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Your sacred space is where you can find  
yourself  again and again.

— Joseph Campbell
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This book culminates more than two decades of exploring 

sacred space, both the literature around it and the experi-

ence of creating and living in one  We began the research 

in order to better understand both what we had done in 

building the Spiral House and also the dialog that resulted 

between our lives and the life of the house   

We didn’t set out to build a spiral house  But when 

you’re married to an artist and you want to build a little 

guest house on your property, the result, well in our case  

the result was a five-story spiral that became our home 

The spiral grew out of Tom’s interest in sacred geome-

try  It’s important to say at the outset that you don’t need to 

understand anything of sacred geometry to appreciate the 

house — either in the pages of the book or in real life  But 

for myself as well as Tom, his sculpture and the house have 

been a unique way to explore the vocabulary and magic of 

what is essentially an ancient wisdom tradition 

There are many ways to define sacred geometry, but the 

most compelling perspective to me is that it is the pattern 

language of nature, the way nature creates endless variety 

from a few simple shapes  Studied and practiced by civiliza-

tions since antiquity, it is also called philosophical geometry 

because it views pure forms— the circle, the square, and the 

pentagon for example — as having metaphysical meaning   

It is considered sacred because it has the ability to affect us 

at the deep and essential level of spirit or soul  When the 

principles and proportions of sacred geometry are used to 

design buildings, the result is sacred architecture 

A key element of sacred architecture is relation to place  

That’s why the cardinal directions figure so importantly in 

the orientation rituals of ancient traditions  For us, a sense 

of place inevitably leads to the mountains that created the 

stone that so dominates our land  

Stone is itself archetypal  Most of us feel some primal 

connection to it   Essentially compressed time, stone carries 

the history of the planet  The mountains and the stone have 

drawn so many artists and spiritual seekers to the Hudson 

River Valley and the nearby town of Woodstock  As a 

material for making art, in some ways the stone found Tom, 

just as sacred geometry did   

The book has some five hundred photographs and looks 

very much like a coffee table book  But it also tells a story  

It begins with our beloved dog Rafferty and ends with how 

two dragons — that came into our lives at separate times — 

led Tom to discover the most ancient Hindu mandala within 

the floorplan of the house  Along the way, the story goes back 

in time  to how we found ourselves together in this place  It 

tells of Tom’s years exploring stone sculpture and landscaping 

walls, his lifelong spiritual practice, his accidental discovery 

of sacred geometry, and how my pragmatic nature grounded 

the project in the practicalities of a comfortable home 

Introduction
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The narrative is told in three voices: Tom’s, mine, and 

ours  That came about organically, the result of telling our 

story to our collaborator and dear friend, Ronnie Shushan  

For several years, once or twice a week, the three of us 

would sit at our dining table, or walk around the property, 

talking about the house, the sculpture, our lives; about the 

stone and about art; about consciousness and transcen-

dence  We would review what we had written so far and talk 

some more  Those conversations evolved into the narrative 

of this book, preserving our individual and joint perspec-

tives in a way that is often lost in collaborative writing  Any 

couple who has built a house together will likely recognize 

the reality of there being three people in the process  

As I write this in late summer, looking back on more than 

fifteen years of living in the house, I’m reminded of having 

once been asked my job description  I replied, “atmospheric 

manager ” It has always been my impulse to provide a space 

where others can feel secure enough to express their cre-

ativity and to find in this space both peace and a sense of 

community  And so it has seemed to be in this spiral home  

Tom and I, and the crew who work with us, have been 

through life’s share of births, deaths, major illnesses, and 

more  In good times and challenging ones, we have held 

together and moved forward with love and support  A house 

is so much more than a place to sleep and store your stuff  

To me, the value of the Spiral House — as with all 

sacred space — is its ability to bring joy to people, to touch 

their spirits, and add something uplifting to their lives  

Even the most beautiful building, as soon as it is completed, 

begins to deteriorate and require maintenance  But each 

person who enters and experiences even a glimpse of some-

thing essential and transcendent as a result of being here 

leaves with a seed that has the potential to grow and spread 

into the lives of others  In that way, the house can have an 

ongoing effect    

When a friend saw the almost finished book, he said, 

“This is about how to build a dream ” This truly is the story 

of our dream  We wrote it with the hope of inspiring yours 

Patty Livingston

Saugerties, New York

August 2018
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pass-through to Rafferty’s Bench. That required holding 
back the hillside from falling into the pond. And so we 
began the landscaping walls, a project that continued for 
more than twenty-five years. 

