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Footprints represent a unique snapshot of hominin life. They provide
information on the size and composition of groups that differs from
osteological and archeological remains, whose contemporaneity is
difficult to establish. We report here on the discovery of 257 foot-
prints dated to 80,000 y from the Paleolithic site at Le Rozel
(Normandy, France), which represent the largest known Neander-
tal ichnological assemblage to date. We investigate the size and
composition of a track-maker group from this large set by developing
a morphometric method based on experimental footprints. Our
analyses indicate that the footprints were made by a small group
comprising different age classes, from early childhood to adult, with
a majority of children. The Le Rozel footprints thus provide direct
evidence for the size and composition of a Neandertal social group.

footprints | Neandertals | Le Rozel | morphometry | group composition

Like living humans and most primates, Neandertals lived in
social groups, probably composed of individuals of both sexes

and various age classes (e.g., refs. 1–3). The size and composition
of Neandertal groups may have played an important role in their
adaptive success, as is the case for current primates (e.g., refs. 4
and 5), but they are difficult to infer from the archeological and
paleoanthropological records (e.g., ref. 3). Indirect approaches
of group size, using occupational or sleeping surface areas and
ethnographic analogies (e.g., refs. 3, 6, and 7), suggest that Ne-
andertal groups were small, from 10 to 30 individuals on average
per site (e.g., ref. 3). Such approaches assume that the accu-
mulations of archeological remains reflect a single occupation,
which is not certain (8–10). The composition of the relevant
social group can be obtained in rare cases from catastrophic
mortality events, where osteological remains are assumed to be
contemporaneous (e.g., refs. 11 and 12). Such profiles are ex-
ceptional for Neandertals, and their interpretation as cata-
strophic is not always accepted (12, 13).
Fossil footprints are preserved when rapidly buried and thus

represent a snapshot of life (e.g., refs. 14–16). As such, ichnological
assemblages give the opportunity to directly investigate hominin
group size and composition, based on trackways (e.g., refs. 17–19),
morphometric analyses, or expert trackers’ readings of isolated
footprints (e.g., refs. 20–23). However, despite significant discov-
eries in recent years (e.g., refs. 24 and 25), sites with hominin
footprints are relatively scarce (26–28), with less than forty repor-
ted sites for pre-Holocene periods (SI Appendix, Fig. S1 and Table
S1), including 4 sites that yielded only 9 footprints assigned to
Neandertals (refs. 29–32 and SI Appendix, Text S1 and Fig. S2).
Here we report on the discovery of 257 hominin footprints at

Le Rozel (Manche, France), dated to ∼80,000 y (33) and asso-
ciated with in situ archeological material (34, 35). Focusing on
the 104 best preserved footprints from the densest stratigraphic
subunit (D3b-4), we investigate the size and age-class composi-
tion of a single Neandertal group.

Archeological Site of Le Rozel
The site of Le Rozel (49°28′20.92″N, 1°50′25.58″W) (Manche,
France) is part of a paleodune system formed during the Upper
Pleistocene, between ∼115,000 and ∼70,000 y ago (33–36). It
currently lies in a creek between the beach of Surtainville to the
south and a Cambrian schist cliff to the northwest (SI Appendix,
Figs. S3–S5). First discovered and excavated in the 1960s (36,
37), Le Rozel has been annually excavated since 2012 (D. Cliquet,
Director), yielding hundreds of hominin footprints as well
as 8 handprints, but also 6 animal tracks (Fig. 1). This ichno-
logical assemblage belongs to a single subhorizontal stratigraphic
unit (D3b) made up of fine and medium brown to black sand
dated to ∼80,000 y (33–36). The prints are distributed over
5 subunits, D3b-1 to D3b-5 (SI Appendix, Figs. S6–S8), and are
mainly concentrated in the sandy muds of the 2 lower subunits
(D3b-4 and D3b-5). Field and sedimentological data show that
the moisture conditions were not uniform for the whole ichno-
logical assemblage (from sandy mudflows to a dry ground).
Within each of the 5 stratigraphic subunits, the hominin foot-
prints are associated with an abundant archeological material (refs.
34 and 35 and SI Appendix, Fig. S9). This assemblage includes a
rich Middle Paleolithic lithic industry and about 8,000 faunal re-
mains, which attest anthropic activities (e.g., butchery operations,
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lithic industry production). These occupation levels also yielded
intrasite spatial patterning with several structures such as
hearths and lithic-knapping areas. Sedimentological and geo-
chronological studies have shown that each subunit was formed
and rapidly covered by aeolian sand (33–35), which allowed the
footprints to be protected from surface erosion. Thanks to such
aeolian dynamics, the archeological and ichnological remains
found within each subunit are considered to reflect a single
brief occupation event.

