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Iowe everything to Paul Shepard. Without his early sup-
port of my work I could have gone no further.
Shepard's work drew together the research of etholo-

gists such as Konrad Lorenz and Tinbergen, together with
the findings of the best anthropologists.  Furthermore,
making use of the conclusions from the “Man the Hunter
Conference” in 1966, he clarified the crucial role of the
hunter and forager in human development:  “Cultural Man
has been on earth for some 2,000,000 years; for over 99 per
cent of this period he has lived as a hunter-gatherer.  Only
in the last l0,000 years has man begun to domesticate plants
and animals.”  Thus we have been the same human beings
for at least 50,000 years.

A succinct example of the unique breadth and clarity
which Shepard brought to his work on human development
can be found in a brief passage in Man in the Landscape,
where he explains the human eye: “The sea eye was first
connected to a fishy brain and body.  When taken on land it
continued to see only the spectrum of light transmitted by
water and to commutate the
‘coolness' of the blue depths and
the ‘warmth' of the reddish, sun-
lit surface in a hundred ways.”
And later, he writes: “The bush
apes ancestral to man gradually
worked farther from the forest.
They took the sea eye out of the
gloaming and into the radiance
of the open day, though not
without some enduring nostalgia.
The awareness of glare in the
open air and a sense of vulnera-
bility when in it have not been
completed dispelled.  An affinity
for shade, trees, the nebulous
glimmering of the forest interior,
the tracery of branches against
homogenous surfaces, climbing,
the dizzy childlike joy of looking
down from a height, looking
through the windows and into
holes, hiding, the mystery of the obscure, the bright reward
of discovered fruits are all part of the woody past.” 

Just as the embryo recapitulates the stages of evolution
within the womb, the developing child must go through
the necessary stages to become an adult.  There are time-
critical constraints and needs.  “The whole of growth
through the first twenty years is our ‘coming into being,' or
ontogeny ... Among those relict tribal peoples who seem to
live at peace with their world, who feel themselves to be
guests rather than masters, the ontogeny of the individual
has some characteristic features.  I conjecture that their

ontogeny is more normal than ours ... and that it may be
considered to be a standard from which we have deviated.
Theirs is the way of life to which our ontogeny was fitted
by natural selection, fostering a calendar of mental growth,
cooperation, leadership, and the study of a mysterious and
beautiful world where the clues to the meaning to life were
embodied in natural things, where everyday life was inex-
tricable from spiritual significance and encounter, and
where the members of the group celebrated individual
stages and passages as ritual participation in the first cre-
ation.”

In the childhood phase of ontogeny the most important
activity is play.  Shepard points out: “The ‘founding' of a
world in childhood and the special mystical experience
relate play and the ritual space.  They are part of a continu-
ous process initiated in play ... The special places of child-
hood are not sacred but the memory of them is necessary
for attaching sacredness to place.”  Essentially ritual grows
out of play; thus ritual has been called “deep play.”

Shepard reprinted Edith
Cobb's only essay on her life-
long research into the impor-
tance of play in middle child-
hood in his book The Subversive
Science: Essays Toward an Ecology
of Man in 1969 and her work has
been a continuing influence in
Shepard's life.  When I first met
Paul in Claremont, he handed
me her book (just published)
and told me of her importance.
Cobb spent her life (she died at
82) researching and studying just
one thing: What is it in child-
hood that makes that child into a
genius?  Along with her other
research she gathered together
biographies and autobiographies
of 300 creative people from
Africa, Asia, Europe and the
Americas dating back as far as

the Middle Ages. 
What she found in common among all these people was

an experience in middle childhood called a “nature mystic
experience, where the natural world is experienced in some
highly evocative way, producing in the child a sense of
some profound continuity with natural processes.”

An example of this “nature mystic experience” in child-
hood as described when the writers were grown men: The
noted poet Kenneth Rexroth wrote:  “An awareness of
timeless, spaceless, total bliss occupied me ... This seemed
to be my normal and natural life which was going on all the
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time and my sudden acute consciousness of it only a matter
of attention.”

Talking about Cobb's studies on genius, in a lecture at
the University of Utah, Paul Shepard explained: “One of
the things that she found was that at various times in their
life, particularly when they had a problem, they went back
to where they were as children and walked through the
landscape ... They walked through in some strange tutelary
way:  this re-evoked and reanimated and revivified their
own genius of the place.”

Recent research into shamanism has uncovered an even
deeper level of the importance of place in childhood.  The
German anthropologist Ruth Inge-Heinz, who has studied
shamanism in Southeast Asia, Nepal and Tibet hosts a year-
ly conference on the subject.  In the Introduction to her
book, Shamans of the Twentieth Century, she writes: “This
book has been on my mind for a long time.  Over sixty-five
years ago, when I was of pre-school age, I connected with
everything around me, the sun, the wind, the sea, the
earth.  This experience at the shores of the Baltic Sea was
truly ineffable.  I kept it to myself and, in times of despair,
I would recall the infinite love and energy I had felt puls-
ing through me at that time.”  Further, she says, “I sur-
vived the dark years (1933-1945) in Germany, which includ-
ed two-and-a-half years of starvation and bombing in Berlin
by drawing from inner resources ... Remembering my child-
hood experience during which I had met the infinite
source, I learned to access this source every time I needed
nourishment.”

