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Is sacred space a human construct or a natural phenomenon? Discuss this question through a research project with reference to the work of at least three theorists.
Landscape, story and deep time: how do the histories, folktales and physical experience of Ynyslas beach help build understanding of sacred space in relation to natural landscapes in the context of climate change and loss of nature?
1. Introduction 
The aim of this research is to explore the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon, by way of a case study of Ynyslas beach in Mid Wales. Using a phenomenological methodology to build understanding of an embodied experience of the landscape, and combining this with an investigation of narratives and human-made structures associated with the beach, the project explores ways in which Ynyslas may be understood as a sacred place. Drawing on literature from a range of fields, including sacred geography, anthropology, archaeology, history of religion and sociology, it looks at key themes including enchantment, the uncanny, deep time, storied place, and the impact of climate change and biodiversity loss on the sacredness of more-than-human communities of place.
2. Academic rationale
Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum have suggested that landscapes can be understood as holistic places that ‘gather’ topography, geology, flora and fauna, people, relationships, physical materials, stories, and discourses.[footnoteRef:1] The creation of place through the entanglement of these many different threads has been likened by Tim Ingold to a ‘knot’ in a meshwork.[footnoteRef:2] This project explores some of the knotted threads that might contribute to a particular landscape being experienced as sacred. In order to develop a holistic, multilayered understanding of the development of sacred place, Belden C. Lane has suggested that cultural, ontological and phenomenological perspectives should be explored.[footnoteRef:3] In Lane’s definition, the ‘cultural’ viewpoint looks at the social construction of sacredness, exploring ways in which humans attribute meaning to particular locales through narratives and behaviours. In contrast, what Lane calls an ontological perspective looks at the experience of sacred place from ‘within’ a religion, whereby some places may be seen as inherently sacred by believers. Finally, a phenomenological perspective examines the experience of embodied encounters with place, looking at the ‘voice’ of place itself. This multidimensional approach can be used to explore whether sacred place can be understood as a human construct or a natural phenomenon, looking at this question in relation to a particular place that may be experienced by some as sacred. [1:  Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum, Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary. (London: UCL Press, 2017), p.20.]  [2:  Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History (Oxon: Routledge Classics, 2016), p.104.]  [3:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality. Expanded edn (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), p.43-44.] 

3. Methodology 
The research used Ynyslas beach as a case study to explore sacred space in the context of climate change and loss of biodiversity. A phenomenological methodology was combined with research into cultural narratives associated with the beach, aiming to explore both the physical experience of the landscape and the cultural layers that might contribute to the creation of sacred space.
Christopher Tilley's phenomenological approach[footnoteRef:4] was used to explore my personal multisensory responses to the landscape. Tilley emphasised the importance of returning to the same place numerous times to experience the landscape at different times of day and through different weathers, taking field notes of the multisensory interactions with  the landscape. I visited the beach twice over a six week period, remaining there for several hours, experiencing different tides, times of day and weather. Tilley also suggested approaching places from different directions and following various paths of movement through the landscape to see how this alters a place’s character. I therefore entered the beach via different paths and spent time walking a variety of routes through the dunes and on the beach itself. I also drew on my memory of previous visits, recognising that whilst these memories may not be strictly accurate, the feelings evoked by the memories are important contributors to my relationship with Ynyslas.  [4:  Christopher Tilley, ‘Phenomenological Approaches to Landscape Archaeology,’ in B. David and J. Thomas (Eds) Handbook of Landscape Archaeology (Abingdon: Routledge, 2008), pp.271-275, p.274.] 

Accounts of the history, geology and folklore of the area, as well as selected artworks, legal designations and physical structures, were investigated to build understanding of how human narratives and behaviours have helped shape the meaning of Ynyslas. Tilley has argued that these types of narratives constitute a ‘biography’ of place,[footnoteRef:5] whilst Blenden C. Lane has suggested that sacred space is ‘storied place’,[footnoteRef:6] therefore exploring some of the key narratives attached to Ynyslas is crucial for developing insights into how it might be understood as a sacred place. [5:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments, (Oxford, U.K.: Berg, 1994), p.33.]  [6:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p.15.] 

4. Reflexive considerations 
Kim Etherington has highlighted that it is important for researchers to reflect transparently on the impact of their own experiences, cultures and beliefs on their investigations and findings.[footnoteRef:7] Since this project draws on my phenomenological experience, it is important to consider on how my personal circumstances might affect how I encounter and interpret Ynyslas. I am a Scottish woman who has lived in Mid Wales for almost 20 years, and I am a regular visitor to Ynyslas. I have been aware of the richness of the more-than-human nature of the reserve and some of the stories associated with Ynyslas for many years. I recognise much of what Bron Taylor has called ‘Dark Green Religion’[footnoteRef:8] in my relationship with more-than-human nature and my belief in its inherent value or sacredness. Whilst leaning towards what Taylor has described as ‘naturalistic animism’, which he defines as involving the ‘perception that beings or entities in nature have their own integrity, ways of being, personhood, and even intelligence’, without ascribing any kind of supernatural dimension, I also recognise aspects of what he calls ‘Gaian naturalism’ in my response to the mystery, complexity and majesty of life on Earth.[footnoteRef:9] Studying courses in Sacred Geography and Ecology and Spirituality has made me think deeply about relationships within the more-than-human world and my sense of sacred place. How these considerations informed and influenced the research was reflected on throughout. [7:  Kim Etherington, Becoming a Reflexive Researcher: Using Our Selves in Research. (Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2004).]  [8:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).]  [9:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion, p.15-16] 

