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Dedication
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Epigraph


This is also the aim of my explorations: examining the traces of happiness still to be glimpsed, I gauge its short supply. If you want to know how much darkness there is around you, you must sharpen your eyes, peering at the faint lights in the distance.[1]

Italo Calvino

What hope is there of a purely secular grace?[2]

Denise Riley






Introduction


quo me cumque rapit tempestas, deferor hospes

(wherever the storm drives me, I am carried as a guest[1])

Horace



On Saturday mornings in London in the 1950s, a neighbour’s daughter would come round to take me to the ‘flicks’; it was exciting to be allowed to go out with this stranger, who seemed almost grown up – she was fifteen, I think. It was a first taste of independence. We saw newsreels, mostly, but one of the features opened with an unforgettable scene: a young man in doublet and hose, his face a mask of terror, was being chased; with the hue and cry hard upon him, he seized hold of the knocker on a cathedral door and cried ‘Sanctuary!’ The door opened a crack, and he slipped inside. He was safe now; this was a holy place where a fugitive would find welcome and hospitality[2]: a sanctuary.

This exciting sequence does not quite record the medieval facts – our hero may have been about to join Robin Hood’s Merry Men in the green wood – but it caught the spirit of the ancient right to sanctuary, which radiates outwards from the most sacred spot inside a church, the site of the high altar, to reach the portal, where hangs a knocker, that hinges between one regime and the other, and envelops the suppliant in a protective halo. Sanctuary can be found in a temple or a chapel, a glade or a grove, a temenos or place apart, somewhere that is hallowed, sacred. But as in ‘sanction’, a word from the same root, which can mean both to approve and to forbid, sanctuary implies something to be treated with profound respect, not trifled with or defiled – in other words, haram, in Islam, or taboo, itself a concept borrowed from encounters with non-European societies. In a most suggestive play on words, the geographer Marcus Doel contrasts hollowed ground and hallowed ground[3]. Hollowed ground has been drained of meaning by violence and history’s erasures; hallowed ground is filled with meaning that has been infused by tradition, ritual, tales, legends and agreed memories.

The idea of sanctuary has become synonymous in legal circumstances with asylum, a word which combines the Greek root syl-, from a verb meaning to seize or plunder, with the privative prefix a-, modifying it to mean ‘not to be seized’. A sanctuary thus spans ideas of a refuge, a shelter, a retreat, even a lair, an inner sanctum, a precinct, a stronghold, a place of safety from harm and a space reserved – ‘asylum’ as in a mental hospital. It is an Other Place, a heterotopia. A convent of enclosed nuns is a sanctuary – for the community, to which very few are allowed admittance; yet so is a public park, one of the vital urban spaces still free and open to all. Julian Assange found sanctuary in the Ecuadorian embassy in London and was in effect imprisoned there for nearly seven years. As the sculptor Antony Gormley asked, ‘Is a refuge a prison? Is a sanctuary a cell?’[4]

The concept of sanctuary that I am attempting to propose in this book emphatically does not stand outside society but stands inside it; it may embody certain principles that differ from mainstream values, but it aims at inclusion and belonging, sees perils of exclusion in the separatist tendencies of identity politics, and hopes instead to enclose a safe place through mixing and mingling, not dividing, segregating and isolating.

To achieve this ideal, it matters very much how such a place is perceived. How its story is told shapes the significance, the experience and the function. ‘A boundary is entangled with history[5],’ James Crawford writes in his book about borders. ‘It is never simply a line, a marker, a wall, an edge. First it is an idea. An idea that is then presented as a reality. It doesn’t just exist in the world. It can only ever be made[6]. It can only ever be told.’

The ancient laws of sanctuary have prevailed in varied forms since classical Greece and biblical times, and subsequently in Anglo-Saxon and medieval Britain, until the Reformation in Europe. Many efforts continued the practice through the Vietnam war to the present day, culminating in the current vigorous movement to establish Universities and Cities of Sanctuary in different parts of the world.[7]

Sanctuary does not only designate a reprieve that might be short-lived or a temporary suspension of the rules. It broadens into ideas of home. When arrivants reach a new place, where they hope no longer to be in danger and where they can seek asylum, the problem of estrangement remains. Taking refuge is not the same as feeling at home, of belonging. The sanctuary can be a harbour, where the fugitive can find safety, but it is not a permanent residence, even when an end to the period of homelessness is in sight and the refugee is given leave to remain. Being ‘out of place[8]’ lingers: the phrase has been sensitively modified by the poet Susan Stewart to being ‘lost in place[9]’.

Homelands are fashioned over time, and imagination plays a part in making spaces where displaced persons and peoples can feel they belong, where they can find shelter and security and can dwell despite having forfeited their home, their original sites of belonging. The term ‘homeland’ first appears in 1627, according to the OED, and it then meant heaven. As the imperial era gathers force, homeland designates the metropole of the ruling powers or the permitted residence of the subalterns. A homeless person is said to be of no fixed abode – but home is not only the domestic address, rather it’s a larger concept of country, birthplace and culture, and even status. ‘Homeland’ gained currency and strength in the aftermath of 9/11 when the US named its internal intelligence operations the Office of Homeland Security (in 2001) and then amalgamated twenty-two different agencies into the Department of Homeland Security (the following year). Its activities in turn inspired the successful television series Homeland, an intense, gripping, labyrinthine study in paranoid patriotism. The imperative to exclude therefore reverberates through the concept of home in political and public discourse, while concurrently culture is busily at work – unconsciously for the most part – weaving ‘imagined communities’, in the celebrated phrase of Benedict Anderson[10]. According to this freshly vivid concept of homeland, displaced peoples and persons lie outside the homeland of others which they are attempting to enter; the boats of the suppliants – the refugees, the migrants, the xenoi or strangers – are the most desolating symbols of homelessness.

A sanctuary demarcates a space which some are entitled to enter, where some are allowed to dwell and which, in the interest of defending the homeland, keeps out others: the law defines the terms of admission to the sanctuary, but the law depends on a subtle mesh of custom, memory, values – whether the case is the European Community or a teenage daughter’s den, which a mother may not enter without knocking.

For the dispossessed the power of place grows even stronger: yearning, nostalgia deepen. The exile, the immigrant, the asylum seeker, the travelling labourer, while wanting to make a new home, while learning the customs and contours of the place of arrival, still feels keenly the severed ties to past familiar landscapes where things were different. James Wood, in a piece he wrote about being an Englishman now living in America, coined the term ‘homelooseness’[11]. If home can be remade in the new place, borne off somehow (miraculously or by other means), then homelooseness may lessen. This perspective on homing – on home-bonding and home-making – is related to imagined communities, and tale-spinning and narrative are necessary to the process. Homelands, it turns out, are not fixed: the past is constantly being re-examined and retold. In this book, I explore the redress that acts of imagination offer.

