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The researcher David Lewis-Williams has pointed out that the animal depictions in Upper Palaeolithic art evidently do not stand, but hover in space—indicating their visionary character. It is now widely acknowledged that the prehistoric cave paintings discovered in abundance since the celebrated find at Lascaux depict shamanic journeys into the realm of other-worldly images. Upper Palaeolithic painting, Lascaux, France.
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PROLOGUE: WHERE DO WE COME FROM?


Ideas about prehistory are currently being rocked by a disturbing new realisation: we were not alone. For long we have piqued ourselves on being the only intelligent, creative, the only genuinely human species. But now we know it is not, or at least was not, so. There were other versions of the human, who were not just forerunners but richly developed embodiments of human qualities with language, memory and music. And they actually helped us to become what we are. Many have desperately fought off the realisation but now it is clear that a major reorientation in our thinking is required. Our own prehistory becomes different as well. Yet we may derive unexpected assistance from a brilliant though frequently challenging thinker to whom such matters were by no means alien.


‘For a long time,’ wrote Rudolf Steiner in the definitive outline that he wrote of his ideas, ‘the human race consisted of two separate kinds of human being.’ (One might equally translate: ‘two different species …’.) One of them had evolved in close connection with the earthly environment; the other experienced itself as related to the heavens, and to the several cosmic influences which differentiated them and pointed toward the emergence of intelligence and individuality. Even today some so-called primitive peoples still share that cosmic perspective. Steiner is talking, however, of human prehistory—long before the earliest civilisations. Both of these types merged in subsequent human evolution, a process which led to ourselves, and to modern consciousness. However, as Steiner elaborated on his findings elsewhere, before that could happen ‘the great mass of mankind, amongst whom thought was only dully present (though they possessed natural abilities which modern people have lost) … was doomed to gradual extinction’. Out of the older population it was only one particular line of human beings which combined the two natures and engendered man as known today.


In evolutionary terms it was actually quite late, he notes, that a specific group of the second human type played a critical role in developing Modern Human intelligence. Still, even this was during the period following the end of the last Ice Age (remembered mythologically as the Great Flood, or End of Atlantis), long prior to the emergence of human lifestyles that shaped the earliest high cultures, based on agriculture, or the great urban civilisations such as Egypt and Mesopotamia. Human beings in those prehistoric times, during or close to the Ice Age, interacted with their environment and each other through highly developed memory, in an intense symbiotic relationship with the world that is fitfully preserved nowadays in faculties of clairvoyance and psychokinesis.


Rudolf Steiner’s descriptions frequently challenge our usual preconceptions. Yet to those who follow recent research into early humans, these descriptions may strike a mysteriously pertinent note. Until recently conventional scientific research into human origins, it is true, had backed a radically different framework, but discoveries and new ideas have brought major shifts in perspective, notably just in the last few years. Let us note a few. In the time following Darwin, nearly every older reconstruction shared among its presuppositions the assumption that Homo sapiens (ourselves) must be regarded as a unique success-story in evolution. We did have, of course, remote predecessors of an ape-like character, like the endearingly nicknamed fossil called ‘Lucy’ found in Ethiopia, and then there were various kinds of early tool-fashioning near-humans.1 But from these, true humans emerged and steadily outstripped all previous evolutionary achievements with a combination of uprightness, manual dexterity (making tools and weapons) and intelligence. These features Darwin had already linked together on our species’ unique trajectory to world-domination. It was Homo sapiens alone which, as mankind spread all over the world, ascended multi-regionally to intellectual superiority, technological advance and socialisation. No room here for other human types or species whose interaction was needed for our own emergence.


There was though one thorn in the side of the theory and its happy assumption of our unique superiority: the strangely ‘other’ human, whose fossilised bones had been discovered in the Neander Valley near Düsseldorf in 1856. He was not just an ape, nor certainly a human like ourselves. The remains were soon shown to be those of a prehistoric type of man who did not fit the usual assumptions—i.e. that all human ancestors must lead towards us. As a result, this hapless fossil was subjected to an extraordinary scientific campaign of vilification. He was reconstructed as low-browed, ape-like, stooping, hairy and thuggish—all of which interpretations of the fossil evidence are now admitted to have been completely unjustified. Nevertheless he and the others like him discovered later are still regularly denigrated both anatomically and culturally, called brutal or even accused of cannibalism on thoroughly concocted grounds, and all the achievements evidenced in associated sites dismissed as attained by plagiarising ‘true’ humans. Most outrage was stirred up by the unforgivable fact that this prehistoric threat to our special status actually had a greater brain-capacity than we do. The most inventive reasons nevertheless often continue to be given for considering the Neanderthal to be just an inferior species. Howsoever he was to be fitted into the family-tree of humans, he either was not in the line which produced genuine human beings, or if he was, he represented a crude stage which we very soon outgrew. But alas (for the conventional theory), every step in further knowledge of the Neanderthals has shown them to have been more intelligent, socially complex, and technically advanced than previously thought. The cave-man brute has now yielded to reconstructions of a race clothed rather than hairy, large of countenance and touched by nobility (and sometimes striking beauty), possessed of language and of abstract symbols, not to mention music as well as (controversially) art! No one nowadays can avoid knowing that sapiens did not single-handedly surge forward in evolution. There was Homo neanderthalensis the ‘smart Neanderthal’, a second human kind. But how do they fit into the picture—and is Steiner relevant?


To crown all, geneticists recently showed that Neanderthals were not animal-like forerunners of mankind but interbred with ‘Anatomically Modern Humans’ like ourselves in the Middle East, to leave their trace in everybody’s current genetic make-up, including in our large brains. Shortly after their intermarriage with humans, however, the Neanderthals who had been numerous all over Europe and parts of Asia, quite rapidly (in evolutionary terms, at least) died out in a fashion about which there are many theories but as yet not one convincing explanation.


To compound the problem, back in biology things have meanwhile been getting steadily less clear-cut for humans even as the Neanderthals have emerged from the shadows to stand revealed in new glory. One major shock came from improvements in the relative dating of fossil remains where humans and Neanderthals were preserved in close proximity. It had been assumed that the Neanderthals were the older, more ‘primitive’ form, and that they were ‘superseded’ by the advent of humans. But no. It turned out that the Anatomically Modern remains were much older. And that was not only a problem for the general shape of the human story. For it highlighted the falling-apart of the entire reconstruction instigated by Darwin, according to which the special anatomical features of humans were intrinsically interwoven with their ‘higher’ achievements, as they had slowly but surely evolved into us. Alas (for the theory) even ‘Lucy’, who initially had seemed to many to exhibit a stage of animal-human transition, finally proved the exact opposite. The best recent researchers into early Homo, such as the late Richard Leakey, a great scientist from a dynasty of human-fossil finders, were struck instead by the lack of human features despite Lucy’s uprightness, making him see in humans a ‘biological new beginning’ rather than a continuation of the apes.


Darwinian gradualism has failed on all fronts: the final ‘leap’ to modernity and the spread of humans over the globe is no longer understood as a slow but sure emergence from animality, but has now come to be seen as a single ‘explosive’ event. A specific history now accounts for the emergence of Modern Humans, based on a particular line of descent coming ‘out of Africa’—and on that remarkable encounter between them and the Neanderthals. In the prehistoric migration which formed early Modern Humans, as Steiner long ago described it, ‘one stream … was spread across Europe and over to Asia and the region of the Caspian Sea, while another came through the land we now call Africa. In the Middle East a kind of confluence of these two streams took place, as when two currents meet and a vortex is generated.’ In the most recent couple of decades a remarkably similar view has become almost universally accepted, in which context the strong advocacy of Chris Stringer, of the London Natural History Museum must be mentioned with honour. The theory is normally termed ‘Out of Africa II’ because of previous waves of early human dispersion.


The shortly following later phase of the Stone Age bears witness, not to a slow ‘multi-regional’ human emergence from animality, but to the outburst of human culture in startling sudden richness. The phenomenon of the ‘Upper Palaeolithic explosion’ now celebrated in many studies has turned human prehistory upside down even more than the chronological dislocation caused by new dating techniques. And it is no longer possible to suppose that the associated breathtaking cave-art is just fertility images or hunting fantasies: we now know that it possesses a spiritual focus that points to the guiding ideas of archaic culture, involving a hierarchical spiritual order and cyclical patterns of renewal. Long before Plato, we have to do not just with life in caves but with ‘the mind in the cave’ (so David Lewis-Williams, one of its expert interpreters).


