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Abstract 
This chapter attempts to reveal my personal hopes and fears about 
my process, whilst documenting and conjuring a sense of creating 
Calling Tree in Bruce Grove Park, Tottenham. I particularly explore 
my relationship with the audience, with the tree itself, and the ways 
in which I navigate the complexities of new and existing invisible 
boundaries in the park, between communities and individuals. I 
reflect on the profound effect my encounters with unsuspecting 
audience members that I meet as the work is made have on me, and 
as a result question what matters to me as an artist.  
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Since 2014 Simon Whitehead and I have been developing our collaboration on Calling Tree.2 Located in and 
around a mature tree in a public site, and working with a team of aerialists, singers and performers we 
created a durational performance made up of cycles of songs, movement and messages. Originally 
commissioned by Migrations, the first Calling Tree in 2014 was created for a mature oak tree in the heart of 
Betws y Coed, North Wales.3 We then went on to develop the project further for two London locations; in 
Tottenham for LIFT 2016 in and under the huge boughs of the 500-year-old oak tree in Bruce Castle Park,4 
and in Bloomsbury, presented by The Place and Bloomsbury Festival in and around the elegant London 
Plane trees of St George’s Gardens.5 

Each is a response to the trees themselves, their unique site and to the communities – human and otherwise 
– which share the trees’ environments. Reaching out to the surrounding neighbourhoods, an associated
programme of activities was also developed with the local people and woven into the daily performances.
Using the tree as a gathering point, these ranged from performances by a community choir, spoken word and
dance events, local history and nature walks, and talks with artists, ecologists and bird specialists.

This writing focuses on Calling Tree in Tottenham July 2016, where the performers were Gisele Edwards, 
Milton Lopes, Alesandra Seutin and Ben Stammers with a visiting singing ensemble of six young women 
gathered especially for the event. 

Calling Tree is a collaborative project, hence the occasional use of collective pronouns, however what you 
read is my personal experience of the work. 

When writing about people who made a particular impression on me during the work in Tottenham, I am 
aware of the risk of ‘othering’. However, I have chosen to describe people in this way to illustrate, honour and 
celebrate the rich diversity of my neighbouring borough Tottenham in Haringey, described by its MP David 
Lammy as “one of the most ethnically diverse constituency in the country”.6 The descriptions also reflect 
memorable features of our interactions. 
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As performance makers some of us must, to some degree, imagine 
ourselves as our audience.7 How else are we to gauge and imagine what 
their experience is except through our own perception? Theatre maker and 
composer Graeme Miller8 once said he sometimes imagined his audience 
as himself in various guises; ill-fitting clothing, wigs and sunglasses. He 
said it partly in jest, but it is an image that has stayed with me. It doesn’t 
feel quite as tangible as that in my experience; instead the audience feels 
like an invisible force, a presence, a silent void. Their absence feels 
tangible while I am making the work. Like ghosts of the future, they stream 
around the creative process, poking, shaping, directing, stalling it. 

I want to connect with my audience empathically – does that require me to 
know something about them? All I can know when it comes down to it is 
what I think I know about humanity – what I think I have some remote 
chance of touching or moving. In turn I would like the audience to 
empathise with the work itself and the dancers in front of them, to feel with 
them and for them. 

I make work for an audience of strangers. I desire a relationship with them 
which I also want to shape. I want it to have intimacy even though I only 
meet them vicariously through the work. This leads to a tangle of 
empathetic connections, all imagined and hoped for, all quite delicate and 
vulnerable. 

When an audience enters the ‘black box’ space of a theatre, many things 
are already choreographed, without the piece even having begun: the 

“Only connect!”7  

Tottenham Encounters 

Elaine and her son, visiting 
every day 
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timing of their entrance, the light settings they enter into, what they can 
see, how they will sit, when they might exit and how. I can sit in the empty 
theatre, and imagine the empty stage being transformed by the work, my 
body in roughly the same position as the audience member who will sit 
there in the future, my sitting bones pressing into the seat as theirs will be. 

When I am creating site-specific work, the presence of the future audience 
is more elusive, less captive, less controlled. I pace out the space the 
audience will stand in, one good stride per person, then I put my feet into 
their shoes one by one. I think of the elderly, the wheelchair user, the tiny 
and the tall, the tired and the energetic. 

