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.
Does the continued human visitation to Avebury Stone Circle keep it sacred?
Introduction
The aim of this research is to explore whether the continued human visitation to Avebury Stone Circle in Wiltshire, England, keeps and/or makes Avebury a sacred space. Through researching and documenting my experiences at Avebury Stone Circle, I will discuss whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. 
Academic Rationale
Methodology
For this research project, I visited Avebury and segmented my visit into three sections: 
1. A Druidic Ceremony at Sunrise at the inner Southern Circle, experienced with others.
2. A Sound Bath in the Henge Shop, experienced with others.
3. A walk around the Avebury Stone Circle, experienced alone. 
I used a diary to record my thoughts and reflections before the visit and recorded voice notes on-site. The diary allowed for reflexivity, providing insight into my thought process before visiting, whilst the voice notes registered my experience in the moment. 
When selecting a methodology, I considered the limitations of my research. The diary and voice note format meant the research was based only on my experience. I did not interview other people. However, I was able to source interviews conducted by other researchers on people’s experiences of walking Avebury. 
Christopher Tilley’s chapter ‘Space, Place, Landscape and Perception: Phenomenological Perspectives’ provided more detail on phenomenological approaches to sacred spaces. Tilley argued that geography and archaeology had previously conceived space as homogenous, upon which humans acted, but space could not act upon humans.[footnoteRef:2] Tilley privileged the human body as ‘the fundamental mediation point between thought and the world… the body constitutes a way of relating to, perceiving and understanding the world.’[footnoteRef:3] Thus, taking a phenomenological approach allowed me to understand sacred space as a phenomenon, that my day at Avebury was happening with and through me, not to me. [2:  Christopher Tilley, Space, Place, Landscape And Perception in A Phenomenology Of Landscape, (Berg), pp. 7 – 34, p. 9.  ]  [3:  Ibid, p. 14. ] 

Judith Bell wrote that researchers with a ‘qualitative perspective are more concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world.’[footnoteRef:4] Phenomenology provided an appropriate academic framework in which I could understand my experience of Avebury. Furthermore, Bell noted that qualitative research ‘has broader research questions … that home in on a narrower range of issues as the research develops.’[footnoteRef:5] Thus, the qualitative research approach combined with phenomenology allowed me to begin with the broad question of whether continued visitation to Avebury keeps it sacred and then segment my research into parts and analyse each experience for themes or feelings they had in common.  [4:  Judith Bell, and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers, Seventh edition. (London, England; Open University Press, McGraw-Hill Education, 2018), p. 27.]  [5:  Ibid.] 

The value of segmenting the events became apparent as I did my fieldwork. Martyn Denscombe wrote that the phenomenological approach recognised that experiences of a moment are different to everyone, and each individual experience is unique to the time it is happening.[footnoteRef:6] Whether sacred space is a natural phenomenon, or a human construct could thus be answered through a range of different experiences happening to the same individual (myself), understood on their own terms. In the solstice ceremony and sound bath, my experience was within a group and as a follower, but when walking alone through the stone circle after the solstice celebrations had ended, my experience was different despite physically being in the same space. As Tilley argued, space ‘has to be understood from a particular viewpoint’[footnoteRef:7], and in each segmented experience, my viewpoint and social standing were different.  [6:  Martyn Denscombe, The Good Research Guide: For Small-Scale Social Research Projects, 4th ed. (Maidenhead, England: McGraw-Hill/Open University Press, 2010), p. 96. ]  [7:  Tilley, p. 18. ] 

The phenomenological research approach was the most appropriate to answer the question of Avebury’s sacredness. I was not seeking to reason or scientifically analyse sacred space but rather explore the phenomenon of sacred space and answer whether continued human visitation to Avebury as a phenomenon kept Avebury sacred. 
Reflexive Considerations
As a 27-year-old woman with Mauritian (but no ancestral English) heritage steeped in folklore that gave rise to my interest in sacred spaces and monuments of cultural heritage, there are reflexive considerations to be made. I already had an interest in Avebury and sacred spaces more generally so to ensure this did not affect the outcomes of my research, I wrote down my expectations and acknowledged them. A phenomenological approach was beneficial here, as it provided an academic framework within which I could present beliefs and experiences that could be considered irrational, non-scientific and forced me to bracket out my expectations[footnoteRef:8] of Avebury.  [8:  Ibid, p. 98. ] 

