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The faery tree at the hill of tara is considered to be a sacred space, is it a human construct or a natural phenomenon?
(words 5045)

Introduction

The aim of this paper was to explore whether the faery tree at the Hill of Tara, which is considered to be a sacred space, is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. The exploration was undertaken within a phenomenological and reflexive approach, as the participant used personal diary entries from a trip made in 2012. The faery tree discussed in this paper is at the Hill of Tara in County Meath, Ireland. The Hill of Tara is an ancient ceremonial and burial site; it is part of Irish mythology and was the seat of the High Kings of Ireland, where they were inaugurated. The name itself has many interpretations and meanings; in common Celtic terms it means a sanctuary or sacred space. The hawthorn faery tree can be spotted standing on its own towards the bottom of the hill. While the name, the Hill of Tara, is an indicator the faery tree is placed within the confines of a sacred place; this paper will look deeper into why the faery tree is considered as sacred. Whether the sacredness bestowed upon the faery tree is a human construct, which reflects Emile Durkheim’s ideas on how Australian totemic clans through their rituals and beliefs maintain a social order.[footnoteRef:1] Or alternatively, Mircea Eliade considered sacred space as a natural phenomenon which did not require human interaction.[footnoteRef:2] The discussion considered the findings among the themes of reverence, silence, collective v’s solitude, ritual and enchantment. [1:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans, by Josephy Ward Swain (Great Britain: Amazon), pp.166-181.]  [2:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 1978), p.30.] 




Literature Review

Eliade and Durkheim both claimed there is something unexplainable, that is beyond physical space and human intervention which makes a space sacred. Eliade implied ‘a hierophany, an irruption of the sacred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding cosmic milieu.’[footnoteRef:3] Similarly, Durkheim reasoned ‘since neither man nor nature have of themselves a sacred character, they must get it from another source.’[footnoteRef:4] Therefore, this other ‘source’ mentioned by Durkheim, which Eliade alleged is ‘detaching,’ defines whether a space is sacred or not. Durkheim in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, referred to a sacred space being constructed by humans. Whereas, Eliade in The Sacred and the Profane, referred to sacred space occurring due to a natural phenomenon.  [3:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p.26.]  [4:  Durkheim, Forms, p.36] 


Furthermore, Durkheim’s investigation with totemic clans established sacredness is used to maintain a social order.[footnoteRef:5] This notion has been supported by many academics; Aibek Samakov and Fikret Berkes considered sacred sites ‘have values that derive from the relationship that people have to a particular site.’[footnoteRef:6] Jai Pal Singh and Mumtaz Khan found sacred Hindu cosmology was used to construct social and geographical order to create a harmonious society.[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, supporting the idea that sacred space is created by people by the interaction and intention they place; in turn making sacred space a social construct. Nevertheless, Lucien Levy-Bruhl argued how westerners were unable to understand primitive mystical notions and formed the term ‘prelogical;’ it is beyond scientific rationale but does not make it irrational.[footnoteRef:8] Hence, it is questionable if a lack of understanding of mystical elements is the reason why sacred space is considered as a social construct. Or as Eliade suggested a space is sacred regardless of human interaction, as space is consecrated by the gods, making it a natural phenomenon.[footnoteRef:9]  [5:  Durkheim, Forms, pp.166-181.]  [6:  Aibek Samakov, and Fikret Berkes. ‘Spiritual Commons: Sacred Sites as Core of Community-conserved Areas in Kyrgyzstan,’ International Journal of the Commons. 11, 1 (2017), p.424.            ]  [7:  Jai Pal Singh and Mumtaz Khan, ‘Hindu Cosmology and the Orientation and Segregation of Social Groups in Villages in Northwestern India,’ Geografiska Annaler. Series B, Human Geography, 81, 1 (1999), p.19.]  [8:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1926), p.78.]  [9:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p.30.] 


