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this leaves little room for cultural contextualisation of the celestial alignment 
and leads to what Malville describes as “thin description”
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Gerald Hawkins (1966) Stonehenge Decoded. Doomsday Books 
plus subsequent papers in Antiquity debating it



Identification vs Interpretation
this will help you avoid what I 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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However…
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Identification

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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Identification

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?



Identification
Case in point: Stonehenge and Durrington Walls

Alignment to both summer and winter solstice

Identification
Case in point: Stonehenge and Durrington Walls

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.

the first year the killing peak is in the winter, which is a similar to
the pattern seen in midden 593, but in the second year the killing is
spread out across a longer period and there is a less clear peak. The
second year peak is not as clear as might be expected, given its clear
signal in theMWS results, but this is likely to be related to increased
variation in tooth wear in the second year compared to that of the
first year.

Pit contexts show a consistently different pattern to middens
(and particularly context 593) in all stages of this analysis. Midden
contexts, the sizes of which greatly affect the overall assemblage
pattern, indicate a predominance of immature animals killed in the

first autumn and winter of their life, before the animals would have
produced their highest meat yield. In contrast, pit contexts show a
predominance of subadult animals in their second year, consis-
tently older pigs than those deposited in midden context 593.

Mandibular and maxillary jaws display very similar patterns,
except where there are large differences in sample size, but the
presence of larger samples of maxillae (e.g. in the house floor
contexts) demonstrates the value of including information from
these jaws as well as from the mandibles. In addition, they provide
a useful counterpoint for the pattern obtained from mandibles
alone, especially because mandibles and maxillae could have been
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Fig. 8. Mandibular wear stages from both directly attributable and estimated jaws from midden contexts at Durrington Walls.
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Fig. 9. Mandibular wear stages from both directly attributable and estimated jaws from pit contexts at Durrington Walls.
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Alignment to both summer and winter solstice
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Identification & Interpretation

Identification 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.


