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moonrise, Sirius rising
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this leaves little room for cultural contextualisation of the celestial alignment  
                                      and leads to what Kim Malville describes as “thin description”
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At any one moment in time, there is a coincidence of celestial targets

Choosing one over another should not be based on a priori assumptions 
nor on the value of declination found (as in the range approach)

…it should be based on cultural contextualisation…

i.e. on the archaeological, historical and/or ethnographic record(s) 
available

Identification
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As an example: 
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times in the year;
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As an example: 
   - the events below occurred at the same declinations, but at different 
times in the year; 
   - so seasonality can be used to differentiate them;  

 
Ask yourself:  
Is there anything in the material, environmental, historical or ethnographic 
record(s) that indicates the site was used only in a particular season?  

If so, does it match any of these celestial events?
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Case in point: Stonehenge and Durrington Walls
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Alignment to both summer and winter solstice
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Identification

the first year the killing peak is in the winter, which is a similar to
the pattern seen in midden 593, but in the second year the killing is
spread out across a longer period and there is a less clear peak. The
second year peak is not as clear as might be expected, given its clear
signal in theMWS results, but this is likely to be related to increased
variation in tooth wear in the second year compared to that of the
first year.

Pit contexts show a consistently different pattern to middens
(and particularly context 593) in all stages of this analysis. Midden
contexts, the sizes of which greatly affect the overall assemblage
pattern, indicate a predominance of immature animals killed in the

first autumn and winter of their life, before the animals would have
produced their highest meat yield. In contrast, pit contexts show a
predominance of subadult animals in their second year, consis-
tently older pigs than those deposited in midden context 593.

Mandibular and maxillary jaws display very similar patterns,
except where there are large differences in sample size, but the
presence of larger samples of maxillae (e.g. in the house floor
contexts) demonstrates the value of including information from
these jaws as well as from the mandibles. In addition, they provide
a useful counterpoint for the pattern obtained from mandibles
alone, especially because mandibles and maxillae could have been
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Fig. 8. Mandibular wear stages from both directly attributable and estimated jaws from midden contexts at Durrington Walls.
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Fig. 9. Mandibular wear stages from both directly attributable and estimated jaws from pit contexts at Durrington Walls.

E. Wright et al. / Journal of Archaeological Science 52 (2014) 497e514 509

Wright et al (2014) Age and season of pig slaughter at Late Neolithic Durrington Walls (Wiltshire, UK) as 
detected through a new system for recording tooth wear. Journal of Archaeological Science 52: 497-514.
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Interpretation (sensu lato) should consist of 
identification and interpretation (sensu stricto).

identification : what celestial object was the target of the alignment?

interpretation : why was the alignment built? what did it mean? what 
purpose did it serve, if any?

quantitative argument

cultural context

& cultural context
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Interpretation



interpretation : why was the alignment built? what did it mean? what 
purpose did it serve, if any?
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iconography / imagesethnographic analogy
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interpretation : why was the alignment built? what did it mean? what 
purpose did it serve, if any?

cultural context

wider archaeological record

ethnographic record

historical record

iconography / imagesethnographic analogy

this will help you avoid what I have called Hawkins fallacy,  
                                       but is more formally called affirming the consequent.

Interpretation
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Such arguments are based on flawed logic:

If the Aubrey Holes were built to predict eclipses, then I would be able to use them to predict 
eclipses.
I am able to use them to predict eclipses.

… Therefore, the Aubrey Holes were built to predict eclipses.

This is known as affirming the consequent and is a logical fallacy.
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Such arguments are based on flawed logic:

If the Aubrey Holes were built to predict eclipses, then I would be able to use them to predict 
eclipses.
I am able to use them to predict eclipses.

… Therefore, the Aubrey Holes were built to predict eclipses.

This is known as affirming the consequent and is a logical fallacy.
If Bill Gates owns Fort Knox, then Bill Gates is rich.
Bill Gates is rich.

….Therefore, Bill Gates owns Fort Knox.

if p implies q and you observe q, p does not necessarily follow

NO!

Interpretation



Rule of thumb to always keep in mind: 

just because we can see something there today, 
it doesn’t automatically mean others saw the same back then

Another variant:

just because we can see something there today, it doesn’t 
automatically mean it was built for that purpose back then

Interpretation



Case in point:  
1. We see animals, people, objects (constellation) by uniting stars; 

2. Most hunter-gatherer societies see individual stars as animals, people, etc 
(Hayden and Villeneuve 2011); 

3. Some societies see animals, etc in the dark spaces, the so-called dark cloud 
constellations.

just because we can see something there today, 
it doesn’t automatically mean others saw the same back then
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Be reflexive: 
what are you assuming? 
what are the assumptions of your methodology? 
what are the assumptions of your theoretical framework? 
what are the assumptions of your/western ontology?
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Rule of thumb to always keep in mind:
just because we can see something there today, it doesn’t mean others 
saw the same back then

Be reflexive: 
what are you assuming? 
what are the assumptions of your methodology? 
what are the assumptions of your theoretical framework? 
what are the assumptions of your/western ontology?

Immerse yourself in the socio-cultural context:
how is it contrasting with your preconceptions? 
how would that society have perceived or conceived the alignment?

Interpretation



It is this deep sense of  theoretical and methodological reflexivity, as well as the emphasis on the socio-cultural 
contexts that we want to promote with the term “skyscape” and which, by extension, form the foundations of  skyscape 
archaeology. To us, sensible usage of  both terms involves first and foremost a degree of  reflexivity well above the 
norm of  archaeoastronomy in the past.  

It demands that we recognise and actively avoid the pitfalls caused by the biases we bring to our research. When taken to its 
maximum degree, reflexivity demands total immersion in the society we are studying: without this any interpretation will reflect 
more our own Western assumptions than the people we study, past or present. […] 

— F Silva and L Henty (2018) Editorial Journal of  Skyscape Archaeology 4(1): 1-5
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Identification is to answer the question of what celestial object was the target of the 
alignment?

Interpretation is to ask why was the alignment built? What did it mean? What purpose 
did it serve, if any?

Reflexivity and cultural contextualisation play a key role in both.

At any one moment in time there is a coincidence of solar, lunar and stellar targets for 
any one alignment.

Choosing between them (i.e. arguing for one of them) requires engaging with the 
material, environmental, historical and/or ethnographic record(s) available, just as 
much as interpretation itself.

Summary


