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What people are saying about

In Land

Think Land Art and you might imagine huge macho earthworks by a handful of American artists, but Ben Tufnell’s excellent new book on this subject, In Land, shows how misconceived this is. In a selection of eloquent and accessible essays written by Tufnell over nearly two decades, the book brings together the multifarious approaches to site and experience by artists from America, Europe and beyond. Most rewarding is the inclusion of many women artists who are central to this story, among them Ana Mendieta, Nancy Holt, Anya Gallaccio and Katie Paterson. Not just an introduction, but an insightful foray into this topic, In Land will no doubt be used by researchers and art enthusiasts for years to come.

Simon Grant, Editor, Tate Etc.

In Land continues the critically important writings Tufnell has authored concerning the Land art movement. His professional reach and personal experience moves us beyond a rigid definition of artists’ engagement with the land, revealing the nuanced dialogues and intricacies artists often create, providing us with new lenses within which to experience our surrounding environment.

Hikmet Sidney Loe, author of The Spiral Jetty Encyclo: Exploring Robert Smithson’s Earthwork through Time and Place (2017)

Rather than beginning with monumental works in the desert, Ben Tufnell’s collection of essays begins with ‘a small wooden object, small enough to be held in the palm of a hand’, a work by British artist, the late Roger Ackling. And, as with Ackling’s piece, in Tufnell’s writing fragments are connected indexically and allegorically to place, time and the solar system. These, as much as the physical stuff of the earth, are the materials of the Land art that Tufnell explores in this engaging and lucid volume.

Land art inaugurated new forms of landscape art, but it also prompted innovative forms of art writing: notably the personal and autobiographical account of a journey or pilgrimage to a site, the revisiting of the picturesque ‘tour’ and musings on the wider place of humans in the universe. Tufnell eloquently discusses journeys to the locations of historic works of Land art as well as the explorations of more recent artists such as Cai Guo Qiang and Katie Paterson.

Tufnell has spent many years working with artists, curating and facilitating their work, becoming a collaborator as well as a critic and historian. One of the most compelling texts in the book puts us on the road with artist Richard Long as Tufnell watches him make a work on Box Hill on the route used for road cycling in the London 2012 Olympics. Tufnell’s account is all the more convincing because he is also a cyclist. He writes as a fellow traveller on the same road.

Tufnell’s introduction candidly reveals the aspects of his own childhood that predisposed him to appreciate and understand this art. In his journey around Land art we learn about his starting point and means of travel as well as about the destination. Tufnell is not one of those art historians who, as Hamish Fulton remarks, take an interest in the art but not the walking.

As well as texts on contemporary artists, there are essays on early pioneers of Land art Nancy Holt, Ana Mendieta and Michele Stuart, in a welcome restoration of the gender balance in a history that is usually male-dominated.

We find ourselves immersed in the subject rather than coolly observing it from a distance. As Tufnell’s text circles around its subject, it offers us insightful and shifting perspectives on aterritory which, like the landscape itself, is continually changing and in process.

Joy Sleeman, Reader in Art History and Theory at UCL, author of The Sculpture of William Tucker (2007) and Roelof Louw (2018)

This collection of texts by Ben Tufnell is an erudite journey through the ways artists explore the land. Tufnell’s precise examination of artworks and their reception is a finely tuned analysis demonstrating how artworks address the problems of understanding our place in the world. With personal, poetic and political words, this book underlines the importance of art for our current times.

Lisa Le Feuvre, curator, writer and editor and Executive Director of Holt/Smithson Foundation.
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Introduction


‘An Unrecognisable Shape of an Indescribable Colour’

This book gathers together a selection of texts written over a period of roughly 15 years. It is therefore, of its nature, fragmentary, partial, biased, unfocussed and incomplete. Perhaps it is the better for it. Certain artists come up again and again while others that one might expect to find in a book with ‘Land art’ in the title are completely absent. It is not about Land art, but rather circles around the subject. One might say a shared sensibility runs through the work of the artists included. It charts a developing sense of something we might call ‘Land art’ as an indefinite and contested but somehow singular territory but also considers a wider field of influence. And hopefully reinforces the sense that this is a territory that is productively open to (re) interpretation.

