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When, midway through the last century, a disparate group broke out of art's
established parameters and explored a world in 3D, they were unwittingly inventing a
genre. In California, Robert Irwin was using light to expand, literally and figuratively,
the definition of art. Ditto Dan Flavin, New York's neon maestro. Sam Gilliam, in
Washington DC, ripped free vast canvases doused in colour from their stretchers and
suspended them out from the wall to create spaces within spaces, like a child might
build a fort.

In the late-1950s, the artist and critic Allan Kaprow put a name to the un-genre.
‘Environments’, he reckoned, defined artworks that required active viewer
engagement. He was inspired by Jackson Pollock’s dynamic lashes of paint:
environments emerging off the paper. But according to the Smithsonian’s Hirshhorn
museum in Washington DC it was Gilliam who gave the term material form. His ‘Light

Depth’, from 1969, kicks off the museum'’s latest exhibition Big Things for Big Rooms,

the second half of its 50th-anniversary celebration that began last year, on view until
mid-2027. Taking up, like all other pieces in the exhibition, an entire gallery room, it's
considered the finest of his Drapes series of colour-washed canvases. ‘It doesn't invite
people to touch it,’ says Evelyn Hankins, the show's curator, ‘but it engages the body.
Gilliam was responsible for creating that bridge between art and installation,
representing a broader shift in what we define art to be." As with other cultural shifts

of the '60s and '70, she says, 'viewers were ready’.



On paper, the 10 large-scale artworks chosen by Hankins appear to have little in
common — save for their power to immerse and their determination to push at the
boundaries of art. When viewed in succession, they recount the evolution of
environmental artwork from the 1960s to the present day. ‘A lot of them extend the

space in different ways,’ says Hankins.

A Robert Irwin scholar, Hankins creates a cavernous space for his cantilevered disc in
blow-molded acrylic, spotlit from four directions. "You walk along it and envision
yourself taking the path of the artist,’ she says. The artwork is not the hard material,
she says, but the light. This segues into Richard Long’s marble-paved 'Carrara Line/,
which blazed a 40-foot trail when the English artist first laid it in 1985; the Hirshhorn
purchased it for the gardens nearly 20 years ago. Next is Flavin's “monument’ for V.
Tatlin’, his ode to Russian expressionism that reaches the senses with its tubular

fluorescent girders.

The museum had the foresight to acquire most of these works over the decades
—including, more recently, Mika Rottenberg’s Tropical Breeze' from 2004, a raw
wood shipping container concealing a screening room that has never been shown
publicly. Rashid Johnson builds a historic composition of books, ceramics, living
plants and barely solid shea butter, arranged in a sculpture that is strikingly minimalist
in form. Paul Chan projects light and shadow across his gallery — and across a replica
of the table in Leonardo’s The Last Supper — to explore themes of creation, time and
transcendence. ‘All of these works are kind of groundbreaking in their own ways,

Hankin says.



The show ends with Chan's light extravaganza but visitors can go on to examine the
Hirshhorn's building, which is itself an environment worthy of contemplation. Gordon
Bunshaft, the late Pritzker Prize-winning architect who designed the space-age atrium
and surrounding cylinder, spoke about it as ‘elevated sculpture’. ‘In the 1970s when
the building was opened it was criticised brutally,’ says Hankins. 'l just love the idea
that it's incredibly strong and sculptural and each gallery has its own presence.
Despite its strong characteristics it really allows these works to shine. And it

challenges the artists.’
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Behold the National Gallery’s
surprising showpiece -a
splatter of mud!

Artist Richard Long brought a plastic bag of tidal sludge from
River Avon to London and created the centrepiece for the
revamped Sainsbury Wing









This artwork is by the artist Richard Long (who will be 80 on June 2).
Against the matt-black background of a high wall on which, if you
look at the original drawings of the architects Venturi Scott-Brown, a
painting was always supposed to be displayed, Long has created (“not
painted”, he insists. “A painting is made with a brush”) a big circle out
of tidal mud that he gathers from the banks of the River Avon in his

home town of Bristol.

After carrying it up to London in a plastic shopping bag (“it’s amazing
how little you need”), he applies it in scrapes, sweeps and scrabbles of
his fingertips. The radius of the circle is 195c¢m, although the splatters,
dribbles and splashes that break out energetically from its
circumferential bounds make it bigger. It gleams silvery grey as the
Mud Sun of its title.

