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The cave of stories: What sets Wayland’s Smithy apart as a sacred site within the landscape?
Fig. 1: Oblique view of Wayland’s Smithy from the north-west, with the Ridgeway beyond, by Airchaeology, 2019.
Fig. 2: Aerial view of Wayland’s Smithy from the south-west, by Airchaeology, 2019.

INTRODUCTION
The aim of this research is to investigate the process by which a variety of human activities in a particular place over a long period of time can create stories that emerge and enmesh to establish sacred space. The study focuses specifically on the Neolithic tomb known as Wayland’s Smithy, combining an experiential examination of the site with archaeological, historical, and folklore research looking at how the site has been conceived in the past in order to reframe it as an example of heterotopia (or ‘other-place’), formed by the sheer diversity of layered significances. The case study is based on field notes, sound recordings, and photographs collected on six different visits to Wayland’s Smithy in November and December 2022. The evidence is considered through a theoretical framework that integrates Émile Durkheim’s model of the fundamentally social origin of sacredness, Michel Foucault’s concept of the heterotopia, and Barbara Bender’s work on the contested nature of space resulting from divergent modern uses of ancient places. Tim Ingold’s landscape theories of ‘dwelling’ and lines, and Christopher Tilley’s phenomenological principles inform the methodological approach.
Fig. 3: Map showing the path of the Ridgeway between Wayland’s Smithy and White Horse Hill. Ordnance Survey, from Bing.com

Wayland's Smithy is a well-known Neolithic chambered tomb of the Cotswold-Severn type sitting within a ring of tall beech trees and located adjacent to the ancient track of the Ridgeway in Ashbury, Oxfordshire (see Figs. 1 and 2). The surrounding landscape is rich in tumuli and ancient monuments, and the chalk hill figure of the Uffington White Horse lies a mile away to the north-east (see Figs. 3 and 4). From the time the site was first chosen as a burial place in the early 36th century BCE[footnoteRef:1], it has been rebuilt, reused, and re-interpreted over and again throughout the ages. With use of the site continuing up to the present day, it represents a fascinating palimpsest of meaning. [1:  Alasdair Whittle, Alex Bayliss and Michael Wysocki, ‘Once in a Lifetime: the Date of the Wayland’s Smithy Long Barrow’, Cambridge Archaeological Journal, 17:1 (2007), 103-121 <DOI:10.1017/S0959774307000194>] 


This examination attempts to balance the factors that work together to inform human perception of Wayland’s Smithy, including its origins, changing historical usage, its name and associated folklore, its appearance, and the lived experience of being in the space. It is a place that attracts walkers, cyclists, tourists, families, neo-Nazis[footnoteRef:2], vandals, pilgrims[footnoteRef:3], pagans, and spiritual seekers, who each create their own memories and meanings. It is an ideal site through which to explore the complex and contested layering of sacredness that can stem from diverse human interaction with a specific place over time.  [2:  BBC News, Wayland’s Smithy ‘neo-Nazi ritual’ reports spark more patrols (2019) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-oxfordshire-49313179> [accessed 19 November 2022].]  [3:  The British Pilgrimage Trust, The Ridgeway (2022) <https://britishpilgrimage.org/portfolio/the-ridgeway/> [accessed 20 November 2022].] 

Fig. 4: Map of England and Wales showing location of Wayland’s Smithy, from Bing.com


LITERATURE REVIEW
Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) was an early proponent of sociology whose seminal book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (hereafter ‘Forms’) was one of the earliest works to qualitatively categorise space as either sacred or profane[footnoteRef:4]. Durkheim proposes that sacredness has an entirely human foundation, stating that ‘society is the soul of religion’[footnoteRef:5]. Lynn Badia’s reappraisal of Forms, one hundred years later, pulls focus away from the problematic ontological binary of sacred/profane[footnoteRef:6]. She suggests that the engine behind Durkheim’s sociology is in fact an ‘energetic epistemology’, where human cognition invests energy ‘in the form of continually enacted and evolving material practice, thought, and attention’ which accumulates in objects and spaces to suffuse them with meaning and engender sacredness[footnoteRef:7]. Thus the individual perceives the reality of sacredness due to the ‘work of attention and focus (in essence, the energy) contributed by many minds to the sacred objects’[footnoteRef:8]. As 21st century scholars begin to push back against ‘the old Durkheimian folklore of sacred-profane’[footnoteRef:9] in the search for a more practice-based theoretical framework, Badia’s re-reading animates Durkheim’s model, re-introducing the human element into theories of sacrality. [4:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Carol Cosman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).]  [5:  Durkheim, Forms, p.314.]  [6:  Lynn Badia, ‘Theorizing the Social: Émile Durkheim’s Theory of Force and Energy’, Cultural Studies, 30:6 (2016), 969-1000 <DOI: 10.1080/09502386.2015.1113552> ]  [7:  Badia, ‘Theorizing the Social’, pp.982-6.]  [8:  Badia, ‘Theorizing the Social’, p.982.]  [9:  Robert J. Wallis and Jenny Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories: Interactions of Archaeology and Contemporary Paganism’, Folklore, 114:3 (2003), 307-321(p.318) <DOI:10.1080/0015587032000145351>] 