Contradictory ideas of sanctuary compete in the general understanding of the term: on the one hand, sanctuary is a transitional process (a haven), suspending time and activity for the seeker until he or she is readmitted into society; on the other hand, it is a permanent state of safety and belonging, of recognition and harmonious acceptance (home). The spectrum of meaning similarly runs from a commons open to everyone to an enclosure owned by someone who gives or withholds permission to enter. Some sanctuaries are open and free, welcoming all. Or they may be the shrine or temple of a particular faith group and exclude others of different persuasions (‘infidels’). Usage of the closely associated term ‘asylum’ reveals the tension at the core of sanctuary: an asylum was a place of detention, humane or otherwise in practice (the word has fallen out of favour in the medical context, but has become familiar regarding sanctuary seekers, many of whom are detained in hotels, camps, even boats, while they wait for a decision). Increasingly, in the present conditions of political tumult, sanctuary is conceived as a redoubt: the nationalist regards home and homeland as sanctuaries. Writers’ studies are their sanctuaries; holiday homes (cabins, huts, even dachas) offer a similar place of retreat. Animal reserves are commonly called sanctuaries, too, for birds, for donkeys. In general, the arc of the concept of sanctuary has been bending away from a place of openness and welcome towards a private safe place, a move that is in keeping with the general growth of individualism and, with it, of atomization.

There is a poster for sale in gift shops that catches the current, private reach of the term: ‘To you this may seem just a shed, but to me it’s a sanctuary.’

A sanctuary has an address, a location on the map; it exists in the physical and material world, after a place has been designated a haven, by attaching a sacred story to it; the planting of relics and the practice of pilgrimage render that place special, holy, with certain powers of providing safety and shelter – as certain temples of the gods were particularly potent in this respect. Special cities were designated refuges in the Old Testament (Numbers 35: 11–24), and certain medieval abbeys, pilgrimage sites and churches accrued potent powers of protection. The meaning of sanctuary extends to take in many places of retreat – a garden or a library, for example, which is one of the reasons that public gardens and libraries are such achievements of a civil society, genuinely open, free, peaceful spaces. But I want to extend the term to mean also figurative sanctuary and fictive sanctuaries, as potential refuges and moorings and homes, which can form sites of memories and future attachments. A sanctuary is also a site of narrative, and a story makes a space in time, which is another form of refuge. The structure of narrative can also map out a different relation to territory. Most significantly in relation to today and the possibility of belonging, a sanctuary can be instituted by the consensus of the community, a complex and shifting assembly of opinion, taboos, beliefs, fears, desires and values.

A sanctuary was pronounced sacred, and its character upheld by various measures, but such sites of inviolability were above all defended by custom and verbal acts – charters, decrees, statutes, in short, laws – that declared such territory lay under a different jurisdiction, constituted by the narrative of its character and function. Memories of the past of that place, preserved through words and invested in things, things such as mementoes and relics, flowed into the accepted story. A sanctuary was thus instituted by narrative – this is the main, crucial axiom of the ancient and medieval law. I hope to show that the sacred place was made of words: its power was commonly agreed, and its sanctity observed as a result of shared notions about the rights of others and the relations of humans to higher powers. Any sacred site could be a refuge but those that became established, popular refuges were instituted by their particular story. The offer of sanctuary depends on magical thinking about danger, defilement, possible contagion between a person and a community; it has deep antecedents in Greek cult, for example, reflected in tragedies, where the underpinning memories and narrative give the place its powers.

Is the ancient and medieval practice of sanctuary, granting safety to a criminal or runaway in any way a principle that could be reconfigured for our times? Can this tradition contribute to defining the claims of nation and home, of state and citizen: declaring, this is the kind of place we live in? Or does this right belong firmly to another era? And if sanctuary is taken as a way of thinking about home, about being at home in a society, how do you make such a place, where you are not out of place? How can you find a home in the world when home has been taken from you? How do you hold on to home when it has been destroyed? How do you find a way of dwelling when the habitation itself exists no longer? When the place itself has been denatured from the one you knew and lived in? How do you regain the lost place … le lieu perdu, not le temps perdu of Proust’s title (although time always plays a part in the idea of place).

Civil wars, foreign invasion[12]s, flight from strife, famine, flood, drought and plague, the search for work, fulfilment and safety are causing mass upheavals. Migration is the defining phenomenon of our era, and the fear of migrants is becoming ever more acutely the crux of politics, although at least one scholar disputes the numbers that warrant the fear of ‘invasion’ and swarms. The Anthropocene is the time of the wanderer, the unhomed, the fugitive and the aspiring emigrant, the jobseeker. Some of the men and women on the move are individual dissidents; many more are the victims of conflict, racial stigmatization, social and religious intolerance, conscription into the militia of warring factions, and climate change. Many are also looking for a new life, ambitious to better their lot: as Wendy Brown has pointed out, national sovereignty collides with globalization of capital, opportunity and skills[13]. Migrants are portrayed as ‘tempest-tost’, ‘tired … poor … huddled masses’, but they often come from the better-off sections of the countries they are leaving behind[14].

The issue of borders preoccupies thinkers in many fields, perhaps all fields, but most particularly governments and their leaders. The related questions of nation, culture and identity, in an era of profound and savage dislocations, of who or what belongs where, excites dangerous passions and inflames public discourse, deepening what Shakespeare calls ‘your mountainish inhumanity[15]’. Tensions are tightening between nativism and cosmopolitanism, nationalism and internationalism, with all their cultural reverberations. The stranger who travels to a new place seeking safety and a better life has become the major target of attacks, suspicion and a fundamental test of our polities and our humanity.

In this epoch of movement and flight, current legal and social measures are failing; the promoters of exclusionary and punitive policies (deportations, detention, clearing of unofficial camps in Calais and elsewhere, even the threat of death against border crossers) agree they are not stopping the flow of migration. According to the most recent figures from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in mid-2024, the number of ‘forcibly displaced’ people stands at 122.6 million, of whom 37.9 million are refugees and 68.3 million are internally displaced – and this was before President Trump came back to power, vowing mass deportations of immigrant workers[16]. These are numbers impossible to grasp[17]. Some ‘temporary’ accommodation, like the Palestinian camps Jabalya and Baddawi in Lebanon, several more in Jordan and the vast sprawl of Dadaab in Kenya, has been established for so long that these shelters have become cities, provisional, under-resourced, but home to many who have been born there[18]. Half of the refugee population has spent around five years in exile; many have been displaced for longer, some (the more fortunate ones) for shorter periods. The average length of stay is now over a decade. Individual fates vanish into the undifferentiated mass[19]. And there is little hope that this will change in some fundamental way in the near or distant future.

