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Clare Priory, its changing uses and landscapes:

Is sacredness intrinsic to a particular place, or is it invested by human agents, or is it possible that there is no dichotomy?
Introduction

In this project I aim to explore whether space is considered sacred by humans because it is recognised as already being inherently so, or whether its sacredness is a result of human actions and intentions.  I shall explore this using the case study of Clare Priory, since it suits the scope of the size limits of this project and my ability to exercise relevant methodology.
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The site lies on the banks of the river Stour in Suffolk, a short distance from the Essex border.  It is one of the oldest religious houses in England, and the first home of the Augustinian Friars in England, having being founded as a house of prayer in the year 1248.
At the time of the reformation and dissolution of the monasteries the site became the property of the Crown and eventually passed into private ownership.  However, it continued to be regarded with reverence by the local population
 and in 1953 its owner decided that it should be passed back to the Augustinians and it was restored as a house of retreat and prayer.  It is presently home to four Friars, a Nun, and a lay volunteer whose lives are dedicated to frequent prayer and performing the Roman Catholic Mass on an at least daily basis
, and who welcome guests of any faith background for retreats and pilgrimages.  According to its promotional literature: “People who come here say they experience a peace the minute they enter the place and they find they can relax and be at ease.”
  As this was my experience upon first visiting Clare Priory and before learning more of its history and current usage, it seemed an appropriate site for a case study of sacred space and phenomenological research.
This project will firstly consider notions of what makes sacred space according to various theorists in order to reach a set of working parameters for my re
search.  I will then discuss methodologies and particularly phenomenology as appropriate to this piece of research, again with reference to existing academic theories.  With this basis I shall then discuss my fieldwork and findings, before attempting to offer a response to the question in the title of this piece of work.
Literature Review
The question in hand is central to the study of Sacred Geography, as students will either assume one position or the other, or be constantly evaluating sacred places through both perspectives.  The positions can be simply defined as that of Mircea Eliade, who considered that sacredness is a feature of a place before human encounter
 and that of Emile Durkheim, who believed that it is human attitude and its subsequent reinforcing behaviour which creates the sacred nature of a place
.  Durkheim presents sacredness as a human construction, created and recreated though rituals such as liturgy and pilgrimage in order to satisfy the human mind’s need for a notion of soul in order to make meaning for its existence.  This model could be neatly applied to Clare Priory as it is a classic example of a site of repeated rituals such as liturgy and pilgrimage.  Durkheim’s model implies that the sacredness of a site is inherently impermanent, since if and when humans cease performing sacralising acts the place reverts to being ordinary, whereas Eliade proposes that some parts of space are qualitatively different to others
 and that this non-homogeneity can be determined not through intellectual, theoretical speculation but by primary (human) experience
 of the sacred showing itself through hierophany
.  Eliade himself does not go on to provide a methodology for this determination but the work of anthropologist Lucien Levy-Bruhl is useful for this.  Levy-Bruhl accepted Durkheim’s ideas of group behaviour creating sacredness out of the ordinary, but his further investigations enable us to use this observation outside of Durkheim’s presumed 20th century European context by comparing it with the findings of anthropologists whose fieldwork was in longer established communities.  The ritualised behaviours observed by Durkheim were considered by Levy-Bruhl to be more than human social constructions but rather unconscious participation with something already perceived to exist, by people who did not question their experience that to be alive is to already be a participant in the wider mysteries of the natural and supernatural world
.  

