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This book is dedicated to the memory of my dear mother, Elvira Rossetti, a true, living example of compassion and unconditional love.

She encouraged me to be an artist and follow my dreams.

She was an empowered woman from a generation when there was no women’s liberation.

She was truly nonjudgmental and accepted everyone, no matter what color, sexual preference, or gender. She embodied the unwavering love of the Great Mother—the Black Madonna.

Grazie, Mamma Elvira!



HEALING JOURNEYS
WITH THE
BLACK MADONNA
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“In her book Healing Journeys with the Black Madonna, master musician, dance and music historian, and imaginative storyteller Alessandra Belloni captures the magic of the feminine soul of Southern Italy. She explores the origins of the Black Madonna from the ancient goddesses of Greece and North Africa to the syncretism with Catholicism in Italy. With brilliant storytelling, she shares of the spirit of the Black Madonna as she is experienced in modern Italy. Most importantly, this book transports readers on an inner journey in which they experience the archetype of the Black Madonna within, so they may continue to keep her mystery and healing alive in today’s world. Read this book and be transformed!”

DR. GABRIELLE FRANCIS, AUTHOR OF THE ROCKSTAR REMEDY 

“Healing Journeys with the Black Madonna is an emotional tour de force that will leave you astonished by its power. But I warn you, this is not a book for those who are not ready to reflect deeply on their wounds, how they were created, and the path of recovery. The honesty within these pages is rare and appreciated in a world that often thrives off of gilded artifice and the excuses it often births. Do yourself a favor and purchase two copies of this book, one for yourself and one for someone else. The Black Madonna will let you know who is in need.”

TAYANNAH LEE MCQUILLAR, AUTHOR OF THE SIBYLS ORACULUM

“Alessandra Belloni weaves a magical web, enabling readers to feel as if they are traveling alongside her. We share her profound experiences as she visits Black Madonnas and communes with goddesses. Packed with music and art, Healing Journeys with the Black Madonna is simultaneously memoir, spiritual guide, travelogue, and a shamanic document that serves as a reminder that rhythm is the cure. This is a book to read not once but again and again.”

JUDIKA ILLES, AUTHOR OF ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SPIRITS AND 
ENCYCLOPEDIA OF 5000 SPELLS

“Alessandra Belloni is an international living treasure. Her deep and profound knowledge of the Black Madonna is unsurpassed, and her sacred performances are literal transmissions of numinous truth to the audience. She brings us all gems of timeless spiritual knowing. Those passionate about the Black Madonna and the eternal Goddess can find no better guide to the inner esoteric awareness and hidden secrets than Belloni. She is the carrier of magic, which she shares generously with us all.”

AVA PARK, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE MUSEUM OF WOMAN AND 
PRESIDING PRIESTESS OF THE GODDESS TEMPLE OF ORANGE COUNTY

“Alessandra’s superb book is a surprising revelation and a powerful reminder to many of us who lost touch with the rich shamanic heritage of the Old World. She is a real passionate pioneer in the revival of this universal divine Earth Goddess archetype, a tradition from the remote villages of Southern Italy. This personal and illuminating book is an essential addition to the modern shamanic renaissance.”

ITZHAK BEERY, AUTHOR OF THE GIFT OF SHAMANISM, SHAMANIC 
TRANSFORMATIONS,  AND SHAMANIC HEALING AND PUBLISHER OF SHAMANPORTAL.ORG

“As a drumming and dancing shaman, Alessandra Belloni embodies everything that the Black Madonna represents: entering the depths of self for healing and transformation, honoring the earth and the rhythm of life, finding balance and wholeness, interconnection, reclaiming the power of the Divine Feminine, embracing the mysterious to find awe and wonder. She guides us to enlightenment.”

AMI BELLI, VICE PRESIDENT AND INTERNATIONAL LIAISON FOR HEALTH 
RHYTHMS AT REMO, INC.


“People have been trying to find a cure for their anxiety and depression since the dawn of time. Today we might consider psychoanalysis, psychotherapy, or psychopharmacology, but in Southern Italy they have been using erotic dance, chants, sensual shamanic drumming, and songs for centuries to accomplish a cure. Alessandra takes us on a journey back in time to Southern Italy to reveal the rituals of the Black Madonna where she experienced the cure firsthand. This book is a must-read for anyone interested in learning alternative ways to relieving anxiety and depression.”

JOSEPH V. SCELSA, ED.D., LMHC, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE ITALIAN AMERICAN MUSEUM IN NEW YORK CITY
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FOREWORD

The Return of the Archetype in Times of Need

By Matthew Fox

I HAVE LONG BEEN INTERESTED in the Black Madonna ever since—back in my first year of my doctoral studies in France—I stood in Chartres Cathedral and saw Her statue for the first time. I was amazed. Even though I had been a Roman Catholic for twenty-seven years and had studied within the Dominican Order for ten years and was a newly minted priest, I had never once heard of Her.

After gazing at Her for some time, I approached a French woman in the cathedral and asked her about this icon. She replied, “Oh, that is the result of so many candles being lit here over the centuries; the statue has turned black.” I took another look at the statue and concluded that the woman, here in her own special cathedral from the twelfth century, had lost touch entirely with her own tradition and did not have a clue about the Black Madonna. I resolved to learn more about the Black Madonna, and ever since then I have had my antennae up to learn more about Her, having read a number of books, listened to the experiences of many people including their dreams, lectured on Her, and written quite a bit about Her.*1

But this book by Alessandra Belloni and her presentation of this ancient archetype is special. It is special because the author comes from the land that holds the oldest shrines we know of that honor the Black Madonna. Although the Black Madonna can be found in Russia, Czechoslovakia, Germany, Switzerland, Spain, France, Poland, Brazil, and Portugal, the oldest shrines are in Sicily and date to at least the third century; Sicily is, after all, only a hop, skip, and jump from Africa. This book is special too, because, though the author has read about and researched the Black Madonna, much of her experience and knowledge comes from her pilgrimages to the Madonna’s shrines and from learning the ancient traditions, stories, rituals, songs, and dances of her Sicilian ancestors.

The approach in this book is both biographical and instructional because the encounters with the Black Madonna altered the author’s life on several occasions and, eventually, the lives of many she has connected with through pilgrimages, rituals, music, and dance and in healing sessions. The author’s experience with the Black Madonna and with the healings of those she has led in ceremony to the Black Madonna are recounted with verve and imagination—it is an adventure to read this book just as it has been an adventure to live it, I’m sure. This book is a memoir of the author’s journey of interactions with the Black Madonna. Carl Jung says that archetypes return when we need them. From listening to people’s dreams and experiences of the Black Madonna for years, it is clear to me that She is returning at this time, this critical time, in human and planetary history.

Why is the Black Madonna returning in such force today? Might it be because Mother Earth is struggling for her own survival? I am writing this as the volcanoes in Hawaii are belching smoke, gases, and fire thirty thousand feet into the air, and I am reminded how, a few years ago, I was invited to do a dialogue in Hawaii with a Pele expert on Pele and the Black Madonna. In addition to the dialogue, at a retreat center on the island of Maui we each blessed a new statue to the Black Madonna that a local artist was commissioned to render. It was a moving event and a sweet pairing of the Black Madonna and Pele. One thing they both have in common, in addition to their gender, is a fierceness and wildness that has often gotten covered up or tamed by patriarchy. (Kali in India has this same fierceness and reminds us that with creativity comes destruction. And the word kali means “black” in the Hindi language; thus Kali is a Black Madonna of the East.) Belloni also makes a connection between Pele and the Black Madonna in this book.

