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Those which invoke not conjuncture, but structure. The use of structure deals not
with rhythms or tempos but persistence or endurance. This is the long term as a
stable set of forms which explain underlying continuities.

Structures are interesting because in one sense, they don’t change at all; they
simply are. A good example of the long-term as a persistent structure is Jan Hod-
der’s wotk on the domestication of Europe from the 1990s where a long-term
mentalité revolving around the domus defined people’s relationship to their world
and each other.”’ In a nutshell, domestication was an ideology before it was sub-
sistence practice. In many ways, this is classic Annaliste history with ideology
replacing environment as a long-term structure. As Hodder made very clear, this
long-term structure was not unchanging — especially as agricultural practices moved
from south-east Asia into north-west Europe, the specifics of the domus also chan-
ged, such as the shift in focus from houses to tombs. However, such change could
be glossed as local vardation on a theme.

A more recent example, which also uses this notion of long-term structure but
with less explicit reference to Braudel, is the work on deep history by scholars like
Daniel Lord Smail who argue for the importance of recognizing the role biological
structures, such as neurochemistry, have on human history.28 Like Hodder’s domus,
these biological structures are not so much deterministic but enabling, setting up
capacities and capabilities which human culture enhances, or not as the case may
be. In other words, the historical variations are as important as the deep structure.
But 1t is ultimately the deep structure that provides the common thread, which
gives relevance to the long-term as an explanatory framework. But structural
change is not confined to the long term; if structural change is defined as the
emergence or cessation of a structure — basically as birth or death — then this too
happens at all scales. If human biology can work as a long-term structure, then an
individual human body is a relatively short-term structure: formed in the womb,
dissipated in the grave. Anything can be seen as an enduring structure if its identity
is defined as persisting between two points in time. A pottery vessel may only last a
few years before it is broken, and can be viewed as a short-term structure, while a
pottery type might last longer ~ a century or more and is a medium-term structure.
Anything can be defined as a structure in the sense that what constitutes it, is
simply its persistence as recognizably the same thing.*’

Time and change

Let me now sum up the points I have been making. In order to avoid confusion, it
is probably also beneficial to re-name Braudel’s three concepts of event, con-
Juncture and structure, even if they might still be broadly appropriate. Respec-
tively, I will refer to them now as severance, recurrence and persistence.

Severance: Events as singular occurrences, being unique, seem almost inexplicable.
We can describe them, even define the antecedent events which led up to them,
but because they are unique, they tend to remain inexplicable except in terms of
chance. This is why events were unimportant for Braudel — the froth of history.
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But 1 would suggest we see events more positively, especially events which‘ are
taken to have historic significance. Turning points and tipping points, bifurcations
or convetgences, interruptions or pauses, fractures or discontinuities; these are all
event-like changes with different qualities but share one thing in common: they
mark a break. For example, drawing on the historan William Sewell’s logics of
history, Doug Bolender and colleagues have suggested that an event be seen as a
cascade of particular occurrences that transform a structure through reconﬁ%:)mng
the material resources and mental schemas that constitute such structures.”™ An
event is, essentially, a structural disjunction. For a more quantitative approach, one
might also cite work in complexity theory and phase transitions which adopts a
broadly similar model of change, albeit expressed in very different terms. More-
over, as Serres has suggested, such bifurcations or branching of time has two faces;
they both mark a break or rapture with what came before, but t}ﬁy also announce
a new beginning, a fresh start: they are advents as well as events.”

Recurrence: Moving on from Braudel’s events to conjunctures, these are the
classic economic or social cycles. In historical and archaeological writing, the sim-
plest and perbaps most conunon way such iteration is expressed is through bell
curves or well curves, or in fact any trends such as linear trajectories of growth and
decline. In some ways, there might be a tendency with such trends to link thelr} to
natural cycles as with resilience theory. But with any situation looking at multiple
cycles, the question of their synchronization or harmonization should .alwa?rs bf:
addressed rather than taken as given. A good example illustrating this point is
Valentine Roux’s analysis of the adoption of wheel-made pottery in the Levant; Ait
appears and disappears twice in the archaeological record between the Ch_a%cohthlc
and the early Bronze Age before finally, on the third appearance, it stabilizes and
remains.”2 Roux’s explanation for this has been tied to transmission networks, with
eatlier potters being mobile and exclusively attached to elites whose power base
was unstable; every time a power base toppled, the potters lost their patrons and
their craft died out. In the latter part of the early Bronze Age however, wheel-
made pottery was less dependent on the elites and as a result, transmission networks
withstood economic upheavals. Central to this interpretation therefore, is a sense of
kairos or timing of these cycles. . -’

Persistence: Finally, we tum to structures defined as enduning or persistent entities.
With structures, the burden no longer rests on modelling change but rather
explaining stasis; why do things persist? Rather than simply assume continuity or
persistence as a given, as the natural state of things like inertia, we must try and
understand what mechanisms, practices or properties are in play to keep change at
bay. Such mechanisms might be political, where conservative forces or C(?untep
hegemonic, resistant practices act to stem change; or pethaps the mz?tenal @d
structural properties of things and assemblages develop an in-built inertia, @abng
change hard to effect. Whatever the complexity of reasons and causes, persistence
has to be seen as an active power in tension with change. The work of Lee Panich
is important here, especially his re-working of the notion of persistenc.e as less a
passive statis and more a dynamic and active process of balancing continuity and
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change within a community.” His work comes off the back of critiques of narra-
tives of indigenous tribes where change in colonial contexts is equated with Joss,
so-called terminal narratives.>* Persistence is then defined not by stasis but change,
not as a passive continuity of tradition but an active re-working and perpetuation
of a culture. A different interpretation for persistence comes from entanglement
theory and its used of path dependence. lan Hodder draws on path dependence to
explain how people become dependent on things — how they get locked in.>® A
good example is the work of Dorian Fuller and colleagues on plant domestication
and how such dependences creates further entanglements as humans have to con-
struct walls to keep out animals, are tied down to the reproductive cycle of the
plants, and how new technologies are needed to process and store the plants which
in tum creates further dependencies and so on.%¢
In substituting Braudel’s terms of event, conjuncture and structure for severance,
recurrence and persistence, the goal has been to highlight the salient properties of
both sets of terms in reflecting a taxonomy of change that is unrelated to the
duration over which the change takes place. But in re-working Braudel’s three
terms however, there is a danger that one gets locked into a tripartite classification.
In offering these alternative concepts, I would not want to argue that they exhaust
all the possibilities. Indeed, change is a complex phenomenon to which I can
barely do justice in a single chapter.”” My main goal here has been to pull apart the
concept of scale and in focusing on Braudel’s three terms of event, conjuncture and
structure, my primary objective has been to ‘de-scale’ them. To make that fully
effective, it was important to render them in terms other than short-, medium- and
long-term and to demonstrate that it is possible to perform a Braudelian archae-
ology which is utterly non-scalar. More importantly though, I wanted to separate
the question of change from scale; scale is sumply a property of our metrology or
chronology. If we want to examine the multiplicity of time, it is not about trying
to integrate or co-ordinate different time scales. That is a purely technical matter of
dating resolution. Rather the real tension comes in trying to triangulate between
different ontologies of change: breaks, cycles, persistence, and probably many more
besides.

