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Praise for Neanderthals Among Us

‘A rich and thorough study of Neanderthals as they existed not in prehistory but in our modern imagination.’

Angela Saini, author of Superior

‘Neanderthals are the echo of deep history because, as Sahlins brilliantly shows, all humanity is found in Neanderthals and Neanderthal lives on in all humanity. Holding this remarkable book you hold the mirror to ourselves.’

Clive Gamble, author of In Search of the Neanderthals

‘This sweeping cultural history illuminates how nearly two centuries of studying Neanderthals reveals as much about us as it does about them.’

Daniel Lieberman, author of The Story of the Human Body

‘A keen examination of the interplay between specialized and pop knowledge, clearly written, richly documented and highly recommended.’

Jonathan Marks, author of Understanding Human Diversity

‘In many ways, the Neanderthals are still as mysterious to us today as they were on their discovery more than a century and a half ago. After reading Peter Sahlins’s exhaustive but consistently entertaining account of scientific and fictional attempts to understand the Neanderthal (and by implication human) phenomenon, you’ll understand why.’

Ian Tattersall, author of Understanding Human Evolution

‘Sahlins led me on a fascinating journey from nineteenth-century religious and cultural interpretations to modern debates over anatomy, evolution, and genomics. Wide-ranging, insightful and deeply informed, this is the definitive history of “Neanderthal.”’

Jeffrey Schwartz, author of Neanderthals: Fact, Fiction, and Wishful Thinking

‘A superb, original and critical synthesis of so much previously unknown material – truly brilliant.’

Margaret W. Conkey, Professor Emerita of Anthropology, University of California, Berkeley

‘As Peter Sahlins shows in this deeply researched and exceptionally entertaining book, for 170 years Neanderthals have obsessed modern humans. Synthesizing an astonishing mass of material, he reveals the myriad ways in which scientists, artists and popular entertainers have portrayed these close relatives of ours, in the hope that by understanding them, we will understand ourselves.’

David A. Bell, author of Napoleon: A Concise Biography

‘A masterpiece – truly an amazing, inspired, and, no less remarkably, a deeply touching book. Neanderthals Among Us is a crystal-clear and highly-entertaining account of the “Sapiens’ Superiority Complex” through an historical study of modern humanity’s doppelganger, the Neanderthal.’

Claudio Lomnitz, author of Death and the Idea of Mexico

‘A work of astonishing depth tracing the rise and fall of our closest cousins – the Neanderthals. Written not as a prehistory of Neanderthals but rather as a history of the idea of Neanderthals, this book answers the question of why we still care so much about a species that disappeared thousands of years ago.’

April Nowell, author of Growing Up in the Ice Age







[image: Neanderthals Among Us: The Making of a Prehistoric Human by Peter Sahlins. Published by Oneworld Publications Ltd.]









 

 

 

In Memoriam

Marshall Sahlins (1930–2021)
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Our Neanderthal man is a specimen, not a character. We cannot ask him the Homeric question, what is his name, who were his parents, and how did he get where we found him. His language has died with him, and he can render no account of himself… This, we say, is physical science, and not history.

John Fiske, Myths and Mythmakers (1873)



 

 


‘Intriguing specimen, behold the jaw…’

Beholding him, I wonder what befell

When prophets found no future to foretell.

Those furrowed brows, I wonder what he saw

Standing where oblivion whipped him raw

with chilly winds? What encroaching hell

drove him to the caverns of Dûssel

to die, with what raw hunger in his craw?

What hunger for tomorrow bade that race

evolving deathward down an aberrant track? –

limping to extinction without grace

because the Breeder overlooked some

lack unknowable to us. ‘Behold the jaw…’

Unfutured race, I wonder what it saw.

Marijane Allen, ‘Neanderthal’ (1958)
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Prologue

Our Neanderthal Neighbours


It is a commonplace to say that every age gets the Neanderthals it either deserves or wants.

Nicholas Conard, ‘The Demise of the Neanderthal’ (2006)



Locked down in Paris during COVID-19, I escaped to Arcy-sur-Cure, next door to my Neanderthal neighbours. I was far from my old stomping ground in the Pyrenees, where I had spent many years in villages and archives during my early career as an historian. In northern Burgundy, decades later, I visited the homes of my prehistoric neighbours, the several caves and rock shelters of the limestone karst that overlooks the Cure River, a short walk from my house through fields and forests. Over time, I learned a thing or two about them – and unlearned much more about a people ‘not as dumb as we used to think,’ to quote many a recent newspaper headline. It’s true that Neanderthals weren’t the painters of the world-famous animal figures that adorn the walls deep within the Great Cave of Arcy; early Homo sapiens, who began arriving in the region some 40,000 years ago, were the local artists. But Neanderthals were accomplished tool-makers and skilled hunters who left behind, in the Reindeer Cave, the Bison Cave and sites nearby, thousands of knapped stones (lithics), the splintered bones of countless extinct animals, their own skeletal remains, and other traces of their presence and accomplishments in Arcy over tens of thousands of years, beginning long before Homo sapiens showed up.

Neanderthals are an extinct group of archaic humans. Depending on whom you ask, and when, they’re either called a species, a subspecies, a type, a lineage, a population or a race. Experts tend to debate what they were slightly more than where they came from. Most likely, they evolved in Europe during the Middle Pleistocene, some 400,000 years ago, from a lineage of Homo heidelbergensis, ancient humans from Africa who migrated to Europe long before that. They spread widely if thinly, during glacial and interglacial cycles of the later Pleistocene Ice Age, from Gibraltar to northern Wales, and from the Atlantic coast through the eastern Mediterranean and as far as Uzbekistan and western Siberia. Like all humans, they varied in build, but the ‘Classic’ Neanderthals of the Würm glacial, beginning about 115,000 years ago, generally had barrel chests and short, stocky skeletons with bones heavier and thicker than ours. They had larger and differently shaped skulls, with pronounced brow ridges, a low sloping forehead, an occipital projection at the back, and like all archaic humans, their jaws lacked a true chin.

Neanderthals were different. But just how different, anatomically and especially culturally, remains a timeless question. So too does the reason they disappeared from the archaeological record around 40,000 BP (‘Before the Present’). Prehistorians have long debated the responsibility we, as a species, might bear for their extinction, and there’s still no consensus today. The caves at Arcy-sur-Cure are one of the most important sites where scientists struggle to make sense of their identity, difference and disappearance.

Neanderthals Among Us isn’t about the Neanderthals of Arcy or others in the Old Stone Age, what we can surmise about their social organisation or hunting techniques, their lifestyles or their extinction during the Palaeolithic – all subjects of many fine popular works by expert archaeologists and anthropologists (see Further Reading). You will certainly learn something about these Stone Age humans, but my ambition is a history of modern Neanderthals in science, rhetoric, fiction and myth – in other words, a cultural history of how we’ve made sense of them, including in sometimes-arcane scholarly debates, and how they’ve helped us think about what it means to be human, and to be different.

