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Press Release 
 
Cannibalism among late Neandertals in northern 

Europe 
 

Tübingen researchers in international team uncover grisly evidence 
that Neandertals butchered their own kind some 40,000 years ago. 
 
 
 
 

Tübingen, 06.07.2016 
 
Neandertal bones from an excavation in Belgium have yielded evidence 

of intentional butchering. The findings, from the Goyet caves near Namur, 

are the first evidence of cannibalism among Neandertals north of the 

Alps. The skeletal remains were radiocarbon-dated to an age of around 

40,500 to 45,500 years. Remarkably, this group of late Neandertals also 

used the bones of their kind as tools, which were used to shape other 

tools of stone.  

 

Professors Hervé Bocherens and Johannes Krause of Tübingen’s 

Senckenberg Center for Human Evolution and Palaeoenvironment, along 

with Cosimo Posth and Christoph Wissing, also of the University of 

Tübingen, took part in the investigations. A review of the finds from the 

Troisième caverne of Goyet combined results from various disciplines; it 

identified 99 previously uncertain bone fragments as Neandertal bones. 

That means Goyet has yielded the greatest amount of Neandertal 

remains north of the Alps.   

 

By making a complete analysis of the mitochondrial DNA of ten 

Neandertals, the researchers doubled the existing genetic data on this 

species of humans which died out some 30,000 years ago. They 

confirmed earlier studies’ results, which showed relatively little genetic 

variation in late European Neandertals - in other words, that they were 

closely related to one another. The findings have been published in the 

latest Scientific Reports. 

 

The Troisième caverne of Goyet was excavated nearly 150 years ago. 

Today, researchers are able to extract vast amounts of information using 

current methods - such as precise digital measurement and 

categorization of the bones, examination of the conditions in which the 

bone fragments were preserved, as well as isotopic and genetic analysis. 
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Some Neandertal remains from Goyet have been worked by human hands, as evidenced by cut 

marks, pits and notches. The researchers see this as an indication that the bodies from which they 

came were butchered. This appears to have been done thoroughly; the remains indicate processes 

of skinning, cutting up, and extraction of the bone marrow. “These indications allow us to assume 

that Neandertals practised cannibalism,” says Hervé Bocherens. But he adds that it is impossible to 

say whether the remains were butchered as part of some symbolic act, or whether the butchering 

was carried out simply for food. “The many remains of horses and reindeer found in Goyet were 

processed the same way,” Bocherens says. Researchers have long debated the evidence of 

cannibalism among Neandertals, which until now focused on the sites of El Sidrón and Zafarraya in 

Spain and two French sites, Moula-Guercy and Les Pradelles. The Troisième caverne of Goyet is 

the first example of this phenomenon from more northern parts of Europe. 

 

Four bones from Goyet clearly indicate that Neandertals used their deceased relatives’ bones as 

tools; one thigh bone and three shinbones were used to shape stone tools. Animal bones were 

frequently used as knapping tools. “That Neandertal bones were used for this purpose - that’s 

something we had seen at very few sites, and nowhere as frequently as in Goyet,” Bocherens says. 

 

The new findings open up many possibilities regarding the way late Neandertals dealt with their 

dead in this last period before they died out. Bocherens says none of the other Neandertal sites in 

the region have yielded indications that the dead were dealt with as they were in Goyet. On the 

contrary, they have yielded burials. Researchers say that, in addition, other northern European 

Neandertal sites had a greater variety and various arsenals of stone tools. “The big differences in 

the behavior of these people on the one hand, and the close genetic relationship between late 

European Neandertals on the other, raise many questions about the social lives and exchange 

between various groups,” says Bocherens. 

 

 

The entrance to the 

Troisième caverne, 

Belgium. An international 

team of researchers has 

identified butchered 

remains of Neandertals 

from the cave, indicating 

cannibalism. The cave 

was excavated nearly 

150 years ago.  

Photo: Préhistomuseum 

de Ramioul, © A. C. 

Pottier. 
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  These Neandertal bone fragments from the Troisième caverne came from at least five individuals. 

Fragments marked with a star were dated 40,500 - 45,500 years old. Scale shown = 3cm  

Photo: Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences.  
 

 

Various categories of human action upon the 

Neandertal bones of Goyet: Femur I (left) shows pits 

and a notch caused by striking, and femur II shows 

scratches indicative of butchering. Femur III has 

marks on it consistent with its having been used to 

knapp stone tools. Scale shown = 1cm  

Photo: Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences. 

Archaeozoologist Cédric Beauval of 

Archéosphère (left), 

palaeoanthropologist Hélène Rougier 

from California State University 

Northridge (center) and Isabelle 

Crevecoeur of the University of 

Bordeaux (right) identify human 

remains in the collection of finds from 

the Goyet caves. Photo: Damien Flas 
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Publication:  

Rougier, H., Crevecoeur, I., Beauval, C., Posth, C., Flas, D., Wißing, C., Furtwängler, A., 

Germonpré, M., Gómez-Olivencia, A., Semal, P., van der Plicht, J., Bocherens, H. & Krause, J., 

2016. Neandertal cannibalism and Neandertal bones used as tools in Northern Europe. Scientific 

Reports 6: 29005; doi: 10.1038/srep29005. 
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The University of Tübingen 
Innovative. Interdisciplinary. International. Our guiding principles in research and teaching - from the very beginning. The University of 
Tübingen has been nurturing great European and international intellects for more than five hundred years. The University has been at the 
forefront of key developments in the Sciences and Humanities, Medicine and the Social Sciences. Tübingen is one of the world’s 
foremost locations for neuroscientific research. Along with clinical imaging, translational immunology and cancer research, microbiology 
and infection research, and molecular plant biology, it makes Tübingen a cutting-edge center of research in the Life Sciences. Further 
areas of core research are in Geoscience and Environmental Science; Astrophysics, Elementary Particle and Quantum Physics; 
Archaeology and Anthropology; Language and Cognition; and Education and the Media. The University of Tübingen is one of eleven 
universities given the title of excellent under the German government’s Excellence Initiative, and ranks well in international comparisons. 
A number of respected non-university research institutes have established themselves in this attractive and highly innovative research 
environment, as have ambitious new start-up companies. Our close integration of research and teaching offers optimal conditions for our 
students.  More than 28,000 students from Germany and around the world are currently enrolled at the University of Tübingen, enjoying a 
broad spectrum of some 300 different study programs.  

 
 
Senckenberg Nature Research Society 
To study and understand nature with its limitless diversity of living creatures and to preserve and manage it in a sustainable fashion as 
the basis of life for future generations – this has been the goal of the Senckenberg Gesellschaft für Naturforschung for almost 200 years. 
This integrative geobiodiversity research and the dissemination of research and science are among Senckenberg’s main tasks. Its nature 
museums display the diversity of life and the earth’s development over millions of years. The Senckenberg Nature Research Society is a 
member of the Leibniz Association. The Senckenberg Nature Museum in Frankfurt am Main is supported by the City of Frankfurt am Main 
as well as numerous other partners. Further information at: www.senckenberg.de 


