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Preface

There is a sacred current of light that runs throughout time and space—the light of the Divine Feminine. It is a continuum. It arises at the birth of creation and forms a sacred path into the denseness of matter and back again. As we descend from the fullness of this light into the depths of the material world, this light is always present to nourish and sustain us. Flowing through all our lives and incarnations, it is the vital and transformative current of truth, virtue, and integrity, a shining stream of spiritual essence that leads us along the path of emanation to the path of return and reunion with the primordial source.

As women, as mothers, as teachers and guides, as emissaries of the Great Goddess, it is our sacred duty and privilege to hold this current of light in our hearts and carry it from generation to generation. This is our essential role as women: to hold this pure light of Divinity in our hearts, to keep the lamp of inner freedom burning in the darkness, to nurture and protect this light whatever the cost, and to transmit its radiance, its exquisite beauty, to our men and children.

[image: image]

Once upon a time, before the days of darkness and oppression of our sacred women’s mysteries, we knew that we were living emanations of the Goddess, that as women, mothers, priestesses, and spiritual guides, our primary role was to be a conduit for her sacred current. Knowing that every thought, every action had a profound impact upon not only our own lives and those of our men and children, but on the very fabric of life itself, we created exercises and rituals to purify our bodies, minds, and hearts. In the midst of the forest, on the mountaintops, along the riverbanks and the shores of the sea, in the temples and monasteries, we would gather together to perform these sacred rites. We danced by the light of the moon, raised our voices in song and prayer, conversed with the myriad forms of divinity through our sacred gestures, and sat together in silent communion with them. Knowing the Great Goddess was our Primordial Mother and source of all life, we treated her with immense respect. As her priestesses, we offered our lives to her service. We gave her offerings. As her emissaries, we dressed in her image and emulated her extraordinary qualities.

With each heartbeat we attuned ourselves to her primal rhythms. With each inhalation and exhalation we opened ourselves to feel her divine radiance pouring through us, continuously cleansing and enlivening our bodies, minds, and luminous energy fields. Deeply in tune with her presence, we knew how to expand our senses and send out subtle waves of feeling-consciousness through the great matrix of interconnecting energetic paths that exist between her physical and numinous realms. With our feet firmly grounded upon the earth we would allow our awareness to extend through her vibratory dimensions as we monitored the ebb and flow of the visible and invisible landscapes.

Today, living in the midst of a society that has all but forgotten her, so few of us even know that the Goddess exists, let alone spend time conversing with her, feeling the power of her touch, reveling in the beauty of her myriad manifestations. For until we have a direct experience of her presence, how can we truly know her?

Like the vast majority of women growing up in America in the 1950s and 1960s, I grew up in a world dominated by patriarchal goals and values. As I moved toward adulthood I began to open my eyes to the multitude of problems that appeared to stem from the mental programming imposed upon us by this male-dominated, materialistic society. Inspired by the ideals of the feminist movement, my visionary capacity expanded through the use of psychedelics and my spirit enlivened by the teachings of the Eastern mystics, I began to wake up to the knowledge that I was living under the influence of a culturally-imposed trance that oriented me toward a way of life clearly opposed to my true spiritual nature. Confused by this dilemma I began to ask myself if this was the only path open to me. Or was there a deeper, more integrated path that I as woman could follow, one that was more conducive to my true feminine nature?

And so I embarked upon an amazing journey of discovery. At the heart of this journey lay a desire to discover and attune myself to the most sacred idealized vision of the feminine as it existed in cultures throughout the world.

This journey led me far from the shores of my birth, along strange pathways, deep into the heart of ancient civilizations. It led me to a time much different from our modern age, a time of grace, beauty, and sophistication, a time of harmony and balance. A time when sensuality was considered sacred and the female body the holy alchemical vessel of creation and transformation, when the sacred was expressed through dance, music, myth, geometry, art, and architecture. This was the age of the great civilizations of Egypt, Sumeria, India, Tibet, and Persia. What I have gleaned from this journey, this heartfelt quest for an understanding of the feminine in her human and divine manifestations, constitutes the essence of this book.

Part one, “Mystic Quest,” describes my years of research and experience in these sacred mysteries. As I immersed myself in the teachings and practices of classical Indian dance, Tantra, Dzogchen, healing, alchemy, and gnosticism, I discovered that in ancient times there were sacred schools, societies, temples, and artistic traditions in which women, the Goddess, and the feminine principle were esteemed and venerated. As temple priestesses, yoginis, healers, prophetesses, and soror mysticas, women performed their essential and vital roles in society. Part one provides you with an intimate look at the living remnants of the sacred teachings and spiritual paths that support feminine values and provide time-honored techniques for self-awareness and spiritual illumination.

As a conclusion to part one, I offer you a very different view of history than the one taught in our schools and universities. This perspective concerns the cyclic flow of the four ages, or yugas, of humanity as revealed in tantric and alchemical texts. These teachings put forward an ancient yet powerful view of human history and the changing relationships between male and female, and between humanity and divinity. They also provide new insight into humanity’s changing views toward nature and the feminine principle, the body and sexuality, and the fundamental and significant role of women in society.

