






MY EXPERIENCE OF IMAGINATION AND CONNECTION:
A phenomenological journey through embodiment practices exploring
how Dreams, Active Imagination and Neo-shamanic journeying techniques
can be employed in psychotherapy as a tool for deep exploration.






Caroline Sian Thomas



Submitted to the University of Wales in partial fulfilment
of the requirements for Masters (Psychotherapy & Counselling)




University of Wales, Trinity Saint David
March 2023









ABSTRACT



This heuristic research presents a first-hand account of the author’s personal experience of imagination and connection through a phenomenological journey through embodiment practices exploring how Dreams, Active Imagination and Neo-Shamanic journeying techniques can be employed in psychotherapy as a tool for deep exploration. The research highlights the benefits and challenges of utilizing these modalities in therapy, emphasizing the importance of embodied practices in accessing the unconscious mind and facilitating healing. The research offers valuable insights into the potential of these techniques as tools for psychotherapists to support clients on their therapeutic journey.

The study also underscores the importance of considering a client’s spiritual/secular approach to their life and therapy and how this interfaces with the use of these transpersonal modalities. Whilst the author’s own spiritual beliefs enhanced the experience of these techniques, an outcome of this paper found that the success of therapeutic outcomes for clients may depend on how well these modalities align with their core beliefs and values and their willingness to explore. Thus the study recommends therapists carefully consider clients’ level of cognizance whilst deciding how to use these modalities in psychotherapy to meet their unique needs.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION 

Psychotherapy is currently in flux. The Delphic Poll (Norcross and Pfund 2013)  predicted that online therapy and internet treatment programmes would become the norm with short term therapy showing measurable outcomes and evidence-based practices predicted to rise. A recent study (Rathenau 2022) reveals the limitations of online therapy for the efficacy of the therapeutic relationship whilst the Delphic poll’s forecast foreseeing how Mindfulness and meditation would be included in therapy has appeared to bring demonstrable benefits as Psychotherapists are increasingly bringing more mind body approaches to therapy. 

The embodiment of trauma as being integral to how psychotherapy addresses our emotional well-being and social connectivity is gaining traction with psychotherapists adopting somatic therapies as a vital adjunct to the more cerebral form of classic psychotherapy (Mate 2022). It is precisely this powerful mind body connectivity with self and other energetic realms that the current renaissance of psychedelic research addresses with a plethora of clinical trials worldwide looking at how trauma becomes manifest and transmuted through the meeting of our deepest traumas through facilitated psychedelic psychotherapy sessions. It is also this alienation from our natural selves that Jung’s depth psychology sought to address drawing on some of the basic tenets of  shamanism with his dream work and active imagination practices and his writings regarding our lost connection to the natural world (Jung 1933).

For this heuristic paper I chose not to access an altered state through the use of psychedelics to uncover and transmute trauma, but decided instead to employ dreams, active imagination and facilitated shamanic drum journeying to make my unconscious conscious and to visualise and feel this content in order to bring issues to the surface in image form so that a dialogue could be had. Having experienced psychedelic ceremonies in the past for healing and integration of trauma, I was curious to see if
an altered state could be reached purely by active imagination, somatic experiencing and guided meditations with energetic sound tools to amplify my felt experience. I was also curious to see how the use of this deep imagining and somatic feeling into trauma would manifest for me and my personal issues.

Inherent in the shamanic world view is the idea that the entire universe exists within every human being and that the subtle energies of this embodiment impacts the entire universe. Seeing shamanism as a set of methodologies involving the use of altered states of consciousness for healing for emotional and spiritual growth (Walsh 2007) has been central to my methodology as I underwent a series of neo-shamanic drum journeys to access this altered state and to experience for myself how this manifested.

Harbouring doubts about how my experiences of imagining would be valid, authentic or as powerful as working with psychedelics was a hurdle at the beginning of my heuristic research as I wrestled with the truth of this internal imaginative method. After my first couple of active imaginative experiences however, it soon became clear that even if I was ‘making it all up’, my various parts of self,  unconscious and conscious, including my ego, were offering up all manner of pertinent material, throwing up images from my unconscious that felt real and undeniably part of me. This doubting in myself became an important part of my research and was reflected back to me powerfully, as can be seen in my powerful dream and active imagination sessions as I increasingly realised that the debunking of my own actual experience in order to revert to traditional norms of our increasingly toxic and materialistic culture was the wakeup call I needed to begin living a more authentic life.

This paper is about my own phenomenological research into this creative way of working and connecting with dreams, imagination and shamanic drum journeys with no expectation of how my experiences would unfold.








CHAPTER 2


LITERATURE REVIEW   

Freud’s acknowledgment that the history of curing psychological ills goes back to the Upper Palaeolithic era is significant, when he  states  “psychotherapy is not a modern therapeutic procedure. On the contrary it is one of the oldest remedies used in primitive and ancient medicine” (1953, p.1). 

Traditional or indigenous Shamanism is the term given to a wide set of magico-religious altered state healing practices that have been utilised across cultures worldwide for millennia, all united in their adherence to animism and the healing powers of transcending the ordinary and entering different worlds (Mackinnon 2012).

Anthropologist, Harner (1992) considered the world’s leading authority on Shamanism and credited with bringing core shamanism, a synthesis of indigenous shamanism for the western sensibility, defined the shaman as a person who makes journeys to nonordinary reality in an altered state of consciousness both with and on behalf of his client. 

The word  psychotherapy is derived from two Greek words psyche meaning soul, mind or spirit and therapeia  which means to cure or care for. Freud’s contemporary and nemesis, Jung (1963) believed the two fundamental ways to access  subconscious mechanisms for healing was through what he called “complexes” – specifically dreams and the imagery activated through ‘active imagination’ requiring a state of reverie, half-way between sleep and waking. It is this technique which allows for the contents of the unconscious to be translated into images, stories or personified as separate beings. This he argued serves as a bridge between the conscious ‘ego’ and the unconscious.

Towards the end of his life, Rogers introduced the concept of a “vast and mysterious universe... perhaps an inner reality, or perhaps a spirit world of which we are all unknowingly a part” (Rogers, 1978, p. 258).

The reality of transference where the client and therapist enter a matrix of interpersonal relationship has become the norm in psychotherapy with Balint (1959) arguing that like a shaman, the therapist should intend to merge entirely into the energy field around his client and not consider himself a separate entity. Sullivan (1990) also argues that a psychotherapist needs to orient towards the unconscious, their own and their client’s in order to receive information as well as Koole (2016)  who thinks it is the pervasive synchrony between client and therapist that is highly relevant to psychotherapy and its therapeutic outcomes. 

For Montegut (2019), the experience of altered states of consciousness is an integral part of psychotherapeutic practice where techniques employed to achieve this state are not just an accidental part of the practice but integral to it as it enables new ways of perceiving one’s self  and the possibilities that arise out of this state.

Alcaro et al (2019) also recognise the instinct of imagination as being important for a therapist to achieve attunement during a therapy session with a client’s activation 
so that images that arise in the therapist/client’s mind are mirrored or felt by the other with imaginative  images being the prerequisite phase before any verbal meaning is drawn.

Hypnotherapy also works within this journeying paradigm with psychological anthropologist Winkeman (2011) positing that the similarity of altered states of consciousness and hypnosis suggests a genetic origin as they share the healing mechanism of suggestion during hypnotic trance which enables healing. It is this idea that the nervous system has an intrinsic archaic language that is suggested by Jung (1964)  and Sayin (2014) as reflected in ancient cave drawings worldwide which feature images such as the cross, sun, moon phases, planets of the solar system, flights to other worlds and other archaic images not normally perceived during mundane daily consciousness. 

Freud (1990) considered dreams as being the royal road to the unconscious and Jung’s exploration into shamanic journeying realms as documented in The Red Book (2012), also reveals the core premise of indigenous shamanism that there is more than one reality, accessed through an altered state of consciousness.

Dream interpretation is a key part of shamanic and therapeutic practice using trance like dreaming to enhance insights just as depth psychologists use this deep focus to uncover unacknowledged aspects of the dreamer’s psyche.

As various therapeutic modalities demonstrate, an interesting crossover exists which can be usefully compared and examined in the context of neo-shamanic practices of journeying and  soul retrieval with many contemporary therapists engaged in self-retrieval which has strong parallels to soul retrieval (Izhak 2015).  

Core shamanism was introduced to the West in the 60s by Harner (1992) with particular emphasis on the shamanic journey technique calling it the path of knowledge, not of faith whereby people could experience for themselves the reality of the spirit world by acquiring empirical evidence. Core shamanism has more recently evolved into a wider contemporary western therapeutical interpretation termed neo-shamanism which emphasises the path of direct personal experience for individual clients’ healing and development. 

However, critics of neo-shamanism cite cultural appropriation of indigenous shamanic knowledge with Hobson (2002) objecting to its cultural imperialism and its emphasis on a practice that moves away from the traditional collective experience based in the community with its focus primarily on the individual.

The Shamanic drum journey is the fundamental technique adapted by contemporary practitioners from its root in indigenous traditional shamanism. This process orientated technique can be used to travel to three distinct realms of consciousness – the lower, upper and middle. Where shamanism differs from therapeutical guided visualizations is in its accessing of nature and spirit helpers in the form of power animals, spirit guides and  other spirits in their quest to find healing and empowerment. 

