
‘Desert Passage’ is an exhibition featuring the work of three 

outstanding artists focusing on the issues of land, water, and 

culture specific to the arid land of the high desert of New Mexico. 

These artists, Gerco de Ruijter, Jeroen van Westen (both from 

the Netherlands) and Anne Ausloos (Belgium) all have exhibited 

extensively in Europe and beyond. 

This exhibition has developed after years of work, many trips to New Mexico, and an 

artist-published book also entitled ‘Desert Passage’ that documents the work of each artist 

and their guide Ton Haak. The goal was to investigate the enormous di!erence as well as 

the surprising similarities between the Dutch (wet) lowlands and the New Mexico (dry) 

high desert. The contrasts between the Dutch polder system and the Hispanic acequia 

system became subject for each of these artists. The Dutch practically drown in water and 

have to create structures to manage and release its abundance, while the New Mexicans 

are plagued by drought and have created e"cient irrigation systems to lead the little 

water there is to the places where it can be best used. Both the Dutch and the 

New Mexicans have created democratic organizations for their water management. 

In both places, nature itself plays a dominant role and often disturbs these human 

regulatory measures. In the polder, dikes break to cause destructive flooding. In the 

desert, water that was absent for years suddenly forces a path through a dry arroyo, 

causes it to overflow and deliver flash floods. A little rainfall can create new and unique 

pathways that remain visible for scores of years. 

The three artists experiment with land and water each in their own way. While doing 

so, they create strong images, beautiful sounds, thoughtful observations and fascinating 

installations. It is also hard work: De Ruijter spends long days flying his kite in the 

unstable winds of the high desert and sometimes has to fight hard to prevent his camera 

from diving and crashing into a canyon wall; he hikes mile after mile and climbs steep 

canyon walls to retrieve his camera and kite. Ausloos also hikes for hours on end to 

collect greenish, red, copper, white and mustard-colored dirt with which to create colored 

tracks in the dull grey badlands, or to fill vessels with miniatures of the desert. 

Van Westen’s camera and microphone capture the subtle life of the dry lands. 

The artists
Jeroen van Westen (b. 1955, lives and works in Heeten, the Netherlands) is a reader of the 

landscape. He looks for the stories told by the cultural footprints of many generations 

of people, current inhabitants, nomads or travelers. His main subject is the relationship 

between land and water as evidenced by ditches, acequias, barriers, dikes, roads, dams 

and fences. Through photography, film and audio, Van Westen critically documents the 

relationship and intersection between land and people, nature and culture. 

The exhibition includes work created in the di!erent periods Van Westen has spent in 

the New Mexican desert over the years. 

See also: www.jeroenvanwesten.nl. 

Gerco de Ruijter (b. 1961, lives and works in Rotterdam, the Netherlands) captures a 

hawk’s eye view of the landscape with his camera secured to a kite. De Ruijter documents 

the landscape abstracting the land as formed by volcanoes, winds, water and human 

intervention from 150 to 300 feet above the earth. For this exhibition, De Ruijter 

exhibits work from many previous trips to New Mexico as well as new works developed 

specifically for this occasion. These detailed and beautiful landscapes, devoid of horizon, 

are carefully selected and installed in a grid, which further abstracts the viewer’s 

perspective. 

See also: www.gercoderuijter.nl.

Anne Ausloos (b. 1954, lives and works in Antwerp, Belgium) explores the raw material 

of the desert –clay, sand, earth– by experimenting with the natural transformation 

of the material as it is exposed to water, heat, light or gravity. The e!ects of time and 

these physical forces are documented through photography creating a record of the 

process that reveals curled tendrils of mud, or striations of colored earth that mimic 

the monolithic cli!s of the high desert. Her process drives her projects, and her results 

are beautiful and unexpected, making objective and almost ‘scientific’ the interaction 

between the materials of the desert and the forces of nature. Anne Ausloos was an artist 

in resident at the Harwood Museum of Art in the fall of 2009 and created new work for 

this exhibition. She also shows a few of her documented projects. 