5. Literature review 
Storied places
Emile Durkheim argued that sacredness is not inherently present in particular places or objects, but is socially and culturally constructed and maintained.[footnoteRef:10] In this view, sacredness is created when something is seen as special by group or culture and is deliberately set apart from the ‘profane’ world, with this specialness then being reinforced over time with stories, rituals and taboos. Whilst there is significant debate over what first creates a feeling of the ‘specialness’ of a place, most authors agree that the narrative layers of meaning added by people and cultures can serve to heighten the sense of the sacredness of particular locales. Lane, for example, has argued that, ‘Above all else, sacred place is “storied place”,’ saying that places becoming more highly valued based on the number or cultural significance of stories attached to them.[footnoteRef:11]  Bernadette Brady has likened place to a ‘dip in a fabric’, with histories, placenames and personal narratives being drawn into this dip through a kind of ‘phenomenological gravity’, increasing the sense of specialness or sacredness and thereby increasing the influence and agency of the place.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Karen Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’ in Durkheim, Emile, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields (New York: Free Press, 1995).]  [11:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p.15.]  [12:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Introduction Part 1 Sacred Geography: Conversations with Place’, in Sacred Geography ed. by Bernadette Brady and Jack Hunter (Ceredigion: Sophia Centre, 2024), pp.1-10, p.5.] 

‘Something sacred shows itself’
What creates the initial ‘dip in the fabric’ is a matter of some debate, and can be explored from different ontological perspectives. While for Durkheim the ‘dip’ is culturally constructed, Mircea Eliade argued that sacred space is created when ‘something sacred shows itself to us’ in what he called a ‘hierophany’: an irruption of the sacred in  otherwise homogenous ‘profane’ space.[footnoteRef:13] Eliade’s concept of hierophany drew on Rudolf Otto’s explorations of ‘the numinous’: human responses of fear and awe when experiencing something ‘wholly other’, perhaps beginning with a feeling that there is something ‘uncanny’ in the landscape.[footnoteRef:14] In this view, a feeling of being in the presence of something mysterious or uncanny might be seen as a manifestation of a transcendental divine, the appearance of which in a particular locale attaches sacredness to that place.  [13:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p.11.]  [14:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p.126, cited in Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality: A Brief Introduction (Ceredigion: Sophia Centre Press, 2023), p.116.] 

However, belief in a supernatural divine presence is not a prerequisite for seeing inherent sacredness in particular places. Bron Taylor[footnoteRef:15] and Kay Milton[footnoteRef:16] have argued that many people within Western cultures[footnoteRef:17] hold the view that nature is inherently sacred, with direct experiences in nature often being the spark that creates this sense of sacredness. Patrick Curry’s definition of the sacred as ‘that which is beyond human control, intrinsically valuable, wondrous and… not for sale’[footnoteRef:18] is useful here. In addition, Gregory E. Kaebnick has argued that, ‘to say that something is sacred is to say that it has intrinsic value’.[footnoteRef:19] In this view, the ‘something sacred’ that shows itself could be understood to be the intrinsic value and wonder of nature itself. Similarly, Jack Hunter has likened Otto’s concept of the ‘implicit meaning’ of place, rendered explicit through human interaction, to  Arne Naess’ (1912-2009) notion of the ‘inherent sacred quality’ of a place in the context of worldviews in which all of nature is considered sacred.[footnoteRef:20] In this view, the sacredness of a place is not necessarily dependent on belief in a supernatural deity, nor is it entirely constructed by humans, but can be co-created by the interaction of the more-than-human community of a place (including humans and other animals, plants, topography, sky, sea, weather), and can be revealed or perceived in moments of observation and participation. [15:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion.]  [16:  Kay Milton, ‘Nature is Already Sacred,’ Environmental Values 8, no. 4 (1999), pp.437–49. ]  [17:  Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn also point out that many Indigenous cultures hold the whole cosmos as sacred, however this essay focuses on Western worldviews, 'Sacred Sites: An Overview - A Report for The Gaia Foundation', Abridged Version (The Gaia Foundation, 2008)..]  [18:  Patrick Curry, Ecological Ethics, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011), p.139.]  [19:  Gregory E. Kaebnick, ‘On the Sanctity of Nature’, Hastings Centre Report, 30:5 (2000), pp.16-23, p.20. Cited in Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.139.]  [20:  Arne Naess, ‘Intrinsic value: Will the defenders of nature please rise’ in Wisdom in the Open Air, ed by P. Reed and D. Rothenberg (Mineapolis: University on Minesota Press, 1993), pp.70-82. Cited in Jack Hunter, ‘Sacred Geography: Conversations with the Other’ in Sacred Geography ed. by Bernadette Brady and Jack Hunter (Ceredigion: Sophia Centre Press, 2024), pp.11-24, p.13.] 

