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The Way of the Wild Soul Woman

“In The Way of the Wild Soul Woman, Mary Reynolds Thompson reveals the manifold ways in which women find themselves reflected in the land, and find the land reflected in themselves. This wise and potent guidebook is a howl from the wild soul, a clarion call for transformation, a prayer to the soul of this beautiful, animate earth.”

––Sharon Blackie, author of If Women Rose Rooted and Hagitude

“The Way of the Wild Soul Woman is a potent portal for liberating our full flourishing through five archetypes of Mother Earth. Enter its luminous and rich terrain if you’re truly ready to reclaim your wholeness, and to blossom into who you were born to become. This book is an offering and a guide that’s profoundly useful, as the invitation into archetypal relationship with the Earth bypasses our mind’s layered and self-limiting conditioning and helps us connect viscerally to the source of what’s most sacred. Healing our own nature through deeply aligning with nature offers a pathway that resonates with soulful inquiry and the author’s unique and vulnerable journey. It’s a thrilling invitation for every woman, girl, or human who wants to strengthen their archetypal ‘feminine,’ and step more deeply into healing relatedness with our Mother, the Earth.”

––Nina Simons, cofounder of Bioneers and 
author of Nature, Culture and the Sacred

“A unique and imaginative approach to healing the wounds inflicted on all of us by a misogynistic culture. Invoking natural landscapes along the way, these chapters invite us to restore the close connection to nature that is our birthright.”

––Susan Griffin, author of Woman and Nature, A Chorus of Stones, and Out of Silence, Sound. Out of Nothing, Something 

“In our deepest interior reflections, we know we are being summoned to balance a world in great peril, and for this we need the full aliveness of women—fierce, wild, tender, and wise. With gorgeous poetics and brilliant personal insights and stories, The Way of the Wild Soul Woman takes us on a sacred pilgrimage to the center of living landscapes that strengthen and teach us so that we can heal and stand up for all that we hold dear. Mary Reynolds Thompson is the perfect guide to take us on this timely and necessary journey.”

––Osprey Orielle Lake, founder of Women’s Earth 
and Climate Action Network (WECAN)

“Mary Reynolds Thompson has given women a map of the journey home to our wild, Indigenous selves. Skillfully weaving wisdom, stories, and practices, she points us toward the exits from our cultural captivity and whispers—no, shouts—‘Go!’ As The Way of the Wild Soul Woman makes clear, there’s a new world waiting to be born, and it will only emerge through our own rewilded voices, hearts, and hands. Let’s do this!”

––Lorraine Anderson, editor of Sisters of the Earth and 
Earth and Eros

“The path of the Wild Soul Woman echoes the way of the psyche and how women learn. I wept, I felt emotions I didn’t know were there, I raged, I had amazing dreams, I journaled, and the book opened up new parts of me.”

––Valerie Andrews, author of A Passion for This Earth 

“The world has long had the Hero’s Journey as a model, but we women were excluded. All that is ended now with Mary Reynolds Thompson’s rich and life-changing The Way of the Wild Soul Woman. Here, finally, is a guide for our journey. From our barren Desert Woman beginnings to our bountiful and complete Grassland Woman, we travel through myth and mystery, ritual and rites, poetry and dreams, with practical guides and soulful blessings for our ultimate transformation to Wild Soul Woman. I cannot wait to share this book with other like-spirited women. Together we will travel, together we will heal the world, and together we will find Home.”

––Judy Reeves, author of Wild Women, Wild Voices

“A powerful initiation to the Wild Soul Woman through an embodied exploration of her five archetypes. Mary Reynolds Thompson sounds a clarion call to reconnecting with ourselves and the Earth. Back to belonging. Back to life.”

––Lucy H. Pearce, author of Burning Woman, Creatrix, 
and She of the Sea
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For all the courageous women who are throwing off their shames and chains for love of Self and Earth, I dedicate this book to you. 

Together, we can change the world. 
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Foreword

I remember the first time Mary sat me down to talk about the difference between metaphors and archetypes. If we’d been in the same room as opposed to on the phone, she would’ve seen me looking completely nonplussed. To be sure, I had my own version of what an archetype was, but clearly, she was living in a different relationship to the concept. For starters, archetypes were vastly more than just “concepts.” She seemed to have an intimate relationship with them that bordered on awe. I was intrigued. 

Mary talked about metaphors and archetypes in terms of voltage: the raw power of a construct or experience to deliver a felt change or tangible transformation. As far as she was concerned, archetypes trumped metaphors by a factor of ten. The more I listened and received Mary’s transmissions, the more I knew there was a gaping hole in both my understanding and my lived experience. Instinctively, I could feel what she was talking about, but I had no frame of reference for it. I had no map, no compass or key—but I wanted all three. 

What ensued from that point was nothing short of delicious. Having already bonded as two British women managing the social and climatic realities of living in California, we dived into a true shared passion: exploring the role of nature in self-liberation. We are nature after all, so surely leaning back into the arms of our natural selves would be fundamental to the emergence of a truer, healthier human? 

