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Researchcrs who havc nrirde :r srr-idy of past cultures' interest in and con-
ception of thc heavens havc often treated the topic narrowly, rather than in

the context of the entire culture. r\rchaeoastrolromers, coming from n.rany
drfferent disciplines, have explorcd the subiect by tryirrg to identify archae-

ological f-eatr-rres slrch as architectural alignments and rock art in relationship
to celestial events and processes. Anthropological archaeologists on the other
hand, rvhose goal it is to understand tlre evolutionary trajectory of a past

cul ture,  of tcn complcte ly  ignore the ent i re concept  of  cosmology and the
role of celestial phenornena. This essiry explores the rcasons for the failure

of :rnthropological archacologists and archaeoastronomers to effectively utr-

l iz-e thc results of each other's research, and r>ffers suggestior-rs for the ir-rtc-
grat ion < l f  i l rchacoi rs t ronomy into more svstcmic cul turaI  s tudies.

lntroduction
I t  may seenr l ikc the height  of  hr . rbr is  that  we as anthropologists  and not  as

tronomcrs or phy'sicists entit le our essily T'he Uniuerse in a Cultural Context. Our

basic premisc, however, is thar to ruly comprehend a culturc we must have some sense

of its cosmology _ the group's conception of thernselves in relation to the heavens.
Throughout  the wor ld,  human socia l  behavior  is  inextr icably (and perhaps inex-
plicably) intertwined rvith irs world view. We propose that the following qucsrions

are among the rnost  appropr iate i f  a  researcher is  to  use an anrhropological  pcr-
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1 6 The Universe in  a Cul tura l  Context

spectivc for understanding, behavior: \ i lhat is a given culture's view of rts place in rhe
universe? Florv does thar  perccpt ion af fect  the ch:r r ; rcrer  of  thei r  cu l turc? And,  how
does the chi r racter  o i  rhe ct r l t r - r re af fect  t l - re i r  cosmology?

In order  to make <lur  points,  we br ief ly  rev iew the nature of  anthropological
archaeology,  and apologize to those of  you for  whom th is  may be "o ld hat" .  Be-
cr . lusc the study of  archaeoastronomy is  peopled bv many who have thc i r  d isc ip l i -
nary home in any of a great number of acardemic depirrtmcnts, we provide a very brief
h is torv of  the recenr devekrpmcnt  of  the d isc ip l ine wi th in rvhich archacoastrononr l '
is  at tcmpt ing to carvc a n iche.

This commer-rtary is not the resulr of research, n<>r of any specific observations
abour the relationship betrvcen culrure or cultures and the heavens. Rarher, lvc offer
sonrc general observrlt ions about the state of the study of archaeoilstr()norny rvithin
an th ropo logy , : l nd  o f f c r  some  sugges t i ons  rha t  n ray  he lp  t o  be t te r  i n teg ra re  a r -
chaeoastr< lnonr ica l  s tudies i r r t< l  the t r l ( )s t  enconlpassing contcyt ,  that  of  ar t  ent i re
cui ture.  

- fhe 
readcr  wi l l  nc l te  that  nrost  of  or . r r  i l lust rat ive examples are f rom the

Anrer ic ln Sout l . rwest .  This  is  not  bccrruse there arc exccpt ional ly  good exarr . rp les in
th is  i r rea,  but  s imp[ t '  because we know thc l i terarure bet ter .

Culture as a System
It is nrore than rr l i tt le prcsurnptuous of us to offer these corrmenls becattsc nei-

ther  of  t rs  has ever  done any research i r rvo lv ing archaeoastronomy, and in the past
nr ig,ht  havc been considcred "non-bcl ievcrs."  Over the last  few years,  however,  we
havc real ized that  in  order  to underst r rnd tht :  r la ture of  a prehistor ic  cu l ture i t  is  inr -
por tant  to  v icw i t  in  a t ru ly  systenr ic  or  hol is t ic  context-a v iew rhat  t reats the eco-
nomic,  technological ,  soc io logical ,  and ideologicrr l  ( inc luding cosmology)  realms as
being in  var ious degrees of  harnrony wi th one another .  As anthropological  archae-
ologis ts ,  we operate r . rnder  the funclanrenta l  pr inc ip le that  cu l ture,  inc luding cos-
mology,  is  wr i t  large in  the mater ia l  record le f t  behind by formcr inhabi tanrs.  This
is ,  t>f  coulsc,  an ideal is t ic  and Lrnreal is t ic  concepr ion:  nc lne of  us has ever  been able
Io reconstrucr  even a smal l  percentat le  of  a past  cu l ture,  but  operat ional iz ing che
concept  of  cu l ture as a system has broughr us ck>ser to the goal ,  and we cont inuc to
ref ine our  r reans of  accompl ish ing th is .

