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So it is clear to what a degree the discovery--that is,
the revelation-of a sacred space possesses existential
value for religious manl for nothirrg can begin, nothing
can be done, without a previous orientation-and any
orientation implies acquiring a fixed point. It is for this
reason that religious man has always sought to fix his
abode at the "center of the \,vorld." Il the world. is to be
liued, in, it must be found.ed,-and no world can come to
birth in the chaos of the homogeneity and relativity of
profane space. The discovery or projection of a fixed
point-the center-is equivalent to the creation of the
world; and we shall soon give some examples that will
unmistakably show the cosmogonic value of the ritual
orientation and construction of sacred space.

For profane experience, on the contrary, space is
homogeneous and neutral; no break qualitatively differ-
entiates the various parts of its rnass. Geometrical space
can be cut and delirnited in any direction; but no quali-
tative differentiation and, hence, rro orientation are given
by virtue of its inherent structure. We need only remem-
ber how a classical geometrician defines space. Natu-
rally, we must not confuse the concept of homogeneous
arrd neutral geometrical space with the experience of
profane space, which is in direct contrast to the expe-
rience of sacled space and which alone concerns our
investigation. The concept of homogemeous space and the
history of the concept (for it has been part of rhe com-
mon stock of philosophical and scientific thought since
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antiquity) are a wholly different problem, upon which

we shall not enter here. What matters for our purpose

is the experience oI space known to nonreligious

that is, to a nran wlro lejects the sacrality of the world,

rvho accepts only a profane existence, divested of all

religious presuppositions"

It nrust be added at once that such a profane existence

is never found in the pure state. To whatever degree

he may have desacralized the rvorld, the man who has

made his choice in favor of a profane li{e never succeeds

in completely doing away with religious behavior. This

rvill become clearer as we proceed; it will appear ttrat

even the most desacralized existence still preserves traces

of a religious valorization of the world.

But for the moment we will set aside this aspect of the

problem and confine ourselves to comparing the two

experiences in question-that of sacred space and that

of profane space. The implications of the former expe-

rience have already been pointed out. Revelation of a

sacred space makes it possible to obtain a fixed point

and hence to acquire orientation in the chaos of homo-

geneity, to "found the world" and to live in a real sense.

The profane experience, on the contrary, maintains the

homogeneity and hence the relativity of space. No true

orientation is now possible, for the fixed point no longer

enjoys a unique ontological status; it appears and dis-

appears in accordance with the needs of the day. Prop-

erly speaking, there is no longel any world, there are
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only fragments of a shattered universe, an amorphous

mass consisting of an infinite number of more or less

neutral places in which man moves, governed and driven

by the obligations of an existence incorporated into an
industrial society.

Yet this experience of profane space still includes

values that to some extent recall the nonhomogeneity
peculiar to the religious experience of space. There are,
for example, privileged places, qualitatively difierent
from all others-a man's birtbplace, or the scenes of his
first love, or certain places in the first foreign city he

visited in youth. Even for the most frankly nonreligious

man, all these places stil l retain an exceptional, a unique
quality; they are the "holy places" of his private uni-
verse? as if it were in such spots that he had received
the revelation of a reality other tltan that in which he
participates through his ordinary daily life.

This example of crypto-religious behavior on pro{ane
man's part is worth noting. In the course of this book we
shall encounter other examples o{ this sort of degrada-
tion and desacralization of religious values and forms of
behavior. Their deeper significance will become appar-
ent later.

T I I E O P H A N I E S  A N D  S I G N S

To exemplify the nonhomogeneity of space as
experienced by nonreligious man, we may turn to any
religion. We will choose an example that is accessible to
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everyone-a church in a nrodern city' For a believer'

the church shares in a diflerent space from the street in

which it stands. The door that opens on the interior of

the church actually signilies a solution of continuity'

The threshold that separates the two spaces also indi

cates the distance between two modes of being, the pro'

fane and the religious. The threshold is the limit, the

bound.ary, the frontier that distinguishes and opposes

two worlds-and at the same time the paradoxical place

where those worlds communicate, where passage from

the profane to the sacred world becomes possible'

A similar ritual function falls to the threshold of the

human habitation, and it is for this reason that the thresh-

old is an object oI great importance' Numerous rites

accolnpany passing the domestic threshold-a bow, a

prostration, a pious touch of the hand, and so on' The

threshold has its guardians--gods and spirits who for'

bid entrance both to ltuman enemies and to demons and

the powers of pestilence. It is on the threshold that sacri'

fices to the guardian divinities are offered' Here too cer'

tain palaeo-oriental cultures (Babylon, Egypt, Israel)

situatetl the judgment place. The threshold, the door

show the solution cf continuity in space immediately

anr:l concretely; hence their great religious importance,

for they are symbols and at the same time vehicles of

possage from the one space to the other'

What has been said will make it clear why the church

shares in an entirely difierent space from the buildings

that surround it. Within the sacred precincts the profane
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world is transcended. On the most archaic levels of cul-
ture this possibility of transcendence is expressed by
variorrs im.ages of an opening; here, in the sacred en-
closure, communication with the gods is made possible;
hence there must be a door to the world above, by which
the gods can descerrd to earth and man can symbolically
ascend to heaven. We shall soon see that this was the
case in nrany religions; properly speaking, the temple
constitutes an opening in the uprvard direction and
ensures conrmunication with the world of the gods.

Every sacred space implies a hierophany, an irruption
of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from
the surrounding cosrnic miiieu and making it qualita-
tively di{Ierent. When Jacob in his dream at lfararr sarv
a laclder reaching to heaven, with angels ascending and
descending on it, and heard the Lord speaking from
above it, saying: "I am the Lord God of Abraham," he
awoke and was afraid and cried out: 'oHow dreadful is
this place: this is none other but the house of God, and
this is the gate of heaven." And he took the stone that
had been his pillow, and set it up as a monument, and
poured oil on the top of it. He called the place Beth-el,
tlrat is, lrouse of God (Genesis, 28,IZ-lg). The symbol-
isnr implicit in the expression "gate of heaven" is rich
and cornplex; the theophany that occurs in a place con-
sccrates it by the very fact that it makes it open above-
that is, in comnrunication with heaven, the paradoxical
point of passage from one mode of being to another. We
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shall soon see even clearer examples-sanr:tuaries that

are "doors of the gods" and Ilence places of passage

between heaven and earth.

Often there is no need for a theophany or hierophany

properly speaking; sotne sign suffices to indicate the

.u"r",lrt"r. of a place. o'According to the legend' the

marattout who founded El'Ilamel at tlre end of the six-

teenth century stopped to spend the night near a spring

and p)anted his stick in the ground' The next morning'

when he went for it to resume his journey, he found that

it had taken root antl that buds had sprouted on it' IIe

considered this a sign of God's will and settled in that

place."t In such cases the sign, fraught with religious

meaning, introduces an absolute element and puts an

entl to relativity anil confusi on' Som'ethjng that does not

be longto th iswor l r lhasmani fes ted i tse l fapod ic t i ca l l y

and in so cloing has indicated an orientation or deter-

mined a course of conduct.

When no sign manifests itself, it is prouoked' For

example, a sort ol ettocation is performed with the help

of animals; it is they who shoru what place is fit to re-

ceive the sanctuary or the village' This amounts to &n

evocation of sacred forrns or figures {or the immediate

purpose o{ esta}rlishing an orientation' in the homoge-

neity of space. A sigrt' is asked, to put an end to the

tension and anxiety caused by relativity and disorienta'

l R e n 6 B a s s e t , \ n R e u u e i l e s T r a d i t i o n s P o p u l a i r e s ' X X I I ' 1 9 0 7 ' p ' 2 8 ? '
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1i61-i11 sltort, to reveal an absolute point of support.
For exarnple, a wiltl animal is hurrted, and rhe sanctuary
is built at the place rvhere it is killed. Or a domestic
animal-such as a bull-is turned loose; some days
iater it is searclied lor and sacrificed at the place where
it is {ound. Later the altal will be raised there and the
village rvill be built around the altar. In all these caseso
the sacrality of a place is revealed by animals. This is
as much as to say that men are not free to choose tlte
sacred site, that they only seek {or it and find it by the
he lp  o I  n rys te r ious  s igns .