It takes a certain fierceness to face climate change, the extinction of countless species, the disappearance of rain forests and trees and soil and animals in our times. There is, as the Sufi mystic Hafiz put it, a “fierce battle” going on, and people need to be awakened and aroused. This is one reason the Black Madonna is returning in our time—to wake us up from our anthropocentric (Pope Francis calls it our “narcissistic”) slumber. This is one reason why the African goddess Isis was often pictured wearing a headdress with rattles—to wake people up and to rattle our institutions, to awaken us from slumber. This awakening is at the essence of all spirituality, isn’t it? As Kabir, the fifteenth-century Indian mystic put it, “You have been sleeping for millions and millions of years. Why not wake up this morning?”

This is a wake-up book.

Another reason the archetype of the Black Madonna is reaching out to us today is that more people are recognizing that black lives matter and women’s lives matter and gay and transgender lives matter. It is time to challenge the oppression of people of color, of women, of gays and lesbians, and of transgender people the world over. Blacks, whites, Hispanics, Asians, and indigenous peoples everywhere are being called to stand up to the racism, sexism, and homophobia that have ruled for so many centuries. The Black Madonna leads the way, for She is the Universal Mother, fully accepting of the immense and praiseworthy diversity of our species in all its marvelous wonderfulness. The MeToo movement, which has empowered many women to speak out and tell the truth of their abuse in workplaces and at home, the Black Lives Matter movement, the LGBTQ movement—all these trends are signs of the times. And the Black Madonna is both listening and urging with renewed energy and passion for justice and balance. The Black Madonna is a symbol of the return of the Divine Feminine that is so needed to inspire and empower girls and women and men also. People of all colors and backgrounds are invited to this dance of humanity in all its diversity.

Deep Ecumenism is about celebrating the diversity of religious traditions, and this too is a sign of our times, and it is very precious to the Black Madonna. After all, we are all descendants of Mother Africa and the African Mother who mothered our species. Why should religion fight against religion when at the heart of all religion there lies a zeal to connect to the Sacred, to the One, to the All, to the Mother? It is no accident, as Belloni indicates in this book, that the Black Madonna is to be found in sundry cultures and religions, from Asia to Africa, from Judeo-Christian religions to the ancient goddess religions that fermented in the towns of southern Italy, which were more Greek than Italian, and that to this day celebrate the Black Madonna feasts each year. I thank Alessandra for making so many and often daring journeys and pilgrimages to these many sites and for allowing us to accompany her there in these pages.

The Black Madonna is cosmic, an aspect that is explored thoroughly in the pages of this book—from the ancient story of a meteorite that struck the Earth and birthed the original Black Madonna; to the story in Islam of the holy shrine made of black stone in Mecca, also thought to have originated from a meteorite called the Kaaba that fell from the heavens, wherein a black Mariam, Mother of Jesus, is carved; to the twelve stars representing the twelve signs of the zodiac and therefore cosmic universality. Many are the stories that underscore the cosmic sense, the sense of the Cosmic Mother and the Cosmic Mary (a companion to the Cosmic Christ), that the Black Madonna awakens us to.

And how important and timely is it that, at this moment in history, we are receiving from science a new story of the Cosmos, a new creation story therefore, that is universal and transcends cultural and religious boundaries? The Cosmic Mother invites us to move beyond our Earth-destroying anthropocentrism as a species to realizing anew that we are part of and completely dependent on and interdependent with a vast universe, one that is 13.8 billion years in its unfolding up to our time and, as we learned just two summers ago, contains two trillion galaxies, each with hundreds of billions of stars. And here we are—small, modest, imaginative, wonder-filled, destructive-prone human beings. It is important to put our species in context. A new cosmology and a renewed appreciation of the Cosmic Black Madonna assist in that essential task. The Black Madonna archetype personalizes this vast universe for us for She is an active and engaged mother who cares and grieves for Her children.

The return of the Black Madonna incites us to personalize the universe once again: the universe is not out there someplace but rather within us. It is everything we know and yearn to know; everything we feel and yearn to feel. It is all our music, passions, dreams, and silence, and it can be profoundly dark. It is in us, and we are in it. Many astronauts and cosmonauts launched into the heavens came back mystics, and they told us why: there in the silence of the black Cosmos, Earth—lit up and glistening with her oceans, snowcapped mountains, green continents, and rivers—beckoned them home like a mother.

We do not live just in the Cosmos but in this special local neighborhood of the Cosmos, the Earth. The Black Madonna is returning because She is representative of Mother Earth. After all, as Thomas Berry puts it, “ecology is functional cosmology”; so if the Earth is in trouble, the Cosmos is in trouble. Belloni points out how black the soil is in Sicily where so many Black Madonna statues and remembrances abound. The great mystic Meister Eckhart used to say that “the ground of the soul is dark.” Yes, it is. So too are the depths of the soil and the depths of space and the depths of the oceans. Darkness is depth, and depth is darkness. We need to cease being afraid of the dark and instead awaken the courage to explore the caves and caverns of not only the Earth but also of our own selves, our own souls. Quit living on the surface of life and dig down deeper to where the mysteries and the darkness lie. The womb is dark also, and we were all content there for nine good months. From the darkness emerges new life.

And so the Black Madonna represents the return to mysticism, to the mysteries, to the depths of our lives and souls, and to rituals that will take us to these depths, depths of joy and depths of silence and grief, what the mystics call the via positiva and the via negativa. This book is rich with practices and songs, chants, and dances that can assist our journey into the depths. “Launch out into the deep,” advised Saint John of the Cross, a mystic-activist of the sixteenth century.

This book assists us in that important journey, a journey back to Mother Earth, to Stella Maris, to la mer (the sea and also mother), where all life began—the fetal waters of the womb, the fetal waters of Mother Earth, our oneness, our origins, our Source. This book invites us to cease standing safely on the shore, to enter the depths, to launch into the deep. And it gives us tools for doing so. For the Black Madonna is doing the beckoning.

I once had a dream of the Divine Feminine returning. In the dream the feminist poet Adrienne Rich, dressed in a silver wet suit, emerged from the ocean in the middle of the night with a full moon illuminating the waters of the sea. She pointed to her knee, suggesting genuflection, reverence, adoration, humility, a return to the Earth as sacred. It was a powerful and transcendent dream and remains with me to this day, and it came from the realm of the mothers, like this book.

There is great healing in this return to the Source, and this book is all about healing. Instead of covering up the wounds of Mother Earth with denial and distractions, we are asked to look deep inside ourselves and our cultures for the truth and for the true self—wounds and all—and to look at the wounds, not cover them up with happy talk and with flight into addictions but instead to develop the courage to make the journey inward.

“Wisdom today,” the late and martyred monk Thomas Merton wrote, “begins with sorrow.” (Significantly, Merton underwent a conversion experience to Christianity at the Shrine of the Black Madonna in Cobre, Cuba, as a young man and dedicated his first mass as a priest to the Black Madonna.) The Black Madonna is a sorrowful mother, one who has tasted grief and feels grief over the abuse of Mother Earth and her suffering creatures but also feels grief for women, who are victims of abuse under patriarchy; people of color, who are victims of racism; and gays and transgender persons, who are victims of abuse under heterosexism. The Black Madonna is with the oppressed, but She does not abandon the oppressor either—for She wants universal healing. We can all move from victimhood to empowerment and from oppressor to being with others. We can all learn to let go.

