[image: image1.png]PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





Postgraduate Dissertation coversheet & feedback form: 

THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by student:

	Student Name:
Jacqueline Anna Estaroth
Student University Email: 1202037@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code: AHAN 7025
	Student ID number:
1202037
	Educational support needs:

Yes/No X

	Dissertation title:

Scotland's Clava Cairns and the Midsummer Full moon.

	Supervisor: 

Dr Fabio Silva
	Word count:

15,742

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Signed …………J A Estaroth

…………………………………………………………………………………………………
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box □X
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	For completion by the first marker:

Comments:
 This dissertation presents an original approach to the Clava cairns in Scotland. It supports this approach with extensive field work combined with an excellent use of virtual tools and graphic displays. All of this work is placed into a solid historical background as well as a literature review which established the previous work on the Clava cairns and some similar sites in the UK. Based on this literature review and the field work you have presented new evidence about shadow, light and dark as a potential cosmological component to the cultures that produced these cairns.  
In this regard, the dissertation is a valuable contribution to the field.  Your discovery that these cairns are evenly distributed between cairns with summer alignments and those with winter alignments is just one such contribution.  Additionally your calibration of the different types of lunar skimming phenomena is insightful. This is the strength of your dissertation.
What weakens the work is that because you have made assumptions that have not really been supported by your evidence (details below) you have not considered in greater depth the cosmology of light, dark and shadow that you have revealed in your research. For example, it would have been useful to ponder the possible implications of the nuances of the different skimming phenomena the valleys contained.  If you plan to continue with this work I would recommend that you do go back to your evidence and work with it without any expectations of stars, sky lore or fire festivals. 

This weakness however, although distracting from the overall dissertation, does not over shadow the original work that you have undertaken and the contribution you have made to a deeper understanding of the Clava cairns. 

What follows are more detailed comments on your work. 
Introduction

You present the aim of your dissertation in different places. Your first aim expressed on p.14

Therefore this dissertation addresses that uniqueness, exploring it from a lunar perspective. It asks whether the midsummer full moon appeared differently at Balnuaran, on MLL years, earmarking Clava-valley as particularly sacred, compared with neighbouring river valleys. Potentially varied uses of contrasting cairn-types are also considered.

Your refinement of that aim later 
This research explored whether skimming occurs along cairn and river horizons in the Clava region. The aim was to systematically explore landscapes and skyscapes of the region's southwest/northeast orientated rivers, (potential Clava cairn locations), to compare with Balnuaran, much as Lionel Sims considered various 'local landscape' locations for Silbury Hill, to argue the rationale for its actual placement vis-à-vis the avenues.

Later in your Literature Review (p.46) you explain again on this aim and state

In Scotland the main feature is the low midsummer full moon, crossing the southerly horizon, often appearing to disappear or reappear as hills intervened. Exploring these phenomena formed the backbone of this research.

All of these additions and expansions needed to be clearly stated in your introduction. You state you are going to work with the moon, but in that initial statement you also needed to bring in the concept of a skimming the moon and give a brief introduction to the phenomenon. With this established you could have then stated that your aim was to not look for alignments concerning the moon but how the valleys around these cairns produced a particular style of moon skimming, from emerging to despairing to a lack of visibility.  The reader only really discovers your intention once they get into your methodology section. 

Historical Context and Literature Review 
These are well presented sections where you place the Clava cairns into a historical context and then considers previous work in terms of the potential sky alignments of the Clava cairns.  In a few places you make statements without providing evidence, for example on page 23 when you are discussing the general archaeological remains in the area of the Clava cains, you write: 
‘Valley floors flood and, while rocky outcrops were used as ritual centres, little evidence of EBA cultivation or homesteads survives…’

You continue with the assumption of sacredness later when you write an additional aim of your research on page 39, and state, 

‘The Sun's orientation is obvious at Balnuaran, the intention here is to explore whether the Moon's MLL cycle could inform regarding sacred ceremonial.’

Which raises several questions. In what way is the sun’s orientation obvious, do you mean that the passages are aligned to the midwinter sunset, as Burl described which you cite in your introduction?   Additionally, the other issue is how can you infer that any results that you find in terms of the moon’s movement actually constitutes an agency for sacred ceremonial use?  You needed greater clarity here to state that it is Ruggles who claims that lunar alignments are about sacred ceremonies, your work will look for these lunar alignments or skimmings and then if you find them you are implying that you will use Ruggles to claim sacredness.  Finally, at this point in your dissertation you have not provide any evidence for rocky outcrops being used as ritual centres.    