From this introduction into the ancient mysteries, part two, “Awakening the Divine Feminine,” begins with an analysis of the deep spiritual and cultural issues that face us as women of the twenty-first century. It is my belief that over the years our dreams for equality, respect, and acknowledgment of our essential feminine nature have been appropriated and distorted by the dominant forces of the modern world. Chapter 6 examines the issues and frustrations inherent in our current society’s conditioning of and expectations for women, while contrasting them with the more spiritually attuned ways of the ancients. For many years now we have been living amidst a society that teaches us to constantly look outside of ourselves for answers to our problems, to numb our emotions through pharmaceuticals or forget our deep-seated concerns by losing ourselves in the superficial world presented to us by television and the media. But now, with all the horror and madness that surrounds us, many of us are beginning to realize that to find the solutions to the fears, uncertainties, and nightmares, like our ancestors before us we must look within. And when one looks deeply enough, she (or he) comes face to face with the Great Goddess. For without her divine animating presence, all life would cease to exist.

Therefore, in keeping with the teaching methods of traditional cultures, this book is designed to offer you not only an intellectual understanding of the role of woman and the Goddess but the means by which you can begin to look within and attune yourself to her powerful, integrative, and healing current. Beginning with stories and myths of the goddesses of strength and power, sensuality, and love and compassion, chapters 7, 8, and 9 are filled with meditations and visualizations designed to assist you in your own process of spiritual awakening. Each chapter focuses upon a particular aspect of female embodiment and includes sacred images and descriptions of the specific goddesses to be invoked and embodied; a visualization for perceiving and cleansing the luminous energy body that envelops and permeates the physical, freeing the mind of negative thoughts and feelings and filling you with renewed strength and vitality; and a comprehensive vocabulary of expressions and glances based upon the many moods, manifestations, and feelings of the enlightened goddesses.

If, like so many of us modern women, you have had little or no training in the ways of old, in the power of meditation, prayer, song, and dance, it does not mean that the doors to the sacred inner sanctum of the goddess are closed to you. You need only knock, and the Goddess will answer.
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1

The Call of the Goddess

Dancing is an ancient form of magic. The dancer becomes amplified into a being endowed with supranormal powers. His/her personality is transformed. Like yoga, the dance induces trance, ecstasy, the experience of the divine; the realization of one’s own secret nature, and, finally, emergence into the divine essence. . . . The dance is an act of creation. It brings about a new situation and summons into the dancer a new and higher personality. It has a cosmogonic function, in that it arouses dormant energies which then may shape the world.

—HEINRICH ZIMMER, MYTHS AND SYMBOLS IN INDIAN ART AND CIVILIZATION

Bombay, 1983. As I stepped outside the crowded airport with my three-year-old son, Ari, by my side, it was as if I had entered a bizarre, almost nightmarish landscape. Twentyfour hours ago we had left our home in Boston to travel through New York and London, finally arriving at our destination. As I disembarked from the plane my nostrils were assaulted by the smells of Indian life: the pungent odors of curry and incense and, most of all, human sweat.

After making my way through the bureaucratic maze known as customs, where I was asked a seemingly by never-ending series of questions concerning the nature of my visit, I finally emerged onto the street. Taking Ari’s small hand in mind, I looked down to see his big blue eyes fill with wonder. It was still the early hours of the morning, before the dawn, yet the airport exit was filled with hundreds of people from all classes of society. Even though I had once lived amid the cultural diversity of New York, I had never experienced anything like this before. Wealthy women with golden bracelets adorning their wrists and colorful flowing saris draped around them ran up to greet their returning relatives. Men—some in Western-style business suits and others in more traditional dhotis and lunghis—hurried by me to greet their families, speaking words that were totally foreign to my ears.

All of a sudden I was surrounded by a large group of Indian men, all trying their best to address me in their broken English, wanting to be of some kind of assistance. Some tried to take hold of my luggage, others approached me crying out, “Taxi, Memsahib, taxi?” I was exhausted and overwhelmed, just trying to hold on to both Ari and my luggage. Out of the mass of humanity a thin twenty-year-old Indian man with a photo of me in his hand suddenly appeared, a welcoming smile on his face. “Sharron, are you Sharron?” he said. “I am Ravi, and I have been sent here by my aunt Sitara Devi to find you. Come, she is waiting to greet you.” Ravi kneeled down to greet Ari face to face, saying “and you must be Ari. I’m going to call you Ari Krishna because you look so much like our lord Krishna when he was a little boy.”

After Ravi deftly scooped up Ari with one hand and directed the baggage handlers to place our belongings on their motorized rickshaws, we stepped up onto the lead rickshaw. In a flash we were off into the Bombay night. As the colors, sounds, and smells of the strange city enveloped us I began to reflect on the remarkable circumstances that had led me to this strange place and time.

I was born in 1949 into a middle-class Jewish family in Baltimore, Maryland. As I was endowed with a sensitive and passionate nature, my mother, a highly educated woman who had received extensive artistic training, believed that the best way to harness the waves of deep emotion that flowed through me was through the performing arts. During this time most middle-class Jewish parents in America felt that a thorough education in the arts would enable their daughters to develop the sophistication and grace that would make them more attractive to their prospective husbands. But my mother sensed that like her, I had an innate gift for theatrical expression, and so she nourished my creative potential by enrolling me in singing, dancing, piano, and acting classes. Through this immersion in the exacting disciplines of classical ballet, opera, and theater I was not only given the tools with which to refine my physical body but a means by which I could pour out my feelings and insights.

By the time I reached college it was the late 1960s, when the winds of change were sweeping across the face of America. I had been born into a generation of American women who rebelled against the seemingly subservient roles society offered them. In college and later in graduate school I became frustrated by the limited and one-dimensional theatrical roles written for women, and so I immersed myself in the literature of feminism—of women fighting for recognition in a world that was essentially designed to support male values, goals, and experiences. Fueled by this new expression of feminine power, I left behind my parents’ dreams for marriage and family and came under the guidance of an extraordinary female dance teacher named Maida Withers. Later in Manhattan I studied under dance luminaries such as Twyla Tharp, Merce Cunningham, and Louis Falco, immersing myself in the intellectually stimulating world of American modern dance. This was a world in which I found great creative freedom, and a world in which I was encouraged to choreograph my own roles, work together with other artists and musicians, and create innovative dance-theater productions that spoke of the issues of our times.