Results
Footprint Assemblage.Qualitative and quantitative analyses of the
ichnological material discovered between 2012 and 2017 led to
the identification of 257 hominin footprints (Fig. 1 and SI Ap-
pendix, Figs. S10–S16, Tables S2–S4, and Texts S2–S5). The
footprint assemblages include 5 trackways (2 to 3 successive
footprints) with foot angles ranging from 3.0° to 7.6°. The rest of
the footprints are considered as isolated. About 80% of the
footprints are located on the D3b-4 stratigraphic subunit, which
extends over 92 m2.
The footprints are variably printed or preserved, which is usual

for footprints made in soft sandy ground (e.g., refs. 25, 38, and
39). Nevertheless, 88 footprints show strict criteria to iden-
tify them as longitudinally complete: a rounded heel impression
proximally and, distally, clear impressions of the toes and/or
2 mediolateral rims representing the metatarsophalangeal limits
and toe tips. Their lengths range from 11.4 to 28.7 cm. The smallest
footprints are shallower and less mediolaterally narrow than the
largest ones made in similar sediments, suggesting a flatter foot.
The geometric morphometric analysis of the 14 best preserved

footprints (1 from the D3b-3 stratigraphic subunit, 12 from the
D3b-4, and 1 from the D3b-5), together with Laetoli and Homo
sapiens (experimental and archaeological from the Holocene)
footprints show that the Le Rozel sample clearly differs from the
Laetoli footprints along the PC1 axis. They are closer to the
footprints attributed to Homo sapiens, but despite a partial
overlapping, they represent 2 distinct morphospaces, the Le
Rozel ones being wider, especially at the midfoot (Fig. 2).

Group Size and Composition.Among the 104 exploitable footprints
from the D3b-4 stratigraphic subunit, 39 are longitudinally
complete and 100 complete enough for width to be measured.
The lengths range from 11.4 to 28.4 cm and the widths from
4.5 to 14.2 cm (Table 1 and SI Appendix, Tables S6 and S7 and
Figs. S18 and S19).

The maximum intraindividual deviations in the lengths of ex-
perimental footprints (i.e., the largest deviation from the average
for each individual) extend up to 12.8% (SI Appendix, Table S4).
By applying this value to the length of the 39 longitudinally
complete footprints from Le Rozel, a minimum of 4 metric classes
can be estimated, each representing at least 1 individual (Table 1
and SI Appendix, Text S7 and Fig. S20). A total of 100 footprints
were then divided into 4 classes based on their widths using the
quartiles of their dispersion (4.5 to 12.8 cm, Table 1). For both
length and width, the general pattern of distribution shows that
the second and third metric classes are the most numerous (Table
1). Assuming that 1) individuals made the same average number
of footprints and 2) that the metric class with the fewest footprints
(metric class IV) corresponds to a single individual, one can es-
timate that the number of individuals would be 13 based on the
footprint length (1, 6, 5, and 1 individuals per metric class) and
10 based on the width (2, 3, 4, and 1 individuals per class).
The estimated statures range from 73.8 to 184.8 cm based on

footprint length and from 65.8 to 189.3 cm based on footprint
width (Table 1 and SI Appendix, Text S8, Tables S6 and S8, and
Figs. S21 and S22).
Using the age-to-stature regression curve for Neandertals, the

