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Introduction

Neanderthals were similar to us in many ways, which
is why the question arises as what it is that sepa-
rates us from them. What was it that led modern
humans to the point where we still exist and are ex-
tremely technologically successful, while Neander-
thals became extinct? Are we more intelligent and
more resourceful, or is it only that we think differ-
ently? It is often suggested that developed symbolic
thinking separates modern humans from other, ex-
tinct human species. Symbolic thinking is indicated
in the Palaeolithic archaeological record by the oc-
currence of artefacts such as jewellery and ‘Palaeoli-
thic art’, which have no direct practical value. The
symbolic way of thinking and vivid imagination

might have enabled the emergence of different be-
liefs and rituals connected to them. Given that in
captivity some species of apes can to a certain extent
learn to communicate with symbols (Savage-Rum-
baugh 1986), it would be unusual if Neanderthals,
who were significantly more intelligent, had not mas-
tered this skill. How is it, then, that the archaeolo-
gical record of Neanderthals has so few traces of be-
haviour which goes beyond everyday activities?

One of the answers could be that Neanderthals did
not have a fully developed episodic memory, which
enables modern humans to experience the flow of
time and, because of this, remember their person-
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evidence suggests that even in modern humans, it
might had not have fully evolved until the Late Pala-
eolithic, when durable ornaments, art and burials
with grave goods started to appear.

Mental travel into the future should be distinguished
from prediction. This distinction is comparable to the
difference between episodic and semantic memory.
Prediction can be instinctive and exists without per-
sonal mental stimulation or imagining of future
events. Since episodic memory is not necessary for
the functioning of any other type of memory or
learning system, organisms that do not have it can
function fully and learn about the world around
them (Suddendorf, Corballis 1997; Tulving 2005).

We can also access the past by other cognitive sys-
tems, but without autonoetic consciousness (Tulving
2005.14). Thus, it is possible for people who have
lost their episodic memory through injury to know
facts from their personal past, but not remember
when and how they happened. Their semantic me-
mory also makes it possible for them to use language
quite normally (Klein et al. 2009.300). Nevertheless,
language gained importance and complexity when
people started sharing their personal experiences
with others. A large part of human conversation con-
sists of joint reliving of past events. Shared memories
are the basis for a large and complex social network
which extends beyond family relations and is typical
of our species (Suddendorf, Corballis 1997.137).

It is possible that sharing memories of collectively
experienced adventures was the basis for the deve-

al past and plan their personal future. Hence, we
create durable objects that can survive their makers
and we have a language which enables us to discuss
our or others’ experiences.

Memory and language

People have short-term and long-term memory.
Short-term memory stores information only for as
long as it is important to perform a certain task. It
is connected to another type of memory, working
memory. While short-term memory holds informa-
tion, working memory holds information and mani-
pulates it. Long-term memory, on the other hand,
enables us to remember information for several
hours, days or even years. It is divided into proce-
dural and declarative memory. Procedural memory
contains knowledge of how to perform certain tasks,
from motor to cognitive skills. Declarative memory
stores information about things and events. It is fur-
ther subdivided into semantic and episodic memory
(πe∏ok 2006; Wynn, Coolidge 2012.40).

Semantic memory is a complex system of mental
operations, which people share with some animals,
e.g., birds and mammals. It refers to knowledge
about the world, but without an autobiographical
context (Fig. 1). It stores general knowledge about
facts, objects, events, and relations between them. It
enables us to realise that something has happened,
but does not allow us to actually remember the event
(Tulving 2005).

