	
	
	



[image: ]


Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment coversheet & feedback form

THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name: Georgia Thompson-Travis

Student University Email: 2213848@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code:
HPCA7014
Module title:
Sacred Geography

	Student ID number: 2213848
	Educational support needs:
Yes/No

	Assignment title: 
How can the Concept of Sacred Space be Understood in Relation to the Site of Holyrood Park in Edinburgh?  

Assignment due date: 4/01/2024

	[bookmark: Check13][bookmark: Check14][bookmark: Check15][bookmark: Check16][bookmark: Check17][bookmark: Check18]This assignment is for the       1st |_|    2nd  |_|     3rd  |_|      4th |_|      5th |_|      6th |_|   module of the degree

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.
Signed: Georgia Thompson-Travis
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box □
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	
Assignment Mark
	
1st Marker’s Provisional mark
	

	
2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark
	

	
External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
	

	
Final Mark

	



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.





For completion by Marker 1:
Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:













	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)












	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:






























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.

How can the Concept of Sacred Space be Understood in Relation to the Site of Holyrood Park in Edinburgh? 

Introduction
The objective of this research project is to explore how sacred space may be understood as a human construct or as a natural phenomenon, with a specific focus on Holyrood Park, which is situated in the capital city of Edinburgh.[footnoteRef:32732] Scotland's national tourist board ‘Visit Scotland’ highlights the historical and geological significance of the site for those wishing to visit, with attractions such as a historical hill fort and the volcano called Arthur’s Seat.[footnoteRef:20764] As well as the physical aspect of the park, there is a rich history of religious and spiritual meaning associated with the site, which will be explored throughout the project.  [32732:  Visit Scotland, Holyrood Park and Arthur's Seat (2023) <https://www.visitscotland.com/info/see-do/holyrood-park-and-arthurs-seat-p914341> [accessed 30 December 2023].]  [20764:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Int_T5nYpvhR]The project aims to explore the academic debates on sacred space by exploring the site of Holyrood Park using several theoretical perspectives to decide whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. This dichotomy is one of the key areas of contention on the topic. On the one hand, sacred space is viewed as a human construct that does not exist independently of human thinking. It is the mind that determines the sacredness of a landscape. This perspective is explored by Emile Durkheim in his book The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life.[footnoteRef:6659] The other side views sacred space as being distinctly separate from human thought. In this approach, sacred space exists independently of human meanings and will continue to exist even when humans no longer venerate a space as sacred. This perspective is explored in Mircea Eliades book The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion.[footnoteRef:22439] [6659:  Emile Durkheim, Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (New York: The Free Press, 1995).]  [22439:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. by Willard Trask (New York: Harper and Row, 1961).] 

[bookmark: _Int_CzUFCdg6]In her book Stonehenge: Making Space, Barbara Bender views sacred space in a comparable way to Durkheim, in that she situates human meaning as shaping a landscape.[footnoteRef:22791] Furthermore, in Christopher Tilley’s book A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, he posits that human experience within place is what creates the meaning and importance of place.[footnoteRef:5979]  [22791:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space (University of Michigan: Berg Publishers, 1998).]  [5979:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Paths, Places and Monuments (University of Michigan: Berg Publishers, 1994).] 

The research project will include an academic rationale to justify the aims of the project and a literature review that will situate the research within the existing literature. It will also include a methodology that sets out the paper’s structure and theoretical framework. Each scholar's theory will be applied, in turn, to the case study of Holyrood Park and critically assessed. Both sides of the debate will be discussed in relation to the site, with the aim of reaching a conclusion as to whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. 

Academic Rationale
[bookmark: _Int_gA76ZHQT]There are several definitions of sacred space. Depending on whether a scholar views sacred space as a human construct or a natural phenomenon influences the way in which it is defined. Proponents of the former situate sacred space within human understanding and do not make references to a sacred reality existing beyond the world. Durkheim's view of religion, and the concept of sacredness, is that it is ‘eminently social’[footnoteRef:3637] and is ‘…in a large part, foreign to all idea of divinity’.[footnoteRef:5377] On the other hand, Eliade’s view of sacred space is something which exists independently of human action and belief. He argues that ‘the manifestation of the sacred ontologically founds the world’[footnoteRef:30986] and a break in space, or hierophany, ’reveals an absolute fixed point.‘[footnoteRef:21047] As two of the key scholars in the field of sacred space, the theories of both Durkheim and Eliade will be used to explore opposing notions of sacred space at Holyrood Park.  [3637:  Durkheim, p. 9.]  [5377:  Durkheim, p. 8.]  [30986:  Eliade, p. 21. ]  [21047:  Ibid.] 

