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Introduction: To celebrate the National Park Service's 
Centennial, Death Valley National Park hosted the 
Celestial Centennial, a three-day night sky and space 
event April 8–10, 2016. Few places in the United 
States have night skies that are as dark and inviting as 
Death Valley, and where the extreme environment of 
our planet can offer a look into what may be possible 
in our Solar System and beyond. 

The SETI Institute, Death Valley National Park 
Service, NASA Ames Research Center, NASA God-
dard Space Flight Center, JPL (Jet Propulsion Labora-
tory), NASA Astrobiology Institute (NAI), and Death 
Valley Natural History Association were proud to col-
laborate in 2016 to bring educators, scientists, the pub-
lic and National Park enthusiasts together to celebrate 
the Celestial Centennial.  This event featured star-
gazing, and night sky viewing, evening keynote speak-
ers and panels, National Park Service (NPS) inter-
preter-guided field trips to analog sites, and an expo 
with hand-on activities. 

The goal of the Celestial Centennial was to offer 
the public the opportunity to learn more about our 
planet and the Solar System, and how that knowledge 
helps us plan for human exploration beyond Earth, and 
share this little known, but extremely important use of 
our public land. Death Valley National Park hosts sev-
eral planetary analog research sites within its rugged 
and other worldly terrain. The Park plays an important 
role in contributing to the scientific community; here, 
researchers can study Mars-like environments in 
preparation for the robotic (e.g. the Mars 2020 Mis-
sion) and the human exploration of Mars. Work in 
Mars-like deserts on Earth has been ongoing by plane-
tary scientists since the late 1980’s to better understand 
morphologies and environments observed or expected 
on planetary bodies of our Solar System, and to pre-
pare for Mars missions and interpretation of mission 
results [e.g. 1, 2, 3, 4]. 

Celestial Centennial Description: Talks, field 
trips, and expositions ran throughout the day from Fri-
day through Sunday. On Friday evening, Park Superin-
tendent Mike Reynolds and SETI President Bill Dia-
mond opened the event. Afterward, Tyler Nordgren, an 
astronomer as well as night sky advocate, delivered a 
keynote speech, followed by a Planetary Radio Broad-
cast featuring Matt Kaplan of the Planetary Institute, 

Jill Tarter, and Tyler Nordgren (Figure 2). SETI Insti-
tute’s acclaimed astronomer Jill Tarter talked about the 
search for extraterrestrial civilizations in the universe. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Advertising flier for the 2016 event. 

On Saturday, the Park hosted two expositions, in-
cluding family demonstrations and night sky viewings. 
The Expo booths were hosted by representatives from 
NASA, non-profits, and universities – and included a 
mini-Curiosity rover from JPL’s Mars Public Engage-
ment Team, and the Mars Society's mini-rover. NASA 
Ames scientists Carol  Stoker and David Willson gave 
demonstrations of the Mars Icebereaker payload (Fig-
ure 3). In the evening, Margaret Race, Alfonso Davila 
(SETI Institute), Brian Day (NASA SSERVI), and L. 
Manning (NPS) contributed to a panel conversation on 
the protection of National Parks, analog sites, and 
other celestial bodies during robotic and human explo-
ration.  NASA Ames Planetary Scientist Christopher 
McKay gave a highlight presentation about the search 
for life on Ocean Worlds.  After the formal talks, a 
representative of the Timbisha Shoshone Tribe shared 
campfire stories about their “Valley of Life”. 
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Talks, field trips, and expositions were designed for 
visitors of all ages and interest levels and arranged to 
mitigate scheduling conflicts or over-capacity. Intro-
ductory ranger talks about planetary science and dem-
onstrations specially crafted for kids were held to ac-
commodate novice space explorers. 

 
Figure 2. Planetary Planetary Radio Broadcast. 

 
MarsFest Symposium: An important component 

of the Celestial Centennial was the MarsFest Sympo-
sium based on the successful model of previous years 
MarsFest events. The first of these was the Mars and 
the Mojave Festival: Exploring Extremes on the Earth 
and Beyond, a three-day event held in March 9–12012 
[4, 5].  The event was so successful and well received 
by the participating scientists, the Park Rangers, and 
the general public that has become an annual event. 

Susanne Douglas (PSI/USC) led the field trip to 
Badwater to share with visitors her research on mi-
crobes living in the evaporite deposits. If life forms 
exist or once existed in evaporite briny environments 
on Mars, they may be similar to these mineral-dwelling 
microbial communities. Aaron Zent (NASA Ames) led 
visitors to Mars Hill and the Mesquite Sandunes. The 
former location is geomorphically and geologically 
similar to the Viking 1 and Pathfinder landing sites and 
was used as a testbed for mission engineers. Rosalba 
Bonaccorsi (SETI Institute/NASA Ames) and Bob 
Haberle took visitors on a hike through the Ubehebe 
Volcanic Field, a natural laboratory environment and 
proposed analog test site for claystone deposits inves-
tigated by Curiosity where Rosalba studies the geol-
ogy, and the hydro climatic features of an environment 
that may be similar to an early Mars [2]. 

Future MarsFest events in Death Valley: This 
year the activities drew in over 2,500 visitors over the 
3-day event. A MarsFest event is being organized for 
March 10-12, 2017. Modifications to some activities 

will occur based on lessons learned from the first four 
years and feedback from visitors. 

Collaboration: Over the past four years we have 
worked together to elevate public awareness about 
planetary analog research here on Earth, and the asso-
ciated missions in space, such as the Mars Science 
Laboratory (MSL) and 2020 rovers. 
 

 
Figure 3. Demonstration of Icebreaker lander. 

The first three MarsFest events (2012, 2013, and 
2014) were extraordinarily successful thanks to the 
dedication of Park personnel, the SETI Institute, and 
NASA Centers, with key support from the Sample 
Analysis at Mars (SAM) [7] Education and Public Out-
reach Team. Over 45 volunteers from the Bay Area 
and Southern California were involved to operate 
booths and lead public events. Support for the festival 
comes from several senior and junior scientists, stu-
dents, education and outreach professionals, astronomy 
club members, and planetary science enthusiasts (e.g., 
The Mars Society), who volunteer to share their time, 
resources, and knowledge with visitors. 

Relevance of Death Valley work: One of NASA’s 
key programs is the exploration of Mars. Events such 
MarsFest enhance the interpretive rangers’ understand-
ing of the NASA research and foster the cooperative 
effort between NASA and NPS. This public outreach 
activity is an important part of communicating about 
NASA missions and showing the connection to life on 
Earth.  MarsFest events can serve as a model for plane-
tary analog events in other parks and public lands . 
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