Episodic memory is a part of declarative memory,
due to which we remember past events as personal
experiences connected to an actual time and place,
and not only as information that something once
happened. We understand that things happen to us,
and therefore try to direct the flow of events so that
they will benefit us in the future. Since it provides
autobiographical information about our personal
past, episodic memory offers the basis for creating
our personal identity. It is because of this type of
memory that we have the capacity for mental time
travel. The mental reconstruction of the past and the
construction of future events are responsible for the
human concept of time and the understanding of
the continuity between the past and the future. We
are even able to imagine what happened before our
birth and what will happen after our death. Episodic
memory probably completely developed only with
the modern humans, and it separates us from ani-
mals and other human species (Suddendorf, Corbal-
lis 1997; 2007; Tulving 2005). The archaeological

Fig. 1. Where is the bone? Semantic memory enables
the dog to be aware that the bone is buried at a
precise place in space, but does not allow it to rea-
lise that it buried the bone.
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lopment of complex language. Such language en-
abled the joint recollection of the past and planning
of the future, which connected members of a com-
munity. From the verbal recollection of important
events, storytelling eventually developed. The most
successful summaries of important events could have
become ‘learning aids’ for the audience. Such stories
were told and learned from for several generations.
To the stories, which recollected the important mo-
ments in an individual’s and community’s life, ges-
tures, facial expressions, colour, various objects and
sound were added, which led to the development of
dance and play. A sort of simple theatre was created
in which actors relived, at first, probably their own
and later also others’ actions.

It is difficult to determine precisely when complex
language evolved. The archaeological record does
not preserve direct evidence about the use of lan-
guage, so its presence can only be deduced indirect-
ly. Anatomical characteristics indicating the devel-
opment of vocal organs of our ancestors are some-
times preserved. However, well-developed organs
such as the hyoid bone do not necessarily mean that
extinct human species had speech and language,
even if their organs are morphologically similar to
those of modern humans (Fitch 2000.262–263;
D’Anastasio et al. 2013.3 with citations). To deter-
mine when complex language occurred, studies of
the FOXP2 gene are also important. This gene pro-
bably played a certain role in the inclusion of voca-
lisation in the mirror neuron system, which enabled
the development of language as an intentional sys-
tem that can be acquired (Corballis 2011.70–71).
The FOXP2 gene does also exist in other species of
mammals, but after the split between apes and man,
the substitution of two amino acids occurred on this
gene. It was probably these two mutations that en-
abled the development of language. Some resear-
chers have suggested that this happened in the last
200 ky and coincided with the occurrence of mod-
ern humans (Enard et al. 2002). Others believe that
Neanderthals had a FOXP2 gene similar to that of
modern humans and that both mutations on it oc-
curred earlier, at the time of their common ancestor
(Krause et al. 2007). Yet another group is convinced
that language could be even older (Dunbar 2004.
125).

Regardless of when they developed, the languages
of gesture and speech afforded direct communica-
tion between group members who were in the same
place at the same time. But the archaeological re-
cord of Late Palaeolithic modern humans reveals

their need for external memory systems which en-
able an indirect and lasting transfer of information.
The system of communication which was not bound
to a certain moment, but was lasting and presented
a sort of external memory, is today known as ‘Pa-
laeolithic art’. When Palaeolithic people created ima-
ges, they succeeded in bridging time and space with
visual messages, some of which have survived till
today. However, the need for a lasting record of
knowledge did not appear until episodic memory
and  recognition of the flow of time had evolved.
For ancestral human species, probably also includ-
ing early anatomically modern humans, who might
have lived mostly in the present, the transfer of
knowledge to external objects as durable informa-
tion carriers was unnecessary and probably also in-
conceivable.

Episodic memory is reflected in finds of durable ob-
jects which were not limited to only one generation,
but circulated for a long time. Among such objects,
jewelry is especially interesting, since it could be
linked to self-awareness and the transfer of identity
from the person who wore it to the object with
which they adorned themselves. If it is made from
durable materials, it can also be preserved for future
generations.

The treatment of the deceased in the Late Palaeoli-
thic also reflects the appearance of episodic memory,
since for the first time there are attempts to pre-
serve the identity and personal story of the deceased
among their descendants. This is evident in the ar-
chaeological record from the occurrence of human
relics, for example pierced human teeth (White
2003.Fig. 41) or skulls used as vessels (Bello et al.
2015), and from ritual burials with grave goods,
such as the rich burials from Sungir in Russia (White
2003.141–145; Formicola, Buzhilova 2004.189)
and Arene Candide in Italy (Pettitt et al. 2003.15;
Giacobini 2007.26).