Answering a question at a lecture he gave, C. Jess
Groesbeck, a Jungian analyst said that when the shaman
journeys to the “other world” he is actually visiting his
childhood landscape. 

In traditional cultures, the crucial role of the place itself
began when the child was born.  As an example consider
this chant from the Omaha tribe:  “Ho! ye Sun, Moon,
Stars, all ye that move in the heavens. . . .  Ho! ye Winds,
Clouds, Rain, Mist, all ye that move in the air. . . .Ho! ye
Hills, Valleys, Rivers, Lakes, Trees, Grasses, all ye of the
earth. . . .I bid you hear me!  Into your midst has come a
new life! Consent ye, I implore!”

Within a few days after the child's birth, by means of
this ritual chant, the Omaha medicine man asked permis-
sion of all the other beings of the tribal place for the child
to come into that place.  This ritual acknowledgment exter-
nalized the knowledge, which tribal peoples had, that the
human being had no special claim on the right to birth but,
instead, must make every effort not to upset the balance of
the total environment.  Living wholly within a specific
locality, primitive humans had learned that “the organism
which destroys its environment destroys itself.”  Ninety-
nine percent of the time humans have been on this earth
they were hunter-gatherers, which requires a responsible
relationship to a particular locality.  Experts agree that there
must have been systematic birth control practices as long
ago as the Pleistocene to account for the difference
between potential and real growth rates during that era.

Paul Shepard, in his book The Tender Carnivore and the

Sacred Game sums up the change which occurred: “The col-
lapse of an ecology that kept man scarce and attuned to the
mystery and diversity of all life led as though by some dev-
ilish Fall to the hunting and herding of man by man, to the
hoarding of grain and the secularizing of all space.  To
defend his fields a farmer needed many kinsmen, sons, and
co-defenders, and co-fighters, and ultimately brother ideol-
ogists.”

For primitive hunter-gatherers the birth of a child was
not an “accident” left up to the whim of individual parents
but, instead was regulated by ritual so that the particular
child would fit into the overall health and stability of the
entire place—the tribe plus the rest of the community of
soil, animals and plants.  

Rituals continued throughout the child's development.
In traditional cultures that practice rituals bonding child
and nature, there is no adolescent crisis. In contrast,
Shepard explains what happens to the adolescent male in
our culture: “The fiction granted him by the pseudopas-
toral desert philosophy of the West is that his painful
incompleteness is the true mature experience and that the
meaninglessness of the natural world is its meaning ... acted
upon, it wounds us, and we wound the planet.”  Thus the
young man's normal human development is arrested, and,
“denied the mythopoetic visions of man in nature, he will
for the rest of his life struggle with existential problems
that are normally the work of a few critical years in his sec-
ond decade of life.”  Shepard points out that a basic
“framework of nature” is needed in the adolescent years as
much as a nutritious diet.  “Lacking it, he will always lack
true reverence for the earth.  The remaining choices for a
logic of creation are an otherwordly orientation, materialist
exploitation, or existentialist absurdity.”

Near the end of his book, Nature and Madness, Paul
Shepard sums up by asking: “What can one say of the
prospect of the future in a world where increasing injury to
the planet is a symptom of human psychopathology?” 

The situation is more hopeful than we might think if we
understand that “an ecologically harmonious sense of self
and world is not the outcome of rational choices.  It is the
inherent possession of everyone; it is latent in the organ-
ism, in the interaction of the genome and early experience.
The phases of such early experiences, or epigenesis, are the
legacy of an evolutionary past in which human and nonhu-
man achieved a healthy rapport.  Recent societies have con-
torted that sequence.”  He continues by saying: “Perhaps
we do not need new religious, economic, technological, ide-
ological, esthetic, or philosophical revolutions ... The civi-
lized ways inconsistent with human maturity will them-
selves wither in a world where children move normally
through their ontogeny.”

In his final paragraph of his book, Shepard points out,
“The problem may be more difficult to understand than to
solve.  Beneath the veneer of civilization, to paraphrase the
trite phrase of humanism, lies not the barbarian and animal,
but the human in us who knows the rightness of birth in
gentle surroundings, the necessity of a rich nonhuman
environment, play at being animals, the discipline of natu-
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ral history, juvenile tasks with simple tools, the expressive
arts of receiving food as a spiritual gift rather than as a prod-
uct, the cultivation of metaphorical significance of natural
phenomena of all kinds, clan membership and small-group
life, and the profound claims and liberation of ritual initia-
tion and subsequent stages of adult mentorship.  There is a
secret person undamaged in every individual, aware of the
validity of these, sensitive to their right moments in our
lives.  All of them are assimilated in perverted forms in
modern society: our profound love of animals twisted into
pets, zoos, decorations, and entertainment; our search for
poetic wholeness subverted by the model of the machine
instead of the body; the moment of pubertal idealism
shunted into nationalism or ethereal otherworldly religion
instead of ecosophical cosmology.”
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