In the mid-1970s I left the intensely competitive artistic atmosphere of New York City and made my way to Boston, where my training helped me find work as a teacher of modern dance, improvisation, and choreography. At this time I became inspired by the modern Western science of psychology, particularly the symbolic work of Carl Jung and the energetic body-oriented work of Wilhelm Reich and Alexander Lowen. I encountered this work after many years of training in theater, in which I had learned to read and interpret people’s thoughts and feelings by observing their movements, facial expressions, and tone of voice. Not only had I learned to be aware of this aspect of people’s energetic displays, but I also had become aware of the manner in which the expression of emotion by one person would trigger a wave of response in someone else. I had spent my life observing; I had just watched everybody. I had watched how people walked, how they used their bodies and their gestures, how they sent subtle messages through their eyes and hands. Through my studies of the work of Jung, Reich, and Lowen, I found confirmation of my insights into human nature and systems by which I could enhance my knowledge of the relationship between the mind and the body. Consequently I began to create fairly large-scale theatrical productions that often dealt with the profound relationship between the physical and psychological dimensions of life.

As the rickshaw abruptly jerked to the right I was jostled out of this wave of remembrance. The driver had made this sudden maneuver to avoid running into a cow that was silently making her way through the center of the street. What a strange and exotic place this is, I thought.

As we continued to speed through the outskirts of Bombay toward the heart of the city, my eyes took in a world and a way of life that was very different from any that I, as a sheltered American, had ever experienced. Huge concrete apartment buildings were surrounded by what appeared to be hundreds of dwellings made of tin or even cardboard boxes. People were everywhere. Some, like the street people of Manhattan, appeared to be sleeping in the entranceways of buildings. A number of women dressed in brightly colored saris stood outside before their cooking fires, making an early-morning meal for their families. Others walked through the streets carrying baskets of fruit on their heads. Men scurried about, some moving slowly, others rapidly making their way through the increasingly crowded byways. As I turned my head to view more of this wild atmosphere my weary eyes beheld the familiar sight of the sun rising in the hazy morning sky. I closed my eyes for a moment in an attempt to shut out all this stimulation, but my mind was suddenly filled with the memory of another remarkable experience, one that would dramatically change my life.

As a young woman of the psychedelic generation I was always seeking out new doorways to creative expression, and I had heard tales about the visionary power of psilocybin mushrooms. For years friends had encouraged me to experience the mysteries of the mushrooms. I had purchased a large bag of these purple fungi and boiled them into a cup of tea, which I quickly drank while seated on the edge of a rocky cliff overlooking the beach on Martha’s Vineyard.

I suddenly fell into a swoon. As my senses expanded my body trembled uncontrollably, and my heart beat rapidly in my chest. Waves of energy washed through me, filling me with a sense of restlessness and fear. My neck and throat felt unbearably constricted, my mouth dry and pasty. I wondered, Have I poisoned myself by taking too many of these? My once firm grasp of reality was rapidly fading. Lost in the wild intensity of the experience, I felt as though I was dying. Everything around me was slowly dissolving into blackness, and the familiar being who called herself Sharron no longer existed. I was overwhelmed by the power and potency of the sacred plant, and I became consumed with the fear of death. I felt as if I was being flung headlong into a great empty void from which there could be no return.

In the midst of this terror a small voice within instructed me to close my eyes and focus on my breath—to concentrate on the simple process of breathing in and out. As I followed the instructions I began to relax and the knot of fear that gripped my solar plexus loosened. At the moment that I surrendered to the endless well of darkness, the scene changed and I found myself floating on a vast primordial ocean of light and energy. A great streaming current of light began to flow up my spine, rushing upward and pouring out from the top of my head like a fountain. Swirling vortices of light emerged and spread out around me, forming what appeared to be a radiant, multicolored cocoonlike web. Aroused by the subtle beauty of this astonishing play of light, the dancer in me awoke. I began to automatically move my hands and arms in intricate patterns that seemed natural to me, as if I had repeated them thousands of times. I opened my eyes to behold the image of a great luminous male deity seated in the sky before me, bearing witness to my dance. It seemed that I was performing this dance for him. The dance was incredibly intricate, its focus being the perfect harmony of gesture, posture, and expression. It felt as if each movement or expression was creating that moment of awareness. All I perceived, and the entire world around me, seemed born from this fluid, all-encompassing dance of life.

As the journey continued, what I later came to know as the sacred ritual dance of India flowed through and out of my being. Simply, naturally, as easily as breathing in and out, a wealth of subtle and sophisticated movements and expressions I had never seen or experienced came through me. As the profound joy of the experience pervaded my body, light emanated from me. Each inner feeling, each blink of the eye or movement of the hand, seemed to imbue the world around me with ripples of multicolored light and energy. I was transformed into a goddess, weaving this magical display and performing a dreamlike dance for the powerful deity seated before me. Every movement, every feeling, and every glance was done for both his delight and my own. Only later, when I began the work that would eventually lead me to this wild ride through the smoky streets of Bombay, did I understand the nature of what had occurred. In those moments, overtaken by the power of the magic mushroom, the veils between the worlds had parted and from the depths of my being—beyond the boundaries of time and space—a path much different from any that I had ever imagined opened for me.

