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MA Cultural Astronomy and Astrology
Skyscapes, Cosmology and Archaeology
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1504 words

A critical review of the debate over the interpretation of Medieval Churches in the United Kingdom using the case studies of research papers by JR Ali and P Cunich, The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence, (2001) and B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016).
This paper sets out to critically review the debate over the interpretation of Medieval Churches in the United Kingdom using the case studies of two research papers by JR Ali and P Cunich , The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence, (2001); and B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016), evaluating the different methodologies, theories and evidence provided by the scholars in each case.[footnoteRef:1] Ali and Cunich researched the orientation of 143 English churches and cathedrals built in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, whereas by comparison, Brady, Gunzburg and Silva researched the orientation of 23 Cistercian abbey monastic sites from a similar period in Wales.  Ali and Cunich’s paper was published in 2001 in the Antiquaries Journal, an academic journal produced by Cambridge University Press for a scholarly audience and Brady et al were published 2016 in Citeaux – Commentarii cistercienses, ‘an international peer-reviewed journal’ specific to Cistercian history.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  JR Ali and P Cunich , The Orientation of Churches: Some New Evidence, (2001); B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016)]  [2: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/antiquaries-journal (accessed 1/3/2018);  http://www.citeaux.org/en/ (accessed 1/3/2018)] 

Ali and Cunich were seeking to prove their hypothesis that a magnetic compass had been used when orienting the alignment of the English churches, while Brady et al used a more inductive approach to discover ‘the sun’s role’ by considering the topography in their surveys following the arguments of Belden C. Lane regarding agency in landscape.[footnoteRef:3]  Both sets of researchers cited William Wordsworth’s statement that described alignments with sunrise on the feast day ‘of the Saint to whom the church was dedicated’.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  JR Ali and P Cunich , ‘The Orientation of Churches’, p.155; B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales’, p.275; Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: geography and narrative in American spirituality, (Baltimore, MD/London: 2001), p. 58]  [4:  William Wordsworth, The Poetical Work of William Worsworth (London: 1846), p.400, cited in JR Ali and P Cunich, ‘The Orientation of Churches’, p.155; B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, ‘The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales’, p.276] 

The key aspect of Ali and Cunich’s research was to test the hypothesis that medieval churches were ‘aligned using a magnetic compass’ which, if proved, would have recorded ‘variations in the earth’s magnetic field over time’.[footnoteRef:5]  This had been attempted previously by several others, notably Searle (1974) in Sussex and Hampshire, Abrahamsen (1992) in Denmark, and Hoare and Sweet (2000) in England.[footnoteRef:6]  Hoare and Sweet’s study was also considered by Brady et al, whose focus was to include the influence of the surrounding landscape in their research following Belden Lane, rather than ‘disregard’ it as the previous studies had done arguing that to ‘ignore this relationship’ ‘dismisses the role of sunlight in the narratives’ of the churches.[footnoteRef:7]  It was noted by Brady et al, however, that Hoare had since revised his view and published that ‘the altitude of the horizon to the east should be considered’.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  JR Ali and P Cunich, ‘The Orientation of Churches’, p.157]  [6:  S. Searle, ‘The Church points the way’, New Sci, 60 (no 879), pp.10-13; N. Abrahamsen, ‘Evidence for church orientation by magnetic compass in twelfth century Denmark’, Archaeometry, (1992), 34, pp. 293-303; P.G. Hoare and C.S. Sweet, ‘The orientation of early medieval churches in England’, J Hist Geogr, (2000), 26, p.162-173; ]  [7:  P.G. Hoare and C.S. Sweet, ‘The orientation of early medieval churches in England’, J Hist Geogr, (2000), 26, p.162-173; Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: geography and narrative in American spirituality, (Baltimore, MD/London: 2001), p. 58; B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016), p. 277-279]  [8:  B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016), p. 277; Peter G. Hoare, ‘Orientation of English Medieval Parish Churcher’, in The Handbook of Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy, ed. By Clive L. N. Ruggles (New York: 2015), p. 1715] 

