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Small vertebrate changes during the Pleistocene in central Spain: the record from Atapuerca 
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Six sites, located close to each other, in the Atapuerca Hill (Burgos, Spain), contain long complete sections representing 
major parts of the continental Pleistocene of central upland Spain. Studies of the small vertebrate assemblages show at 
least 7 different faunal units (FU), well differentiated by first and last appearance data (FAD and LAD). At present, the 
faunal list comprises 55 small-mammal taxa, including rodents, insectivores, rabbits and bats and at least 23 taxa for 
amphibians and squamate reptiles (the faunas are still under study, therefore the number of taxa and their classifications 
may change). The ATA FU 1 (Trinchera del Elefante, Lower levels) is characterized by the FAD and LAD of two 
Allophaiomys species, Castillomys and Asoriculus; the ATA FU 2 (Gran Dolina site, TD) by the FAD of Iberomys 
huescarensis, and Allocricetus, the ATA FU 3 and 4 (TD) by the occurrence of a new giant, red-tooth shrew; the ATA FU 
5 by the FAD of Microtus ratticepoides and the LAD of primitive microtines; the ATA FU 6 by the FAD of derived 
microtines; the ATA FU 7 by the FAD of extant rodents as Iberomys cabrerae and Chionomys nivalis. Some interesting 
observations about this distribution are: the first hominid presence in Western Europe is recorded in Spain at ATA FU 1, 
Trinchera del Elefante, in Atapuerca and in Granada. The ATA FU 1 assemblage indicated an Early Pleistocene age for 
this datum (between 1.5 and 1.1 Ma), and points to a warm (and humid-wooded; presence of Salamandra in TE) period 
(?Waalian). Another European locality of Early Pleistocene age with lithic tools, Le Vallonnet, can be included in this 
ATA FU 1 by its Allophaiomys contents. In TD, the first hominids in Western Europe (Homo antecessor) lived during a 
warm, wet and wooded interval, probably corresponding to MIS 21 to 19 (ATA FU 4). The transition from the Early to 
Middle Pleistocene at Atapuerca is characterized by a palaeoenvironmental change recorded between the ATA FU 3– 4 
and the ATA FU 5–6. The general opening of the landscape at the beginning of the Middle Pleistocene, characterized by 
the ATA FU 6 could have promoted the dispersal of Homo heidelbergensis across Western Europe. Finally, the ATA FU 
7 characterizes the late Pleistocene, when the modern faunas make their first appearance, though coexisting with survivors 
such as Pliomys lenki, wich disappears in mid MIS 2. 
 
  
 


