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For my mother, Carol Edler Baumann, a woman of adventure and accomplishment, humor and wisdom, deep love and generosity of spirit.
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August 11, 1932–November 6, 2021

Cheers to a life well lived!




SHADOW ANIMALS
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“What we most dislike in others is often ourselves. We tend to project our shadow side—the aspects of ourselves we have repressed or denied—onto other people and situations. Recognizing and recalling such projections is a key to becoming whole and to healing all our relations. With her new book, Dawn Brunke makes a spirited and original contribution to shadow work, showing us how our buried histories and childhood fears take shape in our feelings and phobias around animals. She encourages us to ask: Is the spider or snake an aspect of my own power if I can move beyond fear in a conscious encounter? She reminds us that shadows are caused by the obstruction of light, and the clear light she turns on her subject includes personal dreams with the power of revelation and transformation. The book is worth its price for the chapter on bats alone. Studded with precious vignettes from mythology and folklore, honed with a naturalist’s eyes for the social habits of the animal world, 
stocked with simple and effective meditations and exercises, Shadow Animals is a marvelous addition to the literature of shadow work and inter-species communication. Highly recommended.”

ROBERT MOSS,
AUTHOR OF THE 
SECRET HISTORY OF 
DREAMING

“Shadow Animals is a beautifully written, profound, and timely book. Brunke skillfully guides us to explore the shadow aspects of ourselves that we project onto animals. With helpful, practical exercises, she reveals how to reclaim those repressed or rejected aspects of ourselves and how to see the animals we once feared as teachers, guides, and healers. This book is particularly valuable given the increasing polarization in our world. By seeing and integrating our shadow aspects, we move toward wholeness, coming back into right relationship with ourselves, each other, and all sentient beings on our planet.”

HEATHER ENSWORTH, PH.D., 
CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST, ASTROLOGER, AND AUTHOR OF FINDING OUR CENTER AND COAUTHOR OF FROM TRAUMA 
TO FREEDOM

“Shadow Animals focuses on your waking and dreaming animal connections, providing practices to uncover the profound treasures and transformative insights waiting there. Read this when you feel ready to go deeper into your psyche and return to the nature of nature. Highly recommended!”

ROBERT WAGGONER, AUTHOR OF
LUCID DREAMING: GATEWAY TO THE INNER 
SELF

“Brunke’s Shadow Animals is a tour de force. Using the world’s ancient mythologies and folktales to explore modern humanity’s shadow, or hidden self, we learn from rats, bats, wolves, spiders, horses, and many other horned, hoofed, clawed, and winged creatures that can arouse fear in us. Sharing exercises, multicultural stories, and dream translations, Brunke’s book holds a mirror to our psyche, gifting the reader access to the hidden, wounded, 
or shadow self that resides ‘in the subterranean levels of the collective 
psyche.’ A remarkable book, Shadow Animals shows how to respect and treasure these fascinating nonhuman beings, as they become our allies, teachers, protectors, and healers guiding us to wholeness on our shared journey home.”

J. ZOHARA MEYERHOFF HIERONIMUS, 
D.H.L., AUTHOR OF WHITE SPIRIT 
ANIMALS: PROPHETS OF CHANGE

“Shadow Animals is a fascinating book that beautifully sheds light on the animals that help us to tap into fear-based emotions and the powerful role they play in our own inner transformational journeys. Dawn explains how each of these animals is in fact a bearer of light that has intentionally crossed our path to bring us their unique soul-healing medicine. She provides a rich and detailed history of the most common fear-triggering animals, their message and gift for you, and exercises to gently induce deep healing, safety, and peace. Shadow Animals is an important and muchneeded book that I highly recommend!”

TAMMY BILLUPS, 
AUTHOR OF ANIMAL WAYSHOWERS, 
ANIMAL SOUL CONTRACTS,

AND SOUL HEALING WITH
OUR ANIMAL COMPANIONS

“A compelling read that makes you look at yourself and the relationships you have with your animals. Shadow Animals makes you delve a little deeper than normal, think, and then heal.”

DIANE BUDD,
AUTHOR OF ENERGY MEDICINE 
FOR ANIMALS
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INTRODUCTION
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The Cat, the Snake, and the Shadow

As a child I loved dogs. I couldn’t understand why people would choose to live with cats when they could be living with dogs! I didn’t dislike cats, but they were definitely not my favorite animal.

When I was nine years old, my mother, sister, and I visited one of my mother’s friends who had several cats. We stayed the night and in the early morning, while everyone was still in bed, I went downstairs to get some milk. In front of the refrigerator, blocking the door, sat the eldest cat. She was dark gray with bright green eyes, and she looked at me in a very deliberate way. As my skin begin to prickle, a cold fear rose from my belly. I sensed the cat knew something about me, perhaps something that I didn’t know or couldn’t know, and found me wanting.

The rest is a blur: a sudden movement, a scream. I recall my feet pounding up the stairs, the cat at my heels. I remember racing through the open door to my mother’s room, jumping on her bed, still screaming all the while.

The cat never touched me, but an indelible impression of her remains. It is my first memory of meeting a shadow animal, face to green-eyed face.

While I didn’t have the concept at nine years old to define this as an encounter with the Shadow, future events would reveal it was so. I did not develop a fear or hatred of cats because of the incident, nor did I think that cats were out to get me; in fact, my general opinion of cats did not seem to change.

