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Prague’s Astronomical Clock Tower: Can the Sacred Become Profane?


This essay is going to explore the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon and whether the nature of the perception of such a place can change for an individual. It is going to do so in the context of the sacredness of the astronomical clock tower of Prague, a significant historical construction, and its perception in terms of increasing international tourism and my connection to the place as the tower has played an important role in my upbringing. The main goal is to provide evidence about how different theorists understand sacredness to emphasize the vagueness of the term, and that it can be understood as a pivotal part of religion but also as something that has nothing to do with the supernatural. It is going to explore these different understandings of sacredness to justify why I viewed the astronomical clock tower of Prague as sacred. Furthermore, to understand whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon this essay is going to question whether an individual can stop viewing a specific place as sacred. This will be done through an analysis of my personal experience which will be explained using Simone de Beauvoir’s relationship to religion. The methodology of this project is predominantly focused on critical analysis of existing literature that will be mentioned throughout the research.
This project will consist of four sections. Firstly, it will provide a literature review that will include the way Matthew T. Evans, Émile Durkheim, Eliade Mircea and Lionel Obadia understand the concept of sacredness and sacred places. Secondly, it is going to establish the history of the astronomical clock tower itself and its description. The following part will analyse how the astronomical clock tower of Prague can be perceived as sacred based on the information acquired from the literature review. Lastly, it is going to use Simone de Beauvoir, specifically her relationship with religion to underline the significance of a personal connection to the sacred and how it can change throughout an individual’s life which will be related to my personal experience. Because of this, it will bring out psychological theories of the perception of the world and its inevitable change within a person’s life, especially the change that occurs from childhood to adolescence. It will also consider outside factors that have the capacity to intervene with the experience people want to have when interacting with a place they consider sacred, such as tourism.

Literature Review
It is important to establish the meaning of the sacred and sacred places. For this reason, the literature review is going to revise the view of Matthew T. Evans, Émile Durkheim, Eliade Mircea and Lionel Obadia on the matter of definition and understanding of the sacred.
Matthew T. Evans argues that there are three distinct meanings of the word ‘sacred’; religious, transcendent, and a category which he calls ‘set apart’. The ‘set apart’ category is understood “to include things set apart 1) by both individuals and social groups, and 2) because of both natural and supernatural association.”[footnoteRef:1] He claims that in the first sense, the sacred is closely connected to religion and other aspects of life associated with it. While he does not pay attention to the second category of the sacred, he thoroughly examines the last ‘set apart’ category. He claims that the sacred can be spiritual as well as something of historical value. [footnoteRef:2]  “Clearly, the set-apart quality here designated as "sacred" may be shared by places and things that don't have any connection to the supernatural”[footnoteRef:3] As an example, he speaks about the McDonald’s chain; it had changed the way in which people understand sacredness, that they might identify with a specific institution or a place so deeply it might as well become sacred for them. He credits the different understandings of sacredness among individuals to its inconsistencies in the academic field.  Each and every academic attaches their own understanding of the sacred to their definitions of religion and other aspects of society connected to it.[footnoteRef:4]   [1:  Evans, Matthew T. 2003. ‘The Sacred: Differentiating, Clarifying and Extending Concepts’, Review of Religious Research, 45.1: 32 https://doi.org/10.2307/3512498, pp. 32.]  [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid, pp. 33.]  [4:  Ibid, pp. 33-34.] 

Émile Durkheim relates sacredness to religion as he states that: “A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church, all those who adhere to them.”[footnoteRef:5] Sacred things are the aspects that religion revolves around. Ivan Strenski further mentions Durkheim’s understanding of sacredness (as a pivotal part of religion) that it “depends for its existence upon the ritual action of sacrifice to activate in society. In this way, one can see that Durkheim is arguing that religion has social causes because feelings of the sacred depend upon quintessentially social actions – rituals.”[footnoteRef:6] Essentially, Durkheim’s idea of the sacred lies strictly within the scope of the human mind; it is entirely dependent on societal practices of human societies. An important aspect of his statement is his background, as a sociologist he looks at his surroundings from a sociological perspective. While he does not provide a specific definition of what sacredness is, he points out that it is, in its entirety, dependent on the actions of society and the individuals within it. [5:  Émile Durkheim. 1996. The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, ed. by Karen E Fields (New York: Free)]  [6:  Strenski, Ivan. 2008. Thinking about Religion : A Reader (Malden, Mass. U.A: Blackwell), p. 195.] 

