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Introduction: Where the Sacred Becomes Strange
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There is a chapel in the Czech Republic where the bones of forty thousand people have been arranged into chandeliers, garlands, and a coat of arms. There is a monastery in Greece built on top of a column of rock so narrow that the monks who founded it had to be hauled up in baskets. There is a cave in the Arabian desert where a man sat alone for years, listening, and came down the mountain carrying words that would shape the lives of two billion people. There is a well in Ireland that has been drawing the sick and the hopeful for more than fifteen hundred years, and the rags and ribbons knotted to the branches above it suggest that it still does.

These are holy places. They are also, by almost any measure, strange.

Strangeness is worth examining. We live in a world that has mapped and measured and photographed every inch of its surface, and yet these places resist that process of flattening. A bone chapel cannot be reduced to square footage and visitor numbers without something essential being lost. A mountain that pilgrims climb barefoot at midnight carries a meaning that no geological survey captures. The strangeness is the point. It is inseparable from the holiness.

This book is about that strangeness and what it reveals.

The Question of Place

Why does it matter where you are? Every major religious tradition has asked this question, and almost every major religious tradition has answered it in the same fundamental way: it matters enormously. Place concentrates meaning. Place accumulates memory. A location where something sacred happened, or where the boundary between the human and the divine seemed unusually thin, becomes a magnet for further acts of devotion, which in turn draw more pilgrims, which in turn deepen the holiness of the site. This is how ordinary ground becomes extraordinary ground. Through centuries of feet and prayers and candles and longing.

The philosopher Yi-Fu Tuan coined the word topophilia to describe the bond between people and place, the emotional attachment that gives certain locations power over us. Sacred geography runs deeper than topophilia alone, because it reaches into emotion and into cosmology. At a holy place, the world is differently structured. Vertical becomes meaningful. The mountain above and the underground below are linked to sky and underworld. The spring or cave is a threshold. The bone chapel is a conversation between the living and the dead conducted in architecture.

The places in this book share one quality above all others: they insist on being taken seriously. You cannot walk into the Sedlec Ossuary and remain a casual visitor. You cannot stand at the edge of Meteora at dusk and feel nothing particular. The strangeness performs a function. It disrupts. It arrests. It forces the question.

The Range of Sacred Space

Human beings have made holy places in every conceivable landscape. Mountains and deserts, caves and islands, forests and springs, cliff faces and volcanoes, entire cities and single trees. The variety is bewildering, but a few patterns emerge when you look carefully.

Height matters. Mountains appear across almost every religious tradition as places of divine encounter, and the pattern is consistent enough to be telling. Something happens when a person climbs above the ordinary level of their life and looks out across the world reduced below. The effort is part of it. The thinning air is part of it. The visibility is part of it. But there is something else, something that the theologian Rudolf Otto called the numinous: the sense of standing before something immeasurably larger than yourself that inspires both awe and dread. Mountains produce that sensation reliably, and human beings have been reading that sensation as a sign of the divine for as long as they have had language to describe it.

Remoteness matters too, though for different reasons. The desert monasteries of Egypt and the Sinai were built far from cities and trade routes, but that distance served the whole purpose. The monks who went there were pursuing a specific spiritual discipline that required the stripping away of comfort, distraction, and the comfortable noise of human society. Remoteness was the architecture of transformation.

Water is universal. Every culture that has ever existed has treated certain springs, wells, rivers, and lakes as sacred. The specific theology varies enormously, but the underlying response to water in a dry land, to a spring that emerges cold and clear from rock, to a well that has never run dry, is remarkably consistent. Water means life. Water means purity. Water means healing. These associations are old enough to be virtually hardwired into human perception, and the holy wells and healing springs of the world wear that depth of feeling very plainly.

Death generates some of the most powerful sacred spaces of all. The bone churches of central Europe, the reliquary chapels of Catholic tradition, the stupas of Buddhist practice, the elaborate funerary architecture of ancient Egypt and pre-Columbian America: all of them represent attempts to hold the dead inside the world of the living, to give mortality a shape that can be contemplated and survived. The macabre is inseparable from the sacred in many traditions. It is the heart of it.

Strange as a Category

Some of the places in this book are strange because of where they are. The Hanging Temple of Hengshan clings to a cliff face in Shanxi province, suspended above a gorge by wooden beams driven into the rock, a structure that appears to defy basic physics and certainly defies any sensible building code. The monasteries of Meteora in northern Greece sit on top of isolated columns of sandstone that rise from the plain like enormous broken teeth, and the monks who lived there for centuries had to be winched to the summit in nets or rope ladders. These places are strange because the decision to build them in such locations can only be understood as a religious decision. A purely practical person would have built somewhere more accessible.

Some are strange because of what they contain. The Sedlec Ossuary in Kutna Hora, Bohemia, contains the arranged bones of tens of thousands of people, organized into decorative forms that range from elaborate to genuinely beautiful. The Chapel of Bones in Evora, Portugal, has human skulls and long bones mortared directly into its walls, flanking an inscription that invites the living to contemplate their own end. These places were designed to provoke exactly the discomfort they provoke. The strangeness is the message.

