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If in doubt, keep walking

A walk with Hamish Fulton

by Freddy Langer

Hamish Fulton is an artist. An artist who walks. “No walk, no art”, is how he describes his way of working. Each of his works has been created by a walk; each walk leads to a work. They are pictures in which Fulton reduces to the essentials the experience of walking for hours, days, weeks, the experience of nature and the experience of loneliness. What these works look like is decided as he walks, often in a single moment. Fulton finds his motifs without searching. All of a sudden. Intuitively.

And of course he sees the walk itself as a work. It’s important, he says, how you begin a walk – and it’s even more important how you end it. The path is the path, but only the destination is the destination, and above all it’s the moment of arrival which is decisive for success, for the quality of a walk. That’s probably the reason why he stopped and thought for a moment as we came to a grey, nondescript pebble beach on our extended ramble through the English county of Kent. It was here, he said, at this very spot, and he pointed with his finger to the ground, that one of my walks ended. More than six months ago. And then he added: it’s nice to link walks together. To cross old paths. To weave a web. That’s exactly what a walk’s all about: making connections between points.

The web which Hamish Fulton has been weaving for more than thirty years now covers the whole globe. He’s a restless, obsessive walker who’s walked from the coast  of northern Scotland to the coast of southern England in one and a half months, who’s followed the almost two hundred kilometre long “Pilgrims Way” from Winchester to Canterbury without  even a minute’s sleep along the way, who’s crossed Baffin Island from side to side, the Alps from end to end and Iceland from coast to coast, who’s walked from the Atlantic through Spain to the Mediterranean, walked over twelve passes in Ladakh in twelve days, walked round the sacred mountain of Hiei in Japan and hiked through the Andes, the Rocky Mountains and the Pyrenees. He’s done more than two hundred walks, some just a day’s walk, the longest almost seven weeks, and they add up to more than 55,000 kilometres.

“Shall we go for a walk?” Hamish Fulton had asked on the phone. Only six words and yet enough time for him - no, “space” he would no doubt say - several times to modulate his intonation between polite enquiry, enthusiasm for the proposal and the subtle art of persuasion. A mile or two, he said, an hour or so.

“Shall we go?” he asked again the next morning and smiled in just the way he would smile more and more frequently in the course of the day. Polite and mischievous in equal measure. We set off.

In the centre of Canterbury. From the hotel where the breakfast things were just being cleared away and in the pub next door, the Miller’s Arms, table and chairs were being shifted, glasses clinked and a vacuum cleaner roared. In the streets housewives were going shopping and in the large car park by the little river the first coaches were discharging the first hordes of day trippers who, for the next few hours, would be pushing their way though the medieval streets between the cathedral and the Heritage Museum, the souvenir shops and the fast food outlets.

There was no car to take us to the beach. What for, said Fulton, why delay a walk unnecessarily? But was that what it really was, a walk? First along the High Street, the pedestrian zone with small shops and large department stores, then the Whitstable Road out of the town, one of the main thoroughfares. Or wasn’t it a stroll round the city, only later at best a walk? Did the walk start where the houses along the main road got smaller and the gardens correspondingly larger, where fields opened up, where the Oak Path led us past a row of oak trees to the wood and we promptly got lost.  Is that where the walk started? Or was what we were doing here no different from what everyone does on a Sunday afternoon to get a breath of fresh air between lunch und tea?

How does Hamish Fulton differ from other walkers when he sets off from his cottage across fields and through woods? And does he differ from other walkers when he marches for days and weeks through the wilderness anywhere in the world? It’s the difference between exertion and relaxation, between concentration and distraction, between effort and recovery, between experience and adventure. Hamish Fulton is looking for insights, not for views. So what was it like, then, that summer on the Kent coast?

Fulton hesitated with his answer and even at the end it wasn’t exactly clear whether he was having difficulty remembering, whether he was struggling to find the appropriate expressions, or whether he preferred to keep to himself what had been going through his mind sitting there alone on the beach where we were now standing, looking out to sea, hands buried deep in our trouser pockets, heads drawn down between our shoulders because a penetrating cold wind was blowing over the water.

Then he began to talk. In clipped sentences. Hardly more than key words. So carefully chosen as though a false concept could destroy everything – both the memory of that time and this special feeling, like the picture which was gradually being put together from his description.

It was nearly 11 o’clock when we got to the sea. Shallow waves were breaking almost noiselessly over the pebbles. The last light of the day was dancing on the black canvas of the rippling sea and in the sky the first stars were hesitatingly twinkling around the narrow crescent moon. It was a moment of peace and quiet. A moment of inner contemplation. And perhaps for Hamish Fulton it was also like a little death when his Thames walk ended here, near the little town of Whitstable, not all that far from Canterbury.