Durkheim’s depiction of sacred space as ‘a special world entirely different from the ordinary’[footnoteRef:10], is reflected in the work of philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984). Foucault also proposes that humans exist in ‘heterogeneous space’[footnoteRef:11], and characterises that transformed ‘special world’ as an existential heterotopia or ‘other-place’. Contestation is at the heart of the heterotopia, as Foucault suggests it is ‘capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible’[footnoteRef:12]. Barbara Bender’s work on contested space investigates the co-existence of several such incompatible layers of significance that affect different groups’ interpretations of Stonehenge[footnoteRef:13]. Each of these theorists recognises that the sacredness of space arises from human action and belief, and places the manifold complexities of such space at the centre of their work. This study, in examining such a storied monument as Wayland’s Smithy, engages with these complexities both in analysing the history of the site and through experiential research, ‘bridging the gap’ between these two methodologies in a manner inspired by the landscape research of Nicola Whyte, whose work proposes to harmonise archival research with phenomenology[footnoteRef:14]. [10:  Durkheim, Forms, p.164.]  [11:  Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, Diacritics, 16:1 (1986), 22-27 (p.23) <DOI:10.2307/464648>]  [12:  Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, p.25.]  [13:  Barbara Bender, Stonehenge: Making Space (Oxford/New York: Berg, 1998).]  [14:  Nicola Whyte, ‘Senses of Place, Senses of Time: Landscape History from a British Perspective’, Landscape Research, 40:8 (2015), 925-938 <DOI:10.1080/01426397.2015.1074987>] 


To understand the complex landscape, Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum advocate a phenomenological approach, undertaking ‘material experience’ of the space[footnoteRef:15]. They cite Bender in their assertion that all landscapes are inevitably contested, and propose that this contestation arises from landscapes being historically contingent, subjectively experienced, and co-created along with those inhabiting them[footnoteRef:16]. In their belief that ‘persons and things are mutually constitutive’[footnoteRef:17], they concur with Tim Ingold’s synthesis of the temporality of the landscape with the human action that structures it. Ingold theorises that the landscape does not simply exist in chronological time, but in ‘social time’, requiring an agent to perceive it[footnoteRef:18]. This could be extended to sacred space, embodied and maintained by social actions, perpetuated by the accumulating significance of actions over time rather than, as Ingold argues that Durkheim would have it, simply measured by those actions[footnoteRef:19]. To Ingold ‘the inhabited world is a reticulate meshwork’ of constantly rewoven trails, demonstrated by the retreading of paths in the landscape[footnoteRef:20] . Both Ingold and Tilley endorse an active process of subjective - but not personal - engagement with the research subject as a sort of ‘auto-ethnography’[footnoteRef:21] in order to develop what Ingold refers to as a ‘dwelling perspective’[footnoteRef:22]. [15:  Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape: The Extraordinary in the Ordinary, (London: UCL Press, 2017), p.5.]  [16:  Tilley and Cameron-Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape, pp.7-10.]  [17:  Tilley and Cameron-Daum, An Anthropology of Landscape, p.5.]  [18:  Tim Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, World Archaeology, 25:2 (1993), 152-174 (pp.158-159) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/124811> [accessed 15 October 2021].]  [19:  Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, p.159.]  [20:  Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History, (London/New York: Routledge, 2007), p.85.]  [21:  Tilley and Cameron-Daum, ‘An Anthrolopology of Landscape’, p.viii.]  [22:  Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, p.152.] 


Scholarship relating to the site of Wayland’s Smithy represents a number of fields of study. The work done by Alasdair Whittle and his team on carbon-dating the archaeological remains informs much of what is known about the phases of use at the site[footnoteRef:23]. There is a growing body of research devoted to interpreting the use of ancient sites by people in the past, exemplified in relation to Wayland’s Smithy by the work of Chris Gosden and Gary Lock[footnoteRef:24], who coin the term ‘prehistoric histories’, and Ronald Hutton’s examination of Romano-British activity at the site[footnoteRef:25]. These scholars attempt to go beyond simply showing that past peoples were interested in their own histories, but to understand ‘different constructions of the past’ over time[footnoteRef:26]. Modern ritual activity at the site is considered both as Pagan practice[footnoteRef:27] and as contemporary ritual behaviour[footnoteRef:28], with the controversial term ‘ritual litter’ coined by Wallis and Blain proving to be something of a shibboleth, dividing scholars into opposing camps condoning or disapproving of modern depositional activities - once again highlighting the contested nature of the site. [23:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, pp.113-117.]  [24:  Chris Gosden and Gary Lock, ‘Prehistoric Histories’, World Archaeology, 30:1 (1998), 2-12 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/125005> [accessed 18 December 2022].]  [25:  Ronald Hutton, ‘Romano-British Reuse of Prehistoric Ritual Sites’, Britannia, 42 (2011), 1-22, <DOI: 10.1017/S0068113X1100002X>]  [26:  Gosden and Lock, ‘Prehistoric Histories’, p.11.]  [27:  Wallis and Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories’, p.307.]  [28:  Ceri Houlbrook, ‘The Penny’s Dropped: Renegotiating the Contemporary Coin Deposit’, Journal of Material Culture, 20:2 (2015), 173-189 <DOI: 10.1177/1359183515577120>] 


