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Introduction:  Planetary scientists have long stud-

ied terrestrial analogs to help them better understand 
morphologies and environments they observe or expect 
to encounter on other bodies in the Solar System. 
Death Valley National Park encompasses some of the 
most extreme environments on Earth, some of which 
share many similarities with Martian environments. 
For decades, planetary scientists and engineers have 
visited the Park to conduct research and test instru-
ments [e.g. 1, 2, 3]. The public was invited to celebrate 
this scientific heritage and learn more about the con-
nections between Death Valley (located within the 
Mojave Desert) and planetary science and exploration 
during the Mars and the Mojave Festival: Exploring 
extremes on the Earth and beyond, hosted in Death 
Valley National Park March 9–11, 2012 [4, 5]. Visitor 
surveys from the event were enthusiastically positive. 
A second Mars analog festival in Death Valley (name 
TBD) will take place March 1–3, 2013. 
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Death Valley National Park encompasses some of the  most  
extreme environments on the planet. For decades, planetary  
scientists have come here for research and instrument testing.   
Help us celebrate this scientific heritage with: 
 

• Guest lectures from planetary scientists 
• Field trips to other-worldly park sites 
• An expo with booths, demonstrations, and give-aways 

 

Photo credits (left to right): Steve Hall, NASA, Steve Hall 

Festival 

 
Figure 1. Advertising flier for the 2012 Mars and the 
Mojave Festival, a planetary analog festival held in 
Death Valley National Park. 

 

Festival Description:  The Death Valley Mars and 
the Mojave Festival included planetary science talks 
and panel discussions, scientist- and ranger-led field 
trips to Martian analog sites, an expo with booths and 
rover demonstrations from a number of programs and 
organizations (e.g. The Mars Society), and an evening 
planet-viewing event. 

The festival opened with a keynote address featur-
ing the Mars Science Laboratory (MSL) Curiosity rov-
er [6] by Chris McKay (NASA Ames). This was fol-
lowed by introductory talks about the field trip sites 
(Mars Hill, Ubehebe Crater, and Badwater) by the sci-
entists leading the trips. Scientists from the Desert Re-
search Institute, JPL, and NASA Ames discussed their 
analog research, as well as the societal implications of 
this research. Tyler Nordgren (University of Redlands) 
described his adventures in National Park astronomy 
and the opportunity parks have to share both this world 
and windows to worlds beyond Earth with their visi-
tors [7]. 

 

 
Figure 2. Festival participants learn about possible 
Martian microbial analogs on a field trip to Badwater, 
led by Susanne Douglas (center). 

 
Susanne Douglas (PSI / Caltech / USC) led a field 

trip to Badwater, where she taught visitors about mi-
crobes that live in the Badwater evaporite deposits. If 
life forms exist or once existed in evaporite environ-
ments on Mars, they may be similar to these mineral-
dwelling microbial communities. Aaron Zent (NASA 
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Ames) led visitors to Mars Hill, a location that is geo-
morphically and geologically similar to the Viking 1 
and Pathfinder landing sites and was therefore used as 
a testbed for mission engineers. Rosalba Bonaccorsi 
(NASA Ames / SETI Institute) took visitors on a hike 
through the Ubehebe Volcanic Field, where she studies 
the geology, the hydro climatic features, as well as the 
astrobiological implications of an environment that 
may be similar to dry, hot deserts on a younger Mars. 

 

 
Figure 3. Aaron Zent (left) leading a field trip on Mars 
Hill, a testbed for Mars mission engineers. 

 
Collaboration:  The analog festival is a collabora-

tive effort between NASA, the National Park Service, 
and the SETI Institute. The festival was first con-
ceieved and organized by representatives from Death 
Valley National Park and NASA Ames / Spaceward 
Bound project. The planning team expanded to include 
NASA’s MSL Curiosity rover mission team, repre-
sented by the Sample Analysis at Mars (SAM) [8] Ed-
ucation and Public Outreach (E/PO) Team, and the 
SETI Institute. 

Support for the festival comes from a number of 
scientists, E/PO professionals, astronomy club mem-
bers, and other planetary science enthusiasts who vol-
unteer to share their time, information, resources, and 
excitement with visitors. 

2013 Mars Festival in Death Valley:  The second 
Death Valley planetary analog festival will be held 
March 1–3, 2013. The festival will include activities 
similar to those held during the 2012 festival, with 
science talks, field trips to analog sites, and an expo. 
Slight modifications to some activities will occur based 
on lessons learned from the 2012 pilot event as well as 
feedback from volunteers and visitor evaluation re-
sults. For example, more introductory talks about plan-
etary science and exploration will be added to the 
schedule to better accommodate novice interested visi-
tors. 

Beyond Death Valley:  The Death Valley analog 
festival is designed to share information and excite-
ment about planetary science and exploration with an 
audience that is not often exposed to these topics in a 
way that helps them better understand and appreciate 
our own planet. Festival visitors learn about environ-
ments and resources the Park protects that make it so 
special on Earth, and also learn about a broader con-
nection that ties the Park to other worlds. 

Death Valley National Park is not the only location 
that could host such a festival. Other parks and public 
lands contain planetary analog sites, and the Mars and 
the Mojave Festival can serve as a model for other 
locations to replicate or build upon. 

 

 
Figure 4. Field trip to Ubehebe Crater, a proposed 
laboratory environment and analog test site for lay-
ered sediments studied by the MSL Curiosity rover. 

 
Summary:  The first Mars and the Mojave Festi-

val: Exploring extremes on the Earth and beyond, 
hosted in Death Valley National Park March 9–11, 
2012 provided an opportunity for scientists and educa-
tion and interpretive professionals to share a rich herit-
age of Martian analog research in Death Valley Na-
tional Park with interested visitors. A second festival 
will be held March 1–3, 2013. 
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