Mircea Eliade has a rather contrasting view when compared to Émile Durkheim. For him, religion and its sacred elements are sovereign parts of reality and therefore independent from the human mind and actions of society.[footnoteRef:7] “… religion is not to be constructed as a “dependent variable,” the thing that always changes in any test or experiment. If anything, it must be taken as the constant or the interdependent variable; the other aspects of life – social, psychological, economic – must be understood to depend upon it. As an element of human behaviour, religion acts as a cause rather than an effect.”[footnoteRef:8] The essence of religion and the sacred lies in the independent existence of similar supernatural ideas found in different cultures around the world and at different times.[footnoteRef:9] “In an encounter with the sacred, he says, people feel in touch with something otherworldly in character; they feel they have brushed against a reality unlike all other they know, a dimension of existence that is alarmingly powerful, strangely different, surpassingly real and enduring.”[footnoteRef:10] Because similar sacred things are found around the world, it is not the people that make them sacred; rather they exist that way because they are inherently sacred. [7:  Pals, Daniel L. 2006. Eight Theories of Religion (New York, N.Y. ; Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 196.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 197.]  [9:  Ibid, p. 199.]  [10:  Ibid, p. 200.] 

Lionel Obadia also has an opinion about the sacredness of the world. He tackles the way the Himalayan mountains are perceived and states that: “Mountains are a site for everyday life and experiences for different categories of people: villagers, tourists, trekkers, pilgrims, porters (of goods), and farmers, among many others. Yet, these people do not share the same views and feelings about mountains, especially when it comes to the issue of the sacred.”[footnoteRef:11] While the place the different kinds of people interact with is the same, their connection to it is not.  [11:  Obadia, Lionel. 2020. ‘Are Himalayan Peaks Sacred?: The Paradoxical and Polylogical Construction of Mountains, p. 213.] 

All of this suggests that the sacred is a concept that is incredibly hard to define because different theorists have different opinions. While Durkheim connects the existence of sacred places to human behaviour, Eliade was certain that sacred places are sacred themselves and not because of human interventions. Both of these theorists see a connection between sacredness and religion, while Evans states that there are different possible ways of looking at sacredness. He believes that it can have a connection to religion but does not have to, rather what is important is a strong personal connection to a place. Lionel Obadia provides an example of how different people who have varying intentions will experience the same place differently. 
The Astronomical Clocktower of Prague
The astronomical clock is designed to show the position and movement of the zodiac, together with the Sun and the Moon as it can be seen from the geographical location of the clock itself. The Sun and Moon dial show their respective position in the sky in relation to the clock and change at their natural pace. Furthermore, the Sun dial also indicates the times of sunrises and sunsets, while the Moon dial is designed to show the current phase of the Moon. The clock can also show special astronomical events such as the eclipses. Another unique mechanism that is built in within the clock is the golden hand which indicates the old Czech time. The difference between old Czech time (or Italian time) and contemporary perception of time is the commencement of the day shift, in the old Czech time it commenced during sunset. On top of this, the astronomical clock also indicates the tropics of Cancer and Capricorn.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Marušák, Stanislav. [n.d.]. ‘Pražský Orloj - the Prague Astronomical Clock’, Www.orloj.eu <https://www.orloj.eu/en/astro_cifernik.htm>
] 

