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SKELETONS OF THE SAHARA

 Wednesday, September 25, 2013
10:00-11:00 p.m. ET
– Dinosaur Scientist Paul Sereno Excavates an Ancient Human Cemetery –
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SKELETONS OF THE SAHARA, airing Wednesday, September 25, 2013, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS, reveals scientist Paul Sereno’s amazing discovery of a prehistoric human burial ground in the middle of a forbidding desert. 
Like many great scientific discoveries, this one happens by accident. Sereno, an expert in locating dinosaur fossils, is on an expedition to Niger, in Saharan Africa. Six weeks into a three-month journey, his team makes an unexpected discovery:  human bones, the remains of peoples who lived 10,000 and 5,000 years ago.
Sereno’s team counts dozens of skeletons within just a few minutes. SKELETONS OF THE SAHARA relates the story of this stunning find and what it reveals about two civilizations that once flourished in what is now the world’s largest desert.

SKELETONS OF THE SAHARA joins Sereno on a return trip to Niger. After years of waiting for conflict in West Africa to stabilize, he can finally return to the area called  “Gobero.” Over 10 years and five expeditions, Sereno has found more than 200 burial plots, each more intriguing than the last:  a man buried with his head in a pot; another buried sitting in a turtle shell; a girl with a bracelet carved from hippo bone; and most striking of all, a woman embracing two children, hands entwined in a triple burial.

Adding to the intrigue is the fact that the bones are from two separate civilizations, Kiffian and Tenerian, thousands of years apart, yet the dead are buried side by side. Scattered throughout the site, artifacts offer clues to the lives they led — arrowheads, intricate jewelry and, perhaps most surprising of all, harpoons carved from bone. 

Who were the Kiffians and Tenerians?  How did they live?  How did they die?  

Sereno and his team carefully address these questions in the lab at the University of Chicago, where the bones, transported from the heart of Africa, are sheltered from the desert’s relentless wind and destructive sand. Left to the elements, the bones would erode and disappear in a matter of years, taking with them clues to an ancient way of life in the Sahara.   

Sereno brings the skeletons back to his lab intact in order to learn from their unique burial positions. But removing bones from the ground is something he has done only with dinosaur fossils. Collecting delicate human remains in shifting sand and transporting them thousands of miles is a risky procedure. Using their dinosaur excavating experience, his team digs around each of the skeletons, wraps them in jackets of plaster and sends them on their long journey to Chicago.

In the lab, a team of experts awaits the delivery, eager to crack open the jackets and examine what lies inside. They carefully study the bones, teeth and burial positions — each new find becoming a precious puzzle piece as the experts reconstruct a vanished culture and bring new insight to our shared human story.
Underwriters: Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television viewers

Producer: National Geographic Television in association with Camera One Productions

Senior executive producer: John Bredar

Producer/director/writer: David Murdock
About PBS
PBS, with its over 350 member stations, offers all Americans the opportunity to explore new ideas and new worlds through television and online content. Each month, PBS reaches nearly 120 million people through television and over 29 million people online, inviting them to experience the worlds of science, history, nature and public affairs; to hear diverse viewpoints; and to take front row seats to world-class drama and performances. PBS’ broad array of programs has been consistently honored by the industry’s most coveted award competitions. Teachers of children from pre-K through 12th grade turn to PBS for digital content and services that help bring classroom lessons to life. PBS’ premier children’s TV programming and its website, pbskids.org, are parents’ and teachers’ most trusted partners in inspiring and nurturing curiosity and love of learning in children. More information about PBS is available at www.pbs.org, one of the leading dot-org websites on the Internet, or by following PBS on Twitter, Facebook or through our apps for mobile devices. Specific program information and updates for press are available at pbs.org/pressroom or by following PBS Pressroom on Twitter.
– PBS –

CONTACT: Joan Koury, PBS, 703-739-5793; jkoury@pbs.org 

For images and additional up-to-date information on this and other PBS programs, visit PBS PressRoom at pbs.org/pressroom.
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