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FOREWORD

Bernadette Brady and Jack Hunter

The papers in this volume explore the various issues concerning our understanding 
of sacred place, such as whether sacredness spontaneously emerges from place, or 
how sacredness may be part of an interweaving between place and surrounding 
life. 

The individual chapters are organized in sections, beginning with an 
examination of encounters with place. The first section,  Overview of Sacredness, 
Amanda-Jane Page’s chapter, , ‘Sitting with a Dandelion: Plants as doorways to 
the sacred’. Page gives an overview of the nature of the human experience of the 
sacred and spiritual. She argues for the acknowledgement of the role of plants 
as active agents in building bridges between humans and nature. Going beyond 
notions of psychedelic plants, or plants for healing, she suggests that the simple 
act of sitting with a dandelion can begin to open the doors to another world. 
For Page, plants can be gate-keepers giving access to a deeper link with nature, 
moving human perception from seeing plants simply in terms of food or drugs 
for human consumption towards a more personal relationship, an essential union 
that is not just one way. 

The next two chapters both focus on how encountering a many-layered place 
produces an experience of sacredness. Sarah Bisby’s chapter, ‘The Lapis Niger 
of Ancient Rome: Hierophany or Social Construct?’,’ unpacks the ontology of 
sacredness in a particular place, the ancient Roman omphalos, the Lapis Niger. 
Located in the Roman Forum, this is today under canvas and hidden from view. 
Bisby tells its story through its history and her own experience in order to reveal 
- through layers of myth, ritual and events - the power of that place and its link 
to Rome. Chapter 3, by Amy Mercy, is titled, ‘A cave of stories: finding sacred 
space at Wayland’s Smithy Long Barrow.’ Mercy takes a similar approach to Bisby 
to show how vastly different cultures have placed layers of meaning and myth 
onto an ancient site in southern England. She paints a palimpsest of myths and 
meaning over time, from the neolithic builders and early users of the site, through 
the medieval period and on to consider the attitudes of today’s visitors. Mercy 
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draws on Michel Foucault’s notion of heterochrony, a type of other-time where 
time exists in complex multiplicity - built by layers of diversity. 

Section two, Journeys as Sacred, consists of two chapters. The first, Chapter 
4, is by Holly McNiven and titled ‘An unexpected pilgrimage to Seoul’s Namsan 
mountain’. McNiven took a rambling walk one morning in Seoul, the capital 
of South Korea, but was unconsciously pulled towards the mountain, which 
overlooks the city. The chapter tells McNiven’s story of alienation in a culture, of 
unexpectedly finding a part of her family’s story and then finally encountering a 
sense of her own proper place in the world. McNiven reminds us of the need for 
‘place’ by quoting Simone Weil’s comment that ‘to be rooted is perhaps the most 
important and least recognized need of the human soul’.1 

Chapter 5 by Karen Hanson, is titled ‘Windy Bank, a journey into a secluded 
woodland.’ Hanson recounts a different type of journey, through Windy Bank, a 
Woodland Trust walk consisting of mature deciduous trees, situated in in Culcheth 
in the north-west of England. Visiting it by day and by night Hanson ponders the 
sense of sacredness that grows slowly from frequent visits, and explores the sense 
of ownership that arises from leaving a mark, whether this is placing a stone or 
carving a name into a tree, or even leaving litter. All these are ways that humans 
claim ownership of a place and Hanson suggests that such actions of ownership 
can be pathways to building sacredness into a place. 

The third section is titled Engaging with gardens as sacredness. Berna Lee 
李映晴, opens this section with Chapter 6, ‘The Art of Listening to Stones: 
Encountering a Japanese Garden’. The garden is Portland Japanese Garden, 
situated on top of a hill in Washington Park in Portland, Oregon USA. Lee steps 
into the Japanese concept of space and time, known as ma, which is the presence 
of stillness, a pause or a space. It is through this stillness that Lee experiences a 
sense of sacredness that has been intentionally ‘planted’ in the garden. Lee also 
draws on Levy-Bruhl’s notion of participation. The combination enabled her to 
engage with the garden and, even as a visitor from Hong Kong, allowed for her 
to experience a sense of belonging and of being grounded in this particular place. 
She argues that this feeling of connectedness, or sacredness, was only encountered 
when she personally strove to be present in the garden - to know its story and 
listen to the stones. 

Kim Corrall’s Chapter 7 follows and is titled ‘Gatherings, Lines and 
Enchantment: Engagement with a Butterfly Garden.’ Corrall focuses on the 
gathering of things, such as rocks, plants, local wildlife, humans and lines. 
Corrall’s Butterfly Garden is the desert botanical garden in Palm Desert, Riverside 
County, California, and is known as the Living Desert. Unlike Lee’s Japanese 
Garden in Portland, this garden has governed itself, drawing into itself the plants 
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and wildlife that see it as their proper place. To this complexity of life Corrall 
notes the soundscape - the song of the place - and through the combination of all 
of these threads she finds another version of sacredness, one that comes directly 
out of nature. 

