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Can a motorway flyover be considered a sacred place? 
Word Count: 5,325
Introduction
The aim of this research is to assess whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon, through a phenomenological study of the area beneath a section of motorway flyover, on edge of the town of Taunton, Somerset, in the South West of England. 
This site is not of a type which would generally be regarded as sacred. Lying just north of Junction 25 of the M5, it is, rather, a piece of wasteland, what Berger terms a ‘drosscape’, largely ignored and existing only as a result of the construction of the motorway which passes overhead.[footnoteRef:1] However, the recovery of a fragment of a Bronze Age sword from the riverbank nearby, indicative of a religious offering, suggests that the River Tone at this point may have been considered sacred in the prehistoric past.[footnoteRef:2] Here too, on the evening of 4 November 2011, seven people lost their lives and a further 51 were injured in one of the worst road traffic accidents to have occurred in Britain.[footnoteRef:3] A memorial to the victims is situated a short distance from the flyover. However, whilst the memorial is considered as part of this research, the main the focus of study is the flyover itself, the area directly beneath and adjacent to the crash site.  [1:  Alan Berger, ‘Drosscape in the landscape’, in The Urbanism Reader, ed. by Charles Waldheim (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 197-217.]  [2:  Ronald Hutton, The Pagan Religions Of The Ancient British Isles, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), p.184.]  [3:  Lisa O’Carroll, Seven Dead And 51 Injured In Horrific M5 Crash, The Guardian, 5 November 2011. <https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/nov/05/m5-crash-motorway-pile-up> [accessed 7 January 2022].] 

[bookmark: _Hlk92357541]The flyover stands at the eastern edge of Hankridge Water Park a narrow strip of urban green space which acts as a buffer between the Heron’s Gate business park and the southern bank of the River Tone. It is an area popular with dog-walkers, joggers, and anglers, and provides one of the most direct walking routes from Taunton into the countryside. Forming part of the North Petherton By-Pass section of the M5, the flyover was constructed between May 1973 and November 1975.[footnoteRef:4] As part of the construction, bridges were built over the Taunton-Bridgwater canal, a four-track railway line, a farm access track and the River Tone, which was itself re-cut as part of the construction process.  [4:  The Motorway Archive, M5 North Petherton By-Pass (J24 to J25), <https://web.archive.org/web/20070316122427/http://www.iht.org/motorway/m5edwischeme.htm> [accessed 8 January 2022].] 

Of particular interest are the liminal qualities of the site. Thomasson defines liminality as the sensation of finding oneself at a boundary or ‘in-between’ position; it is ‘the experience of inbetweenness itself’.[footnoteRef:5] Berger developed the term ‘drosscape’, in part to describe the inherent in-between nature of waste landscapes.[footnoteRef:6] In addition, the location of the flyover, at the point at which the M5 crosses the River Tone, marks the eastern edge of urban Taunton. It therefore forms a liminal boundary between the urban and rural, the human and natural worlds.  [5:  Bjørn Thomassen, ‘Thinking with Liminality: To the Boundaries of an Anthropological Concept’, in Breaking Boundaries Book: Varieties of Liminality, ed. by: Agnes Horvath, Bjørn Thomassen and Harald Wydra (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2015), pp. 39-58 (p. 40).]  [6:  Michael Hall, ‘The Ecological And Environmental Significance Of Urban Wastelands And Drosscapes’, in Organising Waste In The City: International Perspectives On Narratives And Practices, ed. by María José Zapata Campos and Michael Hall (Bristol: Policy Press, 2013). pp. 21-39 (p.23).] 

This research explores the liminal qualities of this site in the context of Simmonds-Moore’s work on ‘boundary thinness’ and ‘participatory eco-consciousness’ using a phenomenological approach adopted from Tilley’s studies of landscape.[footnoteRef:7] The findings suggest the area as a place of numerous liminal ‘locales’ which create the possibility for sacred experience. [7:  Christine Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces and Liminal Minds: Boundary Thinness and Participatory Eco-consciousness’, in Greening The Paranormal: Exploring the Ecology of Everyday Experience, ed. by Jack Hunter (August Night Press, 2019).] 


Academic Rationale
For Durkheim, non-physical attributes could only exist as a product of the human mind.[footnoteRef:8] Accordingly, the natural world is in no way inherently sacred and sacred space can exist only as a mental construction projected onto the landscape. In contrast, for Eliade, ‘every sacred space implies a hierophany, an irruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different’.[footnoteRef:9] Eliade understood the location of this hierophany as a point of breakthrough, at which the earth was put in communication either with heaven above, or the underworld below.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Karen E. Fields, ‘Translators Introduction: Religion as an Eminently Social Thing’, in Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life: A New Translation (New York: Free Press, 1995), pp.xvii – lxi, (p. ]  [9:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane (New York: Harcourt, 1987), p. 26.]  [10:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p.36.] 

