
Neanderthals

Scientists have traditionally classified Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons as early groups of Homo 
sapiens. However, in 1997, DNA tests on a Neanderthal skeleton indicated that Neanderthals were not 
ancestors of modern humans. They were, however, affected by the arrival of Cro-Magnons, who may 
have competed with Neanderthals for land and food. In 1856, as quarry workers were digging for 
limestone in the Neander Valley in Germany, they spotted fossilized bone fragments. These were the 
remains of Neanderthals, whose bones were discovered elsewhere in Europe and Southwest Asia. 
These people were powerfully built. They had heavy slanted brows, well-developed muscles, and thick 
bones. 

To many people, the name  “Neanderthal” calls up the comic-strip image of a club-carrying 
caveman. However, archaeological discoveries reveal a more realistic picture of these early hominids, 
who lived between 200,000 and 30,000 years ago. Evidence suggests that Neanderthals tried to explain 
and control their world. They developed religious beliefs and performed rituals. About 60,000 years 
ago, Neanderthals held a funeral for a man in Shanidar Cave, located in northeastern Iraq. Some 
archaeologists theorize that during the funeral, the Neanderthal’s family covered his body with flowers. 
This funeral points to a belief in a world beyond the grave. Fossil hunter Richard Leakey wrote about 
the meaning of this Neanderthal burial: 
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“The Shanidar events . . . speak clearly of a deep feeling for the spiritual 
quality of life. A concern for the fate of the human soul is universal in 
human societies today, and it was evidently a theme of Neanderthal society 
too.”

RICHARD E. LEAKEY, The Making of Mankind 

Neanderthals were also resourceful. They survived harsh Ice Age winters by living in caves or 
temporary shelters made of wood and animal skins. Animal bones found with Neanderthal fossils 
indicate the ability of Neanderthals to hunt in subarctic regions of Europe. To cut up and skin their 
prey, they fashioned stone blades, scrapers, and other tools. The Neanderthals survived for some 
170,000 years and then mysteriously vanished about 30,000 years ago. 

About 40,000 years ago, a group of prehistoric humans called Cro-Magnons appeared. Their 
skeletal remains show that they are identical to modern humans. The remains also indicate that they 
were probably strong and generally about five-and-one-half feet tall. Cro-Magnons migrated from 
North Africa to Europe and Asia. Cro-Magnons made many new tools with specialized uses. Unlike 
Neanderthals, they planned their hunts. They studied animals’ habits and stalked their prey. Evidently, 
Cro-Magnons’ superior hunting strategies allowed them to survive more easily. This may have caused 
Cro-Magnon populations to grow at a slightly faster rate and eventually replace the Neanderthals. Cro-
Magnons’ advanced skill in spoken language may also have helped them to plan more difficult projects. 
This cooperation perhaps gave them an edge over the Neanderthals.


