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Earth in the Arizona Desert 
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By Atlas Obscura 

With dreams of colonizing Mars, John P. Allen, who made his millions in oil, funded the 

building of Biosphere 2 in the middle of the Arizona desert. (Planet earth is Biosphere 1.) The 

3.15-acre sealed glass house is a dazzling attempt to completely recreate the conditions and 

environment of Earth including a rainforest, desert, marsh, and an mini-ocean. 

In September 1991, seven crew members walked into Biosphere 2, which was sealed behind 

them. They were charged with the task of growing their own food and conducting environmental 

experiments while sealed for two years inside the complex. 

What started as a science experiment turned into a psychological experiment. The body masses 

of the scientists fell over time, as did the biosphere's oxygen levels. "Confined environment 

psychology" set in. Crew members grew to despise each other and found conflict in even the 

smallest decisions. The media and scientific community criticized the two-year, $150-million-

dollar experiment, calling it "tamper-prone" and a "stunt." 

The crew stayed in Biosphere 2 for the full two years, but when they emerged, their experiment 

was largely dismissed as a scientific failure. It was, from a monetary perspective, a total disaster. 

http://www.slate.com/blogs/atlas_obscura/2013/09/05/biosphere_2_experiments_in_a_sealed_off_artificial_earth_in_oracle_arizona.html
http://www.slate.com/authors.atlas_obscura.html
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Despite this discouraging news, a second crew entered in April of 1994 and exited prematurely 

in September of the same year as the management of Biosphere 2 dissolved.  

Unused for many years, the facility was bought by the University of Arizona in 2007 and is now 

the home of many university experiments and educational programs. Visitors can now take a tour 

of the now non-sealed biosphere and learn about the over 3,500 exotic species growing in the 

dome, as well as the experiments currently taking place in it -- none of which involve living 

inside the dome. 

More on Biosphere 2 can be found on Atlas Obscura. 
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