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Part I

The First Half of Life
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Nature, psyche, and life appear to me like divinity unfolded—what more could I ask for?


—CARL JUNG





Introduction:

Our Wild Home
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Our lives move at a dizzying pace. We rush through our days, exhausting ourselves in our mad scrambling. We fall into bed each night for a few precious hours of sleep and then get up the next morning and do it all over again. But as we scurry, filling our calendars and making our lists, another life is living itself inside each one of us. That life is invisible and moves at a different pace. It runs through us like a deep underground river, its source the crystal-clear waters at the center of our being. It lives inside us from the day we are born until the day we die and is the source of our deepest knowing. I call that river and the inner landscape it traverses our wild home.


Most of us are not taught to navigate this terrain, nor do we know how to understand the language it speaks as it tries to guide us toward fulfillment. Instead, we stumble into adulthood, trying to build our lives by following the familiar structures we see around us. Ideally, we succeed in creating a satisfying and meaningful existence. But in a culture that hawks the material plane as the only route to finding joy and fulfillment, we are doomed to struggle, and many of us end up in a crisis of meaning.


This book chronicles my own struggle over seven decades to find meaning and purpose in a world that begged me to look outward, rather than inward. In my midthirties, when my beloved grandmother died, I began to wonder if there was more to life than met my eye. In grieving her passage, I turned my gaze inward to see what I might find. While I wasn’t aware of it at the time, that was a completely rebellious act—one that transported me into a wild, unknown world where I had to find new eyes and new ears and learn a completely different way of being present in my life in order to make sense of it. A language beneath my words began to reveal itself. It came to me through my music, my dreams, my art, my imagination, and the uncanny synchronicities that I began to recognize as they rained down around me. This new form of communication was rich in feeling, tone, image, and metaphor and was communicated more often through my body than through my mind.


It took many years to make sense of my childhood intuition about my wild home. I was just living my life. I grew up, got married, became a mother, and found my path as an expressive arts therapist. This book chronicles the deeper story that was being told. Because I was not guided by the institutions that most often shepherd us, I traveled through uncharted waters and wandered in a wilderness without trails. There, I learned to follow the ever-unfolding mystery of my wild soul as it guided me through life’s great adventure.


My story unfolds as a series of reflections on my inner life, from the time I was a tiny child until this book’s publication. Exploring my inner landscape opened me to the gift of creative imagination, a gift available to each one of us. My wild inside took me cascading down rushing rivers, through dark green valleys, and high up onto mountaintops. I communed with the fish and learned from the bears. I came to see that I am a child of Nature, made of the earth, a small speck of the Great Mother herself. I gave birth to my children, and I witnessed my aging parents as they stepped close to death’s door. Standing in the circle of life, I learned that accepting life’s endings is as important as welcoming its beginnings.


The giant redwood trees that surround me in my forest home in Northern California have taught me that if my roots are not firmly planted in the soil of Mother Earth, I cannot reach for the sky. As I learned to traverse this wild land inside me, the boundary between my inner world and my outer world began to dissolve, expanding my notion of my place in the universe and challenging me to reconsider what it means to be human.


I’ve sprinkled my dreams and my art amid the stories told here because they are all of one piece inside me now. The stories cannot be told without them. The images that arise from our unconscious minds are gifts from our wild self. If we pay attention, they remain alive inside us and continue to provide insight and meaning throughout our entire lives. I hope that including this part of my journey will inspire you to look anew at what dreams and the arts have to offer. Perhaps you have already opened to these ways of exploring; if not, just know that they await you with wonderful blessings and ask only that you turn in their direction.


I believe with everything in me that looking inward is never an end in itself. I’m deeply committed to using what I find inside as a guide and trust that when I am in communion with my wild home, I will find right action in my world. I want to live with that kind of authenticity. We are each on our own journey in this life. My story will not be yours, and your story is for you to explore. I hope, though, that reading about my dogged attempt to live as my truest self, struggling first to recognize and then to accept all the ways in which the larger energies around me support me, will assist you in doing the same. Our beautiful world deserves our own deepest expression of who we were meant to be.
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At the end of each chapter, I’ll offer ideas for reflecting on your own story. Have ready an unlined journal, some larger art paper, colored construction paper, markers, oil pastels, chalk pastels, colored pencils, or paints. If you are thinking, I don’t do art! give it a try. Open to the first page of your journal and scribble all over it. You’re off to a great start. Don’t worry about whether what you create here is perfect or beautiful—what’s important is what your art says, not what it looks like.








Chapter 1:

In the Beginning
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Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting . . .


—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
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Memories are spun from the threads of our experience and woven into the fabric of our lives through the stories we tell. What makes certain experiences remain with us and others fade into oblivion remains a mystery, but I am convinced that the stories we carry are jewels in the treasure box of our inner lives and are important clues about what gives us meaning.


In my life, one of those jewels is my earliest memory. In it, I am tiny. I am outside, watching the leaves on the trees above cast dancing shadows over me as they flutter in the breeze. I am immersed in the experience, lost in the sounds, and mesmerized by the shadows.


Most would say that remembering something from infancy is impossible, but clearly those shadowy leaves fluttering overhead made a deep impression on me. It was as if their movement and my physical response were somehow in sync. Then and now, the recollection fills me with deep peace.


As I grew, there were other times when I seemed, out of nowhere, to melt into my experience, as I did that day with the shadows. It felt like falling down a rabbit hole into another world. All my senses were amplified, and that filled my body with pleasure. I was witness to the experience but still somehow very much a part of it. I couldn’t make it happen, but I would have loved to.


From an early age, I learned that I could surrender to this bliss. Surrendering prolonged the feelings once they started. I couldn’t move, speak, or interact, or the spell would be broken. Nothing special in my external reality triggered these moments; they often occurred as I observed someone doing something ordinary. For instance, I have a clear memory of watching the parent of a friend change a lightbulb in the room where I was playing. Every sound, every movement—all the visuals—sent me into this blissful state. These moments lasted for just a few minutes, which seemed not long enough to me. I was always saddened when the experience began to fade.


I have come to believe that my experience with the shadowy leaves was an early moment of this expanded awareness. Some months after my own birth, I found myself simply there, under a tree, awake, in a moment of solitude, deeply experiencing the breeze, those leaves, those shadows, and me, alone there, in that quiet moment, at the very beginning of my life, communing with Mother Nature. It may have been one of my earliest encounters with the natural world. It stands out like a beacon pointing to a time when, having had my world turned inside out, which is what birth does, I began my long journey of trying to reorient myself.


The questions “Who am I, where did I come from, and why am I here?” have been my companions, and I have asked and answered them again and again over my lifetime. My spiritual quest led me far away from my source in Mother Nature before leading me toward home again.


In our patriarchal culture, we have a troubled connection with Mother Earth. It is no wonder that I had trouble finding my way, as the feminine principle is ignored and even denigrated at all levels of our society. We take our lives for granted, forgetting that Mother Nature’s great blessings support us in every way. We even feel free to exploit her gifts without thought for the future. We would rather not look at the fact that we are all subject to her indiscriminate power to determine whether we live or die. Wanting to find some control over our fragile situation, we spend far more time imagining ourselves as separate from her realm than acknowledging our belonging within her sphere.


But, contrary to what we might like to believe, we do not arrive on Earth descending from the sky world. Rather, we emerge from the cave of our mother’s womb. We are literally made of the earth, embedded in the earth, and born out of the earth. As we emerge from the womb and our umbilical cord is severed, we exist on our own, accepting our more removed belonging to the world around us. Though we are made of the earth, we are now our own unique being, no longer attached to our personal mother, who was our external root in the larger story of human existence. When we separate from our mother, we separate from much more—so many umbilical cords severed in the long chain that connects us to the first humans and then goes further back, to the life force as it expressed itself before humans even existed. We spend little time honoring the immensity of this larger separation. But I wonder if we have some inkling, some kind of distant awareness, that we are also separating from that long chain of being that created us. Is it possible that this separation marks the beginning of our spiritual quest, our yearning to know something of the source from which we came?


As a young girl in a culture cut off from its roots in Mother Nature, I received confusing messages about the value of growing up female. There were overt indications that my father’s life had more value than my mother’s. But in my daily experience, my mother’s life was far more important to my well-being than my father’s life was. Yet her role was taken for granted. In that way, she was like the ground we walk on. Rather than being lauded in any way, mothers are just assumed to be—like the Earth itself.


Of course, it wasn’t only in my family that I found women cast in a supportive role, instead of as the star of the show. It was simply the milieu I was raised in during the 1950s in the American culture at large. This situation was mirrored in my church, where Christianity, one of the guiding mythologies of American society, was all about God and Jesus, while the feminine characters more often seemed like servants of powerful men. With the exception of Mary giving birth to Baby Jesus, the image of the sacred feminine lived in the shadows. And Mary was completely desexualized, a virgin who had somehow magically had a baby. This lack of a full-bodied, divine feminine presence left me without a compass with which to direct my spiritual wanderings.