This can also be seen to overlap with explorations of ‘enchantment’, described by Curry as ‘an experience of wonder… [which] can vary in intensity from charm, through delight, to full-blown joy,’ often experienced in nature.[footnoteRef:21] Curry has suggested that the personality of a place can become clear in moments when we are enchanted, when our senses and imaginations are fully engaged with a unique moment in a unique place.[footnoteRef:22] For Anthony Thorley and Celia M. Gunn, the sense of ‘wonder’ and ‘awe’ felt in certain places can be a key aspect in the formation of sacred sites.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Patrick Curry, Enchantment: Wonder in Modern Life (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2019), p.7.]  [22:  Curry, Enchantment, p.125.]  [23:  Anthony Thorley and Celia M Gunn, 'Sacred Sites: An Overview - A Report for The Gaia Foundation', Abridged Version (The Gaia Foundation, 2008), p.7.] 

Agency of place
Linked to the idea of places having inherent meaning is Lane’s argument that place has its own agency – it is not a ‘blank canvas’ upon which human or divine forces inscribe meaning, but has its own ‘voice’, which can be best understood through phenomenological approaches.[footnoteRef:24] Similarly, Tilley argued that places created by people ‘draw on’ qualities of the physical landscape, with story and landscape co-creating each other. [footnoteRef:25] For example, Haussler and Chiai have argued that many of the stories and rituals attached to place are likely to have been inspired by people’s physical experience of the landscape, with stories helping to embed mythical memories of events such as major floods, potentially resulting in particular places or features acquiring sacred status.[footnoteRef:26] This is one of the ways that they see constant dialogue between humans, other-than-human nature and place, with each acting on and shaping the others. [24:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p.41.]  [25:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.26.]  [26:  Ralph Häussler and Gian Franco Chiai, ‘Interpreting sacred landscapes: a cross-cultural approach’ in Ralph Haussler and Gian Franco Chiai, Sacred Landscapes in Antiquity : Creation, Manipulation, Transformation (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2020), pp.1-14, p.3.] 

Loss of nature and sacred place
A number of researchers have explored ways in which climate change and mass extinctions are impacting on relationships within the more-than-human world, including relationships with place. For example, the interactions within the more-than-human community of a place has been described by Deborah Bird Rose as ‘the brilliant shimmer of the biosphere,’ [footnoteRef:27] which she has argued is being lost to mass extinctions. Drawing on an Aboriginal idea of ‘Bir’yun’, Rose describes ‘shimmer’ as a kind of brilliance that helps to draw one into the ‘multispecies connectivity’ of the world. There are clear synergies between this concept and Curry’s explorations of enchantment. Using the example of sunlight glinting on water, Rose says: [27:  Deborah Bird Rose, ‘Shimmer: When all you love is being trashed’, in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet ed. by Anna Tsing and others (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp.G51-63, p.G51.] 

It is a capture that is all over the place: water capturing and reflecting the sun, the sun glinting on the water, the eyes of the beholders captured and enraptured…. It is equally a lure: creatures long to be grabbed, to experience that beauty, that surprise, that gleaming ephemeral moment of capture. [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Rose, ‘Shimmer’, p.G53.] 

Willis Jenkins has argued that it is through these types of multispecies interactions, ‘participating together to realise particular possibilities of a certain land’ that places are made sacred. [footnoteRef:29] Anna Tsing has used the term ‘refugia’ to describe places that create a haven for these multispecies communities in the context of mass extinctions, arguing that these refugia are vital for liveable futures because the diversity of ‘multispecies entanglements’ might ‘resurge’ from places where they have been protected.[footnoteRef:30] Combining the concepts of the shimmer and refugia, we might understand refugia as places where the experience of being part of the shimmer can be felt most strongly, and bringing in Jenkins we might suggest that places may be made more sacred through our participation in the shimmer.  [29:  Willis Jenkins, ‘Sacred Places and Planetary Stresses: Sanctuaries as Laboratories of Religious and Ecological Change,’ Religions 2020, 11, 215, p.10.]  [30:  Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, ‘A Threat to Holocene Resurgence is a Threat to Livability,’ in The Anthropology of Sustainability: Beyond Development And Progress, ed. by Marc Brightman And Jerome Lewis (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), pp.51-65. ] 

