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A history and study of the
concept of sanctuary

ALBERTO MANGUEL
S |

SANCTUARY
Ways of telling, ways of dwelling
MARINA WARNER
416pp. William Collins. £20.

arina Warner’s latest book, Sanctuary:
Ways of telling, ways of dwelling continues

* A her examination of two subjects that she
__has long explored in her nonfiction book
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, and how to listen to what

~ they have to say. The interweaving of both here
- suggests that perhaps the two questions are one.

“The idea of sanctuary has become synonymous
in legal circumstances with asylum”, says Warner.
“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.” This epistemological generosity would
have “sanctuary” mean not only the place one
chooses for one’s protection, but also a place

others choose for you to sever themselves from

you, such as the camp whose gates proclaimed
“Arbeit macht frei”; leper colonies; prisons and
reformatories; refugee camps in Kenya, Jordan,
Bangladesh, Sudan; ferries and barges proposed as
holding places for illegal immigrants in Britain.
The structure of her study, as Warner describes
it in the introduction, reads like an afterthought.

The book, she tells us, will proceed from the
nature of sanctuaries in ancient Greece and in the
Middle Ages, to the ‘historical principles of the
concept of sanctuary “on which it succeeded or
failed”, then on to the use of relics that can turn

a place into a sanctuary, and finally to stories that
can be read as examples or allegories of sanctuary.

This sounds properly academic, yet, Warner being
Warner, the pages that follow refuse to bend to
these strictures. Since her earliest books - on the
Virgin Mary, the Empress of China, The Arabian
Nights, the tellers of fairy tales - Warner has let
herself be guided by her delight in the tales that
she discovers. Certainly, she is rigorous in her
research and punctilious in her bibliographical
backing, but the reader cannot help feeling that
there is a playful Ariel behind her scholarly
Prospero, disposed “to dive into the fire, to ride /
on the curl’d clouds”. Warner weaves her argument
by passing seamlessly from Gilgamesh to video
performances, from Kalila and Dimna to Harry
Potter, and somehow It all makes sense, even if
sometimes the point of the story is just the story.
Warner is concerned with the realities of life for

refugees around the world - but even here, in the

realm of practical action, she shows her passion
for the survival tactics of the storyteller. Decades

ago, discussing with a friend at the University of
Palermo the plight of refugees in Sicily, she became
aware of the fate of those who were unable to
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Scheherazade by René
Bull, c.1913
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