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‘Hermit. I wonder what the world is doing now.’1

1 Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or; Life in the woods
(New York: Dover Publications, 1995), 144.
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Introduction
In the second year of my Masters degree at Central Saint Martins I revisited a subject that I had been
working on two years earlier. This subject was inspired mainly by the book Walden; or; Life in the Woods
by Henry David Thoreau. My work played with the idea of the existence of the hermit who lives a secluded
life in nature, away from society. It was a subject that two years earlier I had believed I had finished with.
I returned to it and with a renewed look I realised that there was so much more to tell. The manner in
which I approached the subject two years earlier was mainly that of romanticizing.
I realized that this naive romanticization had grown into a more sceptic view. I was very critical towards
my approach earlier. With this research paper I would like to explore where this fascination first came
from and why, over time, it turned into skepticism.
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or; Life in the Woods
Henry David Thoreau was an American naturalist and early environmentalist who lived from 1816 to 1862.
Thoreau was mainly known for the writing of his books Walden; or; Life in the Woods and Civil
Disobedience. Books that still seem to be of relevance today.
In the spring of 1845 Henry David Thoreau built a cabin in the woods near Walden Ponds in
Concord, Massachusets.For a period of two years and two months he was living there only by the labor
of his own two hands. Thorea compressed the two years in a single calendar for his book Walden; or; Life
in the Woods. He used the four seasons to symbolize his personal growth. Next to his daily activities the
book describes his meditations about modern society and human existence.
The book advocates a way of life that has inspired a wide variety of readers. It is often credited with,
influencing great thinkers like Tolstoy and Gandhi to improve their personal lifes.
The first time I was introduced to Walden was by during my last year of my Bachelors degree by one of
my teachers. At the time I was renting a small studio in the centre of the city. To preserve the heat in the
winter I had blinded the two windows with opaque plastic sheets. Isolated from the outside it felt like I
had created my own secluded cabin. In this cabin I was romanticizing the idea of the hermit leading a
secluded life and to a certain extent I was living that life; a hermit in the centre of the city. I had always
been a solitary kid so it was a fantasy I was very comfortable with.
In that closed compartment I worked meticulously on a series of fictional portraits that were mainly
inspired by Thoreaus Walden. The portraits also shared some resemblances with my own portrait and that
of my father. Accompanying these portraits was a series of drawn objects. These objects included pieces
of clothing, books, knifes and hiking gear. These objects suggested that they belonged to a person or perhaps had belonged to a person who was no longer present. The way in which the drawings were drawn
and presented, laid flat, they looked similar to strange objects you sometimes might encounter in nature.
Abandoned clothes, shoes, bottles; traces of human existence.
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Thoreau believed that the sicknesses of the contemporary soul could well be cured by a return to nature.
One way to intepret this is that he was talking about the sicknesses of the modern men as a collective
being, about our relationship with the world. We live in a world where we set ourselves goals to reach
environmental sustainability. These goals are then however easily abandoned for the economic benefits
of, for example, the controversional drilling for shale gas.
Additionally we might interpret them as the contemporary sicknesses of the individual being. We also live
in a world where anxiety disorders, burn outs and depressions are not that uncommon for people under
their 30’s. For me the book arrived after a year where I was forced to temporarily quit my education. Due
to stress and long days of working I had developed repetitive strain injury to a point that I was in constant
pain. This mandatory break, and perhaps to a certain degree Thoreau’s Walden, helped me to rearrange
my priorities.
This fascination with the idea of the recluse came not solely from reading Thoreau’s Walden. It might have
been reinstated by Walden but I felt it was a fascination that was allready present. A fascination that was
probably formed as well by earlier experiences.
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Mountains
Being born from a Dutch mother and a French father most of my childhood summers were divided
between the Dutch coast at home and the mountains in the French Alsace. The flat landscape of the
Netherlands and the landscape of the French mountains could not have been more opposite.
Each year we would drive the 600 kilometers to spend time with our French relatives but also to go walking in the mountains. We would either stay at my grandparents house or at one of the small campingsites
in the valley. From there my father would usually drive with me and my sister to a small village called
Rimbach at the bottom of a mountain.
Carrying our own rucksacks, we would start our hiking trips. The route would start on a gravely road that
was made for the 4x4s that were used to supply the few restaurants that were located in the mountains.
At a certain point the path would then split of from the road and would slowly work its way up throught
the forest. Halfway up the mountain the path would lead out of the cool shade of the trees and into warm
open fields. We would usually rest for a bit in the sun and drink some of the cold water from springs. The
last stretch of the walk was again sheltered from the sun by the trees but was on rougher terrain. We
were climbing over rocks trying to keep our balance. Usually by the end of the afternoon we would arrive
at a small lake; Neuweiher.  
Under French law it is prohibited to squat in the same place for longer than one night.So if we arrived
early in the afternoon we would have to wait until the evening to set up the tent. We would waste away
our time resting on an open patch of ground or if we had the energy we would climb on the giant rocks
that overlooked the lake. If we were brave enough we would swim, the water would always be freezingly
cold and on one occasion we saw a snake swimming across the water. Then when the sun started setting
we started to build our camp site.

