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Philomena Cunk is a journalist, historian and hot-taker who has presented TV shows on everything from time and feminism to Shakespeare and Britain, and really should get round to doing a podcast while they’re still a thing. She asks the big questions other journalists are, for some reason, afraid to, like ‘How important are the words in Shakespeare’s plays?’, ‘Why do we cry when it’s the onions getting hurt?’ and ‘What is clocks?’










Also by Philomena Cunk


 


Cunk on Everything










The World According to Cunk


 


 


An Illustrated History of All World Events Ever*


*Space Permitting


 


 


Philomena Cunk


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: JM_logo]


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2024 by John Murray (Publishers)


 


Copyright © House of Tomorrow Ltd, Charlie Brooker, Ben Caudell, Jason Hazeley and Joel Morris 2024


 


The right of House of Tomorrow Ltd to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover illustration © Richard Davies / Good Illustration


Cover design by Bekki Guyatt © John Murray Press


 


 Audiobook performed by Diane Morgan


 


Illustrations copyright © Diane Morgan 2024


 


Netflix logo © Netflix 2024


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


ebook ISBN 978 1 399 81940 4


Hardback ISBN 978 1 399 81938 1


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 399 82023 3


 


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk


 


John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company










You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen










To Paul, my mate










Introduction


by Philomena Cunk


(like the rest of the book too)


 


 


 


 


Yuval Noah Harari’s done it. Niall Ferguson’s done it. A. J. P. Taylor’s done it. Simon Schama loves doing it, and says he does it as often as he can. Today, even some women have done it, and many claim to enjoy it. And now, I’m doing it too. It sounds like I’m talking about sex, because sex sells, apparently, in a way that non-fiction doesn’t; but I’m actually talking about what you have in your hands: A Landmark Complete Shorter History of the World. Nothing left out, everything left in, and yet slim enough to slip into your pocket to read at a boring wedding where you’re sitting on the randoms’ table without a plus one. It’s the most comprehensive history of the world ever – until a new war happens, in which case you will have to write that in yourself.


I’m Philomena Cunk, Britain’s foremost documentarian, thinkerer, and now, book-grower. You’ll have seen me on such shows as Cunk on Britain, Cunk on Earth, Cunk’s Quest For Meaning, and an as-yet-unbroadcast episode of Celebrity Bake-Off where I make a lemon drizzle cake that doesn’t quite go to plan, accompanied by plinky-plonk incidental music.


When the publisher of this book (forget her name and I’ve lost her email now, Kate someone?) asked me to write a book about The Complete History of Civilisation on Earth, it didn’t take me long to say, no thanks, that would take ages.


No, she said, it only needs to be 50,000 words. Nobody wants long books. Especially when there’s so many great TikToks to watch; these days a book is really only a thing you buy for Christmas for someone you don’t know well enough to buy a proper present, but you remember mentioning they had a vague interest in something that’s in it. And a book about everything that has happened on earth is going to appeal to a lot of people. Especially if we can translate it into different languages and get the price point right. And put a picture of you on the front, because you’ve been on Netflix. So you’re probably reading this book now because someone somewhere who doesn’t know you very well thinks you’re a fan of the Byzantines, or the Vandals, or the Ancient Sumerians. Or, let’s face it, a fan of me.


In this important and yet pleasingly concise and manageable book, I’ll be going on a journey (only metaphorically; most of it was written in an independent coffee shop on the Ball’s Pond Road) to look at what people in the past did to make life on the planet bearable in the present, but unfortunately also unsustainable in the future.


It’s a journey (again, actually I’m going nowhere; I’ve just ordered an oat-milk flat white) that will see me visit (on paper) some of history’s most historical civilisations. And I’ll be looking at the scientists, artists and writers who are part of the fabric of civilisation, as well as the first cartographers, who really put the world on the map.


