Ochre from Qafzeh: Oldest Intentional Burial 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1933 

Discovered by: 

R. Neuville 

Age: 

About 100,000 years old 

Intentional burial
At Qafzeh, Israel, the remains of as many as 15 individuals were found in a cave, along with 71 pieces of red ocher and ocher-stained stone tools. The ocher was found near the bones, suggesting it was used in a ritual.
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Laetoli Footprint Trails 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1978 

Discovered by: 

Mary Leakey and Paul Abell 

Age: 

About 3.6 million years old 

Species: 

Australopithecus afarensis 

Site: 

Laetoli, Tanzania 

The footprints of our predecessors
The Laetoli footprints were most likely made by Australopithecus afarensis, an early human whose fossils were found in the same sediment layer. The entire footprint trail is almost 27 m (88 ft) long and includes impressions of about 70 early human footprints.

3.6 million years ago in Laetoli, Tanzania, two early humans walked through wet volcanic ash. When the nearby volcano erupted again, subsequent layers of ash covered and preserved the oldest known footprints of early humans.

Team members led by paleontologist Mary Leakey stumbled upon animal tracks cemented in the volcanic ash in 1976, but it wasn’t until 1978 that Paul Abell joined Leakey’s team and found the 88ft (27m) long footprint trail referred to now as “The Laetoli Footprints,” which includes about 70 early human footprints.

The early humans that left these prints were bipedal and had big toes in line with the rest of their foot. This means that these early human feet were more human-like than ape-like, as apes have highly divergent big toes that help them climb and grasp materials like a thumb does. The footprints also show that the gait of these early humans was "heel-strike" (the heel of the foot hits first) followed by "toe-off" (the toes push off at the end of the stride)—the way modern humans walk.
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The close spacing of the footprints are evidence that the people who left them had a short stride, and therefore probably had short legs. It is not until much later that early humans evolved longer legs, enabling them to walk farther, faster, and cover more territory each day.

How do we know these are early human footprints?

The shape of the feet, along with the length and configuration of the toes, show that the Laetoli Footprints were made by an early human, and the only known early human in the region at that time was A. afarensis. In fact, fossils of A. afarensis were found nearby to the footprints and in the same sediment layer, telling scientists that A. afarensis was in the area at the same time the footprints were left.

	Image Credit: Karen Carr Studio 


Footprints from Koobi Fora, Kenya 

Date of discovery: 

2007 

Discovered by: 

Jack Harris, Brian Richmond, David Braun 

Age: 

Between 1.53 and 1.51 million years old 

Species: 

Homo erectus 

Site: 

Ileret, Koobi Fora, Kenya 

These footprints show the oldest undisputed evidence of hominins (probably Homo erectus) walking in an efficient style like we do.
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A key question about human origins concerns when our style of upright walking became fully modern.  Today, we walk with a long stride and a spring-like mechanism in the arch of our foot that makes our walking very energetically efficient.  In 2007, Drs. Harris, Richmond, Braun, and colleagues discovered the first of many footprints made by our early hominin relatives 1.51-1.53 million years ago at the site of FwJj14E at Ileret, Kenya.  The prints show evidence of a well-developed arch in the foot, that contributes to efficient walking, and evidence of a long stride ending in a propulsive 'toe-off' like the characteristic toe-off of modern people.  More footprints were found in 2008-2009, so Smithsonian researchers Drs. Richmond and Behrensmeyer, and their colleagues, are optimistic that this site will yield more footprints and shed more light on the origin of human walking and running.

 

	Image Credit: Brian Richmond 
	


Oldowan Tools from Lokalalei, Kenya 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1997 

Discovered by: 

A team led by Hélène Roche and Mzalendo Kibunjia 

Age: 

About 2.3 million years old 

Site: 

Lokalalei, Kenya 

Early humans in East Africa used hammerstones to strike stone cores and produce sharp flakes. When these stone flakes were removed from this stone core from, it also created sharp edges. For more than 2 million years, early humans used these tools to cut, pound, crush, and access new foods—including meat and bone marrow from large animals.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Hammerstone from Majuangou, China 
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Exhibit item 

Discovered by: 

A team led by R. X. Zhu and Rick Potts 

Age: 

About 1.66 million years old 

Site: 

Majuangou, Nihewan Basin, China 

Early humans began spreading from Africa to other parts of the world by about 1.8 million years ago. Within 100,000 years, they reached China. This discovery was made by Human Origins Program researchers working in collaboration with the Chinese Academy of Sciences and Hubei Institute of Cultural Relics. At excavation sites in China’s Nihewan Basin, the team found stone tools like this hammerstone, evidence of animal butchery, and animal footprints.
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Projectile Point 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

Over 104,000 years old 

Site: 

Omo Kibish, Ethiopia 

Tools for capturing fast and dangerous prey
Stone or bone projectile points, like the one seen here, attached to spears or darts and enabled humans to exploit fast-moving prey like birds and large, dangerous prey like mammoths.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Bone Awls 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1991 

Discovered by: 

Christopher Henshilwood 

Age: 