Then we turned to women. Women and nature share a common history of suppression and domination to the detriment of all life, not least our own. So then, how might embracing deep nature-based archetypes inform or support the rewilding of womenkind? 

As a woman who often relates more to mountains, trees, and rivers than to other humans, Mary seemed to be offering a path of greater intimacy to everything I already loved. As the founder of TreeSisters, a UK-based charity sitting at the intersection of feminine leadership and forest restoration, I was fascinated by the prospect of exploring Mary’s landscape-based archetypes as guides on a woman’s journey home to her own wildness. I also had no concept of how that could be done, or even what it meant, but I was up for the ride. 

What started to emerge through the development of an online course, and the magical dance of collective discovery that ensued for so many of us, evolved into the truly life-changing, and deeply significant body of work that is offered to you here. I know nothing else like it. Here, for me, is the map, the compass, and the key. 

This is an achingly beautiful, poignantly intimate, and seismically transformational return to our original nature as part of nature. Here, you walk back into the arms of the landscapes out of which we emerged, as if walking into the embrace of ancient ancestors; women who carry the wisdom and sentience of the land itself and can show you to yourself. You are invited to drop all pretense that the conditioned human construct has anything to do with who we really are as women at all. 

This archetypal journey provides opportunities for a series of profound initiatory meetings, if you choose them. Through the reflections of these ancient beings of land and water you can meet yourself, honestly, nakedly, and with profound humility, so that an undoing and a becoming can happen through and to you. 

To get through what’s coming, we need to have access to deeper strength, resilience, creativity, knowing, wisdom, compassion, and love than ever before. We need to let go of who we are not and dare to dance the dance of the Wild Soul Woman within. 

I wish that experience for you. 

~ Clare Dubois

  
Introduction 

Song of a Wild Soul Woman

Women are rising.
Wild, windswept, born of ocean, 
aflame with light, rooted as trees, 
we are rising.

We are rewilding ourselves. Emerging from Earth, clad in moss and bark.
We are unrecognizable, except to each other.

We move in the shadows of forests and the deep, 
cool undercurrents of streams.
We reach out our arms to the mountains,
dare to stand, cracked and dust-whorled like deserts.
We green ourselves with grasses, root ourselves in moist soil.
We are wondrous. We are rising. We are wild.

We see each other, feel for each other, hold each other up.
Like waves in an ocean we are a celebration of nature’s powers and impulses.
We ebb and flow according to our own rhythm.
We will not be dictated to.

A woman no longer separate from the flesh of Earth, becomes her, 
speaks for her, lifts her throat
and sings of fire below and stars in her hair.


We are granite and grandeur,
full-fleshed and woven through with wildflowers.
We bloom according to our own ways and whims and wants.
False things fall down in our presence. We are pregnant with life.
A Wild Soul Woman is a woman of belly and breath and boundlessness.
She makes her own way through ancient lands 
with soft footsteps, lays down fresh tracks.
Barriers break apart before her.
Instinctively she moves on fin and wing and prayer.


She is the echo of a deeper voice that speaks from the fiery cave.
She is molten, flowing, shapeshifter.
She listens to the wisdom of stone.
She is living proof of a language that banishes all sense of loneliness.
The Earth warms her, welcomes her, enfolds her.
She grows tall amid the fields, greets the wind and the grasses,
 the soft grace of rainbows.

She is fire woman and rain woman and earth and air, with plenty to spare.
This is not just my song or your song. This is the song of the Earth. 
And the song of every Wild Soul Woman.
We are wondrous. We are rising. We are wild.

We are wondrous. We are rising. We are Wild. The Song of a Wild Soul Woman is a clarion call. A call to remember that you carry within you the mystery of forests and the granite of mountains. Your true nature is Nature: wild, windswept, vast as the plains. You are not small or insignificant. You are not the one that your parents fashioned you to be, or society dictated you should be, and you are not the label that your work confers on you. You are a Wild Soul Woman: rooted, powerful, authentic, and instinctual. And yet, how easily we forget! 

For too long we women have contorted ourselves in order to succeed, or just survive, in a world that puts profit before beauty, competition before collaboration, exploitation before reciprocity. In this world, we have been repressed, domesticated, exploited, and abused. In this world, nature suffers, too. Rivers are drying up, mountaintops are being leveled, and forests are being felled. And the fertile spirit of life has been so wounded that we find ourselves, along with all existence on this planet, struggling to flourish. 

But the call of your Wild Soul will not be silenced. With a howl from the heart, women are crying out for a different way of living. One that honors the Earth, and all beings—feathered, furred, leafed, petaled, and scaled. We are crying out for poetry, for meaning, and for pleasure. On a full-moon night when our blood stirs, we sense that the culture is too shallow and tame to contain us. 

Our present story will continue to a bleak and lonely end if humans do not restore their connection to the Earth. This is vital. We all need to do our inner work and bring our full being into the world. But until we arrive at a place of sacred balance between the masculine, feminine, and Nature, we women must travel our own path. It is essential that we first find our own way back to ourselves. And for that, we need a new story.