Two Italian quarrymen discovered the first identified Neanderthal bones by chance near Düsseldorf, Germany, in 1856; since then, they’ve been the most studied ancient humans. One hundred and seventy years of excavations and accidental finds have yielded evidence from some eighty fossil-bearing archaeological sites in Europe and western Asia, and an estimated 350 Neanderthal individuals. Several hundred thousand stone tools of a style called ‘Mousterian’ from hundreds more sites complement the skeletal remains, although most are not directly associated with them. With the help of these traces, biological anthropologists and prehistoric archaeologists have built their disciplines, devoting to them thousands of scholarly books, articles and reports. Neanderthals have garnered unusual fame and fortune within the development of modern evolutionary theory. The present book is in part popular science, offering general readers an account of Neanderthals and their role within the history of prehistory and human origins research, from the early racial science of craniology to the cutting-edge study of ancient DNA. But it’s much more than that as well.

Our current knowledge about Neanderthals, like that of all Stone Age humans, is strangely paradoxical, at once breathtakingly precise and completely unconstrained. The slim, fragmentary traces that they’ve left at Arcy and elsewhere are buried under deep layers of sediment in rock shelters and caves. Their knapped stone tools survive, but there’s not much else: shattered skulls and teeth; the remains of their meals; burnt charcoal from their hearths – apart from the bones, someone’s garbage from tens of thousands of years ago. Yet modern archaeological science rests on increasingly sophisticated technologies, beginning with radiocarbon dating in the 1950s, capable of identifying and dating organic and inorganic materials with astonishing precision. In the 1990s, the remarkable ability to recover ancient DNA from fossils gave birth to the science of palaeogenetics; the Swedish molecular biologist Svante Pääbo, who pioneered the reconstruction of a complete Neanderthal genome in 2010, received the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 2022.

Ancient DNA studies, along with analysis of proteins recovered from dental enamel (palaeoproteomics) and computational modelling of bones, give us precise dates but sometimes contested identifications of biological remains, and far-reaching claims about human origins rest on the microanalyses of tiny bone fragments. The sciences of modern human origins research, built on bones, stones, and molecules, can certainly tell us a lot. Yet even with detailed knowledge of the Neanderthal diet, evidence of their burial practices or appreciation of their lithic technology, we can know virtually nothing about their lives and culture. Their myths, rituals, social organisation, kinship structures and their own ideas about Others are forever lost. Scientists can reconstruct the genetic profile of a Neanderthal teenager who dropped a pierced shell necklace to the ground some 45,000 years ago, but we can only speculate about its meaning, whether she made it herself, or if she smiled.

Although hardly a blank canvas, Neanderthals are a screen onto which we’ve projected scientific theories and popular ideas about prehistory and human origins. ‘Infuriatingly, the fossils do not speak for themselves,’ wrote two renowned experts, Erik Trinkaus and Pat Shipman, more than three decades ago. ‘Each generation projects onto Neandertals its own fears, culture, and sometimes even personal history. They are a mute repository for our own nature, though we flatter ourselves that we are uncovering theirs rather than displaying ours.’ But it was not scientists alone who used Neanderthals as a ‘mirror’ or ‘foil’ – frequently invoked metaphors in recent claims of their significance – since popular and mass culture have long recruited Neanderthals to reflect and refract ideas about being human. Neanderthals Among Us is the first book to tell the modern story of Neanderthals in both science and popular culture since their discovery. Experts in the field have frequently communicated the scientific history of Neanderthals to non-specialists in books, articles, blogs and more, but few scholars have tracked down and interpreted their changing fictional and cultural representations. And no one’s yet tried to piece together the dialogue between science and popular culture since the mid-nineteenth century that produced the ever-shifting character of ‘Neanderthal Man.’

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, coinciding with the birth of mass, commercial culture and a growing obsession with human origins, Neanderthals became increasingly visible among us – our distant ancestors, but also our neighbours. Beyond the endless stream of headlines announcing fossil discoveries, they surfaced in novels, short stories and poems, and later blogs, websites and new media. They became the subjects of never-ending magazine features and popular science books, and later television documentaries and podcasts. They figured in films, theatre and music, and in paintings, illustrations, advertisements and museum displays, and they appeared in cartoons and comic books, hobby models and computer games. Beginning in the 1920s, the rhetorical figure of ‘Neanderthal’ as epithet and insult took hold in print culture, especially in English-speaking countries. In fiction and non-fiction, across different media and genres, modern Western societies have long constructed myths, claimed truths and made rhetorical uses of Neanderthals.

Our perennial curiosity and even, at times, obsession with human origins, and our received wisdom and assumptions about prehistory itself, shape and are shaped by Neanderthals, and our imagined differences and similarities with them. But our fascination with them extends beyond the puzzle of human origins: their ubiquitous presence in science and mass culture suggests how, to borrow the phrase of French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, Neanderthals have been ‘good to think with’ – about human exceptionalism, belonging and identity, and differences of gender and race.

For most of their modern lives, Neanderthals have gotten a bad rap. Early advocates of their existence in the second half of the nineteenth century, the first students of the ‘Neanderthal race,’ were torn between likening them to great apes or primitive ‘savages,’ in the disparaging terms of early anthropology. For nearly 150 years, prehistorians and others loudly debated their identity as our direct ancestors, periodically pruning then regrafting them onto the human branch of the evolutionary tree. Along the way, in both science and popular culture, Neanderthals acquired an iconic, mythical status as inferior, lesser humans, a distorted and deficient reflection of our own humanity.

For a long time, many believed, and some still think, that they had stooped, hairy bodies draped in animal skins, dragged their knuckles, carried heavy clubs and gruntingly engaged in primitive mating practices involving the abduction of women. Neanderthals in popular culture are the stereotypical, dim-witted, gendered cavemen of Alley Oop fame – the muscular, beetle-browed title character of the 1930s cartoon, a Stone Age strongman still syndicated in more than six hundred newspapers worldwide. Science wasn’t immune from such mythmaking. I’ll show in this book how the histories of palaeoanthropology (the study of evolution through human skeletons) and Palaeolithic or prehistoric archaeology (the study of stone tools and other artifacts of the Stone Age) contributed their own mythic claims, often denying Neanderthals a full humanity to assert our own uniqueness. Both science and popular culture participated in the mythogenesis of Neanderthals, the invention – often out of thin air, stone chips or the fossilised shards of bone – of a fictitious, imaginary human Other.

For the most part, we’ve made rhetorical use of this prehistoric Other to signal our own primitive, brutish origins, and to mark our progress in the development of culture and civilisation. Beginning in the 1920s, an opposite figuration of Neanderthals began to take shape, if much more faintly and less consistently. Tracking a tradition that echoes Rousseau and extends back even further, writers and commentators ennobled primitive and brutish Neanderthals as critics of civilisation – of the moral shortcomings of humankind. In fiction, Neanderthals featured in parables about difference and our misplaced sense of superiority. The ‘Noble Neanderthal’ was never in the foreground, at least until quite recently, and the brutish, sexist, cartoonish caveman largely overshadowed him. But within the worlds of literature, including science fiction, and in the professional and popular science of prehistory, versions of the ‘Noble Prehistoric Savage’ made occasional cameo appearances.

