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Abstract 

In "The Solace of Open Spaces," Gretel Ehrlich skillfully creates a narrative that captures how our embodied 

perception influences our understanding of the natural world. Through vibrant descriptions and deep 

reflections, Ehrlich encourages readers to view the landscapes of Wyoming not just as distant sceneries but as 

active entities that provoke various sensory experiences and emotions. The author employs lush imagery and 

expressive language to illustrate the relationship between the expansiveness of open spaces and personal 

responses, highlighting the interconnection between human experience and the environment. This examination 

of space surpasses mere physical dimensions, exploring the psychological and emotional aspects of perception, 

where sight, sound, smell, and touch collaborate to create a comprehensive understanding of place. Ehrlich’s 

focus on sensory experiences—like the sun’s warmth on one’s skin or the wind’s chill—emphasizes the 

significance of personal experience in shaping our connection to the surrounding world. By conveying the 

subtleties of these sensory encounters, the author expresses a deep sense of solace found within the vast 

openness, indicating that our embodied perceptions are not merely passive observations but active interactions 

that enhance our appreciation of space. Ehrlich’s work prompts readers to rethink their perceptions and 

relationships with their diverse environments, stressing the outdoors's transformative nature in cultivating a 

sense of belonging and peace in a frequently tumultuous world. 

Keywords: embodied perception, sensory experience, landscape, solace, interconnectedness, nature, identity, 

emotional resilience. 

I. Introduction 

In ‘The Solace of Open Spaces’ (1985), Gretel 

Ehrlich presents her autobiographical account, 

detailing her encounter with grief against the 

backdrop of Wyoming's vast open plains. The 

author blends sensory experiences with her 

thoughts on the Wyoming landscape, highlighting 

its profound influence on her healing journey after 

a significant loss. This piece goes beyond simple 

memoir writing, evolving into a poetic reflection 

honouring the natural environment's beauty and 

strength. By employing striking sensory imagery, 

Ehrlich engages readers in the wide and rugged 

landscapes of Wyoming, illustrating how these 

experiences deepen one’s understanding of life, 

solitude, and the essential bond with nature. 

 

 

II. Theory of Embodied Perception  

Embodied perception contests the conventional 

notion that perception is merely a cognitive process 

disconnected from the body. It focuses on exploring 

experiences through firsthand encounters and 

deliberately setting aside cultural prejudices to 

analyze phenomena as they are genuinely 

experienced in daily life. Embodied perception 

represents how we instinctively shape and 

comprehend the world through our sensory 

encounters and physical presence. In the 20th 

century, key phenomenologists such as Husserl and 

Heidegger significantly influenced the 

understanding of sensory perception, indicating 

that aspects like seeing, hearing, or touching are 

not just subjects for analysis in an individual's 

experience, but also encompass experiences 

related to emotion, memory, cognition, or 

imagination. For instance, the aromas of a forest, 
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the feel of a riverbank's textures, and the sounds of 

nature all contribute to a holistic experience of the 

environment, intricately tied to our physical 

existence. This viewpoint challenges the perception 

of nature as a mere backdrop to human activities, 

prompting us to recognize the presence and impact 

of non-human lived experiences. 

III. Overview of the text 

In ‘The Solace of Open Spaces’ (1985), Gretel 

Ehrlich presents a deeply personal autobiographical 

narrative that explores her emotional journey 

through grief against the backdrop of Wyoming's 

vast and awe-inspiring landscapes. The text 

intricately weaves together her sensory 

experiences with profound reflections on the 

diverse elements of the Wyoming terrain. Ehrlich’s 

vivid descriptions bring to life the expansive plains, 

towering mountains, and rugged features of the 

land, all of which play a significant role in her 

process of healing after a significant loss. 

The author’s journey is not just a recounting of 

personal sorrow; it evolves into a lyrical meditation 

that highlights the beauty and resilience of the 

natural world. As readers navigate through Ehrlich’s 

experiences, they are enveloped in rich sensory 

imagery that evokes the sights, sounds, and even 

scents of the wilderness. Each passage invites the 

audience to witness how the stark beauty of 

Wyoming’s landscape mirrors her internal struggle 

and ultimately aids in her emotional recovery. 

Through the interplay of her memories and the 

environment, Ehrlich illustrates how her 

experiences in nature help her grapple with feelings 

of solitude and pain. The work transcends the 

boundaries of conventional memoirs, emerging as 

a reflective exploration that celebrates not only 

personal loss but also the transformative power of 

nature. In doing so, she invites readers to cultivate 

a deeper understanding of life, the acceptance of 

solitude, and the profound connections that bind 

humans to the natural world around them through 

the lens of embodied perception which 

encompasses ‘sensory engagement’ and 

‘kinesthetic awareness’, and  ‘embodied cognition’. 

IV. Sensory Engagement 

Gretel Ehrlich's immersive sensory experience is a 

key aspect that deepens the narrative and 

enhances the link to Wyoming's environment. The 

author vividly illustrates the expansive landscapes 

of Wyoming as seen through her imagination. She 

has artfully captured the immense openness of the 

plains, the wild beauty of the mountains, and the 

changing colours of the sky, allowing readers to feel 

the awe and perceive Wyoming from the 

perspective of the narrator. 