The hero’s journey, the dominant narrative of cultural and personal transformation in the West, has little to offer us. We are not damsels in need of rescue or passive bystanders patiently awaiting the hero’s return. We want, above all, to be the protagonists of our own tales, the creators of our own adventures. Instead of slaying dragons, what if we embodied their ferocity and fire in service of all life? We are not separate from the forces of nature, nor do we wish to be. 

And if our stories need to change, so, too, must our cultural metaphors. A woman seeking to regain her wildness will not find it in the upward masculine path of striving. True success does not lie for us in breaking the glass ceiling or simply “leaning in” to the status quo in order to rise up. No. The soul path of the feminine is downward, inward, to the ground of the Earth and into the very terrain our culture is attempting to exploit or silence.

In order to become Wild Soul Women, we need to understand the immensity and potency of the wild woman archetype that is rising into consciousness at this time. And we require an initiation of our own—one that is feminine, instinctual, Earth-conscious. That experience is the heart of this book.
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In 2015, I was asked to lead an online course for TreeSisters, a global non-profit with a mission both to empower women and reforest the tropics. The course was to be based on a journey of transformation through five archetypal landscapes: Deserts, Forests, Oceans and Rivers, Mountains, and Grasslands. I’d explored them in my earlier book, Reclaiming the Wild Soul, and now the opportunity to work solely with women filled me with a surge of excitement and curiosity. Women’s relationship to Earth has always been different from that of men. Our moon cycles, pregnancies, childbirth—all these things align us with the rhythms and textures of the natural world. But landscapes, too, reflect different aspects of our true nature—and together we would find out how.

In our first class, I shared my earliest childhood memory. It was a summer afternoon, the sun slanting through the window warming my back, birds singing, and the light, shimmering and golden. I longed to merge with the vibrancy around me, and so I attempted to wriggle out of my crib, only to get my head stuck between the bars. Hearing my cries, my mother rushed to my side and tried to push my head back into the crib. When she was unsuccessful, I became inconsolable. Even after the bars were removed and I was finally freed, the trauma remained. Throughout my life, I have suffered from neck problems, which I gradually recognized as a fear of sticking my neck out. But more than that, this experience left me with a terror that in attempting to secure my freedom, I would die. 

Breaking free isn’t easy. We don’t always see the barriers that stand in our way, much less know how to remove them. Reaching for something beautiful, something just beyond our grasp, can seem dangerous, if not impossible. Until, that is, we realize the structures and strictures that keep us imprisoned are man-made. 

Together, we can tear them down. 

After I told my story, it became clear that the women gathered shared a common belief, regardless of age, ethnicity, or country of origin. All felt cut off from the full depth and breadth of their creativity and aliveness within a patriarchal worldview that undervalues women’s contributions and desires, and continually fails to support our innate wisdom. They, too, lacked a model for their own energetic way of being in the world. As I helped them to connect with the five landscapes as liberating archetypes, they began to feel freer and more able speak out for their beliefs. In laying claim to their wild nature, they realized the strength that emanates from a woman’s body, and from her very soul, is grounded in the Earth. In fact, each landscape, each magical formation of the Earth, reflects a different stage of growth. When we explore them all in depth, something extraordinary happens. We have a template for unleashing our full power. 

Despite the advances of feminism in the past half century, women in our culture are still trapped in limiting roles. We are expected to be the good mother, the loyal (but often unpaid or underpaid) worker, and the ceaseless nurturer. The Earth is similarly viewed as an inexhaustible resource, the “Good Mother” at whose breast we can continually suckle. Women and Nature are expected to provide for others’ needs, even to the point of complete depletion. As Ruth Bader Ginsburg told the Supreme Court, “The pedestal upon which women have been placed has all too often, upon closer inspection, been revealed as a cage.”1 It will require great courage to liberate ourselves from our noble role as the all-giving, all-nurturing ones. 

Another cost of patriarchy is that we tend to look negatively on the unpredictable, wrathful, eruptive side of the feminine, insisting that these energies be controlled or tamped down, just as we have tried to subdue the Earth. The 16th century philosopher Francis Bacon encouraged men to torture nature—to put her on the rack and extract her secrets,2 in an era when women were being hunted down and tortured for their secrets during the European witch trials. Bacon’s imagery set the scene for the scientific revolution of the Enlightenment, yet in this view both nature and women were only fit for domination, interrogation, penetration. With a history of such violations, no wonder women fear living fully or speaking out.

I believe there is healing in rediscovering our relationship to nature while rejecting the stereotypes placed on us by Western culture. I believe that Earth’s loving and caring aspects are interwoven with her ferocity. That women are a rich tapestry of all that is deeply alive, intelligent, instinctual, and feral. That we are too complex and multi-talented to be neatly boxed and labeled. And that if we are to break down the bars of the cage, we must examine our bonds with everything: the Earth, our own bodies, and each other.

