
THE NATURE OF PLACE

We sin by the poverty of our imaginations, and we are saved from the 
fate of an impoverished imagination by one of several resources.  We may rise 
above a mediocrity of imagination by faithful attentiveness to relationships, or 
by honesty and right devotedness in the care of our own psyches.  But 
dedication to place I take to be vital to us as human beings.  We must, as 
Voltaire’s Candide put it, cultivate our gardens.1

Many of you will have read James Swan’s stimulating book called The 
Power of Place, and some of us will doubtless speak of that book in 
addressing the concept of the power of place, for that is the theme of our 
conference.  Here I wish to probe more deeply into the concept of place itself.2  
In his excellent contribution to The Power of Place, Richard Feather Anderson 
raises these questions which will prove useful to us:3

What gives us ‘a sense of place,’ or a feeling of belonging to an area?
What are the attributes of ‘placeness’?4
And how can we read the qualities of spirit of place?

Why, we might add, is there such a kinship between the sacred and place?

Etymology of Place
It is striking that the very word place will in its history trace for us major 

shifts in consciousness and culture.  For, originally in Vulgar Latin -- which was 
the everyday speech of ordinary Romans, as distinguished from the literary 
Latin of educated writers like Cicero – plata or plattea meant a broad street, the 
word becoming in medieval Latin placea, and in a Romance language like 
French place; the word came into Middle English (the language of Chaucer) 
from the Old French and the word place signified an open place.5  In ancient 
times the concept of place was a public one, even civic; our passion for privacy, 
and private places, is a more modern way of thinking.

Place, then, came to mean an area with definite or indefinite boundaries:  
that is, a portion of space.6  Gradually the word place came to mean also a 
building or area set aside for a particular purpose, and we still say ‘a place of 
worship,’ or ‘my place in the country.’  More figurative or metaphorical meaning 
accrued through the centuries, and now we speak of ‘Churchill’s place in 
history,’ or ‘we have come to this place in the program.’  And the word with its 
changes and developments rung out over countless generations enables us to 
deal with questions of function or role: ‘that is not his place to do that,’ or to act 
that way.7  Early in the development of the classical rhetoric, which developed 
and taught the art of speaking (later of writing) and persuading, Cicero wrote a 
book of great influence in the Judaeo-Christian tradition; it was written for future 
orators, lawyers and statesmen, his De Inventione.8  (Inventio, I might interject, 
does not signify what the modern English term invention does.  Rather, inventio 
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is the art of discovering in a body of material, or in a challenging situation, the 
available means of persuasion.  Thus, to study classical rhetoric is to plunge 
into the roles of language in the communication of citizens, the discourse of 
senators, as well as the persuasive craft of writers.)  In his treatise Cicero 
emphasized the importance in speech and writing of taking into account place 
and time.  He wrote of the necessity to consider such questions as whether the 
place is remote or near at hand; and he then writes in a passage that is useful 
for our discussion:  “the following attributes are also to be considered:  whether 
the place is or was sacred or profane, public or private . . .”  There is another 
point to adducing the quotation from Cicero:  the sacredness of place in the 
teaching tradition of the humanities is no modern invention, for we observe a 
sober (and always politically minded) Roman’s insistence on its centrality in 
human discourse.

Sacredness of Place
The Romans, to whom we owe so much for our public laws and 

principles of organization – as well as for achievements of practicality like the 
highways and aqueducts – did not lose sight of the sacred as a vital element of 
place, as we have seen, and for us it should be a starting-point and not an 
after-thought.  Swan’s collection of essays already mentioned deals with topics 
such as the Christian veneration of places, beginning with those associated 
with the life of Jesus in and around Jerusalem, and soon generating other holy 
places for Christians, many of them the goals of pilgrimage.  A sacred place 
can be defined as a place that becomes sacred “when it is perceived as 
somehow able to energize within us those feelings and concepts we associate 
with the spiritual dimensions of life.”9  Another writer in The Power of Place 
begins by declaring that “wherever people worship the Mother Goddess, they 
revere the earth as her body.”10  Other religions revere the earth more than 
Christianity does, and the notion of place will therefore differ somewhat.  To the 
poet, places have been variously lines, circles, mounts, a mystery of shapes 
(as Wordsworth summed up).

