


Lucy May Schofield, working drawing Northumberland Blue Print  for Heritage Centre Bellingham, 2025.



If I think of VARC, three words come to mind: Nature, Art, Community.

Nature has enabled VARC, shaped it and been the source of so much art over many 
years. Art that gives another language and interpretation to the truly real existence  
of Nature. 

In this increasingly unstable world, art is sanity and grace. What is special about 
VARC is that, for many, it is not just the art that will be remembered but also, or even 
more so, the artists.

In a world where so many communities are broken by the mindless growth of 
commerce and technology Tarset is exceptional and the community has also shaped 
the artists and the artwork.

The end. Each year has been a full circle but in a spiralling helix that never arrives at  
a past point and the end is only the starting point of a new beginning.

Leo Amery
VARC Founder



Full Circle – 25 Years of VARC

In 2025, Visual Arts in Rural Communities (VARC) celebrates a remarkable 
milestone: 25 years of supporting artists and encouraging creative practice in 
rural Northumberland. It also signifies the end of a chapter. With the funding 
generously provided by founder Leo Amery now fully utilised, VARC as we know 
it will, sadly, come to an end. While the future may yet bring new developments, 
this programme – Full Circle – honours all that has preceded it.

Full Circle started with an open call to former VARC artists-in-residence to 
propose projects for VARC’s final year. Some suggested revisiting unfinished 
ideas, while others brought new concepts or initiated fresh collaborations. 
Faced with the difficult task of choosing from more than twenty compelling 
proposals, the decision was made to try and accommodate them all.

The resulting programme has seen 31 former VARC artists return to Highgreen, 
many working alongside other artists, musicians, writers and members of 
the community. Each residency lasted around two weeks, offering time for 
reconnection, reflection and creative exploration.

It has been an absolute pleasure to welcome artists back and to witness each 
of them transform the studio in their own way, bringing a unique energy and 
creative fingerprint to the place. What has been especially powerful is the 
emergence of new beginnings through collaborations, visitors and ideas. 
Many of these resonances are difficult to fully capture or comment on now, 
but I’m sure they will be felt long after this programme ends.

This catalogue records each of these short projects in chronological order. 
The variety of responses demonstrates the freedom each artist had to shape
their Full Circle residency as they wished. It serves as a tribute to the artists, 
the conversations, Highgreen, and the enduring spirit of creativity that has 
defined VARC for a quarter of a century.

Helen Pailing 
VARC Project Director



It has been 25 years since VARC was created and the first artist 
in residence set out on a journey without maps. Each year, the 
journey began again when a new artist arrived to find their 
own way. And thus, each year the map altered and a new path 
was added.

Like all the best adventures, the final destination was 
unknown. Perhaps there were many, or none at all. There 
were only indications: nature, birdsong, dark skies, the 
changing seasons, a heart-warmingly welcoming community, 
an extraordinarily dedicated VARC team beavering away behind 
the scenes, and of course, a hugely generous and visionary 
benefactor.

The journey may now be over, but we are left with so much: 
enduring friendships, magical memories and, of course, 
the wonderful artworks. And we’d like to think that, like the 
swifts and the swallows who come back to nest each year, 
VARC artists know that Highgreen will always welcome them 
here again.

For each of the artist’s journeys, for each person who has 
engaged with VARC and contributed in so many ways over 
the last quarter of a century, William and I, our children and 
grandchildren are truly immensely grateful.

William and Cynthia Morrison-Bell

With huge and particular thanks to Claire (Janet) Ross 
and Helen Pailing for establishing VARC as the successful 
and respected arts organisation it is today through their 
professionalism, vision, care, and hard work. This would not 
have happened without them. 

My gratitude to all our VARC trustees over the years, for their 
time and dedication: Lizzie Hare, Louise Stoten, Karen Rann, 
Emma Festing and Tony Pender; to Catherine Lillingston and 
all who served on the selection panels; to Pete O’Hara whose 
professional advice always steered us in the right way with 
great care and patience; to Lorna Bryan, Susan Priestley, 
Tim Bird, Simon Canaway (Supanaught), Lucy May Schofield 
and to all the freelancers who have helped us over the years. 
To all our volunteers past and present, and to Friends of VARC 
for invaluable encouragement and support.