Perhaps controversially, rather than put the world’s historical events in alphabetical order, which seems the most logical way of doing things, I have taken the innovative approach of putting them in chronological order – so you can see how one thing came before another thing. It’s a real eye opener. For the first time (I think) you can see the whole sweep of history in the order it happened – from the start of human life on the planet (the early cavemen) – to the end of it (the Cobalt Wars of 2026).


But what else makes this different from all the other complete history of the worlds? Firstly, as mentioned, it’s a lot shorter, freeing up your time to concentrate on things that really matter, like emojis and self-loathing. And more obviously, what makes this unique amongst all the world’s world history of the world’s books is that it is illustrated, lavishly illustrated, by its author: me. Philomena Cunk. Did Sir William Churchill do his own drawings in his four-volume landmark History of Britain? I don’t think so. And I can’t be bothered to check.


The publisher (Jo was it?) did suggest that we use the services of what she called a ‘professional illustrator’ to do the pictures, but when I saw their work, and specifically how much it would cost, all of which would come off my advance, I said no. ‘This is Philomena Cunk’s History of the World,’ I WhatsApped, ‘the words, and the pictures. And I will do the audiobook as well, so you can cancel Keira Knightley, thank you very much.’*


 


* Due to pressing deadlines, I haven’t been able to draw as many pictures as I had originally planned. So some pictures are ‘doubling’ for various people, like when you see a play and the same actor plays a doctor and a policeman and you pretend you haven’t noticed.


 


Also of note, this is a history of the whole world. For the whole world. Because everyone, wherever they grew up, whatever their religion, has Christmas gifts to buy. And thanks to modern Western research, and violent student protests, we know now that history didn’t just take place in Britain and other English-speaking countries, it took place all over the world. But let’s face it, I’m writing in English, and America is the biggest market until the Chinese take over, so I’m going to be concentrating on the stuff that means something to people who can understand the language and buy things: A History of The English-Speaking Peoples and Some Other People Who Nearly Speak English.


Also, because pressing publishing deadlines mean that I’m writing a lot of this book from memory, and a lot of my shows have been about British people, a lot of this book is going to be British-flavoured, like crisps are. So if you’re British, enjoy it, this is your history. And if you’re not British, don’t worry: at some point in history, you probably were.


This is also a people’s history of the world, because it’s written by me, a people. Maybe I didn’t go to Oxbridgerton or Yarvard, like some of these so-called doctors of historicalese, but that’s what makes this book so important: why should history be left to unknown experts, when it could be brought to life and then brought to death, by living history: me.


501 words done. Only another 49,499 to go. Let the history commencate.


 


IMMERSIVE HISTORY


Every so often in this book you will see a box like this – Immersive History. This contains a number of suggestions for projects, discussions, outings, exercises and other things to do that will immerse you in the historic period in question. These suggestions will help you more fully understand the history in that section and, most importantly, will go some way to furthering my word count.










Chapter One


The First Chapter


3,000,000 years BC–0 million years BC


This chapter tells the story of the first humans. It begins with men killing animals for food, and it finishes with men killing men for entertainment, which shows you how quickly civilisation developed its most important invention: leisure time – the same leisure time you’re using today, to read this in between looking at your phone.


Like all history books, the early bit where there are no famous people or TV clips and it’s all a bit vague is the most boring, but don’t skip it because it probably has some sort of theme in it. Or a clue to who the murderer is at the end.










EARLY MAN


[image: A line drawing sketch of a caveman walking to the right of the page, his face turned to look out at the reader.]


Seen here on his way to or from his cave, probably; in truth, we just don’t know where he was going, it was so long ago. Most experts agree he wasn’t off to the opticians, because they weren’t invented then.










Cavemans


Humans like me didn’t just appear, fully clothed, on the earth. Instead we had to evolve. And invent trousers. Trousers that fitted well but were minimal iron. Because I just don’t have time to iron; we’re all busy people these days, with podcasts to listen to, and puzzles to complete.