Another valuable role model for exploring these questions is Belden C. Lane who argues that we do not need to separate our considerations of sacred space into these mutually exclusive spheres, in fact their impact upon each other along with the individual ontologies through which we are making sense of our perception of them means it is more useful to consider sacredness as a layered phenomenon with varying emphases according to the place and people concerned
. Lane recognises that an ordinary place can be made extraordinary through human agency and behaviour, and also that an inherently sacred space “can be trod upon without being entered”
 as humans may not recognise is sacredness or it may not exercise its own agency to make itself recognised.  Another dichotomy which Lane steers delicately through is those understandings which come from the perspective of a particular religion and its claims to metaphysical truths, and those who do not belong to the same perspective and for whom the significance of a space is contested along with other truth claims.  This is relevant to my project as the site clearly has strong Christian claims but these have been contested and for many years between 1538 and 1953
 its ownership by the landed gentry and use for production of resources to serve mercantilism show that the power of a place can be claimed and utilised for different forms of human power, not just religious
.  Lane provides an understanding which acknowledges place in Christian spirituality without privileging this perspective and these claims nor requiring an either/or perspective.
Also acknowledging landscape as multivocal, and approaches to it as being multivalent, Barbara Bender works within the robust academic methodologies of the social sciences whilst seeking to extend knowledge beyond specific disciplinary boundaries.  Her work examines sites from the perspectives of Geography, History, Sociology, and other related fields in order to build a layered and nuanced knowledge of a site as being constituted of relationships rather than reducing it to a case study in one particular academic area
.  Other theorists have pushed these boundaries yet further.  Tilley’s work considers space and place also in terms of interrelationships, but rather than between academic disciplines he explores the relationships between subject and object, giving agency to places and things which invert the relationship assumed by previous social scientists whereby they are “humanised” in order to restore the mythological power to natural phenomena and locales which we as researchers can then allow ourselves be informed by
.  Like Tilley, Ingold allows us to benefit from all the above theories whilst throwing open our ways of observing far beyond those of classical sociologists such as Durkheim.  For Ingold, landscape, place, time and human activity are inseparable, and we may investigate any one of the myriad lines which form their interconnectedness
.  Ingold also provides valuable insight into human movement and dwelling and the interactions of these with locales
.  This again opens up our ontological as well as our methodological boundaries, allowing us to discover the dynamics and forces at play within a place beyond those which can be identified only by empirical investigative methods.
Methodology

My methodology began with literary research on Clare Priory as a site.  There are few texts available, and those that are focus upon previous and current ownership and use of the site, its context within Reformation history, and not the status of its sacredness throughout these stages of its story.  This provides a socio-historical context which forms a firm starting point, however I will next need to locate the site within the understandings of space, place and landscape mentioned above before seeking the answers to my research questions which cannot be found in any existing texts.
I will then need to investigate the site myself using a personal, phenomenological methodology.  This can begin with Durkheim’s sociological approach whereby I observe behaviours and actions, my own and other people’s, in a place marked as sacred.  As indicated above, other theorists provide more appropriate methodologies for deeper investigation and understanding.
The philosopher Edmund Husserl established phenomenology within academia, having recognised that human individuals cannot truly and completely be impartial and abstracted objective observers, and are in fact subjects in their research at least to some extent.
 Levy-Bruhl shows us that we must fully participate in an experience order to sense the sacred, a finding echoed by Lane when he warns us that sacred space can be walked on without being entered.  I had at first conducted my literature review in order to formulate certain questions I wished to ask of the landscape at Clare Priory, however my understanding of Levy-Bruhl and Lane means that my methodology will be instead to seek to hear more openly what, if anything, the space has to say, without restricting this to closed questions.  “There is nothing further to seek when the myth has spoken.”

The philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty developed Husserl’s arguments to show how the human body can be used as an instrument to measure and feel the subject of investigation such as a place or landscape through our physical and emotional responses.
  Tilley recognised that these ideas in themselves could quickly slide back into the category of academic thought without being practised and experienced in the first person, and reminds us of the importance of acting them and allowing ourselves to use our bodies to engage a true intimacy between subject and object.

All these theorists then allow me to build a methodology for determining the sacredness of Clare Priory during my site visit.  I shall observe my physical and emotional behaviours and sensations whilst slowly walking around the site, acknowledging features as I encounter them, allowing them to affect me without demanding it, noticing what the effects may or may not be.  Where there are established patterns of movement around the site, for example by its inhabitants or visiting pilgrims, my movement will follow these patterns in order to engage with the significance of this consideration, whether from a Durkheimian perspective of human established sacredness, or Ingold’s theories whereby bodily movement continually reflects and creates meaningful landscapes.

Tilley’s methodology (e.g. Tilley, 2004) allows for the subjectivity of phenomenological research provided there is a self-awareness and reflexivity about this.  So another consideration in my phenomenological methodology is my own “Lebenswelt” (“life world”).  The term was coined by Husserl as he recognised it as an important component of phenomenological perception and interpretation.  Its relevance is in its recognition that the researcher’s consciousness, and the meanings this produces, whether deliberately or unwittingly, are already influenced by the social, cultural and historical values already embedded in the mind.  I then need to bear in mind that my research will not only be formed of object perceptions but will be intersubjective and formed with my own Lebenswelt as their context.  Therefore I must remain aware that my mind and body, as tools of research, are those of a middle-aged woman who has throughout her life lived and been educated in 20th and 21st century Western Europe.  I am influenced by the fact that my upbringing was secular and hostile to Christianity, but who has in adult life sought an authentic spirituality and developed a deep respect for all human attempts to find and practice this, whatever their epistemological foundation.  In studying the history of Clare Priory and other religious orders I have formed a positive impression of those who have sincerely engaged their bodies, minds and spirits with the physical landscape around them and the knowledge which has been imparted on them by their teachers, and so whilst attempting to remain objective as I move through the landscape, I will not be able to rid myself of these traits already in place in my own mind and body.
If and when I feel that I have noticed something significant, I shall reflect upon what it is and write it in my notebook.  Bender’s fieldwork involves “thick descriptions” of her observations (e.g. Bender 2002) from which she draws conclusions which are not necessarily final and the observations are open to reinterpretation.  The findings in my notes can then be discussed and possible meanings drawn from them.  
Field Work/Discussion

