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images by James Berger, 20/09/21, Emei mountain, Sichuan Province, China

Introduction

This aim of this research is to critically examine the hierophanical potential of a colossus as a feature of a sacred space and seek to offer further scholarship in the understanding of the hierophanical potential of the mountainous landscape. This will result in considerations for arguments for space’s homogeneousness vs non-homogeneousness.

The aforementioned contents originate in a personal encounter with the Samantabhadra of Emei mountain in Sichuan Province, China, but will, utilising a phenomenological standpoint, attempt to discuss potential circumstances surrounding these, seemingly universal in occurrence, personally sacred events.

These theories will hopefully give me a holistic approach to critically understanding my personal hierophany and relate it and its mitigating circumstance to mountain-peak colossus hierophany in general. The phenomenological stance of the essay will be from a non-denominational perspectival account of religious experience, contiguous with its object – a distinctly Buddhist iconographic colossus.

Academic Rational

My rational for studying a personal hierophany in the presence of a religious colossus at a mountain peak in an attempt to answer the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or natural phenomenon is because: as Eliade defines it, hierophany is the ‘manifestatum of the sacred’[footnoteRef:1], and as such, in being such a manifestation, is a phenomenologically palpable method of examining the nature of sacred space and its origins through the analysis of obtainable qualitative data. Understanding the nature and geneses of these manifestations of the sacred gives considerable insight into the origins of a space’s sacredness – as per Mark Wynn’s comments that these religious experiences are ‘a matter of seeing “in depth” the religious significance of a material context’,[footnoteRef:2] with the material context in the instance of this research project being the mountainous landscape. Deducible from this will be a potential answer to the question of whether sacred space is a natural phenomenon or human construct. It will hopefully provide interesting, unique considerations of this question.  [1:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by William R. Trask (London: Harcourt, Inc., 1957), p. 11.]  [2:  Mark Wynn, ‘Phenomenology of Religion’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology-religion/>.] 

I am focussing on the holy mountan as a sacred space because it is physiologically unique, possessing what Wei-Cheng Lin calls ‘ “locative specificity and thick associative content” ’,[footnoteRef:3] with a complex relationship to human engagement: externally – in the form of the erection of religious structures, which reconfigure and reconceive ‘the topography of the site’, for example;[footnoteRef:4]  as well as internally, through, for example, inducing changes in the interpretation of sense perception. As a result of this uniqueness, it represents the consummate tool in examining whether space is non-homogenous or homogenous, and what this means for the locale of a space’s sacredness.    [3:  Wei-Cheng Lin, Building a Sacred Mountain: The Buddhist Architecture of China’s Mount Wutai (Washington: University of Washington Press, 2014), p. 90.]  [4:  Lin, p. 90.] 

Methodology

The research will be an examination of my own hierophany at the peak of Emei mountain, Sichuan Province, China, in the presence of its Buddhist Samantabhadra colossus (Figs. 1-3), critically examining my primary source material – my poetry about the experience, written shortly after the experience which occurred on the date 20/09/2021. Its having been written shortly after the experience was due to the fact that I was engrossed in the event as it was unfolding. 

I will be observing the nature of my experience, and the potential effect of mitigating circumstances surrounding it, utilising my primary source material to do so. This material took the form of poetry because this is how I present my personal experiences most candidly, and as Nan Shepherd stated ‘Poetry [holds] in intensest being the very heart of all experience’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Robert Macfarlane, Landmarks (London: Penguin Books, 2016), p. 58.] 


My reasoning behind approaching the research question phenomenologically, is the seemingly rational opinion of Nelson Pike that the sacred, ‘is located in that place within the body where one normally experiences oneself to be’.[footnoteRef:6] This locality of experiencing sacred space is suggested to be an internal and external combination. The most efficacious method of viewing the simultaneous external and internal reality of sensibly perceived sacred space is therefore through analysis of my personal experience.  [6:  Wynn.] 


Similarly, on the phenomenological standpoint in viewing hierophany, and the value of such personal qualitative research in the application of an origin to space’s sacredness, much of the phenomenological school of thought adhere to the belief that Tilley expresses as: ‘knowledge of place stems from human experience, feeling and thought.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Religion, p. 15.] 


Similarly, I rationalise my research paper and its methodology with the recency of the experience and therefore the benefit of both vivid memory and hindsight. As Michaelian and Sutton mention, ‘when one remembers, one is in the first instance related to past events themselves’ with the thought that memory is ‘phenomenologically direct’.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Kourken Michaelian and John Sutton, ‘Memory’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/memory/>.] 