See also: www.anneausloos.be.
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Jeroen van Westen
Landscape is a work of art
By Jeroen van Westen, eco artist

Landscape itself is a word invented by the arts, for the word did not exist before Medieval 

painters started to depict their environment within a frame. At first, this environment 

served as a backdrop, as context for the act/person/saint central in the picture. Soon 

enough the environment itself, the landscape, became the focus of the image, the story as 

told by the artist while using the tools of his trade. 

Today’s environment in the Netherlands is almost completely culturally defined. 

The landscape is artificial, a composition with the Dutch culture as the common author, 

each generation adding a chapter to the story told about human relationship with nature, 

space, water management. The Dutch make the land more and more what they want it to 

be. 

In New Mexico’s vast areas where nature is the main creator of the environment, man 

is not absent, certainly not, but culture has to collaborate with nature if it wants to grow 

crops, live in comfort, travel safely. Since in the early 1970s modern art started to work 

with the actual, physical landscape, the environment became not just subject, but also 

the material to create strong images with. These earthworks, meant to change man’s 

perception of his environment, actually changed our day to day environment from purely 

functional to meaningful, from just something into a work of art. The attitude of the arts 

slowly changed in the last decades towards researching the results of our continuous 

reshaping the face of the earth. What do we do? What do we want? Do we understand 

what we did, what we want?

 

In the Netherlands the culture is based on fighting water, fighting to keep dry feet. 

Water is coming from the ocean as well as from rivers originating in the Alps. Living 

in a lush and green delta is easy in many ways, but tricky too. The solutions to facilitate 

life are all ingenious but mainly industrial: huge machines build high and thick dikes, 

enormous pumps work hard 24 hours a day. But then, after hundred of years of success, 

man discovers there is a limit to what technology can do for him. The combinations of 

dikes and pumps actually lower the peat lands the population lives on. Water is sucked 

out of the ‘sponge,’ which ends up way below the water level of rivers and sea. A radical 

change is necessary, and this is not just a technological change, it also leads to, and has to 

lead to social change, to cultural change. 

It became time to visit others earthlings who still know how to keep water close to the 

land. That is when I decided to set up a research project in New Mexico in collaboration 

with Dutch emigré Ton Haak who lives in Abiquiu, in north-central New Mexico. 

Gerco de Ruijter and Anne Ausloos joined the team. Each artist worked individually. 

They came together to exchange information and discuss issues. 

Back in the Netherlands I was selected to do a commission for the Water Board 

‘Regge en Dinkel’ to design a water retention area. I picked up the challenge to design 

a water machine not based on a machine, but on gravity, just as I had learned about in 

New Mexico. In collaboration with Henk Volkers (landscape architect) and the engineers 

of the water board a whole new concept was designed for the Dutch situation. Not block 

and pump, but slow down, retain and release. The connotations of the work ‘Waterblad’ 

(a word indicating water leaf as well as water junction) are many, and the changes have 

found their way into the design. They include the concepts of the American proto-historic 

earthworks that can be found in Chaco Canyon, NM, or Serpent Mound in Ohio. 

The first reference, though, is to the circular dips Ton Haak and I found near 

Ghost Ranch in the Piedra Lumbre Basin north of Abiquiu where water is guided to by 

long lines of vertical slabs stuck into the hard ground by a culture long forgotten. 

In those long ago days, they sure knew how to survive, how to live in a harsh and arid 

land. The work they painstakingly did must have been an enormous task, resulted in an 

everlasting thing of beauty. 

(Ton Haak di!ers of opinion about the purpose of those lines. As you can read in 

‘Desert Passage’ [the book], Haak continues to dream that the lines form a message, that 

they are drawings of, for instance, snakes and lightning, that they are prehistoric ‘land 

art’ created with the sole purpose of communication with .....) 

The construction of the new ‘Waterblad’ in the Netherlands is now in progress.



