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No country for old archaeology 

 

 Along came primate archaeology. At its inception, it targeted lithic technology, 

debunking myths about the exclusive ‘hominin country club’ that accepted only members of 

our clade as makers of archaeological records. Because of it we learned that non-humans leave 

behind assemblages that last thousands of years (Mercader et al. 2007; Falótico et al. 2019) 

and realised there is intra- and inter-species variability in tools used for the same functions by 

contemporaneous communities of non-human primates (Carvalho et al. 2008; Luncz et al. 

2019). We found that unintentional by-products of stone-tool use by monkeys can mimic 

Oldowan morphotypes (Proffitt et al. 2016). Meanwhile, surveys commenced in older deposits 

and we discovered that archaeology is older than the Oldowan and that Homo is most certainly 

not the first toolmaker (McPherron et al. 2010, Harmand et al. 2015, but see Carvalho and 

Beardmore-Herd 2019 for a review).  

 

 These discoveries were far-reaching, but the study by Pascual-Garrido and Almeida-

Warren remind us that we have barely scratched the surface of primate archaeology’s potential. 

Moreover, their work highlights how we overlooked what most likely was the majority of the 

hominin toolkit, thus missing the opportunity to understand behaviours that may depict a more 

complex scenario of our technological evolution. Perishable materials usually do not endure 

for as long as lithics do (but see Wadley et al. 2020, Pante et al. 2020). After all, we cannot 

find the Older-than-the-Oldowan until we survey deposits older than 2.6 Ma, and to find 

organic tools, we must search for them – both in the present and in the past.  

 

 The authors’ ‘archaeology of the perishable’ shows that three communities (Mahale, 

Issa, Gombe) of the same sub-species of Pan troglodytes, ranging in different ecological 

settings, transport and re-use selected organic raw materials, exploiting resources near the tool-

use sites, albeit with differences at the most open site, Issa. Even more interesting are the plant 

removals at the source-sites, which scarify and remain detectable. And, the further you move 

away from the site, the fewer plant removals found. So, number of removals could be used as 

an indicator of the distance from tool-source to tool-site. In reality, termite mounds can fossilize 

(Darlington 2005) and so could some of the more robust, woody vegetal sources from which 

these removals occur. Hence, if removal patterns are carefully recorded and the neo-taphonomy 

understood, it may be possible to identify this sourcing and transport in the fossil record.  

 

 Meanwhile, as the authors’ work reveals, there are important insights about behavioural 

evolution and technology – as well as some cautionary tales - from observing our closest living 

relatives using perishable tools to fish for insects. For example, the work presented reaffirms 

the importance of considering the ecology of culture (as per Koops et al. 2014). At Issa, the 

most open of the three sites, the lower-density of resources may be altering the cost-benefit 

balance of this type of tool-use, and hence influencing how far and how often tools get 

transported. Why carry raw materials long distances if they are widely available? How do we 

truly know hominin tool transport distances, if we are in the dark about non-lithic technology, 

and assume transport occurred in a single journey, instead of numerous short bouts? This piece 



 2 

prompts us to think of the importance of not using a ‘one size fits all’ when considering 

transport distances to infer species cognitive skills or complexity, especially if we are inferring 

skills from the absence of evidence. 

 

 Consider the example of the Bossou chimpanzees that use 22 different tool-types, with 

only one being lithic tool-use (Matsuzawa et al. 2011). At a forest location where stone tool 

use is customary, 1200 hours of footage were collected over 30 years during the peak of tool-

use season: it contains an individual average of 7.8% stone tool use time. Now, imagine 

carrying out an archaeological excavation of Bossou that only recovered lithic records and thus 

having less than 7.8% of the species’ activity budget to consider when reconstructing the group 

lifeways. You would never know about the pestle pound, ant dip, algae scoop, etc., or the 

optimisation of resource-use that might include transporting one stone one hundred times over 

several years. What could this say about technological complexity, foresight and strategies of 

exploitation of resources? One cannot assume a species’ ability from studying one mode of tool 

use or, better said, one cannot compare skill based on comparing hominin lithics vs. non-

hominin lithics. Only a holistic understanding of overall optimal foraging strategies can unveil 

such evolutionary pathways.  

 

 This piece carves a path that deserves further work. In the absence of early perishable 

archaeological records, deeper archaeological knowledge of the technological elements of 

modern species repertoires is fundamental. If we are to find earlier organic records, we must 

know first how to identify them, how such sites form, what features may last, and develop the 

analytical methods that will take us further than what we are classically trained to do. There 

are reasons for hope with the archaeology of the perishable. Just as with termite fishing, other 

chimpanzee behaviours hold potential for expanding investigations, e.g. tortoise smashing 

(Pika et al. 2019), crab-processing (Koops et al. 2019), tree-drumming (Babiszewska et al. 

2015), accumulative stone throwing (Kühl et al. 2016) or bark peeling (Lapuente et al. 2020).  

 

 Notably, in an era in which analysing mega-data sets at the computer is commended, 

this piece speaks to the importance of carrying out systematic, robust field work. The 

comparison between the three chimpanzee communities entailed remarkable efforts – and 

would not be possible to attain using camera traps! We need more empirical studies that bring 

back natural history. It is urgent to look at technological and cultural evolution in broader 

taxonomic and ecological contexts, especially in highly-endangered species and populations. 

Finally, to investigate technological evolution we need to make use of… evolution. Not linear, 

not deterministic, but evolution in a mosaic fashion. The work by these archaeologists of the 

perishable is helping us to step away from the lithic-mania and allowing the mosaic to take 

shape. 
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