The walls are designed to make the gardens and pond 
more accessible — providing a way not just to get to them 
but also to be in them. Seats built into the walls at different 
levels create intimate relationships with the sights and 
sounds and textures of the constantly changing life there. 
Inevitably, the walls have also created the opportunity for 
more gardens.

Literally and metaphorically, the walls keep the whole 
property alive for us, connecting our life in the Spiral House 
to our early years in the ranch house, where family and 
friends now stay when they visit.  The walls weave together 
the past and present of the land itself and of our time here.

and brooms. After we began building the Spiral House, the 
crew gathered around the water for barbecues, outlandish 
birthday celebrations, and a general letting loose from the 
careful precision required on the building site.

When Rafferty died, we sited his memorial bench in 
the shelter of trees on the east side of the pond. After that, 
the need to repair one thing or another inevitably expanded 
into inspired and remarkable improve ments. The existing 
stone fountains were cracked and leaking. Because they are 
necessary to aerate the pond to prevent algae from growing, 
the project was to fix them. That led to expanding the small 
garden beds above the fountains (the only ones on the 
property at the time), which suggested the opportunity 
to add a sunken patio where we could enjoy that end of 
the pond and the newly planted perennial gardens. When 
we started hanging out on the new patio, we wanted a 

[Patty] The quarry pond is one of the treasures of our land. 
The destructive forces of the quarrymen left a chasm that 
underground springs fill with the always changing, heal-
ing power of water. When I first saw the property, the raw 
beauty of the pond was inescapable and required nothing 
more than itself: the wide expanse of glacially scoured bed-
rock that defined its long western edge and the reflection 
of the trees and sky in its inky green waters. That the steep 
hillside on the eastern edge was a heap of quarry rubble 
encroaching on the water, well, that was just the way it was.

The pond, just outside the ranch house kitchen, was a 
great joy and gathering place from the beginning of our time 
here. There was swimming, of course, and Rafferty loved to 
play in the water, with or without us. On winter nights, we 
skated to Viennese waltzes and drank glasses of brandy to 
keep us warm during games of ice hockey played with mops 

Our Quarry Pond and the Landscaping Walls

Real change is best understood by 
staying in one place. 

— Andy Goldsworthy, Time

It Began with the Fountains
(top left) I planted the gardens 
around the new fountains in 
1990. That same garden is seen 
from a different perspective 
in 2009 (bottom left). And on 
page 40, from yet another view-
point in 2014, by which time the 
landscaping walls and gardens 
had grown together into an 
abundance that I couldn’t have 
imagined at the outset.

(center left) In the fountains 
on the east side of  the pond, 
water flows through a notch 
in the stone carved over time 
by a wagon wheel, a legacy of  
the quarrymen’s work here. A 
closeup of  that stone is seen in 
the photo below.
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[Tom] If the composed rock sculptures were the pure bliss of dis-
covering the unique beauty and expressiveness of each stone, the 
landscaping walls were a very difficult challenge. Here, there was 
the need to harvest stone and learn basic wall building in relation 
to a particular piece of land. I had absolutely no experience on 
which to draw. 

