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Significance of the Australopithecinae

W. E. L. G. Clark

The Second World War inevitably put a stop to the previously avid search for evidence for the
antiquity of human beings. As if to display the eagerness of palaeontologists to resume their
previous work, Sir Wilfred Le Gros Clark, by then the doyen of British palaeontology, wrote the
following article for Nature in which he expressed enthusiasm for the work of Raymond Dart
and in particular for Dart’s identification of the Taungs skull as a representative of the genus

Australopithecus. He also urged further research in southern Africa for additional specimens.

N 1924, the immature skull of a large ape-like primate was discovered in some

lime workings at Taungs in the valley of the Harts River, South Africa. It was
briefly described by Prof. R. A. Dart, who regarded it as representing an extinct race
of apes intermediate between living anthropoid apes and man. To this extinct race
he gave the name Australopithecus africanus. There followed a mild controversy on the
interpretation of this fossil, but many anatomists quite properly preferred to wait
before committing themselves to definite statements until a full and systematic report
on the original remains should appear. Twelve years later, Dr. Robert Broom, who
had decided to search for more remains of Australopithecus, paid a visit to a cave at
Sterkfontein, near Krugersdorf. Here he found portions of skulls and jaws of a fossil
primate similar to Australopithecus but (in his opinion) sufficiently distinct in some of its
characters to be referred to a separate genus. He called it Plesianthropus transvaalensis.
Then, in 1938, the remains of what were taken to represent still another type, called
by Broom Paranthropus robustus, were brought to light at Kromdraai, two miles east of
Sterkfontein. Thus there are now available for consideration three series of extinct
ape-like primates from South Africa, which are believed to be representatives of one
sub-family, the Australopithecinae. Excellent casts of the skull of Australopithecus have
been available in Britain for many years now, and during the course of his excavations
since 1936 Dr. Broom has been extremely generous in distributing casts of most of the
valuable material which he has collected. Thus anatomists in Britain have for some
time had this sort of evidence before them. Now there has appeared the long-awaited
report on the Australopithecinae by Dr. Broom and Dr. Schepers'. In this monograph,
which is abundantly illustrated and incorporates numerous comparative studies, Broom
deals in considerable detail with the osteological material, while Schepers discusses the
endocranial casts. Apart from the obvious fact that access to the original material is
really necessary to complete the evidence on which to base a considered opinion, it is
now possible, at least in general terms, to assess independently the significance of these
remarkable fossils.
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Significance of the Australopithecinae

Dr. Broom has demonstrated beyond any doubt at all that the Australopithecinae are
extremely important for the study of human evolution, since they present an astonishing
assemblage of simian and human characters. Such an assemblage, indeed, might well be
postulated, entirely on indirect evidence, for hypothetical ancestors of the Hominidae.
Thus it should be said at the outset of this review that Dart’s original interpretation of
the Australopithecus material has in several respects been completely vindicated. Some of
the most outstandingly human features of the Australopithecinae are undoubtedly those
of the teeth and jaws. In both the deciduous and permanent dentitions, the incisors
and canines are of human rather than simian proportions and pattern. The deciduous
premolars are quite similar to those of the human child, while the permanent premolars,
though very large, have the distinctive human pattern. The permanent molar teeth, in
spite of their size (which is exceeded only by male gorillas and certain large extinct apes
such as Siwapithecus giganteus), also show some approach to man in the disposition of their
cusps. The dental arcade forms a rounded curve as in man and not an elongated U-shape
such as is characteristic of modern large apes. The nature of the wear of the teeth and the
anatomy of the temporo-mandibular region show, also, that the teeth and jaws were used
in human fashion. In contrast with the remarkably human features of the teeth, the skull
as a whole resembles in its general proportions those of anthropoid apes; and in a number
of details, for example, the great facial extension of the premaxilla, the contour of the
mandibular symphysis, and the apparent absence of a foramen spinosum, it is entirely
simian and departs widely from the human condition.

So far, then, the Australopithecinae might perhaps be regarded as a group of extinct apes,
somewhat similar to the gorilla and chimpanzee, in which the characters of the dentition
had developed (possibly independently) along lines almost identical with those of human
evolution. But Dr. Broom has also, in his indefatigable search, brought to light some most
important fragments of limb bones, which allow, and even make probable, a much more
startling interpretation of these fossil remains. For example, of Paranthropus there are
available the lower end of the humerus, the upper end of the ulna, and the talus. Judging
from casts and Dr. Broom’s illustrations, the humeral and ulnar fragments are entirely
similar to those of Homo sapiens. Indeed, anatomists without the full evidence before them
might well be excused if they expressed scepticism at their association with the skull
of Paranthropus. But Dr. Broom states explicitly that the skull, jaw, humeral and ulnar
fragments and the talus were all obtained from one mass of bone breccia less than a cubic
foot in size, and that nowhere in any of the same deposits have remains of Homo come to
light. Thus there seems no reason to doubt that this extinct ape-like creature had upper
limbs of human proportions (at least so far as the elbow region is concerned), and which
were evidently not used for brachiation. On the other hand, the talus is a remarkably
small bone—in its dimensions, so far as these can be measured on a cast, it falls well short
of the minimum recorded for modern races of mankind (cf. the data for Japanese women
reported by B. Adachi?). Compared with the humeral fragment (which presumably belongs
to the same individual) the size of the talus indicates a disproportionately small tarsus—
more so, indeed, than would be expected if Paranthropus used its hind-limbs for the bipedal
mode of progression characteristic of man. Further, the unusual medial extent of the
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