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TABLE 7.4  Major Time Frames in Archaeology

A rough chronology for Mesoamerica for the past 4,500 years identifies the period 
from about 2,500 BC to AD 300 as Preclassic; the period from AD 300 to AD 900 
as Classic; and the period from about AD 900 to AD 1519 as Postclassic.

Reconstructing culture history at a regional level requires more specific descriptive 
and analytical units, such as tradition, horizon, and phase. Some archaeologists use 
tradition to describe the temporal persistence of a particular technology in an area, 
such as a specific pottery tradition or projectile point traditions, with no restrictions 
(large or small) on geographic area. Most often, however, a tradition reflects a pattern 
of cultural continuity over a broad area (usually in the order of tens of thousands of 
square kilometers or miles, or more), spanning at least a few thousand, and often 
several thousand years. Archaeologist Peter Peregrine (2001b, iv), who has compiled 
an outline of archaeological traditions around the world, defines the term as

a group of populations sharing similar subsistence practices, technology, 
and forms of socio-political organization, which are spatially contiguous 
over a relatively large area and which endure temporally for a relatively long 
period. Minimal area coverage for an archaeological tradition can be thought 

TIME FRAME DESCRIPTION

Lower Paleolithic From about 2.5 million years ago to about 250,000 years ago; 
rarely applied outside of Africa, Asia, and Europe

Middle Paleolithic From about 250,000 years ago to about 30,000 years ago; rarely 
applied outside of Africa, Asia, and Europe

Upper Paleolithic From about 30,000 years ago to about 11,000 years ago; not 
commonly used outside of Europe

Mesolithic From about 11,000 years ago to about 9,000 years ago; not 
commonly used outside of Europe

Neolithic From about 9,000 years ago to about 5,000 years ago; not 
commonly used outside of Europe

Bronze Age From about 5,000 years ago to about 3,000 years ago; not 
commonly used outside of Europe

Iron Age From about 3,000 years ago to about 2,000 years ago; not 
commonly used outside of Europe

Paleoindian From about 12,000 years ago to 8,000 years ago; application is 
restricted to the Americas
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