My reasoning behind approaching the research question phenomenologically, is the seemingly rational opinion of Nelson Pike that the sacred, ‘is located in that place within the body where one normally experiences oneself to be’.[footnoteRef:9] This locality of experiencing sacred space is suggested to be an internal and external combination. The most efficacious method of viewing the simultaneous external and internal reality of sensibly perceived sacred space is therefore through analysis of my personal experience.  [9:  Wynn, ‘Phenomenology of Religion’.] 



Reflexive Considerations

I approach this research as a 27 year old male from Newcastle-under-Lyme, Staffordshire, England, currently residing in Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China. I have a vaguely religious background, having been raised a Catholic but not zealously so. Throughout my later teenage years and early twenties I gravitated towards more Far Eastern spirituality and religion. As of now, I am a lover of world religions of all sorts but arguably from some degree of scholarly distance, despite possessing certain cosmological beliefs such as that of a unifying Oneness. 

One reflexive consideration is that my analysis of this poetic primary source material is undertaken months after they were written. However, as stated in the methodology section, I believe this is not long enough ago to have lost the ability to bring myself back to the experience and understand their imagery and implications, but long enough ago to have gained a more holistic view of the events and thus approach the fieldwork analysis with the bigger picture and finer details both in mind. 

Literature Review

Much of the scholarly work regarding the role of the mountain-space in hierophany, and usefulness of these theories in characterising sacred space as originating in human construct or natural phenomena, is caught up in whether space is non-homogeneous or homogeneous. In favour of the former was Romanian phenomenologist and religious historian Mircea Eliade (1907-1986):[footnoteRef:10] observing that ‘some parts of space are qualitatively different from others’.[footnoteRef:11] For him, as a phenomenologist, this qualitative distinction is enough. Specifically supporting the mountain as exemplary of space’s non-homogeneity, Thomas Barrie in his Sacred Place: Myth, Ritual, and Meaning in Architecture, notes that the ascent, for the pilgrim, ‘[…] underlines the gravity of the journey being undertaken and gives opportunities for the initiate to turn back’;[footnoteRef:12] providing the structure for a physical and spiritual ascent. The phenomenology afforded by this sort of structure ‘requires of the devotee an appropriate seriousness and focussed attention, if they are to grasp aright the sacred reality that is to be encountered’[footnoteRef:13] at the peak. The mountain similarly ‘may require the believer to cross various thresholds, and perhaps to undertake a relatively arduous journey on account of the topography of the place’.[footnoteRef:14] [10:  Douglas Allen, ‘Mircea Eliade’, Encyclopedia Britannica (18 Apr. 2021), <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mircea-Eliade>  [Accessed 11 November 2021].]  [11:  Eliade, p. 20 (NEED PROPER CITATION IF I HAVENT ALREADY USED IT)]  [12:  Thomas Barrie, Sacred Place: Myth, Ritual, and Meaning in Architecture (Boston: Shambhala, 1996), p. 60.]  [13:  Mark Wynn, ‘Phenomenology of Religion’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology-religion/>.]  [14:  Mark Wynn, ‘Phenomenology of Religion’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology-religion/>.] 


In contrast, for French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1856-1917)[footnoteRef:15] space is homogenous and lacks any inherent sacredness occurring as a natural phenomenon. As such, any effect the mountain may have on hierophany is culturally founded, and not a natural phenomenon[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Henri M. Peyre, ‘Émile Durkheim’, Encyclopedia Britannica (11 Apr. 2021), <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Emile-Durkheim> [Accessed 11 November 2021].]  [16:  ] 


Similarly in favour of space’s non-homogeneity and the unique mountain landscape however is the consistently culturally conceived notion of the holy mountain being an ‘axis mundi connecting earth with heaven’.[footnoteRef:17] This is an amalgamation of physiological characteristics and human interpretation: the mountain in the truest sense does join two plains - marking ‘the highest point[s] in the world’,[footnoteRef:18] and thus, one of an associated faith would ascertain as, nearer to that other, divine realm. The mountain-peak, it has been argued, is a gate through which sacred communications may be received from that divinity.  Similarly, on the naturally scaleable sides of the mountain, Eliade remarks that the act of ascent itself ‘is equivalent to an ecstatic journey to the center of the world, reaching the highest terrace, the pilgrim experiences a break-through from plane to plane; he enters a “pure-region” transcending the profane world.’ As such, to this end it is the mountain composition that primes humankind for experiences of the sacred, and a result of this the experience of the place’s sacredness does not necessarily originate in human construction, however it does still insinuate the vital role of humanity’s perception.  [17:  Eliade, p. 38. ]  [18:  Eliade, p. 38. ] 


The ritual that Eliade suggests sacred-mountain ascent is an example of, is indicative of the idea that a journey is in of itself a deep meditation on journeys – and as such it is inevitable that there is heightened likelihood of a sense of cosmic truths uncoiling at the pinnacle, or of a sense of the journey’s completion in a more existential way.[footnoteRef:19] As Tim Ingold states in Lines: A Brief History, ‘life is lived along paths, not just in places’.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  ]  [20:  Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 2.] 


