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Title: ‘Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology’		
Introduction
This paper examines the concept proposed by Ronald Grimes that each cosmos has a ‘characteristic lilt.’ In rites or rituals, Grimes explains, we enact a momentary cosmos (an orientated habitat) that depends on the nature of our worldview, or cosmology.[footnoteRef:1] The word ‘cosmology’ comes from the Greek work kosmos, meaning ‘ordered whole’ and therefore, as Nick Campion writes, a cosmology is ‘a worldview according to which cultures and societies locate themselves within the cosmos and engage with it.’[footnoteRef:2] The purpose of this project is to explore the cosmologies of a group of people who visit megalithic sites’ in relation to the rituals they perform at these sites, with a focus on the Duddo Stone circle, an Early Bronze Age circle situated in the north-eastern most corner of Northumberland.[footnoteRef:3] It will explore how these worldviews contribute to what Freya Matthews calls ‘ontopoetics,’ defined as ‘the communicative engagement of self with the world and the world with self.’[footnoteRef:4]  It will also consider the extent to which the worldviews constitute a cosmology that links earth and sky, and therefore aims to contribute to the academic literature relating to these phenomena. [1:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Performance is Currency in the Deep World‘s Gift Economy: An Incantatory Riff For A Global Medicine Show,’ Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, Vol. 9, Issue 1, (2002) pp. 150-163. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/44087500> [Accessed 23.3.2024].  ]  [2:  Nichola Campion, ‘Cosmos and Cosmologies,’ in Vocabulary for the Study of Religion, Vol. 1, (2015), p. 1.]  [3:  Benjamin Edwards, Roger Micket, Rosie Bishop, ‘The Excavation of Duddo Stone Circle, Northumberland,’ Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society, Vol 77, (2011), pp. 321–353, p. 321. <ttps://doi.org/10.1017/S0079497X00000712> [Accessed 1.4.2024].]  [4:  Freya Matthews, ‘An Invitation To Ontopoetics: The Poetic Structure Of Being,’ Australian Humanities Review, (2007), p. 1. <https://freyamathews.net/downloads/InvitationtoOntopoetics.pdf> [Accessed 23.3.2424].  ] 

 
Qualitative research techniques and a phenomenological approach were used including surveying thirty people who visit megalithic sites to identify common themes in belief and practice. These themes were then explored by interviewing four participants who had visited the Duddo stone circle, using the occasion as an ethnographic case study. Coding, in conjunction with a literature review, built a picture of the cosmological views held by the participants to answer the research question, ‘How do the rituals or practices carried out by a group of Neo-pagans at a stone circle embody a cosmology?’

Methodology
 Qualitative research methods were used in this paper as, according to Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, they ‘allow issues to be identified from the perspective of the study participants and understand the meanings and interpretations they give to behaviour, events or objects.’[footnoteRef:5] This took the form of a short questionnaire, sent out to 30 people, using Liz Greene’s PhD as a basis to formulate the questions. Key themes were extrapolated to construct a mixture of structed and semi-structured questions used to interview four participants. This constituted a ‘mixed methods approach,’ as described by Judith Bell.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Monique Hennick, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2020), p. 10.]  [6:  Judith Bell, Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Project: A Guide For First-time Researchers, (McGraw Hill, 2018) p. 33.] 

These participants were then observed during a visit to the Duddo Stone circle, where I was also involved as an ‘insider,’ and the occasion used ethnographically as a case study. According to Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, ‘Using observation in this way allows researchers to obtain a thick description (Clifford Geertz, 1973) of the social setting, the activities and the people studied.’[footnoteRef:7] I chose a phenomenological approach as it allows phenomena to be examined on its own terms, one that, in the words of Matthew Johnson, ‘puts the stress on subjective experience and description of that experience,’ as this seemed to be the most suitable way to fulfil the research aims.[footnoteRef:8] Critics of phenomenology cite a lack of self-reflection on the part of the researcher, that sometimes interpretation is not matched by evidence and that ambiguity that can lead to multiple meanings.[footnoteRef:9] Reflexivity is therefore key , and I was aware of my own bias’s as an active participant in the group, and also what Bell called ‘bias due to personal experience.’[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, p. 170.]  [8:  Matthew Johnson, ‘Phenomenological Approaches in Landscape Archaeology,’ Annual Review of Anthropology, Vol. 41 (2012), pp. 269-284 <http://www.jstor.com/stable/23270711> [accessed 12.4.2022].p. 272]  [9:  Flemming quoted in Johnson, p. 277.]  [10:  Judith Bell, p. 29.] 


