Elisa Foster

March 24, 2008

Sacred Space, Performance and the Body: 

Four Societal Approaches to the Study of Ritual 

Works Reviewed:

Fassler, Margot. “Adventus at Chartres: Ritual Models for Major Processions.” In 

Ceremonial Culture in Pre-Modern Europe, ed. Nicholas Howe. Notre Dame, Indiana, University of Indiana Press, 2007.

Muir, Edward, Ritual in Early Modern Europe. New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1997. 

Parkin, David. “Ritual as Spatial Direction and Bodily Division” in Understanding 

Rituals ed, Daniel de Coppet. New York: Routledge, 1992. 

Wheeler, Brandon. Mecca and Eden: Ritual, Relics and Territory in Islam. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2006. 

While past scholarship on “ritual theory” has often produced abstract sociological or anthropological works that extract notions of ritual from their performative contexts, the question of “ritual” has had a profound impact upon the recent scholarship of several disparate academic fields. Being so, it is not surprising that the works to be reviewed here encompass European history, musicology, anthropology, art history and Islamic studies. However, despite the seemingly distant foci and methodological approaches displayed in these works, this interdisciplinary array of literature seeks to answer the question, “what does ritual do?” Or, perhaps more precisely, how does ritual function? In each case, these scholars argue that the social component to ritual is paramount in understanding its function. Thus, ritual is not prescribed by divine presence, but rather it is contingent upon the societal context that creates such behaviors. 

 Influenced heavily by the works of Emile Durkheim and more recently, Victor W. Turner, these studies understand both ritual and the “sacred” to be socially constructed and thereby, aid in legitimizing new political or religious authorities. Thus, this emphasis on the social qualities of ritual connects these works’ interest in bodily-kinesthetic relationships to sacred space. As we shall see, the concept of the body in action, centers prominently in each work and thus provides a mechanism for conversing about their contributions to the larger field of ritual theory. 


In this paper, I will examine the works of Margot Fassler, Edward Muir, David Parkin and Brandon Wheeler through their attention to three critical points of dialogue regarding ritual: sacred space, the body and performance. These points of intersection are not meant to imply a deliberate dialogue between these authors, but rather to suggest a more informal scholarly engagement with these issues that allows us to examine both methodological approaches and areas of divergence within these works.
 Through examining these works’ approaches to the bodily connections of ritual and sacred spaces, I hope to suggest tangible connections between these diverse areas of study and thereby to offer new considerations for future studies in ritual theory that may help not only to answer what ritual does, but how it does what it does. 


As stated above, each of the above authors insists that both ritual and the sacred space in which ritual action is performed are socially determined. Thus, unlike the view of religious scholar Mircea Eliade, the sacred is not “made manifest” by hierophany but rather gleans its meaning through its relationship to society. This argument that ritual is foremost relational has been recently argued by Jonathan Z. Smith’s investigation of the Temple of Jerusalem; however, Smith’s theoretical position, as with the reviewed authors, is notably influenced by the work of nineteenth-century sociologist Emile Durkheim.
 

Durkheim’s influence is directly addressed by several of the reviewed works and will be discussed further in this paper; thus, it is necessary here to summarize his theory regarding the sacred and the social. Most importantly, Durkheim’s view that religion is the reflection of society, or, more succinctly, “society is the soul of religion.”
 Religion thus inaugurates one into society and provides a source of solidarity among a group of individuals. This last aspect of Durkheim’s argument was expounded upon by another influential figure for this group of scholars, Victor W. Turner. For example, according to Turner, Durkheim’s notion of group solidarity or communitas occurs through the process of ritual whereby participants enter a liminal state of being that is disconnected from the “structures” imposed by society (Turner 95). Turner thus does agree that religion is socially situated; however, he extends Durkheim’s argument to promote the processual aspect of ritual to achieve the group solidarity of part of this society, not the whole. Further, Turner’s understanding of the sacred is not limited to Durkheim’s monolithic entity of “religion,” a notion that, as we shall see, is somewhat adopted by these authors with various intents.

Seeking Sacred Space in the Social


While Durkheim and Turner provide significant influences upon the works reviewed, their theories are used and interpreted differently. Being so, it is important to first address how these authors’ view the relationship between society and sacred spaces and their rituals before focusing on their consideration of bodily movement within this social sphere. First, in Ritual in Early Modern Europe, historian Edward Muir argues that the period between 1400 – 1700 CE demonstrated a reformation of ritual theory, not only in the church but also in social practices that transformed the notions of time, the body and religion. Muir posits that this transformation did not only take place within the church but also extended into government practices and methods of rulership. 