The concepr of  cu l ture as r r  systenr  was the re igning,  p: r radigm in anthropolog-
ica l  : r rchaeologl ' f rorn the la te 1960s to the nr id 19U0s.  Conccptual l% becatrsc cul -
ture can bc v iervcd rs  a h ighl -v  in tcgrated system, many.r rchacologists  bel icve that
rrn undersrandirrg of one reiatively easily derived aspect of a prehistoric socier,v (usu-

al ly  tecbnolog\ 'or  econolny) ,  a l lows inferences to bc madc about  those conrponents
less amenable to archleokrg ic i r l  reconstruct ion,  such as re l ig ion.

One o i  the rnost  sr r ik ing exrrnrp les of  th is  is  the d i i fcrencc in  re l ig ious pract ice
between Nat ive Amer icans on the Pla ins and in the Pucblo Sor-r thwest .  Most  people
are iami l iar  rv i rh the stor ies of  adolescent  male Pla ins Indians searehing for  a per-
sonal  guardian spi r i t  dur ing i r  v is ion qucsr .  And many know about  Pueblo kats ina
dances involv ing,  whole v i l larges,  the p i r rpose of  which is  largely to br ing ra in for
the crops.  These d ivergcnr  fornrs of  re l ig , ious behavior  are predicrable by knowing
the n i r ture of  thc t \vo cconomies.  For  the hunt ing and gather ing economy <l f  the
Cireat Plains where succcss is ofter-r dependent on the indiviclual hunter's skil l . the ide-
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Figure l. A culture depictecl as a svstern with three sub-systems rhat inreract with one another,
with the natural e nr.ironmenr. and w,irh othcr cultural svsterns.

o logical  system focuses on the indiv idual .  For  the farming Pue b los,  ra infa l l  bene-
fits the entire vil lagc and therefore ir is nor sLrrprising that the ideological sub-sys-
tem reflects thar group focus.

' lhere 
has been, however, increasing crit icism of the concept of culture as a sys-

tem because not  a l l  cu l tures are t ighr ly  in tegrated (Tr igger  1984).  In  other  words,
some components of the system may have various rclationships of different inten-
s i ty  wi th other  components of  the same sysrem. For  example,  Chr isr ians in  the U.S.
are of ten exhorted to extend thei r  Chr is t ian fe l lowship beyond the one hour spent
at  church on Sundav,  sug,gest ing perhaps that  re l ig ion is  less in tegrated in to West-
ern cul ture than in some other  cul tures.  

- fh is  
observat ion n<' l twi thstanding,  hcrcrn

rve follow the archaeological convention of vie'*' ing culture as a sysrem.
Figurc 1 i l lust rates the in terre lat ionship of  the var ious components of  any cul -

ture which conventionally are grouped under three headings. The ideological realm
compr ises a cul ture 's  system of  bel ie fs  and values,  inc luding re l ig ion and cosmol-
ogy. The socio-cultural realm comprises a network of starus and rolcs, kinship sys-
tcms,  and ways in  which a cul turc 's  ind iv iduals re late to one anorher .  The techno-
economic realm compr ises a cul ture 's  technology and that  par t  of  the economy
that  is  used to wrest  a l iv ing f rom the envi ronment .  These components make up
the system and interact  not  only  wi th the natura l  envi ronment  but  wi th other  cul -
tura l  systems,

Most  successfu l  archaeological  s tudies that  endeavor ro reconstruct  a past  cu l -
turc.  focus on the economy, technology,  and the peoples '  re lat ionship to the envi -
ronment-e i ther  because these may be the easiest  par ts  of  the cul ture to recon-
struct, or because the investigator believes the economy and peoples' relationship to
the environment were the primarl' factors that determined the character of a particular
culture. 