The ways in which climate change and biodiversity loss might impact on our experience of certain landscapes as sacred places can be further explored through Elaine Gan et al’s concept of ‘ghosts of the Anthropocene’.[footnoteRef:31] They have argued that landscapes have become eerie and uncanny, haunted by traces of lost multispecies assemblages and by the threat of further loss. Related to this is the potential impact of encounters with ‘deep time’, which can be experienced as eerie and uncanny. Christina Frendengren has explored the ways in which well-preserved crannogs and bog bodies can bring people face-to-face with the distant past, with objects that are ‘out of their own time’ having the power to unsettle, enchant and potentially evoke spiritual experiences. [footnoteRef:32] Frendengren characterises these objects as ‘deep-time hierophanies’, in which the distant past might replace ideas of an otherwordly realm. Similarly, Jonathon Woolley has argued that deep time can be ‘injected’ into our everyday experience through ‘haunting ruptures’, such as encounters with uncanny creatures, which have the potential to provide warnings in ways that enchant the land.[footnoteRef:33] There are obvious links here to Eliade’s concept of hierophany and Otto’s description of the numinous, suggesting that feelings of enchantment, wonder, awe and the sense of the uncanny – possibly rendered more acute by the context of climate change and loss of biodiversity – may have the potential to contribute to the experience of a place as sacred. [31:  Elaine Gan and others, ‘Introduction: Haunted Landscapes of the Anthropocene’, in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet ed. by Anna Tsing and others (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), pp.G1-14, p.G2-3.]  [32:  Christina Fredengren, ‘Unexpected Encounters with Deep Time Enchantment. Bog Bodies, Crannogs and ‘Otherworldly’ sites. The materializing powers of disjunctures in time’, World Archaeology, 48:4 (2018), 482-499, p.497.]  [33:  Jonathan Woolley, ‘Hounded Out of Time: Black Shuck’s Lesson in the Anthropocene,’ Environmental Humanities 1 May 2018; 10 (1), pp.295–309, p.306-7.] 

Knots in the meshwork
Ingold’s metaphor of ‘knots’[footnoteRef:34] is useful for exploring how all these different threads might gather together in a particular locale to create a place rich with meaning and message, which might be experienced by some as a sacred place. The following discussion explores Ynyslas beach in Mid Wales as just such a ‘knotted place’, and attempts to unpick these complex threads to develop understanding of how sacred place might be experienced or created, particularly in the context of climate change and loss of biodiversity. [34:  Tim Ingold, Lines, p.104] 

6. Field work and discussion 
Ynyslas beach
Located at the mouth of the River Dyfi in Mid Wales, Ynyslas has a storm beach and an extensive dune system, and is lived in or frequented by many different species.[footnoteRef:35] At certain times the remains of a 5,000-year-old forest becomes visible on the beach – the traces of a landscape inundated by sea level rise after the end of the last ice age and gradually being made more visible today.[footnoteRef:36] The narratives that people have attached to the beach include placenames, folktales, understandings of geomorphic processes and archaeological remains, historical accounts, and descriptions of the ecosystem. The area is part of the Dyfi National Nature Reserve (DNNR) and the UNESCO Dyfi Biosphere Reserve (UDBR), a place recognised for its environmental and cultural value. [footnoteRef:37] [35:  Natural Resources Wales, ‘Dyfi National Nature Reserve: Reserve Guide,’ (no date). <https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/eaibzvut/dyfi-ynyslas-leaflet.pdf> [accessed 12/12/2025].]  [36:  Dyfed Archaeological Trust, ‘Submerged forests’, (no date) <https://heneb.org.uk/archive/dyfed/lostlandscapes/submergedforests.html> [accessed 12/12/2025]]  [37:  Natural Resources Wales, ‘Dyfi National Nature Reserve’.] 

Refugia 
Ynyslas is described by Natural Resources Wales (NRW) as having an ‘outstanding range of different habitats… which play host to a rich and fascinating wildlife’;[footnoteRef:38] it might be said to exemplify Tsing’s concept of ‘refugia’, where ‘multispecies entanglements’ can continue to thrive, protected from extinction.[footnoteRef:39] If these refugia might be conceptualised as sacred places, as suggested by Jenkins,[footnoteRef:40] then it is useful to look at the factors that have led to Ynyslas becoming such a haven in order to explore the question of whether sacred space is a natural phenomenon or a human construction.   [38:  Natural Resources Wales, ‘Dyfi National Nature Reserve.’]  [39:  Tsing, ‘A Threat to Holocene Resurgence Is a Threat to Livability.’]  [40:  Jenkins, ‘Sacred Places and Planetary Stresses’.] 