Bender’s theory of contested space focuses on the contestation of the meaning of landscapes between different groups and how this directly impacts the way the land is engaged with. She suggests that:

‘...people’s experience of the land is based on their everyday attentiveness to the tasks in hand, the routines, their relations to each other, to their animals and crops, and to the world around them, but that engagement is also shaped by the particularity of the historical movement.’[footnoteRef:471] [471:  Bender, p. 98.] 


For Bender, a landscape shapes and is shaped by human engagement with it, thereby creating a sense of sacredness. Bender's theory is useful for exploring the contested meanings of the site and how this has influenced the treatment of it. Similarly, Christopher Tilley has also suggested that the meaning of place is derived from embodied human experience. He argues that a: 

’...centred and meaningful space involves specific sets of linkages between the physical space of the non-humanly created world, somatic states of the body, the mental space of cognition and representation, and the space of movement, encounter and interaction between persons and persons and the human and non-human environment.’[footnoteRef:11569] [11569:  Tilley, p. 10.] 


[bookmark: _Int_gYgnMDPU]Tilley’s theory also views sacred space as a human construct. His framework is beneficial for exploring how individual experience in a place shapes its meaning, which is particularly useful for discussing firsthand experiences at the site.
[bookmark: _Int_IIoM7sSM][bookmark: _Int_fvB2AUtP]The decision to focus on Holyrood Park was based on the approach taken by Bender in her book Making Space, in which she focuses on the site of Stonehenge.[footnoteRef:13176] By choosing to focus on a single landscape, Bender was able to concisely explain her theory in reference to the site. Similarly to Bender’s chosen landscape, the site chosen for this research project is a significant natural landmark in Britain. However, rather than focusing on one theory, four different approaches to defining sacred space will be explored in relation to the site to ensure a fair application of the different theories to the same location.  [13176:  Bender, p. 100.] 

Durkheim, Bender, and Tilley’s theories enable a discussion of the importance of human meaning and sacred spaces and how they influence a site, which is particularly important for a significant site such as Holyrood Park. However, Eliade’s perspective enables a discussion of miraculous events that are said to have taken place at the site without questioning their validity. For this reason, the work of all four theorists enables a thorough discussion of the different experiences at the site to be properly explored to better understand sacred space. 

Literature Review
A thematic literature review was adopted for this project to reflect the key themes that appear throughout the literature. The first key theme relates to proponents of the belief that sacred space is a human construct. One of the leading scholars in this field is Durkheim, who suggests that humans create a sense of sacredness by setting apart an object or place from ordinary life and then reinforcing a sense of sacredness through ritual actions.[footnoteRef:17922] It is in this way that a profane object or space can become sacred, and he suggests that these sacred places fulfil a social need as opposed to a divine one. Although an important text on the concept of sacredness, feminist scholar Victoria Erikson has critiqued Durkheim’s work for the way in which violence is situated as a rite of passage for young men and the impact of this on women.[footnoteRef:28113] Kathryn Rountree has also suggested that Durkheim’s approach to religion as a social construct fails to account for the experiences of minority groups, such as Pagans, who continue to experience sacred space despite their beliefs opposing the social majority.[footnoteRef:4624] [17922:  Durkheim, p. 32. ]  [28113:  Victoria Lee Erickson, 'Back to the Basics: Feminist Social Theory, Durkheim and Religion', Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, 8.1, (1992), 35-46, in Spring, 1992 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/25002169> [accessed 2 January 2024].]  [4624:  Kathryn Rountree, 'Neo-Paganism, Animism, and Kinship with Nature', Journal of Contemporary Religion, 27.2, (2012), 305-320, in <https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2012.675746> [accessed 3 January 2024].] 