Then there is that island long known as the holy land of Irlaunde, with its 
holy wells and a multitude of ruined churches and other stones in a landscape 
of relics; a landscape also recapitulated in manuscripts, so that the Book of 
Kells might be taken as a paradigm of the island itself.  Earlier still in 
chronology, there are the megalith sites in the British Isles and Brittany – 
notably Newgrance, the Orkneys, and Callanish, and the best known, 
Stonehenge – where spatial systems are activated on seasonal occasions, 
especially the solstices – in a celebration of relationships of the individual to 
humankind, to the earth, and to the cosmos.  Thus it has been said that 
“Stonehenge was designed for people, and the full wonder and joy is lessened 
without human participation.”11

There are the spiritual sites of the old Greek world:  not only the places of 
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the oracles, like Delphi, but also the great amphitheatres that in classical times 
were open to the air and the elements, unfolding under a rising or a setting 
sun, and oriented to a nearby temple dedicated typically to Dionysus.  
Assuming, and there is reason to do so, that the Greek theatre evolved from 
ancient sacrificial rites, then the orchestral center with its altar marks a sacred 
precinct and carried overtones of religion remarked and respected.

The Nomadic and the Land
Some of humankind want to travel and to roam, and there is something 

in most men and women that remains nomadic, as marked by this poem of 
William Empson:

You are nomadic yet; the lighthouse beam you own
Flashes, like Lucifer, through the firmament.
Earth’s axis varies; your dark central cone
Wavers, a candle’s shadow, at the end.12

But for the most part, men and women of the modern world seek to put down 
roots in one particular place, to come to know that place and to belong to it.  
The United States and Canada, in fact, have become havens for the fugitives of 
war in foreign lands who are willing to surrender their roots to come to our 
havens.  There is much in the experience of life that can come only from 
belonging, staying, knowing, sharing, and passing on traditions wrapped in 
memories that are set in places.

Settlers and Travellers
Yet the landed person, the settler (as I describe him and her in the 

Preface to Prairie Epiphanies), the one rooted totally in one place, carries his 
horizons with him as he travels (to borrow from Santayana) and he will not 
always see the new in its own terms13 – will not be surprised by the joy of a 
new and different light.  The traveller (at least the one who has come to stay 
long enough to have sympathy for something different from home, and to 
understand the new and different) can see and report to those who stayed at 
home:  remembered earth is to be shared.  I have in mind the trenchant, 
plangent remark of Scott Momady in his long essay on Remembered Earth:
Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the remembered 
earth.  He ought to give himself up to a particular landscape in his experience; 
to look at it from as many angles as he can, to wonder upon it, to dwell upon 
it.14
Travelling to another place is a vital kind of liminal experience – that is to 
conceive of liminality as a period or point of transition, of initiation into a larger 
cultural structure:  of birth, death, adulthood, and some others.  Travelling to 
another place consequently marks a threshold between the old, a remembered 
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past which becomes strange in the remembering, and the new, which is 
charged with a fresh vision and a new place.  In older travel accounts such 
travels were often for long periods:  a crewman on a whaling ship like Melville’s 
Pequod might be gone for many months, stretching into years, and Marco Polo 
indeed took about four years for his remarkable journey to Peking that opened 
windows of the mind of people in sequestered western Europe – and for 
Odysseus, the war at Troy and his wandering around the Mediterranean and 
finally back home to Ithaca took twenty years.  Part of the cargo that such 
travellers carry home is the experiencing of liminality,15 of entering new worlds 
and thus of looking with changed eyes and ideas upon the old:  the travellers’ 
manifest might read, a new world of ideas.

Poetics of Space
In the poetics of space (and for half a century I have owed the term and 

the concept to Gaston Bachilard’s remarkable book, The Poetics of Space16), 
we realize that it is not necessary that men and women travel to fresh 
geographies and geomancies to experience the poetics of space:  see Emily 
Dickinson – one finds much of this concept in folklore, and even in mystical 
writings – but a heightened kind of travel can intensify our awareness of the 
poetics of space and illuminate our understanding of our own relationships – 
the immensely exciting power of individual places to make us aware of 
ourselves and our complex relationships with the earth and its waters.  For I 
can say with Theodore Roethke,

Water’s my will and my way,
And the spirit runs, intermittently,
In and out of the small waves,
Runs with the intrepid shorebirds --
How graceful the small before danger!17

There are “the wandering tides of the spirit” (in Heaney’s words), and I cannot 
ignore them, any more than one could ignore the monumental, almost primeval 
tides of the bay of Fundy, or the still dangerous tides that sweep into and 
around Mont St. Michel.  But there are also the smaller waters with their sparkle 
and dance, their continuities, their different genii loei.