-I 'he 
economy is relativcly easv to reconstruct because we can excavate hoes,

spear points,  p lant  remains,  and animai  bones,  and even determine d iet  f rom the
chcmical  analys is  of  human skelera l  remains.  Addir ional ly ,  t rec r ing analys is ,  geo-
morphologS macrobotanical  srudies,  ancl  other  analyt ica l  techniques provide in-
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l 8 The Universe in a Cultural Context

dependent  and accurate envi ronmental  records.  Unt i I  very recent ly ,  howcver,  the
socio logical  sphcre of  cu l ture,  i .e . ,  how people re late to ( )ne anothe r ,  was consid-
ered less knowablc archaeological ly ,  the ideological  realm even less so,  and the cul -
ture 's  perspect ive of  the heavcns was v i r tual ly  never  mcnt ioned.

There is no questi()n that many archireologists have exirggerated the importance
of the role of environment and technology in culture change. lndeed, in many cases,
rve treated prehistoric peoples i l lnrost as a barometer reflecting cnvironmental change .
In other  n 'ords,  $ 'e tended to lose s ight  of  some of  those very th ings that  rnade
people humarr- thei r  bel ie f  system and thc i r  socia l  systern.

This real izat ion was brought  home to one of  us by Al fonso Ort iz ,  a  cul tura l
anthropologist  and a member of  San Juan Pueblo.  He compla ined that  archaeolo-
gists are too concerned with environment and econorny, that the dccisions of most
Pueblo people are infused with ideology and social org:rnization. Hc, of course, was
r ight .  His observat ion underscores the cr i t ic ism of  many Nat ive Amcr icans con-
cern ing the unid imensional i tv  of  archaeological  repor ts  and thei r  general  lack of
re levance and interest  for  nat ive peoples,

Furthermore, with our focus on economy and technolog)', \^'e had also lost sight
of  one of  the basic  pr inc ip les of  systerns research- that  a l l  the subsystems interact
to fbrm more than the sum of  the p: r r ts .  More cruc ia i  than the pr imacy of  one sub-
system over another, is the interaction of the sub-s,vsterns with one another and with
the envi ronmcnt .

One of  the most  co lor fu l  and cc lmpel l ing examptes of  the in tegrat ion of  cu l ture
occurs in  thc Mexican town of  Magdalena de Kino.  A communi ty  of  some 40,000
peoplc,  i t  l ies about  60 mi les south of  the Ar izona-Mexican bcl rder ,  in  the state of
Sonora. On the fourth of October each year, thousands of pcople from Arizona and
northcrn Mexico gather to honor St. Francis Xavier, but it is somewhar confusing be-
cause this date is actually the saint d:ry of a totally different saint, St. Francis of As-
sisi. [t is further complicated by the fact thtrt many of the pilgrims are rcally there to
honor Father Kino who first nrissionized much of what is norv norrhwestcrn N{ex-
icr> and southern Arizona and rvho is buried in Magdalena. In any case, the roads are
f i l led wi th p i lgr ims-Yaqui  Indians,  Mayos,  Tcrhono O'odam from Ar izona,  and
Mcxicans-many of  whom have walked for  a wcek or  rnore,  sorne on thei r  knees.
They stand in long l ines to kiss the reclining statue of St. Frarncis Xavier in the church.

Once that  obl igat ion is  ovcr ,  however,  and of ten bcfore,  rhc fun begins.  The
town's huge plaza is f i l led with doublc and even triple l ines of stalls with vendors sell-
ing toys,  souvenirs ,  re l ig ious i tems,  and to lk  mcdic incs.  There are outdoor tempo-
rary restirLlrants rlnd bars, each with a special clientele -one bar, for example, is
where the Yaquis dr ink.  There is  a carn ival  and even a large sect ion of  town for
prostitutcs who come in from irl l  over northern rrnd central Mexico. .Sellers of cloth
i rnd p last ic  houservares hawk thei r  goods f rom the back of  vans us ing loudspeak-
ers which cornpete with the l ively', but noisy mariachi bands, marimbas from dis-
rant  Chiapas,  ancl  harps f rom Vera Cruz.  Therc are even Yaqui  deer  dancers,  the
or ig in of  which is  in  pre-Spanish contact  r i tua l .

