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Becoming Epiphyte: Tree Sitting,
Hypermingling, (Para)sitism, and
Abolition Ecologies

Biba Bell

Theory — the seetng of patternds, showing the forest as well as the trees —theory can
be a dew that rises from the earth and collects in the rain cloud and returnds to earth
over and over. But if it doesn’t smell of the earth, it tsn’t good for the earth.!

On December 10, 1997, forest defender and activist Julia ‘Butterfly’ Hill climbed
up the great trunk of a 1000-year-old coastal redwood living in an old-growth
forest on occupied Yurok land in Humboldt County. For 738 days, this tree,
known as Luna, became the host for a durational choreography of resistance set
against a complex history of environmental activism, industrialized labor, and ex-
tractive policies of late capitalism. Tree sitting, an environmentalist civil disobedi-
ence tactic wherein a protestor dwells within the canopy of a tree to obstruct its
removal, has been practiced where tree extraction proliferates for logging, urban

and suburban development, industrial mining, pipeline construction, and more.

Biba Bell is a dancer, choreographer, and writer based in Detroit. Her choreographic
work, often set in unconventional venues, focuses on domesticity, labor, and architec-
ture. Her current project investigates dance and arts activism as it intersects forest
protection and conservation, dancing arboreal relations through the lens of what she
theorizes as epiphytic choreographies. Bell’s performance work has been presented
internationally. She recently performed with Detroit Opera in John Cage’s Europoeras
5 ¢5 4 directed by Yuval Sharon and Joan Jonas’ Mirror Piece I ¢35 11 at Museum of
Modern Art. She self-published #odern Garage Movement (2005-2011) on the namesake
performance collective of which she was a member. Bell earned her PhD in perfor-
mance studies from New York University and is an Associate Professor of Dance at
Wayne State University. Of her dancing the New York Times writes, “It’s invigorating
to watch someone who borders on wild.”

! Adrienne Rich, “Notes toward a Politics of Location,” in Blood, Bread, and Poetry: Selected
Prose 1979-1985 (New York: Norton, 1986), 213-214.
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Hill’s action, a last resort to draw attention to the devastation of Maxxam
Corporation’s hostile takeover of Pacific Lumber Company (PALCO), where
their extensive forested holdings, previously conserved through sustainable yield
practices and areas never intended to be harvested, were set to be razed. The story
of PALCO does not start in the cloud forest of Northern California but with a
single timber family whose movements across the Northern region of North
America through the 19th into the 20th Century. They traveled from the Pe-
nobscot Valley region to the Midwest and Michigan’s Upper Peninsula to the gi-
ants of Northern California. This paper does not map the trajectory of settler co-
lonialism and industry their movement traces, where the forest, whose health was
mutualistically cultivated through Indigenous stewardship, became marked by in-
dustrialism, extraction, and violence. Nor does it explicitly trace my own ancestral
and familial roots, that my great-grandfather Herbert Klass worked for PALCO
for 45 years (1904-1948), or my understanding of timber in Northern California
growing up in the North Bay, under the shadow of the fights surrounding Red-
wood Summer, while attending protests and witnessing friends and community
members support Earth First! through music, performance, and civic actions. Hill
was exemplary in putting her body on the line, risking her own safety and bodily
autonomy to push that line forward so that the coastal Redwoods, “Sempervirens”
or “always living” (also referred to as the ancestors, the ancients, or the giants),
might be deflected from corporate predation.

In this essay, I consider Hill's embodied activism, endurance, and embodied
labor in relation to arboreal co-presencing, where tree sitting initiates an onto-
political force that articulates what I theorize as epiphytic choreographies. Not only
was she successful in saving her companion, Luna, but she brought visibility into
the deepest pockets, hillsides, and ravines of the dense coastal arboreal network,
in so much that the screams and shrieks of fallen elders might produce a sonic
materiality whose force would ripple out across air and news waves. A call to
action, she asked us to respond so that no tree might fall without a sound. Hill’s
legacy is deeply interwoven with the intersectional space deep within the forest
scene —artists and eco-activists (unjustly designated eco-terrorists), scab-hires
and legacy loggers, and Indigenous forest stewards and creation cosmologies. A
contested site, the forest becomes an interval for noise, static, and agitation, rally-

