
Introduction

The one-week residential workshop 
took place on Alpe Doro in Ticino, in the 
mountains of the southern part of my 
native Switzerland, conducted by Thea 
Frey, a Swiss-born Tamalpa-trained yoga 
and dance teacher who also lives overseas.  
Doro is a remote place high above the 
valley consisting of a small number of 
rustic timber huts and goat shelters, 
inhabited only in summer.  There is neither 
electricity nor a convenience store in this 
area.  The only means of transport is a 

small cable car that brings up food and 
goods from the valley. 

Workshop content

The workshop, Nature Dances, included 
many group tasks and a communal living 
experience.  Every day started early with a 
two-hour yoga class in the movement space 
in the attic of the three storey hut that also 
provided dormitories, a shower, a kitchen, 
and a dining area.  After this quiet warm-
up, we changed into hiking gear, ate a 
hearty organic breakfast and spent the rest 
of the day outdoors where we explored and 
danced in various nature locations chosen 
according to the theme of the day.  

This was done initially as a group, later in 
pairs, and fi nally alone.  Witnessing and 
interacting in pairs and individual and 
solitary explorations allowed for refl ection, 
contemplation, dreaming and creating in 
both an imaginal space, as well as in the 
reality of nature.  Evenings were spent in 
the movement space dancing, drawing 
and processing the rich days.  They were 
also a time for celebrating the insights and 
achievements of each day and for enjoying 
more organic cooking and eating.

Self-Nurture and Soul-Making
Dance in the Wilderness: A Refl ection
Beatrice Lucas

Abstract 
This paper is about a recent personal experience, when after many years in autism education, I felt the need to 
nurture my own dance.  I attended an eight day workshop entitled ‘Nature Dances’, as dance and landscapes 
has been a topic of interest for me for a number of years.  This is therefore a subjective and autobiographical 
account based on refl ections recorded in photos and a journal, and inspired by literary quotes.  An account of the 
structure and intent of the workshop is followed by an exploration of the factors that made this wilderness dance 
experience so valuable for me.  It illustrates the way dance as everyday art can be healing and possibly enhanced 
when taken outdoors. 

Keywords: dance movement therapy, therapist, self-nurture, nature dance, landscape.

200  D
ance Therapy Collections N

o. 3 ©
D
TA

A 2009. pp. 200-205

Beatrice Lucas, Grad. Dip. Movt. and 
Dance, Dip. DMT, M.Ed, Prof Member 
DTAA and PACFA, is a Swiss-born 
dance therapist who works in far 
north Queensland as an Education 
Advisor for Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) and promotes dance-movement 
therapy as an intervention for children 
with ASD.  She also has a special 
interest in dance related to nature and 
landscape, in Aboriginal dance, and in 
dance related to themes in feminine 
mythology.
lucasab@bigpond.com

Lucas Self-nuture and soul-making: dance in the wilderness



Various themes were explored throughout 
the workshop.  On the first day, we 
participated in a blind-folded sensory walk 
to become attuned to the environment, 
the trees, rocks, grass and the creek.  This 
experience was about listening to the 
outside sounds, smells, textures and to 
pay attention to our inner responses.  The 
next day we worked in dyads identifying 
a personal ‘Power Place’ that holds peace, 
sacredness, attraction, and meaning. 

On the third day, after a guided meditation 
at a steep forested hill, it was each 
participant’s individual quest to find their 
‘Power Animal’.  A Power Animal in the 
shamanic tradition is a helping spirit, an 
ally or messenger that resides with each 
individual and adds to their power and 
protects them from illness (Frey, 2004, 
p.93).  Connecting with the Power Animal 
was an experience in being a mover and 
a witness at the same time.  The theme 
of ‘Light and Shadow’ challenged the 
participants to confront their dark side on 
the following day.  The dark side (in Jungian 
terms called ‘the Shadow’) is the aspect 
of ourselves that we tend to disconnect 
or hide from, but that carries immense 
power.  Once we had acquainted ourselves 
with our own dark spirit, we embellished 
our characters with make-up or masks and 
props found in nature and improvised a 
highly dynamic spontaneous score. 

On the second-last day, a ‘Vision Quest’ 
was scheduled.  Our Vision Quest was a 
day for reflection and a search for answers.  
We all left in different directions and spent 
the day alone in the wilderness.  Our task 
was to pull together the experiences of the 
previous days, to distil the answers to key 
questions through movement, meditation, 
drawing, painting, and writing.  The 
scripting and writing of the dance score 
extended into the night.  The culmination 
of the workshop was an individual ritual 

performed by each participant in a chosen 
nature place on the last day.  No word was 
spoken all day as movers and witnesses 
silently respected each person’s myth.  
The written response to each other in the 
evening was a beautiful honouring of each 
participant’s journey.  