Is this the latest eruption of the infamous “monstrous carbuncle”
debate that King Charles started, 40 years ago, about this particular
building project?

Long is far from unfamiliar with criticism. He went to art college at a
time when they were just beginning to be revolutionised by an influx
of new young teachers. “I began to do wacky things ... though they
weren’t wacky really, just wacky in comparison to what I should have
been doing ... like making a footpath across my studio or a sculpture

out of stepping stones.”



In his second year he won the painting prize. But in his third he
suddenly found himself chucked out. “I was just a shy, monosyllabic
little boy, very reticent. I still am ... but my parents were told, ‘We
think your son is mad.” The principal called me into the office and
said, “‘We don’t want you to speak to any of the students either inside

”

the college or outside the college again.

Four years later (having gone on to study at St Martins), Long’s ascent
was such he was showing at MoMA. “I sent the principal an

invitation, but he never replied.”

In 1964, while earning a living doing odd jobs in Bristol, Long went for
a winter walk and made what would come to be acclaimed as his first
landmark piece. “I started making a snowball and kept rolling it till it

was so heavy I couldn’t move it any more.”



He photographed the ephemeral track it had left in the snow. “And
that,” he explains, “was basically what [ was going to do for the rest of
my life: making something with my own physical effort, using the
materials of the place, then recording it in an image to show people
what I'd done.”

In the course of his subsequent 60-year career, Long — a tall, gaunt
figure with beetling black eyebrows and a practical dress sense (“I'm
always ready for walking, one of the few things I'm a specialist on is
boots and blisters”) — has yomped thousands of miles across

moorlands and mountains, deserts and steppes.

He has visited the Antarctic, climbed Kilimanjaro and followed
rainbows across the Great Rift Valley. But he comes back with nothing
more than, perhaps, a photograph of a stone circle he has
constructed, or a pathway he has stamped, or a pattern he has formed
by pulling the heads off meadow flowers. Sometimes he creates no

more than a list of starkly evocative words.

To the art world, Long is a pioneer of the conceptual, a
personification of British “land art”, which is far less bombastic than
its American counterpart. “I don’t use machines like the Americans;
I’'m not interested in the monumental ... | don’t want to create a

famous destination spot on the planet,” he says.



“My work comes and goes. Serendipity is very important. Nothing is
perfect. Everything is a little bit improvised. I just do the work and
that’s it; whatever happens, happens. And I don’t have any great
message,” Long insists (slightly tetchily because it’s the third time I
have pressed him). “I just want to do my work and show people what

I've done.”

This simplicity — so Zen-like in its complexity — is perhaps what
earns Long pole position in the Sainsbury Wing. Mud Sun alludes to
the earliest origins of image-making. It is daubed, like prehistoric
cave art, on a wall with his hands (although having discovered that

blood stains he now wears plastic gloves). Mud is a primeval material.

“The Avon Gorge, my childhood playground, has the second highest
tides in the world,” Long says. “Its mud was made billions of years ago
when the moon was much nearer the Earth and there were enormous
tides ... and the sun is the energy of all our life on this earth. So this
wall piece might be something to do with all these cosmic forces. But

the work itself is my human energy.”

Richard Long’s artwork at the National Gallery, London, opens to the
public on May 10
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“Inow have a lot of history. I feel as though each time I go on a walk I carry
the history of all the other walks I’'ve done with me in my rucksack. And why
would I not?” he adds in a faintly challenging tone.

While I’'ve always imagined Long as aloof, ascetic, probably privileged in the
classic mode of the British explorer, in person he comes across as very much
a bloke from Bristol. There’s an earthiness, despite the air of slight
otherworldliness, a sense rare in our increasingly globalised art world -
where artists typically work between several major centres - of profound
rootedness in the cultural and geographic terrain that shaped his work and
worldview.






But was the work deliberate, knowing, or had he just been mucking about
with a snowball? He racks his brains. “It must have been deliberate, because I
had the camera with me. When you’re a young artist you don’t understand
what you’re doing. I just had the feeling of the potential of the world outside
the studio.”

Cut to 1967, when as a student on the advanced sculpture course at London’s
St Martin’s College, where he was part of a famously experimental year that
included Gilbert & George, Long effectively restaged this performed
sculpture in the work that was to make him famous.

