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Let the Gypsies come and blossom. 
We miss them. 

They can help us by irritating our fixed orders. 
They are what we pretend to be; they are the true Europeans. 

They do not know any borders. 
 

Günter Grass 
  
 
 
  
  

The feminine style of transformation is to seek the spirit in the hidden meaning of concrete happenings, 
to go down deep into personal events and into the dark unknown places of our own emotions, 

where we find abundance of life in an intensity of our inward responses. 
 

Ann Ulanov, The Feminine in Jungian Psychology and in Christian Theology 
  
  

 
  
 

The time will come 
When, with elation 

You will greet yourself arriving 
At your own door, in your own mirror 

And each will smile at the other's welcome, 
 

and say, sit here. Eat. 
You will love again the stranger who was your self. 

Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart 
to itself, to the stranger who has loved you 

 
all your life, whom you ignored 

for another, who knows you by heart. 
Take down the love letters from the bookshelf, 

 
the photographs, the desperate notes, 
peel your own image from the mirror. 

Sit. Feast on your life. 

“Love After Love,” Derek Walcott 

  

 In August 1994 I had the following dream. 
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 I am in the back of a pickup truck with Karen and several other [women’s writing] workshop members. 
Sandra is driving. We are in England, in the countryside south of London. Suddenly we see a group of women 
sitting outside on the rolling green hills – brightly dressed in long “old-fashioned” clothes – sitting on what seems 
like a stone bench. A minute later, another such group appears. Then I realize – these are gypsies and we are in their 
territory. Then there are many of them, all out in the green open: laughing, talking to each other, walking and 
running, clearly having a good time. It looks like all women; I don’t see men. The pickup stops, and we get out. 
There are some items for sale and Sandra buys a lovely little girl’s dress that they made. The pattern is ethnic batik 
and it is beautiful. Karen has a baby girl. I wonder if the gypsies will be friendly – they may feel we’re invading their 
space. Are we welcome? Am I welcome? One of them can’t speak English (they all speak Romany), so she calls 
another older woman who does. We have to go back to the pickup and continue but I desperately want to spend more 
time here – or to come back. 
  
  

 Along with the dream I had recorded my immediate associations. 

  

 What stays with me is the free and adventuresome spirit of the women, the beauty of their clean colourful 
clothes, and my own desire to be part of it. All the women had long, clean dark hair. There was something untamed, 
spontaneous, joyful about them. I wondered what they did for shelter at night and how they could be warm enough 
sitting out there in their beautiful dresses, but they didn’t seem worried. These women were making crafts to sell, 
and being in nature, daughters of the Earth Mother. They were speaking their own language. (There’s my 
longstanding fascination with gypsies, although the only ones I’ve seen lived in squalor. These were poor, but clean 
and beautiful.) I know this is an important dream, but I don’t yet know exactly why. Exuberance. Wildness. Colour. 
Spontaneity. Laughter. Dance. A child. Nature. Community. Everything I yearn to have more of. Why a pickup 
truck? And why was I in the back of it, being driven half asleep and trying to keep warm? A man’s vehicle. But also 
connected to the land; usually farmers have pickup trucks. 
  
  
  
 This was not the first dream I’d had about gypsies and it certainly wasn’t to be my last. But of 

those I had remembered or recorded up to 1994, it had the strongest emotional tone to date. To my 

conscious knowledge I had not known that the language of the Gypsies or Roma is called “Romany” but 

something (or someone) in me clearly knew. 

The longing for a more exuberant, spontaneous, instinctual, communal, and embodied life in 

nature represented by the gypsy women in this dream is certainly not mine alone. The Gypsy is an 

archetypal figure with great symbolic resonance for many people in western culture. This is evident in 

the near cult following of the films of French Roma filmmaker Tony Gatlif (“Latcho Drom,” “Gadjo Dilo,” 

“Mondo,” and others); in the resurgence of interest in ethnic Gypsy music (in what has been referred to 
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as the “alternative,” “world,” or “liminal music scene”),1 and the gypsy theme in folk and contemporary 

music since the 1950s. Not least, it is reflected in the periodic recurrence of “Bohemian fashion,” whether 

the hippy-gypsy clothes of the 1960s flower children, the more upmarket Bohemian elements in the ethnic 

Gypsy and Russian designs of Oscar de la Renta during the 1970s, or the reappearance of gypsy themes 

in the haut couture of Yves St. Laurent and Jean Paul Gaultier in the last few years. Indeed when I was in 

Paris in May 2005 it seemed that all of Paris was a gypsy; women’s fashion was utterly taken with this 

theme.2  

 Of course there are also many less benign manifestations of the powerful hold the Gypsy has on 

the western imagination and psyche, where the Romani people have been reviled and persecuted as 

Other (most brutually under Hitler during WW2), and driven from one town and country to another.3 Ian 

Hancock, the leading Romani scholar, activist, and spokesman, and founder of RADOC (the Romani 

Archives and Documentation Centre at the University of Texas at Austin), cites many examples of the 

“mixture of fascination and revulsion” that have characterized non-Gypsy attitudes toward the Roma 

over the centuries. In The Pariah Syndrome, he provides a detailed account of their gradual movement out 

of India from around 900 AD, their subsequent five hundred year enslavement in the Balkans from 

approximately 1350 to 1850, and the contemporary situation of Roma around the world, which he 

characterizes as precarious and marginal. 

  

ENCOUNTERING GYPSIES 

  

 I, too, felt a combination of fascination and apprehension in the course of my several unwitting 

personal encounters with actual Gypsies while travelling through Europe and the Middle East in the 

autumn of 1979. The first occurred while I was accompanying two American friends to the train station in 

Rome. Suddenly we were swarmed by a large group of children who came at me in particular with such 

force that I almost fell to the ground, then scattered just as quickly. Bewildered by this sudden onslaught, 
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I was so busy trying to decipher the words scrawled on a rough piece of cardboard they shoved at me 

that I didn’t realize I was being robbed of my wallet. As the children ran away, one of my friends saw my 

open purse flap and yelled angrily at them. The oldest, a young girl of about twelve, whipped up her 

dress and pulled down her panties to prove she had nothing hidden in there. I was shocked that she so 

freely exposed her pubis and naively surprised by the effective teamwork of these little thieves, about a 

dozen in all. It had never occurred to me that I could be robbed by a gang of small children! 

 Several months later on a crude overnight ferry from Athens to Crete, I went to the women’s 

bathroom in the middle of the night and was shocked to find a Gypsy man and woman in there. I was 

wearing one of my self-created “gypsy skirts” and they pointed to it and smiled with obvious enjoyment, 

speaking to me in a language I did not understand. Surprised to find a man in the women’s bathroom, I 

was a little nervous, especially when they reached out to touch my skirt. Although they appeared 

friendly, it crossed my mind that it was the middle of the night, the door was closed, and I could easily be 

overpowered. Curious about what they were saying to each other and to me, I smiled back, and left 

without having used the bathroom! 

 Since then I have often seen Gypsies in the English countryside and panhandling in many 

European streets, but these were my only direct encounters with them. Both times I experienced that 

uncanny blend of curiousity and fascination, nervousness and fear (Who is this Other in front of me? Am 

I safe here?) that comes closest to the experience of awe. Perhaps I felt even then that they were outer 

manifestations of a numinous energy within me. 

  

OUTER AND INNER 

  

 But I have been reflecting on the “outer Gypsies” here. What about the inner Gypsies of my 

dream? In the course of this discussion, I will be talking about three fields of reference in regard to 
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Gypsies: the actual Romani people; the stereotyped gypsy of western culture; and the archetypal image of 

the Gypsy. 

The thousand year long history of the Romani people following their exile from Northern India is 

the external frame of this discussion. Because the diverse group of people who collectively refer to 

themselves as Roma or Romani has been predominantly nonliterate over the years, much is not known 

for certain, and it has been the passion of contemporary Roma scholars like Ian Hancock to gather as 

much information as possible into a coherent and cohesive history.4 Although this is a complex and 

fascinating story, this is not my focus here. Suffice it to say there are estimated to be between eight and 

twelve million Roma in the world today, a widely ranging figure that testifies to the lack of certainty 

about them.5 

 There is considerable controversy about the use of “Gypsy” versus “Roma” to identify this 

people. In an article titled “Dark Mysterious Wanderers: The Migrating Metaphor of the Gypsy,” Toby F. 