From a Durkheimian perspective,[footnoteRef:41] there are several layers of cultural construction that set Ynyslas apart as a refugia – legally, physically and culturally – creating a sense of a special or sacred place separated from the everyday or ‘profane’ world. For example, the designation of the area as a nature reserve creates legal boundaries within which other-than-human nature is protected (Figure 1 shows a map illustrating one of these legal boundaries[footnoteRef:42]). This setting apart is further emphasised by physical structures added to the landscape. In my phenomenological field work, I approached the beach from different directions and encountered a range of ways in which the reserve has been demarcated from the surrounding area, including roads, fencing, paths, a visitor centre, signage and artwork, including a large mosaic highlighting ‘seasonal gems’ to be found in the other-than-human nature of Ynyslas (Figures 2-4) [41:  Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’.]  [42:  Natural Resources Wales, ‘Dyfi NNR Location Map’, <https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/674715/090201020700-dyfinnrlocation_map2.pdf> [accessed 12/12/2025]] 
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Figure 1: DNNR designated as a special place for nature. Red line shows the boundary marked by humans based on topography, habitat and ecology (Source: NRW, Dyfi NNR Location Map).
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Figure 3: Signs mark entry points to the beach and emphasise that this is a special place for nature. (Image by author)
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Figure 2: Main entry to Ynyslas reserve, showing roads, fences, gates, signs and visitor centre building demarcating the space. (Image by author)
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Figure 4: A mosaic at the visitor centre highlights the interconnectedness of the more-than-human nature of Ynyslas. (Image by author).

However, the boundaries are not purely cultural constructions, but also follow the topography of the landscape and gather around an existing more-than-human community. For example dunes systems, sea and bog create natural boundaries, and particular clusters of species lead to legal protections. In my fieldwork, when approaching the beach from different directions, I found that the boundary created by the dunes (Figure 5) gave a strong sense of entering somewhere different, more given over to other-than-human nature than the area outside the reserve. 
[image: A grassy area with a path

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Figure 5: Extensive dune systems create a natural boundary. (Image by author)
The reserve and the refugia it creates could therefore be said to be co-created and co-maintained by the interaction of topography, habitat, more-than-human nature and human interventions, with these many threads adding to the sense of Ynyslas as a special place where other-than-human nature is protected and revered. 
Enchantment and the shimmer
It can also be argued that it is this combination of threads that has allowed Ynyslas to continue to support multispecies entanglements while these are being lost elsewhere, and therefore to continue to offer increasingly rare experiences of what Rose has called ‘the shimmer’[footnoteRef:43] and affordances for enchantment, as described by Curry.[footnoteRef:44] During my field work, I focused on the multisensory experience, as recommended by Tilley, [footnoteRef:45] and at times felt myself becoming part of this multispecies entanglement. When I visited at dusk on a cold dry winter’s day, the sun setting behind low clouds caused the whole sky to become shifting shades of pink, reflecting diffusely across the flat stretch of wet sand and the expanse of sea across Cardigan Bay (Figure 6). Standing on the beach looking west, the whole landscape was wet as the tide receded, causing the multiple reflections and ‘captures’ mentioned by Rose in her description of sun glinting on water. My field notes record this sense of being, in Rose’s words, ‘captured’ or ‘lured’ by the shimmer.[footnoteRef:46] [43:  Rose, ‘Shimmer’.]  [44:  Curry, Enchantment.]  [45:  Tilley, ‘Phenomenological Approaches to Landscape Archaeology’.]  [46:  Rose, ‘Shimmer’, p.G53.] 

I decide it’s time to leave, but find myself continually pulled back by the shifting colours of the sky, its reflection on sea and wet sand making the whole landscape seem lit up, reds deepening as twilight settles. Sky, sea, light, reflection all hold me in place. I cannot leave.
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Figure 6: Sky, sea, sand and ancient peat layers 'capture and enrapture'. (Image by author)
Minutes later, I heard and saw two choughs flying towards me, passing close by at eye level. Choughs are rare, with only 250-350 breeding pairs in Britain,[footnoteRef:47] and I have only seen them twice before. My field notes recorded the ‘physical sense of excitement of unexpected encounter... a moment of connection – surrounded by sky, sea, reflection, blessed by a glimpse of choughs – a feeling of complete joy floods my body.’ Eliade might have called this a hierophany, ‘something sacred’ revealing itself.[footnoteRef:48] For Curry it might be a moment of enchantment[footnoteRef:49] co-created by the interactions of the more-than-human community of Ynyslas. It certainly felt as though this sense of wonder at the brilliance of the world, in this place at this time, added to the specialness, the sacredness, of Ynyslas, as Thorley and Gunn have argued is often the case.[footnoteRef:50] Similarly, my response to the moment resonated with Milton’s suggestion that sacred values can ‘flow’ directly from experience of nature, through emotional responses unfiltered by rational thought.[footnoteRef:51] Hunter has described how these types of experiences can be triggered by features in the landscape, which are transformed through perception into feelings of interconnection and ‘oneness’, with the potential to have a significant impact on those experiencing these moments.[footnoteRef:52] [47:  RSPB, ‘Chough’ (no date) <https://www.rspb.org.uk/birds-and-wildlife/chough> [accessed 12/12/2025].]  [48:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p.11.]  [49:  Curry, Enchantment, p.125]  [50:  Thorley and Gunn, 'Sacred Sites: An Overview’, p.7.]  [51:  Milton, ‘Nature is Already Sacred’, p.442.]  [52:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality: A Brief Introduction (Ceredigion: Sophia Centre Press, 2023), p.60.] 

