Passage Graves of Western Iberia
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This essay is a critical comparative review based on two papers about the “Passage Graves of Western Iberia”. The papers are “Studies in Iberian Archaeoastronomy: (5) Orientations of Megalithic Tombs of Northern and Western Iberia” by Michael Hoskin and “The View from Within: a ‘time-space-action’ approach to Megalithism in Central Portugal” by Fabio Silva. 
Both studies are part of an on-going research that authors conducted based on fieldwork focused on Megalithic tombs or dolmens’ alignments and construction dated from the Neolithic. Hoskin’s paper was published in 1998 and documented the results of work done in collaboration with local archaeologists, conducted in some areas of the Iberian Peninsula during the 1990s. Hoskin’s main purpose was to assemble data and make it available for archaeologists and archaeoastronomers to develop their work. Silva’s investigation was performed in 2010 on a specific area of Portugal, around the Mondego river platform, northwest of Serra da Estrela. Silva’s proposal was to include other sites beyond the ones Hoskin surveyed in the same region, but also broaden the methodology and offered an interpretation. His study would be directed to scholars and students of archaeoastronomy and, as it is relatively easy-read to the general public that might be curious about such themes. 
This essay will look into the two papers through the following themes: which was the authors methodology; which findings did the methodology enable regarding the Megalithic dolmens’ orientation; and finally, the authors’ theories on the relation between orientation and function of the Megalithic structures. Although Hoskin surveyed more than four-hundred structures in the Iberian Peninsula, these themes will focus on the dolmens of Mondego river platform, as it was the region examined by both authors. 

Methodology
As Clive Ruggles addressed, “Archaeoastronomical field survey typically involves the measurement of structural orientations (…) in relation to the visible landscape and particularly the surrounding horizon.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Clive Ruggles “Analysing Orientations” in Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, 1st ed., Edited by Clive L. N Ruggles, (Springer, 2015). p.411.] 

As it had been mentioned before, both authors developed their research based on fieldwork to measure the Megalithic constructions’ orientation - Hoskin in a broader area including Spain and Portugal and Silva in a more limited area in Portugal’s Central Massif, in the Mondego river platform. In this area, Hoskin surveyed twenty-one constructions and Silva surveyed thirteen. In sum, both authors defined these structures as having a polygonal chamber built with orthostats, with or without an entrance corridor. Both chamber and corridor would be roofed with stones and the whole structure would be covered with a mound of earth topped with stones, creating a tumulus. Their orientation is measured taking in consideration the direction its entrance is facing.
Besides the traditional tools, as the compass and clinometer to measure azimuth and altitude respectively, Hoskin used a computer program to calculate the declinations. The orientation line he took in consideration was drawn from the center of the backstone of the chamber to the center of the entrance, at the time of their construction. This line would define the cardinal direction of the dolmen.
Like Hoskin, Silva had measured the general orientation of the structures though introducing a new element of analyses, a ‘window of visibility’ - the maximum extent one can see from inside the chamber. This methodology was applied only in dolmens with corridor, as only these restrained visibility. He resorted to digital software in specific sites where it was impossible to see the landscape due to vegetation. Through these software, Silva was able to reconstruct the surrounding scenery by creating models of the view elevations and thus defining the ‘window of visibility’ each dolmen would have.
Each methodology reflects a personal approach to the orientation issue. Hoskin faced it as solar alignments, defining the orientations as either Sun Rising or Sun Climbing. Silva’s found this method inconclusive and therefore offered a more comprehensive study.

Dolmen Location and Orientation in the Mondego platform
The Neolithic communities in the Mondego platform were characterized by both authors as hunter-gatherers and herders that had a seasonal model of living. Silva explained this model as “…winters were spent on low grounds and the spring and summer seasons on the high pastures of Serra da Estrela.” [footnoteRef:2] Neolithic settlements were located in open locations, close to the dolmens and, as Hoskin said, seemed more suitable for a winter occupation – “…fires for heating were located in the middle of the dwellings…”.[footnoteRef:3] Not only the settlements but also the dolmens follow the southeast orientation, facing the sunrise during autumn and winter, thus fitting in the seasonal lifestyle.  [2:  Fabio Silva “The View from Within: a ‘time-space-action’ approach to Megalithism in Central Portugal” in Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, Edited By Fabio Silva And Nicholas Campion, (Oxbow Books Ltd, 2015). p.139-158. p.124.]  [3:  M. Hoskin and others, "Studies in Iberian Archaeoastronomy: (5) Orientations of Megalithic Tombs of Northern and Western Iberia", Journal for the History of Astronomy, 29 (1998), S39–87. S63.] 

