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Of mice and men across the Holocene-Pleistocene boundary: El Mirón cave, a case study from Cantabrian Spain 
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Rodents and humans are today intimately linked: the first consume the food that humans waste. Was this the same in the 
past? Palaeontologists study faunal sequences without taking into account the influence of people, and this can be a good 
approach before humans became important in regional ecosystems. But what happened in the Late Pleistocene? Are 
microfaunal changes related to human inference in their common territories? Is mice, shrew and bat diversity also influ-
enced by the human activities? In the North of Spain, there is a rich and long tradition in archaeological studies 
excavations beginning at Altamira dating back to 19th C. Some localities have long, stratigraphic sequences that have 
been studied with a multidisciplinary approach (El Castillo, La Riera, Morín, El Juyo, Lezetxiki…). One of those locali-
ties is El Mirón Cave, in the Asón Valley (Ramales de la Victoria) in the first range of the Cantabrian Cordillera. The El 
Mirón sequence has provided a diverse small mammal fauna, including rodents, shrews, hedgehogs, moles and bats. For 
this study we analysed 719 samples, ranging from the Holocene to the late Upper Pleistocene. The samples come from 67 
well stratified levels dated by archaeological contents and Radio Carbon (62 dates from 41-3.5 Kyr). We recognize 24 
different species of small mammals, where 14 rodents (Arvicola terrestris, A. sapidus, Terricola sp., Microtus oeconomus, 
M. agrestis, M. arvalis, M. gregalis, Chionomys nivalis, Clethrionomys glareolus, Pliomys lenki, Apodemus sylvaticus, 
Eliomys quercinus, Glis glis, Sciurus vulgaris), 7 insectivores (Sorex minutus, S. araneus, Neomys fodiens, Crocidura sp., 
Galemys pyrenaicus, Talpa europaea, Erinaceus europaeus) and 3 bats (Myotis sp., Miniopterus schreibersii and Rhinolo-
phus sp). Lagomorphs and small carnivores (Mustela sp.) are also present, though they never become numerically 
important in the sequence. Some small mammal changes in the El Mirón sequence may correlate with major climatic 
and/or cultural events. During the early Magdalenian (17-13 Ky BP) there is a recovery in small mammal diversity, in 
relation to the impoverishment of the faunas during the Solutrean (17,000-19,000 Ky BP), though during the Magdalenian 
the long persisting arvicolid species Pliomys lenki, finally went extinct. The Holocene-Pleistocene boundary (end of 
Younger Dryas event, 11,800 y BP) coincides with the definite establishment in the ecosystem of the large, fat dormouse, 
Glis glis, a large rodent that requires mature woods with large, old trees. The same occurs with other forest species, 
Clethrionomys glareolus, Eliomys quercinus and Apodemus sylvaticus.
 
 
 
 


