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O N AUGUST 6, 1988, I ARRIVED with shaky 
knees at the airport in Madrid—unable 

to speak Spanish and feeling that I had just jumped 
off a cliff, not knowing what was at the bottom, or 
if there was a bottom at all. I had the address of a 
youth hostel in my notebook, in case the one person 
from whom I had received a letter about the project 
was not in Madrid at the time. She had not answered 
her phone when I had called continuously from New 
York. My hands shook on the handle of the airport 
cart as I wheeled my backpack, heavy with tools, cam-
era, notebook, and one change of clothes, toward a 
telephone. I fumbled with the foreign coins and wait-
ed as I held the receiver to my ear. Ring. Ring. Ring. 
Ring. My heart pounded.

“Hola.” A warm female voice rang out at the other 
end.

“Hola, is this Geraldyne?”
“Vijali, is that you? We were giving a workshop in 

southern Spain where there was no phone. We drove 
all night to be back in Madrid when you arrived. 
Come right over.”

My knees stopped shaking and I loosened my grip 
on the cart to wipe sweaty hands on my skirt. A friend 
in the United States had given me Geraldyne’s address 
after she had read a description of her conservation 
work in a New Age journal.

I spent a few days in beautiful Madrid with its 
Spanish style tile roofs and courtyards filled with 
potted flowers. I suffered painful eye irritation from 
the air polluted by car exhaust, but I saturated myself 
with the majesty and strength of the Goyas and El 

Grecos in the Prado Museum. Then, as Geraldyne 
and her companion, Marysol, suggested, I traveled 
to the site and community that Geraldyne thought 
was right for the World Wheel event in the mountains 
outside of Lorca in southern Spain.

I arrived at an abandoned forester’s house isolated 
on a pine-covered range. Cathedral-like sandstone 
outcroppings eroded into swirling caves punctured 
the mountain crest. This would be my home for the 
next two months, but nothing would come easily.

Two men and one woman had been living there 
for a month developing a community on land given 
to them by the government—twenty-five square miles 
to be restored through the planting of trees. The 
Spanish earth was drying, and trees and plants were 
disappearing along with the animals. In the air there 
was a sense of urgency to turn this around and bring 
life back to the earth of Spain. Another person joined 
us, and we became five people plus a guest or two.

We lived and worked together, planting trees and 
repairing the house. We cleaned out rooms that had 
formerly housed animals to use as bedrooms. The 
house had no facilities, so we cooked in the fireplace, 
relieved ourselves in a hole in the ground, and 
bathed and washed dishes outside where we drew 
water with a rope and bucket from a holding tank. I 
loved it. I had my first taste of Spanish cooking over 
the fire, paella, and Spanish wine, now my favorite 
of wines. 

Joaquin, a weaver, brought with him a large loom, 
which filled one of the rooms in the forester’s house. 
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He had building experience, and started taking carv-
ing lessons from me as I worked on sculptures in 
our spare time. At thirty-five, he was six feet tall with 
a head of curly hair, the long limbed body of an El 
Greco painting, and the grace of a dancer. His par-
ents had insisted that he go to trade school after 
high school to learn electrical wiring instead of to art 
school as he had wanted. Then, after eight years in the 
military, he decided to change his life. For the next 
eight years he lived in the mountains and worked the 
land, and during four of those years he herded fifty 
goats. He knew the earth, and he knew how to weave. 
As an added bonus, he was skilled at the art of cook-
ing in the style of southern Spain. 

It is hot! I wrote in my journal. The light is a different 
light than I have ever experienced. It is white, reflecting from 
the white limestone of the parched earth and the stone houses 
painted white. The hot, dry breath of the afternoon makes 
everything stand still. I now appreciate the Spanish house with 
its thick walls and tiny windows. You can make it dark inside 
on these glaring afternoons. This California girl never thought 
she would like tiny windows. But centuries of life on this tierra 
has formed the perfect house for this land and climate. It is 
cool and calming inside—just right for an afternoon siesta.

In the early mornings I rose ahead of the sun and 
hiked the mountain before the heat of the day set 
in. The smell of pine and earth greeted me. On the 
highest peak I discovered a wall of giant stones. This 
would be the site of the next World Wheel sculpture 
and performance. It was so silent, unlike the silence 
of Boney Mountain which was always punctuated by 
the sound of airplanes. I heard not one plane in my 
two-months’ stay.

But the sounds in the house! The place was mad 
with emotions and incompatibilities. The two men 
had personality conflicts from before I arrived and 
there had even been one incident of violence. The 
woman in charge bristled at my presence, and refused 
to tell the authorities in Lorca that I would be creat-
ing a sculpture on the land.

“I will only get permission,” she said, “when the 
community is running smoothly and we have the 
work on the buildings completed.”

So, in an effort to create some sense of harmony 
and cooperation, I drew us together in council 

meetings, gave yoga classes, acupressure treatments, 
taught sculpture, and suggested we meditate together 
regularly. But my efforts only fed her insecurity and 
jealousy. She read my astrological chart. She analyzed 
my every move and word. The negativity and daily 
fights between the two men continued.

I felt lost without the support of real friends. 
One night, feeling misunderstood and isolated, I 
slept beneath the stars with a pine tree by my side. 
I closed my eyes with a prayer on my lips. How was 
I to live out my own vision of unity—not on an iso-
lated mountain top as I had done previously, but in 
the midst of everyday conflicts? I felt the support of 
the earth against my back and thighs. The fragrance 
of the pine tree suggested incense in a vast cathedral 
whose vaulted ceiling was the sky painted with the 
beginnings of creation. Night sounds murmured—
choruses of crickets and distant wolves. Then some-
thing very gentle touched my lips. I opened my eyes 
as a bat darted away into the black night, leaving my 
parted lips tingling with its kiss.

I left to give a presentation at a New Age conference 
in Madrid. Such meetings were a rare occurrence 
in those days. When I returned to the community, 
I waited outside Lorca on the road going into the 
mountains with my thumb in the air. No public 
transportation extended into the mountains. Car after 
car passed, packed with families, children peering out 
the windows, but I saw no women driving. Finally 
a car stopped, driven by a single man. I thought of 
the great hospitality extended to me from the local 
farmers and residents and I got in.

We drove for a while, until he leaned over 
abruptly and grabbed my breast. I yelled at him and 
pressed against the door to keep my distance. Then 
he unzipped his pants and pulled out his penis. I 
screamed for him to stop the car as he grabbed my 
throat. I pushed him off, opened the front door 
to throw my backpack out of the moving car, and 
jumped. When I saw him stop the vehicle, I left my bag 
and ran. My legs responded like rubber and I stum-
bled down the embankment as fast as I could go, trip-
ping over logs and my own feet. When I finally turned 
around, I saw him head for his car and drive off.
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I wobbled back to the road and was grateful to see 
my backpack still there. There were no telephones at 
our forest retreat and no transportation, so I drew on 
my courage and put my thumb out again, but only 
for cars with families. At last one stopped with just 
enough room for one person to squeeze into the back 
seat between passengers. The driver tied my backpack 
to a rack on top and I climbed in and sat in the back 
with two elderly men.

After forty minutes, they stopped and left me 
where the quarry trucks could pick me up. I had spo-
ken to the truck drivers before and felt comfortable 
riding with them to the quarry. From there I could 
walk the remainder of the way.

The first truck that came along slowed down. 
“Hey, do you need a ride?” the driver shouted over 
the noise of the engine. Relief flooded my body when 
I saw it was one of the drivers from the quarry.

“I sure do!” I almost yelled. I hopped in, and 
instead of just driving to the quarry, in half an hour 
we were at the forestry house. I jumped out and shook 
his hand in gratitude.

I walked in the front door to find the group in the 
midst of a horrendous fight. Joaquin, always fiery in 
temperament, had his hands around Juan’s throat. 
My arrival broke up the fight, but they continued to 
glare at each other. “Vijali,” they all spoke simultane-
ously, “we have decided to disband the community.”

“What will you do?” I asked.
“Each person will return to his former life, with 

the exception of me,” the woman said. “I will stay on 
by myself.”

We busied ourselves packing and cleaning up our 
rooms. I felt very relieved as I stuffed my clothes, jour-
nal, books, and tools into my backpack. Juan came to 
my room and gave me a goodbye hug.

New friends from the conference in Madrid had 
invited me to another mountain in the Alicante 
area by the Mediterranean Sea. Now I was free to 
accept their offer. Joaquin decided to go with me to 
the next site and continue his apprenticeship as a 
sculptor. Luckily, a friend of Joaquin’s arrived in his 
car. The crunch of its tires on the gravel was music 
to my ears. We both stayed at the friend’s house 

while I located a car to buy, an old Citroën for one 
hundred dollars.

The new site was different altogether. As soon as 
we arrived, my body relaxed and my breath came easi-
er. Centuries ago, the Moors had inhabited this land, a 
thriving work community. They had built terraces and 
vineyards and small stone cottages for shepherds and 
laborers. Each house had rooms for goats and don-
keys, so that families and animals lived together. But 
blight had spread through the vineyards and, after a 
failed attempt at fruit orchards, the community had 
dispersed, leaving the stone houses to crumble into 
the semi-ruins they are today. The valley descended 
straight to the Mediterranean, about a twenty minute 
walk away, and meandering streams culminated in 
dramatic waterfalls on their way to the sea.

