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Introduction & Academic Rational
The aim of this research is to examine the nature of sacred space through the Carnac Stones in Brittany, a coastal region of France. I explored this question through personal field work in October 2023 and through scholarly texts of theorists mentioned in the literature review. The Carnac stones are about seven thousand years old, and their original purpose remains a mystery. Regardless of this unanswered question, or perhaps in part because of it, the site has become a tourist attraction and the subject of continued fascination over the centuries. In this essay, I will examine the current perspectives and management of the stones, including the application for UNESCO World Heritage status, and the contested nature of the site. I will also share my personal perspective based on several visits to the site and an encounter with one particular menhir, which altered my view of the stones themselves and the material used to build the monument—not only a lasting medium, but a living one. I will discuss my field work through three themes: Unknown Purpose, Carnac Today and the Secular Sacred, and the Perception of Self and Other. I will also explore the question of whether the site is inherently sacred or if its sacredness is applied by humans.
I chose this site for my research project because standing stones have always been a source of fascination—for myself and much of the general public, as evidenced by the roughly one million visitors to Stonehenge every year. This site is of particular interest at the moment because it there is an application for UNESCO World Heritage status in process, which could change the way people are able to interact with the stones in the future. One of the goals of UNESCO World Heritage is to preserve the sites for future generations, so this could entail the addition of fences and forbidden entry to at least some parts of the stones. At present, the site is free to visit from October to March. From April to September, however, the site is only accessible as part of a paid guided tour. The space has been contested by the Menhirs Libres, a group currently working to make access to the stones free and accessible for all.[footnoteRef:22963] During my visits, I had free access and was able to touch and walk among the stones. [22963:  Menhirs Libres, ‘Les Propositions de Menhirs Libres’, <https://www.menhirslibres.bzh/_files/ugd/b7b968_3372245b4183457d9b0c7574b92ef9ba.pdf>.] 

I also had a personal experience at the site which profoundly affected my own worldview and relationship to nature, making it for me a site of personal sacredness such as those described by Eliade as the ‘holy places' of one’s ‘private universe’. From that moment, the Carnac Stones became a place ‘qualitatively different from all others’—this experience permanently shifted my own beliefs and established a deep connection to the place.[footnoteRef:1594] [1594:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion, (Harcourt, Brace: 1959), p. 24.] 

Methodology & Reflexive Considerations
My methodology primarily consists of data collection through field work at the site, as well as examination of relevant library literature. During visits on October 26 and October 30, I observed the Carnac Stones, the surrounding environment. I took written notes in a diary and recorded soundscapes to capture a sensory representation of my experience. I will also use photos throughout the essay to provide visual references. All photos were taken by me using my iPhone, which was also used to record the audio files. My visits lasted several hours each, the first in the early afternoon, and the second from the late afternoon into the night. On the second visit I was able to observe the stones at sunset and then in the dark, when there were no other visitors in many areas of the site. My field work is supported by library literature related to the nature of sacredness, sacred geography, and neolithic stone monuments. I am using phenomenology as a research method because it allows for a deep level of understanding of one’s experience through multiple perspectives. As Christopher Tilley wrote:
Phenomenology involves the understanding and description of things as they are 		experienced by a subject. It is about the relationship between Being and Being-in-the-	world. Being-in-the-world resides in a process of objectification in which people objectify 	the world by settings themselves apart from it. This results in the creation of a gap, a 		distance in space. To be human is both to create this distance between the self and that 	which is beyond and to attempt to bridge this distance, through a variety of means — 	through perception (seeing, hearing, touching), bodily actions and movements, and 		intentionality, emotion and awareness residing in systems of belief and decision-making, 	remembrance and evaluation.[footnoteRef:7047] [7047:  Christopher Y. Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape: Places, Paths, And Monuments (Berg Oxford, UK: Oxford, UK, 1994), p. 12.] 

This is what I attempted to do in my visits to the Carnac Stones; in one sense, I set myself apart from the space in order to take an academic perspective, and in another I attempted to close the gap through my own physical experience there. Tilley also noted, ‘Spatial experience is not innocent and neutral, but invested with power relating to age, gender, social position and relationships with others.’[footnoteRef:31005] My experience in this place was informed by my own personal characteristics, as well as my beliefs, the particular paths I took, and the days and times I visited.  [31005:  Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape, p. 11.] 

