
The Eyes of Trees 
By Paula Sager 

When I practice Authentic Movement certain 
actions or steps seem to enhance the depth of my rela
tionship to the other participants and to myself, steps 
that in effect, call forth my inner witness. For example, 
in my peer group we arrive and join each other in a cir
cle. We check in verbally and decide upon a form or 
structure for our moving, then while still in the circle 
we hold hands in silence. So when we begin, we have 
already begun. Lately I am aware of wanting a particu
lar quality of eye contact with the other members of the 
group. There is something about a mutual meeting of 
eyes that can assure a willingness to see and be seen. In 
the consciousness of such moments, my inner witness 
becomes present. Sometimes while outdoors, I stop to 
look around and find that I experience a different sort 
of eye contact. Here, I feel held in the eye of Nature 
and whatever I see and hear is held in me. 

A couple of years ago, I participated in a five-day 
Authentic Movement retreat led by Janet Adler and 
found that the practice of being in relationship to 
myself moving and seeing while in the presence of a 
witness, continued outside the studio in a very particu
lar way. 

One day, while lying on a grassy hillside writing in 
my journal, I notice that two ants are playing hide-and
seek amidst the pages. As soon as I acknowledge their 
presence in my writing, one of the ants scurries straight 
to the pen and begins circumambulating the words as I 
write them, bumping into pen and hand, weaving 
through the letters, meeting me on the page. The 
earnest seeking of this ant and it's brazenness are 
touching and appealing to me. Forgoing letters, I let 
my pen dance on the page, turning and swaying, and 
cavorting with the ant. 

Later, I walk down the road. Beside the road is an 
odd construction of interwoven logs, making, in effect, 
a large open box. I go and stand in it. As I listen to the 
sounds and watch the subtle shapes of leaves wavering 
among their own shadows, I feel a shift in myself from 
moving through the outdoors to witnessing. No cars 
pass by, no one comes, and in the stillness of stopping I 
experience color spreading across the land and I feel 
myself stretching out through space. 

Walking back, I am aware of the fullness and 
weightedness of each step and a lightness of space all 
around, extending upwards and creating a peculiar 
sense of myself held in balance between earth and sky. 
An hour later back in the studio, I am the mover in a 
triad format. I have two witnesses. As I begin, I look at 

each of them and then look out the window. I see the 
hills, the sky, and a garden and know, in this moment, 
that I am seen by Nature, 

Another day I walk up the road. Near the top of a 
hill I am drawn to three trees on my right. I lean 
against one of the trees. It's covered with soft green 
lichen. I listen down through ancient layers of bark. 
Listening into the lichen and bark of a tree comes as 
second nature now that it's Day Four of our retreat. I 
get a sense of appreciation, like a light nudge, from the 
trees. I have no idea how to describe that "sense" in 
more detail. It seems the trees are listening to me listen. 

I step out into the middle of the road and look up 

at the sky, amazed that nature can feel this alive. 
Suddenly, three trees from the opposite side of the road 
let loose a torrent of leaves from their topmost branch
es. Is it a gust of wind? If so it's only blowing in the top 
of these three trees. Golden leaves are falling down all 
around me. By this time I am lying in the middle of the 
(very untraveled) road. 

The outpouring of leaves subsides, and it is still 
again. Occasional leaves spiral slowly down. Just 
before I get up, one leaf flutters down and lands, like 
an amulet, in my outstretched hand. 

The retreat is ending. We gather in our circle one 
last time. People begin to enter, walking the circle. 
Their eyes are downcast. I look for their eyes, but they 
are elsewhere. We have begun the process of leaving, of 
returning to our respective lives. We are pulling our 
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eyes back in to take them home after sharing them so 
selflessly with each other these past few days. I feel the 
deep pain of knowing how hard it is, maybe impossi
ble, to be with people and nature in this way, out in the 
world. 

I return home feeling more spacious and clear and 
determined to make more room in my life to pay atten
tion to what is happening all around me. Months go by 
and the busyness of my life envelops me. I am losing 
sight of what had been such a clear intention. 