The naturally occurring protraction of reaching the mountain’s peak through the necessary ascent mirrors the writing of Thomas Barrie when he states that to reach a sacred place, one must often first traverse a ritual-like ‘entry sequence’ ‘typically […] becoming increasingly more sacred.’[footnoteRef:21] It is this sequence itself, he says, that marks the place as ‘sacred ground’.[footnoteRef:22] As referenced in the primary source material: ‘the winding way finds’ the meditative wrapping of ‘appropriate seriousness and focussed attention’ that is necessary preparation in ‘grasp[ing] aright the sacred reality that is to be encountered in the sanctuary.’[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Thomas Barrie, Sacred Place: Myth, Ritual, and Meaning in Architecture (Boston: Shambhala, 1996), p. 59.]  [22:  Barrie, p. 59. ]  [23:  Mark Wynn, ‘Phenomenology of Religion’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology-religion/>
] 


On this, Eliade stated that ‘The threshold concentrates not only the boundary between outside and inside but also the possibility of passage from […] the profane to the sacred’.[footnoteRef:24] This would seemingly place humanity’s role within the defining of space’s sacredness as receivers.  [24:  Eliade, p. 181. ] 


Contrasting these theories, Christopher Tilley, remarks how places are only as ‘diffuse and differentiated as the range of identities and significances afforded them’.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  ] 


Edward Casey comments in his chapter From Void to Vessel in The Fate of Place, citing Timaeus (52b), that the receptacle (Space) provides ‘a situation for all things that come into being’. The agency here is placed with sacred space as natural phenomenon in its receiving human engagement; allowing for the experience of its sacredness. This can be compared with Merleau-Ponty’s opinion that knowledge is ‘felt’ and ‘that our bodies think and know in ways that precede cognition’ which can be inferred as felt as the mysterious, somewhat hidden influence of sacred space as a natural phenomenon. He does however, reference that space provides context ‘for human experience, constructed in movement, memory, encounter and association’.

In moving through this space, another key theme pertinent to the subject of this research paper is the effect of faith on perception, and even on materiality. Humanity’s faith, and the power of culture, says Lin, can organise sacredness into specific, recognisable archetypal forms. Construction of sacred architecture such as religious colossi and monasteries was completed on Holy mountains as acts of ‘conception and experience of the divine presence’.[footnoteRef:26] This suggests religious experiences were not just originating from the mountain’s inherent natural landscape. Furthermore, on this relationship between the humanly constructed and the natural world, Tilley notes the views of Heidegger that ‘Spaces open up by the virtue of the dwelling of humanity’[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Lin, p. 98.]  [27:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 13. ] 


Space and place are often dichotomised in terms of space existing as a natural phenomenon and place/s being constructed within space through human engagement creating relational memories between the landscape and ourselves.[footnoteRef:28] ‘Space is a far more abstract construct than place’[footnoteRef:29] says Tilley, but interestingly, contrasting the place/space dichotomy, the word construct is used for both. This is indicative of a common phenomenological conception of the only useful examination of the world available to us being through sense perception,[footnoteRef:30] and thus alluding to potential difficulties in locating the origins of space’s sacredness. Furthering the inextricability, Robert Macfarlane notes how ‘the material world’ is ‘endlessly relational’ and that ‘We are co-natural with the world and it with us – but we only ever see it partially.’[footnoteRef:31] Tilley, in An Anthropology of Landscape, reiterates this when he writes that: [28:  ]  [29:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 15.]  [30:  Wynn]  [31:  Macfarlane, p. 74.] 


We are not somehow outside it, or contained by it; landscape is part of ourselves […] It is not a blank slate for conceptual or imaginative thought but a material form with textures and surfaces, wet and dry places, scents and sounds, diurnal and seasonal rhythms, places and paths and cultural forms and built architecture that, through differential experience, is constitutive of different identities. So the6  landscape is both inside the body and outside of it, both part of whom we are and a thing apart. Persons and landscapes are entangled in a network of material and social relations ‘[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Christopher Tilley, An Anthropology of Landscape, p. 5-6.] 



