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Essay based on a supervised research project.

Is sacred space a human construct or a natural phenomenon? 
Word Count: 5132

INTRODUCTION 
The aim of this research is to study whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. This paper will be studying whether people are drawn to a space for it is already sacred, or whether they are drawn to a space because it has been created to be sacred. The chosen space of study for research will be the Grotto built behind Westbury Castle, formerly known as Talacre hall.
Talacre Hall itself was built between 1824-9 by Thomas Jones, architect of Chester, for Sir Edward Mostyn
. It is believed that the Grotto was built as a later addition as it wasn’t shown on the Ordanance survey map until 1899.
 The Grotto is now corroding and a derelict space however it is often soiled with ritualistic symbols, candles and evidence of magical meetings. With so much activity still happening at the old underground building, one must question whether people have made it sacred through repetitive visit and ritual, or whether there was already a paranormal or sacred energy already existing on the land attracting the architect to build the Grotto here in the first place. I am extremely curious to research and discover what the original use for the Grotto was due to the carvings on the walls that may suggest religious or ritualistic use. The garden is covered in old metal grave plaques and I would like to investigate the connections of these to the Grotto itself as the graves suggest a Catholic religious use, however the Grotto has evidence of pagan symbolism.

My aim is to discuss whether this Grotto has been and is still used as a sacred space as a naturally occurring or a human construct, researching through the lens of Durkheim and Eliade’s view’s on sacred space. The French sociologist Émile Durkheim believes that the human experience is a collective conciousness creating things and spaces that then become sacred. Durkheim believes that it is indeed humans who decide what is sacred or profane ‘human beings collectively view themselves, each other and the natural word’ 
 he also believed that sacred space is linked to religion.
 In contrast to this, historian of religion and philosopher Mircea Eliade, argues that a space may be sacred because it was created by a divinity, higher power or an event that made it sacred. To Eliade the space is already sacred and then we enter it. 
 Using both of these theorists I will construct my own research to see which theory relates to my chosen space, I will also be using Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological approach
 to how I experience and research my project.  Edmund Husserl 1859-1938 was German Philosopher and mathematician who believed that humans should experience the world as ‘I’, meaning allowing themselves to fully engage and be present in their research away from scientific facts.
 I am therefore interested in how being present in sensing the surrounding energy can then determine how we experience a space.

METHODOLOGY: 
 
Over the next three months I will be using observational methods, visiting the site regularly, making notes of how the space feels and looks during different times of the day. I will taking Husserl’s phenomenological approach
 to sense a change of energy after seeing any evidence of rituals has been left verses when the space is clear. Whilst visiting the site I will also take photos and recordings of the structure, some of the photos will be included in this paper while the videos will purely be used for my own personal reference as a reminder to myself of how the space looked and energetically felt. My main interest will be in discussing the changes in the energy and atmosphere as well as surroundings, for example the difference between the space being peaceful and left alone, verses the space feeling darker and more paranormal after ritual. To investigate the origins of the site I will be using on-line and library based research. I aim to discover what the space was originally built and used for to distinguish whether it was used as a sacred space for ritual or religious purposes or as an outbuilding, or ornamental building in the garden. I will also use the above method to conclude upon why the space was created and then using the evidence and theorist ideology I will have a clearer understanding of why people feel drawn to it for magic and ritual use today.

 I will rely on books, journals and articles written by and about Durkheim, and Eliade, with my key focus of this research being to discuss whether sacred space is a natural phenomena or human construct. I currently have the understanding about what they consider to be sacred space with Durkheim believing it to be man made there for a human construct,
 and Eliade believing in a greater power that exists therefore meaning sacred space is a natural phenomena. 
 During my research I will be discussing different themes including paranormal phenomenology, which will be evidence of naturally occurring phenomena and paranormal activity if any. I will also study the limestone build itself.

