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Does the rockery in my garden constitute a sacred space?
Introduction 
The aim of this research was to examine the proposition that the rockery in my garden could be considered as a sacred space, and if so, whether that sacredness was a natural phenomenon or a human construct. This enquiry arose from a growing feeling that the area I live in has a strong sense of aliveness which had led me to the notion of creating a shrine in our garden to honour that spirit. While considering how to go about this, I noticed the rockery as a form of pre-existing shrine that my husband and I had already ornamented with various items that are meaningful to us, and which have rich stories attached. I had the sensation of a sacred, or at least alive place being actively revealed to me, as described by Belden Lane.[footnoteRef:2] Lane also referred to sacred space as being ‘storied’: I was interested in exploring ways in which the stories attached to the objects on the rockery may be considered to add to the sense of sacredness.[footnoteRef:3] The material will be considered under the headings of five themes: the potential sacredness of the rockery, the rockery as a focus for various pathways, the contribution of the gnome on the top of the rockery, a particular small boulder on the rockery, and the rockery’s own perspective. [2:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality, Expanded ed. (Baltimore, Md. ; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). p.19.]  [3:  Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality. p.15.] 


Methodology 
My research was based on a written journal recording my phenomenological responses to time spent with the rockery, using the approach described by Tilley in which my subjectivity is fully acknowledged, yet what he calls ‘narcissistic navel-gazing’ is avoided, keeping the rockery itself as the main focus.[footnoteRef:4] I aimed to follow the approach of Maurice Merleau-Ponty in providing a ‘direct description’ of my experience, including sensations of the body as well as the feelings and the mind.[footnoteRef:5]  The initial impulse for this research was based on my own feeling response to the space, therefore a phenomenological approach was the most appropriate. Since the rockery is sited just outside my back door, I have daily opportunity to observe it, and spent a little time with it every day for a period of some 6 weeks, between November 8th and December 22nd, 2021, writing down my observations and responses in a journal, and taking occasional photos with my phone. In addition to direct observations, I noted in my journal the stories attached to some of the items placed on the rockery, namely a small figurine of a gnome and a small boulder. This included conversations with my mother who is also linked to the items, as noted down in my journal.  [4:  Christopher Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape : places, paths, and monuments (Oxford ; Providence, R.I.: Berg, 1994). p.viii.]  [5:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Donald A. Landes, Phenomenology of perception (London: Routledge, 2012). p.lxxi.] 


Reflexive Considerations
I am a retired English woman living on the edge of a small town in the south west of England, not far from farmland and open countryside. The rockery is sited in a fairly large garden, which occupies a lot of mine and my husband’s time in tending it, partly for the pleasure of gardening and creating a beautiful environment, and partly for the satisfaction of producing food. The rockery and associated pond were in place when we arrived some years ago, and we have done little to change them, apart from weeding and embellishing, so they carry a sense of always being there. I have a strong personal relationship however to the objects we have placed on the rockery, as they all have significance and memories attached to them. I have a secular background and am not a subscriber to any particular religious view, but I am aware of the earth by virtue of my activities as a gardener, and I do have a strong sense of the aliveness of the earth that prompted this investigation. I am also deeply concerned about the current ecological crisis, and this concern has formed a part of my wish to pay close attention to the environment. Since I feel it is important to respect the earth simply in order to mitigate the damage human civilization has done, an element of bias may have arisen, as viewing the earth as sacred could be a way of promoting this respect.

Literature Review 
There is extensive academic debate over the nature of sacredness as experienced in particular places. This debate was explored with reference to my sense of the possible sacredness of the rockery in our garden, considering if it is purely imaginary, a social construct arising from the way it is set apart from the rest of the garden, or a truly numinous space. Sacred space has been defined in a variety of ways, several of which have been useful in illuminating my experience of our rockery. One of the earliest to address the academic definition of the sacred itself was Rudolph Otto, in The Idea of the Holy (1917), in which he set out the notion of the sacred as a mystery in which an awe-inspiring experience of the ‘Other’ is perceived, an experience he described as ‘numinous’, meaning of the divine.[footnoteRef:6] He described this as an experience of a ‘Mysterium Tremendum’ or ‘the feeling of personal nothingness and abasement before the awe-inspiring object directly experienced’.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (Ravenio Books, 1924). p.7.]  [7:  Otto, The Idea of the Holy. p.18. ] 


