
Adventures

in  

Human History





Kathrin Nägele : Adventures in Human History
Max-Planck-Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, 2025

Author: Kathrin Nägele
Comic Illustration: Tigao Ferraz da Silva
English Translation: Kathrin Nägele
Layout and Illustration: Annett Plonka
Publisher: Max-Planck-Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig

Attribution: Non-commercial Share Alike CC BY-NC-SA

2026



This Book 

Belongs to



Hi Kyrie, hi Millie! 
Sure, let’s go!

Hi Henry, Millie and I 
are going to play by the 

river, wanna join?

What’s that?

On the ground?

Maybe
trash?

Could be a 
bone?

Looks like it’s 
made from clay

It’s a ceramic
figurine

I think we should show 
this to Ash…

…He will know what to do.

Adventures in



Hi Kids! What do 
you have there? Hi Ash, we found

this close to the
river. Do you know

what it is?

Amazing! This, kids, is
an archaeological

artefact! Yes, Kyrie, an archaeological
artefact. But to learn more, 
we need a specialist. I know

who can help.

An archaeological
artefact?

Hello Eleni?

Wow, Ash!
Amazing!

The Kids found an
artefact by the river. I 
will send you a Photo!

Now we can start with
the excavation

AND THIS IS HOW OUR ADVENTURE 
BEGINS.

Human History



The

Zara

I’m an archaeologist

Hello, my name is Zara and I
am Trinidadian. I study
various remains from the
ancient Caribbean, including
animal bones and shells.

Human History
We study



Researchers
Hi! I’m Kathrin. I’m from Germany, 
where I was born in the south of the

country. There, we speak a dialect that
is very difficult for other germans to

understand. 

Our research field
is called

GEnetics

Human History

Kathrin

Eleni

Hi I'm Eleni and I am from 
Greece, where we have 
more than 1200 islands 

and very tasty food!



What is
Today, when we travel the world, we can see many different people, speaking different 
languages, cooking different dishes. 

But the world has not always looked the same as it does today. In most places, people 
in the past lived differently from how they do today. 



Human History

The study of human history tries to understand how the ways of 
life, cultures or languages changed, and how the world came to look 
as it does today. We study how humans settled every corner of the 
world. 



How do we learn

Archaeology
Different disciplines study how people lived and interacted in the past. 

Archaeologists identify places where people lived in the past. They excavate the soil to
find the things they left behind.

By digging a hole into the soil, they can open a window into the past.

Archaeologists’ Tools

Sample bags

Notebook

Brush

Trowel

Camera

Ruler



About the past

Ceramics

Some types of materials persist and can be found in the soil.  

By comparing the different
forms and designs of
ceramics, we can  
reconstruct how
people traveled, 
traded and 
exchanged ideas.

Human
remains

Something else that can often be 
found are

Just like we do today, 
many peoples in the
past buried their
dead.



Archaeogenetics

Just like archaeologists open windows to the past by digging holes in the soil, 
geneticists can drill holes into bones to learn more about the person buried and their 
ancestors. This research field is called

A geneticist’s

tools

Tube

Pipette

Dentist drill

sequencer

Safety googles

mask

Overall

gloves



computer

Sample bags

hairnet

Clean room ATTIRE

Archaeogeneticists work in a Laboratory. These are very clean rooms, so the ancient 
bone samples are protected from the modern environment. 

With a dentist drill, we dril a tiny hole into 
the bone. This is the genetic window into 
the past, allowing us to learn more about 
the person buried, and their ancestors.

But How



Our body is made of different organs, like our heart, skin, brain and bones. They are 
all made of smaller building blocks: Our Cells

Cells
Brain cell

Muscle cells

Fat cell

Bones are also made of
cells

For every organ, cells have to look a Little different, because the organs have 
different tasks: Bones need to be hard, eyes need to see, our skin needs to 
protect.

How each cell needs to
look is written in our

DNA



DNA Is an abbreviation for a very complicated Word: Deoxy Ribonucleic
Acid. 

The DNA is like a book in our cells 
– a manual perhaps. But the book 
doesn’t have pages, but instead is 
more like a long thread, wound up 
into a ball.

The form DNA has, is even longer than the word 

And instead of 26 letters like 
the English alphabet

the language of DNA only has four letters:

A  T  C  G

ATCGGATACA

Geneticists have learned to read those letters, and have started to understand their meaning



Is not only used by humans, but

By all life on our

The most incredible thing about genetics is that the

Plants

Mushrooms

Frogs

Fish

Birds



Language of DNA

on our planet

… and all other living beings share the same DNA language. 

Insects

Mammals



The Genetic History
With DNA we can not only connect life on earth in the present

Archaeologists like Zara excavated ancient individuals from the Red House and the site 
Manzanilla. The people were buried there at two different times, and with different ceramics. 

The older occupation 
had Saladoid ceramics 
that can also be found 
in other Caribbean 
islands.

The younger occupation featured 
Arauquinoid ceramics.

Red House

Trinidad is the only 
island where Arauquinoid 

pottery is found, while 
on the continent it is 

found in northern Brazil, 
the Guyana shelf and 

Venezuela. 

Saladoid pottery

Arauquinoid pottery

We found that the individuals from the earlier 
occupation were genetically similar to other Ceramic 
Age communities in the other Caribbean Islands 



Of trinidad
but also the present with the past. 

And this is what we did in Trinidad.  

In a cleanroom, we extracted DNA from 
over 30 people, and our machines helped 
us to read parts of each individual’s DNA. 

Manzanilla

We compared their DNA to those of other people, some ancient, for 
example from other Caribbean islands, and some people still living 
today, for example from the Amazon.

The people that lived in Trinidad during the second 
occupation derived part of their ancestry from the 

inhabitants of the earlier occupation. The other part 
connects them to indigenous groups in the Lower Amazon 

today, like the Munduruku.

We found that the individuals from the earlier 
occupation were genetically similar to other Ceramic 
Age communities in the other Caribbean Islands. 

The genetic History of Trinidad shows the deep 
connection of indigenous people and their histories 
in the Americas.