The question of how humans became human in this dramatic fashion has suddenly started to be asked in a quite new and urgent way. Many brilliant ideas have surfaced in response, making it an issue with a resonance and importance far beyond the special subject of palaeoanthropology (the study of ancient humans). Nor is evaluating early humans any longer just a matter of estimating their IQ. Researchers are clear that more is involved, and are trying specifically to understand the consciousness of early humans. More than just being bright, humans saw how to use their intelligence to change themselves and their situation. The crucial issue for evolution is not now man’s animal affinities but the riddle of our Humanness. It is to the appreciation of that emerging question in its wider ramifications that I hope to contribute something in this book—which aims to draw attention to Rudolf Steiner’s renewed relevance. Through the original work of biologists like Wolfgang Schad, among others, Steiner’s evolutionism has recently been highlighted anew and won high praise.2 The meaning of humanness is of course the crux of his anthroposophy—a wisdom of man—whether expressed in educational theory, medicine, religion or understanding our origins. I believe that Steiner’s approach may contribute most richly to the growing realisation that human emergence is fundamentally an evolution of consciousness. It will be possible to trace the roots of much that is still vital to us today, and for our future, in the resources of thought, memory, social connections and imagination (myths, or their modern equivalents by which we structure our world) from this perspective. We will learn that there have been other versions of being human, and there are further transformations yet to come. Evolution is not a finger of approval pointing reassuringly at ourselves. Indeed, many ‘strange’ former perspectives turn out to underlie what we take for granted in our lives. Steiner enables us to bridge our prehistoric past with our still-to-be-created future.


The elements I mentioned at the outset—the several human varieties, their interbreeding, the great extinction, the leap forward that does not correspond to gradual animal development—are they mere scattered resemblances in current thinking and Steiner’s thought? I shall try to show not. Though quite independent, the two accounts, from Steiner and modern science, run deeply parallel and strikingly illuminate one another. At this point, however, a disclaimer. I certainly offer no ‘new synthesis’, nor is the moment ripe for one even if I would. I am painfully aware how little that is original I can contribute beside the wealth of actual research. I stand dumb with admiration before those investigators who can interpret the tiniest tendency in the shape of a fossil fragment, to place it in the stream of human evolution. Nor am I among those who have learned to chip constructively at flint axe-heads so as to feel myself into the very attitudes and skills of our ancestors. But I respect their realisation that what has often been dismissed as ‘primitive’ workmanship in fact demands a subtle degree of professionalism, from assessing the right-weight stone, to judging the exact angle and force of the strokes. I can only express wonderment at the way that through long familiarity with the art and industries of different phases and species of mankind, experts have so convincingly been able to intuit their meaning and the cultural gestures which lie behind them, to estimate the range and structure of the language they must have needed to co-operate on them—even to uncover the musicality which makes sense of them when images were not the primary mental tool (Steven Mithen); or share the sensitivity which reconstructs the compartmentalised consciousness of Neanderthal humans who did not yet find a centre in themselves, and the realisation that their unchanging and uncorrelated activities imply language without a future tense, and all that that implies. In the contrast between their musical organisation of experience, and the use of representation in the image-based consciousness which from the cave-artists onwards has dominated human cultural expansion, we come back to Steiner’s contrast of the ‘two types [or species] of mankind’. Among so much that is new I have found his indications a continuing source of illumination precisely in these most modern of approaches to understanding human origins.




There are of course also profound gulfs to be crossed. Strange to say, his background allusions to a continent of ‘Atlantis’ do not actually pose great geographical difficulties (as we shall see from modern ‘paleomaps’!); but to put human evolution rightly into the framework he offers will undoubtedly demand some detailed efforts of readjustment and insight. And yet—there are such striking advances in the way that biological evolution is understood in a cosmic context in recent science, which speaks of astrobiology, or of ‘Anthropic’ science based on the special meaning of human existence for understanding the universe, that the ideas come remarkably to hand. I can merely try to sketch how they might be relevant, specifically with Steiner’s thought in mind. Much in modern science is already starting to bridge that gulf.


At this point in Introductions, with due humility, it is customary to express a pious hope that more adequate books on the subject will be written in the future. I can do better. Marvellous books have already been written by scientists who are not only front-line investigators but authors with a gift, not for any crude ‘popularisation’ but simply for putting their ideas lucidly across. In lieu of a conventional ‘Further Reading’ book-list, here may be a better place for signalling the main sources of whatever this work can offer. Of course I trust this book explains itself as it goes along, but in some notable scientific works is explained the background of thought on which it gratefully draws along with Steiner’s ideas. It may be worth adding that I consider it no paradox that such front-line thinkers will be most apt to indicate where Steiner’s contribution can most relevantly be brought to bear. First, four books which illumine the nature of the cosmos and the place of life within it: as for life’s origins, all of them unapologetically jettison the supposed accidental fusion in a chemical witch’s-kitchen, trying to explain instead the ‘biological imperative’, or the laws of complexity behind life which are written into the universe. Paul Davies’ brilliant The Origin of Life (London 1999), is especially valuable for its approach in terms of the ‘biological information forces’ which organise living things; Lee Smolin’s The Life of the Cosmos (London and Oxford 1997) beautifully explains the way that life is not mere local organisation but is membered into the ‘nested hierarchies’ of form reaching up to stellar level; Stuart Kauffman’s At Home in the Universe: The Search for Laws of Self-Organization and Complexity (Oxford and New York 1995) shares with us his extensive ruminations on the deeper meanings that arise as substances and organisms grow more complex, revealing the foundations of a world-order in which human conscious existence profoundly belongs; Walther Cloos, The Living Earth (Sussex 1977) unfolds the stages of the Earth’s development and the phases of its life, in a presentation already shaped by contact with Rudolf Steiner’s ideas. It will be apparent to any who have studied them that many of the ideas about science, life and development found in many of these books in contemporary form have roots in the way of thinking pioneered by figures popularly associated more with poetry than science like Goethe in his work on Plant-Metamorphosis or Coleridge in his Essay on Life. Steiner, editor and commentator on Goethe’s scientific writings, was fully aware of this rich history, but even more of the potential still to be pursued in the approach they adumbrated. See Rudolf Steiner, Goethe the Scientist (New York ). For an impressive formulation of evolution growing out of Rudolf Steiner’s approach there is Wolfgang Schad’s Man and Mammals: Towards a Biology of Form (New York 1977).


My unofficial prize for the best accessible introduction to the evidences of human evolution still goes to Richard Leakey: The Origin of Humankind (London 1994), not least for its judiciously selected ‘Further Reading’ sections to each chapter. For the more inward and even spiritual side there is Martin Lockley (with R. Morimoto), How Humanity Came into Being: The Evolution of Consciousness (Edinburgh 2010). Any work on early humans must nowadays be supplemented by studies reflecting the on-going discoveries and re-evaluations, but still invaluable are: Chris Stringer and Clive Gamble’s In Search of the Neanderthals: Solving the Puzzle of Human Origins (London 1993); Erik Trinkaus and Pat Shipman’s The Neandertals: Changing the Image of Mankind (London 1993); James Shreeve’s The Neandertal Enigma: Solving the Mystery of Modern Human Origins (London 1995) shrewdly surveys many of the views taken by those in the field; Steven Mithen’s wonderful The Singing Neanderthals: The Origins of Music, Language, Mind and Body (London 2006) opens many doors to understanding the presence of prehistory in our own consciousness; Clive Finlayson, The Smart Neanderthal: Bird Catching, Cave Art and the Cognitive Revolution (Oxford 2019) catches up with physical-genetic conclusions, the emerging relationship to birds and the advanced thinking-consciousness for which there is now overwhelming evidence. David Lewis-Williams’ The Mind in the Cave: Consciousness and the Origins of Art (London 2002) grapples with the nature of early spirituality and its formative presence behind much that we think of as modern in our consciousness—though he might say he struggles to evade many of the conclusions accepted in the approach adopted here! He confronts the issues unflinchingly.


