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Critical Review of a debate over the interpretation of the Orientation of Medieval Churches in the UK.

Word Count: 1504
There are two papers discussed in this review. The first paper is by Jason R Ali and Peter Cunich’s and is titled ‘The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence’, it was published in The Antiquaries Journal which has a focus on multidisciplinary collaboration and is aimed mainly at academics, in 2001.
The second paper is by Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg and Fabio Silva and is titled:  ‘The orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, It was published in Cîteaux – Commentarii cistercienses which is an international peer-reviewed journal providing the most up-to-date historical research in all areas of Cistercian history, in 2016.
Whilst not immediately evident from the title, Ali and Cunich’s paper is based on a study of churches in England (whilst it does maintain this through most of the article, it does on page 183 mention that the sites explored are in both England and Wales).  The original aim of the study was to explore the orientation of churches through the lens of geophysics and history with Ali being a geophysicist[footnoteRef:1] and Cunich being a historian[footnoteRef:2] specialising in early modern English history including church history.  [1:  https://www.linkedin.com/in/jason-r-ali-9a94039]  [2: http://www.history.hku.hk/staff-p-cunich.html ] 

The paper written by Brady, Gunzburg and Silva is more recent and the study was conducted between 2014-2016. The paper is aimed at a multi disciplinary academic audience, and from the title of the paper, it’s evident that the study is based on churches located in Wales. The orientation of the churches in the study is considered through the lens of Cultural Astronomy, by the multidisciplinary team of authors.
Ali and Cunich had initially set out to test their hypothesis that second millennium churches in England may have been aligned through the use of a magnetic compass. The key drive for their study was to extend the geomagnetic observatory records a few hundred years back, had they been able to evidence that compasses had been used in the alignment process. Their methodology comprised of taking directional data from 143 late first and second millennium churches from across England.
Superimposing the declination curve determined by Batt[footnoteRef:3] on the data collected showed that the alignment of the majority of early second millennium churches does not correspond with relevant part of the Batt declination curve. The data did evidence that the during the period under investigation, the magnetic north lay to the east of the North. On approaching this dead end in their endeavour, Ali and Cunich began to explore if the data they had collected would make sense through viewing it using a different lens. This lens was the observation made by Wordsworth[footnoteRef:4] in 1822 where he had noted that there was a connection between the alignment of a church and the sun rise of the feast of the saint that particular church was dedicated to. [3:  Cathy M BATT 1997. ‘The British archaeomagnetic calibration curve: an objective treatment’, Archaeometry. 39, 159-63]  [4:  William WORDSWORTH, The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth (London 1846). P. 400] 

Using this simple hypothesis, supported by further work undertaken by Benson[footnoteRef:5]  in 1956 which suggested that some churches aligned with the patronal feast day sunrise, and upon closer analysis of the data, it became apparent that many of the sites were orientated using sightings of the sun at sunrise and sunset, either on patronal feast days, Easter day, or at the spring and autumn equinoxes.  [5:  Hugh BENSON, “Church orientations and patronal festivals’, The Antiquaries Journal 36 (1956), p. 205-213.] 

The study undertaken by Brady, Gunzburg and Silva sets out a hypothesis that the orientation of Welsh Cistercian abbeys are orientated in a contextualised way. Their approach to the study moves away from the generalised statements made by Ali and Cunich and explores how the union of sun, landscape and architecture are unique to a particular church, and that these elements have been utilised in the orientation of the site. They adopted a case study approach informed by Lane’s[footnoteRef:6] view that story emerges from place, and using insights from Benson’s approach to his study of Oxfordshire sites.  [6:  Belden LANE, Landscapes of the sacred: geography and narrative in American spirituality (Baltimore, MD/ London 2001), p. 58.] 

In doing so, the authors disagreed with McClusky’s 2015 methodology which suggested that working on large samples would be more insightful when analysing the orientation of churches. 
The methodology of this study was based on using multidisciplinary techniques to explore the connections between the positions of sunrise and sunset in any given day and the orientation of a particular building. In designing their methodology, the researchers took into account three considerations: the first being that the sun rises and sets in a different position every day, and over the course of a year mimics the movement of a pendulum. In addition, the sun’s altitude in the sky varies and in doing so the four horizon points mark where the seasons start in the Gregorian calendar. 
The second consideration incorporated into the researcher’s methodology was that any change in the horizon line could change the position of the sunrise and the sunset on any given day. The third consideration was given to the sites themselves, and eleven churches were selected as they allowed for their orientation to be measured. The researcher’s surveyed two elements in their study: the orientation of the church and the landscape in which the church was located.  
In examining the sites as individual case studies, Brady, Gunzburg and Silva found that a number of themes emerged from their study: the importance of the landscape in understanding the orientation of the sites included in their study, the alignment of the sites with the sunset (where previous work on English churches had focused on eastern orientation), the focus on the astronomical equinox as opposed to the theological equinox, and the solar position on Saint David’s day and Michaelmas (both viewed with reverence in Wales). 
In considering the approaches that the researchers deployed for each of the studies, a striking coinsidence of Ali and Cunich’s paper, is that despite having set out to explore if churches in England had been aligned using a magnetic compass, they found connections between the solar position and the orientation of the churches in their study. Their study did however generalise many of the concepts and lacked the contextualisation that Brady, Gunzburg and Silva had applied. 
Ali and Cunich did however note the potential benefits that a more localised study could achieve by highlighting the work undertaken by Benson, and suggested that a regional approach could have added some clarity to the significance of the feast day sunrise orientations. This might have been the case, however, and as demonstrated by Brady, Gunzburg and Silva, another factor that might have strengthened this concept would have been to take to landscape into account as well.
Brady, Gunzburg and Silva’s study was strengthened by the fact that they had considered the orientation of each church in the context of its surroundings, and this allowed for a multi faceted study of each site, and for its uniqueness to be highlighted. Conversely, this presents a question around Christian theology, which is if each Church is to some extent individualised, are there any features that could be true for all churches? This is true in Islamic theology for example, regardless of how a mosque is orientated (some mosques are not purpose built especially in Europe, and have been converted from residential properties) prayer is always orientated towards Makkah as described in the Quran:
“… so turn your face in the direction of al-Masjid al-Haraam (at Makkah). And wheresoever you people are, turn your faces (in prayer) in that direction…” (2:144).
An assumption that was made with both papers is that all the sites that were studied had been built to function as a church , there is evidence to suggest that some aspects of Christian theology have their roots in pagan traditions as discussed by Pettazzonni[footnoteRef:7] in 1946. Therefore findings that have been thought to have been aligned to Easter, may have in fact been aligned with a pagan festival such as Ostara. This may not necessarily invalidate aspects of the studies, however they may offer some additional explanation as to why these sites had been orientated in the way that they have been. [7:  Pettazzoni, R. “The Pagan Origins of the Three-Headed Representation of the Christian Trinity.” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 9, 1946, pp. 135–151. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/750313.] 

In conclusion, the paper by Brady, Gunzburg and Sliva was enriched by its contextualised approach to studying the orientation of churches and establishing that this orientation was intentional to make use of the localised topography and with the sun on days of theological significance. On the other hand whilst taking a very different approach Ali and Cunich arrived at the conclusion that a large proportion of the sites that they studied were aligned using the sun as it rose / set on the horizon. 
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