When I think now about who I was as a young girl, it is as if I were trying to plant myself in some kind of artificial turf, instead of the rich, loamy soil that is my birthright. My essential being embodies the deep feminine energy of Mother Earth, but nothing about my life encouraged me to look in her direction. In fact, society taught me to be embarrassed and ashamed of that part of myself, to find her inferior and maybe even dangerous. That led to copious amounts of mistrust in an essential part of my own being.


Not seeing as sacred the essential nature of my womanhood and the creative essence I shared with the world, I looked skyward for my spiritual guidance. But, in spite of myself, as my life lived itself forward, I found myself stumbling toward the realization that I needed to plant my feet firmly on the ground, look down rather than up, and sink more deeply into life, instead of trying to rise above it.


What I couldn’t see and didn’t yet fully understand is that life on this Earth, in and of itself, is sacred. The experience of being in a woman’s body, being pregnant, giving birth, and becoming a mother carried me forward. Thankfully, as I matured, I learned to sink beneath the chatter of my mind and listen to a voice that originated deeper in my body. That deeper voice whispered to me the teachings of wild Nature and reminded me again and again that my larger Mother and I had some long-lost, important, but unremembered relationship with each other. My task was to rediscover that connection.


I’ve learned to treasure that deep voice inside me. It is the voice of my own wild self. She is untamed and speaks in a variety of ways, but she always speaks freely. She exists outside the patriarchal influences of my culture and works to tame my inner patriarch, who seeks to silence me. Owning my wild self has been my life challenge. It takes courage to surrender to her ways, but the great reward is being able to live life more authentically and with greater trust in the love that rests in the core of my being. I believe if there is hope for our planet, it will come because we allow our deep feminine energy to arise and find balance with the masculine energy that has been running amok. If we can do that, I know we can create a better world.


In finding my wild home, what I know now to be true about my relationship with divine energy lives inside me as embodied experience. All of my inner explorations have made visible for me what was once invisible. One day, on a morning beach walk, I watched as a flock of shorebirds up ahead appeared and disappeared before my very eyes. When they flew in one direction, their feathers caught the light and they appeared out of nowhere, bright white against the deep blue water. When they reversed direction, they were completely camouflaged once again, disappearing in the dark blue background. Though I tried hard to catch even the slightest hint of their movements, I couldn’t see them at all. I watched in awe, enjoying this natural magic show, as they swirled around and around, catching the light and then disappearing over and over again. Finally committed to a direction, they disappeared down the beach and I didn’t see them again.


As I walked on, I thought how much my experience with those birds mirrors the moments when flashes of insight from my wild self suddenly appear as if out of nowhere. When it happens, I always feel as if magic is afoot. Over the years, these moments have added up. They have become something of substance and have challenged me to find my sense of belonging in a world that is much more expansive than I ever imagined.


We all have a wild self at the core of our being, just waiting there for us to come near. When we open to that part of ourselves, we begin to discover the uniqueness that we are, and that is the first step toward finding our own authentic contribution to our world.


I have always loved this quote from Martha Graham, urging us toward our own deepest expression of who we are: “There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening that is translated through you into action, and because there is only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique. And if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it will be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your business to determine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it compares with other expressions. It is your business to keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel open.”
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Reflect on an early memory of being in nature. On a walk or hike, collect sticks, leaves, rocks, seeds, moss—whatever calls to you. With thread, string, tape, glue, etc., fashion a representation of yourself as a doll or in a natural collage. In your journal, begin a conversation with this earthy part of yourself.








Chapter 2:

The Bear Is Coming. He’s Coming for Me!
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I’ve dreamt in my life dreams that have stayed with me ever after, and changed my ideas; they’ve gone through and through me, like wine through water, and altered the color of my mind.


—EMILY BRONTË
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One night at bedtime, my mother walked by my room and saw me kneeling beside my bed, my little hands clasped in front of me, saying my evening prayers. Then she heard me say, “Dear Jesus, please help me to be a better girl and help my mama be a better mama.” I was three years old.


When I was that age, my mother was the source of my religious instruction. We hadn’t started going to church yet, but there were strong messages in my family about being bad and being good. Regrettably, those messages were backed with spankings, sometimes with a board, which left me trying hard to be very, very good. Not only was I supposed to be good, I had concluded that we were all supposed to try to be our very best selves. Thinking back to my little-girl prayer, I must have been aware that the harsh discipline in my family was a violation. It seems that from the time I was a tiny child, I thought about very big things. I see all the signs that I was a seeker right from the start.