Literature Review
The literature that informed this research comprised literature on the definition of sacred and sacred space, approaches to studying sacred space, and literature on Avebury’s history. 
Sociologist Emile Durkheim and historian of religion Mircea Eliade held differing views on what can be considered a sacred space. Both authors agreed that profane space was ‘absolutely homogenous’[footnoteRef:9] and ‘qualitatively different’[footnoteRef:10] from sacred space; however, Eliade argued that sacred space required a ‘heirophany – an irruption of the sacred’[footnoteRef:11], whereas Durkheim argued that anything could be sacred[footnoteRef:12] as long as there were protections and rites in place to ‘prescribe how man must conduct himself with sacred things.’[footnoteRef:13] For Eliade, sacred space was not the work of people but a reproduction of the creation of the universe by God(s)[footnoteRef:14]. Sacred space was thus a product of ‘consecration’[footnoteRef:15], without which it would be impossible in Eliade’s view to exist in the real[footnoteRef:16] and occupy space. In contrast, Durkheim viewed sacred space as a social thing; a group would have to decide whether an object or space was sacred and agree to ‘set apart and keep them bounded by specific actions.’[footnoteRef:17] Durkheim did agree with Eliade that space would have no meaning or function if it were homogenous[footnoteRef:18] but argued that the heterogeneity of sacred spaces had to come from a collective understanding of ‘men of the same civilisation … which implies almost necessarily that they are of social origin.’[footnoteRef:19] Durkheim’s view suggested that the beliefs and rites associated with an object made it sacred because of the collective social understanding that the object now existed in the world of the sacred. Eliade’s view suggested a more existential and God-centred approach to sacred space, where space was made sacred by a heirophany that allowed man to communicate with God[footnoteRef:20] and would remain sacred as long as this communication continued.  [9:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (The Free Press: 1995), p. 10. ]  [10:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, trans. by Willard R. Trask (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich: 1987), accessed via Moodle, [accessed on 22/11/23], p. 26. ]  [11: Ibid. p. 21.]  [12:  Durkheim, p. 35.]  [13:  Ibid. p. 38.]  [14:  Eliade, p. 31. ]  [15:  Ibid. p. 32. ]  [16:  Ibid. p. 20. ]  [17:  Fields, p. xlvi.]  [18:  Durkheim, p. 10. ]  [19:  Ibid. p. 11.]  [20:  Eliade, p. 26.] 

In his book 'Landscapes of the Sacred', Belden C. Lane, Professor of Theological Studies, wrote about different approaches to sacred space. Lane presented both aspects of Eliade and Durkheim’s arguments of what makes a sacred space; that it can be ‘entirely apart from human control’[footnoteRef:21] and that ‘people create place’ because of social interaction with it.[footnoteRef:22] Lane situated his own experience of the sacred, a doe appearing in the clearing in the woods[footnoteRef:23], as a meeting with God that happened ordinary, smaller than he expected,[footnoteRef:24] which may be categorised as an ‘irruption of the sacred’[footnoteRef:25] in Eliade’s terms, but he went on to say that the ordinary is transformed, ‘ritually set apart to become extraordinary’[footnoteRef:26], a Durkheimian approach to sacred space. In chapter one, Lane provided four rules ‘to understand the character of sacred place’,[footnoteRef:27] which are: sacred place chooses itself, and to whom it presents itself, sacred place is ‘ritually made extraordinary’, sacred space is existential so one does not need to enter it to experience it physically and finally that sacred space is ‘local and universal’, with God being in one place and all places at the same time.[footnoteRef:28] He described these rules as ‘phenomenological categories, describing how places are perceived in the process of mythogenesis.’[footnoteRef:29] This approach reflected Tilley’s position of the human body as a privileged place to experience the landscape, who viewed places as having ‘distinctive meanings and values for persons.’[footnoteRef:30]  [21:  Ibid. p. 21]  [22:  Ibid. p. 24. ]  [23:  Lane, p. 17.]  [24:  Ibid, p. 18.]  [25:  Eliade, p. ]  [26:  Lane, p. 25.]  [27:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred: Geography And Narrative In American Spirituality, Expanded Edition, (The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), p. 19. ]  [28:  Ibid. p. 19. ]  [29:  Lane, p. 19.]  [30:  Tilley, p. 15.] 