Teaching my first Wild Soul Woman course, I was struck by the creativity—art, poetry, dreams, spontaneous rituals and prayers—that emerged from the group. The five Earth archetypes provided an avenue for women to give expression to something they had been dimly aware of but now was bursting forth into everyday awareness: The wisdom of the Earth was within them, and when they aligned with her different aspects, they were stronger, truer, more authentic. As they released themselves from a worldview that kept them within the narrow confines of what it means to be a woman, incredible energy was birthed.

As the weeks went on, we began to talk about Desert Woman, Forest Woman, Ocean and River Woman, Mountain Woman, and Grassland Woman. Not abstracted from the Earth but arising out of her, these archetypes activated a profound and tantalizing awareness of the mythic dimensions of our lives. The challenges we were experiencing didn’t instantly dissolve, but our relationship to ourselves was changing. We were able to meet uncomfortable feelings and difficulties with a different set of responses: creative, courageous, and liberating. It was clear: These archetypes held the key to our collective healing. 

These, then, are the Wild Soul Woman Archetypes that I will expand upon in this book. They will resonate within, calling you into the depths of your true nature.

As that first circle of women claimed their own voices and empowerment, I began to see the Wild Soul Woman Archetypes as a framework for female initiation. There is a natural progression from the Barren Worlds of Desert Woman, to the Dark Womb of Forest Woman, to the Breaking Waters of Ocean and River Woman, to Giving Birth as Mountain Woman, to Nurturing the Newborn as Grassland Woman. 

The journey we are embarking upon is one of creation, where you will let go of what is not working in your life and give birth to your full, feminine power. And while the path is strewn with challenges, you will not travel it alone. At each step you will be guided by these archetypes, and by the stories of other women who have reclaimed their feminine souls, finding a strength that resides far beyond the reaches of patriarchy. 

And after that, my sisters, well, anything is possible. 

Your Journey


Either you will
go through this door
or you will not go through.

—ADRIENNE RICH
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The five archetypes that animate your soul are literally as old as the hills. Before there was a human presence on Earth, over the course of hundreds of millions of years, these landscapes were establishing their own cycles, rhythms, and relationships. The ebb and flow of tides, the spin of seasons, the infinite beauty of birth and decay, the fierce uplift of mountains. These ancestral bodies and their natural processes gave birth to us. And their psychological, energetic, and emotional patterns are woven into the depths of your being. 

Archetypes influence behavior. Even more importantly for our purposes, they stir the imagination and engage the emotions. We can only learn so much from facts, figures, and abstract concepts. To make fundamental change in our lives, we need this deeper knowing. The archetypes of the wild soul will reveal your inner landscapes and bring new understanding with the force of an erupting volcano or a downpour in a drought-ridden land. They are set to shake—and wake—you up.

Over time, I have worked with thousands of women around the world, including many who are LGBTQ or gender-fluid. And all have benefited from learning about these archetypes. Anyone interested in the wild feminine will find a place for themselves in this work. Earth’s archetypes serve the good of all. 

Buscar la Forma is a term used by midwifes. It means that every woman must find her own way of giving birth. The midwife’s task is not to control the process, but to assist with whatever decision the mother-to-be makes. So let me say it loud and clear: Your journey is yours alone, unique and extraordinary to you. As you recast yourself as a Wild Soul Woman, you must trust your own instinctual rhythms and set your own pace. 

When embarking on a journey, especially one that might be arduous at times, it is reassuring to have a sense of what lies ahead. In that spirit, let me introduce you more fully to the archetypes and the stages of growth they represent. 

Desert Woman: Barren Worlds

In the beginning, there was a Void, and from the Void came a living planet. Barrenness is a natural part of the cycle of life and the place where your journey begins. Desert Woman is your guide to this phase where you reflect on what is not fruitful and fertile in your life—and what you can let go of. Owning your inner emptiness, you make room for new ways of being. Shedding what is not working in your life, you create an opening for something new to enter. 

Forest Woman: The Dark Womb

Forests are the lungs of the planet and a source of oxygen necessary for all life. They are also the verdant realms where an incredible diversity of life gestates and takes form. Forest Woman heralds a fecund period, rich in imagination and exploration. In her womb-like darkness, you plant the seeds of new dreams, of barely sensed possibilities. You must wait for the seeds to take root, and nurture them in the depths of your being. With patience, you will experience a quickening. 

Ocean and River Woman: The Breaking Waters 

Water covers more than seventy percent of the Earth’s surface, and this element responds to the pull of the moon. Through Ocean and River Woman, you understand the tides of your own energy and emotions. The more you explore your depths, the greater your power to live from the heart of your longing. Like a rising river breaking through a dam, you feel an urgency to move past any resistance, ready to bring more of your wild self into the world. 

