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Art & Walking

Reconnecting urith the tiving Land
VValking, Rewiiding and Conlemporarv Art Practice

I.SABEL l\/CLEISH

aving grown up ln the North West
Hlghlands ol Scotland, t have expe-

rienced lile in a remote and wild
place. I spent my childhood walk-

ing in the hills, drawing and making sculp-
tures wrth my hands and feeling connecled
to the land. Gaeilc place-names leature on all
of the local signs, and I sense lhe deep con-

nection to land that rs felt by the fishermen,
croltert, artist> and local communittes.

From pre-history to the present day artists

have looked to the natural world for inspr-

ration and used a wide range o[ media and

processes to explore their themes. As hypoth-
esised by Kellert and Wilson in The Biophilia

Llypothesis, our yearning lor connection uith
the natural world is innate: 'Biophilia' ls 'a fun-

damenial, genetically based human need and

propensity to affiliate with other lir'rng organ-

isms.' Second11,, Richard Louv has proposed

the notion o[ 'nature deficit disorder' which
suggesis that a lack of contact and interaction

wrth green and natural spaces negatlvely im-
pacts upon our health and well-being due to

ahenation lrom rhe natural wbrld. Similariy,

George Monbiol proposes that knowledge

of natural flora and fauna Ls being iost wlth
each generation through shrfting baseline

qmdrome.' \4onbtot suggests rhar each gen-

eration has a different perception and under-
standing ol what is normai and natural due to

the enraronmenr that the; hare grown up rn.

In response to this, the notion of 'rewilding'

offers a potential solution to the current dis-

connection and challenges of contemporary
culture. 'Rewilding' is a relative11, new telm,
introduced to the dlctionary rn 2011, with
multipie perspectives and interpretations of
rts meaning. 'Rewildlng' can be defi.ned by

conservationists as returning captlve animals

to nature or reintroducing native flora and

fauna species to encourage natural regenera-

tion. More recently, 'rewlding' has been con-
sidered in relatlon lo humans, exploring how
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we can choose to become more in slrLc wrth
the natural wor1d. The notion of 'rewilding'

both our environmen[s and ourselr,es pro-

vokes queslions aboul where we have come

lrom, where we are now, and where we want

to be in the future.

The word 'landscape' is a human conslruct
that can often prove problematic. lsabelle

Thomson argues that 'land' becomes 'land-

scape' only through the presence of a hu-
man and that 'landscape' rs 'a state of mind'.
Thomson explains thaL humans project their

own understandings, feehngs and perspec-

tlves onto the land they expenence, and thus
'landscape' rs 'humanised'. For this reason,

I am hesitanr to use lhe word'landscape' to
describe all rhe lir.rng elements of the Earth
(flora, fauna, the land as well as the physical
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phenomena slich as seasLrns. tidcs. t.noon cr'-

cles, and so on) as I c1o not \\:ant to perpetuate

u-hat is seer as the hr.rn-Lailnature divide .

I leel Lhe neecl to use an erpression along.icle

terms such as natural norlcl u'hic|r clrn\e\s
something more meanrngtul, and therelore I
I,elic,i l;r..rg1:r1.1,.n.11-1,r1i1' r- Jn' nrJr.

and aLive ra.'orld tl-rat r.r e inhabLt. mor e thrtr,rgh

ancl interact uiLh. \11'ues- is that ihese terms

open us up to t1-re rntnnsic cy cles and rhvlhms
that rnfluence .rlL beings. BuL r 1'rat c.f thost
lr,.ho cannot to go out dlrectll into the liring
land dr-Le to a ntde range of limitatir)ns ihat
they, may experience. or that ma) be placed

upon lhem? Can engagement uith the lning
lancl be obtainecl thror:gh a medratecL erpen-
en Ce?

