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Reading the Changing Deserts of the American West: Perception and Reality 

Caroline Lavoie 

 

 

 

The present study explores the question of interdependence and the desert’s changing, paradoxical 

narratives in text and image. As a landscape architect, visual thinker, and artist, I offer a unique 

perspective to this volume. I look at new ways of perceiving the desert. My drawings and 

photographs offer a visual representation of the qualities and challenges of the desert landscape 

and the everyday life of its inhabitants, discussed in three sections. First, I touch on the larger 

context and the different lenses through which we may view the desert. Second, I delve deeper into 

the imaginary (including collective memory, controversy, and culture). Finally, I explore the 

experience of the desert (including phenomenological experience and the concept of sensory 

perception) through drawing. 

The vast, arid deserts of the American West traverse large-scale geographical landscapes. 

Inhabitants write and re-write the ever-changing narratives of the West. Ways of living, recreating, 

diverting water, and developing land have impacted the way these deserts thrive, the way we 

connect with them, and the way we threaten them. These western deserts are paradoxical on many 

levels: public open spaces that invite private experiences, empty yet teeming with life, arid or 

flooded, freezing cold or burning hot, human and geological, imagined and literal, windy and 

silent, wild yet tamed, fenced in yet boundless, iconic yet unknown, natural yet monumental, 

remote yet sometimes today politically charged. 

 

But who and what defines the desert landscapes of the USA? 

One way to approach deserts is to see them as either inhabited or uninhabited. Some scholars 

define deserts in the mythical sense, describing their qualities of intense heat and their aridity or 

highlighting the absence of humankind, which at first sight could fit the description of the “déserts 

du Nouveau Monde” by Sophie Bobbé (9). Bobbé also points out that some deserts contain life 

that adapted to these conditions, which makes those deserts reappear full of life when rain comes. 

These floras and faunas adapted; in a similar way, generations of Native American communities 

also adapted to the environment. Yet, François Duban points out (17) that some eminent 

geographers would not apply this core description of a desert to the Great Basin because it is 

inhabited (by humans) and has access to some water, thus it is not part of our mythical image 

based on the Sahara. The way out, as he suggests, is to use the foundations of ecological science to 
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define deserts delineated by agreed upon systemic ecosystems (“écosystèmes systémiques”). I 

consider the Great Basin as a true desert and a desert that I myself am part of, living in the cold 

high desert plateau of Northern Utah. The Great Basin was originally constituted by a series of 

small early settlement communities of European descent cohabiting with Native American 

communities. 

 

The desert of our imagination 

The deserts of the American West in the United States share a narrative that is part imagination, 

part myth, part reality, and sometimes part controversy. Images from film, popular culture, 

literature and the past influenced what we think of as the US desert landscapes. The desert has 

long been part of pop culture from the western landscapes of cowboy movies to the red rocks of 

children’s Road Runner cartoons. Take iconic actor John Wayne’s films, for instance. Some of his 

westerns were filmed in the Southern Utah desert near Kanab and in Monument Valley. His 

movies enhanced certain parts of the Great Basin. “He dominated movies like a national 

monument dominates the landscape. His image worked its way into the American consciousness 

as a metaphor for America itself” (Zentner, see weblink). John Wayne movies formed our 

imagination of what the desert contains. The animated Road Runner and coyote, with falling 

rocks, and long, empty roads, are part of this narrative of the imaginative qualities of the desert, 

showing on screen its landforms with its extreme dry climate. In our imagination, inhabited by 

fictional road runners and coyotes, cowboys—and more importantly, by real Native Americans 

with a real understanding of the landscape—we see its landforms and rocks, vegetation, water 

sources. 

 

Marble Canyon: an ever-changing desert 

The desert is ever changing, both in its physical appearance and in our imagination. Water plays 

an important role in this aspect. A specific example of a site will prove useful here. In Marble 

Canyon, Arizona, where the Colorado River water flows, we see the process of erosion along the 

canyon and the effect of damming south of Lake Powell (see figure 1). The desert also changes 

constantly in both its reality and our perception of it. Terry Tempest Williams poses the question, 

“Can we change America’s narrative of independence to one of interdependence—an 

interdependence beautifully rendered in the natural histories found in our public lands?” (The 