Sea level and storms
There are also several threads relating to climate change and sea level change that help to shape the meaning of Ynyslas, and the sense of this as a sacred place, through a complex interaction of geomorphic processes and cultural narratives and behaviours. For example, my visits to Ynyslas during the phenomenological field work revealed a landscape shaped by storms. Visiting the day after Storm Bram, there were several signs of the impacts of the storm, including flooded access routes, a car park that had become a lake and shingle pushed far up the beach (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Pebbles cover the sea wall, and the car park (on the left) has become a lake. (Image by author)
My field notes recorded the sense of the power of the sea: ‘The sea is loud, one continuous roar.... Long before I see the beach I am aware of the sea’s presence, of its power and pull on the whole landscape.’ On the storm beach, the sea dominated my senses, with a wall of waves across Cardigan Bay, the unmistakable seaweed smell, the taste of salt. The overwhelming feeling was of a landscape ruled by the sea, and that its power is to be both feared and respected. Otto’s concept of the numinous is helpful in understanding this feeling of awe and fear in the presence of something mysterious or ‘wholly other’.[footnoteRef:53] Whilst for both Otto and Eliade this ‘wholly other’ had a supernatural quality, from a perspective in which nature is inherently sacred, the ‘something sacred’[footnoteRef:54] that shows itself in these moments could be understood as the mystery and power of nature itself. [53:  Otto, The Idea of the Holy.]  [54:  Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, p.11.] 

My phenomenological experience of the beach in the aftermath of Storm Bram clearly evoked a strong sense of the power of nature, which could be said to be a natural phenomenon contributing to the sense of this as a sacred place. However, from a Durkheimian perspective,[footnoteRef:55] human interventions also contribute to this sense of the power of nature in this place. Physical structures, such as sea walls and groynes, combine with layers of narrative from geology, placename, folktales, and warnings of future climate impacts to build a picture of a place physically and culturally shaped by past, present and future climatic change. For example, the name ‘Ynyslas’ translates into English as ‘blue/green island’, immediately suggesting the sense of a place cut-off by the sea.[footnoteRef:56] The most frequently told folktale associated with the area is Cantre'r Gwaelod (the ‘Lowland Hundred’), which tells the story of a rich land that occupied what is now the sea of Cardigan Bay being drowned when a drunken watchman forgot to close the sea gates.[footnoteRef:57] It is said that if you listen closely you can still hear the bells of the lost city ringing out from under the sea. The tale first appears in the ‘Black Book of Carmarthen’, dated to around 1250, although in this version the story was not specifically attached to the Ynyslas area. The drunken watchman is thought to have been added in the 17th century, with this version later being popularised by the Temperance Movement as a warning against drunkenness, illustrating how folklore is often adapted to reflect the morals and values of the age.[footnoteRef:58]  [55:  Fields, ‘Translator’s Introduction’.]  [56:  John S. Mason, The Making of Ynyslas (Word After Word Press, 2019).]  [57:  Mason, The Making of Ynyslas; Russ Williams, Where the Folk: A Welsh Folklore Road Trip (Cardiff: Calon, 2024).]  [58:  Mason, The Making of Ynyslas; Russ Williams, Where the Folk.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk218468806]We can see this same process in action today, as the story of Cantre’r Gwaelod becomes used as an allegory for and warning about present-day climate change. Several popular accounts of the sunken forest and the experience of Ynyslas beach retell this tale, often comparing ‘us’ to the drunken watchman, or framing the story as a warning about ‘our’ recklessness and lack of action on climate change. For example, John S. Mason’s account of the geology and history of Ynyslas, The Making of Ynyslas, asks, ‘Could we be risking Cantre’r Gwaelod 2.0, through our reckless burning of fossil fuels?’[footnoteRef:59] Similarly, a short Dyfi Biosphere video retelling the tale asked: ‘This time, are we the drunken gatekeeper, blind to the consequences of our actions, or inactions?’[footnoteRef:60] Artworks have also added to these cultural layers, with Maen y Clochydd (‘The Bell-Ringer’s Stone’) at Borth[footnoteRef:61] and the ‘Time and Tide’ bell at nearby Aberdyfi[footnoteRef:62] both being inspired by the links between Cantre’r Gwaelod, the sunken forest and present-day climate change (Figures 8 and 9).  Looking to the future, Ynyslas has been identified as one of the areas of Mid Wales most likely to be impacted by increased sea flooding in the coming century.[footnoteRef:63] Time and again, narratives of the area draw on geology, archaeology and folklore to tell a story replete with warnings to pay attention to climate change or lose much that is precious. [59:  Mason, The Making of Ynyslas,.64]  [60:  Dyfi Biosphere, ‘The Welsh Atlantis – Cantre’r Gwaelod: A Wild Welsh Legend’ [video] 24 February 2017. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZpSVPjnCfsU> [accessed 12/12/2025].]  [61:  Ben Dearnley, The Bell Ringer's Stone, Maen y Clochydd [slate sculpture] (2014, seafront, Borth). <https://www.bendearnley.com/the-bell-ringers-stone> [accessed 12/12/2025]]  [62:  Marcus Vergette, Time and Tide: The Aberdyfi Bell [bronze sculpture] (2011, pier, Aberdyfi). <https://www.timeandtidebell.org/> [accessed 12/12/2025]]  [63:  Natural Resources Wales, ‘Flood Risk Management Plan: Mid Wales Place’ (no date) <https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/3hwgt4vp/frmp-cycle-2-place-section-mid.pdf> [accessed 12/12/2025].] 
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Figure 8: Ben Dearnley, Maen y Clochydd / The Bell Ringer's Stone, 2014, slate sculpture, Borth seafront. (Image: Crown Copyright).
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Figure 9: Marcus Vergette, Time and Tide: The Aberdyfi Bell, 2011, bronze sculpture, Aberdyfi pier. (Image: Wikimedia Commons, credit Richard Law, CC BY-SA 2.0).
Can we suggest that the geological, climatic and ecological processes that led to the creation of the beach, the wildlife and the sunken forest created what Brady called the ‘dip in the fabric’, exercising ‘phenomenological gravity’[footnoteRef:64] to pull in more and more layers of meaning relating to climate change? The threads of climate change past, present and future, its effects on the physical landscape, on placename, folktales and scientific narratives seem knotted together in this place, forming a warning. Jenkins has argued that sacralisation is one of the ways that people make sense of rapid changes[footnoteRef:65]  – could the heightened sense of loss and risk felt at Ynyslas, both culturally constructed and co-created by interactions with the physical landscape, add to the sense of this as a sacred place? [64:  Brady, ‘Introduction Part 1 – Sacred Geography’, p.5.]  [65:  Jenkins, ‘Sacred Places and Planetary Stresses’, p.1] 

