
TREE TIME

This workshop has hopefully begun to prompt you to better consider the temporal 
and spatial scales of trees. The two additional post-workshop prompts will build 
upon and extend this consideration, and ask you to develop your own line of 
communication and a relationship with a tree.  

In this document you find:
 -  Directions for the two prompts 
 -  Some examples to get you started
 -  A list of links, books, and other resources (some from the talk) to help you 
 further explore what ‘tree time’ might mean for you.

Also, we are looking to compile our collective work in this workshop as part of digital 
exhibition so we would love it for you to share your tree investigations, drawings, 
letters, and tree clocks with us so we may compile them into a ‘Tree Time Forest’.
To share your work with us, just email the files to greatlakesdesignlabs@gmail.com. 
If you would like to stay anonymous just indicate that distinction in your email and we 
will exclude your name from any credits. 

We are also inviting any interested participants to join us for a ‘Tree Clock Design 
Feedback’ session in November, so just send us an email if you are interested in 
getting some feedback on your Tree Clock designs and we will keep you updated on 
the details of that event and any future events.

P O ST  WO R KS H O P  G U I D E

01 Introduction and
Prompts



02 Letter to a
Tree

This prompt can be done before or after the design of your tree clock or both. In this 
prompt, we suggest that you use the written word of whatever language you prefer, and 
use it to begin a communication with your tree. You are encouraged to write whatever 
you’d like, but here are a few topics you might consider addressing:

Tell the tree about your 
perception of its life, 
seasonal cycles, and 
position in the world.

Share your hopes or 
thoughts for the future 
of the tree. 

Ask the tree questions 
you might interested in 
knowing about its life, 
its relations, and its 
values.



03Designing a 
Tree Clock 

This prompt asks you to return to the tree you initially measured and create a 
new mode of measurement of change-over-time and communication through the 
designing of a ‘tree clock’.  You can also choose a new tree if you used the example 
tree during the workshop. 

This ‘tree clock’ might be a physical entity, but it may also be a method of observation 
that emphasizes the tree’s cycles, movement, or surroundings.  We urge to find ways 
to steep yourself a little bit more into your tree’s territory and life.  In your design, 
consider how you might find different ways of seeing or observing your tree change-
over-time.  This could be a one time exercise or a continual investigation throughout 
the seasons. We invite you to interpret this prompt as you desire, create your own 
tools, etc. If you do not know where to begin, we have included some examples you 
are welcome to try out or build upon.



1. Gather supplies. You will need: a pen (a sharpie, felt tip or other permanent marker 
works best), a scissors, a piece of string, a piece of paper or a sketchbook

2. Attach the string to the end of your pen opposite the marker point. You can do this by 
tying the string to the end, hooking it onto the edge of the pen with the help of the cap, or 
taping the string to the end of the pen.

3. Tie your string/pen to a tree branch so that just the tip of the marker touches a piece of 
paper or notebook placed underneath. You may have to adjust this later on, so be wary of 
cutting or trimming too much off your string. 

4. Allow your pen to sway back and forth on the paper while it’s attached to your tree via 
the piece of string. Let your clock record marks on the paper for a set period of time. You 
may have to adjust your pen and paper if there is significant wind to ensure the pen is 
marking the paper and not getting stuck on the ground or in the air. 

04 Tree Clock Example:
String Clock
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1. Gather supplies. You will need: an ink well (or acrylic paint), blank paper or a sketch-
book, the ability to hold a notebook up to branch height of a tree

2. Find your tree. Although this clock may work on any type of tree, a tree with needles 
will often yield better results. 

3. Dip a small cluster of needles into the ink well, or paint the needles with a brush. 
Whether ink or paint, it will quickly so have your paper ready. 

4. Hold up your paper or notebook so that the needles are able to brush the surface. 
Hold this position for as long as you want and let the sway of the tree carry the branch 
or needles across the paper. 

05 Tree Clock Example:
Ink Clock



1. Gather supplies. You will need: A digital or film camera with adjustable shutter speed

2. Find your tree. Although this clock may work no matter where you stand, it can be 
helpful to locate a window where you can safely photograph the canopy of a tree with-
out have to rely on the camera’s zoom capabilities.  

3. Play with your camera’s shutter speed while focusing on your tree’s canopy. The 
correct shutter speed will vary based on a  series of factors - if it’s sunny out, begin by 
experimenting with shutter speed of 1 second. 

4. Focus on the leaves of the tree’s canopy. Wait patiently for a slight breeze, or a play-
ful squirrel - any kind of canopy movement will do. Take a photo and look at the results. 
Change the shutter speed or ISO depending on the exposure of the image and try 
again if you need to.

Note: Long exposure photography helps us see change in a way that is impossible with 
our own eyes. It captures and records the path of moving objects, such as the leaves of 
trees in the wind. It helps us track change over time and uses light to help tell the story of 
the evolution of a moving tree. 