ing against a backdrop of late-Capitalist extraction and devastation.
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Image 1: Photo of a page from the Neill Photo Album taken by author. Caption
reads: “Scotia - 1912. Maple tree growing in a Redwood stump, by main office.” Cal
Poly Humboldt Library Special Collections and Archive.
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Returning to the body and performance, Hill’s action demonstrates what per-
formance scholar André Lepecki theorizes as a choreopolitical strategy towards
new modes of being, knowing, and inhabiting.” Hill dramatically reorients pre-
conceived assumptions around social choreographies that serve to reinscribe as-
signations of place,’ which is incredibly impactful to consider amidst today’s rap-
idly accelerating climate catastrophes. Here, my own story traverses yet again,
witnessing my family’s evacuation four separate years since the devastating Tubbs
Fire in 2017. This crisis of place refocuses the estrangement of fire, where for
thousands of years, Indigenous practices of controlled burning supported the na-
tive, regional ecosystems.* Now, uncontrolled fire, more and more common in and
out of “season,” annually threatens these very groves. As I parse these questions,
I am working to ground them through a lens of dancing-as-theorizing methodol-
ogies, locating Hill as a dancerly figure, moving in solidarity with what Constance
Gordon, Emerson Cram, and Tiara R. Na'puti theorize as abolitionist ecologies.’
Her call asks us to consider the significance of tree sitting in the transformation
of bodies. And, at the same time, how do human movements, perceptions, and
sensorial experiences co-construct the more-than-human milieu or, as Hill articu-
lates it, the “other-than-human constructed world”?® As I engage this essay to
parse through my theoretical under-roots, working to find a strong trunk from
which a series of limbs might branch, inviting these concepts, impulses, and im-
aginings to dwell in the suspended canopies of thought, but working nonetheless

to ground them in practice, or, as Adrienne Rich reminds us, in the musky, earthy

duff of the forest floor.

2 André Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: or, the task of the dancer,” in 7DR:
The Drama Review 57. 4 (Winter 2013).

% Lepecki cites Jacques Ranciére’s concept of dissensus, drawing distinctions between
choreopolitics liberatory potential and choreopolicing, which expresses an impoverished
choreographic imagination. Ranciére writes, “society here is made up of groups tied to
specific modes of doing, to places in which these occupations are exercised, and to modes
of being corresponding to these occupations and these places. In this matching of func-
tions, places and ways of being, there is no place for any void.” Jacques Ranciére, Diwen-
suts: One Politics and Aesethetics (New York: Continuum Press, 2010), 36.

* For an extensive discussion of Indigenous land management practices see M. Kat An-
derson, 7ending the Wild: Native American Knowledge and the Management of California’s Natural
Resources (Berkely: University of California Press, 2013).

5 Constance Gordon, Emerson Cram, and Tiara R. Na'puti, “Powermapping “’Stop Cop
City’: abolition ecology for possibilities beyond enclosure,” in Quarterly Journal of Speech
VOL. 110, NO. 4 (2024), 576-602.

6 Julia “Butterfly” Hill, interview with the author, Occidental CA, November 15, 2023.
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A post-Anthropocentric frame

Earth is no more a rock with some life on it than you are skeleton infused with

cells.”

What does it mean to understand place through a lens of embodiment? How does
the body function as a cartographic container that might scale to the level of eco-
systems, even planet Earth? Gaia philosophy, theorized by microbiologist Lynn
Margulis and atmospheric chemist Dorion Sagan, describes the complex relation-
ship between life and thermodynamic systems of the Earth’s atmosphere as auto-
poietic, etymologically descriptive as “self” and “creating,” as opposed to an epi-
phenomenal result of human or cybernetic actions.

Gata, “a body in the form of a planet,” shuffles the frame through which one
deciphers the age of the Anthropocene. Rather than thought through a theatrical
frame of mise en scéne performed for and in the service of its actors, Gaia philosophy
considers the whole of this apparatus as a metabolizing machine or, better, a body,
where the “hypermingling” of all actors, elements, and affects eventually render
dramaturgical hierarchies or divisions benign, and “over time turns environments
into bodies.” Bruno Latour further emphasizes the dramaturgical dimensions of

Gaia philosophy’s theatrical shift.