In the early 14th century, after the house of Luxembourg came to power in 1310, Prague was considered one of many significant medieval European cities. In 1338, King John of Luxembourg allowed the Old Town, at the time known as the Great Town, to establish its own municipal house, which would serve as a symbol of the town’s autonomy. The house itself together with a tower that would later become the astronomical clocktower, was completed in 1364 during the reign of Charles IV the Holy Roman Emperor, who proclaimed Prague as his royal seat and later began a great number of building projects which transformed the city into the “largest construction site of medieval Europe.”[footnoteRef:13] Prague quadrupled in size during his reign, overtaking medieval cities such as London, Paris, and Florence. Charles IV built the nation’s first university and expanded trade routes. “Tirelessly he sought to transform Bohemia’s undisputed urban hub into an important political, cultural, economic, and religious centre for the entire Holy Roman Empire.”[footnoteRef:14] This expansion drew in scholars, artists, and stonemasons and is often referred to as one of Prague’s Golden Ages.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Marušák, Stanislav. [n.d.]. ‘Pražský Orloj - the Prague Astronomical Clock’, Www.orloj.eu https://www.orloj.eu/en/orloj_historie.htm ]  [14:  Mengel, David. 2010. ‘Emperor Charles IV (1346–1378) as the Architect of Local Religion in Prague’, Austrian History Yearbook (Cambridge University Press) https://doi.org/10.1017/s0067237809990063, pp. 18.]  [15:  Ibid, pp. 19.] 

The astronomical clock was added to the tower of Prague’s Old Town municipal house in 1410, which was during the reign of Wenceslaus, Charles IV’s son. The creation can be attributed to Mikuláš of Kadaň, the imperial clock master of the time, the idea of the astronomical clock is, however, associated with the astronomer Jan Ondřejův also known as Šindel. Šindel was an important European figure, he was one of the most educated people at the time and worked as a vice-chancellor of the Charles University as well as the king’s personal physician.[footnoteRef:16] The most famous person connected to the creation of the clock is Jan Růže, also known as Hanuš. For a long time he was considered to be the designer and the creator of it, especially because of a popularized legend created by a famous storyteller, Alois Jirásek. In the story, after Hanuš allegedly built the astronomical clock he was forcibly blinded, so that he could not recreate it in another location because it would lead to the Prague clocktower becoming less  significant.[footnoteRef:17] Throughout history, the reliance on data measured by astronomical clock ceased to be popular, however, different caretakers of the clock would add on varying artistic elements as well as they would take care of its preservation because of its historical value, such as the puppet show which happens at every full hour. There were slight changes in the attitude of the people towards it throughout the centuries, the clock would either be left forgotten with very few people taking interest in it until the 19th century when a group of Czech intellectuals added new artistic and cultural value to it. Despite everything the municipal house together with the clock tower was hit mere hours before the end of the Second World War. The astronomical clock was rebuilt using the original destroyed pieces in secret because of the negative postwar political climate.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Marušák, Stanislav. [n.d.]. ‘Pražský Orloj - the Prague Astronomical Clock’]  [17:  Went, Alex. 2014. ‘Orloj: Astronomical Clock’, Www.proquest.com https://www.proquest.com/docview/2132226984?accountid=130472, pp. 1.]  [18:  Marušák, Stanislav. [n.d.]. ‘Pražský Orloj - the Prague Astronomical Clock’] 

It becomes clear that Prague’s astronomical clock holds incredible historical value; it has been present in the city during prosperous times, but it also became a witness to battles and wars. For those reasons, it has the capacity to be considered a sacred place. Not only because of its historical value but also because of its connection to astrology which can be in certain cases considered non-secular.
The Astronomical Clock Tower of Prague as a Sacred Place
Evans gives us different possible ways in which an individual can understand what the sacred is, most importantly he gives us an account of these understandings. Thanks to his research it becomes obvious that what one considers to be sacred can be secular to the other.  Religious places would usually be considered sacred by most; however, he also speaks about deep connections that people can feel towards a particular location or ideology. If both of these factors are considered, then it is possible to look at the astronomical clocktower of Prague from two different angles which suggests that it might be considered sacred.
Although it has no connection to any popular religions, it is essentially an astrological tower and if astrology can be considered a religion, then the tower can be considered a religious structure which can be sacred for some. Lilan Laishley states that: “Astrology can be understood as religious in both its principles and practices. A standard definition of religion is used to track astrology’s theoretical, practical, and sociological components.”[footnoteRef:19] This suggests that astrology can indeed be considered to be a religion which has sacred elements within it. Therefore, the astrological tower of Prague might be sacred to people who have a belief in astrology or who practice it in some form, the same way a structure depicting a form of religion would be sacred to its believers.  [19:  Laishley, Lilan. 2007. ‘Astrology as Religion: Theory and Practice’, p. 172.] 