My body, however, had a very different opinion. Soon after the event, I developed an allergy to cats. My eyes became red and itchy, my nose stuffy, my skin prickly whenever I came near a cat. If I wanted to pet one, I had to immediately wash my hands and face. Eventually I found it easier to stay away from cats.

It wasn’t until several decades later that I met the cat again—this time in my dreams. The cat appeared many times over the years, always in different settings: sitting on a table, lounging in a chair, perched atop a refrigerator. The cat was silent, watching me.
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Cat

By this time I was fascinated with dreams and the messages they share from our subconscious world. The dreams nudged me to revisit my earlier experience. What was it that made me run from the cat? Did the cat truly see something within me—and if so, what? Was my body defending me from a perceived threat by developing an allergy to keep me away from cats? Was there a reason cats were never my favorite animal, even before the incident? What is it that Cat represents for me?

I now know Cat as a skilled guide and mentor. The cat—both the physical cat and the dream cat—did indeed know something about me, something I had hidden away a very long time ago. Wise and patient, Cat was watching me carefully, waiting until I was ripe for its teaching.

So, what is the Shadow? In psychological terms it refers to the hidden aspects of our personality that we prefer not to identify with: shame or guilt, greed or arrogance, weakness or incompetence. Because we don’t want to see ego-deflating aspects of self, we keep them in the dark, tucked away in the deep psyche. The Shadow holds all those parts of the self that we judge or disown—our secret fears, suppressed emotions, hidden prejudices, and dark beliefs. We each have our own Shadow and each family, society, and nation has its collective Shadow as well.

It’s ironic—and yet fitting—that just as much as we ignore or refuse to know our Shadow, so the Shadow yearns to be known by us. It seeks to be seen, craving our acknowledgment of its existence—for it, too, is who we are.

The more we repress the Shadow, the more it works to make us aware of itself. It sometimes sneaks out in unsuspecting ways. Shadow images may appear in our dreams and daydreams or push their way into daily life via events and encounters that leave us feeling unbalanced and upset.

We may also glimpse our Shadow in the attributes that we project onto others. Instead of acknowledging qualities we do not like in ourselves, we subconsciously fling them outward—onto friends and family, politicians and the government, other races, and other countries. We also routinely do this to animals. Thus snakes are evil, spiders and bats creepy, rats dirty, and cockroaches downright disgusting.

The book you are about to read is not really about shadow animals. Rather, it is about humans and the many ways we suppress, ignore, and avoid our Shadow—and the ways that animals can help us to find it and begin to heal.

Several years ago I dreamt of an enormous snake. Larger than life, ancient and archetypal, it scrutinized me with its huge, gold-flecked eyes. On waking, I became fascinated with snakes. The more I read and learned about Snake—ancient creator deity, guardian to royalty, protector to gods and goddesses, 
mentor to those who sought wisdom, healing, and enlightenment—the more curious I became as to how this once-trusted ally had become so despised by humankind. I knew then that Snake held a powerful secret for us all.
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Snake

I wrote a book about Snake, focusing on how this premier example of a shadow animal had so very much to teach us—not only about snakes, but also about ourselves. While working on the book, I was challenged by Snake in personal ways. And I came to appreciate the life-changing insights that such shadow animals can bring to our lives, if only we are open and willing to work on ourselves. I learned the power of what these animals hold for us—the insights, clues, and pathways to deepening that can help us to know ourselves in clearer, more expansive ways.

Although I planned a writing break after sending my Snake manuscript to the publisher, the idea for this book rose to consciousness with a pressing need. I felt the book nudging me, insisting there was something here that wanted—needed—to be expressed.

What is the value of shadow animals? Why do we need to know about them? What can they teach us? And why are they so important right now?

As Carl Jung once wrote, “The world hangs by a thin thread, and that is the psyche of man.”1 Jung believed that humans are the great danger to our planet. And that is why he felt shadow work to be so vital. Without acknowledging and retrieving our shadow material, without becoming aware of our deep self, we remain disconnected from ourselves, from each other, and from our planet. Thus we begin to act out in some very destructive ways.

We live in alarmingly volatile and contentious times. Obsession with building walls and blaming others, knee-jerk reactions to project our faults and fears onto anyone but ourselves, and a stubborn refusal to acknowledge our own shadow material has led to a deep confusion about who we are. The collective Shadow is expressing itself in a multitude of metaphors: erratic weather conditions, megalomaniacal rulers, skyrocketing illness and puzzling medical conditions, a proliferation of extremist views and small-minded prejudices, and escalating acts of violence. Not only is the personal Shadow running amok, but the global Shadow is growing larger and darker.

Near the end of his life, Jung had a vision of worldwide catastrophe. His daughter took notes on the vision and, after his death, gave them to her father’s friend and collaborator, Jungian analyst Marie-Louise von Franz. While von Franz was reticent to comment on the subject, she finally remarked, 
“I think that if not more people try to reflect and take back their projections and take the opposites within themselves, there will be a total destruction.”2

Failure to acknowledge our Shadow can lead to all sorts of outbursts: rage, phobias, addictions, anxiety, depression, self-hatred, deceit, hypocrisy, and lies. That is why finding and integrating our Shadow is currently the most important work each of us can do. In fact, it is vital—our very survival as a species depends upon it. Remember this: the real danger does not come from meeting our Shadow, but rather from refusing to meet it.

This book looks at the powerful medicine shadow animals offer in helping us to identify, explore, and integrate our own shadow material. Why animals?