It is worth noting that not one of the artists discussed in this book would self-identify as a ‘Land artist’. Of course, artists dislike being labelled but in this case the issue is more acute, as over the past 5 decades debates as to what Land art is have proposed radically opposed and seemingly irreconcilable positions, both aesthetic and political – from the interventionist ‘bulldozer art’ of Robert Morris and Michael Heizer on one hand; American earthworks, in other words – to the environmental, organic and ephemeral ‘nature art’ of Andy Goldsworthy, Chris Drury, herman de vries and others on the other. There is therefore the possibility here of oppositional readings. It might seem at first impossible to bring such divergent positions together but there are actually many points of contact. Set aside radically different senses of scale, questions of process, and one finds a shared engagement with the experience of landscape and  nature and ways in which to make this experience accessible and tangible to an audience. Here too are artists, such as Frances Kearney and Katie Paterson, whose work is most definitely not Land art, but who nonetheless use landscape and ideas about place as a way to address aspects of human experience, and who are perhaps influenced by aspects of the genre.

In 2002 I curated a retrospective exhibition of Hamish Fulton’s work for Tate Britain. The experience was a revelation. Not only did I have the privilege of working closely with one of the most important artists of a generation crucial to the development of post-war art, but I was given an insight into a revolutionary form of art practice and its place within a wider cultural context. A door was opened. In the course of researching that show and in conversation with other artists, curators and writers, I came to realise that there were serious imbalances in the way that the discourse around the subject had played out. There was a definite sense that for art historians of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, Land art was a primarily American phenomenon. Where European artists were discussed there was a sense, particularly amongst American commentators, that their work somehow constituted a secondary, weaker response. It seemed that in the case of the colossal landscape interventions of Heizer, Smithson et al, bigger was literally better. This is, of course, an absurd assumption. The condensed power of a handheld work by Roger Ackling, encoding time and place and capturing sunlight itself in its surface, or a simple but provocative action by Fulton, tracing a route on foot from one extremity of the island to the other, documented by map or photograph or even just a few simple words, are as profound and as potentially affecting as a construction of thousands of tons of earth in the middle of an American desert. We must highlight the differences between different scales, between physical space and conceptual space, between an actual landscape and a landscape of the mind. But all are equally valid; they just speak of different contexts.

I sought to address this in my book Land Art (Tate Publishing, 2006) and then, as a continuation of some of the discussions that book generated with colleagues, in a touring exhibition for the Arts Council, Uncommon Ground: Land Art in Britain 1966-1979, co-curated with Nick Alfrey and Joy Sleeman, which travelled to four UK museums in 2013Nick Alfrey and Joy Sleeman, which travelled to four UK museums in 14. This collection of texts follows on from those projects.

In this book Land art is a sort of recurring motif or touchstone. The texts included here tour through an ‘expanded field’ and many of the artists and artworks covered in the book might not be ‘Land art’ per se but occupy a contingent and overlapping territory with the genre. Hopefully it is interesting to consider such an expanded network, meaning that alongside Fulton, Long, Nancy Holt, Giuseppe Penone and others, artists such as Garry Fabian Miller, Katie Paterson and Cai Guo-Qiang can be considered together.

So why was Hamish’s exhibition such a revelation? Why did his work get under my skin in the way it did, offering an emotional connection in addition to its visual qualities and its conceptual power?

In 1976 my father gave up his job in television in central London, which entailed a commute in from Kent seemingly threatened by IRA bombs, and we moved to a semi-derelict farmhouse with 5.5 acres of land on the edge of a tiny village in – what seemed to me – remote North Norfolk. In the parlance of the time, we went ‘back to the land’. I was 6 years old.

My chores on our smallholding included feeding the goats and putting fresh straw into their stalls in winter, collecting eggs from the chickens, cutting the grass in the orchard we planted, gathering apples and helping bring in the hay at the end of the harvest. As an only child I was happy in my own company and enjoyed exploring the local woods and climbing trees. In the long summer holidays I would take off on my own on my bike and ride to the coast to meet school friends and swim in the sea.  There were ruins and deserted WWII airfields to explore. Dens to be built in the deep woods.

