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f we momentarily entertain the idea of Petrarch standing on a mountain, as the first man to 
enjoy the view for its own sake, then we might picture ourselves on a mountain almost seven 
hundred years later, similarly interrupted in our reverie. For Petrarch, the interjection is St 

Augustine’s pious rebuke that he should concern himself with his soul rather than the secular. 
For us, perhaps it is the opposite. Seeking some sense of the eternal and transcendental in the 
landscape, our contemplation is complicated by a suspicion of ideologically compromised notions 
of beauty and landscape. Perhaps, then, the paintings in this show should come with some kind 
of reassurance: No mountains have been climbed in the making of this work. For if this tension 
troubles our relationship with the landscape, then these paintings play on that, refusing, despite 
appearances, any easy aesthetic gratification.

Briony Anderson’s work explores the Western visual tradition of landscape painting. Whilst 
painting forms the foundation of her practice, it has encompassed video, performance, 
collaborative projects and a multi-disciplinary approach to landscape. In previous (and ongoing) 
work, Anderson has taken the portraits of Henry Raeburn (1756–1823) and removed the sitters 
to rework the landscape backgrounds left behind. Detached from their identifying features, the 
landscapes are revealed as indistinct and uncertain spaces, the coherence of the image and the 
sense of place verging on the brink of collapse. Anderson’s new body of work continues this 
investigation of landscape with historical landscape paintings remaining the starting point and 
past strategies of removing the presence of figures being once more employed. 

Emergent View

Katie Baker
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Reworking and reconstructing the image vacated by the figure results in a landscape of some 
almost entirely imagined place. The palette is lighter than in Anderson’s past work and the effect 
less overtly disturbing – less of a reworking of a ‘shadow’, as Raeburn referred to his landscape 
backgrounds. Whilst previous paintings formed part of a series, gaining more from being read 
next to each other, a kind of working out through repetition, these stand more firmly alone as 
paintings in their own right. Elements of landscapes are picked out and an idea of place emerges 
in the smaller works, more contained and distinct than in previous paintings. In some, it is a 
procession of figures that have been removed from the original painting. In another, it is a detail 
extracted from a larger work that has been privileged. These are places that might be real, that 
could be real, yet most resolutely are not. They are disconnected from their original source 
through a process of deletion and selection, removal and insertion. 

The voiding of the figure continues to create an absence that disrupts our encounter with the 
landscape; its spectre haunts the work. It is an erasure that has echoed the repressions and 
disavowals of landscapes and landscape painting, the concealing of those that own the land 
and those who labour on it on their behalf. The ‘darker side of landscape’.1 But these works go 
beyond previous political and ideological critiques of landscape, offering up a more complicated 
and personal perspective. The paintings enact a process of deletion, but also addition, both in 
the paradoxical affirmation of that which has been negated and the artist’s own refiguring of 
landscape images.

Working at a distance from her native landscape, Anderson has drawn on her own memories 
and imagery, as well as the landscape writing of authors such as Nan Shepherd and Robert 
Macfarlane, who have spent time immersed in nature and embedded in their environment. 
There are interesting parallels between landscape writing and painting. The former creates 
pictures from the imaginations of its readers, supplying the words but not the image. Although 
the words may describe specific places, the visual landscape is always an imaginary one, 
supplied by the reader. In paintings, too, the viewer is implicated in creating the space, drawing 
on his or her own understanding and experience of landscape to recognize these paintings as 
being ‘of’ somewhere. Above all, though, these writings speak of a relationship with the land 
that is a deeply personal one, ‘for as I penetrate more deeply into the mountain’s life, I penetrate 
also into my own.’2 It is this personal and subjective relationship with the imagining and picturing 
of a landscape that is introduced into Anderson’s new body of work. It is not just a deletion of 
the figure, but a consideration of how that figure might relate to the landscape. The figures and 
defining features are lost, but, in the process of their making, the landscapes in these paintings 
are re-imagined and recreated from the words of writers and memories of places visited and 
lived in. These works emerge from some point of convergence between their historical referents 
and the landscapes of lived-in experience, memory and imagination, both the artist’s and others’. 