As a white American woman of Welsh, Scottish, and Irish ancestry, I am interested in standing stones in part because they are similar to those in the regions of my Celtic ancestors. I grew up in Washington State in the US, so it is particularly fascinating to me to visit a human-built site thousands of years old, as the oldest human-built sites we have left in the Pacific Northwest are only several hundreds of years old. As a spiritual person and lover of nature, I came to the site open to unexpected or even mystical occurrences and experiences. I am also a student in the Ecology & Spirituality MA, so I was experiencing this site through the questions that have arisen in the course of these modules, such as what makes a place sacred, what we consider to be alive, and how we attach meaning to landscapes. 
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Literature Review 
I will explore the nature of sacredness through Barbara Bender’s work on contested landscapes, Christopher Tilley’s phenomenology of landscape, and the views of Emile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade regarding sacredness. I will also use Belden Lane’s four axioms of sacred space to evaluate the sacred properties of the Carnac Stones. As Barbara Bender wrote about contested landscapes, and because the Carnac Stones are often referred to as 'France’s Stonehenge’, I will refer to her work throughout this essay. She not only wrote about who is allowed access to contested landscapes, but also questioned who decides how they are presented. 
While Bender and Tilley have distinct areas of focus, they both propose alternative ways of approaching sacred landscapes. Bender approached Stonehenge through a lens of access, politics, and power. She scrutinised the processes around who claims a space, who is allowed in, and how the place is portrayed to the public.[footnoteRef:16698] Her examinations are particularly relevant at this moment as the UNESCO World Heritage application is underway for the Carnac Stones, and if successful could change a number of aspects of the experience of visiting the site. Relative to more common academic approaches, Tilley proposes a less objective, less traditionally scientific approach to the exploration of ancient sites—he explained that spaces are not separate from the ‘events and activities’ that happen within them.[footnoteRef:18779] I drew from his phenomenological approach when I visited Carnac, because my personal interaction with the landscape defined my experience there. [16698:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, (Berg Publishers, 1998), p. 112, 118, 131.]  [18779:  Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape, p. 10.] 

In the discussion of my field work, I will also be referring to the views of Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade. According to Durkheim, the sacred was something that only existed in the collective consciousness shared by a society.[footnoteRef:16989] The granting of UNESCO World Heritage status would therefore reflect a Durkheimian version of sacredness, in that a group reviews and collectively agrees to acknowledge a site in this particular way. Eliade believed that sacredness was inherent, something humans are drawn to, or something they can sense.[footnoteRef:20044] From Eliade’s perspective, there would be something inherently sacred about the site itself—the land chosen by humans as the location to place for the stones, in order to express something about its sacred nature. I will explore the liminal nature of the area, where the land meets the sea, as an examination of Eliade’s point of view. In alignment with Eliade’s assertions, Belden Lane said ‘a sacred place is necessarily more than a construction of the human imagination alone’.[footnoteRef:9771] I will use his four axioms of sacred space to investigate the sacred nature of the Carnac Stones. These are: 1) ‘sacred place is not chosen, it chooses’, 2) ‘sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary’, 3) ‘sacred place can be tred upon without being entered’, and 4) ‘the impulse of sacred place is both centripetal and centrifugal, local and universal’.[footnoteRef:4279] Through my field work, I will investigate whether my findings will support these views. [16989:  Émile Durkheim and K.E. Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life: Newly Translated By Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995), p. xliiii.]  [20044:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 12.]  [9771:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred: Geography And Narrative In American Spirituality (Baltimore, Md: Johns Hopkins University Press Baltimore, Md.: 2001), p. 4.]  [4279:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 19.] 