Sacred space as a purely sociological factor was discussed by Émile Durkheim in The Forms of Religious Experience (1912), where he described sacred space as being set apart from everyday profane society, but dependent for its establishment and maintenance entirely on the collective human society. He considered that social custom was sufficient to account for the experiences of sacredness reported by people in certain places, without the need to invoke any divinity, writing that ‘society in general … undoubtedly has all that is required to arouse the sensation of the divine’.[footnoteRef:8] This related to the case of our rockery, in that it is a space set apart from the rest of the garden, is man-made and its potential claim to being special could clearly be considered as a human construct as it is not a natural feature.  [8:  Emile Durkheim and Karen E. Fields, The elementary forms of religious life (New York ; London: Free, 1995). p.208.] 


Another academic perspective was provided by Mircea Eliade, in his numerous works, notably The Sacred and the Profane (1956), where he set out his influential view on the nature of sacred space. He held that the source of the sacred was to be found in a sacred realm that transcended the ordinary, profane space we inhabit, yet could ‘break through’ and reveal the sacred to us, at a time and place of its own choosing.[footnoteRef:9] He made a very clear distinction between sacred and profane space, writing that sacred space was ‘..an irruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different’.[footnoteRef:10]  This indicated that the same place could be profane at one time, and sacred at another. The work of Belden Lane also informed my consideration of the subject, by reference to his four axioms for the study of sacred place, set out in his book Landscapes of the Sacred to inform my examination of the potentially sacred nature of our rockery.[footnoteRef:11] Broad definitions of sacred space examined by Anthony Thorley were also helpful in clarifying the importance of sacred space.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Mircea Eliade and W. R. Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1959). p.30.]  [10:  Eliade and Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion. p.26.]  [11:  Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality.]  [12:  Anthony and Gunn Thorley, Celia, Sacred Sites: An Overview (abridged) (The Gaia Foundation, 2008). P.] 


Given my intuitive feeling of an inherent aliveness in the garden, and a sense of relationship with the items we had placed there, I also drew on the theory of New Animism outlined in the work of Graham Harvey.[footnoteRef:13]  New Animism was described by Harvey as ‘the notion that all earth is living, and that it is perhaps even a singular organism.’[footnoteRef:14] In addition to providing a way of considering the setting of the rockery in the garden and the wider landscape, this view also prompted an approach to what Irving Hallowell, cited in Harvey, termed ‘other than human persons’.[footnoteRef:15] This related to the presence of the items we had placed on the rockery, ostensibly as decoration, but which could have a presence that contributes to the potential sacredness of the space. This approach is in clear distinction to earlier definitions of Animism, described by Stephan Harding as ‘a projection of human feelings onto inanimate matter’, in which a human misunderstanding of the world leads to a belief in non-existent spirits inhabiting inert objects.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Graham Harvey, The handbook of contemporary animism (Durham, UK: Acumen, 2013).]  [14:  Harvey, The handbook of contemporary animism. p.22.]  [15: Hallowell, A. I. 1960. “Ojibwa Ontology, Behavior, and World View”. In Culture in History: Essays in Honor of
Paul Radin, Stanley Diamond (ed.), 19–52. New York: Columbia University Press, cited in Graham Harvey, Readings in indigenous religions (London ; New York: Continuum, 2002). p.22.]  [16:  Stephan Harding, Animate earth : science, intuition and Gaia (Totnes, Devon: Green Books, 2009). p.21 (kindle version).] 