Muir’s study focuses on a particularly divisive time in European history, the Protestant Reformation. Given the intense division between Catholicism and Protestantism in Europe, Muir’s approach to ritual and society is not as holistic as Durkheim’s. As Muir clearly explains in his introduction, the social codes manifest through ritual reveal social dissonance as much as social cohesion (Muir 3). Specifically, Muir argues that the ritual process changed from interpreting ritual as presence and instead understood it as a representation, most prominently witnessed in debates about transubstantion, or the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist. For Protestants, the Eucharist was representational; the actual presence of Christ was not necessary. He also notes that while the Protestant Reformation outwardly promoted anti-ritual, eliminating Catholic rituals such as the Elevation of the Host, they also developed specific ritual acts that promoted protest. Thus, the Protestant Reformation did not abolish ritual but rather changed its meaning. Thus the “work” of rituals was to help form and reform social life through repeated actions and habits. Similarly, new sacred spaces were inaugurated through these rituals as formerly revered spaces such as the Catholic Church were disengaged from their universal sacral quality due to these new ritual habits and modes of representation in Early Modern Europe. 


Similarly, David Parkin, an anthropologist views sacred space as socially constructed vis-à-vis the unspoken, performative aspects of ritual that cannot be recorded. Parkin is also notably in opposition to Claude Levi-Strauss, who privileges word or “myth” over action or “mere ritual.” For Parkin, ritual is “formulaic spirituality carried out by groups of people who are conscious of its imperative or compulsory nature and who may or may not further inform this spatiality with spoken words” (Parkin 16). Thus, like Smith, Parkin views ritual as social because of its relational qualities to the space surrounding it. Parkin expands on Smith’s idea of relational space by arguing that the parameters of sacred space are delineated through the bodily motions of ritual action. In addition, like Turner, Parkin views ritual as a process or a rite of passage whereby bodily direction directs the affective qualities of the sacred space. 


Margot Fassler is similarly interested in the processual qualities of ritual and directed space although her work is admittedly more obliquely conversant with Durkheim or Turner. A medieval musicologist known to engage with architectural studies, Fassler considers the performative qualities of the adventus, or entrance ceremonies, at Chartres and its interactions with the physical space of the cathedral. These adventus ceremonies, shc argues, were appropriated into liturgical practice and their rituals can be witnessed in the major festal processions of the liturgical year at Chartres (Purification, Palm Sunday and Ascension). Although Fassler does not explicitly ally herself with the social mode of ritual theory, her arguments clearly reflect Parkin’s interest in the spatial significance of ritual that extends into a phemonological of group experience of religious ritual. Both sacred space and ritual is social for Fassler because of the affective qualities of the procession. Through the incorporation of precious relics in these moving corteges, both crowd and participants re-enact sacred history, thus through the actions and reactions of the adventus procession, Chartres becomes the Temple of Jerusalem through communal memory. Of course, such an argument echoes nicely with Jonathan Smith’s argument for the replacement of the physical space of Jerusalem with the liturgical calendar, however, Fassler does not seem to recognize Smith’s argument in her article. 

Nevertheless, Fassler’s argument that the physical provides a link between “past events and present action” provides an intriguing comparison for the last book in this review, Brandon Wheeler’s Mecca and Eden. Directly influenced by both Durkheim and sociologist William Robertson Smith, Wheeler views the sacred as an explicitly social convention. Wheeler argues that both ritual and relics in Islam “are not best understood as a supernatural link to the presence of Muhammad, but rather as reminders that the existence of the Prophet and the law he brought was made necessary through the loss of Eden” (Wheeler 98). Mecca thus became a temporary Eden for the ’umma (the Islamic community of believers); an ephemeral replacement for the utopia of Eden forever lost.  Relics and ritual thus linked the past history of Muhammad to the present need for political and religious legitimacy of Islamic rule after the Fall. As such, relics “marked” Islamic territory through state-supported enshrinement of these objects. For Wheeler, then, ritual and the “body” are intricately connected through the enshrinement of holy body parts and thereby igniting sacred space. This conflation of ritual and the body runs through each of the aforementioned studies and it is to this topic which we will now focus our attention.

Ritual and the Body: Sacred or Profane?