These few examples have shorvn the different means
by ivhir h religious rnan receives the revelation of a
sacred place. In each case the hierophany has annulled
the honrogeneity of space ancl revealed a fixed point. But
since religious rnan cannot live except in an atnosphere
impregnated rvith the sacred, we rnust expect to find a
large nurnber of techniques {or consecrating space. As
we saw, the sacred is pre-eminently the real, aI once
po\yer, e{licacity, the source of life and fecundity. Re-
ligious rnan's desire to live in. the sacrerJ is in fact equiva-
lenl to his desire to take up his abode in objective reality,
not to let hiurself be paralyzed by the never-ceasing
relativity of purely subjective experiences, to live in a
real nnd e{Iective rvorltl, and not in an illusion. This
bel-ravior is doctrmented on every plane of religious
nran's existence, but it is particularly evident in his
desire to move about only in a sanctified rvorld, that is,
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in a sacred space. This is tlte reason for the elaboration

of teclrnirlrtes of orientation which, properly speaking,

are teclrniques for rl 're construction ol sacred space. But

we must not suppose thathu,mun rvork is in question here,

that it is through his own eflorts that man can consecrate

a space. In reality the ritual by rvhich he constructs a

sacred space is efficacious in the nteasure in which il

reproduces the work olthe gorls. But the better to under-

stand the need for ritual construction of a sacred space'

we must dwell a little on the traditional concept of the

"worl.l"; it will then be apparent tbat for religious man

every world is a sacred world.

C I I A O S  A N D  C O S M O S

One o{ the outstanding characteristics of tradi-

tional societies is tlre opposition that they assume be'

t'rveen their inhabited territory antl the uttknown and

indeterminate space tlrat surrourtds it. The {ormer is the

world (more precisely, our world), the cosmos; every-

thing outsirle it is tto longer a cosnlos but a sort of

"othc-'r rvorld," a forcign, chaotic space, peopled by

ghosts, tlernons, "foreiguers" (who are assinrilated to

demons and the souls of the deatl). At first sight this

cleavage irr space appears to be clue to the opposition

Lretween an inhabited and organized-hence cosrnicized
-telritory and the unknown space that extends beyond

its {rontiers; on one side there is a cosmos, on the other
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a chaos. Ilut we shall see that if every inhabited terri-
tory is a cosmos, this is precisely because it was lirst
consecrated, because, in one way or another, it is the
work of the gods or is in commuuication with the world
of the gotls. The world (that is, our world) is a universe
within rvhich the sacred has already manifested itself, in
which, consequently, the break-tlrrough from plane to
plane has become possible and repeatable. It is not
dilficult to see why the religious moment implies the
cosnrogonic moment. The sacred reveals absolute reality
and at the same time makes orientation possible; hence
it lountls the utorld in the sense that it fixes the limits and
establishes the order o{ the world.

All this appears very clearly from the Vedic ritual for
taking possession of a territory; possession becomes
legally virlid through the erer:tion of a fire altar conse-
crated to Agni. "One says that one is installed when one
has lrrrilt a fire altar lgrirhaltatyal and all those who
build tlre lire altar are legally established', (Shatapaha
Brahrn,aruu, VII, l, l, 1-4). By the erection of a fire altar
Agni is made plesent, and conrrnunicat.ion with the
world of the gocls is ensured; the space of the altar be-
comes a sacretl space. Rut the meaning of the ritual is far
more complex, antl if rve consider all of its ramifications
we slrall understand rvhy consecrating a territory is
equivalent to making it a cosmos, to cosrnicizing it.For,
in fact, lhe erection of an altar to Agni is nothing but the
t'eprorltrction-oll the microcosmic scale-of the Crea-
tion. The watcr in which the clay is mixed is assimilated
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to the primordial water; the clay that forms the base of

the altar symbolizes the earth; the lateral walls represent

the atmosphere, and so on. And the building of the altar

is accompanied by songs that proclaim which cosmic

region has just been create d (Shatapatha Brd,hmana l,

g,2,29,etc.) .  Hence the erect ion of a f i re al tar-which

alone validates taking possession o{ a new territory-is

eiluivalettt to a cosmogony.

Arr unknown, {oreign, and unoccupied territory

(which often means, "unoccupied by our people") stil l

shares in the fluid and larval modality of chaos' By

occupying it and, above all, by settling in it, tnan sym'

bolically transforms it into a cosmos through a ritual

lepetition of the cosmogony. What is to become ooour

lvorld" must first be tocreated," and every creation has a

paradigmatic model-the creation of the universe by the

gods. When the Scandinavian colonists took possession

of Iceland (Iand-nd.ma) and cleared it, they regarded

the enterprise neither as an original undertaking nor as

human and pro{ane work. For them, their labor lvas

only repetition of a primordial act, the transformation

of chaos into cosmos by the divine act of creation. Wllen

they tilled the desert soil, they were in fact repeating the

act of the gods who had organized chaos by giving it a

structure, {orms, and norms.2

Wherher it is a case of clearing uncultivated ground

I\{ircea Etiade, The ltlyth ol the Eternal Return, New York' Pan'

Books, Bollingen Series XLVI, 1954, pp. 11 fr. Cited hereafter as
2 CT.
theon
Myth.



32 The Sacred and, the prolane

or of conquering and occupyir)g a territory already in-
habited by "other" human l_reings, ritual taking posses-
sion must always repeat the cosrnogony. For in the view
o{ archaic societies eyerything that is not "our world" is
not yet a world. A territory can be made ours only by
creating it anew, that is, by consecrating it. This religious
behavior in respect to unknown lands continued, even in
the West, down to the dawn of modern times. The Span_
ish and Portuguese conrluistatlores, tliscovering and con_
quering territories, took possession of them in the name
of Jesus Christ. The raising of the Cross was equivalent
to consecrating the countr.y, hence in some sort to a .onew

birtlr." For through Christ ,,olcl things are passed away;
behold, all things are become new,, (II Corintlrians, 5,
l7). The newly discovered country was .orenewed.,, .,re_

created" by the Cross.

C O N S E C R A T I O N  o F  A  P L A C E =
R E P E T I T I O N  O F  T H E  C O S M O G O N Y

It must Lre under.stood that the cosmicization of
unknown territories is always a consecration; to organize
a space is to repeat the paradigmatic work of the gods.
The close conrrection between cosmicization and conse-
cration is already documented on the elementary levels
of culture-for example, among the nomadic Australians
whose economy is stil l at the stage of gathering and
small-game hunting. According to the trarlitions of an
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Arunta tribe, the Achilpa, in mythical times the divine

being Numbakula cosnricized their future territory,

created their Ancestor, and established their institutions'

From the tlunk o{ a gum tree Numbakula {ashioned the

sacred ltole (kauuta-auua) and, after anointing it with

Lrlood, climbed it and disappeared into the sky. This pole

represents a cosmic axis, for it is around the sacred pole

that territory becomes habitable, ltence is transformed

into a world. The sacred pole consequently plays an

important role ritually. During their wanderings the

Achilpa always carry it with them and choose the direc'

tion they are to take by the direction toward rvhich it

bencls. This allows them, while being continuaily on the

move, to be always in "their world" and, at tlte sarne

tirne, irt communication with the sky into which Numba-

kula vanished.

