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CREATING PLACES OF POWER
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“The archaic lore that traditional builders in Europe once used to bring structures into creative harmony with their physical and spiritual environments has become all but inaccessible to students of the mysteries in today’s world. Creating Places of Power remedies that, placing a wealth of once-secret lore in the reader’s hands. Encyclopedic in its scope and detail, this is the definitive work on a crucial dimension of old earth magic.”

JOHN MICHAEL GREER, 
AUTHOR OF THE SECRET OF THE TEMPLE 
AND THE TWILIGHT OF PLUTO

“In Creating Places of Power, Nigel Pennick, an established authority on folklore, folk magic, and ancient beliefs with more than 60 books to his name, hones his work on the European ancestral heritage of geomancy, sharing fascinating facts and practices that are accessible and also of value today. Crammed with a generous sharing of wisdom, this illustrated book is highly recommended.”

JUNE KENT,
PUBLISHER AND EDITOR OF INDIE SHAMAN 
MAGAZINE
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The geomantic layout of the city of Karlsruhe, Baden, Germany. 
(Nigel Pennick)
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Preface to the New Edition

Since I wrote this book a quarter century ago, the inexorable process of human dislocation from Nature has continued apace. Global destruction of the natural world, ecological degradation, and the proliferation and use of weapons of war has expanded and accelerated. This vanishing world is in need of rescue, but the powerful glamour of technologies that produce an illusion of mastery are accelerating its destruction. Gleefully, exponents of virtual, digital illusions assert that place, time, and space have ceased to have any real meaning. But virtual reality is only an illusion. It has not replaced the realities of existence, the nature of the planet we live on, or the stark fact of the human condition. Whether or not we choose to comprehend it, we are in the real world. We are subject to the same forces, the same conditions, as our ancestors. They developed cultures that worked with Nature, conducting life in harmony with the cycles of the cosmos. They understood that we are part of Nature and when we deny this, we demolish the foundations supporting life on Earth. But the ancient skills and wisdom that sustained our ancestors have been banished to the borderlands and in some places, utterly extinguished. Traditional cultures the world over are based upon the archetypal realities of the physical world, and a spiritual understanding of our place within a system far greater than ourselves. In the vast span of time that humans have lived on this planet, this present phase is clearly an aberration. The current effects of unbridled human activity on the environment are obvious to all except those who wear virtual-reality headsets.

I offer this new edition as a record and a teaching of the eternal principles that exist at a far more fundamental level than the conflicting political and religious theories and ideologies that currently have hegemony over most of the peoples of the world.

NIGEL PENNICK 

OLD 
ENGLAND HOUSE 

ST. 
WINNAL’S DAY—MARCH
3, 2022



Introduction

And do not ask me by chance who is my master or which deity protects me. I am not bound to revere the word of any master.

HORACE, NULLIUS IN 
VERBA: EPISTLES

Nothing in existence exists separately—everything that is present in the cosmos is continuous with its surroundings and is the product of its own unique historical circumstances. Wherever we choose to look, there is nothing that exists now, or that has existed in the past, that has not come into being because of a multiplicity of events and processes. Everything can be traced back to the time when the world came into being aeons ago, and even before that. When humans make things, there is a precise moment when the artifact comes into being as a separate entity. Although it has not been created out of nothing, it has a precise time of birth. Because each time has its own quality, it affects whatever comes into being at that instant. There is a right time to do something, and a wrong time. We have the power to decide this moment.

All physical artifacts occupy space. Buildings especially define space by enclosing and articulating it. When space is used with understanding, a tangible reality is created. This is presence. There is no presence without time, and it is in time that all things exist. All material things have physical and temporal dimensions. Just as their presence is defined by where they begin and end in space, so they are also defined by where they begin and end in time. Because there are both favorable and unfavorable times to begin a venture, or to finish an artifact, it is desirable to have the ability to distinguish them. If we ignore the possibility of knowing, then we increase the likelihood of doing something at the wrong time and failing in whatever we do. So, throughout history, people have employed various techniques to determine the qualities of particular moments. Divination, chronomancy, and astrology came into being to inform us of the nature of these time qualities, and to predict them.
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Figure I.1. European traditional building techniques date back over 7,000 years. This is a modern reconstruction of a Celtic lake village (original before 500 BCE) at the Pfahlbaumuseum at Unteruhldingen, Lake Constance, Germany. (Nigel Pennick)

This book is about recognizing and dealing with earthly time and space, especially in the spheres of sacred and secular building. In this book, I reassemble the European ancestral heritage of geomantic practice. Its principles have existed in Europe in some form or other for over 7,000 years. In this book, I give instances of this tradition that come from various parts of Europe and beyond. Such principles have been present throughout history and are found within both Pagan and monotheistic religions for they recognize an archetypal perception of human existence on Earth. Because they are eternal, they are meaningful today and of value to everyone who uses them.

NIGEL PENNICK 
BAR 
HILL 

JULY 26, 1998 CE



CHAPTER 1

Patterns of Existence

Consciousness, the Gods, and the Stars

The octave teaches the saints to be holy.