Primary sources for the folklore of Wayland include the Viking song of Völundarkviða[footnoteRef:29] and the Old English poem Deor[footnoteRef:30], which elucidate the character of the legendary figure, and perhaps hint at the origins of the site’s nomenclature. Including folklore in this study allows a consideration of the way that a storied site can itself generate stories. The main primary source is of course Wayland’s Smithy itself, experiential analysis of which is discussed below and which informs much of this study’s interpretation of sacredness within the modern site.  [29:  The Elder Edda, Völundarkviða, trans. by Andy Orchard, (London: Penguin Books, 2013) pp.101-8.]  [30:  Deor, trans. by Sean Miller <http://www.anglo-saxons.net/hwaet/?do=get&type=text&id=Deor> [accessed 19 November 2022].] 




METHODOLOGY AND REFLECTION
This study’s methodology combines participative and historical research to encourage what Ingold terms the ‘dwelling perspective’, reconciling humanity with the landscape by considering them together as an ever-unfolding story[footnoteRef:31]. This approach is inspired by Whyte’s suggestion that phenomenology ‘opens up creative space for thinking through the documentary evidence’[footnoteRef:32], and invokes Tilley’s credo that ‘knowledge of the past in the present is only to be satisfactorily gained through the direct medium of the sensual and sensing body’[footnoteRef:33]. [31:  Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, p.152.]  [32:  Whyte, ‘Senses of Place, Senses of Time’, p.936.]  [33:  Christopher Tilley, Landscape in the Longue Duree: A History and Theory of Pebbles in a Pebbled Heathland Landscape, (London: UCL Press, 2017), p.7.] 


Experiential research of the site took place over six visits in November and December 2022, during which I took field notes, photographs, sound recordings, and observations on the layout and lived experience of the space as a sacred site, including the way that other visitors interacted with the monument. Conducting the study in winter proved a limitation of the research due to reduced footfall of visitors, but the coincidence of the study with the Winter Solstice allowed an exploration of the ritual offerings and objects left at the site. The extensive graffiti on the surrounding beech trees was investigated, in order to consider how the act of marking engages with themes of memorialisation and place-making, reinforcing the sacred or special value of the site, and contributing visually and symbolically to the ongoing story of Wayland’s Smithy. I have taken care in my methodology to consider myself as a research instrument. I have had to reflect on whether my presence in the space affected the activities other visitors’ activities, despite my attempts to be unobtrusive, contributing to what Whyte terms ‘cognitive boundaries’ that serve to ‘constrain movement and shape experience’[footnoteRef:34].  [34:  Whyte, ‘Senses of Place, Senses of Time’, p.927.] 


The site is well known to me - I was born and have lived most of my life within Oxfordshire and the bordering counties, and I feel a strong connection to the spaces and stories of this landscape. I live four miles from Wayland’s Smithy, and frequently spend time on the surrounding chalk downs. I invariably encounter this landscape in the company of others, which has led me to experience it in an active, companionate way as we walk and talk together. By contrast, undertaking observations at Wayland’s Smithy by myself - a diminutive middle-aged woman alone at a remote location often engulfed in dense freezing fog - produced unexpected sensations of vulnerability and trepidation that may have influenced the earliest part of my research. 

My field notes record how the low visibility, the constant rustling of the tree canopy, the erratic shrieks of crows and pheasants, and distant gunshots in the valley made me uneasy and hypervigilant: I felt aware of being isolated in a wide and inscrutable environment. During my second visit I started to feel more confident being alone, and was more able to focus in an immersive way on the sonic experience of the site, to view myself as an integral element of the landscape, and to inhabit the full layout of the space more assertively. Moving around the site was a means to sensorially engage with Ingold’s ‘dwelling perspective’, and to incorporate his phenomenological concept of a ‘total system of body 

Fig. 5: Plan of earlier (green) and later (brown) phases of the Wayland’s Smithy long barrow. English Heritage , n.d.

orientation’, with knowledge of the surroundings ‘forged in the very course of… moving through them’[footnoteRef:35]. Perhaps my increasing familiarity with the place also allowed me to engage in my own process of story-creation, as Tilley suggests that ‘spatial knowledge requires the coupling of an accumulated time of memory to overcome an initially hostile and alienating encounter with a new place’[footnoteRef:36]. [35:  Ingold, Lines, p.91.]  [36:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.28.] 


 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

HISTORY AND FOLKLORE 
Complementing the phenomenological research, an outline of Wayland’s Smithy’s long and varied history forms an important part of this study. Although its history is only one factor shaping the lived experience of the site today, its original function strongly informs modern heritage interpretation and visitor expectations. Considering Wayland’s Smithy as a heterotopia also requires consideration of how it is linked to what Foucault calls ‘slices in time’[footnoteRef:37]. Foucault terms this quality heterochrony, the temporal aspect of the spatial heterotopia, a sort of other-time where time exists in complex multiplicity - for example, in the way that a grave can simultaneously signify both the end of life and everlasting rest[footnoteRef:38]. Wayland’s Smithy has not just one story but many, remembered or lost, which are interwoven and superimposed through time. Bender stresses this recognition of temporal complexity when she states that ‘one can only understand the contestations and appropriations of a landscape by careful historical contextualisation’[footnoteRef:39]. As well as its ancient funerary and ritual functions, its changing significance to the local community over the millennia, and its modern status as a heritage destination, Wayland’s Smithy has been an archaeological site at least twice. It is from the 1962-3 excavations that much of the data is derived concerning its construction and early use[footnoteRef:40]. [37:  Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, p.26.]  [38:  Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, p.26.]  [39:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.100.]  [40:  English Heritage, ‘Research and Sources for Wayland’s Smithy’, <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/waylands-smithy/history/research-and-sources/> [accessed 2 January 2023].] 