The terms used to describe those who leave their homes are many, some new-minted, all ranging from hostile to quasi-neutral and carrying, in legal and political settings, various subtexts. Strangers, foreigners, aliens, exiles, émigrés, sojourners, immigrants, migrants, displaced people, stateless people, undocumented migrants, illegals (and more unrepeatable terms). Ancient Greeks used the word xenoi, stranger-guests, and lived by the principle of xenia, hospitality. ‘Refugee’ designates a defined category of fugitive from war and persecution. Technically, an ‘asylum seeker’ is a suppliant for refugee status, a sanctuary seeker, and success in this claim will lead to protection by the host state and recognition as a refugee. At the time of writing ‘forced migrants’ is the preferred description among NGOs and groups to describe many seeking a better life. I prefer the little-used term ‘arrivant’, because it is a statement of what has happened: the person has arrived; they are with us[20]. I came across it in Edward Kamau Brathwaite’s magnum opus The Arrivants, a poetic trilogy that dramatizes the experience of the people who, like himself, left the Caribbean for the UK or the US after the Second World War[21]. It implies an impetus and a spirit that does not reflect the tragic disruption of many of those displaced under duress, and for those I prefer the old term ‘refugee’. The singular form of these labels helps lessen the sense of mass threat, and shapes a new, necessary structure of feeling.

The dislocations today take place near and far; many are internally displaced, living across the border of their home country in a neighbouring one[22]. Other migrations travel over extended distances and bring about encounters between people who see one another as very different, indeed as alien: most arrivants landing on the coast of Italy having crossed the Mediterranean are young men from many different countries and languages in Asia and Africa, who have come a vast distance; they cannot melt invisibly into the crowd. The identity of the original countries of those crossing the Channel in ‘small boats’ changes – in 2024 Afghanistan, Iran, Syria, Eritrea and Vietnam, countries which, with the possible exception of Vietnam, are recognizably suffering from violent repression.

The majority of those who arrive in the UK will be allowed to stay: in the year ending September 2023, some 75 per cent of those seeking asylum were approved. Their continued presence arouses hostility expressed openly by some political leaders and exclusionary campaigners, who have inflamed antagonism (in the summer of 2024 in Britain, violent attacks took place against mosques and hotels where asylum seekers are housed)[23]. In terms of political approaches, the present walls and barricades against border crossers and ‘small boats’ waste the energies of all concerned, and rather than defeating the criminal gangs are furthering their interests, rendering sanctuary seekers vulnerable to their schemes. The numbers entering Europe are reported in lurid terms, though experts in the field explain soberly that from a historical perspective they compare favourably with major exoduses in the past[24]. The provisions for Hong Kong nationals in 2020 and for Ukrainians in 2022 present models for an alternative to ‘the hostile environment’. More legal channels for immigration need to be established; more consular offices, more efficient processing. But Sanctuary is not about government policy, in the UK or elsewhere. It is an attempt to identify principles that in the past underpinned ideas of a refuge and a home and could perhaps be adapted to do so today.

In this era of turmoil, a new concept of coexistence is urgently needed, which takes shape along distinctive lines, neither assimilation nor multiculturalism.

In the opening chapter, I explore, in a brief overview, the sanctuary given to fugitives in ancient Greece, and subsequently in Anglo-Saxon and medieval Britain until the Reformation, when the law was abolished, though it continued in forms that shape the present-day revivals as Universities or Cities of Sanctuary. In Chapters 2 to 6 I examine variations of effective sanctuary and the principles on which it succeeded or failed. My five case studies include, first, the Flight into Egypt (Chapter 2, ‘Traces’), in which I explore the way the landscape was mapped according to the stories about the infant Jesus’ experiences as a refugee from Herod, as told in many early versions, Greek, Latin, Syriac, Arabic and Ethiopic. They offer a prime example of the literature of astonishment, the genre Arabic scholars term aja’ib, which would include travellers’ tales, folklore, fairy tale and fables, as well as, generally,  Wundermärchen or Wonder Tales. The imprint of the legends about Jesus’ presence on topography throughout southern Palestine, the Sinai desert and the Nile valley in Egypt exemplifies how a fantasy narrative can be realized, graven in rock and stone, announcing it happened here to people like ourselves. I invoke the examples of the pilgrimages in the Nile valley, to places – a cave, a spring, a tree – associated with Mary and Jesus’ sojourn there during their three years’ wandering while they were eluding Herod’s bloodthirsty designs. Both Muslims and Christians worship at some of the same shrines, offering an example of a story – the Holy Family’s stay in Egypt – that has laid out a patch or rather a meander through common ground.

In Chapter 3, ‘Relics’, I focus on the empress Helena and the Finding of the True Cross, splinters of which were dispersed across the empire to found sanctuaries. Material relics hallow a place; embedded in the fabric, often in the main altar, they make and define the sacred precinct. According to her richly circumstantial legend, Helena, the mother of the emperor Constantine, played a crucial role in inspiring the Edict of Milan of 313 which recognized freedom of worship, including Christianity; this decision paved the way to Theodosius later declaring, in 380, that Christianity was now the official religion of the Roman empire. According to this story, Helena had distributed the precious relics of the Cross the length and breadth of Christendom, thereby sanctifying multiple sites and profoundly transforming and Christianizing their function. This early form of networking spread and unified the faithful, as Piero della Francesca captures in his vast fresco cycle in the Cappella Maggiore of San Francesco in Arezzo. Diasporic dissemination of the wooden fragments spread the new creed through material remains to the four corners of the empire, rendering foreign parts familiar, weaving them into one story. Islamic devotions also focus on relics and relics in situ, though the temperature of Muslim ardour in this matter rises and falls, and popular practices and beliefs in holy sites are often censured by contemporary religious authorities.

In Chapter 4, ‘Dust’, I continue with the theme of bonding through suffusing imagined traces with potent meaning, but here I turn to the literal transportation of a whole home, the Santa Casa, or Holy House, where the Virgin Mary received the angel Gabriel and learned she was to become the mother of the Saviour. When travelling in the region of Palestine and neighbouring territory became more dangerous and even prohibited, on account of the ferocious hostilities between the Ottomans and Western, Christian nations, this dwelling was carried off by angels and deposited, eventually, in Loreto on the Adriatic coast in Italy.

