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Scientists Get Inside the Mind
(and Genes) of the Neanderthal

Neanderthals thrived from Gibraltar to
Uzbekistan. Big-brained and robust, they
weathered the depths of the last ice age,
only to vanish around 30,000 years ago,
about when modern humans entered Eu-
rope. Did the new arrivals annihilate the
natives, or were Neanderthals absorbed
by interbreeding? Two studies offer new
perspectives on the nature and fate of the
Neanderthals. One is a project devoted
to analyzing Neanderthal DNA,; the other
is a reconstruction of hunting strategies
that suggests the Neanderthals were not
slow-witted brutes unable to compete
with modern humans.

Archaeologist Daniel Adler from the
University of Connecticut, working with
David Lordkipanidze and Nikolaz Tushab-
ramishvili of the Georgian State Museum
and their colleagues at the University of
Haifa, Hebrew University, and Harvard
University, analyzed animal remains in a
rock shelter in the Republic of Georgia
that was used by Neanderthals and later
by modern humans. Apparently, Nean-
derthals and modern humans hunted the
same prey in the same way. Their favored
quarry was a large, fleet mountain goat
called the Caucasian tur. “We saw again
and again that Neanderthals were hunt-
ing the prime-age adults—the fastest,
the most nutritious, but also the hardest
ones to capture,” says Adler. Hunting
such difficult prey requires a high degree
of cooperation and communication and a
detailed understanding of the goats’ sea-
sonal routines, he notes. “Our study indi-
cates very clearly that Neanderthals were
not only good hunters, they were the top
predators in whatever environment they
occupied; they were the most dangerous
thing in town.”

Still, Adler notes that “while modern hu-
mans didn’t have an edge in hunting, they
did seem to form larger social networks.
We tested this by looking at the stone
tools and what kind of stone the artifacts
were made of. All the Neanderthal artifacts
were made of stone they could find lo-
cally, within three miles. Modern humans,
on the other hand, had artifacts made of

material that you could only find at least
60 miles away, so they would have had to
negotiate relationships with other modern
humans. In times of trouble a modern hu-
man group would have some other group
to turn to for help, whereas a Neanderthal
group didn’t. So if modern humans sud-
denly appeared in your territory, and you
didn’t know the other Neanderthal groups
around you, you would have nowhere to -
turn. You'd be in big trouble.”
Then again, modern humans may have
formed more widespread alliances merely
because their population density was
higher. If the Neanderthals didn’t lose out
because of their inferior social skills,
maybe they interbred with modern
humans and simply disappeared
into the larger population. In
that case, some Neanderthal
DNA should still be afloat
in the modern gene pool. #i.
Svante Paidbo, a genet- A&
icist at the Max Planck Jf?
Institute for Evolutionary J
Anthropology in Leipzig, #§
Germany, may soon be ( ‘
able to address both W
issues.
In 2006 Paabo managed
to extract DNA from a 38,000-year-old
Neanderthal skeleton in Croatia. “Our
goal for the next two years is to create a
rough draft of the Neanderthal genome,”
he says. He is particularly keen to study
a gene called FOXP2, believed to be
involved in muscle control of the larynx. If
the Neanderthal gene resembles the one
in modern humans, that would suggest
that Neanderthals had linguistic abilities
equal to our own. The genome map will
also refine our family tree. Our ancestors
may have gotten up to 25 percent of their
DNA from Neanderthals—includinggenes
for red hair and pale skin and possibly a
gene linked to brain size. “The only way
to clarify this is to study a Neanderthal
and get the hard data,” says Paabo.
We won’t really know what it
means to be human until we
understand what it meant to be
a Neanderthal. Tim Folger




