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Critical Review of Two Papers on the Passage Graves of Iberia

In this essay two papers are critically reviewed, namely, Michael Hoskin’s ‘Studies in Iberian Archaeoastronomy (5) Orientations of Megalithic Tombs of Northern and Western Iberia’ and Fabio Silva’s ‘The View from Within: a “time-space-action” approach to Megalithism in Central Portugal’.
 Both papers investigate the orientation of prehistoric monolithic sites in Iberia. As the titles imply the two authors have approached the subject with different theories, structure, and methodology. Michael Hoskin conducted his research as archeoastronomy with a ‘minimum of context’ with ‘the primary purpose… to assemble data.’
 Fabio Silva worked from a ‘time-space-action’ approach, using the cultural context, a focused range of sites and landscape and astronomical analysis to arrive at a different conclusion for the orientation of the passage graves of the Mondego Plateau in northern Portugal.
 The processual approach of Hoskin shared some cultural theories with those of the cognitive-processual analysis of Silva, while the latter added more depth and specificity and at times contradictory conclusions.

Definitions

Archaeoastronomy is defined by Clive Ruggles as ‘the study of the astronomy practiced in ancient times.’
 In 2008, Anthony Aveni described it as, ‘the practice of astronomy in ancient civilizations using both the unwritten and written record.’
 According to Alun Salt, the discipline began with the publication of Stonehenge Decoded by Gerald Hawkins in 1963, which proposed that Stonehenge served as an ‘astronomical computer’ to prehistoric Britons.
 The advanced astronomical knowledge Hawkins attributed to Stonehenge’s builders  was decried by archaeologists, like Richard Atkinson, whose evidence showed more primitive people occupying Britain between 3000 and 2000 BCE., when Stonehenge was erected.
 Of the two experts whom Atkinson hired to refute Hawkins claims, Alexander Thom ended up confirming the solar and lunar orientations of Stonehenge.
 This gave credence to the emerging scientific field of archaeoastronomy and simultaneously widened the schism between archaeologists, who interpreted megalithic orientations primarily in the context of the prehistoric culture of the builders, while astronomers focused on the astronomical data of the sites.
 In the 1980s and 1990s, the ‘green’ approach to archaeoastronomy of collecting and collating the astronomical data from many sites was favored in Europe.
 The intention of this type of processual archaeology was to rely on hard scientific evidence, rigorously collected to statistically determine the cultural processes that had produced change in the prehistoric population.
 Due in part to the existence of surviving cultures, New World archaeoastronomers spear-headed the ‘brown’ approach of integrating cultural and non-megalithic material data, including the written record into the analysis of the megalithic sites, according to Aveni.
 The ‘brown’ approach has been among the influences that have led to post-processual archaeology, which emphasizes the incorporation of non-astronomical evidence, cultural ontology, and phenomenology, the experience of the being in the place, according to Timothy Darville.
 Hoskin has followed in the ‘green’ tradition of archeoastronomy in contrast to the cognitive-processual and phenomenological approach of Silva. In order to critically assess the contribution of Hoskin and Silva, their research will be evaluated on theory, structure, and methodology.

Theory

Hoskin followed the processual theory emphasizing quantitative data collection and statistically analysis to determine the process that resulted in cultural change. Although not explicitly stated, the organization of data was sorted to determine whether the sites were oriented to the rising sun. Hoskin surveyed of thousands of Iberian monolithic sites with the intent of providing scientific data for other researchers to analyze.
 According to processual theory, the evidence should speak for itself, regardless of cultural context.
 

In contrast, the explicitly stated ‘time-space-action’ theory of Silva, embodied the cognitive-processual priorities of evaluating the data in the context of a cultural process (nomadic people), using project design to model a hypothesis, which could be tested (rising of Aldebaran), incorporating qualitative evidence (Serra de Estrela, mountains still named after a star), and evaluating the evidence from a range of studies (Bronze Age reuse of the sites) with deductive logic (use of sites for territorial markers and initiations), as outlined by C. Renfrew and P. Bahan. 
 Silva chose a microscopic sampling to delve into the specific cultural and phenomenological characteristics of his selected sub-group of prehistoric people.
 The ‘skyscape’ used in Silva’s theoretical model is said to, ‘encompass the heavens and the celestial bodies and how they relate back down to human beliefs and practices, to their notions of time and place, to their structures and material remains,’ whose function includes ‘structuring and structured by human agency… and an ideal canvas for the application of metaphors.’
 