This is the path of compassion, and that is what Jesus teaches and Muhammad teaches and the Dali Lama teaches and all spiritual traditions teach: our godlike powers of compassion. Rather, it is our goddess-like powers of compassion, for it is not coincidence that the words for compassion in both Hebrew and Arabic derive from the word for womb. Compassion is about interdependence, and what is more interdependent than mother and fetus in the womb? And as Belloni point out, the Earth herself harbors a womb and is the birthplace of all mothering and fathering.

So the Black Madonna calls us to newer expressions of compassion. This is what waking up is about; this is what enlightenment means: that we become active instruments for compassion. We become the hands of the Compassionate One. The Black Madonna is all about compassion for She celebrates interdependence, which is the basis of all compassion. We are all part of one another and involved in one another, whether that be our common joy and celebration or our common suffering.

All these lessons of the Return of the Black Madonna at this time are to be found in this rich book, this wild ride, with a devotee of the Black Madonna who has learned from the ancients, done her homework and her heart work, danced the dance, drummed the drums and tambourines, and bled while doing so in a shamanistic gift for our times.

The late Thomas Berry, who called himself a “geo-logian” rather than a theologian, used to say that at our time in history “we do not need more professors; we do not need more priests. What we need are more shamans.” This book is a special book also because it is shared by a person who is part scholar, part ritual maker, part story listener and story sharer, part pilgrim, part wild woman. But she is fully a healer and fully a shaman. It comes through clearly in these pages where she shares her hard-earned wisdom and that of her ancestors who from ancient times danced with the Black Madonna first as Isis and Cybele and who invite us to do the same in our times.

It has been my privilege to have worked and prayed deeply with indigenous people of my land, and there were a number of moments when reading this book that I was struck by how indigenous the stories told and the practices enacted in the villages of the author’s homeland echoed those among the First Peoples of the Americas. This book contributes to a necessary and long-overdue healing between European cultures and indigenous cultures. It might begin with a healing that Thomas Merton called for in a myth he wrote about indigenous history where he writes: “The spirits have held out toward us in their hands in silence, and in their hands their orchids and oranges . . . they have sung to us, they have followed us, friendly. . . . We have not understood their playful modes. We have fought Eros.”*2 This fighting of Eros is addressed head on in this book. The Black Madonna is not ashamed or regretful for Eros. She invites us there. In the Bible, the Book of Wisdom declares: “This is wisdom: To love life.” Isn’t that what Eros is about? Why be afraid of it? (Unless, of course, we lack the spirituality to sustain it.)

There are ways to heal, for example, that the author tells about near the end of her book that take us beyond the limits of Western medicine as we know it and therefore beyond the drugging of victims of abuse by medical professionals. In reading this section on healing deep abuse I was led to think that maybe the many victims of priestly abuse for example might derive considerable support from the kinds of rituals and ceremonies that are shared in this book. Such people should all be gifted with a copy of this book and invitations to dance the ceremonies of the Black Madonna.

Reading this book we learn of the often thrilling adventures of the author in pursuit of the Black Madonna—indeed, to read this book is an adventure—and reading it is to be invited to further initiations into shamanhood. For these many reasons it is a great gift for our time. The return of the Black Madonna is a great and needed gift for our time. Thank you to Alessandra Belloni for being the wild woman she is and the generous recipient of the mysteries of the past, the return of the oppressed, the bold defender of the mysteries of the Divine Feminine incarnated here as the Black Madonna.

MATTHEW FOX is a spiritual theologian who draws inspiration from the Creation Spirituality lineage about which he has written, taught, and spoken about for forty-five years. When Cardinal Ratzinger dismissed him from the Dominican Order after 34 years, he became an Episcopalian priest. He holds a doctorate from the Institut Catholique de Paris and founded the University of Creation Spirituality in Oakland, California. Fox is a recipient of the Abbey Courage of Conscience Peace Award (other recipients being the Dalai Lama, Mother Teresa, Ernesto Cardenal, and Rosa Parks); the Ghandi King Ikeda Award; the Tikkun National Ethics Award; and other awards. His work has been honored by theologians, artists, healers, and thought leaders around the world. He is the author of thirty-five books, including Original Blessing, Passion for Creation: The Earth-Honoring Spirituality of Meister Eckhart; A Spirituality Named Compassion; The Hidden Spirituality of Men; Naming the Unnameable: 89 Wonderful & Useful Names for God . . . Including the Unnameable God; and Order of the Sacred Earth.



PREFACE

Four Mystical Experiences That Led Me to the Black Madonna

I am fascinated and inspired by the Black Madonna. She is the female embodiment of God. Her power hails from the fact that She influences all of humanity in a very global and inclusive way. She embraces everyone, and everyone has access to Her divine spirit and power. She also represents the cradle of humanity, which began in Africa.

ALESSANDRA BELLONI

I FELL IN LOVE WITH SOUTHERN ITALIAN FOLK MUSIC in the late 1970s and began performing professionally in 1980. At that time I decided to start deep field research on the folk music, theater, and dance of Southern Italy. As part of this research, I participated in many religious festivals held in the regions of Lazio, Abruzzo, Campania, Naples, Calabria, Puglia, and Sicily.

During this time I discovered the rich and colorful folklore that is still alive and thriving in these remote villages, especially around the times of the feasts dedicated to the Madonna. These were not your typical blond-haired, blue-eyed versions of Mother Mary. In most cases, they were black statues or paintings known as Madonna Nera (Black Madonna) or Madonna Bruna (Brown Madonna), and they had dark skin.
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Fig. P.1. Alessandra Belloni with the Black Madonna of Moiano; photo montage by Armando Mei

Often by chance, I came upon beautiful, white Romanesque or Baroque churches situated near the sea, in fields, near caves, or perched on high mountains. In these locations I discovered the most amazing, mysterious Black Madonnas. I felt a powerful energy coming from them—from their faces and eyes full of tenderness, forgiveness, austerity, compassion, sorrow, and universal love.

When I participated in the feasts and processions, I witnessed thousands of people taking vows, lifting the heavy statues, and running uphill effortlessly with them. They walked barefoot for hours, singing and chanting, crying, praying, and asking for miracles.

In the beginning, I did not know that the Black Madonna was a Christian tradition with deep roots in the pre-Christian worship of Mother Earth. I also did not know why the Madonna was black. When I first asked the priests the question “Perche la Madonna è nera?” (Why is the Madonna black?), the answer was curious. The priest responded, “È nera perche è nera.” (She is black because She is black.) I took this to mean that it was a mystery and should be respected as a mystery. But still, I wanted to know more.

Another typical answer to my question was, “It is the candle smoke.” It was obvious this was not the truth. These statues often have white and red dresses and cloaks, blue mantels and golden stars, none of which have turned black from the candle smoke. Just as there are many black Christs around the world (a large number in Italy), there are also a proliferation of Black Madonnas. I was sure there was a sound, symbolic reason for the blackness of the Madonnas’ skin. I was determined to find out the truth. Although it took several years, the Black Madonna manifested Herself to me, opening a portal that transformed my life.


