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A Critical review of two articles about medieval churches orientations

Word count: 1573
This essay critically reviews two articles about the orientation of medieval churches in England and Wales. The two papers are Jason R Ali and Peter Cunich, ‘The orientation of churches: some new evidence’, The Antiquaries Journal (2001), pp. 155-193 and Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg and Fabio Silva, ‘The orientation of Cistercian churches in wales: a cultural astronomy case study’, Citeaux – commentarii cistercienses, t. 67, fase 3-4 (2016), pp. 275-302. The essay will start with a brief introduction and description of both papers followed by a discussion regarding their presumptions about the role of the sun in the orientation of churches, their diverse approach analysing the results, their similarities and differences in methodology and finally their results.
These two papers are concerned with the orientation of medieval churches and were written in the early twentieth century with fifteen years apart. Although both papers discuss the same major theme, about the orientation of churches, the specific questions each one intended to answer are different. Ali tried to explore if churches could have been orientated using a magnetic compass.
 Brady studied the alignment of churches trying to understand what role played the landscape when deciding which orientation to follow.
 Regarding the use of a magnetic compass when orienting churches Ali arrived to the conclusion that ‘it is clear that the hypothesis is not supported’.
 Brady concluded that the landscape was fundamental ‘in understanding the orientations of the abbey churches’.
 Considering the sample of churches used in each article there are some differences between the two. Ali studied 143 sites ‘most of it from the eleventh to the twelfth century in England and Wales’ and Brady’s study focused on 11 Cistercian churches in Wales.
 The study of Ali encloses a bigger number of churches within a wider geographical area and including different religious orders comparing with Brady’s sample which represents a specific geographical location and religious order. Although the specific sample of Brady could be included in the data set of Ali’s work, since both are studying churches from a similar time period, only two churches are present in both studies which are Cwmhir Abbey and Strata Florida.

In each paper the authors assumed the relationship between earth and sky, manifested in the orientation chosen for the construction of a church, since they are actually studying how it was made and, in Ali’s case, what instruments might have been used.  In fact, Brady wrote that their research was made ‘in order to investigate the sun’s role in the building of these monastic centres’.
 Ali admitted that the question on whether the orientation of churches follows any rule ‘have not been definitive’ but he assumed that the churches within his study were constructed ‘along an east-west axis so that the congregation faced in the direction of the rising sun’.
 The edification of churches might have followed celestial movements and in the opinion of Stanislaw Iwaniszewki ‘the most explicit manifestation of the relationships between celestial phenomena and spatio-cultural categories is evident in the order manifested in monumental architecture’.
 The starting point of both papers assumes that the construction of churches have been done considering the sky, particularly the sun’s movement. 

As shown above the sample of churches used in each study is different and thus, also the data analysis followed diverse approaches. The difference encountered in these two papers can be linked with the two approaches within the field of archaeoastronomy which are nominated as green and brown archaeoastronomy.
. These approaches were defined by Ronald Hutton as, the green archaeoastronomy ‘based primarily on alignment-oriented statistics’, and brown archaeoastronomy based ‘on historical and ethnographic record to enrich its understanding of early astronomies’.
 In the paper from Brady this discussion is settled and it is assumed that the purpose was to develop a case study instead of a statistical one since ‘story emerge from place, each monastery then needed to be examined as a unique case study’.
 Ali did not wrote what approach they were following but having a considerable number of examples they were able to do some statistical work, and they did looked for patterns without presenting their results considering each church individually. In light of the two different archaeoastronomy approaches Ali followed a more statistical study while Brady developed a case study presenting each example individually based on other information rather than only the measurements results.

As Brady observed, Stephen McCluskey supported the study of a large number of churches that would enable a statistical work but he also wrote that ‘unlike most cases in archaeoastronomy, measurements of the orientation of churches can be complemented by investigation of an extensive body of written texts’.
 In fact, both authors included in their papers some historical research to support the analytical work as, according to Clive Ruggles, ‘statistical arguments can only enable us to pick out the most general trends of repeated patterns’ without considering the symbolism of each particular culture.
 Adding historical and cultural background to the orientation measurements leads to more complete studies and in the view of Nick Campion Cultural Astronomy is what ‘necessarily brings in all those disciplines which study culture, chiefly history and anthropology’.
 The work of Brady can be considered a Cultural Astronomy study since it considers the measurements but also historical and particular characteristics of each church and its surroundings. Although Ali presented some historical background as the starting point of his study his results are mainly based in statistical analysis.

Regarding the methodology followed in each study the azimuth measurements were taken using a compass having Brady used a Suunto KB-14 and Ali a KVH Data Scope.
 In both cases several measurements were taken in each site, although with a different criteria since in Brady’s study three measurements were made with three different instruments and users and in Ali’s work 8 to 10 measurements were taken but no references were made regarding the number of users and equipment’s.
 Regarding magnetic anomalies both looked for it measuring azimuths in both directions, forward and back sighting.

A difference between the two studies is the lack of altitude measurements in Ali’s study. Ali admitted that a hilly horizon would probably influence the orientation of a church but, as he sated, ‘did not attempt to calculate such discrepancies caused by the undulating eastern ‘horizon’’, without really explaining why they did not included that variable.
 Quite opposite is Brady’s approach, since her goal was to prove the relevance of the horizon when constructing a church considering the sun’s path. Brady measured the altitude of all the sites, and when not possible recurred to online tools to reconstruct the horizon, and concluded that the builders ‘embraced the landscape when situating and aligning churches so that they received the physical light of the sun at significant theological days’.
 While Ali did not considered the landscape, although admitted that it could change the orientation followed, Brady’s purpose was to prove the importance of the landscape which her study revealed as a relevant factor.

Besides the study of the use of magnetic compass, when orienting churches, Ali also used the data collected to study other hypothesis, as the orientation of churches according to the rising sun of the patron feast day, equinoctial day or Easter day. 
 Similarly, although focusing on the importance of the landscape, Brady studied some hypothesis as equinoctial days and the specific feast days of Michaelmas and Saint David’s day.
 These hypotheses are mentioned by other authors, as Ruggles, who enumerated possible reasons for the orientation of churches, including those presented by Ali and Brady.
 Both Ali and Brady considered that churches would be oriented with the equinoctial day and feast days however, Ali considered various patronal feast days according to the possible patrons of the churches used in his study, while Brady only studied two specific feast days which were considered relevant in the culture of the particular region under study, Wales.
 Brady’s study also showed ‘the emphasis predominantly on sunsets and the west’ and this result has some resonance in Ali’s work as he also perceived that a considerable number of churches ‘have orientations which correspond to the sunset azimuths on their patronal feast days’.
 

To conclude, both papers assumed the relationship between the orientation of churches and the observation of the sky, particularly the sun’s movement. The authors attempted to develop a better understanding about the motives to choose a particular orientation. Ali tried to understand whether the orientation was made with a magnetic compass but the results did not support that hypothesis. In her work Brady tried to demonstrate the relevance of the landscape when deciding a church’s orientation, concluding that the builders engaged and adapted their constructions according to the horizon alterations. Brady followed a study case approach considering each church and its particular history and landscape individually and Ali, with a bigger number of samples, followed a more statistical approach to the results, however some historical and cultural background can be found in his paper. The methodology followed in each study varied mainly in the measurements taken since Ali did not measured altitude and thus, did not consider the horizon variances that could be a reason for a change in a church orientation, as Brady actually concluded from her study. Both papers present some hypotheses for the orientation of churches which had been cited by other authors however, Brady added another result that is the relevance of the west instead of the east, a fact that is supported by Ali’s results.
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