Around the same time my mother heard my childhood prayer, I had a dream that remains one of the strongest memories of my early childhood. It was so completely real to me that I was incensed when those around me dismissed it as a fantasy. I have since come to see it as a big, life dream, one that remains relevant to me even now. My Childhood Dream, 1948 depicts my dream.
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My Childhood Dream, 1948





In my dream, I was sitting in the window seat of my Sparks, Nevada, home, looking out a large bay window at my front yard and my neighborhood beyond. A bear dressed in striped blue denim overalls came riding down the street on a shiny red motor scooter. He stopped right in front of my house, got off his scooter, and walked through my gate, heading straight for my front door. Terrified, I ran to the closet in the entryway. The smell of green bananas wafted over me as I opened the closet door. My father had brought them home from the rail yard and hung them there to ripen. I scurried under the bananas and folded myself into a tiny ball in the back corner of the closet. Shaking and trying my best not to cry, I heard the front door creak as it opened. The bear was coming. He was coming for me!


I woke up crying. My mother came rushing into my room and tried to comfort me. I was not easily comforted. In fact, I was beyond comfort once I realized that she didn’t believe that what had happened was real. Through my sobbing, she must have heard the words “bear” and “closet.” “There isn’t a bear in the closet, Kay. Look,” she told me, as she opened the closet door in my bedroom. “No bear.” Now I was crying inconsolably. There was no hope here. She was not going to listen to me.


Because I insisted that my dream bear was real, it became a topic of conversation in the family for days afterward.


“Look, Kay,” my mother said. “That was just a dream. Dreams seem real, but they aren’t. That was not a real bear! It was just in your imagination.”


I adored my grandparents, who lived nearby. When they came to visit, I climbed up into my grandmother’s lap, seeking comfort. Certainly, she would believe me, I thought, but that was not to be. “It was just a dream,” she told me. “Just a dream,” she repeated, as she ran her fingers through my long, curly hair, trying to comfort me. The veil between this world and my dream world was very thin, if not nonexistent, at that early age. Amazingly, the fact that no one believed me didn’t make me question what I had seen. I knew what was real for me, and no one was going to persuade me otherwise.


I eventually learned to separate my dream reality from waking life. It was vital that I learn to distinguish between the two, but it would have been lovely if, in that process, the truth of both worlds could have been validated.


Perhaps I could have been told that I had a day world and a night world and that both were very real. My night world could have been explained as the home of my dreams, visions, and intuition. I could have been told that they were as important as, but different from, my waking life experiences and that I could learn from each one. But for a child growing up in small-town America in the 1950s, that wasn’t the way things were. So, instead of learning to honor this less rational part of myself, I absorbed the message of the culture around me: There is only one reality that matters, and that is our very rational waking reality. It wasn’t until much later that I began to have experiences that made me wonder just how separate those parts of me really were. Only then did I begin to consider that maybe that three-year-old girl knew something that those of us much older have forgotten.


On a personal level, I know now that my dream may have been addressing my family situation and my budding independence. But every dream speaks to multiple layers of meaning. I believe this big, life dream spoke to more than the little girl I was at the time. There was no way to have known it then, but, almost seventy years later, as I write this book, I now see my dream as a blueprint for what was to become my spiritual quest.


When I look at it from that perspective, I see that this dream held important clues about my spiritual predicament at the time. It spoke to the juxtaposition between the vulnerable little girl I was and the wildness of the natural world from whence I came. At three, I was learning to split off from my instinctual, animal nature. In fact, I was being actively taught to make that split, and necessarily so. But that doesn’t happen without consequence. As we leave our roots in Mother Nature, we leave much behind.


In his essay “Marginalia on Contemporary Events,” Carl Jung acknowledged that the development of our conscious minds necessitates splitting with the instinctual connection we have with the natural world around us. But he cautioned that in modern society, that split has gone too far, that we are out of balance with natural forces. Because energy doesn’t disappear and what we leave behind doesn’t just go away, those elements simply retreat into our unconscious minds. Our blindness to the fact that those energies still affect us puts us in jeopardy, as those repressed instincts can burst out in destructive ways. Though Jung spoke of this concept in 1945 after the rise of the Nazis, his comments are relevant for us today. There is much to say about the broader aspects of the repression of our instinctual selves and the implications that has for our society, but for now I want to focus on the consequences I have discerned for myself as I tried to negotiate that separation in my own little life. My dream speaks directly to that struggle.


