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I have been back for less than 20 days, and perhaps that is not enough time to sufficiently reflect 
on the enormity of the project: it still feels like it happened to someone else. Looking through the 
documentation photographs, I see an image and I can remember the day, or the action, but I can’t 
seem to access that experience directly. It makes me realise that this work has impacted and 
affected my life profoundly in ways that I do not yet realise.  
 
At present, I am trying to come up with 30 photographs that capture the project - but I am having a 
hard time distilling the work into a limited amount of images. Indeed, it makes me wonder whether 
or not we can ever appropriately document a project in this manner? Do a few digital stills or a film 
of the process really capture the physical difficulty? All 111 days of the journey? The depth of 
exchanges with people? The emotional journey? The nuances in interactions that changed a way a 
family welcomed me into their home, making me part of their lives? The sound of my panting voice 
vibrating with the constant step of my feet both echoing together over the stillness of a damp wheat 
field in Northern France? I do not know if images really work to capture the true heart of the 
experience, but this is something Deveron Arts, the filmmaker and I are still exploring.   
 
I know there is a conscious effort for us to avoid speaking about the project as being about another 
white man walking through the landscape, but the reality is: I WAS another white man walking 
through the landscape: and nor can the solitary, loneliness of it be avoided either. I think if we 
recognise that, we can begin to explore how this walk that was different from other walking 
projects. Consider how different the walk would have been if I had been Arabic, or a woman, or if 
we’d traced the route of an immigrant. We did not, however, do this. We decided on a walk to the 
Venice Biennale from Huntly, through affluent European nations. This doesn’t make it less of an 
artwork, or less interesting (see Bishop’s chapter on “Out-sourced Authenticity” in Artificial Hells 
(2012) for really interesting comment about this) but it does give it a clearer focus. If we speak 
about its original intentions and actual experience, it will help us productively address the 
documentation. In some ways, perhaps this means returning to the notion of ‘art’, especially in 
regards to socially engaged/participatory art.  
 
While there was most certainly a socially-engaged element: the hosts, the people who walked with 
me, the blog discussions, in my current state I feel the need to examine just how it was socially 
engaged...especially considering the people of Huntly? Of all the people I engaged with, only a few 
people continued a direct, sustained relationship with me, and this is very different from my normal 
way of working. However, many continued a digital relationship with me via person emails, social 
media or the Blog. In some ways, I almost became a satellite to Huntly, or something of a passing 
comet (especially to people on the route!!) so this external (digital) communication became the 
only way to have relationships with people. While they were less conversational/relational than I 
had hoped, the comments on the blog, the emails, the tweets became a source of inspiration and 
strength for me, and I hope they influenced the readers too. But this ‘remote’ engagement was 
very, very different from my normal, sustained and relational exchanges, and I found this 
challenging. In that context, the project was almost more of a performance - a poetic gesture - than 
a socially engaged artwork. 
 
This remoteness - my being away from Huntly - may lie at the rub of the project. Artistically, it was 
difficult for us (myself and Deveron Arts), as I think we all prefer to work in collaboration, and the 
distance and difficultly meant that we mostly communicated about practicalities rather than 
curatorial or aesthetic choices. The lack of telephone signal and of sufficient internet connection, 
etc, meant that regular contact was difficult and practicalities became more pressing than creative 
discussions. Through this, some miscommunications did occur - emails being misread or taken 
differently than intended, etc - but over time, these upsets caused a better exchange of views. 



 

 

Curatorially, I would have preferred more contact with the Shadow Curator - I think we all would 
have - as her outsider perspective would have been helpful at times.  
 
The blog became the repository for my thinking and experiences and documentation, and I was 
pleasantly surprised to realise 1) how much I enjoyed writing it and 2) how many people engaged 
with it. Statistics from the site suggest that there was over 12,300 visits to the site from over 40 
countries. This, in itself, is some sort of ‘success’ in that the questions we were looking at during 
the walk reached thousands of people and broadened a discussion about the place of art in the 
public realm, away from art sites, like the Biennale.   
 
