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“I use the world as I find it.”[endnoteRef:1] Such is the motto of Richard Long, who, in 1967, while still a student, had already begun to move away from conventional art forms, transposing his work into the landscape instead. First by bicycle, and later on foot, he covered distances for which the only visually discernible evidence took the form of maps and photos. His intention was not to invent works and create forms, but to render visible, in the simplest and most distinctive way, his own experience of the world. In this, Long was not alone. Indeed, he was one of a number of artists at the time who rejected the notion of the artwork as object, choosing instead to present procedures and work processes. In Long’s case, this took the form of walks, which he substituted for sculpture – an approach he adhered to for more than fifty years. His walks took him to many different parts of the world. Yet for all the varying conditions in terms of topography and climate, things remained to all intents and purposes the same. Moving from one place to another and thereby leaving a trace is one of the most fundamental of all human activities. Everything related to this is registered and analysed by Long, without ever propagating any romantic ideal of nature; instead, his approach is thoroughly realistic, as is his oeuvre. There is nothing more real than treading a path.  [1:  Richard Long, 1982, in Stones Clouds Miles: A Richard Long Reader, edited by Clarrie Wallis, London, Ridinghouse, 2017, p. 298.] 

Richard Long records aspects of his walks on maps and in texts. The lines drawn by him on maps evidence his tendency to imprint a certain form upon the open landscape, be it a circle, or a line between two points. This became his way of creating a drawing in reality. His text panels render this all the more distinctly: neither do they provide a description of the path, nor do they form a narrative. Long restricts himself to outlining the walk briefly in the title and, in some cursory following lines, he notes a few of the situations he has encountered. These are facts, not interpretations – even when, in his Three Day Bicycle Ride, Long notes BIRTHPLACE at the start and FAMILY at the end. Yet these are merely words among others such as CHALK VALLEY and 316 MILES. Long is not writing poetry here; he is juxtaposing individual words as one might juxtapose stones or driftwood. The texts are not a commentary on the sculptures. They are sculptures expressed in words.

Long does not see himself as a photo artist, but as someone who uses the photographic medium simply in order to show his audience a place. Where that place might be remains vague. It is important to him that photography does not take on the function of documenting a walk; the place it shows is often a remote and inaccessible one. His photographs show the traces that he has found or left behind – repeatedly trampling the same path, forming a line or circle of stones, or stacking stones in the landscape. The act of raising and regrouping these stones is a manifestation of the wanderer. Perhaps the next to pass by will notice the arrangement; or perhaps it will remain unseen. Soon, Long was placing such arrangements in galleries and museums. At first these took the form of slender twigs aligned in rows, as at the Konrad Fischer gallery in Düsseldorf, where he covered the entire floor with them in 1968. Then in 1971, he created his first works made of driftwood washed up by the River Avon in his home town of Bristol. And in 1972, the same year as his first stone circles in the landscape, Long presented these to a wider audience at the international art exhibition documenta 5 in Kassel. At first, he created rings of stones, but then, both on his walks and in his exhibitions, he began to form full stone circles measuring several metres in diameter.

Whereas the piles and circles of stones he arranged in the natural landscape were gathered in the surrounding environment and along the wayside, the stones for his museum and gallery exhibitions were differently sourced. For each of these exhibitions, Long selected a stone quarry in the local area, choosing the size and quality according to whether he wanted the stones to be placed flat on the floor, set upright or on edge, loosely scattered or heaped close together. The stones were never hewn for his sculptures. Instead, Long used discarded materials from the quarrying process; it was the overall effect rather than the individual element that counted for him. The sculpture itself was never intended to be an inventio, but was meant to appear as a familiar landmark that would evoke the glaring absence of nature itself. The elementary materials – not just stones, but also turf and driftwood, in all their familiar forms – correspond to human movement, progression and standstill. As Long stated emphatically, “A circle, a line: they look good, they are abstract, they are common knowledge. They belong to everyone and equally to the past, the present and the future.”[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Richard Long, 1982, ibid., p. 298.] 

While Long distanced himself not only from sculpture but also from painting and drawing, he was nevertheless attracted to the concept of applying simple markings to a wall. As paint, he used mud from the River Avon, in liquid form, rhythmically imprinting with his right hand, splashing and trickling it over the surface of the wall in much the same way as he had previously stamped traces of mud into the ground with his footsteps. Marks left on driftwood by muddy fingers inspired Long to create linear and circular drawings imprinted by his thumb. Because stones did not offer a suitable base for this, the artist instead turned to using flat objects that he found along the way on his journeys and which already bore multiple traces of age and usage. It was on the marketplace of Agadez in Niger that he came across sheets of metal blackened by long-term use, as well as wooden posts, which, as he learned, had once been hammered into the ground to construct a bed. In Morocco he found Bedouin tent-pegs as well as writing tablets on which students had inscribed verses of the Koran. For his paintings, Long used not only the brown mud of the River Avon, but also white clay from the quarries of St. Austell in Cornwall. This allowed him to create positive and negative prints, depending on the respective tonality of the material. 
In 2013, the Alan Cristea Gallery approached Long to ask whether he would consider creating large-scale prints in carborundum – a technique that involves applying finely ground carborundum, dissolved in synthetic resin, onto copper plates. These prints do not involve etching etched, because the coloured inks themselves adhere to the carborundum-coated surface, creating a painterly effect without the need for any laborious aquatint technique.
For the first of these works, the carborundum paste was so thinly diluted that Long was able to apply it by hand, like watery mud, onto the upper edge of the plate, letting it trickle in narrow rivulets across the surface. Long chose two prints, respectively, tipping them horizontally and joining the short sides together. This was the first time he had worked with colour pigments instead of mud. Whereas the blunt ends of the prints adjoin in Love Minus Zero/No Limit, the exact opposite is the case in Speed of the Sound of Loneliness. The plates for Love Minus Zero/No Limit were used again by Long for One Too Many Mornings, in which he rotated them by 180 degrees and executed the same prints again; not, as before, in red, but as white on a black background. 
This way of redeploying the same plates as modules for his compositions was taken still further by Long in his two-part prints Fingers on Fire and Simple Twist of Fate, in which he distributed the paste manually across a geometric form prepared with masking tape. The plates were first printed in red on a yellow background, then turned 180 degrees and printed again, on the same yellow background, this time in green. The linear yellow underdrawing is so visually striking that the irregular smears of colour fade into the background. One of these two plates, now placed on its side and printed in purple on a red ground, was used to create Honky Tonk Women. For In My Hour of Darkness and Black Mountain Rag, Long prepared three vertical plates covered by hand with densely drawn lines. The plates were then printed in the same colour, first on a pale grey ground and subsequently on a coal-black ground, thereby emphasising the rhythmic motion of the artist’s hand to differing effect. It may seem surprising to find that these prints have titles, since Long’s works tend to speak for themselves with no need for any added commentary. However, the titles turn out to be references to some of Long’s favourite songs and thus do not actually say anything in particular about the works themelves. Like the stones, twigs and fingerprints, they convey no other message than a trace of human presence:
“A magic touch, 
A tender touch, 
The human touch.”[endnoteRef:3] [3:   Richard Long, 2010, ibid., p. 318.] 
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