[bookmark: _Int_BhTiiKQB]A more contemporary scholar who discusses sacred space as a human construct is Bender. Her theory of contested landscapes represents a shift in mainstream archaeology through which the landscape is no longer viewed as a detached backdrop but is instead understood as being shaped by the people and culture of the time.[footnoteRef:23571] Her theory offers an intersectional approach in which the landscape’s meaning can be understood in relation to different groups, particularly those whose experiences have been traditionally excluded from debate.[footnoteRef:22674] Bender’s phenomenological approach to landscape is also explored by Tilley, who also highlights the importance of human experience in place and how this shapes the meaning of the landscape. He highlights the importance of place names and stories in shaping the meaning of the landscape and his approach offers a more subjective way of understanding the meaning of sacred places.[footnoteRef:11407] Such an approach has been supported by Matthew Johnson, who has highlighted the importance of weaving together human experience with more traditional forms of archaeology to understand place.[footnoteRef:2656]  [23571:  Bender, p. 98.]  [22674:  Ibid.]  [11407:  Tilley, p. 18.]  [2656:  Matthew Johnson, 'Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology', Annual Review of Anthropology, 41, (2012), 269-284, in <https://www.jstor.org/stable/23270711> [accessed 2 January 2024].] 

The other side of the debate situates sacred space as a natural phenomenon existing independently of humans. The leading figure in this discussion is Eliade, who explores the concept of sacredness as a distinct phenomenon linked to a divine realm. He suggests that humans discover sacred spaces, which are revealed through signs and hierophanies, and act to orient humans in the world to relate to the gods.[footnoteRef:9148] Eliade’s theory builds on the work of Rudolf Otto, who proposed that religious experiences are a connection with something ‘wholly other’, which he termed the numinous.[footnoteRef:7093] For Otto, such experiences are unlike any other form of experience and come from a place beyond the human mind, which supports the idea of sacred space as a natural phenomenon.  [9148:  Eliade, p. 11.]  [7093:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, trans. by John W. Harvey, (London: Oxford University Press, 1968). ] 

Larry Shiner, however, has criticised Eliade’s distinction between the sacred and profane for being too detached from one another and instead suggests a view of ‘lived space’ in which the two concepts are better understood as part of the broader view of human experience.[footnoteRef:20549] Val Plumwood’s eco-feminist approach to understanding women and nature can also be used to highlight how certain sacred places, which, under Eliade, are divine, are linked with misogynistic attitudes that shape their treatment.[footnoteRef:14116] Veronica Strang has also highlighted a similar connection between women and the environment and how the destruction of sacred spaces associated with them impacts the cultural treatment of women.[footnoteRef:20927] Eliade’s focus on sacred space as a purely natural phenomenon may not capture the lived experiences of how human meaning shapes the treatment of the landscape and those associated with it.  [20549:  Larry Shiner, 'Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space', Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 40.4, (1972), 425-436.]  [14116:  Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (London: Routledge, 2002), in Taylor & Francis e-library, <https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203006757> [accessed 2 January 2024].]  [20927:  Veronica Strang, 'Lording It over the Goddess: Water, Gender, and Human-Environmental Relations', Journal of Feminist Studies of Religion, 30.1, (2014), 85-109, in Spring 2014 <https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.2979/jfemistudreli.30.1.85> [accessed 2 January 2024].] 


Methodology
The focus of the research paper is to explore whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. The approach chosen to explore this question was to choose a particular landscape and then use different theoretical frameworks to discuss the site. Holyrood Park in Edinburgh was chosen as the case study for this project due to the range of information available regarding the site. Then, the theories of Durkheim, Eliade, Bender, and Tilley were all used to analyse the information about the site to determine how it might be understood as a sacred place.
For the theories, literary sources from established scholars were used to support the points. The data was collected from primary sources by the authors and peer-reviewed academic journals. The information about Holyrood Park was collected from organisations associated with owning and managing the site as well as those associated with the site's tourism. Local myths and folklore were explored by Stuart McHardy and Donald Smith in their book Arthur’s Seat, which were then verified through other sources such as academic journal articles and online sources such as the National Museum of Scotland’s website.[footnoteRef:31375] This enabled data to be chosen, which was verified from multiple sources, to be used with a particular focus on mystical experiences and areas that had multiple associations.  [31375:  Stuart McHardy and Donald Smith, Arthur's Seat: Journeys and Evocations (Edinburgh: Luath Press Ltd, 2012).] 