Brink (2017) illustrates the link between psychotherapy and  shamanic journeying by integrating  CBT, narrative therapy and dream analysis as he helps clients access their own imagination, drawing on archetypes in the collective unconscious. 

Kets de Vries (2016) also posits that psychotherapy’s use of guided imagery or trance (derived from the Green eksasis, meaning the ability to step outside oneself)  to understand what the client is experiencing, stems from this shamanic tradition along with other tools of psychotherapy such as transference, free association, intuition and the therapeutic alliance. 

Indigenous Shamanic drumming for visionary journeys typically uses a rhythm of 4/5 beats per second whose theta frequency facilitates vivid imagery and altered states of consciousness. Kjellgren (2010) documents this healing effect felt by participants and confirms that shamanic drumming as a technique is beneficial whilst also emphasising that it is the setting the drum journey is experienced in which most heavily influences the outcome. He also posits that it is the combination of intention setting ahead of a drum journey which is paramount to the session’s efficacy.

A recent study (Huels 2021) into non-pharmacologic alterations in consciousness during shamanic drumming reveals that whilst there are overlapping phenomenological  traits shared with psychedelic drug-induced states, the two states are distinctly different states of consciousness. This comprehensive neuroimaging trial of neo shamanic practitioners also showed that this shamanic state of consciousness shows a shift of the brain state at the upper limit of the critical zone,  suggesting that shamanic practitioners’ brains may be more susceptible to internal and external agitation which produces more diverse spatiotemporal brain activity patterns and consequently allows for a “richer” or more “diverse” conscious experience. 

But it is a vital aspect of the indigenous shaman’s craft often overlooked -  that of ecology - that is central to the heart of what sets traditional and neo-shamanism apart from most psychotherapeutic modalities. How we view nature, the pastoral backdrop to our demanding human concerns is what makes shamanism distinctive in how it heals. Whilst Ecopsychotherapy has started to address human disconnection from nature, (Abram 1996, p. 9)  goes further, stating that shamanic healing occurs by our cultivating  “an ability to shift out of a common state of consciousness precisely in order to make contact with the other organic forms of sensitivity and awareness with which the human existence is entwined”. Itzhak (2015) also references this when he refers to people undergoing shamanic healing, as not renouncing their attachments to their total self  but recognising that an altered state whereby attachment to ego is temporarily altered can result in transformations brought about by the eco based ritual itself.

Greenwood (2020) also posits that the experience of magic is a panhuman orientation of consciousness, a form of knowledge largely marginalised in Western societies due to its self-serving forms of control and renunciation of alternative or magical energetic perspectives.

It is this espousal of the idea of ‘magical discovery’ that Bouse (2017)  acknowledges is counter to both religious and scientific paradigms that have been until recently at the core of modern-day Western culture. As organised religions’ hold is giving way to a more individualised spiritual approach to life in the West, neo-shamanic practises offer a more authentic way of being in the world than an adherence to a religious or scientific paradigm that no longer resonates. In the UK Woodhead (2016) argues that cultural pluralism is an important factor in the demise of organised religion, specifically Christianity, and that the idea that individuals have the right to make choices about how they should live their lives that has led to an ethical liberalism. This freedom from the constraints of a didactic religion for many is now widely affirmed as a right and sacred value. 

It is exactly this freedom from  a fixed religious belief that gives shamanic techniques their potency and effectiveness for a person with a willingness to heal and to take personal responsibility for their own healing whilst consciously acknowledging some form of spirituality which is embodied in experience not a mental belief system (Bock 2005).











CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY 


I have employed the methodology of heuristic research as defined by Moustakas (1990) in relation to his own heuristic journey as being a subject  “called to me from within my life experience, something to which I have associations and fleeting awareness but whose nature is largely unknown” (Moustakas 1990, p.13). The phenomenon I have investigated is my personal undertaking of dreaming, active imagination and neo-shamanic journeying as a natural shamanic practitioner student as well as from the perspective of being a qualified psychotherapist. Being aware of holding these two perspectives has been an interesting experience as the therapist part of me questioned my experience from a more clinical psychological perspective whilst still remaining in a phenomenological enquiry which shamanism lends itself to in its entirety being an embodied practice of spiritual imagining and manifesting. In order to undertake this phenomenological heuristic research for my MA I applied and received ethical approval from the University of Wales Trinity St David.

The first phase of the research involved my Initial Engagement with recording my dreams, undergoing  active imagination sessions and neo-shamanic journeying practices. As the participant and  researcher, it was my own tacit knowledge that I drew on as described by Sternberg and Horwath (1999) when they say that people have more knowledge than just that which they know that they know and that it is this grounded experience and the activity that produced it which is defined as tacit knowledge. 

In Psychotherapy the means as to how a client and therapist arrive at a knowing or unfolding of an issue is unique to the therapeutic relationship but also requires a unique experiencing in the moment. It is this awareness of experiencing that I documented throughout the heuristic methodology of research in relation to both psychotherapy and shamanic journeying practices as there is a correlation between present moment experiencing in psychotherapy and shamanic healing practices in terms of feeling and reaching an emotional truth about an issue. 

Immersion into dreams, active imagination and shamanic journeying was undertaken over four months in order to experience different aspects of myself as the researcher immersed in deep journeying or meditative imagining. 

An essential aspect to my shamanic journeying was the setting of an intention at the outset which is considered an important  prerequisite to any journeying method as it carries an energetic charge through the experience and can act as an anchor to both the experience and the integration of it. As in psychotherapy it is the relationship between the shamanic practitioner and myself the client that was paramount to my dialoguing with my inner self in order to gain clarity and to touch and engage the emotion of the issue being examined as stated in the intention. It should be noted however that there were times when what happened in the journey was different from the intention of the session. This also occurs in psychotherapy sessions when a client can present with one issue only to uncover a deeper more prominent issue or emotion, so I was not surprised, and the trajectory of the journey was always inciteful.

Although there was a common format followed with every journey in terms of accessing an altered state and then coming out of that altered state, the central part of the journey’s experience was never replicated although the location or landscape imagined – such as the axis mundi (tree of life) or Sacred Grove where the experience took place was the same. Each journey started with a guided descent down a staircase before emerging out through a doorway or portal into the quantum field of an altered state, a landscape, where the journey/therapy took place. The practitioner taking the session drummed during this entry section of the journey and at the end when I was recalled with a drum in order to ascend the stairs and arrive back into a functioning waking state.

The use of a drum is central to each journey in order to access a theta brainwave state which helps receptivity for accessing an altered state of heightened or an altered awareness. Energy healing tools such as drums, rattles, tuning forks, Himalayan bowls, tingshas (Tibetan chimes) as well as birds wings and aromas were also employed by practitioners I worked with.

Setting is key to experiencing a congruent safe journey and just like a psychotherapist who will seek to ensure a secure confidential environment, the actual place or setting where a journey is carried out is also key with the privacy, safety and comfort of the client  paramount. 

At all times during this heuristic immersion into Dreaming, Active Imagination and Shamanic Journeying, I engaged with full awareness of being open to any reaction, reception or response to any elements about the subject or relationship being explored. I kept a record of all dreams, active imagination  and drum journey sessions experienced, recording what conversations occurred, my feelings,  responses, reactions, and anything else significant and related to my research question.  I also recorded zoom sessions and audio recordings whilst journeying online. Visual pictures or objects out in the world were also collected by me that became relevant to my discoveries when in an altered state as Moustakas (1990 p.28) referred to when he said, “The researcher is alert to all possibilities for meaning and enters fully into life with others whenever the theme is being expressed or talked about – in public settings in social; contexts or in professional meetings”. I also adhered to the ritual practise of making real in my everyday life any active imagination or dream resources that I discovered as Jung suggested. I also found dialoguing with my natural shamanism teacher and students who facilitated drum journeys for me vital for my reflection and further embodiment of the journeys’ revelations as my awareness of my body and stored trauma came to the fore. In shamanic terms this is called integration which is similar to how a psychotherapist works with a client to make meaning out of issues presented.

I also worked with a Biodynamic Craniosacral and Trauma Relief Therapist throughout this whole period in order to facilitate a deeper awareness of my physical emotional body and its stored embodied memories and/or trauma between sessions. 

Moving onto the  incubation phase I stopped all journeying and gave myself over to spending as much time in nature as I could and to living as simple a life as possible involving eating simple food, taking gentle exercise such as walking, bathing in the sea and spent long periods by myself meditating. I took time away from the meaning making of my journeying and any therapeutic benefits that arose in order to give myself space to just be. It was during this time that any internal processes that needed to be integrated into myself occurred with a myriad of different perspectives arrived at.

I then moved onto the next phase that of Illumination. It was this period which gave birth to the different layers of meanings that came into my awareness about my series of shamanic journeying, dreams and active imagination sessions in relation to my question of how this practice could interface with psychotherapy.

The final phase of my Heuristic research  – that of Creative Synthesis then evolved quite naturally. Here I combined my felt sense of my experience with a new awareness or knowledge of how I had been changed into a synthesis with my experience of what occurs during a psychotherapy session  which is written here in the form of a creative essay or feature.






























CHAPTER 4

MY EXPERIENCE OF IMAGINATION AND CONNECTION. 