Is therefore episodic memory one of the characteris-
tics separating us from the Neanderthals, with whom
we were similar enough, on the one hand, to inter-
breed with (Green et al. 2010), while on the other
hand, the archaeological record of both species re-
veals significant differences? Neanderthals could
have used jewellery (Zilhão et al. 2010; Peresani et
al. 2013), buried their dead (Rendu et al. 2014), and
perhaps even created rock art (Pike et al. 2012; Ro-
driguez-Vidal et al. 2014), but these expressions of
behaviour not directed solely towards survival, can-
not be compared to the number, recognisability, and
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quality of similar finds occurring in Pleistocene Eu-
rope after the arrival of modern humans. Because
such finds reflect capacity for mental time travel, it
seems that this ability truly developed only in the
Late Palaeolithic with modern humans, while Nean-
derthals might have perceived the flow of time dif-
ferently.

Neanderthals

Material remains from Neanderthal sites indicate that
they were an intelligent, skilful, and practical human
species. They mastered the advanced Levallois tech-
nique of stone tool production, which required plan-
ning of flaking. The stone tool knappers who used
this technique were capable of critical observation
of their own progress in the core reduction and ad-
justed new flakes according to past actions (Coolidge,
Wynn 2009.189). Complex stone tools are primarily
a reflection of procedural memory, but do not con-
vey much about the evolution of episodic memory.
Nevertheless, it is possible that the production of
tools, which required the recollection of past expe-
rience and the planning of future actions, was one
of the foundations for the development of episodic
memory.

At least some Neanderthal tools were hafted on bone
or wood, which is proven by the discovery of birch-
bark pitch at the German site of Königsaue. Such
pitch needs to be heated at the appropriate tempe-
rature prior to use, so Neanderthals had to experi-
ment to find the right temperature. This indicates
their well-developed technical thinking (Koller et al.
2001; Grünberg 2002; Kozowyk et al. 2017). They
could also have used fibres for hafting stone tools
(Hardy B. et al. 2013), which means that they might
have been able to combine three materials to obtain
a useful tool or weapon.

They were good at observing their surroundings and
used characteristics of the landscape, such as river
valleys, moors or steep rocks in their hunting stra-
tegies. The approx. 120 ky-old spear from the Ger-
man site of Lehringen, which is made of yew wood,
confirms the fact that they were successful hunters
who also made wooden weapons (Villa, Lenoir
2009.70 with references). The use of wood in the
manufacturing of weapons is confirmed by the Slo-
venian find of a wooden spearhead from the Late
Mousterian (Gaspari et al. 2012). From another Slo-
venian site, Divje babe I, osseous artefacts are known
(Turk M., Ko∏ir 2016), showing that Neanderthals
were also able to process bone and even made spe-

cialised tools out of it (Soressi et al. 2013). Some be-
lieve that they also used throwing weapons (Hardy
B. et al. 2013), which enabled them to increase the
distance between themselves and their prey.

Analyses of Neanderthal bones from several Euro-
pean sites have revealed that they were mostly car-
nivores (Richards et al. 2000; Bocherens et al.
2001). They were active and capable hunters, com-
parable to other predators of the time. Their diet
was based on the meat of large herbivores; they even
consumed mammoth meat (Wißing et al. 2016).
Their preference were animals with plenty of fat,
such as bovides, which is why they preyed more fre-
quently on healthy, strong animals (Bocherens et
al. 2001). There is little doubt that they were oppor-
tunistic scavengers, while the broken and smashed
bones of hunted animals at their sites indicate that
they also consumed high calorie bone marrow.

Where this was enabled by natural resources, the
Neanderthal diet included plants, mushrooms and
small mammals, reptiles, and sea animals (Stringer
et al. 2008; Henry et al. 2010; Hardy K. et al. 2012;
Hardy B. et al. 2013). Finds of charred plant remains
and studies of starch grains in dental calculus con-
firmed that at least in some areas Neanderthals ate
plants and sometimes processed them thermally (Lev
et al. 2005; Henry et al. 2010; Hardy K. et al. 2012).
Thermally processed food is easier to digest and
more efficient than raw food (Wrangham 2009.37–
39), which must have been known to the Neander-
thals, and so at least occasionally they roasted their
food. It has been suggested that they used fire in
ways quite similar to modern humans (Roebroeks,
Villa 2011).

