Researchers suggest ritual finger
amputation may explain missing fingers in
Upper Paleolithic people
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finger or two, or even three or four. The researchers
with this new effort note that rough conditions could
account for missing fingers, particularly frostbite.
But it seems like more fingers are missing than
would seem likely—people learn not to let their
fingers freeze, for example. Also, the missingfingered art appears in some places that are too
warm for widespread frostbite. The sheer numbers
suggest something else is going on.

Examples of Upper Palaeolithic hand images, including
some with missing phalanges. a Negative hand images
from Grotte de Gargas (Hautes-Pyrénées, France). b
Negative hand images on calcite draperies in Cosquer
Cave (Calanque de Morgiou, France). Credit: © Jean
Clottes, used with permission

In Grotte de Gargas, in France, for example, 114
out of 231 hand images have missing fingers. In
another cave in France, the average is even higher,
28 out of 49. The researchers also note that hand
paintings on the cave walls at Grotte de Gargas
appear quite flat, ruling out the possibility that some
fingers were simply held back as the print was
being made. They also looked at history books and
found that 121 groups of people living on different
continents have been found to engage in finger
amputation rituals.

The researchers note that finger amputation rituals
could take many forms—some early people might
have done it as part of a religious ceremony or as a
way to mourn the loss of a loved one. Others may
A trio of researchers at Simon Fraser University in have had it done to them as part of a punishment
Canada theorizes that ritualistic finger amputation ritual. There is no way yet to prove that such rituals
during the Upper Paleolithic explains the number of occurred, or that intentional cutting of fingers was
missing fingers in depictions from that time. In their carried out by people of the Upper Paleolithic, but
the researchers contend that there is enough
paper published in the Journal of Paleolithic
evidence to warrant further investigation.
Archeology, Brea McCauley, David Maxwell and
Mark Collard outline the reasons for their theory,
More information: Brea McCauley et al. A Crosseven as they acknowledge more evidence is
cultural Perspective on Upper Palaeolithic Hand
required to prove it.
Images with Missing Phalanges, Journal of
Paleolithic Archaeology (2018). DOI:
Archeologists studying art on walls by early
10.1007/s41982-018-0016-8
humans of the Upper Paleolithic have found a lot
of pictures of hands with missing fingers—much of
the art consists of hand prints or outlines of hands.
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And a lot of those hands appear to be missing a
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