THE NATURAL WORLD
 
To date my experience of imagination and connection has been found in my relationship with the natural world which has played a crucial role in my personal and professional development as a psychotherapist. Regular meditative, immersive walks, gardening and wild swimming have provided me with opportunities to connect with nature and to engage in a deeper level of introspection, an essential aspect of both psychotherapy and shamanic practice

Since qualifying as a psychotherapist and a natural shamanic practitioner,  using nature as a plumbline for energetic engagement has been key to my keeping myself grounded whilst connecting to my imagination during this heuristic enquiry about how I relate energetically to myself and my psyche. Somatic therapy has also enabled me to observe my relationship with physical body and the inner spaces I inhabit and these physical and meditative practices have acted as an essential grounding to my connection to my dreams, active imagination and shamanic journey sessions.


DREAMING 

Dreams are a direct communication from the unconscious. Whilst Freud’s approach to dream analysis was tied in with sexual theory Jung posited that there is a deeper archetypal  dimension to the psyche and advocated a more subjective interpretation of dreams, whereby parts of ourselves that have been split off or not integrated are examined through their dream symbols in order to expand psychological development. (Jung 1963).

I kept records of my dreams in order to examine how a Jungian interpretation would inform my experience of unconscious  imagination in order to contrast this with Jung’s conscious Active Imagination and shamanic drum journeying to see how they could inform me.

Outlined below I applied the Jungian approach to dream analysis by using the steps of Illumination – the writing down of my dream,  Amplification - the expansion and amplifying of my dream images followed by Education or the understanding of the dream message and Ritual, the physical and practical integration of the dream into my waking life.

I chose the following dream as it seemed to me to incorporate aspects of other dreams I had during this heuristic period and it was a particularly vivid dream which I chose then to revisit  in my active imagination sessions  and in the setting of my intention when journeying to the Axis Mundi and Sacred Grove.

The first step was to write down my dream immediately after waking:

I dreamt that I was driving my mini. I had to close my eyes as I couldn’t keep them open. I am out of the car watching it driving itself round  this urban estate, narrowly missing hitting walls and people until it comes to a stop and is eaten up by a rubbish van. All that is left is the broken bristle of a wooden garden brush. I am wandering around and people are shouting at me. Now I am on the phone speaking to a police person who says I should have given a statement and I say I am. Then the real Police arrive on the scene.

This is followed by the Illumination, when I recalled details of the dream in terms of how I felt and recalling and embellishing as much visual and felt information about it as I could.

I am aware that the driving of my mini down a hill in welsh countryside is a recurring dream. My eyes became so heavy I had to close my eyes whilst I was driving. I was more fascinated than scared about not being able to open my eyes. I have this sense that something bigger than me was keeping my eyes shut despite trying to open them and is beyond my control.

I am aware I’m watching the car going around  this municipal tall building with no windows. It is a soulless place, part of a modern estate with a neat tarmac road and a grass verge where I am standing. I am watching the car circling in a detached fashion and wondering what is going to happen.

The car comes to a stop. Immediately a huge rubbish truck engulfs my car and swallows it up.  I am shocked by what is left -  a remnant of an old tatty wooden garden brush. It feels like it is a part of me, and I feel sad and shocked. 

I am aware that people are shouting at me about this incident, but I am disassociated from them. It is like everything is in slow motion.

I am now talking on an old-fashioned green dial telephone, with a female police officer speaking to me saying I should have made a statement, but I am not fully engaging with her. I am confused as I believe I am giving her an account of what happened by saying ‘I am’. I have a strong feeling that I am all wrong and she is not listening to me.

Then I feel the presence of the Real Police arriving. They are police from the 1970s. I don’t actually see them, but I am really concerned about what is going to happen to me. The dream ends.

I then move to the amplification part of this process which involves my making associations that resonate with me without making a judgment as to which one is correct. This correlates to how we layer experience in our lives – how we add to our experience through our lens of the past.  

I realise looking at the dream in the context of what had happened that day is informative. I had been speaking with a friend prior to this dream saying how worried I was about a recent Spinal Stenosis diagnosis and how scared I was that I could end up not being able to walk like my mother and how my life could change significantly.

Relating this to my driving blind in my dream, I intuit that this may account for my not being able to open my eyes as I cannot see the situation clearly and there are aspects of it that I feel are beyond my control. 

The feeling of detachment in my dream about the car driving itself without hitting walls or people reminds me of how lucky I feel in my life in that I have never hit a brick wall despite a lot of relationship problems but instead have always circumnavigated my problems by just keeping going and not looking back. I realise that issues not addressed in my life have a pattern of repeating themselves so the circular route the car was taking made sense. This ties in with my closing down of traumatic experiences in order to move forward and not allowing myself to ever feel that I have hit rock bottom as for me that is not allowed. I’m  conscious that I am not concerned about the people or buildings the car or has managed to avoid. This reminds me how I often avoid mixing with people when I am feeling low as I do not want to reveal my vulnerability and how I tend to disassociate from traumatic events in my life in order to cope with them.

I felt very disassociated watching the car, knowing it was out of my control, and did not feel accountable for what was happening. I also note that I have frequently identified with being an outsider, and often feel different from other people when engaging socially.

I strongly identified with the brush remnant. The brush feels like it is part of me, and I feel tired, worn and it makes me sad.  I am not wanting to acknowledge that the brush is important, but it strongly resonates with me.

I reflect that when I was a television commissioning editor in my twenties,  I used to refer to myself as the person who went around sweeping up everything that needed to be done that my boss hadn’t completed.  Working in television as a Producer  was all about hitting marks and leading teams with no mistakes permitted especially as I  worked in live television. This period was an exciting, yet stressful part of my life and I wonder if the image of the broken old brush that has seen better days is my view of myself, especially in the context of my feeling broken with my spinal condition. It also reminds me of how in the past I liked to sweep things under the carpet, to tidy my thoughts and feelings away in order to not face them. It would appear from this dream that this way of dealing with my emotions is no longer available to me as the brush is not fit for purpose.

I also reflect that throughout my life I have frequently changed jobs and studied for new careers and how there has always been a feeling of urgency about getting to the next chapter in my life without looking back. My survival depended I believed on my doing not being with minimum reflection until this last decade of my life.

When wandering around in a daze I am aware that I do not like people shouting at me and I disconnect from them. They are not my people. They do not understand. 

Speaking on the telephone I am reminded of the telephone I used as a teenager, my link to the outside world.  I am aware that the female official is on a different wavelength and doesn’t understand me. My felt confusion of saying  “ I am” to her when she tells me I should have made a statement, reminds me that I found it hard to get truly listened to by family members. Consequently I reflect I have issues in saying what I want or stand for as I never felt I was important enough to be listened to. I adapted by deciding to not be accountable and chose the rebel archetype as my main way of being. 

The final process of Jung’s dream analysis is that of understanding the dream message or Education. As can be seen above through my amplification of my dream the message has started to come through. Dreams rarely have just one interpretation however and the broken brush and the imminent arrival of the ‘Real Police’ and how this affects me seems key to my understanding of what my unconscious is communicating to me and what perspective on my conscious self needs widening. 

I reflect that driving a car with my eyes shut is about my experiencing a situation which I have no control over - that of a degenerative spine condition but also I feel there is more to this,  reflected in my process of letting go of my ego in order to work with a more intuitive, energetic felt sense as a therapist and shamanic practitioner. The fact that I could not open my eyes could also refer to my growing awareness of working with energy and spirit, pointing to a belief that something bigger than myself is in control and that I just need to be an active and aware participant.  

My dream reveals my pattern of disassociating from traumatic events  by watching events play out in a dreamlike fashion. I realise the brush is a symbol of an old way of being – of brushing up all the traumas in my life and making them invisible, sweeping them under the carpet  as if they never happened. Observing this spat out old brush not fit for purpose is a reminder of how my old way of coping with traumas is now no longer available to me.

The Police part of the dream I interpret as my inner critic commenting on my new way of being and exercising control over me as I feel deep constraint.  I realise that being held to account by being told that I should have made a statement and my saying I am is a contradiction and shows a disconnect with my inner experience and my ego’s expectation of how I should be acting. I am being not doing. My feelings of deep unease when I feel the Real Police arriving is palpable and I recall this feeling in weeks to come when I recall this dream.

Following this dream I complete this experience as directed by Jung, by making a ritual in my life that will keep this dream active and real in my waking life. I note that I have a similar old tatty garden brush lying on my unkept garden terrace. I buy a new brush but keep this remnant and bring it indoors as a reminder of this dream and my desire to make real a new way of being.



ACTIVE IMAGINATION

Active Imagination was considered by Jung to be an even more effective path to the unconscious than dreams, as the conscious mind is actively involved unlike unconscious dreaming. He argued that when using Active Imagination, events take place on an imaginative level which is neither conscious nor unconscious, is a common ground, where a life experience combines both of these states with the self,  acting as the synthesis between ego and the unconscious (Jung 2023).

I decide to use my Active Imagination to illuminate my previous dream about my runaway car, the brush and the Real Police as although I have some understanding, there are parts of this dream that feel vague and there is more learning to be grasped. Extending my dream by using my active imagination would I hope bring me more understanding.

The process of working with Jung’s Active Imagination process is fourfold starting with working out how I was going to record my imagination. I opt to record it verbally on my phone so that I could work with my eyes closed and go into my imagination more deeply and transcribe it after the session.

