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HPCA7009 – Skyscapes, Cosmology & Archaeology – Essay 1 – Critical Review 

  This essay reviews and compares two articles that investigate the subject of the orientation of churches. The topic of churches and their orientations is one that has sparked much debate and has garnered a number of studies producing a number of theories to how and why church orientations relate to the sky or the sun or the surrounding landscape. The first article by Ali and Cunich is concerned with the method that dictated how churches were orientated.
 The second article by Brady, Gunzburg and Silva investigated the relationship between the sun, the landscape, and the orientation of Cistercian churches.
 Both papers are written to shed more light on their topics with the considerations of previous studies acting as influence and motivation for the different methods used. This paper will briefly summarise the purpose and key points of each paper and critically analyse the effectiveness of the methods and presentation of the papers. 
  Ali and Cunich initially seeks to question whether a magnetic compass may have been used when aligning a church. The paper serves as a response to previous studies, highlighting the potential faults of an investigation by Cave that implied a magnetic compass was not used for church alignment due to the time period being before the magnetic compass’ first recorded usage in the area. Data was collected by measuring along walls and centre lines and foundations or remaining walls presumed to be parallel to the relevant structures. In addition to understanding the building orientation of churches, the author explains this could also lead to providing scientists with historical information for records.
 One key point the authors make sure to note is that the presence of magnetic noise due to surrounding materials such as cast-iron grilles and electric power cables which can distort the geomagnetic field. The paper shows that the hypothesis involving the use of a magnetic compass is disproved with the results showing only on a few sites is it possible that a compass was used. It is instead suggested there remains a possibility for the remainder of the sites that orientations could have been judged based on the sun’s position on significant dates of the year. The paper overall is detailed and deals with multiple aspects of the investigation, perhaps made this way by such a large data set that different trends could be spotted at once thus offering several insights and propositions based on their findings. This suggests the writings were directed to a more adept scholar of the field at the time rather than those nearer the beginning of their studies. There is an attempt to offer multiple explanations for the alignments discovered which could lead to influence more studies which is a positive extension of the study. Throughout the paper, the authors make references and add notes relating to separate studies that relate to the concept, using articles and reports from other investigations.
  As mentioned before, the paper by Brady, Gunzburg and Silva sought to uncover a relationship between the sky and church orientation. From the historical account by William Wordsworth, it was believed that churches invariably aligned east and west.
 Written after Cunich and Ali, there would be more sources available for this investigation to draw hypotheses from and make informed studies. this paper combines the different perspectives of the authors whose fields overlap from aspects of cultural astronomy and archaeology, indicating an audience from a variety of different fields though still relevant to the advanced reader. The investigation of the paper follows those that conducted similar studies with differences in sample size and methodology. Brady et al considers 11 sites in their sample, compared to Ali and Cunich’s 143. The focus of the investigation was adapted to also consider the western door and particular windows within the structure. The measurements taken for this paper involved the orientation of the church and the landscape, using azimuth and horizontal altitude to display the findings. These terms are well referenced and described, keeping the paper well-structured and consistently reliable, drawing upon the relevant sources (either textbooks or journal articles and reports) where necessary. The equipment used is also described clearly and the method was explained to include all considerations for why certain techniques were or were not used. In addition, the mention of eliminating equipment and user error is something that greatly adds to the detail in more recent study, following the theme of a clear outline that is structured accordingly for the report.

  When comparing the two, the more recent paper by Brady, Gunzburg, and Silva (which cited Ali and Cunich), was a more succinct paper and presented the information well. This might be attributed to the greater amount of studies since the Ali and Cunich paper meaning there was more information from studies readily available, allowing for the narrowing of the topic. Conversely, it may be the sample size that led to the Brady et al paper to be smaller. In Brady et al, Ali and Cunich are cited and described as looking for alternate reasons for alignments which could have greatly increased the overall size of the investigation during the process. The small sample of Brady et al showed a more case-study approach as opposed to the statistic heavy volume of large studies such as Ali and Cunich or similar investigations like that by Hoare and Sweet in 2000 (prior to Ali and Cunich). Considering this difference in size, perhaps the article by Ali and Cunich would be better (if replicated) to contain smaller groupings for case studies and then collectively analyse the data after different divisions have been decided. This might not have initially been a priority or consideration by Brady et al but the difference is noticeable when working with fewer sites that the report may be less intense to a reader. 
  There are similar themes covered by both such as the concept of the hypothesis surrounding sunrises and the orientation of a church. Though both mention this, Ali and Cunich focus on the previous proof that shows there is no relationship between sunrise on patronal feast days and the alignment of the church with Brady et al also noting that only a minority of churches align this way. The hypothesis is a key point in both studies that stems from a constant debate in the subject field though they would go about their own investigations in separate ways.
The structure of both follows the similar theme but is arguably better presented by Brady et al, perhaps due to it being a lower volume work that made continual reading more achievable. The scope of Ali and Cunich’s paper with its abundance of diagrams and tables at times became hard to understand and more time was required to peruse the content. While this may have been the case in this instance, I recognise that many would not face this challenge.
  In conclusion, the articles that were the topic of this review were clearly useful in the subject field and contributed to the constant development of hypotheses regarding the landscape and the sky though they handle this in different approaches. The Brady, Gunzburg and Silva article was a much easier article to engage with and this is most likely due to its smaller investigation size and more recent publication, having the advantage of more sources to draw from than Ali and Cunich which shaped the hypothesis. Nonetheless, both are informative of their respective study. 
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