Moreover, the feelings of enchantment experienced when in a sacred space or during a mystical experience part of a natural phenomenon. Patrick Curry noted ‘enchantment is an experience of wonder’ and you can unexpectedly tip into this other world.[footnoteRef:10] Similarly, John Reader et al considered the enchanted world is of ‘spirits; myths; magical or providential events; external interventions.’[footnoteRef:11] Therefore, Curry and Reader et al alluded to enchantment occurring due to external involvement and other worldly forces and no need for social or human construction; as it happens unexpectedly on its own accordance. However, Jason Josephson-Storm argued modernity is not void of enchantment; establishments have always been magical and enchanting.’[footnoteRef:12] Therefore, Josephson-Storm’s argument supports a sacred space can be a human construct; as enchantment is not only concerning other worldly involvement. Therefore, establishments are constructed by humans and are also enchanting; meaning spaces can also be constructed to become sacred. [10:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment: Wonder in Modern Life (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2019), pp.7 & 22.]  [11:  John Reader et al, ‘Enchantment – Disenchantment-Re-Enchantment: Postdigital Relationships between Science, Philosophy, and Religion’, Postdigital Science and Education (2020).]  [12:  Jason A. Josephson-Storm, The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the Human Sciences (London: The University of Chicago Press, 2017), p.5.] 


Nevertheless, Max Weber argued science, rationality and logic has led to the disenchantment of the world.[footnoteRef:13] Reader et al supported Weber and noted ‘science then disenchants this world with objectivity.’[footnoteRef:14] Plutarch also observed this disenchantment in antiquity, where the younger generation he pointed out were being consumed by ‘the superiority of the scientific method.’ Which in turn was resulting in ‘the beautiful and divine origin’ being disregarded.[footnoteRef:15] However, Levy-Bruhl stated how the natives interacted with their surroundings was something the West could not comprehend because for the natives ‘the individual in the collection and the collective in the individual’[footnoteRef:16] there is no separation of the outer and inner worlds. The natives also used animism to commune with nature, which arguably increased the experience of enchantment. Therefore, disenchantment can result in sacred space not being a natural phenomenon as magic, wonder and awe have been lost. Hence, enchantment of a space requires human construction to make it sacred. [13:  Max Weber, Essays in Sociology, trans. by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), p.350.]  [14:  Reader et al, Enchantment – Disenchantment-Re-Enchantment.]  [15:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), pp.491-493.]  [16:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think (London: George Allen &Unwin Ltd, 1926), p. 96.] 


Furthermore, Serena Roney-Dougal acknowledged the richness in Irish folklore with its stories of fairies and Tuatha de Danaan, who are considered to be divine beings and a part of the various fairy kingdoms.[footnoteRef:17] Faeries can be mischievous especially if you displease them, they will steal from you or play tricks; ‘they are always youthful, frequent sacred sites, are only seen by psychics.’[footnoteRef:18] Gary Varner described superstitions related to faeries and how they were feared in many cultures around the world.[footnoteRef:19] Varner noted various encounters with the faeries; [17:  Serena Roney-Dougal, Where Science and Magic Meet (Dorchester: Green Magic, 2010), p.175.]  [18:  Roney-Dougal, Science and Magic, p.170.]  [19:  Gary R Varner, The Folklore of Faeries, Elves and Little People: A Study in a Cultural Phenomenon (Raleigh: Lulu Press, 2012).] 


‘There was a rustling in the bush all around us as if there were many little things running around, but the sounds weren’t like the animal sounds we knew. All of us knew that we had entered a secret place of the faery. None of us will ever forget that day, and we have never been able to find that place again.’[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Varner, Faeries, p.105.] 


There is a magical element to faeries; Roney-Dougal who stated not everyone can see faeries. However, from the reports Varner accessed there were many sightings and experiences by people other than psychics. These sightings were not necessarily confined to sacred sites, they occurred in unexpected places.