However, Simmonds-Moore suggests that exceptional or spiritual experiences can be a product of the conscious mind and its environment working together.[footnoteRef:11] She describes a ‘participatory eco-consciousness’ in which human consciousness co-creates its spiritual realities in conversation with the physical and social environment.[footnoteRef:12] This state of consciousness includes [11:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 120.]  [12:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 125.] 


connectivity to unconscious and preconscious aspects of mind, awareness of the body… and interpersonal and extrapersonal connectivity (via increased empathy and compassion).[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 125.] 


Simmonds-Moore further argues that the liminal qualities of both the individual mind and its environment are important factors in the creation of such states of consciousness and the sense of ‘boundary thinness’ at the locations at which they occur.[footnoteRef:14]  There is, therefore, at least some degree of agency given to the location in which these experiences occur. Such thinking, echoes Aristotle’s conviction of the agency of place. As Cassey writes, for Aristotle, place is ‘a unique and nonreducible feature of the physical world, something with its own inherent powers’.[footnoteRef:15] Place became defined as topos, a vessel which imposes its own qualities onto that which it contains.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’.]  [15:  Edward S, Casey, The Fate of Place, a Philosophical History. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), pp. 70-71.]  [16:  Casey, The Fate of Place, p. 51.] 

It is this relationship, between the human mind and its environment that this study seeks to explore in determining whether the space contained beneath the M5 flyover as it crosses the River Tone can be considered sacred and, if so, if its sacredness is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. 

Literature Review
Simmonds-Moore is not alone in exploring the relationship between mind and environment. Husserl’s concept of the life-world addressed the distinction between the materially ‘real’ world and the world as it is perceived, filtered through experiences, personal beliefs, and the senses.[footnoteRef:17]  Tilley advances such thinking, his phenomenological approach emphasising the way in which neutral locations become transformed into places embedded with meaning, which he terms ‘locales’, as people engage with them, creating memories, experiences and stories.[footnoteRef:18] Therefore, just as spaces can be used by different people or groups of people, so numerous locales can be created at the same geographical location. Levy-Bruhl, writes of a ‘mystic symbiosis’ at the heart of his law of participation, which similarly helps to explain why a given object, location or phenomena may be imbued with religious significance for some people but not for others.[footnoteRef:19] Wissers has written of her reliance on metaphor as a means of conveying and helping to understand her own experience of engaging with the sacred, whilst Shaw stresses that ‘we make things holy, by the kind of attention we give them’.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970).]  [18:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p.34.]  [19:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think (Mansfield Centre: Martino Publishing, 2015), p. 376]  [20:  Martin Shaw, Smokehole: Looking To The Wild In The Time Of The Spyglass (London: Chelse Green, 2021), p. 5.] 

Van Gennep identified a class of rituals which translate biological rites of passage into symbolic, cultural rites.[footnoteRef:21] These symbolic rites consist of three stages - separation, transition and incorporation – designed to remove a person from their previous status and enabling them to enter a new one.[footnoteRef:22] During the transitional or 'liminal' phase, the person is ‘on the threshold between two worlds, separated from the past and not yet accepted into the future’.[footnoteRef:23]  Victor Turner subsequently developed this concept of liminality, allowing it to be applied to any ‘betwixt and between’ situation or object.[footnoteRef:24] Thomassen argues that liminality is a concept with which to think,  and which ‘points toward a certain kind of interpretative analysis of events and experiences’.[footnoteRef:25] He observes three distinct dimensions of liminality: subjective experience, ranging from individuals to whole societies; temporal liminality, ranging from moments to epochs; and spatial liminality, ranging from individual thresholds to borders between countries or larger regions.[footnoteRef:26] Endsjo and Nelis, for example, both argue that, for the ancient Greeks, the geographical periphery, was an essentially liminal area.[footnoteRef:27]  [21:  Peter Metcalf and Richard Huntington, Celebrations Of Death: The Anthropology Of Mortuary Ritual (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).]  [22:  Timothy Taylor, The Buried Soul: How Humans Invented Death (London: Fourth Estate, 2003), p.117.]  [23:  Taylor, The Buried Soul, p.117.]  [24:  Thomassen, ‘Thinking with Liminality’, p. 48.]  [25:  Thomassen, ‘Thinking with Liminality’, p. 42.]  [26:  Thomassen, ‘Thinking with Liminality’.]  [27:  Dag Oistein Endsjo, ‘To Lock Up Eleusis: A Question Of Liminal Space’, Numen, 47 (2000), pp. 251-386, (p.351); Damien P. Nelis, ‘Iphias: Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica, 1.311-16’, Classical Quarterly, 41 (1991), pp. 96-105, (p. 99).] 