Hour of Land 12). 
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Figure 1. Marble Canyon, AZ. Looking south from the historic Navajo Bridge. Photo by author. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Four deserts of the Southwestern United States and Northern Mexico,  
and location of Logan, Utah. 
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Scientific context: how to define the Southwestern deserts of the USA 

As can be seen throughout this volume, there are many ways to look at and define the desert. In 

the content of this article, I will look at just some of the lenses through which we view and describe 

the desert from the scientific to the artistic. One significant and helpful way to define deserts is at 

the bioregional scale. When doing so, we avoid the discussion of (often artificial) political 

boundaries. There are four deserts corresponding to four bioregions in the Southwest of the United 

States and Northern Mexico (see figure 2). Those are the Great Basin, Mojave, Sonoran, and 

Chihuahuan deserts. 

From these four bioregions, we can look at larger bioregions of North America as they traverse 

Canada, the USA, and Northern Mexico to get a more complex mapping of all deserts. From those 

bioregions, we move to a more intricate classification that differentiates cold versus hot deserts, 

namely ecoregions (see figure 3). Doing so reveals that most of the deserts are actually inhabited 

and do have a certain amount of rainfall, also showing the regions of aridity based on available 

water. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. More intricate classification based on ecoregions.  
Dark green indicates cold deserts and yellow hot deserts.  
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What defines deserts thus depends on the lens through which the viewer looks, from the objective 

of the territory defined by its ecoregion. In addition, which boundaries and which lens one uses to 

describe the desert depend on one’s professional interest and training. The geologist may be 

concerned with the nature of the material and the geological processes in how the desert came to 

be at different times in geological history. The geographer may be concerned with the relationships 

of humans, exploring how the desert is inhabited or whether it is uninhabited. In turn, the 

geomorphologist may be more interested in how the desert came to be by a process of millions of 

years and what forces (water, wind, volcanoes) played a role. The ecologist or biologist may be 

more interested in the desert relationship to living organisms, also going back millions of years. 

The ethnologist may be more concerned with understanding what relationships Ancestral 

Puebloans and the desert had with each other. Writers or filmmakers may certainly be inspired by 

the desert, providing cinematic images and/or written accounts. Artists may be preoccupied with 

imbuing or marking the desert by creating interpretative messages or by responding to certain 

visual processes as they perceive and experience the desert. Landscape architects may be mostly 

preoccupied with the relationship that living and inhabiting communities have with their 

environment and how one may intervene in that particular landscape. From this latter point of 

view, my thoughts on the desert are about understanding, planning, and designing for its future. 

Stephen Trimble shows us (13) that boundaries can be fluid, which is also dependent on lens and 

aspects one chooses to define the desert. He highlights how four aspects can lead to four 

conceptions of the Great Basin: “hydrographic, physiographic, historic, and ecologic,” with all four 

of them contributing “to its reality” (see figure 4). Looking through those lenses, the boundaries 

are defined through the complexities of the landforms of mountains and ranges with their folds 

and orientation, watersheds with rivers and lakes, the long history of their formations, and 

certainly how they all connect to other places outside of political boundaries. Describing the Great 

Basin Desert in such a way informs us of its physical and contextual characteristics; that is, the 

subjective, rather than an objective, region. Mapping and focusing on the relationships of 

mountains and ranges and bodies of water opens possibilities for an enriched way of seeing and 

perceiving deserts. 
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Figure 4. The Great Basin Desert boundaries. Inspired by Stephen Trimble’s work. 

 

Through drawings, we are able to better get at the subjective, the experiential, the imaginative and 

sensory perception of the desert. 

 

 

Figure 5. The outcrops, mesas, and landforms of the Valley of the Gods and Monument Valley.  
All the drawings in the article are by the author. 
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In my view, the desert emphasizes distance, openness, and vast skies—with the sky being the most 

important element of perception. The drawings and the photograph in figures 5, 6, and 7 show the 

immense scale of the desert in Southern Utah. For any artist, this is an inspiring perspectival view 

with a delicate vanishing line. My drawings accentuate, yet simplify, those qualities while 

highlighting the vastness and the distance covered by the desert roads, with tunnels cutting 

through the mountains (see figure 5).  

 

 

Figure 6. Deadhorse Point, Utah. 

 

 

Figure 7. Author drawing at Deadhorse Point. Photo courtesy of Donna Barry. 