For the pole to be l-rroken denotes catastrophe; it is

like "the end o{ the world," revetsion to chaos. Spencer

and Gillen report that ottce, when the pole was broken,

the entire clan were in consternation; they wandered

about aimlessly for a tinre, and finally lay down on the

ground together and waited for death to overtake them.t

This example admirably il lustrates both the cosmo-

logical function of the sacred pole and its soteriological

role. For on the one hand the kauwa'auil)a reproduces

the pole that Numbakula used to cosmicize the world,

3 B. Spencer and F. J. Gillen, Iie Arunta, London, 1926' I' p' 3BB'
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and on the other the Achilpa believe it to be the means
by rvhich they can communicate with the sky realm. Now,
hunran existence is possible only by virtue of this perma_
nent communication with the sky. The world of the
Aclrilpa leally becomes their *vorldonly in proportion as
it leproduces the cosmos organized and sanctified by
Nunrbakula. Life is not possible without an opening
toward the transcendent; in other words, human t,"ingl
cannot live in chaos. Once contact witlr the transcendent
is lost, existence in the rvor.ld ceases to be possible_and
the Achilpa let rhemselves die.

T'o settle in a terr.itory is, in the last analysis, equiva_
lent to consecrating it. When settlement ,
as anrong t'e nomads, but perma"""r, ;rt"";:ilt:JJl.
taly peoples, it implies a vital decision that involves the
existence of the entire community. Establishment in a
particular place, organizing it, inhabiting it, are acts that
p'esuppose an existe'tial choice-the choice of the .ni-
verse that one is prepared to assume by ..creating, 

it.
Now, this univelse is always the replica of rhe paradig-
matic universe created and inhabiterl by the gods; hence
it shares in the sanctity of the gods, work.

The sacred pole of the Achilpa supporrs their world
and ensures cornmunication with th" ,ky. Here we have
the prototype of a cosmological image that has been very
widely disseminaterl-the cosmic pillars rhat supporr
heaven and at the same time open the road to the world
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of the gods. Until their conversion to Christianity, the

Celts and Germans st i l l  maintainet l  their  worship of

such sacred pillars. The Chroniar,m Laurissense breue,

written al-rout 800, reports tbat in the course of one of

his rvars against the Saxons (772), Charlemagne de-

stroyed the ternple and the sacred wood of their "famous

Irtttinsul" in the town of Eresburg. Rudolf of Fulda

(c. 860) adds drat tiris famous pillar is the "pillar of

the universe whiclr, as it were, supports all things"

(uniuersulis columna quasi sustinens omnia). ' l 'he same

cosnrological image is found not ouly among the Rornans

(Horace, Otles, lII,3) arrd in attcient India, rvhere we

lrear of the skamblLa, the cosnlic pillar (Rig Veda, I,

105; X, 89,4; etc.) ,  but also anrt ing the Canary Is land-

ers and in such distant cultures as those o{ the Krvakiutl
( IJr i t ish Columbia) and of the Nad'a of Flores Is land

(Indonesia).  TLe Krval i iut l  bel ieve that a copper pole

passes tlrrough the three cosmie Ievels (underrvorld,

earth, sky) ; the point at rvhich it enters the sky is the

"dot.rL to the world above." The visible irnage of this

cosnric pillar in the sky is the N{ilky Way. l}ut the work

oI the gods, the universe, is repeated and imitated by

men on tlreir own scale. The axis muruIi, seen in the sky

in the form of the N{ilky Way, appears in t}re ceremonial

house in the form o{ a sacred pole. It is the trunk of a

cedar tree, thirty to thirty-five feet high, over half of

which projects through the roof. This pillar plays a
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prirnary pal't in the ceremonies; it confers a cosmic

structule ort the ltouse. In the rituai songs the house is

called "our world" attd the candidates for initiation,
'rvho live in it, proclaim: "I arn at the Center of the

World. . . . I arn at the Post of the World," and so on.'
'fhe same assirnilation of the cosrnic pillar to the sacred

pole and of the ceremonial Lrouse to the universe is

found among tlre Nad'a of Flores Island. The sacrificial

pole is called the "Pole of Heaven" and is believed to

support the sky.5

T T I E  C E N T E R  O F  T T I E  W O R L D

The cry of the Kwakiutl neophyte, "I am at the

Center of the World!" at once reveals one of the deepest

meanings of sacred space. Where the break'through

{rom plane to plane has been efiected by a hierophany,

there too an opening has been made, either upward (the

divine world) or downward (the underworld, the world

of the dead). The three cosmic levels-earth, heaven,

underworld-have been put in communication. As we

just saw, this communication is sometimes expressed

throrrglr tlre image of a universal pillar, axis mundi,

which at once connects and supports heaven and earth

and whose base is fixed in the world below (the infernal

4Werner h{jiller, Veltbiltl und KuIt der KwakiutlJndianer, Wiesbaden,

1955, pp. 17-20.
5 P. Arndt, "Die Megali thenkultur des Nad'a" (.4nthropos 27,1932), pp

61.62.
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regions). Such a cosmic pillar can be only at the very
center of the universe, {or the whole of the habitable

world extends around it. Here, then, we have a sequence
of religious conceptions and cosmological images that
are inseparably connected and form a system that may
be called the "system of the world" prevalent in tradi-
tional societies: (a) a sacred place constitutes a break in
the homogeneity of space; (6) this break is symbolized
Lry an opening by which passage {rom one cosmic region
to another is made possible (frorn heaven to earth and
vice versa; f rom earth to the underworld);  (c) com-
munication with heaven is expressed lry one or another
of certain images, all of which refer to rhe axis mu,ndi:
pillar (cf. the uniuersalis columna), ladder (cf. Jacob's
ladder), rnountain, tree, vine, etc.; (tl ') around this cos-
mic axis lies the world (= out world), hence the axis is
Iocated "in the middle," at the "navel of the earth": it
is the Center of the'World.

Many diflerent myths, rites, and beliefs are derived
frorn this traditional "system of the world." They cannot
all be mentioned here. Rather, rve shall confine ollr-
selves to a few examples, taken from various civiliza-
tions and particularly suited to dernonstrate the role of
sacred space in the life of traditional societies. Whetlrer
that space appears in the form of a sacred precinct, a
ceremonial lrouse, a city, a world, we everywhere find the
symbolism of the Center of the World; and it is this
symbolism which, in the majority of cases, explains re-
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ligious l-rehavior in respect to the space in which one
Iives.

We shall begin with an example that has the advan-
tage of immediately showing not only the consistencv
but also the complexity of this type of symbolis__*,"
c<lsmic mountain. We have just seen that the mountain
occurs among the images that express the connection
betrveen heaven and earth; hence it is believed to be at
the center of the lvorld. Ancl in a number of crrltures we
do in fact hear of such nrountains, real or rnythical, situ-
ated at lhe ceuter of the rvor]d; examples are Meru in
India, Ilaralrer.ezaiti in Iran, the mythical .oMo.nt 

of the
Lantls" in Mesopotarnia, Gerizirn in palss1i116_rvhich,
nroreover', was called the ,.navel 

of the earth."6 Since the
sacred rnountain is an o.rrjs mundi connecting earth with
heaven, it in a sense touclres heaven and hence rnarks
the higlrest point in the rvorltl; consequently the territory
lhat surrounds it, and that constitutes .,our lvorftl,r, is
held to be the highest among countries. This is stated in
Hebrew tradition: palestine, being the highest land, was
ttot submerged by the Flood.? Accorcling to Islamic tra-
dition, the highest place on earth is Ihe kd,aba, because
"the Pole Star bears witness that it faces the center of
Heaven."8 For Christians, it is Golgotha that is on the
sumnrit of the cosmic mountain. All these beliefs express

6 See the bibliographical references jn Eliade, Ilyth, pp. l0 fI.7A. E.  Wensinck and E.  Burrows, c i ted in ib id. ,  p.  10.
8 Wensinck,  c i t rd in ib id. ,  p.  15.
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the same feeling, which is profoundly religious: "our

world" is holy ground because it is the place nearest to

heauen,because from here, from our abode, it is possible

to reach heaven; hence our world is a high place. In cos'

mological terms, this religious conception is expressed

by the projection oI the favored territory which is "ours"

onto the summit of the cosrnic nlountain. Later specula-

tion drelv all sorts c,f conclusions-for exatnple, the one

just cited for Palestirre, that the lloly Lartcl was not sub'

nerged by the F'lood.