Berger is credited with developing the term ‘drosscape’ to define areas of economically worthless waste ground which are a product of urban development. Hall is amongst those who have recognised the ecological significance of these economic wastelands as havens of urban biodiversity, a point re-emphasised by Farley and Roberts explorations of English ‘edgelands’.[footnoteRef:28] Lynch has commented on the inherent ‘otherness’ of such landscapes, describing them as ‘places for dreams, for antisocial acts, for exploration and growth’, a view echoed by Fulbright’s interpretation of graffiti art as a ‘ritual transgression’.[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  Hall, ‘The Ecological And Environmental Significance Of Urban Wastelands And Drosscapes’; Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts, Edgelands: Journeys Into England’s True Wilderness (London: Vintage, 2021).]  [29:  Kevin Lynch and Michael Southworth, Wasting Away (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1990), p.153; John Fulbright, ‘Graffiti as Ritual Transgression’, FoundSF, <https://www.foundsf.org/index.php?title=Graffiti_as_Ritual_Transgression> [accessed 7 January 2022]; David Lewis-Williams, The Mind in the Cave: Consciousness and the Origins of Art (London: Thames and Hudson, 2002).] 

Hutton is a leading authority on pre-Christian religious practice in the British Isles, including deposition in water. Similarly, Parker-Pearson is an expert on the anthropological and archaeological significance of memorialising the landscape. 

Methodology
[bookmark: _Hlk92651653]My first visit to the flyover site took place in the summer of 2019 and is described below. Intermittent further visits were made over subsequent months, with more focussed research conducted for the purpose of this study taking place between October and December 2021. An autoethnographic method of research was adopted, utilising a phenomenological approach drawn from Tilley’s studies of landscape. Tilley argues that an understanding of ‘locale’, a place ‘sedimented with human significances’ cannot be achieved remotely, through the study of maps.[footnoteRef:30]  Instead, ‘the experience of place is of fundamental significance’. Of particular relevance is the multi-sensory experience. Tilley adopted the term ‘synaesthesia’ to define a process of bringing multiple senses into play simultaneously, writing that, ‘It is to an understanding of the multi-sensorial dimension of landscape and place, as encountered in the life-paths of individuals, that our analyses need to be directed’.[footnoteRef:31] Tilley also argues for making multiple visits to a locale, approaching from different directions in order to ‘observe in a much more subtle manner the way in which it is related to its physical surroundings’.[footnoteRef:32]  [30:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p,34.]  [31:  Christopher Tilley, The Materiality of Stone: Explorations in Landscape Phenomenology (Oxford: Berg, 2004) p. 16.]  [32:  Tilley, Phenomenology, p,74.] 

Therefore, during the formal research period for this study, multiple visits were made to the flyover site, at varying times of the day and on different days of the week. Written notes and photographs were systematically taken, to record significant observations drawn from these visits. Particular attention was given to noting not just visual stimuli, but also the sensations of sound, touch, smell and even taste (from fruiting plants for example). Attention was also taken to record any emotional responses to the site, with attempts made to account for any external stimuli which might affect these, such as the weather or the degree of traffic noise. 

Reflexive Concerns
During the autumn and winter of 2021, as fieldwork for this project was being undertaken, I was aware of a wider liminal context for the work. The world remained in the grip of the global Covid-19 pandemic, with great uncertainty about the future. At the same time, much of the news media was dominated by the Cop 26 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Glasgow, with great emphasis placed on the conference being ‘the last chance’ to avoid climate catastrophe.[footnoteRef:33] The outcome of the conference was largely derided as a failure – at the very least a disappointment - only adding to the liminal sense of being neither here nor there, separated from the past but with the future very much unknown. The term ‘solastalgia’ has been coined to describe a form of emotional anxiety brought about by negative perceptions of environmental degradation. Given that this study explores an area which, as I argue, embodies this tension between the human and natural worlds, the influence of solastalgia on its findings is difficult to deny, but also, I believe entirely relevant to them.[footnoteRef:34]   [33:  Rachel Amery, ‘COP26: ‘Last chance’ warning as UK climate change chief grilled on oil and gas, flights and rising temperatures’,  The Courier, 16 September 2021, <https://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/politics/scottish-politics/2538890/cop26-last-chance-warning-as-uk-climate-change-chief-grilled-on-oil-and-gas-flights-and-rising-temperatures/> [accessed 7 January 2022].]  [34:  Glenn Albrecht, ‘Solastalgia: The Distress Caused by Environmental Change’, Australasian Psychiatry, 15.1 (2007), pp. S95-S98.] 