Sonneman has summarized the discussion as follows:  

  

Because the name “Gypsy” arose from the mistaken idea that this population originated from Egypt 
(their origins have been traced, through their language, to India) and has often been used pejoratively, 
many activists have argued for replacing this term with the Romanes terms for self-reference: Rom 
(singular, also meaning man), Roma (plural) or Romani (adj.) people…. The matter of nomenclature is very 
complex (136).6 
  
  

In an online article, Ian Hancock writes, “Small-g ‘gypsy’ has come to stand for the “gypsy” most often 

found in literature – labeled because of his or her behaviour or appearance. ‘Gypsy’ refers to a member of 

an ethnic population but is being replaced by ‘Roma’ or “Romanies.”7 

For my purposes here, I would like to distinguish among “Roma” or “Romani” as the ethnic 

group, lower-case “gypsy” as the cultural stereotype which I will explore in the following paragraphs, 

and upper-case “Gypsy” as an archetypal image and symbol with great numinous power in my own 

psyche over the past four decades of my life. 
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The second sphere of reference in my discussion of Rom/gypsy/Gypsy is that of the culturally 

stereotyped gypsy. The cultural mythology of gypsies reflects a wide range of simultaneous idealization 

and denigration. Although there may be individual variations here, the general picture would include, on 

the idealized “positive” side, gypsies as carefree and happy wanderers; as exotic, dark-skinned men and 

women with mysterious erotic appeal; as passionate musicians and dancers in flambuoyant clothing who 

travel throughout the world in brightly coloured caravans; and as purveyors of mysterious magical and 

esoteric powers. On the negative side, gypsies are regarded as beggars and thieves, outlaws and 

vagabonds, as swindlers, idlers, and child-snatchers, and historically, much worse. The prevalence of this 

stereotype in our culture is evident in our use of “gyp” as synonymous with “cheat, swindler,” and of 

“gypsying” as a verb defined by Webster’s Dictionary as “to live or roam as a Gypsy.” 

Sonneman suggests that the popular romantic portrait of Gypsies consists of “a tribal people 

traveling in horse-drawn wagons and caravans, the men wearing bandannas and gold earrings and the 

women dressed in colorful full skirts, a symbolic picture of a free and rural past frozen in time” (128). Ian 

Hancock describes the North American image of gypsies as “violin-toting individuals sporting earrings, 

embroidered vests and tambourines” (120), and quotes a fanciful description of Gypsies from a 1986 

Boston newspaper article: 

  

They are glitter and gold, decked out in bright babushka of legend. They are exotic women in colorful 
skirts, dancing in sensual swirls. They are dark men with smoldering eyes. They are carefree spirits 
playing the tambourine. The entire image is crowned with a halo of mystique, shrouded in a cloak of 
mystery (126). 
  

  

Taking it a step further and reflecting on what we have projected onto gypsy life and custom in 

these stereotypes, Judith Okely, author of The Traveller Gypsies, writes, “Outsiders have projected onto 

Gypsies their own repressed fantasies and longings for disorder” (Hancock 121), and another writer 

suggests that “Gypsies [represent] modernity’s romance with its disappeared organic past.”8 And 

Sonneman continues, 
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The Gypsies have long been the human symbol of freedom. When people long to break the ideological 
chains of government, politics, economics and law, of stagnation, routines, and expectations – even the 
confines of time itself – they look toward the images of Gypsies to represent the illusion of freedom, to 
offer them hope (132). 
 

 

One aspect of the romanticized freedom projected onto Gypsies is the image of happy wanderers, 

whereas in reality, Ian Hancock points out, “Gypsies in western Europe have traditionally been kept on 

the move because of laws which have given them no alternative…. Stopping has meant transportation, 

enslavement, and even death” (123).  

I must admit that I too have cherished romantic fantasies about gypsy life. Indeed while I was 

well aware that hundreds of thousands of Gypsies were murdered by Hitler (the only people arguably 

more reviled than Jews), until I read Isabel Fonseca’s Bury Me Standing: The Gypsies and their Journey a 

decade ago, I had no inkling of a five hundred year history of Gypsy enslavement in Central Europe that 

equaled the worst horrors of Black slavery in the Americas (legal emancipation of Gypsies in the Balkans 

and African Americans occurred within a year of each other). Fonseca writes, 

 

Gypsies as slaves – the notion goes against every West European and New World stereotype. The 
Gypsies are catalogued in the imagination as a kind of definition of rootlessness and freedom. Had this 
ignominious episode in Gypsy history become better known, then perhaps that pervasive free-spirit 
fantasy might have failed to establish itself in the first place (175). 
 

 

And finally, in reflecting on the power of cultural stereotypes to overshadow and even deny authentic 

experience, Ronald Lee, a leading Canadian Roma spokesman said in an interview in 1999, “I want to do 

all I can to put the mythological "Gypsy" to death and replace this phantasmagoric creature with the living 

Roma.”9 

 Perhaps cultural stereotypes are the result of idealized splitting in which the nuance of the fluid 

play of opposites in the unconscious is lost in the attempt to reduce ambiguity and uncertainty. With no 
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conscious awareness of the dynamics of projection, a process of objectification takes place wherein the 

object of the stereotype – here the Rom/gypsy – is turned into a static “Other” and viewed always from a 

distance. In western culture the gypsy has carried the second part in dualisms such as Light and Dark, 

Inside and Outside, Culture and Nature, Normal and Aberrant, Rational and Irrational, and Order and 

Chaos, to name just a few. Among the secondary oppositions here would be master and slave, conformity 

and rebellion, moderation and extreme, reason and passion, mind and body, boundaries and liminality, 

settled and nomadic, and many others.  And yet, because stereotypes are fixed and flattened projections 

of living energies originally rooted in the dark archetypal interplay of opposites, once can almost discern 

a faint archetypal rumbling in them at times. 

  

THE ARCHETYPAL GYPSY 

  

The final and most relevant sphere of reference here is that of Gypsy as archetypal image. For 

many in our culture - certainly for me - the Gypsy carries powerful energy related to a fundamental 

human experience of freedom and suffering, longing and aspiration. This symbolic resonance is evident 

in dreams, fantasies, yearnings, and many other forms of imaginative life and creativity. This is where I 

want to explore and dwell now, focusing on my own lifelong relationship with this image. I make no 

claim that the life of the Gypsy in my psyche corresponds in any way to the harsh realities of actual 

Romani lives today. What I can promise is to be as precise and accurate as possible in my description of 

the Gypsy within, even when my reflecting consciousness might feel embarrassed by the products of my 

unconscious fantasy! 

The only explicit reference to Gypsies in the Collected Works of Jung occurs in Psychological Types, 

where he writes, “The Promethean defiance of the accepted gods is personified in the figure of the 

medieval magician. The magician has preserved in himself a trace of primitive paganism.” The 

accompanying footnote (32) reads: “Very often it is the older folk-elements that possess magical powers. 



 8 

In India it is the Nepalese, in Europe the gypsies, and in Protestant areas the Capuchins” (Vol. 6/316).12 

Nevertheless what Jung says about the Wandering Jew could just as well refer to the Gypsy, and indeed 

these two archetypal images are closely related, with their common associations of exile, rootlessness and 

wandering. The Wandering Jew, says Jung, 

  

sprang from a component of the personality or a charge of libido that could find no outlet in the Christian 
attitude to life and the world and was therefore repressed… an unredeemed, untamed barbarian 
element… a part of ourselves that has contrived to escape the Christian process of domestication. The 
restlessness of the wandering Jew is a concretization of this unredeemed state (Vol. 6/454). 
  
  

Jung’s amplification of the Wandering Jew is equally relevant to the Gypsy.13 Similarly, his discussion of 

“The Dreamlike World of India,” the original home of the Romani people, seems related also to the 

Gypsy. Like the Wandering Jew, both Indian and Gypsy represent aspects of the unredeemed and 

untamed underside of “the Christian attitude to life and the world” and “process of domestication.” Jung 

writes: 

  

It is quite possible that India is the real world, and that the white man lives in a madhouse of abstractions. 
To be born, to die, to be sick, greedy, dirty, childish, ridiculously vain, miserable, hungry, vicious; to be 
manifestly stuck in illiterate unconsciousness, to be suspended in a narrow universe of good and evil 
gods and to be protected by charms and helpful mantras, that is perhaps the real life, life as it was meant 
to be, the life of the earth. Life in India has not yet withdrawn into the capsule of the head. It is still the 
whole body that lives. No wonder the European feels dreamlike: the complete life of India is something 
of which he merely dreams. When you walk with naked feet, how can you ever forget the earth 
(Vol.10/988). 
  
  

 In western European thinking-based culture, the Gypsy also carries the energy of the “Dark 

Feminine,” the repressed and often despised “yin” dimension (feeling, emotion, intuition, instinct, 

empathy, process, nonrational knowledge), and more fundamentally, of the chthonic dimension of life, 

overlooked in our rationalistic and disembodied lives. She is also related to the fierce Indian goddess Kali 
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and to the Black Madonna, who is the patron saint of the Romani people, known variably as “Mary the 

Gypsy”, “Maria-Sara,” “Saint Sara,” “Sara the Egyptian,” “Sara-Kali,” and other names as well. 