Angela Voss, in The Secret Life of Statues, agrees with Lin to a point, citing how it was often the case that the creation of such sacred architecture was an ontological undertaking, with the purpose of creating ‘a power-point which would, through force of similitude and resonance, bring the hidden life of the cosmos into the sensory range of the participant or viewer.’[footnoteRef:33] This does also distinguish her view from Lin’s given her colossi act as mediums through which humanity can access the naturally occurring sacredness of a space. Such views seem to suggest similarly that the landscape has the agency to subtly (or at times less so) instruct humanity in the emulsifying of these boundaries through specific connecting constructions in spaces where nature provides a well of the sacred in which the water lies still unless drawn out through engagement. The creation of a colossus is a convergence of the human architectural and natural landscape’s fate – ‘the variant orders converge in the room that mediates between space and place.’ [footnoteRef:34] This feels deeply applicable to the relationship between sacred mountain and sacred architecture as space and place.  [33:  Angela Voss, ‘The Secret Life of Statues’, Sky and Psyche: The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness, ed. Nicholas Campion (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2006)., p. 2.]  [34:  Edward S. Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998), p. 122. ] 


In contrast to the proposed agency of the natural world, analysing the role of humanity in defining a space’s sacredness, William James writes that the statue is ‘an aggregation of particles of marble’ having ‘no unity’ whereas for ‘the spectator it is one’.[footnoteRef:35] As such, for the potential sacredness of space, ‘a body is needed on which [‘the parallelogram of forces’] may impinge, to exhibit their resultant effect.’[footnoteRef:36] This is not outright to dismiss the possibility that a space’s sacredness may originate in its makeup, but the activation of this potentiality, in this stance, requires human spectator engagement. Somewhat in contrast, phenomenologist Edmund Tilley, observed how ‘Notions of 'object' and 'subject', 'nature' and 'consciousness' are dialectically related moments of a totality which is constituted through the Being of the body in the world.’[footnoteRef:37] As such, Tilley is emphasising humanity’s presence within this ‘self-regulating homeostatic system.’[footnoteRef:38] The differentiating factor in these two claims is that for Tilley, humanity is part of the whole being of the natural world, James on the other hand, requires humanity to create a unifying whole which is not intrinsically present.  [35:  William James, location 2959 PROPER REFERENCE]  [36:  William James (NEEDS PROPER REFERENCE), location 2958 in Kindle]  [37:  Tilley, A Phenomenlogy of Landscape, p. 14.]  [38:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 14. ] 


To conclude, which of the aforementioned theories the results of this research project will support will be interesting to uncover, and it will be seen overall whether I find more - at least at a personal level - truth in the notion that sacred space originates as a natural phenomenon or human construct. 

Field work and Discussion

The effect of religious colossi on hierophany

An extract of my fieldwork reads as follows:

‘lighting upon me’[footnoteRef:39] [39:  (a Bible reference)] 

The beacon that calls home[footnoteRef:40] [40:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


This poem is exemplary of the effect of the colossus’ grandeur upon me. Its golden brilliance, ‘the color of reverence’[footnoteRef:41] ‘makes it an easy emblem for divinity’[footnoteRef:42] ‘used to inspire awe’.[footnoteRef:43] Its colossal stature is like a lighthouse, guiding me, and its religious iconography inspires in me the sense of entering another plain, of meeting with the Divine. This ‘beacon that calls me home’[footnoteRef:44] is concomitant with the notion, discussed in the literature review, that colossi are often erected in part to be ‘a power-point which would […] bring the hidden life of the cosmos into the sensory range of the […] viewer.’[footnoteRef:45] Angela Voss, in talking about a place’s ‘resonance’, is suggestive of the statue revealing and potentially concentrating the naturally occurring sacredness of a space, and as such possessing the power to draw more to it due to its having been cast, through the signposting and encouragement of human engagement in the form of a statue, into the ‘sensory range’[footnoteRef:46] of humanity. This therefore demystifies the sacredness inherent in that place. In fact, I comment on this feeling of the inevitably of my having eventually been drawn to the place in which I had my hierophany: [41:  Kassia St. Clair, The Secret Lives of Color (New York: Penguin Books, 2016), p. 113.]  [42:  St. Clair, p. 115.]  [43:  St. Clair, p. 114.]  [44:  ]  [45:  Angela Voss, ‘The Secret Life of Statues’, Sky and Psyche: The Relationship Between Cosmos and Consciousness, ed. Nicholas Campion (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2006)., p. 2.]  [46:  Voss, p. 2.] 


			I will always converge here
			at this time
			Vesica Pisces the fate of the space and I [footnoteRef:47] [47:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 



On the inevitability of the hierophany, Edward Casey, citing Locke, says that when confronted with the seemingly ‘unlimited expanse’[footnoteRef:48] above, when atop the mountain, the mind finds ‘no sets of stable referential points by which it might begin to become a scene of well-situated places.’[footnoteRef:49] As such, as extractable from my qualitative findings, a focal point – in the form of a colossus - reduces Tilley’s defined ‘abstract[ness]’[footnoteRef:50] of space in comparison to place. The colossus very much signposts this space as a place; thus ‘ontologically grounding’[footnoteRef:51] it ‘in the differential structuring of human experience and action in the world.’[footnoteRef:52]  [48:  Casey, p. 166.]  [49:  Edward S. Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998)  p. 166.]  [50:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 15.]  [51:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 11.]  [52:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 11.] 


