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Week 4: Case Studies – Prehistoric Europe 
 

Purpose of the week 
The next four weeks focus on worldwide case studies, beginning with Prehistoric 
Europe.  Each week your readings will focus on different regions and time-periods, 
giving you examples from a breadth of cultures. Moreover, each week will also 
exemplify a different “flavour” of archaeoastronomical research, as the different case 
studies draw on a variety of data (archaeological, historical, ethnographical) to support 
the archaeoastronomical interpretations. 

 
Tasks this week 

• Write your critical review for the first assignment. 
 

 
Class Description 
Stonehenge and the megalithic monuments of Europe have been at the center of 
debates in the field since its inception (see e.g. Lockyer 1906, Hawkins 1965, Thom 
1971, Ruggles 1999). But claims of astronomical awareness and symbolism go 
considerably back in time, into the Upper Palaeolithic c. 50,000 to 10,000 BCE 
(Marshack 1991, D’Errico 1989, Rappenglück, 2002, Hayden and Villeneuve 2011).  
 
The evidence from prehistory is confined to the material culture uncovered and studied 
by archaeologists, but recourse to ethnographic analogy (e.g. Hayden and Villeneuve 
2011) and the use of statistics (e.g Ruggles 1999, Silva in press) is common. This 
raises interpretative issues (already mentioned in week 2), with which you should 
engage in this week’s readings. 
 
 
Required Reading 
This week’s reading is extensive as we’re covering one of most studied areas and 
periods. Campion provides a good overview of prehistoric archaeoastronomy and you 
should start there. Hayden and Villeneuve review the evidence for astronomy in the 
Upper Palaeolithic, with recourse to ethnographic analogy. Malville et al’s study of 
Nabta Playa, although technically outside Europe, falls within the same “flavour” as the 
rest of the readings, and is still the oldest known site with celestial alignments. Ruggles’ 
book then delves into the archaeoastronomy of the British Isles. His approach is 
updated and extended in the study of megalithic dolmens by Silva. Finally, 
Prendergast’s study moves forward in time into the Iron Age. The optional reading is 
also substantial, which emphasizes the breadth of work done on this particular time 
period.  
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Thought for the Week 
What constitutes ‘evidence’ in Archaeoastronomy? 

	
  


