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Can Belden Lane’s criteria of sacredness be applied to Praia da Ursa?
Words: 2617
Introduction
The aim of this research is to study if the beach Praia da Ursa can be considered a sacred place according to Belden Lane’s idea of sacredness. A beach is a natural phenomenon but also a space used and occupied by humans and this essay will discuss whether sacredness refers to the natural landscape itself or to specific cultural uses. Lane’s criteria of sacred space will be presented and discussed to understand how can it be applied to Praia da Ursa. Also, the beach was visited in order to see and feel what looks like to be in that particular beach, how is it accessible, who visits it and what is the human impact on that place.
Praia da Ursa is a beach in the western coast of Portugal near Cabo da Roca, the most western point in the country, as can be seen in figures 1 and 2. It has a difficult access, only possible by feet through a steep way, which limits the number of visitors. The name of the beach, Ursa, means bear and it is associated to a rock that once resembled the figure of a bear which is also associated with a myth. Due to its difficult access, it is free of human constructions and it is frequented by naturists.
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Figure 1 and 2. Localization of the beach Praia da Ursa.
Literature Review
When writing about sacred places Lane wrote that he ‘was uncomfortable with too simple a dichotomy between religion and culture’ as for him a sacred place was neither only a natural formation or a place imbedded in cultural meanings and intentions.
 Lane’s idea of sacred place would be a mixture of nature and culture but he also considered a third aspect, the spiritual experience hold by the visitor as he stated that sacredness has three dimensions, ontological, cultural and phenomenological.
 The phenomenological experience is important for Lane, since it is not the place alone that manifests sacredness, the experience of the place is what gives meaning to it and hence its possible feeling as sacred. Furthermore, Lane also considers that a significant experience needs a geographical space to occur as he wrote that a ‘meaningful experience is always “placed” experience’
. The connection between place and experience in Lane’s idea of sacredness is very strong and shows that for him a sacred place as primarily to be a place where people feel and experience something relevant to them. Yet, those experiences can be linked to cultural beliefs or simple to the natural construction of the place.

For Mircea Eliade the world is a divine creation and ‘coming from the hands of the gods, the world is impregnated with sacredness’.
 Following this idea of Eliade the natural landscape of the world, being a divine creation, might be considered sacred as he also wrote that ‘nature always expresses something that transcends it’.
 These opinions from Eliade can be seen as mostly ontological, attributing sacredness to the natural landscape because of its divine creation, which has nothing to do with human will. However, as Randall Studstill asserted about the methodology of Eliade, his ‘approach is phenomenological oriented’, thus the experience sensed in a particular space contributes to the definition of which places are sacred.
 Studstill concluded from the writings of Eliade that what identifies something as religious is the ‘relation between believer and the sacred’ and, in fact, Eliade wrote that ‘every sacred space implies a hierophany’.
 As hierophany Eliade defines ‘the act of manifestation of the sacred’, and thus for him a sacred place is sacred according to the experiences that are felt there
. Although the natural features of a place and its landscape might be considered sacred, for both Lane and Eliade there has to be some phenomenological experience to attribute sacredness to a certain place.

Considering the ontological dimension of sacred places Eliade also assumed that the desacralization of nature is recent as he wrote that ‘no modern man, however irreligious, is entirely insensible to the charms of nature’.
 This idea that nature is by itself sacred connects with the idea of the spirit of place from Donald Hughes who believes that we need ‘to find the places where we connect with the larger cosmos’. 
 For Hughes it seems that the sacred is deeply connected to the space itself, but he also sustains that one needs to go to the places and sense that spirit.

Belden Lane also considered cultural aspects to the attribution of sacredness to a place, as for instance myths and stories about a particular place, as he wrote that ‘above else, sacred place is “storied place”’.
 Some places have cultural associations that make those places sacred through the stories that are told along the years. However, even those places which, in Lane’s words, ‘come to be recognized as sacred because of the stories that are told about them’, the stories had to be lived and experience by someone.
  People want to visit those mythical places to revival those stories and the experiences that occurred. Cultural beliefs might have a strong role in defining sacred places but the phenomenological aspect is still fundamental to experience the sacredness of a storied place.