This same symbolism o{ the center explains ot}rer

series of cosmological inrages and religious belie{s'

Among these the ruost i rnportant are: (o) holy si tes and

sanctuaries are believed to be situated at the center of

the world; (6) ternples are replicas of tlie cosmic moun-

tain antl heuce constitute the pre-entinellt "link" between

earth and heaven; (c) the foundations of temples de-

scenrl deep into the lower rcgions. A few examples will

suffir:e. After citing tltem, we shall attempt to integrate

all these various aspects o{ tlte same syntbolism; the

renralkable consistency of these traditional conceptions

of the world will then appear with greater clarity.
'lhe capital of the per{ect Chinese sovereign is located

at the center of the world; there, on the day of the

sunrmer solstice, the gnomon must cast no shadow.o [t is

striking that the same syml-rolism is found in regard to

0 M. Granet, in Eliade, Patterns, p. 376-
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the Temple of Jerusalern; the rock on which it was built

was the navel oI the earth. The Icelandic pilgrim, Nicho-

las o{ Thverva, who visited Jerusalem in the twelfth cen-
tury, wrote of the Holy Sepulcher: "The Center of the

World is there; there, on the day of the summer solstice,
the light of the Sun falls perpendicularly from Heaven."t0

The sanre conception occurs in Iran; the Iranian land
(Airyanam Yaejah) is the center and heart of the world.

Just as the heart lies at the center of the body, "the land
of Iran is more precious than all other countries because

it is set at the middle of the world."[ This is why Shiz,
lhe "Jenrsalem" of the Iranians (for it lay at the center

of the world) was held to be the original site of the

royal power and? at the same time? the birthplace of

Zarathustra.l2

As for the assimilation of temples to cosmic mountains

and their function as links between earth and heaven,

the names given to Babylonian sanctuaries themselves

bear witness; they are called "Mountain of the House,"
o'House of the lllountain of all Lands," "Mountain of

Stornrs," "Link between Heaven and Earth," and the

like. The ziggurat was literally a cosmic mountain; the

seven stories represented the seven planetary heavens;

by ascending thern, the priest reached the summit of the

ro L.  I .  Ringbon, Gral tnrpel  und Paradies,  Stockbohr,  1951, p.  255.
11 Sad. iar ,8.1,  4-5,  c i ted in Ringbom, p.  327.
r! See the material assembled and discussed in Ringbom, pp. 294 II. and

passrm,
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universe. A like syrnbolism explains the immense temple

of Borobudur, in Java; it is built as an artificial rnoun-

lain. Ascending it is equivalent to an ecstatic journey to

the center of the world; reaching the highest terrace, the

pilgrim experiences a break-through from plane to

plane; he enters a "pure region" transcending the pro-

fane world.

Dur-an-kir "Link betweerr lleaven and Earth," was a

name applied to a number of Babylonian sanctuaries (it

occurs at Nippur, Larsa, Sippara, and elsewhere).

Babylon lrad many names, among them "House of the

Base of Heaven and Earth," o'Litrk between Heavetr and

Earth." llut it was also in Ilabylon that the connection

betrveen earth and the lower- regions was made, for the

city lrad been built on bdb ops7, "the Gate o{ Aps[,"

apsru being the name for the waters of chaos be{ore Crea-

tion. The same tradition is found among the Flebrews;

the rock of the Temple in Jerusalem reached deep into

rhe tehont., the Hebrerv erluivalent oI apsu. And, just as

Bairylon had its Gate of Aps[, the rock of the temple in

Jerusalem contained the "mouth of the teh6tn."13

The apsu, the teh,ont, symbolize the chaos o{ waters,

the prelormal rnodality of cosmic tnalter, ancl, at the

same time, the world of death, of all that precedes and

follows life. The Gate of Aps[ and the rock containing

tlre "mouth of the teh6m" designate not only the point of

13 Cf. the references in Eliade, I{yth, pp. 15 fr..
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intersection-and hence of communication-between the

Iorver u'orld and eartlt, but also the dilJerence in onto-

logical status betueen Lhese two cosmic planes. There is

a lrreirk of plane betrveen tbe tehom and the rock of the

Temple that blocks its rnouth, passage from the virtual to

the {ormal, fr<-rm death to life. The watery chaos that

preceded Cleation at tlre sarle tirne symbolizes tlre retro-

gression Io the fornrless that follows on death, return to

the larval modality of existence. From one point of view,

the lolver regions can lle homologized to the ttnknolvn

antl desert regions that surround the inhabited territory;

thc unrlcrworltl, over which oul cosmos is firrnly estab-

lished, corresponr.ls to the chaos that extends to its

frontiers.

o ' o u l i  
w o R L I ) "  I S  A L \ v A y s  s I T U A T E D

A T  T I { E  C E N T E R

Fronr all lhat has been said, it follows that the

tme lvorld is always in the middle, at the Center, {or it

is here that thcre is a bleak in plane and hence conr-

rnuuication among the three cosmic zones. Whatever the

extent of the territory irvolved, tlre cosmos that it repre-

sents is always perfect. An entire country (e.g., Pales-

t ine),  a ci ty (Jerusalem), a sarrctuary ( the lemple in

Jerusalern), all equally well present an irnago mundi.

Treating of the syrnbolisrn of the Temple, Flavius Jose-
plrus wrote that the court represented the sea (i.e., the
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lorver regions), the l{oly Place represented earth, and

the Floly of I {ol ics heavetr (Ant.  Iud.,  l I I ,7,7).  I t  is

clear, tlrerr, that both the imago muntJi and the Center are

repeated in the inhabited worl.l. Palestine, Jerusalem,

and the 'fernple severally aud concuuently represent the

image oI the uniyerse and the Cettter of the World. This

multiplicity of centers and this reiteration of the image

of the lvorld on smaller and smaller scales constitute one

of the specific characteristics of traditional societies.
'Io us, it seems an inescapable conclusion that the re-

Iigious man sought to liue a,s neo,r as possible to the

Center ol the Worltl. He knerv that lris country lay at the

midpoint of the earthl he knew too that his city consti-

tuted the navel of the universe, attd, above all, that the

temple or tlre palace were veritably Centers of the World.

But hc also lvanted his olvn house to l-re at the Center

and to be an imago nuutd,i. And, in fact, as we shall see,

houses are held to lle at the Center of tire World and, on

the nricrocosmic scale. to reproduce the universe. In

other rvortls, the man of traditional societies could only

l ive in a space opening upward, lvhere the break in plane

was synrbolically assured and ltence comrntrnication with

the ollrcr ruorltl. the transcenrlental w,rrlrl, was ritually

possible. Of course the sanctuary-the Center par excel-

lence-lvas there, c lose to hirn, in the ci ty,  and lre could

be sure of commurr icat ing with the rvor ld of the gods

simply by entcr ing the temple. But he fel t  the need to

live at tlre Center always-like the Achilpa, lvho, as we
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saw, always carried the sacred pole, the axis mund,i,

with them, so that they should never be far fr<lm the
Center and should lemain in communication with the
supraterrestrial world. In short, whatever the dimensions
of the space with which he is farniliar and in which he
regards irirnself as situated-his country, his city, his
village, his house-religious nran {eels the need always
to exist in a total and organized world, in a cosmos.