We have a long history of connecting with the animal world. Ancient peoples often identified animals as their ancestors, and many 
early gods and goddesses were represented in animal form. Some humans journeyed with spirit animals while others learned healing secrets and new perspectives from observing animals in the wild. Animals offered us protection, advice, inspiration, and wisdom.

Shadow animals are unique teachers that can help us find and better understand the lost and wounded pieces of ourselves of which we are not fully aware. Some hold clues to repressed memories of trauma or abuse. Some are guides, helping us to explore the puzzling or guarded aspects of our psyche.

Shadow animals may appear frightening at first, for they may reflect those aspects of self that we most fear knowing. But it is by exploring the Shadow that we can eventually face our fears and find—within those fears—our strengths, abilities, and wisdom. Shadow animals can help us discover and embrace what we have judged, forgotten, or marginalized.

It’s important to remember that no animal is a shadow animal in itself. Rather, we make it that way. Events conspire to help create the perfect conditions for us to see our Shadow in an animal. Thus a perfectly nice, gray, green-eyed cat triggers a reaction that stays with us for decades.

Said another way, shadow animals are only shadow in relation to ourselves. They are the handy surface onto which we project our inner Shadow. Rats are not dirty. Snakes are not evil. It is only we who believe they are.

By showing us the outer shape of our Shadow, shadow animals offer clues to that which obstructs the inner radiance of our light. Their great gift is in helping us to see what we have hidden within.

The first part of this book offers an introduction to animals as teachers and guides. Whether domesticated or wild, in physical or spirit form, appearing only a moment or staying with us for a lifetime, such animals offer insightful messages tailored to our individual needs. We’ll further explore the human Shadow and why we choose certain animals to hold our darkest projections and represent those aspects of our psyche that we deny, ignore, or suppress.

The second part of this book explores a variety of species that many may think of as shadowy—spiders, snakes, rats, and bats—as well as those that seem shadowy only to some, such as dogs, cats, horses. So too will we explore meeting the Shadow in ourselves and in our fellow humans—and why it is so timely and important to begin the work of integrating both the personal and collective Shadow.

Each of the thirteen “Shadow Animals” chapters features an exercise in working with shadow material. While these exercises are inspired by the animal representatives of each chapter, they are designed to be used with any animal or aspect of Shadow that you choose to explore. Thus the book provides thirteen different ways of working with your Shadow.

We’ll ask a lot of questions along the way: Why do we fear a particu-lar animal? By exploring what irritates or frightens us about that animal, what will we learn? What gift does this particular creature offer that we have yet to see? And, through stories and exercises, we’ll consider different answers to these questions.

This is not a book with dictionary definitions of what various shadow animals mean, but rather a book about better understanding the animals that we dislike or fear and, in doing so, learning more about what we unconsciously fear and dislike in ourselves. Additionally, you may be surprised to find that reading about some animals you don’t consider Shadow can be helpful in awakening knowledge of inner selves that have been disowned or disregarded for a very long time.

Ignoring the Shadow diminishes our energy. But by acknowledging its presence and opening to it, we begin to nourish ourselves. That is why shadow work is not only a process of self-education but also of healing and awakening.

Shadow work can help us to find the core of our phobias, anxieties, anger, frustration, arrogance, and small-minded beliefs. It can help us reclaim those parts of ourselves that we have forgotten or put away for what was once a very good reason: protection from childhood abuse, trauma, or debilitating fear. Shadow work allows for the healing of our core wounding—all that we don’t want to see, yet that so desperately needs to be acknowledged.

By exploring and working with our Shadow, we begin to accept lost qualities of self rather than ignoring, avoiding, or repressing them. We begin to clear away what is untrue. In reclaiming our projections we become more realistic. We stop trying to toss away qualities we don’t like onto others. We stop lying to ourselves about who we think we are or want to be, because we begin to like ourselves as we are.

By freeing our holds about the Shadow, we ignite creativity, increase clarity, and deepen our compassion for self and others. In uncovering more of our authentic self, we discover hidden talents and strengths, refine our abilities, expand our dreams, and begin to live in a way that celebrates our life’s purpose.

To consciously work with one’s Shadow is both powerful and life changing. It is to embark upon a spiritual process that not only heals but welcomes us home to who we are. Lucky for us, a great many animals offer their support along the way—protecting and advising, challenging and encouraging, inspiring and cheering us on, awaiting our heartfelt return.
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Are you ready?
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A SHORT GUIDE TO THE SHADOW
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Animal Teachers

In the beginning of all things, wisdom and knowledge were with the animals, for Tirawa, the One Above, did not speak directly to man. He sent certain animals to tell men that he showed himself through the beasts, and that from them, and from the stars and the sun and the moon should man learn.

EAGLE CHIEF LETAKOTS-LESA, 
“INTRODUCTION TO THE PAWNEE SONGS”

Humans have always been fascinated with animals. Since ancient times, we’ve been inspired by their speed, strength, and beauty, enthralled by their ability to fly or breathe underwater, intrigued by how they shed their skin or camouflage to become invisible in plain sight.

Through observation we recognized that each animal species offers a precious gift to planet Earth—a particular talent, unique perspective, or notable medicine that it both expresses and represents in our world.

