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Desert Dreaming: Tracking Psyche
through the Landscape

Betsy Perluss

Everything at a distance turns into poetry: distant mountains, distant
people, distant events; all become romantic.

—Novalis

T he J. Paul Getty Center in Los Angeles, California, is situated atop the
Santa Monica Mountains. From the Getty viewers can see the entire Los

Angeles basin ranging from the Pacific Ocean to the San Gabriel Mountains,
interspersed by the infinite street-grid of the city. Recently, I visited the center.
While standing on the terrace, I scanned the dreamy Southern California
landscape of tropical clouds suspended over the coastline and the palm trees
that stand against the red tile roofs of the Spanish-style homes. I was filled with
awe and appreciation as I imagined a splendid city, known for its rich history
and diversity. But this reverie came to an abrupt halt as soon as my thoughts
shifted to the darker aspects of this city—its bleak poverty, violence, and
environmental degradation. In sharp contrast to my romantic perception of
Los Angeles is the knowledge that this perception is conditioned by position—
physically, culturally, and emotionally. Certainly, my image would be different
if I were down town, in the inner city.

Landscape has long been coupled with scenic beauty and vistas. Thus,
it is no coincidence that the Getty Center is built on a hilltop. To be situ-
ated above denotes preeminence, flawlessness, and “that which transcends
human interference, which repairs divisions and unifies segregated territory”
(Andrews, 1999, p. 157). This vaulted position became more apparent to me
when I left the panoramic view of the Los Angeles basin and walked inside
the Getty’s art museum. Immediately, I came upon a collection of picturesque
landscape art with faraway pastoral visions of calm lakes, lush trees, hamlets,
and grazing cows orchestrated in perfect harmony. For many people, even
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Dance, 2003, oil pastel, 19′′ × 24′′.
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today, the natural landscape conveys an orderly and pristine image of the
natural world in opposition to the dirty and disorderly aspects of daily life.

In defining landscape it is impossible to separate the object—the land
that has always been there—from our subjective observations of it. “Land-
scape,” according to literary critic John Conron (1974), “means, quite sim-
ply, the land’s shape as it is seen from a particular and defined perspective”
(p. xviii). Conron is not just referring to a visual or literal perspective of land-
scape, but, even more so, to a psychic perspective that “both shapes and takes
shape in the landscape” (p. xviii). Our ideas of landscape are created through
a very complex, and mostly unconscious, process. Landscape is the receptacle
for many of our psychological projections, which, according to Jung (1950),
are impossible to avoid:

Yet, we need to project ourselves into the things around us. My self is
not confined to my body. It extends into all the things I have made and
all the things around me. Without these things, I would not be myself; I
would not be a human being, I would merely be a human ape, a primate.
Everything surrounding me is a part of me. (pp. 202–203)

Looking at landscape through the cultural lens of history, it is easy to see
how it has endured our unconscious projections. For instance, urbanization
has been a critical factor in the development of landscape consciousness.
According to art historian Malcolm Andrews (1999), the origins of landscape
can be traced to the 15th century German idea of Landscaft, which literally
means the “land around a town” (p. 28). Thus the idea of landscape began to
appear during the development of its urban counterpart and has long been
associated with idyllic natural settings such as gardens and fields, situated
outside the crowded and noisy cities.

“The idea of solitude in a natural setting,” says Anderson, “becomes a
powerful attraction for writers and painters, especially, but not only, when
cities develop their own distinctive cultures and pressures to the point
where the citizen begins to sense that there is a profound division between
the civilized and the natural.” (p. 31)

In this respect the notion of landscape can be viewed as a product of the
development of Western consciousness and the resultant split between the
rational ego and the undomesticated (unconscious) realm of nature.

