those ideas and refine 
our design.” After a project is finished, looking back to see if the building is still working and appreciated 
belongs to the role as an architect as much the designing itself. The collaboration outlasts the construction 
completion. “Even though some of our projects are just completed, we put in our contract that we will 
come back in a year. And check on them. So post-occupancy evaluations are very important,” Tifrea added.

One of their finished work is a housing project for Seniors in Kaibito, Arizona. Kaibito is a small com-
munity within the Navajo Nation. The housing complex consists of U-shaped six-plex buildings, enclosing 
a courtyard with little gardens and a porch area for social interaction, since seniors tend to feel lonely. Also 
inside the buildings “we are trying to encourage social interaction,” Geraldene Blackgoat mentioned, “and 
then we tried to keep it an open floorplan as much as possible. That’s important because of the flexibility 
they can use their home for. Native families tend to have family gatherings so we had to think about that 
as well.” Further, the construction has been realized by a Navajo owned company.

17 Kaibito Creek Independent Living Community, Kaibito, AZ. 
Rendering of U-shaped six-plex units.

18 Kaibito Creek Independent Living Community, Kaibito, AZ. 
Porch area.



24

Another project still in construction is the classroom building of the new campus of the Navajo Tech-
nical University in Chinle, Arizona. The building is the first one of the masterplan being built and should 
mark the place where everything starts to grow out. The building’s façade has a peak, symbolizing the 
connection from earth to sky, as this connection is important in the Navajo culture. They showed me a 
walkthrough video of the classroom building and I noticed a diagonal steel brace in one classroom. The-
odore Edaakie mentions that the building shows a lot of construction. “Actually, why you are able to see 
that, normally you could hide it or cover it up, but we chose to show that off and not cover up certain 
things of the building because wanted it to become a learning lab to see how the building functions.” I 
was wondering if even also this element provides for the symbolic connection from earth to sky. Tifrea 
answered laughingly “Oh, it just kind of worked out that way.”

Unfortunately, I was not able to visit these two projects since they just were geographically too widely 
spread apart for the short time I visited the Southwest. But I could learn a lot about indigenous architec-
ture by the talk and atmosphere in their office itself. It was such a unique experience to see how balanced 
the atmosphere was and that owner Tamarah Begay was so modest and invited three other architects to 
our meeting. I remember Begay saying “Native Americans, their whole thought-process is not about ‘me’ 
‘me’ ‘me’ or ‘I’ ‘I’ ‘I’. So we are not, ‘oh I am the architect and I am going to name my (firm) Tamarah Be-
gay architects’. It’s more we are collaborating and work together. So for IDS-A (Indigenous Design Studio 
+ Architecture), even though I am the owner, […] I think of it more of we all collaborate and work together. 
It’s everyone’s project, not just my project. Everyone has an ownership in it. And I think that’s a lot how 
communities work. It’s about working together. And it’s definitely how we work here.”

This reflects for me that indigenous architecture is not only about collaboration with the client, but 
also affects the collaboration within the architects of an office. I took away a great new insight about team 
work and wish that this stance of an architecture office as a community and family would be recognized 
much more back home.

19 NTU Classroom Building, Chinle, AZ. The façade’s peak is underlined with wavy patterns rising to the sky.
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The four interviews at the beginning of my journey influenced my mindset and sensibility in not only ar-
chitecture but also in reflecting my own culture. I never realized how much I was influenced by Western 
mainstream planning and design, but the talks unveiled how much gentler and more modest architects 
should work, especially in another cultural setting.

Retrospectively, one of the most important messages I came away with, is that architecture is never 
made for the architect, (unless the architect happens to be the client herself). It sounds trivial, but during 
the interviews I realized how many times, when designing in offices during internships, I always tried to 
imagine what I personally would like. In university’s design studios, it even obviously was demanded to 
design only what we personally like. We were educated to debate, defend and fight for our own concepts 
and ideas. What I have perceived as the nature of the architect has been completely abandoned. Particu-
larly devastating is this Western approach, when applied in indigenous cultures. Because in that case, the 
architect has to defend and fight for the values of the people that it is for. 

Coming back to my initial interest of desert architecture, mentioning Taliesin West and Arcosanti, I 
could not wait to finally see them at the end of my trip and observe my shift of awareness.

I first visited Arcosanti, a remnant of Paolo Soleri’s utopian desert project. Soleri is an Italian archi-
tect and disciple of American architect Frank Lloyd Wright, who moved to Arizona after his internship at 
Wright’s desert atelier Taliesin West. With the help of free construction work by architectural students, he 
planned to build a gigantic but highly compact city for twenty-five-thousand inhabitants in the middle of 
the desert. A self-sustaining and ecological community.27 The city has never been finished and nowadays 
appears as a ruin of failed egocentric utopia. The approach to the site had something very ambiguous. 
Arcosanti is only accessible by a dirt road, as I knew them from “short cuts” my GPS suggested when driv-
ing from one Pueblo to the next, or from the adventurous access to the remote Chaco Canyon. Arcosanti 
therefore radiated a same kind of remoteness and inaccessibility. But simultaneously, it was only about five 
minutes away from the Interstate 17, which brings you to Arizona’s capital city Phoenix in only one hour. I 
was very confused by a certain hypocrisy due to the “remoteness for beginners.”

