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History of the Prehistoric Society - Dr Rachel Pope, University of Liverpool 
Approaching 90 years as a modern society is a very good time to consider our history, in 
its wider social context – allowing us to reflect on what we do and why. We begin with 
our 1908 origins, as the East Anglian Society of Prehistorians, and consider the society’s 
critical role in pu"ing forward an argument for deep time humanity in the pages of The 
Times. We see the growth of professional prehistory from the 1920s, and the move to 
a national Prehistoric Society in 1935 – part of a wider social move to further include 
women and the middle classes. We discuss Stuart Piggo"’s characterisation of this 
period as a revolution by prehistory’s ‘Young Turks’ and, building on the work of Pamela 
Jane Smith, suggest instead a subtle role played by Dorothy Garrod. We turn then to 
the society in the later 1930s and WWII, the relationship between British and German 
prehistory, and how women prehistorians stepped in to keep institutions running. 
We consider the post-war boom, and a new relationship between publishing, public 
prehistory, and TV archaeology. A brief look at our activities since the 1980s, leaves the 
floor open to discussion on what we might do next. 

Time for hunter-gatherer prehistory - Prof Chantal Conneller, University of Newcastle
This presentation explores the history of research into the Upper Palaeolithic and 
Mesolithic periods in Britain and how di#erent traditions of research and researchers 
have given these periods distinct identities. A particular focus will be on the 
conceptions of time that has emerged from these traditions and particular sets of 
evidence. I will look at how advances in radiocarbon dating, combined with both archive 
dating and new excavation projects are changing older ideas of tradition and change in 
these periods.

Fi!y years of later British prehistory"- Prof. Tim Champion, University of Southampton
Our understanding of later British prehistory has been transformed in recent decades. 
Histories of archaeology tend to focus either on major discoveries or on intellectual 
revolutions, but before turning to these, I want to consider some of the broader factors 
that lie behind these transformations. Archaeology has enjoyed a period of increasing 
popular support and sympathy, as seen in media coverage and site and museum visits. 
It has also had parliamentary support for site protection and for consideration in 
planning, and for the introduction of the Portable Antiquities Scheme. These created 
the context for professionalisation, which has been met by the training of a specialised 
workforce: despite some recent setbacks, archaeology has been one of the success 
stories of post-1960s university expansion. Archaeological science, especially in dating 
and now in archaeogenetics, has created now areas of knowledge. Later prehistory has 
been a major beneficiary of these wider developments, and the reasons for this will 
be explored. Intellectually, culture history has given way to a brief engagement with 
processual archaeology and a longer period of post-processual debate, but we need 
to consider the relative importance of such changing academic fashions and of the 
explosion of new evidence in the transformation of our perceptions of prehistory.$

Deep Time is Deep Learning: overcoming years as a barrier to understanding human 
ingenuity - Prof. Jago Cooper, Sainsbury Centre, University of East Anglia
The word Prehistory is synonymous with distance from people living today in terms 
of time and cultural relevance. This paper will examine some di#erent perspectives 
on time to change this misconception. By changing how we understand the reality of 
human time, we can change our understanding of the role and relevance of prehistory 
in the modern world. We are living in a world where artificial intelligence and machine 



learning systems are being invented and used to replicate many traditional functions 
and controls of human societies. Therefore, it has never been more important to be"er 
understand and communicate to the public the role deep time plays in the creation and 
continuities of cultural learning and the value systems that underpin cultures and bind 
di#erent societies together. 

Now and then: over 90 years of Chinese Shang (c.1600-1050 BCE) archaeology - Dr Qin 
Cao, Oriental Museum, Durham University
The Chinese Bronze Age Shang dynasty is a major period foundational to the forming of 
Chinese civilization, renowned for its magnificent bronze vessels and the earliest known 
Chinese writing. It is also the first dynasty evidenced by material remains as well as 
contemporaneous records. As a ‘holy’ site in Chinese archaeology, the late Shang site at 
Yinxu, modern Anyang, has been systematically excavated for over 90 years. Conversely, 
a number of contemporary cultures co-existed with the Shang but these have received 
considerably less a"ention, though changes have been seen in recent decades. This 
talk will present an overview of the historiography of Shang archaeology and its recent 
developments in the context of China’s economic boom and national identity building. It 
will also discuss the presentation and interpretation of the Shang in UK museums.