On a wet January day I drove to the village of Clare, but not to the priory itself as I wanted to approach it by foot as the vast majority of people will have done over the centuries.  Forty-eight hours previously I had sat with a friend as she died and although I had not had the opportunity to research this as a phenomenon, I had a strong sense that this had somewhat altered my state of consciousness over the coming days, including the time I spent doing phenomenological research at Clare Priory.  Whereas my immediate direct perceptions are usually of the ground upon which I am walking, and the objects which are situated on it and move upon it, on this day I was more than usually conscious of the air, its movements and its sounds.  I realise that this first remark does not relate directly to the question in hand nor to the site itself, however with myself being the instrument of phenomenological research
 it seems proper that the calibration of the instrument be recorded before proceeding!
As I moved from the village onto mulchy footpaths in a wooded area, I was aware of the sounds of the rain, and of voices muffled by the trees.  The voices seemed very lively - walkers chatting to each other, children playing and talking, people calling their dogs – all sounds of enjoying and belonging in the here and now.  Many users of the footpath pass a small gate which leads to the back of the Clare Priory site, few of them veer off the path and enter the enclosure, which is what I did next.
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Though the gate is not locked and opens with a simple latch, it did not open on my first try.  As I looked queryingly at the gate, I noticed that my mind was still on the trees behind me, and was reminded of my preparatory reading and intended methodology which was to let the phenomena speak for themselves.  The gate was waiting for me to engage properly with it, not so much mechanically, but with focussed attention and an intention to be engaged with where I was going next, rather than passively wandering through it.  I felt a little “thank you” message jumping from an inward part of me to the gate, for speaking to me like this and directing my participation in what it guarded.  (Lane refs????????)(Liminal spaces??)
As I stepped through the gate and closed it behind me, I took in the landscape.
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Immediately I felt a slowing down in my breathing and my thoughts.  Though the air and the ground were as wet and dull as they had been on the other side of the gate, the landscape seemed qualitatively different.  Maybe because it experienced less footfall, but it seemed to have a sense of its own place in its own right, welcoming a human visitor but not requiring any in order to sit confidently in its place.
Beginning to slowly walk along the path, I had an urge to veer off to the left to look at the river, as I am always drawn to water and fascinated by its movement and sounds, especially a river after heavy rain.  I took a moment to remind myself that I should remain on the path as others would have done before me.  In this moment, it struck me that I could not actually hear the river, despite it being so near, as though the landscape had somehow separated from it during my fieldwork.  Also within this moment it occurred to me that, just because the footpath forms the officially recorded ancient route through the grounds, this does not mean that others before me have not felt a similar attraction to the river and followed their urges to diverge from it in this direction.  This led me to ponder whether, as well as my attraction to the river, I was also sensing an attraction to follow paths already trodden by others, as in the interpretation of Ingold’s Lines
 or even Rupert Sheldrake’s Morphic Resonance theory
.
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As I continued to walk along the path, I came across a tourist sign, the only such feature on the site.  This reminded me that the footpath is not just an anciently trodden route, but one that is currently also followed according to a close pattern, albeit by people whose interests are more likely in local history or physical exercise than in sacred lines.  It also reminded me that the uses of the site are varied and that people may often be moving through the landscape without thought for its sacred qualities, but that this does not necessarily imply contested claims but merely differing priorities and perceptions.
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The path curves to follow part of the ruined wall of the original priory structure, which is separated from the path by a flower bed.  This is a short stretch of path, at this time of year the wall is the main obvious feature of it as the plants lie dormant.  Having asked the landscape to speak to me, I paid attention to this and noticed that there were in fact ample signs of life in the form of leaves and buds.
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The path leads past the back of the present day residential building to the heart of the site.  At this point it can be taken right towards the residential quarters, or left towards the chapel.