The analysis of Braudel and scale presented in this chapter brings us to the point
where we now need to confront more fully this concept of change. All this talk
about different scales, different tempos or durations are all predicated on the notion
of change. If there was no change, how would we account for duration? For
tempo or rhythm? What are we measuring with our time scales, our metrologies if
not change? The concept of change is of course worthy of a book on its own and
indeed Rachel Crellin’s work, which I have already mentioned, fulfils that need
admirably. My aim in the concluding section of this chapter s therefore rather
more specific: how does change relate to time? It is an Interesting paradox that
archaeologists don’t observe change, rather they infer it from variation in matter. A
stratigraphic section is Just a series of more or less stationary layers, one on top of
the other. The ‘more or less’ refers to the fact that of course they do change, but at
rates 50 slow we cannot perceive them. Moreover, the change that we do attribute
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to them 1s based on something else: the superposition of visibly dis.til"lct dilf(:snlse.
fhe same applies to a typological progressi'on of artefgcts; formal. v?na}tllinlsn ; kestyus
or technique become temporal variations in produc.tlo.n. ?\X/hat is it tha
connect material or spatial variation to ter_npAoral _varla.tlon. ] R
In everyday life we might encounter similar situations; I leave oSr Wc;thin bl
tidy kitchen, only to return and find a mess of platés and cupﬁs:. on;hoo1 gS s
changed and probably, it was my hungry cbﬂdren coming home omos Wi&l -
a change is discontinuous, but only ir-l the juxtaposition of past mem rsyirngle pre-
sent perception. The very discontinuu:y nonetheles§ suggests tohme jher gl cven
has intervened to affect this transformation to‘my kitchen. Or} the o ld.have h,ad !
had put up a webcam to record what was going on, I prot.)ab y wou ave had 2
rather different perception of change; I would.see my kldsblarrAlvusgt,h egn n;govmo
cupboards, pulling out crockery and food, moving to the ta he an : differenzz
back to pile up the dirty cups and plates. C?hange now fas a r\lln 1r"ly -
appearance; now the discontinuity .that I experienced upo7n ;rist cohat \gN pome
replaced by a perception of continuous movement. ‘Isnt tds wi L e do i
archaeology? We see the type series or stratigraphic section an d‘assltllm b st
to the experience of being absent while the c.hange occurred; a lzvz: bhat he
before and after. But drawing on our experience, we assume td a vve e
responsible for the change — over and above the specific agents and caus
bodies and matter. i A .
mi:i?zztszfprise therefore, that change should largely be f:onc-elve}cll in Fel;imst ;)j
movement. The trees outside my window are now‘ swaylgg in the ;Vl;l ,f <
second hand of the clock on my wall is silently sweeping a circle aroun ; eo 1:1; ;
change is all around me and marked, mo;e thag anyt}?mg,. by mci;;:menttt.c hi?l thi
at a sequence of artefact types or a stratigraphic section is not like \l;va irgl e
second hand of a clock move. But we assume that the char}ges we o 1svehrou N
archaeological record occurred in a similar way. That deposn?:s accumu. a;e thing i
movement. But how then, do we relate time to movement? This is w .erﬁ rendg
get tricky; we could follow Bergson and suggest that movementvlzl mt (:h ° Oyf
continuous, a flow but, as I discussed in Chapfer 1, most psychologc st;ll oo
our experience of time suggest this continuity is a post facto constn;;uzg, Onz;mmy
consciously, we register time discontinuously. In other words, the disc pon
between memory and perception discussed in my example of the messy \ c.thir;
may actually also represent how my mind processes.contmuous m-ovemecrll I\;fsltead
perception. Now we find that our original assumption has be.en 1nve(rite ~",ative <
of change being derivative of movement, rather movement is now deri
Ch;rcl)g; we cannot tely on movement to elucidate change, how can we s}tlart to
make sense of it? Rather than try and resolve this through further Phxlc;:op 1223,
perhaps we just need to stay with what concems us here: ‘change n t e0 ::;eous
ological record. And this kind of change has only one _form. th.e contegllzr .
Jjuxtaposition of things presumed to have come from dlﬁ”erént times, rrz;l er e my
case of the memory of the kitchen and its present perception. But unlike
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of memory and perception, there is a difference. Earher, T characterized this as ap
absence of intervening time or movement, just the before and afier. But it sn’t
even that of course; in archaeology, there are no ‘befores’, just a succession of
‘afters’. The archaeological record is not like a snapshot or frame from a webcam
showing my kitchen at time T, and T>. Nor is it the same as how our perception
registers change in our surroundings. It is far more complex than that as I shajl
explore in Chapter 5. However, before we tackle that we need to address a more
urgent issue. Regardless of how change is constituted, how do we connect
ther all the changes we do observe? Because in many ways, all this concem for
integrating scales in archaeology can be re-cast in other terms. I want to suggest
that our primary concern is with integrating the multiplicity of change, not scale.
Sometimes this multiplicity is about change
different tempos, but not always. Indeed, the main point of this chapter has been to
argue that change is broader than that. And so it is that in the next chapter, I tum

to this new question: how to address the multiplicity of change in the archae-
ological record.

toge-

occurring over different durations or at
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THE SHAPE OF TIME

Change and continuity

Change may be constant, but we only recognize it when it happens because of the
things that don’t change. When a car drives past stationary road signs, when your
children outgrow their clothes, when your friends have bought a new flatscreen
TV for their living room. We notice when something is different, but only insofar
as most of the time, most things around us stay the same. If everything was chan-
ging all the time, the world would be chaos. Yet for archaeologists, change has a
rather different character. Changes in deposition or in assemblage composition
involve interpreting spatial or material variation in temporal terms, as discussed at
the end of the last chapter. In these instances, change is perceived not so much
against a backdrop of continuity as against an adjacent, that is, previous state of
affairs. The best analogy in everyday life is when the change observed is not against
a frame of continuity but rather against what came before. When that new flatsc-
reen is not seen as a subtle change to the appearance of an otherwise unchanged
living room, but as a replacement for the previous television. This kind of change -
let us call it succession — is the kind that is often most prevalent in archaeological
descriptions of change; where one type of artefact replaces or succeeds another, one
layer is superimposed on another.