I was an only child and the landscape was a blank canvas for a hyperactive imagination. Being outdoors so much produced an acute awareness of the passage of the seasons, of the cycles of change in the landscape. Looking back, it seems there was a continual and exhilarating contact with raw nature, raw landscape.

I realise now that as a child my thoughts were shaped by my experience of place. My childhood reading revolved around writers such as Alan Garner and Susan Cooper and their stories activated the land around our home. In my imagination those stories took place in the landscape around me. I was interested in ghosts, the mythic, alternative realities (in a ‘Haunted Britain’, as the title of a gazeteer of supernatural sites that I obsessed over had it). And alongside this was an interest in walking and climbing, a different kind of engagement. Family holidays in the Lake District, Snowdonia, the Peak District and, once, Glencoe. Dreaming of the Alps, the Andes and the Himalayas, and then in my teens, beginning to climb and experience truly wild places. I was obsessed with the expedition narratives of Doug Scott and Chris Bonnington, which offered a very different kind of way of thinking about landscape. And then the travel literature of Bruce Chatwin and Peter Matthiessen; more journeys of the mind. There was nothing extraordinary in any of this, quite the contrary. But I feel now that early in my life I became attuned to the notion of landscape as a stage or a place where multiple realities might exist simultaneously.

All of which added up to a particular interest in landscape culture and its meanings, its possibilities and a desire to be in the land, to be actively engaged with it.

And so, when I first encountered the art of Hamish Fulton and Richard Long (and Fulton was the first to make a strong impression on me, specifically through a small but extraordinary group of works held at the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts in Norwich where I studied in the early 1990s, including An Unrecognisable Shape of an Indescribable Colour, India 1984 (1984) which I was able to include in the exhibition at Tate Britain), I felt they were making work just for me. And again, later, when I first encountered the numinous early works of Thomas Joshua Cooper, hinting as they did at hauntings, layerings, otherness. A weird sense of recognition. Again and again.

All of this led me here.

At which point, we might attempt a definition.

It is easier to say what Land art is not, than what it is. Historically, the term is generally understood to refer to a generation of artists who first came to prominence in the late 1960s and 1970s including, in America, Robert Smithson, Michael Heizer, Walter de Maria and Nancy Holt, and in Europe, Richard Long, Hamish Fulton, Jan Dibbets, Andy Goldsworthy, herman de vries and others. Despite the enormous conceptual differences between, for example, an earthwork by Smithson and a walking piece by Long, there are grounds for examining these artists’ work together, and identifying an ongoing discourse that continues into the present day in the work of young artists as varied as Lara Almacegui, Julian Charriere, Katie Paterson, Fernando Prats, Oscar Santillan and Richard T Walker.

These very varied artists put forward a richly various set of propositions about our relationships with the land, and about the way that art can articulate the experience of landscape and nature. The form this engagement takes varies enormously, of course. But it is not simply a picture of, or a sculpture placed in the landscape; it rather encompasses an attitude to site and experience that goes beyond the object, emphasising landscape and place and often rendering it an active component of the work rather than merely a setting. The actions involved in the making of much of this art – excavating, building, gathering, mapping, walking – are mirrored by the very physical actions – travelling, walking, crawling, climbing – often required of the viewer. Given that the art event – the artist’s action or the completed object or structure – often takes place in the landscape, away from the gallery, documentation is a key aspect of the work and how we, as audience, access it. In some cases, it is the work. The revolutionary character of this new art form is revealed when one considers that it is an essentially sculptural genre and yet there is no existing Western tradition of landscape sculpture.

Historically, Land art occupies a key position within a series of pivotal artistic debates originating in the mid1960s. It is one aspect of the move away from the notion of art as a process dedicated to the production of a singular physical object or image – in other words, an artwork – towards what we might broadly characterise as Conceptualism. As such it is one of a number of ‘post-studio’ strategies that began to engage with Rosalind Krauss’s ‘expanded field’ of sculpture. In Land art, idea, process and experience are prioritised above objecthood.

Today, Land art’s complex history exerts a profound influence on younger artists. The aesthetics and history are important but, more than anything else, it is timely because – even at its most formal or conceptual – it urges us to examine and re-examine our relationship with the landscape and with nature. For this reason alone, in what may well prove to be the late Anthropocene, against a backdrop of global warming and assorted environmental crises, this fascinating aspect of new and recent art is of vital importance.

