HPCA 7028 Helen Barsham 2411590
[image: A black and white logo

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Postgraduate/Distance Learning
Assignment 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 the student:

	Student Name: Helen Barsham


	Module code: HPCA7028

Module title: Sacred Skies


	Student ID number:
2411590
	Educational support needs:
No

	Module tutor: Bernadette Brady


Assignment due date: 1.5.25

	If your module has multiple submissions, please indicate which piece of work this is.

[bookmark: Check13][bookmark: Check14][bookmark: Check15][bookmark: Check16][bookmark: Check17][bookmark: Check18]1st |_|    2nd  *|_|     3rd  |_|      4th |_|      5th |_|      6th |_|

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.
Signed ……………Helen Barsham………………………………………………
Email submission: if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box □
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	
Assignment Mark
	
Final Mark

	WILL BE GIVEN ON TURNITIN



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.

PLEASE NOTE: ALL COMMENTS WIL BE POSTED ON TURNITIN


For completion by Marker 1 :
Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:




	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	AGREED INTERNAL MARK (where necessary):

Comment on process of arriving at agreed mark:









	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)








	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:





Introduction 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]This is a case study which follows a similar method to Brady, Gunzburg and Silva’s Cistercian Churches,[footnoteRef:1] but is much smaller in scale and examines the site of Crowland Abbey in Lincolnshire and the recently excavated henge in Anchor Church Field,[footnoteRef:2] nearby. A henge is a ring-shaped monument built from earth and found in Ireland or Britain from 2800 B.C.E to 2000 B.C.E. believed to be for rituals or ceremonies,[footnoteRef:3] and often surrounded by water[footnoteRef:4] like the one at Crowland. I explore the Abbey and the henge’s relationship to each other and their individual relationships to the sky using horizon astronomy[footnoteRef:5] and under the interdisciplinary, epistemological umbrella of ‘cultural astronomy’[footnoteRef:6] which incorporates ‘brown’ archaeoastronomy, where ‘cultural evidence’ is emphasised.[footnoteRef:7] Culture is a complex[footnoteRef:8] concept to investigate, but in considering the literature, archaeology,  landscape and its story[footnoteRef:9] with the sky, through looking upwards[footnoteRef:10] at Crowland, it may be possible to add a layer of meaning to the site. I begin with a rationale for this study. A literature review follows with a focus on the primary source, the life of St.Guthlac[footnoteRef:11] (674-714 C.E.),[footnoteRef:12] Vita Sancti Guthlaci Auctore Felice, about the anchorage of St. Guthlac, written by a monk called Felix[footnoteRef:13] within a generation[footnoteRef:14] after Guthlac’s death, and a recent paper detailing the excavations at the site of the henge, Anchor Church Field.[footnoteRef:15]  I share the results (Appendix A) of the horizon astronomy, discuss them and end by drawing some possible conclusions. In all of this, I aim to avoid Hawkin’s fallacy[footnoteRef:16] through being methodical and reflexive.[footnoteRef:17] There is not room here to research as deeply and widely as I feel this site calls for so suggestions for further research are listed in the discussion section.  [1:  Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, Fabio Silva, ‘The Orientation Of Cistercian Churches In Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study, Cîteaux – Commentarii cistercienses, 67, 3-4 (2016) pp. 276-302. Hereafter, Brady et al., Orientation.]  [2:  Duncan Wright & Hugh Willmott ‘Sacred Landscape And Deep Time: Mobility, Memory And Monasticism On Crowland’, Journal Of Field Archaeology, 49.4, pp.280-299. DOI: 10.1080/00934690.2024.2332853. Hereafter, Wright & Willmot, Sacred Landscape.]  [3: Clive Ruggles & Amanda Chadburn Stonehenge Sighting The Sun, (Swindon, Liverpool University Press for Historic England, 2024), p.58. Hereafter, Ruggles & Chadburn, Stonehenge.]  [4:  Wright And Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.283.]  [5:  George Zotti.’Visualization Tools And Techniques’ in, Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, ed.by Clive Ruggles, (New York, Springer 2015) pp.445-456 (p.450) Hereafter, Author of Chapter and Chapter Title ‘in Ruggles Handbook’.]  [6:  Ruggles & Chadburn, Stonehenge, p.17.]  [7:  Ruggles & Chadburn, Stonehenge, p.27.]  [8:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford, Blackwell, 2000) p.1.]  [9:  Beldon C. Lane, Landscapes Of The Sacred, Geography And Narrative In American Spirituality, (Baltimore, John Hopkins Press, 1988), p.58. Hereafter, Lane, Landscapes.]  [10:  Fabio Silva, ‘The Role And Importance Of The Sky In Archaeology: An Introduction’ in Skyscapes, ed. Fabio Silva And Nicholas Campion, (Oxford / Philadelphia, Oxbow Books, 2015), pp.1-7, (p.3). Hereafter, Silva, Role And Importance, Skyscapes.]  [11:  B. Colgrave, ed. And Trans., Felix’s Life Of St. Guthlac (Cambridge, 1956). Hereafter, Felix, Vita.S.Guthlaci.]  [12:  Jane Roberts & Alan Thacker, Ed. Guthlac, Crowland’s Saint (Donington, Lincs, Shaun Tyas, 2020) p. xvii-xxi. Hereafter, Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac.]  [13:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, xvii.]  [14:  Andy Orchard, ‘Lege Feliciter, Scribe Felicius: The Originality Of The Vita.S. Guthlaci’. In Guthlac, Crowland’s Saint ed. Roberts & Thacker (Donington, Tyas, 2020) pp. 25-54, (p.25).]  [15:  Wright and Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.281.]  [16:  Ruggles & Chadburn, Stonehenge, p. 137-141. ]  [17:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Best Practice For Evaluating The Astronomical Significance Of Archaeological Sites’, in Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, ed.by Clive Ruggles, (New York, Springer 2015) pp.374-387.] 