Year unknown, private photograph
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At night my father would entertain us with stories and memories. He would tell us about his time in the
French Navy, how he met our mother while riding his horse, how he had mistaken her name once for the
one of an ex lover and since then started calling her cherrie. He also told us about how at our age he had
practically grown up in the mountains.  He would tell about his time with the French scouts.
I recall one story of a winter when they set of on a multi day hike through the mountains with temperatures of -15 degree Celsius. With a group of fifteen 13-14 year olds, accompanied by three leaders of
about 18 years, they ploughed through the snow at a pace of about 2-3 kilometers per hour. They had
to stop at the end of the afternoon to set up camp while there was still light. They would have to collect
wood to build fires to cook on but also to use as insulation under their tents. At night they would sleep in
two sleeping bags with their clothes stuck in between the two. This was for extra heat but also to prevent
them from becoming cold and damp. It was at the scouts where he learned to read maps, navigate with
a compass and where learned to catch rabits, phaesents, fish and how to prepare them for food. It was
clear to me from this early age why one would benefit from a life in nature; the physical labour involved,
the vitamins provided by the sun, the natural ingredients that make up your diet.

When it came to passing down these techniques to us it became clear that we were no natural talents
He tried teaching my sister once how to kill one of the trouts we had caught in the lake by hitting it on the
head with a stick. I think she succeeded but all I remember is that it involved a lot of screaming.
Another day it was me who asked my father to teach me how to prepare one of those fishes.
We were back at the camping site in the valley and I was standing in the communal kitchen holding the
trout and my father was standing next to me. I tried to press the swiss army knife that my father had once
given to me as a gift in the soft belly of the fish but I panicked. I could not do it. My father took
the trout from my hands and with a couple of simple cuts he emptied the stomach of the fish in the
metalic sink of the camping site. I could see how one of the worms we used earlier that day as bait was
lying there in between the fish’s guts.
The only flesh I ever managed to cut with my knife was that of my left index finger when I tried to make
a flute from a twig in the backseat of the car. I had tried to do it just like my father had shown me once; I
think he also showed me once how to cut away from my hand. You can still see the scar.
Allthough I might not have been a natural born camper I did enjoy those trips. As me and my sister hit
puberty (I would like to think that it was her more than me) our yearly hiking trips ended. Apparently we
were no longer interested.
It might have also been my father who was no longer interested in taking two teenagers on his yearly
retreats.
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World of survival
The experiences I had as a kid in the mountains of France might explain my particular fascination with
nature, hermitism and survivalism. However I do think it is a fascination that is more widely shared. If we
look closely we can recognize an emergence or re-emergence of this fascination in popular culture over
the last decade.
In 2008 Justin Vernon, singer of Bon Iver, became one of the most discussed musicians of the year. His EP
For Emma, Forever Ago, which he recorded by himself, was positively welcomed and applauded. Vernon
had written and recorded the record over a period of three months when he was living in a hunting cabin
that his father had built.This was after a time of difficult professional and personal break ups he experienced and physical health issues.
2007 saw the arrival of the popular movie Into the Wild that was directed by Sean Penn. The film was
based on the non-fiction book that was written in 1996 by Jon Krakauer about the life of Christopher McCandles. After graduating from Emore University as a top student, McCandles abandoned his possessions
and gave $24.000 of his savings to charity. He then started to hitch-hike to Alaska to live in the wilderness.
Krakauer interpreted McCandles motivation to live an ascetic life as being influenced by the writings of
Thoreau.
In 2011 there was the less famous but surprisingly beautiful documentary Two Years at Sea by the artist
Ben Rivers. This black and white documentary, shot with 16mm analogue film, shows a beautiful portrait
of the recluse Jake Williams. We see Williams in and around his battered home in the Scottish Highlands
engaged in various activities. The documentary contains no plot line or dialogue or commentary but there
is a sense of a truly happy existence. The ‘highlight’ of the movie comes when we see Williams foating
across the flat surface of a lake on a makeshift boat, drifting of in a state of total contemplative silence.