Ingold states that landscapes and places are in no small way formed by dwelling, and it would be interesting to investigate the phenomenology of a dwelling place such as this.  However, it was not part of my planned investigation and Ingold’s conception of dwelling consists of more than mere occupancy of a place
. Its actions and repeated rituals mean that the chapel as the site of many repeated actions and rituals was the more appropriate place to experience next.
The chapel building has been newly constructed in the 21st century, however its location has remained the same for nearly 900 years.  It is entered by a heavy door leading into a large entrance room which appears to form a social type of space, containing notices, pamphlets and Christmas cards.  It is immediately noticeable that I am indoors, and no longer among the plants and the birds.  The chapel itself is entered by a further set of glass doors.  It is these doors which seem to mark another kind of liminal space.  The sense of silence in the chapel is thick, as if my ears have been muffled.  A monk sits in the far corner praying, apparently also cushioned within this thick silence as he shows no reaction to my entry.  I notice that it would require a greater than usual effort to make any sound, whether with my voice or other uses of my body.  The space seems to pull me into a mode of slowed-down movement which is not self-directed but rather directed by the habits of the place itself.  I sit down and contemplate this new feeling.  In an everyday sense I am most definitely a guest in this place, more though than this I have become the subject of the chapel’s intention and something of it is exercising its agency upon me
.  I ask what, if anything in particular, this may be.
Traditionally the focus of such a chapel, visually and spiritually, is the altar where sacraments are performed and create a power which remains even between events and may be felt at such times as the ordinary weekday afternoon when I am visiting.
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 Photos of view from rear of chapel towards altar; and of the icon.
Architecturally the altar is also almost always the focus of the Christian church building, whether it is a small chapel or a vast cathedral.  It is designed in a way which draws people in gradually and awe-fully towards the holiest of the holy space.  Icons too are a popular and powerful focal point and creator of sacred space
 and the icon featured here, Our Mother of Good Counsel would be an ideal subject for a separate phenomenological investigation into this.  However, in this particular investigation it was neither the altar nor the icon which acted most strongly upon my movements, breathing and feelings.  
It was the window which looked back out onto the garden which seemed to be creating the most sense of the sacred.  Drawn to sit in front of it, I was able to appreciate as I had done outside the sense that the gardens were at peace just as they were.  A squirrel ran across the grass, unusually self-assured compared to the squirrels I know and even those in the park on the other side of the priory gate, not with a squirrel’s usual nervous trespasser demeanour but with a sense of belonging in and occupying the place.

Although I am not sure it would have been able to see me on the other side of the window, it appeared to notice me, leap onto the back of a bench, and perform a dance for several minutes, using its tail to full effect to display its confidence in life.  This active show confirmed what I had felt that the birds, trees, plants and soil had already been trying to tell me.
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The chapel window
Sitting in front of the chapel’s window, it seemed to act as a prism, reflecting the beauty of the world in the grey, wintery day outside back into the chapel, and that the chapel was absorbing this natural state of how to be in the world, and offering it to those who entered it to seek at-oneness. 

I eventually left the window and the chapel, noticing the heavy sense of silence leaving me as I stepped outside into the nevertheless peaceful and clean, though wet, air.  I took the path past the refectory where the residents were eating in silence, noticing the contrast with a family of walkers further along the path who were squealing as the rain began to fall more heavily.  I wanted myself to walk the nearby country footpaths as I contemplated my findings, so I headed back towards the gate which once more inspired me to think a little “thank you” towards it before I stepped out into the rural and quiet but tangibly different landscape of the footpath.
The aim of my visit had been to conduct an investigation according to the academic principles and methodologies discussed in the sections above, yet I left with the sense that these methodologies meant that I had in many ways experienced something more like a pilgrimage.  To explore my question, I had chosen to follow the route trodden by many before me who were seeking a direct communion with God rather than answers to somewhat abstract questions  such as mine.  

