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Pteridium, ancient multicellular life, 

550 million years old (so
uthern Namibia).

The African be
ar, Agriotherium africanum,

4–5 million years old
 (Langebaanw

eg).

A 70 million-year-old fossil frog 
(Stompoor Crater, Northern Cape).

Dicynodon, cow-sized 
herbivore and

 

victim of end-Perm
ian extinction

.

Fossils of starfish and tri
lobites, common marine animals 

around 400 million years ago (found in
 rocks of the Cape 

Supergroup).

Fossilized leaves of Glossopteris, a plant 
that appeared about 280 million years 
ago and dominated Gondwana for the next
30 million years.

The Taung Child, 
the first Australo-
pithecus africanus
discovered.

The Floris
bad Skull 

– archaic 

Homo sapiens about 260
 000 years

 old.

Priscomyzon, the oldest fossil lamprey, 
360 million years old (Grahamstown).

Dicroidium, a characteristic seed fern of
the Triassic.

Owenetta ske
leton. These a

napsid reptile
s

are considere
d to be distan

t ancestors of

tortoises (Bea
ufort Group).

Ammonite, a common marine 
animal from the Cretaceous.

Bone tools used by early hominids at Olduvai Gorge in

Tanzania and Swartkrans Cave in the Cradle of Humankind

(left). An ancient bone point (about 60 0000 years old)

from Sibudu Cave in KwaZulu-Natal (top right) compared

to Iron Age and Bushmen bone arrowheads.

Littlefo
ot, the

 most 
compl

ete ske
leton

of Australopithecus (Ster
ktonte

in).

Fossilized egg of Massospondylus, the 
oldest dinosaur egg (Drakensberg foothills).

Gorgonopsian, 
ferocious predator of the Permian.

Fossilized dinosaur footprints from 
the Triassic (eastern Free State).

Paranthropus robustus

(Drimolen, Sterkfontein valley).

Patranomodon skull, a mongoose-sized
therapsid herbivore of the Permian 
(Prince Albert).

Mrs Ples, the
 most complete skull 

of an

adult Australopithecus africanus

(Sterkfonte
in).

The Hofmeyr Skull – early m
odern

human in southern Af
rica (Hofmeyr).

BLOMBOS CAVE

KLASIES RIVER CAVES

(Tsitsikamma)

MAKAPANSGAT

Euparkeria, 
an early archosaur 
and dinosaur ancestor 
(Aliwal North).

UNIVERSITY OF CAPE TOWN (UCT)
PALAEOBIOLOGICAL RESEARCH
Professor Anusuya Chinsamy-Turan is one 
of only a few specialists in the world who 
studies the microscopic structure of bones 
of dinosaurs, pterosaurs and mammal-like 
reptiles in order to interpret various aspects 
of the biology of extinct animals.

THE HOFMEYR SKULL
Professor Alan Morris described the
Hofmeyer skull, a prehistoric, fossilized
human skull about 36 000 years old
that corroborates genetic evidence that
modern humans probably originated in
sub-Saharan Africa and migrated at
about that time to colonise the Old World.

BIOMECHANICS OF THERAPSIDS
Dr Sandra Jasinoski investigates the
feeding mechanics of fossil mammal-
like reptiles, and uses the microscopic
structure of skull bone to reconstruct
function in these extinct therapsids.

MARINE PALAEOECOLOGY
Dr Romala Govender is a palaeobiologist 
who studies the palaeoecology of marine

mammals from
Langebaanweg.

BIOGENIC 
ISOTOPES
Dr Daniel Thomas
studies the isotopic 
signals preserved in Western Cape fossils. 
His primary interest is the reconstruction of
ancient environments from chemical 
signals.

HOMINID EVOLUTION
Professor Rebecca Ackermann studies 
living and fossil primates, and hominids, 
in order to understand the processes that
drive human evolution.

DIETARY
STUDIES
Professor
Emeritus Nikolaas van 
der Merwe is a pioneer in the deve-
lopment of stable isotope techniques 
for studying the diets of prehistoric

people by analysing their skeletons. He has applied these 
techniques in studies of mammal-like reptiles, early hominids 
and today’s wildlife.

EARLY HOMINIDS
Dr David Braun studies the way stone 
artefacts made by distant human ancestors
relates to hominid ecology to help us 
understand the pressures that shaped early
hominid behaviour and cognition.

HUNTERS AND HERDERS
Professor Judith Sealy uses stable isotope 
techniques for dietary reconstruction, focusing on
hunter-gatherer archaeology across the period from
the emergence of modern humans to the recent past.

EARLY MODERN HUMANS
Professor John Parkington studies the earliest human inhabitants of
the Cape. He has been instrumental in driving the hypothesis that the
emergence of modern human intellectual 
capability is tied to a seafood diet.

PALAEOENVIRONMENTS
Dr Deano Stynder focuses on the morpholo-
gical evolution of our species and the ecolo-
gical contexts within which it occurred, in 
particular human and faunal evolution along
our west coast over the last 5 million years.

