To be published in The Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, London and New York: Thoemmes Continuum, 2005

Note: This is a working version. Please do not cite without permission of the author. Thanks.
Earth Mysteries    

Unusual geophysical and environmental phenomena exercise a persistent fascination on the human imagination. Since its coinage in the early 1970s, the term earth mysteries has become an umbrella designation covering a variety of speculative studies and theories regarding the alleged powers of the Earth; mysterious energies that are thought to be found at particular sites on the Earth’s surface (especially recognized sacred sites), and the construction, positioning, and uses of ancient monuments and prehistoric landscapes. For the “alternative archaeologists” and others who study earth mysteries, the field constitutes a multidisciplinary and holistic endeavor to understand the past and the human relationship to the Earth, an endeavor that encompasses such wide-ranging pursuits as archaeology, archaeoastronomy, the study of folklore and mythology, geophysics, consciousness studies, geomancy, dowsing and other divinatory and clairvoyant techniques, sacred geometry and “gematria,” epigraphy, crystallography, pyramidology, speculation about lost continents, and the study of scientifically anomalous phenomena such as UFOs, crop circles, and so-called earth lights. From the outside, the field often appears a hodgepodge, and most of the scientific establishment of archaeologists and prehistorians characteristically dismisses it as empirically flawed and theoretically incoherent, pseudoscientific, atavistic, and irrational. Nevertheless, “alternative archaeology” and the study of earth mysteries has helped to fuel a popular interest in the distant past and in preserving natural and cultural landscapes, and, in some measure, has helped to correct earlier views of prehistory which had characterized the ancient world as a time of toil, superstition, and ignorance. In the view promoted by writers on earth mysteries, the ancients were more attuned to the Earth than we are now, and the time has come to learn what we can from the evidence of the past.


Though research on the geophysical qualities and alignments of prehistoric sites had been undertaken sporadically since the mid-nineteenth century, the inaugural moment of the contemporary earth mysteries movement, at least in its Anglo-American formulation, is often taken to be the summer day in 1921 when the English businessman Alfred Watkins (1855-1935) stood on a hilltop in Herefordshire and suddenly saw the English landscape spread out before him as if laid out in a network of invisible lines. In his 1925 book The Old Straight Track, Watkins presented the case for a network of completely straight roads used by traders in prehistoric England and marked by a variety of Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Age, Roman, and medieval monuments, including standing stones and megalithic structures, barrow mounds, holy wells, old churches, castles, hill-top beacons, crosses and old crossroads, and significant place-names. To pursue his “linear vision,” Watkins founded the Old Straight Track Club, a group of ley aficionados, which flourished between the wars and inspired countless other “ley hunting” enthusiasts.


Also in the early decades of the twentieth century, German landscape researchers Wilhelm Teudt and Josef Heinsch popularized the notion that ancient Teutonic peoples possessed a centralized, protoscientific solar cult which built an extensive network of astronomical lines, so-called “Holy lines” (Heilige linien), the existence of which could still be found in the geographical layout of ancient sites. Supported by Heinrich Himmler, Teudt became the head of an association dedicated to promoting Germany’s ancestral heritage (Deutsche Ahnenerbe), and the search for “holy lines” and astrological orientations was encouraged as a pro-party act by the Nazis before and during World War Two. For Teudt and his associates, the Teutoburger Wald district in Lower Saxony – with astronomical lines linking sacred places, all centered around the dramatic rock formation called Die Externsteine – was the sacred heartland of Germany. 