Humans have always modified their environment, of course, but the term
designated only their surroundings, that which, precisely, encircled them.
They remained the central figures, only modifying the décor of their dramas
around the edges. Today, the décor, the wings, the background, the whole
building have come on stage and are competing with the actors for the prin-
cipal role. This changes all the scripts, suggests other endings."°

While Margulis and Sagan are careful to not anthropomorphize the Earth,
they do manage to offer it an ontological dimension, somehow skirting modernity
by conjoining ancient intuition with contemporary anachronism. “There is some-

thing fresh, new and yet mythologically appealing about Gaia, however. A

7 Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan, Gaia and Philosophy (London: Ignota Books, 2023), 3.
8 Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan, Gaia and Philosophy (London: Ignota Books, 2023), 1.
? Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan, Gaia and Philosophy (London: Ignota Books, 2023), 9-
10.

' Bruno Latour, Down to Earth: Politics in the New Climatic Regime (Medford: Polity Press,
2018), 43.
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scientific theory of an Earth that in some sense feels and responds is welcome.”""

Vibrant, a Gaia planet invests in an intricate, polyrhythmic dance of call and re-
sponse with all beings, materials, and energies that call it home.

Thinking through the poetics of Gaia philosophy as a dancer-scholar, I invite
performance studies methodologies to cull forth choreographic resonance as it
pertains to activist embodied practices. Alongside research focused on the ur-
gency of abolition ecologies amid climate precarity, forest defense, philosophers
Michael Marder and Luce Irigaray’s concept of vegetal ontologies and practice-
as-research artistic strategies; this essay asks how dance provides a means by
which to consider radical ways that human bodies transform and, what I argue,
become epiphytic.'” How might hypermingling offer a strategy for redistributing
human and more-than-human collaborations to remap hierarchical, historical
stratifications predicated by settler-colonial, extractive, industrialized global
movements, specifically those across North America associated with the timber
industry? How might these movements, which I will describe as dancerly-in-
flected epiphytic choreographies, witnessed in a forest scene, invite call-and-response,
poly-rhythmic, and -centric aesthetics/athletics of organism-environmental rela-
tion? How do these movements render human and more-than-human subaltern
voices and expressions visible? How does forest defense offer a lens through
which to consider what Latour proposes as the décor, wings, background, and the
apparatus of the theatre itself move to center stage and, at the same time, shed
light on radical embodied practices of protest and activism, which begin to artic-

ulate the potential of epiphytic choreographies.
Of epiphytes and (para)sites

The Oxford English Dictionary defines epphyte as “A plant that grows on another
plant” that is non-parasitic, etymologically derived from “epi,” meaning “in addi-
tion,” and the Greek “phuton,” meaning “plant.” In the context of forest ecologies,
epiphytes might take the form of lichen, moss, plants, shrubs, bushes, or even
miniature trees. Rather than growing from the earth directly, they grow in the
duff that collects in the crevices and canyons of tree limbs, potentially supporting
a unique ecosystem suspended high in the forest canopy. An epiphyte can be a

marker for the health of a forest —their absence evidence of lopping limbs (often

" Margulis and Sagan, 46.
'2 See Luce Irigaray and Michael Marder, Through Vegetal Being: Two Philosopbical Perspec-
tives (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016).
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for fuel) or other forms of erosion and deforestation. Notable to the epiphyte, and
why I propose it as an eco-ethical figure extraordinaire, is that, unlike a parasite,
it is non-extractive and can even support a mutualistic relationship with its host.
Mistletoe is a parasite, and orchids are (often) epiphytes. In the cloud forests of
Northern California’s coastal Redwoods, epiphytes are present in abundance and
have the potential to absorb the moisture from atmospheric fog to share with their
massive host trees. Moisture and nutrients are absorbed from the ground up and
from the sky down. This mutualistic relationship offers a model for rethinking
organism-environment amid a radical hypermingling of more-than-human rela-

tions.

Image 2: Huckleberry bush growing in a Redwood stump, Philo,
Mendocino. Photo taken by author, 2023.
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The distinction between epiphyte and parasite refers to its biological dimen-
sions, which French philosopher Michel Serres specifies is just one of the para-
site’s three definitions. Additionally, the parasite maintains a social dimension and,
specific to its translation from French to English, includes the meaning of static
or noise. If we dive into philosophical theorizations of a trifold parasite, this may
offer a vital dimension for thinking about the radical potential alongside epiphytic
eco-ethics. Parasitism’s iterability is tied to its antagonistic relationship between
guest and host, described by Serres through the theatrical scene of the domus, an
architecture of domesticity, doubling as a counterpoint to industry and site of bi-
opolitical, reproductive labor. Here, the parasite is invited to sit down for a meal.
An antagonistic guest, Serres loops its presence to rats populating the foundation
of the home itself, who, even in the event of a fire, cannot be eradicated. Engaging

the social and static definitions of parasite, he writes:

I want to think without an error, communicate without a parasite. So I set
the house on fire, the house of my ancestors. Done correctly, I re- build it
without a rat. But in order to do that, as a mason I must work without sleep-
ing, without turning my back, without leaving for a moment, without eating.
But at night, the rats return to the foundation. I was thinking yesterday,
What did you do in the meantime? You slept, if you please, you ate, dreamt,
made love, and so forth. Well, the rats came back. They are, as the saying
goes, always already there. Part of the building. Mistakes, wavy lines, con-
fusion, obscurity are part of knowledge; noise is part of communication,
part of the house. But is it the house itself?'?

This expanded definition opens a window into the parasite’s activist potential
through its ability to interrupt and disturb business-as-usual through the produc-
tion of static, noise, and fuzz. Often undetected amid the daily rituals of sleeping,
eating, dreaming, and fornicating, their lines both form these rhythms and desta-
bilize them. “The noise temporarily stops the system, makes it oscillate indefi-
nitely.”'* Another way to consider this intervention is through activist strategies
influenced by the concept of monkeywrenching, a term developed by novelist Ed-
ward Abbey, which refers to the sabotage of systems, institutions, industry, equip-
ment, etc., used to damage ecosystems and wilderness.'” The environmental or-

ganization Farth First!, notorious for its aggressive demonstrations during

!5 Michel Serres, The Parasite (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 12.

' Michel Serres, The Parasite (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 14.

!5 Edward Abby, The Monkey Wrench Gang (Philadelphia: Lippincott Williams & Wilkins,
1975).
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Redwood Summer in protest of the passing of Prop 130 in California’s 1990 elec-
tion and later against Charles Hurwitz Maxxam Corporation’s acquisition of
PALCO that spurred aggressive clearcut practices, claims inspiration from the
concept of monkeywrenching. Julia “Butterfly” Hill discusses its impact within

what I will later discuss as abolitionist ecological strategies:

Monkeywrenching is what they call ecoterrorism now. They call everything
ecoterrorism. You dare to speak up for the environment and you're an eco-
terrorist now. [...] But back then it was getting into things that are causing
systemic harm, like Maxxam corporation... even government systems that
support things like Detroit, where there is this massive EPA site. Corpora-
tions were allowed to do that because governments were allowed to do that,
and its tax-payers dollars that then go into cleaning up these things that
were caused by corrupt government officials, bad laws, and horrible corpo-
rations. Monkey wrenching would be to see where systems like that are
happening and going in to stop them from behind the scenes. You can dis-
mantle power plants. You can dismantle bulldozers. You can, if its animal
rights stuff, you go in and you shut down labs and liberate animals. All those

kinds of things.'®

Monkeywrenching offers tangible, tactile examples of how social parasitism
and static merge to rework capitalist industrial networks of power, articulating
the force of their potentially liberatory interventions. Telescoping out to a broader
context, Serres’ discussion of the parasite lays a foundation for theorizing the
posthuman and may be a route towards theorizing post-Anthropocene or post-
Anthropocentric performance. But, returning to a more-than-human vegetal, ar-
boreal, and ecological site of hypermingling, I argue that the epiphyte offers an
exemplary figure to consider how performance might offer a lens through which
to witness subjectivities realized through collaboration, relation, and a sensorial-
somatic engagement with place that, aligned with Katherine McKittrick’s work
on Black women'’s geographies, couples poetics, expression, storytelling and cre-
ative acts to effect openings for new spatial orientations and arrangements that

may undermine capitalist, settler-colonials mappings."” When considering eco-

16 Julia “Butterfly” Hill, interview with the author, Occidental CA, November 15, 2023.

17 McKittrick writes, “The poetics of landscape, then, comprises theories, poems, dramatic
plays, and historical narratives that disclose black women'’s spaces and places. They com-
prise an interdisciplinary and diasporic analytical opening, which advances creative acts
that influence and undermine existing spatial arrangements. I take this inextricable com-
bination of rea-imagined geographies seriously.” Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds:
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activism, too often policed as eco-terrorism, such actions employ social parasitism

and rupture and ask us to imagine epiphytic mutualism as a (para)site for/of hope.