Coming to the dispersion-phase, and the qualities associated with different streams: Rudolf Steiner’s account of the ‘Northern ecstatic’ i.e. shamanistic spirituality, interacting with a ‘Southern’ (e.g. Middle Eastern, North African) spirituality focussed on inner-bodily states has found an echo in many of Mircea Eliade’s influential works on the history of religion. A good ‘taster’ is Eliade’s Myths, Dreams and Mysteries (London 1968), while the foundation-study for his ideas is still Eliade, Shamanism (London 1989). I try to show how Steiner’s threefold model of society could benefit the understanding of threefoldness in the Indo-European mythologies which has been brilliantly uncovered through the comparative-religious studies of Georges Dumézil, and (I shall suggest) help trace it back into prehistory. A classic introduction to Dumézil’s ‘tripartite’ ideas is C. Scott Littleton, The New Comparative Mythology (California 1966), though there is nothing quite like exploring the demonstration of the method’s scope in Dumézil’s magisterial Mythe et Epopéé I.II.III (Paris 1995).


The work of Rudolf Steiner has come down to us in a form at once congenial and problematic. The large body of work in lecture-form gives a wonderfully living impression, but finding one’s way into the major themes and connections is not always easy. Commentary has its limitations. A fine introductory selection (with commentary) is Robert MacDermott, The Essential Steiner: Basic Writings of Rudolf Steiner (San Francisco 1984). On the aspect of the evolution of consciousness, the profoundly original work of Owen Barfield, Saving the Appearances: A Study in Idolatry (London 1957) is still an inspiration.


Obviously the reader who tackles this book is under no obligation to delve further than he or she wishes. I merely gesture toward the riches available.


 


1 I refer broadly for the present to prehistoric humans, to some of whom more technical descriptions will later be applied, e.g. hominins. I have tried as far as is reasonable to avoid the over use of specialist parlance which, though technically justified, is confusing to general readers. I draw justification for having have done so especially from the fact that some important terms have in the last decade or so been re-allocated so that, for instance, what are now called hominins were once called hominids (who are now not humans at all). Readers must therefore take note that when they read even quite modern books on the subject of prehistory, older meanings of words may still pertain. Similarly, for our purposes I have not thought it necessary to differentiate a cranium from a skull—nor for that matter to refer to the paintings found in prehistoric caves as ‘parietal art’.


2 I will repeatedly mention Schad’s work in what follows, especially his study on Mammals listed below. It is of course much more than a restatement of Steiner’s views. It has a special place here, since its praise was sung (not of course literally but very inspiringly) by Martin Lockley, a professional palaeontologist from the University of Colorado when I met him in Oxford—which encouraged me to write this account, albeit my approach is from a rather different direction, and I recommend to all readers Lockley’s own fascinating book for its use of Steiner’s ideas along with much original thought (again, listed below).








Chapter 1


EXPLOSION TO MODERNITY


Ourselves in the Mirror of Time


No doubt everyone has heard of the Stone Age. We all know vaguely that our ancestors thousands of years ago made tools out of stone—also wood and bone (ivory), but stone was their starting-point (hence the term). They very effectively used sharply fractured flints for blades, either mounting them on cut and trimmed shafts for use as spears, or employing them as knives to prepare and carve their food, or in tailoring clothes from skins and other materials. In the days before cultivation, they lived the life of foragers as do certain scattered peoples today, doubtless with many similarities though we should be wary of assuming complete identity of lifestyle.


Whereas even a few decades ago it was usual to talk about them as ‘primitives’ or ‘savages’, mere forerunners of ourselves, the progress of science has led us to recognise a surprising similarity between ourselves and even very archaic people. In fact we can say identity. In-depth studies of artefacts and artworks from early people, including some of the Old Stone Age human beings and their culture, and still more those of the Middle and New Stone Age times, indicate that those who made them could speak, think and co-operate just as we can. We will hardly be able to avoid learning the modern jargon for the periods when they lived, namely the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic, from the Greek lithos = stone and the Greek terms for Old, Middle and New. Further subdivisions produce a scheme as follows:
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Even in the Palaeolithic, almost every modern discovery made about people’s life and activities increases our awareness of their sophistication, though admittedly they were living under what seem to us the simplest material conditions. By the Upper Palaeolithic, blade-tools were no longer just made by flaking sharp stones or flints at random but follow a carefully thought-through plan that produces a well-balanced, functional and beautiful implement, in which the material is pre-selected for size and shape.
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The idea of cave-dwellers still tends to evoke semi-animal notions of our ancestors’ life, huddling together and warmed at best by a smoky fire. Perhaps a telling clue to the reality is the realisation that they were lit by oil-lamps, many of consummate artistic craftsmanship, such as the famous Brûloir de Lascaux shown here.





Oil Lamps of the Palaeolithic
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Other lamps from the Upper Palaeolithic show similarly fine workmanship, and are often decorated on the underside with animal engravings, ibex-horn patternings, etc.
1 La Mouthe (Dordogne) Emile Rivière. Sandstone. The reverse carries an engraving of the head of an Ibex. Height 170 mm, width 120 mm.
2 Grotte du Coual (Lot). Félix Bergougnous. 250 mm x 150 mm. Sandstone.
3 Grotte des Scilles, at Lespugue (Haute Garonne) Comte de Saint-Perrier. Sandstone. 190 mm. On the bottom a rudimentary horse's head.
4 and 5 Anval (Puy de Dôme), Dr Baudon. Trachyte, 140 mm and 130 mm.
6 Grotte de Thévenard (Corrèze). Abbés Bardon and Bousyssonnie. Red sandstone. 130 mm. Lightly engraved ruminant.
7 Grotte des Fadets (Charente). Collection Maret. Red sandstone. 50 mm.
8 Bois du Roc (Charente). Fermont. Engraving of a stylised fish. Sandstone. 170 mm.
9 Mouthiers (Charente). Trémeau de Roche-Brune. Sandstone. 140 mm.
10 Pair-non-Pair (Gironde). Daleau. Limestone 110 mm.
11 Grotte de la Mairie, à Teyjat (Dordogne). Bourrinet. Bottom of a lamp of sandstone with the head of a reindeer. 130 mm.
12 Grotte des Harpons, at Lespuge. Comte de Saint-Perrier. Limestone. 60 mm.
Photo and text: A. Viré, in Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française, 1934, tome 31, N. 11. pp. 517-520.







From the later Palaeolithic onward, clothing becomes strikingly well-designed and fitted, including tunics with belts, matching boots and headgear, and clearly bore social significance as well as serving to keep warm. Leather was treated by smoking it to render it pliable before use. Plant fibres were also already being woven into fine, linen-like cloths for lighter or perhaps undergarments. Women wore a bandeau round the breasts (the brassiere was not invented until 1913 AD). Evidence of pigments for colouring, and the use of pendants, jewellery, beads, and other accessories tells an obvious human tale. Obviously we must not read modern fashions into the situation, but clothing for status and concern for design clearly indicate reflexive consciousness—an awareness of others’ awareness of ourselves. If life still took place partly in caves, finely made and decorated stone lamps were available, sometimes of great beauty. Significantly large numbers of artefacts were produced overall and we may even speak of Stone Age ‘factories’; there must have been correspondingly large numbers of skilled and trained craftsmen who manufactured and used these tools and taught others the techniques in ‘schools’. They created ‘portable art’ in ivory, stone and wood: beautifully carved horse-heads, figurines, as well as more utilitarian kitchen equipment.3 Women apparently designed and made their own clothing, stretched upon tailoring ‘dummies’, and must similarly have handed down skills and stylistic-ideas to the new generation.4


From the later or Upper Palaeolithic, too, burials are increasingly elaborate, involving clear religious symbolism, deliberate positioning of the deceased (expressing post-mortem expectation?) and sometimes stunningly rich grave-goods. Indeed on occasion there is a lavishness that will not be surpassed in spirit until the Pharaohs of Egypt, thousands of years later. An Upper Palaeolithic site at Sungir near Moscow revealed the bodies of two evidently exalted individuals, both adolescents, laid out with hands folded. ‘One … that of a boy, was covered in strands of beads, 4,903 in all; he also had a beaded cap. … Around his waist was the remains of a decorated belt with more than 250 canine teeth of the polar fox; a simple calculation shows the minimum number of foxes (63)—animals that must be individually trapped or hunted—required to supply so many teeth. In addition, the boy was buried with a carved ivory pendant in the form of an animal, an ivory statuette of a mammoth, an ivory lance made from a straightened mammoth tusk, a carved ivory disc with a central perforation, and other items. The lance was probably too heavy to have served a practical purpose. The adjacent burial … that of a girl, was accompanied by no fewer than 5,274 beads and other objects.’5 The archaeologist assessing the site estimates that it took more than 45 minutes to fashion each single bead, so that the beads for the female burial alone took 3,500 hours to create!