The aforementioned primary source material appears to refer to the importance of the colossus in delivering the hierophany in a relatable way; making the sacredness of the space less abstract and thus identifiable. 

On this note of the identifiable, one noticeable trope within my primary source material was a level of anthropomorphism in my speaking of the colossus and the mountain:

			You turned your faces to gloss
			Over all things 
			at that moment
			In light
Of Being
with me [footnoteRef:53] [53:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


Referring back to the scholarly sources, a consequence of ‘perceiving an agent to have a mind’[footnoteRef:54] is that it gives it agency, and the ability to observe, evaluate and judge the perceiver thereby serving as a source of normative social influence on the perceiver.[footnoteRef:55]  [54:  Adam Waytz, John Cacioppo, Nicholas Epley, ‘Who Sees Human? The Stability and Importance of Individual Differences in Anthropomorphism’ in Perspectives On Psychological Science : A Journal Of The Association For Psychological Science vol. 5.3 (2010): pp. 219-32 (222) <doi:10.1177/1745691610369336>.]  [55:  Waytz et al. ] 


It is entirely plausible that my perception of the Mt Emei Samantabhadra colossus that was at the centre of my hierophany, was incurred through its anthropomorphised relationship to me. I can qualitatively attest to my common anthropomorphising – having acted as though inanimate objects have a level of sentience throughout my whole life. This (religious colossus) agent, considered to possess mind, can be expanded to environmental agents, such as the mountainous landscape itself, or even stretched to a Gaia perspective, which is one I somewhat ascribe to. To conclude on this then, the effect of these anthropomorphised beliefs would potentiate belief in an innate natural vitality and, if not intentionality, then the ability to directly affect species - human and otherwise - with mindful actions, thus capacitating bias for the argument for space’s sacredness originating as a natural phenomenon. Regarding the Emei mountain colossus, its possessing certain distinctly human visual characteristics contributes to this empathy - as Morewedge at al observed in their 2007 studies, ‘an agent’s similarity to humans increases anthropomorphism’.

However, I do remember feeling that what differentiated it from myself - its golden skin, many faces, colossal stature, elephant convoy, its motionlessness despite having the appearance of looking everywhere all at once - were the characterising qualities that contributed to my having felt its presence as divine:

				Cut
				From the same cloth
				As the cosmos linen
				as many visages as voyages beyond what material’s been in 

To conclude, the Emei mountain colossus at least decidedly affected my hierophany’s content, and I would argue, given the overall collected stances of the secondary sources, focussed it into occurring at all; demystifying both the sacredness of the space and the experience of the sacred itself; 
opening me up to the possibility of experience, and my experience of the sacredness of space. 
The extent to which the colossus, its influence, and its location is purely of human design or is entangled within the agency of the space is difficult to deduce. Similarly the extent of the influence of mitigating factors such as anthropomorphism remains only suggestive. 

The phenomenology of hierophanic experience and the role of the observer in hierophanic experience 

A piece of my primary research source material reads as follows:

Faith
the tincture
to turn 
from it
gold[footnoteRef:56] [56:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


This piece of fieldwork notes the referenced cycle of faith occurring because of natural phenomena, or the interpretation of such phenomena (ie. the culturo-religious biases in the taking of what is sensibly perceived) and the creation of monuments of faith which further inspire more hierophanical phenomena. 

This poem also contours humanity as the alchemical vessel in which the ingredients of natural phenomena mix with culture-religious tropes and beliefs along with ritual to produce the philosopher’s stone that is the hierophanic sacred space. 

Furthermore, on the acts of faithful intervention of humanity in space I write:

			supplementing mountain points
			punctures, 
			desirous fingers open
			the sanctum[footnoteRef:57] [57:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


In contextualising this piece of fieldwork within the parameters of questioning the origins of a space’s sacredness one can refer back to Heidegger’s comments, cited by Edmund Tilley, as mentioned in the literature review, that ‘Spaces open up [italics my own] by the virtue of the dwelling of humanity’.[footnoteRef:58] As the above poem similarly alludes, from my phenomenological perspective, the fact that this space had previously been engaged with as a sacred space – made apparent by the presence of the religious architecture - meant that it felt established, defined as such – there was little leap of imagination necessary. I did not need to look up directly into the heavens for a religious experience, I need only look ahead to great the divine face on. Similarly introduced in that section was the pertinent argument for the distinction between space and place. The above poem is suggestive of sacred space being accessible only through human construct where ‘Building produces things as locations’[footnoteRef:59] out of that abstract space which has no foothold for culturally identifiably sacred experiences – therefore human construction in a very literal sense may construct the sacredness of space, at least in a recognisable form. Certainly, in my personal experience, the Samantabhadra colossus was seemingly my link to this other plain. It felt like it was helping me appreciate and comprehend my surroundings in this foreign place I had been transported to for the duration of the experience.  [58:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 13.]  [59:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 13.] 


