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New Discoveries of Palaeolithic Human Remains in Italy

Nouvelles découvertes de restes humains paléolithiques en Italie

Giacomo Giacobini *

Abstract

New human fossil remains have recently been discovered in Italy. There are Neandertal remains as well as two
Upper Palaeolithic graves. The Neandertals are represented by rather fragmentary evidence : some few isolated teeth and
some cranial elements coming from the Fumane shelter (Verona, Northern Italy), from the Ciota Ciara cave (Monte
Fenara, Borgosesia, Northern Italy), from the caverna delle Fate (Finale Ligure, Northern Ttaly), and from Grotta Breuil
(Monte Circeo, Central Italy). One of the two Upper Palaeolithic graves was discovered in the Gravettian layers of the
Paglicci cave (Foggia, Southern Italy) and the other in the final Epigravettian layers of the Vilabruna shelters (Val Rosna,
Belluno, Northern Italy).

Résumé

De nouveaux fossiles humains ont été récemment découverts en Italie. Il s’agit de quelques restes néandertaliens
et de deux sépultures du Paléolithique supérieur. Les Néandertaliens sont représentés par des documents assez
fragmentaires : quelques dents isolées et quelques éléments criniens, provenant de I’abri de Fumane (Verone, [talie du
Nord), de la grotte Ciota Ciara (Monte Fenera, Borgosesia, Italie du Nord), de la caverne delle Fate (Finale Ligure, Italie
du Nord) et de la grotte Breuil (Monte Circeo, Italie centrale). Les deux sépultures du Paléolithique supérieur ont été
découvertes, 1’une dans les niveaux gravettiens de la grotte Paglicci (Foggia, Italie du Sud) et I'autre dans I'un des
couches de I’Epigravettien final des abris Villabruna (Val Rosna, Belluno, Italie du Nord).

Key words : Italy, Neandertals, Homo sapiens sapiens, graves.

Mots clés : Italie, Néandertaliens, Hommes modernes, sépultures.

Introduction

Inventories of Jtalian Lower and Middle
Palaeolithic human fossils as well as new disco-

Palaeolithic remains recently discovered in Italy
but not included in the above-mentioned articles.

veries of more recent remains were communicated
at the 2nd Congress of the International Asso-
ciation for the Study of Human Paleontology,
organised in Turin in 1987 (Mallegni, 1989;
Giacobini and Mallegni, 1989). This paper is
intended to present some Middle and Upper

No hominid fossils associated with Lower
Palaeolithic material have been discovered in
Italy since the publication of Mallegni’s article
(1989). In 1988, Fabbri et al. (1988) published an
up-date of the Italian Palaeolithic human remains
discovered or identified since the publication of
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the Catalogue of Fossil Hominids (Oakley et al.,
1971). Some of the remains presented here (e.g.,
the Neandertals from the Cavemna delle Fate)
have already been listed by Fabbri et al. (1988);
others were discovered more recently.

Middle Palaeolithic

1. Fumane

The Mousterian deposit of the rockshelter
of Fumane (Valpolicella, Verona) (fig.1 and fig.
2) has been excavated since 1988 under the
direction of A. Broglio and M. Cremaschi
(Universities of Ferrara and Milan) (for references
and information on previous work at this site, see
Cremaschi et al., 1986; some preliminary results
of recent excavations are provided by Broglio et
al., 1987-88a and by the Istituto Italiano di
Preistoria e Protostoria bulletin, 1990). Several
Mousterian layers are present in this very rich
and thick deposit (which also contains some
Aurignacian layers), associated with an impor-
tant faunal assemblage, mainly represented by
Cervus elaphus, Capreolus capreolus and Capra

R.Villabruna

Fig. 1 Locations of Middle and Upper sites mentioned
in the text.

ibex Bones were highly fragmented with fre-
quent cutmarks.

In September 1989, one isolated human
tooth, indicated as Fumane 1, was discovered at
the base of layer All (layers A1-A3 were
Aurignacian; layer A4 contained Aurignacian
and Uluzzian implements; layers A5 - downwards
were Mousterian). Fumane 1 (fig. 3), a decidual
lower molar (right lower dm?2), is not significantly
larger than the corresponding tooth of a modem
child (dimensions : MD = 9.4 mm; BL = 10.1
mm; index of robustness = 94.94). The only
other northern Italian Neandertal tooth which
may be compared with Fumane 1 (one left lower
dm2 from Caverna delle Fate, Finale Ligure) has
an even lower index of robustness (87.72). In
Fumane 1, the root is almost completely missing.
The morphology (erosion surface) of its small
surviving part demonstrates that the tooth was
physiologically lost during change of the deci-

Fig. 2 Rockshelter of Fumane (Valpolicella, Verona).
Courtesy of A. Broglio.
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duous dentition, at around ten years of age. Both
mesial and distal interproximal facets are present
and large. Wear of the occlusal surface is greatly
advanced compared to modern children, with
exposition of large dentine areas, mainly on the
lingual side. This surface is too worn for its exact
shape to be determined.