The paintings are landscapes, yet they never fully commit to a landscape, only suggesting it and 

at times threatening to dissolve altogether, needing to be seen at a degree of distance in order 
to give the viewer any kind of cohesive image. The works give an idea of a place, and yet insist 
on the viewer recognising the paint as a material. They dance between depicting a place and the 
disappearance of that place, leaving only paint on canvas. Whilst the smaller paintings, voided of 
human figures and activity, have more stability as distinguishable images of a location, the larger 
works are more abstract still. They grow ever more distant from the historic landscapes they 
originated from and adrift from any sense of place, dissolving into a kind of nothingness. 

Sylwia Chomentowska has made a distinction in her recent research on the difference between 
void and nothingness: void being a place of subtraction but also potential; nothingness a negation 
of representation.3  Both void and nothingness are at work in these paintings. There is the voiding 
of figures from landscapes that then become a site for the production and projection of the 
viewer’s imagination. Then there is the slipping into indistinctness and territories of pure paint 
that suggest a nothingness beyond representation. The larger and more abstract works, growing 
out of the more readily definable landscape paintings, appear to play with the modernist idea of 
abstract painting as the logical and natural progression of landscape. But the works never quite 
give way to total abstraction, nor to absolute nothingness. There is a refusal of representation, 
an apparent nothingness, but they stop just short of this through their relationship with the other 
works and their referent titles. Though they may verge on the inchoate, they suggest a new 
landscape, defined by absence but not without presence; it is a place that nevertheless remains 
at a remove. The viewer is alienated from a landscape he or she can barely discern. 

This distance is a quality of all of Anderson’s work. The distance in the paintings from their 
original sources; the literal distance between the artist and the landscapes of her imagination; 
the distance demanded by the paintings on viewing, in order to retain their sense of place and 
resist abstraction. Landscapes typically involve a sense of distance, a depth of field that can 
place the artist as some all-seeing eye surveying the view in its totality. In this case, distance 
underlines the futility of attempting to represent that view and emphasizes the artifice of the 
landscape that is being depicted.

These works play off another idea associated with distance: a suggestion of far-away spaces of 
some wild and natural beauty. There is a melancholy loveliness to them, a seductive, romantic 
loneliness. Soft, hazy light; the tranquillity of an undisturbed pool; a shaft of light breaking through 
the clouds to illuminate a mountain range. The temptation is to submit to the escapist fantasy 
and aesthetic idealization they appear to offer, to yield to its lyricism. But, should the viewer 
succumb to the pleasure of the view, the titles interject: From a Set of Similar Scenes; From a 
Figural Procession; Stand-in for a Blue Pool. Eight of them begin with the word ‘from’, a caution 
that these are not paintings of a view, but works that come from something else, from many 
views. These are not paintings of something but from something. They are stand-ins, substitutes 
for something else. This landscape, we are reminded, is not real.
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If landscape must represent itself as the antithesis of land, as a poetic property rather than 
a material one, then Anderson’s work confronts this poetic masquerade.4 It refuses to easily 
indulge this desire to be transported, but it acknowledges and invites it all the same. Just as the 
works themselves can move between the real and the abstract, they also alternate between a 
kind of loveliness, an alluring quality to these imagined places, and an investigation of the gaps 
that make this romanticism possible. 

Charles Harrison notes that landscape achieves autonomy as an artistic genre in England only 
when it can be viewed as something other than property and thought of as a ‘paradigmatic site 
of individual experience’.5 Our relationship with the land today is ever more remote and mediated. 
Landscapes are sites to be visited, occasionally and self-consciously, often to regard a ‘view’ that 
has been already framed, the local ‘beauty spot’. Then we can climb back down the mountain and 
purchase it as a postcard. We are doubly alienated, both estranged in our everyday life from the 
land and in our responses to it that feel rehearsed and clichéd. We come to the landscape with 
an idea of how we are expected to feel: amazed and awed, humbled and elevated. Our response 
to the landscape might then be rightly judged to be suspect, but where does that leave us and 
our subjective experience of it? 

