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s Arizona architects, we often meet with 
newcomers who are excited about building a 
“Southwestern” house. They use words like 
Santa Fe and territorial style as a way of express-

ing their ideas. Our first conversations with the Downings 
started out with these words, but it was clear from the outset 
that this retired couple from Illinois was interested in more 
than stylistic hot buttons culled from real-estate brochures.

We left the clichés behind when we talked about how their 
house would engage its rocky site; how its textures and colors 

could relate to the land; how the roof should touch the sky; 
how we could build on the land without hurting it; and how 
the sun, wind, and views should affect their lives.

The plan is a balancing act
The Downings’ site backs up to the craggy east face of the 
Tucson Mountains. It is steep, rocky, and so perfect as to be 
intimidating. Their site is pristine desert filled with healthy 
and diverse natural vegetation, complicated by the presence of 
several hundred-year-old saguaros, which appeared to stand in 
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Artisans and architects craft a house that embodies  
            both the rugged and fragile nature of its arid landscape 

A house in three parts. 
To minimize site work, the 
Downing house is made up 
of three distinct pavilions 
that step down the contours 
of the hill in a way that pre-
serves lines of sight, solar 
access, views, watershed, 
convective air currents, and 
the significant plants. Photo 
taken at A on floor plan; 
photo bottom right, facing 
page, taken at B.
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The three parts of the Downing house are connected 
by a gallery along the southeast side, which has 
distant views of Tucson and the surrounding 
mountains. The walls exposed to the afternoon sun 
are mostly masonry to limit heat gain.

STEPPED DOWN THE HILL,   
AND FOCUSED ON THE VIEW

SPECS
Bedrooms: 3

Bathrooms: 3

Size: Interior, 3500 sq. 
ft.; garage/shop, 788 
sq. ft. 

Cost: $189 per sq. ft.

Completed: 2003

Location: Tucson, Ariz.

Architect: Luis Ibarra  
and Teresa Rosano

Builder: Repp Design + 
Construction Inc.

Living area

Dining area

exactly the places that the house wanted to be. The Downings 
agreed that designing a house for this site would mean at the 
very least steps and level changes within the house to avoid 
disfiguring the land by excavating a flat spot for a single-level 
house. To their credit, they would have had it no other way; 
after all, this proposition is risky for retirees predicting their 
bodies’ future.

But we didn’t take their future mobility for granted, either. 
The house is broken into three pavilions that follow the con-
tours of the site as they step down the hill (floor plan above). 
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Powder room 
punches through. 
Placed with cabana-
like proximity to the 
lap pool, the pow-
der room occupies 
a steel cube that 
cantilevers beyond 
the block wall. The 
blocks’ reddish hue 
and the rusty steel 
detailing reflect the 
colors of the hillside. 
Inside, the bath is 
finished in cool blue 
glass mosaic tile. 
Photo above taken 
at C on floor plan; 
photo right taken 
at D.

The pavilion floor levels are separated by no more than three 
steps. We made sure that sufficient space exists below each  
set of steps to construct a wheelchair ramp should the need 
ever arise.

Take the measure of the land, and the saguaros
We spent a great deal of time on the site, noting on a sur-
vey the direction of the breezes, the best and least desirable 
views, significant vegetation, large stone outcroppings, and 
neighboring houses. We studied the path of the sun and the 
shadows cast by the mountains as the sun set behind them. 
We noted animal crossings and droppings, desert trails, and 
erosion channels. From these findings, we began to set up 
stringlines on the mountain and to draw lines on paper, a  
record of a thought or an assumption that we repeatedly tested  
and revised.

Although the subtle individualities of most small desert 
plants are lost on many of us, saguaro cacti are another mat-
ter. They are almost as unique as human faces, and the more 

you come to know about them, the more you appreciate their 
austere beauty. It’s as though each one contains some form of 
entombed ancestral spirit. Saguaros are almost impossible to 
move successfully because of their intricate root systems, so 
we don’t even try (sidebar p. 115) Breaking the Downings’ 
house into three smaller pavilions allowed us to preserve 
sightlines, solar angles, and most important, saguaros.

The lowest pavilion contains the living, dining, and kitchen 
areas in a one-story space under a butterfly roof. Two stories 
tall, the second pavilion contains the garage, the laundry, and 
a powder room on the first floor with the guest bedroom, 
library, and studio on the second. The third pavilion includes 
the master suite and the home office.

Durable materials reduce maintenance and forge 
a kinship with the site
For most Tucson residents, living in the desert means living 
inside a wood-frame box with air-conditioning for comfort 
and large-screen televisions for views. This approach disre-
gards a kinship with the land, compelling us to seek ways to 
make our clients feel connected to their surroundings, even 
when they’re inside.