The owner of the land, Jan Semmel, a Madrid 
artist and writer I had met at the conference, gave 
Joaquin and me one of the small stone houses in 
which to live. Moreover, trusting my relationship with 
the earth and stone, he gave me complete freedom 
to create as I liked, only viewing the sculptures two 
months later at the final ceremony. 

Joaquin and I cleared the land and dug the dirt 
away from around a large boulder in front of a stone 
wall in ruins behind the cottage. I saw the stone 
as the east point of an Earth Wheel. It looked like 
an eagle with outstretched wings flying out of the 
earth. To the west of this circle were two trees with a 
feeling of a passageway between them. I felt this was 

Vijali drawing Christina’s shadow for the sculpture image, 
Woman of Space Pregnant with Sun
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my own passageway into a new situation of joy and 
cooperation.

Eventually another person came to help—Christina 
Serrentino, an herbalist from the United States and an 
Italian beauty with a Mona Lisa presence. I had met 
her at the Seneca Reservation during the Women’s 
Council. When she first arrived in Spain, I couldn’t 
sleep for two nights—to have a woman friend to talk 
with in English!

I wrote in my journal, July 3, 1988:
Today is the day of Las Piedras, The Stones. The three 

of us disassembled the crumbling ends of the stone wall 
leaving the center portion intact where a large boulder was 
embedded. This stone reigns over the land like a Madonna in 
a cathedral. As shadows fell across its surface, I saw a woman 
rising from the stone, her arms upraised into the heavens. 
The north point of the Earth Wheel pointed toward her. 
Joaquin, who has disassembled ruins before, warned us that 
it would be hard work removing the many stones built into 
the thick wall, and, at the end of this first day, I understand 
too well what he meant. It will take two more days with 
three of us working in a line, handing stones from person to 
person. I have been relocating them in other forms as they 
come out of the wall, and already we have built a retaining 
wall to protect against erosion and have made a circle from 
the large stones completing the Earth Wheel. When the sun 
went behind the mountain, we finally stopped work. Our 
muscles and backs ached, and yet, as we walked back to the 
cottage, we joyfully collected red crystals we found mixed 
with the earth shining underfoot .

When we arrived at the cottage, we built a fire imme-
diately because the house is like a big refrigerator, built for 
summer use only. The wind comes in around the doors and 
windows, so we eat, study, write, and draw all huddled by 
the fire. The huddling is the best. On the personal level, this is 
what the World Wheel is about—developing a world family. 
Yes, I feel that today.

When the side walls of the ruin were completely disas-
sembled, we dug trenches for the four directions and 
a moon and sun shape in front of the woman-boul-
der in the wall. We filled the trenches with the white 
powdery mortar collected from between stones in the 
ruin, so that we used every part and discarded noth-
ing as unimportant. I showed Christina how to sculpt, 

and, together, we carved the symbols in the stones for 
the four directions. The environment itself seemed 
to tell us what to do. Day by day the project took its 
unique form.

For days I worked with the large stone in the center 
of our sacred wall and felt the spirit of the Moors still 
present in the valley. Woman of Space Pregnant with Sun 
emerged. Her thick thighs rose out of the earth, her 
belly grew pregnant with the sun, the condensed male 
energy. Her breasts were full and her arms rose to con-
tain the galaxies. Her head swelled on the end of a 
long slender neck. Her upper body symbolized the 
night sky with moon and her lower body represented 
daylight, supporting the sun.

Woman of Space Pregnant with Sun, Alicante, Spain
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Woman of Space Pregnant with Sun (detail)
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She had been growing within me ever since I had 
seen a photograph nine years ago of a cave painting in 
Africa. She grew further when I arrived in this area and 
saw cave paintings of the Indalo Man with upraised 
arms that meet as a rainbow. I had been looking for 
years for a stone that would contain her essence and 
here she was, already in the stone.

Early on New Year’s Day, Jan, the owner of the land, 
arrived with friends from Madrid. Six men and six 
women gathered for the ceremony. It was a joyous 
moment for me when they arrived. The number of 
people was as fulfilling to me as if there were six 
hundred. The atmosphere was luminous, unearthly. 
One by one I brought each person into the circle of 
the earth wheel, and smudged him or her with sage 
smoke and feather. The children of our guests stood 
at each of the four cardinal directions with branches 
from the sacred trees of the area, giving one to each 
person as they entered our sacred space and sat in 
a circle around the Earth Wheel. Earlier, we all had 
carved and painted a stick that nature had twisted 
into the shape of a serpent, and this became our talk-
ing stick.

I presented the questions that provided form to 
all these performances: What is our essence? What is our 
sickness? What can bring the world and us into harmony? 
The talking stick was passed around the circle. Each 
person held it until they were moved to speak from 
the honesty of their hearts. The feelings expressed 
can be summarized in two sentences: We are tied to 
our past in arrogance. We want to let go and jump into the 
future with a new freedom born of thought and action.

Afterwards, everyone commented on the light. It 
was as if the objects, indeed space itself, had begun to 
glow. Everyone experienced a sense of weightlessness, 
as if we were at some great altitude. People lingered in 
a semi-silence they hesitated to break.

Two of the participants, Juan and Maribelle, invit-
ed me to live in their second home, a desert cottage 
outside of Lorca, while I worked on a World Wheel 
newsletter. Their generosity provided me with time to 
connect with people in the next countries—Italy and 
Greece—and with old friends in our growing World  

Wheel family. While there, in gratitude for the silent 
space, I also completed twenty-five small alabaster 
sculptures representing the Viking runes and an envi-
ronmental sculpture for Juan and Maribelle’s cot-
tage. Joaquin came and assisted with the sculptures, 
creating three of his own. Since I had been unable 
to raise money for the projects in Italy and Greece, 
selling the small sculptures allowed me to continue 
the World Wheel.

 Juan came early each morning, and we would 
meditate and walk together over the desert floor, 
grown luxurious with spring flowers and blooming 
almond trees. The cottage sat in the center of a desert 
valley, surrounded by mountains. Juan, in his deter-
mination to carve a spiritual life for himself amidst 
business and family, had started building a Zen-like 
temple. He said he wanted the cottage to be a retreat 
for the World Wheel Family.

When the October Gallery in London invited me 
to present my work on the World Wheel, I decided 
that the project in Spain was complete. Joaquin drove 
me to Valencia where I would catch a bus to London. 
We stepped out of the car for only a few moments, 
but when we returned, half an hour before I was to 
take the bus to London, all my bags had been stolen. 
Camera and money, even my treasured eagle feath-
er that had belonged to Black Elk were gone. Most 
importantly, my writing, original slides, and photos 
had vanished—everything I needed for the presenta-
tion at the October Gallery. I was in shock, but I took 
the bus anyway, determined that my time had come 
to an end in Spain. I was ready to experience London. 
Again, I left, as I had left the States, with a feeling of 
jumping off a cliff into the unknown, not knowing 
where I was or how I would land.

I had been living at the October Gallery for a month  
in residences provided for visiting artists. The date of 
my presentation was drawing close when I received 
a call from Joaquin. He told me that a writer in 
Valencia had found my suitcase in a parking lot. The 
man lived in a tall building looking down on the lot, 
and for an entire day he had observed a bag sitting 
isolated and abandoned. When curiosity overcame 
him, he looked inside, and, realizing the importance 
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of the materials, had managed to track me down. 
Through Spanish addresses and telephone numbers 
in my journal, he had called a friend of Joaquin’s in 
Valencia, who called Joaquin. By the end of the week, 
the luggage was on its way to London via air. I had 
been sick all that week and had found it difficult 
to sleep, wondering how to present my talk without 
my treasured slides. Reluctantly, I had prepared 
myself to speak without them. The announcements 
were out, and people I ran into spoke of coming. I 
trembled with relief when I received the call from 
Joaquin that the baggage was on its way, but what 
was still in it?

With nervousness over a route I had never traveled 
before, I caught a bus to the central station and then 
transferred to another bus that took me to Heathrow 
Airport. After a little searching, I found the adminis-
trative office where my suitcase awaited me, tagged 

with my name. I held my breath as I opened my bag 
and felt around. Money, camera, and my eagle feathers 
were gone, but the irreplaceable address book, writing, 
and slides were intact. I could feel myself breathing 
almost normally again as I rode the bus back to the 
city. I arrived at the London gallery only fifteen min-
utes before my slide lecture was to begin. 