distribution patterns of the statures estimated from footprint
length and width are similar (Fig. 3). The Le Rozel footprints
correspond mainly to children (64.1% for length, 47.0% for
width) and adolescents (respectively 28.2 and 43.0%), and the
adult age class is less represented (7.2 and 10.0%). The shortest
complete footprint (11.4 cm) corresponds to an age of 2 y (Fig.
3). The longest footprints that belong to the fourth metric class
(Table 1) correspond to an average stature of 175 cm (for both
length and width) and were probably made by a male, according
to Neandertal sexual dimorphism patterns (refs. 40 and 41 and
Fig. 3). Additionally, using a variation curve defined from
modern populations leads to a similar general pattern of age-
class composition, with a low frequency of adults but a very high
frequency of children (SI Appendix, Fig. S23 and Table S9).

Discussion
Taxonomic Attribution. With a few exceptions, taxonomic attri-
butions of Pleistocene footprints are not based on associated
paleoanthropological remains, but indirectly assessed from
chronological criteria or, more rarely, archaeological material
(ref. 16 and SI Appendix, Text S1). Although Le Rozel has not
yielded any hominin osteological remains to date, 3 types of
evidence enable a reliable taxonomic attribution of the footprints.

Fig. 1. Le Rozel tracks: hominin footprints, a handprint, and an animal track. (Scale bar, 2 cm.) (Photos by D.C.)
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First of all, the morphometric analysis (Fig. 2) reveals that the
footprints from Le Rozel are wider, especially at the midfoot, than
the modern human sample and suggests a less gracile morphology
and a less pronounced plantar vault. Since footprint morphology
partially reflects the foot anatomy of track-makers (e.g., ref. 16),
this result is consistent with what is known about Neandertal foot
anatomy when compared to that of modern humans (42–44). In
addition, the footprints were made 80,000 y ago (33, MIS 5a-b),
when Neandertals were the only hominin species known in
Western Europe (e.g., refs. 45–47). Finally, the footprints are as-
sociated with Mousterian industries that show characteristics
similar to those associated with Neandertal remains in other Eu-
ropean sites (34, 35). Based on this evidence, we attribute these
footprints to Neandertals.

Group Size and Composition. In the various stratigraphic subunits
at Le Rozel, the large quantity of lithic material and the size of
animal carcasses (34, 35) are initial evidence that the groups
who occupied the site were composed of several individuals.
However, more precise information on the social structure of
these groups cannot be inferred from the preserved archeo-
logical material alone. Our metric analyses of the D3b-4
footprint assemblage shows that the group was made up of at
least 4 individuals, with a more realistic estimate of 10 to
13 individuals. This is consistent with estimates obtained at
other Neandertal sites based on spatial data that indicate av-
erage numbers of 10 to 30 individuals (e.g., ref. 3), as well as
with the known range of group sizes among recent hunter–
gatherers (e.g., refs. 1 and 48).

Table 1. Dimensions and estimated statures for the footprints from the D3b-4
stratigraphic subunit

Dimensions and
associated statures Total

Average metric class (MNI = 4)

I II III IV

Length (cm)
Interval 11.4 to 28.4 11.4 to 14.8 15.4 to 18.8 19.2 to 23.4 24.7 to 28.4
Mean 19.0 13.2 17.0 21.5 26.9
Number of footprints 39 4 18 14 3
Relative frequency (%) 10.3 46.2 35.9 7.7

Estimated stature (cm)
Interval 73.8 to 184.8 73.8 to 96.0 100.2 to 122.3 124.9 to 151.9 160.7 to 184.8
Mean 123.5 86.2 110.4 140.0 174.8

Width (cm)
Interval 4.5 to 12.8 4.5 to 6.6 6.6 to 8.6 8.6 to 10.7 10.7 to 12.8
Mean 8.5 5.5 7.6 9.5 11.8
Number of footprints 100 16 31 43 10
Relative frequency (%) 16.0 31.0 43.0 10.0

Estimated stature (cm)
Interval 65.8 to 189.3 65.8 to 93.2 97.6 to 127.2 128.6 to 156.7 164.1 to 189.3
Mean 125.6 81.4 112.6 140.1 174.5

The metric classes for footprint length define the Minimum Number of Individuals as 4. The metric classes for
width measurements are determined from the quartiles of their dispersion (4.5 to 12.8 cm).

