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The Landscape & Arts Network is concerned 
with the defense and improvement of the quality of life in the
rural and urban environment. It organises meetings, seminars
and excursions, and provides a forum for discussion and 
inter-disciplinary collaboration. Further to this Journal, 
which is distributed three times per year, members receive 
a bi-monthly Bulletin, a membership directory and reduced

admission to all events organised by the Network. Membership
costs £26 annually, with reductions available for students and
two people living at the same address. For a membership form
see below, or send an SAE to:

The Membership Secretary, 26 Homecroft Road, London SE26 5QG

or visit our website: www.landartnet.org

■ Seminar Series ‘Can the Arts Change Anything?’ 
Postponed seminar rescheduled: Saturday 26th November, 1.30pm for soup and snacks, 2.00pm seminar
St. James’ Studios, 330 St. James’ Road, London SE1 5JX

Jeff Higley and Kate Pyper will present recent work creating multifunctional public spaces in Hainault Forest Park and Culloden school, Poplar.
Artists Jonathon Adamson and Pam Day will present work from an exhibition stemming from the deaths of both their fathers in

November and December last year.
Due to space restrictions we regret that only 10 people can come (excluding host and presenters). please contact Tam Giles if you wish

to participate. tamgiles6@yahoo.co.uk or write to the above address.

■ Events at Gunpowder Park
HIDE 2, Field Station Exhibition 
Wednesday 12th October – Friday 16th December *

HIDE is an ongoing research and development project, exploring new concepts in small, multi-functional structures, as part of Gunpowder
Park’s investigation into the physical and social use of open space. HIDE was launched in April 2005, through a collaboration with 
award-winning architect Tak Hoshino and his second year students at the University of East London, School of Architecture and Visual Arts.
HIDE 2 will also present an interdisciplinary symposium; if you would like to participate, please contact eileen@gunpowderpark.org

HARK, Field Station Exhibition
Saturday 12th November – Wednesday 7th December *

HARK is a collaborative installation, combining soundscapes and macro-photographic images. Award-winning wildlife photographer David
Cottridge and sound artist David Chapman present this work in progress: a combination of images and sounds exploring both the subjective
relations between the two elements and the use of the images as a ‘graphic score’ for the compositions. All the image and sound material 
has been captured within Gunpowder Park itself and more widely in the Lee Valley Regional Park.

* Both exhibitions at The Field Station, Sewardstone Road, Waltham Abbey, Essex En9 3GP. Tel: 01992 762128. 
Wednesdays to Fridays 12 noon – 4pm. Please check to confirm times.
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Left: Multiple representations of Dunbeath broch,
Dunbeath Heritage Centre

Above: The shrine room, Dunbeath Heritage Centre

Below: Landscape and light. Alexander Hamilton’s glass
installation, Dunbeath Heritage Centre
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Landscape & Arts No.34/35 · Autumn/Winter 2005

Dear Reader
Welcome to ‘Land of Spirit and Reason’ our final publication for 2005
which contains a number of changes which we welcome comment
upon. We are now using an eco-friendly printer who uses vegetable-
based inks, recycled papers, renewable energy, and sustainable means
of production wherever possible, and graphic designer Jane Warring has
begun a redesign process influenced by the the special issue, Journal 32.
This is reflected in different paper, larger pictures and a more spacious
format and this process will be further developed in future issues.

It also seemed right to begin to include articles of greater length to
enable a fuller exploration of some of the complex social and cultural
issues surrounding landscape. The theme of this issue is Spirit and
Reason and reflects upon the profound importance of the emotional
and spiritual nourishment that we draw from the natural world. There
is an absolute necessity for that dimension to inform and underpin
whatever interventions we make in our landscapes. 

Another new feature is ‘Diary of an Urban Forester’ which records
the progress of a successful bid for urban tree planting in SE London
and will be updated in each edition. Finally, it is hoped that this edition
will provoke thoughts and responses from Network members and the
next issue will, therefore, contain a section for readers’ responses. It will
be up to you to fill it!

Thanks to all who worked to make this issue possible in a very
short time.

EDITORS JEFFREY HIGLEY AND FRANCIS CARR

Cover:

Skywindow – created by John
Waller as part of the Dream 
and Memory Space designed 
by Jeff Higley.

See article p.7 
Photo © Jeanette Weaver

Editorial Board:
Francis Carr
Jeffrey Higley
Amanda Hopkins
Martin Spray
Tam Giles

Design and Production:
Jane Warring

Book Reviews:
Francis Carr
Martin Spray

Printed on Greencoat Velvet (75%
recycled fibre of which 55% is post-
consumer and 20% post industrial),
at Severnprint, Gloucester,
E-mail: sales@severnprint.co.uk

The next issue is due in February
2006. All copy must be sent by 
e-mail or on disc/CD. Images can be
sent by post and will be returned.
The Editor reserves the right to edit
all contributions.

Editorial contact:
Francis Carr
Flat 8
56 Nightingale Lane
London SW12 8NY

Tel: 020 8675 5694

e-mail: jhlan@f2s.com

Double Vision
Kate Bellis;
Last sale at
Bellingham
Mart, 1st
October 2004
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Frozen time, a moment fixed in
the lives of sheep and humans.
Below a timeless archetypal
evocation of a sheep – both a
creature and manifestation of
the landscape it inhabits.

Sally Matthews; Ewe and lamb,
pencil sketch, April 2004
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LAND OF SPIRIT AND REASON

linger, and therefore can consume only that
which can be easily digested. Despite its
superficiality, this touring culture has a
profound effect on the landscape, as places
visited ‘come to be remade... as objects for
the tourist gaze’.iv

I suggest that the too-literal approach 
to storytelling in the landscape, which
characterises so many heritage interpretation
strategies, is predicated on an uncritical
acceptance of the ‘tourist gaze’ as the
inevitably dominant modern view. There
are, I suggest, other modern views, even
other modern touristic views; reactions,
perhaps, to the perceived artifice of ‘heritage’
as theme park, resistances to the orchestrated
experiences constructed by the tourist
industry, practices reflecting a desire in
people to discover something ‘real’ for
themselves. My recent research has been
concerned with journeys made by people
of Scottish descent living overseas to their
ancestral homelands in search of their ‘roots’.
Many such homecomers feel aggrieved
when they are described as ‘tourists’ and
instead define their journeys in terms of
pilgrimage and quest v. Witness also the
revival in other cultural journeys, perceived
by those undertaking them as something
other than and even opposed to the
consumerism associated with tourism: the
contemporary reanimation of the medieval
pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, for
example.vi These journeys involve hardships
and discomforts, inconveniences and
frustrations, but these difficulties are
willingly accepted in the knowledge that
often through effort comes reward: a
knowledge that travel was once travail.

The image of the labyrinth comes to
mind. That complex symbol of the journey
of life: labor intus – to labour within. T. S.
Eliot writes,

In order to arrive at what you do 

not know

You must go by a way which is the 

way of ignorance.vii

The path through the labyrinth – let us 
say from ignorance to knowledge – is
essentially plural and circuitous, involving
detours, delays and diversions. The process
is not unlike that of archaeological
excavation and interpretation: we come 
at a problem from different directions,
treading the same ground again and again,
testing our hypotheses against the
equivocal material record. We neither

Museum, Landscape and the
Storytelling Space Betweeni

Paul Basu, Department of Anthropology, University of Sussex

As both anthropologist and film-maker, 
I have long been interested in the
relationship between landscape and
narrative, and with the ways in which
cultural landscapes come to be narrated.
This ranges from informal, conversational
narrations of everyday places through 
to ‘official’ or ‘authorised’ narrations of
heritage sites and monuments. In Scotland,
where much of my research has been
conducted, there is sometimes a tendency
for heritage managers to regard the
landscape as if it were a museum, where
objects are labelled and displayed for the
‘education’ of particular audiences. Such
overt interpretation is, I argue, intrusive and
erosive of a sense of place. In 2000 I was
invited to devise and implement a new
landscape interpretation strategy for
Dunbeath Preservation Trust in Caithness,
and in this article I provide an account of
the project, explaining how we sought to
foster a more symbiotic relationship between
landscape, museum and storytelling.