Narrative inquiry was used to examine the participant responses to the open-ended interview questions. This method was chosen to, as David Hufford wrote, ‘ to examine the nature of stories to understand how people portray their lives and experiences.’[footnoteRef:11] I used coding to identify emerging themes, then grouped these into concepts, fitting the Grounded Theory paradigm identified by Glaser and Strauss (1918) where ‘the theory evolves during the actual research by means of analysis of data,’ thus constituting a recursive process.[footnoteRef:12] Therefore, using a mixed methods approach comprised of phenomenology, narrative and grounded theory, observation, participation, and (auto)-ethnography, I used the interpretive paradigm through triangulating data to build up a detailed picture of the participants’ worldviews. Critics of qualitative research point out that there is a ‘danger of bias that could affect the results, and findings cannot be generalised to whole populations.’[footnoteRef:13] [11:  David J Hufford, ‘The Scholarly Voice and the Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies,’ Vol 20, No. 1 (Autumn, 1978), pp. 82-85, <: https://www.jstor.org/stable/3509943> [Accessed 1.3.2024].]  [12:  Judith Bell quoting Glaser and Strauss, p. 33.]  [13:  Judith Bell, p. 29.] 


My participants were a group of people known to me, selected because I know they visit megalithic sites on occasion, and engage with them in a purposeful way. They are not a homogenous group, though they could be described as what Roundtree called Neopagans, ‘an umbrella term that encompasses a diverse and pluralistic spirituality.’[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Kathryn Rountree, ‘Performing The Divine: Neo-Pagan Pilgrimages And Embodiment At Sacred Sites,’ Body And Society, Vol. 12, Issue 4, (2006), pp. 95 – 115, p. 96.< DOI: 10.1177/1357034X06070886> [Accessed 12.4.2024].] 

Four participants were selected for interview as we happened to be travelling to Northumberland together to visit sacred sites, one of which was the Duddo stone circle, so this seemed like a good opportunity to observe behaviour at first hand. From an ethical perspective, all participants were assured of anonymity, and informed consent taken before gathering any data, in line with the core principles identified in the Belmont Report.[footnoteRef:15] I did not ask for any personal data as this was not relevant to my research aims and I have therefore not distinguished between participants in my write up. Using ‘reflexive reflection’ I chose to use the word ‘participants’ throughout, as LaValle and Sasakamoose wrote, ‘participants are experts who facilitate the researcher to disseminate constructed knowledge.’ [footnoteRef:16] [15:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, p. 71.]  [16:  Carrie Lavallie and JoLee Sasakamoose, Reflexive Reflection Co-created With Kehte-ayak (Old Ones) As An Indigenous Qualitative Methodological Data Contemplation Tool,’ International Journal Of Indigenous Health, Vol. 16, Issue 2, (2021), pp. 208 – 224, p. 212.https://doi.org/10.32799/ijih.v16i2.33906 [Accessed 29.3.2024]. ] 


Reflexivity and an awareness of where I am positioned on the insider-outsider continuum are central to my methodology, as, according to Kathryn Haynes, ‘Both the practice and object of the research affect each other mutually.’[footnoteRef:17] I therefore identified myself as what Adler and Adler (1987) call a ‘complete member’ of the group I was studying.[footnoteRef:18] As a full ‘insider,’ I was  participant in my own case study, so I needed to be particularly aware of my own personal bias, as well as assumptions of similarity in belief whilst conducting the interviews. I am also aware that my experience will influence my analysis. [17:  Kathryn Haynes ‘Reflexivity in Qualitative Research’, in ‘Qualitative Organizational Research: Core Methods And Current Challenges, edited by Gillian Symon and Catherine Cassell (London: Sage Publications, 2012), p. 72.]  [18:  P. Adler and P. Adler, Membership Roles In Field Research, (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1987).] 

The final participant in my case study is the Duddo stone circle itself. As I was looking at the phenomenon of ‘ontopoetics,’ it seemed only fitting to include the ‘object’ of the ritual, in this case the stone circle. We interviewed the Duddo Stones together and discerned answers through our own perception and senses. This brought up issues of subjective bias as interpretation was open to ‘ambiguity and multiple meaning.’ [footnoteRef:19] However, as Matthews said, ‘imagination – as evidenced in story – is fundamental to cognition,’ giving value to this way of perceiving.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Matthew Johnson, p. 277.]  [20:  Freya Matthews, ‘Come With Old Khayyam And Leave The Wise To Talk,’ Worldviews: Global Religion, Culture And Ecology, Vol. 21, Issue 3, (2017), pp. 218 – 234. <Microsoft Word - Mathews-OK for Worldviews copy.docx (freyamathews.net)> [Accessed 21.3.2024].] 