LATIN INSCRIPTION ON A MEDIEVAL CAPITAL 
AT THE ABBEY CHURCH 
OF CLUNY, FRANCE


PATTERNS

Since ancient times, people have recognized that nothing in the world occurs by mindless, random chance, but has a meaning related to the structure of existence. Every time that we recognize a pattern, this reality is reasserted. The form of patterns is almost infinitely diverse. Since the earliest times, people have seen human faces in rocks, humanoid forms in trees, animal shapes in the clouds, and other seemingly nonrandom 
patterns. These they have taken as evidence for the creative, communicative 
action of a conscious cosmos that sometimes they personified as divine beings. By scrutinizing natural or generated patterns, diviners learnt to extract information from the given natural world. Through study and experience, the skilled diviner can have an intimate knowledge of the common pattern that he or she can see, comparing it with an inner conceptual image. When the outer patterns of the world concur with the diviner’s inner patterns, then meaning is recognized, and the status of the patterns can be evaluated. When they do 
not concur, then by close comparison the differences can be determined and evaluated, too.

The patterns that we experience in Nature recur infinitely at different scales of time and space. The spiral forms of distant galaxies are identical to the spiraling water going down the plughole. Dendritic formations of tree branches echo the shape of river deltas; cloud patterns look like sand dunes, snowdrifts, and the coloring on the side of a fish. These common patterns were recognized by our remote ancestors. 
Our language recalls this. The feather patterns on the birds called starlings 
reflect the night sky studded with stars. A “mackerel sky” resembles the fish 
patterning, and kidney stone looks like the bodily organ. All these patterns are 
the result of the underlying physical laws of the universe. If these laws were 
slightly different, then physical matter as we know it would not exist, and life would be impossible. Our very existence is dependent on these laws of the behavior of matter. They are the underlying causes of life. Those who can understand them can gain useful information about the present state of existence and its immediate future.

Patterns appearing in physical structure are the visible results of the unseen energy within the natural order. The dynamic relationships between matter and energy naturally take certain forms, which humans express through mathematical formulae and geometrical illustrations. Patterns produced by Nature are the same regardless of material and are scarcely affected by scale. They range from the galactic to the molecular, in inorganic systems and in life itself. Dynamic, self-organizing systems are the driving force of physical and cultural evolution. Their patterns work best when they approximate as nearly as they can to the natural patterns inherent in the universal order. When we live according to them, we are truly at one with all existence.

It is through our own physical, psychological, and spiritual existence that we recognize the patterns of existence. We can only experience the world through our own being as physical human bodies that have awareness and consciousness. So we describe the world according to our own bodily being. This was recognized in antiquity in archaic creation myths. It has been restated continually by priests and philosophers, poets and visionaries ever since. It was put most elegantly by the German mystic, Jakob Böhme (1575–1624). In his Vom übersinnlichen Leben (Dialogues on the Supersensual Life; 1624), Böhme expressed the traditional European spiritual understanding that the human body

is the visible World; an Image and Quintessence, or Compound of all that the World is; and the visible World is a manifestation of the inward spiritual World, come out of the Eternal Light, and out of the Eternal Darkness, out of the spiritual compaction or connection; and also an Image or Figure of Eternity, whereby Eternity hath made itself visible; where Self-Will and resigned Will, viz., Evil and Good, work one with the other.




AUGURY AND ASTROLOGY

Ancient symbolic ways of understanding existence were based upon the principle expressed much later by Jacob Boehme. The ancient, premonotheistic European spiritual tradition recognized that patterns are the outward manifestation of transcendental powers. These were viewed anthropomorphically as gods and goddesses, giants and spirits. Viewing these patterns as signs, systems of interpretation evolved with schools of experts who specialized in various aspects. By seeking and examining these signs, the experts hoped to determine the will of the gods.

Divine approval or disapproval of human acts could be detected through these signs, which included the appearance of lightning, clouds, running water, the flight and song of birds, and, inside the human mind, dreams. According to this worldview, a right relationship existed between the world of humans and the divine powers, so long as divine laws remained unbroken. In Latin, this is called the Pax Deorum (Peace of the Gods). To maintain the Pax Deorum, ritual purity was called for at certain places and times. Before entering a shrine, or crossing a river, one had to wash so as not to disturb the sanctity of the place. It was also necessary to perform particular rites and ceremonies at certain places at certain times. The Pax Deorum was affirmed and enhanced by art in the form of fine buildings, beautiful artifacts, and harmonious performances. Divine guidance that some imbalance had occurred came as the result of omens (called ostenta). These could come either spontaneously from the gods, or alternatively after humans had made formal requests through prayer and offerings.

Like illness, omens, portents, and auspices can only be recognized when one knows what is normal, so a formal understanding of normality and omens was preserved by colleges of specialists. In ancient Rome, sacred rites were conducted by the high priest called the Rex Sacrorum, who was accompanied originally by three Augurs. It was they who observed the auspices and from them interpreted the will of the gods. They also knew the appropriate remedies and procedures for instances when the gods were displeased. Some, if not all, of the rites and ceremonies 
of the Roman Augurs were a continuation and development of the earlier Etruscan 
practices known collectively as the Etruscan Discipline. In turn, some Etruscan 
practices probably originated in Babylonian divination techniques.