It is impossible to doubt that the people who devoted themselves to the making of the Sungir grave-artefacts were expressing the world-view of a whole society, making a statement about their values, the meaning of life and death, and about the status of the young people who had died. To understand the burial, we must assume the use of complex language and complex social structures and loyalties, symbolic conceptions of ultimate realities beyond the here-and-now and the sense of artistic beauty (already divorced from practical utility). ‘There is no doubt in any researchers’ minds that Upper Palaeolithic people had fully modern language,’ says palaeoanthropologist David Lewis-Williams from this and extensive further evidence; they were able ‘to manipulate complex grammatical constructions, to speak about the past and future, to convey abstract notions, and to utter intelligible sentences which had never before been put together’—in short to express themselves creatively in thought and word just as human beings do today.6


The impression of a creative human mentality at work is still more deeply reinforced when we turn to cave-art. Discoveries at cave-sites such as Lascaux in France, and subsequently across Europe and Asia, have literally brought back to light astonishing images of animals such as bovines, horses, reindeer, woolly mammoths or predators such as lions. Though located sometimes far underground, they shine out from the rock face or are cunningly contrived to use natural edges or planes in the rock; they are linked in conception too by the presence of abstract designs, so that we must suppose the whole impression made by the pictures in situ was conceived as an aesthetic whole—whether or not it had other purposes. The images themselves are still artistically stunning, and are achieved by technically adept methods of using pigment, burnt-on marks, outlines (made by interposition of the hand, for instance). Picasso felt humbled: ‘We cannot paint like that!’ he famously said—but he clearly meant to indicate the affinity he felt with those archaic artists who do paint like us, not just as forerunners but as equals or more.


The amazing images seem almost to float off the walls. Their interpretation was long disputed, and fall-back positions were adopted by many: psychologists diagnosed in them Freudian-sexual symbolism, Marxists found in them evidence of the prehistoric class-struggle, more down-to-earth researchers declared they were primitive hunting-magic to ensure those hungry generations caught enough food to survive. But none of these knee-jerk explanations rang true. It is nowadays established beyond any doubt that their meaning is spiritual. The bovines which hover in immaterial space, the abstract patterns which connect and interpret them, the combined animal-human figures which remind us of shamans who take into themselves the animal-powers, and commune with the cosmic beings or the ancestors, are still known in some archaising societies today. They belong to a primordial religion which also played a part in giving early humans a sense of their special powers and dignities, a consciousness of their place in the world, and of God.


Recent researchers have been made sensitive—sometimes even acutely troubled—by the realisation that we are untangling here the threads which are woven together in our own modern cultural understanding of the mind, of our individual value, of our belief in ultimate truths. The inner world which these remote shamans first explored may have undergone many layers of abstraction, of deeper interiorisation, of analytic assessment—but we recognise in it the authentic beginnings of our own mental life. Here we touch on the paradox of similarity and otherness which is the crux of contemporary research into the Upper Palaeolithic, where to our ever-increasing surprise we find that we are looking at ourselves in the vast mirror of time. Yet its modality is not always what we would expect, and many domains of experience alien to most of us today turn out to have been instrumental in shaping our own mental worlds. In effect they are redefining the human.
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Cave paintings are the most spectacular evidence of early Modern Human culture in the Upper Palaeolithic. This rough map shows their distribution across much of south-west Europe. The Pyrenean belt contains well-known sites such as Altamira and the Grotte de Niaux. The Spanish coastal region near Barcelona is also very rich in locations. The Dordogne area, with extension to the Rhône, includes some of the oldest known and important sites such as the Grottes de Lascaux. 1. The Pyrenean belt. 2. The Spanish coastal region. 3. The Dordogne area, with extension to the Rhône.





The culturally advanced people of the time, as the world emerged from the Ice Age, are sometimes called Cro-Magnon after the place (again in France) where their identity first became clear to us. They were ‘Anatomically Modern’: their bodies and their brains were in almost every detail identical with ours. They had language and thought like us. But upon what did they turn that thought? They had all our faculties and our physical resourcefulness, but they were in a vastly different situation to ours. They did not yet know many things we know—but more importantly, they had a world of knowledge and experience which we have lost. They were never a blank sheet with a few tentative notes scribbled on it, waiting for us to fill it in.


Lewis-Williams rightly warns that we have a misguided tendency to suppose that because prehistoric people were just as intelligent as we are, they must have envisaged themselves as improving their problem-solving skills rather like modern scientists. He is right to warn us. Early humans did not know that they were pioneering our later world. It is all too easy to slip into the uncritical notion that with their stone tools they were already thinking that one day they would be made of metal, and even powered by electricity. But of course they were not. Behind the scientists’ tendency to look for their own predecessors is the broader and still more questionable notion of progress, a persistent Enlightenment social and political ideal (the Whig or Liberal idea of history) from which science has found it oddly hard to free itself. Its adherents like to think that earlier thinkers got some things right, whilst the rest of their ideas were still confused and superstitious. In just the same way (says the political theory), society was once crude and unrefined, but some elements within it could be built upon to make a later and better world. In short, we approve the past in so far as it agrees with ourselves, and wonder why it took people so long to come round to our point-of-view. Previous ages could not have had such a perspective, however, and did not know they were supposed to ‘make progress’; they made sense of their world in a manner that belonged to them and their time and place, which presented themselves as true and real. It is certainly true that a continuous development links them with ourselves, but we need to let go of our privileged position. It is not so much ideas or intelligence that is at stake here, as an understanding of their different consciousness.


Assessments of human evolution based on prehistoric intelligence, recent researchers suggest, have distracted attention from this real issue of consciousness. ‘The emphasis on intelligence has marginalized the importance of the full range of human consciousness in human behaviour.’7 It is simply not the case that an anthropoid ape which surpasses a certain level of intelligence is at once human. Some animals show considerable intelligence. The way human beings have come to manipulate awareness, of themselves and objects, e.g. through images, is more crucial to understanding them, however. (Some animals are even clever enough to work out that their reflection in the mirror is themselves—but they do not make that the starting-point for a way of placing themselves consciously into the world.) If we think about early humans in this way, there is a possibility we can then gauge the different direction in which they utilised their thinking—which may surprise us. Rudolf Steiner offers here an invaluable further dimension to the picture of early man, with his groundbreaking ideas about the evolution of consciousness, on which we shall draw extensively in shaping our presentation. He boldly broke with that simplistic view of former times and their world-pictures, according to which they possessed some small nuggets of genuine knowledge surrounded by a mental fog, which piece-by-piece grew into the extensive knowledge we enjoy today. He grasped the truth that former times could think as well as we, but within different frameworks of consciousness.


These did indeed evolve into ours, but at every stage each culture had its own point-of-view and its own validity. The child is forerunner to the grown-up; yet the child is never incomplete, but in its own way harmonious and complete. The child’s way of seeing is also harmonious and self-consistent (again Steiner’s pioneering view) as was the consciousness of archaic peoples. And Steiner was able to deal equably with a component in ancient consciousness which still causes the modern palaeoanthropologist much soul-searching, namely the important role within it of what may be called visionary or ecstatic (clairvoyant) states.


