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The stage, argued the art critic and balletomane 
Adrian Stokes in the 1930s, is more than just the 
boards. It is also the rush of air that comes with 
the movements of curtains or flown set, and the 
displacement of it by the bodies of performers: 
‘If we are sitting in the front stalls we scent and 
feel the air of the stage when the curtain goes 
up. The dancer makes of that air a thing that 
seems tangible to us’ (1935: 54). Tracing lines in 
the air, and displacing it in eddies as they move, 
dancers not only work on or across the boards 
that ground them, but also on the atmosphere 
above. Movement on stage – or indeed in any 
theatrical space – is thus not only a matter of 
travelling across a surface, but is also a passage 
through a medium – air. In this article I argue 
for the necessity of thinking more extensively 
about this ‘tangible thing’, the air as it is 
shaped in performance. In doing so I consider 
how the exertion of the various pressures and 
movements of these shapings become meaningful 
aesthetically, in correspondence with the 
geographer Sasha Engelmann’s proposal that this 
‘be taken to mean the broader, not necessarily 
human organisation of the sensible’ (2015: 431).

Part of the difficulty of thinking about air in 
such terms, however, is that the experience of it is 
(as Peter Adey notes) ‘both personal and 
planetary’ (2014: 39); it is both in the body and 
beyond it. To become aware of the pressure or 
movement of air within or upon yourself as 
weather, breath, odour or disease is to be aware of 
shiftings within your personal circumstances, but 
also their embroilment in wider conditions. Air is 
a substance in its own right, but also the medium 
by which light, heat, sound, vapour and odour are 
made apparent. If air is sometimes thought of as 
insubstantial, then it is perhaps because this other 
‘stuff’ that shines, resonates or drifts through it 
seems so much more substantial by contrast. The 
‘forgetting of air’ for which Luce Irigaray 
lambasted Martin Heidegger is commonplace not 

only in philosophy, but across the humanities.1 
As Engelmann suggests, it has become ever more 
important to question ‘the metaphysical 
assumptions that favour land and territory as 
platform(s) for the study of discrete objects and 
beings’ (2015: 430), not least given the extent to 
which human interventions in climate must 
continue to assume cultural and political 
significance. However, despite the turn towards 
the material (new or otherwise) with which 
performance studies has latterly concerned itself 
(Schneider 2015), the ‘palpable absence’ of air 
(Connor 2010: 230) is largely missing from the 
discipline’s account. Although it is not an object as 
such, and presents no shape, heft or surface 
texture for either haptic or visual appraisal, air is 
experienced as ‘something’ nevertheless. What 
that something is runs across a continuum of 
respiration, weather, barometric pressure, 
moisture and mood, such that, despite its 
omnipresence, it is often avoided as a topic of 
discussion. In theatre and performance studies, 
concern for events on stage has meant that while 
respiration, weather and mood are often discussed 
in terms of their significance as representation or 
embodiment, their occurrence in the theatre as 
elemental components of an atmosphere 
circulating among its differing participants and 
spatial areas is largely ignored. A notable 
exception to this is Erika Fischer-Lichte, who 
observes in The Transformative Power of 
Performance that ‘performative space also always 
creates an atmospheric space’ (2008: 115). Drawing 
in part on the philosopher Gernot Böhme’s notion 
of an ‘aesthetics of atmosphere’, Fischer-Lichte 
gives attention to the material presence of air in 
performance, and, as a carrier medium for affect, 
to its aesthetic intensifications as sound, light and 
even odour:

Since atmosphere is constituted both by the actor’s 
presence as well the ecstasy of things, it impresses 
itself particularly intensely onto the perceiving 

1 Irigaray contends that 
Heidegger’s efforts to 
connect an existential 
Being to a sense of place – 
exemplified by a clearing in 
the forest – led him to 
understand it as essentially 
empty. In doing so, she 
argues, he neglects ‘the 
transparent levity of air’ 
that otherwise fills it, and 
makes Being possible: ‘Day 
and night, void and silence, 
appear and disappear in 
air’ (1999: 167).
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subjects. Atmosphere [sic] envelops the subjects who 
become immersed in them, penetrating the subjects’ 
bodies as light, sounds, or odors. (2005: 165–6)

However, although Fischer-Lichte draws her 
readers’ attention to performances that have 
deployed such intensifications, and despite 
repeatedly noting the presence or production of 
atmosphere for ‘perceiving subjects’, she gives 
relatively little discussion to the phenomenal 
detail of their perception per se.

In this article I consider air and aesthetics 
in Rosemary Lee’s and Simon Whitehead’s 
2016 performance Calling Tree, presented in St 
George’s Gardens in Bloomsbury, central London. 
Following Englemann’s provocation concerning 
metaphysical alternatives for being in air, I look to 
the example of its aesthetic conditioning in Lee’s 
and Whitehead’s performance. In Calling Tree 
bodies and sounds tumbled from the branches of 
two giant plane trees, weaving themselves around 
the bodies and sounds passing into the park from 
the city beyond. Far from an absence, I suggest, 
Calling Tree made of air a ‘palpable presence’, and 
it is to its acts of sensory conditioning that I will 
turn shortly. In doing so, I also look to suggest 
means by which theatre and performance studies 
might both draw upon, and make a meaningful 
contribution to, a range of scholarly interests 
in the aesthetics of atmosphere within cultural 
geography, architecture and philosophy among 
others. Significantly, although these cross-
disciplinary enquiries have regularly drawn upon 
‘choreography’, ‘staging’ and ‘performativity’ as 
metaphorical scaffolding, performance per se has 
received relatively little attention. The discussion 
of performance in respect of the aesthetics of 
atmosphere has to date been predominately 
pursued in either metaphorical or instrumental 
terms, as reflecting a mode of intentionality in the 
design of spaces and experiences (Bille et al. 2015), 
or as a tool for imaginative engagement (Böhme 
2013). Although it may bear some discussion in 
this regard, Calling Tree can be considered more 
directly in terms of the aesthetics of atmosphere.