 

Highlighting the contrasts 

Drawings such as those featured here seek to highlight the multitude of contrasts in the deserts 

and arid regions of the Western United States. People are fascinated, for instance, with the 

contrast of vast geological time and the short human experience. That is why we are drawn to the 
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desert as tourists or for different forms of recreation. Such contrasts, listed below, also highlight 

problematic or polemic aspects of the desert: 

 
Extreme temperatures: cold nights / hot days with harsh sun 
Water / drought effect on landscape and on people 
Objective geological time / subjective human time experience  
Objective geographic scale / subjective human scale 
Desert plateau/ fertile valleys or irrigation systems 
Wilderness area / overpopulation and overuse of resources 

 

Like Terry Tempest Williams, as a resident of the desert, I focus on and seek to understand the 

interrelationships and human interactions in and around the desert landscape. Describing the 

making of a desert, Stephen Trimble cites John Steinbeck’s perception (from Travels with 

Charley, 1962) of this inter-connectiveness of processes, at a different timescale, so relevant to 

humankind and communities living in the desert: 

 
The beaten earth appears defeated and dead, but it only appears so. A vast and inventive 
organization of living matter survives by seeming to have lost. The gray and dusty sage wears 
oily armor to protect its inward small moistness . . . those animals which must drink 
moisture get it at second hand—a rabbit from a leaf, a coyote from the blood of a rabbit . . . 
the desert, the dry and sun-lashed desert, is a good school in which to observe the cleverness 
and the infinite variety of techniques of survival under pitiless opposition. Life could not 
change the sun or water in the desert, so it changed itself. . . The desert has mothered magic 
things. (Trimble 17) 

 

Imaginative perception 

In “The Wall/Ruin: Meaning and Memory in Landscape” and “Sketching the Landscape,” I talked 

about how to define imaginative perception and its importance: “[a]n imaginative perception 

where one forms a conception of the world based on how objects, artifacts, and space relate to our 

experience” (“Sketching” 13). While imaginative perception is about our ways to interpret places 

from our immediate experience, collective memory, in turn, “is as varied and dynamic as each 

individual’s interactions with place, and memories of the past are inextricably intertwined with 

the embodied phenomenological experience” (Lavoie and Sleipness 80). How do humans inhabit, 

interact with, and impact the desert by their perceptions and actions? We are inhabiting deserts 

from perspectives of imaginative perception, collective memory, sensory perception, and 

perspectives of political pressures, including of water use issues. Trimble highlights about the 

Great Basin, “In the West, mountains and deserts remain entangled—by geography and biology 

and by law, in water compacts” (14).  
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So, what has drawing got to do with it? Drawing on location helps me and others to understand 

those qualities, internalize them and interpret them with my drawings (see Lavoie, “I Am the Space 

Where I Am”). Drawing helps explore these human interactions. Drawing distills and preserves 

collective memories (just as other artforms such as filmmaking may do in a different way). 

Drawings are perceptions and experiences—representation. I draw landscapes at different scales 

and different moments in time in order to understand each place beyond its scientific lens. My 

drawings emerge out of an awareness of place, which in turn engenders an imaginative perception 

of the space I am in, and collective memories. Through drawing, I form an active visual, physical, 

and cultural relationship with the land and water (for more on this, see Lavoie, “Sketching”). 

The large-scale quality and various states of aridity of the desert can be a source of inspiration, for 

the imaginary in diverse desert narratives—at both the individual and the collective level. There 

are different collective memories associated with different communities cohabiting, at the same 

time or different moments in time, and each developed its relationships with the desert and water. 

This may be a matter of controversy between environment versus culture, thus of collective 

memory. Collective memory can be obscured or celebrated in the American West. It is created 

perpetuated, or erased by individuals and communities, and it expresses the values we put in our 

landscapes—here, deserts. For some, the collective memories and experiences associated with 

deserts are empty vessels, for others, deserts are rich in all forms of life with beautiful details; 

while for yet others, deserts are only there to be fought against because of the harshness of living 

they present. 

For centuries, environmental and political issues have impacted the cliff dwellers of the Bears Ears 

National Monument, the Ancestral Puebloans of Chaco Canyon, and the Utah Mormon pioneer 

communities—where all collective memories relate in some way to water access and land usage. 

The imaginary, collective memory, and the realities of the Southwest desert environment are a 

matter of aridity, water, and identity. Figure 8, for instance, illustrates my perception of the highly 

controversial Bears Ears boundaries, as shown in my drawing journal. 