In the course of a lifetime there are moments when magic happens, when outer circumstances and events seem to spontaneously arise like signposts that lead you into new levels of experience and awareness, beckoning you to a deeper realm of knowing. Like the odd pieces of a puzzle fitting together perfectly, these situations and experiences build on each other, mysteriously propelling you toward a new direction and destiny.

After this breakthrough experience my world suddenly shifted. I was amazed to discover that one of the instructors in the same school in which I taught modern dance was the former director of the National Dance Company of Pakistan. A generous warm-hearted teacher who had spent his life immersed in the classical dance forms of India, Dulal Talukdar introduced me to the technique and beginning repertory of the three main schools of Indian classical dance: Bharat Natyam, Manipuri, and Kathak.

I found all these styles fascinating, but I was especially drawn to Kathak. Dulal, a Muslim of Bengali origin, focused on the secular technical aspects of the form, which was a unique part of the court entertainment of the Moghuls, whose invasion and rule of northern India had begun in the twelfth century. The Moghuls were from Persia, a land whose music, dance, poetry, and architecture retained influences from the ancient Zoroastrian and Egyptian cultures. Amid the elegant and sumptuous atmosphere of the Moghul courts, dances were created that celebrated individual expression and the technical virtuosity of the artist. Focus was placed on rhythm, line, form, and the expression of emotional states, particularly those of passion and seduction. Throughout my training Dulal always alluded to the fact that Kathak’s deeper spiritual import sprang from the ancient Vedic tradition of India.1 As my lessons intensified, it became clear to me that in order to fully experience this ancient art form I must travel to the source, Mother India, and learn directly from a Hindu woman.
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The author as a dancer in the Moghul court. Photograph by Christopher Harting.



A rapid succession of events occurred to make my trip possible. I had told Dulal of my intention to apply for a fellowship to study in India, and that I needed to find a teacher. Since I was always searching for texts and other references to help me more clearly understand the nature of the Indian culture and its myths, legends, and art forms, Dulal loaned me a book titled The Dance in India by Enakshi Bhavani. When I took the book in my hands it fell open to reveal a series of photographs of a beautiful female Kathak dancer named Sitara Devi. I was captivated by these images, and asked Dulal if he knew her. He replied that she was the foremost female Kathak dancer in India and the only one with whom he would want me to study.2

Good fortune then caused me to meet one of India’s most renowned musicians, Ustad Imrat Khan, who, after watching me dance, recommended me to both his longtime friend Sitara Devi and the American Institute for Indian Studies. I was on my way to meeting the amazing woman who was to become my guide, mentor, and guruji.

[image: image]

The streets became more and more crowded as we drove through Bombay. Every time we stopped at a traffic crossing we were surrounded by downtrodden and forlorn-looking men, women, and children—some missing an arm or a leg, some with bandaged leprosy-ridden hands, all bringing their hands to their mouths in the gesture of eating and crying out in desperation, “Bakshish, bakshish.” Ravi, who was familiar with these beggars of India, quickly shooed them away. Then he continued to ask both Ari and me an endless series of questions about our life in America. Ravi entranced Ari with his tales of Krishna, whose picture was one of many that adorned the dashboard of the rickshaw.

After what seemed like an eternity we arrived at the apartment of Sitara Devi. As we approached Sitara’s door I was extremely nervous; my hands were clammy and shaking and my whole body was covered with sweat. I had left behind my husband, who was continuing the blossoming law practice that made it inconceivable for him to accompany Ari and me on this journey. Looking down at Ari and thinking about my family’s concern for his welfare I wondered if I had really made the right decision. But as soon as Sitara Devi opened the door and welcomed me into her life, I knew I had made the right decision.

What I remember most about our initial meeting were her hands and eyes; they were so expressive. Her hands had a fluidity and grace that I had never encountered before. When she spoke, every thought she conveyed was being transmitted to me through her words and through the exquisite language of gesture she called mudra. Her eyes were so alive and filled with fire, her every expression adding to the power and beauty of her story. As I watched her the magnetic power of her eyes seemed to reinforce the eloquence of her gestures, evoking deep inner feelings in me.

Sitara introduced me to the members of her family: her son, Ranjit, a handsome twenty-one-year-old jazz drummer who had grown up in both London and Bombay; her elder sister, Tara, who sat on the couch with an orange sari draped around her; and her sister-in-law, known as Mommy, who was Ravi’s mother. Then she took me to the room that Ari and I would share. Finally she showed me her own room, which she shared with Ranjit when he was not away on tour. As I looked at the room I was instantly taken aback. Sitara quickly sat me down and asked me what was the matter. I looked into her eyes, took a deep breath, and considered what I was about to reveal.

I had always been quite a dreamer. Throughout my childhood and into my adult life I had experienced what I came to know as lucid dreams. I would fly through the air, meet with friends, or speak to a relative who had passed from this world. In my college days, inspired by the symbolic dream work of Carl Jung and the out-of-body experiences of Robert Monroe, I began to consciously work on my dreaming. I even gained the ability to occasionally leave my body and travel into other dimensions where I met odd beings with wings or glowing eyes, and sometimes a special silver-haired woman whose body was covered with breasts. As I related these experiences to Sitara she closed her eyes and smiled knowingly, as if to her they were a very natural part of life. I was filled with joy that I had found a woman who might be able to understand these abilities and even help me to enhance them. I began to tell her the unusual tale of how I had first met her in a dream.