Subsequenty, the Hawthorne trees in Ireland are considered to be sacred and where the faeries reside. The faery tree is deemed to be a portal to the other world; Varner described it as ‘parallel universes occupying the same space and occasionally intersecting in time.’[footnoteRef:21] Christine Zucchelli explained how misfortunes behold those that interfere with the faery trees, even fallen branches are left alone.[footnoteRef:22] Zucchelli commented on the trees sacred nature, they held reverence and had a high status for spiritual reasons. However, in recent times they have become a ‘part of the ‘sacred landscape,’ the significance of the faery trees is no longer fully understood. [footnoteRef:23]   [21:  Varner, Faeries, p.107.]  [22:  Christine Zucchelli, Sacred Trees of Ireland (Cork: The Collins Press, 2016), p.209.]  [23:  Zucchelli, Sacred Trees, p.ix.] 


Furthermore, Zucchelli emphasised on the animistic tradition in Ireland, it was passed down by word of mouth through the generations changing aspects along the way. Animism in Ireland;

‘considers all natural features as spirited conscious beings, or as deities in their own right. Traits of the animistic understanding of nature survive in the folklore of bleeding and crying trees.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Zucchelli, Sacred Trees, p.x.] 


Levy-Bruhl delved into the native animistic approach, which he termed as ‘The Law of Participation.’ Similar to Durkheim’s research on totemic beliefs, Levy-Bruhl found natives considered themselves a part of nature. The mystical representation and interactions with nature was a significant element of their life and consequently these actions either bought good or bad luck.[footnoteRef:25] Likewise, those who visit the faery trees tie a ribbon or relic to the branches and make a wish. The tying of a relic is considered to bring good luck, whereas breaking or taking a faery tree branch is considered to bring bad luck to the recipient. [25:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives.] 


On the other hand, are the superstitions associated with the faery tree merely a myth; do faeries exist, does the tree have a sacredness and if disturbed cause bad luck? Eliade supported the idea of myths being a part of cosmogony; he believed they speak of creation and have a healing quality.[footnoteRef:26] According to Levy-Bruhl ‘there is nothing further to seek when the myth has spoken.’[footnoteRef:27] Both Eliade and Levy-Bruhl supported the notion myths are part of a natural phenomenon, as the myths exist with or without human interaction. Furthermore, Eliade maintained once a myth has been spoken ‘it establishes a truth that is absolute.’[footnoteRef:28] Similarly, Belden Lane in his work on sacred landscapes believed a ‘myth that is understood is no longer a myth.’[footnoteRef:29] Tilley suggested that a landscape can come alive through mythological characters.[footnoteRef:30] There appears to be an agreement between these scholars that myths have reverence and power. Whereby, a sacred space and a myth are interconnected and consequently difficult to know which emerged first.  [26:  Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), p.26.]  [27:  Lucian Levy-Bruhl, The Notebooks on Primitive Mentality, trans. Peter Riviere (San Francisco: Harper And Row, 1975), p.109.]  [28:  Eliade, Sacred, p.95.]  [29:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), p.24.]  [30:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape (Oxford: Berg, 1994), p.24.] 


Furthermore, Lane considered a ‘sacred place ultimately is not chosen, it chooses.’[footnoteRef:31] Likewise Tim Ingold established how Aboriginal cosmology believed ancestors walked the country. Sacred sites were created where they roamed and left their mark.[footnoteRef:32] On the other hand, Durkheim acknowledged totemic clans believed all animate and inanimate objects possess spiritual beings; he resolved the rituals and activities were a way to maintain geographical and social order.[footnoteRef:33] Barbara Bender’s perspectives of landscapes alluded to cultural relativity regarding whether a space is sacred. Bender believed ‘through our embodied understanding, our being-in-the world, who create the categories and the interpretations.[footnoteRef:34] Benders embodied understanding supported the argument that sacred space is a human construct rather then a natural phenomenon. It is the categories and meanings placed on a space by humans that make it sacred. [31:  Lane, Landscapes, p.20. ]  [32:  Tim Ingold, Lines (New York: Routledge Classics, 2016), p.52.]  [33:  Durkheim, Forms, p.166-181.]  [34:  Barbara Bender, ‘Time and Landscape.’ Current Anthropology, vol,43, Supplement (2002), p.104.] 