In addition to fire, the cold climate required them to
wear clothes to protect themselves. Comparisons
with present-day hunters and gatherers who live in
various climatic environments have revealed that
it was necessary for Neanderthals to protect them-
selves from the cold if they wanted to survive. For
those living in warmer areas, it was enough to pro-
tect about a quarter of the body, while those who
lived in the coldest territories had to cover up 70%
to 80% of their body surface (Wales 2012).

The indices of Neanderthal clothing are only indirect,
since clothes were made of impermanent materials
and vanished. At two French Mousterian sites Pech-
de-l’Azé I and Abri Peyrony, four bone fragments
with polished areas and rounded tips were found.
They are very similar to the tools used in the Upper
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Palaeolithic to process hide. Analyses of use-wear
traces of the artefact from Pech-de-l’Azé I showed
that it was indeed used for processing hide (Soressi
et al. 2013). If these tools were used for processing
hides, we can fairly certainly say that the hides were
used to make clothes and possibly covers which
would protect them from cold while they slept.
Since Neanderthal sites do not reveal any appropri-
ate needles, their clothes were probably not tailored
or sewn to fit the body. Their clothing was simple;
the processed hide was wrapped around the body
and if necessary tightened with plant or sinew straps
(Wales 2012). They might have even made a mental
leap and started using fur as a camouflage, which
enabled hunters to approach their prey unnoticed.
However, more convincing evidence of such behav-
iour is known from Upper Palaeolithic modern hu-
mans, who depicted mixed beings with human and
animal characteristics which could be a representa-
tion of a hunting disguise (Demouche et al. 1996;
Hodgson, Helvenston 2006). It is possible that, even-
tually, therianthropes were ascribed symbolic mean-
ing and might represent not only disguised hunters,
but spiritual beings (Fig. 2).

Neanderthals’ practical skills and their thorough
knowledge of the environment in which they lived
are also indicated by the use of stalagmites to con-
struct structures in the Bruniquel Cave (Jaubert et
al. 2016) or to manufacture pigment containers in
the Cioarei Cave (Cârciumaru et al. 2012). Pieces of
ochre and cut off and hollowed stalagmite tips were
found in the Mousterian layers of this cave. Stalag-
mite tips served as containers in which ochre was
stored and crushed into a pigment. Pigments are re-
latively frequent at Mousterian sites (Roebroeks et
al. 2012.1889; Neruda 2016.251), but it is still not
known how the Neanderthals used them. Finds of
pigments do not necessarily indicate symbolic beha-
viour, since they can be used for solely practical pur-
poses (Petru 2008.12–13 with references).

We can only speculate as to when and how the
practical use of pigments turned into symbolic be-
haviour. It is also impossible to determine when peo-
ple started using pigments for body decoration. Since
some Upper Palaeolithic statuettes representing fe-
males have bodies or parts of them painted red, we
can assume that such behaviour started at least at
that time. Considering the early presence of pigment
in the archaeological record (Barham 2002), this
practice could have been present even earlier. At
first, the painting of the body was perhaps a form
of visual display, the purpose of which was, similar-

ly to animal display, to intimidate rivals and attract
partners for reproduction (Kuhn, Stiner 2007.42).
Decoration with bird feathers, supposedly known to
Neanderthals and which, according to some resear-
chers (Peresani et al. 2011), indicates their symbo-
lic thinking, could have had a similar purpose.

‘Art’ and ornaments

Neanderthals were certainly resourceful and had a
developed technical intelligence which helped them
survive in difficult conditions. A few finds also indi-
cate occasional flashes which transcend solely prac-
tical activities. However, such finds are rare and
some of them give reason for caution regarding their
interpretation. Most were made by late Neanderthals
– the geometrical pattern on the wall in Gorham’s
Cave, for example – which was supposedly engraved
by Neanderthals sometime before 39 ky (Rodriguez-
Vidal et al. 2014). The red disc originating from El
Castillo Cave in Spain, was also made around that
time, since it is slightly over 41 ky old, but it is not
quite clear who painted it, modern humans or Nean-
derthals (Pike et al. 2012).

