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At the 2014 American Association of Physical
Anthropologists meetings in Calgary, Barbara
Piperata and I organized a symposium to commemor-
ate Prof. Walter Neves’ contributions to the develop-
ment of Biological Anthropology in Brazil. The
symposium gathered many students and colleagues
that were influenced by and contributed to Walter’s
research, prompting me to write this short perspective
on his life and career.
It is almost impossible for anyone interested in the

biological characteristics of South American Native
populations, past or present, not to encounter at
some point in their research publications by Prof.
Walter Neves, Director of the Laboratory for
Human Evolutionary Studies at the Department of
Biology of the University of São Paulo, Brazil.
Walter has been, during his more than 30 years of
scientific contributions, one of the most – if not the
most – successful evolutionary anthropologists from
South America, contributing to an impressive range
of anthropological questions including the settlement
of the Americas, bio-cultural aspects of late
Holocene societies, and human ecology of living
Caboclo populations in the Amazon. In all of his
works in these different arenas, Walter pushed the
standards of scientific work in Brazil to international
levels of recognition and relevance, while simul-
taneously supporting the scholarship of Brazilian
and foreign researchers interested in studying in the
country. In other words, Walter is a scholar whose aca-
demic, professional, and research influences are diffi-
cult to sufficiently and justly summarize in a few
pages, given the immense volume of contributions he
brought forward during his career. Therefore, I focus
here on his contributions that best fit topics of
PaleoAmerica, namely his studies about biological
characteristics of the earliest human groups from
South America, and how these studies have informed
current discussions of human occupation in the New

World. However, although Walter’s Paleoamerican
research can be considered his foremost contribution
to science, it would be a great injustice to equate him
only with research on the early human remains from
South America.
Walter’s contributions to the discussion of settlement

in the Americas are deeply intertwined with the
research history of the Lagoa Santa Caves in central
Brazil. The karst of Lagoa Santa has been at the fore-
front of debate about the processes of human dis-
persion into the continent since the nineteenth
century, when Danish naturalist Peter W. Lund
described the findings of human skeletal remains
associated with extinct megafauna in Sumidouro
Cave. The Sumidouro material quickly caught the
attention of scholars worldwide; among these scholars
were Ales Hrdlička, Paul Rivet, Herman Ten Kate,
and Armand de Quatrefages, all of whom engaged in
intense debates about the antiquity and biological
characteristics of the early “Lagoa Santa Man.”
Working in collaboration with Argentinian Hector
Pucciarelli, Walter added his name to this hall of
famous researchers in the late 1980s, when he presented
the first quantitative multivariate analysis of Lagoa
Santa cranial remains in the context of modern
human variation. After a hiatus of over 50 years,
Neves and Pucciarelli’s analysis returned the Lagoa
Santa remains to an international arena for discussion,
re-establishing the importance of early Holocene
material from Lagoa Santa to discussions about the
tempo and mode of the settlement of the New World.
Neves and Pucciarelli demonstrated through modern

quantitative assessments in craniometric variation of
the Lagoa Santa remains that early American groups
shared a different morphological pattern, a
Paleoamerican morphology, different from the charac-
teristic morphology of most modern Native
Americans. In fact, their studies showed that the early
remains fromLagoa Santa shared stronger morphologi-
cal affinities with sub-Saharan African and Australo-
Melanesian populations than with eastern AsianCorrespondence to: hubbe.1@osu.edu
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groups, while Native Americans showed stronger mor-
phological affinities to East Asian groups. This quanti-
fication of the differences previously suggested by
typological studies from the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century demonstrated that across time there
existed within South American populations as much
morphological variation as seen among the most differ-
ent populations in the planet at the present (e.g.,
Australo-Melanesians and East Asians).
The initial results obtained from the analysis of the

