
HIGH DESERT TEST SITES TAKES ON THE EVOLVING 
LANDSCAPE OF THE HIGH DESERT.

WORDS BY  KRISTIN SCHARKEY

C O N T E X T U A L I Z IN G 
C O M M U NI T Y

 “Yucca Crater,” HDTS 
2011, Ball Nogues Studio, Iron Age 

Road, Wonder Valley. 
AURORA TANG
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: “Untitled,” HDTS 2 (2003), Wade 
Guyton, Andy’s Gamma Gulch Parcel, Pioneertown; “array,” 
HDTS 2013, dark:30, The Palms, Wonder Valley; “Untitled,” HDTS 
2011, Kiersten Puusemp, Iron Age Road, Wonder Valley; “Trail 
Registry,” HDTS 2011, Scout Regalia, Andy’s Gamma Gulch 
Parcel, Pioneertown. 

F
or the last 15 years, High Desert Test Sites has 
facilitated artistic experiences in the high desert. Led by 
renowned artist Andrea Zittel, the nonprofit supports 
large events and excursions in addition to artist-driven 
projects like Kip’s Desert Book Club, High Desert Test 
Kitchen and a Sky Village Swap Meet information 
booth throughout the year. 

(shown at two different times). The home, 
which is decorated entirely with sculptural 
furniture made out of  trophy parts, will be 
turned into a “nighttime installation” during 
the day using window coverings and other 
theatrical special effects. Inspired by Stravinsky’s 
“The Rite of  Spring” and “some of  the most 
truly experimental performances” over the 
years of  HDTS programming, Pennypacker 
Riggs says her piece is a “rite of  fall” in 
celebration of  the harvest and introspection. 
She’s working with designer Nancy Stella 
Soto to create a custom wardrobe referencing 
Ionic columns. 

Additionally, Doshi is creating a play in 
response to his experience at a Pioneertown 
intentional community, and Glenn-Murray is 
organizing a bazaar of sorts to be held at HDTS’ 
booth at the swap meet. The latter is where 
visitors can check-in for the exhibition. For the 
booth, the Los Angeles-based artist is collecting 
contributions from friends, family and other artists, in similar fashion 
to a holiday shop she previously hosted at her gallery and educational 
space, Chin’s Push, in LA. She anticipates having items from artists 
Andrew Norman Wilson, Tracy Jeanne Rosenthal, Alberto Cuadros 
and more. “Quintessa Matranga is making some candles that are casts 
of weird, interesting produce,” she adds. “Someone wants to make 
special desert-themed wallpaper.” Plus, she plans to put together a 
catalogue with summaries from each contributor about what their 
material means to them. 

“Maybe something looks ugly and then 
you read its little backstory and get an idea 
of  why somebody else cared about it,” 
Glenn-Murray explains. “Just the power of  
that kind of  communication, where there’s 
a moment to listen and share, and how far 
that can go in helping people understand and 
have empathy and place value even on things 
that are really different or not necessarily 
immediately attractive.” 

This is a concept that High Desert Test Sites 
was founded on. In its mission statement, the 
organization notes that “as a conceptual entity, 
we are dedicated to ‘learning from what we are 
not.’ ” This year, HDTS considers its history 
while discussing what this place – the desert, its 
communities – represents in the present. 

An homage to the past in the context of  
ongoing conversations, about how to live 
together now – and in the future. 

This month, HDTS celebrates its anniversary with a wide-
ranging exhibition curated by Los Angeles-based curators Aram 
Moshayedi and Sohrab Mohebbi. Starting Oct. 21-22, the event is 
anchored by an archive at Copper Mountain Mesa Community 
Center, showcasing photographs, drawings and other material 
from projects over the years, as well as a pseudo-symposium with 
a variety of  speakers and bands at the Palms in Wonder Valley. 
Visitors also will be able to travel to site-specific installations from 
artists Lydia K. Glenn-Murray, Carolyn Pennypacker Riggs and Ry 
Rocklen, Sarah Witt and Bob Dornberger, Neil Doshi and more.

As tourism booms in Joshua Tree and the greater high desert 
area – its effects seen in the land and in the community – the 
changing social and physical landscape is impacting the way 
HDTS presents this year’s exhibition.

“It has forced us to, more than ever, decide who our audience 
is,” wrote Zittel and assistant Vanesa Zendejas via email. “In 
the past, we’ve maybe focused more on getting the attention of  
the international contemporary art community, to draw some 
attention to the area and the idea of  creating artworks outside the 
commercial model. But with the huge, recent influx of  tourists, 
Airbnb renters and LA transplants, we need to remember the 
needs of  the more longstanding Joshua Tree community.”

The archive will premiere that weekend and be on view for 
a month – Mohebbi says it was important to have a facet of  the 
exhibition that would “stay up” in the community in addition to 
stops that visitors may only drive out to for a day. The symposium, 
he explains, will be a “reflection on non-community” in which 
speakers can choose to speak with or without a band. 

“After the 2016 election, our interest is in bringing a discussion 
forward that can occur outside of  our respective cultural bubbles,” 
Zittel and Zendejas explain. “That’s been a national topic of  
conversation, but this region is a particularly good model for it. 
This area harbors plenty of  libertarian beliefs, but also hippie 
utopians and derelict dystopians – all of  whom somehow manage 
to survive and get along together.”

The exhibition also will include site-specific installations. Witt 
and Dornberger, for example, are teaming up to build a permanent 
adobe bread oven at the Copper Mountain Mesa Community 
Center. They’ll kick off its creation with a buffet-style lunch open to 
the public on Saturday, featuring dishes made with locally foraged 
ingredients such as mesquite acorn flatbreads topped with crunchy, 
toasted California buckwheat seeds. The pair hope the gift will “build 
some sort of social and cultural infrastructure for north Joshua Tree,” 
Witt explains, so that future neighborhood gatherings can utilize the 
bread oven “as a centerpiece to bring people together.” 

Pennypacker Riggs and Rocklen will invite people into their 
Joshua Tree home for a musical and choreographic performance 

EXPERIENCE  
IT YOURSELF

Start at the Sky Village Swap 
Meet to check-in!

LYDIA K. GLENN-
MURRAY BAZAAR
Sky Village Swap Meet

Oct. 21-22, 9 a.m. to 1 p.m.

ARCHIVE EXHIBITION
Copper Mountain Mesa 

Community Center

October 21-22, 11 a.m. to 5 p.m.

CAROLYN  
PENNYPACKER RIGGS  

AND RY ROCKLEN
Trophy Modern House

Oct. 21, performances at 11:30 

a.m. and 2 p.m.

LUNCH MADE BY  
SARAH WITT AND  

BOB DORNBERGER 
Copper Mountain Mesa 

Community Center 

Oct. 21, 1-3 p.m.

EDIE FAKE
Glass Out House

Oct. 21, 3-5 p.m.

OLIVER PAYNE
Chill Out on Iron Age Road

Oct. 21, 5:45-6:30 p.m.

THE PALM TALKS
The Palms

Oct. 21, 7-10 p.m.

PANCAKE BREAKFAST
Copper Mountain Mesa 

Community Center

Oct. 22, 9-11 a.m.

MEDITATION SESSION
Vipassana Retreat Center

Oct. 22, 11:30 a.m. to noon

NEIL DOSHI
Location TBA

Oct. 22, 1-3 p.m.

Please note this schedule 
is subject to change. You 

can find the final itinerary at 
highdeserttestsites.com. 
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