Rationale
When considering the literature about the site’s history, I have not found many references to the primary source of the sky[footnoteRef:18] which gives one good reason for this exploration. However, in the primary source Vita Sancti Guthlaci Auctore Felice, there is a reference to the sunset when Guthlac breaks his fast.[footnoteRef:19] There is also a reference to Guthlac bathing a man at sunrise who was cured of an evil spirit.[footnoteRef:20]  A further reference is when Guthlac takes his conversion to become an anchorite and the ‘sun had risen in fire’[footnoteRef:21]  and significantly, to the abnormal lighting up of the sky during the night when Guthlac dies.[footnoteRef:22] This suggests the sunrise is literally and metaphorically enlightenment for Guthlac. In Christianity, light (and therefore sunrise) symbolises the power of good over evil.[footnoteRef:23] Horizon astronomy affords us with an opportunity to understand the impact of light upon a community both tangibly and symbolically by being able to link calendar days to events in the sky. Apart from these few references to the sky in the primary source, there is a paper on the Peterborough Chronicle.[footnoteRef:24] Peterborough is a city near to the site of Crowland. Cesario suggests that the author of the Peterborough chronicle, shows a ‘remarkable interest in astronomical and meteorological matters’[footnoteRef:25] and includes sky phenomena for the years such as 729 C.E.,[footnoteRef:26] dates that are close to the time of St.Guthlac’s death suggesting there was contemporary, eighth century interest in the skies near the Crowland site. This idea complements the use of horizon astronomy to find out more about Crowland. Silva’s opinion is that ‘The sky has been neglected within the archaeological worlds’[footnoteRef:27] and I agree with him, in the case of Crowland.  Given the eighth century local interest in the skies,[footnoteRef:28] the recent discovery of the henge[footnoteRef:29] and the primary source about Guthlac’s life,[footnoteRef:30] and a lack of reference to the sky in the literature about the site, it feels fitting to consider the sky in more detail by using ‘cultural astronomy’ to add to the ‘sedimented layers of meaning that a site acquires over time.’[footnoteRef:31] Duncan Wright, Senior Lecturer in Medieval Archaeology at Newcastle University has endorsed this opinion by saying my research sounds ‘very interesting’.[footnoteRef:32]  By using the sky as a ‘reliable primary source,’[footnoteRef:33] I hope to be able to shine a different light on this community.[footnoteRef:34] The recent excavation of the site of the henge has uncovered layers of sacred history[footnoteRef:35] but no one has looked upwards,[footnoteRef:36] until now. [18:  Bernadette Brady, ‘The Phenomenology Of Star Phases And Their Role In Considering Skyscapes’ in Visualising Skyscapes, Material Forms Of Cultural Engagement With The Heavens ed. Liz Henty, Daniel Brown (London, Routledge, 2019), pp.98-111. (p.99). Hereafter, Brady, Phenomenology. ]  [19:  Felix, Vita.S. Guthlaci, p.28.]  [20:  Felix, Vita.S. Guthlaci, p.131.]  [21:  Felix, Vita.S. Guthlaci, p.19.]  [22:  Felix, Vita.S. Guthlaci, p.159.]  [23:  Brady et al., Orientation, p.300.]  [24:  Marilina Cesario, ‘Reading The Skies In The Peterborough Chronicle’, Culture And Cosmos, 27.1, Spring /Summer (2023) pp.27-41. Hereafter, Cesario, Chronicle.]  [25:  Cesario, Chronicle, p.28.]  [26:  Cesario, Chronicle, p.30]  [27:  Silva, Role And Importance, Skyscapes. p.3]  [28:  Cesario, Chronicle, p.30.]  [29:  Wright & Willmott, ‘Sacred Landscapes’, p. 281-282.]  [30:  Felix, Vita. S. Guthlaci]  [31:  Nicholas Campion ‘Skyscapes: Locating Archaeoastronomy Within Academia’ in Silva & Campion Skyscapes (Oxford, Oxbow Books, 2015) pp. 8-10 (p.9). Campion citing Christopher Tilley’s A Phenomenology Of Landscape,1994 p.32. Hereafter, Campion, Skyscapes / Academia. ]  [32: Duncan Wright, personal email to Dr. Helen Barsham, 10th April 2025.]  [33:  Brady, Phenomenology, p.99.]  [34:  Silva, Role And Importance, Skyscape p.4.]  [35:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscapes, p. 297.]  [36:  Silva, Role And Importance, Skyscape, p.3] 