The Mediterranean earth and people, the richness and 
simplicity of each day, had infiltrated my blood. Some-
times I look upon the World Wheel with awe. It has a 
life of its own, each spoke infusing the environment, 
as well as my personal life, with its own particular fla-
vor. The time in Spain had not been a time of public 
performance or articles in magazines, but a personal 
initiation into a more direct relationship with the 
spirit of the earth and with people—for me and for 
each person who came into the Wheel’s orbit.
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IN 1964, I LEFT THE CONVENT and boarded a 
bus to Canada. I had chosen Ottawa because 

of John. The year before, while still in the convent, I 
had made a trip to Dallas to nurse my aging grand-
mother, and there I had met John, a Canadian stu-
dent from British Columbia. He was in Texas for a 
summer job, earning money to continue his studies 
toward a Ph.D. in Economics in Ottawa—but he also 
planned to go to Africa to help people in underde-
veloped countries. His idealism attracted me and I 
envied his opportunity to study. We corresponded 
while I waited in the convent for my Canadian Green 
Card. For an entire year we wrote of our great plans 
for the future and a mutual desire to hone our skills 
and be of service to the planet. The love between us 
grew and I dreamed of joining him in his studies and 
of our possible work in Africa. 

Three days on a Greyhound landed me on the 
Canadian border at midnight, my work permit in 
one hand and all my possessions in the other. But 
my possessions weren’t weighty enough. A beady-
eyed official invoked an obscure regulation: The alien 
must have two hundred dollars worth of “assets” in order to 
enter this country—no drifters allowed. I bundled myself 
up and sat through the cold night, not knowing what 
else to do. I would not turn back. Finally, after dawn, 
a second official took pity, or maybe just wearied 
of this quietly defiant bundle, and let me through 
customs. 

“All right, young lady,” he said, “we won’t detain 
you any longer—you can go on through. But be 
careful.” 

I leapt up, wanting to hug him, then found an 
early morning bus to Ottawa, John’s address clutched 
in my hand

I contacted John, and to save our pennies for our 
studies, we moved in together. I was with my very own 
boyfriend in his small, dingy city apartment. Right 
away I got a job at a life insurance office. My first pay-
check went to John for his university fees. At age twen-
ty-five, my first priority was to fall in love with John 
and finish losing my virginity. Although I had been 
with Swami for three years, he had never entered me, 
and because of our age difference, there was always 
a daughter/father feeling mixed with my love. I was 
more than eager to be with John, yet my first inter-
course hurt more than I could have imagined.

In only three weeks, with dizzying speed, I discov-
ered a whole new world. I found myself amid many 
foreign students—sons and daughters of government 
officials and ambassadors from Nigeria, Kenya, and 
Sierra Leone. I met their families and got involved 
with international politics and hopes for world peace. 
We were devastated by the assassination of John F. 
Kennedy and the death of Pandit Nehru, and elated 
that Martin Luther King, Jr., had been nominated for 
the Nobel Peace Prize.

What exuberance, what ecstatic abandon in experi-
encing this unwalled environment! Life force flooded 
inside and out—whoosh!—energy, energy everywhere. 
New sights, new sounds, new people, new places 
everywhere. I embraced each situation. I welcomed 
every challenge. Come on, whatever is out there! No 
difficulty could approach the contradictions and 

CHAPTER SIX

Into the World
Montreal, Canada

1964–1972

90% Bliss (detail)
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depression of the last three years of convent life. 
Then, one day, I arrived home from work to find no 
John, no note, and all his things gone. A week later, 
on a torn scrap of paper in an envelope, the words: “I 
am sorry, honey. On my way to Africa.”

Outwardly I showed little emotion. I must get 
on with life, I told myself. I won’t be tossed off like 
that torn scrap of paper! But aching memories of my 
mother filled me, so beautiful, seductively loving me, 
taking me to unknown places, and then disappearing 
without a word.

Meanwhile, the rent was overdue. I had already 
gone two days without eating when I came home 
from work to find the lock on my apartment changed 
and a note from the manager. I went to talk things 
over with him, but he summoned the police. I had to 
phone my new friends. Foreign students understood 
what it’s like to be stranded. One lent me money for 
the rent and a Rhodesian couple invited me to move 
in with them. 

Later, John asked me to come to Edinburgh to 
marry him. He had ended up there instead of Afri-
ca, working to finish his Ph.D. But I was already 
married—to Shiva, the unmanifest, the eternal, the 

companion who doesn’t take the rent money and dis-
appear without explanation. Also, in the brief time I’d 
spent with John, I’d seen no way to share my inner life 
with him. I had continued my habitual meditation 
schedule alone. But something in John was ignited—
years later he went to Swami Prabhavananda for initi-
ation and even spent a year as a monk in the Vedanta 
Society’s monastery.

I decided to go full-speed ahead with my educa-
tion in art. After only a couple of months at the life 
insurance office, I already had trouble keeping an 
attentive eye on the never-ending whirligig of mean-
ingless paper. I jumped at a chance to work on a 
forthcoming publication for the National Research 
Council, where I would interview various scientists 
and make silkscreen and pen-and-ink illustrations of 
their discoveries and theories. 

A few painting commissions brought in some 
money, enough to relocate to Montreal and enroll 
in an art program at Sir George Williams College, 
which I learned had the best art department in Can-
ada. I worked days and attended evening classes. For 
a California girl, the winters were dreadful—some-
times fifty degrees below zero—but by the next year 
I had a scholarship and could study without hin-
drance.

I maintained correspondence with one of the 
young Vedanta nuns, Mangala, with whom I had 
enjoyed exchanging ideas. She kept me informed of 
the details of the convent, and we continued the con-
versations we had started when I was there.

I don’t remember my father ever writing, although 
I think he must have. I have no memory of any con-
tact with him except for a phone call about my 
mother. He said that she had had a craniotomy—an 
exploration of the brain in which the skull is opened 
up. Evidently the doctors felt nothing could be done 
about the brain tumor she had developed and closed 
the skull again. She died shortly afterward. 

“Honey,” my father said simply, “your mother has 
passed away.” 

I stayed in my room and wept. Then I went 
down the street to a florist and ordered two dozen 
roses sent to the convent and given to Sarada Devi, 
Ramakrishna’s spouse, for our little shrine. I called 

Ghosts from the Past
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the hospital wanting to know whether it had been a 
fast- or slow-growing tumor, if it had been malignant, 
and the details about her life and her death. But the 
state mental hospital would tell me nothing.

I received letters from Swami regularly. Occasion-
ally, I would send him a little something. For his birth-
day I sent him twenty-five dollars—I had hardly any 
money, but I wanted to do it. He wrote back honoring 
my gesture, “It is like someone else sending me five 
hundred dollars.” In one letter he wrote: “We all miss 
you. My heart sometimes weeps for you. Whatever is 
the will of the Divine Mother, my only prayer is that 
She may always keep you under Her protection. With 
much love, Yours in Sri Ramakrishna, Swami.”

In the first year of college, I took mostly general 
courses: composition, literature, anthropology, sci-
ence. In the second year, I added the arts. I found that 
only my literature teacher encouraged us to question, 
marvel, speculate, experience. I still remember her 
insights. Why weren’t more students and teachers 
interested in the whys and hows of life? Maybe my 
head needed this “headucation,” but I felt out of sorts, 
unsatisfied. And the approach to art was to imitate 
the work of the famous professor who had shown in 
all the important places—New York, Paris, Rome, Lon-
don, Buenos Aires. No instructor mentioned medita-
tion or insight or nature as sources of inspiration for 
artwork. Gradually it became clear to me that my rea-
sons for becoming an artist were different from these 
other people, students and teachers alike.

Toward the end of my third year, after a long winter 
and with the snow melted, bright blue light suddenly 
pierced dark, overcast skies. Knife-sharp, ice-forming 
winds transformed into soothing breezes. Spring at 
last! My enthusiasm for life returned, but my longing 
for total openness, embracing whatever came, wasn’t 
working out so well in practice. 

I remembered Swami’s words, “The sexual act 
itself is not harmful to spiritual life. It is the compli-
cations arising from the involvement that distract 
you from your path.” In the convent with Swami, I 
intuitively understood the fusion of spirituality and 
sexuality, even though I didn’t experience my sexual-
ity fully. Now my sexuality was developing, but was I 

any closer to integration? Not yet, but I knew I was 
born to find it.

The college year ended. It was 1967, and I read in 
the paper that Christopher Isherwood’s A Meeting by 
the River had been published. My mind went back to 
the convent. I wanted to head west. I also read that 
Dr. Christian Barnard had performed the world’s first 
human heart transplant operation. Yes, I thought, I 
need a heart transplant badly. I would go to Califor-
nia for the summer. For three years I had been away, 
living the worldly life. I would head back to my old 
environment to see if I could integrate my old life 
with what I had learned. 

I planned to return to an educational environ-
ment after the summer break. Since I wasn’t getting 
what I wanted out of my present university, I had 
looked into other colleges. After winters in Canada, I 
dreamed of the sun in Mexico, the Instituto Allende 
in San Miguel was a school with a good reputation. I 
decided to investigate after my visit with my convent 
family. 

I set off hitchhiking from Montreal through the 
maple woods of Vermont, the monuments of Man-
hattan, and further south into gentler accents and 
faces, then westward over the Rockies and across end-
less spaces and wide-open vistas to California, where I 
ate my first good enchiladas in three years.