More broadly over much of the last century, Neanderthals slowly shed their subhuman status, the result of sometimes coordinated campaigns of rehabilitation. Cast as an effort to demythologise them, to discard the legends of their lesser humanity, scientists and science writers, but also museum curators, science fiction authors, journalists, filmmakers and poets, systematically reformed and redeemed Neanderthals as upright, light-skinned, culture-bearing humans ‘just like us.’ Their rebirth as modern humans was as mythologising as their invention as ape-men. Instead of imagining Neanderthals as subhuman Others, we’ve reconstructed their identity over time to approximate our own, or even to improve on it. The tension between ‘Neanderthals as Other’ and ‘Neanderthals as Us’ as played out over the last 170 years is a principal theme in this book.

That tension is found in the shifting science of Neanderthals in prehistory, but the science of human origins, even more than others, isn’t simply an accumulation of facts and fossils that, over time, produced a progressively closer, more truthful approximation of reality. Science itself is a cultural practice. This insight – a mainstay of science studies since the 1990s – holds that scientific knowledge is shaped not only by evidence but by the cultures, institutions and stories through which it is made. Donna Haraway, a leading scholar of the field, wrote that ‘scientific practice may be considered a kind of story-telling practice – a rule-governed, constrained, historically changing craft of narrating the history of nature.’ Evolutionary theory and human origins research, as practitioners themselves have long observed, are exceptionally wrought with mythic and folkloric narratives of triumph and tragedy. Claims about human ancestry hinge on often unstated assumptions of what counts as human, and who gets to decide. Neanderthals are a case in point. The ever-proliferating fossil fragments and lithic artifacts anchor claims about their relative humanity. But changing ideas about race, gender and difference frame the theories and stories we tell about them. Institutional arrangements, national traditions and political priorities shape both assumptions about their identity and character, and conclusions about their difference or similarity to us.

It would be a mistake, then, to think that scientific and technological ‘progress’ alone drives the story of Neanderthal’s modern identity and character since their discovery, or accounts of human evolution more generally. There’s no question that we have today a more rigorous and plausible – although still and forever contested – collective knowledge about Neanderthals than in the nineteenth century. Within what the influential evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould called ‘the most contentious of all scientific professions,’ scholars have been fighting for almost two centuries with each other and with their own professional ancestors over bones and stones. The debates and outcomes, even when they’re widely accepted, don’t emerge from a naked, context-free pursuit of ‘truth.’ Consciously or not, human origins researchers participate in broader cultural and popular debates, including about race and difference and what – or who – counts as human. In literary works, science fiction or Hollywood films, we’re used to tracking questions about identity, shifting climates of opinion (however they’re defined) and the prejudices and assumptions of authors. Yet we’re sometimes reluctant to see these at work within scientific inquiry, including the science of prehistory.

While experts in the field have delivered versions of the modern scientific history of Neanderthals, I’ve been surprised, in researching this book, about the extent to which scholars have neglected the vast population of ‘fictional’ Neanderthals, especially in relation to their imagined scientific counterparts. Yet the rhetoric and representation of Neanderthals in literary and popular culture since the mid-nineteenth century are as consequential as scientific specimens in the making of our iconic prehistoric human in the modern world. For there’s been as much truth in fiction about Neanderthals as there’s been myth in their scientific study. I’ll show how science and fiction, each hardly homogenous, were rarely in synch and often opposed. Yet they informed each other and together produced the figure of Neanderthal as a shifting, distorting mirror of our own humanity.

***

The first epigraph of this book, by the American philosopher and evolutionary theorist John Fiske, argues at an early moment in their modern history that ‘Neanderthal man is a specimen, not a character’ and cannot answer the ‘Homeric question’ – in fact, the questions that Queen Arete asks of Odysseus in The Odyssey: ‘Who are you? Where are you from?’ Conversely, the second epigraph by the otherwise obscure American poet Marijane Allen, composed a century after their discovery, suggests that the ‘intriguing specimen’ was also a character: ‘Unfutured race, I wonder what it saw?’ In this book, I treat ‘Neanderthal Man’ from the very beginning – and still today – as a key character in stories about human origins and difference. We might think of a character, like Odysseus, as a fictional persona in a poem or a novel, a play or a film. But we also imagine characters in history, ‘real’ subjects and agents to whom we attribute physical, mental and moral qualities. And so too can we think of prehistoric ‘Neanderthal Man,’ as he quickly became known after his discovery in 1856, as a real character in modern history whose agency and authorship were in constant flux, multiplied and fragmented across decades, academic disciplines and cultural genres.

The character of Neanderthal Man – his imagined physical appearance, intelligence (or lack of), cultural capacities and moral standing – thus shifted rapidly and dramatically as he grew up in the modern world. But consistently since ‘his’ discovery, palaeoanthropologists and popular culture – its creators, producers and consumers – long construed Neanderthal ‘Man’ as a gendered human. This was in keeping with the tradition of giving informal, masculine species names to fossil discoveries: ‘Java Man,’ ‘Peking Man’ and so many other types of ‘early Man.’ This gendering was hardly neutral, as it shaped scientific claims about men and women in prehistory. As a rhetorical device and figurative expression, it also informed the cultural construction of modern gender identities. Since the 1970s, the feminist critique of such language has slowly taken hold, and many researchers and readers have become more self-aware. At the same time, a half century’s focus on gender in archaeology and prehistory has yielded a flurry of books on ‘Neanderthal Woman,’ helping to right prehistorical wrongs. In staying close to my sources, I sometimes use ‘Neanderthal Man,’ not as a literal description of Neanderthals, but as a culturally coded one. I’ll show how the shifting public celebration and critique of masculinity in the modern world made use of ‘Neanderthals’ and ‘Neanderthal Man,’ especially as part of – and in response to – the changing roles of women and the successive waves of feminist politics in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

In parallel, but less obviously, the making of Neanderthals in the modern world is also a story about race – a history of how we’ve thought about racial diversity and human unity. In the nineteenth century and long after, scholars and others wrote of the ‘Neanderthal race,’ especially those who believed that they were but a subspecies of Homo sapiens. This was in keeping with the ubiquity of ‘race’ in the early scientific study and the commonplace understanding of human diversity. I’ll trace the naming and characterisation of Neanderthals within the evolution of the race concept in anthropology, human origins research and evolutionary theory since the eighteenth century. The formal disbanding of racial science following World War II hardly brought an end to Neanderthals’ racial identity – ‘Unfutured race,’ the subject of Marjorie Allen’s poem, dates from 1958. But for decades after the war, in the wake of wide-reaching liberal, anti-racist sentiment born of the horror over Nazi Germany and domestic racial discrimination, Neanderthals’ formal designation as a race became less common in human origins research and popular culture. Then beginning in the 1980s, and especially after the advent of genomic science in the 1990s, the category of race became central once again to the study of human difference and origins. Race was, and is still, a marker of Neanderthals’ identity, both explicitly and often unstated, but their racial profile has hardly been stable. Rather, race has been a matrix: scientists, artists and the public projected onto Neanderthals different skin colours and behavioural traits over time, and sometimes simultaneously.