If planning a promenade performance, I dream of them understanding 
when and where to go, being respectfully hushed and engaged, knowing 
the right distance to keep between them and the performance – the perfect 
audience in other words. Is that the same as Graeme Miller’s audience of 
himself? Perhaps imagining that “perfect” audience helps me figure out 
how to help them be that, at least give them as many clues as I can, to 
help them conform to my notion of the performance they are going to make 
for me. In reality, they become an extension of the cast and their score 
needs crafting in a similar way to the arc of logic through the work itself. 
They are themselves an intrinsic part of that logic, their movement, pace 
and attention affects the flow of the entire work. 

Working in public spaces I notice many invisible lines; not just the personal 
kinespheres in and around ourselves and our project, but also the 

Children who became 
stewards (p.204) 

Afghan mother with two 
lively sons (p.205) 

Tall man, purple turban, 
little fluffy dog, on daily run 

Distant man with his pack 
of dogs (see p.207) 
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unspoken, embedded dividing lines in cities between locations and 
communities, as well as those we create and project around others. This 
first struck and shook me when I visited Derry/Londonderry to consider 
making a new work there. There were surveillance cameras, wire fences, 
concrete foundations where the watch towers used to be, and stone city 
walls proudly presented with their canons still pointing outward. These 
harsh, visible boundaries betrayed the invisible lines (be they past or 
current) between houses, shops, graves, and people, convincing me to 
cross them physically and metaphorically in the new work. Tiptoeing, 
running, skateboarding, cycling across them gently, willfully, easily, in and 
out of the Bogside9 and the Fountain,10 carefree and oblivious of the 
historic hatred that for a few still envelops each territory. Without,11 the 
seven-screen video installation that resulted from my first walk on the city 
wall, portrays a city where people can move, appear and disappear 
anywhere. The figures are as much ghosts of the past as visions of future 
inhabitants. 

Coming then to a village in Wales, a park in Tottenham and public gardens 
in Bloomsbury for the most recent outdoor project Calling Tree, I am 
acutely aware of the boundaries we set up ourselves. Perhaps reawakened 
by the experience of working in Derry where for every step a performer 
took – whether that step was into uncharted territory of the ‘other’ or on 
their home turf – I made it my practice to imagine how that might feel. Not 
only for the performer, but for the passers-by who would witness them live 

Librarian who climbed tree 
as a child 

Gentle gardeners 

Kind Dave 

Man in hoody, his mate 
and his dog (see p.208) 

Woman praying on her 
knees at bench 

Woman in coat pacing 
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as they were being filmed, and for their relatives, friends and the general 
public who might come to watch the subsequent video installation. 

I feel that we – human beings that is – live in times where we are trying to 
expose these invisible dividing lines and sometimes redraw them afresh. 
Some aim to mark them with more force indelibly onto the landscape and 
others aim to erase them, hoping for a free flow of thoughts, ideas and 
people. I can sense myself doing that personally, drawing and rubbing out 
chalk or charcoal lines around myself or/and my work. I can sense myself 
preferring the blur. 

To blur a line that one has noticed in a park – between the families and the 
drinkers and smokers of varied substances, the sane and the insane, the 
bathed and the unbathed, the poor and the rich – takes direct action: 
literally walking and forging a new desire path12 across the grass; changing 
the silent, accepted, unspoken choreography of the public space. Just as in 
Derry when I walked from the Bogside to the Fountain, smiling slightly 
awkwardly at anyone I met, in Tottenham I contemplated striding across to 
the drinkers (one of whom, every time I turned to look at them was weeing 
against a tree). I mostly thought the better of it, and instead approached 
them sideways, via longer diversions along paths to walk past them and 
acknowledge them with smiles and small talk. To cross that open expanse 
directly to them, head on, would have felt too strong a statement, 
potentially too threatening to them. It was as if there was an accepted 
invisible fourth wall in that no man’s land between us, across that vast 
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expanse of open grass. They watched us from under their tree and we 
watched them from under ours. It was completely amicable, respectful, and 
accepted, both of us entertaining each other; but that open space between 
us remained for the most part uncrossed directly until our performer Ben 
Stammers (who periodically sprinted through the park complete with loud 
megaphones playing bird calls) arrived and the rules of the work meant he 
ran directly across that divide. Simple choreographic choices subvert the 
human geography of the park for brief moments like a cat among the 
pigeons. 

When we began working on Calling Tree, we decided we would make 
ourselves available to talk to locals and passers-by during the on-site 
making process. This simple decision became a personal challenge for me. 
During the first half of our residency, before I got too caught up in the 
mechanics of the performance we were creating, I would make myself 
acknowledge and speak to literally anyone who looked up, or glanced at 
us, however shyly. 

