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Chapter 11
On the Tracks of Neandertals: The
Ichnological Assemblage from Le Rozel
(Normandy, France)

Jérémy Duveau, Gilles Berillon, and Christine Verna

Abstract Hominin tracks represent a unique window into moments in the life of
extinct individuals. They can provide biological and locomotor data that are not
accessible from skeletal remains. However, these tracks are relatively scarce in the
fossil record, particularly those attributed to Neandertals. They are also most often
devoid of associated archaeological material, which limits their interpretation. The
Palaeolithic site of Le Rozel (Normandy, France) located in a dune complex formed
during the Upper Pleistocene has yielded between 2012 and 2017 several hundred
tracks (257 hominin footprints, 8 handprints as well as 6 animal tracks). This
ichnological assemblage is distributed within five stratigraphic subunits dated to
80,000 years. These subunits are rich in archaeological material that attests to brief
occupations by Neandertal groups and provides information about the activities that
they carried out. The ichnological assemblage discovered at Le Rozel is the largest
attributed to Neandertals to date and more generally the most important for hominin
taxa other than Homo sapiens. The particularly large number of footprints can
provide major information for our understanding of the Palaeolithic occupations at
Le Rozel and for our knowledge of the composition of Neandertal groups.

Keywords Group composition · Morphometry · Footprint · Neandertals · Le Rozel

Introduction

Tracks, and especially footprints, are unique vestiges that provide direct information
on the locomotor and biological characteristics (e.g. stature, body mass, age) of
hominin groups (e.g. Bennett et al. 2009; Crompton et al. 2011; Bennett and Morse
2014). Such information can be obtained from trackways (e.g. Leakey and Hay
1979; Masao et al. 2016; Roach et al. 2016) or from isolated footprints by using
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morphometric methods (Dingwall et al. 2013; Ashton et al. 2014; Citton et al. 2017)
or expert tracker readings (Pastoors et al. 2015, 2017). Ichnological assemblages
require a quick sedimentary burial to be preserved in an open-air context; this differs
from the cave context, where they are usually found at the surface of the soil (see
Chap. 4). As it, they represent an original snapshot on the composition of groups and
their behaviours during their lives (e.g. Mastrolorenzo et al. 2006; Hasiotis et al.
2007; Schmincke et al. 2010; Falkingham 2014). They differ in this respect from
skeletal or lithic material whose accumulations may have occurred during various
and repeated occupations over long periods (Farizy 1994; Pettitt 1997). However,
the study of tracks is usually a challenging task. Indeed, if their morphology reflects
the biological and locomotor characteristics of trackmakers, they are also affected by
the nature of substrate and by taphonomic modifications (e.g. Allen 1997; Bennett
and Morse 2014; see Chap. 2). In addition, despite several significant discoveries in
recent years (e.g. Altamura et al. 2018; Bustos et al. 2018; McLaren et al. 2018; see
Chap. 5), the number of sites that yielded hominin tracks is relatively low compared
to sites with archaeological and palaeoanthropological material (e.g. Kim et al. 2008;
Lockley et al. 2008, 2016; Bennett and Morse 2014). This rarity is even more
important for the footprints attributed to Neandertals since only nine footprints
found at four sites attributed to this taxon were reported to date (Fig. 11.1).

In this context, here we present the largest ichnological assemblage attributed to
Neandertal discovered at the archaeological site from Le Rozel (Manche, France).
We present first a synthesis of the previously known footprints attributed to Nean-
dertals. Then the archaeological site of Le Rozel will be presented before describing

Fig. 11.1 Geographical distribution of the footprints attributed to Neandertals
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the ichnological sample discovered there between 2012 and 2017. Finally, the
importance of this assemblage in relation to other sites that yielded hominin foot-
prints, and in particular those attributed to Neandertals, will be discussed before
concluding on the potential of these footprints to yield direct information on the
trackmaker groups that lived at Le Rozel 80,000 years ago.