THE HEALING VISION OF THE BLACK MADONNA OVER MY HOSPITAL BED

There are times in our lives when things happen so fast and so unexpectedly, especially when you are young and feel that the world is in the palm of your hand.

For me, the year 1986 was one of those times. I was enjoying a successful artistic career in New York City with my music and theater company, I Giullari di Piazza (The Jesters of the Square), which I founded with the brilliant musician, guitarist, and composer John La Barbera. The company was a result of our falling in love, a musical and creative love, which brought us a great deal of recognition onstage. The troupe was performing a new folk opera at Carnegie Music Hall in Pittsburgh to excellent reviews.

Unfortunately, the artistic success and the stress of the grueling performance schedule brought deep conflicts between John and me. With a great deal of pain, we decided to separate that year. I admit that emotionally I was a wreck. When we entered Carnegie Music Hall for dress rehearsal, I fainted. But the show must go on! Somehow, I managed to find my strength again and performed the opera Don Giovanni and His Servant Pulcinella, which I wrote and directed.

Yet I couldn’t fully enjoy its success because I had suddenly become very ill with heavy irregular bleeding. I was young and extremely scared. When I finally went for routine testing, I was diagnosed with cervical dysplasia, a serious precancerous condition. I had to undergo surgery immediately. Cervical conization is a terrifying experience, and it affected me deeply, on many levels. I felt powerless at the thought of my womb being cut and was very worried about the consequences it would have on me later, both emotionally and physically.

My wonderful mother, Elvira, came from Italy to support me with her unconditional love, as she had always done. I knew that she would be praying for me as I went in for surgery at Mount Sinai Hospital. But something happened that was more intensely spiritual than I ever could have imagined. It was as though a magical portal opened for me that changed my life forever. Was it my mother’s fervent prayers, or something more?

When I woke up in the recovery room, I had a crystal-clear vision of the Black Madonna embracing me and protecting me. She was standing over my bed with Her benevolent black face beaming down at me. She wore a blue cape and a gold crown, holding Her arms wide open and Her hands straight in front of Her as if sending me powerful rays of healing energy. There was a bright white light emanating from them.

Full of compassion, the Black Madonna told me that I was to follow Her path, which was to feel other people’s pain. I knew that my heart had suddenly opened to understand the suffering of the world and of the Earth herself. I immediately turned to my right in the recovery room and knew clearly that someone nearby was dying. But it wasn’t frightening; it was just part of life’s circle. I don’t recall how much time passed in this blissful moment of spiritual awakening initiated by the Black Madonna, but it was so real, and I felt so protected that I did not want it to end.

I told the doctors who came to check on me that I felt fine and that I knew the woman on my right was dying. I told them that I felt an immense sadness for her. The medical team was in disbelief seeing that I was no longer bleeding, that I had absolutely no pain and was so awake and aware, and that I had also sensed death in the room.

This was the beginning of a spiritual awakening that has transformed my personal and artistic life. When I was brought back to my room, my mother was waiting for me. The fact that my musical partner, John La Barbera, was also there showed me that he still loved me. I felt so much joy in seeing them both, even though I could see the anxiety and fear in their faces.

I told my mother about my vision of the Black Madonna. She understood immediately that I had inherited the gift from her: the ability to communicate with the Virgin Mary and receive Her grace. It was a vision of the Madonna that literally saved my mother’s life during a bombing in World War II in Rome, a story I will tell in greater detail later in this book.

I was released from the hospital the next day feeling completely different and knowing that I was being guided after my healing vision of the Black Madonna. It still remained a mystery to me, but I was ready to follow Her path, wherever it led.




THE BLACK MADONNA AS MOTHER EARTH: SHE IS ALIVE!

In January 1987, one month after my surgery, I decided to take a rest and leave New York so I could fully recover. I went to visit my sister, Gabriella, in Los Angeles. I was so happy to be in the sun and the heat and go to the beach in the middle of the winter. At the time, Gabriella was working in film production and writing scripts. She enjoyed a typical Hollywood lifestyle with parties and celebrities.

Gabriella did not have a strong spiritual life, however. In the years to come, she often told me, “It is very difficult to be the sister of the Black Madonna!” This came out of an incredible mystical experience I had during this visit with her. It happened when Gabriella’s film-producer boyfriend offered to take us for a ride in his private airplane. I love flying and had always wanted to go up in a small aircraft.

There I was in a small, three-seater airplane, sitting alone in the backseat. Gabriella’s boyfriend took us on a wonderful ride up along the Pacific Coast to Santa Barbara. Soon we were gliding over the ocean, and I gazed in amazement at the gorgeous mountains and the desert. Suddenly, I heard a powerful voice speaking to me, a beautiful, haunting woman’s voice coming from the ocean and the Earth. It told me that She was the voice of Mother Earth. She was the voice of the beginning of life, the primordial waters. She said that She was alive—breathing, thinking, nurturing, and, at times, destroying. In a whisper, She told me that She was also in great pain and that human beings were not respecting Her. She said that because of this we did not have much time left. Finally, She announced that She was the voice of the Black Madonna.

Held in the arms of Father Sky, the Great Spirit, God, I began to understand the mystery of this connection. It was so overwhelming that I began to cry. As big tears rolled down my face, I wondered if my sister and her boyfriend had heard this voice too, but I was afraid to ask. What if they hadn’t? Was I crazy?

As I wrote this book in February 2017, I realized that a powerful dream of the Earth Mother had guided me here to Hawaii twenty years earlier. In this dream I was flying over the Earth, over the ocean, but I was in the form of a rare bird. I could see that the greed of human beings had destroyed much of the Earth. I was in pain and felt desperate. Suddenly, floating over the ocean, I saw an island shaped like the stylized profile of a woman. Then I saw that the woman was crying a tear of lava. When I heard her voice, I knew that it was the voice of the Earth crying out, asking me for help. I woke up sobbing, not knowing what this dream really meant, not knowing where this place was; yet I knew it existed.

A few months later I found myself using a mileage ticket to take my first trip to Hawaii. I had been invited by an Italian American man who wanted to bring my music group to perform at the University of Hawaii. He told me that I could stay in a lovely house on the beach in Lanikai. The home was owned by his good friend Shayla. When I arrived in Lanikai, which means “sacred waters” in Hawaiian, I really felt I had found paradise.

As I put down my bags and met Shayla, I had a strong sense of déjà vu. I felt that I had known her before and that I had been here before. Even her house seemed familiar. Then I looked across the ocean and saw the lava island of which I had dreamed! I told Shayla, “I have been here before in my dreams, flying as a special bird.”

Shayla didn’t think my dream vision was strange at all. (I knew that she was a spiritual being since she had many statues of goddesses and Madonnas throughout her home.) She hugged me and said, “Then you are definitely in the right place.” I asked her about the island across the water from her house and learned that it was a sacred place called Mokulua. Right then and there, I decided that I had to learn how to kayak so I could visit the island before I returned to New York.

When I did go kayaking, together with my friend Tom, I discovered the lava tear as I approached the shore of the little island. I was greeted by a dozen giant turtles and amazing rare birds who were nesting there. They all started singing to me, as if they had been waiting for me. I sat beside Tom on the lava rocks in shock. He looked at me in amazement and said, “You were guided here, Alessandra. The birds and turtles are happy that you have returned.”