Fig. 2. An engraving of a human being with the
head of a jackal. Wadi Metkhandoush, Libya, Me-
solithic or younger.
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Marine shells, approx. 50 ky old, with traces of red
pigment, found in two Spanish caves Aviones and
Antón also date to the late phases of Neanderthal
existence (Zilhão et al. 2010). In Aviones Cave, the
mollusc shells from Mousterian layers were mostly
of edible species, which Neanderthals wrapped in
algae to keep alive during transportation from the
coast to the cave. This reconfirms the practicality
and resourcefulness of Neanderthals, who obviously
knew very well how to preserve such food. But the
shells with red pigment at the site are of inedible
species and were probably collected for their shells
after the animal had died. Some have a hole which
was not drilled artificially, but is of natural origin.
Perforated shells are supposed to be jewellery, while
the unperforated ones might have been used as pig-
ment containers (Zilhão et al. 2010.1026).

A fossil marine shell painted with ochre was also
found in a Mousterian layer at the Italian site of Grot-
ta Fumane (Peresani et al. 2013). Several perfo-
rated shells, supposedly jewellery, were found in the
younger layers of this site. Therefore, it could be as-
sumed that the only painted shell came to the Mou-
sterian from younger layers. Nevertheless, the au-
thors of the article believe this not very likely. They
also reject the possibility of its practical use, and sug-
gest that it was worn by Neanderthals as a pendant
(Peresani et al. 2013.11).

Finds from Qafzeh Cave in the Middle East indicate
the possibility that also early anatomically modern
humans used shells as pigment containers (Vanhae-
ren et al. 2006.1785). Umbo-perforated shells are
frequently not so damaged (Zilhão et al. 2010.Fig.
1) that they could not still be used as containers.
The holes could have even been used for attaching
the shell to a string and suspended. This, however,
does not mean it was considered a piece of jewel-
lery. Hanging it on a string could have had a practi-
cal significance – to transport the shell more easily
or temporarily put it aside. It is not impossible that
the practical use of shells led to the idea of decorat-
ing the body with jewellery. Shell containers at-
tached to strings and hung on the clothes or body
could in time have acquired a new meaning and be-
come jewellery. However, to perceive an object as
jewellery, a cognitive leap of the extensive popula-
tion was probably necessary, not only a few rare
flashes. Such a leap can be proven only when jew-
ellery becomes an important part of life and is
found frequently and over extensive areas. This hap-
pened approx. 40 ky ago, at the beginning of the Up-
per Palaeolithic, when jewellery started to appear in

Asia (Kuhn et al. 2001; Langley, O‘Connor 2016)
and Europe (Kuhn et al. 2001; White 2003.132–
133), as well as in Africa (d’Errico et al. 2012) and
a bit later in Australia (Balme, Morse 2006). Most je-
wellery was also artificially perforated as well (Kuhn
et al. 2001.7643–7645). All the holes in the marine
shells which were interpreted by researchers as Ne-
anderthal pendants occurred naturally (Romandi-
ni et al. 2014.2). With intentionally perforated shells,
we can assume with great probability that people
considered them special objects, since they put know-
ledge and effort into making the holes. If the holes
are of natural origin, the probability of shells being
jewellery significantly decreases.

The frequent presence of jewellery in the archaeolo-
gical record does not necessarily reflect the moment
when this activity started, but it does mean that the
use of jewellery became part of material culture,
which was arguably transmitted from generation to
generation (Bouzouggar et al. 2007.9964). It also
points to a new perception of time, which does not
stop with an individual’s death, but is transcended
through objects to descendants. When, due to the
development of episodic memory, people started
thinking about a future that endure beyond the time
of their lives, the need arose to deposit knowledge
and beliefs in lasting objects for use by several gene-
rations.

