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3.2 To wild

3.2.1 Four Tales from Natural History

There are more than just human “voices” speaking in the sound installation Four 

Tales from Natural History that I exhibited at the Perth Institute of Contemporary Art 

in 2004. The viewer walking into the Tower Gallery was greeted with four highly polished 

wooden lecterns arranged around a pool of light in the middle of the room. Each of the 

lecterns emitted sounds that could be heard if one held one’s head close to the sloping 

tops of the lecterns. The sounds related loosely to the Ancient Greek classification of 

matter into human, mineral, animal and vegetable classes. The first lectern emitted a 

recorded conversation with ecologist Thalie Partridge, a PhD student, discussing her 

small mammal trapping project at Purnululu National Park in the Kimberley. On either 

side other lecterns emitted the accelerated recordings of earthquakes and the gurgling 

vocalisations of Torresian Crows making their close-contact calls at the walkingcountry. 

The final lectern invoked the suburbs through a soundtrack where two women went about 

choosing plants at the local nursery. 

Section 3.2 sets out to examine the idea of the wild as it applies to the fieldwork/field-

walking project. The aim is to expand upon the different meanings of wild in nature 

and human nature, art and science. Issues covered include moving beyond last cen-

tury’s reliance on wilderness; wildness as rule breaking and transgression; the impor-

tance of the real stuff of wild places to experience ecological processes; the sublime 

and other models of appreciating wildness.

The Section begins with evidence of the importance of the idea of wilderness in the 

Kimberley and to the non-urban art walkers, Richard Long and Hamish Fulton. Then 

the idea of a wild artwork as something performed, alive and multidimensional is pro-

posed as a contrast to the wilderness model. The majority of the works by Long and 

Fulton rely upon the aesthetic of the sublime. As a contrast, it is proposed that the 

creation of new non-urban walking might be better derived from wonder. 

In the fieldwork-themed artworks of Mark Dion, the relationship between wildness and 

science is raised. At first glance, a wild way of doing things would seem antithetical to 

the method of science. This is probably true for the institutional structure of science 

and as it is generally practised. But I argue that strategies of wildness are still useful. 

John Bennett proposes a schema of different types of walking that is a continuum from 

passive introspection to scientific (knowledge) walking. Such a schema is useful in 

interpreting the artwork in the fieldwork/fieldwalking project.
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Figure 3.2.2 Four Tales from Natural History (2004) sound installation at Perth  
Institute of Contemporary Art.

Figure 3.2.3 Four Tales from Natural History (2004) sound installation at Perth Insti-
tute of Contemporary Art.
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Some of my aims with this artwork were to investigate the ordinary nature of sci-

entific fieldwork, the possibility of conveying messages from entities other than humans, 

and the place and agency of a viewer and the artwork in installation art. It was my inten-

tion that the lecterns were highly polished and seductively tactile. I wanted people to 

caress their surfaces as they leant forward to hear the sounds. The lecterns were posi-

tioned facing each other, but subtly irregularly aligned. I wished to dually evoke the asso-

ciations of the lectern as a signifier of science/authority as well as its status as a natural 

material – as wood/tree - by the use of physical touch. The lecterns connoted a specific 

relationship between audience and the person speaking at the lectern. Yet in this case 

this relationship was unsettled. The audience could walk right up close to a lectern (which 

usually occupies formally demarcated space) and touch it, and the sounds emitted were 

multiple, layered, and from differing sources. There were no scripts for you to read from 

the lecterns as the art objects were already speaking outwards into the world. The viewer 

was placed in a position of control or authority at the same time as they were displaced 

to let others speak. 

Whilst the overall format of the installation was fairly controlled, my intention was 

to investigate notions of the wild. In this case there were very literal connections as the 

sound track of the ecologist was recorded in a wilderness area. There are other less 

obvious aspects, such as the tactile nature of the lecterns or the sound of rocks, which 

may possibly allude to a more corporeal kind of artwork – something that might also be 

considered wild. Section 3.2 sets out to further tease out what the wild might mean in my 

practice. How does wildness affect me as a person and as an artist? In what ways is it 

Figure 3.2.4 Four Tales from Natural History (2004) sound installation at Perth  
Institute of Contemporary Art. Detail of lectern surfaces with sound source 
coming from underneath.
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possible to make art that “lives” wildness? And how is this wildness received by and/or 

transferred to/ transformed by the viewer or audience? 

3.2.2 Wilderness 

To be able to answer these questions it is essential to clarify which aspects of 

wildness are relevant. The Kimberley area, where the walkingcountry is situated is reg-

ularly portrayed as wilderness. Tourism promoters frequently offer “wilderness experi-

ences” (see Figure 3.2.6). As seen in Section 3.1 the fieldwork that scientists do is also 

influenced by the way that the Kimberley environment is viewed. What is the connection 

between wilderness and wildness? I begin by briefly outlining the idea of wilderness 

before considering the wild in the human. 

3.2.2.1 Walking and the wilderness landscape 

Two of the most well known art walkers of non-urban areas are Hamish Fulton 

and Richard Long. Their art consists of walks in the landscape that are documented and 

subsequently shown in some visual form (as photographs or wall text) in a gallery setting: 

the walk is the primary art object and is both the direct source of, and predates, any art 

gallery expression. Fulton clearly states his position thus:

only art resulting from the experience of individual walks. 

only = not a generalised response to nature. 

art resulting from = first the walk second the artwork. 

the experience of = a walk must be experienced and cannot be 
imagined. 

individual walks = each walk has a beginning and an end

(A. Wilson, 2002, p. 21 from Fulton’s words of 2000). 

As such their work comes out of the conceptual dematerialisation of the art object in the 

late sixties and early seventies. 

Both Fulton and Long do the major-

ity of their walks in wilderness areas. Ful-

ton’s selection of readings in his Tate Gal-

lery retrospective exhibition catalogue also 

demonstrate a considerable interest in and 

influence from wilderness authors such as 

Henry David Thoreau, Gary Snyder, John 

Muir and Roderick Nash (Fulton, 2002). 

Their art relies upon photographs, which 

almost exclusively show the landscape 

empty of other people. On the surface such 

pictures amply demonstrate the influence 

of the wilderness concept on their art. 

Figure 3.2.5 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, 2006. The brides-
maid’s dress July 2004 to February 
2005.
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Figure 3.2.6 Gibb River Road accommodation (Australia’s North West Tourism, 
2004). Note language used to describe the Kimberley.
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Figure 3.2.7 Richard Long A line in the Himalayas, 1975 (Long, 1991, p. 62). 

Figure 3.2.8 Richard Long A southward walk of 200 Miles in 14 days across the middle 
of Iceland, 1994 (Long, 2002, p. 91).
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3.2.2.2 Historical wilderness debates

In the last forty years the concept of wilderness has been central to the environ-

mental movement. Its much longer historical antecedents have been thoroughly charted 

(see Glacken, 1967; R. Nash, 2001; Oelschlaeger, 1991). The concept of wilderness has 

been used extensively in environmental campaigns in areas of Australia including the 

Kimberley. In a wider context, lamentation for the so-called death of wilderness in the 

1990s (see The End of Nature, McKibben, 1990) was a result of the rise of a constructivist 

position which saw wilderness as an entirely cultural concept without any physical reality. 

Two influential papers, William Cronon’s The trouble with wilderness: or, getting back to 

the wrong nature (Cronon, 1995) and J Baird Callicott’s The Wilderness Idea Revisited: 

The Sustainable Development Alternative (Callicott, 1991), which critiqued the status 

quo, were in turn subjected to sustained criticism by other environmentalists. Some crit-

ics believed the constructivists had merely perpetuated the Cartesian split between mind 

and body, human and nature to create a world of “human solipsism” (Shepard, 1995). 

Deep Ecologist George Sessions believed that it was the underlying anthropomorphism 

of humanism that was the problem and that the result had been, on the one hand, a right 

wing with a mandate to carry on business as usual policy and, on the other hand, a left 

wing that had co-opted environmentalism into a social justice agenda (Sessions, 1996).

Figure 3.2.9 Richard Long The high plains. A straight hundred mile walk on the  
Canadian Prairie, 1974 (Long, 1991, p. 10).
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These theoretical arguments of the 1990s were shadowed in the practice of envi-

ronmental management where opinions were raised as to whether (if it was merely a 

cultural construct) there was any objective, empirical or scientific basis for the exist-

ence of wilderness areas. Further criticisms included: whether wilderness areas were 

concentrated on spectacular iconic areas at the expense of smaller or more threatened 

ecosystems; was there a fundamental limit to what could be reserved as wilderness; and 

a criticism that management needed to continue outside of conservation areas (Mackey, 

Lesslie, Lindenmayer, Nix, & Incoll, 1998). Whatever the original intentions of the con-

structivist, the outcomes did include destabilising the environmental arguments that 

depended upon a pure and untouched nature (Instone, 2004). But Cronon’s main argu-

ment was not that wilderness areas did not exist, but that the word represented a certain 

set of humans values that perpetuated a human/nature binary and thus supported the 

continuing destruction of nature by not having us care for the nature close by us. Ecolo-

gist Tim Low (2002, p. 48) states “We define it by what it is not, then imbue it with values 

considered wanting in our cities: purity, innocence and goodness.” 