Similarly applicable from the above piece of fieldwork in further appreciating the role of the observer – or rather – the engaged - in the hierophanic experience and subsequently in conjunction: the origins of sacred space, are the words ‘supplementing’ and ‘punctures’. The latter suggests that there was some membrane to pierce in order to ‘open’ that view of the cosmic-home. This is suggestive again of that present but inaccessible sacredness inherently within nature that must be adjoined with the other triangle (perception), to form the parallelogram of the perceived sacred space.[footnoteRef:60] The adjoining, is by James, attributed to the perceiver; and as such lays the origins of a space’s sacredness, at least as we can perceive it, at the feet of human mental construction.  [60:  ] 


The poem in which I reference the ‘Vesica Pisces/Piscis’ can also be attributed to the idea of two perspectival fields crossing over - that humanity notices the sacredness of space at the same moment that the sacred space notices us. 

Tilley, cites the view of Heidegger: ‘spaces’ he says ‘receive their essential being from locations and not from “space” ’.[footnoteRef:61] He decides that locations, or places, are a human construct. As such, Heidegger would be of the opinion that sacred space cannot be a human construct in lieu of place being the progeny of humanity’s engagement with space, and the two being distinct.  [61:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 13.] 


The word ‘supplementing’ in that piece of fieldwork however, is a distinguishing of where the start of this process of sacred space’s creation lies – and that being nature, or in this case specifically: ‘mountain points’. This relates back to William James’ comments that for the potential sacredness of space, ‘a body is needed on which [‘the parallelogram of forces’] may impinge, to exhibit their resultant effect.’[footnoteRef:62] The fulcrum within the syntax he presents is that ‘parallelogram of forces’[footnoteRef:63] of which nature is constituted. [62:  William James (NEEDS PROPER REFERENCE), location 2958 in Kindle]  [63:  James, location 2958 in Kindle PROPER REFERENCE NEEDED] 


To conclude, the role the observer plays in hierophanies is intrinsically linked to the extent to which one believes in the accuracy of sense perception. 
Humanity’s presence allows for spaces to become places, and to arguably give the cultural framework necessary for meaningful experiences when there would otherwise be no way of properly interpreting hierophany. The effect of faith on perception is also a large mitigating factor in experiences, interpretation, and engagement (sometimes architecturally) with the natural environment. 

The effect of mountainous landscape on hierophany 

The final theme emergent from having collated my primary research poems is the effect of the mountainous landscape on hierophanical experience. This is evident from the following:

Taut,
drumskin sky
Through which
in touching
The heartbeat[footnoteRef:64] [64:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


Which echoes the mountain’s role as geological and spiritual axis mundi as mentioned in the literature review. The simultaneity of humanity physically touching the sky and the mountain touching us spiritually creates, at least as divulged in this piece of my primary source material, is what allows me to feel the heartbeat of the sacred, the pulse of the divine energy. This poem can similarly be interpreted through the lens of the sacred mountain as axis mundi. 

Similarly on the mountain physiognomy, a piece of my primary research material reads as follows: 

it is inevitable
the point pours
the sides gather[footnoteRef:65] [65:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


This can be correlated to Eliade’s claims, noted in the literature review, that it is the very act of ascending the sides that gathers one towards the sacred outpouring that occurs at the peak. There is also the sense of climbing out from the profane world, or entering what Eliade dubs a ‘ “pure region” ’[footnoteRef:66]  [66:  Eliade, p. 41. ] 
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The above poem, visibly and metaphorically references the protrusion of the convex mountain facilitating the concave hanging belly of the sky through which is accessible the heartbeat of the sacred. This is suggestive of the origins of a space’s sacredness lying in natural phenomenon in the form of the relationship between its corresponding structures. 