Enlightened scientific thinking is supposed to distance itself from content that derives in any way from states other than rational consciousness; but the evidence of their importance is pressing itself upon research into early humanity with ever increasing force. Of course, such states can be denigrated because they are sometimes based upon psychotropic substances. But in fact they can be evoked in a number of contexts (initiatory ordeals, spiritual exercises, techniques of sensory deprivation or just strong expectation), but all of them far removed from the vacuous drug-culture of the affluent West; the availability of psychedelic indulgences is essentially a modern-day phenomenon.8 In antiquity intoxicants might sometimes play an ancillary role. However, it was the more heightened ecstatic and systematically cultivated states which were valued in the ancient world—for a number of reasons, but fundamentally because in the charged situations in which they were employed (perhaps divinatory or oracular, seeking visions) they facilitate extraordinarily strong impressions, even to the point of full identification. When in an ecstatic condition the mind is without many of the psychological barriers which we develop either as we grow into adulthood or through the increasing rationalisation of our culture. It is enabled on the other hand to receive the stamp of powerful experiences, and also to assimilate large amounts of material or memories, in a way beyond the resources of the rationally conscious ego. It seems also that the mind expresses itself then in potent visual or other symbols.9 Ancient cultures made significant use of such possibilities, and we may certainly trace them back into remote prehistory. In ages before there were written records or even oral stories, it was necessary for at least some individuals to identify intensively, even totally with the body of knowledge (practical as well as social and spiritual) which enabled a special pattern of life in a landscape, climate which perhaps formed the basis of a group’s shared self-understanding.


Rudolf Steiner has enabled us to understand most profoundly how these states of consciousness played a part in early humanity’s development. They are related to childhood modes of pre-self-conscious awareness—especially infantile states, in which of course we are imbibing and assimilating huge amounts of basic knowledge and adapting to them far more effectively and fluidly than later in life. How much more difficult it is to master a language when we are grown-up, or even as an older child! Knowledge and psychological, or actual biological growth here still stand closely connected. Steiner is far removed from the superficiality of considering consciousness to be like a camera looking on: we are rooted behaviourally and biologically in the world we grow out of, and we relate sensually and emotionally to it, all at a lower level of awareness, before we refine and bring into focus our intellectual consciousness.10 And only very gradually have we evolved to the highly structured ego-awareness we now so easily take for granted. In prehistory, such ego-awareness can only have been in its flimsiest beginnings. It is the relative weakness of the ego in humanity’s early evolution which gives the keynote to understanding archaic consciousness.


Steiner wrote:


Men of earlier times do not as yet separate their own soul-experience from the life of nature. They do not feel that they stand as a special entity over against nature. They experience themselves in nature as they experience lightning and thunder in it, the drifting of the clouds, the course of the stars or the growth of plants. What moves man’s hand on his own body, or places his foot on the ground to make him walk, for prehistoric man belongs to the same sphere of cosmic forces that brings lightning, cloud-formations and other outer happenings.11



We can illustrate his point from many known archaic cultures which have survived into historical times, where it manifests itself quite practically. Traditional societies and individuals do not act out of their own decision-making or set their own goals for life, but characteristically align themselves with a cosmic moment particularly when they undertake some new initiative—on whatever scale, whether it be a dawn, a solstice/equinox, or the observation of a heavenly body that marks a rhythm which carries some significance in their world. As a result, they do not feel that their own resources alone are the basis of their action, but they act with the force of the cosmic event.12 Survivals of similar attitudes in advanced cultures are not hard to find: the Romans believed their general Camillus won his victories when he attacked the enemy with the rising sun and the dawn wind aiding him—features that reveal his story to be ‘mythical’, yet a genuine expression of a world-conquering culture’s self-understanding.13 Steiner points out that elements of such experience still persist, and in fact reappear in imaginative literature’s response to nature, for example. One might equally mention those ‘genius’ moments in science which facilitate discovery, when everything ‘comes together’ rather than seeming to be worked out (even if the Newton-and-the apple story is apocryphal).14


The farthest intensification of archaic consciousness (ecstasy), however, was undoubtedly cultivated already in prehistoric times among prototypical shamans and ‘charismatic’ leaders, who merged themselves mystically with the cosmic order in initiation-practices. They were enabled to take the impressions of these forces deeply into themselves in what today we should probably think overpowering and quite likely traumatic experiences.15 When they subsequently translated these into mythical pictures and symbols, they give us an inkling of the way that prehistoric humanity probably experienced their place in nature and their struggles—less a little patch of human control in an alien, hostile world, and more like participating in a titanomachy or battle and victory-celebration of cosmic powers. They struggled and triumphed along with superhuman presences. If we follow recent interpretations of the famous Lascaux cave and those who contemplated its images deep underground, mentally they were travelling among the stars and the cycles of time.16 The cave-images, as we shall see, are to be seen as pressing through from the Beyond. Even the later mythologies that have come down to us generally convey an unparalleled sense of the richness and greatness of life, with an immediacy which may well be the envy of modern individuals and our whole civilisation, where the possibility of such full participation is largely lost, leaving us isolated and impoverished, despite our intellectual achievements. We shall explore in more detail later the evidence for the role of ecstatic participation in Upper Palaeolithic culture. We must assume at least that the experiences of early humans resembled those which produced the surviving archaic mythologies, or that they lived them perhaps even more intensely.


Rudolf Steiner, then, did not agree that prehistoric man possessed a tenuous patch of realism amid mental confusion. It was rather that in the absence of developed subjectivity like ours, they allowed environmental experiences and cosmic patterns to determine their lives. The cave-symbols with their shamanic implications indicate that rather than trying to anticipate our form of consciousness, they worked systematically to intensify states in which cosmic patternings could penetrate deeply into them—much more deeply than we would tolerate, since we protect our own ego and like to picture our self as facing the world-out-there as if on equal terms. We may indeed have gained much in so doing, on a personal and historical plane, in terms of knowledge and power over the world; even so, ours is but one way of relating to the world, evolved from the earlier ones. The intense patternings of early man’s primary experience have been tamed as ‘ideas’ in the mind, domiciled within us. For ultimately, Lewis-Williams and others have reminded us, our inner world is itself a descendant of the one they discovered. It is just that their consciousness was turned another way. Modern science makes it conceivable that they were thereby in touch with a ‘cosmic consciousness’(so-called ‘panpsychism’). Rudolf Steiner took the radical step of proposing that if we are to comprehend the factors and the elements of the world which determined the emergence of humanity and its earliest development, we may have to transform our own consciousness again in order to comprehend concretely the features which really affected our ancestors’ life. … But we are perhaps running ahead of our story.


Yet of one thing we may be clear. As the last Ice Age waned, we find human beings in Europe, and to some degree in Africa and Asia, who are living an impressively civilised life, quite different from the vulgar notion of cavemen. We find people who are physically and mentally equipped like ourselves, if differently focussed. The decipherment of the cave-symbols indicates the source of their conceptions in Mystery-rites and visionary states. We ask all the more where they and all this come from, and how does it fit into the broader picture of man’s evolution?


It appears these ‘Anatomically Modern Humans’ emerged out of Africa, but the sudden cultural maturity we encounter in the Upper Palaeolithic, a whole world ‘venerable and articulate and complete’ (as the poet said), was a blossoming that defies any easy explanation. One still widespread current view claims it is the expression of that new type of human, Homo sapiens first showing what he/she could achieve: with their physical dexterity, large brains and a sophisticated ability to deploy consciousness, they developed much we still recognise in ourselves today, and through their trance-explorations they mapped out an inner world. They did so in a ‘cognitive leap’ or ‘revolution’, an ‘explosion’ to modernity.17 Then when the last Ice Age went into recession and our present climatic phase began, they began an extraordinary journey from Europe right across Asia and on into the farthest recesses of the inhabited world. We are all their descendants. Was it really quite so simple? How did they come by their astonishing modernity? And why are there so few signs of it in the making?


These ancestors of ours are extraordinarily engaging, and to make them unique fits many of our cultural assumptions both from the Bible and from older science which we have inherited. There have long been, however, other lines of thought which have referred to very ancient civilisations—on some of them, indeed, thinkers such as Rudolf Steiner drew, though he always pursued his own critical line of thought. Such things are evoked in Plato’s myth of Atlantis, and other pre-scientific ideas. But modern discoveries indicate there could be something valid there also. After all, we have quite recently come to understand that continents change and break up, indeed come and go, over geological ages of time. Also, we have realised that there were other humans before, and different from, ourselves.


