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THE FLOWERING WAND
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“If we want to locate the underlying source of our civilization’s head-long rush to destruction, we must dig deeper than capitalism, deeper even than the Western worldview, until we encounter the bedrock of patriarchy. In this exuberant tableau of resurrection, Strand reveals how even our most archetypal myths have been molded and devitalized to fit the patriarchal straitjacket, and Strand lays the groundwork for a regenerated masculinity—one that is liberated to explore life-affirming possibilities grounded in the deep wisdom of long-buried ancient lore.”

JEREMY LENT, AUTHOR OF THE WEB OF MEANING

“Sophie Strand’s beautiful and poetic book is a game changer. With The Flowering Wand as a tool, it is possible to rewrite the mostly traumatizing patriarchal narratives Western males so often base their identity in and reconnect them with the underlying story of a cultural and natural deep history of mutual transformation with other beings beyond all modern binaries.”

ANDREAS WEBER, BIOLOGIST, PHILOSOPHER, AND AUTHOR OF ENLIVENMENT: TOWARD A POETICS FOR THE ANTHROPOCENE

“Sophie Strand writes with the urgency of a prophet and the musicality of a bard. Weaving myth together with botany, history with theology, her virtuosic linguistic skeins would do her beloved mycorrhizae proud. In The Flowering Wand,, the masculine appears as lover, as partner, as inspirer, as friend. This is a book important in its joy, powerful in its love—exuberant in its curiosity. Taking us by the hand, Strand leads us into a garden of delights: tarot cards, ancient scriptures, Shakespearean comedies, sky gods, the Minotaur, the Milky Way. Strand holds the gates of wonder open and love comes flowing out. These are the birth waters breaking. Rejoice! The masculine is reborn.”

AMANDA YATES GARCIA, AUTHOR OF INITIATED: MEMOIR OF A WITCH AND HOST OF THE BETWEEN THE WORLDS PODCAST

“A magnificent weave of ecology and myth—it is evident there’s some pretty rich dirt, culturally speaking as well as actual dirt no doubt, under the fingernails that have written this lyrical journey. A book filled with magical insight, revealing Strand’s wondrous curiosity and impressive learnings of the complex relationships between humans and nature.”

SAM LEE, MUSICIAN AND AUTHOR OF THE NIGHTINGALE

“The wisdom in this book is almost beyond expression. Sophie Strand’s The Flowering Wand reveals the full potency and profligacy of myth.”

MANCHÁN MAGAN, AUTHOR OF THIRTY-TWO WORDS FOR FIELD: LOST WORDS OF THE IRISH LANDSCAPE

“Sophie Strand’s work is a must-read for lovers of mythology and the Earth. Her work is poetic yet practical. It’s whimsical and transportive, yet it’s describing the world around you, inviting you back home to the reality of this mystical life and world we inhabit.”

ANNABEL GAT, AUTHOR OF THE ASTROLOGY OF LOVE AND SEX AND THE MOON SIGN GUIDE

“The Flowering Wand is a ‘wild thing’ and seeks out other forms of recombination and transformative fusion and gives them life. The surprising conclusion is, we humans have always been more-than-human. Are you wild enough to find out why?”

GLENN ALBRECHT, PH.D., PHILOSOPHER AND ENVIRONMENTALIST

“Sophie Strand’s new book offers a luminous exploration of the radical mythic underpinning of the masculine narrative. Here the autocratic sky gods and sword-wielding dominators of people and landscapes are replaced by a dynamic ensemble of dancers, lovers, and liberators. Strand reminds us how these actors—from the Minotaur to Merlin—inspire people of all places and genders to break out of the straitjacket of patriarchal control and become more embodied, protean, dramaturgical, and emergent in our lives. Get entangled!”

CHARLOTTE DU CANN, AUTHOR OF AFTER ITHACA: JOURNEYS IN DEEP TIME
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Uplift the dark divine wand,

The oak-wand and the pine-wand,

And don thy fawn-skin, fringed in purity

With fleecy white, like ours.