Later, Shayla told me that these rare birds were called shearwater birds and were almost extinct. This was the bird I had become in my dream as I was flying over Mokulua! To Shayla’s amazement, during a full moon, a few of these birds flew over her backyard on the beach as I was doing a ritual prayer to the moon, chanting and drumming using a ring. Did I call them with my songs? How could the Hawaiian birds or elements respond to my Italian ritual musical tradition?

The day Tom and I kayaked to Mokulua had started out as rainy and stormy. It seemed impossible to go out onto the sea. But I felt a sudden inspiration to take out my ocean drum and chant “Jesce Sole” (Come Out Sun). “Jesce Sole” is an ancient Neapolitan chant invoking the healing energy of the sun (which I will teach you later in this book). I went right into the ocean, chanting in the storm. Within an hour not only did it stop raining but the sun came out in all its glory.

These two powerful experiences led me to realize even more that the Black Madonna and the Earth Mother guided me to Hawaii, showing me clearly that the Earth is alive, that the Dark Mother is alive. In Hawaii, She is known as Pele, the black female goddess of the volcano. I also knew that the sun was alive and that the endangered species had a clear message for me: we must care for Her as ancient indigenous people have done for thousands of years, respecting Her as a living being.

It was this essential truth—the endangered state of our beautiful planet and of humankind as well—that motivated me to create a musical production dedicated to Mother Earth and Her possible salvation. My opera The Voyage of the Black Madonna premiered at the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine and is the embodiment of my devotion.

I will now guide you through this mystical journey of awakening and discovery through an ancient beautiful myth of creation so that you too can experience the mysteries of the Black Madonna, the Earth, and the African Mother, the womb from which we all came.





INTRODUCTION

Mamma Elvira’s Miracle

I BELIEVE THAT EVERY THING THAT HAPPENS to us is inter-connected and leads us to our destinies: even things that seem small and inconsequential, things that seem impossibly large, things that occurred before we were born. An ordeal my mother survived years before my birth helped shape me. Events that took place when I was a child—when I was too young to comprehend them and make choices—also shaped my fate.

To truly understand me and the unconventional path my life took, I must bring you back to the beginning. Like pieces of a puzzle, these events will seamlessly fit together and make perfect sense. They begin with the bombing of Rome in 1943.

My mother is the true source of inspiration for this book. I began writing it when my mother was still alive; then circumstances in my life as an artist, a performer, and a woman struggling with the pain of divorce and lost loved ones led me to finish this book many years later. But perhaps the delay happened for a reason. I believe that this is a time where transformation and women’s empowerment is greatly needed to make the world a better place. And I strongly feel that this book can be a stepping-stone to achieve this.
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Fig. I.1. Mamma Elvira in California; photo by Gabriella Belloni


LA NOTTE DI SAN LORENZO, AUGUST 10, 2003

My mother, Elvira Rossetti, was born in a Roman neighborhood called San Lorenzo. It was the only part of the city that was bombed during World War II. Tonight, in San Lorenzo, six decades after the bombing, there will be a feast of commemoration for the sixty years since the bombing, a celebration, and fireworks. The time between sunset on August 10 and dawn on August 11 is known as “The Night of the Shooting Stars,” or La Notte di San Lorenzo. This year it is a magical, hot, and steamy summer night, which one can only know in Italy in the summertime. August 10 is the evening when we look up into the skies, watching for shooting stars to wish upon. Legend has it that those shooting-star wishes come true, and I believe it.

Back in 1943, there was no time to observe the feast since Rome had been bombed less than a month earlier by the Americans on July 19. Now, more than sixty years later, there is a memorial ceremony to commemorate that day with photographs and books. But I don’t need a memorial ceremony to remind me what happened, for my family history is steeped in its events.

My mother, then twenty-five years old, was living in Rome with her family when her neighborhood was bombed. Elvira had inherited psychic powers from her mother’s lineage, people who were originally from Spain and were most likely Sephardic Jews or Gypsies. On July 18, 1943, the night before Rome was bombed, my mother had a premonition that San Lorenzo would be attacked. Her premonition came in the form of a powerful dream. In it, she saw bombs dropping from the skies. The building she lived in exploded, and she was buried in its ruins. As she struggled to catch her breath in this dream, my mother had an intense vision of the Madonna hovering above her, pulling her free, rescuing her from beneath the crumbled remains of what was once her home. The Madonna in my mother’s dream resembled the Madonna della Strada, the Madonna of the Street, who was depicted in a large painting in my mother’s home.

This is why, when Mamma heard the warning sirens before the bombs were dropped the following day, she took the painting of the Madonna della Strada with her. Just as in the dream, the house exploded. My grandmother, mother, and her two younger sisters were violently hurled down three stories. By some miracle, my mother found herself alive and on her knees, clutching the portrait of the Madonna della Strada, with her sisters grabbing on to her.

Although my mother and her sisters were safe, my grandmother wasn’t so lucky. No one could find her, and it was feared that she was buried beneath the ruins under cement and dust and the bodies of other tenants. Frantic, my mother ran through the rubble shouting her mother’s name, searching for her. She found my grandmother by chance when she noticed a hand sticking out from under the wreckage and recognized the family ring on her finger. Alone, Elvira dug through the rubble with an uncommon strength that seemed to come from a heavenly force. The Madonna! Not only did the Madonna lead my mother to find my grandmother but She also gave my mother the might to singlehandedly rescue my grandmother from being buried alive. My mother was so touched by divine intervention that she didn’t even realize that she was hurt and bleeding from the head. Without thinking of her own safety, my mother mustered all of her strength and compassion in an act of true, unconditional love, which saved my grandmother’s life.

As soon as she dug Grandmother free, Mamma Elvira called for the firemen, who put my grandmother onto a truck full of Nazi soldiers. It was headed to the best hospital in the area, San Giacomo, which had been taken over by the Germans. My mother jumped onto the truck with my grandmother, unafraid of the Nazis, praying fervently to the Madonna to save my nonna Rosa. Nonna was still breathing but not moving. She came close to losing her legs and was paralyzed at the age of forty-two.

My grandfather and my father (who was engaged to Elvira at the time) were at work when the bombing began. Arriving at the house, they found only destruction. In desperation, they searched for the family among the rubble. It was total chaos, with frightened people running about screaming. Corpses littered the ruins. Amid the confusion they heard stories of a brave young woman who had been miraculously found alive clutching the Madonna della Strada and had saved her own mother. Somehow they knew this young woman was Elvira and managed to locate her and Nonna Rosa at San Giacomo Hospital.

A few days later, Regina Elena, the queen of Italy, came to visit the people who were wounded in the bombing of San Lorenzo. She’d heard about Elvira’s courage and awarded my mother the Medal of Honor. The queen also gave my mother money, because the family had lost everything they owned in the bombing. All of the newspapers wrote about this courageous young woman who saved her mother’s life. They even published photos of her with the queen. For a short time, Elvira Rossetti was a heroine of the war.

Elvira’s World War II experience was indeed a miracle. I feel that it’s important that her story be told, for it is a tale of empowerment and courage for women who, like me, are on a spiritual journey in search of the true essence of feminine energy and healing power. I have no doubt that it was the Madonna of the Street who touched my mother with grace and enabled her to pull her own mother out from the rubble.

