
 
 

Sonoran Arts Residency 2019:  
Overview and Frequently Asked Questions 

 
We bet that Ajo is like no place you’ve been before. It’s a small town in the middle of the 

magnificent Sonoran Desert, two+ hours from the nearest cities (Phoenix and Tucson) and forty 
miles from the Mexican border. There is no movie theater, pho joint, or microbrewery; no 
Walmart, Starbucks, or Courtyard Marriott. Instead, there is beautiful Spanish Colonial 

architecture, a rich copper mining history, spectacular scenery, and a vibrant community of 
artists, families, desert rats and retirees.  

 
We like to call Ajo “somewhere in the middle of nowhere”, and that sums up why it’s ideal for a 
residency: it’s a place to be inspired and energized, awed and opened up, far from your daily 

routines and realities. It’s quiet, but the howls of coyotes fill the air. It’s calm, but the landscape 
is brimming with saguaro and ocotillo and organ pipe. It’s dark at night, but look up and you’ll 

see the brightest night sky imaginable. It feels like a sleepy little town, but hidden here are busy 
creatives of all types: artists, entrepreneurs, makers, builders.  

 
Come join them. 

 
***** 

What is the duration of the residency? 
In Spring 2019, we are offering a four-week residency from May 4 to June 1, 2019. This is an 
increase from our inaugural residencies in 2018, which were only two weeks long. All 
participating artists-in-residence agreed: this was too short! 
 
Who may apply? 
We are welcoming visual and performing artists at all stages of their career, with preference 
given to Native and Latinx artists to reflect the often underrepresented historic populations of 
this region. You may come to launch new work, make progress on an existing project, or finish 
up something you’ve been working on for many years. 
 
While we are currently focused on individual artists, we will consider small groups of 
collaborating artists as well for May 2019. 
 
What is the submission deadline? 
February 1, 2019. Expect notification by March 10, 2019. 
 
How many artists are accepted for each residency? 
We will be accepting two artists-in-residence in May 2019.  
 
What does my living/work space look like? 
The Sonoran Desert Inn & Conference Center (SDCC) is a converted elementary school that 
opened in 1948, closed in the mid-1990s, and was lovingly renovated in the 2010s. It re-opened 
as a non-profit inn and event space in 2015 and is rapidly becoming a destination for artists, 
travelers, conferences, retreats and workshops. Please explore our website and visit our social 
media pages for reviews, photos and updates. 

http://www.sonorancc.com/


 
 
You will be housed at the SDCC in a kitchenette room with a king bed, private bath, seating 
area, desk, and a small kitchen with refrigerator, microwave, coffee pot, and stovetop. While 
there will be other guests coming and going throughout your stay, the property is fairly quiet 
during May and June. 
 
You will also be granted a large classroom as your studio space. Classrooms are approximately 
800 square feet with counter space, artist’s sink and large windows providing lots of natural 
light. Alternative work spaces are available for performing artists that require rehearsal and 
performance space. 
 
All rooms are on the ground level and some are ADA-friendly. They face a central courtyard with 
an urban farm managed by the Ajo Center for Sustainable Agriculture, as well as a new 
meditation labyrinth, a fire pit, and multiple seating areas. The SDCC shares a large, historic 
school campus with the Curley School Artisan Apartments, a permanent residence for artists 
owned by the same “parent non-profit” as the SDCC, the International Sonoran Desert Alliance 
(ISDA).  
 
SDCC and ISDA are members of the Alliance of Artist Communities. 
 
What makes the Sonoran Arts Residency unique? 
The setting, to be sure. Ajo and the Sonoran Desert are unlike any place in the world, and you’ll 
be living and working in a 70-year old former school, built by a copper mining company, just 39 
miles north of the Mexican border.  
 
But what we think really sets this apart from other residencies is the opportunity to  
connect with the local community, to be immersed in this small town for a month and get to 
know its people, its history, its environment - and let that inform your work. This isn’t an urban 
residency, where you are living and working in a city center and drawing from that energy. Nor 
is it a retreat-style residency, where you will have days on end in the studio with no human 
interaction. It’s something entirely different, where we hope you will be able to balance your 
studio work with exploration in the desert; reflection with conversation; focused time alone with 
“distractions” in town; creativity and productivity with exposure to new cultures, languages, 
foods, and faces. 
 