In Hoskin’s paper one can find several tables showing the orientation of the dolmens – it is not easy to find a pattern as they all seem to have its own orientation. Focusing on the Mondego’s basin structures, there are two of them facing northeast and the remaining nineteen range from east to the midwinter sunrise, two of them facing a bit further south. Nevertheless, there was a clear tendency to face southeast. As Hoskin’s clear intention was to gather data on orientation, he didn’t interpret his findings in this paper, leaving that to a latter study. 
Silva’s study corroborates the orientation pattern to southeast and adds more information. His ‘window of visibility’ methodology showed that all the studied dolmens with corridor shared the same view from within the chamber: the landscape and skyscape of Serra da Estrela. 
Timothy Darvill writes that “Recognizing patterns without understanding purpose is simply description”.[footnoteRef:4] Unlike Hoskin’s proposal, Silva’s research includes an extensive interpretation of the orientation purpose towards Serra da Estrela. [4:  Timothy Darvill “Afterword: Dances Beneath a Diamond Sky” in Skyscapes: The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, Edited By Fabio Silva And Nicholas Campion, (Oxbow Books Ltd, 2015). p.159-166. p.161.] 


Relation between Orientation and Function
Orientation of Megalithic Tombs, is the title of Hoskin’s paper and as we can read throughout the article, he always defines them as tombs. As it was said before, Hoskin purpose was to assemble data, so there isn’t either an interpretation regarding the orientation of the tombs or a discussion about whether these structures had a funerary function or not. Hoskin’s only reference is about how the Neolithic dwellings found near the dolmens fit in the seasonal model.
Nicholas Campion says that “…our understanding of megalithic cosmology remains almost exclusively dependent on the archaeological evidence.”[footnoteRef:5] Silva’s approach followed this idea as he, besides taking into consideration the constructions location and orientation, also took in account the depositional artifacts found in the forecourts outside the dolmens, which would suggest the purpose of their function. So, what did the archaeological evidence tell us, cosmologically speaking? Considering the views defined by the ‘window of visibility’, Silva started by analyzing the solar and lunar events in that part of the horizon, finding no evidence of an explicit pattern. However, he realised that the star Aldebaran, at the time of the dolmens construction, would have risen within that alignment just before the sunrise, after a period of invisibility, which is called a heliacal rising. The star would be invisible from late February to late April when it started rising at dawn until mid-September, rising afterwards at night until late February. Silva suggested that Aldebaran could have been used by the communities as a temporal marker for their movement to Serra da Estrela during the warm weather, but comes to the conclusion that they wouldn’t need to build such structures to watch a star rising. He then provided other possibilities which established a close relation between the dolmens, assuming they were tombs, and Aldebaran: these people could see the star as the home of the dead or “their escort towards the afterlife”; Aldebaran could be protecting the dead buried inside the chamber, while the living were away in the mountain; a way to ensure the same seasonal lifestyle in afterlife, as the dead would use the star as a beacon.[footnoteRef:6] Again, Silva questioned the function of the dolmens as tombs, as there’s few evidences of such use. As an alternative, he proposed that they could be temples based on the dispositional findings and on the megalithic art found inside the chambers, a space where ceremonies and rites of passage had taken place. Silva suggested that they were used as “initiation structures” for the youngest, that would spend the night in the chamber, being the rising of Aldebaran the climax of the ritual.[footnoteRef:7]   [5:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology: Ancient World, Volume I (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2009). p.16.]  [6:  Fabio Silva, “The View from Within”. p.134. ]  [7:  Fabio Silva, “The View from Within”. p.135.] 

Aldebaran, accordingly to Vivian Robson, gives “honour, intelligence, eloquence, steadfastness, integrity, popularity, courage…”.[footnoteRef:8] It seems the perfect heavenly body to worship at an initiation ritual. [8:  Vivian E. Robson, The Fixed Stars and Constellations in Astrology (Astrology Center of America, 2005). p.120.] 


Conclusion
This essay compared critically two papers about the “Passage Graves of Western Iberia” through the themes of the authors methodology, dolmens location and orientation and relation between orientation and function.
Both authors developed fieldwork and used computer aid programs to take their measurements and define the dolmens orientation. Hoskin’s purpose was to collect data, leaving its interpretation to a latter study. On the other hand, Silva dedicated his paper to the dolmens orientation and function interpretation, based on the ‘window of visibility’ methodology. 
While Hoskin defined the dolmens orientation based on solar alignments, Silva went further and investigated what one sees from inside the chamber and through its corridor. He eventually found that all dolmens with corridor were facing Serra da Estrela and within that view was the Aldebaran rising. He explored the roll of the star in the Neolithic communities, suggesting its connection either with the diseased, in case they were tombs, or its relation with rites of passage, if they were used as temples.
It’s beyond the bounds of possibility to look for the answers to all the questions raised when it comes to discuss about ancient civilizations. Nevertheless, besides gathering data, the exercise of interpreting it from different points of view and introducing new ideas, is essential to a deeper understanding of our past. 
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