The museum is, of course, a site of many
functions, including collecting, cataloguing,
conserving, and so forth, but I am concerned
here with a particular approach to its
exhibitionary function: what we might call
‘narrative display’. Such an approach is
epitomised in the new Museum of Scotland
in Edinburgh and entails the appropriation
of the object to serve a predetermined
narrative schema. Thus, in an account 
of the development of the Museum of
Scotland its script co-ordinator describes a
process whereby the semantic potential of
an object is reduced to tell a particular story
– in this case, ‘the story of a nation’.

There is often a very understandable

curatorial tendency to want to tell the

public everything there is to know

about any given object. But our objects

were to be presented as part of a story,

so we felt it was important that we

confined ourselves to information

relevant to that story.ii

The museum’s script co-ordinator goes
on to describe how texts had to be

carefully edited of ambiguity to ensure
maximum accessibility across a range of
audiences. Now, whether one subscribes 
to this overtly thematic approach to museum
design or not, it is reasonable to argue that
the museum display is primarily a technology
of communication and one that does not
substantially alter the object itself, only its
context. One can label and explain, juxtapose
and coerce an object within a display to 
tell any number of stories, but the object
itself remains essentially unchanged and
ultimately impervious to the stories spun
around it. The same cannot, however, be
said of landscapes, which suffer similar
labels and explanations.

This ‘museumification’ of the cultural
landscape has meant that our experience 
of place has become increasingly mediated,
orchestrated and, I would argue, diminished
by what David Lowenthal describes as the
‘paraphernalia of display’.iii Like objects in
the Museum of Scotland, our landscapes
becomes subjected to the editorial attentions
of heritage experts who, on interpretative
panels, must pare away complexity and
ambiguity and that which does not conform
to a coherent story or the limited attention
span of some postulated target audience. 
If we are agreed as to the benefits of such
interpretative strategies – ease of access,
democratization of specialist knowledges,
marketability – then I would like to ask
what is sacrificed in pursuit of these goals
and, more importantly, whether there are
not ways of achieving such gains without
incurring such losses? Through such
practices are we not guilty of altering our
landscapes in the most prosaic fashion in
order to narrate them, thus eroding their
semantic potential, their capacity to mean,
to evoke, to inspire?

John Urry argues that travel and tourism
are the quintessential experiences of
modernity. The modern view of the
landscape is thus epitomized in the ‘tourist
gaze’: a gaze that is mobile and rootless,
restless and ever-hungry from new
experiences. It feeds on a diet of convenience
and instant gratification. It has no time to

Landscape & Arts No.34/35 · Autumn/winter 2005
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expect nor desire the process to be easy,
and indeed it is this process of discovery
that we find rewarding. I suggest that we
need to safeguard this sense of discovery
with regard to our cultural landscapes: to
be more imaginative in our ways of telling
and narrating place, and not be afraid of
making demands of visitors – provoking
active, creative engagements, not merely
facilitating passive consumption.

I suggest that our landscapes ought to
remain open texts, unencumbered by
reductive labels and displays. Instead, I
believe that we need to make fuller use of
other storytelling spaces – museums and
heritage centres, for instance – to encourage
visitors to discover for themselves the rich
palimpsest of narratives inscribed within
any landscape. In other words, I feel we
should respect the boundaries between the
museum, as explicit storytelling space, and
the landscape itself where such narratives
ought to remain implicit.

An opportunity to put into practice such
a policy arose in 2000 when Dunbeath
Preservation Trust invited me to design and
implement a new interpretation strategy for
its heritage centre as part of a redevelopment
scheme.viii In the second part of this article,
I should therefore like to provide something
of a guided tour of the redeveloped centre
– now a fully registered museum –
describing how we addressed some of the
issues that I have been highlighting.

When we began planning the
redevelopment of the heritage centre, 
we had a few basic objectives in mind.
First, we wanted to create an interior
environment that would encourage visitors
to engage more fully with the landscape
outside, to perceive that beyond its
picturesque surface lay more complex
significances. Second, we wanted to
articulate the fact that the landscape could
be seen through a multitude of perspectives,
that the ‘same’ landscape could be perceived
in disparate ways. Third, we wanted to create
a space that would present opportunities
for the telling of stories, a space that would
provoke as many questions as it would
provide answers and therefore encourage
response and dialogue. We wanted to
create a space which people could inhabit
and use in different ways: a contemplative
space, a research space, a learning space,
an administrative space, a social space, 
a fun space, a special space. On several
occasions, while I was working on the

project and living in Dunbeath, talking with
local people who were not directly involved
in the heritage centre, I would gather that
the centre was not regarded as a place
intended for the local community, but as
something for tourists only (supporting
Urry’s argument that places come to be
remade for the tourist gaze). I hope that
we have created a space that will challenge
this perception and be occupied by all. Last,
we did not want to rely on visitors reading
texts to engage with what we were
attempting to articulate. We wanted to
explore the poetics of the representation 
of place: to develop more effective and
affective ways of telling. There were, of
course, other more practical considerations:
a relatively small budget, a need to retain
some of the old displays and fixtures and
yet integrate them into the new scheme, a
requirement to create flexible spaces (one
area, for instance, would have to function
as both exhibition space and auditorium 
for evening lectures and slide shows).

Dunbeath is a small crofting and fishing
community in Caithness, the northernmost
county of mainland Scotland. Although the
main settlement is now on the coast, in
previous centuries Dunbeath’s now deserted
inland strath was relatively densely populated
and the relics of past human activity are
everywhere to be encountered, in intersecting
layers of field boundaries, in chambered
cairns, hut circles and brochs, in deserted
cottages on the crests of ridges. Like any,

Dunbeath’s landscape is richly storied and 
it is a privilege to walk the landscape in 
the company of local crofters or shepherds
(or, for that matter, local archaeologists,
geologists and botanists), to hear their
particular tales of particular places... in the
very places themselves.

To walk in the Dunbeath Strath is,
however, also to walk in the literary
landscape of Neil Gunn, one of the key
writers of the Scottish literary renaissance
of the 1930s. Neil Gunn was born in
Dunbeath in 1890, the son of a successful
fishing boat skipper. The heritage centre is
located in the old school in which he
studied. Although he moved away from the
village at the age of twelve and never dwelt
in Dunbeath again, he certainly dwelt on
the place throughout his career, and the
coastal village, its harbour and inland strath
are the settings of many of his best known
works. Indeed, few landscapes can have
been written about either so prolifically or
so sensitively as Dunbeath and its strath. 
In novels such as Morning Tide, Sun Circle,
Highland River, The Silver Darlings, Young
Art and Old Hector and The Serpent, Gunn
powerfully evokes the capacity for place to
‘mean’ – and to mean simultaneously at
the most social and the most personal
levels.ix For Gunn, the Dunbeath Water –
his Highland River – was an especially
resonant metaphor and the journey to 
the river’s source described in that novel
presented us with a wonderful motif to
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Entrance lobby panel, Dunbeath Heritage Centre 
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draw upon in the design of the heritage
centre’s new exhibitions. For Gunn’s young
hero, Kenn, the Dunbeath Water is
profoundly ‘real’, but as Douglas Gifford
has noted, it is also profoundly symbolic, at
once becoming a river of time, of memory,
of humanity, of consciousness.x

In the entrance lobby of the centre, then,
we wanted to establish the relationship
between Dunbeath, the place, Neil Gunn,
as an author born in the place, and Gunn’s
literary representation of that place. Our
approach has generally been a graphic one,
using the principles of collage, and, given
the temporal nature of the visitor’s progression
around the displays, of montage too. Thus,

on entering the centre, the visitor is presented
with two panels: one, pictured on page 3,
a composite image of Dunbeath harbour,
Gunn, Gunn’s textual description of the
harbour, and the covers of three of his
books; this is juxtaposed with a second
panel, entitled ‘Other Landscapes’ (the title
taken from Gunn’s last novel, and one of
those pictured, The Other Landscape)xi. In 
a few words, this second panel provides 
the basic information about Gunn and his
connection with Dunbeath, and describes
Kenn’s pilgrimage in Highland River to the
source of the Dunbeath Water: that it was
also a journey to the source of his cultural
heritage and to the source of himself. 

The panel concludes with a short, but
significant, quote from the novel: ‘Within,
you will find the spirit of our River…’xii

These words are echoed in the engraved
glass of the door leading into the main
exhibition room, transforming the quote
into a personal invitation to the visitor to
discover the spirit of ‘our’ place and hinting
that the journey of discovery may be both
‘inward’ and ‘outward’.