Excavations have shown that there was prior occupation of the site before the first Neolithic monument was built sometime between 3610-3550 BCE [footnoteRef:41], but reveal nothing about why the location was chosen for a burial monument. The ceremony of death and memorialisation set the place apart, however, and a shrine incorporating wooden posts and a long wooden mortuary box was constructed to house the remains of the deceased (see Figs. 5 and 6). Fourteen individuals were buried here, some of whose bodies may have been exposed prior to interment, perhaps in front of the grave itself[footnoteRef:42]. Among these were two men who may have been exposed for some time before they were placed into the lidded wooden box, the fragments of the flint arrowheads that likely killed them still lodged in their skeletons[footnoteRef:43]. In contrast to the tranquil, bucolic space experienced by today’s visitors, the sights and smells of Wayland’s Smithy in the early 36th century BCE may have visceral, grisly, and those visiting may have been mourners, haunted by the sudden deaths of loved ones in conflict. The bodies were laid to rest in the mortuary box over a single generation[footnoteRef:44], and eventually a mound was raised over it, sealing it off.  [41:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.104, p.117.]  [42:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.104.]  [43:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.107.]  [44:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.114.] 

Fig. 6: Reconstruction drawing of the first Neolithic phase of Wayland’s Smithy, c.3610-3550 BCE. Jennie Anderson, n.d.

The grave was left untouched and became overgrown for another generation before a stone-lined chambered tomb was created over it in 3460-3400 BCE, reiterating the earlier tomb’s SSE/NNW alignment[footnoteRef:45] and incorporating a 55m long mound fronted by an impressive megalithic stone façade - similar to the reconstructed monument visible today[footnoteRef:46] (see Fig. 7). Little is known about the dead of this second phase of burial, as much physical evidence was destroyed during bungled excavations in 1919-1920[footnoteRef:47], although it has been possible to deduce that the tomb’s second inhabitants were also buried over a very few generations[footnoteRef:48]. Except for the moments of human drama and tragedy bound up in these phases of interment, Wayland’s Smithy lay quiet for much of its early life, perhaps radiating the quality of living stillness that the space still exudes today. [45:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.104.]  [46:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.114.]  [47:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.108.]  [48:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.115.] 


The style of this second Neolithic monument was already old-fashioned when it was constructed. Whittle et al interpret its design as being deliberately archaic, suggesting a community ‘consciously harking back to ideas and practices already old’ and exploiting a ‘sense of history’ to lay claim to the land[footnoteRef:49]. This seems not so very far removed from the modern role of heritage sites. When considering the temporal aspect of sacrality at Wayland’s Smithy, it is striking that even though the ‘ancient’ site seems timeless today, its early years of repeated burials and rebuilding were as dynamic and contested as modern uses of the very same space. [49:  Whittle et al, ‘Once in a Lifetime’, p.119.] 

There are echoes of these historicising resonances nearly four thousand years later in the re-use of the monuments surrounding the Uffington White Horse (see Fig. 3). Archaeology suggests that the Romano-British turned the Iron Age hillfort of Uffington Castle into a ‘ritual space’, conducting ceremonies inside the enclosure, regularly scouring the Bronze Age White Horse chalk figure[footnoteRef:50], and burying a hundred of their dead on the hilltop[footnoteRef:51]. Ritual offerings of coins and food were left in barrow mounds, perhaps to appease the spirits of the place, or, as Hutton suggests, to satisfy ‘a greater need to relate to past human activity’ following the socio-political and ideological upheaval of the Roman conquest[footnoteRef:52]. Wayland’s Smithy itself is exceptional among local monuments in having forgone this ritual treatment, as its human bones were removed and its barrow mound encroached on by cultivation. Hutton warns against ascribing a purely disrespectful motive to these acts however[footnoteRef:53], and it may be that a Roman-period ditch dug across the façade and filled with sarsen boulders and human bone may have represented ritual practice or reverent reburial[footnoteRef:54]. Whatever the values invested in this landscape by the local Romano-British inhabitants, it clearly remained for them a site of numinous significance associated with their enigmatic ancestors, and a powerful locus for the mythical past[footnoteRef:55]. [50:  Hutton, ‘Romano-British Reuse of Prehistoric Ritual Sites’, pp.13-15.]  [51:  Gosden and Lock, ‘Prehistoric Histories’, p.9.]  [52:  Hutton, ‘Romano-British Reuse of Prehistoric Ritual Sites’, p.16.]  [53:  Hutton, ‘Romano-British Reuse of Prehistoric Ritual Sites’, p.10-11.]  [54:  Ann Woodward, Shrines & Sacrifice, (London: B.T. Batsford/English Heritage, 1992), p.28.]  [55:  Hutton, ‘Romano-British Reuse of Prehistoric Ritual Sites’, p.16; Gosden and Lock, ‘Prehistoric Histories’, p.6.] 
Fig. 7: A panoramic view of the site of Wayland’s Smithy, from north-west to east. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.