The category of ‘human’ is equally problematic, including in its taxonomic significance, especially since we have only recently been alone. We’re the last surviving species of the genus Homo; at least four other hominin groups were still alive a mere 50,000 years ago. (In this book, I follow contemporary usage, where ‘hominin’ designates all humans and their immediate ancestors, but not the genera of apes.) Among them were Denisovans, initially identified during the mapping of the Neanderthal genome in 2010 with only fragmentary fossil remains from southern Siberia; Homo floresiensis, the ‘Hobbit’ species discovered on the Indonesian island of Flores in 2003; Homo luzonensis, archaic humans in the Philippines who came to light in 2007; and Homo juluensis, the name proposed in 2024 for another large-headed archaic human from China. The identity and taxonomic status of these ‘species’ – if indeed they are – remain unstable. Depending upon whom you ask, and when, ‘humans’ includes us all, or more restrictively identifies just ‘us,’ alone among Others.

About 45,000 years ago, Homo sapiens began arriving in Europe, where Neanderthals had lived for hundreds of thousands of years, although archaeological and genetic research is continuously pushing that date back. For more than a century after the discovery of their first skeletal remains in 1868, prehistorians and science writers typically called these early Homo sapiens ‘Cro-Magnons,’ after the rock shelter in the Dordogne region of southern France that yielded their first fossils. More recently, palaeoanthropologists call them ‘anatomically modern humans’ or ‘early modern humans.’ As an ‘early modern’ historian of Europe (the period between the Renaissance and the French Revolution), this always gives me pause, but it also draws significant criticism within the field of human origins research. In this book, I follow the sources and use ‘Cro-Magnon’ when referring to discoveries and debates about Homo sapiens in Europe and the Levant especially before World War II, but occasionally as late as the 1980s; and ‘Sapiens’ when discussing the later debates. And while the tendency of geneticists and molecular anthropologists in the Genomic Age has been to claim human recency, and to restrict the privileged title of ‘human’ to ‘modern’ Homo sapiens, excluding Neanderthals, I’m far more inclined, per the subtitle and the argument of this book, to affirm that Neanderthals, whether species or not, were unquestionably a human type – one against whom we’ve sought to define our own, privileged version of humanity.

The claim of human exceptionalism has a deep history in Western culture, and presumptions of uniqueness have been central to the modern study of human origins since the discovery of the Neanderthal skull. Palaeoanthropologists spend much effort defining what’s distinctive about ‘being human,’ a member of the hominin tribe (including our extinct relatives, Australopithecus, Paranthropus and Ardipithecus) and the timing and significance of ‘becoming human,’ the evolutionary process of hominisation. Early and enduring criteria of hominisation revolved around anatomical features – bipedalism, growing cranial size (encephalisation) and reduction of face size, teeth and jaws (gracilisation). Tool use – ‘Man, the toolmaker’ – had its advocates in the nineteenth century including Charles Darwin and gained importance in human origins research after World War II. So too did language and symbolic thought, which of course didn’t fossilise, although archaeologists often theorise the fabrication of stone tools as a 3 million-year-old cultural practice. Most recently, evolutionary theorists argue that prosociality, large-scale cooperation among non-kin, marks the boundaries of the human. Although relatively late arrivals on the human evolutionary timescale that stretches back 3.3 million years (the Palaeolithic, ‘Old Stone Age’), modern Neanderthals since 1856 have evolved on the edges of these changing ideas of the human and of becoming human.

The modern history of Neanderthals – the story told in this book – itself recapitulates the evolutionary process of hominisation: long the figure of an ape-man and near-human without culture, the historical rehabilitation of Neanderthals is a parable of hominisation, of ‘becoming human.’ Over the last century, unevenly and incompletely, with notable moments of dehumanisation, Neanderthals first acquired human emotions, including compassion, care and eventually laughter; later they became spiritual, then cultural beings, capable of language and symbolic behaviour. Their modern history, then, is in large part a history of what it means to be human – but also, crucially, to be different, for as I argue in this book, there are different ways of being human.

***

A final word about sources. Unlike my previous books, I’ve researched this one from published texts, not archival materials, aided by the vast digitisation projects and databases to which I’ve enjoyed access through a major university library. My sources represent a small numerical proportion of the fictional and non-fictional works about, and rhetorical uses of, Neanderthals in print and other media since 1856. Consider a keyword search for ‘Neanderthal’ or ‘Neandertal,’ the German spelling since 1904, unevenly adopted elsewhere, sometimes in English to break deliberately with inherited connotations. Across 158 English-language databases of non-fiction works alone – an incomplete aggregation of digitised books, newspaper articles, magazine stories, journal articles, reports and more since 1856 – the search yields more than 150,000 items. Fiction writers as well have published hundreds of novels, short stories and poems about Neanderthals in English, French, German, Italian, Spanish and Arabic, especially in the last fifteen years. Scholars have studied seriously only a handful of these, notably H. G. Wells’ short story ‘The Grisly Folk’ (1921) and William Golding’s novel The Inheritors (1955), which together established their reputational range in literature.

A simple Google Books Ngram (Fig. P.1) that measures the frequency of ‘Neanderthal’/‘Neandertal’ in scanned books in three major languages reveals, if crudely, its historical frequency. The graph traces the different cultural identities and historical trajectories of Neanderthals in English, French and German, although German frequencies are likely undercounted, as that language uses a separate agent noun (Neandertaler/Neanderthaler) not captured by this search.
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P.1. Google Books Ngram, ‘Neanderthal’/‘Neandertal’ (1856–2016).



Despite the variation, three peaks mark moments of intense public engagement: the first, in the years after the skull’s discovery in the early 1860s; the second, beginning with a surge in German usage during the 1890s and peaking in English and French during the 1920s; and finally, beginning in the 1990s, during what’s called the ‘golden age of Neanderthal research,’ coinciding with the birth of ancient genomics. Each peak coincided with intensified scientific debate about whether Neanderthals were ancestral to humans, and interest within a wider public sphere that proved surprisingly attentive to the scientific stakes.

In English, beginning in the 1920s, ‘Neanderthal’ as a noun and adjective became an epithet, especially in politics, used to disparage, demean and to signal a range of traits: stupidity, brutishness, backwardness, racism, misogyny and more. Google Books skews towards academic, nonfiction and edited prose, where the use of Neanderthal as insult barely registers, since it appeared principally in newspapers and magazines (and in speech). The available newspaper databases do not permit a quantitative study of Neanderthal rhetoric, at least not until the NOW Corpus (News on the Web) beginning in 2010. But I’ve tracked manually, as it were, the rise, uses and decline of Neanderthal rhetoric in English and French, especially in relation to changing claims of scientific research and shifts in popular cultural representations.

