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Is sacred space a human construct or a natural phenomenon? An ethnographic account of Seoul’s Namsan mountain.

Introduction

The aim of this research is to consider whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon in the specific context of a personal ethnographic account of one of South Korea’s most famous mountains− Namsan. From 2019 to 2020 I lived in Seoul and during my time living there I had an unexpected experience with Namsan (‘Southern Mountain’) − one of the most central peaks in the city, marked by the iconic Namsan Tower. On 8 March 2020 I had set out from my house and went for a stroll which unintentionally turned into a full day ‘pilgrimage’ through the city and up to the top of Namsan. My interpretation of ‘pilgrimage’ here reflects academic Justine Digance’s modern definition of pilgrimage as 'undertaking a journey that is redolent with meaning'.[footnoteRef:2] I kept a diary and took photographs to record my experience which I will use as primary sources in this research. Drawing from contrasting theories on sacred space, from Émile Durkheim’s socio-culturally constructed idea of sacred places to Mircea Eliade’s spontaneous ‘hierophanies’ which had the sacred existing outside human consciousness, I will retrospectively analyse my experience with Namsan to consider to what extend my encounter with the ‘sacred’ was humanly constructed or naturally occurring.[footnoteRef:3] Additionally, theories in phenomenology as considered by Tim Ingold and Christopher Tilley will be investigated in the context of my experience. I will first explore the journey to Namsan and how this impacted any feelings I had of ‘sacredness’; secondly, I will discuss the idea of centredness and Namsan as an axis mundi; and finally, I will investigate my experience as an example of a ‘hierophany’. [2:  Justine Digance, ‘Religious and Secular Pilgrimage: Journeys Redolent with Meaning’, in Tourism, Religion and Spiritual Journeys, ed. by D.J. Timothy and D.H. Olsen (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 36−48 (p. 36). ]  [3:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Carol Cosman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 11.; Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by Willard R. Trask (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Inc., 1987), p. 21.] 



Literature Review

One of the core conundrums in the field of sacred geography is on the nature of ‘sacredness’ itself. Do human beings create sacred spaces or are we mere witnesses to a natural phenomenon that would exist with or without us? Renowned French sociologist, Émile Durkheim argued for the former as he believed that societies and cultures were the fundamental creators of sacred places.[footnoteRef:4] Sacred space for him was inherently impermanent and could only maintain its ‘sacredness’ as long as people continued to participate in the holiness of the place, separating and distinguishing it from ‘profane’ (unholy) space.[footnoteRef:5] Durkheim theorised that this distinction between what was considered sacred and profane formed part of the ‘collective consciousness’, where people developed their understanding of the world through the collective effervescence of religious beliefs and cultural norms.[footnoteRef:6] Theologian Belden C. Lane wrote in Landscapes of the Sacred a notable axiom that can be applied to the Durkheimian understanding of sacred geography, ‘Sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary’ [author’s italics].[footnoteRef:7] For Durkheim, the holiness of a given place was directly subject to human action and belief.[footnoteRef:8] There would be no extraordinary places without humanity creating and maintaining them.  [4:  Karen E. Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction: Religion as an Eminently Social Thing’, in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. by Émile Durkheim, trans. by Karen E. Fields (New York: Free Press, 1995), pp. xvii−lxxiii (p. xlvi).]  [5:  Durkheim, Forms, pp. 36−37.]  [6:  Kenneth Smith, ‘Durkheim’s Other Writings on the Concept of the Collective Consciousness’, in Émile Durkheim and the Collective Consciousness of Society: A Study in Criminology, ed. by Kenneth Smith (London and New York, NY: Anthem Press, 2014), pp. 30–35 (p. 34).]  [7:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality, Expanded Edition (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), p. 19.]  [8:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 11.] 