As sometimes happens in my dream state, I found myself flying through the starry blackness of the night sky. Conscious that I had left my body sleeping in the bed below, I knew that I was free to journey beyond the usual boundaries of space and time and that I could choose my destination. I consciously focused my mind on my desire to meet Sitara. Immediately I became a tiny ball of light traveling with great velocity through a dark womblike tunnel. After a few moments my consciousness came to rest in Sitara’s room. There she was, lying on the very same bed I now beheld in my waking life. Sitara quickly looked up, her eyes flashing. It was as if she instantly recognized that someone or something was there. Her expression was immensely powerful, unlike any I had ever seen from a woman before. I was so startled by its beauty and intensity that I instantly awoke.

I stopped speaking for a moment, overcome by the strange magic of this experience. I slowly surveyed the room, taking in every detail. Then I looked into Sitara’s receptive eyes and in a voice filled with emotion said, “Now I see that I really did make my way here. I saw this whole room in my dream: the bed with its white sheets, the dressing table, and cupboard. Most important of all, I saw you. I really did find you in my dream. It must have been the power of your eyes that called me.”

After listening intently to my tale Sitara looked at me with that same powerful expression I had seen in my dream. This was an expression that I soon discovered transmitted the rich fiery energy of the goddess Durga, the strong and powerful goddess whose energy so dominated Sitara’s life. I later came to believe that Sitara was a living incarnation of Durga, whose myth is included in chapter 7.

“It is clear to me,” Sitara said, “that the Goddess has brought us together. Take rest; you have had a long journey. You need your strength. We have much work to do.”

As a young American woman, a scholar, and a dancer, I had arrived in India with a mind full of preconceived notions about what I would encounter. I had been imprinted with the American media’s version of Eastern spirituality, and I imagined that my teacher would be an exceedingly peaceful, serene woman who when not dancing would sit for hours on her meditation cushion in a constant state of bliss. But all my preconceptions were turned upside down. Sitara was a wild and free-spirited woman. Through the first days and nights that we sat together and she told me the story of her life, I came to recognize that unlike most women of her time Sitara had pushed herself beyond every boundary that modern Indian society had built. Sitara had been recognized for her artistic abilities from early childhood, and by the age of sixteen she had been given the title “Queen of Kathak” by India’s Nobel prize-winning poet laureate Rabindranath Tagore. Within the next few years Sitara had become a rising star in India’s early film industry. But as with many modern women, her fame came with a price. The passionate Sitara married and divorced twice. Both husbands desired her for her fire, beauty, and artistry, but as soon as she married, each one tried to stop her from performing, wanting her to leave dance behind and become a dutiful servant and caretaker. Sitara tried, but her devotion to her calling was stronger than the restrictions that the society placed on her. Clearly this conflict caused her much pain. When I met Sitara she was sixty years old and totally fed up with the repressive nature of her society, and so she gave herself fully to her art and her goddess. As she sat on her sofa reminiscing about her life and her sacred tradition, with her two small fluffy white dogs by her side, she reminded me of a Hollywood movie star from the silent film era.

One evening as Ari and I sat together with Sitara in her living room, I looked up to see a very prominent and powerful image of a beautiful goddess with many arms who was dressed in red and seated gallantly astride a lion. “Please, Guruji,” I asked, “tell me about the Goddess. She seems to be so important in your life. In the Jewish tradition of my birth, as well as the Christian religion that dominates the West, we are told that there is only one God and he is definitely male. In our world, your Goddess does not even exist.”
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Sitara Devi, photograph courtesy of Sitara Devi.



Sitara closed her eyes for a moment and quieted her breath as if going into a deep meditative state. The atmosphere of the whole room seemed to change. The power and energy that flowed through Sitara was so strong that chills ran up my spine. She began to speak, her voice filled with passion. “There is a sacred current of light that flows throughout all of creation,” she explained. “It is the animating and nourishing force of life itself, the supreme all-illuminating power and energy in every thing and every being. We call this light and energy Shakti, or the Great Goddess. Once, at the beginning of time, before the world was created, Shakti was at one with her divine consort, Shiva, and they dwelled together in a state of constant bliss. But with the beginning of what we Hindus call the yugas, or cyclic ages of humanity, Shakti separated herself from her beloved to create the forms and forces of this world. As the creative power of Shiva, Shakti is the vital force in all beings; there is nothing in this world that is devoid of her presence. She fills all space with her brilliance, and whatever we perceive is only her manifestation. It is she who binds atom with atom, molecule with molecule. Comprising all knowledge, Shakti is the colors and shapes of the world in all of their shades and gradations. Inherent in gods, animate and inanimate beings, rivers and electricity, you and I, she is the self, the universe, all that exists. She is bliss itself and gives bliss to all. Shakti is life and gives life to all. She is the mother of the universe and the universe itself. Even though she is essentially one, in order for us to know her she manifests herself in many forms. She is the voice, light, and energy of what you in the West call the Godhead. Many of our ancient texts known as the Vedas, Upanishads, Puranas, and Tantras sing her praises. Watch carefully, and I will reveal her to you.”

After Sitara spoke these words she went through an almost unbelievable series of physical transformations before my astonished eyes. As she named each goddess and brought her to life, it seemed as if she could magically alter the shape and size of her body. Not only could she shape-shift in this remarkable manner but also it appeared that she had the ability to transform her very flesh, so that with her depiction of each successive goddess the small wrinkles around her eyes magically disappeared and she actually became a younger version of herself.