“I took a suburban train out of Waterloo. As soon as we were in the
countryside, I got off at the first station. I found the first field I came to, and I
made the line.” This was at the height at the Summer of Love, in a moment
when pop art had run its course, and no one in Britain knew where art was
going next. “There was all this fantastic music being made, the Beatles,
psychedelia. But I was quite proud that what I was doing had nothing to do
with that. I knew I was doing something really important - expanding the
territory of art”

Succeeding walks became progressively more ambitious. After creating what
he intended as the world’s highest work of art, by leaving a flag at the top of
Kilimanjaro, he produced A Thousand Hours, A Thousand Miles in 1974, a
spiral walk through central England, including the middle of Birmingham.
“In A Line Made By Walking I made a trace on the land, and that was the
work. But in this piece there was no trace. The symmetry of the idea was the
work. You could say that traditional sculpture was about the space between
objects, and here I was extending that into 1,000 miles.”
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n an upstairs room at the Lisson Gallery in London, Richard
Long is telling me about his new one-man show. He's matter-of-
fact, but if you're not familiar with his artworks his words may
need some explaining - for this is a man who virtually created
his own art form.

Is he a sculptor? Is he a photographer? Is he a poet or a painter? He’s all
these things, and more. He’s been making art for half a century, yet even
after all these years his work still feels like something completely new. “I
realised that art could be made by walking,” he says. “That brought time
and distance into a work - and once I realised that, I had an amazing
freedom to make work on an enormous scale.”

Most of Long’s artworks consist of short descriptions or photographs of
solitary walks he’s undertaken - over long distances, in remote places, in
Britain and around the world. Often, he makes simple sculptures in the
landscape he travels through, from natural objects that he finds en route. A
stone circle is his favourite motif. Yet these sculptures are incidental, rather
than the central activity.

“I often say that if a work in the landscape takes more than about half an
hour to make, there’s probably something wrong with it,” he told the
curator Lucy Badrocke. “Quite often, | have the urge to make a sculpture
and then the need to keep on walking takes over.” What makes walking so
alluring? “It’s the best way to see the world,” he tells me. “It’s a different
type of attention, a different scale.”

His pioneering work has won him widespread acclaim: the Turner Prize in
1989, a CBE in 2013 and a knighthood in 2018, but there’s nothing
grandiose about him. As Nicholas Logsdail, the founder of the Lisson
Gallery, observes: “He's happiest when alone outdoors with a rucksack on
his back.” Spending so long outside in isolated places has shaped his body
and his temperament. Walking has kept him fit, of course. His voice is quiet
vel forceful. He chooses his words with care.

Rather than reshaping the earth in his own image, he leaves a light
footprint. The sculptures that he makes on his travels aren’t meant to be
preserved for posterity. Their precise locations remain unclear, so they're
very rarely visited. They're mostly very difficult - nigh on impossible - to
find. Some of them are spectacular, but most of them are surprisingly
subtle and discreet. Some may last for centuries, others may only last a few
weeks.
























Long did a string of odd jobs, including working in a paper mill, applied to
various art schools and won a place at St Martin's School of Art., one of
London’s most prestigious - and progressive - art schools. Here, the
sculpture course was led by the innovative sculptor and teacher Frank
Martin. He recruited top sculptors like Anthony Caro and Eduardo Paolozzi
as teachers. Above all, he trusted his pupils to follow their instincts and find
their own way through. “He had a fantastic nose for oddball students.” It
was here that Long met Hamish Fulton, a fellow pupil who became a good
friend and collaborator, sharing his passion for making art out of walking.

Long got his first big break while he was still at art school when his
groundbreaking artwork, “A Line Made by Walking”, was bought by the
Tate. The concept was extremely simple. Hitchhiking between London and
his home in Bristol, Long stopped off in a nondescript field and walked
back and forth in a straight line until his footsteps produced a path of
flattened grass amid the upright grass around it. He took a photo of it and
departed.

This field was nothing special. There was no reason to visit it, and even if
yvou wanted to you'd be hard-pushed to find it. The line in the grass was
nothing special, and by the time anyone saw the photo it would have long
since vanished. “The fact that it then disappeared was neither here nor
there.”