The Neandertal Footprint Record

The oldest track attributed to Neandertals is also the first that has been described: it is
a single footprint discovered in 1976 in a silty ground at the Middle Pleistocene site
of Biache-Saint-Vaast (France) (Tuffreau 1978, 1988). It is associated with two
fragmentary human skulls that bear Neandertal features as well as with archaeolog-
ical material including lithic industry and 236,000-year-old faunal remains (Tuffreau
1988; Rougier 2003; Guipert et al. 2011; Bahain et al. 2015). The attribution of the
track to a Neandertal individual is based on the cranial remains and on the associated
archaeological material. This footprint is poorly preserved and was probably dam-
aged by bovid trampling making its identification as a hominin footprint and its
analysis difficult (Tuffreau 1988).

Four footprints were discovered in 1996 in the Greek cave of Theopetra. They
were made in a clay substrate dated by thermoluminescence to 130,000 years
(Manolis et al. 2000; Valladas et al. 2007; see Chap. 10). They are associated with
a Mousterian industry that allows to attribute them to Neandertals (Manolis et al.
2000; Valladas et al. 2007). The four footprints were probably made by different
individuals with their left feet. The second and the third footprints are relatively
complete. They are 14 and 15 cm long and were made by young children whose ages
and statures are estimated to 2 and 4 years and to 86 and 100 cm (Manolis et al.
2000). Furthermore, Manolis et al. (2000) suggest that the third footprint was made
by a shod individual, which would represent the oldest occurrence of a shoe among
hominins. Casts of the footprints were realized, and the two most complete were 3D
digitized (Manolis et al. 2000).

Three footprints made in calcareous mud dated by U-Th between 97,000 and
62,000 years were discovered in the Romanian Vârtop Cave (Onac et al. 2005; see
Chap. 12). No archaeological or palaeoanthropological material was associated with
these tracks. The taxonomic attribution to Neandertals is based only on the chrono-
logical age, Neandertals being the only taxon known in Europe for this time period.
The three footprints were made by a single individual (Onac et al. 2005; Harvati and
Roksandic 2016). Two of them are partial, consisting only of either heel or forefoot
impressions. The third footprint is longitudinally complete; it is 22 cm long and was
made by an individual whose height was estimated to 146 cm (Viehmann 1987). It is
characterized by a space described as important (1.6 cm) between the hallux and the
second toe impressions (Onac et al. 2005). Its morphology would reflect the robust
Neandertal anatomy (Onac et al. 2005).
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More recently, a potential human footprint was discovered in the dune complex of
Catalan Bay at Gibraltar. OSL dating of the aeolian unit where the footprint was
made provided an age of 28,000 years (Muñiz et al. 2019). This footprint is
described as poorly preserved. It is 17 cm long and was made by an individual
whose height is estimated between 106 and 126 cm and who was descending a slope
(Muñiz et al. 2019). No archaeological or palaeoanthropological remains are asso-
ciated with this footprint. Moreover, its morphology does not allow to discard Homo
sapiens as the possible trackmaker (Muñiz et al. 2019). Therefore, the taxonomic
attribution to a Neandertal individual is only based on the discovery a few kilometres
away of archaeological material that would indicate that Neandertal groups may
have lived in the region until 28,000 years BP (Finlayson et al. 2006). However, the
dating of this material is questioned not only as regards stratigraphic consistency
(Delson and Harvati 2006) but also for methodological aspects (Wood et al. 2013).
Therefore, the lack of consensus on these dates combined with the fact that the
footprint would correspond to the last Neandertal occurrence raises questions about
the validity of the taxonomic attribution to a Neandertal individual.

In this synthesis on footprints attributed to Neandertals, it is necessary to mention
those discovered in the Romanian cave of Ciur Izbuc (Webb et al. 2014; see
Chap. 12). The research undertaken at this cave yielded 400 human footprints,
dated between 36,500 and 29,000 years calBP, before three quarters of them were
destroyed (Webb et al. 2014). The absence of archaeological or palaeo-
anthropological material associated with the footprints makes their taxonomic attri-
bution complex. Indeed, the lowest limit of the chronological interval is close to the
last occurrence of Neandertals reported in central and Eastern Europe (Pinhasi et al.
2011; Devièse et al. 2017). However, skeletal remains provided evidence of the
occurrence of Homo sapiens in Romania around the period when the footprints were
made (Trinkaus et al. 2003; Soficaru et al. 2007; Higham et al. 2011). It is thus more
likely that these footprints were made by Homo sapiens (Webb et al. 2014).