Monkey reminds us to be inquisitive yet playful, to trust our curiosity in order to better innovate and problem solve. Fox reveals how to be cunning and alert, to step lightly and remain unseen. Beaver demonstrates the value of engineering, construction, hard work, and the importance of planning. By paying attention to animals, we learned—and continue to learn—many skills and secrets.

Early humans deepened in relationship with animals that offered guidance and 
knowledge. Shamans allied with animal spirits to journey through inner and other-dimensional worlds in order to bring back healing and insights. Hunters wore claws, fur, or feathers, attempting to become like an animal, to partake of its ability to stalk or pounce. Healers sought the counsel of animal mentors willing to share their expertise. As we crafted stories that celebrated their specialized gifts, animal teachers appeared in our art, folklore, and mythology, helping us to better understand both the natural world and ourselves.

Some myths note a mingling of human and animal form. Gods and goddesses were often depicted with animal heads or bodies. Bastet, ancient Egyptian goddess of protection, wore the head of a cat or lion, while the sky god Horus was depicted as a falcon or a man with a falcon head. In early forms Zeus, the king of Mount Olympus, was portrayed as Snake.

Some deities sought counsel from trusted animals. Athena, goddess of wisdom, drew counsel from Owl, and Diana, goddess of the wilderness, allied with Deer. Other divine beings depended on animal transport. Brahma, god of creation, travels on a swan; Durga, the 
warrior goddess of India, rides a lion; and Ganesha, elephant-headed god and 
remover of obstacles, is carried by a rat.
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Lion goddess statuette from Egypt, circa 1069 to 644 BCE, displays the merging of human, animal, and divine features.


A VARIETY OF EXPERIENCES

We may meet a wide variety of animal teachers throughout our life and relate to each in different ways. Guardians offer protection or emotional safeguarding through challenges and danger. Guides and advisors provide passage through underworlds or knowledge needed to complete a task. And companions share warmth and love.

Some animal teachers take form as physical beings living in our homes or in the wild. Some are spirit-based, and some carry a vast presence that conveys the teachings of their species or realm.

Birds, for example, may share elevated perspectives to assist us in accessing higher levels of consciousness. Water animals may help us sink into the fluidity of our unconscious and engage creativity. Reptiles may teach transformation or metamorphosis, encouraging us to get comfortable with change. And animals that live underground may remind us to burrow deep, showing us how to extract wisdom from buried or hidden spaces.

Spirit animal, power animal, totem, animal guide: all these terms 
refer to an animal’s power and medicine—the unique teaching it embodies and 
expresses in our world. Animals may share based on personal experience or through a collective voice that taps into the specialized knowledge of their species. The larger energy of spirit animals may be expressed through a living animal. Or we may access the wisdom of past, future, and parallel worlds through ancestral animal spirits or dreamtime animals that provide an expansive history of their land or realm. Some humans celebrate a communal relationship with a totem animal that unites the clan, tribe, family, or group by conveying its protection, wisdom, and skills.

We intuitively sense both the playful and protective power of animals when we give our young children stuffed toys—plush elephants, tigers, and teddy bears. We still yearn to align with animals, and so we assign totemic animal images to vehicles, sports teams, and different brands or products in the marketplace: Jaguar, Mustang, the Miami Dolphins, the Milwaukee Bucks, Puma running shoes, Red Bull drinks, even the imprint of this book, Bear &amp; Company. Our connection with the animal world is deep-seated, not only in our language but in our being.
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Spirit of Lion and Cat

It doesn’t matter so much how we identify a particular animal—whether we call it guide, totem, or spirit animal—but rather that we appreciate and honor the animal that has come. For every animal offers a gift, a teaching, a perspective, another point of view. The more attentive we are in noting the animal teacher that appears, the more easily we sense the help, wisdom, and guidance that is offered.

You might meet your animal spirit or power animal through a planned ritual, meditation, or inner journey. But powerful experiences with animal helpers can come at any time or place, often unexpectedly.

One early morning many years ago, while standing outside in a mountainous area, I was struck with a compelling insight. While I had been confused the night before, the sudden clarity of the insight was so exceptional that I gasped aloud.

Despite the grandeur of the revelation, I felt the stirrings of doubt only a few moments later. Perhaps I had been opened too wide, too quickly, for my mind tumbled into skepticism and uncertainty, and I wondered if the experience had been real.

It was exactly then that a large gray dog who lived on the premises raced toward me, seemingly out of nowhere. Pausing in front of me, he pushed his soft muzzle into the curve of my hand. He then backed up and looked me straight in the eye. Holding my gaze, he wagged his tail and barked loudly—one, two, three times!—then raced away.

I shook my head in astonishment once again. What just happened? Had 
the dog sensed my excitement at the insight, or my doubt in believing it was 
true? What force caused him to run to me, to touch me, and to bark at me those 
magical three times, as if to say, “Yes! yes! yes! What you just experienced is real!”1




WHEN ANIMAL TEACHERS VISIT

Some animals show up in passing, their arrival unforeseen yet perfectly timed, their appearance igniting something inside of us. Some bring flashes of spiritual insight, others a summons to move, or a caution to stop. In crucial moments they may offer hint or warning, nudge or reminder, encouragement or call to awareness.

Afterward, we may remark on the strange synchronicity and auspicious revelation—that sudden vision of the soaring eagle overhead, suggesting we might consider a larger, wider, or more upraised point of view; the glimpse of a mouse peeping from the tiny entrance to its home, reminding us that sometimes it is wise to observe quietly from a safe position.

