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I’d never danced in church before I took a workshop with 
Marion Woodman. Being in the chapel of New York City’s 
Union Theological Seminary was a sort of homecoming for 
me: five years earlier I had stridden down the middle aisle 

of that chapel with a newly minted master of divinity degree 
in my hand. Now a series of seemingly disconnected incidents 
had brought me back, as if by design, to attend Woodman’s 
workshop. The psychologist Carl Jung might have chalked it all 
up to “synchronicity” — a meaningful link between otherwise 
unrelated events. Woodman, a Jungian analyst herself, would 
no doubt agree.
 I’d attended the seminary to learn about both God and 
myself, and I had learned much, but something was missing 
from my education. The Protestant Christian tradition pays 
little attention to the body. In contrast, Woodman’s work fo-
cuses intensely on the body — its pains, its pleasures, and its 
profound wisdom — as a means of personal growth and spiri-
tual development. And for Woodman, the way to access the 
treasure buried in the body is through dance, meditation, and 
dream imagery. 
 So there I was in Union’s chapel, wending my way through 
the group of a hundred or so other dancers, only three of whom 
were men. Later Woodman asked each participant to act out 
in a dance a particularly meaningful dream image. I picked 
the sea, and I lay on my back on the slate floor and moved in 
slow undulations — a bit self-consciously at first — mimick-
ing waves. It brought me back to my childhood on Long Island 
Sound and was a welcome respite from my demanding job 
and responsibilities. It also awakened in me the simple joy 
of being alive. In Bone: Dying into Life (Penguin), about her 
battle with uterine cancer, Woodman describes an incident in 
which she says dance saved her life. I was beginning to under-
stand how.

Men Are From Earth,

And So Are Women

 Woodman has spent much of her thirty-year career as an 
analyst helping people overcome their addictions. She herself 
once struggled with severe anorexia and believes analysis pro-
vides people with the means to free themselves from constraints 
within and without. The books she has authored or coauthored 

— there are eleven of them, including Addiction to Perfection, 
The Pregnant Virgin, The Ravaged Bridegroom (all Inner City 
Books), and Dancing in the Flames (Shambhala) — are filled 
with Jungian symbolism, Greek mythology, and lines from 
Shakespeare, William Blake, T.S. Eliot, and other literary gi-
ants. She uses these reference points to explore what it means 

— and what it takes — to be true to ourselves in a world that 
wants us to be someone we are not. “Most people in analysis 
are there because nobody has had time to see them or hear 
them,” Woodman says. “They’ve spent their lives trying to please 
somebody else, so they’ve never found their own values.”
 The foundation of Jungian analysis is the concept of arche-
types, which are images or patterns of behavior that are deeply 
embedded in the human psyche. Archetypes appear in tribal 
lore, myths, esoteric teachings, and fairy tales throughout the 
centuries — and, as products of the unconscious, continue to 
inform who we are and affect how we behave today. “That people 
should succumb to these eternal images is entirely normal; in 
fact it is what these images are for,” Jung writes. 
 Born in 928, Woodman spent the first twenty-one years 
of her career as a high-school English-and-drama teacher in 
Ontario, Canada, where she was born and raised and still 
lives. In 968, while she was traveling in India, a debilitating 
illness brought her to a crisis and changed her relationship 
to her body and her Western culture. In the early 970s, she 
and her husband, Ross Woodman, moved to London, England, 
where he studied at London University. It was there that she 
met E.A. Bennet, a Jungian analyst who transformed her life. 
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Marion Woodman On The Inner Marriage  
Of The True Masculine And The True Feminine 

JAMES KULLANDER

DA
N

A 
PI

AN
O

W
SK

I

She writes about Bennet in her book Conscious Femininity 
(Inner City): “He could put me in touch with my feelings when 
I, who was so smart and rational, couldn’t feel anything. He 
would just sit there and feel for me until I got the message. 
Tears would start to run down my face, not because I was 
sad, but because . . . I was picking up my own feeling from 
him.” In 974, guided by her dreams, she enrolled in the C.G. 