A sense of the whole land being in some way animate was extended by reference to the work of Thomas Berry, who emphasized the connectedness of everything on the earth, referring to the ‘Earth Community’, in which ‘we understand the universe as composed of subjects to be communed with, not objects to be exploited’.[footnoteRef:17] This idea was further explored in the light of the influential Gaia Theory, as set out by Harding.[footnoteRef:18]  This described an approach to the earth as a living organism, in which ‘life and the non-living environment are tightly coupled [and] … what happens to one partner happens to the other’.[footnoteRef:19] This was also described by Brian Goodwin in his foreword to Harding’s book, referring to the earth as ‘an emergent dynamic unity’.[footnoteRef:20] A sense of aliveness and unity in connection with the rockery was related to a sense of the sacred, informed by the work of David Abram, who referred to the ‘sense that Gaia really is alive, not in some metaphorical sense, but really, actually, palpably’ and to ‘the magic afoot in the land’.[footnoteRef:21] This aliveness was also examined by reference to the work of Tim Ingold, in particular his description of the world as consisting of pathways and lines of connection rather than of static and separate spaces.  As he described it, ‘Thus the self … undergoes continual generation along a line of growth’.[footnoteRef:22] Although he did not relate this to any theory of the sacred, it was felt to be relevant to an understanding of the lively presence of the rockery, as representing a concentration of aliveness that could be thought to make the sacred more evident or accessible in that particular space. This aspect of the way in which the rockery could be considered special was also examined in the light of Christopher Tilley’s work, in which he emphasized the social meaning and significance embedded in space through the involvement of people, and the way that disregard of those meanings can ‘desanctify’ the land .[footnoteRef:23] [17:  Thomas Berry, The great work : our way into the future, 1st ed. (New York: Bell Tower, 1999). p.xi.]  [18:  Harding, Animate earth : science, intuition and Gaia.]  [19:  Harding, Animate earth : science, intuition and Gaia. p.65.]  [20:  Harding, Animate earth : science, intuition and Gaia. p.16.]  [21: David Abram, The spell of the sensuous : perception and language in a more-than-human world (New York: Pantheon Books, 1996). p.240.  Abram, The spell of the sensuous : perception and language in a more-than-human world. p.21.]  [22:  Tim Ingold, Being Alive : Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description (London, UK: Taylor & Francis Group, 2011). p.221.]  [23:  Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape : places, paths, and monuments. p.21.] 

Field Work and Discussion
The potential sacredness of the rockery
The idea for this investigation arose as I was making rather elaborate plans for constructing a small shrine to the sense of aliveness present to me in our garden.  However, the plans had been proving too ambitious, and as I happened to walk past the rockery, I noticed the gnome placed on a stump at the top of the rockery, almost as if for the first time. It made a very vivid impression of rich colour and vivacity, strongly reminiscent of Lane’s experience of encountering a deer in a clearing in the woods, demonstrating his first axiom for studying the sacred, namely that ‘sacred place is not chosen, it chooses’.[footnoteRef:24] I would not go so far as to claim that this represented an Eliadean heirophany, or an experience of the awe-inspiring ‘mysterium tremendum’ described by Otto.[footnoteRef:25] Rather, I was aware of a communication of some sort, as if the gnome was pointing out to me that I had a ready-made shrine and no need to make another. [24:  Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality. p.19.]  [25:  Otto, The Idea of the Holy. p.18.] 

I had paid very little attention to the rockery in the decade or so that I had known it.  I had not thought of it as particularly impressive, tucked away in a functional corner of the garden by the clothes line and bins. It is certainly a candidate for Lane’s second axiom, that ‘sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary’.[footnoteRef:26] The ritual activity required had mostly been provided by my husband in tending it, but in undertaking my field work I attempted to engage in rituals to explore ways in which it can be considered a household shrine. Being almost entirely inexperienced in performing any sort of formal ritual, I made very little progress. I attempted to make an offering of some biscuits to the gnome at the top of the rockery, only to feel very awkward, with a strong sense, as recorded in my journal that ‘the gnome was glaring at me’. However as Amy Whitehead points out ‘ritual is, first and foremost, a mode of paying attention’ so in this sense it could be claimed that my daily ritual of observation to this very ordinary place had potential to ‘make’ it extraordinary, as Lane described.[footnoteRef:27] I would argue however that the ritual attention of observation, while adding enormously to my sense of relationship and awareness, could be better understood as a way of uncovering or revealing the extraordinary nature of the rockery in an Eliadean sense, rather than manufacturing it as Durkheim would suggest. [26:  Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality. p.19.]  [27:  Amy Whitehead, "The Goddess and the Virgin: Materiality in Western Europe," The Pomegranate 10, no. 2 (2008). p.7.] 