My first finding then was of the power of that route and the elements along it.  From the outset I had paid heed to this potential power with an Ingoldian understanding of paths in mind, and through observing both myself and other walkers on the path I was struck by the ways in which these patterns of movement become self-reinforcing and reproducing, confirming Ingold’s thesis.  Ingold, however, distinguishes the movements of the “traveller”, those following established paths, from those of the “wayfarer” who move around seeking no particular destination but gleaning knowledge along the way
 and elevates wayfaring as the superior path.  The pilgrim’s route involves this wayfaring but also contains a strong teleological intention towards a particular location where they will reach their experience with God.  Had I chosen not to follow this prescribed path would my findings have been different?  To reach an empirical answer to such a question I would need to repeat my visit many times with many variations.  My present finding tells me that the place and my agency to move within it are intertwined rather than being two separate factors.
The second experience of significance was that of the gate forming a liminal boundary between the outside space of the footpath in the wood and the priory site, and the sense of qualitative difference on each side of the gate.  The differences within and outside the chapel were similar.  If the spaces were qualitatively different, was it the human insertion of a gate or door which created this difference, or did the gate and door take on the qualities of the space on each side in order to fulfil a required role?  I am prepared to keep asking this question, but as I see it at the moment, the two possibilities are not mutually exclusive, and as far as I can see human action and agency of object are cooperating with the environment around them to play their part in an overall coherence.
Another finding was that of different types of voice.  I had initially expected this to be a difference of historical claims to the site, competing over its local versus its religious significance.  Instead, I was sensorily aware of voices, in particular the way in which human voices outside the boundary of the site were cheerfully discussing the here and now as they planned escapes from the rain or called their children, whereas within the boundary human voices were stilled and it was the voices of the air and the birds which instead spoke of something more permanent and timeless.  This finding suggests to me that the sacredness of a space is in no way contingent upon human agency, but that we are invited to participate with it, whether or not we choose to do so
.
The finding which most struck me (and most surprised me) was that of the sheet glass window forming a prism which brought the sacredness of the non-human environment into the human constructed sacred space of the chapel.  Had I been a pilgrim, the chapel would have been the ultimate destination of the pilgrimage where I would expect to find my hierophany.  I found then here that the sacredness of this space, created and reinforced by humans, was co-opted from pre-existing sacredness, and that if a sacred site is designed by humans to demonstrate to each other what God is like then this space was unquestionably sacred as it magnifies the sacredness which is already there and presents it in a humanly accessible form.
Conclusion
Human definitions and claims to sacredness come and go over time.  We may live in a culture where sacredness goes unquestioned, with this serving as self-evident in the world around us and in being alive itself.  We may live within a system whereby some places have been designated as sacred meaning that the rest are ordinary.  Clare Priory in Pre-Reformation England would have been such a place.  The Reformers claimed that God was everywhere so there were no such thing as sacred places, but this was not borne out in human experience, and people continued to recognise and designated places where they could achieve their hierophanies.  Post-Enlightenment thinkers such as Durkheim claimed that this merely existed to fulfil a human need, and that people could create sacredness as and where required.  We now live in a culture where the concept of sacredness itself is challenged, where only the materially evident and empirically verifiable are accepted as existing, and where if a site such as Clare Priory is going to be used as evidence for claims to truth it must be allowed to speak for itself and make its own claims.
My investigation has taken these different claims into account, in order to consider the question: “Is sacredness intrinsic to a particular place, is it invested by human agents, or is it possible that there is no dichotomy?”  My findings from my literary and phenomenological research lead me to conclude that certain places have more numinous
 qualities than others, and within the site I visited there were levels to this numinosity from the site entrance through to the paths and onwards through the layers of the chapel building.  I considered what created these qualities and concluded that an interaction was in play between human and non-human agents.  It was the non-human agents which appeared to provide the most reliable, unchanging and non-contingent qualities, yet they willingly enjoin eager human participants and allow them to adapt this in ways which show meanings to human senses and their contemporaneous understandings of God.  In this way then there is no dichotomy.
Lane argues that dichotomies such as sacred and profane, religion and culture are overlapping dimensions of human experience and not completely distinct entities that need to be acknowledged, and that we should therefore focus on the place itself and not these categories
.  He highlights the need for multidimensional understandings of space as individual perception is mediated by culture
 and my findings lead me to agree with him.  The sacredness of Clare Priory has been maintained in human consciousness and practice, but what about other sites which were desacralized after the Reformation, or were not recognised by the dominant Church at all?  Would a similar investigation into any of these give similar findings as to the interaction between human and non-human impacts on sacredness?  It has been a privilege to ask such intimate questions of the landscape at Clare Priory and to come to the conclusions above, and it would be a further privilege to engage with other places on this level in the future.
All photographs used here were taken by me during my fieldwork.
Standing inside the gateway, viewing the path from the gate through the priory grounds.  The treeline on the lefthand side show the bank of the River Stour.





Remains of 13th century wall





Rear of present day residents’ dwelling
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