In contrast, historian of religion Mircea Eliade believed the nature of sacred space went deeper than just human belief and societal norms. In his book The Sacred and the Profane he developed his theory of sacred space around the concept of ‘hierophany’ (a manifestation of the sacred), whereby people encounter the sacredness of a place through a ‘revelation of an absolute reality, opposed to the nonreality of the vast surrounding expanse’.[footnoteRef:9] Utilising the Durkheimian sacred-profane dichotomy (although Eliade never referenced Durkheim), Eliade observed that for the spiritual participant sacred space ‘allows the world to be constituted, because it reveals the fixed point, the central axis for all future orientation’.[footnoteRef:10] Thus, Eliadean sacred space provided a central point around which people and cultures could orientate and structure themselves. Eliade built his theory of hierophany around Rudolf Otto’s earlier notion of the ‘numinous’− experiences of the divine that could invoke terror, awe or serenity.[footnoteRef:11] Sites of hierophany were not person-dependent for Eliade as he suggested that the emotional and/or physical response that a sacred place could provoke in a person was evidence of a permanent underlying reality of sacredness.[footnoteRef:12] Lane noted another adage in his book that more accurately portrays the Eliadean view of sacred space, ‘Sacred place is not chosen, it chooses’ [author’s italics].[footnoteRef:13] Here, sites of sacredness are seen as autonomous or even beings in their own right with their own agency. Paul Devereux stated in Sacred Geography that ‘the physical world and the ‘otherworlds’ of spirit and mind meet’ [author’s italics] at holy places, purporting a more Eliadean interpretation of sacred geography.[footnoteRef:14] Often some of the most notable of these revered sites are places situated in high places, particularly mountains. [9:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 21. ]  [10:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 21.]  [11:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, pp. 8−10. ]  [12:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 20.]  [13:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19.]  [14:  Paul Devereux, Sacred Geography: Deciphering Hidden Codes in the Landscape (London: Gaia, 2010), p. 6.] 



Archaeologist Christopher Tilley in his chapter in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes noted that mountains are ‘always in motion’, due to their ‘multiple experiential sensory dimensions’.[footnoteRef:15] No two people will experience a mountain in the same way, as Tilley pointed out ‘mountains will always be different according to how we approach them…and the impact that directionality and the process of ascent…have on us’.[footnoteRef:16] Scholar of sacred mountains Edwin Bernbaum has pointed out, mountains often are associated with the liminal and spiritual dimensions of human life as, among other reasons, they are places of great height that reach up into the heavens (both symbolically and physically), providing dramatic sites of inspiration and revelation.[footnoteRef:17] They can be subject to sacralisation as centres of religious reflection, aesthetic beauty and places of pilgrimage and travel.[footnoteRef:18] Anthropologist Tim Ingold theorised that all life is lived through lines and movement through the landscape, writing that ‘the knowledge we have of our surroundings is forged in the very course of our moving through them, in the passage from place to place’.[footnoteRef:19] With this in mind, I will consider in my research how my movement through the landscape of Seoul and Namsan contributed to any feelings I had of ‘sacredness’ and whether the sacredness of a place changes by the travel required. Additionally, I will explore Durkheimian themes of the sacred as socio-culturally driven, in addition to more Eliadean concepts of sacred places as hierophanies. [15:  Christopher Tilley, ‘Foreword’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. xiv−xviii (p. xv).]  [16:  Tilley, p. xv.]  [17:  Edwin Bernbaum, Sacred Mountains of the World, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), pp. 289−290.]  [18:  Tilley, p. xviii.]  [19:  Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History (London: Routledge, 2016), pp. 3, 91.] 



Methodology

My research will be a retrospective phenomenological inquiry of my personal experience of walking up Namsan in Seoul, taking an unplanned ‘pilgrimage’ where I walked all day and into the night to reach the peak overlooking the city. I will be analysing my diary entry from that day and using pictures I took during my journey as primary sources to help place my experience in the wider context of Durkheimian socially-derived sacred places and Eliadean hierophanies. Academics Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey pointed out that qualitative research is undertaken to ‘understand behaviour, beliefs, opinions and emotions’ from the unique viewpoint of the person who experienced the phenomena being studied.[footnoteRef:20] Furthermore, David Abram stressed the value of phenomenological research in understanding the connection between humanity and the environment as qualitative research can counter 'the modern assumption of a single, wholly determinable, objective reality’.[footnoteRef:21] With this in mind, as I am the subject of this qualitative inquiry, I will approach my analysis of my primary sources as critically as possible as to avoid biasing the ethnographic data. By taking a qualitative phenomenological approach to the question of whether sacred space is a social construct or a natural phenomenon, I will be able to use my experience as a case study and investigate more deeply and critically the meaning that I attributed to the journey and the mountain, considering both the socio-cultural and more spiritual dimensions of the study of sacred geography. [20:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn. (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2020), pp. 10–11.]  [21:  David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in the More-Than-Human World (New York: Vintage Books, 1996), p. 31.] 



Reflexive Considerations

I am currently 26 years old, but at the time of my experience with Namsan I was 24 and I had been living in Korea for about 8 months. I was working as an English teacher there and was under a lot of pressure from my job at the time. I am from Edinburgh in Scotland, but I have a family connection to Korea through my grandad who fought in the war there in the 1950s. He used to tell me stories about Korea when I was a little girl, and I was always fascinated by the place through my connection to him.