For men, the Gypsy may be an alluring anima figure, representing uninhibited passion and 

eroticism. In Lying With the Heavenly Woman, Robert Johnson describes the double form of the anima in 

men’s lives that reflects the splitting of the feminine within Christianity into “Madonna and Whore,” the 

Virgin Mary and the Black Madonna. While “the light anima is often idealistic, lofty, noble, ascetic,” 

Johnson writes, “the dark anima is a gypsy, illicit, wildly sensuous, chaotic” (46-47). 

Conversely for women, the Gypsy may evoke a dark, exotic, mysterious animus figure, definitely 

not the marrying type but infinitely alluring. But it seems to me that even more importantly, for women, 

too, the Gypsy is a feminine soul image, related to the Virgin archetype. In Woman’s Mysteries, Esther 

Harding defines the Virgin as follows: 

  

The woman who is virgin, one-in-herself, does what she does – not because of any desire to please, not to 
be liked, or to be approved, even by herself; not because of any desire to gain control over another, to 
catch his interest or love, but because what she does is true (125). 
  
  

As in my dream and accompanying associations above, the Gypsy may represent authenticity, 

spontaneity, freedom, autonomy, creativity, exuberance, embodiment, and joy. In contrast to the “father’s 

daughter” who excels in the realm of public achievement and recognition and defines herself in terms of 

male approval, the Virgin-Gypsy seeks to realize and live according to her own authentic soul values, 

even when they run counter to those of the culture. As Harding states, “Her actions may, indeed, be 

unconventional. She may have to say no, when it would be easier, as well as more adapted, 

conventionally speaking, to say yes” (125). 

 For many women, Gypsy is also a kinaesthetic image, experienced in our bodies as 

unprecedented freedom and range of movement (rather than constriction and shame); greater 

acknowledgment and enjoyment of our own physical beauty and sensuality; heightened awareness of our 
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own sexual desire; and increased energy and lust for life in all its many manifestations. My own 

experience of this was most dramatic during my first Body Soul Rhythms Intensive with Marion 

Woodman and her colleagues in May 2000. One essential feature of the week is the creation of a mask 

that allows the emergence and exploration of new energies, previously suppressed. I found myself 

creating an ancient feminine earth-spirit, a dark rose and brown-tinted Gypsy, her forehead studded with 

jewels, her face outlined with gold beads and shimmering with gold sparkles, her hair made of many 

long strands of multi-coloured wool. In the course of the week’s activities, she moved and danced as I 

had never danced before, pouring new life into my body and soul. 

  

ON MEANDERING THROUGH THE (TEXTUAL) FIELD 

  

 Before entering more deeply into this numinous archetypal landscape however, I want to muse 

on the mode of telling. Having begun this essay in traditional scholarly fashion, perhaps I can incorporate 

the Gypsy in the way I carry on from here: wandering, journeying, and dwelling - meandering through 

the gypsy landscape of my soul. “Meander,” derived from the winding Phrygian Meander river, 

originally meant “to flow in a winding course” (1612).14 From the many additional meanings provided in 

the Oxford English Dictionary, two others are relevant to the way I would like to proceed: “to wind or turn 

in a course or passage; to be intricate;” and, as noun, “a circuitous journey or movement; a deviation; a 

winding course (as in the dance).” Not linear then, but following desire and the gypsy, in the feminine 

mode envisioned by Ann Ulanov when she writes - 

  

The act of understanding is not only an act of conception, but also a bringing forth of the perception into 
something concrete and fully realized. This bringing forth is the transformative, dynamic work of the 
feminine. Its active eros element reaches out to complete a process begun in the unconscious. Unlike an 
act of intellect that can swiftly register facts, analyze, or classify them, the feminine quality of 
understanding conceives a content, walks around it, participates affectively in it, and then brings it forth 
into the world (171). 
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Ulanov goes on to describe “the efforts to articulate somehow, no matter how incompletely, the darkness 

of personal experience” - a beautiful description of what I am attempting here - and writes,  

  

This is what Jungians call feminine comprehension, a comprehension that grows quietly over a period of 
time and transforms the person who has it. The symbolism of the feminine is mysterious, and its secrets 
are imparted in mysterious ways reaching back to ancient mythological rites and ecstasies associated 
with music and the dance, such as the Orphic and Eleusinian mysteries. Thus it is the feminine muses 
who preside over rhythm, over soothsaying and artistic creativity. The style of feminine comprehension 
and communication is similar to that of the oral tradition in Christianity. The written word tells one story. 
The spoken word, accompanied by the gestures and tonalities of the speaker, tells another (172). 
  
  

I was relieved to discover this passage, feeling throughout the process of writing this essay that mere 

words on paper cannot adequately convey the colour, texture, rhythm and other expressions of the 

Gypsy energy. These words ought to be printed on parchment or tapestry edged with gold and 

multicoloured, shining beads; they should be sung and danced and sounded, rather than trapped on A-4 

paper! 

Like the oral tradition of the Romani people, feminine narrative derives from “song, the first 

music of the voice of love, which every woman keeps alive,”15 rooted in the mother’s body. Can I write 

this essay so that it resonates with the simmering, shimmering, singing, dancing energy of the Gypsy in 

my soul? Defer the goal oriented task of “completing the symbol paper” in favour of a passionate and 

soulful meander through this territory? Invoke Hélène Cixous’ beautiful words – “Writing is the 

passageway, the entrance, the exit, the dwelling place of the other in me – the other [Gypsy] that I am and 

am not, that I don’t know how to be, but that I feel passing, that makes me live – that tears me apart, 

disturbs me, changes me” (85, 86). What a wonderful “Gypsy language” she writes! 

 In other words, while meandering through this rich soul territory I want to jump off that pickup 

truck at last, and enter those green fields of possibility. I want to follow the Gypsy women in my dream 

and, in that open space, to dwell with them awhile, trusting that I will find the language with which to 
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touch on what is intimate about Gypsy to my soul. The older Gypsy in my dream speaks English, after 

all. 

 

RHYTHM AND RESONANCE 

  

 During my New York years (1987-2000), the longest permanent settlement of my adult life thus 

far, stuck in an urban environment that nourished neither body nor soul, the Gypsy energy receded into 

the background. But I remember well the afternoon in the mid 1990s when I began to sew my first gypsy 

skirt in two decades and how that process nourished me. It was soulwork, as if somehow I had found 

some part of myself again and was on the way home after a long period of exile in an alien land (which in 

a sense I was, since it was around that time that my husband and I began to make concrete plans to 

relocate to Vancouver). Just how close to the surface she was in my psyche became clear when she 

emerged spontaneously in a writing workshop - as my repressed shadow sister.16 

   

August 10, 1996 
 The frame of her life contains all that is ordered and predictable, tidy and articulate. It is everything else 
that she yearns for, that fills her imagination and spills through her dreams. Wildness, dark, rich, jewelled gypsy 
colours and melodies, shameless with urgency and desire, dance beyond the bounds of decency and decorum, so free 
in range and uninhibited in intensity. Why not fill these days and years with glorious motion?  
 The living room is unlived in – the thread in her dreams that puzzles and disturbs her. Where is the living 
being done? Can she continue in measured and graceful strides, kindly attending to all around her and on every 
side? What is the price being paid? What is the life being missed? 

Are there two lives in one here? Perhaps as she moves through serene rooms and days with solicitous 
attention, her other self is reveling in some dark tavern or thrashing her arms and body wildly into ecstasy under 
stars that illuminate her skin and pierce her flesh. 

Who can determine the facts of her life? Is she the careful one, or the volcano of passionate immersion? The 
facts can’t even begin to tell the truth about this woman. It’s everything else that creates the full-hearted sound of 
her story. And maybe she’d rather sing it anyway, liltingly and with great affection, depth, and resonance, sing the 
yearning, the secrets, the exultation and the sorrow of her full full life. 

  
  

Word and story, speech and sound, music and movement, rhythm and resonance - these have 

been central processes in my soul. Although most of my musical training has been in classical piano, it is 
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singing, both choral and solo, and that has provided the greatest experience of ecstasy. As in dance, there 

have I have often felt that I was “being sung,” rather than being the active agent. So I was fascinated to 

discover that traditionally the Romani people often sing their conversations. In her discussion of 

contemporary Romani autobiography, Michaela Grobbel cites one Romani writer’s description of how 

“family members, especially women, told stories through singing” in prewar Germany, and reflects: 

  

Songs also embody and perform individual life histories. In the absence of a written tradition they 
function like epic poems, transmit communal experiences, and teach children the moral laws of the 
group. Stojka remembers the communicative function of singing in everyday life; instead of talking to 
each other, people would sometimes respond to each other in song (144). 
  
  

While watching Tony Gatlif’s “Latcho Drom” again during recent weeks, I was indeed struck by the 

stories told in the lyrics of the Roma’s songs. For example,  

  

At Auschwitz, we die of hunger  /  In huge sheds they imprison us 
At Auschwitz the kapo is cruel  /  We can’t find bread anywhere 
Life is so far off and death so close  /  The black bird wants to tear out my heart. 
  