Initially we adopted this open, extroverted approach in order to engage with 
the users of the space in which we were resident, to allay any fears and to 
feed the work itself by our growing knowledge of the tree’s human 
community. We were, after all, climbing their tree, filling it with ropes. This 
could raise alarm for local people. The danger of artists metaphorically 
parachuting in and out without thought of the disruption of the familiar and 
often treasured space is one I want to avoid at all costs. Interventions into 
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tree to get over huge 

arguments with her husband 

Laughing Polish granny, 
embarrassed grandson 

translating 

Older women walking 
together for fitness 

Fitness coaches 
pounding the air 

Boy on his bike, stays 
ten hours 

Rosemary Lee 191 



public spaces may be accepted when the viewer knows it is a one-off, but 
our taking up residence in and beneath a tree for a longer period of time 
could be seen as anything: odd, threatening, fool hardy, hippy, leftie, self-
righteous, insensitive, alien, arrogant, entitled. Who were we – protestors 
or tree surgeons? For others it was a welcome change: affirming, 
adventurous, stimulating, poetic, hopeful, joyful. I had imagined myself into 
the minds of everyone, tasting those contrasting reactions to us being in 
their public space, from the most wary and aggressive, to the most 
welcoming and gracious. These are my imagined audiences of strangers. 

Paradoxically, putting myself into their shoes and minds (as I imagined 
them; as if I knew?) has the danger of paralyzing me as an artist, but I do it 
in the wishful hope it might help me create work that can touch a range of 
people whose lives I cannot in truth begin to imagine; indeed, strangers. 

These usual imaginings of the future audience were redundant here; now 
here they were in broad daylight, everyday. There was no need to imagine 
them and I couldn’t and I shouldn’t ignore them (as we often do, going 
incognito into a theatre audience and hiding at the back). The self-imposed 
challenge (which, I confess, slightly obsessed me) of talking to anyone who 
glanced our way became part of my daily practice. 

I became aware of how many people I would normally not think to 
acknowledge; unconscious engrained choices. I suspect in most public 
contexts I am less likely to make spontaneous eye contact with men unless 
elderly or very young. I probably now avoid eye contact with teenagers for 
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fear of embarrassing them. I avoid eye contact with people from some 
other cultures for fear it might be misinterpreted. I certainly avoid eye 
contact with people I suspect to have mental health issues. All that had to 
be cast aside. I assumed a different character on some level. Perhaps 
having a directorial role in a public place gave me some kind of strange 
and welcome confidence, or perceived opening to perform, to be other than 
my norm with strangers. It gave me a sense of security. 

The tangible, solid presence of the tree in Tottenham provided a safe 
space where I could return to my colleagues. Perhaps being with a tree 
gave me permission and a point of contact much as having a dog or baby 
does. The living tree holds no judgment and makes no assumptions; it is 
neutral in its tree-ness, and therefore safe. It has nothing to prove, it is 
non-threatening. Talking about the tree and our relationship to it allowed 
conversations to start between strangers more easily. Maybe this tree, with 
its extraordinary sculpted form and its incredible age particularly drew 
strangers together for moments of contact and often shared wonder. 

I am wary of suggesting the tree is anything other than itself in its tree-ness 
and is both no one’s and everyone’s. Nevertheless, this tree has a real and 
profound affect on me personally. After spending almost four continuous 
weeks under its boughs, on the day after our project ended I found myself 
finding an excuse to go back to be with the tree again. The tree offered me 
a tangled canopy against the summer sky, a living, sculpted presence, 
revealing its extraordinary ecosystem and reminding me of my place in it. It 

Lyrics of Terry Mann’s song 
commissioned for Calling Tree 

Listen, 
listen, listen, 

I hear a tree rustling in the 
evening wind. 

Branches twist out of me, 
leaves whisper in my ribs. 
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became my home for a brief while, helping me reflect on what it is to be 
part of the human species, sharing the elements with the tree and all its 
inhabitants. It helped me sense more tangibly my connectedness as one 
particular species of many. It is said an oak tree sustains up to 284 species 
of insect, up to 324 taxa of lichen,13 let alone the birds and mammals; we 
are one of those mammals along with the squirrels. When living abroad for 
five years what I missed most were mature, deciduous trees, particularly 
oaks. Noting that the absence of familiar trees and other flora around me 
made me feel less rooted and more alien, I often assume that must be the 
case for others. Perhaps in pointing out the great oak’s presence and 
features to local people, some of whom were first generation immigrants, I 
might in some sense affect their sense of belonging. 