Jung Institute in Zurich, Switzerland. While there she ex-
plored her eating disorder, out of which came her first book, 
The Owl Was a Baker’s Daughter (Inner City). Now seventy- 
eight, Woodman has sold more than half a million books, and 
a foundation has been created in her honor. 
 My interest in Woodman’s work goes back fourteen years, to 
when I read her 992 book Leaving My Father’s House: A Jour-
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ney to Conscious Femininity (Shambhala). 
Although the focus was on women, what 
she wrote in that book and others spoke to 
me — a white, middle-class, straight male 

— as the words of few psychological profes-
sionals have. One reviewer has called her 

“a bridge builder between the male and fe-
male worlds.” To understand the human 
being, Woodman believes, one has to know 
both sides of the story: the masculine and 
the feminine. “For Jung,” Woodman says, 

“the whole process of the soul’s journey is 
toward the inner marriage of the mature 
masculine and the mature feminine.”
 In the several times I’ve heard her talk, 
I’ve found Woodman to be an intense speaker, 
her voice a captivating blend of toughness 
and grace. For this interview, we talked on 
four separate occasions, twice in person and 
twice on the phone. Our first meeting took place the day after 
the workshop I attended, on a balmy autumn Sunday morning 
on New York City’s Upper East Side. We’d been trying to find a 
time and place to meet for more than a year. When I arrived 
at the apartment where she was staying for the weekend, it took 
her a while to open the door, because she was unfamiliar with 
all the locks New Yorkers have. Finally we stood face to face, 
beaming at each other.
 
 Kullander: Freud called his version of psychoanalysis 
the “talking cure”: the client talks while the therapist or ana-
lyst listens. That has been the prevailing model over the past 
hundred years or so. But you have always paid attention to the 
body, both in your practice and in your own psychological de-
velopment. How did this happen?
 Woodman: As a child I was intellectual and lived very 
much in my head, always aware that my body lagged behind. 
My father had taught me at home from the age of three, and 
by the time I went to school I was ahead of the other children 
my age, so I was pushed up to third grade. I was six years old, 
and the other kids in my class were eight or nine, so physically 
I developed a real inferiority complex. I paid little attention to 
my body and its demands until I got severe sunstroke when I 
was fifteen. It came on so rapidly that I nearly died. I had no 
idea what was happening. After that I became more aware of 
what was going on with my body.
 All my life God has spoken to me through illness. My 
pattern is to go along and have a marvelous time until all of 
a sudden I’m pulled down by some malady. That’s where the 
real psychological gravity is for me. Throughout my career I’ve 
seen people have similar experiences: not paying attention to 
their bodies and getting sick and sometimes even dying pre-
maturely, or, at the very least, not living their lives as fully as 
they want. I’ve found that talk therapy is not the best way to 
help these people. In many instances, it is of little help at all. I 
decided early on that the body must somehow be involved in 
one’s psychological healing, because the body can hold on to 

memories and images that are otherwise 
inaccessible. You can’t get to them simply 
by talking about them. 
 Now I bring groups of women together 
to work with dream images and the body, 
and we help each other. For example, say a 
woman dreams that her mouth is encased 
in a silver cage. Where does that come from? 
we’ll ask. Maybe she had parents who scold-
ed her for saying things that “good girls” 
aren’t supposed to say. Or maybe she had 
to please someone all her life at the expense 
of her own growth and development. Or 
maybe she had a traumatic experience. But 
we don’t just talk about these possibilities; 
we guide this woman through a series of 
body-work exercises that help her disman-
tle that silver cage. We might begin with 
movements that open her mouth — liter-

ally — and then go on to exercises that focus on the whole 
body, from the toes to the top of the head, opening the body 
up and allowing it the full range of natural movement, so that 
it’s not restricted by fear or overwork or anything else. Then 
we act out dream images through movement. After a while 
the cage turns into thin silver wires, and then the silver wires 
disappear, too.
 Kullander: You’ve also said that physical and spiritual 
awakening go hand in hand. How so?
 Woodman: Some people come to God through the body, 
and I’m one of them. Jung’s typology lists two pairs of func-
tions: thinking-feeling and sensation-intuition. My primary 
function is intuition. I see and feel the world intuitively and 
respond from a very intuitive place. For Jung the opposite of 
intuition is sensation. Because intuition is my strongest func-
tion, sensation is my weakest. The mystery of God comes to 
us through our least-developed function. So for me sensation 
can seem like a miracle, because it’s totally new. 
 As I said, God has always spoken to me through illness. 
After the shock and pain of a prolonged illness, there comes 
surprise and joy. I may see something as simple as a red tulip, 
and that tulip holds all I need to know about the mystery of 
God.
 Kullander: Most of us have a hard time maintaining those 
moments of clarity. 
 Woodman: I sometimes fall back into the old ruts, too, 
and then into the old sicknesses. If I stay in touch with my 
dreams, however, they continue to push me forward, always 
moving me into the future. I find that exciting, so I try not to 
neglect my dreams. Sometimes I do, of course, because I get 
too busy. That’s a terrible failing, because dreams need to be 
honored.
 Kullander: Most dreams seem ephemeral and nonsensi-
cal, and people hardly even remember them. How can we de-
rive important information on how to live from such flimsy 
sources?
 Woodman: A dream is like a deer at the edge of the forest: 