Chapter 5, ‘Bonds’, takes me to my argument for a refreshed, functioning concept of sanctuary gained through imagination and the heritage of story. After examining the importance of being connected materially, through relics and mementoes, I shift the emphasis from regaining the lost place, the forsaken home, to make the case for storytelling as the binding agent between hosts and guests, incomers and residents, between strangers, and as the place where concepts of justice and convivencia or coexistence can be explored and developed. I revisit the famous story of Dido, who, herself a refugee – from the eastern Mediterranean – became Queen of Carthage and then gave an open-hearted welcome to Aeneas, a Trojan, in flight from the burning of his city. Troy enters my story of sanctuary and will return as a metaphor of the lost home throughout this book. Troy is the salient example of a home of the mind: few of us are Trojans, and even if we have visited Pergamon, the postulated archaeological site of the ancient city, this is not the place that burns in our minds when we hear the word ‘Troy’. Troy has become a meme, a motif which scores of writers, artists, composers and cineastes have taken up as a dwelling of the mind.

In Chapter 6, ‘Tales’, the last in Part Two, Turandot becomes the fifth and final case study. She is a stock character in fairy tale, a riddle princess, who is eventually defeated by her prince; she has long exercised fascination for playwrights and librettists, and Puccini’s treatment, left unfinished by the composer at his death in 1924, has become a dependable, popular attraction worldwide. The tale of Turandot is a travelling tale (Edward Said’s term[25]); it has migrated across many borders of languages and cultures, shape-shifting as to its meanings all the way. In early twentieth-century Italy it inspired a blockbuster grand opera with at its heart an aria, ‘Nessun dorma’ (Let no one sleep), which became a global hit when Luciano Pavarotti gave voice to it as the anthem of the 1990 football World Cup. I have chosen it for my final case study because I watched it performed in the very grand opera house in Kyiv, Ukraine, to a rapturous auditorium in which everyone there knew the arias well. This was in 2005, long before the Russian invasion in 2022, and I was struck by the opera’s huge popularity with the local audience. It does not represent the rich and varied Ukrainian musical scene, especially since their country’s citizens are fighting for its survival, but the story of Turandot’s many transformations does encapsulate the migratory and labile character of fantastic literature and its border-crossing capacities[26].

In Part Three, ‘The Shelter of Stories’, which closes the book, I continue to look at contemporary possibilities and practices of sanctuary, the ways of telling that might help build ways of dwelling, and inspire feelings of being at home in the world. ‘In No Man’s Land’ (Chapter 7) explores the deep engagement of stories with constituting subjectivity and the long tradition of testimony in the depositions and the memoirs of migrants, arrivants, displaced people, refugees. I discuss the current emphasis on first-person witness and argue that it narrows what storytelling can achieve, limiting individual expressiveness, imprisoning the speaker/writer/witness in a unitary identity, anchored in retrospection, and failing to stimulate relations between people whom happenstance has thrown together. ‘Lived experience’ has become in many quarters a guarantee of value, of truth-telling and ethics, but I wish to invoke the literature of imagination, which makes space for freedom of movement, for dwelling in fantastic, speculative, hypothetical territory. Grammarians have a term – ‘irrealis’ – for a mood that describes things that have not happened but might happen; it is expressed chiefly in the subjunctive and conditional tenses[27]. I want to modify this adjective into a noun, ‘irreality’, to differentiate a distinctive form of presence, different from the unreal or unreality, the surreal or, indeed, reality, and nuance differences in representations of experience[28].

The stories that institute sanctuary involve, alongside image magic, relics and mementoes, psycho-geographical mappings. In Chapter 8, ‘The Map Is Not the Territory’, I explore the potential of topography, literally the writing of place or, in other words, the stories inscribed in earth. ‘In the Country of Words’ (Chapter 9) turns to an alternative literature, less anchored in the first person and in lived experience. Can the folk and fantasy traditions worldwide – myths, legends, ballads, poems and all kinds of fictive stories or irrealities – provide alternative shelter, sites of memory, where an outcast, exile, refugee, migrant or wanderer might feel at home? Finally, in the Coda, I conclude with the work of Stories in Transit, a project in Palermo, Sicily which began in 2016, and represents a small local attempt to tell stories and foster convivencia and a sense of belonging.

One of the first testimonies to strike me to the heart about what was happening in the Mediterranean was the artist Isaac Julien’s film The Leopard (2007). He filmed in Sicily, in Palermo and Lampedusa, combining a documentary record of the crossings with staged imaginary scenes of the experiences of those who made the voyage. A decade later he developed the material into Western Union: Small Boats (2017), a yet more intense and impassioned meditation on the fate of arrivants[29]. He intercut dramatic re-enactments of bodies lying on the salt-baked blanched rocks of the islands, with sequences shot in the baroque grandeur of a local palace, Palazzo Valguarnera-Gangi, where Visconti had set the ballroom scene in his epic film of Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s novel The Leopard; Julien tracks his protagonist, his silent alter ego, a female figure, tall, black, shaven-headed, elegant, as she sweeps up flights of marble stairs and through galleries lustrous with candelabra and mirrors. The contrast with the pitiless landscape, the splintered boats, the shipwrecked arrivants, is violent. The work records events and is also unsettlingly prophetic. It awakened me then to the dangers of the sea crossings and the extremity of need. Sicily’s contrasts between ancient splendour and contemporary misery vividly represent the disparity between the moneyed old world, our continuing comparative wealth and comforts, and the destitution that so many suffer around the world.

Since then, the situation in Italy has become numbingly familiar and interventions from artists frequent, sometimes deeply troubling ethically, not least the case of Barca Nostra, a boat in which in 2016, around 800 migrants died after a Portuguese fishing boat, attempting to rescue the passengers from sinking, accidentally rammed it. The wreck was exhibited by the Swiss artist Christoph Büchel on the quayside as an exhibit of the Venice Biennale in 2019, causing a furore over the tastelessness of setting up a death ship near elegant cafés where the urbane crowd of art lovers took refreshments. The artist and the curator defended themselves: the hulk was a relic that bore witness to the ‘liquid cemetery’ that the Mediterranean has become. I take a lesson from this example: displaying evidence on behalf of the sufferers may be well intentioned and have a certain effect on opinion, but those who have themselves undergone the ordeals must be heard.

Some of the ideas that have arisen in the course of my exploring the practice of sanctuary fed into the workshops and performances which, with many colleagues there and elsewhere, we organized in Palermo. The project Stories in Transit is carrying on – though the work was severely interrupted and nearly suspended during the pandemic[30]. The participants, principally young men and a few women who have crossed the Mediterranean to reach Europe, with a few local teenagers who have been lost in the system, met with visiting musicians, artists and writers from London and other places in storytelling workshops. I describe the work they have made and are making and argue that collective stories, mixing experience, memories and traditional tales with freewheeling fantasy, can help tell it true more richly than the personal depositions required by the gatekeepers of Europe’s borders, and build a sense of home, of arrival and presence, of being in place.