Phenomenological research has been undertaken at Avebury by Claire Nolan, a postdoctoral researcher at University College Cork. Nolan’s paper ‘Sites of Existential Relatedness’ examined how participants engaged with the historical landscapes of Stonehenge, Avebury, and the Valley of Pewsy and the effect on their feelings of well-being and belonging. Nolan argued that previous scholarship demonstrated evolving feelings towards historic landscapes that warranted further investigation.[footnoteRef:31] The phenomenological approach allowed Nolan to ‘uncover participants’ more-than-representational, every-day and in-the-moment felt experience of the archaeology.’[footnoteRef:32] Nolan did not include race or ethnicity data of any participants, which may have influenced some of the research outcomes; for example, comments on feeling connected to the landscape due to ancestry[footnoteRef:33] may only apply to White British participants. However, Nolan argued that comments from other participants did not relate to ancestry, and thus there is a sense of ‘collective heritage’[footnoteRef:34] amongst participants. Nolan’s focus was existential relatedness, ‘a feeling of deep connection to something greater than the self’;[footnoteRef:35] however, several interviews related feelings suggesting that sacred space was a natural phenomenon and a human construct. Some people related a need to look after and maintain Avebury, describing it as something that required special treatment,[footnoteRef:36] recalling Durkheim’s view of sacred spaces being forbidden and treated differently from profane spaces.[footnoteRef:37] Nolan also found that another feature expressed by participants was ‘Transcendent connections’[footnoteRef:38] when at historic landscapes sites, specifically a connection to heaven[footnoteRef:39] and to the stars[footnoteRef:40], which reflected Eliade’s view that ‘within the sacred precincts the profane world is transcended’[footnoteRef:41] and one can communicate with the gods.[footnoteRef:42]  [31:  Claire Nolan, ‘Sites of Existential Relatedness: Findings from Phenomenological Research at Stonehenge, Avebury and the Vale of Pewsey, Wiltshire, UK’, Public Archaeology, 18.1 (2019), 28–5, p. 32.]  [32:  Ibid. p. 33]  [33:  Ibid. p. 34.]  [34:  Nolan, p. 38. ]  [35:  Ibid, p. 28.]  [36:  Ibid, p. 43.]  [37:  Durkheim, p. ]  [38:  Ibid, p. 44.]  [39:  Ibid, p. 45.]  [40:  Ibid.]  [41:  Eliade, p. 25 – 6. ]  [42:  Ibid. ] 

Understanding the physical history of Avebury was important to understand what the stone circle may have originally meant to those who built it. As Durkheim argued, rituals and rites of ancient religions ‘translate some human need and some aspect of life, whether social or individual’[footnoteRef:43] and thus can provide insight into what human needs Avebury Stone Circle has fulfilled for people throughout time, which will help answer whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. Professors of archaeology Mark Gillings and Joshua Pollard and geophysical surveyor Kristian Strutt investigated Avebury to determine what archaeology could tell us about its importance. Their paper argued that geophysical surveys from 2017 to 2019 of Avebury’s Southern Inner Circle showed evidence that a megalith had been erected ‘to echo the principal axes’ of a Neolithic house.[footnoteRef:44] The authors suggested that ‘the significance here resides in the way that traces of habitation may take on special social and historical value, leading to their marking and commemoration through major acts of monument building.’[footnoteRef:45] The authors also cited other academic views that ‘houses/halls played an active role in the creation and commemoration of foundational social groups’[footnoteRef:46], echoing Durkheim’s view that sacred space was essentially social.[footnoteRef:47] The authors were not seeking to comment on whether or not Avebury was or continues to be a sacred space but provide an important archaeological history that can, as above, be aligned with theories on sacred space and thus must be considered. [43:  Durkheim, p. 2. ]  [44:  Mark Gillings, Joshua Pollard and Kristian Strutt, ‘The Origins Of Avebury’, (Antiquity, 93.368 (2019), 359–77, p. 372.]  [45:  Gillings et al, p. 359. ]  [46:  Ibid, p. 374.]  [47:  Fields, Introduction, p. xlvi. ] 

