
1. INTRODUCTION

Over the past 30 years the recent, late Pleistocene to
mid-Holocene evolution of our species has been docu-
mented in increasing detail. In Australasia and East Asia
osteological and dental research has focused on three
separate, although interrelated, aspects of human evolution.
These are the diversity of modern Homo sapiens
populations (Pietrusewsky 1984; Wang 1986; Brown 1987;
Li et al. 1991), the evolutionary relationships between these
H. sapiens and earlier hominids from within, and outside,
Asia (Weidenreich 1939a; Thorne & Wolpoff 1981;
Wolpoff et al. 1984; Kaminga & Wright 1988; Wu 1988a,
b) and change in skeletal and dental form during the
Holocene (Zhang et al. 1982; Brace et al. 1984; Wu &
Zhang 1985; Wang 1986; Brown 1987, 1989). Although
the documentation of modern human variation is a
continuing process, and there is general agreement as to
the direction of post-Pleistocene evolution in both China
and Australia, the origins and diversity of the first modern
human populations is a topic of continued debate.

Evolutionary continuity between Pleistocene and recent
human populations within China was first argued in detail
by Weidenreich (1939b, 1943) and later developed,
although with varying emphasis, by Coon (1962) and
Wolpoff et al. (1984). Weidenreich’s argument for
evolutionary continuity rested on the identification of
‘Mongoloid’ skeletal characteristics in the Zhoukoudian
Homo erectus remains and in modern northern Chinese. A
persistent obstacle to expanding Weidenreich’s ‘Mongoloid’
lineage has been the distribution, dating and preservation
of the east Asian hominid skeletal remains. Although H.
erectus and early H. sapiens (Dali, Maba, Jinniushan and
Xujiayao) are reasonably well represented there are still
substantial gaps in the Chinese hominid sequence

(Chen & Zhang 1991). In particular the earliest examples
of modern H. sapiens in China, Zhoukoudian Upper Cave,
may only date to 10- 13 ka BP (WU & Zhang 1985; Hedges
et al. 1988; Chen et al. 1989). There is also some debate
over the ‘Mongoloid’ affinities of the crania from this
locality (Weidenreich 1939a; Wolpoff et al. 1984; Wu &
Zhang 1985; Kaminga & Wright 1988) which could
undermine the east Asian regional evolutionary model.

For reasons of geographic proximity, rather than
unequivocal archaeological or skeletal evidence, most
researchers have focused on a possible Asian origin for the
Australian Aborigines (Weidenreich 1945; Macintosh 1963;
Birdsell 1967; Thorne 1977). The first person to have raised
the possibility of a specific regional connection between
fossil hominid skeletal material from Asia, Javan
Pithecanthropus, and Australian Aborigines was Hermann
Klaatsch (1908). This regional evolutionary sequence
linking Indonesia and Australia was then further developed
by Weidenreich (1946), Coon (1962) and Thorne & Wolpoff
(1981). The argument for an Australasian evolutionary
sequence also depends upon the identification of
morphological and metrical osteological traits, which in
combination, occur in the highest frequency in Homo
erectus crania from Indonesia and terminal Pleistocene and
recent Australians. Problems of temporal clustering of sites,
inadequate chronological control, and poor preservation
which occur in East Asia are also a feature of the
Australasian sequence. The major differences between
these two regions are that terminal Pleistocene H. sapiens
are relatively common in Australasia (Thorne & Macumber
1972; Bowler el al. 1972; Bowler & Thorne 1976; Brown
1989), while if the Ngandong crania are considered to be
H. erectus (Santa Luca 1980) then early H. sapiens
comparable to Dali (Wu 1981) are not represented.

In both East Asia and Australasia the strength of
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