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Critical Review
The practice of orientating Christian churches to face East can be traced back to the early centuries of the common era. The practice was likely adopted from the Essenes and is possibly a relic of ancient sun worship.[footnoteRef:1] Whilst it is widely accepted that by the medieval period, churches in northern Europe were generally orientated in this way, questions remain as to the specifics of the orientations. [1:  B. L. Gordon, Sacred Directions, Orientation, and the Top of the Map, History of Religions, Vol. 10, No. 3 (Feb., 1971), pp. 213-214] 

This essay will compare two articles, both of which seek to illuminate the details of the orientations of churches from medieval Britain and to identify specific dates for which their orientations were set. The first paper is Jason R. Ali and Peter Cunich’s ‘The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence,’ published in the Antiquaries Journal in December 2001.[footnoteRef:2] The second is ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’ by Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzberg and Fabio Silva, published in Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses in 2016.[footnoteRef:3] This essay will compare the papers through an analysis of their purpose, methodology, and place within the academic context. [2:  Ali, JR and Cunich, P (2001) “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence” The Antiquaries Journal 81: 155-193URL]  [3:  Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 275 - 302 ] 

Ali and Cunich’s paper was published in the Antiquaries Journal, an academic journal with a broad focus that includes papers on ‘research questions from a variety of perspectives, combining, for example, historical, art historical, architectural, linguistic, archaeological and scientific data.’[footnoteRef:4] Its target audience is primarily academics, although most of its readership would not be specialists in medieval church architecture or the orientations of sacred sites. The paper by Brady et al. was published in ‘Cîteaux: commentarii cistercienses,’ an academic journal that focuses more precisely on the history of the Cistercian order and whose readers are therefore more likely to have an understanding of Cistercian church architecture and the principles that influenced it.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/antiquaries-journal Accessed 3/3/18]  [5:  http://www.citeaux.org/ Accessed 3/3/18] 

Peter Cunich is an expert in early modern European history whilst Jason R. Ali is an Earth Scientist.[footnoteRef:6] Cunich’s research concentrates on a later time period but he has published widely on church architecture, and the two authors went on to publish further research on the orientation of Christian churches in Britain.[footnoteRef:7] Ali’s topographical expertise is demonstrated in the highly detailed yet varied measurements reported in the paper. Both authors are employed by the University of Hong Kong, which is relevant given their investigation into the use of Chinese-invented magnetic compasses. Brady et al. describe themselves as ‘an anthropologist (Brady), a medieval art historian (Gunzburg), and an archaeologist (Silva), all of whose training overlaps within the field of cultural astronomy.’[footnoteRef:8] Whilst this team lacks the scientific background of Ali, their paper is in keeping with previous publications and all are involved in the Welsh Monastic Skyscapes Project at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David.[footnoteRef:9] The two papers, whilst focusing on a very similar topic, are authored by academics from significantly different disciplines. [6:  http://hku-hk.academia.edu/PeterCunich Accessed 3/3/18
http://hku-hk.academia.edu/JasonAli Accessed 3/3/18]  [7:  Ali, JR and Cunich, P, The Church East and West: Orienting the Queen Anne Churches, 1711-34, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, Vol. 64, No. 1 (Mar., 2005), pp. 56-73 ]  [8:  Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 275]  [9:  http://sophia-project.net/research/wms2.php Accessed 3/3/18] 

The primary purpose of the Ali-Cunich paper is to ascertain whether there was a fundamental control that governed the East-West alignment common to the late first and early second millennium churches of northwest Europe.[footnoteRef:10] The authors also seek to investigate the possibility that the churches were aligned using a magnetic compass, despite the instrument remaining unattested in Europe until the late twelfth century.[footnoteRef:11] Brady et al. specifically seek to understand the orientation of churches with the context of the surrounding landscape: they ‘approached each church as if its orientation was a reflection of a complex mixture of the abbey’s founding history, liturgical calendar, and timekeeping, blended with its unique landscape.’[footnoteRef:12] The paper therefore takes a more holistic view, with a greater emphasis on the situations of individual churches rather than overarching patterns. [10:  Ali, JR and Cunich, P (2001) “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence” The Antiquaries Journal 81: 156]  [11:  Ali, JR and Cunich, P (2001) “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence” The Antiquaries Journal 81: 156-7]  [12:  Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 280] 

