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INTRODUCTION TO LIMINALITY – AND MY FASCINATION WITH IT

Back in my early twenties, as a young journalist I had the good fortune to be sent on a press trip to cover a walking holiday in the wilds of the Scottish Highlands. Each day, the guide would take us to a different glen or hill, and while he accompanied the older, less fit journalist on the trip, I was allowed to ramble ahead among the gorse and heather on my own. It was on that trip, as the cloud hung low above the vast and empty purplish hillsides, that I first experienced a spine-tingling sensation of heightened sensory awareness and strong feeling of otherworldliness. The landscape itself was mystical and full of an indescribable energy. I felt as though I was on the edge of something inexplicably numinous, physical yet metaphysical at the same time. I was aware of something greater than myself. In the evening, in front of a blazing fire, I tried to explain my odd experience to the guide, hoping that I wouldn’t sound entirely mad. As a local, he didn’t bat an eyelid and told me that I was in a ‘thin place’, experiencing the liminal. That was the first time I had heard the expression, liminal space. Ever since, I have been drawn to those locations and to that awe-inspiring feeling. Liminality fascinates me.

The word ‘liminal’ comes from the Latin ‘līmen’, meaning ‘threshold.’ In its literal sense, a threshold is a doorway. Liminal is often used to describe the threshold, or gateway, between two stages. Its contemporary definition in the Marriam-Webster dictionary is either ‘of or situated at a sensory threshold – barely perceptible’ or ‘relating to or being in an intermediate state, phase or condition – transitional’. In anthropology, it is used to describe the ambiguity or disorientation that occurs in the middle phase of a rite of passage, while in psychology it defines the process of transitioning across boundaries or borders. Architecture sees it as the physical spaces between one destination and the next, such as hallways, tunnels, airports, carparks and corridors. Impermanence, transition, intermediary and threshold are the themes that link these multiple meanings.

As the years passed, my interest in the liminal grew, but when pressed, I found it hard to explain what it was about the subject that drew me. To be more accurate, I found it hard to even explain what liminality was. I would start by saying that liminality is ‘the spaces and times inbetween’ – the transitional moments and mystical places that we experience in our lives. As examples, I would talk about physical geographical spots, such as the coastline – where the land meets the sea – a perfect and readily understandable example of liminal space, and coincidentally a place where I love to spend time and to which many of us are drawn. I’d also talk of spiritual ‘thin places’ where ‘heaven and earth feel closer’, as first experienced on that trip to the Highlands.

When I tried to describe liminality further by launching into a description of the metaphysical space that is consciousness or the hypnagogic liminal state between sleep and wakefulness, I’d see people’s eyes start to glaze over like marbles and so I realized that I needed to explore the notion of liminality further, in order to be able to fully explain it.

What to Expect

Given our recent unnerving experiences of liminality during the uncertainty of the pandemic, it seemed pertinent to start our journey of exploration with a look at the effects of the unbidden periods of change that inevitably occur in our lives in Chapter 1: Transition and Change – the Fertile Void. How can we best navigate these turbulent periods in our lives and optimize the pause in perspective that they offer?

Of course, the one unavoidable transition for everyone is the liminality of life. Chapter 2: Hovering Between Life and Death looks at the transition as we pass from this life, and also delves into the views and research of those who have studied Near Death Experiences (NDEs) and Out of Body Experiences (OBEs).

Reports from experiencers of NDEs and OBEs, particularly when they were medically and clinically considered dead, led me to question the liminality of consciousness itself and whether it can indeed be sited in the brain? This topic, which so divides the scientific and medical world, forms Chapter 3: Opening the Doors of Perception.

Since it transpires that many people voluntarily seek to explore liminality and all that it can offer within an altered consciousness, Chapter 4: Mind-Altering Practices and Substances looks into the role of mind-altering substances, both natural and man-made, such as magic mushrooms, ayahuasca, ketamine and LSD, and higher-consciousness practices such as chanting, drumming and meditation.

This naturally leads on to Chapter 5: Tapping Into the Divine and the liminality of spirituality, divinity and prayer. Who or what are we connecting to when we communicate with a higher power or the Divine?