Findings
[bookmark: _Hlk92796216]The Memorial 
I first became aware of the site in the summer of 2019. In an effort to get fit, I had recently taken up running and, one Saturday morning, I decided to run east along the southern bank of the River Tone where, according to my map, a public footpath led beyond the M5 motorway and out into the countryside. Jogging eastwards through Hankridge Water Park, I ran straight past an arrangement of wooden benches which, I would later realise, was a memorial to the victims of the M5 crash of 2011.
The memorial takes the form of seven carved benches, each one named for one of the victims of the tragedy, forming a semicircle around a modest split-tree carving (Figure 1).  It was unveiled on the first anniversary of the crash, following a fundraising campaign amongst the local community.[footnoteRef:35] For at least some of the bereaved, the location provides a welcome place for remembrance. Tonia White, whose parents were among those who died, has told the Somerset County Gazette that, ‘I feel a connection down at the memorial... probably because it’s close to where it happened. I don’t feel anything when I go home (to Newport) where we interred the ashes’. [footnoteRef:36] This would imply that the scene of the accident holds an inherent sacredness; that the crash itself may have given rise to an Eliadean hierphony, which marks out the site as sacred. Further to this, Thomassen argues that sudden tragedies can create a sense of liminality.[footnoteRef:37] This can take the form of subjective liminality as the bereaved adjust to a life without their loved ones,  or spatial liminality as the location continues to be associated with the event. Indeed the memorialising of the event might prolong this liminal phase. As Parker Pearson writes, by monumentalising the sites of such events ‘death is engraved on the landscape. It is re-experienced by the living whenever we see (or even think about) the event and its location’.[footnoteRef:38]  [35:  The Times, ‘M5 crash memorial unveiled’, 4 November 2012. < https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/m5-crash-memorial-unveiled-h7897qcmp3w?region=global> [accessed 7 January].]  [36:  Somerset County Gazette, ‘Fourth anniversary of M5 Taunton crash which killed seven - victims' daughter talks to the Gazette’, 4 November 2015, <https://www.somersetcountygazette.co.uk/news/13931165.fourth-anniversary-of-m5-taunton-crash-which-killed-seven-victims-daughter-talks-to-the-gazette/> [accessed 7 January 2022].]  [37:  Thomassen, ‘Thinking with Liminality’, p.50.]  [38:  Mike Parker Pearson, The Archaeology Of Death And Burial (Stroud: The History Press, 2009) p. 193.] 
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Figure 1. Memorial to the victims of the 2011 M5 motorway tragedy.

The Flyover
Despite my knowledge of the crash, I had not been aware of the memorial. As I approached it on that first morning, I did not feel a sudden outpouring of the sacred. On the contrary, I just kept on running, until I came to the flyover itself, around 60 metres further around the river bend. At this point, on the south bank of the river, having already crossed the canal and railway lines, the flyover is making its descent, enclosing an area approximately 35 metres by 20 metres and reaching around 7 metres at its highest point. The river itself is screened from view by a concrete wall, covered in graffiti art, which supports the road as it arches towards the ground (Figure 2). This area beneath the motorway is a largely empty concrete shell, the embodiment of urban waste ground.
It is perhaps surprising then that my initial reaction to encountering the site was something approaching captivation. The most immediately startling impression was the juxtaposition of the urban and the rural. Approached from the west, the structure of the flyover forms a huge concrete frame, and in the early summer morning, the scene which it displayed was one of bucolic idyll, the sun rising in the east over wheat fields, with the medieval village of Ruishton beyond. On that first visit I was reminded of television programmes from my childhood such as The Box of Delights or the Chronicles of Narnia, where the protagonists are able to step through a picture frame and experience the enclosed painting as real.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  The Box of Delights, (London: BBC One Television, 21 November – 24 December 1984); The Chronicles of Narnia, (London: BBC One Television, 13 November 1988 to 23 December 1990).] 

[image: ]
Figure 2. The area beneath the flyover, July 2019.

This had not been intended as the destination of my run. Nevertheless, I stopped to take photos and linger in the space. If Aristotle’s insistence on the agency of place is accepted, this place seemed to be flaunting its ‘inbetweenness’, a liminal area through which one must pass in order to leave the urban and enter the rural.[footnoteRef:40] More than this, I had the sense of being temporarily removed from the concerns of daily life. There was a surprising, almost cathedral-like sense of peace and calm beneath the flyover, despite the traffic roaring overhead. Being early on a weekend morning, the volume of traffic was perhaps less than it would be at other times, but on subsequent visits I have been struck by the relative quiet beneath the bridge, the concrete structure appearing to insulate the traffic noise.  [40:  Casey, The Fate of Place, p.70. ] 


