
253

A
R

C
H

A
EO

LO
G

IA
B

A
LT

IC
A

 1
0

VII
VII .  ARCHAEO- 
LOGY,  
FOLKLORE AND  
THE RECOVERY 
OF PAST  
ASTRONOMIES

Def in ing  the  Ground  
fo r  Archaeoas t ronomy

The ways in which societies are engaged with their 
surroundings are neither absolute nor universally val-
id. Each society has its own lifeworld which may or 
may not be different from any other. Not all societies 
are equally active in constructing their own surround-
ings, but all acquire some knowledge of the world in 
the process of dwelling in the world. Phenomenologi-
cal notions of “being-the-world” advocated by Ingold 
(2000, p.5, 185-187) imply that celestial lore, like 
other types of cultural knowledge, is acquired, altered, 
represented and shared in the process of dwelling in the 
world. Hence it should be elicited within the context in 
which it functions. This context has many social, ma-
terial and symbolic components which should not be 
separated from each other. Viewed in this way, celes-
tial lore should be conceived as embodied in peoples’ 
forms of acting in the world rather than as being locked 
inside peoples’ heads. The advantage of this perspec-
tive is that it offers the possibility of studying people’s 
perceptions of the sky through different expressions 
embedded in diverse social practices and structures, 
and in material evidence. 

Even if the anthropological and archaeological con-
cepts of culture routinely consider context as a source 
of knowledge, their contextualizations are not heuris-

tically neutral1. While anthropologists and archaeolo-
gists may well be aware of their analytical biases, other 
scientists may not. Archaeological narratives reach di-
verse audiences and may be worked out in relation to 
different political, ideological, religious, pseudoscien-
tific, and other agendas. Archaeology attracts different 
groups who may define themselves through the display 
of distinctive symbolic forms, including objects and 
practices used in the past. While archaeology and an-
thropology use the concept of culture as a means of 
explaining human difference and attempting to eluci-
date what is relevant for cultural diversity and what is 
commonly shared by all humans, modern or marginal-
ized groups may use the cultural (and scientific) legacy 
of the past for the greater recognition of their cultural 
‘authenticity’ or for specific political reasons. 

Finally, all our propositions and viewpoints are made 
within the framework of modern science in which ob-
jects of inquiry are removed from the context in which 
they had functioned and are analyzed in terms of west-
ern logic with categories and techniques that are im-
ported from our own societies. The difference between 
embedded and non-embedded knowledge has long 
1  Briefly, context may be defined as the recognition of the 

interactive nature of the archaeological record. It refers to 
the material remains of the past that are created, used, and 
deposited in a spatial, temporal, typological and functional 
relationship to other remains. The point here is that the rec-
ognition that (specific) context exists depends on the skills 
of researchers and on the theories they use. 
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Abstract

My paper focuses on diverse misinterpretations in archaeoastronomy grouped into three main topics: 1. Archaeoastronomy, 
modernity, and ethnic and national identities; 2. ‘Alternative’ and ‘fringe’ archaeoastronomies; 3. Neo-shamanic, neo-pagan, 
and New Age perspectives and the reinvention of an astronomical tradition. They all are briefly described in order to remind 
us we should be increasingly aware of our own prejudices and of the styles of analysis we may be imposing on the celestial 
lore of other peoples. 
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been the basis for neglecting the value of nonwestern 
types of astronomies (see Rochberg 2004, p.14–43). 
While the aim of modern science is to offer a type of 
objective knowledge which by definition is disembed-
ded, archaeology and anthropology recognize that each 
interpretation is partial and provisional. 

Archaeoas t ronmy and  ‘Al t e rna t ive ’ 
Archaeoas t ronomies

‘Alternative’ archaeologies is a term typically used 
to describe ‘fringe’, ‘cult’ and ‘pseudo’ archaeologies 
(Wallis 2003, p.9-12; Bender 1995, p.270) in order 
to avoid pejorative connotations. Following Trigger 
(1984) I use this term to embrace a diversity of inter-
pretative narratives affecting local and regional archae-
ologies. 