Williams in The Hour of Land highlights one of our dilemmas about the value of wilderness in 

how our communities can sustain unbridled growth, as experienced especially in the West: “We 

must change our lives, our politics, our beliefs, our actions, if we are going to survive” (287). As 

President Trump reduced the size of Bears Ears in 2017, those spaces are controversial, politically 

charged, and contested. As a designer with a desire for intervention, for me drawing is part of 

understanding issues at the core. Pierre Nora, in “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de 
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Mémoire,” emphasizes an important distinction for recollecting memories at controversial 

places—the distinction between the concepts of “lieux de mémoire” and “milieux de mémoire”:  

 
Our interest in lieux de mémoire where memory crystallizes and secretes itself has occurred 
at a particular historical moment, a turning point where consciousness of a break with the 
past is bound up with the sense that memory has been torn—but torn in such a way as to 
pose the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of historical 
continuity persists. There are lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer 
milieux de mémoire, real environments of memory. (Nora 7) 

 

Nora’s distinction sheds light on and helps to create a framework for what is important to 

remember and what influences our imagination (Lavoie and Sleipness, 2018). For cliff dwellers of 

the Bears Ears area, collective memory, place, and identity are defined by water, survival, and 

cultural traditions; and in their later period, by defensive dwelling. For instance, their dwellings 

were strategically located on a cliff wall with very difficult access to be safe from intruders. In 

addition to attackers, however, lack of water may have been another threat that caused them to 

abandon their cliff dwellings. It is part of the past because the Ancestral Puebloans left centuries 

ago; it is part of the present because those settlements remain at the same location, where ways of 

life can be imagined and part of their place-based identity can be experienced. Therefore, Cliff 

Dwellings of Bears Ears are both “lieux de mémoire” and “milieux de mémoire,” to use Nora’s 

terms. They can bring multiple interpretations and present-day experiences when one is in this 

particular desert landscape.  At a deeper level, the concept of collective memory changes where 

“Memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond tying us to the eternal present; history is a 

representation of the past” (Nora 8). Bears Ears remains in the realm of memory, not history. Even 

today, its centuries-old cliff-dwelling culture remains in our imaginary. 

 

 

Figure 8. Bears Ears drawing journal. 
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Figure 9. Drawing journal composite 1. Drawings and photos by author. 

 

 

Figure 10. Drawing journal composite 2. Drawing and photos by author. 

 

In 2018, I was part of historian and archeologist Andrew Gulliford’s study and conservation group, 

where I learned about the dwellers’ various phases of defense. Those sites are often hidden and 

difficult to access, using a series of in-between steps as defensive mechanisms. Figures 8, 9, and 

10 are a sample of my visual journey to access those dwellings. A more accessible and preserved 

cliff dwelling that informs the collective memory can be found in Mesa Verde National Park, a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site. For the cliff dwellers, those particular dwellings possessed 
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grandeur, remoteness, and mystery (Sagstetter and Sagstetter), and those same qualities remain 

today in our collective memory of this desert landscape. The drawing of the Cliff Palace at Mesa 

Verde in Figure 11 evokes these memories and highlights the stark contrast here between 

landscape and habitation. “Landscape | Habitation” was the theme and title of my exhibition of 

drawings, in which I depicted the memory of these dwellings.  

 

 

Figure 11. Invitation to an exhibit, featuring the Cliff House in Mesa Verde, National Park. 

 

Water, memory, and community remain inextricable in the desert. In New Mexico and Utah, the 

collective memory of the Ancestral Puebloans of Chaco Canyon also relates to water. For Utahns 

especially, water rights and water delivery systems, such as canals, remain at the center of their 

memories and communities even today. Chaco Canyon’s collective memory is not about defense 

but about a ceremonial place to come together and meet (from Hovenweep National Monument 

Utah/Colorado, for instance). Chaco Canyon Ancestral Puebloans moved further south to Rio 

Grande in New Mexico, and into Mexico. As Wallace Stegner wrote: “Aridity. You may deny it for 

a while. Then you must either adapt to it or try to engineer it out of existence” (9). This could be 

witnessed in Chaco Canyon. Its geographic relationship to the Chaco Wash and its relationships 

to a water source informed its importance as a strategic location (see figure 12). In figure 13, you 

can see Pueblo Bonito in relation to its natural environment of cliffs, which fell onto Pueblo Bonito 

many years ago. Standing above the cliff looking down at Pueblo Bonito, I witnessed traces of 

Chaco’s growth and decline all at once. Several decades of drought may have been the cause of the 

abandonment of the Chaco settlement (Vivian and Hilpert). 

