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Abstract:

The term “Bubble Houses” refers to houses built using the airform technique developed
by American architect Wallace Neff between 1934 and 1941; his first project was completed
in May 1942 amid the need for fast, low-cost housing during World War Il. Egypt faced a
housing crisis in the 1940s due to air raids that destroyed or damaged houses and displaced
residents, labor migration to the capital and its suburbs, the Allied military presence, and
shortages and rising prices of building materials. Bubble Houses emerged as one proposed
solution. The technique involved inflating rubber balloons according to building size, forming
a vaulted reinforced-concrete shell over them, and removing the balloons after the shell had
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hardened. Through historical investigation and analysis of newspaper and magazine reports
and Egyptian architectural history in the 1940s, this study documents the technique’s use in a
very limited number of houses for publicity purposes and explains its lack of widespread
adoption in terms of economic, technical, and environmental factors. Cheaper alternatives
better suited to the Egyptian environment existed, notably architect Hassan Fathy’s ideas and
experiments inspired by local architecture and prefabricated Banatix buildings made of
reinforced wood. The study provides an analytical account of the interaction between
Egyptian architecture and a construction technique during the 1940s.

Keywords: Bubble Houses; Wallace Neff; Housing Crisis; Hassan Fathy; Banatix.
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