06 Tree Clock Example:
Long Exposure Clock
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1. Gather supplies. You will need: A camera - digital, film or smart phone camera will all work 
here.

2. Find your tree. This should be a tree that you will have access to on a regular basis, or for 
however long you decide to photograph your tree.  

3. Design on the time scale of your tree clock. Decide if you will photograph your tree once 
every hour, once a day, or once every single month. Any time scale that seems exciting and 
accessible will work. 

4. Take a picture of your tree on your decided upon intervals. You can choose to take the 
exact same picture of your tree in the exact same spot every time, or decide to capture 
different angles and aspects of your tree over time. 

07 Tree Clock Example:
Re-Photography Clock
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Image: Cesare Leonardi and Franca Stagi



1 .  A U D I T O R Y  C L O C K
Tie bells or other small noisemakers to smaller more accessible branches of a 
tree. Sit or lie near the tree so that you are able to detect the sound the bells 
make when the tree moves, shifts and rustles in the wind. Record how many 
times you hear the sound in a minute, an hour, or a day. 

Find a tree that casts a visible shadow. This clock will record the movement 
or the tree’s shadow whether it is a street tree with a shadow into a low traffic 
road, or a tree that casts a shadow onto the grass or a lawn. If the tree is cast-
ing a shadow into the street, first make sure that there are no vehicles around. 
Next, trace the outline of the tree’s shadow every couple of hours throughout 
the day. If you tree is casting a shadow onto the grass, trace the shadow using 
a squeeze bottle filled with flour. Take a picture at the end of the day and look at 
the movement of the tree’s shadow as the sun changed places in the sky. 

2 .  S H A D O W  C L O C K

For this clock, you will need clear packing or masking tape. First, decide the time 
scale which you want to measure. This clock can be effective when measuring 
the change of a tree over the course of minutes, but it may be more compelling 
or didactic when tracking change over days, weeks or months. Locate a 1-2’ 
transect on or underneath your tree that you will use for each measurement. 
Take your first measurement by placing your tape sticky side down, so that 
the tape is capturing bark, grass, fallen leaves, or any other tree related debris. 
Repeat the tape transect every day, week or month and measure the change in 
the tree with the collection you peel up at each interval.

3 .  TA P E  C L O C K

Tracing the outline of sap pooling/oozing out of conifers. Uses: trace paper? 
overhead projector sheets and dry erase pens?

4 .  S A P  C L O C K

Touch and/or rub the bark of a tree (can use rubbings with paper and crayon) 
and describe the feeling. Are there ridges or scales? Are the ridges deep or 
shallow? Is the bark smooth or rough? Do this exercise every year to explore 
how the tree is growing and changing over time. 

5 .  T O U C H  C L O C K

08 OTHER TREE CLOCK 
EXAMPLES



09 Additional
Resources

Throughout this workshop, you were introduced to various projects, videos, books, articles and 
links. The list below contains a summary of these resources for you to follow up on as well as some 
others you might explore on your own. 

WEB + VIDEO

1. The Future Library Project: https://www.futurelibrary.no/

2. Stefan Hunt’s ‘The Talking Tree’: https://vimeo.com/336082660 

3. David George Haskell, Tree Sounds Compilation: https://dghaskell.com/compilation/

4. The One Tree Project: https://theonetreeproject.org/page/4/

5. Francis Hallé, Forest Art Project: http://www.forest-art-project.com/francis-hall%C3%A9.html

6. Cartier Foundations ‘Trees’ Exhibition: https://www.fondationcartier.com/en/exhibitions/nous-
les-arbres
 

BOOKS + ARTICLES 

1. Timefullness: How Thinking Like A Geologist Can Help Save The World, Marcia Bjornerud

2. Tree Story, Valerie Trouet

3. The Overstory, Richard Powers

4. Wanderings, Herman Hesse

5. The Atomic Tree, Adam Loften & Emmanuel Vaughan-Lee: https://emergencemagazine.org/
story/atomic-tree/

6. Forest, Forrest Gander & Katie Holten: https://emergencemagazine.org/story/forest/, also About 
Trees, Katie Holten

7. Gathering Moss - Robin Wall Kimmerer



  

10 Stay In Touch + Share 
Your Work!!

We really appreciate you being a part of this workshop and would love to celebrate all the trees 
measured and identified in this workshop. Please help us inspire others by sharing the work that 
you have done.  Likewise, we would love to have you join us in November to chat a bit more about 
trees and get some feedback on your tree clock designs from our panel of collaborators. 

To share your work (photos/scans, etc.) or to sign up to find out about our ‘Design Feedback 
Session’ please email us at:  greatlakesdesignlabs@gmail.com

You can also find out more about us at www.gldl.org