Fig. 2. Geometric morphometric analysis based on the 2D coordinates of 11 landmarks indicating the footprint outline and the locations of the deepest
areas (SI Appendix, Text S6, Fig. S17, and Table S5). (A) Principal Component Analysis (PC1 vs. PC2). PC1 (28.9% of total variance) accounts for midfoot width,
position of the maximum depth of the forefoot, and hallux abduction. High PC1 scores reflect a larger width, a more proximal maximum depth position, and
a more abducted hallux. PC2 (16.5% of total variance) mainly informs about footprint width: low PC2 scores correspond to a larger width. (B) Mean shapes of
the Le Rozel footprints (yellow), Holocene footprints (blue), and experimental footprints (black) made in similar deposit conditions.

Duveau et al. PNAS Latest Articles | 3 of 6

A
N
TH

RO
PO

LO
G
Y

https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1901789116/-/DCSupplemental


The relative age composition of the D3b-4 group was assessed
on the basis of stature estimates. After selecting footprints made
on a flat ground with no evidence of sliding in order to ensure
measurement consistency, we investigated 2 potential biases: the
variation in foot length-to-stature ratio and the substrate impact
on the footprint morphology. Because the foot length-to-stature
ratio can differ significantly during development (e.g., refs. 49
and 50) or between populations (e.g., refs. 51 and 52), our esti-
mates use a large comparative osteometric database encom-
passing individuals from different age groups and populations,
including habitually unshod people. Additionally, any stature
estimation of hominins based on comparative modern data may
be questioned. There may be differences between the foot
length-to-stature ratio of modern humans and that of Neander-
tals. Although about 20 well-preserved Neandertal skeletons are
currently known, and foot remains are quite numerous, none is
complete enough to know this ratio. In order to validate our
stature estimations, we thus analyzed the ratio between the
second metatarsal length, which is correlated to the foot length,
and the femoral length, the latter being commonly used in order
to estimate the statures of hominins (e.g., refs. 53 and 54). This
ratio has been calculated for 7 Neandertal individuals (17%, SI
Appendix, Table S11) and appears to be equal to that of modern
individuals (17%, using the supplementary information from ref.
55). We also considered the substrate impact on the footprint
morphology by using experimental data produced on similar
sediments. These data gave a footprint length-to-foot length
ratio (103.6%) close to those obtained in previous experimental
studies on similar sandy sediments (56). All these data support
our stature estimates.
As a result, the range of statures at Le Rozel is wide, from

66 to 189 cm, and more than half of them are less than 130 cm.
The largest estimates (161 to 189 cm), which correspond to the
fourth metric class (Table 1), partially overlap the adult Nean-
dertal range estimated from osteological remains (147 to 177 cm,
SI Appendix, Table S10); 7 estimates fall above this range
(178.9 to 189.2 cm). Considering our conservative hypothesis
using the 12.8% maximum intraindividual deviation, all of the
footprints of the fourth metric class could have been made by a
single individual with an estimated stature of 175 cm. However,
we cannot exclude that very tall Neandertal individuals lived at
Le Rozel, and our results may suggest taller Neandertal indi-
viduals than previously known.