Heartfelt thanks to Wesley White, Karol Solarek, Harry 
Porteous and Thomas Sams for their help throughout the 
artists’ year at Highgreen; to all Highgreen residents (in 
particular the McCracken family) and the wider Tarset 
community, Unison Pastels, Tarset Village Hall for their 
welcome to artists living in their midst, answering myriads 
of questions and offering hospitality and local knowledge. 
To the Northumberland National Park Authority, Arts Council 
England, the regional Universities, and all our funders, 
trusts and foundations for their financial support, generosity 
and trust. 

To Leo Amery, VARC’s founder
And in loving memory of Lizzie Hare.

Cynthia Morrison-Bell, Chair VARC, September 2025



My proposal: one drawing leads to another. 

The project: to invite four artists to spend two days working alongside 
me, each bringing their own unique approach to drawing and collaborative 
working.

My year at VARC was life-changing. This short residency was practice-
changing: for myself and for my fellow artists, Jane Else, Laura Fox, 
Kasia Parker and Rachel Welford, who all shared time and space with 
me to explore and reflect on what collaborative drawing could be. 

The drawings that ripple out from this residency continue to reverberate. 

One drawing leads to another, work in progress, Kasia Parker, Rachel Welford, Laura Fox, Jane Else, Jenny Purrett, July 2024.
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Practical Magic, archival pigment print, 80cm x 60cm, Kielder Forest.

Zoe Childerley &
 Loz Atkinson

Can an artificial forest be magical? 

This was the focus for Loz and Zoe during their 
residency, using Kielder, the largest man-
made forest in the UK, as a site of intervention. 
Superficially, a functional landscape is defined 
by timber cycles. However, it’s also a maturing, 
diverse ecology. Where monoculture is giving 
way to more complex habitats. Forests have long 
been engulfed in mythology and significance 
across cultures, representing the unknown, 
sacred, storied spaces shaped by the human 
imagination. The installation of mirrors and 
monolithic canvases presents a practical magic. 
Utilising analogue special effects highlights the 
elemental value of the handmade, challenging 
the notion that enchantment is confined to 
untouched wilderness.



VARC 2025

Straight to the OS. Contours
paper roads and 
in between ink, creases. Those unfolded footpaths with
Maps for routes. Outlining 
with fingers lanes and rooms and a history of 
worn, glossed timbers and 
Time. Place.Walked.
Discovered fields, and of
conversations. 

Demos; chatting; collecting 
around the fire.
With wonder, charcoal 
and some lunch
in the sun. 
And ‘The Dairy Fields’

Pit firing demo of The Dairy Fields clay, Highgreen, Northumberland, 2023-2025.
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Glimmers, inks on cotton, Python Gallery, Middlesbrough, October 2024. Photo: Rachel Deakin.
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The VARC residencies offered a rare opportunity to slow down 
and engage deeply with place, material, and process. I found 
space and time to reflect, experiment, and reconnect with 
the quiet rituals at the heart of my work. It brought together 
threads of my practice built over many years, allowing me to 
see and fully appreciate its shape and direction. 

This time shaped Glimmers, a body of work rooted in the 
ephemeral, the domestic, and the feminine; emerging from 
stillness, sensitivity, and attention to the fleeting moments that 
often go unnoticed. 



Land of Sunshine, acrylic on canvas, 35.5cm x 25.5cm, 2025. Photo: Cal Carey.
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mapping of an everchanging landscape that 
is shackled by solastalgia, the homesickness 
you feel for the place you live now. Motifs and 
memories are buried within the surface, both 
critical and celebratory of these places. They 
reverberate between a familiar and a strange 
apprehension of this haunted land, a portal to 
another time in the past, present or future,  
with both affection and disdain. They contain  
the essence of these landscapes and the 
melancholy of longing and wanting to belong.  
An unfashionable romanticism grounded in the 
act of painting.



