
MODERN HUMAN ORIGINS
Yonatan Sahle, Hugo Reyes-Centeno, Christian Bentz



2 | Modern Human Origins, Lecture 2 

Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

 Early-Middle Pleistocene archaeology

 The Middle Stone Age (Africa)

 The Middle Paleolithic(Eurasia)

 BBC Documentary (by Prof. Brian Cox)

Toth N, Schick K. 2015. Overview of Paleolithic Archaeology. In: W 
Henke, I Tattersall (eds.), Handbook of Paleoanthropology, Vol. 
3, Heidelberg: Springer, p. 2441-2464. 

Wadley L. 2013. Recognizing Complex Cognition through Innovative 
Technology in Stone Age and Paleolithic sites. Cambridge 
Archaeol J 23: 163-183.

Richter J. 2011. When did the Middle Paleolithic begin. In: NJ Conard, 
J Richter (eds.), Neanderthal Lifeways, Subsistence and 

Technology: One Hundred Fifty Years of Neanderthal Study, 
Vertebrate Paleobiology and Paleoanthropology series, p. 7-14.
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

 Early-Middle Pleistocene archaeology

    - The earliest tools: when, where, by whom?

 Lomekwi (3.3 Ma)

      ‘crudly-worked tools‘

 Dikika (3.4 Ma)

‘butchery marks‘

©Nature
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

 Early-Middle Pleistocene archaeology

    - The earliest tools: when, where, by whom?

 Gona (2.6 Ma)

      crudly-worked tools, 
       multiple excavated sites

©Nature
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

How to recognize a stone artifact?

©Paleodirect
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

 Early-Middle Pleistocene archaeology

    - The earliest tools: when, where, by whom?

©Nature
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

 Early-Middle Pleistocene archaeology

    - The earliest tools: when, where, by whom?

Asfaw et al. (1999); Villmore et al. (2015)

Au. garhi

early Homo



8 | Modern Human Origins, Lecture 2 

Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

 Early-Middle Pleistocene archaeology

    - The Acheulean: a new techno-complex

Beyene et al. (2013); Lepre et al. (2011)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

Beyene et al 2013
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

Increased variability

triangular

Amegdaloid                                               lanceolate                                          elliptical

Cordiform                                        discoid

Creative Commons Attribution-Share-Alike Licen
se 3.0

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

©National Geographic Creative (David Brill)

Function: cutting, chopping, digging, …‘hunting discus,…symbolic purpose?

Av. cutting edge= 20cm
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

 Early-Middle Pleistocene archaeology

    - The Acheulean: a new techno-complex
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

Enter the Middle Stone Age/Middle Paleolithic (MSA/MP): 

Features:

- tools predominantely on flakes

- Flakes from standardized methods (e.g., the Levallois)

- tool diversity 

- regional identity (style, in addition to function)

- pointed artifacts and scrapers organic tools

- early hafting, ocher processing, etc
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

MSA/MP

Chacteristics: Prepared core technology (aka the Levallois); pointed pieces

Levallois core (Wendorf & Schild 1974)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

A Levallois Core (280 kya)

(Wendorf & Schild 1974)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

A spear point (280 kya)

 (Sahle et al. 2013)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

Levallois flakes (Left) and Preferential 
Levallois core (Nubian)    all ©Y Sahle
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

More diversity: pointed pieces

Still Bay Point: Villa et al (2009)

Classic, broad-base point: Brooks et al (2006)

Aterian (tanged) Point: Iovita (2011)

Engraver/borer  ©Paleodirect
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

More diversity: Scrapers
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

Complex technologies?

Wadley (2013)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

early hafting

Campitello Quarry (~200 kya)  Plant glue used as a haft           

Roebroke & Villa (2011) PNAS

Kathu Pan (hafting at 500 
ka?)

Wilkins et al. (2012) PNAS
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

        
- retouched tools

                - Levallois cores, products
- unidirectional 

                - no Acheulean tool form
                

 

         

185 – ~105 ka

Hafting and simple projectiles:
Gademotta, Ethiopia (>280 KYA)

Levallois cores (Nubian type I 
preferential)     Sahle (2013)Sahle et al. (2013)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

Sahle et al. (2013, 2014)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

Sahle et al. (2013, 2014)
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

  Diffusion Convergence Idiosyncracy
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Archaeology at the dawn of modern humans

How did it all start: A single genius or cumulative intelligence?  
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Contact:

DFG Center for Advanced Studies
“Words, Bones, Genes, Tools”
Rümelinstraße 23
72070 Tübingen · Germany
Phone: +49 7071 29-76548
monika.doll@ifu.uni-tuebingen.de
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