The evidence shows that theories which drove the research of Hoskin and Silva represent a classic contrast between the ‘green’ approach of old World archaeoastronomy seeking to establish generalizations about large populations relationship to astronomical events through extensive collection of hard scientific data, statistically analyzed, while Silva adopted the ‘brown’ approach to incorporating non-astronomical material data, cultural ontology, and phenomenological stimuli into the analysis of a small sampling of sites.

Structure

Following the ‘green’ tradition, Hoskin designed his research as an exhaustive collection of data across a broad region and spanning from around 4000 -1300 BCE., during which the ‘megalithic tombs’ were created and used.
 The sites range from 15 m to several meters long.
 There is a backstone typically facing outward with orthostat sides leaning against the backstone sequentially encircling a chamber terminating in a passageway or simply an opening.
 Some were tumuli, at one time buried under a mound of earth and most had a door stone which could be removed or climbed over. 
 Hoskin’s research was structured to find statistical patterns in the general orientation of a variety of types of monolithic sites over a broad range of Iberia and prehistory.
 
In contrast, using the phenomenological ‘time-space-action’ approach Silva chose thirteen ‘passage graves’ on a single plateau in the Mondego valley, dated to 4300 -3700 BCE.
 Silva focused on the ‘window of visibility’ rather than an arbitrary single site line and how that intersected with the opposing horizon.
 While both researchers noted the nomadic use of the plateau and the summer pastures in the Serra de Estrela, which means ‘mountains of the star,’ toward which the dolmens were oriented, only Silva considered ways in which the dolmen was used to connect the two spaces, such as the concept of ancestors watching over the tribe in the summer, a territorial marker or the view of the astronomical event as a calendric device for migration.

The evidence shows that Hoskin followed the ‘green’ approach in structuring a broad scale research project, which focused on astronomical data and left further interpretation to other researchers. Silva structured a small-scale investigation of the cultural and material evidence, which widened the experience of orientation to a ‘window of visibility’ and interpreted its placement in the context of a nomadic culture and its astronomical relationships.

Methodology

Hoskins placed his back at the center of the backstone and measured the azimuth, declination, and altitude out the door or passage.
 The sites were grouped regionally, and the results graphed according sunrise positions.
 When the orientation was south of the midwinter sunrise, Hoskin used the category of ‘sun climbing’.
 The investigation was thorough and reflected sound methodology of the ‘green’ approach to archaeoastronomy, while withholding most cultural interpretation.
 The conclusions Hoskin drew were vague, according to Silva.

In contrast, Silva took new measurements, which noted the ‘window of visibility’ from the entire dolmen.
 Software was used to virtually determine the horizon where it was obscured by new forests and astronomical events were digitally recreated for Neolithic times.
 All the Mondego sites had sightlines intersecting with the distant mountains, where in Neolithic times the heliacal rising of Aldebaran had occurred, which was interpreted by Silva as the signal for seasonal migration.
 Further consideration of established cultural phenomena led Silva to postulate that the dolmens had been used for initiations and rituals.
 Neither researcher considered a feminist perspective that the dolmen could have been used for seclusion during birthing and/or menstruation and that tumuli with removable stone doors may also have provided protection for women and children during intertribal conflicts.

The methods employed by Hoskin and Silva also provided evidence of contrasting ‘green’ and ‘brown’ approaches. Hoskin chose a generalized site line to establish azimuth and hence sun orientation. Silva used modeling software to determine the ‘window of visibility’ on the horizon of the Serra de Estrela and determine the astronomical event that occurred in Neolithic times within that window. Silva also provided a range of interpretations in post-processual fashion.

Conclusion

The evidence shows that while both researchers measured the orientation of passage graves in the Iberian Peninsula relative to astronomical events, their theories, structure, and methods provide a clear distinction between the ‘green’ archaeoastronomy of Hoskin and post-processual, phenomenological, ‘brown’ archaeoastronomy of Silva. Using the ‘window of visibility’ and modeling software, Silva pinpointed the orientation of the sampled dolmens to the heliacal rising of Aldebaran. Through a microscopic examination of a small sampling, taking current and past cultural phenomena into account, Silva was able to contextualize the relationship between the Serra de Estrela, the rising of Aldebaran and the movements and lives of Neolithic people of the Mondego plateau. Hoskin ended up with general patterns from a large sampling which lacked enough specificity to determine that dolmens were oriented to specific solar events.
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