  

An elderly Roma woman sung this haunting melody with a tremulous and ravaged voice as she clutched 

a photograph of Vaclav Havel in her right hand, the tattooed numbers on her left forearm evidence of her 

time at Auschwitz. 

 In a documentary about the life of the great Spanish Gypsy flamenco dancer, Carmen Amaya, we 

learn that the Roma express their life through flamenco. Because the Spanish Roma were so poor, 

flamenco began as a vocal and rhythmic music: they snapped their fingers, stamped their feet, and sang: 

“The made music with their bodies, which is all they really had.” I am sure that their passion for dance 

was also a survival strategy for the Roma; I know that it has been for me. 
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By the time I finished writing my second book, the Gypsy was much closer to consciousness 

again. Here is an excerpt, written in October 2000, several months after our move to Vancouver. 

  

 Draped over the back of the blue couch at the far end of the living room are various lengths of 
jewel-toned fabrics - midnight blue, forest green, plum wine, and deep burgundy - and an array of 
beautiful burnished gold trims, creamy laces, sequins, satin ribbons, and brilliantly hued crystal and 
cloisonné beads. My gypsy skirts, so long deferred, are in full swing, and provide such pleasure in the 
doing that for the life of me, I can't remember why I stopped making and wearing them twenty years ago. 
Did my gypsy self really go underground for all those years? 
 As friends and strangers query the origins of my skirts, I have been prompted to think about the 
meaning of Gypsy for me. When I was a little girl my mother referred to me as "Zigeunerin" because I 
wanted to travel and often seemed a misfit in my own family. "Did you steal me from the gypsies?" I 
asked. "Yes, we did," she said. "Is that what you want me to say?" 
 The Outsider, the one not welcome, the one outside the collective, who refuses to abide by 
society's dictates, the perpetual wanderer with no permanent home, the wild one, free spirited and 
uncontainable. The archetypal resonance of gypsy has been so powerful for me, surfacing vividly in my 
dreams and now, once again, finding tangible expression in my beautiful skirts. My imagination, my 
creativity, my fantasy of all the exotic lives I might have led in other times and places - all are reflected in 
my darkly shimmering skirts. 
 They also carry the energy of my Shadow, the flambuoyant and reckless underside of my 
serenely responsible, balanced Libra temperment, unashamedly lusty and passionately in love with 
colour and music and dance. I've been dipping into Thomas Moore's The Soul of Sex: Cultivating Life as an 
Act of Love. He surely would say that my skirts are a manifestation of my desire to eroticize the world, to 
immerse myself in beauty and sensual delight. And I think he would be right. 
 This is a lot of meaning for my gypsy skirts to carry. But it's all there, in those richly-hued fabrics 
and exotic, luxurious trims. Other people respond to them as well, perhaps recognizing something 
familiar, as if they too respond to this archetypal energy. And no, my powerful affinity is not altered in 
the least by the knowledge that historically, gypsies have been as obsessed with purity as any 
fundamentalist religion, and harsh to the extreme with perceived violators to their rigid moral codes. 
Both "Latcho Drom," Tony Gatlif's stunning documentary of Gypsy music and dance, and Isobel 
Fonseca's wonderful account, Bury Me Standing: The Gypsies and Their Journey, held me in thrall, as if the 
gypsies' story were also my own. 
  
  

I have a vivid visceral memory of coming across a review of Bury Me Standing in the New York Times Book 

Review and feeling excitement shoot through my body, knowing I had to have that book. It’s subtitle, 

“The Gypsies and Their Journey,” even echoed that of my own first book, “Women and the Journal 

Writing Journey,” published in 1996, the year after hers. As I read the book, I felt that in some way I 

simply could not explain, the gypsies’ story was familiar to me. 

  



 15 

GYPSY SCHOLAR / SCHOLAR-GYPSY 

   

In an article I wrote around that time I described myself as a “gypsy scholar.” “My adjunct status 

at the College of Staten Island places me both inside and outside the academy,” I said. However “being 

underemployed has its distinct advantages. A gypsy scholar is exempt from the usual round of 

administrative duties and committee work, and … I have more control of my time and energy than most 

people I know.”17 By then I had completed university degrees in three literary disciplines, studied in four 

countries, taught in five universities in approximately eight different departments and programs - with 

no fixed academic home, office, or scholarly identity. Without tenure, I taught where I was invited and 

where I felt drawn – English Departments, Creative Writing and Women’s Studies Programs, Continuing 

Studies, and an Interdisciplinary program called “Science, Letters, and Society.” During my twelve years 

in New York I taught approximately twenty-five different courses, most of which I was free to create in 

my own fashion.  

Clearly the upside of my tenuous and untenured academic lot was a tremendous freedom and 

independence. Since I was hardly earning a living, I had little to lose by way of financial security and did 

not feel the customary pressure to “publish or perish.” When I did write it was because I wanted to. And 

when I was offered a high-level administrative position at my College, the thought of losing my 

autonomy far outweighed the potential material gain and it was easy to turn it down. A significant dream 

that came the night before I had to call in my decision provided welcome assurance that my unconscious 

supported my conscious position. 

Then, while immersed in this Gypsy material, I came across several references to the “Scholar-

Gypsy” that struck a powerful chord. In a recent article titled “Cultural Philanthropy, Gypsies, and 

Interdisciplinary Scholars: Dream of a Common Language,” Regenia Gagnier reclaims Matthew Arnold’s 

“Scholar-Gypsy” (1853) as a metaphor for contemporary interdisciplinary scholarship. Citing Charles 

Godfrey Leland (who spent thirty-five years studying and living with European gypsies during the 



 16 

second half of the nineteenth century and is considered one of the most knowledgeable gypsiologists), 

she suggests, “In both cases – of Arnold’s Scholar-Gipsy and the Gypsies studied by Leland the scholar – 

the Gypsy represents imagination and sympathy, whole unfettered communicative interaction, 

knowledge before the rationalization of the disciplines, [and]… the possibility of communication across 

the nations” (8). Then she explores the “dream of a common language” – Romany is shared by the Roma 

of all nations - as a metaphor for the possibility of interdisciplinary collaboration that would expand the 

narrow confines of individual academic disciplines and allow for a process of “hybridization of 

specialties” (17). 

 The “dream of a common language” is a frequent theme in the broad area of “boundary studies,” 

whether it be C. P. Snow’s two cultures of art and science, academic interdisciplinary research, or 

women’s studies. We find it wherever we encounter the crossroads of disparate discourses, “cultures” of 

all kinds, disciplines, and media. During one period in time “Esperanto” represented the hope that such a 

language could actually be created by intentional human design but that experiment did not succeed. 

Leland, who observed Romani patterns of culture and language over many decades, idealistically 

believed that the Roma’s language could serve as a unifying factor throughout Europe if only the 

revilement of Gypsies could come to an end. It hasn’t, of course. Like Yiddish, Romany crosses many 

national borders and serves to maintain bonds of solidarity and community among its speakers, while at 

the same time setting them apart from surrounding peoples (the Roma also have a “tree language,” an 

elaborate system of carvings and symbols on tree trunks and fences that indicate whether a particular 

village’s or house’s inhabitants are friendly or not). The Romany language derives from Northern India 

(with roots in Sanskrit and Hindi) where it is still spoken today as one of many dialects. If “Roma” means 

“people,” “persons,” “human beings”, I wonder if “Romany” means “language of the people.”   

In her response to Gagnier’s article, Anne Stiles writes of “the Gypsies, whose labor, pleasure and 

leisure blurred together in ways that surprised and inspired Leland, … whose language, Romany, was 

spoken in every country in Europe,” and whose “itinerant lifestyles makes them ideal representatives of 
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Gagnier’s concept of interdisciplinarity as collectivity” (1). The Roma, Stiles suggests, provide an apt 

metaphor for the majority of people engaged in interdisciplinary work who ”often find themselves 

homeless, in a state of social and intellectual marginality’” (3).  If indeed “Boundary crossing has become 

a defining characteristic of the age” (1), and if we accept the premise that “creativity and breakthroughs 

are most likely at the intersections of the disciplines” (18), then the Gypsy is a fitting image of both the 

hardships and the generative possibilities of crossing these borders. 

 All that on the intellectual plane. I find this heady stuff exhilarating and utterly relevant to my 

discussion but it stops just short of giving me a headache. More evocative on the heart level is Robert 

Romanyshyn’s invocation of the gypsy in his lyrical meditation, “Poetry: Dark Light.” “In a dark light 

forms soften and boundaries melt a bit at their edges,” he writes, expressing his desire to explore “those 

moments of pausing between words when a shift is occurring, when things are coming into light or 

passing into darkness,” all the while acknowledging that - 

  

I am and I have been a wanderer, following perhaps the destiny in my own name – Romanyshyn, which 
means son of a gypsy. I intend therefore only to wander and the invitation to the reader is to wander with 
me for a while….. My wish here is that this format will allow readers to imagine themselves as fellow 
vagabonds, gypsies and wanderers eavesdropping on conversations with those com-panions I have had 
along the way and with their own (2, 3, 6).  
  