One day, while visiting my old friends at the 
convent, Prabha and Mangala said, “We want you to 
meet an artist who lives down the street.” And so, 
on the temple steps after the Sunday lecture, they 
introduced me to Dale Clark, a small rugged man 
with thick graying hair and dancing blue eyes. His 
skin was lined and tanned from living on his sixty-
foot boat. The nuns piqued my interest by telling me 
that he had built the boat himself, and had cruised 
for nearly a decade between Terminal Island off San 
Diego, California and Puerto Vallarta, Mexico.

Dale walked me down the road to his property 
on a street just below the convent grounds. On this 
two-acre piece of land studded with boulders and 
chaparral, with a perennial stream running through, 
Dale was building a studio. Constructed of Mexican 
adobe bricks, it had a high ceiling with thick wooden 
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beams and Mexican Saltillo tiles on the floor. He had 
equipped the space with foundry, kiln, smelter, heliarc 
welder, and carpentry tools.

Dale showed me a little cabin with a wooden deck 
hanging out over the stream. We stood together on 
the deck, the water splashing and murmuring below 
us as it lapped over stones and pushed through fallen 
trees. Looking up, I saw the same Santa Ynez Moun-
tains I had watched through my ten years of convent 
life. In the other direction, the Santa Barbara Channel 
Islands rose from the ocean. Dale walked me back to 
the entrance of the convent property.

As I said goodbye, he asked, “When can I see you 
again?”

“Soon,” I said.
Over dessert, during a dinner date a week later, he 

again asked, “When can I see you?”
Ten days later, at the end of our third date, he said, 

“Vijali, will you marry me?”

I had already planned a trip to Mexico to explore the 
possibility of attending art school in San Miguel; we 
decided that Dale would join me. We would get mar-
ried in Mexico and make the trip our honeymoon.

Every so often, as Dale drove, he chanted, “I love 
thee, I love thee.”

I did not know if he addressed me or God, and I 
did not care. But as the miles passed and I had time 
to think, I wondered why I had said yes. I reassured 
myself: he could provide the spiritual and creative 
companionship I craved. I also wanted to complete 
my education, a frustration I carried from my con-
vent days when I was not allowed to go to college. He 
assured me that he had no problem with my continu-
ing studies.

At the border, a man shoved a card through the 
window while the officer checked us. The card read 
Marriage License and provided an address. Dale and I 
looked at each other: “Why not?”

We passed through customs, parked behind the 
customs building and followed the man to a tiny 
closet of a room in the back of a nearby shack. “Do 
you take theese woooman to be your lawful wedded 
wife?”

“I do.”

“Do you take theese man to be your lawful wed-
ded hus-ban?”

“I do.”
“Now it ees time for da reeng.”
Dale and I burst out laughing. It was two a.m. and 

a ring was the last thing we had on our minds. As we 
paid the twenty-five dollars, Dale asked, “But where 
is the witness?”

“Oh, my friend will sign in the morning. He is 
asleep right now.”

We flew to Mazatlan and rented a room in a motel 
overlooking the bay where we immediately fell asleep 
on the twin beds. Half an hour later, I woke myself up 
with a blood-chilling scream.

Dale leapt off his bed and rushed over to me. 
“What is it, honey?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you. I sometimes wake up in 
a panic, screaming.”

He gave me a funny look.
“It started when I was in my late teens at the 

convent. I’m so sorry—there are so many things we 
haven’t had a chance to tell each other.”

This at least got us into a bed together, and we 
made love for the first time.

When Dale and I returned from our month-long 
honeymoon in Mexico, I met his two teenaged sons—
Danny and Gregy, fifteen and sixteen years old. They 
would live with us, along with his eighteen-year-old 
daughter, Serena, whom I had already met at a Tem-
ple lecture. Dale’s youngest daughter, nine-year-old 
Lori, lived with her mother in San Diego, and she 
would visit on her vacations.

The boys teased me, and Serena would not come 
home from school in the afternoons. She had been 
the mistress of the house for the last few years, and 
I was closer to her age then I was to Dale’s. I could 
see that she was in a struggle to find her relationship 
with me so I went out of my way to talk with her. 
“You look hungry as an owl, Serena. What would you 
like for supper?” 

“Spaghetti,” Serena and Danny shouted. “Spa-
ghetti,” Gregy chimed in.

“It will be ready in half an hour,” I promptly 
assured them.
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“We’ll be back in half an hour, Turkey Legs,” the 
boys said with a twinkle in their eyes as they ran out 
the door, pushing each other down the steps.

Serena slumped down in a chair as I began 
cooking. “I love that ceramic plate you made. How 
did you cut into the surface to get the design?,” I 
prompted her. 

Her eyes lit up, “Oh, that’s my secret.”

We never received our marriage license from Mexico,  
but two months later we had a civil ceremony in the 
Santa Barbara courthouse. My correct convent lan-
guage was broadened in the coming year, and I learned 
not to take myself too seriously. I jumped right into 
cooking three meals a day, cleaning, doing the laun-
dry, and assisting Dale with his fight against time on 
an architectural sculpture commission. 

We worked together to cast aluminum shapes and 
fit them together to form a magnificent tower symbol-
izing Mt. Sinai for the Beth El Synagogue in Arizona. 
The tower rotated on ball bearings with the push of 
a hand to face east, and aluminum doors opened to 
expose the Torah. We rented some land near the ocean 
and erected a large furnace and crucible. We used the 
lost styrofoam technique of casting, which is a mod-
ern version of the traditional lost wax method in 
which molten metal is poured into a plaster cast that 
surrounds an image made in wax. The wax burns out 
and the metal fills the cavity. In this technique, the 
heat burns out the styrofoam that is buried in sand, 
and the sand holds the shape of the sculpture. At the 
same time, I made small castings of my own sculp-
tures, and created a mural for the Carousel restaurant 
in Phoenix.

In my early years of painting, I had grown frus-
trated with the flat surface of the canvas and had 
experimented with all kinds of extenders in paint 
and glued-on materials to give more texture and 
dimension to a surface. Now, with access to Dale’s 
studio-shop, I developed a new medium—a marble 
composition that consisted of ground marble and 
other fillers mixed in a polyester resin that hardened 
chemically. I chiseled, ground, polished, and painted 
forms made of this material. The acrylic paint bonded 
permanently to the surface and enabled me to produce 

work that was an amalgam of painting and sculpture, 
and which allowed me to make large murals that had 
texture and dimension.

Dale and I took these sculptural paintings to the 
Renaissance Fair and other outdoor festivals and art 
exhibitions, and they sold well. When Dale saw that 
I made a good living from them, he began turning 
down commissions offered to him, saying he wanted 
a simpler life without deadlines.

At that time, he was in the midst of five lawsuits 
brought by workers he could not pay because he had 
underestimated his budget. He still owed money for 
the land we lived on, and our studio home was unfin-
ished. He was thousands of dollars in debt, and he 
wanted a change in his work. By supporting him and 
the children with the sales of my artwork, I was able 
to give him time and space to experiment and make 
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that change. So we worked together to find outlets 
for my work, and, eventually, with Dale’s support of 
my work, I paid off all his debts. Friends remarked 
that we were the ideal couple, able to meditate, create, 
and live together in the beautiful mountain home we 
eventually finished together.

If on the surface we looked more compatible than we 
actually were, in one area everything clicked: sexually. 
We had read about a tantric practice in a book given 
to us by a friend. One afternoon when no one was in 
the studio, we went to the cabin over the creek and 
took the positions we had heard about. We lay on 

The Great Mother
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our sides intertwined, and for four hours kept each 
other close to climax, but never actually climaxed. 
We parted deeply satisfied, and continued our work. 
For days afterwards we both experienced heightened 
energy and clear minds unlike anything we had ever 
experienced before. We resolved our creative problems 
easily and remained calm. 

But another problem remained unsolved. I tried 
to enroll at the University of California in Santa Bar-
bara, to fulfill the desire I had when we first married. 
But Dale had changed his tune. “How can you go? We 
have to make money.”

I audited classes and took extension courses, but 
I did not attend university full time. By the second 
year, I had sole responsibility for our income, and any 
study was out of the question. I had no time to read a 
book or to make a friend outside of the working and 
selling environment.

In addition to earning our living, I did all the 
cooking and household chores, and kept the house-
hold running smoothly. It never occurred to Dale to 
make a cup of tea or to pick up a dishtowel and dry 
a dish. Nor did it occur to me to ask or tell him to. 
I simply fell into bed each night exhausted. We had 
been married for three years, and I longed to create 
without pressure, to have time to meditate as we did 
in the beginning of our marriage, to take a walk, or to 
spend time with another person. I felt the way Dale 
had when we met—overwhelmed, wanting no more 
pressure, wishing someone else would carry some of 
the burden. But when I told him I wanted a shift in 
our marriage midway toward what I needed creatively 
and spiritually, Dale resisted.

For two years I lived like this, but during this period, 
I had a recurring dream that helped nourish my inner 

life. In this dream, a brown-skinned, motherly woman 
draped in white garments embraced me lovingly and 
enveloped me in her voluptuous body. I could feel 
her breath against my skin. I could feel the warmth 
of her body, and her heartbeat becoming one with 
mine. I drew and wrote about her in my journal, and 
I began to create large sculptural paintings of “Earth 
Mother,” as I called her.