Originally comprising three members, the Roman College of Augurs was later expanded to six, then nine and fifteen. Finally, a sixteenth was added by Julius Caesar. The senior Augur blessed growing crops and military actions, authorized magistrates, and “inaugurated” the Rex Sacrorum and the priests of Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus. Sacred buildings and lands were also inaugurated by the Augurs. Their main work as state officials was the maintenance of the Pax deorum through the performances of rites and the interpretation of auspicia (omens).

After a magistrate had invoked the appropriate tutelary deity over the matter in hand, he asked for an appropriate sign. The Augur sat blindfold at the templum, the place of observation, while the magistrates watched the sky for omens. The Augur then interpreted any sign that subsequently appeared. When the order of nature was seen to be disrupted by human action, then it was the task of the Augurs to rectify it by appropriate measures.

At the same period when Roman Augury was developing, in Babylon and Assyria there existed an extensive literature on omens both terrestrial and celestial. Many exist from the reign of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal (668–626 BCE). Their comprehensive complexity shows that they are part of a much more ancient tradition going back to the middle of the third millennium BCE. These texts appear to be the basis of Western astrology. The Greeks and Romans had calendars that defined auspicious and inauspicious days, but astrology took this further. Astrology enabled experts to determine favorable and unfavorable times independently of calendar days. Just as spontaneous omens were the outward manifestation of transcendental powers, so were the more predictable movements of celestial bodies. Sophisticated astrology allowed the prediction of possible public catastrophes, and hopefully the means to avert them.

In the years following the conquests of the Macedonian king Alexander the Great, Mesopotamian astrology reached the Mediterranean region. The Egyptian city of Alexandria became the center of astrological research and teaching. Astrology was transmitted to Rome by way of the Chaldeans. Lucretius called astrology the “Babylonian doctrine of the Chaldeans.” In Rome, the astrologers were separate from the Augurs, and their practices seem not to have concurred. In 139 BCE, for example, Chaldeans were expelled from Rome along with the Jews as undesirable astrologers. But the stellar art proved too useful, and the Chaldeans came back. By the second century CE, court astrologers were members of the court of the Roman emperors. In later years, the practices of the astrologers were used to find the best times for performing important actions, and their traditions were merged with those of the Augurs. The coming together of various strands of divination and inauguration laid the foundations of later European spatial traditions that include builders’ rites and ceremonies, weather forecasting, and navigation on land and at sea.

In Europe, techniques of observation, divination, and ceremony were not separated until the 1700s. In a medieval account of a pilgrimage to Jerusalem by Frater Felix Faber (Fabri), 
the Christian monk tells of the many related skills possessed by those who 
navigated the vessel. Faber recounts how, on board ship, besides the pilot, 

there were other learned men, astrologers and watchers of omens (auspices) who considered the signs of the stars and sky, judged the winds, and gave directions to the pilot himself. And, all of them were expert in judging from the sky whether the weather would be stormy or tranquil, taking into account besides such signs as the colour of the sea, the movements of dolphins and fish, the smoke from the fire, and the scintillation when the oars dipped into the water. At night, they knew the time by an inspection of the stars.

Such a level of sophisticated knowledge today is rare indeed, but it is a level of conscious awareness to which we can all aspire.




RIGHT ORDERLINESS IN THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

Mens sana in corpore sana may also include the body of the house and the house itself.

PROFESSOR PETER SCHMID, 
STRUCTURAL COMPLETION 
FOR AN INTEGRAL, 
BIOLOGICAL ARCHITECTURE (1975)

The Roman Pax Deorum was a state of ritual purity, in which human beings behaved according to divine principles and were rewarded accordingly. Such traditions do not exist for nothing, nor in a social and spiritual vacuum. They are the distilled essence of millennia of human skills and wisdom, practiced in harmony with natural principles, developed and perfected through practical application in the real world. To this day, elements of the Pax Deorum continue. One instance is European traditional building. Traditional buildings are made through the application of certain well-understood skills, techniques, and principles, all of which are founded in Nature. When things are not done according to natural principles, as they generally were in former times, then various forms of disruption will be felt. This is not a theoretical, intellectual, or occult concept, but something at the very heart of real existence. “Do not make a custom, and do not break a custom,” advises the old Irish proverb.

But during the twentieth century, certain theorists published manifestos that declared the coming of a new world whose main ethos was based upon admiration for the inhumanity of the machine. The concept of the Pax Deorum, either in its older Pagan form, or its later Christian one, was anathema to them. These men preached the deliberate destruction of everything old—except militarism and patriarchy—without regard to values. The year when this destructive faction emerged was 1908. In that year, an Austrian architect, Adolf Loos (1870–1933) published an essay that proved highly influential. Titled “Ornament und Verbrechen” (Ornament and Crime), Loos’s essay equated ornament in architecture with criminality and disorder. “The evolution of culture,” wrote Loos, “is synonymous with the removal of ornament from articles of everyday utility . . . not only is ornament produced by criminals*1 but it also commits a crime itself by causing grave injury to human health, to the natural economy, and hence to cultural development.”