There was a danger in seeing wilderness as fixed and preserved in time. Cultural 

geographer Denis Cosgrove (1984) had connected the power of the eye overseeing the 

landscape to exploitation and domination. Others in turn argued that the radically anti-

anthropomorphic position of Deep Ecologists ignored people in Third and Fourth World 

countries (Guha, 1989) and was itself an impossible Edenic narrative of The Fall (see 

Section 3.1.5.2 and see also Slater, 1995). Literary scholar Mary Louise Pratt (1992) 

had pointed out the connection between supposedly empty (or more accurately emp-

tied) landscapes and European imperial expansion. The concept of wilderness, as it was 

defined in the 1990s, bypassed the role of Aboriginal Australians in shaping our country 

or framed them as items of nature, when in fact there hasn’t been a place fully empty 

of people in Australia for at least forty to fifty thousand years (Bowler, Johnston, Olley, 

Prescott, & al., 2003; O’Connell & Allen, 2004; Turney et al., 2001). 

Returning to the photographs of Fulton and Long, the very pictures that were 

received as affirmations of the value of the landscapes photographed, were caught up in 

these wider wilderness debates. In my opinion the impact that the photographs had when 

they were first shown as by-products of the walking event has receded, and in retrospect 

they now read somewhat closer to, for example, genres of wilderness sublime paintings 

or commercially successful landscape photography. This is not the fault of the artists, but 

it would seem that their role has been lessened and the concept of the walk has been 

displaced. The images captured appear timeless. The walker is invisible. The nonhuman 

content is aestheticised as landscape – a process that is overpowering because of the 

power of the photographic medium as a theoretical and literal frame for reading -- and 

reinforced by being in many cases the only object in the gallery. Although the artists may 

have been attached to the landscape, and may have sincerely believed in a physical 

nature, the viewer remains detached.
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Figures 3.2.10 and 3.2.11. The way Hamish Fulton’s photographs are framed in the 
gallery.
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3.2.2.3 Recent wilderness concerns

First sustainable development and now biodiversity have superseded wilderness 

as the central motif in environmental conservation. In its application (and despite its 

original definition) biodiversity tends not to be ecosystem-based but species-based. Cal-

licott (1991) had argued that wilderness areas contributed little to the preservation of rare 

and threatened species since most threatened species were found outside of them. But 

this is because wilderness areas have the majority of their evolutionary and biodiversity 

processes intact and are not actually degraded – they are good at their “job”1. Outside 

of wilderness areas, biodiversity must place emphasis on other land types and corridors 

between reserve areas if it is to make a difference – making the best (“use”) of the rest 

(Mackey, Lesslie, Lindenmayer, Nix, & Incoll, 1998).

So current practical understanding seems to be that wilderness areas are still 

important to biodiversity when linked with conservation activities in land use types other 

than nature reserves and national parks. Wilderness areas cannot be left alone and need 

our intervention. Low states, “We are imprisoned by a paradox. Wilderness is supposed 

to be the one environment we let alone and don’t manipulate. But manipulate we must. 

We need to set fires and quell weeds and evict feral animals. Doing nothing destroys 

wilderness” (Low, 2002, pp. 43-44)2. Wilderness areas have the advantage of greater 

levels of ecosystem integrity – something that cannot be achieved in small fragmented 

reserves – and they are more likely to cope with global climatic change. Nevertheless 

there has been a pragmatic separation of wilderness areas from the wilderness idea, 

and a political retreat from the word (e.g. the National Wilderness Inventory has been 

1  There are some exceptions to this rule, for example mammal extinctions in Australia. See 
Appendix A.7 for further details.
2 Wilderness management itself even when it purports to do nothing (to interfere) is still 
predicated on a firm boundary between nature and culture. “It is assumed that the wild can be 
adequately characterised by the existence of an authentic, undomesticated, untamed state” (Su-
chet, 2002, p. 146).

Figure 3.2.12 Early exhibition of Hamish Fulton’s works at the Fruitmarket  
Gallery, Edinburgh, 1985 (Fulton, 2002, p. 120).
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renamed the Australian Land Disturbance Database, Department of Environment and 

Heritage, undated). In conservation management there has been a move away from 

precise definitions of wilderness and a shift to wilderness qualities that can be measured 

on a continuum (e.g. Mackey, Lesslie, Lindenmayer, Nix, & Incoll, 1998). Such qualities 

can be mathematically calculated and mapped in a GIS (Lesslie & Taylor, 1985).

A recent example of the linking of wilderness with other land use types is the 

Wilderness Society’s WildCountry strategy3 “based on cutting edge science and led by 

the community” (2005, p. 3). The strategy aims to expand the conservation imperative 

outside the boundaries of reserves to encompass large swathes of Australia. The whole 

of the Kimberley, for example, is part of the North, which is in turn one of five targeted 

areas. The Wilderness Society freely admits that it is an ambitious program — thinking 

big in time and space — and aiming to solve problems before they occur. The main strat-

egies are protecting the best of the country (in wilderness areas), restoring important 

areas, and reinstating and maintaining connections between them. The Strategy’s strong 

scientific base is founded upon seven processes of ecological connectivity. 

With the turn of the century, the extremes of social constructivism have been 

tempered by a more measured materialism, what Instone (2004, p. 133) describes as 

“artifactual constructivism,” combining “epistemological anti-realism with ontological real-

ism.” Such a position acknowledges both the physicality of the world and the emergent 

nature of its realty as it is practised into existence. Cronon (1995) originally highlighted 

the importance of nature close by. Instone (2004) favours an imbrication of the material 

and the social where nature inside and beside us mirrors the human subject inside and 

beside nature.

3  The WildCountry strategy is derived from the Wildlands concept of American eco- 
activist Dave Foreman (1991) and which was put into action by a coalition of environmental groups 
in subsequent years (McDonnell, 2002).

Figures 3.2.13 and 3.2.14. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print 
installation series, 2006. Little red indian July 2004 (left) and weathered (right) 
until February 2006.
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Figure 3.2.15 Wilderness becomes WildCountry (The Wilderness Society, 2005).
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In summary, arguments for and against wilderness have continued to the present 

day, and are an underlying influence on my art. However, in the same way that the bound-

aries of wilderness have been expanded in the WildCountry strategy, Sections 3.2.3 

to 3.2.6 set out to discuss wildness, as distinct from the wilderness of environmental 

debates, in an attempt to broaden the possibilities available for making art: what does it 

mean to be wild?

3.2.3 to wild

3.2.3.1 The word: wild

At a rough count there are 6710 pages on the Internet that include the phrase “in 

wildness is the preservation of the world” but a further 11504 which misquote Thoreau 

by substituting wilderness for wildness (see also Turner, 1996)! Thoreau was careful to 

clarify that he considered wildness to be a value that was also found inside humans5: “It is 

vain to dream of a wildness distant from ourselves. There is none such. It is the bog in our 

brain and bowels, the primitive vigour of Nature in us, that inspires that dream” (Thoreau, 

1856 August 30). He makes a distinction between the place of wilderness and the idea 

of the wild (see Macdonald, 2003) but wildness still takes with it a materiality, a sense of 

physical-ness that now extends to the bodies of people. 

Many of the more usual meanings of wild cannot be spoken in English other than 

by using negative prefixes and suffixes: untamed, uncultivated, unorderly, artless�. The 

wild is in part, something that cannot be entirely delineated. To turn away from un/not/

dis/less would be to acknowledge an understanding that is both definite and un-defined: 

definite, in the sense of a lived and physical (a recognition of living Nature), and indeter-

minate, in the sense of being uncomposed and unbounded, or eluding categorisation. 

Moreover, rather than resist its “apparent” resistance it has become increasingly clear 

from my work that its changing and fugitive nature requires a complementary strategy. 

And indeed that better comprehension of the wild arises from working wild. The desire of 

the wild is to escape categorisation7. 