Crossing the threshold, the visitor is
confronted with a serpentine image of the
river, painted, burned and silver-leaved onto
the floorboards (see left). A route through
the exhibition is thus suggested – just as a
route through the landscape is suggested
by the course of the real river outside. 
The imagery of this ‘floor-map’, beautifully
realized by Tim Chalk, is drawn from Gunn’s
evocation of Dunbeath’s topography as it
might appear to the buzzard as it circles
above: ‘From high overhead,’ writes Gunn,
‘the river in its strath must look like a
mighty serpent, the tip of its tail behind the
mountain, its open mouth to the sea’.xiii

The design of the serpent’s head was taken
from a fragment of a fine eighth-century
brooch found in Dunbeath in 1860, now in
the custody of the National Museums of
Scotland. The floor-map is peppered with
quotes from Highland River together with
more and less abstracted images of places
which feature in the novel and which, of
course, have their origin in the Dunbeath
landscape itself.

The idea to create a kind of map on the
floor had a number of influences. Primarily,
the great pavement labyrinths of European
cathedrals along which the devout could
make a symbolic pilgrimage to Jerusalem, a
symbolic journey of a symbolic journey. But
I was also struck by the work of the District
Six Museum in Cape Town. District Six was
a multi-cultural area of the city razed to 
the ground at the height of the Apartheid
era, its inhabitants resettled in segregated
townships. A street map of the demolished
neighbourhood has been painted onto the
museum floor and those who were displaced
are invited to add their memories to the map
– reinscribing themselves into the place as it
werexiv. I was also interested in other kinds
of mapping: from the familiar iconography
of the Ordnance Survey to the less familiar
approaches of, say, Australian Aboriginal
art in which landscape and narrative are
embedded inextricably within the imagery.
Between these two poles, were alternative

The ‘floor-map’, Dunbeath Heritage Centre
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Western attempts to map narrative and
place: I was particularly struck by the work
of the artist Simon Lewty, especially his
contribution to Common Ground’s Parish
Map project – ‘Old Milverton’.xv

The floor-map subtly leads the visitor
through an interior, representational,
storytelling landscape. This is reflected in
the images on the walls and glass panels.
Thus, from the harbour in the lobby, the
visitor passes further old photographs of
places near the river’s mouth – the castle,
the school, the village, the mill and so forth
– and on to a series of six large black and
white photographs, leading one upstream
and progressively nearer the river’s source.
Each of these is captioned with a quote
from Highland River. Image and text stand
in tension with one another, such that the
visitor must make sense of the relationship
– sometimes it is quite literal, in other cases
more abstruse.

Embracing the source is a pair of sculpted
benches, designed and built by Maggy
Stead and the Tim Stead Workshop. These
are formed from naturally curving slabs of
oak, and each conceals a ‘secret’ puzzle for
the inquiring mind to discover. Scorched
black, their colour is redolent of the peat
hags which scar the landscape near the
source and of the ancient bog oak which
one may come across here. (Whilst no oak
trees grow in Dunbeath Strath these days,
the place name, Dauchinderie – the Davoch
of Derry – means the davoch of the oak
wood, suggesting that it was not always so.)

Central to our strategy was the
relationship between this interior space 
and the space beyond the windows – 
the Dunbeath landscape itself. This is
accentuated through the use of static, black
and white photographs, which contrast
with the colourful and ever-changing views
through the windows (see right). This has
the effect of drawing in the landscape from
outside. Especially powerful is the fact that
one can see many of the features of the
lower strath from the windows: the village,
the house where Gunn was born, the mill,
the broch, Chapel Hill, Cnoc na Maranaich
with its standing stone and chambered
cairn. Thus the visitor may be intrigued by
the multiple representations of the broch,
for example, within the heritage centre,
may be fascinated to learn of local stories
told about it or of its excavation in the
nineteenth century, but even more thrilled
when it is pointed out in the landscape and

they are encouraged to visit it for themselves.
They venture forth with new insights – 
local knowledges as well as archaeological
knowledges – and, as they approach,
perhaps they will recall the quote which
captioned its photograph: ‘The mind that
secretly quickened before a broch’ (see
back cover).xvi

Gunn immortalized Dunbeath’s school in
Highland River. It is through these same
windows that his hero, Kenn, sat day-
dreaming of the river while the master
taught his pupils such irrelevancies as the
names of Henry VIII’s wives or the principal
industries of English cities. Thus, etched,
graffiti-like, into the window panes are
quotes which call to the scene to mind –
for those who know – and which provoke
the question ‘why?’ in those who don’t.
Essential to the strategy we adopted was
the knowledge that there would always 
be someone on hand to address such
questions to: a volunteer or staff member,
someone with their own stories of
Dunbeath and even of Dunbeath school.

Dividing the two main exhibition spaces
is an imposing cobalt-blue glass ‘wall’. Like
the floor-map, this was a collaboration
between ourselves and one of a number of
artists we commissioned to work with us
on particular aspects of the centre: in this
case, Alexander Hamilton. The process of
finding sympathetic artists and then
articulating our ambitions for each of the

displays was by no means easy. We had
long discussions with Alex, for instance,
concerning our desire to communicate the
semantic as well as physical stratigraphy of
landscape, the relationship between the
‘cultural’ and ‘natural’ environment, the
course of the river through all. It was 
not until we walked – and talked – the
landscape together that Alex was finally
able to understand what we were getting
at: then it all fell into place. He collected
samples of mosses, lichens and wild
flowers to photograph in his studio and,
utilizing the translucence of glass and
photographic film, produced a remarkable
series of laminated panels which show
features of the archaeological landscape –
plans of hut circles, the broch, a long
house and Bouilag Hill with its intersecting
multi-period remains – emerging out of,
and, indeed, retreating back into the
natural. On one side of the wall, running
through each of the panels, is etched the
shape of a particular stretch of the river.
Just as the dynamism of the actual landscape
seems to reach through the windows into
the main exhibition room, so the ‘outside’
is brought ‘inside’ through the play of light
on and through Hamilton’s installation, such
that it constantly changes throughout the
day and through the different seasons (see
back cover). At certain times of the day 
the wall becomes quite literally a reflection
of the landscape beyond the windows.

At the very heart of the landscape of
Dunbeath’s lower strath is Chapel Hill, a 
site which, according to a long-held local
tradition, is considered to be the location of
an early monastery known as ‘The House of
Peace’.xvii The hill, with its enigmatic radial
walls, retains an aura of mystery and sanctity,
and is still considered by many as a place 
‘set apart’. In 1996 this oral tradition was
substantiated with the finding of an early
seventh-century Pictish cross-slab among the
ruins of a nineteenth-century croft building 
at Ballachly, less than 200 metres from the
hill. Indeed, in many respects, it was this
significant discovery that instigated the
redevelopment project, and particularly 
the determination to upgrade the centre’s
curatorial resources and practices to qualify
for registered museum status, thereby
ensuring that the stone could be properly
cared for and displayed locally and not
removed to Edinburgh or Inverness at the first
opportunity as is so often the case in the
Highlands and Islands. Thus, just as Chapel
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Drawing in the landscape from outside.
Monochrome photographs juxtaposed 
with the view through the windows,
Dunbeath Heritage Centre
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Hill is at the ‘spiritual’ heart of the Dunbeath
landscape, so the Ballachly Stone and the
‘Shrine Room’ we have created for its display
are at the spiritual heart of the heritage
centre. The challenge here was to create a
quiet, still space for the stone which reflected
the sense of sanctuary associated with Chapel
Hill, which permitted visitors to encounter the
stone free from the encumbrance of labels
and interpretative panels (these are provided
elsewhere), and which yet met the exacting
standards demanded by modern curatorial
practice. A small, stone-walled room was thus
created with a simple barrelled ceiling, a
shallow step, and a niche to house the stone
(see back cover). The result is a contemplative
space which evokes the mood of a primitive
stone chapel, but in which there is, crucially,
no suggestion of ‘simulation’. Its tiled floor
was created by a local potter, a response to
the stone itself and to Neil Gunn’s evocation
of Chapel Hill in his book The Silver Darlings.
As a child, Finn, the hero of the novel, would
escape to the top of the hill, where he would
find sanctuary within a circle of low flat
stones – the foundations of what had been a
small ‘beehive’ cell. The quote, ‘describing the
circle of sanctuary’, is inscribed into the floor,
and, appropriately enough, the best view of
the Ballachly Stone is obtained by standing
within the circular motif at its centre.