Gillings et al. and Nolan’s papers can be further contextualised by Barbara Bender’s chapter ‘Contested Landscapes: Medieval to Present Day.’[footnoteRef:48] Bender’s chapter argued that the studying of and access to landscape are not neutral but have been appropriated by ‘those with economic and political power and the necessary cultural capital’.[footnoteRef:49] The landscape had been appropriated by the church, landowners, and heritage institutions, and access was subject to the approval, financially or socially, of those appropriating it.[footnoteRef:50] The role of archaeologists, in Bender’s view, was not neutral but on the side with ‘conservationists in limiting access to the stones [at Stonehenge] … on the grounds of potential damage’[footnoteRef:51], and indeed the UNESCO World Heritage Convention website on Stonehenge and Avebury stated that it will use archaeology to improve ‘interpretation for visitors and the local community’[footnoteRef:52]. My own research would thus require reflexivity and acknowledgement of my social standing when participating in Avebury Stone Circle as a researcher, and what purposes it would serve. [48:  Barbara Bender, Contested Landscapes: Medieval To Present Day in “Stonehenge: Making Space”, (Oxford, Berg, 1998), pp. 97 – 130. ]  [49:  Ibid, p. 98.]  [50:  Ibid, p. 122.]  [51:  Bender, p. 121.]  [52:  “Stonehenge, Avebury and Associated Sites”, https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/373/ [accessed 19/12/23]. ] 

The above literature is an academic background to my research; the theories of sacred space from Eliade and Durkheim still resonate with current scholarship, even if Eliade and Durkheim aren’t specifically named. The literature provided an overview of the ongoing debates about what exactly is sacred space and how modern people interact with it. As the research question asked whether Avebury is sacred by virtue of continued visitation, the literature had to encompass both theoretical approaches to sacred space and provide viewpoints on whether sacred space was a human construct or a natural phenomenon. 
Fieldwork Findings 
Before setting off to Avebury, I made the decision to attend on Thursday, 21st December, which was not the astronomical solstice but rather the observed Solstice by the Druids Order of Avebury, who were performing a ceremony that morning, amongst other Solstice events. I considered going back for the official solstice but could not go back due to train strikes. As a researcher, I actively chose to attend on this day. I considered whether going on the observed solstice rather than the astronomical solstice would impact my findings. I decided that whilst it may impact my findings, I could mitigate this by extending my day and segmenting it into ceremonial activities and walking around the stones alone. This provided data to compare whether the continued visitation of Avebury keeps the space sacred or whether it was a natural phenomenon. The ceremonial aspects performed by the Druids would fall under Durkheim’s definition of ‘folklore’, that is ‘jumbled survivals, the remnants of extinct religions’,[footnoteRef:53] and the rites performed were, according to Durkheim, necessarily sacred.[footnoteRef:54] By the afternoon, the events I participated in were over, and I was visiting the stone circle as if it were an ordinary day. My discussion below will examine the differences between participating in a sacred ceremony and walking around the stones alone. By comparing the differences, I will seek to answer whether sacred space is a human construct, for example, through taking part in rites, or if it is a natural phenomenon, for example, whether I experienced sacredness by virtue of being in Avebury Stone Circle. [53:  Durkheim, p. 34.]  [54:  Ibid, p. 35. ] 

