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University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Faculty of Humanities and the Performing Arts
MA Cultural Astronomy and Astrology
Module: Researching Contemporary Cosmologies 

 Essay based on a supervised research project.
 Word count: 3743 (without footnotes, textboxes, and bibliography) 
[bookmark: _Hlk29829477]Title:  Is the role of the sun in the pantheon considered sacred due to the space being initially sacred, or is the space considered sacred due to the role of the sun?   
Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the idea of sacred space as a human construct through examining arguments and theories proposed by academics in relation to having several exploration visits to the site located in Rome. The research visits take place in the pantheon of Rome, one of the most important surviving work of Roman architecture.[footnoteRef:1] However, the research will focus mainly on the role of the sun in the pantheon as one of the main features that aid into making the space sacred. The issue of discussion in this matter, is whether the role of the sun in the pantheon is considered sacred due to the space being initially sacred or is the space considered sacred due to the role of the sun? The key theorists I will be presenting are Emile Durkheim, Mircea Eliade and, Lucien Levy-Bruhl, they all have different ideas of what makes a space sacred, and that could help with in investigation of the pantheon.  [1:  Christiane Gaugier, The iconography of Sacred Space (IRSA s.c,), p.21] 

Academic Rational 
This paper presents the worldwide interest and debate of the pantheon of Rome, which in Gaugier’s opinion is the most important surviving work of Roman architecture.[footnoteRef:2] There have been many debates about the functions and reasons of the Pantheon, many scholars view it as sacred but due to different reasons. For example, being viewed as a solar temple by Henri Steirlin[footnoteRef:3] or a temple of dedication to all the gods by MacDonald.[footnoteRef:4]  Nevertheless, something it has in common by all the debates provided by all the scholars is that it is without a doubt a sacred space. The pantheon has puzzled many due to the sense of sacredness and mystery behind it, also behind its name – the pantheon, by the Romans which means ‘of all gods’. Another thing is its unique form of integration of architecture and astronomy. In addition to the experience itself of being in a sacred space such as the pantheon, since this sacred space creates awe wonder and a sense of epiphany to its visitors. However, the influence that the pantheon has on its users raises many questions about the sacredness of this space like: Is it sacred because it has been transformed into a church? Or is it because it contains the tombs of significant roman people like Rafael? Or maybe it is the experience of witnessing the connection of the heavens with the space? However, the pantheon is a human construct, and if one element is to be analyzed, it is the oculus. It raises the question of , “Does it present sacredness due to human construct or due to the moment of connection with the heavens when the sun touches the aligned parts of the building, which perhaps indicates an intermediate point between human construct and the natural world.” [2:  Gaugier, The iconography of Sacred Space, p.21]  [3:  Gaugier, The iconography of Sacred Space, p.21]  [4:  Gaugier, The iconography of Sacred Space, p.21] 