In my dream, I looked out the window at the civilized, domesticated world I called home. A wild creature arrived, with the trappings of town life—his overalls and his red motor scooter—but I wasn’t fooled. I saw his wild and uncontrolled essence, something I was in the process of disowning. My dream bear was a perfect representation of who I was at the time, a wild little instinctive creature with just a few trappings of civilization plastered over my essence. In my struggle to give up my wild roots, I gave the bear all my instinctual power, all my ferocity, and all other connections to the wildness that I was. Yikes—what a terrifying creature he had become with all my gifts! As I faced the bear, my instinct in the dream was to hide, and I did. I didn’t want this wild creature to find me. My fear was over the top. And so I fell into my life as a human being here on Earth. I knew what was being asked of me, and I made myself into the tiniest manifestation of who I really was. The symbolism is not unlike that of the creation story, the fall of Adam and Eve and their expulsion from the garden. The fact that I could make up my own version of that story at age three attests to the power of our dreams to access the gifts of the collective unconscious at any age.


My dream ended smack dab in the middle of all my fear. Having given away my home in the arms of the Great Mother, I was undone, and no wonder. Is it possible that something buried deep inside me knew the bargain I had struck? I tried to communicate to my mother with the only words I had: the language of the dream, the bear, the closet, my fear, my sobbing.


Jeremy Taylor, a mentor of mine who dedicated his life to working with dreams, held that nightmares don’t come to torture us or leave us in the miserable situation in which we find ourselves, but rather to shock us awake because some situation in our psyche has become urgent. When the dream awakens us with all its terrifying vitality, we remember it. A dream remembered offers the possibility of bringing our conscious minds to the conflict we are experiencing.


My dream left me curled in a tiny ball in the closet, but I was not left without hope; I was surrounded by the ripening bananas. The darkness of the closet was not unlike the darkness of the womb. I was like a seed planted there. It was indeed time to develop my rational side at age three, but my dream offered the promise that as I grew in that way, a piece of me was still planted there in darkness. That promise still hangs over me, with all its sweet wonder. I can even smell it. Perhaps it was that scent that carried me forward as I struggled to live into the task this early experience set for my lifetime.
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It would be many years before I would discover the wisdom of my night world. Everything in my culture told me nothing of value existed there. In fact, it would try to convince me that there was nothing there at all. Like a salmon, I would need to swim against the current to find my way home again. When I began to honor my night world, it was like learning to see in the dark.


The power of the less rational part of us goes unrecognized in our culture. In our never-ending fascination with the light of the mind, anything we can’t see or can’t understand is threatening. We have even come to associate darkness with evil, rather than the unknown, a great mystery. Anne Baring, in The Dream of the Cosmos, suggests that when we humans moved from a consciousness in which “the Great Mother was heaven and earth” to a consciousness where a transcendent “God became the maker of heaven and earth,” spirit and nature were torn asunder. Spirit and the rational became ascendant over darkness, and the body. Western civilization was built on this split. Our rational minds have brought and continue to bring us many wonders, but I want to encourage us to look at what we have forgotten.
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As a tiny child, I fell in love with the night sky. One night in rural Nevada, I lay in the back of a pickup truck as we drove back to my aunt and uncle’s ranch after visiting with relatives nearby. The valley had not yet been electrified, and the absence of city lights for miles and miles made the stars brilliant, the Milky Way easily visible. As we drove on that warm summer evening, my cousins and I giggled and made wishes, watching one falling star after another streak across the sky. We were laughing and singing:


Twinkle, twinkle, little star,


How I wonder what you are!


Up above the world so high,


Like a diamond in the sky.


When the blazing sun is gone,


When he nothing shines upon,


Then you show your little light,


Twinkle, twinkle, all the night.


When I listen more deeply now, I realize that this song teaches us about finding our way in the darkness when the brilliant light of consciousness has moved below our horizon—when we have exhausted the bright light of the mind and can no longer use its strategic powers to find our way. Then we are called to look with different eyes.


When, as an adult, I became curious about my night world, many questions arose. What have we left behind? I wondered. What about our dreams and the messages they bring from our unconscious minds? What about intuition and the wisdom in our bodies? What about our instincts and the emotions born of them? I wanted to know more.


When I began to open myself to the mysteries of my night world, my connection to my wild home revealed itself to me. In my art, my dreams, and all the other ways I learned to access the less rational parts of myself, images of the night, of animals, and of nature poured forth. My art began to be pictured under the night sky, complete with stars, the full moon, and often the aurora borealis. I didn’t make that happen; it was simply the natural unfolding of my inner imagery as it emerged from my unconscious mind. My pastel drawing Receiving the Blessing of the Night shows me trusting into that landscape, opening to the gifts offered there.