Places to Visit
There are then, places to visit, and places to return to.  First, there are the 

places one only visits, where one would not by any stretching of fancy or play of 
reason want to live.  Deserts are by and large like that (I accept the fact that a 
very small number of people would demur), and one such place is the Burren 
of western Ireland:  a deserted area perhaps 15 miles by 25 miles in the 
southwest corner of County Clare, north of the river Shannon.  An uninhabited 
place today, with only occasional tour buses – as holy and enchanted (recalling 
the lines from Kubla Khan) “AS E’RE BENEATH a waning moon was haunted” 
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– for the moon after the full always gives a different light.  Stretches of cracked 
limestone with only the occasional dolmen to break the unmarked, unmapped 
flatness:  today perhaps one of the last relics of the truly primitive in Europe to 
greet the traveller’s eye.  It is essentially a mystery, and neither geologist nor 
historian seems able to offer a satisfactory explanation for its riddles:  why do 
the dolmens face NE, and the galley graves look always to the west?  And how 
do the standing stones from Brittany and the Orkneys connect with what is 
seen here?  Inhabited some thousands of years ago, the Burren is desolate 
today:  time run down, exhausted earth, barrenness beyond what imagination 
could have conceived.

Places to Return To
There are the places we want to return to.  My late lamented friend and 

colleague, medievalist Edward P. Nolan, once wrote me, “as I get ever older 
and more brutish and bloody-minded, I long more and more to return, if only in 
the mind, to uninhabited places I have been.  I even practice visualizing them 
for long moments.  Walking -. . on the Baltic shore decades ago – or diving off 
Puerto Andraix in Mallorca:  sweet and twenty, yet I can still feel the tang of the 
water in my nostrils.  When I was in graduate school I had a course one 
summer with Robert Fitzgerald and he told me then to hold onto places, 
promised me even then that the memories of places can provide an 
architectonic structure of remembrance that will hold past reality captured in 
amazing fullness over time….”  And Robert Fitzgerald’s advice is paralleled by 
that of Robert Penn Warren, who taught poetry at Yale; Timothy Murphy in his 
recent prairie memoir recalls Penn Warren’s admonition to him “Go home, boy.  
Buy a farm.  Sink your toes in that rich soil and grow some roots.”  Slowly, 
Murphy comments, “I began to realize that the old man was right.  I needed to 
cultivate the sense of place which I so fervently admired in Yeats, Hardy and 
Frost, but which I had not yet found in the land of my birth.”18

The Reality of Places
There are cross currents which must be charted.  We who are gathered 

in this place are, I believe, in substantial agreement about the potential power 
of place.  But in the rest of the world all others do not necessarily agree with us, 
and one of the most subtle and challenging treatments of place is to be found 
in the long novel of Marcel Proust, A la recherché du temps perdu, on which he 
continued to work until his death in 1922.  In the first published segment of the 
larger work, the novel Swann’s Way, published in 1913, Proust gives great 
attention to places that matter to his characters, and in which, in fact, his 
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characters have life and develop; but at the end of Swann’s Way the narrator 
declares that,
the places that we have known belong not only to the little world of space, on 
which we map them for our own convenience.   None of them was ever more 
than a thin slice, held between the contiguous impressions that composed our 
life at that time; remembrance of a particular form is but regret for a particular 
moment; and houses, roads, avenues are as fugitive, alas, as the years.
So, we find that the end of Swann’s Way Proust is denying the uniqueness and 
power of place, the importance of which was foregrounded in the preceding 
550 pages of his novel:  he would now make place relative in its meaning, with 
deeper reality existing only in the mind of an observer or narrator.  I believe, and 
I take it that you share this belief with me, that place has a far greater power 
than Proust would here allow.  The power of sacred places especially does not 
reside only in the mind of the observer; and we accept the reality of the sacred 
places of the earth, the places of pilgrimage and meditation, in their own 
right.19

