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Just outside her white Zen Dome in Joshua Tree, Angel Chen has planted milkweed in 
her permaculture garden for butterflies. “They need to eat,” she explains of  the species on 
the brink of  being endangered. “On their migration to Mexico, they get hungry.” So, in 
addition to a dozen new palo verde and mesquite trees, the artist planted “snack food” for 
these delicate insects, generations of  which have traveled an ancient migratory route to 
warmer climes – often landing on the same trees along the way.

Those trees are the types of  “markers” that Chen uses to describe her own stacked 
sculptures, one aspect of  a creative practice that includes paintings and ceramics. “When 
you’re going on a hike and you don’t want to get lost and you put a crumb down, you 
make a stack so you can remember when you come back,” she says on a sunny day in 
February. Chen creates the works by piling up pieces of  clay leftover from other hollowed 
out, ceramic pieces. Never using a mold (only her own “Edward Scissorhands” fingers), she 
manipulates the material into shapes resembling spindly sea creatures, tear drops and waves.

Until a few years ago, Chen’s own path had taken her across the globe as an art director 
with Disney, Mattel, NBC and 21st Century Fox. The Taiwan-born artist says the Internet 
allowed her to make the full-time transition to the desert and still remain connected to 
Los Angeles. “I was always headed out here,” says Chen, who calls her move to Joshua 
Tree the “biggest marker” of  her life. “It’s the wide, open space that I need to breathe.”

Now that she’s here, space is exactly what she’s found on 3 acres of  dirt stretching 
across a dusty horizon. Her white, geodesic dome erupts from the raw surface like a 
glistening bubble. “When I’m done,” Chen explains, “the whole house will look like a 
sculpture.” Art and nature co-mingle in every nook and cranny of  the property.
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SEE MORE
YOU CAN PURCHASE ARTIST ANGEL CHEN’S WORK  

AT VARIOUS SHOPS AROUND THE DESERT. 

Moon Wind Trading Co.
1141B Old Woman Springs Rd., Landers

801-896-4352

BKB Handcrafted 
388 N. Palm Canyon Dr., Palm Springs

760-821-3764

The End 
55682 Twentynine Palms Hwy., Yucca Valley

760-418-5536

Jeffrey Alen Salon
73540 El Paseo, Palm Desert

760-341-6900
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Beach, desert, whatever landscape she can connect to. Just as 
long as it’s nature. 

Chen’s art and life started to “make sense together” once she 
got “down to the essentials” in the desert. A few years ago, she saw 
other artists making work about art and politics, and decided she 
wanted to make her pieces about “what matters, what’s essential.” 

“It came down to nature,” say Chen, who holds degrees 
from UCLA and CalArts. “Nature was the most powerful. [It is] 
essential to pay attention to nature and for us to be in concert with 
nature instead of  fighting it.” 

Emerging from the dome, Chen hops down a line of  stepping 
stones to her studio, laughing with Romeo along the way. The 
doors open to a room full of  works that warrant a moment of  
silence. The elements swirl – air, water, fire, earth. 

There’s a 5-by-7-foot painting of  a tornado full of  curves, 
muscular leather and black tar oozing down the canvas, 
while layers of  gauze and twigs create webbing with delicate 
sensibility. It’s guttural, yet full of  grace – wildly destructive, but 
naturally beautiful. Chen works in these dimensions because 
she wants the borders to be out of  her peripheral view when 
standing in front of  it. “It feels more otherworldly,” she explains. 
It transports you.

Lately, she’s been thinking about concepts of  femininity, what 
it’s like to “hold your feminine forces in a very delicate, powerful” 
way. A large piece of  plywood collected from a Hollywood prop 
house is covered in leather scraps from Los Angeles fashion 
houses, as well as white gauze from one of  her own dresses and 
black silk from a pair of  pants. “It’s a spirit, it’s not really human,” 
Chen says of  the piece titled “Madonna.” The various materials 
form the shape of  an egg – it’s birth. 

