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In our imaginations the plantation is now 
a commune.

When I was commissioned to write this text I wanted to find 
a connection between me and Catriona so that these words 
would be the result of some creative-coming-together. 
Catriona was nearing the end of a ten month residency, 
and was starting to make some sense out of the conifer 
plantations in the Northumbrian landscape through the lens 
of mapping, modelling and storytelling - a similar process to 
my own. I wanted to find a place in our imaginations where  
we could meet and I recalled, the previous autumn, exploring 
a plantation near Doddington Moor looking for a group of 
cup and ring marked stones known as Buttony. Trees had
been planted around them and had changed the quality and 
context of these neolithic landmarks. It was a weird place, 
no birds, just feathers strewn about and the echoes of 
creaking conifers. 

We were still in lockdown but I imagined going there with 
Catriona, and anyone else who cared to join us, with a 
picnic, and, like the girls at Hanging Rock, snoozing off and 
letting ourselves be taken in by powerful forces within the 
landscape. The Sitka spruce plantations up at Kielder and 
the one near the VARC artist’s flat at Highgreen, known as 
Gleedlee, are different to Buttony, they are bigger, older and, 
as Catriona speculates in her film (in progress), Fell, on the 
verge of becoming a self-governing community guided by 
an alternative intelligence. I would eventually meet Catriona 
there and we would experience this together.

This is private property, the general public are not allowed 
to just slip in over the wire fence. There’s a brief thrill of 
transgression and then... trees. Just trees. Row after row 
of giant spruce, blocking out the world. It is dark, damp and 
mossy. We walk along a firebreak and are overwhelmed 

by the total greenness of this place. Even the air is green. 
This is not ancient woodland - the human hand of planting is 
evident in the rows and ditches where they are lined up like 
columns - but there is a presence here, something difficult 
to name and perhaps if it were wild woodland, we’d call it a 
spirit. What we are feeling is the presence of a large living 
non-human entity - a herd of trees. The dwelling place of 
thousands of clones. 

When I get home that night I play back the recording of our 
conversation, the only words that come out clearly are:

Control Colonise Artificial Nature Unforeseen Alternative Fell 
Geometric Management Multiple Species Border Automation 
Populated Experiments Natural Extraction Resource 
Networks Modelled Monumental Remains Conclude 
Misconception Evidence Biodiversity Interspecies Resilience 
Panoramas Bleak

Inside Gleedlee we sensed growth; some throbbing 
economy, something fantastical. It revealed the dark magic 
of capitalism: the extraction of value out of someone or 
something else’s energy, the transmogrification of spruce 
into cash and the ownership of land, which is a fiction. On 
a patch of Northumbrian land, perhaps previously used for 
sheep grazing, seedlings were planted, they grew, and were 
expected to be sold when the time was right. Rumor was that 
it had been left to overgrow or it had been sold and perhaps 
forgotten and there’d be trouble harvesting and transporting 
because the roads are too narrow for the HGV’s that are 
needed to haul it away to the chipboard factory in Hexham. 
Whatever the tale, these trees are now a bit of a problem and 
that’s interesting.

I share a quote, from The Mushroom at the End of the World 
(2015), by anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing who writes 
about forests and mushrooms and people and the networks 



that connect them: ‘As sites for more-than-human dramas, 
landscapes are radical tools for decentering human hubris. 
Landscapes are not backdrops for historical action: they 
are themselves active. Watching landscapes in formation 
shows humans joining other living beings in shaping worlds.’ 
Catriona tells me about her interest in the time lag of these 
plantations and this quote makes sense. Gleedlee was 
planted around 40 years ago, and when we see it we are 
looking back in time at those human-centric ways of thinking 
about the environment. They don’t plant mono-crops in that 
way anymore but the dark geometric shapes of Gleedlee, 
Emblehope and Highgreen that stand out on the maps are a 
reminder of this hubris. They are remarkable in their form, 
compelling and annoying. Irresistibly futuristic. You can see 
them in Catriona’s drawings, prints and card and latex model. 
In aerial view, in digital and graphite detail, scrutinized from 
above as if by a surveillance drone. 

Can trees become free agents, in control of their own 
stories? In our imaginations the plantation is now a 
commune. An alternative economy has spawned, time has 
turned a mono culture into something richer. It has teamed 
up with a Mycorrhizal Network and its aliveness has mutated. 
As if by an insight gained from the ingestion of a local fungus, 
we imagine ourselves dissolving into a network of others. 
Blended together like lichen. The trees hum. We stumble and 
fall heavily against a pine needle covered mound, tendrils 
and spores pour out and cover our body and face, inserting 
themselves into our orifices... the community of trees is 
communicating with us directly. ‘Hang out here with us for a 
bit…’ they say.

The flat greenness and crop-like layout of the industrial 
plantation does not conform to our idea of a ‘natural’ space. 
Neither does it resemble the fantasy image of Tolkien’s 
Fangorn, that forest of awakened trees that went to war 
against the forces of evil in Middle Earth. It is a hybrid and a 
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creation and an entity in its own right. The real, the industrial 
and mundane landscapes we dismiss or avoid are important 
spaces for our imaginations. We need them to dream with 
if we are to find hope and renewal in this messed up world. 
Catriona’s project at VARC was an exploration of world-
making processes, from simulations to speculations via the 
strange stories of these plantations. The trees are conscious, 
you know, not because of humans or even elves, but through 
their relationship to fungus and microbes and all the other 
misunderstood creatures that secretly shape the world.

Lesley Guy is an artist and writer based in Newcastle 
upon Tyne.
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Catriona Gallagher has held the second residency in the 
multi-partner programme ENTWINED: Rural. Land. Lives.
Art. Initiated by VARC, this programme comprises six mixed-
length artist residencies and two associated artist projects 
and explores, through the artists’ practices, different aspects 
of what makes a ‘place’ and reveals the interconnectedness of 
rural land and lives.

Catriona Gallagher has spent ten months living and working 
at Highgreen, Tarset. Her research has centered around the 
‘artificial natural’, considering what terms like ‘wild’, ‘natural’ 
and ‘manmade’ mean given the blurred distinctions between 
them. She has spent many hours walking in the Tarset valley 
and surrounding fells with people from the local community, 
filming and recording their conversations. Plantation 
woodlands, their histories and time spans have become case 
studies for her research. Typical of her multidisciplinary 
approach, Catriona has also developed drawings, writing and 
3D models that often reference the language and visuals of 
computer generated imagery and touch on world-building 
processes.

www.catrionargallagher.com
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