V. Textures of the Environment 

The shift from city life to the wide-open spaces of 

Wyoming brings a significant sensory difference 

that profoundly influences emotional experiences. 

The description notes the “chillingly sharp” nature 

of the silence, which heightens awareness and 

enhances observations of the environment. This 

profound stillness acts both as a canvas and a 

reflection, illustrating the connection between 

one's inner feelings and the vastness of nature, 

facilitating a deep examination of emotions within 

the grandeur of the new setting. 

The author emphasizes the idea that all aspects of 

nature consistently urge us to embrace our true 

selves, showcasing how sensory encounters with 

the natural environment promote self-exploration 

and healing. The vivid imagery of days unrolling 

"enveloped in their melody" captures the deep 

emotional responses prompted by nature, 

highlighting its function as a trigger for reflection 

and personal development. 

VI. Kinesthetic Awareness 

Kinesthetic perception refers to a person's ability to 

sense and understand their body's movements and 

its position in space, closely tied to human 

experience and the environment. By enhancing this 

bodily awareness, kinesthetic perception allows 

individuals to engage with their surroundings more 

directly and instinctively. This increased sensitivity 

fosters a connection to the natural world, as people 

come to realize that their actions are part of a 

broader ecological framework. As a result, 

kinesthetic perception can serve as a bridge to 

grasping the experiential elements of 

environmental awareness, leading to a greater 

appreciation for the intricate interaction between 

the body and its surroundings. Ultimately, 

kinesthetic perception enriches the discussion of 

eco-phenomenology by offering a concrete, 
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personal experience that supports the notion that 

understanding one's role within the ecosystem 

begins with the sensory perceptions of the body. 

VII. Nature as a Multi-sensory Experience 

In "The Solace of Open Spaces," Gretel Ehrlich 

explores the idea of kinesthetic awareness, which 

refers to an understanding of one’s body 

movements and position in the environment. The 

author's encounters with the vast landscapes of 

Wyoming significantly influence this awareness. 

Ehrlich describes the physical elements of ranch 

work, including horseback riding, fence repairing, 

and cattle herding. She often reflects on how her 

bodily experiences in the natural world—like the 

rhythm of horseback riding or the feeling of the 

wind—impact her emotional and mental well-

being. 

VIII. Embodied Cognition 

Embodied cognition is a theoretical framework 

within cognitive science that emphasizes the 

impact of the body on the mind and its processes. 

This concept posits that cognitive functions are 

intricately connected to the body's interactions 

with its environment. It suggests that the brain 

operates as part of a dynamic system that 

integrates sensory experiences, physical actions, 

and contextual realities. It offers further insights 

into the human thought process, encouraging 

recognition of the intricate interplay between the 

mind, body, and environment. Adopting an 

embodied perspective uncovers the profound 

relationship between cognitive abilities and the 

surroundings in which individuals exist, promoting 

a more cohesive approach to examining human 

experiences in a complex, interrelated world. 

IX. Exploration of Perception and Environment 

In Ehrlich’s profound observations and insights 

from the book ‘The Solace of Open Spaces,’ the 

author reflects on their experiences while working 

on a ranch. This journey compels them to explore 

the reciprocal relationship between humans and 

the natural world. The way the author perceives 

their surroundings is intricately shaped by the 

physical presence and behaviours of animals, which 

in turn influences their thoughts and emotions. By 

the quote  

“Animals give us their constant, unjaded faces and 

we burden them with our  bodies and civilized 

ordeals” (62) 

Ehrlich contends that animals are inherently 

straightforward and honest in their expressions and 

behaviours, remaining largely unaffected by social 

pressures or expectations. In contrast, humans 

impose complications and challenges on other 

creatures. This is evident in the ways we tame 

animals, utilize them for labour, and project our 

own needs and emotions onto them. The 

challenges and complexities that arise from human 

civilization are referred to as "civilized ordeals," and 

these often have an impact on the animals for 

whom we are responsible. 

X. Conclusion  

In the relationship between humans and the 

natural world, it becomes evident that our 

environment is intricately linked to our very 

existence. A careful examination of Gretel Ehrlich's 

writing in "The Solace of Open Spaces" reveals how 

her narratives resonate with the concept of lived 

perception. Ehrlich emphasizes that physical 

encounters with the environment shape our 

understanding and connection to the world around 

us. In ‘The Solace of Open Spaces,’ Ehrlich 

contemplates the expansive Wyoming landscape, 

demonstrating how such open environments can 

inspire a profound sense of belonging and clarity. 

This perspective aligns with the belief that natural 

surroundings enhance sensory awareness, 

fostering a deeper connection with the Earth. 

Through evocative imagery and heartfelt 

storytelling, the author highlights the subtle cues in 

nature that often go unobserved yet significantly 

impact our emotional well-being. In ‘The Solace of 

Open Spaces,’ Ehrlich contemplates the expansive 

Wyoming landscape, demonstrating how such open 

environments can inspire a profound sense of 

belonging and clarity. This perspective aligns with 

the belief that natural surroundings enhance 

sensory awareness, fostering a deeper connection 

with the Earth. Through evocative imagery and 

heartfelt storytelling, the author highlights the 

subtle cues in nature that often go unobserved yet 

significantly impact our emotional well-being. 
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