Long’s photo of the field was fairly perfunctory, vet this rudimentary image
was revolutionary, creating an entirely new concept of what makes an
artwork, the first page of a new chapter in the history of modern art. 1
knew what I was doing was important. That was the time when people just
made art for the glory, or for the love ideas. It was a time when we could
reinvent the art world in completely new ways - making art in new ways.
That’s what we were interested in - not selling it or making money.”






A lot of great artists have produced great art from a position of great
unhappiness. Richard Long seems to me to be that rare and precious thing
- a great artist who's discovered how to live a happy life. Is that accurate, |
ask him? Well, up to a point, he says. “I'm happy making my work, but
sometimes I've had unhappiness in my private life,” he tells me. *Real life,
or personal life, is very different from the life of making art.” He's been

married and divorced. He has grown-up children. “I'mn just a normal
regular guy.”
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For Robert Smithson (New Jersey, 1938-73), a pioneer in
this movement in the USA, the landscape was a way of vis-
ually organising the world, with his most iconic work being
Spiral Jetty, in Salt Lake City (1970). Smithson changed the
notions of contemporary art, removing it from the galleries
and locating it in uncultivated landscapes, which Richard
Long would later bring back to the art gallery. Although
some artists, such as Smithson, might have used mechan-
ical earth-moving equipment to make their works of art,
others carried out minimal and temporary interventions on
the landscape, such as Richard Long (Bristol, 1945), where
the act of walking, in solitude, enabled the creation of his
works of art. In a 1995 interview, Long states “But | didn't
want to paint the grass, | wanted to walk onit.” The tempo-
rary nature of his artwork would change the way we look at
the landscape, which becomes the support and material for
the artist’s work.

The landscape is no longer simply portrayed in the way
it has been throughout history, but has itself become a work
ofart. A
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Richard Long:

Circle to Circle

Lisson Gallery, London

“If the idea is good, the beauty
looks after itself”. Richard Long’s
entire career demonstrates the truth
of his dictum, never more so than
with his use of the circle as form,
image, concept. In 1966 Long made
“Turf Circle”, sections of soil
removed from his Bristol neighbour’s
garden, then replaced as a circular
bed. He has since adapted the
circular motif worldwide, from
“Paddy-Field Chaff Circle”, a
pattern of radial lines created on
Warli tribal land in the Maharashtra
district, India, to the stunning
flint/slate piece “North South East
West” installed at Houghton Hall
last year.

Centrepiece of Lisson’s show
celebrating Long’s circles in
different media is the new floor
sculpture “Flint Wheel”, constructed
from split Norfolk flint as a starburst
of radiating stones, alternating
between chalky white exteriors and
the flint’s darker core. On the wall
above is his only tondo mud work,
“360° Crescent”, a round form
bisected by broad gestural marks
tracing Long’s movements
applying viscous, splashy,
dripping mud.

The photographs “Circle in the
Amazon, Brazil” record Long’s

Detail from ‘A Circle in the Amazon, Brazil’ (2016) by Richard Long

arrangement of palm leaves in a
mound, an installation leaving the
lightest imprint in the jungle, while
the text piece “From Circle to Circle
From Space to Earth”
commemorates a 39-mile night walk
from full moonrise to sunrise.

Referencing the circle as symbol,
belief, architectural structure
(Stonehenge, the Colosseum), Long
plays throughout on passages from
materialisation to dematerialisation:
shaping, placing, walking,
remembering. “I can make a circle of

words, I can make a circle of stones, I
can make a circle of mud with my
hands on a wall, I can walk in a circle
for one hundred miles”, he says. “It is
a completely adaptable image and
form and system.”

lissongallery.com, May 11-June 23
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The twins took great delight in helping Long create some of the new
work. "They really like him," says Rocksavage. "We all got to help him
on the pieces on the lawn, because he couldn’t lay every stone himself
on a 60-metre line. It was fun. The boys loved being involved. And then
they wanted to do their own versions. 'Look, we've made our own little
Richard Longs,' they said, which amused Richard immensely. It’s also
been great watching him work. He’s sort of ageless, the way he bends

and moves the stones."

For Rocksavage and his family, Houghton Hall is very much home. But,
he says, his children are well aware that this isn’'t how most people live,
even in their social circle (the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge’s
Norfolk home is four miles away). "And we have private areas and
public areas,” he explains, as he walks me through a long dark entrance
hall littered with scooters, children’s toys and walking boots, which is

one of the former.