As already stated, as a compilation of texts, this book is inherently incomplete. Nancy Holt and Michelle Stuart are the only Americans addressed here in any depth. But one other American recurs again and again as a reference point (both here but also in the work of an astonishingly various group of young artists): Robert Smithson. Smithson is now widely considered one of the most influential artists of the last half-century. As a curator visiting artists in their studios it is striking how  often he comes up in conversation. Put simply, he is a totemic figure for many, an artist who has allowed a massive range of subsequent innovations to happen, an opener of doors. Not just that, but Smithson’s early death in 1973 at the age of just 35 and the enduring power, uncanny resonance, remoteness and inaccessibility of his masterpiece – the iconic Spiral Jetty (1970) – have contributed to his near-mythic status.

Smithson was a profoundly original artist, moving quickly through a series of different positions in his early work before finding his voice in a knowing, post-Modern, post-Minimalist, post-studio mode. Although to speak of Smithson’s voice is to imply a singular focus and Smithson’s singularity is in fact his incredible variousness, his ability to move fluidly between divergent positions; filmmaker, sculptor, tour guide, philosopher, historian. Not just influential as a practitioner, Smithson was also an important curator and writer – see especially extraordinary essays such as ‘Entropy and the New Monuments’ (1966), ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic’ (1967), ‘Incidents of Mirror Travel in the Yucatan’ (1969) and his curation of the seminal Earth Works exhibition at the Dwan Gallery in New York in 1968.

All of which meant that Smithson worked across a range of media, giving his oeuvre a multi-faceted complexity, a labyrinthine interconnectedness. His masterwork, the Spiral Jetty, is not a singular thing but might be considered a network ; it exists not only as a monumental earthwork jutting into the Great Salt Lake in Utah but also as an extraordinary piece of writing, a quasi-explicatory poesis and meditation (first published in Artforum in 1972) and also a film, part documentary, part hallucinatory road trip, part dream.

Smithson’s formulation of the dialectic of Site and Nonsit e is a crucial one for an understanding of the formal relationships between the different elements of much Land art; action in landscape and documentation, object and trace, place and gallery.

Nonetheless, there’s no essay here that addresses Smithson directly. It might seem like a strange omission but the fact is that – although I devoted a crucial early chapter to him in Land Art (2006) – I’ve never been given the opportunity to write at length about his work. However, having said that, he is here, again and again, haunting the texts on Nancy Holt, Anya Gallaccio, Katie Paterson and Julian Charriere, amongst others. In many ways this feels appropriate. Like an entropic shadow, a disembodied voice, a totem, the ghost of Robert Smithson is profoundly present despite the artist being absent.

Working on the various exhibitions and publications that these texts stem from has been an extraordinary journey of wonder and discovery; both figuratively and literally speaking. Those projects have taken me from Snowdonia in North Wales to the Great Salt Lake in Utah, to South Africa, Mexico and Finland, to studios in Bristol, Glasgow, Berlin and Turin. And in my mind, following ideas, I have travelled across polar seas, across the Pacific Ocean to the Marshall Islands, through the Himalayas and Andes and into the depths of the Sahara Desert. For these journeys, both physical and mental, thanks must go of course, first and foremost, to the artists; for their extraordinary work, inspiring conversations and friendship. But many thanks are due also to the various curators and editors who first commissioned and published many of these texts, including: Bryony Bond, Alejandra Labastida, Abigail Lane, Clare Lilley, David Morris, Maria Pallas, Patricia Sloane, Simon Standing, Russell Storer, Bettina von Dziembowski, Clarrie Wallis, Jonathan P Watts and Liz Wells. Finally, alongside them, I’m especially grateful to friends and fellow travellers including Nick Alfrey, Matt Coolidge, Cecilia Gregory, Lisa LeFeuvre, Hikmet Sydney Loe, Tom Martinelli, Joy Sleeman, Gerard Verlmuelen, Matt Watkins, Alena Williams and especially my dear friends and colleagues at both Haunch of Venison and Parafin.