I meditated on Rafferty’s Bench every day for many months. I 
would scramble over the rubble to the eastern side of the pond and 
sit on this little stone bench that I had built for a dog we had loved 
so much and had been part of Patty’s and my life together from the 
beginning. It wasn’t just a question of how to build the walls, but of 
what the walls had to do with my art. Over time I accepted that it 
was okay to focus on what gave me joy, just to work with the stone 
wherever it led and not worry about some grand plan. Of course, 
as often happens, when you let go you see the door that wants to 
open. Eventually, my dialog with the land crystallized into the idea 
of allowing the wall to follow the contours of the rubble it would 
replace, and to be a form that unifies rather than divides. 

Gravity showed where the rock wanted to settle and how it 
wanted to arrange itself, what’s called its angle of repose. Observing 
and following nature’s predilection meant less work for me and the 
crew and less work ultimately for the walls. That process also led to 
the curves in the walls and the opportunity to contrast these new 
sinuous shapes with the existing straight lines on the opposite side 
of the pond: the rectilinear ranch house and the dramatic expanse 
of bedrock.

The result is that the walls seem to arise from the land rather 
than be imposed on it. They feel uncovered rather than built, 
revealing the bones of the land itself and reinforcing the natural 
energy of the hillside.

Traditionally, walls are built to separate and divide — one 
property from another, fields from forests, livestock from crops. 
Our walls are designed to express unity. The walls themselves are 
constantly morphing — a wall transforms seamlessly into stairs; 
the stairs open up into a bench; the bench dissolves back into the 
wall, with shelves and niches also appearing organically. Do you sit 
on the stairs or in the wall? Duality dissolves first into ambiguity 
and then, when the mind lets go, into wholeness.



51

The stone on our property and throughout the Catskills 
is sandstone. It is formed by layer upon layer of mud, sand, 
and gravel. Over time, the sediment was compressed and 
hardened into rock, but you can still clearly see the layers, 
each of which records the environment that formed it. 
With seventeen thousand feet of sedimentary rock, the 
Catskill Sequence, as it is called, tells the history of dramatic 
changes in the earth and evolving life forms over hundreds of 
millions of years. The more you really look at stone, truly see 
it and handle it, the more you are drawn to know its history.  

Bluestone is a descriptive rather than a geological cate-
gory, and much of our stone isn’t actually blue. (More about 
color later.) The quarry industry used the term to describe 
sandstone that had been formed in horizontally bedded 
layers that broke easily into different thicknesses for specific 
uses — thin stones for patios, thicker stones for sidewalks, 
thicker still for building and curbstone. Most of the rock on 
our property is hard and thinly bedded — it formed in thin, 
discrete layers and so it naturally breaks into relatively thin 
pieces. In addition, when the quarrymen abandoned the 
property, they left acres of rubble, stones that accumulated 
in the wake of harvesting commercially valuable pieces. 

In my first spiral sculptures I discovered the power of 
accretion, of adding stone upon stone to convey movement. 
After that I became more democratic in the way I looked 

[Tom] When I started creating more formal sculptures, 
I was drawn to work with larger stones. But the more I 
needed large pieces with a certain dimension and thick-
ness, the more I didn’t find what I was looking for on our 
property, even though there was stone everywhere. The frus-
tration reinforced my usual inclination to pay attention to 
what I did have and work with that. I also discovered early 
on that moving and lifting large stone is backbreaking work 
and requires tools that separate you from the material. The 
smaller the stone the more it is within your sphere of influ-
ence. And the smaller stone is what we had in abundance. 

The Nature of Our Stone and the Sculpture It Inspired

at stone. I thought, instead of aggrandizing the already 
grand stone, why not elevate what’s humble, focus on 
what’s usually overlooked. I began to appreciate how the 
small, seemingly inconsequential stones could add up to 
something that was closer to the organic growth in nature. 
Finding ways to use the small stone also reinforced one of 
the fundamental lessons of the spiritual path: You already 
have what you are looking for. 