Nevertheless, contrary to a sacred space being a human construct; Eliade explained how ‘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:35] The experience of hierophany occurs from entering into a sacred space usually unknowingly. Freya Harrild and David Luke cited in their paper on mystical experiences and transpersonal ecopsychology about President Roosevelt’s forestry commissioner Gifford Pinchot’s adamic ecstasy experience. Pinchot experienced a sudden feeling of awe and wonder whilst horse riding in a particular place that led to a change in environmental policy.[footnoteRef:36] Spontaneous mystical experiences that occur in a particular space are considered to be a natural phenomenon which effects a person on a deep level which makes them sacred. Therefore, where a hierophany occurs, that place has an infusion of sacredness and possibly is an otherworldly portal.  [35:  Eliade, Sacred, p.26.]  [36:  Freya Harrild and David Luke, ‘An Evaluation of the Role of Mystical Experiences in Transpersonal Ecopsychology.’ University of Greenwich (2020), pp.4-5.] 


Maurice Merleau-Ponty on his extensive work in Phenomenology of Perception advocated personal experience as ‘an account of space, time and the world we ‘live’ them.’[footnoteRef:37] He believed phenomenology is a direct, lived experience of an object or place. Similarly, Durkheim’s portrayal of a phenomenological experience alluded to a natural phenomenon where ‘a man does not recognise himself; he feels himself transformed and consequently he transforms the environment which surrounds him.’[footnoteRef:38] However, Durkheim explained this experience in a phenomenological respect with an aspect of hierophany; Durkheim concluded the experience leads to a sacred space being constructed by humans as ‘a natural product of social life.’[footnoteRef:39] Whereas, Eliade placed it distinctly as a manifestation of sacredness that is different from the mundane and can be directly experienced even in stones and trees, as a natural phenomenon.[footnoteRef:40] [37:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2013), p.vii.]  [38:  Durkheim, Forms, p.169.]  [39:  Durkheim, Forms, p.169.]  [40:  Eliade, Sacred, p. 11.] 


Methodology

The reflexive ethnography and phenomenological approach will be used to investigate whether the faery tree at the hill of tara which is considered to be a sacred space, a human construct or a natural phenomenon. This will be conducted through the examination of a personal diary kept by the respondent during her trip to Ireland and the Hill of Tara in 2012. Alongside the diary entries personal introspection from the trip will be taken into consideration and reflected in the findings. The trip was part of a Shamanic retreat which the participant had been studying online for a year with this particular group of women; although a few of the women were outside of the course and had joined the trip last minute. It was a two-week retreat visiting sacred sites and conducting rituals which were an extension to what was learnt online. The participant had only met the women online, whereas some of them already knew each other. 

Reflexive ethnography and phenomenology come under the qualitative methods approach. Hennink et al supported the approach as it allows for an in-depth exploration of the topic and ‘explaining people’s beliefs and behaviour.’[footnoteRef:41] It is important to note that this papers findings were based on a past diary kept by the participant; without prior knowledge that it would be used as data. Therefore, reflexivity issues are a little ambiguous as ‘subjective influences to the research process, particularly during data collection and interpretation,’ were not applicable.[footnoteRef:42] At the same time, Hennink et al noted the importance of self-reflection especially since the participant is coming from an emic perspective.[footnoteRef:43] The participant is a part of a Shamanic women’s group; thus the insider perspective is important when interpreting diary entries, as well as taking into consideration the observations made of the group within the sacred space setting. Hennik et al pointed out the importance of how a ‘researcher reflect on their subjectivity,’[footnoteRef:44] as it can influence research findings positively or negatively. A possible reflection may be researcher bias, being part of the research topic in many ways may cause findings to be interpreted to feed a personal narrative. However, the awareness of this can assist in preventing it from happening. Albeit, Charlotte Davies argued, [41:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2020), p.11.]  [42:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research, p.19.]  [43:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research, p.15 & 19.]  [44:  Hennink et al, Qualitative Research, p.19.] 


