
xtending east into Texas, west into Arizona, 
and south into Mexico, the Chihuahuan 
Desert, which occupies much of southern 
New Mexico, is a diverse but arid region. 
In this inhospitable land, the struggle to 

survive has resulted in a profusion of tenacious 
plants such as ocotillo, creosote, and agave. Sculptor 
Rachel Stevens suggests the stamina and resilience of 
life in the unforgiving desert in a new body of work on 
exhibit at Zane Bennett Contemporary Art. The title of 
the show, Whether — a homophone for weather — alludes 
to the environmental conditions of the desert and to the 
contradictions embodied in her plantlike sculptures. 
“Something I’ve been keenly aware of for many years is that 
I love to look at the desert from afar: the view, the vista,” 
Stevens told Pasatiempo. “However, my real passion is to 
turn into it; and once you cross that boundary and you’re 
in it, it’s very peaceful and meditative, but you never know 
what you’re going to encounter. There’s such a fine line 
between the sublime beauty and fear and raggedy ugliness. 
These feelings inhabit the work, but the work’s not a direct 
representation of that place.”

Stevens’ sculptures, made of steel and flocking, are  
vertical forms whose mechanical appearances contrast  
with the plant forms in which Stevens finds her inspiration. 
Though often graceful, the rebar, cotter pins, washers, 
hinges, and pipes from which the works are constructed 
are readily apparent, revealing the artist’s hand in the 
work. In this, Stevens finds a correlation to the impact of 
humankind in the desert. “When we come here to be in 
that desert, we assume it’s nature and that it has always 

been that way, but in fact it’s kind of a desecrated land-
scape. Many things have been manipulated and designed. 
To a certain extent it’s now managed.” On the website of 
the World Wildlife Fund, illegal poaching, water misuse 
and mismanagement, and overgrazing are listed among 
the threats to the biodiversity of the Chihuahuan Desert. 
Other organizations, such as the Chihuahuan Desert 
Conservation Alliance and the New Mexico Wilderness 
Alliance, work as advocates of the region, promoting 
sustainable recreation practices, education, and aware-
ness. “What little I know about the Chihuahuan Desert is, 
it can’t be restored because the topsoil has blown away,” 
Stevens said. “In a more moist landscape, restoration is 
possible.”

Stevens is a professor at New Mexico State University 
in Las Cruces, where she teaches sculpture. She moved to 
the area from the East Coast in the mid-1990s. “I’ve been 
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living in Las Cruces for 17 years. Wherever I’ve lived, I’ve 
been very much into exploring by foot. I’m a native of the 
Northeast. When I was in New York, I was walking every-
where. I was walking in Baltimore and Washington, D.C. 
Once I arrived here I remember trying to walk the desert 
in July, unprepared — no sunblock, no water — trudging 
out in the middle of the day into the Robledo Mountains 
north of Las Cruces. One gets brutalized. It took a long 
time for me to really embrace this desert. It’s harsh.”

In such a landscape, life takes hold wherever it can 
find purchase. In Stevens’ sculptures Root Over Rock 
With Plume and Red White Pine, roots cling to rocks, and 
gnarled trunks of desert pines bend at odd angles as they 
reach toward the sky. Ocotillo Dust Devil and Gust reflect 
the volatile surging of the weather. Gust, a steel and fabric 
sculpture that is more than six feet high, depicts a fragile 
plantlike form bent nearly double from an apparent squall. 

Stevens’ works are dramatic and touched by graceful, fluid 
motion. The minimal use of vibrant magenta flocking 
adds an artificially pleasing aesthetic. Some of Stevens’ 
work was inspired by the Japanese bonsai tradition 
of shaping and nurturing small trees in manipulated 
environments. “It’s the aesthetics of control. It’s all 
about control. With many of the pieces, there’s kind of a 
root-bound quality, and with several there’s a component 
of release.” The bonsai influence is most apparent in 
the pieces Root Bound, Corseted, and Pruned and Totally 
Pruned, in which gray steel components manage to retain 
an organic feel. 

In 2006, Stevens was awarded a Fulbright research 
fellowship to study in Nepal, where she visited sacred 
Buddhist sites and learned regional metalworking tech-
niques in the Kathmandu Valley. Her fellowship resulted in 
a sculpture called Falling Up: Meditation on Impermanence 
(not included in Whether). Falling Up expresses its 
verticality visually in its structure and also symbolically. 
Stevens’ interest in verticality is related to the idea of the 
axis mundi, the mythological world center connecting the 
earth to the heavens and often depicted as a tower or tree. 
“It’s a way to kind of set up a communication between the 
earth and sky, the material realm and the spiritual realm. 
When I do my hikes, the great love I have of these walks is 
in experiencing these interrelationships. For the most part, 
these plant forms share that vertical relationship.  
On a smaller scale I’m referring to the axis mundi.”

By some estimates, the Chihuahuan Desert is among 
the most biodiverse desert regions on the planet. Much of 
that diversity remains under threat from expansion as the 
region contains entire cities, particularly Ciudad Juárez in 
Mexico, a city with approximately one and a half million 
people. “There’s a great deal of sadness  
I feel for the Chihuahuan Desert,”  
Stevens said. “I can imagine what it once 
was but can only interact with it now as it is.”   ◀

details
     ▼  Rachel Stevens: Whether

     ▼  Opening reception 5-7 p.m. Friday, Oct. 28; 
 through Nov. 18

     ▼  Zane Bennett Contemporary Art, 
 435 S. Guadalupe St., 982-8111

Rachel Stevens: Gust (detail), 2010, rebar and cloth, 
76 x 41 x 60 inches
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