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Sacred Geography 

Sacred Geography emerged into Western academic thought as earlier as 1935 
when Rene Guenon, French esotericist used the term, possible for the first 
time, when writing about the Glastonbury, UK, landscape.  

See Guenon’s paper, ‘The Land of the Sun’ 
http://www.studiesincomparativereligion.com/Public/articles/The_Land_of_th
e_Sun-by_Ren%C3%A9_Gu%C3%A9non.aspx

The notion of Sacred Geography emerged from the recent advent of aviation 
and the ability to view sites from the air. His worked tended to be focused on 
the geometry of sacred cities, which we will deal with in Week 8. 

Guenon’s work also fueled geopolitical ideas which considers the tension 
between east and west as a struggle for the expansion of a sacred landscape.  

http://www.studiesincomparativereligion.com/Public/articles/The_Land_of_the_Sun-by_Ren%C3%A9_Gu%C3%A9non.aspx


In 1939 Josef Heinsch, a German town 
planner, wrote a paper on the value to 
modern town planning of fitting in 
with alignments of ancient sites. His 
followers became known as the 
‘Straight Track Club’.

You can read his paper here:

https://www.cantab.net/users/michael
.behrend/repubs/ggw/heinsch_gvkg/p
ages/gvkg_en.html

Heinsch: “Basic plan of the holy hill / solar site orientation”

https://www.cantab.net/users/michael.behrend/repubs/ggw/heinsch_gvkg/pages/gvkg_en.html


Rene Guenon used the term sacred geography to 
describe a landscape that has been enhanced in 
some way (possibly even with earth works) but 
which also contained religious structures – thus a 
landscape made or enhanced by humans. 

Josef Heinsch held similar views and suggested 
that a landscape could be viewed as an example 
of sacred geography when it allowed a structure 
to ‘draw in’ sacredness through aligning itself 
with either ancient sites or natural (solar) sky 
phenomena.  Thus a landscape magnified or 
enhanced by human activity. 

These two early definitions or 
uses of Sacred Geography 

Karnak Temple, Luxor Egypt is aligned to the 
winter solstice sun rise and thus fits into both 
Guenon and Heinsch idea of sacred geography 



Johann Wolfgang Goethe wrote:

‘ The human being only knows herself as far as she knows the 
world, which she only becomes aware of in herself, and only in 
the world she becomes aware of herself.’  

Sigurd Bergman in the introduction to Nature, Space and the 
Sacred , comments that Goethe rejected the classical imperative 
‘Know yourself!’ Goethe considered it a piece of occult cunning 
designed to confuse people and to delude them with a false 
introspectiveness leading their senses away from the 
environment. 

Bergman’s introduction can be found in Google Books
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=ei5-
K9p1p4UC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false

Johann Wolfgang 
Goethe 1749-1832



The study of Sacred Geography, in this module, is considered the 
pursuit of the acknowledgment of Place in the cultural identity and 
personal definition of the individual. 

• To do this we challenge ideas of the neutrality of Place and 
explore the potential of a landscape, or Place, to hold agency.

• We consider the questions around sacredness, whether it is 
natural or bestowed by humans, or alternatively whether 
sacredness emerges by a union between one type of life and the 
material environment.  





Small Caves and Sacred Geography: A Case Study from the 
Prehispanic Maya Site of Maax Na, Belize
King, Eleanor M ; Brady, James E ; Shaw, Leslie C ; Cobb, Allan B ; 
Kieffer, C. L ; Brennan, Michael L ; Harris, Chandra L

The Sacred Geography of Bangkok's Markets
WILSON, ARA
Oxford, UK: Wiley

Stone over Stone, where was the man? Perception and 
meaning of the stone in the sacred geography in andean
societies
Luis Galdames Rosas ; Alberto Díaz Araya
Universidad de Buenos Aires
Runa (Buenos Aires, Argentina), 2015-12-01, Vol.36 (2), p.5-23
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https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_gale_infotracacademiconefile_A315959925&context=PC&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=tab1&query=title,contains,sacred%20geography,AND&sortby=rank&facet=tlevel,include,online_resources&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_gale_infotracacademiconefile_A184411726&context=PC&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=tab1&query=title,contains,sacred%20geography,AND&sortby=rank&facet=tlevel,include,online_resources&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_doaj_primary_oai_doaj_org_article_8fc6138465124df490d33c89ddc7328a&context=PC&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=tab1&query=title,contains,sacred%20geography,AND&sortby=rank&facet=tlevel,include,online_resources&mode=advanced&offset=0


In Search of a Navajo Sacred Geography
Blake, Kevin S
Oxford, UK: Taylor & Francis
Geographical review, 2001-10-01, Vol.91 (4), p.715-724

Sacred Geography in Medieval India: The Case of the 
Twelve "Jyotirliṅgas"
Benjamin J. Fleming
Dordrecht: Springer
International journal of Hindu studies, 2009-04-01, Vol.13 (1), 
p.51-81

Symbolism, Sacred Geography and the Ethiopian Church
Heldman, Marilyn E
The Netherlands: BRILL
Journal of Religion in Africa, 1992, Vol.22 (3), p.222-241
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https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_gale_infotracacademiconefile_A93207330&context=PC&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=tab1&query=title,contains,sacred%20geography,AND&sortby=rank&facet=tlevel,include,online_resources&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1007_s11407_009_9069_0&context=PC&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=tab1&query=title,contains,sacred%20geography,AND&sortby=rank&facet=tlevel,include,online_resources&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1163_157006692X00158&context=PC&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&lang=en_US&search_scope=CSCOP_EVERYTHING&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=tab1&query=title,contains,sacred%20geography,AND&sortby=rank&facet=tlevel,include,online_resources&mode=advanced&offset=0