‘on the other hand, we cannot research something with which we have no contact, from which we are completely isolated. All researchers are to some degree connected to, a part of, the object of their research. And, depending on the extent and nature of these connections, questions arise as to whether the results of research are artefacts of the researcher’s presence and inevitable influence on the research process.’[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Charlotte Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Selves and Others (London: Routledge, 1999), p.3.] 


Therefore, the participant used their own ethnographic experience as part of the inquiry with the multi-layers of reflexivity. Reflexive ethnography is used as an approach not for self-absorption but as a means to ‘inform and change social knowledge.’[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Davies, Reflexive Ethnography, p.184.] 


Merleau-Ponty advocated the phenomenological approach in his book Phenomenology of Perception.[footnoteRef:47] Phenomenology is a qualitative research method associated with existentialism and focuses on a lived experience and subsequently the essence of perception and consciousness. [47:  Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology.] 


‘According to Merleau-Ponty, then, intentionality is not mental representation at all, but skilful bodily responsiveness and spontaneity in direct engagement with the world. To perceive is not to have inner mental states, but to be familiar with, deal with, and find our way around in an environment.’[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology, p.x. ] 


Therefore, experiencing a space is what makes it sacred and a phenomenon; which is why the diary kept by the participant on the trip is important for phenomenology as it reflected on direct engagement of the space being researched. Likewise, Tilley stated that ‘phenomenology involves the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject. It is about the relationship between Being and Being-in-the-world.’ There is also an objectifying of the experience, setting oneself apart and processing through the means of sensory perception. [footnoteRef:49] [49:  Tilley, Landscape, p.12. ] 


Findings and Discussion

Reverence
The participant before going on her trip to the Hill of Tara in Ireland was part of an online Shamanic Apprenticeship. Hence, there was a preparation for the visit already in process and a feeling of veneration taking place. As the participant entered the space there was a feeling of reverence, walking on the land of the ancestors that came before. This reverence was portrayed by her diary entry where she writes ‘we drummed to let in the ancestors and to open up to our deeper selves.’[footnoteRef:50] The drumming that took place to open a sacred space for the ancestors supported Durkheim’s notion of a sacred space being a human construct. Through the drumming the ancestors were being called and the place induced a feeling of reverence due to the physical act of drumming and the intention of taking part in a sacred experience; sacredness was constructed by the group. [50:  Manjinder Dillon, Personal Diary, (2012).] 


On the other hand, the reverence experienced may be due to the myth the space holds, Eliade advocated a myth does not need human interaction. Therefore, with or without the drumming the space the participant and her group entered became sacred due to the power and reverence of the myths and enhanced by the drumming. Lane and Tilley both placed significance on myth and landscapes. Whereby, myth and landscapes are interconnected, and the reverence felt is natural and not to be understood as it may lose its sacredness, leading to the reverence disappearing. Its an essence carried in the space which is to be felt and experienced. Which the participant expressed through the simple adjective of ‘amazing, amazing, amazing!’ throughout her description of the experience.

The respect placed on this sacred space by the participant and her group was outlined in Levy-Bruhl’s suggestions on how the primitive mystical notions are beyond western thought. The drumming to bring in the ancestors who are revered as a tool to go to deeper into one self, as Levy-Bruhl termed may be considered as ‘prelogical.’[footnoteRef:51] This reverence is also experienced by the participant when she first approached the faery tree, she didn’t know the mythology behind the tree but felt naturally drawn to the tree as it stood isolated at the bottom of the hill. Zucchelli explained the sacred nature of hawthorne trees and how they held a high status, reverence and considered a natural phenomenon.  [51:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives, p.78.] 