Eagle talons found at some Neanderthal sites have
also caught the attention of researchers (Romandi-
ni et al. 2014; Radov≠i≤ et al. 2015), because some
of them might have intentionally made notches and
polish on their surface. In the number of talons, Kra-
pina stands out, since eight were found there. With
their age of approx. 130 ky the finds from Krapina
are also much older than the rest, the age of which
spans between 50 ky and 48 ky BP. It has been sug-
gested (Radov≠i≤ et al. 2015) that the talons might
have had a symbolic meaning and that Neanderthals
wore them as jewellery. However, they could also
have been practically useful objects. This possibility
is mentioned by Matteo Romandini et al. (2014.8),
even though they prefer the notion of them being
jewellery.

It has transpired that some of the artefacts which
supposedly reflect the Neanderthal’s symbolic think-
ing were erroneously interpreted. Detailed research
of engraved stones appearing at some Mousterian
sites revealed that the engravings are connected to
the production and use of the stones. As such, they
do not indicate ‘artistic’, symbolic Neanderthal be-
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haviour, as was originally believed, but are indica-
tors of their practical nature (Peresani et al. 2014).

An artificial scratch on the nummulite fossil from
the Mousterian layers at the Hungarian site Tata is
probably also not the work of a Neanderthal (Stegu-
weit 2003). At the same Hungarian site, in the 100
ky old layers, a piece of mammoth tusk was found
on which traces of red pigment are preserved, while
its edges are polished from long-term use. Marshack
suggested, that it could be a ritual item (Marshack
1990.468, Fig. 17.11). However, the fragment could
have been used for purely practical purposes, e.g., in
processing hides, since it resembles the above-men-
tioned Mousterian items for processing hides from
the French sites at Pech-de-l’Azé I and Abri Peyrony.

Another controversial find is the Neanderthal flute
from the Slovenian site of Divje babe. Opinions dif-
fer as to whether the holes in the flute were made
intentionally or are of natural origin (Turk I. et al.
2003; 2005; d’Errico et al. 1998; Chase, Nowell
1998). Considering the convincing evidence, it is
probable that the majority of holes were made by
a Neanderthal (Turk I. et al. 2003; 2005). Why the
bone was perforated and what was its purpose is im-
possible to determine. The suggestion that Neander-
thals used it as a flute, is impossible to prove. It is
true that it can be played, but this is something at-
tempted in modern times. If people today are re-
sourceful and feel drawn to music, they can play on
objects which appear to have no connection to mu-
sic. The Neanderthals perception of music remains
a mystery. They would probably have used the flute
differently from the way we use it today. They might
have whistled for purely practical reasons, to fright-
en off dangerous animals, or just the opposite, to at-
tract prey. Or they might have used it for the same
reasons present-day Maasai warriors use animal
horns, to call for help when in danger.

Judging from the finds, through most of their exis-
tence Neanderthals did not make artefacts reflecting
intensive symbolic thinking. Their stone, bone and
wooden tools and weapons were practical objects
of a technically skilled human species which was
very capable and well adapted, but almost exclusi-
vely oriented towards day-to-day survival.

Social behaviour

It has been suggested that the Neanderthal brain
was organised differently from that of modern hu-
mans. They might have had a better developed vi-

sual cortex for processing visual information, but
less neural tissue in other brain areas, including those
which are connected to social cognition (Pearce et
al. 2013). Considering the size of the sleeping space
and activity around hearths at the rock-shelter of
Abric Romani, it has been assumed that the Neander-
thal group visiting the cave consisted of only 8 to 10
people (Vallverdú 2010.143), so it seems that Nean-
derthals lived in small, local groups (Coolidge, Wynn
2009.199). Only upon exceptional events, such as a
hunt for larger animals, did they form larger groups
of 20 to 40 individuals (Wynn, Coolidge 2012.75–
78).