REFLEXIVE CONSIDERATIONS: 
As a practising solitary, secular and eclectic Witch fluent in Welsh, I believe that I may be able to understand any Welsh symbolism or words carved into the building walls. I also may find it easier to link any connections to the druids, Welsh shamanism or the occult having specialised in these areas for many years. As a young, female researcher I will feel safer if I take someone with me to the site when I conduct my observations, however, my concern with this is that it may effect my research. Often when studying energy it is easier to sense how you feel when you are alone, especially with paranormal investigations and so I may not always feel as eerie in the space as I would if I felt comfortable enough to visit the space alone. Should I feel this affects my research then I will ask who ever is accompanying to come with me to the site itself and then step out of the Grotto for a while while I observe the space alone. 

This space has always felt extremely sacred to me, and even though I was never able to visit alone I have always felt a calling to stay, and a longing to be alone when I’m there. It almost feels as though somebody lived there alone, even though the rumoured stories that circulate are that it was built for the Mostyn family as a play house for their daughters, or another story is that it was used by monks . My current understand is that the Grotto was part of the Talacre Hall and Benedict nuns purchased the property off the original owners, so I wonder if they had the Altar space created and used the Grotto. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
Before starting my research and entering the space it is important to discuss any previous studies made on the same or similar subject of interest.

Initially I was unable to discover much information at all about the garden outbuildings of Talacre Hall with no evidence to suggest what it was built or used for.There are several on-line articles replicating information about Talacre Hall itself. However I was unable to find any academic or architectural articles or history about this specific Grotto. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that in 1921 the property was sold to Benedictine nuns who renamed Talacre hall to Talacre Abbey, and they lived there until 1988 leaving the place in very bad condition 
 Talacre Abbey is now known as Westbury Abbey and it is a grade 2 listed Tudor-Gothic building. After further research I discovered some evidence of the Grotto, “Talacre has the remains of extensive early-19th-century pleasure grounds and plantations set in a small landscape park. Terraces behind the house contain an unusual and quite well-preserved artificial rockwork Grotto and a folly tower.” 
 the Grotto not appearing on Ordanance Survey maps until 1899. The architect of the Grotto was Lancelot 'Capability' Brown who was an English gardener, landscape designer and architect active in the 18th century. He was born in 1716 at Kirkharle in Northumberland, England, and had built several garden out buildings for wealthy families.
.
There are a range of blog posts, facebook paranormal investigation groups
 and Youtube videos about Westbury Castle, formerly Talacre Hall and the remains of Grotto. However there aren’t any historical or academic books, journals or reference as to what this particular Grotto was built or used for. The only evidence that has directed me towards finding any information about the Grotto was the following article "Harking back to the Hellenic period of myth — with carvings of a giant cyclops, griffins and death — the Grotto overlooks the coast of North Wales."
 This website article describes shell houses and Grottos. Another journal article suggests that Grottos were often made by folklorists for children ‘at any time when money was short’
. Jackson however, suggests that during ‘the eighteenth century no fashionable estate was considered complete without an artificial Grotto. Wealthy men and women spent fortunes and many years, sometimes decades creating them’.
 

According to many website articles, Grottos and Shell houses were popular forms of entertainment where one could hire a live-in, garden hermit. Gordan Campbell a professor at the University of Leicester, published the book The Hermit in the Garden
, and is one of the only authors to study and publish a book on garden hermits. Bellow, Wonderful Magazine shows a photo of John Bigg, the Dinton Hermit. It is unclear whether he was a hired hermit although many use his image to suggest so, others may argue that he chose to be a hermit living in solitude and was not hired to do so.
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Etching of John Bigg, the Dinton Hermit, by Wilkes. Image source: Wikimedia.
To conclude, there are many sources of information about Talacre Hall but very little on the Grotto, therefore this research project will differ in that the study is not on the Hall but on the playgrounds and the Grotto itself which doesn’t appear to have been researched before. I will continue my research with this in mind that the original use for a Grotto of this size would have been for live in Hermits, thus I will be able to study whether having it built for entertainment purposes is a human construct, or whether the land was always sacred leading to the Grotto being built in the first place.