There are, of course, more conventional
displays: a tableau of figures salvaged from
the previous exhibition which we reconfigured
against a massive photograph of the upper
strath, a book-selling area, a computer
terminal providing access to the Trust’s web
site and online archaeological database, a
series of free-standing and wall-mounted
panels.xviii One panel display, for example, 
is concerned with Dunbeath place-names
and place-stories. Framed by the dialogue
between Young Art and Old Hector quoted
earlier, this features a composite of the First
Edition Ordnance Survey sheets covering 
the full length of the Dunbeath Water. 
Here, then, is a topographically-accurate
representation of the same landscape
evoked in the floor-map. The 1871 OS 
map is fascinating in itself, but we have
superimposed on this other, alternative kinds
of knowledge: snippets of local place-lore,
multiple and sometimes contradictory
accounts of the same landscape feature,
excerpts from the OS Object Name Books,
place-name translations, and a key to
common Gaelic place-name components so
visitors can translate other names for

themselves. And, of course, the heritage
centre is not just an exhibition space: it is
also a study centre and an archive. Upstairs,
we have created a research room which is
often busy with ‘roots-tourists’ pursuing
their family history research, children
working on school projects and academic
researchers working in any number of fields.
It’s a wonderful facility and one that visitors
are encouraged to make use of.

At Dunbeath’s heritage centre, we have
attempted to draw attention to the distance
between the representational, storytelling
space of the museum and the landscape
which it narrates. Outside the museum, 
the Dunbeath landscape, with its rich
archaeology, remains an open text. Open,
literally, to interpretation. This, I suggest, is
the way it should be. Our cultural landscapes
are not objects to be collected and displayed,
reconfigured to suit our linear narratives,
remade for the superficial tourist gaze and
ease of consumption, but should be spaces
where our minds as well as our bodies are
free to wander and to wonder.

I hope this will not appear to be a naïve
view. Tourism, as we know, is essential to the
Scottish economy, and there is no doubt that
the cultural landscape is one of Scotland’s
most important commodities. Money is
available to encourage the exploitation of 
this resource: there is a compulsion to make
‘heritage’ ever more easily accessible and to
capitalize on it – to make heritage work, in
the jargon of tourism development ‘experts’.
But the cultural landscape is not an unlimited
resource: it is being eroded by insensitivity. I
believe there is a need to resist this ‘develop
or die’ attitude towards heritage sites and
instead struggle to come up with new,
imaginative and, above all, sensitive ways 
of narrating our places and our pasts.

Paul Basu is a lecturer in anthropology at the
University of Sussex, specialising in landscape
and cultural heritage. Among current projects
he is consulting on a museum initiative in
Sierra Leone and is editing a book with Sharon
Macdonald entitled ‘Exhibition Experiments’
to be published by Blackwell in 2006.

Contact details: p.basu@sussex.ac.uk
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ed. by E. Carver & O. Lelong (Oxford: BAR British Series
377, 2004).
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The gestation period of the space we’ve
created has been a really long one –
probably about 25 years – and goes back
over lots of work that’s been done with 
The Circle Works about the importance of
space and the connections between space
and emotional literacy; helping individuals
to articulate things which otherwise they
might not reach in themselves. That, I
suppose, is one kind of beginning; but the
beginning of the project in literal physical
terms was when the head of Culloden
Primary School, Liz Kinsella, wanted a space
that would be her final leaving gift to the
school. Because of the nature of the
school, and the nature of her work with
the kids there, it was obviously going to be
an unusual space. In one way her brief was
very broad, but in another way very precise.

The Memory Garden
In June and July of 2005 artist Jeff Higley designed and created The
Memory Garden for Culloden School in Poplar. He was assisted by LAN
members Clinton Chalonner who carved the Cloud Watching Seat and
Kate Pyper who designed and carved the lettering. The willow work was
carried out by John Waller. The following article is based on a recorded
interview with educational charity The Circle Works.The immediacy and
flavour of the spoken word have been retained.

It was to create a space that would help
children to remember, to be inspired, 
and to dream.

Loosely, we’ll call the space the Memory
Garden – although it’s got other functions
too. It’s located at the very end of the new
Culloden School garden, which is itself on
the site of the old school: so I think that
one of the triggers for me is that this
garden is a place that used to be a school,
and it holds all those memories of the
children and the staff. The school is gone,
but the space has now become a space 
of memory, and part of the underlying
memory for me is the memory of that
previous school space.

Extraordinarily, it backs on to the
Blackwall Tunnel Approach, so about a
hundred feet away from the end of this

private, enclosed world, there’s a whole
motorway complex. You’re not particularly
aware of it because the garden is sunken,
and it’s also shielded partly by an enormous
fence to keep people and noise out, and a
lot of green growing plant life that will be
greatly increased now that this Memory
Garden is in place. In a way it was also
conceived as a liminal space, because you
make a transition from the school to the
playground, and from the playground to

the new green
space; and then, in
that green space,
you make yet
another transition
into the memory
space. In a way 
it’s the end of a
journey: it’s as far
as you can go
physically in the
school, and once
you’re in there you
begin another kind
of journey which
isn’t physical. It’s at
the end of the line
– a place where you
stop and sit, because
there’s nowhere
further to go.

The space is a
thirty foot diameter
grass circle
surrounded by a
woven dead willowMemory Seat – Vietnamese
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fence with lots of twisted oak stakes forming
the uprights, and you enter it through an
archway created out of big twisted oak
branches. It’s quite a small archway – not
quite as small as we’d originally planned,
because it has to admit a motor mower –
but it is something that adults have to duck
to go through. I think it appeals to people’s
imaginations: it is a gateway, but it looks
like a strange magical gateway.

You enter this enclosed thirty foot circle,
which then has two other exits leading to
smaller spaces. You can’t get into these
spaces from outside: to enter them you
have to go through the main circle. At one
of those exits there is a post carved with
spirals – a bit like a mediaeval tree of life –
and it says REMEMBER in large, commanding
letters: so that’s your job when you enter
that space. You go down a little passageway,
and you come to a much smaller circle,
about twelve feet in diameter, under some
trees; and there are three seats which are
reminiscent of boats, though they should
also remind you of pods, or shells, or
beached boats. The word ‘remember’ is
carved on them in a variety of languages:
Somali, Bengali, Arabic, Turkish, and there’s
also the sign for ‘remember’, because
signing too is a language that is used in
the school.

You can sit in the small pod-like seats,
and in the centre of the circle there is a
boat shape, called the Memory Boat, which
is a receptacle for memories. Its cargo is
memory: so the concept is that when the
Year Sixes come to the time of transition,
when they leave Culloden and go out into
the world, they can leave a memory
physically behind, as part of the cargo of
the ship. For the end of the project the year
sixes were asked to write a memory and
Jeannette Weaver from the Circle Works
worked with them to facilitate this process.
There was a ceremony at the end of the
year when those memories were placed in
test tubes and sealed into a cut-out hole 
in the Memory Boat. They stay there for 
a year, and then the next Year Sixes can
disinter them and replace them with their
own memories. What happens to the old
memories is the decision of that Year Six.

There were lots of suggestions that they
should be buried, or burned, or scattered
to the winds, or made into a book. What
happens will not be my decision.

When you leave the memory space
there’s another suggestion that says
‘dream’, and when you make your way to
the second of the smaller exits, that also
says DREAM. Again you enter a little twisty
passageway, and you come to what we call
the Cloud Watching Seat. The circle here is
even smaller, probably not much more than

six or seven feet in diameter, and it’s almost
completely filled by an enormous chair
shaped like a massive cloud. This enables
you to recline and look up at the sky
through a circular hole that’s been created
in the foliage. All you have to do is cloud
watch, and let your mind and your
imagination range through that opening,
which is like a round window on the sky
(see front cover). This is a place where just
one or two people go to contemplate and
think about the future: dream, imagine,
focus, relax, and get into contact with
stillness and what’s inside themselves.

The whole school was involved with 
the physical process of creating the space,
using axes, gougs and mallets they worked
on the various objects and also dug holes
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It was to create a space that
would help children to
remember, to be inspired, and
to dream.

In the centre of the circle
there is a boat shape, called
the Memory Boat, which is a
receptacle for memories
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and put in twisted oak fence posts. The
circles are going to be planted with living
willow, so that as the original structure
decays over the next five or six years, it will
be sustained by the new living plants which
will give it another whole dimension as a
green space. You will be entering a green
heart space, surrounded by growth and leaf
and the particularly vigorous green of the
newly growing willow. That will add a
whole new dimension, and the planting will
embed the spaces much more deeply in
greenery. I hope you will have a sense of
being in a green room.