In what follows I look to advance an aesthetics 
of atmosphere through the example of the 
Bloomsbury performance of Calling Tree. In part 
this involves a consideration of the imbrication 
of performers, trees and air in an ‘organisation of 
the sensible’ (Englemann 2015: 431). In doing so 

I describe a range of human–arboreal relations, 
both in Lee’s and Whitehead’s choreography, and 
in the attention to seeing within the medium 
of air that it enabled, particularly in the extent 
to which one’s visual sense was drawn up by 
it into the branches of the trees and to the sky 
beyond. Drawing on a range of perspectives 
that bring together aesthetics, atmospheric 
and environmental perception, I argue for the 
choreography of Calling Tree as making a tangible 
thing of air as a result. In my account of this 
I draw on interviews with Lee and Whitehead, 
both to give nuance to my own observations, 
and to explain the performance as an ongoing 
attunement to environmental conditions on the 
part of both performers and spectators.

Calling Tree is an ongoing project, designed to 
adapt and develop within differing locations, each 
selected on the basis of the presence of an ancient 
tree (or trees), within and around which the 
performance takes place. It was first presented in 
2014 as part of the Migrations festival in Betws-y-
Coed in Snowdonia National Park, and Lee and 
Whitehead have since reworked it for performances 
given in Bruce Castle Park in Tottenham, London 
(July 2016), and in central London in St George’s 
Gardens in Bloomsbury (October 2016). In this 
article, I focus primarily on the latter event, as the 
most developed instance of the work to date. In 
each presentation, Calling Tree sought not only to 
produce an aesthetic relation with trees, but also, 
through them, to give a sensual and material 
experience of one’s situatedness within the 
environment. As Whitehead explained, for both 
choreographers ‘to work with and reveal the mesh 
of connection with the trees … human, animal, 
atmosphere and other life was important. The 
natural and social ecology of each place was the 
material of the ongoing development of the work’ 
(Whitehead 2017). Whitehead’s work is frequently 
devised around long-term relationships to the 
natural environment,2 and, for Lee, trees have 
become significant players in her choreography 
since at least Square Dances (also in Bloomsbury) 
in 2011, but also in Under the Vaulted Sky, made for 
IF: Milton Keynes International Festival in 2014 in 
the city’s ‘Cathedral of Trees’ and in Liquid Gold is 
the Air, a video installation drawing on it. The 
presence of trees in these works is not simply as 
non-human others that may also be seen to 

2 http://www.
untitledstates.net/
walkstoilluminate/simon.
htm
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‘perform’ within the context of the choreography. 
As Lee told me, the shape of the tree and its 
arrangement relative to its setting – the bowl of 
the mountains in Betws-y-Coed, the open park at 
Bruce Castle or the eighteenth-century 
gravestones propped against an old brick wall 
encircling St George’s Gardens – were both means 
and structures around which she and Whitehead 
wove their choreography.

This choreography was also played out as 
movement within the boughs of the trees, woven 
together with artificial, ambient and organically 
produced sound. Throughout Calling Tree, voices 
tumbled from the tree canopy in the calls, poetry 
and songs of two human performers (Gisele 
Edwards and Milton Lopes in St George’s Gardens), 
and sounded eerily from megaphones raised and 
lowered from the branches. Singers variously raced 
across the open space beneath the canopy, 
meandered elegiacally or called across the park 
from a hiding place in the bushes.3 Meanwhile, 
birds sang, leaves rustled on the breeze and distant 
traffic thrummed, lending a tonal background to 
the songs and calls of the performers, sounding 
through the air, the medium that wrapped around 

park, tree, performers and spectators alike. The 
performers’ singing and movements aestheticized 
the audience’s experience of this medium as an 
ambience that resounded among and upon our 
bodies, underscoring the extent to which that 
ambience, like that of the tree, the traffic and the 
birdsong, was diffuse, enmeshed and mingled with 
the climate of its circumstances. Although the 
voices and movement of the singers on the ground 
were important to the performance (I will return to 
sound and listening later), for the most part I will 
give consideration to the atmospheric presence of 
the trees, and to Lee’s and Whitehead’s 
choreography within their canopy.