From its start, archaeoastronomy has served purposes 
other than scientific (its function has been educational, 
ideological, and political) and has been exposed to 
many modern social-cultural phenomena including 
globalism, multiculturalism, (scientific and cultural) 
relativism, heritage preservation and management, and 
astro-tourism. Today, archaeoastronomical narratives 
may be used to feed the fervor of new-ageism, to re-
vive occultism and hermeticism, to endorse the politi-
cal aspirations of social-cultural movements or even to 
instigate scientific imperialism. Studying ‘alternative’ 
archaeoastronomies may serve to identify, at least on a 
descriptive level, the political and ideological motiva-
tions affecting ongoing research.

Archaeoastronomy grew out of a romantic commit-
ment that architectural remains of the past possess 
certain hidden meaning (Wood 1978, p.1–2). In ac-
cordance with mythical accounts, old monuments were 
assumed to be connected to rituals, religious festivities 
and ceremonies and their forms and structures and lo-
cations within particular landscapes were supposed to 
convey elements of ancient wisdom (e.g. Hirsch 1965). 
Hence, mathematical and geometrical attributes found 
in architectural features became indicative of some sort 
of knowledge of their designers and builders, and as-
tronomical alignments were perceived as elements re-
vealing the celestial knowledge of the ancients. 

The idea that the traces of the past contain some hidden 
meaning is rooted in the concept of “degenerationism” 
(Whitrow 1990, p.173-175; Gosden 1999, p.23-24) de-
rived from the cyclical-degenerative concept of world 
history. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries European societies saw themselves as directly 
descending from Classical Antiquity and according to 
the Classical myth of the Golden Age – the Garden of 
Eden imagined as the peak epoch of human thought 

and culture – successive civilizations were seen as hav-
ing degenerated from a higher to a lower stage. 

Because the notion of progress was rejected, the only 
way to acquire new knowledge was to discover the hid-
den wisdom of the ancients, which was believed to be 
encoded in their architecture. The rediscovery of Greek 
culture in the eighteenth century was very important 
to the creation of European identity, because the work 
of Classical artists, especially the canons of aesthet-
ics, quickly became central to European education (the 
British Great Tour and its regional imitations). After 
Napoleon´s campaigns, Egypt came to be considered 
as the cradle of high culture and civilization, and later 
Egypt was joined by Mesopotamia. Ancient wisdom, 
thought to be lost, was recovered after the decipher-
ment of ancient documents that revealed the deep in-
terest in astronomy of ancient peoples in the Near East. 
As all great civilizations of the ancient world (Chinese, 
Indian, Mayan, Aztec, Inca and druidic) appeared to 
possess (relatively) advanced knowledge about the 
sky, ancient large-scale architecture which was tradi-
tionally conceived as mysterious and impossible to be 
adequately comprehended, became quickly conceived 
as encoding knowledge about cosmic order – the hid-
den key to understanding how the universe works. 

Occu l t i sm and  he rme t i c i sm

‘Alternative’ archaeoastronomies share the same atti-
tude with respect to ancient monuments, though they 
conceive this in a slightly different form. Occultism 
investigates the spiritual world which is usually hidden 
from ordinary vision, or exists ‘out there’, beyond the 
world of human beings (Gettings 1978, p.7). The rela-
tions between God, man and the world can adequately 
be described and studied by individual subjects who 
perceive them through various spiritual techniques and 
represent them through hermetic symbolic languages. 
Occultist (cabalistic, numerological, Rosicrucian, Ma-
sonic, hermetic) traditions believe this hidden reality 
is often encoded in works of art, in a secret symbolism 
which is intentionally made to be decoded and under-
stood only by the initiated (Gettings 1978, p.7). From 
the standpoint of occultism, architectural forms and 
Egyptian hieroglyphic writing are examples of such a 
symbolic means devised for the transmission of spir-
itual mysteries to the initiated which are virtually inac-
cessible to the profane (Ashe 1979; Curl 1982 cited by 
Trigger 1995, p.267). Egyptian pyramids and western 
European megaliths were conceived as obvious exam-
ples of such architecture and converted into targets of 
the ongoing research. 