I set myself up in my studio knowing I would not be interrupted and started the process by inviting my unconscious to meet me and to start a dialogue. Unlike a guided meditation or a drum journey, there is no script to work with, no facilitator to take me through and no obvious goal to achieve other than a desire for resolution. Instead I trusted that my unconscious would unfold in its own wisdom and that all I had to do was  to listen and dialogue with the different parts that came up during this Active Imagination session.

Below I outline the key Active Imagination transcribed sequences that illuminated my dream.

“The car feels like my life. I know it really well, I’m kind of comfortable in it … I’m seeing the truck thing and its picking my car up and I can see my car going in and being swallowed.” 

“What does it  symbolise? …..Who are You?  – it’s  like a coal pit - the opening  on the lorry …  and I am going down and it is really scary. Talk to me?  I’m seeing the colour indigo – it’s pure awareness and I am seeing a  golden light dancing amongst the black. It feels like energy. What’s there? It’s extraordinary and unknown. I am now under the ocean and the lights become a big sort of luminescent jellyfish pulsating through the water. It’s like being in a cell, very  primordial.”

“Can you explain to me what is going on? Is my car my life? I see the brush spat out –it’s upsetting and I feel discarded  and it says - See that this is you. That old self is being discarded. There is a little bit of the old you left, and you can choose what you do with that.”

“So what am I to do if I am no longer the old me? …. Being taken into the void of the unknown. It scares me but there’s beauty in the fear. Show me? Let me understand.”

“I’m seeing  a beautiful belly dancer and she’s dancing. Who are you? Now I’m seeing old fashioned toy wooden soldiers. The belly dancer is now a queen  riding this carriage  amongst all the toy soldiers.” 

“Who are you? Have you got anything to say to me?”

“She is saying  – ‘Be visible. Flaunt it’. She’s  riding a red dragon. It’s quite extraordinary. The dragon is red and gold like her costume. She’s so flamboyant. ………My life has changed.” 

“There’s this feeling  that the real police are coming.  What are they going to do to me? They are going to take me away and I’m gonna cease to exist. It’s scary. What is this feeling? I am not good enough. You are just stupid. Who do you think you are? You need to be safe.”

“What is to be learnt here in relation to the Real Police?”

“I’m seeing Victorian middle-class people in suits and conservative attire,  sitting and watching.  all very proper. Very stiff.” 

“Now there’s a big crowd  of Victorian miners and paupers morphing into contemporary crowds outside the Tate Modern. There is an indigo mist floating between them -  linking the people. It’s like this kind of static electricity like fireworks and there’s an amazing  luminous string connecting everybody. It’s really beautiful -  like energy fireworks. Amazing. So what has this got to do with my dream”? 

“How can I work with this feeling of worry about the police coming and my not being able to carry on with what I want to do with who I am. They are going to make me conform. The Real Police are coming, and they are going to come and stamp their authority all over me and take me away. I’m going to lose my freedom. How can I not go with them?”

“Now I’m by a fire which is inside an amber glass dome and people are touching it. It’s swallowing people up. But as its swallowing them up its transmuting them into crystals and atoms of pure energy. It’s like people are being turned into stardust”. 

“What must I do when the Real Police come? What do I have to do?”

“I’m seeing the  red and golden sparks of the Queen I saw earlier.  She has  sparkles coming out of her crown. I’m feeling a sense of power and beauty and magnificence.  She is like a fire goddess.  She’s saying  “Know me. Inhabit me. Feel the energy within you that you have and that you can work with to work with other people. For them to feel magnificent and wonderful. There are things of this world Caroline that you just  cannot imagine. The only way  to experience connection is through touching and feeling your own energy in relation to other things and other people. To start believing and working with it as this is your protection from the Real Police that you fear so much. You will not be diminished.”
 

On reflection I establish that the car represents my life to date, and that the past seven years of training to be a psychotherapist and shamanic practitioner have involved me opening up to myself in ways I never predicted. My car being eaten up by what feels like a dark void and the tattered brush spat out is symbolically revealed to me as an old way of being having past. The flamboyant dancing Dragon Queen and her attendant toy soldiers perplex me, but I accept this could be read as being a part of my female psyche, an archetype and my lack of experience of really connecting with the men in my life instead toying with them.  But it is the somatic feeling  that most interests me, that The Real Police could take this new way of being away from me. The Dragon Queen feels very powerful and feels related to my inability to make a statement in my original dream. Having her guidance to start believing and working with my energetic self in my work feels like a call to arms. 




CHAPTER 5

AXIS MUNDI

The Axis Mundi or tree is an archetypal symbol of spiritual and physical connection with transformative qualities. It is considered a central symbol in shamanism and within its structure is contained access to three different ‘worlds’ or states of consciousness. A drum journey involves  imagining oneself  going into the centre of the tree accompanied by a drum beating out a theta rhythm which is the journeyer’s anchor, a safe access to the earth.  The journeyer has the option to visit the Middle world which explores the past present and future of our human existence, the Upper world our higher consciousness, the place of ascended wisdom and the lower world the realm of the subconscious where all things hidden reside, a place of transformation and a place to gain abilities or resources for personal empowerment. 

Shamanic journeying to the Axis Mundi is frequently carried out by a shaman or in neo-shamanic sessions, the practitioner on behalf of the client. For the purposes of this MA I am not including proxy journeys as this is outside the remit of my heuristic investigation. I chose my favourite guide for most of my journeying to travel and assist me called Meg, my father’s sister who died when she was eight and who appears to me as a very grounded, warm and wise crone who I feel I can totally rely on. 

I decide to travel to the Axis Mundi to get more clarification about what else I can discover about the Real Police that I find so troubling. Unlike Active Imagination a personal drum journey to the Axis Mundi is experienced with an accompanying drum beat with no talking or recording other than recording what happened after the drum journey and making immediate notes. 


AXIS MUNDI DRUM JOURNEY

I decided to set the intention: “What do I do with my fear of the ‘real police’, my inner critic of control that stops me accessing my energy and potential freely?”

This journey left me feeling very stuck inside the trunk of the axis mundi, unable to see or feel anything clearly, a feeling that I know so well – reminiscent of my stuck disassociated state in previous active imagination sessions. A dark, stuck place where nothing seems to be moving. Meg my guide said quite clearly “This is your resistance – the real police – it is your own resistance laced with doubt about this work.”

Not satisfied and knowing I needed more assistance and information , I did another drum journey to the Axis Mundi  straight away, this time with the intention of “How can I let my resistance, disbelief, doubt and control go?”

This time when I accessed the Axis Mundi my body shook vigorously. I have noticed that throughout the past two years most drum journeys activate my autonomic nervous system and my legs and body shake profusely. 

Meg, my spirit guide, led me to sit under a tree in Sri Lanka at Polonnaruwa,  a beautiful ancient garden city with a buddha carved into the rockface which  I visited over 40 years ago. It feels a very spiritual place and Meg said to me very simply,  “Just experience. What you experience yourself you know is true”. The drumbeat playing  seemed to have a choir in the background repeating the word HIJACK and I then returned to the dark stuck place where there were crowds of  grey people crossing a dark bridge approaching their death. It was like hell. 

I finished this drum journey rather disheartened as I did not understand why after being in such a spiritual felt place I ended up in the dark stuck place which was so graphic and gruesome. 

The next morning I undertook another drum journey to the Axis Mundi with the intention “Tell me more about my resistance to my fully embracing  the spiritual aspect of my life as a person and as a therapist”.

This time I elected Jesus to be my spirit guide and as we went up into the Axis Mundi my body was shaking violently to the drum beat. I felt an increasing sense of freedom and of being released from the grip of resistance.  Then I was hit by a feeling of distrust of being seen,  especially being seen as a spiritual or energetic healer  and feeling deep doubt in myself and my abilities. This crippling self -doubt was felt fully in my mind and body and  I understand that the ‘real police’ are like the thought police and represent this stuck part of my shadow self  and that their job is pull me out of this spiritual way of being. I realise in a flash that all my life I have tried to hide my sensitive nervous system.  As a child I was diagnosed frequently with  ‘a nervous stomach’ by our family doctor and the root cause, my being  witness to the  unhappiness  of my parents’ marriage was never acknowledged by myself or my family. I was just treated as if I was ill which I internalised to mean that I was not the same as everybody else and I needed to hide that. It is this intergenerational trauma cycle that I saw I was finally addressing in myself.

























CHAPTER 6

DRUM JOURNEYING TO THE SACRED GROVE


This particular drum journey format to the Sacred Grove was devised by my Natural Shamanism Practitioner course teacher, Hoppi Winbush and it is not my intention to divulge the specifics in terms of the script and/or guided meditation processes and therapeutic techniques used, but rather to reveal and examine the learnings and impact of what was a very potent therapeutic experience.

At the beginning of my drum journeys to the Sacred Grove, my intention of what I wanted to learn from each session was established. Getting clear about my intention was fundamental as information received is directly related to the questions I asked. 

Following the instructions of my drum journey practitioner I employed the standard shamanic practice of entering a power landscape by being guided down ten steps accompanied by a fast steady drum beat and imagining a gateway which opened to a power landscape of my choosing. People process drum journeys in different ways dependent on the primary learning style which is established by the Practitioner before a drum journey is begun. For me I am a visual learner as opposed to kinaesthetic  or auditory.  