A urrivelse cor)es to birth from its center; it spreads
out frorn a central point that is, as it were, its navel. It is
in tlris rvay that, according to the Rig Yeda (X, 149),
tlre universe was born and developed-from a core, a
central point. Ilebrew tradition is stil l more explicit:
"The N{ost Holy One created the world like an embryo.
As the embryo grows from the navel, so God began to
create the world by the navel and from there it spread
out in all directions." And since the "navel of the earth,"
the Center of the Wolld, is the Holy Land, tlrc Yomn,
affirms that "the world was created beginning with
Zion."'n Rabbi ben Gorion said of the rock o{ Jerusalem:
"it is called the Foundation Stone of the Earth, that is,
the navel of the Earth, because it is {rom there that the
whole Earth unfolded."tt Then too. because the creation
of man is a replica o{ the cosmogony, it {ollows that the
first man rvas {ashioned at the "navel of t}re earth" or in

14 References in ib i i . ,  p.  16.
r5 Ci ted in W. V.  l loschor,  "Ncue C)rnphal<-rsstudien" (Abh. i ler  Kdnigl .

Sr ic/ rs.  Ges.  d.  Wiss. ,  I 'h iL.-h ist .  Klasse,  Sl ,  1,  1915),  p.  16.
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Jerusalern (Judaeo-Clrr ist i t rn tradi t ions).  I t  could not

l-re otherwise, if we rernember that the Center is precisely

the place wltere a l-rreak in plane occurs, where space

becomes sacred, hence pre-eminently real. A creation im-

plies a superabundance of reality, in other wortls an

irruption of the sacred into the world.

It follorvs rhat eaery cortstru,ction or fabricotion has

th,e cosmogony as paratligrnatic motlel. The creation of

the world becomes the archetype of every creative human

gesture, rvhatever its plane of reference may be. We

have already seen that settling in a territory reiterates the

cosmogorly. Now that the cosurogonic value oI the Center

has become clear, we calr stil l better understand why

every human establishment repeats the creation of the

world from a central point (the navel). Just as the uni-

verse unfolds frorn a center and slretches out toward the

four cartlinal points, the village comes into existence

around an intersection. In Bali, as in some parts of Asia,

when a new village is to be built the people look for a

natural inlersecl.ion, where two roads cross at right

angles. A sqrrare constructed frorl a central point is an

imago rrtundi. The division o{ the village into {our

sections-rvhich incidentally implies a similar division

of the community-corresponds to the division of the

universe into four horizons. A space is often left empty

in the middle of the village; there the ceremonial house

will later be built, rvith its roo{ synrbolically represent-

ing heaven (in some cases, heaven is indicated by the
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top of a tree or by the image of a mountain). At the

other encl of thc same perpendicular axis lies the rvorld

of the dead, symbolized by certain animals (snake,

crococlile, etc.) or iry ideograms expressing darkness.t6
'fhe cosmic symbolisrn of the village is repeated in the

structule of the sanctuary or the cerenronial house. At

Waropen, in Nelv Guinea, the "men's house" stands at

the center of the village; its roof represents the celestial

vault, the four lvalls corresportd to the four directions of

space. In Ceram, the sacred stone of the village sym-

bolizes heaven and the four stone columns that support it

incarnate the four pillars that support heaven.rT Sirnilar

conceptions are found anlong the Algonquins and the

Sioux. Their sacred lodge, where initiations are per-

formed, represents the universe. The roof symbolizes the

c]onre of tlre sky, the floor represents eartlt, the four walls

the four directions o{ cosmic space. The ritual cotrstruc-

tion of the space is emphasized by a threefold symbol-

isnr: the four cloors, the four windcws, and the four

colors signify the four cardinal points. The construction

of the sacred lodge tlms repeats the cosmogony, for t}e

lodge represents the rvorld.t*

We irre not surprised to find a similar concept in an-

rG Cf.  C,  T.  Bert l ing,  I / ierzahl ,  Kreaz und l {andalo in Asien,  Amster-

dam,  1951 ,  pp .B  f i .
r7 See the references in Bert l ing,  op.  c i t . ,  pp.  45.
18 See tlre rnaterial and interpretations in Werner Mi.j.ller, Ae bhue

f l j t te,  Wiesl , raden, 1954, pp.  60 f t .
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cient Italy and among the ancient Germans' In short'

the un,Jerlying idea is both arclraic and widely dissemi'

nated: from a center, the four horizons are projected in

the four cardinal tlirections' The Roman rnun'd'u's lYas a

circular trench divided into {our partsl it was at once

the image of the cosmos and the paracligrnatic model {or

the human habitation. It has been rightly proposed that

Roma Entlrata is to be understood not as being square

in slrape but as being divicled into {our parts'l '\"lte mun'

rlus was clearly assimilated to the omphalos, to the navel

oI the earth; the city (arbs) was situated in the niddle

o{ the orbis tcrranrrn. Similar ideas have been shown to

explain the structure o{ Germanic villages artd towns'2'

In-extremely varied cultural contexts, we constantly find

tlre sanre cosmological schema and the same ritual

scenario: settling in a territory is equiualent to t'ounding

a world.

C I T Y - C O S M O S

Since "our world" is a cosntos, any attack from

without threatens to turn it into chaos' And as "our

worll" was founded by imitating the paradigmatic work

of the gods, the cosmogony' so the enemies who attack it

are assimilated to the enernies of the gods, the demons'

antl especially to the archdemon, the primordial dragon

19F'  Al thcinr ,  in V/erner Mi i ] ler ,  Kreis u,nt l  Kreuz,  Ber l in,  1938, pp.60 f i .

20 W. \{iiller, op. cit., PP. 65 ft.
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conquered by the gods at the beginning of time. An at-
tack on "our world" is equivalent to an act of revenge
by the mythical dragon, lvho rebels against the work of
the gods, the cosmos, and struggles to annihilate it.
"Our" enernies belong to the powers of chaos. Any de-
struction ot' a city is equiualent to a retrogression to
chaos. Any aictory ouer the attackers reiterates the para.
digntatic uictor7 ol the god,s ouer the d.ragon (tha is,
ouer chaos).

This is the reason the Pharaoh was assimilated to the
God lle, conqueror of the dragon Apophis, while his
enemies were assimilated to the myrhical dragon. Darius
regarded himself as a new Tlrraetaona, the mythical
Iranian hero who was said to have slain a three-headed
dragon. In Judaic tradition the pagan kings were repre-
sented in the likeness of the dragon; such is the Nebu-
chadnezzar described by Jeremiah (5f, 84) and the
Pompey presented in the Psalms of Solomon (g, Zg).

As we shall see later, the dragon is the paradigmatic
frgure of the marine monster, of the primordial snake,
symbol of the cosmic waters, of darkness, night, and
death-in short, o{ the amorphous and virtual, of every-
thing that has not yet acquired a "form." The dragou
must be conquered and cut to pieces by the gods so that
the cosmos may come to birth. It was from the body of
the marine monster Tiamat that Marduk fashioned the
world. Yahweh created the universe after his victory over
the primordial monster Rahab. But, as we shall see, this
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victory o{ the gods over the dragon must be symbolically

repeated each year, for each year the world must be

created anew. Similarly the victory of the gods over the

forces of tlarkness, death, and chaos is repeated with

every victory of the city over its invaders'

It is highly probal-rle that the fortifications of inhabited

places antl cities began by being magical defenses; for

fortifications*hsngh65, labyrinths, ramparts, etc'-

were designed rather to repel invasion by demons and

the souls of the dead than attacks by human beings' In

North Intlia, during epidemics, a circle is drawn around

the village to keep the demons of sickness from entering

the enclosure." In Europe, during the Middle Ages' the

walls of cities wele ritually consecrated as a defense

against the devil, sickness, and death' Then, too' sym-

boli" tl inking finds no difficulty in assimilating the

human enemy to the devil and death' In the last analysis

the result of attacks, whether demonic or military' is

always the same-ruin, disintegration, death'

It is worth observing that the same images are still

usecl in our o'rt{n day to {ormulate the dangers that

threaten a certain type of civilization; we speak of the

chaos, the disorder, the darkness that will overwhelm

. .ourwor l r l . ' 'A l l thesetermsexp less theabo l i t iono fan

orcler, a cosrnos, an organic structure' and reimmersion

in the state of fluidity, of formlessness-in short' of

?1 Eliade, Potterns, p. 371.
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chaos. T'his, in our opinion, shows that the paradigmatic
images live on in the language and clich6s of nonreli_
gious man. Something of the religious conception of the
world stil l persists in the behavior of profane man,
although he is not always conscious of this immemorial
heritaee.