The largest circle can contain a whole
class of children and can function as an
outdoor classroom. Ideally, though, it
would be used for activities which are
different from normal classroom activities,
so that you have a sense that ‘this happens
only here’: this is where we go to do this,
whatever ‘this’ is. It would be good if the
space were charged up by an expectation
that what happens there doesn’t happen
everywhere. In the smaller spaces, that
feeling is intensified: they are spaces for
getting in touch with memory, getting in
touch with dreams, getting in touch with
who you are, who you want to be, who
you were, what happened to you, what
might happen to you, what you want to
happen to you.

The form of the space comes out of 
a desire to help people slow down, but
how, physically, do you help that to
happen? Ideally, the passages that lead 
to the Memory Boat and to the Cloud
Watching Seat would be much, much
longer and would be almost maze-like; but
as ever, time, space and money exercised
constraints. Although this space does
convey something of the maze – of the
journey – I would definitely develop a more
maze-like element if resources allowed. 
I think it’s very important that you have 
a sense of journeying-to-arrive. There’s
something about Neolithic passage graves 
– going down into chambers in the earth. 
I think of places like Mais Howe and the
Ring of Brodgar, that circle of standing
stones, in the Orkneys.

There’s a deliberate attempt to create a
sense of crossing from one kind of world
into another. The space is conceived as a
bridging place between the inner and the
outer world, so there’s a real concern with
patterns of myth and patterns of story –
archetypal patterns that touch people
immediately. There are certain forms,
certain kinds of buildings, that help people
to focus; so it’s a focusing space as well, a
bit like a lens. The sky window too is like 
a lens: when you look through it you have
a sense of it magnifying and intensifying
your perception. Everyone has had the
experience of lying down and looking up 
at clouds in a very dreamy sort of way, 
but using the lens greatly intensifies your
awareness of space. The space you're
looking at doesn’t have any depth
boundary. You’re focused by the circular
window, but your reach is infinite.

So what is the space for? Well, it’s to
help ‘emotional literacy’, I think: to help a
sense that we exist not just in an external
world of things but an internal world of
feelings too, and that those feelings are
probably more important than the world 
of things. For a lot of children, that’s quite
something to admit. To understand it is
quite a challenge, when culturally you’re 
so often defined by what you wear or 
what you look like, rather than what 
you’re thinking or feeling.

Getting it right for children is not at all
easy. I think there is a danger that if they
know that too much weight of expectation
is being placed upon them to behave in a
certain way, they’ll go to the other extreme
and fight against the space. I think a whole
class may be too many to go into the
space, even though it’s big enough. But
things will happen there that I haven’t ever
thought of, and probably wouldn’t ever
think of. Someone will do them and they
will work or they won’t work.

How the space will function, and the
effect it will have, remain to be seen. It
depends on how it’s worked with, and on
the people who take it over. Very often
these projects are driven by the vision of an
individual – Liz, in this case; and as she is
gone now, much will depend on the kind
of vision that others bring to the space, 

and how its role is perceived. Will it play a
central part in the life of the school, or will
it become neglected? We won’t know the
answer until time has passed.

It is noticeable that some of the responses
to the space have been very emotional. I’m
thinking of adults here: Liz and several of
the teachers were very moved by the
physical experience of entering the space.
To that extent I think it’s working, and of
course the more it is used and the more
responses take place in it, the greater the
charge it will have. It’s a cumulative
process: it becomes like a battery charged
up with the energy of people who have
been there before, and felt there before,
and dreamed there before.

For me personally, this was different
from the normal projects I do, because
mostly I make something to go into a
space: I don’t make the space itself. I found
it extraordinarily rewarding to form a
complete holder for the objects I was
making, so that the entire project was a
single whole. The sense of enclosing space
and then filling it has been the most
important thing for me, and will have quite
big repercussions for what I do in the
future. It has crystallised an interest in the
relationship of people’s being to space, and
their emotional response to it.

I suppose I’m talking about sacred space:
I’m talking about functions that in many
cultures have been performed by a space
that is essentially doctrinal and connected
to an organised religion. The thing about
this space is that it isn’t affiliated to any
particular belief system. There can be a
weakness or artificiality about such things
because they become diffuse or unfocused;
but I hope instead that it will affect all
kinds of people with all kinds of creeds. 
I hope it will work partly because of the
nature of the materials, which are all very
natural and organic, and that, in itself, can
stir a kind of emotional response.

Contact details: jeffreyhigley@f2s.com
Kate Pyper pyperkate@hotmail.com 
Clint Chaloner c.chaloner@ic.ac.uk 
John Waller info@underwoodsman.co.uk

All you have to do is cloud
watch, and let your mind and
your imagination range
through that opening, which is
like a round window on the sky

The space is conceived as a
bridging place between the
inner and the outer world
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‘Earth’s crammed with heaven,

And every common bush afire 
with God;’

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

There is a difference between sacred places
and special places. I may remember the
place where I proposed marriage as a very
special place but a sacred space has an
additional quality, connecting the senses to
the indefinable on a level that is greater
than, outside of, myself.

The recent public phenomenon of
making wayside shrines at the sites of road
accidents is an example. Here someone lost
their life, here there is a crossing point, a
bridge, between this world and life hereafter
(or some may say no life at all, it is still a
crossing point.) The place is marked with
flowers, with a cross or some symbol of the
dead person, perhaps a photograph which
itself slowly discolours and ages in an even
more tragic re-enactment of death. The
shrines say some thing else also, they tell
other people this is a place which has seen
tragedy, this is a crossing point for mortality,
this is a place of hurt and sadness, and so
such shrines remind motorists and other
road users to be more careful, not to take
their life for granted, we are all a minor
mistake away from death.

It is an interesting sociological
phenomenon also. Europe is littered with
small roadside shrines, frequently with
statues of saints that the English have
traditionally despised as ‘Catholic’ or
‘Superstitious’ or ‘tacky’ (as indeed they
frequently are). And yet the custom is
quaintly spreading in a country which has
taken four hundred years’ pride in the 
King with six wives who told the Pope
where to get off; in a country increasingly
‘secularised’ and less church attending
(although 73% said they were Christians in
the last national census). In Europe such
shrines are frequently at dangerous places,

to guard the traveller, or reminders of 
long forgotten tragedies, or the site of a
particular event in the life and journeying
of a saint or pilgrim. In a country increasingly
less religious we see a quiet upsurge of this
religious practice, and at times, on Motorway
embankments for example, tolerated, even
encouraged by local authorities, mown
grass, banks of daffodils, rose bushes and
even bedding plants, tending such
impromptu horticulture must itself suggest
illegal parking on the hard shoulder.

So, more secularised though some may
say we have become, there is evidence of 
a deep religious need for expression.

The obvious sacred places are our great
churches, graveyards and cemeteries, the
ruins of former monasteries and the great
holy places – whole cities and towns 
with many separate specific sites within
them, such as Rome, Jerusalem, Mecca,
Compostella, Canterbury, St Albans. Once
again the association with death is usually
very strong, and often with the burial place
of the holy people who are commemorated.
St Alban’s Abbey on the site of the first
British martyr’s execution, contains the
shrine where his remains were interred;
Canterbury, the place of the murder 
and the burial of Thomas a Becket,
overshadowing its already great significance
as the shrine of St Anselm and of St Alphege.
The numbers of people who visit Highgate
cemetery to see the grave of Karl Marx,
and those who make pilgrimage to Beijing’s
Tianaman Square or Moscow’s Red Square
bears serious testimony to the fact that
such association and veneration is not
limited to religious followers.

Many of our great monasteries and
cathedrals are founded where significant
people worked and ministered. Iona,
Lindisfarne and Holy Island all remind us
that seafaring missionaries landed and set
up shop immediately, from their relatively
easily defended refuges on islands they
were able to make the dangerous

missionary forays that led to their work
penetrating the mainland. The islands then
changed their character and became
refuges in the other sense, places of quiet
and reflection, away from the hustle and
bustle of the busy mainland.