Both papers are firmly placed within a sound academic context. Whilst they both refer to Wordsworth’s 1822 assertion that ‘Our churches, invariably perhaps, stand east and west, but why is by few persons exactly known,’ the papers go on to emphasize quite different literature in accordance with their stated purposes.[footnoteRef:13] Ali and Cunich’s paper is based on Cave’s 1950 paper and hinges on the supposition that Cave’s conclusions were faulty.[footnoteRef:14] Cave’s work is one of the most thorough analyses of British church orientations with 642 sites examined.[footnoteRef:15] The approach of Brady et al. is clearly informed by Beldon Lane and his assertion that ‘sacred space is storied space.’[footnoteRef:16] Their paper seeks to investigate the orientation of the sacred space of the church in relation to the storied space of the landscape. [13:  William Wordsworth, The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth (London 1846). p. 400. Quoted in Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 277 & Ali, JR and Cunich, P (2001) “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence” The Antiquaries Journal 81: 155]  [14:  Ali, JR and Cunich, P (2001) “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence” The Antiquaries Journal 81: 156]  [15:  Cave, C. (1950) The Orientation of Churches, The Antiquaries Journal 30]  [16:  Lane, Belden C. Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality (Baltimore, JHU Press, 1988) 18] 

Both papers cite Benson in support of separate arguments. Brady et al. claim that Benson ‘discovered that only a minority of churches aligned with the patronal feast day sunrise’ whereas Ali and Cunich claim that he ‘suggested that evidence of aligning churches according to sunrise on the patronal feast day could be found in the records of Scottish freemasonry.’[footnoteRef:17] These references to Benson’s 1956 paper in this way suggest a superficial use of the literature to advance the authors’ own arguments, particularly in the case of Cunich and Ali whose reference is misleading in regards to Benson’s conclusions.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 277 
Ali, JR and Cunich, P (2001) “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence” The Antiquaries Journal 81: 156]  [18:  Benson, H. (1956) Church Orientation And Patronal Festivals. The Antiquaries Journal 36.] 

Whilst there is a great overlap regarding the literature referenced in the two papers, Brady et al. provide much more context to their work, referencing a greater number of ancient and modern sources to underpin their research, including Durandus, Isidore of Seville and Sextus Julius Africanus.[footnoteRef:19] Such thoroughness is used to give a background to the theological impact on Church orientation, an important aspect somewhat neglected by Ali and Cunich. Crucially, Brady et al. directly reference the Ali-Cunich paper, and point out an important oversight: they ignored the influence of landscape in their calculations.[footnoteRef:20] This was a mistake also made by Hoare and Sweet in 2000 and reconsidered by Hoare in 2015.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 277 ]  [20:  Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 277 ]  [21:  Peter G. hoare and Caroline S. Sweet, ‘The orientation of early medieval churches in England’, Journal of Historical Geography 26 (2000), p. 162-173
Peter G. hoare, ‘Orientation of English Medieval Parish Churches’, in The Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, ed. by Clive L. N. ruGGleS (New york 2015), p. 1711-1718, here p. 1715
Both quoted in Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg, and Fabio Silva (2016), ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study’, Cîteaux : commentarii cistercienses 67 (3-4) 277] 

The methodologies of both papers are quite similar, although the sample sizes are very different: Ali and Cunich measured 143 sited to Brady et al.’s 11. Brady’s holistic view creates a useful picture of the orientation of Cistercian churches in Wales, whereas Ali-Cunich make more sweeping generalizations. Crucially, the myriad measurements carried out by Cunich-Ali give the impression that they were attempting to find the data to fit their hypotheses. Cunich-Ali do point out that within their sample, Cistercian churches tended to follow unusual patterns, which suggests Brady’s research may be less applicable outside their sample.[footnoteRef:22] Both papers provide useful insights into the orientation of churches, although both have their limitations. Cunich-Ali’s paper ignores the importance of landscapes and seeks to interpret the data to fit their hypotheses whilst Brady’s paper is very specific to the 11 Cistercian churches of Wales. [22:  Ali, JR and Cunich, P (2001) “The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence” The Antiquaries Journal 81: 184] 
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