Findings and Discussion

Before I discuss my personal experience with Namsan, it is worth noting that the mountain has a long history of sacred associations. Shamanic artifacts and megalithic monuments have been found from the 1st century BCE and the mountain was considered sacred by the ancient Silla people and early Buddhists who adopted the site in the 6th century CE.[footnoteRef:22] In 2000 Namsan was designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site with its forests protected under the National Park Law.[footnoteRef:23] So integral to Korean history, identity and culture, the mountain is even mentioned by name in the national anthem ‘Aegukga’.[footnoteRef:24] However, this was not information that I knew when I had set out for a walk one day and found myself climbing the mountain. Indeed, I was aware of the popularity of the site as a tourist destination and the iconic imagery of Namsan tower used in almost all ‘Visit Korea’ posters and advertisements, but as a foreigner in Korea the mountain did not hold the same sense of national pride and identity for me as it may do for the Korean people. Nevertheless, my experience with Namsan had a profound impact on me and my own sense of belonging. The very journey itself was transformative and therapeutic in a time of my life that I had found very difficult and stressful. [22:  Gina Barnes, ‘Buddhist Landscapes of East Asia’, in Archaeologies of Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, ed. by Wendy Ashmore and A. Bernard Knapp (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1999), pp. 101−123 (pp. 109, 112); Robert Oppenheim, ‘Kyŏngju Namsan: Heterotopia, Place-Agency, and Historiographic Leverage’ in Sitings: Critical Approaches to Korean Geography, ed. by Timothy R. Tangherlini and Sallie Yea (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2008), pp. 141–156 (pp. 141−143).]  [23:  UNESCO World Heritage Convention, Gyeongju Historic Areas (2022) <https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/976/> [accessed 28 December 2022].]  [24:  Rosie Pentreath, What is South Korea’s National Anthem, and What are the Lyrics? <https://www.classicfm.com/discover-music/periods-genres/national-anthems/south-korea-aegukga-lyrics-english-translation/> [accessed 28 December 2022].] 


The Journey

On Sunday 8 March 2020, I had woken up in the morning and decided I was going to go on a walk, stating in my diary that ‘I felt like today was a good day for getting lost’.[footnoteRef:25] I had been inundated with work and stress from school at the time and I wanted a day to myself where I did not have to think about anything. I had no destination in mind when I left my house that morning and as I wrote ‘I was leaving it all up to fate and I was just along for the journey’.[footnoteRef:26] I headed East and walked down whatever path presented itself to me as I passed through new areas of the city. Scholars such as Tim Ingold and Claudio Aporta have investigated this kind of wayfaring, where movement through the landscape is not destination-oriented but rather, as Aporta noted in his fieldwork ‘the wayfarer has to sustain himself, both perceptually and materially, through an active engagement with the country that opens up along his path’.[footnoteRef:27] Ingold described this path of the wayfarer as a journey that has ‘no beginning or end’ and that ‘while on the trail the wayfarer is always somewhere, yet every ‘somewhere’ is on the way to somewhere else’.[footnoteRef:28] As I found myself in new areas of Seoul that I had never been to before, I noted that ‘I didn’t feel lost, even though I didn’t know where I was or where I was going to’.[footnoteRef:29] I was ‘somewhere’, but I was on my way to somewhere else, I just did not know where that ‘somewhere’ might be.  [25:  Holly McNiven, Diary Entry, 8th March 2020.]  [26:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [27:  C. Aporta, ‘Routes, Trials and Tracks: Trail Breaking Among the Inuit of Igloolik’, Études/Inuit/Studies, 28.2 (2004), 9−38 (p. 13).]  [28:  Ingold, Lines, p. 85.]  [29:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.] 