Sustaining professional self versus 
burnout:  a loss of soul

In the following section, my restorative 
dance experience in the wilderness will be 
examined from various points of view.  It will 
begin with an exploration of the factors that 
sustain or, if absent, deplete the professional 
self as a basis for understanding the 
processes that may have been involved in 
the loss of motivation for my work.  This will 
be followed by some principles of nature-
guided therapy I was already familiar with 
and which may have contributed to the 
subsequent restoration of my motivation.  
It will also attempt to explore the context 
in which our dances took place and the 
interplay between environment and structure 
and their effects on me as a participant.  

Firstly, research of the factors that sustain 
the professional self reveals the following 
points as nurturing of a practitioner:

•  joy in participation in others’ 
    growth
•  feelings of success in helping 
    others
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•  closely observing human life 
    (creativity, courage, ingenuity, 
    tolerance of pain) and meaningful 
    human contact
•  finely tuned professional 
    boundaries
•  peer support
•  supervisor support
•  low level of organisational conflict
•  constant focus on professional 
    development and avoidance of 
    stagnation and pseudo-development
•  tolerance of some ambiguous 
    professional loss and normative 
    failure
•  attempt at closure experiences at 
    the time of professional separation 
    that are positive for both parties
•  sufficient salary and benefits or 
    educational credits if the 
    practitioner is training
•  distinction between idealism and 
    realism  
(Skovholt, 2001, p.145).

Skovholt argues that if these factors are 
not sustained, the professional self will be 
depleted and eventually burnout will occur.

In order to recognise when our professional 
self has stopped being sustained, the 
questions that a traditional Shaman will 
ask may alert us:

- when in your life did you stop 
  singing?
- when did you stop dancing?
- when did you stop being enchanted 
  with stories?
- when did you stop being 
  comfortable with the sweet territory 
  of silence?  
  (Arrien et al, 1995, p. 106). 

Carrington gives a different view of what 
characterises burnout and what it arguably 
means: 

Burnout is not just a matter of 
physical exhaustion, nor does it 
resemble the fatigue that follows 
a period of intense labour.  It 
unquestionably shares certain 
characteristics with anxiety and 
depression and often wears the 
masks of addiction, yet in many 
cases, the symptoms of burnout elude 
conventional diagnosis.  Burnout 
is at root an affliction of the soul  
(Carrington, 1995, p.122).

In exploring this thread further, we find that 
the symptoms of ‘loss of soul’ can be seen 
in people who complain of feeling that 
they observe life rather than participate 
in it. Ingerman (in Simpkinson et al, 1995) 
believes that soul loss mimics many of the 
symptoms of power loss, such as chronic 
illness or immune deficiency problems, but 
that the symptoms of soul loss tend to be 
much more severe. Traditional societies 
define the yearnings of the soul as being 
‘beauty, ritual, mystery, and connection to 
the earth and its creatures’ (Carrington, 
1995, p.123).  Frey states in her philosophy 
of Nature Dances that ‘nature can be seen 
as a mirror for one’s existential quests and 
reveal guidance for the soul’ (2004, p. 91).  

Both writers agree that, gradually, 
civilised industrialised cultures have 
become more and more alienated from 
nature and therefore the qualities that 
nurture our soul.  The workshop Nature 
Dances provided a structure to address 
and integrate precisely these qualities of 
beauty, ritual, mystery, and connection to 
the earth and its creatures.

The intrinsic value of the natural 
environment

Another factor to consider is the intrinsic 
value of the natural environment where the 
dance explorations took place.  
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Burns (1998) believes that nature-based 
assignments create options that are 
not available in the clinic or consulting 
room.  He argues that indoor settings 
‘tend to provide the context for learning 
about things rather than learning from 
experiences that equip us for living’ (pp. 
100-101).

Burns believes that there is intrinsic value 
in simply being in the presence of nature.  
Nature can be calming (when watching a 
sunset), pleasurable and stimulating (when 
watching dolphins surfing the waves), 
challenging (when climbing a mountain 
or crossing a stream), and healing.  It is 
known that people with a view of nature 
from a hospital window are discharged 
quicker than those who have a view of a 
brick wall (Burns, 1998).  There appears to 
be a direct nature-mind-body connection 
that links our health to our environment at 
both physical and emotional levels.  Nature 
also offers simplicity, and as nature itself 
is seen as an integral therapeutic agent, 
ecotherapy is simple and effective (Burns, 
1998).