In the next year, one of the main theorists of the Futurist art movement, Filippo Marinetti (1876–1944), wrote The Founding Manifesto of Futurism (1909). In it he proclaimed ‘‘We will glorify war—the world’s only hygiene—militarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of the anarchist, beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for women.” This was a defining text for militant modernity, and many copied it. In 1911, the Manifesto of Futurist Dramatists asserted, “Every day, we must spit on the altar of Art.” The Futurist artist Umberto Boccioni (1882–1916) wrote “Necessity = Speed” (and nothing else!), while in the Manifesto of Futurist Architecture (1914), Antonio Sant’Elia (1888–1916) wrote: ‘‘We are the men of the great hotels, the railway stations, the immense streets . . . luminous arcades, straight roads, and beneficial demolitions.” Sant’Elia wrote that in his ideal world, the house would be “remarkably ugly in its mechanical simplicity.” Thus modernism, the movement that projected itself as founded on rational principles, in fact was the result of the obsessions and fanaticism of a few men who nevertheless were good self-publicists. And so the future envisaged by these brutal men came to be.

Rather than continuing the development of human consciousness and technique that had been going on for thousands of years up to then, many architects chose to operate as though there were no historical and cultural background to their work. The idea that buildings should be in harmony with the earth and the heavens was abandoned. Falsely, they equated progress with the willful destruction of all tradition, art, beauty, and symbolism. Because many modern architects have ignored common-sense principles, preferring theories based ultimately upon Futurist political doctrines, both “right” and “left” or other makebelieve, the detrimental effect of buildings constructed without right orderliness is known to all. As the Danish architect Paul Hennigsen noted, “Building houses is playing with human lives,” and Heinrich Zille wrote, “One can kill a man with a house just as well as with an axe.”

In the early Roman imperial period, Vitruvius wrote of the integrated skills that an architect should have. His Ten Books on Architecture (written between 33 and 14 BCE) encapsulate the main concerns of the European tradition. His description of the skills and knowledge needed by an architect are telling:

He should be both spiritually gifted as well as eager for knowledge. Because giftedness without knowledge or knowledge without giftedness can never produce a complete artist. He must possess knowledge of language; handle a competent drawing pen; be well versed in geometry; have knowledge of light; be experienced in arithmetic; be acquainted with many historical facts; have been attentive in listening to the philosophers; know music theory; be not ignorant of the studies of health; be knowledgeable on the pronouncements of judges and lawyers; and possess knowledge of astrology and the ratios of the heavens Philosophy perfects the architect to be a broad-minded man, so he will not be arrogant. Rather [he] will be willing, and what is more important, just, honest, and free of greed. Since, indeed, no work shall prosper without honesty and unselfishness. Moreover, philosophy furnishes us with an explanation of the essence of Nature, in Greek called psychology which he must have studied with more than usual industry as this includes many and divergent problems in the area of nature.




THE ATTEMPT TO ABOLISH TIME AND PLACE

By him first men also, and by his suggestion taught,

Ransack’ d the center, and with impious hands

Rifled the bowels of their Mother Earth

For treasures better hid. Soon had his crew

Open’ d into the hill a spacious wound,

And diggéd out ribs of gold. Let none admire

That riches grow in Hell; that soil may best

Deserve the precious bane.

JOHN MILTON 
(1608–1675), PARADISE LOST (1667). 
(ON MAMMON, WHO, ACCORDING TO MILTON’S 
COSMOLOGY, WAS CAST OUT OF HEAVEN ALONG WITH SATAN)

Since it came into existence in the early years of the twentieth century, militant modernity has progressively attempted to dispense with traditional human culture. Among the first cultural activities to be attacked were the rites and ceremonies of human existence. This may be because they possess deep psychological and social meaning that was perceived to support a way of life contrary to the ruling ideology of modern industrial society. Throughout the twentieth century, there were those who, using military terminology and styling themselves “avant-garde,” adopted a minimalist, ostensibly emotionless, colorless mode of existence. Describing this soulless state by emotive words like “cool rationality,” they projected the inertness of idealized geometry and the unfeeling machine as their images of perfection. Individuality and character were discouraged in this worldview, which emphasized uniformity, conformity, and the paramount status of economics.

The militant moderns attempted to replace the spirited, pluralistic, cyclic world of Nature with the obsessive concerns of “tidiness” and “order.” All that they succeeded in doing was to destroy much that was humane in society. To replace humaneness, they proposed an emphatic void that existed almost without past or future, day or night, seasonal cycles, omens or auspices. Although associated mainly with the twentieth century, this tendency was already recognized in the middle of the nineteenth by spiritual people. In his The Key to the Masonic Parables (1894), the French occultist Eliphas Levi (1810–1875), wrote: “There are three rebels: the rebel against Nature; the rebel against knowledge; the rebel against truth. They were symbolized in the hell of the ancients by the three heads of Cerberus.” Militant modernity embodies all three. Wishing to deny their own finite natures, fearing change and death, the militant moderns attempted to be timeless through making things they believed to be timeless and changeless. Rather than through dynamic participation in the ceremonies of the endless cycle of time, the militant moderns attempted to erase continuity with the past so that their vision of existence would not be “tainted” by the remains of former ages. In the pursuit of novelty, they made repeated but futile attempts to separate human activities from the universal order. So the ancient skills and wisdom of traditional Philosophy were ignored. States of ritual purity, rites of foundation, and ceremonies of passage were discarded as unfit for the streamlined modern machine-made world.

