
The Origin and 
Evolution of Humans

Historical Background

Paleoanthropology

• The study of human origins and evolution 
through fossils, artifacts, and DNA.

• Combines paleontology with physical 
anthropology

• Origins in the 1800’s

Neanderthal Man

Thomas Henry Huxley

Charles Darwin

Neanderthal Man
• First fossils recognized as a different human species.

• 1829: Neanderthal skulls were discovered in Belgium. 

• 1848: Neanderthal skull found in Gilbralter. Called "an ancient human" 
at the time.

• 1856:  Johann Karl Fulrott first recognized the fossil called 
“Neanderthal man”, discovered in Neanderthal, a valley in what is now 
North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany 



Thomas Henry Huxley
• Man’s Place in Nature - published in 1863

• First book to argue that humans and great apes are 
related by a common ancestor.

• Presents evidence relating humans to great apes 
under separate Linnean families.

• Richard Owen had 
argued the 
differences in the 
brain structures 
between humans and 
apes showed that 
humans were a 
separate subclass.

Huxley proved 
Owen wrong in 
a series of 
public 
demonstrations.

• From The Origin of Species: "light 
will be thrown on the origin of 
man and his history"

•Descent of Man provides the 
followup to this mention of human 
evolution.

• Part 1 - evidence that humans are 
directly descended from the Great 
Apes.

•Chapter 6 - Darwin suggests that 
because our nearest living 
relatives, the chimpanzee and the 
gorilla, are both native to Africa, 
our early ancestors likely also lived 
in Africa.

Charles Darwin

•The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals

•Uses facial expressions to argue for a 
common ancestry of humans and animals.

• Same facial muscles and expressions 
communicate similar emotions in a wide 
variety of species, including humans.



Asia - cradle of humanity?
• Few people were ready to accept Africa as the cradle 

of humanity.  Europe was not yielding old enough 
remains.  The American peoples were too primitive.

• The hunt for early humans shifted to Asia in the early 
20th century.

• Roy Chapman Andrews led a 
series of expeditions to China and 
Mongolia in the 1920s.  His goal 
was to find human fossils.  He 
found none.  Fortunately, he did 
find dinosaur fossils and dinosaur 
eggs, so people forgot about the 
real reason for the expeditions.

Peking Man
• Discovery of human-like (hominin) teeth around 

Zhoukoudian (near Beijing) in the early 20th century.

• Excavations up to the outbreak of war in 1937 led to 
the discovery of multiple partial remains of 
Sinanthropus pekinensis - Peking Man. 

• Unfortunately, all of the fossils of 
Peking Man, except for three 
teeth, were lost during the 
Japanese invasion of China.  They 
were packaged up to be shipped 
to the U.S. but never arrived.  To 
this day their location remains a 
mystery.

Java Man
• 1895-1897 Eugene Dubois discovers hominin 

remains on the island of Java in Indonesia.

• He describes and names the fossils Pithecanthropus 
erectus (erect-walking ape-man).

• Later, both Java Man and Peking 
Man were placed under the genus 
Homo and are now both 
considered by most 
paleoanthropologists to be 
subspecies of Homo erectus.



Olduvai Gorge
• 1913 Hans Reck finds a skeleton and stone tools in Bed II at 

Olduvai Gorge, a deep canyon exposing many layers of 
sedimentary rock in northern Tanzania.

• The great antiquity of these fossils and artifacts (est. to be 
600,000 years at the time) causes most of Reck’s colleagues 
to dismiss them out of hand.

• Olduvai Gorge is located 
within the East African rift 
valley system.  Rift valleys are 
active sites of sediment 
accumulation with good 
conditions for preserving 
fossils.  Volcanic ash beds 
within the layers provide the 
means for data the strata.

Olduvai Gorge
• 1931 Lewis Leaky and Reck return to Olduvai Gorge to 

look for more fossils.  They find stone tools, but no bones.

• 1951 Lewis and Mary Leaky return to Olduvai and begin a 
prolonged excavation with their children.

• 1959 Hominin fossils are found and dated to 1.75 million 
years.  Subsequent finds demonstrate a variety of hominin 
species spanning millions of years. 

• The Leaky’s work at Olduvai 
demonstrated unequivocally that 
Africa was the cradle of ancient 
human evolution.  Darwin was right.  
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Current view of human evolution - many species!
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