For information about Breton folklore surrounding the stones—modern and historic—I will draw on Ellen Badone’s 1991 paper, ‘Ethnography, Fiction, and the Meanings of the Past in Brittany.” In her own field work, Badone interviewed local people in Brittany about their personal beliefs relating to the stones and their supposed power.[footnoteRef:6896] For more on the physical qualities of the stones and the greater context of neolithic standing stones in Brittany, I will reference Serge Cassen and others‘ chapter, ‘Submarine Neolithic Stone Rows Near Carnac (Morbihan), France: Preliminary Results from Acoustic and Underwater Survey‘ and Emmanuel Mens’  journal article, ‘Refitting Megaliths in Western France’.[footnoteRef:27077] Mens' article helps frame the language used to describe megaliths within the context of my experience with them.[footnoteRef:26040] Lastly, I will refer to Bernadette Brady’s chapter ‘Mountains Talk Of Kings And Dragons, The Brecon Beacons’, from Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains to examine why it is that humans take action to protect storied places.[footnoteRef:12119] [6896:  Ellen Badone, 'Ethnography, Fiction, And The Meanings Of The Past In Brittany', American Ethnologist, 18 (1991), 518-45.]  [27077:  Serge Cassen, Agnès Baltzer, André Lorin, Jérôme Fournier-Sowinski, and Dominique Sellier, 'Submarine Neolithic Stone Rows Near Carnac (Morbihan), France:: Preliminary Results From Acoustic And Underwater Survey‘, in Submerged Prehistory Archeology ed. by J. Benjamin, C. Bonsall, C. Pickard, A. Fisher (Oxbow Books, 2011), pp. 99-110.]  [26040:  Emmanuel Mens, 'Refitting Megaliths In Western France', Antiquity, 82 (2008) p. 25-36.]  [12119:  Bernadette Brady, ‘Mountains Talk Of Kings And Dragons, The Brecon Beacons’, in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, ed. Darrelyn Gunzburg and Bernadette Brady, (London: Bloomsbury, 2022), p. 184.] 
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Field Work and Discussion

UNKNOWN PURPOSE
As the original purpose of the stones is still unknown, many theories have arisen as to why this monument was built. Theories about the Carnac Stones range from the mythological—Merlin the wizard turning armies to stone, for example—to the practical, including proposals that it was some sort of farming calendar. Local Breton folk traditions from the start of the twentieth century and earlier saw the stones used in fertility and healing rituals, while some who live in modern-day Brittany see the stones as ‘an enormous battery, a huge reserve of energy’.[footnoteRef:5416] Christopher Tilley argued that places with mythological associations become invested with meaning and significance.[footnoteRef:11669] According to him, the significance of Carnac has been increased by the myths and legends associated with it. As a visitor to the stones, it was clear to me why so many myths had arisen about them; the shapes of the stones and their particular arrangement evoke so many ideas and images. During my visits, these included: a body of water, the way it follows the curves of the landscape; a fence or boundary of some kind; and an army—thousands of people in perfect formation, standing straight-backed and facing the same direction. Because the stones have also been moved over the years and they are no longer in their original positions, it has not yet been possible to prove any particular theory. Belden Lane explained that mystery of this kind can add to the feeling of sacredness of a place. In his discussion of a mysterious encounter with a deer in the woods, when he could not at first figure out what it was, he wrote[footnoteRef:27652]￼ As I walked along the border of the stones, I felt that same kind of mystery added to my own fascination.  [5416:  Badone, 'Ethnography, Fiction, And The Meanings Of The Past In Brittany', p. 527-528.]  [11669:  Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape, p. 18.]  [27652:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 17.] 

Beyond the mystery, though, it seemed as though something deeper had arisen from the landscape there. Eliade believed that sacredness is inherent and that sacredness could be manifested through an object or a space.[footnoteRef:8180] During my experience among the stones, this is how I perceived them—as a physical manifestation, expression, or marker of something sacred. Durkheim argued that sacredness is something only applied to space by humans.[footnoteRef:13206] The Carnac stones were cut, moved, and placed by humans, so Durkheim's assertion applies here as well. This monument was created by humans and, from a Durkheimian point of view, its sacredness is remade with our visits, our imagining of myths, and our reverence.  [8180:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 12.]  [13206:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xlv-xlvi.] 

The sacred and mythological associations with Carnac, along with the present-day recognition of the significance of the site present a case for the views of both Eliade and Durkheim. This shows that the sacred can be both inherent and bestowed by humans; it is not a binary matter. The same can be said for ‘placed experience’, about which Belden Lane wrote:
Those who rightly insist on the cultural construction of all placed experience too often 	ignore the web of interconnectedness that extends deeply into the natural world. On the 	other hand, those who would emphasize the autonomous, even magical qualities of places 	that reveal the sacred too easily disregard the social, economic, and political forces that 	inevitably determine negotiations about their use.[footnoteRef:3704]  [3704:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 5.] 