Fig. 3 Neandertal tooth (Fumane 1; second right lower
decidual molar) from Layer All of the Fumane
rockshelter. Occlusal view.

2. Monte Fenera

Several caves and shelters of Monte
Fenera (Borgosesia, Vercelli) (fig. 1) contain
Middle Palaeolithic deposits. Some of the caves
were predominantly used as hibernation lairs by
Ursus spelaeus, whose bones and teeth represent
more than 90% of the faunal remains. Excavations
were carried out from 1966 to 1977 in some of
the deposits by F. Fedele (see, e.g., Fedele,
1974). In May, 1989, two human teeth were
collected by P. Gallo and F. Strobino on the
erosion surface of the Pleistocene deposit at the
entrance of the cave "Ciota Ciara” (685 m above
sea level). They are in the course of study by G.
Villa and the Author of this article. Both teeth
(one right lower second molar and one right
upper first premolar), have been provisionally
indicated, respectively as Fenera 1 and 2. They
are large with robustness values outside mar-
ginal values of modern humans.

Fenera 1 (right lower M2) has a low and
broad crown, showing a cingulum on its buccal
aspect, and a deep fovea anterior, distally de-
limited by an enamel relief joining protoconid
and metaconid. The occlusal surface has a
complicated pattern and interproximal facets are

large and display clear, thin subvertical channels,

as often observed in Neandertal molars. The

horizontal dimensions of the crown are as fol-
lows : MD = 11.9; BL = 10.5 (index of robustness
= 124.95), with very large roots.

Fenera 2 (right upper P1) is very large
even for a Neandertal tooth (dimensions : MD =
8.2 mm; BL = 10.7 mm). Its index of robustness
(87.74) approaches the maximum of the
Neandertal range. A tuberculum molare and a
double ridge are on the lingual aspect of the
buccal cusp.

3. Caverna delle Fate

Several Neandertal remains were dis-
covered in the Mousterian deposit of the Caverna
delle Fate (Finale Ligure, Savona) (fig. 1), at 280
m above sea level. Some (Le Fate I-I1, fig. 4, 5
and 6) were identified during revision of the bone
assemblage collected by G.B. Amerano in 1887-
88 (for description, see Giacobini et al., 1984).
Non destructive gamma-ray spectrometry indi-
cated an early-Wiirm age for these fossils
(Giacobini et al., 1984). Other remains (Le Fate
IV-XVI) were discovered during excavations
carried out from 1983 to 1988 by a joint French-
Italian team (Institut de Paléontologie Humaine
of Paris, Laboratoire du Lazaret of Nice, Museo
Civico di Finale, Dipartimento di Anatomia e
Fisiologia Umana of Turin, under the direction
of the Soprintendenza Archeologica della
Liguria). A preliminary description of some of

Fig. 4 Neandertal juvenile frontal bone (Le Fate I) from
Caverna delle Fate (Finale Ligure, Savona).
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these new fossils (Le Fate IV-VIII) has already
been given (Giacobini and de Lumley, 1988). A
complete list of the Le Fate remains is provided
in Table 1 (see also Fabbri et al., 1988).

Le Fate XIV-XVI are still unpublished.
Their description will be done in collaboration
between the Laboratoire de Préhistoire of the
Musée de I’Homme of Paris (M.A. de Lumley)
and the Dipartimento di Anatomia e Fisiologia
Umana of the University of Turin (G. Giacobini
and G. Villa).

Le Fate XIV is a deciduous molar (left
upper dml) with an index of robustness (62.78)
which is not significantly different from that of
the corresponding tooth of a modern child.

One of 3 roots (bucco-mesial) is broken
and the surviving roots do not show signs of
resorption. Wear is relatively advanced, with
exposition of dentine on buccal and lingual cusps.

Le Fate XV is a lower incisor (right
lower I2) (index of robustness = 42.7). Attrition
penetrated the enamel on the occlusal edge,
resulting in exposition of a large area of dentine.
Several oblique and subparallel striations are
present on labial enamel, as frequently observed
on Neandertal anterior teeth. Such striations are
generally interpreted as marks by stone imple-
ments (indication of coordinated action of the
hands and teeth).

