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In his book entitled ‘‘Lowly Origin’’ the well-
known author and specialist for African
mammals and their ecology as well as human
evolution attempts to bring together two
different parameters: the fossil record of our
ancestry – bones – and on the other hand the
palaeoclimate, the changes in the African
fauna and flora and geography during the
time span of the fossils. Ten chapters lead
from being a primate, an ape, a ground ape,
becoming bipedal, manipulative and human,
to the use of fire and to the self-made human.
All together this attempt makes well-known
fossil species like ‘‘Lucy’’ and Co. come alive
in the mind of the reader and puts ‘‘flesh onto
the bones’’ and gives them a place to be.
Scenarios of riverine forests and open savan-
nahs, of small groups of apelike hominins
collecting food on the ground and then
fleeing to a nearby tree are presented, all
based on the geographical and biological
constraints and options of their time period.
Incidentally, today’s hominin fossil record is
presented in a vivid way and numerous
functional relations are illuminated. What a
pleasant way to learn! The appendix lists
plants especially favoured by humans and
other primates. The numerous black and
white drawings by the author himself are

helpful as long as they outline geographical
aspects.
And yet, the reader who is overwhelmed by
colourful pictures and fascinating stories
should remain aware of the risks of such a
book. Many of the fundamental ecological
and geographical correlations presented by
the author are ‘‘may be’’, speculations,
plausible but by no means proven by the
fossil records. And one of the central actors
in his play, the ‘‘squatting ground ape’’, who
is supposed to represent the vulnerable
transition from quadrupedal to bipedal loco-
motion, is a fairly doubtful invention and
may never have existed. Indeed, it might be
seen as the strained solution to a no longer
existing problem (a quite widespread phe-
nomenon in evolutionary anthropology).
Is speculation really a major point of criticism
or a necessary hazardous enterprise of the
author? Jonathan Kingdon himself clearly
marks the speculative parts in his book as
such, and his speculations never loose contact
to the firm ground of generally accepted and
scientifically proven facts. This is much more
than most of his sociobiologically working
colleagues could ever claim for themselves, as
the author notices with full legitimization.
And how should new ideas be born and future
research be directed (even in a geographical
sense) in a field that needs it so badly? So let us
be thankful for a scientist bringing his field
forward by reasonable speculation.
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