RESEARCH/ CASE STUDY: 

I have created four reoccurring themes or organize my evidence and research. Each theme will draw me to a conclusion of why and what this space is now used for. After revisiting the property I was able to confirm that the space looked suitable for a live in hermit with there being display rooms downstairs, one single concrete bed, and an upstairs private room where he may have been able to sleep and have alone time.
THEMES:

Paranormal Phenomena: (615)

During my first visit to the location, I was naturally drawn to the limestone carvings on the wall, however, as much as the carvings on the wall appear to be spiritual emblems, spirit animal or symbols, I felt that these had their own theme and so I have decided to discuss these later on in this paper. I reminded myself that I wanted to take a phenomenal approach to my study and truly experience the site in order to see how it felt energetically. The literature articles suggest that the grave stones were of Catholic nuns and so I was intrigued to see if it felt ‘holy’ or at all religious. I stood amongst the graves and it did not feel peaceful, it felt a little unwelcoming.

When I entered the Grotto, I had noticed that the space had been used for ritual within days before I had entered, and there was even evidence of animal sacrifice. There were remains of candles, a saw, some animal bones and a sheep head where the flesh had been pulled away from the skull. Further along inside the cave and there were inverted crosses made from string and wood suggesting possible religious ritual . While the initial reaction of a visitor may be to blame evil worship or satanic ritual, according to Mathews ‘Satanism does not endorse mutilating or sacrificing animals’ and is not evil nor the worship of Satan as a negative entity
. Phenomenology speaking, I didn’t actually feel any negative presence inside the grotto, agreeably it wasn’t pleasant to see the bones and tools however I did not feel threatened by a paranormal presence in any way like I had by the gravestones. I was unsure whether this was because I had someone with me perhaps making the atmosphere less intimidating.

During my second observation at the location, I took a different friend with me. The atmosphere was completely different and uncomfortable.I had told her of a beautiful woodland covered cave but instead we felt a huge surge of negative energy, it was like we weren’t welcome today. I had also taken my dogs with us who refused to enter the caves even though they had been with me several times before, and so I reluctantly went alone feeling like something was going to jump out at me at any time. Interestingly enough, this time there was no evidence of the ritual having taken place before our visit, yet I felt a presence that I hadn’t after the ritual. One may have presumed that I would have felt uncomfortable during the visit when the ritual had taken place but this wasn’t the case.

On my third time visiting the space I heard the laughter and screams of teenagers who scuffle off into the woods. I then began to think about other paranormal connections to this Grotto. Not only is this sacred space evidently used for ritualistic use, or for those wanting a moment of serenity perhaps while walking their dogs, but it seems to be space where teens congregate, looking for a space to hang out whilst scaring themselves and creating ghost stories. This links to Durkheim’s theory that humans are ‘social beings and in a humanly shaped world’ they create the sacred space
 .This would suggest that the teenagers may be creating sacred space through their stories and repeated visits, even if it was for them to have a negative, haunting experience. 

Although Durkheim believes that in order for something to be sacred it has to be religious,
 I would disagree as there are many who are secular, including myself, who work with sacred items and space for ritual and practise. However if the negative energy of a space may emphasised due to story and repeated visit (as proven with the teenagers) then is this humans creating the phenomena? Or would this connect to Eliade, as the space is already haunted or sacred to begin with and then the teenagers are drawn here to experience the fear or the negative spirits. It is also interesting to note how the graveyard of Catholic nuns is now considered scary or haunted, where as it should be a space of peace and rest.

I took several photos of the location and one turned out blurry. On looking at the image again I can’t help but notice what appears to be someone looking out of the window, it looks male almost like he is dressed in druid clothing.
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Image by Cara Braia, 5th November 2021, Talacre Abbey.
I have come to the conclusion that the energy or presence must have already been there and that is what made us feel uncomfortable, especially if this feeling can change as though someone in a bad mood has walked into a room. How is it that on one location on the land it is peaceful and yet on another the energy shifts and feels darker and almost heavier? This space is evidently now used for ritual and magical use and the energy may be made stronger out of fear with the more people who visit and experience it.