Literature review
Ritual theory has been well studied by both archaeologists and theorists and defined in many ways including as a ‘magical act’ (Samuel Frederick Brandon, 1973), as ‘a necessary function of the biological system, (Julian Huxley, 1966) or as culturally defined practice called ‘ritualisation’ (Catherine Bell, 1992).’[footnoteRef:21] Stanley Tambiah’s highly influential definition saw it as ‘a culturally constructed system of communication .. whose content and arrangement are characterised in varying degrees by formality (conventionality), stereotypy (rigidity), condensation (fusion) and redundancy (repetition).’[footnoteRef:22] This perspective of ritual as purely rigid and conventional has been critiqued by more recent theorists such as Roy Rappaport and Ronald Grimes, both of whom explored the ecological possibilities of ritual and performance. Rappaport viewed ritual as a basic social act that is essentially performative, paving the way for Grimes who emphasised that ‘ecological thinking requires ritual performance.’ [footnoteRef:23]He theorised that ritual is a valid human response to the current environmental crisis, explaining, ‘In ritualizing, human beings discover, then embody and cultivate their world views, attitudes, and ritual theory and the environment.’ [footnoteRef:24] [21:  Ronald Grimes, Ritual Theory and the Environment, The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2003), p. 36.]  [22:  S. J. Tambiah, ‘A Performative Approach To Ritual’, Proceedings of the British Academy, (1979), Vol. 65, p. 113–169.]  [23:  Ronald Grimes, Ritual Theory and the Environment, p. 43.]  [24:  Ronald Grimes, Ritual Theory and the Environment, p. 33.] 

Grimes also critiqued eminent ritual theorist Jonathan Z. Smith’s work on the theory of ritual space, arguing that ‘an extreme emphasis on place and placement distorts our view on ritual,’ calling instead for a theory of ritual that emphasises its ‘multidimensionality.’ [footnoteRef:25]To this end, he argued that ritual can be broken down into an array cultural of behaviours characterized by repeated practice.[footnoteRef:26] This ecological and multidimensional understanding of ritual espoused by Grimes will be explored in this project. [25:  Ronald L. Grimes (1999) ‘Jonathan Z. Smith's Theory Of Ritual Space,’ in Religion, Vol. 29, Issue3, (1999), pp. 261-273, <DOI: 10.1006/reli.1998.0162.> [Accessed 17.4.2024].]  [26:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Jonathan Z Smith’s Theory Of Ritual Space,’ p. 267.] 

The worldviews of people who engage in ritual behaviour has been less well studied. Theorists such as Marion Bowman and Leonard Primiano espoused the umbrella term vernacular religion to describe a ‘lived’ practice ‘as human beings encounter, understand, interpret, and practice it.’[footnoteRef:27] Amy Whitehouse used the term ‘material religion’ to understand the same phenomena, but emphasised that the modern ‘pagan’ constructs their own form of worship and engagement.[footnoteRef:28] More specifically, Kathryn Rountree defined contemporary paganism, or Neo-paganism, as an umbrella term that could be used to describe a group of people who all share beliefs centred round a love and kinship for nature, holism (where everything is inter-related and interdependent), personal freedom coupled with responsibility to others and a concept of divinity that could be represented by a god/goddess or both.[footnoteRef:29] Folklorists Jenny Blain and Robert Wallis largely agree, though they added that the pagan worldview regarded ‘nature’ not just an entity but also as an animist perception of many other-than-human persons.’[footnoteRef:30]  [27:  Leonard Primiano, ‘Vernacular Religion And The Search For Method In Religious Folklife,’ Western Folklore, Volume 54 (1995), p. 44.]  [28:  Amy Whitehead, ‘The Goddess And The Virgin: Materiality In Western Europe,’ The Pomegranate, Vol 10, Issue 2, (2008), p. 1. < doi: 10.1558/pome.v10i2.1> [Accessed 29.3.2024].]  [29:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 97.]  [30:  Jenny Blain and Robert J. Wallis,’ Sacred Sites, Contested Rites/Rights,’ Journal of Material Culture, Vol. 9, Issue 3 p. 237–261, p. 239.  <DOI: 10.1177/1359183504046893> [Accessed 12.4.2024].] 

