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9

I n t r o d u c t i o n

Prehistory is an invention of the nineteenth century. In a century 
famous for its technological daring and accelerated pace, three major 
narratives of Western thought, one after another, delved into a pre-
viously unsuspected past. They concerned the age of the earth, the 
age of the human species, and the age of art. This does not mean that 
before the nineteenth century, and despite the biblical account attrib-
uting only a few thousand years of existence to the earth, no one had 
had the intuition, if not the certainty, that the earth’s age was unfath-
omable. In modern times, when it had become urgent to extract 
from nature its every secret, a few curious minds were astonished to 
discover mineral formations that resembled living things, fossils of 
totally unknown creatures.1 Later on, the physics experiments Buf-
fon conducted in his forge led him to believe that the time necessary 
for metals to condense could not have been prodigiously shorter back 
when the earth formed within the cosmos. As he commented in his 
notebooks, “the more we extend time, the more we will approach 
the truth and reality of the use nature makes of it.” But he added that 
he was determined to “abridge it as much as possible to conform to 
the limited power of our intelligence.”2 That limited power — which 
the skeptical philosophers had also encountered — was the result 
more particularly of a culturally determined transcendental order: 
eighteenth-century natural history had to accommodate itself to the 
creation story found in scripture. Granted, this was becoming less 
of an obstacle, and when it finally disappeared, a remarkable reversal 



T R A N S F I X E D  B Y  P R E H I S T O R Y

10

could come about. The nineteenth century not only acknowledged 
the incalculable age of the earth; surreptitiously, by means of a new 
metaphysics, it was able to use that idea to fill the place left vacant by 
God. Henceforth, the “limited power” of human intelligence took 
on the task of grasping that incalculable age, inventing metaphors 
and analogies, seeking figures that could make the dissimilar similar 
and the alien familiar. Our species now took the measure of this new 
infinity and the endless procession of animal species it revealed.
 The abyss opened by the new age attributed to the earth soon 
opened up in Western man himself. Human beings began to internal-
ize the vastness of long-term natural processes, following three dif-
ferent, but nearly contemporaneous and complementary, paths. First, 
they undertook a search for human fossils in the geological strata, 
where fossils of extinct mammals had been found; second, they began 
to see contemporary man himself as a potential fossil; and finally, in 
granting the human species a specific and limited place within a larger 
geological and paleontological narrative, they used figures and con-
cepts from this narrative to understand themselves. Concepts such as 
strata and fossils, thus metaphorized, would make man intelligible to 
himself not only within the long biological and cultural evolution of his 
species, but also as a singular individual, a knowing and sentient being. 
But the invention of metaphors, which had first served to domesticate 
the alterity and infiniteness of geology, turned back on its inventor and 
led to the ensauvagement, the “becoming wild,” of man himself.
 The term “prehistory” (or rather, the adjectival form “prehis-
toric”) was coined by a few Scandinavian archaeologists in the 1830s 
to describe both the human era before history and the discipline that 
studied it.3 The term quickly migrated to the human sciences — lin-
guistics, ethnology, folklore, and psychology — to explain the Indo-
European root of a word, the “survival” of a gesture or technique, a 
dying or vanished race, even the unconscious. Gradually, especially 
from the 1870s on, as this metaphor acquired the function of a floating 
signifier, the imaginary of prehistory, accumulating both human and 
nonhuman representations, also began to inhabit the imaginary of 
artists, Odilon Redon and Paul Cézanne, for example. The definitive 
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evidence of fossil man was discovered in 1859, but earlier finds had 
also gradually shifted the ground of knowledge — like any discov-
ery that shakes a belief to its very foundations — abolishing forever 
the hermetic separation between the earth’s history and human his-
tory. This was certainly one of the key founding acts of the strange 
“empirico-transcendental doublet”4 to which Michel Foucault refers 
in The Order of Things, signifying by that expression the specificity of 
the modern episteme. The prehistoric traces of human life turned 
it into an empirical object to be analyzed by a knowing, historically 
determined subject. But that split between subject and object, that 
twisting back upon oneself, led to a void and oblivion. When people 
ceased to look toward the sky and instead looked into the earth, 
what they found there were vestiges of previous human lives that 
had been totally forgotten. The abyss of time was no longer outside 
man — it opened up within his own memory. The hypotheses about 
these forgotten lives, whether they provided material for the fable of 
endless progress or instead revealed all the doubts and anxiety of the 
contemporary world, shaped the discourses and works of moderns, 
who constantly reflected on their own condition.
 In 1860, scarcely a year after the discovery that attested to the 
antiquity of human beings, Édouard Lartet, a geologist who had 
gone in search of fossils in a few caves, became the “inventor,” in 
spite of himself, of the earliest symbolic artifacts of prehistory. As 
Kant points out, there is a distinction to be made between a discovery 

