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Comments:
This is a well-researched and beautifully narrated academic enquiry into an extremely important topic, namely the continuing engagement with sacred natural space in our contemporary world. Your engagement with primary sources offered a fantastic discussion in your chapter entitled Social construction of sacred landscape, and you make original points throughout by looking at how sacred space is conceptualised through a confluence of understandings and in many different spheres, showing how these are changing in our contemporary world. This is a discussion that makes an original contribution to the subject and I am pleased to be able to award it a distinction. 
The comments that follow are therefore aimed at offering some constructive criticism in your future writing and engagement with this topic, particularly if you wish to prepare an article for publication, which I recommend.  
Your choice of topic is excellent and your rationale in your introduction of your dissertation makes a very good case for your approach. My main criticism is as follows. In Chapter two, which promises to serve as a literature review of previous work, you offer a lot of different theoretical perspectives – this becomes difficult to frame into a clear argument. I would have preferred to see a clear review of the literature first (I go on to explain what I mean by this in case you find this comment confusing!), before you engaged with theoretical models. In other words you need to show how have others scholars and researchers engaged with this topic with reference to a particular landscape? The literature review could have a few sections, and if you need to look at scholarly literature concerned with indigenous religions for example then you review this literature as well. In other words you have to very clearly settle on the key topics and review literature before you look key theory on sacred space, such as Eliade, Durkheim, Throrley and Gunn etc.
You concluded on page 24 that: ‘Previous research at Akiko is limited but for Boucher’s doctoral conclusion that the Chaudière Falls’ spirit of place involved multiculturalism…’ I expect this is why you did not really plan a systematic Literature Review chapter. The fact that there was no literature looking at Akiko means that you then look at what literature is there – such as looking at sacred bodies of water for instance – you simply expand your area; if there is nothing there than you simply look for a related field by further expanding your focus. What other research into sacred sites or engagement with water or landscape is there? That becomes your territory onto which you will dig, unearth any relevant findings and build your foundation. Take for example the following article, titled ‘Ecology and Religion in Karuk Orientations Towards the Land’ in in Harvey, G. (ed.) Indigenous Religions: A Companion, New York: Cassell, pp. 139-151.Here Sean Connors discusses the indivisible link between the Karuk language and the environment (Connors, 2000: pp. 139-151). Connors notices the prominence of the Klamath River in their language and culture and emphasises the need to include place in our scholarly learning of people: ‘the land has shaped Karuk people’s religious traditions even as their religious traditions have oriented the ways in which they, in turn, shaped the Klamath landscape (p.142) – this is an example of reviewing relevant literature in your field of research. You decide of course how you wish to frame this but it is important to do so. A proper look at what literature is there will give you more scope for exploration. As it stands you have an enormous amount of theory, but you say  ‘the objective is to build on the previous finding from Boucher that the spirit of place here is associated with awareness of ‘the other’ and particularized by dwellers historically and culturally’ – you are therefore somewhat limited to the insights of one study. 
In terms of theory you have looked at some very pertinent models and applications and I am fully satisfied with the theoretical models you present, although you can go further and suggest ways in which these models could apply in different ways or be re-examined in the light of your particular investigation.
In your Methodology Chapter you connect some of your theoretical framework – namely Durkheim and Eliade – to your research approach via groups and individuals. You say: ‘The site is examined using the foundational theory where space is set apart and made holy, sacred or divine, by groups of people whose collective repetitious actions keep it separate and distinct, as typified by Durkheim. Next, the characteristics of sacredness from the perception and inner experience of local dwellers are observed using Eliade’s theory that proposed sacred land can be discovered, or revealed.’ This approach is interesting but I am slightly concerned that it sets in opposition the group and individual and their different interactions with the landscape. There is nothing to say the Eliade’s model could not be applied to understanding groups’ interactions with sacred space. Eliade connects his discussion of sacred space with festivities, gatherings and sacred time – so I am simply pointing out that this distinction has the potential of dividing your attention, whereby you will be looking for a particular type of experience when you are investigating groups and individuals. I think you should have gone over your Methodology chapter again in the light of your discussion, some of your aims are not clearly reflected in the analysis chapter.
Your discussion of ‘the social construction of sacred landscape’ is in my opinion the strongest discussion in your thesis and should form the backbone of future investigations. You are here re-applying a particular model to illuminate a different area, this allows you to contribute new insights. I would have liked you to have pulled together these different traits even more. What does this finally mean for the bigger themes evident here: ecology, nature-culture, engagement with sacred space? Is sacred space a site of struggle and contestation? This is what you suggest but would need to spell out more clearly. More space could have been dedicated to the analysis of your primary data. 