Encounters with deep time and the ghosts of the Anthropocene
The concepts of ‘deep time’ and the ‘ghosts of the Anthropocene’ are also useful for exploring the impact of climate change and loss of biodiversity on the experience of Ynyslas. When I visited for my fieldwork, the sunken forest was not visible but memories of when I first saw it 20 years ago can be drawn on to help examine its impact on my sense of the sacredness of this place. My memory of my first encounter is of a misty day, with the tree stumps seeming to loom out of the mist. There is an eeriness to it, and the feeling it invokes fits well with Otto’s concept of the numinous – it is uncanny.[footnoteRef:66]  The tree stumps are both long dead and beautifully preserved, in a liminal zone between life and death, and they appear to be ‘growing’ out of the sea and the sand in a place where trees should not be (Figure 10). The liminal space of the beach (neither sea nor land) and the misty weather add to this sense of an uncanny place.  [66:  Otto, The Idea of the Holy, p.126.] 

The forest could also be seen as an example of how encounters with deep time landscapes can ‘haunt’ the present, as suggested by Ginn et al.[footnoteRef:67] When combined with the climate change narratives discussed above, the forest might be seen as an example of Woolley’s ‘haunting ruptures’, encounters with uncanny creatures that can provide warnings and enchant the land.[footnoteRef:68] Similarly, the forest can be understood in the same way as Frendengren’s examples of well-preserved materials ‘out of their own time’ that can unsettle and enchant. Drawing on Frendengren, we might characterise the trees as ‘deep-time hierophanies,’ with the distant past replacing the supernatural realm as the ‘wholly other’ being encountered.[footnoteRef:69]  [67:  Franklin Ginn and others, 'Unexpected encounters with Deep Time', Environmental Humanities, vol. 10, no. 1 (2018), pp.213-225, p.223.]  [68:  Woolley, ‘Hounded Out of Time’, p.306-7.]  [69:  Christina Fredengren, ‘Unexpected Encounters with Deep Time Enchantment’.] 

The layers of peat, visible during my field work (Figure 11), also had something of the uncanny about them – peat does not feel like it belongs in the sea – although this was much less strong a feeling than that evoked by the sunken forest. Human and animal footprints, including a human child, and an auroch skeleton have been found in these peat layers.[footnoteRef:70] My field notes recorded a sense that I was ‘walking on an ancient surface where humans and animals walked 5000 years ago… connecting me to both the past and present of this place.’ The sunken forest, peat, ‘ghostly footprints’ of large herbivores and the remnants of human activity all tell a story of a rich entangled multispecies past, similar to that described by Gan et al as a landscape haunted by lost assemblages.[footnoteRef:71] We might also build on Rose[footnoteRef:72] to frame this as a landscape haunted by the ghost of ‘the shimmer’, with the threat of further loss contributing to the sacralisation of places where we feel the shimmer, and this haunting, most strongly.  [70:  BBC News, ‘Ancient footprints found in peat at Borth beach’, 15 March 2012, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-mid-wales-17353470> [accessed 12/12/2025]]  [71:  Gan and others, ‘Introduction: Haunted Landscapes of the Anthropocene’, p.G4.]  [72:  Rose, ‘Shimmer’.] 