Unsettling me though was that whilst a symbol of stability, strength and 
endurance for many countries, the oak is also associated with royalty and 
establishment for some English people. I was heartened to learn that the 
oak tree was originally the symbol of the working people as it provided 
such an abundance of acorns for their pigs14 and only relatively recently 
acquired a different connotation. The desire to subvert this hijack of the 
oak’s symbolism shaped how I approached Calling Tree in Tottenham. This 
great oak grew in an ancient royal hunting ground and now stands in a 
public space to be enjoyed and protected by working people. In its 
stillness, in its colossal presence and in its naturalness, it provides a focal 
common point for us all across our other divides of culture, experience, 
income, colour or gender. 

Be still a moment. 
Be still a moment, be still. 

Flesh of flesh, 
bone of my bone you are, 

we can never be torn apart; 
bliss or woe, 
bliss or woe. 

Breathe in, 
breathe out 

human being stand by me: 
no judgment, 
no judgment, 
no judgment. 
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No human has created it except to aid its life by erecting crutches for its 
lower branches and tending to its wounds and scars, protecting the ground 
around its roots. It is a visual reminder of our tending of nature, of this 
elder, our human kindness to another species and our respect for it. 
Equally its scars, its contorted shape and weight remind us of its age, its 
incremental growth towards the light and space, it is a visual, three 
dimensional image of one life through five centuries, doing its thing, being 
itself. It is wild but un-scary. In Chinese the term wild can be translated as 
self-ablazement.15 We see the tree being itself as we do a child or a dog, 
unselfconsciously. The old saying “never work with children and animals” is 
precisely because of their self-ablazement. They will always upstage you; 
the same might apply to trees. 

We learn about and understand each other through our presence. Just as I 
use my own presence in teaching, by modeling a state I would like to 
transfer by proximal osmosis into the students’ bodies, I try to also use it to 
calm audience members in outdoor work. Sometimes people’s frustration 
and fear of the unknown affects them physically – they seem literally 
‘knotted’ by their discomfort. I will stand with them, still, calm and quiet, 
slowing and lowering my voice in the hope it will encourage them to take a 
moment to just watch and wait, let them settle inward a little and rely less 
on their cerebral first response in an encounter with the unfamiliar. It does 
not always work if at all but I keep trying, against the odds. It strikes me 
that a tree might have this affect. Does its living silence and apparent 

Breathe, 
breathe with me. 

Listen to this tree, 
listen, wake up; 

we are all part of this. 
Don’t go back to sleep. 

Listen, 
waken, 

breathe. 
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stillness calm us? Facilitate people talking together? Give us a different 
sense of time? 

Graeme Miller observes that relationships thrive better with a ‘third space’16 
present. I remember the best conversations I had with my mother as a 
teenager were often side-by-side in a car, our talk mediated by the third 
space of the road ahead and the windscreen wipers. For Calling Tree the 
tree became the third space, a neutral presence/being, a conduit for 
connection. 

The tree in all its tree-ness perhaps enabled these little conversations to 
flourish. Any apparent differences between us seem lessened in the 
presence of this living being. At the start of the project when walking 
through all the green spaces in Tottenham we could see on the A to Z,17 
we turned the corner round the museum in Bruce Castle Park and there it 
was; it quite literally took my breath away. A huge low ancient oak like 
something from an 18th century pastoral landscape painting, its huge 
branches twisting out in all directions. I imagined it standing in the very 
centre of the borough reaching out metaphorically to all corners of 
Tottenham, one of the most richly diverse areas in Europe. Unlike the tall 
oak in the valley in Wales where, from the top most branches, the 
performers called out excerpts of Rilke’s poetry, the words ricocheting off 
the mountains, this Tottenham Oak18 was a gathering tree.1 9 

Flesh of flesh, 
bone of my bone you are, 

flesh of flesh, 
bone of my bone you are, 

flesh of flesh, 
bone of my bone you are. 

 
 
 
 

Listen, 
stand, 

don’t go back to sleep.19 
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Bringing work – not just the art work itself but the process, the presence of 
the team and myself – into these public realms means I don’t only 
experience the relationship with our audience vicariously through the 
finished work itself. Instead we meet them face to face from day one. At 
first I felt I might be preparing them to be the audience I secretly desire for 
the finished work. But I realized that wasn’t going to be the case in 
Tottenham. Our audience here might desire a chat but not to see the work 
at all. They had no interest. I surprised myself by feeling completely alright 
about this. Somehow these encounters were more fulfilling to me than 
meeting the ‘proper’ audience at the final performance. 