The methods used to analyse the data involved determining the key principles of the theorists and then using them to explore the case study. The aim of this was to determine if the sacredness of the place was a human construct or a natural phenomenon.
[bookmark: _Int_XAnoxOfZ]The decision to use a case study was inspired by Barbara Bender’s approach to her contested landscapes theory, in which she used Stonehenge as the central place to apply her theory to.[footnoteRef:3635] The Dictionary of Social Sciences defines a case study as “a research method that engages in the close, detailed examination of a single example or phenomenon’.[footnoteRef:22506] Paula Dawidowicz, in her article ’ With Scholarship & Practice in Mind: The Case Study as Research Method’,[footnoteRef:26710] notes the benefits of using a case study as a research tool in providing detailed explanations of the phenomenon that is being investigated.[footnoteRef:18988] It also offers flexibility to the researcher within the boundaries of the case study, which can enable them to take certain requirements into account.[footnoteRef:15149] The strengths of this approach are useful for exploring the varied and subjective discussions of sacred space.   [3635:  Bender, p. 100.]  [22506:  ’Case Study’ in Dictionary of the Social Sciences [online] < https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095553178> [accessed 2 January 2024].]  [26710:  Paula Dawidowicz, 'With Scholarship & Practice in Mind: The Case Study as Research Method ', The Journal of Applied Instructional Design, 1.2, (2011), 5-12, in <https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/facpubs/165> [accessed 3 January 2024].]  [18988:  Dawidowicz, p. 5.]  [15149:  Ibid.] 

Employing various theories or hypotheses to investigate an issue is defined as theory triangulation by Norman Denzin in his book The Research Act.[footnoteRef:7220] The study's hypotheses and viewpoints may be correlated or in conflict with one another.[footnoteRef:29537] Barabara Banik, in her article ’Applying Triangulation in Nursing Research’, highlights the benefits of theory triangulation in offering a more extensive examination of research results.[footnoteRef:15057] Such an approach, alongside the use of the case study, aims to provide a detailed and coherent approach to answering the research question.  [7220:  Norman K. Denzin, The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological Models (New York: Routledge, 2009).]  [29537:  Ibid.]  [15057:  Barbara J. Banik, 'Applying Triangulation in Nursing Research', Applied Nursing Research, 6.1, (1993), 47-52, in <https://doi.org/10.1016/S0897-1897(05)80042-4> [accessed 1 January 2024].] 

One limitation of the research project is the lack of qualitative or quantitative data collected by interviews or surveys regarding Holyrood Park. However, the use of the case study alongside theory triangulation is designed to provide an in-depth discussion of the topic and be sufficient to answer the research question. Due to the nature of the project, anecdotal evidence and stories of the site do not constitute robust evidence. However, this was resolved by tracing such stories to verified sources, such as an academic paper, which helps to demonstrate their validity.

Reflexivity
Although I am using a literature-based review for the project, I am aware that there may be personal biases which impact my research focus. I am an English woman in my twenties who currently lives in Edinburgh. Although not a local, I am also not a tourist and have a connection to the city. Because of this, I feel as though I am somewhere in the middle of the insider-outsider spectrum as a researcher. I am currently studying for a Masters’ degree in Ecology and Spirituality and have previously conducted research into the practice of drum-induced shamanic journeying and participants’ interactions with plant and animal spirits. Although this research project does not discuss these themes, I feel as though this may influence my perceptions and understanding of people's experiences at the site.

The Story of King David I
[bookmark: _Int_Stto0pWv]As previously mentioned, Eliade’s framework for sacred space situates it as a natural phenomenon, something completely distinct from the secular.[footnoteRef:8290] There is a divine realm which exists independently of human thinking, and this is where sacred spaces derive their nature from. Humans are then given a sign which reveals the sacred nature of a place. He also suggests that every example of sacred space constitutes an instance of a hierophany. A hierophany represents a breakthrough in space which is quantitatively different from profane space.[footnoteRef:754] Such a breakthrough, he suggests establishes a primary axis and point of reference for all future orientation.[footnoteRef:1561] It also reveals the existence of an ‘absolute reality.’[footnoteRef:30243]  [8290:  Eliade, p. 11.]  [754:  Eliade, p.10.]  [1561:  Eliade, p. 21.]  [30243:  Ibid.] 

Eliade highlights how in the tale of the founding of El-Hamel, a hermit planted his stick into the ground and when he awoke the next morning it had sprouted buds; this was taken to be a sign of God’s will to settle in that area.[footnoteRef:9801] He also references the biblical story of Jacob in which a dream from God led him to form the town of Bethlehem.[footnoteRef:31388]  For Eliade, these examples support his theory that signs that have no place in this world have appeared to suggest a direction or specify a certain course of action.[footnoteRef:21638]  [9801:  Eliade, p.27.]  [31388:  Eliade, p.26.]  [21638:  Eliade, p.27.] 