4 Both full quotes Googled on 25 August 2005. There were 115 hits for sites that com-
mented on the widespread misquoting (using the search definition: Thoreau wilderness wildness 
misquote OR misquoted).
5 “I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom and wildness, as contrasted with a 
freedom and culture merely civil – to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of Nature, 
rather than a member of society” (Thoreau, 1964, p. 592).
6  Uncivilised, undomesticated, uninhabited, unrestrained, undisciplined, dishevelled, un-
ruly, insubordinate, etc.
7 Two related ideas of the thesis are to give nonhuman agency and to acknowledge the 
wild within humans. Anthropomorphism by definition relies upon the policing of a rigid boundary 
between the human and nonhuman. The question is whether by describing a human emotion to 
an animal or object we are only framing it in terms of our human understanding or whether we 
are assigning it the possibility of its own intensity or means of action: “each object has a certain 
force, a certain way of resisting or accepting my look and returning that look to me” (Elkins, 1997, 
p. 70).
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3.2.3.2 Lone Twin

The performance group Lone Twin deal with the themes of place, travel and 

orientation in their work. The artists go to places: they walk the streets, and then add 

the stories that they find to a pre-existing tapestry of verbal and bodily phrases in their 

repertoire. In the Midland production of Sledge Hammer Songs (Lone Twin, 2005), for 

Figure 3.2.16 Lone Twin, Sledgehammer Songs (Lone Twin, 2004).
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example, a ritualised dance for 120 minutes to backing tapes is used to encourage the 

formation of sweat and its transformation into clouds of Swan River water. To describe 

the nature of their performances one can recount the various recurring elements: water, 

bodily exhaustion, rock songs, layers of clothes, ritualised body movements, and Bruce 

Springsteen, or one can choose words that capture the effect of their work such as 

“bewildered, hopeful, dogged” (Pittsburgh Post-Gazette) or “wonderful, funny, moving 

and unassuming” (in The Stranger alternative weekly newspaper (Seattle), Gallery Studio 

and Theatre Leeds Metropolitan University, 2005). Yet neither of these forms of explana-

tion captures the complexity of the works – the warmth and bafflement – the “maximalist” 

busker aesthetics – or the insistent vocal delivery couched in kindness. Each work I have 

seen manages a deceptive artlessness at odds with its undisguisedly tightly scripted 

nature. 

The work of Lone Twin seems to suggest a “deep and complex organic organiza-

tion, a structure so rich that it seems like chaos” – a phrase recently used to describe 

the poet and environmental activist Gary Snyder’s concept of wildness (Newland, 2004). 

A work of art that has no direct connection to any environmental issue presents us with 

an ecosystem, a Gesamtkunstwerk, which seems to embody many of the ambiguities 

of wildness, and tells us more about nature than much ostensibly environmental art. 

In other words, the performances were both literally a forceful combination of visual, 

sound and plastic arts (C. Reynolds, undated), and more metaphorically, a community of 

interacting organisms (the performers’ bodies, their sweat, the bulrushes, the audience) 

and their natural environment (the props, Bruce Springsteen, the Swan River water and 

clouds) functioning as an interdependent whole. They have a “Bodily energy, sweat and 

scruffiness, almost unbearable, these bodies are uncontrollable” (from Frankfurter Allge-

meine Zeitung Lone Twin, 2005) 

In this scenario wildness can be contrasted with wilderness in that it is fullness 

rather than empty wasteland, is as close as sweat and not just as far as the hills, is in the 

present and is flexible, fluid and experimental. Again we see that, like wilderness, wild-

ness does have an ontological physicality (see Instone, 2004 above) but it is not entirely 

contained or comprehensible. 

3.2.3.3 The wild as “liveness”

But perhaps more importantly the wild is something to be lived and enacted. For 

example, at the end of the recent Kimberley Rock Art Seminar (11 September 2005 at 

the University Club of the University of Western Australia) invited speaker Donny Woola-

goodja8 asked the audience why they were so interested to spend a whole day in a lec-

ture theatre hearing about rock art. He said to the assembled academics and interested 

public [my paraphrasing9], “if I went to university I could study all about your culture 

but I wouldn’t learn anything”. Earlier in the day he had emphasised how the Wanjina, 

8  Donny paints his Wanjina, Namarali, on paper and canvas as Aboriginal art and Namarali 
was featured at the opening ceremony of the Sydney Olympic Games.
9  A transcript of this discussion will be available in late 2007
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whilst associated with the Lalai (Dream-

time) and physically painted on the walls, 

are not “unmoving” or frozen in the past like 

something dead. These pigments are living 

things. The Wanjina mingle most closely 

with certain living individuals who are their 

custodians and on death such individuals 

returned to the Wanjina (Mowaljarlai & Mal-

nic, 1993). Wanjinas were regularly painted 

to keep them “bright” and “fresh” and to 

make sure their powers of renewal were 

dispersed out into the landscape (Blundell 

& Woolagoodja, 2005). People in the audi-

ence struggled to answer Donny’s question other than to answer that Euro-Australian 

culture as a whole was fuelled by a desire to know. 

However, in a paper earlier in the day, geologist and Kimberley researcher Philip 

Playford had showed a “before” and “after” example of one of the repainting of rock 

art (some by Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) labour) that had 

caused a public outcry in the late eighties and early nineties. The objection had been 

around whether modern acrylic house paints should be used, and whether the right peo-

ple had done the repainting (or whether permission had been granted by the custodians 

of the sites who were intimately connected to the figures). Furthermore, the position 

taken by Playford was that the repainting was not as skilled or beautiful as the original 

work10. Whilst the issue of repainting is a complex one centred around Aboriginal cultural 

determination (and I do not wish to imply any simplistic connection between Aboriginal 

cultures and wildness – see Rose (2004) in Section 3.2.3.4 below), what struck me 

was the realisation of how enamoured Euro-Australian culture is with dead objects and 

with the endings and finishings of things. The wild is an important concept in my work 

because it allows us to think of things as being more alive. 

3.2.3.4 Negative wild?

An inevitable aspect of what wildness means in our society is its connection with 

madness, badness, danger and terror. These meanings are the opposite of live-ness. 

Artists as varied as Susan Hiller (1998) and PVI collective (2005) have considered mad-

ness and terrorism (and control) as a subject of their work. I am not interested in these 

specific issues, but a recognition of this negative side of the wild is a tension in my work. 

On the one hand, by specifically retaining a connection of the definition of wildness to 

nonhuman nature, it encompasses a sense of order or self-replication and self-regulation 

that takes place without our management or control. This is an ecosystem being autono-

mous. On the other hand there is also the disorder of danger and difficulty, and pain and 

death, that happens in wild places and that are the natural partners of life. This disorder 

10  Are high aesthetic standards a prerequisite for Euro-Australian appreciation?

Figure 3.2.17 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, 2006. Natural  
staining on a small boulder.
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is repressed in civil society. When someone is wild it is implied that they stand outside the 

order of culture. Such repression is evident in the idea of wild as ferocious or violent. This 

applies equally to a shark, tsunami or a bushfire as it does to the “badness” of humans: 

a man murders in a jealous rage. Again there is a specific connection between nature 

and culture

American environmentalist Paul Shepard (1998) believes that the “madness” of 

western civilisation is due to a condition analogous to the corruption of the child’s proc-

ess of growing up (Shepard’s “ontogeny”). The result is the arrested development of 

society (Shepard’s “neoteny”) that then leads to a romantic version of wilderness. Whilst 

it is a long bow to draw conclusions from the condition of childhood to the history of the 

world (via his interpretation of a “psychohistory”), what is of interest is his connection of 

individual and societal madness. Another example of how wildness is seen as badness 

is in Anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose’s “Reports from a wild country.” She has had 

extensive experience with a number of Aboriginal communities in northern Australia for 

many years. She recounts a conversation with Daly Pulkara (2004, p. 4): 

We had stopped to look at some of the extreme erosion on Humbert River 
Station, and I asked Daly what he called this country. He looked at it long 
and heavily before he said: “It’s just wild. Just the wild.” …we were looking 
at a wilderness, man-made and cattle-made. This ‘wild was a place where 
the life of the country was falling down into gullies and washing away 
with the rains… Wild people (colonisers) make wild Country (degrading, 
failing). Colonisation and the wild form a matrix: settler societies and their 
violence.

The people she interviewed regarded both country empty of people and Euro-

pean colonisers as wild11.

Both of these writers see the dominant culture as unhealthy but for completely dif-

ferent reasons. For the former it is the repression that comes from an estrangement from 

wild nature (Shepard, 1998) and for the latter it is a nature without culture that leads to a 

call for an ethics of “responsive attentiveness” (Rose, 2004). The lesson to be learnt from 

this is that just because the wild resists categorisation it cannot escape from its political 

and ethical consequences.

3.2.3.5 Passionate wildness

In Joseph Beuys’s infamous 1974 action Coyote: I like America and America 

Likes Me his entire visit to the United States was spent in a condition of wildness. On his 

arrival at Kennedy Airport he was wrapped in felt12 (as a wounded person) and trans-

ported to the René Block Gallery in New York in an ambulance. The room was furnished 

with a shepherd’s crook, a felt blanket, a flashlight, straw, daily delivered copies of the 

Wall Street Journal, and a live coyote. Over three days Beuys spoke only a wordless 

dialogue with the coyote. Items like the felt and the crook were well-established meta-

11 It is ”…a pervasive ‘wild’ – a loss of life, a loss of life supporting systems, and a loss of rela-
tionships among living things and their country. For many Aboriginal people, this ‘wild’ was the qual-
ity of deep loneliness” (Rose, 1996, p. 20).
12 Felt was a recurrent symbolic material in Beuys’s oevre.
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phorical devices that Beuys had employed to talk about wider issues in his work such as 

using human creativity as a positive force for social change. As time went on Beuys slept 

in the Coyote’s straw and the coyote relieved itself on the Wall Street Journal. The coyote 

(with its echoes of trickster and transformer, pest and survivor) symbolized the untamed, 

and Beuys’s wider imbrication with it and the Wall Street Journal was intended to be read 

as representing the schism between western materialism and the wild. Coyote: I like 

America and America Likes Me is an artwork in which the wild is performed as a release 

mechanism. It contains the condition of being involved bodily and passionately and yet 

tolerant of nonhuman agency. 