Memorable successes of Calling Tree in Tottenham for me are the 
meetings with the boy on his bike who stayed all day, the families, the 
woman in full hijab who finally sat with me gripping my arm, the man with 
the five Alsatians who shared a sentence with me in passing that 
reaffirmed the power of making art work. Were it not for Calling Tree these 
tender moments of transformation could not have occurred. The making of 
this work becomes the conduit for these meetings. 

These meetings in their small way affirm our aims for Calling Tree: to 
gently remind the users of the park of their arboreal silent companions. I 
hope the work engages them in their role of both stewards of the tree and 
humble onlookers too - as connected. Maybe they can feel the tree is as 
much theirs as anyone’s and no one’s; perhaps it allows them to have a 
moment of reflection on life, nature and its wondrous interconnectedness. 
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This is probably wishful thinking. Though I don’t know all their names, I 
miss them. 

I wonder why these encounters remain so very poignant for me still so long 
after. Perhaps they helped me feel more part of the wide world of humans 
out there; I can belong with them without hiding away my loves and ways of 
seeing the world. 

What sustained me as a younger artist was, I admit, my hope that my work 
might move people, based on what I thought and hoped I knew about 
humanity. Coupled with this desire was a belief that if I got the overall 
structure and concept right and trusted my art form enough, it would work 
on its own, despite me and my frailties and doubts. 

When I bring my work to the everyday, the ordinary, into people’s domestic 
lives, crossing their daily path to the newsagent or interrupting their fitness 
regime, I am challenging my unspoken, imagined and hard to articulate 
desires and beliefs. Pulling this precious personal construct into the cold 
light of day where there is no support of the theatrical conventions and 
architecture seems brutal, but an ultimate challenge for me as an artist to 
confront. It puts the entire process and work itself under renewed personal 
and public scrutiny. I wonder sometimes if I am trying to impose the work 
and myself to greater challenges to test them. Am I a saboteur of my own 
unwritten artist’s mission statement or manifesto? 

Similarly, the dawning that what remains for me after the fleeting 
performance is gone is the memories of those people I spoke to during the 

Rosemary Lee 203 



process. Does that blot out the artwork itself? Does the fact that I desire 
the audience to notice the tree, and their surrounding in relation to 
themselves obliterate the performance? Perhaps this is all part of the 
drawing and rubbing out of the chalk or charcoal lines. Am I erasing the 
very work I try to make? Rubbing it into the clouds, the soil, into the 
atmosphere of the park, into the memories of the people and myself. I 
imagine it is part of preferring the blur. I dare to wonder – is the blur 
interconnectedness?2 0 

Five memorable encounters with people I met during the making of Calling Tree 

Children who became stewards 

During the first performance in Tottenham we noticed a little, lively gaggle of ten or eleven year old children 
laughing and chatting, particularly during the choir’s song. When the choir came back to repeat their song an 
hour later we noticed them again, rushing for a front seat, jostling to sit on the log, this time intent and 
engaged in the song. Next we saw them chatting to our rigger and trying out sitting on his shoulders, or was it 
standing? Then we spot them chatting to our steward and assistant who has given them big yellow LIFT t-
shirts; they seem to be negotiating with our producer Nicky Childs from Artsadmin. Another hour later and 
they run to watch the choir again this time transfixed. They stay the whole time, no adults in sight and wave 
goodbye at the end of the evening. Next day Simon and I are blearily at the tree at 9 am to teach an open 
movement session beneath the tree, there are the three children waiting for us. We ask why they are here so 
early, they answer they are here to work for us. We are touched and say there really is nothing to do. They 
retreat to the playground dejected. Once the session begins they quietly join in, eyes closed improvising with 

O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer, 
Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole? 

O body swayed to music, O brightening glance, 
How can we know the dancer from the dance?20 
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us, hand on a sacrum following a partner, offering thoughts on what they notice about the dance and the tree 
when asked, stifling off giggles at times. I am stunned and humbled by their curiosity and courage to join in 
with this extraordinary group – several keen and game older women, a young mother who was passing with 
her baby whom she carried throughout, and an older person waiting for their car to be serviced who was 
walking past us and had never danced before. It was affirming to witness this motely group of strangers 
dancing together with tenderness and acceptance of each other. All day the three youngsters work as 
stewards – inviting and cajoling the audience to write tiny message poems to attach to the great oak’s little 
young tree near it, grown from its acorn, learning bird calls and recording them into megaphones, running with 
performer Ben Stammers across the park as part of the performance and listening… always listening to the 
choir singing. One boy is proud of his earned voucher to get a free drink – “I am a man now,” “why?” “I have 
drunk a cup of tea”. They leave as dusk is coming, running into the evening. We miss them. Nicky remembers 
the school they told her they go to and contacts the head teacher to tell the school about their remarkable 
students and to thank them and let their parents know how much we enjoyed their children. 