Painter ]ackie \Iorns. along \\rth Robert

N4acFarLane ancl Alison OToole. recenth

comple ted a comttLLssion lLrr the Ro) a1

National Orthopaeclic HospLtal in London
l'eaturing lllustrations :Lnd tert on the \\ alls

ol [our- floors ol the hospital to bring the

naLtrraL rr cL'd t,do.,r.. L\' \ u ttr )-ro.. \ ir-

rnspirecl b;,the book fhr Lost l\br-ds br'\'lorris
and \4acFarlane, lr,hich \\-as a respollse to the

current loss ol language and declining species.

The book featr-Lred illustrations ar-Ld poetic
'spells clesigned to be spoken or sung sith the

aim o[ enconragrng people to rekilrdle their
lole of tl-ie lar-rc1 through language - and tl-Lus

'rt-prr, tnein'l Le'p pr.,c.L' .

The element o[ bringing the r-iatural u orld
insicle is signifrcant r'vhen rve cor-isicler the

rnfluence lhat enriromnent ilas on recover\-

and or.erall healtl-r as, accor du'rg to the

The National Alliance for ,\r'ts. HealLh and

\\'ellbeing, 'r,rithin healthcare. access to
c1a1.llght, lresh air and naLural materials aids

l-reaLlng. restoring the integrirv betu een mrnd.

bod,v and soul'. k uill be apprecLated that

t1-rLs con'rmrssioned artrvotk ma\ recorlnect

people uith tl're land through langr-rage ar-rc1

irnagerl,, and also positir,el,v lmpact upon the

reco\.ery and health of patrents. Above all. the

healing aspect of this u,ork Ls r.r.hat makes it so

por.r'erlul and in spini-i g.

\tr'1thin the living 1and, meanu'l-rile. Eeo

Stubblefields perfon.natir.e dance pracirce

u.itl'r Anna Halprin explores horv clancers

can use therr senses to feel connectecl to the

lirtng land b,v hstemng to brrclsong. leehng the

textures of plants and sn-rel1ing the scents o[
the earth. As SLubbleheid erplarns \{r, hope

for both the perlormer and tl're \ie\\-er rs to

86

re{ine ancl errencl tl-re senses, to 1u111, sense

each place . rriggerlng r.nemories deep in the

body They- are old memories and r-et in their
as'aker-Lrng comes the chance to couple agaii'r

ri,lth the land.'

SLubbleheld n-iakes clear her airn lor encour-
agrng oLlr rntelaclion u.rtl-L rhe naturaL u,orlcl

througlr an intuitn'e and dLrect relational

response io the land itself and clocuments

these clances ihror-rgh phL)tograph\. or fihn.
The pr:rctice relies on Halprins immedrate

response to her enrironment, ,,r,hether lote.
or beach. through StubbLefield'-s choice to on.

proude a basic score and no other clirectior.
or sel choreography It can be said that th.
lar-rd is the lnain influencer of the dance.

UnLike t,rpical clance practices. there is .

locus on stillness, as opposed Lo Inovemer-
ancl as Srubblef,eld explains, 'a dance cloes nc.
har.e to be about mor-ernent. Be strIl. Respon:

mrcroscopic:rll1r ,\ clance is the breath mac-.

risible - just brcathe . be sti11.' Dances cr::

molc a\\,av hom establLshed pracrrces rvhic:-

. cl. 'r'rr n,;h c rcr;1 r''d bL'-r -ro\crrcnr

f:Lr,our of slorver. more rneditative practica:

t1-rat help us use our body ancl ser-ses to recLrl.-

nect urth the natu|al r'vorLd. As Halprin porn:.
out. 'tber:e is alrvar,s some kincl of mor.emen:

er,en rn slillness. ThatS hou. nature dances.