After the war, German geomancy suffered from its connections with Nazism, but by the 1960s, similar ideas resurfaced in other parts of Europe and North America, as part of the general resurgence of interest in ancient civilizations and mysterious phenomena. The 1965 publication of Boston University astronomer Gerald Hawkins’s Stonehenge Decoded injected a modicum of scientific respectability to the burgeoning field. Equipped with the latest Harvard-Smithsonian IBM digital computer, Hawkins claimed to discover close correlations between the placement of the main stones at Stonehenge and the positions of the rising and setting midsummer and midwinter sun, the moon, and other celestial bodies, and concluded that Stonehenge was an ancient astronomical observatory and “prehistoric computer.” Hawkins’ ideas gave rise to the new field of archaeoastronomy (or astro-archaeology) and spurred on other scientists and amateurs to seek similar correlations elsewhere. Among others, mechanical engineer Alexander Thom carried out extensive surveys of British stone circles and hypothesized the existence of a “megalithic science,” complete with a precise measuring unit called the “megalithic yard.” Though many of Hawkins’ and Thom’s findings have since been rejected by most scholars, there is a consensus today that some sorts of alignments with celestial events were important in the design and uses of many stone circles in certain parts of the world, even if these alignments were on the whole imprecise, nonsystematic, and most likely secondary to ritual, political, and other concerns; and archaeoastronomers have continued to research astronomical correlations at European stone circles, as well as Mayan temples, networks of straight lines at Nazca and Cuzco in the Bolivian Andes, and sites of the pre-Columbian Anasazi culture of the U.S. Southwest.


Buoyed by the growing popular interest in unexplained phenomena, however, ley hunting has undergone a dramatic revival in countercultural and New Age circles in recent decades. In 1965, a group of ley aficionados founded The Ley Hunter, a magazine that was to become the longest running publication (it is still publishing) devoted to earth mysteries, the term that the magazine’s editors coined in the early 1970s. The journal attracted the rising stars of the British earth mysteries community, including John Michell, Paul Devereux, Anthony Roberts, and Nigel Pennick. Michell's 1969 book The View Over Atlantis helped to crystallize the movement, synthesizing an eclectic array of previously disparate fields into an alluring narrative of a glorious past in which a caste of astronomer-priests built and manipulated a “great scientific instrument” of stone construction that lay sprawled over the surface of the planet. With other proponents of “sacred geometry,” Michell proposed that there are correspondences between geometrical shapes, mathematical principles, natural energies and other geophysical properties, and cosmic harmonies; and that these principles were utilized in the design and construction of sacred monuments including the stone circles of the British Isles, the pyramids of Egypt, Greek and Hindu temples, medieval and Renaissance cathedrals and churches and, it seems, almost anywhere else he looked. By associating leys with Chinese “dragon-paths” or lung mei, Michell also made “geomancy” a central notion of the earth mysteries movement. Responding to the apparent contradiction that Chinese dragon lines are thought to flow through the land in undulating curves, while Britain’s ley lines are, by definition, perfectly straight, Michell suggested the straight leys were a human construction intended to channel natural energy flow into direct pathways, and went on to produce a detailed local case study of megalithic sties at West Penwith in Cornwall which is still considered by ley aficionados as convincing proof of the ley hypothesis.


By the mid-1970s, Watkins’ notion of a network of trade routes had been largely supplanted by the idea of ley lines as invisible but perceptible energy pathways pulsing and circulating through the landscape – “etheric” or “subtle” energies which meet at nodes or concentrated “power points,” and which can be directed and manipulated for good or ill like the chi or prana of Eastern medicine. One of the ways in which these energies can be perceived, according to believers, is through dowsing, that is, divining with metal rods, twigs or other aids. Dowsers have, over the years, enthusiastically mapped out not only the underground water sources for which they are better known, but countless other purported energies in the vicinity of ancient sites. Much recent earth mysteries writing portrays the Earth itself as alive and sentient, but under threat by industrial civilization, with the appropriate response to that threat being magic, eco-ritual, and so-called “earth acupuncture,” as in Tom Graves’ 1986 book Needles of Stone Revisited. At the “power points” where energy leys supposedly converge, everyday reality is said to interpenetrate with nonordinary, paraphysical realities, facilitating transpersonal experiences and communication with spiritual or nonphysical beings. Mixed in with much of this literature on earth energy is frequent reference to Earth lights, UFO sightings, mysterious crop formations, psychic phenomena, and other curiosities.