Some are strange because of what people believe happened there. Lourdes is an unremarkable market town in the French Pyrenees, or it was until 1858, when a fourteen-year-old girl named Bernadette Soubirous reported a series of visions in a grotto above the Gave de Pau river. The town is now visited by approximately six million pilgrims a year, making it one of the most visited sites in Europe. The spring that emerged during the apparitions has been the occasion of thousands of reported healings. The transformation of that ordinary limestone grotto into one of the great pilgrimage sites of the world in less than two centuries is itself a remarkable fact, whatever interpretation one places on it.

Respect and Honesty

Every place in this book belongs to living traditions. Some of them are central to the spiritual lives of billions of people. This book approaches all of them with serious respect and without condescension, but also without credulity. When a legend is a legend, it will be described as one. When a miracle is a reported miracle, it will be framed accordingly. When a claim is disputed by historians or archaeologists, that dispute will be noted. Sacred places deserve honest attention, not the kind of careful vagueness that mistakes politeness for respect.

The historical record around many holy sites is complex and contested. Some places have been claimed by multiple traditions in succession, and the archaeology tells a story considerably more layered than the official narrative. That complexity is interesting and will be explored. Understanding how a place accumulated its sanctity across centuries is often more illuminating than the foundation legend alone.

An Invitation

This book asks the reader to travel, in imagination at least, to fourteen categories of holy strangeness. You will stand inside a church whose walls are lined with human skulls and consider what that meant to the people who built it. You will climb with the monks of Lalibela into a church hewn from the living rock of a mountain, a structure completed over centuries by hand without a single piece of machinery. You will sit at a holy well in the west of Ireland and think about the long continuity of human hope and water. You will walk into the silence of St Catherine's Monastery, which has maintained Christian prayer in the heart of the Sinai desert for fifteen centuries, and feel the specific gravity of that extraordinary survival.

These places were made by human beings, and that is the most important fact about them. Whatever one believes about the divine, it is undeniable that men and women built and carved and climbed and prayed and bled to make these places what they are. That effort, accumulated over generations, is what makes the ground strange. That effort is what makes it holy.

Begin.
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Chapter One: The Bone Churches
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The Architecture of Mortality

In the town of Kutna Hora, roughly eighty kilometres east of Prague, there is a small Gothic church that most visitors approach with a degree of false confidence. They have seen the photographs. They know what awaits them. They descend the stairs into the lower chapel and discover, immediately, that no photograph has adequately prepared them for the physical reality of an estimated forty thousand human skeletons arranged into decorative forms that fill the space from floor to ceiling.

The chandelier alone stops people at the foot of the stairs. It contains at least one of every bone in the human body. It hangs from the centre of the vault on a chain, spreading its candelabra arms outward in a form that manages, improbably, to be genuinely beautiful while remaining unmistakably composed of the dead. Along the walls, garlands of skulls alternate with garlands of femurs. In the four corners of the chapel, enormous pyramidal mounds of bones rise toward the ceiling. Above the entry arch, cherubs made of bones hold aloft an hourglass and a crown, and the coat of arms of the Schwarzenberg family, the noble house that owned the property in the eighteenth century, is rendered entirely in bone, complete with a skeletal raven pecking at a skeletal skull.

The Sedlec Ossuary was created primarily by a wood carver named Frantisek Rint, who was commissioned by the Schwarzenberg family in 1870 to do something orderly with the bones that had accumulated in the church over several centuries. He signed his name in bones on the wall near the entrance, which is either a supreme act of artistic self-confidence or a very good joke about authorship and mortality, or possibly both.

How the Bones Came to Sedlec

The story begins in 1278, when the abbot of the Cistercian monastery at Sedlec returned from a diplomatic mission to the Holy Land carrying a small amount of soil from Golgotha, the site of the Crucifixion. He scattered this soil over the monastery cemetery, and the reputation of the place changed instantly. To be buried at Sedlec, in earth touched by the ground of Christ's death, became a mark of particular spiritual favour, and people across Bohemia began requesting burial there with a fervour that the small cemetery was never designed to accommodate.

The bubonic plague of the mid-fourteenth century added somewhere between thirty thousand and forty thousand bodies to the problem in a single terrible surge. The Hussite Wars of the early fifteenth century added more. By the time serious attention was given to the logistics of the cemetery, the scale of the accumulation was extraordinary. Around 1400, a partially blind monk is recorded as having begun the task of digging up older remains and arranging them inside the ossuary chapel that had been constructed beneath the church of All Saints. He stacked the bones with care. The chapel became, in effect, a library of the dead, organized by type, with no record of name or date.