In Lane’s view, the experience of a place cannot be separate from its natural surroundings, but there is more to it. Cultural forces will also influence the experience—it is not solely one or the other, but somewhere in between. It is precisely this straddling of the ‘in-between’ that was most present in my mind during my visits to Carnac.
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The first day I visited the stones, there was a storm approaching, so the wind was powerful. In my notes I wrote, “...smell of the ocean is carried on the wind—the stones rest on relatively flat land and I smell it every time I inhale.” It struck me that the stones stand in a liminal space in the geographical sense—where the land meets the sea—but they are also in a liminal moment in time, with the in-progress status of the UNESCO World Heritage application. The site is currently between its relatively lesser-known status and its potential to be internationally recognised. The stones themselves exist in the liminal as well, acting as a kind of bridge through time, connecting us to the ancient humans who erected them. To have witnessed them at twilight—the liminal time between day and night—felt apt, and the site had an especially sacred feeling when it was quieter and nearly deserted. Because liminality is closely associated with the sacred in many traditions, these realisations made me wonder if it was this in-between quality of the landscape that led neolithic humans to choose it as the site for the stones. In a study of a strikingly similar set of stones near Carnac, underwater archeologists wrote:
We suggest that the ‘verticalization’ of a monolithic object (a stele in this case) at the 	beginning of the Neolithic period may be regarded as a symbolic threshold between two 	dimensions, two spaces, two worlds, as a doorway-stele or a doorstep-stele. Furthermore, 	according to the definition of the anthropological concept of limit, the repetition of these 	stelae in a given space gives the impression of raising a barrier to prevent any intrusions, 	physical, or virtual. We further propose the hypothesis that these stone rows acted as a 	‘cognitive barrier’.[footnoteRef:5868] [5868:  Cassen and others, 'Submarine Neolithic Stone Rows Near Carnac (Morbihan), France:: Preliminary Results From Acoustic And Underwater Survey‘, p. 100. ] 

Perhaps the Carnac Stones served as a kind of symbolic fence such as this, thousands of years before the stones themselves would see fences raised around them.
CARNAC TODAY AND THE SECULAR SACRED
Walking the paths along the stones, I noted that some sections were fenced off with wire netting while others were entirely open for people to roam within the stones. The Menhirs Libres group is proposing the removal of these wire fences, along with free access year-round and accessible paths for all.[footnoteRef:18870] I wondered if these proposals would be considered if the Carnac Stones became a UNESCO World Heritage site, and whether it could become as popular and contested as Stonehenge—now a money-maker and an expense to maintain as a well as a historic site. Barbara Bender wrote about the ‘Stonehenge honey-pot': [18870:  Menhirs Libres, ‘Les Propositions de Menhirs Libres‘, <https://www.menhirslibres.bzh/_files/ugd/b7b968_3372245b4183457d9b0c7574b92ef9ba.pdf> [accessed December 7, 2023]] 

Contrary to a conservation rhetoric that emphasises a ‘green’ small business economy and 	the encouragement of specialised skills, the reality of preservation, conservation and 	public access is very ‘big’ business.[footnoteRef:16563] [16563:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 117.] 

This made me think about what a big-business version of Carnac might look like, and whether it would diminish the sacred ambiance of the site. The sort of conservation required to protect a site for future generations is expensive, but there is also the question of who is allowed access, once a site becomes well known enough to be a major tourist destination. Again speaking of Stonehenge, Bender wrote:
For whom is the site preserved and the explanations offered? Mainly for the tourists who 	pay their money and are then corralled through the barriers and along the pathways roped 	off from the centre. Only those with academic credentials, or those in the advertising 	industry with enough money to pay for privileged access...cross the ropes and, under strict 	supervision, enter the stones. Those who do not have money, or are unwilling to pay, are 	kept out.[footnoteRef:13776] [13776:  Ibid. p. 122.] 

This raises the question of who these sites are being protected from, and for whom among future generations they are being preserved—whether that includes everyone in them or only those who will be able to afford access. 
Perhaps because there are so many stones in the Carnac alignments—roughly 3,000 of them—modern humans do not view them as being as “precious” as those of a site like Stonehenge, where only 52 original stones still remain. It could be that because there are fewer, they seem more precious to us with the so-called scarcity mindset common in modern times. The fact that 39 menhirs in the city of Carnac were recently destroyed to build a franchise of a DIY chain store suggests that for many humans, even ancient stone monuments are disposable as long as there are many of them.[footnoteRef:18516] UNESCO World Heritage status would raise the profile of the Carnac Stones, and perhaps by association their protection would extend to other neolithic stones in the area. [18516:  Le Monde with AFP, ‘Anger As Pre-historic Stones Destroyed For French DIY Store’, Le Monde, 8 June 2023. <https://www.lemonde.fr/en/france/article/2023/06/08/anger-as-pre-historic-stones-destroyed-for-french-diy-store_6030529_7.html> [accessed 28 December, 2023].] 