Although easy to observe, sited as it is in our garden, it is difficult to physically access, as it is very steep, which also contributes to its sense of being set apart in a Durkheimian sense. In attempting to climb it, I had a strong sensation of trespass as it can only be done by trampling over the plants and running the risk of dislodging some of the stones. It is sited behind a small pond, so anything dislodged would fall into the pond. However, the pond itself adds to the sense of life, with the movement of fish and reflection of the ever-fluctuating sky. The gradual ritual of daily attention built a strong sense of relationship over the weeks. There were times when I felt unwelcome, especially when I focused on the expression on the gnome’s face, noting in my journal that ‘Today the gnome was a bit less forbidding, but still quite stern’. As time went on however, I was able to note that ‘the gnome looked, if not pleased, at least not displeased. Perhaps I am making progress’. 
While initially my focus was mainly on the gnome figurine and the stone inherited from my parents, as time went on, I became much more aware of the actual rockery. In line with Lane’s third axiom, namely, ‘sacred place can be tred upon without being entered’, my previous interactions with the rockery had been indifferent noticing, rather than ‘entering’, which Lane also described as ‘a quest for the holy that is fulfilled finally in accepting the ordinary’.[footnoteRef:28] In fact, I had the clear understanding that my previous attentions and observations had been very superficial, failing to grasp its reality. My awareness deepened, until it dawned on me just how large and solid it is. I realised much I had missed about is size and bulk, and its sense of presence and power, until I felt that I had ‘entered’ the space. As I noted in my journal ‘I finally grasped that it is really there, not just as something to be looked at’, and ‘it is becoming more solid by the day’. I had the sensation that I was being rewarded for my attention with this enriched sense of the rockery’s presence.  [28:  Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality. p.19.Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality. p.18.] 

A more vivid experience came to me on the morning after the winter solstice, which felt like a very special point in the year, at sunrise, with the pale just-past full Moon getting low in the west behind me. The dawn light was very beautiful, colouring the clouds salmon pink and violet, and the strong presence of the sky in association with the rockery made a very powerful impression. I felt very aware that the rockery and I were part of a magnificent Whole that was indeed awe-inspiring and sacred. However, I did not feel that the experience was sacred in the sense of Otto since it did not involve a sense of encountering anything ‘Other’. Rather I was aware of a grand inter-connection and balance of the Whole, and though it could be framed in the sense of Eliade’s ‘communication with the transcendent’, I felt that it was more simply a moment of seeing the sacred in the world as it is, without the need for any Other, or separate realm intruding.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Eliade and Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion. p.57.] 

In considering the rockery as a sacred space, the theories of Otto, Eliade and Durkheim all contributed to my understanding without supplying a description that fully fitted with my experience. In Lane’s axioms I found a more convincing way of thinking about the sacredness of the space, as three of the four described my relationship with the rockery, providing me with a way of framing the possible sacredness of the rockery. The most moving experience was associated with the powerful sense of connection that developed in a single moment of observation with myself, the rockery, and the whole earth and sky, which came closer to reflecting the theories of Otto and Eliade, though without the need for referring to anything ‘Other’.

Pathways/Lines
During the process of observing the rockery, I noticed many details I had overlooked before, one of which was a large gap in the fence behind, where it borders our neighbours’ garden. I surmised that it had been left as a route for the badgers which sometimes visit, and which can be damaging if hindered. Certainly, it must be in use by the numerous local cats, which I have often observed crossing the rockery (treading much more lightly than me) or basking on it in the sunshine, and I have seen many birds on the rockery from time to time. This has the effect of concentrating and entangling a number of paths due to what I now think of as the ‘badger gate’, and I had the feeling of a concentration of aliveness from it. I recorded this in my journal as ‘very much remining me that the rockery is a pathway’. Tilley wrote that ‘Paths form an essential medium for the routing of social relations’ and I felt that this could be extended to the substance of the rockery itself, since every element of it is, in a sense, on a ‘path’ from past to future, and in physical movement, however slowly from the human perspective.[footnoteRef:30] I was especially aware of this with the small boulder described below, which had followed a path all the way from Scotland, and gave the impression of being about to fall into the pond: I had the impression that it is seeking a home in water.  [30:  Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape : places, paths, and monuments. p.31.] 

This gathering together of paths contributed to the sense of aliveness, both in terms of the comings and goings of creatures, and in terms of the rockery itself as a point of congruence for these paths. This sense of animation recalled the views of Harvey, who wrote that ‘the sacred .. is present in … the living, ongoing, life force’.[footnoteRef:31] This view described quite clearly the position I felt myself to occupy by the end of this investigation, witnessing the movement of life on and within the earth, and feeling it to have a deep connectedness and sacredness. [31:  Harvey, The handbook of contemporary animism. p.23.] 