3.2.3.6 Wild: the boundary state

The German physician and philosopher Hans Peter Duerr was interested in the 

metaphor of wildness in humans13. He paints the picture of human civilization as existing 

(as, say, a village) inside a fence surrounded by wilderness. For Duerr there is a separa-

tion between the human and the nonhuman. However the role of shamans and witches 

in what he terms “archaic humans” is to straddle this boundary: “we know who we are if 

we experience our boundaries and… thus cross over them” (Duerr, 1985/1978, p. 125). 

The purpose of the trance journey of the shaman was to travel to the origin to discover 

a wholeness greater than the individual self. But Duerr also believes that “we ourselves 

13 He uses the term wilderness and not wildness throughout the book but it is clear that he 
is not concerned with the American (or Australian) concept of land set aside for conservation.

Figure 3.2.18 Joseph Beuys, Coyote: I like America and America likes me, René Block 
Gallery, New York, May 1974. Original photography by Caroline Tisdall. Samples 
of these now iconic photographs trawled from numerous websites.
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should turn wild so as not to surrender to our own wildness, but rather to acquire in that 

way a consciousness of ourselves as tamed, as cultural beings” (Duerr, 1985/1978, p. 

125, my italics): we know who we are by knowing what we are not. The shaman “dies” in 

the real world to be able to descend to the wild world (where order and chaos cease to 

be opposites) and, when he returns, he is inevitably transformed. It is easy here to see 

the connection with artists who harnessed the shamanic such as Joseph Beuys14. Such 

art allows us to see the fence and understand ourselves better by understanding what 

we are not. Wildness is situated at the boundary between nature and culture. It is an in-

between space (see Section 3.1.3 to 3.1.4 above).

Duerr complains that in modern western civilisation the hedge has become a 

wall, and the wall is expanded further and further out into the wild(er)ness. His position is 

that there should be a boundary between wildness and civilisation or between the human 

and nonhuman but Duerr disagrees with a culture where this boundary is too fixed, and 

when the transgressor of the boundary (the shaman) is eliminated. He argues that expe-

riences such as trance states will always remain incomprehensible to an anthropologist 

unless they are prepared to go out and do it. But when the anthropologist does do this, 

then they themselves are changed, and the knowledge that they may gain is not entirely 

subsumed within Western culture. “But just as a world taken for granted is not a world 

understood, he will now understand much of his own world for the first time” (1985/1978, 

p. 133, italics in original). The person who accepts the wild is changed and returns from 

the field seeing all things transformed. 

Duerr also draws on the significance of the transgression of social customs15, 

of the many examples of partitions between culture and wildness being temporarily 

reversed (“a pot in every chicken”) as part of the carnivale, or the festum stultorum, the 

Feast of the Fools16. My interpretation is that wildness is about transgression. It sits on 

the dangerous border between moral and amoral behaviour, but this transgression or 

reversal need not be entirely destructive and can act as a positive force of release or 

change. We should not forget that the wild can also be playful, surprising, independent 

and full of strangeness (Snyder, 1990).

3.2.3.7 The transformational wild

To end this part of the investigation of the wild on a more speculative note I 

would like to consider the following somewhat mutually inconsistent hypotheses. Firstly, 

if society is becoming more regulated, then is a transformative wildness (from Nature and 

in humans) becoming more necessary? Secondly, if the acts of society are becoming 

more damaging, should we be doing something about this negative wild? Sociologist Will 

14 Although Beuys did at times point out that you could not return to a idealised past: “When 
I do something shamanistic, I make use of the shamanistic element—admittedly an element of the 
past—in order to express something about a future possibility” (quoted in Levi Strauss, c. 1999).
15 Duerr researched hallucinogenic substance used by witches and shamans. I am remind-
ed of artist Francis Alÿs’s exploration of the city by walking under the influence of seven different 
drugs in Narcotourismo, 1996 (Figure 3.3.11).
16 There is a connection here to Bakhtinian notions of the carnivalesque.
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Wright (1992, p. ix) states “Industrial society is based on a political and organizational 

commitment to the idea of rationality, but as a planet becomes more committed to ration-

ality, in the Enlightenment sense of science and individualism, it also seems to become 

more irrational in the ecological sense of sustainability.” As society changes, will what is 

wild shift to include those values now pushed outside of the mainstream? Might Lone 

Twin’s emphasis on kindness be reflective of a hardening of society? Could one go as 

far as to say that such values as generosity and forgiveness17 are being marginalised, so 

that in effect they become wild?

17 Or others such as courage, fidelity, restraint and tolerance (see Dowrick, 1991, 1997).

Figure 3.2.19 Richard Long, Arctic Spindrift, 1985 (Long and Fuchs, 1986, p. 233) 
Accompanying text: 

ARCTIC SPINDRIFT

A day walking through snow, wind and sunlight

on a fifteen day walk in Lappland

Sweden and Norway 1985 
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In summary, the wild is a set of contradictory characteristics. To be wild one can 

be as destructive as a storm cloud, or angry as a tornado; at the same time, to be wild 

one can be eager, enthusiastic and excited. At the same time as it is inclusive, the wild 

does not reject differences or discontinuities. In my work I am searching for a sense of 

the wild that is comfortable with ambiguity, contains the idea of not being fully definable, 

and in some way “connects” nature and culture. An ideal work has some sharp edges 

when it comes to fury, violence and intensity, and it includes our biological nature. The 

wild is a transgressive and dynamically changing condition. Wildness is an active force 

that changes us from the inside and the outside: it interpenetrates and entangles us.

Figure 3.2.20 Hamish Fulton, An eight day wandering walk seven nights camping from 
the River Saltina to the River Rotten, Switzerland 1995, (Fulton, 2002, p. 36).
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3.2.4 Rethinking the relationship

The results of my search for examples 

of non-urban walking between 1970 and 2005 

are frugal. Most contemporary art walking in 

the last twenty years has been in cities and 

those walking artists who have most influenced 

my work (such as Simon Pope, Wrights and 

Sites, Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller, 

Perejaume or Francis Alÿs) have inspired me 

for other reasons but the techniques that they 

use – that involve interactions with human cul-

tures – are largely unavailable18. We are left 

with Fulton and Long and the dematerialised 

art object. Why is it that there have been no 

other widely held models of non-urban walk-

ing since the 1970s? Consider Figures 3.2.19 

and 3.2.20 from the work of Fulton and Long. 

Common elements include vast landscapes, 

dark and gloomy vistas, rugged mountains, 

and severe weather.

18  That is, techniques from Dada, Surrealists, Situation Internationale and psychogeog-
raphy, and motifs such as the flâneur, the dérive, etc., as traditionally practised, are all centred 
around human worlds.

Figure 3.2.21 Richard Long, Camp 
stones, Aomori, 1997 (Long, 2002 
p. 120).

Figure 3.2.22 Richard Long, Asia circle stones, Mongolia, 199� (Long, 2002 p. 111). 
The interest in this work is whether this is entirely a found object or whether it has 
been altered or added to by Long.
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Figure 3.2.24 Richard Long, A line in Bolivia. Kicked Stones, 1981 (Long and Fuchs, 
2002, p. 68).

Figure 3.2.23 Richard Long, Stone Walk, Wales, 1984 (Long 1998, p. 12).
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In these examples the documentation that is produced as the record of their 

walks, reproduces a sublime landscape where the observer remains aloof and in control 

of the scene. This is because we see these works through the legacy of a history of 

sublime landscape painting. When Long moves about rocks in the landscape to form his 

simple lines and circles, the most effective works are when they are composed against 

dramatic backgrounds. When this is not the case then the art is not effective because the 

stone arrangements appear meagre and ungenerous (see Figure 3.2.21 or the water on 

sand work in 3.2.26). 

The most intriguing works are when there is ambiguity. In some cases it is not 

clear who made the stone arrangements (or we can suspect that it is unlikely to be the 

artist). Furthermore, other works by Long are more explicit about the exertion involved 

and the resistance of the stones, for example A Line in Bolivia. Kicked Stones (1981, 

Figure 3.2.23), or Stone Walk (Wales, 1984, Figure 3.2.24) where stones are transferred 

form point to point in a walk. 

3.2.4.1 Sublime

Do the works of Fulton and Long give agency to the nonhumans elements pic-

tured or do they merely reinforce the objective eye? Thinking about whether the works 

of Fulton and Long are successful in freeing up agency, led me to consider in more 

detail the relationship between ideas of the sublime and wildness (and not wilderness). 

