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Description of Project 
 

The goal of our project is to create a space of relief in the desert, and a place for 
meditation and reflection incorporating important sight lines. In the desert one can quickly 
find themselves in harsh and unforgiving environments. We drew inspiration from Bugs 
Bunny’s missed left turn at Albuquerque that detours him from the beaches and resorts where 
he intended to arrive. He ends up in Germany instead of Las Vegas, or the Sahara desert 
instead of Miami Beach, chasing mirages in the desert rather than The Mirage Hotel. 
 

 
 

Our proposal for High Desert Test Sites begins with a wrong turn in Albuquerque, 
heading 400 miles west towards Joshua Tree, CA and ending up at Arcosanti, AZ. In the 
distance it appears to be the hazy black silhouette of palm trees surrounding a pool of 
clear, blue water. Upon closer inspection, the oasis turns out to be a mirage. It is a man‐
made illusion, referencing both the cartoon origins and the quixotic desire for 
comfortable habitation in the desert.  Arcosanti is an experimental city focused on 
innovative design, community, and environmental accountability. Aligning with the 
mission of Arcosanti, the goal of our project is for the design and construction to 
reflexively respond to desert ecology, and create cooperation between design, landscape, 
and people.   Arcosanti is the permanent form of our mirage, a collaboration of thousands 
of people looking to have a communion with the desert and design. Our temporary 
installation looks to provide that experience to every traveler and spectator. 



We intend to do this by creating a temporary shelter; an abstraction of a desert 
oasis represented by folded palms that provide relief for the weary. Without the resources 
necessary for long-term sustainability, our project will not provide permanent habitation.  
Like a mirage, it will be a place to rest in a dream-like moment, and take in the 
experience of being in the desert. Our structure is a 10’ tall hemisphere using tapered 
triangles to mimic the form of the palm. The frame will be constructed out of 1x3”s with 
thin plywood, or steam bent pine to translate the rigidity of the frame to a slope. The 
lower portion of the slope will be clad in an oak or palm bark that we will char, to create 
a heavily textured surface. Towards the top, radiating 1x3”s create a trellis between the 
solid walls. Willow boughs will be draped over the trellis creating a semi transparent 
canopy to smooth the transition. The structure provides relief from the mid day sun.  The 
interior will be canvassed with organic plant life that is found in the Agua Fria riverbed; a 
collection of grasses, mosses, and low lying flowers. This will provide humidity and 
comfort for visitors.  The Agua Fria is a lush oasis in the Arizonan high desert. Our 
installation attempts to bring the two together, as an impossible mirage. The design 
allows significant penetration of light in the morning and evening, which is a special time 
in the desert. The piece will sit on a semi-buried plexiglass platform with a reflective 
surface to add to the mirage imagery, and to create a transitional space from the desert to 
our piece. The interior will consist of conventional bench and chaise lounge style seating 
for 5-8 adults. Combined, this creates a relaxing, shaded interior. The structure will 
function as an architectural belvedere, directing a line of site across the desert landscape, 
providing a perspective view of an area that is often rapidly traversed. 
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Description of Site 
 

We have chosen Arcosanti as the location for our installation, and have been in 
active conversation with Tomiaki Tamura, Arcosanti’s lead architect. We received 
Arcosanti’s blessing as a community that supports the arts. Two of three of our team 
members are Arcosanti alumni, and draw continued inspiration from this interesting 
place. Our relationship to people and ecology has been strongly influenced by what we 
learned here. Even the design of our mirage subtly conjures up the hemispherical shapes 
present in the architecture at Arcosanti. However, as Arcosanti faces south towards 
Phoenix, we face north with only wild desert in view. Our piece sits on the top of the 
Cordes Mesa looking over the Agua Fria River. This river has provided nourishment to 
the area for hundreds of years, and its flow is essential for the preservation of the local 
communities.  Our structure uses water to support its organic shell and canopy, 
referencing the elusive mirage of abundant plant life in the desert. The desert ecology of 
our location is overwhelmingly low lying brush and small cactus, at 10’ our structure will 
be a noticeable feature on the skyline. Our installation will be a destination for both 
HDTS and Arcosanti travelers, and will offer reprieve for both residents and visitors.   
 

The organic components of our project will be non-invasive, and attempt to blend 
the structure into its surroundings, so it is not overly imposing on Arcosanti or the 
environment. Our project is site specific and we will be working closely with Arcosanti 
in its development. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Left: Arcosanti 
satellite map. The 
green indicator shows 
our site for the 
installation, roughly 
500 yards from 
Arcosanti. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Duration of Project 
 
 As a mirage, our project is inherently temporary. The construction and integrated 
greenery in the desert requires active intervention. Right now, we believe that we could 
keep the project running for ten days, and will have a leave no trace policy at the end. If 
Arcosanti feels compelled to keep the project as a meditative space at the end of the 
installation, it is certainly an idea we will entertain. 
 

View of Agua Fria River, from Arcosanti 


