Homo sapiens sapiens: The Symbol User


The 130,000 year-old reconstructed skull shown below at left represents the earliest known example of a modern human being, Homo sapiens sapiens. It was found at Omo in East Africa; skull size and shape are completely modern. Shown beside the skull are some characteristic tools of Homo sapiens sapiens, all from East or South Africa: a bola for throwing at small game, flake tools, and a long flake blade and the core from which such blades have been struck. 
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Above center is a skull of "Cro-Magnon man" from Les Eysie, France, approximately 28,000 years old (Homo sapiens sapiens moved into Europe around 35,000 years ago at the latest). The distinctive features of our species can be seen in the skull at far right, also an example of Cro-Magnon man, constrasted with a typical Neanderthal skull to its immediate left. The H. sapiens sapiens skull is smaller and more compact and the face is much less elongated than the Neanderthal; the modern human skull has a higher forehead, less prominent brow-ridges and smaller teeth. Modern humans are typically much less robust in body form and skeleton than Neanderthals. 

Modern human females are only slightly smaller on average than males, but sexual dimorphism appears in many subtle ways.

----------
life of the ice-age Europeans of our species [often called Cro-Magnon after an early discovery site in France]. These early Europeans were able to adapt to the severe conditions of the ice age and compete with the largest carnivores for the most formidable prey animals of Eurasia
----------

Dozens of cave sites have been found in Europe with remarkable paintings and other art work dating from the period of intense cold, 25,000-14,000 years ago. 
----------

The distribution of sites of cave paintings in Western Europe demonstrates that caves and cave art were being used for a variety of ritual and social purposes by early human beings over a wide area in Europe from 25,000 to 14,000 years ago, at the height of the last glacial advance. 
----------

Images such as this one force us to consider the role of symbols and symbol-making in the lives of Homo sapiens sapiens. At this point in human development, it is impossible to imagine human beings apart from a distinctive and sustaining culture--from a shared technology and a common set of customs and beliefs. And those customs and beliefs very probably include highly developed abstract ideas and insights such as those emodied at right. Homo sapiens sapiens had by this point obviously become an efficient tool maker, but perhaps more significantly, a symbol-maker and symbol-user as well. 

We cannot deduce from human remains when precisely speech/language appeared, but it is hard to imagine this kind of artifact without it.

----------
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The image of the human hand at right, created by blowing paint from the mouth or a hollow tube on a cave wall at Pech-Merle, France, is like a signature nearly 20,000 years old. The 8 cm high carving of a human face on mammoth ivory (shown above from a number of different perspectives), is 26,000 years old. A number of human likenesses carved, like this one, on mammoth ivory, have been found in central Europe, in former Czechoslovakia. The object shown here is the oldest portrait of a human being yet discovered. The carver of this portrait, which shows exquisite details of the subject, including eyes, hair, mouth, and expression, was a master of his craft. The head appears to have been fastened to a staff or baton. The significance of such carvings is unknown.

----------
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