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A Common Approach in Archaeoastronomy

Interpretation = identification of celestial event

eg Winter Solstice sunrise, major standstill
moonrise, Sirius rising

this leaves little room for cultural contextualisation of the celestial alignment
and leads to what Malville describes as “thin description”
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identification and interpretation (sensu stricto).
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Gerald Hawkins (1966) Stonehenge Decoded. Doomsday Books
plus subsequent papers in Antiquity debating it
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this will help you avoid what | am calling ‘Hawkins fallacy’. just because
you see an alignment doesn’t mean that another society saw it as well!!!

Case in point:
1. We see animals, people, objects (constellation) by uniting stars;

2. Most hunter-gatherer societies see individual stars as animals, people, etc
(Hayden and Villeneuve 2011);

3. Some societies see animals, etc in the dark spaces, the so-called dark cloud
constellations.
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solar range

lunar range

maybe stars?

However...
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|dentification

At any one moment in time, there is a coincidence of celestial targets

Choosing one over another should not be based on a priori assumptions
nor on the value of declination found (as in the range approach)

...it should be based on cultural contextualisation...

I.e. on the archaeological, historical and/or ethnographic record(s)
available
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As an example:
- the events below occurred at the same declinations, but at different
times in the year;
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|dentification

As an example:

- the events below occurred at the same declinations, but at different
times in the year;

- so seasonality can be used to differentiate them;

Ask yourself: is there anything in the material/historical/ethnographic
record(s) that indicates the site was used only in a particular season? If
so, does it match any of these celestial events?
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Case in point: Stonehenge and Durrington Walls

Alignment to both summer and winter solstice
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Case in point: Stonehenge and Durrington Walls
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Wright et al (2014) Age and season of pig slaughter at Late Neolithic Durrington Walls (Wiltshire, UK) as
detected through a new system for recording tooth wear. Journal of Archaeological Science 52: 497-514.
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|dentification is to answer the question of what celestial event was the target of the
alignment?

Interpretation is to ask why was the alignment built? what did it mean? what
purpose did it serve, if any?

Cultural contextualisation plays a key role in both.

At any one moment in time there is a coincidence of solar, lunar and stellar targets
for any one alignment.

Choosing between them (i.e. arguing for one of them) requires engaging with the
material, historical and/or ethnographic record(s) available, just as much as
interpretation itself.