and an invention. On one hand, in his example, America, unknown 
to Europeans before Columbus made landfall there, is a discovery. 
Similarly, prehistory in its actual materiality (its geological strata, its 
plant, animal, and human fossils and later symbolic artifacts) can said 
to have been discovered. On the other hand, the “exemplary original-
ity” of invention lies, again according to Kant, in the perfect coinci-
dence between objectivity and subjectivity.5 Prehistory, as an “idea” 
that interprets, names, and renames the strata, fossils, and artifacts 
found, to the point of shaking Western man’s ontological and gnoseo-
logical foundations, is thus an invention through and through. The 
invention of engraved Paleolithic works was so stupefying that it has 
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very often gone unnoticed even to our own time. Édouard Lartet 
barely admitted it to himself: when he published the findings of his 
excavation, he mentioned these artifacts, but he did so with the same 
axiomatic neutrality with which he described mandibles.6 He even 
provided drawings of the works he found, but only at the very end of 
his article, after depicting a cross section of the cave, the fossils, and 
the tools. His colleagues did not highlight his “invention” either, nor 
have our contemporaries done so. With a few exceptions, they, too, 
give 1864 as the date of the discovery of Paleolithic mobiliary art.7 In 
actuality, 1864 is a “screen memory”: it was in that year that Lartet 
and Henri Christy jointly published a famous article on a similar 
discovery of engraved objects from the Paleolithic, this time fully 
acknowledging and interpreting them.8 What were the reasons for a 
repression so radical that its effects can still be felt in our own time?
 Art, customarily contemplated from a standing position, suddenly 
extended out horizontally, mixed with the bones of extinct animals 
and mute minerals. The taxonomy of the world was shattered by that 
unexpected contiguity of the symbolic and the geological: human fos-
sils mingled with those of vanished animals, thrown together with 
microscopic objects, often very skillfully engraved. Yet the subjectiv-
ity to which these engravings bore witness was not congruent with 
the normative narratives about art or with prevailing ideas about the 
earliest human beings. The discovery of “fossil man” drew modern 
man closer to the animality of natural history, and the axes exhumed 
from the quarries of Saint-Acheul brought to mind, at best, only the 
crude gestures of the first creatures. But the discovery of an imitative 
art more ancient than antiquity pulled in the opposite direction. No 
existing periodization could accommodate that art, dating to inde-
terminate eras, marked by the presence of extinct mammals or by 
an imperceptible evolution in the size and sharpness of “a few piti-
ful stones.”9 Doctrines about the chronology of art collapsed, as did 
those about its spatial and racial provenance. It was not the Orient or 
Egypt, even less Greece, that had given birth to Paleolithic art, then 
buried and forgotten it. The prehistorian John Lubbock immediately 
amended the famous expression ex oriente lux (“out of the East, light”) 
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that had soothed the Romantics, adding this concise sentence: “Sud-
denly a new light has arisen in the midst of us.”10 The fact that this art 
was discovered in the very heart of progressive Europe increased the 
stupor it caused while enhancing the power of its later appropriation.
 In fact, if the discovery of parietal art — cave art — had not fol-
lowed shortly thereafter, Paleolithic mobiliary art, the art present 
in small artifacts, might have long remained out of sight and out-
side time, in a sort of Arcadia where art was supposedly practiced as 
instinctively as hunting. That was, in brief, the interpretation Lartet 
and Christy gave of these objects, still repressing their stupefying 
aspect. Ultimately, there was no reason to be surprised by them, 
since they merely attested to the natural spontaneity of their creators, 
who expressed automatically what they saw before them. Clearly, 
stupor was now neutralized not through the rhetoric of description, 
but through interpretation. But this interpretation could hardly be 
applied to the decorated Cave of Altamira, discovered near Santander 
in 1879 by an amateur prehistorian named Marcelino de Sautuola. His 
publication the next year was met with nothing but incredulity and 
roused keen opposition among professional prehistorians.11