Displacement
The vital role of place can be seen in the negative activity of 

displacement.  Our maturing, our growing older – the tow are not the same – 
can be considered in terms of displacement, which psychologists understand 
as denial or thwarting of place – as is the case with Proust.  In times of war 
there is extreme displacement:  persons who have been driven from their 
homes by war, as in peace by earthquakes or floods, and by other disasters 
both natural and man-caused.  But displacement has still another signification.  
In psychiatry, displacement is considered to be a defence by the psyche 
involving a largely unconscious shift of emotions or desires from an original 
object to something more immediate, more readily acceptable, which then acts 
as a substitute.  But these instances of displacement are produced by great 
external or internal pressures too much for the person to accept in a 
conventional way.  In fact, some displacement occurs for us all:  the nursery is 
pushed aside for the bedroom and the whole house, and then the home must 
give way to the outside world.  The child grown adult has had to confront other 
people as well as society as a whole (or at least in groups or profession).  Still, 
urban man – which is what Proust has become – may well have lost 
something of very great and irreplaceable value in his long process of 
displacement.

A sense of place can be an anchor, and rightly we speak of something 
being out of place when it is somewhere other than where it is supposed to be.  
A housekeeper knows when a piece of furniture, a picture, an ashtray is 
wrongly placed:  it is out of place.  That concept can also be applied to humans, 
as done so memorably by the late Edward Said in his memoirs tellingly titled 
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Out of Place.  For he, an Arab by birth in West Jerusalem (and always a fierce 
advocate for a Palestinian point of view), was also an Anglophone as well as a 
native Arab speaker, schooled at an American prep school and at Princeton as 
an undergraduate and Columbia as a graduate student.  But obviously he 
never felt at home in the Ivy League.20

An ideologically oriented person rarely experiences a sense of the 
numinous21 – that is, being filled with a sense of a supernatural place.  The 
ideologue (an advocate of a set of doctrines or beliefs, for whom that system is 
more important than the intuitive sense of nature) may exhibit virtuosity,22 but 
he or she rarely has the shine and depth of the numinous:  for that we must go 
to the mystics, or to the painters and poets.  But the ideologues will be useful 
as translators and go-betweens, as messengers.  Here is where the old 
Roman sense of the special spirit of a place functions even though it may not 
be perceived by the adherents to a fixed system; and the Romans could speak 
of the spirit of a place as the genius loci – roughly, the spirit or genius of a 
place – as John Milton did most notably in his phrase “Genius of the shore’ in 
Lycidas.

There is perhaps something of a challenge for me to show that I am not 
speaking in a vacuum, to show that I have experienced and have tried to render 
the genius loci of a particular locale.  About fourteen years ago I found myself in 
Trier, the oldest German city, where for several years I taught American 
literature; and Trier is the here of the poem I am about to read.  There in the 
poem is Bellagio, where during a Trier vacation I spent a marvelously creative 
month plunging into the writing of my biography of Erasmus.  In the idle 
moment I walked around and into a Roman fort whose ruins lay only a few 
yards from the villa where we were staying.

Listening to the stones
All places are near,

all close to the sky,
all rooted in ground—
their special earth
making each unique.

All places are everywhere
the same in this, are near,
and all are neighbors here –
a Global Village means more 
than mere geography.

Here in our two-thousand year old Trier
I find myself touching stone
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hewn by otherwise forgotten men
for the bridge still spanning Ausonius’ Mosella,
displaying ancient power sources.
And there on Como where wine slopes
are old but lake-waters still run young
there is even more layering of stone.
At both, I thought, this is old mortar, very old.
A little crumbled in my hands.
Interesting, I trust, but I regard the poem as incomplete and have not included it 
in any of my collections.  There is a greater completion, rounding off and 
rendering, in Prairie Epiphanies completed the past few months and printed in 
August, thanks to Paul Hotvedt.