IZIKO SOUTH AFRICAN MUSEUM,
CAPE TOWN
FOSSIL TAPHONOMY
Dr Roger Smith is a specialist on the rocks
and fossils of the Karoo – the richest 
collecting grounds for fossils of mammal-
like reptiles in the world. He studies the way
in which animals died and became fossilized
(taphonomy) in order to reconstruct the 
ancient Karoo ecosystems.

FOSSIL AMMONITES
Dr Herby Klinger is an expert on fossil ammonites and their bio-
geographic distribution. He studies marine fossil deposits from the
Cretaceous period along the Zululand coast.

FOSSIL GIRRAFIDS
Dr Roger Smith and Pippa Haarhoff
have uncovered thousands of extinct
giraffe bones all fossilized together
and which are now on display at the
West Coast Fossil Park. They are 
trying to descipher the cause of 
the catastropic death 5 million 
years ago.

FOSSIL MICROFAUNA
Dr Margaret Avery analyses the 
jaws of fossil microfauna (rats, mice,
shrews and bats) to understand the
environmental setting within which
humans developed over the last 2,5
million years.

Dr Thalassa Matthews analyses the 
thousands of tiny teeth and bones of fossil 
microfauna to reconstruct palaeoenviron-
mental and climatic changes on the west
coast over the last 5 million years.

ALBANY MUSEUM, 
GRAHAMSTOWN
PERMIAN AGE PLANTS
Dr Rose Prevec studies the 
Glossopteris flora of South Africa (the 
ancient forests that formed our coal
deposits) and their end-Permian 
extinction.

FOOTPRINTS AND DINOSAURS
Dr Billy de Klerk studies dinosaurs
and other fauna from the Karoo 
(early Jurassic), Algoa Basin (early
Cretaceous) and Permian trace 
fossils (Karoo Basin). Mammal-like
reptile footprints and trackways 
provide clues about the animals’ 
behaviour and way of walking.

NATIONAL MUSEUM, 
BLOEMFONTEIN
EXTINCTION SURVIVORS
Dr Jennifer Botha-Brink is interested in evolution
and extinction of Permo-Triassic terrestrial 
vertebrates in the Karoo Basin. She focuses on
the biology of fauna that survived the end-
Permian extinction and how they adapted 

to the harsh early Triassic environment.

EVOLUTION OF MODERN MAMMAL FAUNA
Dr James Brink studies the origin and evolution
of large mammals from the Quaternary period
(within the last 2,6 million years). His research
team works from the Florisbad Research 
Station, northwest of Bloemfontein.

VEGETATION 
FROM THE PAST
Dr Lloyd Rossouw uses grass phytoliths to 
reconstruct ancient environments. Phytoliths
are microscopic silica bodies present in 
numerous plant families. When extracted from
fossilized herbivore teeth or fossil soils, they
help interpret past environments.

UNVERSITY OF THE FREE STATE
(UFS), BLOEMFONTEIN
FOSSIL POLLEN
Professor Louis Scott uses fossil pollen from
ancient lake, swamp and dung deposits to 
reconstruct vegetation and climate fluctua-
tions over time.

COUNCIL FOR GEOSCIENCES,
TSHWANE
ANCIENT ENVIRONMENTS
Dr Johann Neveling is interested in the 
ancient environments inhabited by fossil 
faunas of the Permian to Jurassic Periods
(265–200 million years old), as well as the 
distribution of Triassic Karoo fossil vertebrates.

DITSONG NATIONAL MUSEUM 
OF NATURAL HISTORY
FOSSILS OF MAMMAL-LIKE REPTILES
Dr Heidi Fourie studies the skeletal morpho-
logy of mammal-like reptiles from the Karoo,
and the way this can be used to correlate rock
layers.

OLDEST MULTI-
CELLED ORGANISMS
Dr Bob Brain is renowned for his work 
relating to the taphonomy of ancient 
hominids and is still working at Swart-
krans. He also studies Precambrian fauna
in the Otavi Group rocks in Namibia,
where he has discovered the oldest 
multi-celled organisms.

UNIVERSITY OF THE 
WITWATERSRAND (WITS)
HUMAN EVOLUTION
Professor Himla Soodyall is keenly interes-
ted in human origins and the relationships
between populations. She uses the genetic
variation found among living people to study
population history and human evolution.

EARLY STONE
AGE TOOLS
Dr Kathleen Kuman works on the archae-
ology of fossil hominid sites in the Cradle
of Humankind, as well as on sites in north-
ern Limpopo and the Vaal River basin.

INSTITUTE OF HUMAN EVOLUTION
(WITS)
Professor Francis Thackeray is working
on fossils from the Cradle of Humankind,
about 4–4,5 million years old. He has 
interests in taxonomy and in the quantifi-
cation of past climatic changes. 

FOSSIL HOMINID ANCESTRY
Professor Lee Berger studies 
fossil hominid ancestry and directs 
excavations at the Malapa site in the
Cradle of Humankind, which recently
yielded a highly significant new hominid
species, Australopithecus sediba, 
almost 2 million years old.

Dr Job Kibii focuses 
on how fossil hominid
and non-hominid 
faunal communities
changed over time and
uses this to reconstruct
past palaeoenviron-
ments and palaeo-
ecology.