The difference between these two kinds of change is of fundamental impor-
tance. In the first, change can only be understood in relation to continuity. In the
latter, it is always framed in opposition to it. That an artefact type persists for a
certatn period of time, until it is succeeded by another; that a certain phase of
activity occurs on a site until it is succeeded by another one; that a way of life, an
archaeological period like the later, Iron Age, lasts in a certain area until it is suc-
ceeded by another one. Many of the problems around change — and time - result
from adopting this successive view of change, what Rachel Crellin has recently
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called a block-time approach to change, one where all the action i? cgncelntrated at
the transitions, while in between are just periods of staéls or contmu-lty.. In o}tlher
words, most of the past seems to occupy broad Penods of _cc.>nt1nu1ty, ‘where
nothing changes, with shorter bursts of changfe.occumng at trapﬂﬂops. Ip thl; Wlay,
change and continuity are set up as opposmona.l. In my discussion i the last
chapter of Braudel’s three concepts of event, cox?J‘uncture and structure, one can
see the same bias there, especially in the opposmog of event and structure (or
severance and persistence as I re-named them)A, which mn arch.anFOgy are. oftein
foregrounded while Braudel’s third term of conjuncture is marginalized or silently
eh(::lfe:e fact that archaeology has been so powerfully caught up’in a successive
model of change is probably largely due to the legacy of .relatlve chronology,
which foregrounds this.* You may recall that one of the most 1@portant featu.res of
relative against absolute chronologies is that relative chronologies lack duration —
they only really define sequence. A relative chronology canr}ot tell you how long
the Iron Age lasted in a certain area, all it can tell you is that 1t succeed.s the Bronzle
Age. Phrasing it this way of course highlights th.e deficiency of a relative cl;r(;no -
ogy in comparison to absolute chronologies Whlch can tell you abqut 'bot ura-~
tion and sequence. But another way of defining relative chronologies is that they
tell us about change; indeed this is their strength. They lack the metrological pre-
cision of absolute dates, but what they lack in precision, they rgake up for in
relevance. A date, after all, is just a date; it doesn’t tell you anything on its own
until it is tied to events and the events and their dates are compared.. For exa.mple,
knowing this deposit dates to ¢ 1230 AD is not necessarly as informative as
knowing that it lies beneath a house foundation and thus pre-dates the con?trgc—
tion of the house. It starts to become more informative if we know that all smulzfr
houses excavated so far date to before 1200 AD, but again, only because the date is
associated with a specific event or state of affairs. A .

In many ways, the new Bayesian methods applied to C.14 dlscAussed in the pre-
vious chapters combine the best of both absolute and relative dating chronologies;
they exploit the qualities inherent in relative chronology to help .reﬁne an absolute
chronology and one might even suggest they are the first real g.hn?p.se of how the
distinction between the two might be dissolved. Not that the individual methods
involved in conducting seration, stratigraphy or generating a radiocarbon date
would merge; rather that the chronological framework crt‘:ated was the product of
multiple methods. But even if we argue this, there remains a dlf.ference between
chronology as a means to measure time, and the Femporal quah‘ty of the events
being measured. So although both absolute and rel.atlve chronologies ‘are strlfc.tured
on a sequence of events, both In a sense co-ordinate char.lge, the e.ven-ts in an
absolute chronology are largely detached from human affairs — the': circuit of the
earth around the sun, the growth of a tree, the oscillations of a caesium atom. N(?t
so with the events in a relative chronology like the deposition of anthropogenic
deposits or stylistic change in artefacts; these evgnts pri.ncip.a]ly (though not alvva%yz
implicate human or human-related agency. Unlike radioactive decay, archaeologic
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stratigraphy or typological development, they involve events with an in-built cultury]
significance. What this significance means and whether it is productive or Interesting js
another matter of course.

Both absolute and relative chronologies are dependent on events as already

noted; C14 is dependent on the event of radicactive decay, of the death of oy
organism, and others. But the event-dependence of relative chronologies is differ-
ent not only in being tied to culturally relevant changes, they are also different i
another way; they are far more place-specific. Time is much more bound to space in
relative chronology than it is with absolute chronology. Each excavation uncovers
its own, unique stratigraphic profile, each region its own specific sequence of
material culture. Although relative chronologies can expand outward to cover
larger areas, generally the larger the area, the more risky they become, unless they
also become more abstract and reductive. Periodizations are the classic exemplar of
these kinds of more general relative chronologies and ones which are familiar to
historians, archaeologists, palacontologists and geologists alike. In terms of human
history, the only truly singularized relative chronologies have been the various
social evolutionary schemes proposed, from 18th century Enlightenment con-
Jectural histories to 20th century neo-evolutionism and these were common to
most of the social sciences even if they also influenced archaeology. These are very
abstract systems which define a historical sequence based on very general concepts
such as cultural development or social complexity. We are a long way from strati-
graphy here.

The Three Age System was the first archacological, relative chronology to strive
for some universality, and it was based on technological innovations in cutting
implements. However, unlike the evolutionary schemes, it retains a link to strati-
graphy. It was developed by a Danish antiquarian Christian Thomsen in the early
19th century and became the standard framework for ordering prehistory
throughout most of Europe by the end of the century. But the further away from
north-west Europe (where it was developed) you became, the less effective it
seemed to be. Africa always lacked a Bronze Age, China dropped the Iron Age as
prehistory had already given way to history with the advent of written records,
while in the Americas the system had no real purchase at all. The only global
success the system enjoyed was in the eardy 20th century when Gordon Childe
Interpreted these technological stages as economic stages based on a Marxist inter-
pretation of prehistory, conjoining it with those social evolutionary models of
human society.” The pivotal markers were now the transition from hunting and
gathering to farming, and the emergence of state-level societies which Childe
defined as the agricultural and urban revolutions respectively. As befitted a Marxist
view of prehistory, these were the major historical events preceding the third great
revolution: the industrial one.