Such encounters can trigger something inside us—a deeper form of knowing or an opening to relationship, both with that animal teacher and also with ourselves.

Sometimes animals act as portals, allowing other energies to flow through them. A friend told me a story about a man she had been dating for several months. While she found him reserved and distant, on one particular day, while sitting face to face at a picnic table at the edge of a forest, she sensed a shift in his emotions. The man was sharing that his mother had died when he was nine years old and how the event had affected him deeply for many decades. He was only now noticing how he held his feelings tight inside as a result. As he spoke with teary eyes, my friend saw a movement behind the man.

She watched a red fox emerge from the woods and stand in an open clearing a short distance from their table. While it was strange for a fox to come out of the woods in the bright light of noon, my friend sensed its appearance was opportune.

She suggested to the man that he turn slowly to see their visitor, and he did as she requested. When he turned back several moments later, his expression was one of startled amazement.
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A visit from Fox

“It’s my mother,” he whispered. “She always loved foxes. She had so many photos and paintings and little knickknacks of foxes in her house. I think she sent that fox, to let me know she is okay.”

A sense of deep healing pervaded the moment, and the two sat quiet and still in the sunshine, both of them watching the fox until it trotted back into the woods. My friend reported that when the man turned back to face her, his eyes were shining with tears—no longer from grief, but with gratitude.
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While some animal teachers stay only a moment to deliver their message, others arrive for longer periods of time. Perhaps we are at a crossroads or facing a crucial life decision. An animal helper may arrive to offer guidance in addressing our challenge. Such animals may offer support as we deal with adversity or grief, or clues to healing, or insights to help us to better understand our situation and find the best path forward. As we move through the challenge, our teacher may move on as well—a sign of our completion.

Some power animals are with us for our whole lives. Sometimes we are only dimly aware of their presence working behind the scenes of our consciousness, and other times we know them from the start: an intuitive sense of kinship with Dog or Horse as a child, a deep fondness for Wolf or Whale. Like master teachers, these animals help us to grow spiritually. They may challenge us and nudge us to learn from our mistakes. They may encourage us to work at deepened levels of being as we address our life’s purpose.




LEARNING, SHARING, AWAKENING

When we seek in the spirit of genuinely wanting to know, the world around us responds. Answers, clues, and messages come to us in the most amazing ways, tailored to our individual needs. So too may animals seek us out, sharing their worldview so that we may expand our perspectives and share with others.

I was once snorkeling in a secluded bay in Hawaii known for its turtle population. Happily watching the turtles gliding past me, I was surprised when one approached so closely it touched my face mask. I veered left to give it space, and it veered left; I dove, and it followed. Although we were told not to harass the turtles, it seemed this turtle wanted to engage.

After several minutes of swimming together, the turtle led me over a shallow reef. The water was only inches deep and the rocks below were sharp, the surge strong. I was reluctant to continue, but the turtle, now ahead, turned to look at me several times, as if encouraging.

A few yards further and the bay suddenly deepened ten feet or more. There were hollows in the volcanic rock and big circles of open sand below. And there were turtles—many turtles!—resting on the bottom. My heart beat faster with the realization that this was turtle sanctuary, created not by humans but by the turtles themselves. The secluded space was quiet and peaceful, a restful refuge from noisy tourists. As I floated on the surface and gazed down at the turtles, I could feel their ancient wisdom flowing through me. And so I lost track of time.
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Turtle scout

When I realized that I needed to return to shore, my turtle guide appeared and began leading me past the sanctuary—not to shore, as I expected, but further along the coastline. I felt the same reluctance I had on crossing the shallow reef. But only a moment later we passed another volcanic ridge and clearing of sand, and there an enormous turtle looked up at me from below. It seemed very old, very wise, an Elder Turtle of the Bay. I felt such a rush of emotions—astonishment, gratitude, joy—as it rose toward me and we glided together along the circumference of the sanctuary.

The old turtle shared its experience as protector of this bay. It pointed out coral formations and rock placements that had significance, a kind of sacred geomancy in this part of the ocean, serving as an anchor of energy. I sensed how turtle scouts swam beyond the area to engage swimmers and bring them here to deepen, rest, and commune in this peaceful space. And I understood that when we open like this—heart, mind, and soul joined—we know that we are all participants in the adventure of awakening.

As well as being personally moving, the experience reveals how animal teachers can test our engagement skills: Are we open to their invitation to learn more? Are we willing to move just a bit beyond our doubts and fears? Do we desire to share in experiences that may initially seem strange, different, or unfamiliar to us? In short, are we ready for the teaching?

Animal wisdom is all around us, all the time. It’s up to us to be aware, to tune in, look, listen, sense, and feel.

If an animal teacher shows up in your life, there’s a reason why: a lesson you may need to learn, advice that may help you with your next step, an offering of long-term assistance. Such teachers come to us because we are ready.

Sometimes we call on them, intuitively knowing we need the strength of Elephant or cunning of Coyote. There are no fixed rules. Creative possibilities are as open as we are. As we honor and celebrate the unique qualities we see in animals, we begin to awaken those qualities in ourselves.




SHADOW TEACHERS

While we may admire a variety of animal teachers, so too are there some that frighten or cause unease. Shadow animals are the ones that challenge us. They are often animals we would not ordinarily choose to interact with, and yet they come, offering very special lessons indeed.