It could be argued that this ‘haunting’ is both a natural phenomenon and a cultural construction. Whilst the physical experience of the forest created an eerie and uncanny feeling, the sense of this being a deep-time landscape was also influenced by human narrative. I would not know about the geological and archaeology of Ynyslas, or the threats to this landscape, without books and websites, and without this understanding the experience of the sunken forest would be very different. For example, in the past sunken forests were often called ‘Noah’s trees’, and were seen by some as proof of Biblical floods, which would have led to a very different experience of this place.[footnoteRef:73] The Cantre’r Gwaelod legend also adds to a sense that this beach, and particularly the sunken forest, exists in mythical time, adding to the feeling of this being an enchanted place. As outlined above, geology, archaeology, folktale and future predictions are often interwoven in cultural constructions of Ynyslas. Thus, it can be argued that folklore and scientific narratives influence the experience and understanding of the past, present and future of this place, helping create the feeling of being haunted by the ghosts of lost multispecies entanglements and stalked by the spectre of future sea level rise. [73:  Dyfed Archaeological Trust, ‘Submerged forests’.] 
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Figure 10: Tree roots, peat, sand and sea in the sunken forest (Image: Wikimedia Commons, credit Eveengland, CC BY-SA 4.0). 
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Figure 11: An ancient surface of peat overlying clay deposits. (Image by author)

7. Final thoughts 
In this discussion, Ynyslas has been conceptualised as a ‘knotted place’ where the threads of topography, geology, climate, more-than-human nature, placename, folktales and physical and legal structures combine to create a landscape that is a haven for more-than-human entanglements, haunted by deep time and potential futures. Drawing on Tsing’s definition of refugia[footnoteRef:74], Rose’s concept of the shimmer[footnoteRef:75] and Curry’s explorations of enchantment,[footnoteRef:76] Ynyslas can be understood as a refugia where Rose’s ‘brilliant shimmer of the biosphere’ can still be experienced, offering affordances for moments of enchantment.  [74:  Tsing, ‘A Threat to Holocene Resurgence Is a Threat to Livability.’]  [75:  Rose, ‘Shimmer’.]  [76:  Curry, Enchantment.] 

Ynyslas has also been explored as a place haunted by the loss of the multispecies entanglements of the past, with the sunken forest, ancient footprints and traces of human and animal activity providing a reminder of the abundant life of ancient landscapes. Through this lens, the ‘shimmer’ experienced today can be understood as only a faint remnant of past riches. The beach is haunted, too, by the spectre of future climate change, which threatens this refugia, just as it threatens so much of more-than-human nature. Perhaps some places have an increased sense of sacredness partly because they haunt us with reminder us of a world that has been, and is being, lost. They are uncanny because they are both familiar and increasingly unfamiliar, places where – as Gan et al have argued – ‘life persists in the shadow of mass death.’[footnoteRef:77] [77:  Gan and others, ‘Introduction: Haunted Landscapes of the Anthropocene,’ p.G8.] 

If places like Ynyslas can offer opportunities to experience moments of awe and  wonder in response to the shimmer of the biosphere and the uncanny experience of deep time, they may have the potential to positively impact human relations with the more-than-human world. Building on understandings of how these types of landscape might come to be experienced as sacred therefore feels both urgent and important. Further research could expand the phenomenological aspect of this study to investigate other people’s experience of Ynyslas through interviews or surveys.
8. Conclusion 
The aim of this research project was to explore the question of whether sacred place is a human construct or a natural phenomenon by looking at the physical embodied experience of Ynyslas and the human narratives and behaviours attached to the beach, particularly in the context of climate change and loss of biodiversity. By combining Tilley’s phenomenological approach with an exploration of cultural narratives, it explored ways in which sacredness might be co-created by the more-than-human community of place, including humans, other animals, plants, topography, sky and weather. The research suggested that placename, folklore, legal designations, physical structures and scientific narratives have all contributed to the cultural construction of Ynyslas as a place set apart from the everyday world, supporting Durkheim’s view of sacredness as culturally constructed. However, my embodied experience of wonder and awe created by interactions within the more-than-human community of topography, geology, sky, sea, plants and animals (described by Rose as ‘the shimmer’) and with the deep past landscape of the sunken forest suggested that sacredness could also be seen as being inherent in this place. Ynyslas can therefore be seen as a place where tangled threads of nature and narrative combine to create a sacred place, redolent with meaning.
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