On tree sitting and abolition ecologies (or dancing and defending)

Epiphytic choreographies, taking cues from Margulis and Sagan’s concept of hy-
permingling, invite a radical co-presencing between the human and more-than-
human. Returning to Latour’s dramaturgical direction that de-centers the primacy
of human-actors and reframes an “encircling” environment from background to
foreground, the question then ensues: What are the effects of this shift in the cho-
reographic context, specifically for the human-actor? How might we think
through a choreographic initiative that invites such a dramaturgical reorientation
with the more-than-human, and supports hypermingling as co-presencing? Might
the figure of the epiphyte-as-dancer offer a way to imagine the ethical, ecological,
and somatic dimensions of such choreographies? How does this epiphytic actor-
come-dancer inflect social choreographies and embodied somatic practices?

Investigations into kindred embodied practices are innovated by many artists
in alignment with eco-art, eco-somatics, environmental performance, and what
performance scholars Guy Cools and Pascal Gielen discuss as the ecological turn
in the performing arts during the first decade of the twentieth century.'® Alter-
nately, I argue that the development of these artistic practices offers an impactful
lens when considering the virtuosic, technical, and somatic rigor of activist em-
bodiments and movements, such as tree-sitting. These actions reflect choreo-
graphic proposals that invite a de-centering of humans to learn from the more-
than-human, which then may echo back to the work of artists to evolve new ways
of co-habiting, co-presencing, and collaboration across disciplines, mediums, sites,
and places.” Following the lead of philosopher Michael Marder, let’s consider
how protest is arboreal, vegetal, and, potentially, epiphytic.

Discussing what he theorizes as the vegetal aspects of political, organized
actions, specifically analyzing the 2011 Occupy Wall Street movement, Marder

relates the “staying power” of occupying place as a “defiant perseverance in a

Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2006), xxii.

'8 See Guy Cools and Pascal Gielen (eds.) The Ethics of Art: Ecological Turns in the Performing
Arts (Amsterdam: Valiz/Antennae Series, 2014).

' This project involves future scholarship on artists whose choreographic work supports
and leads these inquiries, including BodyCartography Project (NZ/NO), Robert Steijn
(NL), Emily Johnson/Catalyst (US), and Shinichi lova-Koga (US).

10
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locale.”® Underscoring the plant’s ability to blend in and merge with its milieu,
Marder offers an alternative to arguments that perceive lack in relation to the non-
locomotive movement of the vegetal and arboreal.”’ Instead, he introduces an on-
tological figure that is non-possessive, non-appropriative, and non-violent. While
these qualities might not immediately resemble the social parasitic static that I
describe earlier, he encourages us to think through the vegetal as an agent towards
nurturing “the horizontally and an-archically growing grassroots that crop up
where protest tents are pitched in the shadow of skyscrapers,”” or, I will add, in
the canopies of old growth trees.

This model of choreography builds on and is in conversation with artists pro-
testing the recently proposed removal of close to 1000 mature trees along the East
River Park in Manhattan, slated to be renovated for a new city greenway. Activ-
ists, neighbors, and artists have banded together to try to save these trees, includ-
ing choreographer Emily Johnson, poet Eileen Myles, performance artist Rever-
end Billy, and the Stop Shopping Choir, amongst others. Daily coverage includes
pictures of branches truncated and trees-turned-debris as a once-urban green oa-
sis transitions into a site for future urban gentrification. Johnson, whose Indige-
nous Yup'ik identity richly informs her choreographic practices in relation to com-
munity and the Land Back movement, has developed her current project, Being
Future Being, in the throes of this scene, where “rehearsals” blur tree sitting and
choreographic process and whose warm-ups were thwarted to quickly become a
performative act that dancer Stacy Lynn Smith describes as “defending the park
through dancing.”* This move, from dancing to defending and defending to danc-
ing, requires an expansion, shift, and de-centering of the colonial context of art-
making and reception.

While these actions mean to expose the extractive practices of capitalism on
vegetal and arboreal life, they come with great risks. Consider the recent murder

of activist Manuel Esteban Paez Terdn, whose forest sitting in solidarity with Stop

2 Michael Marder, “Resist like a plant! On the Vegetal Life of Political Movements,” Peace
Studies Journal V5 Issue 1 (January 2012), 25.

I For an extensive discussion on the intrinsic and extrinsic movements of plants in and as
an articulate of place see: Edward Casey and Michale Marder, Plants in Place (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2024).