T H E  C H O R E O G R A P H Y  O F  A I R

In interviews Lee and Whitehead have each 
spoken of their wish – both in Calling Tree and in 
other works – to ‘engage our audiences with the 
environment around them’ (Lee 2017), as part 
of a need to respond to a growing concern over 
ecological crisis, while recognizing that in doing 
so ‘we didn’t want to make narratives’. Rather, 
as Whitehead suggested, their intention was to 
work with a ‘mesh’ of connections with the trees. 
A significant factor in approaching this ‘mesh’ 
was what Lee describes as the ‘somatic practice’ 
at the core of their movement work, which seeks 
to establish both an ideokinetic ‘visualizing’ of 
the form, feeling and dynamic qualities of the 
non-human world within dancers’ musculature, 
and also a tactile sensitivity that is responsive 
to other bodies, surfaces and environmental and 
atmospheric conditions. Their use of this practice 
did not lead to the dancers performing ‘as’ the 
trees, either in part or in whole, or to an invitation 
to the audience to conceive some sort of answer or 
message that might, as Carl Lavery has sceptically 
characterized it, ‘bring about behaviour change, 
more often than not, through some ecstatic 
or enchanted immersion in “environment” or 
“nature”’ (2016: 229). Rather, and perhaps more in 
line with Lavery’s call for a re-envisioning of ‘what 
the theatre medium “does”’, the bodily practice 
of this choreographic mesh might be better 
understood in terms of how the ‘distribution of 
organic and inorganic bodies in actual time and 
space creates sensations and experiences in the 
here and now’ (Lavery 2016: 230).

3 The latter in the case of 
St George’s Gardens.

■■ Gisele Edwards and 
Milton Lopes in Calling 
Tree (dir. Rosemary Lee and 
Simon Whitehead) 
St George’s Gardens, London, 
22 October 2016. 
Photo Ray Jacobs
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W E LT O N  :  M A K I N G  S E N S E  O F  A I R

To date, much of the writing that has sought 
to engage performance with ecological questions 
has been concerned with its efficiency in 
raising or addressing material and political 
anxieties over the impact of humans on the 
environment. As Dee Heddon and Sally Mackey 
argue, environmental issues such as climate 
change ‘do not easily fit theatre’s “cause and 
effect” dramaturgical model’ (2012: 171). 
Beyond this, some critics (Kershaw 2007; 
Arons and May 2012) have even gone so far as 
to claim theatre’s historical and institutional 
culpability in the present crisis facing the global 
environment. Within these critical anxieties, 
a central problem is the ontological status of 
performance per se, and while dance perhaps 
sidesteps the vexed issue of mimesis that dogs 
theatrical representation, like all performance, 
its ephemerality and scalar relation to human 
embodiment makes it an uncertain, slippery 
ground upon which to try and found political and 
ethical sensibilities or action. A significant effort 
in displacing these anxieties has been to focus 
on ‘becomings’ over ‘being’. As Petra Sabisch 
explains: ‘these becomings, these qualitative 
transformations are arepresentational processes 
that do not achieve their determination through 
mimetic operations (they do not imitate the term 
they become) but through assemblage’ (2011: 63). 
Like Sabisch, for Laura Cull, turning to relations 
over things allows attention to be given to the 
process of making and receiving performance 
over and above knowledge of its representations, 
so that the stage can be understood as ‘not just 
a place that represents the world as it is, but 
a place in which the world is staged in its process 
of becoming’ (2013: 515).

There is of course a risk that such intransitive 
assertions operate as a kind of sleight of hand, 
offering a reasoned but metaphorical account of 
things, and voiding themselves of an appropriate 
commitment to material objects and contexts. 
However, in considering the significance 
of ecology to dance and choreography, the 
imperative towards thinking actively in material 
terms provided by climate change is compelling. 
In their introduction to Readings in Performance 
and Ecology, Wendy Arons and Theresa J. May 
demand ‘material’ accounts of performance and 
ecology, in contradistinction to what they see 

as a problematic tendency to use the latter to 
explain the former in terms of ‘relations’ that 
rarely extend beyond the metaphorical. Indeed, 
they are scathing about the use of relational 
accounts of performance that

deploy ecology as a kind of aesthetic systems theory 
in order to describe the multifarious, dynamic, and 
interdependent relationships between, for example, 
production and reception, actors and space, or theater 
and its social context … [T]he use of “ecological” for 
rhetorical purposes tends merely to sanitise the term 
while eschewing its political as well as its material-
ecological implications. (2012: 3)

However, in keeping with George Lakoff’s 
and Mark Johnson’s long-standing aphorism 
that metaphors are ‘what we live by’ (1981), 
I argue that to eschew them is to disavow not 
only subjectivity, but also situatedness, and 
along the way a sense of how the non-human 
world gives ‘imperatives’ (Lingis 1998) to human 
understanding. As Alphonso Lingis asserts, the 
non-human world disposes or impels us towards 
sensory-motor understandings of how we might 
conceive of ourselves:

We do not simply perceive the sword-shaped outline 
of the sequoia; to see its reality is to see its inner lines, 
its upright posture and upward thrust of force. We 
perceive it with the stability of our stand supported by 
the ground and by the other trees and grassy mounds 
which support our upright posture on the same level as 
the sequoia, and we know its upward thrust of force as 
it pulls our gaze upward. (1998: 81)

Without anthropomorphizing them unduly, 
trees can be seen to share a physicality of sorts 
with humans. As with humans, their limbs are 
arranged in relation to a central trunk, and they 
have an upwards tendency away from the ground, 
both of which necessitate dynamic movement 
against gravity, rapid for humans, but at a vastly 
slower rate for trees. Even so, the strength of 
this supportive movement is as palpable as the 
metonymy of our forms. That the trees can be 
co-performers, in physical as well as metaphorical 
senses, does not seem too far-fetched when seen 
in these terms.