Blain and Wallis described some of the typical behaviours of Neo-pagans, observing that  ‘sacred sites are approached as places of special importance, as sacred, where the immediacy of nature, ancestors, various entities can be felt, experienced, engaged with and encountered at their most potent.[footnoteRef:31] This can result is what Rountree called an ‘embodied response,’ particularly of the divine, constituting an important part of the Neo-pagan worldview. This embodiment can be experienced as a flow of consciousness between person and place.’[footnoteRef:32] That people convey sacredness into a landscape, or that place and landscapes are inherently sacred is still debated.[footnoteRef:33] The term Neo-pagan will be used in this paper, as distinct from New Ager because, according to Susan Greenwood, New Agism has a more passive approach to supernature, compared with Neo-paganism which is more active (particularly in relation to ritual). [footnoteRef:34]  [31:  Blain and Wallis, p. 241.]  [32:  Kathryn Rountree p. 99.]  [33:  For example, Blain and Wallis, p. 239.]  [34:  Rountree quoting Greenwood, (Greenwood, 2000: 9–10, summarizing York, 1995), p.97.] 

These ritual behaviours are ‘multidimensional’ and could include anything from asking permission, invoking or ‘calling in the quarters’ and/or the elements, and leaving an offering. As Folklorist Barbara Walker noted, ‘In order to ritualise the elements in space, they are often associated with the four directions, or four cardinal compass points.’[footnoteRef:35] Though Ronald Hutton ascribes these practices to the activities of nineteenth century groups such as the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, [footnoteRef:36] perceiving the elements as fundamental principles can be dated back to the Ancient Greeks. Empodocles (490 – 430 BCE) formulated a cosmogenic theory of the four elements and Aristotle in his treatise ‘On Generation and Corruption’ matched them up with the four qualities, giving them qualities of both ‘being and becoming, for example, ‘fire is hot becoming dry.’[footnoteRef:37] Leaving offerings can also be a part of Neo-pagan ritual practice. Whitehouse suggested that offerings can be seen as subjective conduits whereby links to the divine are created and reinforced.[footnoteRef:38] This can be either to give gratitude or thanks, to reinforce a petition, or as an ‘act of love without asking for anything in return but the reinforcement of commitment, relationship and devotion.[footnoteRef:39] Through any form of activity or exchange though, Rountree wrote that ‘the morphic field of a site is altered.’[footnoteRef:40] [35:  Barbara, G. Walker, Women’s Spirituality And Ritual, 1990, (Gloucester Massachusetts, Fair Winds Press, 1990), p. 124.]  [36:  Ronald Hutton, The Triumph Of The Moon: A History of Modern Pagan Witchcraft,’( Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). ]  [37:  Lee Lehman, Traditional Medical Astrology, (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing Ltd, 2011), p. 67.]  [38:  Amy Whitehouse, p. 14.]  [39:  Amy Whitehouse, p. 15.]  [40:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 101.] 

 Rituals are commonly carried out at the ‘cross quarter times, seasonal festivals demarcated by the solstices and equinoxes, and the dates in between such as Lammas, Imbolc, Beltane, Samhain and Lughnasa.[footnoteRef:41] In Celtic (Irish) mythology, the cross quarter festivals are well attested as the turning of the cycles of life and death, communing with the ancestors, for tribal gatherings, feasting, magic and divination.[footnoteRef:42] As the festivals are seasonal, and therefore take place at significant solar and lunar alignments, it is the timing of these rituals that link them to the sky.  [41:  Ronald Hicks, ‘The Sacred Landscape Of Ancient Ireland,’ Archaeology, (May/June 2011), pp. 40 – 45, p. 42. < https://www.academia.edu/929906> [Accessed 22.4.2024].]  [42:  Ronald Hutton, ‘The Stations Of The Sun; A History Of The Ritual Year In Britain,’ ‘Beltane,’ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) pp. 360 – 370, p. 360.] 


Holism, or the belief that everything is interconnected, is a key feature of the Neo-paganist worldview and has its basis in what quantum physicists called ‘quantum entanglement.’[footnoteRef:43] This modern concept also has its roots in Ancient Greece. Originally espoused by Plato, who’s Platonic Forms literally, ‘informed’ all physical phenomena, it was the Neoplatonist Proclus formulated the notion of ‘sympatheia’ connecting all visible phenomena ontologically to both one another and to the ‘invisible Powers’ through the notion of chains or series.’ [footnoteRef:44] Therefore, as Whitehouse noted, ‘Western religiosities are ‘modern’ in name and ideal, but not in practice.’ [footnoteRef:45]  [43:  Albert Einstein, Boris Podolsky, Nathan Rosen, ‘Can Quantum-Mechanical Description Of Physical Reality Be Considered Complete?’ Physics Review, Volume 47, Issue 10, pp. 777 – 780. ]  [44:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, (Ashgate, Farnham: Aldershot, 2014).]  [45:  Amy Whitehouse, p. 20.] 