Despite this, I want to argue that the astrological clock tower of Prague was sacred to me and many other Czech people because of its location and importance in our history. It is a place where people used to stop with their families either during specific times of the year or at a specific time to witness the show that happens every full hour. Because of this, I believe it has certain similarities to what Matthew T. Evans describes as the ‘set-apart’ category of the sacred. Although astrology can be considered sacred by some, it is not by everyone. However, even people who do not have a deep relationship with astrology, such as me as a child, would feel connected to this construction. It is also important to mention the research of Lionel Obadia, whose paper suggests that different people with different goals simply perceive certain things differently. 
Considering the way, it is portrayed, that a person either has to have a specific personal connection to the structure or believe in astrology the concept of the astrological clock tower is directly linked to the human mind. Without being a part of a specific belief system or having a special attachment, the construction would most likely not be seen as sacred. However, this cannot be said with certainty about other astronomical clock towers around the world. 
The astronomical clock tower of Prague is a structure with deep meaning and history. Even though it is not connected to any popular religion, it can still hold a special meaning to people who have either an interest in alternative spiritualities which have a belief in astrology or people to whom it holds a special meaning.
My personal relationship with the Astronomical Clocktower in Prague
My personal relationship with the Astronomical Clocktower in Prague has changed throughout the years. In this part of the project, I would like to explore the reasons for why that is. I will focus on the exploration of Simone de Beauvoir’s relationship with religion because I would like to compare it to my personal relationship with the Astronomical Clock. Because of this, this part of the project is also going to mention theories about the evolution of children’s way of thinking. Furthermore, I would like to explore other factors that can change the way sacred places are perceived, such as increased tourism.
Simone de Beauvoir was a French existentialist philosopher and one of the most important figures in terms of feminist philosophy. Although her work as a philosopher often gets overshadowed by her lifelong partner Jean-Paul Sartre and critiqued as nothing but an adaptation of his thought, she has made her own contributions to the field of philosophy and her relationship with Sartre was an equal partnership. Her relationship with religion became one of the main themes of her memoirs and also will be the main topic of this section of the essay. 
In her Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter, de Beauvoir beautifully tells the story of her life and the struggles she faced while trying to figure out herself and her connection to her gender through an existential framework. She begins the book at the moment of her birth, she speaks about her early life and describes her family but also the way the society looked like in her adolescence. It was a world made by men for men even in terms of religion. “Nobody minded if men went to Church or not (Simone’s father was an atheist), but women who did not believe in God were thought of as monsters.”[footnoteRef:20] As an intellectual, she thrived to study and expose harmful ideologies that she even experienced herself. She grew up religiously, but even then, she began to question God’s presence at an early age. De Beauvoir longed to believe in God, and in an attempt to get closer to Him, she turned to prayer and meditation and at the age of twelve even mortifications. But nothing ever happened, every spiritual exercise she practised was a cry to convince herself. Even after thoroughly submerging herself in religious instruction she still was not convinced until she fully accepted that she was an atheist. “I had stopped believing in God when I discovered that God had no influence on my behaviour.”[footnoteRef:21] The realization of her atheism is an incredibly important part of her life journey and something she struggled with for years to come. The way she struggled as a child to accept her own thought process and kept it secret because of shame is an incredible insight into the life of a feminist who grew up during the Victorian era in France. Her beautiful way with words leaves the reader, and especially women, to question their own relationship with God and religion and gives them the opportunity to critically question their surroundings.  [20:  Simone de Beauvoir. 2016. Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (HarperCollins), pp. 7.]  [21:  Bryant, Peter. 2017. Perception and Understanding in Young Children (Routledge), pp. 131.] 

