
What is Homo sapiens ?
Chris Stringer, The Natural History Museum, London



Spencer Wells: I’d like to suggest 

that we re-welcome Neanderthals 

into our own species and tear down 

the wall we’ve built between us and 

them since their discovery over 150 

years ago…. 

Chris Stringer: There’s no ‘one 

size fits all’ for Nea vs sapiens 

species status. My separation on 

morphology has to acknowledge they 

could interbreed, Spencer’s merging 

from behaviour has to acknowledge 

the resultant species has variation 

in pelvic + ear bone shape beyond 

any extant ape species…...

What is a ‘Homo sapiens’??



Art, Music,

Spirituality

Complex technology

Complex treatment 

of the dead

Complex societies

Language

Our complex ‘modern’ behaviour…



Today there is only one human species:
Homo sapiens - also known as ‘modern humans’



Galway-Witham, Cole & Stringer 2019



Homo sapiens

Neanderthals

Homo floresiensis

Denisovans

There were still at least 5 kinds of 

humans ~70,000 years ago….

?

Homo luzonensis

?
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One, two, three or four 

Homo sapiens crania ? 



Anatomically modern

H. sapiens

(Howells)

+archaic H. sapiens

(Stringer)

H. sapiens

includes  heidelbergensis, Neas?

(Bräuer)

H. sapiens

includes 

erectus

(Wolpoff)



Which is the type of Homo sapiens? 
David Notton and Chris Stringer (2010)

There was, however, no single person 

recognised as the type until 1959, when 

Professor William Stearn, in a passing 

remark in a paper on Linnaeus’ 

contributions to nomenclature and 

systematics wrote that 'Linnaeus himself 

must stand as the type of his Homo 

sapiens'. This was enough to designate 

Linnaeus as a lectotype (Article 74.5), the 

single name-bearing type specimen for the 

species Homo sapiens…. 



Malleus

Incus

Stapes



~6500 modern humans



89 ‘diverse’ modern humans



H. neanderthalensis

H. sapiens

Last common ancestor ~600 ka ?



Last common ancestor ~600 ka ?

For me, Homo sapiens = everything on our lineage after we 

diverged from the Neanderthal (and Denisovan) lineage



H. neanderthalensis

H. sapiens

Last common ancestor ~600 ka ?
Atapuerca (Sima)

Jebel Irhoud

Evolutionary 

change



Last common ancestor ~600 ka ?

‘Early H. n.’

‘Late H. n.’

‘Archaic H. s.’

‘Modern H. s.’

‘Archaic H. s.’

‘Archaic’ and 

‘modern’ H. s. may 

have co-existed

(Iho Eleru)



Ideas about the place of origin of Homo sapiens [~1970]

Multiregional/Neanderthal phase/spectrum 

models

Neanderthal

model Generalised 

Neanderthal 

model

Single origin 

model

Location unknown



The Jebel Irhoud skull from Morocco:

an African ‘Neanderthal’ 40,000 years old? 

1971 : my PhD trip around Europe



Stringer 1974



Phenogram Stringer 1978/1994



Luminescence + ESR dating ~315 ka…



Gran Dolina (Atapuerca) 

(H. antecessor)

~850ka

Nanjing (Hulu Cave)

~600 ka

Ancient faces from Spain and China –

the ‘modern’ face is actually primitive?



Homo heidelbergensis: its place in evolution in question?

?



The African story gets more complex…

…our fossils come from less than

10% of the area of Africa



Irhoud ?sapiens

Broken Hill 

heidelbergensis

H. naledi

Africa at about 300,000 years: 

at least 3 species?



Omo Kibish 1 (Ethiopia) is currently the oldest known fossil that can  

fairly confidently be assigned to ‘modern’ H. sapiens

(found 2001)



Omo Kibish 2                                              1

(Ethiopia)

Again, evidence that “archaic” and “modern” anatomies overlapped

in Africa - found only a few km apart, these crania have both been dated 

to ~195ka and are very different in cranial shape…



DNA:

our 

species’

history is

written in 

our own 

body

cells



Fig. 3 Demographic model of African history and estimated divergences. 
Deep divisions in early H. sapiens in Africa?



‘Humans did not stem from a single 

ancestral population in one region of 

Africa, as is often claimed. Instead, our 

African ancestors were diverse in form 

and culture, and scattered across the 

entire continent’



One or more early exits of modern humans 

from Africa?



~45,000 years old



Apidima 1

Neanderthal H. sapiens

H. heidelbergensis

>200,000 years old ?







Madjedbebe

rockshelter



Dennell 2015

2nd wave overprints 

1st?

1st Wave OOA ~100 ka?

2nd Wave OOA ~60 ka?

[Or could the genetic calibrations of events be wrong (too young)?]  





Interbreeding?

Contact?
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2010 most



The owner of the Oase 1 mandible (~40 ka Romania) 

had a very recent Neanderthal ancestor….



Neanderthal DNA is selected away…



The introgressed variants remaining in 

modern Europeans are depleted of 

heritability for most traits.

However, we discover that they are 

enriched for heritability of several traits 

with potential relevance to human 

adaptation to non-African environments, 

including hair and skin traits, 

autoimmunity, chronotype, bone density, 

lung capacity, and menopause age. 

Quantifying the contribution of 

Neanderthal introgression to the 

heritability of complex traits 

Evonne McArthur, David Rinker, John A. 

Capra 



So we (Homo sapiens) are not more 

or less 100% Recent African Origin, 

as I would have said 15 years ago…. 

Our DNA shows that we are >90% 

Recent African Origin 

So we are ‘Mostly 

Out of Africa’



Homo sapiens

Neanderthals

Homo floresiensis

Denisovans

Why were we the only kind of 

human left by ~30,000 years ago?

?

Homo luzonensis

?
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The secret(s) of our success?



Excerpted from SURVIVAL OF THE FRIENDLIEST by Brian Hare and Vanessa 

Woods

As humans became friendlier, we were able make the shift from living in small bands of ten to 
fifteen individuals to living in larger groups of a hundred or more. Even without larger brains, our 
larger, better-coordinated groups easily outcompeted other groups of humans. Our sensitivity to 
others allowed us to cooperate and communicate in increasingly complex ways that put our cultural 
abilities on a new trajectory. We could innovate and share those innovations more rapidly than 
anyone else.



Robin Dennell

Our success was down to a combination of factors?





Thanks for listening and

thanks to the Natural History Museum London

The Calleva Foundation and Human Origins Research Fund 

and all my sources of data and illustrations..

@ChrisStringer65

Centre for

Human

Evolution

Research

(NHM)



Adapted from P. Gunz, using about 1000 cranial landmarks and semi-landmarks

sapiens?

non-sapiens?


