
The following conversation took place during the preparation for Richard T. Walker’s exhibition  
in defiance of  being here. Unraveling motivations and influences in Walker’s practice, we discussed the 
methods and processes that led to his video and other works. While the exhibition is characterized by 
an infusion of  sounds spilling out of  the galleries, this publication cannot convey the essentially aural, as 
well as visual, experience that encountering Walker’s work entails. However, music resonates throughout 
the images, with various instruments lying around, as if  some modern day fête champêtre had been 
suddenly abandoned. But Walker’s adventures in nature are a party of  one, the artist confronting his 
landscapes head on, questioning, encouraging and cajoling this unresponsive environment as he unpicks 
his own emotional landscape. 

Could you explain how you came to use landscape to work out these anxieties  
with relationships? Was it the anxious relationships or the interest in nature that  
came first? 

I grew up in the countryside in Shropshire, so the reality in which I existed as a child was very much 
informed by the English landscape. I would get to friends’ houses by walking through fields. However, 
it wasn’t until I moved to London in my 20s that I really thought about it; that I properly started to see 
these spaces.

During this time in London, I was working on some projects that were essentially investigations into 
the role of  language in relationships. In a boarder sense, I was looking at love – I was intrigued by the 
communication, or lack thereof, that was used in particular situations and how the anxieties caused by 
the frustrations of  language’s failings seemed neatly to mirror the more holistic anxieties and insecurities 
one experiences when being in a relationship.
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I think this stemmed from personal experiences of  witnessing the inability of  language to adequately 
convey things that I was experiencing. The fluidity of  a given situation or experience was perpetually 
interrupted by an inability to truly express it and therefore mutually understand it. This led me to 
question what it was that was actually being experienced and indeed, communicated, which in turn 
opened up a series of  existential dilemmas.  

At this time, I was really into the film Badlands by Terrance Malick, watching it quite obsessively. This 
led me to ‘Couple on the Run’ films, a sub-genre of  road movie including Bonnie and Clyde, Gun Crazy, 
Natural Born Killers and various others, which have two main protagonists whose love for one another is 
so powerful and ‘true’ that it can’t exist within the decorum of  society. The theme seems to be that in 
order for the couples to be together they are forced to transgress, often committing successive crimes 
and escaping civilization for the limitless bounds of  the American landscape. It is only here that their 
love can exist. 

So it wasn’t the actual landscape but rather the representation of  it in the cinematic spaces 
of  road movies, that helped you to work out what you found interesting about these kinds 
of  places? 

I was completely seduced by the spaces that these characters were entering and I started to think about 
the significance of  the landscape and why I might find it so compelling. It struck me that in these 
films the otherness that the landscape or ‘Nature’ came to represent was analogous to our inability to 
understand the couple’s love or connection to one another, which further amplified the sense of  their 
togetherness.

To escape London I would often visit my parents in North Shropshire, taking myself  to North Wales to 
go for walks in the hills. In a similar but opposite way, being in an actual landscape, alone, walking, had 
a tendency to amplify my sense of  self. I was able to witness the singularity of  my being there, in the 
world, in a way that was tighter and more acute. This was often accompanied by a genuine feeling of  
what it is to be alone and, to some extent, what it is to be human. They were feelings and thoughts that 
weren’t too dissimilar to the ones I mentioned earlier, regarding language and relationships – mainly 
unanswerable, anxious and existential.

And is this why you are alone in your films? 

Yes, totally. It is also why I avoid facing the camera, because once the figure faces the camera he 
becomes complicit with the world outside, he becomes anchored, a personality; it becomes me. I want 
the character to be isolated, rattling around inside thoughts that want to reach out and be somewhere 
else. This dynamic becomes almost like an idea of  the sublime – it is an elsewhere that is impossible for 

the protagonist to attain, both conceptually and literally.  I do all the production myself; there is never 
anybody else present when I’m filming. 

Could you explain about the kind of  music, both sound and lyrics, that has been important 
to you? 

The American indie rock bands I listened to growing up were a huge influence. These included Sebadoh, 
Dinosaur Jr., Pavement, Buffalo Tom, Silver Jews, Sonic Youth and many others. Also The Beach 
Boys, Neil Young, and various ‘70s alternative country and singer-songwriter musicians from the West 
Coast that my father listened to. I would borrow his vinyl and get transported listening to the nostalgia 
imbued in the songs. Not that the songs themselves were particularly nostalgic, it was more that they all 
belonged to a collective history that I felt a part of  through listening, and this resonated, enabling me to 
articulate where I was in the world; they made me look at things in a particular way. Also, because they 
were foreign, from another land, they enabled me to construct a fantasy of  myself  in that world. There 
were often geographical references in the lyrics to places the singer was going to or leaving behind, and 
because of  the provenance of  the music, they were usually places in North America. It was here that I 
became fascinated with the American landscape.   