Literature Review

In this review, I explore, briefly, the sacred history of the site and its political, religious and geographical context to try and understand the culture of the times; to establish a cultural backdrop against which the findings of the horizon astronomy research can be placed. The site consists of Crowland Abbey, Anchor Church Field, the site of the henge and the alleged barrow of St. Guthlac’s anchorage, and Anchor Church House, which is part of Anchor Church Field. (see Fig. 3) This project focusses on the declination of the Abbey and the site of the henge and follows Brady’s thinking that ‘sunrise was a culturally significant event for a medieval parishioner.’[footnoteRef:37] Through using horizon astronomy, I aim to see if that is the case at Crowland Abbey. The henge is also explored, to a lesser extent, using horizon astronomy to investigate for possible cultural significance of the sunrise or other stellar information. [37:  Brady, Dual. p.6.] 


The exact date that the Abbey was built is not known[footnoteRef:38] but a ‘catastrophic fire’ is recorded in 1091.[footnoteRef:39] Roberts and Thacker suggest about 971C.E.[footnoteRef:40] Roberts contextualises the debate about the origins of the Abbey and suggests that the ‘grasping’[footnoteRef:41] monks of Crowland were inventive with the Abbey’s history starting with a 716 foundation charter foisted retrospectively on King Æthelbald’[footnoteRef:42] in order to secure pilgrimages and the lucrative business that was associated with viewing and being near saintly relics.[footnoteRef:43] Crowland Abbey lays claim not only to St.Guthlac[footnoteRef:44] but also St. Waltheof,[footnoteRef:45] St. Neot[footnoteRef:46] and the skull of St.Theodore[footnoteRef:47] (See Fig. 5)  [38:  Roberts, Pamphlet, p.31.]  [39:  Roberts, Pamphlet, p.31.]  [40:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p.xxiv.]  [41:  Roberts, Pamphlet, p. 31.]  [42:  Roberts, Pamphlet, p.31.]  [43:  Ronald C. Finucane, Miracles & Pilgrims, Popular Beliefs In Medieval England, (London, Melbourne, Toronto, J.M.Dent & Sons Ltd, 1977). p. 29.]  [44:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac.]  [45:  E. Dachowski, E. & M.W. Hennequin, M.W.  ‘Waltheof: The Journey From Warrior To Saint’ Scandia 88.2, (2022), pp.264-289, DOI:10.47868/scandia.v88i2.24802. ]  [46:  Roberts & Thacker, p.xxxiii.]  [47:  Rory Waterman, lincolnshirefolktalesproject.com (2024) https://lincolnshirefolktalesproject.com/2024/02/20/crowland-Abbey-the-devil/ [accessed 27.4.28]] 


Fig.1: A: Crowland Abbey Showing the West Door, B: St. Guthlac and Æthelbald Top Right -Bottom Row. Photo by Helen Barsham.
A                                                                                     B
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Fig 2:  Henge site: Anchor Church Field Today (and Rusty!) The Abbey is Behind the Trees, Photo by Helen Barsham. [image: A dog standing in a field
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Figure 3:  Map Showing the Location of Crowland Abbey and Anchor Church Field and Anchor Church House, Photo Helen Barsham. 

[image: ]
Note: This map was chosen because it gives the clearest view of the position of the Abbey to the fields that are discussed. There is no clear line of sight anymore and you cannot see the Abbey if you are standing in Anchor Church Field as there are buildings and trees in the way now.