The smallness and the geographical dispersal of Ne-
anderthal groups might have caused technological
and social stagnation (Bocquet-Appel, Degioanni
2013) and limited genetic diversity (Lalueza-Fox et
al. 2011.250). Mating between relatives was more
common than it is in modern humans (Castellano
et al. 2014). This indicates that Neanderthals lived
in closed groups and rarely associated with foreign-
ers of their own or other human species. Despite
their wariness, they still had to find mating partners
outside their natal groups. Genetic research of Nean-
derthal bones from the Spanish cave of El Sidrón in-
dicates that it was women who more often moved
to another group to find a suitable mate (Lalueza-
Fox et al. 2011). As a consequence of their enclosure
in the natal group, they occasionally mated within
the group. The genome of a Neanderthal female from
Altay revealed that her parents were closely related
and that reproduction between close relatives was
quite frequent among the Neanderthals of this area
(Prüfer et al. 2014). So it is probable that, at least
in this area, groups of Neanderthals avoided each
other, rather than socialised.

Life in small isolated groups did not require inten-
sive symbolic behaviour, so a lot of time and effort
needs to be invested into finding evidence of Nean-
derthal symbolic thinking, while the Upper Palaeo-
lithic ‘art’ of modern humans is recognised as some-
thing familiar to us, even though we may not under-
stand what it means. Since Neanderthals spent most
of their time in direct contact, they were able to show
each other things in a straightforward way, and thus
symbols were not needed. Judging from the finds,
Upper Palaeolithic modern humans behaved diffe-
rently. In the Aurignacian, the number of inhabitants
in Europe significantly increased, which enabled the
development of complex societies with well-devel-
oped exchange networks and social connections
(Mellars, French 2011). Groups of modern humans
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frequently socialised and thus developed symbols
which made their communication easier. Episodic
memory and the advanced language associated with
it enabled members of the community to share con-
cepts and beliefs, while joint memories and plans
made it easier for them to form complex groups. As
a reflection of an evolved capacity for mental time
travel, graves with various grave goods started to
appear in the Late Palaeolithic.

Burials

Archeologists have differing views of the topic of Pa-
laeolithic burials. This is especially true of Middle Pa-
laeolithic burials; but even for some Upper Palaeoli-
thic ones, it is not completely clear whether they are
indeed burials or whether the skeletons were well
preserved by chance.

Many of the Neanderthal burials were discovered at
the beginning of the previous century, when im-
portant sites were poorly excavated. Excavation re-
cords are frequently inadequate, so it is difficult to
reconstruct the circumstances of the finds. Such is
the case with the famous burial of an adult Neander-
thal at the French site of La Chapelle-aux-Saints. It
was discovered in 1908, but due to the lack of exca-
vation records, even a hundred years later there are
still doubts as to whether this really was a burial.
Since crucial data are incomplete, interpretations of
the find are completely contrary. Some are certain
that this was a burial (Rendu et al. 2014), while
others claim there is no evidence for this (Dibble et
al. 2015). The skeleton was found in a shallow pit,
but it is not clear whether it is of natural or anthro-
pogenic origin. Since the skeleton was well pre-
served, it was assumed that it had been buried im-
mediately after death and was thus protected from
decay. The cave served as a dwelling for Neander-
thals; numerous stone tools and animal bones indi-
cate long-term occupation of the site (Rendu et al.
2014.4). Artefacts and animal bones were also found
alongside the skeleton in the pit. However, they are
almost certainly not grave goods, but garbage that
was thrown or fell into the pit. The skeleton was not
deposited outside the occupation area, but was part
of the living context, which is a common characte-
ristic of Neanderthal burials (Pettitt 2011.137 with
references).

A child’s skeleton from the French site of Roc de Mar-
sal, was also considered as an example of intentional,
possibly even ritual burial. However Dennis Sand-
gathe et al. (2011) demonstrated that the skeleton

might have been preserved as a result of natural
processes. They suggested that the body was not co-
vered, which means that skeletons can be relatively
well preserved even if the body is not buried imme-
diately after death (Sandgathe et al. 2011.252). The
good preservation of skeletons was one of the main
arguments of those who argued for the existence of
intentional Neanderthal burials. It was suggested
that the human remains could be well preserved
only if the body had been quickly buried and thus
protected from predators. Yet the remains from the
Roc de Marsal indicate that skeletons can also be
well preserved by completely natural processes.