One evening we went to a meditation at the home 
of two friends, and as I walked down their hallway, 
I found on the wall a photo of the woman of my 
dreams. I immediately asked our hostess, Markell 
Brooks, about the woman in the photograph.

“That is Anandamayi Ma, who lives in India,” 
Markell said. “She is one of the greatest saints of the 
twentieth century.”

I left the house with a handful of books about her. 
I gazed at Ma’s beauty in photographs I placed by our 
bed. I went to sleep and woke up with the image of 
her face before me. I had the feeling that if I went to 
India, I would not tear myself away from her.

My work had paid off the mortgage on the prop-
erty and I had taken care of Dale’s debts. Now I felt 
that my turn had come. Dale, however, fought more 
stubbornly to maintain our status quo. Nevertheless, 
I was determined. I did not know how I would get to 
India—I just knew I would. At the next art show, I sold 
the sculptural painting, Inner Space, for three thou-
sand dollars and earned another three thousand from 
selling smaller works—more than enough money for 
two people to go to India. The children were now on 
their own, except Lori, the youngest, who still lived 
with her mother, so I saw no reason not to go. After 
some initial resistance, I finally convinced Dale to 
join me, and within a month we flew to India to visit 
Anandamayi Ma’s ashram in Varanasi.
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I ARRIVED IN ITALY ON May 26, 1989, and fol-
lowed a friend’s sketchy directions to Etain 

Addey’s summer community, nestled in the Apen-
nine foothills between Perugia and the ancient town 
of Gubbio. This region of the Umbrian forest was at 
the time home to a number of “intentional families” 
and land-based cooperatives in which people pooled 
their resources, lived close to the earth, and practiced 
voluntary simplicity.

I had read about Etain’s commune, Pratale, a 
few months earlier in a magazine about alternative 
schooling. Pratale advertised itself as a place open to 
travelers from all over the world. People could drop 
by and stay a few days, weeks, or months while par-
ticipating in the activities of the farm. This interested 
me so I decided to visit. 

After a long trek by bus, train, and foot from Lon-
don, I found Etain’s rural location by asking neigh-
bors in the general vicinity for her whereabouts. She 
welcomed me as I wandered into her patio, hot and 
dusty after walking several miles from the end of the 
bus line. A plump woman in her mid-forties with 
brown hair and dark, soulful eyes, Etain stood about 
my height and spoke English with a distinct British 
accent. As she showed me around the premises, she 
introduced me to her partner, Martin Lanz, who was 
busy taking care of twenty Sardinian sheep. I also met 
their three children who were playing hooky from 
home schooling in the shade of a large oak tree. Etain 
scolded them for shirking their studies. 

The farm consisted of fifty acres of forest and 
rolling pasture in a green valley. A country road cut 

through fields surrounded by maple trees, oak, juni-
per, hornbeam, wild rose, and dogwood. After an 
earthquake in 1984, Etain and Martin had rebuilt 
their old farmhouse with stables, storerooms, a cel-
lar, and a workshop. The new house also contained 
several small bedrooms, each accommodating two 
people.   But on summer nights, everyone congregat-
ed on the central patio where we slept on mattresses 
under the stars.

Given the opportunity, country people in Italy 
often leave their farms and move to the city. In the 
1970s, however, a growing number of young city-
born Italians had done just the opposite. They had 
fled from urban sprawl and had taken up residence in 
abandoned farms and old half-ruined country hous-
es. Intelligent and well read, Etain had left her job in 
Rome and had joined this fledgling back-to-the-land 
movement. Calling themselves “New Peasants,” they 
prided themselves on not having a car, phone, freezer, 
or other electrical gadgets. 

“It is more laborious to walk, write, make our 
own entertainment, and do things from scratch,” 
Etain said, “but it’s simpler. Of course, sometimes 
it’s exhausting and frustrating. But most of the time, 
it feels good.”

To my delight, Etain had been researching the 
early rituals of the area and she told me about the 
Eugubbine Tablets, which comprise the most impor-
tant ritual text of local antiquity. Created approxi-
mately two centuries before Christ, they describe 
ancient ceremonies involving stone and geometric 
calculations.

World Wheel~Spoke Four
Umbrian Forest, Italy

1989

Rainbow Seeing 

CHAPTER SEVEN
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What I found most intriguing about the tablets 
was that they spoke of mathematical and spiritual 
configurations derived from the relationships between 
direction, stone, and the angle of mountains. The cen-
ter of this geomantic configuration became a place 
of observation. The tablets say: “The ceremony must 
begin with the observation of the birds.” A qualified 
person would sit in a central place and observe the 
flight of birds, noting which kind of birds flew by and 
their formation and trajectory as a flock, all of which 
were deemed an important message.

But the idea for several sculptures and a theatri-
cal ritual began to crystallize in my mind when Etain 
put into my hands The Descent of Inanna-Ishtar, a book 
describing the Sumerian myth of Inanna-Ishtar’s 
descent into the Underworld.

“In the beginning of time, Inanna visited the dark 
realm where her sister Ekreshkigal lived. As Inanna 
entered the first gate, hidden hands reached down and 
plucked a golden crown off her head. As she passed 

lips, they laid the food of life. Upon her cold heart, 
they sprinkled the water of life. . . . She arose, and 
returned to the land of the living, filling the hearts of 
her people with joy and amazement, for she had gone 
where none had gone before. Since the Paleolithic era, 
people in Mesopotamia have called upon Inanna for 
guidance when they confronted the travails of the 
unknown, their own progression through life and 
death, through time and eternity.”10

Toward the beginning of my stay in Pratale, I visited 
another commune comprised of about fifty people 
residing at the top of a mountain in the northern part 
of the Umbrian forest. I was thinking of involving 
other communities in the World Wheel project 
and this group sounded interesting to me. A friend 
of Etain’s drove me there through acres of thickly 
wooded landscape, followed by miles of washed-
out dirt track which was rarely, if ever, used. When 
we pulled up in the car, their founder, Mario, was 

Script and diagram from the Eugubbine Tablets

successive gates, other hands stripped her of every arti-
cle of clothing and every aspect of her identity until 
she no longer knew whether she was a man or woman. 
At the final portal she stood naked and trembling, 
her spirit completely humbled. She dissolved into the 
womb of the earth, into the womb of her dark sister, 
and only her body remained, left to shrivel on a meat 
hook. But winged spirits came to rescue her rotting 
corpse and she was miraculously reborn. Upon her 

milking a cow. An energetic man in his early forties, 
Mario had led this group and a number of other 
cooperatives in the Umbrian Forest for ten years. 
He visited each of these enclaves, giving advice and 
support while articulating the Confucian ideals he 
studied and strove to live by.

The young men and women who gravitated to 
Mario’s network thirsted for a sense of community. 
These urban refugees, mostly in their twenties, lived 
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self-sufficiently, buying only the salt and tobacco 
which they could not produce themselves. They had 
already delivered sixteen babies in this mountain 
enclave, and they seemed genuinely happy living 
without electricity, making their own music, and 
dancing in the evenings—a life they deemed in 
harmony with themselves and nature.

Angelo, a small, olive-skinned, balding man in his 
early forties, made a point of befriending me. An art-
ist, he kept an extensive journal of drawings and writ-
ings that delineated his philosophy. He was born a 
Catholic, but had pulled away from the church and 
the control of the Pope to find his own beliefs in com-
munity, love, and spiritual self-reliance. As we talked, 
I visualized him as one of the characters in the perfor-
mance. “Angelo,” I asked, “would you like to come to 
Pratale and become involved in the performance of 
the World Wheel?”

His face lit up, “I was just thinking the same 
thing when you were describing your work.” We 
parted with the idea that he would hitchhike down 
in a couple of weeks.

Back at Pratale, I settled into a routine. I rose in the 
early morning and strolled up a hill to feed the wean-
ing lambs, then made sheep’s cheese, swept the patio, 
cleaned bathrooms, and washed dishes. We were 
fifteen people in all, including the children. Others 
tended the orchards—plums, cherries, apricots, pears, 
peaches, persimmons, pomegranates, various nuts, 
and about a hundred olive trees. They also kept hors-
es, donkeys, and poultry on the farm.

In between chores, I wrote in my notebook and 
hiked the land where St. Francis had walked, refresh-
ing myself by drinking water from the stream on the 
far hill. “The earth feels alive under my feet as I think 
of him and of his relationship with the animals,” I 
observed in my diary. “It was in Gubbio that St. Fran-
cis tamed the wolf.”

But when several wolves had been spotted in 
the area a few weeks before my visit, local farmers 
had shot them on sight, causing some of the young 
people to protest the needless killing and the irony of 
killing wolves in the very place where St. Francis had 
protected them.

On June 4, shortly after this incident, we received 
news of the student massacre in Tiananmen Square 
in Beijing. I reflected with despair on the dark 
underworld of our times.

In mid-June, I found the site to use for the World 
Wheel: a deep hollow in the middle of the forest. This 
enchanted thicket had walls of stone draped with ivy. 
“This is the Underworld!” I thought. The ivy assumed 
the shape of people and animals as my eyes adjusted 
to the darkness.