Following the facilitator’s prompt, I was then guided to a Sacred Grove of trees which held inside it I am told, a quantum field like place of infinite possibility. Sacred Groves feature in various cultures worldwide as places of special spiritual importance, some actually existing as real places in early cultures (Hughes 1998), but in the context of my drum journey is imagined as a safe place to rest to meet spirit helpers to help on my journeying. Traditionally in indigenous cultures, trees have their own symbolism and for me my Sacred Grove was made up of oak trees as I drew on the ancient belief that oak trees embody the qualities of strength, wisdom and healing.

Drum journeys undertaken were accompanied by a constant fast drum beat, a tempo averaging 4- 8  beats per second which served to put me into a hypnotic state as it entrained my  brain into Theta state as in this altered state I am more receptive to creative insights led by my visioning.

As I entered the Sacred Grove, the drumming stopped, and the atmosphere changed and I am invited to go to the centre of the Grove to find a sacred fire that has been burning since the dawn of time and to invite my guides to be with me for when I need guidance. I called on my main guide, Meg to be with me during the whole process. 

Developing Spirit Guides to assist you on a drum journey is a fundamental practice in shamanic practices, including drum journeys. At the beginning of my studies in 2020, I took time to access my guides and requesting these energies to manifest within me, representing the highest, purest and best of my parts of self. The whole premise of Neo-Shamanism is that the Practitioner is not the message, just the messenger with the emphasis on being in flow with no thought but listening keenly with every single part of being. The key is to drop into my body and to trust what I see, feel, smell, hear and taste as Spirit opens up to me in all dimensions. Through evoking the absolute highest and best the shamanic practitioner and myself are with and through our guides cultivating the frequency and quality of the work, intending to connect with source so as to bypass the ego as ego always wants a specific outcome and has a vested interest in being the one in charge ( Rock et al 2008).

My drum journeys began around a sacred fire at the centre of the Sacred Grove with a memory recall process which popped very clearly into my mind. My memory served as a portal into my subconscious and most of my Sacred Grove journeys began each time in this way.

One of my most memorable drum journeys during the four-month heuristic research and immersion period, was a journey to the lower world. The journey began with my stating my intention of  “What do I need to learn to become a hollow bone, a clear channel of healing for my clients?”

This particular journey revealed a memory of myself as an eight-year-old girl in my parent’s bedroom with my elder brother taunting me with a dead Daddy Longlegs or cranefly of which I had an abject terror as I hold a pillow to my face. 

I will relay the transcript of this journey in the present tense as it was recorded as it is this active unfolding in the present tense that makes these journeys transforming, similar to Gestalt therapy techniques.

Through a sequence of dialoguing with my older brother and myself as an eight-year-old girl, I express how terrified I am by this Daddy Long Legs and the scene morphs into a feeling of unease as I drop into a much deeper dream/trance state and have a visual of being in a deep coal mine/quarry. With the encouragement of my guide I reveal that I see brown, sooty mud that is moving very slowly  

Me	 “It’s all  just horrible stuff. Wiggly things coming out and creepy crawly things. Really yukky with primordial creatures like horrible black fish with big teeth coming up.” 

 I am invited to ask my guide what this means and what it has to do with my fear.   “She’s saying -  “Feel it and face it, just allow it to be in the centre and it will change and something amazing is going to come out of the centre.”

The journey continues which I outline below with a selection of the key sequences that were extraordinarily vivid.

Me	“I’m seeing –   a Disney Princess but she’s real not a cartoon. She’s got blonde hair tied up and she’s wearing a high collared blue velvet dress and she’s incredibly elegant. She’s very self-assuredly stepping up through the slurry. It’s more like a pathway coming up from the earth and she’s deftly picking her way slowly up . Her dress is getting dirty on the bottom but She’s ok. She knows exactly what she is doing.”

Guide	“I wonder if she has anything to say to you?”

Me:	“She is saying I am you and wants to show me something.
There’s a child. What’s weird though is other children are atrophied into the rock, they were children but now they’re just bits of rock. But this little one is in the centre and she’s alive. She’s asking can I come with you? And there is a man there like a King who’s watching and the woman in the blue dress is there and they are nodding so I think I have to pick up this child and take her with me. I’m putting her over my shoulder because it’s a steep, difficult climb and I’m going up through crystal layers, and it’s becoming a bit like an underground cathedral. 

Guide: 	“Just trust”.

Me	“I’m in the forest now with this little girl and she’s older,  and able to walk  and she’s wearing a velvet dress and so am I. I am chivvying her along.  I see this amazing  huge oak tree. It’s like the Axis Mundi actually – that is what I am seeing and there’s a little, lovely door and we’re going in and we’re just standing there now at the bottom inside this tree”.

	“ we seem to be going up up up up up up. Like being in a spaceship. 
And we’re up up in the heavens now, up in the mystery. I’ve got her in my 	arms and then I see Puck, one of my guides and he’s got this really huge motorbike So we get on.”

Guide	“Where does he take you?”

Me	“We are now in this pool of water and I am in a forest and the pool is being fed with water, like a vortex. Its spinning. Things are spinning. And in the centre again there is this beautiful woman – these women are like goddesses – they are amazing so beautiful.”

The journey continues with my finding myself back at the beginning, back in the deep mine location.

Me	“It’s moving differently this time. Instead of it being a deadened 
	place. It’s got movement. Its manifesting into different kinds of things. It’s all
 magical and lovely. It’s like a black cathedral. 
	There are  people climbing up steps inside it – people from different 
	times. People in different clothes. Victorian people… like souls just walking up
 or gliding up. It’s an amazing sight. I feel lucky to be there. It’s very strange.”

Guide	“I wonder if you are nearing completion. I wonder what your guide has to say?”

Me      “Meg is saying that  I need to go back into this extraordinary new 
Manifestation and to give myself up to it. I’m not scared by it like I was before as its  moving and changing all the time. It feels elemental. Very primordial but it’s not just a soup. There is a real design in there.”

Guide   “Fantastic.”

Me       “ It’s about me being involved with ii and not being scared. It’s about
 the energy of it. I’m looking at the machinations of the earth and its
 potential and everything. Amazing.”

Me.       “So I’ve let myself be encased by the blackness and now I’m going down 
into this beautiful underwater stream  and there is a window with a golden light 
coming out and I see another figure of a woman. I’m just moving through this.”

Guide “Allow the woman and these beautiful female figures into your heart and 
           allow the child into your heart and invite your guides to tell u how to  
          integrate this right now.”

Me.    “Meg is saying I should go into the healing fire. It’s about naming resources
            and stepping into the fire and remembering”.


We then continued with a process to integrate resources or qualities which 
I chose to help me in my life, by going into a fire of purple healing transmuting flames, 
enabling me to breathe in these resources and to know that the flames are installing 
them into my bones and bone marrow, feeling it soaking into the cells and spaces 
between the cells, my bloodstream. This process took time and the practitioner used a 
number of shamanic tools including Himalayan gongs, tuning forks, aromas and wings 
to help amplify my sense of integrating the following qualities into my core:  Infinity, 
Love, Fearlessness, Grounded. Unity. Fluidity. Self-Belief.
	
I am then guided back out of the  Sacred Grove by drumming which starts,
calling me back and I am led to my power place, the gateway and back up the ten stairs. 
The drumming changes tempo to become a heartbeat and then stops and I open my 
eyes.

On reflection this journey, through accessing an altered state, has given me a clear 
insight into some of my personal  symbols and archetypes  relating to my intention: 
“What do I need to learn to become a  hollow bone, a clear channel  for healing my 
clients?”  I see how the oppressive atmosphere of my  nightmares being 
made tangible really helped me go deeper into this issue and to really access and begin 
to transmute my childhood and teenage traumas.

Many clients present with trauma issues  and wanting to escape these feelings 
without wanting to inhabit them or getting to know their root. Through this  journey my 
own fear was overcome, by traveling through it and letting it present itself in 
a visual form,  before my being  encouraged to face it, right in the heart of 
any feeling felt. I found using my  imagination in such an active supported 
way helped me find a real freedom in being able to access an issue through
memory.  This then amplified into the feeling attached to it in a deeply 
creative way where at all times I experienced full self-agency but 
accompanied and supported through the whole process by the practitioner.

At the start of this sequence, through my fear of the Daddy Long Legs, I evoked a 
scene of  moving mud feeling the atmosphere of the deep coal mine which 
reminded me of a regular, familiar nightmare I have had all my adult  
life  when I feel I am  being engulfed by a slow-moving black brown matter like mud. It 
also informs my feelings of  claustrophobia and fear similar to the feeling I had 
about the ‘ Real Police’ in my dream and active imagining. In the shamanic world this is 
called the  lower world whilst in psychotherapy the place of our shadow self.  In my 
journey instead of it staying a fearful hostile environment I was able to return to it and 
experience it as place of healing and revelation. 

The role of my spirit guide Meg helped facilitate access to my fears during this deeply  
creative act of visualising and  feeling. She gives me a strong feeling of her
presence, deep inside me that has my best interests at heart. I have found it quite 
extraordinary how during feelings of stuckness or not knowing what to do next in a 
drum journey I am always helped by simply asking my guide what to do next. In this 
dream journey my inner guide revealed to me – “it’s just energy to be moved through. I 
am able to do that. That’s what is coming up for me.  My  ability to do that. To feel it, 
move through it.”