Greg Spaid, one of our inaugural artists-in-residence in October 2018, put it this way: “My 
experience on this residency was extremely meaningful and memorable, but also not really what 
I had expected before I arrived. I had no idea in advance of my arrival how engaged the 
community would be in my visit, but that was what made this residency so unique...The richness 
of this residency was "the distractions," which for me included visits to the Tohono O'odham 
nation, a visit to a gathering of the No More Deaths samaritan group, a couple of visits with Tom 
Kiefer [an Ajo-based photographer] in his studio, meals with some extraordinary communities 
members in their homes and apartments...the Sonoran Arts Residency is truly unique, unlike 
any others I have experienced or heard about.” 
 
What are my financial obligations? 
Visiting artists pay for their travel, most meals, and shipping of materials. Your guest room, 
studio space, and a collection of “community perks” come at no cost to you.  

http://ajocsa.com/
http://curleyschool.com/
https://isdanet.org/
http://www.artistcommunities.org/


 
 
Who is funding this residency? 
In 2019, guest rooms and studio spaces are being 100% donated by the Sonoran Desert Inn & 
Conference Center. The Ajo community (individuals, businesses, and fellow non-profits) is 
contributing a number of “community perks”, like use of a private pool, a bicycle, a golf cart, free 
yoga classes, and local products. In future years, we may be able to provide stipends to artists-
in-residence to offset the cost of travel, groceries, and shipping materials, but this is not 
anticipated for May 2019.  
 
Other obligations? 
We will be seeking feedback and input from visiting artists to refine the residency. This will 
include a required written survey upon conclusion of your residency, after a period of reflection. 
 
What opportunities are there for artists-in-residence to engage with the community? 
As a formal way to engage with the community you will be asked to participate in two open 
studio dates and a pop-up show at a local gallery.  You may suggest other ideas such as a 
demonstration or a workshop as a way to further engage with Ajo.  The open studio dates and 
pop-up show will be developed and scheduled in consultation with the SDCC staff. 
 
There will also be optional informal engagement opportunities to meet local artists and 
residents; go on excursions to Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, the Tohono O’odham 
nation, and other regional destinations; and attend community events. It will be up to each artist 
to determine how much they’d like to participate in this sort of optional activity. For some artists, 
focused studio time will take precedent. For others, a balance of work time and exploration will 
be ideal. 
 
What are the general rules of the residency? 
This residency is designed to allow focused, productive work time for artists. With this in mind, 
we do not allow pets, companions/spouses, children, or drug use. Smoking is allowed only in 
designated outdoor areas.  
 
Upon acceptance, selected artists will receive a terms document which outlines our policies, 
protocols, and expectations in more detail.  
 
When artists-in-residence arrive in Ajo, they participate in a tour and orientation with SDCC 
staff. During this orientation we review all policies, protocols and expectations to ensure the 
health, safety, and comfort of everyone involved in the residency. 
 

What is the application process? 
Complete the application, upload the required attachments (resume/CV and work samples) and 
submit by the stated deadline. There is no application fee for May 2019. 
 
What is the review process? 
A diverse selection committee composed of Ajo artists and community leaders will review the 
applications and make decisions. SDCC staff may contact you with follow-up questions or a 
request for a phone interview.  
 



 
How soon after the application deadline will I receive a response? 
Applicants for 2019 residency can expect a response by March 10, 2019. 
 
MORE ABOUT AJO 
Ajo is a hidden gem, a lovely small town (population: approximately 3,300) in the middle of the 
Sonoran Desert, 40 miles north of the US-Mexico border.  It was a copper mining company town 
for most of the 20th century. When the mine closed in the 1980s, the town was devastated 
economically and the population dropped precipitously.  
 
However, the mine company left behind beautiful buildings, a stunning town square, charming 
bungalows, and a core of devoted, multigenerational families who decided to stay put. Combine 
that with beautiful weather, a low cost of living, and an enormous desert backyard, and you 
have a wonderful setting for artists, artisans, and creatives of all types. It’s a diverse community 
as well, with Anglo, Tohono O’odham and Mexican residents, and many winter visitors from all 
over the US and Canada who call Ajo home for ~6 months of the year. 
 