At first I felt a need for stillness. I lay on the 
ground soaking up energy from leaves, insects, and 
earth, while I looked up at trees and sky. It was a 
thirst that took time to quench. As I meditated, the 
whole performance played before my eyes: A man 
and woman emerge from over the hill, as if coming 
from some unknown place, and pass the first gate, the 
entrance to the forest. The winding pathway between 
the trees takes on different characteristics with the 
changing light and becomes the seven gates of the 
Inanna myth, through which she must pass on her 
journey to the Underworld. I see myself as stone, then 
wolf, then woman.

Inspired by the Eugubbine Tablets, I sat quietly in 
the forest and watched for birds. Three hours must 
have passed. The first bird came very close, looked 
into my eyes, fluffed its rust-colored breast and wings, 
and flew away. It felt like an acknowledgment that 
this was the right place and right time for the per-
formance and sculptures to develop. Next I noticed a 
small, delicate black bird sitting on a branch a short 
distance away. Then a hawk, considered a sign of 
power and foresight in Native American cultures, flew 
across the sky from the east.

On the summer solstice, Joaquin and his friend, 
Fina, arrived from Spain in the ten-year-old Citroën. 
Joaquin wanted to continue learning sculpture as 
my apprentice. He was also eager to have his first 
experience as a performer in a World Wheel ritual. 
The renewal of friendship called for a celebration, and 
Joaquin and Fina cooked a paella—my first in three 
months.

Joaquin joined me regularly at the sculpture site, 
his company soothing and his work steady. Many 
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faces peered out of the stone wall waiting for us to 
carve them. The body of a giant woman goddess lay 
nascent on a ledge formed by mud washed from the 
land. Using my hands and a shovel, I molded the earth 
which already hinted at a female form. But where was 
her head?

I found a large stone in a canyon above the wood-
ed hollow. With a tree for a lever, Joaquin and I tried 
to ease the stone down to the ledge and position it on 
top of her sculpted body, but the rope broke and the 
stone fell to the ground below. We got more rope and 
recruited three others to help lift the heavy weight up 
onto the ledge and turn it around. The stone already 
looked like a face. A strange archaic smile appeared 
when shadows fell across her eyes and nose. I called 
her Goddess of the Underworld.

A seasonal waterfall had eroded the surface of 
much of the local limestone known as pietra viva, or 
living stone, so it carved extremely well. I carved faces 
out of three of the stones and Joaquin carved one. 
Each was approximately three feet tall and two feet 
wide. These were faces of the Underworld, vital with 
the energy of our primal selves, unscathed by society, 
by parents, schools, or by our cluttered schedules 
and Walt Disney endings. I named one of the faces 
Ancient Roots. Her lips were already semi-formed when 
I began to chip away at the stone, and I left parts 
of it untouched. I carefully worked around vines 
on her head—they were her primitive hair, tangled 
and writhing like snakes. Mother Nature was my 
collaborator, and I respected the exquisite forms and 
textures she had sculpted over the millennia. 

Ancient Roots
Umbrian Forest,

Italy 
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One weekend Joaquin and I made a trip to Pietrasan-
ta and the Carrara quarries on Italy’s northwestern 
coast to gather marble. The atmosphere there was 
the same as it had been in 1971 when I first came 
to Italy with Dale and had worked the stone for a 
month. I had shared a courtyard with Henry Moore, 
Noguchi, and many great Italian sculptors. Everyone 
I met had “marble fever.” I certainly did! All I could 
think of was marble, marble, marble; carving marble 
with a passion, as if the earth might stop producing 
it tomorrow.

Joaquin and I returned to Pratale with six wonder-
ful marble slabs which we immediately began to carve 
into a sculpture that symbolized one of the seven gates 
of the Sumerian underworld. The seven gates also cor-
respond to the seven chakras, or energy centers, in the 
human body, discussed in tantric teachings. Placed at 
intervals along the forest path, the seven stone portals 
ushered us downward into the dark wooded recess—
our version of the Netherworld. 

Each gate sculpture was carved from a different 
type of stone that corresponded to the nature of the 
portal. I told Joaquin as we worked what a medicine 
woman had taught me about stone when I lived with 
her on the Hopi Reservation in Arizona. She said that 
for healing there were certain stones that take away 
pain, headache, a bad feeling, or a bad mood. If you 
take a lava stone in your hand and meditate with it, 
your bad feeling goes into the stone and you feel bet-
ter. You must then take the stone outside, pour water 
over it to moisten it, and place it away from people 
where the sun can dry it out. She told me that sand-
stone is nice to work with for healing. It is a happy 
stone and more yielding. It is a love stone. Granite 
is hard and bold. Marble is cool and proud like the 
Greeks. She said she worked with red stone a lot. It 
doesn’t have to be any particular type of stone as long 
as the stone is red. Red stone gives instead of receives, 
and is a healing stone.

One of the sculptures in this series, a marble hand, 
rose out of the earth. Another, a sandstone pillar, I  
painted with a doorway of sky on the surface. Inspired 
by the rusts and greens of lichen on stone, I painted 
small portions of each carving. A chemist had helped 
me to develop an ultraviolet-resistant acrylic paint 

that withstood the elements, so I was able to leave 
the painted sections of the sculpture in the sun and 
rain without the color bleaching.

As we worked under the tall oak trees, all the chil-
dren came begging to carve, too. We gave them light 
tools with which to play. Sheep wandered by, put their 
heads under our benches, and dozed. Two chickens 
poked around, and the ever-curious donkeys put their 
faces right on the sculptures while we worked.

I named one of my sculptures Trinity. It had three 
faces emerging out of alabaster. I could see them 
before I started to work the stone. As I carved with 
my smaller and more delicate hammer and chisel, 
I simply released their presence in a more tangible 
form. This was one of my favorite pieces, but we did 
not include it in the performance. A couple in London 
had asked me to create some sculptures for them after 
they saw my slide show about the World Wheel, and 
when they came to Pratale they chose that one and 
four others. 

Some people in Pratale expressed surprise when 
I sold these sculptures. They had difficulty believing 
that I did not have limitless money, given that I was 
from the United States. In fact, most of my money 
had been stolen in Spain; I had arrived in Italy with 
less than I needed to live.

As the summer advanced, fifty newcomers camped 
at the farm, and Joaquin fell for a fiery Irish woman 
who joined us. A dance couple from Australia 
appeared, and two backpackers came from the United 
States. Several Italians also joined the mix, including 
Silvana, a young woman who took the lead alongside 
Angelo in the performance. I was overjoyed when six 
more friends trouped in from Spain, four of whom 
had participated in the ceremony near Alicante. A 
world family was growing!

Nonetheless, these visitors, combined with the 
time Etain and I spent together working on the 
performance, began to wear on Etain’s husband, 
Martin. He was a man of the land, a workaholic who 
showed little interest in the performance. He felt 
that practical tasks took precedence over art. Etain 
withdrew from me somewhat as more visitors arrived 
and Martin became increasingly uncomfortable with 
the amount of time his wife and I spent together. I 
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heard them arguing about this. She had made the 
huge transition from being a city sophisticate to the 
country life, but Martin criticized her literary tastes 
and artistic inclinations.

Because of this, I moved away from my sleeping 
quarters in the farmhouse and pitched a tent in the 
forest. When I heard the howl of wolves and the squeal 
of wild boar at night, I asked myself, “What is this 
hunger for wilderness, this thirst for primal life that 
persists like a whispered reminder of something for-
gotten, irresistably drawing me to our roots, strength-
ening the present?”

At night, when I found time to be quiet and still, 
new dimensions of understanding emerged. Some-
times I saw lattices of light extending from stones, 
luminous patterns rising into space, as I had often 
seen during my five-year retreat on Boney Moun-
tain. Initially, I had experienced this light as a sen-
sual pulse running through my body, growing more 
intense until the pulse throbbed all around, in every 
object and in space, reaching out into the universe, 
vibrant streams of light, like a multidimensional 
spider’s web.

Angelo, Silvana, Joaquin, and I rose at six every 
morning to meet on the edge of the forest for yoga, 
performance and voice exercises, and to organize our 
daily activities. In the evenings, we met under an old 
oak tree and I solicited their responses to my three 
questions. We discussed, wrote, acted, and sang their 
answers. Where have you come from?, I asked. Angelo 
answered, “Our spirit and our soul is a drop in the 
great lake of God. These invisible bodies have incar-
nated in a material, physical body, male and female, 
birthed by our one mother, the Earth.” To the sec-
ond question, What is your sickness, your imbalance?, he 
responded: “The sickness of the Italian people comes 
from delegating individual power to authorities as if 
they were supreme arbiters of the great spiritual ques-
tions.” As to what can heal and bring harmony, Ange-
lo answered, “We must stop relinquishing our own 
power to the church and outside authorities. Gather 
the good tribe and harmonize lovingly with the life 
that surrounds us.”