  

And the impetus for these reflections? The author’s understanding of  “how in living a reasonable and 

too responsible life I have been living a life in exile from soul,” and that “a way of saying is needed whose 

energy and rhythm, imagery and animation serve the soul in its vagabond wanderings” (4). 

Romanyshyn’s images of darkness and transience, of boundaries and liminal states, of wandering as an 

inner destiny, and of the importance of the imagination and community along the way, all evoke the 

archetypal energy of the Gypsy. If ever I have encountered a “Gypsy text,” this is it.  
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  Another evocative voice on the importance of inner images and imagination is that of James 

Hillman, who writes, “The image by which the flesh lives is the ultimate ruling necessity. We are in 

service to the body of imagination, the bodies of our images.” More specifically, he claims -  

  

Image-making is a via regia, a royal road to soul-making. The making of soul-stuff calls for dreaming, 
fantasying, imagining. To live psychologically means to imagine things; to be in touch with soul means to 
live in sensuous connection with fantasy. To be in soul is to experience the fantasy in all realities and the 
basic reality of fantasy (23). 
  
  

For me, the gypsy energy has been a double edged sword, providing an inner realm of freedom 

and “sensuous connection with fantasy” while heightening my awareness of the many soul intrusions 

from the outer realm. I was born into a family of German Baptist immigrants who had been war refugees 

and wanted nothing more than to settle down, work hard, be active in their immigrant church, and live 

inconspicuously in a small town in their adopted country of Canada (my parents still live within one 

block of the house I was born into). As children during the war, my mother and father had approximately 

five and eight years of schooling, respectively. My grandparents and extended family on both sides had 

been farmers, skilled labourers, tradespeople, and Baptist ministers. I, on the other hand, was a fanciful 

child who loved to read and write, sing and dance, and later, wanted nothing more than to travel the 

world. For most of my first twenty years, I felt like a tarnished copper penny in a bowl of shiny nickels, 

with everything that felt most urgent and intense on the inside having constantly to be suppressed in 

order for me to belong and survive. My inner image of those years is of the liveliness and energy and 

everything spontaneous in me forever being slapped down in the effort to render me a good Christian 

girl. In the process of stuffing down my creative imagination, my desire to dance, and my hunger for love 

and affirmation, I concretized all that energy. I became overweight as I approached adolescence, which 

only increased my sense of being an unacceptable outsider.  

On the inside, however, things were very much alive! Being an outsider from childhood in many 

ways allowed, indeed forced me to live a vivid imaginative life, and the characters in the books I read 
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voraciously (sometimes four and five a day), were often as real to me as (and much more sympathetic 

than) the people around me. If, as the alchemists claimed, the gold is in the dung, I do believe that the 

endless outer controls and proscriptions on my being and behaviour during my early years, and my 

painful sense of not fitting in anywhere (whether at school, at church, or at home) only strengthened my 

desire to hold on to some kind of integrity and to discover who I really was. I recall thinking during my 

anguished teenage years, “If only I can survive this and get out of here I can begin to live my own life.” I 

also recall hearing like a refrain running through my mind, “They can take everything else away from 

me, but they can’t take my integrity,” although I’d be hard-pressed today to say precisely who “they” 

were, or what it was I felt they were trying to take away from me. (I have not really conveyed the extent 

of my suffering, the self-loathing and dark despair that engulfed me at times, however.) 

My greatest solace and inspiration in understanding the impact of those early conditions upon 

my inner life have come from The Pregnant Virgin: A Study in Psychological Transformation. For Marion 

Woodman, the pregnant virgin is “the part of us who is outcast, the part who comes to consciousness 

through going into darkness, mining our leaden darkness, until we bring her silver out” (10). The 

sentence that captures this essence most vibrantly for me and is forever etched on my soul is: “The Black 

Madonna is the patron saint of abandoned daughters who rejoice in their outcast state and can use it to 

renew the world” (122). Perhaps only those who live outside the collective can bring something new to it, 

rejuvenate and re-eroticize it. The paradox of the abandoned daughter who is able to turn shit into gold is 

evident in the Moebius movement where “abandonment, in the negative sense of betrayal, loss, exposure, 

death, may become abandonment in the positive sense of open, spontaneous, free” (49).18 

Indeed, it is the Gypsy energy that saved Woodman’s life. In her harrowing account of “dying 

into life” based on the journals she wrote as she struggled with the cancer in her body, Marion recalls her 

dream of a young woman, “gypsylike, barefoot, hair flowing,” on board a ship coming into shore (16). A 

month later she reflects, “Now it is time for me to reconnect with my Virgin self – the I am within that is 

one in herself – the Gypsy in my November initiation dream…. Without her, my light goes out. I have to 
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let her live by her own rules. She never could accept the rules of the collective, however lonely that made 

her…. She is my survivor” (48, 49).  The narrative of Bone is in large part an account of Marion’s efforts to 

“stay in touch with Gypsy” (228) amidst all of the medical interventions enacted upon her, and ends with 

Woodman’s numinous moment of being jolted up and out of her chair and onto the dance floor by that 

very energy.  

  

I feel the archetypal energy lifting me off the couch, propelling me across the room – I feel it pushing 
through my benumbed feet, legs, thighs, torso, arms, hands, through every cell into my head. It is 
TOTAL.  I feel myself Gypsy – a twenty-four year-old glowing woman. I am being danced. People are 
gazing at me aghast, probably thinking, “This old lady sat on the couch all evening; suddenly she’s 
transformed into a hands-in-the-air gypsy. What’s she up to?” Do I care? (241) 

  

Today, approaching eighty and with no spinal column left to speak of – the result of enormous doses of 

radiation used to treat the cancer – Woodman, ever the gypsy, travels from one country and continent to 

the next, vibrant, radiant, and living proof that, among other things, this gypsy energy is powerful 

medicine! 

   

DREAMING THE GYPSY 

   

Over the years, gypsies have continued to appear in my dreams, leaving me – on awakening – 

with a profound feeling of having been “recognized.” I have also had countless dreams of tiny infant 

girls, black-haired, dark-eyed waifs who look like the babies shown on documentary footage of 

Romanian orphanages – up to eighty per cent of whom, I recently discovered, are of Romani origin. 

  

April 26, 1998 
I dreamed of a form on which one had to fill in one’s ethnic background. “Traveller” or “Gypsy” was one choice. 
  
December 20, 2002 
 I am with the gypsies – along with a friend who is going to study their breast feeding practices. I am 
fascinated to see how they live – I think we are in Romania. I wander up and down a dark and crowded street 
looking at all the wares for sale. There are two women in particular that I spend time with and I’m staying with one 
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of them. The other one tells me she wishes she could run a market stall so that she could introduce me to some young 
men. She is very sincere about this and has tears in her eyes. I feel very touched that it obviously means so much to 
her. I try to find an overhead walkway to cross the street but when I climb up the ladder I see it leads only to a high 
attic-like room full of fabric. I can’t even get in easily because piles of fabric block the doorway. The room is open on 
one side and I see a large group of gypsy women and they all wave at me. I feel that they have accepted me as one of 
them. 
 They seem quite poor and I think the next time I come I should bring them some gifts – although I’m not 
sure what. They have enough food and there are boxes of nice soap around but maybe I can bring them something 
larger, an appliance, perhaps. But I’m not sure if they even have electricity. Someone is wearing a beautiful brocade 
vest and I comment on it and tell them that I sew that kind of vest myself – that I have many beautiful and richly 
coloured brocades at home. I feel good with them. I know they are a little curious about me but I feel that they have 
welcomed me into their group. 

In the dream I know the woman’s name, but I can’t get it back now. I am touched that she wants so badly to 
be able to introduce me to some gypsy men, almost as if she hopes that meeting one would keep me there. I can see it 
quite clearly in my inner eye – the market street and the room full of fabric and the two women. The stacks of fabric 
remind me of Mum’s and mine, enormous amounts of fabrics. And I’m surprised in the dream not to feel vertigo as I 
climb the ladder leading up to the room and then slowly climb back down again. I don’t feel nervous and no vertigo. 
There is a sense that although I am not officially one of them, they are my people. I feel empathy and belonging in 
their midst. 
 The dream is so richly atmospheric that I just wish I could remember more details. This time I was actually 
living with the gypsies, not just eyeing from far away. They looked like the gypsies in my book, Bury Me Standing. 
But I don’t recall if there were men in the group - maybe one or two, wearing the beautiful vests, but not more. 
  