This is not a conclusive allocation of the source of a space’s sacredness however. Contextualising Tilley’s claims that ‘Places are as diffuse and differentiated as the range of identities and significances accorded to them’,[footnoteRef:68] the above poem could hint at the human tendency to compartmentalise despite the ‘sequence of religious conceptions and cosmological images that are inseparably connected and form a system that may be called the “system of the world” ’.[footnoteRef:69] Eliade goes on to say that these images that create a communication ‘passage’[footnoteRef:70] between the sacred and the human, are hinged around ‘our world’ being the cosmic axis; and thus insinuating that the origins of space’s sacredness lie within the boundaries of human construct.[footnoteRef:71] These common images permeated with human significance supposedly include the mountain; and this notion of space - in our case specifically the mountain landscape - being porous to the identity dispensed into to them by culture, is exhibited in this poem: [68:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 15.]  [69:  Eliade, p. 37. ]  [70:  Eliade, p. 37. ]  [71:  Eliade, p. 37. ] 


the mountain
Karstic
to the holy wind/s[footnoteRef:72] [72:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China. ] 


The origins of these holy winds are not divulged, but the use of the phrase karstic mountain is telling of a space that, as mentioned in the literature review, retains ‘flesh’ memories,[footnoteRef:73] according to Merleau-Ponty: subjectively incarnated by our body in the world.[footnoteRef:74] However, the mountain’s receptivity to the sacred may give it the role of transceiver; storing and facilitating these sacred signals that otherwise would find nowhere to roost and therefore lack the potentiality of further engagement. This reinforces prior claims in this essay that distinguishing between whether a space’s sacredness occurs as a natural phenomenon or human construct is a highly difficult and speculative, unquantifiable affair.  [73:  Macfarlane, p. 73.]  [74:  Macfarlane, p. 73. ] 


Furthermore, mentioned in the literature review were the Edward Casey comments in his chapter From Void to Vessel in The Fate of Place, citing Timaeus (52b), that the receptacle (Space) provides ‘a situation for all things that come into being’.[footnoteRef:75] This is highly relevant to our discussion here as it places the emphasis upon space’s agency in receiving these human constructs; and itself allowing for the experience of its sacredness. This is also constituent in the arguments surrounding place vs space in the experiencing of the sacred.  [75:  Edward S Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998), p. 48. ] 


Also relevant however, is Merleau-Ponty’s assertion that knowledge is ‘felt’ and ‘that our bodies think and know in ways that precede cognition’[footnoteRef:76] as exemplified in the following primary source material:  [76:  Macfarlane, p. 73. ] 


				I’d never considered the stairway to heaven
lined with trees 
til now[footnoteRef:77] [77:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


My experiencing a ‘stairway to heaven | lined with trees’ preceded my ever having conceptualised it. This is suggestive of our recipience of natural phenomenon before we are able to culturally place and interpret them as such. This arguably indicates that a space may transmit sacred characteristics initially inherently, with this then getting placed within the culturo-religious frameworks pertinent to the observer/s.  	

Finally on this poem, ‘the stairway’, and the following imagery:

Spring
				Coils
				The winding way finds   
				Ouroboros waiting[footnoteRef:78] [78:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


are indicative of the idea that a journey is in of itself a deep meditation on journeys – and as such it is inevitable that there is heightened likelihood of a sense of cosmic truths uncoiling at the pinnacle, or of a sense of the journey’s completion in a more existential way. As Tim Ingold states in Lines: A Brief History, ‘life is lived along paths, not just in places’.[footnoteRef:79] [79:  Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 2.] 


The naturally occurring protraction of reaching the mountain’s peak through the necessary ascent mirrors the writing of Thomas Barrie when he states that to reach a sacred place, one must often first traverse a ritual-like ‘entry sequence’ ‘typically […] becoming increasingly more sacred.’[footnoteRef:80] It is this sequence itself, he says, that marks the place as ‘sacred ground’.[footnoteRef:81] As referenced in the primary source material: ‘the winding way finds’ the meditative wrapping of ‘appropriate seriousness and focussed attention’ that is necessary preparation in ‘grasp[ing] aright the sacred reality that is to be encountered in the sanctuary.’[footnoteRef:82]  [80:  Thomas Barrie, Sacred Place: Myth, Ritual, and Meaning in Architecture (Boston: Shambhala, 1996), p. 59.]  [81:  Barrie, p. 59. ]  [82:  Mark Wynn, ‘Phenomenology of Religion’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/phenomenology-religion/>] 


In crossing from the non-mountainous landscape into the beginning of the ascent:

				(One step
				and I am hoovered up the mountain
				far from irreverent
Dust)[footnoteRef:83] [83:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


Similarly, I wrote:

				Mountain face: 
				Up the nose
				I climb into the I[footnoteRef:84]   [84:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


These are reminiscent of Eliade’s declarations that ‘The threshold concentrates not only the boundary between outside and inside but also the possibility of passage from […] the profane to the sacred’.[footnoteRef:85] This would seemingly place humanity’s role within the defining of space’s sacredness as receivers. This thought is made clear in: [85:  Eliade, p. 181. ] 


 				I do not use my tongue 
when we speak
valleys fill as I hold you[footnoteRef:86] [86:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


and:

				Deep pockets,
				The mountain,
				and anyone can pull out handfuls[footnoteRef:87] [87:  James Berger, 20/09/2021, Emei Mountain, Sichuan Province, China.] 