Sensing a need to establish scientific credibility for earth mysteries research, Ley Hunter editor Paul Devereux in 1977 launched the Dragon Project, an interdisciplinary research effort to document and measure unusual energy phenomena, such as magnetic or radiation anomalies, ultrasonic emissions, and light phenomena, at stone circles in Britain. A shoestring-budget operation, the project lumbered along for several years in fits and starts, but by 1989, Devereux had admitted that its psychic archaeological work (using dowsers and psychics for archaeological purposes) had produced unclear results, and that energy dowsing had “not yet developed much beyond belief-system status.” The Project had, however, produced suggestive, if inconclusive, evidence of magnetic, ultrasound, and radiation oddities, giving rise to speculation that unusual phenomena reported at megalithic sites may be related to the natural radiation of the stone itself, usually granite. This hypothesis seemed to parallel the claims of a handful of North American neurophysiologists who have found correlations between geophysical features, such as underground uranium deposits (e.g., in the U.S. Southwest), seismic phenomena, or tectonic stress zones, and increased reporting of UFOs and other unusual psychological experiences. Neurophysiologist Michael Persinger hypothesizes that piezoelectric effects and other electromagnetic discharges associated with tectonic plate movements, specifically at geological fault zones, stimulate specific areas of the human neocortex, producing hallucinatory images which the brain interprets as encounters with UFOs, poltergeists, or even near-death experiences. Certain regions of the world, including the famed Bermuda Triangle, the so-called Wessex Triangle in Britain, the Sedona area in Arizona, and the island of Maui, have seemed to specialize in generating such phenomena, or at least in attracting people who specialize in perceiving them.


In line with this more pragmatic and scientific approach, Devereux decisively rejected the “energetic” school of ley line theorizing and proposed a third hypothesis to account for the leys. In this new view, straight-line tracks and landscape alignments, such as the extensive landscape lines found in the South American Andes, are collective mental constructs or “shamanic spirit paths,” representations of the trance-state travels of shamans, and as such represent the ability of the human mind to roam across space in altered and religious states of consciousness. Alongside a wealth of other data from around the world, Devereux supported his case citing the use of straight tracks as actual funerary roads for the carriage of the dead in some cultures; and despite its overgeneralized nature, the spirit path hypothesis has been taken up enthusiastically by other ley researchers. 


Though Britain has been a hothouse of recent earth mysteries theorizing, other parts of the world have produced their own variants. North American earth mysteries research has been especially infused with cultural diffusionist speculation, including farflung theories of ancient transatlantic migrations by Celts, Vikings, Phoenicians, and other seafarers. The doyen of these pursuits has been Harvard marine biologist Barry Fell, whose theories about Pre-Columbian voyagers were outlined in a series of popular books in the 1970s and early 1980s. Though dismissed by the scientific community, Fell’s books drew attention to various sites, such as Mystery Hill in New Hampshire (also known as the American Stonehenge) and other stone structures, whose suggestive features and apparent inscriptions have continued to exercise a fascination on the curious. Another subcategory of earth mysteries researchers has sought to confirm archaeologist Marija Gimbutas’s hypothesis of an ancient Goddess civilization, discovering imagery associated with “the Goddess” in landscape formations and folklore as far and wide as England (notably Silbury Hill) and Ireland, islands in the Mediterranean, and North and South America. 