Word of the World Wheel ritual had spread 
throughout the region and many people gathered in 

the forest for the commencement of the ceremony 
on August 15, 1989. The community in the Umbrian 
forest that I had visited when I first came was there. 
My friends from Spain arrived, and it felt as if the 
work was beginning to draw together the global 
community that I had first seen in my dream. It was 
one of those days when the earth smells rich with soil 
and leaf mold after a rain, when new grass springs up 
overnight, and the sky is startlingly blue behind white 
sculptured clouds.

The performance began with the slow emergence of 
Silvana and Angelo over the crests of opposite hills, 
representing the women and men of Umbria. As they 
descended to the edge of the forest, Sabrina Sanni-
poli, an opera diva, sang her own response to my three 
questions in Italian. She became a bird and lamented 
that her home had been taken away. Her ethereal song 

Gate Guardian, Voices of the Umbrian Forest performance
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prophesied man’s alienation from the earth and the 
loss of our own homes.

Then three hundred people walked through the 
seven gates along the forest pathway leading into the 
Underworld, where the jutting crags of limestone 
shape-shifted into archetypes from our collective 
psyche. At first it looked as if nothing existed there. 
But as our eyes became accustomed to the dark, the 
stones appeared as humans, trees began to move, and 
animals emerged from the shadows. 

I emerged from the belly of the sculpture Goddess 
of the Underworld with my stone-looking mask and my 
body and sarong covered in grey mud that had dried, 
leaving cracks in the cloth and on the surface of my 
skin. I moved slowly as if I were a stone dislodging 
itself from the earth. 

Then, as I lowered myself from the ledge where 
the Goddess of the Underworld lay, I turned my back and 
donned a wolf mask. Walking on all fours, I looked 
into the eyes of the audience and described how my 
wolf children had been killed.

Within the dark earthy recess, I ripped off my 
wolf mask and became Gaia as we re-enacted the 
story of Adam and Eve and the fall from grace. 
But our rendition differed significantly from most 
Sunday school interpretations. We portrayed it 
without the implication that knowledge or awareness 
is evil. In our version, man and woman took equal 
responsibility for their change of consciousness. The 
Divine was recast as an inner, rather than an outer 
voice, and the Serpent symbolized a positive force, the 
transformative energy necessary for the awakening of 

Vijali as Stone next to sculpture Goddess of the Underworld
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knowledge. The voice of God was the voice of Gaia, 
the Earth herself. 

The ascending journey out of this dark enclave 
into the dappled light of the path that lead us out 
of the forest took on a new character. Each quality 
personified at the seven gates manifested its mythic 
counterpart. Instead of appearing menacing, the per-
formers at each of the seven gates brimmed with life 
energy, offering milk, honey, wine, and fruit to all the 
participants as they passed. Musicians played while 
everyone made their way back to the courtyard for 
food, dance, and celebration; different languages and 
accents echoing in the crowd.

People had come from all over the world for 
this event, and many stayed at Pratale for several 
more days in tents erected on the green grazing 
slopes surrounding the housing complex. People 
radiated goodwill. They saw their future arising out 
of a profound yet practical relationship with their 

immediate habitat and their bio-region. Imagery 
created in the performance helped local participants 
from Umbria develop a unique community voice. 
Such imagery is the beginning of a fresh and 
revitalized contemporary mythology, something 
badly needed in our times.

Among those who pitched tents on the land were 
some of the local farm neighbors who had taught 
Martin and Etain to grow food and raise animals 
when they first moved to Pratale. They now drew up 
plans to help each other with sheep shearing, grape 
picking, and harvesting the wheat. These practical 
developments pleased Martin immensely, and in the 
glow of his gratification, Etain blossomed. Everyone 
seemed to feel better about themselves and their lives. 

A few days after the performance, I left Pratale and 
my Umbrian colleagues. Joaquin and I drove south 
for a long stretch. We spent a day by a stream in a 

Vijali as Wolf speaking to the community in the Voices of the Umbrian Forest performance



Copyright 2007 Vijali Hamilton. This PDF edition distributed free for personal/academic use only.

mountain forest and slept under the full moon at 
night. It got very hot as we resumed driving toward 
the port town of Brindisi where I planned to catch 
a boat for Greece. Along the way we stopped at blue 
lakes and running rivers, intending to drink and 
swim to cool ourselves. Repeatedly, however, locals 

warned us not to touch the polluted water. I heard 
stories about sickness, even death, from toxins in the 
watershed. At the seashore I heard the same story:
Don’t touch the water. A deep sadness shrouded me. 
What can we do? We are the earth, the universe, and 
we are poisoning the blood of our own body.

Drinking milk and honey on the ascent in the Voices of the Unbrian Forest performance
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

MARKELL BROOKS, from whom I had 
first learned about Anandamayi Ma, 

had arrived in Benares a few days before Dale and me, 
and she had arranged for us to have a private meeting 
with Anandamayi Ma.11 We entered her small room. A 
white sheet covered her narrow bed and she sat cross-
legged upon it as if she expected us. Although Anan-
damayi Ma was in her seventies, her hair flowed long 
and dark over a white sari, a radiant smile was on her 
lips still full and youthful, and her large almond eyes 
glowed. She seemed to me the essence of beauty and 
grace. The hair on my arms stood on end. Here was 
the face of my dreams, in flesh and blood!

We took our places at Ma’s feet. Without any 
greeting she continued looking into my eyes, her 
smile ecstatic. For ten minutes I stayed within this 
first embrace. Her penetrating gaze continued, and 
my whole life lay bare to her. I knew instantly that she 
loved and accepted me without question. Eventually, 
Ma indicated we could ask what was on our minds. 
She had not spoken for two years, but she communi-
cated to us by writing with her finger on the palm of 
her attendant’s hand who translated for us.

I had one burning question. “I was a nun for many 
years in the Vedanta Society convent, and I have also 
followed Self-Realization and Buddhism and other 
traditions. But what is my real path?”

“Do what comes spontaneously,” Ma replied 
immediately.

Twice each day, we went to the ashram to see Ma or 
to participate in devotional chanting. Ma had aban-

doned conversation, but often sang devotionals or 
shouted out the names of Gods and Goddesses, “Hari, 
Narayan, Narayan, Narayan.”

After three days with Anandamayi Ma, a strong 
and completely unexpected feeling swept over me. 
Before I came to India and after I had arrived, I had 
been doing a lot of japa, the practice of chanting man-
tras, and puja, ancient Hindu rituals. I now felt ready 
to give them all up! This came as a shock to me. I had 
aspired to become an illumined person and thought 
I knew what I must do. I wrote in my journal: Because 
of Ma’s comment, I feel I am ready to drop all the prescribed 
rituals and practices, all the spiritual paraphernalia.

The next day we went to the ashram for afternoon 
singing. We stood around for some time with a group 
of devotees in the main hall, waiting for Anandamayi 
Ma to arrive. Unaware that Ma had come in behind 
me and was now passing toward the front of the 
room, I shifted my weight and stepped back into her. 
Her large body felt lithe and as light as a feather as 
her arms steadied me.

She continued on to the front dais as the singing 
began. As Ma’s voice leapt out above the throng, 
I remembered my dreams of her and how her 
voluptuous “Great Mother” body had surrounded 
me from the back as she had held me close. In awe, I 
thought how the cosmos repeats patterns that seem 
to us like accidents.

Dale and I walked out of the temple after sing-
ing and sat on the front steps of the ashram that led 
down into Mother Ganga, the sacred river Ganges. We 
watched crowds of people pass, and a beautiful little 

CHAPTER EIGHT

A Room of My Own
Benares, India

1972

The Room Inside



Copyright 2007 Vijali Hamilton. This PDF edition distributed free for personal/academic use only.

girl, perhaps a year old, played at my feet. Her mother 
came over and held the child up in front of me and 
gave me what seemed like a formal lecture. Markell 
stood nearby. She had studied Hindi and she translat-
ed for me as the woman talked. “I am very poor. I have 
a large family and cannot take care of all my children. 
I know you will give my child a good home. Please 
keep her and be her mother.” She placed her lovely 
child on my lap and disappeared into the crowd.

I had never seen a child with so much beauty, 
one who delighted my eyes and touched my heart 
so deeply. Unlike babies I had known in the United 
States, she was extremely delicate. As she looked up 
at me from under long swooping lashes, she seemed 
fascinated with me also. Her tiny fingers pulled at my 
sari. I had desired a baby of my own, but was uncer-
tain about the responsibility and about how parent-
ing might conflict with the life I had chosen as an 

Anandamayi Ma
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artist. Well, here was this little girl on my lap! I did 
not ask “should I” nor “should I not.” Here she was. 
My mind was already thinking about the details of 
obtaining her papers. But her grandfather, who had 
watched this scene, came over and snatched the child 
away.

As I walked with Dale from Anandamayi Ma’s 
compound by the Ganges to our room in another 
ashram, I marveled at the unexpected situations that 
arise in India. On the day we arrived I had seen a man 
in the street with his skin draped over his bones, so 
weak he could not move. He was choking and couldn’t 
breathe. While Dale stayed with him, I ran to hunt for 
a rickshaw to take him to the hospital, but when I 
returned he was dead, and his belongings, a water pot 
and a blanket, had already disappeared.