 This was not, of course, the first time in the modern era that 
what was discovered under the earth’s soil caused a shock. But it 
was without a doubt the very first time that such a discovery left 
people incredulous and at a loss, with no interpretive tools. At the 
very end of the fifteenth century, when Romans discovered the 
“grotesques,” mural paintings in the underground rooms of Nero’s 
Domus Aurea, they were certainly struck by the hybrid creatures 
who defied both the laws of physics and those of narrative. Nonethe-
less, certain canonical texts of antiquity soon provided the keys for 
identifying these “licentious” paintings, which, as Vitruvius wrote, 
delighted in representing things that “do not exist, cannot exist, and 
have never existed.”12 Also, the historian Leonard Barkan wondered 
why the Renaissance humanists, despite their passion for ancient 
sculpture, undertook their excavations at random, rather than sys-
tematically, even as they set up niches to display objects that had not 
yet been found. Among the possible reasons, Barkan mentioned the 
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insurmountable gap between a world ardently read and fantasized 
about and the materially impoverished world of sixteenth-century 
Rome: “You cannot travel through symbolic space with a shovel.”13 
Yet it was the exact opposite situation that for nearly twenty years 
kept people from exploring the prehistoric caves: even as the mania 
for archaeology reached its height in the second half of the nine-
teenth century, no one fantasized about prehistoric art, at least not in 
the form it had irrupted in the real. Geologists, paleontologists, and 
amateur prehistorians, equipped with shovels, left in search of bones 
or a few crude material objects. These items would not disrupt the 
evolutionist continuum, and they shed light on one another within 
the regime of empirical equivalence. That regime of drab neutrality 
was suddenly shattered by the unexpected irruption of the symbolic: 
engraved objects struck shovels like a thunderclap.
 The twenty years that followed the discovery of the decorated 
Cave of Altamira were marked by silence, scarcely interrupted by 
a little snickering. In short, it was as if the discoveries of prehis-
toric art still belonged to what could be called the “thunderstone 
model.” Until the eighteenth century, “ceraunia” and “thunderstone” 
were the names given to the flints that surfaced in fields or on paths 
after rainstorms. The carved stones, indicating an intention and pos-
sessing the coherence of repeated forms, were literally “thunder-
ous” objects: they had fallen from the sky, piercing the fabric of the 
known. But the nineteenth century’s new order of knowledge was 
incompatible with such metaphysical apparitions. The objects that 
turned the “order of things” upside down either had to comply with 
new narratives, more rational and potentially congruent with the 
historicization of nature, or be reduced to silence. 
 Prehistory is through and through a matter of astonishment and 
stupor. In that respect, it reactivates a long philosophical tradition dat-
ing back to classical antiquity and recorded in Plato’s Theaetetus. This 
tradition makes thaumazein (astonishment) the beginning of philoso-
phy: “When I look steadily . . . [it is] as if darkness were coming over my 
sight,” the young mathematician confesses to Socrates, regarding cer-
tain phenomena that unsettle him.14 This astonishment that obscures 
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the vision was literally embodied in those who came face to face with 
the symbolic figures of prehistory. For a long time, no one even saw 
the paintings and engravings on the walls of caves. Then, when the 
problem of “prehistory” was raised, some went so far as quite simply to 
deny their existence. In the case of symbolic artifacts from the earliest 
times, they developed hypotheses that made the artifacts compatible 
with the “known,” even giving them names straight out of classical 
antiquity. Those that were carved in the shape of a woman’s nude body 
were called “Venuses,” sometimes described as “immodest,” a familiar 
fantasy that blocked the disconcerting forces of a discovery that lay 
beyond all fantasizing. Descartes, charting the troubled waters of the 
soul as it reacts to “rare and extraordinary things,” made admiratio the 
most primitive of the soul’s primitive passions.15 “Admiration,” which 
corresponds to “astonishment” in its current sense, was a “sudden sur-
prise” at objects that seem “rare and extraordinary.” But that “admi-
ration” was measured. A subject, overcome by stupidity and dullness 
remained indifferent to the world and incapable of thought; but the 
“excess of admiration” that Descartes called “astonishment,” and that 
corresponds to what we know as “stupor,” was just as negative. “This 
makes the whole body remain immobile like a statue, and renders 
one incapable either of perceiving anything of the object but the first 
face presented or, consequently, of acquiring a more particular knowl-
edge of it. This is what is commonly called ‘being astonished.’” And 
astonishment is an excess of admiration that can never anything but 
be bad.”16 The two extremes meet: stupor verges on stupidity, and a 
subject who seeks the extraordinary at all costs finally becomes as 
insensitive to the world as the dull-witted subject. So it was for the first 
witnesses to the invention of prehistory: thunderstruck by the exces-
sively new, they turned into statues. The moderns were transfi xed by 

prehistory, initially in the sense of being petrified by shock.
 In and of itself, parietal art encapsulated the stupor of prehistory by 
its excesses, its secret locations, and the jumble of its formal composi-
tions. But it was no doubt because the enigma it posed was so opaque 
that it could eventually be appropriated by moderns at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Sealed up in caves for millenniums, these images 
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bore witness in the first place to a gaping hole in human memory. When 
modernity was finally ready to see these paintings, it was because it 
recognized its own enigma in them: Where did it come from? What 
was its origin, and what would its posterity be? What art was it capable 
of “in the age of its technological reproducibility,” and to what end? 
 The monumental paintings in caves also offered modernity the 
possibility of collective identification. So long as prehistoric art 
existed only as minuscule objects, it alluded to individual and spon-
taneous gestures and could be incorporated into the fable of pastoral 
innocence. It thus remained caught up in the enchanted circle of 
nature. It was only when modern consciousness took note of the 
existence of parietal art that prehistory could be seamlessly assimi-
lated to human history, understood as action and as the production 
of the new. Only then did prehistoric peoples become our fellow 
creatures. Their collectivities, mere figments to us, were embod-
ied in monumental and serial works suggesting struggles and beliefs 
that required rites and a minimal social organization. Such specula-
tions fissured the resistance of modernity, which from then on could 
appropriate the works into the fabric of its historicity. Sometimes 
modernity came up with evolutionist narratives that conceived of the 
magic culture of primitive times as a very early stage in the march 
of progress begun long ago; sometimes it wove more dialectical and 
more complex narratives, making prehistory less a period that had 
reached its conclusion than an entirely subjective plastic force that 
could be linked to the present and thereby produce the possibility of 
history or, on the contrary, its end.17