Gerco de Ruijter
Outsized 
By Peter Delpeut, film maker, author

Gerco de Ruijter’s photography and the Dutch landscape – they appear to be the perfect 

match. Paging the book with the overview of the photographs De Ruijter shot while flying 

his camera-kite between 1993 and 2003, one cannot escape being struck by the unique 

characteristics of the Dutch landscape: all ditches have been dug along a ruler, all trees 

are geometrically arranged, all groynes and breakwaters are dead straight.

 

The arrangements are Mondrian-esque – in this Dutch landscape the world is reduced 

to mere planes and lines. What makes these photographs so exciting, what creates their 

suspense, is their perpetual tumble from figurative to abstract and vice versa not unlike 

the images popularized by Gestalt psychology, images that are transformed completely by 

even the most minimal changes of perspective. In the fresh-green grass the meticulous 

observer to his surprise will detect a small gathering of sheep, a lonesome horse, a few 

head of cattle on a dike. A quick movement of the eye, and the figurative features fade, 

disappear, and instantly make place for an abstract ensemble of divisions, thin and 

thick lines, fleecy clouds as flattened mosquitoes on the wall. The observer’s eye keeps 

moving between these extremes, from the human standard of detail to the grand scale of 

structure. In the photographs of De Ruijter the Dutch landscape seems to be created for 

this Gestalt e!ect. 

Yet in quite a few of De Ruijter’s photographs the figurative basis of the tumble is 

minimized. It is as if De Ruijter wants to put his concept to the test again and again. 

In the borderline of the Dutch landscape especially (at the sea board and near other 

wetlands such as sand banks, salt marshes, and mud flats) the kite-camera registers 

hardly any human standard or cultural reference. This is where not geometry reigns, 

but geology, Nature - even if a few ripples in a pond, a goose in full flight, or a couple 

of fenceposts again create a tumble from real landscape to abstract image. Thus the 

photographs become doubly exciting. They unveil the landscape as an abstraction, make 

it look like the wildly applied colorful streaks of paint and mud of Art Brut. 

At the same time there are enough figurative elements for the observer never to forget 

the photographer’s model, which is just a few hundred yards square of the Netherlands. 

The figurative element, though, often weighs less than a feather. Good artists strive to 

explore the extremes of their concepts. 

This I believe is the background of De Ruijter’s decision, of 2003, to shift his attention 

from the so familiar Dutch landscape to a new landscape and thus put his art to the 

ultimate test. The high desert of New Mexico, in the American Southwest, has not much 

in common with the lowlands of the Netherlands. In the expanse of the high desert it is 

geology that has the final word. The land’s cultural history does not date back just a few 

scores of years or a couple of centuries, no, the land invites to make a journey into time 

of millions of years. The land is too vast to accept much, or any, human intervention. 

Even the animals disappear in the endless rock formations, sand flats, volcanic fields, 

and limestone ridges. One wonders how De Ruijter can find here any of the disruptive 

uncertainties that create the suspense so evidently present in the photographs from his 

‘Dutch period’. 

By taking his kites, and now also a helium blimp to carry his camera, to New Mexico, 

De Ruijter laid himself open to all the risks that are inherent in empty space – a space 

o!ering nothing to hold on to. Without standards , no tumble either. At eye level the 

New Mexico landscape is indeed oversized, even outsized. But when seen from 

De Ruijter’s kite-camera or blimp-camera, the high desert, surprisingly, is not without 

Gestalt at all. In De Ruijter’s new work a new tension takes over from the tumble 

between figurative and abstract, a new sensation hits the excited observer: nothing 

explains what is detail, what is large scale. Doubt accompanies the observer – is he 

looking at a macro shot of a fossil or a shot of the moon as seen from Earth? The images 

now are almost fully abstract. Again, though, in the pinpoint-sharp images enough 

real landscape remains to be detected to confuse the observer. They demand from the 

observer to look even closer, to wonder what’s the measure of all things. Large, larger, 

largest. Or small, smaller, smallest. Nothing is for certain in these photographs. Just as 

great art should be.   

(De Ruijter while exploring New Mexico made a side trip to work in Death Valley, 

California. In 2008 he was artist in residence in Yogyakarta, in Indonesia. In the summer 

of 2009, he discovered the phenomenal ‘Arctic desert’ of Iceland.)