For landscape to be poetic, an act of repression must happen – reason enough to resist it. 
But what alternatives might there be beyond an encounter with the landscape that is entirely 
reducible to social and political inscriptions? Anderson’s work operates in the spaces between 
the two, between the poetry and what that poetry does not permit. These are not paintings 
of real places, though they remind us of places that could exist. But nor are they simply the 
cynical reworkings of the paintings of others, despite the uncompromising and unsentimental 
nature of their titles. They are equally created from the artist’s personal relationship with places 
known and unknown and, as such, open up in their fictitious and devolved sites new possibilities 
of landscape. James Elkins talks of the sweet and soporific effects of landscape theory and 
representation, the tendency in writing of it to fall into bemusement or sleep, such is its romantic 
power.6 This work demands of both itself and the viewer that they stay wide awake.

— Katie Baker, 2013

*   *   *

NOTES

1. John Barrell, The Dark Side of the Landscape (Cambridge University Press, 1980)
2. Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain (Canongate, 2011)
3. Eikones Project Archive http://eikones.ch/projects/project-archive.html (April 2013)
4. W. J. T. Mitchell, ‘Imperial Landscape’ in Mitchell (ed.), Landscape and Power, second   
edition (University of Chicago Press, 2002) 
5. Charles Harrison, ‘The Effects of Landscape’ in Mitchell (ed.), Landscape and Power,   
second edition (University of Chicago Press, 2002)
6. James Elkins, ‘On the Book Landscape Theory’ www.academia.edu/163424/On_the_  
Book_Landscape_Theory_English_ (April 2013) 
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FROM AN OUTDOOR STILL LIFE, OIL ON PAPER, 2012, 12.5 X 16.5 CM 

FROM AN EXTENSIVE LANDSCAPE, OIL ON PAPER, 2012, 10.5 X 15 CM
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FROM A FIGURAL PROCESSION (2), OIL ON PAPER, 2013, 11.5 X 16 CMFROM A FIGURAL PROCESSION (1), OIL ON PAPER, 2013, 11.5 X 16 CM 
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FROM A SET OF SIMILAR SCENES, OIL ON PAPER, 2012, 14.5 X 21 CM 

FROM MORNING MIST, OIL ON PAPER, 2012, 14.5 X 21 CM
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STAND-IN FOR A BLUE POOL, OIL ON PAPER, 2012, 15 X 15 CM



20 21

VARIATION OF A FAMILIAR SCENE, OIL ON CANVAS, 2013, 37 X 37 CM

SMALL-SCALE SCENE, OIL ON CANVAS, 2012, 10 X 13 CM
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BACKGROUND STUDY, OIL ON CANVAS, 2013, 14 X 18 CM 
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Landscape and Alienation
 
Kim Charnley

As W. J. T. Mitchell has observed, the term landscape can refer to either ‘place’ or 
‘painting’.1 Arguably, the founding art historical discussion of the landscape genre 
suffered from this ambiguity either by collapsing the distinction, in the idea that the 

landscape genre ‘invented’ an idea of nature, or by sidestepping it in a reading of landscape as 
an ideological concealment of dark social realities. Mitchell himself plays on the ambiguity by 
redefining landscape as a ‘medium’, made of both places and paintings, whose sceneries are 
created in a double sense: both in their material production and their consumption as meaning.2 
Here, I want to open up this dual sense of landscape through its relationship to the concept of 
‘alienation’. This concept opens important questions about the relationship between nature, work 
and representation in Marxist traditions of thought. 