The aforementioned primary and secondary research seems to indicate the origins of that space’s sacredness being in the landscape’s natural phenomenon. However, it is also conversely arguable that this integral path with its traversable ‘entry sequence’[footnoteRef:88] is a human construct, having been carved into or out of the mountain. Perhaps truly scaling the mountain in its raw form would change the experience – perhaps nullifying, perhaps intensifying.   [88:  Barrie, p. 59. ] 


In conclusion, based off interpreting my own primary research material and related scholarly sources, one can conclude that the landscape clearly impacts hierophanical experience. The mountain landscape in particular, as made evident, sculpts the experience of the sacred into a specific mould differentiable from non-mountainous hierophany. 

Exploration of this theme that emerged from my research material has shed some light onto the implications of the makeup of naturally occurring space on experiences of the sacred but ultimately falls far short of categorically supporting one side of the argument. Whether the effects of the natural landscape, with specific consideration to the mountainous, originate as human construct or natural phenomenon, remains a mystery shrouded in phenomenology. In giving scholarly foundation to the idea of the complexity tied to understanding landscape in its relationship to us – and thus to our perception of a space’s sacredness – Tilley remarks how it is ‘something constructed and made; a cultural product, but having an independent existence with its own rhythms and purposes.’ He also observes how ‘We are touched by this fleshly material world of landscape and in turn touch it. In the process we transform ourselves. ‘[footnoteRef:89] As such, as elucidated throughout this theme: the indistinguishability of the origins of space’s sacredness is apparent.  [89:  Tilley, An Anthropology of Landscape, p. 6.] 


Final Thoughts

Within the three themes that emerged from my primary research, lie many threads with which one can connect them. Some of these connections have been weaved seamlessly through the narrative of the research project. One pertinent point that kept cropping up was the distinction between place and space and what that means for the origins of sacred space. Similarly, space’s non-homogeneousness, though at times questioned through the use of scholarly sources, seemed to be backed up by the source material and in discussion of all three emergent themes. Another thread was sense perception’s composition regarding internal vs external stimuli with varying, but often unquantifiable degrees of accuracy and philosophical backings. A further linking motif themes was the shadow of the symbiosis between humanity and the natural world – this complicated relationship was the fundamental reason why I was not able to come to a legitimate one-sided conclusion in answer to the questin regarding the origins of a space’s sacredness. 

I end this section with a quote from William James, summarising the excess of attributing a fixed progenitor to a space’s sacredness: ‘The word ‘cause’ is, in short, an altar to an unknown god; an empty pedestal still marking the place of a hoped-for statue.’[footnoteRef:90] [90:  James, location 23552.] 


Conclusion

The aim of this research project was to critically analyse the hierophanical potential of a religious colossus alongside the unique space of a mountainous landscape. My academic rational was that examining my own personal hierophany, as a manifestation of the sacred, seemed a highly phenomenologically palpable method to obtain qualitative data on the nature of sacred space and observing to what extent it seemed to arise as a result of natural phenomenon or human construct. This essay’s axis in debating the extent to which the sacred arises out of human construct was my own phenomenological viewpoint utilised to discuss the constructive potentiality of others, backed up with secondary scholarly sources. The methodology of my research was an analysis of my primary source material – poetry written about and surrounding the event of my experience of the sacred in the presence of the Samantabhadra colossus at the peak of Emei mountain, Sichuan province, China. My primary source material took this form because it is how I present my personal experiences most candidly. In analysis of this primary source material I presented my points with the assistance of related scholarly works. 

Lastly then, to summarise my findings from this research project, of the theories pertaining to the research question, laid out in the literature review, many supported my research findings.

In attempting to answer the question of whether sacred space is a human construct or natural phenomenon, my findings ultimately fell short of supporting either conclusively. This was due to the innate inability of separating sense perception from objective reality. Where at times the primary source material suggested the former was true, the latter could be revealed as possible when interpreted in a different way. Ultimately, where the buck stops I do not know. I would suggest that sacred space, on the whole, originates as a coming together of the sacred potentiality of natural phenomenon with human receptivity and engagement. 

My data returned that religious colossi do likely alter and facilitate experiences of the sacred, as does the distinct natural phenomenon of the mountain space. The religious colossi, despite being of human construction, could not only be interpreted as propagating experiences of the sacred space as a human construct, but also as a natural phenomenon. 
This dual potentiality was likewise the case for the mountain space’s effect on hierophany. What this means for the origins of space’s sacredness is inconclusive, but it does prove how complex and rich this field is. 

It also did allow me to come to the conclusions, albeit tentatively, that mountain landscape, colossi, space, and phenomenological footing all influence and in part cause manifestations of the sacred, experienced in spaces that we must consider, as such: sacred. 
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