It leads to an Aga-warmed kitchen, full of books and games and
newspapers, that feels very much the heart of the private home. "We
don’t really use the rooms upstairs if the house is closed, except to
show friends,” Rocksavage explains. "Although we use the Stone Hall
sometimes, for concerts." Concerts and, just maybe, a little hula-

hooping,.

Earth Sky runs from 30 April to 26 October; Houghtonhall.com
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Amateur

Nearly 50 years ago, Richard Long transformed a simple
walk into a radical act. The artist talks to Apollo about
mud and mark-making, his new series of prints,

Imost 50 years ago, while he was

still a student at Central Saint

Martin’s School of Art, the artist

Richard Long (b. 1945) set off
to hitchhike home to Bristol. Somewhere in
the middle of the Wiltshire countryside he
stopped, found a field, and walked up and
down in the damp grass. He took a photograph
of the resulting track, which he called A Line
Made by Walking (1967; Fig. 5), and with
this simple act broke free from the confines
of the gallery, and from the constraints of
traditional sculpture.

He has been walking ever since — on moors,
up mountains, over deserts and across the
frozen glaciers of Antarctica —and you can tell.
At 69, Long is lithe and energetic, a looming
presence with the slightly weathered air of a
country vet. We meet in the basement of the
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and why he can’t stop walking

WRITER JON DAY
PORTRAIT JOONEY WOODWARD

Alan Cristea gallery in London, a far cry from
the open spaces in which Long usually makes
his work. He’s wearing a baggy jumper and a
pair of sturdy walking boots, and his watch
dangles from his wrist on a makeshift strap
made from a piece of string.

For the gallery he has produced a new
series of carborundum relief prints, something
of a departure from his usual practice. Like
much of his other work they are records of
what Long calls the ‘cosmic variety’ of splashes
and flow; records of the forces — time, gravity,
gesture — which formed them. Some (Speed
of the Sound of Loneliness; Love Minus Zero/No
Limit [2014; Fig. 2]) have a fractal beauty,
the miniscule variations between individual
streaks and splashes evoking images of
neurons, or aerial photographs of river deltas.
Others record the traces of Long’s body more

directly. Guitars, Cadillacs (2014; Fig. 3), a
circle of marks, is reminiscent of the mandalas
of muddy handprints that Long makes on
gallery walls. In Fingers on Fire and Simple
Twist of Fate (both 2014) angular, labyrinthine
shapes are laid over finger marks, the fretwork
of the hand contrasted with the bold simplicity
of one of Long’s walking lines.

For most of his career Long has used
natural materials to make his works: stones
arranged on the floors of galleries or mud
applied directly to the walls. In the 1970s
he began making sculptures using River Avon
mud - still his favoured material — and he’s
since become something of ‘a mud expert’.
It’s a material he goes into raptures over. ‘I did
a show recently in Buenos Aires, he recalls,
‘and I got some mud from the delta of the
Parand River and that was absolutely
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gorgeous. It was really thick, chocolatey, even
when it dried it was darker than River Avon
mud. I liked that.

The Cristea prints form a collection Long
has called The Spike Island Tapes, and they're
bigger in scale and more colourful than much
of his previous work. Was the colour a way
of drawing attention to the fact that these are
prints rather than mud works? ‘Exactly, yes,’
he says. ‘Making these has given me the
opportunity to use colour which I wouldn’t
find in natural materials.’ The names of the
pieces too are significant. They're titled —
somewhat whimsically, he suggests — after
some of his favourite pieces of music: blues
melodies, country and western songs, folk
tunes. Music has always played a part in his
work (Johnny Cash, Bob Dylan and John Cage
have been presiding influences), but for these
works, produced at Spike Island, a studio and
exhibition space in Bristol, he thought of
himself as working like a session musician,
in one short, inspired burst. ‘It did feel a bit
like when musicians hire a studio and lay
down some tracks in a few days’ he says, ‘and
the whole album gets recorded in one intense
period of time. I think I made them all in two

days — but I have to work fast anyway, especially g

where the splashes are formed by the speed of
my hand, the fast gestures.’