Whilst the original trauma of being taunted with the Daddy Long Legs might in
itself, appear a minor trauma it showed me clearly how this aspect of my fear 
got translated into symbols and places buried in my subconscious. For me to be able to 
face this fear and let it take me down deeper into more primal fears of feeling 
abandoned, lonely and feeling unloved was very powerful. The soul retrieval part of this 
journey, the rescuing of the baby, a part of self (my inner child) from a fate of being 
atrophied in the rock was a visceral experience for me  resulting in an expansion of my
 awareness about how to access similar  states and to feel unafraid about these shadow 
parts of me.

The woman in the blue velvet dress, this sure footed, self-elegant woman intrigued me as she was a clear presence  throughout and who said to me, “I am you”. She symbolizes the archetype of the Feminine or a personification of Love, the gentle energy. Other goddess women were also present throughout this drum journey and I reflect that during this heuristic process of seeking to experience imagination and connection, this female gentle yet powerful energy has been essential in my opening up from my embodiment  trauma of loneliness and abandonment issues from my childhood. (My next drum journey and my  ongoing experiences with my Cranial Sacrum osteopath also illustrate this).

 I take  real solace in the fact that “she knows exactly what she’s  doing.” She is also
 present when I find the cherubic child near the pool and nodding as I pick up 
the child to take her with me on the journey which was enacted out for me earlier by her 
when I first saw her climbing the slope. Almost like she was teaching me and that I was
 following in her footsteps. In shamanic interpretation this can be seen as a soul 
retrieval, my connecting and bringing back to consciousness a lost/stuck part of me that
 needs to be  reclaimed. Soul retrieval is similar to inner child work in psychotherapy 
and it has become clear to me that understanding all my different stages of development
 from childhood to the present day is essential to  my owning and claiming all my parts 
in order to function from a place of understanding not reaction.

In relation to my intention for this drum journey of “What do I need to learn to become
 a hollow bone, a clear channel for healing my clients?”  this drum journey showed me 
in a powerful visceral way, that my deepest feelings of primal fear have begun to be 
accessed and available to me to work with in order to clear my embodiments of trauma. 
I also can see how getting to know my energy by feeling it is vital.

The drum session  continued with an integration of resources process by means of my 
imagining I am standing in the purple healing flames of a holy fire. This process took 
time and the  practitioner used a number of tools including Himalayan gongs, tuning 
forks, tingshas, aromas and wings to help amplify my sense of integrating these 
qualities into my core.

The epic scale of the drum journey was quite unlike others I had taken before it and has 
had a real impact, having experienced for myself the felt sense of the reality of these 
places in the under and upper worlds. 

Another key drum journey which had links to the soul retrieval/inner child parts of 
myself in this deep coal mine journey was one where my intention was  “What do I 
need to learn to deepen my connection with nature, myself and others?”

In this drum journey I had a memory recall of my seven-year-old self who had stolen 
two small dolls from her friend and was challenged by her friend’s grandmother 
who was in a wheelchair. I denied that I had taken the figures, having hidden them  
down my tights. That afternoon I was taken to a cricket match by a very glamourous 
couple - friends of my parents and I took the two stolen dolls with me and 
played with them all day. Then, when I came home I went to the woods in our 
garden and buried the two dolls as I was worried I was going to be found out and 
feeling I had done something very wrong.

Replaying this memory and dialoguing (like in gestalt therapy ) with the 
grandmother, the couple and myself around the sacred fire, a series of understandings 
came about beginning with me saying to the grandmother:

“I really needed those dolls. They  represent to me a couple that are very much in love.  I went to the cricket with Aunty Anne and Uncle Ozzie and we had such a lovely day because they were so lovely with me and each other.” 

“I wanted my parents  to be like them. I never saw my parents like that together, Laughing, stroking each other and being happy and light. It was fun and I feel sad in my heart as I didn’t have that. I wanted that so badly.”

“The dolls were that for me. I could play with them and act it all out what I didn’t have with my Mum and Dad. But I had to bury them as I had stolen them. These things that were helping me.”

My journey facilitator then asked me to feel this discomfort in my body and I said

“It reminds me of this feeling that I get sometimes in bed when I wake up in the early hours. I feel claustrophobic. It’s all sludgy. It’s like mud. Moving really slowly and its suffocating me. It’s all in there. Like the dolls. It’s in there all buried.”

Here I am back in the coal mine sludge of my last drum journey. Interestingly this drum journey preceded that journey, so this representation of the underworld, or  my buried subconscious was not revealed to me in the same way and I did not explore it as fully. But I am reminded of the atrophied children in the rock, which feel connected to my burying of the two dolls in this dream and my carrying the live, cherubic baby, this part of myself back up the hill in the coal face journey.

Through continuing with the dialoguing about this memory around the fire, my Aunty Christine,  then says:

“By burying them, you have buried your attachment to the possibility of having that for yourself in your life – to feel the love between a man and a woman.”

This resonated deeply with me as this has always felt like an impossibility that I have 
not quite achieved despite two marriages behind me. It also felt significant that in both 
drum journeys the two dolls and the baby are reclaimed by myself.

We then moved to the section of the drum journey where I named resources and 
qualities that I think would have helped my younger self  who had to bury something 
she loved and yearned for as I named the following  qualities: of being guilt free, To be 
seen, to be understood, to be open and connected to people and to feel innocence around
love.

The function of instilling resources and abilities into a client by way of experiencing a 
transmuting purple flame is for the client to really put their attention and  bring
awareness and energy to qualities that they might not think they deserved or 
needed prior to a drum journey. The instilling of these qualities using shamanic sound 
healing tools such as bowls, tuning forks, bells, rattles, drum, aroma etc all help to 
amplify the mind/body affect and changing resonance as the practitioner asks the client 
to imagine these resources entering their cells, the spaces in between  their cells, into 
their bones, their bone marrow, into the  bloodstream. This links to the idea first posited 
by scientist, Candice Pert (1985) that “your body is your subconscious mind” as the 
body mind encompasses body, psyche and spirit and that these ‘molecules of emotion’ 
then act as an integral communication network in continual conversation throughout the
 mind and body.  Gabor Mate (2005) continued this enquiry  when he posited that  
psychoneuroimmunology shows that the emotion-processing  centres of the brain are 
inextricably linked with the nervous system, the immune system, and the hormonal 
apparatus. 

On reflection I can see clearly how I have always played out the majority of my 
relationships with men in a clandestine, and intense way all related to my anxious 
attachment style with my father and how I saw him behave with women. To want 
something that you feel you are not allowed to have because I stole and then buried it, 
when I was seven years old, has I believe had a real impact on how I have approached 
meaningful relationships with the trauma of expected abandonment always present and 
then fulfilled.

Every drum journey has a unique path which the practitioner and client travel on 
together. There are many processes that can be included besides using the memory as a 
portal into the subconscious to be played and then replayed. 

Other key processes in drum journeys that can bring illumination and resolution to 
clients includes an energy drop through process, empathy process, a cutting the ties that 
bind process,  ancestral gifts, soul retrieval, auric tear repairs, intrusion extractions and a 
forgiveness process amongst many  others. All these processes help the client drop
 through  their maladaptive emotion to their core emotional driver and to experience this 
essential first experience.

An example of how the Inside Out Empathy process plays out can be seen clearly in 
another drum journey where I set my intention – “What do I need to learn about my 
relationships and my pattern with men and how I can break this?”

This drum journey revolved around a core memory of  being in my bedroom when 
I was sixteen with my father who is angry with me. I don’t know what he is saying 
other than he says, “look at me, look at me”  and I won’t look at him. I am feeling 
defiant. I can feel his anger. My mother is anxious and when my father 
leaves the room, she tells me she has put a ladder up to my window and that I must 
climb down it and go to stay with my grandparents.

After dialoguing with my father, my mother and my grandparents around the sacred fire,  the practitioner offered me an Empathy process. This is offered to a client  to help them imagine and understand what a parent/ sibling/lover/teacher’s  internal world was like at the time of the memory replay similar to Gestalt two chair processing. I am asked if I would find it helpful to step inside my father to feel what the landscape was like within them at the time of this memory. With my practitioner using sound tools to help amplify this experience I stepped into my father where I verbalised what I was perceiving: “Life was hard for you. Life was a competition. Your mother wasn’t there for you when you were young. She went away when your sister Meg  died when you were 6.  You were sent away to school at the age of 7, had polio and with your rugby prowess fought your way to the top through sheer grit and determination and captained the welsh rugby team and went to Cambridge University. What I feel in you is a strong will and ego. But your heart? I think you were like an animal, you worked off instinct and you lack morality as you have had so many affairs, you think you are above it all. I know you did love us in your own way,  but it’s like you and Mum by then it was not a good fit and you were breaking up and you hadn’t been close for years and years. You were just not present. You don’t realise you have to do the emotional thing with me. It just doesn’t enter your mind. You don’t know what to do with me and my teenage emotion.”

What I found interesting about this empathy exercise is the way I felt and gained clarity about my parent’s lack of emotional intelligence. I was then invited  to replay the memory as I would have liked it to have played out and I felt really empowered. This is a similar process to the unfinished business aspect of Gestalt therapy or other rewind therapies. 

As I replayed the memory,  now choosing the outcome,  I looked at my father in the eyes and told him that hiding the truth about their marriage was not working. I said that al the secrets and lies really affected us all as we saw everything and more importantly we felt it and absorbed it.  I felt very empowered having this conversation with my father as I felt heard and calm. Also, because our conversation had contained all the things needed to be said, the ladder was not there. My mother was cooking supper and I put a favourite  Bob Dylan track on my record player -  “Is Your Love in Vain”, which has been a key song throughout my life with its classic anxious attachment lyrics.

