OPri mevalism:
Saluting aRenamedPr e hi st or y O

by Penelope J. Corfield

Epilogue to
PROBLEMATISING TIME AND HISTORY IN PRE-HISTORY
Edited by: Adnan Baysal, Emnha Baysal and Stella Souvatzi
(Routledge Abingdon,2019), pp. 26582

0 Pr e hi spogtively @inhelpsul term. It implies that the very lengthy early
mill ennia of the human experience are
no mor e than a prel udese vearsare laauallyo r e a |
foundational.

That point is no doubtre whichall practitioners in the fielknown as
Opr ehi sliglainyér ofening hectures or first chapteferminological
criticisms have long been voicedustom and usagéowever still sanctify the
use of this unhelpfuhnd misleadinghrasim. It has now prevailed for over a
century. The old nomenclatumeferring to a period known a8 pr ehi st or
(1871 studied by Oprehistoriansd (1889:
research institutions, learned societies, job descriptions, teadunrses,
examination papers, academic journals
preferences for book titles, and popular usaigése t alone i-n sch
definitions. Little wonder that updating is not easy.

Nonetheless, this essayritten bya frank friend, calls for theystematic
renamingof 6 p r e h i dprimevay témeéals detail, he ensuingdiscussion
analysesfirstly, the casdor an alternative terminology; secondly, the shifting
intellectual context which has generated themegence of Big Historyhich
means that théong millenniac onventi onal ly known as

being absorbed into a much bigger and longer history of the coamddastly,
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the case for integrating variougey discussionsfrom primeval times into
longitudinal themesvhich are relevant to historians of all erd¢ghy confine big
debates about the fundamentals of human lifeantoutmodedntellectual box
named OpZXehistoryo

A prompt to such thoughts was provided by a casual vissyimmmer2016,
to the ancient burial tomb known asr t hur 6 s 8rn @ ndgein hi gh
Herefordshirebetween theWye and Golden Valleg. 1 t 6 s a very I
monument, todayuarded by English Heritagét has never been excavated
(Sant, 2000, p. 14)and it hasbecome considerably dilapidated, sintsefirst
construction in @000 BCE(For dating style, see Corfield (2007), p. xviii)
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Fig.1 Arthurdés Stone
constructed ¢.3000 BCE
Source: photographer Tony Belton (2016)




Yet while it began inwhat is conventionally known aspr ehi st or y o6
Stone has great diachror{tbroughtime) resonanceAt some stagéong before
the thirteenth century CE, thmonument like many otherstones andelics,
becameassociated in popular legend witre feats oKing Arthur. (Did he win
a battle thererumour speculatedyr slay agiant?)The site then witnessadal
life dramas.In the fifteenth century, &night was killedtherein a fatalduel.
And in September 45 theembattledCharles | dined at the Stone withs
royalist troops Perhaps he intended the occasion asymbolic gesture
althoughit did not confer upon hinsufficient pseua-Arthurian lustreto defeat
Cromwell and the Roundheads

For nearbyvillagers in Dorstone and Bredwardinghe site was also a
midsummervenue for populafestivities, dancinga nd 6 hi.dghis lopng n k s 6
standing tradition continued until well into Victorian timés a sober counter
balance, too, thdocal Baptiss in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
organisé an ecumenicafteligiousservicethereeachJuneluly. Implicitly, they
were acknowledgintheSt one 6 s s whilst sarlultameausipurgiagits
paganassociationsWith great research serendipity, | met by chatieea
local resident wheecounted hememories, as a ddi before World Waill, of
joining her schodkllows to sing hymns fa the site each midsummer
(Corroborated by other local sourceslhis experienceand later visits
confirmed for her the special nature of the plac&hus throughout its five
thousand yearof existenceAr t h ur 0 s ha8 mutiple meanengs for the
witnessing generationgGrinsell, 1976; Beckensall, 2006)t W&rg old but it
cannot be confined into a historical asteamberAnd the same point applies to
all ancient monumengtsnany of which are much bigger and more famdiney

areall prompts tdull diachronic analysis, arate open t@xplorationas such.



Renamprneghiost ory o6
One common definition of O&éprehistoryo
advent ofhomo sapiensome 200,000 years ago to the advent of literacy in
Mesopotamia some 5,200 years ago. However, since literacy appeared at
differ ent dates in other cultures in oth
used to refer to a stage of history, as well as a period of fiimere is no
universalchronologythat applies across the glof@nneran, 2007, p. 33T.hat
flexibility gives the concept of Opre
an eraAnd, more fundamentally, is it well namedeither contexd

Il n recent year s, the quality of scC
become impressivelgreat The absence of written records has stimulated
ingenious methodologies which combine invaluable insights from
archaeologists, anthropologispglaeontologistgjeneticists, climatologists, and
Omer e 6 h(Ganble 199% menfrew, 2007; Fagan & rEami, 2016).