One must be careful here because there are many different takes upon the sublime. My 

immediate reaction to the sublime has always been one of aversion. It would appear that 

this is related to the stabilisation of the self (and thus the border with the Other) as typi-

fied by the Kantian state, and a distrust of transcendentalism. One of my concerns with 

an approach to art via shamanism, for example, is that you have to use a special state 

to reach understanding, and that the focus of the audience is upon the performer. Such 

Figure 3.2.25 Richard Long, Cloud Circle. An eight day walk in the South Tyrol, Italy, 
199�, (Long, 2002, p. 24). The mountain background makes this a slightly more 
generous work.
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a case relies upon the transcendent experience of the artist being transferred onto the 

audience. It appears to rely upon a unidirectional model of appreciation, and increases 

the distance between the audience and the artists: the audience is passive. 

One could add that the sublime of the Romantic movement, which is so influential 

on the common speech associations of wilderness today, is also a variable condition. For 

example, awe of natural areas is sometimes connected to a transcendentalism, where 

contemplation of the perfection of nature draws out purification of the condition of the 

self that ascends above the visceral self. In its purest form the mind is ascendant and 

the body is split. This and a connection to primitivism is why I would not make work like 

Long’s circle and spiral arrangements19.

However, Neil Evernden (1985, p. 32) holds strongly that not all Romantics were 

interested in nature, and rather that the common thread was a concern that a view of the 

world that was judged only by the rational precepts of (say) Locke and Newton decreased 

the options for encountering the environment and “deprived us of the most important 

aspects of the world and therefore transformed [the nature of] mankind as well.” Some 

but not all Romantics used places with less human interactions (what we today might call 

wilderness areas) to get back to the basics of experience. Their overriding aim was to 

free up the types of processes of perception that were considered valid.

It would seem that if we continue to use some idea of the sublime as a means 

of articulating wildness, both the Burkean and Kantian models are incompatible not just 

because it is something that is undefined or not wholly translatable but also because 

such models rely upon viewing wildness from a position of safety and upon having a sta-

19 “Ideologies which romanticise ‘primitive people,’ ‘wild animals’ or wilderness largely ac-
cept the dominant binaries but reverse the valuation of the oppositional relationship it proposes” 
(Suchet, 2002, p. 146).

Figure 3.2.26 Richard Long, Rio Grande Circle. Third camp evening on a ten day walk 
in Big Bend, Texas, 1990 (Long, 2002, p. 140) The meagre arrangement makes 
this a less generous work.
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ble boundary between the human and the nonhuman. Alternatively, new appreciations of 

the sublime might rely upon reformulating our definitions. Literary scholar Barbara Free-

man20 for example argues that the actual experience of the sublime as it happens is the 

state of merger, and not the reflection of the subject afterwards. Her brand of the feminine 

sublime is “a domain of experience that resists categorisation, in which the subject enters 

into relation with an otherness – social, aesthetic, political, ethical, erotic – that is exces-

sive and unrepresentable” and thus attests to this relationship without resolving it (1998, 

p. 332). This attesting (acknowledging the fear of not knowing but not being paralysed) 

may be a way of circumventing the spiritual overtones of the sublime that is not part of 

my practice. 

3.2.4.2 Wonder and walking

One thread of the sublime that might be more useful is wonder, and indeed using 

wonder is one of the prime strategies that Evernden (1985) identified at the conclusion of 

The Natural Alien. In at least some cases wonder is seen as a subset of the sublime. Eng-

lish literature academic Philip Fisher (1998), however, differentiates it from the sublime 

because it is derived not from terror, pain and death, but from the aesthetics of delight. 

Wonder connects science and the visual arts. It contains the moment of intelligibility -- 

the aha! -- that is common to scientific discovery and to the experience of wondrous art. 

However, in Fisher’s model the event must be unexpected and seen visually in its entirety 

in the same instant. The experience must be something happening for the first time. I 

would argue that the latter two contentions are problematic. Firstly his definition rules out 

performance or anything time-based and reduces the experience of wonder to an instant 

in time. And secondly, it is not that something is literally never seen before but that the act 

of perceiving is a new combination of senses, or new understandings, new connections 

and symbolic linkages or new memories – all of which are part of the process of wonder. 

As such even commonplace things can be wondrous. Indeed Fisher goes on to state that 

wonder can be ongoing, as in the case of a rainbow, which although we may know the 

science of it, remains always unexpected and wonderful. 

A number of writers have considered what might be the constitution of wonder 

and how it has changed over time (Cunningham, 1951; Daston & Park, 1998; Keen, 

1969; Parsons, 1969; Quinn, 2002; Tuan, 1993; Verhoeven, 1972). What we think are 

wonders or wonderful is undoubtedly affected by historical factors and cultural nuances. 

Sometimes it is difficult to identify what is drawn out (and thus culturally specific) from the 

initial affective response -- the “visceral, immediate, [and] vertiginous” reaction (Daston & 

Park, 1998, p. 11). Phenomenologist Philo Hove (2002) begins his exploration of wonder 

in daily life by considering Barthes’ punctum21 and then elaborates what wonder does. 

Sometimes we feel as though the world is colourless and inanimate. We feel distanced 

from the people and things around us. In such a case we may feel down because eve-

rything it so totally wonderless, or perhaps we cope by wishing the fabric of life would 

20 Her main critique is that the sublime is a gendered construct (Freeman, 1995)
21 For elaboration on the role of photographs and the punctum in my work see Phillips 
(1999).
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stay constant and predictable – without wonder. When wonder comes it brings us to a 

standstill. Sometimes this is abrupt and forceful, and sometimes it rises like a river. In 

either case it is unbidden, it is a discontinuity in the world, and we stand speechless 

before it. In this condition of wordlessness, parts of us that we did not know we have are 

brought to light. 

Wonder opens our eyes. Or more correctly, our perception (which may involve 

senses other than sight) is shifted and we are made “fully present and open” to pos-

sibilities (Hove, 2002). The physical objects of our wonder “reveal themselves to us in an 

active and compelling sense”. Wonder both calls to us and impresses upon us22. This can 

be felt through the mind and the body, which are melded in their openness to the world. 

We are vulnerable when we are in this state, but because wonder itself is open, our reac-

tion is not one of fear or awe but delight. Wonder is different from Kantian and Burkean 

sublime because there is no mastery by the self. It does not take life from us (like terror 

does) but gives life to us. Therefore we are more likely at the moment of wonder to feel 

humility and respect for those outside of ourselves. Through feelings of delight, inspira-

tion and perplexity we come finally to disquiet. Wonder leaves us disturbed because we 

are now different. In the end – quickly or slowly – we are released back into the world, 

and we realise that our attempts to make the fabric of life constant and the unchanging 

are rent. Our ways of delimiting the flow of life are themselves gossamer23.

Hove (2002) believes that wonder is a passive state but I disagree. I would rather 

call it receptive. It does not prevent action because its goal is to disrupt what are normally 

immovable thoughts. It stops the internal stories that prejudice our experience of life. It is 

not the paralysis of astonishment.

22 “There is a wonder in reading Braille that the sighted will never know: to touch words and 
have them touch you back” — attributed to American epigrammatist Jim Fiebig.
23 Along with the work of Lone Twin some examples of wonder in art about places and en-
vironments include Rosalie Gascoigne’s Monaro (1989), Jellyfish Lake (2002) by Dorothy Cross, 
John Wolseley’s A search for rare plants in the George Gill Ranges, NT, 1982 (1982), Another 
Place by Dalziel and Scullion (2000) and Whitecloth (1989) by Ann Hamilton.

Figures 3.2.27 and 3.2.28. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, 2006. The hula skirt stranding July 2004 (left) to February 
2006 (right).
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It may be that slowing down to wonder is a foil for the frenzied negative wild of 

consumer culture. It is accepting that you can’t know the whole answer to something 

(acknowledging the fear of not knowing but not being paralysed), and being open to the 

wonder of experience. In a sense, wonder is being good-humoured about something that 

you cannot grasp, and that does not need us to represent it (or act on its behalf). 

My dissatisfaction with the work of Long and Fulton may not just be because they 

are photographs. The rocks of Long may no longer be speaking because there is no won-

der, no pushing upon us. If we no longer cultivate or see wonder, or if a certain art fashion 

ennui grips us, then our experience of artworks is the worse off. But there is always hope: 

“Consider the suggestive confusion between wonder and wander – as if getting lost and 

digression were at the root of amazement, of change, even of knowledge” (Art critic 

Bruce Hainley in Steiner, 2000, p. 39). We wander to wonder.