Holism, or sympatheia provide the context of a belief in ‘animism’, a worldview that sees everything as alive, or possessing ‘agency.’  According to Blain and Wallis, in the Neo-paganist worldview,  ‘there is an implication that stones and spirit are active contributors to the stories of place…Stones and spirits have agency, indeed that spirits and humans exist in a state of mutual dependency.’[footnoteRef:46] Freya Matthews observed that not only is place animate, but that it actively seeks a reciprocal relationship with the human, and thus formulated the notion of ‘ontopoetics’, This is only  possible, according to Matthews,  ‘if the world is understood as a communicative presence, a presence with a psycho-active dimension of its own and a capacity to create and share meaning with us.[footnoteRef:47] She noted that we have lost the frame of reference to integrate these experiences effectively, but  suggested that, ‘If ecology has in recent decades defined the first phase of the re-negotiation of our modern Western relation to reality, ‘ontopoetics’ might be integral to the second phase.’[footnoteRef:48] This is based in both new and very ancient assumptions, including the works of Plato, Jung and Hillman, amongst others, and the more recent field of Deep Ecology, the details of which lie beyond the scope of this current project. [46:  Blain and Wallis, p. 243.]  [47:  Freya Matthews, ‘Introduction: An Invitation To Ontopoetics,’ p.2.]  [48:  Freya Matthews, ‘An Invitation To Ontopoetics,’ p.5.] 

Results and Discussion
‘As above, so below’
Thirty surveys were sent out and twenty-five responses received. Of those, 35% had visited a megalithic site several times, 40% often and 20% once or twice. A high proportion, 76%, said they visited sites at astronomically significant times, particularly solstices, equinoxes or at dark or full moon cycles, and around 36% at Imbolc, Lammas, Samhain or Beltane. 20% visited at other planetary alignments (See Figure 1 below). 
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Figure 1: Timings of visits to megalithic sites
One participant confirmed, ‘Yes, I try to make the effort to visit them at certain times of the year to celebrate and connect with the energies of the cross quarters, like the solstices or Lammas or the equinoxes.’ When asked why, another participant responded, ‘Because the energy flows more strongly at certain times, so it’s also an honouring of the land, the seasons, the solstices, and the full moons.’ This corresponds with Rountree’s hypothesis[footnoteRef:49] that a deep connection with nature is important to Neo-pagans, though it also extends beyond Nature to incorporate the skies. [49:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 96.] 

All participants believed that the megalithic sites had a connection to the skies, deliberately conceived by the people who built them, for example, ‘They would have looked up every night and they would follow the sun around in the landscape and they would know that as it moves round the contours, it would mean specific things. They would start tying this in with the festivals and this would then be the guide to the year for them.’ This belief formed part of the personal cosmology of this participant, ‘It’s like that for me too. I will look up and see Orion and see that it’s dipping down now and then I know Cygnus will come up.’  Participants also felt that by visiting the sites at astrologically significant times, they were gaining access to the energy, for example, ‘If you work with the earth energies and the energies of the moon, stars and planets you are working with the natural flow and energies of the planet and its part of who we are, so it will work in our favour.’ This worldview sees us as part of a rhythm that links sky and earth, ‘It’s about being in harmony with the heavens, with the rhythms. As above, so below.’ Though this agrees with Blain’s findings that sacred sites are approached as places of special importance, where energies are experienced potently, it goes beyond the experience of the site alone and sees the sky as integral to the experience.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Blain and Wallace, p. 241.] 

All participants who visited sites, 96%, reported feelings of wonder, awe, curiosity or wellbeing and these could be classed as ‘embodied experience,’ as explored by Rountree.[footnoteRef:51] More specifically, 64% said they experienced a deeper connection to the Earth whilst visiting sites, and 44% to the cosmos (see Figure 2). For my participants, probably because the way the questions were formulated, nature was understood as Earth, and cosmos everything else. The responses showed that a relationship between both Earth/human and Sky/human formed separate but integrated parts of their worldview, though this was not explicitly mentioned in the literature.  [51:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 97.] 