Neanderthals Among Us also traces the trajectory of fictional Neanderthals since the later nineteenth century. The Google Books Ngram shows a continuous growth in their published incidence (Fig. P.2). Neanderthals in fiction were virtually non-existent in English before 1900 (although a few French novels anticipated them), and the first three chapters of this book focus by default on how anatomists, anthropologists and artists in printed texts and published illustrations imagined – and came to define – our prehistoric human. Then slowly but surely, within English-language commercial fiction and literature, Neanderthal characters find their voices after the turn of the century, and their faces in laboratory and museum reconstructions. Coinciding with the birth of Neanderthal rhetoric – the epithet and slur in the 1920s – fictional and figurative Neanderthals begin their ascension. Accelerating dramatically after World War II, usage first peaked in the 1960s, then again after 2000 even before molecular genetics finally proved their evolutionary relationship to Homo sapiens and helped assure their rehabilitation as fully human beings.


[image: Graph showing frequency of use of ‘Neanderthal’ in English-Language Fiction (1856–2016), steadily rising over time.]


P.2. Google Books Ngram, ‘Neanderthal’ in English-Language Fiction (1856–2016).



All this to suggest the rough scale and timing of the engagement with Neanderthals in print – nonfiction and fiction – over the 170 years since their discovery. Within and beyond academic journals and print culture, in scientific laboratories, academic conferences and college classrooms; in novels and television documentaries; at the movies and in the funny pages; and as a rhetorical figure in politics and poetry, pop music and promotional marketing, Neanderthal Man has grown up with us in the modern age, refracting and shaping our ideas of gender, race and what it means to be differently human. ‘He is our next-door neighbour,’ wrote French archaeologist André Leroi-Gourhan, who long worked at Arcy, ‘and we are his heirs.’

Paris and Arcy-sur-Cure, December 2025
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Discovery of an Archetype (before 1856)


Listen, Esau my brother is a hairy man, and I am a smooth-skinned man.

Genesis, 27:11

It is the idea of the ‘double’ – of something that is the same yet other – that evokes an uncanny surprise. A repressed projection of the self returns to disrupt the ego, causing an almost existential fear.

Sigmund Freud, The Uncanny (1919)



On or about 16 august 1856, to paraphrase Virginia Woolf, human identity changed. Around that day (we don’t know precisely when), two Italian quarry workers named Alessandro and Luigi discovered the fossilised bones soon to be baptised ‘Neanderthal Man,’ the first recognised evidence of a prehistoric human. Of course, they didn’t know it at the time, nor were they looking for him. Employed by the Neander Valley Joint Stock Marble Company, which supplied the booming construction industry in the Rhineland with limestone, Alessandro and Luigi were removing the clay contaminants from the Small Feldhofer Cave perched on the south wall of the Neander Valley, a steep ravine of the Düssel river just east of Düsseldorf in Westphalia (Prussia), soon to be part of the German Empire. Their pickaxes struck an unusually shaped skull and thick bones encased in hardened mud, and their accidental archaeology forever altered prehistory – and modern history itself.

The workers thought that the large and sturdy bones were those of a bear, but the distinctive skull cap suggested otherwise. Its first scientific description noted the:


extraordinarily strong development of the frontal sinuses… whereby the superciliary arches, which are completely fused with each other in the middle protrude so far that above or rather behind them the frontal bone shows a considerable depression, and a deep incision is formed in the region of the nasal root…



– in other words, the infamous ‘beetle brow’ that was to become Neanderthal Man’s signature (Fig. 1.1).

By chance, Wilhelm Beckershoff, the company’s founder, was at the site and asked the workers to collect more bones. Alessandro and Luigi extracted fifteen more fossils – partial ribs, broken femurs, fractured forearms, a half pelvis – and tossed them onto the valley floor below. Two weeks later, the box of bones was in the hands of Johann Carl Fuhlrott, high school science teacher, avid naturalist and founder of the local natural science association. Fuhlrott immediately suspected that the bones were human and likely quite old, and he rushed back to the site for more – but nothing remained. (Two years later, still seeking more details, Fuhlrott interviewed Luigi and Alessandro, but since he showed up with a lawyer, and with neither beer nor money, they couldn’t remember anything.)

News of the discovery rippled through the Rhineland as a short notice appeared in two local newspapers. The Elberfelder Zeitung (6 September 1856) speculated wildly:


After examining this skeleton, especially the skull, the human being belonged to the human type [Geschlecht] of Flatheads, whose members still live in the American West today, and whose skulls have also been found in recent years on the upper Danube near Sigmaringen. Perhaps this discovery will contribute to the discussion of the question: whether these skeletons belonged to a Central European primitive people or merely to a horde that roamed with Attila?



‘Flatheads’ were native Northwest Coast peoples who practiced cranial deformation; their stories circulated within an increasingly popular cranial science that linked skull sizes and shapes to degrees of civilisation. The Sigmaringen skulls surfaced in the early 1850s during quarrying operations near Heuneburg, on the upper Danube, and were later dated to the Neolithic, thirty thousand years younger than the Neanderthal skull, and ten thousand years before Attila’s empire briefly controlled large parts of central and eastern Europe. The newspapers got it mostly wrong, but their enthused speculations show how indigenous peoples served as references for early humans, and how even the small towns of provincial Germany were primed to learn of an ‘antediluvian’ past, before the Biblical flood, setting the stage for Neanderthal Man’s eventual stumble into the spotlight.


[image: Drawing showing cross-section of the Small Feldhofer Cave and Neanderthal Skull Cap, in Der fossile Mensch (1865).]


1.1. Johann Carl Fuhlrott, Cross-section of the Small Feldhofer Cave and Neanderthal Skull Cap, in Der fossile Mensch (1865).



At nearby Bonn University, at least two scholars took note, and soon the anatomist and anthropologist Hermann Schaaffhausen – who had already discussed the Sigmaringen skulls – got his hands on the bones. He presented the discovery in February 1857 to the Lower Rhine Medical and Natural History Society, then four months later, Schaaffhausen and Fuhlrott jointly described the find in Bonn to the Natural History Society of the Prussian Rhineland and Westphalia. Not quite agreeing with each other, each published his own account. All the reports were in German, of course; local naturalists and savants must have seen them, but the fossils don’t seem to have generated further debate. After the initial buzz surrounding his birth, Neanderthal Man nearly became extinct, again.

Schaaffhausen, already disposed to evolutionary theories about species change, was an avid follower of the news from Britain, not just the debate launched by Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), but also the simultaneous consensus reached about ancient stone tools that proved the deep antiquity of humanity. Seeking corroboration that the Neander Valley skull also belonged to the deep past, Schaaffhausen wrote to the Scottish geologist Charles Lyell, whose Principles of Geology (1830–33) had established the ‘uniformitarian’ principle that the earth’s surface was slowly transforming in a time scale far beyond that implied by the Biblical account of creation. Intrigued, Lyell set out in late autumn 1860 for the Neander Valley. The cave was ‘almost entirely quarried away’ and its complete destruction ‘seemed near at hand,’ but he returned to London with a sectional drawing and Fuhlrott’s gift of the skull’s cast. Lyell lent the cast to his neighbour, the anatomist George Busk, who published a translation of Schaaffhausen’s account in April 1861, along with his own interpretation of Neanderthal Man.