Architecture was to be the means by which the shape of things to come would be made concrete. As a beginning, they chose to negate most of the intellectual and ethical virtues recommended by Vitruvius. Inside the “machines for living” that would replace homes, the Futuristic new order of modernity would triumph, once the old was destroyed, so they told us. Among the most characteristic artifacts of this militant modernity are the buildings dubbed “glass stumps” by Prince Charles that tower above almost every city in the world. These are the geometrical modern ferroconcrete glazed buildings that lack all transcendent symbolic meaning. There can be no human dimension in such buildings, for they are designed heartlessly. These enormous structures portray no more than the power and material wealth of those who ordered them to be built. Sheer size is used as a means to impress people by the degree to which they are dwarfed. The competition to build the tallest or biggest structure on earth still continues, as though size brings contentment.

Enormousness for its own sake was a theme beloved of totalitarian systems, whether they were ruled by Napoleon, the British Empire, Italian and Spanish Fascists, the Nazis, Soviet and Chinese Communists, or contemporary Capitalists. The “reign of quantity,” as the French philosopher René Guénon (1886–1951) called this mass delusion, is none other than John Milton’s Mammon, appearing in his modern guise. Mammon is a state in which quantities of objects mask the inner spiritual emptiness of materialism.

The external vastness of the works of militant modernity signifies and only serves to emphasize the enormous empty space inside. This is epitomized in Britain by a typical example of Futurist grandeur, the socalled “Millennium Dome” built with mountains of taxpayers’ money on the banks of the Thames in East London. This folly was made for no purpose other than to “celebrate” the year twenty hundred, the last year of the twentieth century, which the organizers mistakenly believed to be the beginning of the twenty-first century.




THE FLIGHT FROM REALITY

The final result of militant modernity has been to revere the medium to the detriment of the message. The technology that most distinguishes the present era from the past is the use of electronic media for communication and entertainment. When used uncritically, the electronic media devalue reality, because they allow any unsubstantiated idea, illusion, speculation, misunderstanding, delusion, and outright lie to be propagated throughout the world as the equal of truth without the checks required to determine veracity. In the world of the electronic media, presentations, rooted neither in place or space, are separated from our physical existence, which does exist in space, place, and time. On the screen, places are often presented as abstract objects, existing in the absence of human presence and activities. Frequently, holy places are depicted without the human rites and ceremonies that are their very reason for existence. They are reduced to an inert spectacle.

As presented by those who make their living from the electronic media, life consists of a constant and rapid succession of edited and distorted images and fantasies, which may or may not be rooted in physical reality. The balanced cosmos of the Pax Deorum is utterly obliterated. Generally, these images are presented outside any context that allows us to distinguish fact from fiction, fallacy, fantasy, and lie. There are many vested interests, both individual and collective, that want to keep it that way. Militant modernity has evolved its own superstitions that sustain its socioeconomic success. All of this flight from reality has a detrimental effect upon the way that we perceive place and time. The sense of place and time is easily destroyed by the Futurist illusion. The boundaries of our personal space are blurred by electronic illusions and those who benefit from presenting them as more important than physical existence itself. If we fall into the trap of relying upon this electronic collective makebelieve, then immediately we disempower our individual humanity.

The electronic media also have the effect of removing the ceremonial from life. Because the mass media collectively are a 24-hour-a-day business, their main concern is to ensure an unbroken supply of images. Images from the past and the present, fact, fiction, and fantasy, appear in a never-ending cavalcade, one after the other. Because the producers of this material are in competition with one another, they must seek continually to excite their audience, tending always to take excess to even further excess. There is little place for calm, step-by-step, reflective ceremony in such a highly pressurized environment. Ceremonies are broadcast as part of fiction at times when they are inappropriate. Their place within time is blurred. When actual ceremonies are broadcast as they happen, which is uncommon, they are generally disempowered by commentators who confuse individuals with roles. In the mass media, individual identity is everything, and ceremonial roles, especially anonymous ones, do not fit. The value of rites is confused further when the trappings of ceremony are used to introduce popular shows or in advertising. Related rites in the real world are thereby reduced in value even to many of those who experience them directly. In this virtual world, even the awesome ostenta—omens and portents that came from the gods—are repackaged as Fortean entertainment.
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Figure 1.1. Traditional European building techniques are maintained by the craft guilds of central Europe. Here, a new timber-frame building was under construction near Hohenzollern in south Germany, summer 1998. (Nigel Pennick)




TRADITIONAL RITES AND CEREMONIES

The solemn rites are well begun,

And, though but lighted by the moon,

They show as rich as if the sun

Had made his night his noon.

But may none wonder that they are so bright,

The moon now borrows from a greater light.

Then, princely Oberon,

Go on.

This is not every night.

BEN JONSON (CA. 
1572–CA. 1637), THE MASQUE 
OF OBERON (1611

Traditional rites and ceremonies exist on a different level. They are not primarily spectacles of entertainment, but a means for people to identify directly with their own immediate environment, in both the physical and spiritual realms. They affirm and maintain the Pax Deorum, maintaining right orderliness in the world. The rites and ceremonies celebrated in this book are of two kinds, the official and the vernacular. Official rites and ceremonies are conducted by priesthoods and organizations, while the vernacular are performed as an everyday thing by ordinary people. Official rites have a precise structure—a script—through which they are conducted in a more or less standard way. They include foundation rituals, consecration and blessings by priests, the rites of Freemasonry, and the ceremonies of trade and craft guilds. These merge imperceptibly with vernacular usages, in which ordinary people conduct ceremonies whose nature is somewhere between the official and the personal. The most effective ceremonies are constructed according to principles that reflect and reinforce the meaning of what is being done. Rites and ceremonies mark and empower the beginning and end of significant parts of any human work or enterprise. They are witness to the constructive effort, both on the collective, human level and in the realm of spirit.