These stories draw on the experience of the participants, to show how, inspired by the cultures those fleeing are carrying with them, they can help overcome barriers of language and custom and difference and develop a place of refuge where the narrators feel they belong. I address the question of imagination’s role in creating threads which may be woven into the fabric of belonging. If literature and its many vehicles, on stage, screen, airwaves, are to come alive as sites of exchange, where thoughts and ideas and feelings can build a common ground, the material needs to make geographical and linguistic journeys, migrate and cross-pollinate.

As a cultural historian, I’ve explored the imagery of belief systems and have long been aware of the fluidity and malleability of stories, and of their character as ideological vehicles. Attitudes to newly arrived strangers, ranging from welcomes to rejections, are always rooted in certain social and historical values, and these aren’t stable: ideas of who to accept and who to exclude depend above all on a shared sense of place and history. ‘Stories are a form of action,’ wrote Hannah Arendt, ‘the way we insert ourselves into the human world … the ability to produce stories is the way we become historical[31].’

The history of the practice of sanctuary has been lucidly and valuably drawn up by classicists, medievalists and legal scholars, to whom I am indebted[32]. I am setting out instead to explore the principles on which sanctuary was founded, with the aim of finding ways of readopting xenia, hospitality for the arrivant, the stranger-guest[33]. The classical and medieval laws were rooted in a common agreement about sacred, inviolable personhood and offered a valuable respite from violence and expulsion.

Works of literature and art are vitally involved in these processes of consecration and desecration of a certain place and establishing cultural memory. Through the vicissitudes in the lives of mythic and dramatic protagonists, the reader/audience can trace the contours of a larger picture about changing common values and the bonds between individuals and society. Words build the common ground, and they are mostly being harnessed to do their worst, but it need not be so.

Offering narrative as a prime resource for resistance to oppression and resilience in adversity and exile inevitably raises the acute problem that stories – literature, fiction, poetry – have been and are used to entrench dominant ideologies[34]. Those of us who are critics of nationalist ideology, instrumentalized heritage and archaeology may feel compunction about opposing regime lies with fantasy and storytelling; false consciousness should be opposed by criticism founded in truth. But there are long-honoured poetic, imagistic, symbolic ways of speaking truth to power, of tapping the inventive energies of imagination as well as disclosing the facts (as the most assiduous disinformers claim). Audre Lorde’s aphorism ‘The master’s tools will never dismantle the master[35]’s house’ doesn’t necessitate an end to making words work for greater empathy and justice, for language to build a different commons of the social imaginary and new ‘integrative realities’[36] in the phrase of Edward Said, ‘Merely to urge students to insist on one’s own identity, history, tradition, uniqueness’, he writes,


may initially get them to name their basic requirements for a democracy and for the right to an assured, decently humane existence, but we need to go on and to situate these in a geography of other identities, peoples, cultures, and then to study how, despite their differences, they have always overlapped one another, through unhierarchical influence, crossing, incorporation, recollection, deliberate forgetfulness, and of course, conflict … The fact is, we are mixed up with one another in ways that most national systems of education have not dreamed of. To match knowledge in the arts and sciences with these integrative realities is, I believe, the intellectual and cultural challenge of the moment.



A quest for ways in which such integrative realities have been fashioned lies at the heart of understanding sanctuary in its deepest sense, not only as a sacred site, but as a principal building block of a viable, humane society[37].

Some of the symbolic processes that make a sanctuary or regain a home belong to the language of consecration or hallowing, as mentioned before and as the root of the word ‘sanctuary’ reveals, and those processes – which can be secular representations and re-enactments as well as religious rituals – are multifarious in history and different societies’ practices. Making literature plays a crucial part in this process of establishing sanctuary: the cartographies of longing across place are as much a part of storytelling as the chronicle through time. Rediscovering history also figures crucially in this process of generating symbols and establishing sanctuary. But mapping common ground does not always draw on history or claim to do so, as religious sites do (and when they are denounced as false the ecclesiastical authorities, both Christian and other, often destroy them). Nor do they need to be old, authenticated by individuals from long tradition. They can be efficacious as sanctuaries also when they are fabricated, which is where the work of imagination – and imaginative artefacts – play such a part in ways of dwelling. And in conditions of dislocation, stories grow more urgently.

The implications of this perspective led me to think of a commons of wonder, filled with stories of possibilities, secondary worlds, speculation, irrealities. Can a memory of literature and the process of making it over and over again build a country of words? Can literature – especially imaginative works of myth, legend, fairy tale and fable – map geographies of home on to surroundings that are not home? Can a story provide shelter? Is there such a thing as a haven of the mind? Is it possible to narrate a place of belonging without a nation? For native citizens and strangers to be united by a story held in common?

Humanism has been much criticized recently, for collusion with colonialism and many other injustices, but the idea that a cultural artefact, such as a fairy tale or animal fable, is available for anyone and everyone to reshape and retell extends humanism beyond its classical antique and European territory; this approach moves it towards embracing a different future, rooted not in past learning but in a desire for ways to use what is there to remake what is to come. Artefacts created by the power of the imagination can communicate, I believe, more deeply and more broadly than the finest scholarly criticism; the main arena of struggle is fantasy, fantasy taken broadly speaking to embrace supernatural narratives, from scripture and hagiography to fairy tales, forms of storytelling that flourish in popular milieux, among less valued elements of society, often subject to condescension and mockery from their own clergy and prelates.

The rise of nationalist cultural propaganda presents a danger to us all, a sclerosis of imagination. Leaders in Europe are asserting ethnic particularity – of Hungarian or Italian art or literature, of Britishness in post-Brexit Britain; they invoke history and religious adherence as the ground of that ethnic culture, and oppose ‘strangers’ on the grounds of faith differences. Giorgia Meloni stresses the purity of Catholic Italy, for example, where Matteo Salvini rattles his rosary in public. But this is only one perspective, one way of telling the story of that place.