And the rest, one might say, is prehistory. The Neanderthal skull went on to suffer a long, contested and tortured career as the first and much debated skeletal evidence of early humans and of humankind’s participation in the evolutionary struggle that gave birth to new species. ‘No human relics which have been brought to light have excited greater attention or given rise to more speculation and discussion than the Neanderthal skull,’ wrote the medical doctor and obsessed skull collector Joseph Barnard Davis in 1864. The skull became a star witness in the trials about human antiquity and evolution after 1859; and the fossilised remains of Neanderthal Man helped birth the new scientific disciplines of human paleontology and Palaeolithic archaeology in Europe and America. It could be said, with slight exaggeration, that single-handedly, with his shattered forearm, Neanderthal Man invented prehistory.

The Ironies of Prehistory

‘Just don’t forget irony,’ the German historian Joachim Fest liked to tell his children: ‘it’s the entry ticket to humanity.’ Prehistory, humanity’s actual entrance, is rich in moments where invented claims and names of early humans offer unexpected humour, unintended outcomes and retrospective coincidences. I’ll note many ironies that attend to Neanderthal Man’s life journey in the modern world, beginning with five – some merely amusing, others more consequential – surrounding his birth in 1856.

To begin: the name of our leading character, Neanderthal. It’s taken from the distinguished late seventeenth-century German Calvinist theologian Joachim Neander, whose original family name was the German Neumann or ‘New Man,’ but whose pedantic musician grandfather had rendered it Greek. Neander served as headmaster of the Reformed Latin School in Düsseldorf between 1674 and 1679, and he spent many hours atop the cliffs of the nearby gorge seeking inspiration from nature – and refuge from the local church administration, anxious about his popularity. A vantage called ‘Neander’s Chair’ stood above ‘Neander’s Cave’ in the ‘Neander Thal’ or valley – the ‘Valley of the New Man.’ All these toponyms appeared in the first decades of the nineteenth century honouring his fame as a composer of popular Christian hymns, including most notably in English, ‘Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of Creation.’ Thus our prehistoric hero, considered for a time the first ancestral human, was the ‘New Man’ who took the name of a seventeenth-century creationist theologian.

A second irony, this one situational: prehistory was born of the first industrial age. That’s true, globally speaking, as the field and discipline – and the word itself – came into being in the 1850s and 1860s at the height of the industrial revolution, European nation-building and global imperial expansion. European colonisation entailed the concomitant destruction of indigenous non-Western peoples and cultures, those infamous ‘disappearing races’ of the empire that were to serve as sustained, racist points of reference for prehistoric humans. The newly minted academic discipline of anthropology, also born in the mid-nineteenth century, sought to make sense of non-Western indigenous, ‘savage’ peoples as avatars of early humans. But the industrial origins of prehistory are also more literal, as the construction of railroads and the search for raw materials ravaged the landscape and unexpectedly turned up extinct animal fossils, human skeletons and knapped stone tools. So many discoveries of Neanderthals and others surfaced as unintended by-products of relentless industrial destruction, even at the heart of stately European capitals. The unsung French hero of prehistoric archaeology, Jules Reboux, wrote in 1868 how ‘the development works of Paris [by Baron Haussmann] did not have as their sole result the embellishment of the capital; they also provided for science some unexpected discoveries.’ A half century later, British anatomist and anthropologist Arthur Keith, writing about London in his popular scientific account, The Antiquity of Man (1915), proudly declared:


We may complain of the pestilence of smoke with which these manufacturers – both of brick and cement – fill the valley below London, but as students of ancient man we are deeply indebted to them. Without them, we should never have known that in the stretch of bank which faces the full tide of traffic on the Thames, early man has left his records more abundantly than in almost any other part of the world.



And so too in the bucolic rural hinterland of the Neander Valley. Its dramatic landscape of ‘wild and romantic charm,’ Fuhlrott wrote, garnered fame among ‘lovers of nature’ and artists in search of the sublime – but also a good time. Highly popular outings among the ‘Neander School’ of landscape painters included the weekend festivities in the Neander caves, when song, dance and much beer enlivened the one-time homes of prehistoric Neanderthals. In 1826, the local lithographer Johann Baptist Sonderland captured the festivities in the Neander caves celebrating the new director of a Bonn art school (Fig. 1.2).

Fifteen years later, the railway levelled much of the south wall, presaging a darker era. The industrial exploitation of limestone – ‘the inexorably advancing industry of our day,’ wrote Fuhlrott – brought down the cliffs and caves of the gorge, erasing what was likely an important Neanderthal settlement and burial site. In 1997, archaeologists led by Ralf Schmitz miraculously extracted from the rubble dozens of stone tools, animal bones and some sixty-two additional skeletal fragments, including missing frontal bones from the original skull and six teeth from three different individuals – a belated triumph of modern archaeological science over industrial destruction. But in 1856, as Fuhlrott wrote with deep regret, ‘the excavation was not carried out under the supervision and with the diligence of scientific interest.’

Thus the third irony of the discovery: during the intense early debates, most experts dismissed the authenticity of the Neanderthal ‘holotype’ or ‘index fossil’ (‘Feldhofer 1’) because no collateral evidence could establish the antiquity of the find: there were no animal fossils or stone tools, and no stratigraphic record of the cave. Only much later finds – notably at Spy, Belgium, in 1886 – fully vindicated the skull’s legitimacy.


[image: Painting. Johann Baptist Sonderland, Das Künstlerfest in der Neanderhöhle (1826).]


1.2. Johann Baptist Sonderland, Das Künstlerfest in der Neanderhöhle (1826), Düsseldorf City Museum.



The fourth irony in the discovery is not situational but dramatic: we know now that Feldhofer 1 was not the first Neanderthal fossil to be discovered, not even the second.

In the winter of 1829, Belgian medical doctor and amateur fossil hunter Philippe-Charles Schmerling excavated the Engis Caves near Liège (Belgium) and extracted an adult and an infant skull. The latter came from the same archaeological layer as a mammoth tooth and several lithic and bone artifacts, proof of its antediluvian antiquity. The adult Engis skull turned out to be Neolithic in origin, a mere 10,000 years old, but the infant’s skull was that of a Neanderthal boy, later dated by radiometric techniques to 34,590–36,110 BP. Schmerling shared the racial and craniological prejudices of his time: their elongated shapes and low foreheads were ‘closer to the Ethiopian skull than the European,’ and he presumed that the adult skull had ‘belonged to an individual whose intellectual means were poorly developed,’ and ‘came from a man with a less advanced degree of civilization.’ But he dissented from the orthodox claims of French naturalist Georges Cuvier, who still dominated most of popular and scientific opinion, and who didn’t believe in human fossils at all. Cuvier explained the presence of extinct animal bones through ‘catastrophism,’ the theory that violent geological events resulted in a species replacement. He denounced all evolutionary thinking; his Essay on the Theory of the Earth (1821) dismissed the existence of human fossils, since God had created humankind only within the shallower time frame announced in the Bible.