3.2.5 Wild walking

Human geographer Tim Edensor (2001) identifies whether to walk alone or 

accompanied, as one of the key issues in his analysis of the culture of countryside walk-

ing. If one were to propose a wilder form of art walking, is it necessary to be alone, and 

what are the consequences of this? There is no doubt that when walking is conducted 

as an activity in its own right, without distractions, we are more likely to pay attention 

to our senses. Since we are moving, we are much more aware of proprioception (body 

awareness) and equilibrioception (balance), and even thermoception (heat) and nocic-

eption (pain!). Country walking is frequently opposed to city experiences as being slower, 

with less distractions, “an escape from the ‘inauthentic’ enactions of everyday urban life, 

moulded by ‘over-civilized’ norms of behaviour” (Edensor, 2001, p. 87). In wild areas it is 

much easier to experience ecological processes and think through senses other than the 

visual. In the walkingcountry your bodily interaction with other humans is less and (audi-

tory) silence (and thus the way that loud sounds are recognisable over larger distances) 

is a significant aspect of the experience24. However, such notions of self-actualisation 

and self-restoration need to be tempered with an acknowledgement that the technolo-

gies and cultures of walking do not disappear in the countryside (see Edensor, 2001 and 

also Michael (2000) on boots). 

3.2.5.1 Non-urban walking: solitariness, endurance, leisure and  
consumption

Fulton and Long rarely turn the camera back upon themselves. The empty land-

scapes of Fulton and Long imply a solitary art. At first one is immediately suspicious that 

this is connected to the transcendental power of the wilderness concept and its fixation 

on the self. Perhaps a meditative state in the walker is implied and this could be essen-

tial for the artistic process. Artist John Wolseley needs solitariness to empty the brain 

of inconsequential thoughts and situations to allow him to concentrate and to observe 

24 Note:  I discuss places and sound art in Appendix A.2 and silence in Section 3.5.



The second saunter: to wild   128

(Grishin, 1998). Fulton refers to the rhythm of the walk as the “establishment of a basic 

relationship with nature” (A. Wilson, 2002, p. 28) and “Fulton walks to be woven into 

nature, an experience suggested, but never captured in his artworks” (2002, p. 21). 

After closely reading Fulton’s biographical details I was intrigued to discover that 

a significant number of his walks were not solitary. Firstly it was interesting to discover 

that a number were done with Richard Long, but secondly I felt a bit cheated/deflated 

(and secretly relieved) that the exertion was not as heroic as a narrative of “lone white 

man against wilderness” might have implied25. This does not however come across in 

many of the “official” artworks. Most works are attributed to a location and a significant 

number of the artworks are delineated or marked-out by distances and times. Fulton 

and Long are passionate about numbering and naming starting and ending points and 

elapsed times.

This would not be so exceptional if it were not one of the basic ways that we 

can represent a walk. After all, all walks have these characteristics. But it seems as if 

25  At least in more recent times Fulton has recorded the engagement of porters and 
guides.

Figure 3.2.29 Hamish Fulton, Zanskar, India, 1978, from a chronology of 
his works (Tufnell & Hayward, 2002, p. 118).
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Fulton and Long are trapped in a minimalism/conceptualism mindset. The less informa-

tion presented, the more imagination is needed, and we are possibly more likely to have 

an experience of wonder, because it is unfamiliar. But minimal information can end up 

creating something that is clue-less to viewers and leave the viewer standing outside of 

the experience. 

Because I do not think in miles it had to be pointed out to me how extreme some 

of their walking was. One of Long’s longest walk is A line of 33 stones. A walk of 33 

days (1998) which covered 1648 km in 33 days at around 4.2 km/hr from The Lizard to 

Figure 3.2.30 Richard Long’s longest recorded walk: 1648 km.

Figure 3.2.31 A walk of variable speed by Richard Long culminating in a day five 
estimated speed 6.7 km/hr over 50 miles (Long, 1991, p. 47).
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Dunnet Head. In A Five Day Walk (1980) the total distance was 240 km with the fifth day 

being 80 km (50 miles) walked at 6.7 km/hr. In Old year New Year (1992-1993) and A 

walk from One Millennium to Another (1999-2000) Long walked 128 km in 24 hours 

– at a respectable 5.3 km/hr26. But, if we can’t understand the physical pain of endurance 

(perhaps because we no longer experience it in our lives), these statistics start looking 

like a celebration of the self. Any work of this type must confront the difficulty of “finding a 

way of referring to experience that doesn’t sound boastful, or seem to present moments 

of private revelation in a way which appears to call for applause” (Campbell, 2002). This 

is the crux of solitary walking. “[Art] Walkers have to let people know how the walk went, 

and no matter how modestly they phrase their stories, can find themselves in the awk-

ward position of saying ‘this was a wonderful [sic], very private thing, so I am going to tell 

you all about it.’” (Campbell, 2002, my italics).

English literature scholar Malcolm Hayward27 (Accessed 2005) points to a similar 

process happening with William Wordsworth where his excessive walking might be inter-

preted as not just experiencing non-economically productive time so that it might leave a 

space open for the production of poetry, but also that he had to be observed to be doing 

this: “Wordsworth walked a lot. He pretended that walking was work, just like that of real 

men. It was really a form of conspicuous consumption in its excess. He had to revel in 

26  The average walking speed of a human is 3.6 - 5.4 km/hr (“Orders of magnitude (speed)”, 
2005) and the maximum speed of a race walker over 5 km is 16.6 km/hr (Lau, 2001).
27  Hayward uses Thorstein Veblen’s concept of conspicuous consumption from Theory of 
the Leisure Class (1899).

Figure 3.2.32 Hamish Fulton, Touching boulders by hand. Frozen ground  No Paths  
No Talking, 1994 (Fulton, 2002, p. 42). Black text reads “SEVEN DAYS WALK-
ING SEVEN NIGHTS CAMPING SIERRA DA ESTRELA PORTUGAL JANUARY 
1994”.
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Figure 3.2.33 Hamish Fulton, detail of page of sevens (Fulton, 2002, p. 240).
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that excess and produce something others in his leisure class could appreciate. This 

was poetry.” I would not go as far as saying this is a comprehensive accounting for either 

Wordsworth’s or Fulton and Long’s motivation but it does point out a problem specific to 

non-urban walking. 

The book Hamish Fulton: Walking journeys (Fulton, 2002) documents some of 

his later exhibitions as well as devoting space to text artworks created specifically for 

the book’s pages. Most of these pages feature fonts either on their own or superimposed 

over pictures. I catch myself reacting against these because they resemble common-

place commercial advertisements. Or more pointedly, advertising using landscapes or 

spare text layouts is now extremely sophisticated, more so than some of Fulton’s text 

works. Campbell (2002) states of Hamish Fulton’s gallery works, “like any other essen-

tially autobiographical exploration – can’t help but be, in essence, advertisements for 

himself. No matter how pared down, oblique and unemotive, they still read as celebratory 

inscriptions.” Ultimately we are not on the walk. Always there is the problem of commu-

nicating the experience of somewhere else (the there) to the here of the viewer. I will 

address this again in Section 3.4.

3.2.5.2 A continuum of walking practices

Poet John Bennett (2005) argues for a more or less continuum between passive 

introspection (meditative walking or reverie), directed thinking (structured) walking (solvi-

tur ambulando28), the enlarged alertness of ecological walking, and scientific (knowledge) 

walking as a way of accommodating the different roles of reverie and attentiveness, inten-

tion and purposelessness, knowledge and imagination. Bennett goes on to propose a 

framework for ecological walking that incorporates a move to action on ecological issues, 

post wilderness. For example, it requires attentiveness to the nonhuman and to senses 

other than the visual. An ecological brand of walking dwells in the present. It is strongly 

embodied and stresses a connection to physical experience. Bennett’s framework builds 

upon the “rhythm of the walk” as a way of achieving consciousness with flow (see Csik-

szentmihalyi, 1991), but does not shy away from that modicum of scientific ecological 

knowledge that enhances the experiences of natural areas. The tensions between atten-

tion and distraction (imagination, idleness), investigation and reverie, responsibility and 

play, all contribute positively towards his work as a walking poet.

28 Rebecca Solnit (2001) refers back to Thoreau’s famous essay, Walking (1862/1964) when 
she writes:
Walking is nearly alone among all our human activities in its poise between doing something and 
doing nothing; it is not idleness, and yet as the legs move and the eyes gaze, the mind can roam 
with a kind of discipline and scope hardly possible in an arm chair. As the rhythm of the walk is inter-
rupted by the surprises and irregularities of the landscape, so ideas arise from lengthy concentra-
tion interrupted by epiphanies. That is, new ideas often arrive as though from outside, seeming more 
like discoveries than creations, but it is only long work that takes one to them, as the walk takes one 
to the landscape (Solnit, 2001, p. 16).
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Figure 3.2.34 Hamish Fulton, one of a number of full page text images. Original im-
age 237 x 296 mm (Fulton, 2002, p. 90).
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Table 3.2 My interpretation of Bennett’s (2005) continuum of walking practices

Passive intro-
spection ↔ Directed think-

ing walking ↔ Ecological walking ↔ Scientific walking

Meditative walking or 
reverie walking

Solvitur ambulando — 
walking to help solve a 
problem in your head

Walking with some understand-
ing of the ecological functioning 
of the environment

Walking to acquire disci-
pline specific knowledge 
or to answer manage-
ment questions

In 1862 Thoreau wrote, “I have met but one or two persons in the course of my 

life who understood the art of Walking, that is, of taking walks — who had a genius, so to 

speak, for sauntering...” (1862/1964, p. 592, original italics). He praised walking through 

the woods “absolutely free of worldly engagements” (1862/1964, p. 595) and of letting 

the walk determine its own course. However Thoreau went on his walks well-prepared 

sometimes wearing camouflaged clothing to be able to approach wild animals and with 

deep pockets for equipment such as a notebook, surveyor’s gear and a spyglass. He also 

was not adverse to reading up about the area that he was walking through. In this sense 

his sauntering is aligned with ecological walking, striving to maintain a balance between 

the more inward and the more factual walking practices29. 