I should perhaps clarify my own relations to belief: I was brought up a Catholic and was a passionate believer till the age of seventeen and have since then used historical and deconstructionist enquiry to understand the mythopolitics which still pervades contemporary experience (think only of the mass response to the death of Queen Elizabeth II); the mysteries of the Christian faith seem to me as non-rational as other, so-called primitive, faiths. But this position no longer leads me to want to demolish them with reason or attempt to strip away illusion through analysis and argument. Human thought processes are necessarily and inextricably bound up with imagination, and this will lead to fantastic products (even Isaac Newton, for all his supreme intelligence, pursued with unappeasable passion studies in astrology and alchemy). Furthermore, rational argument has been used to justify the worst moral catastrophes (enslavement, genocide). So I now want to raise alternative stories – reinscribing old ones and diverting their course. Myths are stories held in common, and as such they exercise a powerful hold on our minds, providing existing structure to experience retrospectively but also generating meanings out of the past which then translate into patterns of action for the future. Is it frivolous, hypocritical, mere conscience-salving and futile to ask what can culture do? If literature, in its broadest sense, can make a difference? History and historiography are key to the work of literature in this area. We can argue perhaps about the interactions of research, verification, interpretation and imagination. But the main endeavour is storytelling: la storia, narrative in all its forms.

‘Telling a story is deploying an imaginary space for thought experiments’, Paul Ricoeur writes (what he says is worth repeating), ‘in which moral judgement operates in a hypothetical mode[38].’ Myths and the related corpus of folk and fairy tales are stories held in common, protean and ancient – though there are new variations generated all the time and they pose vital questions about the central aspects of existence and offer different angles of view. Stories are not only records, but also thought experiments, providing vehicles for personal invention and witness. Human beings respond imaginatively to the perplexities of reality; as a storytelling species we’re deprived if the stories are swept away, however much what is called reason resists the snares of myth; secondly – and this is more important – the lessons of history, and especially of twentieth- and twenty-first-century history, are that myth is always being made and remade to serve the interests of a group. Stories can also peddle lies alongside truth; they can express the most yearning ideals of the utopian imagination and entrench the most obscurantist righteous bigotry. We live in the stories we pass on and the stories we invent and in the way they report on experience. One of the territories that needs to be reoccupied is narrative.

When the poet Denise Riley in her recent collection Lurex looks back in one of the poems at the saints and martyrs of her childhood, she puts the question I have quoted as an epigraph to the book: ‘What hope is there of a purely secular grace?’[39] She sounds despairing, but also yearning. I share these mixed feelings, but – if we are ever to find a purely secular grace – borrowing from long-serving ways of hallowing developed by religious practices might help reveal ways of being at home in the world. Ways of telling shape ways of dwelling alongside one another. How stories made sanctuary, how sanctuaries became effective, what purposes they met and how they can be regained and refashioned, these are some of the questions this book sets out to explore.




Part One:
 A Kind of Freedom


Shall we desire to raze the sanctuary,

And pitch our evils there? O, fie, fie, fie!

Shakespeare[1]



[image: Ancient stone carving depicting a throne with a bearded figure crouching beneath it, located in Sprotbrough Church.]
The Frid Stol or ‘Peace Seat’, Sprotbrough Church, Yorkshire, c. 1100.

The Frid Stol, Sprotborough Church, South Yorkshire, c. 1100 (Public domain).





1

Laws: 
A Brief History of Sanctuary


Mightier than a tower is an altar, an unbreakable shield.[1]

Aeschylus



In Ancient Greece

In Oedipus at Colonus, Sophocles’ second play in the Oedipus cycle, we see the tragic hero enter, an outcast and a fugitive, his empty eye sockets streaming blood; he is leaning on his daughter Antigone, and they arrive in an unknown place, a clearing; she recognizes that it’s a sanctuary, from its seclusion and peacefulness, from the laurel, olive trees and vines flourishing there, and from the many songbirds giving voice, and she helps her father to sit down on a ledge of ‘unchiselled rock’.[2]

Oedipus has been thrown out of Thebes where he once ruled, after his parricide and incestuous marriage have been revealed; in this play he insists he committed them all unwittingly – contrary to his acknowledgement of his guilt in the conclusion of Oedipus Rex. Oedipus is not carrying the ritual signs of a suppliant, such as branches with white wool, and when a local ‘Man of Colonus’ approaches he orders him to ‘get up from this seat’: ‘you’re on a place where it’s not pure to tread.[3]’ A harsh exchange follows; Oedipus stubbornly stays put. He’s warned that the ground is consecrated to ‘fearsome goddesses, / the daughters of the Earth and Dark[4]’, and he then recognizes the grove as the place where, according to the prophecy of Apollo, his katabasis or descent and final end will come about[5]. When the Athenian chorus arrives, they yield to his supplications and declare,


No one shall remove you

From this place of refuge,

Not if you refuse it.[6]



Only after this reprieve does Oedipus reveal who he is, and he is then allowed to stay – given leave to remain, as official permission now puts it – yet he must perform a carefully structured ritual to the dread goddesses of the underworld to expiate his treading on their sacred ground.[7] Then Theseus, the ruler of Athens, arrives to meet the mysterious stranger; Oedipus tells him who he is, and Theseus acknowledges him and grants him sanctuary.[8] In this holy place, Oedipus will be safe from seizure and, ultimately, transfigured and purified of his sins.

This tragedy evokes several features of the law of sanctuary that persist, in spite of the very different circumstances that face refugees in the present day: first, the place of sanctuary does not require defending by visible, fixed boundaries; it may be a special part of a place, a temenos consecrated to a deity (‘land marked off and set apart as sacred’, according to A Homeric Dictionary);[9] its boundary will have been instituted by ritual, by libations, to mark it out as divine property[10]. It may also be a clump of trees, a knoll, the source of a river, established by belief, custom and consensus. Secondly, the precincts are holy, forbidden to all; to enter them, as Oedipus does, is to trespass and profane them, yet they possess real power to lift pollution and cleanse a suppliant.

A sanctuary offered protection to irregular elements, to marginal, outcast fugitives and criminals, and to a ‘stranger-guest’ (xenos), as the Chorus calls Oedipus.[11] The Bible offers an analogous process for fugitives who, like Oedipus, have committed a crime unwittingly. In the Book of Numbers (35:11–28), five Cities of Refuge are described, founded to offer safety to perpetrators; in these examples, murderers who have killed someone unintentionally, and were consequently being pursued in a quest for vengeance according to the law of blood feuds that obtained, are the specific subjects of the reprieve. Later mentions in the Bible enlarge the number of cities and modify the terms of eligibility and potential exclusion (Joshua 20: 7; Deuteronomy 4: 41–3, 19:2–13). The emphasis, however, in Judaic law fell on atonement, rather than protection, on cleansing after pollution, and it doesn’t match contemporary ethical arguments for extending a welcome to arrivants today, who have not committed a crime except the attempt to move across borders and seek asylum.