Lastly, the footprints discovered in the Italian site of Bàsura Cave were for a long
time attributed to Neandertals (Pales 1954, 1960). For this attribution, L. Pales used
the presence of a Mousterian industry in a nearby cave and remains of cave bears that
he considered as contemporary to Neandertals. However, subsequent radiocarbon
dating on charcoals discovered in the same layer as the footprints invalidated their
taxonomic attribution to Neandertals, showing instead that they were made byHomo
sapiens (Molleson et al. 1972; De Lumley and Vicino 1984).

The Archaeological Site from Le Rozel

Located on the western coast of the Cotentin (Manche, Normandy) (Fig. 11.1), Le
Rozel (49�28020.9200 N, 1�50025.5800 W) is part of a dune formation in a creek
opened in a schist cliff. This dune complex is composed of soft aeolian sand and
was formed during the end of the Eemian and the beginning of the Last Glacial
Period, between 115,000 and 70,000 years ago (Van Vliet-Lanoë et al. 2006). The

186 J. Duveau et al.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-60406-6_12


site was discovered in the 1960s by Yves Roupin following coastal erosion that
uncovered several faunal bones at the base of the dune. These initial discoveries led
to a survey in 1967 and to the first excavations in 1969 directed by Frédéric Scuvée
(Scuvée and Verague 1984). The monitoring of the site since the 1980s has revealed
significant damages caused by erosion and led to annual excavations under the
direction of D. Cliquet since 2012.

Le Rozel shows a long stratigraphic sequence (Fig. 11.2) dominated by detrital
elements brought by wind dynamics (Van Vliet-Lanoë et al. 2006). This sequence is
delimited at its summit by a 6- to 8-m-thick head above a palaeodune massif. The
archaeological layers discovered since 2012 are located within five stratigraphic
subunits of this palaeodune (D3b-1 to D3b-5) composed of fine to medium sand
(Cliquet et al. 2018a, b). The OSL dating carried out within the stratigraphic
sequence places these subunits around 80,000 years (Mercier et al. 2019). Further-
more, geochronological and sedimentary analyses have shown that the stratigraphic
subunits were formed and covered quickly (Mercier et al. 2019) which means that
each subunit represents a relatively short and likely single occupation phase. The
first three subunits (D3b-1 to D3b-3) are composed of subhorizontal organic soils,
brown to black in colour, and consist of degraded dune sand where lithic industries,
charcoals, faunal remains and tracks were discovered (Fig. 11.3). The Palaeolithic

Fig. 11.2 Cross section of the dune complex from Le Rozel and locations of the Palaeolithic
occupations. (Modified from Cliquet et al. 2018b)
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activities in these soils seem to be structured around hearths and, for the D3b-2 and
D3b-3 subunits, knapping spots (Cliquet et al. 2018a, b). The D3b-4 and D3b-5
subunits, whose excavations are still in progress, are affected by numerous
intertwined mudflows that are intersected by small schist plates. These subunits
yielded lithic industries, knapping spots, hearths, faunal remains and most of the
tracks (Cliquet et al. 2018a, b). Below these stratigraphic subunits are the occupation
layers identified and studied by Scuvée during the 1960s (Scuvée and Verague
1984). Two layers (Scuvée E2 and Scuvée E3) were located at the base of the
dune and included faunal remains and lithic industry, while a third layer (Scuvée F2)
was located inside a rock shelter (TR 67) where hearths, faunal remains and lithic

Fig. 11.3 The archaeological site from Le Rozel; (a) view of the site; (b) Levallois flakes; (c)
blades; (d) knapping spot; (e) hearth; (f) butchery area. (Photos D. Cliquet)
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artefacts were discovered (Scuvée and Verague 1984; Van Vliet-Lanoë et al. 2006;
Cliquet et al. 2018a, b).