Occultists quickly explored the potential significance 
of the historical and archaeological past. Their ‘recon-
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structed’ chains of events, individuals and secret socie-
ties engaged in the transmission of esoteric knowledge 
usually began in the ancient civilizations of Egypt and/
or India which were themselves regarded as repositor-
ies of a millenary tradition left by the survivors of the 
collapsed Atlantis civilization which had received the 
knowledge in turn from extraterrestrial beings. Most 
of the esoteric speculation about Egyptian mysteries is 
a pure Hellenistic construction well placed within the 
Greek traditions of alchemy and astrology, and offers 
no keys to the astronomical knowledge of old Egypt 
(Jordan 2006, p.110-114). 

As t r a l  my tho logy  and  a s t r a l i sm

The discovery of the Temple of Isis-Hathor at Dendera 
with its ceiling depicting the heavens reinforced the 
idea of the antiquity of Egyptian astronomy. One of 
the visitors to Dendera was Ch. F. Dupuis, a founder of 
astralism, the nineteenth-century prototype of archae-
oastronomy2. Known as solar or astral mythology (As-
tralmythologie) or astralism (astralistica), this field of 
research interpreted religion, myths and rituals almost 
exclusively in terms of astronomical events. Originally 
motivated by the antireligious fervor of post-revolu-
tionary France, this approach was later developed by 
F. M. Müller who conceived mythologies as primitive 
rationalizations of celestial phenomena. Its extreme 
manifestations reduced the content of all myths, leg-
ends and even fairy-tales to the eternal contest between 
the sun and night (Dorson 1955, p.406-407), interpreted 
biblical and early Christian narratives entirely in terms 
of solar mythology (e.g. E. Stucken), and overempha-
sized the role of the moon in culture (‘pan-lunarism’ of 
E. Siecke). These excessive speculations rejected no-
tions of independent or parallel developments of astro-
nomical knowledge and assumed that all mythologies 
based on astronomical events containing detailed (but 
hidden) information spread through the world by dif-
fusion from Mesopotamia (panbabylonianism) or from 
Egypt (panegyptism)3. The lack of contextualized evi-

2 In his main study entitled Origine de toutes les Cultes, ou 
la Réligion Universelle (1794), Charles Francois Dupuis 
proposed a common origin and unity of the astronomical 
and religious myths of the ancients (Hoffmann 1991, p.11, 
15-18).  

3 After the discovery of the famous library of Assurbanipal, 
when tens of clay tablets revealed the antiquity of Babylo-
nian astronomical and mathematical knowledge, heralding 
the emergence of panbabylonianism, or panbabylonism, a 
type of pseudo-science emerged within the newly estab-
lished discipline of Assyriology. While Alfred Jeremias and 
Hugo Winckler argued that modern (scientific) astronomy 
derived from the cosmic philosophy of Sumer and Baby-
lon and that all known ancient astronomies diffused from 
its Sumerian origins, the British school of panegyptism 
represented by Grafton Elliot Smith and William J. Perry 

dence and the abuse of comparative method and cross-
cultural comparisons, among other factors, enabled 
astralism to survive into our times4. 