22 Michael Marder, “Resist like a plant! On the Vegetal Life of Political Movements,” Peace
Studies Journal V5 Issue 1 (January 2012), 26.

2 Laura Wingenroth, "Emily Johnson: A Catalyst for Art, Action & Promoting Indige-
nous Identity,” Dance Magazine, August 18, 2022. https://www.dancemagazine.com/emily-
johnson/

11
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Cop City, a training facility slated to be developed in a heavily forested area in
Atlanta, GA, was retaliated against by police and inter-connects eco-activism with
the movement Black Lives Matter. Known as the “Lungs of Atlanta,” scholars
Constance Gordon, Emerson Cram, and Tiara R. Na’puti argue for the necessity
of engaging an intersectional analysis when grappling with the import and impact
of forest defense in this space. They propose “rhetorical powermapping” as a way
to consider activists’ labor in remapping terrain territorialized through colonial
enclosure and socioecological harm. Powermapping is both a call to disassemble
epistemic, semantic frameworks that preclude the site of the forest and, at the
same time, a move to “design more liberatory solidarities and worlds.” Gordon,
Cram, and Na'puti emphasize perception and sensorial alignments that imbue
place through and as a set of relations. Texture and depth factor precisely, which
“may involve embodied, experiential, historical, and sensorial elements of local-
ized place relations that are meaningful for movement rhetors, including how they
are rendered vulnerable by external forces.”

Embodied, experimental, historical, and sensorial elements, their exposed
vulnerabilities can be directly traced to Hill's endurance performance, punctuated
by aggressive measures by Maxxam to remove her from Luna’s branches by
knocking down trees in close proximity, trying to sleep deprive through sonic as-
saults of loud music, obstructing food and supply deliveries, helicopter bullying,
all while surviving an unprecedented Winter sit during one of the coldest winters
on record. Once Hill’s story had been picked up by news media, during her birth-
day in February, two and half months or so into the sit, Hill conducted daily in-
terviews, bringing attention to the massive forest destruction and unethical clear-
cutting practices that ensued. The urgency and acceleration of time, driven by the
24-hour news cycle, operates in stark relief to the temporality of the Redwood
Forest, whose scale, both temporal and spatial, extends across many layers of his-
torical strata. Demystifying its conception as what Katherine McKittrick dis-
cusses as a “natural, transparent geography,” Hill’s action exposes the forest as a
site for “discursively and materially built up and mapped [...] organized accord-

ing to systems of power-domination, systems that have a stake in the continued

4 Constance Gordon, Emerson Cram, and Tiara R. Na’puti, “Powermapping “’Stop Cop
City’: abolition ecology for possibilities beyond enclosure,” in Quarterly Journal of Speech
VOL. 110, NO. 4 (2024), pgs 576-602, 5677.
%% Constance Gordon, Emerson Cram, and Tiara R. Na’puti, “Powermapping “’Stop Cop
City’: abolition ecology for possibilities beyond enclosure,” in Quarterly Journal of Speech
VOL. 110, NO. 4 (2024), pgs 576-602, 584.

12
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objectivation of social spaces, social beings, and social systems.”*® Staying power,
a being with and alongside the arboreal, also articulates a struggle to stay hu-
man(e).

Staying-in-place is simultaneously a refiguring of space and planting
(grass)roots whose growth articulates a non-hierarchical and de-centralized
structure. Following philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, grass grows
from the center, making its movements more difficult to detect.”” For Marder, the
act of staying-in-place brings physical presence to the fore, defining the political
subject whose radical action is expressed through being. He writes, “Existence in
its mereness undergoes a thorough politicization. Freedom of expression and free-
dom of assembly merge into one: physical presence (or, rather, co-presence) ex-
presses, without representing anything, in the most embodied sense of expression
imaginable, the demand for a different world-order.””® Marder’s focus on physical
presence, always already an action of co-presencing, as a fundamental element of
political action, reflects performance scholar André Lepecki’s concept of choreo-
politics. Lepecki, closely employing political philosopher Jacques Ranciére’s def-
initions of politics and policing, writes that choreopolitics enables a subject to
emerge and be seen as an agent of address. This expressly qualified political sub-
ject appears “away from preassigned modes and spaces of circulation, as the po-
litical subject. Its appearance results from its excessiveness and unforeseen mode
of reclaiming spaces for mobility.”** Lepecki points to loitering as an example of
reclaiming such spaces, an act of resistance to the perlocution common to policing,
demanding that one move along. Staying equates power, a movement towards free-
dom, and vegetal ontologies doubly inflect both dancing and defending through

choreopolitics.

% Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 6.

27 “It’s not easy to see things in the middle, rather than looking down on them from above
or up at them from below, or from left to right or right to left: try it, you'll see that every-
thing changes. It's not easy to see the grass in things.” Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari,
A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1987), 23.

28 Michael Marder, “Resist like a plant! On the Vegetal Life of Political Movements,” Peace
Studies Journal V5 Issue 1 (January 2012), 25.

» André Lepecki, “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: or, the task of the dancer,” in 7DR:
The Drama Review 57. 4 (Winter 2013): 20.
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Image 3: Dancer Christopher Woolfolk suspending off the roots of a fallen Red-
wood. Hendy Woods State Park, November 2023. Photo taken by author.
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Soma-politics and “perceived boundaries”

If theyd let me make
each part of my body,
1 would have chosen the strength of trees

My feet would be sculpted from Laurel

and my legs would come from two s0lid trunks
of Pochote

d0 1'd never get tired as I carried my memory.

19 mold my hips

with bronzed rbythms of Mahogany.
And with them I'd scare away disgrace
during days and nights of indifference.

My womb would be a busk,

a warm home where a Cacao tree grows,

and a pair of climbing vines would be my armo
0 they could be outside and way beyond me,
holding me with the hands of a Guarumo.”

Through embodied, ephiphytic actions, such as climbing above 100 feet into
the canopy of an old-growth coastal redwood for an extended duration, outlasting
any recorded tree-sit prior, Julia “Butterfly” Hill was able to shift the nature of
the site within an industrialized space engaging advance technologies of clear-
cutting, to produce a (para)site. Hill frames her tree-sit as an artist intervention,
which I aligned with feminist histories of performance. Exceeding its image (in
the paper, on the news), her sit quite literally sets a movement in motion,*' echoing
the sentiment of Cuban performance artist Tania Bruguera, “I don’t want an art
that points at a thing, I want an art that is the thing.”” Hill’s reference to tree-
sitting as a form of artistic expression is singular, as the import of activism is

deeply valued within artistic communities and the political aspirations of creative

30 Esthela Calderén, The Woman I Could Have Been (2010)

31 Movement is double inflected as in the movements body, expanding a choreographic or
dancerly plane, and political movements that Hill was both in and adjacent to, whose effect
was central to the preservation of some of the last old and second growth forests in the
region.

52 Nato Thompson, Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011 (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 2017), 21.
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practice, the value of artistry as a mobilizing, innovative approach in activist strat-
egies while engaged in practice, is often less discussed. Hill emphasizes the capac-
ity for art to expand perceived boundaries, specifically those that demarcate bor-
ders between human and more-than-human worlds. Tree sitting, for Hill, is a di-
rect, embodied means to problematizing these borders, expanding the “short at-
tention span theatre of our culture,” where perception offers a site for radical re-
figuring and, I would argue, a practice-as-research approach to hypermingling.*
Considering Hill’s action alongside histories of body art, durational performance,
and social practice attends to the nuances of Hill’s corporeal experimentation in
the canopy of Luna, underscoring the value of such practices when survival is on
the line.

This experimentation involves an embodied transmission of knowledge be-
tween humans and more-than-human, between activists and trees, less to anthro-
pomorphize the arboreal and more to support the exploration of vegetal ontolo-
gies. In the excerpt from her poem “The Woman I Could Have Been” above, Nic-
araguan poet Esthela Calderén proposes a tangible way to consider this trans-
embodied movement. Here, trees illustrate strength, resilience, and reach, or what
Marder, writing with philosopher Edward Casey, calls ec-static movements, the
capacity to exceed external limits through an internal thrust and double intention-
ality of plants, both subterranean and aerial, that pushes past the stasis of immo-
bility. >

Creative expression, for Hill, allows one to “get outside of ourselves” through

an examination and deconstruction of perceived boundaries. While boundaries

%% Hill states: “Tree sitting is a form of art. I think that is part of why it became so powerful.
[...] I did it for so long that it was able to push through the short attention span theatre
of our culture, which is now even worse than it was then because we have social media
and back then we did not. But, staying that long helped push through the chatter of our
society, of our lives. All of that. And that was part of it, but the other part of it is that it is
artistic expression. [...] it allowed me to get outside of my experience and be able to look
into it and express it and not stay stuck in it. I feel that’s part of what art does for us. It
allows us to get outside of ourselves and see things in a different way or experience them
in a different way. Or experience them in a way that connects us across, and I put this in
bold-face type, perceived boundaries. Whether those are boundaries we perceive our-
selves in or those are boundaries we perceive ourselves with one another or what I call the
“other-than-human constructed world.” What other people call “nature.” And so, that I
think is part of what made it so successful because it was an artistic expression.” Julia
“Butterfly” Hill, interview with the author, Occidental CA, November 15, 2023.