The Gnome
Lane asserted that ‘Above all else, sacred place is “storied place”’, which I took to apply to the items on the rockery.[footnoteRef:32] There are several items, placed there as a way of displaying them, but also because we intuitively and aesthetically felt that they belonged there. The richness of personal memory and feeling associated with the stories attached to these items greatly enhanced the sense that the rockery is special and contributed to what Tilley referred to as ‘sedimented layers of meaning’ inhering in the place.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Lane, Landscapes of the sacred : geography and narrative in American spirituality. p.15.]  [33:  Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape : places, paths, and monuments. p.27.] 

There is a small statue of a gnome, roughly 18 inches high, right at the top of the rockery, standing on the stump of an old bay tree which we cut down. It was a gift from me to my husband many years ago when I decided to abandon my resistance to his desire for a garden gnome, which at the time I regarded as unbearably kitsch. It is in a very dominant position in the space of the rockery, and has a somewhat aggressive and forthright posture, as can be seen in fig. 1. It also has a small figure of a moon-gazing rabbit apparently worshipping it, as placed by my husband.
[image: A gnome in a garden
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Figure 1 Photo by Wendy Fey showing the gnome on the top pf the rockery. December 2021

It has been through phases of neglect, being mostly hidden in the foliage in the summer, but currently it is freshly painted (by my husband) and in full view as a focal point, especially at the time of writing, when the winter season has reduced the amount of foliage. Indeed, it was my perception of the gnome as an active agent that first prompted my interest in the potential sacredness of the rockery space. Whitehead wrote that ‘material objects …can be active participants in encounters’ but perhaps it is more accurate to suggest that the gnome was the agent in revealing the potential sacredness of the space to me, rather than being the sole ‘container’ for the sense of the sacred, which was my initial impression.[footnoteRef:34]  It could be said that the place itself used the gnome to reveal itself to me, or perhaps they were in partnership, drawing me into a community. I recorded this in my journal as follows,  [34:  Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady, Space, Place and Religious Landscapes : Living Mountains (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020). p.162.] 

Went out to say hallo to the gnome and the rockery on a bright cold morning. I stood in a patch of sunshine and shared my breath, steaming in the cold air. It felt like a sort of connection, pleasing.

In considering the gnome itself as ‘sacred’ I do not mean in any formal religious sense, dependent on faith or belief, or as a representation of any sacred being. Despite its prominent position and initial role as ‘spokesperson’, my phenomenological experience was of the gnome as a part of the overall community of the rockery. Its human features perhaps made it more accessible to me, and the personal story attached to it added to its specialness. However, it did not appear to be qualitatively different or more sacred than the rest. 

The Stone
Of deeper emotional significance to me is the small boulder that currently sits on the rockery. This was collected by my mother from Gruinaird Bay in the north west of Scotland in the 1960s and has been in the family ever since. She described the encounter as ‘bewitching’, an extremely unusual word for her to use. I have always been fond of this stone, finding it beautiful, and rescued it from the bottom of my father’s derelict pond where it had spent about a decade. As with the gnome, I had a strong sense of this stone as an ‘other than human person’, in Hallowell’s influential phrase, cited by Harvey.[footnoteRef:35] That is, although it is not animate in the biological sense, I felt that it partook of the general aliveness of the world, described by Harding as ‘the animate community of organisms, air, rocks, and water that constitutes the very fabric of our living planet’.[footnoteRef:36] According to the Scottish Geology Trust’s website, referring to the area where the stone was collected, ‘The Hebridean Terrane is famous for containing the oldest rock formations in Scotland and some of the oldest in the world’ and I found the sense of its immense age, and the journey it has taken over its life as well as with my family, very awe-inspiring.[footnoteRef:37] As I noted in my journal [35:  Hallowell, A. I. 1960. “Ojibwa Ontology, Behavior, and World View”. In Culture in History: Essays in Honor of
Paul Radin, Stanley Diamond (ed.), 19–52. New York: Columbia University Press, cited in Harvey, The handbook of contemporary animism. p.2.]  [36:  Harding, Animate earth : science, intuition and Gaia. p.260.]  [37:  https://www.scottishgeologytrust.org/lets-talk-geology-volunteer-blog-an/ accessed 15/12/21.] 

