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THE SENSE OF AN ENDING: UNDERSTANDING TIME IN ARCHAEOLOGY

LECTURE BY ARTUR RIBEIRO

There is much written on the relationship between archaeology and time. Much of this writing concerns the notion 
of temporality, that is to say, the lived times of the past, and on occasion there is also discussion on contemporaneity,
focusing on the distinction between past, present, and future, or the distinction between before and after.

Despite all these discussions on time, there is a surprising lack of discussion of our current times and how they have
affected archaeology in multiple ways, from our conception of periodizations, such a Neolithic and Bronze Age, to how time
affects our workday, our publication schedules, and the structure of our projects. The times we live in are accelerated,
short-term, and immediate. Whereas the past was marked by day-night cycles, the technologies of power of today have
made it possible to live according to a 24/7 economy, with supermarkets, gyms, and workplaces that never need to stop.
Past lives operated according to rituals, with cycles of death and return, but we now live what in what Francis Fukuyama
has called the end of history, a period of hectic rush, where nothing seems to end, including life. 

Modernity was marked by grand narratives of the future and progress, a longing for new forms of life, and of moving
beyond where we are, but in our postmodern times, we have lost this revolutionary pathos of endings and new beginnings,
leaving us with nothing but an eternal present. The aim of this talk is precisely to discuss how archaeology has adapted 
to current times, in terms of how we structure our practices and the discipline, but also in how we are gradually losing 
the narrative boundaries that gives time its own meaning.
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