Literature Review 
As mentioned before, the main theorists featured in this paper for analyzing the pantheon’s sacredness are, Emile Durkheim, Mircea Eliade and Lucien Levy-Bruhl. All of these theorists speak about the distinction of the sacred from the profane, but the difference between them is about how the sacred is identified, recognized, or processed. According to Eliade ‘The sacred always manifests itself as a reality of a wholly different order from “natural realities”’.[footnoteRef:5]  However, speaking of the natural order of buildings the pantheon does stand out, and it does show a different order from basic regular buildings. There are many elements that assist into the identification of sacredness in the pantheon, but one element that sparked my interest is the connection of the building with the heavens through the oculus , and that is something that puts the building of the pantheon in a wholly different order from other buildings. Moreover, Durkheim also speaks about the distinction of the sacred from the profane by stating, ‘All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present one common characteristic : they presuppose a classification of all the things, real and ideal, of which men think, into two classes or opposed groups, generally designated by the words profane and sacred… this division of the world into two domains, the one containing all that is sacred, and the other all that is profane, is the distinctive trait of religious thought; the beliefs , myths, dogmas and legends are either representations or systems of representations which express the nature of sacred things, the virtues and powers which are attributed to them, or their relations with each other and with profane things’.[footnoteRef:6] This idea of Durkheim connects to the idea of transforming the pantheon from being a temple into being a church, which shows that it was originally considered as sacred in order to be worthy to be a church, hence it was under the category of the nature of sacred things that distinct from the profane. As for Levy, his terms about the distinction of the natural world from the supernatural word are “logic” and “mystic”, ‘He positioned two types of mental processes, the logical and the mystical, which exist side by side in all social groups and represent two different ways of structuring perceptions of reality’.[footnoteRef:7] Hence, according to the theories of all, Durkheim Eliade, and levy the pantheon is considered sacred since it is distinct from the natural world and the profane, but the question here is what erupted the distinction of the sacredness in the pantheon. This here points out the difference between Eliade, levy, and Durkheim’s theories of the distinction of the sacred. According to Eliade, he states that ‘the sacred’ exists independent of the human mind and is recognized when experiencing a hierophany.[footnoteRef:8] “To designate the act of manifestation of the sacred, we have proposed the term hierophany. It is a fitting term, because it does not imply anything further; it expresses no more than is implicit in its etymological content, i.e., that something sacred shows itself to us.”[footnoteRef:9]  This is presented in the pantheon, especially when entering, it is directly recognized as sacred due to it being a church, hence hierophany experiences are directly linked to sacredness, I can mention this according to my personal experience of when I visited the pantheon. As for Durkheim, he identifies the distinction of the sacred according to an experience of a social group of people which leads to his idea of collective consciousness , it can also apply on individuals’ perceptions to a thing being sacred, all constructed in the mind. Lucien has a somehow similar idea to Durkheim’s collective consciousness. He talks about something called “Collective representation”, ‘It is identified as intimations of reality which are given to the individual by virtue of his membership in a group; hence they include all elements of bis symbolic system. The individual's views of the nature of his universe and of man and of man's relation to nature are given to him, impressed upon his consciousness by ritual and myth.’ [footnoteRef:10] This does connect to the pantheon’s rituals and myths in a way. However, unlike Durkheim, Lucien stresses about how individuals process their surroundings. To him it is not constructed in the mind as Durkheim, he explains that ‘The individual's views are sensed rather than thought, experienced emotionally rather than reasoned intellectually. They are not arrived at individually but are apprehended as part of the group experience’.[footnoteRef:11]  People worldwide recognize the sacredness of the pantheon, this idea can be generalized because as mentioned before the pantheon nowadays is being introduced as church, However, the pantheon has a different spark to it, especially because it is being connected with celestial cycles as the role of the sun, and that is what this paper will focus on; the role of the sun in the pantheon and its impact on the sacredness of the place. Nevertheless, there is a paradox when thinking about the role of the sun and its impact of sacredness on the place, then sun is an independent element that sparks sensations of awe, wonder and epiphany when in contact with the building and that could be an indication of sacredness for the place but at the same time, the sun would not present sacredness for the space inside the pantheon of it wasn’t for the human construct of the oculus that allows the sun to align with the interior of the building. Hence, Is the role of the sun in the pantheon considered sacred due to the space being initially sacred, or is the space considered sacred due to the role of the sun?  [5:  Eliade Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion. Translated by Willard R. Trask. London:     Harcourt, Inc. (1957) p. 10]  [6:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p. 52]  [7:  Lucien levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, trasn. Lililan A. Clare, (Washington Square Press Inc., 1966.) p.xii]  [8:  Randall Studstill, “Phenomenology, and the Sacred”, (Publications of Cambridge University Press, 36.2 (2000), p. 178 ]  [9:  Eliade Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion. Translated by Willard R. Trask. London:     Harcourt, Inc. (1957) p. 11]  [10:  Lucien levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, trasn. Lililan A. Clare, (Washington Square Press Inc., 1966.) p.xii ]  [11:  Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, p. xii ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]

Methodology 
My research is based on my experience in the pantheon due to several visits and observations, adding to it the work and ideas of several theorists and scholars to help guide myself into using my observational and analytic ideas correctly. My methodology will be similar to that of Tilley’s, where he stresses on the  importance of making several visits to form a better understanding of the place, also by emphasizing on the importance of the experience taking place by the subject to form a good understanding and phenomenology. “Phenomenology involves the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject.”[footnoteRef:12]  However, since I am focusing on the role of the sun in the pantheon, I thought I should connect my visits to times where there is an event related to the role of the sun, like the solstices or equinoxes. I have visited the pantheon plenty of times before but have never entered. However, the visits that focused on documenting my research where on 11-10-2019, and on 22-12-2019 (the winter solstice). I focused on visiting the pantheon on a regular day on October that doesn’t include an aligned solar event with the building, in contrast to a day that included a solar event which is the winter solstice.        [12:  Christopher Tilly, A phenomenology of landscape: Places, paths, and monuments. (Oxford, U.K: Ber ,1994.) p.12] 