Analysing my diary for this research, I have retrospectively attributed my journey through Seoul that day as a form of pilgrimage. Justine Digance offered a contemporary definition of pilgrimage as ‘a journey redolent with meaning’.[footnoteRef:30] While, Paul Devereux noted that pilgrimage offers the opportunity for self-realisation ‘through preparations for and expectations of the journey, the mental and physical rigours and experiences of the travelling itself, and the liberation from normal everyday life’.[footnoteRef:31] My journey through Seoul was certainly ‘redolent with meaning’ for me and the act of freedom in having no plans and no destination in mind felt extremely liberating as this state of mind was so far removed from my stressful everyday work life. As I was walking through the city, I noticed Namsan and its tower starting to appear in-between the buildings and skyscrapers (Figure 1). I noted that ‘I felt a tug pulling me’ towards the mountain, so I decided in that moment to head in that direction.[footnoteRef:32] I had to weave in and around buildings and side streets, but I eventually found myself at the National Korean War Memorial. This was the part of the journey for me that started to imbue my once casual stroll with ‘meaning’ and feelings of ‘sacredness’ as my grandad was a Korean war veteran and I felt in that moment a deep ancestral connection to the landscape. I wrote that ‘I longed in that moment to bring him to that place’ and that ‘there was connection here to my family and my family history that I suddenly felt quite moved by’.[footnoteRef:33] Here I was alone on the other side of the world, yet I had found my grandad and I had found the thread that tied me to the landscape around me. It was in this moment of self-discovery that I saw Namsan peering down at me from above and I recounted that ‘I was going to go up there and find out what she wanted from me’ (Figure 2).[footnoteRef:34] [30:  Digance, ‘Religious and Secular Pilgrimage’, p. 36.]  [31:  Devereux, Sacred Geography, p. 52.]  [32:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [33:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [34:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.] 
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Figure 1: Namsan mountain and Namsan Tower in the distance. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Photo: Holly McNiven
[image: A picture containing sky, outdoor

Description automatically generated]
Figure 2: Namsan mountain and Namsan Tower looking over National Korean War Memorial Museum. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Photo: Holly McNiven

The journey up to Namsan took me through the busy district of Itaewon (Figure 3) and up a steep forest path that threaded through the trees of the mountain. Christopher Tilley has considered the propensity of mountains to be utilised as places for ‘pilgrimage, religious contemplation, and aesthetic appreciation’.[footnoteRef:35] He wrote that these could evoke ‘emotional responses such as a feeling of being purified as one ascends, or notions of a heightened ascetic or religious insight’.[footnoteRef:36] As I ascended the mountain I was captivated by the beautiful green of the forest and how Namsan Tower would occasionally appear through the leaves like a beacon calling out for me to follow (Figure 4). By the time I had reached the peak night had fallen and the path was lit up with lights leading me directly towards the tower (Figure 5). I felt exhausted and I wrote in my diary that ‘I was sweaty’, ‘my feet were hurting’ and that ‘my lungs felt clogged and heavy with pollution’.[footnoteRef:37] I did not feel a physical ‘purification’, rather the opposite I felt quite unclean from the effort, but I had a deep sense of accomplishment and, through my connection to my grandad, a sense of belonging to the landscape.  [35:  Tilley, p. xviii.]  [36:  Tilley, p. xviii.]  [37:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.] 
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Figure 3: The view overlooking Itaewon at the base of Namsan. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Photo: Holly McNiven
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Figure 4: The view of Namsan Tower through the trees. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Photo: Holly McNiven
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[bookmark: _Hlk123542845]Figure 5: The path to Namsan Tower at nightfall. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Photo: Holly McNiven

Tilley noted that ‘the visceral agency and power of the mountain itself’ is ‘mediated through an embodied kinesthetics in which it directly exerts its influence impinging on the muscles and sinews, the lungs and the heart’.[footnoteRef:38] As evidenced in my diary, the physical strain of climbing Namsan certainly took both a physical and emotional toll on me. Frank Prendergast has commented on the emotional impact of ascending high places, stating that the experience is ‘sharpened by the indefinable but conscious state of passing through metaphysical thresholds created in the mind.[footnoteRef:39] As I was ascending the mountain, I felt a sense of determination as well as a feeling of being unstoppable. I was going to reach the top of the mountain no matter what. Buddhist scholar Lama Govinda has commented on the magnetic power that the Himalayas hold for those attracted to climb the mountains there, stating that ‘people are drawn to them from near and far…and…will undergo untold hardships and privations in their inexplicable urge to approach’.[footnoteRef:40] My ‘urge to approach’ Namsan that day is something that has puzzled me since it happened and the purpose of this essay is to analyse as critically as possible whether I was drawn to Namsan by some sort of hierophanic call of sacredness or whether I was participating in a socio-cultural human-made sacredness. [38:  Tilley, p. xviii.]  [39:  Frank Prendergast, ‘The Archaeology of Height – Cultural Meaning in the Relativity of Irish Megalithic Tomb Siting’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. 13−42 (p. 26).]  [40:  Lama Anagarika Govinda, The Way of the White Clouds, 40th Anniversary Edition (London: Rider, 2006), p. 197.] 