Today, although both universal periodizations based on Thomsen’s Three Age
System and socio-economic transitions based on Childe’s revolutions still structure
archaeological research to an extent, they have lost most of their force as chron-
ological systems. Relative chronologies still play a vital — arguably central role — in
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srchaeology, but the aspiration for a singularior gniversal periodization is noF a
common objective. Yet there still exists a tension in .archaeology betv-vee.n the in-
puilt tendency for relative chronologies to be multiple apd thf: asplratlog for.a
singularity which mimics that of absolute chronology. Thlf tension is mamf?st in
more contemporary aspirations such as Daniel LordASmall s call for deep hlstmz
which seeks to erase the boundaries betweeg prehistory anfl hlstgry, ?r D:;Vlk
Christian’s vision of big history whose gi)al is even more singularizing: tof in
numan history with cosmological history.” In C?hapter 2, I devoted most of my
attention to absolute chronology and pomayéq it as a successful effort.to Clre?te a
singular time but one that requires constant vigilance and work. Sljlch. singu ar;t.y 115
an achievement, created by stitching together Fhrough synchromzatlon,. mu tlple
and very different materialities with their own t1me§ — C14 decay, tJFee rings, VOh -
canic tephras, ice cores and all the various loca_hze-d s_ystems Whlch affect the
‘clocks’ of these things. Attempts at universal periodizations are simply the same
operations performed, but with relative, not absolute? chronologies. .

Such calls for deep history and big history share with 19th-century evolumonary
accounts the same drive toward singularization, even if they. lack a sense of a uni-
versal periodization. However, such criticism should not blind us to some of the
positive messages of these ideas; the divide between prehistory and history 1}51 trou-
bling and should be dismantled, as should that l:?etween hu{nfln agd non- um;n
histories. My chief concem really, is that breaking thes-e divides is done at th e
expense of perpetuating a singularized view of time and history. I would argue that
we need to keep this vision of a singular history tempered bY. an equal concern for
multiplicity. And the main way in which we can do tl.'lat, is by a‘t?anc.lonmg the
successive model of change; by seeing change in relation to. continuity, not in
opposition to it. The rest of this chapter will attempt to atticulate one way 1n
which we might achieve this.

Representing change and continuity

Consider a stratigraphic sequence, especially how it is renderéd through the Harris
matrix: a succession of deposits, one after the other. Each unit marks a chgnge,-or
more accurately the interface marks a change (represented as the. cgnnectmg line
between units on the matrix); the unit itself rather denotes continuity, a u@ty, a
block of homogenous time. Although the Harris matrix is a \yonderfulstool, it does
have limitations and some of these I have explored in an earlier wotk.” One of the
problems, for example, is how the matrix — like any relative chronology — do<.es n-ot
incorporate duration, only sequence or succession. The length of. co;qtlrdlmt?i
implied in the units is never expressed and often for gOOfi reason; we simply ond
know how long it took a deposit to form. Using scientific dating techniques aﬁ
typological dating from artefacts may give us some broad date range, but often t is
exceeds the resolution implied by the formation of the deposit. AFor exar.nple, it
may have only taken a day to dig and backfill a grave, but the dating of thl; even;~
may — even in best case situations — only be attributable to a broad window o
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decades. Moreover, even if we might guess it only took a day to dig and backfil] 5
grave, how enduring was the feature once it was dug? How visible did it remain? It
is one thing to assess the duration of formation of a unit, another to assess the
duration of its visibility or potential presence in terms of how it impacts subsequent
actions. A grave might take a day to make, but its presence in a churchyard can Tast
centuries which will impact how other grave-digging or ground-disturbing actiy-
ities take place. What these issues show is the impossibility of representing con-
tinuity and change together within a matrix diagram.

Solutions to this have involved the construction of alternative time diagrams
which show the time-lines of individual units or features and these have the
advantage of showing both duration and sequence, although duration is prvileged
over sequence; what you don’t see in the diagram are stratigraphic relations though
these will provide the start and sometimes end points of these lines. If these kind of
diagrams have not become common, it is largely because estimating the duration of
individual deposits remains extremely difficult and on the whole, these diagrams
work better for stratigraphic groups like structures which persist for longer periods
of time.® This is how I have subsequently used them, as I will discuss further below
(e.g., see Fig.4.3). My route into using them however came from studying typo-
logical variation in artefacts, that is how we represent change in the form or design
of objects. When studying the changing face of clocks 25 years ago, I found exactly
the same set of issues here.” Where conventionally, one type replaces another as a
separate and distinct entity, where each type represents a continuity of form
punctuated by change which resulted in a new type (or variant) I was interested in
finding out how we might represent varation in form or design where continuity
and change were kept together, rather than separate. I used exactly the same kind
of time-series diagrams, breaking objects down into temporal elements, as if an
object was like a site, composed of layers (Figure 4.1).

This temporal stratification of an object enabled me to show how objects are
always composites of older and new elements, always combinations of what art
historian George Kubler called convention and invention.® Moreover, you quickly
realize that sometimes there will be a little more invention or a little more con-
vention, resulting in objects that break more with tradition or those that cleave
more closely to it. You might also see the recapitulation or revival of older ele-
ments which had all but died out, archaisms as they used to be called. It was pre-
cisely because any object was a multi-temporal composite that Kubler made a
distinction between what he called the absolute age of an element and its systemic
age.” The absolute age referred to the date of production, while its systemic age
referred to how novel the element was in the wider system of objects; he cites the
example of a staircase built in an English country home in 1560 as having a young
systemic age because such types of staircases only started to appear in European
houses in the early 1500s. Now a staircase type that has been around for half a
century might not sound young to us, but of course it all depends on the rate at
which types change. Youth is a concept relative to longevity, for organisms as
much as for artefacts. More critically, absolute age and systemic age do not have to

The shape of time 69

composle | . = = ———

en%(r%jf | s —
e ainte | il ) =
g ps;quare e — —

?&ﬁ?»%” | =
E | i
azz i | == | i
Y 1 o
mﬁm@ﬁﬂg | _ .