Tractor Shed (paint study), acrylic on paper, 25cm x 18 cm, Highgreen, 2024.
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Responding to the Highgreen site by looking at the site’s architectural structures and details, during my 
residency I made a body of work including drawings and paint studies. New colours and patterns were 
developed, simple ideas repeated and explored in scale. Some of my residency was spent in the company 
of three other artists Dianne, Chris and Gordon, a welcome arrangement. With Chris, who was working 
with clay that had been found in the fields at Highgreen, I made a clay panel, baked it in the studio fire for 
painting onto. The painted piece forms part of the final event.   



Moss, duel screen projection, Highgreen, 2024.
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Coleman & Hodges spent time revisiting the forest  
plantation at Highgreen that they had responded to during  
their first residency. By their second visit, Storm Arwen (2021) 
had brought down the plantation, uprooting the trees and 
allowing light to reach the forest floor creating a new space  
of possibilities.

The artists explored regeneration of the site at a microscale 
through photography and projection and in addition made six 
bundles of kindling from the remains of the forest. The kindling 
bundles were left at Highgreen, together with instructions for 
the lighting of six fires and the holding of six conversations.



Thin, pen on paper (multiple sheets), 150mm x 110 mm, Occupation Studios, London, 2025.
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Thin is a story written late at night at Highgreen during 
a recent Full Circle Residency. An unknown group of 
humans, or other than human beings, experiment with 
opting to become thin and where this leads them. 

Their story is told over several handwritten pages nailed 
in sequence and snaked around wherever space can be 
found in the exhibition spaces. Each page is numbered so 
that visitors can read the story in order, or choose to read 
them as they are found.



During their time at VARC, Bethan and Maura collaborated on a large-scale drawing that 
combined elements from both of their practices. Centred around the motif of a bird in flight, 
the piece reflected their shared interest in materiality, movement, and symbolism. They also 
employed a range of materials, including handmade charcoal, Unison Colour pastels, and 
linseed oil, to create a series of layered and expressive marks. The autumn landscape at 
Highgreen served as both a setting and a source of inspiration for both artists, with its 
shifting colours, light, and textures informing their work.

The Collector, pastel, charcoal, linseed oil on paper, 82 cm x 110 cm, Highgreen.
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Twig Study - Tarset III, watercolour, gouache, pencil on paper, 30cm x 21cm, 2025.

LEO

The question of generating more stuff, more art, at a time when 
we should be living in an age of de-growth and de-production, 
is constantly a point of consideration in the making of work.  
The approach used when building the dry stone walls created 
in Tarset – taking nothing from the site and leaving nothing 
behind – is an example of what this can look like. 

But 13 years on from then, and given the inaction, and 
actual undermining of any serious action by governments and 
corporations re: climate, one wonders what are the actions/
inactions we can make as artists that generate real positive, 
useful, serious change?



Studio window, oil and varnish on linen, 97cm x 56cm, 2025.
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t As studio based painters, it is always nice to have a space 
with good natural light and even better, an interesting view. 
The Highgreen studio is particularly good in the winter 
months as the low sun shines directly in through the Larch, 
Scots pine and other trees opposite in the late afternoon. 
Add to this the comings and goings of various birds on 
the windowsill for sunflower seeds etc and you have an 
opportunity for much distraction. These everyday elements 
are often more etched in the memory than grandiose 
project ideas and worth celebrating for their subtle 
influence on the routine of the studio.



A Thick White Mist Disappeared the Detail, watercolour and gouache on paper, 29cm x 25cm.

K
ate Liston &

 Tess D
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an-Cleaver

During their residency with VARC in 2025, 
Kate and Tess returned to a previous 
collaborative body of work, Town Hall Meeting 
of the Air, to find new ways of writing about 
frameworks that define and disrupt civic life. 

A thick white mist disappeared the detail of 
the land one morning and took its time to lift. 
Working in relay, they replicated the distance 
that defined their collaboration in its infancy. 
The space this residency gave them invited 
back into their work utopianist hopes that years 
ago emitted from a locked-down state.

Tarset is an endlessly generous landscape; 
VARC a dream place.



Shona, lambing time 2024, cyanotype hand print, toned with heather from the fell, first hazel catkins 
and sticks, alder catkins and storm-blown lichen, all gleaned from the Highgreen landscape, 2025. 
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that live and work here and how this land shapes 
them. Thank you to VARC for the gift of working 
here once more, after 20 years since Sally 
Matthews and I worked on our project Gathering 
with the community here.

