







    Skip to main content




    
        
        Thank you for visiting nature.com. You are using a browser version with limited support for CSS. To obtain
            the best experience, we recommend you use a more up to date browser (or turn off compatibility mode in
            Internet Explorer). In the meantime, to ensure continued support, we are displaying the site without styles
            and JavaScript.


    




    

    
            

            
                
                    Advertisement

                    
        
            
    
        
            
                [image: Advertisement]
        

    


        
    
                

            
        

    
        
            
                
                    
                    
                    
                        
                        
                            
                                
                                [image: Nature]
                            
                        
                    
                    

                    
                    	
                            
                                View all journals
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Search
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Log in
                            
                        


                

            

        

        
            
                
                    
                        	
                                    
                                        Explore content
                                    
                                
	
                                    
                                        About the journal
                                    
                                
	
                                        
                                            Publish with us
                                        
                                    
	
                                    
                                        Subscribe
                                    
                                


                        	
                                    
                                        Sign up for alerts
                                    
                                
	
                                    
                                            RSS feed
                                    
                                


                    

                

            

        
    


    
    
        
            
                	nature



	letters

	
                                    article


    
        
        
            
            
                
                    	Letter
	Published: 21 September 2006



                    Geological and palaeontological context of a Pliocene juvenile hominin at Dikika, Ethiopia

                    	Jonathan G. Wynn1 nAff7, 
	Zeresenay Alemseged2, 
	René Bobe3, 
	Denis Geraads4, 
	Denné Reed5 & 
	…
	Diana C. Roman6 

Show authors

                    

                    
                        
    Nature

                        volume 443, pages 332–336 (2006)Cite this article
                    

                    
        
            	
                        1308 Accesses

                    
	
                        68 Citations

                    
	
                            9 Altmetric

                        
	
                    Metrics details

                


        

    
                    
                

                
                
    
    

    
    

                
            


        
            Abstract
Since 1999, the Dikika Research Project (DRP; initiated by Z.A.) has conducted surveys and excavations in badlands that expose Pliocene and Pleistocene sediments south of the Awash River in Ethiopia, between surrounding hominin localities at Hadar1, Gona2 and the Middle Awash region3. Here we report our geological mapping and stratigraphic measurement of the DRP area, and the context of a remarkably well-preserved skeleton of the earliest known juvenile hominin at the Dikika DIK-1 locality4. Our mapping of the DRP area permits a complete definition of the hominin-bearing Hadar Formation and provides a cohesive structural and tectonic framework defining its relationships to adjacent strata. Our findings reveal the basin-scale tectonic, depositional and palaeoenvironmental history of the area, as well as a clear taphonomic and palaeontological context for the juvenile hominin. Such data are crucial for understanding the environmental context of human evolution5,6, and can be integrated into larger-scale tectonic and palaeoenvironmental studies7,8. Our basin-scale approach to palaeoenvironments provides a means to elucidate the complex geological history occurring at the scale of temporally and geographically controlled fossil point localities3,9,10,11, which occur within the rich tectonic and depositional history of the Awash Valley.
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                    Figure 1: 
                        Maps of the Afar region and of Dikika Research Project area.
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Figure 2: 
                        Stratigraphy of the Hadar Formation in the Dikika Research Project area.
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The child of her time
Much of what makes us human lies in our childhood. Almost nothing is known of the early development of australopithecines, the stock whence Homo is believed to have emerged, but this will change with the discovery of a 3.3-million-year-old partial skeleton of a juvenile Australopithecus afarensis from Dikika in Ethiopia. The skull, of a presumed three-year-old female, shows that key features diagnostic of the species (which includes the famous 'Lucy') were present even in young juveniles. The rest of the skeleton — including a foot and knee — suggests that this creature kept her feet on the ground for much of the time. But the largely gorilla-like scapula and long curved manual phalanges will re-open the debate about the importance of tree climbing in A. afarensis and its ancestors. The latest web focus on hominid development includes a movie of this important fossil.
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