Chapter 8, by Wendy Fey, is titled ‘The Gnome, the Rock and the Pool – 
sacredness in a domestic garden’, and reveals sacredness in the ordinary and 
everyday. Fey encounters wonder by participating with an unloved area of her 
own garden, a rockery. A garden gnome sheepishly engaged with by Fey becomes 
the guardian of a place which had been set apart from the rest of the surroundings, 
and to a large extent forgotten. However, Fey found that it was not only full of 
memories and family stories but also contained pathways and habitats for others. 
Fey shows us that, by taking the rockery’s perspective, a different world is viewed!

The fourth section, Dark Sacredness, consists of three chapters. Chapter 9, 
by Kathy Vinton, is titled, ‘A War Memorial in The New Forest - looking towards 
home’. The war memorial in question is the Canadian War Memorial, located 
near Burley, in The New Forest National Park, on the south coast of the UK, 
close to the coast of France. The memorial is isolated as it is placed in the location 
where services were held for the Canadian airmen gathering to be a part of the 
D-Day landings in June 1944. It consists of a small natural amphitheatre, which 
was protected from westerly wind and with a tree line which provided cover from 
the view of German planes. Vinton visited every day for fourteen days and, in 
keeping with the activities held there in the past, she offered prayers on each day 
to help her engage with the site. By the end of her fourteen days, she had become 
deeply aware of the natural sacredness of the site, a natural place for the chaplain 
of the Canadian airmen to choose to offer services to those who were facing 
possible death. 

Chapter 10 is by Andrew Spencer and stays within the period of World 
War Two. His chapter, ‘The Hiroshima Peace Park: Is it possible for a nuclear 
weapon to create a sacred space?’  considers the ways in which a sense of the 
sacred may emerge out of destruction. Spencer visited the Peace Park, which is 
located within a few hundred metres radius of the hypocentre of the world’s first 
use of a nuclear weapon, in August 2018, and was deeply moved by its stillness 
and power. Spencer’s recounting of his visit is a journey into dark sacredness, and 
what might be considered the ultimate Eliadian eruption of a dark hierophany - a 
nuclear explosion. Spencer also pointed to the nature of the place itself, as it was 
also the site of the main entrance to one of the most important Shinto shrines in 
Japan, which had been established in 1869 and dedicated to the Han victims of 
the Boshin War, the Japanese civil war. Additionally, since the seventeenth century 
the site had also been the location of the Pure Land Buddhist temple, Jisen-ji. 
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Spencer makes the case that the place itself held the story of wars and peace 
across generations. Sadly, Spencer died in 2022 so was not able to expand on his 
thinking for this current volume. 

Moving forward from World War Two, Daniel Broadbent offers a different 
perspective on sacredness through death and liminality. In Chapter 11, ‘A Liminal 
Haven: exploring the sacred geography of an English drosscape,’ Broadbent 
recounts a morning run on which he encountered a liminal landscape and a 
commemoration of one of the UK’s worst motor accidents, which occurred in 
2011. Both are embraced in a concrete motorway flyover located on the edge 
of the town of Taunton, Somerset, in the southwest of England. Broadbent 
considers Bjørn Thomasson’s ideas on inbetweenness and Alan Berger’s concept 
of a ‘drosscape’defined as ‘a largely ignored place of land which exists only as a 
by-product of industrial or economic activity’.2 He explores this drosscape, which 
is revealed to have its own stories of ancient sacred swords found in the river, as 
well as lives lost in the motor crash, and discovers the power of a liminal place. 

The final section of the volume is themed around the Sacred and the Other. It 
contains just one chapter, Chapter 12, by Jake Eshelman, ‘Hive Minds: Exploring 
the Spiritual Connections Between Beekeepers and Bees’. Eshelman takes the 
reader into the world of a hive, a superorganism. In his ethnographic research 
project Eshelman interviewed beekeepers and their thoughts on the nature of 
sacred beekeeping and discovered that concepts of speaking to the bees and 
the notion of bee-breath are important features of the beekeepers’ worldviews. 
He found that the beekeepers had developed a heightened sense of ecological 
consciousness, a greater awareness of the sacredness of the bees and their world. 
Eshelman reminds us of the fact that engagement with the other is a central part 
of the recognition of sacredness in a place. 

The volume thus comes in full circle, from its beginning by engaging with 
the other, either by sitting down with a dandelion, and it ends in talking to bees. 
In between these two chapters each author engages in an exploration of how to 
engage with place and its many layers of intersecting conversations: hence our 
title, Conversations with Place. Each chapter focuses on different faces of the same 
theme - sacredness embedded into place, moving from the acknowledgement of 
layered history and memories, to the taking of journeys, engaging with gardens 
and finally exploring the sacredness that erupts from terror or loss.

NotesNotes
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