WEEK 3: Archaeology and Cosmology

Purpose of the week
Archaeology is interested in understanding cultures based on the material culture they leave behind. The nature of the primary sources – the archaeological record – has deep implications on their interpretation. In the absence of other sources, care must be taken not to over-interpret the data, and this has been a big problem in the field, especially when dealing with prehistory. However, only recently did archaeologists become interested in the beliefs and associated practices – the cosmologies – of past societies. This week focuses on the paradigms that have been used to interpret the archaeological record and the issues with reconstructing the intangible (cosmology) from the tangible (material culture).

Other tasks this week
· Plan the essay for your first assignment.

Class Description
The focus of this week’s readings is on how one should approach the study of material culture when one is interested in cosmology, religion, belief and associated practices such as ritual, magic, etc. The primary sources of a scholar interested in the skyscape are the material remains left by a given culture, be it a megalithic tomb, a pyramid, a medieval church or a prehistoric piece of bone carved with celestial symbols. Most often than not, these were identified in a survey, retrieved or even restored during archaeological excavation work. The latter, by its very nature, is destructive: archaeological fieldwork has been compared to a historian reading a book and tearing up and destroying the pages as he goes. Archaeological methodology, and by extension that of Archaeoastronomy, is thus unique among the social disciplines and a balance needs to be struck not to over-interpret the data.

Throughout the history of archaeology there have been various approaches to the interpretation of material remains and the creation of theories. Your readings this week will cover the several paradigms (or ‘Theories’, with capital T) in Archaeology: from the diffusionism and evolutionist views of Victorian antiquarians, through the functionalism of Processual archaeology, to the more recent Interpretative Archaeologies.


Thought for the Week
What is the relationship between archaeoastronomical alignments and the cosmology of their builders?

Hands-on exercise for the Week
What is the altitude of the celestial poles?

Use your hands (and the appropriate conversion table), a clinometer or a smartphone app to measure the altitude of Polaris (if you are in the northern hemisphere) or the celestial pole (if in the southern hemisphere). There will be instructions on Facebook on how to find the celestial poles in the night sky.
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