 . . .

Then streams the earth with milk, yea, streams

With wine and nectar of the bee,

And through the air dim perfume steams

Of Syrian frankincense; and He,

Our leader, from his thyrsus spray

A torchlight tosses high and higher,

A torchlight like a beacon-fire,

To waken all that faint and stray;

And sets them leaping as he sings,

His tresses rippling to the sky, . . .

EURIPIDES, THE BACCHAE

Young men, don’t put your trust

into the trials of flight,

into the hot and quick.

All things already rest:

darkness and morning light,

flower and book.

RAINER MARIA RILKE, THE SONNETS TO ORPHEUS
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Introduction

The Sword or the Wand

Imagine that the great god Dionysus stands before you and rests his wand, thyrsus, on your shoulder. The thyrsus, wound with ivy, might be a woody stalk of fennel, unearthed from the ground, still dangling roots and a fine white threading of hyphae, dew-slick and perfumed with dirt. It erupts with leaves, fruit, and flowers. When Dionysus lowers his wand to touch you with it upon your shoulder, he will catalyze you into mystical ecstasy, and perhaps transform you into an animal or a plant. He is initiating you, not into a linear patriarchal narrative of knighthood, but into the gestalt consciousness of his chaotic, vegetal, polytemporal belief-sphere.

Do we want to hand the masculine a sword or a flowering wand?

The sword slices, divides, and subdues. Its tip drags imaginary borders across ecosystems. The sword does not embrace. It does not connect. It does not ask questions. It is not an instrument of intimacy. It either attacks or defends, affirming that every interaction is conflict, and every story is about domination and tragedy. The sword, perfected by the Romans as the spatha (or short sword) for the specific task of maiming and executing prisoners, quite literally cuts the mind off from the body. The sword proposes that we can wield our intellect without our somatic intuition and without our rooted existence in ecosystems. The sword encapsulates the material reductionist idea that we can “cut” something up into discrete parts and thus understand it as a whole—that we must kill the animal to study the animal; that if we dissect enough brains, we might find the secrets of consciousness.

The wand, on the other hand, creates connections.

Some of the earliest examples of wands are the apotropaic hippopotamus tusk wands or “birth tusks” used in Middle Kingdom Egypt (1900 BCE), which were carved with lions, snakes, and frogs and used to magically protect pregnant women and children.1 They are thought by some to have been used, specifically, to draw a circle of safety around a woman in labor. Inscriptions on these ancient wands tell us they are “the protector of night” and “the protector of day,” which may indicate a belief that they helped establish temporal order. We also have the snake staffs of Aaron and Moses in the Hebrew Bible, which were used in spiritual debate, to part the waters of the Red Sea, and to draw water from a stone. These magical staffs that flicker between the solid and the serpentine flow into the healing caduceus of Hermes, a winged wand encircled by two snakes. Rhabdomancy, or dowsing, once used forked wooden wands to magically survey the land for water, a practice that may date back nearly eight thousand years, as evidenced by art in the Saharan Tassili caves. Homer makes numerous references to magical wands in both the Iliad and the Odyssey, putting them in the hands of Circe, Athena, and Hermes. Celtic mythology also features many wands, rods, and staffs; for example, in the famous legend of Fionn MacCumhaill, the hero uses hazel wands to transform people into animals, as a divination device, and to defend himself from harm.

The wand encircles us with protection during biological rites of passage from birth to marriage to death. It draws us to water. It enchants us into closer kinship with animals and plants and landscapes by literally transforming us into them. It mends broken bodies, knits wounds, and softens minds hardened by anthropocentrism.

While swords are made only by human hands, wands, it may be argued, predate human beings themselves. All it takes is a woody shoot bursting into blossom. A cedar branch. A sprig of hawthorn. A tree erupting in lichens. For that very reason, perhaps, wands have been central to magical and ritual practices since before human history began to be recorded.

