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Tutorial Three: Traces in the ash: the 
Laetoli footprints

Bipedalism & Laetoli: 
On a separate sheet, you will find a portion of the Laetoli trackway 
(with a scale) in which the footprint depths and contours are detailed 
at 1 mm intervals. Of particular interest are two of the large tracks 
(G.2/3-24 and G.2/3-25). Study these tracks carefully, and answer 
the following questions.
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1. In what major way are those larger tracks different 
from the smaller tracks above them (G.1-33 
and G.1-34), other than size? !!!

2. What does that difference suggest about the lower 
set of tracks? !!

3. Why do you say that? !!
4. What can we tell about the sizes of the individuals from the tracks? How can you estimate 

size? !!
5. Were these tracks all made at the same time? ________ Why do you say that? !!
6. If they were all made at the same time, describe a likely scenario, knowing that the tracks 

were made in a damp layer of freshly fallen volcanic ash (now hardened into tuff): !!
a. How close was the G.1 individual to the G.2/3 individuals? Were their arms swinging, or 

did one individual have his/her arm around the shoulder of the other, or did they have 
their arms around each other's waist? (Walk alongside a partner, and note how close 
your footprints are in those 3 different positions. Be sure to account for size 
differences.) !!

b. Were the tracks traveling uphill, or downhill, or on a perfectly flat area (assuming this 
feature hasn't changed over time)? Evidence? (see enlarged portions: G.1-35 + G.
2/3-26 and G.1-33 + G.2/3-24) !

c. What sex were they? Clues? !
d. Who were these people? Evidence? !
e. How were they related? Clues?
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Key terms: 
Bipedalism 
Exaptation 
Locomotion 
Robust 
Gracile 
Competitive exclusion 

Taphonomy 
Australopithecus 
Paranthropus 
Foramen magnum 
Ilium 
Relative dating methods 
Absolute dating methods 
Stratigraphy

• Why might bipedalism have been a distinctive advantage for our ancestors? 

• How might the transition to bipedalism have been linked with the robustness or gracileness of 
our ancestors, and why might gracile structures become dominant (although only after several 
million years)?

Questions for reflection:
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You will also be examining replica skulls in this tutorial, specifically examples of Homo sapiens, 
Australopithecus afarensis, and Paranthropus boisei (sometimes called Australopithecus boisei).  
Examining these skulls, what can we tell about these species?

Australopithecines (& Paranthropus)

Paranthropus 
boisei

Australopithecus 
afarensis