Experts borrow freely, as needed, from veayiegateddisciplines. That mulki
stranded approach is now relatively common acibdistorical studies
whetherthe discipline of Historye viewed as purely one of the Humanities or
asone owerlapping withthe Social Science€clecticism rulegcontrast Tosh,
2010; Trigger, 1968). Mukliaceted approaches are now comirioreven
commonplace. Holism is admired. Both subjective and objective viewpoints are
alike surveyed, combinedndcritiqued.

But such radical initiatives n  t he f i el dohasefnot§gir e hi s
extended tapdaing its nameWhendefinitional termsdating back to Victorian
timesare challengedespeciallyby outsiders, there often group resistance to
change.Familiarity, inertia and institutional embeddedness make the case for
continuity, whichis in itself a powerful force. Similar resistancecimentally, is
encountered byarallel attemptsat rejecing the oversimplified categories of
OAnci ent 6, Od4dWRedan aeivsaadancebod, OEar thg Mod:

elusivei andnow fast evaporatingg 6 P 0 s t msiagies ofstory (Corfield,
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2010. Those who do reject the old terraed definitional conceptsften find
the decision liberating. Yet so far tiseight of collective usagebolstered by
institutional practiceis provinghard to shift.

Of cour s e, It 6s aWhwaty®s rier Sehalaranta me 8
sometimesargue that the descriptive tag of any givea does not matter, as
long as its contexal application is generally understood. Furthermsmme
urge specifically thaa problematic terminology functions aselpful heuristic
device It enabls expertsto start their course and books by amusingly
dissectingand rejectingheimplicationsof the headline name of their subject

And yet ...there are limitgo the value of my terminology, if it is outright
nonsensicall o repeat, aming aperiod or stage of development@sehistoryd
implies that itis but a prelude to and, layplication, a feeblerpettierversion of
t he Or eYatlevetythingthgtappened before the advent of writing is as
much part of the collective human experience as everything that has happened
and is happening afterwardslaming, far from being armoptional extra, is
fundamental to understanding rightly.

Already, much older referencesdapi mi t i v e e bden jsttisamedy h a
by scholars. That condescendingadjective misleadingly implied a linear
development along gqualitative line, whethe(for optimistg from primitive
savageryadvancing toward<ivilisation or (for pessimists) fronprimitive
simplicity degenerating o decadenc&Zerubavel, 2003)So i t 6 s now t |
a further updated P r i mhidtaryvhastbeen abandoned, as a historical
curiosity. 6 P r e h sheuldsimilady disappear.

These points now have a furth@acticalsalience Since 200, a number
of expertsfrom thehumanities social sciences and scien¢es/e beenwvorking
together on what is known &g History. It has already generated a number of
assertive textbookgChristian, 2004 Spier, 2019 And it is supportedsince
2010by an international learned socidtyww.ibhanet.or) Big History really

thinks big. Ittakes as its focuseither the entire history of the cosmé®m the
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start to the present dagr atvery least theentirehistory of Planet EarthAs an
approach, it marks the return of the diachromith a vengeancdn this new
intellectual scenaridhe advent of the speciesldbmo sapienss already a long

way down the chronological lineThe years before human literacy do not
constitutea preliminaryd pr ehi st or y 6, bef dibuinsteddi n g s
form part of a much bigger, longand even more epjmrocesf cosmic and/or

global development

Existing subject specialisms, it should be stressed, are by no means
bypassedar rendeed obsoleteby the Big History projectThein-depthresearch
contributions of the precise sciences sfeonony, cosmoloy, physics,
chemistry, biology, genetics, zoology, climatologgplog), the social sciences
(anthropology, geographyenvironmentalisy, paleontology, archaeoloy,
demograpk) as well asthe humanities, including notably the history aif
regions and erasare needednore than ever.Otherwise, Big History risks
becoming schematic anf@dr too superficial. But its adventis one of many
signals thatlong-term diachronic frameworksre currently i and rightly 1
beconming re-appreciated asmtegral to the quest fanistorical understanding.
Synchronic immersioon its ownis not enough.

Anynons peci ali st may have personal vi e
renamed. But real changes will ordgme from &perts who studyhe field in
depth They bear the heat and burden of the day. Howehece updatings
often come insidiously, out of a variety of optigns warth sonsideringgome
alternatives.

