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Assignment 1. HPCA7009. Imogen Casey. Skyscapes, Cosmology & Archaeology. 

     “Write a critical review of a debate over the interpretation of an archaeological site.”

‘The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence’ by Jason R Ali and Peter Cunich was published in The Antiquaries Journal in 2001, a publication of the multidisciplinary nature of the study of material culture.
 ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study by Bernadette Brady, Darrelyn Gunzburg and Fabio Silva was published in Citeaux – Commentarii cistercienses in 2016.
 As outlined in the title of the article, the primary subject is Cistercian Churches in Wales which complements the theme of the publication which provides the most up to date historical research in all areas of Cistercian History. This paper considers the way in which each of these articles consider Church alignments with the sun, based on academic debates, utilising methods associated with the discipline of Archaeoastronomy.

Archaeoastronomy has been more recently defined by Fabio Silva as “the study of how people have understood, conceptualised and used phenomena in the sky and what role the sky played in their cultures, by analising their material remains.”
 Both articles consider what Stephen McCluskey refers to as “one of the most ubiquitous objects for Archaeastronomical investigation”: churches.
  They also focus on one of the most common types of evidence considered by an Archaeoastronomer: structural orientation.
  Silva considers the methods employed by the ‘redeveloping’ discipline of British archaeoastronomy: fieldwork and statistical tests for validity, which enables it to stand up to tests of scientific scrutiny; to also be the reason it became distanced from the humanities such as anthropology and archaeology in the past.
 Ali and Cunich’s article (2001), by default, is representative of the development of Archaeastronomical studies when it centered statistical tests for validity or, as defined by Professor of Archaeoastronomy Clive Ruggles, ‘a data driven’ or ‘formal’ approach.
 Brady et al.’s work (2016) illustrates a further development in the discipline by locating their work in the field of Cultural Astronomy, defined as “the study of the relationship between the sky and human societies, which also encompasses more traditional historical and anthropological methodologies.”
 Clive Ruggles would term this as a ‘multidisciplinary’ or ‘informed’ approach.


Archaeoastronomy is not the central focus of the studies but a methodological choice. The original purpose of Ali and Cunich’s research was to try and fill the gap in the historical record of the Earth’s geomagnetic behavior, by assuming they could trace the use of the magnetic compass from its origin in China, into Europe by measuring Church alignments built during the early second millennium. The rest of the article presents itself as an afterthought: to test for liturgical calendar date alignments, which is stated in the abstract where they “attempt to explain the data”.
 Church alignment was a very early research interest for Jason Ali who is now an Associate Professor of Earth Sciences at the University of Hong Kong, where Peter Cunich also works as an Historian.


Through considering past research from The Antiquaries Journal Ali and Cunich found some conflicting ideas about the alignment of churches on patron feast days and a ubiquitous amount of references in the historical record on Churches and their eastern alignments. The aim of their study continued to support the magnetic compass hypothesis that then projected a scientific paradigm onto Church alignments to liturgical dates to “attempt to explain the data.”
 The results returned a negative outcome for the proposed use of the compass in England in the early second millennium. When reporting on the results based on their secondary hypothesis, there was no real new information to share other than the infinite amount of ways the data could be interpreted and the limitations of focusing on specific alignments. The ultimate conclusion drawn was that there was great potential for further research on European Churches and that it would be more beneficial to carry out research in China – returning to the original research focus of the history of scientific instruments: the magnetic compass. 

Brady et al. center a Native American inspired premise, in their interpretive framework and project it onto Welsh Cistercian Churches to weave a relational narrative that incorporates the landscape, sky and architecture.
 One of the most recent references utilised in the study: Stephen McCluskey states that the building of Churches “is complimented by extensive body of written texts describing how churches should (my emphasis) be orientated.”
 By centering a multi-vocal interpretive framework Brady et al.’s research allows other interpretive frameworks to inform the study in a ‘convergence of methodologies’ such as the consideration of local topographical elevation and the interplay between darkness and light along with Archaeastronomical method. This approach results in the ability to challenge past assumptions and paradigms in studies carried out on the orientation of Churches that center a ‘statistical’ approach.
  Due to Brady et al.’s  Clifford Geertz - like ‘thick descriptions’ generated from the historical record which  informs  the 13 case studies ,the arguments put forward are convincing even though the sample size is small and not statistically verifiable.
 

 One of the greatest differences in the measurements of the two approaches was considering how the light would have interacted with the architecture. Ali and Cunich measured ‘the symbolic sun’ (at sea level horizon) aligned with the building, where Brady etal measured the sun as it would have entered the in situ western door and eastern windows of the individual buildings on the specific dates under study. Brady et al.  focused on the ‘astronomical’ dates as opposed to the Julian Calendar dates which raised further questions as to ‘who’ the person in charge of aligning the building was and were they associated with the Church or as suggested by Hugh Benson (a reference in both articles), associated with some other building ethos?


It was argued by Brady et al. that the elevation of the horizon needed to be considered for each of the Churches sunrise/sunset alignments. Consideration of the horizon elevation was discussed by Ali and Cunich as a possible error in their work where they reported on one occasion that: “We did not attempt to calculate such discrepancies caused by the undulating eastern ‘horizon’, but the variance between ‘true’ sunrise and ‘observed’ sunrise must, at certain sites, have amounted to several degrees’.
 Ali and Cunich’s approach when compared with Brady etal approach seems to be symptomatic of what Anthony Aveni termed the “Thom paradigm”.
 The Thom paradigm was a methodological model in early studies developed in Britain by Megalithic Archaeoastronomer Alexander Thom and then taken up by field investigators working with the Native American material record. Aveni heavily criticized this approach due to the primary focus of the field worker of finding an alignment without being informed by the ethnographic/historical record as to the possible purpose of it.
 This resonates with Ali and Cunich ‘attempt to explain the data’ after the measurements had been taken for their central hypothesis.


When considering research being carried out in 2001 and 2016 that incorporates Archaeastronomical methods  what is revealed is a continued development away from a scientific centered approach to a contextually dependant, convergent methodological approach, more firmly centered in the humanities. Brady et al. manage to create and maintain an interpretative framework which relates sky, landscape and architecture to challenge past paradigms and generalised assumptions in earlier studies on the subject.
  Although Ali and Cunich’s main research focus was the attempt to trace the historical use of the magnetic compass into Europe, they did generate data and questions that could be utilised and have inspired future studies (e.g. Brady et al.).
 The clear inconsistency between all work of this nature is the difference in data being generated allowing too many possible variations in interpretation. This may influence work in the future to focus more on ‘thick descriptions’ to inform approaches and reduce the focus further from ‘Thom paradigms’ when Archaeastronomical methods are employed in the study of Church alignments.
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