When I began my research into the myths most responsible for our understanding of masculinity today, I discovered that the masculine hadn’t always been conflated with the violence of hierarchy and domination. Long before the sword-wielding heroes of legend readily cut down forests, slaughtered the old deities, and vanquished their enemies, there were playful gods, animal-headed kings, mischievous lovers, vegetal magicians, trickster harpists, and riddling bards. These archetypes of ancient masculinities are mirrored by contemporary discoveries in biology, genetics, ecology, and quantum physics. My deepening study into myth and science blurred my ideas of gender distinction and, even more excitingly, my ideas of bounded individuality.

In rewilding the myths of the masculine, we must understand that myths were originally situated in particular ecosystems. Just as mushrooms are the fruiting bodies of underground mycelia, so are myths the aboveground manifestations of specific ecologies. Myths are momentary eruptions of beings that have been growing for millennia belowground.

As a mythic figure, “Orpheus” is now understood to have been a title rather than a single character, and lyric prophets through the centuries stepped into the role of the divine lyrist to sing his Orphic hymns. Dionysus, the god of the vine, appears without warning, throwing cities into disorder. Although archaeological evidence shows that he is one of the oldest pre-Olympic gods, he is, paradoxically, personified as a “newcomer” or “stranger.” Dionysus fruits up across the Mediterranean in different cities, often with a different appearance, offering a variety of fermented beverages. But the real Dionysus is the mycorrhizal system of vegetal gods, weaving a net that is ready to pop up and proliferate wherever nature-based, ecstatic wisdom is needed.

Our textual myths are the fruiting bodies of these vegetal gods. And when we have a fruiting body, we must ask: Where are its roots located? What is its mythic mycelium? Where has it come from? If we fail to address these questions, we are doomed to misunderstanding and confusion.

Nowhere is this made more clear than in the case of the illiterate magician and storyteller known as Jesus. He has been deracinated from the ecology of Galilee by the empire that later embraced him. Unlike the vegetal gods Osiris and Dionysus before him, his body did not go back to the forest floor to nourish the fungi and complete the virtuous cycle of decay and renewal. Instead, after his resurrection, he ascended into heaven. His body was literally “disappeared.” No wonder his teachings have been perverted into simplistic dogma. Jesus himself is no longer even connected to the earth.

Plants first made their way onto dry land some 416 million years ago. But these were not the sturdy trees and sessile flowers we know today. They had no roots. Instead, fungi kept these earliest plants plugged into nutrients and set in place for millions of years before the two developed a converged evolution. Plants “learned” to have roots from fungal networks that predated them by over half a billion years.2

Mushrooms, visible aboveground, are the momentary expression of fungi that live most of their life belowground as branching, threadlike webs called mycelia. These mycelial life-forms grow and explore the soil and connect ecosystems by way of filamentous tubes called hyphae that grow cell by cell.

Just as fungi originally taught plants how to root into the soil, so myths teach us how to root into relation with our ecological and social ecosystems. They narrativize a deep understanding of our connection to more-than-human time scales.3 As the poet Robert Bringhurst has pointed out, myth isn’t antagonistic to science but rather an alternative science in itself. He observes, “[Myth] aims, like science, at perceiving and expressing ultimate truths. But the hypotheses of myths are framed as stories, not as equations, technical descriptions, or taxonomic rules.” While a scientist quantifies reality, he explains, a myth teller personifies it.4

But now we are living in a strange time in which most of our myths are deracinated. We think we have myths, but really these stories are like houseplants, cut off from the complexity of rhizome and soil and therefore unable to refruit as something freshly adapted to our current environmental conditions and social circumstances. “Because mythologies and sciences alike aspire to be true, they are perpetually under revision,” Bringhurst explains. “Both lapse into dogma when this revision stops.”5

Revision is decay. It is the acknowledgment that most of the work happens underground. Dionysus understands that he must be a different mushroom in Crete than he will be in Thrace. Our myths must have root systems they can sink back into to revitalize the soil, reemerging with the magic particularly suited for this age of ecological chaos.