In perceiving the sequoia, Lingis argues, we 
feel the ‘imperative’ of its dynamic relations 
to the earth and to the sky, vital qualities by 
which it makes itself present in our awareness 
as an energetic ‘other’. My sense of relation to 
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the tree is not simply a rhetorical ingratiation 
with the non-human, but an intersubjective 
awareness of my own vitality as ‘coiled over’ (as 
Tim Ingold (2012) might have it) with that which 
I perceive in my arboreal other. To conceive of 
myself or others as ‘like the tree’ in this respect 
is to live with, rather than in abstraction from, 
it. Furthermore, seen through and in the space 
between the leaves and branches of trees, and in 
kinaesthetic awareness of it in their movement 
and sound, Connor’s ‘palpable absence of air’ 
becomes manifest. Just as I might feel the 
stability and thrust of the tree, the swirl and 
drag of air to which the bend and sway of its 
branches and leaves give expression is also 
apparent to me as a force that flows in and 
around my own body. It is a feeling that I know 
through its movement of skin, hair and lungs, as 
a barometric sensitivity, and in the sound of its 
rushing through the canals of my ears. Like the 
gestures of Stokes’ dancers, trees make of the 
climate ‘a thing of air’.

However, the question of what makes such 
experiences necessarily ‘aesthetic’ – or indeed, in 
the case of Calling Tree ‘choreographic’ – remains. 
As Yuriko Saito has argued of weather, 
environmental experiences are ‘thoroughly 
intertwined with and entrenched in our particular 
circumstances and activities, affecting and being 
affected by where we are and what we do’ 
(2005: 161); other than in extreme circumstances, 
the climate is so ‘everyday’ (in Saito’s terms) that 
it passes without notice. Indeed, she argues, this 
banality is intrinsic to it. Although the aesthetic 
framing of clouds, sunsets, etc. ‘as if’ they were 
artworks lends an aesthetic sensibility or 
perspective to beyond-human phenomena, the 
weather is most often simply ‘there’; it is not 
experienced at a distance but as the ‘conditions’ 
of the situation I happen to find myself in.4 
However, it would be a mistake to assume that in 
either their banality, or their extensions into the 
wider climate, these conditions have no bearing 
upon aisthesis – what Jacques Rancière calls ‘the 
sensible fabric of experience in which [works of 
art] are produced’ (2013: x). Indeed, such 
conditions are also the sensible fabric by which 
such ‘artworks’ are experienced or received.

To be or become ‘sensible’ in Rancière’s terms 
not only means an attunement to the sensory 

properties of individual objects, but also of one’s 
imbrication within atmospheric conditions. 
Although there may be no necessary cause and 
effect relationship between being in weather 
and one’s state of mind or feelings (being caught 
in the rain can be as much an affordance of joy 
as of gloom), such feelings are as recognizably 
climatic as subjective. Lee’s and Whitehead’s 
choreography sought just such an attunement, 
drawing spectatorial attention to trees, and 
through them to the air, and thus to climate. 
Although I have begun to suggest that Calling 
Tree attuned its spectators to its environment, 
I wish to resist the idea that the trees or their 
settings should be considered as only a ‘backdrop’ 
or setting, drawing attention, ultimately, to 
human performance.

Within the tree canopy in St George’s Gardens, 
some of the dancers’ movement involved flickering 
or swaying in echoes of leaves and branches. 
However, rather than simply offering a mimetic 
response to the appearance of the tree, the 
choreography also served as an embodiment of 
the strength and suppleness of boughs, as dancers 
bounced and flexed along the plane’s great arms. 
Where choreographies for theatrical stages are 
arranged across a horizontal surface, Edwards’ 
and Lopes’s performance in the trees meant 
giving consideration to vertical patterns, up and 
down the tree trunks, and across branches at 
differing heights. As Lee and Whitehead explained 
in interviews, the difficulties of balancing 
and moving at height meant that many of the 
dancers’ movements were relatively simple in 
choreographic terms. For Lee, the new challenges 
presented by each tree meant a return to ‘basic 
choreography’ in working with the dancers, asking: 
‘“What can you do sitting down, what can you do 
leaning that way?” It’s really minimal, but you have 
to wait for the tree to reveal what will work’ (Lee 
2017). Wearing red boiler suits in contrast to the 
pale grey of the tree’s bark, the dancers were also 
attached to it by safety harnesses, allowing them 
to lean out away from its support, or to dangle, 
spinning on the end of a line, controlled by rigging 
crew on the ground. Climbing, leaning, sitting, 
dangling or weaving their way through tangles of 
twigs, the dancers also made bird cries, and spoke 
fragments of poetry – calls and voices that tumbled 
through the air.