 

Sensory perception 

The drawing in figure 12 shows the view from above the cliff. It offers details of the many once 

inhabited desert kivas. Part of my drawing process that is important to discuss here is sensory 
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perception (in French, “la perception sensible”) in which the place, landscape—desert, in this 

context—is perceived in constantly changing conditions. This is a particularly important process 

for seeing and representing the desert, as it is ever-changing. The light conditions, harsh hot sun, 

wind, silence, and at times lightening, all push me to try to be in sync with this landscape, to be 

one with it in a meditative state, if you will. My sensory perception internalizes all these conditions, 

which are then distilled through my drawings to communicate the essence of the desert as I 

perceive it—in all its beauty or all its damage. 

 

Figure 12. Chaco Canyon from above the cliff. 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Approaching Chaco’s Pueblo Bonito with fallen rocks (left)  
and another quick study sketch of Pueblo Bonito (right).  
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Sensory perception may be defined as letting our senses be the interface that reacts to and 

interprets our environment. Furthermore, it is “perception by the senses as distinguished from 

intellectual perception” (Merriam-Webster dictionary online). In simpler terms, sensory 

perception means “the act by which the mind receives objects” (“l’acte par lequel l’esprit reçoit les 

objets”[“Perception,” Multidictionaire 1085]). Additionally, Renaud Barbaras, in La perception: 

essai sur le sensible, distinguishes two important aspects of perception that help to refine an 

understanding of the concept. The first is about the discovery of a reality that precedes the 

“regard”; the second is that perception is sensory, which means that each unique self creates 

meaning out of the reality. Thus, the reality is established through two sets of filters—one from the 

senses and one from the interpretation, which is directly linked to one’s experience of a place; in 

our case, experience of the desert.  

As an example of this, the following drawings in figures 14 and 15 visually describe my experience 

and perception, going through my hands as a visual translation of my sensory perception in the 

desert. The viewpoints vary from above, from within, or while driving through the desert. The 

moment in time influences my perception or focus. A rapid gesture captures the sun setting and 

quickly disappearing at Gooseneck State Park (see figure 14). As seen in this drawing, light is 

certainly a major element that influences my senses and perception in a phenomenological way, 

but just as important are scale, water, lighting, wind, and silence, to name a few. In figure 15, a 

longer moment with the morning sun allowed me to show a greater amount of detail in the 

geological features and structures of the Gooseneck and the San Juan River. The difference in light 

informed and enriched my two drawings viewed together. 
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Figure 14. Early evening rapid gesture drawing of Gooseneck State Park. 

 

 

Figure 15. Morning drawing of Gooseneck State Park. 

 

Among other qualities associated with the desert mentioned above is its vast scale. Your location 

in the desert is hard to comprehend unless there is a reference point (for example, myself drawing 
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in a place, or visitors to the Grand Canyon who may be experiencing a view from above (see figure 

16). 

 

               

Figure 16. Grand Canyon. Photo by author. 

 

Water, lightning, contrasts 

Water in the West is a matter of both survival and human cultures. The desert is marked by our 

human relationship with water as well as by geological erosion, as can be seen, for example, in 

Marble Canyon. Seeing and drawing water in the desert also brings awareness of the subtle 

existence of seasons and the contrasting changes they bring. Experiencing the changing seasons 

in the desert is unique in that it enriches not just one’s sense of smell, but also our understanding 

of life in the desert—so well described in Steinbeck’s words earlier. Consequently, drawing and 

closely observing/perceiving the landscape allows me to highlight the contrasts that the desert 

brings, from light to scale to smell, involving various senses at once. Some elements can be 

inspiring, frightening, or limiting at different times. The power of lightning and thunder in the 

desert, for instance, informs me of the power of this sublime landscape and the powerful and close 

relationship between the sky and the ground when the lightning occurs. Encountering more than 

one dangerous lightning storm has led to several unfinished drawings! Island in the Sky in 

Canyonlands National Park is another powerful desert place where I was lucky to experience those 
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various aspects of desert life: sunny one moment, howling winds the next moment, leading to 

thunder and lightning on the same day, reminding me how small human beings are in the desert. 