Each myth is the mushroom of a certain place, an eruption suited to a specific patch of moss, sulfur deposits, decaying wood, and forest floor. These mythic eruptions are the moments when a culture senses the need to spread, to find new food, to shift direction. They are reproductive flourishes. Entering into the open air, they sporulate old knowledge in new ways. A hero is not an individual. A hero is a reproductive event.

Our bodies, it turns out, are swarms of aliveness, composed of microbes and fungi, metabolically dependent on plants and animals for sustenance, and wildly, generatively entangled with our landscapes and communities. And these bodies—our bodies—are suffering. Men. Women. And every sacred expression in between. Patriarchy’s monolithic vision of the masculine is bad for everyone and terrible for our ecosystems.

But patriarchy is not the only narrative. Wilder, more magical modes of the masculine have always been hidden just below our feet, and just below the surface in stories and folktales we think we understand. But we need to trace them back into the earth. We need to re-root the stories and myths we think we know back into their ecological and social contexts.

There is an underworld below us, where fungi-like systems have sequestered ancient wisdom, keeping its soil safe from exploitation. The time has come to access the biodiversity that still lives secretly in the root systems of familiar myths. Recovering an efflorescence of expressions of the mythic masculine can help us confront patriarchy’s devastating effects on the environment and construct a new way forward in an age of crisis. What is masculinity? What has it meant in the distant past? What could it mean?

The flowering wand affirms the holarchic nature of reality: we are matryoshka dolls of being, simultaneously composed of worlds and constituting larger worlds, systems that can be understood only in their connective plurality, rather than when broken down to parts.*1 This view, only recently accepted in mainstream science, is central to most Indigenous belief systems. Ethnobotanist Enrique Salmón uses the term kincentricity in relationship to the work of community organizer and conservationist Dennis Martinez to explain the way his Indigenous knowledge-based approach to resilient ecosystems and ecological restoration differs from material reductionist ecosystem management.6 Complexity and relationships are key to reciprocal understanding and to cultivating biodiversity that can withstand shifting climatological pressures and anthropogenic incursion. Our relationships, our webs of kinship, are what will save us as we confront climate change. I see the wand illuminating that invisible connective tissue that creates a living, breathing world, drawing kinship between flora and fungi and fauna into focus.

The sword, held in the other hand, seems a fitting symbol of the Anthropocene. Think of the most powerful sword of them all: Excalibur, pulled by King Arthur from a stone. But pause. Examine the hilt surfacing from a huge boulder. The shaft glistening before disappearing into the mute solidity of rock. What are we looking at?

We are not just looking at a sword. We are looking at a stratigraphic penetration of the human into the earth. For how does a sword get into stone? Time. It takes thousands of years and sediment to swallow the blade. If the Anthropocene is constituted as a convergence of scales—the human and the geological—then the image of the sword in the stone would seem to be the best example. The human has ruptured linear temporality. He has stuck his “blade” deep into the tectonic layers of polytemporality.

Arthur takes the sword out of the stone in order to fight and prove his kingship—his “dominance” over other beings. Perhaps, then, we should put the sword back in the stone, letting it fossilize and become a monumental reminder of this time when we cut ourselves off from the land, the animals, the plants, and our interrelated ways of knowing.

Let us give back to the masculine the flowering wand—the thyrsus. Let him find the water in the land so he can protect it. Let the masculine use his wand to pour himself into other modes of consciousness so he can develop a matured ecological empathy. With the wand he does not have to prove anything through force. His job is to connect, to close wounds—his own and the wounds of other beings and landscapes. As he uses the wand, he will feel its vines begin to snake into his own veins, the magic of the world reinvigorating his own sluggish circulation. And then he, too, can flower alongside his wand, outward, into a power that is soft, curious, connective, and celebratory.
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A single voice cannot hope to encompass the biodiversity of the world’s perspectives and ecosystems, and so the aim of this book is not to be comprehensive but to represent an invitation.