In the opinion of Christopher Tilley, ‘what space is depends on who is experience it and how’ so, again, the meaning and sacrality of a place depends above all on how is the place being experienced. A beach can be used for several purposes as to relax, for religious and spiritual ceremonies as well as for physical practises, like sunbathing or sea sports. If a beach is used for religious rituals it might be easy to consider it a sacred place, however, if that same beach is used to practise sea sports, which can be culturally significant, perhaps it can still be considered a sacred place. Following Tilley’s idea, as well as the former ideas of Lane and Eliade, the sacredness of a beach is ultimately defined by the particular experience of the religious man and of the sport man when at the beach.

Considering the various uses that a beach can have it is interesting to note that Yoshifumi Nakagawa and Philip Payne, from their study about Australian beaches, pointed that a beach ‘is not a place to belong but primarily a “place” to visit and play.
 Although Nakagawa and Payne understood that a sense of belonging can be sensed at a beach, it is essentially a place to visit and not to stay, which they also relate to the fluidity of a beach that is present in the tides, as they wrote: ‘the beach as the fluid is a mobile place where the flux of tide is continuously changing’.

Methodology
According to Tilley ‘phenomenology involves the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject’, which follows the idea of Lane that considered the phenomenological aspect of a sacred place.
 For this study the beach Praia da Ursa was visited in order to include the phenomenological aspect of that place. Visiting the beach will permit a description of the natural features of the beach and of the particular rock that names the place, as well as an understanding of who visits the beach and for what purposes. Also, being in the beach will permit to experience the phenomenological experience of feeling the sensations that might be felt by the visitor since, as Tilley wrote, ‘the body constitutes a way of relating to, perceiving and understanding the world’.

As Nakagawa and Payne concluded from their study the personal background of the person experiencing a place, ‘as gender, physical ability, and class will, indeed, shape the experience of, for example, beaches and other “places”, environments and “natures”’.
 Considering their conclusion it seems important to introduce the subject that performed the field work for this research. The field work was done by myself, a Portuguese woman with 30 years old, grown up in the city of Lisbon, with a sufficient physical condition which allowed the visit of the beach. For the present study the beach Praia da Ursa was visited three times. The first and second visit were done in late November with a week apart from each other, however, in the second visit started raining and I did not walk all the way down to the beach. The third visit was done in late December.

Field Work and Discussion
The beach Praia da Ursa is only accessible by feet through a dirt road walking for around 30 minutes, as can be seem in figure 3. The first part of the track is easiest being flatter but the second part goes by a narrow steep track down the hill to the beach, as the figures 4 and 5 show. Many people only walk the first part, staying in an elevation around 100 meters, where the beach can be observed from above as show in figure 6. Physically it is not very easy to go to the beach and that is why the beach is not visited by many people. In all the three visits to the beach there was other people visiting the place, most stayed above and only a few people was encountered at the beach. Although I did not see much people, I was never completely alone on the way and at the beach, even in the day that was raining I encountered other people walking around.
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Figure 3. The walking track that goes to the beach Praia da Ursa. Image: Google Earth.
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Figure 4. First part of the track.
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Figure 5. Second part of the track.

[image: image8.jpg]



Figure 6. View from 100 meters elevation.

Along the way down to the beach the path meanders and there is not much visibility to the beach, when the narrow track arrives at the sand it seems that a door is being crossed giving entrance to a different room. It is a small beach, protected by the big rock walls behind, and it is easy to feel connected with the nature, the rock walls are very close, as well as the ocean. With the mountain elevating from the back of the beach, as figures 7 e 8 demonstrate, it feels like a closed and secure space. The rocks that are in the waters, shown in the scheme in figure 9, create a deeper sense of security and privacy, as the beach is not wide open to the ocean with those rocks enclosing the space. The reduced number of visitors allows that place to be quiet and reserved, it does not feel possible to interrupt the silent and calm atmosphere that surrounds the beach. It is a place easy to sit in and just breath and reflect.
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Figure 7 and 8. Wall mountain behind the beach.
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Figure 9. Illustration of the position of the rocks in the sea creating a closed space. Image: Google Earth.