In the Bible, both Hebrew Scriptures (the
first five books held in common by Islam,
Christianity and Judaism) and the New
Testament, four sorts of places feature very
strongly. River crossings (e.g. the Jordan),
Mountain tops (e.g. Sinai), deserts (the
wildernesses) and the sea. The sea has a
particular role as the place of untamed chaos.
‘In the beginning the earth was without form
and void and the waters covered the face of
the earth’ – at the other end of the bible the
writer of Revelation, St John the Divine
(admittedly a prisoner on the island of
Patmos) sees the new heaven, ‘and there
was no more sea’. It is the elemental
symbol of disorder, and yet the disciples are
fishermen, Jesus preaches from boats and
St Paul voyages on it a great deal, it is not
solely evil, holy places have an ambiguity.
The wilderness is a place of hardship and
returning to the bare necessities of life and
survival. Moses takes the people of Israel
for a generation (forty years) in to the
wilderness to discover upon whom they
really depend. Elijah flees to the wilderness
in terror of Jezebel. Jesus meets the famous
temptations of food, power and showmanship
in the wilderness. It is holy because it is the
place where people face – even today – the
best and the worst in themselves, Why else
does ‘real TV’ put famous people on to
desert islands? Mountain tops are a place
apart, isolated, physically elevated – views
of the entire landscape and ‘nearer’ heaven,
places of quiet and stillness (and wind,
lightning and volcanic fire). Moses receives
the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai,
Jesus is transfigured on a mountaintop and
crucified on a hilltop. River crossings, and
sometimes their less mysterious cousins,
road crossings, are enormously important.
Always they mark an epoch, an irreversible
change. The Red Sea (OK not a river) being
the most fundamental, Moses is left behind
as Israel crosses the Jordan to the Promised
land, Jacob wrestles all night with the angel
(brilliantly reproduced in the famous Epstein
figures that must be amongst my most

Sacred Space 
Colin Slee

A sacred space has an
additional quality, connecting
the senses to the indefinable

In a country increasingly less
religious we see a quiet upsurge
of this religious practice

The sea has a particular role
as the place of untamed chaos
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favourite sculptures) at the crossing of the
river before being reconciled with his
brother, and on and on the examples go.

Trees and stones, especially standing
stones, mark holy places. Stonehenge,
Rollright, Avebury near Marlborough being
obvious examples.

Recent interest has centred upon ley-
lines and song lines. I often wonder if
Marlborough College’s location between
Avebury and Stonehenge affected Bruce
Chatwin so deeply that we see it working
out in his researches so eloquently narrated
in ‘Song Lines’ as he worked among the
Aboriginals of Australia, discovering the story
lines, the traditions, the journey routes the
survival skills and the sheer human resilience
and survival knowledge of the native
Australians who, like the Bushmen of South
Africa, the Inuit of the northern ice cap and
the Siberian nomads understand the
delicate balance of life and death, the order
of human resourcefulness and the intensity
of living on the edge or mortality all the
time. These are people for whom holy
places are eloquent in association, story
and natural features. Modern ‘western’
spiritual experiences expressed in sponsoring
a rose bush at the local authority crematorium
are a pale shadow, but a continuous
shadow nonetheless.

Holy places cannot be discussed without
also discussing journeying to them.
Pilgrimage. Herein lies the significance 
of many of the crossroads. The journey
towards any shrine is a gradual coalescence
of roads, paths and routes as pilgrims are
drawn together towards the focal spot.
Modern travel, especially air travel, has
blurred this powerful experience but, even
sitting on the plane, it is possible to look 
at the airline route map and recognise the
centres and the magnetic power they
exercise. Pilgrimage is an activity, which
involves reason, determination, physical
effort and spiritual experience. Chaucer’s
famous pilgrims, crossing the only bridge in
London, and moving off up the Borough
High Street towards Canterbury, exhibit all
these reactions in their colourful stories.
Pilgrimage is not for the holy and the
scrupulous as they illustrate all too well. 

It is an experiential journey of change,
which is exemplified in their self-realisation
as they tell their stories, and the reactions
of their companions. So journeying to holy
places, converging ever more closely as the
final destination comes nearer, is a discovery
of community and interdependence. Perhaps
the holiest place of all is therefore to 
be found inside rather than outside any
one of us.

This is Moses’ experience at the 
burning bush.

‘Earth’s crammed with heaven, And
every common bush afire with God;
But only he who sees, takes off his
shoes, The rest sit round it and pluck
blackberries, and daub their natural
faces unaware More and more from
the first similitude.’

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

He is drawn, fascinated, puzzled and
curious. He recognises holiness in the very
act of walking forwards to the bush, he
takes off his shoes in humility and awe, he
learns something of himself and something
of God, (but, significantly he never learns
his name, he does not gain power over
God). God replies, ‘I am’/I was/I will be – it
is the untranslatable verb, to be; Life itself.
Moses has come face to face with life itself,
and by virtue of the awesomeness, death
itself also. That does not mean he is not
scared ever again, he often is, but it does
give him a whole new perspective on
existence and that sustains him. That is
what holy places do; sustain us in life’s
journey with a perspective of life that has
nothing, nothing real, to fear.

But the changes in the law leave us with
a new question. It is now possible to be
married in a registry office, although recent
controversies have surrounded the regulations
against religious texts or readings being
used at these ceremonies. Different local
authorities seem to have different criteria.
Much more significantly, it is now possible
to have the entire package, ceremony,
reception, accommodation, the lot, all in
the same place. Hotels are licensed for
marriages. There are requests to be married
on the London Eye and so on.

An aunt of mine recently returned from
California where she had attended a
wedding in a beautiful open countryside
setting. What had amused her most
however was that the grass had been

mown to provide a central aisle up which
the couple walked to the officiant who
stood facing the ‘audience’ who were sat
in straight rows facing forwards either side
of the central mown path – does this sound
like a familiar setting?

The phenomenon of choosing a
particular space for a ‘sacred’ ceremony is
perhaps best exemplified in the marriage
law changes but it is not unique. The clergy
are accustomed to people telling them they
intend to scatter some loved person’s ashes
on a hill side they especially loved, or at
sea. (Sikh funeral rites actually require that
the ashes be scattered in to running water)
The Department of the Environment may
be surprised to realise how many ashes are
scattered in the Thames each month.

Baptism was always in a river (and still 
is in warmer parts of the world) until
Christianity moved northwards and colder
climatic conditions led to the creation of
fonts, first for immersion, and then for
symbolic use of water on the forehead.
There is a relatively recent trend in modern
churches towards full immersion fonts
being re-introduced, and even in historic
buildings (Portsmouth cathedral for
example). So the river was the sacred place
of the baptism.

Two factors need to be recognised. 
First, that a distinction can be made for
faithful believers between the location and
the action. It is not so much the place of
baptism as the baptising that matters, 
the exact point on a river that ashes are
scattered is rapidly hard to determine, it 
is that they were scattered in to this
elemental living force that matters. Second,
the change in marriage practice has
resulted from the growing distinction
between a religious ceremony and a civil
exchange, between a covenant relationship
(marriage with prayer and vows) and a
contract relationship (without prayers 
and with promises). There is a significant
difference. It is about removing awe, and it
is a diminution of beauty and wonder, and
of course a hotel room has nothing which
compares to the soaring arches and grand
vision of our ancient churches, temples and
mosques. Likewise people who choose to

Mountain tops are a place
apart, isolated, physically
elevated – views of the entire
landscape and ‘nearer’ heaven

Pilgrimage is an activity,
which involves reason,
determination, physical effort
and spiritual experience
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Immersion
Artist Jim Buchanan unravels the irresistible lure of the labyrinth’s
twisting path, and how walking its route can lead to change in your
physical, emotional and spiritual being.

As a child growing up on the West Coast
of Ireland, the boundary of my daily
movement was how far I could walk before
returning home when hunger kicked in. 
Set within this natural landscape were
beaches, caves, lakes, woodlands and
streams. Each day revealed a rhythm that
was both of nature and human nature.

My childhood memory of the annual 
‘an toras’ pilgrimage in Glencholumbkille 
is particularly strong. During this event
hundreds of Catholic pilgrims navigated 
the adjacent hillside to sites important in
the life of Saint Columba. Their activity
maintained an idea, dating back to the
medieval Christian period, of a journey to
several holy sites, burial chambers, wells and
shrines set within the earth. Physically it
was a landscape-wide drawing, a summoning
of energy, life and spiritual celebration.