Before we can even start to join up the dots, therefore, we must make the acquaintance of another startling prehistoric character from the same, or even a somewhat earlier epoch. Modern research into the earliest human beings did not start by finding the Cro-Magnon type of people from the Upper Palaeolithic, in what has turned out to be so like an encounter with ourselves in a misty mirror. It had previously come up against a disturbing, even potentially terrifying remnant of early humanity, who is still hard to assimilate today. It encountered a man indeed, or his fossil remains in an unsuspected cave—but he was emphatically not one of us.


The Neanderthal’s Gift


It is 1856, and on a sleepy estate in a district near Düsseldorf the workmen are clearing a small cave of debris, when they pull out some unexpectedly large bones including part of a sizeable skull, along with hefty thigh and rib-bones—doubtless, as they remark, the remains of some cave-bear who spent his final hibernation there and never woke up again. They set them roughly aside and continue working. But they know that the local schoolteacher is a keen amateur naturalist with a cabinet of curiosities, and in due course they offer their find to the startled young man, who knows instantly that the oddly disturbing remains are not those of a cave-bear. They are hard to recognise, looking rather human in some ways but in others decidedly not. He notes the thick mineral deposits partially encrusting the bones and realises with equal rapidity that they are not from a recent inhabitant of the cave at all, but are extremely, perhaps fabulously old. He asks to be shown exactly where they were found, and enquires (vainly) about any other bones, objects or artefacts that might have associated with the discovery. Feeling somewhat out of his depth, he takes them to the University of Bonn to have them properly identified, and the mystery of their significance only becomes deeper. Professor Schaaffhausen gives his opinion that these fossil remains exhibit ‘a natural conformation hitherto not known to exist’. At a joint conference with the schoolteacher, he announces to his colleagues that the specimen shows no sign of pathology, except for a broken left arm; otherwise it exhibited no hint of deformation but represented a normal human being of a type not previously seen. It is extremely ancient, ‘antediluvian’. Its anatomy has no exact parallels in any living human being.


Sadly his colleagues were not in a mood to be persuaded by what we now know to be his fundamentally sound conclusions. Instead, all kinds of far-fetched explanations were immediately put forward, and long continued to dominate the arguments over this most spectacular find in palaeo-human archaeology. After all the discovery was staggering. The remains were those of a man, but such a man as no one alive had ever seen and who challenged everything we thought we knew, with our biblical and scientific culture, about our own uniqueness and our special place in the universe. Scientists are no more exempt from anxieties and troubled feelings than the rest of us, and the innocent remains of a prehistoric man soon became the vent for all kinds of denigration, disgust, horror, resentment and distorted human pride. This figure who was emphatically human but sensationally not one of us had to be dealt with somehow, and our own claim to be alone truly human, rational, inwardly and outwardly beautiful, must at all costs be reasserted. By a perverse logic, therefore, this upsetting and unwanted fellow-human who had emerged from the cave must have been everything we are not (or claim not to be): brutish, violent, ape-like, lumbering, stooping, ignorant, clumsy, selfish, hairy, earth-bound in gaze and thought, low-browed because low-spirited, grunting and inarticulate.


The famous image of the 1856 cave-man created by Marcellin Boule is a masterpiece of irrational propaganda posing as scientific reconstruction. But politicians (and other people) are aware how difficult it can be, once an argument is tripped onto the wrong foot, to regain once more the elusive trick of sounding plausible. If once caught off balance and brought down, even the victim’s most positive achievements will be turned into embarrassments, bold assertions will sound like insecure half-truths, and can all be effortlessly exploited in the hands of a skilled opponent. The mute remains of the man from the cave had no chance to make retort. Everything was turned against him: if he had a human form, it must have been a slouching and simian parody of ours; if he had, as it turned out, a bigger brain than we do—that only showed what a big brute he was. Popular and sensational literature has recently added the charge of cannibalism; a discussion of Neanderthal attitudes to women confides to us damningly that not every encounter need have been rape!18 Homo sapiens has kept the theoretical upper hand ever since, but it is remarkable how the evidence perversely might seem to suggest the opposite. No put-down has ever proved quite final. Popular and technical studies on Neanderthals alike continue to use terms such as ‘mystery’ and ‘enigma’, or speak of the ‘search’ for the truth even as decades of research turn into centuries. Two recent experts comment drily that there is simply no evidence for a stooping, ape-like posture. And the fossil’s embarrassingly large brain keeps on putting the question mark over our superiority, since evidence of his prehistoric subtlety and advanced cultural level constantly accumulates. Indeed, as we shall soon see, the man from the cave is finally staking his claim.


The estate where he was found had long been owned by the Neumann family. But affecting a more elevated, cultured lifestyle and notably earning recognition in musical circles, they had classicised their German name into Neander, Greek for ‘New Man’, and the lands in which the discovery had been made were styled the Neander Valley (Neanderthal), and the specimen received a name that still resonates down nearly two centuries of study and speculation: Homo neanderthalensis, Neanderthal Man.19
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H.G. Wells helped to perpetuate the idea of the Neanderthal as bestial, hairy and stooping, a reconstruction for which experts now agree there is no evidence. This drawing by J.F. Horrabin was included in his Outline of History (1920). That the interpretation even of the early fossil finds could have led to a different view is shown by the impressively human, intelligent Neanderthal inferred by the respected anatomist Sir Arthur Keith (1911).





Since that first discovery, many extraordinary advances have been made. A few even earlier but enigmatic finds could now be identified as Neanderthals. And many, many more were uncovered, predominantly in Western Europe (France, Gibraltar, Germany, Croatia) but then increasingly in Asia from Israel and the Crimea to Teshik Tash beyond the Aral Sea. The finds in France were historically amongst the most important, not least the almost complete skull and skeleton of the Neanderthal unearthed at La Chapelle-aux-Saints in 1908, and a discovery at Le Moustier in the same year which brought to light some of the typical artefacts made and used by the Neanderthals, their industry being given the name ‘Mousterian’ which is still employed today. Subsequently, the evidence from the Near East was to raise many questions; but it reinforces a now well-established pattern of discovery demonstrating that these people were widespread inhabitants of Europe and Asia during the Middle Palaeolithic, i.e. the time-period prior to the creative ‘explosion’; and the settings in which they were found have provided many clues to the environment in which they lived and the way they adapted to it.


The time falls within the periods of European glaciation, or Ice Ages; but that was not a mere negative. Herded by the advancing glaciers into the habitable zones, an astonishingly rich array of animal and especially bird-species created an environment crowded with wildlife almost beyond what we can imagine in our own devastated world.
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The major Neanderthal sites in Europe. Although Neanderthals take their name from the valley in Germany where their first identification as a species of extinct human was made, subsequent discoveries have shown that they lived all over Europe. Later they expanded into the Middle East and even spread farther afield. No true Neanderthal has been found, however, outside Eurasia—whereas it has become clear that Anatomically Modern Humans reached the rest of the world after migrating out of Africa. Chris Stringer and Clive Gamble remark on the convergence between Neanderthal territory and the later Graeco-Roman world. Drawing Annick Peterson © Thames and Hudson from Stringer and Gamble, In Search of the Neanderthals 1993.





Recent advances in comparative anatomy and forensic techniques of reconstruction have yielded stunning results: in place of the caricature-images of Boule and his like, we now have expertly built-up three-dimensional recreations of Neanderthal men, women and children. The fossil now in the Vienna Museum of Natural History can be encountered, life-size, as an engaging, keen little boy.20 In place of the grunting ape-men who stooped and scratched, we now know about human beings whose upright bearing matches our own, with a physiognomy which, while distinctive, has famously been claimed as within the normal range of faces on the New York subway.21 Forensic restoration has also given us back at least one wide-eyed, beautiful girl, and adults with a serious and reflective look quite at odds with the early projections.22


Early excavators usually laid waste the site from which the Neanderthal remains were recovered, but scientific procedures which sift every detail of evidence from the field-location have progressively refined our understanding of what these people did, ate and planned, how they socialised. We know that they enjoyed shellfish ‘barbecues’, but also that they went after selected sources of food in their hunting, at pre-decided seasons, rather than being opportunists who killed and ate whatever they came across. They lived in small cohesive communities but must have interacted with other groups too. Before the advent of Anatomically Modern Humans they successfully occupied much of Europe and spread to its southern limits and into the Middle East.