In the archaeological record of Europe, the Middle
East and other areas of western Asia, fewer than 100
eventual Neanderthal burials are known. For this rea-
son, it is not possible to state that Neanderthals ge-
nerally buried their dead, since these were extremely
rare events (Pettitt 2011.97–98). They might have
perceived death differently from modern humans.
This is indicated by the fact that, even if they buried
their dead, they did not invest much effort in the
process of burial, since their goal was just the short-
term protection of the body (Wynn, Coolidge 2012.
111). Their burials also do not reveal any convincing
example of grave goods. All objects found in the vi-
cinity of Neanderthal skeletons and also most of
those in the graves of early anatomically modern
humans can be explained in a different, simpler way,
which indicates that they probably considered ob-
jects solely as useful items (Pettitt 2002.18) and did
not assign additional symbolic meaning to them.
With the development of episodic memory, some
objects probably became a part of an individual’s
personal story and acquired emotional charge, be-
cause they were seen as an extension of their owner
and thus in a way imbued with the person who pos-
sessed them. For this reason, they were added to the
body as an inseparable part of the deceased when
their owner died. Such a perception of objects pro-
bably appeared in the Gravettian, less than 30 ky
ago, when the first indisputable burials with grave
goods started to appear. They are rare events, since
in Eurasia fewer than five preserved Upper Palaeoli-
thic burials are documented per millennium (Riel-
Salvatore, Gravel-Miguel 2013.304). Still, it seems
that more complex funerary practices developed at
the time. The dead probably lived on in the memory
of the living. Thus, the past started to influence the
future through the present. Ancestor worship deve-
loped, which is still present in some places even to-
day (Fig. 3).
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Conclusion

Neanderthals were resourceful and intelligent, which
enabled them to survive the climatic and environ-
mental changes of their time; but they vanished
after modern humans arrived on their territory. Was
this a coincidence, or did our species have a small,
but fatal advantage in relation to them? Episodic me-
mory, which is important feature of the modern hu-
man mind, might have been one such advantage.
The most obvious reflection of episodic memory in
Palaeolithic archaeological contexts are finds of last-
ing ornaments and ritual burials. Both are rare and
poorly proven in the Mousterian, and thus the sub-
ject of conflicting interpretations. One of the possi-
bilities is that Neanderthals did not have the need
for such objects or behaviour, because their episod-
ic memory was less evolved than ours and the flow
of the time from past to the future was not so im-
portant to them as it is for us. They certainly plan-
ned the future and remembered past experiences to
some extent, but their perception of future and past
might have been to a great extent dependent on se-
mantic rather than episodic memory.

While people remained incapable of mental time tra-
vel, they might have decorated themselves only in
moments of social display, and then they discarded
the ornamentation. Lasting ornaments made of re-
sistant materials become frequent only with modern
humans in the Upper Palaeolithic, whereas before
that they were quite rare. The same is true for other
forms of ‘art’, which started to appear more fre-
quently in Europe at the beginning of the Upper Pala-
eolithic with arrival of modern man. Since Neander-
thals’ perception of personal past and future was pro-
bably different from ours, they did not record what
happened to them and had no need for ‘external me-
mory’ through which to transfer and preserve infor-
mation. Therefore, the finds which could be perceiv-
ed as such transmitters are rare in their archaeolo-
gical record.

Neanderthals might in some cases have buried their
dead, but there is no convincing evidence that they
performed any kind of ritual during the process. Ri-
tual burials with grave goods appear only in the Gra-
vettian, and probably point to a new perception of
the flow of time, which does not end with death. The

deceased became ancestors and the past started to
strongly influence the present. To satisfy the dead
and ensure their help, people made sure that the pas-
sage between the worlds was as smooth as possible.
Hence they added food and favorite objects of the
deceased to the grave.

An absence of expressions of so-called symbolic be-
haviour does not mean that Neanderthals were less
capable then modern humans; they were simply dif-
ferent. Their behaviour should thus not be reduced
to the sphere of modern human behaviour (Roman-
dini et al. 2014), but they should be granted their
own identity, ways of thinking and acting, which
enabled them to be successful and efficient in their
world.

Fig. 3. In some places, people still keep skulls of
ancestors, which physically revive the memory of
the dead members of society (from Buschan 1922/
1923.Fig. 36).
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