If our perception of landscape is intertwined with unconscious projec-
tions, then it is impossible to speak about landscape without referring to the
subjectivity of our perception of it. Landscape is not simply a material object
that exists apart from the human psyche. J. T. Mitchell (1994) points out that
landscape is not a fixed thing but rather, “A medium for cultural expression”
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(p. 14), full of symbolic value and meaning. Landscape is the contact point or
the intermediary space that fastens humans and nature together. “Landscape
mediates the cultural and the natural” (p. 15) and therefore is a symbolic ex-
pression of the human relationship to the nonhuman world. In some respects
the notion of landscape is congruent with Hillman’s description of soul, which
he states is not a static noun but rather a verb, or a perspective, “a viewpoint
toward things rather than a thing itself” (1983, p. 25). To observe the world
through the lens of soul reveals the psychic material that is hidden in the
landscape, and conversely, it reveals aspects of the landscape that are hidden
within psyche.

In our modern culture we often dismiss the landscape’s influence upon
our psyches. Rather, landscape is imagined as something external to ourselves,
the inconsequential backdrop to the drama of our lives. Thus, our experience
of landscape contains an implicit dualism. As depth psychology informs us,
our current dissociation from the external world reflects a fundamental split
within the psyche. Most of us are familiar with the Cartesian split between the
internal realm of thoughts and the external realm of things, but as Jung points
out, the split originates within the psyche; namely, the split between the ego
and the unconscious, or, in other terms, between the ego and the shadow,
because as Jung said, “The shadow is simply the whole unconscious” (quoted
in von Franz, 1995 p. 3). Jung is not a dualist per se, but he undeniably
recognized that the split-off unconscious eventually compensates the ego’s
constricted awareness by expressing itself through a rich diversity of dreams,
fantasies, and complexes. In other words, the dichotomy between ego and
shadow is a dualist construction, but what exists within each of those realms
is multifaceted.

LANDSCAPE AS MEDIATOR

If God can become man, he can also become element, stone, plant, animal.
Perhaps there is a continual redemption in nature.

—Novalis

Over the years, I have spent a considerable amount of time carefully tracking
the spontaneous manifestations of the unconscious that arise while contem-
plating landscape: island, valley, mountain, and desert. What dreams, images,
fantasies, and emotions appear when one encounters the landscape? I have
discovered that, when given enough time, the unconscious psyche, along with
all of its painful complexes and joyful longings, will make its appearance.

For example, recently I went camping in the Mojave National Preserve
located in the southerly eastern part of California. I went alone in my 4WD
truck, hoping to find an isolated place where I could camp a few days and
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“listen to what the desert has to say.” On the second night I ended up in a
very secluded wash located next to a magnificent black lava wall. As the night
grew colder (eventually it snowed) and darker, I began to notice a subtle
anxiety growing within me. What if I get stuck out here? What if a crazy man
wandering in the desert attacks me? That night the following dream came to
me:

I am sitting across a map of the Mojave with a shifty-looking character. He
is skinny, has shaggy long hair, is uneducated, and a bit sly. I realize that
no amount of logic will appeal to him. We are sitting across the map, and
we are in a sort of duel. We have a game of marbles on the map. The stakes
are high (my safety and the preservation of the desert). I know that in
no way will straight talk appeal to this man. One wrong word could send
him into an irrational rage. I try to cajole him by admiring his marbles. I
suggest he buy a new steely (a shooter), a wooden one. He gets excited
about this and says, “yes.” At this point, I know that I am winning the
game.

Jung discourages us from readily interpreting dreams. Rather he im-
plores us, like a good natural scientist, to observe the phenomenon, as it
presents itself, and to pay attention to all the facets and nuances of the
dream—which, in this case, are the desert landscape, the sly man, the mar-
bles, the map, and the unsettling feelings that accompany the dream. In the
weeks following this dream, I have engaged in many dialogues with the sly
man; I have also revisited the desert at his request. At this point, all I want to
suggest is that the desert man is mercurial. Like the landscape itself, he is dark
and earthy (wooden), and yet there is a divine, transpersonal essence about
him. In alchemy, Mercurius is the mediator between the opposites—between
spirit and nature—and thus it occurs to me that healing this split is essential
to both my safety and the preservation of the desert.

