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Option 3: Medieval Churches in the UK

[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay critically compares and contrasts two articles handling the subject of the orientation of churches in England and Wales in the 12th and 13th century AD. In their article “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence”[footnoteRef:1], J. R. Ali and P. Cunich collected data from 143 sites, while B. Brady, D. Gunzburg and F. Silva in their article “The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study”[footnoteRef:2] investigated 23 Welsh monastic sites. Both articles are intended for an academic audience within a rather specialised area of study.  The articles’ focus on the consideration of the orientation of the churches, may restrict the circle of readers to a group of people mainly occupied with cultural astronomy.  [1:  Jason R. Ali and Peter Cunich, ‘The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence’, The Antiquaries Journal 81, (Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 155-193. ]  [2:  Bernadette Brady et al., ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux – Commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) (Leuven, Belgium 2016), pp. 275-302.] 



Methodology
Theoretically and ideologically the two articles differ. The differences influence on the methodology of their work. Ali and Cunich initially intend to check for the use of the compass in the orientation of the churches in their material. This motivation must be strongly influenced by Ali’s training as a geologist/geophysicist, and the use of the magnetic compass was also hypothesized for their work on the Queen Anne Churches.[footnoteRef:3] They later check for other considerations in orientating the churches, without a clear ideological foundation. Their theoretical parting point includes no consideration of the landscape. [3:  Jason R. Ali and Peter Cunich, ‘The Church East and West: Orienting the Queen Anne Churches, 1711-34’, Society of Architectural Historians, (University of California Press, 2005), p. 57, 70] 

Further, whereas Ali and Cunich treat a large number of sites of all monastic orders in England, Brady et al. quite deliberately look at a restricted number of churches belonging to the same monastic order, situated in a well-defined geographical area.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 280] 

Brady et al.’s parting point is based on Lane’s view[footnoteRef:5] of culture, sky and landscape as equally important and interdependent on each other. The authors clearly contrast their work from earlier researchers in the field, by underlining that they intend to consider the actual and visual sunrise and sunset from the place of the church, not the symbolic one.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 275, 280, 301]  [6:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 277] 

Where Ali and Cunich start with numerous assumptions to test out, Brady et al. to a larger extent start with an open mind. Where Ali and Cunich post assumptions, Brady et al. present the presumption that Welsh monasteries were oriented ‘embracing their individual landscapes’[footnoteRef:7]. This is a clear working hypothesis, which does not exclude results of a varied nature. Further, the methodology of Brady et al. strongly encourages ‘in situ’ observations of the sun’s interaction with the site, in order to get the best results[footnoteRef:8]. [7:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 275]  [8:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 279-280, 282-283] 


The methodology of the articles is ideologically different, but it differs also technologically. Brady et al. state that they consider Hoare and Sweet’s method of holding the magnetic compass against the side of the church wall as inaccurate[footnoteRef:9]. Here, the differences may be due to the rapid technological development between 2000 and 2016. [9:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 283; Peter G. Hoare and Caroline S. Sweet, ‘The orientation of early medieval churches in England’, Journal of Historical Geography, 26, 2 (Academic Press, 2000), p. 164] 

The measuring tools and methods of both authors are presented convincingly.[footnoteRef:10] Ali and Cunich comment that the topography of the site was considered, to determine whether geography was a major determinant of orientation.[footnoteRef:11] There are no indications that this is intended as the topography in interaction with the sky.  [10:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, pp. 158-160; Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, pp. 282-283]  [11:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p. 159] 


Structure
The head title of Ali and Cunich’s article promises ‘some new evidence’. However, evidence and results are in general presented chaotically, with no indication of gradual importance. At the end, the reader remains uninformed of what exactly the new evidence is. 
It is stated that the original intention was to determine whether the 143 churches were aligned using a magnetic compass. An advantage would have been to extend the record of the global magnetic field, back, by several hundred years.[footnoteRef:12] It thus seems that the article in fact was motivated by a wish to expand the geomagnetic field record. The result was negative,[footnoteRef:13] but since this clearly was the original main hypothesis, this should have been an article in its own right. Instead, the authors start testing for other theologically motivated (patronal feast-day, Easter day and equinoctial) alignments. If planned from the start, it does not seem that way: selective measurements are added more or less like a row of appendices. From page 168, the article takes a direction away from the compass-discussion, and the presentation of the data and results become increasingly confusing to the reader.  [12:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p. 157]  [13:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p. 155, 168] 

It seems that Ali and Cunich write the article and do the research contemporaneously, adding new results as new hypotheses are introduced. While some analysis seem to be done as they write, they also confuse the reader by switching between analysing sites in-depth and ignoring sites.[footnoteRef:14] Which data is discussed or ignored seems somewhat coincidental, as if inspired by a new train-of-thought there and then.  [14:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, pp. 174-175, 177-178] 

The conclusion points forward to optional work, instead of summing up the main points. A whole new theme is introduced as the authors describe future work in China.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p. 187] 


