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Good evening and thank you, Professor Bell 

for such a warm introduction and 

undeservedly generous outline of my career 

[clapping heard]. 

I was extremely happy to receive the 

invitation to address you all tonight. One's life 

in the Ivory Tower of academia has been 

interesting and absorbing, but one does feel 

somewhat cut-off from the real world, and it 

was with a sense of excitement and gratitude 

that I accepted this opportunity to share a 

little of my work with a wider lay-audience. 

[clears throat] 

What I should like to do this evening is pose a 

question to you. We academics are good at 

asking interesting questions, usually rather 

better than we are at answering them. 

[laughter].  

Before I get to that question, the one I wish 

you to take out into the evening and home 

with you, I shall ask some other smaller 

questions, rhetorical mostly, and explain to 

you a little of my work. I hope you find the 

journey towards the main question enjoyable 

and through that journey understand the 

significance of the question I wish to leave 

you with. 

 

Let me start, not at the beginning, but in 

many years from now. Millennia into the 

future, let us say one hundred and fifty 

thousand years from this day. 

I shall state as a given, that in this far distant 

future, humans still occupy the earth much as 

we do today. For those of you who are not 

used to the tricks played by academics, when I 

say 'state as given', it means you cannot say 

that I am wrong. As I say it is a trick to allow 

me to make some other, greater point. So we 

can, for the sake of my argument, discount 

any mass extinction or migration to our moon. 

[some laughter] 

I simply ask you to accept that in one hundred 

and fifty thousand years, 'we', humans, go 

about our business much as we do today. This 

allows me to ask my first 'little' question of 

you, and it is this; what do you think the 

archaeologists of that far future world would 

make of us? You Madam, there in front of me 

for example. What would they think of you?  

[pause and some laughter]. 

Let us say that she, this archaeologist, for she 

could of course be female, has been lucky and 

that tonight on your way home from here you 

drown in the mud in Morecambe Bay  

[laughter].  

Not too lucky for you of course Madam, but 

lucky for her as you've left behind a fossilised 

foot print and the gold ring I can see you 

sporting on your left hand. 

Now, let us imagine you in one thousand 

years from tonight. Your body will still be 

there, or some of it will. In ten thousand 

years, there may be a tooth or a bone or two, 

but in one hundred and fifty thousand years in 

the time of our archaeologist friend, there will 

be nothing save for that gold ring and that 

fossilised foot print. 

 



Now what will she deduce, this archaeologist? 

Something of your size perhaps, something of 

the technology available to you to work the 

gold, and by examining the nature of the gold, 

she will be able to deduce that you were part 

of a culture that traded widely since there is 

no gold in Morecambe Bay, as far as I know. 

May I ask if you know where the gold of your 

ring was sourced. 

[inaudible reply] 

I see, well I had hoped you were going to say 

that it was Welsh gold or something, and then 

I could have neatly allowed my archaeologist 

friend to conclude that either you had 

travelled from Wales or traded with people 

who did. Unfortunately, you telling me it was 

from 'a jewellers' does not help me but I think 

you can all see the argument. 

[laughter] 

So, this perfectly competent archaeologist is 

unable to land on anything much that really 

defines us. At this great distance of years, one 

hundred and fifty millennia, there is so little 

left, so few physical artefacts, that she can say 

nothing of whether you owned a television, or 

that you listen to Elvis Presley’s voice on a 

record, or that we have cars and roads and 

can fly in great metal machines. None of this, 

no physical evidence of these things will 

persist over such an enormous length of time. 

The trains and aeroplanes and automobiles 

will have long since rusted into dust. Only a 

few fossils, some precious stones and metals, 

very few physical artefacts will complete their 

journey into that far distant future.  

[Pause] 

But something of you and of I may persist and 

find its way into that time. Any ideas as to 

what that might be? 

[Pause and silence] 

It is our stories. The tales we tell one another. 

For example, The bible you have at home is 

not itself two-thousand years old, and yet its 

words are from that time. Or perhaps from an 

even earlier one. In the same way, might not 

something of our lives make it to the future if 

contained within stories that are told and 

retold? 

[Pause] 

Now let me ask you another question, and 

this one is not rhetorical, please shout out an 

answer if you know it. How long have humans 

existed? How long has our species, Homo 

sapiens, been around.  

[Pause and inaudible voice from audience].  