Cuvier died in 1832, and Schmerling’s monograph, published the following year, drew the attention of an avid reading public, including Pierre Boitard in France. Boitard was a prolific science writer and publisher of Le Musée des Familles (The Family Museum), an illustrated, subscription-based literary and scientific magazine for working-class readers that ran his audacious stories for young readers about orangutans endowed with speech and Black humanoids on Mars. Inspired by the Engis skulls, Boitard penned ‘Paris Before Men,’ which appeared in his magazine in 1836–7, then was reworked and published posthumously as a book in 1861.

Boitard’s description introduced the ‘fossil man’ – a Neanderthal avant la lettre – to a public eager to learn about deep human antiquity, denouncing Cuvier along the way and praising geologists and fossil-hunters in French caves. He cast Asmodeus, the Biblical devil and hero of French writer Alain-René Lesage’s The Lame Devil (1707), as a tour guide of antediluvian Paris. The ‘genie’ visits the unnamed narrator in a dream, then transports him to witness a parade of extinct local fauna and flora from six different geological periods, ending with the cameo appearance of a group of ‘fossil men.’ Living in a cave, they were ‘fat, stocky, and hard-muscled, covered in fur’; ‘most horrible’ were their heads, with enormous lips on a protruding snout, ‘surrounded by a second mane of reddish, frizzy hair, full of rubbish, blood and bits of dried-up flesh.’ These ‘disgusting animals,’ he wrote, ‘exhaled a foul odour, the result of their uncleanliness.’ The genie explains that this ‘most dangerous of all monsters’ was a human, a ‘fossil man’ armed with a flint axe ‘fitted to the end of a split stick’ that ‘roughly resembled the tomahawk of the Canadian savages.’

Boitard was not the first to imagine an antediluvian caveman. Victor Hugo, himself obsessed with skulls, and also an early critic of Georges Cuvier, described an archetype in his Gothic historical novel, Hans of Island (1823). Covered in red hair, barely clothed in a reindeer skin, the caveman ‘drank the blood of his victims in his son’s skull’ and defended himself with ‘a heavy stone axe’ in a voice likened to ‘the roaring of a wild animal.’ But Boitard’s ‘fossil man’ was the first based on actual bones, and the first one illustrated: German painter Jean Théodore Susemihl, specialist of animal paintings, signed a lithograph that appeared on the cover of the popular Le Magasin Universel (April 1838) (Fig. 1.3).


[image: Etching. Jean Théodore Susemihl, L’Homme fossil, in Le Magasin Universel (1838).]


1.3. Jean Théodore Susemihl, L’Homme fossil, in Le Magasin Universel (April 1838).



Boitard’s accompanying text was a polemical and pedagogical dialogue between a scientist and an ordinary reader. The expert initially likened this human precursor to a ‘monkey’ and tried to convince his sceptical listener that they had lived in France long ago. He then described fossil man’s essential humanity and racial identity, equating him to ‘Ethiopian Blacks,’ to ‘savages of Brazil,’ and to inhabitants of the Caribe Isles, ancient Peru and Chile – all analogues of Parisians’ antediluvian predecessors. Violent, ape-like and savage, lacking all traces of civilisation, his ‘Neanderthal’ – the first in a long line stretching to reconstructions in magazines and museums today – was based on so little, yet anticipated many future traits. Boitard’s account and illustration, redrawn as a domestic scene for his posthumous 1861 book, with a female and child crouching fearfully in a dark cave, reached tens of thousands of readers through its constant republication. It shaped public reception of the first Neanderthal fossil during the early debates in France; decades later, popular science writers reproduced the image as an illustration of Neanderthal Man himself.

And so, in this fourth irony of prehistory, Feldhofer 1, the holotype Neanderthal fossil, was not the first one discovered. Nor was it the second, for another unrecognised skull had surfaced eight years before the Neander Valley specimen. In Forbes’ Quarry Cave, in the British exclave of Gibraltar at the southern tip of Spain, fortification work yielded a nearly complete if shattered skull that the aptly named Lieutenant Edmund Flint presented to the Gibraltar Scientific Society on 8 March 1848. The skull then gathered dust, locked in a cabinet for fifteen years, and it was only amidst the raging debate in Britain that naval surgeon and palaeontologist George Busk received the box of bones sent from Gibraltar. In September 1864, Busk presented the Gibraltar skull to the British Association for the Advancement of Science, and thereafter it became part of the debate about human antiquity. Its resemblance to the Neanderthal skull helped crystallise the identity of Neanderthal Man, although the 50,000-year-old skull, when definitively identified in 1906, proved to be that of a woman.

George Busk was thrilled by the Gibraltar find: it offered proof, he wrote in The Reader (23 July 1864), that the Neander Valley skull was not ‘a mere individual peculiarity, but that it may have been characteristic of a race extending from the Rhine to the Pillars of Hercules,’ the name given to the cliffs that flank the Strait of Gibraltar’s entrance. Busk’s young friend and colleague Thomas Henry Huxley, with whom he shared the treasure, was equally moved. Yet his doodle suggests he might have been slightly bored during a council meeting of London’s Athenaeum Club, a regular gathering of distinguished scientists and men of letters (women only being admitted in 2002). Huxley’s drawing (19 July 1864) is the first named representation of a Neanderthal, here called ‘Homo Hercules Columarum,’ Pillars of Hercules Man (Fig. 1.4).

Thomas Huxley was the most outspoken advocate of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution and a full-throated partisan of Neanderthal’s humanity, not an ape or a ‘missing link.’ What then to make of his cartoon – hirsute, slightly stooped and with the stump remnants of a tail? Perhaps Huxley was channelling the popular opinions about ‘missing links’ between apes and men that swirled around him. Or could the drawing have been a visual pun playing off the iconography of the mythological hero Hercules, son of Jupiter, famed for his great strength and heroic labours? Although most often depicted as smooth-skinned, Hercules had for millennia held a club, which soon became the iconic appurtenance of the modern caveman. Or perhaps, despite his devout belief in Neanderthal’s humanity and in the unitary origins of humankind, he less-than-consciously illustrated his sense of the hominin’s apish otherness.
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1.4. Thomas Huxley, Homo Hercules Columarum (19 July 1864), Imperial College London.



More importantly: why did the earlier Neanderthal discoveries, the skulls from Engis (1829) and Gibraltar (1848), fail to generate significant debate at their discovery, much less result in the naming of a new species of human? Why did the science of prehistory have to await the messy, accidental recovery of sixteen bones in an obscure German valley? Because like good comedy, important fossil discoveries depend on perfect timing. The Neanderthal bones and especially the skull became the centre of a public and scientific debate in the aftermath of the double shock of 1859: the proof of humanity’s deep antiquity through ancient stone tools, and the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species. And therein lies the fifth irony of the discovery.

1859: Annus Mirabilis of Natural History

1859 was a literary annus mirabilis, a miracle year of creation with the publication of major works by Oliver Wendell Holmes, George Eliot, Charles Reade, Alfred Tennyson, John Stuart Mill, George Meredith and Charles Dickens. But it proved to be an even more transformative year in natural history when Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species launched his theory of natural selection and descent through modification – and inferred human participation in evolution. Most readers are familiar with Darwin’s revolutionary text, at least by reputation. But fewer might be aware that 1859 also witnessed a second, tectonic event: the ‘time revolution’ that placed humans within ‘deep time,’ as the American science writer John McPhee was much later to name the immense span of the earth’s history. Although initially unconnected, these two events – the theory of evolution by natural selection and the proof of profound human antiquity – remade knowledge about humanity and focused attention on the skull fragment found some years earlier in the Neander Valley.