Shadow animals encourage us to see our fears, to explore the dark corners of our psyche, to discover what is hidden, repressed, or buried deep within ourselves. We may initially judge these animals. We may be disgusted by them or have phobias against them. And we may come up with all kinds of reasons why this is so—They look scary! They could harm us! They are aligned with the devil!

We are fearful of shadow animals because they reflect the darkness of our inner world. That is why working with them and opening to their teachings is so valuable—for through them we can begin to see a clearer perspective of who we really are.

Shadow animals can help us to clear issues that trigger heavy emotions. They may appear at times of crisis or adversity, or when we are confused, angry, depressed, grief-stricken, or devastated. Perhaps we are stuck in a mode of thinking or behavior not helpful to our spiritual growth. Perhaps we keep repeating the same confused mistake or negative pattern. What to do?

Unique among animal teachers, shadow animals reveal the hard lessons we have not yet learned or would prefer to ignore. They seem dark because they come from our own darkness, but their goal is to help us see whatever is blocking us from our inner light.

Some may appear larger than life, intimidating, ferocious, or terrifying. Why? Because they are shadow animals, both reflecting and representing our inner fears. Patient and persistent, some may continue to appear until we begin to change or heal. Working with shadow animals may not always be easy, but if we go the course, they often become some of our most powerful guides.

What is required from us is to pay attention and be present, to open ourselves to deeper connections and different perceptions, to be willing to explore and expand our paradigms, and to be honest with ourselves and with others. Throughout the journey we may learn humility and find courage. So, too, will we discover why it is so important for each of us to shine our personal gifts in the world.

As we open in relationship to animals and their teachings, a part of us awakens. As we begin to embrace the shadowy parts of ourselves, we become more alive, more complete. We sense our deep kinship not only with animals, but with the natural world and ourselves. As teachers and guides, allies and friends, animals remind us what we have lost, what we have forgotten, what we yet need to discover, and who we truly are.
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Shadow Animal Teachers

No matter how far you travel, you can never get away from yourself. It’s like your shadow. It follows you everywhere.

HARUKI MURAKAMI, 
AFTER THE QUAKE

In the mid-1500s the people of Warsaw, Poland, were convinced that a basilisk was terrorizing their town. The mythological creature was described as a large animal with snakelike skin, a long, curved tail, a hooked beak, and sharp claws. It sometimes had bat wings or the head of a rooster, but always a prominent crown-shaped crest, which is why it was also called the King of Snakes.

The basilisk was said to be so venomous that it could kill with a glance, wither vegetation with a single breath, and leave a trail of deadly venom wherever it roamed. As Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder noted in his first-century 
Natural History, 
“all who behold its eyes, fall dead upon the spot.”1

Although described differently in various cultures, countries, and times, in sixteenth-century Warsaw the basilisk was believed to sleep during the day in the basement of a crumbling castle. It only came out at night to wander the town, eating livestock, stealing riches, destroying crops, setting fires, and turning any humans who crossed its path into stone. How to kill such a beast? Many individuals had tried, only to end up as lifeless statues.

We can learn a lot about any group by considering the fearsome animals they conjure in myth and legend. A great many terrifying animals arise from the collective psyche, and it’s not surprising—for life can be terrifying. Thus, world mythology includes the fire-breathing chimera of Greece, with its lion’s head, goat’s body, and serpent tail; the spiny, blood-sucking Chupacabra of Puerto Rico and South America; the deadly, cave-dwelling Grootslang of South Africa; and the monstrous, squid-like Kraken, whose immense tentacles could pull an entire ship down into cold Nordic waters.
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Basilisk with snakes, from a Latin bestiary (a treatise on real and mythical animals), circa 1200–1300

We have always sensed the presence of shadow animals. From the earliest of times, dreamers and writers, poets and artists have projected our collective fears outward, creating an archetypal shadow beast that lives 
“out there,” just beyond the village. They may dwell underground or in remote, wild places—the dark jungle, the windswept desert, the briny deep. They may hole up in tunnels, caves, chasms, even dilapidated castle basements. Most often they are creatures of the night, showing themselves only between the bewitching hours of dusk and dawn.

Sometimes the creatures are hybrids, blending human and animal traits. A human face merged with a hairy body and scaly tail hints that the monster is connected to our shadow self.

Mythic shadow animals are ferocious and intimidating, for they hold our deepest secrets and fears. They represent the underbelly of the group—that which is untamed and uncivilized, a conglomeration of all that is deemed deviant or depraved and needs to be locked away.
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Kraken attacking merchant ship, by Pierre Denys de Monfort, 1809

Shadow animals know us because their energy lives within us. Investigating them thus offers some excellent clues about what we do not want to know or see or feel. As with almost anything we choose to disown, however, repressing the Shadow forces it to express itself in some other way. And so, the basilisk roams the town.

How to deal with such a shadow animal? The Warsaw legend tells of a traveler who, upon hearing of the town’s dilemma, creates a plan. He enters the basilisk’s basement lair early in the morning while it is still asleep and holds a large mirror in front of its nose. Awakened by the noise, the basilisk opens its eyes. As it gazes into the mirror, it is greeted by its own reflection—and turns to stone. The traveler is so excited by his success that he drops the mirror, which shatters into many pieces. The shards catch the rays of the rising sun through a tiny window far above, the room brightens, and all the stone-turned humans come to life once again.

This folktale illustrates both how one group of people perceived their collective Shadow and how they banished it—at least for a time. Let’s examine the tale for a few clues and connections to better understand its meaning.

