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                Authenticity is all in research on ancient DNA. Experience has taught us that even the most exciting claims of the retrieval of ancient DNA are not worth much if they cannot be independently reproduced. Hence the importance of a paper on page 490of this issue, in which Ovchinnikov et al.1 describe the extraction, amplification and sequencing of DNA from 29,000-year-old archaeological bone material of a Neanderthal recovered from the Mezmaiskaya Cave in the northern Caucasus (see map on page 490). This is the second time that such a claim has been made, the first being in 1997 (ref. 2). The paper by Ovchinnikov et al. is probably the more important of the two, for it provides invaluable corroboration for the authenticity of Neanderthal DNA sequences. Moreover, sequences of the DNA from a second Neanderthal offer more detailed insight into the contentious evolutionary relationship between Neanderthals and modern humans.
Research into ancient DNA enjoys high publicity. It is perhaps the combination of modern molecular techniques and ‘old-fashioned’ archaeology that catches the interest of the scientific community and general public alike. This fascination sometimes clouds critical judgement. But this area of research, like all others, must meet with standards that ensure the authenticity and reproducibility of any given result. This has not always been so. Several of the most spectacular claims — such as the retrieval of DNA sequences from 15-million-year-old plant compression fossils3, from 80-million-year-old bones of putative dinosaur origin4 and from insects of up to 130 million years in age trapped in amber5,6,7 — could not be reproduced in any other than the original laboratories, and so are of limited value8,9,10,11.
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