The idea of  music enabling a kind of  fantasy is interesting – like the films you mentioned 
that enabled you to see afresh the landscape that you’d grown up with. However, the music 
in your films seems to have almost a physical presence – we see you with your acoustic 
guitar or cassette player – making a very direct link between the production of  music and 
the landscape. 

One of  the biggest influences has been the songwriter Lou Barlow. In the late ‘80s and early ‘90s he 
recorded a series of  albums with Eric Gaffney on a 4-track recorder that were purposefully homemade 
and lo-fi. The majority of  the tracks seemed essentially like messing around: collaging sounds together 
in a comical, analogue manner that was intentionally irritating and generally hard to listen to. But 
interspersed in-between these playful and rather awkward soundscapes would be an occasional moment 
of  cohesion, something that would rise above it all, presenting itself  as this beautiful melodic ballad-like 
folk-song full of  confession, sadness, regret and loss; and then it would dive back down into the chaos. 
There was something about the way these songs came alive, how their agency had so much to do with 
context, that I found interesting. The poor sound quality of  the recording complimented the sincerity 
of  their delivery, which really allowed me to start thinking about what the relationships are between 
sincerity and music, context and, to some extent, lyrical content.  

I think the way that music was used here – the nuance and playfulness that was adopted and investigated 
in order to interrogate the role of  their own sincerity has been very influential. The ability to create 
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something that is seductive whilst at the same time providing the space for the listener to become aware 
of  the mechanics that are at play, without negating the overall sense of  seduction, is something that I 
attempt to do in my work. It is a tricky balancing act that can very easily fall in either direction – if  it is 
too aware of  itself, it becomes glib; too unaware and it becomes overly sentimental.

For this exhibition, we are presenting text in a number of  different ways – as vinyl on 
the wall, appearing in photographs and as words you say in the videos. Could you say 
something about how you think about text in your work, and how you decide the format 
in which it should be presented? 

I began to use words and text in my work as an extension of  the spoken and sung dialogue that I was 
employing in my videos. I realized that it could be used simultaneously as a metaphor for communication 
and as a means of  communication.

It is fascinating to me to think about how something can be something, whilst simultaneously allowing 
it to be symbolic of  the thing that it is. Text represents words, which represent language, which 
represent meaning, which represents reality. It also represents itself. I like to think of  the jumping 
around of  these parts, hopping from one to the next and back again. It makes me think of  the shape 
of  a metal spring, circling as it moves forwards. In moving forwards it is communicating directly, 
but then there is a folding back, a reference to itself  from outside of  itself  that remains integral to  
the whole.

My relationship to the shape of  the letters and the reality of  their meaning appears at times to conflate, 
almost becoming the same thing, but at other times seeming to stretch so thin that is feels impossibly 
distant. The format in which I present text is based on this observation. It is really an orchestration of  
parts that work with one another in a way that attains a particular tone, a coherence that is adequate 
and reflects a believable, relatable proposition.

There is a comparison to be made between your work and the mechanisms of  advertising, 
specifically the idea of  unfulfilled promises and the creation of  a desire that is never quite 
satisfied. Was the idea of  using some of  the traditional American advertising methods 
– neon, light boxes, large format photographs – a deliberate reference to this system of  
communication? 
 
There is certainly an implicit reference to advertising in some of  the work. However, I think that it is 
less a direct relationship to advertising or the notion of  selling something, than a relationship with the 
language that advertising uses that derives from the basic principles of  telling us what we want. I am 
interested in the visual manifestation of  these principles. By this I mean the way advertising attempts to 

instil in us a sense that we truly understand what we desire; that we have a visceral acknowledgement of  
yearning for something other, something distant and ‘over-there’. 

Ultimately it is our quest to attain this understanding. To know what we want is as fulfilling, if  not more 
so, than to receive what we want. For as soon as we receive it, we want something else because the 
promise instilled in the object we desire in that moment has moved on. But the interesting thing for me is 
our relationship to this notion. We embrace the nomadic tendencies of  desire because such fluidity has 
an intrinsic value – it allows us to acknowledge and affirm things as real, as existing. Our relationships to 
things are dependent on our understanding of  what they are, based on what we want out of  them, what 
they can do for us on both a micro and macro level. Without the shifting of  desire everything would 
collapse in on itself  and we wouldn’t be able to see or understand anything. There would be no progress; 
we would have a different understanding of  time. What it means to be human would have to be re-
calibrated. So this is where the idea of  distance, a physical distance as we witness looking at a ‘view’ in 
a landscape becomes a metaphor. There is a beautiful paradox in such distance for at the very centre of  
what it is, there is something that in its very nature is ‘over-there’, other, away and unattainable. It is to 
attain the unattainable, and I think there is something profound in that.

So as much as the notion of  high capitalism and selling things somewhat repulses me and living in the 
U.S. has only confirmed this, there is something deep within it that appeals to a very fundamental part 
of  human nature.
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