First Sitara manifested as the fierce and powerful goddess Durga, whose image adorned the wall. Riding astride a lion Durga held in her many hands the weapons with which she destroyed the terrible demon Mahisha. The energy that exuded from Sitara was so compelling, her movements and gestures so powerful, that I could actually see these multiple hands as if they were real. In the blink of an eye Sitara then transformed herself into the warm sensuous Lakshmi, goddess of fertility and abundance. Light seemed to radiate outward from her body as her breasts appeared to swell and brim over with life-enhancing nectar. In one hand she held a lotus flower while sparkling gold coins poured out of the other hand. Sitara looked at me and laughed with delight as she became the youthful and serene Saraswati, goddess of music, singing softly to herself while playing her sacred instrument, the vina. Finally Sitara transformed into Kali Ma, the great wrathful goddess who with her shining sword destroys egotism and ignorance. The skin of Sitara’s face tightened until her face began to resemble a skull. Her ancient all-knowing eyes were wild with fire, and her red tongue hung out of her mouth. A third eye suddenly appeared between her two eyes, as she looked at me with great ferocity. I gazed into its depths, and for a moment it was as if I was looking into the fiery core of creation itself. I was overcome with awe and amazement. This was a spectacle unlike anything that I had ever witnessed.

But this was only the beginning of Sitara’s teaching, for she told me that in the ancient tradition of goddess worship, known as Tantra, every woman in the world is perceived as an incarnation of Shakti. “For so many centuries we have kept Shakti’s teaching alive,” Sitara said. “More centuries than you can imagine. According to our teachings the age in which we live is only one period of a much greater cycle of human experience known to us as the yugas. These yugas extend through vast passages of time, from the birth of creation to the very death of time itself. I know that you Westerners think that human beings evolved from apes and have only been civilized for five thousand years or so, but from our perspective this is not the case. Beginning with what we call the Satya Yuga, or Golden Age of truth and grace when we are totally at one with the light of Shakti and her shining realms of spirit, we travel through three other ages known as the Treta, Dvapara, and Kali Yugas, or the Silver, Bronze, and Iron Ages. During this journey we fall farther and farther away from the knowledge of Shakti’s light, until we reach the time when most of humanity has not only forgotten her but has forgotten that it even has a connection with the spiritual world at all. This is the age in which we live—our modern age, the Kali Yuga, or Age of Iron, when the forces of darkness and repression have become so powerful that many people in this world can no longer see the Goddess or feel her divine presence.” (See chapter 5 for a detailed explanation of this teaching.)

Sitara stopped speaking for a moment to pour herself a drink and let the import of her words sink into my consciousness. “Still,” she continued, “there are some even in this dark age of human experience who have never strayed from Shakti’s powerful path of love and light. We know that this is the final phase of her great cycle. Soon in the same way that the sun rises out of the darkness of the night sky, the goddess will return and a new Golden Age of spirit will be born.”

Once again, before my eyes Sitara began to physically transform herself. But this time she molded herself into the radiant devotees of the Goddess. Sitara began as a village maiden dancing blissfully in the moonlight, and then transformed into a courtesan of the Moghul courts. In this role she performed exquisite mimetic gestures for her emperor while singing beautiful lines of love poetry. Next she became a wild yogini, or female yoga practitioner, her body adorned with ornaments of bone as she performed ritual practices amid the lush forest. From a graceful devotee of Krishna lost in the pleasure of her song, to a beautiful temple priestess preparing her ceremonial offerings for Shakti and Shiva, and a mother lost in the ecstasy of giving birth, Sitara embodied and transmitted to me a full range of feminine archetypes and spiritual role models.

Sitara’s father, Acharya Sukhdev Maharaj, a great poet, composer, and Sanskrit scholar, had trained his daughter in this magical transformative art. He came from a lineage of artists who had lived for many generations in the holy city of Benares and had been instrumental in reviving what Sitara called Katha Nritya, an ancient form of Kathak dance. The name of the dance was derived from the Sanskrit katha, meaning “story” and nritya meaning “that form of dance-storytelling comprising movements of the body, hands, limbs, together with facial expressions and filled with emotion or sentiment.” 3 Sitara’s father had told her that the practices and teachings of Katha Nritya first took written form with the Vedas, or the sacred texts upon which all Hindu culture is based. But Katha Nritya existed as an oral tradition prior to that time; it appeared in northern India many centuries ago with the coming of the Aryan invaders from the West, and was instrumental in the transmission of the Vedic tradition to the indigenous people of India. Its proponents were known as Kathakas, and they traveled from village to village and temple to temple, transmitting the legends and epics of this ancient tradition that later came to be known as Hinduism. The Kathakas trained from childhood in the arts of physical and spiritual transformation. They worked with highly developed and exacting yogic techniques that had been handed down through the yugas that enabled them to embody the goddesses and gods, heroes and demons, of the Hindu pantheon. In this way they kept the sacred myths and memories of their tradition alive. The Kathakas played an essential role in the spiritual growth and sustenance of their ancient sacred society by enacting the great epics of the Vedic times, such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata, and transforming into the river goddess Saraswati, the great god Shiva, the ten-headed demon Ravana, and many more. Training in this sacred art of transformation became an integral part of the education of the priestesses and priests who directed and served in the holy temples.

I will never forget the day that I began my formal dance training. It was a Wednesday, the day of the great elephant-headed god Ganesh, the remover of obstacles. We had just completed the Sanskrit ceremony officiated by Sitara’s priest, during which I became her disciple and was therefore initiated into her ancient artistic lineage. Even though Sitara and the priest spoke in a language that was foreign to me, there was something about the energetic frequencies of these sacred sounds that touched a place deep within my heart. It was as if some hidden memory from a distant age was being reawakened in my consciousness.