February 2, 2003 

Three of us, including Annemie and Molly [childhood friends] are lying down on a hillside and two 
European men say that we are not that attractive to them because we are too much like gypsies. It seems they mean 
me in particular, since I have the darkest hair and the most colourful clothes. I think perhaps they are teasing us by 
“protesting too much.” 
  
September 22, 2004 

A young musician in his twenties is playing guitar in the streets. People are lingering as they listen to him 
and I feel like dancing. I have a hard time refraining and I’m moving a little without actually dancing openly. Then 
we all get much closer to him in a big circle, listening and singing along. Someone shows us how to spell our names 
on the icing of a bun using sesame seeds. I spell “gypsy” or “dancer.” 

  
  

Then, not yet a year ago, I had the following dream, which had a somewhat different feeling from the 

previous ones, a sense of bringing this energy “closer to home.” 

  

March 15, 2006 
A beautiful dignified older woman is making herself clothing out of glorious jewel-toned fabrics. She puts 

some dark green lace up to her right ear to show me that she can make earrings too. Then she turns into a black 
woman and we meet in a store with beautiful Indian gypsy skirts covered with coloured embroidery. The beautiful 
black woman is also looking at them. She is absolutely and authentically herself. I love her. 

My associations upon waking up: The jewel-toned fabrics are surely the ones I’ve used over the years for 
my own gypsy skirts, and earrings are the only jewelry I adore and always wear. Without them I feel naked and not 
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myself. The gypsy skirts I have made in recent years are indeed black with colourful laces and beadwork and 
embroidery. She is absolutely and authentically herself. She is still “outside,” but she is also a part of me. And she 
seems to be getting closer! 

  
  

January 2, 2007 
This discussion has to end soon. External limits – the essay is outgrowing its stipulated length and time is 
shrinking – are looming large, and there are still so many realms to explore. For example, I still want to 
reflect on the Gypsy as Wanderer, as Outsider, and as Trickster. Each of those could be an essay in its 
own right, but for now I can only allude to them in passing. 
 
  

WANDERING 

  

 Archetypally as well as stereotypically, the Gypsy wanders. And wandering, whether by choice 

or by force, has also been part of the historical Romani experience, as is evident in the term “Traveller” 

sometimes used by British Roma. The lyrics of a song in “Latcho Drom” are: “God has condemned us to 

wandering / We have come very far / One misfortune leads to another /We have fled from misery and 

hate.” Roma ambivalence toward this fate is evident however in another song that begins “You, you’re a 

stork, who has landed on earth / Me, I’m a blackbird who has taken flight,” making clear whose lot is 

preferable here. Still another begins, “We Gypsies, we’re like lost sheep / No one will ever change our 

way of life.” Just as Romani life is filled with paradox, the archetypal image itself reveals two faces. On 

the one side, wandering represents the richness of continual movement, discovery, and reinvention, with 

the possibility of transformation always on the horizon. On the other side we have wandering as exile 

and rootlessness, yearning, and most essentially, as longing for “Home.”  

In her engaging article, “The Wanderer: Archetype for the Times?”, Ann Shearer claims, “In a 

sense, we are all wanderers now, not just technologically but intellectually. Where are the collective 

certainties, the fixed points, in our multiplicity of post-modernities?” (31) Shearer cites Jung’s 

amplification of wandering as “a symbol of longing, of the restless urge which never finds its object, of 

nostalgia for the lost mother” (Vol. 5/299), and at the same time comments, “We need this wanderer to 
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bring flexibility into our over-certainties and rigidities” (35, 36). If wandering is indeed a search for the 

lost mother, no wonder so many are drawn to the image of the Gypsy; here we are back to the quest for 

the suppressed feminine in our culture.19 Indeed, the one indisputable instance of Romani wandering 

throughout the year is their annual pilgrimage to Les-Saintes-Maries-de-la Mer (near Marseilles on the 

Mediterranean coast) every spring where they honour “Maria Sara” or “Sara-la-Kali,” ritually immerse 

her in the sea, and the Gypsy women elect their “Queen,” thereby enacting their own ritual of nostalgia 

for the lost mother.20 

The theme of wandering as the search for the lost mother is poignantly illustrated in Susan 

Griffin’s “hybrid” work titled What Her Body Thought: A Journey Into the Shadows. Despite severe illness 

the author travels to Paris, a city her mother loved but knew only from postcards and books, and comes 

to realize over time that her own repeated trips to Paris and attempts to plumb the city’s mystery “were 

all attempts to recover her [mother’s] body” (311). As she immerses herself in “this city of endless 

glimpses” (312), she experiences the anguish of almost but never quite finding what she is looking for, 

and feels herself “leaning out as if to catch what can never be caught. No one is ever lost without 

consequence to others,” she reflects. “Loss and longing move from body to body, expressed in one place 

as sorrow, in another as illness, then as destruction, and everywhere as desire” (313). Wandering, 

longing, mother-loss, and “the restless urge which never finds its object” – all are interwoven here in a 

chorus of poetry and grief as unique as it is beautiful. Another Gypsy text. If all wandering is a search for 

“home” – for familiar (family) territory – then it’s surely always “Mother” we look for, the home territory 

of Dwelling. “All that cherishes and sustains,” according to Jung (Vol. 9.1/158). 

 Of course there are many other kinds of wandering as well. To wander is to be 

“Unterwegs” – a good German word that I have always loved - which means literally “on the way,” but 

evokes so much more. One may be “Unterwegs” toward a particular goal or destination, or simply “on 

one’s way,” but the English does not define that condition as succinctly as the one German word, 
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which suggests to me an ongoing existential state with no implicit destination. And in that sense, the 

individuation journey itself is a kind of wandering. All of our lives we are “Unterwegs.” 

  

OUTSIDERHOOD AND LIMINALITY 

  

 Closely related to the theme of wandering, are those of outsiderhood and liminality,  which 

characterize both the Roma and the archetypal image of the Gypsy. Throughout the last century borders 

and boundaries of all kinds have been shifting, disintegrating, and realigning themselves; people – both 

individually and collectively - are uprooted and displaced, relocated and in the worst instance, 

annihilated. Body and soul need a chameleon quality in order to survive and recognize themselves. In a 

review of The Time of the Gypsies, Kai Schafft cites Michael Stewart’s claim that “we now live in a ‘time of 

the Gypsies,’ characterized by whole segments of populations which experience the same sense of 

homelessness and peripherality within their societies as the…Rom,” and who may similarly ‘own 

nothing but their own bodies and sell their labor for a living’” (72).  Isabel Fonseca notes, “The Gypsies 

were and are people on the brink,” and this may be an accurate description of our global situation 

altogether, given the broad range of both natural and manmade threats that threaten our survival as a 

species (300)  

Similarly in a provocative article titled “Existence on the Threshold,” Victor Turner is described 

as suggesting that ”gypsies count as outsiders, because they live a life at the boundaries of or opposed to 

the prevailing social structure…. Outsiderhood, in short, is a condition in which an individual is located 

outside social structure, usually with no intention or ability to reintegrate.”21 In this sense, too, many of 

us see aspects of our own existence reflected in these words. 

 

  

THE “MANDALA FLAG” 
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Then there is the fascinating matter of the Romany flag, a mandala, derived from a Sanskrit 

symbol and suggestive of the wheels of the Roma wagons and caravans: a red sixteen petalled flower 

enclosed within a circle against a background of blue and green. This was adopted at the First World 

Romani Congress in London in 1971, by Roma representatives from twenty countries. One amplification 

of the flag’s elements suggests, “The Roma flag is dark blue on top (representing the heavens) and green 

below (representing the earth) with the red sixteen-spoked chakra in the center (in recognition of the 

Indian origin of the Roma), representing movement and the burst of fire from which all creation emerged 

at the beginning of time.”22 

The Romani flag brings together heaven and earth, with the fiery red wheel of life turning 

through both realms, balanced always with eight spokes in each. This image is very evocative from a 

Jungian perspective. In Aion, Jung writes about a fourfold formula that represents mystical 

transformation from unconsciousness into consciousness. “This formula [four times four] presents a 

symbol of the self, for the self is not just a static quantity or static form, but it is also a dynamic process” 

(160). For Jung, sixteen is the number of wholeness, and the imagery of the Romani flag symbolically 

reflects his statement that  “psyche and matter exist in one and the same world, and each partakes of the 

other, otherwise any reciprocal action would be impossible” (261). One pictures the wheel turning its 

spokes through heaven and earth, symbolically uniting psyche and matter, consciousness and the 

unconscious. Another reference to the significance of the number sixteen is in Psychology and Alchemy, 

where Jung writes, “the quaternity found at the center of a mandala often becomes 8, 16, 32, or more 

when extended to the periphery” (313). (Indeed, several days ago I noticed that the core of the “jewel” in 

our living room carpet, a large traditional rug made in India, is composed precisely of sixteen red petal-

spokes contained within a circle, further indication of the archetypal nature of the image.) 
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THE GYPSY IN THE MIRROR 

   

Since January 2006 I have written close to twenty active imagination dialogues with a dream 

figure I have referred to as “Lady from Papua New Guinea,” and have also explored her energy through 

Authentic Movement and dance. Along with a series of Crone figures and Black and East Indian women 

in my dreams over the past year, she seems closely related to the Gypsy in my psyche. Then, a week 

before returning to ISAP at the start of this semester, I had the following dream. 