This time I worked closely with the hill farming 
families once more, but created the prints as 
hand printed cyanotypes. Every morning I went 
out for a stride out over the Fells and woods 
with ever loyal and enthusiastic Loki hound, my 
photographic assistant. I gleaned my botanicals 
from the same landscape where I have 
photographed the people, who are so deeply 
tied to this bit of earth. I can’t thank them enough 
for their patience with me once more. 



Lynx, feathers, horse hair wood and ash on a steel frame, approx life size 75 cm at shoulder x 110 cm in length, winter in the studio, 2025. 
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Lynx - This is not just our land. 

Lynx were thought to have died out in the UK around 1,300 years ago, but recent radiocarbon finds 
suggest Lynx in Yorkshire in the 6th century - such is their quiet and shy nature. 
 
Britain’s biodiversity is now one of the most depleted - making it difficult to envisage a space to support 
Lynx - although the reintroduction of an apex predator can encourage ground up regeneration.
 
Animals are our evolutionary companions, the key to our instinctive truth. If we ignore the importance  
of sharing the land with wild predators who balance and sustain ecosystems, we become the predator. 



Installation: Suspended trees and creation of sculpted wooden instruments: Magic Arm. Photographs and video mounted 
on found materials: Rachel Deakin. Audio interpretation of tree soundings and interview with William: Nell Catchpole.
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Storm Arwen flattened the trees in the Dairy Wood. We sat in the open space left 
behind, amongst the large angular piles of whitening brush wood. We decided to 
honour the fallen trees by re-forming and collectively sounding them.  

Three fallen pines were selected for shape and sonority; carefully planed; and 
suspended - sentinels, each punctuating the newly open skyline and acoustics of 
the space.  

As if planned, planting of native saplings started the same week and the Dairy Wood 
began a new chapter.



Tokens of time, ceramic and mixed media, approx. 18cm x 14.5cm x 5cm, Highgreen, April 2025.
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There is a strange flow of time in Highgreen. Still in some 
moments, rushing in others. I arrived as the blackthorn 
blossomed: white star-flowers bursting from pearl-like buds. 
Over the two weeks the trees had blossomed and scattered 
the petals on the ground, leaving branches full of spikey 
alien-looking stamen and bright green leaves. The timing 
for this change was fast.

I had previously made work in one of the blackthorn trees, 
making porcelain collars for the branches. It made me think 
of moments I had experienced here, snapshots of time when 
the sun slanted just so, a perfect moon or pockets full of 
knotted baler twine. I created thirty shrines during my full 
circle residency. Tokens to time. Standing in a snowy stream 
in February. Wellies left at the door. Baby bunnies curled in a 
ball of wool. Storm clouds rolling over hills. These moments 
seemed etched on me. Markers of time well spent.



Cadence, raw calico, acrylic paint, old dairy, 60m banner site specific, High Green, May 2025.
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Cadence is a 60m long banner woven through the Old Dairy at 
High Green. Reminiscent of protest banners and crafted from 
raw calico, it features 200 words in black acrylic, exploring 
themes of power and place. The banner flows through the 
building, entering from the woods and cascading over the 

roof, like a scroll telling stories of those who came before. It 
resonates with the whispers of the wind and the voices of the 
displaced in a capitalist world. During my first residency at 
VARC, I fell in love with the building’s fairytale proportions, 
making this manifestation a true marvel.



Measuring Loss, soft wood and steel screws, 11m x 11m x 3m, Highgreen, Northumberland, June 2025.
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The Measuring Loss structure maps the shape of a quarried 
depression in a field at Highgreen; it is made up of wooden 
drawn lines 1m apart, forming a 1m square quadrat at its 
centre, describing cross sections North-South, East-West.

The work forms a reference to the hidden shapes within the 
landscape and sits in relation to the surrounding landscape and 
geomorphology; it alludes to the actions of people in forming 
landscape - formed by industry, and summarises a sense of 
distance and loss - a memory of activity in time and space.