So what  is  th is  event? Is  i t  a  re l ig ious exper ience of  Spanish content ,  a  prehis-
panic cele bration, a mixture of both, a social event for the release of sexual tension,
an opportuni ty  to mect  a potent ia l  spouse,  r rn occasion to increase fami ly  sol idar-
i ty ,  an opportuni ty  to dr ink wi th your  buddies,  an ec()nomic opportuni ty ,  a chancc
to sell your wares, pick pockets, or make a deal on religi<-rus medals? The answcr is,
of  coursc,  i t  is  a l l  those th ings and rnore.  That  is  horv cul rure as a system works.
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Archaeology and
the Problem of ldeology

In  recent  years some archaeologists  have t r iec i  to  redress rhe re lat ive neglect  of
idcology in  unr lerstandi r rg pasr  human bel rav ior .  One of  the major  advances in rh is
effort n'as a School of Anrerican Research aclvanced senrinar de-voted to ideology and
Pre-Colurr - rb ian c iv i l iz -at ions.  The publ ished proccedings (Demarest  and Conrad
1992) inc lude papcrs by e leven scholars,  and whi le  the ef for t  to  incorporate ideol
ogy in to an undcrstanding of  Ncw Wor ld c iv i l izat ions shor , r [d be applauded,  as Rol f
Sinc la i r  (personal  conrmunicat ion)  hrrs  pointcd out)  astonishiugly  no rcrms lssoci -
ated wi th the heavens appelr  in  the index-and th is  in  a book c levoted to the An-
dean and Mesoamer ican c iv i l izat ions whose knorv ledge of  rhe heavens w:rs wi th-
out  para l le l  in  the wor ld i t t  that  t i rne.

I t  is  c lear  that  a l l  cu l tures have a concept  of  the urr ivcrse which inc ludes the
heavens and f r " r r thcr ,  whic i r  is  an in tegr ; r l  par t  o iany 'cul ture 's  wor ld v icw.  V/estern
soctet i€s wi th in the paradigms of  thc "b ig [ ' rang" theorv arrd var ious re l ig ious con-
.s t ructs are no except ion,  of  course.  l )espi tc  th is  kr rowledgc Dl)  the par t  of  anthro-
pological  archi reologis ts .  as wc have nored,  those aspects of  a cul turc 's  wor ld v iern,
that  inc lude the celest ia l  h , rve l - 'een largelv ignored.  Ignored,  th : r t  is .  by most ,  ex-
cept  for  a growing band of  archaeoastronomers.  Herein l ies the conundrum. Whr le
the broader scholarly discipline of iurhropological archaeol<-rgy has generally' not dis-
nrissed, but more cornmonly ignored, thc celestial realrl of rhe group they are study-
ing.  manr.  havc a lso ignorecl  the resul ts  of  t l rc  rese:r rch of  archaeoastronomers.  This
lat ter  neglecr  is ,  in  par : t  the resul t  o f  archaeoastronomy being a specia l ty ,  rcqui r ing
part icu lar  k inds of  knowleclge not  nornra l ly  found in anthropology dcpartments.
I r " r  addi t ion,  rhc pr . r rsu i t  o f  i r  prehistor ic  group's  knowledge of  ast ronomrcal  phe-
nonrenon does not  typ ical ly  re<1nire excav:r t ior . r  or  large tearns r>f  invest ig l tors.

Archaeoastronomical  s tudy is  of ten considered by non-archaeologists  as a d is-
crete and bounded sphere of  s tudr ' .  This  v iew,  conccptual ly  d ivorced f rom the idei r
of  cu l ture as a systemr has encor . r raged researchers f rom many f ie lds of  s tudy to
make archi reoastrononly a second area of  in terest .  On the other  l rancl ,  l  few ar-
chaeoastronomers have fe l t ,  usual ly  r - rnreal is t ica l ly  we bcl ieve.  that  a cul ture 's  cos-
rnology cqualec l  the sum of  a cul ture,  that  is ,  that  thc ent i re populat ion danced t<,1
the music of  the spheres.  

'Wc 
rccal l  a  conversat ior l  wi th a researcher rvho has done

some very importar.rt work in Chaco Canyon archaeoastrononry. After we admimed
that  in  the past  archaeologists  had p laced too much emphasis on ecology when t ry-
i ng  t o  e rp la in  t he  so -ca l l ed  "Chaco  phenomenon , "  we  i r sse r ted  tha t  t he  a r -
chaeoastron<lrner  hacl  erred in  the opposi re d i rect ion by expla in ing Chrrco sole ly  in
terms of cosmolog;r'. The archaeoastronomer respondecl thirt it was lrecessary to ex-
aggerate to counteract  the prc judice of  anthropological ly  t ra ined archi reologis ts .
We bel ieve the t ime has now cone for  both c: rmps to take m()re reas()ned stances.