Yet another line of earth mysteries research has been the hypothesis of a global energy grid. In the 1970s, Cambridge mathematician Michael Behrend began detecting alignments of ancient sites in geometric shapes (such as hexagons and decagons) spread on a vast scale across Britain. Other researchers have since projected such geometrical patterns over the entire Earth, portraying the planet as a crystalline structure made up of regular geometrical patterns based on Platonic solids, or as composed of vast circles, so-called Rings of Gaia, whose intersections mark energy points or “planetary chakras.” Some theorists have attempted to classify the different “power points” or “energy vortexes” into types. One common scheme, proffered by psychic Page Bryant, distinguishes between electrical vortexes, which include areas of high elevation and sacred mountains (such as mounts Shasta, Kilauea, or Denali/McKinley) and are said to be physically charging and stimulating; magnetic vortexes, which are lower lying and include wells and springs, lakes, and caves, and are said to be conducive to meditation, healing, past life recall, and intuitive guidance; and electromagnetic vortexes or larger electromagnetic grids, which combine the two types of features over larger areas (e.g., Niagara Falls, Maui and Kauai in Hawai'i, the Rocky Mountains). The volcanic Ring of Fire that stretches across the Pacific is, for Bryant, the axis for the Earth’s “kundalini” energy. (In Hindu and Buddhist spiritual and physico-medical traditions, the chakras are thought to be energy centers that run along the body’s central axis, and along which flows the spiritual or “life energy” known as kundalini.)


Like other researchers of the paranormal, earth mysteries researchers have not fared well against the scrutiny of scientists and skeptics. Though most archaeologists know little of the world of “alternative archaeology,” the few instances of scholarly scrutiny of earth mysteries research have proved humbling to the field’s credibility. Ley hunters have been critiqued for their “telescoped” view of prehistory, which sees all prehistoric earthworks and all grass covered mounds as roughly contemporaneous, and for flawed methodology, selective and inappropriate use of statistical evidence, dubious use of folklore and place-names, and the sheer incoherence of their various notions of earth or telluric “energies.” Their site-evolution or site-continuity argument – according to which different cultural groups, separated from each other by many centuries, are said to have recognized the sanctity of a place, erecting a variety of structures, from stone circles to tumuli to churches, to mark it out – is rejected by most archaeologists, as is the common claim that the British ley network was established back in the Neolithic, since, in fact, most purported ley lines require the use of later sites as well as ill defined mark points (including moats, ponds, lanes, and even trees) to “confirm” their veracity as leys. More generally, earth mysteries research is faulted for over reliance on outdated ideas about prehistory, and for injudicious appropriation of scholarly theories – such as Gimbutas’s hypothesis of an ancient Goddess civilization, James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis, or the wild variety of “new physics” ideas about holographic universes and multidimensional realities – to prop up their own ideas, without recognizing the limitations of those theories or their tendentious status within their respective source disciplines. As archaeological knowledge has accumulated, especially since the dawn of radiocarbon dating, the picture of the European Neolithic, for instance, has become altogether much more complex, characterized by a recognition of intense local regionalism and conflict, extensive environmental disruption, profound changes in cultural tradition over time, with different structures being built for different purposes at different periods of time – but also with a proliferation of ritual monuments, which served less as astronomical observatories than as large-scale visual and territorial markers. Analogous situations apply in other parts of the world. Earth mysteries researchers, in contrast, have tended to ignore archaeologists’ growing knowledge of the cultural, functional, and chronological contexts of ancient sites, while doggedly pursuing their overarching hypothesis of a lost Golden Age. 


Nevertheless, dialogue between fringe and orthodox (i.e., amateur and professional) prehistorians has taken place sporadically, at conferences and in occasional articles in popular archaeological journals and alternative venues. Some of the ideas of earlier earth mysteries research have, in fact, turned out to be more accurate than the science of the time had supposed: for instance, the idea, shared by Watkins and others, that the Neolithic landscape of Europe and the British Isles was widely cleared and settled, or the view that “continuity of development” was a keynote to European history (this contrasts to early archaeologists’ emphasis on invasions and migrations). Recent developments in symbolic, cognitive, interpretive, phenomenological, and post-processualist archaeology, however, have pursued with great vigor the sorts of questions that should interest earth mysteries aficionados. If the “earth mysteries” field is to have a future other than mere wishful thinking, skillful collaboration between scholarly prehistorians and amateur enthusiasts – and, more practically, with environmental activists – would seem to be a prerequisite.
 
        Adrian Ivakhiv, University of Wisconsin Oshkosh
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