In Gratitude, video / audio installation, 6.29 min, 2025.
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In Gratitude captures collective memories of past VARC 
residency artists. Jilly Morris (resident 2009-2010) and  
Steve White explore living and working in Tarset as an artist, 
through evocative questions around experiences and lasting 
impressions. Location recorded sounds weave through 
collected voice recordings - a kind of poetry - an audio ode 
to place.

Hypnotic time-lapse imagery of sky and road convey a sense 
of landscape and space through time. Using synchronised 
spectograms to visualise nature, participants are represented 
as sound waves in tree-like shapes and monumental landscape 
structures, forming a legacy of gratitude that resonates with 
both purpose, place and community.



Delineation 8, Karen Rann (left) and Delineation 3, Susan Grant (right), multi-media works on paper, 29.7cm x 42cm, Highgreen, May 2025.
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Susan and Karen share an interest in lines in the land. Maps, 
borders, boundaries and contours provided starting points, 
alongside two 1840 maps showing the original limits of the 
Highgreen Estate: the ‘Ancient Lands’. The land’s topography 
and histories directed their thoughts as they tracked the 
physical vestiges of the bounds, mostly in silence (often 
in rain). 

Using the boundary line motif as a starting point, this provoked 
a visual conversation of sketches. A number of these were 
displayed at the Highgreen final event, when the artists also 
conducted a walk and talk, sharing creative insights into their 
readings of this treasured landscape.
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Two more weeks in this beautiful and absorbing landscape and 
I am astonished every day by its textural richness. Visually, it’s 
overwhelmingly soft: from the contours of the hills, drenched 
blue green even in such a dry year, to the million or so smoke-
white puffs and plumes of cotton-grass that are gently 
unanchoring themselves and drifting across the moorland, 
like miniature airborne explosions. 

The struggle of wading over knee-deep tussocks of reeds, 
moss and purple moor-grass is well compensated by 
collapsing into these inviting mounds. Lying there - as if 
forever, the air is alive with lark-song. By all accounts it’s a 
good year for larks, or at least better than last.

A broken sheep pen near High Green (detail), graphite, June 2025.



Never Just a Tree (video still), video for web, dimensions variable, recorded at Kielderhead Wildwood, 2025.

Shane Finan

Returning to VARC from rural Ireland, I thought 
about the tension between expressing individuality 
and building community networks.

At the peak of the global COVID-19 pandemic, 
when our understanding of networks shifted 
dramatically, I was resident artist with VARC 
and the Kielderhead Wildwood. I returned five 
years later, supported by Tina Taylor of Forestry 
England.

The wildwood has a legacy. Trees will grow 
from the living seed bank planted by the 
community between 2017 and 2022, and the 
wildwood will be expanded by Forestry England 
in the coming years.

Seeds, trees, plastic, fungi, wire, skin and soil 
entangle me with the wildwood.

We are individual and network.



Arachnes, created in collaboration with Esther Huss, full-colour photographs, inkjet print on archival matte paper, 35 cm x 48 cm, edition limited to 6 copies, 2025.
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My residencies at VARC allowed me to explore ways of 
expressing corporeality without evoking conventions of 
portraying the body against the backdrop of nature, but 
as nature itself. During Full Circle, I focused on women’s 
labour and its presence in the landscape, studying the 
body as an immanent part of the earth, movement as 
an act of memory, and material as a vessel of history. 
Through movement research, I reconstructed the 
gestures of weavers, herbalists, and animal keepers. 
Working with historical artefacts, family archives, wool 

from my home region in Poland, and fibres and tools 
gathered in collaboration with Tarset-based spinners 
Fransje Samson and Lizzie Kathiravel, I created textile, 
photographic, and performative works as forms of 
embodied archives, interlacing past and present, 
material culture and personal heritage. My collaboration 
with choreographer Esther Huss deepened this process 
and helped weave a narrative referencing mythology, 
touching on persistent issues of resistance, endurance, 
and renewal.
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Diary of a residency, Highgreen, July 2025

This Land was made for you and me.                                            

Highgreen diary

Day 1.
Cottage Garden,  
Deadhead pink roses. 
Glisten with sticky-willy. 
Spiders scuttle from weeds. 

Day 2.
Tarret Linn 
I gape at the waterfall cascading 
burgundied iron into 
a deep pool
bottle-green at its core
translucent under the tree. 

