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ORIENTATIONS OF 230 SARDINIAN TOMBE DI GIGANTI

MAURO ZEDDA, Isili, Sardinia
MICHAEL HOSKIN, Churchill College, Cambridge,
RENATE GRALEWSKI, Cologne, and
GIACOBBE MANCA, Nuoro, Sardinia

The study of the orientations of the Nuraghic communal tombs of Sardinia known
as fombe di giganti (‘tombs of giants’) got off to a modest start in 1987, when
Edoardo Proverbio and two other astronomers measured the orientations of the
axes of five tombs located close to each other in fields in Madau, in the centre of
the island.! All faced between about south-east and south-south-east, and the
authors tentatively suggested possible astronomical ‘targets’ — although with
tombs positioned so close together there was of course little to show that the
target (if any) was celestial rather than terrestrial.

The following year the same authors increased their total to eighteen, and in
1989 and 1990 Proverbio organized further brief campaigns to which he invited
Michael Hoskin. These yielded a further thirty measurements.?

All the tombs studied so far had belonged to the concentrations in the centre
of the island, and without exception faced the eastern half of the horizon. It was
important to extend the investigation to other parts of the island, and this Hoskin
did in 1992 and 1993, in company with Renate Gralewski. Their efforts resulted
in a further thirty tombs, mostly scattered across the north and centre.

In 1993 the orientations to date, totalling 78, were reported in Archaeo-
astronomy.® Of the 78, 73 faced in azimuth between 663° and 1733° — a range
within which the sun either rises or, having risen, is still climbing in the sky —
and a further three faced close to south, when the sun is high in the sky. This
pattern matches closely that found among (much earlier) neolithic and Bronze
Age tombs in many areas of Spain and Portugal.*

In 1994, Hoskin and Gralewski made the acquaintance of Mauro Zedda, whose
home in Isili is particularly convenient for the investigation of the southern half
of the island. Between them, in lengthy campaigns in 1994, 1995 and 1996, they
have been able to treble the total, from 78 to 230. Although estimates vary of
the number of tombe di giganti of which traces remain,’® there is no doubt, first,
that a sizeable fraction of the surviving tombs have at last been measured, and
second, that the results are representative and cover the entire island. It may
therefore be doubted whether further surveys of orientations can be expected to
add anything of significance to the data. We here present these results.

As usual, our altitudes were measured with a clinometer, and our azimuths
were derived from data obtained with a nautical compass that had been carefully
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FIG. 1. A typical small nuraghe: Is Paras, near Isili (photograph by Mauro Zedda).

checked for any error in construction. Tombe di giganti are rarely, if ever, in so
good a condition that something can be gained from the additional accuracy of a
theodolite; and the expenditure of effort and the waste of time (even in good
weather) resulting from the use of a theodolite makes a reliable compass the
appropriate instrument, unless there is good reason to fear a magnetic anomaly
in the underlying rock.

Fortunately, the geology of Sardinia favours the use of a compass: there are
no regions where the risk of magnetic anomaly is considerable. The only size-
able region in the island where there is a “possible, but low, risk of compass
perturbations”® is from Abbasanta to the sea — that is, in the west, just north of
the 40° parallel of latitude that bisects Sardinia; and it happens that many of the
tombs in this region were measured by Proverbio with a theodolite. Magnetic
anomalies usually reveal themselves by discrepancies when axes of tombs are
measured in both directions, but in our experience this never occurred in Sardinia.

The Archaeological Context

The massive towers or nuraghi seen throughout Sardinia, of which several thou-
sands still survive (Figure 1),” give their name to the culture of this extraordinary
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F1G. 2. The interior of Is Paras, showing the magnificent quality of the ‘false cupola’ construction. The
nuraghe Santu Antine, near Torralba, included three such chambers in a vertical sequence, one
above another — arguably the most sophisticated example of megalithic construction in the
Mediterranean. By contrast, falayots of the Balearic Islands, which have often been compared to
nuraghe, were crude constructions in which a column of rough stones was used to prop up the
roof of the chamber. Photograph by Diego Maria Rossi, via L. Castiglioni 3, 20136 Milano.
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people, who carried the architectural possibilities of megalithic construction to
an astonishing level. Some of the surviving nuraghi are complex buildings of
the most sophisticated form, and how they could be planned and built with the
techniques available is as yet by no means fully understood.