The analysis of my fieldwork data revealed three experiences, coded as ‘Out of the Ordinary’, ‘Talking Land’, and ‘Time and Space’. Out of the Ordinary described experiences outside my usual life and experiences, such as natural phenomena that appeared extraordinary because of the context in which they occurred and, on a wider scale, the decision to take time to experience something out of the ordinary. Talking Land referred to certain feelings and thoughts that appeared to originate from outside myself. Interestingly, experiences under this code happened when I was exploring the stones alone. Time and Space described moments where I felt that I was experiencing time in a qualitatively different manner – such as feeling like time was standing still, or I felt a strong connection to the past. Again, this occurred mostly when I was alone. 
Out of the Ordinary
The Druidic Solstice ceremony began at the Southern Inner Circle. I did not have time to ask why this place was chosen as opposed to the Northern Inner Circle, but it was the easiest to access from the car park. The following is taken from my diary entry made after the ceremony:
“We were asked to form a circle, and upon forming the circle, I noticed two things: a parting of the clouds, upon which the sun cast a rainbow across the clouds as they moved and a bird of prey circling in the direction of the sunrise, probably a Red Kite. In themselves, neither of these things is unusual. Red Kites are not rare or endangered and live in the South of England. The reflection of the sun through water droplets in the clouds on a cold morning makes a rainbow, a scientific fact. But experiencing the two at Avebury, at the beginning of a solstice ceremony, felt magical.” I later noted that multiple people had seen this happen. I added, “we seemed to be experiencing something that brought people together, outside of our usual lives, in a moment of movement and stillness.”
Analysing this diary entry revealed two things: that a natural phenomenon occurred in such a way that it appeared “magical” and that I reflected an element of group participation, a human construct, that elevated the experience into a collective one. The Red Kite and the cloud rainbow appeared as we formed a circle; the ceremony had begun, and we were ‘set apart’[footnoteRef:55] from the profane. An argument for sacred space being a human construct and that the visitation to Avebury does keep it sacred can be made here. According to Durkheim, this space and experience was made sacred through the collective understanding and organisation of time and space.[footnoteRef:56]  As a group, we understood we were setting ourselves apart from the profane with the formation of the circle, and the natural phenomena of the Red Kite and cloud rainbow were now ‘different in kind’[footnoteRef:57] because it happened in a sacred space. Furthermore, Tilley’s argument of ‘locale’ as something that offered ‘a distinct quality of being inside, or part of, a place’[footnoteRef:58] which then affected the meaning of ‘the events and actions they witness, partake in and remember’[footnoteRef:59] also supports the argument that sacred space is a human construct. By being part of Avebury’s locale, a place of significance[footnoteRef:60] through its history, naming and status as a World Heritage Site, something ordinary became out of the ordinary for the group experiencing it, leading me to feel that the experience was sacred. My experience can also be understood through Lane’s approach to the sacred as something ordinary transformed into the extraordinary.[footnoteRef:61] I attended the Druidic ceremony expecting something happening, to feel an extra connection to the Earth and heavens granted to me through partaking in a ceremony that I had no religious or spiritual connection to beyond shared respect and reverence for the land I stood on. Instead, transforming the ordinary day into the extraordinary was a shared but natural visit from a rainbow and a bird. Their appearance functioned for me as the ‘context around which the story will grow… the remembered place that excites and directs the mythic imagination in its effort to understand the inarticulate and ambivalent experience of meeting.’[footnoteRef:62] I was in conversation with the landscape and the heavens, connected through a smaller-than-expected meeting[footnoteRef:63] with the more-than-human, transforming Avebury on a personal level into somewhere I had experienced the sacred as a result of my visitation.  [55:  Fields, Introduction, p. xlvi. ]  [56:  Durkheim, p. 10. ]  [57:  Ibid, p. 36.]  [58:  Tilley, p. 18. ]  [59:  Ibid. ]  [60:  Ibid.]  [61:  Lane, p. 25.]  [62:  Lane, p. 19.]  [63:  Ibid. ] 

My position as an outsider also impacted my experience of the sacred at the solstice ceremony. I was not part of the Druids Order of Avebury, nor had I taken part in any Druidic observances, so I questioned whether I could truly experience the sacred through this ceremony. In my diary, I described the ceremony as it happened. However, my reflections on experiencing something as a group showed much more emotion. An extract from my diary reads:
“It felt very joyful … with people of all ages and backgrounds attending … and I felt part of something bigger and beyond myself.”
“We seemed to be experiencing something that brought people together, outside of our usual lives, regardless of background, in a moment of movement and stillness.”
This may suggest that I experienced sacred space as a human construct to serve a social need. Nolan argued that her research demonstrated that the ‘separation typical of modern life’[footnoteRef:64] can be alleviated to an extent through the existential relatedness that occurs at prehistoric sites.[footnoteRef:65] In this moment, sacredness did not come from simply being at Avebury but through the social connection within the space. A shared understanding[footnoteRef:66] of the moment we were sharing, out of the ordinary of our lives, shaped Avebury into a particular and momentary sacredness.  [64:  Nolan, p. 30. ]  [65:  Ibid. ]  [66:  Fields, p. xlvi. ] 