About 77,000 years old 

Site: 

Blombos Cave, Republic of South Africa 

Making clothing
Awls and perforators were probably invented in Africa and carried to colder climates, where they were used to pierce holes in clothing.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Bone and Ivory Needles 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 30,000 - 23,000 years old 

Site: 

Xiaogushan, Liaoning Province, China 

Making well fitted clothing
Humans used bone and ivory needles like these  to sew warm, closely fitted garments.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Katanda Bone Harpoon Point 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1988 

Discovered by: 

Alison Brooks and John Yellen 

Age: 

About 90,000 - 80,000 years old 

Site: 

Katanda, Democratic Republic of Congo 

Modern humans make special tools for fishing
Humans in Central Africa used some of the earliest barbed points, like this harpoon point, to spear huge prehistoric catfish weighing as much as 68 kg (150 lb)–enough to feed 80 people for two days. Later, humans used harpoons to hunt large, fast marine mammals.

	

Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 


Oldest Wooden Spear 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1995 

Discovered by: 

Hartmut Thieme 

Age: 

About 400,000 years old 

Site: 

Schöningen, Germany 

Making Wooden Spears
Hunting large animals was a risky business. Long spears  were thrust into an animal, enabling our ancestors to hunt from a somewhat safer distance than was possible with earlier weapons. Three wooden spears like this one were found at Schöningen, Germany, along with stone tools and the butchered remains of more than 10 horses. These spears are currently the oldest known wooden artifacts in the world.

	

Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Butchered Animal Bones from Gona, Ethiopia 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

2000 

Discovered by: 

A team led by Michael J. Rogers 

Age: 

About 2.6 million years old 

Site: 

Gona, Ethiopia 

Eating meat from large animals
Stone tool marks on this extinct zebra ankle bone fossil look like those made during butchery experiments. Scientists have made experimental stone tools and used them to butcher modern animals. There is a strong similarity between the marks their tools made and the marks on fossil animal bones, indicating that early humans used stone tools to butcher animals by this time.
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Image Credit: Sileshi Semaw 
	


Bone Tools 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 1.5 million years old 

Site: 

Swartkrans, Republic of South Africa 

Early humans make bone tools
Experiments and microscopic studies show that early humans used the ends of these bone tools to dig in termite mounds. Through repeated use, the ends became rounded and polished. Termites are rich in protein and would have been a nutritious source of food for Paranthropus robustus.
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Image Credit: Jim Di Loreto and Don Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Oldest Pottery 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 12,000 years old 

Site: 

Lake Anenuma, Honshu, Japan 

 Making Baskets and Pottery
Early humans may have made bags from skin long ago. By around 26,000 years ago, they were weaving plant fibers to make cords and perhaps baskets. Some of the oldest known pottery from Japan’s Jomon culture, seen here, is about 18,000 years old.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Pottery Fragment 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 6,000 years old 

Site: 

Lake Anenuma, Honshu, Japan 

	

Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Fire-Altered Stone Tools 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

2004 

Discovered by: 

A team led by Naama Goren-Inbar 

Age: 

About 790,000 years old 

Site: 

Gesher Benot-Ya’aqov, Israel 

Gathering at the hearth
During this time period, early humans gathered around campfires that they made and controlled -- perhaps to socialize, to find comfort and warmth, to share food and information, and to find safety from predators. Scientists found this debris from stone toolmaking that had been scorched by fire at the site of Gesher Benot-Ya’aqov, Israel. Close by were concentrations of burned seeds and wood, marking the location of early hearths.

	

Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Terra Amata Shelter 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1966 

Discovered by: 

Henri de Lumley 

Age: 

About 400,000 years old 

Site: 

Terra Amata, France 

Making shelters
This ancient shelter, reconstructed here, provided protection for an early human family or social group. Scientists found post holes and other evidence of multiple shelters at this site. Some shelters were as long as 14.9 m (49 ft)
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Image Credit: Courtesy of Karen Carr Studio 
	


Assyrian Cylinder Seal 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 4,100 - 3,600 years old 

Site: 

Babylon, Iraq 

Using symbols to represent words and concepts
By around 8,000 years ago, humans were using symbols to represent words and concepts.  As seen in this Assyrian lapis lazuli cylinder seal from Bablyon, Iraq, cylinder seals were rolled across wet clay tablet to produce raised designs. True forms of writing developed over the next few thousand years.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Blombos Ocher Plaque 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1991 

Discovered by: 

Christopher Henshilwood 

Age: 

About 77,000 - 75,000 years old 

Site: 

Blombos Cave, Republic of South Africa 

Recording information on objects
This ocher plaque has marks that may have been used to count or store information. A close-up look at the object shows that the markings are clearly organized. This systematic pattern suggests to some researchers that the markings represent information rather than decoration.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Ishango Bone 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 25,000 years old 

Site: 

Ishango, Democratic Republic of Congo 

This fossil mammal bone has three rows of tally marks along its length. They may have been used to add or multiply.