Life and Death: 

During every visit along my path to the location there are birds singing, cows in the surrounding fields, beautiful greenery, trees and even woodpeckers. The surrounding land is full of nature, beauty and life. Interestingly the literature speaks all about the history of the land and the surroundings keeping that part of the story alive yet nothing is mentioned of the Grotto and playgrounds almost as though it was left to die with its history. 

As soon as the Grotto is approached I am greeted by death. As I discovered during the literature review, a graveyard with metal plaques reading PAX the kiss of peace,
 scatters the land, and all evidence of life stops. There are no birds around, there are no sounds of nature everything is still. It is also interesting to note that in the literary review Arielle Chapin’s article on live in hermits, not only states that ‘Georgian-era wanted a Druid in their back yard’ linking to Durkheim’s views on religion connecting to the Sacred, 
but also that when he wasn’t available to perform then a moving, automated dummy was put in his place 
 showing that back when the Grotto was in use, life never stopped and yet now it has died with its history.

It seems ironic how there are no sounds of living animals, instead there are bones of animals who have entered the space and are now dead. This sacred ground is almost like a large tomb containing the bodies of the nuns who once entered the space, and the animals alike. Sometimes the space feels wonderful and peaceful, almost like you are waiting to go to heaven, and other times the space feels eerie and unwelcoming as thought I’m awaiting judgement from the carving of Death.
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Photograph by Grindle, Talacre Abbey,  28dayslater.
Human Construct.

The Grotto itself is disguised underground by overgrowing woodland. It isn’t visible from passers by and one would have never even knew of its existence. The space itself is its own hidden secret which links to Eliade who believed that ‘High beings are most secret’
. Jackson’s article in the literary review
 suggested that Grottos were built for wealthy families, this material wealth that went into building the Grottoe would support Durkheim in that the space was made sacred as it was built and created for enchantment.
Technically speaking the building is a human construct that the was built by Lancelot Brown 
 and so it is a man made building created for entertainment purposes supporting Durkheim’s theory on ‘representations collectives’
. As I walked down moss covered stone steps into the darkness I was unsure of what I was actually looking for as I couldn’t see anything without a torch. Different passages and hallways directed me to the light where carvings of animals and gods watched as we passed, as described in one of the literary review papers “Harking back to the Hellenic period of myth — with carvings of a giant cyclops, griffins and death”
. The carvings allow the building to feel alive, linking us to Durkheims belief than anything can be sacred including rocks
. Durkheim would argue that anything can be sacred if the collective agrees it to be so, “a rock, a tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a word anything, can be sacred”
 but for me there seems to be more than an imaginary eeriness to the walls, here they seem to watch over all who enter to protect the space. These photos show how the stairs lead down into the Grotto from above and lead out past a carving of a disfigured dragon bottom right.
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Images by Cara Braia, 20th October 2021, Talacre Abbey.
Solidarity vs Solitary: (361)

There is a conflicting theme of solidarity vs solitude that connects us to the original idea of how sacred space can either be a natural occurrence or a human phenomena as Durkheim would believe it would be through ‘Solidarizing force’
 and Eliade would believe that the sacred already exists regardless of the amount of people experiencing it. Referring back to the literary review Campbell writes in his book how ‘the figure of the hermit as an embodiment of the ideas of solitary retirement and pleasing melancholy’
 entertains for a living. According to Fizel a hermit was a religious or spiritual man which would link to Durkheim who believes that something sacred would be relgiion.
 It is ironic how a live in hermit or druid would live alone in solitude being watched by others in solidarity for joint entertainment. His loneliness added to the enchantment, as Campbell also speculates how an automanton, this being an automated moving doll would have been used in place of the hermit whenever he wasn’t available even though guests were not as interested in this as they were watching a real person. 

