WEEK 7: Identification and Interpretation

Purpose of the week
This week deals with the identification and interpretation of structural alignments with celestial events. You will learn how to interpret your fieldwork data and identify the celestial events that match it. You will also learn to avoid some issues and pitfalls of interpretation, a topic that has partially been covered in week 5.

Other tasks this week
· Familiarize yourself with the Excel spreadsheet that converts azimuth into declination

Class Description
This week focuses on the identification of celestial targets of alignments as well as on the issues of interpretation. The key resource this week is to familiarise yourself with the Excel Spreadsheets that help you convert your fieldwork data to declination (revisit the material from weeks 4 and 6 to remind yourself of the key terms and definitions if need be). The hands-on task of the week requires you to calculate the declination of the setting sun. Use your compass and clinometer, or equivalent, to obtain the key measurements and then use the spreadsheet to get the declination.

Obtaining a declination is essential, particularly if one is working with multiple sites in different landscapes, but this is just the beginning of the journey of interpretation. Firstly, one needs to identify what celestial object, or objects, match the declination obtained. For this there are readily available solar and lunar tables, but you can also use Stellarium or other planetarium software to obtain them (don’t forget to set the date!). And secondly one needs to interpret it: why is there an structural alignment or celestial symbolism in your primary sources? Why did such-and-such society spend so much time building a monument like Stonehenge that is aligned to key celestial events? This requires cultural contextualization, a topic that has been discussed here since week 2.


Thought for the Week
Should Archaeoastronomy be concerned only with the study of alignments?

Hands-on Task for the Week
What is the declination of the setting sun?
As the sun is setting, go outside with your compass/clinometer or smartphone app and measure its azimuth and altitude. Then use the excel spreadsheet on Moodle to convert it to declination.
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