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Neanderthals hunted primarily large and
dangerous game

The Netherlands, Leiden 30-03-2009

Archaeologist Gerrit Dusseldorp studied Neanderthal
“knowledge-intensity” and hunting strategies. His research
revealed that Neanderthals were very capable hunters who, in
poor environments, targeted primarily large and potentially
dangerous game such as rhinoceros, brown bear and male
bison and aurochs. As these animals are relatively rare this
implies that Neanderthals had an in-depth knowledge and
understanding of both their environment and animal behaviour.

A view to a kill

Thursday April 2" 2009 Dusseldorp will defend his PhD thesis o o Optrma Fnging pevipactins

A view to a kill at Leiden University. A published version of
his dissertation is now available at Sidestone Press.

The sophistication of Neanderthal behavioural strategies have been the subject of
debate from the moment of their recognition as a separate species of hominin in 1856.
In his book A view to a kill Dusseldorp presents a study on Neanderthal foraging
prowess. Novel ethnographic and primatological insights suggest that increasing
dependence on high quality foods, such as meat, caused the brain to evolve to a large
size and thus led to highly intelligent hominins. From this baseline, the author studies
the Neanderthal archaeological record in order to gain insight into the “knowledge-
intensity” of Neanderthal hunting behaviour.

In his research, Dusseldorp applies an optimal foraging perspective to Pleistocene
bone assemblages. According to this perspective, foraging success is an important
factor in an individual's evolutionary fitness. Therefore foraging is organised as
efficiently as possible. The prey species that were selected and hunted by
Neanderthals are analysed. The author investigates economic considerations that
influenced Neanderthal prey choice. These considerations are based on estimates of
the population densities of the available prey species and on estimates of the relative
difficulty of hunting those species. The results demonstrate that when Neanderthals
operated within poor environments, their prey choice was constrained: they were not
able to hunt species living in large herds. In these environments, solitary species were
the preferred prey. It is striking that Neanderthals successfully focussed on the largest
and most dangerous species in poor environments such as rhinoceros, brown bear,
male bison and male aurochs. However, in richer environments, these constraints were
lifted and species living in herds were successfully exploited.

In order to assess the accuracy of this approach, bone assemblages formed by cave
hyenas were also analysed. The combined results of the Neanderthal and hyena
analyses show that an optimal foraging perspective provides a powerful tool to increase
our understanding of Pleistocene ecology. The niches of two social carnivores of
similar size, which were seemingly similar, are successfully distinguished. This result
lends extra credence to the conclusions regarding Neanderthal foraging strategies.



This book contributes to the debate surrounding Neanderthal competence and ability. It
combines an up-to-date review of current knowledge on Neanderthal biology and
archaeology, with novel approaches to the archaeological record. It is thus an important
contribution to the current knowledge of this enigmatic species.

The book A view to a kill is now available at Sidestone Press.
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