On another drum journey I set the intention  “To have guidance as to how I can go deeper into my powers of imagination and connection.”  My secret in the woods - the buried dolls - came up again with my feeling shame and my facilitator took me through an emotional drop through process beginning with my feelings of being a bad girl and feeling deflated and alone. From keeping my focus on the core of these feelings and dropping deeper and deeper, I reached a feeling of blank nothingness which I was encouraged to drop through again and  I reached fear. I was encouraged to surround this fear with total acceptance and love, and to let it just be… and to  see what I found there. This  evolved into my seeing a flickering flame which turned into a roaring flame which then turned into ash which I felt all over me.  Encouraged to ask what the ash might be saying to me I discovered I wanted to wash the ash off under a waterfall. My practitioner used the sound healing tools and I cleansed myself from top to toe. My guide, Meg then spoke saying “The essence of you is like a tear drop. And in that drop of water is everything. Whenever you see light on water that is your portal into your world of imagination and magic. Use your acute sensitivity to really access your powers of imagination and healing.”

These type of processes are very powerful and just like with Jung’s use of  active imagination take time to integrate. Often a ritual can be employed or a related concrete action whether it be the writing of a letter from yourself a year down the line to your present self,  the writing and burning of an intention or release letter or something uniquely symbolic to the client.

The way I made my learnings from these particular drum journeys around my dolls and the reclaiming of my inner child/soul retrieval a concrete reality was to  purchase two dolls that reminded me of the original dolls and put them on my altar around a candle embracing each other. Whenever I see them I am reminded of my liberation from this claustrophobic fixed and buried way of being and the new sense of my new appreciation of love and what is possible for myself. 

Living by the sea I have developed a close relationship to the ocean and its tides and walk on the seashore almost daily. I also swim in the sea all year around.   The play of sun on water is a something I use now to develop my feelings of connection to the natural world.  I take a beat. I stop and feel a real connection with the wonder and awe of the world we live in. I am also lucky enough to have a sea view from my bedroom window, so my guide’s words of using the interchange of light and water as my portal into my world of magic and imagination gets stronger on a daily basis.







CHAPTER 7


BIODYNAMIC CRANIOSACRAL AND TRAUMA RELIEF THERAPY

Alongside dreaming, active imagination and drum journeys I also attended regular sessions of Biodynamic Craniosacral and Trauma Relief therapy based in Somatic Experiencing as I was concerned about my body shakes which were occurring frequently in  the night during this heuristic research period. I talked to my therapist about the motifs revealed in my other sessions and I soon became aware that the somatic release I felt during her sessions were an important part of the releasing of a lifetime of  held trauma.

I  recorded and transcribed these sessions and outline some key passages below that correlated with information gleaned from my dream analysis, active imagination and shamanic drum journeys which added another layer to my discovery of self. 

Therapist:	“What aspect of you would be the police?”  

Me:	“Well, it's the control but it's almost like the control that's outside myself. You know, it's not really coming from within. Or maybe it is I don't know, but it is that kind of part that’s on at me.. the shoulda woulda coulda person.”

Therapist:	“So just checking and just feel it through the body experience. Which 
means just being gently present to what's showing itself now what's 
moving in you.” 

Me:	“I think there's always been a feeling of rejection of, of being told what 
to do by my father as I couldn’t respect him. I used to identify totally 
with the rebel when I was younger.  I was quite feral. I didn't have one
 home. I used to just go between groups of people. I lived like that for
 years as a gypsy.”

Therapist:	“So that freedom thing -  I'm free to move and change?”
Me:	“ I just kept on moving …. I've always had that thing of having to keep on moving.”

Therapist:	“I had to keep on moving because if I stayed still?”

Me:		“I’d  have to kind of recognise that actually I was feeling quite insecure 
and not very grounded.”

Therapist:	“Just touch in the body that place those feelings. You might find they show themselves.”

Me:	“It was always a thing of having to kind of like just to push it down, push it down, push it down. I use food to do that.”

Therapist:	“I’m going to put my hands into your hip groin Does that sound okay?”

Me:		“It’s strange.”

Therapist:	“Good. So now we're getting more authentic…. Now with my hands here. Just notice what what's happening inside. What are you feeling? As we tune in we might find that we slow down into some slower deeper currents. And that feeling of the body becoming larger is you tuning into the biosphere this small fluid body, but also the sense of energy around the body. Just getting that felt sense of you. Bigger than the physical body but it connected with it.”

Me:	“It's that tension, isn't it?  I'm so aware that one of my automatic ways of being is to want to kind of get to the next place”.

Therapist:	“What's it like to be like that?” 

Me:	“It’s hard. Because I am never necessarily fully present because I’m always thinking Oh, but I gotta do that… If I get this done then that will be better … and it's all that kind of stuff.”

Therapist:	“So right now if you were to feel fully present? . So we can get the feeling of what we're holding here. Those parts of you that didn't get held”.

Me:	“I have never really been used to being held and it's difficult isn't it? If you've never had that experience, how would you know what it was like? As an adult I have been held by another person, but it's different being held as a child as opposed to being held with an adult like a lover. Because there's an equality there. But when you're a child and a parent, there’s no equality. It’s a very different form of love I think. And I never felt that”.

Therapist:	“This feeling of here of my hip against your hip? Is it too much?”

Me:		“It feels a little bit too familiar. I feel a bit exposed now. I feel a bit 
trembly.”

Therapist:	“Can you be with that? See what you notice what's it what's it like this trembliness?” 

Me:		“It’s that thing of ooh, what do I do? Do I move? Do I stay?”

Therapist:	“You are right on the edge of your pattern do you get that? So just 
hanging out with that discomfort. That’s all you need to do if you can 
just for a minute is be present with that. See what you notice. Just be 
curious. Then I'm going to be moving my hands.” 

Me:		“ I just sort of feel like I want to … FIGHT!”

Therapist:	“Fight flight. Yes I got it. I’m with you and  that's it. See that's  the energy  - I’m going to move again ,going to do this. Feel it in your  body. Just see if you can tolerate being with it for a couple of breaths. Notice.  Just keep that sense of a physical body with space around and  I'm with you here, so we're still in our relationship, whatever that brings. But here we are. Still here with you. Hanging out in that discomfort place.  Just hanging out in it for a few bits in relationship as well. Talking about it. Negotiating it.”

Me:	“It was funny how I just wanted to go. A feeling of ‘get me out of here.”

Therapist: 	“I could feel it - there's a lot of energy in that…. think of that adrenaline as fight or flight and when it gets locked, that energy is getting locked into the body as well.” 

Me:	“I feel I've got a lot of energy that's locked in.”

Therapist:	“Hence, a lot of these things that you're experiencing. So when we practice just being able to stay  in that difficult place that you would really rather avoid we’re starting to set something different together. And the relational part is really important in that”. 

Having this experience at this session really demonstrated to me how my patterns of experience have been imprinted on my body and how my responses are rooted in reflexes embedded in old parts of my nervous system. This experience of fight/flight is based on successful strategies I learnt as a child coming from a home that was not emotionally or physically demonstrative and which contained like many families, secrets and lies. Bringing such deep awareness and then choice to my habitual response or imprint is the beginning of my finding safety for myself in relating. This revealing of patterns of my experience being formed when my body had been unable to dissipate the effects of my experience of feeling an anxious attachment to my parents has been very illuminating to me.


Second session 

This session demonstrates my feelings of connection with natural energy and the nature of being as opposed to the driven sense of having to be busy with the doing part of life.

Me:	“What I would  wish for myself is not to feel so driven. But for that drive to come from a more moment to moment space. I think it’s something I’ve inherited from my father. This driving through way of doing things. Which is actually not really who I am, in my essence at all. To have natural power as opposed to imposed or imposing power.”

“I’ve always been fascinated by synchronicity and people who just wait to feel the urge. I think that comes from a lack of trust, but I am in a position now, the way my life is set up, there is more room to allow synchronicity to happen.”

Therapist:	“So  you now step into that supportive resourcing environment of skills. That’s the moment of trust isn’t it of something?”

Me:	“I’ve always been fascinated by music boxes that you wind up as for me  it is like a metaphor. You wind them up and just let them play out . That’s what I want to have happen now, that playing out. You know I’ve done my training, the theory, the experiencing. And now it’s like let’s just do the exhale. The natural unfolding out of all those things that no human being could ever predict or be in charge of.”

Therapist:	“See if there’s a moment Caroline, that you have experienced where you have really let that happen. Take your time.”

Me:	“It’s an energy thing definitely. When I use my pendulum in my shamanic work and also in the silence. Like when I’m in a therapy session and I’ve  said something, and my client  has said something and it’s just landing with that person and it’s the potent crackling of energy that happens”.

Therapist:	“So just feel that in your body. The silence, the space in your energy. The way you are in yourself that allows all of this to be possible with a felt sense in the body”.

Me:	“That’s the area that I’d like to focus more on -  the energy aspects of humans and everything. I think that’s where I do more experiencing. You know like in energy fields and tapping into that.” 

Therapist:	“Just feeling how you are not alone; energy moves through you, but it is cosmic energy. This place for more renewal to come through. This circuitry of things.”

Me:	“Yeah. With me it’s like a seesaw. I’m capable totally of being able to do that. But then the other part says God Caroline. There’s still this inner voice … is this just your fantasy?”