UNDI 'R ' I 'AKING TI IE  CREATION
OF I ' I IE  WORLD

Let us consider the basic diflerence observable
betryeen these lrvo types of behavior-traditional re-
ligious and profane-in respect to the human habitation.
There is no need to dwell on the value and function of
the habitatio' i. industrial societies; they are well
knorvn. Accordirrg to the formula of a famous contem_
pol'ary archl16g1, Le Corbusier., the house is ,,a machine
to live in." He'ce it takes its place among the countless
machines rnass-produced in industrial societies. The
ideal house of the modern workl must first of all be
functiontrl; that is, it rnust allow men to work and to
rest in order that they may rvork. you can change your
"machine to live in" as often as you change your bicycle,
your refriger-ator, your automobile. you can also change
cities or plovinces, without encountering any dilficulties
aside from those that arise from a difference in climate.

It does not lie within our province to write the history
of the gradual desacralization of the human dwelling.
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The process is an integral part of the gigantic transfor'

mation of the world urtdertaken by the industrial socie'

ties, a transformatiott rnade possible by the desacraliza'

tion of the cosmos accornplished by scientific thought

and above all by the sensational discoveries of physics

and chemistry. We shall later have occasion to inquire

whether this secularization of nature is really final, if no

possibility remaitrs {or nonreligious man to rediscover

the sacred dimension of existence in the world. As we

just saw, and as we shall see stil l more clearly later,

certain traditional images, certain vestiges of the be-

havior of archaic man still persist, in the condition oI
'osurvivals," even in the most highly industrialized socie'

ties. But for the moment our collcern is to describe, in its

pure state, religious behavior in respect to the habitation,

and to discover the Weltanschauwn'g that it implies.

As we saw, to settle in a territory, to build a dwelling,

demand a vital decision for both the whole community and

the individual. !'or rvhat is involved is und,ertaking the

creation, of the uorld that one has chosen to inhabit.

llence it is necessaly to irnitate the work of the gods,

the cosmogony. But this is not always easy, for there are

also tragic, blood-drenched cosmogoniesl as imitator of

the divine gestures, rnan must reiterate them. Since the

gods had to slay and dismember a marine monster or a

primordial being in order to create the world from it,

man in his turn must imitate tltem when he builds his

own world, his city or his house. Hence the necessity for



52 The Sacretl antl th.e Prolune

bloody or synrbolic sacrifices on the occasion of con_
strrrctions, the countless {orms o{ t}re Bauopt'er (build_
ing sacrifice), conceuring which we shall have to say a
few words {urther on.

'Whatever 
the structure of a traditional society-be it

a society of hunters, herdsmen, or criltivators, or already
at the stage of urban civilization-the habitation always
undergoes a plocess of sanctification, trecause it consti_
tutes an im,ago ntundi and the rvorld is a divine creation.
But there are various ways of homologizing the dwell_
ing place to the cosmos, because there are various types
of cosmogonies. For our purpose, it will suffice to dis-
tinguish two methods of ritually rrans{orming the dwell_
ing place (whether the territory or the house) into cos_
mos, that is, o{ giving it the value of an imago mu,uJi:
(a) assimilating it to the cosmos by the projection of the
four horizons from a central point (in the case of a
village) or by the symbolic installation of the axis mundi
(in the case of a house); (b) repeating, through a ritual
of construction, the paradigmatic acts of the gods by
virtue of which the world came to birth from the body of
a marine dragon or o{ a primordial giant. We need not
here dwell on the basic differences in Wehunschauung
unclerlying these trvo methods of sanctifying the dwell-
ing place, nor on their historical and cultural presup-
positions. Sullice it to say that the first method_
cosmicizing a space by projection of the horizons or by
installation o{ the axis mundi-is already documented
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in the most archaic stages o{ culture (cf' the kauwcrauwo

pole of the Ausrralian Achilpa), while the second method

seems to have l-reen developed in the culture of the

earliest cultivators. What is important fol our investiga'

tion is the fact that, in all tratlitional cultures, the

habitation possesses a sacred aspect by the simple fact

that it reflects the world.

Thus, itr the habitation of the primitive peoples of the

North American and North Asian Arctics we find a cen'

tral post that is assimilated to the axis murudi, i 'e', to the

cosmic pillar or the lvorld tree, rvhiclr, as vIe saw' con'

nect earth with heaven. In other words, cosmic symbol'

ism is found' in tlte Dery structure of the habitation'The

lrorrse is an imago mrnii. The sky is conceived as a vast

tent supported by a central pillar; the tent pole or the

central post of the house is assimilated to the Pillars of

the Vorld and is so named. This central pole or post has

an important ritual role; the sacrifices in honor oI the

celestial Supreme Being are performetl at the foot of it '

The sante symbolism has been preserved among the

herclsmen-breeders o{ Central Asia, but since here the

conical-roo{ed habitation with central pillar is replaced

by the yurt, the mythico'ritual function of the pillar is

transferrecl to the upper opening for the escape of smoke'

Like the pole (= axis rnuntli), the stripped tree trunk

whose top emerges through the upper opening of the

yurt (antl rvhich symbolizes the cosmic tree) is con'

ceived as a ladder leading to heaven; the shamans climb
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it on their celestial journeys. And it is through the upper

opening that the shamans set out on their flights.2t The

sacred pillar, set in the middle of the habitation, is found

again in Africa among the Ilamitic and Hamitoid pas-

toral peoples.'3

C O S I I O G O N Y  A N D  t s U I L D I N G  S . d C R I F I C E

A sirnilar conception is found in such a highly

evolved cultnre as that of India; but here tbere is also an

exernplification of the other rnethod o{ hornologizing the

house to the cosrnos, to which we referred briefly above.

Before the masons iay the first stone the astronomer

shows thern the spot where it is to be placed, and this

spot is supposed to lie above the snake that supports the

world. The master mason sharpens a stake and drives it

into the ground, exactly at the indicated spot, in orcler to

fix the snake's head. A Ioundation stone is then laid

above tlre stake. Thus the cornerstone is at the exact

center ot' the uorltl." But, in addition, the act of founda-

tion repeats the cosrnogonic actl for to drive lhe stake

into the snake's head to oofix" it is to imitate the primor-

dial gesture of Soma or Indra, when the latter, as the Rig
Veda expresses it, "struck the Snake in his lair" (IV, 17,

22 M. Eliade, Le Chamanisme et les techniques archaiques ile I'ertase,

Par is,  1951, pp.  238 I I .  Ci ted hereaf ter  as Le Chamanisme.
23 Willrelnr Sclimidt, "Der heilige l{ittelpfahl des Hauses," Anthropos,

35-36, 1940-191r, p. 967.
24 S. Stevenson, T'he Rites ol thc Tuice-Born, Oxford, 1920, p. 354.
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9), when bis lightning bolt 'ocut ofi its head" (I' 52' 10) '