Silence
As mentioned above the participant felt a reverence entering the space. Moreover, a silence overcame her even before the drumming. The silence experienced can be explained by Eliade’s hierophany, where there is an indescribable irruption of the sacred.[footnoteRef:52] In that moment, the hierophany overwhelmed the participant and she felt a sense of peace and love embrace her, as if she was in a bubble. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological approach described the importance of a direct experience being profound.[footnoteRef:53] Durkheim also alluded to a phenomenological experience creating a change in the person and the place for social reasons.[footnoteRef:54] Merleau-Ponty pointed towards hierophany as a natural phenomenon experienced in a sacred space. Whereas Durkheim believed a transformative phenomenon occurs but its part of human construction. [52:  Eliade, Sacred, p.26.]  [53:  Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology, p.vii.]  [54:  Durkheim, Forms, p.169.] 


Eliade considered hierophany occurs when entering a sacred space unknowingly which makes it a natural phenomenon.[footnoteRef:55] On the contrary, the participant entered the space knowingly as the trip was part of a Shamanic course. Therefore, the unexpected feelings of peace and love are not part of a hierophany or Harrild and Luke’s adamic ecstasy, as the mystical experience was not part of a spontaneous natural phenomenon. As the process for this visit was in place from the year long course the participant was taking part in, which may have induced those feelings.[footnoteRef:56] However, the experience and subsequent feelings cannot be discounted as merely part of a process. [55:  Eliade, Sacred, p.26.]  [56:  Harrild and Luke, Mystical Ecopsychology, pp.4-5.] 


Collective v’s Solitude
Durkheim noted the importance of the totemic tribe being a collective; together they placed importance on what is sacred and in turn maintained a social order.[footnoteRef:57] Similarly, the participant placed importance on being part a Shamanic group that led to a deep connection and a collective intention when visiting the Hill of Tara. Singh and Khan, in their research on Hindu cosmology and geographical order, discovered the importance a collective has on societal order and harmony.[footnoteRef:58] Levy-Bruhl considered the collective in primitive tribes; together they kept the sacredness of space and nature alive and passed it down the generations.[footnoteRef:59] Furthermore, the Faery Tree brings the collective together by tying ribbons and relics, creating a common bond. Zucchelli explained how the Irish placed importance on animism and how you interact with the Faery Tree either brings good or bad luck.[footnoteRef:60] Indicating the sacredness experienced at the Hill of Tara was due to human interaction, connection, and bonding. [57:  Durkheim, Forms, pp.166-181.]  [58:  Singh and Khan, Hindu Cosmology, p.19.]  [59:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives.]  [60:  Zucchelli, Sacred Trees, p.x.] 


On the other hand, as a collective the participant and group came together to experience a sacred space. According to Lane a sacred space is not chosen but chooses itself; the participants profound experiences came when she was on her own, the time and space chose her in solitude.[footnoteRef:61] The moment she saw the Faery Tree it bought about feelings of peace and love. When she walked three times around the ring it led to tears of gratitude. As mentioned above she felt a deep sense of reverence and an omnipresent silence throughout the visit. Therefore, are sacred spaces a place where Ingold suggested the ancestors walked and left their mark or Elide pointed out the space detaches itself from the profane by a hierophany and irruption.[footnoteRef:62] [61:  Lane, Landscapes, p.20.]  [62:  Ingold, Lines, p.52. and Eliade, Sacred, p.26.] 


Rituals
The tying of the ribbon was a special moment for the participant; she believed the faeries would make her wish come true. This ritual was undertaken by most of the group; everyone gave space for each person to have their time with the faery tree. The participant took her time in communicating with the tree and the faeries, it was a sacred and profound moment. Levy-Bruhl described the significance of the law of participation and Durkheim explained how the totemic clans believed they were a part of nature.[footnoteRef:63] When the participant was communicating with the tree and faeries, she too felt one with nature and felt she was a part of something greater.  [63:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives, p.76. and Durkheim, Forms, p.36.] 