The early medieval period saw continued burial and ritual use of the site and the surrounding landscape[footnoteRef:56], and it may be then that it was first associated with the Saxon legend of Wayland, the name appearing in a land charter of King Eadred in 955 CE[footnoteRef:57]. Whyte suggests that in preliterate communities, the naming of places acted to bound the spaces, enabling navigation through the landscape both physically and in communication[footnoteRef:58]. In considering the role of movement in establishing oral memory, she highlights the importance of local place names remembered and passed down in a society where ‘identification of the traces of the past in the landscape was essential to the circulation of knowledge and practice’[footnoteRef:59].  [56:  Joshua Pollard, ‘The Uffington White Horse Geo-glyph as Sun-horse’, Antiquity, 91:356 (2017), 406-420 (p.418), <DOI: 10.15184/aqy.2016.269>]  [57:  British Library, Cotton Claudius B. VI, ff.40v-41r (Sawyer S564), <https://esawyer.lib.cam.ac.uk/charter/564.html> [accessed 3 January 2023].]  [58:  Whyte, ‘Senses of Place, Senses of Time’, p.931.]  [59:  Whyte, ‘Senses of Place, Senses of Time’, p.931.] 


Wayland’s Smithy takes its name from the Norse god and ‘prince of elves’ Völund, an expert metalworker, whose tragic tale of lost love, exile, enslavement, and forced labour as a smith, followed by his dark deeds of revenge, rape, and murder, feature in the Viking saga of Völundarkviða[footnoteRef:60] . The legend may predate the Danish incursion across the chalk downs in 870CE, as Wayland’s story travelled with the mobile societies of the Early Middle Ages[footnoteRef:61]. He also appears in the 10th century CE in the Old English poem Deor, where his resolve to punish the king who crippled and incarcerated him is celebrated[footnoteRef:62]. It is not difficult to see why such a being, capable of superhuman feats of engineering and exiled in a remote location, might inspire the naming of a mysterious, cavernous megalithic ruin on a remote hilltop. Tilley writes that ‘through an act of naming and through the development of human and mythological associations such places become invested with meaning and significance’[footnoteRef:63]. The fearsome Völund had, by the 19th century, been reduced to the legend of ‘an invisible smith’ who would shoe a traveller’s horse in return for a coin left on the stones of his cave[footnoteRef:64]; but his story endured, reworked by countless tellers, anchored in the stones and shadows of his legendary workshop.  [60:  Völundarkviða, pp.101-108.]  [61:  L.V. Grinsell, ‘Wayland the Smith and his Relatives: A Legend and Its Topography’, Folklore, 102:2 (1991), 235-236 (p.235) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1260960> [accessed 20 November 2022].]  [62:  Deor, Anglo-Saxons.net.]  [63:  Tilley, ‘A Phenomenology of Landscape’, p.18.]  [64:  Thomas Wright, ‘On the Legend of Weland the Smith’, Archaeologia, 32:2 (1847), 315-324 (p.324) <10.1017/S0261340900000618>] 


The forging of sacred space at Wayland’s Smithy is tied powerfully to its name and attendant folklore. In an evolution from the funerary context of the earlier monument, the place became charged with enchantment as its mythologisation by the community arose from their lived experience of the site. Tilley discusses the way that narrative can accentuate perception, saying ‘to understand a landscape truly it must be felt, but to convey some of this feeling to others it has to be talked about, recounted, or written and depicted’[footnoteRef:65]. The research presented here aims to combine both of these elements, with a phenomenological enquiry - the next part of this study - attempting not just to understand the landscape, but to explore how human actions continue to imbue it with sacredness. [65:  Tilley, ‘A Phenomenology of Landscape’, p.31.] 



SPACE, BOUNDARIES, AND HETEROTOPIA
HPCA7014 - Assignment 2		Amy Mercy (2114637)

The instantiation of sacredness at Wayland’s Smithy has both temporal and spatial components, as the juxtaposed histories and stories jostle up against the symbolic boundaries of the space. Tilley distinguishes physical and conceptual ‘forms of space’, even as he recognises that the ‘sedimented meanings’ of places make such typologies inherently fluid[footnoteRef:66]. In my own phenomenological research I identified several physical and non-physical [66:  Tilley, ‘A Phenomenology of Landscape’, p.15.] 
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boundaries that combine to delineate the experience of sacred space from the surrounding landscape: the visual and auditory envelopment of the fog, the ring of kerb-stones around the mound, the grove of trees encircling the site, and the barbed-wire fence separating the heritage site from the surrounding farmland.
Fig. 8: Fog on the Ridgeway 0.5 miles SW of Wayland’s Smithy. Amy Mercy, 11 December 2022.
Fig. 9: The passageway and central chamber of Wayland’s Smith, with trees visible in fog beyond. Amy Mercy, 29 November 2022.

