
Are we nearly there yet?   
Human Evolution 
Chris Stringer  

The Natural History Museum 

London 





“Phases” of human evolution 

 Human phase 2 – 0 Ma:  >>Global spread 
“Human” anatomy   >>Encephalised 

     >>Dietary range  >>Behavioural complexity 

 

 

 Australopithecine phase 4 – 2 Ma: 
Widespread in Africa? Bipedal but still partly 
arboreal? Early tool-use? Predom. still ape-
like? 

 

 

 Early phase 7 – 4 Ma: C+E. Africa. Still poorly 
known. Earliest bipeds? Largely ape-like? 

 



Some “recent” events in 
human evolution 

Out of Africa 1?  

First humans in S. Europe? 

 

First humans in Far East? 

Changes in glacial intensity 

First humans in N. Europe/Britain? 

Early Neanderthals in Europe 

Homo sapiens Out of Africa 2 
Homo sapiens in Africa 

Neanderthals and “Hobbit” extinct 



Homo heidelbergensis 

Homo antecessor 
Homo erectus 



Homo 
heidelbergensis  
Mauer ~600ka? 



A common ancestor at 500 ka? 

H. heid. in Europe and Africa  

LCA of Nea. and sapiens? 



Boxgrove 

The Boxgrove Quarry 



Sussex 500,000 years ago 



Boxgrove 

~500ka 

  The Boxgrove Project 

Homo heidelbergensis 



Why does heidelbergensis 
need such a big brain? 

 H. erectus (Sangiran)          H. heidelbergensis (Broken Hill) 



Social brains? 



Language? 



Lewin 



The Enigma of the Handaxe 
          and spears…… 

If they were talking to each other, they were saying the same thing, over and over and over... 

                                                               Desmond Clark 



A common ancestor at 500 ka? 

H. heid. in Europe and Africa  

LCA of Nea. and sapiens? 



Britain 

450,000 years ago 



The Swanscombe fossil is about 400,000 yrs old, 

and shows some possible Neanderthal features… 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

               Bridgland & Schreve 

320ka 
125ka 

400ka 

240/200ka 



The Sima de 

los Huesos, 

Atapuerca  



            Pontnewydd 4 upper jaw 

MIS7 ~ 230 ka 

Ehringsdorf 
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Happy Birthday 

Neanderthal! 

 1856-2006 



 
1971: My PhD trip measuring fossil skulls in 

Europe - washing day in Yugoslavia  

Morris 1000 car 

Standard ♂ 

look ca 1971 

5000 mile drive 
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Java        Heidelberg  

Neanderthal 

H  o  m  o      s  a  p  i  e  n  s 

Multiregional 

(Weidenreich) 

Solo 

Rhodesian 

Peking 

Upper Cave 
Wadjak 

Cro-Magnon 

Neanderthals as ancestors…. 



Stringer 1974: cranial shape suggests  
Neanderthals don’t make good ancestors 

  

 

    Broken Hill         Petralona      



The Neanderthals 

Churchill 



Neanderthals:         a different species? 

Harvati 

Harvati 

omegaparque.com 

Nea-mod variation 

Mod 

var. 



Neanderthal diets 

Scientists find 

medicinal plants 

caught in Neanderthal 

teeth…. 



 Lynford Norfolk ~ 60 kya 

The Neanderthals occupy 

southern Britain 



The Neanderthal enigma 

or….. 



Dvje babe 1     

   “flute” 

Shanidar 4  “flower burial” 

      But Arcy…. 



Building a Neanderthal  
genome…. 



Latest genetic calibration (5 complete Nea,              
54 complete modern mtDNA sequences) 

~407 ka 

~ 345ka 

heidelbergensis? 

     early sapiens 

“modern” sapiens 

   early Neand. 

late Neand. 