Methodology Section 
Your premise was to select northeast, southwest flowing rivers in which the valleys contained Clava cairns plus one other such river that did not have any Clava cairns based on the assumption that the cairns were related to the river. The question naturally arising that you needed to address is, were there any Clava cairns that are not in valleys and thus not associated with rivers? 
Additionally, because you have not fully stated your aim in the introduction it is unclear as to why:

 The survey consisted of travelling along valleys, stopping at each available turn in the landscape to measure the hills' southerly altitudes. This generated a series of locations noting azimuth and altitude.  
Clearly you are looking for where the moon will produce the skimming phenomenon but if you have moved away from the cairns what does this imply? You needed to state in your aim in the introduction that you were going to explore the notion that Clava cairns only existed in river valleys that produced a moon skimming and consider the whole notion of light and dark in these valleys.  
You do state later that ‘The focus was always the horizon between hill and sky, where lunar phenomena occur, in order to comprehend how human beings might have responded’ This is another expansion of your aim which also needed to be placed in your introduction. 
Fieldwork and discussion
The listing of the different lunar phenomena at the varying sites is clearly described and opens up a new idea in the particular relationship that certain valleys have with the moon.  Your field work displays not only a great deal of work moving along the valleys and measuring but also your skills in using the instruments plus using the digital tools of Digimaps, Stellarium and HeyWhatsThat. You have also shown considerable graphical skills in creating the images of the moon’s relationship to each site.  This is well done.  
A small point is that when you are dealing with a ring cairn and you are noting the moon’s movement against a major menhir what needed to be clarified is the viewer’s position in relationship to the menhir, landscape and location of the MLL moon’s path. I am assuming that it is the centre of the cairn. 
Re the three Balnuaran EBA cairns which you found were aligned to the setting of Sirius. From 2300 BCE – 1500 BCE the declination of Sirius was -21 to -18 which is close to the declination of smLS,  -19.10. Thus rather than shifting to a stellar argument it may be more closely linked to a lunar arguments.  Alternatively, they may have used stars to help located the hidden position of a lunar event. The point being here is that alignment to stars does not necessary imply that the Clava cairn builders held a stellar cosmology. 
In considering your fieldwork results you have made assumptions about the use of the sites or the intentions of the builders. For example, in your conclusion on p.117 you write:
The dark-moon site at Balnuaran Central potentially functioned as an education centre, where future generations learnt about the aurora borealis, star patterns and star lore.  
You do stress this is just your suggestion but the level of speculation is high and does not help your overall argument. Later you write, 
Conversely darkness is deeper at new moon with only starlight defining the landscape during an essential journey, such as to the cairns for a ceremony of darkness.  
What evidence do you have to support this claim? What is the ceremony of darkness and why was their journey essential?  Such speculation has also lead you into an unnecessary discussion on the use of fire in modern Scotland today and suggesting that the cairn builders used such fire rituals to help the sun in some way. There is no evidence to suggest the cairn builders conducted firer rituals and making the leap that it is done today therefore it must have also happened 3500 years ago is not a valid argument. 
Conclusion
You make the point that 
Balnuaran's invisible-Moon site was an appropriate place to teach star lore to future generations. It is hard to sufficiently emphasise how much light there is
during summer.

Your argument that these places were used to teach star lore has no evidence to support it.  The period of the invisible moon – at the LMM – would not be the only time that the night sky was dark all night. Indeed, every month in the new moon phase there would have been at least three days of darkness. Thus, the dark moon days in the winter months would have offered better skies for watching the stars. Your argument that they could watch the summer skies at full moon in these places is not a strong argument for we have no reason to suppose that such a time was considered important in any way. Hence your conclusion that they would have used the ring cairns for the telling and teaching of sky tales is not supported by the evidence you have provided. 

There is a great deal of excellent work in this dissertation and I would recommend that if you continue with this work that you step back from ungrounded speculations around the intended use of the site and focus on what you evidence does suggest, a cosmology of light, dark and shadow for that is your truly unique contribution in this field. 
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Comments:

This is an innovative and original piece of research on megalithic sites that have been continuously researched since antiquarian times. As such, it would be hard to find a new angle on them, but yet this is exactly what you do here. You accurately locate the Clava cairns in their geographical, historical and academic context, and conceived and implemented a thorough fieldwork methodology to explore your research question.
Unfortunately, the presentation of your research question is probably the weakest point of this dissertation. The statement of its aims required clarity and fleshing out. This would then streamline, and potentially solve, other issues, particularly in the methodology, presentation of results and discussion. In fact, there seem to be two complementary pieces of research here, one on the location of the cairns and the importance of dark regions, the other on the potential alignments of the cairns themselves. These two aims are complementary, and you make some solid attempts at using the conclusions of the first to inform your interpretations of the second. But their presentation is jumbled together, not only detracting from your major findings, such as the seven type of extreme lunar phenomena, but making it difficult to follow through their implications for the interpretation of the cairn orientations. 
Despite this, and other points mentioned below and by the first marker, this is an excellent piece of research, which included an extensive amount of fieldwork, is elegantly presented with very helpful photographs and illustrations and, overall, increases the present knowledge of the topic. Had there been more clarity in the two aims and their complementarity, and had you allowed your results to shine through this would have been deserving of a very high distinction.
Some further comments on individual sections follow.
Abstract & Introduction

Your aim is perhaps best described in the abstract where you say that:

This research set out to test to what degree the midsummer full Moon would be perceived on the southerly horizon, during major lunar limit years for the whole Clava region, in order to ascertain whether Clava's darkness was normal for these latitudes and in this district. 