The basilisk lives in the basement of a crumbling castle. Said another way, the Shadow resides in the subterranean levels of the collective psyche. Because this place is described as a royal structure in disrepair, we might assume that the sovereign structure of the group has been falling apart for some time. No wonder a shadow creature has emerged!


[image: image]

Woodblock print of a basilisk by Ulisse Aldrovandi, from 
Serpentum et draconum historia, 1640

While benign during the daylight, the basilisk comes out at night to wreak havoc on the conveniences of civilized life: food, wealth, safety, and home. The potential loss of nourishment, security, shelter, and family are understandable fears for any town. But there’s more. The basilisk stops all who oppose it by turning them into stone. While this hints at the fear of death, to be turned to stone is very specific. Does it reflect an unyielding or uncompromising attitude of the group? Statues are stationary, immobile, most often firmly set in their space. It’s interesting that the stone castle is crumbling and yet the basilisk turns people to stone. Perhaps the group is fearful of imminent change and yearns for permanence?

The plan to stop the basilisk comes from someone outside the group—someone who is free to see beyond the constraints of the collective paradigm. The traveler’s tool is simple yet powerful: a mirror, a device of reflection. The mirror’s large size highlights it as a special object in this story.

Mirrors always hold a bit of magic. As symbols, they emphasize appearances—how we perceive ourselves or how we want others to perceive us. But magic mirrors mentioned in myths also reflect a desire to see the inner, deep, or true self. Accommodating our quest for insight, mirrors may reveal visions from the deep psyche, dream world, or shadow realm. In this story the mirror is the tool used to reflect the beast’s image back to itself, thus turning it to stone.

The dropping of the mirror causes the reflected shadow image to shatter (the group thus no longer has the whole of Shadow to contend with, but only pieces), and so the town’s fear begins to shatter as well. The mirror shards reflect sunlight from a window above. As symbols, windows offer light, new perspectives, and freedom. And when the room brightens with the reflected light from above, the basilisk’s stonecasting spell is broken. While it’s not a full resolution of shadow material, it is a clever start.

In the everyday world shadows are created when something solid—a body or object—comes between rays of light and a surface. The brighter the light, the darker the shadow. In the subconscious world Shadow is created when something is hidden away, repressed, or disowned. The darker the Shadow, the more fearful and disowned.

Shadows seem mysterious or frightening because they are formed from an obstruction of light. And this is exactly why exploring the Shadow can be so helpful—because it shows us that which obstructs our light!

As we face our Shadow clearly, we become aware that the qualities we hoped were 
“out there” are actually “in here,” inside ourselves. We want to deny it, of course, but eventually we realize how that which we have shunned in ourselves has simply been projected outward onto others. This is true for individuals as well as groups or villages or nations.

The problem isn’t that we project on animals (or life in general), for projections can be helpful in revealing what we cannot see in ourselves. The problem occurs when we believe our projection is a reality rather than a reflection of ourselves. The basilisk is always born from within.

To better understand why we cast our Shadow onto animals and others, let’s explore how we acquire shadow material in the first place.


ACCUMULATING SHADOW

From an early age we are encouraged to develop the compliant side of our personality—the bright, smart, socially desirable side. Our parents tell us to sit still, behave nicely, and get good grades. In order to feel loved and accepted, we quickly learn to accentuate certain traits in our personality and reject others.

Poet and Shadow explorer Robert Bly refers to the Shadow as “the long bag we drag behind us.”2 As very small children we learn to stuff our bag with all that is not loved or valued by others. Each family, group, community, culture, and nationality has different ideas about what we should put in our bag.

Throughout our life we are encouraged to behave in certain ways, believe certain things, and accept certain rules and ways of being. Some of this is helpful and reasonable, of course, but it also causes us to suppress distinctive and creative energies that are unaligned with collective thinking.

Trauma in childhood may also cause us to repress certain experiences and fears. So too can intuitive abilities or natural gender yearnings not approved by society be stuffed in the long bag. Thus we put away whatever feels shameful or is judged untrue or abnormal. We usually aren’t aware of forming our Shadow, nor do we realize how we carry it with us everywhere we go. It feels natural because it has become a part of who we are.

The origin of some shadow material may not make sense to us as adults. The events from childhood that once triggered us to stuff the bag may now seem insignificant—a cross word, an angry look, something our friends or parents disliked—yet at the time, to our small selves, these experiences were large and weighty. We are no longer our child self; now a chasm separates us from our Shadow and the reasons why we started a bag in the first place.

Although we may prefer to remain distanced from the bag, what’s inside it is alive and kicking. In fact, elements from the bag often control us—sometimes overtly, sometimes in subtle yet powerful ways that we aren’t aware of. Desires and urges from the Shadow can cause us to fear, judge, overreact, and act out, and we no longer know why. In addition, as Bly notes, the bigger or longer our bag, the less energy available to us.3 Shadow selves are not bad or wrong. Sometimes they shield us from harm. That is why some shadow animals stand guard over forgotten memories or valuable skills that may help us later in life.

The Shadow holds all that we reject and ignore, and there in the bag, all those judged qualities—all those lost pieces of ourselves—sit sulking, feeling unloved and unwanted. The longer these parts brood in the bag, the larger, more dissatisfied, and more desperate to be acknowledged they become.