[bookmark: _Int_b7vNuLl3]The founding of Holyrood Abbey, situated in Holyrood Park, is said to have been caused by a vision seen by King David I whilst out hunting.[footnoteRef:15394] During a hunt at the time of the Feast of the Cross, he was thrown from his horse after it encountered a stag. According to the myth, King David prayed to God to save him from the deer before seeing a glowing cross between the stag's antlers. After this encounter, he is said to have founded the Abbey on the site. The story of King David fits into Eliade’s framework for understanding sacred space; David witnessed a hierophany, which he recognised as a sacred message from God, and built the Abbey as a symbol of the sacred and a fixed point of orientation. Psychologist William James in his book The Varieties of Religious Experience suggests that when analysing mystical experience, the experience should be judged by the fruit it produces which is how the experience has impacted the individual's life.[footnoteRef:8364] In the story of the Cross, the building of the Abbey arguably suggests that King David is more likely to have experienced what he claimed he did than if he had not behaved differently afterwards.  [15394:  Royal Collection Trust, Who Built the Palace of Holyrood House? (2023) <https://www.rct.uk/visit/palace-of-holyroodhouse/who-built-the-palace-of-holyroodhouse#/> [accessed 1 January 2024].]  [8364:  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1902) p. 19.] 

[bookmark: _Int_ZtO0gAvE][bookmark: _Int_QC0ag3RH][bookmark: _Int_qzkKfHld]Theologian Rudolf Otto in his book The Idea of the Holy suggests that religious experiences represent an encounter with the numinous which is something completely different to any other kind of experience;[footnoteRef:30220] he argued that the numinous consists of mysterium tremendum et fascinas. The mysterium of the numinous evokes silence in response to the ’wholly other’ nature of it; the tremendum evokes feelings of terror or dread and the fascinas evokes feelings of awe and inspiration.[footnoteRef:11280] King David‘s experience arguably constitutes an experience with the numinous; seeing the cross appear above the stag’s antlers is a representation of something wholly other to profane life. The building of the Abbey to honour God strongly suggests that he may have experienced the awe or terror of the numinous which influenced his behaviour. King David’s experience at Holyrood Park can be used to support Eliade’s view of a hierophany and Otto’s view of an experience with the numinous, both of which point to sacred space existing as a natural phenomenon.  [30220:  Otto, p. 7.]  [11280:  Otto, p. 12.] 

In summary, it can be suggested that if the story is true, then the building of the Abbey by King David demonstrates the significance of his experience by adopting James's perspective for understanding religious experience. Furthermore, the experience fits with Otto’s perception of the sacred as something wholly other and thereby, supports Eliade’s claims that sacred space is a natural phenomenon which exists independently of humans.

St Margarets Well
[bookmark: _Int_aFQWoU60]The different meanings associated with St. Margarets Well in Holyrood Park demonstrate that even if sacredness exists independently of humans, its understanding is inherently influenced by the surrounding culture of the time. The well was originally placed on a sacred spring at Restalrig, but the introduction of the railway in 1860 resulted in the well being dismantled and moved to Holyrood Park.[footnoteRef:1304] Veronica Strang, in her article ‘Lording it Over the Goddess‘ suggests that transitions within the treatment of nature from an egalitarian perspective to one of dominance mirror the treatment of women and minority groups in society.[footnoteRef:431] Furthermore, she highlights how water management systems reflect a shift towards human-centred, and male-centred, approaches to the natural world.[footnoteRef:14288] The movement of the well arguably demonstrates an example of this form of water management, which may reflect cultural attitudes towards women in the 1860s.  [1304:  Samuel Wilson, A Women’s History Tour of Holyrood Park (2023) <https://blog.historicenvironment.scot/2023/03/a-womens-history-tour-of-holyrood-park/> [accessed 2 January 2024].]  [431:  Strang, p. 85.]  [14288:  Strang, p. 93.] 