I am of European descent, raised in a family that, through heritage, conversion, and marriage, celebrated Christian, Buddhist, Jewish, and Pagan spiritual traditions. I was raised on folk and fairy tales, myths and legends, the stories of the Bible, and the fantasies of C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien.

I was also raised in the shadow of mountains and the shade of oak trees, hemlocks, and white pines, alongside coyotes, raccoons, skunks, snapping turtles, and bears, with ferns and mushrooms.

That I do not have an intimate, ancestral, or ecological knowledge of the folktales and myths of, say, Japan or Ecuador or Kenya does not mean they don’t deserve to be celebrated and rewilded. Rather, this book is an invitation for everyone to collaborate on the storytelling work of rewilding the masculine. Storytelling, historically, has been an oral and collaborative process.

My greatest desire is to be in conversation with you.



PART I


Back to the Roots
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1

Sky, Storm, and Spore

Where Do Gods Come From?

Behold, the Lord hath a mighty and strong one, which as a tempest and a destroying storm, as a flood of mighty waters overflowing, shall cast down to the earth with the hand.

ISAIAH 28:2 (KING JAMES VERSION)

The God of the Old Testament is, above all else, a storm god. He speaks to Job from “out of the whirlwind” (Job 38:1). He precipitates the flood that extinguishes all life except for the beings in Noah’s ark. Perhaps his worst punishment is the withholding of storms altogether, causing fatal droughts. The prophet Elijah, when he finally summons God, summons not a man or a cosmic figure but, curiously, “a little cloud . . . like a man’s hand” (1 Kings 18:44).

Yahweh is not the only storm god. The Yoruba goddess Oya causes tempests. Thor wields his lightning bolt, as do Zeus and the Celtic god Taranis. Tamar releases the rains in Georgia, and Bunzi is honored by the Kongo people for bringing the monsoons. Isis and Osiris work together, in Egypt, to summon the river-swelling rains that will irrigate farm fields. One of the oldest gods is Indra, the Vedic god of storms, lightning, rain, and rivers. Scholars of Indo-European mythology hypothesize that he could be the root of other thunder deities such as Thor, Zeus, and Perun.

Before the age of weather satellites, storms were capricious—sometimes a miracle, sometimes a cataclysm, and generally unpredictable. Rains can wash away civilizations, but they also feed them, nourishing the fields of grain that will be baked into life-affirming bread. No wonder storms were seen not only as the work of the divine, but as the very manifestation of the divine itself. Lightning knifes through thick air, splitting a sycamore in two. Sheets of silver water waft from the heavens. Clouds bloom from the sky, violet and hurt, like a bruise on the skin.

Storms appear to inhabit the sky, but they are also intimately involved with landscape. They kick up sand tornadoes and twist seas into cyclones. They overflow rivers with fallen trees and debris, and intimately carve their inhuman stories into the landscape. So, while they fly and swoop through the heavens, storm gods are still elemental; they are still embodied.

Sky gods, on the other hand, are fully evaporated and unanchored. Storm gods, predating monotheism, don’t start as sky gods, but they quickly become them. Sky gods are not made of water and sand and fire and wind. They cannot even be imagined. They are separate from the world and its chaotic weather. This spiritual distancing opens up space for the very abstraction that will let humans understand themselves as separate from their ecosystem.

But what if I told you that storm gods don’t come just from the sky? They also come from underground.