But five million years ago, when the podcast industry was in its infancy, and Wordle was still a rudimentary bony fish, some apes in Africa learned to walk upright, probably after reading how to in a book. These early humans called themselves cavemen. And cavewomen. And caveperson (they/them). They had cavechildren, formed cavefamilies, and lived in cavehouses – or ‘caves’ for short.


Cavemen were basically monkeys 2.0; embarrassed they’d lost all their monkey fur, cavemen hollowed out furry animals and lived inside them, walking about disguised as their own gr.


Some cavemen were hunters, some were gatherers. The hunters hunted animals, and the gatherers hunted strawberries, which was easier. Hunter/gatherer tribes would move from place to place, because nobody had invented proper toilets yet and everywhere they went stank of shit.


These early humans didn’t wear clothes. But even though they were naked we never see their genitals in textbooks today, although scientists believe they did have genitals and even call these first humans Homo erectus, as a sort of Scientists’ joke.


These early people (who didn’t know they were early; they thought they were on time) were interested in stones. Because this was The Stone Age.


STONEHEDGE


Stone Age man wasn’t just into silly little stones. He was also into silly massive stones. They arranged giant stones into circles for no real reason, like Stonehedge, the biggest, and only, tourist attraction of its day.


Stonehedge (from the old English ‘stone’ meaning stone and ‘hedge’ meaning hedge) was used to tell the time, like a clock. But over the years the massive stone hands have dropped off and they’ve forgotten to wind it.


Back then, if you wanted to know the time you simply travelled to Stonehedge, and asked someone what time it was. And they would say: The Stone Age. There was no point in being more accurate than that, because by the time you got there, the time had changed and so you’d probably missed what was on at the cinema anyway. But because humans didn’t invent time for another 10,000 years (and had no idea it was even taking that long), Stonehedge fell into disrepair.


CAVE ART


As well as inventing stone things, cavemen invented two other important things we have to this day: fire, which could be used to deter animals, and art, which could be used to deter people. Fire is a sort of tame gas that can be stored in sticks, and it didn’t just provide warmth, it also created light, which meant cavefolk no longer had to go to sleep when the sun went off for the night. But with the iPhone still several million years away, they had to invent something to do during the long YouTube-free evenings. And so even though cavemen were just posh bears, they developed art.


This art was mainly drawing round their hands, and stick figures of animals, but it was the first step towards the great art of today, such as telling an AI computer you’d like to see a picture of The Last Supper, but everyone’s Garfield.


The majority of cave paintings were simple stories about cows, and were made with different pigments mixed with animal fat, meaning pictures of animals were painted using animal products, which is ironic, like a lot of today’s modern art is meant to be. Cavemen also believed they could contact the spirit world by doing paintings, because nobody had invented old ladies doing regional theatre shows where you can contact your dead gran and ask where she hid her jewellery.


But there were drawbacks to cave art. If I take a picture today, probably of my lunch, I can Instagram it round the world straight away; but cavemen paintings were stuck to rocks, so if you wanted to send it to someone, you’d have to pick up the cave and throw it, which, even when possible, is dangerous. And someone having a cave lobbed at them often doesn’t have time to take in the finer points of the artwork inside. The medium is the message, whatever that means. And that’s why civilisation took ages and, consequently, why this book is so long. What is it? Page 11? And we’re only onto rubbish cow paintings.


When you look at cave art, it really makes you stop and pretend to think. Their pathetic daubs are, incredibly, the absolute peak of the caveman’s artistic achievement: cavemen never built cathedrals or aqueducts, because they had to spend every hour of their miserable lives on the move, desperately hunting and gathering, hunting and gathering, hunting and gathering, just to put food on the table – except that they were so busy hunting and gathering that they hadn’t even invented the table yet, and had to eat sitting on the floor, like schoolkids in a museum.