When I stopped chasing after large stones, I knew exactly 
where on the property we could get stone that would break 

I have made good use of the old Japanese wisdom 
 that you learn about stones from the stones themselves. — Isamu Noguchi

into quarter-inch, half-inch, and three-quarter-inch-thick 
pieces. With these sizes I could convey growth and move-
ment not only through repetition and rotation, as I’d done 
with large stones in the spiral sculptures, but also through 
different gradations of stone from thick to thin. Small stones 
could also counter the weight of gravity: even very large 
sculptures like the Cloud series (below) or very tall ones like 
the Birdhouses (page 55) are of the earth but, at the same 
time, not bound to it. And small stones enabled me to create 
sculptures where the space was as expressive as the form. 

Gravity, Form, and Space
(left) I made my first EarthSeed using stones natu-
rally flat. I knew that creating a perfect sphere with 
such large stones would require both precise math 
and a lot of  heavy lifting. But I hadn't realized how 
much the small incon sistencies in natural stone 
would accumulate: no two stones were exactly the 
same thickness, and even within a single stone the 
thickness could vary slightly from one corner to 
another. These inconsistencies are unforgiving when 
creating a precise geometrical form. 

(facing page) When I started working with the small 
stones that are so abundant on our property, I 
discovered that I could create sculpture that could 
counter the weight of  gravity, as in Cloud Arbor.
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But in fact this polar tension of the dyad is the basis of 
creation. The space where the two circles overlap, the vesica, 
is the crucible from which we can construct all symmetrical 
two- and three-dimensional shapes (examples are shown in 
the diagrams below). The Latin and Greek roots of the word 
syzygy mean to join or yoke together, and the vesica joins 
the opposites of the two separate circles from which it was 
created and from that brings forth new form. 

The symbolism goes deeper still. Beyond the creation 
of material form, the vesica piscis also provides insight 
into the nature of consciousness. The German Buddhist 
scholar Lama Anagarika Govinda explains it this way: 
The first circle represents universal consciousness and the 
realm of archetypes; the second circle represents empirical 
consciousness and the realm that we experience through 
our five senses. The area of the overlap, the vesica, he calls 
manas, the balancing consciousness. The manas has no char-
acteristics of its own, but is rather a directional energy. If 
the manas moves us from the universal to the individual, it 
binds us to the limitations of our senses; if it moves us from 

[Tom] Sacred geometry is not a set of rules but rather an 
insight into the underlying harmony of creation. Using this 
perspective in my art is a way of exploring that essential 
unity. My intention is always to create forms that are beau-
tiful, forms that allow the viewer to experience the energy 
and mystery of the wholeness that pervades everything. 
I’ll illustrate using two very different examples — one is a 
sculpture, the other is the observation room in the Spiral 

Using Sacred Forms and Divine Proportions

House. Both give form to two of the most powerful expres-
sions in sacred geometry: the archetypal shape of the vesica 
piscis and the way the  golden proportion relates the parts 
to the whole. And both examples reveal the philosophical 
perspective of a geometry that is very different from the one 
we studied in school.

Syzygy: A Meditation on the Vesica Piscis
Syzygy was the first sculpture I made after we were living 
in the Spiral House. It takes the shape of the vesica pis-
cis, a geometric construction created when you draw two 
identical circles so that they overlap at their centers. The 
almond-shaped form shared by both circles is the vesica. 

The vesica is called the womb of creation, not only 
because it obviously suggests the portal through which we 
humans are born, but also because all known geometric 
polygons can be drawn from its points. This explains so 
much about the nature of sacred geometry that it is worth 
discussing in some detail.

Fundamental to sacred geometry is the idea that 
geometry reenacts the creation of the cosmos: from the 
undifferentiated one source comes the multitude of the 
many. When we draw a circle using the geometer’s compass, 
we start with a central, dimensionless point and then extend 
that point outward to create a line (the radius), around 
which we swing a circumference made of infinite points. 

In constructing the vesica, the first circle drawn 
represents unity in a way that is slightly different from the 
unity of the original point: complete, unbroken, perfect, 
the circle is everywhere the same, without beginning or end. 
The second circle is drawn by placing the compass point on 
the circumference of the first. Like a shadow, the second 
circle is projected from the body of the original. With 
two circles, we have a dyad, symbolizing the duality that 
separates you and me, male and female, life and death, and 
all the other polarities that we perceive as being opposites.