2011, Ben Rivers, Two years at Sea (still image)
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And then there are the numerous television shows that have sprung up during the last decade about living
and surviving in nature. Ray Mears’s World of Survival, Les Stroud’s Survivorman and the more extreme
Man vs. Wild by Bear Grylls are just to name a few. Most of these shows are based on the same concept
where the host is put in a hostile environment for usually a consecutive period of time. Solely depending
on his knowledge of nature and bushcraft the host demonstrates how to deal with extreme conditions.
No help from outside is permitted unless there is a life threatening emergencie. The reality factor of these
shows, and with it their integrity, have been heavily disputed.
Inspiring as these different sources might seem to some, the undeniable truth is that most viewers will
never put themselves in similar situations. We are accustomed to our sheltered lifes. Even for those who
are truly tempted to live simpler, outdoor, lives the steps towards such an existence  would seem to be
too big. Such a life would come at the cost of our earthly possessions and quite possibly also at the cost
of our social relationships. Most of us accept that  the societal structures we are born into to be absolute,
even if we are at times not too happy with this existence. ‘It appears as if men had deliberately chosen the
common mode of living because they preferred it to any other. Yet they honestly thinke there is no choice
left.’1 ‘Better if they had been born in open pasture and suckled by a wolf, that they might have seen with
clearer eyes what field they were called to labor in.’2
If we do go out into nature it is in a form of leisure. An occassional day walking in the Lake District, a
yearly week of hiking in the Alsace, borrowed time from our daily jobs.

2 Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or; Life in the woods (New York: Dover Publications, 1995), 5.
3 Ibidem, 2.
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Solitude
This trend of survivalism in popular culture can be seen as a very Western trend. In many parts of the
world there are still people whose lives are closely connected with nature but their relationship with
nature is also often a very complex one.
The Kayapo people are the people of a tribe, or rather a collection tribes, that live in the plain lands of the
Mato Grosso and Pará in Brazil, south of the Amazon Basin and along the Rio Xingu. In the ´80s and ´90s
the Kayapo people began to organize themselves as a response to threaths that from the outside endangered their culture and territory. Led by a group of now legendary chiefs, the Kayapo used their warrior
culture to apply pressure on the Brazillian Government. With the help of conservation organisations and
celebrities they pressed for legal recognition of their territory. Patrolling on strategic points at the rivers
they would seize potential trespassers and forced them to leave.
They even went so far as killing some of the people that were illegaly on their land. The chiefs adapted
Western languages and customs to use in their favour. These people are still struggling with dangers from
exterior agencies and societies, even with their territory now clearly defined and recognized in the Brazillian Constitution.
Sadly however their future is now also becoming endangered from within. Traditionally their knowledge is
passed on from the older to the younger generations. It is the vital knowledge of the local flora and fauna
that is supposed to be passed on. But a new generation that is tempted by Western commodities like  
Iphones and Facebook seems difficult to be inspired by the importance of hunting their own food. In the
villages close to the Indian frontier ‘it is not uncommon to see Kayapo shopping in supermarkets for soap
and frozen chicken.’4
With the loss of their traditional ways they could also face the loss of their inherited territory. The continued existence of these people and their way of living seems to be so intertwined with their ability to
maintain a natural way of living. And yet they are struggling to mantain it. What a naive dream then it
seems of a Westerner to wish to return to a similar life? If it was possible for the Kayapo to teach us their
ways of living with nature they could not teach us to abandon our old lives.