Of course, any perception of landscape will depend upon the standpoint
of the ego. For the transcendentalists, landscape was an expression of divine

The wilderness has been
tamed—and claimed—by the
ego, whereas the truly wild
unconscious has been
projected . . . onto the dark
and dangerous urban areas.

beauty, order, and perfection.
For the early European set-
tlers, on the other hand, the
wild landscape was widely
imagined as secular, instinc-
tual, and uncivilized—an un-
ruly place outside the refined
precincts of the metropolis.
For them, landscape was ei-
ther a God-given garden or
a God-forsaken wilderness.



238 PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES � VOLUME 48, ISSUE 2 / 2005

Certainly, these perspectives have shifted considerably as we have assimilated
the concept of landscape into our cultural consciousness. Whereas the land-
scape was once something to be feared or revered, today it is strategically set
apart in wilderness preserves and parks. Thus the wilderness is no longer wild;
rather, it is tame, delicate, and something that needs our protection. Ironically,
the wilderness has been tamed—and claimed—by the ego, whereas the truly
wild unconscious has been projected, in a new direction, onto the dark and
dangerous urban areas. In many respects, the urban landscape has become
the modern wilderness. Yi Fu Tuan (1974) has perceptively pointed out this
paradox in contemporary perceptions of wilderness:

People rarely perceive the irony inherent in the idea of preserving the
wilderness. “Wilderness” cannot be defined objectively: it is as much a
state of the mind as a description of nature. By the time we can speak
of preserving and protecting wilderness, it has already lost much of its
meaning: for example, the Biblical meaning of awe and threat and the
sense of a sublimity far greater than the world of man and unencompass-
able by him. “Wilderness” is now a symbol of the orderly processes of
nature. As a state of the mind, true wilderness exits only in the great
sprawling cities. (p. 112)

Although I have only touched upon a couple of themes pertaining to
landscape, one point becomes evident: Landscape, at least in Western history,
has been approached with a great deal of ambivalence. Or, as Simon Schama
(1995) writes, “There have always been two kinds of arcadia: shaggy and
smooth; dark and light; a place of bucolic leisure and a place of primitive
panic” (p. 517). Such ambivalence is not foreign to depth psychologists for
whom the unconscious has been recognized as a source of great wisdom, on
one hand, and of psychosis, on the other. To identify with the unconscious
can lead to madness. For instance, going back to my dream of the sly man in
the desert, if I listen to this man, completely, without my ego having any say in
the matter, he may well lead me to do things that are foolish and dangerous,
such as wandering into the hot desert without water. But if I can engage him,
talk back to him, I am able to keep my ego sufficiently intact so as not to
put myself in danger. Edward Edinger (1995) writes that “we must not relate
to the unconscious out of a state of innocence because it can equally be a
trickster and expose us to the gravest dangers. We have to be really smart in
our dealings with the unconscious” (p. 309). In other words, we must use our
marbles.

But such concerns are not the case for most Western peoples. Rather, in
a post-enlightenment society, the ego has become so solidified in its narrow
perceptions of the world that the objective psyche has been dismissed as
nonempirical. No longer do we approach our dreams, fantasies, and imagery
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with scientific seriousness. As a result, the unconscious is forced to express
itself not only through symptoms such as anxiety, depression, and physical

The task at this point is to
approach the landscape not

just through rational means of
ecological science, but also

to recognize the . . . symbolic
expression of psyche that

manifests through our
relationship with landscape.

maladies, but also through so-
cial and ecological diseases.
The task at this point is to
approach the landscape not
just through rational means
of ecological science, but also
to recognize the seemingly
irrational and symbolic ex-
pression of psyche that man-
ifests through our relation-
ship with landscape. Gaining
this recognition is difficult
for many of us who have
been raised in an overly

rationalistic culture. On the other hand, a depth perspective is essential to
the healing of the planet and to our individual selves; the two are, after all,
inherently connected.