Mountain Woman: Giving Birth

Mountains seem like they’ve been here forever—but they didn’t start forming widely until two billion years ago, or halfway through the Earth’s development, and they represent a huge new undertaking. Mountain Woman will show you how to initiate a new project, serve your community, spark a movement, or simply claim your own fury and fire. In touch with your inner agency, alive to your sacred dreams and desires, you emerge into the world as an authentic, unstoppable force. 

Grassland Woman: Nurturing the New Life

In the open space of the grasslands, humans learned to walk, run, and create complex social structures. Now Grassland Woman welcomes you back into community, helping you to solidify your learnings, integrate them into daily life, and share your gifts. In her presence, you dance to the rhythms of nature and reap the blessings of your journey. 

While I’ve laid this out as if it is a linear journey, it doesn’t have to be. You may find yourself immersed in Forest Woman, only to realize that you need to relearn Desert Woman’s lesson of letting go. Or as Mountain Woman rises in you, you may need to reclaim the loving presence of Ocean and River Woman. Each archetype balances the others. Circling back when you need to will allow you to deepen and broaden your experience of each, building a resilient inner matrix for your journey of growth and healing.

We will explore each Wild Soul Woman Archetype by considering how it can help you overcome a core wounding by the patriarchy (the Challenge). You’ll learn how it empowers you to reach for a fuller, more creative life (the Shift). We’ll look at how the archetype offers a process for opening to more wisdom (the Way). I’ll discuss how to embody the archetype in the cells of your being and how the emotional tone of the archetype can release vital energy. 

At each stage of initiation, I’ll offer journal prompts, rituals, embodied exercises, poetry, and other explorations. These are invitations into greater aliveness, artistry, and activism, and into a way of living that arouses full participation with this precious Earth and your own wild depths. Throughout the book you will also find quotes from women who experienced the Wild Soul Woman’s journey in our workshops. As you will see, the more you engage with archetypes, the greater access you will have to your authentic self, so I encourage you to take the time to respond to these invitations. But rest assured, simply reading about the archetypes is more than enough to awaken them within you.

Laying Bare the Shadow Wild


That numbing of mind and heart
is already upon us.

—JOANNA MACY
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What happens when we are cut off from these archetypal energies? Separated from Earth and her power, we feel a terrible loss and lack of support. But the need for that connection does not go away, and so we keep searching for our Wild Soul even when we don’t know what we are looking for or how to find it. It is then that our lives can take a wrong turn or a deadly detour. In our desire to feel alive and at one with the world about us, we reach for something, anything, to rid us of the numbness or the pain. This can lead down any number of bumpy roads: booze, drugs, drama, sex and love addiction, excessive shopping, gambling. Look about you, and you will see how our consumer society is riddled with addiction and other unworkable “solutions” to the pain of disconnection. 

I call this the shadow wild, a path of rebellion that ultimately ends in utter self-abandonment. I spent the first many years of my life following it. 

My own shadow wild journey involved alcohol. From the age of sixteen until I turned twenty-seven, I drank to the point of blackouts, shakes, and a disturbing heart arrhythmia. I grew up in an alcoholic family, and alcoholism was part my genetic birthright. But that doesn’t begin to tell the tale. 

I drank to feel alive. I drank so that I didn’t have to care what others thought of me, or keep second-guessing myself, or censor my passionate nature. I drank to feel the spirit of Gaia, of life herself. And for a while it worked. That’s the thing—the shadow wild is deceptive because it serves a purpose at first, freeing us before it locks us back in a cage that is a small and dark and often very hard to escape. 

I was an emotional, physical, and spiritual mess when I sobered up in 1983. But by that time, I lived in the San Francisco Bay Area, and even in my darkest days, the beauty of this place pierced my heart. So I turned first to nature to begin the healing process. I walked everywhere, including long hikes in the open hills of the Marin Headlands and the sanctuary of Muir Woods’ soaring redwoods. Without my being conscious of it, some part of me knew I needed to feel life thrumming through my body. Sunlight. Air. Trees. Birdsong. The wild chorus of the Earth opened me to what I had always wanted to feel: oneness with the great spirit of life. 

Looking back, I can see how even then the Wild Soul Woman Archetypes were acting on me. How they have always been here, helping me to find my way back to myself. As they are waiting for you, to help you find your way back, too. 

In the chapters ahead, I tell my story of recovery and beyond through the lens of a Wild Soul Woman reborn through these archetypes. I have dug deep into my lessons in the hope that they provide an example of how the archetypes work to free us to be whole. While I tell other stories too, mine is one that I know best. It is also my hope that in the baring of my soul, you will find the courage to bare yours. 

The cosmologist Brian Swimme once said, “This is the greatest discovery of the scientific enterprise: you take hydrogen gas, and you leave it alone, and it turns into rosebushes, giraffes, and humans.”3 When we reclaim our wild feminine nature, we can’t know what will happen. That’s the point. When we express from our wild souls—the part of us that recognizes we are one with mountains, rivers, and forests—we invite Earth’s processes and evolutionary impulses to work their magic through us. 