Oedipus is looking for a place where he will be freed from the actions that have made him a pariah; in his case this reprieve will coincide, in Sophocles’ play, with his numinous disappearance, a kind of vaporizing or assumption into the next world rather than a mortal death that lays him in the earth. Oedipus in fact shows no contrition, whereas in medieval times this was required, while today’s asylum seekers also need to present themselves as victims of their circumstances, and they have a stronger case if they can prove they have fled a country which has been declared a failed state.[12] Later in the play, Sophocles puts the scope of sanctuary under strain, dramatizing how Creon acts blasphemously when he moves to seize Oedipus in spite of the divine protection he has sought from the Dark Ones, the goddesses of the underworld – to which the Chorus has agreed. Polynices, Oedipus’ son, also later petitions to be treated as a suppliant: ‘Look, I’m a beggar and a foreigner, the same as you …[13]’ he pleads, but his father (who, having the same mother, is also his brother) rejects his pleas and curses him in blazing, unforgiving fury. Oedipus’ vengeful rejection of his son, because Polynices had once, with his brother Eteocles, assumed the throne of Thebes and driven Oedipus out of Thebes, reveals an under-recognized aspect of sanctuary that is crucial to its working: its effectiveness depends on the consent of all involved. In Polynices’ case, Oedipus’ refusal prevents the younger man’s immunity:


And so these curses overbid this suppliancy of yours

and all your thrones of power,

if venerable Justice takes her seat

alongside Zeus according to the ways of old.

And so to hell with you, spat out by me,

defathered, lowest of the low.[14]



The pitilessness of this father’s curse on his child may seem excessive, or at least may strike the viewer/reader as startlingly contrary to natural feelings and excite in us wistful thoughts of a different, less implacable idea of justice. But in the present book about sanctuary my interest doesn’t attach to these specific moral and psychological dilemmas, involving as they are, but focuses rather on the nature of the sacred and the limits of its reach, as the actions of Oedipus in this play reveal. Sanctuary commanded deep, widespread assent, but it remained conditional – higher, supernatural forces haunted it as necessary guarantors because of their power to abrogate or overlook it. In Polynices’ case, an immoveable idea of justice overruled the sanctuary he asked for. But the invocation of superior ratifiers clearly depends on human agreement: the Chorus decides that Oedipus may stay in the sacred place, even before they have heard his story and he has revealed his identity, and it is Oedipus himself who turns away Polynices and does not grant him sanctuary.

Suppliants sought sacred territory to preserve themselves; they were defiled by something they had done – unknowingly, as Oedipus protests in this play, or in full consciousness, as in the case of Orestes in Aeschylus’ Oresteia. Or they are fleeing danger. In The Suppliants by Aeschylus, the fifty Danaids who are pleading for sanctuary in Argos are young women who have rejected arranged marriage with their Egyptian cousins and are threatening to kill themselves if their request isn’t granted. The play reflects deeply on the quandary in which their supplication places the ruler of Argos, but ultimately their rights as sanctuary seekers are upheld. In this play, the sacred[29] site is a precinct set with statues. By contrast, Oedipus at Colonus throws into heightened relief the enchanted character of a sanctuary site, with no evident markers, no cult image to identify the place.

The Acropolis of Athens itself gave shelter to fugitives: in the seventh century BCE, a champion athlete called Cylon led an uprising against the tyrant of Athens, his father-in-law, but fled to the temple of Athena and claimed sanctuary by the statue of the goddess. During the siege that ensued, Cylon escaped, but his men began to suffer from hunger and thirst. They negotiated an agreement and were promised safe conduct to their trial, but were stoned to death, except for two who escaped. One account of this rebellion adds the detail that the rebels tied themselves with a rope to the goddess, but it broke – signifying to their opponents that she had withdrawn her protection.[15] The reprisal violated the law of sanctuary and brought down a curse on the killers, a miasma or stain which would be transmitted down the generations.

[image: Ancient Greek artwork depicting a central armored figure holding a shield, flanked by two people, one on each side. The left figure is undressed, the right figure is wearing a flowing robe and crown-like headpiece. They are surrounded by ornate patterns and a decorative frieze.]
Cassandra, a daughter of King Priam and a priestess of Apollo, tries to escape Ajax the Locrian.

Cassandra seeks sanctuary at the statue of Athena, fourth century BCE, National Museum of Archaeology, Naples (Album / Alamy Stock Photo).


The sense that breaching sanctuary was a greater crime than insurrection also resonates throughout the story of the Trojan war. When the Greek warrior Ajax the Lokrian assaults Cassandra, daughter of Priam, she flees to the statue of the goddess, but he seizes her regardless and rapes her. In the scheme of the Trojan war this crime presents a diptych with Paris’ abduction of Helen; it recurs depicted on pots, some showing the Trojan princess naked, one arm flung around the protective body of the goddess’s cult statue, the palladium (protector) of Troy.[16] When Ajax the Lokrian attacks her, a suppliant, in the goddess’s shrine, he commits a double violation – of her person and of the holiness of sanctuary. The assault, described in Euripides’ Trojan Women and in Lykophron’s poem Alexandra (Cassandra’s other name), was a sacrilege for which the Greeks were to be punished by many long or abortive homecomings.[17] Cassandra’s attacker was to die at sea far from his native land, others would never reach theirs either, and Odysseus, as we know, was to wander through ten more years of shipwreck and other adventures.

The classical historian Robert Garland, in his book Wandering Greeks, argues that much evidence shows that the laws of sanctuary were commonly flouted.[18] Yet their very existence, the sanctity and safety they promise, the outrage that followed a breach and the consequent dread of retribution, of divine anger (as seen in the case of the Trojan war), convey an attitude to strangers and to personal integrity that is intrinsically ethical and therefore valuable. Kindness to strangers continued to be enshrined in the ethos of Rome: the first metamorphosis in Ovid’s great poem punished Lykaon, after he killed, cooked and served up a prisoner in his care to Zeus disguised as a passing stranger. For this double crime – killing a hostage and defiling a guest – Lykaon is changed into a werewolf.

The Man of Colonus tells Oedipus that the whole area around the grove is sacred to Poseidon and to the Titan Prometheus as well as to their local hero, a man called Colonus. The structure of sanctuary often depends on several superior forces, who must agree to sustain the fugitive’s safety. Sophocles will have had in mind Aeschylus’ Oresteia, in which Orestes, after he has murdered his mother Clytemnestra, goes to Delphi and the oracle of Apollo to seek purification from his crime: in this third play of the trilogy Orestes is an outcast like Oedipus, though in Orestes’ case his mother has not killed herself, as Jocasta does after her incestuous marriage to Oedipus has been discovered, but rather has been murdered by her son. Orestes is also a suppliant, polluted and damned, pursued by the Furies. In Les Mouches, Jean-Paul Sartre revisited the myth and dramatized the Furies as furious bluebottles stinging like horseflies; for the memorable production at the National Theatre, in which all the actors wore uncanny masks designed in the ancient Greek style by Jocelyn Herbert, the Furies were costumed as monstrous and bloody tatterdemalions, menstrual and feminist nightmares from the bowels of the earth (as in Ted Hughes’s image of the goddess in Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis as ‘a sort of uterus on the loose[19]’). They are bent on harrying Orestes and bringing him to justice for the ultimate crime of matricide. He is seeking refuge from their tormenting in Delphi, where the god Apollo sends him to Athens to face judgement; there, at the close of a prolonged trial, Athena makes the final pronouncement that clears Orestes of his guilt. Such a pyramid of supernatural forces recurs in the operation of sanctuary: the law is always controversial, with different parties struggling over the fate of the miscreant, the fugitive seeking safety.

