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| ntroduction

MirceaEliade, thedistinguished historian of religions, wrote
in theopeningchapter o Patternsin Comparative Religions:

Wemust get used to theidead recognizing hierophaniesabsolutely
everywhere, in every areaof psychological, economic, spiritual and
socid life. Indeed wecannot besurethat there is anything—object,
movement, psychological function, being or even game—that has
not at sometime in human history been somewheretransformedinto
ahierophany . . . itisquitecertain that anything man hasever han-
dled, felt, comein contact with or loved can becomea hierophany.
.. . Weknow, for instance, that all the gestures, dancesand games
children have, and many of their toys, have a religiousorigin—they
wereoncethegesturesand objectsof worship. | n the same way musi-
cal and architectural instruments, means of transportation, (ani-
mals, chariots, boats, and so on) started by being sacred objects,
sacred activities. . . . Inthesameway too, every trade, art, industry
and technical skill either began as something holy, or has, over the
years, been invested with religiousvalues. Thislist could becarried
to include man's everyday movement (getting up, walking, run-
ning), his variousemployments (hunting, fishing, agriculture), all
his physiological activities(nutrition, sexud life, etc.). (pp. 11-12)

Theseobservations appear in achapter entitled™ Approxima-
tions: The Structure and Morphology o the Sacred which
laysout some general patternsby which human actionsand
natural objectsaretransformed into" hierophanties” or man-
ifestations o the sacred. Asthe quote reveals, the history of
religions teaches us that anything can become sacred or at
least be imbued with sacrality.

The present book, written by Ira Zepp, a theologian and
phenomenologist of religions, exploresthe different waysin
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which thosel arge, massive, |abyrinthine, commercial, archi-
tectural andfestival placescalled mallsappear to beorganized
spatially by cosmological principles and serve as containers
for anumber of objects and actionsimbued with sacrality. In
areal sense, Zepp's book isan " approximation” of thesacred
morphology of malls which contain a multiplicity of hiero-
phanies and religious structures. It can be said that Zepp
has taken up ‘Eliade’s dare; if anything man touches, walks
on, builds or plays with can become sacred, then why not
EMAC:s (Enclosed Malls Air Conditioned), especially when
they areorganized by principlesof quadrapartition, operate
onfestival, calendrical timeand arefull of symbolic objects?

In Zepp's engaginginterpretation, malls, liketheobjectsof
Eliade's landscape, aremore,” much more than what they
appear or even claim to be. AsZepp clearly states, themalls
arebasically economic centers, compact worldsof capitalism
in America. Asoneother study, The Mallingd America, has
suggested, AmericahasbecomeaMall. From Zepp's perspec-
tive, themorenessof malls, or rather the “otherness” of malls
residesin their similarity to the religious, ceremonial centers
o traditional civilizations o the ancient world which have
recently attracted thecareful and continued attention of his-
toriansof religionsand urban geographers.

In general terms, Zepp's work on the ceremonial order o
mallsisabout atwentieth-century patternd human, symbolic
"orientation” in America. Zepp’s pedestrian research (he has
literally walked hundredsof milesthrough American mallsas
well asexhausted theliterature) hasreveaed the ubiauitous
natured shopping mallsin the United States. Communities,
large and small, and within their various quarters and sec-
tions, are being reorganized around or in relation to various
typesd shopping malls. Statistical studiesd mall-goershave
revealed that they spend their largest amount of time (after
home and job) in malls. This national trend of commercial
and community orientation is a profound but little under-
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stood development o American social, commercial, and
symboliclife. Zepp's basic question about the magnetic qual-
ity and pervasive natureof mallsis. "What isthecultural and
religious significance o this pattern of social and symbolic
orientation?" Hisstrategy todeal with thisquestionistocom-
bine his previoudly established sensitivity to theological ele-
ments in American life with his more recent studiesin the
hermeneutics and phenomenology o religions and the dis-
coveriesd urban geography and ecology. At thecenter of his
eclectic approach are two principles o human orientation
foundinthespatial and ritual worldsof malls, i.e., theprin-
cipled the"symbolism o thecenter' which isan expression
o homo religiosus, and the principle of ritual regeneration
which isan expression of homo ludens, the human asplayer.
Thiscomplex modedf orientation combining reverencefor a
center-oriented world with the human need for play and re-
generation is, according to Zepp, imprinted on the physiog-
nomy, scheduling, and activities o malls. Ashisremarkable
chapter on the entrepreneur-Christian-founder of malls,
JamesRouse, demonstrates, theplanningof some of the malls
included cosmological and soteriological purposes from the
beginning.

Zepp hastaken arisk in turning hisreligiousstudiesschol -
arship onto the complexitiesaf malls. Hiswork isthefirst to
raisethequestion o cultural and symbolic patternsand mean-
ingsin thesegreat roadside attractions. Asthereader will dis-
cover, Zepp's heartfelt reflections on places such as Lenox
Square, Park City, Fox Hills, White Marsh, and Galleria
comein three voices. While heis constantly striving to gain
an interpretive edge on the phenomena o malls, he is aso
paintingaworld of hopeand finally expressingalament for a
bygone geography o human community. In order to under-
stand the complex crossings o Zepp's three voices, a few
words about his interpretive approach will prove helpful.
Whether the reader agrees with his perspective or not, one
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will learn agreat deal about thispatternin American culture
as well as gain a positive interpretive stance from which to
think about EMAC:s.