 



Anne Ausloos

 

By Anne Ausloos, artist

The path my work takes is set by my wish to explore in a poetic manner the intrinsic 

values of the material that creates landscapes: earth. I am motivated to visualize the 

forces, transformation processes, and organization of earth –clay– by exposing it to water, 

heat, air, light and/or gravitation. In the project ‘Transition’ (1988/89), for instance, 

I aimed at visualizing the quintessence of the ceramic process, the transformation of clay 

into stone.

Most times, my projects do not culminate in objects but in temporary, sometimes 

transitory, pieces or installations. Transience was an elementary aspect in the project 

‘Suspension’ (1998/99). The dance of the clay sphere in the water basin and the sound of 

its disintegration were registered on camera.

During projects in New Mexico, my goal became to have a minimum of interventions 

leading to a maximum of visual results, and to apply erasable interventions only.

 

My work’s raison d’être is my attitude. This attitude of gathering knowledge, establishing 

viewpoints, facilitating action, making observations, and noticing all that can be 

discovered, is my foremost creative strength. I experience my knowledge of matter, 

collected over thirty years of working as an artist, as essential for the continuation of my 

‘research’. The interaction of clay with minimal details in the landscape such as flow 

patterns make every landscape fit to be a location.

Recent projects are all born from processes. They are not ‘made’. It is my task to create, 

or provoke, those circumstances in which visualizations fall to me spontaneously. 

Working in the high desert has given me a strong feeling of freedom. No longer am I tied 

to specific locations, not even to the desert. Now every location, whether inside or out in 

the open, is potent enough to become intense and start a process. 

Projects started long ago in New Mexico are part of this exhibition. I added more projects 

started either earlier, in Abiquiu, or recently, during my two months in Taos as artist in 

residence in the Harwood. This period took me not just to new images but foremost to 

new understanding. This was facilitated by spectacular confrontations with the geological 

complexity of the Taos area and with its inhabitants, those beautiful people representing 

so many cultures.

The new project ‘Forced to Settle’ got its title from the use of ‘Penistaja’. This is the 

Navajo word for ‘forced to sit’. It is also the name of New Mexico’s State Soil. Was it 

because the Native Americans were forced to settle in desert reservations, on harsh and 

barren state soil, that they gave this name to the earth? In ‘Forced to Settle,’ state soil 

suspension is ‘seated’ on deck chairs for the duration of the exhibition.

The new project ‘Small Worlds’ consists of miniatures of the earth with all the 

characteristics of real mountains including their vegetation. These were discovered 

coincidentally. I had collected this earth three and four years ago and kept it in plastic 

bags. The bags were exposed to light, warmth, coldness and humidity after my arrival in 

Taos. On the surface of a few of the miniatures a fragile micro-biotic crust slowly started 

growing. Some surfaces adopted a variety of algae, lichens, mosses and bacteria. Now the 

crusts represent a world in itself – and as in the real world these crusts are vital to the 

ecological health of the system. 

(During the exhibition ‘Desert Passage’ the Harwood’s gardener ‘J.R’. Martinez will tend 

to the installation and keep the ‘Small Worlds’ alive.)

Editing and translation by Ton Haak (b. 1943, lives and works in Abiquiu, New Mexico). 

In his non-fiction, fiction and poetry Haak often expresses his continuing fascination 

with the expanse, colors and shapes of the high desert, and with its extraordinary people. 

The rich mixture of old Indian culture, contemporary Native American society, lasting 

Spanish influences, never ending immigration from Mexico, and slow Anglo-American 

penetration creates a society that in lifestyle, politics and even fashion is Central-

American rather than North-American. 

Haak has been a coordinator and a guide to the three visiting creative artists for this 

exhibition and assisted the Harwood’s Exhibition Curator, Jina Brenneman. 
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The exhibition ‘Desert Passage’ is sponsored by the Royal Netherlands Consulate General 

in Los Angeles and the New Mexico Tourist Board


