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Desert Dreaming 
The sun-drenched 
landscape of this 
California city is a 
draw for the rich and 
famous – and a 
magnet for artists. 
story by  

Liz Logan

Palm  
Springs

palm springs is best known 
for its ties to Hollywood glitz. 
The desert city, roughly two 
hours from Los Angeles in the 
Coachella Valley, was popular-
ized in the 1940s and ’50s by 
stars such as Frank Sinatra, 
Lucille Ball, and Dinah Shore. 
More than half a century later, 
it’s still a getaway destination 
for the likes of Gwen Stefani 

and Leonardo DiCaprio. But 
look beyond the glamour and 
it’s easy to see why this quiet 
desert community, nestled 
between Joshua Tree National 
Park and the Santa Rosa and 
San Jacinto Mountains, has 
been captivating artists for 
almost a century. Among its 
inspirations, the region offers 
intense natural light and 

shadow, blazing sunsets, mostly 
cloudless skies, and an array of 
desert flora and fauna.  

“I’m addicted to the light,” 
says Richard Hovel, an artist 
who lives in Palm Springs and 
makes sculptures out of found 
driftwood. “And we have this 
big, open sky. When it rains  
for a few days, which is rare, 
I’m crying.”

Creative community
Palm Springs was originally  
the home of the Cahuilla peo-
ple; sections of Palm Springs 
and several surrounding towns 
are now part of the Agua Cali-
ente reservation. (The name, 
which means “hot water,” 
comes from 18th-century Span-
ish colonizers.) Cahuilla rock 
art can be found in many 

canyons in the area, and more 
art and craft is at the Agua Cali-
ente Cultural Museum down-
town. In the 1920s, Hollywood 
stars started coming to Palm 
Springs, and artists also moved 
in: Colony 29, now a luxury 
resort, was an artist commu-
nity when it was founded in 
1929. The town was incorpo-
rated in 1938, and the Palm 

above left: 
Desert modern architec-
ture is a style born out of 
the arid landscape. The 
Edris House, designed 
by E. Stewart Williams 
in 1954, has a stone wall 
that blends into its 
rocky surroundings. 

above right: 
Textile designer Kurt 
Cyr’s Backgammon fab-
ric reinterprets the  
classic board game on 
Ultrasuede. Cyr is a  
co-founder of the near-
by Makerville studio 
and leads creative  
gatherings under the 
moniker Salon for  
the Parched. 

92 american craft aug/sep 16 aug/sep 16 american craft 93

wide world of craft



M
us

eu
m

 e
xt

er
io

r p
ho

to
: S

he
rr

ill
 &

 A
ss

oc
ia

te
s 

In
c.

 /
 G

la
ss

 C
en

te
r p

ho
to

: D
av

id
 B

la
nk

 /
 P

ilc
he

r p
ho

to
: C

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 th

e 
ar

ti
st

 

M
od

er
ni

sm
 W

ee
k 

ph
ot

o:
 Ja

ke
 H

ol
t /

 A
gu

a 
ph

ot
o:

 C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 A
gu

a 
C

al
ie

nt
e 

C
ul

tu
ra

l M
us

eu
m

 /
 V

is
it

or
s 

C
en

te
r p

ho
to

: J
ak

e 
H

ol
t

DESERT DREAMING 
Springs Desert Museum –  
now the Palm Springs Art 
Museum – was created that 
same year. 

After World War II,  
Palm Springs experienced a 
building boom, with architects 
such as Albert Frey, Donald 
Wexler, and Richard Neutra 
creating hundreds of classic 
modernist homes for celebrity 
clients. Known as desert mod-
ernism, their style is character-
ized by glass, clean lines, natural 
and industrial materials, and a 
seamless blend of outdoor and 
indoor spaces. This architec-
tural innovation drew other 
creative folk, and the non - 
profit Desert Art Center was 
founded in 1950 to support  
local artists with classes and 
other resources.

Now Palm Springs is the 
artistic heart of the Coachella 
Valley, which comprises sev-
eral towns where artists live, 
including nonagenarian Peggy 
Vermeer, best-known for her 
assemblages of found objects, 
and Steve Webster, a furniture 
maker and sculptor who creates 
massive outdoor pieces from 
metal and wood. The area is 
well known for the Coachella 
Valley Music and Arts Festival, 
founded in 1999, and also for 
Modernism Week, which 
draws about 60,000 visitors 
each February for parties, 
tours, lectures, film screenings, 
and a high-end 20th-century 
decorative and fine arts sale. 
The event coincides with Art 
Palm Springs, which brings 
together galleries from around 
the world. The intersection of 
art, modernist architecture, and 
design has made Palm Springs a 
natural meeting place for cre-
ative people in the area. 