  

October 24, 2006. 
A younger man and woman are walking along a country path with me. The man seems quite interested in 

me although I don’t understand what he is saying - I think he speaks Spanish and uses sign-language as well. The 
young woman seems concerned with establishing her prior claim on him but he persists and I find myself returning 
his sparkling glances. Suddenly we come up to a large lifesize mirror on the side of the path and I see myself 
reflected. 

I am a gypsy. My hair is long and dark, tied back with a beautiful dark crimson scarf. I am  wearing a 
yellow peasant blouse and long black skirt, with another glorious scarf tied around my waist. I have large gold 
earrings. I’m surprised by what I see in the mirror, by how much I look like a gypsy, and by how beautiful I am. No 
wonder that young man is interested in me! 

Red, yellow, black, gold. Aren’t these the colours of alchemy? “She” feels like an image of wholeness. 
  
  

This dream caught me by surprise, and filled me with joy and wonder. The night before, while 

ruminating on the constant stream of self-criticism that had been haunting me for weeks and which I 

experienced as a Negative Mother complex, I had written in my journal of my yearning for a dream of 

loving support from my inner Mother. No wonder, then, that this dream has held a numinous quality for 

me, one of the most beautiful images my unconscious has offered me. In the days and weeks afterward I 

felt affirmed in the deepest core of myself in an unprecedented way. I am continuing to work with it in 

active imagination and Authentic Movement.  

 

November 16, 2006 
I love feeling the beautiful older gypsy alive in me. I feel her presence inside me. I feel myself looking out 

from her eyes, and she grounds me. She gives me objectivity toward myself, provides me with a quiet sense of 
centeredness and sufficiency. When I feel alive with her energy I feel I can’t be easily rattled or shaken. I love that 
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feeling. She knows my true value and beauty because she has reflected it back to me in the mirror. And since the 
dream comes out of my unconscious (and from the Self, I trust), I draw nourishment from it. I want to take good 
care of her. 

  
  

What seems so clear to me now is the gradual movement to greater intimacy and identity with 

the Soul Gypsy in the arc of these dreams: From the first fascination and yearning to join the English 

Gypsies on the stone benches; to the sense that the Romanian Gypsies recognize and acknowledge me as 

kindred; to the black woman who makes gypsy skirts identical to those I’ve been making for thirty years; 

to finally greeting my Gypsy self in the mirror. At long last, there is no more language barrier – among 

Romany, Spanish, sign-language, English. At long last, it seems, we speak a “common language.” And 

the Gypsy in the mirror, I see now, is none other than the older gypsy woman who translates for me in 

the English countryside of my dream in 1994. 

A transformative image indeed. “Transformative images,” writes Murray Stein, “are engaging 

and even arresting metaphors. 

  

….If these powerful archetypal images are strong and impressive enough, the whole fabric of a person’s 
life can be transformed. Their effects are not only momentary. Over time they become irreversible. This is 
because these images reflect psychological content that is emerging in a person’s life and give it shape. 
They are metaphors with profound underlying structural support and meaning. (41). 
  

  

So this is who arrived at ISAP last October. No doubt it was the Gypsy who brought me to ISAP 

in April 2005 in the first place. I could have trained in Toronto or New York but followed her to Zurich. 

With grandparents stemming from Germany, Russia, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, a father of German 

and Slavic background, born in Kiev, and a German mother, my roots are in Europe, after all. My first 

language was German and my parents frequently exchanged snatches of conversation in various Slavic 

dialects when they did not want the children to understand what they were saying. And it is the Gypsy 

who struggles still, here and now, to know her place inside the Jungian collective - which often feels like 

an orthodoxy to her - while remaining true to her own soul’s prompting. 
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Jung wrote, “spirit that demands a symbol for its expression is a psychic complex that contains 

the seeds of incalculable possibilities” (Vol. 8/644). Who knows what the Gypsy may still be in me? I trust 

that if she no longer carried the “seeds of incalculable possibility” she would cease appearing in my 

dreams. I hope that never happens. More than anything I want to remain open to the possibility of 

further growth and blossoming contained in those seeds. For now, I celebrate her appearance in the 

lifesize mirror of my recent dream as a joyful quiet affirmation of my authentic essence. 

During her workshop for ISAP in June 2005, Marion Woodman posed the question, “What dream 

has been living you?” “Following the Gypsy,” it appears, is my reply. While simmering richly in this 

material a week before Christmas, I awakened one morning with the words – “How many times is the 

Gypsy born and reborn in my soul? Or is it she who gives birth to me?” And with that open question, and 

with the passionate desire that she will continue to be born in and give birth to me, I will end these 

meanderings for now. 

  

  

  

 

 

When the soul wishes to experience something, she throws an image 
of the experience out before her, and enters into her own image. 

  
Meister Eckhart 

 

 

 

 

  



 29 

  

Postlude: Gypsy Jottings 

  

  

  Virginia Woolf said, “As a woman I have no country. As a woman, my country is the world.” 

Perhaps the Roma are the only people in the world for whom this is true on the concrete literal level; in 

fact, Hancock claims that “Gypsies use their language and core-culture as a kind of moveable country” 

(128). This reminds me very much also of Cixous’ statement:  “Poetry exists only by taking strength from 

the unconscious, and the unconscious, the other country without boundaries, is where the repressed 

survive – women or, as Hoffmann would say, fairies” (98). And fairies are often related to gypsies, in 

folklore and fairy tale. I would love to delve more deeply into the relationship among the archetypal 

image of the Gypsy, the “dark feminine,” and “the other country without boundaries.”  

   

Gypsies and the trickster Hermes meet at the crossroads where gypsies were often buried, 

according to Bob Trubshaw. “Hermes stands at the edge,” Murray Stein writes, “An edge-person, located 

essentially in liminality” (2). If “Hermes” derives from the Greek word “herma” for “stone-heap,” and if 

the stone heap itself was a “boundary-marker” often found on a grave, then Hermes is “a god of 

liminality” (2), and thereby fundamentally related to the boundaryless and liminal existence of the 

Gypsy. According to Charles Godfrey Leland, venerated 19th century gypsiologist, cross-roads were 

important Gypsy ritual meeting places marking important Gypsy rites of passage (152). The crossroad is 

also the domain of Hecate, the Crone. 

  There is indeed a significant Trickster presence in all of this. There is something elusive and 

mercurial in the very way that the Roma speak (or don’t) about themselves; one source refutes or 

contradicts another concerning both questions of factual accuracy and of mythic lore.  Sometimes it is 

difficult to know what’s what! It’s as if, as Hancock claims, the Romani people are not certain just how 
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much they do and don’t want to divulge about themselves. To give just one example of this, I summon 

Hancock’s skeptical derision of the popular fictional portrayal of “a composite gypsy… wearing Spanish 

flamenco dancer’s dress, traveling in an English Gypsy caravan, playing Hungarian Gypsy music” (116). 

Yet ironically the image on the logo of his own RADOC website consists of an English Gypsy caravan and 

a stereotypical fiddler in gypsy garb! Sonneman goes so far as to claim, “Gypsies deliberately perpetuate 

stereotypes not only for profit but also for protection: the stereotypes come to form a kind of surrogate 

culture which Gypsies promote as a front, behind which their ingroup culture is concealed” (136) 

 

And what about the connection to magical abilities here? Gypsies are the purveyors of irrational 

and instinctive knowledge, and played a central role in the transmission of the images which became the 

major arcana of the Tarot deck, images which Jung saw as intimately related to important archetypes 

such as anima and animus, hero, shadow, and mother. Stein says the analyst works in a “space that often 

has magical properties … ’a third space’” (5, 6). And John Granrose writes of the analyst as a magician 

capable of offering a magical word that may prompt a dramatic shift in the analysand’s perception, with 

time allowing them to contact their own inner magician. How can the Gypsy, along with Hermes and the 

magician, live within the analytic work, I wonder? There is so much still to explore in all of these rich 

images. And my dreams and active imagination surely suggest that this is to be the tonality of my time in 

Zurich - starting with my dream of answering Propideutikum exam questions with I CHING hexagrams 

and feeling satisfied that these are the correct answers for me. 