   
Centredness

Tilley noted that ‘mountains like other places gather’, doing so in ‘dramatic…ways because they are visible from afar, punctuate the skyline, and connect the earth to the heavens acting as an axis mundi in relation to which people understand themselves’ [author’s italics].[footnoteRef:41] The concept of axis mundi (‘world axis’) was introduced by Eliade in the twentieth century and relates to what he described as the ‘connection between Heaven and Earth’.[footnoteRef:42] He wrote that ‘every inhabited region, has a Centre…a place that is sacred above all’.[footnoteRef:43] As discussed previously, Namsan certainly has historical evidence to support its status as an axis mundi, but also in the context of my modern day experience it was as if the roads and the infrastructure of the city itself had been designed to lead me to the mountain. Out of curiosity, I searched on Google Maps following my journey and drew a line to mark my path through the city (Figure 6). I was fascinated by my own sense of space and time during my wayfaring, a feeling I described as being ‘outside of time’.[footnoteRef:44] I must have walked for hours and hours on end without stopping, yet it felt like I had been walking for both a short time and a long time. This paradoxical sense of timelessness was mentioned by J. Anna Estaroth in her fieldwork at Clava Cairns, where she noted feeling a ‘temporal distortion…or time-lived-differently’ when walking through the landscape.[footnoteRef:45] Ingold echoed this sentiment stating that the wayfarer ‘moves with time’ [author’s italics].[footnoteRef:46] My movement through the city took me to Seoul’s physical and cultural centre, punctuated by the eye-catching and iconic Namsan Tower.  [41:  Tilley, p. xviii.]  [42:  Mircea Eliade, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolism, trans. by Philip Mairet (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), pp. 48−51.]  [43:  Eliade, Images and Symbols, p. 39.]  [44:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [45:  J. Anna Estaroth, ‘How the Shadow of the Mountains Created Sacred Spaces in Early Bronze Age Scotland’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. 43−67 (p. 54).]  [46:  Ingold, Lines, p. 105.] 
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Figure 6: Google Maps image of Seoul with my path hand drawn on to the landscape. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Screenshot: Holly McNiven

Historian Jon Cannon noted that there may be ‘an important cross-fertilization between mountains and religious buildings’, considering that both are ‘architectonic forms, powerful, eye-catching, and high’.[footnoteRef:47] While Namsan Tower itself is not an official religious monument or place of worship, people from far and wide flock to the site and uphold the tower as both a symbol for the city as well as a central pivot around which the city seems to grow.[footnoteRef:48] Thomas Tweed referred to these kinds of places that are set apart or considered more special as ‘differentiated spaces’.[footnoteRef:49] Durkheim would consider this distinction between ‘differentiated’ and ‘undifferentiated’ space through the lens of what is socio-culturally deemed ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’.[footnoteRef:50] With this in mind, would I still have been drawn to Namsan if the tower had not been built there, earmarking the land as a ‘differentiated’ space separate from the ‘profane’ land around it? Durkheim would argue that the ‘sacredness’ of Namsan is upheld by the ‘collective consciousness’ of the society that ritually maintains the sanctity of the mountain.[footnoteRef:51] By definition I was an outsider to Korea, but even as a foreigner I was aware of the mountain and Namsan Tower’s symbolic significance to the country, in the same way the Statue of Liberty could be considered a cultural emblem of the USA. In Landscapes of the Sacred, Lane considered sacred place to be ‘storied place’ where ‘places become valued in proportion to the number and power of stories that are attached to them’.[footnoteRef:52] I knew no stories or folklore of Namsan specifically when I lived in Seoul, but as a member of Korean society (if only temporary and as a foreigner) I would argue that I was participating in the sacredness of the mountain. As Lane pointed out, ‘to experience a place as sacred is to participate’.[footnoteRef:53] This aspect of my experience with Namsan implies a more Durkheimian understanding of sacred space as Lane reiterated with the proverb ‘Sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary’ [author’s italics].[footnoteRef:54] With this mindset, the tower was constructed on Namsan to pinpoint a sacred centre from which local people could orientate and structure their lives, cultures and societies. [47:  Jon Cannon, ‘Time and Place at Brentor: Exploring an Encounter with a ‘Sacred Mountain’’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. 71−98 (p. 74).]  [48:  N Seoul Tower, Overview <http://www.nseoultower.co.kr/eng/global/intro.asp> [accessed 28 December 2022].]  [49:  Thomas A. Tweed, ‘Space’, in Key Terms in Material Religion, ed. S. Brent Plate (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), pp. 223−230 (p. 225).]  [50:  Daniel L. Pals, ‘Society as Sacred, Émile Durkheim’, in Eight Theories of Religion, 2nd edn., ed. by Daniel L. Pals (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 85−117 (pp. 95−100, 112−113).]  [51:  Fields, p. xliv, xlvi.]  [52:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 15.]  [53:  Lane, Landscapes, pp. 3−4.]  [54:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19.] 