	

Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Bone and Ivory Needles 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 30,000 - 23,000 years old 

Site: 

Xiaogushan, Liaoning Province, China 

Making well fitted clothing
Humans used bone and ivory needles like these  to sew warm, closely fitted garments.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Bone Awls 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1991 

Discovered by: 

Christopher Henshilwood 

Age: 

About 77,000 years old 

Site: 

Blombos Cave, Republic of South Africa 

Making clothing
Awls and perforators were probably invented in Africa and carried to colder climates, where they were used to pierce holes in clothing.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Ancient Pigments 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1996 

Discovered by: 

Larry Barham 

Age: 

250,000 years old 

Site: 

Twin Rivers, Zambia 

Communicating with symbols
The flattened areas on these hematite (left) and limonite (right) pieces of pigment are signs of grinding or rubbing, telling us that they were held and used like chunky crayons. With pigments, our ancestors marked objects and possibly their own skin. Colors were symbols by which they identified themselves and their group.
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 


Apollo 11 Plaque 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

1969 

Age: 

Between 60,000 and 40,000 years old 

Modern humans create permanent drawings
What kind of animal do you think this charcoal figure represents? Some people believe the hind legs are human. This stone plaque is one of several carried into Apollo 11 Rock Shelter in Namibia where they were discovered in 1969 (when the first spacecraft - Apollo 11 - landed on the moon). Radiocarbon and other dating methods confirm that the cave layer that contained this plaque is between 60,000 and 40,000 years old.
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Carved Ivory Running Lion 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 27,000–25,000 years old 

Site: 

Pavlov, Czech Republic 
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Female torso in ivory 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 27,000 - 25,000 years old 

Site: 

Dolní Vĕstonice, Czech Republic 
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Ivory Horse Figurine 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 15,000 years old 

Site: 

Lourdes, France 
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Ivory Horse Sculpture 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 32,000–31,000 years old 

Site: 

Vogelherd, Germany 

Made of mammoth ivory, this sculpture was found in a cave where humans gathered to eat animals they had hunted. Other sculptures from the same site depict mammoths, bison, and lions.
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Lady of Brassempouy 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 25,000 years old 

Site: 

Brassempouy, France 
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Lion-Man Figurine 

Age: 

About 35,000 years old 

Site: 

Hohlenstein-Stadel Cave, Germany 

Creating Paintings and Figurines
Carved from mammoth ivory, this figurine combines human traits with the features of an animal, probably a cat. Although nicknamed “The Lion-Man,” some researchers think it represents a female. This motif, found on other objects from this part of Europe, may have had special meaning for humans living there.
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Image Credit: Jim Di Loreto and Don Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Willendorf Venus 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 26,000 - 24,000 years old 

Site: 
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Willendorf, Austria 

	Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Ancient Shell Beads 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 82,000 years old 

Site: 

Grotte des Pigeons, Taforalt, Morocco 

Early Trade Routes?
These 82,000 year old Nassarius gibbosulus shell beads were discovered more than 40 km (25 mi) from the Mediterranean Sea, where they originated. By 40,000 years ago, humans were transporting decorative shells—and perhaps trading them—over areas of more than 500 km (310 mi).
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Carved Bone Disc 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 30,000–23,000 years old 

Site: 

Xiaogushan, China 
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Cro-Magnon Shell Bead Necklace 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 30,000 years old 

Site: 

Cro-Magnon, France 

This is a reconstruction of a shell bead necklace, including 10 shell beads from Cro-Magnon, France, (bottom part of necklace, in color) and 10 facsimile beads (top part of necklace, in white).
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Image Credit: Chip Clark, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Oldest Known Shell Beads 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 135,000 to 100,000 years old 

Site: 

Skhūl, Israel 

These are the world's oldest known shell beads.
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Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Ancient Flute 
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Exhibit item 

Date of discovery: 

2004 

Discovered by: 

Nicholas J. Conard 

Age: 

About 35,000 years old 

Site: 

Geissenklösterle Cave, Germany 

Creating musical instruments
This flute is one of the world’s oldest manufactured musical instruments. Two pieces of carved and hollowed-out mammoth ivory were joined together and sealed. The flute had at least three finger holes and played a five-note scale.
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Image Credit: 
	


Carved antler baton with horses 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 14,000–11,500 years old 
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Site: 

La Madeleine, Dordogne, France 

	Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Geometric incised bone rectangle 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 27,000 - 25,000 years old 

Site: 

Dolní Vĕstonice, Czech Republic 

	Image Credit: James Di Loreto, & Donald H. Hurlbert, Smithsonian Institution 
	


Tata Plaque 
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Exhibit item 

Age: 

About 100,000 years old 

Site: 

Tata, Hungary 

Made by Neanderthals
This enigmatic object was discovered at sites where Neanderthals lived. Microscopic analysis shows that the Neanderthal who created this plaque carefully beveled the edge. Remnants of red ocher in surface cracks reveal that color was applied to the plaque.

Neanderthals possessed almost all the behaviors of members of our own species (Homo sapiens) who lived around the same time. Neanderthals were skilled toolmakers and accomplished big game hunters. They buried their dead, used pigments for decoration, and may have had basic language skills.

 

	
	