One of the rocks that emerges from the sea it is considered to resemble a figure of a bear, and from that rock, in figure 10 and 11, the beach was named Praia da Ursa.
 Ursa means a female bear and there is also a myth associated to it. The myth tells the story of a bear and her children that being ordered to leave the beach decided to stay and hence due to her disobedience they were transformed into rocks. Personally, I find it difficult to see the figure of the bear, perhaps because that rock partially collapsed in 2011 and nowadays there is a different form as the image in figure 12 demonstrate. Yet, when I got closer to that rock its magnificence was astonishing and the rock almost felt like it was alive.
 The myth of the bear is interesting, as well as it actually named the beach, however it is when one is in front of the rock that the sacredness of that myth actually emerges. Considering this myth and the name attributed to the beach in relation to a particular rock, this beach can be included in the storied places that Lane described as sacred places. Also, the natural landscape is powerful and undoubtedly a natural place where the spirit of place can be felt. It is a place without human constructions, and the interference of humanity is reduced to the track that is marked in the landscape and some trash that denunciates the presence of human beings. This nonurban beach, according to Hughes, facilitates the encounter with the spirit of place since ‘the place where natural ecosystems are intact and functioning in the full spectrum of their beauty is the place where spirit is most manifest’.
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Figure 10 and 11. Rock that resembles the figure of a female bear.

[image: image14.jpg]



Figure 12. Rock that resembles a bear before 2011. Image: riodasmacas

In the two visits done there was just a few people at the beach with different purposes. In the first visit there was some people camping there, a couple walking, and a man taking photos to a naked woman. In the second visit there was, at least, three small groups of people walking and visiting. This beach is known to be frequented by naturists because of its difficult access that limits the number of visitors. Nina Morris considered that the practise of naturism was more than a ‘fascination with the body’ but also the ’sensory experience other than the visual’.
 Through naturism, as Morris wrote, it is ‘experience a heightened awareness of the body in space’ which can be a way to increase the sensitivity of who tries to feel a place.
 Perhaps, naturism might be a way to increase phenomenological experiences, as Morris considered that being naked in nature ‘could develop an individual’s ‘natural’ capacity for perception’.
 This beach is not permanently occupied by humans, people just go there to visit it, which is what Nakagawa and Payne concluded about beaches, that they are places to visit. Although there were some people camping, it is a temporary stay. Nakagawa and Payne also associated the sense of belonging to a place to the carefulness that people have with it, ‘to dwell in a place like home is to care and spare’, and the trash encountered in the beach demonstrates that some people are less caring, perhaps without sensing the place nor even being part of it.

The natural landscape of the beach Praia da Ursa provides a reserved and protected place both for the mountain behind and the rocks in the sea. The physically difficult access limits the number of visitors helping to create a quiet and peaceful place which permits easily to experience the energy of the space. The beach has an astonishing natural landscape but also a story associated, which are two aspects of Lane’s definition of sacred place. The third aspect is the phenomenological, which was experienced with the two visits which permitted to feel the space and sense it as a sacred place.
Conclusion

To conclude, according to Lane’s criteria of sacredness, the beach Praia da Ursa can be considered a sacred place. For Lane a sacred place would have both natural characteristics and cultural beliefs that give meaning to that place, and the beach Praia da Ursa has a particular natural landscape being also associated with a myth. However, for Lane most importantly would be the phenomenological experience of being in a particular local. Visiting the beach Praia da Ursa is a unique experience, to feel in a protected space, enclose by the rocks in the sea and the mountain behind. The rock that originated the name of the beach and the myth associated is an imponent presence which confers a sense of being small in the world, but also of being protected by something superior. Also, for Mircea Eliade and Tilley, the personal experience of a person in a particular space is what most designates a space as sacred. For Tilley the person visiting and his purposes are what gives sacrality to a place. Although Eliade focused his work on religious practises, for Tilley some other activities might be considered sacred, in the end depending on the background and particular experience of each person. The experience of being in a place is undoubtedly a fundamental aspect when studying whether a place is sacred or not, without the visits done to the beach there would be no way to understand both its sacredness and Lane’s criteria of sacredness.
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