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Background to Project

Project is part of the NERC ‘EFCHED’ initiative
Environmental Factors in the Chronology of 
Human Evolution and Dispersal
Initiative began in 2002, concludes in 2006
This project will run from 2004-2006

Project Participants

UK Institutions involved:
Archaeology, Glasgow 
University
Scottish Universities 
Environmental Research 
Centre (SUERC)
Earth Sciences, 
Cambridge University

Collaborating Institutions:
Institute for the History of 
Material Culture, St 
Petersburg
Crimean branch of the 
Ukrainian Academy of 
Sciences, Simferopol
University of North Ossetia
University of Köln

Premise to the Project

It is often stated that Neanderthals 
were cold adapted.  Mostly based 
on physiological differences:
– Neanderthals have stockier skeletons 

than anatomically modern humans
– They had cold adapted nasal cavities 

& sinuses

But new research suggests this 
may not be the case

Legacy of the Stage 3 Project

2003 saw publication of the Stage 3 Project –
referring to Oxygen Isotope Stage 3 (58,000-26,000 
years ago)
Aiello & Wheeler re-examined whether 
Neanderthals were physiologically cold adapted
Davies & Gollop investigated hominid temporal and 
spatial distributions –maps of Neanderthal and 
Anatomically Modern Human site distributions

Effects of Physiology

Aiello & Wheeler concluded that 
physiological traits can only 
have made a modest difference 
to Neanderthal survival potential
Easiest solution to keeping 
warm is cultural, not biological
Showed that to survive cold 
climates the answer is more 
insulation (improved clothing)
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Mousterian & Aurignacian 
Site Distributions 42-38 Ka BP

Mousterian tools are a proxy for Neanderthals
Aurignacian and ‘Early Upper Palaeolithic’ tools are a 
proxy for Anatomically Modern Humans

Mousterian 42-38 ka BP Aurignacian & EUP 42-38 ka BP

Implications of the Distributions

They concluded that Neanderthals were no more 
cold adapted than Anatomically Modern Humans
If Neanderthals are not cold adapted it follows that:
– Warm periods should see an expansion of Neanderthal 

settlement (more sites in higher latitudes / altitudes)
– Cold periods should see the opposite (fewer sites, 

lower latitudes / altitudes)

Is this seen archaeologically?

Chronological Complications Alternative Approach

Existing chronology is mostly based on 14C
14C becomes increasingly problematic beyond 30 
ka BP, causing an underestimate of the true age
Answer is to use cross-validated non-14C methods 
of dating, e.g.:
– Thermoluminescence (TL) for burnt materials
– Luminescence (OSL) & magnetic palaeointensity for 

fine sediments
– Argon-argon (Ar-Ar) for volcanic tephra

Study Area 1: Russia

2 open sites on the Don: 
Kostenki 12 & 14
4 open sites on the Severski-
Donets: Biriuchya Balka 1a & 
2, Kalitvenka 1 & 1v
3 caves in the Gubs Ravine: 
Monasheskaya, Gubs N1 and 
Barakaevskaya
4 caves on the Black Sea 
coast near Sochi: 
Navalishenskaya, Malaya 
Vorontsovskaya, Akhshtyr 
and Kepshinskaya
1 cave in North Ossetia: 
Myshtulagty Lagat

NW Caucasus: Gubs Ravine
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Sites in the Gubs Ravine

3 rock shelters:
Gubs shelter N1
Barakaevskaya
Monasheskaya

Monasheskaya

Excavated 1961-64, 1975-
76 & 1987-91
>42,000 Mousterian lithics 
in layers 2, 3A, 3B & 4
Layer 3A-5 is the richest
Pollen & micro fauna 
shows 3 climate cycles

Monasheskaya Sampling Methods

Measuring 
gamma  
dosimetry
Inserting OSL 
tubes using a 
hammer
Sediment for 
tephra, particle 
size & magnetic 
palaeointensity 
analysis

Study Area 2: Crimea

2 open sites in 
eastern Crimea: 
Karabai and 
Sary-Kaya
2 sites in western 
Crimea:  Kabazi 
II (open site) and 
Kabazi V 
(collapsed cave)

Kabazi II

Situated on the mid slope 
of hillside with c.10 m of 
colluvial deposits covering 
c.100,000 years
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Kabazi II
Five main archaeological units 
(Western Crimean Mousterian & 
Crimean Micoquian)
Existing AMS, U-series & ESR 
chronology
Excavators view U-series & ESR 
as ‘not completely reliable’
Good climate record (from 
pollen)

Sampling at Kabazi II

Sary-Kaya

Open site excavated 1977-
78, 1985-86 & 2004
Revealed a fossil soil (in 
layer 5) associated with 4 
Middle Palaeolithic 
(Mousterian) horizons
Within colluvial sediments
Lithics are fresh however 
fauna only poorly preserved

Stratigraphy at Sary-Kaya

Cultural Material at Sary-Kaya

Butchered bone is mostly steppe 
ass (Equus hydruntinus)
Raw material was sourced locally

Teeth

Conclusions

Early days of Project hence 
only first impressions
Many Mousterian horizons 
associated with fossil soils
Suggests habitation began 
in warm interstadial times
But which Interstadials? 
Analysis of dating samples 
is ongoing