In contrast, the sound bath was out of the ordinary because it was an unusual experience, but it did not elicit any feelings of sacredness. I entered the sound bath with expectations – I had prior knowledge of what a sound bath was, and expected to feel completely reinvigorated, taken by the idea that the sounds could aid chronic illness. The most unusual occurrence was falling asleep and hearing the gongs in my dreams, which also happened to my partner. However, for the purposes of this essay, it should be noted that the sound bath took place inside The Henge Shop. Although it was inside the boundaries of Avebury, as seen in the photo below, I felt disconnected from the quality of Avebury Stone Circle. Lane argued that stories of sacred space ‘almost inevitably honour the participation of the whole environment’,[footnoteRef:67] and Bender argued that Stonehenge has become ‘a place to be looked at … consumed on site … Hence the incongruity of the marginalised travellers or Druids laying claim to the place and perceiving it as a ‘living space’, a meeting place, a ritual centre.’[footnoteRef:68] [image: A map of a city

Description automatically generated] [67:  Lane, p. 41.]  [68:  Bender, p. 121. ] 

Figure 1: Avebury Henge Shop location, Google Maps 2023
Perhaps the disconnect between the sound bath happening in a shop instead of directly in nature amongst the stones removed an element of sacredness. If sacred space is a natural phenomenon, then it can be argued that the Henge Shop within the boundaries that set apart the sacred space of Avebury Stone Circle from the profane space of Avebury Village would be sacred. Indeed, when advertising the sound bath, The Henge Shop implied that the energy of Avebury could be felt from within it; ‘lie down and feel the energy of this ancient temple’.[footnoteRef:69]  Thus, when debating whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon, we must also consider human actions such as naming, building, and shopping and their impact on sacred space. Furthermore, would it still be sacred if the stone circle were inaccessible to the public and only shops and visitor centres? Based on phenomenological research, this essay would argue that it would not still be sacred. A disrupted line of sight to the stones and a commercialised setting rendered the sound bath different but not sacred to me. Lane and Tilley stressed the importance of the ‘identification of topographical features’ as essential ‘for the establishment and maintenance of their identity’[footnoteRef:70] and that ‘touching and being touched by its particular array of rocks’[footnoteRef:71]  [69: https://www.facebook.com/TheHengeShop/posts/pfbid02vT6u64KsTNrQRgmbH5q2dbdayqfYpXrJsfqFDDMo2xPHkobdA8STxUF29b1sRpsml ]  [70:  Tilley, p. 18. ]  [71:  Lane, p. 44. ] 

Talking Land
On my solo walk through the entire stone circle, I experienced the land speaking to me. I described this as a “need” to act in a certain way. 
“I’m standing, I currently believe in the North Inner Circle, facing South. There’s two very interesting stones that, they look like they’re holding something, I feel the need to stand in between them.”
I later discovered these stones were called The Cove, which aligned with the rising summer solstice sun. This experience differed from the ceremony and sound bath; another human had not instructed my actions, nor was I aware of any special status given to these stones.  Instead, as Lane related,[footnoteRef:72] I was invited by something non-human or more-than-human. As I stood in the middle of the Cove and looked out, I could see a third stone and felt the stone could see me as much as I saw it.[footnoteRef:73]  [72:  Lane, p. 17. ]  [73:  Ibid, p. 42. ] 

[image: The Cove and a third stone, seen through the centre of the Cove]
Figure 2: The Cove and a third stone, seen through the centre of the Cove.
Timothy Darvill suggested that the Cove was aligned to the midsummer solstice[footnoteRef:74], and shortly after sunrise, shadows would be cast on the wider stone with light hitting at an angle to make it ‘bright and sparkly’.[footnoteRef:75] He further suggested that, as a result of the stone’s location, shadows became ‘separate entities on the rock as if inside the stone looking out’[footnoteRef:76], a ‘relational experience … inside and outside the body … inside and outside the stone.’[footnoteRef:77] However, due to a lack of data, it is impossible to tell whether the original builders of Avebury would have used the Cove in this manner.[footnoteRef:78] My own experience of the Cove, being drawn to them without prior knowledge, felt as if I was being centred. In Eliade’s terms, I found the ‘centre of the world’[footnoteRef:79], an ‘irruption of the sacred’[footnoteRef:80] that pulled me into a space where the Sun would align with my location, a cosmological communication with the Sun’s life force. This suggested that sacred space was a natural phenomenon; the Cove had called me to stand in its centre, where an astronomical alignment had taken place thousands of times. The Cove was qualitatively different from the rest of the stone circle, and even without knowing its name or history, I was drawn to it.   [74:  Timothy Darvill, ‘Figures In The Rock? Experiencing The Avebury Cove At The Midsummer Sunrise’, Journal of Skyscape Archaeology, 8(2), 279-290. https://doi.org/10.1558/jsa.25600, p. 283. ]  [75:  Ibid, p. 287. ]  [76:  Ibid.]  [77:  Darvill, p. 287.  ]  [78:  Ibid. ]  [79:  Eliade, p. 22. ]  [80:  Ibid, p. 26.] 