From here, our odyssey of investigation expands its scope from the metaphysical to the physical, as we look into the power and attraction of the liminal times in the day, the seasonal calendar and nature’s cycles in Chapter 6: Tuning In to Natural Phases and Cycles. Understanding more about being in tune with nature only served to pique my curiosity further about those places in our landscape that we are most drawn to – the wild places on the edge, the ‘thin places’, the sacred sites and the purpose of pilgrimage to such places – Chapter 7: Wilderness, Thin Places and Pilgrimage.

Finally, the search for answers about liminality led me to the global stage, with an exploration of how humanity finds itself teetering on the brink of ecological disaster in Chapter 8: Our Natural World on the Brink.

You can see just how vast and broad the topic of liminality is. You might be drawn to one aspect of it, say, the metaphysical rather than the geophysical, or the other way around. At the end of each chapter, I set out the take-aways that I have gleaned from those willing and generous experts who shared their wisdom, plus practical suggestions from myself and the experts that you might want to incorporate into your life view, to better understand and embrace the power of liminal spaces.

The Writing Process

The old saying goes, ‘If you want to give the gods a laugh, tell them your plans.’ In March 2020, the world was rocked by the global COVID pandemic, and this book project was promptly shelved. With our health under threat, lifestyles curtailed and indelibly altered, and our futures unclear, we found ourselves living in uncertain times. Few of us were immune from the unsettling feeling of being in transition.

Bizarrely though, for me, while lamenting the suffering and loss of life caused by the virus, I could also see how the feelings of being in limbo and on the brink of something unknown caused by the pandemic had given each of us a clearer understanding of liminality – the spaces and times where the known ceases to exist, where transformation takes place, the place in between the familiar and the unfamiliar.

Suddenly, when I used the example of the effects of lockdowns and COVID on the global population as a way to explain liminality, my enquirers had their own personal glimpse and thus a better understanding of what I was talking about. However, I felt the pandemic served only to show people how unnerving liminal space can be, how discombobulating and disconcerting. How downright terrifying. Instinctively, I felt that liminality, in all its guises, could also be a place where insight, creativity and inspiration are found. By accepting liminality into our lives, it has the potential to produce a sense of awe in us. In an age where so much is known, defined and explained, the feelings we derive from liminal spaces and times can shake up our complacency and enchant us if we let them.

As the pandemic restrictions eased, I started to compile my list of the aspects of liminality I needed to explore, reaching out to experts within those fields. Having spent almost 20 years as a contributor and/or editor for Kindred Spirit magazine, the UK’s leading guide to conscious living and wellbeing, I was exposed to countless different modalities, esoteric subjects, and both traditional and cutting-edge teachings. I was also lucky enough to have interviewed amazing and inspiring thought-leaders committed to helping others and making the world a better place to live. Some of these luminaries were the first people that I approached.

To my surprise and utter delight, most of these highly respected experts were only too happy to share their knowledge, wisdom and enthusiasm for their subject. At the outset, however, I didn’t quite understand how much of a double-edged sword all this insightful information would turn out to be. The deeper I dived into liminality, the more rabbit holes I ran down. The more answers I was given, the more questions were prompted in me. Little had I suspected that in the researching and writing of this book, the process would turn into my very own experience of being in the unknown, lost in the choppy waters of uncertainty.

I am far from inexperienced in the process of writing books, yet the writing process for this book was unlike any that I had experienced before. In the middle of the project, I found myself somewhat adrift, unsure of how best to pull together all that I was learning. The concept for the book changed and evolved.

And just as I had intuitively suspected at the outset, from the deeply uncomfortable and, for me, unusual place of not knowing how this book could best work, from that liminal space, a lightbulb moment emerged; this book became a documentary of my own investigation into liminal spaces, and I hope you find the voyage as engaging as I did.

I came to understand how liminality is all around us in our daily lives, how it affects our decision-making and our creativity; how exploring it can help us to better understand ourselves and our place in the Universe; and why welcoming change and liminality into our lives, rather than actively avoiding it, can be a good thing for us all. I’m left in no doubt that to more fully know ourselves and to be in harmony with the world around us, we need to lose ourselves in liminal space whenever possible.
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