So far, only a few of these monuments have been properly investigated. They
do not conform to a single pattern. On the contrary, while some forms are com-
mon and recur again and again, other forms occur only occasionally. A regular
feature is the presence of circular chambers with high, arched roofs of false
cupola or tholos construction (to borrow the Greek term; see Figure 2). Mega-
liths were used in dry-stone building throughout the Mediterranean, but nowhere
else do the monuments rival the intricacy and scale of the nuraghi.

Self-indulgent authors of the past have ascribed these towers to Cyclops, to
Semites, to Myceneans, or to the mythical Shardana. The nuraghi have been
seen as mausoleums, temples of initiation or of sun worship, towers where the
bodies of the dead lost their flesh, homes, palaces, or fortifications.®! Whatever
their original function (or functions) — and the controversy shows no sign of
abating — they represent the highest architectonic and economic expression of
this culture of shepherd-builders, who in this way left an imperishable imprint
on the landscape.

Disagreement over the purpose of nuraghi has extended to their dating, but
recent work® appears to extend their origins back into the calcolithic period of
the early centuries of the third millennium B.C. At the same time, study of ‘struc-
tural stratigraphies’ suggest that the Nuraghic culture must have ended, perhaps
suddenly, around the beginning of the first millennium B.c.!® This involves a
considerable modification to the dating accepted until now.!" According to this
dating, the first nuraghi were built around the eighteenth/sixteenth centuries
B.C, while many of them were contemporary with the Punic intrusion into the
island (to which they presented a considerable obstacle); and, it has been claimed,
the Nuraghic culture survived into the Roman period, if only as a feature of a
resistance movement limited to the mountainous central regions of the island.!?

While the nuraghi themselves are the most visible monuments of the culture,
there are many others, including sacred wells and habitations, and the tombe di
giganti with which we are here concerned. The imposing appearance of these
‘tombs of giants’ (Figure 3) has earned them a special place in folklore, from
which they derive their name. Our understanding of these monuments is still
poor, and studies published since the Second World War have not yet resulted in
an adequate and detailed analysis of this important form of monument. Our ap-
preciation of these tombs is handicapped by our lack of a proper perception of
the culture as a whole; conversely, our understanding of the culture is hampered
by our limited grasp of the dating and evolution of the tombs. Earlier literature
on the tombe di giganti, published from the first half of the nineteenth century to
the middle of the twentieth, classified the tombs into two classes. Tombs be-
longing to one class were reminiscent of dolmen-type structures, with a high,
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F1G. 4. Orientations of seven dolmens from south-east Corsica (continuous lines), and four from northern
Sardinia (broken lines). An eighth Corsican dolmen, Arghjola, which is anomalous in construction,
has the exceptional orientation of 217°.

‘centinata’ stele and an exedra formed of orthostats; while those belonging to
the other class were composed internally of massive stones laid out in rows, and
were therefore more related to the construction techniques of the actual nuraghi.

This simplistic categorization was disturbed by researches carried out in the
late *70s and early ’80s.!> These revealed a series of new typologies, and it be-
came evident that the evolution of the tombe di giganti was much more complex
than had been thought. It is not yet possible to see the picture that will finally
emerge, but we hope that one day further studies of the form and structure of the
tombs, and of their cultural stratigraphy, will result in a proper understanding of
them in cultural, evolutionary, and chronological terms. It is unfortunately true
that at present there are serious difficulties in presenting a credible chronology
of the tombs, either in relative or in absolute terms, and the same is the case even
with the nuraghi themselves.'