A few months ago I looked up from my seat on the underground to see a gaggle of teenagers and one of their 
mums returning from a night out in central London. I immediately recognize them as the children. They are 
suspicious of me at first as I try to start up a conversation with them, until I pull out the laptop and show them 
photographs of themselves and the project and they become so animated, the new coolness of teenager 
slipping away so easily into excitement. It is such a delight to bump into them again. I am moved. 

Afghan mother with two lively sons 

Two very small doe-eyed little boys come to the tree and try to climb the ladders immediately. I distract them 
by playing with them on a seesaw I make over a log holding their hands to walk the plank and jump off. I 
glance around to see where the adult with them might be. In the distance is a woman in full black hijab. She 
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beckons to them every so often but doesn’t come near. The older boy speaks English and the toddler just 
grins. After quite some time of helping them balance I ask the boy what language he speaks to his brother. 
He seems worried to tell me. Pashtun. I encourage him to bring his mother over and translate for me so I can 
talk to her. She won’t come, instead I try to send the children back to her, I wave and smile and hope that 
maybe they will return. They do and we play again and their mother stands a little closer but still does not 
react to my attempts to welcome her over. So instead I play for almost an hour keeping them from the ladders 
up the tree that they so desperately want to scale. Perhaps during the third visit I am sitting on a log with the 
children beside me watching performer Gisele Edwards working on a rope hanging from the tree. I try to 
explain to the boys what we are doing, since they don’t know what a performance or an audience is (its 
actually quite tricky to explain). Suddenly I feel a hand on my arm and there beside me is their mother 
animatedly gripping my arm and gesturing up to Gisele. She is terrified she will fall and that I must help her. I 
try to tell her that Gisele is safe, that she has practiced a lot, she knows what she is doing. The woman looks 
into my eyes and I into hers to try to reassure her. She continues to talk to me in Pashtun laughing and 
smiling expressively and I continue in English and futile gesticulations though neither of us knows what the 
other is saying. I feel relief and joyful. 

I don’t see her again until in the middle of one of the performances. I spot her sitting with her whole family; 
there are older girls and the boys. I talk to a reticent older girl and ask her to thank her mother for coming 
back. They stay for a little while in the presence of the event. Next time I look, they have gone. 

M 

A tall, handsome, gold toothed black man with waist length dreadlocks, in shorts – a man we will call M – 
excitedly greets a group of adults with learning difficulties who we have introduced to the tree and who are 
entering the nearby playground. He goes to kiss one of their hands but he is physically and verbally pushed 

Preferring the Blur 206 



 
away by their very fierce white male carer – “get back, back off, I have a duty of care, BACK OFF NOW”. 
Simon and I are shaken by this man’s aggressive stance. M retreats tearfully to us under the tree, explaining 
how all his life this has happened to him – could he kiss my hand please? I let him press his lips to my hand 
repeatedly. He only wanted to respect them and greet them he says as he feels for them; he knows how it is. 
He tells us of his run-ins with the police, rolling down his white knee socks to show his scars from the police 
car he says ran him over deliberately. He knows what it is to be hounded and persecuted. He tells us his 
name. He gets quickly agitated and cross that I cannot repeat it correctly at first but is calmed by Simon. He 
tells us how he loves the tree and has climbed it, how children should be allowed to climb it because it will 
make their limbs supple and fit and make not just their bodies supple but their minds. Children should be 
allowed to climb, to be adventurous, to explore the world through their hands, their bodies. His words make 
us well up. M’s suffering in the world to be accepted, was so acute, but his sensitivity and wisdom so poignant 
too. I am wary to open the door of our open space more than it is already, having had much experience with 
mental illness. We wonder if our befriending means he will be with us daily as he suggests. He is restless 
though and leaves saying he will return. Next time we see him bounding across the dewy grass towards us 
with such intent. I am here he says, ready to climb the tree with you. We gently dissuade him and chat for a 
while about his life and then as suddenly as he arrived he says he must try to find a present for his girlfriend. 
He wants to give her a pet. We ask what sort of pet will he try to get, he says – a tadpole. I am going to find a 
tadpole. He strides off with such purpose. 