Furthermore, the well was previously connected to the story of Triduana, a Catholic Saint.[footnoteRef:10680] The story is told that she was a monastic lady, and after being propositioned by a local nobleman, she cut out her own eyes to give to him to reject his advances.[footnoteRef:10438] Because of this, the spring at Restalrig, which once flowed through St. Margaret’s Well, is said to be holy water with the capacity to heal eye-related issues.[footnoteRef:8422] This concept of sacredness comes directly from the story of Triduana and reflects a very particular view of what sacred means.  [10680:  Historic Environment Scotland, St Triduana's Chapel, Restalrig Collegiate Church (2023) <https://www.historicenvironment.scot/visit-a-place/places/st-triduanas-chapel-restalrig-collegiate-church/> [accessed 2 January 2024].]  [10438:  ‘Triduana’ in The Oxford Dictionary of Saints [online], <https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803105707872> [accessed 3 January 2024].]  [8422:  Historic Environment Scotland, St Triduana’s Chapel.] 

[bookmark: _Int_UomhXCBE]For Durkheim, it is the collective moral community that decides what is sacred, and this is reflected in Triduana’s story. Her description is of a woman who is devoted to God. It is then also taken on as her responsibility to ensure she does not attract men by maiming herself to demonstrate her piety. Because of this devotion, she is then able to perform miracles. Such characteristics likely reflect the misogynistic attitudes towards women that were present in society during that period. Ecofeminist Val Plumwood has suggested in her article Feminism and the Mastery of Nature that the male domination of nature is inherently connected to the male domination of women.[footnoteRef:4187] This suggested connection between women and nature is reflected in Triduana’s story, in which her morality becomes tied to the sacredness of the site. This example therefore supports Durkheim’s position that it is society that constructs sacred spaces.  [4187:  Plumwood, p. 7.] 


The Miniature Coffins
As previously stated, Durkheim situates sacredness as a societal construct. He states that 

‘Religious representations are collective representations which express collective realities; the rites are a manner of acting which take rise in the midst of the assembled groups and which are destined to excite, maintain or recreate certain mental states in these groups.’[footnoteRef:15785] [15785:  Durkheim, p. 9.] 


A Durkheimian sacred space is an area that has been set apart from profane space and is continually remade sacred through the collective beliefs and rituals of society. It is not connected with any concept of divinity, unlike in Eliade’s view. 
One of the biggest mysteries associated with Holyrood Park, particularly Arthur’s Seat, is the discovery of seventeen miniature coffins that were found buried on the hillside in 1836.[footnoteRef:11999] 19th-century attitudes attributed the coffins to the practice of witchcraft or superstitious customs while in the 20th century, it was suggested that the coffins represented an honorific burial or a form of lucky charm.[footnoteRef:135] More recent speculation has suggested that the coffins are a memorial for the victims of Burke and Hare in the 1880s.[footnoteRef:8509] The development of different explanations regarding the nature of the coffins supports Durkheim’s claims that sacred spaces are a result of collective representations. The meanings conferred on the coffins reflect the cultural attitudes of the time and include both positive and negative connotations, which shape how the coffins are treated. This example supports the view that sacred space is a human construct. [11999:  National Museums Scotland, The Mystery of the Miniature Coffins (2023) <https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/stories/scottish-history-and-archaeology/mystery-of-the-miniature-coffins/> [accessed 31 December 2023].]  [135:  Ibid.]  [8509:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Int_11wjalrw]Although the miniature coffins are not a natural feature of Holyrood Park, they were buried at the site, although their connection to Arthur’s Seat is unknown. After their discovery, the coffins were moved and put on display at the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh. The setting apart of the items to be visited, observed, and discussed demonstrates an example of Durkheim’s view of sacredness, in which the object is continually made sacred through the acts of the community. However, the removal of the coffins also demonstrates that human meaning shapes what is viewed as sacred. For example, the location at which the coffins were found is now detached from the sacred object and is therefore no longer a sacred space, supporting Durkheim’s theory of sacredness as a human construct. 