4 Chip Brown, “Kayapo Courage”, National Geographic, 2014, accessed April 21, 2014,
http://ngm-beta.nationalgeographic.com/2014/01/articles/kayapocourage/
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Year unknown, Martin Schoeller, untitled

Where would we even find a place to live such lives?
Walden Ponds in Concord Massachusets has been transformed into a State park. During the summers the
pond is so crowded that visitor numbers are restricted and opening hours have been limited to day time
only. I am sceptical that we would ever be able to find a place where we could truly be alone. The fantasy
of an undiscovered wilderness and last frontier is just that, a fantasy. Recluse Jake Williams had someone
that followed him around all day with a video camera. Even Thoreau was not truly alone in 1845, ‘I had
more visitors while I lived in the woods than at any other period of my life.’5  Even the most extreme locations could probably not provide shelter from our neighbours.
On May 1, 1963, James Whittaker, an American mountaineer, was the first Westerner to reach the summit of Mount Everest with the help of his sherpa Nawang Gombu. As both men stood on the top of the
world they were together but must have felt as the only men on the world. 50 years later the situation at
the top is very different, the top of the world has become overcrowded. On May 19, 2012 queuing ‘climbers spent as long as two hours (...) below the summit, losing body heat. Even so, 234 people reached the
top on this day, although four climbers died.’  ‘When I arrived at the apex ..., it was so crowded I couldn’t
find a place to stand’7 wrote author Mark Jenkins for National Geographic Channel.

5 Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or; Life in the woods (New York: Dover Publications, 1995), 93.
6 Stephen Williams, “Has the summit of Mount Everest become an overcrowded tourist trap?”, Daily News, 28 May, 2013,
accessed April 21, 2014, http://www.nydailynews.com/news/world/mount-everest-overcrowded-tourist-trap-article-1.135645
7 Mark Jenkins, “Maxed out on Everest”, National Geographic, June, 2013, accessed April 21, 2014,
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2013/06/125-everest-maxed-out/jenkins-text
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Guide to survival
When I graduated from my Bachelors degree I thought that I had reached an endpoint with the subject of
the recluse in nature. In the first year of my Masters degree I felt a lack of enthusiasm about what I was
working on at that moment. So I started the second year of my Masters by looking at what had fascinated
me in the past. Revisiting what I had worked on earlier I came to the realisation that there was a lot more
to say. I felt the need to criticize my own romanticization. I questioned the possibility of such a life in a
modern world. My romantic view of the subject at the time had grown into a more mature sceptic view of
the subject. In that respect it did not feel so much as revisiting but more as a new point of departure.
From Thoreaus Walden I started looking for other literary sources. In between his meditations about modern society and human existence, Thoreau provided almost diagrammatic instructions on how to live in
nature. He stated an exact list of the materials he acquired to build his cabin, with their quantity and the
precise individual and total costs.8

Boards
              $8 03½, mostly shanty boards.
Refuse shingles for roof and sides
4 00
Laths,
1 25
Two second-hand windows with glass,
2 43
One thousand old brick,
  
4 00
Two casks of lime,
2 40
That was high.
Hair,
0 31
More than I needed.
Mantle-tree iron,
0 15
Nails,
3 90
Hinges and screws
0 14
Latch, 					
0 10
Chalk,
0 01
Transportation
In all,

1 40 }   I carried a good part on my back.
               