The building itself was beautifully set into the landscape and I cannot complain about the architectural 
elements. But the atmosphere left a bitter aftertaste. It felt too pretentious, although there were architec-
turally impressive spaces. The tour guide led me and some tourists from Las Vegas to the ceramics and 
foundry apses. The apses were surrounded by cypresses, which gave an odd Tuscan villa-flair. The guide 
explained that Soleri wanted to have Italian cypresses in order to feel more home. (Actually, I do not know 
if it were really Italian cypresses, because in Taliesin West they had Arizona cypresses, which are Native 
to the area and looked very similar. But I have no choice other than to believe what the tour guide was 
telling). The apses were formulated very reminiscent of Italian cathedrals. The association with Tuscan 
villas and cathedrals are obviously of a European code. But exactly this made me feel uncanny being in the 

Shift of Awareness



26

site, as I knew I was not in Italy, but on land that has so many own codes and values by people who lived 
here long before any European arrived. I became aware of how important it is to be sensitive of what a site 
means to people who live there. Now, Arcosanti has not been planned for an indigenous community, it 
was merely a utopian idea. But it made clear to me that this was an excellent example of ego-architecture 
for the architect himself. And no matter how architecturally interesting the design was, I could not relate 
anymore to the structure.

Traveling further down to Phoenix, I was very curious on my reaction to Taliesin West, Wright’s win-
ter residence and student camp. I could already imagine that it will be “ego-architecture” par excellence, 
since it was the residence of the great artist-architect Frank Lloyd Wright himself. But what I encountered 
instead, was architecture that shared “hidden codes” with the nature and vegetation around. Culturally, 
it might be Western (since planned for Wright himself), but I experienced it as very sensitive to the place 
and site. One thing I noticed is the motive of dentils around the eaves. Also, the structural frames are act-
ing as enlarged dentils. I was wondering, why Wright used this symbol of Greek temples. The tour guide 
explained to me, that these have their inspiration not at all in European architecture, but in the corrugat-
ed shape of the local Saguaro cactus. I was astonished about this subtle move of Wright. I felt as Wright 
tricked me with my own European viewpoint. 

As much as I appreciated Wright’s inspiration and encoding of nature, as much I shivered about the 
cultural symbols and inspirations. Mainly two incorporations of Native culture leaped to my eye: First, 
the recurring motive of the spiral as found in an ancient petroglyph that has been placed at the entrance 
and second, the use of the Kiva, which is an often round underground room for spiritual gatherings and 
ceremonies in the Pueblo cultures. The spiral appears in metal ornaments, doors, and in subtle form in 
the formulation of the wooden construction frames. Also, the spiral appeared to be a successful marketing 
symbol. The visitor store sold a variety of merchandise with spiral patterns. I do not know if Wright re-
searched in depth about the meaning of the spiral in Pueblo cultures, but to me the extensive use of spirals 
felt slightly inadequate to an indigenous symbol. Wright’s “Kiva” served as his private movie theater. It is 

21 Arcosanti, AZ. Foundry apsis. 22 Arcosanti, AZ. View from 
ceramics apsis to cypresses.

20 Arcosanti, AZ. View from pathway leading to the entrance.
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a dark room completely without windows, providing the illusion to be built underground as a real Kiva. 
As much as I like the overall architecture of Taliesin West, this “Kiva” was a disappointment. Although 
Wright, in my opinion, masterfully integrated the nature into his architecture and vice versa; borrowing 
Native culture miserably failed.

Visiting these Western architectures, one by an Italian the other by an American, at the end of my 
journey, intensified how much my time with indigenous architecture changed my perception. Even if a 
structure is well embedded into the site and nature, and the architecture consists out of interesting forms 
and beautiful spaces, extracting cultural elements disconnected from the people of that culture, establishes 
room for colonialization. And this is especially dangerous in a region like the southwestern United States 
with an ongoing history of colonialism. All the more problematic I perceive that education in the “West” 
does not shine a light on indigenous architecture and a majority of students still look up to Arcosanti and 
Taliesin West as unfettered masterpieces. I do not want to downgrade their architectural and spacial quali-
ty, but architecture has another level that goes beyond its visual, material and conceptional beauty. 

Each of the valuable talks with the architects I met during my journey, taught me about other qualities 
of architecture and shifted my perspective away from the mainstream education I received at my home 
university ETH. Elizabeth Suina made me realize that without overcoming one’s own biases and putting 
aside the ego, architects will be very limited in their perception. Theodore Jojola made me aware of the cul-
tural subtleness and “hidden knowledge” that can be expressed through architecture. Miriam Diddy and 
Garron Yepa showed me a completely new stance towards successful architecture in terms of not relying 
on the design, but on the people’s acceptance and identification with the building. And Tamarah Begay, 
Geraldene Blackgoat, Jan Tifrea and Theodore Edaakie opened my mind to patience, dedication, equality 
and collectivity, be it with the community or within the office among colleagues. 

Architecture with the right intentions that is built out of a collectivity does not require for impressive 
staging. Its impressive work lies more hidden and subtle, available for the people it is really meant for.

23 Taliesin West, Scottsdale, AZ. 
Dentil motive on eaves.

24 Taliesin West, Scottsdale, AZ. 
Dentil motive as part of the structure.

25 Taliesin West, Scottsdale, AZ. 
Saguaro cactus.
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