Respect and reverence for the ancestors, one’s parents, and the deities themselves lie at the base of this sacred art form and of Hindu life, and so before I took my first step, before I placed the tinkling bells she called gungaru around my ankles, my guruji began her instruction. “Your bells are your sacred instrument,” she said, “and the dance is the vehicle through which you can perceive and encounter the divine realms. Before you put on your bells you must focus your mind on me, your teacher, who has introduced you to this path. It is through my blessing that you have been able to become a disciple in such a powerful and ancient tradition. I am opening the doorway for you to a lineage that has remained alive for centuries. Therefore you must pay homage to the many gurus who have come before me, to the countless generations of ancestors, to all the magical dancer-storytellers, priestesses, and priests of this sacred art, who have devoted themselves to its preservation. You must consciously ask them to be present and assist you in your practice.
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Becoming a disciple—the author with Sitara Devi.



“You must then call upon the divine Shakti, the spiritual light and energy of all the deities who you will have the honor to embody. You must request that these deities, whose stories and energies will flow through you, be present and support you as you learn to embrace every aspect of their appearance, qualities, and teachings. You see, to really become a Kathaka, or one who walks the ancient path of the priestess, you must understand that when you are dancing Durga you are not just acting as if you are Durga; you are Durga. The stage around you becomes the fiery battleground on which you encounter and defeat the evil demon Mahisha. Since this is a solo dance form in which you will play all the roles, when you shift from Durga to Mahisha you then become the terrifying, shape-shifting buffalo demon who in his overwhelming desire for power has challenged and defeated many of the gods themselves.” Sitara looked at me sternly and said, “This is not acting, this is not pretending; this is real. This is the mystical art of transformation. Open your body, mind, and spirit fully to allow the divine Shakti energy of these deities to enter you. Cast aside your own ego and merge completely with the radiant nature of these luminous beings. This is the essence of sacred dance; this is the timeless art of Katha Nritya.”

Sitara continued, “If you are serious, from this day forward you must fully devote yourself to this art, attuning yourself to every nuance of tala (rhythm), mudra (hand gesture), karana (posture), and bhava (expression). For these are the sacred languages of these divine beings. This is not some fantasy; you must make a personal and intimate connection with them. A profound and delicate interplay will take place between you. Believe me, this is not an easy path. It is fraught with peril. It is purification and reweaving of your entire personality and way of perceiving reality. It takes lifetimes of commitment and sacrifice. But once you are on the path, there is no turning back.

“Before you begin, you must pay homage to your parents, for they are the beings that gave you birth, loved you, and gave of themselves to raise you. After this you may put on your bells. Then you must touch the floor and your heart to acknowledge and pay homage to the earth goddess herself, the Great Mother, who cares for and supports us all. And you must then pay homage in the same way to the musicians and their instruments, the tabla, harmonium, and sarangi that support you in your practice. Finally you must pay homage to your guru, who is your teacher. You must touch my feet and place your hands together at your heart in the sacred gesture of namaste, a gesture that means ‘the divine Shakti in me greets the divine Shakti in you,’ for it is through my love and devotion to the transmission of this sacred art that I have agreed to guide you on this path.”

My dreams that night were filled with images of the Goddess. I saw myself walking through ancient temples, performing offerings before glittering golden statues, dancing and singing for audiences of copper-skinned, almond-eyed men, women, and children. In the next few days, whenever I was in my guruji’s presence it was as if my own perception had expanded to new levels of awareness. In the time between our conversations and instruction, I read to Ari from the richly illustrated books of Hindu myths and stories that Sitara had given him. My son and I were both captivated by the vivid accounts of the magical feats of the gods and goddesses.

Only a few days after my initiation Sitara called me to the living room, where I received my dance instruction. Impatiently she motioned for me to take my usual place at her feet. As I looked up at her she seemed to grow in stature. In a somber tone she told me that since my arrival she had been watching me. She said that in my dress, mannerisms, expressions, and movements I appeared to be more masculine than feminine. She said that this was not my fault, but it was a problem stemming from the fact that I had grown up in a culture that had forgotten the Goddess. At that moment images flowed through my mind of how I had been raised to admire and emulate the ways of men. I remembered how in my youth I was considered a tomboy who loved to compete with boys in athletics or leap across the floor with them in dance classes. I also thought about how I generally preferred their company to that of females.

“For example, look at your clothes,” Sitara noted, “They are not graceful and flowing like those of Indian women. Look at your body, so thin and muscular.” She began to laugh. “If you didn’t have breasts I might mistake you for a boy.” I began to realize that she was right, and tears welled up in my eyes. Sitara’s eyes filled with warmth and her voice became soft and soothing. She said, “I realize, Sharron, that you have sacrificed much to come here. I know the journey must have been difficult for you. But if you want to learn the ways of the Goddess all of this has to change.” She informed me that I must give away my Western clothes and dress only in a sari. How could I know what it felt like to be an Indian woman, let alone a goddess of the Hindu tradition, if I didn’t even know how to dress like one? With great trepidation I surrendered to her the Danskin leotards and expensive Versace clothes that I had brought with me. Then she told me to grab my purse. We were going shopping.

Sitara led Ari and me out into the street and waved her hands to call a taxi. She ushered us into the backseat and jumped in alongside the driver. In a commanding tone she directed him to our destination. Soon after we arrived at the bazaar, where cows meandered along the sidewalks and teams of oxen slowly pulled wagons full of wares alongside honking automobiles and darting rickshaws. Sitara took control of the situation, and many saris were brought out for our inspection. Some were made of cotton, some of silk. Before long we had chosen several rich and colorful lengths of fabric, which would become my favorite mode of dress for many years. For from the moment when Sitara first wrapped the sari around my body I was moved by the beauty, simplicity, and elegance of this ancient style of feminine dress.