The intense wind in the desert felt while lying on the ground on top of my drawing pad to keep it 

from flying off is captured in figure 17. The drawing shows limited lines and details, and reminisces 

of the movement of the wind itself that my drawing hand follows nonchalantly while the other 

hand holds onto the sketchbook with force. But to capture dramatic desert contrasts such as those 

experienced in Island in the Sky, the body needs to react to those elements of contrast (wind/calm, 

water/drought, lighting, geological scale/human scale, as I mentioned earlier). The desert 

conditions and contrasts generated and initiated my sensory perception and my imaginative 

perception here. 

 

 

Figure 17. A very windy morning in Canyonlands National Park. 

 

Experiencing the changing reality of the desert can take time. As an artist, it took me over five 

years to be able to return to the same site in Island in the Sky to capture its essence and to be able 

to convey this fluid, mutable landscape to others. For some, Canyonlands is a vast land that can 

be expressed as a simple flat horizontal line. However, its interior is much more complex and 

reveals its essence (see figures 18 and 19). My drawings show this internal/external relationship. 

Gaston Bachelard makes a similar distinction between internal and external relationships with his 

concept of phenomenological roundness:  

 
[W]hen a geometrician speaks of volumes, he is only dealing with the surfaces that limit 
them. The geometrician’s sphere is an empty one, essentially empty . . . [I]mages of full 
roundness help us to collect ourselves, and to confirm our being intimately, inside. For when 
it is experienced from the inside, devoid of all exterior features, being cannot be otherwise 
than round. (234-35). 
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This is like the inside of Canyonlands National Park, which can be seen in figures 18 and 19 with 

the variation in texture as light informs its essence and my relationship to its vastness, inside and 

out. 

 

Figure 18. Canyonlands. 

 

 

Figure 19. Canyonlands in the morning. 

 

Figures 18 and 19 are both drawings of the Canyonlands desert in the morning that show this close 

inside/outside relationship and the subjectivity of being in the landscape. Nowhere is this more 

powerful or evident for an artist or writer than in the desert. In one sense, being at one with the 

landscape and the wind in Canyonlands, I enter a meditative state in silence when I am drawing 

the desert. 
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My drawings are incorporating collective memory into this embodied phenomenological 

experience. In other words, I am able to capture the essence of qualities of place. Similarly, David 

Seamon discusses the basis needed for a phenomenological response to place and experience: 

“Merleau-Ponty argues that the lived foundation of this human-world enmeshment is perception, 

which, in turn, he relates to the lived body—in other words, a body that simultaneously 

experiences, acts in, and is aware of a world that, normally, responds with immediate pattern, 

meaning, and contextual presence” (1-2, emphasis in original). Some writers are able to capture 

their experience of the desert in their narratives; for me, this means capturing through drawing 

changes in light and shadow, texture, vegetation, and scale (see figure 20). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20. Wheeler Peak, Great Basin National Park. 

 

Conclusion 

As our concepts of place evolve, or change, so too does our concept of the desert. Curtis indicates 

that “place, like memory, is a work in progress” (Curtis 61). Drawing or viewing drawings of the 

desert in this context helps all of us establish the link between perception and reality, and to 
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experience the evolution of deserts. Our understanding of desert places is informed by collective 

memory (imaginative perception) and sensory perception, from the larger scale of things to the 

smallest speck of sand. In a way, I become a part of the desert and, therefore, drawing reveals that 

I am also just a speck when I am in the desert (see figure 21). In Erosion, Williams sums it up very 

well when a friend asks her, “Aren’t you afraid you will be forgotten?” and she responds by saying: 

“Each of us finds our identity within the communities we call home. My delight in being forgotten 

is rooted in the belief that I don’t matter in the larger scheme of things, only that I tried my best 

to be a good human, failing repeatedly, but trying again with the soul-setting knowledge that my 

body will return to the desert” (3). The phenomenological approach through drawing that I have 

outlined helps to better map how we are inhabiting deserts as well as our bodies. Drawing and 

seeing drawings can help reach this state of awareness. The desert invites us all to embrace both 

the subjective and the phenomenal. 

 

 

Figure 21. Chaco Canyon. Author looking at Pueblo Bonito. Photo courtesy Todd Johnson. 
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