Figure 4: Crowland Abbey (Using Google Earth Pro) Showing West to East / East to West Orientation of the Abbey, Photo: Helen Barsham.
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Figure 5: Skull of St. Theodore, courtesy of antiochian-orthodox.com [accessed 28.4.25.] Photo: Helen Barsham
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Saints, Politics and Landscape in the Eighth Century 
To understand the cultural context of Crowland in the eighth century, one can look at the primary source of Felix’s Vita Sancti Guthlaci Auctore Felice [footnoteRef:48] written by the monk Felix (730-740 C.E.)[footnoteRef:49] commissioned by King Ælfwald of East Anglia.[footnoteRef:50] The text details the anchorage, a ‘barrow-hermitage’[footnoteRef:51] of Guthlac and his solitary life, on Crowland, an isthmus, which was only accessible by boat, in the wild and desolate fenland.[footnoteRef:52] The desolate landscape of Crowland may have been exaggerated by Felix,[footnoteRef:53] to emphasise Guthlac’s exceptional saintly abilities as an elite, Benedictine hermit monk, of the devil fighting kind.[footnoteRef:54] In terms of the landscape, Chisholm agrees with Felix in that ‘The Fens, as a whole, would have seemed to most inhabitants of Britain a forbidding and inaccessible wilderness.’[footnoteRef:55] Yet, Oosthuizen disagrees and suggests that there is evidence for ‘early and middle Anglo-Saxon farmsteads, hamlets and settlements’ from Romano British times[footnoteRef:56]  suggesting that the fens were well populated.  [48:  Felix, Vita S.Guthlaci]  [49:  Felix, Vita S. Guthlaci, first page.]  [50:  Kelly Kirkpatrick, ‘Places, Landscapes And borders In The Vita S. GuthIaci’ In Guthlac, Crowland’s Saint ed. Roberts & Thacker (Donington, Tyas, 2020) pp.97-115. (p.114)]  [51:  Wright & Wilmott, Sacred Landscape, p,281.]  [52:  Michael Chisholm,’Crowland In St. Guthlac’s Time’ In Guthlac, Crowland’s Saint ed. Roberts & Thacker (Donington, Tyas, 2020) pp.316-325. (p.319). Hereafter, Chisholm, Crowland, ]  [53:  Felix, Vita.S. Guthlaci, p.89.]  [54:  Everson & Stocker, p.196.]  [55:  Chisholm, Crowland, p. 324.]  [56:  Susan Oosthuizen, The Anglo-Saxon Fenland (Oxford, Oxbow Books, Windgather Press, 2017), p.26. Hereafter, Oosthuizen, Fenland. ] 


In Vita S. Guthlaci, Guthlac fought demons and monsters,[footnoteRef:57] the devil from hell,[footnoteRef:58] and was aided by the apostle, St. Bartholomew.[footnoteRef:59] Guthlac died on April 11th [footnoteRef:60] and this is known as St. Guthlac’s day locally, illustrating the continued importance of Guthlac. The patronage of St. Bartholomew was important and Æthelbald, who ensured Guthlac’s enshrinement and elevation to Sainthood[footnoteRef:61]  used this apostolic saintly backing as political advantage over his opponents[footnoteRef:62] illustrating the fight for kingship through religious means at this time.[footnoteRef:63] The demography of the site, and inevitably, its political and religious culture, was in a state of transition in the eighth century. However, the site of Crowland has secured consistency in its sacredness across the eras.[footnoteRef:64] In using horizon astronomy at Crowland, one is accessing another point of historical consistency and that is, the primary source of the sky.[footnoteRef:65] [57:  Felix, Vita, S. Guthlaci, p.115.]  [58:  Felix, Vita, S. Guthlaci, p.103-105.]  [59:  Felix, Vita, S. Guthlaci, p.97.]  [60:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p.xxi]  [61:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p.xxiii]  [62:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p.xxiii.]  [63:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p.xxiii.]  [64:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p. 293.]  [65:  Brady, Phenomenology, p.99] 


Housing the Sacred 
When you visit today, the surrounding area is full of swans grazing in the fenlands ( Fig. 6.) which feels like ‘some sign’ adding to a sacred sense of the place.[footnoteRef:66] Brady mentions white animals, for example, swans ‘are a convenient tale’ for ensuring the sacred agency of a place.[footnoteRef:67] For Guthlac, it was the sow and piglets that pointed to his island[footnoteRef:68] although Everson and Stocker suggest a local, political manoeuvre[footnoteRef:69] and that neighbouring Medehampstede Abbey sent Guthlac to Crowland as part of their bid to populate the fens with ‘spiritual warriors.’[footnoteRef:70] Crowland is an important sacred site.[footnoteRef:71] As a continuing place of worship, it embodies Durkheim’s view as a sacred place, being contagious, spreading out into the environs[footnoteRef:72] which is synonymous with the idea of the ‘holy radioactivity’[footnoteRef:73] emanating from the worship of saintly relics at the Abbey[footnoteRef:74] and associated pilgrimages.[footnoteRef:75] The henge, 1km away is no longer used for ritual and ceremony (it is farmland, Fig. 2).  [66:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane, The Nature Of Religion, Germany, Harcourt Inc, 1957), p.27.]  [67:  Bernadette Brady, ‘The Dual Alignments Of The Solstitial Churches In North Wales’, Journal Of Skyscape Archaeology, 3.1, (2017) pp. 5-28 (p.7) https://doi.org/10.1558/jsa.30562 . Hereafter, Brady, Dual. ]  [68:  Jane Roberts Guthlac Of Crowland, A Saint For Middle England (Lincoln, Fursey Pilgrims, 2009) p.33. ISBN: 0 9544773 3 2 (pamphlet available from the Abbey). Hereafter Roberts, Pamphlet. ]  [69:  Paul Everson and David Stocker, ‘Guthlac At Medeshamstede’ Early Medieval Europe 31.2 (2023), pp.194 – 219, (p.194). Hereafter Everson and Stocker, Guthlac At Medeshamstede. ]  [70:  Everson & Stocker, Guthlac At Medehampstede, p.200.]  [71:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscapes, p.293.]  [72:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, Trans. Carol Cosman, (United States, Oxford University Press, 2001) p. xxii.]  [73:  R.C. Finucane, Miracles And Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs In Medieval England, (London, J.M.Dent, 1977), p. 26. Hereafter, Finucane, Miracles.]  [74:  Finucane, Miracles, p.29.]  [75:  Finucane, Miracles, p.44-48.] 


