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When looking at the Scottish landscape some see a pristine wilderness, while others see a knackered
ecosystem. Once aware of the issues regarding land use in Scotland you realise the extent of the
devastation the people, land and biodiversity have faced. While there are still pockets of undeniable beauty
it is diﬃcult to look past the never ending fields of sheep, moors for grouse shooting and non native
plantation forestry stamped over the land.
The strong ecological consciousness present in my work is informed by my concern for the environment,
with the main themes being forestry, agriculture, biodiversity and land use and ownership. This exploration
has taken the form of large scale installations and are usually site specific. Although, I work across multiple
mediums; installation, sculpture, photography and film. The work is largely centred around repeat patterns
and modular working, directly using natural materials that I have gathered from the landscape. The work
portrays a sense of control which serves as a metaphor for the control that is inflicted on the environment
and its inhabitants.
In a way, the works feel more like drawing than sculpture or installation and instead of finding a way to
artificially create these works, I try to engage with the landscape to inform the final piece. Living in an everincreasingly mechanical world, it is important to me to maintain my connection with materials and the land
which informs my practice. This labour-intensive method of gathering is my way of connecting with the
environment that I make work about. Spending time and eﬀort to amass my materials is just as important as
the finished piece.
What I notice upon reflection of the following works was there was a large element of the landscape I grew
up in infused into each of them. Only when looking back do I realise the extent of the influence this
landscape has had on my practice.

When The Lights Went Out
Following a trip to the Isle of Lewis, I became particularly interested in the ways of life of the people living in
remote areas of Scotland and how they were aﬀected during the Highland Clearances during the 18th and
19th century (1).

Peat stack on the Isle of Lewis, 2018.

The ancient way of heating homes was through burning peat, a seemingly infinite re- source covering the
land. Through mass community eﬀorts, peat was cut, carried, stacked and dried. Peat truly was the life
blood of rural communities. During the Highland Clearances the peat fires that had been burning in hearths
for generations were extinguished as the inhabitants were forced to foreign lands by the landlords to
establish large scale sheep farming. The issue of land owner- ship is still present today with much of
Scotland’s estates being held by a handful of rich owners. However, peat cutting is in a resurgence of
popularity at the moment, reviving a way of life that had previously been forgotten.
“When The Lights Went Out” is an interpretation of the peat stacks seen on the island, and references
Donald J MacLeod’s paper “The Highland Clearances on the Isles of Lewis and Harris” (2).
“Once the people were cleared from the land the lights went out and all that was to be seen at night was an
eerie blackness and these evictions were referred to as N’duair a chaidh na souls ais, when the lights went
out.”
The piece was made from peat, ground down into dust and the gradient was created by burning the peat to
create ash and mixing the pigments together. This piece portrays the fading out of a way of life and the
people’s connection to the land as they were moved to foreign lands.

”When the lights went out”, An Lanntair, Stornoway, 2019.

Absent
Scotland was once covered in 80% forest and is now a
fraction of its former glory due to the advent of agriculture
and the need for timber during the WW1 and WW2. The
large scale forest clearance went hand in hand with the
predation of wolves. Prior to the Highland Clearances,
wolves were a problem for livestock farmers, further
perpetrating them as villains. An excerpt from Fowler’s
Landscape and Lives (3 i):
“It was said that the great pinewoods of Rannoch and
Lochaber were almost impassable because of the ferocity of
the wolves that roamed there.”
Of course this attitude towards wolves is demonising and
completely false. They are indeed a threat to livestock but
generally stay away from humans entirely. Thus, they
became extinct in the 17th century. Without wolves, deer
and sheep populations have exploded meaning that new
forests cannot grow due to mass overgrazing.

Fenced oﬀ area where deer cannot graze, Blackwood of Rannoch, 2019.

It’s a strange thing to feel robbed of something I have never
experienced, but knowing that the ecological order is so
deeply out of balance is like an unusual type of grief. This
ecological grief is something I’ve only recently been able to
understand and process. I have come to understand that
grief is not limited to personal loss, but can be opened up to
the loss of species, environmental destruction and climate
change. In describing ecological grief, Cunsolo and Ellis
quote Aldo Leopold (4):
“One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one
lives alone in a world full of wounds.”
“Absent” stemmed from spending time in the Blackwood of
Rannoch. I tried to imagine how diﬀerent the forest would
be with predators in the forest. From the animals, to forests,
to the topography of the land itself, every element is
aﬀected due to this loss. From gathering Scot’s pine
needles from the ancient forest, I created a fur like blanket
and is a representation of an imaginary creature that sparks
wonder amongst the feeling of ecological grief and
boredom.

