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Purpose of the week
As we stated earlier the question which runs through the whole MA is the extent to which humanity’s images, representations and uses of the sky, and people’s feelings, thoughts and dreams of the sky are conditioned by culture – or genuinely in tune with something deeper or real. This week we focus on the emerging discipline of astronomy in culture.

Tasks this week
· Do the required reading, check some of the recommended reading.
· As we have said before, pace yourself and don’t take on too much.

Class Description
The class addresses a crucial question for the entire MA in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology. We will consider what is meant by the term ‘Cultural Astronomy’. Is it an academic discipline? Or a subject area, drawing on different disciplines? Or is it the practices and beliefs that a culture holds about the sky? I have defined Cultural Astronomy as the study of the application of beliefs about the stars to all aspects of human culture, from religion and science to the arts and literature. It includes the new discipline of archaeoastronomy - the study of astronomical alignments, orientation and symbolism in architecture, ancient and modern within a cultural context. An expanded definition of the term could include the politics of the space race, UFO cults and popular astrology. Can we talk about ‘cultural astrology’ and, if so, as with ‘cultural astronomy’, does it refer to the practice, or the academic study of the practice?

There is little theoretical writing on ‘cultural astronomy’. The earliest is the article by Elizabeth Chesley Baity which, though, consists of little more than an uncritical list of previous research. However, by defining the discipline of ‘ethnoastronomy’, Baity explicitly argued that it is not enough to use astronomical evidence in isolation as evidence for past astronomical (or, we could say, astrological) practices and beliefs. The two short pieces by Campion offer a definition of cultural astronomy and a concise history of the discipline’s development.

It helps to know how the discipline originated and developed as a result of the boom in archaeoastronomy in the 1960s. A number of works, most notably (because of its public impact) Gerald Hawkins’ Stonehenge Decoded, established the idea that ancient monuments might have been built to contain astronomical alignments. Some, such as Stonehenge, were described as ‘observatories’. However, having discovered apparent alignments the next question was whether these were coincidental, or intentional (deliberately intended by the builders). It was quickly concluded  by many of the researchers in the field that wider cultural factors had to be taken into account and so the terms ethnoastronomy and cultural astronomy came into use. Sometimes ‘cultural astronomy’ appears to be used as a synonym for archaeoastronomy, although it should always refer to wider contexts. Most work in the area looks at ancient or non-western material. Jarita Holbrook is one scholar challenging this convention by urging the sociological study of modern astronomy and astronomers. One of Holbrook’s starting points is that most astronomers are men and, in the USA (where she was born) they are almost all white men. This, for her, patently locates the discipline of astronomy in a sociological context. Nick Campion also challenges the convention by asking whether modern western astrology can be considered as a form of ‘cultural astronomy’. 

Skyscapes
We are developing the notion of ‘skyscapes’  as an umbrella term for the kind of work we cover. It’s a useful term because we have established skyscapes as part of a trinity of research projects and teaching in the School of Archaeology, History and Anthropology, the other two being landscapes and skyscapes. The work in this week will be continued through much of the rest of the MA, but especially in the Heavenly Discourses and Archaeoastronomy modules. 

Thought for the Week
Is the study of ‘astronomy –in-culture’ distinct from the study of ‘astrology-in-culture’. If so, how?