The fifth, more subtle irony of Neanderthal Man’s discovery in 1856, then, was that the incontestable proof of the double revolution of 1859 that gave him relevance first took shape without human fossil remains. Not fossilised bones but stone tools proved the great age of humanity; and the entirety of the natural world, not ancient or modern humans, provided evidence of evolution.

Joseph Prestwich and John Evans, businessmen and passionate amateur geologists, staged the time revolution – or revelation – on the afternoon of 27 April 1859. At a quarry outside the northern French city of Amiens (Somme), they had themselves photographed while retrieving from a deep sedimentary layer an Acheulean biface, a large, symmetrically knapped tool produced perhaps half a million years ago. At the time, of course, they didn’t know its age. But they knew that it offered the incontrovertible evidence that geologists had sought for decades, at least since the English antiquarian John Frere uncovered stone tools alongside extinct mammal bones at Hoxne Cave (Sussex) in 1797. That discovery, and many that followed – including the flint knife extracted from Brixham Cave in 1858, but from a possibly disturbed layer – challenged the myths and folklore of stone tools called ceraunia (‘thunderstones’ thought to have been created by lightning strikes), long treasured in curiosity cabinets. Only in 1859 did a solitary knapped hand axe, carefully and publicly recovered from documented sedimentary layers, offer incontrovertible proof that human history extended far beyond scriptural chronology.

No one had worked harder to legitimate the antiquity and study of stone tools than Jacques Boucher de Perthes, the Abbeville customs official and antiquarian who for decades gathered them from the river gravels of the Somme and published their drawings, complete with geological cross-sections, in the first volume of Celtic and Antediluvian Antiquities (1847). Parisian savants mocked his ‘sculptures,’ some of which were plain stones, while others decried his practice of paying workers for their discoveries – which led, not surprisingly, to many fakes. But Prestwich and Evans’ visit to his fossil hunting grounds vindicated his efforts. The close-knit scientific circle and broader network of amateur geologists and fellow travellers known as the ‘time revolutionaries’ then spent the summer of 1859 in a highly successful, coordinated campaign in scientific journals and the popular press on both sides of the Channel to establish the deep, albeit yet undated – much less explained – antiquity of humankind.

That geological time stretched to unimaginable spans had been established for at least a generation; Cuvier, Lyell and many others provided the evidence in the form of fossilised bones of long extinct animals found in deep sedimentary strata. They followed the English mathematician Charles Babbage’s theorisation of time written into the earth, part of his ‘earth calculus’: ‘that the order of succession of strata indicates the order of their antiquity, the lowest being always the oldest.’ Such was to become the founding principle of the prehistorical archaeological method: depth as a measure of time. But humanity was still stuck in the shallows of Genesis: in the seventeenth century, the ‘Primate of All Ireland’ (not an ape but the senior cleric) James Ussher had calculated that God created the earth on Sunday, 23 October 4004 BCE, and humanity, six days later, on Friday 28 October at two o’clock in the afternoon. Although Lyell and others had disproven the Biblical chronology of the earth, most people still accepted humanity’s divine origin, separate from the natural world, if not its exact timing.

‘So God formed Man in his own image’ (Genesis 1); but then, ‘God formed a man from the dust of the ground’ (Genesis 2). To casual readers, there’s not much difference, but for centuries, commentators leaned into the contradictions of the two creation narratives, along with other textual glosses, to make room for the idea of humans before Adam, ‘pre-Adamites.’ By 1859, once-heretical ideas associated with the seventeenth-century French Protestant theologian Isaac La Peyrère were no longer anathema. Indeed, they helped many creationist polygenists – who believed in the multiple racial origins of humanity – rationalise the separate origins of ‘inferior races’ beyond Europe. Medieval and early modern commentators then mapped the world’s principal races onto stories of Noah’s descendants. Following the mythic, global catastrophe of the flood (1656 years after Adam), Noah’s three sons, Shem, Ham and Japheth, were the Biblical ancestors of the three ‘races’ of humans who spread to the regions later glossed as Asia, Africa and Europe.

The 1859 ‘time revolution’ shattered the Biblical frame, although the Christian myths hardly went extinct. Creationists to this day continue to cite their veracity: a Gallup poll in 2024 found that thirty-seven per cent of Americans believe that God created humans in their present form. Such beliefs have benefitted Neanderthals, as Christian apologists citing divine creation consistently worked to defend Neanderthal’s humanity against those who would cast him as an ape-man. But the tripartite Biblical ethnology of ‘races’ also persisted as the framework of both early racial science and, within the Genomic Age, of modern molecular anthropology, glossed as the racial groups inhabiting the three continents of the Old World: Asia (‘Mongoloid’), Africa (‘Negroid’) and Europe (‘Caucasoid’). Far from disappearing, the theological geography of races continues to inform modern genetics research – and the identity of Neanderthals.

Without fossil evidence of humans, deep human antiquity and the critique of Biblical chronology rested solely on stone artifacts. That changed four years later, in April 1863, when Boucher de Perthes extracted a fragmented human mandible at a site near Abbeville. That summer’s public ‘trial of the Moulin Quignon jawbone’ brought the British and French time revolutionaries back to Amiens to adjudicate its authenticity. Most of the British experts thought it a fake, the inevitable result of Boucher de Perthes’ 200 francs (about £600/$800 today) offered for any human remains. But the French were mostly convinced, and the bi-national commission finally ruled that the first human proof of prehistory was authentic – even though, much later, palaeontologists identified the fossil as medieval. The fate of the Neanderthal skullcap, debated at the same moment, was exactly the reverse: most German, British and French scientists were unconvinced of its antiquity, but Feldhofer I turned out to be 40,000 years old – 39,240 ± 670 BP in its modern radiometric dating.

A second event soon eclipsed the documented proof of human antiquity outside Abbeville on 27 April 1859: the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection that November. Considered the foundation of modern evolutionary biology, the book was hardly the first to imagine evolution. The notion that species could ‘transmute’ was old, traceable both back to Ancient Greek texts and to more recent biologists, including Darwin’s own grandfather Erasmus Darwin in Zoonomia (1798) and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck in Zoological Philosophy (1809). Theories of species ‘transmutation’ were so thick on the ground that Darwin, in the second edition of his work the following spring, added a chapter survey of his thirty-seven predecessors.

Darwin’s singular contribution in 1859 was to propose a mechanism of speciation: a competitive, lifelong struggle, an idea he lifted from the late eighteenth-century English clerical economist Thomas Malthus. Since population naturally outstripped food supply, life was an eternal struggle to survive and reproduce. For Darwin, random natural changes or ‘variations’ were passed down to offspring, although Origin of Species said nothing about how. Only in 1868 did
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