When I was first learning about guided imagery and music, a process of listening to specially selected classical music and letting images appear in my mind, I was listening to the adagio of Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 5 in E-flat Major. As the orchestra began its prelude, I found myself gazing into the inky darkness of a night sky studded with stars. When the first notes of the piano entered, the stars began to melt. I saw pure white drops of liquid starlight falling from the heavens like rain. As I reached out, they landed in my outstretched hands. Quite literally, I felt like I was receiving the blessing of the night. This moment was a clear marker of when I began in earnest to trust in a whole new part of myself.
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Receiving the Blessing of the Night





I see now that I was allowing the divine feminine to awaken in me. My life became a practice in letting both my day world and my night world speak. The arts, once I found them again, served as a bridge between what was inside and what was outside, bringing the darkness within into shape and form in the light of day, my unconscious self and my conscious self finding communion at long last.


But in a culture that represses the feminine aspect, it takes courage to look into the darkness to see what we might find there. History has taught us to turn away. Though it is now a distant memory, we know that our sisters just a few centuries ago were killed for their knowledge and abilities in these deeply feminine ways of knowing. Little is taught about that dark spot in our history, but as I have grown older, I have become convinced that the slaughter of those “witches” taught us not to trust into this deeper part of ourselves.


As I opened to my own feminine wisdom, I was surprised to find the mark those terrible times left buried inside my own body. Images of being hanged or burned at the stake first emerged in my consciousness during freeform body movement sessions. For eight years when I was in my fifties, I belonged to a circle of women who practiced Authentic Movement. This process originated in the 1950s, when Mary Starks Whitehouse, a dancer and psychotherapist, began asking her clients to listen inside and let their bodies move with their own inner urges. Authentic Movement is a deeply intimate experience between the one moving and another, the witness, who holds a safe space for the mover and witnesses her movement from a place of complete nonjudgment. For me, Authentic Movement sessions often felt like waking dreams, as they asked my conscious mind to step back and allow my unconscious body to speak.


It was in one such session that an image of myself being hanged as a witch arose from my unconscious mind. An entry from my journal describes the story that unfolded. It is possible that my participation in a circle like ours is what triggered the image. Had we been meeting at the time of the witch hunts, all of us might have been tried as witches, as our sessions resembled experiences that women were killed for in that dark time in our history.


In this session, I found myself immobilized, my hands bound behind my back, a noose around my neck, my feet dangling just off the ground. The sounds in the room were strangely removed from me, as if I were there and not there, in limbo between this world and another. Inside me, I knew that I was dead, that I had been hanged, but I felt no angst about my situation. I was waiting. I felt fire all around me. The sounds in the room came closer. Another mover was making an unearthly sound that I imagined to be that of a wounded animal. The creature was crying out to the wild emptiness, telling its tragic tale of neglect, abandonment, and betrayal. In a moment of deep compassion, a sob passed through my body. Afterward, I began to shake, starting at my feet. As I surrendered to the sensation, it moved upward, its intensity increasing until my whole body was shaking with such force that my hands fell free. Now the shaking was so intense that it began to move my feet. I moved about the floor, my feet pounding. It was not a movement that I was making consciously. I couldn’t have done such a thing if I had tried. It was too erratic and too quick for my conscious mind to direct. I was conscious only of not trying to stop it. I moved for quite some time, before I stopped from sheer exhaustion. I wanted to fall to the ground and rest, but a voice inside forbade me: Stay on your feet! I obeyed and caught my breath. Walk in the world with that energy. Give it to others!


Experiences like this one convinced me that, just as our bodies carry the knowledge of our evolutionary past, our psyches can carry knowledge of events outside the era in which we live. From ancient times to modern day, shamans and mystics have transcended our normal human experience of time and space in this way. I believe this experience in Authentic Movement touched on that kind of awareness. The physical energy I released in the experience could well have been my body letting go of past trauma recorded in my cellular memory, freeing the energy for myself and for others.


As I worked to heal the wounding I carried inside from the brutality of those long-ago times, many paintings about the witch hunts emerged onto paper.


