
The Fossil
History of
Primates

Primates:
Cretaceous to

Recent

• large brains
• stereoscopic vision
• social
• arboreal

Paleocene primate
Purgatorius

Late Paleocene - Eocene 
primate

Plesiadapis
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Modern Prosimian Primates

‘Bush Baby’ Lemur

Anthropoid
Primates

Within the Superfamily 
Hominoidea there are three 
families, 
• Hylobatidae - gibbons 
• Pongidae - gorillas and 
chimps 
• Hominidae - us and our 
immediate ancestors.

Spider monkey

Chimp

Human

Primate
Brains

Aegyptopithecus

Common ancestor 
to old word 
Monkeys + Apes
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Proconsul

Proconsul showed sexual 
dimorphism, was fruit-eating 
and an arboreal quadruped. 
It lived in tropical and warm 
temperate open woodlands.

Dryopithecus

Sahelanthropus
7 ma - approx. chimp 
size probably not 
hominid, but very 
close to the common 
ancestor of chimps, 
gorillas and humans

Ardipithecus is a hominid, but is more primitive than 
Australopithecus

A. anamensis lived from 4.2 to 3.9 ma, still a major tree 
climber
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Some of the oldest known hominid fossils 
are a set of footprints (Laetoli footprints) 
of a male, female and juvenile walking 
upright, side by side. They are 3.6 ma 
years old. Not known if this is a ‘family’ 
in the modern sense. Probably A. afarensis

Australopithecus afarensis
A. afarensis was fully bipedal, from 
skeleton and trackways. This 
species or perhaps some older are 
found back to about  4.15 ma to 
about 2.8 ma

20 to 50 kilograms (males larger 
than females)

small family groups with 1 male 
and several breeding females

brain 380 to 430 cc - 20 to 30% larger 
than a modern chimp with similar 
body size.

Face similar to that of a modern 
chimp but with smaller canine 
teeth. 

Compared to modern humans arms 
relatively longer and legs relatively 
shorter.  Hand more specialized 
than a modern chimp.

Australopithecus afarensis

“Lucy”
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Brain Size Increase

Australopithecus africanus
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Australopithecus
africanus

About 3.3 million years the second species of Australopithecus 
appeared. A. africanus  continued on for about a million years until 
about 2.4 million years ago.
•Brain up to 600 cc.
•Gave rise to two lineages - “robust” australopithecines & Homo. 

A. africanus child

Notice the differences between child and 
adult:
• vertical snout
• no eye ridges

A. africanus adult

A. africanus
‘family’

The robust australopithicines appear about 2.8 ma ago and persist 
until 1.2 ma. They were specialized for eating a very tough diet of 
seeds and tough vegetable material - they had molars over twice 
the size of ours and very large gut cavities.
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Parathropus
boisei

• P. boisei first appeared 2.2 million years 
ago and was a rather large form with a 
body very close in size to that of modern 
man.

• It went extinct at about 1.2 ma.

A. afarensis P. boisei H. sapiens

Paranthropus robustus

P. robustus first appeared 2 million years ago 
and was a rather large form with a body 
very close in size to that of modern man. It 
went extinct about at 1.6 ma.

Studies of large numbers of individuals 
indicate an ‘old man’ was 17 years old.

25

26

27

28



A. robustus ‘family’

Homo habilis

Homo habilis

First member of the genus Homo found about 2.3 million years ago 
and continued up until about 1.44 million years ago
Brain about half the size of modern humans, so about 50% 
larger than the Australopithicines 
Tooth row reduced in size to produce a less protruding 
muzzle
Still had relatively long arms and short legs
Found with stone flakes that were used as scrapers - nothing 
similar to a weapon found

Homo habilis
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Brain Size Increase

Homo erectus

Homo erectus

Evolved from H. habilis about 2.4 million years ago and is found 
up until about 53,000 years ago (an isolated population on the 
island of Java), though most went extinct about 250,000 years ago
much more advanced, 5 ft 10 inches with modern limb 
proportions  - stronger than modern humans
a cranial capacity of between 850 and 1100 cc (in the latest forms 
just prior to extinction)
felt that at about 1.4 ma mutation leading to loss of hair occurred

Homo erectusJava form
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Tools

Had more diverse and sophisticated tools 
than H. habilis

Oldest used tools of Oldowan style that 
later progressed to Archeulean style - 
hand axes and cleavers

Primary difference between Oldowan and 
Archeulean is that by the later times they 
were flaking on both sides of a chert or 
obsidian pebble to make two cutting 
edges

Oldowan Style

Tools

Archeulean Style
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Humans
leave the
cradle..

H. erectus
on the move

by 1 ma...

Homo sapiens

Homo sapiens (archaic)
Homo s. neanderthalisAbout 800,000 years ago the first 

members of the species sapiens are 
found. The earliest members of our 
species are called “Archaic Homo 
sapiens”  and represent forms that lived 
between about 800,000 and 30,000 
years ago

The so-called Neanderthal man was an 
example of such a primitive form that 
lived between 130,000 and 30,000 years 
ago around the Mediterranean (asian 
forms vanished ca. 50,000 years ago)

These early forms have the same 
cranial capacity range as modern 
humans, around 1,300 cc, but they had 
heavier facial features, including brow 
ridges and shorter stature 

Numerous cases of cannibalism

H. sapiens 
neanderthalis

H. sapiens sapiens

41

42

43

44



There is evidence of families and, after 
meeting modern humans, show burial 
and more advanced tools. Much debate 
over language capabilities, but their 
DNA shows they had the identical gene 
of modern humans important for speech.

Mousterian Style
Started to appear 300 ka ago, first 
associated with Neanderthals and 
then later with modern humans

What happened to H. s. neanderthalis ???
The last ‘neanderthals’ coexisted for a while as the first 
modern sapiens began to appear in Europe and 
adapted some of their behaviors.


 • Extinction?

 • Interbreeding?
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Homo sapiens sapiens

First appear about 200 ka years ago in Africa, 60 ka in mid-
east and begin to appear in Europe about 45 ka. A dramatic 
shift towards ‘modernity’ begins at about 50 ka - incl. 
language?, oldest known instruments (bone flute) and 
sophisticated flint tools. 
The mutation that lead to light skin only appears to have 
occurred between 6 and 12 ka.

Art in caves - 32 ka oldest
Probably religious
Also ‘graffiti’ - adult vs. 
teenage (mostly male)

Religion - altars

Horses

Chauvet cave - 32 ka

Cave LionsAlter
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More 
sophisticated

dwellings. 53