People on the edge
[bookmark: _Hlk90295973]I visited numerous times subsequently; the flyover often becoming the destination for my runs; a place which, once reached, I would begin to explore, often attempting simply to ‘be’, enjoying its meditative quality. However, there are unknown forces at play here, with evidence of rough sleeping, along with alcohol and drug consumption in the form of discarded bottles, cans and empty packets of cigarette papers. All of which create a degree of trepidation when walking beneath the flyover. Perhaps the most obvious example of human activity is the frequently changing gallery of graffiti. The graffiti artist Crayone has described graffiti as a shamanic art, equating it with palaeolithic cave art, which some researchers interpret as spiritual in origin.[footnoteRef:41] For Crayone, ‘shamans were liminal beings who communicated with the gods and creatively transformed social forces through ecstatic ritual trance and symbolic artistic expression’.[footnoteRef:42]  [41:  Fulbright, ‘Graffiti as Ritual Transgression’. ]  [42:  Fulbright, ‘Graffiti as Ritual Transgression’.] 

Lynch has described wastelands as ‘havens of rebellious, marginal, illegal people’.[footnoteRef:43] However, Endsjo argues that in ancient Greece, those people who lived on the geographical periphery of society, ‘living in all respects on the very margins of the human world… were repeatedly said to be closer to the gods’.[footnoteRef:44] These peripheral geographic areas were considered inherently liminal, reflecting ‘a territorial parallel to the intermediate stage of Greek rites of passage’, such as those identified by van Gennep and Turner.[footnoteRef:45] Similarly, Nelis discusses a liminal area between the city and the land beyond, identifying this as ‘the realm of Artemis’, the goddess specifically associated with the transition from youth to maturity.[footnoteRef:46]  [43:  Lynch and Southworth, Wasting Away, p.153.]  [44:  Endsjo, ‘To Lock Up Eleusis’, p.372.]  [45:  Endsjo, ‘To Lock Up Eleusis’, p.351.]  [46:  Nelis, ‘Iphias’, p.99. ] 


A haven for wildlife
As well as providing refuge for humans living on the margins of society, drosscapes have been shown to be havens for wildlife. Haid describes such areas of urban waste, neither wild nor cultivated, as a form of ‘interstitial wilderness with its spontaneous growth of vegetation’.[footnoteRef:47] For Farley and Roberts these unmaintained areas are England’s true wildernesses, allowing nature an unexpected opportunity to thrive.[footnoteRef:48] [47:  Hall, ‘The Ecological And Environmental Significance Of Urban Wastelands And Drosscapes’, p.23.]  [48:  Farley and Roberts, Edgelands, p.26.] 

The water park to the west of the flyover is well-maintained. Indeed, during the course of this research, a substantial amount of tree and shrub clearance has taken place. This has had the effect of making the space more open, brighter and safer, perhaps, for human users of the area. However, it also makes the presence of the business park much more apparent, both visually and audibly, and therefore, less inviting for non-human species. Beyond the flyover to the east is agricultural land, which brings its own disturbances and dangers to wild flora and fauna.
In contrast, wildlife appears to thrive in the area immediately adjacent to the flyover. As Berger has noted, ‘drosscapes have few caretakers, guardians, or spokespersons’,[footnoteRef:49] and this area is less maintained, more overgrown and richer in biodiversity. Bramble thrives and examples of field-maple, lime, holly, elder, and blackthorn are amongst other species present adjacent to the flyover, these in turn supporting a range of insect and bird life. Indeed, one of the most striking features of the flyover is the preponderance of birdsong on either side, loud enough to be heard clearly over the traffic above. The sound-insulating effect of the flyover has already been noted and this may well be another encouragement to wildlife.  [49:  Berger, ‘Drosscape in the landscape’, p.213.] 

The flyover then, acts not only as a haven, but also as a liminal place for nature. Largely ignored by humans, it lies ‘betwixt and between’ two differing anthropocentric landscapes, one providing an area of human leisure and recreation, the other human food supply. 


The River 
On my early visits to the flyover, I avoided venturing beyond the concrete wall which shields the river from the public right of way. To do so, one must walk around the end of the wall, making oneself visible to whoever, or whatever, may be lurking behind. However, on a sunny autumn morning, I eventually found the confidence to explore this area. The sense of trepidation I have felt in the back of my mind when walking beneath the flyover is amplified here, as one moves off the public right of way and around the physical barrier of the wall. Doing so however, the sense of calm that is present beneath the flyover is also amplified.  There is a genuine sense of crossing a threshold into a what could be termed an ‘inner sanctum’. Eliade writes of church architecture that, 

the threshold is the limit, the boundary, the frontier that distinguishes and opposes two worlds – and at the same time the paradoxical place where those worlds communicate, where passage from the profane to the sacred becomes possible.[footnoteRef:50]  [50:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p.25.] 