Although Muir, Parkin, Fassler and Wheeler’s studies define ritual through social experience, the mechanisms through which these experiences are enacted, namely through bodily-kinesthetic movement, integrate the discourses of the sacred and the body through multiple perspectives that engage deeply with the study of ritual. Traditionally, the “body” is cast opposite the “spirit;” the former a bastion of carnal desire, the latter, a site for contemplation and purity. Muir, explicitly influenced by Parkin’s argument for ritual and bodily direction, utilizes this classic dichotomy in a large portion of his text dedicated to the comparison of Lenten and Carnival festivals in fifteenth-century Europe. Muir specifically discusses the “secular” feast of Carnival and its privileging of the rituals of the “lower body” (sex and debauchery) with the “triumph of lent” that instigated rituals of civility and manners (what he terms the “upper body”) into European culture. Muir thus divides the body spatially, designating the direction of the rituals that follow such spatial orientation. 
Further, this metaphor of the “body” is extended to the main argument of Muir’s text. Arguing that after the Protestant Reformation, the “body” of Christ was interpreted to be representational rather than actual, Muir distances bodily presence, both in the form of the Eucharist and holy relics, from ritual itself. Muir clearly uses Parkin’s argument as a model for his own work; however, Muir seems to view the body as primarily carnal, transformed through ritual to achieve the spiritual whereas Parkin does not make such distinctions.

In fact, this view of the body runs somewhat counter to Parkin’s original view of the body’s primacy in activating ritual. For Parkin, the body represents Turner’s (and Van Gennep’s) understanding of a rite of passage in which ritual is a “journey or passage undertaken and/or marked by participants standing in spatial relationships to each other” (Parkin16).
 Therefore, it would seem that for Parkin, the body is a critical component for ritual to take place within a society, whereas Muir seems to argue that the physical “body” becomes replaced by a representational image. For Muir, then, the body itself does not need to be present to direct ritual attention.  

Such a split between presence and representation is echoed in Fassler’s work, but is firmly opposed in that of Wheeler’s. While Fassler explains that the adventus processions originally functioned to welcome political and religious leaders into the city, the king not always present at such inaugural events.  As she notes, “the emblems of the feast in each aid in the ritual re-presentation of a ruler only in spirit” [my emphasis] (Fassler 21). Therefore, Fassler suggests ways in which the “body” was indeed representational before the Protestant Reformation, and thus complicates Muir’s insistence for this division as a direct result of the changed nature of ritual after the Protestant Reformation. In addition, Fassler also understands these ceremonies as rites of passage, as the ruler physically or symbolically transcends the secular space of civic society and enters the sacred space of the church.  Despite this discussion of medieval rulership, movement through space is clearly paramount to Fassler’s investigation of medieval ritual, however, her focus on the “body” is much more communally constructed than focused on specific individuals or reliquary objects. 

Conversely, Wheeler also addresses the significance of relics and bodily presence; however, his attention is much more specifically focused upon the permanent emplacement of relics rather than their ephemeral role in religious processions. While Wheeler begins his text with a discussion of the connection between swords and weaponry, the origins of the Ka’aba and Islamic Law, it is his second and third chapters that figure most prominently in this analysis of body and ritual. In his second chapter, Wheeler highlights the strict Islamic division between “pure” and “impure” actions of touching the body designated by the shari’a  (Islamic law) (Wheeler 48). He argues that these bodily divisions serve to distinguish humans from their pure state in Eden. Wheeler then continues with this theme of the body through the significance of state-sponsor relics of the Prophet Muhammad in Islam. Unlike Fassler’s assertion that relics aided the faithful in making past biblical history present for the medieval onlookers of adventus processions, Wheeler insists that relics sought not to remind the ‘umma of the days of the Prophet, but rather they served as a physical “marker” of Islamic territory for present-day Islamic authorities. Therefore, Wheeler argues that the “body” is both physical and representational.
 It is physical presence symbolically transformed through ritual action to legitimize Islamic rule. Thus, ritual is not only socially constructed, it is explicitly political.  
Performance: The Body and Politics of Sacred Space


Although Wheeler’s text most forcefully advocates the connection between ritual and politics, most of these authors allude to the possibilities of political influence through the choreographed performances of ritual behavior.
 For example, Edward Muir argues that civic rituals, while attempting to legitimate order and hierarchical power, often revealed the incongruous nature of political representation and political reality. He argues that the model of religious performances extended into secular spaces, and thus the “spectacle” of political ritual became “part of the struggle of governing and living under a government” (Muir 221). Like Fassler, Muir notes that such performances arouse the senses of both participant and spectator, thereby becoming an agent for memory. As a result, political rituals projected order and hierarchy in Renaissance society, but they also made social tensions manifest. In effect, Muir argues that political ceremonies held a unique position to imagine “what might be” while simultaneously displaying “what really was” (Muir 262). Thus, ritual becomes a game of play or sleight of hand where rulership and ritual action hang on a tenuous rope between artifice and order. 