4 As I have argued 
elsewhere, concerns for the 
interplay of performance 
with ‘prevailing conditions’ 
have long shaped theatrical 
affects, from the concern 
for spectatorial ‘comfort’ 
expressed by Vitruvius, to 
the near ubiquitous 
installation of air-
conditioning technology in 
contemporary theatres (see 
Welton 2013).
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However, spectators were not lent a vicarious 
sense of ‘treeness’ by the dancers’ performance, 
or even of what being in its boughs ‘might be like’, 
but were instead offered an attunement to what 
John Dewey (1938) called the ‘pervasive qualities’ 
of their situation. This disclosure of the sensible 
fabric of the situation can also be seen in the 
relationship between dance and aerial space that 
Stokes saw in ballet, and is similar to that which 
he also perceived in sculpture in what he called 
the ‘carving aesthetic’. The work of the skilled 
sculptor, he argued, does not involve a building 
up, so much as a ‘cutting away’ that ‘causes its 
object, the solid bit of space, to be more spatial 
still’ (2002: 119). Elsewhere in his writings, 
reflecting on light shining on the Mediterranean 
Sea, seen through the windows of his Italian villa 
one morning, Stokes observed that ‘I had the new 
sensation that the air was touching things; that 
the space between them touched them, belonged 
in common; that space itself was utterly revealed’ 
(2014: 147). Without wanting to claim a ‘carving 
aesthetic’ for Calling Tree, this sense of the air 
as a space in touch with things (and thus also 
oneself), and that places them in common, was 
certainly something Lee and Whitehead sought to 
afford: ‘for people to be out of place for a while, 
to project themselves into a wider realm of sky, 
weather, flight and cosmos’ (Whitehead 2017).

In Calling Tree’s choreography, the devising 
and shaping of the dancers’ performance was 
underpinned by a somatic practice that sought 
to develop an ideokinetic relationship to their 
environment, simultaneously feeling, visualizing 
or otherwise imagining the connectedness of 
their own bodily movement to the material 
environment – earth, air, animal and so on. This 
practice allows performers a corporeal sensitivity 
to the forces informing their movement – 
such as, the aerodynamic movement of trees 
(‘aerodynamic’ in the sense both of moving 
air and of the movement of bodies through it). 
In interview, Lee spoke of her sense that the 
various trees involved in Calling Tree could be 
understood as ‘performing’ with their human 
collaborators in some respect, dictating ‘what 
was possible and what isn’t’ (Lee 2017). For the 
performers, this meant learning how to work with 
the idiosyncrasies of each tree’s physical qualities 
– the slipperiness of its bark, the availability 

of handholds, the difference between the more 
horizontally arranged boughs of the oaks to the 
more acute angles presented by those of the 
planes – but also the affective, or qualitative ‘feel’ 
of the atmosphere within its branches.

This led to the devising of an entirely new 
movement technique informed by the harnessing 
and climbing practices of the professional 
arborealists who advised the production. 
The performers and choreographers found 
that each tree also elicited shifts in their own 
sense of inhabiting or relating to it, so that the 
ancient oak in Betws-y-Coed acquired a sort of 
psychogeographic landscape in its boughs, with 
different areas variously referred to as ‘The Kop’, 
‘The Mosspit’, ‘Bat Opening’ and so on (Lee 2017). 
Although these referred to different parts of the 
tree, the mapping of imagery was also important 
in enabling the dancers to work in and with them. 
Retaining a clear idea of where one was in a given 
tree, and what sort of movement it afforded was 
significant. At first glance, it is fatuous to observe 
that how one moves about a tree’s branches is 
different from the stage. However, the flat and 
stable surfaces upon which dance is most often 
produced and trained for provide little preparation 
for the movement of branches in response to shifts 
in a performer’s weight, or to the separate agency 
of the wind. Similarly, basic suppositions about 
what one’s body can ordinarily achieve in terms of 
balance, speed or rhythm must be reimagined in 
relation to the unstable and irregular dynamics of 

■■ Milton Lopes in Calling 
Tree (dir. Rosemary Lee and 
Simon Whitehead) 
St George’s Gardens, London, 
22 October 2016. 
Photo Ray Jacobs
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the tree. As Lingis suggests, in looking at a tree, it 
is relatively straightforward to conceive of a vital 
and corporeal relationship with it. However, being 
in and moving with one is a different matter. 
Although it flexes, it does not bend as a jointed 
limb might, and does not actively transpose itself 
within space in response to or anticipation of 
one’s movement. Unlike the flat surface of a stage, 
it encloses and carves out aerial space.

A N  A E R O D Y N A M I C S  O F  S P E C T A T O R S H I P

Although bodily and environmental forms share 
resemblances that might be said to be metonymic 
rather than material – following Arons’ and 
May’s objections – as Mark Johnson affirms, such 
correspondences rest on more than just their 
visual appearance. Visual perception is invariably 
also kinaesthetic perception, a sensing not only 
of the relative movement of ourselves and other 
things within the environment but also of the 
dynamics of that movement:

tension has a meaning grounded in bodily exertion 
and felt muscular tension. Linearity derives its 
meaning from the spatial, directional, qualities of 
bodily motion. Amplitude is meaningful to us first 
and foremost as a bodily phenomenon of expansion 
and contraction in the range of a motion. (2007: 25, 
emphasis in original)

We understand these qualities as ecological 
relationships among things, environments and 
events, because they are also the terms of our 
bodily encounter. Indeed, as Timothy Morton 
somewhat mournfully observes, some degree of 
what he calls ‘ecomimesis’ seems inevitable in any 
effort to understand how ecological relations are 
formed: ‘I am unable to go beyond … ecomimesis, 
the (often) first-person rendering of situatedness 
“in.” This is not to endorse ecomimesis, but 
to recognise that there is no outside, no 
metalanguage’ (2013: 5). As much as one might 
quite readily conceive of a correspondence of 
tension, linearity or amplitude in one’s own 
movements relative to those of a tree, these 
qualities are also atmospheric. We feel the ‘tension’ 
of the air, in Johnson’s terms, in its presence in 
bodily exertion – not only shortness of breath, 
but in its quickening against the skin in running 
or waving our arms. It has ‘linearity’ as it flows 
around us as a breeze, or in the advancement of 

a cloud front. It has ‘amplitude’ in both barometric 
pressure shifts, and in the sense of contraction and 
expansion of its spatial range as our eyes lift up, or 
as theatre lights brighten, dim or focus.