As we saicl. the snake symbolizes chaos' the formless' the

urmani't'estecL. To beheatl it is eELittalent to an act ol

creation, passdge t'rorn the airtu'al and the arnorphous to

that wlticlt' has fornt" Again, it was from the body of a

primordial rtlarine monster' Tiamat' that the gorl Mar'

tluk faslrioned the world. This victory rvas symlrt-rlically

lepeatetl each year, since each year the cosmos was re-

newecl. But the paradigmatic act of tlte dil ' ine victory was

Iikewise repeated on the occasion oI every constniction'

fr-rr evely new construction reproduced the creation of

the world' 
h more complex'

f'his second type o{ cosmogony ls muc

antl it will only be outlined here' Bul it rvas necessary to

cite it, {or, in the last analysis, it is with such a cos-

rnogony that the countless forms o{ the building sacrifice

are Lrounrl up; the latter, in short, is only an imitation'

o{ten a sym}rolic imitation, o{ the primordial sacrifice

that gave birth to the world' For' beginning with a cer-

tuin .tug" of culture, the cosmogonic rnyth explains the

Cleation through the slaying of a giant (Ymir in Ger-

rnanic mythology, Puruslta in Indian mythology' P'an-ku

in China) I his organs give birth to the various cosmic

regions. Accordirrg to other groups of myths' it is not

unly the cosmos that comes to birth in consequence o{ the

immolation of a prirnordial being and from his own sub'

stance, but also {ood plants, llte races of matr' or di{Ierent

social classes. It is on tlris type of cosmogo.ic rnyt| tfuat
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building sacrifices depend. If a ,.construction" 
is to en-

dure (be i t  house, temple, tool ,  etc.) ,  i t  must be ani-
mated, that is, it m*st receive life and a soul. The trans_
{er of the soul is prssible only through a blood sacrifice.
The history of religions, etlrnology, folklore record
countless fornrs o{ building sacrifices-that is, of sym_
bolic or blood sacrifices for the benefit of a structure.2b
In southeastern Europe, these beliefs have inspired ad-
nrirable popular ballads describing the sacrifice of the
wife of the master ntason in order that a stlucture may
be cornpleted (cf. the ballads on the Arta Bri<lge in
Creece, on the l\{onastery of Argesh in Romania, on tbe
ci ty of Scutar i  in Yugoslavia, etc.) .

We have saicl enough about the religious significance
of the human dwelling place {or certain conclusions to
have become self-evidenr. Exactly like the city or the
sanctuary, the house is sanctified, in whole or part, by a
cosrnological syrnbolism or ritual. This is why settling
ssnlglyhsls-building a village or merely a h6uss_
leplesents a serious decision, for the very existence of
man is involvetl I he must, in short, create his own world
and assume the responsibility of maintaining ancl renew-
ing it. Ilabitations are not lightly changed, for it is not
easy to abandon one's world.'Ihe house is not an object,
a "nrachine to live in"; it is the uniaerse that nlan con-
structs t'or himselt' by imitaing the paradigmatic crea-
25 Cf. Paul Sartori, "tjber das Bauopfer," Zeitschrilt liir Ethnologie, 80,
193B, pp. l-54.
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tion. ot' tlrc gotls, the cosmogony'Every construction and

every inauguratiotl of a new dlvelling are in some

,r,"ur,lr" equivalent lo a neu begiruning' a neu life' And

every beginning repeats the primordial beginning' when

the universe first saw the light o{ day' Even in modern

societies, with their high degree of desacralization' the

festivity and rejoicing that accompany settling in a new

house still preserve the memory of the festival exuber-

ance that, long ago, marked tbe incipit ttita nouo'

Since tlre habitation constitutes an imago mwd'i' it \s

symbolically situated at the Center of the World' The

multiplicity' or even rhe infinity, of centers of the world

raises no difficulty for religious thought' For it is not a

rnatter of geometrical space, but of an existential and

sacred space that ltas an entirely di{Terent structure' that

admits o{ an infinite number of }rreaks and hence is

capalrle of an infinite nunrber of communications with

tl,e t.anscendent. we have seen the cosmological mean'

ing and the ritual role of the upper opening in various

forms of habitations. In other cultures these cosmologi'

cal nteanings ancl ritual functions are transferred to the

chimney (= smoke hole) and to the part o{ the roof that

lies above the "sacred area" and that is removed or even

lrroketr in cases of prolonged death-agony' When we

come to the homologatiorr cosmos-house'human body'

rve shall ltave occasion to show the deeper meaning of

"breaking the roof'" For the noment' we 'rvill mention

that the most ancient sanctuaries were hypaethral or
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built with an aperture in the roof-the "eye of tJre
dome," symbolizing break-through {rom plane to plane,
communication lvith the transcendent.

'Ilrrrs 
rellgi ous arch,itecture simply took ouer and, de-

aeloperl the cosntological syrnbolism alread,y present in
the structure ol primitiue habitations. In its turn, the
hunran habitation had been chronologically preceded by
the provisional 'oholy place," by a space provisionally

consecraterl antl cosmicized (cf. the Australian Achilpa).

This is as rnut:h as to say that all symbols and rituals
havirrg to do with temples, cities, and houses are f,nally
d,eriuetl lrom th.e primury experience ot' sacred space.

. I ' E N I P L E ,  B A S I L I C A ,  C A T I I E D R A L

Irr the great oriental civilizations-from Mesopo-

tarnia and Egypt to China and India-the temple re-
ceived a new antl important valorization. It is not only an
imago mundi; it is also interpreted as the earthly repr.o-
duction of a transcendent model. Judaism inherited this
ancient oriental conception of the temple as the copy of
a celestial rvork o{ architecture. In this idea we probably
have one of the last interpretaLions that religious man has
given to the primary experience of sacred space in con-
trast to profane space. Ilence we must dwell a little on
the perspectives opened by this new religious concep-
tion.

To surnrnarize the essential data of the problem: If

Sa.crerl' Spau and' trlaking the IYorkl Sacred

the temple constitutes an imago murudi' this is because

the worltl, as the work of the gotls' is sacred' But the

cosmological structure o{ the temple gives rootn for a

n"* t"ligious valorization; as house of the gods' hence

holy place above all others' the temple continually

resancti{ies the world, because it at once represents and

contains it. Irr the last analysis, il is by uirtue ot' the

temple tlmt the utorld is resanctifietl in euery part' How'

"u", 
i-O.rr" it may have become' the world is continually

puri f iet l  l ry the sanct i ly of  sanctuaries'

Another idea derives from this increasingly accepted

ontological dillerence between the cosmo's and its sancti'

fied, image,the temple' This is the idea that the sanctity

of the temple i, p'oof against all earthly corruption' by

virtue of the fact that the alchitectural plan o{ the temple

is lhe lvork of the gotls and hence exists in heaven' near

lo the gods. 
'fhe trauscenclent models of temples enjoy a

spiritttal, incorruptil-rle celestial existence' Through the

gru"" of the gods, nran attains to the dazzling vision of

ih"r" ,,to,l"ls, which he then attempts to reproduce on

earth. The Ilabylonian king Gudea saw in a drearn the

gocldess Nidaba shorving him a tablet on which were

written the names of the beneficent stars' and a god re'

vealecl the plan o{ the temple to hirn'26 Sennacherib built

Nineveh accorcling to "the plan established from most

distant times in the configuration o{ the Heavens'" This

26 Cf. Eliade, hIYtI., P1t' i '8'
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means not only that celestial geornet.ry rnade lhe first
corsll 'uctions p.ssiblc, Lrrt alrove all that sirrce the archi-
tectonic rnodels were in heaven, they shared in the sacral-
ity of rhc sky.