Day 3.
Unison Color, 
déclinaison for variations on a theme.
Each colour politely declines from 
its base showcasing its own virtues of light.

Day 4.
Look to your left as you come down the hill 
the stream is a-tinkling as dragonflies mating
Hover past.
Sheep nestling in the lime kiln are Nazareth. 
Do they know this is Northumberland? 

Day 5.
Walk the land. 
Unnoticed.
Horns, Brass 
sound.
Choirs sing.
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Tarset has stayed with me. My time there post-lockdown was 
grounding and creatively rich. I collected colours and shapes, 
but I didn’t draw. Returning for Full Circle I once again walked, 
but this time with drawing implements in hand.

To help me better understand and express my experience of 
Aphantasia, I developed a practice of drawing directly whilst 
in the landscape, experimenting with materials beyond pencil 
and paper, allowing drawings to break out of the sketchbook, 
letting go of doubt, and trusting the walk, the marks, and what 
emerges.

Imagine, screen print using unison colour pastels.
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Sketches for a Forest AI, film still, dimensions variable, Smuggler’s Rigg in Kielder Forest, 2021.

In 2020, between lockdowns, I embarked on a new project to research border forestry plantations over 
10 months on VARC’s ENTWINED programme. I filmed with local ecologists, foresters, farmers and 
conservationists, and wrote a speculative fiction narrative. This story was narrated by an ecologist 
who had gathered film footage five years ago for analysis by a new AI system for forestry management, 
who was returning to the material after an unspecified crisis. Coincidentally, five years have passed 
for me too, alongside the explosion of AI into our everyday lives, as I reviewed footage, recorded new 
soundscapes with Alyssa Moxley, and attempted to bring the film together.



Stringmaking with plant fibres, workshop led by Anna Corbett, Highgreen, July 2025.

During the first week of my 2013–2014 VARC residency, I learned to spin wool with 
Lizzie Kathiravel at Wool Gathering. That introduction sparked an entire body of work 
rooted in the wool and weaving heritage of the area.

Twelve years later, Lizzie and I sit together again, along with others, twisting plant 
fibres into cordage. A simple act, yet one that many anthropologists see as a vital 
human innovation, crucial to much of our material culture.

Full Circle has provided an opportunity to reflect more deeply on life’s cycles, the 
wonders of the natural world, the traditions and folklore surrounding wild plants,  
and the joy of reconnecting with people and places through collective making. 

Thank you to Lynda Bull for her contribution to the final installation.
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Full Circle, site specific installation with indigo dyed felted wool from Fransje Samson with sound 
composition featuring haiku written and read by Patrick Gabler, 150ft stone circular sheep stell on 
the moorlands of Highgreen, September 2025.

On these endless days
A sky draped in pure pigment
Of infinite blue

This Full Circle residency honours the place we 
have each called home over the past several years. 
Field recordings made throughout the seasons 
were entwined with original haiku poetry into a new 
musical composition inspired by Highgreen. Having 
first worked with Fransje Samson’s indigo dyed 
wool in 2016, to knit a year in time, I felt compelled 
to revisit her wool and dyeing techniques for this 
project. Our residency culminated in a collective 
gathering on the moors on September 6th 2025. 
People were invited to select one of a hundred small 
stones, each wrapped in four tones of indigo felt, 
to take with them on a walk. We gathered together 
within a stone circular sheep stell, the site for the 
sound composition to be experienced intimately 
through wireless headphones. Everyone in turn 
placed their wrapped stone, one by one, on top of the 
blue felted wall, completing a full circle ceremony. 
This piece will be left to nature, yet this unique 
community will stay remembered forever.



Clockwise from top left: Great Tit, Mistle Thrush, Nuthatch, Spotted Flycatcher, Goldcrest, Wren, LED birdsong pieces part of an ongoing project Songs of Place and Time, 30” diameter, 
created in collaboration with artist Tom Jordan and Geoff Sample, 2024.
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From the Hut series, charcoal medium on paper, 2024-2025.
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This catalogue celebrates the conclusion of VARC’s Full Circle 
programme and marks our 25th Anniversary. Heartfelt thanks 
are due to many people, including:
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