Johnson’s selection of ‘tension’, ‘linearity’, and 
‘amplitude’ might also be terms plucked from 
a notional ‘choreographer’s handbook’ as words 
that describe the materiality of choreographic 
practice. Within new materialist criticism Rebecca 
Schneider notes the emergence of ‘choreography’ 
as a descriptor of ‘materialised thought’ that 
carries ‘something of the body with it’ (2015: 8). 
Whether rotating slowly in harnesses suspended 
from the branches of the planes, weaving and 
turning along them, or pausing to call out lines 
of poetry, Calling Tree’s dancers lent ‘something 
of the body’ to the ‘palpable absence’ of air. On 
the one hand, the presence of this performance 
above the heads of spectators drew attention to 
the expanse of the sky beyond, and, on the other, 
it ‘materialized’ (following Schneider’s terms) the 
dynamics by which tree, body and atmosphere 
‘coil over’. As discussed, the ideokinetic practice 
underpinning the dancers’ movements involved 
not only a sensitivity to the tactile, haptic and 
vital qualities felt in the tree, but also to those 
of the tension, linearity and amplitude of the air 
as they moved through and within the boughs. 
Although the choreography did not give structure 
or pattern to the air, in lending it ‘something of 
the body’, I argue that it also offered its audience 
a shared fabric of experience (in the sense of 
Ranciére’s aisthesis) of being together within 
the aerial medium. A further aspect of Lee’s and 
Whitehead’s choreography thus concerned the 
shaping and direction of spectatorial attention 
towards a bodily, or ‘haptic’ sense (to borrow 
from Tim Ingold) of one’s situatedness within 
a climatic or aerial space and medium.

Entering St George’s Gardens down a narrow 
lane from the streets of Bloomsbury meant 
passing over a physical threshold, but also an 
atmospheric one. Aurally and visually, the effect 
was of being released from the density and 
compression of the city into a space that opened 
itself to hearing and vision, as my attention moved 
more expansively towards sights and sounds that 
were less kinetically charged than on the streets 
beyond. Arriving in the park at the beginning of 
Calling Tree, I paused to take in this atmosphere 
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of relative tranquility, although the quietude 
that might seem to confer upon the performance 
is misplaced. Rather, in the opening of senses 
effected by the openness of the park itself, I was 
already given over to allowing my attention a less 
hurried, or intense effort towards its objects. 
It might seem contradictory at first to propose 
a walled garden covering less than a hectare of 
central London, filled with mature trees and 
shrubbery, as ‘open’. Certainly it is so visually and 
aurally in contrast to the density and noise of 
the city that surrounds it, although this is still to 
conceive of its open experience only in relation to 
its boundaries on the one hand, and the sensing of 
its difference from the urban environment beyond 
the walls on the other. Walking into St George’s 
Gardens, even without your attention heading for 
the tree canopy, the opening of its space is one 
that extends up, and around, as well as away from 
you. In a geometrical conception of space, the area 
between bodies, object and boundaries is ‘empty’. 
By contrast, the openness I am describing is one 
filled with air, awareness of which is a sense of 
one’s own opening in and to it so that ‘a moving 
body of enveloped gas and a moving body of wind 
are in almost complete “agreement” – the former 
moves with the latter’ (McCormack 2009: 33). 
Furthermore, what one notes of such ‘agreement’, 
as Derek McCormack puts it, is that it is hard to 
describe quite when, how and on the basis of what 
causation such concordance has occurred.

Lee and Whitehead had originally begun 
preparatory work on Calling Tree in 2008, as part 
of a commission for the Choreodrome research 
and development programme run by London 
dance venue The Place, in which the trees and 
the performances within and around them were 
imagined in an urban setting. As Whitehead 
explained: ‘we kept on returning to this image 
of people in trees – climbing, calling, agitating 
a space, and it was an urban space’ (Whitehead 
2017). As it transpired, the first commission for 
the work was instead not only in a rural landscape, 
but one that opened out to the expansive 
wilderness of the mountains of Snowdonia 
National Park. At first glance, the distinctions 
between Betws-y-Coed and St George’s Gardens 
might seem to suggest radical difference, in which 
the contextual incongruities between them (not 
least the urban and the rural) offer contrasting 

means of understanding the work. Although not 
ruling these out, in either instance, this rests 
upon having a ‘landscape’ view of the tree and its 
performers, seen against the background of their 
context. By contrast, as I have begun to suggest, 
Calling Tree allowed spectatorial attention to open 
up and within, as well as across its setting, and 
in the tree canopy in particular. As Whitehead 
argued, this opening both reveals the tree as 
composing, or holding an atmospheric space, but 
also, in looking up one sees that it is as much in 
the sky as it is attached to the ground:

The view of the trees in the sky, inhabited by people, 
was the point of view that Rosie and I experienced 
during most of the making, it was a foundation. For 
me, this opened up the realm of air, weather, light and 
atmosphere, in which we were composing together. 
(Whitehead 2017)

Looking into the aerial envelope of the tree 
canopies rather than at them is to experience 
a sense of opening out, up and into a climatic 
space they give expression to. However, finding 
your vision thus diffused within an aerial 
medium, rather than attached to an object, need 
not be conceived as an abnegation of subjective 
experience, but as one in which, in Francois 
Jullien’s terms, ‘the situational has prevailed over 
the personal’ (2011: 15, emphasis in original). 
Noticing the opening of a tree to the sky allows 
me to see into one and the other, and is also 
an experience of opening in myself, as Tim 
Ingold proposes, expanding on Merleau-Ponty’s 
conception of the ‘flesh’ of the perceived world: 
‘the painter does not just observe the tree; he 
observes with it – with eyes that have already 
absorbed into their ways of looking the tree’s 
looming phenomenal presence’ (2012: 84).

Walking slowly into St George’s Gardens and 
gradually looking upwards towards the dancers in 
the trees, I experienced my vision as diffuse, and 
mingling within the wider climate of the sky, rather 
than attached to a particular object. As I walked 
slowly and looked upwards I was disconnected 
from the conventional flow of the environment 
as it unfolds in the visual field of forwards-facing, 
bipedal human locomotion (Gibson 1986). As 
a result, my sense of looking was dissociated from 
the corresponding kinaesthesis that ordinarily 
couples with vision. It is awkward to look upwards 
while walking, partly because of the physical effort 
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of tilting one’s head, and the cautious movement 
necessitated by being unable to see potential trip-
hazards, but also because it confuses the sense of 
what James Gibson termed ‘optic flow’ within the 
visual field contrary to environmental constants 
in human embodiment such as gravity and the 
horizon. As Gibson asserted:

The horizon is perpendicular to the pull of gravity … 
in short, the horizon is horizontal. With reference to 
this invariant, all other objects, edges, and layouts 
in the environment are judged to be either upright 
or tilted. In fact, the observer perceives himself to 
be in an upright or tilted position relative to this 
environment. (1986: 164, emphasis in original)

Casting my gaze up into the canopy of the planes 
and through the crenellations of their leaves to the 
sky above, my vision seemed curiously unanchored 
to my body and to move beyond me, making my 
sense of my own locomotive self (temporarily at 
least) similarly diffuse, and mingled, somehow, 
with the leaf canopy and with the sky.

Leaving the animistic potential of this arboreal 
and empyrean mingling to one side in favour of 
the terms of perception per se, the diffuse sense 
of body engendered by Calling Tree provides an 
example of what Gernot Böhme (2013) suggests is 
the ‘in-between’ phenomenology of atmospheric 
experience. Walking slowly through St George’s 
Gardens, looking upwards, and with no horizon 
line to be perceived against my proprioceptive 
sense of bodily arrangement against gravity, 
my visual sense was that of a movement up and 
away from my body. Although this took in the 
branches and the trembling of the remaining 
autumn leaves, in extending my gaze through 
them to the sky beyond, this was the seeing of 
a visual medium – the light-filled air of the sky 
– rather than an object per se. As Tim Ingold has 
argued (2005, 2010, 2012) light and weather are 
visual experiences of the medium of air. Following 
Gibson’s observation that there must not only 
be sensory receptors and an object of attention 
for perception to occur, but also a medium that 
affords it (such as sunlit air), Ingold argues for 
seeing as an experience of that medium.

Like Böhme, Ingold regards such perceptual 
experiences as co-extensive with aesthetics, 
insofar as what one sees ‘cannot be identified 
as fixed, essential attributes of things, but 
are rather processual and relational. They are 

neither objectively determined nor subjectively 
imagined but practically experienced’ (2010: 30); 
they arise both in and as the medium of 
seeing. However, Ingold also charges that the 
aesthetics of atmosphere too often downplay ‘the 
meteorological’ in favour of ‘the affective’, and 
he urges that ‘we need to refill the atmosphere 
with the material stuff of air’ (2010: 81). Although 
he has written extensively on architecture and 
‘dwelling’, the ‘material stuff of air’ in Ingold’s 
writing is rarely contained within a building. 
Rather, being ‘in it’ is most often a matter of 
being outside on beaches, mountains, heaths or 
in forests, with human perception mingling with 
the natural. As I have argued elsewhere, however, 
concern for the material stuff of atmosphere 
has a long-standing history in the theatre, 
never more so than in the air-conditioning that 
serves the majority of performances within its 
contemporary institutions (see Welton 2012). 
Ingold is too astute a scholar of both aesthetic 
and environmental understandings to propagate 
the kind of division along the lines of nature and 
culture that the above might appear to entail, 
although his deferral to the natural world as the 
heuristic of atmospheric perception is telling, 
particularly when contrasted with that of Böhme, 
who sees theatrical practice as paradigmatic of the 
production of ‘tuned spaces’ (2016: 32). For Ingold, 
the theatrical conception of space that Böhme 
and others evince rests upon a fictional account 
of atmosphere ‘as if air that filled the as if space 
behind the proscenium, where it was breathed 
not by the actors themselves but by the characters 
they impersonated’ (Ingold 2012: 78). However, 
as Stokes’ balletic curtain raiser suggests, the 
movement of the real air in the space behind the 
proscenium does not so much diminish theatrical 
experience as enhance and enliven it.

