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A sand bridge across Africa – prehistory of the Libyan Sahara

Marta Mirazon Lahr & Robert A. Foley
Leverhulme Centre for Human Evolutionary Studies
University of Cambridge

7 -2 million years

?

The first 5 million years of hominin evolution took place in sub-Saharan Africa.

How and when did they 
first leave?
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Erg Awbari

Erg Murzuq

M’zak Settafet

Wadi al-Ajjāl
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Mesaak Settafet
(M’zak Settafet)
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7 -2 million years

? How and when did they 
first leave?
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The evolution of the genus Homo, 
~ 2,300,000 yrs ago
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First hominin dispersals : ~1.8 Myr

1st stone tools, 
evolution of the 
genus Homo

Mode 1 only

1

1 – Ain Hanech & 
El-Kherba
2 – Abassieh
3 – Saoura valley
4 - Richat Massif, 
Ouadane, Aftassa-
Amzeili
5 – Sherda, Enneri 
Group
6 - Beli

2

3

4

5

6

Ain Hanech

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

2.5 3 3.5 4 4.5 5 5.5warm            cold

3

2

1

0

4

5

6

Myr

DISPERSAL

Aïn Hanech and El-Kherba, near Sétif, 
northern Algeria (~ 1.8 Myr)



London, February 2012

'Libya Matters' Conference 7

Mode 1 / Oldowan sites in Fazzan, DMP

Mode 1 Palaeo-Landscapes in the Wadi as-Shatti,
Fezzan, Libya
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the Sahara -

constraints on 
population dispersals 

out of Africa

Lahr & Foley (1998) Yrbk Phys Anth
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Mode 1 only
Mode 2
Mode 2 (only late Acheulean – all late Mid 
Pleistocene?)

1

Bir Tarfawi &
Bir Kiseiba

Kharga 
Oasis
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Mode 2 / Acheulean sites in Fazzan, DMP
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Onset of global
Glaciation; evolution
of East African
grasslands

DISPERSAL
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Middle Pleistocene hominin dispersals out of East Africa 
associated with derived Mode 2 industries

Lower Pleistocene hominin dispersals out of East Africa 
associated with Mode 1 and early Mode 2 industries

Lahr, 2010
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The first 
modern 
humans
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AFRICAN ORIGINS: 
200,000 to 160,000 years ago 

?

Herto and Omo
Kibish, Ethiopia

FIRST AFRICAN DISPERSALS:
120,000-100,000 years ago

Qafzeh (110-90 Kyr)
Skhul (100-80 Kyr)

Dar es-Soltan ,El 
Harhoura, Mugharet
el'Aliya, Témara
(Morocco, 128-60 Kyr)

Haua Fteah, 
Libya (128-60 
Kyr) 

Klasies River, S Africa (115-60 K

Mumba Shelter, Tanzania (130-109 
Kyr)
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Mode 3 / MSA sites in Fazzan, DMP
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FIRST AFRICAN DISPERSALS:
120,000-100,000 years ago

Djebel Qafzeh/ 
Skhul, Israel
120,000-90,000 
yrs

Klasies River, South 
Africa  (120,000 -
60,000)

Haua Fteah, 
Libya

Fezzan, Libya

Eastern Sahara: hyper-arid 
Central Sahara: hyper-arid

Glacial aridity in the Sahara and the limits of human adaptability
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John Sutton’s ‘Aqualithic’

The re-colonisation of the Central 
Sahara 11,000 years ago :
Hunters, Herders, and a Kingdom
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200,000  years

5-7 million years

2.5 million years

Society for Libyan Studies, British Academy
The Leverhulme Trust