Rountree also reported experiences of embodying the divine[footnoteRef:52]which none of my participants felt. Rather than feeling that the divine was a part of themselves, they instead saw it as something they were part of. ‘It’s comforting to know that I am part of the cosmos, that is part of me, that I am part of the universe. I can see the connection between the ground and the sky and it’s a comfort.’  [52:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 99.] 
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Figure 2 – experiences whilst visiting sites
To summarise, participants expressed a worldview that saw a link between sky and earth as intrinsic to megalithic sites, and therefore visited them at astrologically significant times because of an increase in energy flow. They experienced an embodied sense of wellbeing, or awe, though did not articulate an embodiment of the divine. The cosmos and Nature can mean two different things, and whereas the sky is implicit in cosmos it is not necessarily in nature. A connection with the cosmos does not form part of the current academic definition of a Neo-paganist worldview, though it did for my target group.
‘What does your ritual make of you?’
When asked about ritual activity, 76% responded positively, 68% said they meditated and 60% evoked ancestors or guardians of the site. Other ritual behaviours included singing, dancing, drumming, playing the flute, calling in the elements, saying a prayer or leaving offerings, characteristic of Grimes’ multidimensional definition (see Figure 3). 
[image: A screenshot of a computer

Description automatically generated]
Figure 3 – Ritual Activities
When asked why they called the quarters in, one participant said, ‘I think our ancestors would have done this. It’s a pagan practice, to bring in the elementals and the ancestors, and the directions. It gets the energy moving in a circle too.’ To this participant it was a natural and embodied response to the site visited, evoking what Blain and Wallis call ‘concepts familiar to them’ though not of a prescribed set of rigid rules as Tambiah described.[footnoteRef:53] The belief in doing something that ancestors would have done was important and was perceived as something inherent in the place, with the participant acting as a conduit for the cosmic energies. For example, ‘I generally start off by asking permission of the guardian to enter the site, to enter and be in service to the land of whatever is there. I love drumming! I like bringing in the elements, calling the directions in, grounding that sacred space within the site. It’s more of an acknowledgement, honouring in that way.’ As Rountree said, the human body can act as a fundamental mediation point between thought and world, experienced as a flow of consciousness.[footnoteRef:54]  [53:  Ronal Grimes/Tambiah, Ritual Theory And The Environment, p. 242]  [54:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 104.] 

When asked, in the words of Grimes, ‘what ritual made of them,’[footnoteRef:55] one participant responded as follows, ‘We are more than just being present, we are part of what we are actually doing. So in that case the ritual is connecting us with the earth, and the elements and the planets, with the universe and everything in it. It’s a holistic way of being, feeling a sense of oneness.’ Others would agree with Smith, when he said that ‘ritual, by means of its repetition and routinisation, displaces the accidental features of ordinary, non-ritualistic existence.’ [footnoteRef:56] For example, ‘I think a lot of rituals are used to get in the zone or to commune with higher beings.’ Repetition was considered key by another participant, ‘I suppose if one is looking broadly at what ritual is, it is a repetitive thing, so the only repetitive things I do on each occasion… is trying to remember to honour whoever is there and ask permission from the guardians.’ [55:  Ronald Grimes, ‘If performance is currency,’ p. 157.]  [56:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Jonathan Z Smith’s Theory of Ritual Space,’  p. 261] 

All survey participants reported that the only form of ritual activity they undertook regularly was to ask permission or to honour a spiritual presence at a site. For example, ‘Yes, I always have the intention of honouring the ancestors and have in mind that these sites are guarded by spirit guardians and I like to honour that and ask for permission before I go in.’ As Blain and Wallis noted, sites are approached as places of special importance, as sacred.[footnoteRef:57]  [57:  Blain and Wallis, p. 241] 

44% of the participants said the left offerings as a form of ritual behaviour (see Figure 3). One participant elaborated, ‘Once I have connected I will leave an offering, like a crystal or rose petals, anything that says thank you to the ancestors and to the land. But something that will biodegrade.’ These actions correspond to Whitehouse’s findings that an offering can be left as an act of gratitude without expecting anything back in return.[footnoteRef:58] Another participant noted, ‘But I don’t see it as an offering as if you offer something then you are expecting something back and I don’t expect something back.’ Another participant did not leave material offerings, though recognised, as Rountree did, that through activity the morphic field of a site is altered.[footnoteRef:59] ‘The only thing I leave is a memory trace, as I know there is a theory that wherever you go you leave a memory trace.’ [58:  Amy Whitehouse, p. 15.]  [59:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 99.] 

