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Compare and Contrast Michael Hoskin's “Studies in Iberian Archaeoastronomy (5) Orientations of Megalithic Tombs of Northern and Western Iberia” with  Fabio Silva's “The View From Within:a 'time-space-action' approach to Megalithism in Central Portugal.” 

This essay will examine the work of Michael Hoskin and Fabio Silva to compare and contrast the methodologies, theories and evidence used and the consequent interpretations made of the megalithic structures in Western Iberia.
 

Michael Hoskin's paper, published in 1998 is his fifth study of megalithic structures in the Iberian Peninsula. Over 400 tombs were examined during the 1990s with the four previous studies conducted in the South East.
 Hoskin states that the primary purpose of his fieldwork was 'to assemble data, which archaeologists and archaeoastronomers...may interpret as they see fit.'
 However, he constrains his study from the onset by his decision to investigate only sunrise and sun-climb, reasoning that these two customs had previously been found among the tombs of Andalusia. Hoskin concludes that 'almost all the megalithic tombs of northern and western Iberia are SR/SC; and that SC tombs are a minority in the north and unknown in the west.'

Although Hoskin states that his purpose was to assemble data not interpret it, he chose a convention that narrowed his data collection. That, in itself, suggests an interpretation of  purpose. Hoskin deals with scientific,factual and measurable aspects and stresses the care taken with accuracy. For example, his attention to possible magnetic variation and the 'small error .. of our compass.'
 His factual descriptions record stone numbers, stone and space sizes and types of stone used.
 Corridor lengths and chamber widths are measured and he notes where corridors do not exist. Where classification is lacking, such as with the tombs in Galicia which are 'varied in location, size and number', he proceeds to create three types.
 Clive Ruggles explains how statistical analysis of many sites can clarify whether alignments were by chance or deliberate but he also points out its limitations in isolating only the 'most general astronomical trends.'
 This is confirmed by Hoskin's study which found only general trends due to the limitations of his statistical analysis. Choosing this measurement and statistical approach, Hoskin seems frustrated with anomalies which impede orientation certainty, such as when a structure's back stone is not opposite the entrance.
 Anomalies in his data are noted and almost put to one side; an example of what Ruggles notes is the tendency of many, 'to emphasize those data that confirm a preconceived set of ideas while ignoring those that do not.'
 Some historical context is discussed regarding where structural types might sit in the historical framework but this study does not address the wider context of the structures. Hoskin employs little speculation about the people who built the structures although he does note the effort required to move a large stone at Pedra Cuberta.
 The seasonal use of the landscape is mentioned but the references to landscape and terrain are vague, such as 'hilly' and 'sloping hillsides.'
 Consequently there is no clarity regarding how the structures are placed into the landscape. Only when noting the identical orientations of Portillo de Eneriz and La Mina de Farangortea does Hoskin mention the possibility of a landscape feature being relevant, 'There is no obvious terrestrial feature that may have been their target.'
 He assumes from the onset that the structures were tombs and although he makes use of information given by local archaeologists, little archaeological evidence is presented or referenced, for example, 'materials discovered'.
 Many statements are also not referenced such as, 'herding and agriculture were and are still the most important activities.'
 Hoskin makes no attempt to describe or compare the phenomenology of different sites as recommended by Christopher Tilley and gives little idea of the wider landscape.
 

This dry approach limits the context of his work rather than, as Olwyn Pritchard says in his exploration of a Welsh dolmen land/skyscape,attempting to flesh out the bones.
 There is little context to this study; ultimately leaving little to interpret. By deciding in advance that he would investigate the wide orientation parameter of sun rise or climb he has, as Liz Henty said of old world archaeoastronomers, 'remained focussed on alignments alone.'
 Timothy Darvill also points out 'the limitations of what is effectively descriptive geometry.'
 Hoskin fails, as Daniel Brown suggests, to take the opportunity 'go beyond the pure statistical statement of ... intentional alignment and gain a glimpse at the deeper meaning.' 
 