              $28 12½

8 Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or; Life in the woods (New York: Dover Publications, 1995), 31.
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I found similar obsessive diagrammatical instructions in the pages of survival guide books. They were informing and illustrating how to deal with common and life threatening situations one could encounter in
the wild. Unlike the survival programmes on television the instructions in these books are typically
addressed in a very formal manner. This formality makes the instructions appear even more absurd. The
situations that are being portrayed are so very distant from our every day lives. Yet the information is still
being disseminated for no practical purpose.
I started reconstructing some of these illustrations in small sculpted figures that perform eccentric,
shamanistic, rituals. One semi nude figure is raising his arms, opening his jacket, making himself look bigger. He is scaring of a mountain lion but the object of danger is not present. Another figure, which is fully
nude is leaning against a tree stump that is placed six inches above his navel. He looks slightly absent or
confused. He is demonstrating how to perform the heimlich manouvre when no one is around.
Without their written context these images are very abstract and slightly absurd.
They express how the knowledge they are based on has become abstract in a modern world. In their
absurdity they express my scepticism.
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Land art
My interest in survivalism and nature also led me to look at Land Art. Aesthetically my works might not
even seem to be that related any more with the knowledge for survival. Instead they seem to be more
related with conceptual, peformative and Land Art.  I found this relationship worthwile to explore more as
it seemed to further illustrate my concerns
My sculptures might remind of works like Keith Arnatt’s Self Burial (Television Interference Project) from
1969 and Charles Simond’s film Birth from 1970. In Arnatt’s Self-Burial we see a figure (the artist)
standing on a patch of open ground. Over a series of nine black and white images we see him gradually
sinking into the earth. His facial expression is surprisingly calm for someone who is about to disappear in
the earth. In the eigth image only the top of his head is remaining while the rest of his body is under the
ground. In the final picture he seems to be completely absorbed by the earth. In Simond’s Birth we are
witnessing a reversed process. We see a figure (again the artist) gradually emerging from the earth. Naked
and covered from top to toes in clay a creature is being born out of the land.
There are aesthetic similarities between these works and my sculptures. The almost primeval nudity in
Simonds Birth and the contradicting facial expression in Arnatt’s Self Burial are also present in my work.
The similarities with Land Art are not coincidentally. relationship with Land Art is a deliberate choice.

1970, Charles Simonds, Birth
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The term Land Art is a very debateble term. There are ‘a number of artists who have regularly and
consitantly been described as “Land artists”, (...) However, almost all of these artists have been equally
consistent in rejecting such a label. For many the term is historically specific.’9 For them it mainly reflects
to the early works that were made in the landscape in the early 1960s and 1970s, works that reflected the
sociol and cultural conditions of that time. It was a time of discontent, a time when the cold war was at its
height. Perhaps these first artists working in the landscape might have worked in the mindset of Thoreau;  
thinking that a return to nature could well cure the contemporarie sicknessess of modern man.
Since other terms like Earth Art, Environmental art or Eco-art are too specific Land Art seems to be the
most appriopiate term to use here. ‘Characterized by an immediate and visceral interaction with landscape, nature and the environment’10 Land Art demands ‘actual contact: real experiences.’11 It is an
interaction that is very well expressed in the work of Richard Long and especcially in his work A Ten Mile
Walk, England from 1986. For this work Long, as the title suggests, walked for ten miles in a straight line
across the rough terrain of the high Moorlands in Exmoor in the south west of England. Long did not
follow any tracks or parths and had to navigate his way up and down hills and across streams using his
compass. But how enduring this experience must have been for Long we can only guess because the only
trace of this work is in the form of a map with the route he followed ruled onto it.
For many Richard Long, especially with his A Ten Mile Walk, was a pioneer in Land Art.
By designating a walk as a work of art he was stepping over the boundaries of the artwork as an object.
It was a liberation for artists who were to come after him. ‘Ideas, process and experience are prioritised
above objecthood.’12 With these words in mind my work might seem to be a step backwards. It might
have been if I would have wanted to place myself in their tradition. But for my work idea, process and
objecthood are deliberately prioritised above experience. In its approach my work is very different from
Land Art. The only experience I have with nature in order to make my work is a fictional experience. A
very vicarious experience and a vicarious experience with nature is all we might have.
Where my work references to Land Art, it does so with a sceptical voice.