The examination of the Venice Biennale became less and less important to me as the walk went 
on, both because I had more important things to focus on - either the physical ‘doing’ of the walk or 
that the people I was meeting had no interest in it - but also because the process became more 
important than the ‘endpoint’. I do not see this as problematic, because the thrust of the project 
was to examine the relationship of socially-engaged artworks to Biennale, and the Biennale is 
about ‘endpoints’ (physical artworks, etc) whereas social engagement is about people and 
processes. Thus, in focusing on the process and engagement, the walk itself became a critique of 
the Biennale. In many ways, framing the walk as a pilgrimage preempted this shift in focus, as 
within a pilgrimage, it is the solitary, inward contemplation - rather than the ‘sacred site’ itself - that 
generates reflection and ‘spiritual’ change. This shift/change/personal development became 
apparent in the blog when I wrote:  
 

“I think of it like this: I had a pouch of gold that I was carrying to Venice. There were 
gold coins inside, each one a token ‘value’ and I was going to take them to the 
Biennale and discuss what value the Biennale gives to socially engaged practice, what 
value the Biennale ascribes to the people of Venice, what value is in the process-led, 
participatory exchanges and how is that represented in the Biennale, not to mention 
how those I encountered valued the Biennale – and art in general – too. But, rather 
than carry those coins all the way there, it seemed that every time I stopped, and every 
time I was helped along the way or given sustenance (physical or emotional), every 
time shared discussions or debates with people, I realise that I had opened the pouch 
and left a gold coin with that person or people. 
 
As I approach the endpoint, the pouch is almost empty; I have only two coins left, and I 
am going to keep at least one for myself. The other… well, I will leave the other coin in 
Venice, because, it’s true, it is an important place. But it is not the only important site of 
art, and it would be a false prayer to give it all my gold. Instead, I gain strength in 
knowing that the wealth has been shared, rather than being subsumed into the 
authority of the Biennale. 
 
Now, after 2500 km of walking and thinking about my sort of work and the Biennale, I 
feel stronger in my practice, more certain about making art the way I do, and I have the 
confidence that making art that way not only ‘works’ but is conceptually and 
aesthetically sound and critically relevant in the world today. 
 
And I truly feel that if the Biennale ever wants this sort of work, it knows where to find 
me. The Biennale can walk to me.“ 

 
This shift in analysis of the Biennale was not a conscious choice: rather, it emerged out of 
exchanges with people and my own focus on the physical experiences. Certainly, the first month 
and a half - though the UK and most of France - the physicality required was enormous and I felt I 
began to ‘live through my body’ in the sense that reflection or thinking was nigh-on-impossible 
when faced with the difficulty of the physical tasks. I could have perhaps broken down the walk into 
less difficult days, but that would have required much longer of a time commitment, and financially 
that was impossible. Also, fundamentally, it became about drawing this line between Huntly and 
Venice with my feet, and such a way, and so I was driven to do that rather than wander around 
aimlessly and gently.  



 

 

 
In hindsight, there were several incredibly dangerous moments in the walk, and I think perhaps 
more consultation could have gone into the health and safety issues. They were not an issue for 
me personally as I have grown up in war-torn countries and been raised by an Eagle Scout, so 
was well aware of how to cope with getting lost without GPS assistance/tracking, of navigating 
without sufficient maps and of how to fend for myself in difficult social contexts, but if a project like 
this was ever to be done again, I think some extra consideration into these matters should be 
made.  
 
I was asked recently if the project was a success. In terms of our original goals: yes. We reflected 
on the place of socially engaged art in places like the Venice Biennale; we explored the notion of 
the Biennial as a ‘sacred site’; we explored walking as a process of reflection and engagement; we 
explored the ‘pace of life’ and the intersection between movement and different ways of living; and 
there were other topics that emerged - land use, hosting, guilt, religion, etc - that were unexpected.  
 
In terms of personal goals, the answer is also yes: it was a success in helping me develop 
producing a new well-regarded work; it was a success in that it gave me a chance for my own 
personal and artistic reflection; as well as challenging me to make work in ways that are new and 
uncomfortable. I think the final steps of ‘documentation’ will help translate what is meant by that 
‘success’ to a wider audience.  
 
 
 