 Prehistory, once it was periodized and objectified, could not escape 
a historicist reification and reconstitution of the past. But it could 
just as easily be understood and experienced thanks to its temporal 
plasticity, for which there was no real equivalent in history. Not cir-
cumscribed by a place or a date, prehistory could return anywhere, 
anytime, and an indeterminate number of times. Universal, global, 
incomplete, and forever opaque, it lent itself perfectly to the nega-
tive or critical side of modernity, as well as to its utopianism. Because 
prehistory had no chronology, because it was composed of a time that 
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was not clearly delimited, it flouted the orders of time and the natural 
kingdoms and was always prepared to slip into the present. Finally, 
because it entailed beginning, change, and end all at once, prehistory 
in and of itself could encompass common perceptions of history.
 In this book, I propose to write the history of a modernity that, 
in forever reinventing prehistory, constantly invents itself. In its con-
ceptual and artistic ramifications, “prehistoric modernity” has been 
strangely overlooked. Somewhat like Edgar Allan Poe’s “purloined 
letter,” it lies in plain view and is nevertheless invisible, as if, in the 
end, any reflection on prehistory had to pay tribute to the repres-
sion of which it was the object. Any consideration of the conceptual 
and artistic uses of geological, paleontological, and artistic prehistory 
by moderns also requires that we understand why historians have 
misconstrued these practices, whether by overlooking them, or by 
confusing them with primitivism and archaism, or by focusing on the 
concepts of progress, tabula rasa, and the future as the exclusive driv-
ing forces of modernity. The continuous invention of prehistory is 
well suited to demonstrate that the way in which “we have never been 
modern” is not as monolithic and univocal as Bruno Latour suggests.18 
 We have learned to consider modernity through the prism of a 
few solid and unequivocal dualisms. At a time when the discourse 
on the Anthropocene receives a great deal of media attention, we 
are rather too quick to find the foundations of modernity in Bacon’s 
instrumental philosophy and in the Cartesian dualism that separates 
nature from the human cogito and thus postulates the extension and 
domestication of the world. In the same spirit, the historian Reinhart 
Koselleck maintained that Enlightenment notions such as accelera-
tion, progress, and utopia constituted the singularity of the modern 
historical regime.19 As for art history, even thirty years ago, we were 
taught that modernity was the era of the tabula rasa: headed straight 
for the future, it “shatter[s] against daily life.”20 This narrative allowed 
for a few exceptions: fin-de-siècle decadentism, primitivism, and the 
return to order were seen as quasi-mechanical “reactions” against the 
progressive spirit of modernity. We need to counteract the neutral-
izing effect of dualist symmetries — action and reaction, avant-garde 
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and rear guard, modern and antimodern, revolutionaries and reaction-
aries. Such dualism has found a paradoxical, yet all the more striking 
expression in the disappearance pure and simple of the word “mod-
erns”: “we have never been modern.” That assertion, of course, implies 
that we have never been the moderns we believed we were, since we 
were also fetishists, as much if not more so than the colonized peoples. 
Granted, but what exactly do we understand by the term “moderns”? 
Were moderns always monolithic, and are we so even now?
 It would be absurd to deny the existence of these oppositions, 
but the extreme tension between them and the aporias inherent in 
modernity now have an infinitely greater heuristic value, because 
they further defamiliarize our view of history and break through 
the opacity of the present. The “great divide” Latour speaks of has 
had a necessary critical function, but if we take it simply as our line 
of sight, we risk allowing it to persist without problematizing it. 
We must therefore reshape somewhat the identity of moderns, and 
rather than assign ourselves the role of those who know better than 
the ancients, rather than impose our critical spirit on the past, rather 
than see our present as the tail of the comet, we must acquire the 
means to engage increasingly in the self-critique that every past pres-
ent has undertaken. Modernity is composed of regression as much as 
progress, doubt as much as certainty, deceleration as much as accel-
eration, the longue durée as much as change.21 It is this contradictory 
historicity that I wish to explore in this book by immersing myself 
in some of its structuring themes and revelatory moments from the 
beginning of the nineteenth century to the present. It is my wish to 
recount the project of grasping onto everything, in the aim, secret, per-

haps, of releasing at least some things from our grasp.

Prehistory, having broken with the fundaments and codes of the 
ancient world (both human and nonhuman), forces moderns to place 
their existence and their historicity over an abyss. As in the Renais-
sance, nature, continually “reinvented,” generates ever more shocks, 
surprises, and enigmas.22 “We slip away from ourselves,” Edgar Qui-
net wrote in 1870, in the first wide-ranging reflection on what the 
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long term, in its ramifications, and its tangle of human and nonhu-
man has done to modern subjectivity.23 Although evolutionism, posi-
tivism, and their present-day cognitivist and genetic incarnations 
posit that every question has an answer, every enigma its solution, 
regression in time cannot reconstitute the entire past: the deeper 
you dig into the past, the thicker its mystery becomes; the farther 
back you go, the more disturbing the indetermination of types and 
behaviors. In the “anthropological sleep” Foucault spoke of, there is 
always the same dream of a fi nite being, both object of knowledge 
and knowing subject, who bumps up against the unthought, “the 
inexhaustible double that presents itself to reflection.”24 Man, caught 
up in the historicity of his physical being, his material activity, and 
his language, “can be revealed only when bound to a previously exist-
ing historicity.” He is never contemporary with an origin; he always 
exists “against a background of the already begun.”25 That is why, 
in several ways, we imitate the original stupor of the invention of 
prehistory: we repeat the same lapsus and the same silences; we are 
astonished at the blindness of the first witnesses; and we can also 
take that very “stupor” as the object of our reflection. Transfi xed by 