Ubiquitous in  
Culture and Science
The vesica piscis (Latin meaning 
“bladder of  a fish”) is found in 
the sacred art and architecture 
of  cultures throughout time: 
the Egyptian Eye of  Horus, the 
Buddha’s Eye, the floor plan of  
Chartres Cathedral, the fish sym-
bol of  the early Christians, and 
(above right) as a frame around 
images of  Jesus and Mary. One 
of  the most striking expressions 
comes not from art, but from 
deep in the cosmos. When Na-
tional Geographic published an 
image of  the Hourglass Nebulae 
(above left), the editors com-
mented: “Astronomers looked 
8,000 light-years into the cosmos 
with the Hubble Space Tele-
scope, and it seemed that the 
eye of  God was staring back.”

Philosophical geometry reenacts the unfolding of each form out of a preceding one. 
It is a way by which the essential creative mystery is rendered visible. . . . 
 — Robert Lawlor, Sacred Geometry 

our individual identity toward the universal, it becomes a 
source of the highest knowledge and liberation, integrating 
the individual with the whole. 

All this from the overlap of two identical circles. This 
is how geometry expresses not only the laws governing 
life, but also the awakening of consciousness. This is how 
geometry is sacred.
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The Womb of Creation 
The drawing above left shows a vesica piscis, created by overlapping 
two identical circles at their centers. The triangles (above right) are 
drawn by lines connecting the two centers and each center to the 
top and bottom of  the vesica. Similarly, all regular polygons (shapes 
with all sides equal and all angles equal) can be generated from the 
vesica, as shown in this diagram by Keith Critchlow (right); the num-
bers in the diagram indicate the number of  sides of  each polygon. 
This is how philosophical geometry reenacts the creation, from the 
One to the Many.  
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SPIRAL HOUSE

Spiral 
Construction 
sculpture

Quarry 
Pond

Vegetable  
Garden

Vegetable  
Garden

Landscaping 
Walls Begin

EarthSeed
sculpture

Rafferty’s 
Bench 

Ranch 
House

Green 
house

Axis Mundi 
sculpture

Meditation 
sculpture

Rainbow 
Bridge

Rainbow 
Shoots
sculpture

Power 
Pod

Pyramid

Rainbow 
sculpture

E

➤

Aerial View Taken in October 2017, this shows the buildings and sculpture on the developed part of  our property. Most of  the 

sculpture field is out of  view beyond the top right of  the photo; and the sculpture studios are out of  view beyond the lower right.
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Balconies, Railings . . .   
With a balcony or terrace on every level, the house 
provides a relationship to the outside in almost 
every direction. The balcony railings create a col-
orful and fanciful contrast to the stone. Spirals 
undulate at irregular intervals and in different 
directions, always uniting in a double spiral at the 
center of the balcony. 

A single, continuous railing winds its way up 
one staircase, across the top of the terrace balcony, 
and down the other staircase. The railing becomes 
another architectural detail that unites disparate 
elements. The spirals at each end of the bottom 
railing turn in opposite directions to one another; 
given the opportunity for a double helix, why 
would we do it any other way?

. . . and an Ode to the Mountain

A horizontal wave through each balcony traces the silhou-
ette of the mountains on our western horizon. As in some 
of Tom’s sculpture, the effect comes and goes depending on 
where you’re standing; the discovery of the embedded sil-
houette adds to the enjoyment. The mountains are so much 

a part of our experience living here; incorporating the hori-
zon’s silhouette provided another way to harmonize with 
the environment, to bring that sense of place into awareness, 
over and over, the way the mountains themselves appear and 
disappear depending on the light and the weather.  



7. Life & Revelation
            Living in a Living House
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The Double Helix

Walking clockwise, to follow the cycles of  the sun,  
and mounting from one level to the next,  
the pilgrim traces a spiral ascent to the mountaintop.