This is why I dedicated my book to my mother, Mamma Elvira, and to the unwavering love of the Great Mother—to Mother Earth and to Mamma Roma, the She-Wolf of Rome. My vow to the Madonna is to tell my story in Her honor and praise and to bring to the world my personal journey, the one that guides me to Her and Her infinite compassion, and one that leads others to Her as well. I am pleased that you have joined me on this pilgrimage.
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Fig. I.2. Elvira Rossetti by the Tiber, Rome, 1942




THE JOURNEY BEGINS

From 1943 Rome, fast-forward to the year 2003. I had just left Mamma Elvira to travel to the south of Italy, and I missed her so much already. Although eighty-six years old and blind from diabetes, she was still strong and powerful in her own way. At one point, when I helped Mamma sit up in a chair, I had a revelation. It happened when I looked at the small antique painting of the Madonna and Child, painted on a piece of wood that unfolded into three parts, by her bed. (Mamma had the painting for years; I remembered it from my childhood.) Suddenly, I realized that the Madonna in the center was flanked by two female angels playing tambourines (see plate 1).

“How perfect,” I thought. “They are playing the instrument I learned to master, the instrument that heals and is connected to rituals for the Madonna.” This is the exact same instrument played by my maternal grandfather, Nonno Rodolfo Rossetti.

I asked my mother if she remembered the painting and how she came to have it. 
Sightless, she smiled, recalling very well the Madonna and the Angels with the 
tambourines. I could almost see her picturing them in her mind. Then Mamma told 
me that she thought the painting was the perfect connection between her, the 
Madonna, and me. Chills covered my body when Mamma said that she had bought this 
old painting before I was even born, to keep it by her side always, for 
protection.

For more than fifty years my mother had been praying to this painting of the Madonna and the angels—in times of despair, desolation, and loneliness, when my father betrayed her, insulted her, and humiliated her. For more than fifty years, she found compassion, refuge, and mercy in the Madonna’s sweet beneficence. What a powerful image!

I looked at my mother, blind, sitting placidly in the chair where she now spent most of her time, and I wondered if she was becoming like the Madonna herself, sitting on her throne, always there for me, offering me guidance and unconditional love. I felt sad because I had to leave her to start my performance tour in Southern Italy. I asked Mamma for her blessing, kissed her, and hugged her, then went out the door. It broke my heart to leave her side, but I had no choice.

As I went out into the heat, I heard my mother’s lyrical, still-young voice calling, “Sta attenta con la macchina, va piano, non ti stancare troppo, mangia, riposa, chiamami quando arrivi, mi raccomando!” (Be careful on the road, go slow, don’t get too tired, eat, rest, and call me when you arrive!) I took the Autostrada del Sole (Highway of the Sun) to Naples, the beautiful city that has inspired so much of my work over the years, the cradle of this amazing cultura popolare (popular culture) and the heart of the folk music, dance, and drumming that honors the Black Madonna.

The sunset was an amazingly vivid red and orange, perhaps due to the unbearable heat. I breathed the stifling air and looked at the familiar surroundings, trying to imagine how many times I must have driven down this highway over the past twenty-three years during my field trips to discover more and more about the mysteries of the Black Madonna.

I love this land: the dry mountains, the small villages with their medieval towers half destroyed, their old churches full of dark Madonna icons, their cafés and bars where old men sit all day playing cards, where women pick tomatoes, singing as they work, then go to their rustic kitchens to make pungent sauces with those juicy, sun-ripened tomatoes. These lovely villages are full of peasant women whose ancient faces are reminiscent of Mother Earth herself. These same women chant behind statues of the Virgin Mary during feast day processions and play the tammorra with such fervent passion. Deep in my soul, I feel that I am one of them.

Exiting the highway at Castellammare di Stabia, which sits on the Bay of Naples, I passed the ruins of Pompeii and the ancient Roman thermal baths, where, for thousands of years, people have come to be cured by the healing mud and curative waters. Many memories flooded back to me as I sat alone by the pool at the Hotel delle Terme in the shadow of Mount Vesuvius, the sleeping volcano. On this eve of San Lorenzo, I gazed at the huge full moon and waited for a shooting star upon which to make my special wish.

As I bathed in the thermal waters that night, in the ancient land of the Black Madonna, I stared at the moon through my hands, which I held in a triangle shape. This was my secret ritual of praying and receiving energy from the Goddess of the Moon, Diana, but in no way did I invent it. This unique method of prayer dated back to age-old women’s rituals in which they held a great iron ring, called l’anellone piceno, between their hands, raised it high above their heads, and gazed at the moon through its center. When done just right, the moon’s rays shine perfectly through the ring, touch the iron, and pulsate along the hand’s lifeline, giving the ring bearer immense power and infinite energy.

I actually own one of these rare rings. It was given to me by Dario, a very important man in my life—he had the ring made especially for me (see plate 18). I have used it many times in different powerful points on the Earth, praying to the mysterious Goddess of the Moon—Stella Diana, Dea della Luna, Artemis of Ephesus. This moon deity is a black goddess who represents the dark side of the moon, the blackness of the Cosmos, the immense universe, and the mystery of the life-giving woman. She is one of the many aspects of the Black Madonna. I will share my knowledge of this secret magical ring and moon ritual later on in this book.

That night, in the shadow of Mount Vesuvius, on the eve of San Lorenzo, I gazed up into the evening sky. I held my hands toward the moon as though my fingers were the ring, for I have learned how to receive the moon’s magic even without the ring. La Luna looked down upon me, smiling, benevolent yet mysterious. I felt her intensity and again recalled Dario and our connection to the moon. I remembered falling in love with him under the full moon many years earlier in 1975. He and I were also deeply joined by our devotion and connection to the Black Madonna—She guided our mutual journey.

In fact, Dario and I came to this very hotel on our way to the tammorriata festival, with its ritual drumming in honor of the Madonna. Returning to the hotel at sunrise, after a night of wild, erotic dancing, Dario and I drank the Dionysian sparkling wine and felt the energy simmer between us as we made love, tasting the sensuality of the volcanic earth and breathing in the pungent aroma of the thermal waters.

In this magical place, Mother Earth is forever alive, inhaling and exhaling, as though the dark volcanic soil itself is moving with seismic shocks, peppered with the strong perfume of lava, offering us Her primordial healing mud from Her womb. The ancient Greeks and Romans venerated Her as Cybele, black goddess of the Earth. The Neapolitans worship Her as la Madonna Nera di Montevergine—the Black Madonna of Montevergine (Virgin Mountain), the sacred mountain where the Roman poet Virgil kept his garden of magical healing herbs.

In the sultry heat on the Night of the Shooting Stars, I looked around and felt the potency of the towering volcano that stood to my left. I saw the sacred mountain protecting me, embracing me from behind, and the full moon shining directly onto me. It was enchanting, dreamlike. And finally, I saw a shooting star! In this land abundant with the Black Madonnas, I made my wish: I want to write about Her, to intertwine my story and Hers as one, to tell my journey of self-discovery and how I came to write the folk opera The Voyage of the Black Madonna.

I vowed to empower and inspire others around the world to follow Her sacred path, beginning with my own personal story of healing and redemption. This was my wish as the shooting star arched across the sky, then disappeared—and now I am seeing this realized by the publication of this book.