prehistory, held in its grasp, moderns themselves grasped onto it so as 
to continue to make art, to write, to think, to live. In this book, I 
analyze that two-stage process and that reversal.
 Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, the “thunderstone” 
gradually became an instrument for taking one’s distance from 
everyday life. Prehistory, simultaneously similar and dissimilar to 
the present, human, nonhuman, and inhuman all at once, turned out 
to be a formidable machine for producing “defamiliarization.” In the 
end, it remains the only terra incognita on this earth left for moderns 
to explore. As temporality, it constitutes the human while at the 
same time exceeding it; as a reservoir of material traces of nature’s 
and man’s past, it reveals, now as before, a disconcerting diversity 
of forms that obscures the divide between words and things. In that 
sense, the invention of prehistory is a perfect materialization of what 
Hans Blumenberg, describing the specificity of modern times, has 
called “the essentialization of the contingent.”26 
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 But prehistory is also one of the most powerful vectors of the phe-
nomenon Koselleck called the “temporalization” of history, which 
began in the late eighteenth century. In substance, he was desig-
nating the process by which history, as events and as memorable 
and normative acts, disintegrated in favor of History as a “collective 
singular” whose meaning is realized in and by time.27 Koselleck, a 
historian of semantics, pointed out the decisive role in that process 
of the utopian thought of the Enlightenment and of the philosophy 
of history through such concepts as revolution and progress and the 
sense of acceleration derived from them.28 All these notions were 
tied up with the subject’s projection into the future and with the idea 
that his connection to the past and tradition was now broken. Yet 
the temporalization of history has occurred in both directions, as an 
absorption in the past and as a projection into the future. Why? In a 
certain manner, prehistory was invented by an excess of historicism. 
Modern man, in his desire to draw up a list of everything, to set down 
in writing the historical narrative of all that exists around him, ran 
up against the wall of prehistory. Historicist excess ultimately led 
to the pulverization of history. From the time of its invention, pre-
history produced a continuous expansion of time, eroding known 
historical forms and pulverizing their normative power, blurring the 
divide between natural kingdoms and the semantic regimes associ-
ated with them. In that sense, prehistory put the final nail in the 
coffin of historia magistra vitae — history as life’s teacher.
 The expansion of time that prehistory produced affects human 
beings in their very constitution: they lose the distinctive signs and 
boundaries that separate them from other species and also from their 
own prosthetic inventions. If we stop thinking about modern accel-
eration as moving exclusively toward the future and see it as also 
headed simultaneously toward the most remote past, we will eas-
ily grasp a regressive acceleration that, even now, leads moderns back 
to ever more ancient and unexpected paleontological and artistic 
forms. This ultimately produces a temporal vertigo similar in its 
intensity to that caused by the feats of science and technology.
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The sense of dispossession and rupture is not purely negative, how-
ever; it is not purely a privation of the ontological substratum and 
horizon that human beings need in order to exist. Fundamentally, 
what characterizes modern subjectivity in its most intimate being 
is a contradictory dispossession, both destructive power and unsus-
pected creativity. In this respect, nothing is more revealing than the 
recurrent prehistoric metaphors in Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost 

Time. From the first pages, he describes the relinquishment of his 
being whenever he drifts in the limbo of sleep after awakening dur-
ing the night. Delivered from immediate memory, he then projects 
himself, in a formidable regressive acceleration, into an ontological 
state identical to that of the primitive being in the depths of the cave:

But for me it was enough if, in my own bed, my sleep was so heavy as completely 
to relax my consciousness; for then I lost all sense of the place in which I had gone 
to sleep, and when I awoke at midnight, not knowing where I was, I could not be 
sure at first who I was; I had only the most rudimentary sense of existence, such 
as may lurk and flicker in the depths of an animal’s consciousness; I was more 
destitute of human qualities than the cave-dweller; but then the memory, not 
yet of the place in which I was, but of various other places where I had lived, and 
might now very possibly be, would come like a rope let down from heaven to 
draw me up out of the abyss of not-being, from which I could never have escaped 
by myself: in a flash I would traverse and surmount centuries of civilisation, and 
out of a half-visualised succession of oil-lamps, followed by shirts with turned-
down collars, would put together by degrees the component parts of my ego.29