As Bly notes, “We can only see the contents of our own bag by throwing them innocently, as we say, out into the world. Spiders then become evil, snakes cunning, goats oversexed . . .”4 And this is how we eventually create our shadow animals.




IDENTIFYING SHADOW QUALITIES

Working with the Shadow is not always easy. And yet to be summoned by a shadow animal and offered its teaching or guidance shows that we are ready to evolve.

Our shadow animal may illuminate key pieces of our personal puzzle: past pains we continue to hold, deep yearnings we suppress, traumatic events not yet resolved. Or our shadow animal may offer clarification, help with re-visioning self and world, and ways to access and integrate lost energies.

Shadow animals are personal and distinct to each individual. A spider may be a wise teacher with helpful skills to one, a curious eightlegged creature to another, and a terrifying animal to a third. In other words, Shadow to one person is not necessarily Shadow to another.

All animal teachers work in different ways, each uniquely creative when addressing our individual challenges. Even if two people have the same species of shadow animal, it may appear very differently to each and work in differing ways.

Shadow animals help us to face ourselves, to view the roots of our anger or judgments, our self-righteous arrogance, or the shameful emotions that we project onto others. In this way, they offer potential release from that which holds us captive, providing guidance to freedom and a pathway to retrieving our power and wisdom.

How do you know if you’ve found your shadow animal? Ask yourself: how do I feel about this animal? If seeing, touching, or thinking about it gives rise to sensations of fear, anger, revulsion, or nausea, chances are that you have found a shadow animal!

To begin, here is a very simple yet powerful practice that serves as a great introduction to learning more about your shadow projections.
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Animal Projections
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It is best to do this with a paper and pencil. It’s also helpful to refrain from reading the full instructions in advance. Rather, read and complete each step before moving to the next.


	
Divide your paper into four quadrants, as shown in the figure below.

	
On the top left list two or three of your favorite animal species—the ones you admire or feel connected to in a positive way. For example, I might include: Whale, Polar Bear, Dog.




	
On the bottom left list several animal species that scare you—the ones you don’t like or cause you to cringe. For example: Alligator, Weasel.


	
Going back to the top of the paper, contemplate your favorite animals and jot down on the right side what you like about these animals or why you find them interesting and amazing. For example, I might write about whales: Large and graceful. Communicate in unique ways. Have expansive energy. Hold diverse connections and create pathways to inter-dimensional worlds.


	
Now look at your least favorite animals and describe why you feel fear or unease around these animals. What bothers you the most? For example, Alligators: Sneaky. Always watchful without being seen. Quick to bite, with sharp teeth and strong jaws that snap shut. Hold prey firmly, pulling into water and not letting go.


	
Now fold your paper lengthwise, and consider all the animal qualities listed on the right side of paper. Forgetting the animals that these qualities describe, ask yourself: What do these qualities reflect about me? Be as honest as you can; this is just for you.




For example, when I consider expansive energy and diverse connections to inter-dimensional worlds, I can relate; I see a part of myself that I admire. Likewise, I perceive that I sometimes have a sneaky nature and can be sharp with my comments. I also tend to hold on to things that bother me for a very long time.

Projections can help us to see ourselves in larger ways. They offer us clues and clarity into a wider, deeper vision of ourselves—both the things we admire and the things we deny or don’t care to acknowledge.

If you have no sense of what the qualities you’ve identified might say about you, that’s okay. Allow them to simmer in the back of your mind. It may be helpful to save and refer to this list when working with some of the exercises in the next part of the book, or whenever you want to consider your projections, both positive and negative, in more depth.




SEEKING THE SHADOW

Shadow exploration can entail some confusion and frustration. Such adventures require us to engage our inner world. We need to be patient at times and quick acting at other times. We must be willing to acknowledge parts of ourselves that we may not like. We need to trust the process and ourselves. We also need to commit to the process in order to allow change to occur. We are confronting our dark side—at times not only personally, but communally and collectively. We will likely face obstacles, barriers, quicksand, and dark oceans. But so also will we find amazing vistas, buried treasure, golden secrets, and most precious of all, our true self.

Because of the work involved in facing repressed fears or triggers to heavy or dark emotions, shadow teachers may initially test us to determine if we are ready for the power of their lessons. Perhaps they come as nightmares: angry lions, wild horses, charging bears. By representing our fears they may appear as predators chasing us, snarling at us, intimidating us. They may snap or growl. The fangs are bared.
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Shadow animals may first observe or challenge us to make sure we are ready for their teachings.

Do we run and hide? Do we fight back? Do we stand our ground? Do we have what it takes to face a shadow creature that threatens to turn us to stone? Our thoughts, feelings, and actions show us where we are in relation to ourselves, our shadow animals, and our readiness to work with Shadow.

If we are not ready for the teaching of a shadow animal, it can be dangerous for us. That is why some shadow animals come time and again—challenging us, testing us with their particular teaching. For example, it wasn’t until decades after I met the cat mentioned in the introduction that I was able to recall its presence in a conscious way. When I finally did, I realized it had been carefully observing me in my dreams for over twenty years! At last, I had worked enough on my psyche for my shadow animal to determine I was ready for its teaching.

Forming a meaningful relationship with shadow animal teachers depends upon our ability to form a deep, honest relationship with ourselves. As representatives of our dark side, shadow animals want to be acknowledged. They come to us so that we can see our strengths and weaknesses more clearly. By working with them we engage more of ourselves, each lesson a stepping-stone to greater confidence, authenticity, and awareness.
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