[bookmark: _Hlk533688328]Book Review: Eliade, Mircea. The Sacred and the Profane. The Nature of Religion. Harcourt, New York: 1959 (Translation by Trask, Willard R.)

The Sacred and the Profane belongs to a series of books conceived, written, revised and translated between the mid-1940s and 1960s. During this period, Mircea Eliade also published Shamanism, Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, and The Myth of the Eternal Return, or Cosmos and History. Whilst his book on shamanism has retained a classic status (Znamenski, 2007), Eliade’s more generalised extrapolations on the nature of religion and religious cosmology became the subject of increasing academic criticism from the late 1960s (eg Smith, 1972), and many specialised contemporary scholars are circumspect about - or avoid altogether - referencing his over-arching paradigmatic theories. (Oestigaard, 2011). Yet the key concepts promoted in The Sacred and the Profane still retain a significant interest for academics and others (Barth, 2013).

This review briefly considers the core ideas of what Barth describes as one of Eliade’s “central publications”, the other being The Myth of the Eternal Return (which the author considered his most important work). It will also refer to Shamanism, a book which offers important insights into Eliade’s cosmological thinking: in its emphasis on the Axis Mundi, for instance. Jonathan Z Smith’s 1972 seminal criticism in The Wobbling Pivot is also mentioned, as is Terje Oestigaard’s more recent critique of Eliade. Finally, a case is made for the enduring value of his contribution to the study of religions, ancient and modern.

The Sacred and the Profane begins with a discussion of vital terminology. Sacredness is associated with Rudolf Otto’s concept of the numinous and also “the equivalent of power”. Hierophanies are “manifestations of sacred realities”, exemplified in sacred space, the subject of the first chapter. This explores Eliade’s proposition that “religious man has always sought to fix his abode at the centre of the world” which, co-located with the Axis Mundi, or sacred pillar, provides a gateway to the “three cosmic levels”, corresponding to the lower, middle and upper worlds found in shamanic and other cosmologies. Such a structure represents “the “system of the world” prevalent in traditional societies”. The second chapter describes the notion of sacred time “created and sanctified by the gods and the time of their gesta”. In this “mythical time”, humans can “periodically become contemporary with the gods” through participation in ritual events such as festivals. Eliade also refers to “regeneration through return to the time of origins”. Chapter Three is entitled “The Sacredness of Nature and Cosmic Religion” and discusses the “universality of symbols”, citing the example of the cosmic tree. He also distinguishes sacredness - an “absolute reality” - from “naturism” whilst pointing to the “desacralization of nature” in a profane world. The fourth chapter seeks to identify common attributes of the “sanctified life”, including universal “initiatory patterns”, correspondences between the cosmic macrocosm and the microcosm of “human existence”, and the significance of folk religiosity, which Eliade compares favourably to “sacred literature”. A “Chronological Survey” of the “History of Religion” as a field of scholarship from classical antiquity to the early twentieth century concludes the book.

[bookmark: _Hlk533242403]It is noteworthy that Eliade’s survey of scholarship in the history of religions ends almost half a century before his own central publications, although studies from the interwar period are referenced in the preceding chapters of The Sacred and the Profane. Also significant is the author’s scant mention of his methodology, although his approach to the history of religion is described in a forward to Shamanism. Here he argues that it is the dialectical relationship between manifestations of the sacred and the process of chronological history, rather than the “practice of historiography” that underlies his methodology. Nevertheless, writing in the 1970s fellow historian of religions Jonathan Z Smith takes issue with Eliade’s discourse on sacred intersectionalities in an essay entitled “The Wobbling Pivot”, an ironic reference to the elder scholar’s Axis Mundi preoccupation. Smith challenges the “ideological” construction of sacred space based  on a “Centre of the World” hypothesis as “questionable interpretations” of source material, a criticism he extends to the “paradigmatic” locus of the sacred in mythic time (144-5) However, Smith also notes that Eliade modified his theory of sacred time in the 1967 article “Cosmogenic Myth and “Sacred History””.

[bookmark: _Hlk533241174]In her chapter on “Cosmogony” in The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Ritual and Religion, Terje Oestigaard too highlights Eliade’s “emphasis on non-historical universal structures rather than the historical and the particular”, suggesting that “his phenomenology is as normative as theology”. For Oestigaard, the cosmogenic premises in The Sacred and the Profane and Eliade’s other writings from the 1950s (which as previously noted were later modified) strongly reflect a “background in Hinduism” – although perhaps the use of “certain oriental religions” might be more appropriate - where his “model fits perfectly well”. She concludes that his “universalism” belongs to a type of scholarship which gradually fell out of academic favour during the 1960s.

[bookmark: _Hlk533685993][bookmark: _Hlk533686119][bookmark: _Hlk533239644]Notwithstanding these criticisms, Eliade retains an enduring appeal. In a preface to the 2012 Heaven on Earth, Temples, Rituals and Cosmic Symbolism in the Ancient World, Deena Ragavan pinpoints his concept of “imago mundi”, the notion that cosmology is represented in terrestrial structures, notably temples, as a key contribution.  Christiane Barth’s 2013 essay “In illo tempore, at the Center of the World:  Mircea Eliade and Religious Studies’ Concepts of Sacred Time and Space” also seeks to understand his legacy, as does Teuvo Laitila in an earlier 2007 article. The latter suggests that, as a public intellectual, Eliade aimed to reach a very broad audience and to promote a certain traditional worldview. Indeed, the author himself describes Shamanism as “a general study addressed to non-specialist readers”. For Veikko Anttonen, another critical friend within the Academy, Eliade “ used his immense erudition in the religious history of humankind as a spiritual leader and a visionary artist more than as an academic scholar” (2007).

So how should the 21st century student of ancient and modern religions navigate the cosmological topography of The Sacred and The Profane and other writings by Mircea Eliade from the same period? Firstly, it is recommended that this book is read alongside Shamanism, as the latter seems to be overlooked by some of the author’s major critics. For although Oestigaard emphasises the Hindu origins of Eliade’s cosmology, and Ragavan its genesis in links between ancient Near Eastern and Indian sources, another key resides within the worldviews of “living” shamanic and folkloric traditions. This is hinted at in The Sacred and The Profane which proposes that: “In many cases the customs and beliefs of European peasants represent a more archaic state of culture than that documented in the mythology of classic Greece”. Eliade’s later article “Cosmogenic Myth and “Sacred History”” makes his position more explicit: 

“The mythology which informs Homer, Hesiod and the tragic poets represents already a selection and an interpretation of archaic materials, some of which had become almost unintelligible … Our best chance of understanding the structure of mythical thought is to study cultures where myth is a 'living thing'.”

Secondly, Eliade’s much criticised methodology, or the lack of method ascribed to his scholarship, is explained in the forward to Shamanism to be as much phenomenological as historical, citing the example of the World Tree (a representation of the Axis Mundi) and the shamanic “celestial ascent”. For him, “the historian of religions makes use of all the historical manifestations of a religious phenomenon…. to decipher whatever transhistorical content a religious datum reveals through history”. Depending upon one’s own outlook, Eliade worldview either looks backward to medieval cosmology or forward to modern systems thinking, or perhaps both at the same time.
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