Holyrood Park as a Contested Landscape
[bookmark: _Int_Kb5pTEy0][bookmark: _Int_MmE3w8n2]Similarly to Durkheim’s theory, Bender’s framework focuses on sacred space as a human construct. However, her approach to understanding how meaning is created differs. Firstly, she suggests that a person's experience with the landscape will shape their perception of it, thereby influencing how they engage with it.[footnoteRef:699] Secondly, she suggests that ‘engagement is also shaped by the particularity of the historical moment.‘[footnoteRef:11317] These factors may be different for different groups and can create opposing attitudes towards the same place.  [699:  Bender, p. 98. ]  [11317:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Int_0QCQjahC][bookmark: _Int_4jCjlIPx]Holyrood Park contains several interesting and contested areas. There is a strong Christian influence demonstrated through Holyrood Abbey and the mystical experiences of King David I.[footnoteRef:30082] To enter the abbey, the visitor must pay an entrance fee for the Palace of Holyroodhouse, which is managed by the Royal Collection Trust.[footnoteRef:19574] There is also a notable Pagan connection to the site, which can be seen through the use of Arthur’s Seat as a meeting point for the Samhuinn celebrations.[footnoteRef:28707] There is no fee to climb the mountain. As the abbey is not financially accessible to everyone, its meaning and usage are shaped by the organisation that owns and manages the site. This example, therefore, supports Bender’s claim that social influences shape the meaning of landscape as they restrict certain groups and certain behaviours.  [30082:  Royal Collection Trust, Palace of Holyroodhouse (2023) <https://www.rct.uk/visit/palace-of-holyroodhouse> [accessed 2 January 2024].]  [19574:  Ibid.]  [28707:  Beltane Fire Festival, Samhuinn (2023) <https://beltane.org/about-samhuinn/> [accessed 2 January 2024].] 

The ideas proposed by Larry Shiner in his article ‘Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space’ support Bender’s approach to discussions of space.[footnoteRef:18428] He suggests that Eliade’s framework for understanding sacred space has resulted in a masking of the real essence of humanity's spatiality due to the stark polarity between the two.[footnoteRef:26815] He instead proposes a method of viewing sacred space as ’lived space‘ that contains ’both the homogenous space of objectifying thought and the luminosity of sacred places.’[footnoteRef:24300] Both scholars highlight the importance of considering lived human experience to better understand meaning as it relates to sacred and profane places. This therefore supports the argument that sacred space is a human construct. [18428:  Shiner, p. 425.]  [26815:  Ibid.]  [24300:  Ibid.] 


The Meaning of Holyrood
Christopher Tilley also focuses on the human meaning of space through his phenomenological perspective. For Tilley, there are several factors that influence the meaning of place. In relation to the topographical features of a landscape, he suggested that the

[bookmark: _Int_OWn7MC65]‘...act of naming and through the development of human and mythological associations such places become invested with meaning and significance. Place names are of such vital significance because they [...] transform the sheerly physical and geographical into something that is historically and socially experienced.[footnoteRef:23890] [23890:  Tilley, p. 18. ] 


The importance of place names can be demonstrated through the naming of Holyrood, with ‘rood’ referring to a crucifix[footnoteRef:5615] and ‘holy’ as being ’related to a religion or a god’.[footnoteRef:25503] More specifically, the Holy Rood is alleged to be part of the True Cross, on which Jesus died.[footnoteRef:25096] The naming of the site as Holyrood therefore creates a significant sense of meaning for Christians as a sacred place connected to their god and for wider society, who experience the transformation of the site as more than something purely physical. The example of Holyrood therefore supports Tilley’s argument that sacred space is a human construct.  [5615:  ’Rood’ in The Oxford Dictionary of Phrase and Fable [online] < DOI:10.1093/acref/9780198609810.001.0001> [accessed 2 January 2024].]  [25503:  ’Holy’ in Cambridge Dictionary [online] < https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/holy> [accessed 2 January 2024]. ]  [25096:  Julianna Grigg, 'The Black Rood of Scotland: A Social and Political Life', Viator - Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 48.3, (2017), 53-78, in <10.1484/J.VIATOR.5.116348> [accessed 3 January 2024].] 

Furthermore, the strengths of using a phenomenological approach to engage with landscapes have been highlighted by Matthew Johnson in his article ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology’.[footnoteRef:24136] He suggests that current developments in this field will strengthen future discussions of accounts of human experience alongside more traditional forms of archaeology.[footnoteRef:30731] Through this viewpoint, sacred space is discussed in relation to constructs of human meaning, grounded in experiential evidence, and related back to wider societal structures; this approach aligns with Durkheim’s suggestion that sacred space is a social construct.  [24136:  Johnson, p. 284.]  [30731:  Ibid.] 