Life in the Stone Age must’ve been almost as precarious a life as working for Uber. But all that was about to change. With the invention of aggroculture.


AGGROCULTURE


Aggroculture began in a warm, moist area known as the Fertile Crescent, which sounds like a dirty term for lady parts, but isn’t, because unlike your lady parts, you can see proper drawings of it in a different history book. It’s located in modern-day Iraq. (The Fertile Crescent, not the different history book.)


It was in this Fertile Crescent, now called Mesopotamia, that someone first realised that instead of moving from place to place gathering bits of plant, they could grow them all in one field and have done with it. Rather than wandering about, hoping animals and crops would just walk into their mouths, they decided to cheat and just build a place where foods would be there all the time: the farm.


A farm was like a supermarket, but coming out of the ground. The first farmers domesticated animals, teaching them to give them eggs and milk and bits of themselves to turn into burgers.


Farming must have been incredibly complicated for early man when you consider that, like me, he had no idea how plants work. One of the first things the farmers invented was bread, which is mad, because you’d think that the first recipe you’d think of doing with grass would be way simpler than that. Grass and mud or something. Grass soup. Mud quiche. Grass-and-mud something else.


What even is bread? Nobody knows. But having invented bread they didn’t know what to do with it, because it’s only in the last twenty years that sandwiches were invented, by Pete A. Manger.


These early farmers also invented the fence. This state-of-the-art wooden forcefield meant farmers could keep animals in one place, rather than chasing them around the plains like idiots. And so humans enslaved sheep, dogs, horses and cows; the ones we couldn’t eat, we sat on.


With no more need to roam, the farmers invented staying at home, one of the biggest leaps forward in all of civilisation and why we have Netflix today.


Farming meant people had time to do other stuff than look for mammoths, so they learned lots of new skills. House building. Town planning. Parkour. Civilisation had begun to begin to began.


 


IMMERSIVE HISTORY: CAVEMEN


1. You are a caveman. Make a list of the modern-day inventions you would miss. Carve the list onto a rock using another rock.


2. Use an iPad to do a cave painting.


3. Build a stonehedge. Use it to tell the following times:


   i) breakfast


   ii) the Bronze Age


   iii) ‘Cool Britannia’


4. Invent agriculture.


5. Make up a story about two cavemen fighting each other to death over who invented fire first, really pummelling each other’s heads to a fleshy pulp using sedimentary rocks.


Civlisation at Last


SUMCITY 1.0


At the start of the Bronze Age, the third best of all the ages, one of these farming communities, the Ancient Sumerians, invented making bricks. I mean, who knew you had to make bricks? It took them ages to think of bricks, considering they’d been working with stones for thousands of stupid years. Bricks had corners and didn’t roll away or fall over, so were better for building houses that didn’t roll away or fall over, which was useful. They used these bricks to build the first city. This city was called Ur, because when someone asked what it was called they didn’t know, but that didn’t matter because there was only one city anyway.


Sumerian houses were a lot like ours, except they didn’t have any windows because glass hadn’t been invented yet. Which meant there was nowhere to put their ‘Neighbourhood Watch’ stickers, which was fine because there was nowhere for burglars to climb in anyway, because they hadn’t invented windows yet. Or anything worth nicking.


All these people living close together meant that Mesopotamia saw an explosion of creativity and inventioneering – it was like Silicon Valley, but ruled by Ancient Sumerians instead of weird little hipster blokes in overpriced hoodies.


THE WHEEL


One of the Sumerians’ first inventions is something that, incredibly, we still use to this day: the circle. At first they used circles to make clay spin around and evolve into pots. But pretty soon they’d made more pots than they needed, but they didn’t have any easy way to move them out of their homes. Eventually out of sheer animal frustration one of them snatched the circle the clay was sitting on and tried to toss it out of sight forever. And just like that, the circle was dead, and the wheel was born.