9
10
11
12

Ben Tufnell, Land art (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 15.
Ibidem, 15.
Ibidem, 16.
Ibidem, 17.
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By simply rearranging the priorities that Long used my work seems to easily avoid the difficulties that
many Land artists have to work with. Land Arts main characteristic must surely be that it is based in or
originates from the land. It is its strength but also its Achilles heal.
By working outside the gallery, in the landscape, Land artist would often make work that could not be
sold or exhibited. To resolve these issues the artists found different ways of continuing the dialogue with
nature in the gallery space. Often through documentationin the form of photographs and texts the works
could be accessed by the public. Or by directly placing an object in the gallery that was connected to a
specific place outdoors. Like Robert Smithson´s Nonsite ´A Line of Wreckage´, Bayonne, New Jersey from
1968. Smithson placed a container in the gallery filled with slate chips and exhibited it alongside a map
that indicated their origin.
Arguably one could say that it was a way to commodify their artworks. But being a bit more trustfull we
could also say that it was their way to have their work reach a bigger audience. And surely to urge that
audience to re-examine or revive their relationship with nature. ‘The maps and the texts and the photos
feed the imagination, and the sculptures in the gallery feed the senses.’13 But in my opinion the artist
should not so easily assume that the sense of nature can be actually experienced by the public in the
safety of a gallery. If the physical engagement that the artist had with nature is not met with a similar
physical engagement by the viewer the experience is much different. The art might indeed feed the
imagination of the viewer in the gallery but their original intentions were more than that .
Suppose the viewer would go outside to re-enact the artists experience. A lot of artists abide by the
similar ethic that is commonly used by outdoorsman of ‘leaving no trace’. Admirable as this ethic is it also
leaves the enthusiastic viewer on its own. Like Richard Longs A Ten Mile Walk a lot of Land Art works are
only visible through its documentation. The re-enacment of the viewer then depends solely on his or her
self-discipline to go outside. If we had the self-discipline to go outside in the first place we did not need
the artist to inspire us.

13 Ben Tufnell, Land art (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 26.
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1968, Giuseppe Penone, It will go on growing except at that point

As a contrast there are also those who deliberately leave a trace. Michael Heizer did so for his Complex
One from 1970. For this work the artist had placed an enormous architectural sculpture made with
concrete in the vast expanse of the desert. Does this work then exemplify the landscape and the nature
that is placed in or men’s ability to change the landscape? His ability to bend it to his or her will? I could
ask an even more confronting question, is such  a scared landscape still a natural landscape? It is a point
of discussions that was surely also apparent between different Land Artists. ‘Heizer once boasted to his
patron Robert Scull that his massive Complex One 1972-6 could withstand a nuclear attack’14 to which
Long responded that he would never aspire to make art that could withstand the force of nuclear weapons
his desire was to get rid of them.
Of course one might now accuse me of selecting a work that is so much at the other end of the spectrum.
I am however convinced that any work that would fit within these extremities would have to deal with the
same issues. Looking at Giuseppe Penone’s 1968 Maritime Alps: It will go on growing except at that point
we see a work that is much more humbling than Heizer’s Complex One. It is a work that is admirable for its
efficiency and simplicity. Penone placed a bronze cast of his clutching hand on the trunk of a young tree.
As the tree continued to grow the point of pressure caused the trunk to swell around it. If we were to look
at this work now, what would we see? The tree? Or the hand of men?
The artist supposedly claimed this work to be a collaboration with nature. A collaboration where the one
is unwillingly forced to adjust to the other?
14 Ben Tufnell, Land art (London: Tate Publishing, 2006), 13.
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Conclusion
The manner of living that Thoreau advocated does not seem to be an impossible one but it is surely a very
improbable one.
The relationship between nature and human life is a very complex and perhaps absurd one. This complex
relationship has however existed for much longer. It was a complex one when the Land artists started
working in the landscap, it was a complex one when Thoreau decided to move to Walden Ponds and
it must have been complex long before. It were therefore probably not any environmental or political
changes that have happened since the graduation from my Bachelors degree which turned my
romanticization into scepticism. This turn from romanticizing towards scepticism might have been the
product of maturing. A maturing that might have come with a certain weariness perhaps.
Perhaps I am just in dire need of a break; a retreat of some kind.
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