Do not  misr , rnderstand r , rs .  We are not  cr i t ic iz ing these specia l ized in terests in
irrchaeoastronorny. Archaeologv has a lr,rng traditi<.ln of valuable contributions madc
by avocat ional  or  parr  t i rne students of  the past .  And archaeology would bc a mor i -
bund sc ience i f  we d id not  har ,c  the contr ibut ions o i  specia l is ts  rangrng f ronr  ra-
d iocarhon deterrn inat ions to models borrowed f rom theoret ica l  evolut ionary b io l -
ogists. After all, i t is no accident thirt the subtit le of this confcrence is An Intersectiort
of  Disc io l incs.  lab le I  i l lust rates the d ivers i tv  of  d isc in l ines i r r rd ac i rdemic l rack-
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gror , rnds of  ind iv iduals inrerested in  archacoastronomy, and in at tendance at  the
C)xford V Conferencc.

Table 1. Area of lnterest or Academi< Department as Listed by
Those Registered at the Oxford V Conference on Archaeoastronomy

Dept/Intcrest

Astronorny
Anthropologv
Archacologv
His to ry
Arch i tecturc
Art
Ph,vsics
Arc haeoa stro nomy
N4athem.rt ics
Sociologl '
B io logy
Ohernistry'
Engineering
Ht r rnan i t i cs
Iber ian  Stud ies
I -angrrage
Medic ine
Near Eastern
NPS Ranger
Re l ig ion
Students-Undecl:rred
tJn decla red

TOTAL

N

42
l 7
t 1

7
4
4
4
2
2
2
I
I
I
1
I
1
I
1
I
I
2
6

rr9

%

35.3
74.3
14.3
5 .9
3 .4
3 .4
. ) . 4

t . 7
1 . 7
1 . 7
0 .8
0 . 8
0 .8
0 . 8
0 . 8
0 . 8
0 . 8
0 .8
0 .8
0 .8
1 1

-5.0

r00.0

I ntegratin g Archaeoastronomy and
Archaeology - A Parallel Case

The problem is as follows: although all cultures, both past and present, consider
astronomical pl.renomena an inregral part of their world view, most archaeologists
reconstructing the past ignore this crit ical aspect despite the fact that it is a window
into that  cu l turc 's  pcrspect ive of  thei r  cu l tura l  universe.  On the other  hand,  those
studies of  a cul ture 's  perspect ive on astronomy tend to t reat  the subject  as inde-
pendent  of  rhc rest  of  the cul ture,  or ,  less cc lmmonly ' ,  to  make astronomical  con-
s iderat ions v i r tual ly  the ent i re focus of  those prehistor ic  groups they consider .

In order  to bet ter  understand the problem of  the re lat ionship between ar-
chaeoastronomy and anthropological  archaeology ' ,  i t  is  inst rnct ive to examine the
changing re lat ionship between Mayan epigraphic s tudies and Mayan archaeology.
Tl.rere arc a nunrber of inte resting parallels lretween the tw<> fields of study, and per-
haps thc Maya example of fers some ins ights in to possib le solut ions for  the in te-
grat ion of  ast ronomical  s tudies in to cul tura l  reconstruct ions.  

' lhe 
h is tor ica l  devel -

opment  of  Mayan cpigraphic s tudies,  i ts  ear ly  denigrat ion by many N{ayanists .  i ts
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gradual  acceptance,  and f ina l ly  in tegrat ion in to anthropological  s tudies is  s imi lar
to archaeoastronomy and anthropological archaeology with one major difference-
archaeoastrclnomy has not as yet been acceptcd and therefore not intcgratcd into the
main st reanr  of  archacolopl r ' .

Also. unlike archacoastronomy in North America, Mayan epigraphic studies had
an early start in \, lesoan.rerican archaer>logy, largely because the glyphs were so ob-
v ious and were c lear ly  some form of  recording system. As ear ly  as 1841,  wi th the
publication of Stephens and Catherwo<td's lncidents of Tiauels in Central America,
Ohiapas ancl Yttcatarl, the general public became aware of the ruins and writ ings of
thc Maya. Thcse discoveries causcd a firestorm of interest in the Euro-American w<lrld.