— Adrian Snodgrass, The Symbolism of  the Stupa

[Tom] The wall structure of the house spirals in a counter- 
clockwise direction. The staircase spirals in a clockwise 
direction, creating within the house a double helix that 
echoes the very foundation of life. Like so many elements 
that bring the house alive, the rich associations of the 
double spiral evolved not by intellectual design, but by fol-
lowing the dictates of the spiral itself.

Initially, I thought the staircase should spiral in the 
same direction as the walls. But instead of providing the 
expected harmony, nothing worked. The staircase bumped 
into the space for the chimney on one floor, went through 
the ceiling and out the roof on another, and landed in the 
middle of a bathroom someplace else. When I reversed 
the direction of the staircase, to turn in opposition to the 
walls of the house, all of the problems were resolved. The 
staircase provides an orderly flow of activity through the 
house, turning 360 degrees between each floor so that all 
of the doorways are perfectly aligned from one floor to the 
next, and every door lands in the ideal place for the path 
into that space. 

The obvious and profound lesson was that, an organic 
living structure, with fluid motion up and down, required 
a spiral that also moved in two directions, like the double 
helix in a vortex, pushing the top down to the bottom and 
pulling the bottom up to the top. If you are familiar with 
the chakra system, you may also recognize the similarity to 
the way kundalini energy circulates in the body. We’ll come 
back to this theme later in this chapter. 

1. Main Level Floor Plan
The path through the first floor follows the  
counterclockwise direction of  the walls.

2. Second Level (Master Bedroom) 
The path changes to a clockwise direction up the spiral 
staircase and through the second-floor master bedroom. 
The change of  direction creates a new dynamic, like a 
subconscious flip of  a switch in your head that makes a 
psychic transition to each space.

The exterior balconies are part of  the path of  the 
house. They are not appendages — energetically or 
structurally. Each balcony offers a different view of  the 
landscape, creating an outdoor living space that sur-
rounds almost 180 degrees of  the spiral.   

4. Observation Room
When you reach the final ascent to the observation 
room, the stairs change to the counterclockwise direc-
tion of  the walls

3. Third Level (Tom’s study) 
Each level of  the house reprises the geometry in a way 
that is unique to the spiral form: the same and yet dif-
ferent. Each floor is about half  the footprint of  the floor 
below, each an exact replica of  one piece of  the larger 
spiral. That compression of  the geometry gives the living 
space on each floor a unique relationship to the stone 
wall surrounding the stairwell.    

The Floor Plans of the House  
(read from the bottom to the top)

The First-Floor Path
(bottom) A panoramic view looking 
across to the front door, shows the 
path from the entry area, through 
the living room, around to the din-
ning area, and into the kitchen. From 
the dining area, you can see the 
curve of  the exposed staircase inside 
the central channel of  the house.

(top left) A passage just inside the 
entry leads directly to the kitchen 
and stairs. 

(top right) Past the living room area, 
French doors lead out to the ter-
race, providing a natural but open 
separation between the living and 
dining areas. As the walls continue 
spiraling around and growing taller, 
attention lifts to the second-floor 
balcony, the floor of  which creates 
a dropped ceiling over the dining 
area, further defining that space. The 
graduated size of  the light fixtures in 
the dropped ceiling creates perspec-
tive that helps move energy in and 
out of  the house through the terrace 
doors. The bottom photo was taken 
just inside those doors.