QUA | | . i _
unr'rv\\grrbgg | S -

HALF-CUARTER —r———: _ i = —
ey

duublebaggﬁ&‘ H - E -
otigd

i urapers
Sl RumBarE

oS8 |
un-numbered
engfavex‘ij = | _ |
GENTBE m‘%ﬁ

oy
o

Lond rulby T
ki ‘

SURROUND ,mask head,
lour ge. gcdr? .

revived chery =

‘nature’

painted

HANDS aslgle

teel | —
brsasg |

s —
i open-iret — 1. . = —_—
fose-fret
re10i
heart & spade
MINTEHAND - -
Fong scroﬁ -
e —
hsan&tsrgs{g'e -

1620 1660 1700 1740 1780 1820 1860

FIGURE 4.1 The temporal layers of clock design.

synchronize; I eat off plates which may have been made f)nly a few years ago bll):lt
stylistically, they are 200 years old. As Kubler points out: Becz_tuse dura.tlonAcan‘ e
measured by the two standards of absolute age1 Oand.systerpatm age, historic time
seems to be composed of many envelopes ...”."" It 15 precisely t‘hls phenomenon
that Laurent Olivier discovered in his study of miners’ larlrips, Wthh‘ portrayec} tge
warped archaeological temporality underlying seration. The trajectory ot t. e
design of objects would snake around an ideal line staked out by t}.le regular. series
of absolute chronology suggesting that seration will never provide us with an
accurate method of dating since it assumes a thythm of regular change (E1gure 4..2).

But the issue of how to relate change and continuity does not »stop with s.peflﬁc
forms like artefact types; it is also about how a type relates horizontally Wlthm 2
broader cultural horizon. Henri Focillon, who was Kubler’s teacher, described this
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ey

FIGURE 4.2 The disparity between chronological and typological time; a gradient vector
analysis of 19th- and early 20th-century miners’ lamps.
Source: Image courtesy of Laurent Olivier.

as the double problem of how time relates to form. The first problem is internal,
that is how a form relates to its typological system, which is what Kubler discussed
through the difference between absolute and systemic age. Focillon referred to this
same phenomenon as the difference between the date and the ‘wavelength’ of an
object; like Kubler, he pointed out one should not expect isochrony, that all
objects should change at the same rate. Rather, the whole point of dates and
absolute chronology was to expose the anisochronisms of different things. But in
addition to this internal problem there was an external one too:

What is the relation of this development to other aspects of human activity? If
the time of a wotk of art were the time of all history, and if all history pro-
gressed at the same rate, these questions would never need to be asked. But
such is not the case. Instead of being a neatly plotted series of harmonic
tableaux, history is, throughout its entire course, variety, exchange and
conflict.”?

In short, Focillon prompts us to ask how we draw together all the specific trajec-
tories of things into a larger tapestry. In the context of my time-series diagrams, the
issue is then this: while we might represent changes in the archaeological record
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through layered time diagrams, how do we start to build synthetic accounts around
this? How do we narrate or write about the history of a site in such a way that
remains faithful to this connection between change and continuity? Because in
many ways, the Harrds matrix as a representation of a site history meshed very well
with more traditional ways of representing the temporality of a site. Using periods
or phases to order a narrative has been a common method in most historical dis-
ciplines, including archaeology. Like the matrix, phasing and periodization typically
revolves around the separation of continuity and change: periods of life as normal,
punctuated by transitions where all change is bunched up. How do we avoid fall-
ing back into the pit of all change as successive, where continuity and change are
separate rather than correlated? For Kubler, one gets a sense that this is a fruitless
exercise; history is nothing more than an almost random juxtaposition of individual
trajectories:

Instead, we can imagine the flow of time as assuming the shapes of fibrous
bundles ..., with each fiber corresponding to a need upon a particular theater
of action, and the lengths of the fibers varying as to the duration of each need
and the solution to its problems. The cultural bundles therefore consist of
vantegated fibrous lengths of happening, mostly long, and many brief. They
are juxtaposed largely by chance, and rarely by conscious forethought or rig-
orous planning. ™

Is he nght? This is what I want to explore next by tackling the topic of
periodization.

Problems with periodization

I am in the final stages of preparing a monograph on a large-scale excavation I
directed in Iceland in the early 2000s."* The excavation focused on the core of an
elite settlement called Skilholt which was an episcopal manor and school. Estab-
lished probably in the 10th or 11th century CE, our excavations largely dealt with
the last century of its life as an episcopal seat in late 17th to late 18th century as
well as its subsequent transformation into an ordinary farmstead in the 19th and
early 20th century. Altogether, we looked at about 300 years of continuous activity
and occupation. In writing the basic narrative of the site chronology, I faced a
troubling dilemma. On the one hand, ever since I first started writing these kind of
site narratives as an archaeologist I had adopted the standard model one can find in
almost any site monograph: breaking the chronology down into discrete phases or
periods. Sometimes these phases or periods even had sub-phases. Major periods or
phases mark the most important changes, whereas less significant or more ambig-
uous changes will warrant subdivisions within these broader periods. This is relative
chronology at its most basic — even if one has calendar dates to link to these phases
as I did — though in this case they derived from documentary sources, not C14. It
was also quite explicitly a successional view of change.
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Periodization is never arbitrary — not in the sense of being random; it always
aspires to follow change. When scholars talk about the arbitrariness of period-
ization, what they usually mean is that it is something imposed by the scholar op
the past or on the course of history, rather than something inherent in history itself
The problem — and potential arbitrariness — lies in choosing where to make the
cuts; change is all around us all the time, but as scholars studying the past, we
usually elevate some changes as being more relevant or significant. And this brings
me back to my dilemma. When I looked at my site, even the three centures we
excavated, it was hard to see any obvious way of creating site-wide periods. Each
building underwent its own rthythm of change, following repairs and alterations;
sometimes they synchronized with other buildings, sometimes not (Figure 4.3). In
short, the stratigraphic sequence of the site reflected exactly the kind of transfor-
mation you experience walking around any city or town today — piecemeal
change, here and there, rather than any large-scale co-ordinated and synchronized
transformation. This is what my time-series diagram in Figure 4.3 shows and which
honours the co-relation of continuity and change. How then, should I choose to
phase my site? Or more appropriately, why should I phase my site? Isn’t this to
revert to a successional view of change which these time-series diagrams avoided?