 In a nutshell your thesis offers an original discussion for a fascinating topic!
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Comments:

General Impression

This is an original and well researched dissertation. It deals with a topic most relevant to our contemporary culture, that is, does a traditional sacred site (albeit almost lost to view and somewhat inaccessible in a modern urban setting) carry any contemporary cultural awareness or sensibility as continuing to be considered as sacred. Such a study is beset with definitional problems: ideas like sacred, sacred site and frameworks or characteristic factors which might assist academic categorisation. Also, there is a paucity of previous academic literature pursuing these ideas. And, can these theoretical principles of the sacred be harnessed into valid forms for testing and use in questionnaires? Your project has risen to these challenges in a careful and cautious way, and in the context of the limitations of a Dissertation, in a way which essentially has been successful. Also, your methodology and findings suggest that there would be great merit and value in pursuing this subject in a more extended way in the future. For all these reasons I am pleased to award you a distinction mark.

Specific Comments

These are less criticisms than suggestions for improvement for a more extended work or a publication.

Your rationale for deriving the research question and outlining the history and contemporary circumstances of Akiko in the context of key theoretical issues was well presented and argued. It is most impressive that these Falls are found in the centre of the City chosen in 1857 to be the surprise capital of Canada. Their conversion from traditional  people’s spiritual power place to hydroelectric power-station carries the added irony of modernity.

The Literature Review concentrated on the theoretical background and in particular the basic contributions of Durkheim, Eliade and their proponents: Chidester and Linethal and Lane - as these sources were to provide the basic characteristics of sacred place that you wished to test against your data. You could have fleshed out the section on New Animism a little more successfully (see my note on page 18), and discussed more critically the use of Thorley and Gunn’s operational definition. Each of your sections, although brief, properly surveys the wide range of material that your research question raises. Similarly, the historical material about Akiko as a special site is well presented. The opportunity in the future to flesh out the archaeological material in press from Pilon and Boswell seems self-evident. My main concern for any future publication would be a fuller consideration of material related to the Akiko issue. The literature around other waterfalls, their sacred status elsewhere in NA; Algonkin traditions about other sacred places and their contemporary cultural responses. This material would greatly assist placing your micro-case study of Akiko in a wider context.

Your Results chapter is rich in relevant material but raises a number of issues. Firstly, are there better ways of presenting the Akiko material against the characteristics in the Thorley Gunn Definition (see my note on p. 31). Secondly, is it possible to present the 7 factors of Chidester and Linethal’s model in a more precise way which improves accurate matching of Akiko material and therefore enhances a more objective methodological process? In similar vein, attempts at reducing the sense of subjective decision-making with the Lane axioms could also be worthy of examination.

You integrated the personal reflexive (and astrological) material most effectively. Perhaps this could be fleshed out in a fuller account. Similarly, your very small dip into the opinions of ‘dwellers’ is fascinating and calls for some degree of expansion – even if only to enhance the important views of those people who are so deeply affected by the Falls.

Your Discussion examined the strengths and shortcomings of your study showing that you have a good grasp of the limitations of a  research projectof this sort. If you can’t gain actual access to the site (at least until 2017) expectations of hierophanic experience have to be limited! Yet your own powerful reactions are well expressed and discussed.

Your Conclusion nicely expressed your findings and reminded us that Akiko continues to express its sacred presence in contemporary Canada.

Well Done! I look forward to reading this material in a more extended or published format.
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