On three of my six research visits Wayland’s Smithy was shrouded in dense freezing fog, cutting the site off from the nearby Ridgeway and the wider landscape. Sounds from the valley beyond were muffled, and the site felt powerfully atmospheric (see Figs. 8 and 9). With temperatures as cold as -4°C it was noticeable how visitors, swathed in layers of warm clothing, kept their voices low as though inhabiting a more restricted, controlled space. On milder days some visitors still maintained a reverent hush, particularly around the entrance to the tomb, but others felt free to shout, play, and call to each other across the mound. The elemental drama of the fog seemed to experientially change the physicality of the space, shaping the visitors’ lived experience of the site’s numinous qualities. Perhaps it also acted to enhance perception of Wayland’s Smithy as a heterotopia, where one could more readily envisage history, myth, and sacrality coexisting to create an other-place, what Foucault described as a ‘simultaneously mythic and real contestation of the space in which we live’[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, p.24.] 


The barrow mound itself is outlined with a ring of sarsen kerb-stones (see Fig. 10) that materially echo the megaliths dominating the entrance to the barrow and lining the passageway of the tomb. They mark out the margins of the Neolithic funerary area, and stand witness to 56 centuries of ever-changing story played out in this space. Their 
Fig. 10: Sarsen kerbstones along the western side of the barrow mound. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.

significance seems to transcend time, and the majority of visitors to Wayland’s Smithy instinctively reach out to touch the stones, making a haptic connection with the storied past. However, aside from several instances of ritual activity (discussed below), it was noted that few visitors were tempted inside the chambers of the barrow. Even in inclement weather the cramped cells seem to attract mainly small children and dogs, with adults perhaps uncomfortable at the sinister thought of crawling into a grave. These moral boundaries seem to reveal an ongoing reverence for the sacredness of the tomb, even as it co-exists as a heritage site and tourist destination.

Setting the mound apart in the landscape is a physical perimeter formed by a ring of tall beech trees (see Figs. 1, 2, and 11). Their form echoes the very earliest upright wooden poles erected around the first burials (see Fig. 6), but today their significance is rooted in the sensory effect they have on visitors. Their great height gives the site a sense of monumental presence in the landscape even as they isolate it from its surroundings. In winter, when this study was conducted, the bronze leaves still cling to the branches, blocking the heat and light of the sun, casting shadow, and acting as a windbreak and rain shelter. The constant whispering of the canopy and creaking branches form the soundtrack to the sensory experience of the space. In foggy weather they draw an acoustic veil around the site, creating a sonic curtain of persistent dripping as the thick mist condenses on their leaves, punctuated only by birds fluttering in and out of the space like messengers. Whether the visitor recognises it or not, the trees act on the senses to reinforce the boundary of the sacred space, making of it what Ingold would define as not simply space, but a place: ‘the union of a symbolic meaning with a delimited block of the earth’s surface’[footnoteRef:68]. [68:  Ingold, ‘The Temporality of the Landscape’, p.155.] 


Just beyond the trees is a barbed wire fence, presumably installed by land managers at the National Trust. The line of the fence describes the cultural, legal, and political boundary of



Fig. 12: The barbed wire fence surrounding the site of Wayland’s Smithy. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.
..
Fig. 11: Wayland’s Smithy surrounded by beeches, viewed from the Ridgeway. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.

the heritage site, but the ground itself is visibly similar on both sides of the fence (see Fig. 12). This boundary is as much ideological as it is physical, and yet visitors do not stray beyond it: it is the symbolic perimeter of the sacred site today. In a similar way, the site is bounded and controlled by copious signage. Bender, writing about the enclosure of Stonehenge, rails against contemporary heritage bodies promoting ‘a socially empty view of the past in line with modern conservative sensibilities’[footnoteRef:69]. An assessment of the seemingly arbitrary demarcation and manipulation of the space at Wayland’s Smithy, although on a different scale to Stonehenge, allows it to be similarly defined as contested space, its complex ownership and interpretation a ‘proprietorial palimpsest’[footnoteRef:70]. [69:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.131.]  [70:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.98.] 



PEOPLE AT WAYLAND’S SMITHY

Navigating the space
The shape of the site invites perambulation of the mound, which observations reveal nearly all visitors do by going clockwise. This produces an unintentionally ceremonial quality, but is likely due to the manipulation of access into and around the site by its heritage managers. In order to explore the most impressive area, the megalithic forecourt, visitors must head west from the entrance to cross to the tomb opening, from where a woodchip path encourages continuation clockwise around the mound. Applying a posteriori Badia’s Durkheimian model of sacralising social behaviours, the question arises as to whether this non-sacred processional activity inadvertently forms a sense of repeated, sacralising action in the minds of visitors as they re-tread the paths forged by others, and perhaps by themselves on past visits. Ingold explores this theme with his theory of lines in the landscape, stating that ‘it is along paths… that people grow into a knowledge of the world around them, and describe this world in the stories they tell’[footnoteRef:71]. [71:  Ingold, Lines, p.3.] 