For lhe people of Israel, trre modcrs of the tabernacle,
of all tlre sacrcd trlerrsils, antl of lhe temple itself had
bee' created by yahweh who r.eveared trrem to his
choserr, t<l be repr.oducecl on earth. Thus yahweh says
to ll{oscs: "ttnd let thenr nrake rne a sanctuary; that I
rnay dwell anrong tlrem. Accor.ding to all that I shew
thee, trftcr the pattertr of the tabernacle, and the pattern
of all the instruments t.hereof, even so shall ye ,rruk" ir,,
(Exorlus, 25, B-g). .,And look that thou make them after
theil patteln, lvhich was shervet{ thee in the mount,,
( ib id ' ,25,4o).  wher David gives rr is son solomon the
plans for the Temple buildings, the tabernacle, and all
tLe utensils, he assures hinr that .,all this . . . the Lord
nrade rne under.stand in rvriting by his hand upon me,,
( I I  Clrr . . ic lcs, 28, l9).  He rnust,  then, have seen the
celestial rnorlel createrl by yahlveh from the beginning
of time. Tlris is rvhat Solomon affirms: ..Thou hast coml
nrandecl me to build a temple upon thy holy mount,
and an altar in tlrr: city lvherein thou dwellest, a r.esem_
Llance of the holy tabernacle which thou hast prepared
{rorn the Lrcginning,, (\Visclom of Solomon, 9, B).'fhe 

Ileavenly Jerusalem was created by God at tire
sanre tirrre as Paradise, hence in aeternunt The city of
Jerusalern was only an approximate reproduction of the
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trauscencletrt model; it could be polluted by man, but

the rnodel rvas irrcorruptible, for it was not involved

in t ime. " ' l  h is bui lding now bui l t  iu yottr  midst is not

that which is revealed with NIe, that which was prepared

l-,eforehand here front the time when I took counsel to

make lralaclise. and showed i[ ttl Adanr l-'eIore he sinned"

( I I  l l a ruch ,  4 ,3 -7 ;  t rans .  R.  H.  Char les '7 ) .

The Clrristian basilica and, later, the cathetlral take

over and continue all these symbolisms. On the one hand,

the church is conceived as imitating the lleavenly Jeru-

salem, even {rom patlistic times; on the other' it also

reproduces I'aradise or the celestial lvorld. But the cos'

mological structure of the sacred edifice stil l persists in

the thought of Christendorn; for example, it is obvious

in the Byzarrtine churclt. o'The four parts of the interior

o{ the church symbolize the four cardinal directions.

The interior of the clturch is the universe. The altar is

paradise, rvhich lay in the East. The imperial door to

the altar was also called the Door of Paradise. During

Easter week, the great door to the altar remains open

during the entire service; the meaning of this custom is

clearly expressecl in the Easter Canon: 'Christ rose from

the grave and opened the doors of Paradise unto us.'

The West, on the contraly, is the realm of darkness, of

grief, of tleatlt, tlte realm of the eternal mansions o{

the tlead, who await the resttrrection of the flesh and the

:7R. II. Charles, ed., The Apocrypha antl Pseudepigrapha ol the OId

Testdment in English, Oxford, 1913, Vol. 1I, p. a82.
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middle o{ the builcling is the earth.
Accortling to the views of Kosmas Intlikopleustes, the
earth is rectangular and is bounded by four walls, which
are sur'ounted by a tlonre. The four parts of tlre i 'terior
of the church symbolize the four cardinal directions.',:8
As "copy o{ the cosmos," the l}yzantine church incar-
nates and at the same tinte sanctifies the world.

S O M E  C O N C L U S I O N S

From the thousands of exarnples available to the
histor ian of rel ig ions, we lrave ci ted only a snral l  num_
ber but enough to shorv the varieties of the religious
experience of space. We have taken our examples from
di{Ierent cultures ancl peliods, in order to present at
least the lnost imp'rtant rnythological co'structions antl
ritual scenarios that are Lasetl on the exper.ience of
sacred space. For in the course of history, religious man
has give'di{ Ier i 'g valo. izat io 's to the same fundarnental
experience. We ueed only compare the conception of the
sacred space (and hence of the cosmos) discernible
arnong the Austral ian Aclr i lpa with t i re corresponding
conceptions of the Krvakiutl, the Altaic peoples, or the
Mesopotamians, to realize the clil lerences among them.
There is rro need to drvell on the tnrism lhat, since the
rel igious l i fe of humanity is real ized in history, i ts
expressions are inevi tably concl i t ioned Ly lhe var iety of

28 Hans Setllrrrayr, Die Entstehu.ng tler Ktttlterlrale, Zurich, 1950, p. ll9.
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historical moments and cultural styles. But for our pur-

pose it is not the infinite variety of the religious expe-

,i"n.". o{ space that concerns us but' on the contrary'

their elements of unity. Pointing out the contrast between

lhe lrchavior of nonreligious man with respect to the

space in which he lives and the behavior of religious

man in respect to sacred space is enough to make the

difference in structure between the two attitudes clearly

apparent.

If we should attempt to summarize the result of the

descriptions that have been presented in this chapter' we

could say that the experience of sacred space makes

possible tlte "founding of the world": where the sacred

manifests itsel{ in space, ilrc real unaeils itselt' ' the world

comes into existence' But the irruption of the sacred does

not only project a fixetl point into the formless fluidity

of profane space, a centel into chaos; it also e{Iects a

hreak irt plane, that is, it opens communication between

the cosrnic planes (between earth and heaven) and

makes possible ontological passage from one mode of

being to another. It is such a break in the heterogeneity

of profun" space that creates the center through which

communication with the transmundane is established'

that, consequentl], founds the rvorld, for the center

renrlers orientation possible' Hence the manifestation of

the sacred in space has a cosmological valence; every

spatial hierophany or consecration of a space is equiva-

lent to a cosmogony. The first conclusion we might draw
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would be the worltl becomes apprehensible as worltl, as

cosrnos, in ilte meusure in wh.ich it reoeals itselt' as a

sacred world.

Every world is the work of the gods, for it was either

created rlirectly by the gods or was consecrated, hence

cosmicized, by men ritually reacl.ualizing the paradig-

matic act of Creation. This is as much as to say that

religious marl can live only in a sacred world, because

it is only in such a world that he participates in being,

tlrat lre bas a resl existence. This religious need expresses

arl unquenchable ontological thirst. Religious man thirsts

tor being. His terror of the chaos that surrounds his in-

habited rvorld corresponds to his terrc,rr of nothingness.

The unknorvrr space that extends beyond his world-an

uncosmicized because unconseclated space, a rnere amor-

phous extent into which no orientation has yei been pro-
jected, and hence in whioh no stlucture has yet arisen
-for religious rnan, this profane space represents abso-

lute nonbeing. I{, by some evil chance, he strays into it,

he feels enrptied of his ontic substance, as if he were

dissolving in Chaos, and he finally dies.

This ontological thirst is rnanifested in many ways.

In the realm of sacred space which we are now consider-

ing, its most striking manifestation is religious man's

will to take his stantl at the very heart of the real, at the

Center of the World-that is, exactly where the cosmos

canre into existence and began to spread out toward the

four horizons, and where, too, there is the possibility of

communication with the gods; in short, precisely where
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he is cJoses t to thegods' We have seen that the syrnbol-

ism of the center it tl'" fo"'tative principle not onlf 
1f

countries, cities, tetnples' and palaces but also of the

humblest human tt*"lli"g' be it the tent of a nomad

irurn"r, the sheplterti't yu't' or tlte hou'se o{ the sedentary

cultivator. This is as much as to say that every religious

nran places hirnself at the Center of the World and by

lhe same token at the very source of absolute reality' as

close as possible to the opening that ensures him com-

munication with the gods'

But since to settle sotnewhere' to inhabit a space.? ljs

equivalent to repeating the cosmogony and hence to rmr-

tuting ,1t" work o{ the"gotls' it follows that' for religiotts

mall? every existential decision to situate himsell in space

in fact constittttes a religious decision' By assuming the

responsibility of creating the world that he has cltosen

to inhalrit, he not otly 
"o""i"izes 

chaos but also sartcti'

fies his linle cosmo' l'y -uking it like the world of the

gods. Religious man's profound nostalgia is to inhabit

a "divine world," is his desire that his horrse shall be

like the house of the gods' as it was later represented in

ternples and sanctua'f,t' I'-' short' this religious nostalgia

"tnr"rr", 
the d'esire to liae in a pure an'il holy cosrnos'

as it was irt' the beginning' wlrcn it carne fresh lrom the

Creator's lwnds'

The experience of sacred time will make it possible

ior religious man periodically to-experience the cosmos

as it was in p'iocilio' that is' at the mythical moment oI

Creation.