Archaeoas t ronomy,  Modern i ty,  E thn ic 
and  Na t iona l  Iden t i t i e s

Recognizing that the emergence of archaeology is 
linked to the rise and spread of nationalism, colonial-
ism and imperialism (Trigger 1984), I propose to see 
the development of archaeoastronomy as connected 
to the process of the cultural legitimation of modern 
science. The aim of archaeology has been to promote 
fictitious social unity by glorifying the past and the 
achievements of the indigenous peoples or peasants 
who constituted part of modern societies, and by as-
serting cultural distinctiveness from their neighbors. 
My point is that when science and technology were 
ideologically equated with the ideas of progress and 
objectivity (Habermas 1996), astronomy was quickly 
claimed to be “the oldest science known to human-
kind”. In the framework of early positivist models of 
culture5, all material remains associated with special-
ized astronomical knowledge (megaliths, pyramids, 
temples, churches) previously appropriated by ethnic, 
nationalist and chauvinist discourses, became regarded 
as proof of the scientific advancement and intellectual 
superiority of a nation’s ancestors over other peoples 
and societies. 

Cultural diffusionism often reflects power imbalances 
in the relationships between scientifically and tech-
nologically advanced and less developed societies. 
Following G. Kosinna (1911), the spread of megali-
thism in western Europe has been associated with the 
expansion of Aryan peoples bringing higher culture 
to the primitive indigenous and non-Aryan societies. 
Imagine, for instance, scores of priests traveling along 
the coast of Atlantic Europe and diffusing the idea of 
megalithism (Childe 1929, 209; Hawkes 1934, p.26),6 

advocated the idea that modern astronomy had Egyptian 
roots.

4 The ideas of Eduard Seler, Robert Lehmann-Nitsche, 
Friedrich Röck, Leo Frobenius, Giorgio de Santillana and 
Hertha von Dechend, among others, still affect ongoing 
research.

5 Nowadays the concept of culture is usually applied to cate-
gorize distinct human groups and to refer to the differences 
between them. Culture is used as a means of explaining 
human diversity. The adoption of the monothetic (bounded 
and homogeneous) model of culture, while at the same 
time equating of science and technology with “high” cul-
ture and with the spread of European colonialism, resulted 
in the model of cultural diffusion that was projected back 
into the past. 

6 In accordance with the positivist perspective of that epoch, 
culture was considered an essentialist entity, tied to a spa-
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or migrating peoples bringing megalithism to the colo-
nized land (Daniel 1941, p.46-47). A. Baschmakoff 
(1930) attributed calendars encoded in megalithic as-
tronomical alignments in Brittany to the activity of pre-
Aryans and R. Müller (1934, 1936) claimed the Aryan 
origin of stone circles at Odry. Even today, megaliths 
are considered as embodying the traditions of Celticity 
(Dietler 1994; Bender 1995; Ziolkowski and Lebeuf 
1991). Chauvinistic arguments over-emphasized the 
role of western European megaliths and dismissed the 
importance of the central European Neolithic circular 
enclosures and earthen long barrows, thus reflecting 
ideas of the cultural and technological superiority of 
Western Europe. 

Though ancient Maya societies never developed a co-
hesive collective identity nor built a unified polity, to-
day’s nationalist sentiments often evoke their common 
fictitious past through the manipulation of emotionally 
and symbolically charged cultural traditions. A “mys-
tique model” (Webster 2006) representing ancient 
Maya civilization as a theocracy being ruled by wise 
priests and astronomers, often finds echo in publica-
tions that feed Maya chauvinistic fervor, New-ageism, 
astro-tourism, and romantic or occultist attitudes to the 
past. Exaggerated interpretations of Maya astronomi-
cal knowledge7 are endlessly repeated in contemporary 
scientific and popular literature.

Archaeoas t ronomy,  Neo-Shaman ic  and 
Pagan  Pe r spec t ives :  t he  Re inven t ion 
o f  an  As t ronomica l  Trad i t ion

Neo-shamanic and neo-pagan attitudes to the past often 
make reference to the manipulation of symbols and the 
invention of tradition already described in anthropo-
logical studies of identity and ethnicity. In this respect 
neo-shamanic and neo-pagan movements appear to be 
free of the temporal or spatial-territorial constraints 
that typify all nationalist and ethnic claims, and thus 
enable their members to construct fictitious narratives 
(and imagined communities) built upon an eclectic as-
semblage of past and present religious and spiritual 
beliefs (Rountree 2002). Since such movements do not 
insist on presenting proofs of historical continuity, they 
often defy all traditional conceptualizations of absolut-

tial unit and encompassing synchronic phenomena; hence 
all typical and spatially bounded traits of the past were as-
sumed to be expressions of ethnic groups (Johnson 1999, 
p.16-18).