The Spike Island prints are different from
the subtler interventions of his walking works,
for which he might arrange stones by the side
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1 Richard Long (b. 1945)
photographed in Bristol,
January 2015
Photo: Jooney Woodward

Love Minus Zero/No Limit
2014

Richard Long

Two-panel carborundum
relief, left panel printed in

a black/ultramarine blue ink
mix, right panel in a vermilion/
ruby madder/primrose ink
on paper

Overall 121.5X388cm
Courtesy Richard Long and
Alan Cristea Gallery London
© Richard Long

Guitars, Cadillacs, 2014
Richard Long

Two-panel carborundum
relief printed in yellow ochre/
zinc white/primrose
vermilion ink mix on paper
Qverall 232X209cm
Courtesy Richard Long and
Alan Cristea Gallery London
© Richard Long

3

Leaving a mark,
that’s central
to my work’

of the road, or carry water from the end of a
river to its source, or walk from one rainstorm
to the next and record the journey on a map.
‘Leaving a mark. That’s central to my work’,
he says. ‘It’s just a human mark. With my body,
or with my gestures.’

As well as getting him out of the gallery,
one of the attractions of the walking sculptures
was that they liberated him from the need
to produce objects, leading to a minimalist
simplicity that he sees as a product of his time.
‘I think that was a characteristic of that
generation, he says. ‘Conceptual art did come
about, partly, through asking: why fill the
world with more junk?’

Much of his work has occupied that fertile
territory between an idea and its actualisation,
between the act and its record. Often he
documents his walking sculptures as maps,
prints and photographs, narrating the story
of them rather than reproducing the journeys
themselves. Many of his walks are recorded
only as text works, haiku-like prose poems,
and talking to Long is a bit like encountering
one of these enigmatic pieces. He doesn’t
think of the text works as literature but as
works of art. ‘T always like to steer clear of
the word poetry,” he says, ‘I just think they’re
works of art made of words, like a sculpture
is an object made of stone. But obviously they
are words and sometimes they do tell a story.’

Stories do seem central to his practice —
the story of his own body moving through



4 Turf Circle, 1966 5 A Line Made By Walking, 1966
Richard Long Richard Long
Photograph and graphite Gelatin silver print on paper
on board, 37.5X32.4cm with graphite on board
Tate Collection 27X30.5cm
© Richard Long Artists Rooms: National

Galleries of Scotland and Tate
Photo: National Galleries
of Scotland and Tate

© Richard Long

space and time, the story of the marks he
makes as he goes - but he resists over-investing
in the idea of art as a form of narrative. ‘Well
you can read that into it. It’s not for me to say,
he smiles. ‘T don’t have any great grand theories
of walking, or of making art into a journey,
they just seemed like good ideas at the time.’
Nevertheless it is tempting to see all his work
as part of a single journey, a continuation of
that first line made in the Wiltshire countryside.
Was A Line Made by Walking the originator

of everything that’s come since? ‘Yes, but it’s
easy to say that in hindsight,” he says. ‘The
metaphor is like the stone in the pond: it
ripples out. The first sculpture I made was
Turf Circle [1966; Fig. 41, in my neighbour’s
garden, so it literally did start on my doorstep
and then spread out. One thing leads to
another. That’s the way it goes, right up until
now really.

Long was born in 1945 in Bristol. His
parents met at a rambling club, and at school
he was captain of the cross-country running
team. He studied for a time at the West of
England College of Art before being thrown
out (‘too precocious’, he says). One thing
he did enjoy during this period was the day
a week he spent learning etching. At Saint
Martin’s, where he was a contemporary of
Gilbert and George, he was given free reign
to do what he liked, as long as he accounted
for his time, signing in and out in a ledger
by the door. And so he organised walks out
of London, went on bicycle rides and made
sculptures on the roof of Saint Martin’s.

For years he didn't offer interpretations of
his work (‘until people started misinterpreting
it’). Because of its subtlety, his work acts to
re-enchant the world, making you read it
in a new way. After encountering a work by
Long you never quite know if that stone by the
side of the road has been left deliberately or
is there only by chance. In a sense it doesn’t
really matter. ‘I love that,’ he says. ‘I love the
idea that people might see a work of mine in
the landscape, and that they might recognise
it as a human mark, but not necessarily as a
work of art, let alone a work made by me.

So often people find a circle of stones and
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think it might be a Richard Long. Other people
can make my work for me.’