Prepare to be surprised, for this journey will take you places you have yet to imagine. But this, too: Whatever has brought you here—the desire to break free of a bad relationship or unhealthy dependency; the realization that your life is passing you by and you want more, and to be more; your fear and grief at what is happening to the Earth and her inhabitants; or a desire to feel a greater sense of aliveness, connection, and creativity—the journey set out in these pages will carry you home. 

Shall we begin? 

Opening to Desert Woman

As you prepare to take your first step towards becoming a Wild Soul Woman, take a deep breath. Come into your body, into the quiet, into the significance of this moment. You are about to leave the everyday world and cross the threshold into a land that is vast, arid, and silent. This is a thorny place to begin your journey. Desert Woman will challenge you to confront your barrenness—those areas where you no longer feel lush and fertile. She will urge you to stop your striving and make space in your life for something new to be conceived. Once you respond to her soul summons, nothing will be quite the same again. And so, take another deep breath. It is time to go and meet her. 
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Desert Woman 

Soul of a Desert Woman

She walks in fire, through fire, treads cracked earth with bare feet.
Silence and spaciousness are her companions.
Born of sand, rock, dust, she needs no pool to see her own reflection.
Garbed in gold by day, at night she shimmers by starlight.
In her presence snakes curl up like kittens.
She defies plough and planter, knows she is enough.
A desire to let go of all that is not hers to carry has
fashioned in her something real.
Prickly as cactus, cracked and half-crazed,
her fierce tongue and sharp wit suffer no fools.
She is intensity and immensity.
She has seen through the mirage, all the way to the horizon.
To look into her eyes is to know the truth.




Stage of Initiation: Barren Worlds

Challenge: Knowing You Are Enough

The Shift: From Mirage to Vision

The Way: Releasing the Old

Embodied Dimensions: Space, silence, honesty, 
change, transience, death and re-birth, solitude, 
simplicity, stillness, grief

Guiding Question: What is the truth of my situation? 





Barren Worlds: 
The First Initiation

[image: ]

How could you become new if you had not first become ashes?

—FREDERICK NIETZSCHE

This is how it begins. Desert Woman arrives like a firestorm, burning through your life. With her, she brings sudden loss, fierce love, restlessness, exhaustion, and burnout—any number of things that uproot and unbalance you. 

Thrown into exile, you enter her barren lands, caught between the known world and the one yet to be discerned. 

This is the realm of emptiness and silence. Of non-doing. Of endless horizons and a sky as wide as your imagination. You are here to put enough space between you and the everyday so that you can bear witness to your life. Heeding Desert Woman’s call, you come to embody what Carol P. Christ calls the “nothingness that precedes an awakening.”4

Everything you thought was carved in stone shifts like sand beneath your feet. It is time to cease your constant striving—to do more, have more, be more. To stand where the air wavers in the heat, and the sun—high, sharp, clarifying—strips away to the bones. To seek answers to questions you have suppressed for far too long. 

Who are you, really? For what do you thirst? What is real and true? These are questions that can only be answered when you sufficiently detach from the particulars of your life to be able to see it free from illusion. And yet for many of us, separating from the comforting details and demands of the everyday, feels like a kind of death. 

Traditionally valued for our ability to connect with and care for others, we may ignore the call of Desert Woman for fear of losing others’ approval. Or we may be terrified of looking inward, toward our own needs and desires. Then life shakes us loose. Something happens—death, loss, a burning passion—and we realize we barely know ourselves or what we want. We only sense that we are being urged to a wilder and more authentic existence. 

Will you answer the call of Desert Woman? Her fierce independence has earned her many epithets over the centuries—crazy, misfit, recluse. Scorned as dust-dry and undesirable by a culture that values women who are lush, fertile, and endlessly accommodating, she lives on the margins. But she revels in being free of others’ expectations. Her blood beats true as a snare drum. Nothing stands between her and the glittering night sky, the earthy fragrance of creosote bushes after rain. 

Barrenness holds no fear for her. Emptiness, no terror. She is comfortable with non-doing, the void that precedes the conception, the blank page, the open territory. On her body, you will trace the first lines of your new story. 

Alone in the vastness, silence slips into your being. You stop your rushing. Quiet down. Like the exposed rock, your very essence is laid bare. 

Nothing may be harder for you than to walk away from your web of obligations and relationships, to encounter Desert Woman. But she will teach you how to make your way alone. How to leave, with the doors closing behind you and the wide horizon beckoning.

And so, as a Desert Woman, you take one last backward glance and turn toward the open land that awaits. Watch your footsteps vanish in the wind. You begin your journey alone, as you must. Lift your skirts and stride out, determined to save / the only life that you could save.5 Your own.

Why Exile Is at the Heart of Initiation


Now you must go out into your heart 
as onto a vast plain. Now
the immense loneliness begins. 

—RILKE

[image: ]

Separation from community is the first step in any journey of transformation. To reclaim your true Self, you first need to retreat from the web of relationships, habits, and behaviors that keep you trapped in an inauthentic life. For women, who are naturally relational and collaborative, this can prove painful and challenging. 

