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Nature's Hug
 

Perspectives on Connections 

Have you heard of the Scandinavian word hygge (who guh)? It is a
word that is a few hundred years old used in the Nordic countries,
Denmark in particular, to convey a sentiment similar to how it
feels to share a hug with another with whom you have a deep and
personal connection. The word has migrated across the Atlantic
and into American English. The closest English word equivalent is
something akin to being cozy or experiencing comfort. The main
distinctions, though, seem to be that hygge is not derived from or
because of an external object, nor is it solely about the person
receiving — i.e. comfort from a cozy pair of socks. Its profundity is
in the connection, the psychological and emotional state that
creates the feeling.

Consider the word and feeling that goes with “hug.” Imagine a hug
from your favorite person, or a child or a pet. How does it feel? It
is not possible to authentically hug another without giving
something of yourself. There is a releasing and letting go,
simultaneously part of that giving, which includes a willingness to
be vulnerable by inviting another person so closely into one’s
personal space. In return for “letting down one’s guard” for a
moment, there is an exchange of a shared experience of
connection. If one is fully present, the connection carries the
meaning of kinship or belonging, the opposite of alone and
separate. (A shout out here goes to Bronte Aurell, author of
Scandikitchen: The Essence of Hygge, from which most of the
above is derived.)
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The book Wintering: The Power of Rest and Retreat in Difficult
Times by Katherine May has recently been on the North
Carolina Arboretum’s reading list and is part of an ongoing book
discussion, virtual and in-person. The book reflects on the
winter season and lessons from life experiences of the author.
Winter is the season of stillness and quiet, of darkness, a time
for rest and internal reflection, the part of the seasonal cycle
when the earth sleeps and then slowly rouses to the light and
the warmth of spring with that well rested, ready-to-face-the-
day feeling. Worth more than just the read, Wintering creates
the opportunity for and epitomizes hygge. With the context of
the Scandinavian countries from where the word hygge
originates and their six months of darkness because of their
geography where winter is a way of life, we can have  a deeper
understanding of the concepts into which Wintering delves.
That is one layer. Another layer is experiential: It's hygge to read  
a book like Wintering and make connections through discussing
it in an Arboretum group or in community with anyone else with
whom you can share the experience of reading. 

Of particular reflection is the turning of the new year. A set, but
rather randomly-chosen time for separating past from future at
the moment of midnight on December 31. Somehow this re-sets
time as “new” providing an opportunity to start over and make
new plans or resolutions and bid adieu to the previous year.
Wintering gently points out how the turning of the year, 
 whether the solstice or New Year’s Day (Gregorian calendar) or
the Chinese New Year or the Aztec calendar, happens
regardless of our taking notice or observance. By giving
attention to the turning of the year through ritual, celebration
or simply turning the page of the calendar, we get “the fleeting
impression that we have seized control — not of the seasons but
of our response to them." The opportunity is created to choose
something “new” or different, to reflect or be/do something out
of the ordinary.

The author goes on to share her remembrance of a quote by
D.H. Lawrence: "We must get back into relation: vivid and
nourishing relation to the cosmos and the universe…. We must
once more practice the ritual of dawn and noon and sunset,
the ritual of kindling fire, pouring water, the ritual of the first
breath and the last.”



Invitations to Connection

 
 

This is the feeling of hygge — relation,
connection epitomized by the comfort and
joy of sharing and being with, not just our
families and friends and pets, but the
cosmos and the universe, the dawn and the
sunset, the forest, the trees, plants and
animals, the water, soil and air, the essence
of nature as our primary and primal nurturer.
In slowing down and reflecting, connecting
with those we love, giving of ourselves, and
spending time with the natural world that
swaddles us and provides all we need to live
— food, shelter, warmth, beauty, and more —
we are invited to experience the essence of
hygge. Nature itself is hugging us, all of the
time, if we tune into it.

 
Find/create your own hygge: Learn more about the
concept and discover hygge in nature by noticing a bird,
bug or other critter, wonder about what its life might be
like, call someone and ask them if they ever
wondered……??????

Meditate or reflect on the season and/or the new year: Is it
time to end or to start something? What do you like about
the winter season? Do you find any correlation between
the seasons and what is happening in your life? Add a little
hygge — a cuppa with your favorite tea and quiet time to
transfer thoughts to paper, words or drawings or photos,
or create something reflective of what is on your mind.

Discover, explore, or go somewhere you have not been in
your community/neighborhood: Meet someone new, meet
a tree, take a walking tour, walk a new trail, meet a friend
for coffee at the new place down the street, drive a
different route home…… You get the idea, step out of the
routine and see what new things can be seen.
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