The Sedlec Ossuary is the most famous bone church in the world, but it is far from the only one. The tradition of using human remains as architectural and decorative material in sacred spaces runs through Catholic and Orthodox European Christianity with surprising consistency, and the examples range from the quietly impressive to the genuinely confronting.

The Chapel of Bones at Evora

The Igreja de Sao Francisco in Evora, Portugal, contains a chapel built in the sixteenth century by Franciscan monks who intended it as a place of contemplative prayer and as a concrete reminder of human mortality. The Chapel of Bones, as it has been known ever since, is lined on its walls and ceiling with the skulls and long bones of approximately five thousand people, mainly monks from the Franciscan order, mortared directly into the plaster.

The entrance carries an inscription in Portuguese that has been stopping visitors since the sixteenth century: Nos ossos que aqui estamos pelos vossos esperamos. We bones that are here await yours. The grammar is clear and the theology is direct. The bones are speaking to the living visitor. They are announcing a fact. The inscription does not threaten. It states.

The interior of the chapel is small enough that the walls are close, and the skulls are at eye level in several places. The effect is intimate in a way that the Sedlec Ossuary, with its elaborate decorative programme, is not. Evora feels more austere, more confrontational, more purely focused on its one simple argument. The Franciscan tradition of radical identification with poverty, with humility, and with the physical reality of death runs through this chapel with unusual intensity. The bones are witnesses.

Two complete corpses hang from the walls of the chapel, preserved in a state of mummification. One is said to be a man. The other, considerably smaller, is believed to be a child. The identity of both is unknown. They have been there for centuries. The Franciscan friars who built the chapel saw nothing unusual in their presence. The dead, in this tradition, have a role to play in the education of the living.

The Skull Chapel of Czermna

In the village of Czermna, in the region of Lower Silesia in southwestern Poland, a Roman Catholic chapel built in 1776 contains a decorative programme that rivals Sedlec in scale and surpasses it in directness. The Chapel of Skulls, known in Polish as the Kaplica Czaszek, was created by a local priest named Vaclav Tomasek, who spent three decades collecting and arranging the bones of victims of the Thirty Years War, the Silesian Wars, cholera epidemics, and famine. He is estimated to have handled the remains of more than twenty thousand people.

The walls and ceiling of the chapel are covered in skulls and bones arranged in geometric and decorative patterns. Three thousand skulls are visible to any visitor. The remaining thousands are stored in a crypt beneath the floor, and Tomasek himself is buried there, along with the priest and physician who assisted him.

Tomasek was a pastor in a region that had experienced catastrophic violence and suffering across several generations, and the chapel was his response to that suffering. Each of the skulls displayed on the walls was a person he had identified, if possible, or simply acknowledged as a person when identification was no longer possible. The chapel was an act of memorial on a scale that no inscription or monument could match. You cannot visit without grasping, at the most physical level, what the phrase mass death actually means.

The Catacombs of Rome and Paris

The Christian catacombs of Rome, tunnelled through the volcanic tufa rock beneath the city beginning in the second century AD, represent the earliest large-scale example of the relationship between sacred space and human remains in the Western tradition. They were cemeteries, and for the early Christian community they were also places of worship, refuge, and identity.

The catacombs extend for hundreds of kilometres beneath Rome and its suburbs. Estimates of the number of people buried in the Christian catacombs alone run to somewhere between half a million and several million. The walls of the tunnels are lined with rectangular niches, called loculi, each sealed with a marble slab or tile and often inscribed with the name, age, and a brief prayer for the person within. At intervals along the tunnels, larger chambers called cubicula served as family burial spaces and sometimes as chapels for memorial services.

The frescoes in the Roman catacombs are among the oldest examples of Christian figurative art that survive. Many of them draw on both classical and specifically Christian iconography, and they show a community working out its visual language of death and resurrection in real time. The imagery of the Good Shepherd, the fish, the bread, the vine, the peacock as a symbol of immortality: these images were developed underground, in the dark, in the company of the dead.

The Paris Catacombs are a different matter and serve as a useful counterpoint. They were created from urban crisis, not from devotion. By the late eighteenth century, the overcrowded cemeteries of Paris, particularly the Cimetiere des Innocents near Les Halles, had become a serious public health emergency. In the 1780s, the municipal authorities began transferring bones from the overcrowded cemeteries to the network of former limestone quarries beneath the city, a project that eventually moved the remains of approximately six million people.

The arrangement of the bones in the Paris Catacombs is partly practical and partly decorative. The long bones and skulls are organized into walls and patterns along the main tourist route, with occasional inscriptions and ornamental arrangements added by the quarry inspectors who oversaw the transfer. The effect lacks the devotional intensity of Sedlec or Evora. It is something stranger: the aestheticization of a logistical necessity, the discovery that even the bones of six million unnamed Parisians, piled in the dark, have a dignity and a gravity that the city above them cannot quite ignore.

The Theology of Bone

Why would any religious tradition choose to decorate a sacred space with human remains? The question seems obvious but the answer is multiple and interesting.

The most direct answer is
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