We must naturally presuppose, behind this, significantly developed language-skills. Even so, their speech must have sounded very different from ours, for their larynx was positioned rather differently—though there are strong reasons to suppose their voices were nevertheless highly evolved. It is no longer claimed that they were inarticulate. (A brilliant new theory about their speech will be taken up later.) They trapped birds, clearly not just for food but for the harvesting of their feathers which they cut and trimmed. Not that they were naked feathered savages. Their clothing was simpler, it is true, than that of ‘post-Explosion’ sartorial developments in the Upper Palaeolithic—but after all, it was still the Ice Age. Though evidence is hard to interpret definitively at such distance in time, it is demonstrable that they looked after their frail or injured, and that when they died they buried them with religious ritual, sometimes holding objects which must have had symbolic, spiritual meaning. Indeed it is widely acknowledged nowadays that the Neanderthals were the first humans to bury their dead. ‘One of the most poignant burials,’ attests Richard Leakey out of his wide range of knowledge, was that of a Neanderthal: ‘a mature male was buried in the entrance to a cave; his body had apparently been placed on a bed of flowers of medicinal potential, judging by the pollen that was found in the soil around the fossilized skeleton.’23 The moving practice of laying flowers at a grave is thus very old indeed. Archaeologists have recently become refreshingly open to recognising deeper meanings in such evidence. It has been acknowledged that among present-day archaic peoples even elaborate ceremonial events, festivals or burials with mythic recitals, ritual gatherings and powerful social import leave behind only the flimsiest of material traces. Resistance, however, has also been long and hard and persists. A whole literature exists which argues that whenever Neanderthals did anything which transcended the well-known ‘Mousterian’ cultural level, they cannot have created it themselves but must have copied from their superior sapiens neighbours. The anthropologists then explain that they simply could never have fully understood it. Yet the momentum of discovery has become inexorable, and hardly a month passes without further evidence of Neanderthal sophistication. There have been some outstanding contributions which we shall mention repeatedly, as increasingly we find ourselves ever more on the verge of uncovering what has rightly been called ‘the Neanderthal world’. There seems less and less to be a real gap in culture and intelligence between humans and their unsettling cousins. We have been dragged unwillingly to the recognition that we (sapiens) were not, after all, the only protagonists in human evolution. A new world of human significances is starting to appear.




[image: ]

Quasi-forensic methods of reconstruction that are now used to recreate prehistoric human features have brought the Neanderthals vividly before us, enabling us to meet their fellow-human gaze. Even their range of expressions can be accurately assessed through detailed anatomical research. Their often large and expressive faces confront us with manifold emotions.
(Right) The wide-eyed innocence of a Neanderthal girl.
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(Left) An adult Neanderthal male, as reconstructed for the ‘Human Story’ exhibition (Commonwealth Institute) , exudes a warm intelligence.
(Right) Interpretation of the Neanderthals and their lifestyle has recently moved beyond the old minimalist view of their human characteristics, resulting partly from better forensic reconstructions which nowadays emphasise their complex expressions. Not only highly intelligent, argues Steven Mithen, ‘they were also intensely emotional beings: happy Neanderthals, sad Neanderthals, angry Neanderthals, disgusted Neanderthals, envious Neanderthals … grief-stricken Neanderthals, Neanderthals in love.’ Shown here is a Neanderthal boy in a pose of fascinated interest (Museum of Natural History, Vienna).





‘A glance at the Neanderthal world,’ assert two of its most notable exponents, ‘reveals a size and shape that is reminiscent of the so-called civilized world of Classical Greece and Rome.… The Neanderthal world is therefore very much our own world.’ They urge us to engage with our predecessors, or as they more figuratively say, ‘enter that “stone with an opening”, and an opportunity emerges to undertake a sociological analysis that is normally regarded only as the preserve of the imagination.’24 Their words have proved prophetic, and in the last couple of decades the Neanderthal world has increasingly taken on concrete reality for us—not only in scholarly and popular books but even in the columns of the daily press. No longer just fossils, Neanderthals have become people we know, at least through a mist of strangeness which we should also not forget.


For there has been since the first momentary shudder of discovery a disturbing difference about the Neanderthals which we do not find when we turn to the Upper Palaeolithic Homo sapiens people of Europe with whom we began. With them we can often feel even exaggeratedly at home. Experts who have worked strenuously to empathise with the Neanderthals still usually feel that they were different. The fact of such strenuous empathy is nonetheless an impressive feature of modern research. One of the best researchers on Neanderthals, Steven Mithen, comments on a strangely compartmentalised mentality, which he likens to a mental cathedral with several chapels of thought, but no linking passageways. The ‘cognitive revolution’ people, on the other hand, seem to be able to hover over one or another field of insight and make it fertile for the whole of their experience.25 That does not mean the Neanderthals were not just as intelligent; it is again an issue best understood in terms of consciousness. Mithen’s brilliant observation is one to which we shall return in a later context, when we return to the insights of Rudolf Steiner.


Is that otherness just our phobia about an alien species—and will the continued trend of discovery and revision upwards of the Neanderthals’ abilities and mindset bring us to accept them as human? Will we make friends of them? The question has taken a new turn since 2010 when genome researchers compared sapiens and neanderthalensis and found that, despite decades of scientific attempts to relegate the Neanderthals to a secondary branch-line, unconnected with human development or separate from ours, the evidence was clear: Neanderthals and humans had interbred extensively in the region of the Middle East, and Neanderthal genes are part of our own inheritance.26 Outside of Africa, i.e. in most of Europe and Asia, most of us have something like 4% Neanderthal genetic make-up. Within its new setting, it is estimated that up to 20% of the Neanderthal genome survives. In other words, we are different—but we are also the recipient of the Neanderthal’s gift. And his contribution is in a domain which we long thought was all our own. For it has been established that the Neanderthal strain shows itself specifically in our skull and brain morphology. Recent studies have concluded:


The associations between Neanderthal sequence variation and co-localized skull and brain morphology in modern humans engender an enduring, living footprint of H. neanderthalensis—a residual echo of shared intimate history.27



Evidently when our Anatomically Modern Human predecessors were moving into the Middle East and Europe, there was friendly contact and interbreeding, which despite our basically sapiens origins was also crucial in making us precisely what we now are: specifically, in our brains. That was in the period immediately prior to the cultural ‘Explosion’, which we also call our ‘cognitive revolution’. All people living today have emerged from that development. Did that awakening itself have something to do with the Neanderthal encounter that affected the shape of our skull, and our brain? Were they our poor relations, or co-partners in creating modern humanity?


For just recently, in 2018, the once unthinkable has happened. Art was supposed to be the dividing line between full humans like ourselves and those (i.e. Neanderthals) who somehow did not quite make it. Only the Cro-Magnon forerunners of our anatomy and civilisation could symbolise their inner states, could combine images into meaningful statements and make art. But in Malaga researchers uncovered some of the oldest cave paintings ever found, already showing some of the central symbolism that combines geometry with animal forms—dating from long before the Upper Palaeolithic expansion of Modern Humans. The setting indicates that the paintings were done by Neanderthals, using pigments manufactured from marine shells and minerals, and that there was no way they could have been aping Modern Humans.




[image: ]

The re-dating of some images on the walls of the cave at La Pasiega in Spain shows that they are much older than the Upper Palaeolithic—so much older that, in conjunction with other indications, they must be attributed to the Neanderthals who once occupied that region. In view of the shamanic content in later paintings, it is tempting to connect this ladder-form with conceptions of multiple levels, etc. which are so important there.