Unlike much of modernity, the sacred architecture of the West is not empty, but enspirited. Western sacred architecture is the result of several thousand years of continuity and development, based upon the principle of balance embodied in the Pax Deorum. Traditional temples and cathedrals portray images or iconic representations of divine beings and sacred history. They are transcendent visions of Nature on all levels. They are not separated from the world, nor from the otherworld, for they are places where sanctity is re-created continuously by human activity. Regardless of religion, sacred buildings and artifacts are reempowered periodically by sacred rites and ceremonies. It is universal practice to bless or reconsecrate sacred things on holy days.

Also, at times when they are not the object of religious ceremonies, when passersby recognize that an object or sign is holy, they experience pious thoughts and feelings. The sacred thing is thereby re-empowered. There is an identical effect in all belief systems. An image of a Hindu deity in India, or an effigy of a saint in a Roman Catholic country have the same effect. A devout person will acknowledge its holiness with a short prayer, or an offering, which re-charges the object with spiritual power. If consecration creates a special psychical state inside and around an object, then it will also be reinforced by devotions. Buildings protected by spiritual objects are held to bring harmony where there was discord, health where once was illness, and plenty in place of shortage. To all but the committed militant modern ideologue, the health and harmony, peace and plenty of the Pax Deorum is better to live in than “the Futurist reconstruction of the Universe” as they put it.
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Figure 1.2. Traditional building according to spiritual principles has resulted in the great masterpieces of European architecture. King’s College Chapel, Cambridge, England. (Nigel Pennick)





CHAPTER 2

Ceremonial Beginnings

Finding and Marking the Place

We want to crystallize the infinity of the cosmos and give expression to it in form.

HENDRICUS THEODORUS 
WIJDEVELD (1885–1987), “NATUUR, BOUWKUNST 
EN TECHNIEK” (NATURE, ARCHITECTURE, 
AND TECHNOLOGY; 1923)


CREATION

Beginning anything is an act of creation. It is a small reenactment of the primal act of coming-into-being of all things that is described symbolically in human-made myths of creation. In their own ways, all myths tell of how once chaos was the only state of being. Then, at a precise moment, a change came about, bringing existence into being. According to myth, existence was brought about either by the action of a divine being or by a spontaneous change in the state of the cosmos. The symbolism of how we view our own beginnings depends upon the symbolism of the tradition in which we work. The Judeo-Christian myth tells how the supreme being acts sequentially to bring the various orders of existence into being, culminating in the human being, who is in the creator’s image. The northern European myths tell of the interplay of cosmic forces and principles. The opposites of fire and ice come together to initiate a series of events that culminates in the emergence of the world and life. The elemental components of creation—fire, water, ice, salt, venom, and blood—play certain roles in this cosmic drama of coming-into-being. Whichever mythos we use, our rites of commencement refer to these and other elements. They reappear in the “subsequent performance” of creation that is each beginning.
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Figure 2.1. Traditional symbolic representations of dragon slaying, such as St. George shown here, denote the fixation of the moment of foundation, when the dragon is pierced by the first stake driven into the ground. (Nigel Pennick)

Beginning with a proper state of mind, augmented by proper rites and ceremonies, is essential for any enterprise. The most developed ceremonies of beginning are in European building traditions. One of the best explanations of this is by the Italian Renaissance architect, Leon Battista Alberti, in his influential book, De re aedificatoria (On the Art of Building; 1452). Alberti wrote:

It is undoubtedly proper . . . to set about our work with a holy and religious preparation We ought therefore to begin our undertaking with a clean heart, and with devout oblations, and with prayers to almighty God to implore his assistance and blessing upon the beginnings of our labour, that it may have a happy and prosperous ending, with strength and happiness to it and its inhabitants, with content of mind, increase of fortune, success of industry, acquisition of glory, and a succession and continuance of all good things.

Every beginning must be marked in some way that distinguishes the time after from the time before. The fundamental recognition of time and process, and one’s own place in that continuity, takes place when one conducts a beginning consciously. As with other beginnings, in founding a building, there are a number of points that can be taken as the beginning—choosing the site, clearing the place, digging the first hole, and laying the first stone.




SOME TRADITIONS OF SITE LOCATION

The Etruscan Discipline and its Roman development were formal, official systems of taking omens to decide on the suitability of places for building. In their full form, they were used for the foundation of cities, temples, and civic buildings. In his Ten Books on Architecture, the Roman architectural writer Vitruvius wrote:

When about to build a town or a military camp, our ancestors sacrificed cattle that grazed at the place and examined their livers. If the first victims’ livers were dark colored or abnormal, they sacrificed others. If they continued to find abnormalities, they concluded that the food and water supply at such a place would be equally unhealthy for people, so they went away to another locality, their main objective being healthiness.