The Orientations of the Tombe di Giganti

Hoskin and Gralewski have shown that, in southern Corsica, the handful of
dolmens from the pre-Nuraghic culture common to that region and to northern
Sardinia faced the east—south quadrant,'® and the same is true of the few dolmens
of northern Sardinia whose orientations have so far been reported (Figure 4).!¢
A campaign to measure a representative number of dolmens in Sardinia (all of
which are in the northern half of the island) is planned for later this year, but we
may provisionally assume that the culture that produced the dolmens in both
islands did indeed orientate its tombs to face the east—south quadrant.

In our investigations into tombe di giganti, we have encountered a number of
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TABLE 1. Orientations of 13 allées couvertes.

Az. Alt. Lat. Dec. Town Location

86 * 40.8 +34 Perfugas Su Lioni

94, 1 40.3 -3 Oliena Sa Murtava

124 * 40.7 —241 Chiaramonti Su Cobesciu Altu 1
128 * 40.7 273 Chiaramonti Su Cobesciu Altu 2
130 * 40.6 -29 Ozieri Montiju Coronas 1
135 * 40.7 -32 Chiaramonti Su Cobesciu Basciu 1
150 7 39.7 -36 Isili Pranu Tres Literas
164 * 40.7 -46 Chiaramonti Su Cobesciu Basciu 2
164 * 40.6 -463% Ozieri Montiju Coronas 2
165 * 40.7 —46} Chiaramonti Sa Turturina

165 * 40.8 —464 Perfugas Concas

174 0} 39.9 —494 Laconi Corti Noa

178 * 39.7 —49} Uras Domu Beccia 3

*Altitude not available; assumed to be 1° for the calculation of declination.

+ E

S

FIG. 5. Orientations of the thirteen Sardinian allées couvertes listed in Table 1.

examples of the so-called allées couvertes, tombs with straight and parallel sides,
out of which the tombe di giganti developed.!” In Table 1 we present a short list
of these allées couvertes, and it will be seen that they too faced the east—south
quadrant (Figure 5). They may well have inherited this custom from the earlier
culture of the dolmens.

As we have mentioned, the orientations of the 78 tombe di giganti discussed
in 1993 followed a closely similar pattern (though the range extended a short
way to the north of due east). However, examination of Table 2, which contains
the data on the 230 tombs, reveals a significant variation on this theme. A small
but non-negligible number of tombs faced beyond the range of the 78 tombs:
some extend the range in the anti-clockwise direction, looking to the north of
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TABLE 2. Orientations of 230 tombe di giganti.

Az. Alt. Lat. Dec.
244 8 39.8 +514
28} 04 39.7 +42%
313 13 40.2 +41%
35 * 39.8 +394
354 11 40.4 +47
373 13 39.4 +474
42 * 39.9 +35
44 5% 39.7 +37%
44 * 39.1 +34%
513 74 40.4 +333}
53 2 39.7 +29
543 6 40.3 +304
65 * 39.7 +194
664 04 41.1 +17}
684 04 40.3 +16
694 13 40.3 +16%
694 1 40.2 +16
704 * 40.8 +15
72} 1 39.8 +133
74} 0} 40.3 +12
77 ¢ 40.5 +10
77 0 40.2 + 9}
78} 3 40.0 +104
814 04 40.2 + 6}
82 * 39.9 + 64
82 0 40.3 + 54
83 * 39.9 + 54
83 * 39.6 +6
84 14 40.2 +54
86} 2 40.1 +4
87 34 40.3 + 44
87} -0} 40.1 +1
87} 74 39.9 + 64
89 * 40.2 +1
89} 1 40.3 +1
91} * 40.8 -0}
924 0} 39.4 -2
93 * 40.2 -2
93} 9 40.0 +3
934 3} 40.1 -0
944 0 40.3 -4
944 * 40.2 -3
944 13 41.0 -2
954 1 40.3 -4
964 * 40.2 -4
97 1 40.3 -5
973 1 39.6 -5}
974 -0} 39.8 -6}
98 * 40.5 - 54
98 * 40.6 -5}
984 -0} 39.8 -7
99 * 39.9 ~ 6}
99 3 41.1 -5
100 * 39.9 -7
100 * 39.9 -7}
101 * 40.3 -8
101 * 40.2 -8
101 1 40.1 -8
102} -0} 40.1 -10}
103 * 40.2 -9}
103 * 40.5 -9