Very good, top marks. In fact, it’s a little 

longer even than that. Current thinking has 

Homo sapiens, humans, who if dressed in our 

clothes would not look at all out of place 

sitting next to you tonight, current thinking 

has us around as far back as two-hundred-

thousand years. 

[pause] 

Now we have established, or at least I have 

argued, that over that length of time, little in 

the way of physical artefacts will exist from 

those ancestors of ours. And indeed, we find 

the odd fossil but little else. It’s not until much 

more recently, say just ten-thousand years 

ago, that we start to see any number of, shall 

we say 'more interesting' items which allow us 

to piece together something of the lives and 

social structures of our ancestors.  

But what if there were another way, another 

lens we could use to look back through those 

many centuries, back tens or a hundred 

thousand years? Well ladies and gentlemen, I 

have already hinted that there is. It is their 

stories that come to us, and it has been my 

life's work to establish this. 

My discipline is a branch of what is called 

linguistic anthropology; a series of tools, if you 

will, that allow languages to shed some light 

on our development as a species. Specifically 

in my case I study stories. Myths and legends 

and what they might tell us about our distant 



ancestors. These stories are told and retold 

through the generations, changing and being 

modified, but my work has been to trace the 

passage taken by these stories, back through 

the generations. Finding their common origins 

and mapping their divergent routes right up 

to the present day, by which I mean just a few 

thousand years ago. 

My research has been an attempt to draw out 

something of the nature of our ancient 

ancestors, something of their culture and 

society, by tracing back the myths and legends 

we are familiar with today, right back to the 

mouths of our very distant ancestors, I have 

been able to learn a little of them. 

The Garden of Eden, a great flood, the virgin 

birth, protecting and avenging angels. You 

may think, probably you do, that these are 

truths given to us in scripture. I cannot 

comment on their value as ‘truth’, but I do say 

these narratives pre-date The New and The 

Old Testaments of the Abrahamic religions 

and according to my research they do so by 

many thousands of years.  

My work has traced these myths back through 

millennia into a world long-disappeared. This 

in itself is an amazing thing, or at least I find it 

to be so. But what is more astounding, 

breath-taking even, is that these stories, the 

original versions I have reconstructed from 

studying their passage through myriad 

cultures spread across the earth, contain 

hints, contain what I might call 'soft artefacts' 

from an ancient and highly advanced 

civilisation.  

Now, by ancient I mean perhaps seventy or so 

thousand years in our past, and by advanced, I 

mean technologically advanced, maybe more 

advanced even than our own society is today.  

Now let me tell you something else. It has 

been established, by others working in the 

discipline of archaeology, that Homo sapiens 

underwent near extinction around seventy-

thousand years ago. About the same time 

these myths and legends first appear 

according to my research. The received 

wisdom is that this was due to some natural 

disaster. I say differently. My work says 

differently. My research tells me that our 

distant ancestors were highly advanced and 

that their near extinction was a direct result 

of their own actions. 

I am convinced that many tens of thousands 

of years ago, a highly-advanced civilisation 

existed and that it brought itself to ruin. I am 

utterly convinced of this. 

[silence] 

My work, my life's work, has led me to this 

conclusion. Now that I begin to look back at 

my career, I can say that my greatest failing 

has been my inability to convince others of 

the validity of my conclusions. I have been 

unable to elicit nothing more than ridicule for 

my opinions. 

[Pause] 

But think of our archaeologist of the future. 

There she is looking at your ring and a plaster-

cast of your footprint. She will, I suggest 

assume that our society is less technologically 

advanced than her own. She will think our 

society primitive, that our days were lived 

without technology, without planes, television 

and long-playing records. She will find no 

artefacts to suggest otherwise, she will have 

an image of us sitting contentedly about our 

campfires, banging rocks together for 

entertainment. 

[laughter]  

A few months ago, Neil Armstrong set foot on 

the moon. This momentous achievement 

occurred around three-thousand years after 

our mastery of bronze-age tools and 

technology. Think of it. Just three-thousand 

years from bronze-age to space-age. Let me 

ask you this, how far-fetched is it really, to 

suggest that in the two-hundred-thousand 

years of human history predating our 

lifetimes, that a highly-advanced society has 

arisen and fallen? 



And this is my question, the one I wish to 

leave you with. Given all the above, do you 

really believe that we are the first 

technologically advanced humans to live on 

earth? 

[pause] 

A great deal can happen in two-hundred-

thousand years. 

Thank you for your attention, and good 

evening. 

 

[applause] 

 

 

 

 