Timothy Darvill has recognised the unique quality of the Cove within Avebury, numerous websites on Avebury dedicate specific sections to the Cove, and Gillings dedicated a chapter to the Cove, where he argued archaeological excavations of the Cove, though limited, showed the Cove stones were amongst the earliest and largest erected.[footnoteRef:81] I also recorded my questions about the Cove whilst standing between the stones: [81:  Gillings, Monumentality, p. 166. ] 

“I can’t quite articulate the sense that I’m getting, but it’s a question of why anyone would do this, why would you put the effort in to do this to make this place. It could have been on a much smaller scale, so why make it so big and so complex if it wasn’t inherently sacred? Does it mean that more complex things are more sacred? Does the size of it reflect what they needed to get out of it? Do you make something big because you want something big?” 
Gilling’s chapter suggested that the Cove was different to the rest of Avebury due to the size and amount of labour required for the stones’ size, and failure to erect them could lead to ‘the sacred qualities of the site brought into question’.[footnoteRef:82] The role of the Cove remains heavily debated, whether it was for special ceremonies, built to mimic a house, or so sacred it was closed off from any human interaction.[footnoteRef:83] The Cove may have been more sacred than the rest of Avebury Stone Circle, and the echoes of this sacredness continue to draw people to it today. The continued visitation and special status afforded to it across time suggest that sacred space is a natural phenomenon upon which humans are made to act, memorialise and venerate by something beyond our understanding.  [82:  Ibid, p. 167. ]  [83:  Gilling, Monumentality, p. 168. ] 

Time and Space
The quality of time and space at Avebury Stone Circle was a theme throughout my diary and voice recordings. I considered including these experiences under the theme of out of the ordinary, however the frequency of the experiences merited its own theme. The theme may be better expressed as a sense of timelessness, of being in the past, present and future all at once when at Avebury Stone Circle. Tilley argued that ‘Places are always “read” or understood in relation to others’[footnoteRef:84], in a similar way that Durkheim conceived of time and space as socially produced categories[footnoteRef:85] - they are relational, bound up in the human understanding of the world, and a phenomenological approach provided the appropriate method to understand time and space at Avebury Stone Circle. Upon entering the Southern Inner Circle, I recorded a voice note: [84:  Tilley, p. 27.]  [85:  Durkheim, p. 10. ] 

‘I feel like I should whisper; I don’t know why. It just feels right. I think it's just the feeling of respect and knowing that I’ve walked this path that a lot of people have walked.’
In Nolan’s research, a participant described the same feeling I had: 'I am walking in the footsteps of many that have gone before,’[footnoteRef:86] and another said, ‘I find it comforting to know that you’re walking where others have walked.’[footnoteRef:87] The continued visitation of Avebury enables people, regardless of heritage, to connect with the past in a new way. I questioned why, for example, I don’t have the same feeling when walking along old roads in London or Colchester despite knowing the long history of those places. This suggested that sacred space is indeed a human construct – the collective, social knowledge[footnoteRef:88] that Avebury is a site of historical importance allows us to set it apart from the profane, everyday world and experience it differently.  [86:  Nolan, p. 35.]  [87:  Ibid, p. 36. ]  [88:  Tilley, p. 28.] 

Later, on my solo walk around the stones, I once again related the feeling of being outside of my present time. 
“when the road is quiet, (traffic calms), there you go, it’s different… you’re not quite part of the present world and not quite part of the ancient world… And I know logically the stones are really old, but they feel very alive.”
By this time, I was in the Northern Inner Circle, past the Cove and following the stones around. The walk created a timeless story, connecting me to the past through the stones and the past to the present through me, giving Avebury Stone Circle a timeless existence. As Tilley argued, walking is not an isolated act but one inscribed with memory and story of how people have walked and acted in a particular place.[footnoteRef:89] The knowledge of how to act in Avebury may be considered a kind of rite in Durkheimian terms, as ‘rules of conduct that prescribe how man must conduct himself with sacred things’[footnoteRef:90], kept alive by humans continuing to move in this space.  [89:  Tilley, p. 28.]  [90:  Durkheim, p. 38. ] 

