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(“paths are made by walking”)                 
Hamish Fulton: walking as art form  
                      
How should we approach the walks through landscape carried out by Hamish Fulton since 1969 to envisage them? 
How should we reflect on the singularity of his itineraries, in the context of his highly personal relationship between 
artistic practice and nature? How are we to discern the aesthetic dimension of these walks that Fulton has always 
been reluctant to consider as ‘works’ along the lines of those by Land Art practitioners, with whom theoretical 
laziness tends too conveniently to associate him? How can we envisage the unrepeatable nature of an in situ 
experience that is not anecdotally linked to place? 
 
The stroller is a typically modern figure. A figure that despite being conceived by Baudelaire beneath the mask of 
the flâneur as an essentially metropolitan phenomenon, is rooted in a certain form of relating to the physical space 
that precedes urban space. 
 
We know this thanks to Aristotle, who, with an intensity that history would soon forget, linked the very act of 
reflection to strolls and to roaming, to the itineraries on foot that run parallel—or opposed—to the course of ideas in 
motion. From the Greek we learnt that ideas move on foot in search of their object and to escape from the hermetic 
siege of thoughts towards the outside world: the engrossed stroller who does not take refuge in his own reflection is 
always an ex-cursionist, someone who moves out of himself towards his other self, always unknown and 
furthermore enigmatic. We also know this thanks to old toponymists, who arrived at places before these had names 
and after listening to the sounds of the wind, the earth and the sea; looking at the shapes of each place they tried 
assigning them letters, until a disconcerting coincidence between what they discovered and what they named led to 
their proper nouns. Finally, we know this thanks to the plein-airist who, transcending the pictorial dimension, 
“sought in the eyes what was at his feet”, as Perejaume has pointed out. Hamish Fulton belongs to this ancient 
lineage of strollers in the physical space of nature through routes on foot: peripatetics, toponymists, plein-airists, 
specimens of a strange relationship with space that, unlike physicists or painters, do not hope to contain the 
immensity of space to possess it, with all its enigmas, in the page of a book or in a framed canvas. 
 
Hamish Fulton, also peripatetic, has walked along the coast and mountain ranges of Cantabria, in the shade of the 
Picos de Europa and the Peña Labra sierra, putting ideas in motion so he himself can hear the murmur of waves 
and wind, contemplate the shapes made by the sand on the beach and the earth in the forest, recognise, amidst 
slopes and ravines, the name of each thing, its enigmatic toponymy in which each place is named by a voice—
though only that which is human and gives voice to the place where he stands, to the way in which he has always 
used his voice, in the form of words, to name pleasure and pain. Hamish Fulton pursues names, therefore, in order 
to find things, and once he has found them, to discover the sound and shapes of things, beyond or even within their 
names: Cabo Mayor, Llanes, Ribadesella, Refugio de la Terenosa, Jou de los Boches, Hoyos de Lloroza, Colladina 
de las Nieves, Vega de Liordes, Liébana, Espinama, Cosgaya, Potes, River Deva, River Quivieso, Cabañes, Sierra 
de Peña Labra, Pesaguero, Piedrasluengas, Fontibre, Reinosa, Torrelavega, Santander, Cabo Mayor. And this 
walk, from and back to Cabo Mayor, has shaped a stroll, an excursion that is more peripatetic, toponymist and 
plein-airist than any institutionalised version of so-called Land Art, which is closer to the Romantic will to overcome 
the division between man and nature through a staging of representation. Yet instead of representation, Fulton 
presents a way of understanding the journey according to the maxim “paths are made by walking” coined by 
Machado, who knew what he was talking about: setting landscape to verse, naming it without containing it, saying 
without explaining, faintly hinting in the voice of the poem at the poet’s experience in the world. What Hamish 
Fulton does leave after his walks are a few photographs (that are not the work, for the ‘work’ is the walk) of himself, 
recognising himself as a walking artist, travelling from Cabo Mayor and back again at the end of his journey. 
Photographs that are signs of the walk, and of what was heard and seen on the walk, through paths and tracks, 
between heights and plains, in search of the murmur that the name of the place only announces, just as the image 
only manages to suggest. Photographs as signs, pure traces of a mark that points to travel, where dwelling in order 
to remain is ruled out, for in this return journey to Cabo Mayor everything is a provisional place, a space for 
itinerancy, for the nomadism of a stroller, an ex-cursionist, who moves out of himself in order to hear and look at the 
other, that other of which photography is both an echo and a shadow. Like his own shadow, Fulton’s, inscribed (the 
photograph remains) like calligraphy in the stony ground. Thus, in this walking through landscape, by virtue of the 
listening that is a gaze and the seeing that is also hearing, Hamish Fulton contradicts the essence of artistic 
practice as we know it, at least since the Greeks; a practice that we knew consisted of a ‘making’ and a ‘producing’ 
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(poiesis) but that Fulton dematerialises, transforming it into pure action: walking. Walking for what has already been 
named that is also what has already been seen, experimented. As Fulton himself says, “A walk can exist like an 
invisible object in a complex world. Walking is an art form in its own right.” But what ‘making’ is there in walking? 
What ‘producing’ takes place? Marcel Proust liked to believe that some lovers of mystery flatter themselves 
believing that things retain part of the gazes that once rested on them (In Search of Lost Time). For the gaze of the 
stroller, as he walks, inscribes his footsteps in the form of new trails on paths and new gazes on landscape: trails 
that have been walked and landscapes that have been seen, in which we discover, like practically invisible traces, 
new meanings that transform them continuously into something new. Such traces are perhaps as immaterial as 
that shadow on the stony ground, yet they carry—for that is the point—the weight of the inscription of an 
experience: “I ‘built’ an experience. Each walk marks the flow of time between birth and death.” Walking implies 
travelling, tracing past events on walks and sometimes insinuating a possible future, a return. For “the trace is not a 
presence but the simulacrum of a presence that is dislocated, displaced, deferred; strictly speaking, it lacks a 
place.” (Derrida, Margins of Philosophy) 
 