Understanding Pagan Experiences
Although the work done by Durkheim, Bender, and Tilley focuses on sacred space as a human construct, there is still a possibility for sacredness to be a natural phenomenon that has been overlaid with human meaning. 
[bookmark: _Int_SiP1iT0h][bookmark: _Int_JyECRH4E]Durkheim has suggested that religion is a social structure and that sacred spaces are created by society. However, in a 2018 study of religious identification in Scotland, 51% of people reported having no religious identity.[footnoteRef:17398] Despite this, individuals continue to experience the landscape as sacred. This was explored by Kathryn Rountree in her article ’ Neo-Paganism, Animism, and Kinship with Nature’ in which she challenges the Durkheimian perspective on religion.[footnoteRef:15432] She highlights that ’Pagans follow a minority, heterodox religious path whose worldview, beliefs, values, and spiritual practices differ from those of most other people’ and that rather than reflecting society, modern paganism can be understood as a protest against the prevailing definition of society, which limits membership to just humans.[footnoteRef:15794] Holyrood Park continues to attract Christians, Pagans and other religious groups who experience sacredness despite a majority in society not holding any religious beliefs. This therefore suggests that there is something deeper than human meaning alone that is drawing people to sacred spaces. This, then, supports Eliade’s theory that sacred space is a natural phenomenon. Although human meaning may influence how humans interact with the landscape, Durkheim’s socially constructed version of religion is not sufficient to explain how minority groups continue to experience sacredness.  [17398:  D. Clark, Scotland: Religious Identification 2018 (2024) <https://www.statista.com/statistics/367848/scotland-religious-beliefs-population/#:~:text=Scotland%3A%20religious%20identification%202018&text=This%20statistic%20shows%20the%20distribution,to%20the%20Church%20of%20Scotland.> [accessed 3 January 2024].]  [15432:  Rountree, p. 305. ]  [15794:  Rountree, p. 306.] 


Final Thoughts 
The different theoretical frameworks used to explore Holyrood Park as an example of sacred space all provide distinct perspectives on how to understand the experiences and meanings associated with the site. Although Durkheim, Bender, and Tilley all suggest that sacred space is a human construct, they differ in defining how. Eliade, on the other hand, offers an entirely distinct proposal in which sacred space exists beyond human meaning and is in fact revealed through signs and symbols. The application of the theories to the site of Holyrood Park demonstrates how different frameworks for understanding sacred space enable different conclusions to be drawn. The various aspects of the site make it an interesting case study for discussions of different conceptions of sacred space. 

Conclusion
The aim of the research project was to explore the concept of sacred space in relation to Holyrood Park. A key issue in the academic discussion of sacred space arises from the debate as to whether sacred space is a human construct or a natural phenomenon. As a topic that is inherently subjective, it is difficult to definitively conclude one way or another. As demonstrated through the project, Durkheim, Bender, and Tilley all use a framework that situates sacredness as a human construct developed through society, culture, and experience. For Eliade, the sacred exists beyond human understanding and is inherently linked with an ontological divinity. The application of these arguments to the site of Holyrood Park demonstrates that there is evidence to support both sides of the debate, depending on which framework is used. 
Using Eliade’s framework, the experience of King David I would constitute a hierophany, a manifestation of the sacred that provides a fixed point of reference. It also highlights that sacredness exists independently of human thought. The mythological story associated with St. Margaret’s Well may also suggest the existence of a sacred reality; however, the connection between stories of sacred spaces and cultural influences is present, which has implications for specific groups, such as women. Using a Durkheimian approach, the development of discussion regarding the miniature coffins represents how sacredness is derived from society and the meaning given to objects and places by humans. 
The different attitudes and approaches to Holyrood Park can be explored using Bender’s theory of contested landscapes to understand how these meanings shape the site. Engagement with the land, as well as the wider social context, influences the meaning of a place, which for some may be sacred and for others profane. Finally, Tilley’s phenomenological perspective is valuable for exploring the importance of topographical features, place names, and stories of a site in creating certain meanings for it. It can be asserted that there is a considerable amount of human meaning associated with sacred places, as demonstrated through the various associations of Holyrood Park. However, this does not necessarily exclude the possibility of sacredness existing independently of humans. 
[bookmark: _Int_XOhicQ37]One way of interpreting the data would be to suggest that sacred space exists independently of human thinking but, once revealed, is inherently linked with and shaped by the human culture in which it appears. By recognising sacred space as a natural phenomenon, the distinctive experience of a hierophany, or the numinous, can be properly acknowledged. However, there remains a recognition of the impact of embodied experience in place and the influence of society on human perceptions of and engagement with the sacred, which is evident in the research. 
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