








What's new in archaeology?

by Colin Renfrew

VER the past two or three decades,
O archaeology—the study of the

human past through the material
remains of human activity—has changed
profoundly in nature. Archaeology was
once widely regarded as some sort of
backward extension of recorded history.
For times when written records were
available it was seen as a useful addition, as
simply some sort of illustration of the writ-
ten narrative. For the prehistoric period,
prior to the. availability of written
testimony, it offered some kind of shadowy
reconstruction of the past, an illiterate
substitute for a proper historical record.

Today, rather suddenly, archaeology,
seems relevant and relevant in a very inter-
national way. Every continent has its own

rich archaeological record, whether or not it -

has its own written records into the remote
past. Moreover we can see more clearly that
what happened in the Americas, for in-

stance, or in Africa two or three thousand -

years ago is just as relevant to our general
understanding of human history as events
occurring at that time in Asia or in Europe,
areas with a longer written record.

Several developments have come together
to create a new awareness that the ar-
chaeology of all these areas—and let us not
leave out Australia and the Pacific—is part

" of our archaeology, the record of the
history and achievements of our own
species, and a part of the cultural heritage
of our world.

In the first place, the development of new
dating techniques, especially radiocarbon
dating, has allowed the archaeological finds
from every part of the globe to be dated
reliably, without recourse to written
history. The application of other techniques
from the sciences, along with more rigorous
excavation methods, has given the ar-
chaeologist a whole array of approaches
which he or she can use to investigate past
economies, the development of technology
and early social systems (see article page
12).

Secondly, with the development of what
has come to be called the *New Ar-
chaeology”, research workers have re-
defined their aims. We are no longer simply
seeking to reconstruct the past, and form
some simple narrative of what happened in
early times. We are trying in addition to
understand why things changed and why
they became what they are. This aim re-
quires the development of a clearer
theoretical framework for archaeology and
involves the questioning of old beliefs. And
if our goal is to understand how and why
things change, the study of the processes at
work in one part of the world may give us
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- very valuable insights into those operating

in another. The New Archaeology is
therefore not ethnocentric, or at least it tries
not to be.

Thirdly, with the increased pace of
development in many parts of the world,
both in towns and in the countryside
through the mechanization and intensifica-
tion of agriculture, many components of
the archaeological record are under threat.
The awareness that this is so has given rise
to ‘‘rescue archaeology’’ as a national
policy in many countries, sometimes refer-
red to as Culture Resource Management.
This implies both the effort to protect im-
portant sites against damage, and an
acknowledgement of the need to conduct
systematic excavations at those whose

. destruction,cannot be prevented, so as to

learn what we can from them before the site
has been destroyed. Along with the na-
tional, public investment in rescue ar-
chaeology has come a deeper awareness of
the significance of the early past for each
nation’s own identity. Our past matters: it
is a fundamental part of what we have
become. And archaeology is the only way
we can find out about our early origins.

Up until a century ago, no-one had any
very clear idea of how old the world was,
and very little notion of the antiquity of
humankind. In most countries there were
creation stories, often suggesting that the
first appearance of humankind was the act
of god, or of the gods. But no one could say
with any precision how long ago this
occurred.

It was not until 1859, the same year in
which Charles Darwin published The
Origin of Species, that the antiquity of man
was established. Flint tools were then
shown to have been found together with the
bones - of extinct animals, and it was
demonstrated that the animals and the
humans who made the tools must have lived
many thousands of years ago.

Work over the century following these
revelations made many things clear. It was
shown that our species had first emerged in
Africa and that most of the globe had first
been peopled during what is termed the Old
Stone Age, well before 10000 BC. Evidence
for the local origins of farming was found
in several parts of the world. In some of
these areas, early cities developed for the
first time and writing was invented.

But when? To give a precise date to these
developments. was extremely difficult. It
was not until the 1950s that progress in
atomic physics allowed new analytical
techniques to come to the aid of ar-
chaeology. From the application of
potassium-argon dating applied to these

two elements found in rocks of volcanic
origin, we know that the first tool-making
hominids emerged in Africa around two
million years ago. They were not, of course,
very much like modern humans. But even
the earliest hominids, of the genus
Australopithecus, had the human ability of
walking upright, of using the hand to hold
things in a prehensile grasp, of binocular vi-
sion, and other abilities distinguishing them
from many other species.

By 35,000 years ago, the first members of
our own species, Homo sapiens sapiens are
seen. Modern humankind dates from then
and this date for the appearance of modern
humankind is given to us by radiocarbon

analysis. This technique of radiocarbon

dating is another spin-off from atomic
physics, and it allows any piece of organic
matter (that is to say, material derived from
once living things, whether animal or plant,
and which contains carbon) to be dated in
the laboratory, so long as it is not more than
about 40,000 years old.

For prehistoric Europe, these results have
produced a revolution in our thinking. They
showed that many of the very early Euro-
pean developments were not derived from
the east Mediterranean area, as had once
been thought. For instance it is no longer
true that the pyramids of Egypt are the
earliest stone-built monuments in the
world. Some of the stone-built tombs of
Europe are earlier, and Stonehenge in
England or the temples of Malta are now
the contemporaries of the pyramids not
their younger relatives.

The broader significance of radiocarbon
dating is much wider even than this. It
means that for the first time, those areas
which did not have an early written history
can have their own secure chronology. We
know now, for instance, that Australia had
a human population, the ancestors of the
modern aborigines, as early as 25,000 years
ago. We can now date properly the early
developments in the Americas, to take
another example. It has been shown that the
origins of the Maya civilization of Mexico
and neighbouring countries date back as
early as 2000 BC. We can now begin to
understand the African iron age, and
recognize properly the true originality of
the terracotta and the bronze sculptures of
Nigeria, some of them dating back to
around 600 BC.

An extraordinary combination of climatic
and geological conditions has preserved
these footprints of a hominid in petrified

volcanic ash at Laetoli, Tanzania, for /

some 3,600,000 years.
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