In Oedipus at Colonus, Oedipus invokes ‘the sweet daughters of the dark’, the divinities of the sacred place. He’s echoing the euphemism that characterizes them as the Eumenides, the kindly ones, when these chthonic forces are more properly called the Erinyes, or Furies. There were three of them in Greek myth, causing some blurring with the three Fates, or Parcae, who spin and wind and cut the thread of life, and who, unlike the Furies, have individual names: Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos. An air – a miasma? – of ancientness hangs about both the Furies and the Fates; they figure as primeval, existing before the rise of the Olympians, buried deep in time as they are imagined dwelling in the depths of the earth: the rocky seat ‘the bronze-stepped threshold[20]’, the stone where Oedipus takes his seat, may indicate an entrance to the underworld.

The right to sanctuary beams out such a connection to antiquity, which can represent a state that has always been and will always be, and the sites themselves consequently tap into the most material symbol of that long reach into time: the heart rock of the earth, the ore deep below the surface, a site of awe and terror, saturated in the ambiguity of the sacred.

The Greek myths’ ideas about individual responsibility and free will differ from ours and have done so over a very long period, and religious concepts of pollution no longer command belief. However, it seems to me that certain elements of their vision are exercising a renewed imaginative hold: the audience for Greek tragedy is strong, as shown by the frequency of new productions of the Oresteia, Medea, The Trojan Women and many others; a case could be made that drama, taken at its fullest extent to include installation and performance as well as dance, opera and pantomime – still meets the Greek conditions of a shared ritual and, in consequence, retains that ritual purpose.

Images of drowned bodies on the shores of Italy, Turkey and Spain bring home the actuality of what is happening and stir pity more powerfully than statistics or political discussion because a drowned child is a tragedy. But the many dead in the liquid cemetery of the Mediterranean are also an atrocity, and a reproach to the community to which I belong. Not for an individual act I might have committed – though a chain of my own actions over my lifetime may have contributed to the situation. But rather these deaths pollute me, as does building high walls and unrolling kilometres of barbed, concertina and razor wire along national frontiers against border crossers and even suggesting that anyone attempting to enter Europe should be met with force (gunboats in the Channel?). Anxieties about national sovereignty have always run through attitudes to race and immigration and have been horrifically amplified in the slogans of Trump and his followers. But rejection is no more effective a remedy than it is for a transplanted heart.

Sanctuary is the balm, acceptance the path to recovery and health. Not only for the seeker but for the host, too. As the suppliant enjoyed his or her indemnity, the community which allows it, safeguards it and continues its efficacy is also strengthened.

Sacred Spaces

Rocks recur as indices of especially holy places: the Dome of the Rock is one of the most venerated sanctuaries in the world, and centres on a great slab of almost featureless stone, from which the Prophet Muhammad, during his Miraj or miraculous flight to paradise, rode upwards on the mare called Buraq which had, according to some legends, the face of a beautiful woman (see Plate 1a). The Via Crucis in Jerusalem, which tracks the last days of Jesus from his torments to his Crucifixion, burial, to eventual resurrection and ascent into heaven, is marked by many natural rocks of varying sizes: for example, in the centre of the chapel of the Ascension, on the ground, lies a stone with two parallel depressions, identified as the imprints of Jesus’ feet before he rose to heaven.

Rock is a natural symbol, in Mary Douglas’s terms, expressing human relation to time and space, to origins and, it is imagined, to ultimate destiny, and sanctuaries are confirmed by its presence, sometimes unadorned but sometimes hewn into stone altars in which a precious relic is embedded or beneath which a saint’s body or body parts lie buried. Pilgrim ways, often staked out by stone landmarks from one shrine to another, retrace a journey in the past and unfold a distant story as they recreate the geography where the events took place. Relics are portable memories and pilgrim stations a form of mobile storytelling.

[image: People praying in an ornate cave sanctuary, Santa Rosalia's grotto, featuring a shrine with intricate carvings and a statue.]
Santa Rosalia’s grotto on Monte Pellegrino became a site of fervent local devotion ever since her remains were discovered there in 1625.

Santa Rosalia’s grotto, Monte Pellegrino, Palermo (Chris Hellier / Alamy Stock Photo).


There are material reasons for this investment of significance in mere stone: it is durable, it is almost impervious to corruption (unlike living things), it signifies deep time – hence too its popular use in official contemporary institutions, in grand hotels and in banks.

After a sacrilege or natural disaster has occurred in a certain place, a temple or shrine may be founded there, to expiate the wrongdoing and purify the community, to appeal to the powers responsible to avert such dangers in the future, to lift a plague or to prevent another polluting catastrophe. A major shrine, such as the white marble basilica of Santa Maria della Salute which dominates the vista of the Grand Canal from San Marco, was built in thanksgiving for the end of the plague in Venice in 1631, as its name conveys: St Mary of Health. But it is also in effect a memorial to that horror, raising symbols of purity – the Virgin Mary, the gleaming and precious fabric of the ostentatious baroque church – against the memory of the disease that ravaged the city, and spending lavishly to secure the divine other’s continuing protection. The icon on the high altar was attributed to St Luke and was brought to Venice from the cathedral in Candia (today’s Heraklion) in Crete by the Venetian forces’ general, Francesco Morosini, when he was forced to surrender to the Ottomans in 1669 after a long and pitiless siege. She is a Black Madonna, a Byzantine work of the twelfth century, and her story corresponds closely with that of the statue of Athena, the palladium of Troy which Odysseus and Diomedes carry out of the besieged city. In Palermo the cult of Santa Rosalia, the city’s patron saint since medieval times, intensified sharply when, during the plague that raged through the city in the 1620s, her remains were miraculously located in a grotto on Monte Pellegrino, where she had retired from the world to repent and to pray.[21] The discovery and the subsequent memorials, processions and prayers were credited with lifting the plague; the 25-year-old Anthony van Dyck, in
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