The soft light on the stone seemed so poignant, making me think of how many millions of sunsets it has experienced. Made me feel giddy to think of the stone's journey from lava to ice age to river-rolled to beach and then to our rockery and pond.

Certainly, the presence of the stone enhanced the sense of power I sensed in the rockery. It is literally venerable, due to its great age and weight, as well as the fact that it is radically unlike any of the other stones in our garden, as can be seen in fig. 2 below. As Eliade wrote 
The hierophany of a stone is pre-eminently an ontophany; above all, the stone … strikes man by what it possesses of irreducibility and absoluteness and, in so doing, reveals to him by analogy the irreducibility and absoluteness of being.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Eliade and Trask, Sacred and the profane : nature of Religion. p.155.] 

This refers to the solid reality of the stone, which is unmistakable, and part of what makes it special to me. The fact that it has travelled so far in time and space, partly through the agency of my family, gives it a particular sense of having a strong and exotic story to contribute to the place, deserving of respect, and carrying a strong sense of both the sacred and solid reality at the same time. 

[image: A stream with rocks and plants
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Figure 2 Photo by Wendy Fey showing the small boulder on the left, poised above the pond, gleaming in the rain. November 2021.

My own story had become intertwined with it in the manner of Ingold’s lines, as he put it ‘All life is social in this sense, since it is fundamentally multistranded, an intertwining of many lines running concurrently’.[footnoteRef:39] A sense of awe and privilege attached to the fact that my own life path has become entwined with that of such a splendid stone. [39:  Tim Ingold, Lines : a brief history (London: Routledge, 2007). p.221.] 

Several items are part of the ‘rockery community’ and add their own richly evocative stories to the experience of observing the place. Their paths, and their personal significance and emotional quality have added to the overall specialness of the rockery. Given that they are special to us, it seems possible that the sense of power inherent in the rockery itself made it an appropriate place for them. I developed a strong sense that they are part of the whole community, and a focal point for the sacredness inherent in our garden and the surrounding landscape. As Tilley wrote, ‘A social space … is constituted by differential densities of human experience, attachment, and involvement’, and I felt that the space of the rockery possessed a greater density of personal meaning than, for example, the middle of the lawn.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Tilley, A phenomenology of landscape : places, paths, and monuments. p.11.] 


The rockery’s perspective 
Gaia theory as explained by Harding holds that the earth can be understood as ‘a co-dependent and coherent whole’.[footnoteRef:41] Thinking about the rockery and its inhabitants, biologically animate and otherwise, in the light of this theory has led me to relate to it less as ‘our’ rockery and more as a fellow dweller in the garden, or another part of what Berry called ‘the Earth Community’.[footnoteRef:42] However small and insignificant this ordinary feature in the garden may be, by virtue of existing, it is part of the Whole, and can be considered sacred because as Harding wrote, ‘every speck of matter is sacred simply because it exists’.[footnoteRef:43] While accepting this premise, I nevertheless had a sense of aliveness being concentrated or pooled, or perhaps more accessible in some places, such as the rockery.  [41:  Harding, Animate earth : science, intuition and Gaia.. p.12.]  [42:  Berry, The great work : our way into the future. p.xi.]  [43:  Harding, Animate earth : science, intuition and Gaia. p.239.] 

My initial sense of the rockery, via the gnome communicating with me made me wonder about its motives, as well as my own motives in undertaking the investigation. For myself, I confess to an element of simple curiosity in exploring an issue I had not considered deeply before. But beneath that lay an intuition that the land itself has aliveness, and I wished to both understand it better and strengthen my connection with it. It has been argued that there is a cost to humans from our estrangement and sense of separation from the world. Goodwin pointed out that ‘quantities without qualities give us a world without beauty, and … without health’: therefore the quality of sacredness may be understood to bring benefits to humans as well as to the place, spirit, and other-than-human persons we are acknowledging.[footnoteRef:44] By paying attention to the qualities of the rockery, I felt I had enriched myself, and hopefully the rockery itself appreciated the sense of community. [44:  Brian C. Goodwin, How the leopard changed its spots : the evolution of complexity (New York: C. Scribner's Sons, 1994). p.200.] 