Discussion of alienation in relation to landscape tends to focus on the distantiation that is 
presumed to be a part of representation.3 This distantiation is sometimes understood as an 
estrangement from communion with nature, an idea, more or less derived from romanticism, 
which haunts discussion of landscape. On the other hand, representation can be understood as 
concealment of real alienation: for example, the appropriation of the Commons that in Britain 
precisely coincided with the fashion for the picturesque, at the end of the eighteenth and the 
beginning of the nineteenth century.4 From this point of view representation is ideological, 
screening the brutal alienation of rural workers from their means of living with images of pastoral 
beauty. Although it is important to recognize these historical realities, this approach arrives at 
a fairly crude idea of ideology. A more interesting perspective is provided if we start from an 
alternative account of the relationship between human activity and nature. 
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In the early writings of Marx, work is the crucial term through which alienation is understood. 
Work is properly the means by which human cultures shape an inhospitable world so that it can 
become a place in which it is possible to live: work is the ‘natural’ relation between humanity and 
nature. As Marx puts it, ‘the worker can create nothing without nature, without the sensuous 
external world. It is the material on which his labor is realized, in which it is active, from which, 
and by means of which it produces’. Alienation might be said to be the perversion of this relation 
so that the products of human activity become hostile to humanity. In the Economic and Political 
Manuscripts of 1844 Marx famously identified four types or aspects of alienation within the 
social relations of capitalism.5 Crucially, this alienation means that the worker is estranged from 
the power and the product of his or her activity. From within capitalism, nature can only be seen 
either as a threat or instrument for the extension of an alienating condition. The creative potential 
of work, which the early Marx identified with an idealized form of art, is lost amid the internalized 
and externalized brutalities of capitalism.6 

Without raising controversial questions of the role of alienation in the early and the later Marx, 
we can at least say that within this framework landscape bears witness to the social and 
historical consequence of the shaping of nature, even when labour is alienated. This much is clear 
in Marx and Engel’s famous criticism of Feuerbach in The German Ideology: 

He [Feuerbach] does not see how the sensuous world around him is, not a 
thing given direct from all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the product of 
industry and of the state of society… Even the objects of the simplest “sensuous 
certainty” are only given him through social development, industry and commercial 
intercourse. The cherry-tree, like almost all fruit-trees, was, as is well known, only 
a few centuries ago transplanted by commerce into our zone, and therefore only 
by this action of a definite society in a definite age it has become “sensuous 
certainty” for Feuerbach7

Mitchell is, in part, invoking this Marxist tradition when he discusses landscape as medium. For 
Mitchell, landscape is material ‘like language or paint… a body of symbolic forms capable of 
being invoked and reshaped to express meanings and values’.8 However, Mitchell is not focused 
on the shaping of nature by general social activity, but the specific discourse of landscape that 
emerged in the Western tradition through an interaction between art, gardening, literary forms 
and excursuses on the aesthetic and the picturesque. For Mitchell, this form reaches into the 
present as ‘…a marketable commodity to be presented and represented in “package tours,” 
an object to be purchased, consumed, and even brought home in the form of souvenirs such 
as postcards and photo albums’.9 Of course, mention of the commodity introduces a Marxist 
concept which has a close relationship to alienation, arguably as its fundamental cause under 
capitalism. Mitchell explicitly relates the landscape to Marx’s critique of commodity fetishism:

In its double role as commodity and potent cultural symbol, landscape is the object 
of fetishistic practices involving the limitless repetition of identical photographs 
taken on identical spots by tourists with interchangeable emotions.10

Here, Mitchell draws upon a mixture of sources to invoke a slightly different idea of alienation 
than that elaborated by the early Marx. These ‘tourists’ and their ‘interchangeable emotions’ 
are emblematic of alienation in the sense elaborated by existentialist traditions of thought: 
their experience is inauthentic and, in every sense, generic.11 They are undifferentiated 
representatives of social processes. In as much as they are insulated from any real exchange 
with their surroundings, they also experience alienation as part of the logic of representation and 
distantiation: the tourists are entirely separate from the nature that they presume to picture. This 
image is in the tradition of the early Lukács, who understands the representation of landscape as 
a form of alienation because it implies the separation of subject and object: 