Navigation of the space is therefore contingent on its layout, the uninviting exclusivity of the cramped tomb chambers, and the way the huge megaliths control visibility of the rest of the site. These are modern limitations imposed by ancient builders (although re-iterated in the tomb’s reconstruction after the 1962-3 excavations). Tilley observes that this mediation may have been a conscious attempt to ‘freeze perspective’ of the landscape ‘through the architectural lens of the monuments themselves’, establishing control over the both topography and the individual’s ‘possibilities for interpreting the world’[footnoteRef:72]. [72:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.204.] 


Dogs, however, are not subject to such mediation and do not respect culturally-defined heritage boundaries. The few visitors who did not navigate the mound clockwise were all dog-walkers following animals that had preceded them into the space. The atmosphere of the place may nevertheless affect animals: a sound recording made on the Winter Solstice reveals two elderly women discussing how their dog has been ‘affected by the energy’ as he - apparently uncharacteristically - tumbles enthusiastically around the mound’s forecourt[footnoteRef:73]. Whether the tomb truly has a spiritual energy capable of stimulating animals in this way, or whether the women were simply ventriloquising their own beliefs, the visitors evidently perceived Wayland’s Smithy as emanating numinous significance. [73:  From sound recording made by the author at Wayland’s Smithy, 21 December 2022.] 


Ritual activity
It is perhaps then not surprising that evidence of ritual activities was observed in and around the tomb. Peaking at the Solstice, these seem to represent Pagan offerings, with evidence of burnt incense and sage scattered around the entrance, perhaps used to purify the space. Candles and wax were left in the central chamber (see Fig. 13), and although a grave seems an incongruous place to celebrate a seasonal festival, Wallis and Blain suggest that ‘much Pagan use takes place with little knowledge of either archaeological interpretation, or what practices are detrimental or problematic for other users’[footnoteRef:74]. Practising Heathens themselves[footnoteRef:75], Wallis and Blain nevertheless condemn the lighting of fires and the leaving of what they call ‘ritual litter’ by Pagans at archaeological monuments deemed to be sacred sites[footnoteRef:76]. [74:  Wallis and Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories’, p.310.]  [75:  Wallis and Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories’, p.308.]  [76:  Wallis and Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories’, p.310.] 


Deposition of objects outside the tomb also occurred, perhaps connected more with superstition, folklore, or play than ceremony. Opportunistic deposits were most prevalent, perhaps resulting from a spontaneous need for ritual expression: rosehips, beech nuts, stones, and ivy, probably taken from the site or the adjoining Ridgeway and slipped into natural hollows in the megaliths (see Fig. 14). Several children were observed handling these, while their parents, perhaps more cognisant of the sacred reputation of the site, told them to put them back where they had found them[footnoteRef:77]. Symbolic objects were also brought to the site and tucked into the roots of trees: a large blue marble, and a sealed green leatherette pouch containing a coin and what may have been stones or crystals (see Fig. 15). These objects were placed not in the grave but at the site’s perimeter, illustrating the way that the whole space is deemed sacred. Placed into a megalithic nook was a sprig of rosemary accompanying a square-headed horseshoe nail (see Fig. 16), possibly an allusion to the smith-god Wayland as a genius loci. Deviating from the legend of a coin exchanged for a reshod horse, this may signify a Pagan ‘re-enchanting’ the place ‘in line with how their paganisms understand people, deities and places’[footnoteRef:78]. Given the legend noted earlier, the absence of coins was surprising, but Houlbrook confirms that this story has been deliberately removed from interpretation boards at Wayland’s Smithy to discourage coin deposition that was becoming troublesome[footnoteRef:79]. Even as stories wax and wane in this place, it continues to attract ritual behaviour; as Wallis and Blain say, ‘sacredness is made evident in stories’[footnoteRef:80] which express the complexity and contestation of sacred spaces. [77:  From sound recording made by the author at Wayland’s Smithy, 21 December 2022.]  [78:  Wallis and Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories’, p.310.]  [79:  Houlbrook, ‘The Penny’s Dropped’, p.178.]  [80:  Wallis and Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories’, p.318.] 
Fig. 13: Paraffin candle wax spilled inside the central chamber of Wayland’s Smithy, with burnt ends of incense sticks visible behind. Amy Mercy, 22 December 2022.
Fig. 14: A deposit of rosehips, beech nuts, and a stone placed into a hollow in the easternmost megalith of the façade of Wayland’s Smithy. Amy Mercy, 21 December 2022.


Graffiti - place-making and memorialisationFig. 15: Small green leatherette pouch with ritual items deposited among the roots of a tree at the western edge of Wayland’s Smithy. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.
Fig. 16: Square-headed horseshoe nail temporarily removed for recording from its deposition spot in a hollow of the megalith west of the passageway of Wayland’s Smithy. Amy Mercy, 21 December 2022.