The concept of symbolic world centres was discussed by Paul Devereux who noted that the world-centre idea has been so widespread throughout the world and throughout history because it is ‘essentially the projection of human physiology and neuropsychology outwards onto the land’.[footnoteRef:55] The human being is thus seen as an axis with ‘four bodily directions…extended outwardly in the world-centre scheme’.[footnoteRef:56] In the context of my encounter with Namsan, I wrote that the pull towards the mountain felt like ‘I was going home’.[footnoteRef:57] There was an inexplicable sense that I would be safe and find some sort of peace by reaching the top. It was not an overwhelming feeling but rather a pre-cognisant knowledge that this would be the case. Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle theorised that place ‘exerts a certain influence’ (or a ‘potency’ as Peter Machamer translated) and that all organic and inorganic matter is drawn towards its ‘proper place’.[footnoteRef:58] Here, the ‘potency’ of place is seen to draw matter alike in its inherent nature towards its centre.[footnoteRef:59] Once in its natural place, the body can rest and form a sense of unity and completeness, as Aristotle stated ‘the movement of each body to its own place is motion towards its own form’.[footnoteRef:60] Philosopher Edward Casey commented on this Aristotelian understanding of place, acknowledging that place is a ‘unique and nonreducible feature of the physical world’ and that place has ‘its own inherent powers’.[footnoteRef:61] This outlook on sacred space suggests that sacredness is immanent to the earth rather than humanly-constructed as Durkheim might argue. Namsan certainly had a ‘potency’ for me as I wrote how I felt drawn to the mountain and how I achieved a sense of calm from reaching the summit, despite the physical effort it took to walk such a long distance. If the sacredness of Namsan is innate to the place itself, this is suggestive that my experience could be described as an Eliadean ‘hierophany’. [55:  Devereux, Sacred Geography, pp. 42, 48.]  [56:  Devereux, Sacred Geography, p. 48.]  [57:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [58:  R. P. Hardie and R. K. Gaye, ‘Physics’, in Complete Works of Aristotle, Volume 1: The Revised Oxford Translation, ed. by Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 315−446 (p. 355).]  [59:  Peter K. Machamer, ‘Aristotle on Natural Place and Natural Motion’, Isis, 69.3 (1978), 377−387 (p. 378). ]  [60:  J. L. Stocks, ‘On the Heavens’, in Complete Works of Aristotle, Volume 1: The Revised Oxford Translation, ed. by Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 447−511 (p. 506).]  [61:  Edward S. Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1998), pp. 70−71. ] 


Hierophany

By the time I had reached the top of Namsan, night had fallen and as I approached Namsan Tower I came to realise how busy the place was. I saw a path descending down the mountain where there were much less people, so I decided to walk in that direction. I wrote in my diary that I was ‘skipping and singing to myself’, feeling ‘absolutely giddy’ even though ‘I didn’t really know why’.[footnoteRef:62] I contemplated that maybe ‘it was the sense of freedom’ or the ‘achievement of walking for hours without a break’ that was contributing to my overall sense of elation. Walking alone and away from the crowds I came across Namsan Park Southern Observatory that overlooked the city (Figure 7). It was here that I would argue I experienced what Rudolf Otto described as the ‘numinous’−feelings provoked by the revelation of a divine essence.[footnoteRef:63] A theory that Eliade utilised in the formulation of his concept of ‘hierophany’.[footnoteRef:64] I noted how I looked up at the night sky in that moment and found ‘Venus looking lonely’ in a ‘polluted haze’ (Figure 8).[footnoteRef:65] As an avid stargazer I should have felt disappointed by the absolute lack of stars, but I wrote contrarily that I was ‘profoundly moved by it somehow’.[footnoteRef:66] Scholar of religion, Edwin Bernbaum stated that ‘the sacred does not simply present itself to our gaze: it reaches out to seize us in its searing grasp’.[footnoteRef:67] Likewise, I felt ‘seized’ simultaneously by my place high up on the mountain and by the sudden realisation of my own existence in the wider universe:  [62:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [63:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and its Relation to the Rational, trans. by John W. Harvey (London: Oxford University Press, 1958), pp. 5−7.]  [64:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, pp. 8−10.]  [65:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [66:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [67:  Bernbaum, Sacred Mountain, p. 5.] 