The analyses carried out on the archaeological material discovered at Le Rozel
show that two techno-cultural worlds were operated by the human groups
80,000 years ago (Cliquet et al. 2018a, b). This dichotomy observed between the
two sets of occupations is particularly visible with the lithic industries. Indeed,
although the raw materials and their relative frequency are similar between the
upper and lower subunits (a majority of local flint and to a lesser extent quartz;
anecdotal use of sandstone and mylonite), the characteristics of the industry differ.
The industries discovered in subunits D3b-1 to D3b-3 mainly represent direct
debitage flakes and Levallois flakes. The D3b-4 and D3b-5 ones correspond to a
higher proportion of lamellar and laminar productions. While some blades come
from the production of direct debitage flakes or Levallois flakes, a lot of them have
been obtained by semi-rotating or rotating debitages (Cliquet et al. 2018a, b).

The three more recent upper subunits (D3b-1 to D3b-3) provide evidence of
butchery activities (Fig. 11.3), whereas site function for the lower subunits (D3b-4,
D3b-5, Scuvée E2-E3, Scuvée F2) is not yet established (Cliquet et al. 2018a, b).

Within the D3b-1 to D3b-3 subunits, the fauna consumed is largely dominated by
red deer, horse and aurochs, both in terms of number of remains and minimum
number of individuals (Sévêque 2017). The bones of these three species bear the
characteristic stigmata of skinning, dismantling and the recovery of meat. The study
of the slaughter periods of this fauna enabled to estimate that Palaeolithic occupa-
tions took place during bad weather seasons, between autumn and spring (Sévêque
2017; Cliquet et al. 2018b). Other bones belong to straight-tusked elephant, grass-
land rhinoceros, roe deer and rabbit whose nutritional usefulness is not confirmed.
Anthracological analyses show that the hearths were mainly composed of Scots pine
and yews, which could reflect a vegetal selection. Anthracological and
zooarchaeological material provide a representation of the environments during the
Palaeolithic occupations of the site (Stoetzel et al. 2016; Sévêque 2017; Cliquet et al.
2018a, b): they are characteristic of a temperate climate and open landscapes,
including humid temperate semi-wooded meadows.

The lower subunits (D3b-4 and D3b-5) are less informative than the first three;
only the large fauna, which is weakly conserved, provides results. In these layers, red
deer is once again the most frequent, with horse and aurochs (Sévêque 2017; Cliquet
et al. 2018a, b).

In the absence of human osteological remains, the Palaeolithic occupations at Le
Rozel are attributed to Neandertals by considering the chronostratigraphic context
and the characteristics of the archaeological material. On the one hand, the D3b-1 to
D3b-5 subunits are dated to 80,000 years when Neandertals were the only taxon
known in Europe (Benazzi et al. 2011; Nigst et al. 2014; Hublin 2015). On the other
hand, the technological features of the archaeological material, especially that of the
upper subunits, have already been observed on other Mousterian sites associated
with Neandertal remains (Cliquet et al. 2018b). The cultural dichotomy between the
upper and the lower subunits suggests the presence of different groups.
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Material and Methods

The analysis of the ichnological set discovered between 2012 and 2017 at Le Rozel
led to the identification of 271 tracks including 257 hominin footprints, 8 hominin
handprints (Fig. 11.4) as well as 6 animal tracks (Duveau et al. 2019).

These tracks were identified by morphological criteria; they had to reflect the
anatomy and the locomotor behaviour of the trackmakers. More particularly, human
footprints reflect a rounded heel, a narrow midfoot, relatively short toes including a
robust and adducted hallux (e.g. Aiello and Dean 1990; Klenerman and Wood 2006;
Morse et al. 2010; Bennett and Morse 2014). The heel and forefoot impressions are
deeper than that of the midfoot (Crompton and Pataky 2009; Morse et al. 2010;
Bennett and Morse 2014). Moreover, the identification of the human footprints was
reinforced by using the morphometric test developed by Morse et al. in 2010
(Duveau et al. 2019). Human handprints are recognizable by the impressions of a
rounded palm, relatively wider than the heel of the foot, and the fingers are relatively
long except the thumb which is smaller. This thumb has an abduction capacity unlike
the human hallux (e.g. Aiello and Dean 1990; Jones and Lederman 2006). At last,
the animal tracks were identified and taxonomically attributed thanks to identifica-
tion criteria from the literature (e.g. Bang et al. 2001; Murie and Elbroch 2005).