To that end, we used split-faced concrete block for the walls 
of the house, in a color that blends into the landscape in such 
a seamless way that from a distance, the house practically 
disappears into the hillside. Only an occasional reflection off 
the windows gives it away at certain times of the day.

In many places, we brought the rusticated block inside 
the house to serve as a finished interior surface so that each  
room is connected directly with the texture and color of the 

    For most Tucson residents,  
       desert living means an  
    air-conditioned box for comfort  
       and a big TV for views.
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A sampling of sophisticated  
solutions. The Downing house is 
a cache of inventive details. In the 
cabinets, heartwood and sapwood 
emphasize the flowing grain pat-
tern where pieces meet (1). Steel 
rods and screen make a sturdy, 
translucent railing next to the 
patio (2). Steel I-beams, let into 
the block, frame the garage door 
(3). At right, triangular stair treads 
cantilever from the wall of the 
middle pavilion (4; photo taken at 
E on floor plan). Above them, a 
reading pulpit off the library over-
looks distant views of Tucson. 
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Three-part harmony in the great room. 
The lower pavilion contains the kitchen, 
living area, and dining table in one large 
room. A freestanding wall of cabinets 
behind the kitchen island is topped with a 
plenum that distributes conditioned air to 
the main room. The back side of the cabi-
net wall is all storage. Top photo taken at 
F on floor plan; photo above taken at G; 
and photo right taken at H.



A saguaro story
On an earlier project, we went 
to great lengths to preserve a 
20-ft. saguaro. The contractor, 
Page Repp, carefully excavated 
around it and protected it during 
construction. Halfway through the 
project, Page called to say that 
the saguaro we worked so hard 
to save was no longer an issue. A 
monsoon had rolled in just as the 
plumbers were heading for their 
truck. As they were walking past 
the saguaro—about 10 ft. away—
a lighting bolt leveled it. Except 
for mild headaches, the plumbers 
were fine. We had saved the  
saguaro, and the saguaro may have 
saved them. Keeping that in mind, 
our commitment to not moving 
them has grown even stronger.

desert. Horizontal windows exaggerate panoramic views. 
Vertical windows invite upright wonders inside. 

In the master suite, the uphill wall is partly below grade, 
bringing the desert to eye level at the windows. We joke with 
the Downings that this window is a reverse terrarium, where 
the natives can study the funny humans from Illinois.

But the windows aren’t just animated paintings. Through-
out the house, southeast-facing windows collect warmth 
during the winter. To limit summer heat gain, we kept west-
facing glass to a minimum. And although the house has both 
air-conditioning and an evaporative cooler, it is not designed 
to be dependent on these systems. Breezes are channeled 
through the house, and measured overhangs mitigate sun 
exposure according to the season.

In most of the country, where rain is plentiful, rusted steel 
is something you struggle to avoid. In southern Arizona, 
however, it is a beautiful, low-maintenance finish that has 
been prized by vernacular builders for years. Rusty steel 
is especially right for the Downings’ site because its iron-
rich rock has streaks the color of a long-abandoned pickup 
truck. We used steel as siding, trim, deck railings, and even 
exposed headers.

Colored concrete is another low-maintenance, desert- 
appropriate material. The patios and paths are concrete with 
a light, exposed aggregate finish to provide traction and to 
reduce sheen, which can be blinding under the summer sun. 
We brought this textured concrete right into the entry, along 
with the concrete block. This rougher texture joins the inside 
with the outside in a way that is both aesthetic and functional: 
It allows dust from shoes to settle there without looking 
messy, reducing tracks on the polished-concrete floors in the 
rest of the house.

How many functions can a cabinet serve?  
At least three.
Wherever possible, we use cabinets as partitions. They may 
be short, acting as low walls between rooms that can remain 
open to one another, or they can be much larger structures 
that nearly reach the ceiling. We used both types in the 
Downing house and had them made from birch plywood 
with the grain patterns carefully arranged to avoid straight 
lines where heartwood and sapwood meet.

The kitchen is composed of an island and one large free-
standing wall of cabinets. This cabinet wall includes an  
appliance garage equipped with a motorized stainless-steel 
door that moves up and down to reveal an array of cook-
ing equipment. A stainless-steel plenum atop the cabinets 
delivers conditioned air to the room by way of nine circular 
baffles that can be adjusted to direct airflow. The back side 
of the cabinets contains a wall of drawers, a closet, and stor-
age spaces. We stopped the wall short of the ceiling to avoid 
interrupting the underside shape of the butterfly roof, which 
is clad in the same birch plywood as the cabinets. 

Luis Ibarra and Teresa Rosano (www.ibarrarosano.com) prac-
tice architecture in Tucson, Ariz. Photos by Charles Miller.
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