It is clear that there have always been similar less official, local techniques with the same function, both in Italy and across the rest of Europe. They have been practiced since time immemorial and exist to this day in folk traditions all over Europe, and they are by no means out of use. The objective of the locator is to determine the true ambience of the land. According to widespread European folk tradition, place-spirits sometimes object to humans building on their land, and so they must be consulted before a decision to build is made. In the early medieval Norse Kormákssaga (Saga of Kormak), the place-spirits are asked through a ritual of measurement. The Norse builders measure the building-place three times. If the measurements come out the same thrice, then the place is a good location to build, but if the measurements are different, this is an omen that the place should not be built upon. A later northern technique employs the magnetic compass to determine the suitability of a building plot. In the Faroe Islands, a compass is laid upon the site. If it does not show true North, then the huldrafolk (“hidden folk”) there have rejected the proposed building, and another site must be sought.

A south Slav site-testing tradition rolls a wheel-shaped loaf of bread around the area where a building is to be erected. If the bread falls upper-side-up, then the anima loci permits building there. But if it is inverted, then the place-spirit has rejected the humans’ wishes, and the building should not be started. An Estonian custom involves laying stones all over the proposed site. If, after three days, there are worms beneath them all, then the place is all right to build on. If not, then not. White settlers in the Ohio Valley in North America sited their farmhouses “right with the earth”—in a proper and appropriate place with regard to terrain, watercourses, and orientation for sun and winds—until the nineteenth century. In India, construction is abandoned if anything untoward is found when digging the hole for the main post. If bones, a skull, hair, ash, chaff, timber-work, or red earth is found, then work must be abandoned. Brick or stone is auspicious.

There are many instances in Celtic literature that tell how priests and monks of the Celtic Church used animal augury to discover appropriate places for monasteries, chapels, and churches. They are mostly legends, as far as can be ascertained, yet they record genuine traditions of place-divination. Traditions dating from the sixth century onward speak of place-omens being given by insects, birds, swine, cattle, and deer. The priests of the Celtic Church were inheritors of a syncretic tradition that incorporated elements of Jewish, Egyptian, Greek, Roman, and pre-Christian Celtic practices. The Celtic Church saw foundation of new settlements in terms of sowing or planting, and many foundation legends display sowing symbolism.

St. Dyfrig, the priest legendarily said to have crowned King Arthur, walked around his lands at Inis Ebrdil in south Wales, looking for a suitable place to build his monastery. In a meander of the River Wye, on land covered by thorn bushes, Dyfrig discovered a wild white sow with her piglets. This was the omen he sought, and there he built the monastery called Mochros, the “swine moor.” In Celtic symbolism, the wild pig denotes fruitfulness, because in autumn it tramples the seeds into the earth. The sow herself is the epitome of motherhood, for she gives birth to many young. Like the earth, the sow also devours her own young. The Celtic monks who followed the ascetic practices taught by St. Anthony of Egypt were enthusiastic pig-keepers and in Celtic monastic legend, the tradition easily merged with the earlier Pagan swine-cultus of the corn goddesses, Ceres and Cerridwen.

A legend of St. Carannog from Carhampton in Somersetshire, England, tells how he borrowed a spade from a peasant, and began to dig the foundations of his new church. During rests from digging, Carannog whittled a pastoral staff cut from the local wood. While he was whittling, a wood pigeon flew out of a tree, picked up some of the wood shavings, and carried them off. The monk followed the bird, and discovered that it had dropped all of the wood chips at a certain place preparatory to nest-building. He took this as an omen and built his church there instead of at the original place he had chosen.

According to another Welsh legend, St. Patrick’s disciple, the Welsh saint Ieuan Gwas Padrig was told by an angel not to found his church on his own land at Llwyn in Ceinmeirch, but to walk southward until he saw a roebuck, and to build there. At Cerrig y Drudion, he came across the roebuck, and the church was built. Sometimes, an unusual incident during a hunt revealed a holy place, which then was honored. A Breton legend tells how Conmor, the Count of Poher, was hunting near Carhaix. Without warning, the stag he was pursuing stopped at a special place, and the hounds refused to kill it. The count examined the place and found the forgotten grave of St. Hernin. A church was built there to commemorate the miracle. The city of Bern in Switzerland was also founded after a strange hunting incident, when a knight beheld a miraculous apparition of a bear. It was taken as an omen to found a new city, which was named after the bear. Bears have been kept at Bern ever since, as the “luck” of the city.
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Figure 2.2. Locational practices in European geomancy often take into account observed solar phenomena. This nineteenth-century engraving (1859) of Elm, near the Segnes Pass in Switzerland, shows the illumination of the church of St. Martin by a sunbeam passing through a mountain cave also named after the saint. (Nideck)

Testing the site was important in Renaissance building. Following the ancients, in De re aedificatoria, Alberti wrote a chapter titled “Of some more hidden conveniences and inconveniences of the region which a wise man ought to inquire into.” In it, he states:

We ought further to enquire carefully, whether the region is used to be molested with any more hidden inconveniency. Plato believed that in some places the influence of spirits often reigned, and was sometimes mischievous, and at others propitious to the Inhabitants. It is certain there are some places where men are very subject to run mad, others where they are easily disposed to do themselves a mischief, and where they put an end to their own lives by halters or precipices, steel or poison. It is therefore very necessary to examine the most occult traces of nature, everything that can be attended with such effects. It was an ancient custom, brought down even from Demetrius’s time, not only in laying the foundations of cities, but also in marking out camps for the armies, to inspect the entrails of the beast that grazed upon the place, and to observe both their condition and color. In which if they chanced to find any defect, they avoided that place as unhealthy. Varro informs us of his own knowledge, that in some places the air was full of minute animalcules as small as atoms, which being received together with the breath into the lungs . . . caused dreadful raging diseases, and at length plagues and death.