3.2.6 Wild science 

[The delights of the wild] are temporary, and only to be as a teacher, -- we 
must return ever to the social life as the ark of safety, bringing, we may 
hope, the olive branch of peace with knowledge. For all that I have said, 
or that anyone else has said, our greatest and truest interests are in society. 
There only we acquire true cultivation and elevation. Science, Literature, 
Art, the greatest civilisers there only flourish. Betake thyself not to the wil-
derness, for a period only, and never longer than forty days, -- never – if 
there is any help for it (American ornithologist John Cassin in 1856, quoted 
in McCook, 1996, p. 183).

Mr Tip is a male Great Bowerbird (Chlamydera nuchalis) whose bower is tucked 

under a Carissa lanceolata bush about 5 metres from an access track and about 40 

metres from a rubbish tip. His bower is large and well endowed. The bulk of the materials 

in the display areas are small fragments of Portland cement from bags that get thrown 

on the tip when the contents get wet. Other materials include with green and clear glass, 

dull silver objects, bones and other grey and white stones. Mr Tip is far more successful 

than Sandy, whose bower is also tucked under a Carissa lanceolata bush, but is 750 

metres away on the other side of Arthur Creek. His much smaller bower contains much 

less material and gets washed away when the creek floods each Wet Season. Mr Tip 

freely avails himself of human materials that fit into his worldview. And Sandy also takes 

advantage of any materials that he can get. The bowerbirds living in the walkingcountry 

do not think of us as unique or special entities. As individual organisms they carry around 

29 In his writings, Thoreau also liked to saunter: to wander from subject to related sub-
ject. However his wanderings were never aimless, and often helps make important connections  
between the natural and cultural worlds. The saunter “is no more vagrant than the meandering 
river, which is all the while sedulously seeking the shortest course to the sea” (1862/1964 p. 593). 
It is this sense that I have strived to make artworks like To Meander and back (see Appendices 
A.2 and A.4) and the six saunters of the Exegesis.
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an Umwelt30, a perceptual world within which they make the best fit that they can of what 

they experience. 

Superficially it would appear science is antithetical to the formulation of the wild 

as I have explored it in Sections 3.2.3 to 3.2.531. Bronowski (1965) defined science as 

“the organization of our knowledge in such a way that it commands more of the hidden 

potential in Nature” (quoted by F. L. Wilson, 1996). This is the classic trope of science 

pulling up the skirts of Nature to reveal truth. In this version one follows the scientific 

method based upon observation, correlation, generalization and experimentation, and it 

relies upon concepts such as testability, validity, reliability and replicability. 

Duerr (1985/1978, p. 115) is sharply critical of the role of scientists, particularly 

anthropologists. He states of the scientist:

He has no reverence for anything, neither does he love anything. He throws 
a net over the objects of reality, he divides and classifies them. They are 
organized, controlled and purified; everything that might grow profusely 
through the mesh is trimmed away. The objects weep, but the researcher 
sees no tears. He clears the forest and plants a garden free of weeds, 
growing only vegetables that can be consumed. 

What he is critiquing is the Universalist project of Enlightenment. He is criticising reduc-

tionism: where understanding is found by dividing the world into smaller and smaller 

pieces, going down to the origin by stripping away layers of consciousness. In such a 

view, science is a form of technology or an instrument to manipulate the world. Equally 

disparagingly, but from an opposing viewpoint, Professor Fred Wilson (1996) is scathing 

of a limited understanding of the role of a scientist by “humanists”:

The humanist is taught that Science is a large collection of facts; and if 
this is true, then the only thing scientists need do is to see the facts. Such a 
person then pictures colourless professionals of science going off to work 
in the morning into the universe in a neutral, unexposed state. They then 
expose themselves like a photographic plate. And then in the darkroom 
or laboratory they develop the image, so that suddenly and startlingly it 
appears, printed in capital letters, as a new formula for atomic energy.

Those who study the sociology of science (such as proponents of Actor Network 

Theory (ANT) and Science and Technology Studies (STS)) would state that science is 

more than a method. Science is global community of scholars32, and the organized body 

of knowledge gained by this process is contested, nurtured and inhabited by this com-

munity (and more widely). It is incorrect to say that all scientists are objective for all of 

the time, nor do they only divide everything into bits. But whether the dominant mode of 

science is to classify, predict, manage or control its tendency is to keep wildness out. Sci-

ence continues to be based upon a well-bounded suite of accepted types of information 

and a reality that can be objectively perceived and/or measured.

30 From Jacob von Uexküll’s Theoretical Biology (Uexküll, 1985) originally published in 
1909.
31 Especially disregarding roles and conventions.
32 And corporations.
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3.2.6.1 On tropical nature

Many of Mark Dion’s works involve putting himself in the position of a scientist 

and acting out such a role as truthfully as possible. His intentions appear to encompass 

producing “authentic” data as much as critiquing the role of science in society. In On 

Tropical Nature (1991) he spent three weeks in the remote jungles of the Oronoco Basin 

in Venezuela where he collected samples that were periodically sent back to the Sala 

Mendoza in Caracas. The staff at the museum were asked to unpack and display the 

mysterious contents that arrived in packing crates. Their (aesthetic) arrangements are 

seen in Figures 3.2.36 and 3.2.37.

Figure 3.2.35 Mark Dion, On Tropical Nature, 1991 (Dion, 1997, p. 63).
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Figures 3.2.36 and 2.3.37. Mark Dion, On Tropical Nature, 1991 (Dion, 1997,  

p. 64).
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Figures 3.2.38 to 3.2.39 Mark Dion, Bob Brain and J Morgan, Schoharie Creek Field 
Station, 1995 (Dion, 1997, p. 85) In this work the artists constructed a field sta-
tion for naturalists. The work has strong historical references to locally pertinent 
and nationally famous naturalists.
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On Tropical Nature connects the 

field and the museum. Dion describes the 

scientific social structures that he creates 

as “bureaucracies” that “mock the arbitrary 

constructions of natural history museums 

with their ingrained biases reflecting the 

individual and shared neuroses of the col-

lectors” (Corrin, 1997, p. 65). Other works 

of Dion explore the historical juncture 

between natural history museums and the 

field, in the late nineteenth century through 

people such as Alfred Wallace, and earlier 

in history through Dion’s reconstructions of 

various forms of wunderkammer. In their 

wide ranging examination of wonder between 1150 and 1750, history of science scholars 

Lorraine Daston and Katherine Park’s (1998) concluding argument is that Enlightenment 

science was antithetical to wonder and wonders. “Wonders and wonder limned cogni-

tive boundaries between the natural and the unnatural and between the known and the 

unknown. They also set cultural boundaries between the domestic and the exotic and 

between the cultivated and the vulgar” (p. 20). “Since the Enlightenment, however, won-

der has become a disreputable passion in workaday science, redolent of the popular, 

the amateurish, and the childish. Scientists now reserve expressions of wonder for their 

personal memoirs, not their professional publications. They may acknowledge wonder 

as a motivation, but they no longer consider it part of doing science” (pp. 14-15). In such 

a light, Dion’s work may appear to be touched with a nostalgia for a time of wonder and 

wonderful objects. Daston and Park close with:

Among the learned, wonders and wonder are often objects of mild con-
descension. They belong in the classroom or the museum. Indeed, wonder 
and wonders define the professional intellectual by contrast: seriousness 
of purpose, thorough training, habits of caution and exactitude are all 
opposed to wonder-seeking sensibility… Science and technology are fer-
tile in their own wonders, but their spectacles are staged on television and 
in museums, planetaria, and Omnimax theatres, not at professional meet-
ings (Daston & Park, 1998, p. 368).

Nevertheless artists have continued to examine the fringes of science through the 

characters that have been sidelined, or through the objects and places of wonder. A cogent 

example of this is the Museum of Jurassic Technology (http://www.mjt.org/). A com-

mon thread in the work of MOJT and Mark Dion is their ability to turn mute objects into 

active things that sing of their materiality and their social and cultural contexts, and perhaps 

escape the order of our (often visual) categorisation (on the latter see Attfield, 2000).