Each track was photographed and described in situ. Casts were made of 64 tracks
between 2013 and 2016. Seventy original tracks were directly extracted after a
chemical consolidation of the substrate in 2017. The casts and extracted footprints
are curated in the premises of the Direction Régionale des Affaires Culturelles
(DRAC, Caen, France). 180 tracks including 170 footprints were digitized in 3D.

Fig. 11.4 Hominin footprints and handprints discovered at Le Rozel. (Photos D. Cliquet)
(scale bar : 10 and 40 cm)
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Seventy-seven footprints were digitized by using photogrammetry with the Agisoft
Protocan software (v.1.4.0) and a Canon EOS 1300D camera. 137 footprints were
3D modelled by using a Noomeo OptiNum surface scan. The use of these different
acquisition techniques required that we run morphometric comparisons between
them prior to analysis. These comparisons did not detect any differences between
the types of acquisition (Duveau et al. 2019).

Besides, each track was measured in situ. These measurements were controlled
and specified on the tracks digitized in 3D by using Geomagic Studio 2013. The
length was measured along the longitudinal axis. For footprints, this axis is from the
most proximal point of the heel to the distal end of the second toe. Therefore, length
measurement requires that the footprint is longitudinally complete and that the toe
impressions can be differentiated from the rest of the print. In addition, we measured
the maximum width of the forefoot, along a mediolateral axis perpendicular to the
longitudinal axis. The lengths and widths of the footprints from Le Rozel were
compared to those of the other footprints attributed to Neandertals using published
data: two of the four footprints from Theopetra Cave (Manolis et al. 2000), the most
complete footprint from Vârtop Cave (Onac et al. 2005) and the potential footprint
from Catalan Bay (Muñiz et al. 2019).

Results

Preservation and Distribution of the Tracks

The 271 discovered tracks have been preserved thanks to a rapid sedimentary cover
by aeolian sand. Indeed, experimental observations carried out in situ have shown
that without this protection, the tracks could have been damaged, if not entirely
destroyed, in a few tens of minutes. Due to the erosive action of the wind on the
tracks, as well as other taphonomic agents, this ichnological assemblage probably
represents only a sample of the initial assemblage left by the trackmakers
~80,000 years ago.

The tracks come from the subunits D3b-1 to D3b-5 and were discovered in the
same layers as the archaeological material. Nearly 80% of the reported tracks come
from the D3b-4 stratigraphic subunit, which extends over more than 90 m2; 11% of
the tracks come from the D3b-5 subunit; the rest of the tracks are similarly distrib-
uted among the three other subunits. Among the 271 tracks, 198 were made in sandy
mud and 73 in dune sand. The tracks made in dune sand, which mainly come from
the D3b-1 to D3b-3 subunits, are less well preserved (i.e. they reflect less anatomical
details and in particular less clear toe impressions) than those made in sandy mud
that come from the D3b-4 and D3b-5 subunits. This differential conservation partly
explains the differences in distribution between the subunits. The depth of the tracks
is highly variable, from a few millimetres to 5 cm, and may suggest varying moisture
conditions when they were made.
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Human Footprints

Description: Among the 257 footprints, 5 trackways composed of 2 to 3 footprints
were reported (Fig. 11.4), the rest of the footprint set consisting of isolated tracks.
They include 112 left prints, 115 right prints and 30 impressions of indeterminate
laterality. Footprint morphology is variable which is common for footprints made in
soft substrate (e.g. Allen 1997; Morse et al. 2013; Bustos et al. 2018), such as dune
sand or sandy mud. The quality of the prints is variable, and some are partial. Ten
prints correspond only to the heel impressions, and three reflect only the forefoot.
Eighty-eight footprints are longitudinally complete since they show proximally the
impressions of rounded heels and distally clear impressions of the tip of the toes. Of
these longitudinally complete footprints, not all the toes are systematically printed.
The hallux impression and to a lesser extent that of the second toe are the most
common and the deepest toe impressions. With one exception, the hallux impression
is always visible when the impressions of toes can be distinguished from the rest of
the footprint. The remaining 156 footprints reflect a relatively complete foot outline
but do not provide evidence, such as variation in depth, allowing to distinguish the
toe impressions. It is therefore difficult to attest that they are longitudinally complete.

