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Brains do not fossilise, but as they grow and expand during fetal and infant development, 

they leave an imprint within the bony braincase. Identifying sulcal imprints on fossil 

endocasts is often challenging. To address this, we have established a comparative primate 

framework based on both brains and corresponding endocasts from the same individuals. 

We collect primate brains and skulls post-mortem from animals that have died naturally at 

field sites in Africa and at European zoos. Combining data from fossil skulls, ancient 

genomes, brain imaging and gene expression helps shed light on the evolutionary changes 

shaping the human brain. I will discuss milestones of hominin brain evolution spanning more 

than 3 million years: from the evolution of brain growth in Lucy and her kind, to 

developmental differences between modern humans and Neanderthals. 

For more information, please contact Natacha Mendes: mendes@cbs.mpg.de  
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