Ali and Cunich’s results found no support for their hypothesis regarding the use of magnetic compasses and interpreted their results to state that ‘the alignment of the overwhelming majority of early second millennium churches does not track the declination curve derived from archaeomagnetic studies’, referring to Tarling and Dobson (1995) and Batt (1997, 1998).[footnoteRef:9]  Strengths of their paper were that it was very well footnoted and their data was fully presented in 8 charts and 12 tables.  In addition, Ali and Cunich undertook another analysis of their data to conclude that many of the sites they had surveyed were ‘possibly oriented using sightings of the sun at sunrise and sunset, either on patronal feast days, Easter Day, or at the time of the spring and autumn equinoxes’ although they were ‘unable to recognize any clear patterns’.[footnoteRef:10]  Significantly for this comparison with Brady et al, they reported that the Cistercian sites that they had studied exhibited ‘markedly different characteristics, with the largest percentage of magnetic orientations and Easter Day sunrise orientations’.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  D. H. Tarling and M. J. Dobson, ‘Archaeomagnetism: an error assessment of fired materials observations in the British directional database’, J Geomagnetism Geoelectricity, (1995) 49, pp. 5-18; C. M. Batt, ‘The British archaeomagnetic calibration curve: an objective treatment’, Archaeometry, (1997) 39, pp. 159-163; C.M. Batt, ‘Where to draw the line? The calibration of archaeomagnetic dates’, Phy Chem Earth, (1998), 23, pp. 991-995]  [10:  JR Ali and P Cunich , ‘The Orientation of Churches’, p.183-184]  [11:  JR Ali and P Cunich , ‘The Orientation of Churches’, p.184] 

Brady, Gunzburg and Silva’s results found ‘repeatedly … that the churches showed alignments to sunsets’ and furthermore, that seven sites were aligned to ‘astronomical equinox or Michaelmas/St David’s Day via their western doors’.[footnoteRef:12]  Tables and illustrations of location, topography and elevations of results were provided, and their paper was also well footnoted, referencing from other disciplines, notably art history, to ‘examine the role of sunlight’.[footnoteRef:13]  A strength of their work is their methodology, particularly in gathering measurements ‘accurate to within half a degree’, as well as their use of case-studies and a phenomenological rather than statistical analysis which allowed for interpretation of the relationships between church, land and sky at each local site.[footnoteRef:14]  These methodologies, explicitly drawn from the emergent field of ‘Cultural Astronomy’, allowed an interpretation of orientations intentionally aligned in ‘relationship to the sun’s light on theologically significant days’, an ‘emphasis on sunsets and the west’ (contrary to expectations), a ‘focus on the astronomical equinox rather than the Julian calendar equinox’, and lastly, ‘the solar position on Michaelmas and/or Saint David’s Day’.[footnoteRef:15]   [12:  B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016)]  [13:  Manuela Incerti, Il Disegno della Luce Nell’architettura Cistercense: Allineamenti Astrologici nelle Abbazie di Chiaravalle Della Colomba, Fontevivo e San Martino De’bocci (Florence: 1999); Manuela Incerti, ‘Solar Geometry in Italian Cistercian Architecture’, Archaeoatronomy, the Journal of Astronomy in Culture 16 (2001); Romano Giuliano and Hans Michael Thomas, ‘Sul Significato Di Alcuni Fenomeni Solari Che Si Manifestano Nella Cappella Di Giotto a Padova’, Ateneo Veneto, 178 (1991), p. 213-256; Hans Michael Thomas, ‘Sonneneffekte in der Giotto-Kapele in Padua’, Sterne und Weltraum 34 (1995), p. 278-285]  [14:  B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016) p. 283; Ernesto Spinelli, the interpreted world: an introduction to phenomenological psychology, (London: Sage Publications, 2005 [1989]]  [15:  Fabio Silva, ‘The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology: An Introduction’, in Skyscapes; The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, ed. Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion, (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015) p. 2; B Brady, D Gunzburg and F Silva, The Orientation of Cistercian Churches in Wales: A Cultural Astronomy Case Study (2016) p.302] 

This paper set out to critically review the debate over the interpretation of Medieval Churches in the United Kingdom.  Whether William Wordsworth was correct remains a mystery; however, the different methodologies, theories and evidence provided by the scholars in each case having been evaluated, this researcher concludes that Brady, Gunzburg and Silva have built on the previous work by Ali and Cunich, and that their ‘multi-disciplinary approach’ and consideration of the topography in their surveys enabled a ‘thick’ interpretation, adding considerably to the field.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  J. McKim Malville, ‘Meaning and Intent in Ancient Skyscapes – An Andean Perspective’, preface to Skyscapes; The Role and Importance of the Sky in Archaeology, ed. Fabio Silva and Nicholas Campion, (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2015) p. x; Clifford Geertz, ‘Thick Description; Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’, The Interpretation of Cultures, (New York: Basic Books, 2017 [1973]), pp. 3-33] 
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