The Neanderthal and modern 

humans lines began to split 

about 400,000 years ago 



The origin of our species (H. sapiens) 
TWO origins to explain: 

 

 

1.The shared  

(species) features 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Non-shared  

(regional/racial)  

features 



Broken Hill, Zambia 1921 



The African 

record 



Lieberman 

H. sapiens: fossils suggest an African origin for the modern    

                              pattern ~ 150-200ka? 

Age ka ~260     ~150?     ~160?      ~195?   >130 

Tim White 



Henshilwood & Marean’s list 
(2003) 



A Human Revolution? 



300 ka                       200                   150                 100             50              0                                                                                                        

 Omo Kibish Herto 

Kapthurin 

Twin Rivers 

Twin Rivers 

  Pinnacle Point 

Klasies Qafzeh  

Klasies 

Grotta Moscerini 

Blombos  

  Blombos  

 Skhul 

Taforalt 

Enkapune  

  ya Muto 

Enkapune  

  ya Muto 

Howiesons poort 

Mumba 

Microliths 

Shellfishing 

Ochre 

Shell beads 

Early H. sapiens 

      fossils 

“Modern” anatomy and behaviour have deep roots in Africa… 
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Early modern humans and Neanderthal burials 

in Israel : Skhul+Qafzeh vs Tabun 
90-130ka 



Skhul 
Cave 

MEET THE BLING STONES 
By CLODAGH HARTLEY 

CAVEGIRLS were more like modern misses than thought — they were big fans of BLING.  

Early humans loved to act like chavs by decorating themselves with flash jewellery, scientists have 

discovered. 

The only difference was that while today’s girls like to go clubbing, in the Stone Age they were more 

likely to get clubbed over the head. 

 

 





Shell jewellery + red pigments ~70-120 
ka 



The Sahara Megalakes Project   (Nick Drake et al.) 



 

The evolution of modern humans:  

simple or complex? 

Nature 
Broken Hill                    Herto                    Qafzeh 

Herto          Omo Kibish   2                        1 



The complexity of African climates 

ESA Wolfram 



African 

Evolution? 

~150ka 

 

~60ka 

 
~120ka 

Climate change and African Human Evolution 



Today innovations spread and take hold…….. 



Human behavioural evolution: gains + losses 

In the past, small  populations would have 

been prone to extinction, or forced into 

relatively rapid movement or adaptation to 

survive, and this could have led to the 

regular loss of innovations that might 

have been useful in the longer term. Thus 

repeated ‘bottlenecking’ did not just 

remove genetic diversity, but also 

discoveries and inventions associated 

with the human populations concerned..  

 

 



Transmission in archaic humans? 

Parent 

Child 

In or outgroup member 

In or outgroup member 



Modern humans grow more 
slowly, live longer, and network 

more widely… 

Science 11 September 2009:  

Vol. 325 no. 5946 p. 1359  

DOI: 

10.1126/science.1175404  

 

30,000-Year-Old Wild Flax 

Fibers 

 

Current Anthropology 

Volume 41, Number 4, 2000 

The “Venus” Figurines: 

Textiles, Basketry, Gender, 

and 

Status in the Upper 

Paleolithic 

by O. Soffer, J. M. Adovasio 

& D. C. Hyland 

vis-à-vis: Explorations in 

Anthropology, Vol. 10: 102–125.  

Style, Symboling, and Interaction 

in 

Middle Stone Age Societies 

JAYNE WILKINS 



Transmission in modern humans? 

Parent 

Child 

Kin and ingroup members 

Outgroup members 

Grandparent 

Grandchild 



Patterns of Physical and Behavioural Evolution? 

 200 

50 

100 

0 

     Gradual  
  “Piecemeal” 

  coalescence 

SCIENCE  2009. 324: 298 - 1301 

Late Pleistocene Demography and the 

Appearance of Modern Human 

Behavior. Adam Powell, Stephen 

SHENNAN, Mark G. THOMAS 



~60,000 yrs: Modern Humans start to leave Africa… 





Our future is partly up to us…. 