The narrative of Avebury as a link to the past was not only experienced by me, or even just by present day visitors. Gillings et al. suggested that the Southern Inner Circle memorialised an early Neolithic house[footnoteRef:91], moving the location from ‘the quotidian to the sacred’[footnoteRef:92] because of the story created by ‘monumentalising’[footnoteRef:93] the house. The house underwent a transformation of essence[footnoteRef:94], from profane to sacred, and continued visitation to Avebury keeps this transformation alive. A participant in Nolan’s research related that ‘you’re contained by the ditches or whatever, but you’re also contained by the fact that you know this is where people were doing stuff’, which Nolan described as ‘a sense of being contained by the collective of time.’[footnoteRef:95] Indeed, in my own research, I described feeling “a bit out of space and time, like they (the stones) have been here forever, and I’ve been here forever.” Avebury Stone Circle appeared to take on a liminal quality, a portal through time and space to ‘give a sense of continuity, familiarity and belonging’[footnoteRef:96] that Tilley argued could emerge from the ‘qualities of locale and landscapes’.[footnoteRef:97] The social production of memory and sacred space may also explain why I did not feel the Henge Shop was sacred or qualitatively different enough from my profane life. The shop had no story to me, no connection to the past. It was thoroughly cemented in the present and profane world. The narrative of Avebury is social, within which meaning is created through ‘configuration into a whole requiring the employment of action’[footnoteRef:98], whether through the memorialising of a house or ceremonies, giving ‘mythic value and historical relevance’[footnoteRef:99] to a landscape now remembered through stone circles.  [91:  Gillings et al., p. 375. ]  [92:  Ibid. ]  [93:  Ibid. ]  [94:  Durkheim, p. 37. ]  [95:  Nolan, p. 37. ]  [96:  Nolan, p. 37. ]  [97:  Tilley, p. 26.]  [98:  Ibid, p. 32. ]  [99:  Ibid, p. 33. ] 

Conclusion 
This essay sought to answer whether sacred space was a human construct or a natural phenomenon, with research conducted on whether continued visitation to Avebury kept it sacred. Historical landscapes and sacred sites are not neutral but are imbued with cultural and social power,[footnoteRef:100] where humans create meanings through dwelling in them.[footnoteRef:101] This view of landscape suggested that sacred space was a human construct, where socially produced meanings of time, space, and action have come to define Avebury as a sacred space. My own phenomenological research and that of Nolan’s showed that experiences of Avebury go beyond archaeological appreciation but fulfil a need to ‘transcend the “limitations of time and space”’[footnoteRef:102] and connect to something beyond our current, profane life. However, other aspects of my research revealed experiences that could suggest that sacred space is a natural phenomenon, such as my experience at the Cove. If the Cove had indeed been erected earlier than the rest of Avebury and aligned with the midsummer Solstice, it can be argued that the Cove marked the revelation of ‘the fixed point, the central axis for all future orientation’[footnoteRef:103], breaking the homogeneity of space, and my “need” to go to the Cove was as a result of a natural phenomenon of sacred space that caused it to be marked in the first place.  [100:  Bender, p. 98.]  [101:  Tilley, p. 13.]  [102:  Nolan, p. 29. ]  [103:  Eliade, p. 21. ] 

My experience of Avebury Stone Circle, both alone and as part of a ceremony, was qualitatively different to my everyday experiences. My findings suggested that this difference was felt because of unknown forces that made me act in a certain way, for example, the “need” to whisper, to enter the Cove or to slow down on my walk. My perception of being set apart from the profane world by the stones, the same stones that set ancient people apart from their profane world, gave Avebury meaning by providing a path and boundary that connected ‘spatial impressions with temporally inscribed memories’.[footnoteRef:104]  [104:  Tilley, p. 31.] 

Avebury Stone Circle is thus a sacred space humanly constructed through a network of memories, narratives, and topographical landmarks that interacted with me as a visitor. The continued visitation by people, such as myself and those in Nolan’s research, as well as archaeologists, keep Avebury Stone Circle sacred because landscape is not a neutral ground that things happen on but a constant dialect with the past, that is remembered, reproduced and re-sacralised with every visit. 
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