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PALAEOANTHROPOLOGY

Craniums with clout

Alook at two early human fossils reveals the prejudices in ideas about human

evolution, finds Henry Gee.

e have all seen the canonical
parade of apes, each one becom-
ing more human. We know that,

as a depiction of evolution, this line-up is
tosh. Yet we cling to it. Ideas of what human
evolution ought to have been like still colour
our debates.

Palaeoanthropologist Dean Falk debunks
some modern myths in her brilliant book,
The Fossil Chronicles, by comparing the case
histories of two famous fossils. A career
spent teasing meaning from the brain casts
of fossil hominins (creatures more closely
related to Homo sapiens than to chimpan-
zees) has led Falk into the debate on the
cognitive abilities of Homo floresiensis.
This dwarfed hominin — nicknamed the
Hobbit — lived on the Indonesian island
of Flores between approximately 95,000
and 14,000 years ago, and was discovered
in 2003 (see Nature 431, 1055-1061; 2004).
Falk also describes Raymond Dart’s 1924
discovery in South Africa of a juvenile skull
of Australopithecus africanus, the Man-Ape
of South Africa, and locates an unpublished
manuscript by Dart on the find that chimes

with her views.

“Brains might Almost every time
be small, b':lt someone claims to
they canstill have found a new

packapunch.”  species of hominin,
someone else refutes
it. The species is said to be either a mem-
ber of Homo sapiens, but pathological, or an
ape. Brickbats of the first kind were levelled
recently at H. floresiensis — that it wasn’t
a genuine species, but a modern human
suffering from one of several kinds of micro-
cephaly or from cretinism. But they had also
been aimed at Neanderthal Man, discovered
back in 1856, and thought by some to be the
remains of a Mongolian Cossack from the
Napoleonic wars. Accusations of apishness
were aimed at A. africanus, described by
Dart in these pages in 1925; and at Sahelan-
thropus tchadensis, nicknamed Toumai, a
very primitive putative hominin from Chad,
discovered in 2001.

Dart’s original paper on A. africanus was, it
is true, long on waffle and short on substance.
But the reason that this
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that researchers were
in thrall to the idea
that the expansion
of the human brain
came first, before the
adoption of a fully
erect gait. This precon-
ception was supported
by the discovery of the
large-brained, ape-
jawed Piltdown Man
in 1912. The fact that it
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Falk describes her
work refuting the idea
that the small brain of
the Hobbit implies the creature might have
had a congenital disorder of brain growth.
She shows that its brain most resembled that
of Homo erectus, another antique hominin,
and was developed in areas associated with
cognitive abilities that would have sup-
ported making the simple tools with which
its fossils are associated. Yet the Hobbit has
a closer resemblance in its general anatomy
to Australopithecus, suggesting — again con-
trary to preconception — that homi-
nins emerged from Africa much
earlier than thought.

The best parts of the book
are those in which Falk traces
the history of Dart. The
Australian anatomist was
exiled to South Africa by
his mentor at University
College London, Grafton
Elliot Smith. In Africa,
chance threw in his
way the brain castand
skull of a juvenile
hominin: a creature
he named A. afri-
canus. After pub-
lishing his Nature
paper, Dart was
critically mauled by
the London estab-
lishment — nota-
bly the ‘Piltdown
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Committee’ who believed in the fake fossil —
and he almost deserted palaeoanthropology,
devoting his energies to building up capac-
ity at the then-fledgling University of the
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg.

Almost, but not quite. FalK’s investiga-
tion of Dart’s papers at Witwatersrand has
brought to light a monograph on A. afri-
canus that Dart never published. In 1929
he sent it to Elliot Smith to submit to the
Royal Society in London, but it was rejected,
presumably on the basis of reports by the
Piltdown Committee. Falk reveals that Dart
had come to similar conclusions about the
cognitive capacity of A. africanus as she has
with H. floresiensis, providing circumstan-
tial evidence for her link between Australo-
pithecus and the Hobbit, and for an earlier
African diaspora. Brains might be small, but
they can still pack a punch.

Falk’s book is worth reading just for the
unearthing of this otherwise lost manu-
script, vital to the history of palaeoanthro-
pology. That it sparkles with scholarship and
wit is icing on the cake. m

Henry Gee is a Senior Editor of Nature.

K. SMITH, MALLINCKRODT INSTITUTE OF RADIOLOGY



	Palaeoanthropology: Craniums with clout