Color to Organize and Delight
For the drywall surfaces, we tested 
colors extensively to arrive at a 
palette that is bold and varied, yet 
logical and unified. The walls are 
mostly the yellow of  sunshine and 
the green of  the landscape, with 
blue sky ceilings above. The floors 
are earth-colored terracotta tiles on 
the first level and wood in the bed-
rooms. An occasional wall of  aqua, 
lavender, deep purple, or mauve de-
lights the eye and the psyche, helps 
define space as needed, and creates 
strong backgrounds for Tom’s paint-
ings. The glowing orange of  the 
built-in cabinetry warms the space 
throughout the house. We stained 
roof  rafters a yellow orange to sug-
gest the rays of  the sun and the floor 
beams a deeper reddish orange for 
contrast. The doors are as golden a 
color as we could achieve — for the 
symbolism of  having golden passages 
and transitions.
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The two expressions of the axis mundi represent the 
relative and absolute reality of Buddhism, or the manifest 
and unmanifest universe of Hinduism. The light of the 
stairwell is the uncreated, the dimensionless source through 
which all form springs. The stainless steel column is the cre-
ated form. This is how the house gives physical expression to 
transcendent ideas. And that is the purpose of art and more 
specifically of sacred architecture: to allow us to experience 
the inexpressible.     

At the very center of the Spiral House is the spiral staircase. 
Rich with symbolism, alive with light and movement, the 
staircase reveals its sculptural complexity as it rises inside 
the central column where the spiraling stone wall closes in 
on itself. 

We have described how, in traditional sacred archi-
tecture, form develops from a center outward. That center 
is called the axis mundi — literally, the center pole of the 
world. A sacred mountain, a shaman’s ladder, smoke rising 
from the hearth, a pyramid, a steeple — they all represent 
the axis mundi, the connection between heaven and earth 
that supports communication between the realms. Because 
the spiral staircase is open to the light from the observation 
room, and has glass treads that allow that light to travel 
down through the entire staircase, our axis mundi literally 
enlivens the entire house with the energy of the heavens. 

Traditionally, the center point of a temple was estab-
lished as part of the siting ritual; the resulting axis mundi 
was an energetic presence, implied rather than literally seen. 
In the Spiral House we have both an energetic axis mundi 
— the light-filled stairwell — and a visibly articulated axis 
mundi — the stainless steel staircase column that rises from 
the basement to the top of the third floor. 

The Soul of the House  
The Staircase, the Stairwell, and the Axis Mundi

To return to the centre of  the architectural space is symbolically equivalent 
to a return to the centre of  the universe and to one’s own centre . . .   
and to ascend the axis of  the building . . .
is to return to the realm which, being spaceless, is Infinite and, being timeless, is Eternal.

 — Adrian Snodgrass; Architecture, Time, Eternity

The Stairwell Engineering
Three spiraling stone columns, one hidden column, and a 
skillfully burnished stainless steel ring conceal weight-bear-
ing elements that allowed us to cut away three-quarters 
of  the stairwell. This engineering feat (described in more 
detail in chapter 5) contributed hugely to the artistic and 
functional success of  the architecture. It increased the lat-
eral movement throughout the first floor and exposed the 
sculptural design of  the staircase, which otherwise would 
have been hidden inside the stairwell.

Glass treads and risers transmit light from the observa-
tion room through the entire forty feet of  the house. 
The sandblasted surface creates a feeling of  security and 
privacy on the staircase. 

Glass panels close off the space under the first-floor 
stairs. All year long, at some point in the day, direct 
sunlight from the first-floor windows passes through this 
glass partition, sending natural light and dancing shadows 
into the lower stairwell and the basement.
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Bathed in Whimsy
The basement bathroom feels molded into the space, enclosed by one of the few internal 
walls added to the continuous spiraling wall that defines both the interior and exterior of 
the house. When setting the glass blocks in the upper part of that wall, we turned some 
of them 90 degrees, giving us blocks of two different widths. That variation created a 
smoother curve, and also made the wall feel more alive, a quality we looked to bring in at 
every opportunity. The side of the glass facing out is sandblasted, making the wall trans-
lucent, for privacy, but still allowing light  from inside the bathroom to pass through and 
create spidery patterns on the glass. An interior window into this space (below right) 
provides a view of the colorful and whimsical tile work, which we describe in more detail 
in chapter 5. 
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The Ascent
[Tom] Approaching the stairs to the observation room, 
everything moves to the unity of the center. The holy figures 
at the top of the library face the axis mundi; the walls wind 
tighter to the center of the house; and we, too, turn inward 
to our own essence.