Town

Esterzili
Tertenia
Sedilo
Barisardo
Loculi
Donori
Tortoli
Tertenia
Sarroch
Irgoli

Las Plazzas
Oliena
Gonnostramatza
Arzachena
Silanus
Dorgali
Aidomaggiore
Perfugas
Esterzili
Silanus
Nule
Aidomaggiore
Sorgono
Borore
Tortoli
Birori
Samugheo
Collinas
Sedilo
Nurallao
Dorgali
Paulilatino
Tortoli
Sedilo
Dorgali
Perfugas
Muravera
Sedilo
Sérgono
Fonni
Silanus
Borore
Arzachena
Dorgali
Sedilo
Silanus
Guasila
Esterzili
Torralba
Ozieri
Esterzili
Arzana
Palau
Ilbono
Samugheo
Macomer
Dualchi
Fonni
Paulilatino
Borore
Torralba

Location

Genna ’e Cussa 2
Su Prettu

Orbezzari

Fragori

Forghe

Su Ingurtossu

Pala Niedda
Barisoni

Perda ’e Sali

Su Facchile de Othieri
Mesedas
Intremontes

Bingia ’e Monti
Albucciu/Malchittu
Santa Sabina 2
S’Iscra de Lottani
Sos Ozastros (south 1)
Puzzu Canu 2
Genna ’e Cussa 3
Santa Sabina 1
Sagara

Sos Ozastros (south 2)
Trodolossai
Nuscadore

S. Salvatore

Palatu

Santa Maria 2
Sedda Sa Caudeba 2
Battos 1

Aiodda

Thomes

Goronna 1

Perda Longa (north)
Colombos
Biristeddi
Contracalza

Monte Su Crobu 1
Erghighine 1

Talei, Sanctuary of San Mauro
Mastala

Zanchia

Figu

Coddu Vecciu
Biristeddi 2
Orzanghere

Perdas Doladas 3
Bruncu Ladu

Corti Eccia 3

Sa Perda Covecada
Conca Nicollitta 4
Corti Eccia 2
Niddai

Li Mizzani

Texere

Paule Luturru

Puttu Oes

Cubas 2

San Michele: Tanca Carboni
Goronna 2

Santu Bainzu

Sa Perda Longa
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Dec.
o

-10
-11
-10}
-104
-12
-12
-113
—114
-114
-104
113
-11
-14
-13
-15%
-14
-16
-153%
-16
-15%
-16
-16}
-16
-13
-17
-18
-173
-17%
-17}
17
-18
-19
-19
-194
-21
-21
21
-21
22
-22
-22
20}
224
24
24
-23}
22
24
244
-25
-25
-254
-25
-25
-25}
26
-22
-25%
—263%
-26
27}
-26}

Town

Fonni
Birori
Gavoi
Fonni
Mandas
Bonarcado
Nurallao
Silanus
Nule
Sant’Antioco
Silanus
Sinnai
Perfugas
Gonnosno’
Aidomaggiore
Torralba
Sorgono
Arzachena
Muravera
Villaputzu
Sarroch
Borore
Sedilo
Fonni
Chiaramonti
Esterzili
Abbasanta
Ozieri
Sedilo
Sérgono
Bortigiadas
Sedilo
Silanus
Sedilo
Paulilatino
Perfugas
Perfugas
Ala dei Sardi
Perfugas
Macomer
Collinas
Fonni
Borore
Muravera
Birori
Birori

Location

Piemonte: Tanca Gregu

Sa Perda ’e S’ Altare

[2km south of Lodinel

N.S. del Monte: Tanca Angheleddu
Sa Ruina de Su Procu

Rio Cispiri

Perdas Doladas 2

Isporo

Su Niu ’e Su Crobu
Perdas Doladas 1

Tasonis 1
Nuraghe Urigu

S41

Lappidesas 2 (shares exedra with no. 3)