Ideally, a descriptive term which is positive in its own right, and not
defined rasopbprteddd amyt hi ng, woul d conv
Otan@alki ngd era might, at f i r snakingwas b , S
such a distinctive feature of early humdavelopment But that suggestion
clearly doesndt wo edkio makewlhand siewhals, ® ¢ on

greater or lesser complexityn all eras adding new inventions while
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incorporating the bestelements from the traditional repertoire. Hence the
oOmodernd motor c ,awhosd firsa mveritien dates baekhte e | s
Ophi storicd times.

Ot her possibi-iecordeddmchiuglteordyp,r emear
era before written records. However, that usage too is misleading. It obscures
the fact thatrecords of the past do not come purely in written foAncient
mon ument s, | i ke Art hur 0 ssoBdeohiefogrmatdon e v i
in their own right. Indeed, there are so many ingenious waygaio
understandingfrom radiocarboftdating, to statistical modelling, to excavations,
to DNA-profiling based uporancient teeth and bones, to the (mdelbated)
analyses of cavart, and so forth, that written records no longer constitute the
sole research grail.

Further circumlocutionsl,itevakbyd@son

writingbo, ar e rieal pdqguencing buta ddas,untisleadingsin o
everyday usage. | t 60s har d to i magin
Oprel-ht estacyansao. | t makes them soun

personally deficient in staple skills or, alternatively, specialist eggs in

| anguage acquisition among-wirhdiya@wngdg.n
as a single historical descriptor. Howeverierences to the advent of literacy
canbesef ul i n |l onger descriptions. [ S
the geatest challenge.

OFoundational 6, for exampl e, says
before societies learned and shared the art of reading and writing. It is has solid
meaning. And it does not imply either foundational vice or foundational virtue.
However, the term is not sufficiently sef x p|l anat or vy. O0Founda
seens too much like a firsyear introductory course.

Indeed, all singleuality adjectives risk seeming too simplistic when
appliedover millenniathat saw many complex transiti® That 6 s why t

common references to the Stone Age, which still appear in casual parlance,
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became greatly subiivided with further researcflime-markers were one way
of marking distinctions. Thus there are references t@#iaeolithic (Old Stone
Age), Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age), and Neolithic (New Stone Adgt
those sukldivisions became disputed in turn. Another variant refers to the
advent of metaWorking, which appeared historically before thdvent of
writing. So rival usages such athe Bronze Age and Iron Age were then
introduced. Howeverthese too were disputed in terms of chronolognd did
not apply equally in al/l Oprehistoric:i
definitionsthat enbrace varietyput without generating dirther confusions

Perhaps referringtotheseprer i t i ng years as Oearly
mill enniad would suffice. Such ter ms
without any implication that one stage is more important or better than another.
But o6earl ybirdod usagatsliadleapgromote confugionc e . T
I f Oearl yo history IS t hen foll owed
Mesopot ami a, Egypt, Gr eece, Rome, and
Onewd depends watwgmuPli ah DRethent & m
itself is another ultrdlexible term, which isdosely applied to many different
pastegri ods, rather | i ke O6classical 6, an

My own preferencefor the era before literacy s 6 pr Ormesena |l 6 .

Opri mordial 0. These are Lat,ivernadlde t er
OPrimeval 6 in particular has the rin
i mplications of Oprimitivismd or backyv

True, schol ar sr yo& porpah arbelvya | wohn 6stt ow a
Opr i me Yd, laftersalltisete is no obligation for scholars to be named after
their specialist fieldsA number of historians of later eras, like myself, reject
being pinned down as O0mediee¢ v alliosntes 6t ho
Opostmoderni st so. Those period | abel s

and meanings. | nstiecuslven @ mees ,e OIsi kmeero i s



Oarchaeol ogi st 6. Such br oad t ekms gi

analytically up and down the centuries, as their investigatesre

Fig.2 Clay figures ofseated man and woman, Cernavdd(Romania),
fired in c¢c.5000 BCE: pri meval
Source: image in public domain

Returning to an ultra -protracted Big History
Putting allthe eras together entails a welcome end to the undue fragmentation
of historical research. idepth surveys are now being complementedt (no
replaced) bya growing interest in longwing analysislt amounts to a positive
O0hi st or. (Acnatdge & Guidin28914; Corfield, 2015) For much of the
twentieth centuryit is true, there was a swingmong many historians and
social scientists to gesanalytical priority tospace overtime. Or, to put the
samepoint another waythere was a tendendy prioritise the synchronicthen

andthere (events in one locationpver the diachronidlow (whether deep