Stubblehelds practice reminds me ol ti:.
klnd of ir-itLmate ancl deep experience N::-
Shepherd described r,vhen sleeprng oLltdorr::

irr the land: The rnind grou,s limpid, the boc
r-rLe1ts, perceprion alone remains. One r-reith::

thinks. nor clesires, nor romembers, but dr.ve l :
in pure intimacl- rvith the tanglble world,' Sh.:

rrrites in lhe Liling Mountain. The rvalker, tL.
dancer - the l-r.u'rian - has immersed thei::-

seh.es rn rhe lancl and beconre part o[ lt.
\Valking irs an art practice has the pos:

to strenglhen our cLrnnecliLtn urith lhe lnu.
land rl-rrough rhe engaging actn.lty of r'i,a1krn:

Best knou.r-r for thrs rs Richard Long r,vho cii:-

much to forge a place for u,alking to be vier,r e:l

as ari \\lthin contcmporary art practice. Lonij
piece A Lint lulade b.r" \Vclhing, made rl,l-ren l.
rvas a sludent, invo]ved rvalking along t:.
same stretch of grass repeate d\' in a meado"

on the outskirts o[ London. Prof. Tim Ingo :
obsen'es that 'he has not cut the line r.ri:;
his boots, nor has material heen deposrte;

Rather. it rs rhe sole presence of a hum::'
moring through the iand that creates ta. .

u.ork. Tl-re footpnnts are the resldues o[ tr .
repeated movement, as \4acFarlane expLai::.

Longs'le gs are his sr1'lus, his leet the mb ri -::-

u.hich he r.nscribes his traces on the \\,or1.1.'

Eqnalllr, A Lme Macb b_r,' \lnrlhing becom.-
more poignant nhen r,ve consider that tl.
*.rk rr-r' o.rl\ c\plorc- hr-rm:n irtcr: cr

u-rth the living 1and. but also time passin.
.i t, o tlr. \'p.r! n\ t I ar.d tr.Lns..nl nf,ltl (

thrs rvork. IngoJcl argrres that 'footprints [..
haYe ;1 tenrporal exrstence , a duralion. whi;
is bound to the verv cly,nrn-rt.r o{ the gror-rr::

Lo r.i hich the1, beior-rg.'
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in his sculptural piece titlecl A fltrrlc in
.,,,i/.r,td, li mini-,. trl ,)l ..11, itr^t :1,'pq . I

cles, Long created r u,'orl< rvhrlst on a u.ali<.

A Cilcle in .Scor/and synbolicall,v revealed the
cr.cles ol nature ltr, constructing a circle out
o[ a continuorrs line ol stolies. This phcement
ancl arrangement ol the stones l-righhghts rhe
interaction ar-id relatronship betu,een ar-tist

and n'ratenal, u.alker and Land. AlLne 5e lntour
notes that therc is a clillerence betrveen 'p1ac-

ing' ar-rd 'kickrng stones ro fonn a lrne I . . . ] Ti-Le

artrst pla\rs hrs part and nature p1a;.s l-rt-rs.'

Accordinglr,. Se1.rllo,-,,' liighlighrs tl-rat rherc
is an interacLLt)n betr,veen the iiYing lancl and
the r,r.all<er. eacl-r uith a role and inflr.rence.
The lancl pror.rdes the nraterial ancl tlLe u,a11ter

lear,es his trace. I-ong chooses to rnter-rtional11,

lear-e a n-Lore perlnanent lrace of his plesence
rn the land through his placing ol stones ancl
rock. It can be said that Longs stone \\.orks,
such as A Ciiclc rir Scor/cnd. illustrate a cr-ea-

tir,o, pla),tr-rl ancl respectlr-rl lnerho.l 1br engag-
tng u 1\ t.tc l,rr-.1 ,\- ..1-'r,'ut I',1:^L- ,...1.

'Longs touch has alw'ar-s been lamousl). ligl-rt'
Long uses his bod,v ancl natural marenals to

create his art\vorks. rhe relbre . hrghhghting the
[orces and c\.c]es Lrf the land in the same r.r,ar-

that Nar-r Shepl-rerd described hor,v 'one u,alk-s

among elementals.' In rni,oprnion, Longs c1e

cisron to r,vork so c1oselr.r.r,ith the land'-s n-rate-

rials reinforces this r-rotLon ol time passtng ancl
the transient nature integraL to tl-Le land rtseLf.

