
On the walls at Outpost Projects, a series of  works 
titled “Object/Window/Both/Neither” hang between 
floor-to-ceiling windows that frame the desert. To 
create them, founder Aili Schmeltz held up sheets of  
paper to the horizon at dusk, and photographed how 
the light created dancing rainbows of  color. Then, she 
took shiny and matte paint to raw canvas over panels, 
and depicted the shapes that emerged.

“It’s meant to off-put the viewer,” Schmeltz 
explains. “They’re not really sure if  it’s an object or if  
it’s a window.” The different types of  paint force you 
to move around the work to see it clearly. “In that way, 
it’s kind of  like making the viewer perform around the 
object, like it’s a sculpture,” she continues. “But it’s a 
painting, but it’s also a sculpture, so it’s both.” 

This is the kind of  creative freedom Schmeltz is 
cultivating at Outpost Projects, her high desert home 
that triples as an exhibition gallery and Airbnb. Set 
on 5 acres of  rolling hills with protruding cholla and 
Joshua trees, the space is both refuge and community 
builder for artists whose careers often leave them solo 
– and dependent on commercial institutions – for long 
stretches of  time. It’s also an invitation for a larger 
community to enter into their space. 

MAKE HOME.
MAKE ART. 

At Outpost Projects, artist  
Aili Schmeltz is focused on  
the art of dwelling. 
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equiring a two-night minimum 
stay through Airbnb, here you can 
sleep beneath Schmeltz’s paintings, 
or use a cutting board handcrafted 
by Erik Benjamins. You drink 
coffee in yellow chairs on the patio 

overlooking a Hemingway outhouse by Jason Manley. 
Some works are permanent while others evolve with 
each exhibition – Outpost hosts two to three per year.

“I really wanted to build something that was more 
for people to come and experiment, to do things 
they normally wouldn’t do,” Schmeltz says. “Then I 
thought, ‘Well, how awesome would it be for people 
to be able to come and live inside of  that? Be able to 
live with the artwork, see how it changes by living 
with it.”

Inspired by the female homesteaders of  the ’30s, 
Schmeltz bought the decrepit home and transformed it 
into the now-sleek space that juxtaposes contemporary 
art in a domestic setting. On a bookshelf  in the front 
room, she’s placed Sand in My Shoe by Helen Bagley, 
My Life on the Mojave by June Paxton and Mockel’s Desert 
Flower Notebook by Henry and Beverly Mockel side by 
side. “I want it, really, to not be pretentious,” Schmeltz 
says of  the midcentury modern space. (A major 
inspiration in her own practice is the utopic idealism 
of  Los Angeles architecture.)

She thinks of  the home – and the rest of  the 
property, for that matter – as a sculpture. It’s not 
interior design or furniture, it’s art. Growing up, 
she wanted to be an architect until she realized they 
“didn’t build anything.” A lot of  her work now is 
“coming to terms with that.”

Anchoring the living room is a steel and oak dining 
table by Mylan Chacon of  MyMyDesigns, across 
from a couch piled high with pillows Schmeltz block-
printed herself. Around them, windows open up to the 
landscape, which can’t be ignored. “When I painted 
this room a flat matte white, then all of  a sudden, the 
windows popped forward and the landscape became 
the subject instead of  the architecture,” Schmeltz 
explains. “There’s something about having this 
forcefulness of  the desert that’s really powerful.”

And yet in the midst of  the grit, the living is 
easy – days revolve around the rising and setting 
sun. Schmeltz has installed rainwater capture and 
greywater systems, and has plans to take the house 
completely off the grid with solar panels. Immerse 
yourself  in the space, and something about the 
rawness forces the creative works to lose their 
commercial façade. They’re less intimidating. They’re 
more inviting. What’s more: They transform in back 
bedrooms from dusk until dawn.

NEXT UP
EXPERIENCE FOUND, PRESENTED 
BY CURATE JOSHUA TREE, AT 
OUTPOST PROJECTS.

Opening reception 

March 17 | 5-9 p.m.