Since the middle of  the n ineteenth ccntr r ry  many scholars have added to our
knowledge of t lre Maya and their writ ing sysrem. But as the efforts at deciphermenr
cont inued,  the subr ject  of  the g lyphs u,as e i ther  hot ly  debated or  ignored,  much as
the astronomical symbols discovercd relativcly recently were in the Southwestern U.
S.  " fhc best  Southwcstern example is  that  of  the Sun Dagger pe t roglyph,  a solar
marker  in  Chaco Canyr>n.  The major i ty  v iew was that  the Mayan g lyphs recorded
calendr ica l  data only,  a l thor"rgh a few scholars mainta incd that  rhey were a lso a
record of  events and socia l  ranking.

The most  in f l r . rent ia l  Maya scholar  of  the 20th century,  J .  Er ic  S.  Thompson,
convinced that  Mayan g lyphs v! 'erc concerned only wi th the passage of  t ime,  wrote
so persuasively  that  h is  voice overrode those o i  other  scholars who d isag,reed wi th
him. Archaeoastronomers can understand th is  re ject ion of  ideas at  odds wi th the
re igning v iews of  the t imes.  Gradrra l ly ,  horvever ,  the i rccumulated work wi th i ts
carefu l ly  constructed logic  of  the great  scholar  Tat iana Proskour iakof f  (Schele and
Fr iedcl  1990:47)  f ina l ly  convinced the f ie ld thar  the contents of  the inscr ipt ions d id
indeed concern the affairs of the elites.

Knowing rhat the contents of thc inscriptions concerned more than calendrical
data d id not  help the h is tor ica l  epigraphers urrderstand how the Maya spel led thei r
words. A major aclvance in decipherment camc from a Russian, Yuri Knorozov, who
in 19.52,  proposed that  Maya wr i t ing wAS "a mixed system composed of  fu l l  word
signs cornbined wi th s igns represent ing the sounds of  sy l lab les"  (Schele and Fre ideI
1990:48). Ncrne of rhe rcnowned Miryanists rrccepted Knorozov's thesis of phoneti-
cisrn, and or-rly a few scholars were wil l ing to consider that Knorozov might be right.

I t  was nor  unt i l  [ )ece mbcr of  1973 that  the b ig breakthrough was made at  smal l
conference hcld in  the v i l lage near the r l r ins of  Palenque.  At  that  conference,  a ncw
generat ion of  epigraphcrs was in i t ia ted in to the rnysrer ies of  g lyphic deciphermcnt .
Blending Knorozov 's  phonet ic ism wi th Proskour iakof f 's  'h is tor ica l  approach'  a
group of epigrirphcrs in the next few ye,rrs developed a highlv successful collaborative
approach and forged the last l ink -the axiom that the writ ing reflected spoken lan-
guage and thus had rvord order rvhich could be trsed to deterrnine the function of
glyphs (Schelc and Freide I 1990:49).

Whi le archaeologists  came to appreciate the r ich textual  potent ia l  o f  g lyphs,
they were at  a loss as how to incorporare rhe cpigraphic f ind ings in to thei r  general
p ic ture of  Mavan society,  Hamnronci  and Wi l ly ,  for  example,  in  therr  major  cont-
pendium <-rn \{ayan society, Maya Archaeologv and Ethnohislory publishedin 1979,
inc lude epigrapbic s tudics in  a l i  the maior  secr ions of  thei r  work,  but  an cxarnina-
tion of the papers shows a failurc to integrate the rwo appro:rchcs.

This d ivergence rcf lects rhe f : rc t  rhat  the quest ions asked by the archaeologists
ancl  epigraphe rs lackcd suf f ic ient  over lap to combine the two pe rspect ives.  An e x-
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arnple is an article entit led "The Rcpresentation of Underworld Processions ir-r Maya
Vasc Paint ing:  An Iconographic StLrdy."  The: tuthor  (Quirar te in  Hammond and
Wi l lcy 1979) ex i rmined a nurnber of  Mayan vases rc lated to death and the under-
wor ld,  r rnd d iscusses the procession scenes depicted on them. The d iscussion con-
centrated on the individuals in the processions irnd their identif ication in order to dc-
termine the s igni f icance and meaning of  the themes por t rayed.  This cer ta in ly  adds
ro our  understanding of  iV layan socic ty ,  brr l  as archaeologists  conduct ing an i l ra ly-
s is  o i  Mayan cul ture as a systc ln,  or  a sct t lement  pat tern study,  or  an economlc
srudy. we ask how do these data contribute and horv can our studies bencfit from
them? I t  rnay wel l  be t l iar  rhe way archaeologists  have def ined or  ident i f ied ar-
chaeological  data has l imi ted the range of  quest ions we ask and thus are sel f - l imi t -
ing on rvhat  we inc ludc as data.'We 