Fig 6: Crowland’s Swans in the River Welland and Nearby Field: Photos, Helen Barsham. 
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The ridge that Crowland is situated on is a sizeable barrow cemetery, part of larger system of Early Bronze age cemeteries.[footnoteRef:76] The sacred has been housed over the centuries at this site, of a ‘long and complex chronological sequence.’[footnoteRef:77] Guthlac is central to linking the Abbey and the henge as he is said to have lived in a cistern in what is believed to be Anchor Church Field. The Abbey’s eremite, living on the site of the henge. The name of the field is derived from the word anchorage.[footnoteRef:78] The field is situated 1 km northeast of Crowland Abbey (see Fig. 8) and is where Wright and Willmott discovered a ‘henge of truly monumental proportions.’[footnoteRef:79] At this sacred site, the liminal[footnoteRef:80] leads to the numinous.[footnoteRef:81] For the local community, in the centuries following Guthlac, the site was a shrine[footnoteRef:82] to the Saint who performed miracles. People continue to worship in the chapel in Crowland Abbey to this day and to make pilgrimages to see the relics.[footnoteRef:83]  The archaeologists, Wright and Willmott suggest that in medieval times[footnoteRef:84] Crowland would be known for the ‘monumental prehistoric earthworks and was an obvious choice for hermits to recast into a new form of a Christian “holy island.”[footnoteRef:85] In terms of religion and landscape, the site at Crowland has been repeatedly shaped as a ‘holy place.’[footnoteRef:86] Socially and culturally, the eighth century was a time of religious fervour and the cult worship of saints and there were many anchorites in this area.[footnoteRef:87] Nearby Thorney was known as the ‘the isle of anchorites’ where three hermit saints are supposed to have lived.[footnoteRef:88] Lane suggested that ‘ a sacred place is not chosen it chooses’[footnoteRef:89] and if Everson and Stocker are correct, the religious politics of the medieval era suggest that Lane’s concept may have been fully utilised at Crowland.  [76:  Jan-Peer Hartmann, ‘Monument Reuse In Felix’s Vita Sancti Guthlaci’, Medium Ævum. 88.2, pp.230-264, (p.236). https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/26889893.pdf?refreqid=fastly-default%3A00515c613358841e9ebc32cc392fcd03&ab_segments=&initiator=&acceptTC=1 [accessed 22.4.25] Hereafter, Hartmann, Monument Reuse.]  [77:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p. 281.]  [78:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.281. ]  [79:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.281.]  [80:   Judie, T, Oldfield, Barely South Review, The Limits of Liminality, Spring Issue Vol 11.2 (2020) https://barelysouthreview.com/the-limits-of-liminality/ [accessed 19.4.25]]  [81:  Stuart Sarbacker, Oxford Research Encyclopedia, Rudolf Otto And The Concept Of Numinous, (2016) https://oxfordre.com/religion/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.001.0001/acrefore-9780199340378-e-88 [19.4.25]]  [82:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p. xxii.]  [83:  Reverend Fr Gregory Hallam, ‘Crowland Pilgrimage for St Theodore (Martyr) and St Guthlac (Ascetic)’ (2023) antiochian-orthodox.com 
https://www.antiochian-orthodox.com/post/crowland-pilgrimage-for-st-theodore-martyr-and-st-guthlac-ascetic [accessed 28.4.25]]  [84:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.281.]  [85:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.281. ]  [86:  Wright & Wilmott, Sacred Landscape, p.294.]  [87:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.294.]  [88:  Everson & Stocker, ‘Guthlac At Medehampstede,’ p. 199. ]  [89:   Lane, Landscapes.p.19.] 


The Henge

Wright and Willmott have dated the henge, where Guthlac’s barrow is supposed to have been located,[footnoteRef:90]  to Neolithic or early Bronze age.[footnoteRef:91]  The size of the henge indicates a significant complex.[footnoteRef:92] Wright and Willmott couldn’t find St. Guthlac’s barrow [footnoteRef:93] but do say that there were many barrows nearby.[footnoteRef:94] The site of the henge is an area of intense farming and it is likely that the identifiable mound has been ‘ploughed out.’[footnoteRef:95] Wright and Willmott suggest that the site of the Anchor Church Field shows intense or prolonged activity or both[footnoteRef:96] and was a site of ritual activity until at least 14th century B.C.E.  There are no archaeological findings mentioned that point to celestial ritual. In considering the archaeoastronomy of the henge, I need to avoid presuming celestial possibilities ‘for no apparent reason other than their astronomical potential.’[footnoteRef:97] Yet, the importance of Crowland for archaeologies of the sacred[footnoteRef:98] suggests it warrants a consideration under the umbrella of horizon astronomy. Moreover, seventy-three miles from Crowland, there is the complex of Thornborough, which may have had stellar associations.[footnoteRef:99]  [90:  Wright & Willmott, p.280. ]  [91:  Wright & Willmott, p.283. ]  [92:  Wright & Willmott, p. 283.]  [93:  Wright & Willmott, p. 284.]  [94:  Wright & Willmott, p. 281.]  [95:  Wright & Willmott, p. 284.]  [96:  Wright & Willmott, p. 287.]  [97:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Best Practice For Evaluating The Astronomical Significance Of Archaeological Sites’ in Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, ed.by Clive Ruggles, (New York, Springer 2015) pp. 374-387, (p. 380). ]  [98:  Wright & Willmott, p.293. ]  [99:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Stellar Alignments – Identification And Analysis’ in  Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, ed.by Clive Ruggles, (New York, Springer 2015) pp.518-528, (p. 525).] 