Research into cloud formation and rainfall has yielded interesting results. One of the drivers behind rainfall is something very curious indeed: fungal spores. The group of fungi that produce mushrooms, called basidiomycetes, grow through an osmotic inflation process, their hyphae bonding together and filling with water in order to “bloom” above the soil.1 Once the mushrooms have developed, tiny stalks (basidia) grow underneath the mushroom cap, culminating in tiny spores. A drop of water forms between the gills under a mushroom’s cap. Finally, the water droplet condenses against the spore, jettisoning the spore out of the mushroom. In his book Mycelium Running: How Mushrooms Can Help Save the World, mycologist Paul Stamets estimates that the force with which mushrooms eject spores is ten thousand times the force undergone by astronauts as they exit the gravitational pull of Earth’s orbit.2 Some land many inches away from the original mushroom. But most are buoyed upward by the wind, into the sky.

Spores are practically invisible, a shimmer of dust, vaporous. But while they are tiny, they are numerous. More numerous than just about any other organic component in the atmosphere. Every year, around fifty million tons of spores enters into the atmosphere. Some of those spores will immediately land in the dirt and begin, hypha by hypha, to root into the underworld. But millions of tons of spores do something else entirely. Some make it fifty miles up into the air and ride the currents for weeks. They follow the wind. And, like the storm gods, they generate rain.

Sugars on the spores’ surface cause water to condense around them once they have been ejected. Spores become a nucleus of sorts in a floating water molecule. These water-coated spores bump into each other, again and again, millions of times, until they accumulate into rain clouds.

In experiments conducted in closed laboratory settings with a variety of different mushrooms, spores created an atmosphere with a relative humidity between 101 and 102 percent, the same oversaturation conditions found in clouds. Researchers concluded that fungi are a key part of a feedback loop in forests and rainy regions.3 Fungi need damp environments in order to fruit up into reproducing mushrooms. These mushrooms release billions of spores that create clouds. These sporulated clouds, in turn, drop rain down into these environments, creating the perfect mushroom conditions. Whole tropical ecosystems are intimately coordinated by these invisible swarms of spores.

Given these facts, we can surmise that as we degrade soil and destroy underground mycelial communities, we are not only harming the ground, we are harming the sky. The source of rain isn’t always above our heads. Sometimes it comes from below our feet.

Imagine, then, the small hand-sized cloud Elijah saw as a shimmering symphony of billions of spores, each nestled within a skin of water. What if the storm god Yahweh wasn’t singular but scintillating with multiplicity?

How can a monotheistic sky god rule the dirt, the fungi, the funky and sexy reality of embodied life if he is always hovering above it? How can he understand the millions of different stories that constitute an ecosystem if he insists there is only one story and one god?

Monotheism is trapped by its attachment to a mythic monologue. Sky gods think sunshine, abstraction, and ascension are the answer to everything. But the problem with the sun is that if it isn’t tempered by darkness and rain and decay, it tends to create deserts instead of biodiverse ecosystems. We are ground people who have been worshipping sky stories not properly suited to our relational existence rooted in the land. Sporulated storm gods come from the ground, like us, so they understand our soil-fed, rain-sweetened existence. They bring the wisdom of the underworld and lift it into the sky, only to pour it back into the leaves, the grasses, the valleys, soaking back into the dirt from which they originally emerged. Sky gods encourage linear thinking. Spore gods teach us that everything is cyclical. Yes, sometimes we must ascend like a spore on the wind, but it is also important to descend back into our bodies and back into the earth.

I return again to one of the oldest storm gods, Indra, god of rain, who is referred to as maalai venkudai mannavan, god of the pearl garland and white umbrella, in the oldest Hindu-Jain Tamil epic Silappatikaram. Indra’s pearl garland is also famously known as Indra’s net, a vast interconnected system of pearls or gems that hangs in the sky, each individual gem refracting back an entire world. Quantum physics has claimed the net as an example of quantum interactions. It has also been used to explain consciousness by thinkers such as Rajiv Malhotra.4 What if Indra’s net were a winking, glittering collection of spores, each attracting a water droplet and coalescing into a life-giving rain cloud? How fitting then that Indra should also arrive with his white umbrella—the umbrella cap of a mushroom, parachuting out to release spores, seed clouds, and quietly disrupt the idea of monotheism.
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