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The science of human origins  
data from many disciplines

• Anthropology 
• Archaeology 
• Paleontology 
• Paleo-neurology 
• Geology 
• Biology 
• Physics 
• Chemistry 
• Engineering

• Oceanography 
• Climatology 
• Environmental science 
• Ecology 
• Genetics 
• Medicine 
• Demography 
• Evolutionary psychology 



The science of human origins 
areas of progress

• Caracterisation of fossils and archaeological remains 
✦ Geo-chronometers 
✦ Microscopies and spectroscopies with X-rays, neutrons, ions  
✦ Microprobes (elements and isotopes) 
✦ Paleogenetics, paleogenomics 

• Exploration  
✦ Satellite imaging, georadar, laser scan

• Paleoenvironment 
✦ proxy data 
✦ models 



Hominin evolution 



40K-40Ar
10Be/26Al



Potassium-argon dating



• 40K decays to both 40Ar and 40Ca

Principles
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• mineral forms (e.g. from molten rock)

•      “       argon-free

•       “      have potassium

Principles

40Ar (Renne, K/Ar and Ar/Ar Dating). 40K undergoes a
branching decay to both 40Ar and 40Ca, so it is impor-
tant to revise the simple radioactive decay equation to
take into account the decay via different processes. The
40Ar–39Ar process is based on the same idea as the
K–Ar method, except that neutron activation is used
to estimate the amount of 39K by activation to 39Ar.
The ingrowth of 40Ar is a variant of the ingrowth Eqn
[4], since there is actually a branching decay to 40Ca
and 40Ar from 40K:

40Ar¼ 40Ar initialþ 0:105 40Kð1 – e – ltÞ ½5&

where t is the age and 0.105 is the branching ratio to
40Ar. K–Ar dating has many applications, particu-
larly during the Quaternary to the dating of bones
and tephras.

Cosmogenic Radionuclides

Similar equations to those for ingrowth of a nuclide
also apply to the case of the buildup of a cosmogenic
radionuclide such as 10Be:

N ¼ P

l
ð1 – e – ltÞ ½6&

Here, P is the production rate in atoms/yr and l is the
decay constant (in yr–1). More complex scenarios can
arise where the sample is buried and re-exposed. The
application of cosmogenic nuclide for dating of
Quaternary surfaces and deposits has increased dra-
matically in the past decade (Dickin, 1995; Zreda and
Phillips, 2000), as presented elsewhere (see Exposure
Geochronology).

In the case where the cosmogenically produced
nuclide is stable, the number of atoms produced is
simply N ¼ Pt. There have been a number of studies
of stable noble gas nuclides in various rock surfaces.

Postnuclear Tracers

The radionuclides produced as the result of anthro-
pogenic nuclear activities can be used as tracers for
recent processes. Nuclides such as 137Cs, 90Sr, and
postbomb levels of 14C can be used to date event
horizons since AD 1950. These markers are often of
great use in the study of recently deposited sediments
and other materials. Recent sediment studies are
often done in conjunction with ingrowth of 210Pb
from U-series decay (Cohen, 2005).

Radiative Dosimetry Methods

Radiative dosimetry methods are basically studies by
which we investigate the buildup of radiation damage.
This is usually measured by studying some

luminescence phenomenon. Common methods are
thermoluminescence, optically stimulated lumines-
cence, and electron spin resonance. The techniques
rely on the production of radiation damage in the
substrate (usually a silicate mineral). When these
solids are exposed to ionizing radiation, electron/hole
pairs are formed and some of these become trapped in
the solid.

The luminescence age appears simple enough, and
is constrained by

Age ¼ ED

SD

where ED is the ‘equivalent dose’ (in units of grays,
1 Gy ¼ 100 rad) and S D is the sum of annual doses
from !, ", #, and cosmic radiation (Forman, 2000).
ED is determined in several different ways, including
estimates of the chemical composition of radioactive
sources in the sample, regeneration of an additional
dose of the luminescence signal in the laboratory, and
partial or total bleaching (i.e., removal of the lumi-
nescence signal by exposure to light).

The main problem with luminescence methods is
the number of possible complications which can arise
due to the fact that the original sediment was not
totally bleached by sunlight before the accumulation
of the dose under study, or that later partial bleach-
ing occurs or there is an unexplained loss of the
signal, called ‘anomalous fading’ (Wintle, 1973).

There are two main methods which use radiative
dose: fission-track dating and luminescence methods,
which include methods based on thermolumines-
cence and optically stimulated luminescence (Aiken,
1998). Another radiative dose method which can
sometimes be used is the study of the buildup of
electronic ‘traps’ by ESR (electron spin resonance)
dating (Lee and Schwarcz, 1993). All of these meth-
ods have limitations due to the necessity of accurately
estimating the levels of the source of the radiation,
usually !-particles (from the decay of U) and some-
times #-radiation (Wagner, 1995). These topics are
all discussed in various articles of this Encyclopedia.