Fig. 7:  Layout of the Henge and the Backfilled Evaluation Trenches 2004. Reproduced With Kind Permission from Wright and Willmott (April 2025)[footnoteRef:100]: Photo Helen Barsham. [100:  Duncan Wright, personal email to Dr. Helen Barsham, 10th April 2025.] 
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Method

I have used horizon astronomy[footnoteRef:101] to measure the declination (a synonym for latitude on the celestial sphere)[footnoteRef:102] of the site (Figs. 9 to 18). I have followed Brady’s approach in trying to look at the places’ ‘community role and relationship to landscape and its own history, as well as to the larger historical narrative of the region.’[footnoteRef:103] I hope this is demonstrated by the primary and secondary sources considered, briefly, in the literature review. As such I used virtual and, in the field, measurements (Appendix A, Table 1 reports virtual measurements). As Ruggles says, it is necessary to measure the azimuth, the horizon altitude and the declination.[footnoteRef:104] I used the virtual measuring tools on Google Earth Pro v.7.3[footnoteRef:105] and measured the central line across the Abbey’s roof from the West to the East and then the East to West (See Fig.9). I did the same for the Henge, taking my measurements from the ‘r’ in ‘church as detailed in Fig. 4 because that is where a local historian and Abbey guide told me was the site of the excavation. However, the Wright and Willmott diagram (Fig. 7) suggests the henge was nearer to the ‘Anchor Church House’ writing in Fig.4) so I took measurements from there too. I have treated Anchor Church Field and Anchor Church House (Figs. 3,8) as one site, the site of the henge, and possibly Guthlac’s barrow. Today, they are two fields along the same line from the Abbey (Fig. 8). I took the line of measurement by following the line of the Abbey to Anchor Church Field /House. (Fig. 8) The whole site is now farmed and there is nothing to indicate the sacred and complex history of the site. I used ‘Hey What’s That?’[footnoteRef:106] to determine the altitude of the Abbey’s East -West axis and for the site of the henge in Anchor Church Field /House (Figs. 13- 18). I used the university’s algorithm to calculate the declination of the sunrise and sunset (Fig. 19) and sun declination tables to establish potentially significant dates and then applied the appropriate Gregorian to Julian day additions or subtractions. (Appendix A, Table 2). For 700 C.E., this is +3 days, for 1500 B.C.E this is -10 days.[footnoteRef:107] I verified the measurements by visiting the site and using a Suunto Tandem[footnoteRef:108] compass and clinometer in the field. The measurements for the site, taken in the field showed the same azimuth and the altitude varied slightly, so I used the measurements from Hey What’s That? There was no need for any magnetic adjustments. I used Stellarium[footnoteRef:109] to consider the skies above the Henge at the winter solstice in the year 1500 B.C.E. The results of the orientation measurements are shown in Table 1 at Appendix A and the calendar links in Table 2.  [101:  Silva, Role And Importance, Skyscapes. p.3. ]  [102:  Clive Ruggles, Astronomy In Prehistoric Britain And Ireland, (New Haven & London, Yale University, 1999), p.18.]  [103:  Brady, Dual, p.6.]  [104:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Analysing Orientations’ in Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, ed.by Clive Ruggles, (New York, Springer 2015) pp.412 -424. (p. 412). ]  [105:  Google Earth Pro, Version 7.3, (February 2025)]  [106:  Hey What’s That? https://www.heywhatsthat.com [accessed 21.4.25].]  [107:  Planetcalc.com n.d.  https://planetcalc.com/7083/#google_vignette [accessed 28.4.25]]  [108: Suunto.com n.d. https://www.suunto.com/en-gb/Products/Compasses/Suunto-Tandem/Suunto-Tandem-360PC-360R-G-Clino-Compass/ [accessed 27.4.25]]  [109: G. Zotti, S.M. Hoffman, A. Wolf, F. Chéreau, & G. Chéreau. The Simulated Sky: Stellarium For Cultural Astronomy Research. Journal Of Skyscape Archaeology, 6.2, pp.221-258. (2021).] 