When nature becomes landscape – e.g. in contrast to the peasant’s unconscious 
living with nature… landscape only starts to become landscape at a definite 
(though of course variable) distance from the observer and that only as an observer 
set apart in space can he relate to nature in terms of landscape at all12

Although Mitchell opens up in landscape a space between painting and place, his discovery 
tends to conflate signification and economics in a familiar way. Although there is no space here 
to elaborate this criticism, it can be safely said that talk of the commodity-sign has become a 
convention of art discourse.13 It is even tempting to suggest that it has become its own ‘identical 
photograph’. The weakness of this account is that it leaves unexamined the sense in which 
nature, that which humans and landscape have in common, might resist representation. This 
resistance is clearly a crucial issue in the shaping of the ‘medium’ of land. Work engages with 
nature as something resistant in ways that are specific to particular materials. But resistance 
tends, literally, to fall out of the picture in discussion of the representation of nature. 

In order to move beyond this point of closure, it will be useful to explore a slightly different 
conception of landscape painting. In his essay ‘The Effects of Landscape’, Charles Harrison 
works in a congruent tradition to Mitchell when he states: ‘It should hardly need saying that the 
genre of landscape is a resource for the symbolization of an already represented world, which 
is inescapably the world of human concepts and values’.14 Landscape painting, according to 
Harrison, is a type of picturing which derives ‘pictorial effects’ from nature, organized in such a 
way that they imply a particular kind of beholder. The type of organization that arose in British 
landscape painting at the end of the eighteenth century implies a flux in human values, a ‘melting 
into air’ of the kind described by Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto. This flux can 
be identified at the level of form in the way that figure and ground relationships altered as the 
landscape tradition developed. 
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For the purposes of this discussion, it is not necessary to recount the details of Harrison’s 
argument, which aims at a subtle refiguring of the relationship between the landscape tradition 
and modernism. What is important is his observation that the ‘symbolization of an already 
represented world’, at least in some landscape painting, is placed in tension with something 
else. In Harrison’s account, this ‘other’ is the body, especially in the sense that the physicality 
of the body is interpellated by the torsions of figure and ground in the composition of a specific 
painting (he uses as an example Jean Baptiste Corot’s Souvenir of Lake Nemi). Harrison’s object 
is to bring questions of making and seeing into a relationship through an account of the ‘effect’ 
of landscape, thus avoiding the clichés of distantiation. As he puts it, in discussion of Cezanne, 
‘Cezanne’s painting is thus marked by a profound and critical thematization of the relations 
between making and seeing that are the practical conditions of all painting’.15

What I want to stress here is that Harrison is insisting upon forms of the resistance of nature in 
this account. He emphasizes the form of making from natural material that is involved in specific 
paintings. He also insists upon the relation between representational painting and the body, at 
least potentially, as a way of disrupting both distantiation and the ideological unities that derive 
from symbolization. Harrison concludes his essay with a compelling observation: 

What may be of sharpest critical interest about the legacy of the genre of 
landscape, both to the continuing practice of painting and in the continuing 
practice of painting, lies not in the intentional forms of picturing by which it has 
been defined. It lies rather in the precedents that the genre provides for continued 
engagement, in the context of the visible, with that which is contingently excluded 
from the possibility of being seen and represented.16

Harrison evokes here a relation between language and that which precedes language: between 
symbolization and its conditions of possibility. It is this idea – that landscape painting, through the 
visible, engages with that which is ‘contingently excluded from the possibility of being seen’ – that 
I would like to use to bring this discussion of alienation into the present. Nature is not seen in that 
it is the context of all representation, and all human activity. Behind the litanies of sustainability 
and evocations of environmental catastrophe there is a fundamental perception: the categories 
of our relationship to landscape, the climate and the seasons, are becoming erratic, drifting out of 
sequence. The relationship to nature is something like a faltering conversation with an interlocutor 
whose attention is elsewhere. Certainly, climate change is a product of alienated labour in Marx’s 
terms: the outcome of human work become hostile to humanity. But the drifting of attention 
brings something else into view: an apprehension of nature as ‘prodigal beyond measure’ and as 
‘indifference itself as a power’.17 The end of human culture is not nature’s end. 