He’d walked forty-four kilometres. From the source of the river to Tower Bridge in the centre of London, then right across the city out into the country and on over fields, meadows and narrow streets to the sea. It had taken him six days, from 18 to 23 June – not by accident in mid-summer, but in no way for the sake of some mystical reverence for nature, but for completely pragmatic reasons in that he wanted to exploit the long days and in this way, as he says, “the energy of the light”. Some days Fulton walked for seventeen hours before unfurling his sleeping bag under some tree or other on the banks of the Thames.

The route took him past bends in the river where weeping willows dangled their slender branches in the water, ducklings excitedly bustled about and tumbled down the slopes on the bank and where cows stood looking bored behind crooked fences in the fields – motifs which have for centuries inspired English painters to depict such scenes in romantic hues. It took him through old, sleepy villages with charming half-timbered houses and churches as imposing as fortresses, places whose praises are sung in English poetry. It took him past those stretches of the river where people enjoying their leisure plough through the water in their speedboats with such an ear-splitting din and the stench of oil that conservationists send the government one letter of protest after another in order that legislation might put an end to the outrage. And the route took him past London’s old docks where new urban districts are still being created today and the avant-garde of British architecture celebrates its triumphs. All of this found its way into his diary as brief notes and delicate biro sketches. But the work of art which he created from the total experience of this walk, that work which was to evoke all these sensations as he walked along, was only created at night, there on the beach.

He took a few sheets of paper from his rucksack, placed some pebbles on them and with a pencil carefully traced round their outlines. This gave rise to little circles. Some were almost round, others a little angular. Tremulous lines. With no beginning, with no end. These would be his pictures. He put the stones back. The walk was finished, his composition of the “Walk Along the River Thames” complete. The fact that he still had an hour and a half’s walk before finding a taxi for the last few miles home no longer had anything to do with the work of art. That was routine.

Since 1969, since completing his studies at the renowned St. Martin’s School of Art in London, Hamish Fulton has been working as a freelance artist. But critics still find his work difficult as it consistently refuses to submit to any traditional categorisation. Fulton has been seen as belonging to “Land Art”, that art form for which in the emptiness of a desert a few stones can be re-arranged or tons of sand and earth moved around until new swathes of land are created. But Fulton does not re-arrange the world. Land Art, he says, shows no respect for nature. It’s not his intention to change anything, he refuses to touch anything or even to bring back things he’s found to display as ornaments in a gallery. “Nature is nature, and my art is my art”, he says. Which is why what he doesn’t show and doesn’t do becomes a significant part of his message. For him it’s not a matter of transforming the landscape, his aim is transforming the self. “The physical activity of walking makes you receptive to the landscape”, he once wrote. And: “A physically demanding walk is more worthwhile than one which makes no demands”. He walks through valleys and over mountains to the point of exhaustion, through woods and over moors, in the search for borderline experiences which can even cause hallucinations. He called one of his works “Clouds which looks like Mountains; Mountains which looks like Clouds”.

Because of his love of stones Hamish Fulton is occasionally described as a sculptor. “Where are the sculptures”, a British journalist even asked in reviewing one of his exhibitions. But the fact is that to date Fulton has not created a single piece of plastic art. He finds his figures. “Rocks are alive in their homeland”, stands programmatically above a work of his from 1989. He’d walked for seven days over Hokkaido to touch hundreds of rocks with his hands. He said hello to the stones, he says, they are the inhabitants of that landscape: prominent crags, tall, vertical, striking a pose, as it were, in this distant, inhospitable region, but also non-descript boulders, covered in moss, somehow lost in the sand, in the snow, on the uniform plain between dry, scrubby grass and endless masses of rocks and boulders. Fulton photographed each one of the stones and numbered them on the picture.

But there’s no way he’s a photographer – and certainly not a landscape photographer. Fulton’s pictures are conventional. Black and white. Sober. With no sense of drama. They just simply represent, they are documents rather than interpretations. Despite the large format many are downright unattractive. What he wants, says Fulton, is to show nature as it should be: undamaged, but also without the artificially achieved effects of the sublime. Nature knows no emotions, no morality, and Fulton is not willing to impose such interpretations. Nature, he says, is neutral.

Fulton also paints. No sooner had he, with delicate strokes, transferred thirty-one mountain silhouettes onto a museum wall, exactly as he had just recently seen them, each day anew, in the course of a month-long walk through the Alps from Valence to Vienna, than he was stylised as a painter of abstract pictures – it would be wonderful if the flourish in the horizontal lines could also be seen as revealing life’s ups and downs. 