This book is for Pablo and Tomas.
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 ‘In Silence and Sitting Still’: Notes on Roger Ackling’s Work (2017)



[image: Roger Ackling, Weybourne , 1989, Sunlight on wood, 13.2 x 5.5 x1.9 cms, © Estate of Roger Ackling and Annely Juda Fine Art, London]
Roger Ackling, Weybourne, 1989, Sunlight on wood, 13.2 x 5.5 x 1.9 cms, © Estate of Roger Ackling and Annely Juda Fine Art, London



It is a small wooden object, small enough to be held in the palm of a hand. Its squarish shape denotes that it is, or was, man-made, but its angles have been beaten away by time and weather, smoothing out corners and edges. It is impossible to say what it might once have been, precisely, what its purpose or role was. Perhaps a piece of furniture, part of a boat, the remains of shed or crate, some kind of utensil. It is driftwood, evidently. Something given up by the sea. The head of a nail protrudes from one side, now rendered a deep burnt orange by the rust which stains the wood where the nail enters; again, the angles rounded away. The title, Weybourne, which is the name of a small village at the edge  of the North Sea, tells us that this thing was gathered or made on the coast of Norfolk, a marginal place where land and sea are in a constant dance of entropic flux, where the cliffs crumble away a little bit more after every storm or high tide, where sand and shingle shift and move, and where the sea’s currents deposit flotsam and jetsam from places far away and unknown.

It has been changed by the journey that brought it to this present place. But something else has changed too. The surface of the wood has been marked with regular black lines, which on closer inspection are revealed to be scorch marks, carefully ordered burns, small dots of fire massed one by one to form lines. It has then been quite deliberately worked upon.

Roger Ackling’s work is small scale, humble and modest. It is handheld and handmade and constitutes a form of private meditative ritual, both in its making and, we might say, in its viewing. Ackling’s medium is light itself, or, to be more precise, sunlight. On a cloudy day Ackling cannot work.

Ackling’s work epitomises for me certain ideas about ‘Land art’ as I understand it. While Ackling (like many of his artist friends) rejected such a label, his work has informed my thinking about an expanded notion of what something called ‘Land art’ might be: an art made in, of, and about, a landscape, and being in a landscape. In direct contrast, one might even say opposition, to the monumental Earthworks of the Americans, Smithson, Heizer et al, Ackling’s work also represents a response to the experience of landscape and nature, albeit one made of small gestures, modesty and economy, but every bit as complex and profound. Despite radical differences of scale and materiality, it shares with a monumental work such as the Spiral Jetty the foregrounding of the experience of being in a place. It is work that can only be made in a landscape – it simply cannot be made inside, in a studio – and it somehow seems to encode an aspect of that being in the landscape, even if what is encoded is only something as simple as being.

From the mid-1970s Ackling made his work on cardboard and old wooden crates, boxes and tools, but from about 1980, most characteristically, with driftwood gathered on walking journeys or on the North Sea beaches near his home in Norfolk. Using a small lens he burnt the wood with sunlight, creating series of tiny dots or points, which formed lines, which formed abstract motifs such as squares, grids or circles. Sometimes these seem to respond to the traces of use on the wood – bounding or isolating a rusted nail head or a patch of flaking paint, for example – and sometimes they appear to overwrite such marks, as if physically cauterising a memory. Ackling always worked from left to right, the lens held in his right hand, the sun over his right shoulder, as if writing. He described his process:


I’m watching a spot, a black spot on the surface of the wood. A rather over-exposed photograph of the sun. One dot joins up to the other one. One over-exposed photograph of the sun falls onto another one. That dot makes a line and that line makes a surface, and that surface makes my work. 1



This is disarmingly simple. The work is not intended to reveal anything other than the activity of the artist; it does not track cosmic events (although it does record the passage of time and the conditions of light during that passage). It is an art of small, repetitive acts, seemingly pointless and containing the possibility of meaninglessness. 2 However, in making this work, Ackling is engaged in the moment, at one with his surroundings, sitting in the landscape, on a beach in Japan, the Outer Hebrides or in his garden in Norfolk. The form of the burns is planned in advance, so that he can empty his mind, ‘freeing it from any logical thought process so he can be wholly receptive to the air around him’. 3 We might then understand his actions as a form of meditation, and that does feel about right. However, it is important to stress that this is not Ackling’s own conception of  his project:


People used to say to me ‘your work is some form of meditation’. Well, it’s not. I now let my mind do whatever it wants to do and the enjoyable thing is that it doesn’t want to do very much. Of course, one of the things that is often not discussed in relationship to landscape is that the outside world in some ways is an outer reflection of an inner state. When they come together seems an ideal moment. 4



Through his intervention, time and place are encoded into the objects with which he works. The burns are what Chris Yetton has called ‘an imprint of real time’. 5 In this sense they have a photographic aspect, each individual burn recording the quality of light in that place, at that time. Indeed, Sylvia Ackling has argued that Ackling’s burns are ‘photographic in the truest sense’:


Each mark or dot is a small black sun. Each line is a repeat pattern of burnt sun images, scaled down many million times. Images of the sun, that is, minus any object which intervenes between the glass in his hand and the sun one hundred and fifty million miles away; when a bird passes overhead, its shadow is captured within the burnt sunspot. 6



Jonathan P Watts has gone further and characterised Ackling’s work as ‘para-cinematic’, in that it captures/embodies ‘light and duration’. 7 Time and location are bound together in and on the work, as it is the result of the condition of a particular place and a particular span of time.

Ackling’s Five Hour Cloud Drawing (1980) is in the Arts Council Collection. On brown card the artist has created an arc composed of many dark lines, some constant, some intermittent. Figuratively, it resembles a sunrise through mist. Yet the  work actually records sun and cloud, light and dark, in a non-figurative, non-pictorial way. The work captures the passage of time and the passing of the weather over the surface of the planet, the artist patiently tracing its changing conditions as they effect one particular and specific place over the course of a carefully delineated period of time. As clouds gather before the sun the bright point of light focussed by the magnifying glass fades and the card is not marked. As the clouds pass away the point of light is rekindled and the card burns, the brightness conversely recorded as a series of tiny dark suns. By means of the steady and painstaking pavement of the glass – which must surely entail Zen-like concentration and great stillness – a record of time is inscribed: on this day at this time, for 5 hours, the sun and clouds were configured thus.

The debate around Roger Ackling’s work often revolves around a dialectic of meaning and meaninglessness. It is easy to say what the work is, how it was made, where it came from, but it is not so easy to say what it means. Meaning here seems elusive, a slippery quality. Describing the physical qualities of the objects gets nowhere near the way in which a numinous aura of mystery surrounds them. Something of place but also of the artist’s personal experience of enacting this ritualistic process, perhaps perched at the very edge of the ocean, seems to imbricate the resulting object. We know the process and can perhaps imagine the artist at work, but it nonetheless remains remote. However, for this viewer, somewhere between the object and the process meaning does coalesce.

Ackling himself, in discussions about his work, embraced the notion that the work cannot be verbalised:


I’m not very sympathetic to art where one actually comes to a linguistic understanding of its meaning. I think the more linguistic or more decipherable a piece of work, for me, the less meaningful it is, the less presence it has. I like that about this landscape (Norfolk). I don’t talk in it, I don’t think a lot in it, I actually just experience it.8



So it is both matter-of-fact, a simple statement of conditions, but something more too. But what? Burning. Transformation. An alchemy of material and energy. Ackling once suggested that the smoke – the ephemeral product of the burn, quickly dispersed into the air – might actually be the work, which is a beautiful notion.

What it is, is a private ritual, at once seemingly empty and at the same time magically full and rich and moving. In his words:


rituals performed in private

change the face of the world.9



However, at the same time, Ackling has asserted that, ‘I’m not sure I know what I’m doing. I’m not trying to communicate anything. I don’t have an objective.’ Nonetheless, ‘The quality of experience while making the work is important. I choose to make my work in silence and sitting still.’10 Ackling then has it both ways, and strikes me as akin to the Zen master who asks the adept, what is the sound of one hand clapping? The paradox here, of course, is that in this context even meaninglessness is meaningful if it is deliberate. And anyway, Juan Cruz has argued eloquently that:


For all the talk of modest means and humble approaches that often surrounds it, Roger’s work, and especially its process, is full and brimming over with symbolic meaning generated by fundamental yet highly culturally digested elements. The sun, space, time, place, matter are all coerced into a beautiful narrative about a concentration of energy creating an overexposed photograph of the sun on a bit of old wood; the interruption and slight alteration of the course of thatenergy on its way to the earth, an interruption taking place just before it reaches the ground, occasioning the evidence. Impossible, I would have thought, not to find meaning in such a process.11



And beyond this there is something else, something personal and perhaps, poetic. For me the idea of the artist at work, in his garden or on a beach, perhaps in Norfolk or perhaps in Japan, engaged in making what is essentially the same work over and over again, taking his modest and mundane materials and transforming them (without actually touching them), is profoundly moving. Somehow, knowing that Ackling’s work exists does change the world.

In English, the word tropism denotes an action carried out without cognitive thought. It is perhaps an action to which we cannot ascribe deliberate meaning. Tropism in this sense has a proper, although non-scientific, meaning as ‘an innate tendency, natural inclination, or propensity to act in a certain manner towards a certain stimulus’. Phototropism is the response of plants to the presence of light. I like to think of Ackling’s art in this way, as a non-cognitive, almost instinctive thing.

Ackling’s way of working is ‘tropistic’ in another sense, in that he essentially repeats himself. The light, the glass, the burn, is a ‘trope’, a significant or recurrent theme, a motif. It is a ritual. It represents itself, again and again. Quietly existing.


rituals performed in private

change the face of the world.12
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2
 ‘Touching the Earth’: Notes on Richard Long’s Selected Statements and Interviews (2007)



From a mountain top in Africa

To a Tennessee riverbed, brushing through hoar frost

Magic signs, secret journeys

A portrait of the artist touching the earth.1




Richard Long’s work is, in his words, ‘a simple metaphor for life’. He is a solitary figure, ‘walking down his road, making his mark’. 2 A leading member of a storied generation of artists who, from the mid-1960s onwards, revolutionised the practice of art, Long is distinct from contemporaries such as Robert Smithson, Robert Morris, Donald Judd and Sol LeWitt. Unlike these artists, who regularly reviewed the work of their contemporaries and issued texts commenting on, justifying and theorising their practice, Long has tended to be reticent about commenting publicly about his own work or that of others.

This contrast is brought sharply into focus by two instances. In 1969, at a symposium to accompany the seminal exhibition Earth Art at the Andrew Dickson White Museum, Cornell University in New York, Long shared a platform with Robert Smithson, Dennis Oppenheim, Hans Haacke, Neil Jenney and Gunther Uecker. Asked to explain their contributions to the show, Smithson, Oppenheim and the others gave long expositions of their work. Long simply stated: ‘My work will be in front of the museum.’ 3 Nothing more. In London in 1972 Long participated in Anne Seymour’s important exhibition surveying conceptual tendencies in British art, The New Art, at the Hayward Gallery, alongside Gilbert and George, Hamish Fulton, Barry Flanaganand others. In the catalogue a series of ‘artist’s pages’ contained interviews and statements by each of the artists in the show, but here Long declined to include anything other than images of his work. Indeed, between 1967, when he first started to exhibit, and 1980 Long made almost no public statements about his work. He held to the belief (which he later characterised as ‘naïve’) that his work should speak for itself. Such reticence may be in part attributable to Long’s character but also speaks of an aesthetic decision to resist intellectualisation. In addition it suggests the strength of his conviction. He believed his work to be strong enough to stand on its own without theoretical props.

It was only at the end of the 1970s, when faced with persistent misreadings of his work – in particular interpretations which suggested that he was a Romantic, or that he was interested in extending a tradition of English landscape art, poetry and literature – that Long decided to ‘set the record straight’. ‘Five Six Pick Up Sticks’ was published by the Anthony d’Offay Gallery in 1980 and remains Long’s single most complete and important statement on his art. It sets forth his creative agenda with extraordinary clarity.