The birth of the wheel opened up a world of business opportunities. Up until now, merchants could only transport goods as far as their arms would reach, which restricted them to selling small objects to people standing directly in front of or beside them. But now all you had to do was get a table, lob a wheel on each corner, build a small fence around it and hey bingo, you’d made a cart, which you could use to move your goods long distances and sell them to people in other cities, of which there were none.


MONEY MAKES THE WHEEL GO ROUND


But there was still more to invent. In fact, everything else. Until now, most trading had consisted of swapping. But it wasn’t practical to swap, say, a cart full of pots for a cart full of geese, because they would get on your tits with their squawking and shitting all the way back, and now you couldn’t even put the shit anywhere because you had no pots. What was needed was some sort of noiseless, shitless token that represented the value of those geese, without actually being geese. And that something was coin.


Because of inflation, in today’s money, the value of the first coin was probably a thousandth of a hundredth of a penny, although because it’s the first coin, it’s actually worth billions. It’s worth thinking about that, if you think about it.


Money was put into coins using a powerful magic that most people still don’t understand today, which is why we only let people who’ve grown up with lots of money, and aren’t freaked out by the magic, have most of the cash.


Money was a revolution, before it caused revolution: humans used to be worried about starving to death or being eaten by mammoths, but now they could worry about something better instead: how many of these little money circles they owned. And that’s the simpler world we still live in today.


ABACUS DRABRACUS


Every upside comes with an arse side, and by inventing money the Sumerians had also invented arguments about money. People needed something to help them work out how many coins they had. But coins are round like wheels and can roll away, so the Sumerians found a way of trapping these valuable circles on a stick, where they could be counted more easily. And so they invented the abacus. At last there was a way of measuring wealth, calculating taxes (which some bastard had quietly invented already, the bastard) and keeping score at snooker. Snooker sadly wasn’t invented for another 7,000 years, so it was vitally important for the Sumerians to remember who was winning in time for it to exist.


Back then, abacuses (or abaci, if you prefer, which I don’t) were the most sophisticated computer the world had ever seen, because the world had never seen a computer. In a sense, the abacus was the beginning of the computer age, but it would be thousands of years before the abacus’s rudimentary maze of round pills would evolve into the sophisticated Pac-Man we know today.


Before the abacus was invented, people couldn’t see maths; it was invisible to the naked eye like ghosts or splinters. Suddenly, the abacus conjured maths into our dimension. And we could never go back. Even though maths makes me, and everyone, sick.


BABYLON’S FIRST WORDS


The abacus could count coins, grain, tax, sand, even how many abacuses you had. And most significantly of all it could also store that information. Forever. Or until someone knocked it over. But to keep the information securely in the abacus, you had to paint a picture of the abacus to remember which way up you left it. Then you had to paint a picture of the painter painting it, as a back-up.


That obvious design flaw meant they needed an even more permanent way of recording information. And that led to the next incredible invention: writing.


Writing developed as a way of keeping records of who had paid his share of crops to the temple; it was an early version of data harvesting, about actual harvesting. Incredibly, writing is still used today, to make eye-catching headlines for TikTok reels, text captions for memes, and, in a sense, even this book.


Writing probably began with people making simple marks on the ground with a stick like twits, but soon they started making marks on clay tablets. These tablets were like today’s iPads but made of dried mud. You couldn’t swipe on them or watch YouTube, but their battery life was amazing. In fact when archaeologists dug these tablets up, they were still working.


Writing meant that the Sumerians could make up the very first story, which was about a bloke called Gill Gamesh who has a big adventure, just like Bill and Ted. That’s as much as I can tell you: even though it was published 10,000 years ago I’ll get piled on if I give out any spoilers. And also I haven’t read it.


But apparently bits of Gill Gamesh’s story turn up in the Bible as bits of Jesus’s story. Which just shows you how magic Jesus was, that he could go back in time and be in someone else’s story – again, just like Bill and Ted.