In India it seemed that all life was on the streets, 
unlike our own compartmentalized society where 
the old, the insane, and the dying are isolated, shut 
away in separate boxes. I saw people in the streets that 
would be institutionalized in the United States, and 
I often thought of my own mother. One man stood 
in his rags at the edge of the crowd, giving a speech. 
Another man passed by and put food down in front of 
him. A wandering monk passed, a shaivite, a follower 
of Shiva. He had smeared his nude body with ash, and 
his hair was matted above his penetrating eyes. He 
held a trident in one hand. Later, a procession made 
its way down the street to the crematorium, carrying 
a colorfully wrapped body garlanded with flowers. 
Joyous singing and cymbals accompanied them, and 
the shenai, a wind instrument, sounded like the voice 
of the deceased spirit. In Benares, locals believe that 
the soul is liberated upon death. At all hours of the 
day and night, we heard Om Shiva, Shiva, Shiva. Benares, 
the city of Shiva, the holy place where people come to 
die. It became my favorite city in the world.

Returning home, on the day of our departure from 
New Delhi, we learned that Anandamayi Ma had 
arrived in that city. We quickly packed our bags, 
hopped in a cab, and drove to where she was staying.

When we arrived at her ashram, an attendant said, 
“Ma is ill and is not seeing anyone.” The attendant 
went to Ma’s room, but in two minutes came back 

saying, “Ma wants to see you.” As soon as we entered 
her room, Ma threw a garland around my neck and 
said, “Parvati.” Then she threw a garland around 
Dale’s neck and said, “Shiva,” the consort of Parvati.

As Dale and I sat down, Ma started to laugh a 
raucous belly laugh. She shook all over and tears 
streamed from her eyes as her arms danced uncon-
trollably by her sides. I did not know exactly why she 
laughed, but soon we could not help but join her.

People in the ashram heard us and came running 
into the room, only to be caught up in the laughter 
themselves. I rolled on the floor, holding my stomach 
unable to catch my breath. We knew we had to leave or 
we would miss our plane, but we could scarcely stand! 
We backed down the stairs, looking at Anandamayi 
Ma, waving and laughing. Even after she was out of 
sight, we could hear her laughter following us.

When I returned to the United States from India, I 
chose not to do all the typical things devotees often 
do, like taking on Indian mannerisms and dress or 
meditating before pictures of gurus. Instead, I went 
into a deep depression. I longed more than ever to 
give up any preconceived ideas of a spiritual path or 
life. And though somewhat mystified at the time, I 
realized eventually that Ma’s, “Do what comes spon-
taneously,” was the most helpful spiritual suggestion 
I had ever received.

I had learned I could not liberate myself by 
sitting at the feet of Anandamayi Ma or other gurus. 
I had to acknowledge the guru already within. I had 
to find the answers in my own country, in a modern 
world. This was liberating, yet I felt blocked. 
Sometimes I felt I had exchanged the convent walls 
for the walls of marriage. I could never experience 
the spontaneity that Anandamayi Ma suggested 
when I had to cook three meals a day, clean up after 
us all, and support the household financially, all 
with a smile on my face.

Again I tried to talk to Dale, but he made jokes or 
said he was too busy. A heavy, dark bubble seemed to 
hang over my head, until one night it broke open in 
the form of a wish—the wish to live alone, away from 
the “shoulds” of marriage.

On a trip to Los Angeles, I found a room for rent 
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on the second story of a quaint house near the beach 
in Venice. Though I still lived with Dale, I rented it 
as that longed-for luxury—a room of my own. The 
second story bay windows looked out over the ocean 
and framed the evening sunsets. All variations of 
life flowed through Venice, while Santa Barbara had 
begun to seem sterile even in its beauty. I spent a few 
days a month in “my room.”

Dale went to Mexico for three weeks, and I spent 
the whole time in my Venice room, which had been 
freshly painted white. I ate simple food, whatever 
I could manage on an electric plate, and I left the 
room only to walk, get groceries, and use the shared 
bathroom. Whatever feelings and thoughts moved 
through me, I immediately wrote down as a journal 

entry or as a poem, then I drew them or I danced 
them.

At some point during this time, a friend put the 
first volume of Anaïs Nin’s diaries in my hand. I 
devoured it. I sent her a letter through her publisher 
and enclosed a photo of one of my sculptural paint-
ings. She responded immediately and invited me for 
tea at her home near Los Angeles.

Anaïs greeted me warmly at the door. I found 
her very pretty, feminine, and attractive in an old-
fashioned way, with her eyebrows plucked thin and 
her lips painted into a bright red bow. She was then 
in her seventies. She led me into a living room filled 
with art, where windows invited the sun and garden 
inside. We sat on her golden couch and spoke as if we 

Anaïs Nin
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had long been intimate friends while the afternoon 
sun streamed through the window. 

I asked her, “Do you remember the statement in 
your fourth diary, ‘The story of complete freedom 
does not appear yet in this volume—the hero of this 
book is the malady which makes our lives a drama of 
compulsion instead of freedom’?”

She nodded with a smile.
“How do you feel now after so many years?”
She looked into my questioning eyes and said, 

“Free!”
I visited Anaïs every other week at her home.
“Publishers would not publish my work,” she 

said once as she brought in tea on a Japanese tray. 
“But I was determined. I bought a press, learned the 
printing trade, and printed my own novellas.” She 
filled our porcelain cups with steaming black tea, and 
the lingering sunlight shone through her long cotton 
dress, revealing a youthful body.

She sat down next to me and as she talked about 
her life, I could see that through persistence she had 
raised her own voice to the world. “Yes!” I thought. 
“I also want to raise my voice.”

I gave up looking outside myself for the answers. I 
gave up teachers and scriptures, and I began to expe-
rience what was within me and around me. I started 

spending time alone in the Santa Ynez Mountains 
behind Santa Barbara, listening, listening.

One day a friend came by and I decided it would 
be nice to go for a walk with him, to take my sketch-
book and draw, and so I did. Dale went unglued. If 
I wanted to be alone or read a book or happened to 
show an interest in something outside our routine 
life, he interpreted this as a lack of commitment to 
him. If I did work that he felt would not sell in an art 
show, he got upset. 

Finally Dale loosened up enough to allow new 
activities to enter our marriage, but they were still 
within his control. I found it hard to breathe and 
would wake up in the middle of the night from 
dreams of my old struggle to leave the convent. 
Finally I stopped all compromise. I had to leave.

One day I felt my conviction strong enough to say, 
“Dale, I want a divorce. I feel our life has boxed me 
in. I struggle to find myself within our marriage, and 
there’s no space to develop my own potential.”

After seven years of marriage, Dale and I divorced. 
With shaking hands, he came to me with the papers 
for our property and house to sign over to him. I did. 

I moved into an old warehouse by the ocean in 
Santa Barbara. I repaired, painted, and made the 
warehouse livable. I created a makeshift kitchen, and 
used a bright yellow tub left by the former tenant 

25% Bliss
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for my bath. My studio was a large open space lined 
with rows of windows. Pillars supported the ceiling. 
The open space invited dancing, and I often found 
myself whirling and leaping between the green potted 
plants hanging from the ceiling. An old piano with 
its stringed insides exposed sat at one end of this 
space, shielding a view of pipes and a water heater. 
Sometimes late at night, I would put my hands on 
the strings and play until the space was vibrating 
with sound.

Toward the back of this large area, I placed tables 
and a hefty wooden easel that held a sculptured 
painting of synthetic stone. A former storage room 
became my meditation room. I covered its floor with 
a goatskin rug and set a tambura—an Indian stringed 
instrument—in one corner and tabla drums in the 
other. In another tiny storage room I put a foam 
mattress on the floor for my bed and a folding cot, 
which I eventually used to give acupressure treatments. 
I covered the walls with massive sculptured marble 
paintings, products of the past nine years—female 
figures twisting, floating, moving out of the surfaces.

The black cat of the neighborhood, Midnight, 
believed that this was his home, too, and he often 

crawled in through open windows. This was an 
industrial area only a few yards from the beach, so 
sometimes I could hear the waves over the hum of 
the gas-run blowers used by the sculptor next door. 
At last, my own personal sanctuary!

I lived here alone for three years, giving weekly 
poetry readings, “Art from Within” workshops, and 
art exhibitions of my work. Soon I had more com-
missions than I could handle and many new friends. 
Finally, I lived a “normal” life. But the art scene still 
felt too commercial. My art had become a commod-
ity, packaged and no longer grounded in real life. My 
spirit was still bound.

One quiet evening, while sitting in the small 
meditation room, I had a profound experience. Slow 
heat rose from my heart. It burned its way up through 
my spine and seemed to explode out the top of my 
head. I had the sensation that my body, the goatskin 
rug, the wooden floor beneath me, the drums and 
tambura, even the granite stone, were all melting into 
a great ocean of breathing, pulsating light. Sweat 
poured from me and I thought I must be dying. Nine 
interminable hours later, when the energy subsided, 
my world had changed forever.

A  R O O M  O F  M Y  O W N     7 5

95% Bliss