In the following decade Long issued statements for exhibitions in Bristol, Kassel and Kendal. He also gave a series of interviews for the first time. His desire to correct certain assumptions about his attitude towards landscape and his use of photography even led him to (uncharacteristically) write to Art Monthly in 1983 to dispute publicly what he saw as serious misconceptions in reviews of recent exhibitions, in particular that by Lynne Cooke of his shows at Arnolfini, Bristol and Anthony d’Offay, London. 4

The 1980s were then a decade in which Long set out his stall. He has since maintained a position somewhere between his original stance – silent and private – and that of artist-as-public-speaker. He has occasionally issued statements – which in recent years have tended to address specific works – and has also given a small number of important and occasional extensiveinterviews. Nonetheless, he remains distanced from a populist celebrity culture that has come to define the contemporary art world. Long essentially remains an anonymous figure on the road, working in silence.

The opening statement of ‘Five Six Pick Up Sticks’ is perhaps the most succinct summation of Long’s work and sets the tone for all his subsequent pronouncements: ‘I like simple, practical, emotional, quiet, vigorous art.’

Long’s writings and interviews are remarkably consistent. They reveal a set of ideas which, from 1980 onwards, are refined and restated with increasing force and clarity. Some key themes which emerge from these texts are a preoccupation with simplicity, a dislike of dogma, respect for nature, autobiography; and above all the importance of strong and practical ideas. In fact, practicality is perhaps the dominant trope in Long’s articulation of his concerns and methodology. Long’s words reveal a clearly delineated working aesthetic that could almost be defined by this single idea, which crops up again and again in his texts. As he repeatedly stresses, Long is concerned to use strategies and materials that ‘do the job’, that are fit-for-purpose. Nonetheless, to use only words such as practicality, clarity and simplicity (words which the artist himself uses repeatedly) to characterise his work would be to fail to recognise the richness, the complexity, the allusive and poetic qualities of the work. The paradox of Long’s oeuvre is that he uses such simple means to create such wide-ranging possibilities and implications; implications which encompass time, space, relativity, human life and the full breadth of the natural world. In stressing simple, pragmatic and practical concerns when he speaks about his work, Long reinforces a sense of this paradoxical complexity.

Another key consideration is that of locality. Again and again in interviews Long makes clear the importance to him of Bristol and the River Avon, the places where he grew up. From this springs the intriguing notion that even if unable to travel Longwould be able to continue to work as an artist within just a few miles of Bristol, an idea he has stated on more than one occasion. Everything he needs is on his doorstep.

As Long suggested in 1971 in his first published statement, his work constitutes ‘a portrait of the artist touching the earth’. Implicit in this is the idea of autobiography, something which has largely been ignored by many commentators on Long’s work, but which was directly addressed in a fascinating interview with Michael Auping, given on the occasion of a major show in Long’s home town, at the Royal West of England Academy in 2000. As Long said, discussing the works made in and around Bristol, and if they formed a microcosm of a wider practice: ‘All the different forms of my work, they’re all interconnected and they all overlap and they all add up to one whole dialogue of being in the world and living my life – in the world of now.’

A third theme that is restated again and again is Long’s intense respect for nature and love of wild empty places. It is this which encouraged him to take landscape as subject and framework for his art, and it is this which has inspired and enriched his work over the last 40 years. However, what is also clear is that Long is an artist without an overt political agenda, specifically with regards to environmental politics; the two do not necessarily go hand in hand. As Long states, he is ‘just an artist’. His ‘job’ is to make art. It is the role of politicians and activists to conduct debate about environmental responsibility. Such distinctions have perhaps become blurred in recent years – as artists have increasingly become public personas – and Long’s rejection of such a role will be disappointing to those who have attempted to co-opt him and his work (along with Hamish Fulton, David Nash and Andy Goldsworthy) as a kind of mascot for the green lobby.

These are some of the key themes that recur again and again in interviews and in the succinct statements he has made about specific works and specific aspects of his practice, but perhapsone of the most remarkable things revealed is the full breadth of Long’s enquiry. His work can sometimes appear to be single-minded, to reflect a narrow focus, but as his texts show he is in fact concerned to reflect (and reflect upon) ideas as varied as place and geography, mapping, the importance of water, the properties of different kinds of rocks, the role of paths as social networks, ways of measuring time; the list goes on.
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