Sos Ozastros (north)
[field east of SS131]

Santu Luisu
Li Lolghi

Monte Su Crobu 3
Bruncu Perdarba

Antigori 1
Imbertighe
Erghighine 3

Praru Ebbas: Cualbu Cundenna
Su Cobesciu Altu

Corti Eccia 1
Su Pranu 2

Conca Nicollitta 3

Santu Antine 2

Serra Tsargiu, Sanct. of San Mauro

Coas

Santu Antine 1
Bolude

Battos 2
Muraguada
Campu d’Ulimu
Pubuliosa
Malacaruca
Puzzu Canu 1
Tamuli 1

Sedda Sa Caudeba 1

Bidistili
Uore

Monte Su Crobu 4
Saperca ’e Noarza

Miuddu

Scano di Montiferro

Birori
Arzana
Bonarcado
Birori
Abbasanta
Silanus
Torralba
Lanusei
Budusso
Fonni
Villagrande
Silanus
Birori
Macomer
Villagrande

Sa Perda ’e s’ Altare

Coxina
Bena Sinis
Sarbogadas
Su Pranu 1
Corbos
Prunaiola
Selene 1
Loelle south
Madau 4

Sa Carcaredda A

Z6ddoro

Lassia

San Antonio

Sa Carcaredda B
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Az. Alt.
127 *
127 *
1273 *
128 0}
129 *
129 *
129 *
130 11
1304 4
131 *
131 2
132 3
1324 *
132} 10
134 6
134 *
1344 6}
1344 0}
1344 6
1344 6}
136 1
136} 24
137 *
138 -0}
1384 04
1384 0}
138% 14
1384 4
140 *
140 -0}
1404 *
141 13
1414 1
1434 0}
1434 6
145 0}
145
145 24
1454 0
1454
145} 2
146 1
146} *
146} 2}
148 *
149 *
149 0
1494 4
150 -0}
1504 0}
1524 3}
1534 13
154 *
1554 0
156 *
1563 3
157 1
1574 1
158 0
1584 3
159 1
1615 ‘+
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Lat.
o

40.3
40.6
40.3
40.1
40.8
39.9
40.2
40.2
40.4
39.9
40.2
40.1
40.2

Dec.
o

=27
=27
=27
—28
-28

Town

Birori
Ozieri
Macomer
Paulilatino
Perfugas
Lanusei
Sedilo
Sedilo
Lula
Samugheo
Sedilo
Fonni
Sedilo

Gonnosno’
Dualchi
Isili

Irgoli
Orroli
Gonnosno’
Olbia
Gesturi
Ozieri
Siddi

Irgoli
Sinnai
Guasila
Fonni
Birori

Nurri
Macomer
Ala dei Sardi
Silanus
Tratalias
Gonnosfanadiga
Uras

Isili

Lula
Gonnesa
Budusso
Lula
Villagrande

Location

Perda Lassia

Conca Nicollitta 2

Tamuli 2
Noeddos

Sas Luzzanas
Selene 2
Filigorri
Melas

Ter. di Corrias, Sorrotha

Santa Maria 1
Busoro
Madau 5
Erghighine 2

Laccaneddu (east of Alghero)

Lappidedas 1
Cubas 1

Is Pranus
Sas Mulathas
Cranaxolu

1996

Lappidedas 3 (shares exedra with no. 2)

Su Monte de S’Ape

Scusorgiu

Conca Nicollitta 1

Domu S’Orcu

Monte Su Crobu 2

Baioca

Sa Mandara 1
Madau 3
Noazza 1
Pitzu Ungronis

Castigadu s’Altare

Padentes
S’Abbaia
Tracasi

S. Cosimo 2
Domu Becchia 2
Calafrixidadda

Ter. di Guiso, Sorrotha

Serucci
Loelle north

Ter. di Porcu, Sorrotha
Carcara: Muru Longu

Scano di Montiferro

Villagrande
Macomer
Perfugas
Sinnai

Fonni
Muravera
Villagrande
Fonni

Silanus

Bulzi

Orroli
Narbolia
Fonni
Séneghe
Aidomaggiore
Sorgono
Gonnosno’
Aidomaggiore
Sorgono