 


IMMERSIVE HISTORY: THE FIRST CIVILISATIONS


1. Start a civilisation.


2. You are an Ancient Sumerian. What can you see? Why?


3. Reinvent the wheel. Try and patent it this time. What will you spend the royalties on?


4. Make an abacus from a bag of pasta shells and some twine. Ask for help from an adult when using the scissors. If you are an adult, ask yourself for help. Get something in writing in case there’s an accident.


5. Hide in a large clay pot.


The Ancient Egypt


The invention of writing was one of those lightning strikes that never happens twice. But then it happened again – in Ancient Egypt, when the Ancient Egyptians invented it too.


Usually when you invent something again, nobody gives a shit, like in 1998 when I invented toasted sandwiches again. But the Ancient Egyptians invented writing again so well that nowadays we’ve heard of them and nobody gives a toss about the Sumerians. That’s how well they invented it again. Instead of boring words, Egyptians wrote in pictures called hieroglyphics, which is Egyptian Latin for ‘dingbats’.


So why do we remember Egyptians writing, and not the Sumerians? Why are they forgotten? Maybe it’s because they hadn’t invented the thing the Egyptians were really good at: water. The thing that made Egypt grow into the top ancient empire anyone can be arsed to remember was moving water about, or ‘irritation’. Irritation is when water is in the wrong place, and you get so annoyed, you move it. Once the Egyptians had dug the Suez Car Nile to shift some serious water and grow things, they invented some new things to grow: figs, dates and pomegranates, foods that, to this day, are still disgusting.


THE PYRAMIDS


When they weren’t inventing fonts or flooding things, the Egyptians wore heavy eye make-up, dangly jewellery and were really into death, like Goths or Nick Cave and his Bad Seeds, but more comfortable in direct sunlight.


Until the Ancient Egyptians, dead bodies would just get kicked into some bushes like an old porn mag. But the Egyptians were different. They thought the more important you were, the more complicated your death had to be. The Egyptians preserved the corpses of their kings, or pharaohs, like pickled eggs. But they didn’t keep them in jars: once they’d been mummificated ready for the next life, they needed somewhere to be stored, and as a vessel to the afterlife they needed it to be aerodynamic enough to fly up into the sky and pierce the clouds. And that’s how they ended up with The Pyramid.


A pyramid was built by constructing squares of bricks on top of one another, getting more and more bored about it, so you do each level a bit smaller, with less bricks, and hope no one notices you’ve cut corners. The end result is the world’s biggest monument to the art of trying to knock off early.


Today, there are still countless things we still don’t know about the pyramids: how did the Ancient Egyptians get them to point exactly up at the sky? Is the design still under copyright or can anyone build one? What do pyramids run on anyway?


What we do know, is that the pharaohs stuffed their pyramids with all kinds of weird shit. They wanted to take all their possessions onto the other side, so they had their tombs built with no hand-luggage restrictions. Filling them up was just like packing for a holiday, except instead of putting a spare USB-C charger inside a sock they were sealing treasure and live slaves inside a crypt. And like people still do today, they way overpacked. Imagine how much worse it would have been if they’d had wheelie pyramids.


TOOTING KHAMUN


But the pyramids had a design flaw, and it wasn’t just that they were uncomfortable to sit on. They were too conspicuous: huge, jewel-stuffed pyramids were a magnet for thieves. And so crafty dead pharaohs started outwitting the crooks by burying themselves away from the pyramids in a bit of anonymous-looking ground, just like normal dead people or pets would do. They called this place The Valet of Thee Kings.


The most famous burial site there belonged to the pharaoh Tooting Khamun. His tomb lay undisturbed for thousands of years until 1922 when British Indiana Jonesman Howard Carter cleared it out in the poshest burglary in history. The most icoconic of those treasures is Tooting Khamun’s burial mask. Pharaohs had these masks made in case afterlife doormen didn’t recognise them once their faces had rotted off.
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