  

December 31, 2006, 6 pm. 
I feel unsettled and liminal. I have been in Vancouver for just over two weeks and next Sunday I fly back 
to Zurich for seven weeks. The displacement disorients me. When I told Steve how I feel during our late 
afternoon New Year’s Eve walk, he said, “That’s the gypsy.” The restless part of me that craves change 
and exploration and new challenges thrives on the variety in my life right now. Another part just wants 
to settle into a familiar rhythm and watch the seasons unfold in the same place, spring following winter, 
summer following spring. I know what it feels like to be “at home everywhere, and a stranger 
everywhere.” The Gypsy thrives on it. My inner Hestia just wants to tend the hearth. Both are alive in me. 
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January 2, 2007, 9 pm. 
Time is flying by and there is still so much to say. It has been a while since I was last immersed in writing 
something I feel so intimately and passionately involved with. It seems that the longer I dwell here and 
the deeper I delve, the richer and more meaningful the connections I am finding. Right now I cannot 
imagine ending this journey any time soon. In one form or another, this writing will continue - there is 
still too much unexplored territory and it tantalizes and calls out to me. For now, this is a resting place. 
Tomorrow I will carry on.   
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ENDNOTES 
 
 
 
 
(* Where the names of author, book, or article are provided in the text, I have simply given page numbers, 
with full references in the list of “Works Cited” below.) 
 
1  British Forum for Ethnomusicology (www.thebfe.org.uk) Special Journal Issue on “The Social 
Liminality of Musicians” in Cambridge and London, 2006, cites gypsy musicians as an example. 
 The Canadian songwriter and singer-musician Loreena McKennit is for me the most evocative 
contemporary example of Gypsy resonance in music. Although she never refers specifically to Gypsies in 
her lyrics, the theme of wandering, exile, and the nomadic life runs through all her music and extensive 
CD liner notes, themselves a kind of spiritual travel journal. Having traveled the world for many years on 
her own soul journey – a quest to explore the spiritual roots and affinities between Eastern and Western 
spirituality and music – her haunting melodies, instrumentation, and intermingling of many different 
cultural musical motifs, captures the essence of what it is to be at once “at home everywhere and a 
stranger everywhere,” with lyrics such as these, from “Marrakesh Night Market,” a selection from her 
1994 album, The Mask and the Mirror. 
 
Would you like my mask? 
would you like my mirror? 
Cries the man in the shadowing hood 
You can look at yourself 
You can look at each other 
Or you can look at the face of your god 
 
The stories are woven 
and fortunes are told 
The truth is measured by the weight of your gold 
The magic lies scattered 
On rugs on the ground 
Faith is conjured in the night market’s sound 
 
In the liner notes to “Caravanserai,” from her just-released album, An Ancient Muse, she writes: 
 
Cappadocia to Konya, Turkey, October 2003. On the road to Konya, we visit a caravanserai; a stunning 
building. Susan Whitfield in her book Life Along the Silk Road, describes these structures as “stopping 
places for itinerant merchants, their servants and animals…The bazaar was held here…. Ten or more 
languages might be heard at any one time, as people haggled over the silks, spices and other luxuries…’ 
This causes me to reflect on the concept of home, the nomadic impulse and our relationship to nature, the 
land… our collective histories merging into something new. Is it happening too quickly in our 
contemporary times?” 
 
The song lyrics themselves begin and end as follows: 
 
This glancing life is like a morning star – A setting sun, or rolling waves at sea 
A gentle breeze or lightning in a storm – A dancing dream of all eternity… 
What is this life that pulls me far away – What is this home where we cannot reside 
What is this life that pulls me far away – My heart is full when you are by my side. 
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In the deepest sense, all of McKennitt’s music is “Gypsy music.” 
 
2.  On the RADOC website – Romani Archives and Documentation Center – I came across the following 
interesting tidbit of information: In 2000 Ebay offered approximately 600 items of ”Gypsy fashion” for 
sale; by 2003 this had grown to over 3000. Ian Hancock, leading Roma scholar and spokesman, interprets 
this increase (with uncharacteristic optimism) as an indication of a growing awareness of Roma culture in 
recent years. 
 
3.  And this continues still. An article in the Tages Anzeiger of December 2, 2006, describes the forced 
departure of a Roma family from a town in Slovenia, to the reported cries of “Tötet die Zigeuner,”and 
reports the forced eviction of 200 Roma out of a small town in the Czech Republic during October - 
despite Vaclav Havel’s famous statement that “the Gypsies are a litmus test not of democracy but of a 
civil society” (Fonseca 14). 
 
4.  Charles Godfrey Leland writes, “Until the ethnologists began, in the late nineteenth century, to piece 
together the gypsy jigsaw from the evidence of physical characteristics, tribal myths and, most 
significantly, the study of language root and language addenda (aided by whatever miscellaneous 
observations could be gleaned from older historians), nothing was known, least of all by the gypsies 
themselves, of Romany origin.”  Gypsy Sorcery & Fortune Telling.  
 
5.  Ian Hancock claims there are between eight and ten million; Isabel Fonseca says twelve million; in a 
speech she gave in 1983, Indira Gandhi cited fifteen million. I am inclined to trust Hancock’s figures here. 
The number of Roma who perished in Hitler’s concentration camps also ranges from 600,000 to one and a 
half million. 
 
6.  One Internet site also suggests that ”Roma” is derived from the Punjabi word for”moving, or 
wandering” but I can’t verify that. (www.belly-dance.org/gypsies). However “Rom” is also used as 
plural and ”Romani” is frequently used as singular form as well. 
 
7.  Ian Hancock,” The Heroic Present: The Photographs of Jan Yoors and His Life with the Gypsies.” In 
my reading and research I found considerable variation in the preferred terminology. Although the 
general consensus is that “Gypsy/gypsy” carries a stereotyped stigma, both Ian Hancock and Isabel 
Fonseca, two highly respected writers in the field, use ”Gypsy” along with “Roma” in their own writing. 
The distinction does not seem to be absolute. 
 
8.  Regenia Gagnier, “Cultural Philanthropy, Gypsies, and Interdisciplinary Scholars: Dream of a 
Common Language,” On-line article in 19: Interdisciplinary Studies in the Long Nineteenth Century, 1, 2005. 
 
9.  Ronald Lee, “The Right-Hand Path:” Hedina Sijercic interviews Ronald Lee, Director of Advocacy in 
the Roma Community and Advocacy Centre Toronto. 
 
10. A similar dualistic split has defined male/female – masculine/feminine categories of western 
thought. 
 
11. Since I began writing this essay I have come across several indications of the significance of this 
archetypal image and energy in our time. Of particular interest are references to a doctoral dissertation 
completed at Pacifica in 2003 titled Gypsy as Symbol of Soul and its Exile, and a manuscript-in-progress 
titled The Gypsy Blues: Musings on Darkness, Rest and Creativity, both written by women. 
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12. The figure of the medieval magician is surely related to Hermes, the trickster god of the crossroads 
where, according to folklore, gypsies were traditionally buried, and to the archetypes of puer and puella, 
representing the delight of creative imagination and play. 
 
13. Leland writes in this regard, “Among all the subdivisions of the human race, there are only two which 
have been, apparently from their beginning, set apart, marked and cosmopolite, ever living among 
others, and yet reserved unto themselves. These are the Jew and the gypsy….Go where we may, we find 
the Jew – has any other wandered so far? Yes, one. For wherever Jew has gone there too we find the 
gypsy.”(cited in Gagnier 14) 
 
14. Warm thanks to Wendy Wilmot for alerting me to, and sharing her enthusiasm about the 
etymological origins of “meandering.” 
 
15. Hélène Cixous, The Newly Born Woman, p. 93.  
 
16. While writing this, I happened upon Marion Woodman’s discussion of the Gypsy as Shadow sister in 
The Ravaged Bridegroom. In Woodman’s modern fairy tale,”The Bride,” the princess cannot wed her 
shining prince until she learns to love “her gypsy sister, that is, her own rejected self” (167). 
 
17. “Saturating Language with Love: Variations on a Dream,” 33.  
 
18. Interestingly, Indira Gandhi expressed a similar sense that despite the Roma’s history of suffering and 
misery, “it is also one of the victories of human spirit over the blows of fate. Today the Roms revive their 
culture and…if they are understood in their new homelands, their culture will enrich the society’s 
atmosphere with the color and charm of spontaneity.” www.romani.org 
 
19. Interestingly, Shearer does not mention gypsies, focusing rather on the “Wandering Jew” as the 
quintessential wanderer. She also draws an interesting distinction between “journeying” which always 
has a goal, and “wandering”, which is characterized by aimlessness and “the want of direction or 
containment” (33).  
 
20. Ean Begg, The Cult of the BlackVirgin. 
 
21. Kathrin Lang, “Existence on the Threshold: Liminal Characters in the Works of A. S. Byatt.” 
 
22. W. R. Rishi, Roma. 
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