It was that lonely point of light that called to me somehow and I felt completely imbedded in that precise moment in space and time. It was like ‘Wow, I actually exist’. It felt like the stars had all been pulled down from their places in the heavens and were now below me. Or maybe I had climbed so high that I was above them now. I had an incredible sense of perspective…and I felt connected to the land and the sky and everything for a moment.[footnoteRef:68] [68:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.] 

If I consider this experience of the numinous to be a hierophany as per Eliadean standards, this is suggestive, as per the axiom presented by Lane, that Namsan was not a sacred place chosen by myself, but rather that Namsan chose me.[footnoteRef:69]   [69:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 19] 
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Figure 7: The view from the Namsan Park Southern Observatory. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Photo: Holly McNiven
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Figure 8: The view of Venus from the Namsan Park Southern Observatory. 8th March 2020- Seoul, South Korea. Photo: Holly McNiven



Echoing Eliade, Lane also stated that ‘sacred place is necessarily more than a construction of the human imagination alone’, suggesting that sacredness is not just a human creation as Durkheim claimed.[footnoteRef:70] That being said, Lane acknowledged that the human imagination has a ‘tendency to exaggerate or hyperbolize the wonder…of a given site’, noting that ‘the ordinary is projected beyond first appearances so as to be seen as the extraordinary’ [author’s italics].[footnoteRef:71] Durkheim wrote of a similar phenomenon in his book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life that when people reach a state of effervescence ‘vital energies become overstimulated, passions more powerful, sensations stronger’ and that in those moments ‘man does not recognize himself; he feels he is transformed, and so he transforms his surroundings’.[footnoteRef:72] Durkheim said that when this experience of the sacred occurs the spiritual participant ‘endows’ the place or the object ‘with properties that they do not have, exceptional powers, virtues that the objects of ordinary experience do not possess’.[footnoteRef:73] Thus, was my spiritual experience with Namsan solely a projection of my own imagination and will?  [70:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 4.]  [71:  Lane, Landscapes, p. 26.]  [72:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 317. ]  [73:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 317.] 


Tim Ingold noted in Lines that ‘the knowledge we have of our surroundings is forged in the very course of our moving through them’, stating that wayfaring in particular is ‘neither placeless nor place-bound but place-making’ [author’s italics].[footnoteRef:74] When I found myself in that moment on Namsan looking over the city I felt like I had found my place (or rather that I had forged a place for myself). I even wrote about how I was ‘infatuated with the idea of planting myself there’ and never leaving the moment of hierophany.[footnoteRef:75] I felt connected and grounded to the world around me in a way I had not experienced as a foreigner in Korea before. Philosopher Simone Weil wrote that ‘to be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the human soul’.[footnoteRef:76] There is no doubt that I had been struggling to find my place in Seoul at the time and I felt often alienated from the Korean culture by virtue of not only being a foreigner but being labelled as a foreigner wherever I went. Durkheim saw sacredness as something inherently social and shared by the collective mind of society.[footnoteRef:77] By my own admission, I was feeling disconnected from society prior to my ‘pilgrimage’ and the hierophany I experienced at Namsan, which would suggest a more Durkheimian socio-cultural connection between feelings of ‘sacredness’ and feelings of oneness with the social order and society.   [74:  Ingold, Lines, pp. 91, 104.]  [75:  McNiven, Diary, 8th March 2020.]  [76:  Simone Weil, The Need for Roots: Prelude to a Declaration of Duties towards Mankind, trans. by Arthur Wills (Taylor & Francis e-Library: Routledge, 2005), p. 40.]  [77:  Fields, p. xliv.] 

 
Final Thoughts

Following the analysis of my encounter with Namsan the question remains− Is sacred space a human construct or a natural phenomenon? Durkheim would suggest the former as evidenced by Namsan’s symbolic significance as part of the cultural identity and religious history of Korea.[footnoteRef:78] The whole city itself appears to have been structured around the mountain as a place set apart from the surrounding ‘profane’ space, suggesting that Namsan has a socially-constructed sacredness by virtue of its symbolic and geographical centredness around which society has oriented and structured itself. From the analysis of my own ethnographic account of Namsan, I found evidence of a more Durkheimian relationship between my personal feelings of sacredness with Namsan and my social connection to the landscape and to Korea itself. My experience of finding an ancestral connection on my journey through my grandad and the Korean War Memorial, as well as the sense of belonging that connection invoked, arguably contributed significantly to my feelings of Namsan as a sacred space. Additionally, as I travelled on foot the physical and psychological effort to reach the summit, I have argued, factored into my sense of accomplishment and sacredness. As Tilley pointed out ‘high places’ are ‘frequently accredited with spiritual power, simply because they are often set apart from the routines of everyday life’.[footnoteRef:79]  [78:  Oppenheim, pp. 141−148.]  [79:  Tilley, p. xviii.] 


