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Press Release 
 
Humans have been using bear skins for at least 
300,000 years 
 
A research team from the University of Tübingen and the Sencken-
berg Centre for Human Evolution and Palaeoenvironment Tübingen 
examines traces on bones from the archaeological site of 
Schöningen in Lower Saxony 
 
 
 
Tübingen, 23.12.2022 
 
Humans have been using bear skins to protect themselves from cold 
weather for at least 300,000 years. This is suggested by cut marks on the 
metatarsal and phalanx of a cave bear discovered at the Lower Paleo-
lithic site of Schöningen in Lower Saxony, Germany. This makes it one of 
the oldest examples of this type in the world. The research was con-
ducted by an archaeological team from the University of Tübingen, the 
Senckenberg Centre for Human Evolution and Palaeoenvironment 
(SHEP) in Tübingen, together with a colleague from Leiden University. 
This study was published in the Journal of Human Evolution. 
 
"Cut marks on bones are often interpreted in archaeology as an indica-
tion of the utilization of meat," explains Tübingen researcher Ivo Verhei-
jen. "But there is hardly any meat to be recovered from hand and foot 
bones. In this case, we can attribute such fine and precise cut marks to 
the careful stripping of the skin." A bear's winter coat consists of both 
long outer hairs that form an airy protective layer and short, dense hairs 
that provide particularly good insulation. Bears, including extinct cave 
bears, needed a highly insulating coat for hibernation. "These newly dis-
covered cut marks are an indication that about 300,000 years ago, peo-
ple in northern Europe were able to survive in winter thanks in part to 
warm bear skins," says the researcher, a doctoral student in the 
Schöningen research project and employee of the State Heritage Office 
of Lower Saxony. 
 
Strong indication for hunting 
 
But how were the bear skins obtained? "Schöningen plays a crucial role 
in the discussion about the origin of hunting, because the world's oldest 
spears were discovered here," Ivo Verheijen continues. Did the people of 
that time also hunt bears? "There are some indications for this," says the 
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researcher. "If only adult animals are found at an archaeological site, this is usually consid-
ered an indication of hunting – at Schöningen, all the bear bones and teeth belonged to 
adult individuals." In addition, he said, bear skin must be removed shortly after the animal's 
death, otherwise the hair is lost and the skin becomes unusable. "Since the animal was 
skinned, it couldn't have been dead for long at that point," Verheijen explains. 
 
The find opens up a new perspective, says Tübingen Professor Nicholas Conard, head of 
the Schöningen research project. The location of the cut marks indicates that the cave 
bears were also exploited for their skins. "So animals were not only used for food, but their 
pelts were also essential for survival in the cold," Conard says. The use of bear skins is 
likely a key adaptation of early humans to the climate in the north. 
 
The archaeological excavation at the Paleolithic sites in Schöningen and the scientific re-
search are a long-term project of the University of Tübingen in cooperation with the Senck-
enberg Centre for Human Evolution and Palaeoenvironment Tübingen and the State Herit-
age Office of Lower Saxony. The project is funded by the Lower Saxony Ministry of Science 
and Culture in Hannover. 
 
 

 

Metatarsal of a cave bear with 
cut marks. 
Photo: Volker Minkus 

 

 

Detail of the precise and fine cut marks 
on the metatarsal of a cave bear. 
Photo: Volker Minkus 
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Homo heidelbergensis pair wearing 
cave bear skins for protection from the 
cold. Artistic representation: Benoît 
Clarys 

 

 

Cave bears could 
reach a length of 
more than three me-
ters and a weight of 
more than one metric 
ton during the ice 
ages. During warm 
periods, as in 
Schöningen, they 
were somewhat 
smaller. Artistic re-
presentation: Benoît 
Clarys 
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Forschungsmuseum Schöningen 
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38364 Schöningen 
ivo.verheijen[at]nld.niedersachsen.de  
 
Dr. Jordi Serangeli 
Local excavation director in SchöningenUniversity of Tübingen / Senckenberg HEP,  
Forschungsmuseum Schöningen 
paläon 1 
38364 Schöningen 
jordi.serangeli[at]uni-tuebingen.de 
 
Prof. Nicholas J. Conard, PhD 
University of Tübingen 
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