 Prehistoric time, in breaking with the immediate past — impov-
erished because so familiar — offers a different past, all the more pre-
cious because it must be extracted from oblivion or even reinvented. 
And that prehistoric past allows one to reconcile the reputedly anti-
thetical notions of end and beginning, rupture and rootedness, nov-
elty and reminiscence, dissimilarity and resemblance, difference and 
repetition. If the present then retreats into the prehistoric past to 
“slip away from itself,” it does so the better to project onto that past 
its own anxieties, sometimes warding them off and sometimes pur-
suing them to their definitive conclusion. Artists, philosophers, and 
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writers can all be found there.
 Prehistory extends the mirror of the fossil to reflect the ever-new 
commodities produced by capitalism (Max Ernst, Walter Benjamin). 
Rather than the ideal of political engagement, it may provide the 
model of the very longue durée of entropy (Robert Smithson). At the 
dawn of the atomic age, which created the sense that the geological 
era and the cultural era were changing simultaneously, a simple change 
of prefix marked prehistory as evidence of a “posthistory” (Arnold 
Gehlen, Lewis Mumford, Pier Paolo Pasolini, and others). As con-
stant as capitalism itself, that negative use of prehistoric times reminds 
us that all human history, founded on the subjugation of nature and 
of human beings, remains within the horizon of natural history and 
the extinction of species. This critical function, however constant it 
may be, was marked by three moments of extreme intensity: after 
the “total mobilization” of World War I, after the atomic bomb and 
the onset of the “Great Acceleration,”30 and in the present, with the 
era that has come to be known as the “Anthropocene.” This book, 
therefore, which opens with the history of the symbolic exploration of 
nineteenth-century fossils, ends with “posthistory” as artists, writers, 
and philosophers have conceived it since World War II.
 But there is also a positive use of the time of prehistory, the source 
of many symbols of consolation, creativity, and even utopia. For 
example, Henri Matisse saw the very recent discovery of parietal art 
as proof that the only Arcadia possible is that provided by art, now 
as in prehistoric times. For others, less concerned with preserving 
the autonomy of art, prehistory exemplifies the contrast between 
the dearth of material resources and a symbolic surplus. Joan Miró 
and Georges Bataille took inspiration from the prehistoric in their 
attempts to remedy a materially abundant, but symbolically impover-
ished modernity. Clearly, the more one imagines a harsh and danger-
ous prehistory, the more it confirms the chances for modernity to 
create its own symbolic universe by bearing witness to the vital role 
that falls to art. At certain critical moments, when it was a question of 
denying the obsolescence of painting as a medium or, on the contrary, 
of inventing as yet unknown artistic objects, prehistoric art offered 
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invaluable suggestions. Far from corroborating the duality of form 
and function or the antithesis between aesthetics and pragmatism, 
the earliest art argues for their interdependence.31 Detached from its 
material and utilitarian context, the symbolic efficacy attributed to 
the paintings on the walls of caves was easily transposable to the needs 
of the present, becoming pure form. It would be wrong, however, to 
conclude that there was a sharp divide between inert fossils and sym-
bolic processes in the uses that artists, philosophers, and writers made 
of prehistory. There was no divide between death and life.
 It should be pointed out that the indetermination of the natu-
ral kingdoms and of semantic regimes is constitutive of the succes-
sive inventions of prehistory. End and beginning, inertia and action, 
renunciation and appropriation of the world, sovereignty of the 
object that recognizes no master and lyrical affirmation of subjec-
tivity were often combined to express the experience of modern 
time. Modernity is both belated and premature, hypermnesiac and 
forgetful. For example, Giorgio de Chirico’s “metaphysical” paint-
ings, though they almost never quote prehistoric objects or signs, 
give the sense of a second prehistory, similar in spirit, but not in form, 
to the first. Just as the earliest human beings lived within a natural 
world that was incomprehensible to them, moderns live in a world 
so saturated with history that it has become illegible. Joan Miró, in 
transforming images of commodities into vaguely ossiform elements 
floating against a background suggestive of a clay wall, indicates in 
turn that it is possible to convert fossils into images and to substitute 
the liberating enchantment of art for the alienating enchantment of 
capitalism. Claes Oldenburg would also practice a paleontology of the 
contemporary world by assembling cast-offs somewhat similar to one 
another in form. These senseless forms bear no likeness to anything, 
but their juxtaposition in vitrines inspired by those in museums of 
natural history constructs a mutual resemblance, transforming the 
most ordinary prose into poetic rhymes.32 None of these artists claims 
that his art could save the world or change the direction of history. 
What they all say, however, is that art, which creates fictions, has a 
vital role in the long history of human beings, of which their own art 
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is only a moment. Therein lies its force, but also its relativity.

In this book, the idea of “prehistoric modernity” is organized along 
both a horizontal and a vertical axis. On the horizontal axis, this idea is 
shaped by constants, that is, by themes that run through the long span 
of modernity. These include: the dialectic between human history (its 
end and its beginning) and artistic media; the conjunction between pre-
history and the present; the articulation of time scales as the only means 
available for mastering formless geological time; the formal techniques 
that artists have borrowed from prehistory and the theories developed 
over time to interpret them; the magic efficacy of art, as opposed to its 
reification; the embrace of history or its rejection; the elaboration of 
questions common to art and the human sciences, such as the longue 