The fact is that on a walk everything is trodden, even if only as a trace, which is the closest print for it is not even a 
presence, in the shade, as in those barefoot steps counted one by one by Fulton on the sand of the beaches of 
Llanes and Ribadesella, or on the grass at Hoyos de Lloroza and Vega de Liordes. Steps that are inscriptions in 
landscape made by walking and that, put in words, also mark the landscape of the route: when the steps are 
pronounced they present in words the image of a trace that remained back there, perhaps awaiting a possible 
return. So, the prints made in the summer of 2006 were reunited in Llanes with those of 1993. And those of 
Ribadesella traced a palimpsest on those other prints of 1990, also made by Fulton when he was there with 
Richard Long. They were there, and the walker pronounces them when he revisits the same places, returning with 
new prints to where time erased the previous traces (or perhaps not, as traces are never erased), those that he had 
inscribed years before along other itineraries through the same places. So, with the calligraphy that characterises 
this new account of new footsteps, words and images, each walk is inscribed in these other accounts of the same 
walk previously inscribed in the same place, when they merged— just as they merge today—into the stories of 
other walks and other walkers who also left a trace, like Proust’s gazes, to be erased by those to follow. On the 
path from Cabo Mayor to Cabo Mayor: transhumance through ravines, suntraps and pasturelands, valleys and 
slopes, mountain passes, shelves and meadows, forests, fields and paddocks, lands of men and women with 
panniers, coming and going with rakes in their hands, busy bees of all shapes and sizes. Lands in which history 
has also consisted of fleeting presences, over the course of a thousand-year-old walk that has transformed the 
territory into a parchment filled with signs and traces, words and gazes. 
 
For all walking, wandering, as Baudelaire declared, is like a form of reading that deciphers what it sees. But at the 
same time, insofar as it generously and gratuitously leaves its traces, it is also in some way a form of writing. When 
we read and gaze as we walk we are also writing on top of the area covered, in a new calligraphy that others will 
read, erasing it as they pass by: books that are erased by new prints but that do not exactly lead to the 
disappearance of those that preceded each new walk. Thus, looking at landscape is also standing the leaf upright 
with the writing of other footsteps that will appear, also upright, before our eyes. The walker’s feet write and look, 
just as the centaur used to feel its way blindly through the air with its hands, extending the fingers and palms of its 
hands towards the ungraspable. Trying to look through its hands, while its feet lead it far away: it is no wonder that 
the figure of the human horse that seeks with its hands, never grasping anything, should have fascinated Henri 
Focillon in his forgotten treatise In Praise of Hands. For all walks, all strollers who cover the physical space of 
unexplored landscapes feel their way, with their hands while their feet drag them along the ground and their gaze 
projects them towards the horizon. 
 
The art of walking, treated in a highly original manner by William Hazlitt (On Going A Journey) and Robert Louis 
Stevenson (Walking Tours), does not consist in going for a walk to end up being the same person, but in covering a 
space, in crossing it and being crossed by it, inscribing one’s calligraphy in it and being inscribed by it. It was 
Stevenson who said, “And then you must be open to all impressions and let your thoughts take colour from what 
you see. You should be a pipe for any wind to play upon.” Nothing like Rousseau’s Peregrination of a Solitary 
Dreamer or like young Hegel, hiking in the Alps: idealistic excuses to seek in landscape what one already 
possessed, in the vain hope that landscape will finally end up being what one expected (and perhaps dreamt) it 
would be. Nothing like that at all, nor like Hazlitt’s and Stevenson’s walking, nor like Hamish Fulton’s from Cabo 
Mayor to Cabo Mayor: all these present (and Fulton has left us these photographs that are also traces in which to 
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recognise him) the same desire of moving out of themselves, allowing themselves to be combed by the wind, 
interpreted by what they’ve seen and heard, by the distances they’ve tramped in their wanderings from their inner 
to their outer selves. And in this journey, the symbol of the only possible experience worthy of the name, going so 
far as to be named as well by landscape. For true walking perhaps resembles being named by the other: this is 
Fulton’s lesson in Cantabria. What he has left us are his prints in the form of images. “An invisible object in a 
complex world.”  
 
xavier antich 
 