Strengths and weaknesses
Even though Ali and Cunich’s in situ-readings seem thorough and trustworthy and the amount of work and measurements are admirable[footnoteRef:16], the material simply is too vast, AND the premises influencing on the orientations, too complicated to consider for that many churches. A main difference in theological premise, could be the affiliation to a monastic order. Ali and Cunich say ‘it may well be that there are other differences between the various orders in orientating their churches, but our data-set was too small to test for these differences effectively’[footnoteRef:17]. Maybe the data set was not too small, but the methodology unfit to detect possible characteristics connected with order. A way to detect characteristics connected to order, is to work with a smaller data set of equally affiliated monastic churches, such as the Cistercian. In fact, a recommended use of larger samples, is to divide them into sub-samples based on regional or categorical differences. [footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, pp. 158-165]  [17:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p.184]  [18:  Stephen C. McCluskey, ‘Orientation of Christian Churches’, in The Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, ed. Clive L. N. Ruggles (New York, 2015), p. 1709] 

Hoare and Sweet also treat a large sample,[footnoteRef:19] but they avoid details and specific descriptions of the individual churches, in order to locate the general trends of the material. Their descriptions are quite to the contrary cut to the bone, but since they, too, avoid the significance of the landscape, their article fails to be part of recent developments within cultural astronomy. [19:  Hoare and Sweet, Early medieval churches, pp. 162-173] 

Ali and Cunich seem detached and estranged from the individual landscapes. Instead of letting the results speak, the many assumptions exclude alternative results and perspectives. An example is the question of orientation towards sunset:
Some abbeys have sunset orientations even when the landscape easily admits an eastern orientation. They propose that there were ‘other factors controlling the choice of sunset orientation which have left no trace in the historical record’.[footnoteRef:20] The Cwmhir abbey is among both Ali and Cunich’s and Brady et al.’s material[footnoteRef:21]. Ali and Cunich do not even mention Cwmhir as a ‘sunset’ church, since they think strictly of theological Equinox in their evaluation. Cwmhir to Brady et al., is a ‘sunset’ church since they consider the actual, or true sunset through the abbey door, not the symbolic sunset, which in reality is ‘disconnected’ from the church by the landscape. Again, ignoring the significance of the landscape, and also dealing with too large a material in an inappropriate manner, Ali and Cunich miss evidence particular to the individual sites. [20:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p. 173]  [21:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, table 1, p.163, table 6, p. 176; Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 287, 290, fig.9, p. 289] 


For both articles potential information given by traditional Archaeology is missing. Archaeological reports could have been used more actively to strengthen or weaken the probability of archaeoastronomical results. In that respect, the lack of coordination and cooperation with archaeology is disadvantageous. In Brady et al. the reformation from Savigniac to Cistercian order for Basingwerk and Neath Abbey gets much attention.[footnoteRef:22] Rather than explaining the historical background in detail, more archaeologically oriented questions could have been considered: Is e.g the importance of St. David and St. Michael[footnoteRef:23] supported by the archaeological evidence? Is the worship manifested through finds confirming the cults near the actual churches? [22:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, pp. 280-281]  [23:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, pp. 293-295] 

The same year as Brady et al. published their article on Cistercian churches in Wales, the archaeologist A. Allen published an article named “Church Orientation in the Landscape: a Perspective from Medieval Wales”.[footnoteRef:24] The article is thorough and trustworthy in content and structure. It is, nevertheless, surprising to read an article on church orientation, without one single reference to the sky or the heavens. It may be argued that a cooperation, adding archaeological aspects to Brady’s work and archaeoastronomical considerations to Allen’s work, would have strengthened both works. [24:  Anne S. Allen, ‘Church Orientation in the Landscape:
a Perspective from Medieval Wales’, Archaeological Journal, 173:1, (Routledge, 2016), pp. 154-187] 


Concluding remarks
‘…even a small hill can alter the visual sunrise or sunset’.[footnoteRef:25] The regard for the landscape which shines through in this statement, makes out the main difference between Brady et al. and the authors of the other articles. [25:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 277] 

Brady et al. convincingly claim that the planners at each site sought a suitable theological interaction between the sunlight, landscape and church, and that orientations are independent of the founding history.[footnoteRef:26] Ali and Cunich try to establish a connection between orientations, foundation dates and/or patronal feasts, Easter day and equinoctial alignments,[footnoteRef:27] in what seems like a perpetual search for the most fitting results. Brady et al., on the other hand, do the measurements, evaluate the results and THEN make proposals as to how the orientations may have been decided upon. Their different approaches give very different results, e.g. for the Cistercian churches Cwmhir and Strata Florida.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, p. 300]  [27:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p. 158, 168-181]  [28:  Ali and Cunich, The orientation of churches, p. 177; Brady et al., Cistercian Churches, fig. 5, p. 285, fig. 9, p. 289, fig. 12, p. 292, p. 287, 290, 291] 

Whereas Ali and Cunich disregard landscape, Brady et al. evidence processes of the individual churches and the interaction between man, divinity, nature and architecture. This wholistic approach brings life (back) to the material.
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