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The Magic
of Mandalas
Alice Griffin helps us
connect to the earth
and the moment
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t is a perfect winter’s day. The sky is
duck-egg blue with an overlay of wispy
white, as if the light hand of an artist
has brushed it haphazardly. The ground
– blanketed with frosty snow – is crisp
underfoot. Birds sing and trees look on, standing
proud in their jackets of woolly lichen. To be in
the presence of such beauty, I feel completely
humbled, and the desire to lie right down this
minute and give myself fully over to the magic of
nature is strong. Instead, my daughter giggles
with her Pa as they walk ahead, and hanging
back, I chat peacefully and easily with Thérèse
Muskus, custodian of this wild and wondrous 140acre croft, Laikenbuie (‘the yellow place with the
big stones’), in the Highlands of Scotland.
A deep trust in the process of life, coupled with
a giant leap of faith, has brought me back here
following a year of wandering through a Covidimpacted Europe. Absorbing the quiet spaces of
France, England and Portugal during 2020, I felt
the desire – need – to root down, grow deeper,
but the frustrations of something not feeling quite
right began to burn into me. So, I followed nothing
but my heart back to Scotland and, due to what
seems to be a higher-planned series of events,
this croft. It is a place that captured my family and
me when we spent several months here in spring
2019, and six weeks into our return, as I walk and
talk with Thérèse, I know it is exactly where I need
to be.
These past 12 months, like all of us, I have had to
accept changes to my life and learn to be OK with
what is presented at any given time. Adaptability,
inevitability, an awareness of this moment being
all we have, are the lessons I have been drawn
deeper into, and as a family – as our desire to
discover a root to our route has grown – we
know that looking to right where we are, neither
thinking past nor forward, is a journey we are
called to continue on. What I have found is that
when surrounded by this kind of landscape, it
is not difficult to be awed and pulled into the
reality of how nature just is, and Thérèse has
inspired me to make an even stronger connection
by sharing with me her journey to – and love of
making – earth mandalas. This pastime is one
I feel compelled to communicate far and wide
because it is something, I believe, we can all draw
teachings from.
Mandala comes from the Sanskrit word meaning
‘circle’, with each mandala radiating out from a
sacred centre. Thérèse is passionate about this
type of land art being a way to connect us fully to

the earth – and the moment – encouraging us to
slow down and observe the environment at our
feet. “By creating an earth mandala, we turn our
attention away from the outside world into our
own inner universe,” she tells me. Indeed, it is
my belief that by turning inwards to spend time
nurturing our own self, we are then able to emit
the emotions we wish to see more of. We do not
need to run around shouting about our discoveries
of peace, joy and love; people won’t listen! But if
we come from a place of these emotions quietly,
others will naturally fall into that state of being in
our presence. Thus, partaking in the making of
mandalas is both a connection experience and a
powerful way to send the right kinds of ripples out
into the world.

Here is a place where I can
nurture an appreciation for
where I am in this moment
It was 11 years ago that Thérèse first discovered
this form of expression when she observed
Tibetan monks making a peace mandala. “It
touched something deep inside me, and I felt
in awe of the beautiful, symbolic artwork they
had created.” Watching as the monks returned
home from the closing service of chants, prayers
and the ceremonial brushing away of their
week’s work, Thérèse began to develop her
understanding of the word ‘impermanence’ and
the concept of letting go. “I returned to the croft
and made my first earth mandala using mainly
fallen apples. I did so with thankfulness for not
only abundance on our croft, but in life, for things
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like my sight and mobility.” Encouraging ourselves
to truly experience and be thankful for that which
we take for granted – like our senses – is a
practice that will surely bring us greater peace.