“The artists who work in the 
desert have a deep connection 
to the environment and land-
scape that gives them a sense  
of freedom and imagination  
in their projects,” says Lisa 

Gercke. Less than a mile to  
the east, not too far from the  
Twin Palms estate Frank  
Sinatra once owned, is a sculp-
ture park in the yard of artist 
Kenny Irwin Jr.’s childhood 
home, which he opens to the 
public by appointment. You 
can’t miss the manic, brightly 
colored robot sculptures – one 
stands 50 feet – which Irwin 
made by gluing together found 
objects, including junked 
electronics. 

Backstreet and beyond
To see more of handmade  
Palm Springs, take a 20-minute 
drive southeast to the Back-
street Art District, a complex  
of shops and galleries that hosts 
an Art Walk on the first Wed-
nesday of each month. Elena 
Bulatova’s second Palm Springs 
gallery is located here. 

A few steps away, Maxson 
Art Studio and Gallery show-
cases Linda Maxson’s paintings 
and ceramic tile murals, metal 
clay jewelry by Kelle Bates and 
Ron Taylor, Kathy Doolittle’s 
decorative gourds, made using 
paper appliqué and wood-burn-
ing techniques, and her hus-
band Mark’s meticulously 
planned carved-gourd sculp-
tures, in spired by cellular struc-
tures in nature. (He has a PhD 
in biology.) At the Studio, a 
custom design and printing 
shop, customers can browse 
handmade papers and books 
with hand-stitched bindings. 

Heather Wood Design 
Works, which opened at Back-
street in early 2016, specializes 
in bespoke leather accessories. 

“I like the energy here,” Wood 
says. “It’s a very tight-knit arts 
community.” 

Leena and Joseph Pilcher 
opened Leena Joseph Art  
gallery a few years ago, after 
decades-long artistic careers. 
Joseph works with various 
kinds of laminated wood;  
he bends and twists it into 

Vossler Smith, executive  
director of Modernism Week. 

“Many have found inspira-
tion in the modernist aesthetic, 
with its clean, graphic, and 
minimalist perspective. We  
see it popping up in ceramics, 
weaving, glass, wood – almost 
every medium of high-end craft 
and design.” 

Downtown
The Palm Springs Art Museum 
has three different venues in 
the Coachella Valley, and its 
downtown location includes 

to explore. Just north is the 
eponymous gallery of Elena 
Bulatova, which has several 
locations. Born in Russia,  
Palm Springs resident Bulatova 
specializes in mixed-media 
painting and metal sculpture. 
Her business partner, Israel-
born Efi Mashiah, uses screws 
to make three-dimensional,  
pixelated paintings. Also on 
view are recycled-metal sculp-
tures, reminiscent of Trans-
former toys, by the artist 
known as Mr. Santo. 

Keep heading north and 
you’ll find Flow Modern, a  
shop that mixes midcentury 
furniture and décor with paint-
ings, photographs, and Hovel’s 
sculptures. On the next block 
north is Christopher Anthony 
Ltd., a favorite shop for inte-
rior designers that features 
ceramic pieces by California 
artists such as Darcy Badiali, 
Titia Estes, and Jeremy  

the Kaplan/Ostergaard  
Glass Center, where you’ll  
find work by glass masters such 
as Lino Tagliapietra, Nicole 
Chesney, and Therman Statom. 
You’ll also find a bright yellow 
wall installation along the 
museum’s stairwell by Palm 
Springs artist Jim Isermann, 
known for his colorful textile 
sculptures, weavings, and 
stained glass.

Head a few blocks east  
to Palm Canyon Drive, down-
town Palm Springs’ main drag, 
where there are many galleries 

top: 
The Bird Song and Dance 
Festival, presented by the 
Agua Caliente Cul tural 
Museum. The museum 
showcases the art and his-
tory of the local band of 
Cahuilla people, the area’s 
first residents.

bottom: 
The Palm Springs Visitors 
Center began life as a gas 
station that greeted visi-
tors as they drove south  
to Palm Springs. The 1965 
building was designed by 
Albert Frey and Robson  
C. Chambers. 

left and above: 
Visit the Palm Springs 
Art Museum for stun-
ning views of the San 
Jacinto Mountains and 
the Kaplan/Ostergaard 
Glass Center. Its perma-
nent collection includes 
work by renowned mak-
ers Dale Chihuly, Daniel 
Clayman, Seth Randal, 
and Michael Petry.

right: 
A former US Army  
pilot, Joseph Pilcher 
creates sculptures evoc-
ative of flight paths;  
his wife, Leena, makes 
mixed-media paintings. 
Their gallery is among 
several in the Backstreet 
Art District. 

Every year, Modernism 
Week draws about 
60,000 visitors to Palm 
Springs. The events 
include a high-end 20th-
century decorative and 
fine arts sale. 

A blend of  
modern design 
and nature, 
glamour and 
tranquillity, 
Palm Springs 
fuels creativity.
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A
gua Caliente Indian Reservation

S. Palm
 Canyon D

r.

Palm Springs International Airport
Ramon Rd.

Alejo Rd.