Many of us have a love–hate relationship with Desert Woman. We long for time and space to simply be, are angry we don’t have enough of it, but when we have a few moments off, we often find ourselves feeling anxious and prickly. Some women I work with are affronted by my even suggesting they step back from their usual duties and responsibilities for a while and simply do less. Don’t I understand the demands of their lives? Don’t I realize that the world is falling apart, and we need to get on with it? And I do understand. But this I also know: Nothing will change—not our lives and not this world—unless we have the courage to withdraw and look inward, with honesty. 

At this point, you may be screaming: 

Are you asking me to abandon my children or leave my job or marriage?

How would I survive if I left? How would they? 

I can’t walk away—I’ve invested too much.

So let me say emphatically—you don’t have to literally change everything to put distance between you and your life. Here, at the start of your journey, you are being tasked with claiming what Virginia Woolf, in her essay “A Room of One’s Own,” described as a psychic space in which you can withdraw your energy from the world and give it to yourself. 

On a cold winter day in December of 1983, at the age of twenty-seven, I walked into an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting and said these words out loud, “My name is Mary, and I’m an alcoholic.” After all the struggle and paralysis, after years of shame and trying to keep my drinking hidden, the truth was out. The words seemed to float in the air, to open doors I didn’t even know were shut. I felt lighter, freer. 

Everything that came afterwards was changed by speaking my truth. I had to separate from every drinking haunt and almost every person in my life. Nothing was stable during the early years of my sobriety. Like the sands of the desert, I was constantly forming and reforming as I tried to figure out what shape my life would take as a sober woman. 

In owning the reality of my situation, I was set free to find myself. But I first had to withdraw from my old life, not only to protect my newfound sobriety, but to find out who I truly was, free from old influences and relationships. It was excruciatingly painful at times, especially when the old drinking crowd judged me as heartless or selfish.

Pushback is almost inevitable when a woman attempts to inhabit her own space. (After all, if enough women became self-actualized, we might topple the patriarchy and that would never do!) Even those who mean you well are likely to begrudge you time apart if they feel it takes something from them. But as you begin your journey, it is essential to make time to sit and be with yourself. For you cannot change what you cannot see. Your mission, for the moment, is to develop your awareness of who you are and the truth of your situation.

What does this look like, for you? It may mean getting up early to spend a few minutes journaling. Or taking a solo walk during your lunch break. It may look like turning off the TV or the car radio and tuning into a deep quiet or taking a meditation or yoga class. A friend of mine puts a sign on her door, Writer at work: do not disturb. Another uses a headset to tune out the noise of her kids and husband. These small acts of autonomy add up. Slowly, you begin to reconnect with your inner self. 

If you were to tune into your inner Desert Woman right now, she might say: I am that part of you that is untrammeled by others’ opinions or demands. I am the spaciousness you seek. I am the wild empty lands where you can think and dream, free of worrying about everyone else. It is time to make space for yourself, to come to know your own truth. I ask you, what is it that you truly need? Just take a moment to let those words sink in. Notice if you feel any resistance. Or perhaps you sense Desert Woman energy stirring in you? Don’t judge, just pay attention. 

A friend’s husband recently left her. She tells me that she hurts all over, but with her husband gone, she has more time for herself. Into those spaces come thoughts of, I get to decide when I am hungry, and what I want to eat. I get to choose when I go to sleep. She’s curious about where these questions might lead and—as painful as this time is for her—who she is becoming. 

Sometimes, our journey begins by naming our own wants. Sometimes, it begins by looking at how we are betraying ourselves. For me, transformation would have been impossible without confronting my alcoholism. I required physical sobriety first. For you, it might be psychological or emotional sobriety, the realization that you need to drop the drama or release a toxic relationship. In any and all cases, becoming grounded in the realities of our situation has to be first and foremost. 

Desert Woman asks you to name those things in your life that aren’t working. Whatever is causing you pain, numbing your creativity, or eroding your self-worth—name it and own it. Let the words come. Desert Woman will not judge them or you. She is the one who has been called all the names, from bitter to misfit. She knows the pain of letting go. Of allowing the heat to burn away all that is false until she is deep in her bone-truth. How some decisions and realizations change the whole trajectory of a life. She knows the power of simply stepping back and allowing the truth to emerge, unadorned by old stories or fears. 

She is the ache in the heart of the one who is leaving. But she is also the wide and beckoning arms of the new horizon. 


Signs that Desert Woman Is Trying to Get Your Attention

Burnout—You are so exhausted by stress and overwork, or even ill health, you have nothing left to give. 

Barrenness—Nothing you do is taking hold or bearing fruit. 

Disillusionment—Nothing makes sense—not the culture, not your life; it all feels like a mirage.

Need for Solitude—You sense that something is happening within you that needs attention. Noise, chatter, even the company of good friends feel like distractions from a deep internal process. 

The Dead Zone—A feeling of complete desolation that is a result of bottoming out on an addiction to love, sex, alcohol, drugs, shopping, etc. 