Jung used the term “transcendent function” to describe the mediating
force that reunites the opposites. Holding the tension of the opposites requires
careful attention to the symbolic expression of the unconscious as expressed
in dreams, symbols, fantasies, and active imaginations. If a person can hold
the tension between the opposites long enough, without succumbing to the
urge to identify with one side or the other, a new image develops, the third
possibility. Helene Shulman Lorenz (2000) adds, “Such a process, according
to Jung, is always a ‘defeat of the ego’; that is, a defeat of old ways of knowing
and imagining self and world” (p. 236).

So what is the new way of “imaging self and world”? I decline to define
this transcendent “third” way, simply because I can’t. It does not succumb to
quantifiable reductions. Rather, the third transcends the rational ego, usually
expressing itself initially in symbols and images. Although, at first, many im-
ages appear disturbing, irrational, or simply ridiculous, once the ego makes
the commitment to pay attention to one image, other images begin to emerge.
Eventually, we begin to make connections between one image and the next
(the desert man and Mercurius, for instance), and these connections lead
to greater insight about the nature of the psyche. Furthermore, allowing the
unconscious the opportunity to express itself—“the unconscious loves to be
seen and to be recognized” writes Edinger (1995, p. 26)—the split begins
to heal, and no longer does the shadow need to be projected destructively
onto the external world—certainly, easier said than done, but an essential
undertaking nonetheless.
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LANDSCAPE AND PSYCHE

These wildlands are alive. When one of us says, “Look, there’s nothing out
there,” what we are really saying is, “I cannot see.”

—Terry Tempest Williams, Red

To hold the tension between psyche and landscape opens the door to a new
awareness of Self in nature. This new awareness became clear to me during
a backpacking trip into the high California Sierras. Shortly before the trip,
I had a discussion with a friend about the disparity between irrational and
rational ways of perceiving the world. According to my friend, to converse with
nonhuman things, such as rocks and trees, is irrational—and thus intolerable.
I couldn’t agree with her logic. I have endeavored to listen to psyche’s voice
through the world around me via active imagination, dream tending, and
wilderness experiences. And, because of psyche’s presence in such things, I
know quite well that it is possible to talk to rocks and trees. Even more so,
it is possible for rocks and trees to speak to me! Nonetheless, I began my
backpacking trip with a great debate going on in my head: Is there a psychic
realm where the world is animated with soul, or am I just fooling myself? And
so I walked over 10 miles each day, carrying a 50-pound pack on my back with
this debate going on in my mind. Until one evening . . .

My brother, who is my hiking partner, is asleep in the tent, and I sit
alone by the north fork of King’s River. I sit and listen to the river for a
long time. I can’t pull myself away. The sound and motion of the water’s
movement over the rocks lulls me. I sit and stare. Suddenly, I hear women’s
voices. They are singing a song that I do not recognize. The voices are
beautiful and sweet. Shortly after, I hear deep drumming sounds coming
from up river. The sounds startle me. My heart begins to beat hard. I
turn to look up the river, but I don’t see anyone. I sit there for some time
listening to the singing and drumming. Eventually, they stop. I look up and
see the full moon cresting the mountains, illuminating the place where
I sit.

My experience by the river left me perplexed. Did I really hear women
singing and drums drumming? Or was I tricked by the sounds of the river?
Certainly, the way water moves along the rocks could produce auditory sen-
sations of all kinds. But what made this experience so remarkable was the
fact that it did not matter to me whether the sounds were “real” or not. The
truth is, I heard what I heard. The sounds came from the river, but they were
heard by psyche. Thus, at this juncture, the argument between what is real
and not real ceases to matter, because, as Jung writes, we just don’t know:
“Whether that is our own psyche or the psyche of the universe we don’t know,
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but if one touches the earth one cannot avoid the spirit” (1976, pp. 164–165).
Whenever we touch the landscape, we encounter psyche. Conversely, when-
ever we listen deeply to the expressions of psyche, we discover new facets of
the landscape. This I do know.

This article is dedicated to the memory of Dr. Glenda Vittimberga.
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