This intelligent, conscious approach to the ambience of the land was defined perfectly by the French landscape architect Antoine-Joseph Dezallier D’Argenville (1680–1765):

To make a complete Disposition and Distribution of a general Plan, Respect must be had to the Situation of the Ground: For the greatest Skill in the right ordering of a Garden is, thoroughly to understand, and consider the natural Advantages and defects of the Place; to make use of the one, and to redress the other: Situations differing in every Garden ’Tis, therefore, the great Business of an Architect, or Designer of Gardens, when he contrives a handsome Plan, with his utmost art and good Economy to improve the natural Advantages, and to redress the Imperfections, Shelvings, and Inequalities of the Ground. With these Precautions he should guide and restrain the Impetuosity of his genius, never swerving from Reason, but constantly submitting, and conforming himself to that which suits best with the natural Situation of the Place.

This principle was expressed more poetically by Alexander Pope (1688–1744) in his Epistle to Richard Boyle, Earl of Burlington (1732):

Consult the genius of the place in all;

That tells the waters or to rise or fall,

Or helps th’ambitious Hill the heav’n to scale,

Or scoops in circling theatres the vale.




SWEEPING OUT

In beginning things on the earth, we first must clear the place of whatever exists there before we start. This can involve cutting down trees, rooting out shrubs, and removing debris. Sweeping is a very visible act of cleansing, removing dirt and bringing order to a place. A site should be swept ritually before the commencement of any other activities. The Roman bard Ovid (43 BCE–17 CE), in his Fasti, tells how in his time, shepherds ritually purified their sheep at twilight on ground first sprinkled with water and swept with a broom.

Sweeping is an act of transformation, conducted ceremonially by a person dressed in ritual disguise that emphasizes the role being performed and not the individual. In European culture, the broom is both revered and feared as a magical tool. The traditional English besom is made from three woods. The stick itself is made from ash wood. Tied to it by osiers are birch twigs. Birch symbolizes purification, the driving out of uncleanness, both physical and spiritual, from the place. Like all ceremonial tools, besoms are made ceremonially. In East Anglia, the birch twigs are cut at Michaelmas. Once they are attached to the besom, they should never be cut. In England, East Anglian Broom Squires sometimes make the brush end of besoms from ling (heather), trimmed at the end. The ling is tied by split bramble thongs. During ceremonial use, the besom is bedecked with red and green ribbons that denote the performance of a special event. The stick can be painted with a sunwise spiral of blue, red, green, and yellow to distinguish it from mundane broomsticks.
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Figure 2.3. Ritual sweeping plays an important part in the preparation of the ground for beginning buildings or conducting ceremonies. The Mepal broom dancers, dressed in East Anglian ceremonial costume, perform the Cambridgeshire Broom Dance at Whittlesey in Cambridgeshire, England. (Nigel Pennick)

Ceremonially new brooms should be made each year. In Westphalia and Mecklenburg, Germany, the new broom is made at the beginning of the new year, on Twelfth Night. It is made in springtime in Switzerland, when snow still lies on the ground. Children are left in the house, while the adults leave it to fetch the new broom, singing the ritual song “Der Zug in’s Besenreis” in a circle. In old Bohemia, it was traditional to renew the broom at Easter, and in Austria, on St. George’s Day (April 23). It is inauspicious in England to make a new broom of birch twigs or green broom during the Twelve Days of Christmas or the merry month of May.

In the British Isles, custom demands that dust should always be swept inward. If the sweeper should sweep the dust outward, then she will sweep away the luck of the house. When the outsweeper is a bride who is sweeping her house for the first time, then disaster will follow. As a customary rite, it is necessary to sweep on a certain day of the year. The date of ritual sweeping is a fundamentally important aspect of the ceremony to re-empower a place. At Eyam in Derbyshire, central England, there is the tradition that unless one sweeps one’s doorstep on the first of March, then the house will be infested with fleas for the rest of the year. At Laneshaw Bridge, near Colne in Lancashire, it is customary to sweep the old year out and the new year in. The rite involves ceremonial sweepers in ritual disguise—men, women, and children with faces blackened or masked. They go from house to house on New Year’s Eve between ten o’clock and midnight, having the customary right to enter any house whose door is unlocked. Without a word or a song, the sweepers enter the house and dust the living room and the hearth. In Handsworth, Sheffield, the mummers’ performer, Little Devil Doubt, sweeps out the houses.

When someone dies in Saxony, it is customary not to sweep the house all the time that the body remains there. Once the coffin is taken to the cemetery, a besom is used to sweep out the place where the coffin was, the threshold and any place where pieces of wreath may have fallen. After the funeral, the house is cleansed with salt and swept thrice. Then the besom is abandoned, never to be used again. It is left lying on a beam in a barn or outhouse, or alternatively taken to the churchyard or a field and left there.
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