We might adapt Harrison’s categories by saying that the landscape no longer securely ‘beholds’ 
us. Alienation is registered in a perception that nature’s attention is drifting. Of course, this can 

be seen as simply a modulation of a struggle that is the condition of human society. However, 
it still means that a certain kind of conversation with landscape has ended. This change affects 
the entire topos within which the symbolization of landscape takes place. Yet, it is a disturbance 
that is also excluded from visibility because it is the condition of the visibility of landscape. It is 
repressed, perhaps most powerfully, in calls to halt the destruction of the environment, which 
are so often recycled as novel forms of class-domination or profit-motive. Yet, something is 
happening and it does reconfigure that which can be explored in the visible. And this something, 
this imperceptible drifting, is a factor in the struggle to register and elude the capture of ideology 
that Harrison saw as the legacy of landscape painting. It may also present different prospects for 
resistance from within the condition of alienation, for the types of freedom that can be conceived 
within this relation. This is a question that remains to be explored in both the place and painting 
of landscape.

— Kim Charnley, 2013

*   *   *
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We are no longer pursued by wolves; 
another death stalks the mountains

Ben Fitton

 lifeless corpse, not much smaller than my own, blocks the path. The monotonous trudge 
up the weather-worn rut has dulled my senses, and only at the last moment has the 
unexpected presence of fur and hoof triggered an instinctive lurch to the right. Boot-deep 

in the wet grass off to the side, I stare down at the face of a deer, remarkably intact. The body is 
plump and still; legs protrude; a short neck; black lips, tight against teeth. I daren’t step closer, let 
alone perform the gentle confirmatory kick that seems to be required, lest it give a final twitch. 
Worse still, lest I shock it back to life, hooves scrabbling at the sand, head straining to realize an 
escape. It is certainly, unblinkingly dead, but only recently so, and from what cause I cannot tell. 
There’s no sign of injury, no unnatural twist to the limbs or the neck, and the uppermost eye, 
worryingly, is still shiny and smooth. I cannot see the other, which is pressed into the ground. 

The terrain is remote enough to make the presence of a hunter seem utterly incongruous; we 
haven’t heard a gun, let alone seen other people, and this is clearly just a fawn, not yet destined 
for the laird’s quad-bike trailer. I can’t imagine it has been shot. Wedged across this narrow 
trench, at this height, it appears to have succumbed to a quieter, less immediate end.

My companion reaches the scene just as I had: damp and slightly out of breath. I gesture 
towards the corpse. ‘Mind that’, I say. Unburdened by my fear of the undead, he prods it 
inquisitively with his boot. I flinch, but there is nothing. No terrible outcome. No stream of flies 
like the black swarm that erupted from the anus of the sheep’s carcass we had thumped with a 
rock the previous summer. What flies there are here seem evenly distributed across the scene, 
yet to capitalize on the fawn’s demise.
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It isn’t raining, but a fine vapour hangs in the air. Condensation lines the insides of our 
waterproofs and visibility is down to a few hundred yards. There are no landmarks, no exceptional 
features, but we know roughly where we are on the map, having tracked our progress from 
where we left the car near the end of the road, on the verge of an overgrown passing place. A 
folded note on the dashboard curtly states our intentions to a would-be search party, but is at 
odds with the crook-lock wedged in the steering wheel. Do or don’t break in, depending on your 
intentions. By the time we had left the car it was three o’clock in the afternoon. Far too late to be 
heading into the hills, really, and the mist is starting to darken. 

