7000 Years: The Oldest Case of Leukemia
Discovered
Prehistoric female skeleton shows signs of this cancer
Tübingen, 8/31/2015. Scientists of the Senckenberg Center for
Human Evolution and Paleoenvironment and the University of
Tübingen have discovered what may well be the oldest known
case of Leukemia. By means of high-resolution computer
tomography they were able to detect indications of the cancer
in an approximately 7000 year old skeleton of a woman who
died between 30 and 40 years of age. Any other, similar
pathologies could be ruled out.
Life in the Neolithic Age was not easy: the farming work was
exhausting, and medical care was more than inadequate from the
present point of view. These harsh conditions left their mark on the
people’s health – infectious diseases, deficiency symptoms and
degenerative changes were commonplace. “However, except
alveolar inflammation and dental caries, the ‘individual G61’ was
not affected by any of these diseases – a female skeleton from the
Neolithic graveyard of Stuttgart-Mühlhausen,” says Dr. Heike
Scherf of the Senckenberg Center for Human Evolution and
Paleoenvironment at the University of Tübingen.
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Together with her colleagues, the researcher found indications of
leukemia on the skeleton of a woman, who was between 30 and
40 years of age at the time of death. “We examined several bones
of the skeleton with our high-resolution computed tomography
system, and we found an unusual loosening of the interior bone
tissue – the cancellous bone – in the upper right humerus and the
sternum,” adds Scherf.
In adults, the ends of the humeri and the sternum, as well as the
vertebrae, ribs, skull, pelvis and the ends of the femurs contain
hematopoietic (blood-forming) stem cells. In these locations,
leukemia – colloquially known as blood cancer – can occur.
The team of scientists working with the paleoanthropologist Scherf
compared the humerus of the 7000 year old “patient” with humeri
of 11 individuals from the same site in southern Germany, where
they were excavated between 1982 and 1993.
“None of the other specimens showed this significant pattern,”
explains Scherf, and she adds, “Even though they come from the
same site and belong to the same age group.”
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This approximately 7000 year
old female skeleton revealed
signs of leukemia.
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Other diseases that cause similar symptoms were refuted by the
scientist from Tübingen: “The biological age and the restriction of
the findings to the humerus and sternum counter-indicate
osteoporosis. Hyperparathyroidism, a hyperfunction of the
parathyroid gland, can be ruled out because typical characteristics
for this pathology, which manifest in other parts of the skeleton,
such as the skull and the finger bones were not found.”
According to Scherf, the results therefore strongly indicate a case
of leukemia in ‘individuum G61.’ This would be the oldest evidence
of leukemia to date. “However, we cannot determine whether the
woman actually died from the disease,” summarizes Scherf.
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To study and understand nature with its limitless diversity of living creatures and to preserve and
manage it in a sustainable fashion as the basis of life for future generations – this has been the goal
of the Senckenberg Gesellschaft für Naturforschung (Senckenberg Nature Research Society)
for almost 200 years. This integrative “geobiodiversity research” and the dissemination of research
and science are among Senckenberg’s main tasks. Three nature museums in Frankfurt, Görlitz and
Dresden display the diversity of life and the earth’s development over millions of years. The
Senckenberg Nature Research Society is a member of the Leibniz Association. The Senckenberg
Nature Museum in Frankfurt am Main is supported by the City of Frankfurt am Main as well as
numerous other partners. Additional information can be found at www.senckenberg.de.
Innovative. Interdisciplinary. International. Since 1477. The University of Tübingen combines these
guiding principles in its research and teaching and has done so since its foundation. It is among
Germany’s oldest and most renowned universities. In the German Excellence Competition of the
federal and state governments it was able to prevail with a graduate school, an excellence cluster
and its concept for the future, and it is now among the eleven universities in Germany that were
recognized as excellent. In addition, there are currently six collaborative research centers, five
collaborative Transregio research centers and six graduate colleges located at the University of
Tübingen. Special emphasis is given to research in the areas of integrative neuro-sciences, medical
imaging, translational immunology and cancer research, microbiology and infection research,
biochemistry and pharmaceutical research, plant molecular biology, geo- and environmental
research, astro- and elementary particle physics, quantum physics and nanotechnology, archeology
and prehistory, historical science, religion and cultures, language and cognition, media and
educational research. The excellence in research offers students from all over the world optimal
conditions when they come to study at the University of Tübingen. Around 28,500 students are
currently enrolled at the University of Tübingen. They can avail themselves of a wide spectrum of
more than 280 study courses and subjects offered by the full university in Tübingen. In this regard,
research-oriented learning is one of Tübingen’s particular strengths, thanks to the close link between
research and teaching. www.uni-tuebingen.de

Seite 2 von 2