During this time in Glencholumbkille 
I was introduced to the labyrinth motif
through my parents’ work in ceramics. It
was not long before I was drawing my own
labyrinths on the beach: scratched sand
designs, and others with constructed walls
to resist the incoming sea. The physical act
of drawing and then making a work that
engages with nature’s constant flux had
irreversibly captured my imagination.

Movement has encouraged further
changes in my professional life. Although I
trained as a landscape architect, working 
in a range of design practices, too often I
found the creative process static. Designs
were worked out over the wooden confines
of the drawing board and details added
through the computer. I began to envy the
contractors – outdoors, moving, shaping,
building and orchestrating the movement
of site materials. Ultimately I had to move
on and begin undertaking my own projects
from start to finish, finding the right balance
between the planning and the making. 

For the past fifteen years my work has
focused on the labyrinth form. With it I strive
to create a cohesive relationship between
three fundamental elements: material,
nature and participant. Recent projects in
Argentina, the United States, Holland and
the UK have explored the delicate balance
between these elements, uniquely redefined
and unified in each new installation.

In 2003 the UK presenters’ consortium
Guardians of Doubt awarded me a bursary
to explore the connection between art and
dance. I proposed to undertake a walking
pilgrimage from Edinburgh to St.Ninian’s
Cave, Whithorn. I would follow the 160-
mile route of Scotland’s most devoted

marry in an hotel are actually making a
statement about convenience, about the
whole package and about the relatively
higher significance of the entertainment,
the food and the dancing being more
important than any sense of the transcendent.

The most used and ancient Jewish
symbol of heavenly life is a marriage feast.
Jesus uses marriage feasts as illustrations no
less than seven times, more than any other
symbol in the New Testament, especially
the parables. It is no accident that the 
first miracle, turning water in to wine, in 
St John’s gospel is at a marriage feast. The
author was quite intentional.

So a new emphasis is developing around
friends and family feasting together which
makes a strong statement about community
and celebration together which should not
be totally dismissed or despised by religiously
thinking people of faith. Perhaps the grand
hotels may become more ‘sacred’ in their
former clients’ memories. Somehow I doubt
it, but what is certain is that they will be
‘special places’ and retain for the participants
some record of an event in their lives which
can never be repeated (even if they divorce
and marry again). They are in contact with
love, and that is connecting the senses to
the indefinable, ‘afire with God’ even
though they may not want to use the
language, they are for those people
memorable spaces, but they lack the
sacredness that seeps in to the very stones
of the ancient places and speaks to us in
silence. I think, at root it is about fear and
control. The unknown wonder of Life is
quite frightening when we come close to 
it (like the roadside shrines). Hotel rooms
domesticate the power of God by refusing
the space for wonder. It may feel safer 
but it loses all genuine sense of the
timelessness of creation.

'Immersion', Springdance, Utrecht, Holland 2005. For some people journeying the labyrinth's
route can be a deep personal experience. For others the shared communal journey is more
engaging, and the shadows, ripples and reflections mirror our interactions on life's journey.
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pilgrimking, James IV, which he undertook
each year from 1491 until 1507. My walk
was documented through sketching, digital
video, found objects and sound recording,
materials which later acted as catalysts 
for ‘Spring (v.) Chronicle’. This was an
exploration of  the relationship between
movement, created by my collaborators,
the dancer/choreographers Beth Cassani
and Lucy Suggett, and the landscape.

The common ground between the
dancer/choreographers and my pilgrimage
experience, was that ‘how you move,
effects how you feel physically and
emotionally, and therefore how you
experience your surroundings’. We stayed
within the studio space working on
different labyrinth designs drawn on the
floor (if funding had allowed, then they
would have been invited to walk the 
route as well). Historical research on the
remorseful nature of James IV’s pilgrimage,
introduced the idea of walking with a
burden – chain and lead slippers for
example. Landscape materials were also
introduced onto the floor, including water.

To conclude my research on this project 
I created a temporary indoor installation at
Glasgow’s Tramway gallery. The darkened
space contained a light projection of a
labyrinth, fourteen metres in diameter. This
subtle illumination produced a focused,
reverential atmosphere. The audience were
invited to walk the labyrinth barefoot on a
floor flooded by two inches of warm water.
The show of reflections, ripples and
shadows formed an interplay between the
walkers that suggested the effect we have
on each other through life’s journey. It also
reflected the contact I’d had with people
during my pilgrimage, some of whom
clarified my purpose and direction while
others distracted me. 

Whilst the water in ‘Spring (v.) Chronicle’
was not deep, I hoped the impact would be
profound. Water and light are associated
with ideas about the life force and baptism.
Light holds a powerful symbolism suggesting
revelation and the divine, the notion of
‘walking in the light’ and implied references
to stars, celestial bodies, haloes and angels.

To me combining the elements of water
and light in an installation, and introducing
the interaction of an audience, creates a
real possibility for magic. 

The next step was obvious: I should
make the water deeper. This led to the
Dance 4 / Lakeside Arts / Guardians of
Doubt commission ‘Immersion’, presented
at the Nottingham University swimming
pool as part of the NOW festival in January
2004. To invite the audience to enter a
swimming pool with the water depth
unknown, asks for a lot of confidence in
the work by them. They literally leave dry

land behind, and ‘immerse’ themselves
bodily in the experience. This also extends
the scope of my work by pushing the
boundary of material interaction (the
person in water), the other ways being the
development of the labyrinth design, and
finally how it responds to its location.

It is particularly true with my projects
involving projections of light that the work
does not exist until activated by people
entering the space. The audience is a
performing body, not just individually but
en masse. It activates the work by walking,
floating in or swimming the labyrinthine

‘Jill’s Shadow’, Writtle Barn Labyrinth, Writtle College, Chelmsford, February 2005
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The physical act of drawing
and then making a work that
engages with nature’s
constant flux had irreversibly
captured my imagination
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route and filling the space it occupies 
with a sense of breathing. I hope that an
audience will register the analogy between
the labyrinth and daily life. There is also an
interplay between people who either watch
others exploring a labyrinth or those who are
themselves ‘performing’ as the walkers. But
even the watching can be mesmerising, and
similar to meditating if you travel the route
yourself. I suggest that for a full experience
people should take time to do both. 

Although often mentioned in the same
sentence, mazes and labyrinths are polar
opposites in terms of the emotions
engaged whilst walking their physical form.
A maze has a hidden route which can call
up feelings of excitement, disorientation,
frustration and puzzlement. It may also
involve a lot of retracing of footsteps. The
labyrinth is predominantly a single pathway
laid out in a circular design with no walls.
You can see the centre point destination,
but to get there you have to give yourself
over to the journey of following the path.
The one major decision to be made is that
of accepting the challenge of staying on
the path until you reach the heart, then

retracing the route out again. By settling
one’s mind it can, as indicated above, be 
a very meditative experience.

Historically the labyrinth used in the
Christian church during the Middle Ages
was a symbolic journey to the Holy Land, 
a sacred walk of redemption and penance.
In the UK labyrinths are now being
reintroduced in church and faith-group
settings as a tool for spiritual health and
well-being. This is all part of the continuing
revival of labyrinths (and mazes) have
enjoyed since the 1970s. The major
Labyrinth Society, formed in 1998, has 
over a thousand members. Although the
majority are based in the USA, there are
numerous global enthusiasts. A subject 
that appears with greater frequency at the
Society’s annual gathering is the developing
relationship between labyrinths and
traditional medicine.

For three decades Herbert Benson,
founding president and associate professor
of medicine at the Mind/Body Medical
Institute, Harvard Medical School, has
championed the physiological benefits 
of meditation. He calls it the ‘relaxation
response’. Benson’s studies show that
meditation slows breathing, heart and
metabolic rates, and lowers elevated blood
pressure more effectively than drugs. As a
form of walking meditation, the labyrinth
produces the same verifiable results. 

More stateside hospitals, clinics and
medical centres are adding labyrinth
installations. Numbering over seventy at
present, these are permanent configurations
usually made of coloured concrete, stone or
brick. At a healthcare design conference in
December 2003 Mark Scott, former CEO of
Mid-Columbia Medical Center in Oregon,
described in detail the construction and
operation of its Celilo Cancer Center.
Outside the facility is a labyrinth used for
walking meditation, family support activity
(walking together with the patient) and
stress reduction (used by many staff
members). Scott underlined how well it
complements the use of chemotherapy and
radiation in cancer treatment. Walking the
labyrinth can give a sense of confidence
and control over one’s feelings about
treatment. The attitude attached to this
process of inner healing has been shown 
to be a significant factor in the efficacy of
treatment, or outer healing. And for those
patients and staff unable to walk the outdoor
installation, there are small hand-held
labyrinth relief models. These work through
the technique of ‘taking your finger for a
walk’, visualising the journey and, after
some practise, being able to remember 
the rhythm of walking the labyrinth. 