We have been reckless packing our rucksacks, knowing we are only leaving the car for two 
nights. Instead of carrying the bare minimum and toughing it out, we find ourselves with woollen 
travel blankets and glass jars of condiments. We kid ourselves that the blankets are a worthwhile 
luxury, and that if doing this for real, for more than two nights, we would make more sensible 
choices. In truth, we are amateurs. We know how to do this properly, but shortcomings in our 
commitment nudge us towards irresponsible decisions.

We continue upwards, nearing the col, turning our attention towards finding a suitable place to 
camp. Eventually we stop by the remains of a stone hut; three walls little more than knee height. 
There is no room to pitch the tent inside, but in the gloom of the evening we shift a couple of 
stones from a patch of ground just large enough, nestled between one corner of the hut and 
a small stream cut low into the grass. It is dark by the time we are finished, and we boil water 
from the stream for pasta and hot chocolate. Deep into the evening I venture out barefoot in the 
saturated grass to clean my teeth, keeping the torch light down close to my feet. Once or twice 
I throw the beam outwards as if for a dare. Pitch-blackness at the edges of my vision holds more 
comfort than the weak illumination of hillside disappearing into fog.

When we awake, the inside surface of the tent’s nylon outer is beaded with condensation. I 
reach past the rucksacks in their waterproof bags, soaking my sleeve and the side of my head 
as I pull the zip open. Crisp, fresh air rushes in, and I push the rucksacks out into the morning. 
The mist has lifted slightly, but we are still close to the cloud base. The surrounding slopes 
are different from how I remember them from the night before: greener, more intimate, still 
vanishing into grey up above. I slide myself half out of the tent and smoke a cigarette before 
mixing some marvel and eating a bowl of cereal. My bladder hurts, and continues to do so until I 
finish breakfast and emerge fully from the tent to relieve myself into the wilderness and change 
my clothes.

The tent is still damp as we stuff it into its sack. We wash our bowls and the pan in the stream, 
pack the last of our things into our rucksacks and lay them on the ruined walls of the hut. The 
packs are worryingly heavy, bloated with bravado, and our onward journey down to the coast 
has lost a little of its urgency. The map indicates a straightforward hike to the estuary and back, 
but we are accustomed to returning from summits. We will re-traverse this col the following 
afternoon with no conquest to our names, under the same dull sky. I wander upstream to find 
a faster flow from which to fill our water bottles, away from where we washed our pots and 
cleaned our teeth. The stream has cut deep into the sandy earth, and much of the time it is 

hidden beneath overhanging tufts of grass.

Not far beyond the hut, just out of sight, I find another deer, this time an adult. It is no longer fully 
intact. Most of the fur is still there, and the body has retained its bulk, but scavengers have been 
at work; a substantial chunk of the torso and the soft parts of the head are missing. The deer 
has been dead for some time, and appears to have fallen across the stream, blocking its flow. 
On closer inspection, water seems to be running through the carcass itself. I cannot see where 
it enters the body, but the large hole in the torso reveals a knot of plum and orange viscera 
half-submerged in a pool of dark, restless liquid. This spills out onto the fur and runs down what 
remains of the belly, back into the cut of the stream. Reluctant to admit the full consequences of 
this discovery, I cast my eyes back down the line of the stream to where we camped. There are 
no contingent factors.  

I pause for a while to take in the scene, but we still need water. I can’t bring myself to fill the 
bottles within sight of the carcass so I scramble further up, a safe distance away, and find a 
suitable fall. The terrain upstream is rockier, almost vertical before it is enveloped by the low 
cloud. I scan the upper route of the stream, which is no longer readily apparent, and assure 
myself it conceals no grisly surprises.