Trocculu
Tamuli 3

Su Paladinu
Tasonis 2
Madau 2

Cuili Loddo

Su Serragheddu

San Michele: Tanca Mele

Mura Ruja
Crabiles

Su Pranu
Campu Dare’ 1
Madau 1

Serra ’e Lizzos 2

Iscrallotze

Su Cungiau de Tore

Lappidedas 4

Sa Tanca ’e su Crecu

Ruina Chesos
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Az Alt. Lat. Dec. Town Location
162 34 40.8 —43 Erula Giagone
162 0} 40.0 —461 Villagrande Porcu Abbas
163 * 39.9 —46} Ilbono Monte Forru
163 * 40.6 —46 Ozieri Corona Saltania
163 * 39.7 —47 Nurri Stessei
163 * 40.1 —46} Séneghe Serra ’e Lizzos 1
163} 23 40.2 —45 Sedilo Iloi 2
164} 14 39.5 —344 Gonnosfanadiga  Sibiri
164} 0 40.5 —474 Osidda [Nuraghic village east of town]
1653} 1 39.6 —473 Guasila Sa Mandara 2
167 * 39.1 —-48} Sarroch Antigori 2
169 1 39.8 —481 Esterzili Genna ’e Cussa 1
173 * 40.1 —49 Santu Lussurgiu  Pradu Maiore
1734 2 40.2 —47 Sedilo Tloi 1
1753 9 39.5 —413 Gonnosfanadiga San Cosimo 1
175% 41 39.8 —453% Genoni Is Piluncchedas
1764 13 39.4 —49}1 Muravera Is Carrubas de Brannau
179 * 40.0 —493 Triei Osono
181 * 40.1 —49} Narbolia Campu Dare’ 1
181 -1 39.3 -524 Sinnai Pirrei
182 * 39.1 -504 Sarroch Monte Mereu
1833 —03 39.1 -52 S. Giov. Suergiu  Creminalana
1843 0 40.1 504 Séneghe [3km SE of town]
185 2 40.3 -48 Sindia Su Forrighesu
187 33 40.0 —46 Sérgono S’Ebregargiu, Sanct. of San Mauro
189 * 39.7 —49 Nurri Buraxedu
1894 23 40.3 —46} Oliena Gonnigori
193} 61 39.6 —421 Gesico Linus Arbus
1941 1 39.4 48 San Vito Basoru
198 1} 39.7 —46 Uras Domu Beccia 1
204 -1 39.3 -463} Sinnaj Santa Itroxa
2084 4 39.1 -394 Santadi Terra ’e Soli
2094 13 39.3 —413% Decimoputzu Sa Perda Lada
2113 7 39.8 -35 Esterzili Sa Cea de Is Molas
2144 1} 39.7 -38} Gesturi Ollastedu
215 * 39.9 -381 Ilbono Perda Carcina
2153 3 39.7 -363 Lunamatrona Su Cuaddu Nixias
2223 2 39.8 -33 Esterzili Sa Ucca de Is Canis
2574 -0} 39.4 -104 Donori Mitza ’e Fidi
260 -1 39.3 -9 Maracalagonis Sa Murta Sterria
276} 4 39.4 + 73 Muravera Coineddu
2854 13 39.8 +124 Esterzili Sa Omu ’e Nannis
335 7 39.7 +50 Nurri Guntruxoni
350 0 39.8 +484 Usellus Motroxu ’e Bois
3534 8 39.3 +58 Quartucciu Sa Domu ’e S’Orcu

* Altitude not available; assumed to be 1° for the calculation of declination.

midsummer sunrise, while others extend the range in the clockwise direction,
well to the west of due south. Three tombs, indeed, faced only a few degrees
west of due north, and orientations in such directions are truly anomalous: not a
single tomb from among the many hundreds we have so far measured in the
other islands of the eastern, central and western Mediterranean and in the Ibe-
rian peninsula, faced within the west—north quadrant.