We never see him again; M, did you find your tadpole for your lady? 

Distant man with his pack of dogs 

A white man with a shaved head, trackies, trainers and jacket and four or was it five elegant Alsatians at his 
heels does a circuit round the park that does not include going past the tree but I see him from afar regularly 
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as he leaves the park. The dogs are large, calm and magnificent and he seems a natural master of his pack, 
it is almost mythic. One day I am closer to him as I return to the tree with hot drinks. I wave to him and 
comment on his beautiful dogs and say how I see him from afar most days. You must think we are a bit weird 
I say. He says quietly “what you are doing is meaningful and profound”. I am utterly stunned, this was so 
unexpected, I begin to weep. 

Man in hoody, his mate and his dog 

I spy across the divide (the huge expanse of lawn) a white man with his hood up and a sturdy dog with a huge 
jaw that frightens me. He is staring at us. I take a deep breath and walk towards him. I am concerned that 
directly walking towards him across the space he thought was big enough for him to stay protected from 
me/us is threatening. He hardens and seems unsure whether to answer me and looks at me with what I read 
as distain though its probably shyness and fear. I in turn can see myself over-smiling and busy in my 
movement, such an uncool middle-aged woman trying to jolly the encounter. But I tell myself I must trust the 
work, just as I always have told myself when I feel as if I am losing faith. “Trust the form, trust the form” was 
my mantra and here it is again. We start to talk and his mate sidles up too. I talk about the tree’s age and he 
is beginning to be interested. I say “you see Henry VIII might have ridden under it” and his mate reminds me, 
“No it would only have been tiny then, not big enough”. I am so amazed at his accuracy and my stupidity we 
become more equal together in that moment. We start to discuss why Gisele and Milton have so many ropes. 
The bigger man says “it’s ridiculous, I climbed that tree all the time, I got higher than them. I have fallen from 
it many times, had a few injuries from it. Why do they need all that kit?” I am admiring of his climbing and 
discuss health and safety and our sadness that we cannot put a show on without all the kit for lots of reasons. 
But all the time the respect and love of the tree is evident in these men. I suspect that people who I look like I 
might be, do not usually start conversations with them. We nod goodbye and I say come and see us again 
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and why not climb it again one day? He says “nah” implying he is too old now. A few days later a man with 
clean white jeans and a grey top comes bounding towards me, quite radiant. I don’t know who it is but I 
pretend I recognize him. He is smiling and saying “I have been up I have been up again!” He is a different 
man, full of life and vibrancy rather than the leaden heaviness and suspicion of our meeting before. He tries 
to go up to show me and I say “wow but be careful of your white jeans”. He bounced down, the spring and life 
in his body is fantastically beautiful. The tree has reinvigorated him and I suspect our conversation gave him 
some status he did not know he could have. 

Man in white jeans, keep climbing the tree, keep climbing the tree. 