Fabio Silva used the 'time-space-action' approach coined by Darvill who argues that landscape is socially constituted; that the structure of time and space and actions produced are dependent on the socially constructed perceptions of a  society. Understanding this can provide insights into a society's ideologies and cosmologies.
 Using a cross disciplinary approach of historical, archaeological and ethnographic sources, Silva explores the megalithic structures' land and skyscape phenomenologically, to investigate how the view from the chambers may have influenced the choice of orientation. He found that the view's orientation highlighted the Serra da Estrela mountain range and the star Aldebaran.
 This discovery enabled Silva to speculate on the role of Aldebaran and the mountain in the Neolithic cosmology particularly its relevance to their ritual and belief system.
  

Silva says, 'the exploration of the skyscape compliments that of the landscape and provides further insights into not just the ideologies and cosmologies of past societies, but also into their rituals and activities.'
 Whereas Hoskin concentrated on  solar orientation and assumed the structures were tombs, Silva keeps an open mind on the possible use of the buildings and expands his study to incorporate a more holistic methodology. Like Hoskin, he gives a historical context to the structures but also addresses theories around historic evidence. He uses a richer breadth of referencing than Hoskin discussing for example, Monteiro-Rodrigues theory of the selective adoption of Neolithic traits by the Mesolithic.
  Silva explores work around the Neolithic seasonal economy, their possible impact on their environment, climate change as well as anthropological evidence such as the Hopi horizon calenders. Although Hoskin referred to the season model, Silva goes further by examining Senna-Martinez's interpretation of how the structures would act as 'anchors' in the landscape; all which give more depth to his study. A phenomenological approach is used in relation to the landscape but perhaps more could have been said on the nocturnal phenomenology, stressed by Daniel Brown.
 

Silva points out 'Hoskin was unable to find a distinct pattern that applied to all dolmens.'
 The anomalies, largely ignored by Hoskin, provided an impetus for Silva. Rather than looking for one specific aspect, Silva looked at the view from the structures' windows of visibility defined as ' the maximum extent of the horizon which, given the dolmen's corridor and entrance geometry, can be seen from the chamber.' 
 Like Hoskin, Silva recognised the problems of measuring orientation in structures without a corridor and consequently only used structures with corridors for the main part of his study. This more phenomenological approach found that, 'patterns not observable in the milieu of possible statistical analyses were brought to the fore.' 
 Darvill recommends 'reconstructing earlier states of existence.' 
 By reproducing the  ancient landscape through the use of technology Silva found the consistent view of Serra da Estrela.
 Structures without corridors were also found to be roughly orientated towards the mountain range.
   Again, using a wider context, Sliva wondered why there were fewer structures in some areas that had a better view of the mountain range. This led him to explore if the mountain view could be combined with an alignment to an astronomical event. Looking at the skyscape confirmed the view of the heliascal rising of the star Aldebaran which also had seasonal links. Ruggles and Saunders discuss how every culture selects certain aspects of its physical surroundings, assigning meaning and use to them.
  Silva speculates how this event could have been incorporated by the society into their belief system, ritual use and links with the dead. By raising such possibilities, he opens up the debate as to how the importance of the mountain range and star alignment may have been perceived and used within the culture.

This essay compared and contrasted the work of Hoskin and Silva. From examining the methodologies, evidence and theories used in the two studies, it can be seen that although Hoskin examined more structures over a wider area, by limiting his study to sun orientation he found only general trends. Whether Silva's findings fit into a wider range of structures in Iberia is yet to be seen but by using a holistic, open minded approach, Silva has revealed precise landscape and stellar alignments which Hoskin's statistical approach missed. From using a combination of  methods and disciplines Silva's study shows that the star, Aldebaran and the Serra da Estrela mountain were relevant to the Neolithic builders in the area studied. Although Silva's speculations as to how this fitted into the cosmology of the society may or may not be correct, his speculations have opened up the debate. 

Ruggles and Saunders said, 'we inevitably attempt to understand and to assess other cultural systems from a perspective created by and framed within the rational structures of Western scientific thought.' 
 As well as being more successful,Silva's phenomenological approach seems more appropriate when investigating pre history rather than only imposing 'modern' western tools of order, classification, writing, numbers and straight lines which may move us further away from the Neolithic mindset we are trying to understand.   
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