MARION WOODMAN
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If it’s welcomed, it will come out. If you feed it, it will develop 
a relationship with you. But if you don’t care about it, it will 
disappear.
 If you really believe in the importance of dreams, you 
begin to see patterns in them and realize that your uncon-
scious is carrying images that are meaningful to you. If your 
unconscious is at war with your conscious self, the only way 
to end the fighting is to examine your dreams. They will tell 
you what you need to know. If you dream of a ringing bell, or 
someone banging on a door, or lightning hitting you as you 
cross a street, you need to pay attention. Any little sign can 
indicate real trouble that needs to be addressed. 
 Kullander: A former Jungian professor of mine told a 
story about a man who had a recurring dream about driving 
past a gigantic pumpkin on the side of the road. It turned out 
the man had a large tumor growing inside him. We all have 
strange dreams like this. How do we not get paranoid about 
what our dreams might be telling us? 
 Woodman: If I had a dream that I thought was telling me 
something horrific, I would immediately have it checked out 

— that’s how I found out about my uterine cancer. But dreams 
can also bring healing. The night before I went into my first op-
eration for cancer, I had a dream of a small boat with no motor 
drifting into a channel at dawn, and there were two figures on 
the boat. One was a spunky five-year-old girl. The other was 
a gypsy, tall and stately and powerful. And they were bring-
ing me two pearls, which for me are symbols of the feminine. 
I was fighting hard for my life then, and I said to myself, “If I 
can bring that gypsy and that little girl into my body, I know 
I’ll live.” And here I am.
 Kullander: What do you mean by “bring” them in?
 Woodman: Feeling their energy. Instead of looking at my 
hands, for example, which were full of dying energy — they 
looked like the hands of a corpse — and letting that energy pull 
me down, I brought in all that gypsy energy and remembered 
what it’s like to be on the dance floor moving to a rhythm, to 
be defiant of society and of anything that had held me down 
all my life. The five-year-old has that same kind of energy, be-
cause she does not know yet what it’s like to be slapped down, 
has not yet learned to try to please other people. That’s the 

energy I tried to bring in.
 I worked for about two months on it, dancing an hour 
a day. At one point I was getting pretty discouraged. When 
I wasn’t actually listening to music, I couldn’t maintain that 
gypsy energy and would fall back into the dying energy I saw 
in my hand. Then I walked into a party one night, and there 
was a polka band playing, and my body leapt into it, no ques-
tions asked. I was a gypsy on that dance floor. And I knew then 
I was going to pull out of the cancer. Psychologically, if you 
accept that you’re doomed, you are.
 I believe my unconscious knows what I need more than 
anyone else does. If you allow a dream image into your life 
when you are sick or having psychological difficulties, it can 
pull you in a helpful direction. The dream image comes to life 
through the body. It may be born in the unconscious, but its 
healing work needs to be embodied through movement and 
dance.
 Kullander: Two people close to me have died of cancer. 
They sometimes thought they’d brought it on themselves be-
cause they hadn’t led the lives they were supposed to lead, or 
because they weren’t paying enough attention to their bodies. 
 Woodman: When you’re ill is the wrong time to berate 
yourself. Should you blame yourself for what you may have 
done unconsciously? If the disease is coming from your un-
conscious, can you be responsible for it? When Jesus is up 
on the cross looking down at his executioners, he asks God 
to forgive them because “they know not what they do.” He’s 
saying that what they are doing is an unconscious act, and so 
God should forgive them. Forgiveness heals. 
 I think, in the case of cancer, we need to forgive ourselves. 
This won’t necessarily cure us, but it will give us a sense of 
peace and purpose beyond what the ego wants or thinks it 
wants, which is to live. The life and death of each of us is so 
much bigger than what the ego wants.
 Kullander: How has your brush with death changed the 
way you live?
 Woodman: I gave up my office in Toronto and no longer 
have a private practice. I take more time to be with my friends, 
to be with my husband, to be in nature. I never really saw flow-
ers in the spring until I saw them after having had cancer. Fac-
ing death made me let go of trying to control anything. It’s the 
greatest relief you can imagine. Life is different now because 
I am not attached to outcomes. While I was sick with cancer, 
I prayed and prayed not to die. But then one day as I prayed, 
the words came out: “Thy will be done.” And that’s how I try 
to live now.
 In Christ’s Passion he prays to God that he will not have 
to drink from the cup, but then, after the disciples are asleep 
and he’s finally alone, he says, “Thy will be done.” This is a 
move from ego to soul. The ego is forgotten. You give your life 
over to soul — to God — and what the ego wants is no longer 
valid.

(end of excerpt)

In intimate relationships 
— especially ones that last 
— we are both attracted and 
repelled at the same time. 
We feel imprisoned in a way, 
and yet unable or unwilling 
to break free.