Lagoa Santa remains propelled biological research in
early American populations in various new directions,
and once again, Walter showed himself to be a leading
figure in most of these. The first immediate concern in
new studies of this peculiar Lagoa Santa cranial mor-
phology was to establish its range of occurrence across
the continent. To this end, Walter led the analysis of
early skeletal remains from Chile, Colombia, and
other regions of Brazil, showing that, without excep-
tion, all known skulls older than 7500 years ago
shared the Paleoamerican morphology. Similar
results were also obtained for North and
Mesoamerican skulls, demonstrating that the
Paleoamerican morphology was not a geographically
localized development of Lagoa Santa, but rather a
morphology characteristic of an early human popu-
lation across the Americas.
During the 1990s, the combined results of all of

these studies were used as a base model for under-
standing the settlement of the Americas, which
included two different dispersion waves into the conti-
nent: an earlier one that brought with it the
Paleoamerican morphology, and a later one that
resulted in the arrival of the late Native American

morphology (Figure 1). Named the “Two Main
Biological Components (2MBC) Model” by Walter
and colleagues, this model was proposed as an expan-
sion of the by-then famous “Three-Migration Wave”
model proposed in 1986 by Greenberg, Turner, and
Zegura, based on available linguistic, dental, and
genetic data. The 2MBC Model added a component
prior to the three migrations proposed by Greenberg
and colleagues to explain the presence of the peculiar
morphology among the earliest skeletal remains of
the continent.

For the past two decades, the 2MBC Model has
been intensely debated by researchers focusing on
different kinds of evidence, especially ancient genetics
and craniometrics. As a rule of thumb, molecular
studies in the past 20 years have not identified any evi-
dence of an early and distinct biological population
coming into the continents, while the craniometric
studies have mostly corroborated the presence of
strong biological differences across time in the conti-
nents. In the past decade, exceptions to this rule (i.e.,
genetic studies defending multiple-dispersion waves
into the continent and craniometric studies criticizing
the presence of two discrete morphologies in the
Americas) have become relatively common, adding
intensity to the debate about the origin of the biologi-
cal diversity of Native Americans across time.

The relevance of the Lagoa Santa archaeological
record to the debate about the settlement of the
Americas also led Walter toward more refined and
detailed research into understanding the late
Pleistocene and early Holocene Lagoa Santa popu-
lations. Since 1999, he has led a multidisciplinary
research project in the area, excavating new

Figure 1 Map illustrating the Two Main Biological Components Model of early American origins.
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archaeological and paleontological sites (Figure 2).
This project has unearthed new early skeletal collec-
tions for the region, adding to the hundreds of skel-
etons curated in museums throughout Brazil,
Denmark, and England. Arguably, the greater long-
term importance of this project is our now enhanced
understanding of the occupation history and life prac-
tices of past hunter-gatherer populations at Lagoa
Santa. The results of the project, extensively published
in different journal articles and monographs, have (1)
corroborated the co-existence between humans and
megafauna in the region, even though no evidence of
hunting of megafauna is found in the local archaeologi-
cal record; (2) shown the use of the rockshelters as
cemeteries with high levels of ritual manipulations of
the dead; (3) identified the presence of open-air sites
adding depth to our knowledge of the way these popu-
lations occupied the landscape; and (4) refined our
knowledge about the material-culture industry that

characterized the region. Taken together, the past 15
years of intense excavations in the region have substan-
tially colored our portrait of the early Lagoa Santa
inhabitants.
To conclude this brief profile of Walter’s contri-

butions to the field, it seems only appropriate to end
it on a personal note. Throughout his career, Walter’s
research has been marked by an incomparable enthu-
siasm and desire to go beyond what is expected of a
researcher. His pursuit of a holistic view of the past,
his fascination with the most challenging puzzles, his
unwillingness to passively accept the current views of
the discipline, and his unceasing energy to climb over
the obstacles faced by researchers – especially when
dealing with an incomplete record of the past – are
what have made him an exceptional and rare academic.
I started my career working inWalter’s lab as an under-
graduate in 1999, and there is no doubt in my mind
that it was his inspiration as a scientist, mentor, and
colleague that influenced me to pursue a career in
academia. He instilled in me a fascination for the
past and showed me the ways in which the past signifi-
cantly contributes to our overall understanding of the
dimensions of humankind. This was the feeling
shared by all of us who participated in last year’s
AAPA Symposium. Walter is now working on what
he claims is his last year before retirement; he can
rest assured that I and all of those with whom he inter-
acted during his career are of the opinion that his
contributions to the field will have a permanent impact.
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Figure 2 Walter Neves during a recent excavation season at
Lagoa Santa, Brazil.
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