So my response was to resist this urge to phase the site altogether. After all, what
was this urge except the very drive toward singularization that is inherent in abso-
lute chronologies and the need to make the site conform to an image of successive
change. Surely it was not necessary. Not only is it hard to do, it simply does not
capture the complexity and articulation of change and continuity which all our
hard work on careful, stratigraphic excavation and dating revealed. Moreover,
perhaps the multiple temporalities are telling us something important about how
we should be dealing with change in archaeology. Such abandonment of a single,
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site-wide phasing went against all my training and the general direction in which
conventional relative chronologies in archaeclogy strive toward: a singular, succes-
sional view of change. I thought bucking the trend was a good idea. But it had
hotrible consequences.

In making a decision to dispense with a site-wide periodization, I found I had
only traded one problem for another. One of the benefits of using a singular, site-
wide periodization is that it enables us to conduct studies in change of material
culture — how, for example, a pottery or faunal assemblage changes between pern-
ods 1, I and III. But if I abandon a singular, site-wide phasing, how should I deal
with the problem of tracking change in my artefactual or zooarchaeological
assemblages? Initially I was stumped and struggled to find a solution — partly
because thinking with phases was so ingrained. However, in the end I realized it
was enough to link my material culture to an absolute chronology in the same way
my building sequences were. I did not need a singular, site-wide chronology when
[ already had a singular, universal chronology of years. Because of the nature of my
material, I had a very good set of independent dates from clay pipes, coins, pottery,
glassware and other items as well as documentary sources about the site. All of
which allowed me to date my building phases to quite a high level of resolution -
decadal. Obviously it varied between buildings and deposits, but on the whole, the
average temporal unit on my site was three decades.

Thus my method involved creating an absolute chronology based on the reso-
lution afforded by the site itself; in this case, units of 30 years or a tricennium.
That’s not a word you hear much since our decimal system prefers us to think in
tens, for example, decades and centuries. But I wanted to remain faithful to the
resolution of my site, not some scaling based on an arbitrary convention. Thus
armed with a tricennial chronology, I could now bypass the need for a singular,
site-wide periodization and once again, focus on the specific rhythms of change
exhibited in the material culture at a tricennial scale of resolution.

However, while this got round the impetus to singularize my various relative
chronologies through a site-wide phasing, it did present another problem. It is not
just the different structures on my site changing at different rates and at different
times, but the materal culture sequences also had their own internal clocks which,
like the buildings, sometimes synchronized but just as often did not. Thus, while
ceramics might display a marked change in the early 19th century, window glass
had followed its own tune, and so on. And the more materials I track, the more,
new temporal boundaries will emerge. In other words, I wanted to resist singular-
ization and embrace the multiplicity of relative chronologies — but beware of what
you wish for. I got multiplicity by the bucket load. Every item of material culture
could potentially carry its own penodization.

But this is good isn’t it? Yes, and no. Yes, I was being more faithful to the dif-
ferent objects and their temporalities than a site-wide phasing would, which would
mangle them into a singular, uniform sequence. But no, in the sense that I now
had a real headache in how to tie these different temporalities together. After all, at
the end of the day I want to tell a story here. Is Kubler right? Isn’c it enough to
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stick with these fibrous bundles? I think to answer this, we need to pay attention 1y
the way the multiple fibres of time synchronize or not. If the key issue of interma]
temporality was isochronism, as Focillon suggested, then the Important property of
external temporality becomes synchronism. Here we are no longer talking about
uniform or variable rates of change but rather co-ordinated durations; where dif.
ferent elements or forms stop or start at the same time. In terms of periodization,
what this means is that a period transition designates a moment when lots of things
all change at the same time. That, for example, the Neolithic signals a shift from
hunting and gathering to farming, that new things emerge such as permanent
architecture, polished axes, pottery, monuments, and so on.

Synchronization thus, ultmately implies a connection; two or more sites change
at the same time, not through some magical coincidence but because they are
connected in some way. In a discussion of global periodizations, this is exactly what
Jerry Bentley argues; that to talk about a global periodization presupposes talking
about the world as inter-connected. How can we use the same periodization in
Europe and North America in prehistory if their histories are not entangled in
anyway? A global periodization is one which will be based on those aspects which
make the world connected: cross-cultural interaction.'® Such synchronizations are
probably quite rare but more significantly, it begs all kinds of questions: how many
changes need to be synchronized for us to accept something as a period transition?
And what unit of time should we use to measure the synchronization — a century,
a decade, a year? All of those features typically listed for the Neolithic clearly
emerge at different times in different places and form only a very vague and loose
package which raises questions about how much local and historical variability is
being lost under such broad periodizations.

Periodization and relevant change

I cannot help feeling that resolving (or smoothing over) these issues are largely due
to the fact that one has already decided ahead of time, what the relevant change is;
only then do you try and find or ensure other things synchronize around it,
adjusting your scale depending on the degree of alignment. We have already
decided that farming, sedentism or monument-building is the key factor defining
the Mesolithic—Neolithic transition, and so everything else can be fitted in around
that. No wonder this transition lasted a long time! These problems highlight, I
think, one of the core issues around multiplicity and archaeological studies of
change. In part, it concerns a question of politics and the kind of historical narrative
we want to write; almost any periodization that cuts across multiple contexts and
objects will end up giving some attributes more salience than others. The American
historian Jennifer Morgan’s critique of how peniodization in North American his-
tory sits uneasily with studies of slavery is one example,'® while the Spanish
archaeologist Paloma Gonzales-Marcén has shown how the Iberian Bronze Age
chronology is inflected by an androcentric bias based on the selected range of items
used to construct it.!” Similarly, Maynes and Watner’s more general critique of
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prehistotic periodizations shows how they are structured on both androcentﬁc
concerns such as technology (e.g., Three Age System) as well as Eurocentric
nax-ratives.18

Retuming to the context of my site, Icelandic archaeology for example has tra-
ditionally followed a, largely implicit, tripartite periodization: the Settlement Period
(landndmsold, 870-930 CE); the Free State or Commonwealth period (fagééveldiséld/
godaveldisild, 930-1262 CE) and later periods (seinni alder, 1262-present).”” The focus
on divisions in the earlier centuries reflects an entrenched, nationalist ideology which
glorifies the first centuries when Iceland was an independent country before it came
under the kingdom of Norway-Denmark in 1262 and remained as such until 1944.
The lumping together of most of what we would call the medieval and post-
medieval periods reflected a sense of a long, datk age where nothing reany
changed. This was especially true of archaeology but also to a large extent, his-
tory in Iceland as well, until recently.>” ‘