Le Fate XV1is a juvenile right zygomatic
bone, lacking only part of the maxillary process,
and belonging to the same individual as the
frontal bone Le Fate I (child, 8-10 years old).
Bone surfaces present on the frontal and zygo-
matic, and corresponding to the fronto-zygo-
matic suture, are complementary.

4. Grotta Breuil

Grotta Breuil is one of several caves of
Monte Circeo (Latina), 100 km south of Rome
(fig. 1). Excavation of its Mousterian (Pontinian)
deposit has been carried out under the direction

Fig. 5 Neandertal juvenile left half-mandible(Le fate II)
from Caverna delle Fate (Finale Ligure, savona).

Fig. 6 Neandertal right half-mandible fragment (Le Fate
II), adult individual) from Caverna delle Fate.

E

Fig. 7 Isolated Neandertal teeth (Caverna delle Fate).

of A. Bietti (University of Rome) since 1986
(Bietti et al., 1988). Three human fossils were
collected, one of which (Gbr. H1) is a fragment
of left parietal (mastoid angle of the bone). Its
outline in posterior view corresponds to the
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Table 1. List of Neandertal remains from Caverna delle Fate (Finale Ligure, Savona, Northwest Italy) (i = intact; f =

fragmentary; ff = very fragmentary).

child, 9-10 yrs : mandibula (f) with It C, M1, M2 (P1 and P2 unerupted).

LFI child, 8-10 yrs : frontale (f).
LFII
LF I adult, mandibula (f) with rt M3.
LF IV adult, occipitale (squama, fT).
LFV child, 4-5 yrs, It lower dm2 (i).
LF VI adult, crown of rt lower M1.
LF vlI adult, rt upper P1 (i).
LF vIII adult, 1t upper P1 (i).
LF IX adult, upper M (ff).
LF X adult, phalanx manus, media (V?) (i).
LF XI adult, 1t upper 12 (f).
LF XII adult, crown of 1t lower M2.
LF X1I adult, crown of rt upper M1.
LF XIV child, 4-7 years, It upper dml

| LF XV adult, rt lower 12 (i).
LF XVI

child, 8-10 yrs, rt zygomaticum (f). Same individual as LF I (frontale).

globular shape of a Neandertal skull when viewed
from behind. A preliminary description of this
specimen was published by Bietti et al. (1988) and
by Manzi and Passarello (1989; see also Manzi
and Passarello, in press). Two other human fos-
sils, which are in course of study by the same
Authors, were found in the same deposit. They
are represented by the crowns of two lower
molars : (?) left M2 (Gbr. H2) and left M3 (Gbr.
H3).

Upper Palaeolithic
1. Ripari Villabruna

The Villabruna rockshelters (A, B and C)
(Sovramonte, Belluno) are located in the Cismon
Valley, near the confluence of the Rosna stream
in the Venetian Dolomites at 530 m above sea
level (fig. 1). The shelters came to light in 1984,
when the debris cone hiding them was removed
by an excavator during roadworks. The late
Epigravettian deposit of the rockshelters was
excavated in 1988 under the direction of A.

Broglio (University of Ferrara) (for a prelimi-
nary description of the site, see Broglio et al.,
1987-88b). In the lower part of the deposit of
rockshelter A, a grave was discovered. The pit
contained the skeleton of one male individual,
approximately twenty five years old, which had
been buried in supine, extended position. The
skeleton was complete and in a remarkable state
of preservation but for the lower limbs, which
both had been truncated proximally to the knee
by the excavator. The skeletal material is in the
course of study by G. Alciati (University of
Padova).

The individual had been buried with some
rather ordinary stone and bone implements,
probably representing the deceased’s personal
belongings rather than funeral offerings. These
objects (one flint core and two blades, one sand-
stone retoucher, one bone point and one spheroid
made out of resin) were concentrated close to the
left forearm. The grave had been covered with
some large pebbles, with a geometrical
hyperanthropomorphous red ochre drawing on
one of them.
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2. Grotta Paglicci

The Upper Palaeolithic deposit of Grotta
Paglicci (Rignano Garganic, Foggia, fig.1) rep-
resents one of the most important Italian
Gravettian and Epigravettian sequences. In 1972,
the grave of a 12-13 year old individual with rich
grave goods had already been discovered in
Gravettian layers dated at 24.100 * 400 years
B.P. (Mezzena and Palma di Cesnola, 1972;
Mallegni F. and Parenti R., 1972-73; for descrip-
tion of other human remains from the same cave,
see Corrain, 1965; Borgognini Tarli et al., 1980).
A second Gravettian grave (known since 1971)
was excavated in June 1988, by a team directed
by A. Palma di Cesnola (University of Siena)
(for a preliminary description, see Palma di
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