To try and understand if there was an aspect of the participants’ worldview that saw an ecologically beneficial aspect to ritual, I asked them the question posed by Grimes: ‘If performance is currency in the deep world’s gift economy, what action performed correctly could save the planet?’ [footnoteRef:60] All the participants said the word ‘respect,’ implying it was not necessarily the ritual itself that could ‘save the planet’ but the intention behind the act, for example, ‘Respect. Respect for the planet… Being a soul centred being is enough.’ Or, ‘Acts of human kindness and learning to come from a place of unconditional live and learn to accept people for who there are and come from a heart place. That can save the planet.’ The Duddo Stones were also asked this questions and replied, ‘Any action performed with love, respect and tolerance will serve this function.’   [60:  Ronald Grimes, ‘If performance is currency,’ p. 152] 

In essence, Grimes would agree. He says, ‘It should be a gesture so simple and profound that, even if it doesn't attract the hordes or save the planet, you'd keep doing it anyway, hoping to hear cabbage heads chuckle and frogs titter, because performance is currency in the deep world's gift economy.’ [footnoteRef:61] [61:  Ronald Grimes, If performance is currency, p. 162.] 

To summarise, multidimensional ritual behaviour formed a key part of participants’ worldviews in that it was fluid and honouring, with asking permission being the only regular form of invocation (Grimes rather than Tambiah).  Some left offerings to express gratitude (Whitehouse), others felt that by visiting a site they were altering its morphic field (Rountree). All participants expressed a worldview that saw any ritual performed with respect as serving an ecological function, in accordance with Grimes.

‘Everything is connected’
Experiencing, ‘connection’ was a key theme for most participants. This could take the form of connection to spirit, the past and the ancestors, the elements, the Earth and Earth energies and the cosmos as a whole. One survey participant remarked that they saw sites as helping a ‘connection between past and present, man and the earth, the earth and the cosmos.’ Or ‘Helping to deepen the connection to the Ancestors, the earth energies and realign my frequencies.’ These worldviews correspond to Rountree’s observation that, ‘Within the rationale of a Neo-Pagans worldview, several dualistic constructions dissolve and reveal themselves as continuities.’[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 98] 

Interconnection, or holism, was also expressed as a worldview. One participant elaborated, ‘Wow, gosh. I suppose that my worldview is that we are all connected to the universe and the earth in a greater way than we know. So, I think that we are vast and we are one and ultimately connected with the universe. We can tap into these energies and at sacred sites and it helps us to remember who we truly are.’ This aligns with Rountree who describes holism as an important part of Neo-paganist cosmology.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 96.] 

To experience a connection with the ancestors was one of the most cited reasons for visiting a sacred site. For example, ‘I like to visit them to feel a connection with the land and feel a connection with the ancestors who have created the sites. Honouring the land and the ancestors when the veil is thinnest. The ancestors would have done the same.’ This would confirm Rountree findings that a ‘sacred place provides the constant material link between the past and present worlds.’[footnoteRef:64] On the other hand, none of the participants mentioned experience connection with a deity such as a god/goddess, as part of their view, as hypothesised by Rountree.[footnoteRef:65] [64:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 100.]  [65:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 96.] 

To summarise, interconnection (holism) in both a spatial and temporal sense was a key part of participants cosmologies and that visiting sites enabled connection with ancestors, providing material link between the present and past (Rountree).
‘Stones and spirits have agency’
All participants perceived nature, including trees, stones and animals, as animate. For example, ‘They are animate. Yes. They are shaping us and we are shaping them: it’s a two-way thing. We’re not disconnected from them even though we see it that way.’  And ‘It’s an honouring as everything has a soul and a consciousness.’ This worldview implies that a mutual exchange between site and human is possible, indeed that this reciprocity can characterise the experience of visiting a site, as Blain and Wallace noted, ‘that spirits and humans exist in a state of mutual dependency.’ [footnoteRef:66] This reciprocity was felt on the occasion of the visit to the Duddo Stones; as noted in my field notebook: [66:  Blain and Wallis, p. 245.] 

‘We could see the Stones in the distance, clearly framed against the horizon. A couple of army spitfire planes flew over the Stones, performed a loop then disappeared into the clouds. There were also a couple of lapwings dancing and squeaking in the field, and two geese flew overhead, honking loudly. As these were all beings with wings, it seemed like the Stones were communicating joyfully their connection with the sky.’
‘The night before, when the group asked permission to work with the stones, they asked us to make them ‘complete’ (there are only five stones standing out of an original 7). When we arrived, four of us felt compelled to stand at the four cardinal points, as it seemed that this was way the Stone circle was orientated, while the fifth drummed. Gradually, as guided by the Stones, we moved to stand in the positions where the missing stones would have stood, ‘making them complete.’ We realised we were now standing on the NE/SW, or solstice alignment (see Figure 4 below). In the words of one participant, ‘It felt like the stones were moving us around to show how they had been used as a clock, a timing device that we were now embodying that was once used to mark out the cardinal points and also the solstice rising and setting sun markers.’ We were, in the words of Rountree, ‘remembering the place into being.’[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Kathryn Rountree, p. 102.] 