When I was a child, similarly to Beauvoir and her connection to Christianity, I felt a deep connection towards the Astronomical Clocktower of Prague. It held a significant meaning to me because I would go see it with my family during special occasions, and it became a tradition or perhaps even some sort of ritual to watch the show that happens at the full hour when we would visit the Old Square. Therefore, in a sense it became sacred to me, it had a special meaning. However, as I matured and grew, we would visit less, and other things would become more important to me. Today, when I pass by the experience is completely different. It is much more overwhelming because of the number of people trying to catch a glimpse. I believe that my experience has changed because of two reasons; growing up and increased tourism and I will discuss both of them further in this project.
The majority of theories about children’s perception of their environments come from experimental evidence. There are a few theories that incorporate different reasons as to why a child’s perception of the world is different to the one of the adults. H. von Helmholtz argues that the advancement of a child’s perception is dependent on past experiences. Jean Piaget suggests that the reason behind steadily enhanced perception as the child grows is an equally steady pace of learned logical deduction the child learns to use.[footnoteRef:22] It becomes clear that no matter what the reasoning behind a child’s advancement in perception and understanding of their surroundings is, it is a gradual and inevitable process that influences the way people think in their adult years. As children grow out of their fantastical worldviews and become more serious, so does their understanding of the world. Perhaps the fantastical and magical experiences could have been so important to the child that they might have the capacity to be considered sacred, but this can change in adulthood. This implies that sacredness is not only constructed by humans, but it can also be deconstructed by them as their priorities in life change. [22:  Ibid.] 

A person’s perception of surroundings can be changed because the whole culture or society is shifting or because the individual is changing themselves however, it is important to acknowledge possible external factors that might challenge the sacredness of a place such as tourism. There are many ways in which a sacred environment can be disrupted because of external factors. Silvio Ferrari and Andrea Benzo state that: “the topicality of the various issues related to the multiplicity of old and new threats to sacred sites arise from the diverse nature of these threats, as sacred places have increasingly suffered destruction and damage not only in conflict and post-conflict situations but as a result of aggressive commercial development, mass tourism and even incautious archaeological excavations”[footnoteRef:23]  High levels of tourism pose a threat to archaeological investigation of historical sites, this goes especially for ancient historical sites such as Machu Picchu or Petra because the context of the surrounding landscape and the site itself which are being destroyed by the overwhelming number of visitors.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  Ferrari, Silvio, and Andrea Benzo. 2016. Between Cultural Diversity and Common Heritage, pp. 26.]  [24:  Comer, Douglas C., and Willem J. H. Willems. 2012. ‘Tourism and the Archaeological Heritage: Driver to Development or Destruction?’, Openarchive.icomos.org (Paris, France), pp. 506–18 https://openarchive.icomos.org/id/eprint/1208/, pp. 506-7. ] 

Inevitably, there are good sides and bad sides to tourism. On a positive note, tourism is an incredible economic driver. However, there are a number of sociocultural factors that are negative: increased tourism can lead to commercialization of the sacred, it can lead to “overcrowding, bad behaviour on the part of tourists and many residents, increased crime and drug use, prostitution, tourists’ disregard for local customs, tainted place image, and cultural demise.”[footnoteRef:25] There even have been instances where mass tourism has been compared to colonisation because it exploits people and their resources. When it comes to tourism and sacred places, visiting a place because of its religious values has been proven to be a common motive for travel. Attractive spiritual locations are becoming overcrowded and commercialized. The over-commercialization tends to leave the tourists dissatisfied with their spiritual experiences.[footnoteRef:26] There is a fine line between mass tourism and its popularization of sacred religious sites which results in economic empowerment, strengthening, and spread of faith and mass tourism which brings destruction to local environments and spiritual experiences. [25:  Olsen, Daniel H, and Dallen J Timothy. 2021. The Routledge Handbook of Religious and Spiritual Tourism (Routledge), pp. 302.]  [26:  Ibid, 305.] 