The best-preserved footprints reflect morphological features close to those of
humans including a fully adducted hallux and a midfoot mediolaterally narrow.
Moreover, the heel and forefoot impressions are the deepest areas of the footprints;
the forefoot is on average deeper than the heel. The midfoot impression is shallow
and has a slight outline. This depth distribution and the narrowing of the midfoot
impression are consistent with an architecture of the foot in vault. These architectural
characteristics are less pronounced for the smallest footprints, which suggest a flatter
foot for the youngest individuals. They are also less marked compared to footprints
made by Homo sapiens (Duveau et al. 2019), which is consistent with our knowl-
edge of the anatomy of the Neandertal foot, which was more robust and had a less
pronounced plantar arch than the Homo sapiens foot (Trinkaus et al. 1991; Berillon
2000).

Comparative morphometry: The 3D modelling of 169 footprints allows accurate
morphometric comparisons according to the subunits (Fig. 11.5a). These compari-
sons were carried out on footprints sufficiently complete that were made on hori-
zontal layers and that do not show any evidence of sliding. The footprints from the
D3b-4 stratigraphic subunit, the densest in tracks, have lengths ranging from 11.4 to
28.4 cm (mean, 19.2 cm) and widths from 4.5 to 12.8 cm (mean, 8.4 cm). The
exploitable footprints from the other stratigraphic subunits fall within these ranges
(Fig. 11.5). The footprints from the D3b-1 subunit are shorter (12.3–18.4 cm) and
narrower (mean, 5.1–8.4 cm) than the average of those from the D3b-4. The
footprints from the D3b-2 and D3b-3 subunits are on average longer (respectively,
21.4 cm and 22.0 cm) but have close average widths (8.1 cm and 8.7 cm). Finally,
the footprints from the D3b-5 subunit are biometrically close to those from the
D3b-4 for both length (mean, 19.7 cm) and width (mean, 7.9 cm). The lengths and
widths of the other footprints attributed to Neandertals fall within the ranges of those

192 J. Duveau et al.



from Le Rozel (Fig. 11.5b). The two footprints from Theopetra Cave (14 and 15 cm
long, 5 and 6 cm wide) and the footprint from Catalan Bay (17 cm long and 7 cm
wide) are relatively smaller than the averages of the Le Rozel footprints (19,2 cm
long and 8,4 cm wide). On the other hand, the footprint from Vârtop Cave is
relatively longer (22 cm) and wider (11 cm).

Human Handprints

The eight handprints all reflect a right laterality. As with footprints, their morphology
is variable. Six handprints are longitudinally complete with lengths ranging from
11.4 to 16.1 cm. The two other handprints show fingerprints but not clearly the base
of the palm. The handprints are characterized by a broad palm, deep and long
fingerprints (relatively longer than toe impressions) and a short thumb with a
capacity for abduction.

Fig. 11.5 Dimensions of the Le Rozel footprints digitized in 3D; (a) depending on their locations
in the stratigraphic subunits; (b) compared to the other footprints attributed to Neandertals
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Animal Tracks

Six animal tracks were discovered in the peripheral areas of the D3b-4 subunit. Their
low level of conservation complicated their precise taxonomic attribution. Five of
them are attributed to Carnivora (Felidae, Canidae and Mustelidae) and the last one
to a Ruminantia (probably a Cervidae).