Numbness and Depression—As the result of not expressing grief.

Irritability—Resentment towards loved ones, envy of others’ creativity.

A Burning Passion—An idea or overwhelming passion seizes you and you feel yourself on fire, knowing your life is about to change, but not knowing how.



Robyn Davidson: A Natural Desert Woman


Robyn Davidson is just twenty-six years old when she sets off alone in 1977 to cross 1,700 miles of desert from Alice Springs to the Indian Ocean, a journey that will take nine months. For company, she has four camels and her dog, Diggerty. With her youthful, slender frame, she looks almost too fragile for the task.

Holed up in the remote town of Alice Springs in the Northern Territory, her departure point, Robyn works for a camel trainer. In return, he promises the camels to carry her supplies, but he never delivers and, half-crazed, threatens to kill her. A local guy tells her that she’s been nominated to be the next “town case”—the next woman to be raped. “You shouldn’t be so friendly,” he admonishes. The message is clear: Free-spirited women deserve to be punished. 

Despite all obstacles, Robyn will not surrender her dream. Told she is mad, that a girl shouldn’t even try such a thing, she obstinately stays true to herself. And so, finally, after two years in Alice Springs, having acquired her camels from a different trainer, she sets off. She writes, “All around me was magnificence. Light, power, space, and sun. And I was walking into it. I was going to let it make me or break me. I felt like dancing and calling to the great spirit.”6

Robyn had to fight for her right to embark on this adventure. And while your own quest is likely very different, perhaps you can relate to the challenge of not giving up on yourself, especially when the world is hell-bent in keeping you so small. Robyn’s story demands that we imagine bigger, braver ways of being. She makes us wonder what would happen if we simply took that first step.7 



The Karoo Desert of South Africa

Here, on this land that has been in my family since the 1800s, I call upon the vision and guidance of my ancestors. In her sun I am stripped of the inessential. The wind speaks clearly, and the natural rhythm of day surrenders me to the slow life—to the ceremony and art of living. A vast openness of time and space that once intimidated me now inspires. I raise my hands to the skies in gratitude and prayer. 

This blessed, sacred life.
Beauty—my companion. Simplicity—my teacher.
In emptiness I dance, singing my soul into infinity.
Some call it nothingness. I call it everything.
Here, away from the incessant noise and busyness,
I can finally breathe.

—Gabrielle Alberts




Integration 

Journal Reflection: Taking the First Step


As you contemplate Robyn Davidson’s story, note your reaction to it. Do you admire her bravery? Do you think she was reckless or thoughtless to take such risks? Don’t judge your reactions, simply pay attention to them. 

Then quietly contemplate your own relationship to risk. Do you tend to take chances? If so, what kind? Do you like to feel secure? If so, what provides you with that feeling? How willing are you to negotiate between taking chances and playing safe? 

How comfortable are you with the idea that women are also free to set off alone, in search of themselves?

What about women who have children and other responsibilities?

What about you?

There are no right or wrong answers. 

When you’re ready, simply jot down any thoughts and ideas that come to you in your journal. Then ask, what first step am I willing to take? 

Journal Reflection: Answering the Call 


[image: ] I’ve been called to this journey because . . . 

[image: ] I know I’ve been called, because . . . 

[image: ] At this moment, I fear . . . 

[image: ] At this moment, I am excited by . . . 

[image: ] I hope to emerge from my time with Desert Woman with . . . 

Space for Solitude

The desert is a natural extension of the inner silence of the body. 

—JEAN BAUDRILLARD

[image: ]

Desert Woman embodies solitude and silence. At home in a sparse land, she craves the blessing of aloneness. The desert creosote bush puts down poisons so other plants—even her own offspring—which cannot grow in her vicinity. In the same way, Desert Woman fights for her own space. She needs it to survive and thrive. 

To fit into family life or society, we often conceal our true sense of self. The natural solitude of Desert Woman is the antidote to that kind of estrangement. She gives us a space apart from the constant thrum of convention and the need to conform. With her, we come to know—and claim—the vivid reality of our own being. As Terry Tempest Williams writes, “Perhaps that is why every pilgrimage to the desert is a pilgrimage to the self. There is no place to hide and so we are found.”8

There is a reason the Australian aborigines map every bush, sand hill, and water hole through music, along songlines, handed down from the Ancestors in the Dreamtime. This is the way to survive in the Outback, one of the harshest places on Earth. Similarly, a Desert Woman maps the vastness of her inner landscape. She comes to know it with a wild singing intimacy that allows her to navigate the toughest terrain without losing sight of who she is and of what she’s capable. 

That said, you may have a complicated relationship with solitude. Historically, women have been the ones to join in community, to work in groups in the fields or to gather at the river to do the washing. We needed company and laughter to keep the wild animals at bay and to support each other. Thus, deep in your DNA, solitude feels dangerous. It is as if when you are alone, you worry something might pounce and devour you. If solitude is new for you, it is only natural that it brings up
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