Artists include: Adrienne Adar, Dan 
Anderson, Bob Dornberger, Claire 
Wadsworth, Carly Valentine, Harrison 
Fraley, Janelle Pietrzak, Kyle Simon, 
Lindsay Hollinger, Nigel Roman, 
Stephanie Digregorio, Svetlana 
Shrigroff, Sara Witt, Jennifer Morris 
and Jenny Kane

Works will be on view through July, 
by private appointment only. Email 
outpostprojects@gmail.com to 
schedule a viewing.  
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STAY THERE
Outpost Projects

Sleeps up to six guests

From $200 per night

Learn more at  
outpostprojcts.com.

“Some people come to [Outpost] knowing that it’s an art 
space,” Schmeltz says of  the Airbnb aspect. “Other times, it’s just 
people who are in LA mostly and they’re like, ‘Oh, we want to go 
to Joshua Tree for the weekend.

“They book it and they don’t have any idea,” she continues. “I 
think that’s really valuable, people who maybe wouldn’t take that 
effort to go to a museum or go to a gallery.”

Outpost’s first show in 2015 brought together 48 artists with 
indoor and outdoor works. It was “scrappy,” Schmeltz reminisces, 
and the group raised a quilted flag made out of  repurposed denim 
workwear (created by Patricia Fernández and Megan Sant) to 
mark the site’s inauguration.

This winter, Benjamins curated “Doing Easy,” an exhibition 
which included works that “optimistically” engaged with the 
domestic space “as a privileged and underestimated sanctuary 
for reflection, education, production, and ritual.” Last spring, Kio 
Griffith helmed “Ufology” to bring a team of  “explorers” to “base 
camp” at Outpost, where they landed “displaced from current 
global warming conditions.”

This month, the space will transform again for “Found,” a 
group exhibition organized by Curate Joshua Tree founder Emily 
Silver, who regularly interviews high desert artists to maintain 
a living documentation of  the local creative community. It’s the 
second partnership between Schmeltz and Silver, after their first 
show, “Surveying the Land,” at Outpost last year. 

“There is a big buzz around here with artists, social media, 
tourism, et cetera, and often like in Desert X, a lot of  work is 
being brought into the landscape that’s made elsewhere,” Silver 
explains. “‘Found’ is a collection of  work made by people who 
have the desert in common, something brought us here, and 

something is keeping us here.”
The show will include live music by Claire Wadsworth of  La 

Copine acclaim and Frontier barista Nigel Roman. The works, 
Silver says, will “play” with the compound – placed inside the 
home in addition to sculptures and performances on the land. 

“These artists ‘found’ the desert, or ‘found’ something here 
in the landscape that has shaken their inner core, changed who 
they are or drew them away from the place they were before,” 
Silver explains. “The word ‘found’ is usually ignited by its counter 
partner ‘lost.’ The idea that maybe underneath all this finding 
there is a sense of  something lost. As we place this work together, 
I am interested to see what seeps out from what has been found.” 

Walking through Outpost Projects, it’s easy to find abstract 
answers to questions of  art’s evolution and accessibility. Here, 
Schmeltz is crafting an experience that’s at once deliberate and out 
of  the box. So, dig through the ever-expanding archive of  works 
in the sun room; walk out to the colorful tree made out of  steel, 
clothing and resin by Christian Tedeschi in the front yard. Peruse 
the cactuses around the property that Norma Studio bestowed 
nicknames upon – Martha (a purple prickly pear), Beezus, Jean. 
(And if  you’re interested in purchasing art, there’s a list with 
artists’ contact information in the home.)

“I would hope that people’s experiences with the artwork 
would shift their perception about artwork in general, whether 
they love it or they hate it – that it’s not just this thing that they 
don’t understand in places that they don’t ever go,” Schmeltz 
concludes. “It’s kind of  like another character in play here in the 
space. So, that’s something to reckon with.”

One moment you might be sipping a glass of  tequila next to a 
painting – and the next, you’re looking right out into the desert 
through a window. 
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