She has always toed the line between that dichotomy of  
femininity, pointing to her anesthesiologist mother who “had the 
same career” as her father. “They were absolute equals,” Chen 
says. “She was never the kind of  mother that encouraged you to 
marry a rich man. She always wanted you to be a rich man, reach 
your potential and get everything you ever wanted.” 

Out here, Chen is getting back to basics to achieve that: not 
only maintaining her career but also gardening and making soup 
from scratch. “Dirt is underrated,” she says. “We’re so polished 
and city-fied and well-dressed, we forget to get dirty. We forget 
to just make stuff with our hands, so I’m hoping to have both.” 
Mother Earth and feminine spirit, inextricably intertwined.  

Ultimately, Chen wants to create an underground, 
“overnight” art experience on her property (inspired by a 2006 
land art pilgrimage to Spiral Jetty, Sun Tunnels and Lightning 
Field), as well as a 40-foot container pool. Currently, she’s got 
two trailers and a 16-foot canvas stout bell tent available for rent, 
scattered amid an original Wizard of  Oz wind machine and a 
projector used on Steamboat Willie left behind by the previous 
owner. Her fiscally sponsored project, Joshua Tree Society for 
Art and Living, offers artist residences in exchange for work-
trade contribution and will host workshops and yoga retreats in 
coming months.  

“I want to bring everyone closer to nature,” Chen says. “These 
are the laws of  nature. These are inarguable. This isn’t about 
how one opinion or another group sees things. This is the way it 
is. And in all of  the cultural and philosophical conversations and 
differences, we all just come back to basics. There are laws: gravity, 
night, day, cold, heat.”

Chen recalls her first year in the dome, waking up to sheets of  
rain and realizing she’d stored her firewood outside. Here in the 
high desert, there’s a unique element of  survival. But keep the 
path, and nature can become a conduit – a marker. 

An emergence from the elements, like a monarch from 
its chrysalis.  

“There’s so much going on, but we’re cultivating zen and 
peace,” Chen says. “This is a place to reconnect to yourself. To 
recalibrate to who you really are and not get lost.” 

Walk through the front door, and immediately you’re hit with 
dreamy, white light and an abundance of  green plants. Chen 
spent days with a belt sander to smooth the floors. Then, she 
painted over the original yellow hue with elastomeric white paint 
that reflects the summer heat and insulates in winter. Now, the 
entire dome is stark yet homey, all natural with a touch of  glam. 
A soaker bathtub is lined with rocks, and a custom-made round 
platform bed looks like a pedestal for her small pup, Romeo. “I 
made my Barbie dream house!” Chen laughs.

She always wanted a round home, even drawing one back 
in grade school. “I thought it was going to make more sense as 
a bubble,” Chen reminisces. “This way of  living in the world 
that was a very clean aesthetic and not [having] any straight 
lines, because straight lines are ultimately artificial.” Later, she 
discovered the work of  architect Buckminster Fuller. 

Today, her home is a sophisticated approach to thoughtful 
living. The plants purify the air and she never cleans with 
chemicals, only baking soda and vinegar. Next, she’ll plant a 
hydroponic garden for produce. And in the mist of  it all, she shines 
with vivaciousness, a contagious zest for life. That morning in 
February, Chen skips over to a record player beneath the bedroom 
loft to play “Surfin’ in the U.S.A.” on full blast. “We’re pretending 
we’re at the beach!” Chen giggles with glee, dancing around to 
the beats of  the Beach Boys. 

STAY THERE
ARTIST ANGEL CHEN INVITES OTHERS TO  
STAY ON HER PROPERTY THROUGH AIRBNB.

Zen Dome
 White geodesic dome with 

20-foot ceilings, a queen 
bed and vintage Kohler cast 
iron soaking tub 
 Sleeps up to two guests
 From $333 per night

Sheltering Sky 
 16-foot canvas stout 

bell tent with queen bed, 
plus an outdoor fireplace, 
shower and bathroom
 Sleeps up to two guests
 From $99 per night
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