Although he is greatly concerned otherwise for 
the poiesis of design, craft, dance and numerous 
other modes of making, for Ingold perception 
is a climatic possession by the elemental rather 
than an attentive movement with and through it 
brought about by compositional or choreographic 
means. I want to argue, however, in keeping with 
Böhme’s understanding of atmospheric experience 
as ‘in-between’ environmental qualities and 
subjective awareness, that Calling Tree can be 
understood as a choreography of air, firstly in 
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the embodied relationship to trees it generated, 
and, through them, to the climatic ‘weatherworld’ 
to which they give dynamic expression. As 
Whitehead suggested: ‘a large orientation for us 
was to encourage people to look upwards, to catch 
the activity in the tree framed within the sky. And, 
perhaps momentarily, for people to be out of place 
for a while, to project themselves into a wider 
realm of sky, weather, flight and cosmos’ (2017).

C O N C L U S I O N

‘I wonder about the trees’, wrote Robert Frost in 
The Sound of the Trees in 1916:

We suffer them by the day
Till we lose all measure of pace,
And fixity in our joys,
And acquire a listening air.
They are that that talks of going
But never gets away. (2015: 115)

Frost’s poem considers the strangeness of the 
diffusion of one’s attention among trees, and the 
corresponding commixing of the trees themselves 
with their climatic situation. The curious 
‘listening air’ it describes not only mingles human 
sensibility with the climatic, but also conceives 
of the air as filled not with sound, so much as the 
perception of it. Why should we care so much 
about the listening air that trees present us, Frost 
asks, when it pulls us from our subjective position 
without then sending or reaffirming it elsewhere?

Standing beneath the planes of St George’s 
Gardens, the trees and their canopies were too 
large for my whole visual field to compass. During 
the performance my gaze moved over and around 
them and against the sky visible through their 
leaves and branches, just as my listening moved 
through an air of murmurs, cries and songs, 
without being drawn to seize firmly upon one 
or another. My attention was not drawn to them 
as persons, objects or features, but as they were 
subsumed within atmospheric conditions – the 
listening air of trees, sound and light – that 
exceeded both them and me. The air of St George’s 
Gardens was alive with sounds, a medium that 
wrapped around park, tree, performers and 
spectators alike. The performers’ singing and 
movements aestheticized our experience of this 
medium as ‘a listening air’ – a sensing of an 
atmosphere that resounded among and upon our 

bodies – and underscored the extent to which 
that atmosphere – like that of the tree, the distant 
traffic and my own attention – was diffuse, and, in 
Frost’s terms, without a measure of pace or fixity.

Lee’s and Whitehead’s choreography for Calling 
Tree not only invited attention to human–
arboreal relations, but also the attunement of 
an environmental sensibility that extends from 
the material to the climatic. As Bruce Ballard 
observes, ‘attunement is always Being tuned to’ 
(1991: 28) – in this instance an attunement to 
the ‘coiling over’, ‘commixing’ or mingling of 
bodily, environmental and aesthetic conditions. 
Furthermore, the sensitivity to atmosphere Calling 
Tree affords binds politics to aesthetics by making 
sensual encounters with climate meaningful. 
This can be read in a banal way as a call to greater 
awareness or care for the environment in a time 
of ecological crisis, or, as I propose, as exposing 
the challenge of that crisis to the imperative of 
‘care’ in the first instance. Leaving to one side the 
inevitable problem of anthropomorphizing the 
non-human world, how should we care for, or feel 
cared for by, a climate that, despite our concerns 
for its catastrophe (which are underpinned by 
cares for ourselves), is indifferent to us?

The need to engage the climate with ‘care’ – if 
that suggests an urge towards a sensitive attention 
to its condition – has perhaps never been more 
pressing than in our present circumstance. We 
are irrevocably in the changes occurring to our 
climate, as well as being their witness. We must 
surely care about this, but how should we do so, 

■■ Gisele Edwards and 
Milton Lopes in Calling 
Tree (dir. Rosemary Lee and 
Simon Whitehead) 
St George’s Gardens, London, 
22 October 2016. 
Photo Richard Washbrooke
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when the changes in the medium that supports 
human being affect us not simply as subjects, but 
as a species? As Dipesh Chakrabarty suggests, 
‘climate change poses for us a question of 
a human collectivity, an us, pointing to a figure 
of the universal that escapes our capacity to 
experience the world’ (2009: 222). It is certainly 
over-presumptuous to propose that the arts might 
meet that challenge, but at the very least, as in 
Calling Tree, they might sensitize or attune us to 
our experience in common in climate. Looking 
upwards into the trees, and into the listening air 
of Calling Tree, was not to experience either ‘a 
figure of the universal’ or a ‘common reality’, so 
much as one’s own sensibility as a matter of both 
body and atmosphere. Finding oneself, like the 
trees, moving in and with the listening air was 
not a loss of self, but an experience of ‘something 
of the body’ as a tangible element of the medium 
that supports, circulates and extends beyond its 
situation, and that sustains it, making sense.
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