Fig.8:  Abbey in Relation to Anchor Church Field and Anchor Church House. Photo, Helen Barsham.
[image: A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]




Fig. 9: Measuring the Orientation of Crowland Abbey: Photo, Helen Barsham.
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Fig. 10: Anchor Church Field: Photo, Helen Barsham.
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Fig. 11: Abbey to Anchor Church Field Line. Photo, Helen Barsham.
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Fig. 12: Anchor Church House. Photo, Helen Barsham.
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Fig. 13:  Hey What’s That? - Crowland Abbey East – Altitude.
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Fig. 14: Hey What’s That? Crowland Abbey West -Altitude.
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Fig. 15: Hey What’s That? Anchor Church Field East – Altitude.
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Fig. 16: Hey What’s That? Anchor Church Field West -Altitude.
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Fig. 17: Hey What’s That? Anchor Church House - East Altitude.
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Fig. 18: Hey What’s That?  Anchor Church House West -Altitude.
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Results

Fig. 19: Calculating the Declinations – Photo, Helen Barsham. [image: A screenshot of a computer
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Discussion and Conclusions.

The history of the site is complex and there are conflicting theories about the demography of the site in the eighth century.[footnoteRef:110] However, using horizon astronomy, it has been possible to use a consistent primary source, the sky,[footnoteRef:111] to conclude that the Abbey was built in an alignment that allows for the sunrise and sunset to illuminate the East and the West of the Abbey on or around St. Guthlac’s day, 11th April (noting that this declination of the Sun exists over a number of days) and for the feast of the Nativity of the Virgin Mary on September 8th (or thereabouts). The landscape is flat terrain and is not altering the alignment.[footnoteRef:112] This seems to be an alignment and most likely not a coincidence given some churches align to their own saints’ days.[footnoteRef:113] Guthlac is the narrative, golden thread that draws the ontology of the site together. His cistern, the site of his anchorage led to a cult and the construction of Crowland Abbey,[footnoteRef:114] which added another layer of history to the already sacred site.[footnoteRef:115] Guthlac followed the trend of Benedictine rules in being a hermit ‘trained to fight against the devil.’[footnoteRef:116] In studying the sky, the declination of Crowland Abbey is 6.66 East. The possible associations of this number with the devil,[footnoteRef:117] for the history of the site needs further investigation. It is an enticing narrative to think that the Abbey was built as a physical manifestation of St. Guthlac’s conquest over the devil, but I am not drawing this conclusion. The above findings are presented with the caveat that the measurements are precise and that the calendar conversions are accurate. However, it is within reason to assume the Abbey’s alignment to St. Guthlac’s day.  [110:  Oosthuizen, Fenland. p.26 vs Chisholm, ‘Crowland’, p.324.]  [111:  Brady, Phenomenology, p.99.]  [112:  Brady et al., Orientation, p.277. ]  [113:  Brady et al. Orientation, p,.278. ]  [114:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p.xxiv.]  [115:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.293.]  [116:  Everson & Stocker, Guthlac At Medeshamstede.  p.196.]  [117: Roland Martin, Britannica.com, n.d. https://www.britannica.com/topic/number-of-the-beast [accessed 28.4.25]] 


Monument reuse of the henge creates a complex archaeology.[footnoteRef:118] The calendar dates derived from calculating the Sun’s declination at the henge suggest some probable Celtic celebrations (Table 2), but I hesitate to form any conclusions feeling that much more research is needed. There are multiple probabilities but the intensive farming over the years and lack of archaeological finds such as pig bones, confirming solstitial activity, as at Stonehenge[footnoteRef:119] urge caution at this stage. [118:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.293.]  [119: University of York, york.ac.uk/news and events, (2013)  https://www.york.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/2013/stonehenge/#:~:text=Feasting%20on%20a%20grand%20scale,feasting%20on%20an%20unprecedented%20scale. [accessed 21.425].] 


Further Research
I would like to study the cultural astronomy of the era more carefully and compare the site thoroughly with Thornborough, and a further henge that was at Maxey[footnoteRef:120] (nearby) before drawing any conclusions about what may have happened at the henge in terms of its relationship with the sky. However, the sun’s declination for this location of the henge does show a possible alignment to the Celtic festivals of Beltane[footnoteRef:121] and Samhain.[footnoteRef:122] The winter solstice in the year 1500 B.C.E sees Sirius’s declination rising at about 18 degrees and Anchor Church Field’s declination is about 17 degrees (Appendix A, Table 1 and Fig. 20) but more research is needed before any stellar alignment can be suggested. Ruggles urges the need for caution and cultural evidence,[footnoteRef:123] but he also suggests that Stellar alignments exist at prehistoric sites such as the Neolithic cursus and henges in Thornborough, U.K.[footnoteRef:124] This site is about seventy miles from Crowland.  [120:  The Megalithic Portal, Megalithic.co.uk, (2009) https://www.megalithic.co.uk/article.php?sid=23215 [accessed 21.4.25]]  [121:  Joshua Mark, World History Encyclopedia, (2020) https://www.worldhistory.org/Walpurgis_Night/ [accessed 20.4.25]]  [122:  Brady, Dual p.23.]  [123:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Stellar Alignments – Identification And Analysis’, in Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, ed.by Clive Ruggles, (New York, Springer 2015), pp. 518-528, (p.526). ]  [124:  Clive Ruggles, ‘Long -Term Changes In The Appearance Of The Sky’, in Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, ed.by Clive Ruggles, (New York, Springer 2015), pp.473-481, (p.474).] 