bel ieve that  archaeoastronomic: r l  data suf fer  f r rxr  the same syndrome as
N{ayan epigraphic s tudies.  The quest ions asked and issues addressed by the ar-
chaeoastronolners tend to fa l l  outs ide thc sel f -def ined parameters of  rvhat  archae-
ologis ts  consider  to be s igni f icant  and re levant .  As wi th Mayan studies,  thc resul ts
of :rrchaeoastronomy research hrrvc evolved large l.v independently from the broader
context  of  archaeological  invest ig ,ar ions.  

'Ways 
must  be found to in tegrate the two

spheres of  inqui ry  so that  rhey may complement  one anorher ,  much l ike Mavan ar-
chaeological  research : rnd epigraphic s tudies have come to cornplement  each other
to produce a nrore complete undersranding of  Mayan society.

Kei th Kinr igh,  an archaeologist ,  madc an in teresr ing commenr on rh is  problem
irr :r sh<rrt notc, in "The l\rchaeoastronomy and Ethnohistory Ncu'slerter"(1992).
Kint igh acknowledgcd that  mosr archaeoastronomical  research had been ignored
by i r rchaeologists .  and ar t r ibuted th is  lar -gely  to the fact  th i r t  most  of  the ef for ts  of
archaeo:rst ron()nrers wcre < luts ide the purv ierv of  nra inst re i lm archacology,  i rnd in-
stead fe l l  in to the catcgory of  "gosh,  thar 's  neat  thar  a bui ld ing is  or iented tn some
celestial event or othcr." This r,v.rs, he asserte,d, simp[c data collecting, at' lout on the
same level  : ls  s tamp col lect ing.

Bur Kint igh was wronl i  on scveral  counts.  F i rs t ,  i t  is  imporrant  ro understand
that  in  n lany par ts  of  the rvor ld,  such as in  the Amer ican Southwest ,  the ev idence
for  prchis tor ic  ast rc lnomic i r l  record ing is  not  i rs  obvious as i t  is  in  the cornplex cul -
t t t res of  Meso;rmer ica.  I t  is  necessi r ry  to f i rs t  document  the ex is tence of  such data,
before thev crrn be inrerprcted and integrated in to rnore general  anthropologic i r l
quest ions.  Af tcr  a l l ,  i r rchaeology had to go through i ts  per iod of  data col lect ion and
lower level  in ter ; l re tat ion before i t  could addrcss human behavior .  Second,  i t  is  not
so much the archaeoastronomcrs who have to shape thei r  quest ions to f i t  the re-
search f rarncrvork <-r f  anthropological  archaeologists ,  but  the la t ter  who must  s t r ive
ro incorporate the ins ights and knowledgc der ivcc l  by archaeoastronorners in to t l re
context of the culture thev are trying to undcrstand. After all, as we have said. there
is  probably nr> cul t r r re that  docs not  inc l r rde thc heavens as a major  par t  of  thei r
wor ldv iew.  ar td to t ru ly  understand:r  cu l t l r re i t  is  necess.r ry  to c()mprehend somc-
aspects of  thei r  cosnrc l logy.

Ag:r in  the Mayenists  prov idc a good erample o i  the porent ia l  o f  expanding an-
thropologic i r l  inqui rv  to inc lude cc lest ia l  data.  As the resul ts  of  epigraphic research
have becn publ ished.  more r rnd more archacologists  have real ized that  the Maya
inscr ipt ions of fe r  an i rnpor tant  so l r rce of  data about  how rhc Maya r l - roughr about
thetnselves.  Thcl 'are rnerg ing epigraphic and iconogr: rphic  s tut l ies wi th archaeo-
logical  pro jects desig,ned to r . rndcrstand the nature of  Mavan socic ty .  The c lass ic
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work which combines the ef for ts  of  an archaeologist  and an epigrapher is  A Forest
of Kings: The Untold Story of tbe Ancient Maya by Linda Schele and David Frci-
de l  pub l i shed  i n  1990 .