Based on the hypothesis that each individual made on average
the same number of footprints, the D3b-4 group was composed
of 90% of children and adolescents. Several parameters that may
impact this result need to be considered. First, in our model (Fig.
3), the stature gap between adults and adolescents is small, and
footprints placed near the limit between these 2 classes could be
misclassified. Nevertheless, most of the footprints fall far from
this limit, and their classification is thus reliable. Based on os-
teological remains, the lowest limit of the adult Neandertal
stature range is 147.5 cm (SI Appendix, Table S10). If we use this
value as the limit between adults and adolescents in our analysis,
the frequency of adult footprints does not exceed 21%. It is
therefore unlikely that our model significantly underestimates
the number of adults. Second, for some biometric reasons, chil-
dren may have left more footprints than adults in the studied area.
Given that the Le Rozel site is an occupation site and not a
“passage” one, we cannot precisely quantify the influence of this
parameter on our assemblage (due to an absence of data re-
garding walking speed, periods of standstills, frequency of move-
ment phases in relation to rest phases, etc.). In situ observations
however showed that the shallowest footprints, which mostly
correspond to the smallest individuals, are the ones which are the
least well preserved. Therefore, small-sized footprints are certainly
underrepresented in our assemblage, which limits any important
overestimation of children. All of these lines of evidence thus
support that the D3b-4 group was mainly composed of children
and adolescents.
The Paleolithic site at Le Rozel is the only one, besides the El

Sidrón site (Spain), to provide reliable information on the
composition of a Neandertal social group. The 2 sites have
yielded different patterns. Le Rozel reflects a majority of chil-
dren and, to a lesser extent, adolescents. The osteological re-
mains from El Sidrón belong to 7 adults, 3 adolescents, 2
juveniles, and 1 infant. This corresponds to a larger proportion of
adults (e.g., ref. 57), as is the case for present-day hunter–gath-
erer groups (e.g., refs. 48 and 58). The sites of Krapina and Sima de
los Huesos also show a larger number of adults (e.g., refs. 12 and
13). However, it is difficult to know if the remains at these 2 sites
represent contemporary individuals, since there is no consensus
as to the catastrophic nature of their mortality profiles (e.g., ref.
12). If both the Le Rozel and El Sidrón assemblages represent all
of the members of the groups, age structure differences would
then testify to the diversity in the compositions of Neandertal
social groups.

Fig. 3. Distribution by age class. (A) Positions of the 39 longitudinally complete footprints from the D3b-4 subunit placed on an age-to-stature regression
curve from estimates based on Neandertal osteological remains (SI Appendix, Table S10). The curve was made using 2 relationships: the first for Neandertal
children (in green) and the second, representing a constant mean stature, for adult Neandertals (in gray, red, and blue). (B) Relative frequencies per age class
from both types of estimated statures (from footprint length and width).
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Conclusion
To conclude, the hominin tracks discovered at Le Rozel repre-
sent the largest ichnological assemblage attributed to archaic
hominins and, in particular, to Neandertals, by yielding more than
95% of all of the footprints attributed to this taxon (29–32). They
also represent the only Neandertal handprints with the hand sten-
cils discovered in Maltravieso (59). It is in addition one of the rare
examples (24) of prints associated with numerous archeological
artifacts (34, 35). Thanks to this particularly large statistical sample,
the size and composition of one of the Neandertal groups who
made these footprints ∼80,000 y ago were directly investigated. The
results indicate the presence of a small group, probably 10 to
13 individuals, constituted in its majority of adolescents and chil-
dren. They also reveal the presence of young children, the smallest
footprint corresponding to an age of 2 y. Whereas the archeological
data bring information about the material culture and activities of
the group, such an exceptional footprint assemblage reveals a single
life moment of a prehistoric group.

Methods
Footprint Identification. The identification of footprints was based on qual-
itative criteria. They had to reflect the dimensions, anatomy, and function of
the human foot: a rounded heel, a longitudinal arch, short toes, an adducted
hallux, and maximum depth areas located beneath the heel and forefoot
(e.g., refs. 16, 60, and 61). Furthermore, the identification of the Le Rozel
tracks was quantitatively reinforced by applying a morphometric test de-
veloped by Morse et al. (ref. 61 and SI Appendix, Text S5 and Figs. S14–S16).