Within my work there are several areas
to continue developing. Each labyrinth
design has its own unique cadence
experienced through walking. Combined
with choreographed movement, the labyrinth
can create a powerful physical, emotional
and spiritual resonance within participants.
Add to this an element such as light, water
or sound, and there is a real chance of
enchantment. But as with all such alchemy,
care and responsibility are required when
inviting an audience cross the threshold to
becoming participants on such a journey. 

This article was first published in Animated
community dance magazine, Summer 2005
www.landartist.co.uk
www.jimbuchananprojects.co.uk 

‘Mallem Labyrinth’ Eibergen, Holland, 2004, a square earthwork labyrinth replicating a Cretan
coin motif dating from 350BC.
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Mazes and labyrinths are
polar opposites in terms of
the emotions engaged whilst
walking their physical form
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‘Iconic design is not for the faint-hearted’
writes Charles Jencks in his latest book, The
Iconic Building, and yet 230 brave designers
from all over the world entered the East 
of England Development Agency (EEDA)
Landmark East Ideas Competition.
Launched in October 2003, the competition
brief was to ‘create a major landmark in
the East of England’, and it elicited an
amazing array of architecture, sculpture,
song and film celebrating the specialness 
of the east of England.

After an eighteen month process of
shortlists, public consultation and feasibility
studies LDA Design’s ‘Landscape East: The
Bridge of Reeds’ emerged as a front runner
in the international competition.

Design team leader, Robert Tregay, was
keen to ensure that the landmark does 
not sit in isolation but is related to wider
initiatives to enhance the surrounding
fenland landscape and give greater access
to it. A team of sub-consultants provided
specialist advice on structural engineering,
lighting and sound. 

Jencks notes that while religions and
their substitute metanarratives, communism
and even late capitalism and democracy
appears to be in decline, iconic architecture
is proliferating, and that nature seems to
offer the richest vocabulary to fill the void
in an ‘age of uncertain metaphors’. And
although the ‘Landscape East’ entry wasn’t
always going to be a bridge, the image of 
a wind blown reed bed with flocks of 
birds wheeling overhead is so powerfully
evocative of large areas of the East of
England the team recognised it would
resonate with anyone who knows the
region well.

The concept of a site specific-sculpture
that reflected something of the wonderful
landscapes of the region was also the

The Bridge of Reeds
A new landmark for the east of England ’Landscape East: The Bridge of Reeds’
has emerged as the front runner in an international ideas competition.
Project artist Sara Mark of LDA Design reports on the process.

starting point that most closely reflected
the aspirations of our commissioning client;
a consortium of three local organisations:
the National Trust, Greater Cambridge
Partnership and Marshall of Cambridge. 

Of special relevance was the Trust’s
vision to recreate 6,000 hectares of fenland
landscape as an extension to their property
at Wicken Fen; a unique opportunity to re-
establish a now largely vanished landscape
of reed beds, flooded woodland or Carr,
willow scrub and water meadows grazed
by cattle and wild ponies. The National
Trust envisages it as being a publicly
accessible ecological and educational
resource of national importance, as 
well as a recreational destination for 
local residents.

The process has been enjoyably
collaborative; with artist, designers and
structural engineer being closely involved
from the earliest stages. The initial sketches
of wind-blown reed leaves were placed
with some trepidation in front of the
structural engineers, Alan Baxter Associates,
but there was general delight when a 
few hours later they sent back a model
constructed of just three pencils and elastic
bands suggesting that it was a suspension
bridge! The wide skies and shimmering

light of the region also
informed the choice
of materials; stainless
steel and rust-patinated
Cor-Ten steel, the
appearance of which
will change with the
time of day and
weather conditions.

The ‘Bridge of
Reeds’ will be sited
over the A14 east of

Cambridge; a major road that connects
Continental Europe with the Midlands 
that carries almost 40,000 vehicles daily.
Situated here, the ‘Bridge of Reeds’ acts as
a gateway; and at over 50m high will truly
be a landmark for the East of England that
is visible enough to make a real impact
from the A14 and miles around. 

A bridge is about connections, and 
this one carries pedestrians, cyclists and
equestrians travelling to and from Cambridge
and Wicken Fen. ‘The Wicken Drove’, a
new length of cycle /footpath is proposed
for the north side of the bridge to feed into
the many long distance recreational routes
of the region. To the south it will link back
into Cambridge; ‘The Bridge of Reeds’
will provide a spectacular crossing point
over the busy A14, which would otherwise
be a barrier between the city and the
wider countryside.

The experience of crossing over the
bridge is more subtle and magical; it will

IMMERSION • BR IDGE OF REEDS

The landmark does not sit in
isolation but is related to
wider initiatives to enhance
the surrounding fenland
landscape

Crossing the Bridge of Reeds; the model
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The engineer’s
working model

Sketchbook study of landscape character
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evoke a walk through a reed-bed. The wide
curtains of silver stainless steel suspension
cables and balustrades criss-cross and
dissolve views of the busy road beneath, with
some of the verticals extending above the
three dramatic Cor-Ten steel masts to carry
abstracted bird-shapes designed to rock
slowly in the wind. A whispering sound-piece
and low key lighting design are an integral
part of the proposal, and will provide further
opportunities for collaborative working with
other artists and designers. 

Public consultation and discussions with
landowners are ongoing, and funding is
being assembled with a view to work
starting on site in 2009.

To find out more about Landmark East 
go to: www.landmarkeast.org.uk'

For further information please contact: 
Sara Mark Tel: 020 7253 1753 or 
Penny Dawson Tel: 01733 310 471

Project Team 
LDA Design team: Robert Tregay, Penny
Dawson, Vicky Warren, Lee White; 
Project artist:Sara Mark; 
Project Managers: Mott MacDonald;
Structural engineers: Alan Baxter Associates;
Sound Engineers: AMPC; 
Lighting Engineers: DPA Lighting Consultants.

The Mosaic Meadow arose quite naturally
from conversations between the artist and
researcher, who were seeking a piece that
incorporated aspects of both of their
processes. It has a serious artistic and
experimental nature, but also an element of
playful humour. This meadow is one of the
many outcomes of the artist’s residency
based at Writtle College and funded by
the Leverhulme Trust. The theme and title
of the residency was the Landscape of
Mosaic, as this reflected
aspects of both the
artist’s and researcher’s
work. Other outcomes
have included designs
for roundabouts in
Chelmsford, a mosaic
calf and ram, various
glass mosaic objects
and future plans for an
installation in a light
well at the College. 
The residency has
allowed the artist to
reflect on and develop
her process and work
with the College and
wider communities.

Neither the artist nor
researcher wanted to
just place an artwork
into a meadow or plant
a meadow based upon a
pattern derived from the
artist’s work. As art, it
uses the artist’s source
materials and signatures
of her process. Anne
takes discarded objects,
often found on site and reuses them in
novel and interesting ways within her
artworks. She is able to transform the
ordinary into the extraordinary. As plant
science research the meadow was
conceived as a unique undertaking aimed
at generating a series of starting conditions
for an experiment in urban biodiversity. It

Mosaic Meadow
A Mosaic Meadow installed at Writtle College, Chelmsford, Essex during
2005, as an outcome of a sci-art collaboration between the Colchester
based artist, Anne Schwegmann-Fielding and Andy Boorman, Senior
Lecturer and Researcher in Landscape Management, the Mosaic Meadow
is a unique living landscape.

also provided the artist with an opportunity
to examine how outdoor conditions
affected a range of her source materials.
The meadow is a genuine exploration from
both plant science and artists’ perspectives.
This rich mix generated the details of the
design, research and art protocols, data
collection and analytical strategies.

The Mosaic Meadow was laid out during
the early spring of 2005 using a pattern
based on experimental designs commonly

used by the researcher in their work. There
are in total 54 3x2m plots within the whole
rectangular grid of the installation. There
are three replicates of 18 plots, 12 of which
have been treated with artist source materials,
6 of which have had the materials buried
and 6 laid on the surface. 3 plots have no
materials or seed (commonly called a stale

Disembodied mosaic head in the meadow.
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The initial concept sketch
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