Visions of time and change - Dr Rose Ferraby, University of Exeter and Dr Melanie Giles, 
University of Manchester
It is o!en hard to imagine the large spans of time and change that we encounter in 
archaeology. How does creative practice o#er di#erent modes of thinking through 
and communicating these? Two creative collaborations based in landscape – the 
Peak District and Britain’s peatlands – have resulted in new artworks that a#ord us a 
di#erent language to talk about time and change. In the creation of painted collages, 
Rose Ferraby has drawn on the archaeological imagination to build visual landscapes 
that reveal overlapping narratives and multiple timeframes. In this paper we discuss 
influences in her work, and how processes of making echo archaeological practice 
and currents of thought. We explore how visual art can allow us imagine change; 
how human inhabitation is both responsible for, and caught up within, cycles of 
transformation that belie any notion of a ‘timeless’ past. 

“Even the stone axes amaze…” Finding wonder and enchantment in displays of deep 
history at the British Museum - Dr Jennifer Wexler, English Heritage and Dr Neil Wilkin, 
British Museum
Displays of deep history from north-west Europe occupy an unusual but unique position 
in the history of the British Museum. O!en overshadowed by more ‘popular’ exhibits, 
from the Egyptian, Greek and Roman worlds, the last decade has seen a resurgence in 
the visibility and popularity of deep history through several landmark exhibitions: Ice 
Age Art: arrival of the modern mind (2013), Celts: Art and Identity (2015/16), and The 
World of Stonehenge (2022).$
In this paper we chart the fortunes of prehistoric displays at the British Museum over 
the last century. We consider how changing aesthetic and interpretive approaches 
reflect wider trends in archaeology but also note that museum displays are not mere 
reflections of other strands of archaeological knowledge; they are di#erent but equally 
powerful media of communication. The display of deep history has not followed a linear 
development from innocence to experience. Some important ‘things’ have been lost 
along the way. By reflecting on changes in how deep history has been displayed we can 
find be"er ways of engaging with its rich cultural relevance today. 



This year we will examine the history of the study of prehistory. Speakers will be reflecting 
on changes in research paradigms and analytical practices to discuss the relevance 
of prehistory as a defined discipline today. They will share with us the history of the 
prehistoric society; examine how prehistory has been presented in the past; and explore 
the challenge of Deep Time.

10:00 Co#ee and Tea
10:30 Welcome & Introduction
10:40 The History of the Prehistoric Society - Dr Rachel Pope (University of 

Liverpool)
11:10  Time for hunter-gatherer prehistory - Prof Chantal Conneller (University of 

Newcastle)
11:40 Comfort Break
11:50  Fi!y years of later prehistory - Prof. Tim Champion (University of 

Southampton)
12:40  Q&A
12:50  Lunch Break
13:50  Deep Time is Deep Learning: overcoming years as a barrier to 

understanding human ingenuity - Prof. Jago Cooper (Sainsbury Centre, 
University of East Anglia). 

14:20  Now and then: over 90 years of Chinese Shang (c.1600-1050 BCE) 
archaeology - Dr Qin Cao (Oriental Museum, Durham University).

14:50  Q&A
15:00  Comfort Break
15:10  Visions of time and change - Dr Rose Ferraby (University of Exeter) and Dr 

Melanie Giles (University of Manchester).
15:40  “Even the stone axes amaze…” Finding wonder and enchantment in 

displays of deep history at the British Museum - Dr Jennifer Wexler 
(English Heritage) and Dr Neil Wilkin (British Museum) 

16:10  Reviewing the situation: considering the past looking to the future - 
Discussion session led by Dr Sue Greaney (University of Exeter).

16:45  Close

Peopling the Past: Reflecting on 
Prehistoric Europe
This year the conference honours the 
achievements of Prof Marie Louise Stig 
Sørensen, University of Cambridge, in 
the field of European Prehistory.
Details at:
https://www.prehistoricsociety.org/
events/2023-06-02