BAPTIZED IN THE TIBER

Let’s go back again to the beginning, to my beginning. My father, Eugenio Belloni, was robust, commanding, and very handsome. Dark complexioned, he looked as though he were of mixed blood, possibly of African origins.

His family was from the republic of San Marino, and his grandparents joined Giuseppe Garibaldi, the hero who was responsible for unifying Italy. Garibaldi and his followers traveled around the world, so I always wondered if my great-grandparents were indeed from an exotic place, somewhere besides Italy.

Some thought my father even looked Native American. Eugenio was a true free spirit with unusual ways. He worked with his hands, carving marble, all his life. He also was a champion in sports, especially cross-country skiing, horseback riding, rowing, running, and gymnastics, and won many competitions in these areas. In addition, Eugenio worshipped Mother Nature, the spirits of the mountains, the rivers, and the sea. He prayed ardently to the Sun God but never went to church. He hated Catholicism and the priests with as much passion as he loved Nature.

My parents had three children: my sister, Gabriella, my brother, Muzio, and me, the youngest. I had the distinction of being the only one baptized in the River Tiber. My father believed that I was the daughter of the river, to which he was strongly connected. One day, when I was an infant, my parents went out on the Tiber in the little boat my father used for his rowing competitions and dipped me under a small waterfall called La Pimpinella. It was an unusual but beautiful initiation to Nature.

My parents didn’t know that this was a common initiation ritual among the Yoruba religion, which comprises the traditional religious and spiritual concepts and practices of the Yoruba people. Its homeland is in present-day southwestern Nigeria and the adjoining parts of Benin and Togo, commonly known as Yorubaland. Yoruba is now one of the three largest ethnic groups in Nigeria, concentrated in the southwestern part of the country; African studies cited their population to be around ten million.

So, unwittingly, they also made me a Daughter of the orisha Ochun. An orisha is a spirit or goddess, in the Yoruba tradition, and Ochun is the goddess of love, rivers, waterfalls and sweet waters, eros, dance, and music. In Brazil, Ochun is strongly connected to the Black Madonna, called Nossa Senhora Aparecida (Our Lady of the Apparition). This might explain my strong link to the Black Madonna as an adult—I was unintentionally baptized as a daughter of Ochun.

Yoruba religion is formed of diverse traditions. It has influenced a host of thriving traditions such as Santería in Puerto Rico and Cuba, and Umbanda and Candomblé in Brazil. I discovered this interesting information about Ochun in the 1980s, first in New York, in Central Park, performing with Puerto Rican and Cuban drummers, and years later in the magical land of Brazil, when I went through a difficult initiation rite, which I describe later in this book.

Even as a child I knew that I had an unusual family. There was no one quite like us in Rome. My father, Eugenio, would often go around the house naked or with nothing but a fig leaf covering his genitals. My mother, on the other hand, was reserved and never showed her body to us. Although my father was a precursor of the hippie generation, he was domineering and hard on us, especially on my sister, Gabriella, and my mother.
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Fig. I.3. Elvira Rossetti and Eugenio Belloni by the Tiber, Rome, 1942

My parents certainly made a stunning couple for they were both dark and exotic, but honestly, they didn’t have much in common. They had a happy marriage for a few years, but by the time I was five, they had already begun to have terrible fights. At times Eugenio was violent and extremely frightening. He was, in a way, the stereotype of an Italian male, very seductive and unfaithful. He had many affairs; he cheated and lied to my beautiful mother, who was a loyal, honest, and devoted wife.

At that time, in Italy in the 1960s, Catholic women couldn’t get legally separated from their husbands; divorce was not yet legal, due to the power of the Vatican. My poor mother suffered a great deal and was consumed by my father’s betrayals. Subdued by a patriarchal society, even her own mother would tell her, “This is your husband, and you must keep him until you die.” My mother found support in her prayers and in the endless Hail Marys she whispered. I remember my mother always saying, “Devi avere fede” (You must have faith).

By the time I was nine, my parents told my siblings and me that they were thinking of splitting up, and it broke my heart. But when they finally did get a separation, I knew it was the only way my mother would survive. In many ways it saved her wounded spirit and restored her dignity and pride. She was one of the few women at that time (1966) to actually get a legal separation in Rome, proving her great strength and courage. Elvira was a role model for all women struggling with domestic violence and abuse by their husbands.




MY FIRST COMMUNION AND INITIATION TO THE BLESSED MOTHER

At the age of eight or nine, many young Catholic girls become excited about receiving their First Holy Communion because they get to wear a pretty white dress. But for me, my communion was a landmark event as it commemorated my personal initiation to the Blessed Mother as well as my first retreat with Her. In a sense, my communion paved the way for my devotion to the Black Madonna.

When it came time for me to take the sacrament of First Holy Communion, we followed my mother’s family tradition. The sacrament was to take place in an elite ancient stone convent in the center of Rome called Santa Teresa del Bambin Gesù. Although it was a joyous sacrament, my first communion came at the worst possible time for my parents. After a horrible fight, my father decided to leave the house. Like my mother and my siblings, I was devastated, but as the youngest, I was probably the most desperate. So as to make my communion, I knew that I had to go into the ritiro spirituale (spiritual retreat) for one week at the convent. With all of the fighting going on at home, I knew that I would find peace and comfort at Santa Teresa, but I was reluctant to leave my mother. It would mark my first time away from home.

Before she left me at the convent, my mother hugged me and whispered that she knew I was in the right place at the right time. Then I was shown to the retreat house where girls like me would live for a week, not allowed to see anyone but one another and the nuns. Not only would we have no outside contact but also we were to remain in silence unless we were singing, praying, or chanting. To some, this might sound horrible, but to me it was pure heaven.
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Fig. I.4. Alessandra Belloni’s Holy Communion, Church of Saint Teresa, Rome

The first time I entered the chapel I saw the most exquisite painting of the Madonna della Vittoria. I knelt down before Her and cried, thinking about my parents and their possible separation. I asked the beneficent Madonna for a miracle: to bring my father back home and to keep our family together. This was to be the first of many strong mystical experiences I would have in my life.

In the chapel I remember seeing the Madonna’s sweet face weep with me. Then she smiled kindly, nodded, and told me that my father would be back home by the time I left the convent after my communion.

Even though I was only a child, the retreat at Santa Teresa was a deep, transcendent experience for me. I felt so peaceful there that I didn’t want to leave. I prayed every day at the feet of my dear friend la Madonna, nurtured and protected.

The day of my First Holy Communion arrived. There were many girls, a long line of us, all dressed in white vestments with white wimples on our heads, similar to what the nuns wore. It was a spectacular ceremony. We were not permitted to see anyone until we went out into the church. To my surprise, both my father and my mother were there together, smiling warmly, finally reunited and in harmony. I felt that the Madonna had listened to my prayers and performed the miracle I had pleaded for, even though my parents’ reunion would be short-lived.

A long time afterward, I realized that the painting of the Madonna I had prayed so ardently under in the convent was believed by many to be Maria Maddalena, Mary Magdalene, another aspect of the Black Madonna. I was being led to Her, even as a young girl of eight.




PRELUDE: A CHILD ACTRESS DISCOVERED BY ANNA MAGNANI, THE FIRST BITE OF LOVE, AND ESCAPING TO NEW YORK

In many ways I had a tough childhood, watching my parents constantly fight and witnessing domestic violence firsthand in a time when that expression wasn’t even used yet. I lived in the typical Italian patriarchal society in which women were supposed to receive abuse and accept it. I knew at once that this wasn’t the type of life I wanted for myself when I grew up, and I would do everything in my power to avoid it.