E. Tahquitz Canyon Way
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3

1. Christopher Anthony Ltd.
803 N. Palm Canyon Drive
christopheranthonyltd.com

2. Flow Modern
768 N. Palm Canyon Drive
flowmodern.com 
 
3. Desert Art Center
550 N. Palm Canyon Drive 
desertartcenter.org
 
4. Kenny Irwin Jr.  
1077 E. Granvia Valmonte 
kennyirwinartist.com 
 
5. Elena Bulatova Fine Art 
Palm Springs 
232 N. Palm Canyon Drive 
elenabulatovafineart.com
 
6. Palm Springs Art Museum 
101 Museum Drive 
psmuseum.org 
 
7. Agua Caliente  
Cultural Museum 
219 S. Palm Canyon Drive 
accmuseum.org 
 
8. Backstreet Art District 
2600 S. Cherokee Way
backstreetartdistrict.com
 
Elena Bulatova Studio 
& Gallery
elenabulatovafineart.com 
 
Maxson Art Studio & Gallery
maxsonart.com 
 
The Studio
thestudiops.com 
 
Heather Wood Design Works
heatherwooddesignworks.com 
 
Leena Joseph Art  
(760) 449-7205
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Palm Springs

sculptures that evoke the  
flight paths he flew as a US 
Army pilot during the Vietnam 
War. Leena, originally from 
Finland, makes mixed  -media 
paintings, often by layering  
canvas cut from previous 
paintings. 

“Nature is right there,” Joseph 
says, pointing to the mountains 
across the street from his studio 
and gallery. His army pension 
helps offset the cost of living  

above, left: 
At Makerville, Richard 
Hovel, Debra Hovel’s 
husband, searches the 
landscape for sculpture 
materials. The artist is 
known for his 
assemblages. 

above, below right: 
Shoemaker Debra 
Hovel is one of six 
friends who renovated 
an abandoned Elks 
lodge into studios and a 
creative gathering space 
called Makerville. The 
group hosts workshops 
and more. 

right: 
At the Back street Art 
District, Heather Wood 
creates and sells hand-
made leather bags like 
this one-of-a-kind Roots 
and Branches purse (2014). 

above, left: 
Elena Bulatova Fine Art  
has two locations in Palm 
Springs. The gallery  
specializes in playful work 
such as Bulatova’s 
Lollipops (2016) from her 
Sweet Life series and Mr. 
Santo’s Flying Dog (2015), 
made of recycled metal. 

below: 
At Flow Modern, 1960s 
Scandinavian and Italian 
glassware shines on a 
1970s brass and glass 
Master craft console. The 
shop sells both vintage 
and contemporary finds. 

in Palm Springs; it would be  
difficult for artists to live only 
off their artistic work here,  
he says.   

Go farther into the desert,  
and you’ll find even more artists 
at work. Richard Hovel and  
his wife, Debra, who makes 
ornate and colorful shoes, found 
an abandoned Elks lodge in the 
San Bernardino National Forest 
and rehabbed the building them-
selves, along with four friends, 
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including Kurt Cyr, an interior 
designer who prints his own  
fabric, and ceramist Jim Abele 
(also a character actor, best 
known for his recurring role  
on the Pretty Little Liars TV 
show). The friends even built  
all the furniture in the 3,500- 
square-foot space, which 
opened in 2015. Named Maker-
ville, it’s meant to be both a stu-
dio for the artists and a creative- 
community gathering space;  
the group hosts workshops  
and other events. 

Cyr and his partner Jay 
Zaltzman, another Makerville 
founder, are also the brains 
behind Salon for the Parched,  
a monthly gathering with a fol-
lowing of more than 500. The 
event convenes creative folk for 
cocktails and a TED-style pre-
sentation; topics have ranged 
from green burial, disappearing 
hobbies, craft beer brewing, and 
synesthesia. 

“There’s a stereotype that 
Palm Springs is for people who 
are retired or realtors. But there 
are so many creative thinkers 
here,” Zaltzman says. Weekend 
visitors from Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, and even Seattle are 
a key part of that contingent. 
Neighboring creative communi-
ties, such as the tiny mountain 
town of Idyllwild, home to  
a boarding school for the arts, 
also play a part, as do regional 
events such as the Desert Arts 
Festival and Highway 62 Open 
Studio Art Tours.

Hollywood luminaries may 
have built Palm Springs and 
partied there like nowhere else, 
but there’s also a peaceful, con-
templative side to the area that 
suits artists. “It’s the perfect 
mix,” says Cyr, “of cosmopoli-
tan and quiet.”

Liz Logan is a freelance writer  
in Brooklyn. 

above:
The annual Desert Arts 
Festival in downtown 
Palm Springs features 
artists working in clay, 
glass, metal, and stone. 

left:
Students work with 
fused glass at the Desert 
Art Center. This down-
town Palm Springs gal-
lery and school nurtures 
creativity in the commu-
nity by hosting juried 
shows, plein air painting 
events, and art fairs. 

Located in an idyllic 
mountain setting, 
Idyllwild Arts Acad
emy attracts students 
from all over the world. 
For more than 60 years,  
this college preparatory 
school has trained thou-
sands of artists. 
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