Figure 3.2.40 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print in-
stallation series, 2006. Detail of The 
bridesmaid’s dress July 2004 to February 
2005.
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3.2.6.2 Wondering and science

Earlier in this section of the Exegesis (e.g., 3.2.4.2) I focused on wonder as an 

affective event or an initial condition that involves the body and feelings. This is not to 

say that there is not a “cognitive” or non-emotional content to wonder. Contrary to Daston 

and Park’s conclusions, wonder is often seen as the precursor to curiosity and thus to 

science33 and this is the basis for some who point to a continuing relevance for wonder, 

particularly in encouraging children to discover science. Scientist and environmentalist 

Rachel Carson wrote, “If facts are the seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom, 

then the emotions and impressions of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds 

must grow” (1965, p. 45). 

In my work I am exploring questions such as what makes people choose outdoor 

sciences, and how do scientists resolve the dilemma of the difference between intimate 

experience and objectivity? My personal experience of being interested in ecosystems 

and places grew from wonder at an early age. My later disillusionment with science stems 

from realising that science as practised was for the benefit of intellectual or economic 

shareholders and had little to do with living things or living places. Evernden argues that 

the goal of studying ecology ends up being not to observe animals but to obtain “living 

material on which to test your theory” (1985, p. 15). I am investigating what possibilities 

wonder might open up to sidestep these “dead” ends. Hove (2002), for example contends 

that wonder proceeds with care, and I believe the respect it elicits can shape the curiosity 

that follows. La Caze (2002 via an analysis of Irigaray) ponders the connection between 

wonder and generosity. 

3.2.6.3 The new ecology (reprise)

A further reason why I think the wild is important to science (or, conversely, why 

science is important to the wild) is a suite of developments that have occurred in sci-

ence and particularly ecology over the last 15 years34. These are to do with theories of 

risk, complexity, chaos, and self organization35 that have affected the way that nature is 

conceptualised in ecology and whose effects are beginning to be felt in the humanities 

(Scoones, 1999). As noted in Section 3.1.5.5.1 in ecology the fundamental idea of the 

balance of nature, has been replaced by non-equilibrium dynamics and unstable sys-

tems. The “old” equilibrium ecology underlies the concept of wilderness, large parts of 

popular ecology and the conservation movement (and its antecedents in Romanticism). 

33 Socrates said wisdom begins in wonder. Descartes said that wonder was the first of all 
passions but that this passion was of the soul and the mind. “On the one hand, given that wonder 
is thus connected with intelligence and curiosity, those who have little capacity to wonder are un-
likely to be knowledgeable. On the other hand, he warns against having too much wonder, claim-
ing that an excess of wonder and wondering about things that are beneath our consideration is 
always bad. Wondering at everything could be said to be akin to wondering at nothing because 
there is no distinction between what is worthy of wonder and what is not” (La Caze, 2002). Hove 
(2002) contends that wondering (i.e. higher cognition and thus curiosity) may or may not proceed 
from initial wonder. Perhaps there is the wonder that rises sharply and overwhelms us like a tidal 
wave and then there is wonder that can pervade our world like a texture of flesh.
34  I will not be explaining new ecology concepts and theories in more depth here…
35  …other than to say that the desire to find patterns – to find order, predictability and cer-
tainty – must consort with randomness, irregularity, uncertainty and unpredictability.
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Natural resource scientist Ian Scoones (1999) sketches the impact of this new ecology in 

terms of how dynamically we perceive places to be in space and time, and how lively we 

view the relationship between humans and environments and their respective agencies. 

The most obvious consequence is that traditional forms of ecological management can 

no longer have certain and stable outcomes36. Non-linearity, non-closure, fluidity, contin-

gency and multiplicity are some of the terms associated with the new ecology (Zimmerer, 

1994, 2000). Ecological resilience has become a prominent framework. 

Tim Low’s The New Nature (2002) takes up the consequences of this re-evalua-

tion. He asks us to consider that the wild is at our doorstep, and that endangered animals 

can be found in industrial wastelands, and that any human impact can produce both win-

ners and losers, since something living always benefits from change. Nature is change, 

although the change might be more rapid than we might like. There is much merit from 

such a focus on wildness close by, but Low’s collection of facts about which species 

have benefited (and what losers have in turn been created by these winners) sometimes 

comes across as a free market ecology or white “paw“ conservatism37. In other words, 

the criteria for deciding which changes are valued over others remain to be consciously 

articulated and publicly argued38. Nevertheless such a new nature points us in the direc-

tion of these unanswered questions. And in these final cases, where science is made 

disorderly, dishevelled or unfinished, a space where ecological facts can cohabit with 

art walking is created. In other words, there is a meeting point in Bennett’s continuum, 

between the walk for objective knowledge in science at one end, and the meditative walk 

of reverie at the other end, where neither swamps the experience of the other.

36 Naturalist Richard Mabey believes that part of an aesthetic of wildness is conceiving 
landscapes as narratives and vital spaces of unpredictable succession. This is more in line with 
the dynamic and changeable conception of ecosystems that contemporary ecologists see, and in 
a way similar to the lives that ordinary people lead. He refers to the ecologist George Peterken’s 
distinction between “past naturalness” a past state before human alteration that cannot by defini-
tion be recreated and “future naturalness” which is what would result if humans ceased to manage 
a landscape. Speaking of Norbury Park in Surrey, England, he argues that management should 
give wildness back to nature and “allow it room to move, to experiment, to enchant and to surprise 
us again” (Mabey, 1997, p. 193).
37  cf. white shoe conservatism.
38  Low oscillates between wanting to manage to a specific goal and a “let being be” (2002, 
p. 307). One wonders also whether the new ecology has made any real difference to ecological 
management.

Figures 3.2.42 and 3.2.43. Images from Walking around taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, 2006. Images from The geologist series.
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3.2.7 Conclusion 

My aim in Section 3.2 has been to free up an understanding of what might con-

stitute the wild into something that is both definite (having a lived and physical existence) 

and undefined (or eluding classification). The wild is that part of nature that is the bridge 

between humans and the nonhuman. It is an active, performed entity with a strongly 

physical materiality. I value wild because I am closer to my body. Important themes in the 

wild include ambiguity, transformation, a sense of embodiment and an acknowledgement 

of the pain and danger of change. In turn these expansive themes shape the limits of 

my art practice. Wildness is a living, unfixed and fluid condition and it is a useful tool for 

making art about fieldwork and fieldwalking

I have made a network of the con-

cept of wild not to confuse you but to show 

its many connections. Cultural geographer 

Rob Bartram argues “that we should recon-

ceptualize nature in terms of its alterity 

and undecidability, cultivating explanations 

based on indifference so that we do not 

succumb to the seduction of locating the 

meaning in culture” (2005, p. 1). The wild 

is connected to the walkingcountry and the 

Kimberley through material nature and to 

art practices via walking. Wonder links art 

and science. Despite the move away from 

wonder since Enlightenment, it still has a part to play in science through the passion of 

human life. Science has also been profoundly affected by a move away from the idea of 

a balance of nature.

The art walking that I do consciously strives to be wild. It takes from Bennett’s 

ecological walking model a recognition of the nonhuman, a sense of bodily practice 

and a commitment to sensing the environment. My art walking provides a situation to 

welcome wonder, which in turn generates art, and creates a concern for making art that 

produces wonder in others. Wonder is an aspect of the wild that pushes and pulls at us. 

By being generated by delight, it has broken off from more widely held conceptions of the 

sublime. It is a better model because it is caring and good-humoured about not knowing 

the answers to everything.

This section of the Exegesis has shown that wonder is a potent tool for departing 

from the work of previous non-urban art walkers such as Long and Fulton. My work is 

different from these precursors because communicating aliveness is important to me. I 

want to be more generous to the viewer. I wish to move away from traditional notions of 

the sublime. I may walk alone but I am not interested in endurance art. My work, whilst 

often still conceptual, can be seen as moving on from the dematerialised art of the late 

Figure 3.2.44 Image from Walking around  
taking photographs, digital print  
installation series, 2006. Image from 
The geologist series.
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sixties and early seventies. This is because walking is messy and involves tools (boots) 

and cultural conventions that are integral to the experience.

This section of the Exegesis has outlined some ways wildness might be used as 

a subversive strategy to interrogate science in the field. There is still much to be pon-

dered upon though. The context of my work is a moving space – both in the sense that 

it involves an outside environment and in the sense that it is evolving. However, such 

freedom also implies responsibility. We continue to have values that guide our actions. 

Accepting responsibility for our environmental actions means actually doing something 

to change the situation. It may seem strange to imply that walking in the wild can achieve 

change but I hope that this will become clearer in subsequent sections of the Exegesis. 

when swimming in turbulent waters, wisdom lies in knowing when to relax 
and when to struggle (Keen, 1969, p. 199) 

Figures 3.2.45 to 3.2.47. Labcoat  
stranding July 2004 to February 
2006, pictured in July 2004.