Meanwhile in Gibraltar a Neanderthal site produced an abstract symbol carved into the rock. Its engraving had required more than skill and experience. ‘It showed, above all else, that the person had cognitive skills comparable to … a Modern Human. That Neanderthal was in every way human.’28 The wheel has finally come full circle. Still more recently it has been concluded that far from the Neanderthals trailing our forebears in the intelligence stakes, ‘in the fields of creativity, Sapiens was probably no match for Neanderthal populations and was in all likelihood intellectually inferior.’29
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Though its meaning is enigmatic, the discovery of this inscribed sign at a Neanderthal site in Gibraltar helped force the recognition of their capacity for abstract thought, when their mental abilities have so often been denigrated in comparison with Homo sapiens.





To deepen the mystery further, in the time following the explosion, as the great trek of Modern Humans over to the far reaches of Asia and beyond got under way, the European Neanderthals rather surprisingly and rapidly died out. What really happened? Just when the ‘creative Explosion’ seemed to have polished our credentials as Homo sapiens, the need to fit together our history with these prehistoric people who are decidedly not us has suddenly grown sharper, and the picture once more grows problematic. If it was not that the Neanderthals just could not keep up, what did wipe them out? Is there perhaps a sinister history of genocide concealed in their unexplained extinction? Or do we simply need a new and better understanding of human evolution? One may well be becoming available, as an older established one is crumbling into dust.


An Idea of Darwin’s Goes Extinct


A cognitive revolution in our own scientific thinking has been going on since the 1980s, but is perhaps only now coming to a head as these new data challenge us once more. Since then, much that was previously central to understanding human evolution has fallen unceremoniously apart. New questions, as well as new answers, have been needed—with some fascinating results and a large space for new ideas.


Darwin was notoriously reticent about applying his theories to human origins (though many of his followers were not). But he set the stage for a century or so with his idea that man was just a further step on from the anthropoid apes. Put briefly, Darwin suggested that the great African apes included species which had already begun to develop great dexterity in handling food, and even manipulating their environment using simple instruments—such as sticks to catch termites. As they used their ‘hands’ more and more, they left the trees to seek greater variety in the open savannas, they spent more time walking upright. They abandoned the African jungles for the plains of Europe and Asia. Stone weapons (‘technology’) were the critical marker of progress, establishing humans in the role of ‘the noble hunter’ then so important to many scientists. To deal with their increasingly complex and varied activities, their brains grew larger and more intelligent. The result was man. Such was the theory. One day, surely, the precise link between ape and man would be discovered. And then, in 1911 (or was it earlier?) the discovery was made—one that would surely eclipse what many regarded as a wrong turn in understanding the unique being, man, which had taken place in the Neander Valley. This one took place in Sussex, England, under the hands of a little known but somewhat-more-than-amateur researcher (Charles Dawson) who immediately (or more-or-less so) brought it to the attention of his friend in high places: Arthur Smith Woodward of the British Natural History Museum, London. Several other prominent researchers of the day also soon became involved.


The find was indeed stunning. It exhibited just what the scientists had been desperately looking for. The cranium was human, seeming almost modern, but the jawbone was much closer to that of an ape than anything found in man today, except that the great chewing teeth of the ape were much reduced. A number of other bones and prehistoric objects found in the vicinity of the fossil confirmed its great antiquity. The exhumed individual was christened Eoanthropus—‘Dawning Humanity’—and a wave of quiet but enormous satisfaction ran through the palaeoarchaeological Establishment which did not abate for over forty years. Man’s animal ancestry according to the theory had been irrefutably demonstrated, and his emergence located in Europe, in England, in the Home Counties, at Piltdown.


Unfortunately Piltdown was a complete fraud. The cranium looked modern and human because it was; the jaw looked more ape-like because it had belonged to an orang-utan, although the teeth had been cleverly filed down, and the broken bone cunningly stained to match the local gravel like the skull. The prehistoric animal remains had come from Africa. The artefacts later found to be intruded had come from a quite different archaeological stratum. Everybody nowadays knows Piltdown was a hoax, and many assume it was some kind of joke. It was nothing of the sort, but a warped and technically brilliant though insidious deception. ‘The fact is that the original fossils were selected and broken with tremendous insight, betraying a keen understanding of exactly which anatomical features needed to be present and which absent to convince.… Indeed the forger covered his tracks so well that virtually everyone significantly involved with the fossil has been accused at one time or another’ of the fraud—not excepting even Teilhard de Chardin!30 It was meant to establish a view of man’s animality, and for almost half a century it held back better understanding of human origins.


Only in 1953 did new scientific dating techniques show that none of the Piltdown component parts could possibly have belonged together. It had given academic respectability, however, to a view which turned attention away from the real questions, including that of the Neanderthals, and furnished much needed evidence for Darwin’s favoured supposition. Of course it proved nothing. And none of the real evidence has confirmed Darwin’s approach either. Indeed quite the reverse.


The judgement of a mere observer of developments like myself has little weight, but the case against Darwin here is that most forcibly presented by Richard Leakey, one of the best established and fully informed of the professionals in this sphere. The evidence he summarises has carried most present-day palaeo-anthropologists with it.31 Darwin’s ‘package’ of ideas on human origins predicted that the qualities which divide us from animals could be explained as evolving from an ancestral ape. The several factors we have mentioned would reinforce and ‘leap-frog’ one another: as the ape stood upright more, it would use its freed hands more, think more about the range of things it could do with them especially by extending their use through instruments, mainly spears, and get a larger brain to cope with those needs. Walking upright (bipedalism), use of technology and increased brain size should happen all together to bring about a new kind of animal—essentially, modern man. Their linked emergence should show us an ape turning into a human. But the fossil record, mostly uncovered since Darwin’s day, shows a very different picture as regards those species most obviously related to us.


The exciting discovery in 1974 of the largely complete fossil skeleton popularly christened ‘Lucy’ has revealed, not a continuity but a divergence. She was an prehistoric African ape or Australopithecus afarensis, of the kind that anthropologists had long assumed would show extreme closeness to the earliest humans. Piltdown had proved a false dawn, but here was a bona fide discovery inviting the application of Darwin’s specific evolutionary ideas. Analyses and reconstructions were undertaken. But all did not go as expected, and by the 1980s theoretical horizons were starting to look very different. On the one hand, Lucy had a number of human-looking features, and had clearly been able to hold herself upright. The researcher Peter Schmid set out hopefully to reconstruct the complete skeleton in fibreglass, but was startled by what he found:


Schmid began assembling Lucy’s body, with the full expectation that it would be essentially human in shape. He was surprised with what he saw: Lucy’s rib-cage turned out to be conical in shape, like an ape’s, not barrel-shaped, as would be seen in humans. Lucy’s shoulders, trunk, and waist also turned out to have a strong ape-like aspect to them.…32



So an ape that been able to hold itself erect had not, after all, shown any signs of turning into a human, but remained an ape.


Other anatomical studies pointed to the same conclusion. The jawbones of the australopithecines were ape-like, not at all like the ones of the genus Homo. (The Piltdown fantasy of ape-jaw synthesised with human cranium was simply not realised.) Comparison of estimated body-weights again highlighted the differences between the heavy-weight apes and the freely active movement of Homo. Most significant of all, a comparative investigation of the inner-ear which reconstructed the little semi-circular canals which are necessary to keep balance when standing or walking upright, only reinforced the conclusion: ‘In all species of the genus Homo, the inner ear structure is indistinguishable from modern humans. Similarly, in all species of Australopithecus, the semi-circular canals look just like those of apes.’33 Lucy’s were no different. The desire of many anthropologists to find prehistoric apes which started to move around in a way just like that of people today had not found anything to support it.
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Lucy
Found in 1974, the fossil of an extinct australopithecine caught public imagination as ‘Lucy’. At the time her skeleton was interpreted as showing virtually modern upright locomotion, making her a ‘missing link’ in the transition from animal to human. But later investigations in the 1990s proved discontinuity rather than closeness: her uprightness was not a delicate human balance, but powered by strong leg muscles so that, finally, her evidence is actually ‘one more argument for the magnitude of the Homo adaptation’ (Richard Leakey). The only transitional form between ape and human that has ever been found was Piltdown Man—subsequently exposed as an extremely clever fraud mixing human and animal remains. ‘Lucy’ skeleton (replica), National Museum of Ethiopia.
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