Nevertheless, I will include a description of the building, and its surrounding and how it could impact the sacredness of the place. Another thing is an analysis of the interaction of people with the place and their behavior that could play a role into considering a place sacred since according to Durkheim, “Objects or places are made sacred by groups of people  who set them apart and keep them bounded by specific actions; they remain sacred only so long as groups continue to do this”.[footnoteRef:13] And finally, adding my own self-reflexive ideas and feelings of my experiences in the pantheon, that could help me connect more to Eliade’s theories of sacred space, since he mentions that sacred space is experienced when one can experience the sense of hierophany, “Every sacred space implies a hierophany, an eruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different.[footnoteRef:14] Talking about experience, this connects to Lucien theory of “Participation”, which I thought is a primary feature in my research because I could experience this theory when doing my visits. He explains that ‘The mystical world with its own time and its fluidity, is a world no less objective than that of ordinary experience.’ [footnoteRef:15] [13:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p. xliv]  [14:  Eliade Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane, the Nature of Religion. Trans. Willard R. Trask. London: Harcourt, Inc. (1957) p. 26 ]  [15:  Lucien  Lévy-Bruhl, The notebooks on primitive mentality trans. Peter Riviera (San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 1975) p. 62] 

· Reflexive Considerations  
Since I will not be doing interviews to test people’s interaction and sensations about the place, I will be depending on my own perceptions and reflexive sensations of my experiences in the pantheon. However, I thought that doing the right research before my visits is very essential so I could engage with the place, be fascinated with its details, its mystery, in other words to dwell in it as to be fully existent. For as Heideggar explained ‘Being fully open to the world, is a matter of “dwelling” in place so as to unite the four essential facets of true human existence – earth, sky, gods, and men.’[footnoteRef:16] However, My cultural background could also play a role by analyzing the space in a certain matter, for I am a Lebanese woman of 26 years, currently living in Italy. I consider myself to be religious person. Being a Muslim especially, I do believe in the sacredness of spaces, whether it was a church, mosque, or even a temple. In addition, being an architect could assist me in this research about distinguishing the uniqueness of the pantheon as a building from other architectural works according to form, function, structure, etc… [16:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality. (Baltimore and London, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001).] 

Findings/ Discussion 
[image: ]My findings will be distributed in three themes, ‘mystery and Hierophany’, ‘Sacred Dates and Collective consciousness’, and finally ‘Pantheon – of all gods’. Each theme will connect the role of the sun and oculus with the features of sacredness inside the building. 
· Mystery and Hierophany 
The Pantheon still presents a mystery until this day of why it was built. The building contains unique features that make is stand out, one of these features is its unique location in the center of Rome, which shows that there is an importance to it. [footnoteRef:17] Another unique thing about the building, is its construction not only around a central axis, but also its circular plan, its orientation to the four cardinal directions, and the hemispheric character of its dome all clearly suggest cosmic concerns.[footnoteRef:18] Something that lead to the most distinctive cosmic concern in the building, is the role of the sun. When visiting the pantheon, I wanted to focus on the first reaction and behavior of the people entering the space, so I stood facing the main entrance and what I noticed is that when people enter the space, they do not have a certain target to look at, they wander in the space searching for a target of where to fix their eyes in order to start making sense of observing the circular space, their eyes are fixed when they spot the oculus and from it they link their gaze on the sun spot reflected on the dome, and here is where I can spot awe and their eyes, and in their behavior. Some people would spontaneously and excitingly point on the reflected sunspot, others would just stand still with a long gaze. What struck my mind, is that we see the sun light everyday everywhere, but why is it that people are excited when they see the sun reflected on the dome? In my opinion I was simply in awe of this phenomenon because of the admiration of the human minds and architects that constructed a building that aligned very much accurately certain dates with the sun. Eliade’s theories where mostly in my mind at this stage because I could feel the space being sacred through the hierophany it presented. However, the date of this visit, was on the 11th of October 2019, it was my first time to enter the pantheon, and I was speechless of how to describe what I felt when I first entered through its doors. I was literally in awe and wonder, such an epiphany to this majestic place and its structure. I directly felt how holly this place is when I witnessed the connection of the heavens with the building and also because it was now a church so that was another feature of sacredness.  [17:  Christiane Gaugier, The iconography of Sacred Space (IRSA s.c,), p.21]  [18:  Gaugier, The iconography of Sacred Space, p.29] 
Figure 1 From inside the Pantheon of Rome, showing the people's eyes fixed on the sunspot reflected. Photo by me, 11-10-2019