Looking across the river, the graffiti-covered wall is mirrored on the northern bank. However, the presence of the river softens the impact of the flyover, increasing the sense of the natural meeting the human-made. There is a sense of separateness; on this side of the wall, hidden from the footpath, one is removed from the everyday. Being here requires intent and there is evidence of both human and non-human actors utilising this space. The shallow riverbank is soft and silty; at various times human boot prints have been present, sunk into the silt, accompanied by dog tracks. There have also been fox prints and the prints of both egret and heron, emphasising this area as a place of safety for wildlife. 
Despite the hidden nature of this location, however, there is a tangible sense that one might be being observed, that one’s presence might be uncovered. I am aware that there may be human forces watching, those ‘people on the margins’ perhaps, or local anglers in camouflage gear, out of sight along the riverbank. But the possibility comes to mind that whatever this intangible presence may be, it might not be of natural origin. Having crossed a threshold, I am reminded again of Eliade. ‘Within the sacred precincts, the profane world is transcended… here in the sacred enclosure communication with the gods is made possible’.[footnoteRef:51]   [51:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, pp.25-26.] 

I wanted to try and make some sort of sense of the genius loci of this area, the spirit of place which kept drawing me back. Wissers has written of a childhood experience amongst nature, ‘much like being with and communicating with someone, except that there was no tangible someone.’[footnoteRef:52]  Expressing the difficulty in trying to convey such experiences she argues that ‘people in our culture who had this experience would be forced to make up metaphors’.[footnoteRef:53] Standing beneath the flyover bridge, enjoying the sense of separateness, but at the same time with a lingering concern about who or what might find me here, an image comes to mind of a troll, specifically the troll which lurks beneath a bridge in the children’s fairy tale of The Three Billy Goats Gruff.  [52:  Nancy Wissers, ‘This Moment Returns To Me: Childhood Reverie And A Lenape Idea Of Recruitment By The Earth’, in Greening The Paranormal: Exploring the Ecology of Everyday Experience, ed. by Jack Hunter (August Night Press, 2019), pp. 71-87, (p.75).]  [53:  Wissers, ‘This Moment Returns To Me’, p.76.] 

Pronko describes trolls as a large, powerful, supernatural creatures which ‘represent the invisible, the world of the imagination’.[footnoteRef:54] Attebury identifies two types of troll in traditional literature: [54:  Leonard C. Pronko, ‘Trolls, Trills, and Tofu: Ibsen, Verdi, and Kabuki’, Comparative Drama, 29.3 (1995), pp. 303-318. (p. 308)] 
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Figure 3. Looking north across the River Tone beneath the flyover.

Nordic ogre trolls and Scandinavian humanoid trolls.[footnoteRef:55] The humanoid-trolls live away from human settlements, and emerge only occasionally to cause relatively mild acts of mischief; the ogre trolls, however, serve as ‘an embodiment of maliciousness’.[footnoteRef:56] Ogre-trolls can also be turned to stone if they are caught in sunlight.[footnoteRef:57] Perhaps this is why, in the bright morning sun rising in the east, I am brave enough to venture into the inner sanctum of the flyover, although always with the knowledge that the troll might awaken.    [55:  Jennifer Eastman Attebery, ‘The Trolls of Fiction: Ogres or Warm Fuzzies?’, Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, 7.1 (1996), pp. 61-74.]  [56:  Attebery, ‘The Trolls of Fiction’, p. 63.]  [57:  Attebery, ‘The Trolls of Fiction’, p. 63.] 

Levy-Bruhl argues that in moments of participation, there is a sense of communion with something greater than oneself, and that during such experiences, though the laws of nature are not denied, ‘they are put aside’.[footnoteRef:58] At a moment of participation, [58:  Levy-Bruhl, The Notebooks, p.134.] 


One lives in two worlds without needing to understand either of them, the first, the natural world, is imposed on them, the other, the supernatural world, is revealed to them’.[footnoteRef:59]   [59:  Levy-Bruhl, The Notebooks, p.139.] 


Through such a participatory framework, might the fleeting presence of a troll be construed as something more substantial than a convenient metaphor? For Levy-Bruhl, myths were no less real than history, occurring in a place in time distinct, but not separate, from material reality.[footnoteRef:60] Therefore, he wrote, ‘there is nothing further to seek when the myth as spoken’.[footnoteRef:61] The author Neil Gaiman has used the ogre-troll as a metaphor for loss in the modern world, including environmental loss, and Attebery notes that the actions of trolls can be ‘spurred by human aggression’.[footnoteRef:62] In this context, perhaps the genius loci of the flyover reflects the damage to nature caused by the construction of the motorway, and the recutting of the River Tone to accommodate it.  [60:  Levy-Bruhl, The Notebooks, p.63.]  [61:  Levy-Bruhl, The Notebooks, p.109.]  [62:  Neil Gaiman, Troll Bridge (London: Headline, 2016), Attebery, ‘The Trolls of Fiction’, p. 64.] 