The staircase itself signals a change of perspective. 
Instead of turning around the axis mundi, the stairs up 
from the third floor follow the outside wall of the stairwell 
in a slightly broader curve than the main staircase. Instead 
of the glass and steel of the spiral staircase, here there is all 
stone to contain the energy of the ascent — polished stone 
treads, rough stone risers, the rough stone of the wall. Two 
windows at the top of the landing light the passage. Rather 
than feeling that you’ve been wound up in the spiral to this 
smallest room at the top, you enter through a noticeably 
open approach to a room that is both intimate and spacious.

There is a literal change of direction as well. Unlike 
the clockwise movement of the stairs between the lower 
floors, this staircase returns to the same counterclockwise 
movement as the walls. Of course, most people don’t pay 
attention to this change on a conscious level, and it’s not 
something I planned in order to make a subtle metaphysical 
point. But, like the spiral itself, the physical change of 
direction mirrors the unfolding process of the spiritual path, 
a reminder that realization requires a profound reversal 
from what has come before. The Buddha followed a path of 

The Observation Room

Drawn to the Light
(left) The light coming down the stairs is entirely 
a function of  the spiral shape of  the house. Sun 
coming directly through a window in the obser-
vation room hits a window on the landing outside 
the observation room and sends this reflected light 
down the stairs. It’s as if  the light reaches out to 
guide you up to the sky room.

extreme asceticism for six years before realizing the middle 
way of moderation. Shiva destroys in order to create. The 
phoenix rises from the ashes.

One more unplanned detail: while researching this 
book, we learned that in traditional Buddhist and Hindu 
temples, the northeast held the doorway of the gods, and 
the southwest was the direction for the earth door. As it 
happens, the beginning of the basement staircase leads 
up into the house from the southwest, and the entry to 
the uppermost sanctuary is from the northeast. Unaware 
of these correspondences when I designed the house, I 
followed the spiral to the most logical and functional 
arrangement of elements, which in turn led to the same 
directional aspects honored in ancient times. 

Spirals Along the Ascent
Like a musical composition that repeats its most evocative themes, 
the railings along the observation room stairs restate some of  the 
central archetypes embodied in the house. 

(bottom left) At the bottom of  the stairs, the railings on each side 
spiral in opposite directions from one another, echoing the double 
helix formed by the staircase and the walls of  the house. The sun’s 
path in the sky, our DNA, the subtle energy that circulates through 
our chakras — they all trace this change of  direction through the 
unity of  the double helix. Sacred space is designed to reflect that 
unity so that the humans within might embody it.

(bottom right) On the landing across from the observation room, 
the stainless steel railing resolves into a perfect golden spiral. On the 
wall behind that railing we hung my painting Amazing Grace, itself  a 
golden rectangle with a golden spiral at its heart. Both the railing and 
the painting precisely fit the architectural space, as if  all the diversity 
of  the house wanted to be resolved into golden proportions here, as 
you complete the final ascent. 

(top) The final terminus of  the staircase railing turns two and a 
quarter times around its center before planting itself  vertically in the 
floor. Remember that the house itself  turns two and a quarter times 
around its center. So here, on the threshold of  our sky room, the 
railing provides an inverse image of  the structure of  the house that 
you have just arrived at the top of. It is a fractal image of  the house, 
the part modeling the whole.
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Light and Shadow
(this page) The observation room was designed 
to infuse us with light — the spiritual energy of  
the universe. All the materials— the wall tiles, 
the glass, the polished stone, even the metallic 
finish on the otherwise soft and comfortable 
upholstery — were selected for qualities that 
would be activated by light. 

Spiderlike shadows from the skylight weave 
around the room.

The Spaciousness Beyond
(facing page and following two pages) From the 
observation room and deck, we look west to-
ward Overlook Mountain and the Catskill range. 
The view is breathtaking and humbling.
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