If nationalism seems to pervade Icelandic periodization, then other ideologies
come into play at the European scale. One of the apparent advantages of shifting
from the regional to the global — or at least inter-regional perspective, is that we
can also escape the nationalist ideologies which might affix to a periodization
focused on a single country like Iceland. However, this only substitutes one poli-
tical ideology with another. Colonialism has often been acknowledged as the flip-
side of nationalisim, ot rather vice versa, and it is thus no surprise to find that when
we start to think about more global periodizations, we enter the political minefield
of Eurocentrism.>" There are many ways this manifests itself — in prehistory, the
work of Maynes and Watner has already been mentioned, but more generally, the
very divide between prehistory and history is caught up in a Eurocentrzig narrative
which has especially infected archaeologies of former colomial contexts.”™

But both nationalism and colonialism are closely bound to modernity, and it is
modernity that really occupies the central role in periodization of European hig;
tory, specifically in the classic tripartite schema of ancient, medieval and modern.”
The problematic tetn among these three, as many scholars have noted, is that of
modemity.>* 1 do not need to revisit these arguments here, suffice to say that there
is 2 highly loaded set of connotations and associations which positively value
modernity and — by implication if not in word — denigrate that which is non-
modern. It is this negative space that connects the Middle Ages, the Colonial
Other, and Prehistory as non-moderns. Although there have been vanous attempts
to revise or restructure these divisions, they generally only shift the transition
points, preserving the basic periods. Thus a number of scholars including Dietrich
Gerhard, Geoffrey Barraclough, Jacques Le Goff and Willlam Green have argued
for a long Middle Ages, each putting the starting date slightly differently but all
agreeing on an end date of the 18th century.”® This is a position to which some
archaeologists have also added their voice.?

While of interest, these debates nonetheless still preserve the basic tripartite
schema of ancient, medieval and modern. Indeed our current divisions — the big
ones, such as between prehistory and history, or between ancient, medieval and
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modern history, dominate not only our conceptual landscape of the past but our
institutional frameworks within which scholars study the past. This was a point
made long ago by Gerhard,”” and perhaps remains one of the biggest obstacles to
re-thinking our current periodizations and especially the ideological baggage of
modernity. Indeed, these perodizations demonstrate yet again how marking
change is caught up in deeper ideological and political commitments; that where to
make the cut is never purely an empirical issue of synchronized change, but rather
that synchronicity can be ‘stretched’ to fit a particular definition of relevance. The
advent of modemity is as much debated as the advent of the Neolithic — or more
topically, the Anthropocene.”® Such advents always have an empirical dimension,
but they can never be reduced to it.

But in the context of this chapter, these political dimensions are simply part of a
larger issue around periodization: it is all about successional change. As such, let me
re-iterate a few key points:

Periodization is fundamentally a means to mark change.
Change happens all the time — is constant, and occurs at different rates because of
the different temporal rhythms of different objects, actors etc.

e To effect a viable periodization means identifying relevant change, which is
both a political and epistemological problem.

These points are presented in order to underline the fact that periodization is con-
structed, but not arbitrary; it is also meant to remind us that periodization is critically
linked to questions of generalization. In the wake of a revival of long-temm. perspec-
tives in history, periodization is becoming a more pressing issue and one to which
archaeology, because of its long-term perspective, is well-suited to address.”’ At the
heart of this though, lies the issue of generality — that is across how many different
objects and domuains can a periodization operate without seriously misrepresenting,
simplifying and reducing those objects and domains? Given the violence a site-wide
periodization would seem to do to my multiple temporalities at Skilholt, how much
more violence is effected when we extend a periodization across sites, regions and even
continents as with grand periodizations like the Three Age System? Is there any way to
do this responsibly, sensitively — and meamingfully?

Periodization as continuity

It is at this point that we now need to consider a very different approach and
definition of periodization. To view periodization not as means of marking change,
as has been the case so far, but as a means of characterizing continuity. Change
does happen constantly, yet somehow we still manage to perceive a segment of
time as having some kind of unity or coherence, whether it is the fashion and
music of the 1980s, the cultural zeitgeist of turn of the 19th century Europe, or
even, yes, the material culture of the Neolithic. In Crellin’s terms, periodization 15
now precisely about those long periods of life as normal, those blocks of time
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rather than the transitions between them. Such a stance leads us to Collingwood’s
forgotten or at least marginalized view of periods as being defined by their epi-
centre rather than their edges.”® For what Collingwood suggested was that to
understand a period such as 5Sth-century Athens, one needed to do so from the
inside; a period was less about what distinguished it from preceding or succeeding
periods (i.e., matking change), but more about what held it together as a unity
(i-e., its coherence). Such an approach has also played an important, though often
less acknowledged role in the construction archaeological chronologies.

Relative chronologies as you will recall, deal only with sequence, not durations.
We have no way of knowing how long a certain period or phase lasted, only that
it comes before or after another such period. As a result, they work primarily
through 1dentifying change as a marker of sequence but also, because of this, they
also adopt a model of change which is predominantly successional. But how is this
achieved, practically speaking? Archaeology typically has drawn on two methods
for constructing relative chronologies or sequences; the standard and preferred
method has used stratigraphy where vertical layering or spatial relations of con-
tiguity are interpreted as temporal relations of succession. This is fine, but as any
archaeologist who has worked on poorly stratified sites knows, this will not get you
very far. Instead, archaeologists depend on other techniques which all share one
thing in common; using morphological similarity to generate relations of con-
temporaneity between features, after which, parcels of contemporaneous features
can be ordered sequentially.

One technique, rather misleadingly called horizontal stratigraphy, illustrates this
approach. Defining what features are contemporary on a site draws on the morphol-
ogy and material similarities of deposits as well as their spatial symmetry, chiefly
alignment. A line of postholes, right-angled ditches, graves with similar backfill com-
position; in the absence of close dating from finds or tight stratigraphic relations,
symmetry and morphology are what we conventionally rely on.”* And even when we
do use finds, it is their morphological similarity that is drawn on — that is, typological
dating. Yet what is really striking is how marginalized these techniques are in excava-
tion manuals; they are often presented as anomualies, exceptional cases, residual issues
after the important work of stratigraphic analysis has been conducted. But for so many
archaeological sites — especially in ploughzone areas — these are the norm, not the
exception. In many cases of rural archaeology, stratigraphic analysis can be of minimal
help in interpreting chronology. This is the power of codification and the way we are
victims of our own disciplinary history: stratigraphy being presented as the most
important principle in fieldwork. This is simply not true in practice.

