
 

Neanderthal faces were not adapted to cold

January 17 2011, by Lin Edwards

  
 

  

First reconstruction of Neanderthal man. Image: Ther Neanderthaler Fund.
Publisher: Marcus, Bonn. Via Wikipedia.

(PhysOrg.com) -- New research into Neanderthal skulls suggests that
facial features believed for over a century to be adaptations to extreme
cold are unlikely to have evolved in response to glacial periods after all.

Neanderthal faces had prominent cheekbones and wide noses previously
thought to have developed in extremely cold periods because large
sinuses were needed to warm air as it was inhaled. One problem with this
theory is that modern people such as the Inuits, and other mammals
living in Arctic regions have not developed large sinuses, and their
sinuses are often smaller, and another problem is that it has never been
proven that Neanderthal sinuses were larger.
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A team led by Dr Todd C. Rae from the Centre for Research in 
Evolutionary Anthropology at Roehampton University in the UK took
previously published measurements of X-Rays and new data from three-
dimensional (3D) computer tomography (CT) scans of nine Neanderthal
skulls, all dated at over 28,000 years old. They then collected
measurements from four Homo sapiens skulls from archaeological sites
in Lithuania and dated from 300 to 1,500 years old. They compared the
two sets of measurements to determine how large the sinuses of 
Neanderthals actually were.

They used medieval Homo sapiens skulls rather than present-day skulls
because they wanted data from a period before air conditioning and
central heating, which could have affected the results.

The results showed the Neanderthals did have larger sinuses than Homo
sapiens, but the relationship between the size of the face and the size of
the sinuses was the same in both species. This suggests the facial features
were not related to adaptation to cold.

Dr Rae said the results mean the idea of the faces being an adaptation to
cold could now be dismissed, which he said “allows us to think about
Neanderthals and their lives in new ways.” He said there had long been a
view of Neanderthals as living on frozen tundra in the last glaciation, but
it was more likely that they lived in temperate refuges, eating fruit and
berries as well as meat.

Dr Rae said attributing many of their physical traits to adaptations to
extreme cold do not make any sense and a picture of them as a
temperate creature fits the data better. He speculated that if
Neanderthals were confined to warmer regions their populations could
have been too isolated and small to survive the worst of the glacial times.

Neanderthal fossils are found throughout Europe and parts of Asia.
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Recent research has found they used sophisticated tools, cooked their
food, which included grains, vegetables and berries, and they may also
have been able to speak.

The paper is published in the Journal of Human Evolution.

  More information: The Neanderthal face is not cold adapted, Journal
of Human Evolution, Volume 60, Issue 2, February 2011, Pages
234-239. doi:10.1016/j.jhevol.2010.10.003
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