
Kaufmann Desert House: Space and Material 

The Kaufmann Desert House project involves transforming an empty, undefined space into a 

recognizable place through the establishment of boundaries. Initially, this location in the Palm 

Springs desert was an anonymous, formless area without any visible structure or function. 

However, with the intention of creating a winter retreat for a family, the space became identifiable. 

The construction of the Kaufmann Desert House introduced a visible form, marked by its volume, 

lighting, and relationship with surrounding elements, thus giving the space a sense of scale and 

purpose. 

Situated in the desert, away from urban life, the house stands next to a roadway, separated by a 

row of trees that create an initial boundary. These trees, visible from the outside, serve as the first 

layer of separation between the desert and the structure. Inside, the space is further divided into 

different rooms, establishing a connection between them. It is through these divisions and 

connections that the previously undefined space becomes functional. Without these articulated 

boundaries, the space would remain ambiguous and uninhabitable. The architect carefully set these 

borders to meet the needs of the inhabitants, allowing them to experience the space within a desert 

context. 

The Kaufmann Desert House is recognized as a prime example of modern architecture, not only 

because of its geometric form, but also because of its use of materials such as concrete, steel, and 

glass. These materials are fundamental to the house's character and extend beyond the structure to 

the landscaping, which features trees, bushes, and stones that complement the desert environment. 

The choice of white for all façades creates a stark contrast with the natural colors of the desert soil, 

mountains, and sky—the only visible background in this isolated setting. The white concrete walls 

establish the house's boundaries, while the extensive use of glass creates transparency, allowing 

the inhabitants to perceive the immediate surroundings and the vast openness of the desert. This 

transparency bridges the interior and exterior, blurring the line between the built environment and 

the natural landscape. 

Additionally, the use of wood on the terrace and ceiling highlights the architect's sensitivity to the 

desert’s natural qualities. While concrete and steel represent modernity, the wood connects the 

house to the desert, evoking the missing trees and natural elements that the harsh desert climate 

limits. 

In conclusion, the intersection of space and material in the Kaufmann Desert House reveals a 

hierarchy of materials that both define and enhance the space. The careful use of modern, industrial 

materials alongside natural elements creates a dialogue between the house and its environment, 

turning an uninhabited desert into a cultivated, functional retreat. Through this project, the architect 

demonstrates how the thoughtful manipulation of space and material can transform a seemingly 

wasted land into a sophisticated, livable space. 

 