The recovery of a fragment of Bronze Age sword from the riverbank close to the flyover suggests that the River Tone in this area may once have been considered sacred.[footnoteRef:63] Hutton describes the casting of precious objects into rivers and pools as ‘arguably the principal trace of religious activity in the late Bronze Age’ and, in England, the rivers into which such items were deposited were all, like the Tone, major trade routes flowing eastwards.[footnoteRef:64] A religious significance to these finds is inferred from their being deliberately broken prior to deposition, rendering them ‘incapable of further use’.[footnoteRef:65] Interpretations of such activity range from a funerary rite; an offering of plunder to the gods; and even as a response to Bronze Age climate change.[footnoteRef:66]  [63:  Somerset Historic Environment Record, 44228: Bronze Age Sword Find, River Tone, <https://www.somersetheritage.org.uk/record/44228#> [accessed 8 January 2022].]  [64:  Hutton, Pagan Religions, p.184.]  [65:  Hutton, Pagan Religions, p.186.]  [66:  Hutton, Pagan Religions, p.189-190.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk92889933]Whatever the intention behind such activity, the deposition of a sword into the River Tone fits Hutton’s interpretation of a religious offering. Over recent centuries however, the river has been treated with far less respect. The first major recutting of the Tone commenced in 1638, in order to improve the navigation of the river for the movement of coal.[footnoteRef:67] Its course has been altered several times since, most recently as part of the construction of the motorway flyover in the early 1970s.[footnoteRef:68] By way of comparison, in New Zealand in 2017, the Whanganui River became the first river in the world to be granted the same legal rights as humans, the new status meaning the law now sees no distinction between harming the river or harming the Whanganui tribe who claim it as an ancestor.[footnoteRef:69] Harvey relates examples of other tribal cultures undertaking rites and rituals before attempting to make any mark on the natural world.[footnoteRef:70] One assumes such actions were not undertaken by the Taunton navigators or the builders of the M5.   [67:  Somerset Historic Environment Record, 22905: River Tone Navigation, <https://www.somersetheritage.org.uk/record/22905#> [accessed 8 January 2022].]  [68:  The Motorway Archive, M5 North Petherton By-Pass (J24 to J25).]  [69:  Eleanor Ainge Roy, ‘New Zealand River Granted Same Legal Rights As Human Being’, The Guardian, 16 Mar 2017. <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being> [accessed 8 January 2022].]  [70:  Graham Harvey, Animism: Respecting the Living World (London: Hurst, 2017), p.62.] 


Final thoughts
Liminal minds, liminal places
Like Wissers’ childhood experience, my overwhelming sensation when exploring the flyover, amongst seemingly contradictory feelings of peace tinged with unease, is one of unspoken communion with the spirit of the place, and that this spirit in some way represents the uneasy relationship between the human and natural worlds.[footnoteRef:71] Is this sensation the result of an Eliadean hierophony, the result of centuries of violence against nature at this location? Or is it the Durkheimian product of my own mind? Is it possible that deliberately exploring the flyover site in this way actually encourages a sense of the sacred? The mythologist Martin Shaw suggests that we create sacredness in that to which we give our attention, and Levy-Bruhl’s law of participation, would similarly suggest that, through attachment and investment of time, anywhere can become sacred.[footnoteRef:72] Thomassen also writes that liminal experiences can be artificially induced, through rituals.[footnoteRef:73] In this context, my repeated visits and exploration of the flyover site might constitute a form of ritual. If so, this might suggest a Durkheimien understanding of the flyover site, my experiences being, therefore, a human construct. For Simmonds-Moore  [71:  Wissers, ‘This Moment Returns To Me’, p.75.]  [72:  Shaw, Smokehole; Levy-Bruhl, The Notebooks.]  [73:  Thomassen, ‘Thinking with Liminality’, p. 50.] 


liminality can be experienced as psychological sensitivity; a fluidity of thoughts and feelings, a tendency to see agency and causality and a heightened tendency towards experiencing exceptional experiences.[footnoteRef:74]  [74:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 112.] 

 
It can also be experienced as an enhanced recognition or empathy for the plight of another and, Simmonds Moore argues, such insight might also extend to the environment or environmental issues.[footnoteRef:75]  [75:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 117.] 