Rituals are considered to be a human construct, a way to create order in society. Bender found that humans embody an understanding of the world through their experience and understanding. Therefore, the participant and her Shamanic group categorised and interpreted their space from the background they were coming from. Shamans take part in drumming and communicating with nature and spirit beings as part of their rituals. Therefore, the group already embodied rituals that gave rise to the faery tree being part of a social construct. At the same time the rituals when taking into consideration Eliade’s point of view is enhancing a natural phenomenon that already exists.

Enchantment
The participant explained in her diary how the faery tree called her from afar; she saw it standing on its own in the distance and felt a pull towards it. The participant did not know details of Irish folklore and stories mentioned by Roney-Dougal; she had to ask one of the members of the group why the ribbons were dangling from the tree. [footnoteRef:64] Therefore, according to Patrick Curry the participant may have been experiencing a moment of enchantment; a sense of awe and wonder were drawing her towards the faery tree.[footnoteRef:65] However, Roney-Dougal believed only those with psychic tendencies can see faeries; although Varner noted anyone can encounter faeries unexpectedly and even in non-sacred spaces.[footnoteRef:66] Subsequently, the participant as mentioned by Varner may have experienced an unexpected encounter with the faeries or was being drawn to another worldly portal.[footnoteRef:67] Curry explained that in any given moment you can tip into a state of wonder and the participant appeared to have tipped into enchantment.[footnoteRef:68] According to John Reader et al spirits, myths and magic can open the enchanted world.[footnoteRef:69] Hence, for the participant, the enchanted world may have opened; she wrote of feeling amazed by the beauty of the tree and went towards it to explore further. [64:  Roney-Dougal, Science and Magic, p.175.]  [65:  Curry, Enchantment, p.7.]  [66:  Roney-Dougal, Science and Magic, p.173. Varner, Faeries, pp.105-107.]  [67:  Varner, Faeries, p.107.]  [68:  Curry, Enchantment, p.22.]  [69:  Reader et al, Enchantment – Disenchantment-Re-Enchantment.] 


Similarly, Harrild and Luke investigated adamic ecstasy and mystical experiences as a natural phenomenon that transforms those who go through it.[footnoteRef:70] The participant did not mention the experience at the Hill of Tara with the faery tree as being a mystical experience, but she did speak of it having a profound effect even after the trip it has stayed with her and affected her on a deep level. Furthermore, the participant was able to have a direct experience with the faery tree; which Merleau-Ponty considered in his phenomenological approach as being responsive and spontaneous to perception and consciousness.[footnoteRef:71] Therefore, the profound effect the faery tree had on the participant was only possible by being a part of the natural phenomenon. [70:  Harrild & Luke, Mystical Ecopsychology, pp.4-5.]  [71:  Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology, p.x.] 


Considering Weber’s notion that the world has become more disenchanted due to modernisation; the participant may have been enamoured by being in nature.[footnoteRef:72] The participant at that time was not in touch with her natural surroundings and this was her first experience of being immersed in nature, as the group visited numerous sacred sites. Therefore, Levy-Bruhl mentioned there was a coming in touch with nature and the effects of animism which enhanced wonder and enchantment.[footnoteRef:73] According to Josephson-Storm, the modern world is and has always been enchanted.[footnoteRef:74] He argued there is no difference between the magic of nature and the magic of modern life. Hence, the participants increased sense of enchantment may be a result of many things from her teachings in Shamanism to being in a group participating in a sacred trip. [72:  Weber, Sociology, p.350.]  [73:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives.]  [74:  Josephson-Storm, Myth of Disenchantment.] 


On the other hand, Zucchelli wrote about the sacred nature of faery trees and how they are considered to be a part of the sacred landscape.[footnoteRef:75] Which linked into Levy-Bruhl’s work on the law of participation; the native’s animistic approach to nature enhanced interconnection and in turn increased a sense of enchantment.[footnoteRef:76] Therefore, placing ribbons on the faery tree and making wishes to other worldly spirit beings such as faeries, led to the participant forming a connection with the tree as there was a communication and relationship formed through the interaction of placing a ribbon and making a wish. Hence, as a culture there is an importance and sacredness bestowed upon Hawthorne trees and this may have been influenced the experience of enchantment. [75:  Zucchelli, Sacred Trees, p.ix.]  [76:  Levy-Bruhl, Natives.] 