The latitudes listed in Table 2, and the maps (Figures 6—10), in which the
tombs are located within particular ranges of orientations, help clarify the
situation. In Table 2, seven of the nine tombs with azimuth between 0° and 50°
lie to the south of latitude 40°, whose parallel divides the island roughly in half.
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F1G. 6. Locations of the nine tombe di giganti with azimuths between 0° and 50° — too far north for the-
tomb ever to face sun- or moonrise. Note the concentration in the south-east quadrant of the
island, and especially near the coast.
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FIG. 7. Locations of tombe di giganti with azimuths between 50}° and 130°. Broadly speaking, this
range includes those tombs that may have been intended to face sun- or moonrise. The 26 tombs
with azimuths less than or equal to 90° are indicated by triangles, and the 96 with azimuths
greater than 90° by circles.
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F1G. 8. Locations of the 63 tombe di giganti with azimuths between 1304° and 165°. These tombs would
have faced the sun (or moon) after it had risen and was still climbing in the sky.
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40° latitude

FIG. 9. Locations of the 20 tombe di giganti with azimuths between 165}° and 195°. These tombs would
have faced the sun (or moon) when it was high in the sky. Note that these tombs are few in
number, and are found only in the centre and south of the island.
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40° latitude

F1G. 10. Locations of the 16 tombe di giganti with azimuths greater than 195°. Note that they are found
exclusively in the southern half of the island. The nine with azimuths between 198° and 2221°
(roughly, south-south-west or south-west) are indicated by circles; the four with azimuths between
2574° and 2854° (roughly, west) by triangles; and the three with highly anomalous azimuths
between 335° and 3531° (roughly, north-north-west or north) by squares.

Similarly, all the eighteen tombs with azimuth between 190° and 360° lie south
of latitude 40°. That is, of the 146 tombe di giganti in the northern half of the
island (which includes the large concentrations of tombs around Fonni and
Abbasanta), all but two faced in azimuth between 50° and 190° — a pattern
similar to those we find among the earlier dolmens and allées couvertes, except
that the permitted range now extended beyond east, towards north-east (see Fig-
ure 11). But among the 84 tombs in the south of the island, the same pattern,
although generally observed, was not infrequently violated: 7 tombs (8%) faced
north of azimuth 50°, and 18 (21%) faced west of azimuth 190°.

Our primary purpose has been to provide archaeologists with data on a par-
ticular burial custom — that of the permitted orientation of tombs — in order
that they may incorporate this information into their broader analyses. The data
themselves are factual, and uncontroversial: the tombs can be remeasured, and
our orientations confirmed, by anyone who wishes. It is true that philosophers
insist that “facts are theory-laden”, and that by measuring orientations and by
stating the results in a particular way we are already thinking in theoretical terms.
While this warning is salutary, we believe it right clearly to distinguish between
the factual data and their interpretation, to which we now turn.
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It is obvious that the orientations are not random, and that the builders of the
tombe di giganti followed a custom (or customs): 203 (88%) of the 230 tombs
faced in azimuth between 50° and 190°. It is not easy to imagine a terrestrial
motivation (such as the wish to face a sacred mountain, or a legendary country
of origin) for a custom operating throughout such a large island, nor do the
prevailing winds, for example, offer a likely explanation.

On the other hand, the wide scatter of tomb-orientation does not lend itself to
clear-cut astronomical interpretation, especially since we are no doubt dealing
with what was an aspect of the ideology of real, living people. Of course, if one
is sufficiently imaginative, one can always find a star, or a standstill, or a cardi-
nal point, or whatever, within a few degrees of the orientation of any tomb; but
to do this begs many questions.