% Edward Casey and Michael Marder, Plants in Place: A Phenomenology of the Vegetal (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2024), 24-27.
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articulate spatial demarcation and subjective autonomy, I would like to hover on
Hill’s focus on perception, where dancing and defending merge in and as an epi-
phytic choreography. At one point during my conversation, Hill shares a forested
scene, where texture and depth, somatics and the sensorial, offer a portal into the
inter-relatedness between humans and what she terms “the other than human con-

structed world.”

There’s this one branch of Luna up there that is so huge. There is an entire
forest ecosystem up there. All kinds of plants, moss, lichen. Everything im-
aginable up there. There’s one branch of Luna that’s so big. It was a curved
branch that didn’t happen to have moss, lichen, and bushes growing out of
it. Because a lot of the curved are where those things grow because the nee-
dles fall and they start to form duff and then life grows out up there. So this
was one that didn’t have that. I'd often sit there because it was very com-
forting. It was a curved branch so I could kind of nook up into it. It was like
a tree’s arm holding me and it was very comforting for my nervous system.
So, I climbed onto it and I was sitting there sobbing and was like, “Luna, 1
don’t know what to do. I don’t know if I can make it through this one.” And
I could see for miles. I could see the beautiful forest and a burnt, bombed-
out clearcut, and beautiful forest and burnt, bombed-out clearcut. It just
came right into my head. The message. And that’s when I knew that I was
there for the forest, but I was there for more. All the wounds that we see on
the earth and in our world exist within us first. We act those wounds out on
the earth and each other. We are also living lives the symptom of a disease
of disconnect. The reason we do is because we've become disconnected
from the nature of our human nature. Then I was like, Dang! Because our
language is so full of the disease of disconnect that we say, “I'm going to out
into nature.” The minute we say that we're showcasing the disease of dis-
connect because we are nature. We are nature come to life as human form,
but we are nature. Our very language makes it almost impossible to talk
about our connection and our inter-relatedness. So, what was I going to
say? It’s a little wordy but all I could think to say was ‘the other than human
constructed world.” [...] how do we find our way back so that we can heal
those torn threads in the nature of our human nature. So that when we build
anything we are thinking about our inter-relatedness. When we speak,
we're thinking about our inter-relatedness. Anything we're doing, we're
thinking about our inter-relatedness. If we do that then the issues are going
to start to disappear because we're going to begin to heal them. Through
our way of being, our way of speaking, our choices that we make. Every-

thing we do a salve to the woundedness.?

%% Julia “Butterfly” Hill, interview with the author, Occidental CA, November 15, 2023.
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I leave you with her story, testimony on and of the significance of becoming
epiphyte, a temporal and embodied shift, exemplifying what Bruno Latour dis-

cusses as a move fI‘OII‘l cure to care.‘%

56 Latour writes, “There is no cure for the condition of belonging to the world. But, by
taking care, we can cure ourselves of believing that we do not belong to it, that the essential
question lies elsewhere, that what happens to the world does not concern us. The time is
past for hoping to ‘get through it.” We are indeed, as they say, ‘in a tunnel,” except that we
won't see light at the end. In these matters, hope is a bad counselor, since we are not in a
crisis. We can no longer say 'this, too, will pass.” We're going to have to get used to it. [t
definitive. The imperative confronting us, therefore, is to discover a courve of treatment — but
without the illusion that a cure will come quickly. IN this sense, it would not be impossible
to make progress, but it would be progress in reverse: this would mean rethinking the idea
of progress, retrogressing, discovering a different way of experiencing the passage of time.
Instead of speaking of hope, we would have to explore arather subtle way of ‘dis-hoping':
this doesn’t mean ‘despairing’ but, rather, not trusting in hope alone as a way of engaging
with passing time. The hope of no longer counting on hope?”

(@) ev-nC-5a |
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