“Absent”, Patriothall Gallery, 2019.

“Absent”, Patriothall Gallery, 2019.

The Potential Forest
As a ritual of sorts, my father and I collect acorns each year. Luckily, this year was plentiful for acorns so I
was able to gather to my heart’s content. Partly an homage to my father who has worked with oak trees in
his own work, I see this as a passing of knowledge between generations. Historically we pass knowledge
through generations for survival, perhaps this could be the new way we can pass on knowledge. Powerful
rituals that can directly impact the landscape in a positive way.
However, the research behind “The Potential Forest” stemmed from my concern of animal agriculture. As a
main driver for emissions, habitat/biodiversity loss, and water pollution, I question the need for animal
agriculture. The land footprint for live- stock as well as the land used to grow animal feed massively
outweighs the contribution to the food system.
This installation, with its 2,500 acorns, alludes to both the metaphorical and literal potentiality embedded in
the work. The 2,500 oak trees occupy the same area as is required for one head of cattle. Raising questions
about our land choices, which can either mitigate or contribute to climate change.
The formation begins orderly and begins to lose control as it nears the top. It was imperative was the fact
these acorns were wasted. They were 2,500 potential trees, drilled through and strung up in a space. A
metaphor for wasted opportunity and wasted land.

”The Potential Forest”, Edinburgh Centre for Carbon Innovation, 2019.

Dispersal
I felt the need to redeem myself from the mass of wasted acorns from the previous installation. “Dispersal”
is the documentation of the ongoing growth of acorns. No two acorns or root system are the same,
therefore each individual is showcased. 64 acorns are pictured below and at the time there were around
4,000 in refrigeration to promote growth.
I had started this project in September 2019 in the hopes it would be ready for display by Spring 2020. Due
to the Covid-19 outbreak it didn’t come to fruition in
the way I had intended. My long-term intent was to
have hundreds of water propagated oak seedlings
displayed in glass containers. The acorns spilt from
two sides. Below, revealing the young root system
stretching into the water. And above, a short stem
reaches upwards with freshly grown leaves, the
young plants first opportunity to harness the sun’s
power.
Viewers of this piece were to be encouraged to take
one seedling away to plant somewhere of their
choosing. Therefore dispersing the potential forest in
the making. The installation would have broken down
over time, people taking away seedlings bit by bit, a
metaphor for the decimation of Scotland’s forest
centuries ago due to agriculture, demands for timber
and changing land use, except this piece would have
created new growth.
64 acorns, 2019.

My overall goal would be to have 10,000 seedlings. The
reason being that only 1 in 10,000 acorns on average
actually become an oak tree. This way I am able to
maximise the acorns potential. Whether or not these
seedlings are actually planted are out of my hands. With
influential work like Joesph Beuys “7,000 Oaks” and
Agnes Denes “Tree Mountain” the responsibility is
entirely in the artists hands.
With “Dispersal”, I am just the person who plants the
seed, metaphorically and physically. The trust is in the
public to fulfil this work, and if only 1 in 10,000
seedlings becomes a grand oak, it’s still a success in
my eyes.

12 water propagated oak seedlings, 2020.

“I believe that planting these oaks is necessary, not only in biospheric terms, that is to say, in the context of
matter and ecology, but in that it will raise ecological consciousness – raise it increasingly, in the course of
the years to come, because we shall never stop planting.” - Joesph Beuys, 1982 (5).
However, the unpredictability of this project was magnified when the Covid-19 outbreak happened. In
hindsight this piece was destined to fail in terms of an artist project under the time constraints I was facing.
Due to the university closing I was unable to hold my exhibition with the oaks and therefore disperse the
seedlings as intended. However, through this I had learnt that these seedlings would have not likely
survived if they had been planted by individuals. And once again the responsibility is in my hands. Like
nature itself, failure is built in.
Going forward I have decided to keep the more manageable number of 50 seedlings to let them grow into
trees so they’re strong enough to survive in the wild. All the others have been planted in the area that the
acorns were originally collected, although unlikely to survive they have a better chance than if I had never
collected them in the first place.

9 of the many oaks planted, 2020.