Fassler has more faith in the faithful of medieval Chartres. She insists that repeated actions and performances associated with the adventus ceremony would indeed provoke memory as Muir suggests; however, Fassler specifically conflates the political origins of the adventus ceremony with a religious feast, thus reversing the order of influence Muir assumes. Fassler contends that the spectators of such public performances, at least for those directly involved in the event, would “find a place for themselves in the re-created sense of the past offered by the adventus ceremony adapted for the Feast of the Purification” (Fassler 28). Notably, Fassler assumes that ritual performance will create a sense of memory that instigates communitas, whereas Muir’s interpretation of such performances posits quite the opposite. Although Fassler does admit that “outsiders” in the community such as the Jews of Chartres would not have distinctly different memories elicited by these performances, she does not fully explain the implications of “selective” communitas within medieval European society. 

Conversely, Parkin does not engage with the political aspects of ritual as forcefully as his colleagues, however; his attention to the specific governance of the body during ritual activity provides an intriguing connection to these works’ interest in the performance of ritual. Parkin notes that ritual behavior is often public, therefore there are societal rules in which “they [the participants] are united by a sense of the occasion as being in some way rule-governed and as necessarily so in order to be complete, efficacious and proper” (Parkin 15). Ritual, then, is defined by bodily comportment in sacred space. 

Wheeler also discusses such issues of ritual behavior within the specific Islamic setting of the Hajj. Strict proscriptions against hair removal and sexual contact while participating in the “performance” of the Hajj relate directly to remind worshipers of the lost state of Eden (Wheeler 65 – 66). Moreover, such ritual behaviors help to reinforce the need for purity laws in Islamic jurisprudence and the demand for jurists to ensure their upkeep in society. Hence, like relics, ritual performance also becomes tied to political rules and regulations within Islamic society, again conflating bodily movement and legitimacy for the Islamic nation.  

Wheeler’s book does, of course, focus on Islamic society, where political and religious government have historically been more intertwined than those of the West. Indeed, the disparate views between Fassler and Muir perhaps indicate just how radical the idea of secular society and sacred spaces changed during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. However, the chronological and cultural foci of these works perhaps indicate a larger problem with the study of ritual in society, namely, what “society” really is. The works of these authors certainly believe that ritual and sacred space is socially determined, but the parameters and implications of this “society” are often too obliquely considered or myopically situated within a specific historical situation. Moreover, such emphasis on “society” diminishes the significance of individual agency and/or singular interpretations and affective behaviors. 

 Indeed, it seems quite impossible not to circumscribe matters of ritual to a specific context, but I believe the various understandings of ritual, performance and the body proffered by these authors demonstrate the variability of these terms that have often been handled in monolithic terms. So, to return to my original inquiry, how do these authors determine how ritual does what it does? As I have shown, Muir, Parkin, Fassler and Wheeler assume a social context for ritual but interpret the mechanism of the body within such rituals with multiple approaches. 

Each of these authors understand the “body” as an indicator of kinesthetic direction as well as a vessel of either purity or profanity. Muir seems to come the closest to uniting these two views of the body, but in each case, the issues prompted by these studies demand further consideration within the field of ritual theory. The application of such methodologies may help other disciplines to probe deeper about not only what specific ritual actions mean but also how physical relationships determine such meanings. This is not to say that this approach is necessarily appropriate in all instances, nor is it the sole consideration for how ritual means. Nevertheless, Muir, Fassler, Parkin and Wheeler provide intriguing considerations for the study of ritual that to go beyond the visible qualities of sacred space and seek to uncover the ineffable.
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� The exception here is Edward Muir’s Ritual in Early Modern Europe, whose explicit dialogue with David Parkin’s article will be discussed further below.


� Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987. 


� Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001. (original publication, 1912). 


� V. Turner’s interest in the ritual process is heavily influenced by Arnold Van Gennep’s work on rites of passage ceremonies. For more information see, Arnold Van Gennep, The Rites of Passage. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960.


� Wheeler does note that some relics seem to have multiplied, as has also happened with Catholic relics. Nevertheless, it is the presence of these relics, despite their authenticity, that is important for Wheeler, see pg. 89. 


� These authors are also equally conversant with David Kertzer in this section regarding poltics and ritual. While Kertzer’s text extends beyond the scope of this review, he argues that ritual helps to propogate political myths and that ritual defines political reality for its constituents both cognitively and emotionally. Clearly, Muir’s argument is also rooted in such an assertion. For more information see, David I. Kertzer, Ritual, Politics and Power. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988. 