The application for UNESCO World Heritage status has been in process since 2016, and will probably continue for many years to come. According to the UNESCO website, a site must be of “outstanding universal value to humanity” in order for it to earn the World Heritage designation.[footnoteRef:16135] With years of work required for the application, reviews by experts, and many criteria for consideration, World Heritage status gives a place a sort of secular sacred quality, are it is not connected to any religion or belief system. If the Carnac Stones are granted this status, new steps could be taken to protect the site, and there would likely be signs erected to note the special status and to mark its distinction from other sites that are merely historical. These are the types of measures indicated by Bernadette Brady in Space, Place and Religious Landscapes: Living Mountains, in which she wrote: [16135:  UNESCO World Heritage Convention, The Criteria for Selection <https://whc.unesco.org/en/criteria/> [accessed December 7, 2023].] 

As an area becomes rich with cultural layers, then according to Aristotelian thinking, it will 	grow in its potential to influence human activity, such activity as wanting to maintain place 	names and taking measures to protect a storied location.[footnoteRef:8500] [8500:  Brady, ‘Mountains Talk Of Kings And Dragons, The Brecon Beacons’, p. 184.] 


The UNESCO World Heritage application is an indication of the Carnac Stones’ potential to influence human activity. This is a process humans have developed to express our reverence for a place that stands out to us in some way. It also comes with special management and protection of the site, so that it will be preserved for future generations. 

In Mircea Eliade’s view, this would be one way we are recognizing the sacred in front of us—we know it to be sacred and thus are acknowledging it as so. In Durkheim’s view, this act of designating a special status is only humans applying sacredness to this place that would otherwise be perceived as just some rocks on a stretch of grass. The UNESCO status would also support Belden Lane’s fourth axiom of sacred space—that the impulse of sacred place is both centripetal and centrifugal. Carnac has both a pull towards and a projecting out of its sacredness. Humanity has been drawn to its sacredness, and thus has a desire to mark it as a sacred site. Though it is not a religious organization, the bestowing of UNESCO status could also be viewed as a secular ritual, thus also supporting Lane’s second axiom, ‘sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary’.[footnoteRef:10870] The extensive process of the application and the rarity with which the status is bestowed gives it a ritual quality, while the status itself gives each UNESCO World Heritage site the sacred quality Durkheim described as ‘set apart’.[footnoteRef:1134]   [10870:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 19.]  [1134:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. xxxiv.] 
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PERCEPTION OF SELF AND OTHER
There is now a museum next to the parking lot of the Carnac Stones site with information on the history of the site and the stones, which frames the experience for people visiting the site. In Stonehenge: Making Space, Barbara Bender wrote:
…while the stones remained ‘open’ right through to the beginning of this century and people could come to them with their different understandings, they are now ‘closed’ and Stonehenge has become a museum which attempts to ‘sell’... a particular sort of experience, a particular interpretation of the past.[footnoteRef:10605] [10605:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 112.] 

Similarly, those who visit the Maison des Mégalithes at the start of their visits will not walk through the stones with their own unbiased interpretations, but will have the information presented in the museum colouring their experiences. This realisation shed light on my perception of myself with respect to the other people visiting the site. When I first arrived, I saw myself as an academic—I was there to do field work, to gather data, and take notes on my experience. I saw all the other people as tourists, but I did not consider myself one.
 I did not stop at the museum upon arrival, as I wanted to have a perspective that was as unbiased as possible. I left the parking lot and crossed the street, where I climbed a short stairway to see the stones. With a difference of one step, I went from seeing no sign of the stones to taking in the immensity of their rows that seemed to stretch on infinitely, and I was taken aback by the scale of them. I wrote in my notes, ‘first impression, scale is overwhelming...hard to comprehend what my eyes are taking in.’ I had expected the site to be much smaller, to be quick to walk from one end to the other. My second thought, evaluating the vast stretch of stones, was simply ‘a sea.' At first the stones reminded me of waves, the way they crest and repeat infinitely, and then a river, winding through the landscape and cascading down its slopes.[image: ][image: ]