Hectare Upon Hectare
Like most people living rurally in Scotland, I have always been surrounded by forestry plantations. You
become almost oblivious to them. It appears normal to have vast swathes of land covered in conifer forests
with no easy access into them. You grow used to passing through dark corridors of trees on every car
journey you take. However, after growing accustomed to the artificial forest it is most alarming is when
these forests are felled. Leaving barren, unproductive landscapes, likely to be commercially planted again in
years to come. Fowler described plantations in Scotland (3 ii):
“A brutal incursion of alien trees into a precious landscape that had nothing to do with husbandry, care for
the countryside, ecology or even sensible forestry, but everything to do with money.”
As Scotland’s indigenous forests have diminished radically over centuries, one main species is left its wake;
the non-native Sitka Spruce. Profit has trumped biodiversity with around 70% of Scot- land’s tree cover in
the form of commercial plantations (6). This two-part installation is a representation of a Sitka plantation
where no light penetrates to the floor and no flowers grow. Geometric lines and dark, impenetrable blocks
smother the landscape, often resulting in a monoculture leaving a barren landscape devoid of wildlife.

“Hectare Upon Hectare” installation and film, Tent Gallery, 2019.

Following satellite imagery of forestry, the piece was created with the linear plantations in mind. Straight
boundaries, angular fire breaks and narrow gaps between trees. The only natural flow comes from the
topography mimicking the land the plantations are grown on. Once again the work took on new meanings
through creation. When hung low to the ground the sitka cones created shadows, like linear drawings. As
the strings were long, the cones swayed with the passing movement of the viewer. Each cone would sway
with its neighbour creating movement reminiscent of trees swaying in the breeze.

“Hectare Upon Hectare” installation details, Tent Gallery, 2019.

The film displayed alongside the installation was filmed within the plantation where I gathered the cones.
Through singular shots, pulling focus reveals the monotonous layers of the man-made forest. Layer upon
layer of the singular species’s jagged branches makes the forest impenetrable without a machete. The film
removes the viewer from the mass scale of the plantation and shows them the intimate details of the
monotony within.

“Hectare Upon Hectare”, film stills, 2019.

The installation was reinstalled for the John Byrne Award ceremony
where I won the award for critical thinking.
Having completed this installation twice, I realised the wastefulness of
using unsustainable materials. Despite the main element of the piece
being gathered natural materials, I simply cannot justify the use of
fishing wire to this extent moving forward.

Pollen Compositions
On a sunny afternoon during the lockdown, I sat outside and watched as the Scot’s Pines began to shed
their pollen from their bright yellow pollen cones. The pollen danced on the wind before dissipating into the
air. I began to wonder how easy it would be to harvest.
It was surprisingly easy, I tapped the pollen cones to release the pollen into a container, amounting to
roughly a teaspoons worth. I poured the bright yellow powder onto a black surface and noticed how it
reacted diﬀerently to the changing breeze, tapping of my hands and my breathing.

Part of the “Pollen Compositions” photo series, 2020.

Mindfulness is an important part of the work I create, often they are long processes but in this case, the
delicacy of the material requires focus and care. Hand movements and breath must be slowed in order to
succeed. This is part of a wider metaphor for changing your behaviour in order to create positive change for
the sake of the environment.
By the end of making these compositions, they had entirely blown away by the wind and returned to the
land. This sparked an idea, what if I could use this theory across new projects? Returning my other
materials to the land.

Return
An important question that began forming throughout the past couple of years, was what to do with an
artwork once the installation was complete. Materials are imperative to my practice, and I often end up
being in abundance of many diﬀerent materials. In a world driven by consumption and materiality I don’t
want to contribute to this in the works I create. Therefore, in the future I would like to only use materials that
can be returned to the land in one way or another.
During the lockdown I returned to my parent's home in the north of Scotland. It’s ironic that I have ended up
spending the past few months in the place that has inspired the works featured here. It seems fitting that I
am able to return the materials I gathered to the land I originally collected them from.
My left over peat ash from “When the lights went out” was laid on the sphagnum moss covered ground and
blown away by the wind.
The young oaks from “Dispersal” were carefully planted in the area where the acorns were originally
gathered.
I revisited the forestry plantations where I gathered my pinecones for “Hectare Upon Hectare” and put them
back where they belong.
I feel that I’m partly laying to rest a period in my life, and on the other hand, beginning a new way of
practicing art and changing my values.
Never taking more than is necessary, thinking about the consequences of your actions, and giving back.

“Return” film stills, 2020.
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