If the rockery was to be considered a sacred space, which ‘chose’ to reveal itself to me, I was led to wonder why it would do that. Thorley wrote about ‘the importance of sacred sites as foci in the landscape for continuity and maintenance of spiritual expression and nourishment of both society and the land’.[footnoteRef:45] In my field notes I recorded a sense of being welcomed, slowly and cautiously, by the space of the rockery, developing a sense of relationship that I felt was rewarding for the space as well as myself. My field notes recorded on some days that ‘the rockery seemed pleased to see me’. In addition, considering the rockery and all its inhabitants, living and otherwise, as a person, I felt a need for a level of etiquette, as described by Harvey as a way of ‘inculcating good relations between persons of different species’.[footnoteRef:46] My fumbling attempts at making offerings were motivated by the impulse to show respect and affection, however unsuccessfully. I wondered if the sacred as manifest in the rockery had an impulse to be recognized and appreciated, though I had no sense that it was requiring anything more from me than attention, and perhaps fellowship. After making daily observations for some weeks, I gradually became aware of just how physically big, solid, and weighty the rockery is. I was astonished that I hadn’t really grasped this before and felt that the rockery itself was perhaps exasperated at my slowness to connect with it.  [45:  Thorley, Sacred Sites: An Overview (abridged). p.4.]  [46:  Harvey, The handbook of contemporary animism. p.5.] 


Conclusion
The aim of this research project was to investigate the possibility that the rockery in our back garden could be considered as sacred space, and if so, whether it was a natural phenomenon or a human construct. This was a phenomenological study, based on my own observations over several weeks. The project was considered under five themes: the potential sacredness of the rockery, the pathways concentrated on the rockery, the gnome on the top of the rockery, a particular small boulder on the rockery, and the rockery’s own perspective. Theories as to what may constitute the sacred from Otto, Durkheim, and Eliade were used to frame the enquiry. Both Durkheim’s and Eliade’s views, though very different, were found to apply to some extent to my phenomenological experience of the rockery in that it is a space ‘set apart’ and a human construct as Durkheim described sacred space, and also a place where I experienced a form of heirophany, as suggested by Eliade. Otto’s more extreme concept of the sacred as a numinous feeling of awe was not felt applicable to this ordinary domestic rockery, except in one incident which included an awe-inspiring sense of connection with the whole earth and sky. 
Three of Lane’s four axioms for the study of the sacred were found to be descriptive of my experience: I had for years hardly noticed the rockery, let alone experienced any sense of sacredness; I had felt that the rockery itself initiated the sense of communication with me, and there were personally significant stories attached to the space due to the objects placed upon it. I discovered that my initial observations were superficial, allowing me very minimal sense of the aliveness or sacredness of the space. However, over time I became much more aware of the physical presence of the rockery, and its connection to the general aliveness of the world as a whole. The approach of New Animism, as described by Abram and Harvey provided a framework for understanding a connection between this sense of aliveness and the sacred. In line with Lane’s work I found the personal significance of the stories attached to the objects we have placed on the rockery contributed to the sense of the rockery being a very special space. There was a strong sense of the gnome and the boulder in particular being ‘other-than-human’ persons with their own trajectories that I felt pleased and honoured to be sharing. A sense of community developed and contributed richness to the ‘storied’ space of the rockery.
My observations led to an understanding of the rockery as a site where many paths converge, which I considered in the light of Tilley’s and Ingold’s work on the importance of lines and pathways as a focus for life and provided a sense of concentration of life and therefore sacredness.
In the course of the research, I began to think of the space as more of a community rather than as ‘our’ rockery, and I began to wonder about the rockery’s own perspective and its motives. Applying the perspective of Gaia theory led me to feel that the rockery shared the aliveness of the whole earth and is sacred by the simple fact of existing. Its ‘set apart’ nature, and my experience of communion with it however resulted in my feeling that the aliveness was somehow more concentrated, or perhaps nearer the surface, in this particular space than elsewhere in the garden. Through pursuing my research, I developed a much fuller understanding of how the sacredness of our rockery could be defined and found in the end that its sacredness was not just a human construct, but that it was partaking of the sacredness of the whole world and providing a focal point for the experience and expression of the sacred.
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