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A very, very short introduction
to chronology

The hard thing about writing a very short introduction to
prehistory is that prehistory is so long. Human origins currently
go back 6 million years, a time period which encompasses a
number of different prehistoric and geological periods. Prehistory
is about sets of sites, artefacts and landscapes from the past which
we try to understand in the present, putting the evidence we have
in the context of their contemporary environments, both physical
and social. I will refer to commonly-used terms for periods of the
past, and rather than pause to explain each of them in the text,
provide some overview here. For each region of the world I have
also constructed a series of very brief timelines at the back of the
book.

Beneath me as I sit here in the centre of southern Britain lies the
following general sequence of sediments and archaeological
evidence. In the upper metre of soil and sub-soil is evidence

from the last 10,000 years — what are locally known as the
Mesolithic (¢.8000-4000 Bc - i.e. Before Christ) — a world of
hunter-gatherers living in modern climatic conditions; the
Neolithic period (¢.4000-1800 Bc) - the first farmers; the Bronze
Age (1800-800 Bc) - the first widespread use of metals; the Iron
Age (800 Bc-AD [Anno Domini] 43) - the end of prehistory. The
period older than 10,000 years ago is known as the Palaeolithic
and extends back to the start of direct human ancestry. The last

2 million years has been a period of fluctuating cold and warm
periods known generally as the Ice Ages. Evidence from this period
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is found in river gravels, cave deposits and relatively rare
occurrences of old sediments, as we shall see in the next chapter.
The Palaeolithic currently starts 6 million years ago in Africa, where
our earliest direct ancestors originated to spread out to Eurasia and
southeast Asia between 1.8 and 1 million years ago (see Fig. 6 for a
depiction of early hominid evolution). The oldest evidence in
Britain is no older than this. At this stage of human evolution we
are looking at Homo erectus — a stocky creature with a small brain,
a limited social life and restricted material culture (although life
may not have been as dull as this makes it sound). The so-called Ice
Ages of the last 2 million years were really fluctuating climates and
so in the Thames gravels beneath me are evidences of cold-adapted
faunas (mammoths, woolly rhinos etc.) and warm-loving creatures,
including hominids who may have lived in Europe only during
warm periods. This was not true of the last glaciation, which
started around 40,000 years ago and reached its height around
18,000 years ago. Now there were two sets of hominid species
permanently in Europe - ourselves (Homo sapiens sapiens) and
Neanderthals (Homo neanderthalensis) — the latter a cold-adapted
species found from Britain to central Asia, whose extinction has led
to one of the great whodunits — did we wipe them out directly,
out-compete them more indirectly, or did they die out due to an
inability to cope with changing conditions? At the height of the last
glacial, the northern polar ice caps extended down to the Thames,
with tundra south of that and open savannah conditions down to
the Mediterranean. Much of Canada was covered by ice, and the
expansion of the southern ice sheets caused glaciers in Tasmania,
the Australian mainland and Argentina. Because so much

of the earth’s water had frozen, global sea levels dropped,
joining Britain to Europe, Papua New Guinea to Australia,

and Borneo to peninsular Malaysia. There was drought in

the tropical zones, extending the deserts and savannahs

and creating holes in the equatorial rainforest. As the earth’s
climate warmed after 14,000 Bc the ice retreated, and plants,
animals, insects and birds moved into higher latitudes in both
hemispheres and recolonized former deserts. Land was lost to the



rising sea, especially in southeast Asia, and more continuous
rainforest may have posed some barriers in the tropics. This cycle of
warm and cold has been repeated a number of times over the last

2 million years.

Although a small part of the story in terms of overall time, we are
most interested in people like us - Homo sapiens sapiens. We arose
in Africa about 120,000 years ago, moving out to the Middle East
by 90,000 years ago and the Indian sub-continent and beyond

by 70,000. Europe and Australia were both colonized about
50,000 years ago, the latter for the first time, and the last large
landmass to receive people was the Americas 20-15,000 years ago.
After that the last big movements were to islands - the Caribbean
and Mediterranean islands were permanently settled around

6000 Bc, the remote Pacific islands after 1500 Bc, with places like
Iceland in the northern hemisphere and New Zealand in the
southern being the last sizeable pieces of land people reached,
about 1000 years ago.

The chronological scheme for understanding prehistory, the
so-called Three Age system, was mainly developed in Europe. The
Stone Age was divided into two by the start of farming, with the Old
Stone Age (Palaeolithic, with its own three divisions - lower, middle
and upper) succeeded by the New Stone Age (Neolithic). The metal
ages of Bronze and Iron, it was thought, saw the development of
tribal societies with sophisticated farming and the ability to build
monuments like hillforts or create metal objects both for use and for
long-distance exchanges. The Three Age system works fine for
much of Eurasia (although not Japan) and with some reservations
for southeast Asia. Australia and the Pacific had only stone ages; the
first metals were introduced by Europeans. Africa’s bronze age
probably came after its iron age and the Americas developed only
copper, eschewing bronze or iron. Reflecting their different
histories the Americas have developed their own terminologies,
sometimes aimed at understanding the growth of states and
civilizations in central and southern America (Archaic, Formative,

Xin
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Classic etc.) or local sequences in north America (Woodland,
Anasazi ete.). Since the 1960s absolute dates, especially radiocarbon
determinations, have come through in numbers providing the basis
for a comparative world prehistory, so that we can now ask what
was happening in the world 18,000 or 5000 Bc. Absolute dates
have not solved all our chronological problems, but have shifted
attention from when things happened to why they happened.

Absolute dates have changed our views of processes. In many areas
of the world we can now see that the adoption of farming, which
used to be seen as a sudden and dramatic change, often happened
over a long period of time. The acceptance of sheep, cattle, pigs,
wheat, barley and oats over much of western Eurasia occurred
slowly and through complicated means between 10,000 and

3000 Bc in differing areas; the movement of rice, probably first
domesticated in China around 6000 Bc, to Japan, India and
southeast Asia took many millennia, as did the movement of millet
and sorghum in Africa or maize and beans in the Americas. Indeed,
many now think that the origins of farming is not really the issue.
More significant is the total, but changing, pattern of production
and consumption, which includes not only plants and animals, but
also stone tools, pots, baskets, textiles and metals. Over the last ten
thousand years people have created a complex series of worlds for
themselves drawing on even older skills and resources - but such
issues take us beyond an introduction to chronology and I will leave
them for later chapters.
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