Amino Acid Racemization

The technique of amino acid racemization relies on
the kinetics of changes in the symmetry of amino acid
molecules (Miller and Brigham-Grette, 1989). Since
amino acids can have two different optically active
isomers, there is one biologically preferred form
(usually the L-form). After initial deposition, these
amino acids react over time to approach an equal
mixture of D- and L- isomers, which is called a race-
mic mixture (Fig. 4). The decay rates of many of
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t is the “age”

0.105 is the ‘branching ratio’ to 40A
l



Argon-argon

• 40Ar/39Ar is measured 

• 39Ar produce by reaction  

39K(n,   )39Arγ



Ar - Ar dating

• grains irradiated in reactor for 2 h (2.5 
x1017 n / cm2

• gas extraction with infrared laser (50 W)

• mass spectrometry 



Human evolution 



40K-40Ar

10Be/26Al

OSL,  234U/230Th
14C

H. naledi



Cosmogenic dating



   26Al        10Be
T1/2       0.7 Myr       1.5 Myr

Atmospheric production

Surface production

14C

T1/2       5730 years



14N(n,p)14C

Radiocarbon

Food chain

Photosynthesis

Exchange

CO2 

Atmospheric mixing

N(0)

N(t) = N(0). exp (-t        )ln2
t1/2

t =           . ln (         )ln 2
t1/2

N(0)
N(t)

Radiocarbon dating  



Cosmogenic dating  



CIRCE - Caserta, Italy

Atom counting system  



The bone readers 
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X-ray 3D imaging



Australopithecus sediba Lee Berger, 2010

Tuniz Manzi Caramelli - The Science of  Human Origins 2013 i



X-ray source

Sample

Flat 
Panel

 x-ray imaging @ ICTP
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Reconstruction of Ceprano skull (400,000 years BP)
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Other	Logo

Objective: define its phylogenetic and 
taxonomic position 

Procedure: correct the deformation 
that affected the specimen by a 
computer-assisted procedure based 
on geometric morphometrics and 
Finite Element Analysis 



Romito skull                          

 Virtual brain



1 cm

Italian Neanderthal child ~ 100 ka

Tuniz, C. et al 2012. A new assessment of the Neanderthal child mandible from Molare, SW 
Italy, using x-ray microtomography. Proc. Europ. Soc. Hum. Evol. 1, 196 



5	mm

Tuniz, C. et al 2012. A new assessment of the Neanderthal child mandible from Molare, SW Italy, 
using x-ray microtomography. Proc. Europ. Soc. Hum. Evol. 1, 196 



virtual paleoanthropology

Tuniz, C. et al 2012. A new assessment of the Neanderthal child mandible from Molare, SW 
Italy, using x-ray microtomography. Proc. Europ. Soc. Hum. Evol. 1, 196 
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 x-ray imaging @ Elettra
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Paleolithic fetus from Ostuni 
27.000 years BP 



  n-imaging @ ANSTO, Australia



Neutron micron CT
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Other	Logo

First application of neutron microtomography (n-microCT) to  
paleoanthropological cases where X-rays have previously failed to 
deliver sufficient contrast between different dental tissues of fossilized 
specimen. 
	

neutron mCT

x-ray mCT

South African cercopithecoid 
maxilla embedded in hard breccia 
rock 
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H. sapiens evolution 



• Evolved in East Africa 200.000 years ago

• Out of Africa 60.000 years ago

• Replaced all ‘archaic’ human species in Eurasia

Mainstream theory



• Accretion of modern human traits

• Modern humans in China earlier

• African multiregional origins

• Interbreeding

Emerging facts and ideas



Jebel Irhoud, 300 ka Qafzeh, 95 ka

Scerri et al, Trends in Ecol and Evol 2018 

Accretion of modern human traits



From brains to minds

• Brain size and structure

• Neural networks

• Life history



Africa   >100 - 50 ka

Scerri et al, Trends in Ecol and Evol 2018 

( OSL, uranium-thorium)



Australia 65 ka

Clarkson et al, Nature 2018 

(radiocarbon, OSL)



Hohle Fels venus

Hohle Fels flute
Conard, 2009

(radiocarbon)
Europe   43.000 years



H. floresiensis

H. sapiens

H. erectus

P. pygmaeus

100 millenni fa

Chauvet, France

(radiocarbon)
Europe   35.000 years



No man is an island!

• Extended mind (Bruner, Iriki))

• Emotions (A. Damasio)

• Accumulation of cultural information (K. 
Laland)

• Social structure (demography, resources, 
trade, conflict, inequality, division of labor)

• Human self-domestication
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