However, as already noted above and by the first marker, in the introduction and elsewhere you earmark alternative, though complementary, aims – but without ever fleshing out the main aim that is mentioned in the abstract. Without this fleshing out, why you set out to explore the river valleys in such depth remains mysterious. It is also not clear why, given these aims, you also explore the orientations of kerbstones and cairn entrances. It is as if there were actually two aims in mind: one related to MLL darkness (as in the quote above) at the location of the cairns, and the other related to the actual orientation of the cairns. These are two complementary elements (location and orientation) of archaeological sites, both of which can relate to the skyscape as indeed you do, but their distinct natures and complementarity should have been fleshed out. 
There is also some confusion in nomenclature, with different terms being used to describe the same events. For example, in the abstract, first paragraph, the major and minor extremes of the moon are mentioned, whereas in the second paragraph these are referred to as the lunar limits.

Historical Context & Literature Review

These two chapters are very solid, covering a comprehensive range of literature providing both the prehistoric and geographical context for your work, as well as an in-depth exploration of previous scholarship in the area. The extensive use of Digimaps, in particular, to mark and show the location of dozens of archaeological sites, as well as the river valleys, is commendable – a trend that carried across to the methodology and results chapters.
Methodology
This chapter, despite including all the required technical information, lacks a description of the overarching framework. For example, the chapter opens by stating that: ‘This section explores regional topography and some cairns. […] It introduces rivers, establishing reasons for selection or deselection‘ (p.53). The next section then starts with a timetable of site visits. It is not clear why a methodology section should explore ‘regional topography and some cairns’. 
This ties back to the inadequate statement of aims in the introduction, making it even more necessary to be clear about why you have elected the methodologies that you did. For instance, by this point of your dissertation, it is still unclear why you are selecting river valleys for fieldwork. Nor is it clear why you are measuring orientations of kerbstones, cairn entrances and monoliths when the aims you state, in their various versions, seem to relate more to moon and horizon, as seen from cairn valleys. 
Another point is that you don’t mention the Chi-squared test as part of your methodology, even though you use it later in the discussion. One final, albeit minor, point is that you don’t explain how you arrived at your estimate of precision for each instrument, but neither do you seem to use it in your interpretation of the results.  
Results
This is another solid section, particularly in the simplicity, and yet comprehensiveness, of the presentation. You made good use of simple diagrams to explain your key results.
The seven types of lunar experience, in particular, are a very important find. Although you don’t stress them as such. These are important phenomenological observations of the different ways the major extreme of the moon could be experienced at such high latitudes and go well beyond the ‘skimming moon’ type which is the only one mentioned by previous scholars. This is a significant find of importance to the wider field that deserved to be highlighted more.

Nevertheless, after observing these seven types you put them to good use, by looking at the river valleys and cairn sites, from this perspective. You continue to make excellent use of Digimaps and photography to complement your description of results. 
Discussion

I’m separating the discussion from the results, as I think this split should have equally been made in your dissertation. So I am here going to refer to the contents of page 101 through to 119.
The charts in the discussion (as well as other figures throughout the dissertation) needed a more informative caption. Figures should stand on their own, with captions providing all the information needed to understand them, without forcing the reader to refer to the text to understand what s/he is seeing. 
Nevertheless, the charts are very insightful, and the way you opted to approach this summary of results, and use it to lead your discussion is very strong. They highlight the key results relating to the comparison of river valleys (non-cairn) and cairn sites. The strong signal posed by non-cairn sites, with their preference for invisible moons, contrasts heavily with those of the cairn sites, as also demonstrated by the Chi-squared test.
The discussion becomes more difficult to follow when you turn to the cairns themselves. The data here (not presented in the Results section) is condensed into a single table that, rather than present actual results (i.e. measurements) presents your interpretation of them. It covers, presumably, every site and all the orientations you measured for each site (as per the methodology section). However, it is not clear what orientations you are reporting (entrance, kerbstones, etc), which of those correspond to the mentioned alignments, nor which of those alignments match the stars you mention.  
For example in p. 112 you state that ‘Six ring-cairns are orientated on the MLL midsummer full moon’. However, form the table in pp. 106-109, two of them are marked as ‘SMLL orthostat’, presumably meaning that the SMLL orientations is created by an orthostat outlying the ringcairn. This contrasts, again also presumably, with the other four mentioned ring cairns. Can they, therefore, be slotted and interpreted equally? Is the potential importance of the SMLL equal between the two different ways of encoding such an alignment?
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