Notes  
1 Thanks to Simon Ellis and Hetty Blades for their patience and careful editing, Charlie Kronick for his helpful 
suggestions, Eline Kieft for her encouragement and comments, and to Cathy Washbrooke and Martin Welton 
for starting me off thinking about some of the themes of this writing. Thanks also to my inspiring collaborator 
Simon Whitehead and the Calling Tree artistic team. 
2 Calling Tree www.artsadmin.co.uk/projects/calling-tree. The two versions of Calling Tree in London were co-
produced by Artsadmin & presented by London International Festival of Theatre (Tottenham) and Bloomsbury 
Festival with The Place 2016. Funded by the Culture Programme of the European Union Imagine 2020 (2.0) 
& Create to Connect project, the National Lottery through the Arts Council England and the Adobe Foundation 
Fund with support from the London Boroughs of Haringey & Camden. Calling Tree was developed through a 
commission in 2014 from Migrations and supported by the Jerwood Choreographic Research Project. 
3 23-25 August 2014 at Cae Lan Betwys y Coed, Wales. Produced and presented by Migrations 
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4 30 June - 2 July 2016 at Bruce Castle Park, Tottenham, London. Co-produced by LIFT and Artsadmin, 
presented in association with The Place. 
5 21-23 October 2016 St George’s Gardens, Bloomsbury, London. Co-produced by The Place and Artsadmin, 
presented in association with Bloomsbury Festival. 
6 David Lammy, Black History Month. 
7 Forster, E. M. Howards End (title page, epigram). This quote has remained present with me since studying 
Howards End in the late 70s for my A levels. It is widely used and interpreted in a number of ways, which I 
suggest is testament to Forster’s genius. For years I thought of it as meaning only connect to others, across 
class, gender and race, but recently I have realised it could be read as imploring for an action to be 
inextricably linked to all its consequences, and lastly to mean only connect your whole nature, from your 
transgressive sexual desires to your more conventional self. 
8 Spoken in conversation at ResCen private meeting Middlesex University (date unknown). Graeme Miller 
later wrote in an email to me “they are other and to be real in the future – but like every ”other" guess work 
based on yourself. Robert Wilson is insistent he is making work FOR an audience however strange or 
challenging that might be – he is considering the details of this communication" (2017) 
9 The Bogside is a neighbourhood outside the city walls of Londonderry/Derry. It is largely Catholic/Irish 
republican. It borders the Fountain. 
10 The Fountain is a staunchly Protestant loyalist neighbourhood just outside the city wall. 
www.visitbishopstreetandthefountain.com/Map.pdf 
11 Without (2013) a seven-screen installation commissioned by and created with Echo Echo Dance Theatre 
Company for the Londonderry/Derry UK City of Culture programme. www.artsadmin.co.uk/projects/without; 
http://echoechodance.com/projects/without 
12 A desire path is a path trodden by people or animals, or even bicycles. It’s often a short cut. 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Desire_path 
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13 www.countrysideinfo.co.uk/woodland_manage/tree_value.htm 
14 Bob Gilbert – story-teller and urban ecologist and writer of the Green London Way – led walks and talks at 
Calling Tree Tottenham and Bloomsbury. He referred to the symbolism of the oak in his free talk by the oak 
tree in Bruce Castle Park in Tottenham July 2016. The association with royalty began in 1651 after the future 
King Charles II hid from the Roundheads in an oak tree. www.greenlondonway.com; 
www.greenbelt.org.uk/artists/bob-gilbert 
15 I came across this evocative and thought provoking term in Robert Macfarlane’s The Wild Places. He 
writes: “There is a history that tells of wildness as an energy both exemplary and exquisite. […] Such a love 
for the wild can be found in the Chinese artistic tradition known as shan-sui or ‘rivers-and-mountains’ (2007: 
31). Shan-shui originated in the early fifth century BC and endured for two thousand years. Its practitioners 
lived in the mountain lands of China, and wrote about the wild world around them. Their art sought to 
articulate the wondrous processes of the world, its continuous coming-into-being. To this quality of aliveness 
the shan-shui artists gave the name zi-ran, which might be translated as ‘self-ablazeness’, ‘self-thusness’ or 
‘wildness’." And: “the wild proceeds according to its own laws and principles … acts or moves freely without 
restraint, … is unconfined, unrestricted.” Co-incidently the term ‘suchness’ (translation of Tathata) has 
parallels, meaning the as-is-ness of the moment, and used in Buddhist teaching, I used the term in the title 
the Suchness of Heni and Eddie (2002). www.rescen.net/Rosemary_Lee/suchness.html 
16 Graeme Miller spoke in a private conversation with me (2016) about the third space. He later wrote in an 
email to me – “the analogy is the bench conversation or the car-drive where the view becomes a kind of 
read/write surface – a hinterland that enables communication to come in at an angle rather than head-on. It’s 
space because it allows a certain amount of wandering. You’re right then about the tree being this space” 
(2017). 
17 An A to Z is a brand of maps, often taking the form of a paperback sized book of maps for the whole of a 
city. 
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18 The Tottenham Oak, Bruce Castle Park, Tottenham. www.tottenhamtrees.org/tottenham-oak.html. 
19 Calling Tree a song composed by Terry Mann, commissioned by Rosemary Lee and Simon Whitehead. 
The words are compiled and arranged by Rosemary Lee and Simon Whitehead and draw on oral poetry and 
excerpts from Milton and Rumi. It was premiered at the Tottenham Calling Tree and sung by six young 
women who mainly sang gospel songs in their respective churches. The group sang it beneath the oak tree 
four times throughout the performance. In the Bloomsbury Calling Tree it was sung by Sianed Jones and 
Isaac Lee-Kronick as a duet four times throughout the duration. www.terrymann.net. 
20 Excerpt from Yeats, Among School Children, 217. www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43293/among-school-
children.  
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