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20 years ago

The path to attain modern creativity was short, abrupt and exclusively 

associated with Anatomically Modern Humans  



abrupt origin in Europe? 



Archeological signatures of behavioral 

modernity according to McBrearty & 

Brooks, 2001



Traits defining behavioral modernity according to 

McBrearty & Brooks



Traits defining behavioral modernity according to 

McBrearty & Brooks



We challenge the view that our species, Homo sapiens, evolved within a single population 
and/or region of Africa. The chronology and physical diversity of Pleistocene human fossils 
suggest that morphologically varied populations pertaining to the H. sapiens clade lived 
throughout Africa. Similarly, the African archaeological record demonstrates the polycentric 
origin and persistence of regionally distinct Pleistocene material culture in a variety of 
paleoecological settings. 

Genetic studies also indicate that present-day population structure within Africa extends to 
deep times, paralleling a paleoenvironmental record of shifting and fractured habitable 
zones. We argue that these fields support an emerging view of a highly structured African 
prehistory that should be considered in human evolutionary inferences, prompting new 
interpretations, questions, and interdisciplinary research directions.

Evolutionary Changes of Braincase Shape from an Elongated to a Globular Shape. The latter evolves

within the H. sapiens lineage via an expansion of the cerebellum and bulging of the parietal. (Left) Micro-

computerized tomography scan of Jebel Irhoud 1 (300 ka, North Africa). (Right) Qafzeh 9 (95 ka, the Levant).



African Middle Stone Age sites (ca. 280-25/18 ky BP)
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Middle Stone Age Cultural Artefacts. (A–D) Bifacial foliates from northern Africa; (E–G) Bifacial foliates 

from southern Africa (Blombos); (H,I) Tanged tools from northern Africa; (J) Segmented piece bearing 

mastic residue from southern Africa (Sibudu); (K) Engraved ochre fragment (Blombos); (L–N) Engraved 

ostrich eggshell fragments (Diepkloof); (O,P) Bone points from SA and (Q) from NA. (R–V) Perforated 

Trivia gibbosula shells from NA; (W–Aa) Perforated Nassarius kraussianus shells from Blombos; (Ab) 

Conus ebraeus shell bead (Border Cave); (Ac) Ochre fragment shaped by grinding (Blombos). All scales 

are 1 cm. 



Backed pieces and foliates associated with the late Southern African 

Middle Stone Age and transitional technocomplexes in Europe



Panga ya Saidi

Selected artifacts. a Levallois core from Layer 11. b Two backed lithic 
artifacts from Layer 11. c Backed lithic artifact from Layer 3. d Notched 
bone from Layer 8. e Notched bone from Layer 9. f Ocher crayon from 
Layer 10. g Ostrich eggshell bead from Layer 8. h Conus shell bead 
from Layer 16. i Gastropod shell bead from Layer 4



North African topography, palaeohydrology and distribution of a range of 

reported MSA sites north of 18° described as either Aterian (tanged tool 

assemblages-TTA), Mousterian or MSA, with key sites numbered.





Bone awls from Blombos cave, Middle Stone Age (MSA) levels:

South- Africa, 75.000 years BP



(a) Bone awl from Blombosch Sands located 

near BBC; (b) detail of the flat butt of the tool 

showing traces of grinding.

(a) SAM-AA 42160: 

Bone point from Klasies 

River, Howiesons Poort, 

layer 10c (e?) cave 1a; 

(b) detail of the surface 

with longitudinal 

striations produced by 

scraping; 

(c) probable arrow points 

from the LSA layers at 

Nelson Bay Cave; 

(d) San arrow heads 

composed of a thin

arrow point and a thicker 

linkshaft connected with 

vegetal thread.



Notched bone from Klasies River (MSA II, 

Layer 15þ, cave 1). 

(a) Notched rib from 

Klasies River : MSA 

II, Layer 16-17, cave 

1a].

(b) close-up view 

illustrating the deep 

notches produced by 

the to-and-from 

movement of a 

retouched cutting 

edge; (c) salient area 

between two notches 

showing a polish that 

was partially removed 

by a groove produced 

by a single passage 

of the cutting edge.



Klipdrif, 

De Hoop

c. 100-140 ka

c.70 ka

< 2 ka

Blombos Cave



South section of 

Blombos Cave 

showing layers, 

phases, and ages. The 

ages shown here were 

determined with the 

OSL, TL, and 

uranium/thorium 

(U/Th) methods.



Blombos Cave, ca 75,000 BP

Henshilwood,

d’Errico et al.

2001,

Science, 

Henshilwood,

d’Errico,

Watts JHE, 

2009

Blombos Cave, ca 100,000 BP

Engraved  ostrich eggshell containers,

Diepkloof,South Africa 60,000 BP or 100-52,000 BP



Blombos Cave



Blombos Cave,  level CP, 100 ka

Henshilwood, 
d’Errico et al. 
Science 2011

Tk1

Tk2

12 objects

4 objects



EARLIEST PIGMENT USE …

• Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania ~ 1 200 ky (Leakey 1958:1100, Sagona 1994)

• Wonderwerk Cave, South Africa,  ~ 780 ky  (Beaumont & Vogel 2006)

• Twin Rivers in Zambia ~ 260 ky to 400 ky (Barham 1998, 2002, 2007)

• Olorgesaillie, Kenya, 340-490 ky (Tryon & McBrearty 2002).

• Kabwe, Zambia, ~ 300 000 and 400 000 years ago (Barham et al. 2002) 

• Kapthurin in Kenya, ~ 285 000 years (McBrearty 2001)

• Duinefontein II, South Africa,  ~ 270-290 (Cruz-Uribe et al. 2003).

• Border Cave, South Africa ~ 277 ky 170 (Grün & Beaumont 2001).

• Sai Island, Sudan, 200 ky (van Peer et al. 2004).  

• Pinnacle Point 13 B  ~ 164 ky  (Marean et al. 2007).

• Limpopo River MSA sites, South Africa, 190- 130 ky

• Blombos Cave 120 ky (Henshilwood et al. 2009:3; Watts 2009:90).





Oued Djebanna

35 ka BP

(90 – 60 ka BP)
Vanhaeren et al. Science 2006

Skhul

135 - 100 ka BP
Vanhaeren et al. Science 2006

Blombos

75 ka BP
d’Errico et al. JHE 2005

Sibudu

70 ka BP
d’Errico et al. JAS 2008

Taforalt

Ifri n’Ammar

Contrebandier

Rhafas

90 – 60 ka BP
d’Errico et al. PNAS 2010

Qafzeh

92 ka BP
Bar-Yosef Mayer et al. JHE 2009

Cueva de los Aviones

125 ka BP
Zilhao et al. ScRep. 2018

Klasies

River

60 ka BP



Eurasia

Shuidonggou, 33 ka,

Pei et al. 2012 JAS



gradual origin 
esclusively in Africa 
as a consequence of a 
speciation event

abrupt origin in Europe or in Africa

abrupt origin in Europe or in Africa