Furthermore, nature-based activities can 
rapidly reactivate past positive experiences 
of similar environments, for example, the 
sight of waves can reactivate memories 
of laughter when body-surfing.  This is an 
aspect relevant to me, as I spent many 
days as a child in the mountains with 
my family; these are memories which 
I treasure. Research by the HeartMath 
Institute suggests that remembering 
positive experiences can act as an inhibitor 

of feelings of anxiety and depression.  
(www.heartmath.org). Other benefits of 
nature based programs are the learning 
of survival and team work skills and 
the potential to develop therapeutically 
relevant resources and strengths (Burns, 
1998).   

Soulmaking: attending to the small 
things

In the following section, a few quotes by 
Thomas Moore are highlighted to offer 
insight into the process of ‘soul-making’.  
Moore differentiates between understanding 
and reflection and suggests that care of 
the soul is not about solving the puzzle of 
life, but is rather ‘an appreciation of the 
paradoxical mysteries that blend light and 
darkness into the grandeur of what human 
life and culture can be’ (Moore, 1994, p.xix).  
He encourages us to ‘re-imagine those 
things we think we already understand’ and 
rather than trying to understand, we might 
need to ‘take a more relaxed position and 
reflect on the way life has taken shape’ 
(1994, p. xx). 

Moore also invites us to take care of the 
soul through art and contemplation: 

Art, broadly speaking, is that which 
invites us into contemplation.  In 
that moment of contemplation, art 
intensifies the presence of the world.  
We see it more vividly and more 
deeply  (1994, p. 286).  

These quotes are meaningful in the context 
of the workshop themes, for instance 
when participants were encouraged to 
playfully contribute to a dynamic group 
improvisation whilst developing their 
shadow character, the embellishment of 
props, costume, make-up and body paint, 
the movement sequences in the chosen 
location, and the spontaneous and creative
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interaction immediately enhanced the 
insight into and expression of our dark 
spirits.  Equally, small things, subtle shifts 
and movements, known to dancers as 
realignment or breath or Flow experiences, 
may be key to our art form. 

To live with a high degree of artfulness 
means to attend to the small things 
that keep the soul engaged in 
whatever we are doing, and it is the 
very heart of soul-making. Art arrests 
attention.  Living artfully might require 
something as simple as pausing  
(Moore, 1994, pp. 285-286).

In dance therapy, through Flow experiences 
or alive stillness, that which distinguishes 
life from non-life, we may experience this 
state with an inward and outward focus.  
Pauses can be experienced as the most 
potent moments between the old and the 
new.  In addition, as dance therapists, we 
also use other soul-making processes that 
‘transform ordinary experience into material 
of soul in diaries, poems, drawings, music, 
letters, watercolours’ (Moore, 1994, p. 301).  
These processes also assist in the dreaming 
of the unknown and in the making of soul.
Finally, the creative process needs structure 
and form: ‘The point of art is not simply 

to express ourselves, but to create an 
external, concrete form in which the 
soul of our lives can be evoked and 
contained’ (Moore, 1994, p. 302).  This 
point was addressed in the final ritual 
of the nature workshop through our 
‘journey inward to discover our ‘animal 
or bush soul’ through exploration and 
interaction with nature using interplay 
such as movement, our sensory 
awareness, dance, drawing, and writing’ 
(Frey, 2004, p. 91). 

Conclusion

Life has its own way of challenging us 
to reflect on our decisions, relationships, 
and the way we care for ourselves.  We 
may not be aware for a long time that 
the spark has gone missing and that we 
have not stopped to pause and smell 
the roses.  The experience of being 
surrounded by wilderness whilst dancing 
various aspects of my inner nature 
taught me – like a mirror – to attend 
to the small things out there as well 
as within, and that all of these deserve 
attention.  Collecting the treasures of 
nature became a metaphor for me of 
noticing and appreciating the blessings 
that my life offers me.  

The time out in the forests reminded me 
of the essential pointers on my journey 
and that I am the only one who can take 
responsibility for my well-being by being 
‘comfortable with the sweet territory of 
silence, by being enchanted with stories, 
by keeping on singing, and above all 
-  dancing’ (Arrien et al, 1995, p. 106).  I 
returned to my work with newly found 
strength and a sense of presence that 
allows me to draw from a greater 
depth of alertness, resourcefulness 
and creativity.  The dance of life, work 
and play seems to have become more 
colourful, dynamic and abundant again.
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