And Fulton writes short texts, a sort of minimalist poetry, describing the atmosphere of a place or a moment with just a few words and varied only in the additions, such as: “the noise of falling rocks – the noise of falling rocks in a river – the noise of falling rocks in a river at night”. Is Fulton a poet? In England he is actually seen as both a successor to William Turner, the great Romantic painter, and William Wordsworth, the great Romantic poet. Fulton has a simple explanation for this: these are the two names which first come to the mind of an art critic in England on the topic of landscape.

On each of his works  Fulton names the place, the duration and the time of the walk. The information is succinct and precise, irrespective of how spectacular the landscape or how dangerous the walk may have been. The typography is plain and unembellished, utterly non-sensual – even when the words themselves become the picture, sometimes assuming huge dimensions. The painting made out of the words “CLOUDS” in white letters on a black background, and “ROCKS”, below, black on a white background, is thirteen metres long and five metres high – including the notice: “Fourteen Days Walking Fourteen Nights Camping Wind River Range Wyoming Summer 1989”.

Clouds, rocks: you can’t reduce the view of a mountain to anything less, and yet there is scarcely another landscape picture which stimulates the imagination more. The view becomes narrow, the space becomes wide, the plethora of associations simply endless. “Go – beyond – the – Word”, is Fulton’s exhortation to us to undertake a trip in our mind.

It was already getting dark and we were still walking along by the sea. Herne Bay lay behind us, a small seaside resort whose promenade offers little more than souvenir shops, a pizzeria and an amusement arcade whose glitteringly bright neon lights shone through the large windows like floodlights onto the road. The place was deserted. At this time of day. At this time of the year. Only a few children were riding their mountain bikes in tight circles round the lamp posts and a dog was marking a litter bin as border post of his territory. Apart from us there was no one else out walking. Fulton walked on ahead, in a straight line, with a thrusting stride, looking like a scalpel cutting through the air. We’d not spoken since we left the place, simply listened to the noises, our steps on the asphalt promenade along the coast, the roar of the sea. STEPS, WAVES, went through my head. Perhaps you have to walk hour after hour to eliminate any distraction and to apprehend only the essential. Perhaps you have to walk and walk until you’re empty. The sun had set, it would soon be pitch black. “Still going?”, Fulton asked, fully aware of the play on words. In his index card file there were dozens of examples of how the way of things and the way of the world, of how even our thinking was again and again elucidated with pictures of movement. One thing leads to another. Time passes. Discussions turn in a circle. Where’s it all going to end? And so on and so forth. So far, so good. I make a mental note of WORDS. Once again five letters. The English language makes it easy to make an ornament out of words.

There’s a mural by Hamish Fulton on which he has summarised a seventeen-day walk through the Canadian Rocky Mountains in twenty-eight words, arranged in four columns and seven rows, each of the words four letters long. It tells the story of the landscape, the weather, the animals he’s seen, sounds and also his thoughts. SNOW LAKE LEAF STAR are in one row. EYES WIND ROCK MOON in another. But this isn’t the way to read the text. Rather our eyes jump about all over the picture without being able find a foothold anywhere. It’s as though we’re walking through the mountains ourselves. HOWL WIND MIST. Each new combination of words is like a new experience, creating different pictures in our head. BEAR BONE WALK. Tension and repose alternate. MOON CAMP FIRE. Fulton’s experiences become our memories. The walk through the Canadian wilderness leads into the very heart of the jungle of our subconscious. For Sigmund Freud the wilderness was the exact counterpart of nature, granting unlimited imagination to our thoughts, places where what wants to grow, may grow and any way it wants. Fulton’s pictures are journeys into the ego.

Fulton’s journeys are pictures of the ego, representations of himself. Walking becomes the affirmation of your own person. That’s why he’s always setting himself new tasks. Sometimes he counts every step he takes with the precision of a surveyor: 33,210 on 10 October 1991 round Mount Hiei in Japan – a walk he later translated into a dense picture comprising the exact same number of dots. Sometimes he ranges with a meditative serenity through Scotland for seven days – and then with his linear typography once more, in his customary matter-of-fact style, he paints the metre-high picture “No Talking for Seven Days”, which in its austereness and power leaves the observer just speechless.

And so now to Everest, from the summit of which the next step can only lead to heaven. Perhaps this simply had to be so. Perhaps there was nowhere else that Hamish Fulton could go. It was a bold enterprise. Because without the summit Fulton would come back empty-handed. With no picture. With no work. 

