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From forest to farmland and meadow to 
metropolis, or, when did the Anthropocene begin?
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Did humans affect global climate before the Industrial 
Era? While this question is hotly debated, the co-
evolution of humans and the natural environment since 
the last Ice Age had an undisputed role in influencing the 
development and present state of terrestrial ecosystems, 
many of which are highly valued today as economic, 
cultural, and ecological resources. Yet we still have a very 
incomplete picture of human-environment interactions 
over the last 21,000 years, both spatially and temporally. 
In order to address this problem, I have prepared a new 
synthesis of demographic, technological, and economic 
development over preindustrial time, and a database 
of historical urbanization covering the last 8000 years. 
These data are combined with a dynamic global vegetation model to quantify the magnitude and timing of 
global anthropogenic land cover change in the late Pleistocene and preindustrial Holocene. 
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