Ajo is the gateway community to Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, a jewel of the National 
Park Service. The entrance is only 15 minutes away and is an amazing place to hike, explore, 
photograph, and get inspired. It’s also only 2 hours from the Gulf of California, just over the 
Mexican border.  
 
As much as locals might like to keep it a secret, Ajo is slowly being discovered by travelers, 
scholars, artists, and desert enthusiasts.  Read more about Ajo here and here. 
 
All of this being said: Ajo is no Scottsdale, Marfa or Provincetown. If you’re looking for a resort, 
big-name galleries, or lush ocean breezes, this is the wrong place. Ajo is an isolated desert 
town, down-to-earth, authentic, and proud to be a little rough around the edges. Come here with 
an open mind, a big heart, and an appetite for adventure.  
 
Where is Ajo and how do I get there? Once I’m there, how do I get around? 
Ajo is approximately 2 hours south of Phoenix and 2.5 hours west of Tucson. The nearest 
airport is Phoenix Sky Harbor, about 2 hours from Ajo.  Ajo Transportation provides daily shuttle 
service from central Phoenix to Ajo. SDCC staff will pick up artists-in-residence that fly into 
Phoenix or Tucson and don’t wish to rent a car. 
 
Ajo is walkable, bikeable, and golf cartable (those last two will be provided to artists as part of 
our community perks!). Ajo Transportation provides door-to-door service anywhere in town for 
75 cents. If you do bring a car, parking is available. 
 
Can I buy my supplies when I get to Ajo? 
You will have to bring what you need, pick it up in Phoenix or Tucson, or have it shipped; there 
is no art supply store in Ajo.   
 
What kind of services are there in Ajo? 
The guest rooms at the SDCC do not have phones, so a cell phone is necessary.  Verizon is the 
most reliable carrier here; others can be spotty. You will have hi-speed WiFi in your room and 
studio. 
 

https://www.nps.gov/orpi/index.htm
http://www.sonorancc.com/press/
http://www.sonorancc.com/explore


 
Our full-service supermarket, Olsen’s IGA, is open 7 days a week. This is 2 miles away, a short 
ride or long walk from the SDCC. 
 
The historic Ajo Plaza - also owned by ISDA, our parent non-profit - is a 5 minute walk from the 
SDCC. Here you will find: 
 

 The local library; visiting artists can apply for a library card 

 The ISDA Business Center 
 The post office and FedEx drop box  
 Ajo Resale, a second-hand store 

 A coffee shop 

 Two art galleries, Art Under the Arches and A Space in Time 

 The Ajo Visitor Center, run by the Chamber of Commerce 

 Bonzai Studio, a yoga and movement studio 

 The Community Market, which sells recently-expired (but entirely edible) packaged 
foods 

 Ajo’s Artists Alley, which is a collection of murals painted between 2015 and the present 
 The Ajo Farmer’s Market Store & Kitchen 

 National Bank of Arizona 

 
Desert Senita Community Health Center, our local clinic, offers basic medical, behavioral health 
and dental care, and has a full-service pharmacy. It is only open on weekdays. We recommend 
you bring a supply of all prescriptions. 
 
We have a private ambulance company in Ajo. Emergency medical care can be reached in an 
hour by ambulance. 
 
Please note: hours can be limited for Ajo businesses during the quiet early summer. 
 
How do I receive mail/packages? 
Your name 
c/o Sonoran Desert Inn & Conference Center 
55 South Orilla Ave 
Ajo, AZ  85321 
 

OK, be honest: the desert. How hot is it? 
 
We are offering this residency in the early summer because it is a quiet time of year in Ajo, 
which is conducive to focused work time. It is also the period where we have the flexibility to 
donate spaces at the SDCC for the residency. That said, the desert is HOT in late spring, often 
over 100 degrees during the day. 
 
Your guest room and studio space are air conditioned. You may want to plan any outdoor work 
time or adventures for early morning and evening. 
 
Be aware that along with the heat come the big 3: snakes, scorpions and spiders (though you’re 
unlikely to encounter these at the SDCC).  The desert is a wild place and it is important to 



 
remember that while staying here. You should pack sunscreen, a hat, water bottle, closed-toe 
shoes, and lightweight, long-sleeve shirts and pants.  Bring your passport if you plan on a trip to 
Mexico and the Gulf of California - the beach is even closer than Phoenix!   
 
  