[image: A group of people standing in a field
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Figure 4 – performing a ritual action at the Duddo Stone Circle
Maybe Smith was right when he insisted on the primacy of place in ritual, saying ‘Place acts; it is not a mere passive, empty receptacle.’[footnoteRef:68] But, as humans are necessary instruments to perform the ritual, people and place are entangled. To paraphrase Grimes, what might be an appropriate ritual in one place might not be in another; ritual is not necessarily place dependent but can be heavily influenced by place.[footnoteRef:69] The participant who drummed to the stones seemed to feel this, ‘I felt that they enjoyed the drumming and they were communicating with me in some way and the beat changed as I went round. Round the entrance it felt like the beat had more a rhythm and a tempo, like the stone circle was coming more alive.’ [68:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Jonathan Z Smith’s Theory of Ritual Space p. 266.]  [69:  Ronald Grimes, ‘Ritual Theory And The Environment,’ p. 266.] 

If, as Matthews suggested, ‘the presupposition and beliefs we bring to our encounter with the world acts as a kind of ‘invocation,’ calling up an aspect of a reality that will be revealed to us in the course of the encounter.’ [footnoteRef:70] Then, when addressed with respect, as equals, the Duddo Stones reciprocated, confirming that ‘ontopoetics’ was just as much a part of their cosmology as ours.  [70:  Freya Matthews, ‘An invitation to Ontopoetics,’ p. 3.] 

To summarise, animacy, agency and reciprocity formed important parts of participants’ cosmologies in respect to the actions performed at the stone circle, resulting in an expression of ‘ontopoetics.’ (Matthews). Though place is not a passive receptacle to ritual (Smith), ritual is not necessarily place dependent either. The role of place and human is entangled.
Conclusion
This project set out to answer the question, ‘How do the rituals or practices carried out by a group of Neo-pagans at a stone circle embody a cosmology?’ This was done using qualitative research techniques and a phenomenological approach that included a survey, one-to-one interviews and a case study conducted at the Duddo Stone circle. From a reflexive perspective, I am aware that the practice and object of the research affected each other mutually, though this could be regarded as a strength as it enabled me to explore the richness of the worldviews I was exploring. 

The findings demonstrated that participants saw a link between sky and earth as intrinsic to megalithic sites, and visited them at astrologically significant times to feel the energy flow. This they experienced as an embodied sense of wellbeing, or awe, though not necessarily as embodying the divine. Though my participants articulated a cosmology that linked Earth and sky, it does not currently form part of the academic definition of Neo-paganist practice. Ritual activity was a key part of participants’ worldviews. Its key characteristics were multidimensional, fluid and honouring, with asking permission being the only regular form of invocation.  Some left offerings to express gratitude, but none sought something in return. All participants expressed a worldview that saw any ritual performed with respect as serving an ecological function, including the Stones. Interconnection (holism) and connection in both a spatial and temporal sense was a key part of participants cosmologies, and they believed that visiting sites enabled them to connect with the ancestors, providing a material link between the present and past. Animacy, agency and reciprocity characterised the ritual actions performed at the stone circle, resulting in an expression of ‘ontopoetics.’  Though place is not a passive receptacle to ritual, ritual is not necessarily place dependent either. Rather the role of place and human is intricately entangled. 
The description of Neo-paganist beliefs put forward by Rountree has been largely confirmed, though expanded by incorporating Blain and Wallis’s insights as sacred sites being places to engage potently with the ancestors, a belief in animacy, and Mattew’s notion of ‘ontopoetics.’ It could be further expanded to include the sky. 

Therefore the ‘characteristic lilt’ of the cosmos of a group of Neo-pagans who carried out rituals at megalithic sites can by described as respectful, honouring of ancestors and spirit guardians, perceiving an interconnection between all life forms, which are felt as animate and in reciprocal relationship with the humans, who sometimes come to sacred sites and drum and call in elements and directions and leave offerings to express gratitude and kinship with Nature and cosmos, in the hope that this may serve an ecological function, no matter how small. This ‘lilt’ is characteristic of the participants in the project, who were quoted in their own words and the results cannot necessarily be extrapolated to a wider population. Still, this project hopes to contribute to a growing body of literature that actively explores ‘ontopoetics’ and an embodied connection between people, Earth and the sky.
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Figure 5 – A copy of the survey questions sent out to 30 participants
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