This conceptual purity was born in the
1960s and manifested itself in a rejection
of the grandstanding interventions of the
American land artists and the overblown
fussiness of the postmodernists. ‘I suppose
I'm drawn to simple, classical, modernist
work,’ Long says, ‘as opposed to wacky, comic,
figurative, messy stuff.  am a product of that
’60s aesthetic — simple ideas. It was so easy
to be original for my generation. It was like
a blank canvas we had to work on for a time.
For Long, an idea can be just as beautiful as
its realisation, but he doesn’t consider himself
to be a conceptual artist. ‘I love to make my
work, whether it’s walking 1,000 miles or
walking in the Cairngorms, or whether it’s
making these prints. It’s all me, all made by
my energy. I love making all the big sculptures,
I like hefting all the great lumps
of slate around. It’s the doing.’

Long was overlooked at home for years.
No one quite understood the subtlety of his
early work. Back then ‘the London art scene
was dominated by Anthony Caro, welded
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6 Richard Long's White Water
Line (1989) installed in
the Duveen Galleries
at Tate Britain in 2007
© Richard Long

metal, new generation sculpture’, he says,
‘and they didn’t really have eyes to see

it.” It was in Europe that he first found
recognition, with early shows in Diisseldorf
and Turin, and support from artists such as
Carl Andre and Lawrence Weiner. Though

he still sees himself as an English artist, he’s
now firmly ensconced as one of our most
important and internationally appreciated
sculptors. His work has been nominated four
times for the Turner Prize, which he won in
1989, for a body of work including White
Water Line (Fig. 6). In 2009 the Tate staged a
a survey exhibition of his work, and this year
Bristol’s Arnolfini Gallery is putting on a big
show containing recreations of seminal early
work as well as several large new sculptures.
In March he’ll be anointed as the inaugural
‘Whitechapel Gallery Icon’ at the gallery in
which he had his first major UK show. Does he
feel like a national treasure? He laughs. Tve
been called that’, he says. ‘It’s not for me to
say.” He’s not particularly interested in the
past. Tm not at all interested in doing a big
retrospective. It would be impossible anyway,
because many of the big sculptures are out
there in the world. So it’s not appropriate.
People get on to me to do a catalogue raisonné,
which fills me with dread. Everything I've ever
done collected into one great dictionary. An
encyclopaedia of my life.” He shudders.

Long is always moving forward, always
seeking out the next idea or the next walk to
be made. He talks excitedly about a walk he’s
just completed, from the Mosque of Cérdoba
in Andalusia to the Cathedral of Santiago
de Compostela in Galicia, a distance of some
500 miles (‘not a pilgrimage’, he says,

‘a Richard Long walk’). He’s called it From
Crescent to Cross. But the Arnolfini show in
particular is a homecoming of sorts. Much
of his early work began in Bristol, a place
that is the source both of the raw materials
of many of his mud works and the starting
point for many of his walks.

Other things haven’t changed. He still
works alone. T'm the last of the amateurs.

I don’t have a secretary, I don’t have a PA, 1do
everything myself. But that’s also because
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that’s my choice. I'd have no interest in other
people making my work. It wouldn’t be my
work.” Despite this, he was invited to a
symposium on mountaineering recently
and was surprised to discover ‘much to my
astonishment, that there’s a whole generation
of artists who call themselves walking artists.
T've got a lot to answer for.

Long’s work has certainly contributed to
a new perception of walking, not as Romantic
reverie or politicised tramp, but as artistic act.
In the work of authors like lain Sinclair and
Robert Macfarlane, walking has continued
to shake off its associations with anorak-
bedecked ramblers. Another context is that
of mountaineering, now often infused with
a whiff of machismo and increasingly
undertaken not by the working-class climbers
of the 1950s who Long admires — people like
Don Whillans and Chris Bonington —but
by wealthy hedge-fund managers looking
to scale the peaks as a way of asserting their

own self-worth. What does Long make of
these Rambo-like ramblers? ‘Well, obviously
you still have to admire people who have done
it because it’s a stupendous thing,” he says,
reflecting on those who climb Everest, ‘but
now people are going up in crocodiles. It’s a
way of conquering nature. There’s a Carl Andre
quote: “A man climbs a mountain because it

is there, a man makes a work of art because
itis not there.” I think some of the mystery of
art is to do something in the world that hasn’t
been done before, that wasn’t there before. To
walk in a new way, or to make an object that
has never been made before.” @)

Jon Day’s essay about cycling and landscapes,
Cyclogeography, will be published by Notting
Hill Editions later this year.