durée, or a “second nature”; the tension between the universality of ori-
gins and the urgent need to root art in a soil and a race. On the vertical 
axis, the idea of prehistory is regularly determined by variables such 
as historical specificity and the contingency of individuals and events. 
Precisely because prehistoric art is stupefying in its supposed natural-
ism and resourcefulness, it did not interest artists — with the notable 
exception of Matisse — before the 1920s. Then, for various reasons, art-
ists turned to the mineral world, somewhat as they do today, when 
the stones and places devastated by brutal domestication imperiously 
appealed to the artist’s imagination. To take another example: very 
early on and then without interruption, caves dominated the imagi-
nary of prehistory, but they were not taken up by artists until the end of 
World War II and the nuclear cataclysm in Japan. At the same moment, 
the idea of “posthistory” was articulated as such, though its conceptual 
apparatus had existed since the invention of prehistory. And though 
anachronisms are inextricably bound up with prehistory, it was only 
after 1960 that they were explicitly embraced, affirmed, and defended.
 Of course, this array of constants and variables, of long series and 
disruptive events, is inherent in the way the temporality of prehis-
tory is rooted in the present. As such, “prehistoric modernity” rela-
tivizes or even invalidates the legendary rivalry between anthropol-
ogy and history while clearly differentiating itself from the various 
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forms of primitivism. True, prehistory was enlisted in the merciless 
indictments of the historical mindset, like those undertaken — at 
nearly the same time but in different registers — by the artist Jean 
Dubuffet, the media theorist Marshall McLuhan, and the writer 
Ernst Jünger. Even so, the invention of prehistory allowed history 
as a discipline to undergo a metamorphosis. As I have already noted, 
prehistory is itself a product of the historical mindset, at once its cul-
minating point and its dialectical sublation.33 But because prehistory 
is without events, names, and written documents, some could claim 
that Western man, historical by definition, is finite, while others 
were able to conceive of a different history that took no heed of the 
memorable actions of one individual or another whose name might 
have been preserved in writing. Historicists find prehistory such a 
faraway land that they exclude it from their domestic domain. 
 In the twentieth century, history writing moved in the opposite 
direction, away from written documents. For those who introduced 
material culture into the study of history, breaking the exclusive con-
nection to texts, the line between prehistory and history became more 
porous. According to Lucien Febvre, for example, “history is undoubt-
edly done with written documents. When there are any. But it can also 
be done, and every attempt must be made to do it, without written 
documents if none exist. In the absence of known and classified flow-
ers, the historian must make his honey with everything his ingenuity 
may afford him.” In turning all available natural and cultural traces into 
historical materials, Febvre would speak ironically of the historicist’s 
limits: “Stop pestering him about the masterpieces Father Breuil found 
in the caves. ‘Painting? No. Archaeology! Let’s not cavalierly cross the 
sacred line: History over here, prehistory over there.’ . . . But ultimately, 
prehistory is one of the most comical notions imaginable.”34 Febvre’s 
student Fernand Braudel would in fact radicalize that principle, making 
the geological milieu — the incarnation of the longest longue durée — an 
active factor in human history. But the possibility of a conjunction 
between prehistory and history is also one of the consequences of the 
fact that history in its modern form is “doable,” as Koselleck argues. 
Insofar as history is no longer a completed form, but a series of actions 
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unfolding in time, its stupefying encounter with prehistory becomes 
conceivable. Rather than being “done,” that is, consolidated in the past, 
prehistory remains to be done — not in the sense of a “project” to be car-
ried out, a secular teleology to be realized, but as an enigma from the 
past to be interpreted in terms of the present’s needs.