The surrounding beech trees are thickly inscribed with carved initials, symbols, and messages (see Fig. 17). Framing the graffiti as simple acts of vandalism is problematic however, and Wallis and Blain denounce the behaviour, but also argue that ‘inappropriate’ actions contradicting the Protestant ‘folklore of the preservation ethic’ may still constitute ritual which need be neither sombre nor passive[footnoteRef:81]. The graffiti might instead be interpreted as visitors seeking consciously or unconsciously to engage with the sacred nature of the site in an act of memorialisation. Such mark-making, however frivolous, forges a connection between the carver and the forces that motivated the initial place-making of the barrow site as a memorial space, giving tangible form to the place’s ritual significance[footnoteRef:82]. As a heterotopia, the multifarious stories symbolised by each carving simultaneously occupy and contest the site. They epitomise the sacralising power of Badia’s Durkheimian ‘many minds’[footnoteRef:83]: generations of carvers have written and overwritten their stories, interleaving their narratives with those of Wayland’s Smithy, and by leaving their marks they inspire others to do the same.  [81:  Wallis and Blain, ‘Sites, Sacredness, and Stories’, p.310 and p.316.]  [82:  Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape, p.204.]  [83:  Badia, ‘Theorizing the Social’, p.982.] 

Fig. 17: Three beech trees from the perimeter of Wayland’s Smithy displaying extensive graffiti. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.


Not all the graffiti is benign, however, and a neo-Nazi gathering in 2019 resulted in the carving of swastikas and other hate symbols into the trees[footnoteRef:84] (see Fig. 19). Their motives may be objectionable, but the neo-Nazis evidently hold Wayland’s Smithy to be a place of power, sacred to them in their own way. Wayland’s Smithy may not be as contentious a site as Stonehenge, but as an unofficial forum for ideological expression it offers another example of what Bender considers appropriation of a contested landscape[footnoteRef:85]. The graffiti serves to inscribe the contestation into the fabric of the place itself, despite the endeavours of the site’s legal guardians (see Figs. 18, 19, 20 and 21). It is also, following the theories of Durkheim, another example of ‘moral remaking’, or the action of a community to ‘sustain and reaffirm the collective feelings and ideas that constitute its unity and its personality’[footnoteRef:86]. Expressions of love happily abound too (see Fig. 21), as the purposes of the graffiti are as diverse as their creators. The space is sacralised through re-performance of ritual acts, however sentimental or unsavoury, and myth and history are renegotiated as a new story plays out at Wayland’s Smithy. [84:  Hayley Dixon, ‘Neo-Nazis use National Trust sites to launch 'English resistance' - Far-Right fanatics perform masked torchlit rituals and carve swastikas on trees to 'take back' ancient land', The Telegraph, 10 August 2019, p.7.]  [85:  Bender, Stonehenge, p.98.]  [86:  Durkheim, Forms, p.322.] 

Fig. 20: The anarchy ‘A’ symbol carved into a beech tree at Wayland’s Smithy, with an ivy root climbing across the graffiti. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.
Fig. 21: Graffiti at Wayland’s Smithy depicting a large heart, with the initials SS and GC carved inside. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.
Fig. 18: Signage declaring that the site is ‘a Scheduled Ancient Monument protected by law’ - ‘Please do not leave graffiti of any kind on the Barrow, Stones or Trees here.’ Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.
Fig. 19: Graffiti depicting a swastika (now partially defaced) at top, carved during 2019’s neo-Nazi ceremony at Wayland’s Smithy. Amy Mercy, 20 December 2022.

CONCLUSION
This study has investigated the establishment of sacred space over time generated by the diversity of functions, meanings, and activities of its users over time. With its layers of varied history and contested significance, Wayland’s Smithy typifies this process, and an investigation bridging the gap between documentary evidence and experiential insight has allowed each to inform a better understanding of how such sites can act as instances of complex alterity. The themes that emerged to structure the study were rooted in the site’s temporal context:  its stories were overlaid and interwoven through time, evidenced by the way that people have employed the place’s history as a point of connection with the landscape and its ancestral inhabitants. Sacredness has been recurrently conferred onto the site through the ritual significance of its burials, its reuse by ancient people to connect with their mythological past, and the way that folklore maintains its otherworldly status, as reflected in the modern name for the place.

Examining the site’s spatial context through phenomenological investigation produced themes of boundary, spatial navigation, ritual activity, and memorialisation. Exploring both the physical and conceptual boundaries of the space elucidated its qualitative ‘otherness’, allowing it to be framed as a Foucauldian heterotopia, where space and time exist differently. Mobility around the site is equally contingent on individuals and the form and layout of the monument itself. Its spatial limitations retain the fingerprints not just of modern heritage managers but the tomb’s Neolithic designers, connecting distant times within the same physical space. Gosden and Lock describe such places as ‘engines for the creation of time, through the repetition at them of ritual acts’[footnoteRef:87]. Accordingly, at Wayland’s Smithy ritual activity can still be observed, tapping into the social foundation of the site’s enduring sacredness. Examining tree graffiti reveals that even contentious use of the space serves to reinforce the contestation and complexity of meaning capable of co-existing in a qualitatively sacred space. [87:  Gosden and Lock, ‘Prehistoric Histories’, p.6.] 


It can be concluded that perception of sacred space depends on the interplay of activity, history, and the materiality of a place itself. This spatio-temporal framework allows narratives to develop that ebb, flow, and adapt, supporting a multitude of contested meanings. With social cognition and action at its core, the experience of sacred space is as much sensory as ideological. It enables a site like Wayland’s Smithy to exist as an anthology of ever-changing stories, anchored in the landscape but set apart, embodying time while remaining timeless.
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