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Scottsdale, Arizona in the early 1990s, | took a walk down
the road from the hotel one afternoon and ran into a
peculiar-looking place called Cosanti. This compound, an
official Arizona Historical Site, is a collection of oddly

apses made from earthen molds. The first thing a visitor
notices is the multitude of handmade bronze and ceramic
windbells all over the property. These are made in the
foundry and workshops on the site and available for sale in
the gift shop. But Cosanti is much more than a new-agey
craft center. It's the residence and studio of Italian architect
and artist Paolo Soleri. As the brochures on the counter
explained, Cosanti is, among other things, a prototype for a
much larger and grander construction project called
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i Arcosanti.

City in the Wilderness

Located about 70 miles (110 km) north of Phoenix,
Arcosanti is called an “urban laboratory.” What Soleri has
been testing in this laboratory for well over 30 years is a
concept he calls arcology, a blending of architecture and
ecology. His vision is to build a 25-acre city where 5,000
people can one day live, work, and play—comfortably,
sustainably, and in harmony with nature.

among the great evils of the age, and he aims to eliminate
these problems with careful design. According to arcology,
well-planned urban areas can use space much more
efficiently and benefit from dramatically reduced energy
requirements and environmental impact. This means, for
example, eliminating cars, roads, and garages by putting all
buildings within walking distance of each other. It also
means creating multi-use spaces for maximum flexibility, and
relying on solar and wind energy for most heating, cooling,

: and lighting.
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consumption and pollution that plague the world’'s urban
and suburban areas, Soleri feels that people have become
too detached from each other, and that an effective
community requires more human interaction. Accordingly, :
Arcosanti has been designed with a large amount of shared
living space (such as kitchens, gardens, and recreation :
areas). This seemingly benign fact sets off warning bells for
Soleri’s critics, some of whom see Arcosanti as an immense
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commune, or worse—a cult-like organization. While the
project does attract its fair share of New-Age types, it also
attracts many ordinary people for whom privacy does not
necessarily mean a single-family house in a cul-de-sac. But
if anything, Arcosanti’s biggest problem is that it hasn’t
produced enough converts—or, to use a less loaded term,
enthusiasts.

A Time to Build
When construction on Arcosanti began in 1970, Soleri
expected it to be completed in 10 years, but less than five

percent of the planned project has been completed to date.

Construction is done by volunteers, who pay to live and
work at Arcosanti during five-week workshops. Fewer than
100 people reside at Arcosanti at any given time, though
the site receives more than 50,000 tourists per year. Much
of the money used to fund the work comes from sales of
the windbells and other pieces of art. But the money and
volunteers are not plentiful enough to move the project
along quickly. Time is running out for Soleri, who’s in his
mid-80s, though he intends the experiment to continue
indefinitely under the auspices of the nonprofit Cosanti

Foundation.
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experiment in the Arizona desert proves one day to be
fabulously successful, it will not necessarily signal a triumph
of arcology over other forms of urban planning. What works
for 5,000 people may not scale up to a city of millions; what
works in a hot, dry climate may fail in colder, darker, and
wetter areas. But the biggest roadblock of all is not
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technological, it's psychological—convincing suburbanites
that the cozy, interdependent community of a rural “city” is
an improvement over the self-sufficient existence they’ve
worked toward their entire lives. After all, arcology assumes
that everyone will more or less like, respect, and work
happily together with their neighbors. Sounds like a fantasy
to me. —Joe Kissell
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. More Information about Arcosanti...

This article was featured in Carnival of the Green #33.

: For more information about Arcosanti and Cosanti, see:

e The official Arcosanti Web site
e Cosanti Originals, where you can buy the Soleri

windbells online

e The Anti-Burb by Robert Earle Howells in
Smithsonian Magazine

e Arcosanti and Cosanti, Thought-Provoking Arizona

Destinations by Adam Abraham

o Arcosanti Meets the Way New Age by Mike Tanner in
Wired News

e Arcosanti, a Habitat for Humanity by John

Monczunski in Notre Dame magazine
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