Somedf thetheoretical background for Zepp's approach is
derived from Mircea Eliade's conception of the" Symbolism
o the Center" and Paul Wheatley's study of "'ideal-typecere-
monial centers” in traditional cities." Both scholars empha-
sizethe human tendency to organize all modesd humanlife
around ceremonial centerswhich derivetheir authority from
celestial archetypesthat arereplicated in cultural conceptions
o space and time. In Eliade's broad comparative studies,
"reality isconferred through participation in the symbolism
of the Center: cities, temples, housesbecomereal by thefact
of being assimilated to the'center of theworld."" Inthehis
tory of religions, human beings organize their lives around
sacred centers such as mountains, temples, cities, and cere-
monial precincts which acquirethe prestige of being an axis
mundi , the axis of the world which joins supernatural and
human forces together. These sacred centers, found every-
where in human history, serve to orient not only symbolic
maps in a society, but also architecture, mental constructs,
patternsof economic exchange, ritual pilgrimages and con-
ceptionsof thesoul.

Paul Wheatley utilized a number of Eliade's discoveriesin
hisstudy o theorigins and character of pristine urban socie-
tiesinthesevenareasd primary urban generation. Wheatley
discovered that in Egypt, Mesopotamia, China, the Indus
Valley, Africa, Mesoamerica and Peru, that is, where cities
wereinvented independently, a threefold symbolism which
he calls" cosmo-magical" thought served to organize the so-

|. SeeMircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Ret urn (New York: Pantheon Books,
1965); Eliade, Patterns In Comparative Religions (New York: Meridian Books,
1967}, and Paul Wheatley, The Pivot of the Four Quarters(Chicago: AldinePress,
1971}, for elaboratediscussonsd the model which Zepp isutilizing.
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cial and ecol ogical complexitiesof society. Besidesthea) ever
present and powerful symbolism of the center, Wheatley
identified b) thepatternd dividingceremonial precinctsinto
four quarters which surrounded a central ceremonial pre-
cinct. Thispattern o cardinal axiality wasoften highlighted
by c) the practice o symbolic parallelism in which certain
buildings or ritual precinctsweredramatic imagesinstonedt
cosmogonic myths or dramatic celestial archetypes. These
"brick thoughts™" werearchitecturally constructed to drama-
tize the connections between celestial influence and human
life. What isinteresting for Zepp's study is that both Eliade
and Wheatley wereimpressed by theworld-widetendency of
ancient urban dwellersto organize their worldson the basis
of cosmological modelsdramatized in ceremonial centers.

Some of the big questions that must be asked of Zepp's
work are, has he accurately gauged the similarity between
the symbolic patterns o traditional ceremonial centers and
the contemporary shopping malls? Has he, in fact, uncov-
ered the remnants o a discarded model o spatial organi-
zation which are surprisingly coherent in these grandiose
centers of exchange? Has he clearly seen a religious world
camouflaged by twentieth-century technology? Can we see
what he sees?

We see Zepp's exploration o this ancientlcontemporary
paralelism in sectionsentitled " Cosmic Tree,” "' Symbols of
the Center,” “Water of Life," "Festival Marketplace,” andin
chapterson sacred space and time. Oned the most convinc-
ing argumentsfor the religiouscharacter o malls appearsin
hisstartling chapter, " JamesRouse, Mahatmad Malls." We
discover that the vision, financial activities, and plans of
Rouseareilluminated through Zepp's use o theideaof are-
ligious" founder.” If the scholar of religion and psychology,
Peter Homans, is correct that " origins cue structure,” then
thestructure o many American mallsisdecisively religious
because the founder of the finest malsin America had an
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elaborate religiouspurposein building them in thefirst place.
It issurprising tolearn just how intertwined the notions of
city, festival, sacred space, cosmological paralelism and re-
ligiousvalueswereinJames Rouse'slifeand mall dreams. For
Rouse, mallswere part o theco-creativity of God and people
in America. This chapter alone gives truth to Zepp's claim
that religioussymbolism and valuesareimprinted on thehis-
tory and character of American malls.

Thisinterpretation is framed in the book by chapters of
nostalgia and lament. In the opening chapter, " Saturday
Night in Bel Air,"” Zepp revealsthat he had something likea
religious experience growing up in Maryland, especially on
those Saturday nights when he traveled the long, winding
road from hisfamily's isolated farm houseto go'* uptown™ to
thetown of Bel Air. Thisperiodic journey opened up new feel-
ings of human community and created a long-lasting sense
o orientation in hisworld. Asherecallsthespace, the char-
actersand feelingsd human connection, weseethe ghostsof
humorous, decent, frail human beings who, likethe unique
charactersof Winesburg, Qhi 0, have been left behind by the
establishment of new centersd American life. In the book's
final chapter, "From Lenox Square to Bel Air,” Zepp faces
squarely the limits and disappointmentsof this massiveshift
to the great shopping malls.

Zepp's readable, humane interpretation o the worlds o
Bel Air and Lenox Square is a special act of understanding.
Hehasrai sed someimportant human questionsin an optimis-
tic, intriguing way.

DAVID CARRASCO