Discussion

Since 2012, the field missions yielded a large ichnological assemblage that makes Le
Rozel a major track site. First of all, the 257 footprints represent to date the largest
footprint sample attributed to a hominin taxon other than Homo sapiens. In partic-
ular, they form more than 95% of all the footprints attributed to Neandertals since
only nine footprints had so far been attributed to this taxon (Fig. 11.1). Moreover,
even for footprints attributed to Homo sapiens, such a large number is exceptional;
the sites from the Willandra Lakes (e.g. Webb et al. 2006; Webb 2007) and the
Hawaii Volcanoes National Park (Moniz Nakamura 2009) are among the few sites
that yielded more footprints than Le Rozel. Also notable are the eight handprints
recorded at Le Rozel that are to date the only Neandertal handprints available with
the hand discovered at Maltravieso (Hoffmann et al. 2018). Besides the well-known
positive and negative painted hands in rock art (e.g. Bahn 1998; Guthrie 2005), only
a few handprints are known for Pleistocene hominins (Zhang and Li 2002; Mietto
et al. 2003; Ledoux et al. 2017; Panarello et al. 2018). In addition, animal tracks
provide information on fauna that lived near the site during the Palaeolithic occu-
pations. For example, they attest to the presence of several carnivores of which no
osteological remains had been found on the site (Cliquet et al. 2018a, b). Le Rozel
tracks also represent an important discovery because of their association with
archaeological material that attests to the occupations of the site by Neandertals.
Such occupation contexts are rare among the other hominin footprint sites (Altamura
et al. 2018); the majority of them only reflect passage areas (Masao et al. 2016;
Roach et al. 2016; Bustos et al. 2018).

Except for the dimensions (Fig. 11.5b), it is difficult to morphologically compare
the Le Rozel footprints with other footprints attributed to Neandertals because of
their rarity as well as the differences in conservation and deposition conditions. Few
anatomical details are reflected by these other footprints. Only a gap described as
important between the hallux and the second toe has been reported for the most
complete footprint discovered at Vârtop Cave (Onac et al. 2005). Such a space is not
observed on the Le Rozel footprints, but this may be related to the nature of the
substrate.

In that vein, some morphological features of the Le Rozel footprints, such as the
lack of clear toe impressions on relatively complete footprints, raise a question: the
possibility of shod feet. Such a feature could have a significant impact on our
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knowledge of Neandertal culture. No direct remains of shoes are known for Nean-
dertals, and the earliest occurrences were discovered in Holocene sites (e.g. Kuttruff
et al. 1998; Pinhasi et al. 2010). However, anatomical studies on the robustness of
phalanges suggested a possible wearing of shoes as early as 30,000 years ago
(Trinkaus and Shang 2008; see Trinkaus et al. Chap. 7). In addition, some footprints,
such as one of those discovered at Theopetra Cave (Manolis et al. 2000; see
Kyparissi-Apostolika and Manolis Chap. 10), have been described as prints of
shod feet. Nevertheless, the associations between footprints and footwear are not
certain, being generally based on qualitative criteria or on outliers in footprint
dimensions (Bennett et al. 2010). Experimental studies on the same substrate
conditions as at Le Rozel, and investigating morphometric differences between
barefoot footprints and footwear (including shoes of varied rigidity), may provide
significant information on this issue in the future.

Finally, we have shown that the 2012–2017 assemblage described here could
provide direct information on the size and composition of the trackmaking groups;
the assemblage from D3b-4 stratigraphic subunit represents a small group, most
likely composed of 10–13 individuals, and 90% of the footprints correspond to
children or adolescents (Duveau et al. 2019). This high proportion of children and
adolescents raises questions about the distribution of activities (hunting, carcass
transport, lithic industry, etc.) within the group. It is also currently impossible to
know why so few adults were on the site at this time. Future analyses of the spatial
distribution of footprints and their relationship to associated archaeological remains
could provide valuable information on these important issues. Importantly, the two
last field missions in 2018 and 2019 allowed the discovery of around 800 new
potential footprints (most of them coming from the D3b-4 subunit). Ongoing studies
of these new tracks will first have to validate or not their identification as hominin
footprints. Then, morphometric analyses will aim to clarify our knowledge of the
size and the composition of the groups who occupied Le Rozel 80,000 years ago.

To sum up, the tracks discovered at Le Rozel represent the most important
ichnological assemblage attributed to Neandertals to date and more generally the
most important for hominin taxa other than Homo sapiens. The analysis on the
footprints provides not only essential data in order to understand the Palaeolithic
occupations at Le Rozel 80,000 years ago but also could provide access to unique
information on the composition of groups at a timescale unusual in prehistoric
archaeology, that of a snapshot. In this perspective, the crossing of ichnological
data with archaeological data (occupation structures, spatial distribution of activities,
etc.) will bring closer to the life history of the Pleistocene human groups.
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