‘Richard Long: The Spike Island Tapes’ is
at the Alan Cristea Gallery, London until
2 April (www.alancristea.com).
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Hill Figure England... is revealing about the contradictions at the
heart of Long's practice, which he has sustained and enriched (but
only moderately extended) since he first made A Line Made by
Walking in 1967, which was shown in the same gallery. The latter
work, which this broadly chronological exhibition took as its
starting point, owes its success to simplicity: a black and white
photograph of a line trodden through grass, mounted above the
caption, printed in sans serif font, ‘A Line Made by Walking,
England, 1967". The economy of the work — not just its frugality,
but its sealed system of effort and effect, time invested and
contained, information withheld and revealed - brings it close to a
kind of holistic perfection. It appeals to our contemporary concern
for ecological sustainability (however symbolic), and is, in its
quiet way, rather humourous about what an art work might
consist of.

On the face of it, A Line Made by Walking is an extremely humble
art work. However, despite Long's assertion that he was ‘keen that
people didn't know what [he] looked like, and that the work had to
speak for itself, the artist is ever present. (The exhibition’s
explanatory wall texts, for instance, were written in the first
person, as if Long was giving a personal tour of his show.) Unlike
much Conceptual, process-based art, Long's hand (or foot) reveals
itself either explicitly or implicitly as an expressive tool; the
trodden grass or dusty pathways that he wears down through
repetitive walking and the splashes of mud around his wall
drawings (such as this year’s From Beginning to End, wet
Vallauris clay applied directly to a wall with his fingers) both
speak evocatively of the artist’s toil. Pencil marks on the floor
indicating the boundary of a stone circle are reminders of the effort
that put them there. In the work Light Snow Sleeping Place
(1983), Long records the patch he left on the grass after sleeping
outdoors on a snowy night. There is more than a sneaking sense
of martyrdom in all this. While his work fudges an idea of hybrid
Western and Eastern spirituality, itis distinctly Christian
proclivities — Protestant modesty combined with a Catholic taste
for penance - that emanate most strongly from Long’s work. From
a more pop-cultural perspective, could the references to brooding,
lone-wolf country and western musicians such as Johnny Cash
and Gram Parsons (as in 2004's text work Walking Music, or
Walking the Line, his 2005 monograph) also suggest something
about Long's self-image?



Ordnance Survey maps showing walking routes marked in
coloured pencil and titles inscribed carefully, but imperfectly,
beneath, to huge vinyl text pieces that fill whole walls and
photographs that, in Long's recent move into colour, are no longer
documents so much as evocations. They are none the better for it.
The strength of Long’s early work is that it acknowledges the
limitations of the landscape genre: an image's ineffectiveness in
reproducing a sense of place; the arbitrariness of its pictorial
conventions; the inconsistent sentimentality with which we
approach the natural world. As time goes by Long seems to have
succumbed to these tropes himself. What he has described as a
‘realist’ approach curdles into an aesthetic that is nostalgic and
sentimental. In his terse, haiku-like records of his journeys, itis
more interesting to consider what he omits than what he includes.
Human interventions such as car parks, mountain bikes or
aeroplanes are largely absent; while he might appear to reporting
from untouched wilderness, Long is in fact intervening in the
world by editing his representations of it.

‘Heaven and Earth’ allowed two surprising moments of clarity,
however. The first was a vast, light-filled gallery containing four
circles of gathered stones, a line of slates and an ellipse of basalt
chunks arranged across the floor. These works were perhaps the
least ‘natural’ things in the show: although washed, sorted into
size and laid out in tidy geometric shapes, they came without
captions or contextual information, which allowed them to
establish their own sense of place in the gallery. The second
moment was something of a footnote to the retrospective, and the
only other occasion featuring Long in front of the camera lens: a
room containing artist’s books, posters and invitation cards for
his previous shows. Here ‘Heaven and Earth’ acknowledged the
real landscape that Long walks through - that of the
contemporary art world — and how an artist’s persona is
developed, propagated and disseminated.

Jonathan Griffin
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