Hamish Fr-rlton - a 'rvaikrng artist - is l<nor,vn

lbr fo11ou-ing the pr:incrple ol'lenr-e no rrace in
l-ris practice. He mainrains rhar rhe r,r.alk is the
nork' ancl cre:Ltes large-scale r.r,.a11 u,orks fi-on'r

his phoLogr-aphs and noteboolis as a record of
the lir-ed cxper-le1tce. In a simrlar u ar. to LorLgs

Rircr kr ]lilcr-. Fnltons \,IiLD IiOCK is :L shcli
and rehned text-lrolk ri1-rich bnr-rgs attenrion
to natural elements lbunc1 ir-L the land.

Long and F,.rlton use the cr.eles of the land to
inform the tirning or duration of their n.ork.
h'r Fultons text and phorographic prece. fhc
tr'figrrrtirrn Noi1h. the crrcular rvalk' becLns at

the suurmer solstrce fi-rlL moon. It cern be ap-

l'lC,.11td llrlrt r'al.<t tl \T.r!l,r\ \.r l,-fr.l
the environment and be 'in LurLe $''rth the
1and. using rts o-cles Lrs sIrucrure lbr the s.alk.
Ac1c1itiona11;,, Fultol pornts out thitt each l.all<
m:rrks Lhe flor.r. ol tLme berr.r,een blrth ancl

cleath'. thus reurlbrcing the clurational ancl

ephemeral qualities of a ualk ancl [i[e irsell
l-ike Lor-rg-s practicer. tl-re iclea o[transie nce ancl

trme passir-ig rs l<er to Fuhon-s r,r-alking arL.
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Andrer.r \\-ilson has r,r,ritren that rhe u,a1k

rtsell rs the art. anci that lillor.r,s in gallelies
rs alu n,s in relerence to the rr-alk that h:rs pre-
ceclecl it. FulLon rrakes Lhis clear as 'no u,alk.
no u'ork' ancl that 'an oblect canuLrt cL)mpete
urth an experience.' \\ialkrng and rnor,emenl
pfectices encLlurage a sense of intercor-Lnected-

ness and unir1. nith the lancl, and as Richard
Sennelt:Lrgues, nhen immersed jn an actjr.itv
rie are absot'becl rn someLl-irng. no longer sell-
a\\rai-e. e\-en ol our bodi11- se1l. \Ve har-e be-
come the tl-Ling or-r rvhrch u-e :tre r,vor1<tng. ln
cLoing. re becon-Le. Eqr-ra1l1: rvalking is a r.erb.

tt rs a fonn of 'clorng' ;rnd u.e mor,e rrr and l,ilh
the lancl r-e t r,i alking can also be a lblm ol'be -

ing. After all. as Lee (-rrigie explarns, \\ie al'r-
'h,lnan beings. Not hun-Lan doings'.

In ecLdition. u,riter .Jar)- Gnffiths argues rhat
'raLkrng alr'arrs encourages the rl,alker to be
lirllv present ar-rd ur trnre u.rrl-r the rhltllns of
tlre earth. For the elLrlh itse1l is a u'alker'. rotar-

Riehard Long

Fulton
ra:,

inq :rnd mrr\-1ng all tl-re trme. Nlovement ancl
imr-nersile practrces bring the perlormer or
u'lllier b;rck rnLo thc pre sent molnent Ll-irongh

direct engaeement t-rth rhe land. liclurg crird

sirrl-si i1g therr conn ection thlo L-rg1-r rno\' em ent.
Tmh. tl-re s-a1ker becomes an expressLon of
the lancl itsell