7  Examples include Teeple’s (1930, p.70-85) Determinant 
Theory, Thompson’s (1952) idea of the Maya philosophy 
of time, and Schele et al.’s (1990, p.165-171) accounts of 
the “star wars”.

ist and bounded notions of identity and belonging8. 
However, beyond simply challenging the rigidity of 
academic discourse, neo-Shaman and neo-Pagan nar-
ratives produce interpretations that reflect the localized 
socio-political concerns of modern societies. 

Conc lus ions

Celestial knowledge conceived as a type of pre-mod-
ern astronomy is conceptually separated from its so-
cial-cultural meaning and analyzed in terms of western 
logic. However, we have seen that all archaeoastro-
nomical interpretations of the past can be regarded as 
being governed by the particular scientific, political, 
religious, cultural or even economic agendas of their 
creators. “Astronomy”, “calendar”, “alignment”, “ob-
servatory” and “time” represent concepts by means 
of which we can describe, analyze and study ancient 
societies, but these concepts are not neutral research 
tools; rather, they are cultural products of our epoch. In 
addition, the conceptual framework through which our 
own cultures order the social and material world is also 
changing through time and affects our interpretations 
of the past. ‘Alternative’ archaeoastronomies remind 
us that we should be aware of our own prejudices and 
of the styles of analysis that we may be imposing on 
the celestial lore of other peoples. 

Perhaps it is useful to make a distinction between “celes-
tial lore” as a culturally specific category and “astrono-
my” understood as an universal phenomenon denoting 
the multiple ways in which celestial knowledge is 
made manifest. Celestial lore is acquired through an 
active engagement with the life world (“dwelling” per-
spective) while astronomy may refer to culturally para-
digmatic levels of abstraction. Hence, we may assume 
that while all architecture conveys a conception of the 
world, of time and space, it also reveals the skills and 
intentions of the designers who conceived them and 
of the builders and users who constructed or reworked 
them. The shift of emphasis from the observer’s model 
to the agent’s model is therefore a logical step in the 
development of cultural astronomy 
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ALTERNATYVIOJI  
ARCHEOASTRONOMIJA. 
TRUMPA APŽVALGA

Stanisław Iwaniszewski

San t rauka

Archeoastronominis paveldas yra tiek politinė, tiek 
ir globali problema. Skirtingų kultūrų archeoastro-
nominių vietų grupavimas grindžiamas iš konteksto 
išskiriant specifinius reikšmingus astronominius kom-
ponentus ir suteikiant jiems apibrėžtą reikšmę, nusta-
tomą pagal Pasaulio paveldo centro projektą. Nors 
materialūs objektai šiandien traktuojami kaip objekty-
vūs, paklūstantys mokslo (astronomijos) dėsniams, vis 
dėlto iki šiol tam tikros grupės žmonių priskiria jiems 
skirtingas prasmes. Straipsnyje aptariamos sociopoli-
tinės ir „kraštutinės“ archeoastronomijos interpretaci-
jos, laikantis postprocesualinės archeologijos požiūrio. 
Nagrinėjamos temos: 1. Archeoastronomija, modernu-
mas, etninis ir tautinis tapatumas; 2. „Alternatyvioji“ 
ir „kraštutinė“ archeoastronomija; 3. Neošamanizmo, 
neopagonybės ir Naujojo amžiaus (New Age) perspek-
tyvos bei atradimai astronominėje tradicijoje.

Vertė Jurgita Žukauskaitė