Therapist:	“What does that voice say – What’s the next message that’s really underneath?”

Me:	“It’s like, well, this is your life. You choose. It’s not really for anyone else to know but you.”

And so again, the doubting voice, the Real Police is again in my awareness but there is an understanding that my experience changes, that I vacillate, I am on a see saw of experiencing and I have choice now as I understand how this resistance formed in me and the somatic ways I can release this.








CHAPTER 8


CONCLUSION

Employing dream analysis and active imagination techniques alongside neo-shamanic drum journeying with a supporting somatic therapy has been an exhilarating and informative experience. My exploration of these disciplines has proved useful in revealing parts of self and deeper internal states and pathways that were hitherto out of my awareness. I have been shown unequivocally how my anxious attachment style from my childhood has been playing out throughout my life far more deeply than I realised with problematic connection in close relationships.  Using these esoteric tools to unlock my deep resistance of being fully seen or made accountable for myself coupled with a driven way of pursuing my life,  presented an understanding and energetic/spiritual way of connecting to myself and the natural world. I am also aware that prior to this heuristic period this understanding was not there despite many years of conventional psychotherapy sessions and training. 

It should be noted however that a disadvantage of this type of heuristic research is in its subjectivity and my interpretation of the data. This can arguably lead to bias and as this kind of research is based on personal experience and can make it difficult to establish the credibility of the research findings for a wider population (Schneider et al 2011).

Rose and Westefeld (2016) also question the effectiveness of spiritual interventions in psychotherapy as they highlight the difficulty in defining and the measuring of spirituality and the potential for bias in studies. Blair (2015) in his study on the influence of spirituality on therapists’ practice and clients’ experience illustrates this when he posits that training for mainstream psychotherapists does not prepare them adequately for the challenge of  bracketing their own view and experience of spirituality whilst working with clients. This results in many therapists having to develop a mix of therapeutic styles in order to respond more intuitively to spirituality present in a session. 

Undertaking  dream analysis and taking time to extract meaning was a valuable start to my process.  Key motifs such as the runaway car being swallowed up and spat out as an old brush revealed a fixed coping strategy of clearing up past traumas in a swift and disassociated fashion and one that was now not available to me due to new levels of awareness. The Real Police, my heavy inner critic, also revealed itself as a key component of my shadow self which carried through all the therapeutic and neo-shamanic techniques I used during the research period.

Shamanic soul retrieval/inner child work proved to be a powerful visceral experience as I retrieved my young self from being atrophied in the coalface. With the help of my drum journey facilitator, I was able to transmute my fears through a supported experience of what was happening heightened by the somatic use of energetic sound healing tools and in particular the Himalayan bowls The way these bowls magnified my felt experience resonated deeply and spiritually as I fell into an altered state.  Studies on the benefit of Himalayan bowls (Landry, 2014, Goldsby et al, 2017) support my experience revealing that participants report significantly less tension, anger, fatigue and depressed mood with people new to sound therapy techniques displaying a significantly greater reduction in tension and an increased spiritual wellbeing across all participants. Another study by Pollard et al (2021) however found that whilst the positive effects of emotional release and deep connections are experienced, some clients found integrating their experiences into their daily life challenging.

The somatic therapy I opted to add into my heuristic research was also a key component to my reaching resolution as to why my body was shaking, revealing trauma that became visible at the beginning of the research period. The finding a place of safety to fully experience the extent I have been holding embodied trauma and then connecting with it and experiencing degrees of release was an important part of my process. A study by Hynes et al (2015) using somatic therapy and shamanic tools to treat chronic pain demonstrates how this combined approach can be beneficial to a client releasing emotional trauma associated to their pain. Another recent study (Kuhfub et al 2021)  also indicates that somatic experiencing combines well with other therapeutic procedures although further empirical and clinical research is needed in this emerging modality.

The recording of sessions is key to keeping a red line of themes through a client’s experiencing and working progressively through sessions.  I used a mixture of recordings  and note taking looking at key themes, visuals and feelings. For experiences to be fully understood and developed by clients, it necessitates the recording of findings in notebooks and audio in order to work with them in sessions. If clients opt to include another somatic therapy outside the therapy sessions this could also be recorded for integration with the rest of the modalities. Note taking and recording of sessions however is questioned by some therapists as not being congruent with the essential tenet of confidentiality and the confidentiality and security of records is a pre-requisite as is a client’s consent to records of sessions being kept and their access to them (Bannerman 2013). However the use of recordings as an adjunct to sessions has been evaluated by Shepherd (2009) as being highly acceptable and useful to both therapists and patients. The therapeutic value that clients  can find in reading their own transcripts and notes is also highlighted by King and Boswell (2021) with the caveat that more research is needed to evaluate its impact. Zur (2010) also recommends that therapists discuss with clients the best way for them to make notes and what kind of notes will be recorded.

Due to the nebulous nature of these therapy modalities, therapists also need to focus on the integration of clients’ experiences at the end of the sessions as this is vital to lasting impact. Metzner (2016) posits that without thorough integration, clients could struggle to make sense of their sessions and could possibly experience distress and confusion. Belser (2017) also suggests that clients who are encouraged to engage in structured integration activities are more likely to incorporate their insights and experiences into their daily lives.  Research into this area of integration after altered state therapies has also highlighted  that Western clients who do not hold a holistic worldview and who have been influenced by Cartesian dualism often need assistance to transmute binary thinking that separates thinking into the opposites of mind and body, self and other or person and nature (Barker and Iantaffi 2019).

The result of using  these various modalities to widen my experience of connection has been impactful as each offered a unique pathway into the unconscious, allowing clear insight and experiencing. Ideally I would  recommend a number of sessions  employing Dream Analysis, Active Imagination and Drum Journeys for a deep immersive experience but each of these modalities can also be employed as stand-alone sessions.

The therapeutical and spiritual content of my neo-shamanic drum journeys demonstrate how active and powerful non-psychedelic,  altered state experiences can be when facilitated by a therapist who has a tuned in, energetic awareness of a client’s unique embodiment of trauma and who utilises energetic sound work to enhance the experience. A limitation of these modalities for a  psychotherapist wanting to work within the neo-shamanic paradigm however might be the high level of engagement needed to develop a felt sense of both the client whilst working with the transpersonal as this could be seen as being beyond the scope of a traditional therapy session especially when using energetic sound healing tools.  Simoes (2017) also recommends that proper training and supervision is needed so as to reduce the risk of retraumatization and spiritual bypassing. It is therefore imperative that clients wanting to work with these types of approaches employ a qualified and experienced therapist who has a deep understanding of these modalities and who can provide appropriate guidance and support.

It is also essential for practitioners to approach the use of shamanic practices in psychotherapy with caution, when addressing psychological issues and spiritual experiences as clients from different cultural backgrounds may not relate to or understand shamanic practices in the same way as the practitioner. A client’s belief system, as Thorne (1988) posits, is an essential consideration when setting intentions for sessions as it can influence how a client and therapist interpret their experiences and the meaning they attach to them.  Aponte (2021) also proposes that the psycho-social-political awareness of the context of a client’s life is also important for an effective relational therapy.  Any psychotherapy that works at depth however is not just about using techniques or tools but has at its core a deep relational practice with the therapeutic relationship  the most important to the outcome of sessions (Means 2017). 

Clients with a spiritual approach may view their experiences as messages from a higher power or the universe whilst those with a more secular approach may see them as a reflection of their subconscious mind.  There is increasing evidence (Miller, 1999; Miller & Thoresen, 2003; Plante & Sherman, 2001; Captari et al 2018) that suggests that a spiritual approach results in more positive outcomes on both mental and physical health outcomes such as increased well-being, but the relationship between spirituality and mental health is complex and not fully understood with further research needed. 
Varela (2021) 	also demonstrates how drumming and journeying in a psychotherapeutic setting facilitates emotional release and spiritual growth whilst also noting that the cultural context and the inappropriate use of these shamanic practices should also be considered.

 Another study by Miller (2016) also suggests that gender plays a part in how therapists and clients respond to spirituality in therapy. However this has to date been dominated by primarily female approaches to spirituality and more studies are needed to see how masculine approaches to spirituality manifests. 

As populations in the West are increasingly rejecting both religious and secular labels and taking part less and less in communal religious practices and more focused on self (Woodhead 2016 ), our current culture is increasingly looking to mental health professionals for guidance and as a resource to help navigate their lives and to help with overwhelming existential and moral issues. But whilst mental health organisations seek to improve mental and emotional wellbeing, their methods and philosophies differ significantly from transpersonal therapy with these divergent paths often resulting in conflict and mutual denigration (Sharma 2023). Mental health organisations tend to focus on evidence-based practices with more medical and cognitive therapeutic interventions  whilst transpersonal therapies seek to integrate spiritual and psychological approaches which are by their very nature, non-scientific and lacking in empirical evidence.  Somatic and shamanic therapies are evolving rapidly but more focused research is needed to fully understand their benefits and limitations. 

In conclusion, this dissertation highlights the potential effectiveness of combining  therapeutic modalities such as dream work, active imagination, neo- shamanic drum journeying and somatic therapy into traditional psychotherapy. This paper also demonstrates how through employing an integrative and holistic approach, the spiritual, emotional and psychological aspects of healing is addressed by acknowledging the interconnectedness of mind, body and spirit in therapy.
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