PAST HUMAN BEHAVIOUR
Professor Chris Henshilwood directs 
excavations at Blombos Cave where 
engraved pieces of ochre have been 
discovered in deposits that are 100 000
years old. He is particularly interested in the 
reconstruction of past human behaviour.

Dr Marlize 
Lombard is an 
archaeologist who has a
particular interest in residues adhering
to stone artefacts from various periods
associated with Homo sapiens in
South Africa.

Professor Lyn Wadley is an archaeologist 
who has worked at Sibudu and Rose Cottage
caves, where Middle Stone Age deposits have
yielded exciting cultural material relating to the
behaviour of Homo sapiens more than 50 000
years ago.

Dr Kris Carlson
uses a combi-
nation of approaches to investigate
primate limb form and function. 
Identifying changes in limb structure
during hominid evolution offers an 
opportunity to understand the origins
of terrestrial bipedalism, and changes
in limb use in general.

Dr Geeske Langejans studies shellfish remains
from Blombos Cave. Her work helps to under-
stand early anatomically modern humans 
between 100 000 and 65 000 years ago and
the way they gathered and selected seafood.

FOSSIL 
CARNIVORES
Dr Brian Kuhn identifies fossil carnivores,
and studies current carnivore behaviour in
relation to the fossil record. He works on
fossil carnivores from various sites and 
is undertaking an ecological study of 
leopards and brown hyaenas in the Cradle
of Humankind.

SCHOOL OF ANATOMICAL SCIENCES
AT THE WITS MEDICAL SCHOOL
EARLY HOMINID ANCESTRY
Professor Emeritus Phillip Tobias is a world 
authority on the evolution of humankind. He is
best known for his pioneering work on ancient
hominid sites in the Cradle of Humankind. 
He initiated the systematic excavation of the
Sterkfontein deposits in 1966, a site that has
yielded thousands of fossils, including several
hundred hominid fossils.

LITTLE FOOT
Professor Ron Clarke has worked exten-
sively on the palaeo-anthropology of eastern
and southern Africa. In 1997 he unearthed
the first complete Australopithecus skull and
skeleton, known as “Little Foot”. 

BERNARD PRICE INSTITUTE 
(PALAEONTOLOGY, WITS)
ORIGINS OF MAMMALS
Professor Bruce Rubidge specializes in fossil 
therapsid mammal-like reptiles and was 
responsible for finding one of the oldest therapsid
faunas in the world. He uses fossils to assist in the 
correlation of rock sequences across continents.

Dr Fernando Abdala is a specialist on advanced mammal-like 
reptiles and the origin of mammals, as well as the correlation 
of Karoo faunas with those of other countries.

FOSSIL WOOD
Professor Marion Bamford specializes in fossil
wood from the Karoo and fossil hominid sites.
She also studies fossil leaves, sedges and
grasses to reconstruct the palaeoenvironments
of ancient hominids.

SOUTH AFRICAN DINOSAURS
Dr Adam Yates is an expert on dinosaurs 
in southern Africa. He leads a team that is 
uncovering a new dinosaur fauna, with 
particular interest in the origin of gigan-
tism and herbivory in sauropod dinosaurs.

BONE TAPHONOMY
Dr Lucinda Backwell’s research interests
include early hominid culture and cognition,
the evolution of bone-tool technology, 
microscopic analysis of bone surface 
modifications and interpreting bone 
modifications in the fossil record.

PALYNOLOGY
Dr Frank Neumann explores the Holocene vegetation 
and environments of sites in Israel and southern Africa 
from lake cores. (Palynology is the study of pollen and 
spores.)

South African Palaeo-scientists
The names listed below are just some of South Africa’s excellent researchers who are working towards understanding our African origins.

A summary of current research into fossils of animals, plants and early hominids from the beginning of life on Earth to the Middle Stone Age
“No other country in the world can boast the oldest evidence of life on Earth extending back more than 3 billion years, the oldest multi-cellular animals, the oldest land-living plants, 

the most distant ancestors of dinosaurs, the most complete record of the more than 80 million year ancestry of mammals, and, together with several other African countries, a most remarkable 
record of human origins and of human achievements through the last eight million years. It’s the best of all times to be a Minister of Science and Technology. I’m immensely proud to be 

South African today. I’m proud to be at the event that will introduce a significant new fossil discovery to the world.”
– Minister  Naledi  Pandor,  Press Conference at  Maropeng,  Cradle  of  Humankind,  Announcement  of  Austro lop i thecus sed iba ,  8  Apr i l  2010

African Origins Research

AFRICAN ORIGINS ONLINE 
• African Origins Month: www.saasta.ac.za/africanorigins • Palaeontological Scientific Trust (PAST): www.past.org.za

A 255 million-year-old 
dicynodont trackway 
(Graaff-Reinet).

Heterodontosaurus, an early ornithisc
hian 

dino-saur from Dordrecht (200 million years old).

The cranium of the juvenile skeleton of Australopithecus

sediba, one of the most significant hominid finds of the

21st Century.

Ancient t
urban sh

ell (Turbo

sarmaticus) from Blombos.
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