· Sacred dates and collective consciousness 
[bookmark: _Hlk39092988]On the 22nd of December, I intended to revisit the pantheon since it was the winter solstice, I wanted to compare the two dates to see if people would recognize the place being sacred due to one of its features which is the role of the sun on certain dates. However, Durkheim’s idea was mostly in my mind at this stage, because according to Durkheim a space is made sacred due to collective consciousness. He states that a place is considered sacred due to people’s engagement with it by their constant visits. “Nonphysical reality is available to the individual mind only as it participates in mind both inside and outside itself. And because sacredness originates as it does, it is inherently impermanent and so must be added to the object again and again, just as it was originally; by collective human doing”.[footnoteRef:19] What I imagined is that I will see a group of people waiting impatiently to witness the role of the sun in the winter solstice, but what I saw was just an increased number of people than that of my first visit. Unfortunately, it was cloudy, the reflection of the sun inside the pantheon was not visible. But to my surprise, it started raining heavily! And I thought to myself, maybe the winter solstice event, is still about a connection with the heavens but it is through rain not through the sun. It was mostly now about the role of the oculus in the pantheon rather than the role of the sun, the experience was sensational. The people stood in a circle around the rain, stretching their arms and gazing at the oculus with ultimate happiness of the idea of being in contact with the heavens from inside this space. The rain is basically everywhere but I thought that the idea of the rain from inside the pantheon is thought of to be sacred since it is happening inside this specific space. Another thing is that most of the people in the pantheon reacted in a similar way when dealing with phenomena, also with similar facial expressions in other words, sensations. It was so as Lucien said, ‘The representations which are termed collective, defined as a whole without entering into detail, may be recognized by the following signs. They are common to the members of a given social group; they are transmitted from one generation to another; they impress themselves upon its individual members, and awaken in them sentiments of respect, fear, adoration, and so on, according to the circumstances of the case.’[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields, (New York: The Free Press, 1995) p. xliv]  [20:  Lucien levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, trans. Lililan A. Clare, (Washington Square Press Inc., 1966.) p.3] 

· Pantheon- of all gods 
Something, that should be taken into consideration, is the name of the pantheon and its definition, which means, to all gods. This issue connects with the sacredness of the space in a way due to planting in the subconscious of the visitors that the pantheon is something sacred, so when the victors witness the phenomenon of the sun inside the pantheon, they would link it to a godly spirit in a way, or something that is connected to the heavens. I witnessed this about myself when I visited the pantheon, for after I finished gazing at the oculus and the reflection of the sun, the first thought that came to my mind afterwards was the connection with the godly spirit inside the pantheon. The statues around the circular space in the pantheon was what I connected this thought to. However, I did notice that in the visitors in the pantheon as well, they would pass by all the statues one by one and would gaze at them with admiration and just as they want to go to the next statue they would gaze upon the oculus again and again, as if they are connecting the statues with the heavens in a way. This made me wonder about how the role of the oculus is connecting all the features that relate to sacredness with the heavens. Furthermore, the definition of the pantheon-to all gods, made sense to me of why this temple was transformed into a church. It’s not just about the experience of hierophany due to the role of the sun and oculus in the building, it’s also about the initial meaning behind the issue, which is something dedicated to the gods in addition to an astronomical phenomenon which increases the value of dedication to all gods. Hence, the role of the sun here plays a role of increased value and dedication to all gods of the pantheon.   

Conclusion 
As mentioned before, many features assist into making the space inside the pantheon a sacred space, but the most distinctive and visible feature is the role of the sun. However, the initial question was, “Is the role of the sun in the pantheon considered sacred due to the space being initially sacred, or is the space considered sacred due to the role of the sun?” What I noticed is that the role of the sun in the pantheon is to mark certain dates, but even on regular dates, the sun is still reflected on the dome, and that itself is also a unique feature for the interior of a building. The experience of witnessing the phenomenon of the sun reflected in the interior of the building did create a sense of hierophany even on regular days, hence the role of the sun did present sacredness to the space according to Eliade’s theory. However, I did notice that the sense of epiphany and awe is a variable, and it can increase according to the level of perfection and accuracy, and that is what the alignment of the sun on the solstices and equinoxes presents. Moreover, the attraction of people due to the distinctive and visual role of the sun in the pantheon is something that is still attracting visitors to the pantheon till this very day, and just by the knowledge of the role of the sun and its uniqueness inside the pantheon, this did create collective consciousness that proved this space to be sacred according to Durkheim’s theory. Hence, according to my observation and experience, I did witness both of Durkheim and Eliade’s theories in the pantheon. According to Eliade a space is considered sacred when witnessing a hierophany, However, this hierophany was created via a human construct which is the building itself and the oculus to be more specific, but still there can be other human constructs that would not present hierophanies, which indicates the uniqueness and distinction of the space of the pantheon from the profane, hence a sacred space not under the influence of just human construct but aided by it. At the same time, people are still making this space sacred according to Durkheim by the collective consciousness of its events and repeated visits. In addition, Lucien’s theory of participation which has a direct effect on the visitors of the place, I personally did experience how my participation aided into constructing an idea of the place being sacred. At first, I thought the role of the sun in the pantheon is creating a kind of paradox of what is making what sacred, but now I think that the hierophany and the human construct complete each other. I would say that both Durkheim and Eliade’s theories are valid for creating a sacred space in the pantheon, and it came to life when applying Lucien’s theory of ‘participation’, the idea is that it is actually somewhere in between all of these theories, it is a hierophany aided by a human construct that would present collective consciousness when in participation that makes this space sacred. 
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