Try This
Just for a moment, take a deep breath and look
around. Feel glad that you can see the trees, the
sky, your children. Listen to the birds, stroke the
soft fur of your dog, taste raindrops and smell
the air. Do you not feel immediately better for
doing so, even if only in the moment? When
making an earth mandala, you give yourself time
to do all of this more intensely. Thérèse shares,
“Making mandalas has opened a door into a
new observance of the life around me, touching
something deep inside me.”
Eager to personally experience this power as
a family, on the winter solstice 2020, we were
invited by Thérèse to work alongside her on a
beach mandala. Armed with warm flasks, we
headed down and absorbed ourselves fully in the
sounds of the waves and freshness of the air,
trailing steadily up and down the beach collecting
buckets of dry sand, seaweed and razor shells for
a snowflake design that would radiate from the
candlelit centre. As a family, we became utterly
absorbed in the process of being connected to
what we were creating, where we were, and
the people who came and went – touched for a
moment by what we were doing, even offering
pieces for inclusion here and there. I was blown
away by the immersion and felt nothing but pure
joy for life, relishing how everything else crowding
my mind dissipated as we worked. How often do
we allow ourselves this kind of freedom, to fully
accept only this inevitable moment? >
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The Magic of Mandalas
A poem written in response to my solstice
experience.
> For our children, the message is even more
powerful. Surely we must teach them to know we
do not need to – cannot – hold onto everything
in life. Being too fixed on routines, ideas and
belongings can become our bondage, weighing
us down, and so I believe the lesson to teach
my daughter is that nature has the answers.
To encourage her to absorb and connect with
everything that moves and changes around her,
then silently let go. Making mandalas allows
children to experience and value the beauty of the
earth for no other reason than to make the earth
(and themselves) smile. And as Thérèse points
out, “It is a way of creating artwork from entirely
free material, using no paper, no sticky tape, no
glue; everything can be left back to nature.” One
idea she shares, to get our children creating, is
to make little discs out of play dough: “I set them
on pieces of cardboard for children to create their
own mini mandalas on, and then encourage them

Thérèse’s mandala’s at a public garden as he
contemplated a big change ahead, felt compelled
to write to her: “Your mandala, with its offering of
gratitude, open to its own undoing by the winds
and birds and insects, taught me that collecting
my own tokens of gratitude was the best way of
preparing to let go.” And her work involving the
community is growing, with plans for more public
mandala-making sessions, as well as workshops
on her croft. “I see these earth mandalas as a
gift to open people’s eyes to what they may often
pass by.”

to eventually lay them out onto the earth in a
place that is special to them.”

and talk and Thérèse interjects with, “Oh, I’ve slept
under that tree,” or, “Look at this beautiful holly,
yew and ash all entwined together. What a special
place to sit in contemplation!” I think that perhaps
I will indeed lie down right here and breathe into
the circle of life for a while. Thérèse shares with
me a quote by Thich Nhat Hanh: “The present
moment is the only moment available to us and it
is the door to all moments.” And I know this is a
truth I must absorb.

The effect of taking part in one of Thérèse’s
sessions – or even stumbling across her work in
public places – has been profound for many. “One
lady thanked me for providing her with half an
hour where she had a sense of calmness, away
from her almost constant feeling of anxiety.”
Another man, so inspired by discovering one of

Being back here at Laikenbuie, I realise it is all
part of the path I am meant to be on. A path that
is expanding my wandering journey, not as miles
underfoot, but through inner growth. Here is a
place where I can nurture an appreciation for
where I am in this moment, noticing the wonders
and excitements all around me. And as we walk

•

Alice Griffin is a writer living a low-impact life in the Highlands of Scotland
with her husband, teenage daughter and their two dogs. On Instagram
@alice_is_in_wanderland

The gentle lapping of water
Salt layer on my skin
We begin…
Collecting shells, deep beneath the sand
Helping hands
Laughter
We talk about life – here, now, and after.
Impermanence
Nothing is forever
SO BE in this moment
Nature – the great leveller.
As beauty springs from what she offers
Hands work in time
Some from start to finish
Others passing by,
But connected, we all are
To what we create,
To energies from afar
All brought to a centre
A journey inward
A walk out – together.
And then, this mandala made is gifted back
Our memories saved,
Our thoughts intact…

Thérèse Muskus lives on the croft of Laikenbuie with her husband, Peter.
As well as making mandalas, she runs the self-catering holiday business
Hiddenglen Holidays. www.hiddenglen.co.uk

All photographs are taken by Thérèse. For updates on mandala-making and writing workshops with Thérèse and Alice, please visit www.alicegriffin.co.uk and
sign up for Alice’s newsletter.
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