Now that I had the proper attire Sitara began my training in earnest. She encouraged me to read about the origins and significance of the sacred language of gesture. I discovered that in India, mudras play a primary role in the transmission of ancient sacred knowledge. According to the Tantraraja Tantra of the sixteenth century, the word mudra derives from the Sanskrit root mud, meaning “bliss,” “rejoice,” or “that which pleases the gods.” In the ancient Vedic and later tantric rites, mudras were considered a magical code for communicating with the deities and forces of nature that sealed a ritual act of invocation or offering and endowed it with mystic power. With the creation of the Natya Shastra, an ancient text on the sacred science of drama and dance attributed to the Hindu sage Bharata, these symbolic gestures were used not only for ritual activity but also as a means of describing the qualities, moods, and actions of the deities.4

Sitara informed me that the gestures were only one vital aspect of this ritualistic training. She said that in the days of the temple, when the priestesses still performed their rites, training in all aspects of the sacred yogic science of theatrical expression was fundamental to their education. It developed awareness of the subtle powers of their bodies, minds, and emotions to such a high degree that they became perfect vessels for the clear untainted light of Shakti. As caretakers of the spiritual life of the people, these priestesses and temple dancers were responsible for the continued transmission of the sacred myths, legends, and stories of their heritage.

“Today, the temple priestess is but a fading memory,” Sitara said wistfully. “Like a delicate shadow she dances across our vision. Many of us women faced with the difficulties of modern society long for the days when we could spend each waking moment in the service of the goddess as her emissaries on Earth.” A trace of a smile swept across Sitara’s beautiful face. “But all is not lost. As dancers we are fortunate to retain these precious remnants of her mysteries.” She motioned for me to stand before her. “Come,” she said. “Let us begin.”

Because I had extensive training in ballet and modern dance Sitara began by teaching me a dance-story of the tantric god Shiva, whose powerful movements and strong expressions were closer to the athletic styles with which I was familiar. I began to learn what I later came to recognize as the “outer” or beginning stages of tantric practice: comprehension of the iconography of the deity, the many layers of meaning encoded in her or his form, what the dimension of the deity looks like, and the purification and offerings performed to invoke the deity. Sitara translated from the Sanskrit to introduce me to each karana and mudra of Shiva, the river goddess Gunga, and the other characters in the story. Sitara patiently demonstrated the movements and expressions for me, explaining the significance of each—how Shiva’s four arms represent his multiple powers, how the drum he holds in one hand represents the beating of the rhythm, and how the primal power of sound itself, the first element, and the voice of Shakti vibrating through the ether in the first act of creation. In another hand, positioned in a half-moon shape, Shiva holds a flame, symbolizing the burning away of all evil. He dances upon the prostrate demon of ignorance with one hand directed to his upward-pointing foot, a symbol of release and salvation. Shiva’s fourth hand is the hand of protection, offering his strength and guidance to those on the path. Surrounded by flames of energy and wisdom, he is the cosmic dancer, dancing the cyclic dance of creation, preservation, and destruction.

As in all the compositions of the ancient Katha Nritya repertoire, this dance was not only a dance of Shiva, but also an entire episode from the Ramayana, an epic said to have taken place in the beginning of the Golden Age, when goddesses and gods dwelled upon the earth. This episode described the manifestation of the holy Ganges River in our earthly realm as personified in the goddess Gunga, whose stainless waters purify the earth and the entire cosmos. I found it fascinating that my guruji chose to begin with this dance, as it depicts the influx of the holy river of feminine grace upon the earth from the celestial realms. According to the Bhagavata Purana this is a river of immense spiritual power. It is the luminous pathway over which the great sages travel from dimension to dimension.5

The flow of this river is so strong that if left unmitigated it would envelop the earth. In the tale, Shiva, lord of the yogis, sits in deep meditation on the summit of Mount Kailash. He agrees to receive the full force of the river’s powerful flow into his matted locks. By doing so he becomes a transducer, reducing the current to the level at which it can be received and utilized by humanity. He does this so that every being can have the opportunity to bathe in Gunga’s purifying waters and experience her revitalizing touch. As the consort of Shakti, Shiva is at one with this force. I wondered if by teaching me this dance first my guruji was attempting to shower me with the subtle energetic current of this goddess of purification. But this was not the only aspect of the dance that amazed me; as I began to study Shiva’s image and allow his Shakti to flow through me, I realized that it was to this great tantric yogi that I had made my offering on that fateful mushroom-induced trip.
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The author as the tantric god Shiva, photograph courtesy of Shantilal Somaiya.



Clearly this training was worlds away from the outer technical display I had once regarded as dance. Here was a culture in which the art of dance was seen as emerging from the very act of creation itself. Rather than being merely a display of technical virtuosity, the movements of the Kathak dancer were a magical presentation of the many facets and forms of creation that contained the vital energy of the Goddess herself. I had been raised in a Western society that was imprinted with the Puritanical mind-set that the body, especially the woman’s body, was inherently evil. After all, according to the Judeo-Christian tradition, it was Eve’s sin—woman’s desire for knowledge—that had led humanity out of paradise. To many Western people dance was some kind of lurid sexual display rather than a true art form; according to this view dance had no link to the transcendent realms of the spirit. Now I was being offered a completely different view. Here was a tradition in which the female body was seen as a sacred vessel, an expression of and receptacle for divine energy.

Sitara began to teach me the Saraswati Vandana, or dance of invocation and offering to Saraswati, the great goddess of learning, music, poetry, the arts, purification, and refinement. According to the 
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