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Fanny Bocquentin (CNRS UMR 7041) and Pascal Murail (Université de Bordeaux 1, UMR 5199)

The presence of family funerary space during the Natufian, as well as

inbreeding, was suggested long ago based on the high prevalence of third

molar agenesis found amongst the dead buried at Hayonim Cave (Smith,
1973). However, this hypothesis has recently been rejected after new
discoveries reduced the rate of recurrence of this trait (Belfer-Cohen et al.,
1991). If discrete traits (nonmetric anatomical variations with a
multi-dependent transmission) have interested anthropologists since the
discovery of the first Natufian skeletons (e.g. Keith, 1932), only dental
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traits were systematically studied (e.g. Smith, 1970) until recently.

Natufians were hunter-gatherers occupying

the Levant area from 13,000 to 9,500 cal BC. Part of the £
population was living in permanent settlements whe
and burials have been found in a relatively close pi

Characterisation of the Natufian population
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Our study is based upon 147 skeletal and dental
epigenetic variations recorded on a corpus of ca
360 individuals from the major Natufian sites
(see map; data from Bocquentin, 2003). Among
we observed frequencies that were
particularly high or low when compared to what
in other historical and
modern populations. These atypical frequencies
may suggest a certain isolation of the Natufian
population but could also reflect a temporal

evolution of
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Local specificities

When comparing the main Natufian groups, a majority of the
discrete traits are present in similar frequencies thus
reinforcing the idea of a homogeneous population. However, a
few traits did not appear to be randomly distributed. Some
dental traits considered as highly heritable show prevalence
from 0 to >50 % suggesting that the intermingling of the
population does not concern the totality of the genetic
inheritance. Through these atypical frequencies, no special
relations have been noted between groups.
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nonmetric anatomical

variations within the world population.

haty Natuf

Family Burials

We have projected on maps the presence/absence
of discrete traits on skeletons buried in clusters
in order to point out their biological relation. Only
infrequent traits in the site were considered.
During the Early Natufian, clear concentrations of
epigenetic variations appear in some of the plural
graves. A strong genetic link is likely in some
cases when the dead share several rare traits.
This specific recruitment is associated with
sepulchral units where the dead were
accumulated over time on the same spot.

Presence/absence of discrete trails
amongst the dead buried successively in
the sepulchral unit 1-10 in El Wad Cave (Early Na-
tufian), H1, H4 and H5 share se\reral traits which are rare amongsﬁ tne
dead buried on the terrace. Dewing aber DAE Gamod (Cowtesy of the
dArcheologie Naionaia, Saint-Genmair «:\’Lar—
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Double burial of -
males within the
sepulchral unit {3
GVIll-IX (Early Matu- 3
fian) of Hayonim
Cave. They share 3 °
traits with genetic pre-
dominance  (posterics’
bridge of the atl
Sutura Me , coronal
ossicles). 3 of 0. Bar
Yosel a3

From this data it appears that the Natufian population is quite homogeneous and that its non-metric
characteristics were significantly stable over time. However, the prevalence of a few of the traits indicates
major differences from settlement to settlement, which may signify a socio-cultural or even genetic isolation
of the different Natufian groups during a short period of time, and/or a marked degree of inbreeding within
part of the community. Furthermore, during the Early Natufian, what appears to be family burials linked with

specific funerary treatments have been found in different settlements.
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