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AIM(S) 

 To introduce students to the theory and development of the discipline of 
archaeoastronomy as astronomical symbolism in the material record, including 
architecture. 

 To become familiar with the use of astronomical measurement and data as a means of 
establishing evidence for the existence of celestial symbolism or alignment in ancient and 
pre-modern architecture. 

 To investigate the nature of the evidence in recent academic literature for astronomical 
knowledge in a variety of cultures, including megalithic culture. 

 To consider the wider context concerning theories for the development of ancient 
astronomy, including the regulation of agricultural, social, religious and political affairs. 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

By the end of this module successful students should be able to:   

 demonstrate a systematic understanding of methodological issues in the collection of 
astronomical data within archeaoastronomy; 

 demonstrate a critical understanding of the use of ethnographic material to support 
astronomical evidence; 

 display a sophisticated awareness of current academic debates on the social and political 
uses of ancient astronomy, and critically evaluate scholarly theories; 

 demonstrate a critical understanding of the emergence of ancient astronomy, its nature 
and function, within a cultural context; 

 critically evaluate the nature of astronomical evidence concerning ancient sites. 

CONTENT 

1. Introduction to the key principles and coordinates of observational astronomy. 



1.1  Measurement of azimuth and other coordinates. 
1.2  Precession of the equinoxes. 
1.3  Solar and Lunar Cycles. 

 
2. The discipline of Archaeoastronomy. 

2.1  Origins: Inigo Jones, John Aubrey, William Stukely, Norman Lockyer  
2.2  Developments in the 1960s: Alexander Thom, Gerald Hawkins. 
2.3  Debates between astronomers and archaeologists. 
2.4  Methodological issues: assessing the significance or intentionality of  

 apparent celestial alignments. 
2.5  Ethnography: the development and relative significance of    

 ‘ethnoastronomy’ as a evidence in archaeoastronomy. 
 

3. Ancient and pre-modern astronomy 
3.1  The Heavens as a system of communication between divinity and   

 humanity. 
3.2  The importance of calendar construction for social, political and religious 

purposes. 
3.3  Notions of sympathy between heaven and earth. 
3.4  Methodological issues in the historical interpretation of data. 

 
4. Case studies 
 4.1  The history and development of research into megalithic culture. 

4.2  Theories and evidence concerning Stonehenge, New Grange and related sites. 
 4.3  The evidence from the Americas. 

4.4  Reference to research into Mediterranean, Near-Eastern and South Asian cultures. 

ASSESSMENT 

Written Assignments: 5000 words of written work 

One 1500 word assignment (30% of total marks) 

Critical Review of a Chapter in a Book 
Example assignment: ‘Write a critical review of Ruggles, Clive and Nicholas Saunders, “The 
Study of Cultural Astronomy' in Ruggles, Clive and Nicholas Saunders, Astronomies and 
Cultures, Niwot CA: University of Colorado Press 1993, pp. 1-31”.’ 

One 3500 word assignment (70% of total marks) 

A research project within the subject area. 
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