In sum, there is a history of over 150 years of epigraphic and iconographic re-
scarch conducted on the peripherics of Mayan archaeological research. It was not,
however,  unt i l  the 1980s and 1990s that  archaeologists  began ro accepr rhc contr i -
but ions of  epigraphers.

The problem, as we see it, centers on what questions are asked and how they are
framed. While archaeologists now see that the glyphs from a site may provide a
f ramework f rom wi th in which we can srructure archaeological  inqui ry ,  pr ior  t<, r
thei r  decipherment  i t  was thoughr the g lyphs mighr  only  prov ide chronological  in-
formation or perhaps the names of rulers. This kind of information corrtributes i it-
t le to economic theory, settlement patterns, demography, culture ecology, or other
t radi t ional  topics of  in terest  in  anthropological  archaeology.  So archaeologists  are
now considering how to reframe questions to uti l ize these data, thereby providing
a greater  contr ibut ion to archaeological  knowledge.

We might say that archaeoastronomers too have becn laboring in the far reaches
of  mainstream anthropological  archaeology,  and thar  archaeologrsts have been re-
m iss  i n  no t  cons ide r i ng  morc  ca re fu l l y  t he  accumu la r i ng  body  o f  as r ronomica l
knowledge and using that knowledge to restructure aspecrs of their inquiry into the
nature of prehistoric society.

Suggestions and Conclusions
This then is the challenge for those archaeologists who attempt to understand

culture in i l  systemic or holistic fashi<ln as well as for archaeoastronomers-howcan
we work together  to complement  one another 's  work?

First, anthropological archaeologists must be made aware of the porential con-
t r ibut ions of  archaeoastronomers.  This paper does not  enumerate these because
other  papers in  th is  volume do so very cf fect ive ly ,  and anyonc rcading th is  volume
is not l ikely to need convincing. It is those who do not read this l i terature or attend
these kinds of confere nces that need some persLrading. But on a more positive note,
thc sceds have been sown, and archaeological theory is increasingly susceptible to
the incorporat ion of  ast ronomical  phcrrornenon because of  the t rend for  che more
rnclus ive study of  rdeologrcal  aspects of  cu l ture.

Another hopeful trend is that as archaeologists attcmpt to understand not only
selected aspects of a culture, but as much of the culture as possible, the lone scholar
has a less important  ro le in  archaeology.  Understanding cul ture in  a systemic way
is an enormous task and requi rcs teams of  researchers (Gumerman 1989).  Thc ac-
cumulat ing resul ts  of  archaeoastronomical  research suggest  that  in  the study of
many cul tures the inc lus ion of  an archaeoastronomcr on the team would enhance
understanding of  that  cu l ture.  This wi l l  requi re a wi l l ingness to in teract  and com-
promise on the parts of both archaeologists and archaeoastronomers cooperating
on collaborative efforrs.

There is also an untapped potential for understanding the relationship between
people in  rhe past  and thei r  concern wi th astronomical  phenomsns-1h4t  is ,  an
ethnographic l ink between living peoples and their ancestors. In the American South-

23



z + The Universe in a Cultural  Context

west  a lone,  there are numerous cthnic  groups that  have mainta ined thei r  ora l  h is-
tor ies expla in ing thc way the universe works based on cosmological  pr inc ip les.  We
should explore th is  potcnt ia l .

Another final optimistic note: in conrrast with our Maya example, the study of
No r th  Amer i can  p reh i s to ry  d id  no t  evo l ve  con remporaneous l y  w i t h  t hc  a r -
chaeoastronomic i r l  s tudies.  l ike thc co-evolut ion o i  eprgraphy and Mayan archae-
ology. C)nly recently', in rnany cases, have archaeologists been wil l ing to accept the
cosmological  s igni f icance of  archaeological  rcmains.  Much of  the ef for ts  of  ar-
chaeoastronomers are sti l l  in the "Cee whiz-look at this," stage. It is nccessary, <lf
course.  that  data f i rsr  be observed before they can bc expla ined.  but  g iven the re la-
tively late start of archaeoastronomy in Norrh America, it scems obvious that the
field is progressing from description to explanation, and thercfore has a grcater l ike
l ihood of  being incorporated rnto r r  rnore compreherrs ive understanding of  past  cu l -
tures.
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