In the context of the media attention on Cop 26, I found it difficult to avoid feelings of ‘solastalgia’ whilst exploring a landscape which, in many ways embodies the tension between human and nature.[footnoteRef:76]  Thomassen argues that whole societies can experience liminality during crises or the ‘collapse of order’.[footnoteRef:77] In this context, the environmental crisis can be viewed as a liminal time in earth’s history. We are now separated from the certainties of the past while the future remains unknown. It is not unreasonable to suggest that a sense of global liminality, may have influenced my experiences beneath the flyover. I may not have experienced a literal troll beneath the bridge, but it seems to serve as pertinent symbol, for the precariousness and unpredictability of humanity’s current relationship with nature. [76:  Albrecht, ‘Solastalgia’. ]  [77:  Thomassen, ‘Thinking with Liminality’, p.50.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk92375666]However, it does not necessarily follow that these experiences exist only in the mind. Simmonds-Moore writes of numerous ways in which environmental factors can affect conscious perception.[footnoteRef:78] For example, spaces containing living organisms, physical features and still or running water, all of which are present beneath the flyover, are likely to have an influence on the observer.[footnoteRef:79] In particular, Simmonds Moore notes that water-like sounds can create ‘pink noise’ which is recognised as having therapeutic effects on both the human mind and body.[footnoteRef:80] Not only is moving water present beneath the flyover, but the sound of traffic, especially beneath the flyover where it is insulated and softened, may have a similar pink noise effect. Such influences, however, are not limited to physical factors. Spaces may also be considered liminal because people have experienced strong emotional states in the past. Simmonds-Moore writes that ‘the localisation of prior meaning and experience might then become accessible to some (sensitive) observers who are physically present in the same’.[footnoteRef:81] In regards to the flyover site, such an interpretation might be construed as relating to the grief experienced as a result of the 2011 crash; to the environmental damage caused to the site; or even, in some way, to the ritual deposition of a Bronze Age sword. Echoing Levy-Bruhl’s law of participation, Simmonds-Moore describes participatory eco-consciousness as a means by which the mind and location, the liminality of each serving as an influence on the other, combine to create exceptional experiences, which can be interpreted as a sense of the sacred.[footnoteRef:82] [78:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 112.]  [79:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 120.]  [80:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 123.]  [81:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, pp. 120-121.]  [82:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 125.] 


Conclusions
This research aimed to assess whether a piece of urban waste ground beneath a motorway flyover could be considered a sacred space and, if so, whether that sacredness was based on an Eliadean model of hierophany or a Durkheimian understanding of the sacred as a projection of the human mind. Explored through the lens of liminality, using a phenomenological approach, the findings suggest this particular drosscape exists as a palimpsest of co-existing liminal ‘locales’, embedded with meaning for both human and non-human actors. 
According to Thomassen’s framework, the flyover can be viewed as a liminal locale both for the bereaved and for the memory of those who, as a result of the 2011 crash, never reached their intended destination, but whose names are now memorialised at the site. Viewed as a drosscape on the geographical periphery, the site has an inherent liminality, existing on the boundary of the planned and unplanned; the urban and rural; the human and the natural; the managed and the ignored. Those humans who retreat to the site as a refuge from public gaze exist in a tradition of marginal people who, both Endsjo and Nelis argue, have been recognised as liminal beings since the time of ancient Greece. From the point of view of Crayone, the graffiti artists too, engaging in acts of ‘ritual transgression’, have a claim to a tradition of sacred liminality.[footnoteRef:83] And for wildlife, the unmaintained nature of the site provides a liminal haven, in-between two differing anthropocentric landscapes. [83:  Fulbright, ‘Graffiti as Ritual Transgression’.] 

Simmonds-Moore’s study of participatory eco-consciousness suggests that liminal sites have the potential to co-create extraordinary or spiritual experiences.[footnoteRef:84] However, while such thinking can be understood as restoring agency to place, Simmonds-Moore argues that places can only be considered truly liminal if a co-participating consciousness is present.  [84:  Simmonds-Moore, ‘Liminal Spaces’, p. 125.] 

Whereas, the River Tone may have been considered sacred in late prehistory, over the course of the last 400 years it has been periodically re-cut and re-routed, most recently during the construction of the flyover. The Whanganui might understand the River Tone to be wounded at the point of its most recent cut. Perhaps, beneath the M5 flyover on the edge of Taunton, the river is in need of nuturing and healing.  If we accept the agency of place on which Aristotle insisted, perhaps this explains why nature is drawn to this area, and why it stopped me in my tracks on a morning run. Conversely, by repeatedly, even ritually, exploring a place representative of nature’s struggles with humankind, at time when that struggle is creating a liminal moment in time, it is not surprising that my own mind might have been open to co-creating a sense of the sacred at the site, perhaps even building my own peripheral refuge. Therefore, sacred space can be argued to be neither a human construct nor a natural phenomenon, but rather to exist as a co-creation of both. 
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