This time, however, he did not go about his work quite so intuitively as usual. High up, at an altitude of 8,850 metres, in thin air and with an icy wind, on the morning of 19 May 2009, he actually forced himself to think two sentences which he had formulated specially for the summit: “Respect the mountain” and “Long live the Dalai Lama”. It had been his aim to carry up these wishes, to deliver them to heaven. When the Sherpa Ang Dorje told him it was time to go down, he quickly took two more photos – one with outstretched arms, the camera pointing at his own face hidden behind the oxygen mask and the reflections in his sunglasses. He did not bring a conventional photo of the summit back down with him. But in a wonderful way the picture brings together the exertions of the expedition and the unreality of this world at the end of the world, a feeling of endlessness only to be had at the price of pain. He had been fully aware, Fulton says, that he wanted to leave the comfort zone of art – and cast a glance into the zone of death. For him it was all about “the ultimate experience”, the effect on body and mind. But nonetheless he describes his experience in the clearest and most matter-of-fact choice of words imaginable: “A Guided and Sherpa Assisted Climb of Mount Everest Using Bottled Oxygen Reaching the 8,850 metres Summit on the Morning of 19 May 2009 49th Day of the Expedition via Nepal and the Southeast Ridge”. The typography is without serifs. The message without embellishment.

Fulton calls his expedition to Mount Everest “The big idea”, which is to be understood much more literally than you might at first think.  Part of his concept is the fact that he links and connects his walks together until they cover the whole globe as a sort of network of paths, partly in such precise lines and right angles that their distribution itself becomes a work of art. And that’s why, for his latest art book, he has interlinked ten expeditions to the Himalayas which he undertook between 1975 and 2009, over which the summit photo literally and metaphorically towers up. 

Fulton has called the book “The Uncarved Block”, based on a Taoist expression from the fourth century BC - but perhaps also as a reference to the first encounter between a sculptor and his stone, that moment at which everything is still thinkable before the artist starts to strike the stone to free his work – or, to put it even better perhaps – to lay it bare. The fact that this is also possible without a chisel but by thought alone is demonstrated by this wonderful volume, with page after page of countless works and many diary entries. A great art book. And a mountain book like no other.

Otherwise there are in fact scarcely any models for Fulton’s art, though there are lots of models for his way of thinking and grasping the world. One thinks of the running Pueblo Indians in the southwest of America who used physical exertion to gain knowledge, or even more the Japanese “marathon monks” who, in the course of their seven-year training, run round Mount Hiei so often that in the end they have run a distance equal to the earth’s circumference – and then summarise their experience in a calligraphy with two or three bold strokes of Indian ink. The Japanese poet Santoka Taneda can also be included as one of his precursors who, between 1926 and 1940 covered a total of 45,000 kilometres – and wrote such haikus as: “The moon rises – I’m not waiting for anything”.

But of course it was not Fulton who discovered walking as a life experience and path – there it is again, this image – to broaden the horizons. Walking can be for the mind what the sauna is for the body. The French poet Jean Rimbaud wrote, “I had to go on my travels to disperse the magical images which had collected in my mind”. And the American geologist Clarence King recognised after climbing Mount Tyndall, “After such a hugely demanding physical challenge, the mind has an almost supernormal clarity.” Sören Kierkegaard said, “I have walked myself into my best thoughts, and I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk away from it”. Buddha’s last words to his followers are said to have been “Keep going”. Hamish Fulton says, “If in doubt, keep walking”.

Fulton’s walks are not flights from the world and life; on the contrary, they become a search for them. Fulton’s driving force is the hope of sensing something that can’t be found anywhere else or which is concealed. He also sees that as part of his work: to establish the obvious. “Only the child born and bred in the city knows how to appreciate one tuft of grass.” It wasn’t Fulton who said that, but Arno Schmidt. But it does explain why during many a walk Fulton wipes a sheet of paper across a meadow until green stripes appear on it. And it also explains why he thinks he can get closer to the essence of the world with a pencil line drawn round a pebble. But he’s a long way from believing in marriage to nature, as for example Wordsworth who talked of betrothal poetry in his verse. His art is rather a determining of his position within the world. The silhouettes of mountain crests: far. The outline of a small stone: near. In between is where he moves, where he walks.

A walk gives a foothold. And it provides the feeling of having achieved something. When else, Fulton asks, do you know in your life quite so exactly where you are standing at this precise moment, where you’re going to? And what else, other than a walk, he asks, can you still actually see through to the end at the present time? It was almost eleven when we got to the hotel. In the dining room the tables were already laid for breakfast and in the pub next door , the Miller’s Arms, the landlord was already ringing the bell for “last orders”.

We’d been walking for eleven and a half hours, covering fifty-three kilometres – a huge circular walk over asphalt roads and rain-sodden forest trails, through cities, over fields and by the sea. At first the sun had been shining, at the end it was pouring down. We’d set off in daylight, we came back in the pitch dark. The traffic noise from a main road had accompanied us, the twittering of the birds and the roar of the waves. The walk had turned out to be a completed composition. But was it therefore immediately suitable for an art gallery? It has what it takes. “Landscape art? Colour on canvas?” Hamish Fulton wrote on one occasion in one of his little note books, “No. Blood on socks.”
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