Conclusion

In conclusion, the aim of this paper was to determine whether the sacred space of the faery tree at the Hill of Tara is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. The framework of the paper was based on Durkheim’s work on totemic clans, which endorsed the view that sacred space is a human construct aimed to maintain social order. Which was supported by Singh and Khan’s research on how Hindu cosmology was used for social and geographical order. On the other hand, Eliade advocated a sacred space is a natural phenomenon regardless of whether someone experiences sacredness or not. Eliade’s viewpoint was aligned with Levy-Bruhl’s discussions on how natives interacted with nature and believed in the animistic approach and saw animate and inanimate objects as sacred. 

Reflexive ethnography and phenomenology were used as a qualitative approach to investigate the research question. These approaches allowed for an in-depth exploration as the primary source was the participants personal diary, which she kept in 2012 whilst on her Shamanic trip to Ireland. Merleau-Ponty and Tilley advocated phenomenology as an important aspect of a lived and direct experience that brings in sensory perception. However, issues with these approaches were noted; the main aspect to consider was researcher bias. The participant was coming from an insider and emic perspective and these aspects could seep into the findings. As a resolution, Hennink et al promoted the importance of self-reflection when interpreting findings.

The participant found the Hill of Tara held a reverence to the space, there were many possibilities for the reverence that was felt. Firstly, the visit was started with drumming by the Shamanic group the participant was a part of. In accordance with Durkheim’s ideas this opened up sacredness by a human act. Whereas, Eliade’s viewpoint would suggest that the myth of the sacred space was being enhanced by the drumming. The myth already exists and will continue to exist with or without human interaction. However, the silence that was experienced by the participant was arguably a natural phenomenon rather constructed. Hierophany, as explained by Eliade occurs unexpectedly and this phenomenological experience which Harrild and Luke noted as adamic ecstasy can profoundly transform a person with everchanging and long-lasting results. The depth of this hierophany has to be a natural phenomenon as it is not possible to construct this experience. 

However, the participant was part of a collective gathering similar to Durkheim’s totemic clan. Therefore, being in a group enhanced the sacredness of the space especially when sharing rituals by placing ribbons on the faery tree which bought the group together. Nevertheless, the participant noted the most profound experience was felt in solitude. The faery tree called her from afar and she was drawn to explore further. The time spent with the tree was entirely on her own, circling the hill was done in solitude too. Hence, the sacredness felt was greater at times of solitude which supports Eliade’s concept of hierophany. Nevertheless, the pull towards the faery tree the participant experienced Curry referred to as being part of a moment of enchantment. Varner considered a faery encounter as an opening of a portal to another world. Reader et al suggested spirits, myths and magic open up the world of enchantment. Therefore, the participant may have been drawn to the faery tree as it is surrounded by myth and magic or as Curry noted enchantment can tip you into a state of wonder at any given time. 

According to Weber the world has become disenchanted, this was portrayed by the participant who was not in touch with nature and may have been enamoured for this reason. However, Josephson-Storm believed the world has always been enchanted even with modernisation, magic still exists. Nevertheless, Zucchelli pointed out the faery tree has been a part of the sacred landscape in Irish folklore which is part of the animistic approach that Levy-Bruhl examined with his work on the natives. Therefore, it is difficult to place whether the sacred space of the faery tree at the Hill of Tara is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. The discussion tends to favour the natural phenomenon notion; even though both concepts appear to have taken part in the participants experience. The faery tree as a sacred space is a human construct as the folklore, myths and construction of it emerges from the Irish community. Likewise, the participant engaged in the space with her Shamanic group and partook in collective rituals. However, with the hierophany and silence felt by the participant supports the notion the faery tree as a sacred is a natural phenomenon especially when the tree pulled her towards it, enchanting her in the process.     
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