Ancient astronomy Part 12: African astronomy: where an ancient observatory marks the stars and the Southern Cross is a group of giraffe
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African astronomy

Although much attention has been given to astronomy in ancient Egypt and Islamic astronomers in North Africa, little has been paid to its history in sub-Saharan Africa.  However, as in every other inhabited part of the globe, this diverse geographical area has a long tradition of astronomy.  Some evidence can be found in tangible structures like Namoratunga in Kenya, while much exists as part of centuries-old rich oral traditions.

For early Africans, the sky was much closer, and integral to their daily lives.  The sky and the earth were two sides of the same coin.  Among other variables, African astronomers could predict the coming of the new year, the start of the rainy season(s), and the onset of winter (important because this marked the start of initiation schools for boys).  As with many other early cultures, the most important celestial object was the Pleiades cluster. The survival of empires like Great Zimbabwe and groups like the Swahili required efficient agriculture and social cohesion, requirements which knowledge of celestial cycles provided.  Associated rituals and celebrations also needed timing based on accurate calendars.  For example, the Swazi ‘first fruit’ ceremony must take place on the summer solstice.  

As with the Australian Aboriginals, African cultures ‘saw’ familiar features in the skies e.g. the Shangaan believed that the round dark areas on the Moon were the spoor of elephants. Constellations were also ascribed indigenous descriptors.  According to the Batswana people, the stars of the Southern Cross are 4 giraffe, 2 male and 2 female, an image possibly arising from the constellation rising behind a group of these animals.  The Namaqua have a variation on the Greek hunter Orion.  One evening, the hunter Aldebaran (in Hyades in Taurus) left his seven wives (Pleiades) to hunt the three zebra (Orion’s’ belt). Being a poor hunter, he missed, but was afraid to collect his arrow because of the proximity of the lion Betelgeuse.  Today, the arrow still lies up there as Orion’s sword.

Early Africans also developed legends to explain the origin of celestial objects.  According to San legend, the Sun was a man who, because of the powerful light which shone from his armpits, made it day whenever he raised his arms.  He grew old and started sleeping for longer and longer, and people were getting cold.  One day, some children snuck up on him and threw him up into the sky.  There, he became very bright and round and shines down on everything, except at night when he pulls a blanket around himself.  The blanket is very old and full of small holes, through which his light shines as stars.

Similarly, unusual celestial events are given earthly interpretations.  Bushmen in northern Namibia see a solar eclipse as an evil lion wrapping its tail round the Sun.  Perceived as unlucky and evil, those who can predict them are seen as partners of the devil or equivalent.  

The southern African calendar was made up of 354 days, (12 x 29.5 day lunar month).  This was 11 days shorter than the solar year, an issue which could not be ignored.  The solution was to add an additional month, when necessary, to ‘catch up’.  Some years were 12 months long, others 13.  After the arrival of Europeans and the introduction of the Gregorian calendar, it was noted that the Batswana people had started forgetting the name of the 13th month.  In contrast to Europe, where the new year is in the middle of winter, in southern Africa it logically started in September or October at the start of the new growing season.

The one known site of a dedicated astronomical structure in sub-Saharan Africa lies west of Lake Turkana in north-west Kenya. Namoratunga (‘people of stone’ in the Turkana language) is  believed to have been built around 300 BCE by an unknown African people. The stone observatory contains 19 basalt pillars, aligned with 7 stars - Triangulum, Pleiades, Bellatrix, Aldebaran, central Orion, Saiph and Sirius. The pillars are surrounded by a circular formation of stones. The archeologists who re-discovered the site in 1978 believe the basalt pillars tie the constellations or stars to the 12 month 354 day lunar calendar of Cushitic speakers of southern Ethiopia.  Although the people of ancient cities like Great Zimbabwe and Mapungubwe are likely to have used information based on observations of the skies for agricultural and religious purposes, so far, no structures clearly linked with astronomy have been identified at these sites.

African astronomy also has less pragmatic features.  Controversially, the Dogon people of Mali claim centuries-old knowledge of celestial objects, some of whose existence was only possible after the 17th century following development of the telescope i.e. that Sirius has a companion star, that Saturn has rings and Jupiter 4 large moons.  They also claim knowledge that Sirius has an even smaller second companion, something which the most modern telescopes have not yet found.  Although some accept the claims of their oral traditions, claims associated with historic links to Ancient Egypt, and visitations of beings from outer space who passed on this information, others claim that the factual knowledge was gained from more recent contact with Europeans visiting the area and that this was absorbed into their existing mythological traditions.  If evidence of a brown dwarf, Sirius C, is ever found, the more extreme claims of the Dogon’s will need to be reviewed.
Sources: Medupe, T  (2005) Under African skies series.  Getaway magazine, http://en.wikipedia.org, www.space.com, www.sciencemag.org, www.sir-ray,com, www.unmuseum.org
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