As significant as my introduction to the stones was, the most remarkable and personally sacred moment of my visits to the Carnac Stones was the one I spent in the company of one particular stone. At one point it struck me to try to see the site from the stones’ perspective, so I looked for an opening in the fence. Following Lane’s first axiom of sacred space, that ‘sacred place is not chosen, it chooses’, I decided to try to let myself be led—to let the sacred place choose me.[footnoteRef:26696] In one of the only fenced-off areas where there were no other visitors, I walked through an open gate in the fence and listened for intuitive nudges as far as which direction to go. I walked past a tree that served to mark the path I entered by, and turned left to go south-west into the grouping of stones. I felt drawn to one particular stone, average in height relative to the other stones nearby, rounded in shape and surrounded by grass. I sat down next to it—though I noted that my immediate thought was “him”, as the stone had a masculine energy to me—and voicelessly introduced myself before touching my palm to the stone. I spent a few moments sensing and listening, though not expecting anything, and then “heard” from the stone, in a sense. It was not an audible voice that I heard, but rather a feeling of receiving a thought that did not originate in my own mind. I understood this message to be from the stone itself and expressing something similar to, ’I am also a long way from home’. This was quite a surprise to me for a number of reasons, including the fact that I had forgotten that the stones were brought to this particular place from other parts of the region, so it was not on my mind in that moment. The idea that a stone could somehow sense that I was not in the place where I am from—let alone communicate with me—was also a shocking concept. The next and last thing I saw in my mind‘s eye was a purplish circular outline of light rotating from me to the stone to the ground and back, which I understood as an attempt to show me that the same life force that flows in me is also in the stone and the earth itself. I spent several more minutes sitting with—no longer just next to, but with—the stone, absorbing and reflecting on what I had experienced. When it did not seem as though there would be any further communication, I thanked the stone for the experience and made my way back to the path I had come in by.  [26696:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 19.] 
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This experience not only changed the way I felt about this site, but also the way I saw myself in relation to it. Barbara Bender described the difference between ‘sightseeing’ as 'knowing where to go and what to see’, and ‘sight-seeing’ as ‘connecting up with the past...creating memories, reminiscing...part of the way in which people construct a sense of identity’. [footnoteRef:17408] After this interaction with the stone, my sense of identity in relation to those around me changed again. I saw myself as different from the other visitors milling around the site—I was no longer just another visitor , nor a person with solely academic interest. This site was now a sacred place for me, and I had directly participated in its sacredness. Along with the cars driving at high speeds through the landscape, it brought to mind Lane’s third axiom of sacred space: that ’sacred space can be tred upon without being entered’.[footnoteRef:26787] Based on my experience, it felt as though I had genuinely entered the space, whereas before I was only treading upon it, like the car traffic passing by (please see file ‘Carnac with wind, cars, birdsong‘, which captures this sound). I saw myself as having a deeper understanding of the stones, as well as a more personal connection to the place. [17408:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 123.]  [26787:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 19.] 
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This experience also changed how I viewed the stones themselves. Emmanuel Mens described the granite taken to shape the Carnac Stones as having a “fresh face” and a “weathered face”, terms we use to describe humans as well. He also noted their points of weakness are referred to as “joints”.[footnoteRef:1195] The language we use to describe these natural structures struck me differently after my interaction with the stone at Carnac. They were no longer just stones to me; from then on they were entities with agency and consciousness, and I would forever associate them with this memory. Christopher Tilley expressed this concept in The Materiality of Stone, when he wrote: [1195:  Mens, 'Refitting Megaliths In Western France', p. 25-36.] 

The architecture of the stones resides in a fusion of their physical form and location or 	placement in the landscape, the sensual experience of these stones and the ideas and 	memories, histories and mythologies that became associated with them.[footnoteRef:29904] [29904:  Christopher Tilley and Wayne Bennett, The Materiality Of Stone : Explorations In Landscape Phenomenology 1 (Berg Oxford, United Kingdom, 2004), p. 35.] 