Furthennrrre. as Nan S1-rephercl obserrecl.
after ualliing for hours. she could discor-er
lnosL nei1r1)' ulut it is ro be. I har-e *.alked
out ol the boch ancl rnto the rnouniain. I ar-r-r

a llrxnifcstatlon of rts roral life. ln the sanre

u ar that Griffltl'rs be lrer es tlut. rhrough u.al1<-

ing. tl-Le lar-rcl 'is ins'ntten irLto the hunran be,
1nS 1...] tl-re u,all<er enters the s.orld and the

d
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\vorld the \\,alke r'. Sire phercl :rnd Criftlths
make clear the prolor-Lnc1 t-eLrtionsl-Lip be ts-een

the u,al1ier ancl the land. ancl hori' Lhe act of
r,r'alking lacrlitates thrs process.

These itnmersive practices encourage me to

refle ct on mv o\\n experlence,s ol being in t1-Le

lend. I har.e rvalkecl baretbot in the n'tud. mcrss

and heather on thc hrllslcle behind m1= lamiLv

home. e nlof ing the leel o1'Lhe grouncl bene ath

me and sensrng tl-ie sne1ls, texiures and leel of
the lancl. C)n rvalks il'r the l-nlLs nhLch I luorr'
so r.r'e11. I am rcmindecl 1.h)- 1go rnto the lanc1

rn the lirst pliice. I r-earn Ibr the open hrllside.

the space to rvaLk. thrnk :Lncl breaLhe uith t1-re

iar-rd, to be completell' mr-self tn a rrcrrlrent in
time . I stolehearLec[r- sharc She phercls behef

that. '.. .often the molrntillrl git'es it-.el| r.nrrsl

con-Lpletely' u-hen I l-Lale no clestinatron. lhen
I reach nolrfiere in particlrlar. but hare gone

, L.ll 't( r. r 'u l-, t' .t I 1.. rr. ', l.jlll .^- '-

vrsits a lriericL u-rtl-r no intentton br-tt to be rr it1'r

hinr.'
ln m), opinion. there rs a rectprocirl rel:Ltion-

sl'rip betu.een m)/sell an.1 the 1and. \\1e lear-e

orlr own mark ancl trace on each otl-rer. nei-

ther cluite rhe same afier the erpenence . \4t-

r,vork trtled A LLne Nfade bl lf.t, Fairrih' \\'irliln.q

shorvs a stretch of hillside thar rn1-seli ancl rr 1'

lanlil)' trace onr frtolsteps .rnd presence ttr. as

r,r,e vr"a1k r.n the land e acl'r cLal'. lor exanrpie . ln
conclusiorr. clirect engagernent lrrth the lancl.

r.vhether it be through dance or u.alking. as i1-

lustrated here. enables both rhe :lttst and the

rier,i,er ro better understand theil place and

relatronshLp rvith the liring l:rncl. Bcing in rhe

land enablcs a person tLr scns. and.ieel their
cleep conneciion. as \\.e knos, thal going oul'
- -t ' t.,l . .r r..,r gu. r - ln .

Note in :, ,:rri :.',1
:,:. .ttlt ,li .j : ltr., ':. i
i!. ,r''a'-lirii'jai IIi,', i
:,j; ;a111,:.; 11 ;.,1;g ,

ISABEL MCLEISH IS an artrst and FTI
certlfled Forest Therapy Cuide and Forest
Therapy PractLtloner v'rho ltves rn ihe NW
t g t"nd .he ol e . . d^d 'xI er.-n '.
and vrorkshops Ln the HighLands an.l be

yond. She rs aiso trarned rn Emergelcy OLlt

door Frrst Arc and has PVG cLrsclosr,rre. in her
artlvork she encouraljes the vreuler to Ieflect
on their own bodrLy/sensorial respoase and
connectlon to the hvinq, anLmate eaIth.
httpsi//w\,vw.isabelmcleish.com
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