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SKULL AND BONES:
In 200,000 years we' l l  be fossi l ized bi ts to ponder

By Jean M. Auel

What was the
origin of modern

humans? What
happened to the

Neanderthals?
The answers, says

Jean M. Auel,
may shed light on

our future.

Are we. Homo sapiens saprens
(wise wise man?),  the culminat ion
of  the 5 ml l l ion years of  human
evolut ion,  or  a s tep a long the way
to something else. to Homo sapi-
ens futuristis? Two hundred thou-
sand years ago,  Neanderthals-
technically Homo sapiens nean-
der thalensis-were the domi-
nant  human l i fe  on Earth.  What
kind of people wil l the earth see
200,000 years from now?

Fifteen years ago, when I f irst
started researching for The Clan
of  the Cave Bear,  lhe ear l iest
known appearance of modern hu-
mAns  \ t uas  i n  F r r rnne  a round
40.000 years ago,  dur ing the last
icc anc Thcrr  r ,vcre tho gpgg 19-
fer red to as Cro-Magnons,  and
there was evidence that for a pe-
r i od  o f  t ime .  t hey  l i ved  s ide  by
side wi th Neanderthals .

The case for their coexistence
has now become much st ronger.
The  ske le ton  o f  a  Neande r tha l
was found in France that dates to
around 30,000 years ago.  dem-
onsl rat ing thal  western Europe
was home to both for  perhaps
10,000 years, but even more as-
tonishing are discoveries from the
rest  of  the wor ld.  New techniques
have dated the bones of an ana-
tomically modern man discovered

in  l s rae l  as  90 ,000  yea rs  o ld ,
There is sti l l  some doubt about the
da t i ng  me thod ,  bu t  i f  t he  da te
holds i t  means that  both modern
and Neanderthalo id types of  hu-
mans occupied that  par t  of  the
world for 60,000 yearsl

When did these two subspe-
cies of Homo saptens emerge?
Around a mi l l ion and a hal f  years
ago in Afr ica,  an ear l ier  form of
hominid, Homo ereclus. began mi-
grat ing and eventual ly  populated
the rest of the Old World. Neander-
thal types that have been found
throughout Africa and Eurasia ap-
parently evolved directly from the
local H. erectus. In France, for ex-
: m n l a  i h o r a  a r a  a r a n f g 5  g j l g g

such as Tautavel that date back
400,000 years, and the recently
excavated Grot te Vaufrey that
da te  Neande r tha l s  a t  abou t
300,000 years.

At  one t ime most  archaeolo-
g i s t s  t hough t  t ha t  modern  hu -
mans, H. sap. sapiens, evolved
in  Frrronc f r . lm H qen neander-
lhalensis. but new evidence sug-
gested that we arrived later, bring-
i ng  w i th  us  a  more  deve loped
stone tool  k i t .  l t  was then theo-
rized that at some unknown loca-
t ion,  east  or  south,  modern hu-
mans evolved f rom an ear l ier
type, perhaps H. erectus, and mi-
n r a l a d  t n  F r r r n n o

Then .  a  l ew  yea rs  ago .  DNA
studies indicated that anatomical-
l y  modern  humans  cou ld  be
traced back to an original moth-
er ,  dubbed Eve,  though i t  may
have been a group of related wom-
en who evolved,  again in  Afr ica,
less than 200 000 years ago.
Those ear ly  modern humans are
thought to have migrated to all the
rest  of  the wor ld,  complete ly  re-
p lac ing the ex is t ing populat ions.

That theory has been disputed
by  some pa leoan th ropo log i s t s
who have examined skulls of ear-
l ier forms. such as H. erectus, par-
t icu lar ly  in  Asia.  and found indi -

ca t i ons  o f  cha rac te r i s t i cs  s t i l l
seen  i n  Or ien ta l  peop le  t oday .
How cou ld  t he  newcomers  re -
p lace  ex i s t i ng  popu la t i ons  bu t
take  on  the i r  phys i ca l  t r a i t s?
Could there have been some in-
termix ing? In centra l  Europe and
the Mideast, a combination of Ne-
anderthal and modern human char-
acter is t ics is  somet imes found in
a  q i nn le  qk r r l l  h r  r t  en i eq l i g l g  l g -
bate whether it shows evolution or
n  r n c c  l _ r r a o r i  i n n

Debates are the heart of the sci-
ent i f ic  process,  but  looking at  the
past  can shed l ight  on the future.
The evidence suggests that evo-
l u t i on  i s  s t i l l  go ing  on ,  bu t  wha t
lies ahead? Drastic climatic chang-
es probably played a malor role
in the adapt ive st rategies of  an-
cestra l  hominids,  but  mutat ional
nhannoq  nc . r  r r  2 l  d i f f o rgn [  13 [gg
and  con tempora ry  soc ie t i es
have so much control of their phys-
i c : l  cnv i r nnmt rn t  l h t r \ i  r - an  l i ve  i n
any c l imate,  inc luding no c l imate
at  a l l ,  in  space.  Wi l l  that  lessen the
c o l p n t i r r o  n r o a a r r r o q  t n  c h e n n o

and cause the process of  evolu-
t ion to s low?

Or wi l l  the pol lu t ion,  the chem-
ical  fer t i l izers and pest ic ides,  the
tox i c  and  nuc lea r  was les ,  t he
greenhouse effect, and the deple-
tion of the ozone layer accelerate
mutat ions? What  about  reactor
mel tdowns? Nuclear  winter? Nu-
clear war? Though most would be
harmful or fatal, might some muta-
t ions actual ly  be benef ic ia l? Per-
haps select ing for  immuni ty  f rom
some of the effects? What about
n a n o i i n  o n n i n a o r i n n ?

There are no more Neander-
t h a l s  h r r t  a r c  t h e r c  s t i i l  a  f e w
Neanderthal genes? Were they re-
p laced or  ass imi lated? Would we
share our  wor ld wi th another  k ind
of  in te l l igent  human being? One
that  might  make us the next  Ne-
anderthals? The thought  is  fasc i -
na t i ng  t o  cons ide r .  One  cou ld
even imagine stories . . . OO
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