One of my worst childhood memories was being molested when I was only twelve. I was on my way home from school to have lunch. A tall, distinguished-looking man wearing dark sunglasses entered the building with me and came into the elevator. Polite and innocent, I thought he was going to visit someone in our building. I had no idea that he had followed me from school and that he was what we called a maniaco sessuale, a pedophile sex maniac.

As soon as the elevator took off, the man began saying obscene words to me. He touched my breasts, which were already quite large for my age. I was terrified, but I did the right thing. I didn’t scream but calmly stopped the elevator and sent it back down to the ground floor. (I didn’t want him to find out where I lived.) That was the longest five minutes in my life.

As soon as we reached the ground floor, I began yelling for help. My attacker quickly ran out of the elevator. The concierge immediately came out, and we called the police and then my parents, but he was gone. My father was determined to catch this maniaco sessuale and probably would have killed him if he had found him. I went to the police station, and unlike many other girls who were victims of child molestation, I filed a complete report with an accurate description of my attacker. A few months later, he was caught and was put in jail.

To this day I am proud of my courage as a little girl—I fought for women’s rights and stood up against sexual abuse, even as a twelve-year-old. This incident, though horrible, was a blessing, in a sense. Although it left a deep scar in my life, it would later help me in my healing work with other women, especially victims of sexual abuse.

Despite these sad incidents, there were also good times with my family. What redeemed me most was being a child performer. I loved the attention I got—thrived on it, even. I sang and acted in front of a mirror, changing outfits constantly. Everyone told me I had a good singing voice. Soon I became the soloist of my school choir. For fun, I even started a small underground theater group.

My mother was always very supportive of my artistic inclinations, probably because she had wanted to be an actress herself but was denied permission by her parents. Mamma even resembled the great Italian actress Anna Magnani. Magnani is perhaps best known for her portrayal of a Sicilian widow in the film The Rose Tattoo, which earned her an Academy Award for Best Actress and for her memorable role in the Roberto Rossellini film Open City.

When I was fourteen, I had the immense blessing of being cast by the legendary Anna Magnani to play her niece in the play La Lupa (The She-Wolf). It was written by the esteemed Sicilian author Giovanni Verga and was directed by Franco Zeffirelli. I was over the moon with delight at my good fortune.

This incredible career opportunity occurred at the same time I experienced my first love—my first kiss with a beautiful boy named Piero. It was magical as my classmate and I kissed after school in Villa Borghese Park at dusk, surrounded by fireflies.

Piero was handsome, wild, and tall, with dark-blond hair, amazing piercing dark almond eyes, and beautiful features. He dressed very cool and played the electric guitar. I was a budding singer, so it was a perfect combination. We both wanted to be artists and musicians. My dream was about to begin with the once-in-a-lifetime role, being part of the cast in Anna Magnani’s play.

But unfortunately, that dream was never realized. My tyrannical father denied permission for me to go on tour with the production to London. He had the power to sign the consent documents and passport, which he refused to do. So I never made it to the big stage with my mother’s idol, Anna Magnani. Both Mamma and I cried for a long time afterward, and we swore revenge on my father.

Around the same time, my first love, Piero, and his family moved from Rome to Florence. Though less than two hundred miles, it seemed a world away for us. My heart was broken as Piero and I separated. We still loved each other deeply. I even promised him that he would be my first lover when I turned eighteen.

After losing both Piero and La Lupa, I continued to cry for months, missing my sweet lover, as he missed me. I was suffering from what I would later find out to be the “bite of love,” which causes women to become tarantate. It is a form of depression attributed to the mythical bite of the spider, the tarantula, which usually begins at puberty. I now realize that it was during this time that I became a tarantata, feeling trapped by the spiderweb of the patriarchal society and the loss of my first love.

It was this feeling of anguish, mixed with anger, sadness, and a deep longing for love and freedom that later drew me to escape to New York. Fifteen years later, this key, traumatic episode of my life inspired me to write my own version of the play La Lupa and to portray her as a tarantata. As I had promised myself, this dream came true many years later in New York’s Greenwich Village. But first, I had to get there.




1971: A REBELLIOUS ITALIAN TEENAGER ESCAPES TO NEW YORK

In the summer of 1971, my mother had the brilliant idea to take me to New York City. We would visit my sister, Gabriella, who had gone there a year earlier to study film. My hippie brother, Muzio, who bore an uncanny resemblance to Jimi Hendrix, had followed Gabriella to New York, so we would get to see him too. Thrilled, I left for a month-long vacation with ten dollars, a small suitcase of summer clothes, an immense curiosity, and a desire for freedom. I was pursuing my American dream.

When I said good-bye to my father at Rome’s Fiumicino Airport, I somehow knew I wouldn’t be coming back. On July 20, 1971, a Pan Am flight from Rome to JFK International Airport took me to my destiny. I was just a teenager, mature in some ways but still very innocent and naive about life, especially in a city as fast paced and dangerous as New York City in the 1970s.

But I instantly fell in love with this wild, perilous place. So did my mother. We went sightseeing through the entire city on foot: Greenwich Village, Times Square, and Central Park. There seemed to be music on every street corner and an incredible energy in the air. Mamma and I felt like we were actresses in a movie. We remembered a film we saw together (and loved) a couple of years earlier, Midnight Cowboy, much of which took place on these very streets.

One day I decided to spend the afternoon exploring the city by myself. I had never felt such liberation! I decided right then and there that I would not be returning to Rome with my mother. I wanted time to be free, to be myself, to be on my own, to find a way to express my artistic inspiration without asking anybody’s permission. I wasn’t sure how Mamma would take this—and forget about my domineering father. I walked to the West Side and threw the keys to our Roman home into the Hudson River shouting, “Liberta!’’ (Freedom!)

[image: image]

Fig. I.5. Alessandra Belloni acting in Greenwich Village, 1975

When my mother started to pack her suitcase for the flight back to Rome, she noticed that I wasn’t packing mine. Mamma understood immediately. She began crying even before I said, “I’m not coming home with you. I’m staying in New York with my brother and sister.” I know this broke her heart, but Mamma Elvira never let on. She was always an intelligent, strong woman full of love and compassion, and so she accepted my decision. Even though I was a minor, she didn’t force me to leave with her. Mamma said that she would come back in six months to see how I was doing, and if she saw anything wrong, she would take me back to Rome to finish school and get back to my regular life. What an amazing thing my mother did for me! It changed the path of my life.

[image: image]

Fig. I.6. Gabriella Belloni at NYU Film School




LIVING IN THE MYTHICAL 1970S IN GREENWICH VILLAGE

The years that unfolded in New York after my drastic life-changing decision to stay there were intense, especially for someone so young. They left a deep impression on my soul for the rest of my life. I went from the repressed, patriarchal society of Italy to living in wanton, surreal Greenwich Village. It was a stewpot of creativity, and famous artists were part of the movement.

All of my important rites of passage happened in New York: falling in love, losing my virginity and being intiated into womanhood, getting my first job, being independent, even acting in NYU films and singing in cabarets. But my time in New York was not always easy; a great deal of drama went with it and some tragic events as well. One in particular left me with deep emotional scars.
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