Morphological similarity as a technique for defining contemporaneity is of
course, only useful insofar as it defines contemporaneity in terms of a broad block
of time, but to order these blocks into a sequence, we need to add other methods:
either using what stratigraphy there is, drawing on absolute dates, inferring a
directionality, or cross-tabulating the data to conduct a seriation. But the basic
method of morphological similarity is primarly about defining contemporaneity
first, sequence second. As a method of relative chronology, it plays a key part in
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archaeology, especially through typology but has a probably stronger presence in
related art historical approaches to artefactual and architectural analysis. Think
about how we identify a church as Romanesque or Gothic, an assemblage of
pottery as Neolithic or Iron Age.

Yet what is it that enables us to group objects together under such labels? For
example, to what extent is the succession of Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age
informed by the sequence of changes that they mark as opposed to internal features
that characterize them? If we think about the Three Age System as it was originally
devised, it was largely a relative chronology based on marking a change in cutting
tool technology: from stone, to bronze to iron. The direction of this sequence was
not guessed at and even if it was informed by older ideologies of technological
development, it was ultimately ratified by find combinations with stratigraphic
relationships. But if we think about what, for example, the Neolithic means today,
is it more a polymorphous entity, characterized by various features such as domes-
tication, monumental architecture, pottery use, sedentism. Significantly, none of
these features exclusively define it, its boundaries are blurred. What it points to is a
subtle shift from thinking about a period like the Neolithic, less in terms of its
edges — its distinction from preceding and later periods — and more m terms of its
centre. What holds it together as a recognizable phenomenon.

At the same time, the edges still matter. For a period to be considered a whole, a
totality, means it bas to have a beginning — and an end. All of which brings us to
the issue of historical distance. Historical distance is what allows us to see the past,
or segments of the past, as a whole in the first place. Humboldt’s 1821 essay ‘On
the Historian’s Task’, offers a succinct and condensed explanation for what is ulti-
mately at issue: it is all about seeing the form or shape of history.”* As Humboldt
himself put it: “Thus historical truth is, as it were, rather like the clouds which take
shape for the eye only at a distance’.” It is why, even into the early 20th century,
many historians considered ‘contemporary history’ an oxymoron; to study the his-
tory of recent times was like looking at a painting with your nose pressed to the
canvas — how could you possibfy determine its subject? If historical distance 1s
about secing the shape of history then clearly what matters is that the relation
between the archaeologist or historian and their subject needs to be defined by one
of closure. If contemporary history seems to lack the quality of historical distance, it
is because history itself has not finished; it is like living in the middle of a story,
whose ending we do not know because it lies in the future, even if its beginning
happened over a century ago. How can we possibly discern its form when it is still
forming?

And yet there is also a paradox here in relation to periodization. If seeing periods
as a whole requires historical distance, surely this contradicts Collingwood’s idea of
a petiod being defined from its epicentre? In a sense, Collingwood’s definition of
seeing the period as a whole seems to require not so much histonical distance as
immersion into the very midst of events — to see the period from the inside out,
from its centre towards it margins. Again, such issues lead directly into epistemo-
logical debates about empathetic understanding and the nature of historical
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interpretation for which Collingwood is better known. But the more relevant issue
for a discussion of time is how this encapsulates a paradox about any periodization
as continuity: that it requires we understand it intemally, from the inside out, yet
simultaneously to achieve this, we must position ourselves outside, at a suitable
distance, which means acknowledging, in effect, that things have changed — that
we live in an era different to that we are studying.

Synchronicity

The previous discussion of periodization has highlighted what I see as two very
different ways of conceptualizing periodization. On the one hand, we have a view
that stresses its function in marking change; it privileges the edges of periods —
transitions, origins, revolutions — and treats the time in between as business as usual.
Stretches of continuity punctured by moments of change. On the other hand, we
have a view that stresses the continuity of a period, one which gathers things
together as typical or representative of an era; the transitions between periods are
not the primary concern. These two views of perodization are not mutually
exclusive and methodologically, we can and do employ both to construct our
periods; yet they do work only through opposing change to continuity. Maybe in
some ways, these two approaches also returmn us to the discussion of Braudel at the
end of the last chapter, especially his concepts of event and structure which I re-
worked as severance and persistence. Viewing petiods as marking change is high-
lighting breaks, discontinuities, while viewing them as blocks of contemporariness
is to stress the persistence of certain features, qualities which define a period as a
whole. But what then of the third term, conjunctions or recurrence? Maybe this
oft-neglected third term of the Braudelian trio is the ultimately the most impor-
tant. The notion of conjunction suggests a coming together, a temporal synchro-
nicity while that of recurrence suggests continuity through change.

Despite the differences between these two approaches to periodization — mark-
ing change versus expressing continuity — they do share a deeper affinity in terms
of how they resolve their units of analysis. For the first, the problem lies in decid-
ing what constitutes important or relevant change which involves ‘synchronizing’
an array of key features or elements. The duration of the transition or revolution
will depend entirely on how closely synchronized its elements are, but more
importantly, such synchronization is dependent on the very features selected. It
begs the question: what does synchronicity really mean? For the second approach,
exactly the same issues crop up; in defining the limits of a period as an era of
continuity, requires that we assume some kind of contemporaneity, some co-existence
of the features that constitute its unity as an epoch. What is it that defines the period as
a whole? Thus regardless of how we choose to define or approach periodization — as
marking change or characterizing continuity — both ultimately depend on a particular
configuration of synchronicity: of things happening or existing at the same time. In
this way, we may also find a resolution to the problem with which we opened this
chapter: how to articulate continuity and change together, rather than as separate
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things. Indeed, the irony is that in moving from an internal to an external analysis of
time as characterized by Focillon, we have ended up back with an oppositional rela-
tion between change and continuity, that is, periods being defined either by change or
by continuity. And yet in identifying synchronicity as a problem common to both, |
think we may also find a solution to this other problem. That it is only through an
investigation into synchronicity that we find a way to talk about continuity and

change in a way that keeps them together, rather than posed as opposites or alter-
natives. It is thus to this topic I now turn.
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