On my first ever visit to the site before I had began this research I had asked my father to blindfold me so that I was able to have a sense of the surrounding and energy. During this first visit I remember feeling disappointed as he had built it up to be a spooky, haunted underground gave where he had come across bones form a satanic ritual and so on this day I had expected to feel a negative presence. Instead I did not, in fact I didn’t sense anything other than it felt like only one person had occupied the space, it felt lonely. After this experience I was determined to find out the history behind the build and so it became my chosen research project. Through my research I am now satisfied with the conclusion that the Grotto was built for the live in hermit that the family had employed to keep their daughters and guests entertained. Originally I thought of the hermit idea as being cruel however they were paid to act so it may have been like theatre work for them.

Final thoughts:

My physical observations of the Grotto was a magical and surreal experience. There is a sense of loneliness and yet ironically a sense of feeling watched at the same time at this location. The carvings in the stone feel like they are watching you which should give a sense of company as they feel alive, however it gives a sense that you are alone being watched in solitude which connects to the idea that the Hermit was alone and being watched. Phenomenology speaking
, Rudolph Otto speaks about the ‘wholly other’ as a feeling where something isn’t right and a ghostly presence is felt.  
Tiley would agree that we feel space and presence through our physical bodies
. I certainly can relate to both theorists in feeling this uncomfortable energy.
Through using phenomenological methods I was able to supported my initial feeling that only one person had been present and living in the live in dolls house. The photos, visits to the location and videos helped me to physically witness how the site looked and may have previously looked.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this project was to research whether sacred space already exists as a natural phenomena or if it is created from a human construct. With the live in hermit being the cause for such space to have been constructed one may agree with Durkheim that this space was made sacred as it was created for magic, entertainment and therefore is a human construct for humans to enjoy collectively. I would agree with Durkheim that the space was created to be sacred however, I would also agree with Eliade that people are repeatedly drawn to the land and the space because it is a naturally occurring phenomena.

One cannot deny that the land would have been used as a grave yard regardless of the Grotto being built, and so there may be something drawing us to use the land for sacred and religious practise. This land still today attracts people for ritual and worship supporting Eliade’s belief that space is already sacred and then we enter it
, perhaps Lancelot was also called to use this plot of land for the Grotto as it was always destined to be a space for divinity. 

To put this research into perspective, I visited the site, took photographic and video evidence for reference and observational study, I also researched online and library content. Using the phenomenological approach during my visits to the location was the most impacting part of the project helping me to form my conclusion. When taking a phenomenological approach it was interesting to experience the feeling of being present in the space, verses looking behind the camera or viewing it from a photo where the feeling was lost. This supports Edmund Husserl’s view on how humans don’t experience life the same through constant facts, science and in this case technology.

In essence, the land was purchased as part of the Talacre estate and this land was then built upon for entertainment and social gathering. The Grotto contained a live in garden hermit who would keep the magic alive. Once the estate was sold, Talacre Hall was turned into Talacre Abbey where the nuns used the church and so the Grottoe became derelict and a hidden gem. The nuns then used the playground as their own sacred space by converting the land into a burial. The graves still exist to today and the Abbey is now Westbury Castle shortly after the nuns left the property. The Castle is now used as a wedding venue and hotel with no connection to the Grotto, however people still visit the playground grotto for their own reasons be this for ritual, a peaceful walk or to meet friends. My conclusion is that this land is sacred, Lancelot could have chosen to built on any other plot of land, instead he chose an awkward plot of land leaning off a hill that isn’t close to the manor house at all. 

       Durkheim would argue that ‘a collective congregates.. around a common conception of what is sacred.’
 that being a church or some place of worship, this place however has many different meanings and uses depending on who it is that visits the space. Eliade states that ‘A thing has an “origin” because it was created, that is, because a power clearly manifested itself in the World, an even took place. In short, the origin of a thing accounts for its creation’ 
. I believe, the architect Lancelot chose this land because he was called to do so.
   The evidence and the history suggests that both theorists are correct as sacred space can be both a natural phenomena and a human construct. Whether it be sacred before during or after the event the space could have been, is and will be still sacred. It was created as a way to make the gardens more enchanted and magical and now people are still at the location practising magic there. The limestone cave and carvings still feel as though they hold the experiences and emotions from all who have experienced it since it was built in the 19th century, but the land itself where the stone was placed and carved from, feels like it was sacred all along.
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