In Remembering, I paint a new dawn. Pictured oddly like the crucifixion, the three crosses are now gallows where the witches hang. The priest stands below and behind me with his noose ready for the next persecution and hanging. In the center, I stand with legs now grown long enough to touch the earth. Nature fills the background as my bound feet touch the grass. The image unfolded in that order, with the figures painted first, the natural world surprising me when it spilled out into the stark white space behind. The Great Mother Bear, long-legged like I am, stands beside me, embracing me, holding the world in her heart. Though I am still bound and the noose remains around my neck, I am finding my way back to my home on Mother Earth and emerging into a new day. Experiencing this new day and freeing the energy trapped in these old wounds leaves me ready to trust more deeply into the energies of the night world inside me.
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Remembering
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My father used to tell a dramatic story of a night he spent camping with a friend in the wilderness of the Ruby Mountains in northeastern Nevada. After fishing from dawn to dusk, they built a campfire, cooked dinner, and settled in for the night. The fire brought warmth and a ring of light in the darkness. As they sat around their campfire, talking about their adventures that day, my father suddenly saw the eyes of a wild creature emerge from the darkness just outside the ring of light created by their little fire. Those eyes moved around the circle, now here, now there, now in front of them, now behind them, never stepping farther into the light but never disappearing into the darkness for long. They sat spellbound throughout the night, unable to sleep, looking into the darkness, and desperately stoking their fire to keep the animal at bay. Finally, as night passed and the sky began to lighten, they went to explore and learned that it was a mountain lion that had been circling their camp.


My father’s story recalls the poem “You Darkness” by Rainer Maria Rilke. It is one I have memorized. It speaks to the great power of darkness to hold everything as one before we shine a light on this aspect or on that one. It has guided me as I have come into better relationship with the power of the night inside me, with all that cannot yet be seen and with all that has yet to take form.


You Darkness


Rainer Maria Rilke


You darkness from which I come,


I love you more than all the fires


that fence out the world,


for the fire makes a circle


for everyone


so that no one sees you anymore.


But darkness holds it all:


the shape and the flame,


the animal and myself,


how it holds them,


all powers, all sight—


and it is possible: its great strength


is breaking into my body.


I have faith in the night.


(Translation by David Whyte from River Flow: New and Selected Poems)


I have lived my adult life trying to find my way to the grounded truth of that last line. The poem shatters years of prohibitions against trusting our dreams and visions, our intuition, our imaginations, and our unconscious minds. That little girl who awakened convinced that the bear in her dream was real had a certain kind of faith in her night, though it terrified her. She didn’t yet know what to do with the reality she was grasping.


What we have left in the darkness is a vital part of who we are. Once we open that door to our wild home, the enchantment we find there awakens us and revitalizes our lives. Life becomes faded without it. Through honoring the power of our intuition and our sacred imagination, we invite color and vibrancy to return to our waking lives. Our creative inheritance just waits inside for us to recognize that it is there. In embracing divine feminine energy, we join the circle of life. Our lives aren’t one or the other, day or night, light or darkness, sun or moon, masculine or feminine, but rather are about healing all of those splits inside us and making our world whole.
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Record your nightly dreams in your journal. Write in the present tense. Start a dream group with friends. Respond to each dream you hear as your own. That way, what you say will be about you. The dreamer can take what fits. Two helpful books: The Wisdom of Your Dreams, by Jeremy Taylor, and The Art of Dreaming: Tools for Creative Dream Work, by Jill Mellick.








Chapter 3:

Loving, Losing, Reclaiming the Arts
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All the arts we practice are apprenticeship.
The big art is our life.


—M. C. RICHARDS


As a tiny child, I lay in the grass under the maple tree in our big backyard. My older brother had my parents’ old hand-crank RCA Victrola phonograph outside. He placed the needle on the record and turned the handle, and “Cruising Down the River” floated out into the warm summer afternoon. Hearing that particular song can still take me back to that afternoon in an instant. The scratchy sound of the old record player, the breeze rustling in the trees, and the smell of a warm Nevada afternoon all come alive in me as one piece, somehow carried in those vibrations. Later, I had my own little red record player and would play my Golden Records, singing along for hours on end. I was drawn to music from my earliest beginnings and keenly remember the joy it brought me.


When, just a few years later, I was enrolled in dancing lessons, I loved everything about them. Moving my body to music was right up my alley. I especially enjoyed all the trappings that went along with my lessons: my sweet little yellow tutu and soft ballet slippers, my shiny black patent-leather tap shoes, and the sparkly sequins on my blue taffeta recital costume. I can see the vibrant colors, feel the slippery-soft textures of the fabrics, and remember the leathery smell of the shoes. I remember the shy but sensual and joyous little girl I was, wearing those fancy costumes and performing in dance recitals with confidence, completely at ease doing those things I had taught my body to do.


These precious memories are of a time before the arts in me became domesticated. My delight sprang from the simple pleasure of expressing myself in the moment. It was a time before my culture had laid its heavy hand on me, sorting my friends and me into boxes—some of us declared to have talent, others shamed into not participating. In those times, expressing myself through singing, dancing, and making art was the most natural thing in the world for me to do. I did it simply because I was human.


While my parents were not involved in music, they marveled that their children had an interest. They tried to support that in their own way, even if just with their amazement. “I don’t know how we ended up with children who can carry a tune,” my mother would say. “My first grade teacher told me just to move my lips!”