In an effort to bring clarity and spaciousness to my 
children too, I begin driving them down to the nearest 
Waldorf School for a series of Saturday mornings. The 
irony of the lengthy commute is not lost on me, but I 
long for the children to be in a "school" environment 
where they can play with hand-crafted toys and simple 
treasures from nature. They will sing and hear stories 
told, not read, and they will play outside by trees and 
stumps and rocks in a way that is increasingly rare. 

I know it's as much for me as them when I walk 
into the classroom and feel instant peace. The soft pas
tel colors of the walls and the focused, yet expansive 
mood of the teachers create a cocoon of warmth. After 
the children get settled, I decide to go for a walk, to 
look for a quiet place, somewhere in the woods, some
where I've never been before. 

I walk down a tree-lined road and find an old path. 
It seems to have been abandoned, certainly not used 
much anymore; bramble is beginning to reclaim it. I 
follow the path and tum left at a small fork that rises to 
a look-out mound. From there I look down into an 
overgrown opening and see a long thick vine hanging 
from a very tall tree. It's like a bell rope and I wonder 
how secure it is. I tug on it, gently at first but then, 
because it is so secure, I pull with vigor, over and over. 
The rhythm, the resilient give and take of the vine as it 
rises up and down, comes through my legs and into 
my feet. A soundless ringing seems to rise up, up into 
the cloudless sky, and again I feel that sense of being 
held in the space between earth and sky. 

I let the vine go and watch as it continues to bob 
with purpose, but the rhythm has come too much into 
my legs, and I recognize a familiar impulse from 
Authentic Movement. My eyes soften and I become a 
mover. I am stamping my feet on the ground in a small 
circle. Around and around each step goes, ground - air 
- ground - air. l notice a circular patch, a mulching of 
the ground under my feet. The circle of landscape 
begins to blur into a whirl of color. I continue stamping 
my little circle within this bigger visual circle of trees 
and woods and blue of sky, and then I notice an even 
bigger circle beyond my sight, a circle of distant sound. 
It is the hum of cars passing on a nearby highway. 

How often I judge the imposition of modem life on 

my experience. Somehow I live in this world of strange 
contradiction. The sound of traffic on Route 1 fills the 
circle in the woods and makes me strain to hear what 
else is present. I return to the vine and let the end of it 
balance in the palm of my hand. It exerts its own pres
sure. When I accommodate myself to this movement, I 
am in a small dance with vine and ground and wind. 
Preparing to leave, it is again the trees that call my 
attention. I see a row of tall trees at the edge of the 
clearing, and I sense their willingness to share this 
world with humans. I'm amazed to feel, in their 
arboreal acceptance, a willingness to accommodate 
even our headlong compulsion toward growth, speed, 
and frantic connection. I take it as an invitation to pur
sue truth while striving to be free of judgement. 

And yet it's not just the busy, noisy parts of my life 
and world around me that threaten this way of seeing 
and being. I find in my journal an indignantly scrawled 
note: "Where do these words come from? Who is this 
person stomping circles in the woods and listening to 
the tops of trees?!" There is a part of myself that is 
embarrassed by these experiences and afraid of the 
strong pull towards them. 

The following excerpt from a poem by Mary Oliver 
called "Have You Ever Tried to Enter the Long Black 
Branches" (West Wind, 1997) reminds me of an impulse 
I sometimes feel when I'm by myself, out in nature. It's 
actually more than an impulse, it's an inner movement, 
a visceral descent where I feel as if I am falling into the 
part of nature that I'm looking at. It often happens in 
relationship to bushes and brambly areas. But it's not 
just a falling, because there is a sense of being received, 
held in a tangle of thin limbs. 

"Only last week I went out among the 
thorns and 

said to the wild roses: 
deny me not, 
but suffer my devotion. Then, all after

noon, I sat among them. Maybe 
I even heard a curl or two of music, 

damp and rouge-red, 
hurrying from their stubby buds, from 

their delicate watery bodies. 

For how long will you continue to listen 
to those dark shouters, 

caution and prudence? 
Fall in! Fall in!" 

I know the call of those "dark shouters," but the 
quiet insistence of the voice urging, "Fall in! Fall in!" 
grows stronger. 0 
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