But let me turn to someone who has unmistakably achieved his sense 
of place.  Few modern poets have celebrated their nostalgia for earth as 
strongly and consistently as Seamus Heaney, and earth (and the remembering 
of it) is a source – perhaps even the source of his greatness.  In his prose 
Preoccupations23 Heaney writes:

I think there are two ways in which place
is known and cherished, two ways which may

be complementary but which are just as 
likely to be antipathetic.  One is lived,
illiterate and unconscious, the other
learned, literate and conscious.
I hold up his explosive poem ‘Digging’ that is one of his first, for in it he 
captures the perception he has just given us in prose and renders it in a poem 
about his father digging in the earth:  digging becomes a metaphor for a way of 
life, and the whole life.

The cold smell of potato mold, the squelch and slap
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge
Through living roots awaken in my head.
But I’ve no spade to follow men like them.

Between my fingers and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.
(It is noteworthy that Seamus Heaney includes ‘Digging’ in his later Selections:  
it manifestly is a core part of his credo, and it also marks his coming alive as a 
poet.)

I continue with Heaney’s prose meditation, and his addressing the truth 
that once our sensing of place was more or less sacred:

The landscape was sacramental, instinct with
signs, implying a system of reality beyond 
the visible realities. (132)
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Born a Roman Catholic in the Northern Ireland of the twentieth century (but now 
living near Dublin), Heaney uses concepts of the sacramental with great 
deliberateness:

There, if you like, was the foundation for
a marvelous or a magical view of the world,
a foundation that sustained a diminished 
structure of lore and superstition and
half-pagan, half-Christian thought and
practice.  Much of the flora of the place
had a religious force, especially if we
think of the root of the word in religare,
to bind fast . . . . (133)
And Heaney ends his reflections by declaring that
we are no longer innocent, we are no longer
just parishioners of the local.  We go to 
Paris at Easter instead of rolling eggs on
the hill at the gable . . . Yet those primary
laws of our nature are still operative.  We
are dwellers, we are namers, we are lovers,
we make homes and search for our histories.
And when we look for the history of our
sensibilities I am convinced, as Professor
J. D. Beckett was convinced about the history
of Ireland generally, that it is to what he
called the stable element, the land itself,
that we must look for continuity.  (148-9)

Conclusion
There is a telling story about Joseph Cambell, the most famous modern 

student of mythology.  James A. Swan in The Power of Place records that 
several years previously
I had a conversation with Joseph Cambell
about sacred places, and I asked him what
were his favorite places.  He replied that
Palenque, Delphi and the caves of Lascaux
were his most favorite places.  Then I 
asked him why.  He sat there for a minute
and then said that it was because ‘I,
Joseph Campbell, feel most powerful
there, and I haven’t the damnedest idea
why.’  (312)
I myself have not experienced the sacredness of Delphi or Palenque, but the 
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caves of Lascaux have moved me deeply, and I add as my favorite places 
Newgrange in Ireland, and the standing stones of the Outer Hebrides, Karnak, 
Mesa Verde, and the Himalayas – the last even if seen only from a distance.

The Heart of the matter is contained in the reply of Campbell testifying to 
his feeling powerful in his spiritual places, and then his declaring “I haven’t the 
damnedest idea why.”  I am a forerunner of the speakers tonight and tomorrow 
who will try to shed light on why we feel more powerful – or shall we say, feel 
more powerfully moved – in the presence of spiritual places.  For we all share a 
belief in and we hold our convictions about the power of place.  May I offer the 
following quotation from Origen, that third-century Greek philosopher and 
theologian, taken from his commentary on the Psalms:

The divine art that is manifested in the structure 
of the world is not only to be seen in the sun,
the moon and the stars; it operates also on earth
on a reduced scale.  The hand of the Lord has not
neglected the bodies of the smallest animals –
and still less their souls – because each one of
them is seen to possess some feature that is personal
to it, for instance, the way it protects itself.  Nor
has the hand of the Lord neglected the plants of 
the earth, each of which has some detail bearing the
mark of the divine art, whether it be the roots,
the leaves, the fruits or the variety of species.
in the same way, in books written under the 
influence of the divine inspiration, Providence
imparts to the human race a wisdom that is
more than human, sowing in each letter some
saving truth in so far as that letter can
convey it, marking out thus the path of wisdom . . . .

I look forward to our dialogues about the nature of place and to sharing our 
reflections and meditations.

R. J. S.
August-September 2003

[Note to panelist, discussion leaders and other leaders of the conference:  the 
above is a draft that is longer than the version that will be offered in the opening 
session of our conference.]
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