I learned many years later that my father had actually played the saxophone as a young man, but by the time I knew him, all he would say about his own creativity was, “I don’t have a creative bone in my body.” They observed our interest in music as if studying aliens from another planet. Feeling as if they didn’t know what to do with us in this regard, they turned us over to the experts.


By third grade, I was taking piano lessons with Mrs. Padgett, a dear woman who was kind, gentle, and encouraging. At first, I was thrilled. My little red piano book made me feel grown-up. The fairy songs in the beginning books captured my imagination, but the recitals were deadly for me and I hated when my parents asked me to play for others. A year or so into my piano lessons, the curtain was beginning to close on the innocence of my early artistic expression. Sadly, I mark this time as the end of my feeling entirely free to express myself through the arts.


With the classes came expectations of accomplishment and requirements of practice. I began looking outside myself, measuring and being measured against the achievements of others. These comparisons took the place of experiencing, and I lost that sense of joyful participation in the present moment that I had had when I was younger.


By the time I was twelve, my artistic life had grown far more complicated. Critical now of my own artistic abilities, I wanted out. I quit all my lessons and turned my exuberant physical energy toward sports, playing basketball, volleyball, and baseball. I was happy to leave my participation in the arts behind—at least, I thought so at the time. I see now that while I left disillusioned, my original love of the arts hadn’t disappeared; I had just buried it in a safe place deep inside me.


After such a fiery rebellion, I surprised myself when on occasion I felt moved to play the piano. When I was in high school, I taught myself to play the songs I loved from West Side Story, South Pacific, and Doctor Zhivago. In college, I found a few pieces that I wanted to play, even though they were way above my ability level. In times when I was emotionally stirred, I’d find an empty practice room in the music building on campus and play Chopin’s Marche Funèbre from his Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, sometimes for hours on end.


It is clear to me now that stomping away from my lessons was a declaration of independence. Being responsible to others had tainted my connection to my own musical desires. I wanted to be the one who decided when I would play, what I would play, and how I would play it. I like to think that my insistence was a little spark from my wild child, leaping forth to protect something very precious. That place inside that music touched so deeply was a sacred space. I didn’t want others colonizing it, even if they had my best interests at heart.


My older brother introduced our family to classical music. The depth of emotion expressed in that music drew me in and reconnected me with my urge to dance. As a teenager, when no one was home, I would put Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet Fantasy-Overture on our hi-fi and dance wildly around the room, expressing with my body the emotional energy I heard in the sound. This became my secret and spontaneous pleasure well into adulthood.


My mother and my aunt were excellent artists. When they made art, it seemed like magic to me. While I loved my crayons, I soon realized that I couldn’t draw realistically. When I was in fifth grade, I tried to enter a drawing contest I found in a magazine. I did my very best replication of the person the publication wanted me to draw and showed it proudly to my mother. She had lots of suggestions for how I could make it better. In the end, I erased so much that I made a hole in the paper. I ripped my drawing to shreds and tossed it in the trash. That experience ended my thinking that maybe I could be an artist, too. But, remarkably, the urge to draw didn’t leave me. I kept my eye out for something that might be easier to render. Driving through the Mojave Desert to visit my grandparents in Reno, I spent hours studying the power lines as they stretched across the desert landscape on the eastern side of the Sierras. I was inspired to try to draw the towers where many lines came together. Pumps for oil wells attracted my attention as well. I guess I thought maybe straight lines and angles were more controllable.


We had art classes in school in which we were instructed to realistically portray a bowl of fruit or a bouquet of flowers, but I never really learned to draw. It wasn’t until I took art appreciation classes in college that I was encouraged to discover that art didn’t always have to be realistic. One summer, while home from college, I felt an urge to paint in the same expressive way in which I was dancing to classical music. I went to the art store, bought oil paint, brushes, and some canvases, went home, and started painting. It felt like a rebellious act to paint without any skill or talent, without knowing what I was doing.


My paintings were dark. I remember one in which a woman’s face, barely visible in the shadows, peeked out from behind a dark green curtain. At the time, I was very shy. It was hard for me to make myself visible. I was undaunted when, looking at my artwork, my mother’s friend told my mother that she thought I might be depressed. My paintings spoke to me. I found them comforting. That was all that mattered.


On my very own, I had discovered that the arts were a place where I could express something about what was happening inside me, and I came to know the pleasure in doing that. I had never heard of art therapy, dance therapy, or music therapy, and expressive arts therapy hadn’t even been born yet. I stumbled into what lies at the heart of each one of these therapies all on my own.
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