Key Text and Leganto 

Judith Bell – Doing your Research Project –
eBook

Belden Lane – Landscape of the Sacred: 
need to buy

Tim Ingold – Lines eBook in library 

Mircea Eliade – The Sacred and Profane –
eBook

Durkheim – The Elementary Forms of 
Religious Life, in Week 3 

Barbara Bender – Stonehenge, PDF under 
Week 2

Christopher Tilley – Phenomenology of 
landscape, PDF under Week 2 

Edward Casey – The Fate of Place  - eBook

Moodle Page



Assignments 

Assignment 1: 2250 Words. For this assignment you need to compare and contrast two 

secondary sources. Choose one of the following titles:

1. Compare and critically contrast Mircea Eliade and Emile Durkheim’s views of sacred space.

2. Is Barbara Bender’s theory of contested space complemented by Christopher Tilley’s 

phenomenological perspective? 

Full guidance is given in the Sacred Geography Assessment Specifications in this Moodle Topic.

Assignment 2: 5250 words. 

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.

You will discuss your research project on the forum and will also need to have your research 

project accepted by a tutor via submitting a Research Proposal Form Full guidance is given in the 

Sacred Geography Assessment Specifications in this Moodle Topic.









https://monoskop.org/images/a/a2/Durkheim_Emile_The_Ele
mentary_Forms_of_Religious_life_1995.pdf

Durkheim  - Forms

In Week 3 there is a link to the 
translator’s  introduction to 

Forms, but also you can follow 
the link below if you wish to see 

the entire book. 























The realm of the sacred, for 
Durkheim, was always set 
in opposition to ordinary or 
profane life and space. 



Numinosity, 
from the Latin numin, ‘divine will’ 

Otto, Rudolf (1923 [1917]) The Idea of the Holy, London: Oxford University Press (14-17).

Rudolf Otto called this experience of sacred as 
"numinous," and claimed it has three components. 

a) mysterium tremendum et fascinans. As mysterium, 
the numinous is "wholly other"-- entirely different 
from anything we experience in ordinary life. It 
evokes a reaction of silence. 

b) mysterium tremendum. It provokes terror because 
it presents itself as overwhelming power. 

c) Finally, the numinous presents itself as fascinans, as 
merciful and gracious.



Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) adopted Durkheim’s language of sacred and 
profane, and Otto’s focus of the experience and the irreducibility of 
religion which produced the numinous. He added to this the idea that 
the basis of religion was a ‘hierophany’ or manifestation of the sacred, 
which is re-enacted through ritual and performance. 

Durkheim –
sacredness is a 
human construct

Otto – sacredness is an 
experience of the 
numinous























JSTOR – 203 Journal articles that had ‘Eliade’ in the title of the paper and 694 with the 
word ‘Durkheim’ 

All of which are good secondary sources if you 
choose this essay topic as well as give you ideas 
on how to explore the sacred in your projects. 



Denis Byrne, in this volume, talked of a spiritual topography or 
spiritscape which coexists with the physical topography.  One’s 
safety or to be able to flourish in these landscapes required 
knowledge of the local spiritscape. 

Spiritscapes

Full book is on line : https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2010-045.pdf

Byrne, Denis (2010) ‘The enchanted earth: Numinous sacred sites’, in Bas Verschuuren, Robert 
Wild, Jeffrey A. McNeely and Gonzalo Oviedo, eds, Sacred Natural Sites, London & Washington: 
Earthscan, (53-61). 

The term Spiritscape is used to  indicate that sacred natural sites are 
frequently networked across a physical and mental landscape which 
are linked by creation mythologies, or by the genealogical 
relationships of ancestral beings.  (Sacred Natural Sites, Glossary p.xxvi)

The spiritscapes can also protect the environment for, as Byrne 
points out, there can be a fear of upsetting the powerful spirits of 
a place, thus there can be, for example, a prohibitions on cutting 
down trees.  

https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2010-045.pdf


Sacred Geography 

To explore academically the nature of sacred within a landscape: 

Based on the ideas of past theorist and then exploring some of these ideas in your 
one’s own field work, you can ask these types of questions:

• What is sacredness?
• Does it belong naturally to a place or is it bestowed by a life force?

• Can this potential natural power be described by the idea of an Eliadian
hierophany, Otto’s idea of numinosity, or the notion of a spiritscape? A 
combination of these ideas or something else entirely?

• If we follow Durkheim’s thinking then we can ask the questions about who or what 
bestows sacredness?  Which in turn ask questions about sacredness, for example can 
a wolfpack make their landscape sacred?

• We can also ask HOW sacredness become bestowed on a landscape. 



Your Reading - Beldon Lane – Chapter 1

Considering Lane’s axioms for sacred place

• A sacred place is not chosen, it chooses. 

• A sacred place is an ordinary place, ritually 
made extraordinary. 

• A sacred place can be tread upon without 
being entered. 

• The impulse of sacred place is both centripetal 
and centrifugal, local and universal.