The astronomical clock tower in Prague is by no means a great religious site that is facing destruction because of mass tourism. However, as a historically significant place (that can be considered sacred depending on the individual) the increased tourism there can lead to dissatisfied experiences not only for the tourists but also for locals. The experience of the puppet show that happens at every full hour and every moment in between is surrounded by so many people, that it becomes almost impossible to pass through the passage, especially during the summer holidays and advent. This indicates that the experience of each individual there might be affected but it is still up to discussion if this makes the place more or less significant. While it is becoming more and more popular each year, the experience is not the same. 

Conclusion
This essay explored the question of whether a sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. The literature discussed in this project proved that every theorist is entitled to a different opinion about the nature of sacredness as they look at the same phenomenon from different angles. In the case of the astrological clock tower of Prague, the information gathered suggests that the notion of sacredness and sacred spaces can be considered a human construct; it is usually up to an individual and what their beliefs are or how connected they feel to a specific place. 
To further prove that the sacredness of places is a human construct, I related my personal experience of disconnecting from the astrological clocktower of Prague to Simone de Beauvoir’s experience of disconnecting from religion. It still exists there, and some people still might consider it sacred however, I personally do not anymore. Just like de Beauvoir severed her relationship with God. Furthermore, the project also included mention of outside factors that have the capacity to change the atmosphere of the sacred place and therefore also alter the experience the people are looking for, such as tourism.
Because of all the collected evidence, the essay did conclude the essence of sacred places is to a certain extent subjected to human construction as its meaning is capable of being changed by it as well. However, it did not exclude the possible existence of sacred spaces that occur as natural phenomena, the conclusion the essay was based on an individual’s perspective of the sacredness of the astronomical clock tower in Prague which creates a limited environment that does not extend to the judgement of every and all sacred places around the world.





Bibliography
Bryant, Peter. 2017. Perception and Understanding in Young Children (Routledge)
Comer, Douglas C., and Willem J. H. Willems. 2012. ‘Tourism and the Archaeological Heritage: Driver to Development or Destruction?’, Openarchive.icomos.org (Paris, France), pp. 506–18 <https://openarchive.icomos.org/id/eprint/1208/>
Émile Durkheim. 1996. The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, ed. by Karen E Fields (New York: Free)
Evans, Matthew T. 2003. ‘The Sacred: Differentiating, Clarifying and Extending Concepts’, Review of Religious Research, 45.1: 32 <https://doi.org/10.2307/3512498>
Ferrari, Silvio, and Andrea Benzo. 2016. Between Cultural Diversity and Common Heritage (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited) <https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315569109>
Laishley, Lilan. 2007. ‘Astrology as Religion: Theory and Practice’, Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, 1.2 <https://doi.org/10.1558/jsrnc.v1i2.172>
Marušák, Stanislav. [n.d.-a]. ‘Brief History of the Prague Astronomical Clock’, Pražský Orloj - the Prague Astronomical Clock <https://www.orloj.eu/en/orloj_historie.htm>
———. [n.d.-b]. ‘Pražský Orloj - the Prague Astronomical Clock’, The Astronomical Dial <https://www.orloj.eu/en/astro_cifernik.htm>
Mengel, David. 2010. ‘Emperor Charles IV (1346–1378) as the Architect of Local Religion in Prague’, Austrian History Yearbook (Cambridge University Press) <https://doi.org/10.1017/s0067237809990063>
Obadia, Lionel. 2020. ‘Are Himalayan Peaks Sacred?: The Paradoxical and Polylogical Construction of Mountains’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes (Bloomsbury Publishing)
Olsen, Daniel H, and Dallen J Timothy. 2021. The Routledge Handbook of Religious and Spiritual Tourism (Routledge)
Pals, Daniel L. 2006. Eight Theories of Religion (New York, N.Y. ; Oxford: Oxford University Press)
Simone de Beauvoir. 2016. Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter (HarperCollins)
Strenski, Ivan. 2006. Thinking about Religion : A Reader (Malden, Ma: Blackwell Pub)
Went, Alex. 2014. ‘Orloj: Astronomical Clock’, Www.proquest.com <https://www.proquest.com/docview/2132226984?accountid=130472>

2

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