I fill our bottles and the water is reassuringly clear, though this was also the case the night 
before. Bounding back down towards the remains of the hut, not quite in command of the 
uneven surface underfoot, I feel excitement at the prospect of sharing my gruesome find. The 
previous evening’s encounter with the fawn across the path now feels more like a prelude to the 
main event, and I return to the packs triumphant. My strides are too long, and I have to trust the 
tightness of my laces to prevent my ankles from going over as my boots plunge into the lumpy 
grass. Summoning a deadpan composure, I persuade my companion to accompany me back up 
the hill. I gift him the full force of the discovery, savouring the moment as the morning’s lethargy 
drains from his eyes.

Our passage down the glen to the tip of the sea loch is without incident. We pass two small 
lochans, and a break in the clouds renders us half-tempted to swim, but their fullness holds us 
back; they have no shoreline. The grassy slope of the glen blends seamlessly into to the even, 
rippled surface of the water, and submerged blades of green are clearly visible beneath the 
periphery, vanishing into the depths.

The far lochan overflows down a steep incline, forming a small river, which the path down the 
glen repeatedly crosses. Before long, we can see the end of the loch and a gaggle of ruined 
buildings on the shore, like the remains of the hut on the col. Rectangular outlines of foot-thick, 
waist-high walls, a pair of gable ends. We drop down onto the flat plateau of the small estuary. 
The shoreline stinks. The low tide has exposed a monotonous expanse of kelp, which occupies 
the first half-mile of the loch. There are flies everywhere.

One of the buildings has survived, or been rebuilt, as a bothy. Its low dry-stone walls are topped 
with a functional corrugated roof through which a galvanized chimney lining protrudes, and the 
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remains of open fires litter the approach. Scavenged fishing ropes hang from the roofline, and 
an old bucket sits to one side. There are no signs of life. We prop our rucksacks against the wall 
and peer through the filthy glass panel in the door. Nothing stirs. There are mussels in the bucket, 
which could have been there for an hour or a month.

The door has a crude latch and no lock. Inside: a raised wooden sleeping platform, one or two 
old hammocks, a fireplace, a table and some stools. There is a visitor’s book, some old packets 
of dried food with unfamiliar price labels, and a rudimentary first-aid kit on a shelf by the door. 
The visitors book has instructions for gathering and preparing mussels scrawled on the inside 
cover. We make ourselves immediately at home, hanging blankets, jackets and socks up to dry, 
spreading cookware and the remains of our food supplies across the table. A leisurely scour 
of the shoreline produces some driftwood, and with the help of some kindling and scraps of 
cardboard found in the bothy we soon have a weak fire smoking in the grate. It needs constant 
maintenance to keep it alight.

Late in the afternoon, I balance the pan on the stove and serve up another pasta mix and the 
remains of our bread. My jar of peanut butter looks ridiculous amidst the backpacking gear. 
We are just about to eat as the door opens. A man stoops under the low doorway and utters 
a cursory greeting; he is followed by two women. All three are five or ten years our senior and 
flushed with a confidence borne of experience and more expensive equipment. We exchange 
pleasantries, and eat our meal whilst the others busy themselves with their kit. I casually return 
the peanut butter and a pepper grinder to the large lid pocket of my rucksack, but the tartan travel 
blanket necessitates a somewhat bullish explanation. 

We endure a few games of cards and exchange bland stories, as if saving our best ones for more 
welcome encounters. The fire has long since died, and our short evening plays out under the pale 
yellow light of a battery lamp and a pair of candles. The bothy is cold, and we arrange our mats 
and sleeping bags early. Bravely, and excessively blasé, my accomplice takes a hammock while 
the rest of us jostle for space on the raised wooden platform. My feet overhang the edge, and 
I struggle not to disturb the woman next to me; it is impossible to relax in such close proximity 
to these strangers. I labour to drift off to sleep, gazing stiffly up towards the roof, closing and 
opening my eyes, daring them to notice a difference in the pitch black.

We have walked out into the wilderness to stare nature in the face, yet here I am unable to 
move for fear of making inappropriate social or bodily contact. Long breaths rasp in and out of 
unfamiliar noses. I lie awake in the dead of night, desperate to empty my bladder. 

—Ben Fitton, 2013

*   *   *
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