That being said, to reduce the sacredness of Namsan down to a mere social construction or figment of the human imagination feels disrespectful and dishonest even to myself, based on my own personal encounter with the mountain. Nature writer Barry Lopez wrote that ‘we will always be rewarded if we give the land credit for more than we imagine’.[footnoteRef:80] Whether an Aristotelian pull to find my ‘proper place’ or a manifestation of some kind or divine power through Eliadean ‘hierophany’, I was drawn through the city and up towards Namsan by a force that I felt noteworthy at the time to document in writing and with pictures (which is not normal behaviour for me). I attempted in my own words to recount my feelings of the experience at the time, and I struggled when writing my diary to articulate accurately the nature of the ‘numinous’ as it is something to be experienced in the moment rather than described retrospectively. In Tilley’s ‘Foreword’ in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes he remarked on the French artist Paul Cézanne’s work in trying to capture the mountain Sainte-Victoire in painting. Tilley noted that Cézanne’s attempts to represent the mountain on canvas brought about the realisation for him that ‘representations whether they be in the form of images or words…are always partial, ambiguous, changing, perspectival, undertaken from a point of view, shaped, and being shaped’.[footnoteRef:81] This is a realisation that I have come to accept when conducting and writing up this research, as the primary sources I have drawn from are flat and two-dimensional in comparison to the reality of experiencing the hierophany for oneself.  [80:  Barry Lopez, The Rediscovery of North America (London: Vintage, 1990), cited in Devereux, Sacred Geography, p. 152.]  [81:  Tilley, p. xvi.] 



Conclusion

The aim of this research project was to consider whether sacred space is humanly-constructed or a natural phenomenon within the specific context of a personal ethnographic account of Namsan mountain in Seoul, South Korea. Using my diary entry and photographs I recorded at the time of my encounter with Namsan on 8 March 2020, I have critically analysed my phenomenological data through the lens of Émile Durkheim’s idea of socially-derived sacred spaces and Mircea Eliade’s concept of naturally-occurring sacred spaces. Furthermore, I have drawn from theorists such as Christopher Tilley and Tim Ingold to help place my experience within a phenomenological framework, particularly their work with mountains and wayfaring respectively. In this essay I have considered three main themes: first, my physical journey or ‘pilgrimage’ through Seoul and Namsan; secondly, the idea of Namsan as an axis mundi or world centre; and thirdly, my encounter with Namsan as a hierophany. My journey wayfaring through Seoul brought me inadvertently to the Korean War Memorial and up to the peak of Namsan where I had a numinous experience being alone with the mountain and the surrounding land and skyscape. The physical and psychological effort it took to climb the mountain certainly had an impact on my feelings of accomplishment and the sacredness I felt towards the mountain. Additionally, I noted how finding the ancestral connection to my veteran grandad through the Memorial contributed to my overall sense of belonging and connection to the land and to Korean society as a whole. Durkheim would suggest that this is evidence that sacredness and society are synonymous, as human beings create the sacred through the ‘collective consciousness’ of their socio-cultural and religious frameworks. Namsan has a long history as a sacred mountain, as evidenced by megalithic monuments and artifacts found at the site, and it seems like Seoul has been built around the peak, using Namsan as an axis mundi around which the city has been structured and orientated. My path through the city led me directly to this central point and the Eliadean perspective would suggest that the inherent sacredness of the mountain itself was the autonomous force that pulled me towards itself. On the other hand, Durkheim might point out that the city was structured by human beings to maintain the sacredness of Namsan as separate from the surrounding profane space. Ultimately, whether it was my own imagination creating the sacredness of the mountain (as Durkheim might argue), evidence of an immanent sacred reality at Namsan (as Eliade might claim) or a combination of the two (as I have argued), my experience with the mountain that day was profoundly meaningful to me and provided me with a sense of belonging during a time when I needed it most. Whether the sacrality of Namsan was forged by human consciousness or merely detected by it, I would like to thank Namsan for providing me personally with a sacred space from which to find my place in the world.
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