Fig.20: Stellarium Showing Night Sky, Winter Solstice 21.12 1500 B.C.E- Sirius Rising At c. 19.00 hours, Declination 18 degrees E /SE.
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A case study is about discovering the question of intentionality of a site.[footnoteRef:125] A side-by-side exploration of landscape and skyscape of the henge at Crowland, is needed to suggest further possibilities about the henge. Noted as a ‘particularly important case study for archaeologies of the sacred,’[footnoteRef:126] the primary source of the sky is neglected in favour of the primary source narrative of St. Guthlac [footnoteRef:127] in the current historiography of the Crowland site. Given the watery nature of the area, it is also possible that stars were also used for navigation, which could add to their importance culturally.   [125:  Brady, Dual, p.22. ]  [126:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.293. ]  [127:  ] 


The fens are a liminal space being neither land nor sea and with their blurred physical boundaries can symbolise the liminal space that is sacred.[footnoteRef:128] By looking at the sky, one might uncover more of the site’s mysteries. The results of this case study contribute to the findings of an ‘evolving sacred landscape’ [footnoteRef:129] but further research is needed in the cosmology of the site using cultural astronomy to know the full extent of Crowland’s ‘inexhaustible, mysterious and spiritual’[footnoteRef:130] legacy. (word count 4760) [128:  Judie, T, Oldfield, ‘The Limits of Liminality’, Barely South Review, Spring Issue Vol 11.2 (2020) https://barelysouthreview.com/the-limits-of-liminality/ [accessed 15.4.25]
 Stuart Sarbacker, Oxford Research Encyclopedia, Rudolf Otto And The Concept Of Numinous, (2016) https://oxfordre.com/religion/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780199340378.001.0001/acrefore-9780199340378-e-88 [accessed 15.4.25].]  [129:  Wright & Willmott, Sacred Landscape, p.280.]  [130:  Patrick Curry, ‘Enchantment, Place and Space: Implications for Cultural Astronomy’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 23, no. 2, Autumn and Winter 2019, pp.11-23.
Curry, (p.14).

] 







Appendix A:  Table 1 and 2.

Table 1: Horizon Astronomy Measurements for the Site.
 
	Place
	Latitude 
	Longitude
	Azimuth
	Altitude
	Dec E
	Dec W

	Crowland Abbey
	
52.67738

	
-0.165264
	
79
259
	
0.02
0.06
	
6.66
	
-6.60

	Anchor Church Field (henge and Guthlac’s mound?)
	
52.680926
	
-0.151452
	
61
242
	
0.06
0.15
	
17.14

	
-16.41

	Anchor Church House (henge and Guthlac’s mound?)

	
52.680891
	
-0.151193
	
62
243
	
0.09
0.14
	
16.61
	
-15.86









Table 2: Corresponding Dates to Sun’s Declination +3 days for year 700 CE for the Abbey, and – 10 days for 1500 B.CE.[footnoteRef:131] for the Henge (Conversion Gregorian to Julian Calendar). [131:  Brittanica.com n.d. https://www.britannica.com/science/Julian-calendar [accessed 21.4.23]] 


	Place
	Declination North / South 6.66/-6.60
	Notes

	Crowland Abbey
	
8-9th April (N) +3 days =11-12th April
5th-6th September (N) +3 days= 8th -9th Sept
3rd -4th March (S) +3 days = 6th-7th March
5th -6th October (S) +3 days = 8th-9th October

	
11th April is St. Guthlac’s day.[footnoteRef:132] The day he died. [132:  Roberts & Thacker, Guthlac, p.xxi.] 

 8th September is the Feast of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary.
March 5th is Ash Wednesday the beginning of Lent.


	Place
	Field: Declination North / South 17.14 / -16.41
House:  Declination North / South16.61 / -15.86
	Notes: Anchor Church Field and House are combined here as their measurements are similar. 

	Anchor Church Field and Anchor Church House

	
9th-10th May (N) -10 days = 1st May

4th and 5th August (N) – 10 days = 25th July

9th Nov (S) -10 days = 31st October
1st-2nd Feb (S) -10 days = 4th /25th January
	
Celtic, Beltane.[footnoteRef:133] [133:  Joshua Mark, World History Encyclopedia, (2020) https://www.worldhistory.org/Walpurgis_Night/ [accessed 20.4.25]] 





Celtic, Samhain, start of the Celtic year.[footnoteRef:134] All Saints Day.[footnoteRef:135] [134:  Brady, Dual p.23.]  [135:  Brady, Dual, p.23.] 

Imbolc (2nd Feb) [footnoteRef:136] [136:  Brady, Dual, p.23.] 
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