I arrived at the site knowing some of its history and mythology, but I left with personal memories. This deepened the sacred feeling of the Carnac Stones for me, and along with other moments that followed, changed my perspective of the stones.
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The next significant moment made me question how we distinguish between what we consider living and what we consider inanimate. I was walking past some of the smaller stones when I got closer and realized that several of them were moving. A combination of the low light and my own near-sightedness had caused me to mistake the grazing sheep—low, grey, and almost stationary—for stones. Seeing them lined up and blending in with the rows of stones made me wonder why it is that we describe plants and animals as being alive, but not stones. Following my interaction with the stone in the field, I was then questioning my entire perception of what makes something alive, and why humans assume that we know. 
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Conclusion
The aim of this research project was to explore the nature of sacredness through an examination of the Carnac Stones. I chose this site because there is so much myth and mystery around it, as well as a history of academic examination of the stones and their placements. Standing stones around the world are often viewed as sacred sites worthy of preservation, and the Carnac Stones are no exception. I took a phenomenological approach in my methodology, which allowed me to experience the sacred nature of the site from my personal perspective, informed by academic literature concerning sacred space.  
My findings at the Carnac Stones support Belden Lane’s four axioms of sacred space. The liminal qualities of the landscape and the stone with which I shared an interaction suggest that sacred place is not chosen, it chooses. Just as I felt drawn to that particular stone, it is possible that humans in Neolithic times felt called to this liminal setting. The UNESCO World Heritage application demonstrates that sacred place is ordinary place, ritually made extraordinary, as well as Lane's fourth axiom, that the impulse of sacred place is both centripetal and centrifugal, local and universal.[footnoteRef:10546] UNESCO World Heritage status goes beyond the local—if granted, it would acknowledge the Carnac Stones as having ‘outstanding universal value’.[footnoteRef:12199] The cars passing by on the roads surrounding the stones show that sacred place can be tred upon without being entered, as it is possible to drive through the Carnac Stones without paying them any attention.[footnoteRef:8462] n Lane’s view, the application of all four axioms would qualify the Carnac Stones as a sacred space. [10546:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 19.]  [12199:  UNESCO World Heritage Convention, The Criteria for Selection <https://whc.unesco.org/en/criteria/> [accessed December 7, 2023].]  [8462:  Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, p. 19.] 

Eliade’s views would also qualify the Carnac Stones as a sacred space, given he described sacred space as ‘an irruption of the sacred’ and a ‘break in the homogeneity of space’.[footnoteRef:16377] The Carnac Stones do appear to irrupt out of the landscape, despite being cut and placed by human hands. Beyond their physical form, Eliade would see them as expressing a quality of the landscape that was already there; he would view the stones as acting as a manifestation of the sacred.[footnoteRef:32005] In contrast to Eliade, Durkheim believed that sacredness was bestowed by humans. From his point of view, the aspects of the Carnac Stones that make the site sacred would be its signs and fences, its reputation, and its potential to be a UNESCO World Heritage site. Given that he also defined the sacred as what is separate from the profane, the beliefs of Durkheim support the sacredness of the Carnac Stones as well.[footnoteRef:14570] [16377:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 26, 37.]  [32005:  Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 12.]  [14570:  Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, p. 38.; Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, p. 10.] 

Through an examination of my personal experience with one menhir, I attempted to demonstrate the sacredness that I now personally associate with this site. Tilley wrote that ‘space does not and cannot exist apart from the events and activities within which it is implicated’, and I now have a deeper understanding of his meaning.[footnoteRef:9743] This site will always hold a special significance for me, as it does for others who would like to see it become open and accessible to all. Though Barbara Bender focused mostly on the contested nature of sacred sites, she likewise understood the importance of people’s individual experiences of place. She wrote, ’People’s understandings of the places they visit are wound around with memories, resonances, and unpredictable connections’.[footnoteRef:15702] The unpredictable connection I established at this site is one that profoundly impacted my own views. [9743:  Tilley, A Phenomenology Of Landscape, p. 10.]  [15702:  Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space, p. 124.] 

Based on my phenomenological experience and the library literature referenced in this essay, the evidence suggests that sacredness is inherent to and inseparable from the landscape on and in which it exists. This does not mean, however, that there is not also an element of applied sacredness; humans find ways to attach or reaffirm sacredness to the places we consider significant, as is the case with UNESCO World Heritage sites. The Carnac Stones show that sacredness can be both inherent to a landscape and reinforced by humans who deem it to be sacred. 
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