There are two astronomical explanations that are simple and embrace the great
majority of the orientations. One, to which we have already alluded, involves
the sun: only 12 tombs faced north of midsummer sunrise (around 63°, depend-
ing on latitude and altitude), and only 18 faced well west of due south, with
azimuth greater than 190°. The remaining 200 (87%) faced directions where the
sun rose at some time of the year or, having risen, was either climbing in the sky
or near culmination. Customs that bear such an interpretation are common in
Iberia. The other, analogous explanation involves the moon: a tomb that at times
faced sunrise, also faced moonrise. However, there is no tomba di giganti in our
list that faced too far north for sunrise but in the direction of occasional moonrise,
and therefore a decision to prefer moonrise to sunrise cannot be made on the
evidence in our data.

In short, it seems to us likely that the orientation of the tombs was dictated
either by the sun or by the moon.

We suggest, therefore, that from the earlier dolmenic culture of southern Cor-
sica and northern Sardinia, the custom whereby tombs faced sunrise or the sun
when climbing in the sky — or, alternatively, moonrise or the moon when climb-
ing in the sky — continued into the pre-Nuraghic period of the allées couvertes
and thence into the Nuraghic period of the tombe di giganti, by which time it
had spread throughout Sardinia.

The custom was then faithfully observed in the northern half of the island,
where the culture was conservative and much of the land unattractive. In the
south, by contrast, the farming was good, and in minerals the area is one of the
richest in the Mediterranean — obsidian from Monte Arci has been found in
neolithic and calcolithic sites in Spain, France and Italy.'® The role of southern
Sardinia in Mediterranean trade movements must be taken into account in any
attempt to explain the anomalous orientations. At the same time, the anomalous
orientations may themselves shed light on migrations and/or the relations be-
tween the inhabitants of southern Sardinia and other Mediterranean peoples. It
is probable these outsiders arrived at intervals from both east and west,'® and the
more varied orientations we encounter in the south of the island suggest that

© Science History Publications Ltd. « Provided by the NASA Astrophysics Data System


http://adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/1996JHAS...27...33Z

S52 M. Zedda, M. Hoskin, R. Gralewski and G. Manca 1996

rT99BJAAS. C-Z7. 23370

F1G. 14. The magnificent north-facing tomba di giganti, Domu ’e S’Orcu at Quartucciu, near the south
coast. Note the vertical stone just in front of and to one side of the entrance. Similar stones are
to be found in front of much earlier dolmens in far-away Corsica.”’ Photograph by Renate
Gralewski.

£ RV .

FiG. 15. Domu ’e S’Orcu seen from the north-west. One arm of the exedra is in the foreground, and to
the right we see the massive sidewall of the chamber. Photograph by Michael Hoskin.
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there the culture was less secure, and that other customs were occasionally al-
lowed to take precedence.

These anomalous orientations usually occur in areas especially open to outside
influence. Close to the south coast is Sa Domu ’e S’Orcu, at Quartucciu, not far
from Cagliari; it faces 3534°. On the south-east coast is Tertania, a region that is
isolated from the rest of the island by mountains; there both the surviving tombs
are anomalous, facing 28° and 431° respectively. A little further inland are the
mountains of Esterzili, where there are tombs facing 243°, 2113°,2244°, 2854° and
(at nearby Nurri) 335°. Across to the west, and not far from the deposits of obsid-
ian, is Usellus, where the tomb known as Montroxu ’e Bois has orientation 350°.

It may be significant that the Nurri tomb (Figure 12) is perched on a rocky
crag; the exedra is little more than a token, and there is no room for a ceremonial
space in front of the tomb. Similarly, Montroxu ’e Bois (Figure 13) has no exedra
and departs in other ways from the normal form of a tomba di giganti,®® al-
though here there is no restriction of space. Sa Domu ’e S’Orcu (Figures 14 and
15), however, is unquestionably authentic, built on a magnificent scale, and still
in excellent condition; which makes its northerly orientation all the more ex-
traordinary.

In the absence of a clear typology and of excavations identifying the type to
which individual tombs belong, this brief discussion of the orientations of tombe
di giganti has inevitably been restricted to the basic custom and to geographical
variations in this custom. Unfortunately, at the present rate of progress in ar-
chaeology it seems likely that decades will elapse before a more refined analysis
is possible.
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