The present appears in this book in two principal forms that in no 
way exclude a multitude of intermediate positions. In the first place, 
the present, in the service of the past, “actualizes” it — makes it a con-
temporary reality — with the greatest possible force, to the point of 
merging with it and disappearing. Second and conversely, the present 
is made actual with the assistance of the past, whose material traces 
establish its present historicity. This opposition between the two 
forms conceals major differences in the possible uses of prehistory. 
 Like geology and the discipline of prehistory, art devotes a consider-
able share of its energy to “actualizing” what was lost. Actualist geology 
observes the present in order to imagine a past, which, all things con-
sidered, is not as irrevocably finite as the catastrophist Cuvier thought. 
Prehistory is quick to explain cave paintings by analogy, transposing onto 
them the rites of Stone Age survivors still scraping by in the Austra-
lian deserts or the South African forests. In the same way, realist art, 
now as in the late nineteenth century, attempts to body forth fossils, to 
reconstitute their daily lives, to give images of them a voice. And because 
neither science nor history can resuscitate the prehistoric dead, art as 
“organon,” both ideal and perceptible to the senses, readily takes on that 
task, appealing paradoxically to the tenet of historicism: to tell “what 
actually happened.”35 Of course, the present cannot avoid projecting its 
own ideas and affects onto prehistory. Hidden behind František Kupka’s 
anthropoids are males dressed in black, engaged in a struggle of sexual 
selection; and smoldering in the stricken, wrinkled, emaciated bodies of 
Fernand Cormon’s horde is the artist’s obsession with the degeneration 
of his own era. In both cases, however, the present’s interference with the 
representation of prehistory takes the form of a lapsus. In a rudimentary 
sacrificial gesture, the present breathes life into the past before expiring.
 In contrast to that actualist approach, certain practices point to 
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the artificiality of both prehistory and its use. Here again, the meth-
ods of certain artists coincide with those of a number of prehistori-
ans, anthropologists, and philosophers. Beginning in the 1950s, the 
prehistorians Annette Laming-Emperaire and André Leroi-Gourhan 
fought against the direct application of ethnology to prehistoric art 
and proposed hypotheses based on the internal coherence between 
series of images and the vestiges found on the ground adjacent to 
them. Rather than look for answers about the meaning of parietal art 
in a mimetically reproduced “outside” (in the natural world or among 
“primitive peoples” living today), they considered the syntactical 
coherence of the images themselves and the distance between that 
syntax and life, since the images did not represent realistic scenes.36 
Similarly, artists such as Miró, Picasso, and Dubuffet were as inter-
ested in prehistoric forms as in the symbolic procedures used at the 
time. But when they used identifiable forms, they never did so to 
“complete” and restore them. Rather, they pointed out their trans-
historical or even resolutely contemporary character — in the choice 
of materials, techniques, and the arrangement of signs. Finally, 
because the prehistoric world was revealed through a disconcerting 
multitude of symbols, procedures, and forms, the way these artists 
used them depended on their own particular needs — they opted 
sometimes for one, sometimes for another. As a result, prehistory 
and the present proved to be anthropologically similar, but histori-
cally dissimilar, closely related, but forever distinct.
 That is also the best way to grasp the difference between primitiv-
ism and the modern invention of prehistory: only the reactivation of 
prehistory allows for a conjunction between anthropological constants 
and historical variables, because only prehistory could make historical 
claims within the conceptual world of Western thought. Both phe-
nomena obeyed the modern subject’s imperious need to escape a pres-
ent considered prosaic and a normative past experienced as despotic. 
In each case, this deliberate disappropriation set in motion a process of 
projection: primitivism and the use of prehistory were intellectual and 
psychological constructs of modern man. But what he finds in prehis-
tory is a temporalization, a surplus of historicity, to which primitivism 
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cannot aspire, because it works within a sphere that is at best timeless, 
at worst governed by the idea of an endless degeneration or a meteoric 
decline. As I said, the discovery of Paleolithic art in the subsoil of the 
European continent increased both the stupor of moderns and the 
intensity of their appropriation of prehistory. Similar finds in colo-
nized territories could not have been attributed to such a remote past: 
the winds of history had never blown through these regions, consid-
ered to be timeless, if not in a state of degeneration. Such images from 
outside Europe could have been made ten thousand years ago, or they 
could have been made today: that in fact was the interpretation of the 
German ethnologist Leo Frobenius in the late nineteenth century.37 
In the West, however, the contrast between the very ancient and the 
modern was so sharp that it necessarily produced meaning and his-
tory. In other words, history lay between prehistory and modernity, 
and this gap was necessary for the modern dialectization of prehistory, 
that is, its historicization. At the same time, and this is hardly a contra-
diction, the awareness of moderns that they walked the same earth as 
the men and women of prehistory brought a sense of continuity that 
guaranteed their own identity.
 By contrast, primitivism always bore the mark of alterity. After 
1912, Picasso discovered conceptual processes in the symbolic world 
of primitive peoples, rather than the primary drives seen by Emil 
Nolde and Maurice Vlaminck. Even so, the aestheticization inher-
ent in Picasso’s formalist approach effaced any particular or his-
torical sign. He was immediately led to an occasional, temporally 
circumscribed use of the “primitive,” embraced as such, that after-
ward continued to enrich his practice more discreetly. Nevertheless, 
references to the “primitive” were not only circumscribed in time, 
they were also deeply rooted in a place and culture, no less than 
in a specific race. Because its roots in the particular never totally 
disappeared, the category of the primitive remains forever marked 
as anticlassical, anti-European, antimodern. As Frances Connelly 
demonstrated in her classic study of primitivism, that category was 
constructed primarily in opposition to Western aesthetic thought.38

 Compared with primitivism, prehistory is much less likely to serve as 
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a negation of Western aesthetics. Its ambiguity takes a different form: as 
origin or beginning, it is sometimes universal and sometimes “autochtho-
nous.” In other words, when the particularism of prehistory is asserted as 
a positive fact, it becomes the proper identity of one or another European 

people; this particularism must then be constantly proven, reactivated, 
protected. That is true for the interpretation of the Neolithic by German 
theorists (Herbert Kühn, Max Verworn, and others), by English artists 
of the 1930s (Paul Nash, Barbara Hepworth, and others), and by the Dane 
Asger Jorn. References to prehistory take a completely different form 
when artists assert its universality, as Picasso and Miró regularly did, 
appropriating all the formal techniques of prehistory in all its manifesta-
tions and inscribing the marks of their own time on them. Finally, Max 
Raphael and Georges Bataille fought against a primitivism they judged 
repetitive and sterile, but they did so in the name of a prehistory they 
understood to be the “indeterminate birth”39 of history.

In this attempt to interpret the modern experience of time, I had to 
reactivate the very object of the investigation: the stupor caused by the 
invention of prehistory. Because prehistory has made the boundaries 
between disciplines porous and sowed confusion in the classification 
of knowledge, the guiding ideas in this book come from various types 
of discourses and forms: works of art, literary writing, the human and 
social sciences, scientific images, caricatures. Even more important, the 
defamiliarization of the known produced by the invention of prehistory 
requires a defamiliarization of the history of modernity. Like the artists, 
I have made use of the forms and procedures bequeathed by “prehistoric 
modernity,” attempting to reveal the blind spots of history and making 
the discursive and formal objects function as “sources of stupor.”
 An inquiry into our present condition runs through this book, 
while the many “ends” announced produce a mesmerizing effect. 
Scarcely sixty years after the first atomic bombs exploded, the 
advent of yet another new age, simultaneously geological and cul-
tural, is turning our world upside down. In returning to the founda-
tion of human history over the abyss of the past, we may be better 
able to think about what is happening to us.
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