Footprint Recording. Each identified footprint was photographed, described,
andmeasured in situ. From 2013 to 2016, casts were made of 55 footprints. In
2017, 62 original footprints were directly extracted after they had been
chemically hardened. All of the casts and extracted footprints were curated
on the premises of the Direction Régionale des Affaires Culturelles (DRAC,
Caen, France). They can be consulted after obtaining Dominique Cliquet’s
agreement. Point clouds of 180 tracks, including 169 hominin footprints,
were compiled. One hundred and thirty-three footprints were digitized by
using a Noomeo Optinum surface scan and 70 footprints by photogram-
metry using Agisoft Photoscan (v.1.4.0) and a Canon EOS 1300D camera. The
use of these different acquisition techniques required prior statistical com-
parisons between them, which did not detect any differences (SI Appendix,
Text S9 and Figs. S24–S26). The 3D models of the footprints will be available
in a freely accessible database within the coming years.

Comparative Material. The Le Rozel footprints were compared to 192 ex-
perimental footprints, made by 21 nonpathological individuals, from 1 to 36 y
of age. They moved unshod in 2 ways, a comfortable walk and a slow run, in a
similar sediment (SI Appendix, Text S3 and Fig. S13). We also used Laetoli and
Holocene archeological footprints from freely accessible 3D databases (SI
Appendix, Text S4). Experimental footprints were recorded on the site in
agreement with the terms of the field work authorization (prefectoral
decree #28-2017-339 [05/17/2017, Normandy, France], operation number:
163972). Volunteer participants and their legally responsible guardians in
case of minor participants gave written and informed consent.

Geometric Morphometrics. Eleven landmarks that provide information on the
footprint outline and the locations of the deepest areas were positioned in
Geomagic Studio 2013 (SI Appendix, Text S6 and Fig. S17). Their 2D coor-
dinates were subject to a Generalized Procrustes Analysis (62) in PAleonto-
logical STatistics (PAST v.3.0; ref. 63). The mean 2D coordinates of the
footprints made by the same individual were calculated and subsequently con-
sidered in order to avoid biases caused by statistical replication. The coordinates
were then subjected to a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) in PAST.

Group Size and Composition.
Measurements. Length andwidthweremeasured in the sameway for the fossil
and experimental footprints. Only footprints made on a flat ground with no
evidence of sliding were considered. The length was measured along the
longitudinal axis, and the width corresponds to the maximal breadth of the
forefoot impression along the mediolateral axis.
MNI estimate. In order to estimate a Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI)
from isolated footprint dimensions, we used the largest value (12.8%) of the
maximum intraindividual deviations (md) in experimental footprint lengths
from the average of each individual (SI Appendix, Text S7). We considered
that fossil footprint lengths (L) falling within the interval [L × (1 − md); L ×
(1 +md)] from each other corresponded to prints made by the same individual.
From footprint size to stature. Stature was estimated from footprint length by
using 1) the foot length-to-stature ratio of different populations from
published data and 2) the footprint length-to-foot length ratio that we
experimentally determined (SI Appendix, Text S8, Table S8, and Figs. S21 and
S22). A relationship between footprint length (L) and stature (S) is thus
obtained by considering variations in body proportions within different
populations and the impact of the substrate from Le Rozel on the footprint
morphometry: S = 6.51 × L. When the footprint length was not available, we
estimated it from the width based on the fossil width-to-length ratio (0.44,
r = 0.83; SI Appendix, Fig. S19).
From estimated stature to age class. Our stature estimates were placed on an
age-to-stature regression curve established from published Neandertal oste-
ological data (SI Appendix, Table S10). This curve is based on 2 relationships,
1 at either end: the variation in relation to age observed for children and the
average stature for adults (162.1 cm). As it is difficult to estimate a precise age
for adolescents (10 to 18 y old) from osteological material, no individual was
used for this age class. This part of the curve was extrapolated from the
2 others, resulting in a logarithmic curve between stature and age. Addi-
tionally, our stature estimates were also placed on an age-to-foot length curve
established from different modern populations (SI Appendix, Fig. S23).
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